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All the Same or Strategies of Difference.
Early Italian Comedy in International Perspective

“Early comedy is repetitive;” this label sticks to early Italian comedy too. Series with Cretinetti, Robinet and Kri
Kri all look alike, and are not so different from their French counterparts, is the statement. The Italians are even often
considered watered and plagiarized versions of French comedy. Closer analysis of the genre, however, partly based
on extensive film viewing, proves strategies of divetsity: on the one side a diversification both within the genre of
comedy in action driven and situational comedy, which is transnational, and on the other side an active strategy of
marketing and branding which sets Italian comedy quite apart from either its French and its American counterparts.

Introduction

Since the 1985 Pordenone retrospective, early Italian comedy gained new interest internationally.! European
film collections such as the Desmet and the Joye-Collection containing Italian comedies produced by major
Italian companies from the early 1910s, were not available at the time. Over the last fifteen years, the films have
been preserved and are now ready for scrutiny by researchers. In addition the availability of information on
early Italian comedy has enormously increased by the publication of filmographies like I/ cinema muto italiano,
edited by Aldo Bernardini and Vittorio Martinelli.

While previously scholars focused on national difference among genres,? now they have begun to give attention
to diversification within a genre. The reason for this shift is due to a difference in background, in action and
situation and by developments, such as, the international rise of the feature film. How, then, do Italian comical
types relate to their foreign counterparts? Can we trace a similar division in action driven and situational come-
dies abroad, like we encounter in Italy? Comparisons with contemporary comedy across borders will show
many aspects in common. For a reevaluation of Italian early comedy as part of an international style and inter-
national film culture the international perspective could be the starting point.?
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A comparison of national cinemas in the early 1910s is problematic, because, in contrast to the cinema of the
1920s, the concept “national” was more a construction than a reality. By replacing foreign intertitles, every film
could be adjusted to a different market and even “localised.” For pre-1914 European distribution and exhibi-
tion, nationality was not such a big issue, especially with the short film. Also stylistically one can speak of a inter-
national style, as David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson have indicated.* An international style that occasion-
ally makes identification of pre-1914 comedy difficult.

This attitude, however, deliberately neglects the diversification within early comedy. Not only can one trace
company “styles,” but styles are representative for individual production companies. When companies such
as Ttala, Ambrosio and Cines introduced identifiable comical types from 1909-1910 on, such as Cretinetti
(André Deed), Robinet (Marcel Fabre) or Tontolini (Ferdinando Guillaume), then a concept of a unified
international comical style becomes even more ambiguous. Robinet is a totally different character from
Gigetta or Rodolfi, although all three worked for Ambrosio. Likewise the comedies of Léonce Perret are
completely different from those of Onésime, even if both were produced by the French production com-
pany Gaumont.

Previously, scholars discussed “the comedians,” as if they were all the same. But every comedian has his own
type. Differences not only in physical appearance and performance but also in content, style, technology and
actors background can be traced between Cretinetti and Polidor, between Kri Kri and Robinet, as will be
shown in this article. Furthermore, a clear difference exists between the farces above-mentioned and the come-
dies with Gigetta and Rodolfi, or with Vaserhe and Pilotti. The latter ones deal rather with triangular relation-
ships and are more “boulevardier”-like, “with their stories of dreadful wives, nasty mother-in-laws and
depressed husbands,” as Vittorio Martinelli remarked.’

Martinelli explains the fundamental difference between two kinds of comedy in early Italian cinema, as a dif-
ference one also traces in other national cinemas: i.e. the development of comedy from vaudeville and the cir-
cus and the development of comedy from the legitimate theatre. This distinction can also be described as the
more action driven comedy as opposed to the comedy of a situational kind, often domestic comedy. Comedy
tied to vaudeville and the circus diminished drastically in European cinema after the early teens, while the lat-
ter type continued as a minor (but not less interesting) genre. With the arrival of the sound film, it became an
important genre in both Europe and the United States.®

Before dealing with theatrical comedy, we should investigate the more well-known kind of comedy, the vaude-
villian- and circus-based comedy, which began earlier. By focusing on four major characters of early Iralian com-

edy we see how action-driven comedy developed in the early teens.

