
Margaret Dale

Margaret Dale, who died on January 28 aged 87, was a Sadler's Wells Ballet dancer who
became Britain's most distinguished producer of ballet for television, making more
than 60 programmes in an era that is often considered ballet's golden age.
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She performed in the premieres of many of Frederick Ashton's early works during and
after the war. In 1941 she was one of the adolescent lovers in The Wanderer, when her
schoolgirl dress caused a row between Ashton and his designer, the artist Graham
Sutherland.

The dancers, who had rehearsed in practice clothes, went on strike when they saw
what they were to wear: for the men, khaki shorts with bare legs ("suggestions of the
Boy Scouts movement or even the Hitler Youth", observed Ashton's biographer David
Vaughan); and for Margaret Dale, a dress that made her look like "a bridesmaid from
Palmer's Green". Ashton modiWed the costumes, and Sutherland never again designed
for the stage.

Born Margaret Elisabeth Bolam in Newcastle-upon-Tyne on December 30 1922, she
studied ballet with Nellie Potts and at Sadler's Wells School before joining the company
at the age of 17. Her talent for character-playing rapidly won her notice but she was also
a good classicist: as a fairy soloist in the celebrated Sleeping Beauty with Fonteyn that
reopened the Royal Opera House in 1946; as the Sugar Plum Fairy; and as Swanilda in
Coppelia.

In 1953 Margaret Dale made her choreographic debut, creating a Sherlock Holmes
ballet, The Great Detective, in which she cast the future star choreographer Kenneth
MacMillan in a double role as Holmes and his nemesis Moriarty.

The result, which included a "Dance of Deduction", was notable more for highlighting
MacMillan's split personality (which would rapidly emerge in his own ballets a few
years later) than for any evidence of Dale's choreographic aptitude. "I was very
miserable, because I knew it was bad," she said a decade later. "Then I began to realise
what a bossy nature I had. I thought maybe I could produce people."

The invitation to create six little ballets for children's television led, in 1954, to her
decision to train as a BBC producer. There she invited Kenneth MacMillan to create a
half-hour ballet for television. This was Turned Out Proud, for the weekly Music at Ten

slot, and she and MacMillan sifted through the corporation's record collection to create
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slot, and she and MacMillan sifted through the corporation's record collection to create
a musical score.

Although the BBC's music controller was "bewildered" by the result, and the Musicians'
Union protested at the use of recorded material, Margaret Dale used these concerns to
ask for, and be granted, permission to use live music for MacMillan's much darker and
more ambitious Sadler's Wells ballet, House of Birds, transmitted live in 1956.

She also set up a studio session with the Bolshoi Ballet in the lakeside act of Swan Lake

during their famous 1956 debut tour to London. This attracted 12 million viewers, and
was the Wrst of several television Wlms she made during visits to London by the Bolshoi
and the Kirov.

Margaret Dale also adapted many classic ballets for television, starting in 1957 with
Coppelia, starring Nadia Nerina. Others included Giselle, Ashton's La Blle mal gardée

and John Cranko's Onegin, whose 37-minute abridgement in 1966 was thought by some
to be better than the stage version.

In 1962 the BBC contracted Margaret Dale to Wlm nine one-act productions with the
Royal Ballet over three years, among them Dame Ninette de Valois's The Rake's Progress

and Checkmate, and Ashton's Les Rendezvous, The Dream and Monotones, several with
original casts. She also produced live broadcasts of Western Theatre Ballet in Walter
Gore's Street Games and Peter Darrell's Houseparty.

Margaret Dale was hard-headed about the eeect of television on how ballet looked. For
black-and-white studio Wlming many stage costumes and sets caused problems – in
Checkmate, for example, the red chess pieces had to be re-dressed in yellow.

While the average audience for a ballet transmission then was four million, Margaret
Dale pointed out that the Wgure amounted to 2,000 opera house sell-outs.

Her documentaries for the BBC's Monitor and Omnibus arts programmes included
features on de Valois, Rudolf Nureyev and Léonide Massine; the Varna International
Ballet Competition; and the 50th anniversary of Ballet Rambert. Her Wnal programme,
in 1976, was on Gene Kelly.

After retiring from the BBC, Margaret Dale taught in Canada, chairing the department
of dance at York University, Toronto.

Margaret Dale was married and divorced; there were no children.
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