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The Best of MGM'’s Movie Musicals

Class 8: Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954)
OLLI at Duke ¢ Spring Term 2026 ¢ Alan Teasley, Instructor

Today’s Opening Number
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https://youtu.be/AO--I4uxDqU?si=x-pF2RQV9-cY8gth&t=60

Today’s Focus

You will know:

e The creators, stars, plot, score, and choreography of Seven
Brides for Seven Brothers (1954)

® The source of the film: a short story by Stephen Vincent
Benét, based in turn on a Roman legend

e The many contributions of lyricist Johnny Mercer to the Great
American Songbook

You will appreciate:
e The singing of Howard Keel and Jane Powell

e Michael Kidd’s “no dancing” choreography for the film

e (Cinematic aspects of the film’s musical numbers—including
the use of the widescreen CinemaScope format

You will experience:
e Fun—with maybe a bit of cringe

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:
®  Producer: Jack Cummings (MGM)
Director: Stanley Donen

Screenplay by: Albert Hackett & Frances Goodrich and
Dorothy Kingsley, based on the story “The Sobbin’
Women” by Stephen Vincent Benét

'E@[‘].rg)“ ® Lyrics by: Johnny Mercer ® Music by: Gene de Paul

SEWEH , ® Choreography by: Michael Kidd
BROTHERS <. R

Cinematography by: George J. Folsey

Art Directors: Gedric Gibbons, Urie McCleary
® Costume Designer: Walter Plunkett

® Editor: Ralph E. Winters

® CAST: Jane Powell, Howard Keel, Jeff Richards, Russ
Tamblyn, Tommy Rall, Marc Platt, Matt Mattox,
M 0 Jacques d’Amboise, Virginia Gibson, Julie Newmar

§— s BUDGET vs. GROSS: $2.5M ¢ $9.4M




Stanley Donen (1924-2019)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Film producer, director, choreographer, stage

director, actor, dancer

Born in Columbia, SC; lonely, unhappy and

bullied by antisemitic classmates

Escaped to the movies

With Gene Kelly directed On the Town,
Singin’ in the Rain, and It’s Always Fair

Weather

Also directed the musicals Royal Wedding,
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers,
Funny Face and Damn Yankees

Received honorary Academy Award in 1998

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Stage & screen actor, dancer, choreographer
and director

First choreographer to win five Tony Awards:
Finian’s Rainbow, Guys and Dolls,
Can-Can, Li’l Abner, Destry Rides
Again

Choreographed 10 feature films, including

The Band Wagon, Seven Brides for

Seven Brothers, Guys and Dolls, Li’l
Abner, and Hello Dolly!

In 1997 he received an honorary Academy
Award “in recognition of his services to the
art of dance in the art of the screen.”




Gene de Paul (1919-1988)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

e Pianist, composer, songwriter

e Born in New York City, served in the Army
during World War Il

o Worked with lyricists Johnny Mercer, Carolyn
Leigh, Don Raye, and others

o Composed scores for Hollywood studies such
as Universal, Walt Disney & MGM

® For Disney: Alice in Wonderland and The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow

® For MGM: Seven Brides for Seven
Brothers (1954, with Johnny Mercer)

e For Broadway: Li’l Abner (1956, with Johnny
Mercer)

Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER

e Born in Savannah, GA

e Father was a prominent attorney & real
estate developer, and mother worked as his
secretary. Both like to sing.

o Mercer liked music as a small child; an aunt
took him to vaudeville and minstrel shows.

e (Grew up with African-American playmates
and servants, was exposed to Black church
music and jazz

e No formal musical training, but more drawn
to creating words and singing than to
composing

e Moved to New York City at age 19




Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

e Began acting in small parts

e Met Eddie Cantor, who encouraged his
songwriting

e In 1930 placed his first song in a show-The
Garrick Gaities

e First Tin Pan Alley hit song was “Lazybones”
with Hoagy Carmichael (1933)

¢ Moved to Hollywood in 1935

¢ “I'm an Old Cowhand from the Rio Grande”—
for which he wrote music and lyrics—really
took off after it was performed by Bing
Crosby in a 1936 film.

e He began working for Warner Bros. in 1937.

Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

COLLABORATING COMPOSERS:

e Everett Miller ¢ Harry Warren
e Hoagy Carmichael e Harold Arlen
e Robert Emmett Dolan e Bill Finnigan
e Jerome Kern ¢ Doris Tauber
e Saul Chaplin ¢ Rube Bloom
e Richard Whiting ¢ Gene de Paul
e Matty Malneck ¢ John Williams

o Victor Schertzinger e Johnny Mandel

® Henry Mancini




BROADWAY SHOWS:

Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

Garrick Gaities (1930, one song)

St. Louis Woman (1946, Harold Arlen)
Texas, Li’l Darlin’ (1949, Robert E. Dolan)
Top Banana (1951, also composer)

Li’l Abner (1956, Gene de Paul)
Saratoga (1959, Harold Arlen)

Foxy (1964, Robert Emmett Dolan)

FILM SCORES:

