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For my paternal grandfather, David Walter Stevens, who, like Buster, was born in 1895, and my maternal grandmother, Shyrle Frances Hacker, who was a chorus dancer with the Fanchon and Marco traveling dance troupe in the early 1930s. The history in this book is their history, too.






Introduction

I first fell for Buster Keaton twenty-five years ago, when he had just turned one hundred. It was the spring of 1996, and I was spending the year studying at the University of Strasbourg, close to the French-German border in Alsace. Nineteen ninety-five had marked the centenary of Keaton’s birth, and in his honor the local cinémathèque, a little state-subsidized gem of a theater called the Odyssée, programmed an extended festival of his silent classics. The Odyssée was a block away from my dark basement apartment, and the student discount—again courtesy of the government’s largesse—was steep, with the result that I went back to see every film multiple times.

My first sustained encounter with the character the French call “Malec”—the rubber-bodied, poker-faced cipher in a flat felt hat whom Keaton plays in nearly all his independently produced silents—marked a decisive rupture in my inner life. Who was this solemn, beautiful, perpetually airborne man? From what alternate universe, seemingly possessed of its own post-Newtonian laws of physics, had he been flung? How did he pull off such boggling feats of acrobatic prowess and comic invention, and what became of him after he sailed out of the frame? How could anyone be at once so physically agile, so right-on in his directorial instincts, and so timelessly funny?

The Odyssée had a small but excellent film library where I started spending hours a day in an attempt to learn everything I could about this gravity-defying figure. But as riveting as Keaton’s life story proved to be, no degree of knowledge about it could adequately account for the mystery on display in his work. It was a maddening and seductive paradox: the more I learned about Buster Keaton, the less I understood him. When I got back to the States that summer, I continued to shortchange my dissertation by expanding my research into the period when he lived and worked, an extraordinary span of American history that stretched from the second administration of Grover Cleveland to the first and only full one of Lyndon Baines Johnson, from the year my oldest grandparent was born to the year I was.

I did, eventually, finish the dissertation and earn my degree. But over the next two and a half decades, after I left the academic job path to become a TV and then a film critic at Slate, I would periodically duck down some avenue or other of Keaton-related research. Thinking about him in the context of his time became, in a sense, my hobby; whenever I heard about something that took place between 1895 and 1966, I found myself trying to fit that event or phenomenon into the puzzle of his life and work. Keaton’s birth and death were separated by a stretch of just seventy years, but in those years the country and the world had been profoundly reshaped by a technology born the same year he was: film. More and more I became convinced that to understand his life was to understand the history of that medium’s first century.

That early phase of Keaton infatuation may have peaked one day not long after my return to the US, when, after a burger apiece and a few glasses of wine, a good friend and I decided we should each take out our notebooks and try to write a poem. Not as a competition but just because there are friends with whom drafting a poem while you polish off a bottle feels like the right thing to do. Of course my poem was about Buster, or rather it was addressed to him. It leapt from my brain to the page in as close to final form as anything I’ve ever written, and it went like this:


Ever wester

ever faster

Buster, hasten

your disaster.

Scale the mast and list to keening.

Buster, listen: Are you dreaming?

Are you falling? Are you flying?

Buster, cinema

is dying.

Film is falling,

time a twister,

sound unfurling

her nor’easter.

Not a whisper.

Never laughter.

Buster, thank you

for disaster.



I know we’re supposed to wryly disclaim our own juvenilia, but I was far from juvenile by the time this poem was written, and I stand by those fifty words. In fact, though they were written twenty years before I started writing this book, they already contain the germ of its central idea, one that has stayed with me for decades: the image of Keaton as a human projectile hurled into the twentieth century. In order to follow the trajectory of his flight, we need to start with the year he was born.






Preface 1895
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Still from L’Arroseur Arrosé (The Sprinkler Sprinkled), one of the films shown at the Lumière brothers’ first public screening in 1895.






Our hero came from Nowhere—he wasn’t going Anywhere and got kicked off Somewhere.

—Opening title card in Keaton’s 1920 two-reeler, The High Sign



I picture Buster Keaton’s entrance into history as being something akin to the no-nonsense opening of The High Sign. This shaggy, mildly absurdist two-reel comedy would be the first film made by the Buster Keaton Studio (though he chose to hold its release until the following year, deeming his second independent short, the now-venerated One Week, to be a more auspicious debut). After that jauntily existential opening title, a train hurtles across the frame from left to right—even as early as 1920, that direction of onscreen movement was shorthand for a vehicle that was outward bound, “on its way”—as our hero is flung from an open car by an unseen assailant. Has he failed to produce a ticket? Displeased a traveling companion? No matter. Scrambling to his feet and adjusting his flat hat, he sets off, luggage-less but resolute, to find his way in the dusty American railroad town into which he seems to have been chucked.

Eighteen ninety-five was quite a year to be alive in the world, let alone hurled into it from out of Nowhere. It was one of those times in history when the era that was passing and the one about to come seemed locked together like the teeth in a pair of gears, readying for the transfer of energy between them. In England that spring, with Queen Victoria entering the final stretch of her sixty-three-year reign, Oscar Wilde was convicted of “gross indecency”—a legal euphemism for a variety of gay sex acts made illegal only ten years before by the screamingly homophobic Criminal Law Amendment Act—and sentenced to two years’ hard labor in Reading Gaol. In the fall in Rochester, New York, an inventor and patent lawyer by the name of George Baldwin Selden was granted the first US patent for an internal-combustion-powered automobile—though his ambitious and litigious rival Henry Ford would manage to mass-produce and market such a machine much faster than Selden ever could. Meanwhile, William Randolph Hearst, the young heir to a silver-mining fortune whose father, now a US senator, had recently given him a small San Francisco newspaper to run, made the bold move of acquiring a failing penny paper called the New York Morning Journal. It was the start of a multimedia conglomerate that would expand to over thirty newspapers and change the face of journalism in the coming century.

Eighteen ninety-five was also the year Guglielmo Marconi, a twenty-one-year-old Italian nobleman and scientific hobbyist experimenting on the lawn of his father’s estate, first succeeded in transmitting radio waves over a considerable distance—an innovation that would soon make possible wireless telegraphy and eventually, broadcast radio and the internet. And it was the year when, one hot night in late July, an Austrian neurologist vacationing with his family had a strange dream about a patient from which he awoke with an even stranger idea: to develop a method of analysis based on the interpretation of dreams, starting with his own.

Freud’s momentous but incomprehensible dream is 1895 in its essence: not yet the twentieth century but the still-illegible sign of what it might become. Many of the public debates of that year—an unusual number of which, it seems to my perhaps overly 1895-fixated self, resonate almost unchanged into the present day—shared that quality of almost-but-not-quite modernity. It was as if the twentieth century, already in love with movement, change, and speed, were reaching back five years in time to yank the last half decade of the comparatively pokey nineteenth ahead with it.

At an agricultural and industrial exposition in Georgia in September, Booker T. Washington, a freed slave turned educator and orator who had been an early spokesman for civil rights in the postwar South, delivered a well-received speech to a mainly white audience in which he stressed the importance of a gradualist approach to integration. That speech and the unwritten social contract it implied would come to be known, with some derision, as the “Atlanta compromise” by the less conciliatory generation of Black activists to come, their own rise to prominence following in the wake of pioneer social reformer Frederick Douglass’s death in February 1895. This new, more radical civil rights movement found its spokesperson in the young intellectual firebrand W. E. B. Du Bois, who became the first African American to earn a PhD from Harvard in… 1895.

That year, almost every sector of American life was on the brink of disorienting transformation: Technology. Entertainment. Transportation. Education. Labor practices. Race relations. Social and sexual behavior. Parenting norms. But behind these quantifiable shifts were more indefinable qualitative changes in the way whole populations of people spent time with one another and interacted with the world around them. The Victorian mind was becoming the modern one, in ways it’s much easier to see and comprehend at a century and a half’s distance than it must have been for anyone alive at the time. To give one example relevant to our story: the subjective experience of vision—already jarred by the advent of photography in 1839—was about to undergo an even more destabilizing shock with the arrival of theatrically projected motion pictures. And a convergence of major social and economic changes—immigration on a heretofore unseen scale, rapidly advancing industrialization, the birth of the world’s first mass-produced popular culture—would help this new mode of seeing spread farther and faster than any new art form in history.

Few people in America could have seemed further removed from this maelstrom of social, technological, and cultural change than Myra Edith Cutler Keaton, who was all of eighteen years old and four foot eleven inches tall on the night of October 4, 1895, when she gave birth to her first child at the house of complete strangers in Piqua, Kansas. The house where she had the baby belonged to the town carpenter and his wife, who happened to live across the street from the church hall where Myra’s husband, Joe, an acrobat and “eccentric dancer,” was set to perform that night with a barely solvent traveling outfit called the “Mohawk Indian Medicine Show.”1

Piqua was a one-stop railroad town in which neither Myra nor Joe would ever set foot again. The boy at first named Joseph Frank Keaton would pass through it once more, late in his life, on a cross-country driving trip with his third wife, Eleanor. After a five-minute inspection of the dusty main street, Buster asked if they could get back in the car and keep going. Joe claimed later that just after he and Myra left Piqua with their newborn son, a tornado wiped the town off the map entirely. Like much of what Joe said in print, this was provably untrue, a tall tale that brazenly flaunted its own falsehood.

