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The Gateway
I have often thought that music arises from the encounter between 
experience and curiosity. Not as a compromise, but as an opening. A 
gateway. Leading out to a landscape, or in to a room. When I look back on 
my life as a writer, pianist and composer – and on the many books, albums, 
concerts and collaborations that have shaped me – it strikes me that the 
moments that really matter have always been about dialogue, about telling, 
thinking and being able to listen. About daring to walk through a gateway 
and into a room, without quite knowing what to expect there. 

My collaboration with cellist Sandra Lied Haga springs from such a space. 
There was no planned strategy, no thought about generations, marketing 
or formats. It was quite simply a meeting between two musicians who 
shared a common aesthetic understanding of the seriousness and beauty 
of music. And perhaps also a common belief that melody – that seemingly 
simple component – still has a role to play in our time. 

I have lived my entire life with the piano. It has been my language, my 
home and my challenger. At times also my salvation. Throughout all these 
years, I have held on to a compositional concept that has sometimes been 
perceived as old-fashioned, perhaps even stubborn: that melody and 
harmonies are the fundamental elements of music. Not as decoration or 
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nostalgia, but as structure, as thought, as emotional necessity. For me, 
melody is not something you add at the end; it is the beginning. It is the 
voice that asks, that doubts, that insists. 

When I first heard Sandra play, it was precisely that voice that I heard. 
Not only in her tone, which is always so pure and concentrated, but in 
the way she shapes the lines. Her big sound, which is always stirring. The 
recording she made of the Dvořák concerto for Simax felt so intense and 
intimate that, deeply moved, I wrote the poem “Three Minutes”, which 
appeared in the poetry collection Boat on the Fjord in 2021 (published 
by Aschehoug). Sandra never plays to impress, but to narrate and create, 
and to discover what is true and essential for her. This quality was equally 
strongly expressed in Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations, and in her later 
recordings of the powerful Strohl and Franck sonatas. These have all 
served as a profound inspiration in the composition of The Gateway. 

The cello, which I have never played myself, was nevertheless an early 
part of my upbringing. It has always been close to me. Perhaps because 
its range is so close to the human voice. Perhaps because it contains both 
darkness and light, weight and buoyancy. When I was twelve years old, my 
cello-playing great-uncle Sigurd Svensen invited me to the famous cham-
ber music courses in Lillehammer and introduced me to the Norderud 
Quartet, which at the time was one of Norway’s best amateur quartets. 
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Being able to play César Franck’s piano quintet with them was a defining 
experience. It opened an important door into the world of chamber music. 

In the duo format, without a rhythm section or ornamental layers, 
everything is exposed. Each note must stand on its own. Every pause has 
meaning. In this bare landscape, The Gateway was born. Sandra had invited 
me to Kristiansand in 2024 to be part of the opening of her chamber music 
festival. It was of course a pleasure and an honour, and I wrote a prologue 
that I read in the Cathedral, before we performed “Summer Night by the 
Fjord” together. Around the same time, the idea of ​​a duo collaboration 
arose. Through frequent conversations, we discovered that we had the 
same point of departure. Not least, that we liked the same performers and 
composers. It meant a lot to discover that, for example, she appreciated 
Brahms’s first trio in B major as much as I did. And when I realised that 
she had been listening to my music for several years, we first thought about 
re-recording some of this material. But most of all I wanted to compose 
new music for her, as I already knew she would be able to convey the 
music I wrote. In late summer 2025, I composed all twelve movements in 
a single long and intense writing period, during August darkness, rain and 
glowing sunsets. 

The title emerged early on: The Gateway. A gateway is not a destination, 
but a transition. It marks a shift, a movement from one space to another. 
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For me, this album has been about precisely that: being in the transition 
between experience and renewal, between what is written down and what 
arises in the moment. The music is composed, but it is also open. It invites 
improvisation and dialogue. 

When I compose for Sandra, I work both quickly and slowly. I write by 
hand, at the piano. I listen more than I play. Looking for the melody I am 
searching for. Sometimes the harmonies come first, as if they are seeking 
out a landscape that the melodies can later expand on and move within. 
It is important to me for each chord to have an inner logic, a direction. 
Not necessarily a functional, classical progression, but an emotional 
connection. The harmonies must breathe. And as an improvising musician, 
I never write a detailed piano part. I just mark down the chords and never 
decide on the dynamics in advance. They arise in the moment when we 
play, giving us creative freedom to form the details. 

