
Alexander Grant

Alexander Grant, who died on September 30 aged 86, was the Royal Ballet’s most
remarkable actor-dancer in its golden period from the 1940s to the 1960s.
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Grant created such indelible roles on stage as the lovable simpleton Alain in La Fille mal
gardée; Bottom in The Dream (dancing on point); the Pirate Chief who raped Margot
Fonteyn in Daphnis and Chloe; and an apparently nude Eros in Sylvia.

These, and many of his other great performances, were in ballets by the Royal Ballet’s

choreographer Frederick Ashton, who would fall deeply in love with Grant. If Fonteyn
was Ashton’s muse for female roles, Grant’s inVuence on Ashton’s more unorthodox
male characters was no less important.

As a dancer, Grant’s brilliance was recognised very early in the Sadler’s Wells Ballet;
people there described him as “like a puppy dog”, and he was one of the company’s
most popular members. The great American critic Edwin Denby saw in his dancing
“the beautiful suspense of an animal pounce”, and his youthful bravura was enshrined
in the scorching solo of leaps and turns created for him by Ashton as Spirit of the Fire in
Homage to the Queen, the ballet made for the Queen’s Coronation in 1953.
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Homage to the Queen, the ballet made for the Queen’s Coronation in 1953.

As a comic mime, he was generally thought to be unsurpassed, able to invest the most
eccentric roles with true pathos; and while this aspect of his performance became
celebrated worldwide, most men in the company knew that he also outdanced them in
classical roles. Michael Somes, Margot Fonteyn’s chief partner, poured a jug of water
over Grant’s head after Sadler’s Wells Ballet’s dazzling debut in Los Angeles —
“Professional jealousy, I suppose,” Grant observed.

Grant’s activities were just as colourful o`stage as on. He “always felt a bit guilty”, he
said, for introducing Rudolf Nureyev and Margot Fonteyn to the hippie area of San
Francisco, Haight-Ashbury, where in 1967 they were caught up in a police drugs raid
and jailed overnight.

Alexander Grant was born on February 22 1925 in Wellington, New Zealand, the son of
hoteliers. He was one of two brothers who would become major names in the Royal
Ballet: Garry Grant, 15 years younger than Alexander, later took over many of his parts.
Alexander resolved to become a dancer when he was six. Inspired by the rare tours of
émigré Russians to the islands, he studied ballet at Wellington College, and won a
scholarship to the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School in 1944. Because it was wartime, the
London company was short of men, and Grant was swiftly taken into the company
itself.

Two years later the former Diaghilev choreographer Léonide Massine came to London
to stage Mam’zelle Angot, decorated by André Derain. Massine seized on Grant for the
virtuosic central role of the amorous Barber, and it made the young dancer a star.
Massine and Grant had much less success with a Scottish-themed follow-up, Donald of
the Burthens, designed and composed by Scottish artists, with Grant as the kilted
Donald threatened by Beryl Grey as the fgure of Death.

Above all Grant’s distinction as a classical dancer, combined with his mastery of
character, enabled Ashton to develop what were usually subsidiary supporting roles –
the bravura trick soloists – into key players in the main drama, often introducing a
provocative sexual charge.

As a young man Grant was lusted after by both sexes, as well as by Ashton himself. As
the Pirate Chief in Daphnis and Chloe (1951), the dancer described his orders: “I used to
have to rush on stage, pick Margot up with one hand and run o` with her, and then ...
swing her round and round, throw her on the Voor and proceed to jump all over her.”
The swooning fans who gathered at the stage door to catch a glimpse of him were
astonished to fnd how short he was.

In Sylvia (1952) he had to stand immobile through most of Act 1, resembling a naked
stone statue of the love-god Eros; when he suddenly moved, it created a shock much
enjoyed by the audience. Ashton then cast him as the sailor hero of a Madam ButterVy-
like ballet, now lost. This was Madame Chrysanthème, with an Alan Rawsthorne score
and a Nagasaki setting, in which Grant’s insouciance underscored the tragedy of the
Japanese geisha whom he betrayed.

In 1957 Grant was closely involved with the gestation of Ashton’s ballet Ondine, as the



composer, Hans Werner Henze, stayed in his Battersea house while Ashton and Grant
worked on what would be a very radical rewriting of the classical ballet idea. Grant
himself danced the Mediterranean Sea god Tirrenio, in a stormy whirl of green
seaweed-like costume ravishingly designed by Lila de Nobili.

His superb incarnation of the puppet Petrushka and his eccentric Dr Coppelius in
Coppelia laid the foundation for the two most famous character roles Ashton then
created for him: as the capering halfwit Alain in La Fille mal gardée (1960), and Bottom
the Weaver in The Dream (1964).

In the frst, sporting topknotted hair, he turned gawky cartwheels and conveyed a vain
hope of love, fnding solace in his red umbrella when spurned. In the second he turned
a few short minutes, as Bottom wears a donkey’s head and capers about in point shoes,
into a cameo of great pathos as well as comedy.

When Ashton died he bequeathed the ownership of La Fille mal gardée to Grant, and its
popularity kept him busy staging it globally, from the Bolshoi Ballet to the National
Ballet of Canada, where he was artistic director from 1976 to 1983.

Grant continued to perform character roles created for him by Ashton, requiring less

active dancing but no less powerful characterisation. He was the blustering William
Meath Baker in Enigma Variations (1968) and the dejected husband Yslaev in A Month
in the Country (1976), opposite Lynn Seymour.

Arguably, the frequency and power with which “older man” roles recurred in British
choreography by Ashton and his successor Kenneth MacMillan could be traced to the
conviction and stage presence brought to bear by Grant.

He was a keen collaborator on Ashton’s 1971 flm Tales of Beatrix Potter, in which he
performed Pigling Bland, repeating his feat from The Dream by dancing on point while
wearing an enormous animal head. The following year, Grant became director of the
Royal Ballet’s outreach wing, Ballet For All, and was asked to take over leadership of the
National Ballet of Canada four years later.

There he was sometimes accused of overloading the repertoire with Ashton ballets, but
by the time he left in 1983 the Canadian Ballet also had a wide international modern
ballet repertoire that included work by Kenneth MacMillan, Maurice Béjart, Jerome
Robbins and rising home-grown talent such as the later NBC director James Kudelka.

On his return to Britain, Grant was an extremely popular guest, in 1984 dancing the
Dago in Ashton’s evergreen early hit Façade at the choreographer’s 80th birthday gala
at Covent Garden. Grant also had character roles with London Festival Ballet, such as
Dr Drosselmeyer in The Nutcracker and Madge the Witch in La Sylphide.

Alexander Grant is survived by his companion of more than 50 years, Jean-Pierre
Gasquet, and by his brother Garry.