Vaudevillian- and Circus-based Comedy
Polidor: The Circus Master

The circus clown turned into film comedian was typical of the early film comedy. In 1910 Ferdinando
Guillaume (1887-1977) and his well-bred European circus family were enrolled by the Cines company. Well-
know as the character Tontolini, Guillaume was also known in Britain and the US as Jenkins. Beginning as an
actor, he later became a director, rivaling Itala’s trump André Deed aka Cretinetti. Guillaume contributed to
Ttaly’s international reputation in the field of comedy. In the autumn of 1911, he moved from Rome to the
Pasquali company of Turin and since the Cines company had claimed the name of Tontolini, Guillaume creat-
ed the new character of Polidor, continuing his double profession of leading actor and metteur-en-scéne. Deed’s
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return to France and Guillaume’s more mature and complex style, earned him more popularity and esteem,
increasing his output to four films a month during the years 1912-1913.

From 1914 on, his film comedies diminished considerately, despite the fact that Guillaume was the only comi-
cal actor to pursue a career in cinema after the early teens.” From the pied-piper who makes everybody and
everything dance in I/ clarino di Tontolini (Tontolini’s Clarinet, Cines 1911) by Ferdinand Guillaume himself
and the famous balloon act in Fellini’s La dolce vita (Riama Film/Pathé Consortium Cinema 1959) Guillaume’s
long film career and circus background remains consistent. These acts might derive from a performance by
Guillaume in a circus arena, where music incites objects to move by themselves.

Guillaume’s roots in the circus return emphatically in films like Polidor e i gatt: (Polidot and the Lions, Pasquali
1913), in which Polidor as a servant substitutes his masters’ runaway cats with a pair of young lion pups. Lions
were often used in Italian films, although frequently more in drama than comedy. For example, the Ambrosio
Films drama’s in which Alfred Schneider and his lions performed sensational scenes with female lion tamers.
Comedies which included lions as a regular component were typical of French films, especially the Gavroche-
comedies, such as Gavroche fait une viche marriage (Gavroche Makes a Rich Mariage, Eclair 1912). The char-
acter of Gavroche, played by Paul Bertho, looks similar to Polidor, with his small stature, his continuous gri-
maces towards to the camera and his clown-like checker-blocked plaid coat and bowler hat.

Guillaume used all kinds of animals in his films, thus accentuating his circus career. Apart from the lions in
Polidor e i gatti, Polidor wins the friendship of an elephant whom he liberates from a splinter in his foot in
Polidor e l'elefante (Polidor and the Elephant, Pasquali 1913). He also becomes hysterical when he thinks he
has eaten an infected rabbit in Polidor manga i coniglio (Polidor Eats Rabbit, Pasquali 1913). In Polidor man-
gia del toro (Polidor Eats Bull Flesh, Pasquali 1913) he eats beefsteaks, and becomes strong and aggressive as
a bull; a stereotypical plot. The gag of a man going rampant after eating bull meat was already used in France
before, in Un monsieur qui a mangé du taurean (A Man Who Ate Bull Meat, Gaumont 1909).® Many early come-
dies deal with the effects of eating certain animals. For instance eating a lobster causes one to walk backwards
in Cretinetti ha ingoiato un gambero (Foolshead Swallows a Crab, Itala 1909) and Patouillard mange du homard
(Patouillard Eats Lobster, Lux 1911).°

Cretinetti: Speed and/of Destruction

If the Polidor films focused more on the grotesque, the Cretinetti films show an enormous speed. Cretinetti’s
speed in chase, destruction, and in change, was similar to his Boireau-comedies for Pathé. They were also sim-
ilar to the surreal comedies of Onésime, however, such as Ouésime horloger (Gaumont 1911) where he speeds
up time in order to get an heritage. The unrestricted violence and anti-establishment attitude of the Cretinetti-
films is not unlike that of certain French Calino-films or certain early American comedies. His often action-dri-
ven films were not the result of a circus background, but rather stem from a familiarity with French variety and
cinema.

