
DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

國立政治大學歷史學系研究所 

碩士學位論文 

早期的卓別林與美國電影文化(1914 – 1923) 

Early Charles Chaplin and American Film Culture (1914 – 1923) 

指導教授: 周一騰

研究生: 沈芠𨹠 撰 

中華民國 107年七月



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

National Chengchi University 

Department of History 

Master Thesis 

 

 

 

 

Early Charles Chaplin and American Film Culture 

(1914 – 1923) 

 

 

 

 

Advisor: Joseph Eaton 

Author: Shen Wen-long 

 

 

 

July, 2018



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

謝辭 

感謝我的指導教授周一騰(Joseph Eaton)老師的指導，在他的建議和幫助下讓我能順利

完成碩士論文的撰寫。在蒐集史料的過程中，我特別要感謝「Media History Digital 

Library」這個免費開放的資料庫，讓我不用遠赴美國也能順利取得許多研究所需的資料。

最後，也是最重要的，我要感謝我的父母全程供應和支持我完成碩士論文的撰寫。 

 

 

Acknowledgments 

Great thanks to my advisor, Professor Joseph Eaton for his advice and assistance during the 

writing of this master thesis. Many thanks to the online database, Media History Digital Library 

for their free online resources which help me in my research. Grateful thanks to my parents for 

providing the full-support during the whole time.



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

i 
 

摘要 

查理·卓別林 (1889 – 1977) 是一位在美國電影界成名和取得成功的英國喜劇演員。卓別

林是以舞台劇演員的身分開他的演藝生涯，並於 1914年時轉戰電影圈。卓別林在 1923年

時成為一位「獨立演員」，在此之前他分別在金石 (Keystone)、艾善聶 (Essanay)、繆區爾 

(Mutual) 和第一國家 (First National) 等四家電影旗下工作。 

許多現代的觀眾和學者都認為，卓別林透過扮演一個代表社會底層貧民的「流浪漢」

角色，來傳達他對下層階級人民的同情，一些人甚至將卓別林的電影與左翼政治理想作連

結。然而回到 1914至 1923的早期美國電影史，對當時的人來說，他們只在意卓別林的電

影是否有趣。 

不同於大多數卓別林的研究，將研究重心聚焦於卓別林晚期成熟的作品和流浪漢角

色，本論文的研究重心在放在早期卓別林的電影和生涯。透過專門報紙(trade papers)和粉

絲雜誌(fan magazines)來探討卓別林與美國電影文化的關係。 

 

關鍵字: 查理·卓別林、觀眾、電影文化、電影史、美國
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Abstract 

Charles Chaplin (1889 – 1977) was an English comedian who became famous and successful 

in the American film industry. He began his career as a stage actor with Music Hall, and entered 

the film industry in 1914. Before Chaplin became an “independent actor” in 1923, he worked 

with four different film companies: Keystone, Essanay, Mutual, and First National. 

Many modern audiences and scholars believe that Chaplin plays a “tramp” character which 

represents poor people who struggle in the bottom of society, and expresses his sympathy with 

low-class people. Some people even connect Chaplin’s films with the left-wing political idea. 

However, back to the early American film history, from 1914 to 1923, funny or not funny was 

the primary concern when people watched Chaplin films. 

Unlike most Chaplin studies which focus on Chaplin’s late “mature work” and his’s “tramp” 

character, this thesis focus on early Chaplin films and his career. Through trade papers and fan 

magazines to examine the relation between Chaplin and the American film culture. 

 

Keywords: Charles Chaplin, The Audience, Film Culture, Film History, American
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Introduction 

Most Charles Chaplin scholars focus on Chaplin’s films, especially Chaplin’s late “mature 

work” like Modern Times (1936) or The Great Dictator (1940). The early Chaplin films and his 

career often appear in film history books as a short section. In this thesis, I will focus on early 

Chaplin films and his career, put attention on how American audiences watched and thought 

about Chaplin early films. I determine the timeline from 1914 to 1923 because Chaplin was a 

“contract actor” who worked with film companies. After 1923, Chaplin became an “independent 

actor,” and his career entered a different phase. 

Charles J. Maland’s Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image narrates 

Chaplin’s career and Chaplin’s cultural influence in America, and introduces every period of 

Chaplin’s development. Maland uses Chaplin films, trade papers, and fan magazines when he 

examines early Chaplin’s career and analyzes many issues of Chaplin and Chaplin films, like star 

image, vulgar, subculture and culture connect with American society. 

However, Maland’s primary purpose is to draw the entire development of Chaplin career, so 

he discusses every subject lightly not so much deeper, and early period of Chaplin just the little 

part of his book. Maland puts more attention on the history of Chaplin’s career and the evolution 

of Chaplin films; he does not analyze so much about audience responses. 

When Maland discusses how audience watched Chaplin’s films, he uses some critic’s reviews 

or articles as sources. Maland ignores many letters or feedbacks that readers sent to fan 

magazines. This thesis focuses on the early Chaplin film, following Maland’s method in his 

research of early Chaplin: uses trade papers and fan magazines as a primary source and analyzes 

subjects chronologically. 
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In his book Silent Film Comedy and American Culture, Alan Bilton discusses early Chaplin 

films in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Bilton discusses how Chaplin affected American culture, 

especially the subculture, like “Chaplin Good” or the amateur imitator of Chaplin, but most of 

Bilton’s focus is Chaplin’s film content and performance style. The “Tramp” is the most 

significant element of Chaplin’s film. Charles Musser’s article, ‘Work, Ideology, and Chaplin’s 

Tramp’ and Jon Burrows’s article, ‘Near Broke, but No Tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin 

and that Costume,’ both examine how Chaplin’s “Tramp” persona was created and discuss the 

cultural background of the tramp. 

Because the “Tramp” is the most important and popular persona of Chaplin films, it is 

necessary to understand “Tramp Character” when we analyze Chaplin films. However, unlike 

Bilton, Musser, and Burrows, I will not put so much attention on film content; instead, this thesis 

will focus on how American audiences and critics regarded Chaplin persona. The early audiences 

did not always regard Chaplin’s film character as “Tramp,” so this thesis will not regard 

“Tramp” as a precise definition of Chaplin’s film character. Instead, I will use trade papers and 

fan magazines to understand how Chaplin built his persona in his early period. 

 

1. The Theory of Film History Research 

Film History 

In Film History: Theory and Practice, Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery explain that film 

history has two-parts: “film history” and “film historians.” The film history which it involves the 

study of phenomena about the film. It also involves studying film from a historical perspective 

with historical goals. Film history researchers call themselves “film historians,” and their works 

as “film histories.” Film historians involve themselves in issues, controversies, and they have 
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considered problems that achieve far beyond the field of cinema itself and for over one hundred 

years.1 

Allen and Gomery explain that, since the early 1910s, it already appeared some books call 

themselves as film histories. Nevertheless, about film history research, scholars had argued about 

using films as a historical text, whether it is appropriate or not for a very long time. In his book, 

Cinema and History (1993), Marc Ferro notes that films were not considered as history texts 

before the 1960s, but he explains that films had already become an important source of historical 

research by the 1990s.2 

Allen and Gomery also explain that “film historical writing” must base on many assumptions 

of history. Before discussing any particular approach to film history, it is necessary to examine 

the sorts of assumptions which made by historians.3 About the approach to film history, they 

mention a method, “Realist Approach.” 

About realist approach, Allen and Gomery explained that: “A realist approach to history, 

specifically film history, would regard the past as having an existence independent of the 

historian and would see historical evidence as part, mediated, yet the essential record of the 

yesteryear. The evidence provides the historian access to the facts of history; it enables the 

historian to describe historical events so that the existence of those events can be agreed upon by 

other historians. The realist approach to history is particularly applicable to the history of the 

cinema since the film is a complex historical phenomenon (an art form, economic institution, 

technology, culture product) which, since its inception, has participated in many networks of 

relationship.”4 

                                                           
1 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: McGrew-Hill, 1993), p4. 
2 See: Marc Ferro, 彭姝禕 (譯), 電影和歷史 (北京:北京大學出版社，2008)，頁 2-3。 
3 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: McGrew-Hill, 1993), p4. 
4 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: McGrew-Hill, 1993), p16. 
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A film is not a record of the real historical event like a Newsreel. However, according to the 

realist approach theory, films are a historical phenomenon, a kind of historical event. In history 

study, films also can be considered as historical evidence or vital records of the past. I agree with 

realist approach theory, regard films as historical evidence and historical events, it meant that 

films are not only a kind of research sources but also a kind of research subjects. 

 

Films and Audiences 

This thesis will focus on the relationship between audiences and Charles Chaplin’s films. 

Through examining trade papers, newspapers, and magazines, I try to understand how American 

audiences and critics thought about Chaplin’s films. 

About the relationship between audiences and films, in his book, Movies and Society, I.C. 

Jarvie explains that the early films used some interesting gimmicks to attract audiences going to 

watch the film. One apparent possible method was to record current events: a fire, a race, a 

boxing match. Another method was to show exotic people and places. Very rapidly, the film-

maker’s principal product was a film which will talk stories to audiences.5 

Through Jarvie’s book, we can know the plot was not always important for early films. In 

Chaplin’s case, many of Chaplin’s early films are short and lack of plot. For example, in Kid 

Auto Races at Venice (1914), Chaplin walks in a car racing and disturb the videographer. It is a 6 

minutes short film, in the whole film, we just saw Chaplin disturb videographer repeatedly. In 

another case, Caught in a Cabaret (1914), Chaplin plays as a waiter. While the film is about how 

Chaplin make a lot of trouble in his working time, and he flirts with a lady during his rest time. 

                                                           
5 I.C. Jarvie, Movies and Society (New York: Basic Books, 1970), p39. 
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In his book Movies-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies, Robert Sklar 

explains that some scenes of films could reflect the “real working life.” He describes that 

“movies appealed to a large audience untouched by the established media of entertainment; 

moreover, they provided visual techniques ideally suited to a new and expanded expression of 

the old comic violence, exaggeration, and grotesque imagination. The working-class audience 

found movies so much to their liking, the movies gave them palpable expression to their feelings 

of hostility and resentment against those who brought misery into their lives.”6 

Sklar also explains that: “The Keystone comedies agitated the ever-censorious moralists and 

reformers hardly at all. Moralists and reformers were on the lookout for serious deprecations of 

society, and comedy was a central weapon in their arsenal of social control. They saw comedy as 

a means of relaxing tensions and poking fun at the everyday cares of work and family life, and it 

seems never to have occurred to them that Sennett’s comedies were something more. One could 

argue that because people in real life do not often throw pies in the other’s face or drive cars off 

piers into the ocean, Keystone tomfoolery was too far removed from reality to give suggestive 

audience ideas about social behavior.”7 

Regarding Chaplin’s movies and the working class, some scholars explain that Chaplin’s 

screen image, the “Tramp,” reflects the poor working-class people. In some interviews, Chaplin 

explained that his movie style was affected by his childhood life experience that came from a 

lower class. However, some researchers explain that Chaplin reflected working class or lower-

class people in his movies just some kind of method that could earn the audience’s sympathy and 

attracted more people going to watch his movies. 

                                                           
6 Robert Sklar, Movies-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New York: Random House, 1994), 
p105. 
7 Robert Sklar, Movies-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New York: Random House, 1994), 
p109. 
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Peter Stead in his book, Film and the Working Class, quotes J.B. Priestly’s theory to explain 

the relationship between Chaplin and the working class.8 “In 1936 Robert Wagner had 

maintained that Charlie’s pictures are always ‘proletarian,’ but by this time the politicization of 

criticism had already assured more varied critical response to Chaplin. J.B. Priestly was to recall 

Payday (1922) as being a remarkable film, but of course, it had not been a typical Chaplin film. 

It was one of the infrequent occasions when Chaplin made himself a worker, a member of the 

proletariat with all the attendant problem of low wages, of dealing with a foreman, and of 

sustaining a home and family. It was a one-off film for Chaplin, and he was well aware that to 

have sustained that role and that theme would have been to sacrifice much of his great following 

and to have become an artist with more sectional support. The classic Chaplin figure was never a 

worker, never a member of a class and never in danger of being politically motivated and 

divisive.”9 Did Chaplin’s films have political meaning and try to represent the working-class? Or 

Chaplin just used some poor person’s image as the method to attract audiences. I will discuss this 

subject in chapter 4. 

What makes up an audience, and what is unique about cinema audiences? Jarvie explains that: 

“The standard view is that there are active pleasures and passive pleasure and that being an 

audience is one of the latter, whereas music-making and needlework belong to the former. 

Passivity in mass audiences should make no more disapprobation that passivity in reading a 

book; and that it is rather misleading to interpret passivity as mentally and physically lazy.”10 

Jarvie describes that this usual answer is a sort of puritanism; a belief that work is good for 

one, even work in pursuit of pleasure. “The English and American working classes, in the 

                                                           
8 About J.B.Priestley, he is a British writer, playwright, novelist, and social commentator. 
Source: https://jbpriestley.co.uk/about/ 2018.07.31 
9 Peter Stead, Film and the Working Class (New York: Routledge, 1991), p33. 
10 I.C. Jarvie, Movies and Society (New York: Basic Books, 1970), p85. 

https://jbpriestley.co.uk/about/
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country and the towns, did not sit around in salons for an evening. They worked, and they 

played. Some danced, but others watched. Watching has always been a widespread and quite 

legitimate activity. An amazing range of intellectuals fears and denounce mass media, including 

films because they argue, they are awash in violence and sex; serious problems are fatuously 

simplified; they are allowing escape from reality into a dream world, instead of facing up to the 

problems of life.”11 

Jarvie also explains that “Our society, in a way, is a society of audiences. What is an 

audience? Sociologists call it an unstructured group. Herbert Blumer suggests that an 

unstructured group has ‘no social organization, nobody of custom and tradition, no established 

set of rules or rituals, no organized group of sentiments, no structure of status roles, and no 

established leadership.’ When a writer writes a book, or a filmmaker makes a film, we usually 

assume he wants to say it to or do something in the medium and that he wants to tell it to or do it 

for a specific audience more or less envisaged.”12 

In this thesis, when discussing the relationship between Chaplin’s film and audience, I will 

focus on audiences who came from trade papers, fan magazines, and newspapers. They could be 

a critic, an editor of the press, an author of a column or a reader who sent a letter to the 

magazine. 

 

2. Resources 

In Film History: Theory and Practice, Allen and Gomery distinguish sources of film history 

as having two kinds: filmic evidence, and non-filmic evidence. The filmic evidence is a kind of 

                                                           
11 I.C. Jarvie, Movies and Society (New York: Basic Books, 1970), pp85-86. 
12 I.C. Jarvie, Movies and Society (New York: Basic Books, 1970), p89-90. 
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sources which include many types of films that were made since the invention of cinema in the 

1890s. However, only a few films are preserved today. Film Scholars estimate that nearly half of 

theatrical-length film that made in the United States are lost forever.13 In this thesis, I use 

Chaplin’s films as film evidence. Fortunately, only one Chaplin film was lost, his Keystone 

work, Her Friend the Bandit (1914). Hence, “Lost Films” will not be trouble when I use films as 

a resource. 

Non-filmic materials include two kinds of sources: corporate record and industry trade 

papers.14 Corporate records can provide us with some financial information in the film history 

study. However, in this thesis, it will not use corporate files as sources because financial issues 

are not my primary concern. Trade papers and fan magazines are my primary sources, through 

them can help us understand the relationship between Chaplin and audiences. The trade paper 

like Motion Picture News or the fan magazine like Motion Picture Magazine is most important 

sources which were used in this thesis. 

 

3. Chapter Summary 

This thesis has four chapters: Chapter 1 Chaplin and the Film Company; Chapter 2 Chaplin 

and the American Film Industry; Chapter 3 Chaplin and the American Audience and Chapter 4 

Chaplin and the American Public. 

Chapter 1 has four sections: (1) Keystone (1914). (2) Essanay (1915). (3) Mutual (1916-

1917). (4) First National (1918-1923). In this chapter, I will discuss the relationship between 

Chaplin and film companies. However, it will not narrate the whole history of Chaplin’s career 

                                                           
13 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: McGrew-Hill, 1993), p29. 
14 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: McGrew-Hill, 1993), pp39-40. 
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in these film companies; the focus is on the conflict or controversy that Chaplin had with these 

four companies. 

Chapter 2 have these four sections: (1) Chaplin and the Star System. (2) Slapstick. (3) 

Chaplin’s Contract and Salary. (4) Imitation of Chaplin 

In “Charlie Chaplin and the Star System,” Star system had become more and more important 

in the American film industry since 1912. Some researchers believe that the star system played 

an important role when Charlie Chaplin began his film career in the United States, it helped 

Chaplin to become popular more sooner. 

Slapstick comedy was the trademark of Keystone’s film, and film critics often used 

“slapstick” in their reviews of Keystone film. In “Slapstick,” I will analyze the development of 

slapstick comedy, and discuss how Keystone’s slapstick style affected Chaplin. 

In “Chaplin’s Contract and Salary,” when Charlie Chaplin became an important and popular 

comedian in the American film industry, everyone had been interested in his contracts with film 

companies. After ending the contract with Essanay, audiences, trade papers, and fan magazines 

had been interested in Chaplin’s next contract. Moreover, Mutual used a full-page advertisement 

to promote the contract with Chaplin when it was confirmed. After Chaplin ended the contract 

with Mutual, he signed a new big contract with First National. 

After Chaplin became a “nationally famous” comedian in America in 1915, more and people 

began imitating Chaplin. In “Imitation of Chaplin,” I examine who and how people imitated 

Chaplin, also I discuss a controversy about plagiarism. 

Chapter 3 separate four sections: (1) “The New English Comedian.” (2) How Chaplin Created 

His Trademark. (3) Funny or Vulgar. (4) The Effort of Change Stage Image. 
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In “The New English Comedian,” I use several trade papers to analyze how these trade papers 

introduced Chaplin, a new comedian of Keystone. In trade papers, the review of the film always 

had some information: plot, leading actor’s name, and short comment of film. Through these 

reviews, we can know how trade papers introduced Chaplin to the reader. 

In his Essanay period, Chaplin started to build his trademark in his film. For audiences, he 

was not just a slapstick comedian; his name “Chaplin” became a “Brand” of comedy. In “How 

Chaplin Created His Trademark,” I will analyze how Chaplin built his screen-image. 

In “Funny and Vulgar,” I will discuss the argument about Chaplin’s comedies were funny, or 

vulgar. When Chaplin became more and more popular, his film also caused more controversies 

about vulgar. About this argument, I picked a Chaplin film, “A Woman” as a case to discuss. 

Since Chaplin entered the film industry, “vulgar” was often be used when people criticized 

this film. The controversy about vulgar was always a big problem for Chaplin, in “The Effort of 

Change Stage Image,” I will examine how Chaplin responded the “moral blame,” and made 

some change in his film. 

In Chapter 4, it has three sections: (1) Rumors and Gossips. (2) Chaplin with First World War. 

(3) The Connection with Socialism. 

Like our modern entertainment news are filled with many rumors and gossips of a movie star, 

some of Chaplin’s rumors or gossips had drawn much attention and spread widely between film 

audiences and the film industry. Particularly, we always recognize movie stars through their 

movies, and sometimes we will conceive a movie star is the same kind of person with their 

screen-image. In fact, many movie stars’ real-life image is always different from their movie 

persona. In “Rumor and Gossip,” I choose several Chaplin’s rumors and gossip and examine 
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how audiences imaged Chaplin’s personality in real life, and how Chaplin used the press to 

introduce his real life to the audience. 

As an English comedian who was active in the American film industry, Chaplin faced some 

criticisms about dodging his war duty when the United States joined the First World War. In 

“Chaplin with First World War,” I will describe how Chaplin did his war duty. 

Some scholars regard several of Chaplin’s films as working-class film and assume that 

Chaplin was a socialist or had sympathy with socialism. In “The Connection with Socialism” I 

will examine Chaplin’s presumed connection with socialism.
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Chapter 1 Chaplin and the Film Company 

Before Charles Chaplin became an “independent” actor, he signed four contracts with four 

different film companies: Keystone, Essanay, Mutual, and First National. In this chapter, I will 

analyze Chaplin’s relationship with the film company which can help us understand how Chaplin 

built his career in early time. 

Most of the scholars describe Chaplin as a film artist; they focus on how Chaplin brought an 

innovative idea to the film industry and created a classical model of comedy in the silent film 

period. However, instead of analyzing Chaplin’s performance style or artistic talent, this chapter 

will focus on the interaction between Chaplin and film companies. 

 

1. Keystone (1914) 

Charles Chaplin debuted the film industry as a Keystone comedian in February 1914. Before 

Chaplin became a film actor, he was an English stage actor. Initially, the press just introduced 

Chaplin as a new Keystone comedian who came from Britain. After Chaplin became more and 

more popular, he started receiving the invitations to the interview from fan magazines. Through 

interviews with journalists, the film audiences could know more detail about how Chaplin 

entered the American film industry. 

Chaplin did not begin his film career at America accidentally. According to Chaplin’s word 

from his interview with Photoplay Magazine, he thought that the American audiences could 

understand his performance more than British audiences. It was meant that Chaplin had tried to 

seek a bigger opportunity in America. For Chaplin, the Keystone’s offer was not only an 
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opportunity which let him earn more salary, but also provided Chaplin a chance which he had 

desired— to live in America. 

Between July and October 1915, the monthly fan magazine, Photoplay Magazine, ran four-

series articles called ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story’ written by Harry C. Carr. These articles also 

included the interview with Chaplin. The August and September issues narrated how Chaplin 

went to America and joined Keystone; it also narrated Chaplin early experience in Keystone. 

About 1910, Fred Karno (an English impresario of music hall1) put on a variety act called, “A 

Night in a London Music Hall.” Karno decided to send it over to the United States. Karno 

organized and sent over a No.2 company to tour America. Chaplin was employed to head the No. 

