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Abstract / 

The primary matertFl '. 'If thlA thcs5_R lA the \Vorh~ 

of Dur-:ter Keaton's 'solo' ':iilon'E ne't,:dod betwel''''' 1Q20 

a"t~ 1929. A concentrat~.on on thr- 1 Q two-'('ecle:J:'s al1d 

10 foatures Made under Koeton's e~ql"R1VC control in 

bhese years brinc;s hic unique qUfl.l:lti.er- ::38 al' ~'t't:.i.st 

into the sh~rpe~t focus ross:lble. 

DDta:Ued eXt:H;;natton o~ thn Keaton gaG reve,als 

the rlchn~S2 a~d co~~lexity of th~ relation bet~e0n 

man and th,.... physical llpi 'rerse ;.'1 hi S CO'l1i.c vision. ' 
1 

The convel1tional ;;~resent::lti.on of thr MC'tor~.al J'Iorld 

as àn ordered set of obstaclés ta human intent ia 

rep~eced in Kea.ton' s f'i1ma by a uni verse which Can 

operate without rer,ard to loeic, re~son, or the . , 

'real' ti~c-continuum. A fàsclnated\student of the 

technoloey with whtch the:> horoas 1'n liie; :'ihw t'1re '\ 

so o~tr)tl :1.n confliJCt, .Keaton i:nfuoes it with the 

'-'otentinl for fnntasy and benevolent aetton as 
" 

wcll as opposition to the human.· In this Vle.y, 

. thr i,notvidue.l 18 :lntor~rated ;.nto [-' lIptveJ"RF.\l 

m8,ch -i "'cry {)Q c1l1iar ta r>19oern tnc~ uRtrte.lized soc:tf-'tica. 
, ~ 

Keaton WBD Dn intuitive.~rt~st, ~ho r~alizo~ tn 
• -S< 

, 
his wor1( a: clearJ.y twentiot,h cen~ury consciouspesfl 

the pr-t.nci 111GS of, .which 'w;f'u1d bo '''f11nli~!':ted by the 
theorint(? df :lm.péfitrutt broad modern :?T't~stlc 

rnOVc~crytn. A ennnection of BUAter Xeoto..,t s cinema 

to th~ initlat1.vcs of Sll:rrealist'l and Al" ll'Y'ci i,sm will 
, . 

fu1ly bT'tn~ out hi~ brilltant contribution~ to the 
, 

rf'lvolut i.onized perce ,\ti ons of s #a,ce, t't'Ile, motion and 

lotie the.t mark cultural cvolution in th1. s century. 
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Ct:'.tte thes9 'se cOl"ce:r. c en ",:,nrtiCJl.lter avdc l'oeuvre 
l , 

de Buster 're['to11 e,rtre .192? et l o29~ son époque "solo." . 

~r une' cOi1cpntrntlon snr le~ 'IO cnurtR-"""trrr;es et les 

10 10n,'·s-Métra.'1'es r:·n.11sés soho r ,control.a cxclustf do 

Keaton ~n~~~t cette nériode, ,s~~ uniques qualii{s' 

(1) • ârtistiqves ooront 1.lJll"d,né r so
f , 

;;)"Ie f.tnde des ":€Jf.s de K.Joton démontre ln riches8e 
• t 

et ln c"Y"nlo;~ité de lé' re1.nt!on' entre l'homMe et l'univers 
1 

nhysique dlôtl1:i se. vi siO?' co>,"' q .. uo 0 J,a' vue convent i _onnel1e 

du monde l1et(~!ricl' COmnH} ntructllre ordonné~ deEl obstacles 

[l1J~( t.cntati.ver. hUr.'J<:llnes ~st remolacée chez Ker'ton par 1l~ 

~ 
univers q\t~ )eut ()'l(~rer' sans rec;ard 'a, la loe;ique, a la 

raison, ou nn tc"'r'Eil "r~ol.lt iasciné !)ar la technoloe;ie, 

avec laC"!HelJ e les héros dc DC A fU ns se retrollvent st 

de l~ f~ntai8t0 et l'action bênevole aussi que l'op~o8tt1on 

a l 'hllrrlf'ni t{.. L' il'ldi vidn est donc lnte.~"('é dan f1 une 

~mi verselle 'Inch i r,crte nrO~1re aux snciôtéFl il1d 11 r-Jtr1 CI.1. i.s~cs 

oé l' ~r~e rl1()de/~. 
Koaton rcalisa '~l 1nt~ttion une cn~sciQ~ce clatrem0nt 

• ! 

des'1~rort~nts mnuvemûnts c()~te~porains. Ln c()n~u"ctto~ • 

rlll cj3ié"'a de Buster Keaton et les initiat:f ves dl' snrréàl i.Rrrle 
1 • 

1 

et de ItahsordtSMc révélera ses brillantes cnrtrtbutions 

nOnYp'18· ... t, et de l~· logtque qu:t f!1arotlent T.' évolution 
, . 

cul tnrelle V.U vi'l" t '.emG siccle. 

III 
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Clyde Bruckman, oo-direotor in aeveral, dt Buater 

~èaton'8,.ore noteworth1 shorts, once ~ied to e%plain 

Keaton's atrange o relationah1p w1th the 1nanimata, , , 

"He can taka a ladder, a pail -hell, a stiok: 
and have you rolling,ou-the ground. He 40.s 
aoaeth1ng -he makee the thing aliyel" 

1 

Indeed. in the viC'1nity ot ,Buster Keaton, inani .. t'. 
, -",..', -

th1nga often a.em to p08eeaa a venomnua lite and wi~l/of 
, \ 

the1r own. The importance ot th!s un!~n betveen Keaton and 

1nanima~e thinga 1e, two!old • .r1rs~y ~ere 18 the basio 

OOllPleXit1

1
t Keatonta :eeponee to" th1nga. Seo,ondly, and 

d!reotly re ated to the invol ved nature of Keaton' a ini- . 

tial re.po se,. wa note the'v1ta~1t1 ot our a1tered peroep­
, , 

tfon. ot these "new·n thinga up9n whièh lite has "Dl1'sterioualy" 2 ' . . 
\ 1> 

b~en b •• toved. Thia shift in,perCèption wh10h Keaton 
, 'c 

bringe about' -'7 "-be labelled CODDY. It mai a1so be related . 

to many other things whioh vill be discussed, 80ae in detail· 

and sOlle, in briet, turther 011: tncluded w111 be Surre.lis., 

!he Optical Illuaion of Perception, Pop Art, The Ab.urd,d 

,~ et oetera. 
. 

Th~nga to~ Ke~ton ra~ge troll the tint toy oannon 

whioh pursuès.bim in Tbe Baylgator to the automatie rooll' 
,J 

in The 8car.erOy and The ileotr10 House, to th. hug. st,am 

,ngin.s in Th. General.-Machin ••• ranging ~roll th!. t07 

c.~nol1-to the giant 100o~otlTe, within the,K.aton oontext 

are .tap1T a mult1-taoeted, "tbing" a~d the1r 1œpor~~c. 1e 

" ,) 

, , 
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evid'enced by the (lrequent statua tb~1 oooupy .aa, oo-atar~" ~ 
, , ,'4· > 

vitnea8 aucb titles a8 Tbe General,(wh1oh' rete~ •. ~o'~,tràln,-.' 
" 

by tbat name), The'Eleotric Houae, Th~ Boa!; ~nd'The Plly-

houee. 

Aa one looks clos~ly at Keaton's vork" se~~ral 
...r,I 

dietinct patterna becom~ apparen~. Yet àga1n an~J agai~, . '. ~ .... . , 

at the core ot theae centripe~~l,p.tt.rna, ve find tbinga. 

We always find things bècauae Keaton ba~ left them in'our 

J " ,'path. Keaton has ael.c~èd things to seM'e a8 hi- cent~l 

, ' 
image, a8 a aimple metaphor within the context ot a more 

elabora te, system 'ot intui,ti ve philo.ophic.l· and phyaio- 1 

10g10al beliets. Buster Keatonts highly original use'ot 

the 1naniaate as material ~or artistic creation places him 

in a distinotive and intriguing relationship vith 1Ilportant 

broad tvent1eth-ceâtarJ move.ent. in the arts. 

Perhap. we tind the oloeest link'vith Andre Breton's 

Surreali.te. The Su~rea11ste 8trove to transeend, and thua 

el~inate, the arb1trary'iimitation8 whieh .tittle human 
(0 

potent1al. They, adopted, ae me ans to th18 end, a contronta-
1 

1 

tion with the ob3êbt, or.the thing. !hrougb the ob3ect 

they stres.ed the importance of ohanoe a8.ociationa, and the 
. 

existence ot relative mode.' of "real~ty". They 80ught to 

tree th1nga troll preoonoei'Yed notions ot uae, oontext, 

purpo8e, and bence, realitT_ The, d1d 80 by placing the 

thtng in nlv and tree,spaoe, ând thus 11berat1ng it. endl •• e 

po •• ibilit~es ot aeaning. !hi. approaoh raiaed many qu •• tions .~ 
~yr-
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. 
·on th~ .na~re of,p~rceptio~, on th~ rol~ of tim~-~iremen~ 

and' logiC, on the nature ot things'themselves', and ulti-

mately, on the nature of man and his universe. 
, 

Keaton also bears more than a~passing resemolanoe 

ta other modern movements from Absurdism to Andy W~rholts 

Pop Art, and comparison ie often as revealing as it is re-

warding. 

A close exa~ination of Buster Keaton's oomio tempera­

ment reveale three principal strainsJ 

l His 'responses ta the' challenges of the phys1.~al 

world become e.ver more canny and ever more daring. Con­

versely, the gag props, the thinga, uecome ever more ela-
l 

bora te and ever more ,perilous, culminating perhapâ in the 

bridge in The Paleface, or in The Electric Houae where, as 
'the title implies, the entire phyaical environment looks 

J 
quietly forwarà to the undoing of mere human agents. 

Il A strange melancholy, bordering on morbidity,.makea 

itself felt Most inescapably in the last scene of Caps: 

Buster, mistaken for a criminal, has Just outwitted a small 
-, 

army of polioe; but then his girl rej~cts him; whereupon 

he aimply turns back into the station house, and THE END 

ia seen printed across a tombetone on whioh sits the Keaton 
4 

pl'ti-pie hat. ! 

III Diso~ienting dream-like imag~e are introduced, some-
---" -

tim.'s dwelt upon, as in The Pl.ayhouse, where nearly aIl the 

oharacters, 1ncluding every last ~ember of a theatre or-
'r 

ohestra, are played by Keaton; or, 
-/. 

i~ a different vein, in 

. , 

. ' ; . 
_ ~_-41-

.1' 
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~ ~, where the a~eembling of a prefab~icated ,house 

~ings forth,upon the earth,a mpnster-building whose parta 

are 'identifiable and functional but whose overall missbapenness 
. 5 -

shares something with the vision of a nightmare. 

Within these three variations, then, we observe 

the full scope of ~uater's deep interest in the exceedingly 

atr~nge relationahips between men and things. Things may 

take many forms ranging from the fantasy vision of such 
• 

films as The Playhouse and Sherlock JuniOr, to a representà­

tien of The Establishment as witnessed in the relentless 

pOlice in Co,pe a'nd ·The Goat. Things are often disruptive or ., . 

hsrmful forces in Keaton's work. It ia a misinterpretation, 

however, to take ~an at the Mercy of Malevolent Things" 

as Keaton'a oentral thè~e. In t~~ .interest of a fascinating 
) , , 

theory, the overzealQus viewer often overlooks th~t, in 

Buster Keaton's universe, things are: NOT .invar'iably hoatile. 

Alter a1l, it is the engine of· his,locomotivè in ~ 

General which rooks him gently on its cross-bar, consoling, 

soot'hing the pain of a girl's r!!jection. Similarly, the 

kitchen' equipment which plagues him in the opening scetles of 
, II, 

The Navigator, Iater comes beautifully under Buster's control. 

Things are by no meana invariably hostile. They are invariably 

VARIABLE. They may do you in, or they may do you a favour. 

At times, the best thing to do ie simply match thinga in 

their ultimate neutraliti. After aIl, the building falling 

\' 

r 
1 

1 
1 
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in Steamboat Bill.Jr. was kind enough to provide ~u8ter 
i • 6 . ' , 

with a oonvenien't·'window. Ae ~leBh wr1tes,it i8, no wbn~er , 

that thinga 
o .; 

" - both the contrary, frustrating, plan-upaetting 
kind and the m1raoulouI, benevol~nt kind ~ are the 
ballic atutt 01' the t'amoua Keaton.'comedy. The, are 
the warp ot bis lite, the BASSO OSTINATO ot·nia 
career."? 

Things .remain the central Keaton metaphor. "Hia" 

caretul explorati~n, o~ the uny 'vari_t'ione w;1 thin the 
. ',#" , , , 

~ontext" o~ man'. relatipn t~ .these thi~g.' offers'many re-

velationa. But Keaton remaiua an intuitive arti8t, not'a 
~ ~ ~ '/ 0#. • <Ji • ~ 

"philosopher or-an intelleotu.l. Hia basic working principle 

~a8 81mply "ta get a laUgh without being too ridic~loulI". 

Keaton'. filma are marvel8 01' 8tructure, yet even witbin 

110 oohalliTe a tramework, *lié intricac1ea ~t his int~itive' 

villion are oiten ~1tticult ~decipber. ,It ia our ai. that 

in plaoing Keaton within the oontext of several related 

twent~eth-ceDtury artilltic and intelleetual move~ent8, we 

may~ain iusignt into bis intuitive motives throùgh an exa-, , 
, 

minat10n ot theirll. Buater Keaton, the Surrealiste," the Pop 

Artillte and the abaurdi8t~ al1 sbare" common-ground in thefr 
, . 

origin as a reaotion againet o_rtain uniquely twentieth-

century phenomena, They allia ahare, to.~ 1ea8er extent,'cer­

tain strains in the method of their reaotion. 'Yor this rea80n , 

it i* our hope that, in plaoing Keaton ae a part ot an oterall 
\ 

twentieth-oentury mOTeaent, we ma1 ultimate11 penetra te the. 

layere ot aignifieanoe beneath th. surtaoe ot the Great 

Stonè Pace. 

'" 
, . " 
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FOOTNOTES, Chapter'l 

1. Rudi Blesh, Keaton (New York: Collier Books,197l),p.252. 

2. E. Rubinstein, .FUmguide to "The General n (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Pre8s,197J,.p~11. 

). Ibid. ,p.12. ." 
4. Ibid. ,p.l). 

5. Ibid. 

6. Walter Kerr, The Silent Clowns 
1975), p.144. 

(Bew York:Altred A.Knopf,Iné., 

7. Blesh,p.4. 
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Chapter 2 

BUSTER KEATON AND THE ABSURD 
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'c? The essence of Buster Keaton as a comic figure 1s 

founded on his ab1lity to incorporate the characteristics 

of impassivity, serenity, and invulnerab11ity. Keaton's 

Great Stone Face is quite naturally w1thout sensation, not 

susceptible to physical impression or in jury, insensible -

in fac t, almost unconscious. His unshakeable "apartnéss t, 

is seen in sharp contrast to the outrageous situations wh1ch 

seem to forever enfold him as their unw1tt1ng, if not 
. 

exactly unwilling, victim. In fact, we find in this one of 

the main keys to an apprec1ation of Keaton's art. 

The alienation of man from his world becomes in 

many of Keaton's films a dichotomy between the staic comedian 

and his hectic environment. To illustrate: in Blesh'e Keaton, 

SeIdes is quoted (on the subject of Cops) as follows: 

" ••• thousands of policemen ruahed down one street; 
equal thouaanda rushed up another; and before them 
fled this small, serious figure, bent on self-justi­
fication, caught in a series of absurd accidents, 
wholly law-abiding, a little distracted." l 

James Agee takes thls concept of comic separation 

one step further to imply an interaction between Keaton and 

his 'Iworld which ia i ta hidden esaence. The dependence lying 

behind and beyond the superficial dichotomy between these 

two seeming foes 1s the mainspring of their existence and 

binds them tG constant conf11ct.~n this light, the follow­

ing analogy can be seen as truly surreal: 
c: ' 

"In a way his(Keatonta)picturea are like a trans­
cendent juggling act in which it seema that the whole 
u~iveree i8 in exquisite flying motion and the one 

;J '11_ t 
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point ot repose is the jugglerle effortless,uninter­
ested taee ••••• When he ran trom a cop his transitions 
trom 8ccelerating walk to e8sy jogtrot to brisk canter 
to head10ng ga110p to f10gged-piston sprint -a1ways 
tloating above this trenzy, the untroub1ed, untouch­
able face •••• " 

2 

The tamous deadpan, while in one sense setting 

Keaton apart trom the utter ab8urdity of his situation, be­

comea on a higher 1evel the focal point atanding beyond the 

rea1ity of appearance. The atone-face is of nece8sity jux­

taposed with the frenetic hU8t1e-bu8t1~ of O~P8, thiDgs,or 

whatever. The reau1t ia a total cinematie im4ge, b1ending 
; 

al1 apparent contradictiona into a dynamic aptinomy; 
1 

its energy spil1s over again from the 8tati~heights of philo-

sophie paradox down to the plane of meaning1ess aetivity. 

Absurdity is thua earried to ita outer limita. 

Agee ranks Xeatonls face alongaide Lineo1n ' a "as 
J 

an early American archetype." . "Archetype", in ita wideat 

sense, imp1iea an organic aymbo1ic whole. ao fruit/ul as 

to be continual1y re-born in an infinite parado% of mu1ti­

faceted imagea. 

"He (Keaton) used thia great, 8ad, motion1esa face to 
suggest,varioua related thinga: a one-track mind near 
the track'e end ot pure ineanity; muliah imperturbabil­
ity under the wiJdeet of ciroumatancea; how dead a 
human being can get and atill be alive; an awe-inaplrlng 
aort ot patience and power to endure,proper to granite 
but uncanny in flesh and blood." 

4 

Bo akil!ully doe8 Keaton wesve the threada of ab­

aurdlty into the fabric of his filma, that their unaeen 

presence can alwaya be aensed. One is clearly reminded, 

in watohing almoat any Keaton film, or even any atill tram 

-----------...... " .. _._ ...... __ ._ .•.. - ,.,,, ... , -. __ ... ~_. __ .. _---------

! 
.' 

1 

1. 



. ,~ 

-4-

a Keaton film, of Oamus" The My th of S18Yphus. By 8uah a 

comparieon there ie no intention ot euggesting direct in­

fluence ot Camus on Keaton, tor the bulk ot Keaton's major 

work was completed ten years belore Camus emerged as a 

literary figure. Given Keaton's legendary attribute of 

naivete, the fact that a link between the comie an~ philo-

80pher does exiat apeaks eloquently of the force of twentieth­

eentury alienation. Indeed, Camus' writings, which stem 

from fort y years experience of twentieth-pentury anget,serve 

to delineate the Keatonian dilemma with a sharper poignancy 

born of increà8ed familiarity. 

The parallels between the two are in fact so strong 

as to warrant a brie! analysis of the latter, for Albert 

Oamus' The My th of SisYphus is a manifesto of 'the absurdist 

,anti-credo, ot,tering one of the most extensive and precise 
, 5 

definitions ot the absurde rts application to Buster Keaton 

grows,upon closer èxamination, aIl the more apt. 

The sense of absurdity ls born in a man,Camus 

states, when he no longer takes his mechanical li~e of 

routine for granted, when mere habit is replaced by aware­

ness, when he begins to a8k "why?" • Suah thoughttulnèss, 

introspection, and question1ng cannot help but give ri se to 
6 

a seriee of disquieting revelations. Man awakes, The My th 

tells us, to three, 'poten tially SM tterlng ep1phan1es: 

First, a man oomes to realize that hl himlel! ie 

lneÎaapably hea4ed towarda death. R. has long knoWn that 

• 

J • 

• 
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death is, that ~ aiea, but he now.reoognizes that even 

he will be death's victim, that time, the aine gua n2B of 

mortality, is hie fatal enemy. A man's first step into 
, 

consciousneaa of the abaurd is the realization that he, 

who haa taken lite for granted and perhaps enjoyed'some 
7 

of ite pleaauree, will die. Life ia a prooess of dying. 

