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      Joseph Frank “Buster” Keaton was perhaps the greatest technical craftsman in the history of screen comedy. He grew up onstage, and his subsequent tenure, while he was still in his early twenties, with Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle helped him to quickly learn the rudiments of performing comedy for the intimate motion-picture camera. Further exploration allowed Keaton to find out more about the staging and filming of comedy sequences to obtain the desired effect. When Arbuckle left his comedy unit to make features, the production company was handed over to Keaton, who established himself as one of cinema’s most brilliant comedians, with such impressive short films as One Week (1920) and Cops (1922), as well as such outstanding feature-length films as Sherlock Jr. (1924), The General (1926), and Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928). These films most clearly and accurately represent Buster Keaton’s true cinematic legacy.


      As the silent era drew to a close, Keaton accepted an offer to make films for the prestigious Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studios. His first film for M-G-M, The Cameraman (1928), was a good, solid comedy feature. His second, Spite Marriage (1929), was considered still reasonably good, despite some studio limitations.


      However, once the sound era eclipsed silent cinema, Keaton’s talents were woefully misused. His sound M-G-M features, including Free and Easy (1930), Doughboys (1930), Parlor, Bedroom and Bath (1931), Speak Easily (1932), The Passionate Plumber (1932), and What! No Beer? (1933), are often considered to be among the very worst feature-length films made by a top-tier comedian at a major studio.


      The artistic problem with these first talkies was Keaton’s lack of creative input. He still had the same fertile imagination that had been responsible for his many brilliant silent pictures, but M-G-M wanted its actors to limit themselves to acting and not investigate other creative endeavors. They had other people on the payroll to work as writers, gagmen, and directors and preferred their comedians to simply perform the comedy as written. However, none of the members of M-G-M’s comedy department appeared to understand Keaton’s particular style. He was miscast in romantic musicals, drawing-room comedies from the stage, and juvenile-delinquent stories. For his last three M-G-M features he was paired with the bombastic Jimmy Durante, whose gusto and enthusiasm overshadowed Keaton’s quieter approach. The M-G-M efforts are often cited as films in which Buster Keaton appears, rather than being Buster Keaton comedies. They were said to be the catalyst for Keaton’s offscreen alcoholism, which eventually made its way into his work, being quite evident in What! No Beer?—ironically a comedy about Prohibition.


      The conventional wisdom has always been that Buster Keaton, perhaps the greatest comedy filmmaker of them all, toiled in substandard vehicles to the end of his days, with the last twenty-seven years of his life wasted in a series of artistic failures. Perhaps there is a certain romantic or melodramatic element to such a story, but it is not completely accurate. Some revisionism is due.


      Keaton was active in films from 1917 until his death in 1966. He kept working, despite the shabby treatment and weak material with which he was all too frequently confronted. Still, in a motion-picture career spanning nearly fifty years, there are bound to be some very bad films and some very good ones.


      What about the silent classics and the M-G-M talkies? The General is today considered to be among the greatest films ever made in America, but it was a critical and commercial failure when it was released in 1926. On the other hand, the much-maligned M-G-M features enjoyed positive reviews and a strong box office. By the standards of Hollywood at the time, The General was a flop and The Passionate Plumber was a hit.


      Keaton’s loss of creative control, his inability to get the powers-that-be to listen to his ideas, and his difficult personal life all likely contributed to his lapse into alcoholism. Disdainful of this period in later years, Keaton always spoke negatively about his experience at M-G-M and the subsequent poverty-row studios where he made short films during the second half of the 1930s into the dawn of the 1940s.


      However, the unfortunate reputation of the M-G-M films isn’t entirely deserved. Buster Keaton was a master comedian, able to rise above whatever limitations he might have faced. Though he felt creatively stifled and was frustrated by the fact that a film as weak as Parlor, Bedroom and Bath outgrossed something as brilliant and carefully crafted as the silent Sherlock Jr., each of the M-G-M features contains some solid moments, and at least a couple can be considered successful comedies from this period in Keaton’s career.


      From this point Keaton was hired to star in a series of short comedies for the low-budget Educational Pictures studios, and later for Columbia Pictures. For years these films were generally unavailable, and assessments offered in books were often fleeting and dismissive; William K. Everson’s comment in The Films of Laurel and Hardy (Citadel, 1967) was typical: “Buster Keaton was being wasted in cheap shorts.” Keaton himself dismissed the projects as “cheaters,” using adjectives like “crummy.”


      Nevertheless, some truly inspired and funny moments can be found in some of the better Educational Pictures two-reelers and in the Columbia Pictures short subjects. While it is true that none of these films are near the level of Keaton’s silent-screen classics, the “M-G-M and after” efforts are not always the complete disasters that their reputation would have some believe.


      According to a handful of sources, Keaton did have at least a modicum of creative input on some of his efforts for M-G-M and subsequently. While he did not enjoy the absolute freedom he did when making movies for his own company (few comedians enjoyed this level of complete and total personal supervision), Keaton was not entirely cut off from creative input. The better films from this period of his career have significant Keaton touches that bolster their critical value.


      Keaton’s raging alcoholism got him fired from M-G-M in 1933; by the following year he was working in two-reel comedies for E. W. Hammons at Educational Pictures—considered a real demotion. This studio, as its name suggests, was originally established to make academic films but found its way into comedy in the 1920s. During the silent era, Educational Pictures boasted some of the best work by the unfairly unsung Lloyd Hamilton and Lupino Lane, among others. Its talkies featured everyone from up-and-comers to those whose careers were at low ebb. Keaton represented the latter.


      This was the period where Keaton’s star really fell. Shorts were not given much respect in the business, dismissed as mere filler by most theaters. While often popular with audiences and generating their own stars such as Charley Chase, Our Gang (the Little Rascals), Edgar Kennedy, Leon Errol, and the Three Stooges, short films could hardly be considered career advancement. (This seems a bit unusual in the television age, when the Three Stooges and the Little Rascals have become staples of the small screen and thus far better known and more enduringly popular than most major stars of features from their eras.) Keaton was unfairly considered by many of the bigger studios as a barely employable has-been who could only manage work in cheap two-reel comedies. This affected Keaton emotionally, and in some Educational Pictures releases his creative input seems minimal, and he indeed turns in distracted, lackluster performances.


      While the sixteen two-reel comedies that Keaton made for Educational Pictures from 1934 to 1937 did allow him greater creative input than he had enjoyed since the end of the silent era, his more-inspired ideas needed larger budgets than were available to handle his technological craftsmanship. Educational’s comedies were made on extremely low budgets, and Keaton felt creatively stifled once again by this limitation. Since work was his respite from personal demons, his drinking problems returned, and at one point he was taken by straitjacket to a sanatorium.


      While they are arguably the weakest films in which Keaton appeared as the star, the Educational Pictures efforts are not without merit. They are occasionally superior to most of what he did at the bigger studios, and a few of them, including One Run Elmer, Jail Bait, The Gold Ghost, and Allez Oop, are quite good; but even these better entries are mere shadows of his silent-era past. Keaton’s lack of enthusiasm for the material with which he was saddled is all too visible. Even a potentially interesting collaboration with Mack Sennett—the only time he and Keaton were to work together—was a complete misfire.


      Keaton returned to M-G-M in 1937 after having completed his last Educational Pictures release. However, as more clear evidence of his fall, this time he was a one-hundred-dollar-per-week gagman rather than a leading star of successful features.


      Keaton had been offscreen for a couple of years when one of his silent-era associates, Clyde Bruckman, brought him in to see Jules White, who was then president of Columbia Pictures studio’s short-subjects department. Keaton was hired at the studio to work in a unit that specialized in a much broader form of slapstick than he had been noted for doing, and it has been written that the resulting ten two-reelers are the worst starring films in which Keaton would appear during the talking-picture era. The home of the Three Stooges has long been considered the wrong place for Buster Keaton to make movies. Keaton’s subtler approach to physical comedy was not seen to mix with White’s penchant for broad, violent slapstick, and Keaton was reported to be found sitting alone and weeping on the set between takes.


      However, now that the Columbia Pictures Keaton films are readily available on DVD, his work from this period is being reassessed. In fact, Keaton’s Columbia tenure may very well represent the best of the comedian’s work in sound movies. The immediate accessibility of these films on DVD has allowed a closer look at such films as Pest from the West (1939), Pardon My Berth Marks (1940), and She’s Oil Mine (1941), all of which include moments that testify to Keaton’s continued ability to expertly perform comedy.


      Unlike Charlie Chaplin and Harold Lloyd, who were shrewd businessmen and owned their films outright, Keaton was a pure working comedian. He did not have the financial assets of Chaplin or Lloyd; burdened by alimony payments and a family to support, he had to keep working to remain solvent. Having returned to M-G-M as a gagman and technical advisor (he had real trouble with the Marx Brothers and Abbott and Costello but enjoyed a happy reunion with Laurel and Hardy and genuine success dusting off some of his old gags for Red Skelton), Keaton held down this job while also performing in shorts at Columbia. He kept active well into the television era, ending his days doing comic bits in everything from the ridiculous beach series picture How to Stuff a Wild Bikini (1965), to the interesting and impressive short film The Railrodder (1965). At the time of his death in 1966, Keaton’s classic silents were enjoying a renaissance.


      However, Keaton’s talkies have not enjoyed such a renaissance, and viewers need to be reminded that his career did not end with the silent era. In Leonard Maltin’s The Great Movie Comedians (Crown, 1978), Maltin even goes so far as to state in his chapter on Keaton that it is unnecessary to recount the later part of his career. Yet Buster Keaton kept working, and kept making funny movies, despite some creative and financial limitations along the way.


      Some Keaton fans have expressed disdain for the way the post-silent Kea-

      ton films have been assessed, insisting that because Keaton kept working, he was therefore a success. In a way this is true. One of Keaton’s most productive years was as late as 1965, the year before he passed away. But keeping active in whatever projects he could land was hardly the same as enjoying a supreme level of creative freedom. Still, the reputation of the Keaton talkies has often suffered unfairly, and it is not totally the fault of latter-day academics who bestow praise on the intellectually stimulating silent films and reject with apathy anything that is no more than a purely visceral approach to comedy. Actually, Keaton himself is partly to blame. Keaton was extensively interviewed for an authorized biography, wrote his own autobiography, and stated quite clearly in these and other sources how he felt toward the films from this period in his career. Naturally, subsequent writers took him at his word and responded to the talkies with the understanding that Keaton himself was unhappy and considered them no more than necessary employment.


      It is enlightening to compare Keaton’s later career with the later films that Laurel and Hardy made for 20th Century-Fox and M-G-M, from 1941 to 1945. Laurel felt the same creative limitations and angrily dismissed the films in later interviews. His reaction was taken as gospel during a time when few of these features were readily available to be screened. Eventual screenings of the later Laurel and Hardy films yielded a more positive reaction. Many viewers were pleasantly surprised that these later features were much better than Laurel had led them to believe, while others carefully searched for flaws and maintained the opinion that these films should never have been made.


      As with the later Laurel and Hardy films, the greater availability via cable television, video, and streaming of Keaton’s later efforts has allowed some of us to realize that despite Keaton’s unhappiness with these projects, he was too talented for them to be the series of unwatchable misfires he remembered them to be.


      After examining each of his sound films for M-G-M, Educational, and Columbia, this book will discuss the last twenty-five years of Keaton’s life, when opportunities on television, in cameos, and in industrial films allowed him to explore areas of his comic creativity that had been dormant. As disconcerting as it may be at first to see this great comic artist doing pratfalls to hawk beer or candy bars, Keaton was, at the very least, remaining productive in old age.


      The title of this book, The Fall of Buster Keaton, acknowledges not only the autumn of a lengthy career, but also the plummeting of the great comic’s professional autonomy and fortunes, from full supervisory control over his films and being a top box-office star at a major studio, to cheap short films on poverty row; being thrown a hundred bucks a week for offering ideas at the very studio where he had once been a star; making industrial films (seen only by a handful of executives), TV commercials, and mindless beach-party romps. But even during this long fall from his career high, Buster Keaton was able to tap back into his creativity and find opportunities to use his fertile comic mind. The fact that his best work was during the first ten years of a fifty-year career makes it seem like this fall was rapid and without interruption. This text claims otherwise.

    

  


  
    
      1 The Rise of Buster Keaton


      The Rise of Buster Keaton

    


    
      The Apprenticeship


      Buster Keaton had no formal education, with abilities that were purely intuitive. He had a mechanical inclination and a creative mind that accepted challenges and was fascinated by new ideas.


      As a small child, Keaton starred with his parents in an act called the Three Keatons, in which his father would throw him around the stage like a human broom. This is where he learned to take hard falls without getting injured. Child welfare organizations hounded the Keatons, so they pretended that Buster was a midget, to throw the welfare representatives off the scent.


      Only once did Buster get injured. His father had been drinking, his timing was off, and he ended up knocking Buster out cold. Due to the child’s ability to take a fall without injury, he was nicknamed Buster, some say by the legendary Harry Houdini.


      As he grew into a young man, Buster Keaton had his own ideas about comedy and longed to try them out. While still appearing with his parents, Buster would rehearse and perfect moves offstage with the intention of incorporating them into the act. He had an instinctive ability to use props in a variety of amusing ways and, according to his autobiography, learned early on that “the more seriously I took things, the funnier it was.” In films, however, this deadpan instinct was not really employed until he began starring in his own series. In the films with Fatty Arbuckle, Keaton smiles, laughs, weeps, and offers many other facial gestures that he would eschew by 1920.


      Buster went out on his own as a solo act in 1917 when he was only twenty-one. He was enjoying some success on the vaudeville circuit when he met Lou Anger, who was connected with Joseph Schenck Productions. Anger invited Keaton to the Fatty Arbuckle set, at the Joseph Schenck studios, where Arbuckle was preparing his first Comique production, The Butcher Boy. Always interested in talented people, Arbuckle took a liking to the young man and invited him to watch the filming. Buster was fascinated by the process of performing gags for a camera that would shoot a moving picture. After spending his life on stage, Buster found the idea of having a tangible photographic account of his work intriguing.


      During rehearsals, Arbuckle and Al St. John were going through their paces with various knockabout bits when Arbuckle invited Keaton to join the action. He told Buster that he was going to throw a sack of flour in his direction and that Buster should do a fall upon being hit.


      Having an instinct for timing and a long experience with pratfalls, Buster turned around just as the flour sack was about to come in contact, took the hit, lifted his feet high in the air, and did a solid fall.


      Arbuckle and St. John, both veterans of slapstick comedy from the old Mack Sennett Keystone studios, were impressed. Arbuckle hired Keaton to appear in The Butcher Boy. Not only was Keaton to repeat the flour-sack fall, he was also allowed to incorporate some of his own comedy ideas into the picture. Keaton enjoyed the opportunity to be creative in another medium and was pleased by Arbuckle’s magnanimous support.


      Keaton was currently appearing onstage in J. J. Shubert’s The Passing Show, receiving $250 per week, $300 when touring. He took a large cut in pay to join the Arbuckle troupe. In his autobiography, Keaton recalled


      From the first day on I hadn’t a doubt that I was going to love working in the movies.


      I did not even ask what I’d be paid to work in Arbuckle’s slapstick comedies. I didn’t much care.


