	
Slide 1: Title

· Show clip from Steamboat Bill Jr – The building collapses around Buster, who survives thanks to a well-placed window. (Item 4)

 Presenter:

This clip demonstrates Buster Keaton’s ability to be daring, shocking and funny.  Everything seems to be totally chaotic in the Keaton world but each of these gags took a huge amount of planning.  That building had to fall exactly right (Item 5). There’s no special effect here – Buster had to stand in the correct spot or he would have been crushed. His comic performance is precise: Look at how he barely responds to the wall falling around him. He doesn’t flinch at all. That’s self-control. This meticulous planning is the work of a cinema genius. Dismissing claims to greatness, Keaton himself insisted again and again that “what he was most interested in was getting the laugh.”   (Item 7)  

Like many film artists, he needed the freedom to create spontaneously. During the 1920s, he put out a phenomenal collection of films, “a cinematic whirl of is-he-really-doing-that? stunts” (Item 9) and an “enduring screen persona that qualifies as one of the most poetic reactions to life imaginable.” (Item 11) 

· Click Youtube link on slide 1: Montage of Keaton gags. (Item 15) Comment on the ingenuity of the setup and execution of stunts.

Notice how deadpan Keaton always remains despite everything falling down around him. This was from a time when to make a film, it was possible to go out to a location with a rough idea and work on a gag all day until it was perfect before filming it, then going out the next day and making up the following scene (Item 14). There was no script. He would think up mad and dangerous situations and then play baseball with his crew until he suddenly thought of a way to get out of them. (Item 7) Where his filmmaking was often spontaneous and improvised both his contemporaries Harold Lloyd and Charlie Chaplin planned meticulously. That’s not to say that the gags aren’t carefully worked out, as we saw with the collapsing building scene, it’s just that he would work them out on set at the time, rather than pre-plan before he got the cameras out (Item 5). 
Buster’s films were “restrained, unpretentious, and pure”. (Item 14) They contradict his seemingly disorganized working methods and the apparent self-destructiveness of his own personality.
· Give examples of Keaton’s spontaneity – e.g. keeping in the stunts that went wrong in Our Hospitality (Item 7)
Slides 2, 3 & 4: Chaplin, Lloyd and Keaton (Item 14)
· Point out the differences in their screen personae – note Lloyd and Chaplin’s expressiveness and Keaton’s studied deadpan. Note the different relationships with their audience.
The effect of Keaton’s childhood cannot be overlooked. 

Slide5: Buster as a child actor. (Item 12)
· Briefly describe Keaton’s home life as a child adding to his screen persona and how he learned not to crack a smile on stage. (Item 7)
Because he refused to complain and would not hear a word against his family, even his abusive father, it is difficult to gauge just how much and what kind of damage was done. (Item 11) The films constantly seek more elaborate ways of causing chaos and physical danger.
· Note his unhappy marriage and alcoholism – a factor in the downbeat side of his films? (Item 7)
Out of this experience came the creation of his artistic persona: “you fall hard, you get right back up; the girl doesn't love you, do what you can and wait until she does.” (Item 10)  He did not cry and he would not smile. Above all, even if things worked out, Buster knew that everything would soon fall apart again, which led to some of the most ruthlessly unsentimental endings in film history. (e.g. describe the ‘tombstone’ ending of both Cops and College) (Item 13). The critic Gerald Mast has pointed out that in Charlie Chaplin films, the women “smile and show sensitivity” (Item 14). Keaton’s films are totally unsentimental. Mast writes that Keaton women are “not worth winning” (Item 14). They are plot devices. In Go West, the female lead is replaced by a cow 
Slide 6: Buster and a cow (Item 14)
Keaton’s humour depends on visual associations that only make sense in the moment. Such humour is surreal and sometimes bleak, which is odd for something that is supposed to be funny. This seems to appeal to a particular sense of humour. There isn’t a sense of hope to his films (Item 14) and some find them dull, preferring Chaplin's flash and milking the audience’s sympathy (Item 11). Keaton is definitely the more realistic of the two; when he kicks a villain in the ass, as Chaplin did constantly, his foot gets hurt (Item 12).
However, Keaton understood, instinctively, the dream-like nature of films — many end with him waking up from a dream-filled slumber. This is a sequence from Sherlock, Jr (1924).
· Introduce the dream clip in Sherlock Jr (Item 2) – Discuss Keaton’s sophisticated use of cinema.
With Sherlock Jr, he came up with a haunting little meditation on movies and dreams. Keaton brings home the wonder of the medium itself, submerging himself in its unreality. “When he steps onto the screen, he fulfils something in all of us”. (Item 10) It is also technically astonishing, funny, bewildering, unsentimental and surreal. This sequence is obviously planned in tiny detail and probably took more than a day to organise, but the film as a whole feels fresh and free-flowing. “The individual gag is more important than a fully coherent plot.” (Item 7)
Keaton is also prepared to send up the idea of the auteur and himself – proving his sense of comedy as more important than art. “This fellow Keaton seems to be the whole show,” he remarks in The Playhouse (1921), a short in which he plays every one of the people in a theatre: a full orchestra, a conductor, a kid, an old lady, etc. 
Slide 7: Buster in The Playhouse (Item 3). Click on link to the Youtube clip from the film.
This film has been described as “unbounded surrealism” (Item 8), it is also a dig at the pretensions of Chaplin and others who wanted to be the be-all and end-all of a film.  However, he became the centre and creative force behind the his own films until the end of the twenties. 
His best film is The General (Item 1), which was based on a true occurrence during the Civil War. 
Slide 8: The General
· Briefly explain the plot.  
Keaton spent a great deal of time and money to get the film exactly as he wanted it, and this care shows—it is meticulous in its period recreation. The look of the film is amazing and Keaton is at the height of his comic control.

· Show the cannon scene in The General– Explain how Keaton’s timing, deadpan persona and meticulous filmmaking all come together here.

 The General closed quickly, a costly flop. Keaton could never understand why. The critic Pauline Kael suggested that it was too perfect. (Item 7) This seems like a daft response. Perhaps it was too sophisticated. This film has a fully developed plot and is the most consistently hilarious of his longer films. Intricate gags are set up, including a climactic destruction of a real bridge with a real train being driven across it. This is probably not the most efficient way of spending a studio’s money. As usual, Buster has to rescue a girl, though we might question why as she seems to treat him fairly dismissively. Elaborate destruction and self-destruction are again key themes throughout his films.
 
Keaton could probably have made the transition from silent films to talkies if MGM had allowed him freedom to create the way he needed to. He had a good voice, which many silent stars did not. Buster needed to improvise. He was unable to come up with a cut-and-dried script—that just wasn't the way he worked.  (Item 5) It is a tragedy that throughout the thirties, his films became worse as he surrendered greater control to his studio bosses (Item 5). His drinking increased: the self destruction had begun to happen off screen. 

If time, briefly elaborate on Keaton’s post-silent career: his problems with studio bosses and loss of control over his films.

Slide 9: Keaton and Chaplin in later years (Item 14)

Like Chaplin, Keaton had a gift for movement (Item 6), but, unlike Chaplin, he had very modern instincts that propelled him far ahead of any of his contemporaries.  Like Harold Lloyd, he had a gift for making comedy out of danger, but Keaton had a more developed sense of the surreal. Today he is revered as a genius, even though he always claimed it was ‘impossible to be taken seriously in slap shoes and a flat hat’. (Item 5)

Slide 10: Keaton covered in rolls of film.





Elaborate destruction; elaborate self-destruction:  


What are the characteristics that make Buster Keaton an Auteur?








