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Matt Mattox

Matt Mattox, who has died aged 91, was a jazz dancer who performed the spectacular
highlight of the movie musical Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, performing split leaps
over workbenches as the eldest of a pack of athletic, love-hungry brothers in the Wild
West.
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He was also a sought-after partner to Hollywood’s leading actresses when they
strapped on their dance shoes - from Cyd Charisse in The Band Wagon to Marilyn
Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.

A star performer fated never to be a named character in Hollywood musicals, Mattox
had a strikingly wiry, athletic frame and a remarkably fast way of moving . As a result he
was top of the list for the leading choreographers in most of the golden-period
musicals.

Born Harold Mattox on August 18 1921 in Tulsa, Oklahoma, he took tap and ballet
lessons locally from the age of 11. His teachers included the jazz dance pioneer Jack
Cole, and Eugene Loring, a major Hollywood film choreographer in the 1930s and
1940s. Both championed a dynamic new “freestyle” dance style that took in black tap,
Spanish dance, Russian folk dance, European radical modernism and ballet in a potent
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new theatrical fusion whose athletism swiftly came to define Broadway musicals.

Mattox attended San Bernardino College, California, and served as a pilot in the US
Army during the Second World War. In 1944 he was contracted by MGM to dance in
their films and, thanks to his early recognition from Cole and Loring, soon entered the
elite band of first-choice dancers for film and Broadway. In the course of his 25-year
Hollywood career, he featured as a dancer in more than 20 movies. He also appeared in
many shows on Broadway.

Under Jack Cole’s direction he appeared in the stage show Magdalena (1948) and the
Howard Hawks film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953). The even more popular
choreographer Michael Kidd featured Mattox’s outstanding athletic and jazz skills in
his dance ensembles in the stage show Guys and Dolls (1950) and the Fred Astaire film
The Band Wagon (1953), where he partnered Cyd Charisse in the ballet sequence.

But Matt Mattox will be most widely remembered for his startling all-round
performance as Caleb, the oldest of the rowdy Pontipee brothers in the much-loved
MGM film Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954).

Even though the cast included a New York City Ballet star (Jacques d’Amboise), it was
the bearded Mattox whose acrobatics in the barn dance are often rated the highlight of
one of the best dance musicals ever filmed. He also led the singing and some nifty axe-
wielding in the Pontipee brothers’ forlorn lament Lonesome Polecat.

He appeared often on television dance shows, such as the concert series The Bell
Telephone Hour (which exposed everything from classical ballet to edgy jazz); and in
1965 Mattox featured as himself in Hoagy Carmichael’s Musical Tour of Tin Pan Alley.

In 1964 he was voted Choreographer of the Year by the Dance Masters of America,
which represents teachers, performers and producers across America.

He also became known for his unusual and stimulating dance teaching of a versatile
and eclectic “freestyle” technique. After shooting Song of Norway in 1970, he moved to
London where he founded the Jazzart ensemble, performing at the Edinburgh Festival.

In 1975 he moved Jazzart to Paris, after meeting the Catalan jazz dancer Martine
Limeul. Having divorced his wife, the Broadway actress Jean Marie Caples, who
performed as Jean Mattox, he moved with Limeul to southern France. They married in
1981, establishing the Matt and Martine Mattox dance school, where he demanded that
his students “live what you are doing as a dancer. Don’t be a moving statue. Look as if
you're having a ball”

In 1994 the French government appointed him a Chevalier de I'Ordre des Arts et des
Lettres.

Matt Mattox was thrice married and had seven children.

Matt Mattox, born August 18 1921, died February 18 2013



