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labour, is incarnated as a 'newly built house'- but a new11. built
house which) we can expect, resembles the theatrical construc-

tions of Vesnin and Popova, of as we sha1l soon see, of Blrster

Keaton - a house full of trapdoors, mass-produced, jerry-built
or prefabricated, but with a new spatial potential, where its
multiple pitf'alls can be faced without incurring real pain, real

pl'rvsical damage - traversed, if not transcended. The person

thet can live in it is the Soviet fi.gure of the Eccentric, who
hl-s adapted himself to the precipitous new landscape, irnd has

learned to laugh at it; in turn the audience, who malr lvgll lir. i.
these ner,v houses too, learn to live in them in turn. To get some

notion of what the newly built house is 1ike, we could turn to

the one in Buster Keaton's One Week (r9zo): a prefhbricated

house whose pieces are assembled in the wrong order, which
is alternately dragged along a road and knocked dorvn by a

train, but which in between provides a series of vivid and jovous

surprises lbr its inhabitants and the audience. Alternatively, it
could be like the house in Lev Kuleshov's Americanist gold-
rnsh rnelodrama, B1t 'Ihe Lau-, (r926), another minimal, wooden

construction placed in the barren Western expanse, which
beqins as a sweet petit-bourgeois homestead but soon becomes

consecutiveh, an execution chamber and a flooded, marooned

u'reck, left desolate and hopelessly bleak.

Comic Anti-Humonism

\ccordlng to Benjamir-r, the Eccentric is Chaplin. But what sort

oi a n'ian can live in this ne.,v housel Is Chaplin a man at all? In
\lc.'ies.fot'the Millions,^ r937 study of the popular consumption
oi ci.nema, the critic Gilbert Seldes made the observation, in
the context of rr discussion of thc comic film, that there was

CONSTRUCTING THE C!A;

Buster Keaton\

A bouse stranded, in Let R
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: CHAPLIN MACHINE

something uncanny about Charles Chaplin. Several pages after
an encomium to Chaplin's genius (as 'the universal man of our
time') he remarks, almost as an aside,'(W.C.) Fields is human.
Chaplin is not'. Chaplins inhumanity is then defined as a

consequence of this universalism, combined with a resemblance

to a doll, an automaton.

He is not [human] because perfection is not human and
Chaplin achieves perfection. A French critic has said that
in his early works Chaplin presented a marionette and
in his later masterpieces endowed that marionette with
a soul.That is one way of putting it. It is also true that he

created a figure of folklore - and such figures, while they
sum up many human attributes, are far beyond humanity
themselves.2

This provides an interesting contrast with the more familiar
idea of Chaplin as a mawkish sentimentalist. 'Chaplin'is not
a human being, and is not a realistically depicted subject - he

is both machine and archerype. In this he serves as an obvious

paradigm for the avant-garde. In his earlier films (principall,v

those made for the Essanay, Mutual and First National studios
in the late r9ros, before the character of the'little Tramp'was
finalised, humanised) 'Chaplin is involved, large1y, in everyday

situations, albeit in dramatic versions. He is a cleaner in
a bank, he is a stroller in a park, he is a pet{r criminal, he is
pawning all his possessions. This universal everyday is made

strirnge, through use of the accoutrements of the everydav for
pllrposes other than those intended, and through the peculiarly
,rnti-naturalistic movements of Chaplins own body. Chaplin
\\-rote the preface to Moaiesfor the Millions (where he uses the
,)fifiortunitY to denounce the Hays code), so we can assume

CONSTRUCTING THE C!CC

he had no particular problem with being

(or sur-human). Yet however odd thel' see

mainstream study, Seldes' observations rv

we will turn to the avant-garde take . -: '-

huge, ranging from El Lissitzkr a:-ri I-' ,. -

of Viktor Shklovsky, Oskar Schlem rr:: '

Kino-Fot and Karel Teige.

