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Kathrine Sorley Walker, dance critic - obituary

Distinguished Daily Telegraph ballet critic who also edited Raymond Chandler’s
colourful correspondence

23 April 2015 - 5:32pm
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Kathrine Sorley Walker, who has died aged 95, was The Daily Telegraph’s ballet critic
for 24 years and a distinguished historian of British ballet.

She wrote key books on the Royal Ballet’s founder Ninette de Valois and on Col Wassily

de Basil’s Ballet Russe, and had a perhaps surprising secondary expertise on the
novelist Raymond Chandler, whose correspondence she co-edited for publication in
the aftermath of a sensational battle between two of his lovers over his estate.
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Un his death 1n 1959 Chandler lett his $60,000 estate to his literary agent and lover
Helga Greene (née Guinness, the divorced wife of the BBC director-general Hugh
Carleton Greene) in a late codicil to his will. The codicil was challenged in 1960 by his
private secretary Jean Fracasse, a rival lover, who accused Mrs Greene of getting the
writer drunk and using sex to induce him to alter his intention to favour her instead. A
San Diego judge dismissed Fracasse’s case, amid huge international press coverage.

Following the outcome, Helga Greene hired Kathrine Sorley Walker as an editor and
commissioned her to work on an edition of Chandler’s enormous, extremely colourful
correspondence. Though the resulting volume was felt by some to sanitise Chandler’s
racial and sexual prejudices, Raymond Chandler Speaking (published in 1962, co-edited
with the mystery writer Dorothy Gardiner) became a durable research resource for the
copious flow of subsequent biographies of the writer.
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Ninette de Valois, founder of the Royal Ballet, as Papillon in Carnaval, 1923 (Mander and Mitchenson Collection)

Kathrine Sorley Walker remained an editor at Helga Greene’s literary agency for 25
years until Mrs Greene’s death, combining the day job with her long-established second

line as a dance writer. From the early 1960s she reviewed increasingly for The Daily
Telegraph, whose dance critic A V Coton she succeeded after his death in 1969, writing
in tandem with Fernau Hall. After Hall’s death in 1988, she became the Telegraph’s sole
resident dance critic until 1993.

Mentored by Coton, her writing style was spare, lucid and factually solid, virtues that
made her for many Daily Telegraph readers a source of historically anchored judgment
in turbulent times for ballet, when conflicting opinions were being aired about modern
influences.

Her research expertise was highly valued in the recording of the new Royal Ballet’s
history, and she was commissioned to write The Royal Ballet: a Picture History, with
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founder, Ninette de Valois: Idealist without Illusions. She shared with the Irish de
Valois both Celtic ancestry and a love of writing poetry, and the biography showed
notable empathy and respect.

Her editor’s eye for inaccuracy was feared, and it was said that when a reference book
appeared recently, Kathrine Sorley Walker was able to list dozens of errors in just a few
pages. Asked whether she would forward the mistakes to the author, she replied that
correction was the author’s duty, not the reader’s.

Kathrine Sorley Walker was born in Aberdeen on March 5 1920, the only daughter of
Edith and James Sorley Walker. Her father was a second lieutenant in the Scottish
Rifles who served in France in 1916, and was assigned to Bombay after the war with his
new wife. The city was being devastated by the flu pandemic and rising civil unrest,
and when Mrs Sorley Walker fell sick during pregnancy in India, she returned to her
parents in Aberdeen for the child’s birth. The following year Lieutenant Sorley Walker
died aged 28 in India, and before long his widow and child resettled in London.
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Colourful correspondence: Raymond Chandler (Rex)

There young Kathrine attended Crouch End College and King’s College, London, taking
further degree studies at Besancon University and Trinity College of Music. Like many

Londoners living through the war, she was captivated by the theatrical charisma and
creative energy of the early Sadler’s Wells Ballet and Ballet Rambert.

After the war she offered her services to the newly established London Archives of the
Dance, helping to assemble memorabilia and literary materials on dance into a research
collection with the guidance of the eminent writer Cyril Beaumont (the archives are
now within the Victoria and Albert Museum dance collection).

In 1947, aged just 27, Kathrine Sorley Walker wrote her first book, Brief for Ballet,
casting a critical young eye over the post-war possibilities for the art form. She
applauded the cross-fertilisation of Britain’s burgeoning theatre and ballet worlds and
was enthusiastic about the more dramatic ballets of Antony Tudor and Robert
Helpmann, the subject of her first biography in 1957.

Always keenly interested in travelling, she took an editorial job with Geographical
magazine from 1951 to 1956, while covering London theatre for Playgoer magazine. It
was a double lifestyle that she was able to turn to maximum account during her
quarter-century at Helga Greene’s by day and on Daily Telegraph critical business by
evening.

Her work ethic was evident in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when she produced the de
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Valois biography and an authoritative 1982 account of Col de Basil’s Ballet Russe, one of
the successor companies to Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, as well as introductions to ballet,
such as Ballet for Boys and Girls (1979) and Dance and its Creators: Choreographers at
Work (1972). She wrote a 1971 biography for young readers of the 12th-century sultan
Saladin, and in recent years added biographies of Cyril Beaumont and a full revision of
her Helpmann biography to her extensive list of publications. Her final book, on two
influential designers of British ballet, William Chappell and Hedley Briggs, will be
published posthumously.

She published several volumes of poetry, including Late Century Poems (1999) and
New Century Reflections (2004). She also edited an anthology celebrating Helga
Greene in 1987, and was appointed official guardian of Colonel de Basil’s grave in Paris.

She continued energetically to cover dance premieres for Dancing Times, Dance Now,
Dance Express and Dance International, taking public transport from her flat in Sloane
Square, concealing her true age so successfully that it was a surprise to many to

discover on her death how old she was.

Kathrine Sorley Walker celebrated her 95th birthday with a good malt whisky, to which
she had a Scottish partiality. She died suddenly two days before the funeral of her
Guardian counterpart, Mary Clarke, which she had hoped to attend.

She was unmarried.

Kathrine Sorley Walker, born March 5 1920, died April 14 2015
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