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Slightly odd, but in a good way

Mentor: Nancy Spanier is delighted by Palle Granhoj’s success
By Pia Richter

“Quirky!”

Says Nancy Spanier without hesitation. That is how Nancy Spanier – the renowned American dancer, teacher, choreographer and performer – would describe one of her former students: Palle Granhoj.

“I mean slightly odd in the positive sense,” she adds with a twinkle in her eye. And she must be right, as the slightly odd choreographer and theatre director from Aarhus, Denmark, has reaped plenty of success from being who he is. At the moment, the crowds are streaming in to see “8IQ – no woman no cry”, which is playing to packed houses at the GRAN - Theatre of Dance at Aarhus Concert Hall. The cast consists of eight very different women and Jimmy Jorgensen, a Danish rock singer.

One of those who has sat in the audience on more than one occasion is Nancy Spanier, who must take at least a small piece of the credit for the success. She has watched the intricate performance from start to finish twice to make sure that she picked up all the details, and she has nothing but praise for Palle Granhoj. In return, he modestly attributes much of the credit to his former mentor, as all his work today is based on the obstruction technique to which she introduced him years ago.

Goodbye to boredom

“Until 1996, I worked just like all the other choreographers. Performances were put together on the basis of me saying ‘do this, do that’ to the dancers. Then came ‘Obstruction Ultimatique’ in 1996, a performance which became a turning point,” relates Palle Granhoj.

Not only did this performance multiply the numbers of his followers and fans drastically – initially beyond the limits of the Danish municipality, then through Europe and then even further afield – it also earned him a more tangible reward in the form of an award from the Danish Arts Fund for his innovation. The work process became the work. Instead of reserving the obstruction technique for the rehearsals, its result were given centre stage. This is how he has worked ever since, and at the moment he finds it hard to imagine ever working otherwise. He will not change his approach as long as the technique effectively prevents him from getting bored, a situation he was approaching towards the end of the 1980s.

Proximity and credibility

Obstruction technique involves asking the dancers to perform a short movement, or “phrase” as it is known.

The choreographer then introduces something to obstruct the dancers’ movements, forcing them to seek new expression. The intention is to give the movements greater proximity and credibility. In “8IQ – no woman no cry”, the obstacles include the non-dancer Jimmy Jørgensen, who enters the stage to obstruct. Sometimes his intervention is welcomed, sometimes not, but every time the images presented to the audience are very different to those they may have expected. 

Beneath it, the intricate, humorous and slightly odd lies bubbling. All the little things that Nancy Spanier spotted all those years ago when she had already long since established her own dance troupe in the United States, and when Palle Granhoj was still a former elite gymnast in Århus, Denmark, en route to making dance his métier. He sought out Nancy Spanier when she visited Denmark to hold her widely acclaimed courses in improvisation technique

Nervousness

In contrast to most other dancers, who prefer to get the technique nailed down before daring to take on improvisation, Nancy Spanier took the opposite route.

She was only two and a half years old when her parents signed her up for lessons in New York with Blanche Evan, the legendary dancer and movement therapist, who was working to break down the boundaries between body and intellect and developed “the functional technique”

As a 9-year-old, Nancy Spanier had her first choreography performed at Carnegie Hall. At the end of the 1970s, she came to Denmark, where she was compared to Flemming Flindt, “because Danes apparently did not know anyone else who performed modern dance.”

Very quickly, Nancy Spanier – and Paul Oertel, her husband to whom she has been married for 27 years and with whom she has worked for 31 – became much in demand at theatrical schools and dance studios throughout Denmark.

“I can clearly remember the first time I saw Palle. He was a bundle of nerves, but that is quite normal for dancers who are technically skilled but not used to improvising.”

But Palle must have been even more nervous than most, because to start with, he would not even take part on the dance floor.

He invented a transient physical ailment and then sat down to watch.

Creativity demands courage.

“I can point out exactly where in the room he sat, because I watched him closely while he watched what was going on,” recalls Nancy Spanier with amusement, which Palle Granhoj has no problems in sharing today.

“But at that time, I didn’t feel comfortable,” he admits. Nevertheless, his fear of the floor did not last past the first day, as he soon realised that he was in safe hands with Nancy Spanier. She believes that security is a precondition for the courage to be creative.

“I usually say that you have to feel secure but not relaxed, because you have to be alert if you want to learn something. Moreover, you must have fun without necessarily laughing,” explains Palle Granhoj’s mentor. 

It may seem obvious, but it is not always so in the sometimes self-important world of dance.

Several years later, in 1991, their paths crossed again at Svalegangen, the Aarhus theatre, where Nancy Spanier was producing “Knivens æg” (The Knife Edge) and wanted Palle Granhoj on the team. He was the body in a scene about “body and mind”, with the Danish actor Henning Olesen playing the mind. Nancy Spanier introduced obstruction technique during rehearsals and Palle Granhoj took it to heart.

“I thought ‘Wow’, this was something I had never seen before.”

Nancy Spanier is delighted that Palle Granhoj has achieved success by making obstruction technique his artistic expression.

“‘If it’s good, steal it’ said the legendary Martha Graham. I teach things so that my students can use them, but then again, no-one else has used obstruction technique as consistently and thoroughly as Palle,” says Nancy Spanier with poorly concealed pride.

She herself wants very little credit for Palle Granhoj’s success. Obstruction technique alone is not enough, not even for an odd little chap with some of the purest movements Nancy Spanier has ever seen. It takes more, but, according to his mentor, Palle Granhoj has what it takes:

“I saw it straight away, as soon as he stepped into the room for the first time 15–20 years ago. That man has charisma, and in my book that means quite simply ‘the will to communicate’.”

Caption: Nancy Spanier could not persuade Palle Granhoj to step onto the dance floor the first time he took part in one of her courses. Today, the master choreographer from Århus attributes much of the credit for his success to his mentor.
