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I'm going to talk to you about Chaplinitis but first, did you know that they 
moved the Chaplin statue in London? It used to be here next to Shakespeare  

and now it's here, next to a brick wall. 
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And the most striking thing about this statue is the fact that it doesn't look 
anything like Charlie Chaplin. 

But neither does all this merchandise through the ages.  
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And these images really show you how the little tramp has been reshaped and 
exploited over time. And Chaplin himself knew all about the merchandise that 
appeared around his character. Here’s a great image of him holding one of his 
dolls outside his own studios.  
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He even took this photo in costume. 

Now we’re going back one hundred years to 1914 and 1915. One of the 
first questions I wanted to know was how did Chaplin become so popular, so 
quickly? I believe a key part of his popularity was due to his image being 
circulated around the world through merchandise and printed ephemera. There 
were toys, dolls, sheet music, short stories, cartoons, articles, advertisements. 
There was just an explosion of Chaplin material around 1915. 

And it’s the simplicity of the image of the little tramp that made it so easy 
to circulate. It was something that could be drawn, imitated and exploited. And 
as we saw from that gallery of merchandise perhaps the only things you need 
are a hat and a moustache to create Charlie Chaplin.
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So Chaplin joined the Keystone Studios in 1914 at the age of 24 and in 
1915 he moved to the Essanay studio. And it was 1915 which was the year of 
the Chaplin boom, a phenomenon which came to be known as Chaplinitis.

Here’s a page from the fan magazine Pictures and the Picturegoer from 1915. 
One cartoonist drew a series of illustrations of the little tramp in different comic 
situations. The magazine accused the illustrator of:

Chaplinitis! Our Artist had got it—very badly. He could not sleep the other 
night until after he had got up and dashed off the above crazy recollections 
of the “One and Only.”1

And today I want to show you some printed ephemera to show you how 
Chaplinitis played out in Britain during 1915 and this will reveal how Chaplin’s 
image was circulated and also how he was received in Britain at the time.

Specifically we’re going to look at some material from boys’ magazines 
from 1915 as well as sheet music.

Here is one of the earliest publications to be dedicated to Chaplin:
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The Pluck Library was a British boys’ magazine from the 1910s. This issue, 

from 28th August 1915 announced ‘Charlie Chaplin is Inside, Both in Story and 
Pictures’. The story inside, ‘Charlie in the Park’, is a prose adaptation of his 
Essanay film In the Park (1915). And The Pluck serialised eight of Chaplin’s 
Essanay films between August and October 1915 and were the central focus of 
the issues, each one featuring Chaplin on its cover. 

We’re going to see how the character of the little tramp was promoted and 
exploited by this magazine and it is an example of a number of other British 
magazines that Chaplin appeared in during the latter half of 1915. 

The Pluck Library was primarily aimed at schoolboys but claimed that it 
was read around the world.

Of course Chaplin’s entry into films coincided with the start of the First 
World War. Each issue during this period was printed with a blank address-
form on its back cover so that it could easily be posted to a soldier during that 
time :
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So potentially these were being read at home in Britain and then being sent to 
the Front.

And the editor commented in a later issue on Chaplin’s particular role for 
those at the Front. He wrote:

There could have been no better moment for the appearance of Charlie 
Chaplin than during the Great War, when humour was needed to relieve 
the agonies of waiting and the depressing influence of bad news.2

Those soldiers without the luxury of a cinema could experience Chaplin through 
the short stories in these magazines.
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Weeks prior to the first publication of the Chaplin serialisations, the 
magazine steadily leaked information about the forthcoming Chaplin features. 
The editor, who wrote directly to his young readership as though they were 
close friends, described Chaplin as:

perhaps the greatest comedian the world has ever known. He is the man 
who, no doubt, has held you and many more of us helpless with laughter, 
with tears streaming down our cheeks…3

The next week the editor revealed:

The title of the first is “Charlie’s New Job!” Now, I fully expect that 
there will not be many of my chums who have not already seen this film… 
I want all you chaps to get the news about that we are going to run Charlie 
Chaplin.4

Here was a notice they ran before the first Chaplin story appeared:
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Next Week, Boys! 

I’m going to do a bit of fooling in the pages of your smart little paper! 

I’m going to throw a few bricks - you know how I can throw a brick, don’t 
you? Don’t mench! 

