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The producer Christian Braad Thomsen will be present for q/a

“Music is a monster”, says Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen, Denmark´s “established outsider” whose 

uncompromising music is as fascinating as challenging. A unique personality in Danish musical life and the 
most grotesquely humorous of the large generation of Danish composers born in the inter-war years, we 

learn about some of the many influences which shaped his music – from Baroque music, Pygmy music, 
Jazz, plainchant, the sounds of everyday life and sheer noise – to the the master of the absurd, the Irish 

author Samuel Beckett. 
We witness the Kronos Quartet perform some of his recent work, based on the stories and songs of Hans 

Christian Andersen. Picturing him swimming in the ocean, paddling down a river or dancing at home, the 
film develops into a thoughtful visual conversation with the artist, who discusses what it means to be a 

contemporary composer and why music is a monster!

Jytte Rex´ film PELLE GUDMUNDSEN-HOLMGREEN: MUSIKKER ER ET MONSTER is the last part of her artist 

trilogy, the first part being a highly acclaimed portrait about the late poet Inger Christensen (INGER 
CHRISTENSEN – CICADAS EXIST, 1998), followed by a film about the late graphic designer Palle Nielsen 

(PALLE NIELSEN - I SHALL NOT WANT, 2001). 
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Vivaldi on safari, Spike Jones in plaster:

„You can act like a clown on the rope, almost falling off all the time, wearing big shoes and a funny hat. 
The elegance, however, lies in the clown´s not falling off the tightrope. This is, amongst other things, the 
situation that I have reached when I use the different instrumentations that I have concocted: we 
approach the embarrassing. Composing a piece for cello and carhorn is embarrassing.“ (PGH)

„Fluxus was an interesting experience for me, but it wasn´t here that I found my real inspiration. I was 
more on the same wavelength as the artist Robert Rauschenberg, who, in his installations of  objets 
trouvés, created aesthetic artefacts ´at second hand´. You could say that he united things that, at first 
sight, would appear to be incompatible. But, thanks to his special viewpoint, it could be done, and not just 
as a provocation, but as an aesthetic object. I feel closely related to the Rauschenberg method, and his 
art has rubbed off onto my music.“

„As a composer, I am a collector of objects. I have approached this in works like ´Mester Jakob´ and 
´Repriser´, that consist of collected artefacts, some completely finished. Before this, in 1962, I wrote the 
work ´Chronos´, that was clearly influenced by Central European modernism. But already there, a small 
doubt lurks in me; I could not understand that melodic connections necessarily had to occur over great 
leaps, that step by step progressions were over and done with. I resolutely packed in octave doubling, 
which had been an impossibility since Webern, into ´Collegium Musicum Koncert´(1964). I wrote simple 
tunes, there was already an opposition to the German-French coalition. And it really flowered when the 
great renewals crossed the Atlantic, minimal art, pop art, Cage. As a composer, however, I would without 
doubt have a very weak position down south. Cage´s and Varèse´s mentality fits Europe well because 
they stand so ´firm´. My problem is partly that I am a European, partly that I am Danish, and at the same 
time have an American touch; a sort of hutch-putch.“ 

„I have given the getting together of the cello and carhorn a closely systemised structure; I have 
sandwiched them into my own form that results, finally, in something that is more than a joke, that is a 
meeting of two worlds that are not, after all, impossible to unite and that can create something new 
between them. This is a philosophy that I have held since 1964. My means are more discrete, now, but 
the structured bringing together still lies close to my heart. At the same time I wish to regard the world 
of music as broad enough to embrace all sorts of sound.“ 

„The hard period in the 60s with anti-art, the quest for ´zero´, is a matter of history. We have now 
opened the window to new directions. Mainly because the influences of the music of the East and of Africa 
has given access to new areas of sensitivity. I am a convinced supporter of presence in music making. 
You can hear it in the string quartet in ´Concerto Grosso´, where the musicians are allowed to exploit the 
tone colour of their instruments and express themselves with artistic refinement. The quartet is 
surrounded by some savage sound elements, almost like a jungle. The expression ´jungle-baroque´has 
been central to me, lion roars also emanate from the orchestra! I find it exciting to combine the savage 
with the refined, as confirmed by the phrase „there´s rock in baroque and baroque in rock“. Or, as I said 
about ´Concerto Grosso´: „Vivaldi on safari, Spike Jones in plaster“. When I say jungle baroque it´s 
because an African perspective is present. African music has interested me since I saw ´Ballet Africain´ 
about thirty-five years ago. It was one of those experiences that changes your life. Not immediately, but 
later. I have been searching for the African rhythms long before they began to be talked about. They
didn´t fit, however, into my music in the 60s, so l put that music on the back burner. But during the last 
15 years I have brought it out again because I allow myself a more rhythmic profile. What has happened 
the last years is that I have longed for more music, so to speak. I have wanted the musician to be able to 
develop his musicianship to a greater degree by, for example, being allowed to enjoy tone, rhythm and 
melody, to find it exciting to play again. My dream is to unify asceticism with ecstasy.“

