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Chaplin, from Tillie to Adenoid Hinkel 
 

The lawlessness of Grimaldi’s Clown might have been expected to produce 
suspicion, not to say alarm, amongst genteel audiences and middle-class critics 
troubled by fears about the character’s effects on discipline and social order 
amongst the lower classes. But with the exception of a letter received by Charles 
Dibdin, castigating him ‘in the most virulent manner’ for the Clown’s criminality 
and ‘moral turpitude’, moral opposition to Grimaldi’s character was remarkably 
scarce. The performer’s skill, we must therefore surmise, lay in his capacity to 
banish any hints of vulgarity and coarseness from the Clown’s criminality. In any 
case, this half-innocent, even naïve, character, on the mysterious threshold between 
human sentience and subhuman savagery, somehow obviated questions about 
responsibility and punishment. – Jane Moody, Illegitimate Theatre in London, 
1770-1840, pp.214-15. 

 

Charlie Chaplin must be one of the most obnoxious personalities ever to gain a huge 
international audience. No wonder Hitler imitated his moustache (though not his 
walk), and no wonder he felt he had to hit back. 
 Tillie’s Punctured Romance (Mack Sennett, 1914), was the thirty-second film 
he’d made that year. He’s not The Tramp, but a layabout and a cad, an unscrupulous 
parasite, now on this woman, now on that, the slob-filling in the sandwich between 
cute Mabel Normand and enormous Marie Dressler, on one of whose stage hits the 
film is based. 
 He uses his hop-and-skid-180°-turn over and over again, till you get tired of it: but 
watch the moment when the two secretaries come into the restaurant to inform 
Dressler that, her uncle having fallen off a mountain, she’s rich. They ask her if she’s 
“Miss …” and she says no, she’s “Mrs  …”; for Chaplin, reading about her 
inheritance before she gets wind of it, has left Mabel Normand and proposed to her 
(slipping over repeatedly in the water with which she’s washing the floor of the 
restaurant kitchen as he does so). The two secretaries look at him in disbelief: and he 
does his soon-to-be famous simper, shrugging up his shoulders, tilting his head on one 
side, and giggling coyly in acknowledgement of the fact that (in all innocence, as he’d 
have them believe) he’s now Dressler’s husband. Later in the sequence, as Dressler 
begins to show suspicion, he swings his cane, turns from her, and hides his face in his 
hands in fake outrage and hurt. 
 What he later employs as signs of loveability, are in this movie signs of hypocrisy, 
greed, and cunning. 
 See also the fight he has later, with the odd customer at the society party. Chaplin 
punches him in the face and kicks him in the stomach as to the manner born, so that it 
comes as no surprise when, on bidding farewell to Dressler (whose uncle’s not dead 
after all), he kicks her in the stomach too. 
 The film ends with Chaplin expelled, and Dressler and Normand pals for life 
without him. In this respect it’s uncharacteristic, for in all his other films we must 
understand him to be cuddly. 
 
In The Champion (written and directed by Chaplin, 1915), our sense that the Chaplin 
persona is a front for twisted and duplicitous behaviour is reinforced. Now the 
starving Tramp, he applies for a job as a sparring-partner, hides a horseshoe in his left 
boxing glove, and knocks everyone out with it at the first blow. A crooked promoter 
offers him $500 to throw a fight. Chaplin (bare-knuckled), knocks him out and takes 
the money anyway. Lastly he wins his championship fight when his dog enters the 
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ring and bites his opponent in the bum. It all apparently deserves a reward, and he 
ends up in the arms of Edna Purviance. 
 
In the Park (1915) shows his behaviour as truly anti-social and weird. Again as the 
Tramp, he sits down on a bench next to a courting couple and makes himself 
obnoxious. Fancying a nursemaid (Purviance) with a pram – which he knocks over – 
he gains a kiss by giving her a purse which he’s just stolen from a pickpocket. His 
prior approach had been to put his feet up on Purviance’s lap. Later we see him 
tapping out the ashes from his cigar into the open mouth of a man whom he’s just 
knocked out with a brick. The film is a minor masterpiece of pre-Beckett surrealism, 
its conventions being, firstly that if you see someone on a park bench, you always sit 
on it next to them as close as possible; and secondly that the only way to greet 
someone standing is to kick them up the arse. The male half of the courting couple, 
being rejected, wants to drown himself in the lake, and asks Chaplin to help him with 
a neat kick: Chaplin, after setting the kick up, smoothing the seat of the man’s 
trousers and aiming with care, does so; and by the end of the film has kicked half the 
remainder of the cast into the lake as well. 
 