      I say all of this, but I must admit being quite surprised to find just forty dollars in my pay envelope at the end of my first week as a movie actor. When I asked Lou Anger about it, he said that was all his budget permitted him to pay me. Six weeks later, I was increased to $75 and not long after that to $125 a week.


      Keaton told his theatrical agent that he was taking a large cut in pay to work in moving pictures. He was told to learn everything he could about the movie business, as movies were the coming thing. However, it was difficult to break the news to his father. Joseph Keaton had offers for his family act to appear in movies, but like most stage performers of the time, Mr. Keaton dismissed moving pictures as a silly novelty.


      Buster, however, remained fascinated by acting for the camera and having the performance preserved on film, just as Arbuckle originally had been when he left the stage for the movies. Keaton was gadget-oriented as well and wanted to know more about the technological aspects of filmmaking, something that interested Arbuckle only tangentially. Keaton was intrigued by the camera and the editing process and how photography and cutting could enhance a gag’s impact. In a 1958 oral history for Columbia University, Keaton stated


      I had to know how that film got into the cutting room, what you did to it in there, how you projected it, how you finally got the picture together, how you made things match. The technical part of pictures is what interested me. Material was the last thing in the world I thought about. You only had to turn me loose on the set and I’d have material in two minutes, because I’d been doing it all my life.


      He got permission to bring home a camera, and he literally took it apart and put it together again, carefully examining just how it worked and how each of its separate parts functioned. He also came up with possible ideas for his performances in his first films. Unlike many slapstick comedians of the teens, Keaton was a thinking man. He approached each gag intuitively, concentrating on what exactly would work best. It was a trait Arbuckle shared, adding subtle nuance to boorish knockabout.


      In a May 10, 2001, article for Time magazine, film critic Richard Corliss commented on Keaton’s physical prowess in the Arbuckle films:


      The early shorts show off his great dervishing twirls and kicks. In The Hayseed he executes a nice fall off a two-story building and into Fatty’s moving car. During a bank robbery in The Bell Boy he vaults through a teller window and over a transom, effortlessly trapezing to kick the robbers. And in The Garage, his last film with Arbuckle, Keaton slides down a flagpole; or rather he corkscrews down it, in a stunt worthy of a Peking acrobat.


      Keaton saw the motion picture as a fascinating way to present comedy ideas that could not be done onstage. Along with the physical humor at which he was most adept, Keaton realized the technology of the motion picture presented even more opportunities. He truly wanted to use the film medium as more than merely a way to record a performance.


      Thus it was that by the time of his first screen appearance, in The Butcher Boy, Buster Keaton already considered himself an actor in the movies.


      The Silent Shorts


      When Buster Keaton was put in charge of the Arbuckle unit, able to make it his own, he immediately began exhibiting the myriad of creative ideas he had been harboring since entering films three years before. Keaton’s growth as a comedian and filmmaker was extraordinary. Of all the major comedians of this era, including Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, and Arbuckle himself, Keaton was easily the foremost in technological understanding and progressive achievement.


      Arbuckle’s contention that Keaton “lived inside the camera” was to be borne out much more spectacularly once Keaton had the canvas of a full-length feature on which to splash his innovative ideas, but the evolution of his short films once the unit became his own is a fascinating prelude.


      Keaton’s work with Arbuckle, although significant, was clearly in support. Despite his being given fairly free rein from a creative perspective, Keaton was not in control of the production. Arbuckle was the ultimate supervisor, while Keaton absorbed as much as he could about performing for the camera and using cinema’s technology to enhance his gags.


      The Keaton films were to be released through Metro, but he would maintain independent production through Joseph Schenck, just as Arbuckle had (the earlier films having been distributed by Paramount, where Arbuckle had now graduated to making features). Before he was to embark on his own series, Keaton was asked to appear in the Metro feature The Saphead (1920). It was a hit, but not a Keaton film per se. Prior to beginning work on this feature, Keaton completed one two-reel comedy, The High Sign, which was shelved until the following year. According to Keaton biographer Rudi Blesh, Keaton was unhappy with the final cut of The High Sign and wanted to wait before releasing it, preferring to debut with something better. He had screened The High Sign privately for Arbuckle, who heartily approved of it, but Keaton still was not satisfied, and he chose to shelve the film. It was not released until 1921, during a time when work on another short, The Electric House (1922), had taken a bit longer to complete than anticipated and another comedy was needed to meet production demands.


      Keaton’s first released short was One Week (1920). In this brilliant two-reel silent, Keaton took the simple premise of building a house and then explored every possible facet of its potential for comedy. First there is the setup. Buster is a newlywed. He and his young bride (Sybil Seely, a frequent co-star during this period) are given, among their wedding presents, a new house and lot. The only catch is, they must assemble the house themselves. The directions indicate that they must put it together according to a numerical system; however, this system is thwarted by Buster’s rival for his bride’s affections, who changes the numbers on the boxes. Of course the end result is a freakish-looking construction that takes on a life of its own during a thunderstorm, spinning wildly and spitting housewarming visitors out its front door. But it is in the process of building where most of the cleverest ideas are employed. A cut piece of rug becomes a welcome mat, a front-door fence doubles as a ladder, and a well-placed heel in the roof gives Buster a more solid balance. Through it all, the athletic Keaton employs an endless variation of gymnastic contortions and acrobatics to accomplish his construction assignment.


      One Week can perhaps be interpreted as the cinematic exemplar of Keaton’s status at this time. The body of work he would create throughout the 1920s would come to be considered as perhaps the most brilliantly executed collection of comedy films in American movie history. Beginning with One Week, the process by which Keaton evolves from Arbuckle’s apprentice into his new role as absolute creative supervisor is fascinating to observe.


      Subsequent short films in the Keaton filmography would explore further experiments with cinema’s ability to enhance comic ideas. The Haunted House (1921) could have simply relegated itself to typical scare comedy, but Keaton investigates further possibilities.


      Hard Luck (1921) closes with an outrageous gag that typifies Keaton’s genius at creating images that dance well past the edge of the conventional. Exploding into a large hole in the ground (and allowing a certain amount of time to lapse), Keaton’s character eventually emerges with a Chinese wife and three little Asian-American children; the idea that the hole was so deep that it reached China offers a visual play on a silly old saying, making the far-fetched a cinematic reality.


      The Playhouse (1921) is one of Keaton’s most enchanting two-reelers, allowing the magic of cinematic visuals to reach well into the realm of the barely possible. Initially a take on producer Thomas Ince, who found many ways to place his own name in the credits of his productions, The Playhouse becomes a tour de force, exhibiting every level of Keaton’s deep and versatile abilities.


      In the opening scene of The Playhouse, cinematographic trickery is used to feature Buster himself as all the stage performers, each of the orchestra members, and everyone in the audience. Not resting with these brilliant visuals, Keaton enhances the setting with delightfully amusing visual jokes, such as the two one-armed audience members who clap each other’s hand in order to generate applause.


      Cops (1922) explores the domino theory of cascading events that eventually result in the equivalent of the entire police force chasing Buster for the variety of infractions he has stumbled through in the course of the two-reeler. Considered by many to be his short-film masterpiece, Cops is an incredible display of sheer unbridled movement within the picture’s frame.


      Other successful two-reel comedies in the Keaton series included The Blacksmith, The Boat, The Paleface, The Balloonatic, and The Love Nest, after which conventional wisdom decided he should have a bigger canvas on which to create. Like his old boss Fatty Arbuckle, Keaton was allowed to graduate into feature-length pictures. But unlike Arbuckle, who did not write or direct his features, Keaton would be allowed sweeping creative control. Even the credit of other directors and writers did not mask the fact that it was Keaton who fully supervised each production.


      Keaton’s short films, however, should not be dismissed as mere stepping-stones to lengthier, more fulfilling projects. Many of these two-reelers remain among his finest work, on par with later feature-length classics like The General (1926) and Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928). But short films did not have the prestige of longer productions. And it is with his feature films that Keaton fully established himself as a comedy star of the first magnitude.


      The Silent Features


      Before he fully embarked on his own series of features, and just as he was about to begin his short-film series, Keaton appeared in The Saphead (1920). Based on stories by Bronson Howard, Victor Mapes, and Winchell Smith, it is by no means a Buster Keaton movie per se. He has one of the featured roles but does not star in the movie (which was directed by Smith and Herbert Blaché), and his comic creativity is not evident. He does perfectly well in a comparatively unchallenging role, probably eager to return to the old Arbuckle studio, which would now be his. The Saphead was released in October 1920, one month after the release of Keaton’s first starring short, One Week. While The Saphead is of little consequence in light of Keaton’s other silent-screen work, it was a popular feature and established Keaton with moviegoers more thoroughly than his supporting appearances with Arbuckle had done. In fact, this feature was still showing up at theaters after Keaton had already released his fourth two-reeler, The Scarecrow (1920), and some theaters made a day of Keaton films by pairing his latest short with his feature-film appearance. Though The Saphead does not hold up well today and is interesting mainly as a curio among Keaton’s films, it firmly established Keaton as a rising comedy star in the rapidly evolving motion picture industry.


      The first feature on which Keaton had full supervisory power was The Three Ages (1923), which investigated the myriad of possibilities in burlesquing D. W. Griffith’s epic Intolerance (1916). While the Griffith film was already an old movie by the time Keaton started work on The Three Ages, it was enough of a milestone in motion pictures’ recent history to allow for a parody to still be relevant with moviegoers. While the Griffith epic traced human intolerance from ancient Babylon to modern days, Keaton’s film examined human love from three different ages—the Stone Age, imperial Rome, and the present day (the 1920s). Keaton’s idea for his first feature was interesting and novel, but also safe. If for some reason he did not quite master the longer film form, it could conceivably be edited into three short films and given three separate titles. Keaton needn’t have worried. His short films with Arbuckle, and then on his own, over the previous six years had made him a seasoned veteran. The Three Ages remains one of his most interesting films and a portent of the strong work he would continue to create for the remainder of the decade.


      Sherlock Jr. (1924) is certainly one of Keaton’s most creative and impressive feature-length endeavors (considered a feature despite its relatively short running time of under one hour). In it, Keaton is a movie projectionist who dreams himself a part of the action on screen. Once entering the fantasy world of movies, the hapless projectionist finds himself in the midst of a developing plot of which he has no real awareness. Keaton’s penchant for clever visual tricks is evident as, at first, the film’s background changes upon his every move. For 1924 it was a remarkable use of cinema technology, not only creating funny scenes, but also activating the part of the viewer’s mind that thinks. With this film Keaton proved he had fully mastered cinema’s visual forms, even to the point of discovering further uses of established methods.


      Keaton’s amazing stunt work, born of his early work with his family onstage, had manifested itself in most of his short films but culminated beautifully in his 1925 feature Seven Chances. Buster is running from a crowd of jilted brides, flying down a mountain with a series of somersaults and soon dodging an avalanche of tumbling rocks that range in size from small stones to boulders. One laughs at the comedy, thrills at the excitement, marvels at the stunt work, and ponders just what level of creative thinking would come up with such a fascinating sequence.


      The General (1926) is considered Keaton’s masterpiece, as well as being among the ten or so greatest motion pictures ever produced. Based on William Pittenger’s book The Great Locomotive Chase, which was itself the memoir of an actual 1862 event, the film was directed by Keaton and Clyde Bruckman, with collaborators Al Boasberg, Charles Henry Smith, and Paul Girard Smith. The resulting artistic success of the film, however, was due to Keaton’s vision as a filmmaker.


      Keaton portrays a train engineer at the start of the Civil War, who is rejected as a soldier by the Confederate army and, as a result, by his girl as well. When his train is hijacked and his girl, who is on board, is kidnapped, Buster pursues them by himself in another locomotive. The body of the film is a series of chase sequences during which Keaton uses an impressive variety of shots and edits that build suspense, yet never are too dazzling to disrupt the flow of the narrative.


      While Keaton was by this time noted for the creative use of his body for comedy, some of the stunts he performs in The General exceed the level of danger found in any of his other films. Keaton jumps from one train car to another, runs along the roof of the train, balances while holding a railroad tie on the moving locomotive’s cowcatcher and obliviously sits on the main rod as a train starts moving. As with the shots and edits that effectively propel the narrative, none of the gags in The General come off as isolated efforts to get a laugh.


      The General cost $750,000 to make—an enormous budget for a film during the silent era. But Keaton insisted on spending as much as was needed to fulfill his overall artistic vision, which included large trains and hundreds of extras. One famous sequence, the collapse of a burning bridge under the weight of an approaching locomotive, was said to be the most expensive shot in silent-movie history.


      Filled with brilliant ideas, The General was, curiously, less popular than Keaton’s previous work. Moviegoers seemed to treat it as a comedy with fewer laughs than usual, while critics at the time were unable to appreciate the level of cinematic accomplishment the movie presented. Today The General is considered an extraordinary cinematic achievement.


      Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1927) is best remembered for the marvelous cyclone sequence that climaxes the film. Buster battles the elements, fighting the strong winds that are blowing apart houses and sweeping through the village. His body bends, flips, and skids along the ground as he attempts to survive. One gag is especially a standout. The front frame of a house falls directly onto Buster, the open window landing around him. Had his measurements been off only slightly, he would have been killed on the set. But to Keaton, the quest to present the perfect gag was more important than his own safety. Such were the lengths he was willing to go to for the sake of the finished product.
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        Buster Keaton, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, and Al St. John.
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        Cops (1922).
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        Sherlock Jr. (1924).
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        The General (1926).
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      By the dawn of 1928, Buster Keaton had completed an extraordinary series of shorts and features, each of which benefited from his personal creative approach and his comic and cinematic process. The films were sometimes ahead of their time and didn’t always capture large audiences, but Keaton continued to enjoy good budgets and the sort of full creative control that only Charlie Chaplin and Harold Lloyd could boast of. But Chaplin and Lloyd produced their own films. Keaton’s were produced by Joseph Schenck.


      It was at this point that Keaton was informed by Schenck that Schenck would no longer be producing independent films. It was a time when the big studios were effectively obliterating independent producers. Schenck was dissolving his company, and Keaton would now be working for the prestigious Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Initially dumbstruck, Keaton relaxed as Schenck outlined how the comedian would now have even bigger budgets, a major studio, a larger staff, and would retain his creative autonomy. It seemed like an even better situation than the current one, which had served Keaton perfectly since he first stepped onto a movie set some eleven years earlier.


      According to Keaton in his autobiography, he was advised against the move to M-G-M by the other leading comedians of the period. Charlie Chaplin strongly advised against it, indicating that others would ruin Keaton in their attempts to help him. Harold Lloyd advised against it as well, saying essentially the same thing as Chaplin—that it was not Keaton’s crowd.


      Keaton chose to shoot for a miracle. He, perhaps naively, believed that a major studio like M-G-M would be open to his suggestions, willing to allow him the same creative control. He had known no other situation since he entered films. Keaton’s first film for M-G-M was The Cameraman (1928).


