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The first meeting between the Australian-born composer 
and pianist Percy Grainger (1882–1961) and Danish-born 
pianist Karen Holten (1879–1953) took place in 1904, while 
Grainger was touring Denmark with the Danish cellist 
Herman Sandby, a friend from student years in Frankfurt. 
Grainger and Holten met through Sandby, and their first 
encounter took place in his home.1 Percy had come to know 
Sandby’s girlfriend (later wife), the Norwegian Alfhild  
de Luce (née Myhr), and by the end of the tour said that 
he wanted to find a partner like Alfhild. He knew precisely 
what kind of woman he was looking for: a girl who was 
‘Scandinavian, artistic, musical and able to speak English’.2 
Karen Holten was exactly that.

This article is based mainly on correspondence from 
Holten to Grainger, written between 1906 and 1911. While 
Grainger’s letters to Holten are one of the most revealing 
sources of information on his life between 1904 and 1912 
(as demonstrated by the numerous examples included in 
Kay Dreyfus’s volume The farthest north of humanness),3 most 
of Karen’s letters to Percy (which number approximately 
400)4 had not previously been fully translated into English, 
only summarised. My purpose was to uncover the story 
of Karen Holten, learn more about her relationship with 
Grainger from her point of view, and better understand her 
influence on Percy Grainger’s life and career. While much 
attention has rightly been paid to Percy’s letters to Karen,  
I wanted to find out more about the Danish woman who 
was an important part of the famous Australian musician’s 
life during his formative London years.

 

After their first meeting in 1904, in the autumn of 1905 
Grainger revisited Denmark. By this time he and Karen 
were corresponding in Danish, discussing whether she 
would take piano lessons from him when he came back to 
Copenhagen, or if she would go with him and Herman 

Sandby to London and start as his student there. Karen 
decided to join the two young men in London, and ended 
up staying in the same house in which Percy and his 
mother, Rose Grainger, were living.5

Until this move, Karen was still living with her parents 
in the affluent Copenhagen municipality of Frederiksberg, 
where she had been raised.6 She was an active woman whose 
interests included music, horseback riding, and tennis. She 
wrote in imperfect English, in a letter to Rose Grainger 
in May 1906, that Percy was the one who introduced her 
to tennis and cycling: ‘Yes, I am very glad with tennis and 
bicycling, it is Percy that has made me doing it’.7 To Karen, 
horseback riding was one of the great joys in life. She 
mentioned this topic in several letters to Percy, such as in 
1911, when she told him that she would give up any other 
type of sport, as long as she could still sit on a horse.8 She let 
him know how much fun they could have, racing together, if 
he would only share her joy in riding:

It is sad though, that you do not enjoy riding. It would be 
so much fun. But I do not believe that you are suited for 
horseback riding, so maybe it would be a mistake.9

Though Percy, as Karen put it, did not enjoy horseback 
riding, he supported the activity financially by sending 
her money from time to time. On several occasions Karen 
thanked him for this money, and in her correspondence 
would keep him up to date on changes in prices.

Language
Though Percy’s very specific criteria for a woman included 
the ability to speak English, the correspondence between 
him and Karen was conducted mainly in Danish. Percy 
had a great interest in and love for the Nordic countries, 
embracing their cultures, languages, folk music, traditions 
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and way of life. Indeed, he had already learnt to speak  
and write in Danish before he visited Denmark for the 
first time (for the 1904 tour), so it was not difficult for 
him to communicate and correspond with Karen in her 
native language:

It was my boyhood’s wild and ignorant adoration of old 
Norse things that took me to modern Scandinavia, that 
made me study Danish before I went to Denmark, and 
has made me learn other Scandinavian languages and 
dialects, so that I can now speak or read Danish, Swedish, 
Jutish, Norwegian landsmaal, old Icelandic, Faroese.10

What I found particularly interesting while translating the 
letters was that Karen would sometimes end a sentence in 
another language, such as German. The reason for this will 
remain unknown, but perhaps she was attempting to make 
her statement even stronger or more precise:

How delightful it will be to see your composition in 
writing. Can I see it as soon as something is ready? I had 
no idea about such an upcoming concert. Und zwar mit 
Engelbert R11 [and nevertheless with Engelbert R].12

But it feels terrible to be away from you for so long. 
I hardly dare let myself think of you, because then 
longing takes charge of me. I would prefer to live fully in 
everything that is you, and hear and see you work. I love 
you in everything. But I am trying hard to make sure that 
longing does not overwhelm me, because I know that 
such things make you ugly and I would not appreciate 
that, aber gar nicht [not at all].13