More shoulder-shrugging and simpering happens in A Jitney Elopement (1915) in 
which Chaplin poses as the man Purviance’s father wants as a son-in-law. It’s here 
that he introduces the trick of tipping his hat from the rear brim – it looks like a salute, 
but is in fact an insult, and he does it to everyone, friend or foe. The ancient gag of the 
hat rolled down the outstretched arm appears, too – it’s a signal of triumph. The way 
in which the fake moustache goes up into the nose, we realise, as (with skill) Chaplin 
carves a loaf of bread into a helter-skelter, is supposed to be genteel and ingratiating – 
it’s designed for an audience which, like the upper-class father here, is easily taken in: 
the real suitor is a French count. The count’s shirt-tail is sticking through a hole in his 
trousers, as Chaplin’s own will be at the end of City Lights. The scene shifts to a park, 
and, as in the previous movie, Chaplin dispenses violence without discrimination. He 
taps fag-ash into people’s hats, kicks them up the bum, and knocks them off tree-
branches. Purviance herself suffers three such falls in a row. The male infant’s need to 
prove himself the physical superior of everyone, whether they love him or detest him 
– the need to be the biggest bully on the block – is by now well-established. 
 
The fantasy is discarded and resumed at will in Burlesque on Carmen (1915). When 
the inherited plot dictates that he should play a loser (Don José), he does it with the 
same professionalism that he shows as the bad guy in Tillie. The bullfighter lifts 
Carmen (Purviance) on to a table without difficulty – but José can’t lift her half an 
inch. In frustration, he jumps on the table and dances himself, then, later, in defiance 
of logic, he picks her up in a fireman’s lift. A recurrent joke is that every time he 
draws his sword, only six inches of it comes out – the rest stays in the scabbard. It’s a 
standard statement of phallic inadequacy. But this unChaplinesque approach is 
discarded in the second section, as though distasteful to both his ego and his fans: he 
must now be the farcical winner of fencing and wrestling matches. Then, in the final 
section, deserted by Carmen for the bullfighter, the now sad José starts waddling with 
feet turned outwards – the Tramp again. Lastly, to our surprise, he seems to stab her, 
the fixated look of possessive determination as he does so showing, we think, the 
infantile need for power we’ve seen in all the earlier films. He even kills himself. But 
it’s a trick knife, and he and Purviance were only kidding. 
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There’s something psychotic going on. The very opening of A Night in the Show 
(1915) when – not as The Tramp, but as a drunken Toff – he pushes to the front of the 
ticket-queue and doesn’t seem to understand when he’s told to wait his turn, is a 
characteristic joke – we’re supposed to find it funny because we identify. That’s what 
– asserts Chaplin – we’d all like to do. Edna Purviance, finding herself in the same 
row as Chaplin, who’s been moved back in the stalls because of the way he’s 
disrupted the front row, finds him amusing and attractive (women are often portrayed 
as finding the Chaplin Simper sexy). Meanwhile, Chaplin II, still not The Tramp, but 
sitting in the front circle, pours beer all over Purviance, and over Chaplin the Toff. 
The Toff climbs on stage and interferes with the act – he’s applauded, and not because 
the audience think he’s performing. Chaplin II, in the gallery, throws tomatoes and 
eggs. Both Chaplins ruin the routines. It’s like Hamlet interrupting The Mousetrap 
because he can’t bear someone else to be the centre of attention – and it seems to me 
that the kicks up the bottom, blows to the jaw, and pies in face, are real – they hurt. 
 
No rivals are tolerated. In His New Job (1915) a real, professional rival, Ben Turpin, 
arrives for an audition, and sits next to Chaplin: the stares of mutual hatred are not 
acting. Turpin has to be K.O.’d with a swinging door: then Chaplin strikes a match on 
his foot, and walks over his prostrate body in leaving. He does this twice more in the 
film: later, rather than kick Turpin’s arse, he tries to saw Turpin’s arse off. Finally he 
hits Turpin straight in the face with a mallet. The film finishes with Turpin 
unconscious for the umpteenth time, and Chaplin exiting, dusting his hands in 
triumph. 
 In this film, for the first time, we see the screw-your-ear-round-and-puff-smoke-
at-the-same-time routine: it’s designed to impress a lady. Throwing the stub over your 
shoulder and giving it a back kick appears, too: the back kick signifies putting an 
irksome problem behind you – like guilt, responsibility, or commitment (during the 
famous dance with the balloon-globe in The Great Dictator, he does it twice – to the 
world). All the jokes relate to Chaplin’s gross amateurishness and incompetence, an 
incompetence which you quickly see is faked, with a view to causing maximum 
disruption, annoyance and actual bodily harm to the professionals around him. 
 
