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No doubt the most recognized name and face of silent comedy next to Charlie Chaplin is 
Buster Keaton, whose films are still cherished and admired by fans and film critics alike 
down to this day.  Affectionately nicknamed ‘The Great Stone Face’ because of his 
world-famous trademark deadpan expression, many modern-day scholars of film history 
believe Keaton was the greatest comedy master of them all. 
 
Raised in a family of vaudeville performers, Buster quickly rose to fame when he entered 
the world of moving pictures in 1917 doing slapstick comedies with other established 
stars like Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle.  Before long, Buster’s deadpan facial expression 
became known and loved the world over, and his breathtaking stunt work is still highly 
respected to this day. 
 
Of about a dozen full-length feature films, Steamboat Bill, Jr  ranks as one of his most 
outstanding and successful films next to The General, and rates as one of the best loved 
and respected comic masterpieces overall.   Interestingly, it was not very successful at the 
box-office when it was first released in 1928, and the New York Times even called it a 
“gloomy comedy” and a “sorry affair”.   Fortunately, sentiments have changed since this 
initial reaction, Steamboat Bill Jr. has become a classic and included in "1001 Movies 
You Must See Before You Die". 
 
One of the many reasons why Steamboat Bill Jr is so highly acclaimed today is that it 
features one of the most famous and breathtaking stunts in film history.  Filmed in 
Sacramento, California, with a production cost of $135,000, breakaway street sets and 
riverbanks were constructed and then their destruction by six powerful Liberty-motor 
wind machines was filmed for the famous hurricane scene. Keaton himself was 
suspended by a cable from a forty-meter crane which hurled him around, as if airborne in 
the wind storm. 
 
Keaton always carefully calculated and choreographed his stunts and physical gags, and a 
shining example of his skills is a moment during the astounding scenes of the windstorm 
tearing through the town, blowing cars, furniture and houses around.  When the side of a 
house is blown over, Buster is standing at the exact spot where an open window of the 
falling façade passes over him, leaving him untouched, with his usual deadpan 
expression.   
 
This famous stunt has been re-created several times in movies and for television, such as 
an episode of MacGyver in 1991.  Legendary Hong Kong film star, Jackie Chan, has 
often cited Keaton’s acrobatics, in particular this stunt in Steamboat Bill, Jr, as one of his 
main influences. 
 
Besides astonishing action and stunts, Steamboat Bill Jr also has great charm in its setting 
along the Mississippi River, and colourful characters such as the father and son who are 
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complete opposites of each other.  Buster, who plays the sensitive college boy son, Bill 
Jr,  reluctantly learns the river boating trade from his tough and grouchy father, but is 
more interested in the daughter of his father’s riverboat rival, which leads to escalating 
antics, culminating in the amazing windstorm scenes.   
 
Steamboat Bill, Jr was the last film made by Keaton's independent production team, and 
his last picture for United Artists. Keaton made one more film with his trademark style, 
namely The Cameraman at MGM, before all of his creative control was taken away by 
the studio.  This also marked the end of the silent era, and although Keaton continued 
working in movies and television until his death in 1966, his best work was during the 
1920s.  In this decade Keaton made a dozen high quality feature-length films such as Our 
Hospitality, (1923) Sherlock Jr (1924) and The Navigator (1924), as well as many short 
comedies also of consistently high standard. 
 
 
Cast and Crew:  Directed by Charles Reisner and Buster Keaton, written by Carl 
Harbaugh and Buster Keaton, Produced by Joseph M. Schenk, Distributed by United 
Artists, Cinematography by Bert Haines and Devereaux Jennings 
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Australian comedian Harold Fraser was born in Melbourne in 1889, and began his 
performing career in Tasmania.  By 1910 he was ready to pursue a successful career in 
Hollywood, and his vaudeville experience together with his trademark large droopy 
moustache put him in the same league with comedy greats, Chaplin and Keaton.  
Changing his name to Snub Pollard, he worked mostly at Hal Roach’s studios during the 
silent era, of which It’s a Gift is his most famous comedy short today. 
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In this short comedy, which was the first in Pollard’s own series as ‘Inventor Pollard’, he 
demonstrates his wit and skill by interacting with all kinds of mechanical gadgets – from 
pulleys to bring him breakfast in bed by means of the most ridiculous and useless 
gadgets, to a bullet-shaped vehicle that zooms along the streets merely by magnetic 
attraction to other passing cars.  Brilliant in both its simplicity and complexity, It’s a Gift 
was a popular hit at a time when audiences were fascinating by fast-developing 
technology, mechanics and gadgetry. 
 
Before his success at Hal Roach’s studio, he appeared in various short films for the new 
studios of Hollywood such as Essanay and Keystone, playing a Keystone Cop and other 
bit parts, and gradually progressing until he was credited in nearly twenty films in the 
year 1915.   This was also the year he began a successful two-year stint as Harold Lloyd’s 
sidekick in over fifty Lonesome Luke comedies. 
 
Always happy to have a minor yet often significant part, Snub kept working during leaner 
years as slapstick comedy waned in popularity and then when sound was introduced in 
1929.  His experience as a comedian was always sought after in ‘B’ Westerns and other 
films requiring some comedy relief during the 1930s and 1940s. 
 
