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Chapter 18

Norway – Music and Musical Life

By Arvid Vollsnes

Through all the centuries of documented Norwegian music it has been obvi-
ous that there were strong connections to European cultural life. But from
the 14th to the 19th century Norway was considered by other Europeans to
be remote and belonging to the backwaters of Europe. Some daring travel-
ers came in the Romantic era, and one of them wrote:

The fantastic pillars and arches of fairy folk-lore may still be descried in
the deep secluded glens of Thelemarken, undefaced with stucco, not
propped by unsightly modern buttress. The harp of popular minstrelsy –
though it hangs mouldering and mildewed with infrequency of use, its
strings unbraced for want of cunning hands that can tune and strike them as
the Scalds of Eld – may still now and then be heard sending forth its simple
music. Sometimes this assumes the shape of a soothing lullaby to the sleep-
ing babe, or an artless ballad of love-lorn swains, or an arch satire on rustic
doings and foibles. Sometimes it swells into a symphony descriptive of the
descent of Odin; or, in somewhat less Pindaric, and more Dibdin strain, it
recounts the deeds of the rollicking, death-despising Vikings; while, anon, its
numbers rise and fall with mysterious cadence as it strives to give a local
habitation and a name to the dimly seen forms and antic pranks of the hol-
low-backed Huldra crew.” (From The Oxonian in Thelemarken, or Notes of Travel
in South-Western Norway in the Summers of 1856 and 1857, written by Frederick
Metcalfe, Lincoln College, Oxford.)

This was a typical Romantic way of describing a foreign culture. Roman-
ticism encouraged young adventurous men not only to explore the exotic
jungles and the southern seas, but also the exotic Europe. Norway was con-
sidered a country on the periphery where the inhabitants were still living in
close contact with unspoiled nature. And their exotic music was a result of
the majestic nature; mountains, glaciers, fjords and forests were sounding
through their instruments and singing. This longing for authenticity was also
crucial for the success of Norwegian music in the capitals of Europe with
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musicians like Ole Bull, Edvard Grieg and Johan Svendsen, who had their
music background and education from Germany and Denmark.

The first signs – and the Viking Age

The first documents on musical activities are some 6000-year-old rock carv-
ings and paintings of what is considered some musical activities, probably
cult-connected. Some instruments have been found in archeological digs,
but most instruments made of wood, bone or hides are perishable. How-
ever, some lurs (a kind of trumpets) have been found buried on the moors in
the southwest of Norway, always in pairs mirroring each other. These are
from the late Bronze Age, 1500–500 B.C. They are 1.5–2 m long, beautifully
forged with an advanced technology for their times. They are decorated with
symbols and may produce 10–12 tones. Probably these instruments were
used in processions or other cult services.

Some straight, wooden lurs have been found, one in the Oseberg ship,
the burial vessel of a lady from c. 830 AD. This was what is called the Viking
Era, and several written documentations of music have survived from those
days. The sagas have descriptions of various musical activities, also of
courtly skald and leikar, poet and jester, providing stories and entertainment.
Like his European counterpart a leikar could improvise a mocking song and
be rewarded (or punished) for his skills. Some Arab merchants have given us
accounts of meetings with Scandinavians in the Black Sea area. The Arabs
describe the Nordic singing as “horrible” and “ugly” – perhaps because of
different vocal ideals.

Around 1000 the Christian faith was gaining momentum with the help of
missionaries and warrior kings. The most prominent was king Olav Harald-
son, who was killed in a battle 1030 AD and later made a saint, St. Olav,
because of the miracles associated with his relics at Nidaros Cathedral. This
became the church in Northern Europe most visited by pilgrims, and
because of its wealth and prominence, Nidaros (Trondheim) was in 1153
made the see for the archbishopric consisting of Northern Scandinavia,
parts of Scotland, Ireland, Iceland and Greenland. 

The church and the pilgrims brought new kinds of music, some of which
was written down. Some new liturgical music in a distinct French and Ger-
man style for the celebration of St. Olav was created, and the cathedral
schools gave young men a basic education in singing and music. The men of
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the church were also the chroniclers of these times, and occasionally they
would mention activities outside the church, ?also some musical activities,
which are not favorably mentioned?.- betydningen??

The king and the kingdom were prospering and privileges were given to
the Hanseatic League that had settled in Bergen in the 13th century. In 1388,
however, Queen Margrethe I of Denmark became the sovereign as a result
of an earlier marriage, and Norway (with its Western territories) was a Dan-
ish province till 1814.  The Black Death  1349–50 killed more than half the
population and threw the country into poverty. In adition, the Norwegian
nobility became extinct. However, the church was still a mighty institution,
and pilgrims kept on coming to Nidaros.

Reformation and Baroque – professional musicians

In 1536 the king decided that the Lutheran faith should be introduced, and
he seized all churches and their valuables and land as his own property. In
the beginning this Reformation did not affect the congregations of periph-
eral Norway, where they still sang the old hymns and used the Latin liturgy
for some time. But with new Danish-educated priests and printed Bibles and
hymnals, new church songs and chorals in the Danish language were intro-
duced. This also affected the lay population; quite a few of the old hymns
were later preserved as part of the Norwegian folk music repertory. The
many hymns and the songs written by the priest Peter Dass (1647–1707)
have also influenced popular music to this day.

In the 17th century we meet the first town musicians. The king in
Copenhagen gave the privilege of playing music for money to one person
in each city. This privileged master was to play a variety of instruments for
various purposes, the trombone for processions, the fiddle for dances, the
harpsichord for chamber music. He received a nominal fee for his official
services in the town, otherwise people had to hire him if they wanted
music performed by a professional. He might take apprentices and have
subcontracts with local musicians who, for an annual fee, were allowed to
earn some money through playing at betrothals, weddings and dances.
Some of these privileged town musicians earned much money, and many a
musician in the king’s chapel in Copenhagen wanted and was rewarded
with such a position, bringing with him modern European music and
dances to the cities of Norway. 
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Two more professional groups of musicians were then emerging. The
military garrisons used pipers and drummers, and with more prosperous cit-
ies, especially in the 18th century, more churches could afford an organ and
an organist. In several cities private music societies were founded. They
would form an orchestra consisting of the town musician and his appren-
tices and amateurs, who performed concerts and dramatic music – and
played at the dances and balls. Some of these societies still exist today, the
most prominent being “Musikselskabet Harmonien”, founded in Bergen in
1765. It is still the parent organization of the large Bergen Philharmonic
Orchestra, a fully national, state-supported orchestra. These music societies
would also welcome traveling artists, both actors and musicians. They would
stay in town for some weeks, playing with the music society’s orchestra or
solo, and would give lessons to people in town.