Every schoolteacher has known the type, and none wants him in the class. 
 
Chaplin derives comedy from acting an abnormal person who’s a menace to normal 
social living. This is clearer still in the opening sequence of Shoulder Arms (1918), 
where the first thing he does is bring down his rifle-butt with a bang on the foot of the 
soldier next to him. Watch, too, for how often his bayonet nearly goes into the eye of 
the man behind him. It’s a very strange instinct, to try and get humour from being a 
psychotic parasite – someone whose entire idiom consists of messing things up for 
others. He can only relate to people by annoying them. In the trenches, he stares, 
obsessed, over the shoulder of man reading a letter from home, as if getting a letter 
from home is peculiar. The Chaplin tramp, we realise, would never get letters from 
home – he has no home, and comes from nowhere. He isn’t a human being, and his 
very existence is a threat to people who belong – even if they belong temporarily, as 
here, in the army. In the dugout, the water is two feet deep, and the sergeant (who had 
to kick Chaplin in at first, because his kit made it impossible for him to get through 
the door), is in bed asleep with his nose and mouth snoring, an inch above the water 
line. Chaplin makes a wave, which goes up the Sergeant’s nose and down his throat. 
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 The movie was intended as propaganda, but it has nothing to do with anything, 
least of all World War One. We are asked to believe that the Chaplin creature does a 
Sergeant York, and captures an entire enemy platoon; next, that, disguised as a tree in 
No Man’s Land, he defeats several more of the enemy, and saves the life of a comrade 
who’s about to be shot, by braining Germans with his branches. To crown the affront 
to our credulity, we’re asked to believe that a mournful French girl (Purviance), finds 
his simpering lechery attractive; twice he saves her from the beastly Hun by poking 
the Hun up the arse, this time with a red-hot iron. 
 In the end He Wakes Up And It Is All A Dream – but the surreal, sadistic egotism 
of the dream has been so characteristic of Chaplin’s entire “comic” idiom that it’s 
appeared as Chaplin’s version of reality. 
 
In The Kid (1921) Chaplin has done a re-think. He’s now out for sympathy, 
sentiment, and pathos, so all is restyled with calculation. Has he been listening to 
criticism, or has he realised unassisted the poor effect he’d been making? The Tramp 
may still waddle, but he must not kick people, nor tap his fags out in their mouths. 
Instead, he gets water and rubbish thrown at him from upstairs windows. Instead, it’s 
he who gets thwacked with an umbrella. The shrug and simper, having previously 
captivated women (with dubious conviction), now captivates the baby. 
 Without assistance from the women downstairs, he brings up a child. He feeds it 
milk via a Heath Robinson contrivance of metal and string: why give it a mother-
figure it can love, when a mechanical contrivance performs the same nutritional 
function? Keep it away from people until it’s ready. 
 The question, “Where does such a parasite get the money to live on?” is answered 
ingeniously: he trains the child to break windows, then happens by with panes of just 
the right size, and mends them. Presumably before he found the child he broke the 
panes himself – we aren’t told, any more than we’re told how he gets away with no-
one suspecting the coincidence, whereby he’s there thirty seconds after the windows 
are broken. It’s developing and capitalising on what we’ve seen as his social role in 
the earlier films: not only does he now create a nuisance, but he offers himself as the 
man who will remove the nuisance. He makes money out of the anti-social activity 
which previously just came naturally – criminalising a child in the process – and 
we’re supposed to laugh. 
 The child is being corrupted into a surrogate version of Chaplin’s former 
cinematic self. Notice how, during the interval in the street-fight, he indicates that the 
child should punch his opponent on the nose, then hit him in the stomach, and lastly 
kick him up the arse. Hypocrisy breathes from every frame. Prior to eating the waffles 
which their ill-gotten funds enable them to buy, Chaplin insists on saying grace. 
During the fight, Edna Purviance enters, and tells Chaplin’s foe to turn the other 
cheek – he does so, and Chaplin belabours him with a brick. 
 