      



      THE CAMERAMAN


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: September 22, 1928


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producers: Buster Keaton and Lawrence Weingarten


      Directors: Edward Sedgwick and Buster Keaton


      Story: Clyde Bruckman and Lew Lipton


      Continuity: Richard Schayer


      Titles: Joe Farnham


      Cinematography: Reggie Lanning


      Assistant camera: George Gordon Nogle and Elgin Lessley


      Film editing: Hugh Wynn


      Set decoration: Fred Gabourie


      Art department: Ernie Orsatti


      Filmed in Los Angeles


      Running time: 75 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Marceline Day, Harold Goodwin, Sidney Bracey, Harry Gribbon, Bert Moorhouse, Edward Brophy, Vernon Dent, Richard Alexander, Ray Cooke, William Irving, Harry Keaton, Louise Keaton


      



      Buster Keaton’s very first M-G-M picture got things off to a positive start. It is the one M-G-M feature that could conceivably rank alongside the classic silents Keaton had made as an independent producer. In fact, for many years M-G-M would use this film as an example of a perfect comedy, showing it to directors and producers for instructive purposes.


      Initially, M-G-M’s writers apparently filled the script with tangential subplots that resulted in a convoluted mess. Keaton managed to talk M-G-M executive Irving Thalberg into letting him edit the script and then go off with Edward Sedgwick and film undisturbed. This level of freedom, unprecedented for the studio but what Keaton had grown used to, resulted in a wealth of clever ideas and brilliant improvisational pieces that would be sorely missing from his subsequent M-G-M output.


      The Cameraman opens with Buster as a tintype photographer, a twenties-era figure who made a meager living taking people’s pictures and handing them over as little tin-backed photos. The photographer is serious about his craft and longs to achieve at a higher level, wishing he could work as a cinematographer and shoot exciting news footage of important events. When he becomes smitten with Sally (Marceline Day), an attractive receptionist who works in the newsreel office, he strives to achieve his goal, even if only to be closer to her.


      Keaton immediately establishes the forlorn central character, eking out a marginal existence at the very lowest end of his chosen profession. When we first see him, he is jostled amid a thick crowd watching a parade for arriving royalty. Papers and confetti fly about as he inches closer to Sally, smelling her perfume and staring at her face, while she observes the proceedings, oblivious of his presence. As the parade ends and the people quickly move away, Buster stands alone, center frame, surrounded by the papers and confetti strewn about the street. He is first shown in a long shot, then close up. In this first five minutes, The Cameraman perfectly establishes Buster as a sympathetic character.


      Keaton’s brilliance at using objects for physical comedy is immediately borne out as the photographer travels to the M-G-M newsreel offices to find the girl, and hopefully find employment. He tangles briefly with a revolving door, then once in the building has the newsreel office door slammed in his face. When he hurriedly leaves to obtain a moving-picture camera to create an audition tape, he catches his tintype camera in the door frame and falls. Later, after obtaining a broken-down, obsolete movie camera from a pawnshop, he smashes the glass on that same door—revisiting the inanimate object for a potential running gag—then catches his coat on the doorknob as he hurriedly leaves to create an audition film.


      This leads into one of the finest portions of the film. The photographer-turned-cameraman, now wanting to film anything and everything in order to secure employment with the newsreel company, decides to film himself pantomiming a baseball game in an empty stadium. Buster stands on the diamond and beautifully acts out a complete game, with all the mannerisms of a wily pitcher, a power hitter, an ace outfielder, a careful base runner, and an impatient umpire. Allowed the very creative control that would soon be stripped from him, Keaton devised this sequence specifically for The Cameraman, including just where to place the camera for each scene. It is as remarkable as it is funny.


      As far back as when Keaton was working as Fatty Arbuckle’s apprentice, he was enamored of cinema’s technology. This fascination is presented in The Cameraman within the framework of his character’s learning the rudiments of the moving-picture camera in an effort to get a job as a newsreel photographer. The would-be cameraman’s first audition film is a series of superimposed shots, backward images, and, ultimately, nothing more than a jumbled mess. The cameraman must learn to operate his new technology properly and effectively, just as Keaton chose to do upon entering films in 1917.


      The next objects that Keaton deploys for comedy are staircases. Waiting at home for a call from Sally, the cameraman rushes down several winding flights of stairs to the phone in his rooming house. The first call is not for him, and he walks back up without paying attention to where he is, ending up on the roof. When he rushes back down for another call, he goes down an extra set of stairs and ends up in the basement. This delightfully executed sequence leads into his mad run to Sally’s house, where he arrives before she hangs up the phone from talking to him!


      Sally and the cameraman’s date is a series of nicely executed slapstick set pieces, starting with their attempt to ride an overcrowded double-decker bus. Buster is on the upper deck, and Sally is on the lower. He climbs down and rests on the fender outside Sally’s window in order to sit next to her. The bus goes over a bump, and he finds himself on the street. They then decide to go swimming at a huge indoor pool. Buster ends up with pudgy Vernon Dent’s large swimsuit, the oversize trunks enveloping his body. Keaton’s athleticism—including the defined biceps and triceps of his arms from years of comic gymnastics—is always evident in any sequence that involves a physical activity like swimming. But Keaton mostly uses his athleticism to enhance gags, like missing the platform as he walks into the deep end of the pool, finding himself wildly thrusting his arms and legs in an attempt to swim, and executing a well-placed high dive that causes him to lose his loose-fitting suit completely. Through all this, he has to combat the many men showing a flagrant interest in his date.


      These funny date scenes establish the Sally-Buster relationship effectively, allowing the viewer to continue to sympathize with the cameraman’s attempts to overcome the many hilarious obstacles in the way of his trying to show Sally a good time.


      A sequence where the cameraman is attempting to film a parade in Chinatown, only to have it break out into a Tong war, is perhaps the best example of how M-G-M’s budgets could allow for sequences on a grander scale. This scene is much larger in scope than independent production would likely have allowed, with several camera angles cutting furiously among a great number of Asian extras. Buster films diligently while violent action swirls about him. The danger he faces does not seem to faze him; he is at work, attempting to get everything on film for some truly great audition footage. The episode ends in a most heartbreaking manner, as Buster excitedly returns to the newsreel offices, announces that he has filmed the Tong war, and then discovers there is no film in the camera. Again Keaton is the tragedian.


      While filming a regatta, Buster finds a cartridge of film that has been shot. Realizing it is his Tong war footage (an organ grinder’s monkey of which he came into possession through an unusual set of circumstances had switched cartridges in Chinatown), Buster quickly tries to finish filming the regatta so that he can get all of his footage to the newsreel office.


      Meanwhile, Sally is out on a boat with another guy. When the boat sinks after a collision, the man swims to safety and Buster, filming on the shore, runs into the water and begins swimming to rescue Sally. The man takes credit for her rescue, however, and Buster is left alone. Giving up, he leaves behind the newsreel business, puts his movie camera back in the pawnshop, and returns to his tintype work.


      However, Buster’s Tong war footage is discovered, and the tail end of the footage shows his rescuing of Sally (the monkey was hand-cranking the camera while Buster performed his heroics). Sally sees all in the screening room, Buster is vindicated, and all ends well.


      The Cameraman is the most unusual of the M-G-M films featuring Keaton in that it fits comfortably alongside his best work thus far. This auspicious beginning turned out to be something of an aberration, unfortunately. His follow-up film, Spite Marriage, showed some of the creative limitations that would beset Keaton in his tenure at the studio (he is on record stating that every strong scene in that film was the result of a lot of arguing with studio heads), and his subsequent talkies would increase these limitations to the point where Keaton felt the cause was lost.


      The Cameraman was different. Keaton’s editing of the script, and his ability to film undisturbed with longtime friend and colleague Edward Sedgwick, allowed for his M-G-M debut to be worthy of his immense talent. M-G-M is often singled out as being consistently bad with creative comedians. When Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy made two films there during the 1940s, after breaking with the Hal Roach studio, where they enjoyed creative freedom, the resulting efforts were only fitfully funny. The Marx Brothers made two of their better films at M-G-M when allowed some level of creative freedom, but when that was stripped away, they stumbled through three of their weakest movies. Hal Roach’s delightful Our Gang series became a succession of sickeningly moral one-reelers when sold to M-G-M.


      Keaton was allowed creative freedom by Irving Thalberg, who also gave the Marx Brothers the same space some years later. It was Thalberg’s death that thrust the Marxes into the humorless hands of Louis B. Mayer, who did not like them professionally or personally. However, Thalberg was not consistently magnanimous with Keaton. The Cameraman would be the only film where Thalberg would sanction Keaton’s full creativity.


      The Cameraman was supposed to end with Buster smiling—something Keaton thought would ruin the closing scene. But he was ordered by the studio to do it, and he did. However, Keaton was correct; the sequence went over poorly with test and preview audiences, so it was edited out before the film went into general release.


      Keaton was also correct in the other creative decisions he made in The Cameraman. The pantomime, the set pieces, the sequences that Keaton improvised, and his work on the script are all important elements, especially the latter. The film is very tightly structured, and the funny sequences dovetail perfectly from one to the next. Meanwhile, a narrative is maintained, and the character of the cameraman remains sympathetic. Keaton usually eschewed the sort of sentimentality that Chaplin used so effectively, but The Cameraman has many moving moments that successfully add depth to the leading character. In his authorized biography of Keaton, Rudi Blesh stated


      With The Cameraman, Keaton was at the height of his art. He was master of every detail of silent filmmaking—story and camera work, directing and acting, editing and cutting. He, not M-G-M, made this picture. He knew it was fine, perhaps his finest. It had taken time and patience, worry and sweat, more than it need have taken. But he had made it at M-G-M, where Chaplin said it couldn’t be done. He began to seethe with ideas as he had eight years earlier, when Joe Schenck had said, “The Arbuckle company is yours.” Stories began pouring into his mind. Whole plot ideas would wake him up at night. He would switch the light on and think them out. He found it as restful as sleep.


      Keaton’s creativity was always active, and he was able to use it fully when creating The Cameraman. The resulting film may very well be the best movie to introduce Keaton’s work to the uninitiated.


      (I fondly remember an event from the 1980s when I was asked to program a comedy film series. I wrote to Leonard Maltin for advice, and he recommended The Cameraman as the work to represent Keaton, since it was always a crowd-pleaser. Oddly, the print we were sent was completely without a soundtrack. But it went over beautifully nevertheless. Thanks, Mr. Maltin.)


      Some mention should be made of Marceline Day, who plays Sally, and who is further remembered by comedy film historians for her appearances opposite Harry Langdon in such brilliant shorts as The Luck o’ the Foolish (1924) and Feet of Mud (1924), among others. Although she lived ’until the year 2000, she refused all requests for interviews after leaving films in the early 1930s and never recorded her experiences working with two of the greatest comedians in motion picture history.


      For years The Cameraman was represented by a very poor copy on VHS as well as 35-mm and 16-mm film, culled from a print found in France in 1968. A better-quality print was discovered in 1991, so the film’s current status on DVD is much better. It was very nearly a lost film.


      The Cameraman was named to the National Film Registry in 2005.


      (There is some speculation that, while preparing The Cameraman, Keaton might have made an uncredited cameo appearance in the lost M-G-M feature Brotherly Love (1928), which starred Karl Dane. A photo exists of Keaton and Dane that could be from that film, but since the appearance is uncredited and the movie is lost, there is no way of verifying if Keaton does indeed appear. Most believe the photo was merely a publicity shot to announce Keaton’s now being a part of the M-G-M family, but others argue that it does look like a scene from a film. Dane’s M-G-M stardom was more fleeting than Keaton’s. By 1934 he was operating a hot dog stand outside the studio, a clear victim of the talking-picture revolution.)


      Despite The Cameraman’s status as an artistic triumph, its cost and its subsequent gross caused M-G-M to believe Keaton needed closer scrutiny. Despite the film’s hefty production and negative cost (for the time), it returned only a $362,000 domestic gross. The foreign gross was better, at $435,000, bringing the worldwide gross to $797,000 but with a profit of only $67,000. M-G-M stars like Greta Garbo, Lon Chaney, John Gilbert, and Ramón Novarro were pulling in over three times that amount with even their least successful ventures. Thus, executives believed that Thalberg’s choice to give Keaton so much creative control should be reined in, if only for budgetary reasons. This was to begin with his next film.


      



      SPITE MARRIAGE


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: April 6, 1929


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producers: Buster Keaton and Edward Sedgwick


      Directors: Edward Sedgwick and Buster Keaton


      Story: Lew Lipton


      Adaptation: Ernest S. Pagano


      Continuity: Richard Schayer


      Titles: Robert Hopkins


      Cinematography: Reggie Lanning


      Camera: George Gordon Nogle


      Editor: Frank Sullivan


      Music: Fritz Stahlberg


      Additional music: William Axt and Edward Cupero


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Costume design: David Cox


      Filmed in Los Angeles


      Running time: 80 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Dorothy Sebastian, Edward Earle, Leila Hyams, William Bechtel, Jack Byron, Hank Mann, Pat Harmon, Ray Cooke, Charles Sullivan, Theodore Lorch, Sydney Jarvis


      



      Keaton’s second silent M-G-M feature, Spite Marriage, was not as good as his first, The Cameraman, and is considered a failure in some quarters. Most Keaton scholars have discussed this film in terms Keaton’s on-screen character. He is no longer the inventive, resourceful bundle of controlled energy who withdraws from the mainstream and succeeds within the parameters of his own existence. Instead he has become very much a part of our world, very much one of us, and someone who is not terribly inventive or bright. This Buster Keaton still stumbles into comic situations, but they are not born of his character’s creative yearning to succeed. While this bumbling can be amusing in a superficial manner, it does not exhibit the creativity evident in earlier Buster Keaton films. This is a character Keaton would play for the remainder of his M-G-M tenure and continue to play at Educational Pictures and Columbia Pictures. It can perhaps be considered the Keaton character of the talking-picture era, but its genesis appears chiefly in this, his last silent film.


      Keaton wanted badly to make Spite Marriage as a talkie, but the closest he got was a silent with music and sound effects added in post-production. By 1929, silent pictures were waning in popularity in favor of the new talking movies, despite the talkies’ obvious primitiveness and growing pains. The music and effects track of Spite Marriage (offered on the Warner Home Video DVD, which features a restored version of the original release print) enhances the action well enough, but then it is not Keaton who had anything to do with these audible additions.


      Here Keaton is playing Elmer, who works as a dry cleaner and is infatuated with a stage actress named Trilby (Dorothy Sebastian). She, however, is pining for an actor (Edward Earle) who is himself more interested in a younger woman (Leila Hyams). Rebounding from being spurned by the actor, Trilby impulsively marries Elmer and immediately regrets it.


      Elmer comes off as both victim and fool, something Keaton never was in any previous film. Even in The Cameraman, his infatuation with the girl who works in the newsreel department results in his being clever and resourceful, while she is sympathetic and understanding. Elmer, in contrast, is duped into a loveless marriage by a self-centered actress who uses and discards him. The situation is more unnerving than it is sympathetic.


      The setup for the action is a good indicator that Keaton was allowed little if any input. The story has Elmer repeatedly attending a play in which Trilby appears, in order to long for her. It is a very long sequence with little payoff. It establishes Elmer’s infatuation but does not offer much that is truly funny. It takes a while for Spite Marriage to recover from this slow start.