Percy had studied at Dr Hoch’s Conservatorium in 
Frankfurt from 1895 to 1901, and knew and spoke 
German fluently. Meanwhile, the German language 

was still widely spoken and written among the Danish 
population at that time.14 At first I attempted to make 
sense of the German sentences in a Danish context, but 
this was not a success, so I put aside those paragraphs and 
continued with the rest of the correspondence. It was not 
until I had read and worked through most of the letters 
and had understood their full context that these elements 
suddenly made sense, and I believed that I understood why 
Karen had put in these German words.

A long-distance relationship
The correspondence between Karen Holten and Percy 
Grainger evolves around many different subjects, 
ranging from day-to-day routine activities and doings 
to declarations of love and longing. Karen and Percy’s 
relationship lasted for eight years, but during that time 

Karen Holten in Danish national dress, c. 1909, photograph by Rosa Metz 
Parsberg, silver gelatin print, 14.7 × 10.6 cm. 99.2200.2, Grainger Museum 
Collection, University of Melbourne. See also back cover of this magazine.

42 University of Melbourne Collections, issue 25, December 2019



they rarely saw each other more than once a year.15 Some 
meetings took place when Percy was giving a concert in 
Denmark, but mostly they met during the summertime 
in Svinkløv, Jutland, in northern Denmark, where they 
would stay at a Mrs Petersen’s place. Karen was largely 
in charge of planning their meetings and making the 
practical arrangements for these summer stays in Svinkløv. 

Because of these circumstances Percy and Karen 
expressed their affection, feelings, thoughts and doings in 
writing, describing everything in such detail and with such 
delicacy that they retained their special connection, despite 
the geographic distance between them. The letters from 
Karen to Percy reveal the relationship’s ups and downs 
and contradictions—her feelings towards Percy, and her 
frustrations with him and with the distance that stood 
between them:

Beloved Percy, Nothing is as strong in me as my love for 
you, personally. I have had a hard struggle with myself 
lately, before your letter arrived. I saw the practical side of 
giving you up; but you cannot imagine how terrible it was 
to feel how it would be afterwards. I would 1,000 times 
rather die, I would rather anything else but that. Because, 
little, beloved, missed Percy, my whole life belongs to you, 
and it cannot be any other way.
  I see that it is quite hard and lonely, the situation 
you are putting me through, but hopefully I will make it 
through. You yourself have it serious and hard.16

I feel so terribly lonely and abandoned in the full meaning 
of the words. I am not walking around crying, but I do cry 
on the inside.17

I have this feeling that you find it uninteresting to write 
to me at the moment. If this is true, then I’d rather you 
didn’t. You know that I do not find any joy in what is done 

out of any kind of coercion. 
  And please do not send me any money towards 
horseback riding if you feel the slightest opposition to 
doing so.18

Karen’s letters were generally very affectionate, and she 
described her devotion towards Percy. She often told him 
how she could not and did not want to live without him—
how he was the only one for her. On the other hand, their 
relationship was also very practical, and involved a lot of 
planning, organising when they would see each other again, 
accommodating both their schedules, as well as discussing 
the timing of sending and receiving letters:

It is not very often that you want to receive a letter from 
me. Here I am sitting this Thursday, writing you this letter, 
and not until Saturday am I allowed to send it to you.19

When you are sending letters, I would prefer if they could 
arrive Wednesday or Saturday, as those are the days I am 
going to the city.20

A shared love of music
Karen was a piano student of Percy’s before they began 
their romantic relationship, and they shared an interest 
in and love for music. They were both very musically 
cultivated, and this becomes clear from Karen’s letters 
to Percy. She attended many concerts in Denmark, 
which she referred to in her letters, commenting on the 
quality of the music and compositions, as well as the 
performances of the conductors:

I have never seen such a non-sympathetic conductor as 
R. Strauss.21 At first, he was conducting the Leonora 
Overture and a symphony of Beethoven badly and 
tediously, and after that, he played ‘Don Juan’ and ‘Tod 

