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Dancing down dogmas

Granhøj crosses the divide 

Conscious experimentation with the movements of the body has assured Palle Granhøj a place in the firmament of dance.
By Mikala Rørbech

The audience writhes with laughter at the grotesquely absurd performances. Glowing review follows glowing review, and profound academic theses are penned on the subject of his unique dance technique.

Palle Granhøj, the choreographer, is perhaps the most meteoric talent in Danish dance at the moment.

Since the première of his performance “Obstruction Ultimatique” in 1996, Palle Granhøj’s never-ending experimentation and play with the limits of movement have won impressive critical acclaim both in Denmark and abroad.

At the same time, he has proved to have the ability not only to develop his chosen art form, but also to bring it out across the divide – way out to meet the audience, who respond with everything from indignation to laughter and wonder.

This is because for Palle Granhøj, good intentions are simply not enough.

“Something has to come out of it. Intentions are worthless in themselves,” as he says when Aktuelt meets him outside Dansescenen, where the props for the next evening’s performance are being inched into position.

On average, Granhøj Dans puts on around 50 performances a year, but it is two years since the company last guested Copenhagen, so it is now time to pull out all the stops. The company’s greatest success to date – “Obstruction Ultimatique” – is on the programme as well as “La CA-LA-SH la LATIN” and his latest work, “Exklusif”, which was premièred in Denmark as a part of Aarhus Festival Week. In addition, the dance film “Bodyfluid” – which is based on one of Granhøj’s earlier performances of the same name – will be screened.

“It’s absolutely crazy, doing three performances at the same time. It’s way out there …” says Palle Granhøj with a measure of satisfaction while tracing circles in the air with his arms.

Obstruction technique

Despite all the success he has achieved, there is nothing of the prima donna about Palle Granhøj. Any preconception of dancers as self-obsessed vessels with a penchant for limp wrists and “eyes-to-heaven” gestures comes crashing down upon meeting the unshaven 39-year-old choreographer, who is dressed in clothes that would not look out of place on an Oxfam rail.

Palle Granhøj grew up in the gymnastics milieu of Aarhus and only started dancing seriously when he was 25.

He went on to dance as a freelancer with a range of Copenhagen companies for many years before returning to Aarhus at the beginning of the 1990s to form his own company, Granhøj Dans.
To date, he has staged seven performances, which have all been based on the special obstruction technique that makes Palle Granhøj’s works unique.

Naturally, the performances must speak for themselves. That is the dance mantra of the moment, as the leap from epic dance theatre to the abstract language of steps continues to grow by the minute.

That neatly sums up Palle Granhøj’s attitude as well. The capacity of dance to carry on where the spoken word breaks down must not be confounded by words and intricate explanations of feelings and atmospheres which simply cannot be verbalised.

However, there are a few touchstones that are well worth putting in place when, like Palle Granhøj, you choose to explore the universe of dance and work across the existing technical dogmas of movement.

“The performances always have a framework – be it a sports dance competition, a piece of music or a fashion show – in which the movements develop. The obstruction technique itself is applied in the work with the dancers. For example, when you hold a dancer by the hand, he can no longer spin into the pirouette he was otherwise set to complete. The movement is changed, and the dancer has to redirect the movement and the energy elsewhere in his body,” explains Palle Granhøj.

“The individual dancer may well feel enormously frustrated by having his or her movements obstructed, but the intention is not to destroy or stop the movements. Rather, the aim here is deconstruction, to borrow a term from the literary world, to break things down into their component parts and then reassemble them. The idea is to release energy and generate new creativity within a set framework. There is a host of rules and regulations you can choose to follow,” he says.

Inner resonance box
For example, you can say that it is alright to rewind the movements if you are blocked by the “Obstructor”, or that it is permitted to repeat them, or that the dancer has to look in a specific direction.

In this way, most things happen spontaneously during the work with the dancers, and for Palle Granhøj, this is a process that lasts from two to three months.

It is not until the final weeks before the première that he looks through his recordings from the rehearsals and decides which patterns are to be included in the final performance.

“I think it is more fun to put together a constellation from something that says whoa! That reaches me where I have never been reached before. It is all about finding the movements that appeal to our inner resonance box,” he explains.

All this technical talk is primarily intended to explain what it is that separates Palle Granhøj from all the rest. Once the members of the audience takes their seats, they need not waste any time wondering about what ideas and techniques have been used to prepare the performance.

“The audience just has to be there. There is no need to have ploughed through a library of heavy books or to understand all the aspects of theory to see my performances. When all is said and done, it is all about relations between people,” says Palle Granhøj.

His body language constantly infuses the conversation, even though it is a long time since he trod the boards as a dancer.

“I am better at not dancing,” he says modestly, although the story goes that his knees convinced him to step down.

Watches all the performances

When the critics describe Palle Granhøj’s performances, they use phrases such as “wildly funny, entertaining and original”, “bursting with ideas”, and “powerful and grotesque”.

Palle Granhøj stands out from many other directors on account of his principle of always watching all the performances himself.

“Sometimes I think it takes too long to reach the point of release. It may not appear until some time after the première. The work is never complete, and if we find something that we could do better ... well we might as well try it a different way,” he says.

With that approach, the performances develop constantly, so there is no guarantee that the performances in Aarhus at the start of the week will be the same ones the audience can see at Dansescenen over the next few days …

Caption: Palle Granhøj, the 39-year-old choreographer currently riding high on a wave of success on the Danish dance scene, where he constantly challenges established dance techniques. 
Caption: The dance performance “Obstruction Ultimatique” was premièred during the “city of culture” year, when it was lauded to the heavens by the critics. The dancers – here, Cecilia Eliasson and Karin Nedergaard – participate in an absurd fashion show to the backing of live music. 
