Different Drummer

The Life of Kenneth MacMillan

Later this month, Faber and Faber publish a new biography
of Sir Kenneth MacMillan, commemorating what would have
been the choreographer’s 80th birthday on December 11.
Here, Jann Parry gives an insight into the research

process she undertook while preparing to write the book

en | started reviewing

dance in the early 1980s,

I was ambivalent about

Kenneth MacMillan’s
ballets. I'd always enjoyed his Romeo
and Juliet and Manon but couldn’t
yet come to terms with Mayerling,
let alone his 1980s works — Isadora,
Orpheus, Valley of Shadows and
Different Drummer. MacMillan was
challenging audiences, to put it mildly.
He had resigned as artistic director of
The Royal Ballet in 1977 and went on
to make the works he felt compelled
to create. He saw no reason to oblige

the conventional expectations of Royal
Opera House ballet-goers — or critics.

He became so fed up with hostile
criticism of his ballets that he eagerly
accepted American Ballet Theatre’s
invitation in 1984 to spend more time in
the US as the company’s artistic associate.
Although he supervised productions of his
existing works, he created no new ones
for The Royal Ballet for five years, apart
from revised choreography for his 1960
version of Le Baiser de la fée. That was
a reminder, in 1986, of how inventive he
could be as a neo-classical choreographer,
rather than a mainly expressionist one.

He re-emerged as a formidable
creative force at the time of his 60th
birthday with The Prince of the Pagodas
at the end of 1989. He had suffered
a heart attack in Australia, while on
tour with The Royal Ballet, and could
work only a limited number of hours
in the rehearsal room, so the three-act
ballet took a long time to finish. He
had ended his transatlantic association
with ABT and devoted his energies
to The Royal Ballet, following The
Prince of the Pagodas with Winter
Dreams and The Judas Tree.

By then, fascinated by the variety
of subjects and choreographic styles
he could encompass, I was seeing his
ballets with different eyes. He welcomed
my review of The Judas Treein The
Observer and rang me up to say so. It
turned out to be his last ballet, for he
died seven months later during the first
night of a revival of Mayerling on October
29, 1992. Some years later, his widow
Deborah asked me whether I would be
interested in writing his biography.

There had been an earlier biography
in 1985 by Edward Thorpe, then dance
critic of the Evening Standard and
married to Gillian Freeman, the scenarist
for two of MacMillan’s ballets. The book
was now out of date, hampered by the
haste with which Thorpe had been obliged
by his publisher to write it, as well as
by MacMillan’s reluctance to talk about
his past. I was fortunate in that Deborah
MacMillan was prepared to hand over
the papers her husband had hoarded
for years — early scrapbooks, letters to
him, and drafts of letters by him, as well
as diaries and his own attempts at a
record of his childhood. He had started
to write his memoirs in the last year of
his life but had given up, frustrated by his
difficulties in expressing himself in words.

Using his memoir and Thorpe’s
biography as guidelines, I delved into
young Kenneth’s background. The
Family Records Centre, where registers
of births, deaths and national censuses
were kept, used to be in Islington,
handy for visits to Sadler’s Wells. The
Scottish equivalent could be consulted
during visits to the Edinburgh Festival,
though I needed the help of a Scottish
genealogist to track down the right
branch of the MacMillan clan.

Although Kenneth was born in
Dunfermline (as were Moira Shearer
and Donald Macleary), he grew up in
Great Yarmouth, where his mother’s
family lived. I had the invaluable help
of Cecilia Ebbage, a resident of nearby
Gorleston-on-Sea who had set up a
scholarship fund in MacMillan’s memory.
Then in her eighties, she acted as my
Miss Marple, putting me in touch with
people who had responded to her request
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Right, Kenneth MacMillan
rehearsing Romeo and Juliet with
Rudolf Nureyev and Margot Fonteyn.
Photograph by Frederika Davis.

in the local newspaper for the
names of anyone who had
known him as a boy. She sifted
through the replies and told
me how to find the addresses,
including places Kenneth had
described in his memoir.

He and other Yarmouth
children had been evacuated
during World War II to the
East Midlands, and survivors’
recollections of that experience
were still vivid. Great
Yarmouth Grammar School
had been relocated to Retford
in Northamptonshire, where
the boys were billeted with
“foster parents”in term time,
returning home for the holidays
to endure the Luftwaffe’s
bombing of Great Yarmouth.

I discovered from back
copies of the Retford Times
that Kenneth MacMillan had
performed in numerous dance concerts
and competitions, before passing his first
Royal Academy of Dancing ballet exam
with Honours. His dancing activities
can’t have been quite the secret from the
rest of the school that he always claimed.
Nor was he the lonely outsider I had
imagined. He had good friends among the
schoolboys and was popular with the girls
in Miss Thomas’ dance troupe in Retford.
Joan Thomas, his first ballet teacher, and
her “girls” were a fount of information
about Kenneth up to the age of 14.

That was when he and the grammar
school returned to Yarmouth and he
needed to find his next ballet teacher. He
had seen an advertisement in the Dancing
Times offering scholarships for promising
boys to the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School.
Ninette de Valois was desperate for young
men to replace those she had lost to
wartime recruitment — and Kenneth was
determined on pursuing a career in the
theatre. His mother had died when he was
12 and he wanted to escape from a bleak
home life in East Anglia. Miss Phyllis
Adams provided the key. Her daughter
Wendy Roche told me about Kenneth’s
private ballet lessons with her mother,
who passed him on to de Valois when he
was 15. He had forged his father’s name
on a letter asking for an audition, but I
can’t believe de Valois was fooled for a
moment by the youthful handwriting.

Once he had found himself among
soulmates at Sadler’s Wells, it was simple
to keep track of his development as a
dancer, then as a choreographer. The
ex-dancers’ network is a strong one and
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it extends across the world. I was able to
contact people who had known him from
the mid-1940s onwards, on tour with both
Sadler’s Wells companies, then as a guest
choreographer in New York, Copenhagen
and Stuttgart. After his international
success with Romeo and Juliet, his time
as artistic director of the Deutsche Oper
Ballet in West Berlin (1966-1969) had
been an unhappy one for him. Colleagues
from that era in the divided city were
able to give me their perspectives on

a strange period in all their lives.

He returned to become the first
home-grown director of The Royal
Ballet, facing resentment from Ashton’s
supporters and difficult relationships with
the Royal Opera House establishment.
MacMillan may have had a tendency
to paranoia, but he had cause to feel
mistrusted. He found personal happiness,
however, with Deborah and their
daughter Charlotte, becoming a family
man in his forties. When Deborah lent
me Kenneth’s unread diaries, I found
that he mentioned her and Charlotte
lovingly in nearly every entry.

As a record of his choreographic
inspiration, however, the diaries were
unenlightening. “Bad rehearsal. Scrapped
everything I did. Don’t know what to
do” was typical. His ballets are more
revealing than anything he could put
into words, which is why I hope this
biography will send readers to see and
re-see them in performance. I have
described how they came into being,
and the influences that may have
informed his creative process, but the
ballets remain his true testament. m

WIN

Faber and Faber have kindly offered
Dancing Times five copies of Different
Drummer, The Life of Kenneth MacMillan
as a competition prize. To win a copy, send
your answer to the following question

to our usual address on page 4, or email
competitions@dancing-times.co.uk:
What is the name of MacMillan’s last
ballet? The closing date is September 30,
and please remember to include your
postal address along with your answer.
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