André Deed was born André Chapais in Le Havre, France, in 1879. He worked as an actor in a dialect-spoken
theatre company, in the café-concert, in the Parisian Folies-Bergéres and the Chatelet, before starting as a film
actor. First he worked with Georges Mélies and subsequently with Pathé, where he starred in a series as the
character Boireau. Deed also scripted and directed his own films. At the end of 1908, Ttala Film of Tutin lured
him with an attractive contract, thereby launching the Cretinetti series. Deed’s films were extremely popular,
not only in Italy, but world-wide. Abroad he was known as Gribouille (France, Holland), Foolshead (Britain,
USA) and Miiller (Germany). Several renowned Itala actors worked with him such as Valentina Frascaroli and
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Emilio Ghione. When Deed returned to Pathé in 1912, followed by Frascaroli, he rejuvenated his character
Boireau in Gribouille redevient Boireau (Gribouille Becomes Boireau Again), continuing his earlier success. In
later years, Deed returned several times to Ttaly to perform in two-reelers and feature films, Most notable were
the films Lz paura degli aevomobili nemici (The Fear for the Enemy Airships, Trala 1915) about zeppelin attacks
in wartime, and L'womo meccanico (The Mecanic Man, Milano 1921), in which Deed created a fierceful robot
character, remote-controlled by television.'°

Deed has often been praised for one film: Cretinetts e le donne (1909) directed by André Dreed himself, in
which Cretinetti is torn to pieces by his female admirers.!! After they leave him, Cretinetti magically reassem-
bles. His enormous shoes underlining his small stature, he reminds us of the even smaller Little Tich, who,
around 1900, had a popular vaudeville act in which he wore shoes as long as he was tall. The disintegration and
reintegration of the body in Cretinetti che bello! however, occurred often in early comedy. Especially in the very
first years, in Mélies’ films such as Tow Tight et Duw Dumn (1903) and Chirurgie fin de siécle (Star Film 1902),
the latter a parody on the medical films by Dr. Doyen. Deed performed in several films of Méliés, like
Dislocation mystérieuse (1901), in which he distaches and re-attaches his limbs.!? In the teens, decapitation as
trick film technique is evident in Kri Kr7 senza testa (Kri Kri Headless, Cines 1913) and in the French comedy
Polycarpe veut faive un carton (Polycarpe Wants to Shoot at Targets, Eclipse 1912) in which Polycarpe is so fond
of firing a gun that, shooting a waiter his head off, he then replaces it with a pig’s head.

Robinet: Seducer on the Run

Another character of early Italian comedy known for the destruction he caused, was Robinet, who worked for
the Ambrosio company. In contrast with Cretinetti, Robinet was a tall and clumsy type, somewhat less anti-sys-
tem but still quite provocative. Robinet was also portrayed as a shameless libertine in comedies that seem to
unify action-driven and situational comedy. Thus some of Robinet’s films are not so far from Feydeau’s theatre
plays, with their misunderstandings, illicit meetings and triangular relationships.

Marcel Fabre, a pseudonym of Marcel Fernandez Peréz, was born in Spain. Originally working as a circus
clown, he started his film career with short comedies of Eclair and Pathé. Ambrosio looked for a comedian
capable of competing with Tontolini of Cines and Cretinetti of Itala, so they hired Fabre, who started at
Ambrosio in March 1910 and who later became a director as well. Internationally he became known as Robinet
(France, Spain, Holland), Nauke (Germany, Holland) and Tweedledum (Britain, USA), while his companion,
Nilde Baracchi, was known as Robinette. Apart from his own films, Fabre also directed other comedies like
Fricot farces in 1913, and in 1914 he made the grotesque fearure Le avventure straordinarissime di Saturnino
Farandola (Zingo, Ambrosio 1914), an adaptation of the science fiction novel by Ferdinand Robida.?

Apart from his representation as a fanatic and shameless Casanova, Robinet, he, like other comedians, was often
involved in chases. The chase was one of the most frequent ingredients in Ttalian farces of the teens as well as
in the early farces worldwide, where only an alibi was needed to start the running, often causing the destruc-
tion of objects and the unseemly demise of innocent bystanders. Usually involving an ever growing group of
enraged people join the pursuit, including types like the police officer, the grocery vendor, the waiter and the
nanny, they epitomised a society in which law and order, shops, the café and (the servants of) the bourgeois
family are fixed ingredients. They are stereotypes, and by no means individualised characters. The genre was
known in France as the “course poursuite” and in Holland as the “go-and-throw” films.

