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Preface

Agathe Backer Grøndahl (1847–1907) is one of Norway’s

greatest composers. Posterity has by and large ignored her

music. She has been overlooked as a salon composer without

much depth or importance, but this could not be further

from the truth.

There are two extramusical aspects that could be of interest

to the performer. The ﬁrst notable fact is that Agathe Backer

Grøndahl’s sister Harriet Backer was one of Norway’s greatest

painters. Agathe can be seen playing in several of her sister’s

paintings. Art historians and curators are now exploring

how Backer Grøndahl’s music and Backer’s paintings share

strong aesthetic similarities, particularly with respect to

their shared afﬁnity for light, shade and strong contrasts.

The other aspect is the new Romantic movement that was

in vogue in Norway in the 1890s, as exempliﬁed by the poet

Vilhelm Krag. Many of Backer Grøndahl’s greatest songs

were inspired by Krag’s poetry, which is rich in symbolism,

emotional expressiveness and psychological impulses, par-

ticularly in relation to nature. This creates a kind of early

or pre-impressionism, which is one of the most impressive

aspects of Backer Grøndahl’s compositions. Her music is,

in my opinion, clearly composed in a Neo-Romantic vein.

This results in greater contrasts, particularly in her choice

of registers, sudden tempo changes and surprising harmonic

shifts and can also be seen in the more formal principles.
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