Time ia not an aooumulati6n of years but a second by seoond 

, 90untdown to death. 
, 

If man's tiret discovery ia his ~e relationship to 

t~me, his seoond is his relai10nsh1p to nature. 'The inno-

cent and the young often eee their natural world in terme 

. of pe~l kinehip and com~atibi~ity. Gradually, bowever, 

thie illusion vanishes and they come to realize that nature' 

ie Indifferent, with neither heed nor care for mankind: 

"A step lower and etrange.ees creeps in: 
perce1ving that the world ie "denae", 
sensing to what a degree a stone ia 
foreign and irreducible to (man) •••• " 

8 . 

The fear apawned by the losa of partioipation 

mYstigue (to borrow a term trom Piaget) leada them to 

interpret Indifference aa diadain, or what ia worae, 

~e hostility, since the e~otionality of human self-conoern 

finda total Indifference so d1fficult as to become im-

.' possible to conceive. The natural world thus oomes to be 

viewed no longer as a home but as a chilling, unfee~ing 

complex oblivlouB to ita human and tranalent dwellers. 

~The Keaton fllm which comes foremoat to mind in this respect 
l' 
la Burely Xbe General, part10ularlT the outdoor soenea 1m-

medtately bfollowlng Keaton'a re.eue of Annabelle trom the 

Union Headquartera - the ldhg-take long 8ho~ of the two 
"Y 
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huddled in the wildernes.a is a brutal11 poignant. comment 

on the true~pature ot the1r relationsh1p to the world around 
.; . ....,' 

them •. It 4s indeed a Bobering sce~e to w1tneBs. In bOld~? 

terms, then, at th1s stage of the absurdist's awaken1ng he 1a 

taced vith two powertul enemies - time and nature. 

Once aware ot time's destructiveness and nature's 

inditterence" a man may tum with some hope ta himselt; 

onl,. to tind even .there no salace. Wh'ere betore he was 

contident of his hUDanity, of his treedom to choose his vay 

and guide his acts"·gracetully in a constant tlow ot motion, 

he has now come to see himselt as a mere machine, bound to 
, 9 

repetitive and tatuoue:gestures tnat'deuy his human eaéence. 
'. 

To come to believe;that time 1s his destroyer, that 

the natural world turne a blind eye to h1m, and that he ie 

prother to the maohine - euch 1e the path by which a man 

tiret arrivee at a knowledge of the abeurdity of this world, 

an absurdity born ot the juxtaposition ot aIl he would 

Wi8h lite to be t with the way that lite aotually seems to 

be. Man yeama to defy time, to feel at home in the world, 

'to reet contident in hie human1t1, but he comes ta ma" hie 

mortalit1, his lonelines8, hi. mechan1stio rigidity and 

impotence. The absurd is, Camus c1ai,s, a divorce between" 
; 10 

the mind that d«s1re8 and the world that à1sappoints • 
.; f)!jr.--~ 1...1~1 ;~::J ::"tT'a-
Jean-Paul Sartre expresses it as such: 

i'lPr1mary absurdi tl" manifesta a cl.eavage, the o,le~vagé 
' ... 
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between man's aspirations to unit y and the inaurmount­
able dualism of mind and nature, between man's drive 
toward the eternal and the FINITE character of his 
existence •••• Chance, death, the irreducible pluralism 

-7-

of life and of truth, the unintelligibility of the real -
aIl these are extremes 01 the absurd." Il 

Camus presents an expository definition of absurdity; 

Keaton transports us into the fabric of absurdity itself. Yet, 

while Keaton and The My th hold certain (and by no means aIl) 

perspectives in common t they nevertheless part company in 

the final analysis, for Keaton, the human being, ~ltimately 

manages to tranecent the absurd creature's dilemma. To 

trace hi's escape from the very trap of nonsense he so humour­

ously expounda ia extremely complexe To begin it; one must 

examine the nature of absurdity in greater depth, for in it 

~iee the essential clue: the absurdity of abaurdity itaelf. 

In Camus', The Outsider, wri tten before The My th of 

SisyphuB, we find the complete embodiment of absurd man. 

The outsider, on the day after his mother's death, "went 

swimming, started a liaiaon with a girl and went to see a 
12 f 

comic ~11m". Shortly thereafter, he k~lled a man "because 
1) 

of the sun" - yet claimed, on the eve of his execution, that 
14 

he tthad been happy and still was". Such a man may not be 

viewed in terms of "good" or "evil". As Sartre points out, 

he is neither moral nor immoral; but part of what Sartre calla -
- 15 

the absurde S~rtre states that the "absurd, to be pure, 

resides neither in man nor in the world,. if you consider each 

separa tely. But since man' s dominant characteristid fs "being­

in-the-world', the absurd ie, in the end, an inseparable part 

of the human condition •••• The reaeon is that man ia NOT the 

"v -~-------------------

.. 
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world." Quoting The'Myth itself, 

Th-e 

that 

who, 

"If l were a tree among other ,t.rees. •• this life ''0 

would have a meaning, or rathèf thia problem would 
have non~for 1 would be part of this world. l 
WOULD BE ~is world against whieh l set ayself with 
my entire mlnd~ ••• It is preposterous reason whieh 
sets me against '811 c:reation." 17 

s tranger le, ultimately, mysel~ in relatlon to myaelf, 
18 

la, natural man in· relation to mind: "The atranger 
, 19 

at certain moments, confronta us in a mirror." 

We are confronted with aimilar ~ttitudee in Samuel 

Beckett'a Waiting for G6dot, where 9odot'a coming ls the 

eagerly awaited event expected to salvage the "absurd" situa­

tion in an unspecifically miraculous way. Yet whether the 

figure ia meant to suggest the intervention of a super­

natural agency, or stands for a !pythieal hum~n beirtg whose 

entrance is expected to transfor~ the situation (or some 

combination of both hopes), his)exact nature 1a of secondary 

importance. The subject o~ the play ia not Godot but waiting, 

the act of waiting as a deterministic aspect of the human 
20 

condition. Godot the separate entity ls immaterial.\ Through-

,out his lite man ~lways watts for something~ and Godot simply 

represents the objeet of his waiting, be it an event, a thing, 
.'. 

a person, a deity or death. Were man active, he would{tend 

to become obIt vious to the passage, of time, time would pass 

of i tself. Thus., i t ia in' the vary,aet of wai ting that he 

experienees the flow of TIME ~n ite purest, Most evid~nt 
21 

forme "Man simply and passi vely wai ts if his whole self-con-
, 

eept ie no l.onger tha t of the e1'erna~ :'doer", but turns 

inwards; and divested of subjectivity, he ie confronted with 

.. 
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. ( 
the action of time itself. In turn, the pure flow of time 

brings him to confront the basic problem ot be1ng - and 

he is forced to seek out the nature'of the self. The 

search. however, can only be fruitless, for the self is 

subject ta constant change in time, is in constant flux 

and ia therefore ever outside his graap. 

"Personali ty 1a a concept whose permanent resli ty 
can only be apprehended as a retroapective hypothe­
sis. The individual la the seat of a constant pro­
cess of decantation, décantation from the vessel 
containing the, fluid of f~ture time to the vessel 
containing the fluid of past time. n 22 

If the self 18 seen as a st~~ entity, it 1s of the past, 

and man who clings to this concept 1s théreby thrown bath 

out of the ~preae~t and out of the future. He ia alienated 

by and of his aelf: his precioua personality is the i~luBory 

agent of his solitude. .' 
Ta recapitulate in brief: Camus' 

principles of the absurd are based on the following. Man 

yeama: 

- To de fy time 

- ~o be one with nature 
2) 

- To rest confident in his humanity. 

In so yearning, he comes to know his mortality, 

his lonelinesa and hie rigidity. For the abaurd man the 

only answer to this dilemma eeema to lie in "wai ting", in 

existing. 

At tirst glance, Keaton would seem to have fo110w­

ed this same path, step by downhill step to the absurdists' 
, . ( 

trap. His S,tone Face clearly embodies the basic human 
, ,-

l 
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longings, - unchangeable, it defies time, impassive it 

matches the indifferent stare of nature', and emotionless' i t 

masks despa1r. What eould be more st01ca11y passive than ' 

stone? y~t somehow Keaton 'is not swallowed up by his phi~o: 

sophie staneè'and the stone stays in the mask without grabb­

ing the innards. For somehow he has managed to turn their 

effects around so as ta make them work for, rather than 

against, him. The key ta this, his ability ~o twist despair 

around into the comie, ta turn the "absurd" away from the 

futile and -hellish into thé' futile but funny f can be seen in 

hie unique' rapport with the wor1d of things. 

Nature has been previously diaeussed as a world of 

Thinga, and man ae a M~chine, or a rather comp1ex Thing. 

It seeme valid at this point ta shift the foeus away from 

man ta examine the true nature of thes. objects, or Things. 

e.H.Lewis writea, 

"In 20t~ century theoretical thought, i t flss been 
found that, ultimately, an Object - a·tab~é, a chair 
or a handketchief - becomes as troublesome and suspect 
as a 'aoul' or 1 payche'." 24 

An objeet's~apparent unrulineas atems from man's dual pro-

cess of PERCEPTION: 
, , 

namely his divisivè recognition that 

Be~arates sensation, a purely physica1 operation, from . , 
knowing, which presupposes an unknowable knower. "Caught 

in the trap ot.his own 10glc, unable to comprehend anything 

wl thout the fll~lte,ring mediary of his own incomprehenaible 

nature, man ia co~~ronted by not one but two potential objecta: 

! 
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the obj&ct as "sensual" and the object as he hopes he knows -

it. This vague knowing he defines as Ifcommon sense". 

In the firet place, wbat man 100se1y definee as , 

objective reality le composed of much more than the 1mmediate 
---' 

ob'I~ct of perception; his memory of past percept'ions of 
-"t-- , 

Bitili~i-ar objects candi tions his way of seeing. Fleshing 

out the bare perception of each' single object presently 

before him. Ta use Lewis' analogy, in looking at an- orange' 
, 

~'yJ.ng· he knowB it ia spherical; this notion ia derived from 
"#'" , 

angles in the past looked st the round object from many more 

thsn at present. Moreover he knows without peeling, pulling 

apart and eatin~ what the centents 'of thie particular orange 

will be, from having handled eimilar objects in the pasto 

"It 1s memory that gives that depth and fullness to our present, " 

and makes our abstract, ideal world of objects for us." 25 

The other possible way of perc~iving the abject en-

tails ,an acknowledgement of the flux of time; the world ia 

viewed not as a picture but as a moving p1cture. "In thia 

no Object would appear, but only the states of an Objecte 

The picture of the physical wor~d is cut down to what we ~ 
26 . 

whatwe know should be excluded." The precise moment la sub-

stituted for subjectively contaminated memory. 

To in je ct "common-aensell back into this new and 

diaturbingly unfamiliar order of events, man would have to 

move around the object and as far as possible get inside it. 

With the thoussnd successive picturee he thUB obtains he will 

• 

1 

! 
Jt 
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'have - only successively, as nothing 18 totally encompassed 

aIl at once - the perceptual picture of common-sence. 

Having walked aIl around, piçked up, smelt, eut, ~ then 
-

.eaten, the orange, he will have SUCCESSlVELY r~~ched the 
> ' 

all-at-once perceptive p1cture of common-sense.2? 

Thought, perception, and indeed aIl ,the stationary 

acts of the observer of "common-sense" realism, must, how-

t
er, he turned into movement. Lewis maintains that man 

st move and act, if he wishes ta apprehend anything. 

, "\te must move and physically function before we 
can say that we have 'thought' ·or ",seen'. lndeed, 
following this 10g1c, there 1s no~need to think at 
aIl, or even to see. For the action 15 the thought, 
or the vision: Just ae a THING 18 its successive 
'effects'." 28 ~ 

What he ia diacuBsing la the philoaophy of the 

object in terme of MOVEMENT. It 1s a world according tQ ... ' 
1 

the optic \enee of successive, fIat images - direct sensa-

tions unassociated w1t~.any componènt of memory. Each 

"opticàl" impression, fragment ae it ie, and unass'ieted 

by "thought" 1a more, r.lli in one sense than the idea~ "flesh­

ed-out" abstract-perceptual objecte It,gaina 1n sensational 

and temporal intensity what it loses in so-called complete-. 
neas. 29 

The two o~jeet9 of perception under discussion, 

" then, 81'e the "common-aenee" and the "optical'''. Their 

,major po~nts,of di~ference stem from a dissimilar approach 

°to the ~,ime-B,pace flux. The "common-s,enae object" 1a 

made up of several-correlated constituent objects of many 

,1 

" :;;:., . , 

", 
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c kinds'"f aIl occupyittg,~ differebt, place in the' S,pàtio ... tem-

poral continuum., It la part "optical"; part menilory. 

Existing aa a mixture of nQn ... h~mo'geneous consti,tuel;1-ts, ..rt" 

becoœ~s something of a problem. In' terms of the orthodox 
~ 

phi'losophical system centered . on -t~é t~nete o,r Re~a ti vi tY,t 

this "common-sena~ objelSt" possesses a 6erts'in timelessness. 

"Perception,' i'ndeed t has no 'date', (no poin~ in 
time) 'only aéneation has 'that. Tbue, 1 for secura te 
dating, perception has in a' ~ense ta be absnd~ned 
'irt favour of sensat.ion ••• ~erceptio~, in ahort'f;'With 
ite element of timeleseness smacks 'of contemplatio~, 
suggesté Ieisure:, only sensation :guarantees actio~ If JO 

, , 

"Common-sense Il perception thus overrules time to grant- thQ , 

"common-sense objeêt" a kind of sta tic timelessneas. 
l , 

wiites, "While we were looking at the front of th'e house, 

if we had ever seen its back, we s~w that baok along with 

the front, as though we were in two pl~ceB at once, and 
)1 

hence two TIMES." This method 01 perception only serves 
1.. 

to abstract the object itsel~, to buffer its immediàte impact 

u~onl he who perceivea it as auch, and u~timately to duli the 
o , 

vitality of perceiver-object int~raqtion. To view the object 

through '''common-sense'' perception 1a ta endow i t wi th a faise 

wholeneas, a wholeness composed in part, of (3ta tic) memory­

infla ted propertie,e. In this,' one may safely clairn tha t, ' 

to a degree, the "commoh-sense objec.t" becomes the Subject', 

s.ince i t lTas b,een accorded the dub.ious honour of an anoma­.. 
'i 

" 
loue position in the spàoe-tiDle continuum. ., .' 

The "opt1cal" object ie by .far the ~ore REAL of the 
\, 

two abjects of p'ercepti~'n' for the nat\~~ 'of its existence·' 

! 
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aaknowledge~ the time-~ovement flux. It holds no preten­

sions to the completene8~ of the inflated object of "common­

sense" but exists only as a series of connected constituent 

effects. It is divorced fr~m subjectivity and relies for 

the whole of its impact entirely on itself. Lewis, writing 

on the ultimate intensity and reality of the immediate 

"optical" sensation, claims tbat, 

"even though it gives you no ideal whole, though it 
is dogmatically a creature of the moment, even thoug~ 
it conveys the objects of lire only as strictly ~x­
perienced in ~ (momentary), not even eXisting'out-
side of their proper time, ideally having no prolonga­

tions in memory, confined to the 'continuous present' 
of their temporal appearance; consumed as 'events', 
one with action, incomp?~ible with reflection, impossible 
of contemplation - the sensation ls nevertheless the 
REAL THING." 32 

What must be maintained, then, ls the ultimate ob-

jectivity of the peroeption of the object if one wishes to 

grasp its reality. No subjective input to perception can 

be tolerated. The real object must be sean in terms of time­

movement, unfettered by stat~~ perceptual impulses from witnin. 

In terms of our discussion of Buster Keaton and 

the absurd, auch a differentiation 1a highly relevant. For 

what we have Just discu8sed is"the dual nature of SEEING, 

an act which plays 8 vital raIe in solv1ng the riddle of the 

'absurd Bus~er Keaton~ 

From the various arguments advanced above, and the 

general itieights outlined, it now remaine to examine their 

relevaJte ta Keaton aS,a comic artist, and ~spe~iall~ to 

Keaton as an enduring '20tb century figure - 'in the final analy­

sis, Just why do~s,Buster survive? 

'. 

',' ~ 
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The absurdist, according to Camus, sets himse1f 

three tasks: to defy time, to be one with nature; and to 

be totally human. These tasks become the albatross around 

his neck. Keaton, on the other hand, is confronted by the 

same threeQtasks, and thrives,on them - or perhaps even 

because of them. The explanation of auch an apparent in­

congruity lies, in part, in an extension of the absurd state 

of being itself, what Sartre calls "the passion of the absurd". 

He explains it as suah: "Since God does not exist and man 

di~s, everything is permissible • • • aIl values collapse • For 

this man, EVERY,THIBG is lawful ••• He expe!,iences the 'divine 

irresponsibility' of the condemned man." 34 

Within this context, wè May more elearly comprehend 

the specifie causes for Keaton's survival. Fir,stly, Keaton 

is not human - or not entirely human. Agee describes him 

as an example of "how dead a man can be and still be alive". 35 

Given his situation, however, as a half-thing living in a 

world of Things~this is perhaps the best of all possible 

states to be in, in terms of Darwinian survival of'the fit­

test. Darwin's words seem remarkably a propos in describihg 

Keaton's survival taoties: 

"This principle of preservation, or the survival of 
the fittest, l have ca1led Natural Selection. It 
leads to the improvement _of each creature in relation 
to its organic and inorganio conditions of life; and 
consequèntly, in most cases. to whqt must be regarded 
as an aàvance of organiSation. NeverthelesB, low and 
simple forms will œong endure if we1l fitted for their 
sImple condi~1ons of life." 36 

Keaton 'a world 1a 'one of movement. Sinee movement 

JJ 
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implies change, his world become a series of states of being 

aIl locked in the constant flux of movement-time. "Movement" 

itself becomes essential. In Buch ,a world, there is no place 

for thought, perception, or any other stationary observer-acts. 
'~ 

In that sense Keaton's relatianship with this world ls 

a unique one. Kerr describes it as a "pact that Keaton has 

long sinee made with the not entirely sane universe - his 
, 

plea of-NO~~ CONTENDERE, his willingness ta go along and let 

it ride." Since Keaton on the one hand'accepts the absurd 
\ 

alienation of man from the world, he does not Beek to grasp 

onto anything, be it object, event, ". 'the absurdist" dilemma, 

or even his own self - concept. To aIl he pleads supreme in-

difference. It is from this profound detachment that his 

ability to perce ive objects in their pure transitory states 

sa naively stems. It is from the depth and naivete of hi~ 

indifferencè that his grace within this ta - us strange world 

stems, sinee to him, aIl things have always been familiar, 

nothing has ever been contaminateq by subjectivity •. 

Kerr takes The Navigator as an example of the ever-so 

tentative, ever-so delicate harmony of Keaton's "laissez-faire" 

politics: 

"Whatever goes wrong in The Navigator go es wrong because 
the(7girl (Keaton ts al ter-ego) ls think'ing. Rer thinking 
does not h~ve to be unintelligent; it need ~nly be 
inopportun~. In a world composed of mat te,r - a world 
that K~aton has mastered by surrendering to its laws ~n­
til tney are ready to turn in his favour - (thinklng 
unleashes) a k1nd of anti-matter ••• " J8 

In short. Keaton trusts, accepte, adapts, takes advan-

tage of the regular-1rregular behavour of forces greater th an 

• 
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he. He does not need to KNOW since he does not aaaume the . 
subjective statua of KNOWER. He ia truly impassive ainee 

,/' he doea not submit passively to his environment, but inter-
, 

acts with it, responding precise1y and spontaneously to the 

situation of the moment. Once more, movement is crucia~. 

Thoughtmust be turned into movement. In order to apprehend 

any given thlng man must move, he must physically act (and 

naively interact), before he can claim to have 'thought' or 

'seen'. In a wOrld of endless movement, it is the machine 

in Keaton that guarantees his survival, it ls his motor­

reflexes that provide the spontaneity which enabled hi~to 

always,bounce b~ck. 