Hollywood Hotel (1937)

Going Places (1938)

The Harvey Girls (1946)

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954)
Merry Andrew (1958)

Li’l Abner (1959)

Daddy Long Legs (1955)

Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961)

Days of Wine and Roses (1962)
Charade (1963)




Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

FOUR OSCAR-WINNING SONGS:
Song title (film, year, lyricist)

® “On the Atchison, Topeka & the Santa Fe”
(The Harvey Girls, 1946, Harry Warren)

e “In the Cool, Cool, Cool of the Evening”
(Here Comes the Groom, 1951,
Hoagy Carmichael)

® “Moon River” (Breakfast at Tiffany’s,
1961, Henry Mancini)

e “Days of Wine and Roses” (Days of
Wine and Roses, 1962, Henry Mancini)

Plus 14 additional nominations!

Johnny Mercer (1909-1976)

ADDITIONAL SONGS:
“I'm an Old Cowhand”
“Goody Goody”

e “Too Marvelous for Words”

e “Hooray for Hollywood”

e “Jeepers Creepers”

o “You Must Have Been A Beautiful Baby”

e “Blues in the Night”

e “One More for My Baby (And one more .. .)”
e ‘“Ac-cent-Tchu-Ate the Positive”

e “Come Rain or Come Shine”

e “Skylark”




Production Background
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Produced & Directed by Scot Benson
© 2004 *Turner Entertainment Company ¢ [17:20]

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1953):

Songs

Lyrics Johnny Mercer &
Music by Gene de Paul:

® “Bless Yore Beautiful Hide”
® “Wonderful, Wonderful Day”
® “When You’re in Love”

® “Goin’ GCo’tin’”

® “Lonesome Polecat”

® “Sobbin’ Women”

® “June Bride”

® “Spring, Spring, Spring”




“Bless Yore Beautiful Hide”

Howard Keel
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) ¢ [2:40]

“Wonderful, Wonderful Day”

Jane Powell
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) » [2:18]



https://youtu.be/RvZUk4gyY1s?si=DKrZFfpTCV7ZqDsp
https://youtu.be/VAAWFC6E-O4?si=dHXiFYRuuSPTUjw8&t=4

“Goin’ Co’'tin’”’

Jane Powell & Brothers
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) ¢ [3:49]

“Barnraising Dance”

Company
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) ¢ [6:27]



https://youtu.be/HvD325JpTrU?si=FdKIajHQyZ9yJJi3
https://youtu.be/QbzJtP75NqM?si=ayTX6DX466zNZUz-

“Lonesome Polecat”

Jeff Richards, Russ Tamblyn, Tommy Rall, Marc Platt, Matt Mattox &
Jacques d’Amboise ® Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) ¢ [3:45]

‘June Bride”

The (Future) Brides
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) ¢ [4:15]



https://youtu.be/q9-jbBbjLUc?si=pXl5z5vtYmkXutJK
https://youtu.be/QuvLR_lcnbI?si=MXUMlTmUU1zoxOMq

Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954): Honors

o Bre Mk ,‘9 ””%m , 1955 Academy Awards: 1 Win

® Best,Scoring of a Musical Picture: Adolph
Deutsch and Saul Chaplin

1955 Academy Awards: 5 Nominations
Best Motion Picture
'E@ﬂ@ﬂ{t}\; ® Best Screenplay: Albert Hackett, Frances
¥ 553'53%{:1 ‘ Goodrich, and Dorothy Kingsley
BROTHERS ¢ ® Best Cinematography-Color: George Folsey

® Best Film Editing: Ralph E. Winters
1955 Writers Guild of America: Winner

® Best Written American Musical: Albert Hackett,
Frances Goodrich, and Dorothy Kingsley

2004 National Film Registry

“? I)« iuﬂ I[N AREH

R ®  One of 25 films inducted in 1995

The Appeal of
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers

o “lItis hardly the sturdiest of stories, and the
production was far from lavish in the MGM manner,
but the film has a freshness and a buoyancy that
make it irresistible.

e “The Gene de Paul-Johnny Mercer songs are well
above average, and with much of the singing done
by Howard Keel and Jane Powell (in her best screen
performance), they are in good hands.

e “Unquestionably, the most outstanding feature of
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers is its
dancing. All the players move rhythmically
throughout the film, with a grace and an ease that : ;
keep the situations from sinking irretrievably into S s

coyness.” —Ted Sennett, Hollywood
Musicals (Abrams, 1981)




The Appeal of
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers

e “Not coincidentally, the roles of Keel’s brothers were cast largely with professional
dancers, including Jacques d’Amboise, Tommy Rall, Marc Platt, and Russ Tamblyn,
and they dance up a storm at every opportunity.

o “The highlight—and one of the great musical numbers in film—is the barn-raising
sequence ... a truly breathtaking display of acrobatic leaps and ballet steps.”

—Ted Sennett, Hollywood Musicals (Abrams, 1981)

Preview of Class 9:
Gigi

Links to lyrics and playlists will be on the course website by Sunday evening.



https://www.musicals-101.com