      Elmer finds his way into the play in order to get closer to Trilby, just as Buster in The Cameraman had become a newsreel photographer on the heels of a similar infatuation. Through a set of circumstances, Elmer enjoys a brief tender scene with Trilby. This sets up the sequence where he prepares for his theatrical debut. First we see Elmer applying makeup by watching another actor and trying to copy what he does. Since the play has a Civil War setting, Elmer must apply garish sideburns, among other touches. This bit has some funny results, as Keaton is basically left alone to be creative and offer some delightfully messy physical comedy.


      Of course, despite his earnestness, Elmer succeeds in messing up the play. He stumbles into actors by going the wrong way, puts on too much stage dust, resulting in a sneezing fit, and gets his leg caught on scenery. He leans on a fence prop that falls under his weight. He drops his prop gun on another actor’s toe. And, finally, he falls off the stage into the orchestra pit, knocking down the conductor. While the theater audience laughs, the director backstage is apoplectic.


      Perhaps if we take this sequence out of context, without the heavy plot involving Trilby, we have a solid comedy sequence, despite the limitations of M-G-M’s sober production. It allows Keaton to explore physical comedy possibilities, and his performance is as deft as any in his previous films. Despite material and overall production that were often lacking, Keaton at this point in his career always seemed to do the best he could with what he had.


      It is hard to gauge just how much Keaton was able to contribute to this sequence. It would stand to reason he had at least some input, since he used much of the same material in Red Skelton’s de facto remake, I Dood It (1943), for which Keaton acted as technical advisor.


      Perhaps the most noted sequence in Spite Marriage is the one in which Elmer attempts to put a drunken Trilby to bed. She is completely incapable of physically responding, so he must manipulate her as a veritable rag doll. The scene is prime Keaton. He suddenly leaves the Elmer character and once again becomes the pragmatic, resourceful Buster whose ideas are clever and varied and whose methods are effective. He would repeat this sequence, much later, in the Columbia comedy Nothing but Pleasure (1939), but at a much more rapid pace—an indication of how slapstick comedy presentation would change over the next ten years.


      There is a bit too much drama in Spite Marriage, with its spurned woman doing what the title states, the protagonist’s enduring infatuation for her, and the situation in which they both find themselves. Comedy can come from this, but M-G-M chose to have the actors play it comparatively straight, with Elmer’s intermittent bumbling the main source of comedy. Some interesting scenes on a ship recall happier times, echoing anything from The Boat to The Navigator to Steamboat Bill, Jr., but overall the film lacks the cohesion of previous Keaton features.


      Spite Marriage, however, is not a failure and is actually a pleasant and amusing comedy—although it is perhaps the weakest Keaton feature of the silent era, and a portent of what his M-G-M tenure would offer. From this point, we must examine how Keaton was able to rise above the limitations of the glossy major-studio productions and provide some level of creative comedy.


      As some film scholars have pointed out, Keaton’s ability to have complete supervision and control over his silent films, and generous budgets to carry out his ideas, resulted in wonderful, timeless films—and Keaton was most certainly ahead of his time—but in the 1920s these films did not make enough money. So at M-G-M, he was placed into vehicles that would make money. They were not as creatively stimulating, but they were financially successful.


      Keaton’s first foray into a talking feature, save for his vignette in The Hollywood Revue of 1929, is an all-star look at the movie industry, with a small-town beauty contest winner attempting to make it as a star. Hollywood was lifting itself out of the scandals of the 1920s that tainted the careers of such stars as Fatty Arbuckle, Wallace Reid, Mary Miles Minter, and Mabel Normand. The talking-picture revolution helped revitalize the industry, and studios celebrated the new technology with a lot of songs and a lot of dialogue. As many of these ideas came from Broadway, often the songs are stagey and tinny, the dialogue stilted and overdone, and the fluid movement of silent-screen acting replaced by a lot of standing, leaning, and pointing. But as talking pictures evolved, moviegoers were fascinated. Completed silent films were often re-edited as sound pictures, and by the end of the 1920s the silent picture was already considered archaic.


      



      THE HOLLYWOOD REVUE OF 1929


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: November 23, 1929


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer: Harry Rapf


      Director: Charles Reisner


      Dialogue: Al Boasberg and Robert E. Hopkins


      Photography: John Arnold, Irving G. Reis, Maximillian Fabian, and John M. Nickolaus


      Editors: William S. Gray and Cameron K. Wood


      Art directors: Cedric Gibbons and Richard Day


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Sound technician: Russell Franks


      Dances and ensembles: Sammy Lee, assisted by George Cunningham


      Music: Gus Edwards


      Lyrics: Joe Goodwin


      Costumes: David Cox


      Running time: 130 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Joan Crawford, Marion Davies, Marie Dressler, Bessie Love, Laurel and Hardy, Conrad Nagel, Lionel Barrymore, Cliff “Ukulele Ike” Edwards, Polly Moran, William Haines, Norma Shearer, John Gilbert, Charles King, Jack Benny, Anita Page, the Brox Sisters, Karl Dane, George K. Arthur, Gwen Lee, the Albertina Rasch Ballet, Natacha Natova and Company, The Rounders.


      



      This all-star extravaganza was Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s way to usher in the new sound-on-film era. Featuring specialty numbers by most of the M-G-M roster, the sketches range wildly in quality, especially viewed now after more than eighty years. Essentially a vaudeville show on film, The Hollywood Revue of 1929 was typical of the type of film that welcomed talking pictures with gusto.


      In 1925 the Vitaphone sound-on-disc system was introduced to Sam Warner of Warner Bros. studios. This system had been created by Western Electric, using the Audion tube invented in 1906 by Lee de Forest and an electromagnetic photograph reproducer invented in 1913 by Irving B. Crandall and F. W. Kranz. Upon seeing a demonstration of the sound-on-disc system, Sam Warner approved, and the studio created the Vitaphone Corporation on April 20, 1926, taking the name from the recently acquired Vitagraph Company.


      The first Vitaphone talkies were short subjects produced at the former Vitagraph studios in Brooklyn. Warner Bros. set up a program to be presented at New York’s Picadilly Theater on August 7, 1926, to introduce Vitaphone. The first feature to utilize this system was Don Juan (1926), starring John

      Barrymore. The sound for this film was synchronized music and effects, but the accompanying shorts—a speech by Will Hays, president of the Motion Picture Producers of America, followed by several musical pieces—were all-talking subjects. Thus, the first fully talking pictures were short subjects. The release the following year of The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson, was heralded as the first feature to have spoken dialogue.


      When The Jazz Singer premiered at the Warner Theater in New York on August 6, 1927, it was immediately a tremendous sensation and ushered in a new era. While the story creaked even then, The Jazz Singer benefited greatly by Jolson’s performance. He had been the world’s greatest stage entertainer for decades, and now, at forty-one, was eager to try something new and different. He accepted a $75,000 fee for the film, part of this salary to be reinvested in the movie, allowing him a share of the profits. The film made over $4 million, an unprecedented amount for that period. It was essentially a silent film with the musical numbers and a brief dialogue sequence done with sound. Interestingly enough, theaters not equipped for Vitaphone ran The Jazz Singer as a silent, and it still did well.


      This sound-film novelty revolutionized the business. The first all-talking feature, The Lights of New York, premiered at the Mark Strand Theater in New York on July 6, 1928, less than a year after the premiere of The Jazz Singer. In its fifty-seven-minute length, this crime melodrama presented, for the first time, dialogue clichés like “Take him for a ride,” but audiences were thrilled to see a 100 percent talkie.


      The death knell was sounded for silent pictures. Silent movies were still embraced by people as important as columnist Alexander Woollcott, but the public seemed ready to dismiss them as an anachrnoism almost immediately upon the advent of talkies. Exhibitor H. E. Hoag stated in 1930: “A silent comedy is very flat now. In fact, for the past two years, my audiences seldom laughed out loud at a silent.”


      The bigger studios hastily transformed recently shot silent features into talkies by dubbing in voices and sound effects. The smaller studios did not have the funds to accomplish this, and thus their silents of late 1929 and early 1930 received very scant distribution, save for small-town theaters that were not yet equipped for sound.


      In The Hollywood Revue of 1929, Keaton re-creates the Princess Rajah dance that he had performed for the troops during his stint in World War I and then used in the silent short Back Stage (Roscoe Arbuckle, 1918). The setting is King Neptune’s undersea palace, which Keaton enters from a scallop shell and sliding down a staircase. Keaton gyrates about, to entice the king, and ends his routine with a spectacular cartwheel and fall. He appears again during the musical finale with the others who appeared in the review. It was an interesting if inauspicious beginning for Keaton’s talking-picture tenure.


      



      FREE AND EASY


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: March 22, 1930


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer/director: Edward Sedgwick


      Scenario: Richard Schayer


      Dialogue: Al Boasberg


      Adaptation: Paul Dickey


      Photography: Leonard Smith


      Editors: William LeVanway and George Todd


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Songs: Roy Turk and Fred E. Ahlert


      Dances: Sammy Lee


      Costumes: David Cox


      Running time: 92 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Anita Page, Trixie Friganza, Robert Montgomery, Fred Niblo, Edward Brophy, Edgar Dearing, David Burton, John Miljan, Jack Baxley, Louise Carver, Marion Schilling, Ted Lorch, Richard Carle, Drew Demorest, Emile Chautard, Arthur Lange, Lottice Howell, Pat Harmon, Billy May


      Cameos by Jackie Coogan, Lionel Barrymore, Karl Dane, Dorothy Sebastian, William Haines, Cecil B. DeMille, Gwen Lee, William Collier Sr.


      Retitled Easy Go for some television screenings.


      



      M-G-M’s first all-talking feature had been The Broadway Melody, which was released in February 1929. According to Alexander Walker in his book The Shattered Silents (Elm Tree Books, 1978), The Broadway Melody “was the first Hollywood musical in the modern sense of the term—a movie with songs and music specially written for it. And it helped set the shape of a new genre that has not substantially altered even since.”


      As already mentioned, Keaton very badly wanted to make his 1929 feature Spite Marriage a talkie, fascinated as he was by technological developments; he believed he could use sound creatively, just as he had been using camera work and editing. And, according to Rudi Blesh’s biography, Keaton (Macmillan, 1966), “[Keaton] saw that sound would win.” Unfortunately, Keaton’s pleas fell on deaf ears at M-G-M, where a set formula was the only way the studio would allow motion pictures to be produced.


      The Hollywood Revue of 1929, like the monster hit The Broadway Melody, was just the sort of all-star musical extravaganza M-G-M wanted to produce. Free and Easy is the same basic idea. Star cameos, comedy routines, and musical numbers are scattered haphazardly over a thin plot that tapped into the desire of moviegoers to escape into the fantasy world that motion pictures created. It emphasized the glamour and excitement of Hollywood movies in an effort to overshadow lingering memories of past Tinseltown scandals. It is because of films like these that 1929 was the one of the biggest moneymaking years in Hollywood history.


      Free and Easy features Anita Page, who had appeared in The Broadway Melody. In Free and Easy she is cast as Miss Gopher City, Elvira Plunkett. Keaton is cast as her adoring manager, Elmer Butts. After winning the beauty contest, Elvira sets her sights on Hollywood, with her mother (Trixie Friganza) and Elmer in tow.


      Interestingly enough, Keaton’s very first appearance is a gag that relies on the sound medium. Attempting to make a farewell speech as they board the train from Kansas to Hollywood, Elmer is drowned out by the band each time he starts to speak. During this distraction, the train starts to pull away, and Keaton offers a nice bit of physical comedy in his attempt to board the moving locomotive. We seem to be off to a reasonably good start. Keaton immediately does a gag involving sound, and reminds us that he remains a gifted physical comic as well.


      However, in only a few moments, Keaton’s actual role in this picture is unfortunately established. Elvira and her mother are asked for their train tickets, but the tickets are with Elmer, who is seated in another area. The conductor asks for his description, and the mother refers to him derisively as “like nothing you’ve ever seen!” Elmer, therefore, is the fool, the bumbler upon whom others look down. It is quite similar to his role in Spite Marriage and yet another, further, departure from the resourceful character he had established in his best silents.


      Free and Easy celebrates the Hollywood movie industry, something M-G-M enjoyed doing. Miss Gopher City and Mother (and Elmer) are treated to a movie premiere, oohing and aahing over nearby celebrities such as William Haines and Jackie Coogan. Elmer finds his way onstage after the premiere ends, blocking an introduction of actor Haines in the audience and coming off as a silly dupe. This infuriates Elvira’s mother, and Elmer is relieved of his position as manager.


      It is at this point that we realize Buster Keaton is hardly the star of Free and Easy. His character is merely peripheral, played in support for laughs. There are long stretches involving Miss Gopher City in which Keaton doesn’t appear at all, including some garish musical numbers that represent Elvira’s opportunity to see a movie being filmed.


      Early in the feature, there is a great opportunity to present the resourcefulness of Keaton’s character. He arrives at M-G-M after Elvira is already in attendance. The studio guard at the gate does not allow him to enter. The Buster of silent pictures would have come up with a creative, funny way to overcome this obstacle, but Elmer instead stumbles (once again) into being caught up in a rush of extras scampering to get jobs in answer to a call. Once in the studio he continues to wander about for a bit and also continues to find his way into trouble, ultimately spoiling scenes being filmed. Perhaps the most interesting aspects of these sequences are the cameos by the likes of Karl Dane and Lionel Barrymore playing themselves. While some fun can always be had from a comic character stumbling into unfortunate situations, these sequences in Free and Easy are actually quite weak. Even a potentially strong sequence where Elmer finds his way into the midst of a dance number and wildly kicks about, attempting to keep up with the ensemble and eventually causing the entire group to tumble down a flight of stage stairs, is lacking the natural flow that in earlier films separated Keaton’s comedy work from the routine cheap one-reelers.


      A matinee idol by the name of Larry Mitchell (Robert Montgomery) intervenes, and Elmer is forgiven, identified as the manager of Miss Gopher City, and also allowed a small part in the picture being shot.


      While this turn of events sets up a gag sequence, it is puzzling as to why Elmer, who has no artistic ambitions whatsoever, is given a part in a movie, while Elvira simply watches from the sidelines. His sole purpose is to support her entrance into the movie industry, but it is he who is given a one-line bit part.


      That one line is: “Woe is me, the queen has swooned.” He can’t get it, and the direction from Fred Niblo (doing a cameo as himself) is only confusing him more. Perhaps this could be considered Keaton’s dig at movie dialogue, but it is more about Elmer’s inability to handle one simple passage, rather than a satire on the excesses of too many words. Furthermore, Keaton did not create this sequence. He is merely performing, and showing Elmer as inept in yet another area.


      In an attempt to get a ride home from a studio driver, also arranged by Larry Mitchell, Elmer stumbles into being mistaken for a driver. This is another situation that has good comic potential; but once Elmer has this duty thrust upon him, the movie cuts to a romantic scene between Larry and Elvira. When the two go to their car, they do not realize it is Elmer behind the wheel. Elmer, longing for Elvira, sees that her friendship with Larry is growing. Thus, the scene is played for drama rather than comedy. An attempt at a more amusing situation follows when Elmer drives and picks up a groggy Mother Plunkett and races her to Larry’s home, in an effort to break up the romance. But the sequence spends more time lingering on the sappy dialogue between Montgomery and Page than on the potentially slapstick car ride with Keaton and Friganza.