Yet Keaton is machine only in part; his humanity ia 

always present, and the duali ty is obvlou's. As Agee describes 

it, 

"when he ran from a cop his transitions from acce1ara­
ing walk to easy Aogtrot to .brisk canter ••• to flogged 
piston sprint - alwaya floating, ab ove this frenzy, the 
untroubl~, untou~hable face - were as distinct and as 
Boberly in orde:r as B:n autornatic gearshift." 39 

Buster Keaton the man-machine May easily be divided 

into separate ,compobents. Buster's body becomes the machine, 

the eyes in his ~beautiful deadpan face, the humanity. As a 

man he ,survives, not becauae of his mind or his a~ility to 

understand, but because of his AWARENESS. Awareness means 
\ 

the capaci ty t·o see the world in one ts own way and to accept 

it as s~ch"without trying to either distort or understand it • 

. . ' 
1 
\ 
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One needs only look at the very first film in which Keaton 
\ 

appears, Roscoe "Fattylt Arbuckle's The Butcher Boy, to see 

his strange truce with the world of Things already fully 

developed. He enters the frame, as he would 80 often, being 

cautious, testing, experimenting; being aware - always aware 

of his surroundings. Buster Keaton's body, after aIl, ia 

of thie world, and it is enough of a machine to endure aIl 

of the world's implacable absurditieso Yet Buster Keaton's 

face will always remsin "apért" from his world as a testament 

of his impenetrable humanityo,,---

Keaton goes beyond the absurd to expose its own 

absurdity. He accomplishes this by means of his core - deep 

implacability and, most i~portantly, by means of his own 

total spontaneity. He has carried perception to its ultimate 

fluidity, to the total objectivit~ of thought itself. Only 

his eyes speak of the stfuggle to maintain so staunch a 

position;. for the rest he is indifferent even unto himself. 

Where Camus, with fort y years experience of the century of 

alienation and absu~dity, rendered ~an's wretched position 

in a hostile count-down clock world partjcularly relevant to 

the present ambience of cynicism, Keaton gave shape ta the 

same grievances an art-form that was ta become the voice of 

the same era. With consummate ease, he wigg~es out of the 

very traps both he and Camus set up • 
• 

The same despair, the same principles of absurdity 

and yet. the !}reat Stone Face, so unconsoious of. his own grasp-

.' 
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, ing ego as to be totall,. in tune vi th an objectivi tr in 1 

motion, transcende thie dilemma. Keaton i~ apart trom his 

world. and ret no 8tranger to it. He i8 out~ide ite chaos 
d. 

and thus untouehed br it. 

if .. ~ 1 
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A oharaoteristio definitive of twentietn-oentury man 
/" 

'is his difficulty in adjusting to the enormous technological 

strides of whioh he himself has been the cause. As science 

progressed, the maohine usurped great power and status from 

its creator, a development the latter faund perp1exing and 

almost intolerable. On a rational level, man cou1d compre­

bend the benefits his mechantoal progeny afforded him. yet 

at the same time, he telt emotional1y. threatened. This un­

easy awe stemmed largely trom the utter1y implacable nature 

of the~maobine: operating exolusively througb logic, it is 

beyond the appeal of gentler considerations. AlI feeling, 

and any leeway for emotional factors, bas no part in the 

rigid meohanical prooess. ! man is thereby conaidered as aIl 

men, a position whioh is in ,itself potentially dehumanizing 

and clear1y terrifying. Since man is endowed with both reason 

and teeling, his mistrust of something as~owerful and~ 8S 

logioally perfect as a maohine is understandable. The basic 

fear of loeing onels humanity or feeling tbrough the impact 

.r the maohine - a t.ar exploited in countles~ science-fiction 
-

tilm-s -is, indeed, so deeply ingrained in twenti;eth-c~tury 

man as to be basio to his psyohe. 

Under the guise of logioal ettioiency, society be­

came progressively more 8treamlin~d, ordered, classified and 

ultimately dehumanized. Fritz Lang's Metropoli8 (1926), a 

film made after his tirst trip to New York , portrays the 
l 

city a8 a huge maohine. Man beoame uneaey, almoat out of 

place in his world. In Man and hie Symbole, Oarl Jung olaiml 
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that man feels isolated in- hie environment. He has lost 

his contaot with nature,-his 'primitiv~ pS7c~~~~uug 

calle it, and with it has lost the protound peychie ener-
2 

gy that this eymbol~9 union provided. 

Man became obeessed with the desire ta extricate 

himeelt trom the conetraint of pure mechanics, a constraint 
~ 

his own reaeon (and ite tools, the machines) had estàbliehed. 

As the order of modern ef~icienoy loome~ evermore restrictive, 

so did man'e longing . for escape trom the fruite of his 
, 

reason grow. In the ensuing tension,he began to disoover a 

new relationehip between his mortal self and the infinite 

reality within whioh he confronts himselt in daily oontext. 

Thi~ concept cryetallized in the early 1920 t s. and a new 

movement, Surrealism, emerged to give it voiee, 

The Surrealiste put for th a new approach to their 

environment: their view was dualistic. They looked at the 

world both subjeetively, as a mirror reflecting the inner 

fantasies (or emotions) and eertain realities of man, and 

objectively, as an autonomous living organism existing on a 

plane parallel to man's. In this respect, the Surrealiste' 

approaeh is aimilar to many or Bu~t.r Keaton's artistic and 

philosophie prinoiples. Perhaps more than any other modern 

/ 

artistic movement, the Surrealiste eoho Keaton. Both conrront ~ 

the same twent~eth-century 'crisie'. Both strive to trans- "y "J:' 
, ~ 

cend, and thua eliminate, the arbitrary lImitations and deti-" 1 

n1tions whioh stitle man. Both adopt, as a meaus to this end, 

a oontrontation with the objecte "\ 
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The Surrealists stressed the importance ot chance 

associations. They sought to tree objects trom pre-ordained 
() 

notions of use, coJtext, purpose, and hence, a kind of reality. 

See1ng their environ~ent as a void in which any number of 

mov1ng objects May, for a t1me, interact, The Surrealists 

effectlvely freed the object by placing it in this new and 

free space. They sought to thus liberate the object's 

endles8 posslbilities of meaning. The Surrealiste' unexpected 

juxtaposition of objects echoed'the poe tic chords of a previous 

generation, struck by Lautreamont: 

Beautiful like the tortuitous meeting, on a , 
disseotion table, of a sewing machine and 
an umbrella. 

4 

The object assumes ,a new importance. Freed from 

pre-conceived formulae, it 1e left to seek out new relations 

and meanings other than the familiar ones. Irl no way does 

thie approach imply that the 'pre-establiehed definitions' 

of an object are wrong; instead i t e~p'hasize&- that i t ls 
~ 

intrinsica11y wrong to lso1ate an object in ~ime. This con-

cept, then, is close1y related to the definition, presented' 

above, of the 'rea1' ( optical, according to Lewis) object 

as existing as a' seri'es of effects locked in the flux of move­

_____ u merit-tlme. The pa-81rt:bili ties for every moV!11g object being 

endless, this most certainly doee not exclude the probability 

~----------------that the object might retum (tor a time) to its original 

" " 

() 
'olosed meaning'. 
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Th1s Surrealist concept of the abject &s freely 

existing within a time-space sphere generated a ~holesale 

que~tioning of the 'accepted' nature ot reality. If, a8 

the Surrealists maintained, their universe was in constant 

motion, then it was, of neceesity, a universe whose tunda­

mental principles are Law (arder) and Hazard (chaos)~ The 
, -

j oint-rule 1s necess,i ta ted by the Uni verse ~s sta te of per­

petuaI movement. Bince movement, by its nature, g1ves rise' 

to change and change, in turn, implies possible hazard. 

Hence, wi thin the Surrealist pereepecti ve-, the uni verse is 

one whose fundamental principle will< always be H~zard, but 

Hazard within bounde. Hazard without bounds would be a 
5 

universe without phyeical laws - a perpetuaI and total chaos. 

o This vision of the nature of the universe forced a 

re-evaluation ot the v~lue of logical reality, that le, a 

re-definition ot the 'reality' of an object in terme only 

of logical usage or purpoee. .. The element of change seeme4 
" to eclipse that of logic; that is to say, i~a world jointly 

ruled by Law (order) and Hazard (chaos), the most pertect 

progression of logic need not lead to a 'logically' appro­

pria te conclusion. Order being fini te, restrictive, and 

chaos being intinite; the latter takes precedence. 

The d1minished belie! in the importanc~ ( or ultimate 
, 

'reality')' of purely rational methods of peroeption led the 
6 . < 

Surrealists to greater acceptance ot the irrational. Their 

vittw conaidered 'subjective real1-ty' -( or fantasy) as exist­

ing on a plane of equal in tlportance to 'objectiv6 realityt 

< < 
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( the reallty ot moving objects freed trom pra-conoelved 

definition). They repeatedly stree.ad the value ot 'irrational' 
, 7 

thought and unconacioue a.ssootation. John Cage, a mus10ian 

ideallogicalll not diss1m1lar to the Surrealiste, advised 

the Korean art1st Nam June Pack to write as mu~h as pOSSible 

betore hia English improved, beoQuee, in paok~s own worda 

'broken Engliab is rich in semabtios'. Cage was intrigu6d 

bl the unexpeoted, though otten grammatically incorrect, 

linguistic associations that !oreigner~, computera and poeta 
8 

have in oommon. • 
In The Road to the Absolule, Balakian diaousses the 

impact of the Surrealiet confrontation with the obje,ct: 

! •• the surrealist perspective towards tne object 
brought about an almoet metaphysioal leap in space, 
which litted the object trom nature 'à trame and 

reor1ented it in the inflnite." 
9 

Early Surrealist painters eliminated the 'crutch' 

of contexte They explored the endless permutati~n8 of 

looking at the objeot, treeing it trom its 'pigeonnoled' 

existence vis-a-vis man or other objecta in the framework 

.'" ot some massive logical scheme. Di Chirioo's ooncern w1th 
~ 1 

Ipace led to hie portralal of the environment ad a huge void 

in which objects move about unhlndered. "In.. 80 ,do~ngthe 

altered the climate of bath living and inanlmate forma, de-
'~ 

Duded the frame, oreated a vaou~ in whioh a~arae abjects 

pause 88 if in finality, ahedding their known robes and ac-
1 

quiring"new onee that must be guessad. The a1mpleet figuree 

become the most mY8titl1ng beoauee ot the unre8tr1~tive 
10 

Oha~aoter of e1mp1101t7". 

'\ 
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While Di Ch1rico'e ooncer~ was space, Picasso's waa time. 

He sought to change the acoepted form of th. object by 

simultnneoualy bringing ta it different perapectives. His 

distortions are time-or1ented commenta on perception, for 

it CRn be SAid thRt to Bee several perspectives at once is to 

be in several times at once. 

The later generation of Surrealists further extended 

these initial explorations of Picasso and Di Chirico towards 

a more radic~l mutation of the abject. This endeavour was 

greatly aided oy Andre Breton and other wrlters whose expire­

mente wi th worde il'lduced a n'ew consideration of the abject. 

Together, Breton and the Surrealis~ palntera tried to show 

the t the human mind was able to expand and control i ts 

sense perceptions; moreover, they emphasized the importance 
~~ 

of that phenomena. 
< 1 

In Genesie and Artietic Perspectl~e Q! Surrealism, 

Breton etates that the emancipntion of the object le the 

result of the artlst'a release from th~ obsession of usage. 

"The important thing for the artist ls not to see or hear 
11 \~ 

but ta recognize." Inspired by Ri'mbaud's nostalgie ante-

diluvian vision, unbridled by set perceptions, Breton believed 

that instead 'of aeeking the actual, current appearances of 

abjects, one must look for their latent or forgotten slgni­

ficance. This does not imply the pursuit of ~re obJects; 

oiten the a1mplest ones are the most enigmatic. They are 

most cbarged with possible associations with omr mental 

activity, BO that actually the things that surround us are 
; r 
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not really merely 'objects' but become the subjects of our 

spiritual environments. The intensity of the psychic sti­

mulus they genera~. ie judged by the vividness and ricbness 

of associations which they arouse. The artist Magritte 

observee that: "'fhere iB a secret affinity between certain 

imagesi it ia equally valld for the objecte those images. 

represent ••• We are familiar with birds in cages; intere*tt 

iB awakened more readily if tbe bird is replaced by ~fish 

or a Bhoe: but tbough these images are strange they are 

unhappily accidental, arbitrary. It ie possible to obtain 

a new image which will stand up to examination through having 

someth1ng final, someth1ng right about it: it'a the image 
12 

showing an egg in a cage." 

In this, the importance lay not necessarily in the 

object per Be as much as in the circumetances of its being 

viewed. The Surrealists Giacometti, Dali and Max Ernst 

oonduated an important experiment on the subject and ite re­

lation to the object entitled Research gs Irrational Knowledge 

of the Objeçt. Their principal purpose was to destroy the 

conventiomal value of the object and to repldce it \y a re­

preaentative value, perhaps closer to Its primitive meaning. 

Through questions both ~roit and spontaneous they revealed 

the extent to which the object could be related to the psy­

ahie 1ife of the viewer. The in~aity of the payahic sti­

mulus is jUdged by the vividnesa and richness of associations 
1) 

which it arouees. This, it seems, waB not an attempt on 

their part to transcend the physical world but ~ transmute 

.--y-----------.-.--" _.-;---- ~. 
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it, to allow for a degree of fusion between the ability to 

perceive and the inner hallucination that is set in motion 

and given concrete repreeentation. Wh en , therefore, the 

common denominator ot perception 1e erased and replaced by 

a purely subjective grasp, the objecte are freed from 

accepted standards ot perspective, and become as different 

trom each other as one individualls perception trom 
14 

another's. 

Surrealiem transforms the object from its general 

and 'normal' role to a specialized new one. The Surrealists 

Bee the world ae full of unfamiliar objects, or familiar ones 

that express the unknown. Consequently they were able to 

be11eve that one could be a materialist without being a 

deterainiet: one coul~ accept the objective reality of 

matter but not allow it to be interpreted merely, by rational 
15 

facultiee. 

The Surrealists, by expanding mental or emotional 

faculties and exploring latent ones established ab intimate 

relationèhip between exterior reality and 'inner' ,more 

8ubj~ctive, reality. The formerly pa8s1v~ viewer cea~es to 

Bee passively with the bliDkers of à threadbare logic and 

'reoognizee his own creatve power to transf1gure the un1verse. 

The Surrea11st rapport between the abject and man 1s 

most complexe The essenoe of the1r aims 1s aa tollows: 

1. To liberate the abject and thus acoept 

rea11ty of matter. 

[, 
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J 
2. Not to allow the objective reality of matter to be 

interpreted exclusively by rational faculties. 

J. To give a new dimension to the concept of subJectivity 

to relate the purely objective object (cn a new plane of 

reality) to the psychic life it stimulates in the viewer. 

( The goal of Rimbaud in his search for antediluvian mean­

ings. ) 

Three elements are eS8éntial to this process: the 
r 

~ .. 
object, movement, and man. Surrealist tr~alityt dm es not 

rise out of any single one of these elements in isolation, 

but rather trom the endless p,ssibilities of association 

between aIl three. 

Buster Keaton shares with the Surrealists much of 

this broad moral and spiritual perspective. Keaton's visual 

imagery, its hallucinatory force, the subconscious train of 

thought it reveale, and its occasional basis in the Absurd, 

create a strong point ofi contact with the Surrealists. In 

Keaton, as in ~he Surrealiste, one finds evidence of a deep-
) 

rooted resentment, a sense of psychic isolatiQn within the 

universe at the core of his artistic expression. This sense 

of isolation stemmed fram the twentieth-century's increasi~g 

dependence on ~he,. oonoept of pure logic which robbed man of 

what Jung calle a "profound psyohic energy". It was left to 

man to disoover a new relationship between himslf and his 

environment, and thereby to re-establish hie 'psychic' link. 

: .. 
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Like the Surrealists, Keaton confronts the situation - . 
through a re-asseasment of the objecte Uaing the object a8 

metaphor, he re-creates his environment by viewing it in a 

twofold manner: both Bubjectively, as an outer mirror to the 

inner fantasies of the viewer, and objectively, as a separate 

living organism existing on a parallel plane. 

Subjective freality' concerns iteelf largely with­

joining 'illogical' ideas, hitherto unconnected in the min~, 

with new meaninge which had been hidden, lost ~r forgotten 

through overfamiliarity. It ls here that the role of the 

subject asaumes a new relevance. The new reality - subjective 
, 

reality - no longer addressea itself to the object ae such, 

but to the relationehip of the viewer to the objecte It is 
16 

the Realit: of Situation. A definition may be formulated 

in the following manner: OBJECTIVE REALITY + SUBJEBTlVE 

( non-rational) PERCEPTION = REALITY OF SITUATION. 

, Abraham A.Moles, in Art !Eà C:bernetics in the 

Supermarket writee: 

Some situations are authentic, others are note 
~o someone looking at a postcard ( of the Mona 
~isa) with great admiration, the original may 
eventually loee its authenticity and even he a 
disappointment when finally oonfronted. The 
lack of cultural alienation characterizes this 
authenticity of situation which relates exclusive-
1y to one individual in front of one work of art. 

, ~,7 , 
Within Buch a context, the Keaton fantasy clearly 

, 
holds an essential 'reality'. Rudi Blesh demonstrates the 

workings of the Keaton fantasy in Sherlock Junior. On 

Keaton*s visual me ans of expressing the metaphysical dream, 

he writes: 

/1 
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'(Keaton) shows us exactly when the dTeam begins: 
the dreamer arises like a transparent ghost from 
the aleeping body ••• Buster Keaton, when he chose 
to be. cou1d be both complex and subt1e,. This 
visual aymbol ia a case in point. It sho~ us, to 
beg1n with, the invisible. 1nward transition tro~ 
waking to dreaming. But i t also shows ua meaning: 
which ia the more rea1, the nickelodeon projection­
ist'a prosaic life or his romantic dre~. Keaton 
makes the projectionist's dream into a picture 
being shown on the nickelodeon acreen. He lets the 
projectioniat ( in his dream) walk etraight into 
the screen and become a part of thie inner motion 
picture, this picture-within-a-pic~ure. Thus, with 
the greateat sUblety, he makes us accept the outer 
story as real (and thus, in effect, a11 cinema), 
becauae we must accept the outer motion picture as 
real in order to postulate the inner one aa unreal, 
that is, dr~ed. This 1s more th an visual seman­
tics; it 19 g~aphlc eplstemology. 

18 
Objectiv~ 'reality' etimulates a re-aseessment 

of the nature of the object itself. In eatab11shlng the t 
objeet a. & •• parato, though parall.l, living u~it, thi~ 
second 'rea11ty' frees it from logica11y preconceived and 

restrictive notions of usage, thus liberating the object's 

infinite poasibilitiea of meaning. The primary factor be­

hind this re-evaluation of the nature of object m~Bt be sean 

as movement. In eatablishing th1s 'objective object' as 

existing freely within time and space, aa assuming new 

meaninge with each new relationship it iB free to form, 

Keaton makes movement its fundamental principle. 

Keaton's way of coping wi~h the object is always 

through movement; Action not thought ie what ia Most 

important. Renee, his repetitive Bcanning of the horizon, 
, , 

h1s search to.r 
, \ 

movement which may ·not necessarily be under-

stood, but may be (dealt with, 1* thus partly expla1ned. 
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~ Again and again Keaton underlines the importance of movement 

to an underetanding of the objecte 

Perhape the Most celebrated example ot this 1s to 

be found in ~ Navigator. Bue ter, stranded on board an 

\ empty ocean11ner, experiencee great difticultiee trying to 

run the galley equipment. Nothing Beems to do what it iB 

Bupposed to do, and dieaster eeems iminent. Later on in 

the film, we return to the galley'to find all the equipment 

now beautifully under Bueter'e cool control. Very little 

haB actually changed - etill, nothing eeems to be ~oing 

what it is supposed ta de. The difference ie that now it 

ie doing eomething new. Each thing hae taken on a new task, 

and thue a new meaning - a meaning wh1ch, in this situation 
~ . 

18 far more efficient and therefore, far more 'real'. 

