
Silent Comedy Era
FILM STUDY 1 – MS. JONES



Warm up!

 Turn to your new neighbor and discuss the following: 

 What is your favorite comedy movie? 

 Who is your favorite comedian? Why? 



Earliest Comedy

 Considered the oldest genre 

in film, most prolific

 Comedy was ideal for silent 

film because it relied on 

visual action & physical 

humor rather than sound.

 The first comics were trained 

by performing in the circus, 

burlesque, or vaudeville



Mack Sennett

 Nicknamed the King of Comedy

 Formed Keystone Company & Studios in 1912

 Focused on inventive, visual, improvised comedy 

that moved frantically

 Liked exaggerated or unique looks 

 Most famous films featured the Keystone Cops

https://youtu.be/m53jnZQP32g


Comedy Formats

Comedian-led

 Well-timed gags

 Jokes

 Sketches

 Focus on the comic or 

character

Situation-comedy

 Told within a narrative (story)

 Surroundings or environment

 Audience may know more 

than the characters



Slapstick

 Predominant in early film because sound 

wasn’t required to make the gag

 Silent-movie comedies were known as 

slapstick comedies because aggression or 

violent behavior, not verbal humor, was 

the source of the laugh. 

 Pie in the face

 Loss of your trousers

 Runaway/crashing cars

 Chasing people or animals

Refers to the two pieces of wood – hinged 

together – that clowns used to produce a sharp 

sound that simulated the sound of one person 

striking another. 



Other Forms of Comedy

Deadpan

 An expression-less face of a stoic hero

 Buster Keaton was known for this

Screwball

 Lunacy, craziness, eccentricity

 Ridiculous & erratic behavior

Verbal Comedy

 Cruel, verbal wit (W.C. Fields)

 Sexual innuendo (Mae West)

 Absurdity of dialogues (Marx Bros.)

 Self-effacing, thoughtful humor (Woody Allen)

Dark Comedy

 Sarcastic

 Pessimistic subject matter: war or death

Parody / Spoof

 Ridicules the style or characters of serious 

work

 Impersonation, imitation



Silent Comedy

Comedy in particular was a major factor in Hollywood’s early success. 

Charlie Chaplin Buster Keaton Harold Lloyd



Charlie Chaplin
“The Little Tramp”



Film Career

 Chaplin made his acting debut as a pageboy in a production of Sherlock Holmes

 1908 -- Chaplin got his first taste of the United States, where he caught the eye of film 
producer Mack Sennett, who signed Chaplin to a contract for a $150 a week

 To differentiate himself from the clad of other actors in Sennett films, Chaplin decided 

to play a single identifiable character, and "The Little Tramp" was born, with audiences 

getting their first taste of him in Kid Auto Races at Venice (1914).

 By the age of 26, Chaplin, just three years removed from his vaudeville days, was a 

superstar. 

 Made over 80 films in his lifetime – the last 5 films were talking pictures

https://youtu.be/-nUptPWbE88


The Little Tramp

 To create The Tramp, Chaplin started with the character’s costume: 

“I had no idea of the character, but the moment I was dressed, the clothes 
and the make-up made me feel the person he was.” 

 All over the world, people saw this delicate, fierce, friendless little 
man as their second self, the person they really were inside.

 Chaplin is one of the few silent film stars still recognized by 
mainstream audiences today, because of his signature character –
the Little Tramp. 

 Chaplin was one of the silent era’s funniest and most versatile 
physical comedians, and while he was never as acrobatic as Buster 
Keaton or Harold Lloyd, he sure knew how to sell a gag.



Frame by Frame

 Frame by Frame - Charlie Chaplin

 Fought the advancement of sound in film 

 “The moment that the Tramp speaks, all mystery and magic will be gone.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B6PtHnEPiao


The Rink (1916)

 The Rink (1916)   

 Scene from The Rink (1916)

 After causing restaurant chaos at work, a 

bumbling waiter tears up the local roller rink 

with his skating.

 The physicality, timing, and delivery of his 

comedy is legendary

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BdT-PX5eq3g


The Kid (1921)

The Kid (1921)   Scenes from The Kid (1921)

 Chaplin’s first feature as a director also happens to be one 
of his best and his saddest. 

