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John Percival

John Percival, who has died aged 85, was probably the most influential observer of the
explosive development of 20th-century British dance.
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When the young Rudolf Nureyev defected to the West, Percival befriended him and
later became his first biographer , revealing the conditions in Soviet Russia from which
Nureyev had emerged and illuminating for the public his artistic motivation.

As The Times’s chief dance critic for more than three decades, Percival also shaped

opinion both in Britain and America, wielding considerable clout in the heated debates
of the 1970s about performances of the Royal Ballet under its choreographer-director
Kenneth MacMillan.

Percival made enemies with his robust views about what he saw as the decline in the
Covent Garden company. After one particularly hostile review, the Royal Opera House
chairman even felt moved to write to The Times to complain about what he saw as a
plot to destabilise MacMillan and replace him with Nureyev.

John Percival was born in London on March 16 1927 and educated in Walthamstow. He
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saw his first ballet when he was 16 and determined to be a critic. On going up to St
Catherine’s College, Oxford, where he read English, he found like minds in four other
undergraduates, who would later also become prominent dance critics.

Among them was Clive Barnes, who would go on to write for The New York Times. The
pair edited Arabesque, the magazine of the University Ballet Club, and presented a
small touring company, which gave Percival a valuable insight into the business end of
dance presentation.

Both he and Barnes found roles with London County Council, and Percival’s day-job
remained in London local government until he retired in 1991. In the evenings and at
weekends, however, he worked as a freelance critic for various papers, reviewing the
early phase of the fast-rising Sadler’s Wells Ballet and the many foreign companies
visiting London after the war.

He and Barnes soon became frequent contributors to the new monthly Dance and
Dancers, a magazine which, from 1951 until its closure in 1995, was the major
publication of record about the British dance scene. “Always we wanted to encourage
people to enjoy dance, and in particular to draw attention to what we especially
admired,” Percival said.

He saw the first performances in Britain of the New York City Ballet, the new French
ballet of Roland Petit, the Bolshoi, and the Martha Graham and Pina Bausch
contemporary dance troupes, and he took a keen interest in Britain’s regional ballet. By
1960 he was an established voice, and in 1964 he was appointed to The Times.

During his time there he enthusiastically advocated American modernists such as Paul
Taylor and Twyla Tharp, and highlighted young British experimentalists such as
Jonathan Burrows, Siobhan Davies and Michael Clark. But he became infamous during
the hostilities that erupted at the Royal Ballet in the 1970s.

A strong admirer of the choreographies of Frederick Ashton, then the Royal Ballet’s
director, he was much less supportive of the rising Kenneth MacMillan, and when
MacMillan succeeded Ashton in 1970, Percival became known inside Covent Garden as
“poisonous Perce”.

Percival maintained that it was only MacMillan’s full-evening story ballets that he
considered overrated, but lines became bitterly drawn, with Percival and Barnes
perceived as having a powerful influence on the American reception of the Royal
Ballet’s all-important tours there.

However, Percival was equally trenchant about MacMillan’s successors, considering
Anthony Dowell a “disastrous” director in the 1990s. He said he could not help being
forthright, as his standards had been formed in the outstandingly fertile period of the
Fifties and Sixties.

While writing for The Times, Percival became editor of Dance and Dancers in 1981, and
was its Chairman and Director in its last years. In 1994 he moved to The Independent as
dance critic and became London correspondent for New York’s Ballet Review and the
online American magazine DanceViewTimes.
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John Percival wrote books on Nureyev, the choreographers Antony 'l'udor and John
Cranko and the ballerina Marcia Haydee, and published studies on male dancers and
new trends in classical and experimental dance, as well as contributing to the
International Encyclopedia of Dance and Ballet and to many German dance
publications.

He was adviser to the Nureyev Foundation, served as President of the Critics’ Circle,
and appointed MBE in 2002. Apart from dance, he described his pleasures in life as
eating well and reading thrillers.

He married, first, in 1954, Freda Thorne-Large; and, secondly, in 1972, Judith
Cruickshank, who survives him. There were no children.

John Percival, born March 16 1927, died June 20 2012
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