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TWENTY-FIVE

N 1924, at about the time Bobby Kcaton was born, Buster began
his third fcature comedy. His first, The Three Ages, ranges from
burlesque to satire. The sccond, Our Hospitality, is—in the best scnse
of the word—romantic. Sherlock Jr., the third, is—again, in the best
scnse—magical. It is so both in its gencral tone and in its usc of the

stage illusions that had enthralled the boy as well as the camera magic -

that bewitched the man. Sherlock Jr. 1s both the shortest and one of
the fincst of the Keaton featurces.

[t 1s casy to miss much of what a picturc like Sherlock Jr. has to
offer. Its appearance of almost childlike naiveté lulls us like a Rous-
scau junglc panting. We mayv nuss both art and artist i the tairy
tale. The simplicity of its storics (for it has two) can conceal the
complexity of its structurc and divert us too from its piercing ap-
praisal of lifc and its witty comment on the very medium itsclf—the
motion picturc. Its psvchological implications may also clude us be-
cause clothed in cvervday situations.

Being more plavful., Sherlock Jr. does not register with the un-
cquivocal impact of Cops and The Boat. It is, however, a more
mature work of art than cither carlier picture. Insofar as it represents
Kcaton’s retrcat from the incrcasing fragmentation of his personal
life back into the safcty of childhood and the thcatre, it is important
autobiographically. It is necessarv, however, again to pomt out the
complexity of Buster Kcaton, both artist and man. Thus, here the
rctrcat from the situation is at the same time an analysis of the sit-
uation from which hc is rctreating. It is, in other words, a retreat
into his art, the mctamorphosis of an unbearable situation into cre-
ative symbols.

As 1s well known, Pablo Picasso did this very thing when, in 1953-
1954, he had to face his advancing age. He had lcft women; no
woman had ever left him. Then suddenly—when Picasso was scventy-
two years old—Irangoisc Gilot did the unforgivable. Left alone, dur-
ing the next nine and a half weceks Picasso poured out a scrics of 180
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drawings, later published as Picasso and the Human Comedy. In
these he himsclf for the first tume appcears as an old man. The scrics
is thercfore not only a confession but also a rcasscrtion of the artist
and the man—and a triumph over the dcfaulter as well.

The two situations, of course, are analogous only up to a point.
Picasso has always had his art. With Kcaton, the time would come
when the opportunity to crcate motion pictures would no longer
be his.

Picasso’s drawings stand on their own as art, without reference
to his own life. And so, it can be said, does Keaton's Sherlock ]|r.
As such, it is something of a landmark in cinema. The artist dis-
covcered the visual means to express highly metaphvsical idcas. For
example, he develops into a completc storv-within-a-story the short
dream-sequence idea he had earlicr cssaved in The Playhouse. With
the utmost clarity, by an extraordinarilv imaginative device, he shows
us exactly when the dream begins: the dreamer nises like a trans-
parent ghost from the sleeping bodv. This, remcmber, 1s a silent
picture. There is no voice of unscen narrator to bridge the mystifying
transition from slcep to drcam by saying, “And so he slept and
dreamed.” But Keaton disdained to usc cven the silent picturc’s
cquivalent of narration, the printed subtitle. Keaton the cincmatog-
rapher scemed always able to find the visual to cxpress the idca. And
thc motion picturc was then—and is still, despite sound—esscntially
a visual medium.

Bustcr Keaton, when he chosc to be, could be both complex and
subtle. This visual symbol is a case in point. It shows us, to begin
with, the invisible, inward transition from waking to dreaming. But
it also shows us meaning: which is the more rcal, the nickelodcon
projcctionist’s prosaic lifc or his romantic drcam? Keaton makes the
projectionist’s dream into a picture being shown on the nickelodecon
screen, He lets the projectionist (in his dream) walk straight into
the scrcen and become a part of this inner motion picture, this
picturc-within-a-picture. Thus, with the greatest subtlety, hc makes
us accept the outer story as real (and thus, in cffect, all cinema),
beccause we must accept the outer motion picture as rcal in order
to postulatc the inner onc as unrcal, that is, drcamed. This is more
than visual scmantics; it is graphic cpistemology. It is also mcta-
morphic magic. And truc mctamorphosis—it is as sccmingly reversible
in cither direction as Keaton’s own lifc might well have scemed to
him at thas particular time.

Howcver, at this moment in Sherlock Jr., he irreversibly fixes it:
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once the drcamer has walked down the aislc of the theatre and right
into the screen, he is suddenly involved in the cutting from scene
to scenc of a plot he docs not yet understand. He must (and forth-
with does) change mto another person in order to become a part
of this story. With this startling but sn‘nplc device, we not only are
told that this is a diffcrent world but arc given en passant Kcaton's
ironic commcent on the all too often overused cinematic device of
quick cutting from scene to scenc—what he has called the “home-
lcss camcra.”

