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Pianist Nína Margrét Grímsdóttir is one of Iceland’s most established classical performers and recording artists. As well as playing with the Royal Chamber Orchestra in Tokyo, the Reykjavík Chamber Orchestra, the Reykjavík Symphony Orchestra and the Reykjavík Youth Orchestra, Nína has also performed chamber music with the KaSa group, the Iceland Trio, the Reykjavík Wind Quintet and violinist Nicholas Milton.

As a performer Nína has traveled widely, from Japan, England, France and Scandinavia to extensive tours throughout the United States and Canada. She has actively promoted Icelandic music throughout her career, premiering and performing (amongst others) Thorkell Sigurbjörnsson (New York, 1999); John Speight (New York, 1997); Fjölnir Stefánsson (New Hampshire, 1997); Jónas Tómasson (Toronto, 1996, San Diego, 1991); and Atli Heimir Sveinsson (New York & Washington D.C., 2002; New York, 1994). 

Nína Margrét also gives master classes and lecture-recitals on a regular basis - she gave over 200 school concerts around between 2000-2006 in Iceland alone, as well working in Japan and the United States. Her musical curiosity stretches beyond classical music, as exemplified by television appearances alongside pop-artist Mugison, honorary concerts with Faroese singer Eivør Pálsdóttir and gigs with teenage rock bands such as Búdrygindi.

As well as releasing solo and chamber music performances of Páll Ísólfsson, Mendelssohn and Mozart Nína has recently released her world premiere recording of selected solo and chamber works by Iceland´s first composer: “Sveinbjörn Sveinbjörnsson (1847-1927)”. The CD was awarded four stars in an excellent review published Dec. 19. 2007 in Morgunbladid and also chosen one of the 10 best classical CDs issued in Iceland in 2007.
 
Were your parents musical and/or did they support your move into music?

I loved to sing and dance from early on and, coming from a musical home, where both my parents played the piano, I also remember my mother playing guitar and singing children’s songs to myself and my two younger brothers. Classical music was mainly heard on the radio and via LPs. I was lucky in that my parents firmly believed that music education should be an integral part of their children’s lives from early on. They taught me the basics of piano playing at the age of 7 so I was able to play “The Last Rose of Summer” during my first piano lesson, an event my first piano teacher still reminiscences about.

Which composers did you first fall in love with?

The piano and violin concertos of Mozart and piano works of Chopin were heard frequently on LPs in my early home environment, also one of my early memories is of my mother playing Chopin’s “Valses” on the piano. I guess that even if these two great composers had not gotten a headstart with me their music would have enraptured me anyway: it is a magnificent manifestation of emotions in sound. Additionally for those who love the sound of the piano like myself, Chopin´s music maximizes the expressive potential of the instrument like no other composer. I’m in fact currently preparing a Chopin program entitled: “Nocturnes and Ballades” which should find its way on to a CD within the next few years.

You have toured a great deal in your career – where have been your favourite places to play, and why?

Each concert has a special significance to me. I must however mention my 1999 Canada tour, which included visiting the original sites of the early Icelandic-Canadian Settlements around Lake Winnipeg as having a special place in my heart.

Your latest project is a recording of solo and chamber works by Sveinbjörn Sveinbjörnsson – how did this project come about and what drew you to his music in particular?

When I was 13 my first piano teacher gave me the music to “Idyll” and “Vikivaki”, the opening solos on the new CD, so they go a long way back with me. When I wrote my 1989 Master´s dissertation at the City University of London as the first comprehensive research into Icelandic piano music it began naturally with Sveinbjörnsson´s works and at the time I decided to learn more about him later on. During the 1990s when I lived in the United States I performed Sveinbjörnsson´s E-minor Trio on many occasions receiving great audience feedback, so upon returning to Iceland my preparation for the CD began. Thus the Sveinbjörnsson project has been many years in the making so to speak and it is a source of great joy and pride to know that this beautiful music has been issued on such a prestigious label as NAXOS.

You have also recorded works by Pall Isolfsson and are writing a dissertation study of his piano works; what makes Isolfsson’s work special or unique?

Isolfsson´s works are unique in Iceland in terms of their lyric expression, quality of formal structure and genre variety. In an international perspective it seems that Isolfsson´s music combines lyricism influenced by Grieg especially and a formal structure primarily found in the music of Reger and as such it may have a unique aspect not necessarily found in the music of Isolfsson´s contemporaries and fellow international students.

And your albums of music by Mendelssohn and Mozart – why these composers specifically?

Mozart´s music seems to appeal to my musicality in a unique way; his music is a direct communication of feelings. Mendelssohn´s music has some of these elements as well, sincere beautiful expression, sometimes tragic but never grotesque.

How do you feel Icelandic classical music is perceived by the international community these days? 

I sense that when Icelandic classical music is introduced on an international level it is perceived positively. Thanks to the adventurous spirit of foreign record companies such as BIS and NAXOS who have been willing to take chances by issuing our music it is gradually becoming better known internationally. The persistent high quality work of local companies such as Iceland Music Information Center and Smekkleysa will hopefully in cooperation with IMX further advance international knowledge of Icelandic classical music and musicians in years to come.

You make a huge effort to give masterclasses and tour schools and universities in Iceland – why is this so important to you?

As a teacher at the university- and college level at the Iceland Art Academy and the Reykjavik College of Music, I am in good touch with the younger generations of musicians in Iceland. I feel it is important that professional musicians devote a part of their time and efforts to share their knowledge and experience with students. Classical music training is very much a mentoring process in the sense that some things cannot be learned from books, they have to be experienced in real-time and face-to-face. Today I remember fondly those teachers who inspired me on some level; likewise as a teacher myself I find it rewarding when a student benefits from my mentoring.

What music other than classical do you like?

I love good music from all styles and periods. To be more specific I would mention Led Zeppelin, Elton John, John Lennon, Sting, The Doors, U2 and Take That as random examples.

Do you ever perform anything other than classical?

Not as often as I would like to. Great non-classical performances have included my cooperation with Mugison and Eivør
.
Do you play any instruments other than the piano?

I play the organ but my secret wish is to be a singer or orchestral conductor: The closest I have come to fulfilling my wish is to conduct a choir from the organ.

How about future plans?

Of my future CD projects featuring Icelandic classical composers I’d like to mention the songs of Ísólfsson, the piano works of Helgason and the chamber works of Nordal. The music of these composers is delightfully unique, each in their own way.
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