Early American Sound Comedy – The Marx Brothers
General


The beginnings of dialogue comedy (combine with visual comedy).


Mae West and Marx Brothers both came from Broadway in New York.


The studios search for an audience during the Depression.

Subversive (against accepted cultural and social standards) and anarchic - chaotic.


Impact of the Breen Office (beginning Fall 1934) – comedy changes.

The Marx Brothers

The boys – zany; maniacs; subversive
Groucho – hyperactive; chaotic; high-speed delivery; charlatan, con man; frankly obnoxious; grease paint mustache; bad puns; non-sequiturs; insult in general; misogyny – cf. comically stiff, clueless straight lady Marguerite Dumont.

Chico (“Chickco”) – fake Italian guy with Tyrolean hat; ethnic humor; silly; acts dim-witted but really crafty, card sharp; mangles English; specialist in bad puns; (plays the piano with his knuckles).

Harpo – mute based on a circus clown; innocent, childlike, but a light-hearted scoundrel; pantomime, sound effects only – especially his horn; pockets full of stuff; horny guy who chases the girls! Plays the harp in MGM films.
Zeppo – straight man; not funny.

The Swordfish Scene from ‘Horse Feathers’ – language

The Silverware Scene from ‘Animal Crackers’ – Harpo’s pantomime.

‘Duck Soup’ 1933.  Groucho sings; he dominates.  Groucho’s verbal humor; misogynistic humor; patriotism and politics suffer.
“To War” – mocks military and patriotism; invokes minstrel music and American hillbilly folk.  (Woody Allen quotes)

‘A Night at the Opera’ 1935.

The famous Stateroom Scene

Anarchy reigns: the destruction of the performance of (rich people’s = Marguerite Dumont’s) opera, Verdi’s ‘Il Trovatore’, by Chico and Harpo –  ends the film.
‘A Day at the Races’ 1937

Groucho mocks romantic seduction behavior; Chico and Harpo add to absurdity and hilarity when they enter at the end.

Movies become (much) weaker in the 40s; Groucho ends up on TV, ‘You Bet Your Life”.
