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			Introduction

			.

			Note — The films in which Buster appears in a leading role are listed chronologically, and those in which he has a featured or a cameo role are given at the end of the book, along with his key television appearances. 

			For convenience, the films are divided into seven categories:

			–	The Arbuckle–Keaton Shorts

			–	The Keaton Shorts

			–	The Keaton Features

			–	The MGM Years

			–	The Educational Pictures Shorts

			–	The Columbia Shorts

			–	The Independent Years

			Of course nothing is ever that simple, and there will be anomalies within these broad divisions – for instance, his first feature, The Saphead, was made soon after he started making his own two-reelers and so appears under The Keaton Shorts. He also travelled abroad to make a couple of feature-length films in the middle of his run of Educational Films shorts. But on the whole, the categorisation works and allows a good oversight of Buster’s film career.

			.

			A word about release dates — The release dates given, which refer to release in the United States (with the exception of Le Roi des Champs-Élysées and Un Duel à Mort, which didn’t get a US release), are specific if the date can be established beyond reasonable doubt. However, for some of the early shorts in particular it’s not possible to give an exact date as even sources from the time – press releases, trade paper announcements, etc. – sometimes don’t agree. Current reference books and even the American Film Institute database of feature films are not infallible, and on occasion the date of copyright of a film, usually but not always earlier than the release date, has been confused with the date of release. Also, most of his later industrial films were not commercially released as such.

			Therefore, where there is doubt over the exact date of release, only the month or year are given.

			.

			And about timings — The running times given for the silent shorts are based on the length of what we might call the official currently available version on DVD or Blu-ray. Establishing exact timings of the original films is nigh-on impossible. For the silent films in particular, a number of versions currently exist for various reasons. Two versions were often shot at the time – one for a domestic audience and one for overseas distribution. Also, films could be re-edited or even re-shot as a result of feedback from preview showings, meaning a number of variants of the same title could be in circulation. And of course over the years, elements of a film may have become lost, or parts taken from different sources and different versions when being reconstructed by archivists. A notable case of this is The Blacksmith, the bewildering array of versions of which had baffled many, until a recent bit of brilliant detective work by John Bengtson clarified the situation.

			

			As a result, it’s very difficult to state the running time of the early films with any degree of certainty, which is why we have opted for the compromise of using the most common versions currently available commercially to act as more of a comparative guide than a definitive reference.

			It’s also worth bearing in mind that moving pictures originally tended to be measured in terms of feet rather than minutes, and understandably the running time would be rather dependent on the equipment used. A reel would normally be something under 1,000 feet long, and would typically run for a little over 11 minutes. The running time of the current versions of The Cameraman give a good illustration of the variability of timings. The 2020 Criterion Blu-ray release runs to 68 minutes, which is more or less the same length as is generally given in reviews of the film at the time of release, whereas the Turner Classic Movies Archive series DVD release from 2004, which has the same content, evidently runs a little more slowly and so lasts 75 minutes.

			

			For the Love of Buster

			.

			In the 1920s, the heyday of silent film, three comic actors reigned supreme. Charlie Chaplin of course, who is still instantly recognisable and still much admired. Harold Lloyd, who is all but forgotten by most movie-goers, despite having once been the epitome of youth and vigour and boy-next-door charm. And Buster Keaton, a supreme artist and technician, an incredibly gifted physical actor and a dedicated film-maker, who evokes more than admiration and radiates more than charm, and indeed inspires genuine love. 

			And so abideth Chaplin, Lloyd and Keaton, these three; but the greatest of these is Keaton.

			.

			Buster’s inherent integrity, truthfulness and enthusiasm defined him, both on screen and off. In all that he did, he would search for a truth that made even the most improbable situation credible. And his basic honesty and decency shone through both as an actor and as a man. The essence of his screen persona was, as he himself put it, “a working man and honest”. His performances are (largely) unsentimental, his approach (largely) practical, and so what his character achieves is (largely) merited. He lived in the moment and was clearly not a man for nostalgia or regrets. Having given his all, at whatever personal cost, he would move on to the next challenge with barely a backward glance.

			For his audience, his gift was his ability to fully engage in any situation, however absurd. Even in his weaker sound films of the 1930s, and even when the effects of his alcoholism were leaving their mark, his character would always be entirely believable. In times of personal adversity, his commitment was always total. And this is equally evident when playing opposite human or non-human co-stars. That he was an animal lover is clear from his work with Roscoe’s dog Luke in several of the Arbuckle shorts, with the cow Brown Eyes in Go West, the monkey Josephine in The Cameraman … He would have a bond with who or whatever he was doing a scene with that was utterly endearing – inhabiting his own character and understanding his on-screen partner to the extent that the connection is palpable. Nothing, however absurd, would be dismissed, but taken at face value and examined in earnest until fully understood.

			Taking another arbitrary aspect, it’s often said that the credibility of an actor can be judged by how convincingly they play an inebriated character. Unfortunately in a couple of the MGM features we can see Buster attempting to play sober when drunk, but happily there are a couple of delightful instances of the converse, where he plays an individual who’s had a couple too many. A highlight of Three Ages has him innocently drinking a pitcher of bootleg booze in the belief that it’s plain water, and quickly becoming unknowingly blotto. He underplays every moment, and the end of the scene, where he stumbles into a taxi, falls straight out of the other door, pays the bewildered driver and wanders off into the night, is an absolute joy.

			

			.