Only a few composers are known from the 18th century. Georg von Ber-
touch (1668–1743) was a general and head of the armed forces in Norway. He
was born in what today is known as Belgium, was educated as a lawyer, with
his thesis concerning copyright in opera – and was trained as a musician.
After successful service for the king in Copenhagen he was promoted and
sent to Norway. He wrote sonatas and cantatas in the Baroque manner. Johan
Henrik Freithoff (1713–67) was the son of the town musician in Chris-
tiansand. He was a renowned violinist who traveled throughout Europe, the
Middle East and North Africa. He loved Italian and French music and wrote
violin sonatas and trio sonatas in a gallant style. He had a leading position at
the court in Copenhagen and served as a violinist in the king’s chapel.

In Trondheim Johann Daniel Berlin (1714–87), of German descent, not
only was the town musician, organist, composer and music theorist, but also
architect, head of the fire brigade and water supplies, inventor and meteorol-
ogist. It is impressive that he also found time to compose sinfonias and con-
certos in a Gallant style bordering on Classicism. His son Johan Henrik Berlin
(1741–1807) was an organist who composed cantatas, sonatas and some sin-
fonias in a more Classical style known from several European countries.

In the 18th century foreign trade was increased considerably, with Nor-
way exporting fish, seafood and pelts. Europe had a great need for timber
and metals from the mining industries established near the ores. This created
more communication with people and ideas – and music – from Central
Europe, the Netherlands and England. Young men went to Copenhagen to
the university and returned as civil servants or clergy. A real university was
not established in Norway till 1811.

Norway2BOOK.book  Page 276  Thursday, August 21, 2008  11:35 PM



Chapter 18   Norway – Music and Musical Life

277

A national awakening

The young Norwegian intellectuals returning home around 1800 were
enthusiastic about the new ideas of enlightenment and the political slogans
of the French revolution. They wanted a free Norwegian country, and in the
political chaos after the Napoleonic wars, they seized the opportunity to
form an independent state and wrote a new constitution in the spring of
1814. But the larger European nations forged a union with Sweden in the
fall through the Kiel treaty. Norway got a Swedish king but kept its constitu-
tion and self-rule on internal matters.

This short intermezzo of freedom strengthened the quest for a national
culture that was fully Norwegian, which the young intellectuals considered
important to the whole population of only 885 000 inhabitants. The scholars
and writers wanted to put a blanket over the 400 years of cultural slumber
under Danish rule. They would turn towards the sagas and chronicles of the
medieval ages, which in their eyes represented the peak of national culture.
They translated the sagas into modern language and produced new history
books with emphasis on the daring Vikings.

Norwegian folk music was used as the basis of variations and potpourris,
first by visiting foreign performers like Abbé Vogler and German immi-
grants, but also gradually by the Norwegians themselves. The first national
composer to do so was Waldemar Thrane (1790–1828) in his singspiel Fjelde-
ventyret (1824). The famous violin virtuoso and composer Ole Bull (1810–80)
often used folk music in his music. He was a showman, dazzling audiences
all over Europe and in the US with his daring virtuoso playing and his char-
ismatic appearance. He was an eager champion of everything nationally
Norwegian. He started the first theatre with Norwegian, not Danish, as the
language on the stage, and frequently gave concerts, together with folk
music fiddlers playing the Hardanger fiddle and dancers in national cos-
tumes.

Norway had no academy of music or conservatory, so the young people
often went abroad to study music. In the first part of the 19th century a
number of young men and women went to Paris to learn, among them the
pianist and composer Thomas D. A. Tellefsen (1823–74), a student and
friend of Chopin’s who settled in Paris. But after 1840 Leipzig with its new
conservatory became more important, and Halfdan Kjerulf (1815–68),
Edvard Grieg (1843–1907) and Johan Svendsen (1840–1911) studied there.
Kjerulf, called the father of the  Norwegian lied (romantic song), wrote more
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than 100 songs. He also composed charming piano pieces and arranged sev-
eral folk tunes for the piano. Pianos were found in many bourgeois homes,
and songs and pieces for the piano were in demand. 

Norwegian Folk Music

Normally one would think of Norwegian folk music as the music that was
orally transmitted and belonged to most people’s everyday life. There are
few sources for music and dance in the rural areas before c. 1840 when a
systematic collecting of folk art was started. First the focus was on religious
folk tunes, i.e. with text connected to the Christian belief. But other vocal
music was also included, epic ballads, songs about trolls and fairy tale char-
acters. These were mostly sung as entertainment. The soothing lullabies and
cattle calls had specified functions in their everyday life, and some songs
were specially designed to accompany pulling a heavy boat ashore or other
hard manual or repetitive labour.

But some of the preserved vocal tunes were meant for dancing, which
was actually the major area of instrumental folk music. There are scores of
fiddles (violins), Jew’s harps and recorders preserved, instruments common
to all of Europe. The willow flute was a seasonal but important instrument
in May/June. But many Hardanger fiddles and Norwegian dulcimers – char-
acteristic national instruments – are preserved. A Hardanger fiddle looks
like and is played like an ordinary violin, but it has four or five sympathetic
strings under the fingerboard, strings sounding softly when the upper strings
are struck. The Norwegian dulcimer has one melody string, which is played
over a fretted board while some drone strings tuned in a major triad are
struck. The strings are plucked with a plectrum, often a feather shaft. 

For over a century writers have made a binary division of the instrumen-
tal folk music: districts and regions using the Hardanger fiddle vs. districts
using an ordinary violin for dance music. The Hardanger fiddle was in vogue
in the central parts of southern Norway: from Hardanger, Voss, Sogn over
the mountains to Hallingdal, Valdres and south through Telemark and Setes-
dal. This was, however, an inaccurate division, and with the increasing
exchange of musical material this is today even more dubious.

Dance music is dependent on the local dances, who is dancing and how
the steps are performed. A dancing tune is called a slått, stemming from the
verb slå, which means to beat; the slåtts are “beaten” from the instrument.
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Some dances are in triple meter (springar, springdans, pols), some in duple
meter (halling, gangar).  Most dances are for groups of pairs, female and male
together, but halling is most often a male solo dance in which the man is
showing off his agility, force and creativity. 

The repertory of the old fiddlers also consisted of  “listening slåtts”, pro-
grammatic music depicting nature and herd life. Taking Ole Bull as a model,
many fiddlers gave concerts in theatres and concert halls or at fairs. They
realized programmatic music was popular and composed a number of new
pieces with virtuoso elements. Late in the 19th century a score of fiddlers
went to the USA to earn a living in the Norwegian settlements, and a Nor-
wegian fiddle tradition still exists with an interesting repertory somewhat
distinct from the Norwegian one.

