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Elaine McDonald, pioneer of contemporary ballet - obituary
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Elaine McDonald in the 1978 ballet Five Riickert Songs
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Elaine McDonald, the ballerina, who has died aged 75, was the chief muse of
one of Britain’s most important choreographers, Peter Darrell, finding an
artistic understanding with him that generated some of the most
adventurous new contemporary ballets of 1960s Britain and led to the

establishing of the Scottish Ballet.

The McDonald-Darrell creative relationship lasted more than a quarter of a
century, enabling both to develop into major figures in dance history, and
demonstrating in the resulting works a powerful bond between classical
ballet technique and modern theatrical creativity.

Even at a time of major British ballerinas such as Margot Fonteyn and Lynn
Seymour, Elaine McDonald held her own for Scotland, taking her world-
class standards to its fishing villages as well as its great cities and refusing to
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leave her adoptive home.

A policeman’s daughter from Yorkshire and a devout Catholic, she did not
see herself as a classical ballerina or a sex bomb when she auditioned in 1964
for Darrell’s Western Theatre Ballet in Bristol.




Elaine McDonald in the 1979 production of Cinderella

However, she was thrilled to be thrown into vital new creations about
Beatles culture (Mods and Rockers), women’s lib (Lysistrata, a collaboration
with the jazz couple John Dankworth and Cleo Laine), and class
(Houseparty, a television ballet about society body language with hardly a
step in it).

Two years later the young Elaine McDonald revealed her full dramatic
potential when she played the diabolically possessed mother in Darrell’s
sensational three-act Cornish melodrama Sun into Darkness at the Sadler’s
Wells Theatre: at 23, she was younger than the dancers playing her children.

It was a pioneering piece of ballet theatre ensemble, complex and deep to its
admirers, overinflated and lurid to its detractors, and Elaine McDonald’s
central performance was found staggering in its naturalistic erotic
ruthlessness.



In Swan Lake, 1983

Elaine Maria McDonald was born on 2 May 1943 at Tadcaster, near Leeds,
one of three children of Ellen (née Hogan) and Wilfrid McDonald, who
moved the family to Scarborough at war’s end. While attending the Convent
of Our Ladies of Mary Grammar School, she took ballet lessons with Louise
Browne thanks to a four-year Royal Academy of Dancing scholarship, and
was accepted into the Royal Ballet’s upper school aged 16.



On graduating she danced with Walter Gore’s short-lived London Ballet and
at the London Palladium, before making the defining move of her life aged
21, to Western Theatre Ballet, the Bristol-based modern ballet company.

In Elaine McDonald its choreographer, Peter Darrell, found an exciting
dramatic star and a compelling interpreter of his adventurous musical taste.
But she also proved, vitally, the requisite major classical ballerina to head
the transformation of his ensemble into Scotland’s national ballet company
in 1969.



Elaine McDonald in Such Sweet Thunder, 1979

Elaine McDonald conquered the public and critics in Giselle, Swan Lake,
The Nutcracker and, above all, the flitting, skittish La Sylphide, in which the
Sunday Times critic reckoned she had few peers anywhere in the world. Yet
she also showed ideal versatility as Darrell’s star in Beauty and the Beast, a
poetic fairytale set to a commissioned Thea Musgrave score, and as Mary
Queen of Scots in his eponymous 1976 ballet.

The pinnacle of the Elaine McDonald-Darrell collaboration was the stripped-
down emotional and musical expressiveness of the 1978 ballet Five Riickert
Songs, exploring a mature woman’s reflections choreographed to Mahler, for
which the great mezzo-soprano Janet Baker sang in the 1980 Scottish Ballet
premiere in Glasgow.

It was the greatest possible contrast with other brilliant Elaine McDonald
roles, as a “marvellously seductive” courtesan Giulietta in the crowd-

pleasing Tales of Hoffmann, and a dangerously slinky diva in the 1979 jazz
entertainment Such Sweet Thunder, choreographed to Duke Ellington’s
score. The Daily Telegraph’s critic, Fernau Hall, wrote that she looked “both
funny and sinister as Lady Macbeth interpreted by Rita Hayworth”.

Elaine McDonald said of Darrell: “Peter always gave you the feeling that you,
as a dancer, had been the greatest contributor to the creation of a ballet, and
he made you believe you could do anything that was asked of you; to wear a
huge body made of birdseed in Herodias; climb a near vertical staircase to
have your head chopped off in Mary Queen of Scots, or balance on point
whilst falling in love with the Prince in Cinderella.”






Elaine McDonald as Mary Queen of Scots with Graham Bart
When Darrell died suddenly in 1987, Elaine McDonald became Scottish
Ballet’s artistic controller, but the awkward administrative arrangement
caused her to resign in 1989 from the company where she had spent 26
years. She joined Northern Ballet as associate director for a time, and served
on the Scottish Arts Council from 1986 to 1991.

Her life took a tragic turn in 1999 when she was severely disabled by a
stroke, and for the next 15 years she was embroiled in dispute with
Kensington and Chelsea Council about the level of social care they provided
to her.

At the Supreme Court in 2011 she lost a legal battle to have night assistance,
though a dissenting judge, Lady Hale (now President of the Court), declared
the ruling troubling in its implications. Charities protested that unless
dignity was factored into council criteria, vulnerable people could be
“warehoused” in their own homes, left unattended simply for financial
reasons.

Age UK took the case on to the European Court of Human Rights which,
though it could not intervene in Kensington Council’s decisions, declared in
2014 that dignity was indeed a human right. Though the ruling did nothing
to help Elaine McDonald practically, it ensured that she is now credited as
the campaigner who won recognition for the principle.

Elaine McDonald was appointed OBE in 1983, the year a biography by John S
Dixon appeared. In 1990 she was invested as an honorary DLitt by



Strathclyde University. She is survived by her long-time partner, the theatre
lighting designer, Duncan McLeish.

Elaine McDonald, born May 2 1943, died December 9 2018
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