			Stories of Buster the man are rife with his generosity and lack of ego. Buster would always put himself second to his involvement with the task in hand – be it shooting a scene or winning a game of baseball. Two examples come to mind, both related by Rudi Blesh in his biography Keaton. 

			A number of Buster’s stunts were literally death-defying, but maybe his closest brush with death came while filming Our Hospitality. In trying to save his leading lady, played by his wife Natalie, our hero has fallen into the Truckee river and is hurtling towards rapids. He is attached to an unseen hold-back wire to prevent him being swept away. The wire has been rigged up by his trusty technical director Fred Gabourie – all Buster has to do is to allow himself to be carried along. Unfortunately the wire snaps and Buster is suddenly careering out of control in the fast-moving current. He is hitting his knees, hips and chest against the rocks, with the water threatening to crush him against a boulder. Only a bend in the river saves him and he eventually manages to pull himself exhausted onto the bank. Tellingly his first thought is whether Natalie witnessed it, quickly followed by whether it had been captured on film. Gabourie took full blame for the accident and offered to resign on the spot. Buster wouldn’t hear of it. As Blesh relates it, “Buster put a wet arm around Gabe’s shoulder. ‘You’ll never make another mistake,’ he said. Gabouri never did.”

			Rudi Blesh also related a conversation with Buster’s long-time writing partner Clyde Bruckman, who revealed that although Buster’s name seldom appeared on the screen as writer, the wonderful stories that were credited to Bruckman or to Jean Havez were “ninety percent Buster’s”. Bruckman was ashamed to take the money, and much less the credit. But when he tried to tell Buster so, Buster just laughed and told him to stick around. “I need a left fielder.” Bruckman summed up working with the man he called “Bus”: “Harold Lloyd was wonderful to me. So was [W.C.] Fields. But with Bus you belonged.” 

			So it’s clear that whatever life threw at him, Buster would be able to keep things in proportion – as long as he was given sufficient control. He realised that the business of film-making needs time to breathe, and so if the creative juices weren’t flowing, or a gag seemed to get stuck, or even if it was simply that the time seemed right, then he would grab the opportunity to indulge in another of his great passions, baseball. It didn’t escape the attention of film commentators at the time that Buster employed a suspiciously high number of baseball players. A joke Keaton Productions application form appeared in the press:

			Are you a good actor?	Yes ◊	No ◊ 

			Are you a good baseball player? 	Yes ◊	No ◊ 

			Passing grade: 50%

			.

			But Buster could use baseball as a useful weapon to call upon when his creativity was being undermined. When making College, he had a new studio manager foisted on him, Harry Brand. Brand immediately rubbed Buster up the wrong way when he began to prioritise finance over art. On one occasion, although Snitz Edwards had finished his scenes in the film, Buster wanted him to stick around in case inspiration struck and further scenes needed to be shot. But Brand immediately took Edwards off the payroll without telling Buster. Buster’s response was to effectively go on strike – by gathering the crew and playing baseball for three days straight.

			

			Ernie Orsatti was part of Buster’s crew from 1923 onwards, first as a stuntman and then part of the art department. Buster noticed his prowess at baseball and encouraged him to take it up professionally. In 1927 Orsatti signed with the St Louis Cardinals, and went on to win two World Series finals with the team. 

			.

			In film making terms, it’s now clear that Buster was very much ahead of his time. His reputation among those who don’t really know his work is of an over-the-top, custard pie flinging clown who would tumble and twirl at the drop of a porkpie hat. Nothing could be further from the truth. Of course, his shorts feature slapstick to a greater or lesser extent, and naturally physical comedy – including the (very) occasionally flung item of foodstuff – would always prevail over verbal, but almost without exception his silent films have a depth and sophistication that belie their origins. 

			He later said that he only disagreed with his good friend and mentor Roscoe Arbuckle in one respect. Roscoe’s advice to him when making a film was to treat the audience as if they were twelve years old. This may be the result of Roscoe having started in the film industry several years before Buster, but Buster realised that audience tastes were developing, and to play down to them would be a mistake. For all Roscoe’s skill and charm, for modern audiences his performances are often let down by a surfeit of mugging and winking at the camera, over-playing his part and making sure nothing is lost on the audience. Buster was aware that even after just a decade or so of cinema-going, audiences were more sophisticated than Roscoe gave them credit for. So much so that we can watch Buster’s films now, some 100 years later, and the comedy is still fresh, the ideas still relevant, and his performances, albeit in the context of hand-cranked silent filming, still enthralling. Whereas Roscoe’s technique for taking the audience with him was to grab us by the scruff of the neck and haul us along after him, Buster might flash a brief enigmatic glance, pause for half a second and then set off on his own. We follow, utterly beguiled and desperate to know what he’s about to do. 

			Indeed, if we look back over Buster’s catalogue of work it is interesting to note that what we would today see as the pinnacle of his achievement – in particular the miraculous triumvirate of Sherlock Jr., The General and Steamboat Bill, Jr. – were not as well received as we might expect. And what now seem to be rather embarrassing time-fillers, such as a number of the Educational and even the Columbia shorts, were on the whole still very well received by the public.