And my feet will be just as lively as they are on the films! So don’t miss 
me in the Park next week! So long - Don’t mench!5

The little tramp is actually talking to its readers here. It made the little tramp 
appear as though he were a friend of the reader, using him to create a bond 
between the reader and the magazine. One Pluck promotion announced, ‘There 
is No Need to Ask If Charlie Is One Of Your Friends! OF COURSE HE IS!’.6

‘Charlie In the Park’
One of the first of the short story adaptations to be published was ‘Charlie in the 
Park’, based on the Essanay film ‘In the Park’, and was written by Sidney Drew 
and there’s a couple of interesting points about this story.

The action of the story had been moved to London rather than Niles, 
California, where the film was actually shot. This localised the story and placed 
Chaplin back in Britain for its British readers. 

But Chaplin was such a universal figure that viewers watching his films 
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could have projected their own interpretation onto him, including their 
nationality. Chaplin was an everyman that viewers in any country could 
appropriate for themselves.

The cover of the British magazine The Charlie Chaplin Fun Book (1915)  
placed Chaplin on top of a column overlooking a foggy London skyline, 
reimagining Nelson’s Column to be Charlie’s Column and picturing him as a 
kind of national hero.

The story ‘Charlie in the Park’ from The Pluck Library offers one of the 
earliest articulations of the little tramp character and I want to share some of 
these with you. Of Charlie’s costume, the author Sidney Drew wrote :

Envious people have offered vast rewards in a vain endeavour to discover 
Charlie’s bootmaker and hatter. Probably they are both dead. If they are 
not dead they deserve to be. No man ought to be allowed to make a second 
pair of boots or another billycock hat like Charlie’s and be permitted to 
live…7

The author also offered up an early description of one of Chaplin’s other 
characteristic features - his moustache :

he smoothed his long and elegant moustache, which strongly resembled a 
dilapidated nailbrush, with its head and tail chopped off.8

The story also picked up on Chaplin’s movements. He described the famous 
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Chaplin walk as possessing :

all the beauty and elegance of a large crab trying to cross a ploughed field 
in a violent hurry.9

But the author also understood the refinement that contradicts Charlie’s status as 
a tramp : 

He raised his hat to the lady half a dozen times and in half a dozen 
different ways without taking it off his head, which is not an easy 
operation to perform, for Charlie is the soul of politeness.10

And in capturing a classic piece of Chaplin business the author also addressed 
the origins of the tramp : 

He bumped against a tree, and… immediately apologised to the tree with 
an exquisite grace that is only found in people of high breeding and noble 
birth.11

Since Charlie seemed to be in a constant state of displacement, wandering from 
one incident to the next, early commentators created imagined versions of 
Charles Chaplin’s real early life. One biographer believed that Chaplin was 
French, a rumour that David Robinson revealed was in fact started by Chaplin 
himself in an attempt to add a sense of romance to his early life. 

This detail even found its way into a published song called Charlie 
Chaplin: The Funniest of Them All (1915)  

‘Go to see a picture Charlie Chaplin’s in / That funny little 
Frenchman with the catch-me kiddo grin.’12

There are certainly elements of the Chaplin character that are elliptical and 
which can therefore be filled in by viewers. For example, when the little tramp 
walks on-screen, just where is he coming from? And when he walks off-screen 
at the end, where is he going? And is the tramp in In the Park the same tramp as 
the one  in The Kid or The Gold Rush? Or does his past reset every time he 
walks on-screen?

Another boys’ magazine published a series of stories, also by Sidney 
Drew, entitled ‘Charlie Chaplin’s Schooldays’,  
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which imagined Chaplin as a boy in a public boarding school but as we know 
now Chaplin’s boyhood was very different to the one imagined here.

In these stories the authors allowed the little tramp to speak and gave him 
dialogue. In ‘Charlie in the Park’ he overhears a man telling his fiancee that he 
could sit with her forever. Charlie takes it literally. 

He could not understand why two people should want to sit on that seat for 
ever. For ever is a fairly long time, and it would be chilly in the winter, 
with snow and rain and frost and nothing to eat.

“Here, don’t do it,” said Charlie, raising his hat and trying to be kind. 
“You don’t know how it blows in this place about the month of Septober 
or Octember…”13

Prose allowed Chaplin to be internalised in a far more direct way than his films 
allowed him onscreen. Here it imagines what he is thinking and the way he 
speaks.

And it’s an example of how the character took on a life of its own beyond 
the one that Chaplin had worked to create on film.