The change tram the tirst scene to the second is 

that, in the later Bcene, the objects have entered the move­

ment flux. We note a similar situation in ~ General. 

Buster and hie girl, aboard a tiret train, are being chased . 
by enemy soldiere aboard.a second one. Seeking to slow down 

their pureuere, Bustet litters the tracks with logs. His 

girl, gnxious to lend a hand electe to tie a few feet of 

rope between two tiny trees, one on each eide of the tracks. 

Her aim is to stop a pawerful locomotive. Bueter looks at 

the tiny tree~~ the few feet'of rope, and f~nally the girl. 

He raieee hie eyee heevenward, and we eas11y ahare in hie 
! 

frustration with the illogical atupidity ot auch a dev1ce. 
1 , 

j 
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~ A short while later, however, as the enemy train reaches 
\",-

the 'trap', the unexpected occurs. The treee are uprooted 

and somehow jam into the wheels of the locomotive engine, 

bringing the train to an abrupt halt and tying up several 

enemy soldiers in one flowing motion. Move.ent has occurr­

ed, new relationships have been formed and the objects in­

volved have assumed new meanings. 

Like the Surrealists, Keaton sees bis environment 

as a void in which any number of moving obJects may, for 

a time, interact. Meaning or 'reality' must always be 

aseessed within the context of movement. Ultimately, then, 

Keaton and the Surrealiste have a great deal in common 

,both in method and aime Through ,their efforts, theyeeek 

to re-establieh man's perspective towarde, his underetanding 

of, and ultimately what Jung refers t~'ae his Il aymbolic 

paychic link" wi th, the w,orld. For Keaton this la particular­

ly valid. His ability to press on against seemingly inaur­

mountahle odds, the patience whioh Agee describes as 'proper 

to granite but uncanny when found in man" further testifies 

to Keaton's awarenees of his world. Winning or loslng ls 

ultimately or relatively ot little importance; for Keaton, 

playing the game - being aware, moving, experiencing, being 
'" 

alive - 1a what really matters. 
» 

The ultimate importance of this approach whlch both 

Keaton and the Surrealiats share lies in 1ts inherent re­

newal of importance of man. In considering the Object 1n 

terme of perception and,movement, Keaton and the Surrealists 

" . 
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aohieved their aim of broaden1ng the horizons ot man' s 

universe, expanding both mental and emotional taculties. 

Pe,rhaps the most immediate, and 'exaggerated' ex­

ponent of this aesthetic and philosophie proceee is the Pop 

Artist' Andy Warhol. He ahares with the Surrealists the 

Bame basic approach to the object, but lends to it an 

even greater sense of dynamiem and immediacy. This may 

perhapa be caueed trom living in New York in the 1960's 

in the midst of the most indus trial , commercial environment 

i;;;g~bie. The objects of Warhol'. world encompa8. 

the everyday, commonplace, or vulgar image of modern in­

dustrial America - the 'new', the 'store-bought',the ideali­

zed vulgarity of advertis1ng, of the supermarket, of the hero, 

of violent aotio~ and ,sentimental romance. These are, of 

oouree, in ~ny ways the S8me objeots that oonfronted the 

" Surrealiste, but in Warhol, they perhaps seem more complexe 

Warhol's firet step in oontronting the objeot waB the seme 

as the Surrealiste' - he sought (lite Maroel Duchamp) to free 

the object trom classifioation in terme ot usage. The im­

portanoe of his contribution lay in extending the Surrealist 

approach to include the 'Art Object' and the artist himself 

as welle Decroux wrote,"Artists are Gods. They want to make 

man all over again, but start with his hat instead of his 
19 

skeleton". Warhol proposed a new role for the artist -

not as a God, but as a catalyst, • m&ster-ot-ceremoniea. 

In thia, he emphaa1zed the use of meohanieal s11k-screan re­

produotion whloh eltminated the olten overly respeoted and 

• 
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admired artist's signature. 

The Warhol process is one ot almost total libera­

tion. Juxtaposing the mass-media object, such ae the 

Campbell'~ soup can, on the artistic pedestal, he oreates 

an absurdity which eftectively destroys the viewer's pre­

conceived notions of each. Thus he ultimately affirme 

what Molee describes as 'the reality of eituation', present­

ing the object free in time to form new psychie associatiobs. 

Since the Warhol object 1a in itselt a fantasy, an indus trial 

marketing playon well-researched 10gic ot the unconecious, 

the liberated object testifies, through the rea11ty of situa­

tion, to the ultimate reality of fantasy. By isolating 

theee cultural fantasies from the logic ot the mass-~edia 
'" 

cul ture in which they\"are round, Warhol trees tbem to tom 

new relationahips on an uncoscious plane and thue enter the 
.." 

realm of time-space Reality. 

Wa~hoi's approach le neither satirlcal nor antago-

nistic. He ia largely characterized through his use ot 

repetition -endless rows of Coca-Cola bottles,literally 

preeented, and arranged as they might be on supermarket 
1 

shelves. Using .this principle ot monotonous repetitioD, 

which is hypnotio inits effect. Warhol reiteratee the natûre 

of hie work as a dream withib a dream. To cite another exampl8, 

'Marilyn' (a dream in a aenèe) wi~hin a painting (another dream). 

• 
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B~ster Keaton's approach to fantas1 c10se1y paralle1s 

'Warhol's dream-within-a-dream concept. They differ in their 

meana but not in their ends; Warhol taces advertising art 

as Keaton does the theater. Ultimate1y the y affirm the 

reality of fantasy, for in stmi1ar ways,random, unconsc1ous, 

and dreamlike associations exist within the quasi-real 

framework of both mass-culture and the theater. 

~o Keaton films outstanding in their exploration 

'" of fantasy are Sherlock Jun~r artd îl!! Playhouse. As we 

have eariier dlacussed, in Sherlook Junior, ee the dream­

Keaton leavea the ~ojection booth and enters the Bcreen, 

a valid question iB raised oon"cerning tbe parellel 'reality' 

of fantasy. As one witnesses the Bcreen image of Buster 

Keaton split into two identicel imagea - which one is the 

I!!l one? Keaton offerB UB a simple anewer: neither, or botb.20 .... 
1 

~ Plalbouse ls an equally excellent exemple of 

the complexity of Keatonts epproacb to fantaey. lh! Playhog.e 

wee creahd from memory. Blesb described 1 t 8S "an inward ore­

ation from tbe long continuum of p8St and present, of then 

and now, in Buster Keaton's conscious and uncoDscious 

mind. It le a potent memory, fertile and patient. Keaton's 
21 

pest bas alwaya upstaged his present." As such, it is a 

film 8warming with Keatons. 

Buster buye a tioket to a minetrel show and goee in. 

The scene cute to the orchestra: Buster as drwmmer,bassist, 

flddler,trombonist, baS81st,and clarinetist. In the winge, 
, 1 

i 
f 

i 
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Bus ter as stagehand raises the curtain. On the stage 

itself, nine Buster Keatons begin a dance routine. In 

the alI-Keaton audience one epectator observeà that "This 

fellow Keaton seems to be the whole show." The program 

concurs: 

KEATON'S OPERA HOUSE 
*** PROGRAM *** 

Bus ter Keaton Presents 
BUSTER KEATON'S MINSTRELS 

Interlocutor 
Bones 
Sambo 
Tenor Solo 
Asleep in the Deep 
Comic Etfusion 
Song and Dance. 
Quartette 
Clarionette Solo 
Finale 

" . Buster lleaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Bus ter Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 

STAFF FOR BUSTER KEATON 

Manager 
Stage Director 
Musical Director 
Electrician 
Property Man 
Theatre Transportation 
Ac}vance Agent 
Dances Arranged by 
Special Instructor 
Original Songs & Music by 
Scenery Painted by 
Mechanical Effec~ br 
Marches Arranges bl 
Tableaux by 

Buste\. Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Bus ter Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Bus ter Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster haton 
Bus ter Keaton 
Bus ter Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 
Buster Keaton 

Albert Lewin describea its atmosphere: "An al­

together extrordinary emotional effect" ft he observed, "came 

trom thè dreamlike, obeessive, hallucina~ory repetition of 

that strange frozen face. It was almost nightmarish - a 
22 

phantasmagoria of meaks." Keaton beightens the impact of 

• 

r 
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The Playhouae by ainking deeper into the tantasl ot his 

medium. 

Though we shall disouss the' ontologl ot Xeatonls 

medium -the cine~- in greater depth turther on, we must • 
examine it here brietly tor the purposes ot our present 

discussion •. In What is Cinema?, Andre Bazin asserte that 

in "photogr~phy. between :the originating objeot and i ts 

reproduction there intervenes only the instrumentality 
fJ 

of a nonLiving agent ••• " This prod~ction by automatio 

mean~ greatly atrects the psyohology ot the photographed 

image, lending it a kind ot innate believab11ity th~ough 

a transterence or reality trom the thing to i~s reproduè-
24 l ~ 

tion. 

In 1h! Playhouse Keaton uses this"believab11ity' 

to raise que~t.ion. on tanta8y. Are nine simul taneou. 

Kea tons :,on the soreen an~ Iess believable - 8ny le. 

REAL - than one? Th1s bringe us baok to A.A. Mole.' . 
v1ew ot authent10ity ae be1ng not conoerned w1th the 

objeot as· such, but with the relationship involved bet-
25 

ween the viewer and this objecte 
1 

Tbe Playhouse otterlfj enormous inslght into Bust.r 1 
c ., 

Keaton. In its exp~oration ot reality~tanta8T, anbther 

important question 1s raised ooncern1ng the -nèw relevance', . , 

. , 
',J 

/ 

ot the copy, of thè tanta.y. Th1~ reaults in the'ooPY a88uming 

a new value. The 'or1g~na18' bècome nothing more than modela 

tor tb& copies trom which they are 'made. This doee ,bot 

mea~ ~~a~ the 'orig1~aÎ' - tbe .'real' - ahould b~' diaplhsed 

Vith, it a1œply'ae8,ümee a new role. Keaton's ~bi11ty to U8~ 

~ 1 
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his medium as a means to eatablishing his thematio ende 

emerges. It 8eeme appropriate to aek it Keaton'è 'being 

sectioned across the Boreen in lh! P'alhouse with h7pn6tlc 

repetit10n 1s really greatly ditterent trom Andy Warhol'. 

endles8 rowé ot aupermarket Coke bottles?, 
l 

,'; 

Keaton has, in efteot, objectltied himselt. lFurther-

more, by tore1~g h1a multiple objectit1ed Belt to the 

attention ot the spectator, he oreates an amblenoe in 

whioh the bounds ot reallty are stretohed to thelr utmost. 

Interohanging the conoepts,ot 'objeot' and 'eubjeot' almost 

at will, Keaton - like the Surrealista - ettectively nece8S­

ltates a re-assessment ot the role pt esoh,in te~s ot an 
" 

overail Bcheme ot viable reaI1 ty. Return1ng to Jung·, i t 18 

the 'psyohle energy releaaed' through suoh an upheaval that 
26, 

lends 1 t suoh vital importance'. 

... , 
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COMEDY AND PERCEPT'IDN 
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Perhaps surprisingly, we find in the comic approach 
\i} 

Many similarities to that of the Surrealists. In broadest 

terms, both offer a similar critical view of the optical 

illusion of perception, the discrepancy existing between 

what actually is, and what sirnply appears to~. We have 

previously described the surrealist approach in terms of 

adopting a particular confrontation with the abject as a 

means of reinforcing the above theory. ,Comedy, in its 

concern with the abject, functions ta a large extent under 

a similar format. 

Bergson writes, "The first point to which attention 

should be called ls that the comic does not exist outside 
l 

the pale of what is actually HUMAN,", If we consider the 

object as a means towards comedy, the latent discrepancy 

existing between it as what ~ and what appeara ~ ~ 

emerges. This ls, of course, directly related to the very 

nature of perception per~. Perception, or what Bergson 
\\ 

calls the "human" element', remains the common denominator 

of all comedy. In terme of the ,object i tself, the resul t 

of the confrontation of the two inherent concepts or,per-

ceptions of the object as what l! and appears !Q ~ is, a1-

Most by def1~~on,in fact Comedy. 

Schopenhauer, in The World as Will and Idea, dis-

eusses the comic in the fol1owing terme. 

1 ; li": 

"The cause of 1aughter ••• is'simp1y the sudden percep­
ception of thà incongruity between a concept and the 
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real objects which have been thought through it in 
sorne relation, and laughter itself is just the ex­
pression of this incongruity. It often oceurs in 
this way: two or more real objects are thought 
through ONE concept, and the identity of the concept 
is transfered to th'e objects; i t then becomes strik­
ingly apparent from the entire difference of the ob­
jects in other respects, that the concept was only 
applicable to them from a one-sided point of view." 

2 

According to this view, the phenomenon of laughter, 

then, always signifies the sudden apprehension of an incon­

gruity between a conception and the "real object~ thought 

undet: i t, thus between the "abstract" and the "concrete" 

object of ~erception. Therefore in everything that excites 

laughter it must always be' possib+e to show a conception 

and a "particu}-ar". 
J 

Albert Cook·, in The D~r}c Voyage and the Golden M.ean, 
-~, 

'discusses a synonymous confrontation in terms'of Reason ver-

sus ImagHÙ:l.tion; 

"Resson, the logical faculty, attempting to synthesize 
a multitude of facts which are similar in some respects 
and dissimilar in others, will resolve upon the typical 
and probable as meaningful for life. But imagination 

f enshrines the ideal, the wonderful, supra-logical insight 
into the true nature of reality." 

4 

In clarifying his argument on the relative levela 

of perception,· Cook ci tes Plate 'a three planes: uname (onoma), 

reason (logos), and form (eidoe) - the Jast, which équals 

imagination le the truth. Reason, the eecondy')e only a step 

on the way ta the grasp of form. u 

~ 5 
Ralph Waldo Èmerson relates Cook'a principles more 

dir~ctIy to the comic mode, describing the comie as tbat 

\, 

-

, 
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which incessantly compares the sublime idea witb the 
, ' 

bloated 'nothing' which pretends to be it. In The Com1c 

he cites an interesting examp1e to substantiate this 

position: 

"The lie is in tpe surrender of a man to hie appear­
ance; ••• lt affects us oddly, as to see things turn­
ed upeide down, or to Bee a man in a high wind run 
atter his hat, whicQ i8 alwâys dro11. The relation 
of the parties is inverted - hat being fot the moment 
master ••• The majesty o~ man is violated. He whom 
aIl things should serve, serves some of his own tools." 

6 

In comedy, then,we continually witnes8 a clash 

between the 'general' and the 'particular', the 'concept' 
'it 

qf the object and the 'objecte itselt. Theodor Lipps 

discusses this within the context of the PERCEPTION ot 

the object, describing the comical as the ".surprieing1y 
, 7 

insignificant". For Lipps, there are two successive 

motives in the comica1: tiret bewilderment, then enlighten­

ment. "The bewilderment consists in the tact that the 

comioal at first c1a1ma for itselt an excess of the powers 

ot conception. The en1ightenment conoists in ite appearing 

insigniticant, et" that it cannot, on the other hand, lay 

olaim to Buoh powere ot conception." 
-' 8 

This comic prooeBs ot bewildermer;t.t tol1owed' ,by en­

lightenment generates a kin' of 'psyahie oscillation'. The 

attention turns trom'that whicb met the expe~tation and yet 

did not 8atiety it baak again to tbat wh1ch originally gave 

f 

, 
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r1se to this expeot&tion; the energy of the dammed-up wave 

ot appreoeption rlows back, and laughter re.ults. 
, 9 

We have hitherto considered variou8 descriptions ot 

the oomie prooes •• Though they may be oloaked in ditrerent 

terminology. the'essence of comedr as a olash in modes of 

perception conceming the objeot remains unchanged in each. 

The emphasi8 of our analysie has thus far been on 

the subjeot itaelf, and 'man' or -the nature of man' has more 

or less heen exc1uded. It ae~ms appropriate, theretore. 

that we shoull preaently fa eue our 'attention on him. 

As j:Dleraon wri tes t 

"the essence of aIl comedy •••• seems to be an honesfo 
or well-intended hal.~nes8 ••••• there ia no seemi~ t 
no halfness in Nature, until the appearance of man. 
Unoonscious oreatures do the whole will ot w~sdom. 

But mantthrough b1s socess to Reason t ia capabte of 
the perception of a whole and a part. 1t 

10 

Our discussion of t~e oomie principlea now shifta 

its perspective, placing man rather prominently in the fore-
, 

ground. A "halfnes8 11 wh10h Emerson has noted, a~d whioh 

Bergson in Laugbter emphasizes i8 not restricted to man's 

sense of perception - it 18 very muoh 

This stems direotly trom man's unique 
, 

himself. 

the only 

creature possea8ing the somewhat oontradloto elementa of 
~ , 

body and soule The aoul, according to Bergson, "is intini-
. " , tely_ supple_and perpetually in motion". Not so, however, 

11 

, , 

• 

.' 

1 
j 
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in the caee af the bady. Th~s latter paesesses inetead the 

abstinate recalc~trance characterietic af aIl matter. 
~ -

Man, then, unlike anything else~ passesses within 
\ 

himeelf, the .prima/y elements of aIl comedy - body and saul, 

the cancrete and the abstract, 'the general and the. particular, 

in a ward, the comic dichatomy. It i8 important ta' reèognize 

that the si~ple possession o~ these cotitrasting components 

does not make man a laughing matter. Man is simply something 

of a "wàlking contradiction". The contradiction is not funny 
r 

in itself, for the dual elements which create it also en­

compass within the~ a tendency to balance, out, but not tb 
i 

negate, one another. Thus, man ie not comic, he is merely 
II ' 

POTENTIALLY comic. \ The balance ie a very delica te one, how-
" , 

ever, and may, at 1" elighteet' provocation, topple to either 

side. It is preCiejlY at.this point that comedy can occur. 

As Bergson nfte~, 

"Where matter su ceda in dulling the outward life 
of the soul; in etrifying its movements and thwart­
ing its graceful ess, it achievee, at the expense 
of a body, an et ect that is comic. The attitudes, 
gestures and move enta of the human body are laugh­
able in exact pro ortion as that body reminds us of 
a mere machine." 

l 
That man posse'sses a dual nature ie, in-l_thia caee, 

the accepted premise. The comedy ·which reaults within auch 

a scheme emerges only when the delicate balance which joins 

the two faeeta ia upaet. Bergson cites ap interesting ex­

ample in a bashful man who "rather gives the impress'!'on of 

a persan embarrassed ,by his body, looking around'for some 
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1J convenient c10ak-room in which to depoait it". In this 

case. clearly, the ba1anèe has been diarupted. 

We find thia disproportionate balance in a wide 
~ 

tariety of ai tuations. Bergaon mentions !!2. in particu1ar,. 

society and cèremonies, as equally representative variations 
( 

on his comic theme of "the mechanieal encrusted on the 1iv-
14 

~ 

ing. 1I As he describes the starched forma1ity of any cere-

monial, he notes that lias soon as we forget the ~erious 

object"of a solemnity or a ceremony, those taking part in 
15 

it give us the impression of puppets in motion." 

This same image is fo,pnd throughout aIl forms of 
society, in which endless bu/eaucracies, "role playing" t 

self-decept'lon, IIc-ommerciall:ed needs and desires" are 

created and geared towarda,promoting the fa1lacy that life 

can eaaily be defined, packaged and accepted. In a close 
/1 

examination of one fundamental social principle - the law, 

for example - Bergson'smechanica1/spiritua1 image ià in 

its most vivid state. It is fundàmentally the ~unction of 
.)- ........ 

the law to contain man's basic irrationality behind walls 
" '\}f 1 . , 

of rationally conceived rules. Mack Sennett built an em-

pire, on this simple contradiction. The underlying comic con­

tradictipn within his'Keystone Kops was one of the genera1 

versus the particular. Through the ~ops (9bviously repeesènt­

ing the Law), then,Sennett offered a valid comment on those 

who pursue their goals with too much zeal and not.enough 

thought aQout ultimate ~a1ues or specific'situations. 

, '. ~ '. 

