
Georgina Parkinson

Georgina Parkinson, who died on December 18 aged 71, was a principal ballerina with
the Royal Ballet before spending three decades as the acclaimed ballet mistress of New
York's leading company, American Ballet Theatre.

20 December 2009 • 6:57pm

A tall, beautiful and intelligent brunette, she had an elegance much prized by
choreographers – in particular Kenneth MacMillan, who created several roles for her,
and often relied on her to see him through personal crises.

Often cast as wives and mothers, rather than as ingénues or mistresses, Georgina

Parkinson brought a wit and stylishness to her characterisations that also caught the
eye of Frederick Ashton.

Even more decisive for her career was the bond she forged with Nijinsky's sister, the
renowned modernist choreographer Bronislava Nijinska, who found in Georgina
Parkinson the ideal embodiment of a strange, androgynous and mysteriously erotic Girl
in Blue in her masterpiece about polite society, Les Biches. When Nijinska came to teach
it to the Royal Ballet in 1964, Georgina Parkinson was seen in a very short dark-blue
velvet tunic and gloves, her long legs and beautiful feet fully visible, with her eyes
heavily surrounded by black.
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heavily surrounded by black.

Born in Brighton on August 20 1938, Georgina Parkinson was the daughter of a
bookmaker whose ill fortune and gambling habit rapidly led the family into penury. As
a girl Georgina was good at ice-skating and gymnastics, but it was when the nuns at her
convent school in Rottingdean noticed the pronounced curve of her instep that they
told her parents she should study ballet; God had not given her beautiful feet for no
reason, they said. Due to the family's circumstances, however, it was essential for the
girl to win a scholarship to the Sadler's Wells Ballet School.

She won her place, she later recalled, on the strength of a single arabesque. In the
packed audition studio, Ninette de Valois, the Royal Ballet's founder, singled her out
and asked her to strike the pose. It was enough, and Georgina joined the school. Aged
only 15 she was taken into the company itself, then directed by de Valois but soon to be
run by Frederick Ashton, who promoted her to Principal in 1962.

Georgina Parkinson showed a particular a^nity with new work by the Royal Ballet's
choreographers, rather than with classical roles, in which she felt herself inadequate
for the top _ight. John Cranko, who had left the London company to become Stuttgart
Ballet's director, made her his Chloe in his 1962 creation Daphnis and Chloe. MacMillan
created roles for her in Symphony (1963) and in his celebrated 1965 Romeo and Juliet, in
which she was Rosaline.

She became a soulmate of MacMillan, and during the late 1960s, when the
choreographer became director of the Berlin Opera Ballet and underwent a prolonged
crisis of ill health and alcoholism, Georgina Parkinson was the friend to whom he
turned; he often took up residence for long periods at her house in Battersea. "He was
in a bad way and we were his support system," remembered Georgina Parkinson, who
had by then married the photographer Roy Round.

Twice MacMillan asked her to come to his rescue in leading roles abroad: when a crisis
appeared to be looming over the 1967 premiere of his Anastasia in Berlin, he asked her
to quit a Royal Ballet tour in Canada and rehearse to take over the lead. In the event she
was not needed, and performed the lead in Solitaire instead. MacMillan thanked her for
her tolerance by casting her as Juliet on the hrst night of the Royal Swedish Ballet
production of Romeo and Juliet.

Meanwhile, at the Royal Ballet, Ashton chose her in 1966 as one of the Muses when the
company acquired Balanchine's masterpiece Apollo. In the same year Ashton featured
her in Monotones I, and in 1968 created for her the role of Winifred Norbury in Enigma
Variations.

Although Georgina Parkinson never considered herself outstanding as a classical
ballerina, she successfully danced the lead in Swan Lake and the demanding second
ballerina role, Myrtha, in Giselle. When the Royal Ballet staged a new Sleeping Beauty in
1972, Richard Buckle noted her "sudden changes of direction and elegant wrists" and
described the entire experience as "seeing stars".

Even when well into her thirties, Georgina Parkinson was an essential "mother hgure"
in several of MacMillan's narrative ballets: she was the Tsarina in the three-act revision



of Anastasia in 1971, and the seductive Governor's mistress in the hrst unrevised
version of Manon in 1974. In 1978 she had perhaps the most signihcant created role of
her career, in MacMillan's Mayerling, playing the Empress Elizabeth whose rejection of
her son, Crown Prince Rudolf, is the engine of his lethal madness.

In the early 1970s MacMillan asked Georgina Parkinson to accompany him to New York
to teach Mikhail Baryshnikov Romeo and Juliet for the making of Herbert Ross's feature
hlm The Turning Point. She was invited to stay on at the American Ballet Theatre as
coach, and in 1978 she and her family moved to New York.

She was ABT's ballet mistress for more than 30 years, while continuing to play "mother"
roles on stage. There was also renewed interest from choreographers, and she was Mrs
Harriman in Everlast for Twyla Tharp, and the soldier's mother for Alexei Ratmansky in
On the Dnieper.

Georgina Parkinson described British and American dancers as "dijerent breeds". The
Americans were "hungrier, desperate for knowledge" and had "a certain conhdence".
But she felt that the Royal Ballet would give more time to ensure the proper staging of a
ballet.

She is survived by her husband and her son Tobias, who is married to the Royal Ballet
principal Leanne Benjamin.
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