BIO 

KETIL BJORNSTAD

Born in Oslo in 1952, Ketil Bjørnstad is a unique figure in the arts in Norway, recognized not only as an unusually well-rounded musician (interpreter, improvisor, composer) but also as a writer. He has published some 20 books, primarily novels (including fictionalized biographies of Grieg and Munch, the latter translated into several languages, including English and German), and also collections of poetry and essays. His history as a musician is also unorthodox. Classically trained in London, Paris and Oslo, Bjørnstad made his debut at the age of 16 in 1969 as soloist with the Oslo Philharmonic, playing Bartók's Piano Concerto No. 3. An encounter with Miles Davis's In A Silent Way the same year changed his musical priorities and he left the classical world behind him. He first recorded in 1973 with a quartet including Arild Andersen and Jon Christensen, and through the 1970s enthusiastically monitored ECM's inroads into Scandinavian jazz - even though "jazz", at least in a traditional sense, is a music he has not wrestled with as a player. "If you're coming from classical music, you have to recognise that the disciplines are different." In the Sea group he keeps his own prodigious technique on a short leash. "In the way I'm working now, I feel an imperative not to overplay. I worked for many years as a solo improvisor and I'd grown accustomed to taking responsibility for all facets of the music, the development of the melody in the improvising as well as covering the rhythmic functions. It was almost shocking, during the recording of Water Stories, to find that I could achieve comparable results using far less notes. But I feel good about my role in the quartet. We have different levels of communicating. Sometimes it's about establishing a counterpoint, a relationship between the instruments, more than about 'solos'." 

“The River” (ECM), the 1996 recording by Ketil Bjørnstad and American cellist David Darling received positive press notices around the world for its thoughtful and unostentatious approach to transidiomatic music-making. “An unforgettable listening experience”, the Sydney Morning Herald insisted: “The boundaries between composition and improvisation are blurred beyond recognition. What emerges has an organic quality devoid of contrivances to provide ‘blowing vehicles’ or display ‘clever writing’. Similarly, ‘great playing’ has been entirely subordinated to the cause of the most profoundly direct emotional communication with the listener. Much of what happens is quite simple: sublime melody from one instrument, delicately shaded by the other.” This process is extended on “Epigraphs”, which features performances of exceptional subtlety, whether shaped spontaneously in the moment, pre-formulated by cellist or pianist, or freely based upon music of the renaissance, an inspirational source for both musicians. 


British newspaper The Times wrote this about ”Epigraphs” : ”What a record it is! Epicraphs combines the delicately weighted, mathematically perfect, lingering notes from Bjørnstad’s piano with the growling, soaring singing of Darling’s cello. Like their earlier collaboration The River , the pieces here owe much to 16th/17th century composers William Byrd and Orlando Gibbons. The pair share a mutual instinct for improvisation which has resulted in one of the most exquisite albums of slow, raw music to emerge in recent years.” - Mike Bradley

Bjørnstad is also the leader of The Sea, the tempestous quartet, now in its sixth year of existence, which also includes David Darling, besides Terje Rypdal on guitar and Jon Christensen on drums. The quartet has recorded two highly acclaimed  albums on ECM, “The Sea” and “The Sea II”.

“From the beginning with The Sea,” David Darling recalls, “there would be moments when, after a lot of movement or a lot of colour, you’d have perhaps an eight or sixteen bar phrase of purity or beauty, with no exaggeration, no vibrato on the cello, moments of pure tone really, with Ketil playing piano in such a reduced and simplistic way. There was something unique to this dynamic that we both wanted to take further. Plus, I’ve always been interested in ‘adagio’ and slow music generally, and to a find a pianist with a similar sensibility and be able to explore these ideas together in a recording situation is, for me, a wonderful opportunity.” 

 “Water Stories” (ECM), which brought together Bjørnstad, Terje Rypdal and Jon Christensen, laid the groundwork for the formation of  The Sea. The quartet has become a regular presence on the international touring circuit, and Bjørnstad also performs with other permutations drawn from its personnel. In addition to the duo with David Darling heard on “The River” and “Epigraphs”, there is now also a duo with Terje Rypdal. Both duos and quartet were on tour throughout the world in 2000. 

An exceptionally well-rounded musician (pianist, composer/arranger, improviser, interpreter), Ketil Bjørnstad also has a considerable reputation as a writer. He has published more than 20 books in Norway, primarily novels but also collections of poetry and essays. Several of his books have been translated and published internationally. His most recent novel “Erling’s Fall” will be published in German by Insel Verlag in February 2001, and his acclaimed 1993 novel “Story of Edvard Munch”, a fictionalized account of the great painter’s life, is to be issued in an English version by Arcade this spring. 


The last few years Bjørnstad has performed on most of the important European Jazz Festivals, a.o. in London, Frankfurt, Wien, Nancy, Voss, Molde and Kongsberg.
Bjørnstad has delivered music for the last two movies of Jean-Luc Godard and his 5 CD-box Histoire(s) du Cinema, and he was also chosen to be the official Millenium composer, writing an oratorium and perfoming for the Norwegian King and Queen New Years Eve 1999.
”Grace” is ment to be a hopeful celebration to the future’s music and at the same time a ”thank you” to the music that’s already been written and produced. As a result it has ended up as an invitation for performers from widely different musical environments.
The lyrics are based on the poetry of the founder of the School of Methaphysics in English Poetry, John Donne (1572-1631), known for a.o. his love poems, ”Holy Sonnets” and preaches. The lyrics are mostly about the eternal topics – life, death and, not least, love.
On ”Grace” Bjørnstad collaborates with Anneli Drecker from Bel Canto (vocals), Arild Andersen (bass), Jan Bang (sound sculpturing),Trilok Gurtu (percussion), Bendik Hofseth (sax and vocals) and Eivind Aarset (guitar). Despite their totally different musical bases, Bjørnstad managed to create a homogenic unity of these individualists.
As Norwegian newspaper BA wrote in their review of the concert : ”Exciting, surprising and beautiful! Performed to a standing ovation – fully deserved!”
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