2 company; His salary was $50 a week. Chaplin had a terrible experience in his first time arrived 

at American in New York. He said that shortly after arrived at New York, he went to a show in a 

vaudeville theater. However, some actors performed an imitation of English Swell, “Bah Jove”2 

which it was a kind of character let Chaplin feel offended.3 

Chaplin confessed that he finally returned to England at the head of his No. 2 “Night in a 

Music Hall” company and found that he had outgrown England. Also, England had outgrown 

him. Chaplin explained that: “The English are peculiar as theatre audiences. They cling to the old 

favorite and recent newcomers taking their places.” Chaplin, after vainly tumbling around on the 

stages of his native land, he exclaimed to the companions that “For God’s sake let’s get back to 

the United States where they know about us.”4 

                                                           
1 http://www.themusichallguild.com/artist.php?id=155 2018.02.28 
2 Thomas J. Schaeper and Kathleen Schaeper, Rhodes Scholars, Oxford, and the Creation of an American Elite (New 
York: Berghahn, 2010), p50. 
According to this book, Rhodes Scholars, Oxford, and the Creation of an American Elite, “Bah Jove” is an Anglicism 
word, and the “vaudeville show” was always a comedy. Wherefore, it can presume that the imitation of English 
Swell, “Bah Jove” is a kind of performance which actors imitate and mock British. 
3 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, August, 1915, pp43-44. 
4 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, August, 1915, p44. 

http://www.themusichallguild.com/artist.php?id=155
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The year after Chaplin returned to England, he came back to the Western States in another 

sketch called “The Wow Wows.” In this project, he again took the part of a swell drunk. In fact, 

all of Chaplin’s early successes were drunken “dress suit comedies.” The Wow Wows was only 

fairly well received, and the following years he came out again in the “London Music Hall.” 

Meanwhile, since Chaplin first debut in America, someone of the Baumann and Kessel people 

who own the New York Motion company conceived the idea of getting Chaplin to come into 

moving pictures. Mack Sennett, who headed the Keystone Comedy Company was consulted and 

approved of this idea. He was delegated to sign up Chaplin. Chaplin was then getting $75. 

Sennett called on him at the Empress Theatre and offered him a year’s contract at $175 a week.5 

After Chaplin joined Keystone, his first director was Henry Lehrman; they quarreled all the 

time during the beginning of Chaplin’s work. Lehrman appealed to Mack Sennett and said that 

he could not do anything with Chaplin. After Sennett called Chaplin, Chaplin accepted to do 

“drunker” character, but he would act in his way. Lehrman passed Chaplin on to another director, 

but Chaplin still quarreled with his new director. Finally, Sennett decided to take a hand at 

directing Chaplin himself. However, even Keystone’s boss directed Chaplin straightly, Chaplin 

still argued with Sennett about acting style. After several pictures released, Sennett had started to 

allow Chaplin to direct his film sometimes. 6 

When Chaplin’s Keystone contract neared expiration, the other movie companies took notice, 

and Chaplin got several big offers. One from the Essanay was so big that he did not feel justified 

in refusing. When his contract expired with the Keystone, Chaplin changed companies. He went 

with the understanding that he was to have full swing in his work: direct all his scenarios and do 

                                                           
5 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, August, 1915, p44. 
6 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, September, 1915, pp108-109. 
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pretty much as he pleased.7 On December 26, 1914, Motion Picture News reported that Chaplin 

left Keystone to Essanay, and he would direct and play the lead in his film in Essanay.8 

Chaplin did not want to be a film actor who follows director’s demand; he tried to ask 

carrying his idea into the film. After several arguments, Keystone allowed Chaplin directing his 

films sometimes. It is hard to know what was the main reason that let Chaplin want more control 

in filming movies. It had two possibilities. One, Chaplin wanted to pursue his idea of art. 

Another, he tried to create a particular trademark for his “film business,” and used it to make 

more money. 

According to Chaplin’s interviews with fan magazines, money played an important role in 

Chaplin early career, and Chaplin rarely mentioned his idea of art during the interview with 

journalists. It can presume that Chaplin wanted more control in his film to let him create his own 

trademark to make more money in his early career. 

 

2. Essanay (1915) 

Essanay already had interest in Chaplin since Chaplin traveled to America in 1912, but 

Chaplin decided to sign his first film contract with Keystone. Chaplin left Keystone at the end of 

1914 and signed a new contract with Essanay because Essanay offered him a higher salary. In 

the relationship with Essanay, Chaplin not only had conflicts with company staffs but also had 

legal problems with the company after the contract expired. 

In his book, Flickering Empire: How Chicago Invented the U.S. Film Industry, Michael 

Glover Smith explains that Chaplin did not like Chicago. Smith tells that when Chaplin had 

                                                           
7 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, September, 1915, p110. 
8 Motion Picture News, December 26, 1914, p67. 
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started to film his first work in Essanay, His New Job (1915), he found that the Essanay’s studio 

at Chicago could not supply a good enough work atmosphere for him. Chaplin complained the 

fault of equipment, thought studio staff was stuffy and the partition of departments.9 

Chaplin also complained about Chicago’s cold weather. On January 10, 1915, Chicago Daily 

Tribune printed an interview with Chaplin; he told a journalist that: “Contract ran out. I had 

several offers, but Mr. Anderson’s was the most promising, so I accepted. I think I’m going to 

like it here — nice people, nice studio, etc. … I’ll miss California and the old Keystone bunch, 

though.”10 Smith uses this interview from Chicago Daily Tribune to prove how Chaplin do not 

like Chicago. For Chaplin, Anderson was the only reason, let him leave Los Angeles and move 

to Chicago. After Chaplin completed His New Job, he left Chicago studio of Essanay went to the 

Niles studio of Essanay. 

After Chaplin signed a new contract with Mutual on March 1916, it did not mean he ended 

the relationship with Essanay. In fact, after Chaplin joined Mutual and released his new work, 

Essanay still released Chaplin’s new film and published advertisements to promote it. These had 

two new Chaplin’s works which not release yet when Chaplin joined Mutual. Essanay released 

Charlie Chaplin’s Burlesque on Carmen on April 10, Police on May 27. 

Essanay did not just publish new Chaplin’s film, but also released a compilation which 

combined several scenes from Chaplin’s Essanay films. On October 21, Essanay released a film 

which titled Essanay-Chaplin Revue of 1916. On September 30, Motion Picture News published 

news about this film: 

                                                           
9 Michael Glover Smith, Flickering Empire: How Chicago Invented the U.S. Film Industry (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2015), p131. 
10 Mac Tinee, ‘Charles Chaplin, a Modest Violet, Scared to Death of Publicity,’ Chicago Daily Tribune, Jan. 10, 1915, 
pg. E7. 
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President George K. Spoor of Essanay will present Charlie Chaplin in the 

Essanay-Chaplin Revue of 1916. It will be five reels, and released through the 

General Film Service. 

What were deemed by producers, press and public as the three greatest pictures in 

which he had appeared for Essanay were selected for review. They are, “His New 

Job,” “The Tramp” and “A Night Out.” Those of the trade to whom has been 

made known Mr. Spoor’s plan have grown enthusiastic over it.11 

According to this news, ‘Essanay-Chaplin Revue of 1916,’ is a film that combined three 

Chaplin works in Essanay period. These three Chaplin films are His New Job, The Tramp, and A 

Night Out. It means that these three films were popular and beneficial enough, so Essanay could 

use them to attract audience entering the theater for seeing Chaplin old works. 

Moreover, Chaplin did not end the contract with Essanay peacefully because he tried to stop 

Essanay release Charlie Chaplin’s Burlesque on Carmen. On the June 10, Motion Picture News 

published news, ‘Supreme Court in New York Denies Application of Chaplin for Injunction to 

Restrain Essanay’s “Carmen” Burlesque.’ 

Justice Hotchkiss of the Supreme Court, state of New York, has denied the 

application of Charlie Chaplin for an injunction to restrain the V-L-S-E and the 

Essanay Company from distributing the four-reel Essanay-Chaplin comedy, 

“Charlie Chaplin’s Burlesque on Carmen.” In the opinion denying Chaplin’s 

motion for injunction, which was argued originally in May 12, …… 

As a result of the suit brought by William M. Seabury, attorney for the Essanay 

Company in Los Angeles, on May 18, Chaplin will now have to answer to an 

action to recover $500,000 damages brought by the Essanay Company. 

In the complaint, the Essanay Company charges breach of contract, alleging that 

Chaplin failed to appear in and assist with the production of four comedies called 

for in his contract. 

According to the wording of the suit, Chaplin agreed in July, 1915, to aid in the 

production of ten two-reel comedies before January 1, 1916, for each of which he 

was receive a bonus of 10,000 over and above his salary of 1,250 a week. One of 

this number was already completed at that time, but nevertheless, the comedian 

received his 10,000 bonus upon it. 

.…… Chaplin completed only five two-reel pictures, on each of which his bonus 

was paid. The remaining four Chaplin failed to appear in it is alleged, although 

                                                           
11 Motion Picture News, Vol. 14, Sep 30, 1916, p2011. 
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the Essanay Company was prepared and still is ready to proceed with the making 

if these pictures.12 

On July 8, according to the news, ‘Chaplin Loses Legal Fight to Restrain Showing of 

“Carmen,”’ it was sure that Chaplin needed to pay 500,000 to Essanay. 

Charlie Chaplin has lost his last card in his legal fight against the Essanay 

Company and the V-L-S-E, which he sought to restrain from exhibiting the 

burlesque on “Carmen,” in which he was starred. 

Chaplin now finds himself face to face with a half-million dollar suit brought 

against him by Essanay Company.13 

From this case, it shows that Chaplin did not complete his works before the contract ended. It 

shows up that Chaplin disagreed with his progress of making his films with a film company. 

Controversy about Chaplin’s film progress also occurred during his Mutual and First National 

period. 

 

3. Mutual (1916-1917) 

Chaplin signed a new contract with Mutual in 1916, attracted big attention in the American 

film industry. According to Motion Picture News on March 11, 1916, this contract was “the 

biggest contract” in the American film industry.14 

The first year, Chaplin worked well with Mutual, but next year, Chaplin had a problem about 

he could not finish his film on time. On February 3, 1917, Motion Picture News printed news 

about Chaplin would delay the release date of his ninth Mutual film, Easy Street: 

Mr. Chaplin has been compelled to announce the postponement of release on No. 

9 of the Chaplin series from January 22 to February 5, preferring to delay 

completion of the comedy until conditions for its successful filming are perfect.15 

                                                           
12 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Jun. 10, 1916, p3580. 
13 Motion Picture News, Vol. 14, Jul. 8, 1916, p69. 
14 ‘Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
15 ‘Chaplin No. 9 Delayed,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 15, February 3, 1917, p728. 
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On March 31, 1917, Motion Picture News reported that Chaplin’s tenth Mutual film, The Cure 

would be delayed a month: 

Incessant rains in Southern California have necessitated the postponement of the 

next Chaplin release “The Cure.” The comedian notified the Mutual Company 

that it was impossible to complete the subject on schedule time and maintain the 

quality of his production. The release date has therefore been pushed from March 

19 to April 16.16 

The eleventh Mutual film, The Immigrant had finished and released on schedule time. On 

September 8, 1917, Motion Picture News reported that Chaplin’s twelfth also the last Mutual 

film, The Adventure, was already finished. 

Charley Chaplin will have the twelfth and last release for the Mutual completed 

and ready for shipment within a week or ten days. All outside of the studio scenes 

have been filmed, and once the interiors are completed, it will take but a day or 

two to complete the editing, for in the making of this subject Mr. Chaplin has 

introduced a new policy for his plant.17 

However, on September 15, Motion Picture News reported that the release date had still not set 

yet. 

The date of the release of “The Adventurer,” Mutual-Chaplin Special No. 12, has 

not yet been set and will not be decided upon until the film reaches the executive 

offices of Mutual and is viewed by President John R. Freuler.18 

In this news, it did not give the reason for why Mutual had still not decided the release date yet. 

On September 29, Motion Picture News cited the word from Chaplin said that The Adventure 

was still unfinished. 

Charlie Chaplin’s new picture, “The Adventurer,” soon to be released by Mutual, 

is, according to the comedian himself, the picture he has long tried to achieve.19 

                                                           
16 ‘Chaplin Release Delayed Month,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 15, March 31, 1917, p2018. 
17 ‘Chaplin Finishes Last Mutual,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 16, September 8, 1917, p1661. 
18 ‘No Date Set for Release of New Chaplin,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 16, September 15, 1917, p1823. 
19 ‘“The Adventurer,” Mutual’s Chaplin, for Early Release,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 16, September 29, 1917, p2195. 
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On October 6, Motion Picture News reported that The Adventure would delay more two 

weeks. The reason they gave to audiences was that the last scenes of the film had been postponed 

because Chaplin was ill. 

The date of the release of the forthcoming Mutual-Chaplin special. “The 

Adventurer,” has not yet been set despite the fact that the production was 

expected to be ready for exhibitors by September 1. 

The final scenes have been delayed, first by the illness of Mr. Chaplin and then by 

an attack of sickness which kept his leading woman. Edna Purviance, from the 

studio for more than two weeks.20 

On October 20, Motion Picture News printed a new about the release date. 

This announcement was made by John R. Freuler, president of the Mutual Film 

Corporation upon receipt of a telegram from Los Angeles announcing that the 

film, completed after weeks of delay, was on its way to the Mutual’s executive 

offices in Chicago.21 

Finally, almost two months delayed after the news which claimed about Chaplin completed his 

last Mutual film, the release date of The Adventure has been confirmed. 

Overall, Chaplin delayed his three of last four films in the Mutual period. It showed that the 

time which Chaplin would need for finishing his film was often more than he and company 

expected. This problem also happened in his late Mutual period and became more severe in his 

First National period. 

 

4. First National (1918-1923) 

After the end of the Mutual contract, Chaplin signed a new contract with First National in July 

1917. However, in 1919, he founded a new film company, United Artists, with Douglas 

Fairbanks, D. W. Griffith, and Mary Pickford. Chaplin and other three partners wished to control 

their films from produce to publish, got rid of the restriction from mainstream film companies. 

                                                           
20 ‘Charlie Chaplin's Last Mutual Is Delayed,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 16, October 6, 1917, p2362. 
21 ‘Chaplin in "The Adventurer" to Be Seen Oct. 22,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 16, October 20, 1917, p2737. 
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However, Chaplin faced a big problem: he could not release his films by United Artists before he 

finished the contract with First National. 

In fact, First National had already given Chaplin quite a freedom in this contract, they only 

asked Chaplin to finish eight films, but did not limit the release date. According to Chaplin 

previous working schedule, it may take one or two years to complete eight films, but Chaplin 

spent over five years to finish his First National contract. 

About Chaplin’s film release schedule, on September 23, 1918, trade paper, The Film Daily, 

printed a news, ‘Chaplin Policy Is Explained: First National Exhibitors’ Circuit Officials Issue 

Statement Giving Reason For Infrequency of Releases,’ it reported a statement from First 

National: 

Under the terms of his contract with the First National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Mr. 

Chaplin is to make a total of eight comedies. No definite dates of delivery for 

each subject are specified. This contract became operative last year. Figured on 

the basis of ordinary comedy production, for two or three-reel subjects, the eight 

productions could have been made and delivered in four months, averaging two 

weeks of studio work for each.22 

According to this news, Chaplin would need to finish eight films during his First National 

contract period. This contract did not define the specific release date of each film, but First 

National had predicted Chaplin would complete eight films in four months. 

On January 25, 1919, Motion Picture News printed an official statement about Chaplin 

formed a new company with other four film artists: 

A new combination of motion picture stars and producers was formed 

yesterday……This new organization is to embrace the very best actors and 

producers in the motion picture business—headed by the following well-known 

stars: Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, William S. Hart, Charley Chaplin and 

D. W. Griffith Productions, all of whom have proven their ability to make 

productions of value both artistically and financially. 

We believe this is necessary to protect the exhibitor and the industry itself, thus 

enabling the exhibitor to book only pictures that he wishes to play and not force 

                                                           
22 “CHAPLIN POLICY IS EXPLAINED,” The Film Daily, September 23, 1918, p1. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

22 
 

upon him (when he is booking films to please his audiences) other program films 

which he does not desire. ……We also think that this step is positively and 

absolutely necessary to protect that great motion picture public from the 

threatening combinations and trusts that would force upon them mediocre 

productions and machine-made entertainment23 

Chaplin co-founded United Artist with other three film artists, in this statement, is show that 

Chaplin and his business partners wanted to control the production and contribute of their films 

by their own company. However, Chaplin had not finished his contract with First National yet; it 

means that Chaplin could not release this film by his own company. 

Motion Picture Magazine printed an addendum, ‘Chaplin Abandons His World Tour Idea 

Because of United Artists’ on February 22, 1919, cited a word from Chaplin: 

Charlie Chaplin has abandoned his idea for a trip around the world, it was 

officially announced on February 5 by Sidney Chaplin, personal manager for the 

comedy star. The trip is abandoned, Mr. Chaplin says, because of his recent 

affiliation with the United Artists' association. He intends to rush production on 

his remaining pictures under his First National contract, which he believes will 

require ten months.24 

According to this article, Chaplin abandoned his idea for a trip around the world because he 

wanted to rush his film progress in First National contact so that he could focus on his own 

company. 

In 1920, happen a controversy about the release right of Chaplin’s film, The Kid. On 

September 4, 1920, Motion Picture News printed a statement from First National which talked 

about the issue right of Chaplin’s new film, The Kid, because Chaplin tried to seek other 

company for publishing his new film: 

In reference to the published statements of Charles Chaplin to the effect that he 

intends to sell a motion picture produced by him in approximately five reels, 

entitled “The Kid,” we wish to warn and advise you that Charles Chaplin, by 

virtue of a contract entered into on the 19th day of June, 1917, with the First 

                                                           
23 ‘“Big Five” in Mammoth Combination,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 19, January 25, 1919, 529. 
24 Addenda of Motion Picture Magazine, Vol. 19 : 
‘Chaplin Abandons His World Tour Idea Because of United Artists,’ The West Coast, Motion Picture Magazine, 
February 22, 1919, p1. 
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National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Inc., a New York corporation, is under contract to 

produce solely and exclusively for the First National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Inc., 

eight photoplays; that the term of the said contract has not yet expired and that 

until the expiration of the said contract the said Charles Chaplin has no right or 

authority to produce motion pictures for any person, firm or corporation or to sell 

any motion pictures produced by him to any other person, firm or corporation 

other than the said First National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Inc., and further that the said 

First National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Inc., claims and contends that the distribution 

rights for the world for the aforesaid motion picture entitled “The Kid” belongs to 

it, and that the said Charles Chaplin has no right or authority to dispose of same. 

First National Exhibitors’ Circuit, Inc., further gives notice to all persons that it 

will prosecute and defend its rights in the premises in the courts of the land to the 

utmost of its ability.25 

Because Chaplin intended to seek other company releasing The Kid, First National published this 

statement warning Chaplin must to follow the contract and hand his new film to First National. 

In the same issue of Motion Picture News, it printed an article about First National’s statement; it 

mentioned Chaplin’s word about why he caused this controversy: 

The statement resulted from a newspaper story emanating from Salt Lake City, 

Utah, in which the comedian is quoted as saying that his wife, Mildred Harris 

Chaplin, now suing for divorce, is seeking to restrain him from selling his picture, 

“The Kid,” the Salt Lake interview attributes the following statement to Chaplin : 

“I have offered my wife a dignified and substantial settlement, but she seeks to 

restrain me from selling the picture. Now I am going to remain here until the 

picture is sold, and there won't be any divorce until the picture is sold. There is a 

state law that protects me and prohibits the service of the restraining order on me 

here. Probably I shall have a Salt Lake attorney look after my interests. Several 

cinema men will be here to see me with regard to purchasing the rights to ‘The 

Kid.’ In fact I have received several offers from local interests. I may be 

compelled to take a trip to New York in this connection, but I shall stay in Salt 

Lake until the picture is sold.”26 

Chaplin explained that this publish-right controversy of The Kid, it caused his divorce problem. 

However, at the end of the article, the author cited a word form Chaplin’s wife, denied that she 

had tried to disturb the release of The Kid. 

Mildred Harris Chaplin, who is now in New York, is quoted as saying that she 

was not seeking to restrain Mr. Chaplin from selling the picture. “I have no 

                                                           
25 Motion Picture News, Vol. 22, September 4, 1920, p1840. 
26 ‘First National Takes Issue with Charlie Chaplin’, Motion Picture News, Vol. 22, September 4, 1920, p1853. 
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personal interest in Mr. Chaplin’s productions, and anyhow he is under contract to 

deliver eight of them to First National,” she said.27 

On January 15, 1921, Motion Picture News printed a news called ‘Release of “The Kid” Settled’ 

to confirm that The Kid would still release by First National.28 

In 1919 Chaplin claimed that he gave up his idea for a trip around the world because he 

wanted to accelerate his film progress, let him can begin the subject under United Artists earlier. 

However, in fact, the film progress was still very slow. 

Of course, some Chaplin films in First National period are longer than the Mutual period. All 

twelve films in the Mutual period are two-reels; in First National three films are two-reels, three 

films are three-reels, and The Kid (1921) is six-reels, The Pilgrim (1923) is four-reels. Chaplin 

spent about one and half years to film twenty-two reels in the Mutual period, spent over five 

years to film twenty-six in First National. On the average, the time Chaplin spent in First 

National period was triple than the Mutual period.

                                                           
27 ‘First National Takes Issue with Charlie Chaplin’, Motion Picture News, Vol. 22, September 4, 1920, p1853. 
28 'Release of "The Kid" Settled,' Motion Picture News, Vol. 23, January 15, 1921, p 717. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

25 
 

  Chapter 2 Chaplin and the American Film Industry 

Chaplin built his career in the American film industry and acquired big success. Some 

scholars believe that several features of the American film industry are the key to help Chaplin to 

become a successful film actor. Of course, Chaplin’s film career had been affected by some 

“American feature” while he was creating his stage image. However, Chaplin also brought some 

influence on the American film industry. Through the subject like star system, slapstick, salary, 

and imitation, can understand the interaction between Chaplin and the American film industry. 