Especially in eastern Norway the old folk dances met with “round
dances” (polka, mazurka, rheinlender) coming from Germany and Sweden
around 1860 together with the accordion. Conservative fiddlers and dancers
scorned the new dances and the new instrument which could not play the
“blue” notes like a fiddle or a singer. But today both round dances and
instrument are integrated in the folk music.

The blue notes are important in traditional music from most parts of the
country. If we extract a scale from a slått, we will find some of the well-
known, old church modes (ecclesiastical modes). But the intervals are not
tempered and made equal when sung or played on many instruments. In a
major scale the third might be performed somewhat flattened without turn-
ing into a minor third. The seventh would also be flattened, making a softer
leading tone. The fourth, however, might be raised, and this may be one of
the reasons why a number of slåtts are characterized as “Lydian”.

The folk music organizations (mostly established around 1900) have
managed to preserve many traditions. However, music and musical life are
not static; the last four decades have brought major changes, not least in the
concept of folk music. It is not restricted to the rural areas and enclaves in
the larger cities. Today the young musicians are multicultural, and their close
contact with jazz, classical music, rock, pop and hip-hop brings new ele-
ments to the folk music arenas. They are arranging traditional slåtts in untra-
ditional ways, maybe for a band consisting of Hardanger fiddle, a viola,
guitar, bass, synth, percussion and vocal, which would be considered
“impure” some decades ago.
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Collecting Folk Music

Having the desire to form a nation is not enough. You must have evidence
of the excellence of its culture as well. In the first part of the 19th century
eager scholars worked to collect Norwegian folk art, folk poetry and fairy
tales. The physical objects were put into museums, while the fairy tales and
poems were published in both scholarly and popular collections. Some of
these collections have a few melodies preserved as well. But the most sys-
tematic collection of folk music was done by L.M. Lindeman (1812–87),
who was an organist and composer. He wanted to introduce religious folk
tunes in the churches and got a grant from the government to do so. The
grant was then expanded to include all kinds of folk music, so every summer
after 1848 Lindeman would walk through remote valleys to write down
“old” and “authentic” music. His manuscripts are impressive sources for the
music he heard. He wrote down not only the melodies and texts but also
peculiarities in tonality, manner of performance and background.

Lindeman wanted the music brought back to “the people”, i.e. he would
put them into use again. The people who could do this were those who
could read or play the printed notes. So his collections are arrangements of
the folk tunes for the piano, or voice and piano. These collections were later
sources for further arrangements of new compositions by Kjerulf, Grieg,
Svendsen and others.

Collecting folk music has continued up till now, and the major collections
are now done with audio or video equipment. A large part of the collections
are preserved in the Norwegian Folk Music Collection at the University of
Oslo and the National Library. The last 100 years have brought an interest in
regional styles, and regional archives have also been founded.

Edvard Grieg – national romanticism and radical music

Edvard Grieg achieved international renown during his lifetime. The Eng-
lish loved Grieg’s artistic refinement and his piano concerto. The French
were enthralled by his harmonies – but many French turned their back on
him because of his uncompromising standpoint in the Dreyfus affair in
1900. The Germans and the Americans regarded Grieg as the composer
who succeeded in capturing the mystical and utopian qualities of a small
nation that was untouched by the modern world, that still retained some-
thing of its original character, its unspoiled mountains, fjords and waterfalls.
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Then there were all the various myths and sagas inspired by the forces of
nature: the huge, powerful trolls and giants, the alluring wood spirits and
fossegrim (a violin-playing being believed to dwell beneath waterfalls), the
elves and little people in the forests, and the headless ghost who appears to
sailors as a harbinger of death. Edvard Grieg was considered to be a national
Norwegian composer, which would turn out to be an advantage.

Edvard Grieg was an independent thinker who defied prevailing trends
and was critical of established views. Born in Bergen, he was the son of a
well-to-do merchant of Scottish and Danish descent. Bergen, a centre of
trade in the Hanseatic period, traditionally had strong ties with Germany, as
well as with Britain, and an international trend dominated the town.

Grieg was sent to the conservatory in Leipzig at the age of 15 for a tradi-
tional German music education. He was homesick for Bergen at first, but
found solace in his landlord’s assurance that “it is the same sun, the same
moon and the same Lord God watching over you here as in Bergen.” Grieg
found his years in Leipzig (1858–62) interesting and rewarding, and was par-
ticularly intrigued by the music of Chopin, Mendelssohn, Schumann and
Wagner. However, later in life he criticized the teaching at the conservatory,

Bildetekst
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particularly the fact that no attempt was made to bring out the individuality
and distinctive talent of the students. Nonetheless, it is clear that his studies
had an important bearing on his mastery of the art of composition.

As a young man, Grieg also spent a number of years in Copenhagen,
where he met the Norwegian composer Rikard Nordraak (1842–66), who
repeatedly stressed how important it was that Norwegians find their own,
national Norwegian platform. Thirty years later, Grieg himself wrote, “I
didn’t want to be merely Norwegian, much less chauvinistically Norwegian; I
just wanted to be myself. I wanted to find expression for the best that was
within me, which was something a thousand miles away from Leipzig and its
atmosphere. But that this ‘best’ consisted in love for my homeland and an
appreciation of the great melancholic scenery of western Norway – that I
would not have realized, had I not, through Nordraak, been led to self-
examination.”

During his years in Copenhagen, Grieg composed a number of piano
pieces and songs, including the well-known “I Love But Thee”, his gift to
his cousin, soprano Nina Hagerup, when they became engaged to be mar-
ried. In the autumn of 1865, Grieg went to Germany to hold a series of con-
certs. From there he went on to Italy, where he was captivated by the
atmosphere, the light and the people. Grieg performed his own works in
Italy as well, and met Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) in Rome.

In 1866 Grieg moved to Christiania (Oslo), which was to serve as his
home base for almost ten years. There he composed, conducted (sharing a
position with Johan Svendsen) and taught until finally, in June 1867, he
could afford to marry Nina. Grieg considered Christiania provincial; there
were too many cliques for his taste, and the audiences, who were more inter-
ested in the gossip and social trappings of the concerts than in the music
itself, showed little appreciation of the new currents in European music. His
most well known work, Piano Concerto in A Minor, was composed during this
period, in the summer of 1868. When Grieg persuaded Franz Liszt to sight-
read the concerto in Rome in 1870, the enthusiasm of the great virtuoso
knew no bounds.