      One of the more ridiculous scenes in Free and Easy has Larry and Elmer discovering they came from the same town and had known each other as children. They then get into an argument about who was better at husking corn, which results in a brief challenge. All of this is for no apparent reason. It isn’t funny, and it doesn’t much matter to the plot.


      Much better is the scene where Elmer is used as the stuntman in a set of auditions where he is roughed up by a series of large women trying out for a role. The sequence allows Keaton to explore at least some of the possibilities of using his body for comedy. It is discovered that Mother Plunkett has the voice and demeanor necessary to make the scene effective, and she ends up getting the role roughing up Elmer—a role she covets. Again, the viewer is confused as to how both Elmer and Mother have secured acting roles in M-G-M pictures, while Miss Gopher City still remains on the sidelines.


      This sequence with Mother and Elmer leads to a musical number. Even though the number ends in a slapstick battle reminiscent of silent comedy, the fast-motion and violent clothes-ripping that occurs is the sort of over-the-top knockabout that Keaton avoided during his silent-screen career.


      Keaton warbling the title tune is somewhat more interesting, even if only because it is his scene. M-G-M’s house magazine The Distributor had written during this film’s production, “The new Keaton in pictures will permit full play to the dialogue, singing and dancing talents which make him a stage winner.” So perhaps this musical number was the studio’s idea of showcasing Keaton’s talents in ways that would have been impossible in silent pictures. This is all fine and well, but it comes near the end of what has been a very bad picture. The irony of Elmer’s being congratulated at the end as a “great comedian” is unintentionally more painful than the fact that Mother and Elmer end up in movies, while Miss Gopher City never even gets a screen test. She does, however, end up with Larry. Poor, forlorn Elmer!


      Much of the comedy in Free and Easy is dialogue-driven, some of it at Elmer’s expense:


      Mother: I’m ashamed to show my face.


      Elmer (innocently): I don’t blame you.


      and


      Mother: You should be with your grandfather.


      Elmer: He’s dead.


      Mother: I know that.


      In a further effort to make Keaton a comedian who is funny through what he says, there is one bit with him referring to director Fred Niblo as “Mr. Niblick.” Such is what M-G-M believed to be appropriate comedy material for Buster Keaton.


      In later years, Keaton would recall in interviews how M-G-M talkies would concentrate on humor from the dialogue, on what the comedian was saying, with little attention to the physical movement that made veteran comedians funny. That is certainly the case in Free and Easy. There is a real paucity of physical humor, while often-lame dialogue comedy pops up with alarming regularity.


      The problem is not with Keaton’s voice or delivery. Many silent actors simply did not have voices appropriate to their established screen character, nor could they handle dialogue. Keaton’s voice was a midwestern drone that fit his stone-faced character quite well. And he could handle dialogue effectively enough. The problem was that one of the most gifted and creative physical comedians in motion pictures was diverted from his true expertise in order to work in an area for which he had only basic skills. It has been speculated that Keaton’s midwestern drawl caused M-G-M to believe he would be best cast as a homespun midwestern bumpkin rather than the resourceful comic hero.


      Essentially the same formula for Free and Easy was reused by M-G-M seven years later in Pick a Star, with Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy as the obligatory comic relief. But Laurel and Hardy’s scenes are much funnier than anything in Free and Easy, probably because Stan Laurel did indeed have creative input. And the duo’s vignettes in that film were largely free from dialogue (including a charming harmonica battle).


      While the bumbling Elmer was already beginning to evolve by the time of Keaton’s final silent, Spite Marriage, Keaton was fully indoctrinated into this less-than-amusing character by the time of Free and Easy. Some critics were generally unimpressed. A most perceptive Robert E. Sherwood in Film Daily stated, “Buster Keaton, trying to imitate a standard musical comedy clown, is no longer Buster Keaton and no longer funny.” However, Mordaunt Hall of the New York Times stated


      In an extravaganza, with some violently funny episodes and others that are only mildly amusing, Buster Keaton, the silent stoic of other days, joins the ranks of the talking screen players and it is a pleasure to report that his voice in this vehicle, known as “Free and Easy,” thoroughly suits his unique personality. His audible performance is just as funny as his antics in mute offerings. Often, in this current contribution, there are periods of silence in which Mr. Keaton takes full advantage as a farcical adventurer.


      M-G-M cared little about critical reaction, as Free and Easy was a box-office smash. Moviegoers enjoyed the aforementioned star cameos and completely accepted the new Keaton role.


      Free and Easy picked up $438,000 in the United States alone. The English version of Free and Easy was shot from November 21 to December 26, 1929, a thirty-one-day schedule with one day of retakes, and released March 22, 1930. The Spanish version, entitled Estrellados and featuring Raquel Torres in the Anita Page role, was released July 22, 1930.


      In their massive, encyclopedic reference, The Motion Picture Guide (Cinebooks, 1985), Jay Robert Nash and Stanley Ralph Ross call Free and Easy “not an outstanding Keaton vehicle by any means, but it provides a fascinating view into the M-G-M studio system as it existed in 1930,” while Leslie Halliwell, in his Halliwell’s Film Guide (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1977), opines: “Primitive talkie showing a great silent comedian all at sea with the new techniques, and the M-G-M studio offering entertainment on the level of a very bad school concert.”


      Keaton was not “all at sea,” but he was perhaps a bit overwhelmed and frustrated at playing a character and acting in scenes that he knew he could do much better, if only allowed to implement his ideas. Rudi Blesh, in Keaton (Macmillan, 1966), stated


      Hodgepodge though it is, Free and Easy does have sound. For a short time right then, sound pictures could do no wrong. The public ate them up, intrigued by hearing the voices of the so-long silent. Buster passed the test that many failed: his voice fitted his character.


      There are, at the very least, some opportunities in Free and Easy for Keaton to have a bit of fun, especially the sequence in which he must perform his one scripted line in a movie being shot. Keaton’s quiet demeanor nicely offsets the harried director, something he would investigate with his character rather frequently in talkies. And the occasional opportunities that Keaton has to do some physical comedy are gratifying. In 1930, Keaton was still young enough to give it his all. But even as early as Free and Easy, he must have been realizing that he should have heeded Charlie Chaplin’s and Harold Lloyd’s advice to remain independent.


      



      DOUGHBOYS


      A Buster Keaton production


      Release date: August 30, 1930


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer: Buster Keaton


      Director: Edward Sedgwick


      Scenario: Richard Schayer


      Dialogue: Al Boasberg and Richard Schayer


      Story: Al Boasberg and Sidney Lazarus


      Photography: Leonard Smith


      Editor: William LeVanway


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Dances: Sammy Lee


      Songs: Edward Sedgwick, Joseph Meyer, and Howard Johnson


      Costumes: Vivian Baer


      Running time: 81 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Sally Eilers, Cliff “Ukulele Ike” Edwards, Edward Brophy, Arnold Korff, Pitzy Katz, Victor Potel, Frank Mayo, William Steele, Ann Sothern, John Carroll


      



      Military comedy is a staple in the movies. Charlie Chaplin’s Shoulder Arms (1918), Harold Lloyd’s A Sailor Made Man (1920), Harry Langdon’s Soldier Man (1926), Laurel and Hardy’s Pack Up Your Troubles (1932), Abbott and Costello’s Buck Privates (1941), the Three Stooges’ Boobs in Arms (1940), and Martin and Lewis’s Jumping Jacks (1952) are just some of the noted military comedies in movies. For a comedian with the creativity of Buster Keaton, a military comedy offers many possibilities. Unfortunately, only some of them are explored in Doughboys. According to Rudi Blesh in his biography Keaton


      The story for Doughboys was Buster’s, and although the staff writers got in a few complications and the screen credit went to [Al] Boasberg and [Sidney] Lazarus, it is a picture that, even with sound, has the old-time feeling.


      Keaton likely drew from his own experiences during World War I for Doughboys, his second sound feature for M-G-M. Once again playing a rich milquetoast named Elmer, Keaton nevertheless was said to have some creative control over this feature, the most since The Cameraman a couple of years earlier.


      Doughboys begins as newspaper headlines tell of President Woodrow Wilson’s issuing a call for a volunteer army. Next, in contrast, wealthy Elmer shows up each day in a chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce and waits outside a department store as the employees are leaving. Every day, he asks the same girl (Sally Eilers) out on a date. Every day she rudely turns him down, and he quietly enters his car, bouquet still in hand, and leaves. On this day, she explains her constant rudeness:


      Girl: I hate to keep turning you down this way.


      Elmer: Then why do it?


      Girl: You Rolls Royces seem to think that every girl who works in the store is just dying to step right in your car and go places. There may be some girls like that, but I’m not one of them. Please stop asking me. You won’t keep bothering me, will you? I’m glad that’s understood. I hate to be forced into being so rude.


      Elmer: How about a little dinner and a show?


      (the girl then leaves in an angry huff)


      Within the first five minutes of Doughboys, we already see Keaton engaged in the sort of dialogue-oriented humor that he felt was less interesting than physical comedy. In his later years Keaton frequently would recall how early talkies were so fascinated by sound on film that they would eschew much of the action for dialogue humor, which of course was not Keaton’s forte. However, what is most interesting here is that Sally Eilers handles all the dialogue. Keaton has a couple of things to say but mostly reacts with the nods and stares that are more akin to his established screen character.


      Elmer’s chauffeur abruptly quits his job to join the volunteer army, so Gustav, Elmer’s German valet (Arnold Korff) suggests they engage a new driver at a nearby employment office. Inside the office, the dialogue humor begins again:


      Recruiter: What’s your name?


      Elmer: Elmer J. Stuyvesant.


      Recruiter: What is the J. for?


      Elmer: I was named after my father.


      Recruiter: What was his name?


      Elmer: Elmer J. Stuyvesant.


      Recruiter: OK, Jack.


      Elmer: Julius!


      Recruiter: Who is your nearest relative?


      Elmer: My sister, she lives right around the corner.


      The first good bit of physical comedy occurs during an examination sequence. Elmer, still not realizing he is not, in fact, there to hire a chauffeur, cannot understand why he is being ordered to remove his clothing. This results in a bit of a melee that is amusing but ends too quickly. As the two medics attempt to wrestle Elmer’s clothes off, a great deal of tumbling results that is funny enough and does indeed recall the silent-era Keaton. However, it no more gets started than there is an abrupt fadeout. This same sequence was to be repeated, longer and more effectively, in Keaton’s Columbia two-reeler General Nuisance (1941).


      We fade into a lineup of recruits, with Elmer among them, being addressed by their sergeant (Ed Brophy). There is a bit of Jewish stereotyping: When the sergeant calls out the name Cohen, several men step forward. When he specifies Abe Cohen, the men remain forward. One even tries to sell the sergeant a tailor-made suit!


      From this point the film’s training sequences alternate between dialogue and physical comedy, with uneven results. But the physical bits sometimes do recall silent-era Buster effectively.


      Some reviewers, including Leonard Maltin’s Movie Guide, have called Doughboys one of Keaton’s worst films. In his book The Great Movie Comedians, Maltin refers to the film as “execrable.” Rudi Blesh, on the other hand, singles out Doughboys as Keaton’s most effective talking picture. The truth is likely somewhere in between these extremes. Some good, creative physical gags are strewn about Doughboys, as well as some lame dialogue humor. Keaton’s character of the pampered rich boy is a bit closer to The Navigator than Spite Marriage, which is quite welcome. But he is forced to share the spotlight frequently with the likes of Cliff Edwards as a prissy ukulele-strumming fellow recruit, and Edward Brophy as the noisy, harried Sergeant.


      Often, Ed Brophy’s portrayal of the Sergeant is singled out as much of the reason for the failure of Doughboys. Actually, Brophy does a good job with what amounts to a very stereotypical character. His irascible demeanor and leather-lunged voice are appropriate, and his frequent slow burns add to the physical dynamic of the comedy. For instance, in one funny physical bit, Brophy’s graphic description of what a bayonet does to the enemy causes the troop to get sick and faint. Brophy graphically, almost gleefully, explains the process while, one by one, the recruits whom he is attempting to train as soldiers are overwhelmed by the sordid details. Keaton, as far back as his Arbuckle tenure, enjoyed gags that challenged the more respectable confines of comedy, and the fact that this sequence was buoyed by its sound as well as its physical comedy makes it that much more significant.


      Some solid physical comedy brightens the beginning of the basic-training section. Elmer stumbles through the ropes of the army tents, tripping on the way out of his own tent to meet the order to “fall in.” Another fun bit has Elmer passing his gun to Ike, who passes it to the next man, leaving Elmer empty-handed. Done quickly, it is subtly effective and one of the better moments in the film. In all the scenes that call for movement, for any action, it is easy for Keaton to display some creative comedy. Even a simple prop gag, such as a loose bayonet flopping to the ground during a gun exercise, is effective in Keaton’s hands.


      Again Elmer is smitten with a woman, the same one who had turned down his constant advances as a civilian. Discovering that she is an army nurse, he remains in the service because of her. The footage with Keaton and the woman is the least interesting in the film. Suddenly she likes him, though there is no real buildup to this change of heart, other than the idea that he enlisted despite his lofty status in life. The Sergeant’s interest in her sets up conflict, but it is predictable conflict that results in standard comic situations, such as the two rivals catching each other going AWOL to see the same girl. This conflict was used again a few years later, and less effectively, in Keaton’s Educational Pictures two-reeler Tars and Stripes.


      The training footage at the beginning of Doughboys is much funnier than the sequences after the unit is “over there.” However, one particularly amusing situation has Elmer stumbling onto enemy lines and discovering his beloved German valet, Gustav, fighting on the other side. Elmer finds that the Germans have not eaten for some time, so he pulls out a pad and paper and takes down their order, as if running a drive-through restaurant.


      It is interesting, despite their offscreen friendship, how Ukulele Ike gets nearly as much footage as Keaton. At times they appear to be a team, a portent to Keaton-Durante. Ike is amusing enough, and made quite a hit with his number in The Hollywood Revue of 1929. He would appear with Keaton again in Sidewalks of New York the following year. Perhaps the possibilities of a teaming were being considered by the M-G-M brass before they settled on Durante.


      There is another bit where Elmer stumbles into the room of a French girl, resulting in a minor throwback to Keaton’s dance bit in The Hollywood Revue of 1929 when he joins a show and does a dance in drag in an attempt to explain things to Mary.


      Perhaps the most effective underlying element in Doughboys is placing Keaton’s snooty but well-meaning rich boy Elmer within a context where lower-class attitudes prevailed. He is then forced to persevere, to survive, by maintaining his posture but still adapting to his surroundings. This is at least a tangential connection to the silent-era Buster.


      Doughboys is a funny if unexceptional movie, not as bad as its worst critics would have it, but perhaps not as good as Blesh proclaims in his book Keaton, where he says the film is “86 proof Keaton and fine.” Keaton himself singled out the film as the best of his M-G-M talkies, and while this may be faint praise, it is still accurate. Although Doughboys is hardly prime Buster Keaton, it has elements that sustain it as an amusing feature, and could have been an interesting forerunner to a promising career in talkies, had things gone in the direction Keaton felt they eventually would. Because Keaton had some creative input on Doughboys, he apparently believed that in subsequent features he would be allowed steadily greater control. However, his next film seemed to bluntly state that M-G-M still did not know how to use his talents.


