
Lone Star Mutual. Released June 17, 1917.
21 minutes. Written, produced, and 
directed by Charles Chaplin. Photographed 
by R.H. Totheroh. Filmed at the Lone Star
Studios, Hollywood, California.

CAST OF CHARACTERS

Immigrants Charlie Chaplin and
Edna Purviance

The head waiter Eric Campbell

A diner Albert Austin

The artist Henry Bergman

The Immigrant.

Left to right: Eric 
Campbell, Charlie 
Chaplin, Edna 
Purviance, and
Henry Bergman.
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The Immigrant
S C R E E N I N G  A M E R I C A



Charles Spencer Chaplin was
born in London, England, in
1889. His family had little 
money and his childhood was difficult. Chaplin
began acting in the theater when he was 14. In
1908, when he was 19, he joined the Karno
Company, a pantomime troupe that toured
throughout England. Between 1910 and 1913,
the Karno Company made two tours through
America. Mack Sennett, an American movie pro-
ducer who owned the Keystone Studios in
Hollywood, noticed Chaplin during the second
tour. Sennett offered Chaplin a contract to make
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Chaplin look-
alike contest in
Bellingham,
Washington,
1921.

Chaplin signing his $670,000 contract
with the Mutual Film Corporation in
1916. With him are his half-brother
Sydney Chaplin (standing) and John R.
Freuler, Mutual’s president.
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Chaplin, age
26, in 1914.

films for his studio, and Chaplin moved to
America in December 1913.

So Charlie Chaplin was an immigrant him-
self, though he was luckier than most. Because he

was British, there was no language barrier. He
was not forced to leave England because of per-
secution or poverty—he chose to leave and the
Karno Company paid him well. He traveled to
America in comfort, and his salary at the
Keystone Studios was $150 per week. At the
time, skilled American male workers earned
between $9 and $15 per week.

FAME Chaplin’s first film was released on
February 2, 1914. He became famous almost
immediately. There were Chaplin look-alike con-
tests, comic books and comic strips, fan mail from
as far away as Sweden and China, and popular
songs like “The Charlie Chaplin Walk.” Chaplin’s
famous walk was copied on street corners all over
the world. In 1915, a magazine writer said, “The
world has Chaplinitis.”

In February 1916, Chaplin traveled from
Hollywood to New York to sign a new contract with
the Mutual Film Corporation, for which he would
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The Immigrant is a two-reel
silent comedy. It has a simple
story in two parts. The first
half of the film is set on a ship carrying immi-
grants to New York City. Chaplin shows us what
that experience was like, and the Tramp falls in
love with a young woman he meets, though they
have to say goodbye when they arrive at Ellis
Island. The second half takes place in a restaurant
in the city. The Tramp is broke and hungry and
can’t pay for his meal. He is reunited with the
young woman he met on the boat, a rich artist
gives them both jobs, and, in the last scene, they
decide to get married.

Today, The Immigrant looks primitive.
When it was made, the movies were only 20 years
old. The first large-screen motion pictures were
projected in 1896, but most of the films were
only one minute long. In 1908, most movies were
between five and twelve minutes long. Not until
1913 did movies start to get longer, and to tell more
complicated stories.

The Immigrant is more complex and
sophisticated than it looks. Its comedy routines
are still funny. Its love story is still touching and
sad. We understand what the characters feel
through the actors’ facial expressions and body
language. The film is also realistic in its por-
trayal of a part of the immigrant experi-
ence—the journey to America by ship and the
arrival in New York City.
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also human. He had to work. He was often broke.
He felt pain and sadness. He fell in love, and the
women he fell in love with didn’t always fall in love
with him. Chaplin made people laugh at situations
that were sometimes painful—situations that his
audience had experienced themselves. In The
Immigrant, Chaplin made laughter out of the
difficult experience of immigrating to America.

Out of his Tramp costume, Director Charles
Chaplin (center) poses with the cast.

The Tramp.

make The Immigrant in 1917. Because he was so
popular, and his films made so much money,
Mutual agreed to pay him a huge sum of
money—$670,000 for one year.

THE TRAMP One of the reasons that Chaplin
became so popular was his character. For his sec-
ond film at the Keystone Studios, released on
February 9, 1914, he put on the baggy trousers,
tight coat, necktie, worn-out boots, derby hat, and
cane of the Tramp. From then on, in every film he
made until 1947, he always appeared as the Tramp.