Extracts of a conversation between PGH and Anders Beyer, first published in Dansk Musiktidsskrift. 
Translation from Danish by David Siebert.
http://home.wanadoo.nl/eli.ichie/webpagepgh/indexinter.html
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Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen 

Born in 1932 in Copenhagen as the son of a sculptor. From 1948 he got violin lessons. From 1951 to 1953 
he took private lessons in theory and compositions with Finn Høfding. His compositional debut took place 
in 1955 at the Music Festival of the Scandinavian Conservatories with ´Variationer´ for cello solo (1954). 
At the age of 26 he entered the Royal Danish Academy of Music in Copenhagen, where he studied theory, 
composition and history of music with Finn Høfding and Svend Westergaard, as well as instrumentation 
with Vagn Holmboe. In 1958 he finished his studies at the Academy and started working as a technical 
assistant with the Royal Danish Theatre and stayed there until 1964. During the years 1967 to 1972 he 
has been a teacher of composition at the Royal Danish Academy of Music in Århus.
A  unique personality in Danish musical life, the most grotesquely humorous of the large generation of 
Danish composers born in the inter-war years, Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen was - like his contemporary 
colleagues - preoccupied at an early stage with Stravinsky, Bartók and Hindemith, but from about 1960 
plunged into experiments with serialism. He was among the Danish composers who, at the end of the 60´s 
rejected the serialist techniques in favour of a ´new simplicity´. After this his music was typified by 
repetitions, not in the minimalist sense, but as absurdist provocation. 
Gudmundsen-Holmgreen´s output is large. Among his orchestral works are the award-winning ´Symfoni 
- Antifoni´, his ´Concerto Grosso for string quartet and orchestra´, and a new ´Cello Concerto´. He has 
also written many chamber works, choral works and works for solo instruments.  

Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen has won several prizes such as the Lange-Müller Stipend in 1965, the 
Herman Sandby Prize in 1971, the Carl Nielsen Prize in 1973, the Music Prize of the Nordic Council for his 
Symphony, Antiphony in 1980 and the Wilhelm Hansen Prize in 1996. Extensive list of works and 
discography.

http://www.naxos.com  
http://www.ewh.dk

Compositions by Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen performed in the film: 

In the Streets / Three Stages  - ARS NOVA, cond. Paul Hillier
In the Woods / Three Stages II - ARS NOVA, cond. Paul Hillier
Langt ud´ i skoven - Arr.: Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen

Musica Ficta, cond. Bo Holten
Det Kgl. Danske Musikkonservatoriums Børnekor

Ebbe Skammelssøn - Arr.: Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen
Dansk Saxofonkvartet

Karavanefanfan fare fare - New Jungle Orchestra, cond. Pierre Dørge & Lin Ensemble
Konstateringer - Text: Hans-Jørgen Nielsen

ARS NOVA, cond. Ivan Hansen
The Octave of Elephants - Text: Les Murray
4 Madrigals from the Natural World - ARS NOVA, cond. Paul Hillier
Spejlstykker - Lee Morgan (cl), Ingemar Brantelid, (cello), Lotte Toftemark (p)
Tre sange til tekster af Politiken - Merete Bækkelund (voc), Andy Sundstrøm (g)
Strygekvartet nr. 4 - Den Skandinaviske Kvartet

Je ne me tirai jamais. Jamais - Text: Samuel Beckett 
Tricolore IV - DR Symfoniorkester, cond. Ole Schmidt 
Moving Still: H .C. Andersen 200 år - Kronos Quartet: David Harrington (violin), John Sherba (violin), 

Hank Dutt (viola), Jeffrey Zeigler (cello) & Paul Hillier, (vocals),
Triptykon - Gert Mortensen (drum-soloist)

DR Symfoniorkester, cond. Jorma Panula

Desuden høres uddrag af: - Igor Stravinsky
Dumbarton Oaks Ensemble Intercontemporain, cond. Pierre Boulez
Whistle in the Wind - Ensemble Altai KhariKhan
Die schöne Müllerin: Wohin? - Franz Schubert

Peter Schreier (tenor), András Schiff (p) 
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