.', 
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This is not, of course, to imply that Sennett was 
4 

something of a perceptua-comic theorist. He was note His 

Keystone Kops simply ~apped a very bas~c human feeling of 

hoatility towarda forma of ùnna ural authority. in thia 

case represented by policemen. 

la '~tural in ita attempts to 

ocial law, for example, 

the'laws of Nature 

into a esive the good of the abstract 

whole, not indeed thf! IIgene'ral" , 

and almost hat ia normally consider-

ed. The law exista as an l re~ons\ruction, removed 
1 

from the very stream of life which s , ka to direct. It 

la, then, preciaely the artificially econstructed which 

become~ ultimately comic. 

In order to fUlly understand proceas, 
\ 

however, we must go behind the theories we have discussed 

to examine certain aspects of the metaphysics upon which 
. . , \ 

they reste From thia new perBpective~ 'tte' acknowledge ~ . ' 

as the prima~y reality within the comtc equation. In tact, 

we may define comedy as a break in the logic of the Time 

continu~m. The living, that which ia most immeraed in Time, 

will change the moat. Now, accordil).g to 'Bergson', comedy is 

the mistaking of the mechanical for the living - the assump­

tion that living forms can be held as they are in TlME, 
16 

juat aa though they were mechanical,just as though a man 

were a store mannequin. 

The metaphysical basis on which muoh of Bergson'a 

work rests is th~t time la, so to speak, the, essenoe of the 

/ 
, \ 
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l , 

contract, that what fluxes 1a more re'al than what is saved 
<;) 17 
from the flux. 'Looking back~ however, over the theories 

we have diecuesed thus far, we eee time emerging as the 

common denominator of'them,all. In discuesing the "mechani­

cal", the "rigid" the "etereotyped", the reference,ia to the 

previously mentioned limitations of actuality, what Emerson 

calls'"halfneas"~ Comedy is one example of the dictum that 
" 

~othin, actuel or real ia wholly logical. B~rgaon ia corre~t 
. -' 

in nis observation that there ia an animus in all humour; 

and that it ia directed against the limitations of actuality., 
18 

or of time. 
Comedy is indeed, a criticai procesa, bu~ its criticism 

of aIl things ia aimed at their artifi~ial structure (what 

we have earlie~' deseribed as the "common-serlse ob,jeet"), for 

it ie artificial structure alone which ie reeponsible for 

the paucity of actuel value. 

The comie proee~s ie aa varied as it is elaborate. 

It preys on the discrepancy between what 1! and what appears 

to be, what should be, or what might be. AlI comedy ia a 

r~ee, a trick - but .unlike the magieian's trick, the comic 

point ls directed towarda an ultimate understanding of the 

elementa which make up the trick, and of the trick iteelr. 

In thia respect, we May venture to say that the more èlaborate 

the riomic trick, the more eff~ctive it becomes. And this, of 

course, brings ue directly to the comedy of Buster Keaton. 

Keaton ta o'Wn worda on the subjeet are enlightenf'ng, 
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but only to a point - for Keaton was an artist innocent of 
. , 

practically any formaI artistic princip1e beyond "getting a 

laugh without being too ridiculous~. The key word here is 

'ridiculous'. On and off screen, Keaton constantly re­

iterated this conviction that comedy must never be "too 

ridlculous". In Bustér Keaton, David Robinson s!es this 
, 

approach as similar ta that of Billy,Wilder,who explained his . 
reasoning for starting Some Like,lt Hot wlth a realist1c 8ta-

" . ging of the St.Va1entine's Day Massacre as the need to give 
19 

sufficient weight of motive to the comic action. The meti-

cu10us care with which Keaton approached his films -particular­

ly the period pictures (the hobby-horse in QHI Hospitalitx 

WBa later displayed in the Smithsonian Institute as a museum-
, . 

01as8 repliea) oontributes to the 10gic and realism he sought 

as the basis of his comedy. The distinction of a Keaton film 

(with very few exceptions) ls the compl~te dramatlc 1og1e 

wlth which it moves from beginning to end. It istcoustructed 

not as a progression ot gags but as an Integral adventure 

atory im,irltbh the narrative incidents a11 have a comic slant. 

"Bot~ e1ements -logie and comedy- are c1ear1y Interdependent. 

We have di8eussed comedy as the product of a confrontation 

between what appea,s to be abd what actually !!. Prom thi8 

axiom. then, we may venture to say that the more be1ievable 

the underlying logic ls, the more relevant, effective and 

power!ul the comic interaction with it can be. 

Keaton's quest for,realism, however, was not limited 

to conscientiouè period, récdn8tructions,'hi8to~1cal aecuracy, 
1 • 

, ') 

and eaTeful11~wrought narrative. H~~ powers extend far beyoud 
t 
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theee 11m,1ts. Watching a Keaton film,one becomes strik1ngly 

aware of the combination o~ his abilities as performer, as 

~TTEUR EN SCENE and as film-ma.ker. As Robinson states, 

"Naturally and 1nstinctively, Without any basis of theory, 

Keaton arrived at a wonderfully preoi8e and luc1d'film 
20 

style." Keaton troly m&stered· hie m,dlum. In hie drive 

toward visual truth in both action and photograpby, Keaton 

applied daoumentary techniques and point of view to the tilm­

ing ot' eomedy. Through the photographie realism of doéumen~ 
~ , ~ ,'" 

tu)" techniques he was able,_ ta heighten the credibili ty of 

the almost incredible. In thia lies the crux of the ,paradox 

of Keaton's comedy and theretore, in the interest of under-

8tandi~g it fully, let us digres8 momentarily and examine 

Keaton's medium - film. Andre Bazin, in What i!1C1nema?, . 

diseusse" the ontology of the ph~tographic image.He sees the 

sct ot preserv1~g the 8Rpearance· as a basic psychologieal 
21 

need in man by providing a defense against the pas~age of time. 

The,reailty of 'the c1nematio image seems to be of ,chief 

eonoern. 
tlFor in" photogr~phy, for the firs,t tilDe, between the 
ar!ginating abject and its reproduction there inter­
venes only the lnstrumentality of a non-living agent. 
This production by automatiQ =ea~8 has ~adio~lly 
atteot~d o~~ psychology of the image. THe objective ' 
,nature o~ photography co~fers on it a quality ot oredi­
bilitl, absent from all other arttorme. In sp1te of a~y, 
ob3eotione our oritioal spirit may offer,we are t~reed to 
aooept as real the existence ot the objeot reproduoed, 
aotually I!-~re8ented,8et beiore ,ue,that ia to say,in 
time and epaoe. A very tait9tul drawing may actually 
tell ue more about the model,but deapite the, pr9mptinga 
of our critical intelligenoe it,will never have the 1~­
rat10pal power of the photographie reproduotion to b.ar 
,a.,a1 ôur tai th." 

22 
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( 
There 1e indeed much truth in the assertion toat 

\ 

photography enjoys a èertain advantage in virtue o'f the 

traneferenoe ot res!i 'tir trom the' thing to 1 ta:, reproduction. 
, ' . , 

Aseuming a totally meoh~n1oal reproduotion proc&s~t the 
, . 

object repreeented d1fters'trom the "true" object ~lmost 

only in terme of time. T~~ pho,tographio image t concl;udea 

Bazin, in., its purest state adds no ~Ubjeot;lvi ty;, i t merely 

~ emba.Ims time. The phot~graphio' image i8 then objectiv1ty 
23 ' , l , 

in time. But it is not the p~otographio :LJ!l8.te 1 tselt , 

which interests Ue he're - we are ooncerned wi,th' the 'cinema 'tic 

image. ~n ~iscusé1ng the moving pioture, not the 8~ill pboto-' 

graph, we are ,no' long~r dealina- ",l'th the, pure isolation of 

an object in ttme. but rather i801a~~on followed by re-actlva-
, 

tion withln a dit~er~n$,t1me cont1nU&~. 'T~e cinematic process 

1s as tollowe: the tiIm-maker fragments what 1s in essence a 
, " 24' 

synthesis while himaelt workiug towarda a new ayntbesia. The 
'" 

problem involved reaults irom innate be11eYability in that which 

is photographed (due" il'\. :8azln' s worde, 'to "lt'a -preteuslon to 
" , 2.5 

reaiity on the grounds of a kind of peychlc' fO\1rth dimene1ôt1") : 
1 't 1 V 

the :viewer, believing that h~ i's eeeing "r~81i ty". 18 actually 
. l,' 

.1ooking at it through th~ inetrumentality of an a~t tQrm that 

proto,undly challges its ,nature. TU;eand,Space, become, DlOst 

1.~ortant. The sequence ot a t~~'givee, the· image a'new unit y 

in time. Sp~ce, ae i t 1s app11ed to the' ob'~ect. 1e râd1oall;r 
, '1 J 

deetroyed by the sareen. Bazin wr1tes. "Tb., ,'outer èdgee o..t"the 

scréen are not the edg4!ts ot t~, film 1JIàge. They 'àre the, ' , 

edee," ot ~6P1eo. ot maSkiDgt~t' a~owso';17 r~ort1o~ ~t ' 

reàli;ty." The contras~ i8. eV~dè'nt,.' ~e space ot a "re~l"' 
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object ia self-contained - the edges of the object polarize 

apace in·wards. 
\ 

On the Contrary, what the soreen shows us 

"aeems to be a part of something prolonged,in~efinitely into 
27 

the universe". 

The cinematic medium then is characterized by the 
, ~ 

following procesa: synthesis, fragmentation, new syntheais. 

At the root of this process, however; lies the essence of 

\ 

the ci'lema, the instrumentali ty of the .. means of reproduotion 

and h-ence the basic "realitrll or Itbelievability" of the 
\ 

cinema. Together, these two e1ements oonstitute the strange 

and beautiful reality-tantasy "dream-factory" nature ot'the 

medium. 

Keaton's mRstery of th~ medium is evidenced by his " 
" 

ability tb use these oinematic e1ements at will, to juggle 

them, to play against their pre-ordained nature in auch a 

way as to 1ibera~ hie gags from the pure1y superficia1 plane 

and give them life in space and time as welle To thia end, 

his basic technique consisted of the application of dooumentary .,. . 

poin~ of view and techniques to the t'i1ming of fantasy. Rudi 

Blesh, in ~aton, 18 fascinated by the approach: • 
"To combine fantasias ••• wi th documentary photography . 
was no sma11 feat, though one aided greatly Iby Keaton's 
own lieas of rea1i'ty'. which. though pragmatia, derive 
from a childhood and youth lived in vaudeville. The 
Paletace (1921) signally proves how the photograpnIC 
resliem of dooumentary 'teohniques cau heighten the 
credibi'ity ot the almost .inoredib1e. It alsa made 
picture making even more dangeroue for Keaton. In hie 
viaual lexioon, dooumentary photograpby, to be of intrin­
sic value, must show what' i8 really taking place - no 
oamera tricks, no halt-truths, ~o stunt man doubling for 
him. Pursuing thla poliey would involve Buster ~n more 

, and more phyaïca1 hazard." ~ 
28' 

" , 
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Once satisfied that a. gag was 10g10a1 and believable, 

Keaton otten went to grèat lengths to stage it. though it 

,meant breaking his n,eck (Shérlock Juniol) or his ankle G!è,t 

Electrio House) or risking drowning (in praotica11y every 

tilm). His great gag enchatnments are often extraordinary 
, 

but they are not unrealiatic or impossible, not "too ridi-
29 

cul ou., " , UCAUSE KEATON DOES THEM • 
• , 

This, of course t "brings us ta Keaton 'a muoh dis-
'y -

ouesed MISE EH SaENE: the trequent use ot the long ahot. 

The central importance in Keaton's direotorial teohnique of. 

long ahots, satis/ies several naeds. In terms of Space, its 

purpos8 is twotold. Pirstly, it comlllunicates honestly in a 

single image the sense of a man in relation ta his world. 

Blesb quotes Dr.JermaYne Mac Agy on this uniquely Keaton 

visuel symbol: "~uster Keaton's portrait is not a close-up. 

It .1a Buster in a great empty spece,-facing YOu from far far 

away. There he stan4s motionless for that one moment, wa1~-
JO . 

tn~'for his fa~e.n 
• The seoond funotion of the spatial long shot is ta 

.~ d~tine the Keaton enYironment, that is, the importance ot 
~ 

the Kea ton envi:ronment. The 'oinema tic olose-up tends to , .~ \. 

polarize space inwards. The long ahot doea the oPPosite,' 

etressing that for Xeaton his ènvironment la one without 

limit8~ beyond the ~our'edgèa of the Boreen,(tor' ~angers, 

not only pr01eed. trom all corn~rs 'of the ,land but oan.,8ve11· 

trom underground, oan tail trom the skies), lie 'des$erta of, 
JI - , 

vast omniou" act~li ty. Keaton '$ us~ -of ,o.il\elbatie spaoe 
, '~ ~ , . 
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then both defines,his obaracter and his environment, and 

prov.ides each with that validity essential to~ their re­

sultant comie interplay. .,' 

While the'''t0ng shot was an important element ot the 

Ke~ton repertoire,. it shares this statua with another deviee 

which has praetioally beoome synonymoua with Buater Keaton -

\ the lo,g-take long ahot. What the long ahot is 1;0 apaee, 

\ the long-take long ahot ia tb time. This practlce started, 

presumably, wlth Keaton's natural pride in letting the audi­

ence Bee that the dangerous falls he took were his own work. , , 
1 

Coupled with the great eomedian'a need for reality, the long-

take long ahot shatter,s the eontemporary concepts of cinema tic 

time. We have diseussed the film medium as one of fragmenta­

tion (~solating the object in time) tol~owed by synthesls (re-

aet~vatlng the object ln a new tlme-eontinuum). This proo8s8 ~ 

does not fully negate the 'reality' of the moving photo-

graphie images, but it aurely does, to a degree, set them , 
" 

~ap8rt. Their ult1mate reality or be11evability la perhaps a8 
1 

equally valid ae the photograph'e but it is indeed distinct, 

existing in a eeperate, if parallel, space and time. Keaton 

parts in this respect in his eontrontation with cinemat1c 

time. Hie use of the long-take long\~hot,pthe objective 

dooumentary technique, reveals honest,'continuoua action and 
"-

~-LlFE danger whieh inatantly ehatt~r8 the cinema tic t1m~ 

illusion. The viewer ie no lon,er contronted with isolated 

!ilmfe reality -,eale 1nvolvement in a lantasy world,real 

but set apart - but with a 'gut' awareness ot real lite.Keaton' 

brilliantly usee this dev1cs to step out.ide the o1nemat1c. 
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time continuum. It ia ditficult to \o~get the rescue in 
, 

Co11ege, the climaxea of the mod~rn story in !n! Three 

Ages, of Our Hospita1itl, ot Sherlock Junior and Steam-

boat Bi11,Jr •• This prooess, certainly, doee not digreas' 

trom Keaton'e tiret prinoiple, "to get laughe". It reinforoes 

our definition ot comedy.\in which the greater the reality 

of the e1emente at play are, the greater ia the resultant 

comedy. 

Keaton'e use ot the long-take long ahot serves 

other neede aa welle His films 88 a whole were set apart 

trom tho~ ot his oontemporaries beoause of the small 

'" number of sub-titles they needed ta explain their action. 

Blesh explains, 

"With Keaton,aotion alone is almost complete com­
munication. There are times,in taot, wh en it ia 
complete. With ~im,action can also be almost in­
credibly beautit~l,in a very pure kinetic senee -
that ie ta say.not action FOR something but action 
in itselt." . 

32 

(This, ot oourse,coincides exaotly with our description in 

a previous chapter on the t~ue nature of the object as a 

oertain series of efteota lovked in a forever moving time­

èpace continuum.) Blesh oontinues to discuss Keaton'. 
, 

going belond the boundries ot documentary olarity a~d 

verisimi1itude, reaching for'kinetic lin •• ,..... 

"He Bought it tor expressivenes8. In bringing that, 
it a180 added aeathetio value. In Tha Pal~tace (a 
eadly underrated Keaton film) WB see leatonis first 
uae of large massee ot people, in long swirling line8 
ot action,beautitully aotivated rhythms that,with­
in five yeara,would oulminate with the awèep of 
araie. in The General." 

JJ , 
The kinetio proceas here described was not ne. - Quo Vad1s' 

\ . 
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(Enrico Guazzon1,1912f, The Birth of a Nation (D.Y. 

Grittith,19l5) and several oth~r serious dramatic films 

had previoualy employed it -,but Keaton W&S the tirst and 

the only one to apply the metbo~ to co.edy. It la some­

what remarkable to have done so at aIl. It underlines 
34 

Kea ton' s ineradicable sense of comedy as b'elng serious. 

The long-take long sbot then serves many purposes, 

lending integrity and reality to tbe cinematlc image, 

oftering deep insight into tbe nature of the character and 

hie my8teriou~ relatlonshlp with bis envlronment, and ultima­

tely increasing the potential ~ange of gags (merely using the 

long-take long sbot ie clearly a gag dealing with clnematic 

time) to encompass the spheres ot space and time. AlI of 

these elements come into play in the climax ot bis second 

feature, ~ Hospitalitz. Perhaps nowhere else in aIl Keaton's 
'\, 

work are we so aware of the'comblnation of his gift8 as 

performer, as director and as fllm-maker. The gags are 
1 

aIl the tunnier beCaU8& they are sprung out ot & realistlc 
35 

situation and tried against the touchstone of reality. 

The scene is perhaps one of the Most specta~ular 'bona fide' 

scenes ever photographed. It 18 beautitul a.tion, set 

apart trom any 'other moment on film ln that ;t was done 
. , 

without 'fakeryt by Buster Keaton himselt. Blesh describes 

it as "A deeperately dangeroue,wildly exc1t1ng feat d~ne 

in the full dynamic dimension of one continuous tilmed se­

quence, it leaves audienoes, today 8S yesterday, limp and 

,. , 
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36 
breathless." The sequenoe is aooomplished in under f1tty 

shots, eaoh of whioh is far more revealing than sny or1tio 

migbt aspire to bel 
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1. L.S. River. Wil1ie sai1s 1 down in tender, 1s 
into rapida. 

out 

2. M.L.S. Willie, standing in the rapids, tr1ea to p 11 
loose the rope around his waist, wbioh has caught n 
the rocks. Jerks himsell over on b1s baok. 

3.-

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

/ . 
M.L.S. River; reverae of 2. Willie fal11ng backw rds 
into water. 

L.S. River. Bank in loreground, with girl sittinl on 
it. \!fl111e floats bYe Girl up and ~uns olf ln pa~io. 

Pan sbot of Wil11e as he floats down the river. 

River. 
! 

M.S. Wil11e shoots over rook. "2 f 
" 

M.S. River. Wil1ie shoota over rock. 

M.S. River. Willie is ahot up out of the water and 
lalla baok again. 

L.S. River Bank. Girl gets into canoe and puahea oft 
into stream. 

L.S. River. Girl i8 8wept in canoe downstream. 

M.S. River. Willie, ae he ie ewept d6wustream, grabs 
~oli~ge on bank and begins to pull himself up; but the 
,follage breaks off. 

12. L.S. River. G1rl in canoe ia swept downatream towards 
rapide. 

13. L.S. 1 River. Girl ie thrown out of oanoe which sweepe on 
without her. 

14. L.S. River. Empty oanoe la swept by, lollowed by ~e 
helpless girl. • 

15. M.S. River. Willie, ewept along by the tide, comes to 
a log to whioh he attaohes the rope, still tied aroun4 
h1e'w,ist. He 8it8~8tride the log whicb 18 swept l~8e 
and !loats ott dowustream. 

16. M.S. River. \fi.llie is s~ept dOWllstream. olil'1ging to 
his log. 

\ 
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J 

L.S. Brink of wa~ertall. ,Willie and the log are swept 
to the edge. ~he log catches in the rocks wbile Will!e 
i8 awept over the edge and_hangs swinging at the end of 
the rope. . 

18. M.L.S. Falls seen t'rom' reverse view, looking downstream 
over the brink. Beyond the talls a distant torest can " 
be aeen. Willie swings for a moment, then climba up over 
the ro'k1 edge and on to the ledge at the top. . 

19. L.~. The falla,.seen trom Williets viewpoint: a veri­
table Niagara crashing on the roc~s below. 

20. 