In 1874 the Storting, the Norwegian parliament, granted an honorary
income to Grieg and Svendsen, enabling Grieg to give up his demanding
position as conductor and many of his students. Not long after this, Grieg
began to compose music for Henrik Ibsen’s play Peer Gynt, a project that was
to demand a great deal of his time and creative energy. In many ways, the
new production of Peer Gynt in 1876 was a different play, a musical drama.
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The two suites from the incidental music (composed in 1888 and 1892) are
among the most frequently recorded works in the world.

Grieg’s collaboration with the poet Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson (1832–1910)
and Ibsen brought him into contact with some of the most romantic of all
Norwegian literature, the sagas, folk tales and legends. However, Grieg also
had a deep love of nature. He liked nothing better than hiking in the moun-
tains around Bergen and up from Sogn and through Jotunheimen. There, in
the domain of the trolls, he found challenging peaks, which afforded him
splendid vistas, shimmering, iridescent glaciers and tranquil plateaus, where
he became acquainted with the Norwegian folk culture. 

Grieg adapted folk tunes, and composed songs and violin sonatas. But he
also developed his own distinctive form of tone poem, the lyric pieces for
piano. These 66 pieces soon became very popular in homes and drawing
rooms all over Europe, but they were also frequently used in teaching and
were included in the concert programs of pianists of all ages and levels of
proficiency. The publishing company C.F. Peters, with whom Grieg had
signed a contract, welcomed each new volume, printing them in large edi-
tions. Many of the lyric pieces were also published in pirate editions and
included in various anthologies, particularly in the USA; thus they
reached a wide public. However, these pieces have earned Grieg an unde-
served reputation as a “miniaturist”, a composer who was unable to com-
pose in the larger forms.

His music was so popular that he was invited to give concerts in the vari-
ous capitals of Europe,winning great acclaim. Grieg conducted, played his
own works and accompanied Nina, who sang his songs, along with several
violinists, who played his violin sonatas. The tours were their chief source of
income. Grieg was to continue these concert tours throughout Europe until
the very end of his life. He continued to enjoy success, and became friends
with a number of well-known composers and musicians such as Brahms,
Dvorak, Tchaikovsky and Brodsky. Moreover, Grieg was awarded many
orders and other honors as well as honorary doctorates that gained him
extensive press coverage.

The Griegs lived for years in hotels and rented flats. Finally in 1885 they
were able to move into their own, newly erected house, Troldhaugen, south
of Bergen. This distinctive house is built on a secluded hilltop with a magnif-
icent view of a lake. It was to be a true home for the two artists, where they
could seek peace and quiet between their numerous, exhausting concert
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tours. Today the house is a museum, and an elegant concert hall has been
built in a small valley right beside it.

It is interesting to observe the radical effect Grieg’s encounter with new
trends in Europe was to have on his attitudes and musical development
towards the end of his life. He continued to regard himself as very Norwe-
gian and hoped that Norway would break out of the union with Sweden. But
at the same time, he arranged the first major international music festival in
Bergen (1898), where he opened the door to ideas from Europe and invited
the Concertgebouw orchestra from Amsterdam to participate. He wrote some
of his finest romances based on texts by A.O. Vinje and Arne Garborg, both
of whom wrote their poetry in nynorsk, or New Norwegian, which is based
on the dialects spoken in the rural areas. This was regarded as extremely rad-
ical and was in keeping with Grieg’s determination to emphasize anything
that would help to strengthen a feeling of national cohesion and give people
a sense of identity by demonstrating their roots. He also composed three of
his major works, Nineteen Norwegian Folk Songs (opus 66), Norwegian Peasant
Dances (opus 72), both for piano, and Four Psalms (opus 74) for mixed choir
and baritone solo, which are arrangements of Norwegian folk songs, with an
almost modernist way of treating the folk tunes.

However, he had become more open-minded; he had become a kind of
Norwegian European. Grieg himself claimed, “I am no longer so exclusively
Norwegian in my music as I once was. In my more recent works, I have
sought a broader, more universal view of my own individuality, a view influ-
enced by the great currents of history and cosmopolitan trends ... We should
not live by the ideals of our youth. I have no faith in the old rubbish about
the ideals of youth. In that case, there would be no development.” 

This open-mindedness also had a political side. He was a stern critic of
the French verdict on Captain Dreyfus, an unfair trial, and he was a propo-
nent for Norway’s independence, which did not come till 1905. These ideals
are also reflected in Grieg’s music, and they may be the reason why he
became an ideal for many other composers. He was a source of inspiration
for Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel in France, and Béla Bartók and
George Enescu in eastern Europe. Composers from all the Nordic countries
sought him out: Johan Svendsen, Christian Sinding, Johan Halvorsen, Carl
Nielsen and Jean Sibelius; and Frederick Delius and Percy Grainger came
from Britain. The composer from the far north had something to offer
them all, composers and musicians, professionals and amateurs alike.
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Grieg was particularly innovative in his treatment of melody and har-
mony. By using modes common both to Norwegian folk music and to old
church music, he created a completely unique type of melodic line. His
rhythms are also frequently derived from Norwegian folk music, particularly
the unusual rhythmic patterns and phrasing of the various dances.

Grieg was particularly sensitive to subtle harmonic nuances, which he
employed in individual chords and longer passages. In some respects, he
anticipated the use of tone colors that have become the hallmark of the
French Impressionists. He frequently combined this with elegant contrapun-
tal melodies in the inner voices, creating an elegant tapestry of sound. Not
only was Grieg an outstanding pianist with a great sensitivity to a wide range
of pianistic possibilities, but also his mastery of nuances is apparent even in
his works for large orchestras.

Grieg has rightly been called a master of miniature forms, while his large-
scale works have been undeservedly underestimated. He had his own per-
sonal solutions to the problems posed by the larger forms, as can be seen in
the symphony, the piano concerto, the variation work Ballade, the string
quartets and the sonatas. Here, too, Grieg emerges as a modernist in terms
of form. The traditional, restrictive solutions employed in classical German
Romanticism did not suit his mode of expression. Thus he felt a need to
depart from established compositional practices. Perhaps this is the reason
young people today are rediscovering Grieg’s cyclical works and interpreting
them in a totally new way. 