      Doughboys, nevertheless, was a box-office hit, and further proof to Louis B. Mayer, head of M-G-M and no fan of Keaton’s, that the comedian was worth his hefty salary. In fact, at least one publicity stunt believed Doughboys to be quite funny. According to a September 1930 issue of Boxoffice


      Walter Caldwell, the manager of Loew’s Valentine Theater, Toledo, Ohio, included a comic contest in the vigorous exploitation campaign he used to put over his showing of Metro Goldwyn Mayer’s Doughboys. Caldwell arranged for a card to be placed in the lobby beside a large head of Buster Keaton, which contained copy to this effect: Free admission was offered to any patron entering the theater who would agree to sit in a certain portion of the house where a mentor would be stationed to watch whether he could succeed in an effort to avoid laughing at any time throughout the picture. Patrons did not enter this contest, of course, but it did emphasize a great deal the laughing qualities of the picture.


      Variety indicated that “Keaton’s first talker is a comedy with a kick.” In The Motion Picture Guide, Jay Robert Nash and Stanley Ralph Ross stated, “This was the best of the sound comedies [Keaton] would do. He used his own war experiences as a basis for the hilarious film.”


      Doughboys was not the first time Keaton’s voice was heard on screen, but it was his first starring talkie, not a musical ensemble piece like The Hollywood Revue of 1929 or Free and Easy. And since M-G-M executive Irving Thalberg had made good on his word to allow Keaton some supervisory control over this first effort that was a 100 percent Buster Keaton talkie, the comedian felt that, with time, he would earn his way up to the level of creative control he had enjoyed in the silent era. “I kept thinking they’d let me make pictures my own way,” Keaton stated in his autobiography. But Rudi Blesh in Keaton realized what Keaton may not have at the time: “It would be like General Motors letting an employee make Thunderbirds.”


      Doughboys is not the best Buster Keaton film, but it is, and would remain, the best M-G-M talking feature he would make, and the one closest to his own cinematic vision.


      



      PARLOR, BEDROOM AND BATH


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: February 28, 1931


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer/director: Edward Sedgwick


      Adaptation: Richard Schayer and Robert E. Hopkins,


      from the play by Charles W. Bell and Mark Swan


      Dialogue continuity: Richard Schayer


      Additional dialogue: Robert E. Hopkins


      Photography: Leonard Smith


      Editor: William LeVanway


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Karl Zint


      Costumes: René Hubert


      Running time: 73 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Charlotte Greenwood, Reginald Denny, Dorothy Christy, Joan Peers, Sally Eilers, Cliff Edwards, Natalie Moorhead, Edward Brophy, Walter Merrill, Sidney Bracy, Tyrell Davis, George Davis


      



      Parlor, Bedroom and Bath was based on a play by Canadian criminal lawyer and later member of Parliament Charles William Bell, and Mark Swan. It opened on Broadway on Christmas Eve 1917 and ran for 232 performances. It had been filmed once before, in 1920. A typical farce of its day, featuring mixed-up couplings and romantic misunderstandings, it now seems an amusing cultural artifact from early twentieth-century theater, but hardly a vehicle for the particular talents of Buster Keaton. Yet that is the property M-G-M placed him in after the promising Doughboys.


      Parlor, Bedroom and Bath starts out like the typical farce it is: a younger sister is unable to marry her lover until her older sister marries first, so finding a beau for the older sister becomes the young couple’s cause. Naturally, Keaton becomes the target beau, named Reginald, a sign tacker who puts signs on posts (the job description is elevated to “advertising business” by his boosters). Reginald’s experience with women is limited to having once been a vacuum cleaner salesman, but to increase his desirability a phony reputation is concocted for him. When women respond, Reginald has no idea how to react.


      The first bit of slapstick occurs soon after Keaton appears on screen. Reginald is nailing a billboard to a post just outside the grounds of an estate, and while getting a glimpse of how the better half lives, he becomes smitten with a pretty girl on a diving board. Distracted, he walks in front of a moving roadster and gets hit dead-on, flying up and doing a major pratfall.


      The stunt is notable for two reasons. First is the fall. Keaton kicks up his legs and lands flat and hard—a dazzling stunt that would have fit perfectly in any of his silent films, but especially welcome in these talkative talkies. Second is the editing. There is a shot of the speeding car, then the edit of Keaton’s fall. Keaton obviously performed the fall in front of a still car, and the editing process, whether it was under Keaton’s own supervision or that of director Edward Sedgwick, makes the scene work perfectly.


      Within its farcical trappings, Parlor, Bedroom and Bath contains some interesting sight gags, allowing Keaton’s creative prowess some leeway and enabling him to use his stock gag situations from silent pictures. The best sustained slapstick sequence has him losing a tire off his roadster, which stalls on railroad tracks. Of course a train is coming, so Reginald and the girl quickly leave the car and run to safety. The train is on a different track, however, and narrowly misses the car. As Reginald and the girl sigh with relief, another train, coming from the opposite direction, destroys the car. This is definitely a Keaton gag, having been used in his first starring two-reeler, One Week (1920). In their attempts to flag down a car, the well-dressed couple are passed by several roadsters that splash mud onto them. They finally get a lift from a horse-drawn hay wagon in the pouring rain. This leads to a checking-in sequence where a sopping-wet Reginald tries to sign the hotel register with a fountain pen as water dribbles from his hat. The water on the floor causes him and the bellhop (Cliff Edwards) to slip and fall all over themselves in a series of trips and spills, before the completely disheveled couple finally arrive in their plush room.


      How physical comedy and athleticism are added to the farce situations is of interest. Reginald hides behind a curtain and falls out the window, is pummeled by a rake handle, and is chased by groundsmen. “Fifty dollars to the man who stops him!” results in a pursuit that offers some fun physical comedy.


      Although he was allowed to do some physical humor, Keaton felt Parlor, Bedroom and Bath was a comedown from Doughboys. Where Doughboys mixed dialogue humor with physical comedy, Parlor, Bedroom and Bath is nearly all dialogue and typical farce situations. While the spark of the scenes mentioned above is gratifying, Keaton could not be more out of place. He does his job as an actor, but the acting by the supporting cast seems so overdone that, in comparison, Keaton appears to be sleepwalking.


      Leggy Charlotte Greenwood is amusing enough support, especially during a scene where Keaton stands on her shoulders, one of the film’s few real highlights.


      An interesting trivial note regarding Parlor, Bedroom and Bath is that the exteriors at the beginning of the film were actually Keaton’s own Italian Villa in Beverly Hills. He would lose it in a divorce settlement less than two years after filming. The home was later owned by actor James Mason, who discovered several prints of Keaton films stored on the premises, likely saving some of the comedian’s best work from decomposition.


      Parlor, Bedroom and Bath is preferred by some Keaton aficionados to Doughboys. They point out the gags and overlook the incongruity of Keaton’s being pegged into a farce. Unfortunately, the farce itself seems dated, its basic structure conducive to the histrionics that mar some early talkies. The players are too broad, as if trying to reach the back seats in a theatrical production. Screen acting with dialogue was still new, and its subtleties had not been perfected. Keaton’s minimalist approach, perfected with his silent comedies, makes him even more out of place in these trappings.


      Doughboys, in contrast, has the right setup for Keaton, and while he plays yet another Elmer character, there is a hint of the resourceful persona of silent pictures lurking behind some generally amusing gags—more so than in Parlor, Bedroom and Bath. No Keaton film is completely without merit, and Parlor, Bedroom and Bath does have its highlights. But Keaton’s assessment in this case has proven to be sound.


      As with his previous M-G-M features, Parlor, Bedroom and Bath was filmed simultaneously in other languages, including a French version entitled Buster se marie, with French actress Françoise Rosay.


      Shortly after completing this feature, Keaton appeared in three short films. The first is the twenty-sixth installment in low-budget Tiffany studios’ series Voice of Hollywood. This series was made cheaply, but those installments that have survived over the years are of interest because of the stars who appear in them. Keaton appears briefly in the Tiffany short and does a neat stunt leaning on a table and popping a spoon into a glass. Others who appear, sometimes just as briefly, include Arthur Lake, the future movie Dagwood who was then still doing juvenile roles, and the comedy team of Bert Wheeler and Robert Woolsey, who had been a hit in vaudeville and on Broadway and had begun a successful series of features at RKO Radio Pictures.


      Keaton also appeared in the M-G-M curio Wir schalten um auf Hollywood, made for the German market and featuring German actor Paul Morgan touring the M-G-M lot. Besides Keaton, guest cameos included Ramón Novarro, Adolphe Menjou, John Gilbert, and Joan Crawford, among others.


      Finally, and perhaps the most noted short in which Keaton appeared during this period, is the infamous The Stolen Jools, known as The Slippery Pearls in the United Kingdom. This film has slipped into the public domain and has been readily available to the home market on various VHS and DVD collections.

      An all-star benefit to raise money for what would become the Will Rogers Memorial Hospital, The Stolen Jools is interesting for the many stars who appear in stereotypical roles. Edward G. Robinson shows up as a gangster, Wallace Beery as a police chief, Laurel and Hardy (the film’s highlight) as, essentially, themselves, as well as Our Gang, Norma Shearer, Hedda Hopper, Joan Crawford, Edmund Lowe, Victor McLaglen, William Haines, Wheeler and Woolsey, Irene Dunne, Gary Cooper, Loretta Young, Gabby Hayes, Barbara Stanwyck, and Joe E. Brown, among many others. Keaton’s appearance in The Stolen Jools is as one of several stuntmen impersonating the Keystone Kops (interesting in that among the major silent-screen comedians—Keaton, Chaplin, Lloyd, and Langdon—Keaton is the only one to never have worked for Mack Sennett at Keystone).


      The Stolen Jools actually has a plot. Eddie Kane plays a detective trying to find Norma Shearer’s missing jewelry, apparently stolen after a Hollywood party. Kane goes about interviewing the various stars who attended the party. The culprit turns out to be child actress Mitzi Green.


      The Stolen Jools was actually a lost film until a print was discovered sometime during the 1970s and made available to the home movie market by Blackhawk Films. Its public domain status has made it readily accessible today, and it is fun for old-film buffs to spot favorite stars.


      Following these excursions, Keaton went to work on his next M-G-M feature. It turned out to be the film he would later consider his worst effort at the studio.


      



      SIDEWALKS OF NEW YORK


      A Buster Keaton production


      Release date: September 26, 1931


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Executive producer: Lawrence Weingarten (uncredited)


      Directors: Jules White and Zion Myers


      Story/scenario: George Landy and Paul Girard Smith


      Dialogue: Robert E. Hopkins and Eric Hatch


      Adaptation: Paul Dickey


      Photography: Leonard Smith


      Editor: Charles Hochberg


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Running time: 75 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Anita Page, Cliff Edwards, Norman Phillips Jr., Frank Rowan, Frank La Rue, Oscar Apfel, Syd Saylor, Clark Marshall, Monty Collins


      



      Sidewalks of New York is certainly not representative of Buster Keaton’s best work, but it is perhaps one of his most interesting M-G-M features. He is working with two directors, Jules White and Zion Myers, with whom he had never worked before. White would prove to be instrumental in Keaton’s later career, when Keaton would make ten two-reel comedies for White’s short-subjects department at Columbia Pictures. This two-director dynamic offers some very interesting sequences, and a structure not unlike some of Keaton’s silent features. Sidewalks of New York includes some solid gags, a good role for Keaton, amusing support from Cliff Edwards, and a comical dialogue exchange in a courtroom that became famous when performed by the Three Stooges some years later.


      While Sidewalks of New York was arguably a slight step up from Parlor, Bedroom and Bath, Keaton considered it his worst M-G-M feature. In later interviews he would refer to it as “godawful” and “such a complete stinker, such an unbelievable bomb.” According to Rudi Blesh, in Keaton, “Irving Thalberg’s promise had expired, and he was now either too busy elsewhere or too fed up with the perennial problem of Keaton the individualist in the M-G-M assembly-line system.”


      The premise of Sidewalks of New York, which has the Keaton character attempting to help youngsters in trouble, befits its time. Juvenile-delinquent dramas became popular during the 1930s, as the Depression affected adolescents as well as their parents. While the grownups were put out of work, many youngsters left home and became hoboes, settling in camps and sacrificing for their families who had too many mouths to feed. This is perhaps best represented on film by William Wellman’s feature Wild Boys of the Road (Warner Bros., 1933). (Juvenile delinquency during the Depression was very different from the more-noted 1950s’ phenomenon, where privileged kids reacted against a conservative establishment—eventually inspiring the cultural revolution of rock-and-roll music. During the Depression, the so-called delinquents were more often than not poor children from the slums.)


      In Sidewalks of New York, Keaton is Homer Van Dine Harmon, a wealthy real estate owner whose holdings include some properties on the Lower East Side. Told of the violence and crime in that area, the pampered Homer decides he will see for himself. Along with his manservant Poggle (Cliff Edwards), Homer visits the area just as a group of street urchins is involved in a fight. Homer’s intervention results in his being punched out by the young leader’s sister Margie (Anita Page). Homer falls for Margie immediately and, in the courtroom, takes all the blame in order keep her brother Clipper (Norman Phillips Jr.) out of jail. Homer continues his good works by setting up a gymnasium where the boys can let out their aggressions in a positive manner—but they soon vandalize the place, ruining the expensive equipment. In order to entice the boys to think differently about athletics, Homer has Poggle set up a boxing match between himself and a professional fighter, who agrees to take a dive. But Butch, a neighborhood gangster who uses Clipper for his crimes, pays the fighter to win. Homer ends up actually winning and secures the boys’ favor in the process. Butch eventually decides Homer must die and tries to get Clipper to carry out the task, but the youngster cannot do it. The film ends with a violent rumble between gangsters and delinquents, with Homer and the boys triumphing and set for a positive future.


      There are more Keaton-oriented pantomime bits in Sidewalks of New York than in any other M-G-M feature up to this time. While the structure is more akin to a typical Hollywood drama of the period, the use of a dramatic structure for gag-filled Keaton comedy is not a stretch by any means. Not that Sidewalks of New York could compare to The General—but it is hardly the absolute failure that Keaton claimed it was.


      One scene that is less appropriate to Keaton’s talents but still is interesting is the previously mentioned courtroom sequence. Homer is unable to understand the bailiff’s slurred query, so the judge clarifies.


      Judge: He’s asking you if you swear . . .


      Homer (interrupting): No, but I know all the words.


      The scene where Homer mixes up instructions such as to raise his right hand and put his left hand on the Bible for the swearing offers some neat pantomimic comedy. The sequence is now quite familiar, due to its being redone by the Three Stooges in Disorder in the Court (1936), a Columbia two-reeler that has slipped into the public domain and thus is easily found on hundreds of different video collections and pops up frequently on TV. Along with being one of the Stooges’ best films, it is also their most heavily exposed.


