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INTRODUCTION 

THE FACES OF TWENTIETH CENTURY COMEDY 

JOSEPH MILLS 
 
 
 
 At her 80th birthday celebration in 2006, Queen Elizabeth II noted, “As 
Groucho Marx once said ‘Getting older is no problem. You just have to live 
long enough.’” On the one hand, it’s not surprising that the Queen quoted 
Groucho; in the 2006 edition of The Yale Book of Quotations, he ranks third in 
the entries for twentieth-century figures.1 On the other hand, it is remarkable 
that a British royal identifies with an immigrant American Jew who made a 
career of mocking figures of authority. In Horse Feathers (1932), as college 
president Professor Quincy Adams Wagstaff, Groucho sings, “Whatever it is, 
I’m against it,” and this sentiment encapsulates much of the Marx Brothers’ 
stance and work. The Queen’s use of Groucho’s words and the appreciation of 
other royals for the Marx Brothers, including the Queen’s father, King George 
VI, and her uncle, King Edward VIII, suggest the paradoxical nature of the 
brothers’ appeal, their humor, and their careers.2 They have been called anarchic 
forces, and yet they are admired by the very people who would loathe anarchy. 
They attack bourgeois sensibilities and all types of pretensions, and, doing so, 
enables them to buy California mansions and become Hollywood figures. 
Although the theatre critic Brooks Atkinson insisted, “These are nihilists—
These Marx boys” (Louvish 191) and their films parody consumerism, in the 
1940s Groucho did numerous product endorsements to the point, as Stefan 
Kanfer puts it, “There seemed to be nothing to which he would not lend his 
name” (297). 
 Perhaps the greatest paradox is how fully the Marx Brothers have permeated 
popular culture despite completing relatively few films together more than half a 
century ago. People who have never seen a Marx Brothers movie can identify 
their faces, and “Groucho Glasses,” which were first manufactured in the 1940s, 

                                                 
1 He’s tied with George Orwell and behind Winston Churchill and F. Scott Fitzgerald. 
2 Harpo mentions meeting Edward VIII in his autobiography, Harpo Speaks! and would 
claim the King handed him his leg. 
















