By December 28, 1895, Myra and Joe would have moved on with their newborn to other dusty, remote towns on the prairie entertainment circuit. It was on that date that the brothers Louis and Auguste Lumière first screened the moving pictures shot on their recently patented Cinématographe machine to a paying audience. The event took place at the Salon Indien, a basement meeting room in Paris’s Grand Café. There were ten short films on the bill that night, beginning with the now-simple, then-startling Workers Leaving the Factory (La Sortie des Usines Lumière à Lyon), a series of stationary takes showing male and female workers streaming out of the Lumière family’s photographic equipment factory at the sound (inaudible, of course) of the closing bell. Like all but one of the titles on the bill, Workers Leaving the Factory was of the genre that would dominate the first years of the industry—“actualities,” or short records of real-life events, sometimes (though not in this case) restaged for the camera.

But the sixth title in that evening’s lineup was Le Jardinier (The Gardener), sometimes referred to as L’arroseur arrosé (The Sprinkler Sprinkled) and often named in film histories as not just the world’s first film comedy but the first filmed fictional narrative of any kind. L’arroseur arrosé is a forty-nine-second-long comic sketch built around the simplest of premises, a sight gag that had appeared in French newspaper cartoons. As a man waters a garden, we see a boy of maybe ten or twelve sneak up behind him and step on the hose, cutting off the stream of water. The confused gardener peers into the nozzle, cuing the boy to remove his foot so that the renewed stream catches the “sprinkler” full in the face. The sodden man then chases his young tormentor, grabs him by the collar, and administers a few firm swats on the behind before the boy scoots out of frame, pivoting at the last moment for a quick glance at whoever was behind the camera.

This primordial slapstick sketch might be seen as a far less virtuosic and less violent predecessor of the intergenerational knockabout comedy Buster and his father were about to turn into one of the most popular and controversial family acts on the early twentieth-century vaudeville circuit. The basic plot structure of L’arroseur arrosé—mischievous young man pulls clever prank on stern older man, catches hell for it, but still somehow wins the day by making the audience laugh—would remain the central premise of the Three Keatons’ act for the seventeen-plus years that Buster served as its co-creator and unquestioned star. And in a more sophisticated form, often with the forces of nature, technology, or implacable fate taking the place of the avenging father, that same conflict would play out again and again in the films Keaton made during the prolific stretch of creative independence he enjoyed in Hollywood from 1920 until about 1929.

The ten short films shown in the Parisian café basement that night were, in essence, the Lumières’ home-movie clip reel as business card, intended not as entertainment vehicles but as proofs of concept for a heretofore uncommercialized new technology. Yet the Salon Indien lineup remains spellbinding to watch well over a hundred years later. Of course, the radical novelty experienced by the program’s original viewers—one of them was the then-magician and theater manager Georges Méliès, who deemed the technology an “extraordinary trick”—is lost to us now, available only via thought experiment.2 Every person now living was born into a world already awash in moving images, and with each of the dozen decades that have passed since 1895, screens have come to inhabit our consciousness in less boundaried and more intimate ways. Glowing rectangles displaying, for the most part, images of the human body in motion beckon and jostle against each other constantly in a bid for our attention: in our houses, our offices, our cars, our public spaces, and glowing from our wrists or the palms of our hands. We live inside the world of recorded motion, and it lives inside us.

There’s no way to undo the five or more generations of viewership that have made this way of seeing possible, not enough to even hypothetically reenter the minds of the sixty or so men and women who gathered on folding chairs in a café basement to watch the arroseur get arrosé, a bonneted and cranky Lumière baby (Auguste’s daughter) be fed spoonfuls of porridge, or workers stream out of those factory gates into the late afternoon sun.

This is not by any means to say that what separates the Salon audience’s experience from our own is simple naiveté. Members of the Lumières’ educated bourgeois audience would likely have been familiar with some of the many other popular optical attractions of the time, such as Edison’s Kinetoscope. This device, already popular in arcades throughout the United States, allowed the viewer to drop a coin in a slot and peer into an individualized eyepiece to watch a strip of moving images less than a minute in duration. All the Cinématographe did differently—from the viewer’s perspective, anyway—was to turn that solitary peep show into a shared public experience.

The Lumières’ innovation was not in stringing still photos together to create an illusion of movement—many others had accomplished some version of that in the years since Eadweard Muybridge first documented the stages of a horse’s gallop in 1878. But it was the two French brothers, already second-generation photographic innovators, who first worked out how to establish a common space of moviegoing. The proscenium stage familiar from centuries of theatergoing suddenly traded its dimension of depth for a flat vertical surface that, with the help of a projector, became a window on a larger-than-life simulacrum of living, breathing humanity.

An unkillable legend maintains that the Lumières’ short film of a steam train pulling into La Ciotat station (which was first shown not at this December 1895 screening but at one early the next year) caused some first-time film viewers to run from the theater in fright, as if the filmed train were about to plow through the surface of the screen. This myth has been disproven many times by film scholars—there’s no contemporary account that mentions anything like such a stampede—but it’s easy to understand the reason for the persistence of the La Ciotat myth. If the comical image of fleeing filmgoers confused by the distinction between movies and life overstates the visual naiveté of cinema’s earliest viewers, it does accurately register the symbolic violence of the rupture moving pictures were about to make in the fabric of the wider culture. They came at us with the speed and force of a moving train, and after the (pleasurable) trauma of that first filmed arrival, the distinction between the filmed world and our own would never quite be reliable again.

Even if none of those early viewers literally believed that a filmed train had the power to invade their physical space, the anecdote forcefully evokes the new medium’s power to jump the tracks of representation and crash straight into the viewer’s consciousness. In some of his most formally and technically ambitious works—most notably Sherlock, Jr., in which, as a dreaming projectionist, he climbs inside a movie to intervene in its fictional world—Buster Keaton would revisit that imaginary torn-through screen, the place of unhealable rupture between the real world and the filmed one.

The Salon Indien lineup has an entirely different kind of destabilizing effect on the twenty-first-century watcher. For us, the effect depends not on the shock of seeing everyday life reproduced on a screen but on these first films’ dissimilarity from our daily lives, the incredible expanse of time and change that separates then from now and us from them. The Lumières’ program, now easily viewable on any one of the portable Cinématographes that surround us, is moving most of all for its unpolished, unscripted specificity. As is often the case when watching very early films, it’s not the event we’re meant to be witnessing that draws our attention so much as the spontaneous gestures that interrupt the action. In L’arroseur arrosé, the young prankster’s last-minute glance at the camera constitutes the first breaking of the fourth wall ever to be recorded in motion, an instant of eye contact between subject and audience that initiates a whole new era of seeing and being seen.

Another of the Salon Indien films, the forty-one-second-long Saut à la couverture (Jumping on a Blanket), features the less-than-impressive acrobatic work of a man who makes multiple failed attempts to somersault over a blanket held up, fireman-style, by group of other men in a circle. (An alternate title for this short, A Hazing at the Firehouse, suggests the game was some sort of manly induction ritual.) When he finally manages to pull off the trick, the jumper celebrates with a funny stiff-legged sidewise leap, as if proud to have just accomplished cinema’s first successful, if unimpressive, stunt.

When I imagine the Parisians in that nightclub basement—especially Méliès, whose 1902 hit A Trip to the Moon may well have been among the offerings available to the seven-year-old Buster—I can’t help cross-cutting their story with that of the infant born three months earlier in Piqua. Before the nineteenth century or his fifth year of life was over, he would be entertaining crowds with feats of onstage acrobatics that would put the Lumières’ unnamed blanket bouncer to shame. By the end of the second decade of the twentieth century, barely yet a man, he was already beginning to take the motion-picture technology introduced by the Lumières, Thomas Edison, and others to previously unimagined (and in some ways still unequaled) creative heights. And by the end of the new century’s third decade—the most prolific, artistically ambitious, and financially remunerative of his life—Keaton, still less than thirty-five years old, would already be poised on the brink of a spectacularly fast and steep fall.

The new art form of film burst out of the gate like Buster, with a velocity as unprecedented as it was unforeseeable. Accurate statistics for the rate of the industry’s growth in its earliest years are hard to pin down, especially since, in the medium’s first days, film prints were often sold to itinerant projectionists rather than leased by distributors, making record keeping impossible and piracy rampant (if Buster did see Méliès’s A Trip to the Moon, it was likely a pirated American copy).

In April of 1896, Thomas Edison began showing his own films in the United States via the new projection technology of Vitascope—not an Edison invention, though he helped to patent it and marketed it under his name. That same spring the Lumière brothers took the Cinématographe on a world tour, demonstrating their marvelous innovation—an elegant wooden cube that, unlike Edison’s clumsier and noisier system, not only filmed the images but developed and projected them as well—in cities as geographically distant as Brussels, London, Bombay, New York, Montreal, and Buenos Aires.