			Technically also, Buster was innovative in being an early proponent of shooting his films (largely) at the correct speed. Silent comedies were often shot with the film being turned a little slowly – called “under-cranking” – so that when projected at the correct speed the action would appear sped up, artificially frantic and unnaturally madcap. Buster realised that the gags would work best if taken at the correct speed, so that attention would be focussed on the gag itself rather than the fact that everything is zipping along at breakneck pace. This is not to say he never under-cranked of course – it came in very handy for upping the excitement of chase scenes, for example – but much of his physical comedy is filmed at pretty much the correct speed. As such, his timing is impeccable. The merest pause accompanied by a slight shift in weight, or a quick double take – his performances are thoroughly captivating.

			

			We must lay one particular myth to rest, however – that of Buster as the Great Stone Face. There is a world of difference between someone who rarely smiles and someone whose face expresses no emotion. Buster’s rarely smiling face is a wellspring of emotion. Blessed with what critic Penelope Houston called “apprehensive good looks”, Buster has a face that is truly mesmerising. Every expression is a precious gift, often understated but always perfectly judged. A slight furrowing of the brow when plans go inexplicably awry. A brief but gorgeous fluttering of the eyelids when catching the scent of his seemingly unapproachable love interest. A sidelong glance in anticipation of the next misfortune to foil his plans. A fleeting hesitation … Those perpetuating the Great Stone Face myth only need watch The Playhouse. The beautifully judged interplay between the members of the audience – all played by Buster – are astonishing enough in their timing and authenticity, but his precise yet subtle mimicry of the ape in the second reel shows just what a lovely work of art Buster’s supremely adaptable face is.

			Critic James Agee put it perfectly – “Keaton’s face ranked almost with Lincoln’s as an early American archetype; it was haunting, handsome, almost beautiful, yet it was irreducibly funny”. 

			Buster was always happy to explain the origins of the non-smiling persona that he had developed. It went back to the days of vaudeville, where experience – and his father – quickly taught him that the audience found a gag much funnier if, rather than laugh along with them, he expressed mild bemusement while being slightly hurt to think that anyone would take pleasure at his misfortune. 

			But we can guess that this performance trait was pretty much an extension of Buster’s own character. As a child he seems to have been quietly inquisitive, more interested in finding out how the world worked than seeking its approbation. And not really one to make a fuss – from falling down a full flight of stairs aged two, or needing the tip of a finger amputated after coming off second best when exploring the mechanism of a clothes mangle aged three, we can easily imagine him seeing such adversity as simply part of life’s rich tapestry of experience. 

			One unintended side effect of never smiling was the assumption by some over-protective members of his vaudeville audience that Buster was being abused. He remembers his father being hauled in front of three successive mayors of New York on grounds of suspected cruelty, and young Buster being stripped and searched for signs of sprains, bruising or broken bones. They were always disappointed. Child labour laws forbade children engaging in singing, dancing, juggling or acrobatics. But, as Buster would fondly recall, nothing about them being hit over the head or thrown across the stage. One hopefully not apocryphal tale from the Keaton annals relates how a child protection officer came backstage looking for underage performers. “How about that little fellow in the tumbling act?” he asked the stage manager. “I dunno,” the stage manager replied. And, pointing to Buster’s mother Myra, he suggested, “Ask his wife!”

			

			.

			Buster’s life story is told elsewhere – in Tempest in a Flat Hat, a loving biography by Edward McPherson, in astonishing depth in James Curtis’ Buster Keaton: A Filmmaker’s Life, and most superbly in the three-part documentary A Hard Act to Follow by Kevin Brownlow and David Gill. There is a touching aside by Kevin Brownlow on the subject of his documentary in his “Afterword” to the book Buster Keaton Remembered by Eleanor Keaton and Jeffrey Vance –

			“When one embarks upon a biographical documentary, one is liable to uncover some unpleasant facts about the subject. After we had finished the Keaton film, however, we realized that we had found no one who had a single unkind word to say about the man – and this was a fellow who had gone through a rough period of alcoholism. All those who knew him seemed to have loved him.”

			A Hard Act to Follow, which includes an extensive interview with Eleanor Keaton, is absolutely required viewing. But meanwhile, for a two-reel overview of the life of Buster Keaton –

			.

			Buster was born in 1895, the eldest child of vaudevillians Joe and Myra. He acquired his nickname as a toddler after tumbling unhurt down a flight of stairs, prompting a family friend – who Buster would always identify as Harry Houdini, but was most likely the British-born comedian and manager George A. Pardey – to comment how that was “some buster”, vaudeville slang for a fall. The name stuck. He joined his parents’ stage act in 1900, and The Three Keatons became famous for the physicality of their knockabout routines, Buster stoically accepting being flung by his father across the stage, into the scenery, into the audience. With the arrival of Buster’s younger brother “Jingles” the act sporadically became The Four Keatons, and then with Louise even more sporadically Five, but the essence continued to be Joe, Myra and Buster.

			Joe was unimpressed with the movie industry, but Buster was curious and in 1917 a chance meeting with Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, one of the industry’s top comedians, started him on the road in a series of short films. In 1920 he began making his own shorts, progressing to feature films in 1923. 

			He was at the top of his game until circumstances (more to do with the emergence of the Hollywood studio system than the oft-cited advent of sound), and poor if well-meant advice, led him to give up the independence of Buster Keaton Productions to join MGM in 1928, one of the few decisions in his life that he would later bitterly regret – and indeed call the relevant chapter in his autobiography “The Worst Mistake of My Life”. Joe Schenck, who had been Buster’s producer from day one, had always had total faith in Buster and had become like a guardian angel, giving him complete artistic freedom to create his series of masterful movies without having to worry about where the money would come from. He was also Buster’s brother-in-law, being married to Norma Talmadge, sister of Buster’s first wife Natalie Talmadge. But now Schenck was also president of United Artists, and, probably taking his eye off the ball as far as Buster was concerned, also recommended that he throw his lot in with MGM, which must have swayed Buster more than somewhat. However, Schenck continued to give Buster discreet but substantial financial support in the lean years to come.

