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John has retired from the University of Ottawa, having spent most of his academic
career in Canada; he also spent several sessions as a visiting prof’ at the University of
Hull (UK) and UNSW. He now makes his home in Sydney.

Son of a diploma-holding parish organist, John has always been interested in music.
Chapel organist at 15 and organ-student at two Welsh cathedrals, he studied for 3
years with Dr A.J. Pritchard of London’s Royal College of Music. Organist at several
Ottawa churches, he was a founder member of the Ottawa Valley Theatre Organ
Society which installed a Morton/Warren organ in a local theatre and played for silent
film presentations there and in Kingston (Ontario). John made his debut as a cinema
organist at The Regal, Henley-on-Thames, many years ago.

Apart from playing for Sunday services at an eastern suburbs church, John is also in
his 12" year as broadcaster of Theatre Organ Magic on RNB-FM. Since arriving here
he has been an active member of the Theatre Organ Society of Australia (NSW).
Having appeared for SSF at half a dozen venues, he enjoys the challenge of
accompanying silent films, always featuring some music contemporary with the older
materials. He claims to be influenced by the advice of legendary U.S. organist of the
Silent Film era, Gaylord Carter, who aspired to help his audience think and feel
appropriately about what was being shown.



The Kings of Comedy

Excursion to the Moon (1908) Segundo de Chomon 7 mins



These early days of cinema were an exciting time, when audiences were thrilled and fascinated
simply to see a moving image on a screen. Their hunger for more such wonderful escapism and
entertainment motivated the artistically creative and entrepreneurial pioneers of the early film
industry to continually develop new and better films — first by adding colour and special effects,
and then lengthening films to create a ‘narrative film’ telling a story.

Excursion to the Moon is an example of how many of these newly developed skills combine
with subjects of public interest to make an entertaining short film. Stories of fantastic voyages,
such as to the moon or under the sea, were popular at the turn of the century, and Georges
Mélies had already been inspired by Jules Verne and H.G. Wells’ novel “First Men in the
Moon” to make Voyage to the Moon in 1902.

Excursion to the Moon 1is, in fact, a newer version, or a remake, of Mélies’s Voyage to the
Moon, featuring some more elaborate scenes but sticking close to the original 1902 film. This
light-hearted adventure is full of movement, and once the rocket lands on the moon - by flying
into the open mouth of the face in the moon! - there is also an explosion of colour, leading to a
show of dancing girls wearing different-coloured dresses. All these elements make for fun and
fascinating entertainment — then and now.

The Cure (1917) Charlie Chaplin 24 mins
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Among the first and most famous comedies on the screen were the Keystone Cops - a name
almost everyone is still familiar with a century later, and it was the Keystone Film Company
owned by comedy master, Mack Sennett, that also introduced Charlie Chaplin to the world.

He first appeared on screen in 1914 wearing his ‘Little Tramp’ outfit, which has become his
trademark around the world. By 1916, when the Mutual Film Corporation offered Chaplin the
chance of almost complete artistic freedom, he was already writing and directing his own short
films, and was churning them out rapidly with ever-increasing success and popularity.

The following years at Mutual were some of Chaplin’s best, and resulted in many of his most
popular and best remembered films. In The Cure, he plays a drunkard that is delivered to a
health spring establishment, but he obviously has no intention of drying out because his trunk is
full of liquor instead of clothes. Things really get out of control, however, when these bottles
are thrown into the spring out of which the health resort’s residents drink!

The usual format for Chaplin’s short comedies involves a love triangle of some sort: Edna
Purviance is his regular co-star playing Charlie’s romantic interest, while the tall and large Eric
Campbell is either the rival suitor or the bully and baddie preventing Charlie from being happy
with his girl. In The Cure, he is the patient with gout who gets in Charlie’s way — or vice
versa!
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Dog Shy (1926) Charlie Chase 23 mins

Although he never reached the level of success and popularity that Chaplin and Keaton enjoyed,
Charley Chase nevertheless found his niche in the world of silent film comedy, mainly at the
Hal Roach Studios. While Mack Sennett’s Keystone Studios flourished in the 1910s, a more
serious and refined type of comedy produced by Hal Roach became the preferred style in the
1920s.

Chase was busy for several decades up to 1940, appearing in over 270 short films or supporting
roles, of which his years with Hal Roach were his best. During this time, Hal Roach also
employed director Leo McCarey, whose contribution to Hollywood includes guiding Laurel and
Hardy, and directing screen legends like Gloria Swanson, Mae West and W.C. Fields, to name
only a few.