21 .. 

M.L.S. Top bf talls. 
looks down again. 

As 19~ 
" 

Willie, -clinging to his log, 

22. Âs 20. Willie ol1mbs on top of his log and thence to 
the ladge. He tries to plll th. rope loose trom the 
log; then to d1àlo~le the log. 

23. M.L.S. River. Girl being swept down~tream. 

24. M.L.S. As 22. Willie still struggling with rope 
looks down. 

25. L.S. Falls. Wil11e struggles. 

26. L.S. Palls. The girl's boat goes over the brink, watcb­
ed by Wil1ie. 

27. " As 19, '21. The boat crashes on the rocks below. , 

28. M.S. Top ot talla. Wi11ie, more agitated than ever, 
atrugglea to free himselt. 

29. M.S. River. G~rl 1s helpless in the water. 
-

JO. M.S. Top of falls. Willie i8 by now frantic. 

)1. 

J2. 

)). 

)zt.. 

M.S. Same as, 29. ! 
M.S. ~111e ~ttack8 rop. vith stone. 

M.S~ Girl, swept downatream, snatchee hopelesely at 
toliage on bank. , 

L.S. pal~S" ~1rl approach~s the edge as W1l1i~ in­
ettectual y 8ignala ber to go baok. Je eorambl.ea to 
the edge. ' 

, . 

f 

, r 
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35. M.S. Edge of talls. The girl a»proachee the brink. 

)6. L.S. Falls. Willie swings down over the edge ot the 
talls on his rope and snatches the girl trom the brink. 
They swing in th~ air. 

)7. Closer ahot of Willie and the girl swinging on the 
rope. Willie deposits the girl on a ledge a little 
below the top of the falls and continuee ta swing. 

, )8. 

39. 

40. 

41. 

42. 

4). 

44. 

MS .. Ledge. G~rl crouches on ledge. 

M.S. Willie ~~inging on rope. He climbe og. to the 
upper ledge. ,~ 

Closer shot. Willie gete on to the ledge and tries 
to release himselt trom the Tope. 

o.u. Waterts edge. The logbbreaks loose. 

As 40. The, log breaks '&oee. Frantically t Willie 
plùls in rope. 

, 
L.S. Falls. 
the, rope. , 

The log goes over. the edge; breaking 

M.S. Ledge on which the girl ia waitipg. 
joins ner. 

Willie 

45. C.U. Willie and the girl going into a olinch. 

46. M.S •. A road. The parson gets out of hie chaise 
and goee toward the river • 

47. As 45. Willie and~he girl look up. 

48. As 47 but longer ahot. The pars on comea dowp the 
path towarda Willie and the girl. Willie and the 
parson support the girl' between them and go otf 
up patb. 

The above aequenCe ia entirely pictorial (it oon­

taine no i~ter-titles). ot hie approaoh, Keaton told John 

Gillett: 

ftWben l've got a gag that spreads out"I hate to jump 
a oamera luto close-up8. 50 l do everytbing in th, 

. ,wo'rld l 0811 to hold 1 t in that long-shot and kee. the 
aotion'rolli~g. When l do use outs l 8till won't go' 
right into a cloae-up: l'll j·uet go in maybe' to a full 
figure, but thatta about as cloae &s"I'll oom.e.' Olose­
ups, ~re too pas8ing on the ,screeu. and ibis type of eut 

f' 



\1, 

. -
" ! "', 

J7 
oan stop an audience trom laughing." 

-21-

The es~ence of Keaton's comedy might be justitiably 
.( 

summed up ae "true to 1if'e lt honesty and a mastery of bis me-

dium. As Robinson points out', "The gags are aIl the tunnier 

beoause,theyare aprung out of a realistic situation and 
\ )8 

tried against the touchstone of resli ty." Siml1arly. as 

we have witnessed, the gaga are so diverse ànd powerf'ul be­

cause of Keaton's ability to deliberately transcend the limita­

tions of his medium - space and time, to endow his work with 
f 

a powerful immediacy. . 
Keaton's r1liance on the long-take l~ng shot as a 

meana to convey uninterrupted (hence "un - fàked)" action 

and thereby heighten the~ression of reality contributed 
c 

in no small meseure to the impact of his humour. Cinematic 

devotion to vieual truth, from meticulous attention to prop 

detail, to risking his neok while shooting, gives his work 

a power unique indeed •. Expanding upon the innate bel1evability 

of the photographie image, giving ft full play both spatially , 

(long ahot) and tempor.atly ( long~take) he atrives to create 
, 
a picture ao apparently realistic as to' be all the funnier 

when exposed 8S actually fallow. Keaton t 8 comio di~cr~ancy 

ia of neceseity wlde fo~ he 18 inescapably funny. He 1~ also 

undeniably seri~ue and tak~8 h~s bumou! s,!!:_~ou'sly. --~e must, 

after aIl get a laugh without being too rldioulouB, ~ aIl 

efforts must be bent tow$rds heightening the oredibillty ot 

the almost incred1ble~ A narrow .aoape trom de~th, a per110uB 

esoapade wt,th pl\ll1i1n~ boatB and torrentuous ~118 
1 
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mUlt be preBented aa rea11.tically a. posBible. If "not, the 

gag would be "too ridiouloua", the d~lioate balance between 

ridieuloua but er~dible would be de8troyed, and the com1e 

play of appearanee and reality would be cluma11y inattectiTe. 

Ultlmataly, however, the re80ue sequence ln Our Hoa-

11ta11tz atanda as someth1ng of a m~nument to certain atti­

tudes even more baaie to Keaton'a art1~tie and philoaophie 

atanee. It 18 a Bequenoe ot pure and un1nterrupt,ed mo .... e.ent " 

- and berein l1ea its real aignilicance. We bave previoualy 

disouesed Keaton's use ot movement "for mOTement'. sake" ; 

that 18, aet10n not aa a meana towarda aoae spec1fie end, but 

aa a val id end 1~ itBelf. The reaoue aequence in Our HoaR!ta­

'lit y serves to extend th!a line of thought even furtber. 

, Movement oeaees to be merely repreaentatiTe of Keaton - move­

ment beeomes Keaton. Tbe implioations herein ar~ patent. That 

whteh moves il lubjeot to ohange; that wh1eh moves 18 1mmersed 

1n t1ae; that wh10h moves 1s alive. 

W. must aeknowledge th!s ooncept ot movement a8 ineBca­

pably linked with Keaton in that it .joins the Many threads ot 

his character into a cohesive artist10 unit. It is movemeut 

-." 

, \ , 
wh10h eomehow gets Keaton oaught up in the abaUl:"dity o't ao •• 

situation where he doeeu't belong ( euoh aa,in th!8 partioular 
<J{~ 

oaae, on top of a watertall ). On the-rther band, however, 1t 

ia through th1a aame 'abeurd geometry ot movement' that Keaton 
, 

~~mate17 managea to extrioate hia.elf. lu Keaton'. world, 

mOYement tuno'tione .e both cauae aud 'ettect, both problem and 

eolution. 

J 

• 

1 
,j 

j 
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We muat nov, &tt,ei" baviug, loolced .t comedl, 
i 

bru more specifically to the &Y; ror i t le in bie 

unique approach to the gig (hat Keatpn'a personal etamp 
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ls moat obvioua~ His uae of the gag structure ie a~.J var!ed 
... 

a8-it 18 personal, and it 18 ot pr~rl importance in pro-

viding some of the most important in'sights. In1;o the nature 

ot hie ·vis1:'on'. ' . \ 

l 

A gag, in essence, consists of~a structural reversél, 

a break in the 10gie 'ot the time-oontinuum - an exemplifioa-

" tion that nothing actual or 'real' 1. wbol~1 log15(a1. Con­

sidering tbe soope of Keaton 'a gaga, 'We cau', for the sake 

ot clarity, divide them,into th~ee major categoriee: 

A) "Gaga with Thinge", revealing the nature of man and 
. 

hie env1ronment. 

~ "Harmony-" gaga, whicb 'conta1n more fantas1 than humour. 

0) "Cinematic" gage, which ~re a comb1natlon ot the tiret 

two varieties, wlthin the striot coutext ot the film 

media. 
. .. 

The tirat type of gag usee the pr1nciple of reversaI 

primarily to reveal the nature, of thinge in Keaton's uni­

ver~e, (with which Keaton bas a,far more complex relatlon­

ship tban ls generally assumed). As Kerr claime, 
r , _ , 

"Keaton did cQopêr~te witb the ~ivereè, a trait 

J 
; 

l , 

that continuea tô dietinguish hta rrom hi. fellow 
oomedlans. Most clowns regarded th~ ~h1è1c81'Wdr14~, 
88 an obstacle to be overooae or evaded f by 1n8.~ujt1 
or by grit. Keaton felt 'othe'tWlse. He knew ~ .. a\')é)ut _ 
obataolea, of oourse. But tre~cherou8 as ~he univer~ 
might-be, Keaton trueted it.- 1 

, " l I} 

le~ turther deecribee the nature or Keaton'.'unique 

relat10Dahip w1th the omiuous a8 , , 

" 

" ! '" ( , 

" 
-, 

; ,-
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»a wary cease-tire, a watching and wait1ng with 
some oonfi~ence in the oppos1tion's 1ntentio~8. 

T~e p~$ical universe 18 v1olent,no question about 
that. r,t l1AY do a man in. theA again, just a8 , 
violently~ it may do him a favour. What Keaton \ 
understands - and what he bases his bargain on - 18 
the essential NEUfRALITY ot its behaviour." 

• 1 
i 
! 

. ' 

2 

John Fowles, in The Ariatoe, desoribes a universe 

s1m1lar ta K~aton's. in which Law'an~ Chaos are the two 

procesees tha~ dom1nate existence. 

"Law seeks to tame Chaos; Chaoe aometimes de8troye 
, the stI1n1cture cre8tted bl ta.. BoUl ar~ ~ly 
indt,{tferenu to th'8:! 1ndividual., and equally oreate, 
d1ctattf; ,to, andt deatroy hiDl. " 
", ] , 

,ln auoh a un'ive~.e, ~ tundamental prinoiple will aIwa,8 

) t De 'haaardi,' but one w1 th1n 11ai ta. 'tA haza_ ,,1 thout, bounda 
" r ' i' , 1\. 

. " 

.' . 

o , '" 

woulà be a universé without physical laws: that 1a, a per-
,'- . 4 

petual and' 'total chaoa. 1t 
' The élementa at play, it 88em8, 

" 1. ~ ~ .\...~ ,1 

'" ~' .thep. b~o~~ logie ~nd baZard; it ié the tnteraction ot theae 

two, el~mel'lt8 Wl\1Ch ,'undemine< Ke~ton·ts· relat10D8h1pa in the " 
Pl'. ~ 

. world of ,~h1nga • , , 

> , • '#fT may, a8a~n. 8ub-~i vide Kea ton''- re la t:1.o118Pip w1 th 

ib~g~· 1n~b thoae b~8e~ ~~~ ];og10 Ve'~WI lesie, 8Ild thoee'1:'~ 
on' LOS1C' Versus· Hazard. Th1s t1rst·8u~-div18ion, LOl10 

J • c 4_ .. 

, " 

" verâ~8' Loile, 18' $~gn1t1oant17 Keaton1~nt fol' 1i deœonstrates 

that 'th~ log10, ot' O~"ertl'OPl~:r; 8i~uation or t~1ng, i~ not 

. D ....... BtilT lOgt~~ 11l;~. ,,1 tuat~OD ••. ~ ~l. 1~ t~~ 
l ' ""0 ' , -lb.œ;i~ g' oYe ·troll :22U-:, :",' ' .' . , ' - , , 

" •• l ' ," ' ~',' ~, ~ ; , .' t: ' 

P:tobleDr& "p'~t.X' ,d~.iVl'q.:,11.1If ,oartloa~, of tun1:l*~e ~xt'Dd8, . " 
• 01.' .. ,if' ~ , 

. h.te az. to ·S1.nal.· ,.' ~ijtt~ ~ .' 408 1-.. llllelt:pécteclll in 1 

-."." \" .. ".!, i '··'~.I'. '{:,,: :, .... :.-~:~ ,;."/~:,,::""; : ,.,' ~",/·,~': ... ;,~~:~.~':I,.".,' ,',' "' .. 
.. I~,'I • !~, .'f>~' :~ •• '. ,. , .\~~~. ' •• 

1 • '~ ,Ill, 1 ~ • ~ ""., ,r:. . '..' • :! \ , '1 ,. l , 
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perfect poaiti~n to bite the protruding hand, and does 80. 

Solution: From the pile of things in the cart, IBuster fishes 
" 

out a boxing glov~ - an apparent ally. He pl~ces it on his 

hand and repeats the signal witho~ canine inteçference. 

Later, he improves the device by attaching an extension to the 

glove, the better to signal. He tests. it at a ,deserted 

èrossing: perfect. 

Shortly afterwards, however, He arrives at a crossing 

in the middle of which a cop ie. d,irecting traffie. Ha.ving 

reached the cr9ssing, Keaton, a~out to ~ake a. left turn, UseB 

his new signal:. The boxing gloVe and the cop· s jaw conne.ot 

squarely, sending thé lat~er to the ground* Meanwhile t 

Bus1ïer p~rtially pOlllpletes his turn and, just as the' ,cop has 

regained his ~tii'lg, hell:! in the WfJ.y- of the second "signal". 

The oart movea on and Keaton, turn~ng around, notices with à 

Bhock that ,the cap haB been knocked out. 
i' 

~his gag would be near stereotype if· the elemente that 
, t 

conatitut~ it were not preaented in ao logical a fsahion; . 

and 1~ 1a important,to note ~patKeaton'a solution ta the 1 

~ '<~ situation may Qe, at anothpr time, thoroughly appropria te 
e " 

and logical. Th~s logical simplicity - or 1a it hidden 
, 

duality - 1s the dominant principle in the constjuction of 

thé 'gag. Again, Keaton's'original solution ~ seem app­

ropriate. When we break ,the action into two Bequ~nces, we 

are qompelled to wonaer at the myopie logic of it aIl: 

, ex.end hand/bitten by dog; bitten by ~og/wear boxing glove. 

Nothibg more. Keaton has ac~epted the bit_ ,(nG doubt sym-

bol:Lc ot ha~ard in ~he.univ:&ree) ao naturally, in faot, that 
,~ , 

/ ) " , 

-, 

'- , 

1 

:::atl!h!i1~I:" 
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, . 
we almost miss the central significance of the action'which 

immedi~tely fol10ws - an action to which the original logic 

~, but.does not apply. The "chance" incidents with the 

cop, or what we",might consider ttuncontrollable tt change in 
, fi 

situation, ~iters the viability of a seemingly appropriate 

10gioal response. The situation, or the gags t~emselves, 

thereby offer a perfect illustration, of the ~iohotomy bet-

ween "general" and nparticular". 

This second 

h'and from a dog bi te 

1 
sequence - a boxing glove protects the 

- m~kes us follow the changes of the' 

logic of a given situation coping with the logiÇ\of the use 

l'of a given objeot or thing. For at this moment, the boxing 

glove Jby its very nature.an ~ggressive thing) 'here becomes , . 
t' 

a means of protection. ' We intuitively realize that the re-

versaI is but a preface for another rev,ersal during the course 

of which the boxing gl'ove will return to' i ts original, 

aggre~ive purpoee. From a structural point of view, the 

gag is signifioant. It demonstrates that the logic i:, 

1 

of,~ne particular situation or thing ia not necessarily the 

right logic o~ the 10gic that·works at aIl times. This oon-

cépt is repeated1y 
f • 

e'ncountered in Kea ton Films as' disaatér .. 
resu1ts w~enever Buste~ establishes'himse1f as .AGENT in 

,attemptin~ AOTION, trying to dominate 'bJth thinga and, ai tua­

tions. in gen$ral and particular contexts t and winding up , 6 
enared in the trap of th.~r dua11ty. 

, , .. 

'1 

• 

.. 
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This same pri~ciple of logic, in exaggerated form, 

:1;8 at work in the gag, also in Cops, ,of the sui tcase and the 

vase. Buster is loading his cart. He places a vase in a 

suitcase. Problem: the vase ia too big; the suitcase won't 
• 

! ' 
\ 

\ 
close. Solution: He steps on the vase, oruahes it, anQ closes J,. 

the sui tcase. The gag i9 the exaggera tted use of .. "m,echanical t. 

logic - fit the tping into its assigned space, even if this . 
means breaking it. This simple non-objectivity of the logie 

of the gag ia impor~nt in that it resolvee itself entirely 

in the apparent simplicity - or, again, the h~dden duality -
, 

of the objeots used. A auiteaae is, after all, made to pro ... 
", 

teet that which it containe, not just to contain it, 
• 

regard-

less of the eonsequ~qres. It is the consequenoes of the 

'" partioular situation that have been disregarded, and thereby 
7 

result in a logio whieh ie inappropriate • . -
The two above gags, deseribed as LOGIC vereue LOGIC, , 

testify to both the duality of all things, and the equal 

duality of 10gio. As Bleeh writes of Keaton, "H~ did the 

Right Things. He thQught the Right Thoughts, Wha'Happen?" 

The second eub-division of gags on the nature of thinge, la 

labelled LOGIC versus HAZARD and constituently oompletes 

8 

the underlying laW8 of ,Bus ter" Kea ton' s uni-Te1'se. This second 

principlé may be found' in the nga~ of the seoond vase". 

Buster, having Just smashed the first vase to fit lt"in the 

,sultc~ee, approaches the second vas,~ He picks it up and 

elects to hang lt on the side of the oart~ Not1ding a su1table 
1 1 

1 .. 
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protrusion, he hangs 1t Qarefully. As he turns around, . 
however, the vase falls to the ground and shatters. First' 

, 
vase ( in BU1toase): Problem; Solution; Shattered vase. 

Sec~nd vase: Problem; Solution: Shattered vase. 

Between the two gags, however, we may eaa11y perceiv~ one 

important qualifying differenoe in the manner of their de­

mise. In the tirst case, Keaton,~ié comple~ely in oontrol, 
- 1 

and is completely responsib1e for the breaking of the first 

vase,. In the oaee of the second vase, however, Keaton the" 

agent is betrayed by alogie totally outside himself, to-­

tally beyond his realm of oontrol. 

The nature of the world of things is most atrongly , 

exemplified br the, gags in Cops which, in themselves, loonfirm 

the world of things as an infinitely variable one •. ',. . It ie :Qot 

man's role to oppose or to try and alter "the fluk", but 
1 

~~imply ta be aware of it. 

_simply "being awa:t:e". 

Indeed, Keaton i. often sean as 

"It ie no accident that what 18 probably Qur most 
familiar image of Keaton is of him scanning the 
horizon, hand at his brow to keep the sun from 'his 
eyes, body,arohed forward, feet hooked perilous~y 
into the rigging of a ship. He doesn't have ta be 
at Bea toadopt the posture ••• it 1s, in fact, his 
es~ent1al posture: h:e 1s an explorer. If 9-

This approaoh, 8~co~ding ta Kerr, also.offers an explanation 
, -

of the Keaton d~~dpan: 

"Deé~interest, however, 1s a aober state of m1nd, ' 
and the esaential sobr1ety 1s there. It stems frem 
an awareness that the world about one~s inteneely 
present and has tricks up 1ta s~." 10 

, 'T~i8~' ot co~rl!Se~ '1s no~ to 1~11 a -worl'd of in-' 

variab.1e- ~oatili t't, ·for the world i. not. sucl:l ~ pl~oe. Bleeh 

• 
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rightly deecribes the basic prrhciple of Keaton's world 

as "The Miracle" a~d "The Accident" and in auch a world 

the unexpected runs equal ohances of b&ing good or bad. , 

Man, of course, ie an integral element of the 

prooeee. Bleeh deecribee hie predicament as auch: 

"It 1s man against rate; it ia fate worked out thrpugh 
the machinelike hostility of man toward hie fellow man; 
and it 1e fa te 1ns1de t~e individual, in the 1neradioab+e 
patterns of\his~own etupidity, so that it ie man againat 
h1maelf." Il 

This 
.If) 

con~ept ia perhaps moet beautifully illus~rated in a 

gag trom The Goat. Buster's picture accidently winda up on 

a wanted poster which 18 oirculated aoi'oss the country. 