By 1899, vaudeville theaters in the United States had begun to partner with motion-picture exhibition services to integrate films into their live performance lineup. As the nineteenth century rolled into the twentieth, freestanding “nickelodeons,” named for their low five-cent admission price, began popping up in towns of all sizes. These first dedicated movie venues were often converted storefronts with a few rows of chairs and a makeshift screen. The growth of the nickelodeon craze is impossible to track precisely, given that such informal businesses opened and closed faster than they could be counted. But the records of the Motion Picture Patents Company, an early trade group created to standardize the film industry, estimated that in 1910 there were around ten thousand functioning movie screens around the country, including those that featured films as a part of a larger vaudeville lineup.3

The motion-picture camera is a technology whose multiply authored origin has been disputed since its invention, but its birthday is traditionally, almost sentimentally, celebrated on the anniversary of that first public screening in Paris. The Lumière brothers themselves, though, had little sentiment to spare for the Cinématographe. Louis Lumière, the brother whose ingenuity had contributed the most to its creation, dismissed the newfangled gizmo as a passing fad. In fact, at some point in 1895—before the December showing at the Salon Indien, but after there had been demonstrations of the device in private settings and at industry fairs—Louis is said to have declared, according to another unverifiable cinematic legend (kept alive by, among others, Jean-Luc Godard in his screenplay for Contempt) that “le cinéma est une invention sans avenir” (“the cinema is an invention with no future”).

After spending a few years promoting the entertainment system he helped create, Louis returned to his experiments in dry-plate color photography. In 1903 the brothers patented the successful Autochrome color process, the invention Louis considered their most important contribution to the medium. By the time the Second World War came around, both brothers would be devoting themselves to another kind of experiment, with Louis becoming a vocal supporter of the Mussolini regime and both brothers taking a role in the collaborationist Vichy government in Lyon.4

Louis Lumière’s statement about the futurelessness of the art form he helped create is often quoted as an historic failure of cultural foresight. But it has a prophetic ring to it in the twenty-first century, when the future of theatrically projected cinema often does seem to be in peril as the way of seeing introduced by the Lumières makes way for other, newer forms. At any rate, I like to imagine, for the sheer symmetry of the myth, that Louis Lumière really did make that enigmatic claim about the new medium’s lack of promise—and that he made it somewhere in the vicinity of October 4, 1895, when a boy who would one day prove him wrong was born in Piqua, Kansas.







PART I THROWN


They were all talking about something. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it was good and thought it was mine—something to go with the basketball. They were calling it the twentieth century.1

—Buster Keaton, recalling New Year’s Eve of 1899








1 They Were Calling It the Twentieth Century
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The Three Keatons, ca. 1901.

(Photo courtesy of Bob and Minako Borgen)



New Year’s Eve 1899 must have felt momentous even if you weren’t a four-year-old backstage at Proctor’s Twenty-Third Street Theater, still buzzing from last week’s Christmas gift: a big brown stitched-leather ball meant for playing an American game less than a decade old, which was just beginning to organize into professional leagues. Of course, Buster was still too young to grasp what it meant for one century to turn into the next, or for that matter what it meant that his parents—who had struggled so hard to find work in New York that winter that the three Keatons had at times gone cold and hungry—were suddenly flush enough to buy him such a lavish present.

The answer: after Joe and Myra’s acrobatics-and-cornet duo act had flopped hard at Tony Pastor’s continuous-vaudeville house in early December (as Joe himself would later concede in one of the columns he occasionally contributed to the New York Dramatic Mirror, “the act didn’t go… ’twas bad”),1 he had somehow wrangled them a year-end week of bookings at the prestigious Proctor’s chain, earning the cash to buy the ball for his boy.

The basketball would have a long life as a Keaton prop. Just nine months later, during the family’s first paid engagement as a trio at the Wonderland Theater in Wilmington, Delaware, Buster got laughs by bouncing that ball off his father’s head as the old man stood downstage, holding forth on the importance of patience and gentleness to proper child rearing. (“Father hates to be rough,” went a common opening line.) In what became the template for their act for years to come, Buster’s continued interruptions—sometimes verbal, but most often taking the form of some prop-based provocation or audience-distracting piece of upstage business—would cause Joe to wheel around and witness his authority being flouted. Joe would then give both the audience and his son a more practical tutorial on day-to-day parenting by seizing the suitcase handle Myra had sewed to the back of her son’s costume and flinging the boy against whatever backdrop, curtain, or piece of scenery was available.

The contrast between the roughness with which this small child was handled and the equanimity with which he seemed to spring back from every mishap provided the wellspring of the act’s humor. Whatever anxiety this comic premise created in the audience—which, given the demographics of vaudeville attendance, would have included many families with children—was no incidental side effect of the merriment but part of the point. The Keatons were not just funny, they were thrilling, with real-time risk an essential element of the program. As a grand finale in the early years, Joe sometimes hurled Buster clear into the wings, from whence a stagehand would reappear after a few suspenseful seconds with the grinning boy in his arms: “This yours, Mr. Keaton?”2

Many years later, having grown too big for Joe to throw around the stage—and having learned, after many hissed paternal reminders, that the laughs got bigger when he ditched the smile—a somber teenage Buster would stand in the middle of the stage on the Keaton act’s one consistent prop, a sturdy wooden table. (In the years before his son joined the act, Joe had sometimes billed himself as “The Man with the Table.”) Whirling a basketball on a rubber rope over his head, Buster would approach his father’s head in gradually widening arcs, first knocking off Joe’s hat and, on the next revolution, clobbering the paterfamilias himself, thereby inviting whatever hair-raising act of retribution Joe proceeded to visit upon him. Another, even more patricidal variation involved Joe shaving onstage with a straight razor, whistling in blissful ignorance as Buster’s whirling basketball-on-a-rope slowly approached him from behind to the audience’s mounting gasps. In what must have made for an absurdist touch, Myra, a tiny woman known for her impeccably dainty Gibson Girl fashion, sometimes stood at the front of the stage playing the saxophone, serenely ignoring the melee while her son and husband courted death behind her.

Most impossible for the four-year-old Buster to comprehend was that, in some way, the century to come would be his, in a much more lasting way than the basketball. Though he was born five years before it officially began, Buster Keaton belonged to the twentieth century, and it to him. It was as essential in inventing him as he was in inventing it, and it’s impossible to imagine either one turning out the same without the other.

For the first three decades of the new century, Buster’s life as a performer and creator traced a steep and steady upward trajectory, catapulting his family from the greenhorn fringes of the entertainment industry to its topmost tiers in a remarkably short span of time. It was in late October 1900 that the just-turned-five-year-old made his first paid appearance in his parents’ act, earning the Keatons an extra ten dollars a week at that Wilmington engagement. Buster’s acrobatic and comic gifts were about to become so crucial to the family’s reversal of fortune that, before New Year’s Eve of the same year rolled around, Joe Keaton would be rounding his son’s age upward by two years in a letter to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. Joe was requesting special permission for Buster to appear onstage on the prestigious Proctor’s circuit in New York State, where state law banned children under seven from performing theatrical work of any kind without a permit from the SPCC.3

That organization was better known in its time as the Gerry Society after its cofounder and longtime president, the powerful and controversial lawyer turned child welfare czar Elbridge T. Gerry. This prominent philanthropist and social reformer was a grandson of the founding father of the same name, a signatory of the Declaration of Independence who served as vice president under James Madison and whose skill at slicing up voting districts to his own advantage while governor of Massachusetts gave the American language the term “gerrymandering.” We should pause here to learn a bit about the later Mr. Gerry and the child-protection movement he was instrumental in helping to launch, since we’ll be hearing more from him and the “Gerrymen.” Lord knows the Keaton family did.






2 “She Is a Little Animal, Surely”
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Mary Ellen Wilson as she appeared in testimony before the New York Supreme Court, April 9, 1874.



As the nineteenth century made way for the twentieth, ideas about what it meant to be a child were in a vertiginous state of flux, both in the realms of public policy and private behavior. Across widely disparate fields at more or less the same time—evolutionary and biological science, law, education, and the emerging science of psychology—a new model of human development was emerging. Children were coming to be seen less as their parents’ economic property to dispose of or profit from as they saw fit and more as small, still-growing beings who were entitled to some degree of protection from both industrial and domestic harm.

It was in the last quarter of the nineteenth century that nearly every institution we associate with contemporary child welfare got its start: enforced restrictions on child labor; compulsory school attendance, at least up to a certain age; a juvenile justice system separate from the adult criminal courts; and child-abuse prevention organizations like Elbridge T. Gerry’s Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. Until 1875, the year Gerry cofounded the New York State branch of the SPCC with, as one of his partners, the creator of the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, “child abuse” did not yet exist as a legal concept in America. It was only with the establishment of this new private entity that the daily practice of parenting, for so long a matter of private behavior and entrenched cultural custom, became subject for the first time to legal oversight and quasi-governmental surveillance.