That famous creative control that Chaplin came to demand in his 
filmmaking could not control all the material that existed outside of his movies. 
In this way the character of the little tramp went far beyond the cinema itself.

An audience member could go and see a Chaplin film in the cinema and 
then come home and read about him in a short story. However, rather than 
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detracting from the original film, these supplementary stories would have 
complemented the original vision of the Charlie character. This ephemera, 
including sheet music, comic books, dolls and postcards, would have further 
deepened fans’ connection to the little tramp character.Reading an issue of The 
Pluck library closely and you can find the following words:

The Essanay Film Co. have been very courteous in their treatment, and 
have given me permission to have any Essanay film featuring Charles 
Chaplin written up and presented to PLUCK readers…14

So perhaps it is Essanay who is really behind these stories.
And if you turn back a few issues from the Charlie in the Park issue you 

find none other than Broncho Billy in his very own short stories. Broncho Billy 
was Essanay’s star character before Chaplin was signed. And he was even 
played by G.M. Anderson, one of the founders of Essanay. Clearly Essanay had 
already found one model for promoting its characters through these publications 
and the acquisition of Chaplin naturally led to the little tramp being cycled 
through the same process. 

Since Chaplin’s stardom really took hold in 1915 rather than 1914 it 
suggests that Essanay had a more advanced publicity machine than Keystone 
and that they really helped galvanise his stardom in that year. 

Chaplin-themed Sheet Music

Now we’re going to take a look at another form of Chaplin merchandise from 
the time - sheet music. 
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In 1916 Chaplin became directly involved with one area of his 
merchandising when he founded the Charles Chaplin Music Company with his 
brother Sydney Chaplin and also Bert Clark, an English comedian with 
Keystone. 

Through this company Chaplin published the sheet music of his own 
compositions, Oh! That Cello and There’s Always One You Can’t Forget, both 
in 1916. In contrast to his on-screen persona, these songs were dramatic, 
heartfelt pieces that presented Chaplin as a more ‘serious’ artist, foreshadowing 
the later off-screen persona of Charles Chaplin as a serious artist of the screen. 

The cover of Oh! that Cello clearly captured Chaplin in this more solemn 
role (Fig. 6). In fact the company folded soon afterwards and Chaplin later 
referred to these releases as ‘two very bad songs and musical compositions of 
mine’. The instigation of the company may have been an attempt by Chaplin to 
benefit from his own success in the same way that other companies had been 
doing for the past year.

1915 saw a whole series of lively comic songs that exploited the Chaplin 
image and character and contrasted greatly with Chaplin’s own releases. 

Here is a collection of sheet music.



19



20

The Moon Shines Bright on Charlie Chaplin (1916), described as ‘The Song 
that Half the Nation is Singing’, is particularly intriguing. It imagined British 
troops singing about Chaplin as part of a victory march.

Here are the lyrics:

The Germans have got to pay,
When we march in
To capture Berlin
We’ll sing them this little lay: 

“When the Moon shines bright on Charlie Chaplin
His boots are cracking
For want of blacking
And his little baggy trousers they want mending
Before we send him
To the Dardenelles”15

In his book The Big Show, Michael Hammond points out that this song both 
addresses the criticism levelled at Chaplin when he did not enlist (‘His boots are 
cracking for want of black’ning’) but also it places Chaplin in the soldier’s 
position, a concept that Chaplin would later play out onscreen in Shoulder Arms 
(1918). This16 song positions Chaplin as a source of inspiration and patriotism. 
Chaplin here is a symbol of home, leisure and escapism and he is also seen as 
an everyman, as one of the many who marched into war.
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The Moon Shines Bright on Charlie Chaplin indicates that he was being 
seen as more than just an entertainer and was in fact becoming an integral part 
of wartime society in Britain.

And I went back to my local archives which are in Ealing, in West London, 
to see exactly what was showing at the local cinemas in 1915. During the 
summer of 1915 Chaplin was positioned against movies like an adaptation of 
The Prisoner of Zenda (1915), a wartime topical film about the previous year, 
called ‘1914’, and topical actualities, such as the bombardment of the 
Dardenelles and ‘Lord Kitchener’s Visit to the Front’. Chaplin’s was some of 
the only comedy films programmed at these cinemas and he would have been 
particularly responsible for supplying that escapism that was essential for 
audiences at the time.