      In Disorder in the Court, Curly Howard performs the routine that Keaton did in Sidewalks of New York. Curly’s sense of timing was always impeccable, and he was far more comfortable with the dialogue in this situation than Kea-

      ton had been. Curly’s forte was a rising frustration that would build to the point of his reacting wildly with the hoots and gestures that eventually defined his character. It is this rising frustration during swearing-in that Curly expertly plays. Keaton’s approach is, of course, much different. He is more bewildered than frustrated. It is not necessarily less effective than the later, and more frenetic, Stooges version, just far different. Keaton’s slower rhythm would probably be jarring to those familiar with the faster pace of Curly Howard. However, Keaton’s midwestern drawl and confused pausing through the sequence has its own place. It is one of the funniest sequences in Sidewalks of New York, just as it would be in Disorder in the Court, but for very different reasons.


      Of course Keaton is far more effective with the physical comedy. The boxing match brings back memories of his silent feature Battling Butler (1926), containing several throwback gags. Another funny bit where Homer attempts to carve a duck at a dinner shows Keaton’s deft comic ability with objects. This sequence turns up years later in the Columbia short His Ex Marks the Spot (1940), which was also directed by Jules White.


      One wonders how much White and Zion Myers contributed to the scripting (they receive no writer credit) and the gags in Sidewalks of New York. The two were partners on several short films up to this point, including the bizarre Dogville series, where several canines would act out noted scenes from movies, with White and Myers providing the voices. Myers would later pen a few of the Three Stooges comedies that White would direct, including two of the better vehicles featuring Shemp Howard (after illness forced Curly to leave the act): Heavenly Daze (1948) and I’m a Monkey’s Uncle (1948). Myers died in 1948, at age fifty.


      Keaton certainly felt Myers and White contributed a great deal to Sidewalks of New York, and much to his chagrin. Keaton told biographer Rudi Blesh that the directors “alternated in telling me how to walk and how to talk.” Feeling creatively stifled, Keaton would continue to view Sidewalks of New York as the nadir of his M-G-M tenure.


      Keaton and Cliff Edwards seem to play off each other reasonably well, as they had in Doughboys. However, in his next film, Keaton would be paired with the bombastic Jimmy Durante. The teaming of Durante and Keaton added another dimension to the Keaton M-G-M features, was popular with the public, and also pleased the studio.


      But Keaton was miserable. Already losing control of events in his personal life, with a tumultuous marriage fraught with false accusations and bad press, Keaton now felt he had also lost control of his working life. Work was no longer the respite it had been, and he found new solace in the bottle. Oddly, though, Sidewalks of New York does not offer evidence of this. Keaton’s performance does not seem as lackluster or apathetic as many in the Educational Pictures series would be. Perhaps we are witnessing Keaton just as he is realizing the toboggan is about to tip downward. By the time he was at Educational, his apathy had been honed by experiences such as the filming of Sidewalks of New York.


      The public liked the film, much of the comedy holds up reasonably well today, and as a result viewers can find some argument with Keaton’s very negative assessment of Sidewalks of New York. Being in the eye of the storm, as Keaton was, certainly offers a different perspective from the untroubled view we have, looking back from the next century.


      Upon completing Sidewalks of New York, Keaton made a cameo appearance in a Pete Smith short subject for M-G-M. Smith wrote and produced the film, and Jules White and Zion Myers directed. The one-reeler Splash offers footage of actual swimming and diving exhibitions (including a sequence featuring Buster Crabbe, who would later become a noted actor in serials, westerns, and B-dramas), with comic narration provided by Smith. White and Myers asked Keaton to do the cameo, and he received no screen credit. Splash was released October 3, 1931.


      



      THE PASSIONATE PLUMBER


      A Buster Keaton production


      Release date: February 6, 1932


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Executive producer: Harry Rapf (uncredited)


      Director: Edward Sedgwick


      Adaptation: Laurence E. Johnson, from the play Her Cardboard Lover by Jacques Deval


      Dialogue: Ralph Spence


      Photography: Norbert Brodine


      Editor: William S. Gray


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Running time: 73 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Jimmy Durante, Irene Purcell, Polly Moran, Gilbert Roland, Mona Maris, Maude Eburne, Henry Armetta, Paul Porcasi, Jean Del Val, August Tollaire, Edward Brophy


      



      For Buster Keaton’s next M-G-M feature, the studio tossed him into a film version of Jacques Deval’s Her Cardboard Lover, which had been filmed previously with Marion Davies in 1928, one year after the Broadway production, and again with Norma Shearer in 1942. In addition to being cast in yet another inappropriate farce, Keaton is given the flamboyant Jimmy Durante as a co-star. Durante is a likable comic, full of gusto and broad gestures, but whose over-the-top presence relegates the Great Stone Face to unassuming support. As a result, the entire production seems off-balance.


      This is not to say that The Passionate Plumber completely fails. It is not as good as Doughboys or Sidewalks of New York, but it can be considered a notch up from Free and Easy or Parlor, Bedroom and Bath.


      Keaton plays Elmer Tuttle, a plumber in Paris who is asked by a wealthy socialite (Irene Purcell) to pretend to be her beau in order to make her actual lover jealous. Elmer is aided by his friend Julius (Jimmy Durante), as they believe their venture into high society may net them a better clientele for their plumbing jobs, while Elmer hopes to get enough money to finance a new invention.


      The Passionate Plumber wanders in several different directions, and the results are correspondingly uneven (at one point Elmer’s invention, a handgun that has a light to find its range, ends up having him accused of an assassination attempt). But despite its flaws, The Passionate Plumber does manage to squeeze in some amusing moments.


      Most of the comedy stems from tiny bits of business that Keaton is able to incorporate into his performance. Little things like squashing his top hat as he attempts to doff it are done with a grace and subtlety that remind viewers of Keaton’s mastery of physical comedy. There is another “putting the lady to bed” bit, which had been used in both Spite Marriage and Parlor, Bedroom and Bath and would be used again in the 1941 Columbia two-reeler Nothing but Pleasure. The basic plot of The Passionate Plumber, in fact, turned up in 1941 as the Columbia short She’s Oil Mine, decidedly working more effectively as a two-reeler than a full-length feature.


      The M-G-M films are sometimes so bloated with production, subplots, and scenery-chewing supporting players that Keaton fans must seek out these random bits of creative physical business. They are most welcome in that Keaton’s quieter approach is overshadowed by less-than-subtle supporting players like Durante and Henry Armetta. Durante, especially, seems to be carrying the rhythm of each scene in which he appears, relegating Keaton to support that is not easily noticed. In some instances, Keaton appears to be merely watching the proceedings from the sidelines. David MacLeod, in his book The Sound of Buster Keaton (Buster Books, 1995), stated that “The most memorable gag is when he runs into the tree. His timing makes it look both realistic and funny.”


      The M-G-M films continued to be only average at best, with Doughboys standing out as the most effective effort thus far. But these films were strong at the box office, stronger than Keaton’s earlier films had been, bringing him a level of stardom his silent classics never delivered. Of course this does not make the M-G-M efforts better than his silents, and in retrospect we are inclined to value creative success over box-office receipts. But in 1932, The Passionate Plumber was considered a hit. Even the New York Times (March 12, 1932) gave the film a good review:


      Buster Keaton and Jimmie Durante, two comical fellows in their several ways, are kicking the plot of Her Cardboard Lover about at the Capitol in a waggish interpretation of M. Deval’s comedy. The Passionate Plumber is a well-made specimen of the crockery-throwing school of humor and has for purposes of loud merriment two good scenes. When the fun droops, Mr. Durante’s excited concern for the welfare of his nose and Mr. Keaton’s frozen exhibition of the higher emotions keep the screen supplied with the staples of good-natured foolery.


      As a buffer for the capricious Patricia against the importunities of her ardent Spaniard, Elmer Tuttle finds Paris a disconcerting sort of madhouse. He takes his role of amateur gigolo with commendable gravity. His job, as he sees it, is “to make women want other men more.” As the urbane McCracken, chauffeur in Patricia’s household, Mr. Durante speaks French with a whooping Bronx accent and assists the bewildered plumber in his relations with Patricia’s admirers.


      In a frantic scene, Elmer meets Patricia’s Spaniard on the field of honor, with the assistance of two guns and the redoubtable McCracken. Further along he arouses The Passionate Plumber to its best moments when he squirms out of a tight situation in Patricia’s apartment by posing as her physician, giving the young woman a professional once-over with a blow torch and a couple of monkey wrenches.


      Irene Purcell fits the mood of the comedy nicely as the much-abused Patricia, and Henry Armetta conspires to good effect with the Messrs. Keaton and Durante in the Monte Carlo Casino. As the romantic foils, Gilbert Roland and Mona Maris burlesque the emotional Latins by playing their roles straight.


      The Passionate Plumber was also one of the few films in which Irene Purcell appeared. Purcell later left show business and married into the Johnson’s Wax family, settling in Racine, Wisconsin, where she died in 1972.


      Other supporting players included such welcome veterans as Polly Moran, Gilbert Roland as the greasy fop Tom Lagorce, and Maude Eburne as Aunt Charlotte. But these supporting players are what make this an M-G-M production featuring Keaton, rather than a Buster Keaton feature. They were not supporting players he had chosen, and the structure of the film was not one he was most comfortable or successful with. Likely realizing the limitations of the production, Keaton nevertheless did his best to make his own work as funny as possible.


      It was a review in the Australian Sydney Mail that seemed to most accurately perceive what was truly wrong with The Passionate Plumber:


      The Passionate Plumber should have been very funny. Buster Keaton, Jimmy Durante, and Polly Moran sound like good comedy material, and teamed together they well would be if they had been given something to be funny about or with. Keaton has always been reliable for laughs, but no audience can expect him to be consistently amusing when the bright brains of the studio cannot find the time to concentrate on good material for him.


      Jay Robert Nash and Stanley Ralph Ross in The Motion Picture Guide blame the script:


      Keaton never found material in his talkies that came close to his silent work, and even in 1932 his star was already dimmed greatly. The main problem with [The Passionate Plumber] is the overly rewritten script that was put through the ringer to make it fit Keaton’s screen persona. The tone is inconsistent, and the script is unable to sustain interest for 73 minutes. Durante’s performance is the highlight of the film. He manages to upstage Keaton in every scene they’re in together.


      Regarding Durante, however, Keaton disagrees, telling Rudi Blesh in Kea-

      ton:


      I had a story—The Passionate Plumber, which was The Cardboard Lover on stage. It was entirely wrong for me. Jimmy Durante was in the cast. He tried hard and I tried hard but our styles, our timing, don’t jibe. I could see that M-G-M was grooming Durante. He knew it too, but stole no scenes.


      While Keaton remained displeased and unfulfilled, and this time some critics were less than impressed, this did not especially matter to the M-G-M brass. Buster Keaton was a bigger star than ever before, his films were making more money, and he was among the top box-office draws of the time. Audiences enjoyed Keaton and Durante together and were unaware of the fact that Kea-

      ton saw their styles as clashing furiously on screen. This only made Keaton more unhappy. He realized that favorable performance at the box office, regardless of the quality of the project, was what mattered most to the brass at M-G-M—not his ideas to spend a bit more, take more time, and do gags that could truly be marveled at, as we still marvel today, in the twenty-first century.


      Then, as now, critical opinion mattered only marginally when box-office receipts told the studio otherwise. As with Keaton’s other M-G-M features, The Passionate Plumber was a box-office hit. Audiences liked it. And M-G-M responded by placing Jimmy Durante in its next Buster Keaton feature. Fortunately, it was a decided improvement.


      



      SPEAK EASILY


      A Buster Keaton production


      Release date: August 13, 1932


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer: Lawrence Weingarten


      Director: Edward Sedgwick


      Adaptation: Ralph Spence and Laurence E. Johnston, from Footlights by Clarence Budington Kelland


      Dialogue continuity: Ralph Spence and Laurence E. Johnson


      Photography: Harold Wenstrom


      Editor: William LeVanway


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Costumes: Arthur Appell


      Running time: 82 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Jimmy Durante, Ruth Selwyn, Thelma Todd, Edward Brophy, Hedda Hopper, Sidney Toler, William Pawley, Henry Armetta, Sidney Bracey, Lawrence Grant, Fred Kelsey


      



      Considered by many Keaton’s best M-G-M talkie, Speak Easily is basically an amusing comedy feature in which Keaton appears, not a Buster Keaton comedy. He is once again placed in situations and performing gags that are someone else’s creation. However, in the case of Speak Easily, the situations and gags are a bit more amusing than those found in, say, Parlor, Bedroom and Bath. The most Keaton-based M-G-M talking feature remains Doughboys, but Speak Easily is also recommended, albeit with reservations.


      Keaton is once again a milquetoast type, but this time he seeks adventure. As a college professor, the Keaton character feels trapped in an uneventful life and longs to shake things up, but he hasn’t the courage or the finances to do so. A quarter-million dollar inheritance falls into his lap, so he boards a train and seeks adventure. He discovers he is traveling with an acting troupe and agrees to finance their latest show. When he discovers the inheritance letter was a phony and he is actually broke, the acting troupe must stay one jump ahead of those who want to close the show and remove the scenery from the stage.


      Speak Easily has plenty of clichés, with the plot being a standard one about a broken-down theater troupe trying hard to maintain the show despite financial difficulties. There is also Ruth Selwyn’s character of Pansy, the kindhearted performer striving to succeed despite her below-par talent, and Thelma Todd’s Eleanor, the actress willing to do whatever is necessary to get ahead. Jimmy Durante plays Jimmy Dodge, the centerpiece of the show, with his usual gusto.


      There are many funny moments in Speak Easily and just as many missed opportunities. An early scene has the Professor holding a baby as a favor to one of the troupers. He discovers his trunk is not on board as the train pulls out, and he and the acting troupe leave the train after pulling the emergency cord. Naturally, when they board the train again, it is the baby that has been left behind, but after some frantic reaction the scene fades out.


      The potential of this sequence is obvious. Once the Professor leaves the train and it starts to pull away, a great opportunity arises for typical Keaton comedy. Imagine what he could do with a sequence where he had to run after a departing train, especially while holding a baby. But the scene offers nothing of the kind, instead relying on the Professor’s polysyllabic words confusing the less-literate conductor. The dialogue jokes are frequently substandard:


      Professor: Which finishing school did you attend?


      Actress: Notre Dame.


      Professor: But Notre Dame isn’t co-educational.


      Actress: Well, I was awfully young.


      The whole putting-on-a-musical story was done to perfection the following year in the Warner Bros. feature 42nd Street (1933). Speak Easily presents the same premise and structure, but it offers comedy along the way. Durante’s character Jimmy is amusing in trying to pawn off “Singin’ in the Rain” and “Oh! Susanna” as original compositions to the show’s stage director (Sidney Toler). Keaton is funny trying to teach the chorus girls an authentic Greek dance, allowing for some much-needed physical comedy.


      Thelma Todd, as Eleanor, offers perhaps the strongest performance in the film as an actress who makes a none-too-subtle play for the Professor, believing it could help advance her career. The scene in which she and the Professor consume too much alcohol allows them both to do a drunk bit that shows off their comic abilities. When they wake up the next day in the same room, Eleanor has it all set up that they be caught and the Professor forced to marry her (and thus guaranteeing her star turn in the show).