Robinet’s chase films are often triggered by an improper use of modern means of transportation. In Robznet avi-
atore (Tweedledum Aviator, Ambrosio 1911) his newly designed airplane destroys a rooftop, a car and a chim-
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ney, before crashing through five stores and ending up in a police station. The amount of destruction is not
unlike the French Onésime-comedies, such as Onésime et son collégue (Onésime and His Colleague, Gaumont
1914). In Robinet chauffeur miope (Robinet Short-sighted Chauffeur, Ambrosio 1914), a short-sighted Robinet
runs over everything with his car, while in La prima bicicletta di Robinet (Tweedledum on His First Bicycle,
Ambrosio 1910) he causes destruction with his first bike. Plots of this kind were also typical of early French
comedy. They proliferated there at an earlier stage and undoubtedly influenced Ttalian comedy, by such car
chases as in Les débuts d’un chauffeur (The Inexperienced Chauffeur, Pathé 1906), or bike chases as in La
Premiere sortie d’'un cycliste (The First Ride of a Cyclist, Pathé 1907) and Pédalard bost I'obstacle (Pédalard is
Thirsty for Obstacles, Pathé 1907). Another narrative device typical of early Ttalian and French comedy was a
lady chased down by her admirers. In Signorina Robinetr (Miss Tweedledum, Ambrosio 1913) Robinet’s
Casanova imago is turned around. Robinet dresses like a woman to escape his girlfriend’s angry husband, but
shortly afterward the husband becomes affectionate and starts following him in the company of an increasing
crowd of admirers. Police officers have to make sure the “lady” returns home safely.™

Kri Kri: Innovation and Special Effects (of Tango and Opium Cigarettes)

Until recently the figure of Kri Kri, played by Raymond Frau, was a rather undervalued character. Born in
Senegal in 1887, Frau began his career as a circus clown and acrobat in France where he performed in vaude-
ville circuits and café-chantants. In 1912 he started as comic actor at the Cines studios, establishing the inter-
nationally popular character of Kri Kri and working together with other Cines players like Lea (Lea Giunchi
Guillaume, wife of Natale Guillaume and sister-in-law of Ferdinando Guillaume), Checco (Giuseppe
Gambardella) and Cinessino (the son of Lea Giunchi Guillaume and Natale Guillaume). The character of Kri
Kri was exported to various countries and bearing different names, such as Bloomer (Britain), Patachon
(France, Holland) and Mucki/Krikri (Germany).*?

The Kri Kri films often contain surreal scenes. In a period when the artistic avant-garde was only slightly
involved in cinema and Italian cinema was mainly a bourgeois enterprise, one is still astonished by the special
effects need to create an unusual world, in which people decapitate themselves, in which gravity no longer
counts and doubles walk trough mirrors and pester their “originals”. Just as the surrealists were inspired by the
French farces, Italian comedies may have triggered the imagination of artists around the world. For example,
Kri Kri wins a marriage match in Kr/ Kr7 senza testa (above). The one who impresses the woman in question
most, will gain her hand. Kri Kri removes his head from his rump and wins. The film cleatly is a variation on
the French comedy Gavroche fait une riche mariage, in which Gavroche is the most impressive suitor to a rich
American lady by bringing along two real lions.