I have often thought that music is a language where time and age are 
abolished. Experience can give depth, but can also make you stagnate. 
That is why working with Sandra, who is more than forty years younger 
than me, has been so liberating. I would never have dared to approach 
her world if she had not first invited me to open her festival. But when we 
then talked and played together in Kristiansand, new music immediately 
materialised. Music that was simply ours. 
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In the Propeller studio, sound engineer Mike Hartung was waiting for us. 
And the C. Bechstein grand piano I have known for fifteen years, which 
has seen me through countless recordings, was better than ever, thanks 
to Trond Hellstrøm’s expert tuning. Most of the tracks were finished after 
only one take, and we recorded the entire album on the first day. Mike 
helped us to find the space for a shared musical dialogue, full of excitement 
and surprises, not rehearsals and repetition. Sandra’s technique is superb 
and her confidence vast, and Mike’s presence always serves as a link 
between the musicians, as I also experienced with Anneli Drecker when 
we recorded Between Hotels And Time (with Lars Saabye Christensen’s 
lyrics) a few years ago. After just a few moments in this studio, it seems as 
if the music begins to live its own life. 

Perhaps this recording is nevertheless characterised by a form of reflection. 
Sandra and I chose to record this in December. We have both always felt 
a special attraction to the dark period of the year, but this is also a dark 
period for the world, which has an impact on all of us. Time clearly plays 
a role, both when you are young and when you have lived a long life. And 
if you are a musician, silence takes on greater significance at every age. 
The pauses become just as important as the notes. When I compose for 
Sandra, I feel a need to write more simply, clearly, directly. Not to reduce, 
but to concentrate. 
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And so the melody has always been my most important musical com-
panion. In a time when much music has become fragmented and cold, 
where structures are dissolved and reference points disappear in speed and 
rhythmic and tonal complexity, I hold on to the necessity of melodies and 
harmonies as an anchor. Not as a nostalgic gesture, but as a way of creating 
coherence and meaning. A good melody carries within itself both memory 
and movement. It can contain sorrow without becoming sentimental, joy 
without becoming frivolous. 

Together with Sandra, I have found that the musical expression I believe 
in has been given new life. Her way of articulating, her use of the bow and 
vibrato, give the lines a depth that touches and moves me over and over 
again. She listens not only to what I play, but to what I am trying to say, 
where I really want to go. This is a rare quality that I am deeply grateful to 
experience. 

The Gateway is not intended to be a declaration or a manifesto. It is, rather, 
a quiet statement. An invitation to listen slowly. To walk through the 
gateway without knowing what is on the other side. For me, this recording 
represents a kind of trust in music, in collaboration, in the unpredictable. 

I have often said that I write music to understand myself better. That is still 
the case. But in this project, my writing is also a means of understanding 
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another person. Meeting another voice. In that sense, The Gateway is also 
a portrait – not only of us as individuals, but of the gateway that shows the 
path leading to the space where we want to be. 

When I listen to the recording now, I hear something that is greater than 
the sum of its parts. I hear a conversation that continues, even after the 
last note has faded. Perhaps this is what music and poetry do at their best: 
open up a space we can enter, and let us stay there, often a little longer than 
we intended. 

If this recording of The Gateway has a purpose, it must be to remind us 
that there is still room for the unhurried, the attentive, the melodic, the 
human. That music does not always have to explain itself with complex 
solutions. Sometimes it is enough to open a gateway – and walk through 
it together.

				    ketil bjørnstad
				    Oslo, New Year’s Eve, 2025



“Divine cello playing, heavenly sound, a masterly performance”
grieg festival

Norwegian cellist sandra lied haga stands on the threshold of a major 
career, having won four international competitions, a number of European 
prizes and the prestigious Equinor Classical Music Award, previously 
given to Leif Ove Andsnes, Truls Mørk, Lise Davidsen and Vilde Frang 
a.o. She made her debut with symphony orchestra at age 10. Her rich, 
beautiful sound and prodigious talent have attracted attention worldwide 
and made her a sought-after soloist, who captivates her listeners with what 
is described as a uniquely beautiful cello tone.

Since her Wigmore Hall debut at the age of 12, Sandra’s passionate playing 
and the deep feelings she expresses have resonated with audiences and mu-
sicians all over the world, in prestigious concert venues such as London’s 
Royal Albert Hall, Carnegie Hall, the Great Hall of Moscow Conservatory, 
St. Petersburg Philharmonia, London’s Wigmore Hall, the Athenaeum Bu-
curesti, Salzburger Festspielhaus, Tivoli Vredenburg, Philharmonic Hall of 
Vilnius, Verbier Festival and many more.

Recent highlights include Brahms Double Concerto for Violin and Cello 
with Maxim Vengerov in London’s Royal Albert Hall, Istanbul and Eskisehir, 
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a three-week tour with Midori in Japan, a new album release for Simax, and 
her Carnegie Hall debut in the “Carnegie Hall Presents” series.

In 2019 she recorded her debut album featuring Dvorak’s Cello Concerto 
and Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations (original version) in the legendary 
Great Hall of Moscow Conservatory. The recording, released on Simax 
Classics/Naxos in May 2020, received overwhelming international praise 
from some of the leading classical music publications and radio channels, 
and a prestigious nomination for the Norwegian Grammy award. Her 
second album, presenting the newly rediscovered Rita Strohl Sonata and 
the Franck Sonata, was released in 2023, and two new recordings are 
planned.