			

			Because MGM didn’t know how to handle Buster, and their tightly budgeted formula for film making was diametrically opposed to Buster’s unscripted, freewheeling, opportunistic working methods. Although commercially successful, his MGM films were artistically stifling, and Buster took to drink. He hit rock bottom in 1933 when his twelve-year marriage to Natalie Talmadge ended, his alcohol consumption peaked, his MGM contract was suddenly terminated and his good friend Roscoe Arbuckle died. To add insult to injury, Natalie then changed the names of Buster’s two boys from Keaton to Talmadge, a change that was made official in May 1942. This clearly hurt Buster very deeply, to the point that Natalie is not mentioned in his 1960 autobiography My Wonderful World of Slapstick.

			Always committed to taking on whatever work was offered, in 1934 he signed up with Educational Pictures to make a series of low-budget shorts, followed by a similarly largely disappointing series of shorts for Columbia in 1939–41. His life began to turn around in 1940 when he married Eleanor Norris, a devoted partner, devout companion and staunch ally who was by his side for the rest of his life.

			Throughout the 1940s, Buster’s career entered into something of a freewheeling phase, as he was employed by various studios as an uncredited screenwriter on films such as Tales of Manhattan for Twentieth Century-Fox, and played cameo roles in the likes of Universal’s San Diego, I Love You. 

			A key article by critic James Agee in Life magazine on 5 September 1949 praising the talents of the big four silent comedians – Charlie Chaplin and the then largely forgotten Harold Lloyd, Harry Langdon and Buster Keaton – triggered Buster’s artistic renaissance. By the end of the year he was working on his own TV series. 

			He appeared in two key films of the early 1950s with echoes of the silent era, Sunset Boulevard with Gloria Swanson and Limelight with Chaplin, raising his profile and leading to a series of cameo roles in feature films such as Around the World in 80 Days, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World. 

			Fate was on his side as regards his place in film history. The vast majority of silent films no longer exist – the Martin Scorsese Film Foundation estimates that more than 90% of American films made before 1929 are lost – but by a stroke of luck, all but one of Buster’s silents are available today. In the early 1950s, the British actor James Mason, who had bought Buster’s old 1920s home, the “Italian villa”, chanced upon a stash of his films hidden in an outhouse in the grounds. This find – discovered just in time, as the unstable nitrate film stock was starting to decompose – formed the basis for the restoration of Buster’s entire canon of silent films.

			

			As such, and thanks to his star being once again on the rise, movie audiences began to rediscover these old silent shorts and happily Buster lived long enough to see his glorious silent films fully applauded once more by critics, and embraced by an enthusiastic young audience.

			.

			And so, let’s start at the very beginning … 

			

			THE ARBUCKLE–KEATON SHORTS

			.

			[image: ]

			Motion Picture Studio Directory and Trade Annual (1918)

			

			The Butcher Boy

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Joseph Anthony Roach

			Released: 23 April 1917

			Length: 24 minutes (2 reels)

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – The butcher boy

			Buster Keaton – The village pest

			Al St. John – Slim, the clerk

			Josephine Stevens – Almondine, cashier

			Arthur Earle – Mr. Grouch, the proprietor 

			Joe Bordeaux – Accomplice

			Agnes Neilson – Miss Teachem, principal of seminary

			Luke – The dog

			Charles Dudley

			Alice Lake 

			.

			Cinematography: Frank D. Williams

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			It’s chaos as usual at Grouch’s General Store. Slim scales the dizzy heights of incompetence in the store and Fatty uses all his ingenuity to short-change customers at the butcher’s counter. Add Buster to the mix, turning up to buy a tinful of molasses, and all hell breaks loose. Tension heightens between Fatty and Slim over their love for the cashier, Mr. Grouch’s daughter Almondine. To nip this in the bud, Mr. Grouch sends her to Miss Teachem’s school for girls. Undeterred Fatty and Slim independently don female attire to enrol at the boarding school. Fatty and Almondine, aided by Luke the dog, slip away from the ensuing mayhem in search of a parson.

			— + —

			In New York in March 1917, probably a Monday and possibly the 19th, Buster happened to run into a friend of the Keatons from their vaudeville days, Lou Anger, who had in the meantime moved into the movie world and was managing Joseph M. Schenck’s film enterprises. (Some sources report that it was Schenck himself who Buster ran into.) In any event, the chance meeting resulted in an introduction to Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, who as a comic actor was second only to Charlie Chaplin in terms of popularity with movie-goers at the time. The upshot of the meeting was that Buster turned down a $250 a week engagement in The Passing Show of 1917 at the Winter Garden Theatre in favour of earning $40 a week (or so Buster always claimed) for appearing in movies, starting with what happened to be the first film from Arbuckle’s new Comique (pronounced Com-ee-kay) Film Corporation, The Butcher Boy.

			

			Filming took place in Joe Schenck’s studios on East 48th St between First and Second Avenues. At the same time and in the same loft space, the famous Talmadge sisters, Norma and Constance, were each filming separate feature-length productions. Buster would claim that his first appearance was the only newcomer’s debut comedy scene that was filmed only once – in other words his first ever scene on film did not need a retake. 

