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A particularly unusual cooperation

Usually ballerinas and contemp orar y expe-

rime nta | dan ce belong to tw oco mp lete ly

separ ate worlds. Thr  ough fourw eeks work

the Danish choreogra pher Ki tt Johnson, and

the Finnish balleri na, Anneke Lonnr oth, have
openedmany closeddoors -al so int hemselves .

By Lone Ny huu s

The naked stomach rises, falls, rises, falls. Inth is man ner
she mo ves crab- like acrossthe «oor. With abe am oflight
before her, withatr ail of a sh -there mains of ash from her
hair - be hind her. With sudden twitches shero lls herself
tog eth er and from this huddled-up position, a po sition in
which every single back mus cle seems to h ave alife of its

Through h er cooperation with the c ontemporary choreo-
grap her Kitt Johnson, the b allerina Anneke Lonnr oth
discov-ered m any th ings. Amongst oth ers, th at 'beauty’
comes nmany forms. T hat a movem ent created from an
image of twow eeks oldwaterinae+ ower vase’can be
beautiful, even though, ate rst,itisc onsidered ugly.
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own, she ge ts up. The ar ms mov e staccato and ab ruptly.
And the fa ce? Towar ds the end oft his journey, thejo urney
of body and manth rough stages ofl ife, the fa ce is raised
up, towar ds the light.

Anneke Lonnro th is aclassical ballet dancer. For 25ye ars
she has pe rforme d on s tag e wi th the Finnish Natio nal
Ballet and has da nced the wo rks oft he gre at classical ch o-
reographers wit h skill and gr ace. She has al so per for med
in the ne o-classic works of, forex ample, Ohad Naharin
and Jorma Uotinen. Butne ver before hass he danced a
wor k li ke this. Awork where she mu st consciously seek
thatwh ich ballet- dancers normally co nsider ugly, inorder
to mak e itb eautif ul.

Obv iou s ch oic e

But she kn ew not hing of a Il of t his wh en Kitt Johnson,

mor e th an one year ag o, tur ned up att he Ballet’s mo rning
class. Asap art oft he Scandinavian Ballets’ collective ini-
tiativ e, NOKO, the ballet com panies had in vited 16 conte m-
por ary choreographers inside the e stablished sy stem. The
maj ority, howev er, with a considerably wi der kn owledge
of ballet th an Kitt Johnson, wh o, thr oughoutheren tire
dancing career, has received only two we eks of b allet
classes. Asar esult of this, her doubt was co nsider able
whe n she had to ¢ hoose, from the Comp any’s 83 dancers,
one singledancer. Adancer forwh om she would create
asolo:

»After 10 minut es panic, | de cided to leave the choice
up to my intuition,« Kitt Johnson says with asmile, and
continues: »Who of the se 83 dancers catches my eye? By
the end of t he class | had ch osenthree.Funnily enough,
two oft hese dancers featur ed on DinnaBjg rn’slist of
possibles.

Kitt Johnson requested ame eting with her erstch oice:
This was An neke Lgnnro th, and th at situation - ame eting
wit h the ch ore ogr apher, be for e the wo rk started - was

one which Anneke Lonnro th had never experienced before:
»Normally we dancers are si mply ch osen and we k now

not hin g ab out who has be en chosen until our na mes
appear onal ist,« shein forms us.

Ift he situation wa s unusual,the conver sation became even
mor e un usual. « ery quickly itb ecame dee ply personal;

and came to dealwith one oft he strongest experiences in
Anneke Lonnro th’slife: the de ath of h er father after alo ng
period ofillness, and th en, afewda ys later, the bi rth of
her second son. Within the space ofaf ew days Anneke
Lonnroth had been in contactwith bothlife’s be ginning,
and end. Using thatasast arting point, Kitt Johnson

dev eloped the th eme oft he performance. Ath eme onbirth
and death; ath eme ont ransition, and pa ssage. Passage
became theti tle oft he piece.

The two wo men parte d, happy and full of e xpe ctatio ns,
wit h an a greeme nt that An neke Lonnro th would come to
Copenhagen forawe ek in Septem ber 2005. Here th ey
wou ld go deeper into the theme.

