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Icelandic composers are united by a feeling for landscape.

MUSICAL EVENTS

NORDIC FIRE

The Los Angeles Philharmonic celebrates the music of Iceland.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY RUI TENREIRO

S
on for son, dóttir for dóttir, Iceland 
may be the most musical nation on 

earth. It has a population of three hun-
dred and thirty-two thousand—about 
the same as that of Corpus Christi, 
Texas—and an international musical pres-
ence that is out of all proportion to its 
size. In April, the Los Angeles Philhar-
monic hosted the Reykjavík Festival, 
which sprawled across eight days of pro-
gramming. There were around fifty mu-
sical compositions, six nonclassical groups, 
and nearly a hundred and fifty Icelandic 
participants. The corridors of Disney Hall 
were blonder than usual. Local hotel re-
ceptionists contended with names con-
taining þ and ð. A huge installation by 
the Icelandic artist Shoplifter, consisting 

of a hovering mass of multicolored hair 
extensions, occupied one of Disney’s lobby 
spaces, setting a characteristic Icelandic 
tone of epic whimsy. And the country’s 
preëminent musical figure had not yet 
arrived: in a postlude to the festival, Björk 
will perform at Disney at the end of May. 

The explanation for the Icelandic 
music surge is difficult to pin down, but 
it may have to do with the persistence 
of a communal, close-knit culture, which 
resists reducing music to a faceless dig-
ital utility. The country has some two 
hundred choirs, nearly a hundred music 
schools, a world-class orchestra (the Ice-
land Symphony), and an unknown num-
ber of bands. Much of this activity is 
supported by the government, which 

prizes culture instead of punishing it. At 
a pre-concert talk, the musicologist Árni 
Heimir Ingólfsson said, “Iceland won its 
independence from Denmark only in 
1944, and, like so many young countries, 
it has legitimized itself through culture.” 
Because so many Icelanders have stud-
ied singing or learned to play an instru-
ment, classical music has a less isolated 
position in their society. It was no stretch 
for the L.A. Phil to reach out to Björk 
and members of the bands Sigur Rós 
and Múm, who already knew most of 
the principals on the classical side. Sigur 
Rós performed in three programs, with 
Esa-Pekka Salonen and the L.A. Phil 
providing accompaniment. Before the 
band took the stage, the orchestra played 
on its own.

No pop idol will ever rock as granit-
ically hard as Jón Leifs, with whom the 
modern history of Icelandic music be-
gins. On the final night of the orchestral 
series, the convulsive dissonances of Leifs’s 
Organ Concerto, completed in 1930, star-
tled a hall full of Sigur Rós fans. Leifs 
was a visionary musical thinker who tried 
to capture volcanoes, geysers, and Norse 
gods in sound, and largely succeeded. He 
was also an irascible curmudgeon who 
entertained theories of Aryan suprem-
acy. He lived in Germany for most of the 
Nazi period, his career hampered by his 
brazen modernist tendencies and by his 
marriage to Annie Riethof, a German 
Jewish pianist. A performance of the 
Organ Concerto in 1941, in Berlin, led 
to mass walkouts and denunciations in 
the press. Somehow, he and Riethof sur-
vived, escaping to Sweden in 1944.

The concerto not only unleashes 
spectacular sounds—screaming organ-
and-brass chords at the outset; ritual 
hammer blows on the timpani, bass 
drum, and tam-tam—but also possesses 
an intricate structure, in the form of 
thirty variations on a passacaglia theme 
of dour folkish character. There are prob-
lems of balance: at the L.A. Phil, one 
saw the strings more than one heard 
them. The finale is protracted to the 
point of exhaustion, as the music hits a 
climactic wall and then runs into it again 
and again. Yet Leifs’s maniacal over- 
emphasis is integral to his work’s aes-
thetic, which might be described as one 
of sublime derangement. The English 
organist James McVinnie conquered 
the daredevil solo part, and the ever 
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more masterly Salonen—who, earlier 
in the month, led the L.A. Phil in what 
seemed to me a definitive rendition of 
Sibelius’s elusive Sixth Symphony—
gave shape to the chaos.