			It’s worth repeating that Roscoe was a huge star at the time, and his break from the Mack Sennett fold and launch of his solo career was met with tremendous anticipation. Moving Picture World reported that Paramount had made deals for simultaneous showings of his first film with over 35 theatres in New York alone, and the company’s national promotional work “will outstrip anything of its kind ever attempted in the industry”. Nationally, the film’s initial print run was increased from 75 to 200, and profits were such that Roscoe was on track to earn $1 million (around $20 million today) in his first year. 

			This meant that Buster’s debut received far more attention than would have been the case if he’d appeared alongside almost anyone else, and even had he joined Roscoe a year or two down the line. All eyes were on Roscoe, anticipating his first solo short, and into this frenzy of scrutiny stepped 21-year-old Buster.

			Of course, Roscoe’s star would rise even higher with these shorts with Buster. It reached the point where the two-reelers, which were designed to support a feature length film, became the sole attraction. And even when they did support a feature, the short film could receive top billing.

			And a further note – Buster quickly became Roscoe’s creative equal, and so effectively was co-director and co-writer of most of their shorts. However, we’ve kept the credit with Roscoe as the exact contributions of each have of course been lost in the mists of time.

			Roscoe’s first post-Sennett film continues the template of many a Mack Sennett two-reeler: choose a setting, introduce characters, and create chaos around various rivals in love. Then choose a new setting and repeat for reel two.

			For the memorable early scene where Roscoe throws a bag of flour knocking Buster off his feet, he realised that it would be virtually impossible to do this without Buster flinching. He therefore told Buster to be facing the other way and to turn around when he called “turn”. Roscoe’s aim and timing were perfect and Buster catches the flour full in the face, executing a spectacular fall, putting his neck and shoulders where his feet had been, and vice versa.

			

			The film also contains one of the few occasions on which Buster is seen to fling a custard pie.

			The names of the characters in the film are curiously fluid, varying between different prints of the film, contemporary reviews and current DVD releases. Roscoe’s character is variously “Fatty”, “Saccharine” and “the butcher boy”. Al St. John is billed as “Alum” and “clerk”, and on the Eureka Masters of Cinema DVD collection as “Slim Snavely, sales manager”. The DVD also credits Josephine Stevens as “Amanda” and Arthur Earle as “Mr. Grouch”, otherwise “Almondine” and “the store manager” respectively. According to Variety, Agnes Neilson’s character’s full name is “Lemmy Teachem”.

			.
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			Moving Picture World (12 May 1917)

			

			A Reckless Romeo

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Joseph Anthony Roach

			Released: 21 May 1917

			Length: 23 minutes (2 reels)

			.

			Cast:

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – The husband

			Buster Keaton – Blind beggarwoman (unconfirmed)

			Corinne Parquet – The wife

			Agnes Neilson – The mother-in-law

			Alice Lake – The pretty girl in the park

			Al St. John – The pretty girl’s boyfriend

			Jimmy Bryant – The newsreel director

			.

			Cinematography: Frank D. Williams

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			To appease his wife and mother-in-law after arriving home drunk at 3 am, Fatty takes them on a Sunday evening walk around Palisades Park. While alone, he cannot contain his philandering ways, resulting in a fist fight with the boyfriend of a girl who catches his eye. By chance, the fight is caught on film by a roving newsreel reporter who is out to expose “mashers flirting in our parks”. Ignorant of having been filmed, Fatty explains to his beloved that his black eye is as a result of coming to the rescue of a blind beggarwoman. Some time later, the happy trio retire to the theatre. Unfortunately the newsreel is part of that night’s entertainment, and, worse still, the girl and her boyfriend are also in the audience.

			— + —

			A Reckless Romeo was thought lost until the Norwegian Film Archive discovered a copy in an unmarked canister in 1998. 

			It is included here, although it is by no means certain that it should be. Although definitely released on 21 May 1917, it is likely that this wasn’t filmed as the follow-up to The Butcher Boy. It is felt by many to be Roscoe’s last Keystone film from 1916 which was sold to Paramount to fulfil his release schedule, or was completed after Roscoe set up Comique Film Corporation in January 1917. As such, Buster’s participation is, of course, questionable, as he first met Roscoe in March 1917. Unusually and unhelpfully, there appears to be no copyright on the film, so there is no copyright date to help us.

			

			If Buster does appear in the film, his role is not obvious. While the film was considered lost, it was either omitted from Buster’s filmographies or he was credited with the wrong character (“rival” or “newsreel reporter”, for example). Now we can see the film, the only possibility is that he is heavily disguised as the blind beggarwoman (who turns out not to be blind of course). We see her in close up, and from what we see of the face it could conceivably be Buster, and certainly the stature and physicality do not rule him out, but the actor does seem to be rather too old. 

			The clincher could be a report in Moving Picture World on 30 September 1916 – while Roscoe was still with Keystone and before he and Buster had met. This includes news that Roscoe was winding up shooting of his latest film, and describes in detail how the studio had been transformed into the interior of a theatre, complete with proscenium arch, a 20-piece orchestra and banks of palms – all of which feature in the finale of the released A Reckless Romeo. So if Buster is indeed the beggarwoman, the whole flashback sequence in which the beggarwoman appears would have to have been shot much later, in 1917 – which seems highly unlikely. Even less likely is that Buster’s scenes were cut from the final release. 

			So the smart money should certainly go on Buster not appearing in the picture. 