 

 When Authority comes to do the right thing and 
take the child into care, authority has to be caricatured, 
smothered in flour, and hit on the head with a hammer. 
Threatened with being deprived of his victim, 
predator-Chaplin gives the camera the look of bestial 
panic, at the thought of severance, which we saw 
previously when José killed Carmen. And yes, when 
they’re re-united, Chaplin and the child really do 
exchange a passionate kiss. 



 5

 Everything we formerly objected to as stupid is now magnified into something 
evil. 
 
When at the start of The Pilgrim (1923) a reward of $1,000 is posted for information 
leading to Chaplin’s recapture, he having flown a penitentiary, we’re relieved – who 
rumbled him? Which crime, of the many possible, was he busted for? But he steals 
the clothes of a swimming vicar, and poses as innocence and sanctity – rather as he 
did in public legend. 
 The theme (derived from Gogol’s The Government Inspector), is a metaphor for 
Chaplin’s real relationship with the worldwide cinema public. A phoney from the 
start, a criminal posing as a cultural leader, and taken as such by his gormless and 
gullible congregation, he can’t at first work out the rules of this game are, which he’s 
invented without realising it. Every time he sees a policeman, he starts guiltily; faced 
with the church choir, he takes them for the jury; given the Bible, he raises his right 
hand. He sees only one possibility for the cash in the collection box. It’s a 
development of the criminal behaviour we saw in The Kid. 
 Notice how, miming David’s decapitation of Goliath in an improvised sermon, he 
tosses it over his shoulder and gives it a back-kick. 
 He’s faced with a naughty little boy who does everything The Tramp normally 
does – punches people in the face, pricks their bums with a knitting needle, throws 
water over them from a goldfish bowl. Chaplin, seeing in him (as we sense), not a 
pest, but a rival, waits until they’re alone … and knocks him flat with a kick in the 
stomach. 
 A more dangerous doppelgänger turns up in the shape of a fellow-jailbird of old, 
who does what Chaplin would normally do, only does it more effectively. He picks 
everyone’s pockets, and, being bigger, beats the outraged Chaplin up, burning his 
bum with a candle in the process. Chaplin follows him and gets the money back – 
why? does he object on moral grounds – is his role as vicar going to his head, so that 
he has a conscience suddenly? – or is the bigger guy just poaching on his territory? It 
seems neither – he does it from love for Edna Purviance, the lodging-house keeper’s 
daughter. But too late, for his past catches up with him and he’s arrested. But because 
he’s done a good deed, the sheriff releases him at the Mexican border: afraid of the 
violence he sees in Mexico and scared of arrest if he returns to the States, he runs 
waddling off to the horizon, one foot in each country, belonging in neither and thus 
belonging nowhere, the same as ever. 
 
The Gold Rush (1925) finds a metaphor for the same a-sociality, the same absence of 
all possible human orientation, that we see in the last shot of The Pilgrim. There’s a 
gold rush on in Alaska; men in huge Eisensteinian lines trudge through the snows to 
the far horizon,1 all united, all intent on the same goal, all wrapped up against the sub-
zero air … cut to Chaplin, in his wing-collar and bow tie, shuffling and waddling with 
his cane along a ridge, having nothing to do with the preceding landscape, or the 
figures in it, at all. One thing he never does is pan for gold (neither, in this film, does 
anyone else). He finds himself in a freezing hut with two monstrous, hairy outcasts, 
still more alien than him. They struggle for possession of a shotgun, threatening with 
every twist and turn of their fight to blast, not either of their own arses off, but 
Chaplin’s arse off. At last, we feel, he’s found his environment and met his match. 