In many cases this new oversight was a positive, even lifesaving public good. The trial that initially led to the SPCC’s founding, a case Gerry prosecuted before the New York State Supreme Court in 1874, continues to be cited as a landmark case in the history of child protection in America. Mary Ellen Wilson was a ten-year-old girl whose father, a Union soldier, had been killed in the Civil War and whose widowed mother could no longer afford the price of “boarding her out” to a caregiver while she scraped together a living. After some time spent in an orphanage, the toddler had been placed in the care of a foster couple in the rough New York neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen. Her foster mother abused and maltreated Mary Ellen systematically, confining her most of the time to a windowless locked room and, in the girl’s own heartrending words to a courtroom crammed with sympathetic citizens:


whipping and beating me almost every day…. I have now the black and blue marks on my head which were made by mamma, and also a cut on the left side of my forehead which was made by a pair of scissors…. I have no recollection of ever having been kissed by any one… I have never been taken on my mamma’s lap and caressed or petted. I never dared to speak to anybody, because if I did I would get whipped. I do not know for what I was whipped—mamma never said anything to me when she whipped me. I do not want to go back to live with mamma, because she beats me so.1



Contemporary journalistic coverage of the Mary Ellen Wilson case was both extensive and effusive, brimming with that era’s deep concern with and ambivalence about the status of children. There was an enormous investment of public feeling in the little girl, who delivered her courtroom testimony—and was photographed, in a widely distributed image—in the same pitiful state in which she had been rescued the day before. She wore a ragged, long-outgrown dress, her feet bare, fresh welts still visible on her legs and a long cut (the one described in her testimony) running the length of her left forehead and cheek. An anonymously authored New York Times account of the trial noted that “quite a number of persons, including several ladies, were attracted to the court by the publicity which had been given to the proceedings on the previous day, all of them evidently sympathizing with the little neglected waif.”

Jacob Riis, the future photographer and social activist whose influential 1890 book How the Other Half Lives would use the brand-new technology of flash photography to expose the squalid conditions of tenement dwellers in New York’s immigrant neighborhoods, was present at the Mary Ellen Wilson trial, working as a police reporter for the New York Tribune. His description of the abused child’s appearance in court refers to the girl by the impersonal pronoun “it,” stranding Mary Ellen in a kind of limbo between little girl and dumb beast:


I was in a courtroom full of men with pale, stern looks. I saw a child brought in, carried in a horse blanket, at the sight of which men wept aloud. I saw it laid at the feet of the judge, who turned his face away; and in the stillness of that courtroom I heard a voice raised, claiming for that child the protection that men had denied it, in the name of the homeless cur of the streets.2



The moral contiguity between the suffering of children and that of animals—and, by implication, between the two groups’ shared vulnerability to harm and entitlement to legal protection—comes up over and over in contemporary accounts of the Mary Ellen Wilson case. Etta Angell Wheeler, the Methodist missionary and social worker who first reported Mary Ellen’s abuse at her foster mother’s hands, did so by appealing to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Wheeler made up her mind to take the case there when her niece, hearing her fret about her powerlessness to help the unfortunate child, pointed out that “she is a little animal, surely.”3

Riis’s eyewitness account of the trial ends by attributing the animal/child metaphor to Elbridge Gerry himself. Riis quotes Gerry, who had worked in the past as a lawyer for the ASPCA, as arguing on behalf of Mary Ellen’s claim to at least the same rights as a domestic beast: “ ‘The child is an animal,’ he said. ‘If there is no justice for it as a human being, it shall at least have the rights of the cur in the street. It shall not be abused.’ And as I looked, I knew I was where the first chapter of children’s rights was being written under warrant of that made for the dog…”4

The Mary Ellen Wilson case marked the beginning of a protracted public debate about the nature and limits of American society’s responsibility toward the “little animals” of the human species. In the wake of the Industrial Revolution, the market economy had generated immense wealth even as the concentration of that wealth in the hands of a tiny Gilded Age elite made the country an increasingly unfit place for the most vulnerable of its citizens. For the last quarter of the nineteenth century, it was as though this long-buried secret were slowly but inexorably starting to leak through the cracks of polite society: capitalism and childhood were not compatible. Mary Ellen Wilson, wrenching as her story was, was only the photogenic (and conveniently Anglo-Saxon) poster child for a suffering juvenile underclass that had been a cause for intense social concern at least since the era of Charles Dickens. Something had to change.

The debate about what exactly that something ought to be involved a clash not only between religious and secular value systems but between old and new definitions of popular entertainment, as well as agrarian and industrial-age family structures. In the sixty-four years between the Mary Ellen Wilson trial and the passage, under FDR, of the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, the Progressive movement would push through significant legal reforms on behalf of children before throwing its momentum behind constitutional amendments for women’s suffrage and Prohibition.

The same groups that had combined to set Mary Ellen free—a coalition of Christian social activists, muckraking journalists, and a newly empowered welfare organization that was effectively an arm of the state—would also manifest their presence as socially repressive forces over the course of the next few decades. Progressive reformers helped unionize and regulate corrupt, monopolizing industries, move children from the factory floor to the schoolhouse, and eventually earn women the franchise. But those same movements would also be behind decades of attempts to censor media of all kinds, outlaw the sale or consumption of alcohol, and otherwise inhibit the freedom of the very citizenry they aimed to uplift. The Keatons were not the only family—indeed, they were among the luckiest—to regard “the Gerries” not as liberating saviors but as menacing representatives of a senseless law, to be evaded with all possible speed, just as Buster would one day race down the center of an otherwise empty street to outrun hordes of uniform-clad tormentors in the 1922 two-reeler Cops.

Mary Ellen Wilson’s whip- and scissors-wielding foster mother was found guilty of felony assault and battery and sentenced to a year in prison at hard labor. And in the kind of long-term happy ending that’s rare in such stories, Mary Ellen herself was eventually taken in by the sister of Etta Wheeler and raised in a stable and loving home. Mary Ellen would live to the ripe age of ninety-two and prove an exemplary and caring mother to her own daughters, the eldest of whom she named Etta after her rescuer. Mary Ellen’s daughters went to college, an unusual achievement among women at the turn of the century, and went on to long and successful careers as schoolteachers. They, too, would be remembered for their lifelong devotion to the well-being of children.5






3 “He’s My Son, and I’ll Break His Neck Any Way I Want To”1



[image: Image]
Joe and Buster Keaton, date unknown.



Not every reform that followed in the wake of the Gerry Society’s founding struck as tender a chord in the public breast as did the plight of Mary Ellen Wilson. Some poor working families who relied on their children’s cotton-mill paychecks or the tips they garnered as bootblacks and newsboys failed to appreciate the nobility of Mr. Gerry’s governmentally sanctioned meddling in their personal economic and parenting decisions.

There was distrust, too, of the legal gray area the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children occupied, somewhere between a philanthropic mission and a policing operation. Agents from the society, nicknamed “Gerrymen,” “Gerries,” or simply (in an ironic slippage of meaning from the society’s name) “the cruelty,” were empowered by local police departments to patrol poor and immigrant neighborhoods. Their task was not just to ferret out cases of abuse or exploitation but to shoo impressionable youths away from theaters, amusement parks, penny arcades, and other forms of mass entertainment deemed dangerous to the next generation’s moral fiber.

Like many Progressive causes for social reform, the child-protection movement was closely bound up at its origin with the “civilizing” values of a socially conservative white Protestant Christianity. Implicit in the project of lifting up one’s fellow man was the assumption that the world he was being hoisted into should resemble, as closely as possible, that of the people doing the lifting. Denizens of the largely immigrant tenement neighborhoods where the SPCC agents plied their trade—mostly people of southern Italian, Irish-Catholic, or Eastern European Jewish origin—tended to regard the importuning officers of the society not as Etta Wheeler–style saviors but as a self-anointed Inquisition of nosy, condescending do-gooders. “The cruelty” were seen as morality cops looking for any excuse to invade poor families’ privacy, threaten whatever means of livelihood they had managed to cobble together, and, in the worst-case scenario, forcibly remove their beloved—even, sometimes, when maltreated—children.

For families in the theatrical profession, where a gifted son or daughter could mean the difference between a life of comfort and one of grinding poverty, any God-given surplus of juvenile ingenuity must have seemed like a perfectly valid resource to exploit. The big-time vaudeville or “legitimate” theater circuits, whatever the rigors of the lifestyle they required (constant long-distance rail travel, the impossibility of a stable domicile or school), limited their demand on child performers to less than an hour of total onstage work per day, divided between a matinee and an evening show. And a childhood spent treading the boards, even on the smaller-time, three-show-a-day circuits, must certainly have seemed preferable to the factory floor or at-home piecework jobs that might otherwise await not just that child but his or her whole family.

It wouldn’t take long for the same qualities that drew audiences to the Keatons’ act—the irreverence, the potential for danger, and the sheer improvisational lunacy of the small boy’s daredevil stunts—to attract the notice of the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. A generation after its founding in the wake of the Mary Ellen Wilson case, that group was still headed up by the now aged but still formidable Elbridge Gerry. Having chosen to make the theatrical profession one of the most visible battlegrounds in his fight to regulate child labor, he took what sometimes seemed to be a personal interest in preventing this particular underage star and his arrogant, rule-averse father from appearing onstage anywhere in New York State, home to the nation’s most prestigious and best-paying vaudeville venues.

