Outline of American Silent Comedy, 1910-1925

American tradition: physical (pre-verbal), “low” comedy

Early comedies

1) short (ten minute) comedies; ca. 1910

2) Slapstick – low,, silly, ridiculous, unsubtle: exploit pain (hit over head with frying pan or hammer, slam fingers in drawer); also movement (clumsy running, pratfalls (usually on the butt, e.g., banana; or trip, collide), run into the door, pie in the face)


3) Subversive: anti-authority; mock policemen

Mack Sennett (lion photo)


Keystone Kops and his Bathing Beauties

‘Bangville Police’ 1913 – Mabel Normand; incompetent, bumbling police (although not yet in their uniforms); anarchy reigns before order restored; in rural white America.

Mature feature films of 1920s – Harold Lloyd, Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton

Feature length in the 1920s, but still silent; comedy and silent films seem made for one another


Carefully written scripts



Move beyond primitive slapstick, e.g., inflicting pain

Most of them romantic comedies

Fully developed, consistent characters; stars 

Middle class focus for Lloyd and Keaton: drop the critical attitude toward authority; embrace modernity, technology.

Comparison of Charlie Chaplin, ‘The Immigrant’ 1917 and Buster Keaton, ‘Sherlock Jr.’ 1924





 
Chaplin



Keaton

Persona

Comic Style


Face


Body


Dress


Gags (short and sweet) or Routines (longer development)?


Chase

Social Reference: immigrant urban working class; or middle class.  Attitude toward technology?

Sentiment? Who pulls harder at the heart strings?

Direction (mise-en-scène, editing, etc.) – which is more modern?

Closing shot