Johan Svendsen – the symphonic master

From the 1840s we see a steady increase in the number of professional musi-
cians and composers and there is a tendency towards institutionalization. A
number of short-lived orchestras appear, and the steady use of orchestras in
the theatres (including operas) also brought more symphony concerts. But
the great movement from those years on was the male choir. Starting among
the students it spread to other groups: artisans, clerks and workers. Every
composer wrote for male choirs. Later in the century mixed choirs were
spreading rapidly, also contributing to the philharmonic choirs. The choir
movement subscribed to a national ideology, permeating the movement and
the music. Through the choirs’ appearances at national celebrations and
political events the national consciousness was strengthened. Also, through
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their great festivals serving as important cultural events, the music and texts
became a reminder of the slow struggle towards freedom for the country.

Johan Svendsen was just a young lad when he was a military musician,
played in the theatres and sang in a male choir. He was rewarded with a grant
from the Swedish-Norwegian king and was able to study at the Leipzig con-
servatory before earning his living as a violinist in Paris and in Bayreuth,
where he stayed almost a year with Richard Wagner. In these formative years
he composed some of his finest orchestral music, like his first symphony
and his concertos for violin and violoncello. He shared the position as con-
ductor of the Musikforeningen orchestra in the Norwegian capital with Grieg
for a number of years, and during these years he composed his second sym-
phony, his world-famous Romance for violin and orchestra and the four Nor-
wegian rhapsodies. Svendsen combines in his music a highly sophisticated
orchestral technique with a classic European romantic style in form and
counterpoint. Some of his melodies and rhythms bear an unmistakable
“Norwegian” stamp. Through lack of proper editions of his scores his music
was for years neglected (with the exception of his Romance for the violin).
But new recordings have reestablished Svendsen’s reputation and put him
beside the most prominent European symphonists of the late 19th century.

Svendsen accepted the position as head conductor of the Royal Theatre
and Chapel in Copenhagen in 1884. Later he was offered the position as
conductor at the Metropolitan Opera in New York, but he politely declined.
He had heard the orchestra when visiting his first wife’s family in New York,
but his Danish orchestra sounded better and was more amiable, so he stayed
on in Copenhagen.

In Grieg’s shadow

Towards the end of the century some composers were noted for not follow-
ing the paths of Grieg and Svendsen. Agathe Backer Grøndahl (1847–1907)
(she was also a famous pianist) wrote Romantic piano music and songs,
Johan Selmer (1844–1910) was our first programmatic composer,  and
Christian Sinding (1856–1941) won his fame abroad through both chamber
music and symphonic works. Gerhard Schjelderup (1859–1933) premiered
most of his operas in Germany. Johan Halvorsen (1864–1935) spent most of
his life conducting and writing theatre music, but he also gave the world
some magnificent concert music.
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By the end of the 19th century music in the church was improved, not
least through the conservatory that was established in 1883 in Kristiania
(Oslo) primarily to educate more organists. For years the only public musical
educational institutions had been in the bands of the military services. After
their compulsory service the young men returned to their homes to form
bands and perform in their home community. In the last decades of the cen-
tury the traditional band music repertory gradually was expanded through
adding fashionable foreign dances. Wind bands have played an important
role in the musical life in small communities up to this date.

It is difficult to assess the importance of Edvard Grieg both at home and
abroad. To most Norwegians he was the Composer, and the style of some of
his music became synonymous with Norwegian. Grieg’s aim was to have both
a foundation in one’s own country and at the same time have an open mind
towards the international world and new musical trends. But despite his
open-mindedness and his generosity, Grieg’s stature made it difficult for the
young Norwegian composers making their debut around World War I to
walk out of his vast shadow and find a place of their own in the sun.

Among those who made it, two different strategies were chosen: some
looked towards Europe and the new aesthetics and modern styles emerging
from Paris and Berlin, often with an anti-Romantic attitude. Others wanted
to nourish the national tendencies in Grieg’s music and even make the folk
music and its “inherent manifestation of Norwegian nature and the spirit of
the people” (common expressions at those times) a new and somewhat dif-
ferent basis for their music. This dichotomy created a heated debate, which
lasted for a long time, and even towards the end of the 20th century some
faint echoes were heard. But amidst all this flak we find composers who ide-
ologically, at least verbally, belonged to one camp but had their stylistic pref-
erences in the other.

Norway still had a small population (2.8 million in 1930) and had finally
in 1905 won its independence. People still needed national symbols and
icons to take pride in, especially as they felt that European and American
popular dances, entertainment music and film music were invading some of
the old arenas at the expense of the prevailing national music (albeit imports
in the first place), and that gramophone and radio to a too large extent pro-
moted newfangled dances and jazz. Some reactionary groups were tainted
with the fear of everything foreign and some even with traits of racism.
Some voices were, however, raised against isolationism and provincialism,
and luckily they were heard. The traditional folk music, which earlier had
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been considered to be worthy of a broad dissemination through the schools
and used at important events, became marginalized and “sent back” to the
rural areas and ghettos in the larger cities again.

Both in Bergen and in Oslo the symphony orchestras were reorganized
in 1919, which gave more energy to already vital concert activities on a com-
mercial market. This was the “age of the thousand lady singers”, who
together with numerous pianists were giving recitals through the season.
Many larger theatres were staging the occasional opera among the bread-
winning operettas, and the amateur choirs loved to perform the large orato-
rios.

But even so, music education was either conducted on a private basis or
in a conservatory that primarily was a school for organists. Many young peo-
ple wanting a music education went abroad to study, and both Paris and Ber-
lin were popular. But the majority of them returned to Norway with a
confirmation of their conservative beliefs and an inclination towards the
Romantic music – and often without any understanding of the new radical
music. Several music critics in Norway were also conservative and proving
their bias and ignorance through their writings. A common expression was
“musical communism” for any modern music, something you had to fear.
Abusive words were not uncommon, and the most cited excerpt from a
newspaper critic concerns Fartein Valen’s tonal orchestral song Ave Maria, at
its premier performance in 1923. This traditional Latin prayer was “blasphe-
mous, meaningless sounds lurking like jellyfish in muddy waters; the whole
thing was embarrassing, distasteful and ridiculous…”. Some critics hinted at
conspiracy and gave needle pricks like “Is this composer also adhering to the
Association of the melody less composers?” – or describing “the hoax of the
untalented internationalists”.

The heated debate on modernism also included physical arguments. A
journalist who had ridiculed a conservative composer was knocked down
during the intermission in a symphony concert. And a couple of years later,
the open-minded chairman received a black eye during a board meeting in
the composers’ association.

