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The Buster Keaton season at the National Film  

Theatre, like the Harry Langdon season last year, should  

carry a somber warning as well as a sense of delight.   The  

institutions and individuals who are working to preserve  

our film heritage are very small in number compared in  

the many thousands who constitute the continuously captivated  

audiences for the work [and play] of such original clowns as  

Keaton, Langdon, Chaplin, Lloyd and other less well-known  

but equally inventive artists.     The English music hall  

tradition provides a possibly mere receptive predisposition  

to knockabout comedic "gags" and I am delighted that this  

first complete series of Keaton films to be shown since their  

initial release will be taking place in London. 
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Some h is tory  o f  my  invo l vement  w i th  Kea ton   

and  h is  f i lms  i s  in  o rder ,  and  might  cons t i tu te  an  ob jec t   

l esson  in  the  dangers  o f  i gnor ing  h is to ry .  

In  the  summer  o f  1954 ,  Buste r  Keaton   

approached  me fo r  adv i ce  and  a id  in  sav ing  h is  f i lms .   

I  was  a t  the  t ime  manag ing  the  Soc ie ty  o f  C inema Ar ts  in   

Los  Ange les ,  Ca l i f o rn ia  — the  most  popu lar  showcase   

f o r  s i l en t  and  sound scr een  c l ass i cs ,  a s  we l l  as  documentary   

and  expe r imenta l  f i lms  in  the  Un i ted  S ta tes .   Kea ton  had   

heard  o f  my  reputa t ion  fo r  ga ther ing  s i l en t  f i lms  and   

res tor ing  them f o r  exh ib i t i on .    He  had  a  number  o f  h i s  f i lms ,   

and  knew  they  wou ld  be  des t royed  s ince  the  n i t ra te  f i lm was   

bad ly  decomposed .    He  knew they  had  va lue ,  but  was  equa l l y   

concerned  because  they  were  t ak ing  up  space  in  h is  garage !   

Long  an  admire r  o f  h i s  work ,  I  was  de l i ghted  t o  he lp ,  s ince   

I  knew the  qua l i t y  o f  the  f i lms  and  was  c er ta in  o f  the i r   

w idespread  recept ion  and  even tua l  commerc ia l  va lue .    The   

on ly  t roub l ing  aspec t  was  the  s eeming  d i f f idence  o f  Kea ton   

h imse l f ,  conce rned  but  very  o f f -hand .  

The  fo l l ow ing  day ,  I  went  to  Kea ton ' s  house .    

There  we re  or i g ina l  pr in ts  o f  THE NAVIGATOR,  SHERLOCK,  JR. ,   

GO WEST,  STEAMBOAT BILL ,  JR . ,  COLLEGE,  and  some o f   

the  bes t  two- r ee l  shor ts ,  such  as  THE BOAT and THE  

PLAYHOUSE.  .  .     and  t rue  enough,  n i t ra te  p r in ts  in  a   

dep lo rab le  s ta te .    Kea ton ,  l i v ing  in  obv ious ly  r educed   

c i r cumstances ,  seemed de fea ted .     The  f i lms  seemed a lmost   

an  embar rass ing  reminder  o f  h i s  f o rmer  eminence .     I  cou ldn ' t   

he lp  f ee l ing  tha t  under  the  ou tward  d i f f idence  was  a  des i re  f o r   

r ecogn i t i on ,  no t  o f  h imse l f ,  bu t  o f  the  in t r ins i c  mer i t  o f  the   

f i lms .    In  la t e r  years  th i s  was  con f i rmed .     Kea ton ' s  l i f e  was   

in  h is  f i lms ,   and  he  a lways  f e l t  shy  and  was  uncommunica t i ve   

in  persona l  dea l ings .    A t  tha t  s econd  meet ing ,  Keaton  made  i t   

c l ear  tha t  he  d id  not  own the  f i lms ,   and  in  fac t  had  no  knowledge   

o f  r i ghts  o f  ownersh ip  o r  t i t l e  tha t  migh t  be  in  e f f ec t .  

Obv ious l y ,  the  f i r s t  s t ep  was  t o  preserve  what  f i lms   

were  a t  hand .    I  a r ranged  fo r  the  immed ia te  t rans fe r  t o  sa fe ty   

s tock  o f  the  f i lms  in  Keaton ' s  garage .     The  d i f f i cu l t  ques t i on  o f   

ownersh ip  r i gh t s  was  s t i l l  t o  be  pursued .     Th i s  entang lement   

wou ld  mean many  years  o f  r e search .  
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I  w i l l  never  f o rge t  the  exc i t ement  o f  tha t  day :    