			And yet … Buster’s biography in the 1918 Motion Picture Studio Directory and Trade Annual includes A Reckless Romeo among his credits. And although the film is not mentioned in Rudi Blesh’s 1966 biography, written with Buster’s cooperation, it is in the filmography section of Eleanor Keaton’s later tribute Buster Keaton Remembered.

			The exteriors were indeed filmed in Palisades Park, which at the time was owned by the Schenck brothers. Joe Bordeaux is sometimes credited, though doesn’t seem to appear in the film.

			

			The Rough House

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Joseph Anthony Roach

			Released: 25 June 1917

			Length: 19 minutes (2 reels)

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Mr. Rough

			Buster Keaton – Gardener / Delivery boy / Cop

			Al St. John – Cook

			Alice Lake – Mrs. Rough

			Agnes Neilson – Mother-in-law

			Joe Bordeaux – Police officer (unconfirmed)

			Josephine Stevens – Maid

			.

			Cinematography: Frank D. Williams

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			In the house of Mr. and Mrs. Rough, the day begins with customary chaos when Fatty sets fire to his bed. Having put out the fire with a high power garden hose, he forcibly evicts his cook and a delivery boy who have been fighting for the affections of the maid. The pair are immediately arrested but avoid jail by agreeing to join the understaffed police force. When two guests at the Rough house are later spotted robbing their hosts, the erstwhile cook and delivery boy are despatched on the case for a decidedly Keystone Kops-style second reel.

			— + —

			It’s a measure of Buster’s ability to learn and to develop – not to mention his inventiveness – as much as it is of Roscoe’s generosity in sharing his expertise and his openness to accepting new ideas and influences, that it can be said that we’re just two films in and already the Arbuckle shorts have become the Arbuckle–Keaton shorts. In The Rough House we can see clear signs of Buster as co-director and co-writer.

			A passing moment that resonates with modern audiences has Roscoe entertaining the maid by sticking forks into a couple of bread rolls and doing a little side-kicking stroll along the table. Eight years later this would become the memorable so-called “Oceana Dance” sequence in Charlie Chaplin’s The Gold Rush – in fact it is one of Chaplin’s most iconic scenes. It is interesting to speculate who originated the idea. Did Chaplin see it in The Rough House and store it away for later use? Or had Chaplin already tried it out in an idle moment when he and Arbuckle had worked together in the Sennett days back in 1914, and it was Arbuckle who “borrowed” the idea? Either way, the two incarnations work extremely well and are both beautifully judged – Roscoe uses it as a throwaway bit of nonsense designed to add to Mrs. Rough’s irritation, and Chaplin expands it into a bravura performance of exquisite inventiveness. 
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			Roscoe with Josephine Stevens

			.

			Many modern viewers like to pinpoint “the only time Buster Keaton smiles on film”. Usually they cite the test-your-strength sequence in Coney Island, but, particularly in the earlier films, Buster often laughs. He briefly shows his delight when Mr. Grouch is upended by a thrown pie in The Butcher Boy, but his first full-on outburst of hysteria occurs half-way through The Rough House, when Roscoe throws a pan of sticky dough over Al St. John. Buster is delighted, clapping his hands with glee. He is still cracking a smile as late as in The Garage.

			There is also a tribute to Joe Keaton’s trademark high kicks towards the end of the film when Buster fells a postman with a spectacular high kick of his own. 

			After brief appearances in The Butcher Boy and A Reckless Romeo, Alice Lake makes her mark in this Arbuckle–Keaton short. She became a staple of the series before leaving for Metro in 1919. She was a talented comedienne, and by all accounts something of a free spirit, not averse to dancing topless on set between takes. Her uninhibited performance in Good Night, Nurse! is probably as close as we get to a glimpse of her true nature.

			

			His Wedding Night 

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Joseph Anthony Roach

			Released: 20 August 1917

			Length: 19 minutes (2 reels) 

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Drugstore soda clerk

			Buster Keaton – Delivery boy

			Al St. John – Rival suitor

			Alice Mann – Alice

			Arthur Earle – Justice of the Peace

			Joe Bordeaux – Accomplice

			Jimmy Bryant – Accomplice

			Josephine Stevens – Customer

			Alice Lake – Perfume customer

			Natalie Talmadge – Pretty lady in the car

			.

			Cinematography: George Peters

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			We’re in the Koff and Kramp drugstore, and once again Fatty and Al are vying for the hand of the boss’s daughter Alice. Having done his best to sell perfume at $4 an ounce, Fatty is called outside on petrol pump duties. Al seizes his chance, but Alice stops him in his tracks by pointing out that the ring on her finger has been put there by Fatty. Down but not out, Al persuades his cohorts to help him kidnap Alice. Meanwhile Buster arrives with Alice’s much anticipated wedding gown. For reasons of plot, he models it for her. When her back is turned, Al turns up and kidnaps the begowned one, assuming it to be Alice, by throwing a bag over her head. He heads straight for the Justice of the Peace and demands that he marry them. Happily before any problematic same-sex marriage can take place, Fatty turns up, dispatches the kidnappers and instructs the Justice to marry him to the still-hooded bride. Once again catastrophe is averted as the real Alice turns up in the nick of time, the hood is removed and all confusion is cleared up. The film ends as the smiling newlyweds walk away, leaving us in the dark as to what actually happens on His Wedding Night. 