An 1876 law following hard on the heels of the Mary Ellen Wilson case banned employing any child under the age of sixteen for the purpose of “singing, playing on musical instruments, rope or wire walking, dancing, begging or peddling, or as a gymnast, contortionist, rider or acrobat, in any place whatsoever.”2 Children under the age of seven were forbidden to appear onstage in any professional capacity—hence Joe’s casual hiking up of Buster’s age in that first letter to the Gerry Society. Minors between the ages of seven and sixteen could appear in speaking roles with a special permit from the society, as long as they refrained from singing, dancing, or performing any sort of stunts, acrobatics, or other physically dangerous work.

Concern with the physical safety of the Three Keatons’ juvenile star was an issue that came up constantly during Buster’s childhood, in part because of the society’s monomaniacal dedication to shutting down the act and in part because of Joe’s P. T. Barnum–worthy skills as a marketer of his firstborn. The Three Keatons were known around the circuits as, in Buster’s later description, “the roughest act that was ever in the history of the stage.”3 Over the years they mastered the art of toning down the act’s violence for the week’s first matinee, when they knew the Gerries were likely to be sniffing around, then spending the week ramping back up to the level of mayhem their audiences expected and preferred. But after Joe deliberately thumbed his nose at the Gerries by bringing not only twelve-year-old Buster but his two much younger siblings onstage for a benefit performance in Brooklyn, the Society banned the Keatons from performing on any New York stage for two years.

Not only in his memoir but in radio, television, and print interviews throughout his life, Keaton recounted stories of his family’s narrow escapes from do-gooding Gerry agents in a tone of amused pride, as if remembering his screen characters’ ingenious flights from their own pursuers, the buzz-killing enforcers of an abstract law. True to the Huck Finn type of his childhood stage persona, the older Keaton continued to regard authority as an obstacle to find ever smarter and funnier ways around, under, or over. Chuckling over the Three Keatons’ legal scrapes in 1960, he describes the letter-of-the-law loophole that got the Keatons out of one Gerry Society charge: “Our lawyer beat them in court by pointing out that the law barred children only from performing on a high or low wire, a trapeze, bicycle, and the like. There was not one word that made it illegal for my father to display me on the stage as a human mop or to kick me in the face.”4

Viviana Zelizer writes in her classic sociological study Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children that the question of where child performers belonged in the ranks of employed minors “triggered one of the most highly publicized and controversial definitional battles” of the entire child-labor reform movement.5 The total number of minors employed in stage work at the turn of the century was negligible in comparison to the armies of mistreated and poorly paid children working in textile mills, mines, garment factories, and other industrial jobs. Yet the issue of children onstage took on outsized symbolic importance in the period’s debates about the proper nature of and limits on child labor.

Benjamin Barr Lindsey, a Progressive judge and child-labor activist who was instrumental in establishing a separate court system for juveniles, supported the work of children on the stage, noting that it was “the only question concerning child labor that has threatened any division of opinion” among reform advocates. For Lindsey, the distinction between stage and factory labor was a meaningful one. He had no problem with individual states licensing minors to appear onstage, as long as “the performances of such child shall be considered a part of its training and education. This recognizes the work of the willing, talented stage child as different from that mere drudgery of the unwilling and unprotected factory child.”6

Writing in the North American Review in 1890, Elbridge Gerry refused to recognize any such distinction. He bemoaned the plight of “child-slaves of the stage” who “but for the present human provisions of the law, would be subjected to a bondage more terrible and oppressive than the children of Israel ever endured.” Gerry’s condemnation of the practice shows the Victorian ideas about class and gender that underlay his organization’s attempt to ban children from the stage:


Again, the associations are bad for the children. In the spectacular plays alluded to they are constantly brought into contact with persons about whose morality or virtue the less said the better. Constantly exhibiting in such troupes, the girls soon lose all modesty and become bold, forward and impudent. When they arrive at the limit-age of the law, they have usually entered on the downward path and end in low dance-houses, concert saloons and the early grave…. The boys, unfitted by their idle life for useful work, find employment for a time in the lowest class of theatres, and end by becoming thieves or tramps.7



Why did the questions raised by juvenile performance strike such a nerve around the turn of the century, pitting theatrical families like the Keatons against the “cruelty” agents who sought to break up their acts and dividing even committed child-welfare advocates into bitterly opposed factions? And what must it have been like to be an underaged professional performer in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, tasked with embodying the Victorian ideal of childhood in sentimental dramas like Little Lord Fauntleroy and Uncle Tom’s Cabin even as one’s own formative years were given over not to the Progressive ideals of protection, education, and leisure but to nonstop travel and daily labor?

In trying to understand not just the work and life of Buster Keaton but the world into which he was born—to understand him through that world, and that world through him—I keep returning to the now-insoluble riddle of his persona as a child performer. Why is it that trying to reconstruct the particular content and audience appeal of the act he and Joe built together over the course of Buster’s seventeen years as a juvenile slapstick prodigy feels like a meaningful pursuit, half a century after Keaton’s death and not many fewer decades since the youngest person to have witnessed one of those ephemeral sketches must also have passed from the earth?

Some part of it must be simply regret at having missed the chance to see the child Buster in performance: the melancholy of temporally bound existence, of having to occupy a fixed place in history and experience all of the past only through the fragmentary records left by others. I want to witness Buster, Joe, and Myra (and, for the brief period when they were less-than-successfully brought into the act, Harry and Louise) doing whatever their Keaton thing was onstage—not via the archive-augmented time machine of imagination but live and in person, preferably without any foreknowledge of who that airborne kid would grow up to be. I want to know what their act looked, sounded, and moved like as they amused and startled jostling, sweaty crowds in a gaslit (or, by the Three Keatons’ second decade on the boards, likely electricity-fueled) theater.

If I could go back in time and see the Three Keatons, I’m fairly certain I would laugh, because there’s no entertainer in the world who can make me do that more reliably and more helplessly than the adult Buster on film. But is it possible I might also be moved to cry, or yell “Stop!” or march backstage after the show and give Joe a piece of my mind, as the legendary actress Sarah Bernhardt is supposed, probably apocryphally, to have done after one Three Keatons performance? Given the shifting meaning of childhood at the time, this range of reactions must have coexisted within one audience, and indeed within individual members of it. When people went back year after year to see that poker-faced, rubber-bodied little boy get hurled around the stage and somehow, miraculously, survive, what was the miracle they were trying to enact?






4 “The Locomotive of Juveniles”
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Buster, circa 1901.



To understand what set the Three Keatons apart in a turn-of-the-century entertainment market glutted with child stars and family acts, it’s instructive to look at the intense response Buster engendered in turn-of-the-century audiences. “Keep your eye on the kid,” Joe instructed the vaudeville world in an advertising tagline that ran through the 1901 season. But when you read through contemporary coverage of the Three Keatons, the admonition seems superfluous. One gets the sense that, when Buster was onstage, audiences had their work cut out for them keeping an eye on anything else. As a fellow performer wrote in the autograph book Buster carried with him for other acts on the bill to sign, he was “the locomotive of juveniles,” the fastest-rising child star on the vaudeville circuit.

During Christmas week of 1900, when he would have just turned five and had been a part of the act for around two months, Buster is mentioned only as “assist[ing]” in his parents’ act at the Grand Opera House in Nashville. Only six months later, in late June of 1901, the Atlanta Constitution identifies him as “the star of the Keaton aggregation of three.” By October of that year, on his first tour of the Western Orpheum circuit, the newly six-year-old Buster, the “tiny comedian,” is the only member of “the Keaton combination” mentioned by name. The San Francisco Call assures readers that the boy “[lives] up to his name as a laugh-maker”—suggesting that, less than a year into his stage career, Buster’s reputation from the East Coast already preceded him on the West.

Even a cursory glance through mentions of Buster in the turn-of-the-century press makes one thing clear: he shot to the top ranks of a crowded field with astonishing speed. In January 1902, just over a year past his stage debut, the Richmond, Virginia, Times placed the six-year-old Buster “at the top of the class of youngsters seen at the Bijou, and there have been some of the best at the popular Broad Street house.” A few weeks later the Three Keatons were on the bill at Tony Pastor’s, one of New York’s premier vaudeville venues (though Pastor, himself a former child prodigy, preferred to call it a “variety theater,” mocking the term vaudeville as “sissy and Frenchified”). By September of that year, the Scranton Republican noted that “the Three Keatons… who are the top-liners in the New York vaudeville houses, have created much merriment this week at Dixie’s theatre. Buster is acknowledged to be the brightest young acrobat on the stage today, and the act of the Keatons is one that provides constant mirth.”

By the time Buster was seven, he started to crop up in vaudeville coverage as a standard of comparison for other underage comedians. A write-up of a 1902 bill on which the Three Keatons did not appear remarked that the mother-and-son act of Lillian and Shorty De Witt “kept the house in good humor for twenty minutes. ‘Shorty’ is nearly as funny as little ‘Buster’ Keaton.” And by the age of eight Buster was sometimes cited as one of the few saving graces on an otherwise subpar bill, the kind of performer that made even the most jaded critic sit up and take notice.

