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THE GENERAL

1927 — USA
Directors: Buster Keaton and Clyde Bruckman
Starring: Buster Keaton and Marion Mack

Duration: 75 mins

Today, Buster Keaton stands alongside Charlie Chaplin as the most famous and best- loved comedian of the
silent era, and of his many feature-length films, The General has been repeatedly hailed as one of the best ten
films of all time.

Much more than simply a comedy, The General is also a great action adventure epic and an impressive
historic costume drama depicting a real event of the American Civil War. In 1862, a military raid took place
that involved causing as much damage as possible to the vital railroad section in the southern states, while
other locomotives chased the one being commandeered by the Union Army.

This historic event is faithfully re-enacted in this most entertaining and enjoyable light comedy in which Buster
plays a steam train engineer who finds himself in the situation of driving an engine by himself through enemy
territory.

Real steam locomotives feature prominently in this special film, climaxing in the most expensive and
spectacular stunt scene in all of silent cinema when a real stream train plunges through a burning bridge into a
river! The wreckage was left in the river, and it even became a minor tourist attraction for the next twenty
years.

Many other scenes impress the serious moviegoer, such as the precise choreography of the many stunts and
physical action scenes between man and machine, as Buster single-handedly drives a locomotive into enemy
territory to retrieve his stolen engine, called “The General”, rescues his sweetheart who taken captive by the
enemy North, and inadvertently becomes a hero on his return.

Railway tracks are removed, damaged or sabotaged by the enemy, but Buster finds a solution to all these
obstacles, as well as surviving his own blunders. The deceptively simple story and sequence of events



required great effort behind the scenes, but the hard work has been rewarded with critical acclaim and great
popularity among audiences of many generations, right into our 215t century.

The great appeal of Buster Keaton’s character is no doubt his famous deadpan look with never a hint of a
smile, and despite his small stature, he is the underdog and hero due to his tenacity and physical dexterity.
Born into a vaudeville family, Buster learnt at an early age how to fall, stumble and be beaten without actually
being hurt, and this skill lead to his successful film debut in 1917 with slapstick comedian, Roscoe Arbuckle.

Before long, Buster reached out for more creative independence by writing his own stories and screenplays,
as well as directing many of his feature films, as well as the ever-popular “shorts”, running an average of
fifteen minutes. The General is one of his last great feature films of the silent era, putting all his acquired skills
and knowledge of filmmaking into what could be called a work of art for its beautifully choreographed and
meticulously thought-out action sequences.

Of special interest is the brief appearance of Australian actor, Frank S. Hagney as the Confederate Recruiting
Officer in The General, after similar small roles in over thirty silent films, as well as doing many stunts in early
silent films. Born in Sydney in 1884, he worked hard in vaudeville, then small bit parts in early Hollywood until
contributing a fine role as the faithful bodyguard of a wheelchair-bound villain in Frank Capra’s It's a Wonderful
Life in 1946

The General rightly deserves its reputation as one of Buster Keaton’s most highly praised and popular movies,
encompassing a broad range of features which appeal to a wide audience. From the old-world romance of
authentic steam engines and trains, surprising and impressive attention to historic detail, likeable characters
and a rollicking fun and action-packed adventure, it has everything that even modern-day audiences enjoy
over and over again.




We acknowledge the invaluable and generous support from the renowned David Shepard, Film Preservation
Associates and Blackhawk Films, Lobster Films, Flicker Alley and Jeff Masino and the sublime flair and talents
of Stephanie Khoo.

The Festival is grateful for the generous assistance of Jodie Hopkins and the staff at the Frank Vickery Village,
Carol Garner and Deborah Williams.

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb reviews at Amazon by the Festival's
tireless supporter, Barbara Underwood, whose notes grace many of these pages.
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