Keaton was and 1s, first and alwavs, a comedian. To make us think,
he must make us laugh. Besides, he has a horror of the pompous
and the obvious. 11ad Kcaton madc a long, solcmn picture, very
avant-garde, very realistic (and of course very sexv), along the story
lincs of Sherlock Jr., it would, beyond any question, long ago have
been hailed as a scrious message. Keaton did not do the scrious pic-
turc because he i1s too scrious and because he is an artist. 1lis art is
the art of the clown.

And he worships clanity, In Sherlock Jr. he announces his inten-
tions with his first subtitlc: “Do not try to do two things at once and
expeet to do justice to both. This is the story of a boy who tricd
it.” He tells us this 1s a fable and then defines fable: “A short story
to teach a moral.”

The bov, of course, is Buster Keaton, expresslv in this ilm but
cqually n real life. In the outer story he has no specific name, nor
do the other characters. He is the Boy, thev are the Girl, Her Father,
and the Sheik. In the inner tale, which is the Bov's dream, he alone

of the four has a name: Sherlock Jr., the World’s Greatest Dctective.
Kathryn NMcGuire is the Girl, Joc Keaton is Her Father, and Ward
Cranc 1s the Sheik.
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The outcr story is this. The Boy is projcctionist and janitor of a
small-town nickclodcon. His two ambitions arc to win the Girl and
to bccome a great dctective. His nival in love is the Sheik, a Jazz
Age city slicker (“lounge lizard” or “tca hound™). The Shetk gets
in his dirty work. Tle steals Her FPather’s watch, then pins the theft
on the Boy. Consulting his correspondence-school textbook, the Bov
orders cveryonc scarched. In his own pocket is found a pawn ticket:
“Watch and chain, $4.” It was planted there, of course, by the
Sheik. The Bov is given the heave-ho by Her Father, and he returns
to the mckelodeon to project the matinee movie. While 1t 1s running,
he falls aslcep. As hce sleeps, the mystery of the theft is solving itsclf.
When the Girl reclaims the watch, the pawnbroker fingers the Sheik.

Mecanwhilc, however, the Boy begins to drcam. This will be the
inner story. At its conclusion we shall be back in the projection room
to witness the Triumph of Right. The outer storv is very short. no
morc than prolognc and cpiloguc to thc drecam. (So much for Kca-
ton’s own vicw of the rclative importance of actuality versus drcam.,
daily lifc versus theatre, rcality versus art.)

Now for the inner story. The Bov has started running a film called
[Hearts and Pearls, or, The Lounge Lizard’s Lost Love. lic looks
through the projection-booth porthole. On bevond the audience he
sccs a rich hving room on the screen. There are three actors with
their backs to the audiencc—a young man, a young woman, and an
clderly man in the act of placing a string of pcarls in a wall safc.

The Boy sits down on a stool, vawns, and falls aslcep. Immediately
he stands up, as transparcnt as a ghost. Leaving his sohd, sleeping
body on thc stool, hc looks again through the porthole. At that in-
stant the threc actors turn around. Their faces slowly change from
what they were and mctamorphose into the G, Her Father, and
the Sheik.

Ghostly Bov shakes slecping Bov but cannot awaken him. The
transparcnt dreamer walks to thc door of the booth and pccls a
shadowy porkpic hat from the solid one hanging on thc hook. He
descends to the auditorium, losing transparency and gaining corpo-
rcality as he docs so. He walks down the aisle, up over the apron, and
right into the screen. The cffect is uncanny: onc moment he 1s still
in the theatre, the next he is in the movie.

Having walked into a movic plot, he is the immediate victim of
whatever wav the scenes happen to be cut. As he scts foot in the
hiving room, the scene cuts and instantly hc is outsidc at the entrance

door. Ilc knocks—cut—and then falls off the steps. The steps have
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disappcarced. He is now in a garden. Then, just as suddenly, he 1s
in an cmpty street. He starts walking and is in the mountains, his
foot over a precipice. He turns and runs—into a group of lions n
the jungle. The lions lcap up snarling, then arc gonc—he 15 in a
desert, almost instantly being ncarly run down by a train rushing out
of nowhcre. The hummock of sand he falls back upon is suddenly
a rock, and sca waves arc brecaking over him. He dives—into a snow-
bank in a2 Far North forest. He leans on a tree, the tree vamishes, and
then he is back in the garden.