The dan ger ous impr ovi sation

»Kitt had wa rned met hat we w ould be i mpr ovising. This
frightened me al ittle. I mpr ovisation is d angerous. You
see,lamu sed top eople creating steps for me. W hen |



imp rovise | be come afraid th at I mi ght notbe a ble to do

ite that I wo uld look ridiculous,« says Anneke Lonnr oth.
Despite her do ubt s she left Helsinki, mo ved from familiar
surrou ndings, av ery busy daily ballet programm e, andt hat
stress which ist he lot of a Il mo the rs of small children. She
wentto Copenhagen where Kitt Johnson, the bi rth /death
the me and a da nce studio aw aited her. And her e she

thr ew herselfinto it, im mer sing he rself in the im age s and
atm ospher e, and co nverting themall in to movements.

»Kitt was th ere with me, she da nced and mo ved. She
didnet just sitonac hair. This me ant th at, after two da ys,
Ilwas nol onger afraid toi mprovise, | fe It at hom e wi th
thi s wo rk. «

This work was as far rem oved fr om Anneke Lonnr oth s
classical background as it could be. Kitt John son wa nte d
to use the ba llerinass wi de stage experience, glowing per-
sonality and very welltr ained body. Atthe sametime,
how ever, she ce rtainly did notwa nt to attempttocr eate
wit hin the al ready established language of ballet.

»l kn ow so little about classical ballet. Ifl at tem pted to
create int hat language, | wo uld belike abe ginner. It

wou ld not be ac hallenge, neith er for the da ncer nor for
the ballet- accustome d pu blic. Therefore I ch ose tou se
thatwh ich lal ready knew so met hing ab out. I ch ose to
challeng e the da ncer with awo rk met hod and mo vem ent
lan gua ge which she did notkn ow. The challenge for me
was int he communicationof i deasandsy stems, to
ensure that Anneke and | co uld establish aco mm on wor k-
ing langu age .«

The clearly shared images of de ath andbirthalso helpedto
create a comm on space for work:

»We mo ved outside of conventional dance te chnique. The
the me, de ath and bi rth, called for more than or dinary

dan ce- ste ps, maint ains Kitt Johnson, and Anneke Lonnr oth
agr ees.

»As aclassical dancer, | al way s look for the be autyint he
body. For me it was newtos eek somet hingwh ich didnet
always have to be bea utiful.Itisaneww ay to use my
classical-t rained body. And it was new formetore alise
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thatlt oo canbeu gly andro ugh -andst ill feel goodon
stage. Even wit hout ma ke- up! «

Dif ec ult epr odu cti one con dit ion s

Despite th eir very dif fer ent backgrounds, ho wev er, the
choreographer andthe ba llet dancer did ma nageto c reate
acomm on ground and aco mm on goal. Acomm on ground
and go al which unfolded in the mo st beauti ful manner
during the » rstwe ekeswork in Copenhagen in Septemb er
2005. Afterth at the work lay dormant, quietly fe rme nting
in the twowo men up to the be ginning of May 200 6, wh en
Kitt Johnson to ok off for Helsinkito c ontinue wo rking wit h
the choreography. Now it needed to be putt ogether, to
become th at highly charged pie ce which the th eme, the
mat erial and the da ncer au gur ed for. And augured we Il.

Evenwh en -int he weeks up to the premiere -th ere were
day s wh en doubt preyed on Kitt Johnsones mind, this was
only on a ccount of the production conditions:

»Under the co nditions we have here, itisim possible.
Anneke hasto jump from Kylian to Neum eier, from our
wor ktot raditional classical ballet classes. And, int he snal
day s leading up to the premiere,weh ad only 20 minut es
reh ear sal time per day,« K itt Johnson informs us, and
continues:

»A short age oft ime and fo cus are thetwowo rst enemies
of creativity. | have cometor ealise how pr ivileged | am
usually. Evenint he times whenwe h ad no *nancial sup-
port,we h ave had asp ace tow ork ina nd people who had
the time thatw as needed. Neverbefore have |l e xperienced
tim e and fo cus being so | imited .«

For Anneke Lonnr oth too, the we eks leading up to the

pre miere wer e ach allenge. To switch fr om the point shoes
of classical ballet to direct contact withthee oorisn ot just
hard wo rkeitis al so painful forthe bo dy. Fortunately, Kitt
Johnsones warm- up programm e cater s forth ose parts of
the body which require extra attentione th us tensions are
loosened up and pain relieved.