      Sidney Toler, whom many know best from his turn as detective Charlie Chan at Fox and Monogram, is quite wonderful as the harried director in the bit of footage that he is given. Ed Brophy and Henry Armetta once again play the roles they had by now perfected, and their limited screen time allows them to enhance the film rather than disrupt its pace.


      The climactic show is the best part of Speak Easily, as the troupe frantically tries to put on the production before the lawman backstage (Fred Kelsey) serves the Professor with an attachment. It is here where the film’s various setups pay off, including the confrontation between Pansy and Eleanor. It is also the part of the movie where Keaton is allowed to be as we best enjoy him. The Professor goes onstage, much to the chagrin of the stage manager, and begins offering instructions, and explanations to the audience, and ends up in a series of slapstick skirmishes in his attempts to help. His bumbling is, of course, mistaken as being part of the show. Durante, taking the stage himself, is clearly in his element doing a specialty number.


      What effectively separates Speak Easily from a musical comedy like Free and Easy is that the musical numbers are not allowed to play out. Every time one starts, the Professor’s backstage bumbling or onstage interference disrupts the number, reminding us we are watching a Buster Keaton comedy, not, as with Free and Easy, a musical in which Keaton is appearing. Durante is good here too, taking the place of an absent Eleanor during her ballet number (after the Professor has caused a disruption that makes her angrily leave the stage). Keaton’s joining him for some slapstick during this sequence makes them, for once, appear as a cohesive, complementary team.


      The structure of this sequence further benefits from occasional cutaways to an apoplectic stage manager and to an angry and frustrated Tony (Henry Armetta), asking everyone if they have seen “his thing” (getting himself slapped when he asks Eleanor—a reminder that this movie predated the enforcement of a production code in 1934). More than once he runs into the stage manager, prompting a bit of comic wrestling between the two volatile men.


      The Professor is told by the stage manager to watch from up in the rafters (flies, in theater vernacular) in order to keep out of the way, but he falls onto the stage, grabbing a rope as he does so. This occurs during a bicycle-race sequence on a rotating platform. His fall has him swinging back and forth during the moving-stage sequence, providing more laughs for the audience, who continue to believe these interruptions are part of a comedy review. The Professor runs along the rotating stage, frantically trying to explain to the audience, and eventually gets caught in a rope that swings him as the stage rotates, landing him hard into the orchestra pit. At one point the stage manager looks to Reno (the character played by Edward Brophy) and says, “Shoot him, they’ll think it’s part of the show.”


      Of course the show turns out to be a hit, it gets immediate financial backing, and all is well. The Professor ends up with Pansy and gets rid of Eleanor with a pithy “Nuts to you!”


      Speak Easily is a fun, lightweight musical and contains enough amusing moments to sustain it. It once again allows Keaton to maintain a consistent character at odds with his surroundings and forced to adapt. But it does not approach Keaton’s best work, and he again comes off as part of an ensemble rather than the full-fledged star of the production. This did not hurt its reception, however.


      The Los Angeles Times (September 10, 1932) stated: “Speak Easily has its moments. After a slow start and a meandering journey for about an hour, this new picture at Loew’s State Theater suddenly goes wild, accompanied by the audience.” The Chicago Tribune (September 5, 1932) praised the film as “a wild, haphazard farce.” However, Time magazine (August 29, 1932) explained one of the problems when it stated: “Jimmy Durante is much funnier than Keaton in a much smaller part.”


      After filming Speak Easily, Keaton appeared in a Hollywood on Parade short. Hollywood on Parade was a series of short films released by Paramount in the early 1930s, featuring stars of the day. In this entry, Keaton appears with Richard Arlen, Frances Dee, Clark Gable, Tallulah Bankhead, and Lew Cody. Keaton, looking much better than he would in his next M-G-M feature, shows off his land cruiser to his friend Cody. Keaton asks a crew member if he put new water in the goldfish bowl. The reply is that the fish hadn’t drunk the water they were given yesterday.


      Another project Keaton was considering at around this time was the part of Otto Kringelin in the prestigious M-G-M feature Grand Hotel (1932). While it is a heavily dramatic film, and the role is essentially a serious one, there is some elbow room for humor, and Keaton, even in later years, believed he could have done something interesting with the part (which was played, quite effectively, by Lionel Barrymore). Keaton stated in his autobiography, My Wonderful World of Slapstick (Doubleday, 1960):


      I make it a rule to become very serious about the fourth reel or so. That is to make absolutely sure that the audience will really care about what happens to me in the rest of the picture. The only good thing about Sidewalks of New York and Parlor, Bedroom and Bath were the profits they were earning. I was sure I could handle such a serious part—but was the departure so radical? I would have played the part differently. I do not say better, mind you, just differently.


      Keaton lost the role when John Barrymore, one of the stars of the picture, insisted his brother Lionel be cast in the role.


      Undaunted, Keaton approached producer Irving Thalberg with an elaborate idea for a parody of Grand Hotel featuring himself, Laurel and Hardy, and Marie Dressler, but this project, while intriguing, never came to be.


      Keaton was beset by personal problems during some of the filming of Speak Easily, due to a bitter divorce from his wife, actress Natalie Talmadge. His drinking increased, resulting in his missing several days of production and putting the movie over budget, something that did not sit well with the top brass at M-G-M, despite his films being moneymakers. Keaton’s bad behavior only increased in his next project, causing even greater consternation among the studio’s heads of production. Films cannot always make money if they go over budget, and those on the business end of motion picture production remained fixated on the profit margin, much like today. After Speak Easily, Keaton’s personal problems began to infiltrate his performance and affect his creativity as well. While studios were notorious for covering up the offscreen problems of its stars, Keaton’s situation started showing up on screen. Perhaps the public didn’t notice, but the M-G-M brass was all too aware of the problem.


      



      WHAT! NO BEER?


      A Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production


      Release date: February 10, 1933


      Distributed by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer


      Producer: Lawrence Weingarten (uncredited)


      Director: Edward Sedgwick


      Script: Carey Wilson


      Story: Robert E. Hopkins


      Additional dialogue: Jack Cluett


      Photography: Harold Wenstrom


      Editor: Frank Sullivan


      Art director: Cedric Gibbons


      Recording engineer: Douglas Shearer


      Running time: 66 minutes


      Cast: Buster Keaton, Jimmy Durante, Roscoe Ates, Phyllis Barry, John Miljan, Henry Armetta, Edward Brophy, Charles Dunbar, Charles Giblyn, Sidney Bracy, James Donlan, Al Jackson, Pat Harman


      



      What! No Beer? is considered in some quarters to be Buster Keaton’s worst movie. His problems offscreen grew so overwhelming that his alcoholism increased to the point of its being evident on screen. His heavy drinking once again stalled production as well. At one point he disappeared for an entire week and came back married to his nurse, Mae Scribbins—a short-lived union that years later Keaton could not even recall.


      M-G-M studio head Louis B. Mayer did not care for Keaton’s comedy but understood the necessity of keeping a proven moneymaker on the roster. Keaton was earning more money than anytime in his career, with his current films more successful than the silents we now know as classics. Many have speculated that this odd reversal of fortune, coupled with the tumult in his personal life, might have been instrumental in his breakdown. In his divorce proceedings with Natalie Talmadge, she took custody of their two sons, changed their last names from Keaton to Talmadge, and, according to Keaton’s autobiography, took “everything I had.” Keaton was pretty much a mess while filming this feature, and it is evident in his performance. The most athletically gifted comedian in cinema looks physically clumsy and unsure of himself. Film’s most creative comic mind appears foggy, slurring, and stammering.


      The story line about Prohibition was current, and the film made money as a result, but Jimmy Durante carries the picture. David MacLeod minces no words in his book The Sound of Buster Keaton (Buster Books, 1995):


      Although subsequent viewings may yield a laugh or two, nothing can erase the shock of seeing What! No Beer? for the first time. More than any other film he made, Buster looks like a ravaged alcoholic: the makeup fails to disguise his puffy, lined face, and his speech is slurred and “thick” throughout. The lack of closeups is a blessing. But even in medium-shots, Buster looks decidedly shaky.


      Keaton plays Elmer J. Butts, a taxidermist, who is persuaded by customer Jimmy Potts (Durante) to vote for Prohibition to be repealed. When the repeal vote is successful, Jimmy and Elmer buy an abandoned brewery, hiring as workers a trio of homeless men who had been living in the deserted building. They brew their first batch of beer but are arrested because the repeal had not yet been put into law. When lab tests indicate there was no liquor in the mixture, the boys are set free. One of the employees, Schultz (Roscoe Ates) lets Jimmy know he has a recipe to make actual beer, so they proceed to do so, telling Elmer it is legal near-beer. The business begins to profit, but it is soon discovered the beer is real, and the boys are in trouble once again.


      What! No Beer? manages to have a few inspired sequences. One features Elmer loosening a truckload of beer barrels, causing them to roll down the street—a sequence reworked by the Three Stooges in their popular two-reeler Three Little Beers (Columbia, 1935). Another has several people following after Elmer and Jimmy’s truck because of a “Free Beer” sign posted on the back. Of course neither realizes the sign is there. The film is something of a cultural artifact, representing how Americans felt about Prohibition right around the time of its pending repeal. But this does not keep it from being a very noisy, tumultuous comedy that simply doesn’t engage the talents of Buster Keaton.


      Again, Keaton’s condition was clearly a problem. According to Rudi Blesh, in Keaton, “Though nominally the star, he was a pale, staring ghost who dragged himself to the studio each morning shaking with a hangover.” The New York Times (February 11, 1933), however, liked the film:


      What! No Beer? has many hilarious incidents, with the hoarse-voiced Mr. Durante delivering the lively comedy and Mr. Keaton being comically foolish, although he appeals to the gangsters in the wild tale as a master mind. Mr. Durante’s peculiar form of humor rather puts Mr. Keaton in the shade, and the former might have been even funnier if he had not been compelled to carry out ideas that bear Mr. Keaton’s cachet.


      It is amazing that, at this point, a reviewer appeared disappointed that Durante had to mellow to Keaton’s level. But it gives us a clear understanding of how Keaton’s demeanor no longer seemed to work during the talking-picture era.


      The New York Times review appeared nine days after Keaton’s contract with M-G-M was terminated, despite pre-production already started on a subsequent Keaton-Durante teaming, tentatively titled Buddies. Keaton’s films for M-G-M had remained consistently popular, and they made a lot of money for the studio. What! No Beer? set attendance records at the Capitol Theater in New York and was held over for an additional week. But Keaton’s offscreen problems had become too difficult. According to Jim Kline in his book The Complete Films of Buster Keaton (Citadel, 1993)


      Keaton’s final appearance as a star studio actor is proof of his ability to project a sense of stolid, beguiling charm while surrounded by incessant chatter and engulfed in a vortex of self-destructive delirium. Unfortunately, the film’s story line about the legalization of booze makes his appearance an ironic example of the horrors of overindulgence.


      Even though he had been fired, the M-G-M publicity arm stretched into the media, and Keaton’s true condition was not reported in the press with any accuracy. A February 4, 1933, article in the New York Times put an interesting spin on things:


      KEATON QUITS SCREEN


      Buster Keaton, film comedian, announced today he had retired, at least temporarily from the screen because of a physical breakdown. Mr. Kea-

      ton will leave within a week for Honolulu. His seven-year contract with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer does not expire until April, but by mutual agreement it has been canceled.


      The comedian suffered a severe attack of influenza recently.


      Buster Keaton has just completed work on his new production What! No Beer? in which he is featured with Jimmy Durante. Although he is only 36, the comedian is one of the veterans of the films. He began his motion picture career in 1917 as a supporting player for Fatty Arbuckle, and the reception accorded his impassive style of comedy quickly forced him into the front ranks.


      Last year he made two films, The Passionate Plumber and Speak Easily. His wife, the former Natalie Talmadge, obtained a divorce from him in Los Angeles last August.


      Buster Keaton was out of a job. And because word spread very rapidly in Hollywood—even decades before the Internet and twenty-four-hour news—he was branded as unreliable and could not secure work at any of the other big studios. It appeared that Keaton was finished. His self-destructive behavior increased, and close friends were greatly concerned. Keaton lived for his work, and another opportunity to be responsibly creative is what was necessary to bring him out of this enormous funk.


      Had Buster Keaton been allowed full creative control in the sound-picture era with the limitless budgets that M-G-M could certainly afford, he would likely have turned out revolutionary talking pictures, just as he had silents. And having helped create the fundamental language of cinema, he might have investigated ways of using sound on film that we still have not encountered in the twenty-first century.


      But that was not to be.


      Perhaps the offscreen troubles that led him into alcoholism could have been handled more successfully had he been able to enjoy his work, to use it as an outlet for the tensions and frustrations that were overwhelming his personal life.


      That was also not to be.


      After a string of successful talking features, each one netting decent box-office returns, Buster Keaton was discharged for being unable to avoid his demons. Money meant a tremendous amount to M-G-M, to any studio, and studios frequently would cover up the difficulties of a star. When Louis B. Mayer was reminded that one of the studio’s biggest stars, Wallace Beery, was a son of a bitch, Mayer was said to reply, “Yes, but he’s our son of a bitch.”


      Shortly after his firing from M-G-M, the newspapers announced a new project featuring Buster Keaton. The comedian had been approached by an independent producer with the opportunity to start making films for a new company in Florida. Keaton was promised the sort of creative control he had once enjoyed. Things initially looked very promising.
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        Buster Keaton as The Cameraman.
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        Buster is nabbed by cop Harry Gribbon in The Cameraman.
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        Norman McNeil, Keaton, and Marceline Day.
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        Karl Dane and Keaton were both stars on the M-G-M lot in 1928.
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        Keaton with Dorothy Sebastian in Spite Marriage.
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        Buster Keaton, Oliver Hardy, and Stan Laurel.
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        Buster Keaton and Anita Page in a scene from Free and Easy.
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        Keaton and Raquel Torres doing the same scene for the Spanish version of Free and Easy, which was called Estrellados.
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        Poster for Doughboys.
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      A smitten Buster offers flowers in Doughboys.
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        Buster enters the army to be closer to his girl in Doughboys.
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        Buster and friend on the battlefield in Doughboys.
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        Buster and Sally Eilers seem unaware of the German soldiers behind them in Doughboys.
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        Newspaper ad for Parlor, Bedroom and Bath.
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        A startled Joan Peers with Keaton in Parlor, Bedroom and Bath.
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        Charlotte Greenwood and Keaton.
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        Unknown actor, Keaton, and Françoise Rosay in Buster se marie, the French version of Parlor, Bedroom and Bath.
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      Keaton and Anita Page.
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        Keaton aided by Cliff Edwards in Sidewalks of New York.
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        Keaton and Irene Purcell, who later married into the Johnson’s Wax family.

      

    


    
      [image: 26.tif]


      
        Unknown extra with Keaton in The Passionate Plumber.

      

    


    
      Keaton and Jimmy Durante plot their next move in Speak Easily.
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        Keaton is vamped by Thelma Todd.
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        Keaton ignores the advances of Thelma Todd, but Jimmy Durante seems interested, in Speak Easily.
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        Phyllis Barry and a pixilated Keaton in What! No Beer?
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        Durante and Keaton cutting up.
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        After his alcoholism showed up in his performance, Keaton was fired by M-G-M.
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