Buater i8 surrounded'- in newspapera, on billboards, by his 
.. 1 12 

own face. He carries his nemeaia vi th him. " 

Indeed, in the Keaton universe, man and things are. 

at ~imes 1nterc~angeable. In The Balloonatic, Bùeter 

aooidentiy goea up in an "ascension balloon, while perched on 

the )op ot it. He climbs down to the, basket only to slip 

right through it since it nas no bottom. He saves himself 
p 

at ~hê 1ast minute by gripping ite rime The reeultant visual 

metaphor ia highly expressive: 

"Hia legs are apread open, in full view, below. What we 
are now looking at, in lèng-ahot; iS,that surreal 'he-it' 
that oarries Keaton deepiat into nightmare. We àTe look~ 
ing at a ~onstrOU8~n-b~lloon: Ke$ton's legs, the basket 
as tO~80, the baIl n~t~ t a8 head. ,The image could be v 

Bosch, all too ea 1y Dall 1t 18 simply Keaton· behaving 
normally in his T ~ al mllleu, availing'hl~lf of 
the probable absur ities ot a torm in whioh men and 
.at'ter merge. 1I 1) , 

thi. 18 aore ~han li8ual .etaphor; 1 t ~ott.r8 à valid statellent, 
, , . 

." ., " 

. ~ 
1 • 

. .. 
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on man and the nature of his relationship with 'a world of 

things. It does,not seem too pretentious ta view such an 

image as representative of the following principle of the 

human condition: Due to the nature of his univerae, a man 

\is helpless unlese he can heip' himself to the laws and habits 

of the universe, taking adv~ntage of them by tue king himself 
14 

int~ them. ~an, if he 1a to survive in auch a'dniverse, 

must cona,tantly adapt. 

Keaton'e use of métaphor always aerved this end; 

his alterations were always of a functional nature. In Qn! 

~eek he ~eds a ladder 80 he remaves the porch railing and 

stands it on end. In need of snowahoes in Thé Frozen North, 

he uses, two gui tara. ~ Keaton la 8ware that the iden,ti ty or 

roÜ, of a.n abject oan lie largely in the attitude. one take,s 

towards it, and in the particular situation in which it (the 

object) 1e round. To survive in the'''orderly disorder" of 

a'world of things this adaptability is essential. Thus, we 

.have dealt largely with the tirst type of -gag (A), "gags with 

.. things" , by examining and elabol'ating upon the very orderly 

dis6rder of the ~orld of thin~s; we hav~ seen that thlngs , 
• 

ta~e on different meanings in different situations, and that 

what is logical in one situation'need not be logical in all.' , " 

'Man'himself is seen as having less control over his ~ife or 

environm~nt,than is generally considered possible. As l 

earlier méntioned, the world can quite arbitrarily and just as 

èasily lido him in" or lido him a favour". 

The second type of gag Keaton uses quite extens1vely, 

th. "Harmont" gag (B), 18 of a somewhat more ethereal nature. 

- .. 
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The concern here abifts away from man towarda a oelebration 

ot the universe itaelt. It is perhape symbolio of timea when 

the world does "do man a favour", when ever1th~ng does, for 

a very preoiouB and fragile time being, work amoothly and well. 

The gagB involved do not 80 much create laughter as a fe~ling ~ 

of com10 joy, ot harmony, and of fantasy. They reveal another 
, 

~1de of Keaton's world, lend1ng 1t fullneaa and depth. 

An example of th:J.a "Harmony" gag ia found, onoe again;' 

in The Balloonatic. Buatet has gone hunting; unaware that he 

1s being followed at alarming11 close range by a grizzly bear. 

Suddenly, a second gr1zzly jumps out in f~ont of him. Buster 
~ -

quiokly gr1ps the barrel of his ritle between both handa, 

raiaea the'butt end high, and bringe it down mightily on the 
'\ 

bear's head, witp the barrel of the ahotgun alippin~ betw~en 

hi. lega aa he does. ~he impaot causea the gun ta fire, 

killlng in the praeeaa the other grizzly bear beh1nd him. 
~ , 

/' 

G ,Both bears meet an unt1mely end - all in one beautitully 

flowlng arc~ Bœater ia unawa~e that be has k11led the bear 
, . 

beh1~d him; he never knew 1t was there. He t1nd8 out when, 

relieved at havlng diapoeed ot the aecond, he sits on the 

tiret. Th1c.s, J!pisode 1a representat1ve of Keaton in many 

of the ways we have diaeussed, but it alao seems to exiend 

beyond ,thé •• It 1a more pleaalng than tunny -though lt 18 

indeed tunny- becauee ot the pertect beauty of iia mo~ement. 

'--\ As Bleeh wrltes, wi th ,Keaton, "action can a1so be almQat 1n-

'cred1bly beautitu~, ln a very pure kinetic eenae - that ta 

to say. Dot action ~OR'80meth1ng but action 1n 1taelt." 
lS 1 

," 
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This sort of gag 1e effective on two distinct planes, 

and Keaton uses it repeatedly throughout his films. In The -
Navigator, as the boat rocks from side to side, aIl the doore 

in a long corridor open and close,with frightening precision. 

In The General, the perfect choreography of (~e engines and 

the cars behind them (which sometimes wiùd up in front of them), 

the split-second timing of the episode involving the cannon 

which miraculously misses f'irst The Texas and then The General-, 

each by the barest fraction of a seoond, courtesy of an oppor-

"tune curve in the tracks - ,theee are surely much more than 1 

simple visual gags. Film~d in classic Keaton long-ta~e ~ong­

shot they become breatht~king testaments of the harmony and 

beauty of movement. This second type of gag, then, serves to 

extend our awareness of the properties of Keaton's u~verse. 

The breathtaking comie-joy these gag~timulate funot~ons as 

a retteration of 'one of t~}, two basic principles - harmony 

or law - of his world, lest it be forgotten amid the chaos. 

Phe third type of gag ,CC) which we find in Keaton films 

i~ perhaps that which is moat uniquely his own creation - the 

"cinematic" gag. This type of gag springs directly from the 

~atural peculiarities of the cinematic-universe - a universe 

compoeed, in part, of the incontestable reality of the photo­

graphie image (which we have previously d.iseussed) and, in 

equal measure, of the inherent ttun-reality" or fantasy of the 

film medium Itself. Film lDay be said to 'create 'a mirr~r-:i.mage 
- ., 

of the uni:ret'se, al tering i t in' certain subtle but S,igni'tioant 
. , 

way".- creating, between the mirr9r-1~ge and thé fact, an 

\ 
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~ 
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exhilarating no-man's land in which fantastic but not 

necessarily "un-real" events might occur. Phere was indeed 

a gap th~re; Keaton, in establishing himself as iconographie 

?ccupant of the fra~e, meant to live in it. 

This ia not to imply that Keaton tried to "play tricks" 

on the camera, to falsify the fundamental purpose of the camera 

as a factual fn~trU)J)ent, for qui ~'e the OP~osite ie true. 

Keaton firmly~believed that the vitality of film depends to 
~. 

a great extent on the honour that ls paid to the camera ~s a 
. ~ 

recorder of fact. Nevertheless the pèculiarities and idiosyn-

crasies of the medium w.re there. Pae camera and ecreen to-.. "'''" -. 
gether had, to a d~gree, falsified reality; Bueter would be 

that false and no more. 'In certain respects, camera and· 

Bcreen togetber had aleo "improved tt on reality, offerea it 

c.erta!n loopholes; again, Keaton would capi talize on these 

looee ~nda, with a- placid confidence. He did not so muoh use' 
- 16' 

the oamera as join it on his journe~. Walter Kerr ~scribes 

the phenomena: 

"Buster Keaton wes the man who entered the sqooting 
gallery in which ne worked, 'picked up a paintpot and 
brush, palnted a hook on the wall, and hung his hat 
on the hook. Bustêr Keaton was tne man who, ohased 
by thugs and trapped in a room' offering no available 
ex;l. t; spied ,a seascape on the wall and di ved into i t •.•• 
Buster Keaton was the man for whom the physical.uni­
verse was exactly 'fas fIat, as falsely dismensional, as 
the Bareen on which film was shown."l? 

This "apartness" of the cinemat1c universe ,is·reiterat­

ed ~ain and agaln ~n several, asp~o~ of· Xeatonls approach. 
, ' 

~'::,e:n- the famous dea~'pan acl~s to the;'f'~eling - Keaton aaka ,for 

• 

1 -

,. 
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no emotiona1 response whatever: no Barrow, no joy, no 
, 

pleasure even in triumph, no smile, no intimacy. Whereas 
, 

Chaplin thrived on extending himself beyond the s~reen to 

relate with the viewer, Keaton constantly made us aware of 
il 

l' 
the lens which separa tets the ... film from the viewer. We ar,e \. 

pever really part of hie world beèauae we are not inside the 
18 

screen, as he iB. For what Keaton wanted waB a ~pecific 

cinejatie comedy, he "w~nted ALL of the comedy that eould be , 

• derived from the cameraIs unique properties, wanted the 

native, id~osyncratief NECESSARY humor of this unpreceden~ed 
- 19 

world pf film." 
Jo 

Dimension is one such cinematic alteration. The 

flatness of an image recorded by the camera nonethelee& 

stems from a wor1d which in iteelf is not fIat. Dimension 

iB reeorded without dimension, but both are still there -

henee the cinematic deception on which, to a degree, the , , 

cinematic gag lB based. For, after Keaton exista withi~ 

the frame and is,therefore free to us either property as 

he wlshea ~ without ~eing aeeused 0 for he ls 
( 

m~~ely operatlng under the îaws of his mediùm. 

;hi,e flatnese compr~sees our vision to the extent 

th~t Hall the time we are looking at the serean we are un-
l ' 

.oertain of what we are eeeing, enmeshed in an instabilit,. 

There le a world,up there that can contraet or expand without 
1 20 _ 

warning." At the close of One Week, ?Buster and his bride have 

, , 
\.' 

\ 
1 

\ 
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'accidentally deposited their house in the middle of a set 

of railway tracks - and a train Is rapidly approachlng. 

At what shou1d be the exact moment of conta~, the tra~n 

misses the house entire1y - it is travelling on a different 

set of tracks. We are as' shocked as Buster and his br'i.de, 
\ 

for the train' 8 direction seemed sa DEFINITE. The ess,ential 

comedy has been made of our terrible uncertainty of vision 

in this elusi ve cinematic world .21 '\> 

Cou~tless examples of this cinematic gag aJe to be 

found in Keaton's work. In The High Sign, Buster paints 

a hook on the wall and then hangs his hat on it. In The 

Paleface, trying to esqape from a pack of hostile +ndians, 

Buster spies a horse behi~d a nearby bush. He rushes over 

behind the ahrub and hops aboard. He now gallops out, 

backwards, leaving the horse standing exactly as it waSt He 

has climbed aboard a second horse, hidden behind the first 

and point~ng the opposite Way. In Backstage (dating back 

to the Arbuckle perioû), we see Buster as he appears to be 

walking down a flight of stairs, coming back, and walki~g 

down again. But we saon discover that there la no flight 
>-

of-.....stairs - the bannister he has b'een "using" la merely a 

paint~d backstage pràp, and what he has really bèen do~ng 

la getting to his knees ta hammer aomething ta the floor. 
~ , / 

The gag we have earlier-described in another context from 

'" The Balloonatic in which Buster ride hlmself of two troubleJ 

sôme beara in one swoop' le an'~qually valid 'exampiè of thia 

collapeed dimensionality'of the screen. The g?8 d&penda 

very atrang1y on the fact that Buster, the tirst b~ar, and 
1\1 

the second ~ear all occupy the aame narrow linear plane. 

" 
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The cinématic gag was very much a Keaton ,trademark. 

While a few other minor comedians used it from time to time -
" ' \ /~ 

auch as Fatty Arbuckle's habit of grinning into the came,ra 

and demanding a pan up before taking off ~is pants - they 

did 60 without either the graceUor the '~o\ivation of Buster 

Keaton. ~ Keaton went to grea t lengths --':t'o carefully de/ine the 
,j. 

, <. y 

visual properties of his world. We may see the scr.een on 

only the one plane available ta us - yet dimension doee existe 
a 

The gag consists of laying bare the simultaneity, the contra­

diction while all the while remaining entirely_plausible. Kerr 
l 

writes that, between the camera and the world it recorda, 

there ia a gap. 
<li-

"and _the clown can topple in ta 1 t or escape through 
it. Specifically cinema tic comedy naver apologizea 

, for this gap. Neither does it attempt to conceal it. 
,Rather, it thriVes on it. All the comedian has ta 
do is remain alert ta the everlasting slipperiness of 
tp,e only environmen t he knows .. n 22 

, 
Th~s approach closely parallels that of the Surrealists, 

whicoh we have previou.sly discussed.. Both ahare a oommon view ' 

of the éencept o't r~ali ty as be ing inaeparably linked ta tha t 
. 

of contexte Tbat which ia true, that which is real, that 

whi-ch ia t cau only cla.im t(:> be sa within a given set of' 
, " 

variable circumstances. The einematic situation ls only one 

instance of a limi tleas Bet of posaibili ti'es. 

Theae, th~n, are the basic typés of gag which Keaton 
-'1.. 1 

oonsistentlY favours. Together wi th his· corresponding the-

matie preocpupations, ,they extend and clarify the basic prinei ... , 

ples of ohis tntui tl ve philosophy. The strains' of each eleme~t 

ara.ofte~ 'fntèrwoven ta create the impabt of a simultaneoue 

'/ 

'. 
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statement. For instance, the "1Çlgica1 gag" and the"tcine-
, ' 

matie" one malte simi1ar, artd c108e1y re1ated stateme'nts on 

the basic duali ty bf things, as wel~ as on the', often decep-: 

tive hature o~ our perception of them. Si~ilarly~ Keaton's 

preoccupation'with ~sta-blishing a,wé~i-defined "bittematic" 

universe where pecu1iarities and contradictions are par for 

~he course c1ose1i'para~lelB - admittedly on a èèparate plane -, ,. 
his views an the nature of the actua1 universe: Bath eontain 

potentially "knowable" pr0l'erties, but funetioll in Bueh a 

way as to presuppose an ultimatély ,"knowable" whole. 

Structure, tOOi<J playe an ,important role. rhere ie 

no mistaking' that 'the care;t'ul struèture of a Keaton "l'ogie" 

gas (auch as the box1ng glove gag we discussed'ea~lier.) 

bear~ a very close, res.blancs ta the~tieulous chain-of-fate 

structure of,his overall films. we~ave quoted John Fowlee' 

deecription of the univeraè as one in which there' exists "an 
, \' 23 ' 

infinite situation of finite haZàl:"d'tt and; indèed, ~ea.ton 

exer,oises great care in cons'truet~ng ,sueh a uni ve,rse .. 

Through his use 'of gag~, then, Bus~eT Keaton 1a able 

ta bring aIl the t111ements of his al tuation il).to pl,ay: he' 
, . ( 

raises man y questions on the dU,alletie na.ture of p~rception!, 

of th1ngs, of màn~ ~nd 'of, the world -whièh he inhabi ta. Ai:' 

though Keaton is' often quoted, as 'describ:fn~ th,e charaeter he 

portrayed as lia wo,rki!lg man, and ho:nes,t" ~: as oppoded, to 

Chaplin's occ8sionally larcenoùB "~ittle Tramp" - ~eaton 
, . 

lias nè've4 preoccupied ,to an~ ,~~;x;-t'et1~! wi th such restri~~ive 
, . 

) " , , " ~ #. 
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moral concepts of "Good" or "Bad". Rather, he diaplays a 

far greater concern w1th the more immediate concepts of Law and 

Chaos, or rather with the endless gradatory degreea - the . 
duali ty ,. the contradic tion, the harmony, the nightmare - which 

exist between these two poles. Given the situation in which 

he finds himBelf~ this seems only natural for, after aIl, hie 
..... 

" primary concern ia survival. 

, 

• 
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With t~ l' 
~towtb of Keaton'e popularity,the Great 

Stone Paoe gathered to himeelt a truly international 
"-

oollection of at~ectionate nlcknamee. In Spain he oame 
. -,. ; , 

to be known as "Palplina~, in Poland "Zybsko", in loeland 
, t -"Glo Glo", and'to the French he was alternately "Malec" 

and~ero". Ae-ie frequentl1 the c~ wi~h nieknames, 

these sobriquet8 oarry with them 8 etrange appropriateness 

unmarred'by complexity or intel~edtualitYt an intuitive 
) ~ 

sort of.truth. The Prench tiioknames are,in this resp'eet, 
• the most strikingly direct: their aptness immediate, for 

"Zero" and "Malec" hark to the same elueive characteristie, 

to what one critio happily terme, "the hole in the dough-
1 

nut". Zero. A zero that ,nonetheless funetions on many 

-_ ........... -._-

levela, a zero w~th allusions beyond Keaton's sober bearlng; 

it is in taot the Great Stone Pace's emotional zero. Thi8 

nought ie more than the ea~cellation ot masses and stressea, 

horizontale and verticale, by the equalizing solemnity ot 
2 

his presence. Zero ls mueh more than individual stralns 

withln Keaton; Zero!! Keaton. ïhe Zero-Keaton'a presence 

~ ie telt even ln the plots direetor-Keaton selects and in 

the gags wlth whioh comie-Keaton expressee himself. 

In hie second feature, Our Hospitalitz, Bust~r t'inde 

himaelt in a aticky pred~oament:he ia the dinner-guest ot a 

tamilly swo~to kill him. There 'i8'a catch,however, and a 

partioularly~at6n catoh, at that. The ethics ot Southern 

hospitality preelude the murder ot a dinner-gueat 

under one's own roof. "Normal~y" when muraer ie in 

the otting, the bast taotio ie escape - the sooner the 
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better. Keaton'e situation demands, of course, precisely 

the opposite B~rateg1. Buster iB safe only as long as he 
~ . 

~es not leav.e his hosts' table; his life is secure only 

in the immediate presence of death. A stalemate ensues, a 

Zero in terme of possible' exi ts from an im.possible situation. 

Many Keaton gags follow the same pattern, always 

returning ta the nothingnes8, the void purpose at centre. 
#. . 

~n The Navigat~r, Buster takes to underwater ship 

repairs. After a short iftterval on the job, he notices 

that his hande are dirty, picks up a pail from the oceah 

rloor, pulls it through the water to "filIn it, washes hie 

hande in it, and finally empties the "dirty" water, Zero. 

In Seven Ohances, a great déal (seven million dollars, 

to be precis~) depende on Buster's meeting a weddlng deadline, 

on his kissing the bride at the altar before the etroke of 

seven. As he daehes towards his fiancee's house, it ls more 

or less that tlme, or perhaps even later - but what time i! 

it? Portunately, Buster passes a clock etore wlth hundreds 

of clocke in the window. Unfortunately, however, each and 

/ ~veryone of them shows a different time. Universal nega\iOn, 

~~ingness in its absolute etate, seeme to leer at him. 

Zero. 

As Kerr writes, 

"Eaoh of these zeroes breeds its own odd silence, 
takes on the quiet and weightle8sne8~ of outer 
space ••• (Keaton) is capable, when he wishes, of 
turning visible spaoe its.lf iuto 8 momentary void. 
Paoeless, he moves through the namelesa. In fact, 
it wouldnLt be stretohing thinga à bit to calI 
Keaton not sa muoh silent comedy'a first surrealist 

• 

. .. 

1 
\ 
J 

1 
\ 
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as silent comedy's tirst existentialiste Existentia-
liem poslts that existence precedes essence, whloh meane that 
no man ls born lnto the world w1th an essential nature already 
given hlm, wlth an ident~ty on tap and an lnstlnctlvé aet ot 
rules to guide him. He ls born more nearly a blank and with 
,no establiahed relatioDship ~o any oth&r thlng on this 
planet" 4 , 

>, 

This stat~ of nothingness, this "blank" as Kerr calle 

it, into whicb existent!al man is born does not. howev&r, 

prevent him from making'an identity for himself. Such an 

identity.would stem from thoee relatlonshipe he tprm. with 

the things encountered on his travels through nothingne ••• 
"-

Kerr goea on to cite S~rtre in stating that "unidentified 

~an maklng his way through the unknowable vold is COB~ 
to action (whereas) existential man must movë in a universe 

~5 

that moves perpetua~~. Like Alice and the Red Queen, 

running twice 8e faat just to keep in the" same spot - action 

ia reduced to non-action, or rathllr, Jac'tion '!fi t\ preoonoeived 

purpoae ia revealed as truitless. Accepting hia own nothing­

n&ss, the existential man ia able to survive the vacuum of 

existence. 