Sandra has collaborated with a number of prominent artists such as Maxim 
Vengerov, Leif Ove Andsnes, Anne-Sophie Mutter, Janine Jansen, Yo-Yo 
Ma, Midori, Truls Mørk and Paul Lewis.

She has performed with numerous European orchestras, under conduc-
tors such as Thomas Søndergård, James Gaffigan, Juanjo Mena, Rodol-
fo Saglimbeni, Joana Carneiro, Nathanaël Iselin, Terje Mikkelsen, Ari 
Rasilainen, Marios Papadopoulos, Sergej Krylov, M° Georgios Balatsinos, 
Shao-Chia Lü, Michael Repper and Can Okan.
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Following her participation in the Verbier Festival Academy, she was 
invited to give a recital at the Verbier Festival at the age of just 17. Invitations 
from other major international festivals followed, including the Utrecht 
Festival, Salzburger Festspiele, Moritzburg Festival, Sommets Musicaux 
de Gstaad, Weilburg Schloss Festspiele, Heidelberger Frühling and Pärnu 
Music Festival. In addition, she is a regular guest at all the major festivals 
in Scandinavia.

Since 2023 she has been Artistic Director of the newly founded Kristian-
sand Chamber Music Festival.

Born in Oslo in 1994, Sandra started playing the cello at the age of three. 
A remarkably rare absolute pitch formed her intuitive musicianship from 
the very beginning, and she was the youngest participant ever accepted 
in the Barratt Due Institute of Music´s programme for gifted children. 
Truls Mørk was her teacher for six years, after studies with Oleg Kogan 
at the Razumovsky Academy in London from 2004-2009. Her subsequent 
teachers have been Frans Helmerson in Berlin, Torleif Thedeen and Lars 
Anders Tomter at the Norwegian Academy of Music, and Paul Watkins at 
Yale University.

She plays a cello by Joannes Florenus Guidantus (Bologna, 1730), provided 
by Dextra Musica.
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“Ketil Bjørnstad has followed a distinctive creative course from 
classical piano prodigy to jazz pianist and sui generis composer, 
while not forgetting his success as a poet, lyricist and novelist. They 
are attributes that puts one in mind of a latter-day Leonard Cohen 
… listening of the deepest, most thought-provoking kind.”

richard whitehouse, Gramophone

ketil bjørnstad (b. 1952) made his debut with the Oslo Philharmonic 
Orchestra in 1969, playing Béla Bartók’s Piano Concerto No. 3. He studied 
piano in Norway with Amalie Christie and Robert Riefling, and later in 
Paris and London with Ilona Kabos, among others.

In the early 1970s he began collaborating with Norwegian jazz musicians 
including Arild Andersen, Jon Christensen and the avant-garde Svein 
Finnerud Trio. This resulted in several concerts and recordings that would 
have a decisive impact on his later career as a pianist and composer. In a 
number of recordings for Philips, he explored the possibilities inherent in 
improvisation with a melodic concept that would be strengthened by his later 
collaboration with guitarist Terje Rypdal and American cellist David Darling. 

In 1993 Bjørnstad initiated a long-term association with the record com-
pany ECM and producer Manfred Eicher. The duo recording The River, 
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with David Darling, along with the quartet recording The Sea, attracted in-
ternational attention. Film director Jean-Luc Godard chose to use Bjørn-
stad’s music in several of his films, and Bjørnstad performed at major 
international jazz festivals in London, Frankfurt, Nancy, Vienna, Kongs-
berg, Molde, Istanbul, Montreal, Shanghai and Jarasum (Korea). He has 
also appeared at the Spoleto Festival in the USA. 

Starting in 2000 Bjørnstad released several albums with Universal Music on 
the EmArcy label. Grace and Floating both reached the top of the European 
jazz lists. At the same time he began an association with the record company 
Grappa. In connection with Bjørnstad’s celebration of his 50th anniversary 
as an artist in 2019, Grappa released his solo recording The World I Used 
to Know, which was recorded at Abbey Road Studio 2 in London. The launch 
coincided with two sold-out concerts at the Norwegian Opera in August of 
the same year. Since then, he has released several albums, including the two 
Simax live recordings of Songs At The Edge Of The Ocean with Solveig Andsnes, 
Nils Økland and Rune Andersen, and a full-scale version of Jag etter vind 
(Ecclesiastes), performed in a sold-out Oslo Cathedral (Domkirken) in 2024.

Ketil Bjørnstad is also a writer. A large number of his novels have been 
published in more than 22 countries. He has been awarded the French Prix 
des Lecteurs and has been nominated for the Independent Foreign Fiction 
Prize. Several of his novels have been bestsellers in Germany, France and 
Norway, selling more than one million copies.
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