                                                 
1: And yet of course it’s Eisenstein who borrows the image of long black lines of humanity, against a 
white landscape, in Ivan the Terrible. 
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 One human predator goes out on a hunt for resources, which turns into a killing 
spree: Chaplin and the third predator stay in the hut, and eat one of Chaplin’s shoes. 
In his hunger, Chaplin’s fellow-predator fantasises Chaplin as a chicken and prepares 
to eat him, and is only deterred when a grizzly turns up, so they eat that instead – it’s 
a logical extension of everything we’ve seen the Chaplin tramp doing to his fellows, 
ever since Tillie. Out in the snows, one hairy villain brains the other, steals his gold, 
and then falls over a cliff. You don’t relate to your fellow men, you batten on them, 
and die. 
 It’s the philosophy of Rumsfeld and Cheney (to say nothing of Hitler), and 
Chaplin so far from offering a critical perspective on it, celebrates it even in its 
disintegration. 
 Chaplin approaches a saloon in a mining town. He looks at the dance floor, a 
voyeur at life’s orgy. The girls won’t look at him – he directs and scores it for 
loneliness and pathos: but again, we feel, with our hard hearts – what girl would look 
at him who wasn’t played by Edna Purviance? The neat answer comes – a girl who 
wants to make her real boyfriend jealous, and so chooses Chaplin, as the least sexy 
man on the premises. As they dance (it’s clear Chaplin can in reality dance very well), 
his trousers fall down, and he has to tie them up with the lead of a dog, who then has 
to follow him around the floor. Twice Chaplin kicks the dog in the face. 
 Again, he’s starving, but instead of asking for charity he has to trick his way into 
it by pretending to be frozen stiff. The kindly man who takes him in doses his “half-
conscious” form with coffee – Chaplin wakes up, adds two lumps, and goes back into 
his “semi-comatose” state. It’s a good gag, but only serves to illustrate my thesis – the 
Tramp can only attract love and help via deceit, by pulling the wool over the eyes of 
the person who wants to help him. A straightforward, friendly approach is impossible 
– he wouldn’t understand it. Mendacity is his sole raison d’être, and manipulative 
subterfuge his only modus operandi. He’s a true psychotic. 
 The dance-hall girl turns up again, playing snowballs with her friends, dressed in 
gorgeous furs, just as you’d expect dance-hall girls to be in Alaska in 1898. She leads 
him on again (he has her photo under his pillow), and promises to come to dinner on 
New Year’s Eve. As soon as she leaves, Chaplin, who up to then has been all coy and 
shy in his usual manner, hurls flour and feathers everywhere, and does handstands up 
the wall – it’s an orgy of masturbatory self-congratulation – into which she walks, 
having forgotten her gloves. 
 To finance the dinner, he takes to sweeping snow away from people’s doors; and, 
in a variation on the window-smashing idea in The Kid, sweeps the snow in front of 
one man’s door straight in front of the next door neighbour’s door, and then offering 
to sweep that away. After two goes, he’s made enough money, and leaves the third 
heap where it is. 
 On New Year’s Eve, the girl stands him up, having forgotten the dinner-date: and 
there occurs one of Chaplin’s most famous sequences, the dance with the bread-rolls. 
In context, it’s a cabaret-turn which he performs in a dream, in shot all by himself, 
with only the clapping hands of the (non-existent) girls coming very briefly into frame 
at the end. What’s it about? Watching it over again, you wonder – are the bread-rolls 
on forks supposed to be the legs of a male dancer, or a female one? Do they stand for 
his legs, or someone else’s? Is Chaplin himself the puppet, or the puppet-master? The 
answer is both, in each case. Chaplin, we hear, never allowed his actors or actresses 
any creative initiative – even Marlon Brando and Sophia Loren had orders just to 
imitate him. His was a solipsistic world, into which the presence of other people could 
never be allowed any weight. The compensatory dream-dance with the bread-rolls is 
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thus a summary of all he stands for – let down by the entire world, he becomes the 
entire world in fantasy: male, female, director and directed. All he’s aware of beyond 
are the world’s hands clapping: and he reacts at the “curtain” (before he wakes up out 
of the dream) with his usual little orgy of self-conscious mincing and smirking. 
 It’s revolting. 
 
