
What is Songs of soaring birds? 
  
ChatGPT said: 
Songs of Soaring Birds (Söngvar um svífandi fugla) is a major song cycle by the Icelandic 
composer Þorvaldur Gylfason, written in collaboration with the poet Kristján Hreinsson. 

 
Overview 

1. Form: Song cycle of originally 14 songs (later expanded to 15). 
2. Text: Poems by Kristján Hreinsson, dealing with birds as both real creatures and 

metaphors for freedom, longing, and transcendence. 
3. Composer: Þorvaldur Gylfason (music). 
4. Language: Icelandic. 

 
Performances 

1. World Premiere: Salurinn concert hall, Kópavogur, Iceland, in 2014, and also 
performed in Dalvík that year. 

2. Artists: 
1. Kristinn Sigmundsson (bass) 
2. Jónas Ingimundarson (piano) 
3. Bryndís Halla Gylfadóttir (cello) 

3. Broadcast: RÚV (Icelandic National Broadcasting Service) aired the performance in 
2020. 

 
Style and Themes 

1. The music blends classical lieder traditions (Schubert, Schumann, etc.) with 
Icelandic lyricism and natural imagery. 

2. Birds serve as symbolic figures—at once delicate, soaring, and powerful—reflecting 
philosophical and emotional states. 

3. Accompaniment (piano and cello, with occasional vocal counterpoint) enhances 
the imagery of flight and movement. 

 
Reception & Legacy 

1. Considered one of Þorvaldur’s central works, often highlighted in discussions of his 
shift from economist–professor to prolific composer. 

2. Notable for being performed by Kristinn Sigmundsson, one of Iceland’s best-
known bass singers internationally, which helped give the cycle visibility outside 
Iceland. 

3. It sits alongside his other major cycles like Five Seasons and Seventeen Sonnets. 
 

    In short: Songs of Soaring Birds is a lyrical Icelandic song cycle (2014) where poetry 
about birds and nature is given musical life, performed by leading Icelandic classical 
artists, and regarded as a cornerstone of Gylfason’s compositional career. 
 



Would you like me to show you the list of the individual songs in the cycle (titles and 
themes), or would you prefer a musical analysis of how Gylfason writes for voice and 
instruments in this work? 
 
Musical analysis, please 
 
Great choice — Songs of Soaring Birds is a fascinating cycle, because it shows how 
Þorvaldur Gylfason absorbs the European art song tradition but shapes it to Icelandic 
language and imagery. Here’s a structured musical analysis: 
 
1.  
Form and Architecture 

• The cycle is built like a songbook, each piece being self-contained but linked by 
thematic recurrence (birds as symbols, references to flight, nature, and spiritual 
ascent). 

• Roughly follows the Romantic lied tradition (Schubert, Schumann, Brahms), but 
with a 20th–21st century harmonic palette (modal inflections, chromatic 
coloration). 

• Expansion from 14 to 15 songs gives it a larger arc, almost like a “journey through 
the seasons of flight.” 

2.  
Vocal Writing 

• Lyric-dramatic bass line (written for Kristinn Sigmundsson), making use of the depth 
and resonance of the bass voice. 

• Wide melodic spans evoke flight: soaring leaps, arch-shaped phrases, and hovering 
melismas on words about sky, wings, or freedom. 

• Clear respect for the prosody of Icelandic, with rhythms matching the natural 
stresses of the language. 

• At climactic moments, the voice often ascends into higher tessitura — 
metaphorically imitating the upward flight of birds. 

3.  
Piano and Cello 

• Piano: Often carries imagery of wingbeats, wind, or flowing air — with arpeggios, 
tremolos, and broken chords reminiscent of Schubert’s piano figurations in Die 
Schöne Müllerin or Winterreise. 

• Cello: Adds a lyrical, often cantabile counter-voice — not just harmonic grounding, 
but sometimes a “second singer,” creating dialogue with the bass. 

• The texture is intimate: voice–piano–cello trio instead of large ensemble, 
emphasizing chamber-like introspection. 

4.  
Harmony & Tonal Language 

• Rooted in tonal centers, but freely modal (Dorian, Aeolian, and Mixolydian shadings, 
typical in Nordic contemporary music). 

• Chromatic inflections express emotional tension (longing, loss, transcendence). 



• Some movements end in open intervals (5ths or octaves), evoking spaciousness 
and the open air — a musical metaphor for flight. 

• Use of sudden shifts (major ↔ minor) mirrors the unpredictable paths of birds in 
flight. 

5.  
Motivic Techniques 

• Recurring “wing motif”: short ascending figures, often three or four notes, imitating 
a wing flap or bird call. 

• Frequent use of ascending sequences to symbolize takeoff or soaring. 
• Cello and piano sometimes mirror the voice (parallel soaring), sometimes contrast 

it (earthbound counterpoint vs. voice rising). 
6.  
Expressive Character 

• Some songs are pastoral and serene (gentle gliding through open air). 
• Others are dramatic or even ominous, evoking storms, loneliness, or birds of prey. 
• The cycle thus moves between light and dark, much like Schubert’s cycles — 

except here the metaphor is consistently avian. 
7.  
Influences and Parallels 

• Schubert’s lieder: narrative-driven, piano as equal partner. 
• Sibelius & Nordic lyricism: modal color, evocation of nature. 
• Icelandic choral tradition: clear text declamation, vertical harmonic writing at 

cadences. 
• The cello writing, especially, recalls the intimacy of Schubert’s “Arpeggione Sonata” 

or Brahms cello songs. 
    Summary 
Musically, Songs of Soaring Birds is a 21st-century Icelandic song cycle rooted in the 
Romantic lied tradition but enriched by modal harmonies, evocative textures, and 
symbolic motivic writing. The voice soars with long, arching lines, while the piano and cello 
embody wind, air, and dialogue — creating a chamber landscape where flight becomes 
both literal and metaphysical. 
 
 