Contemporary Icelandic composers 
tend not to imitate Leifs, which is just 
as well, given his habit of running ideas 
into the ground. They do, however, echo 
his feeling for landscape, exchanging 
blood-and-soil philosophy for cosmo-
politan environmentalism. At the festi-
val, scores alluded variously to earth-
quakes, glaciers, long nights, weather 
phenomena, and—inevitably—a volca-
nic eruption. (The last was heard in a 
delightful children’s program called Max-
imus Musicus, telling of mice that go on 
tourist expeditions in an orchestra’s bag-
gage.) Other pieces dwelled more gen-
erally on elemental textures, such as fixed 
harmonies, drones, and shimmering pat-
terns. Players were often asked to aban-
don the standard twelve pitches: glissan-
dos, microtones, whistling harmonics, 
and other breathy noises proliferated. 
The effect was usually more evocative 
than assaultive. A few too many com-
posers favored moods over ideas, antic-
ipation over event; this may be the down-
side of inhabiting a bohemian-friendly 
culture in which artists seldom assume 
antagonistic roles.

Anna Thorvaldsdottir, a thirty-nine-
year-old composer who divides her time 
between Iceland and England, is a par-
ticularly artful purveyor of Icelandic at-
mospherics. Her short tone poem “Aer-
ality” leans on sustained notes, yet its 
sonorities are so alive with ever-chang-
ing instrumental filigree that it simulta-
neously achieves a state of stasis and of 
transformation. The thirty-eight-year-

old composer and conductor Daníel 
Bjarnason, who also served as the festi-
val’s co-curator, contributed a majesti-
cally brooding symphonic triptych titled 
“Emergence.” (This and other recent Ice-
landic works can be heard on a new Sono 
Luminus album entitled “Recurrence,” 
with Bjarnason leading the Iceland Sym-
phony.) The fifty-seven-year-old Haukur 
Tómasson employed a brighter palette 
in his Second Piano Concerto, with much 
of the solo part—virtuosically executed 
in L.A. by Víkingur Ólafsson—given 
over to crystalline scampering in the tre-
ble clef. Even here, though, abyssal tuba 
notes exposed a sonic substratum.

The Sigur Rós element of the equa-
tion felt more strained. The band first 
gained fame in the late nineties with airy, 
falsetto-driven soundscapes; its recent 
work is heavy with guitars and drums, 
verging on black metal. A starry array of 
composers supplied arrangements of their 
songs—Bjarnason, David Lang, Missy 
Mazzoli, and Nico Muhly, among oth-
ers—but much of their effort disap-
peared beneath the band’s bass-heavy 
roar. (Owen Pallett fared best with  
an impish wind-and-brass scoring of 
“Starálfur.”) Disney’s hypersensitive 
acoustics have never responded well to 
amplified music, and to my ears the sound 
became oppressive, although the gentle-
man who did a paganistic touchdown 
dance in the aisle next to me obviously 
disagreed. I wish that I had found the 
courage to do the same during the Leifs.

T
he L.A. Phil balanced all that Nor-
dic thunder with events of more  

intimate potency. The superb chorus 
Schola Cantorum Reykjavík prefaced 
the orchestral concerts with a selection 

of a-cappella pieces, including Leifs’s 
Requiem, which is as spare and sad as 
the Organ Concerto is savage. The group 
cast an even deeper spell in a free con-
cert at the First Congregational Church, 
a handsome Gothic Revival pile near 
MacArthur Park: the program featured 
“Hvíld,” an ethereally dissonant work by 
Hörður Áskelsson, the chorus’s director. 
Just as restorative was a series of early- 
evening appearances by Nordic Affect, 
a Reykjavík early-music quartet that has 
compensated for the lack of an Icelan-
dic Baroque by commissioning scores 
for period instruments. Here, too, Anna 
Thorvaldsdottir stood out. Her “Shades 
of Silence” begins with droning strings 
and with barely audible sounds produced 
by plucking, brushing, and rubbing the 
strings of a harpsichord. Eventually, chim-
ing figures emerge from the cloud of 
timbre. You seem to be present at the 
birth of music itself.

The festival had many other high-
lights: Þurídur Jónsdóttir’s “Cylinder 49,” 
in which Schola Cantorum sang an old 
Icelandic song into ceramic teacups, rep-
licating the distortions of an Edison- 
cylinder recording; Úlfur Hansson’s “Þýð,” 
in which the audience was asked to hum 
drones in support of Nordic Affect’s play-
ing. As with past festivals, the L.A. Phil 
has masterminded an experience too ab-
sorbingly complex to be summarized in 
brief. In the coming months, this most 
imaginative of orchestras faces a crucial 
decision about its future: Deborah Borda, 
who has served brilliantly as its presi-
dent and C.E.O. since 2000, is moving 
on to the New York Philharmonic, and 
the organization is seeking a new leader. 
The internal memo should be brief: 
“Change nothing.” 
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