For The Circus (1928) Chaplin seems to have re-thought his act somewhat. He’s a lot 
less anti-social than previously. He ceases to be a malign parasite, and becomes an 
almost benign one. Apart from an early scene in which he steals food from a child 
while pretending to pet it (dipping its roll into ketchup while its father isn’t looking), 
he takes advantage of no-one. As with the huge hairy psychos in The Gold Rush, he 
directs our antipathy to other characters. But he still doesn’t belong to the human race. 
 In earlier films, the circus itself, being an archetype for teamwork and co-
operation, split-second timing and necessary mutual support (like the army in 
Shoulder Arms), would be a perfect target for his disruption. But Chaplin sets it up 
early as the reverse – it’s no team, but is run by a bullying ringmaster / manager, who 
sneers at the unfunny clowns and even punishes his own daughter for missing bits of 
her tumbling act, by pushing her through a paper hoop and sending her supperless to 
bed. We hate, not Chaplin, but the ringmaster – just as we resent the broken-nosed 
pickpocket who chases Chaplin into the circus in the first place.2 
 Chaplin, in one of his 1914 / 1915 silents, would have disrupted the circus out of 
sheer mindless malice and need to destroy sociality. Here, he disrupts it because the 
cops are after him: it’s no part of his plan to be taken by the frustrated audience for a 
superior clown, and laughed at. 
 In a scene with the ringmaster’s daughter, we see the Tramp experiencing 
charitable feelings for the first time – in spite of himself, for his first reaction when he 
finds her eating his one round of bread first thing in the morning is to snatch it back 
and give her a finger-wagging lecture. Then he realises that she’s hungry, and that he 
likes the look of her, both at once. 
 However, she never fancies him, and he never becomes a member of the team – 
that would be to grow up, and he must never be seen to do such a thing. As if to prove 
that there’s a residue of his previous persona, he kicks folks in their stomachs now 
and then. His “act” consists of coming on as a fake prop man, chased by a crazy 
circus mule, and appearing to disrupt the “real” routine of the unfunny clowns. 
Chaplin has to be a one-man show – as he is, to great sensation, in his one-man high 
wire act, in which one monkey’s tail gets in his mouth while another monkey pulls his 
pants down – after, it must have been, so many takes that the mind boggles, and after 
the first sequence was destroyed in a lab so the whole thing had to be re-shot. 
 Thus Chaplin draws some sympathy for the first time. He can’t get the girl, only 
help her real man to get her (as Groucho Marx does in A Night at the Opera, only 
Chaplin does it with more conviction), and eventually he can’t even stay with the 
circus, even though he’s asked to, and says he will. As the circus pulls away in one 
direction, he waddles off in another, depressed at first, but, as Chaplin irises-in on 
himself, with renewed determination to take it on the chin – just like Giulietta Masina 
at the end of Notti di Cabiria, only not so annoying, because he’s in long shot, and has 
his back to us. 
 

                                                 
2: In one virtuoso scene, the pickpocket chases Chaplin into a hall of mirrors, where neither can tell 
which image of the other is real. Welles (adding gunfire and shattering glass), borrows this idea in The 
Lady from Shanghai … and then Woody Allen does a variant on it in Manhattan Murder Mystery … 
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The ritual disrupted at the start of City Lights (1931) is the public unveiling of a 
pretentious statue of three figures, one female, two male. We’re supposed to find it 
funny when what’s revealed upon the raising of the sheet is not just the statue, but the 
statue plus Chaplin as the Tramp, who, with some discomfort, has fallen asleep in the 
lap of the female figure. What’s intended by the pompous haut-bourgeois (dubbed by 
Chaplin himself in flat “bla-bla” noises) as a celebration of their ghastly good taste, is 
changed fortuitously into a celebration of the indecent clumsiness of the one-man 
lumpenproletariat that is Charlie Chaplin. 
 For Chaplin, we realise as we watch the virtuoso sequence in which he ogles the 
nude statue in the store window, oblivious of the lift-shaft that’s continually opening 
and closing in the pavement behind, him, is not working class – his bow tie, bowler 
tight jacket and cane bespeak genteel lower-middle-class. He never has a job, so he’s 
not a worker at all, and – except at the end of The Gold Rush – never has money 
either. He isn’t really a tramp, for he’s too neatly turned out (despite having no 
money), and would never get drunk or beg, as tramps tend to do – in fact, he isn’t 
anything. What the character is to the fictional situations he can’t chime in with, so he 
is to the class-structure of the society his films portray – he’s “a kind of nothing, title-
less”, a cipher, a person with whom no-one who could see straight could identify. The 
waddle says it all – “Nobody walks like that!” 
 But it seems that millions throughout the world couldn’t, then as now, see straight. 
 The “tramp” is moved by uncharacteristic feelings of altruism, as he was when he 
saw how hungry the girl was in The Circus. But in this world, altruism won’t work. 
He allows the blind flower girl at the kerb to think that he’s driven off without asking 
for change – and gets a bowl of water in the face by way of reward. He helps the 
suicidal toff on the embankment by removing the noose from his neck – only to have 
it put around his. 
 The gist of City Lights is that Chaplin, the “tramp”, isn’t – he exists only in other 
people’s fantasies. He isn’t the rich man the blind flower girl thinks he is, and he’s 
only best friend to the suicidal toff when the suicidal toff’s drunk. Even when the 
suicidal toff throws a party for him, he can’t join in it like a normal person – he has to 
swallow a beeper by accident, and make hiccupping beeps for minutes on end, firstly 
forcing the party to stop, and then forcing himself to leave. Where in The Gold Rush 
he was a voyeur at the saloon party, here he’s a nuisance at his own party. 
 In the end, he obtains, by theft (as you’d expect), from the suicidal toff, the money 
necessary to cure the flower girl’s blindness and grant her the Eliza Doolittle wish, of 
bein’ a lydy in a flahr shop. The skill with which Chaplin times the gross 
sentimentality of his conclusion, when beneficiary recognises benefactor, is 
overwhelming. And the simper with which Chaplin greets her amazed recognition is 
one of the most disgusting things the cinema has to offer. 
 