Dog Shy is a fine example of this successful team’s output in the 1920s. Afraid of dogs since
early childhood, Charlie finds refuge from a dog in a telephone booth where the line is still open
to a sobbing girl who is being forced to marry a nobleman she barely knows. After this brief
telephone encounter, Charlie’s mission is to find the girl, and does so by becoming the family’s
new butler.



Hilarious misunderstandings, such as with his orders to ‘give The Duke a bath’, lead to a
midnight rendezvous involving burglars, the husband who wants to get rid of the family dog,
and the eloping couple.

More stylized and sophisticated that the slapstick comedies of the previous decade, Charlie
Chase excels in short comedies that tell a little story, and whose humour relies more on puns,
word games and misunderstandings than physical gags and stunts, although there are enough of
these in this short comedy as well.
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Now You Tell One (1926) Charley Bowers 22 mins

This unique and brilliant American comedian had been
forgotten over the years until some of his films resurfaced
in the 1960s. Far more than just a comedian, Bowers [
already had a fascinating life before beginning his career |
in motion pictures: a circus performer, bronco buster,
cartoonist and theatre hand.

No doubt his greatest talent was as a cartoonist, and his brilliant, creative mind soon led him to
take charge of the entire ‘Mutt and Jeff” series of cartoons for Pathe Fréres and Bud Fisher Film
Corp, writing, producing, directing and also animating several hundred of the popular cartoons
in the mid-1920s.

It was after this very productive work that he turned his attention to films, using his creative
genius to accomplish astonishing visual effects for the time, combining puppet animation with
live action using his own stop-motion techniques. As a result, the animation and other special
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effects completely stole the limelight from Bowers himself, who modeled his character after
comic legends, Chaplin, Keaton and Harold Lloyd.

Resembling Buster Keaton, his image perfectly fits the role of the smallish, nerdy guy who
invents the most outrageous and ridiculous gadgets and inventions, making the impossible seem
possible. With a style uniquely his own, Bowers’ amazing and even mesmerizing films are the
height in fun, intelligent entertainment.

Now You Tell One is one of the first re-discovered gems, and one of Bowers’ best known films
in our day. The opening scenes are already fascinating, as a long row of elephants parade into a
government building — one of the tall tales being told in a club of liars. Another member,
competing to be the year’s best liar, tells of vanishing within a hat, but it is Bowers’ apparent
true story that wins the prize.

Having invented a magical grafting formula causing instant growth of anything attached to a
branch, a delightfully absurd story begins to unravel, starting with an eggplant containing an
egg and salt shaker! Later, he even manages to clone living things from a branch using his
special formula. Watching Now You Tell One and the dozen or so other remaining films from
this astonishing artist’s unique body of work is an unforgettable journey through the fantastic
world of the imagination.
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In “Now You Tell One” the Liars Club is having an annual get together. One
member tells of elephants on the Capitol building, and the stop-motion
animation for this looks like something akin to Ray Harryhausen to come.
However, the lies lack imagination, so a senior member goes out in search
for a great liar. He finds Charley trying to blow his head off in a cannon.
Charley is taken back to the club. He is introduced as Bricolo, so great a
liar that even the King of the Gullible would never believe him. Charley tells
the club how he invented a potion that will graft together any two objects
and make them grow. Pineapples and apples grow into a combined plant,
as do cucumbers and squash, straws change into a hat, seeds into
shoelaces, and the handle of a wheel barrel grows a Christmas tree.
Charley happens upon a pretty girl with cute legs who is stressed out over a
huge problem with mice. Charley grows her some cats, but like the
sorcerer’s apprentice, the magic gets away from him and soon her house is
overrun with cats.

http://366weirdmovies.com/discovering-charley-bowers/

In Memoriam

David Shepard 1940-2017

The Festival appreciates the assistance of the invaluable and generous support for many years
from the late David Shepard, Film Preservation and Associates and Blackhawk Films, Dr. Peter
Atkins and the Hunters Hill Congregational Community Church, Lobster Films, Serge
Bromberg, Robert Gamlen, Hilton Prideaux, Stephen Davies, Leslie Eric May and the sublime
flair and talents of Stephanie Khoo.

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb reviews at Amazon by the

Festival’s tireless supporter,
Barbara Underwood.
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