			— + —

			

			The film contains an unusually high number of rather suspect scenes – Fatty as the soda clerk (as they were then known) drugs a female customer so that he can kiss her, a highly effeminate customer delights in dousing himself in lady’s perfume with Fatty providing a bathtub for the purpose, and Fatty sells a black woman charcoal instead of face cream. Not to mention the film’s forays into what contemporary audiences would have come to expect from their comedy shorts – namely topics such as kidnap, extortion, transvestism, racketeering and a shotgun marriage.

			Such themes were relished by the press – the review in Moving Picture World describes Buster as “the sissy who has delivered the bridal gown and who has put it on to show how it hangs”. 

			In one scene, Roscoe attends to a chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce (quickly raising the advertised price of gasoline from 26c to $1 as the car draws up). It has been suggested that one of the passengers in the car is Virginia Rappe, the actress at the centre of the 1921 scandal that effectively finished Roscoe’s career. This is certainly possible as there is a strong resemblance, though it is possibly too much of a coincidence. The car, incidentally, was Roscoe’s own, a present from Joe Schenck when he branched out on his own.

			It had been announced back in April 1917 that His Wedding Night, written by Herbert Warren and William Jefferson, would be Roscoe’s second short, the follow-up to The Butcher Boy.

			The boisterous nature of the Comique two-reelers was hampering the more serious business of filming dramas in the same studio space on East 48th Street – as was mentioned earlier, while The Butcher Boy was being shot, Norma and Constance Talmadge were each trying to concentrate on filming separate feature-length dramas. And so for this film and the subsequent one, Roscoe & co. moved uptown to studio space rented from Biograph on 174th Street in the Bronx. 

			

			Oh Doctor!

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Jean Havez, Joseph Anthony Roach

			Released: 30 September 1917

			Length: 23 minutes (2 reels) 

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Doctor

			Buster Keaton – Doctor’s son

			Alice Lake – Doctor’s wife

			Al St. John – Gambler

			Alice Mann – Maid

			Joe Bordeaux – Tipster / Cop

			Joseph Anthony Roach  (unconfirmed)

			.

			Cinematography: George Peters

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			A day at the races with the Holepokes. Doctor Fatty, flirting with a woman, overhears her feckless gambler of a boyfriend share a hot tip. The horse fails to finish and Fatty and the gambler lose heavily. To avoid ruin, the gambler decides to recoup his losses at the expense of the well-to-do doctor. Wrongs are happily righted thanks to the appearance in the plot of an outsized policeman’s uniform and the unwitting ingenuity of the doctor’s surprisingly grown-up-looking son.

			— + —

			Jean Havez joined the Arbuckle–Keaton team for the first time on Oh Doctor!, being mainly responsible for the intertitles. He would write three more Arbuckle–Keaton shorts before teaming up with Clyde Bruckman and Joseph Mitchell to form Buster’s dream team of writers for his first five features.

			Although the title cards of some current versions of the short give Roscoe’s character the name of Dr. Holepoke, this may have been a recent invention. Contemporary reviews, such as in Moving Picture World, identify the character as Dr. I.O. Dine. One enterprising theatre owner created a calling card for the good doctor.
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			Motion Picture News (27 October 1917)

			.

			This is Buster’s least deadpan performance. Playing a histrionic teenager, he laughs, he cries, he sulks, he charms, he irritates, he gets walloped … And one reviewer’s imagination just couldn’t stretch far enough – the Motion Picture News correspondent explains how Mr. Arbuckle goes to the races with his wife and her brother.

			.
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			Roscoe and Buster with Alice Lake

			

			Coney Island

			Aka Fatty at Coney Island

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Released: 29 October 1917

			Length: 25 minutes (2 reels) 

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Fatty

			Agnes Neilson – Fatty’s wife

			Al St. John – Old friend of Fatty’s wife

			Buster Keaton – Rival / Cop with oversize moustache

			Alice Mann – The girl

			Joe Bordeaux – Ticket seller / Cop 

			Jimmy Bryant – Test-your-strength operator

			Alice Lake

			Natalie Talmadge – Soda kiosk customer

			Luke – The dog

			.

			Cinematography: George Peters

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			Buster takes his girl to the Coney Island fun fair. Fatty, having given his wife the slip, has a run-in with Buster over the test-your-strength machine. Meanwhile Fatty’s wife runs into a young friend and asks him to help find her husband. The friend instead steals Buster’s girl, only to have her stolen from him by Fatty. The love pentagon plays out on the beach with Fatty stealing a large woman’s bathing suit as nothing else will fit him, enabling him to flaunt his drag skills, while Buster gets a job as a life guard, enabling him impress us with a spurious back flip. Buster ends up with the girl, Fatty and his wife’s friend end up athletically fighting it out in a prison cell before calling a truce, sealing a pact, and contriving to lock Mrs. Fatty in the cell. 

			— + —

			Buster later told Rudi Blesh of an incident that occurred during filming, which is particularly telling in light of the terrible events surrounding Roscoe in 1921. On the third day of shooting Roscoe announced reshooting was needed as a female extra was no longer with them. She had come into his dressing room with two bathing costumes, asking which she should wear. She drops one, then the other, revealing herself to be naked. “So you fired her,” Buster said. “Are you nuts?” Roscoe replied that he had the sense to get straight out of there, and had all but knocked her mother down outside the dressing room. “She was all set to bust in. Daughter would scream. Ma would yell, ‘Rape!’ And here would come Pa with the shotgun.”