Up to now Chaplin the misfit, Chaplin the disrupter, Chaplin the parasite, has failed to 
fit into, disrupted, and / or been parasitical on, normal human activities requiring 
togetherness and unanimity – an army squad, a church service, a public unveiling, a 
circus routine. In the opening sequence of Modern Times (1936), he performs the 
same function in respect to a new, dehumanising, mechanical routine – a caricature 
modern mass-production line. It might seem to be a rebellious, left-wing gesture: the 
only trouble is that he creates far more discomfort and inconvenience for the big 
mustachio’d working man next to him in the line than he does to the industrial process 
– in which the audience can’t believe anyway, for what are the metal plates for, upon 
which he has to tighten two nuts every second? 
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 An Aunt Sally is being set up. Any idea that this film is communist – for it was so 
accused – shows they hadn’t thought about what communism was – which need 
surprise no-one. You don’t have to know anything about something in order to hate it. 
 In communist films, capitalism was portrayed realistically ... sort of. 
 Just as satire must be accurate, so farce must be logical. The “lunch-feeding” 
machine routine which follows the production-line routine is illogical, for it’s clear 
the inventors haven’t tested it in private before trying it out in public. As they seem 
sober, conservative, calculating people, we have no belief in the background to the 
joke. 
 Chaplin “has a nervous breakdown,” and nearly destroys the factory. He becomes 
fixated on dark, round things in pairs, and has to “tighten” them, whatever they are: 
whatever’s facing him, he only has one reaction – look for a pair of dark, round 
things, and “tighten” them. It’s a reductive metaphor for his habitual, psychotic 
reaction to humanity and life in all his movies so far. Previously his reaction was low-
yield violence – a kick up the bum, a mallet in the face, or cigar-ash down the throat. 
 Eventually he’s carried to the waiting ambulance by the big mustachio’d man, and 
a security guard – both management and workforce want him off the premises. 
Whatever his allegiance, it’s not with the proletariat. He joins a communist march by 
accident: arrested, he foils a jailbreak by accident: pardoned, he gets a job in a 
dockyard, and launches a half-finished ship by accident, ruining the prospects of his 
workmates, who can only stare, dumbfounded. 
 By accident, he meets Paulette Goddard. She falls face down on top of him, on the 
run from a cop after stealing a loaf of bread. Goddard is a female version of him: 
short, supposedly cute, and socially alienated (she has a family, but the film loses 
interest in them soon after introducing them). Carefully coached, she will shrug her 
shoulders at him, and simper. Just as he did with the circus owner’s daughter and the 
blind flower seller, he feels a wind of uncharacteristic charity, an odd feeling of 
empathy, and tries to take the rap for the loaf (partly because he liked it in prison and 
would like to go back there). But they’re both arrested. Then, by accident, they escape 
– and Chaplin fantasises a dream marriage-home for them, in which fruit hangs in 
through the windows and doors, and a cow passes asking to be milked. 
 Determined to support her (not to marry her, and certainly not to fuck her), he gets 
a job as night-watchman, and together they loot the store – though only of food and 
roller-skates. Chaplin only ever takes on low, loners’ jobs – compare his job as poop-
scooper in City Lights. I interpret the famous roller-skating-blindfold-on-the-edge-of-
a-precipice sequence as Chaplin’s awareness that his offences against humanity – 
detailed in this essay so far – may rise to destroy him, but that with the necessary style 
he can keep nemesis at bay indefinitely. That they only have the gumption to steal 
food and roller-skates is a sign that each is in a state of permanent regression. As 
Goddard’s character really is under age, what he’s doing – introducing her to a life of 
minor crime – is what he does to Jackie Coogan in The Kid. 
 Three “real thieves” turn up – one, the mustachio’d man from the first sequence – 
but the narrative forgets them, too. 
 Further evidence of the regression of Chaplin and Goddard is the “home” they 
create. Chaplin, not being a domestic thing, can never have a home – and sure 
enough, this one collapses around them as they try to inhabit it. And they sleep, it 
goes without saying, in separate parts of it. Imagine having sex with Chaplin the 
tramp – it’d be like being kissed by John Wayne. 
 The factory re-opens. Chaplin barges through the crowd of hundreds waiting to be 
taken on, and is the last one through the gate before it shuts on the rest – it’s the 
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queue-jumping gag from A Night in the Show, twenty-one years earlier, recycled to 
the same effect. Queue-jumping is just what Chaplin the “Tramp” does all the time. 
 The rest of the film loses its way – Chaplin doesn’t know whether to continue his 
“satire on industrial dehumanising”, or the new “love relationship” his persona is 
developing with Goddard the Gamin. After a really horrible sequence in which the 
maintenance engineer he’s assisting gets stuck in the machinery, and is force-fed 
(read “tortured”) by Chaplin just as Chaplin was by the machine in the second 
sequence, we move to a restaurant, where Goddard is a dancer (her routine is a 
modest one), and Chaplin is taken on as a singer – even though he has no repertoire. 
 Another famous sequence follows – Chaplin’s meaningless medley song of 
Franco-Italian gibberish, obviously very well-rehearsed and timed to the split-second, 
with a variety of shuffling routines and saucy gestures. It’s skilful, and funny out of 
context, but, expressing nothing, being in no language, and only implying something 
filthy and disgusting, it’s another metaphor for the fact that Charlie Chaplin is a 
calculated, standing affront to all that’s human and normal. 
 This time, as Chaplin struts away to the horizon, with Goddard, we do see the 
expressions on their faces – and it’s even more annoying than the end of Notti di 