»If the se practicalities had notb eenincorporated, we co uld
not have mana ged it,« Anneke Lonnr oth maintains.



But it co uld be ma naged. Even wit htheirm ajordifferences,
and de spite the dife cultie swith <t tin g the cr eative procese
ses of c ontemp orary dance wit hin the fr ame wor k of c lase
sical ballet, An neke Lonnro th and Kitt Johnson succeeded
in creating awo rk which could stand by itself. Awo rk in
which the audience were leftinnodo ubt th at something
imp ort ant had oc curred duringthe lo ng mee ting be twe en
the conte mpo rary ch ore ogr aph er and the cl assical ballet
dancer. And wh ere,asw as obviousonstagethat evening«
one could feel it had me aning. Kitt Johnson sum s up:

»To see An nek e perform was ma gic. She had ma naged not
only toa bsorb the material, butal so to expressitf ully«.

Kit t Jo hns on

Kitt Johnson is aforme r mi ddlesdistan ce run ner, (80 0
met ers), isq ualie ed in Sports and, since her « rst solo
wor kin 1992, haswo rke d consistently onr esearching

the body and displaying it as an art istic med ium.Her suce
cess has be en great and she has ac hieved major success.
At festiv als abroad, bothin N ew York and To ronto, she
and her gr oup, Xeact, are received by anun animou sly

ent husiastic public and pr ess, and bo ththe OperaoflLille,
France and ¢ ash ere «the F innish National Opera’s Ballet,
have comm issioned works by h er. Xeactis s upp orted

by the Danish Art’s Council th roughout the 2004+ 2009
season s.
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NO KO

NOKO is a ¢ ooperation between Finland’s Nati onal Ballet,
The Norw egian National Ballet, The Royal Danish Ballet and
The Royal Swedish Ballet. Within the period of o ne year it
has re sulted int he following original new pr emieres:

The Norw egian National Ballet, Oslo 27 th April 200 5.
Jorma Elo (Fin): C ut to drive

Pont us Lidber g (Swe): Li ght ina N ight's C oat

Ingunn Bjgrnsgaard (Nor): Bi lleder med et skeer af s
lighed

Tim Rusht on (Den): On the ad

kr gbee
jacent sides

Kungiga Baletten, St ockholm, 15th Septem ber 2005
Ina Christel Johannessen (Nor):5isap erfect number
Kim Brandstrup (Den): W hite Lead

SusannalLeinonen (Fin): C hinese Obje cts

Birgitta Egerblady (Swe): W hen th ey talkandd ance

The Royal Ballet, Copenhagen, 8th October 2005
Jorma Outinen (Fin):Jo rd (Earth)

Jo Strgmgr en (Nor) Lu ft (Air)

Helena Franzén (Swe): | Id (Fire)

Louise Midjord (Den):V and (W ater)

Finland’s Nati onal Oper a, Helsinki, 19th May 200 6
Kitt Johnson (Den): P assage

Par Isberg (Swe): Ba chspace

Tommi Kitti (Fin): pa sos nuevos

Odd Johan Frit zge (Nor): Ja inen Kuk inta

At ame eting held directly af ter the pr emiere in H elsinki,
the leaders of the four Ballet Comp anies decidedto c ontie
nue the P roj ect of i nvitin g ex ter nal chore ographers inside
to wor k wi th them. As to when, they don ot know but

they do k now th at, next tim e, it mus tbe c hor eograp hers
who wish to wor k wi ththe mo vem ent langu age of ¢ lassical
ballet, and wi thinits fr ame wor k.