 

1. Chaplin and the Star System 

“Star system” is the term to describe a policy which film companies use film actors to attract 

audience’s attention. In the early period of American film history, film audiences had seldom 

shown their interest in film actors, and they did not care about the actor’s name. Since 1910, 

audiences had started to pay attention to film actors, remembered actor’s name, and recognized 

their favorite actor in the film. Hence film companies had begun using actors to promote their 

films.1 

Charles J. Maland believes that Chaplin arrived in Los Angeles at a propitious time in the 

development of the American film industry. Chaplin’s timing was fortunate because in the 

previous several years, the film industry, had started to build star system that would later become 

the feature of American film industry, and film companies had begun to promote films by 

featuring actors. In 1912, a “star system” was starting to establish itself. Although the film 

                                                           
1 Kristin Thompson、 David Bordwell，廖金鳳 譯，《電影百年發展史》(台北: 麥格羅•希爾，1998)，頁 69-

70。 
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industry was beginning to standardize its technology and method of telling stories, the star 

system provided a way for one company to differentiate its product from that of other 

companies.2 

Maland also notes that Mack Sennett had seen Chaplin performed in 1911 at the American 

Music Hall and thought that Chaplin might do as a replacement for Ford Sterling, a leading 

Keystone comedian who was threatening to leave.3 On March 21, 1914, Moving Picture World 

published a response to a question about Chapin, the editor answered that: 

C.C.B. — Your New Keystone comedian is Charles Chapman, formerly of 

Karno’s “A Night in an English Music Hall.” He did not join the company with 

Ford Sterling, but replaced the latter.4 

On April 3, Variety published a news said that: “Rascoe Arbuckle and Charles Chaplin are 

getting more attention in the Keystone comedies since Ford Sterling jumped to the Universal.”5 

These two sources can show that Chaplin was considered to be an important comedian for 

Keystone after Ford Sterling left Keystone. Sennett wanted Chaplin to be a new brand of 

Keystone after Sterling left, it showed that film players had already become an essential part of 

the film industry. 

When Chaplin became more and more popular, audiences started having more interest in him. 

How to know audiences would have interest in Chaplin? “Fan Magazines” are the kind of 

sources that can use to understand how audiences think about film star. Because in fan 

magazines, they usually had a column which editor would answer the questions from the reader’s 

                                                           
2 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), pp3-4. 
3 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p3. 
4 Moving Picture World, Vol. 19, Mar. 21, 1914, p1519. 
5 Variety, Apr. 3, 1914, p22. 
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letters. Through these sources, we can know what kind of questions that film audiences 

concerned about Chaplin. In this section, I use Motion Picture Magazine as the primary source. 

Motion Picture Magazine was a monthly film “fan magazine,” it had a column, “Answer 

Department,” which responded questions from reader’s letters. However, it just printed the 

editor’s answer not published the reader’s question, so we only can infer the reader’s question by 

reading the editor’s answer. Through examining Motion Picture Magazine in 1914, I try to 

understand what kind of questions that magazine readers were interested in Chaplin. 

These questions can sort out by several categories, first is what kind of role was Chaplin acted 

in the film. Most answers just connected the Chaplin’s name with the film: 

Charles Chaplin in “Mabel’s Strange Predicament.”6 

Charles Chaplin was the comedian in “Between the Showers” (Keystone).7 

Charles Chaplin in “Twenty Minutes of Love” (Keystone).8 

Charles Chaplin in “The Film Johnnie” (Keystone).9 

Charles Chaplin in “Mabel’s Predicament” (Keystone).10 

Charles Chaplin was the prime minister in “Caught in a Cabaret” (Keystone).11 

Charles Chaplin was the “funny fellow” in “Caught in the Rain” (Keystone).12 

Charles Chaplin was the comedian in “The Young Soldier.” (Keystone).13 

Charles Chaplin in “Caught in Cabaret.”14 

Charles Chaplin was the “funny fellow” in “Between the Showers” (Keystone).15 

Charles Chaplin was the hero in “Mabel at the Wheel” (Keystone).16 

Charles Chaplin in “Caught in a Cabaret.”17 

                                                           
6 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1914, p164. 
7 Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1914, p164. 
8 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1914, p161. 
9 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p135. 
10 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p142. 
11 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p158. 
12 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1914, p134. 
13 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1917, p138. 
14 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1914, p141. 
15 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1914, p157. 
16 Motion Picture Magazine, October, 1914, p141. 
17 Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1914, p140. 
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Charest Chaplin in “Laughing Gas.”18 

You refer to Charles Chaplin in “Between the Showers” (Keystone).19 

Charles Chaplin was Max in “A Film Johnnie” (Keystone).20 

Charles Chaplin was hubby “Mabel’s Married Life” (Keystone).21 

Some answers would mention another actor who acted film with Chaplin: 

Mabel Normand and Charles Chaplin in “Mabel’s Strange Predicament” 

(Keystone).22 

Charles Chaplin and Velma Pearce in “Between Showers” (Keystone).23 

Moreover, several answers emphasized that Chaplin was the lead of the film: 

Charles Chaplin was the lead in “A Film Johnny.”24 

Charles Chaplin had the lead in “Between Showers” (Keystone). He also played 

in “His Favorite Pastime” (Keystone).25 

Charles Chaplin was the lead in “Twenty Minutes of Love “(Keystone).26 

In these answers, it can find that the most films connected with Chaplin are Between the 

Showers, the second is The Film Johnnie and Caught in a Cabaret. 

Second, some readers wanted to know whether Chaplin still in Keystone or not. It can find 

four messages about it: 

Don’t know about Charles Chaplin, but Ford Sterling has left Keystone.27 

Yes; Charles Chaplin is still with Keystone.28 

Charles Chaplin in that Keystone.29 

Charles Chaplin is still with Keystone, and funny as ever.30 

                                                           
18 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1914, p141. 
19 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1914, p156. 
20 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1914, p161. 
21 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1914, p163. 
22 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1914, p156. 
23 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1914, p140. 
24 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p140. 
25 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p150. 
26 Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1914, p133. 
27 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1914, p161. 
28 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1914, p162. 
29 Motion Picture Magazine, October, 1914, p135. 
30 Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1914, p152. 
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 Last, Motion Picture Magazine had two unique features; one is it printed several full-page 

portraits of famous movies actors or actresses in the several beginning pages. Until August, 

Motion Picture Magazine had still not printed Chaplin’s portrait, so one of Chaplin’s fan wrote a 

letter to ask about this, and the column editor answered that: 

“We have not used Charles Chaplin’s portrait yet, but shall soon.”31 

In December issue of Motion Picture Magazine, it printed Chaplin’s portrait on page 26. 

The other unique feature of Motion Picture Magazine was “Great Artist Contest,” it asked 

readers to write down their favorite movie star and send back to the magazine. Motion Picture 

Magazine would publish the newest count of the vote every month. 

Until the end of 1914, Chaplin did not appear the count list, so one of Chaplin’s fan wrote a 

letter to ask why Chaplin did not appear in the list, and the editor answered that:  

“The reason Charles Chaplin’s name does not appear in the Great Artist Contest is 

because he has not as yet received 17,000 votes. At this writing he has only 

2,170.”32 

It shows that, until the end of 1914, Chaplin still had not gained enough popularity, at least in 

Motion Picture Magazine, Chaplin was not famous enough. The first time that Chaplin appeared 

on the list of “Great Artist Contest” was in the January issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 

1915. 

Chaplin just took one year or less to gain enough popularity in Motion Picture Magazine; it 

means that he quickly became famous. One of the reasons that Chaplin could acquire the 

audience’s attention quickly is the star system. Without a star system, it would not have too 

many audiences to pay attention to Chaplin individually, and Chaplin may be needed to spend 

more time to become a famous actor. 

                                                           
31 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1914, p150. 
32 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1914, p142. 
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2. Slapstick 

Slapstick was the famous feature of Keystone’s films; it was also a common word that 

appeared in the review of Chaplin films frequently. Even Chaplin left Keystone; critics still used 

slapstick to comment Chaplin films regularly. Scholars often mention slapstick when they 

analyze the relationship between Chaplin and Keystone. 

Because of Keystone, slapstick became the best-known feature of comedies in early American 

silent film period. Inspect the connection between Chaplin and slapstick is a key to understand 

how American audiences regarded of Chaplin film. 

Bilton describes that “Slapstick comedy expresses the childish wish that pain should not hurt, 

a notion that exists alongside the equally infantile desire to inflict pain indiscriminately, without 

any fear of punishment or consequence.”33 

Maland explains that “the Chaplin persona that emerged from the Keystone films was often 

mean, crude, and brutish. Though the Keystone films also contain a number of the graceful and 

clever comic touches that would become a Chaplin trademark, the humor in these films is broad 

and sometimes bawdy slapstick.”34 

Slapstick comedy was the trademark of Keystone’s films, and film critics often used 

“slapstick” in their reviews of Keystone films. For example, the review of “Her Friend the 

Bandit” (1914): 

This comedy is poor. A large amount of slapstick work appeared, but it is not as 

funny as it could be. The Count De Bean’s place at an entertainment is taken by a 

bandit, who does not know how to act at a society affair.35 

                                                           
33 Alan Bilton, Silent Film Comedy and American Culture (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p39. 
34 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p6. 
35 Motion Picture News, Jun. 27, 1914, p68. 
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The critic criticized this film even though it had a lot of slapstick work. It means that this author 

thought that slapstick stuff should let comedy become funny, but this film did not play slapstick 

work as good as it should be. Chaplin is the leading of Her Friend the Bandit (1914), but this 

review did not mention any comedian’s name. The other film, which Chaplin acted, Laughing 

Gas (1914), the reviews said that: 

Charles Chaplin appear as a dentist’s assistant in this comedy. Whenever he 

appears one can expect excellent slapstick work, and in this he excels. Besides, 

getting into a fight with two of his master’s patients and getting generally in the 

way he doesn’t do anything except create roars of laughter.36 

In this review, the critic thought that we could expect to see an excellent slapstick work when 

Chaplin appear in the film. Through these two sources, we can find that “slapstick” was the 

common word which appeared in reviews of early Chaplin films. 

However, most Chaplin scholars today, often use “tramp” to explain Chaplin’s performance 

style when they examine Chaplin films. Charles J. Maland describes that “Chaplin’s second film, 

Kid Auto Races at Venice (1914), Chaplin had already created his trademark tramp costume — 

tight coat, baggy pants, floppy shoes, a narrow brush mustache, derby hat, and cane. Chaplin 

argued with Sennett, however, that he wanted to develop his tramp character with more 

complexity than was possible in the midst of Keystone frenzy; by his twelfth film, Caught in a 

Cabaret (1914), he had persuaded Sennett to allow him to co-direct with female lead Mabel 

Normand. From then on, they co-directed or directed twenty of his last films at Keystone. It gave 

Chaplin plenty of chances to develop his tramp persona and costume.”37 

Maland notes that Chaplin developed his “tramp” persona during his career at Keystone, but 

in Keystone period, Chaplin persona had seldom been called tramp in trade papers or fan 

                                                           
36 Motion Picture News, Aug. 15, 1914, p56. 
37 Charles J. Maland, “Chaplin and Silent Film Comedy”, Cynthia Lucia, Roy Grundman, and Art Simon (eds.), The 
Wiley-Blackwell History of American Film: Volume I Origin to 1928 (UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), p253. 
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magazines. The most frequent word which critics used to comment Chaplin films was slapstick. 

It means that people rarely used tramp to describe Chaplin’s costume, makeup, and performance 

style. About how American audiences recognize Chaplin film persona, I will analyze this subject 

in Chapter 3. 

 

3. Chaplin’s Contract and Salary 

Scholars rarely mention Chaplin’s salary in their work. For example, Charles Maland 

examines the Chaplin’s entire career in his book, Chaplin and American Culture, but neglects the 

subject about Chaplin’s salary when he narrates Chaplin’s career in Keystone, Essanay, Mutual, 

and First National period. And not only Chaplin study, but also many film history books also 

neglect the subject of the actor’s salary when the author narrated early American film history. It 

is easy to ignore an important subject when readers study early American film history: money 

already played an important role in the 1910s’ American film industry. 

In Chaplin early career, his salary and contract detail were the one of a popular subject in 

trade papers and fan magazines. Through the sources like Motion Picture News or Motion 

Picture Magazine, we can get more details about Chaplin’s contract and salary. It will help us to 

understand how the salary issue became a popular topic in the early American film history. 

In fact, Chaplin already expressed his desire for money in an interview with Photoplay 

Magazine in 1915. Chaplin told the journalist that making money was his dream since he was a 

kid. 

When I was a little boy, the last thing I dreamed of was being a comedian. My 

idea was to be a member of Parliament or a great musician. I wasn’t quite clear 

which. The only thing I really dreamed about was being rich. We were so poor 

that wealth seemed to me the summit of all ambition and the end of the rainbow.38 

                                                           
38 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, July, 1915, pp27-28. 
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Chaplin confessed that he did not want to be a comedian when he was a little kid. Even Chaplin 

had already become a famous film actor in 1915; he still did not plan to stay in the film industry 

for a long time. 

“I want to make all the money I can,” he says. “Then, in a few year, I am going to 

quit. I will pass along and let some other fellow have the center of the stage. I 

have made a bigger hit than I ever thought possible in my wildest dreams. And I 

am much obliged to everyone for laughing. For the public is the entertainer’s 

court of last appeal.”39 

Chaplin told the reporter that he would try to make all money he could earn during several years 

and he would retire. According to this interview, it can prove that money was the primary matter 

for Chaplin in his early film career. 

On the December issue of Picture-Play Magazine, 1916, Chaplin again, told the journalist 

that making money was his ambition: 

My ambition, when I started picture work, was to make enough money, sometime, 

so that I might retire with the knowledge that I had enough to insure me a twenty- 

five dollar-a-week income for the rest of my life. I was sure, then, that I would be 

satisfied and happy with that. My first contract, with the Keystone Company, was 

for one hundred and seventy-five dollars per week. I showed it to everybody I 

knew, and inwardly quaked with the fear that I would never be able to fool them 

into paying me that much for more than a few weeks. When I had been there three 

months, I had some confidence in myself, and knew enough to refuse an 

additional couple hundred, knowing I could get more. I did. And now that I’ve got 

it, I don’t know what to do with it.40 

Chaplin recalled that the first time he got his salary from Keystone, he thought that he could not 

keep earning so much for a long time. However, Chaplin gradually realized he would have the 

ability to earn more money. 

After Chaplin ended the contract with Essanay, audiences, trade papers, and the magazines 

had been interested in the detail of Chaplin’s next contract. On January 21, 1916, Variety 

reported that Chaplin would consider about rejoining Keystone: 

                                                           
39 Harry. C. Carr, ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Story,’ Photoplay Magazine, October, 1915, p99. 
40 ‘In Chaplin's House of Glass,’ Picture-Play Magazine, Vol. 10, December, 1916, p184. 
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A demand made by Charlie Chaplin upon the Keystone, if accepted, that picture 

concern's offer to rejoin it, is reported as asking $200,000 in Keystone stock as a 

bonus for signing a Keystone contract, with a salary of not less than $3,000 

weekly and a percentage of all profits made by “Chaplin releases.”41 

In this news, it also reported that Essanay would try to renew the contract with Chaplin: 

Chaplin’s Essanay contract is shortly expiring. It now calls on the Essanay to pay 

him $2,500 a week and an extra $10,000 on every Chaplin release through the 

Essanay.42 

On January 22, 1916, Motion Picture News reported that Chaplin refused a contract from New 

York Motion Picture Company because the salary was not enough as he had expected: 

Charles Chaplin, national character in comedy motion picture circles, has been 

offered and refused flatly a salary of $365,000 per year— $1,000 a day— truth of 

which is vouched for by the man who made the offer, John McKeon, eastern 

representative of the New York Motion Picture Company. 

According to the statement of McKeon the offer was refused because it was not 

enough, the comedian holding out for almost double that amount.43 

On March 11, 1916, Motion Picture News, also used four pages to publish an advertisement 

for promoting the news about Chaplin joined Mutual. (See Figure 1, 2, 3 and 4) Through these 

full-page advertisements, we can find that Chaplin signed a contract with Mutual Campany was a 

very important news for Mutual. It was not an ordinary method which the film company used 

such kind of level to promote a contract with a film actor.  

                                                           
41 ‘CHAPLIN'S ENORMOUS OFFERS;TURNS DOWN $500,000 YEARLY,’ Variety, January 21, 1916, p3. 
42 ‘CHAPLIN'S ENORMOUS OFFERS;TURNS DOWN $500,000 YEARLY,’ Variety, January 21, 1916, p3. 
43 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Jan. 22, 1916, p373. 
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(Figure 1)44                                                                                (Figure 2)45 

                          

(Figure 3)46                                                                          (Figure 4)47 

                                                           
44 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1401. 
45 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1402. 
46 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1403. 
47 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1404. 
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On the same day, Motion Picture News also published news, ‘Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract 

with Mutual Film,’ to detail Chaplin’s new contract with Mutual: 

Charlie Chaplin has signed a contract to appear exclusively in the releases of the 

Mutual Film Corporation. 

Chaplin will receive a salary of $670,000 for his first year’s work under the 

contract, the Mutual announces. The total operation in forming the Chaplin 

producing company involved the sum of $1,550,000. This is stands as the biggest 

operation centered about a single star in the history of the motion picture industry, 

it is said.48 

In this news, it claimed that it was the biggest contract in the history of the film industry. 

President of Mutual, John R. Freuler explained that why Mutual would pay Chaplin this big 

contract; he believed that Chaplin was worth to deserve this number of salary because Chaplin 

could bring a vast business benefit to Mutual Company. In this news, Freuler said: 

“This contract,” observes Mr. Freuler, “is only a new token of the bigness of the 

motion picture and the motion picture industry, a combination of art, amusement 

and business. The figures are all business,” he added with a dry smile. 

“We can afford to pay Mr. Chaplin this large sum annually because the public 

wants and will pay to see him. I consider this contract a very pleasing bargain for 

everybody concerned — including this corporation, Mr. Chaplin and the fun-

loving American public.49 

On April 8, a news quoted a word from Max J. Weisfeldt, an exchange manager for the 

Mutual of Omaha, this manager declared that: 

“Chaplin salary paid by Mutual was one of the biggest advertising ideas in 

modern motion picture progress.”50 

It can prove that the contract with Chaplin was a part of advertisements which Mutual used it to 

promote Chaplin films. The reason that Mutual offered Chaplin a huge salary was not only 

because Chaplin was worth to deserve it, but also because it was a prominent advertising idea. 

 

                                                           
48 ‘Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
49 ‘Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
50 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Apr. 8, 1916, p2051. 
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Chaplin’s Salary 

In this news, ‘Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,’ it published an interview 

with Chaplin, during this interview, the reporter noticed that Chaplin did not talk about his salary 

too much. 

Mr. Chaplin is not much inclined to talk about business. 

“A great many people are inclined to make wide eyes at what is called my salary,” 

he remarked. “Honestly it is a matter I do not spend much time thinking about. 

“Money and Business are very serious matters and I have to keep my mind off of 

them. In fact, I do not worry about money at all,” he admitted convincingly.51 

Chaplin talked to the public that he had not worried about money. Unlike Freuler or Weisfeldt 

spoke about how much money in this contract, Chaplin kept a low profile when people talked 

about his salary. It seems that Chaplin did not want the public to regard him as a kind of actor 

who was very enthusiastic about seeking high salary after he signed a new contract with Mutual. 

It also different with his previous interviews that Chaplin claimed he wanted to make more and 

more money in the film industry. 

In this interview, it also mentioned a interesting information: “Charles Chaplin was 

accompanied by his brother, Sidney Chaplin, who conducts the younger comedian’s business 

affairs and salary negotiations.”52 According to this news, Chaplin’s business was handled by his 

elder brother, Syd Chaplin. The other report on July 22, 1916, it mentioned a rumor about the 

relationship between Charles Chaplin and Syd Chaplin was broken, but both denied this rumor: 

Both Syd and Charles Chaplin make vigorous denial of the report that there has 

been a “split” between the brother screen comedians. …… “Not only is there no 

split, but we never have had a serious difference,” Syd Chaplin declared. “We 

have always kept our interests in each other's work and whenever it has been 

possible we have lived together. We will be living under the same roof again if it 

happens that I go to Los Angeles to work.”53 

                                                           
51 “Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,” Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
52 “Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,” Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
53 Motion Picture News, Vol.14, Jul. 22, 1916, p442. 
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According to this news, Syd Chaplin said that they have no split even do not have a severe 

difference. 

Chaplin wanted people to believe that this new contract with Mutual was not just about 

money, but also about it an opportunity that could let him do his work better and reach the 

expectation from public people. Chaplin told the reporter: 

“What this contract means is simply that I am in business with the worry left out 

and with the dividends guaranteed.” 

“It means that I am left free to be just as funny as I dare, to do the best work that 

is in me and to spend my energies on the thing that the people want. I have felt for 

a long time that this would be my big year, and this contract gives me my 

opportunity. There is inspiration in it. I am like an author with a big publish to 

give him circulation.”54 

Chaplin Chaplin’s salary was always the popular question that people wanted to know. Since 

Chaplin joined Essanay in 1915, the public, media, and fans had started being interested in 

Chaplin’s salary. In 1915, the editor of Motion Picture Magazine responded reader’s questions 

about Chaplin’s salary after he joined Essanay: 

I am not sure, but at the time Charles Chaplin left Keystone and signed with 

Essanay it was commonly reported around Los Angeles that his salary was to be 

$1,000 a week.55 

It was rumored that Charles Chaplin gets $1,000 a week.56 

According to these two responses, Chaplin’s salary during the Essanay period is 1,000 a week. 