Kea ton  work ing  l ike  mad to  pe rsona l l y  l oad  h i s  car  w i th  a l l   

the  f i lms  to  take  them to  a  lab  fo r  t rans fe ra l .     L i t t l e  by   

l i t t l e ,   as  my  own funds  permi t t ed ,  the  f i lms  were  cop ied   —   

over  a  th i rd  o f  these  g rea t  comed ies  saved .     Some t ime   

l a te r ,   word  came that  a  number  o f  the  Keaton  f i lms  had   

been  found in  one  o f  h i s  f o rmer  homes  in  Beve r l y  H i l l s ,   

then  occup ied  by  the  ac tor  James  Mason .     I  u rged  Kea ton   

to  go  there  and  ask  fo r  the i r  r e turn ,    but  in  Mason 's  absence   

th i s  was  re fused .     I  have  s ince  asked  James  Mason to   

ampl i f y  th is  inc ident ,   and  in  a  recent  l e t t e r  he  sa id  tha t  on   

h is  re tu rn  he  heard  o f  the  reques t  and ,  in  h is  words ,   

"A  d i l emma presented  i t se l f .     Shou ld  I  make  a  respec t fu l   

humane  ges ture  towards  th is  g r ea t  a r t i s t?     Or  shou ld  I   

guarantee  the  p reserva t ion  o f  the  f i lms?     I  knew that  Keaton   

cou ld  no t  use  the  f i lms  to  h i s  persona l  advan tage  and  that  he   

d id  not  command fac i l i t i es  f o r  p reserv ing  them.     Anyway ,   

r i gh t  o r  wrong ,  I  chose  [ to  dona te  the  f i lms  to ]  the  Academy. "    

In  re t rospec t ,  th i s  was  a  sens ib l e  ac t i on  on  Mason 's  par t  - -   

subsequent ly  the  Academy turned  the  f i lms  ove r  to  me  –  but   

a t  the  t ime  somewhat  humi l ia t ing  f o r  Keaton .    La te r ,  Mason  

d id  meet  Keaton ,  and  accord ing  to  Mason ,  " ta lked  about  h is   

f i lms ,  on ly  f rom the  po in t  o f  apprec ia t i on . "  

The  procedures  in  c l ear ing  r i ght s  and  copyr igh t s   

was  a  l ong  and  invo lved  one .     Kea ton  knew l i t t l e  o r  no th ing   

o f  the  l e ga l i t i es  o f  such  mat te r s .     I  ins i s ted  that  he  d i scuss   

the  f i lms  w i th  Joseph  M.  Schenck ,   the  man who  f i r s t  e s tab l i shed   

Keaton  as  a  s ta r ,   and  who  gu ided  h is  career  f o r  many  years .    

Schenck ' s  t e rm ina l  i l lness  prec luded  my v i s i t i ng  h im,   but  I   

f e l t  tha t  Keaton ,   who  had  once  been  h i s  son- in - law,   wou ld  be   

a  be t te r  cho ic e .     Un for tunate l y ,  Mr .  Schenck ' s  phys ica l   

de te r io ra t ion  was  such  that  Bus ter  was  never  sure  he  was   

r ecogn iz ed ,   though  he  r epor ted  that  Schenck  had  smi l ed  a t  h im.      

Th is  avenue ,   perhaps  the  mos t  impor tant  key  t o  the  ownersh ip   

o f  the  Keaton  f i lms ,  seemed c losed .  

I  then  t ook  Keaton  to  see  Schenck ' s  a t t o rneys .    

A f t e r  many  mee t ings ,   in  wh ich  I  I  used  Keaton  h imse l f  t o   

es tab l i sh  author i ty ,   a  corpora t ion  was  es tab l i shed  that ,   w i th   

assoc ia t e  t rus teesh ip ,   was  to  once  aga in  g i ve  Buste r  Keaton   

cont ro l  o f  h i s  own f i lms .  
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The  rees tab l i shment  o f  Keaton  the  ar t i s t  was   

compl i ca ted  by  the  rehab i l i t a t i on  o f  Kea ton  the  man.     I n  1956   

Keaton  su f f e red  a  v io l en t  throa t  hemorrhage ,   due  to  excess i v e   

d r ink ing ,   and  l apsed  in to  a  coma,   nea r  dea th .    A f t e r  many   

b lood  t rans fus ions  and  par t ia l  r ecovery ,    he  was  g i ven  the   

cho ice  o f  l i v ing ,    o r  dy ing  i f  he  touched  a lcoho l .    He  chose   

l i f e ,   and  unt i l  the  day  o f  h i s  dea th  in  1966  never ,   t o  my   

knowledge ,   d rank .  

That  Kea ton  re covered  some measure  o f   

comfor tab le  l i v ing  was  in  some  par t  due  to  h i s  be ing  h i red   

as  t echn ica l  adv iser  f o r  the  f i lm ,   THE BUSTER KEATON  

STORY [1957 ] .     The  f i lm was  no t  good ,   no t  t rue  - -   but  Kea ton   

was  pa id  we l l ,   and  took  conso la t ion  on ly  in  that .    In  the   

meant ime ,   our  j o in t  work  in  assembl ing  pr in t s  and  nega t i ves   

cont inued ,   and  the  comple te  re cord  on  f i lm o f  Keaton ' s  caree r   

began  to  emerge .  

I  a r ranged  fo r  the  commerc ia l  r e l ease  in   

Germany  o f  Bus te r ' s  maste rp i ece ,    THE GENERAL,   w i th   

Buster  in  a t tendance .    The  German pub l i c ,    a lmost  comple te l y   

unaware  o f  Kea ton  prev i ous ly ,   was  ecs ta t i c .  