The garden disappears, and with it the Boy. The rcal movic and
the drcam movie have both rcjected him. He docsn’t belong. When
he returns he will no longer be the Boy but his own drecam of him-
self, a great dctective.

But will he return? We sce the living-room sct again with the
three original actors. Our vantage point is that of the nickclodeon
audicnce, and our view, like theirs, shows the screen framed by the
proscenium arch and the upper part of the orchestra pit. What will
happen now in the screened action? Will it go forward or backward?
In other words, docs the Boy up in the projection booth drcam on
or wake up?

Prcceding anv further action, a visual svimbol answers the question.
The nickelodeon screen begins to expand, wider, higher, until it fills
the cntire picturc frame of the film. The theatre—audience and all—
has disappeared. Now the play—that is, the dream—is the thing, the
wholc thing.

T'he action among the three actors goes on. The pearls are missing.
The Girl's Father telephones the World’s Greatest Dctective, Sher-
lock Jr. llc comes, in silk hat and with canc. Making light ot the
matter, he savs, “Don’t bother to cxplain.”

Sherlock Jr. lives a charmed life. ‘The deadly traps laid for him by
the thieves—the Sheik and his accomplice, the butler—boomerang on
their guilty perpetrators: the Sheik is nearly beheaded by a battle-ax

rigged over an casy chair intended for the detective, and the butler

ncarly drinks the poisoncd wine. The third trap, counted on if all
clse should fail, is a pool ball filled with dynamite. One tap on that
ball and the joint blows up.

The Sheik engages Sherlock in a game of rotation pool. Suspense-
fully it runs out to the last ball. Each time the voung dctective raises
his cue the villain dashes from the room. The balls click, there is
no blast, and he crecps back for his shot. Shot after shot, the balls
skim a hairbrcadth from the lethal 13. Then Sherlock slams the 13
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tin. There is no cxplosion—wce discover that thc omniscient detective
had substituted an unloadcd balt.

Now, as Sherlock Jr. gets to the hcart of the cnime, two old stage
illusions save his life. On the first occasion he dives through a magic
box. He has trailed thc thicves to their hcadquarters. His valet,
Cillctte (a kind of scrvitor Watson), hands him a round cardboard
box and lid. The box is about four inchcs deep and thirty inches
in diamctcr. We watch Sherlock arrange a woman's dress in the
box and rcplace the hd.

The thicves and two accomplices are in the housc. Sherlock, out-
side, scts the box upright in an open window and then walks over to
the front door. lc 1s promptly spotted and is vanked inside. As the
thicves preparc to do away with him for good, he gets hold of the
pearls and whirls to cscape. Tle docs not, as the thicves expect, make
for the open door. Instcad he veers and dives headlong through the
window in which he has placed the magic box. Outside, with the
pearls, he strolls away undcetected by the pursuing thicves.

How this is accomplished is made clcar by an cxtraordinary pic-
tortal dcvice that, to be implemented, required the building of a
housc with a dctachable cnd. Just as Sherlock Jr. rcaches for the
pearls, thc camcra movces outside the room interior for an extcrior
shot, a distant diagonal view that takes in the end, corner, and front
of the housc, including the entrance door and the window that holds
the magic box. The camcra remains at this angle while the action,
unscen, continucs inside and then, after a few scconds, the end of
the housc vamishes and we have a cutaway view, as on a dollhouse.
Thus (thc camcra not having shifted during this fantastic devclop-

Scenc from Sherlock Jr., 1924.
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ment) we can now vicw interior and extcrior simultaneously and so
sec the detective dive headlong dircctly through the box, land on the
ground outside, and spring to his fect. Sherlock Jr. goes into the box
a man and comes out a woman, walking away in bonnct and crin-
olines while the gang mills around in blind confusion.

Thus, as on a dual stage, Buster Keaton bared in one clear, con-
tinuous shot the secret workings of an old illusion in order to make
equally clcar that he was plaving the gag, cinematically speaking,
dead on the level. Though clearly a magician’s trick, it is no casy
camera trick.

Belatedly the gang discovers the rusc, and the chase is on. They
are on the detective’s heels as he runs toward an old barn. He scems
corncred at last. But an cven more spectacular illusion saves him
once again. This time he scems to dive right through a man and a
door. The faithful Gillette, disguised as a female peddler, stands in
front of the closed barn door. Gillcette is holding in front of him a
strcet peddler’s tray, open and with its hd (likc that of a valisc, and
draped with men’s neckties) up and lcaning against his chest. Sher-
lock comes on the dead run. Gillette points urgently to the tray.
Without slackening speed, the voung dctective dives (so far as we
can sec) nght through thc upraiscd lid and right through Gillette’s
chest and the solid door behind him. Onc instant Sherlock 1s outside,
the next he is behind the closed door of the barn. It is the vanishing
act dcluxe.