To simplify the issue we tend to say that the 1920s were the experimental
years, jazzy and urban, while the 1930s were colored by the recession and a
more somber national movement. The music of leading European compos-
ers like Stravinsky, Prokofiev, Schönberg and Honegger was rarely per-
formed. But it was in the 1920s the leading radical composers of their
generation established themselves. Fartein Valen (1887–1952) published his
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first radical atonal music, though his most famous works were composed in
the 1930s and 1940s (Churchyard by the Sea, Violin Concerto, Symphonies). For
many years his name was synonymous with radical Norwegian music, and
his impact as an ideal for younger Scandinavian composers was great. His
atonal music was heatedly debated in the press around 1930–33. It was loved
by an ardent group of admirers, which created a more positive climate for
his works in the concert halls than for other contemporary radical music.

In the 1920s Ludvig Irgens-Jensen (1894–1969) performed his free tonal
and almost atonal songs and his more traditional Tema con variazioni (orches-
tra) before writing his more classical Passacaglia, the most performed new
Norwegian orchestral piece after Grieg in the first half of the century. His
large “Dramatic symphony” Heimferd (“Home Coming”), almost like an ora-
torio with choir and soloists on a text about the saint, King Olav, was con-
sidered the most prominent of national music – despite its contemporary
European style. It is interesting to note that Irgens-Jensen’s music was con-
sidered modern between the wars even though some of the more nationally
inclined composers have music with a much harsher and radical harmonic
style. During World War II Irgens-Jensen’s music (spread without the com-
poser’s name on it) set to patriotic poems was considered crucial to the for-
mation of an added spiritual resistance.

Harald Sæverud (1897–1992) was also connected with the musical resist-
ance. He had his first symphony premiered in Berlin in the early 1920s, hav-
ing learnt by meeting music both from the modern Germany and eastern
Europe. Later some of his orchestral music, including his anti-Romantic
music for Henrik Ibsen’s drama Peer Gynt, together with some of his best
piano music, shows a truly original composer.

David Monrad Johansen (1888–1974) presented radical French tenden-
cies in his early works and was at the same time spokesman for the national
movement both in his writings and in his oratorio like Voluspå (“The Proph-
ecy of the Seeress”), with a text from the old Norse literature. But he was
open and receptive towards some European and Norwegian radical music,
and he shied away from the most ultra national movement. Later in the
1930s he found a new path in a mixture of his old style and German and
French neo-classicism.

These composers developed their individual styles and became leading
figures. And together with the younger Eivind Groven (1901–77) and Geirr
Tveitt (1908–81) they have all often been performed and have won recogni-
tion abroad. The latter two both had an aesthetic foundation in Norwegian
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folk-art and stylistic roots in its folk music but adhered to European tenden-
cies. 

But there is also another group of composers with fewer performances
abroad, who also merit recognition and whose music may be heard on CDs.
Pauline Hall (1890–1969) was for many years the leading lady of Norwegian
music as a composer, a critic and an organizer. She detested and criticized
strongly dilettantism and superficial national composers. One of her famous
proclamations was against some national infighting. She paraphrased a say-
ing by Grieg on his own music, which he characterized as “reeking of cow
pies”. In the debate at the time, she sarcastically said, ”It is not enough that
the music should reek like a cowshed, but the manure must also have the
smell from the correct county’s cows.”

Pauline Hall’s interest in French music is obvious in her orchestral Ver-
laine Suite, with some respectful dues paid to Debussy and Ravel. But her
generous musicianship and her humor and wit may be heard in her neo-clas-
sical Suite for Winds (quintet) from 1945. Impressionism was scarce in Nor-
way, but besides Pauline Hall’s early works some fine specimens are also
found in the music of Alf Hurum (1882–1972). He left Norway in 1924 to
found and conduct the Honolulu Symphony Orchestra, but after 1930 he
spent most of his time in Hawaii devoting his life to painting.

The young Bjarne Brustad (1895–1978) also had a brief affair with
impressionistic music, but he is more like a Norwegian Béla Bartók. His vio-
lin concertos and his Rhapsody for Violin and Orchestra are major variations on
the style we meet in his popular chamber music. His Fairy Tales Suite for vio-
lin solo and his Capriccii for violin and viola are among the finest chamber
works from the 1930s and found in the repertory of the great stars.

Olav Kielland (1901–85) was a successful conductor who also struggled
to find some extra days to compose. It is problematic to compare a com-
poser’s personality with his music, but here we may find a high degree of
correspondence. The music is vigorous, direct and somewhat edgy, as we
hear in his best orchestral piece, Concerto grosso norvegese.

Following another path from Norwegian national music C.G. Sparre
Olsen (1903–84) was more soft-spoken. He was a lyricist with a special gift
for melody and colorful harmonies. Unfortunately few of his larger works
are available in modern recordings, but his chamber music, songs and piano
works are liked by a large audience. Groven, Tveitt, Kielland and Olsen take
a positive creative path in their music. Not being content with arranging or
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recomposing folk music, they found a way of utilizing some folk music ele-
ments and putting them as integral elements in symphonic frames.

Some composers have the misfortune to be remembered solely for one
composition. This was the case for Harald Lie (1902–42), whose orchestral
song Skinnvengbrev (“Bat Letter”, text by Aslaug Vaa) was recorded by
Kirsten Flagstad and so lived on. Starting late on his musical career and
being ill during his last years, Lie’s list of works is short, but some of his
symphonic music is to be found on a CD.

Olsen and Lie were among Fartein Valen’s students, as was Klaus Egge
(1906–79). He was a dominant personality both as a writer, chairman of the
Norwegian Composers’ Association for 27 years and composer. His first
compositions show an extension of the national movement with his piano
sonata on the melodies from the ancient Draumkvedet (“The Dream-lay”) as
the peak of these years. But he chose a neo-classical path in the late 1930s,
and after his wind quintet he developed a new kind of free tonality based
upon certain elements from Norwegian folk music. His first symphony and
his second piano concerto were composed during World War II, but pre-
miered when the occupation came to an end.

Those composers mentioned here are just a few who were respected and
had some success during their lifetime. Norwegian orchestras and musicians
programmed substantial parts of the new compositions being created before
1950. Irgens-Jensen and Monrad Johansen were the composers who had the
largest number of performances of larger works abroad before World War
II, and their music was noted in leading circles both in Europe and in the
USA. This is somewhat remarkable, considering  Norway is a small country.
Monrad Johansen had some of his music published in Germany, but Irgens-
Jensen did not have a publisher till 1934, a Norwegian company with a lim-
ited distribution.