People all over the world identified with
Chaplin’s character because he had the same
problems they had. He was funny, but he was
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The Immigrant.

The giant 
head waiter 
terrorizes the
penniless 
immigrants.
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The Immigrant.

The Tramp, the
young woman,

and her mother
stand at the

ship’s railing to
see the Statue

of Liberty.

picture of the terrible living conditions on the
immigrant ships. Most immigrants could afford
only steerage class, where they were jammed in
like sardines. They suffered from no privacy, bad
food, poor ventilation, sickness, and filth on their
two-week journey from Europe.

There is one thing about these scenes that
is not realistic. Real immigrants almost always
traveled below deck, at the bottom of the ship.
Chaplin put his immigrants on deck because it
was a more interesting environment for his story.
He needed the ship’s railing and the open sea for
his comedy routines. He needed the view from
the deck for the scene in which the immigrants
see the Statue of Liberty.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR: THE INTERTITLE The
Immigrant was released in the middle of the silent
era of film history—movies didn’t “talk” until
1929. When filmmakers in the silent era needed

WHAT TO LOOK FOR: REALISM In the first
scenes of The Immigrant, the main themes are
poverty, hunger, and sickness. Chaplin gets a lot
of laughs, but he also gives us a very accurate

to use words, they used intertitles—words that
appear on screen to give us a piece of dialogue or
to help us understand the action.

Some of The Immigrant’s intertitles are not
necessary to our understanding of the plot at all.
Chaplin uses one of them—“The arrival in the
land of liberty”—to make a point. As the ship
enters New York Harbor, the immigrants—each
of them wearing large tags—see the Statue of
Liberty. But they are rudely interrupted by an
official, who uses a large, fat rope to herd them
back against the wall.

The contrast between America as the “land
of liberty,” represented by the Statue of Liberty, and

the official’s rough treatment of the immigrants is
social commentary. Chaplin is making a statement
about how immigrants were treated when they
arrived in America. Real-life immigrants were num-
bered and lettered with tags before they got off the
ship, and they were herded like cattle through a
series of checkpoints on Ellis Island.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR: ACT II In the restau-
rant, the Tramp is reunited with the young woman
he met on the immigrant ship. She is also broke
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and hungry. They are thrilled by the luck of their
chance meeting, but there is an element of sad-
ness. As they hold each other’s hands in joy, the
Tramp notices the black-bordered handkerchief
she is holding. The black border was a familiar
symbol of mourning in 1917. It was all Chaplin
needed to tell his audience that the woman’s
mother had died after their arrival in America.

Between 1900 and 1917, 17
million immigrants came to
America. To Europeans, the

United States was the Golden Land. The
Chinese called it the Golden Mountain. It was
the land of freedom and opportunity, symbol-
ized by the Statue of Liberty. The statue was
unveiled in New York Harbor in 1886, and it
greeted the hundreds of thousands of people
who came by ship to the United States.

WHO WERE THESE IMMIGRANTS? At the
beginning of the twentieth century most immi-
grants to America came from eastern and central
Europe—Italy, Austria, Hungary, Poland, Serbia,
and Russia. Most of them were young, between 15
and 40, two thirds were men, and most were
Catholics or Jews. The U.S. government let almost
anyone come to America—except Chinese and
Japanese people. Most Asians entered the U.S.
through California, where there were racist reac-
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COMING TO AMERICA

Immigrants on
the steerage
deck of the
S.S. Pennland,

1893.

tions against these immigrants. In 1882, the U.S.
Congress passed a law which prevented the immi-
gration of Chinese workers. By 1907, Congress had

banned all Chinese and Japanese immigration.
Even so, approximately 40,000 Chinese and
200,000 Japanese immigrants came to America’s
West Coast between 1900 and 1917. The rest of
the 17 million were mostly European, and most of
them arrived through New York City.

WHY DID THEY LEAVE HOME? Many immi-
grants had to leave their native countries because
of severe poverty and hunger, persecution, or
disease. Jews from Russia and Poland were run-
ning from government religious persecution.
After 1881, this persecution was often violent.
The military and police wounded and killed
Jewish citizens in attacks called pogroms. Italians
fled an epidemic of cholera.

