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The Surprising Art and Amazing Life of Charlie Chaplin
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By Dan Kamin
Charlie Chaplin first strolled onto a movie screen early in 1914, one of many actors featured in the short, crude knockabout comedies produced by Mack Sennett’s Keystone Film Company.  The public immediately took notice of him, and he obliged by cranking out films at the phenomenal rate of almost one a week. Within months he was able to leverage his growing popularity into artistic control, and he began writing, directing, and editing all his own films.  The films got sharper and funnier, and Chaplin’s popularity soared.  By the end of the year a second film company hired him away from Keystone at nearly ten times his original salary.  The films got better still, and the following year a third company lured him away for ten times more...

He was one of the first true superstars, and he remains a vibrant cultural icon.  This is partly because, more than any other artist of his time, Charlie Chaplin’s life and art were intertwined with the signal events and preoccupations of the twentieth century, including:

· The rise of the film industry.  Chaplin helped to popularize film and legitimize it as an art form.  In 1919, he became one of the founding members of United Artists.

· The cult of celebrity.  Chaplin was the prototype, attracting crowds in the tens of thousands when he traveled.  His image was used to sell millions of magazines, toys, song sheets, and every imaginable kind of novelty item. 

· The World Wars.  He made comedies about both of them, while they were still raging.

· The public appetite for scandal.  He tested the limits of public tolerance with a private life that became fodder for the tabloid press. 

· Art and politics.  The left-wing content of his later films, along with his outspoken activism, made him a target of McCarthy-era politicians and the F.B.I., who ultimately goaded him into exile in 1952. 

· Politics and art.  Twenty years later, with the Vietnam War raging, Chaplin was invited home to receive an honorary lifetime achievement Oscar.  The occasion allowed a film industry politicized by the war to laud Chaplin’s filmic achievements, and, by implication, rebuke the policies of the current regime.

· Triumph of the underdog.  Three years later, in 1975, the child of the London slums was knighted.  He died on Christmas Day, 1977, bringing to a close a rags-to-riches saga that would be totally unbelievable, if it weren’t true. 

Yet, in the end, his films transcend even the amazing story of his life, not just because of what they say, but because of the way they say it.  Charlie Chaplin speaks the primal language of movement, and he speaks it better than anyone else in the history of motion pictures.  He creates a swirling comic world, and fills it with magical surprises and choreographic comedy that are a wonder to behold.  He establishes an intimate rapport with his audience, and through his physical eloquence he demonstrates, with bracing clarity, how deeply we can understand what goes through another person’s head, and his heart.  That’s why his films still retain the power to mesmerize an audience today, just as they mesmerized audiences the world over in 1914. 

--Adapted from The Comedy of Charlie Chaplin:  Artistry in Motion 
   by Dan Kamin (Scarecrow Press, 2011)
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