The reception of Chaplin bv the 5 '-.-

garde from the early r92os on\\':-r.r: . '

dialectic of the universal and the nt:: -..

edited a collection of essays on Char--:

in Literature and Cinernatography, pubhshe

following year, he devotes a chapter to Ch"

the only'cinematographer' mentioned br-

study of literature and film. Shklovs$ de,sc

of multiple identities as 'a manifestation of
disparities, which compels a fiction uriter
images into a permanent paragon (a )-ulmages lnto a permanent paragon (a r-ar(

ison) for the entire work of art.'a ln this ser

universalism would seem to be a means ot

characters, or the events in the fiLm, to take

centre stage. This doesnt at all tally with the

unique 'star', and clearly suggests Shklorslis

with the short films preceding the feature T&

the tramp character emerged fi:lly developet

follow; however, are more insightfirl:

Chaplin is undoubtedly the most cinem

His scripts are not written: thev are cre

shooting [. . .] Chapliris gestures and frh

38
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: CHAPLIN MACHINE

not in the word, nor in the drawing, but in the flicker
of the gray-and-black shadow [ . .] h. works with the
cinematic material instead of translating himself from
theatrical to film language.'

Chaplin is immanent to cinema, and this is what makes him
interesting for Shklovsky's purposes: formulating a theory
unique to film as an art form, disdaining the 'psvchological,

high society film6 which merely imposes theatre upon a neq
radicallv different art. Chaplin moves in a new way, through a

lle\v sPace.

Shklovsky's short discussion of Chaplin includes two
observations which, as u,e will see, are common in the avant-

sarde's reception of his work, which are to do with how the
bodv of the Chaplin-n-rachine moves through cinematic space.

First, again, we have Chaplin as machine, something about
rvhich Shklovsky is initially rather tentative: 'I cannot define
right now what makes Chaplins movement comical - perhaps

the fact that it is mechanised.' Similarlv, rhis movement -
mechanised or not - is sornething which immediately sets him
apart from the other protagonists in the films, which marks him
out from the ordinary run of humanity. 'Chaplin's ensemble

lnoves difrerently than its leader.'Shklovsky claims also that
Chaplin is an artist who bares his devices, something that
u'ou1d be picked up over a decade later in Brecht's 'V-ElIects
of Chaplin .; Itlore specifically, a baring of the 'purely cinematic
essence of all the constituents in his films' occurs. This is done
prrrtlv through the avoidance of intertitles (and, he notes, one

ncver sees Chaplin move his lips to simulate speech), and partl1,

through a series of devices physical or technical: 'falling down a

nr.rrrirole, knocking down objects, being kicked in the rear'. So,

i:r Sliklor.sky's brief, early discussion of Chaplin ."ve find thrce

CONSTRUCTING THE CHAPLJN IiIAC,

principal elements which are usually ascriberi r

of the avant- garde: a sort of impersonal unircrs
being who isrit a'subject', and an alien eleme
the everyday; a mechanisation of movement elr

technical devices.

An instructive example of this corresponien
use, although not a cinematic one, can be tbund
master Oskar Schlemmer's Triadic Ballet. wh
influence of these three elements: figures wt
Contntedia dell'arte, are (to put it in Eisensrein'
not subjectsl a focus on mechanisation ther
further, with the costumes seemingly borrorri-og
of ball-bearings, lathes, spinning tops and othe
acting style which makes the constmction or g

rather than concealed. It is unsurprising, tlen- r
can be found making similar remarks about Che
entry of S eptember r 9 z z, written while tbrmula:
Ballet, he writes of a preference for 'aesthetic

opposed to the 'cultic soul dance' of comrnu-aiu
forms of dance. Schlemmer argues for an ae.-d

and mechanised movement:

The theatre, the world of appearances, L. diq
grave when it tries for verisimilitude: the san

the mime, who forgets that his chief chara.:l

artificiality.The medium of every art is artid;
art gains from recognition and acceptance ter

Heinrich Kleist's essay Uber das Mariandteq
a convincing reminder of this arrificialirr.
Hoffrnann's Fantasiestilcke (the perttct m;
automata). Chaplin performs wonders rsher

complete inhumanity with artistic perf-ectioe-

4a
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