


Knut Nystedt’s legacy is unavoidable in 
the musical powerhouse that is twenty-
first-century Norway. Nystedt founded 
what has become one of the world’s 
finest professional vocal ensembles, 
the Norwegian Soloists’ Choir (now 
under the leadership of his successor, 
Grete Pedersen). He did so in order 
that the most interesting avant-garde 
vocal music could be performed in his 
homeland —including the music he, as 
one of the most significant Norwegian 
composer of the post-war period, was 
yet to write for it. 

That music would influence composers 
from Ørjan Matre to Eric Whitacre. 
Nystedt has been described by turns 
as a Norwegian Zoltán Kodály, for his 

structural use of folk-derived music, 
and a Norwegian John Tavener, given 
the ecstatic and resonant qualities of 
his aesthetic
—particularly of the choral music that 
makes up three-quarters of his output. 
He was at once a neo-classicist and a 
mystic, a romantic and a modernist. 
Even at its most mellifluous and idi-
omatic, his choral music betrays hard-
and-fast structures and an urge to test 
new devices and push timbral limits. 

Nystedt was born in 1915 to a musical 
and religiously devout Oslo family. 
His earliest formal musical education 
came courtesy of the Norwegian Boys’ 
Choir (Olavsguttene) and he was soon 
admitted to the Oslo Conservatory where 

he studied piano and organ, frequently 
accompanying the choir in which he’d 
previously sang. As an adult singer he 
participated in Arild Sandvold’s per-
formances of sacred oratorios includ-
ing, in 1937, a performance of Bach’s 
St Matthew Passion that Nystedt cited 
as the pivotal experience of his life.

At the conservatory, Nystedt was 
taught composition by Bjarne 
Brustad, who saw to it that his pupil’s 
earliest works were performed: his 
String Quartet No 1 and Høgfjell Suite 
Op 8 (‘High Mountain Suite’) for 
orchestra. One of the first of the com-
poser’s large-scale oratorios followed, 
Nådvegen (‘The Path of Mercy’), 
written during the Nazi occupation 
of Norway and based on Old Norse 
Christian songs.

At the same time, Nystedt had taken 
conducting lessons with Øivind Fjel-
stad of the Oslo Philharmonic, which 

he first conducted in 1945. After the 
war, Nystedt travelled to the USA on a 
grant from the Norwegian Composers’ 
Guild, where he studied organ with 
Ernest White and composition with 
Aaron Copland. While in America, he 
gave organ recitals in New York and 
witnessed several performances of his 
Concerto Grosso for Three Trumpets 
and Strings.

On returning home, Nystedt began 
a long association with the Oslo 
Organists’ Association. He had 
previously been Organist at the 
Bethlehem Missionary Church in 
Oslo but from 1955 until 1982 served 
as Organist at Torshov Church in 
the city. In 1950, he founded the 
Norwegian Soloists’ Choir, five years 
later penning Cry Out And Shout, a 
score lasting barely a minute whose 
expressionistic evangelical zeal would 
seal the composer’s reputation across 
the Atlantic. Nystedt enjoyed visiting 
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