			

			Much of the film was shot on location at Luna Park, Coney Island. It is notable for being a particularly character-driven presentation, and less of a string of gags loosely strung together, with the Coney Island amusement park providing scope for a range of slapstick set-pieces. There is also a pleasing arc to the story, with Buster ending up back with his girl.

			Buster doubles up as one of the cops, thinly disguised in an unconvincing moustache, and also doubles for Alice Mann when she and Roscoe are thrown out of the water chute. Natalie Talmadge may also appear in the film.

			The final shot is happily cut from nearly every print of the film – Roscoe pursues a woman and, on catching up with her and seeing that she is black, flees in terror. 

			

			A Country Hero

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Released: 10 December 1917

			Length: 2 reels

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Village blacksmith

			Buster Keaton – Fatima, vaudeville artist 

			Al St. John – City gent

			Alice Lake – Schoolteacher

			Joe Keaton – Cy Klone, garage owner

			Stanley Pembroke

			Natalie Talmadge

			.

			Cinematography: George Peters

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			As the film is currently lost, we can only get a synopsis from contemporary reviews and articles on the production. 

			The scene is the rural village of Jazzville where blacksmith Fatty and owner of the Spark Plug Garage, Cy Klone, battle for the affections of the local schoolteacher. The rivals join forces when a common enemy arrives in the form of a suave city type who moves in on the girl and whisks her off to the city. Meanwhile, in a twist on a snake-charming act, vaudeville artist Fatima bewitches one and all by charming a long black stocking from a cigar box. Things soon get out of hand however, and Fatty starts hurling pianos around. The latter part of the action sees Fatty in pursuit of the city slicker, resulting in at least one Ford motor car being destroyed by a locomotive.

			— + —

			A Country Hero was the first Comique film to be shot after the company moved to California, and the first with Joe Keaton. Curiously, in the excellent biography Keaton, written in 1966 with Buster’s help by his friend Rudi Blesh, A Country Hero is listed as the penultimate Arbuckle–Keaton movie, released in 1920. This error probably derives from the fact that, for reasons unknown, the film was not copyrighted until 20 December 1920 – almost a year after the release of Buster and Roscoe’s last film. 

			

			With the film currently lost, we cannot confirm the cast list, either in terms of characters or of actors taking part, although the listing above is probably the best guess. (Natalie Talmadge’s participation is confirmed in a paragraph in Photoplay of March 1918.) Roscoe undoubtedly plays the blacksmith, and Alice Lake the schoolteacher. Buster is the wriggling Fatima, bewitching all and sundry. The garage owner, Cy Klone, is probably played by Joe Keaton, although the film’s review in Variety describes Joe as a “storekeeper”. Then again, Rudi Blesh explains how Roscoe suggested that Joe, for his screen debut, could play the schoolteacher’s father, a deal that was apparently sealed when Alice Lake told Joe that she was perfectly happy for him to execute his renowned high kicks on her. This is not to say, of course, that the schoolma’am’s father couldn’t also be a storekeeper, but this would safely rule out Joe playing Cy Klone, which would make him both Alice Lake’s father and her suitor. The studio press release discloses that Roscoe, Buster and Al St. John combine forces to get a car to shift from the Spark Plug Garage – although Al St. John playing the city type seems most likely. In fact, stills from the film show him in a pair of rather fetching checked trousers.
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			Press still featuring Al St. John – Motion Picture Magazine (March 1918)

			

			Out West

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle

			Produced by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Presented by: Joseph M. Schenck

			Written by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Natalie Talmadge

			Released: 20 January 1918

			Length: 21 minutes (2 reels)

			.

			Cast: 

			Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle – Train rider, bartender

			Buster Keaton – Bill Bullhorn, saloon owner

			Al St. John – Wild Bill Hickup

			Alice Lake – Salvation Army woman

			Joe Keaton – Guard on train

			Ernie Morrison Sr. – Black man

			.

			Cinematography: George Peters

			Edited by: Herbert Warren

			Production company: Comique Films

			Distributed by: Paramount Pictures

			.

			Fatty is kicked off the train that he’s been stowing away on, and finds himself in the desert. His bulk soon attracts the interest of a group of American Indians and he flees to the nearest settlement. Storming into town he thwarts a hold-up of the saloon by Wild Bill Hickup, earning him the job of bartender. A suddenly shocking scene where a black man is forced to bullet dance ends when he is saved by a Salvation Army worker. Fatty quickly falls for her of course, and so is first out of the blocks when Wild Bill Hickup kidnaps her in revenge.

			— + —

			The idea for the script came from Buster’s future wife, Natalie Talmadge, who was the script editor on the film.

			Buster had form in satirising the western – he and Joe had developed similar routines in their vaudeville act, parodying the overwrought melodrama of westerns of the time.

			The film’s realism is astonishingly dark, featuring at least eight deaths, racism against blacks and Native Americans that is quite shocking by today’s standards, and conversely Natives declaring that killing Fatty would provide much food for the winter. Only Fatty is even vaguely sympathetic. And at the same time the film is quite fantastical with the arch villain being overcome – repeatedly – by tickling.

			

			Scenes were shot at the Horkheimer brothers’ Balboa Amusement Producing Company Studios in Long Beach, California, and at the gloriously named Mad Dog Gulch in San Gabriel Canyon, near Los Angeles. 

			Some sources date the film’s release as 20 February 1918, but this is the date it was registered for copyright.

			

			The Bell Boy

			.

			Directed by: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle
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