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Nordic Reverie
The Scandinavian instrumental trio are amassing fans across the world 
with their album that was recently nominated for a Songlines Music 
Award. They speak to James Roriston about their special chemistry 

If Scandinavian folk music to you is polskas, fiddles 
and dances, then Dreamers’ Circus are redefining that 
stereotype. Minimalism, electronica, classical and 
pop riffs are all present in their music and their debut 

international release, Rooftop Sessions, earned them a four-
star review and a nomination in the Europe category of this 
year’s Songlines Music Awards. The trio are Rune Tonsgaard 
(perhaps best known for his work with the Danish String 
Quartet) on violin, alongside Nikolaj Busk on accordion and 
piano and Ale Carr on cittern.

When Dreamers’ Circus perform there is a wide emotional 
engagement with their material. From fast, minimalist-
inspired folk tune recreations, they employ an attack and 
commitment to the notes reminiscent of the music of Michael 
Nyman – a muscular energy on display with a true sense 
of togetherness and engagement. The quieter, intensely 
introspective playing is deeply moving, the communication 
between the players easy, the emotional engagement palpable.

Meeting in a Danish bar in 2009, Dreamers’ Circus were 
formed when Tonsgaard and Carr met fellow musician Busk 
who chanced upon a piano and began playing with them. 

Now great friends and three 
albums later, they have recently 

completed a successful tour 
of the US and will tour 

Japan in October. 

an EP in 2010). Firstly, 
this was their debut 
international release (the 
others were marketed 
only in Scandinavia). 
More open-ended, the 
album has a looser 
structural focus than 
previous ones. Electronics 
are added for the first 
time and there is less focus 
on traditional folk tunes 
with a greater emphasis 
on blending folk with 
electronica, minimalism, 
classical music and 
improvisation. Themes 
unfurl more slowly, with 
more emphasis on harmonic and melodic layers and some 
of the tracks are sparer than on previous albums. Yet they are 
more intimate, with a darker hue. 

“The album grew naturally,” says Carr about Rooftop Sessions. 
“A big difference between this and previous ones is that we 
didn’t have much material when we went into the studio. We 
booked some studio dates, went in there and just let loose, 
back to the roots of a jam session.”

Tonsgaard continues, explaining how the album came 
together: “I guess you can feel it has less of a complex 
compositional feel compared to the previous albums… 
more atmospheric perhaps.” I suggest it feels more like a 
soundtrack at times with tracks that differ in tone. ‘Kitchen 
Stories’ has youthful vigour, colour and vibrancy, but tunes 
like ‘Meanwhile’, are darker, quieter and more introspective. 
“We had some stuff happening in the band when we made the 
album,” Carr says. “Love as well as some people who passed 
away.” The track ‘Mormor’ is dedicated to Carr’s grandmother 
who died while the musical sketches for the tracks were being 
created. “I cry every time I [listen] to the end,” he adds.

“Improvisation is an important 
element for the band,” Tonsgaard 
explains. “It forces us to listen very 
carefully to each other, which we do.” 
Agreeing, Carr says the attitude in the 
studio was “Let’s do anything. Let’s 
find something else to do, rather than 
make the same album as the last.” Tonsgaard remarks “it’s so 
easy to be caught up in the little details and not listen to the 
whole.” I point out this album is more spacious and ‘open’ than 
the previous. “I like the noir part of it. It has this flavour of 
something ‘bigger’,’’ Tonsgaard replies.

The band are all in their 30s and there is a freshness in 
their approach to the Nordic material that is the basis of their 
work. “‘We’ve left a little open space,” Busk says, “that gives the 
music a very fresh and alive feel.” Their approach seems to be 
“whenever we have a good idea, we record it.” He continues, 
“If, later on, we feel we have an idea that is better than the first 
one, we will keep the new one. It is about being completely 
open and playing whatever you feel and think. If there’s 
nothing, then don’t play anything – ask the others!”  

So, what about the title, Rooftop Sessions? They all respond 

slightly differently, with Busk remarking poetically “We were 
definitely looking for something new but we hadn’t found it 
yet. That’s why we decided to call the album Rooftop Sessions. 
Because when you don’t know what you’re looking up at, then 
it’s a good idea to go up on a rooftop and look out – and that’s 
what we did. It’s always easier to look out when you have a 
good view. The whole album represents that for me.”

Tonsgaard reflects that it is with 
these band members that he feels most 
at home – he describes them as “two 
amazing friends,” – and that classical 
music can fail to create the connection 
with fellow players that he feels with 
Carr and Busk. He feels the classical 

world needs to shift, to embrace different music. His work with 
the Danish String Quartet has tried to do this with a recent 
album of folk impressions. “We produce music that not only 
speaks to the heart and the brain, but also to the feet. So if you 
are managing all those colours correctly, you reach a broad 
range of people. At our concerts we receive kids to older people. 
It’s really nice to see the diversity.” The trio have just begun 
recording a new album, to be released next year. “It’s a great 
journey we are on,” Busk concludes. “It’s the most amazing thing 
to share music with people who love music as much as we do.” 

+  ALBUM Rooftop Sessions was a Top of the World in #140  
and was nominated in the Songlines Music Awards 2019

+  DATES Dreamers’ Circus will perform at Tønder Festival  
in Denmark in August

After they formed, the trio agreed to play together at a 
Scandinavian music festival in March 2009. Tonsgaard says 
that playing together was immediately like the start of a 
“musical love affair.” 

So why the name ‘Dreamers’ Circus’? “We had a long, long 
discussion about names because that’s the most tricky part of 
writing music,” Carr explains. “Dreamers represent the vision, 
the ambition, the artistry, the mind, complexity, while circus is 
a bit more wild.” 

We speak one evening from their homes in Denmark 
and Sweden. Casually dressed, the band are clearly at ease 
interchanging stories and tales from their formative years with 
gentle nudges of humour. Tonsgaard, with a background in 
classical music and Scandinavian fiddle playing, was already 
forming musical associations with his fellow members of the 
Danish String Quartet. Carr and Tonsgaard had met before 
the formation of the band – Carr had been immersed in 
Scandinavian folk music by his family who are well-known 
traditional music teachers and performers. Busk, with a 
background in folk and jazz, has always been keen on fusing 
new styles in music, breaking down the traditional barriers of 
different genres. 

Rooftop Sessions marks a slight departure from their 
previous releases (Second 

Movement in 2015, A Little 
Symphony in 2013 and 

“We just let loose, 
back to the roots of 

a jam session”

From left to right; 

Nikolaj Busk, Rune 

Tonsgaard and Ale Carr

We have three 
copies of Rooftop 
Sessions to give 
away. To enter, 
answer: Which 
one of the trio 
also performs in 
the Danish String 
Quartet? 
See p17 for competition 
rules and deadline

WIN