Cabiria. These are not the victims, they’re the transgressors. 
 
What you rarely hear about The Great Dictator (1940) is how bad it is. Chaplin’s 
comic touch, normally quick and inventive, whatever one’s attitude to its ideology 
and his psychology, is lost. The jokes aren’t funny, and go on far too long. The Big 
Bertha shell, the inverted aeroplane, the speeches in fake German, with interspersed 
translations, are sad, unfocussed, amateur things, devoid of pace and timing. 
 The dialogue is leaden, the photography bland, the plotting idiotic. Good actors – 
Henry Daniell, Billy Gilbert – look self-conscious, even embarrassed. Chaplin-as-
Hitler is, the dance with the globe-balloon apart, physically uninventive. The Führer 
had a much wider repertoire of hand, forearm, elbow and shoulder movements than 
his impersonator employs here. 
 Chaplin said that had he known how bad things were under the Nazis he wouldn’t 
have made the movie, and you can see what he meant. The worst thing that happens in 
the first ghetto scene is that Paulette Goddard is pelted with tomatoes by storm-
troopers, and her basket of clean washing is ruined. In a real ghetto she wouldn’t have 
enough running water to do the washing. 
 The unreality of it all is crass, and you don’t need to have seen Polanski’s The 

Pianist to work out why. Everyone in the ghetto is well-fed and well-dressed. The 
vegetable-carts are full of produce. The ghetto itself is spacious and clean, like the 
well-drained trenches in the Western Front sequence (which are completely unlike 
those portrayed in Shoulder Arms). It’s better than South London, pre-World War 
One. 
 The less said of much of the film, the better: it’s very hard to watch. The final 
speech – said by neither the barber nor Hinkel, but by Chaplin himself – is surely the 
biggest cop-out ever. They should have brought in a professional writer or two, to 
create a proper plot, with a proper conclusion, instead of finishing with a load of 
mush. 
 Chaplin’s failure drives from a failure of self-understanding: for, as I’ve been 
arguing, the parasitical inhumanity and destructiveness of his “tramp” persona gives 
him, on a small scale, a lot in common with Hitler. Hitler was the tramp, with a nation 
at his feet and several army corps, plus a navy and an air force, to back him up. The 
amnesiac Jewish barber is a new model tramp, devoid of the usual tramp attributes – 
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he’s a good neighbour, a competent barber (even when shaving to Brahms’ Hungarian 
Rhapsody), and is well-into a love relationship with the girl next door (who’s half his 
age). He’s not just a shadow of his former self, he’s completely different from his 
former self. The tramp who ruins the firing of Big Bertha on the western front should 
have metamorphosed into Adenoid Hinkel, not into the amnesiac Jewish barber. 
 But such a subversive use of the world’s most-loved iconic figure would have 
been too much for the world to handle. 
 And too honest for Chaplin to have thought of. 