After Chaplin signed a contract with Mutual Film, some readers of Motion Picture Magazine 

asked the editor about how much was Chaplin’s salary.  

                                                           
54 “Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film,” Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
55 Motion Picture Magazine, 1915, May, p152. 
56 Motion Picture Magazine, 1915, June, p162. 
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The latest is that Charles Chaplin is with Mutual at a salary of $10,000 a week 

and a bonus of $150,000.57 

Well, Charlie Chaplin gets $600,000 a year and he think it isn’t enough. I am told 

that Marry Pickford gets $10,000 a week, Marguerite Clark about $2,000, Anita 

Stewart about $700, and Earle Williams about 600. It seem to me that they ought 

to be able to eat three meals a day and keep the wolf from the door on that. What? 

Contracts make cowards of us all.58 

No, it was on March 4th, 1916, that Charlie Chaplin signed his contract with 

Mutual calling for a salary of $670,000.59 

The highest paid movies actor? I suppose you would say Charlie Chaplin.60 

Not all people had a positive view of film stars earned higher and a higher salary. One of 

Motion Picture Magazine’s readers believed that the film company would fail when they pay 

more and more salary to film actors. The editor of Motion Picture Magazine also thought that it 

would be a problem when film actors or actresses gain too much salary. He took a list of some 

film stars who earned a high salary including Chaplin. 

You think that many of the picture companies will fail on account of high 

salaries? I agree with you, and here is what some of the stars are drawing down: 

Douglas Fairbanks, $100,000 a year; Frank Keenan, $65,000; W. S. Hart, Pauline 

Frederick, Marguerite Clark and Olga Petrova all $100,000 a year; Lenore Ulrich, 

$52,000; and then there is Mary Pickford with $10,000 a week and a share of the 

profits, and Charlie Chaplin with $10,000 and a share of the profits that may bring 

him up to $15,000 a week. I guess you’re right; somebody has got to go bust.61 

However, someone defended for Chaplin’s high salary. An article in February issue of Motion 

Picture Magazine, ‘It He Worth It, and Does He Get It?’ published in 1917, the author wrote 

that: 

Now, I am not saying that Charlie is the only funny man on the screen — not by a 

long shot; but he comes so much nearer scoring one hundred per cent. of hits than 

any other comedian, that I, who cant possibly know anything about salaries, costs 

of production and the like, would consider him an idiot if he didn’t demand a 

king’s ransom for his efforts. 

                                                           
57 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1916, p153. 
58 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1916, p135. 
59 Motion Picture Magazine, March, 1917, p138. 
60 Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1917, p129. 
61 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1916, p156. 
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Not considering Chaplin's salary, is there anything about his films that cost more 

than the sort of films that never drew a single dime into a box-office? …… and it 

wouldn’t be economical to have a poorly paid camera-man “shooting” such a 

high-priced star; but these items surely must be inconsiderable when the 

thousands and thousands of dollars begin to roll into the Mutual coffers after each 

release.62 

In this article, the author thought that the company may pay Chaplin a high salary, but Chaplin 

would bring massive box-office, let the company make big money. 

 “Charlie Chaplin is English, but Uncle Sammy has taken a strong liking to his income at 

least. His income tax for this year amounts to $25,000.”63 It is a response which Motion Picture 

Magazine answered the letter from its reader. For some people, Chaplin’s English identity was a 

problem for them. Some people also worried that Chaplin may leave America and back to 

England. One of the editor’s answers from Motion Picture Magazine said that: “You need have 

no fear about Charlie Chaplin going to England. His contract with Mutual would not allow him 

to go out the U.S. without written permission.”64 

In fact, on March 11, 1916, Motion Picture News published the detail about Chaplin’s 

contract with Mutual, in this news, it wrote that: “Mr. Chaplin is a British subject. It is stipulated 

that he shall not leave the United States within the life if the contract without the permission of 

the corporation.”65 It meant that when Mutual offered a contract for Chaplin, they had the same 

concern, too. 

In the July issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1917, it published a comment about 

Chaplin’s salary: 

Charles Spencer Chaplin’s middle name might well be spelled $ucce$$. It 

required seven figures to total his last bank balance. The account on his twenty-

eighth birthday. April 10th, 1917, showed his fortune had passed the $1,000,000 

mark and nearly reached the $1,500,000. He makes fun for fun’s sake, not for 
                                                           

62 John Tillman Melvin, “Is He Worth It, and Does He Get It?”, Motion Picture Magazine, February, 1917, p100. 
63 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1916, p142. 
64 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1916, p157. 
65 ”Charlie Chaplin Signs Contract with Mutual Film”, Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Mar. 11, 1916, p1459. 
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money’s sake. He says: “I have quite enough money”; but the public haven’t had 

quite enough fun—let’s hope Mr. Chaplin will not think of retiring, at least not 

until his next birthday, just because he is a Croesus, and can.66 

This comment made a joke about the Chaplin middle name that suggested Chaplin should change 

his middle name as ‘$ucce$$’ because Chaplin was a successful actor and earned large money. 

However, the author believed that the public still hoped Chaplin to keep making more money 

because they wanted to watch more Chaplin’s films. 

Chaplin’s contract with Mutual made him the highest paid movie star, but it was still not 

enough for him, a rumor said that: 

…… and lastly comes the big rumor that Charlie Chaplin is not satisfied with his 

$640,000 per year pocket-money and is about to branch out as his own producer. 

Charlie, no doubt, will vote to give himself at least $5,000,000 per.67 

In the early news from Motion Picture News on May 5, 1917, it reported some detail about the 

contract negotiation with Mutual: 

Sid Chaplin, brother and business manager of Charlie Chaplin, is conferring in 

New York with John R. Freuler, president of the Mutual Film Corporation. 

Many interesting rumors attend the Chaplin-Freuler conference. Chief among 

them is that Chaplin is “holding out” for $1,000,000 a year. It is also said that 

Chaplin wants to stop making two-reel comedies and go in for long features, 

presumably five reels in length at least.68 

Chaplin’s brother Syd Chaplin presented him to negotiate with the president of Mutual, 

according to the report, he not only pursued higher salary but also wants to make a longer film 

instead of two-reel films. 

Mutual tried to raise Chaplin salary from 670,000 per year to 1000,000 in his new contract, 

but Chaplin did not accept the new offer. The negotiation was broken, on July 14, Motion 

Picture News exposed that Chaplin would sign a new contract with First National for 1,075,000 

                                                           
66 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1917, p168. 
67 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1917, p129. 
68 Motion Picture News, Vol.15, May 5, 1917, p2862. 
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per year,69 and on July 21, it reported that the Chaplin formally signed a contract with First 

National.70 

In the September issue of Motion Picture Magazine, it published a comment about Chaplin’s 

new contract: 

Charlie Chaplin has made a new contract! His salary has been almost doubled! 

From a mere $670,000 per year Charlie has been raised to $1,075,000. Mutual 

offered the magnetic little comedian $1,000,000, but his new boss, the First 

National Exhibitors' Circuit, went one better with the neat little bonus of $75,000, 

and Charlie succumbed; He is to have a free hand in his own production and will 

produce eight pictures a year. Some little coin-accumulator—yes?71 

In this comment, the author calling Chaplin “succumbed” to First National’s higher offer. This 

comment had a little satirical meaning when the author narrated Chaplin’s new contract. 

In 1918, Motion Picture Magazine’s editor answered reader about Chaplin’s salary: 

Charlie Chaplin's salary is $1,075,000 a year. He ought to be able to eat three 

meals a day on that—provided prices dont go up much higher.72 

Also, in the same issue of Motion Picture Magazine, it published an advertisement about 

Chaplin’s first film of First National. (See Figure 5) This advertisement printed a letter from 

Chaplin with his signature. In this letter, Chaplin described his first film of First National as 

“Million Dollar series of comedies” and asked audiences to identify his legitimate films with his 

signature. 

                                                           
69 See report: “Chaplin with Exhibitors Circuit at $1,075,000 For Year,” Motion Picture News, Vol.16, July 14, 1917, 
p223. 
70 See report: “Chaplin Formally Signs Contract With Circuit,” Motion Picture News, Vol.16, July 14, 1917, p384. 
71 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1917, p126. 
72 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1918, p90. 
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 (Figure 5)73 

Like the Mutual contract, people also regarded Charles Chaplin’s First national’s contract as 

an accomplishment of Syd Chaplin. In October 1919, Campbell James wrote an article, “The 

Money Market” in Motion Picture Magazine, it said that: “It was entirely thru Syd’s skillful 

Manipulations that Charlie Chaplin's famous million- dollar-a-year-contract with First National 

was engineered.”74 

These sources can prove that “Money” played an important role in early Chaplin career. 

Chaplin had tried to seek another big contract, pursue more salary. Even Chaplin showed up his 

desire of money in some early interviews with magazines, in most of the time, Chaplin still did 

not want to connect himself with money directly, it can explain why Chaplin let his elder brother, 

Syd Chaplin handle the contract issue. 

                                                           
73 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1918, p133. 
74 Motion Picture Magazine, October, 1919, p46. 
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4. Imitation of Chaplin 

The Chaplin Contest 

Alan Bilton narrates that: “In July 1915, The New York World reported that over 30 theaters 

were sponsoring Charlie Chaplin amateur nights, and when Luna Park played host to the first 

National Charlie Chaplin Look-alike Competition the same year, the park was flooded by 

hundreds of bowler-hatted tramps and vagabonds, a teenage Bob Hope among them.”75 

Bilton does not give us any sources about the imitation of Chaplin in his book, but in the 

Motion Picture News, it can find some cases about the imitation of Chaplin in 1915. The first 

case was on June 19, held by theatre at Cleveland: 

Charlie Chaplin has won a warm spot in the hearts of Cleveland motion picture 

theatre fans. The interest in this comedian is so great that the management of Luna 

Park on June 5 offered a prize of ten dollars to the man, woman or child who 

appeared at the amusement place with the best imitation of Charlie. A mob of 

contestants appeared.76 

On July 13, a theater in Indianapolis held a contest about imitating Chaplin called “Charlie 

Chaplin Contest”: 

A Charlie Chaplin contest will be held at the English theatre, Indianapolis. 

Wednesday evening, July 13, the regular amateur night, when the amateur who 

gives the best impersonation of Charlie Chaplin will be awarded a prize.77 

On August 21, Motion Picture News introduced a contest in Louisville: 

A Charlie Chaplin Contest, in addition to the regular show, was offered by the 

management of Keith's theatre, Louisville, Ky., the past week. Many amateur 

impersonators of the comedian participated, and cash prizes were awarded the 

winners, who were determined by the audience. The contest drew a good house.78 

                                                           
75 Alan Bilton, Silent Film Comedy and American Culture (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p87. 
76 Motion Picture News, June 19, 1915, p131. 
77 Motion Picture News, July 24, 1915, pp126-127. 
78 ‘Chaplin Contest, is Amateurs Chance to Impersonate Comedian,’ Motion Picture News, Aug. 21, 1915, p49. 
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In addition to the trade papers, some cases can be found in the daily newspaper. On 

July 1, 1915, Bridgeport evening farmer reported a Chaplin contest that held on local 

theater: 

It will be the first gathering here of the Charley Chaplin convention, and the 

opening session will be held on the stage of No. 1,370 Main street – better known, 

maybe, as Pll’s theatre. All the imitator of the funny fellow of the films will be 

self-constituted delegates and the best Chaplin “makeup”, will be rewarded by 

three gold prize.79 

Another special case about Chaplin contest, was printed by Variety on July 9, 1915, it 

reported a Chaplin contest which was “women only”: 

The Charlie Chaplin thing has gotten to the women. In many New York 

vaudeville theatres where special nights have been made of Chaplin Contests, the 

managements have installed Chaplin contests for women only. While not well 

thought of as an artistic entertainment by the house management, they appear to 

please the native attendance, as most of the girls are locals, with one or two 

professional Chaplin impersonators inserted to give the affair a standing. 

It is not unusual for from 10 to 20 women and girls to enter in these Chaplin 

contests.80 

This kind of activity, it was called ‘Charlie Chaplin Contest,’ the amateur joined this 

contest and tried their best to imitate Chaplin, and the winner would earn a prize. It is 

very like a kind of event we call “Cosplay” today. 

 

Professional Imitation 

Theater hired some imitator for advertisement. On the November issue of Motion Picture 

Magazine, it introduced a Chaplin imitator who was hired by the theater to help them promote 

the Chaplin’s film. 

Steve Duros, a motion picture operator… 

Duros’ make-up is so very clever that he has been hired by two houses, which use 

Chaplin films, to advertise them. After running past the front of a flying 

                                                           
79 ‘Chaplin Impersonators Will Vie For Prizes,’ Bridgeport evening farmer, July 1, 1915, p4. 
80 ‘WOMEN IN CHAPLIN CONTESTS,’ Variety, July 9, 1915, p6. 
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automobile, or taking a hard fall on the asphalt, Duros will rise and, in a calm 

voice, announce that Charlie Chaplin will be seen today at such-and-such a 

theater. He draws more than a first-page story in a newspaper or half a mile of 

billboards.81 

Steve Duros was a motion picture operator initially, but two theaters hired him as an 

advertisement of Chaplin’s film because he was good to imitate Chaplin. 

Unlike amateur imitator or some imitator who just imitated Chaplin for advertisement, some 

actors were a “professional imitator” who hired by other film companies to film movies by 

copying Chaplin’s costume and character. The most famous one was Billy West. Initially, West 

was an actor who went to “Chaplin Contest” and tried to earn a prize. In this news, ‘Chaplin 

Increases Business,’ from Variety, it reported news about West in a Chaplin Contest that held by 

McVicker’s theater: 

The Charlie Chaplin imitation by Billy West and two assistants in the Jones, 

Linick & Schaeffer houses has helped increase the business at McVicker’s, where 

the imitator appeared last week (billed as “Who Is He?”). The receipts are said to 

have reached a total of $9,000 on the week, as against the usual average of $6,000 

for that house.82 

It also can find an interesting case of Chaplin’s imitation, on August 8, 1915, The Sunday 

telegram printed news, ‘Minerva Courtney in film impersonations of Chaplin a Feature 

Tuesday,’ the interesting part is, Minerva Courtney was “an actress.” 

Miss Minerva Courtney in Her impersonation of Charles Chaplin. This release is 

the first of a series to be shown, at the Odeon. The popular comedian has often 

been imitated in the past, but the producers of this film are the first to announce 

that their offering is strictly an impersonation, which proves their confidence in 

Miss Courtney's ability to imitate Chaplin.83 

On July 10, 1915, Motion Picture News printed a review of Minerva Courtney’s film, “Minerva 

Courtney in Her Impersonation of Charlie Chaplin.” The film’s title already showed that it was 

                                                           
81 Howard Philip Rhoades, ‘Who is this?’ Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1915, p115. 
82 ‘Chaplin Increases Business,’ Variety, May 28, 1915, p4. 
83 ‘Minerva Courtney in film impersonations of Chaplin a Feature,’ The Sunday telegram, August 8, 1915, p4. 
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an imitation of Chaplin. The beginning of this review, the author introduced this film as a film 

about imitating Chaplin: 

The Metropolis Film Manufacturing company are issuing a series of two reel 

comedies starring Minerva Courtney as an impersonator of Charles Chaplin. 

Miss Courtney has succeeded in imitating the renowned comedian from his genial 

feet to several of his laughable incidental tricks that have aided in making him 

famous. In makeup, too, she closely resembles Chaplin, and let it be said to her 

credit that she has completely mastered his ridiculous walk, and the swing of his 

cane.84 

However, Minerva Courtney was not as famous as Billy West. According to a movie database 

from IMDb, Courtney only filmed three short movies. All three movies were kind of films which 

imitated Chaplin, and all published in 1915.85 

 

Plagiarism Controversy 

Except for amateur, some imitator of Chaplin were professional actors. In Charles J. Maland’s 

book, he notes that film actors imitating Chaplin abounded in 1915. Maland believes that the 

most prominent and possibly the most blatantly exploitative was Billie Ritchie.86 

Ritchie accused Chaplin that Chaplin imitated his performance style. However, Maland does 

not believe that Chaplin imitated Ritchie, he believes that Ritchie was the one who imitated 

because Ritchie would copy Chaplin’s costume and plot in his film after Chaplin released a new 

                                                           
84 Motion Picture News, July 10, 1915, p71. 
85 These three movies is: 
“Minerva Courtney as Chaplin in Her Job in the Laundry” 
“Minerva Courtney as Chaplin Putting It Over” 
“Miss Minerva Courtney in Her Impersonation of Charlie Chaplin” 
Source: http://www.imdb.com/name/nm1291715/ October 27,2017 
86 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p11. 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm1291715/
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film. For example, two weeks after Chaplin’s Work (1915) released, Ritchie came out with The 

Curse of Work (1915).87 

Motion Picture Magazine printed a short introduction of Chaplin in its column, “Brief 

Biographies” in July 1915. In this article, the author mentioned that some actors accused Chaplin 

of copying their style. 

Speaking of imitators, Chaplin has many, which is his sincerest flattery. Most of 

them are a long way after him, with no hopes of catching up. Several players are 

announcing that Chaplin is copying them. Even so, it might be profitable for these 

detractors now to copy the man who copied them. Charlie’s “business” is thought 

out by himself, and is spontaneous combustion, as it were, so there is not much 

fear of his imitators infringing his comedy patent.88 

Also, in the July issue, the Answer Department, a column of Motion Picture Magazine, the 

editor answered a reader letter about the “copy” controversy between Charlie Chaplin and Billie 

Ritchie: 

Charles Chaplin was born in England in 1890. Billie Ritchie says that Mr. Chaplin 

copied his make-up from him, because he, Ritchie, first used it in 1897 in England 

and later 5,000 times in “A Night in an English Music Hall” in this country and in 

England long before Mr. Chaplin adopted a similar style and make-up.89 

The editor just quoted Ritchie’s opinion without any comment. On October 1915, they answered 

a similar question: 

As for your abhorrence of Billie Ritchie, have you forgotten that Billie, who also 

comes from the London music halls, charges that Charlie has stolen his “thunder” 

and, consequently, that Billie is not an imitator of Chaplin methods? To tell you 

the honest truth, however, I cannot see the slightest resemblance in the work of 

the two comedians.90 

In this response, the editor tried to persuade the reader that Chaplin and Ritchie are different, but 

did not answer which one was the plagiarist. 

                                                           
87 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p11. 
88 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1915, p93. 
89 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1915, p134. 
90 Motion Picture Magazine, October, 1915, p150. 
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Jon Burrows in his essay, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that 

costume’ has a different option with Maland. In his essay, he mentions that “many of the classic 

studies of Chaplin’s life and work make some reference to Billie Ritchie. One most commonly 

finds him dismissed as a shameless plagiarist of Chaplin’s comic style. A common retrospective 

image of Ritchie, then, is that of a shameless charlatan, opportunistically aiming to exploit the 

public’s insatiable appetite for new Chaplin films.” However, after Ritchie died in 1921, a few 

journalists, historians and enthusiasts had regarded Chaplin as a Ritchie imitator.91 

Burrows notes that it is hard to say about Ritchie copy Chaplin or Chaplin copy Ritchie. 

Ritchie was Chaplin’s senior at Karno Music Hall, but is not a definite evidence that can prove 

Ritchie wore a “tramp” costume before Chaplin wore the same outfit. Burrows assumes four 

hypotheses. 

First, Chaplin had been influenced by elements of Ritchie’s stage act in his music-hall days, 

and early Chaplin films still had some Ritchie elements before Chaplin started to develop his 

performance style in 1915.92 Second, Ritchie consciously imitated certain facets of Chaplin’s 

screen image and various aspects of his earlier films.93 

The third, the qualities of their films and personae that Chaplin and Ritchie shared in 

common, were influenced by Henry Lehrman, who directed Chaplin’s first four films at 

Keystone and subsequently directed or produced all films of Ritchie.94 Last, the similarity 

                                                           
91 John Burrows, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that costume,’ Early Popular Visual 
Culture, Vol.8, No.3, August 2010, pp248-249. 
92 John Burrows, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that costume,’ Early Popular Visual 
Culture, Vol.8, No.3, August 2010, p254. 
93 John Burrows, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that costume,’ Early Popular Visual 
Culture, Vol.8, No.3, August 2010, p254. 
94 John Burrows, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that costume,’ Early Popular Visual 
Culture, Vol.8, No.3, August 2010, p255. 
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between Ritchie’s films and early Chaplin films are a consequence of the fact that they both 

served comedy apprenticeships at the hands of Fred Karno in their music hall days.95 

Consider of Chaplin’s stage career in the Karno Music Hall; it is possible that both Chaplin 

and Ritchie built their performance style from Fred Karno. However, even Chaplin and Ritchie 

shared the same performance style; it is still possible that Ritchie copied some element from 

Chaplin’s films because Ritchie entered the film industry after Chaplin had started to be popular. 

                                                           
95 John Burrows, ‘Near broke, but no tramp: Billie Ritchie, Charlie Chaplin and that costume,’ Early Popular Visual 
Culture, Vol.8, No.3, August 2010, p257. 
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Chapter 3 Chaplin and the American Audience 

Trade papers provided information for readers, including the latest film release schedule, 

news or stories about actors. Through the examination of trade papers, we can understand what 

kind of knowledge that audiences learned when they acquired information about Chaplin. Unlike 

trade papers which just provided information, fan magazines could provide a space where 

audiences published their opinions. Through fan magazines, it can understand how audiences 

discuss Chaplin; what kind of subjects that audiences wanted to know from Chaplin. Combine 

Trade papers and fan magazines can understand how audiences regard of Chaplin when they 

received information from film media. 

 

1. The New English Comedian 

In this section, I use several trade papers to examine how these trade papers introduced 

Chaplin when he joined Keystone. Their reviews of the film regularly give several pieces of 

information: plot, leading actor’s name, and a short comment on the film. 