A 1903 review in the Washington Times yawned that “polite vaudeville at Chase’s this week is largely veneer and little substance.” The family acrobatic troupe the Great Martinettis, who topped the bill, were skilled enough, but “few novelties figure in their act.” The “performance elephants put in their second week”—the anonymous critic’s sigh of lassitude can be heard at a distance of 118 years—“and are an interesting feature to those who have not seen their performance.” Louise Dresser—the renowned singer and legitimate-stage actress who would serve as the namesake for Buster’s future little sister—“has a pleasing contralto voice, but her selections are not happy. Her original parody songs, illustrated with screen pictures, might be improved somewhat.”

But that ho-hum night at Chase’s did have its moments. “Buster Keaton, of the Keaton eccentric comedy trio, is the latest in child performers, and deserves favorable mention. In the role of an Irish comedian he poses, jokes, sings, imitates prominent performers with the gusto of a veteran and the added interest of an infant phenomenon.”

That last phrase may ring oddly in modern ears, especially when used to describe a child of seven who was already a veteran of the stage. Whether this languid unnamed critic fully realized it or not, he was invoking a long and contested tradition in theatrical history by using the words “infant phenomenon” to describe the boy who made him laugh that otherwise too-polite night at Chase’s. How contested that tradition was can be seen in the fact that, a few months earlier, an equally pro-Buster critic in St. Louis had used a very similar formulation to insist that it didn’t apply to the three Keatons’ popular human cannonball. This second writer makes clear his distaste for onstage child prodigies as a category by contrasting the “unnatural” precocity the term implies with the “sprightly” and “roguish” energy of Buster.


The Three Keatons are the laughing hit of the bill. Buster Keaton is unusually clever. He is not an infant prodigy but a healthy, roguish child, with a sprightly dash that is irresistible. Without appearing unnatural, he manages to keep the audience laughing from entrance to exit.



Buster’s status in the performance milieu of his time—the child star as prop, as projectile, as the personal belonging of a father who employs him as a household cleaning tool, and yet also, paradoxically, as a “natural” creative performer with an admirable mastery of his craft from a very early age—only begins to make sense when you take a longer perspective on the nineteenth-century stage. Both in England and America, that stage was a place that had already gone through several generations of sensationally popular child performers by the time Buster was getting his earliest laughs.

Sometimes these juvenile celebrities were acting prodigies playing classical roles written for adults, like the English sensation Master William Betty, who made his debut in 1803 at age eleven playing the lead in Voltaire’s Zair. He went on to play adult Shakespearean roles to wild acclaim, and became so popular that his appearances on the London stage caused stampedes and riots. Other times children were cast as characters near their own age, either in all-juvenile companies or in popular cross-generational entertainments based on bestselling children’s books like Peter Pan or Alice in Wonderland.

The fad for child actors in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries found its ideological source in the Romantic notion of childhood as a separate and sacred time of life, a fleeting inner Eden where, in William Wordsworth’s phrase, “the child is father to the man.” But the ubiquity of child performers also provoked ambivalent feelings in audiences. At the height of the Master Betty craze in 1804–5, Wordsworth wrote of the boy, whom he had never seen onstage, that “I think of him, I scarce know why, with melancholy feelings…. When I think of him tears often start into my eyes, and I am sure I could not see him on the stage without weeping or deep sadness.” Long before the organized child-welfare movement had begun, observers of children working onstage recognized that the young performers tasked with embodying the ideal state of “nature” were often leading unnatural and sometimes unhealthy lives.

A generation later, Charles Dickens’s serial novel Nicholas Nickleby featured a pitiful child performer who was billed by her exploitive father, the manager of a traveling theater troupe, as the “Infant Phenomenon.” The stunted and singularly untalented Miss Ninetta Crummles, as the book’s omniscient third-person narrator dryly observes, had remained “precisely the same age… for five good years. But she had been kept up every night, and put on an unlimited allowance of gin-and-water from infancy, to prevent her growing tall.” The disquiet that accompanied early nineteenth-century sensations like Master Betty had, by the 1830s, become a cause for social reform.

It’s not quite correct to say that the early nineteenth-century fashion for young performing prodigies was later followed by a reformist backlash. Rather, the two things—the public demand for “infant phenomena” to marvel over and the public fear that there was something pitiable and wrong about these unnatural specimens of childhood—coexisted and informed each other from the start.

By the time Buster was taking his first paid public falls at the turn of the century, watching talented children onstage was a cultural thrill that came with a built-in moral twinge, even when those children weren’t being flung into scenery or the rib cages of hecklers by their strapping fathers. The awareness that “the cruelty” was liable to shut down the show must have added to the audience’s frisson of mingled guilt, pleasure, and suspense—the precise mix of affects Joe and Buster’s father-son knockabout act also specialized in eliciting. This conflicted cultural, legal, and psychological space, where children were at once fragile treasures to be protected, market commodities to be exploited, and private property to be disposed of at their parents’ will, was the world into which Buster found himself thrown.






5 A Little Hell-Raising Huck Finn
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Buster on the cover of the New York Dramatic Mirror, 1908.






The reason managers approved of my being featured was because I was unique, being at that time the only little hell-raising Huck Finn type boy in vaudeville. The parents of the others presented their boys as cute and charming Little Lord Fauntleroys. The girls were Dolly Dimples types with long golden curls.

—Buster Keaton to Charles Samuels, in his 1960 as-told-to autobiography My Wonderful World of Slapstick



The older Keaton’s mordant observation on the narrow range of “types” available to turn-of-the-century child performers is both vindicated and complicated by research. Popular theater in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was indeed awash in velvet-knickered Fauntleroys and simpering, pin-curled fairy princesses—as well as in audiences that, young and old alike, couldn’t seem to get enough of such sentimental and idealized versions of middle-class white childhood. Indeed, while Myra Keaton was in confinement with her third child, Louise, in 1906 (a second, Harry “Jingles” Keaton, had been born in 1904), a mortified Buster spent a season playing melodramatic children’s roles with a New England stock company, including a velvet-suited and corkscrew-wigged Little Lord Fauntleroy. But there were all sorts of other popular child-centric acts that either appeared on bills with the Keatons or competed for their audience in rival theater chains.

Mayme Remington and her Pickaninnies, who frequently shared bills with the Keatons around the turn of the century, were a touring company of singing, dancing Black children introduced and “managed” onstage by a glamorously dressed white woman—a stock genre at the time, though in some variations the mistress of ceremonies also sang, danced, and/or wore blackface. A reviewer of Remington’s act remarks that the leading lady “doesn’t do much herself, except wear dazzling costumes and manage the act. The ‘pics’ are dark-skinned dominoes of dance.”1

Vaudeville divas like Sophie Tucker, Nora Bayes, Louise Dresser, and Eva Tanguay all traveled at one point or another with teams of “picks,” and talented young Black performers commonly used the position as a launchpad. One child in Mayme’s troupe in the 1890s was Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, who would grow up to become a legendary tap dancer and the highest-paid African American entertainer in the first half of the twentieth century. The historian Robin Bernstein has defined the figure of the “pickaninny”—a ubiquitous motif in turn-of-the-century entertainment, advertising, and pop iconography—by three essential qualities. Pickaninnies were children, they were Black, and—worth noting in the context of Buster’s frequent billing as the “boy who couldn’t be damaged”—they were always depicted as being cheerfully, not solemnly, impervious to pain or harm.2 But unlike the Three Keatons, pick acts rarely featured knockabout violence. Rather, they focused on the sex appeal of the troupe’s leader and the irrepressible cheer and skill of her dancing charges. Such routines sustained a delicate balance of race, gender, age, and power differentials that allowed an attractive white woman to share a stage with young Black males. The picks’ status as implacably happy, well-“managed” children spared the act from accusations of sexual or racial impropriety.

The Keatons also sometimes shared bills with family circus acts from Europe and Asia whose skills had been passed down for generations. As an adult Buster would recall mastering the many circus skills he would use throughout his career—juggling, wire-walking, trick cycling—by observing and imitating such acts behind the scenes. And then there were the more conventional family acts, warmer and less edgy than the Keatons’, like the Seven Little Foys, a meticulously father-coached sibling set who danced their way onstage in a descending line from eldest to youngest, told jokes, sang songs, and engaged in some light insult comedy.

The older Buster’s demurral notwithstanding, his child self must have stood out in more ways than just the mischievous “type” he embodied onstage. From the days of his first appearances with his parents’ act, his uncanny gifts were the object of a particular kind of commentary and speculation in the vaudeville press. It isn’t just, as we’ve seen, that critics and audiences immediately responded to Buster, laughing at his pratfalls and gasping in shock at the breakneck risks he took. It’s that their appreciation had a certain double-edged quality: from the beginning they experienced him as both an accomplished, adult-level performer and a “natural,” freely playing child. In his effortlessly airborne body, nature and art seemed to coexist without opposition. As a reviewer noted in the New York Dramatic Mirror when Buster had just turned eight, “ ‘Buster’ does not give the impression of having been taught.”

When Buster was only five, the New York Clipper marveled that “the tiny comedian is perfectly at ease in his work, natural, finished and artistic.” Descriptions of the Keatons’ act, whether from critics or contemporaries, invariably stress not only Buster’s precocious athleticism and high degree of technical polish but the “ease of manner” and “natural talent” that authenticate his status as a lovable, spontaneous child. He is described not as a well-trained team member or cute sidekick—on the contrary, from early on it is Myra and Joe who are framed as his “support.” Buster is an independent laugh-getting agent and the act’s primary generator of new material. “The house is in a constant uproar while he is on the stage,” observed the New York Dramatic Mirror in 1902, “as he has a knack of giving the audience frequent surprises.”