Although Chaplin’s films were taking on the clearly important role of 
alleviating the anxieties of wartime Britain, he was nevertheless criticised for 
being a triviality during serious times. One commentator in The Times 
newspaper commentated that: 

‘the thoughts of the public are far away engrossed…by the antics of one 
“Charlie Chaplin” at cinema theatres. Is it not indeed time that “someone” 
took the nation in hand?’17 

And Chaplin was even mentioned in the House of Commons with one MP 
snootily comparing what they saw as the ‘highbrow’ The Birth of a Nation 
(1915) with the ‘lowbrow’ Chaplin. The article tells us that:

When the MP ‘asked whether a committee of the Cabinet was to assess the 
comparative values of last night’s Scala production [The Birth of a Nation] 
and of the Charlie Chaplin film, [it] caused some merriment in the 
House’.18

Concern was also sparked by the results of an investigation into wartime 
cinemagoing in Britain (also found in The Times newspaper) conducted by a 
non-British reporter:

The whole audience looked forward to the antics of one Charlie Chaplin…
The only sign of war was that some of your generals were thrown on the 
screen, but they received relatively small applause. An English friend of 
mine explained that the English are not enthusiastic in the matter of hand-
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clapping, but I pointed out that Charlie Chaplin received a positive 
ovation!19

If ‘Chaplinitis’ was a term that implied audiences members had caught a 
particular kind of madness, then one effect of this infection was uncontrollable 
Chaplin imitation. At the end of 1915 Chaplin imitators were being inserted into 
London pantomimes such as Babes in the Wood and Aladdin, with one reporter 
commenting, ‘How Charlie Chaplin got into the story of Aladdin it would take 
much too long to explain.’20

The catching of Chaplinitis was actually the subject of a few of the 
published songs. The song Oh! Charlie Chaplin by George Darnley presented 
the results of a visit to the movies:

Charlie Chaplin lately has turn’d my old woman’s brain,
She’s bought a little bowler and she’s bought a little cane, 
All round the houses she will do his funny little run 
And hit each kiddie with her cane, 
Upon his hot cross bun.21

Do you want another one?

Another song, also entitled Oh! Charlie Chaplin, by Will Hyde, presented a 
similar family crisis:

Oh! Charlie Chaplin you’ll be the death of father,
Since he went to look at you at our local picture show, it’s true, 
With your little moustache at the base of your nose, 
A little round hat and such funny clothes, 
It’s nothing but Charlie, Charlie, Charlie Chaplin on the brain. 

As soon as we had all retired to rest the other night, 
I heard a funny noise and woke up in a dreadful fright, 
‘Twas father running up and down the stairs all in the dark, 
And shouting out, Oh! chase me quick, I am Charlie in the park.22

These songs play out the scenario of Chaplin possessing the bodies of his 
audience, which he indeed did through all those Chaplin imitators.
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In this way you could argue that Chaplin made a transition from the screen and 
into everyday reality. 

The kind of madness documented in tales of Chaplinitis filtered into the 
fan press and lead to the circulation of a particularly dark rumour that emerged 
in Pictures and the Picturegoer in 1915. One gossip columnist stated:

Please note that there is not a word of truth in the senseless rumour that 
Charlie has gone mad and is confined in an asylum… Mr Spoor, of 
Essanay’s in London tells me that the rumour started in America. 
Someone probably fed up with the heat, saw Chaplin on the screen and 
said to his friend, “Why that fellow is crazy!” The friend carelessly 
repeated it, and by the time it reached the thirteenth person or so it 
naturally became “Have you heard the news? Chaplin has gone mad, and 
is in an asylum.” Gradually this false statement spread around the world, 
and to-day and every day I get letters and anxious telephone calls from all 
parts of our island to know more about the facts of this “particularly sad 
case.”23

A photograph of Chaplin was printed in the next issue announcing, ‘This will 
kill the silly rumours that Mr. Chaplin is dead or mad.’ Audiences actually 
thought that Chaplin’s walk, actions and strange behaviour were in fact signs of 
insanity.

Conclusion
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This is of course only a tiny portion of the Chaplin material out there from this 
time but hopefully this shows that even pieces such as these can tell us quite a 
lot about Chaplin culture. The character of the little tramp could really be 
shaped by the viewer or reader. He could be seen as a ‘friend’ to young viewers 
or as an icon of escapism in wartime society and I think this, along with the 
circulation of the famous Chaplin image, is a key reason as to why he became 
so famous so quickly.

Thank you.

Note
All Chaplin object images courtesy of the Bill Douglas Centre, University of 
Exeter. http://www.bdcmuseum.org.uk/
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