On March 7, 1914, Motion Picture News published a film’s review of Between Showers 

(1914). This review did not mention Chaplin’s name, just said that: “the new English comedian 

of the Keystone Company.”1 Motion Picture News on March 28, 1914, published a review of His 

Favorite Pastime (1914). The article mentioned the Chaplin’s name, “Charles Chaplin,” and 

included a short introduction about him: 

Mr. Chaplin has introduced a number of funny actions that are original to the 

American stage. His adventures in a saloon are unique, to say the least.2 

                                                           
1 Motion Picture News, Mar. 7, 1914, p40. 
2 Motion Picture News, Mar. 28, 1914, p50. 
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In this review, it said that Chaplin introduced some new funny action to American. The review of 

His Musical Career, it also thought Chaplin “introduce” new things: 

Again Charles Chaplin appears, this time as a piano mover. It need not be said the 

film is an excellent comedy. Chaplin introduces some new stunts, which are most 

humorous.3 

In October 1914, the review of Dough and Dynamite (1914), it said that: “When Charles 

Chaplin, the inimitable English comedian, appear in the title role of a Keystone comedy.”4 From 

these reviews of Motion Picture News, it can find that Chaplin was regarded as a novel new film 

comedian when authors of Motion Picture News introduced Chaplin to American audiences. 

Chaplin impressed American audiences with his unique performing style. 

In addition to reviews, sometimes trade papers would introduce Chaplin through short news 

or article. On March 21, 1914, Motion Picture News printed a brief report about Chaplin: 

One pantomimist who is making his mark on the screen is Charles Chaplin, the 

hero of four Keystone comedies, and on his way to be a comedian of the films of 

country-wide popularity. 

Chaplin’s work in Fred Karno’s “Night in an English Music Hall” gave him a 

following before he took to motion pictures. But his stage career dates from his 

eighth year when he played in “From Rags to Riches.” This he followed later with 

three years of minor parts in Frohman companies and William Gillette. 

His first appearance on the screen was in “Making a Living.” released February 

2d under the Keystone brand. This has been succeeded by three other.5  

At the beginning of the article, it described Chaplin as a pantomimist and a comedian who was 

one of four important key actors of Keystone and gradually become popular. It mentioned that 

Chaplin worked in Fred Karno’s “Night Music Hall” in England before he entered the film 

industry, and Making a Living (1914) is Chaplin’s first film. 

                                                           
3 Motion Picture News, Nov. 14, 1914, p48. 
4 Peter Milne, “Dough and Dynamite”, Motion Picture News, Oct. 24, 1914, p41. 
5 Motion Picture News, Mar. 21, 1914, p37. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0004288/?ref_=nm_flmg_act_86
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A short report in Variety, on March 13, 1914, mentioned the relation between Chaplin and 

Karno’s Music Hall: 

Charlie Chaplin, who came to this country with Fred Karno’s “English Music 

Hall.” has been engaged for comedy work with the Keystone.6 

Moreover, New York Clipper on March 14, 1914, it said that: 

Charles Chaplin, the wonderful English pantomimist, who is well known in this 

country for his wonderful work in Fred Karno’s “Night in an English Music 

Hall,” has up to the present time appeared in four Keystone comedies, and by the 

way he has been received by both exhibition and public, he bids fair to be the 

greatest and most popular comedian in comedian today.7 

In this report, it described Chaplin as a “wonderful English pantomimist,” and said Chaplin 

become famous because of his work on Knrno’s Music Hall. According to this article, Chaplin 

had just acted four films at Keystone when the author wrote this report, but this author already 

praised Chaplin as a great and popular comedian. 

From these three reports from Motion Picture News, Variety and New York Clipper, it can 

find that Chaplin’s stage career in Fred Karno’s Music Hall, was important information when 

people talk about Chaplin in early 1914. 

In addition to trade papers and fan magazines, I also search other American newspaper, found 

some news about Chaplin. In Pokeepsie’s newspaper, The Evening Enterprise, on May 14, 1914, 

it printed a short introduction of Chaplin: 

Charles Chaplin, the English pantomimist. Who is well known in this country for 

his work in Fred Kamo’s “Night in an English Music Hall,” in vaudeville, has up 

to the present time appeared in four movie comedies, and by the way he has been 

received by both exhibitors and public he bids fair to be one of the greatest and 

most popular comedians of today.8 

If we compare this article with the previous report in the New York Clipper; we can find that, 

they are the same article except several words are different. New York Clipper’s article published 

                                                           
6 Variety, Mar. 13, 1914, p24. 
7 New York Clipper, Mar. 14, 1914, p16. 
8 The Evening Enterprise, Pokeepsie, N.Y., May 14, 1914, p11. 
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in March, this The Evening Enterprise’s article released in May, it can be reasonably presumed 

that the latter may be just quoted the report from former. Alternatively, another possibility is, 

both articles came from the same provider. No matter which reason, it can sure that the author 

who wrote this article, wanted to praise or promote Chaplin as a popular and excellent comedian. 

The Post-Star on June 11, 1914, printed a detailed introduction of Chaplin: 

Charles Chaplin, now appearing in Keystone Mutual Movies, is an Englishman. 

He has been on the stage since he was eight years old, and he is now twenty-four. 

His original ambition was to play tragedy, but his success on the vaudeville stage 

as an imitator of comedians decided him to become one on his own account. 

He played to Charles Frohman’s companies for three years and later was with 

William Gillette in “Sherlock Holmes.” Some months ago he had a role ln Fred 

Karno’s company, in which he played a drunk and had little to say. His success in 

“getting it over” without speaking attracted attention of Mack Sennett, managing 

director of the Keystone Comedies, who immediately engaged him. His success 

has been pronounced.9 

Unlike most articles just mentioned Chaplin was an Englishman and his relationship with Fred 

Karno’s company, in this article, it said that Chaplin’s original goal was to be an actor of 

tragedy, but he became successful in comedies. It also mentioned that Chaplin played to Charles 

Frohman’s company and played with William Gillette in “Sherlock Holmes” before he joined 

Fred Karno’s company. Moreover, through this introduction, we can find an interesting thing; 

most authors connect Chaplin with Fred Karno when they introduced Chaplin. In The Missoulian 

on June 21, 1914, also published the same introduction as The Post-Star, but it changed the title 

to “Funny Boy.”10 

The Plaza Theatre, a local theater in Bridgeport, printed many advertisements for Chaplin in a 

local newspaper, The Farmer, it had frequently used “funny drunk” to promote Chaplin’s films. I 

selected two of them for example: 

                                                           
9 “He Put the Fun in Funny,” The Post-Star, June 11, 1914, p9. 
10 See: “Funny Boy,” The Missoulian, June 11, 1914, p2. 
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(Figure 1)11                                                                       (Figure 2)12 

The introduction of Chaplin in The Post-Star, it mentioned that Chaplin played a “drunk” role at 

Karno’s company,13 Combine these two Plaza’s advertisements and the introduction from The 

Post-Star, it can find that “funny drunk” was one of Chaplin’s famous images of the stage in his 

early career. 

Many scholars believe that Chaplin brought “tramp” character to the American film industry 

when he joined Keystone. However, through these sources from trade papers and newspapers, 

the authors frequently used English, Karno’s Music Hall, and drunk to described Chaplin in his 

Keystone period. It can prove that Chaplin did not impress the early American audience by 

“tramp” character. “Tramp” is a term which today scholars use to describe Chaplin’s stage 

image. In Chaplin’s Keystone, Essanay, Mutual and First National period, it barely can find a 

source which used “tramp” to describe Chaplin. 

                                                           
11 The farmer, Sep. 12, 1914, p8. 
12 The farmer, Nov. 9, 1914, p9. 
13 See: “He Put the Fun in Funny,” The Post-Star, June 11, 1914, p9. 
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2. How Chaplin Created His Trademark 

For film actors, build their own “trademark” will help them to be recognized by audiences 

more efficiently. This term, trademark, it can include the actor’s costume, character, and 

performance style. This section will examine how Chaplin created his trademark and impressed 

American audiences. 

The March issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1915, the magazine editor answered two 

questions about the plan of an interview with Chaplin: 

The editor is going to use a chat with Charles Chaplin very soon.14 

A chat with Charles Chaplin is under way now.15 

In 1915, the July and August issue of Motion Picture Magazine published a series article 

‘Chaplinitis.’ In the July issue, the begging of the article said that: “You can feel him in the 

theater; you read of him in the magazine; you get a glimpse of his idiosyncrasies in some twist of 

fashion.”16 The author described how so popular Chaplin was, and many people could make 

money by making some stuff about Chaplin. 

……the thing to do now is to paint a portrait of Charles Chaplin in one of his 

characteristic poses, or to model him in clay. A poet can always sell a Chaplin 

poem; a writer finds a market for a Chaplin story. Any form of expressing Chaplin 

is what the public wants.17 

In the August issue, it continued the rest of ‘Chaplinitis,’ in this article it told about the 

obstruction of Chaplin’s films from some “moral” people. 

In those benighted days, Chaplin comedy was denounced as wicked, immoral 

slapstick. His pictures suffered from the slashing of censors, who figured that this 

brand of humor was dangerous.18 

                                                           
14 Motion Picture Magazine, Mar, 1915, p137. 
15 Motion Picture Magazine, Mar, 1915, p150 
16 Charles J. McGuirk, Motion Picture Magazine, “Chaplinitis,” Jul, 1915, p121. 
17 Charles J. McGuirk, Motion Picture Magazine, “Chaplinitis,” Jul, 1915, p121. 
18 Charles J. McGuirk, Motion Picture Magazine, “Chaplinitis,” Aug, 1915, p87. 
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In fact, in the column of Motion Picture Magazine, Answer Department, the editor received a 

letter from a reader who did not like Chaplin. The magazine not published the full text of this 

letter, but the editor cited some word from this letter when they responded reader’s question. 

Your letter was very sensible, I am surprised and grieved because you say you 

were ashamed to be seen carrying our July magazine because of the hideous 

Chaplin cover. Nevertheless, it was the best seller we ever had. You say that you 

like refined comedy, but hate Chaplin’s “vulgar stuff.” You see my friend, we are 

not all alike. It takes all kinds and conditions of people to make this little world of 

ours. I thank you for your warm words of appreciation and wish that I merited 

them.19 

Before this letter, it already had one reader send a letter to the magazine showing the 

dissatisfaction about the cover of July issue. This reader thought that the magazine used 

Chaplin’s portrait as July cover was doing an advertisement for Essanay actor. So, the editor 

answered that: 

You say that the last number of our magazine look like an advertisement for the 

Essanay people. I didn’t notice it. We try hard to give every company all the 

publicity that we think they deserve. We cant help if Charles Chaplin is IT.20 

Motion Picture Magazine had always used film star’s portrait as the cover design. However, 

the magazine received the criticisms from the reader who disliked Chaplin became the cover 

design of the magazine; it shows us some information that how some magazine readers criticized 

Chaplin. 

When Charles Chaplin became more and more popular, Motion Picture Magazine published 

more articles about Chaplin, and more and more readers and fans send letters to the magazine to 

ask some information about Chaplin. At the same time, when Chaplin appeared in the magazine 

more frequently, it also can find some criticism of Chaplin. Some people who did not like 

Chaplin, though Chaplin and his comedies were vulgar, wicked, and immoral. The next section 

                                                           
19 Motion Picture Magazine, Nov, 1915, p138. 
20 Motion Picture Magazine, Aug, 1915, p162. 
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will analyze more about how audiences and critics criticized Chaplin. In this section, the primary 

focus is about how Chaplin’s fans regarded Chaplin. 

After Chaplin left Keystone and signed with Essanay in 1915, many fans asked something 

about which company Chaplin worked for now, and about his salary. The following sources are 

quoted from some editors’ answers in Motion Picture Magazine, which mentioned the 

information about Chaplin’s contract status and salary: 

Charles Chaplin is now with Western Essanay.21 

The first Charles Chaplin Essanay picture was “His first Job.” Release February 

1st.22 

I am not sure, but at the time Charles Chaplin left Keystone and signed with 

Essanay it was commonly reported around Los Angles that his salary was to be 

$1,000 a week.23 

I think Keystone was Charles Chaplin’s first company, and Essanay the second.24 

It was rumored that Charles Chaplin gets $1,000 a week.25 

Alternatively, whether Chaplin would change company again or not. 

Charles Chaplin did not play in that Universal.26 

I believe Charles Chaplin will accept the vaudeville offer when his contract 

expires with Essanay.27 

Charles Chaplin denies all these reports that he is signing up with different 

companies for vaudeville. He intends to remain with Essanay.28 

Readers and fans also were interested in some of Chaplin’s personal information, like the size 

of his shoes, his mustache, his age and what was his real face. 

About the size of Chaplin shoes and Chaplin’s feet: 

                                                           
21 Motion Picture Magazine, Mar, 1915, p139. 
22 Motion Picture Magazine, Apr, 1915, p146. 
23 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1915, p152. 
24 Motion Picture Magazine, Jun, 1915, p142. 
25 Motion Picture Magazine, Jun, 1915, p162. 
26 Motion Picture Magazine, Jul, 1915, p152. 
27 Motion Picture Magazine, Nov, 1915, p156. 
28 Motion Picture Magazine, Dec, 1915, p156. 
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Refuse to answer as to the size of Charles Chaplin feet; they seem to be full of 

shoes.29 

Haven’t the size shoe Chaplin wears.30 

Audiences were interested in Chaplin’s feet is because of Chaplin’s unique walking style in 

his films. For Chaplin, his feet were always an essential asset in his stage career, so he insured 

his foot with large money: 

Charles Chaplin Essanay comedian is declared to have the most valuable feet of 

anyone in the world. He has just insured each foot for $50,000, or $150,000 for 

the both. That is, he is reimbursed by the insurance company $50,000 for the loss 

of either one and $150,000 if he loses both. 

“My feet are my fortune,” said Chaplin. “What kind of a photoplay comedian do 

you think I would be without my feet? In fact I think $150,000 is a very small 

amount for the loss of both feet. It would cut me out of my salary for the rest of 

my life.” 

…… Chaplin critics declare that Chaplin’s feet are one of the most valuable 

assets he has. Without the Chaplin walk, the Chaplin kick and other antics he pulls 

off with his pedal extremities, they say it would not be a Chaplin comedy.31 

According to this report, Chaplin told a journalist that his feet were his “fortune,” and he thought 

150,000 was minimal money because Chaplin believed his career would end if he lost his feet. In 

the last of this article, the author said that some critics thought the stunts do with Chaplin’s feet 

was one of an important element of Chaplin’s comedy. 

The other important detail about Chaplin was his mustache. For some fans, they were 

interested in his mustache: 

Charles Chaplin has the smallest mustache in the profession and largest feet, and 

he believe in turning the latter out and the former up, so that we all may admire 

them.32 

No, I cannot give you the history of Charles Chaplin’s mustache. I don’t know 

when it was born, nor the color of it, nor whether it is real or false.33 

                                                           
29 Motion Picture Magazine, Mar, 1915, p150. 
30 Motion Picture Magazine, Nov, 1915, p159. 
31 ‘Charles Chaplin Insures His Feet for $150,000,’ Motion Picture News, Apr. 24, 1915, p50. 
32 Motion Picture Magazine, Apr, 1915, p140. 
33 Motion Picture Magazine, Jul, 1915, p133. 
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How did Chaplin’s real face without make-up look like and his age also interest film 

audiences:  

You are quite wrong. Charles Chaplin is a very modest, dignified, well- looking 

young man.34 

See Mr. Chaplin’s real face in lower right corner of our July cover, and you will 

see that he has no mustache.35 

Charlie Chaplin is about twenty- five years old.36 

These sources show that Chaplin’s appearance and persona detail were a popular subject for 

film audiences and Chaplin fans. Like our entertainment today, many movie fans have a huge 

interest in a star’s career information and personal detail; the media and press will dig out this 

kind news, fulfill fan’s desire. The trade papers and fan magazines had done many works to find 

out anything about Chaplin for satisfying film fan’s curiosity. 

Funny costume and comic acting style were Chaplin’s valuable assets for his film career. 

They help Chaplin impressed audiences and gained popularity. However, Chaplin still hoped 

audiences understand that all funny stuff he did, it just happened in films; in the real world, he 

was a handsome and an ordinary young man. It is why Chaplin let fan magazine published his 

real face photo sometime. 

Why Chaplin wanted audiences to distinguish his image in real life from his film character? 

The possible reason is Chaplin’s stage image had caused some “vulgar controversy” sometimes, 

and some people also thought that Chaplin was a vulgar person because they connected 

Chaplin’s real-life image with his film character. 

 

 

                                                           
34 Motion Picture Magazine, Aug, 1915, p145. 
35 Motion Picture Magazine, Aug, 1915, p158. 
36 Motion Picture Magazine, Oct, 1915, p135. 
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3. Funny or Vulgar 

Chaplin’s film character was not only helping him gain popularity but also causing some 

criticism about the vulgar. When Chaplin became more famous, the argument about vulgar also 

became a popular issue. The vulgar controversy was also a reason that Chaplin tried to separate 

his real-life image from film character. 

Charles J. Maland’s book, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image, 

talks about how Chaplin to respond the criticism of “Vulgar.” He notes that the character Chaplin 

played in Keystone films was often abrasive and crude, but funny. The character was likely to 

target of genteel critics, particularly given Chaplin’s mass popularity. A 1914 review of The 

Property Man in Motion Picture World said that: “They are too vulgar to describe, but are too 

funny to pass for vulgarity when only seen.” Maland uses this instance to explain some 

commentator was generous to allow that Chaplin was funny despite his vulgarity, but he also 

indicates that more genteel observers were not so tolerant like that.37 

So, how Chaplin responded to these criticisms that they thought Chaplin is vulgar? Maland 

used an essay in Motion Picture Magazine in January 1916, ‘The New Charlie Chaplin’, to 

explain that Chaplin was consciously beginning to shift and mold his star image in response to 

these criticisms.38 Maland quote the word which Chaplin said and use to defend himself against 

the charge of vulgar: 

It is because of my music-hall training and experiences that I am by force of habit 

inclined to work into my acting little threads of vulgarisms — not to hurt anyone, 

but, in my opinion, and from an artist’s point of view, enough to render the picture 

vociferous and inartistic. This Elizabethan style of humor, this crude form of farce 

and slapstick comedy that I employed in my work, was due entirely to my early 

                                                           
37 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image, Princeton University Press, 1989, 
pp15-16. 
38 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image, Princeton University Press, 1989, 
pp16-17. 
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environment, and I am now trying to steer clear from this sort of humor and adapt 

myself to more subtle and finer shade of acting.39 

Maland notes that “this essay recounts one of the first recorded instances of Chaplin’s 

conflicts with pressure groups in America, conflicts that would become more frequent as his 

career progressed. In this early example, Chaplin bowed to the pressure group and assured it that 

he would evolve as an artist in directions that would prove suitable to the National Board of 

Censorship and the American public. Moreover, this essay is also interesting because it showed 

how Chaplin’s star image was changed after he had been in the limelight for over a year. The 

picture of Chaplin that accompanies the article— ‘as he appears in real life,’ according to the 

caption — portrays a youthful-looking, handsome man wearing a dinner jacket and bow tie and 

gazing seriously at the viewer.”40 

The portray which accompany with The New Charlie Chaplin (see Figure 3) to prove that 

Chaplin tried to change his star image, showed a persona which different from his film to public 

people. However, in fact, this portrays was not the first picture which showed Chaplin’s “real 

face” without make-up. The December issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1914, already 

printed on Chaplin’s real face portray. (See Figure 4) Moreover, the cover design of Motion 

Picture Magazine July issue in 1915 (see Figure 5) also used one Chaplin’s picture that his face 

without make-up. 

Even Chaplin showed his real face third times at least with a full page in Motion Picture 

Magazine; his real face was still not as familiar as like his make-up face in the film. 

                                                           
39 J.B Hirsch, The New Charlie Chaplin, Motion Picture Magazine, Jan. 1916, pp115-117. 
40 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image, Princeton University Press, 1989, 
pp17-18. 
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 (Figure 3)41                                    (Figure 4)42                                     (Figure 5)43 

 

A Case: The Criticism of Chaplin’s film, A Woman 

On July 13, 1915, Chicago Daily Tribune published an article ‘Is Charlie Killing the Golden 

Goose?’ This article criticized the Chaplin’s film, A Woman, which released on July 12, 1915. 

People desiring to see either phase of him may do so in this latest Essanay release, 

“The Woman”. It outrage the decency of decent people, for its vulgarity is of such 

an insidiousness that frequently it compels laughter, even while the laughter is 

angry at himself. Not that it is entirely vulgar, for there are some stretches of a 

delightfully honest slapstick funniness showing what Chaplin can do with himself 

when he stays on the levels of respectability, and demonstrating the legitimacy of 

slap-stick fun.44 

The author criticized Chaplin’s new release as a vulgar film. In the next paragraph, the writer 

thought that Chaplin would lose his audiences because he did not have a limit of fun in his 

comedy. 

                                                           
41 J.B Hirsch, The New Charlie Chaplin, Motion Picture Magazine, Jan., 1916, p116. 
42 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1914, p26. 
43 Cover design, Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1915. 
44 ‘Is Charlie Killing the Golden Goose?’, Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 13, 1915, pg. 12. 
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That is the sad thing about this very funny man. He is killing his own game just 

because he doesn’t realize that limits of permissible fun.…… for the picture 

audience is one of growing intelligence and it is not going to roar when Charlie 

loses his trousers, even though he affects the most abject chagrin, nor when he 

misapplies a pin cushion, nor at a good many other things that he does. Wise 

parents will keep their children away from his picture as from the plague, 

grownups will grow disgusted, and the name of Chaplin will become but an echo 

from the dusty caverns of the past.45 

For the author of Chicago Daily Tribune, Chaplin loses pants in the film is a vulgar thing and 

can’t be accepted in the film. However, it is still not much enough to explain that what kind of 

scenes in this film let the Chicago Daily Tribune’s author felt so disgusted? For analyzing this 

film, let us take a look at the brief plot of A Woman. In the following introduction of A Woman, I 

will narrate every action which Chaplin and other actors do in this film. 