After the war Valen, Sæverud, Egge and to some extent Tveitt also had
the fortune of having their work  frequently performed abroad and earning
commissions from foreign symphonic societies. The composers of the inter-
war years were the first to be recorded on the new LP records during the
1950s, and through performances by leading musicians and conductors their
music was for a while still heard and appreciated both in the concert halls
and on the radio. 
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Look to Europe – the post-war generation

During the German occupation of Norway 1940–45 most cultural exposés
were used for propaganda, but the resistance movement put a ban on most
public performances. The rulers implemented censorship on all public per-
formances, the programming was to be approved by the Nazis. But they
could not stop church services and church choirs, so the churches became
important concert arenas. Closed associations formed their choirs and
arranged performances for their members and “friends”, and chamber
music societies held their meetings in private homes.

The Oslo Philharmonic Orchestra was important to the rulers, but a
number of the orchestra’s musicians would become “sick” when they were
to play at official arrangements. In the fall of 1944 the orchestra in a way liq-
uidated themselves? as there was “a lack of oil and coal to heat the concert
hall” Aula of the Oslo University.

But in the euphoric weeks of May 1945 the orchestra was reassembled
and invited to perform when King Haakon returned from British exile in
June. On this occasion more than 7000 singers performed choral music for
the king, including new songs that were composed and performed in secrecy
during the war.

Some musicians and composers had collaborated with the oppressors,
and the new music establishment boycotted these. Some of these composers
were eager nationalists, and this kind of music was then discredited among
the young composers. They had to look for new and international ideals, not
in Germany but in France where the leading lady, Nadia Boulanger, was
teaching and promoting the neoclassical aesthetics and the French style of
clarity in music to American and European students.

In Norway the soft-spoken and reticent Fartein Valen became the ideal
for the young generation, even though he did not teach much after the war.
A second generation of modernists was established during the 1950s with
composers like Knut Nystedt (1915 –), Maj Sønstevold (1917–96) and Gun-
nar Sønstevold (1912–91), Øistein Sommerfeldt (1919–94), Johan Kvandal
(1919–99), Finn Mortensen (1922–83), Egil Hovland (1924 –) and Arne
Nordheim (1931 –). Some of the old polarization between the modernist
and the folklore inspired composers was still obvious, but without the acer-
bic comments and the hard antagonism in the public discussion. In this
modernist trend it is interesting to observe that Nystedt and Hovland were
instrumental in revitalizing and reforming the church music by using J.S.
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Bach and older church music, also as models for the liturgical practice, and
at the same time composing new church music in a modern expressive style.

But there was a gradual change of focus during the 1960s. The new,
younger generation wanted a place for themselves, and to achieve this, they
had to get rid of the old generation and their “moth-eaten” national music.
They did not denounce specific works or persons, but in vigorously claiming
time for any new music, a score of older music had to be left out, often with-
out any aesthetic evaluation. The older composers were ousted out of office,
and sorely neglected when music for major performances and recordings
was chosen. This dramatic shift in policy led to a further diminished knowl-
edge of the older music, especially by the older generation, those making
their debut before World War II. Also younger producers in the radio sta-
tions tended to ignore this generation through lack of knowledge and in the
belief that the belittling of this music by the young radicals was “outdated”.
This self-centered and one-eyed policy created a schism between not only
composers but also a musical audience who could not understand why their
older, much loved national music disappeared. 

There is a stylistic diversity among leading composers like Kåre Kolberg
(1936 –), Alfred Janson (1937 –), Ketil Hvoslef (1939 –) and Trygve Madsen
(1940 –) and also in their individual styles during their active years. The
almost dogmatic modern tendencies from the German “Darmstadt School”
and serialism was not met with enthusiasm in Norway. The new expressive,
modern music from Poland, however, was well received among the young
composers, as was the Polish electronic music, Arne Nordheim produced
his major electronic compositions in Warsaw. Gradually a “new simplicity”
with a new tonality made some of the modern music more palatable for a
wider audience.

Cultural Policies

We can hardly speak of a homogeneous music community in Norway. Actu-
ally there are several parallel music communities where the various genres
thrive side by side. Some of the activities in these communities are guided by
commercial principles. Others are nonprofit undertakings, having nothing
whatsoever to do with money. However, by far the majority of these activi-
ties function according to a kind of mixed economic model, with the direct
or indirect participation of public institutions.
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Although composers and performers are often those who attract the
most attention in our musical landscape, some important general trends are
to be found in Norwegian thought, education and cultural policy. In the
course of the 1970s and 1980s, the Government and the Storting (the Nor-
wegian national assembly) adopted a number of new cultural objectives.
Most of these are set out in a series of White Papers on cultural policy,
which were intended to provide an overall assessment of the objectives
and conditions of art in a modern society. These White Papers introduced
a broader concept of culture into the planning process. Sport and amateur
activities were at first implicitly included in this concept, as well as the
dissemination of art to as many people as possible. The concept of “cul-
tural democracy” became a catchword. More attention was focused on
popular music forms and the role played by voluntary organizations, and
regional cultural development and decentralization – even in the planning
and decision-making stages – became goals in themselves. The role of
artists in the community was more broadly defined, also in terms of finan-
cial support. Participation by the individual citizen was regarded as bene-
ficial in itself, and importance was attached to developing the individual’s
aptitudes and abilities, all without favoring any particular genre or music
form. 

Roughly speaking, this cultural responsibility is shared between the
municipalities, the counties/regions and the State, depending on the func-
tions to be fulfilled. The State is in charge of opera, the symphony orches-
tras, higher education in music, certain archives and special funding for
various festivals and organizations, including amateur organizations. For
example, the oldest existing symphony orchestra in Europe, the Bergen Phil-
harmonic Orchestra, was a private organization (the music society “Harmo-
nien”) for 315 years. Now it is fully financed by public funds.

Opera was performed at infrequent intervals in some Norwegian cities in
the 20th century, often financed by theatres and private enthusiasts. The
Norwegian Opera and Ballet was established in 1958 and is fully funded by
the government, with their main stage in Oslo but also with responsibilities
as a touring company. The new opera house in Oslo was finished in 2008, a
beautiful building on the sea front with the very best facilities for opera and
ballet. The government also supports smaller opera companies in other cit-
ies, companies that may have one single production every year. Some opera
composers are also performed abroad: Edvard Fliflet Bræin (1924–1976),
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Antonio Bibalo (1922 –) and Gisle Kverndokk (1967 –) are the most recog-
nized during the last few decades.

From the 1960s a conscious effort has been made in Norway to incorpo-
rate music education into all kinds of educational institutions, ranging from
kindergarten and municipal music schools, through upper secondary and up
to conservatory, university and academy level. We are now beginning to see
the results: a new generation of outstanding young Norwegian artists is
appearing on concert podiums around the world. Young pianists like Leif
Ove Andsnes and Håvard Gimse, violon cellist Truls Mørk, trumpeter Ole
Edvard Antonsen and violinist Henning Kraggerud appear as soloists with
leading orchestras. But the most famous of performers is probably still the
opera singer Kirsten Flagstad (1895–1962), whose recordings are constantly
selling well. At the same time, the quality of our ensembles, symphony
orchestras and opera has improved steadily.