We  found  an  Aust r ian  l o comot i v e ,   s imi l a r  to   

the  Amer ican   C iv i l  War  eng ine  o f  the  f i lm 's  t i t l e ,     and  i t  was   

used  to  promote  the  f i lm  a l l  o ve r  Germany ,    w i th  Buste r  and  the   

press  in  a t tendance .    He  was  beg inn ing  to  warm to  the  adu la t ion  }  

o f  the  new aud i ences  f o r  h i s  f i lm,    though the  "g rea t  s t one  f ace "   

was  s t i l l  the  mask  presented  t o  the  wor ld .  

The  year  1963  saw the  p roper  cu lminat i on  o f  a l l   

our  e f f o r t s .     A t  the  Ven ice  F i lm  Fes t i va l  tha t  year ,   Kea ton   

was  honored  by  pro fess i ona ls  f r om a l l  over  the  wor ld .     A   

twenty  minute  s tand ing  ova t ion  reduced  h im to  t ears ,   v i r tua l l y   

the  on ly  uncon t ro l l ed  emot ion  I  had  eve r  seen  h im express .     

I  have  a  sequence  o f  p i c tures  f r om the  Ven ice  t r ibute  wh ich   

documents  minute  by  m inute  the  events  o f  tha t  day ,   and  I  am  

moved  every  t ime  I  l ook  a t  them.      When Buste r  Keaton  d ied ,   

February   1 ,   1966 ,  i t  was  w i th  d ign i ty ,   h i s  f i lms  res to red  to   

h im,   h i s  l i f e  in  o rder .     And  w i th  the  wor ld ' s  pra i se  once  aga in ,   

the  mov ing  image  o f  one  o f  the  most  invent i ve  ac tors ,   an   

acrobat  and  comed ian ,   was  p r eserved  and  cou ld  go  on  de l i gh t ing   

fu ture  g enera t ions .  
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The  mass  o f  f a c t ,   anecdote ,   and  o f  course  my   

persona l  c l oseness  to  Keaton ,    w i l l  a l l  be  conta ined  in  my   

book  "  BUSTER:   The   F i lms   o f  Buster   Keaton "  to  be   

pub l i shed  in  1968 .   (Ar rangements  f o r  in te rnat i ona l   

pub l i ca t i on  are  be ing  made  by  Dar ien  House ,   Inc . ,  o f   

New York  C i ty . )     The  f i lms ,   shor ts   and  f ea tures ,   w i l l  be   

p resented  chrono log ica l l y ,    w i th  accura te  cas t  l i s t s ,   

c red i t s  and  no tes  on  each .    Many  o f  the  famous  gags  w i l l   

be  i l lus t ra ted  w i th  sequent ia l  f r ame  en la rgements ,   and   

s t i l l s  w i l l  be  used  f rom each  f i lm.     Add i t i ona l l y ,   persona l   

photographs  and  anecdo tes  w i l l  be  used  in  abundance .    The   

d i s t ingu ished  d rama cr i t i c  o f   The   New York   T imes ,   

Mr .   Wa l t e r  Ker r ,    w i l l  wr i t e  the  f o reword  to  the  book ;  he   

p lans  to  rev i ew and  comment  on  each  f i lm,   appra is ing   

each  h is to r i ca l l y  as  we l l  as  w i th  a  v i ew to  i t s  e f f ec t  t oday .    

The  f i l l  s to ry  o f  Buste r  Keaton  through h is  f i lms  w i l l ,   

I  hope ,   be  a  un ique  document  and  a  mode l  o f  the  k ind  o f  f i lm   

book  tha t  shou ld  be  ava i lab le  t o  the  pub l i c  as  we l l  as  t o  h is t or ians .  

I  am apprec ia t i v e  o f  the  honor  t o  Keaton  in  the   

schedu l ing  o f  the  f i lms  o f  Bust e r  Kea ton  a t  the  Nat iona l   

F i lm Theat re . *      The  year  ' r ound  ac t i v i t y  o f  the  NFT i s   

a  mode l  tha t  shou ld  be  emula t ed  in  many  count r i es .     The   

preserva t ion  o f  our  f i lm her i tage  i s  a  goa l  tha t  shou ld  invo l ve   

many  more  ins t i tu t ions  and  ind i v idua ls ,   f o r  much has  been   

i r r e t r i evab ly  l os t ,   more  f i lm i s  in  present  danger  and  the   

body  o f  saved  f i lm shou ld  be  guarded  zea lous l y ,   w i th  proper   

r espec t  f o r  ownersh ip  and  copy r ight  as  the  mos t  tang ib l e   

t r ibute  t o  the  g r ea t  a r t i s ts  who  so  f rag i l e l y  surv i ve  on ly  on   

t iny  s t r i ps  o f  f i lm.  

*The  f i lms  o f  Buster  Kea ton  ar e  who l l y  cont ro l l ed  by   

Leopo ld  Fr i edman,   t rus tee ,   and  Raymond Rohauer ,   

and  are  shown a t  the  Na t iona l  F i lm Theat re  by  spec ia l   

a r rangement .  