A family (husband, wife and their daughter) sits on the chair in the park; the “husband” flirts a 

passing lady when his wife and daughter are napping. When he is going to store to buy a drink 

for this lady, Chaplin is passing and hook the lady’s skirt with his cane. The lady feels angry at 

the first moment, but Chaplin attracts her, and she also attracts Chaplin. When the “husband” 

found Chaplin flirt with his object after he bought the drinks, he punches Chaplin and takes the 

lady away, but the lady cheats the “husband” to play “hide and seek,” blind his eyes with a 

handkerchief and run away. 

At the same time, Chaplin stays in the same chair, two-man pass and sit near Chaplin. Chaplin 

sips one of men’s drinks sneakily, but very soon the man found that, so he and his partner fight 

with Chaplin, and Chaplin win the battle. 

When Chaplin finish the fight and walk away, he found the “husband” was being blinded, for 

the revenge, Chaplin leads the “husband” to near a lake, push him into the water when the 

“husband” takes off the handkerchief and recognize Chaplin. The police found Chaplin push a 

                                                           
45 ‘Is Charlie Killing the Golden Goose?’, Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 13, 1915, pg. 12. 
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man into the water and try to arrest him, so Chaplin also puts the police into the lake and run 

away. During the man leave the water and try to find Chaplin, Chaplin meets the “wife” and 

“daughter,” flirts with them, and they invite Chaplin to their house. 

When the man tries to find Chaplin, he meets his friend whom Chaplin sips his drink sneakily. 

During the “husband” are drinking with his friend, and invite his friend to his house, Chaplin is 

eating a doughnut and flirting with “wife” and “daughter.” 

After the “husband” back home, he let his wife entertain his friend in the living room, but his 

wife flirts with his friend when the “husband” still stands in the hall. Moreover, his “husband” 

calls his daughter and found Chaplin when his daughter tries to introduce Chaplin to him, so the 

“husband” and Chaplin fight again. 

The “daughter” calls her mother to save Chaplin, and the “wife” request her husband’s friend 

to help. The friend recognizes Chaplin is the guy who sips his drink in the park, so he also tries 

to attack Chaplin, and he tore Chaplin’s pants during the fight. In the next two minutes, we can 

see Chaplin show his underwear until he hides to the cabinet and picks a skirt to wear. 

When Chaplin tries to wear a skirt, the “husband” is fighting with his wife because she invites 

Chaplin as a guest, his friend tries to stop him from attacking his wife, but the “husband” punch 

his friend accidentally, so the “friend” also involves this fight. 

Chaplin not only wear the skirt, but he also wears women coat, hat, and shawl; he also uses a 

purse as a fake breast. The “daughter” finds Chaplin’s disguise and tell him “Get out of that 

mustache and into a pair of my shoes, and you will be perfect.” Chaplin takes her advice, he cut 

his mustache and wear a woman’s shoe, disguise himself as a woman. Moreover, the “daughter” 

suggest Chaplin to fool her father, she tells her father “My college chum.” The “husband” does 

not find Chaplin’s disguise, and be attracted by Chaplin. Chaplin flirts with the “husband,” try to 
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fool him. The “friend” also be attracted to Chaplin, so the “husband” and the “friend” compete 

for each other, try to win the Chaplin’s love, and the “husband” win, but when he kneels to show 

his love to Chaplin, he takes off Chaplin’s skirt accidentally, so he finds out Chaplin’s disguise 

finally. In the end, the “husband” punch and expel Chaplin from his house. 

After watching this film, it can find out several Chaplin’s fun-makings in A Woman: the 

husband flirts with a passing woman, a fake woman who disguised by Chaplin, the wife flirts 

with Chaplin and her husband’s friend, and Chaplin flirts all women whom he meets, especially 

he disguises as women to flirt two men as a prank. So, we can assume that these kinds of stuff 

were unacceptable to 1910s critics. The following sources also show that some audiences did not 

like this fun-making, too. 

After ‘Is Charlie Killing the Golden Goose?’ published, Chicago Daily Tribune published 

several letters from readers on July 16, 1915: 

Allow me to congratulate you on your article on Charles Chaplin. In my judgment 

Chaplin descends to the lowest depths of vulgarity in almost every case.  — Harry 

Hamill Chicago46 

You are surely to be congratulated on your remarks concerning Mr. Chaplin’s 

latest creation. ‘Even the men’ will no longer think him funny or clever if he 

continues in his vulgar attempts.…… I regret to see him resort to methods that 

with surely relegate him to the has been. It is surprising that S. & A. allow such 

pictures as ‘The Woman’ to appear on their list. — A.C.F. Chicago47 

In my opinion the keynote has been struck in this production of ‘The Woman.’ It 

certainly does outrage the sense of decent people. I surely agree that wise parents 

will keep their children away from such picture as from a plague as well as refrain 

attending themselves. Why cannot the producers of these films exercise a keener 

censorship upon their productions and maintain a standard that will prove up their 

implied intentions. — William E. Hamilton. Milwaukee48 

Will you permit a mere man to tell you that you have written for Charlie Chaplin 

a most wonderful ad? Charlie Chaplin is ‘placed’ in the estimation of the public 

and what you or any one else may say, can serve but to reminds a reader of his 

name. Charlie Chaplin is an institution. Charlie Chaplin is a credit to some of very 
                                                           

46 Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 16, 1915, pg12. 
47 Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 16, 1915, pg12. 
48 Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 16, 1915, pg12. 
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things you have praised… Because you got peeved at Charlie Chaplin don’t ever 

go on record again in a sentence like this…… the world will laugh at you for 

saying. — C.S. Seymour. Ind.49 

I want to commend you for your recent article in THE TRIBUNE condemning 

Chaplin’s latest release, ‘The Woman.’ While the film is funny and will appeal to 

many. It lacks cleverness and novelty and is about as coarse a film as I have ever 

seen and reminds me of a course burlesque show. — Charles R. Wilhelm, 

Chicago50 

All published reader letters agreed that Chaplin’s film A Woman was vulgar. On July 24, 

1915, the Chicago Daily Tribune published an article about the censor of A Woman, ‘Chaplin 

Film Mystery Solved’ said that: “The plot center around the Charlie Chaplin comedy ‘A Woman.’ 

The opening scene showed Fixo taking the film to the city hall to be passed on by the censors. 

Only a slight cut is ordered, and Fixo hurries away.”51 From this short news, we cannot know 

which scenes were cut. However, Brian J. Robb’s article listed scenes of A Woman which were 

censored: 

Local Chicago censor Major Metillus L. C. Funkhouser (yes, really) of the 

Chicago police was responsible for the cutting of various elements from A 

Woman, including (according to a list published contemporaneously in the 

Chicago Tribune): ‘Woman kicking man; Woman picking man’s pocket in park; 

All scenes of man minus trousers; All scenes of man in bedroom showing him 

dressing up as a woman; All scenes showing extraction of hatpin from man’s 

anatomy; Man pulling skirt off woman and subsequent vulgar sections; Picture 

with father giving couple blessings.’52 

According to Robb’s article, these following scenes were censored: Woman kicking man; 

Woman picking man’s pocket in the park; man is token off pants; a man dressed women cloth; 

extraction of hatpin from man’s anatomy; the man pulls skirt off woman and father giving couple 

blessings. It can prove that for film censorship in 1915, these scenes were unacceptable and 

inappropriate. 

                                                           
49 Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 16, 1915, pg12. 
50 Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 16, 1915, pg12. 
51 ‘Chaplin Film Mystery Solved’, Chicago Daily Tribune, Jul. 24, 1915, pg. 10. 
52 https://chaplinfilmbyfilm.wordpress.com/2015/07/12/a-woman-12-july-1915/ Oct. 30, 2015 

https://chaplinfilmbyfilm.wordpress.com/2015/07/12/a-woman-12-july-1915/
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A Debate in Reader’s Letters 

A reader letter that published in Motion Picture Magazine on April 1918, written by Mary 

Morton and Evelyn Bayless who send a letter from Stonewall Jackson College at Abingdon 

Virginia, they criticized Chaplin’s comedies were not funny stuff and though Chaplin was more 

like a chief mourner in the funeral: 

Charlie Chaplin is poor and looks more like the chief mourner in a funeral than a 

comedian. People are tired of this silly comedy and want something really funny. 

The five-year-olds may enjoy it, but we do not think intelligent people possibly 

could. Charlie is bad enough, but excuse me from Lonesome Luke and Billie 

West. Billie tries to imitate Charlie Chaplin, but if he wants to imitate some one, 

why does he not imitate a real comedian like Max Linder?53 

They believed that any “intelligent” people would not enjoy Chaplin’s comedies. They also 

questioned Billie West, a comedian who became famous because of imitating Chaplin, why he 

did not imitate a “real comedian” like Max Linder. They thought Max Linder, a French actor, 

was a real comedian. 

Morton and Bayless thought Linder better than Chaplin; they opinion maybe makes some 

sense. According to some books: A Short History of the Movies, On Film: A History of the 

Motion Picture and Film Histories: An Introduction and Reader, many scholars believe that Max 

Linder’s performance style inspired and influenced Charles Chaplin.54 

After this letter published, a reader name Elsie Mae Shepherd, who came from West Point at 

Indiana, send a letter to Motion Picture Magazine and was posted on June issue in 1918, in this 

letter, the author thought Chaplin was better than Linder: 

                                                           
53 Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1918, p126. 
54 References: 
1. Gerald Mast and Bruce F. Kawin, A Short History of the Movies (10th Edition) (US: Pearson & Longman, 2008), p52. 
2. Frank E. Beaver, On Film: A History of the Motion Picture (US: McGraw-Hill, 1983), p114. 
3. Paul Grainge, Mark Jancovich and Sharon Monteith, Film Histories: An Introduction and Reader (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University, 2007), p46. 
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Again, I want to say that when it comes to comedy, Charles Chaplin has the rest 

of the bunch beat a mile, after giving them a head start. I'd liked to have seen Max 

Linder in such plays as “The Adventurer,” “The Vagabond” or “The Floor 

Walker.” It would have been a rank failure. It isn't the slapstick entirely that puts 

Chaplin’s work over — it’s the subtle humor and pathos of his characters, and I’ll 

say that Chaplin does more real acting than a great many of these be-

pompadoured, sport-shirted “kissablelipped,” first-water heroes. I myself would 

just like to see Chaplin in a drama for once. I think he would make a decided 

success of it, tho I wouldn't want him to keep it up. We need him in comedy more 

than we do in anything else.55 

In the beginning, Shepherd said Linder would have been a “rank failure” because Linder’s 

comedies were not “slapstick entirely” like Chaplin’s comedies, and thought Linder’s films were 

subtle humor and his characters were kind of pathos style. Shepherd also pointed out, this kind of 

drama stuff like be-pompadoured, sport-shirted “kissablelipped,” and first-water heroes, it did 

not suit with Chaplin, so the author thought Chaplin should keep doing comedy style. 

One of the reasons that Shepherd preferred Chaplin more than Linder was that, Chaplin did 

not have some sad element in his comedies. Many people always had a debate about Chaplin’s 

films were a just funny slapstick comedy, or Chaplin added some tragic feature in his films. 

Harry Carr’s article, ‘Chaplin vs Lloyd,’ published in November 1922 in Motion Picture 

Magazine, had a different opinion. Carr believed Chaplin was a “sad” comedian: 

Chaplin laughs at the world to keep from crying with the world. In his heart, 

Chaplin is sad. He has the sadness that all very great geniuses have known.56 

Carr also believed that a great genius was to be sad because genius would understand life deeply 

and try to create a “golden dream” by their art: 

Chaplin will never be really happy. The lot of the great genius is to be sad. He 

knows life too deeply. He will see life slip away at last, still striving to make his 

art envision his golden dreams. The creative artist is always the child reaching for 

the golden moon. And Chaplin is the greatest of all creative artists.57 

                                                           
55 Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1918, p14. 
56 ‘Chaplin vs Lloyd,’ Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1922, p96. 
57 ‘Chaplin vs Lloyd,’ Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1922, p97. 
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Whatever did Chaplin have a sad element in film or not, some people liked Chaplin because 

they believed Chaplin was a purely fun comedian; some people loved Chaplin because they saw 

different element in Chaplin’s films. Unlike people argued that Chaplin was vulgar or not in his 

initial career, debated that Chaplin’s films were purely fun comedies; or comedies with some sad 

stuff, it shows that Chaplin actually did some change in his film. 

 

4. The Effort of Change Stage Image 

Since Chaplin entered the film industry, “vulgar” was often be used when people criticized his 

films. Of course, still had some fans who defended Chaplin, argued about Chaplin was not 

vulgar, this following case was one of the instances. 

The column— “Letter to The Editor” in the April issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1916, 

published a letter from a Chaplin fan, in this letter, the author disagreed with people who 

criticized Chaplin as “vulgar.” The writer explained that: 

You will always find some very dignified, reserved, quiet, business-like people 

that take pleasure in being very sensible and afraid that they or someone else will 

be so vulgar as relish a little nonsense now and then, and they take great pleasure 

in “being different,” and saying that Chaplin is so “vulgar,” “don’t you Know,” 

and there is nothing funny about him. In most cases they dont know anything 

about him, dont know anything about the brainy work he has done. They think he 

is a simple, childish mass of foolishness, and are peeved because a man so full of 

originality, so full of carefree fun, and so far below their elevated and dignified 

ideals, should come to the front and get some of the salary they ought to be 

getting.58 

In this letter, this Chaplin fan mentioned that some people thought Chaplin was vulgar and could 

not find any fun in his film; thought Chaplin was a pure, childish mass of foolishness. This 

author disagreed with this kind of criticism about Chaplin and defended Chaplin that these 

people who did not like Chaplin were because they were jealous of Chaplin’s success. 

                                                           
58 Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p186. 
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Though some audiences defended Chaplin was not vulgar, Chaplin still wanted to do some 

change in his stage image and acting style. ‘The New Charlie Chaplin,’ written by J.B. Hirsch in 

Motion Picture Magazine, is an article talking about Charles Chaplin future development, 

includes an interview with Chaplin. In the beginning, it mentioned that the secretary of The 

National Board of Censorship, W.W. Barrett had an impression about Chaplin: 

The old Charlie Chaplin has seen that the very methods by which his personality 

achieved success now imperil his unprecedented reputation by alienating a great 

part of American public, to whom the novelty of his fun-making appeals less as 

familiarity with his farce bares offensive vulgarities. His has realized the menace 

to his popularity, which has made him not at all “up-stage,” and pursues a new 

fame, to be built on basis of a more delicate art that will not countenance the 

broad sallies his old technique demanded— methods that his new metamorphosis 

eliminates as not in keeping with the American conception of humor.59 

Chaplin said that he would try to change his acting style, but some critics thought he still the 

“same Chaplin,” did the same stuff in his film. The Fireman, released on June 12, 1916, the 

review of Motion Picture News said: 

In this subject, there is more than the usual allowance of “rough stuff.”60 

The review in Motion Picture Magazine said that: 

Another Chaplin farce, with the usual “slapstick stuff” and nothing new. Bring in 

spots, but hardly up to his best.61 

 “The Count,” released on September 4, 1916, the review from Motion Picture Magazine said 

that:  

A typical Charlie Chaplin farce, with the usual quota of slapstick, chasing and pie-

throwing, plus a few original touches that bring this play up to his average, but it 

is by no mean his best.62 

In Answer Department, a column of Motion Picture Magazine, an editor’s response to the 

question about The Vagabond (1916): 

                                                           
59 J.B. Hirsch, ‘The New Charlie Chaplin’, Motion Picture Magazine, January, 1916, p115. 
60 Motion Picture News, Vol. 13, Jun. 17, 1916, p3769. 
61 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1916, p172. 
62 Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1916, p15. 
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Do try to see Charlie Chaplin in “The Vagabond.” I just wanted to hug him, he 

was so dear, and as a rule, altho I may laugh at some of his funny antics, I have 

wished he wouldn't draw the line quite so closely between comedy and 

vulgarity.63 

In this response, the editor thought some antics in Chaplin’s film, The Vagabond, was funny as 

usual, but the editor still hopped Chaplin should keep more distance from vulgarity in his films. 

The review of Chaplin’s Mutual film in Motion Picture News and Motion Picture Magazine 

did not come up too different from other films starring him. However, Chaplin’s third Mutual 

film, The Vagabond, released on July 10, is an unusual one. The review of Motion Picture News 

said: 

There are fewer laughs in this picture than in any Chaplin subject we have seen. 

On the other hand, there are more serious moments — more pathos — and a more 

mixed appeal than in any film Chaplin has yet made. The impression one gets is 

that the spectator will be asked to laugh less, and think more, when he sees 

Charlie. This is the best opportunity the exhibitor has yet had to gauge the effect 

of the serious Chaplin on his patrons.64 

In this review, the critic thought that The Vagabond, compared to other Chaplin film, had more 

serious and pathos scenes. The critic also said that this film would let the audience laugh less but 

think more. 

Film Audiences are the key to create film culture. Audiences did not just watch movies; they 

would read magazines for acquiring information about the films and actors that they were 

interested to know. The fan magazine would not just provide film fans with the information 

about films and actors; it also had a column which editor would answer the reader’s question. 

Fan magazines also printed reader’s articles or letters. The interaction between film audiences 

and magazines created a circle where film fans could discuss the subject about films or actors. 

                                                           
63 Motion Picture Magazine, February, 1917, p157. 
64 Motion Picture News, Vol.14, Jul. 29, 1916, p632. 
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Chapter 4 Chaplin and the American Public 

In public discussion, people were not just concerned about a film actor’s work; they also were 

interested in something outside the film. When Chaplin became more and more famous, rumors 

or gossips about Chaplin also appeared in magazines or newspapers more frequently. When the 

United States entered the First World War, the American public also expected Chaplin to do 

more “duty” for America in the war period. Also, Chaplin also involved in politics because some 

people believed that Chaplin tried to use film promoting a specific political ideology. 

 

1. Rumors and Gossips 

Rumors and gossips were always the important part of film entertainment today, even in the 

1910s. In this section, I picked several interesting cases about Chaplin’s rumors or gossips which 

audiences discussed in fan magazines. Through these cases can help us understand what kind of 

topics which film audiences would care. 

 

The Death Rumor in Essanay Period 

On the May issue of Motion Picture Magazine, 1915, it printed a news about Chaplin’s death 

rumor: 

The General Film company’s Minneapolis offices have had to detail employes 

especially to answer telephone calls regarding Charles Chaplin and rumors of his 

troubles. 

Every person in Minneapolis has long before now been told by a friend, who 

“heard it on good authority,” that Charles Chaplin was dead. The newspaper 

offices, theatre managers and the film office were besieged by callers. They 

demanded to know the truth. 
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The result has been to send more persons than ever to see the Chaplin Essanay 

films, for they fear that each one will be the last.1 

The newspaper offices, theater managers, and film company officials were busy to answer the 

call about Chaplin’s death rumor at Minneapolis. This rumor did not just appear in Minneapolis; 

it also spread to many places in America. Because of this rumor, many readers sent letters to fan 

magazines, or telephoned to the office of Motion Picture Magazine for checking this rumor: 

Charles Chaplin was not killed. He is still with Essanay. I think that was Mr. 

Anderson himself sitting in the audience in Mr. Chaplin’s “The Champion.”2 

The report that Charles Chaplin is dead is unfounded.3 

Neither Ford Sterling nor Charles Chaplin is dead.4 

Yes, there was a rumor around about a month ago that Charles Chaplin was dead. 

We had about 100 telephone call a day.5 

In July 1915, the column of Motion Picture Magazine, “Greenroom Jottings,” published a 

statement to clean this rumor: 

Will the gossip who starts those frequent rumors that Charles Chaplin is deaf, 

dumb or dead kindly call at this office? We still make it worth his or her while to 

stop it. We can afford to pay well, for it would save us much postage and 

telephoning.6 

On July 17, 1915, Motion Picture News also printed a statement, ‘Chaplin’s Death is 

Exaggerated’ to explain this rumor: 

Essanay’s announcement in Motion Picture News that Charlie Chaplin’s “death 

was exaggerated,” is being used to good advantage by New Orleans exhibitors in 

their poster displays. “Work” has been enthusiastically received at Pearce’s 

Trianon, and has been re-booked for Fichtenberg's Plaza theatre. 

It is to be regretted that irresponsible persons recently started a rumor in New 

Orleans that Charlie Chaplin was of this earth no more. The news caught like 

wildfire, and motion picture correspondents here and the newspapers were kept 

busy denying the fabrication.7 

                                                           
1 ‘Minneapolis Kept Busy Denying Chaplin Rumors,’ Motion Picture News, May. 29, 1915, p53. 
2 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1915, p160. 
3 Motion Picture Magazine, Jun, 1915, p138. 
4 Motion Picture Magazine, Jun, 1915, p162. 
5 Motion Picture Magazine, Jul, 1915, p138. 
6 Motion Picture Magazine, Jul, 1915, p128. 
7 ‘Chaplin’s Death is ‘Exaggerated’, Motion Picture News, July 17, 1915, p78. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

75 
 

The Essanay Company told Motion Picture News that this rumor was created by a film exhibitor 

in New Orleans when they promoted Chaplin’s film Work. This film released on June 21, 1915, 

the rumor spread since May, so it is reasonable to explain that this rumor created for promoting 

Chaplin’s new film.  

However, even Motion Picture Magazine and Motion Picture News already published a 

statement to clean this rumor, still had some readers sent a letter to ask whether Chaplin die or 

not, especially one of them ask whether Chaplin was a Jewish. 

