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Derek Rencher, ballet dancer - obituary

Dancer who was considered the most prolific performer in the history of the Royal
Ballet

11 February 2015 - 5:56pm
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Derek Rencher, who has died aged 82, was a commanding figure among Royal Ballet
character performers for 45 years, and the originator of the roles of Edward Elgar in
Frederick Ashton’s Enigma Variations and the debauched Monsieur GM in Kenneth
MacMillan’s Manon. Owing to the longevity of his career, he was probably the most
prolific performer in the company’s history.
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Tall and lithe, with a Roman profile, he cut an imposing figure on stage and developed
an outstanding expressive power with mime, able to convey villainy, authority or
comedy. As Ashton and MacMillan expanded the Royal Ballet’s stock of new ballets
with increasingly naturalistic plots, Rencher was valued by audiences for the way he
injected reality and pathos into roles that might easily fall into stock characters.

He often played a neglected or unlikeable “other man” in romantic triangles alongside
the great actress-ballerinas Svetlana Beriosova, Natalia Makarova and Lynn Seymour, to
whom he provided an impressive though always courteous emotional opposition. He
also revitalised token character roles of the classics: his Von Rothbart in Swan Lake was
a formidable evil force; his High Brahmin in La Bayadere was aloof and complex, rather
than a melodramatic villain; his Kostchei in The Firebird was almost inhuman.

Game for comedy too, Rencher used his statuesque height amusingly alongside the
diminutive Wayne Sleep as the contrasting suitors of the Ugly Sisters in Ashton’s
Cinderella, and unexpectedly appeared as the gigantic, bonneted sow Mrs Pettitoes in
Ashton’s Tales of Beatrix Potter.

Derek Rencher was born in Birmingham on June 6 1932, the only child of working-class
parents - his father worked for the toolmakers John Rabone and Sons. Having won a
scholarship to the Royal College of Art, Derek took a job as an extra on a shoot for the
Gene Kelly film Invitation to the Dance; he decided at once to switch to a dance career,
and took lessons with George Goncharov, who had taught the young Margot Fonteyn
in Shanghai.

Within two years he had been recruited by Ninette de Valois into the Sadler’s Wells
Ballet, mainly because of his striking height and looks. A quick learner, he made his
mark in new mid-1950s ballets by the rising young choreographers MacMillan
(Noctambules), Alfred Rodrigues (The Miraculous Mandarin) and John Cranko (The
Prince of the Pagodas). Over the next 40 years he would originate roles in ballets by
Ashton, Robert Helpmann, Antony Tudor and Rudolf Nureyev.

In 1961 Ashton gave him his first major role, casting him in his adventurous spoken
ballet Perséphone, using Stravinsky’s “melodrama”, which used a text by André Gide.
Opposite Beriosova’s Perséphone, Rencher’s portrayal of her lover, Demaphotn, was
described as projecting “an almost radiant nobility”.

Rencher was then enjoyed as Aegisthus “having mad sex” with Monica Mason’s
Clytemnestra (in the words of the critic Richard Buckle) in Helpmann’s “very short but



also very sensational” Elektra in 1963. The following year he appeared in Helpmann’s
Hamlet, supporting Nureyev, and in Ashton’s The Dream, playing one of the comic
lovers, Lysander.

Rencher (right) with Rudolf Nureyev and Margot Fonteyn in 'Romeo and Juliet', 1965 (FREDERIKA DAVIS)

Antony Tudor then cast him in a leading role of his Buddhist-influenced Shadowplay
(1967), as the enigmatic Terrestrial who educates Anthony Dowell’s Boy with the Matted
Hair in enlightenment. The commanding Rencher was rated a major plus in a curate’s
egg of a ballet.

The following year, when Ashton created the character-ballet Enigma Variations - now
accounted a masterpiece - he chose Derek Rencher for the pivotal role of the composer
Elgar, which daringly exploited his mimetic ability to make much emotional impact
with minimal movement.

In 1965 MacMillan had cast him as Paris in his blockbusting new Romeo and Juliet,
with Fonteyn and Nureyev. Observing Rencher’s aristocratic figure, a critic
commented that Fonteyn’s Juliet simply had bad judgment.

After originating the role of the last Romanov Tsar in MacMillan’s three-act version of
Anastasia (1971), Rencher was angered by some of the critical reaction to the production,



and wrote to The Times protesting at a particularly savage notice that he believed
unfair on the choreographer, a fellow-sufferer from depression.

Three years later MacMillan created for him his most memorable and definitive part, as
Monsieur GM in Manon, the sexual patron who ruins Manon, a role that Rencher had
urged should not be aristocratic but a debauchee who, in his words, would “buy
someone and discard them without scruple”. He was filmed twice in the role, with
Jennifer Penney and Natalia Makarova.

As he advanced into middle age, Derek Rencher continued to originate important
character roles for both Ashton and MacMillan. For Ashton he embodied Death in the
gala work The Walk to the Paradise Gardens (1972) and Rakitin in A Month in the
Country (1976), alongside Seymour. For MacMillan, he appeared in Mayerling (1978) as
Prince Philipp and later Emperor Franz Josef, and in Isadora (1981) as Isadora Duncan’s
lover Paris Singer.

Rencher designed costumes for two Ray Powell ballets, One in Five (1961) and A Fool’s
Tale 1962); two Ashton ballets, Lament of the Waves (1970) and Siesta (1972), for the
Royal Ballet; and Swan Lake Act III for Philadelphia Ballet (1972).

He finally retired from the stage in 1998. His performances are preserved on Royal
Ballet films of Manon, Swan Lake, Romeo and Juliet and Mayerling.

Rencher had inherited two Ashton ballets, Les Patineurs and Les Rendezvous, from his
long-time companion, the late dancer Brian Shaw, which he intended to leave to the
Royal Ballet School.

Derek Rencher, born June 6 1932, died December 20 2014
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