Buster Keaton Project –The Catalogue

Main Films Studied

Item 1 The General, 1927: The main text analysed as a model of Keaton’s style. The film is typical in terms of Keaton’s total control over the direction, production, etc. It is also his most beautiful film, most consistent and most carefully planned. It showed what Buster could do when completely unleashed. This contributes a key understanding to why Keaton was an auteur.

Item 2 Sherlock Jr, 1924: a candidate for consideration as Keaton’s best film. This was useful to look at Keaton’s sense of cinema and its technical possibilities, as well as illustrating his deadpan screen character, despite chaos all around him. This is his most consciously ‘cinematic’ film and demonstrates how meticulous his jokes could be.
Item 3 The Play House, 1921: A film in which Keaton sends up the idea of the auteur by playing multiple parts, which again, would have been technically very difficult. It also shows his practical mastery through his use of multiple split-screens. It is also part of a dream sequence, which is a frequently recurring Keaton theme.
Item 4 Steamboat Bill Jr: Not Keaton’s best film, but notable for the famous collapsing building gag, which demonstrates his screen persona and technical daring in one brief clip. As a first introduction to Keaton, this is ideal: impossibly dangerous, precise and funny.
Books

Item 5 Sweeney, Kevin (ed), Buster Keaton: Interviews (Conversations with Filmmakers), University Press of Mississippi, 2007. This is a detailed examination of Keaton’s films and takes him very seriously as a filmmaker. By gathering together interviews from both his successful and unsuccessful times, an overall picture of Keaton’s life and cinematic concerns is detailed. It is also interesting to read that Keaton didn’t take himself seriously, which gave me my concluding quotation.
Item 6 Horton, Andrew, Buster Keaton's Sherlock Jr. Cambridge Film Handbooks, 1997 Much of this book was concerned with criticism of the film and how he was seen at the time. This was mostly useful for my presentation in highlighting the technical achievements in the film and how the dream sequence in the study film was prepared. It also emphasises how Keaton parodies other filmmakers of the time, which I was not aware of.

Item 7 McPherson, Edward Buster Keaton: Tempest in a Flat Hat Faber and Faber, 2004. Although mostly a biography, this gave some study of the films, especially on the theme of Buster’s screen character. This was mostly valuable for information on how his childhood as a vaudeville performer and difficult relationships affected the mood of his films. It also filled in detail about Keaton’s less successful later career after the silent era.
Item 8 Darien Ho Buster Keaton's "The General" (Film Classics Lib.), NY, 1975. This is essentially a breakdown of my focus film, which proved very useful in understanding Keaton’s working methods and the commercial failure of The General. It also gave some critical responses to the film and insight into how its lack of success affected Keaton.


Documentary

Item 9 Buster Keaton - A Hard Act To Follow by Lindsay Anderson, Buster Keaton, Charles Lamont, and Bill Cox (DVD - 2006). This is a detailed and exhaustive documentary on Keaton’s life and films. It was useful to see comparisons of clips from different eras of his filmmaking and tied in aspects of his personal life to the themes in his work. It backed up a lot of what has been written above.
Item 10 Buster Keaton Rides Again.  This extra comes with The General DVD. This 1965 documentary follows Keaton filming his late work, The Railrodder. Keaton reflects on his career shortly before his death. It is interesting to see how his personality differs from his screen persona and how much the character he presents is a performance.
Websites

Item 11 http://www.busterkeaton.com/
"The Definitive Buster Keaton Resource" This fan site has a lot of essays on Keaton’s themes in his films, plus lots of fan discussions. Much of this was simplistic, but some turned out to be insightful.

Item 12 http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/directors/02/keaton.html
This is a valuable essay on Keaton, focusing on the theme of seriousness in Keaton’s comedies and allowed me to compare the mood of Keaton’s films to those of Charlie Chaplin.
 
Item 13 http://www.takkinen.se/Articles/buster.html
This had about a hundred links where I could compare opinions of Keaton’s work. The sites exhaustively cover all aspects of Keaton as an auteur and allowed me to define his key characteristics and recurring ideas. Although a lot was irrelevant, I was able to find a link to Item 14 below.
Item 14 http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=qVN2q13uHt0C&pg=PA138&lpg=PA138&dq=keaton+tombstone+college&source=web&ots=wPLTi4ASPt&sig=jG05zhC0yz9aw7ksj6Vam1PlFNA&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=1&ct=result#PPA138,M1
This site led me to an extended extract from the book The Comic Mind: Comedy and the Movies By Gerald Mast, which had an extended discussion on Keaton’s methods and the recurring themes of unhappiness in his films.
Item 15 http://www.youtube.com
Although Youtube didn’t have any decent critical analysis (comments tend to be largely unintelligent), it did allow me to access a fan created montage of Keaton stunts and brief clips. I was also able to view clips from the unavailable film The Cameraman. Although I didn’t use the film, it was helpful to watch.
Items Not Used

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buster_Keaton
Although a valuable resource, Wikipedia is more of a biography site and is short on detailed analysis

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000036/


The Internet Movie Database is thorough and has some interesting photographs, but many of the commentaries are banal and the films are generally analysed in greater detail elsewhere.

http://slapstick-comedy.com/Slapstick/home.html
This site was too simplistic to be of much use and focused more on the comedy and not enough on the artistry of Keaton’s films. It did have links that led to sites I had already found elsewhere.

Overall, I found that as Keaton has been so widely written about, there is a wealth of information about him. The real trick here was to decide which sources were useful and which were going to be time-consuming and a distraction. I could have ended up writing several presentations. Out of so many films, I believe that my chosen film represents his work the best and shows strong visual and thematic contrast with my other chosen films.

Mr Lloyd


FS4 Catalogue of sources