No, Charlie Chaplin is not dead. That’s only gossip.8 

That report that Charles Chaplin is a deaf and dumb Jew is false.9 

The editor of Motion Picture Magazine explained the rumor about Chaplin was deaf, dumb, 

again, and editor also explained that Chaplin was not a Jewish. 

 

Rumors in Mutual Period 

‘Secret Griefs and Cankers in Bosom,’ written by Ivan Gaddis, it mentioned that many writers 

like to write fake rumors about Chaplin: 

It seems that space writers go crazy trying to invent a new fable about Charlie. He 

has read recently that he spent some time in asylum; that he is a dope fiend; that 

he is married.10 ……Also, he has been startled to hear that he had died;11 

Sometimes in the column of Motion Picture Magazine, “Answer Department,” the editor 

would answer reader for the question about Chaplin’s rumors. 

I don’t care to answer such question as “Has Charlie Chaplin been in the 

asylum?” “Is Theda Bara really very wicked?” You in the wrong pew. No, to both 

question, however.12 

                                                           
8 Motion Picture Magazine, Aug, 1915, p160. 
9 Motion Picture Magazine, Sep, 1915, p133. 
10 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p47. 
11 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p49. 
12 Motion Picture Magazine, March, 1916, p151. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

76 
 

I don’t believe one word of all that stuff you say you heard about Chaplin. As 

soon as a person becomes famous, then the news-carriers get busy.……13 

No; Charlie Chaplin is not deaf and dumb.14 

In the “Question” column on Photoplay Magazine, the editor also faced the same question about 

Chaplin’s rumor: 

No, Charles Chaplin is not a deaf mute, even if you can’t hear what he says on the 

screen.15 

No matter in Motion Picture Magazine or Photoplay Magazine, both editors of magazine faced a 

bunch of questions about whether Chaplin was an ordinary person or not from their readers. 

Some people also thought Chaplin was an actor who could not speak, listen or out of mind. 

 “The Mix-up” plays were films which mix several scenes of Chaplin’s films as an illegal and 

unauthorized film; it was a problem for Chaplin that bothered him very much. In Gaddis’s 

article, it said that: 

He is about to bring an injunction against the production of a picture play called 

“The Mix-up.” He says that this is a patchwork of old scenes which were used in 

different plays.16 

On February 5, 1916, Motion Picture News also reported a similar case with this “Mix-up” issue: 

The charge against Levi was violating the copyright law. He has been the object 

of investigation and prosecution by the Essanay company, for several months. 

Through exhibitors it was learned that he was “duping” Charlie Chaplin films, 

and putting them out as original productions.17 

According to these sources, we can know that some people faked these “Mix-up” films as 

Chaplin’s original films for cheat audiences, and this was a profitable illegal business. 

In addition to the death rumor and “Mix-up” problem, Chaplin also told Gaddis that there had 

three big troubles which also bothered him. 

                                                           
13 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1916, p166. 
14 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1917, p157. 
15 Photoplay Magazine, January, 1917, p156. 
16 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p49. 
17 “Dupester” Brought Within Toils of Law by Essanay,” Motion Picture News, Vol.13, February 5, 1916, p708. 



DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.Hist.008.2018.A04

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

77 
 

His biggest “trouble” symptoms are of three distinct kinds. One is biographies. 

Another is provided by that host of men willing to sustain bumps and kicks for 

art’s sake, who do turns on the vaudeville stage and in shows of various kinds 

under the guise of the original Charlie Chaplin. The third big trouble emanates 

from the “Originals.”18 

The biggest of these three troubles was about “Originals.” Chaplin said that: 

“The Originals, are always trying to pick an argument with me in controversies 

about makeups, about who discovered the hat, who invented the walk, who 

conceived the funny way to walk when kicked, and who first learnt to flirt a cane 

my way, and all the rest of it.”19 

About this “Originals” debate, I discussed this subject in Chapter 2; this section will focus on the 

other two topics. 

In Gaddis’s article, it mentioned that some people questioned Chaplin’s intelligence. 

“Some of his public libelers take the view that he is a boob, an ignoramus, a simp 

of the first water. He says he has even read that Charlie Chaplin is so ignorant that 

he can’t sign a check.”20 

It was a problem for Chaplin when some people thought he was ignorant like he was in the film. 

In an early interview, “The New Charlie Chaplin,” the author quoted the words from W.W. 

Barrett to describe Chaplin’s person image in real life. Barrett found Chaplin look different from 

stage image. 

unlike and contrary to his stage appearance— a neatly and stylishly dressed young 

man; as charming and affable a boy—for he appeared to be but a young— as 

anyone would wish to meet; a hard worker, who writes, acts, produces and 

manages; an unusually intelligent man, modest, not in the least affected by his 

great popularity, and very keen, businesslike and thrifty—not at all like the usual 

actor of the “get-rich-quick” variety.21 

Film audiences always connect the film actor’s image with the stage image. It is why many 

people believed that Chaplin was a stupid man after they watched Chaplin’s films. For change 

                                                           
18 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p49. 
19 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p49. 
20 Ivan Gaddis, “Secret Griefs and Cankers in the Bosom”, Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1916, p49. 
21 J.B. Hirsch, “The New Charlie Chaplin”, Motion Picture Magazine, January, 1916, p115. 
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public’s view, Chaplin tried through the press by doing some interviews, let people know he was 

not ignorant of his real life. 

 

Saved Little Girl 

On September 1, 1917, Motion Picture News published a story, ‘Chaplin Saves Child’s Life,’ 

it narrated that Chaplin risked his life to save a little girl, Mildred Morrison, who fall into a 

wave. This accident happened during Chaplin film his twelfth and last Mutual film, The 

Adventurer (1917). 

Andrew Carnegie is to hear of the bravery of Charlie Chaplin, who Friday a week 

ago dashed into the high waves breaking over the large rocks known as “The 

Needles,” off the California coast, and rescued a seven-year-old girl, Mildred 

Morrison, of New Rochelle, N. Y., who had been washed off the rocks while she 

was watching the Chaplin company make scenes. …… Chaplin was the only one 

to see the tiny girl come to the surface and call for help, and he did not stop to tell 

others of the girl’s plight.22 

This article mentioned that Chaplin was the only one who saw this girl fall into the water. Motion 

Picture Magazine also reported this story: 

Petitions, containing affidavits of the child’s parents, who are here on a visit with 

friends, life guards of the beach who witnessed the rescue, members of the 

producing company, and other eye witnesses, will be forwarded to the Carnegie 

hero fund committee, setting forth that Mr. Chaplin risked his life to save that of a 

child, for had he not been an expert swimmer, and been fortunate in reaching the 

girl at the moment he did it is very probable he and the child both would have 

been dashed against the sharp rocks and badly injured, if not killed.23 

According to witnesses, Chaplin took a huge risk when he tried to save the little girl even 

Chaplin was not an expert swimmer, he and this girl would get possibly both dash against the 

sharp rock and get an injury; or the worse, they would get killed. Fortunately, Chaplin reached 

this girl in perfect timing, and both of them got rid of the danger. 

                                                           
22 “Chaplin Saves Child’s Life,” Motion Picture News, Vol.16, Sep. 1, 1917, p1428. 
23 “Chaplin Saves Child’s Life,” Motion Picture News, Vol.16, Sep. 1, 1917, p1428. 
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Two months later, Photoplay Magazine published this story as short news: 

Charley Chaplin is now a real hero. He swam out into the Pacific Ocean near 

Santa Monica, Cal., several weeks ago and saved from drowning little Mildred 

Morrison, the seven-year-old daughter of a broker living at New Rochelle, N. Y. 

Charley was on location at the time and was hampered in his rescue act by his 

moustache, baggy trousers and over-size shoes. The child had fallen from a 

rock.24 

According to Photoplay Magazine’s news, this little girl whom Chaplin saved, is the daughter of 

a broker. The report also praised Chaplin as a “real hero.” It is hard to make sure that all detail in 

this story is correct, or some parts had been exaggerated. However, the press reported this story 

about Chaplin’s heroic behavior; it would help Chaplin build his heroic image, an image that was 

different from his films. 

 

Marriage Rumor 

Before Chaplin married, some magazine readers would ask whether Chaplin was married or 

not. 

Charles Chaplin is not married.25 

Charlie Chaplin has his own company and he is not married.26 

When a rumor about Chaplin would marry Mildred Harris, Motion Picture Magazine printed 

news about Chaplin denied that he would marry Harris: 

Charles Chaplin, an actor engaged in the making of comedy, denies he is engaged 

to Mildred Harris, an actress engaged in the making of dramas mostly dealing 

with love. Says Mr. Chaplin, “We are merely good friends. I know nothing about 

the diamond ring Miss Harris is wearing except that it is a very pretty ring.”27 

After Chaplin married Mildred Harris in 1918, fan magazines respond to reader’s questions 

about Chaplin’s marriage. 

                                                           
24 Photoplay Magazine, November, 1917, p108. 
25 Motion Picture Magazine, January, 1917, p132. 
26 Photoplay Magazine, March, 1918, 100. 
27 Motion Picture Magazine, October, 1918, p106. 
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Oh. Yes, Charlie Chaplin is married.28 

Why, Charlie Chaplin is 30 years old and Mrs. Charles Chaplin is 18 years. Not so 

bad.29 

Charles Chaplin did marry Mildred Harris, hence the latter is now billed as “Mrs. 

Charlie Chaplin,” and therefore worth a bigger salary.30 

On November issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1920, it printed news about Chaplin’s 

divorce: 

And Mildred Harris Chaplin, the young wife of that very real genius, Charlie 

Chaplin, sued him for divorce, with a long list of all the things he did do and 

didn't do, which she classified as mental cruelty. 

Mr. Chaplin to date has refused to make any personal statement. It is said out here 

that he suffers, as do all geniuses at times, from tremendous fits of depression. 

Just what effect this divorce will have on him none can say.31 

On February issue in 1921, Motion Picture Magazine published a new about Chaplin would pay 

Harris $200,000 as a settlement: 

Mildred Harris Chaplin has been granted a divorce from Charlie Chaplin, 

whereby she receives a settlement of $200,000 and agrees not to use the name of 

Chaplin professionally. For every evil under the sun there is a remedy.32 

After Chaplin divorced, very soon, media had started reporting a rumor about Chaplin would 

marry again. Since 1921, Chaplin’s new romantic relationship began a popular subject in Motion 

Picture Magazine. The first woman who was reported that would become Chaplin’s second wife 

was May Collins. In 1921, the July issue of Motion Picture Magazine reported that: 

Charlie Chaplin is said to be engaged to May Collins, the seventeen-year-old 

actress who came to California from New York to win success in the films. 

Neither of the two will affirm nor deny the rumor.33 

Even when the magazine reported the news about May Collins signed a new contract with 

Universal Film Company, it also made fun of her gossip with Chaplin: 

                                                           
28 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1919, p76. 
29 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1919, p96. 
30 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1919, p111. 
31 Motion Picture Magazine, November, 1920, p78. 
32 Motion Picture Magazine, February, 1921, p82. 
33 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1921, p92. 
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The lovely May Collins may spend her evenings dancing with Charlie Chaplin, 

but her days now belong to the Universal Film Company. She has signed to 

appear in a role cryptically announced as the Flame Flower in "The Shark 

Master."34 

In 1922, the January issue of Motion Picture Magazine thought Richard Dix, an actor who 

appeared in the same film (All’s Fair in Love) with May Collins, would become Chaplin’ rival: 

And then May Collins stepped into the limelight as the rumored fiancée of Charlie 

Chaplin. It wasn't long afterward that Richard stepped in as the rumored rival for 

her hand. 

.……  

It was common knowledge that Richard had proclaimed his desire to get married 

if he could ever find the right girl. Everyone was whispering that May was she. 

She had been Richard’s leading lady in “All’s Fair in Love,” and she was 

astonishingly pretty, and he would insist upon having lunch with her every day. 

So one cant exactly blame the gossips. But May, the minx, only continued to 

smile wisely and say nothing, as she smiled and said nothing to those who 

flaunted Chaplin's name at her. She is still smiling and Richard is still single, so—

you, gentle reader, must do your own Sherlock Holmsing.35 

According to this article, Richard Dix had proclaimed his desire to get married, and the author 

thought May Collins would be a “right girl” for Dix. Collins refused to respond to her gossip 

with Richard Dix and Charles Chaplin. So, the author wanted readers to be a detective and figure 

out who is the one would marry Collins. 

In 1922, the December issue of Motion Picture Magazine, a Polish actress, Pola Negri, 

became the new Chaplin gossip object. According to this following news, Chaplin meet Negri 

when he traveled to Europe: 

The unspoken question at every Hollywood soiree concerns the effect that Madam 

Negri's arrival will have upon the somewhat mercurial Charlie Chaplin. 

Charlie met the lovely Negri in Europe on the occasion of his recent tour and they 

were both interested— much. 

Madam Negri's arrival, however, finds the talented Charles very much interested 

in someone else—Peggy Joyce.36 

                                                           
34 Motion Picture Magazine, August, 1921, p99. 
35 Motion Picture Magazine, January, 1922, pp86-87. 
36 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1922, p74. 
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In this article, the author mentioned that Chaplin also had interesting in Peggy Joyce. In another 

article which also published in December issue, called ‘Pola Negri's Arnval in Hollywood Finds 

Charlie Chaplin Interested in Peggy Joyce’ said that Chaplin accompanied with Joyce 

everywhere: 

Since the first two or three weeks of her arrival, Peggy and Charlie Chaplin have 

been inseparable. They go to prize-fights and theaters and swimming parties —oh, 

just everywhere. The first night that Peggy attended one of the fights at the 

Hollywood arena, she almost stopped the show. 

Her fascinations have failed thus far to make themselves felt in one quarter, 

however. The gossip is that Charlie took his little playmate over to call on Mary 

Pickford; and that Mary was most emphatically not at home. Hence a coolness in 

the chummiest group in Hollywood.37 

However, the author mentioned that Joyce may have a problem to join Chaplin’s social circle, 

because Chaplin’s friend, Mary Pickford was always not at home when Chaplin brought Joyce to 

visit Pickford. Motion Picture Magazine had not reported any news about Chaplin and Joyce 

after this article. 

On December 23, 1922, Motion Picture News printed a rumor about Chaplin and Negri had 

already wedded: 

New York newspapers are said to have received reports from the coast to the 

effect that Pola Negri and Charley Chaplin are already wedded, though the same 

rumor knew nothing of when the ceremony had taken place. 

Previous word from the coast was to the effect that the couple would be married 

next month. Miss Negri and Chaplin are said to have discussed their plans last 

week, but were not ready to issue any statement.38 

On January 29, 1923, The Evening Star printed a news about Chaplin engaged with Negri: 

DEL MONTE, Calif., January 29. — Charles Chaplin and Pola Negri, motion 

picture stars, announced their engagement at Pebble Beach Lodge, near here, 

yesterday. They refused to say when they would be married.39 

                                                           
37 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1922, p75. 
38 ‘Rumor Has Pola Negri and Chaplin Wedded,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 26, December 23, 1922, p3183. 
39 ' "Yes, We are engaged," Chaplin Announces,' The Evening Star, January 29, 1923, p15. 
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On February 10, 1923, when Motion Picture News printed a news about Chaplin and Negri was 

engagement; it mentioned that the rumor of Chaplin and Negri, was discussed for a long time in 

the press. This article narrated how this marry rumor had been spread. 

Confirming many rumors that have appeared in the public press, Charlie Chaplin 

and Pola Negri have announced their engagement. 

Last September, when it was first rumored that Chaplin was to marry the Polish 

actress, it was said that there was a clause in her contract with the Famous 

Players-Lasky which prevented her from marrying for at least three months. This 

was later denied by her company. In December, however, it was said that after an 

interview the two stars had with Jesse L. Lasky they had been able to convince 

him that the contemplated marriage would in nowise interfere with Miss Negri’s 

screen career.40 

After Chaplin engaged with Negri, people had been interested in their wedding date. In 1923, 

the April issue of Motion Picture Magazine, the author complained that if Chaplin could publish 

a statement to confirm his wedding date, it would be a big help for everyone who was interesting 

in his gossip: 

It would save a lot of brain fag for the curious-minded if Charlie Chaplin would 

come out with an engraved statement answering such questions as: Are Pola Negri 

and he married, if they haven't been married secretly, when are they going to be 

married in the presence of their enemies and friends?41 

However, when everyone still waited for the wedding date, on March 1, 1923, The Evening 

Star printed a news about Chaplin would not marry Negri: 

LOS ANGELES, Calif., March 1— Charles Chaplin, film comedian, is “too poor” 

to marry Pola Negri, film tragadienne "Just now," the Los Angeles Examiner 

quoted him today. 

…… 

“I am too poor to get married just now,” said Chaplin. “This is a working world 

and we’ve all got to stay busy and co-operate and keep away from climaxes of 

sentiment.”42 

                                                           
40 ‘Charlie Chaplin and Pola Negri to Marry,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 27, February 10, 1923, p673. 
41 Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1923, p77. 
42 ‘Chaplin Too Poor to Marry Pola Now, He's Quoted,’ The Evening Star, March 1, 1923, p1. 
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According to this news, it said that Chaplin did not marry Negri because Chaplin thought he was 

too poor to get married. Next day, The Evening Star reported that Chaplin denied that he said he 

was too poor to marry Negri: 

Mr. Chaplin also denied to her that he had told a newspaper he was “too poor to 

marry just now; tills Is a workaday world and we’ve all got to stay busy and keep 

away from climaxes of sentiment.” 

It was that which precipitated the breaking of the engagement. 

Miss Negri read the accredited statement. Without reference to Mr. Chaplin the 

agreement to wed was terminated abruptly. 

A typewritten statement said the newest star in America’s movie capital 

considered herself “too poor to marry Charles Chaplin; he needs a wealthy 

woman.” 

…… 

Over the telephone they told him. Mr. Chaplin replied: “Oh,” and “Is that so?” 

and abruptly the receiver in the Chaplin home clicked to its resting place. Even 

his best friends thereafter were barred from his doors. 

…… 

The lips of the little tragedienne trembled and her eyes filled with tears as she 

added to the typed statement: “There were a thousand things. It is another 

experience. I have learned. Now I will live only for my work. All the rest, the 

happy days, are dead to me. It is all over.”43 

Chaplin did not explain why he terminated the engagement abruptly; he refused to give any 

explanation. However, according to this report, this word, “too poor to marry” came from a 

typewritten statement from Negri. In this statement, Negri said she was too poor to marry 

Chaplin and, she said that Chaplin needed a wealthy woman. 

However, even Negri claimed that her engagement with Chaplin was broken, it was not a 

matter for fan magazine’s authors made them as a couple. On June issue of Motion Picture 

Magazine in 1923, published a comic about Chaplin affair with Negri. (see Figure 1) 

In an article, ‘Behind Scenes With Pola,’ written by Harry Carr, he said that: 

                                                           
43 ‘Pola and "Sharilie" Coo After Tears: Broken Engagement Refuses to Stay Broken and Cupid Kicks Up Heels Again,’ 
The Evening Star, March 2, 1923, p1. 
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There was something gorgeous about her affair with Charley Chaplin. She gave 

her time exclusively to him. She had no explanations to make. For a long time the 

public was at liberty to draw any conclusions they saw fit. She insulted the 

reporters who came to inquire if wedding bells were in contemplation: and went 

on with the romance.44 

In this article, Harry Carr believed that “Negri give her time exclusively to Chaplin.” Carr also 

mentioned that Negri was not happy about reporters to ask her gossip with Chaplin. Carr’s article 

also included a vacation photo of Chaplin and Negri from International Newsreel (see figure 2), 

and wrote a description of this photo: 

she is seen on a vacation trip with Charley Chaplin.45 

According to this photo’s description, Negri had a vacation trip with Chaplin. This photo could 

not prove that Chaplin and Negri still had a romantic relationship, but it still could show that 

their relationship was still close. 

            

(Figure 1)46                                                                (Figure 2)47 

                                                           
44 Harry Carr, ‘Behind Scenes With Pola,’ Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1923, p34, 86. 
45 Harry Carr, ‘Behind Scenes With Pola,’ Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1923, p34. 
46 Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1923, p32. 
47 Harry Carr, ‘Behind Scenes With Pola,’ Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1923, p34. 
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However, according to the news from The Evening Star on July 28, 1923, Negri said that she 

would never marry Chaplin: 

“Mr. Chaplin is a charming fellow,” she said. “We are still friends. I say ‘hello’ to 

him, but I realize now I never could have married him……”48 

Even so, Chaplin’s affair with Negri had still continued. One of the authors in Motion Picture 

Magazine, Harry Carr, feel tired about Chaplin’s affair with Negri, in September issue, Carr said: 

“As to the Negri-Chaplin affair I have thrown up my hands. It is on again and off 

again with such alarming frequency that even the immortal Finnegan of the poem 

would have to give up the riddle.”49 

However, in December issue of Motion Picture Magazine, Carr wrote this kind of “Negri-

Chaplin affair” again: 

Pola Negri played a ruthless trick on the Los Angeles reporters on the occasion of 

her recent vacation. She said she was going to Catalina Island for a little sea trip. 

The city editors observed that the estimable Charles Chaplin was also enjoying a 

vacation on the island.50 

In this article, Carr cited a report from Los Angeles; it said that Negri had a sea trip to Catalina 

Island where she and Chaplin also been witnessed that they had a vocation in the same place. 

Chaplin’s gossip with Negri also became an “advertisement” for attracting more audience to 

enter the theater. Motion Picture Magazine reported news about a theater manager faked an 

advertisement sign; it said: “Pola Negri in MAD LOVE Also Charlie Chaplin.” The editor of 

Motion Picture Magazine believed that this was a method for attracting more audiences into the 

theater: 

It was evidently planned to give the impression that Charlie Chaplin and his 

fiancée were to he seen in the same production. The theater manager wisely 

guessed that such an impression would bring in scores of people— people hoping 

that a furtive glance or gesture dropped by one of them in the scenes would 

indicate their personal romance. 