 An ode to 1920s poverty, Chaplin’s Tramp character lives 
in a shack, eats garbage, and generally hasn’t a care in 
the world, until he begrudgingly decides to take care of a 
baby abandoned by its rich mother in the back of an 

expensive car. The Tramp names the child “John” and for 
the next five years, he raises him, and eventually making 
the kid an integral part of his grifting. But, soon child 
services get wind of a kid being raised by a tramp and 
they come to take him to an orphanage. The rest of the 

movie is the two trying to be together in happy squalor 
and the Man not allowing it. It’s heartbreaking and good.

https://youtu.be/RUMDfIaCEu8


The Gold Rush (1925)

The Gold Rush (1925)

 It’s got some of the comedian’s most beloved bits 
and silliest moments. It involves the Little Tramp as a 
prospector in the harsh winter of the Klondike. He lives 
in a tiny shack on the top of a precipice which 

eventually starts to fall off during a horrible windstorm. 

 His famous dance with the rolls was so popular at the 
time that audiences would demand projectionists 
stop the film to respool and show the minute-long 
segment again.

 The Roll Dance

 Benny & Joon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4DLdMa98JdM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GxTiMb32_FE


The Gold Rush (1925)

 The Gold Rush (1925) The Gold Rush

 Evokes laughter and sympathy

 The down-and-out tramp represents a 

victim of capitalism

 Humor comes from a sense of formality: 

serving a boot for dinner with 

impeccable table manners

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gY0DOnNK3Wg


City Lights (1931)

City Lights (1931)        City Lights Trailer

 He falls in love with a blind flower girl and doesn’t 

tell her he’s completely destitute, but wants more 

than anything to get her the surgery that will 

restore her sight. At the same time, the Tramp 

becomes friends with a very alcoholic millionaire 

who gives the beggar anything he wants while 

he’s loaded, but has no memory of this friendship 

when he’s sober. Makes for very frustrating plan-

making on the part of our hero.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b2NTUnujk1I&index=5&list=PLpnNivB5IzhYjlZD0HW2QtbsG_eRXExjy


Modern Times (1936)

Modern Times (1936)    Factory Work Scene

 The Little Tramp is a worker in a massive 
clock-work conveyor belt whatever while 
being subjected to many of the indignities of 
modern living. After a series of unfortunate 
events that get him fired, arrested, released 
as a hero, and unemployed again, the 
Tramp meets a young woman who is living 
on the streets and who is trying to incite the 
workers of the world to go on strike. 

 It’s one of Chaplin’s most impressive 
sequences in a film full of huge sets and 
physical humor.

 Roller Skating Scene - Modern Times

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxEud-DqJ64
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lMyDYyg0FBA


The Great Dictator (1940)

The Great Dictator (1940) The Globe Scene

 Chaplin’s first full-fledged talkie

 A satire of huge condemnation of Adolf Hitler and 
the Nazi party 

 It was also Chaplin’s most financially successful film

 Chaplin used the world noticing that his Tramp 
character’s specific mustache bore more than a 
slight resemblance to the charismatic German 
chancellor and decided to play that up for laughs

 He plays dual roles, as the dictator and as his 
doppelgänger, a humble Jewish barber.

 The Great Dictator Speech

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJOuoyoMhj8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1fMvLbE85E


Buster Keaton
“The Great Stone Face”



Buster Keaton

 Known for his acrobatic visual gags, physical action, 
and for his deadpan, unsmiling expression-less “stone 
face.”

 While Chaplin rejected the modern world, Keaton 
embraced it. 

 More often than not, Keaton’s comic costar was a 
machine; a locomotive, an ocean liner, or a 
newsreel camera. 

 His relationships seemed more successful with the 
machines he knew, than the love interest he was 
trying to pursue. 

 Most suicidal stunt ever filmed – House Falling!

 The Art of the Gag

https://youtu.be/FN2SKWSOdGM
https://youtu.be/UWEjxkkB8Xs


Harold Lloyd
“The Silent Clown”



Harold Lloyd

 A popular “silent clown” from the same era – but dubbed 3rd –

after Chaplin and Keaton

 Highly successful as a producer and actor – he grossed more $$ by 

maintaining ownership of his movies. 

 Spent his early years with Mack Sennett

 Known for realistic, daredevil stunts

 His look: spectacles, innocent, average “Joe” characters

 Identified by his “boy-next-door” characters (usually named 

Harold)

 Most remembered film was Safety Last (1923), where he did his 

most perilous stunt. 

https://youtu.be/VFBYJNAapyk


Ticket Out the Door:

Explain:

Why is the Little Tramp such an endearing figure?

Why do you think comedy was so popular during 

this era in film?