In K#i Kri fuma Uoppio (Kri Kri Smokes Opium, Cines 1913) the comic smokes opium cigarettes and starts to
hallucinate, similar to an LSD-trip. First he meets his cheeky valet (a double role by Frau) and in a second shot
a host (a third Frau) enters the same image, together with the valet and the original Kri Kri. Through refined
trickery, almost invisible, all three act in three separate sections of the image. In another scene, Kri Kri contin-
ues to hallucinate in front of the mirror. His reflection starts to pester him and finally crosses the mirror
(reminding of the surreal mirror acts in Orphée and Duck Soup). They begin a fight until the double disappears.
Kri Kri cools down and takes a cigarette. He finally realizes that he has been smoking opium cigarettes. Ever
since Lotte Eisner, the German Autoren-film Der Student von Prag (The Student of Prague, Deutsche Bioscop
1913) has been praised for the theme of the evil double, but apparently the theme was in the air in 1913. In
addition, the open display of the use of drugs strikes us as remarkable for those days, though one encounters it
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as well in other Italian films like the short drama Awzore tragico (Tragic Love, Cines 1912), in which a doctor
regularly injects his wife with morphine to calm her nerves, until she commits suicide by taking an overdose.
Nothing remains in place in the Kri Kri films. The world can be turned upside down and humans loose con-
trol over gravity, In K7 Kvi imzita Pegoud (Kri Kri Imitates Pégoud, Cines 1914), Kri Kri attempts to emulate
the famous French pioneer aviator by standing on his head and sleeping upside down. When he finally flies the
real plane, he falls out of it because he forgets to fasten his seatbelt. In Kri K#7 e 4/ tango (Kri Kri and the Tango,
Cines 1913), Kri Kri tangos with a girl (his partner Lea Giunchi) in spite of the nasty tackles by a rival, They
cause the concert podium to collapse, do a leap backwards over a sofa, jump into the water and back out of the
water (by reversed motion), and return exhausted into the ballroom. When Lea dances with the rival, Kri Kri
takes revenge by tying the couple up and unrolling the rope with such ardour that they start to pirouette at
enormous speed. What is unusual for this period is that the camera shows the point of view of the dancing cou-
ple, twirling around like mad. Apparently they are standing on a rotating platform, together with the camera.
The effect is that of 2 merry-go-round.’® In Kr/ Kr7 balla (Kri Kri Dances, Cines 1915) the unrolling of the rope
and the gyrating platform is repeated in the end. Kri Kri sees two dancers on a stage doing pirouettes. At night
he dreams he is a perfect dancer, but falls out of bed. The next day he practices but hits the maid, giving her a
black eye. She helps him exercise by tying a large rope around him and unwinding it. The twirling Kri Kri how-
ever is contagious. Everywhere he passes the persons and objects begin to pirouette too: first the furniture in
his house, subsequently people at his front door, then booths, a car and persons lying on the floor and the host
and guests of a tea party. Finally we see the spectators in a cinema pirouetting while simultaneously on the
screen a subjective shot taken from a quickly rotating platform is visible, expressing the blurred vision of the
pirouetters on the on-lookers. One is reminded of the dance frenzy of I/ clarino di Tontolini, but also of Max
Linder’s Entente cordiale (Pact of Hearts, Pathé 1912).

As Yuri Tsivian points out," the tango was at its zenith around 1913, providing the subject for tango-comedies
all around Europe such as Max professeur de tango (Max as Tango Instructor, Pathé 1914) with Max Linder,
Tango in Russia (Cines 1914) with Checco (Giuseppe Gambardella) and Die Tangokénigin (The Tango Queen,
Vitascope 1913) with Hanni Weisse.*® Comparing the frenzy of the Cines-production Kri K#/ e 7/ tango with the
much more subdued version of Vitagraph’s Tangled Tangoists (1914), a film also dealing with the tango craze,
one notes a totally different approach. John Bunny and Flora Finch meet at a soirée and fall in love. They are
both unable to dance the tango, the dance of all the soirées, and separate from each other they decide to take
lessons. By chance, they take lessons in the same dance school, in two adjacent rooms. Of course they are both
quite clumsy and torture their teachers. Flora spies upon John through the keyhole and John looks upon her
trough a crack in the door. At the next soirée they dance the tango and everybody complements them. In the
coach back from the party, the coach wobbles like the tango, to the delight of the couple. The tango has cont-
aminated them such that they marry tangoing (more a sort of wobbling) and everybody wobbles with them,
including the mayor. One year after: Flora wakes John up as the two babies do not sleep. Tangoing they wob-
ble them to sleep. What is striking here is the absence of frenzy and the voyeuristic aspect of the keyhole.

Theatrical Comedy

Tangled Tangoists is representative of a different kind of comedy, which had its counterparts in Italy at the same
time. Along the comical films centred on one popular figure, Italy also produced vaudeville-like comedies, such
as those of the Ambrosio company with Gigetta (Morano), (Eleuterio) Rodolfi and Camillo De Riso, involving
triangle love, and adultery. By creating a mood more suited for a chuckle or a smile rather than for peals of
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