                                                           
48 ‘Pola Says She'll Never Wed Chaplin,’ The Evening Star, July 28, 1923, p1. 
49 Motion Picture Magazine, September, 1923, p68. 
50 Motion Picture Magazine, December, 1923, pp65-66. 
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Nor is this the first time this unethical practice has been employed to advantage. 

Theater managers did this kind of thing before when Mary Pickford and Douglas 

Fairbanks were married and when Charlie Chaplin and Mildred Harris asked for a 

divorce. Time and time again they have schemed to give the impression that 

instead of appearing in two separate pictures, two stars were to be seen playing 

together. 

The only cure for this commercial trickery rests with us of the public. If we do not 

resent this practice and go to the theater manager, complaining of being inveigled 

into his theater by false pretenses it is reasonable to suppose that he will continue 

to hoodwink us at every turn. 

And there is no better time than now to begin stamping out those exhibitors who 

persist in unreliable advertising methods.51 

According to this article, this theater manager used a fake advertisement that claimed Chaplin 

and Negri appeared in the same film, attracted audiences to enter the theater. It also mentioned 

that this manager already used this same method for promoting films many times, including 

claimed Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks would appear in the same film after they were 

married. The author urged everyone to boycott this kind of theater promoting method. 

Chaplin’s rumors had been created for three reasons. First, some theaters used a stunning fake 

rumor as a method for promoting Chaplin film. Like the rumor about Chaplin’s death or rumor 

about Chaplin would act a film with his new lover. This kind of rumors could attract many 

people’s attention, and create a topic to draw more fans joining the talk about Chaplin and his 

films. 

Second, audiences often connected Chaplin’s real-life image with his stage image; it can 

explain why many audiences believed that Chaplin was a stupid or rude man like he was in the 

film. The fan magazines and Chaplin himself had tried to convince audience believing that 

Chaplin was different from film in real-life. Published in Chaplin’s interviews, released the 

Chaplin’s real-face photo, or reported a positive news about Chaplin, like a news about he saved 

                                                           
51 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1923, p9. 
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a little girl’s life for example. All these ways could help Chaplin building a decent, normal, and 

positive image. 

Last, film audiences are always interesting in the actor’s romance relation rumor. Chaplin’s 

romantic relationship was also a topic that audiences would care so much. Especially Chaplin’s 

relationship with Negri had become a series story. Fan magazines had to keep reporting the 

relationship between Chaplin and Negri because it was valued news which could gain the film 

audience’s attention. 

 

2. Chaplin with First World War 

In the war period, even a debate about Chaplin’s film style would be involved with “war 

issue.” In chapter 3, I narrate a reader letter that published in Motion Picture Magazine in April 

1918, written by Mary Morton and Evelyn Bayless. In this letter, they not only criticized 

Chaplin’s film style, but also complained about they could not see more Linder’s comedies 

because war happened, and they suggested that Chaplin should go to France, and join the war, 

so, they could see more Linder’s comedies. 

Why does not Charlie go to France and stop bullets and let us see Max 

occasionally?52 

In fact, it was not the true reason to let American audiences could not see more Max Linder’s 

comedies. According to these two books: A Short History of the Movies and Early American 

Cinema, after Chaplin left Essanay, Essanay signed a contract with Linder in 1917 and expected 

him could replace Chaplin’s place in Essanay. However, Linder’s comedy with Essanay had a 

commercial failure, and Linder returned to France in 1917.53 

                                                           
52 Motion Picture Magazine, April, 1918, p126. 
53 References: 
1. Gerald Mast and Bruce F. Kawin, A Short History of the Movies (10th Edition) (US: Pearson & Longman, 2008), p52. 
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After this letter published, a reader name Elsie Mae Shepherd, sent a letter to Motion Picture 

Magazine, in this letter, Shepherd wrote a defense about Chaplin’s war duty. Shepherd disagreed 

with Morton and Bayless’s suggestion about Chaplin should back to Europe and join the war: 

And why doesn't Chaplin go over and stop the German bullets? He doesn’t need 

to. He’s doing his bit staying right over here, cheering up and taking the people’s 

mind off the struggle that is going on “Over There” and cheering the soldiers 

themselves in the training camps and in the Y. M. C. A. theaters in France. If that 

isn’t as much as Max Linder is doing, well — but, when it comes to Billie West, 

once is enough, and too much.54 

Shepherd defend Chaplin about he did not join the army and go to the war. Shepherd thought that 

Chaplin could cheer more soldier in the training camp and the theater in France by his comedies; 

even this was not as much as Linder doing but was much enough than Billie West. Shepherd just 

like Morton and Bayless believed that Linder returned to France because he joined the war. 

Another letter was written by Dorothy Cargle, defend Chaplin on July issue of Motion Picture 

Magazine in 1918, also mentioned about Chaplin’s war duty: 

Read what Edna Purviance or any one who knows says of Mr. Chaplin’s 

patriotism to England and how he spends his money. It’s nothing short of 

sacrilege to ask why doesn’t he go to stop a bullet, in the face of all he is doing to 

lighten the load of mankind, not only in this country and England, but South 

America, Japan and others, in this time of international depression. What have 

you done or what can you do to compare with what Mr. Chaplin has done and is 

doing? The work he is doing is a blessing; he provides blessings with the money 

he derives from it. So what more on God's earth can one man do?55 

In this letter, Cargle also thought that it was not fair to ask Chaplin joining the war because 

Chaplin already did his war duty by kept doing his film works. 

Charles J. Maland in his book Chaplin and American Culture, explains the controversy over 

Chaplin’s war duty. Maland notes that when the World War I broke out in Europe in August 

1914; the war seems distant to Chaplin and most of Americans because Chaplin was not famous 

                                                           
2. Anthony Slide, Early American Cinema (United States: The Scarecrow Press, 1994), p26. 
54 Motion Picture Magazine, June, 1918, p14. 
55 Motion Picture Magazine, July, 1918, pp11-12. 
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enough and America does not join the war yet. Few Americans were concerned about the 

relationship between a film star and his country. However, that situation changed as Chaplin’s 

fame grew, as the United States moved away from neutrality, and as the film industry’s role in 

the war effort entered into the public debate. After the United States entered the war, about 

Chaplin’s nonparticipation in the war became more and more widespread in the American 

publicity.56 

Some people had started to accuse Chaplin was a “slacker.” An article, ‘Charlie Chaplin in 

Wrong?’ from Variety, published on June 25, 1917, mentioned about Chaplin be called “slacker” 

by English people: 

That Charlie Chaplin has been called a “slacker” by his own English people in 

their native land has been an acknowledged fact for some time, ……The English 

War Office is said to have notified Chaplin to report to his native colors and 

Chaplin is reported to have refused, on the plea he was out of England and never 

expected to return.57 

This news also mentioned that Chaplin was reported that he refused to return to England. 

Three months after Variety’s news released, on November issue of Photoplay Magazine, 

published a report about Chaplin was confirmed that he did not need to join British army because 

of his health condition: 

It was a source of much satisfaction last month when Charley Chaplin was given a 

clean bill of health by the British embassy in Washington. It was officially 

promulgated there that Charley was no slacker and that he was doing his duty in 

giving freely to the various war and relief funds, and in keening the sad old world 

alaughing. In a recent interview Chaplin said that he was willing to go to the 

trenches when his country called. The Northcliffe papers in England have been 

leading the attacks on Chaplin, which have been confined almost wholly to 

British sources.58 

                                                           
56 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), pp35-36. 
57 ‘Charlie Chaplin in Wrong?’ Variety, June 22, 1917, p20. 
58 Photoplay Magazine, November, 1917, p81. 
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According to this news, it mentioned that Chaplin said he would go to the battlefield if his 

country called him. We cannot be sure that whether did Chaplin had the will to join the British 

army, or he just wanted people to believe that he was not a “slacker.” 

But not everyone attacked Chaplin for not joining the British military. Some media believed 

that Chaplin would be much more useful to the war by making films. Maland quotes the word 

from a reporter in New York Telegraph on July 22, 1917, it defended Chaplin about not joining 

the army: “Wasn’t Chaplin able to communicate to many more people by making movies or even 

by making public appearances in support of British cause than by fighting in the trenches?”59 

Instead of joining the military, Chaplin chose another way to do his “war duty,” bough war 

loan bonds. According to Photoplay Magazine’s report, Chaplin spent $150,000 on “Win-the 

War” loan: 

If the allies win, Charlie Chaplin can hand himself some of the credit for helping 

to finance his home country. On the last day of subscriptions for the “Win-the-

War” loan, Chaplin cabled a subscription of $150,000. Much ado was made of the 

comedian's action throughout England.60 

A response to a reader from Motion Picture Magazine also mentioned how much money Chaplin 

spent on war loan: 

You also state that Charlie Chaplin bought $150,000 worth of war loan bonds to 

aid the English in their “Win the War” campaign.61  

On June 30, Motion Picture News printed a news, ‘Final Drive for Liberty Loan Marked by Big 

Results’ to mention that Charles Chaplin was reported that he bought $100,000 in Liberty 

Loan.62 

                                                           
59 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p37. 
60 Photoplay Magazine, May, 1917, p124. 
61 Motion Picture Magazine, May, 1917, p146. 
62 See: ‘Final Drive for Liberty Loan Marked by Big Results’, Motion Picture News, Vol. 15, June 30, p4059. 
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About war loan bond, an article, ‘Have the Movies Fulfilled Their War Obligation?’ written 

by Kenneth McGaffey, published in Motion Picture Magazine in January 1919: 

Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie Chaplin, William S. Hart and Mary Pickford made 

their famous speaking tours, appearing in the big cities. Millions of dollars were 

contributed to the Government by enthusiastic fans.63 

In this article, McGaffey discussed how film stars did their war obligation during the World War 

I. It mentioned that Chaplin joined a tour about Liberty Loan with other film stars, spoke and 

encouraged their fans to support Liberty Loan. About Liberty Loan, on April 12, 1918, The 

Pioneer Express, a newspaper from Pembina, North Dakota, published a news about Chaplin 

joined Liberty Loan tour: 

  (Figure 3)64 

About Liberty Loan, Maland believes it also helped Chaplin to avoid the criticism about he 

did not join the military. In early 1918, the United States government announced the third 

Liberty Loan Drive from April to May, aimed at raising three billion to support the war. Chaplin 

was invited to join a group of speakers, including several film stars. Chaplin agreed and made 

some appearances in Northeast and South in April.65 

                                                           
63 Motion Picture Magazine, January, 1919, p31. 
64 The Pioneer Express, April 12, 1918, Image 6. 
65 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p37. 
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Chaplin also made a short film, The Bond (1918) for support Liberty Loan Bond. On 

September 28, 1918, Motion Picture News printed a news, ‘The Bond Is Chaplin’s Liberty Loan 

Film’ to mention that The Bond was a “special propaganda picture”: 

A special propaganda picture called “The Bond” has been produced by Charlie 

Chaplin at the request of the United States Government and donated to it for use 

by the Liberty Loan Committee in the forthcoming drive for the Fourth Liberty 

Loan. 

…… 

Because “The Bond” is a special Government picture, and not a regular Chaplin 

release, representatives of the First National Exhibitors' Circuit will ask all 

exhibitors who show it to agree to advertise it to their patrons as a propaganda 

production exclusively.66 

Supported and promoted Liberty Loan Bond, it helped Chaplin to earn favorability from the 

American audience and avoided the attack on his war duty when he did not join the military. 

Chaplin was not an American, but he still tried to make some contribution for war like other 

American actors done. It shows that the American public and audience had expected film actors 

to do some “war duty” for supporting the United States during wartime. Especially, many 

American soldiers went to Europe and fought with the British, as an English, Chaplin was hard 

to dodge his war duty.     

 

3. The Connection with Socialism 

Some scholars believe that Charles Chaplin was a socialist or had sympathy with socialism 

because Chaplin filmed some working-class movies. Charles J. Maland in his book, Chaplin and 

American Culture mentioned that Chaplin put some class conflict and class difference subject in 

several films, like Work (1915), The Bank (1915) and Police (1916) and One A.M. (1916).67 

                                                           
66 ‘“The Bond” Is Chaplin's Liberty Loan Film,’ Motion Picture News, Vol. 18, September 28, 1918, p2020. 
67 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p23, p29. 
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In Steven J. Ross’s book, Working-Class Hollywood, Ross notes that Chaplin and many early 

film stars came from working-class backgrounds and began their careers by making films that 

related to the lives and fantasies of working-class audiences.68 

About how to define the working-class film, Ross suggests that contemporaneous film 

reviews are helping sources, even reviewers usually described film plot more than the class 

background of film characters.69 Rose explains that working-class films fell into one of three 

categories: “One, a vast number of innocuous romances, melodramas, comedies, and adventures 

that used workers and immigrants as their protagonist but could just as easily have used middle-

class or elite characters. Two, a more modest number of social-problem films that depicted the 

general hardship of working-class life. Three, a smaller group of highly politicized labor-capital 

films that focused on the often-violent confrontations between employers and employee.”70 

However, Rose also mentioned that not all working-class films tried to uplift audiences or 

solve a social problem. “Most comedies just used ‘social meaning’ for making audiences laugh. 

Comedians such as Mack Sennett, Mable Normand, Charles Chaplin and other Keystone 

comedians, they turned out slapstick comedies that featured working-class characters. These 

films ridiculed virtually every aspect of daily life: work, authority figures, middle-class standards 

of behavior, and working class itself. Chaplin was a comedian who makes fun by poking fun at 

the people from “better” class.”71 Rose identified several Charles Chaplin’s films as “working-

class film” in his book: Making a Living (1914), Work (1915), The Pawnshop (1916) and The 

                                                           
68 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), p44. 
69 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), p42. 
70 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), p45 
71 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), pp45-46. 
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Floorwalker (1916). Rose regard these films as working-class films because they all reflect the 

class conflict between working class and middle class.72 

Use fan magazines and trade papers as a primary source, it can help us to examine these films 

which Maland and Rose thought are include class issue content. It can find that most film 

reviews did not mention any class issue when an author narrated the plot or comment film, it also 

could not see any class issue discuss in the articles and reader’s letters from fan magazines. So, it 

can presume that the class issue or any political meaning was not a popular concern for early 

American film audiences when they watched Chaplin’s film. 

Rose in his book also mentioned that an American government agent, R. M. Whitney, in his 

book, Red in America, gathered secret files on Chaplin and other people in the American film 

industry, pointed out that they had hearty sympathy with Communism and to be close friends of 

Communists.73 According to Red in America, the author, Whitney, was a director of the 

Washington Bureau of American Defense Society.74 

Whitney’s book published in 1924. In begin of the book, Whitney claimed that these sources 

in the book, seized by the authorities in the raid upon the Convention of the Communist party at 

Bridgman, Michigan on August 22, 1922.75 Whitney regarded that Chaplin may sympathize with 

Communism and made friend with Communist.76 Whitney thought Chaplin had supported the 

radical movement for a long time. 

It has been known for a long time that Charlie Chaplin has been interested in 

radical movements and a heavy contributor to radical funds, much of which found 

its way in to Communist channels. He and Lila Lee, a Famous Player star; and 

Raymond Griffith, playwright, motion picture producer and actor, were among the 

gusts of Mr. Gartz and Prince Hopkins at the now famous dinner given in honor of 

                                                           
72 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), p46, p81. 
73 Steven J. Ross, Working-Class Hollywood (New Jersey: Princeton University, 1998), p46, p129. 
74 R. M. Whitney, Red in America (New York: The Beckwith Press, 1914), p2. 
75 R. M. Whitney, Red in America (New York: The Beckwith Press, 1914), p1. 
76 R. M. Whitney, Red in America (New York: The Beckwith Press, 1914), p150. 
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Upton Sinclair, when there was a gathering of radicals of every known hue, on 

April 5, 1922.77 

Whitney pointed out Chaplin had been interested in radial movements and fund Communist 

channel. The specific case that Whitney used to prove Chaplin’s connection with Communism 

was that Chaplin attended a dinner for honoring Upton Sinclair who was a socialist. 

Maland notes that, in a book which was written by Chaplin himself, called My Trip Abroad, 

published in 1922. In this book, Chaplin flirted with or at least opened to the leftist political 

ideas.78 

In My Trip Abroad, Chaplin recorded some conversations with the reporter when he was 

asked about politics. 

“Are you a Bolshevik?” 

“I am an artist. I am interested in life. Bolshevism is a new phase of life. I must be 

interested in it.”79 

Chaplin did not confirm or deny whether he was Bolshevik or not. He just defined Bolshevism as 

a new phase of life which he was interested in. Another conversation in this book said: 

“Are you a Bolshevik?” 

“I am an artist, not a politician.” 

“Why do you want to visit Russia?” 

“Because I am interested in any new idea.” 

“What do you think of Lenin?” 

“I think him a very remarkable man.” 

“Why?” 

“Because he is expressing a new idea.” 

“Do you believe in Bolshevism?” 

“I am not a politician.”80 

                                                           
77 R. M. Whitney, Red in America (New York: The Beckwith Press, 1914), p151. 
78 Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1989), p65. 
79 Charles Chaplin, My Trip Abroad (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1922), p8. 
80 Charles Chaplin, My Trip Abroad (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1922), p37. 
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In this conversation, Chaplin dodged the question about Bolshevik again, and he explained that 

he wanted to visit Russia because here had many new ideas. Chaplin also praised Lenin as a man 

who expressed the new idea. 

According to these two phrases of conversation, Chaplin avoided answering whether he 

believed Bolshevism or not. Because of Chaplin called Bolshevism as a new phase of life and 

new idea, it can assume that Chaplin has some interesting in socialism or at least he did not reject 

it. Through My Trip Abroad, it can get sure that Chaplin had leaned to socialism before or after 

1922, even the audience could not notice Chaplin’s political bias in his films during 1914 to 

1923. 
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Conclusion 

Today, when people talk about Chaplin, the most images which appear in our mind is his 

remarkable masterpiece, like City Lights (1931), Modern Times (1936) or The Great Dictator 

(1940). In these movies, Chaplin plays a “tramp” character which represents poor people who 

struggle in the bottom of society; he not only makes audiences laughing but also bring some tears 

to the audience’s eyes. Many audiences and scholars believe that Chaplin expresses his sympathy 

with people who come from low-class. Some people even try to connect Chaplin’s films with the 

left-wing political idea. A comedian who represents low-class people is a popular image of 

Chaplin. 

However, early Chaplin films brought a different image to audiences. People who liked 

Chaplin regard him as a funny slapstick-style comedian; people who disliked Chaplin regard him 

as a vulgar actor. In fact, slapstick always attracted two different comments: funny or vulgar. It is 

because slapstick is a kind of comedy which uses physical action to make fun, like kicking, 

punching, stumbling and falling. Since Chaplin entered the film industry, slapstick was a 

frequent word when critics discuss his films. It can explain why the argument about funny or 

vulgar, often came with Chaplin in his early career. 

According to an interview from the January issue of Motion Picture Magazine in 1916, ‘The 

New Charlie Chaplin,’ Chaplin told the reporter that he would try to change his performance 

style and rid of the label of slapstick. Chaplin did some change in his future films, for example, 

added some romantic or sad element in some films, but most audiences just cared whether the 

Chaplin’s film was funny or not. Unlike today scholars will try to find society issue or political 

idea in Chaplin’s films. Funny or not funny was the primary concern when people watched 

Chaplin films from 1914 to 1923. 
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Chaplin took about one year to become a popular actor, the reason that he could gain 

popularity rapidly is the “star system.” In 1910s actors had already become the core of the film, 

and the star system was the important policy for the American film company. Film companies 

would use the actor’s name as part of advertisements when they promoted films. It gave actors 

more chance to let audiences recognize them. 

Also, audiences often put attention on the actor more than the film itself; sometimes audiences 

would watch a movie because they wanted to see their favorite actor’s performance. For a film 

company, hired a famous actor would attract more audiences and earn more money. It is why 

many film companies tried to offer a higher salary for persuading Chaplin to join their company. 

According to an interview with the December issue of Picture-Play Magazine in 1916, 

Chaplin said that three months after he joined Keystone, he realized that he would have the 

ability to earn more money. In fact, whenever Chaplin ended a contract, he would ask for more 

salary in his new contract and accept the higher offer. 

Also, the reason which Chaplin had a lawsuit with Essanay in 1916, or he tried to against his 

contract with First National for selling the release right of The Kid in 1920, was about money. It 

can prove that money played the most important role in Chaplin’s early career. Examine 

Chaplin’s career from 1914 to 1923; it can understand how film actors run their career as a 

business. The relationship between Chaplin and film companies can regard as a film business 

partnership. Chaplin used his popularity to acquire wealth, and the film company used Chaplin to 

attract audiences and obtain money. 

Audiences did not just go to theater watching Chaplin’s films; they also loved to discuss any 

topics about Chaplin. The subject which audiences were interested was not just the content of 

Chaplin’s films, also included the discussion of Chaplin performance style, and an argument 
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about whether Chaplin was funny or not. Audiences also concern about the personal detail about 

Chaplin, like his face without makeup, age, and romantic relationship. Chaplin’s rumors and 

gossips had always been a popular topic in fan magazines. In fan magazines, printed any topics, 

rumors, and gossips about Chaplin could attract more readers. 

Sometimes, Chaplin would take an interview with the fan magazine, deliver his ideas and 

thought to audiences. Through fan magazines, Chaplin could let audiences know him more. 

Especially let audiences understand that Chaplin in the real-world image was different from the 

film. The fan magazines helped Chaplin building a decent image which it was different from his 

screen image. 

In most film history studies, scholars concentrate on Chaplin’s artistic achievement when they 

research Chaplin. In this thesis, I focus on Chaplin’s relationship with film companies, film 

industry, audiences and the public. Through these subjects can understand the history of early 

American film culture. The development of early Chaplin career is the model of early American 

film history; it expresses how American film industry create a film culture which involving 

actors, audiences, companies, media, and money. Chaplin’s successful film career was the 

epitome of the early American film culture.
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