Buater Kea,ton accepta this state ot attairs,fueling . , 

his being with his unoontrollable urge to tèrret out the 

.function o~ things, as opposed to thé illueory meaning. In 

Our Hospitalitl, the ooa1 oar of a runaway train to whioh 

,Bulter il oliàging i8 suddenly.derailed and'plungea into the 

water below. Lit_rally without blinking an eye, Buster takes 

the ooal ahoyel and begins to paddle. He alway. makes h1s 
J 

, 6 
adaption to the exiatentially un~rseeable wi thout reaeotion', ~ 

without traneition, and wlthou~ comment. This i8 not to • _. 

implr, however, that Keaton'. docility i8 of a passive nature • 

• <-
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on the contrary, his seemi~g passivlty is in essence active, 

tor it stems directly trom a willingness to aeeept a totally 

~andom universe, in"whldh the wlndtall. ot accident are far 

more substantial than #he sterile truits of eftort. The 
1 

zero is by no meana Ul1intentional; i te value is infirf1 tel/y 
1 

higher than valueles8 infinity. 

Keaton arri~ed at this philosophieal position intqi-
. ( 

tively. He neithe~ read Kierkegaard nor 80lemnly anticipa-

ted Jean-Paul Sartre. Rather, "hie simple intuition. about 

the nature ot man in the'universe were as breathtakingly 
7 

perceptive as ~hey were, in tact, simple". This naivi.t 
1 

the ory applies equally well to Keaton t • much-discus.ed role 
. 

as eurreali.t. The parallel. here are many, and olten ot a 
L 

oomplex nature tor, while Keaton and the Surrealists do not 

always share common means, they da share ov~rall enda. Both 

contront the same twentieth- century "crisi.~ a criaie which 

i. known by many namea: Absurd.ist, Maohine-Age, Ex1"stentia-

list. Both st rive to 

duc,'ot'thi. criaia: 
~ 
with whieh man tries 

tranecend, and thua ellminate, the pro­

the arbitrary limitationa and detinitione 

to diaguiee nothingne88, the ciphers 

whieh eventually atitle him. Both adopt, as a mean. to thi.­

end, a controntation with the objecte 

The na~re ot the' "true" objeot hae been described 

above as a perpetually moving seriee ot~EPP.ECTS in time. 

ThUs the ouly means towards the object aa an ~nd is mov~m,ut. 

Both Keaton.a~he Surrealiste acknowledge the higher reality 

ot ~ov~~nt (a~d h~noe, the OHllG! it bringa with it), an 

aoknowledgement whioh endows their respeotive univeraea with 

• 
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, . 
a common unreliabi11~y. The ~urrealiats stressed~he import-

ance ot chance aseooiations, a relevance whioh Keatoh admits. 

Bath view their env1ronment as a void ~ce another aignif1-

ca,ce of the Keaton long shot~n whièft any number of moving 

objecta may, for a time, interact. 

The Surrealists sought to tree objeote trom pr~eon­

ceived notions of uBe, oontext, purpose, and hence, reality. 
\, 

Such liberation was to be achieved by placing the object in 

a fresh uncluttered (i.e. empty> Betting, thereby releaaing 

it, endleS8 pOBsibilities of meaning. Th1s same~rineiPle 
oan be observed in Keaton'. films, though at times it is 

illustrated by an inver.e Methode Instances ot the latter , 
, -• 

are ta be tound in situat~ns to whieh Keaton reaets with 

uncharacteri8tic aggres81on. When Keaton tries too bard, 

when he th1nks, when he asserts h1mselt too strongly aga1n.t 
, ". t' 

h1s universe, 1à!s diaa8ter 18 imminent. Surtace effort and 

action imply a false orientation based on perception tbrough 

preooneeption; ~n aggressive Keaton is out of tune with his 

un1verse, tor he has eounted hiœaelt as more than Zero. The 

Surrealist attempt to abolis~ meaning as preeocept1on is not 

an assertion that an object·s pre-e8tabl1shed detint10n per 

se ia wrong, but merely that it 1s intrinaicaIl~rong to 180-

late the object in time. The overall poasib11it1es tor every 
. . 

object being intinite, the partieular posaibility that the 

object MIGHT RETU~ (for a while) to its basic "meaning" 1s 
, " ,1 

certainly'not excluded. Keato demonstratea tbis 80mewhat 
, -

remote ph11oeophio ooncept in terms that are (typically) 
f 

pa1ntully claie. 

" 

• 

1 

1 
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In Cope, a boxing glove (aggre8eive' 'meaning' > ~-' 

tirst uaed as protection, later re~sumes ite 'original' 

identity-function, rendering a nearby policeman'unconscioua. 

A diminiahed beliet in the importance {or reality> ot ~ 

rational methçda of perception led quite nàtural17 to an 1n­

creaeed acceptance of the irrational. Moreover, both Keaton 

and the Surrealists granted "subjective reality" validity and 

import rqual to those ot, "objective reali ty". To .accept 

1rrationa11;y and subjec~ivity as being substantially real i8 

largely depenfent on the nature 0(rperception. As disoussed 

)

above. Giaêometti, Dali and Max Ernst, in an experiment called 

Research on Irrat10nal Knowledge of the Object, attempted to 

make the o~t's reality dependent on the intensity ot psy-

, chic life it etimulated in the viewer. This new understanding 

ot reality ià not concerned with the abject exclusively ~s 
8 

such, but with the relationship of the viewer to the object. 
, 

Abraham Moles later called thie interdependence the Reality 

ot Situation, claiming that àll questione of authenticity are 

relative: "To someone looking at a postcard {ot the Mona Lisa} . 
1 

with great admiration, the original may eventually lose its 

authentioity and even be a d1sappoiutment when finally con­

tronted." 
9 

What Keaton and the Surrealisté share, then, ls a 

new approaoh to- their envlronment, a perspeotive trom wh10h to 

v1ew the world surround1ng them, to see 1t both aubjeot1vely, . 
in its' capaoity as a mirror which retlects the inner fantasies 

", 

and r.a11tie. of man, and objectively, as an autonomous living 

(i.e.,moTing) organiam wh10h exists on a plane parall_l to 
,', 

, 
'1 

1 
~ 
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man-'~. This approaoh promotea a dual concept of reality -

aa8erting with equal toroe the baaic reality of matter,of 

the object, as well as the ultimate reatity ot fantaay, ot f _,J"I 

the inner-halluoination. Both Keat9n and the Surrealista 
1 

were to make extensive use of this duality. 
1 

The pasic questions raised concerning the.nature'ot 

perception are also olosely interwoven with the conoept of 

time-movement. Time-mo.ement is, after aIl, t,e primary 

'factor of their univers. - and aIl that is "real Il i8 80 

-
only by virtue ot its existing within thia movement flux. 

Keaton's theories of com.~y function within a aimilar 

tramework, for comed1 may Most ~PlY be defined as a break . 

in the .logic of the time continuum. Comedy, perhaps above 

all e1se, attesta that nothing actual ie whol!y 10g10al, 

that nothing finite i8 infinite. Its method ià ta l8y bare 

the gap between the pu~e (Platonic) idea of a thing, and 

the thing itaelf. In this respeot, the comie i8 to be found 

not in the object per se, but in the uercept~on of the objeot. 
\ 

r, 

C~medy attacka speoifically the formaI structure of objects; 
, 

-its criticiam is aimed at the awkward expeotationa imposed 

by false perception. Indeed, fo~l structure i8 large1y res­

ponaible for the paucity of aotual value, with ita substitu­

tion·" of supposed value. Tow~rds an underatanding of Keaton' a 
'\ 

uae of oo.edy, it is important to cODaider his apeoifioally 

-cinematic nature. Several iasues are the.eby oonfronted. 
" r) ... 

Aa Kerr bas noted, Keaton "waa the moat ailent, aa 

,," 

1.11 , 

J 

1 

J 

~ 
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, 10 
well as the most cinematic, oflsilent soreen comedians." 

, 
There is no escaping the fact that Keaton's world was uniquely . " 

-' 
the,world of ~ilm. He explores ~is cinematic world, at some 

points sinking deeper into i ta fantasy, at others c,oming to 

grips vith its "bare-knucklen~reality in his deadly stunts. 

Bueter's characteristio pose is'the explorer's stance -

leaning forward, hand shielding his eye8 as he soane the 

horizon - for suoh _is indeed his role. He is forever d~lving 

into his world that he May better grasp its soope. Âccording-
. 

1y, he never ceases to stress the nature, properties, pecu-

li~rities and limitations of his cinematio environment, under­

lining them to such an extent that his audience la drawn int~ 

t~e Keaton world of film. 

Buster Keaton, in his quest through his cinematio 
• 

world is neither its master nor its slave. He is simply aware 

o~ it and, more important1y, tru~ to its principles. U~like 

Many other comediana of the Georges Meliée traditio~, Keaton 

did not play "t~~Ok8" on the camera, aince that would violate 

the camera'a basic funotion as recorder of facto Nonethele88, 

he ~ inhabit a medium pos&eesed of certain very ~nteresting 

ld~osyncra8ies, and it was no betrayal of reality to take 
.ç 

advantage of just suc~ l~opholes. 
'/ 

Silence ie one auah looph'ole. In one lllequence from 
. 

The General, Buster 1s seen atop his coal oar, totally pre- , 

occupied with his task of ohopp&ng wood to keep his -train,' 

The Texas, in hot pursuit of the atolen General. The wood 

ohopping takes place in the ioreground of the fram., while 
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in the background hundreè. of-enemy tro~p8 are soon disoov­

ered, galloping in. the opposite directiott. The composition 

of thia ahot ia as irit~reating as it is diatinctly Keaton. 
) 

Beyond the compositional parallel it creates between our 

perc~Ption'o~·the situation at hand and ~eaton's '(ta us, by 

virtue. of the close-up, Johnnie Grey's comparative1y menial 

ta! of: chopping wood ~ aeem aa i;'portant'aa the Union 

cayglry's full-scale attack becauae we see it in close-up), 
'\ . 

it points out one of the intereating "peculiaritiea" of 

ailent film. Silent film is, as the name imp11es, positive-

1y ailent. For in a world where sound exists, it would bé 

impossible for Keaton, absorbed in his wood-chopping or~ther­

wise, not to hear the thunde;ing charge of an entire army 

B?me hundred yards away". The ahot retains plausibili ty sinçe 
, 

Keaton, engulf-ed in the einematie silence, CANNOT hear a thing. 

(With apologies to McLuhan; the medium iB the gag.) 

Silence iB then a basic principle ~t Keaton'~ cine­

matie world. Like all Buch principles, however, it 1s subject 
. -

to fits of instability. Several examples can be found in 

Our Hospitalitl. When the rear wheels of the train"Buster 

is riding aecidently fall off, along with the coachman, Keaton 

ie quick to dieembark and help the latter to hiB teet •. AB ' 

he i8 doing Ba, however f the unexpected happens and the way­

ward wheela come rolling baok into frame ta send bath men 

flying. All th!s oocurs, of course" wi thout a sound. ,The 

silence iB in operation. In a Keaton film, what you can't 

see, you (In other words, out of sight, out of 

.'ound. ) 
'" 
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Par'from ~laim~ng silence as à handicap to be 

expl01ted, Keaton was a1ways tiret to insist on the ,q~li­

ties of hie cinematic universe. In the above ~ag, for in-

stance, . 
"he cou1d have made us 'hear f the onruehing wheels very 
aimp1y. AIl he 'had to do was interpolate a ahot of the 
iso1ated wheels still rol1ing a19ng. We shou1d then 
have expe~,.ted them, supplying our own addi tional dimen­
sion, and what we might lose in surprise we would gain 
in heightened anticipation of the coming trouble. M. 11 

, , 

; Sueh an ap~oach 1s simply not the Keaton way of doing things. 

It would contradict the basic silence of hia medium and there-
~ 

for contradict his p1edge of tealty t~ the 1awa of his wor1d. 

, A ~econd feature of Keaton/:~, world of film ie i ts 
" 

aspect of t'wo-dimensiona1i ty, d'iacussed ear1ier, Kea ton res-

pecta a11 lawa intrinaic to his cinema tic uni verse - and ia 
tt 

passiona te in hi~ :f)l.siatence on their o~dience. ,This loyal­

ty has several important conaequences. Firstly, his stressing . , 

of their scope and 1imi,tations (to the extent that one is very 

muoh aware of its existence precfsely 8S 8uoh) cl08ely paral1-
, ' 

a1s his stance on the nature of the "real If world. 'The two 

wor1ds, on-sc~een and off, zay have different functiona1 pro­

perties, but the y share a ~omm?n strain ot instability. Both 

are, one might say, re1iab1y unre1iab1e; bath represent.what 

Pow1e~ oal1s han infinit~ situation of finite hazard; where 

hazard is al~aYB the fundamental princip1e, but a hazard\with-

in BOUNDS. If 1-2 \ 

Thus, K~atont. supposed1y "simplistic"'approach of 

"getting a laugh without seeming tôo ridiouloüa~ takea on a 
; . 

_ ,'::0' ' 

new pertinenc. It states - very simp1y - what h~B films 
, 

sta.te in A fundamen ta1 Kea ton tenet .". 
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is that man'e purpose is to explore, to experience, and . 
at least to acknowledge (if not understand) the logically 

illogical nature of his universe.(To be thus aware is 

to be slive. 

The many strains of a Keaton film aIL ultimately 

t'ocus on this same issue. 1ike the "thing" gag, Kèaton 

uees the cinematic gag largely as a metaphor for the true' 

na ture of perception.- In Sherlock Junior, through cine-

mat1c means (double exposure), he tsckles the dilemma of 

relative reality, 1.e., wh1ch ~ more real,the projection­

ist's d~eam or his prosaic life? Similarly, in The Playhouse, 

Keaton presents u~ with nine aimultaneoua Buster Keatons. 

la accepting the "rea11 ty" of .Q.!l! Buster Kea ton on "the ' 

acreen (in terme of Bazin's views on the nature of the pboto­

graphed image) any different from accepting that of a11 

nine? if so, which of the n1ne is "rea1"? 

With every means at hand - comedy, film, things -

Keaton 1s forever probing the r1ddle of perception. The 
./ 

solution 1e to be sought in the riddle itaelf, in ~he actual 

asking. Hazard and movement come to be understood as the 

baaic princ1ples of a uni verse. And the only truths pO,ssible 

within auch a scheme are those conforming to theae principles. 

The schema encompassee two kinds of reality: "Objective", 

where the object 1a not $evered ,from iis space-time continuum, 

remaining instead in movement to continuously form new and 

temporary relationahipa; and "Subjective", where attention 

ia focused not on the~object per se but on the nature of the 

----...._'_._, ----------;----~----r_~----. ---
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v1ewer's relationship to th~s objecte W1thin the Keaton 

perepec~i~e, the concept of"realitj" ie of ~he utmoet im-
, 

portance inasmuoh as it relates direct1y to the concept ot 

"man". It becomee evident that for Keaton, the nature of 

seeing ie the nature o~ being. Indeed, survival, or perhaps 

even something intangibly beyond mer~ survival, le the 
1 ,;' 

primaI quest!on." 

Keaton is then, in his own way, ae meticulous as ':' 

any' philosoph~r. He establiehes both the principles of 

man's univeree and charte his survival couree through such 

a world, in light of whlch the Keaton trademark becomea 

st~angely significant. The Great Stone Face is witnesB to 

the Keaton dacility, while the keaton eyes reveal an anoma-

lous awareness., This paBBivity iB, in fact, active", Binee 

~t stems direetly from "his reluctance to insist upon a 
... 
clamoring identity as he submitted to the rush of the void, 

his willingness to concede the void an inte1~igence with 
-. 

~hich he did nQt eare to quarel1." 1) 

1 

\ 

This approaeh leade to the understanding of Keatan's 
, Ji 

sometimes pu~zling scattered appeal vis-a-vis Chaplin'e 

more universal acceptance. Despite similarities, Keaton and 

/ , 

Chaplin ultimately embrace totally different values, Chaplin~. 

charisma was (and will always be) the more instantly access­

ible, as his comedy is built around a PERSONA. Chaplin' 

relies quite considerably on intimacy; so much that the high 

points of virtually ALL of his mature filme are reached while 
;( 

1 

• , r 

;' 
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the camera is kept at close quartera. In ao doing,he 
,. 

placed Charlie at the center of his universe, and himaelf 

at a considerable artistic distance from K~aton, who thrlved 

on space. Keaton was a man caught up on the outer rim of 

the universal orbite Keaion and Chaplin dlffer accordlngly 

in their approach to things. In Behind the Bcreen, Chaplin 

plays a xylophone made of empty pie tins, using a pair of 

old ham bones. In The Pawnehop, he slinge a' roll of dough 

around hie neck for a lei and proceeds to serenade his girl 

with a eooktag spoon in lieu of a ukelele. In this frolic­

some uaing of thinge, Chaplin's visual Metaphore differ from 

Keaton'e. When Charlie pieka up a pair of salt and pepper 

shakers and bringe them to hie eyes ta form binoeulars, he 
" 

has no ult1mate p~rpose, but 1e merely being playful. Keato., 

on the other hand, ie NEVER playful. À Keaton alteration, 

on close examination, a1ways serves some ult1mate purpose and 

1s always lunetional in nature. In One Week, a front porch 

railing beeomes, eonveniently, a ladder. In The 'Scarecrow, 
• .. 

'a motorcyele nut 1s transformed conven1ently 1nto a wedding 
f' 

band. In ~, a tie beoomes, again conveniently, a diaguise • 
• 

In these and aIl instances, the Keaton chang~ 1s functiona~. 

The utilitarian urge colncidee with an obsession to 

ferret out the function ~f th~~to become acutely aware of 

the nature of his eurround~nts. This ia the most significant 

difference between Keaton and Chaplin. Chaplin ls caprie1oue; 

Keaton le sombre. 

"But the sombre atrain in Keaton i8 only one half 
of hie root reeponee. The other le a 8uperb eerenlty. 

/ 

--~-------------------L7-----------~--------------'~--------' 
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~t 1s not a cheerful aerenlty •••• lt la aimply 
the other side of reeignation, the unruffled ealm 
that oomee of having aocepted whatever is. Keaton 
ia alwaya showlng us, in litt~le wayehow ready he 
is to accept the unth1nkable ae no 1." 

14 

Aware of the turbulence inherent in hie world, Keaton le 

content to float within the calm of the hurricane'e eye. 

In a world where acoident ia otten more reliable than 

effort, where intuition proves more accurate than 10gical 

reason1ng, Bueter Keaton'e overall approach remaina atrangely 

A PROPOS. Keaton posaessed nelther the gitte tor, nor the 

inclination to formaI philoaophy. Yet his intuitive grasp 

of the nature of man in the univerae ia breathtakingly pro­

tound. 

Keaton is unmistakably a ohild of the twentieth-oen­

tury. He holde muoh in common with oertain modern artiatio 

and intel1eotuai mov~ment8, trom Surrealism to Pop Art. One 

aspect of the era shows an under1ying feeling of deep resent­

ment, the roots of whlch lie in the psychie alienation born 

ot machine age upheava1s. 

A Surrea1ist oonfrontation with the object is the 

basic meane, and the end is the revealing ot pereeptiont8~ 

reIatlvity. Perhape the words of John Jow1es are an eloquent 

verbal parailel to Keaton's oinematio etatement." They seem 

equally potent: 

"Ta an outsi~e observer aIl the special privileges 
we c1aim tor our species, aIl the teathers in our 
cap, might seem as abeurd as the exotio ceremonial 
tinerl ot some primitiTe chiettaln." 

15 
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