Two state institutions also deserve special mention. The first of these is
the Norwegian Cultural Council, an independent body that administers a
state cultural fund set up to preserve valuable culture and to promote inno-
vative activities, pilot projects and experimental endeavors. The Cultural
Council also supports record series, which serve as a kind of anthology of
Norwegian music. The second is the Norwegian Concert Institute (Rikskon-

Bildetekst
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sertene), a state concert institution that also fulfils an important educational
role. Every year the Norwegian Concert Institute contributes to 10,000 con-
certs throughout the country, either directly by arranging tours or indirectly
by giving grants to local arrangers.

Another important aspect of Norwegian music is the widespread ama-
teur activity, which is now fairly well organized. This includes all kinds of
choirs, orchestras, ensembles, symphonic bands, brass bands, etc. Many of
these collaborate closely with local music schools and the professional musi-
cians to be found in the area.

Sámi Music

Roughly 60,000 people are registered as Sámi people in Norway, and they
have had their own parliament since 1989, a forum that has made Sámi cul-
ture and language a major topic. Traditional Sámi music in Northern Europe
is called joik, an often reiterated, short vocal piece, orally transmitted or
improvised. A joik might be a characterization of a person, a landscape, a
stone or a puppy playing. It may be wordless or have a short text. The musi-
cal rhythm will normally follow the text closely, and the melody will be based
on variations on a pentatonic structure and have a limited ambitus.

From around 1970 Sámi artists have been more conscious of their herit-
age and included elements of joik in symphonic and chamber music (as did
Jon Persen, b. 1941). Joik has also been the basis for some folk groups
accompanied by a rock band, and the artist Mari Boine (1956-) has via folk-
rock entered the world music scene with strong elements from joik. The
Finnish-Swedish-Norwegian multi artist Nils-Aslak Valkeapää (1943–2001)
composed larger works based on his own text and joik-like melodies, works
that reached a wide audience and paved the way for his receiving an honor-
ary prize from the Nordic Council.

Sámi joiks have been collected and published in all the countries having a
Sámi population. In Norway the major collection is to be found in Tromsø
University Museum.

Jazz

In the 1920s and 1930s jazz was almost synonymous with dance music. But
visits by leading American and French jazz musicians changed this, with
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people listening to jazz or going to concerts. During World War II jazz had
to go underground, often camouflaged as “sewing clubs” where the
“embroidering” was done by saxophone or piano.

I the 1950s big bands were cherished, but most players were amateurs or
musicians in the theatres, like the trumpeter Rowland Greenberg (1920–94)
and saxophonist Bjarne Nerem (1923–91) and the pianist Einar Iversen
(1930 –). But in the 1960s a more professional attitude was spreading,
together with a more experimental trend, which created a musical diversity
both on a national and local level, not least through the first international
jazz festivals. In these and the following years Norway produced a number
of great jazz artists who have won international renown, such as singer
Karin Krog (1937 –), percussionist Jon Christensen (1943 –), saxophonist
Jan Garbarek (1947 –), bassist Arild Andersen (1945 –), singer Radka Toneff
(1952–82), pianists Ketil Bjørnstad (1952 –) and Jon Balke (1955 –). It is typ-
ical that most of them are not only performers but also arrangers and com-
posers, and they have changed the public’s concept of what jazz is today

It is also characteristic to see crossovers from jazz and into jazz. Terje
Rypdal (1947 –) won fame as a guitarist in jazz and rock and composed in
these genres as well as opera and symphonies. Jazz meets folk music, from
Norway, eastern Europe or far away “exotic” countries, and something new
is created. But the basic element of improvisation is clearly heard in the
music of trumpeter Nils Petter Molvær (1960 –) and Bugge Wesseltoft (1964
–), even in music to accompany a movie. In recent years several young jazz
groups have also played material typical of the rock scene and the elec-
tronica circuit. But traditional improvised jazz is still played, and two piano
trios, led by Tord Gustavsen and Helge Lien respectively, have had successes
with their recordings and festival appearances abroad. In general critics seem
to notice a “clean and fresh sound” in Norwegian jazz, which may be the
result of the painstaking efforts to produce these recordings in the best stu-
dios with the best equipment. 

Norwegian Jazz Archives has been established for the purpose of collect-
ing recordings and other material related to this art form.

Rock 

The rock scene seems to follow the general trends in Europe. There are,
however, a couple of peculiarities, which are noted as such. The black metal
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music was a kind of youthful protest against their view of a “dull” and estab-
lished society. Some of the groups have chosen a harsh expression with a
strong beat and sound, and some have chosen heathenism, Satanism or wor-
shipping the old Norse gods as their trademarks. It may seem that the con-
text is more important than the music itself.

The electronic development has also created a super sensitive sound-
scape. Some of the young DJs have experimented with quite simple equip-
ment and produce exquisite sounds over and around a very pronounced
dance beat. This happened as a non-commercial challenge initially, but some
of the best DJs are now hired as producers for commercial pop stars from
the USA and Europe.

Diversification of music

The young DJs got their inspiration from the electronic music produced by
people like Arne Nordheim in technically sophisticated and complicated
electronic studios from the 1960s onwards. Sondheim, with his international
fame, was an inspiration also for the young “art music” composers. But they
had in addition a great teacher in Professor Finn Mortensen, who was
appointed the first professor at the State Academy of Music, established in
1973. The generation making their debut as composers around 1970 con-
sists of composers like Magne Hegdal (1944 –), Terje Bjørklund (1945 –),
Ragnar Søderlind (1945 –), Olav Anton Thommesen (1946 –), Lasse Thore-
sen (1949 –) and Synne Skouen (1950 –). It is hard to find a common
denominator among these fine composers; their styles vary, also for the indi-
vidual composer. Music drama might be common for most of them, but
while some write full-length operas, others only write short experimental
scenes to explore the possibilities of the voice without any stage or props.

The following generation, with composers like Magnar Åm (1952 –),
Cecilie Ore (1954 –), Håkon Berge (1954-), Rolf Wallin (1957 –), Ståle Kleib-
erg (1958 –), Nils Henrik Asheim (1960 –) and Asbjørn Schaathun (1961 –),
are as mixed as the preceding one. But they may be more occupied with
musicianship and music from earlier decades, experiencing more with
expressiveness and storytelling also in their instrumental music.
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