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Introduction

The comedian Buster Keaton was just over thirty years old when he co-wrote, directed and starred in The General. The film was released in February 1927, towards the end of the era of silent cinema in the United States. Its playfully misleading title raises the expectation that the film focuses on the deeds of a military leader. In fact, The General recreates a famous Civil War episode – a daring Northern raid into Southern territory – from the perspective of a Southern civilian, and, unlike the war, the film ends with a catastrophic defeat for the North. The General was presented to the American public as a ‘comedy spectacle’, a phrase repeatedly used in the lavish press book produced by the film’s distributor United Artists, and picked up by many journalists.1
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The American Civil War was not then, and is not now, an obvious subject for comedy. Prompted by the secession of a confederacy of Southern states from the United States of America, the Civil War lasted from 1861 to 1865. At the heart of the conflict was the Southern institution of slavery, which was brought to an end by the North’s victory. Over 600,000 soldiers were killed, a number

approximately equal to the total American fatalities in the Revolution, the War of 1812, the Spanish-American War, World War I, World War II, and the Korean War. … A similar rate, about 2 percent [of the total US population at the time], today would mean six million fatalities.2

The Southern states were hit particularly hard: ‘one in five white southern men of military age [13–45] did not survive’, and a much higher percentage were injured, often severely.3 The majority of the war’s 50,000 civilian deaths also occurred in the South.4 In both the South and the North, most families were deeply affected by the war, memories of separation, injury and death being carried forward for many generations to come.

In the light of these facts, it is not so surprising that the two films which had the greatest impact on American culture during the first half of the twentieth century both dealt with the Civil War: The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Gone with the Wind (1939).5 It is surprising, however, that these films show the antebellum South in a positive light – slaves being portrayed as loyal servants or happy plantation workers – and sympathetically focus on the utter devastation the war brought to the Southern states, as well as the desperate struggles of white Southerners in the aftermath of their defeat. Coming halfway between these two – in retrospect rather uncomfortable, even disturbing – film historical milestones, The General also takes, it would initially seem, the Southern side.

The film tells the story of Johnnie Gray, a locomotive engineer on the Western and Atlantic Railroad in Marietta, Georgia. According to an expository intertitle, he has ‘two loves in his life’ – ‘his engine’, which is called ‘General’, and his girlfriend Annabelle. When the Civil War breaks out, Annabelle expects Johnnie to enlist, but the general in charge of recruitment decides that he should be turned away, because, in the words of a dialogue intertitle, ‘[h]e is more valuable to the South as an engineer’, a reason no one bothers to convey to Johnnie. In the mistaken belief that he never even tried to enlist, Annabelle’s father calls him ‘a disgrace to the South’, while Annabelle tells Johnnie: ‘I don’t want you to speak to me again until you are in uniform.’

One year later, ‘[i]n a Union encampment just North of Chattanooga’, General Thatcher plans a raid into the South with his ‘chief spy’, Captain Anderson. Some time afterwards, Johnnie sees Annabelle saying goodbye to her injured brother and boarding his train in Marietta to visit her father, who has been injured as well. Anderson and his raiding party are also on the train. During a dinner break in Big Shanty, they steal the General. Unbeknownst to Johnnie, the only passenger remaining on the stolen train is Annabelle. To retrieve his beloved engine, Johnnie pursues it on his own, first on foot, then with a handcar, a bicycle and another train (the Texas), moving into enemy territory. When the Northern spies belatedly realise that they are being pursued by just one man, Johnnie abandons the Texas. Wandering around in stormy weather at night, he seeks shelter in a house which turns out to be the headquarters of the Union army. Hidden under a table, he overhears discussions about General Thatcher’s plan for a decisive coordinated attack the next day. Union troops and supply trains are to meet at the Rock River bridge: ‘Once our trains and troops cross that bridge, nothing on earth can stop us.’ In addition to this vital military information, Johnnie also finds out that Annabelle is being held captive.

That same night he liberates her, and the next morning he recaptures the General and races back to his own lines to ‘warn them of this coming attack’, with the Texas, now in Union hands, in hot pursuit. Along the way, he starts a fire on the Rock River bridge. After alerting the same Southern general who had prevented him from enlisting about the impending attack, he joins the Confederate forces in a borrowed uniform, while Annabelle is reunited with her father. During the battle at the Rock River bridge, the fire Johnnie has started leads to its collapse when the Texas tries to cross. Johnnie accidentally kills a Northern sniper when the blade of his sword flies off the handle. Also accidentally, he breaches a nearby dam, releasing a huge volume of water into the river, forcing the Union army to retreat. When the victorious Confederate army returns home, Johnnie realises that the officer he knocked out in the cab of his engine during its recapture is General Thatcher. He delivers the Union commander to the Southern general, who then enlists Johnnie as a lieutenant in the Confederate army, with Annabelle and her father looking on. The film ends with Johnnie kissing her, while sitting on the General and saluting Southern troops.
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The General is widely regarded as the greatest achievement in Keaton’s long career, which took him from being a child star on the vaudeville stage in the early 1900s to appearing in movies from 1917 onwards. From 1920 to 1928, he had his own studio, directing and starring in nineteen short films and ten features (The General was number eight). In 1928, the Keaton company was dissolved and the comedian moved to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), where he appeared in ten films until 1933, of which all but the first two were ‘talkies’. Afterwards Keaton, although no longer a major star, remained highly active – as a director, performer and consultant, in American and European short and feature films, on television, in circuses and theatres – almost right up to his death at the age of seventy on 1 February 1966. His silent movies were re-released in the 1960s, after which they quickly gathered an enormous reputation, none more so than The General.

Today, The General has a rather unique status. It is the highest ranked movie from the silent era on the American Film Institute’s 2007 list of the one hundred ‘greatest American films of all time’.6 It is also – after the drama Sunrise (1927), which was, however, made with a pre-recorded soundtrack (including music and sound effects) – the second highest ranked American movie from the silent era in Sight & Sound’s 2012 survey of international critical opinion about ‘the greatest films of all time’ (with Keaton’s Sherlock Jr. [1924] right
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