THE JOURNEY The immigrants’ journey to
America was long, painful, and difficult. First,
they had to get to one of Europe’s steamship
ports: Hamburg and Bremen in Germany,
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Alfred
Stieglitz, The

Steerage,

1907.
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Antwerp in Belgium, Liverpool in Britain. Some
walked for weeks to get to a port. They needed
enough money to survive, plus the $35 to $50
per person that it cost to buy a boat ticket. They
left most of their possessions behind because they
could take only what they could carry.

The boat trip was perhaps the worst part.
For two to three weeks, immigrants were packed

into bunks only a few feet high and six feet long.
There was constant noise, bad food, and a terri-
ble smell. Many passengers got seasick and there
was almost no fresh air. When the new Americans
reached the United States, they were physically
and emotionally exhausted.

ARRIVAL IN THE LAND OF LIBERTY In 1892,
the U.S. government opened a new center for
immigrant processing on Ellis Island. In the spring
of 1907, Ellis Island received up to 15,000 immi-
grants in a single day. To the immigrants, Ellis was

the Island of Fears. They were numbered and
lettered with tags before leaving the ship, and
herded into the island’s huge central room, where
they waited in line for the important medical
inspection. People with “contagious or loathsome
diseases,” such as leprosy, venereal disease, or
tuberculosis, could not, by law, enter the United
States. Neither could those with mental or physical
disabilities that could make them unable to work.

Immigrants who passed the medical
inspection were then directed to multilingual
inspectors. The immigrants had to answer a series
of questions about character, anarchism, insanity,
crime, money, relatives, and work. A wrong answer
might ruin one’s chances for entry. But the tor-
ment of Ellis Island lasted only a day. Finally, the
immigrants passed the fences which separated
them from the rest of America.

LIFE IN THE CITIES Immigrants’ living condi-
tions in American cities were often little better
than those aboard ship. In New York, the Lower
East Side became the classic example of the urban
immigrant slum. As many as 20 families were
crammed into five-story, walk-up tenement build-
ings that were 25 feet wide by 100 feet long.

But each immigrant group created its
own social and cultural life through community
organizations, churches, theaters, and publica-
tions. The Jewish Daily Forward, for example, pub-
lished short stories and offered advice to new
immigrants, all in Yiddish.

WORLD WAR I The outbreak of war in 1914
changed immigration immediately. Wartime con-
fusion prevented travel by anyone but the military.
From over 900,000 immigrants per year, the num-
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Steerage bunks on the Italian 
ship S.S. Duca Degli Abruzzi, 1908.



bers dropped in 1914 to 300,000, in 1918 to
150,000. The war also made Americans more
afraid of foreigners, and the public wanted to

limit access to America. Though huge numbers of
Europeans tried to come to America after the
war, Congress was not welcoming. In the early
1920s, Congress instituted a quota system that
favored northern and western Europeans. In
1924, the number of immigrants was limited to a
maximum of 150,000 per year. With very little
difference, this system remained until 1965.

Room in a

Tenement Flat.

Photographed
by Jessie

Tarbox Beals,
1910.

The American Museum of the Moving
Image is dedicated to exploring the art,
history, technique, and technology of
motion pictures, television, and digital
media.

Screening America is a curriculum-based
education program that uses films and tele-
vision programs to assist in the teaching of
high school English, social studies, and
English as a second language. For more
information contact the Education Depart-
ment at 718-784-4520.

David Draigh, publications editor
Gail Sussman Marcus, history consultant

Education programs at the American Museum of 
the Moving Image are made possible by grants 

from The New York Community Trust, The William 

Fox Jr. Foundation, The New York Times Company

Foundation, The Hearst Foundations, JPMorganChase,

Independence Community Foundation, Joan and Art

Barron, Con Edison, the Michael C. Tuch Foundation,

and the Max and Victoria Dreyfus Foundation.  Public

support is provided by New York City Department of

Cultural Affairs, New York State Council on the Arts, and

the office of the Queens Borough President.

American Museum
of the Moving Image

35 Avenue at 36 Street
Astoria, New York 11106
718-784-4520
Alexander Isley Design

© 1991, 2001 American Museum of the Moving Image

12 AMERICAN MUSEUM OF THE MOVING IMAGE

Th
e
 J

a
co

b
 A

. 
R

ii
s 

C
o
ll
e
ct

io
n
/M

u
se

u
m

 o
f 

th
e
 C

it
y 

o
f 

N
e
w

 Y
o
rk