The next year in Cincinnati, eight-year-old Buster was again identified as the act’s driving creative force: “The three Keatons are again with us and are funnier than ever. This is made possible through the fact that the memorable ‘Buster’ has failed to stand still, but has gone on adding clever things to his stock.” This degree of innovation was not universal in vaudeville, as is made clear by the presence on the same bill of two acts—a Hebrew dialect comedian and an animal act identified as “Captain Webb’s sea lions”—that were singled out for their failure to offer a new “stock of goods,” though the reviewer admitted that the sea lions “are always so good that the old round seems new.”

A whole subgenre of Buster coverage in local papers—much of it, no doubt, either planted or shaped by Joe—focused on the boy’s status as both performer and child, insisting on his unaffected playfulness and curiosity as well as his virtuosic skill. Often these stories included some sort of suspense narrative involving a threat to the boy’s physical safety, resolving in an assurance that everything would be all right. When Buster was eight, the Louisville, Kentucky, Courier-Journal, apparently having a slow week, ran a two-part story over the course of several days involving his purchase of a toy train from a local shop. On his way back to his parents’ dressing room with this prize, Buster was allegedly almost crushed by a steamroller he had stepped into the street to examine. (“Inquisitiveness Gives Lad a Severe Fright,” reads the delightful headline.) When a bystander “saw the lad’s peril and shouted to him,” Buster “jumped into the street and disappeared behind a car before the engineer of the roller knew what had happened.”

Whether or not this brush with death happened as described, the resemblance of the steamroller encounter to one of the countless vehicle-based stunts in Keaton’s future films is unmistakable. After assuring readers that “there were no serious injuries,” the anonymous narrator of the incident closes by linking Buster’s survival to his performance skills: “the rough-and-tumble work of ‘Buster’ on the stage was probably responsible for his salvation.”

A separate item in the same paper that week marveled at the boy’s enjoyment of his new toy, contrasting his childlike instinct for play with his status as a vaudeville veteran—in which guise he is no longer described as a child but a “midget.”


For four years this midget has been on the stage. It has the same fascination for him that it does for his seniors of the footlights. And yet for all that, the little fellow is a boy. While waiting his “turn” the lad may be seen playing among the stands and settings behind the scenes. He yesterday purchased a toy train of cars that gives him the same pleasure it would give a boy who has his own nursery.



The most curious of the Buster-as-real-boy write-ups I’ve come across appeared in the Indianapolis Star in 1903, just a week after the supposed steamroller near-disaster. “ ‘Buster’ Keaton Mixes with Boys and Has Fun,” reads the headline, and the piece records an afternoon of play shared by the eight-year-old and a group of local children who ambush him outside his hotel and run with him through the streets of town. Eventually Buster and another boy wind up in an impromptu velocipede race, which Buster is on the point of winning when—in another image straight from a Keaton movie chase—he crashes into “a large dog that was prancing about the street” and goes “heading to the pavement.”

The author seems at pains to remind us of the dual nature of Buster as a performing child: he is both an exemplar of youth at its most “natural” and a kind of stunted adult. “So clever is the little fellow in his monologue that there are many who believe him to be a dwarf,” writes the anonymous reporter, “but such is not the case. He is a light-hearted child, like any other boy when away from the theater, and the small people who live in the neighborhood will miss him greatly when he departs.” After assuring readers that “there were no serious injuries” from the bike crash, the author describes how Buster himself blurred the distinction between child’s play and entertainment by “giving part of his monologue” after the aborted bike race, as though to make up for the interrupted spectacle. The item ends on a rueful note, contrasting Buster’s life on the road with the rooted small-town happiness of the local children: “He has been on the stage since he was a little fellow, and his greatest delight is to make a stop of a few days in some town and get a chance to mix with other boys of his age and participate in their unrestrained joys.”

Whatever mixture of truth, authorial embroidery, and Joe-engineered PR went into these Buster-the-real-boy stories, their existence reveals something about the way he was experienced and treated as a child performer, the mix of awe and affection he inspired in audiences and journalists alike. Buster’s dual status as both a prodigy and a “natural” child—as a “boy who couldn’t be damaged” and a regular hell-raising kid whose curiosity and penchant for risk-taking left him especially vulnerable to physical harm—seemed somehow to resolve whatever anxiety viewers might have felt about the violence of the Three Keatons’ act. They could laugh at his apparent endangerment as if he really were the human rubber ball he seemed onstage to be. The Romantic and Victorian fascination with prodigious and exceptional children was beginning to bang up against a new understanding of childhood as a fragile and precious time of life, to be walled off from exploitation and social harm. One of the more public staging grounds of that conflict around the turn of the twentieth century was the body of Buster Keaton.






6 The Boy Who Couldn’t Be Damaged



[image: Image]
The Three Keatons’ business letterhead with photos and drawings of scenes from their act, ca. 1901.






As little as you are

As big as you get

Bear in mind always

Your pa’s with you yet.

—Ad copy in verse for the Three Keatons’ act, contributed by fellow vaudevillian Frank Milton of the Four Miltons



One of Joe’s oft-repeated tall tales sketched a spiral of escalating calamities straight out of a future Keaton film. As the legend has it, a toddler-aged Buster, left in the care of a boardinghouse proprietress one afternoon while his parents were off doing their hitch kicks and cornet solos, lost his right fingertip to the first joint by poking it into a metal laundry wringer. Later that same day, wandering around, presumably, with a bandage on the freshly severed digit, Buster threw a brick at a peach tree in an attempt to dislodge a piece of fruit, only to knock himself out when the poorly aimed missile landed on his head. (The sprinkler sprinkled!) Still later—after, one hopes, an extra-long nap—the boy was picked up by a passing cyclone that deposited him, entirely unharmed, in the street a few blocks away.

The clothes-wringer story is verifiable, and not only because the missing fingertip can be spotted in nearly every one of Keaton’s movies. In March 1899 the Kinsley, Kansas, Graphic reported that “the little Keaton boy, who has been appearing on the stage here with the medicine show, had the end of one finger taken off by putting it in the cogs of Mrs. Wolgamot’s wringer.”1 But that first part of Joe’s tall tale also rings true for the characterological glimpse it provides of a very young but not yet performing Buster, already mechanically curious, physically daring, and prone to trouble. The layering on of the peach-tree mishap and the cyclone, though—not to mention the temporal compression of all this action into a single afternoon—places us firmly in the realm of Joe Keaton mythmaking.

True or not, Joe’s fanciful boasts would take root in Buster’s dreams. The image of a mounting spiral of cataclysmic events through which a still, small figure persists, unharmed, at the center became Keaton’s idée fixe. He would revisit it in a decade’s worth of intricate action sequences in which every chase, gag, or stunt must be topped by the next, ascending skyward in a figurative and sometimes literal whirlwind of disaster. This spiral-shaped structure finds its most sophisticated expression in the grand crescendo of climate-related disasters that ends Keaton’s last independent feature, Steamboat Bill, Jr. But some version of it can be found in nearly every one of his films of the 1920s—a period so prolific, creative, and personally tumultuous that it constituted, in a way, the how-did-he-survive-it? whirlwind at the center of Keaton’s own life.

The toddler action serial of Joe’s fancies seems in some deep way to have informed his son’s later screen persona. The hapless but game baby at the eye of Joe’s anecdotal cyclone is a direct antecedent of the stalwart creature who gazes out at us from every one of Keaton’s silent films (and into the lens of nearly every still camera he ever faced in his private life): Buster the unbreakable, the unfaze-able, forever poised at the edge of disaster yet providentially and inexplicably always somehow safe.

Young Buster’s comic gifts aside, how did he and Joe manage to score seventeen-plus years of success with their ever-evolving enactment of a peculiar fantasy of limitless and downside-free parental violence? The family scrapbook Myra kept for years, full of undated clippings that are mostly trade ads for the Three Keatons’ act, is equally full of braggadocio about the beatings this youngster could take. As Joe boasted in one long-running ad, his marvelous firstborn was “The Boy Who Can’t Be Damaged.” Another tagline for the act stressed Buster’s utility as a household object, designating him “The Human Mop,” while a third explicitly compared the boy’s treatment to that of the lucky ticket buyer: “You think you were treated roughly as a kid? Wait till you see how they handle Buster.”

Sometimes, as with the whimsical copy Joe wrote and encouraged fellow vaudevillians to contribute for the family’s weekly trade-paper ads, the father’s pride in the skills of his firstborn was palpable. “Wanted: A funnier kidlet comedian than Buster. Oh, what’s the use?” began one affectionate ad from 1903, unattributed and thus likely written by Joe. But sometimes his extreme publicity stunts could be strangely hostile, even infanticidal in tone.