Kcaton docs not give away the sccret of this illusion in the flm,
and it is all but too complicated to describe. It involves a hidden
trapdoor in the barn door directly behind the tray id and what seems
to be Gillette’s chest. Actually, however, Gillette is suspended in a
horizontal position shouldcr-high off the ground—head, shoulders,
and arms outside thc barn; torso, legs, and feet inside. He wears the
peddicr’s dress over only arms and shoulders, the rest of the costume
hanging down, with dummy ankles and fect, like a curtain in front
of the barn door and its trapdoor workings. Kcaton actually did dive
through the trav lid (that is, it hinged back and down at the push
of his outstretched hands), but he did not dive through Gillette or
the barn door, only its small trapdoor.

In rccent times, Buster reenacted this scene on the Ed Sullwan
television show.

The rest of the Sherlock saga is the final chase, one of the best
that Kcaton ever devised. Far from surrendcering, the gang is flecing
to the loncly mountain-cabin hideaway where the Girl is held hostage.
Gillette, now in motorcycle cop disguise, takes his master on the
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handlcbars of his vchicle and then, under way, promptly falls off and
is left bchind. Sherlock, totally unawarc that no onc is steenng, ndes
at breakneck speed through some genuinely hair-raising sequences.
Among thesc is Sherlock’s swift traversal of an cxcavation ditch with
the diggers leaping out ahead of him like jacks-in-the-box. Fven morc
sensational and dangerous is his lightning-swift crossing of a forty-
foot gap in a broken aqueduct across the roofs of two moving vans
at the cxact moment they meet and pass in the gap. As usual, no
doubles for Buster Kcaton, and well the audiences knew it.

When, finally, he looks around and makes the chilling discovery
that he is alone on thc motorcvcle, he is promptly catapulted right
through the window of the very room of the verv cabin where the
Girl 1s. They leap into the Sheik’s car, which is parked outside. The
gang, having bcen outdistanced by the motorcycle, now drives up
and the chasc is reversed, along a narrow, winding sca-chiff road.
Sherlock ends it, and the gang, bv an accurate hcave of the dvnamite-
loaded 13 ball, which hc has been carrving in his pocket all along.

They arc free. Then, almost immediatcly, they arc sinking i the
sca. The quick scuttling of victory comes about in this wav. At a
blind interscction in the road at the water’s edge, they mect a truck.
Sherlock Jr. steps on the brakes; they lock; the chassis stops dcad
still, but thc car bodv—they in it—sails over the truck and mto the
sca.

Presto! The voung detective raises the convertible top up to its
halfway, vertical position, and in the spanking brceze, with the top
as canvas, they sail away. But, like the Damfino, this impromptu boat
1s doomed to sink. As Sherlock hands the Girl the pearls and she
cmbraces him, it founders. He is swimming with her in tow as the
scenc fadcs.

This ends the drcam sequence, thc movie-within-a-movie.

Back in the nickclodeon projection booth, the Bov, horizontal on
the stool, his cves closed, is making swimming motions. He falls to
thc floor, wakes up, and rushes to the projection-room peephole.
Hearts and Pearls is ncaring its cnd. That other movic, in which he
had been so deeply involved. is gone. The ghostly Bov, the invincible
dctective, all the thrilling drama and sweet romance are no morc.
It 1s back to lifc.

The Girl enters, too cxcited to knock. “We've made a terrible
mistake,” she savs. She is shv, he at a loss. Somcthing romantic
should happcn here. What s it, and how do vou do at?

He looks out at the screen. Flearts and Pearls is moving towsrd
the clinch. Its hero turns the shy heroine to him. Good. fhc Bov
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turns the Girl. Next? The hero slips a ring on the heroine’s finger.
The Boy does likewise. Then comes the long, slow kiss. The Boy,
now a little beyond his depth, manages a quick peck. Then Hearts
and Pearls tades into its epiloguc: the hero sitting at home holding
twins on his lap while the heroine, rather ominously, is busy knitting.
This 1s really deep water. The Boy scratches his head and looks di-
recctly at the camcera with the full, incrasable, everlasting puzzlement
of that famous frozen facc. How do you do that? he is obviously
wondering.

Beyond all its many allusions to many things, its questions poscd,
and its symbols from Kcaton’s own lifc transformed into signs more
universal, Sherlock Jr. is a gay picture and a magical onc. Even bv
themsclves, the gaicty and the magic would be cnough.
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