Even without his trademark comical moustache, he went on to play many more small 
parts, often without dialogue, all through the following decades, enjoying a small piece of 
the limelight in classics such as Miracle on 34th Street and Singin’ in the Rain, as well as 
Frank Capra’s Pocketful of Miracles.   
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No Silent Film Festival would be complete without a session dedicated to the Great 
Clowns of silent comedy whose antics continue to entertain each generation – which is in 
itself the best testimony to their skills and talents.   These films were made for young and 
old; for kids and those who are young at heart and can still delight in the innocent fun of 
these timeless gags and skits.   
 
This popular session highlights the origins of motion picture comedy and the legendary 
pioneers who set the benchmark for all film comedians to follow.  Names like Charlie 
Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Mack Sennett and Laurel and Hardy are universally synonymous 
with laughter and an enjoyable short escape from reality, and these timeless treasures are 
enjoyed as much in our day as they were when they were made. 
 
Innocent and cartoon-like in nature, these short comedies which average twenty minutes 
in length are comical masterpieces, full of unpredictable, ridiculous and outrageous antics 
and stunts.   They were a constant feature in cinemas along with feature films or a variety 
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of other shorter films in the first few decades of last century until the sound era began in 
1929. 
 
The style of comedy varied from comedian and studio, with some creating a comic 
character such as Chaplin’s tramp in baggy pants and ill-fitting coat, or Buster Keaton’s 
deadpan expression.  Some films were expertly choreographed with complex stunts 
involving cars or buildings, while others relied more on the spontaneity of the comedians 
and the popularity of favourite gags and skits.   
 
These short comedies use the general story line as an excuse for an assortment of 
hilarious gags, with the emphasis on carefully orchestrated slapstick comedy.  Even the 
most serious viewer has to admire the unexpected, clever ideas that pop up, such as 
Chaplin on the run from the police in The Adventurer, who quickly dons a large lamp 
shade and is overlooked by his chasers who mistake him for a standing lamp.  The 
Adventurer also features other recurring themes in slapstick comedies, such as being 
chased by bungling policemen, making an enemy of the ever-present big, strong and ugly 
guy, and trying to impress the girl while hiding embarrassing shortcomings. 
 
Looking beyond the funny façade, one cannot fail to marvel at the precise choreography 
of movements, stunts and action which create a moment of thrills and laughs.  This 
painstaking planning is most evident in the chase and action scenes performed by Charles 
Chaplin and Buster Keaton, in particular Keaton’s Cops in which a ladder is used like a 
see-saw over a fence as Buster once again tries to elude the police. Trying to become a 
big businessman to please his girl, Buster ends up with a toppling cartload of furniture 
which he manages to maneuver right into the town’s annual policeman’s parade. Cops is 
also highly regarded as a classic short comedy for its impressive scenes of crowds and 
dozens of cops chasing Buster through city streets. 
 
Like Chaplin and Keaton, the famous duo of Laurel and Hardy also need no introduction 
to modern audiences.  Although quite successful comedy actors individually during the 
1920s, this immensely successful partnership of fat and skinny goofs began in 1927 and 
continued through into the sound era until 1940.  Angora Love was their last silent 
comedy, and is a heart-warming story about a goat called Penelope who follows Laurel 
and Hardy home, and unable to part company with Penelope, they go to all lengths to 
hide the noisy and smelly pet from their grouchy landlord.  This farewell comedy to the 
silent era must have nevertheless proved popular enough for Laurel and Hardy to remake 
Angora Love with sound in Laughing Gravy (1931) using the same gags but a puppy 
instead of a goat.   
 
Perhaps the ultimate representative of silent slapstick comedy is Mack Sennett, founder 
of Keystone Studios in 1912 and producer of the world’s best known silent comedies, the 
Keystone Kops.  Many successful stars such as Chaplin, Mabel Normand and even Gloria 
Swanson began their careers with Mack Sennett who produced a mind-boggling total of 
seven hundred films from 1911 to 1949, and directed and acted in over three hundred of 
them.    
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Lizzies of the Field counts as one of the classics even though it was made in 1924, long 
after the Keystone Kops era in the mid 1910s, and it features one of the greatest and most 
astounding car chase scenes ever filmed, with impressive stunt and camera techniques.  
In the lead role is Australia’s very own Billy Bevan as Nick Pliers, a mechanic in one of 
two rivalling garages, determined to beat his opponent in the thrilling cross-country car 
race.   

Billy Bevan was born in Orange, NSW in 1887 and began his career here in Australia, 
touring with the Pollard theatre troupe which went to the US, where Mack Sennett later 
discovered him.  Bevan appeared in over a hundred one and two-reelers (short comedies 
of ten to twenty minutes in length) for Mack Sennett in the decade 1919 to 1929. 

With the advent of sound in 1929, Bevan continued to enjoy a productive Hollywood 
career until his retirement in 1950, doing mostly small to medium roles in dozens of 
movies.   He portrays the innkeeper in Lloyds of London (1936), Jerry Cruncher in Tale of 
Two Cities (1935), the policeman in Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca (1940) and the ticket 
taker in Hitchcock’s Suspicion (1941). 
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Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb reviews at 
Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter, Barbara Burkowsky-Underwood, 

whose notes grace these pages. 

 

The Festival  acknowledges the invaluable and generous support from the 
renowned David Shepard. 
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