In a weird open letter published in the vaudeville trade papers and addressed to the “German-American Staff of Physicians and Surgeons’ Institute”2 (perhaps intended as a sort of paid product placement, though no specific remedy is endorsed), Joe gave an unsettlingly graphic description of a near-death medical experience Buster had supposedly undergone. With macabre glee, Joe detailed the state of his child’s “bloated” stomach and “fleshless” limbs, averring that “there never seemed to be one little chance for saving his life.” In fact, despite multiple local and state inquests in which Buster was asked to take off his shirt and examined for signs of abuse, he was by all accounts a remarkably healthy child who almost never had to miss work for reasons of physical incapacitation. One rare exception: the time when Joe misjudged the height of a kick to his preteen son’s head, knocking him out cold for eighteen hours.

Joe was not above staging the abduction of his own baby for a headline. In 1906 he paid a prop man at a Portland, Maine, theater to make off temporarily with Buster’s younger brother Harry “Jingles” Keaton, then a year and a half old, just so a prominent news item would run in the local paper to remind everyone the Keatons were in town. A few years later, Joe penned a studiedly breezy Variety column about the family’s one-week run at London’s Palace Theater. Joe began by describing getting in trouble with the authorities on their transatlantic voyage, who were unamused when he jokingly tried to auction off little Louise, then two, to the highest bidder.

Later in the same column Joe recounted how, after the Keatons’ first few performances in England, he was called to the office of Alfred Butt, the legendary music hall impresario who had invited them to play the Palace. “ ‘Is that your son or an adopted one?’ ” demanded Butt. Keaton told him that Buster was indeed his biological child. “ ‘My word,’ ” replied Butt. “ ‘I imagined he was an adopted boy and you didn’t give a damn what you did to him.’ ”3 (In a sign that times have changed in some ways for the better, no one in the chain of custody of this anecdote—including Buster, who retells it in nearly identical words to his first biographer—questioned the premise that an adopted child might or should earn differential treatment from a parent’s “own.”)

Incensed at the suggestion that his treatment of Buster was anything less than idyllically paternal, Joe booked passage on the first boat back to the United States after their one-week run was over, cutting short the family’s long-awaited first European tour. Playing the continent represented a conventional victory lap for American vaudeville acts at the top of their game. Joe’s old friend Harry Houdini had done it years before, as had W. C. Fields, the singer Sophie Tucker, and many more of the Three Keatons’ contemporaries on the big-time circuits. But going abroad, the proudly jingoistic Joe asserts in his editorial, had never appealed to him in the first place: he only agreed to the trip because of “the brimming tears in Buster’s eyes.”4

Like everything Joe published, this account of the Palace engagement seems to have undergone copious embellishment. But brimming tears or no, it seems likely that Buster would have taken the cancellation of his first-ever trip overseas hard. He had just turned thirteen, never an age for taking disappointments lightly, and had been rocketing to the top of his field since age five, for most of that time serving as the chief creative force behind the act’s infinite variations on its naughty son/angry dad premise.

By his mid-teens Buster began to tire of this routine as he grew too big to throw, Joe came onstage ever drunker and more aggressive, and their exchanges devolved into something more nakedly akin to creative self-defense: two full-grown men whacking each other with brooms as the house orchestra sawed out Verdi’s “Anvil Chorus.” If there’s anything descriptions of these late routines suggest, it’s a live-action version of a Warner Bros. cartoon, coyote and roadrunner locked in their senseless yet eternal zero-sum game.

Though it’s difficult to tell just when the Keatons’ act began to tilt from daring to dangerous, the slide seems to have begun sometime after the England trip. Joe’s worsening alcoholism, hair-trigger temper, and tendency to settle scores in front of a live audience began to sour his relationships with managers and bookers. Buster, for his part, was also growing restless and resentful as his father got harder to work out new material with. Press notices remarked on the changes taking place in the act during this ungainly phase. In 1912 a reviewer in the New York Dramatic Mirror, long a cheering section for the Keatons, tartly observed that “it is not an enlivening spectacle to see two grown persons in support of a lad of sixteen,” adding that Buster “should make an effort to put more enthusiasm into his work.”5 Three years later, the Fort Wayne, Indiana, Journal-Gazette remembered when “Daddy Keaton could throw Buster around livelier than a political candidate can throw the bull.” That is, until Buster “failed to run true to his mother’s belief and grew up like any other boy.” We would seem to be in familiar territory here; the disappointing adolescence of the youthful prodigy, the awkward post-adorable age that’s marked the decline of many a modern-day child star.

And yet, this same item continued, “Buster’s increase in bulk has not been his only gain. He has grown considerable gray matter under his hair and thinks of new stunts, trick novelties, etc., to include in the performance…. As a result no two performances by this combination ever are alike and that’s what worries Father Keaton, trying to keep Buster outguessed.”6 This image—of a bright young man chafing at the family act’s constraints, outgrowing his father’s skill level by leaps of magnitude, and trying out new material even in a relative collaborative vacuum—flashes forward to the spring of 1917 in Roscoe Arbuckle’s New York movie studio. There, newly freed from the constraints of daily live performance and paired with a young and inventive comedian who was as much his partner as his mentor, Buster’s “gray matter” would be tested by the challenges of an entirely new medium—one he would not only adapt to right away but, almost as quickly, find ways to reinvent. He entered the movies already flying.






7 “Make Me Laugh, Keaton”



[image: Image]
Martin Beck, date unknown.



In the spring of 1916, not long after Buster turned twenty, came the mundane yet momentous event one biographer dubbed “the Providence furniture massacre”—the trigger of a cascade of Joe misbehaviors that would abruptly put an end to the Keatons’ decade-and-a-half-long run at the top of their profession.1 Enraged when a Rhode Island theater manager docked the act’s pay for having broken some of the house’s rickety old prop chairs in the course of a weeklong run, Joe methodically trashed the theater’s entire stock of stage furnishings, including a costly French sofa. This scorched-earth act of vengeance suggests Joe may have been half-consciously looking for a way to commit professional suicide. It was the kind of self-destructive gesture Buster would repeat years later in the depths of his worst years at MGM.

The following week Joe had a decisive run-in with the powerful impresario Martin Beck, the former promoter of both Harry Houdini and W. C. Fields, who now ran the prestigious Orpheum theater circuit. Beck, a volatile, demanding, and highly cultured man, had been beefing with Joe for well over a decade, and the vaudeville gossip circuit was robust enough that by the time the Keatons arrived at Beck’s Palace Theater in New York, Beck was well aware of the swath of destruction Joe had just cut through Providence.

After moving the Keatons to the insulting spot of first act on the bill, Beck stood in the wings during a matinee and sarcastically challenged Joe to “make me laugh, Keaton.” Joe left the stage then and there—leaving Buster to vamp awkwardly with recitations and songs—and proceeded to chase Beck out of the theater and down Forty-Seventh Street at top speed, until he lost him in a crowd several blocks away. (“It was a good thing,” the older Buster would observe of Beck’s narrow escape from his father. “He’d have killed him for sure.”)2

By way of revenge, Beck ordered the Keatons to cut their precisely timed act down to twelve minutes—a request they protested by coming onstage with an alarm clock and abruptly deserting the audience at the twelve-minute mark. The following season Joe found himself and his family demoted to the second-class, three-show-a-day Pantages circuit, a humiliating comedown for an act of the Keatons’ reputation and caliber.

The next few months spent on the small-time boards, taking long train rides between western states to do more work for less pay, were a depressing and downwardly mobile time for the Keaton clan, the first major reversal of professional fortune they’d suffered since the revelation of Buster’s gifts had lifted his parents out of poverty seventeen years before. Louise and Harry “Jingles” Keaton, aged nine and eleven, were now attending boarding school in Michigan, not far from the family’s beloved summer cottage at the actors’ colony Joe and Myra had helped start in the lakeside town of Muskegon.3 Harry and Louise were enjoying material advantages their breadwinning sibling never had: education and a steady place to live. But it’s easy to imagine these two preteens, whose attempted integration into the act years before had foundered on their lack of either interest or talent, feeling superfluous and lonely on being ejected from the well-oiled performing and touring machine their parents and older brother had comprised since before they were born.

For an act as physically depleting as the Keatons’, the difference between doing two and three shows a day was immense. Joe in particular was drastically less fit to perform his trademark hitch kicks and high jumps than back when he was younger and soberer. But the new schedule was also brutal on Buster and Myra—not least because, as Buster would confide to his first biographer four decades later, “Joe was abusing her too.”

Mother and son seem to have grown closer during this grim Pantages period, or maybe the mounting crisis of Joe’s addiction simply forced them to acknowledge their interdependency in a way that was atypical for the family’s close-to-the-vest emotional style. Buster talked about Myra infrequently in comparison to Joe, though she played a much larger role in his adult life. There were only a few standard Myra stories, most of them involving her unflappable temperament, fondness for hand-rolled cigarettes, and fanatical dedication to backstage pinochle. But she looms large in his account of this painful transition: the great California abandonment of early 1917, when Myra and Buster conferred behind the carousing patriarch’s back and agreed to hop a train from Los Angeles to Muskegon without even leaving Joe a note.
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all over the land as ““The Man with the Table,”” have as an added attraction little BUSTER, the tiny comedian,
who has made millions laugh. Pronounced by Managers to be the only one attempting his style of comedy.
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