Traditional Danish costume worn by Karen Holten, c. 1909. 
04.5684, Grainger Museum Collection, University of Melbourne.
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und Verklärung’ [Death and Transfiguration]. He however 
managed to do that quite well, even though it did not 
make one like the guy. It was a big disappointment if you 
had high expectations. 
 No, tonight Safonov will be conducting again.22  
He will only play Tchaikovsky’s Sixth. The whole concert 
consists of that work. You will not be disappointed by this 

one. He is for certain the real thing. He really cares 
about Mrs Lemdrop, the singer, who sang at the concert 
with you.23

Yesterday I was listening to ‘Parsifal’, or extracts from 
it, in the town hall. A German, rather sympathetic, new 
director was conducting. Van der Floe24 was his name.25

Karen Holten, letter to Percy Grainger, 20 November 1910.  
2016/7-2/11 (8/47), Grainger Museum Collection, University of Melbourne.
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Karen seemed to be the liaison between Percy and 
some of his Danish and other Scandinavian musical 
contacts, some of whom were people Karen knew and 
socialised with, either privately or at public events and 
concerts. She wrote about how she was gradually forming 
a close relationship with Nina Grieg, widow of the 
famous Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg, who had 
been fascinated and astonished by Percy’s playing of his 
compositions. Grieg had met no pianist who had ever 
managed to play his compositions so beautifully, or in the 
way that he wanted them to be played.26 In April 1907, a 
couple of months before Grieg’s death, Karen told Percy 
that she had attended Grieg’s concert in Denmark, and 
that she was amazed at how well he played, considering his 
physical condition and how weak he was at the time.27

In the years following Edvard Grieg’s death, Karen would 
meet up with Nina Grieg when she was in Copenhagen. In 
1911 in particular, Karen regularly mentioned to Percy her 
meetings with Nina. She described how Nina invited her 
for coffee and lunch and how the two of them played (on 
piano, four hands) compositions by Edvard Grieg and other 
composers. Nina would tell Karen stories about her and 
Edvard’s relationship, and as Karen and Nina’s friendship 
grew closer, Karen wrote to Percy that Nina: ‘says that 
she would wish that [Edvard] Grieg had known me. God 
knows why?’28

I was at Mrs. Grieg’s on Wednesday. We played Grieg’s 
second movement which Röntgen arranged for four 
hands.29 It was very funny, but not a strong piece of work.
  But how she loved him, the little Nina, and how she 
cherishes and protects his memory. She tells me so many 
small, fun stories. I find her very sweet.30

A letter from Karen to Percy dated 20 November 1910 
(pictured opposite) is an example of the variety of subjects 
covered in their correspondence: 

Thank you for the letter, my sweet Percy. 
 You are right about the place in the viola score. It 
is supposed to be the alto clef, so the oboe part must be 
changed. You have forgotten to change the treble clef, but 
I can see from what the other ones play, that it must be in 
the alto clef. I have also found another place where you 
have forgotten to change the clef. I have corrected it in my 
score. I hope that it is correct in bars 177 and 198.
 I am very sad about one thing. I wrote to Neruda that 
I wanted to take lessons from him again,31 but he wrote 
back to me that he could not accept any more students, 
unless some or someone changes their mind.
 I do not believe that he would not be able to offer me 
a lesson every fortnight if he wanted to, but I know that he 
was offended by me when I went to London to study with 
you. He apparently has not forgotten about that.
 Of other teachers there is only a tiny Jew—he is only 
as tall as my chest—Bendix.32 He might be good, but 
probably an unbearable Pernitten-gryn [derogatory: an 
overly fussy or meticulous person]. I mentioned him at 
Mrs Grieg’s the other day. She said that once you have 
played with P.G., it would be impossible to play with B. 
after that. I am not sure what I should do. Mrs Grieg and 
I were playing the Symphonic Dances. Each one of them 
is delightful.
 She told me about how you were the only person 
Grieg had ever asked to play for him. About how towards 
you, like no other, he would lower his critique, even if 
something might have been contrary to his view, and 
would find it brilliant. She cares for you so deeply, it is 
absolutely certain.
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 It is completely preposterous that my longing for you 
is so unbearable. Everything makes me think of you: from 
the music on the gramophone to when I see the military 
orchestra on the street. It is so terrible. 
 I long to hear about the concerts. Everything, all of it. 
It is all a longing. 
 Why do you write on the card that the places with the 
sixes must be written in two systems? I write all of it in 
two systems? 
 I will write two of each pitch. As you wish my darling.33

Percy Grainger’s relationship with Karen Holten was 
one of the most important in his life. The pair did discuss 
marriage, although it never eventuated.34 Even after their 
close relationship ended in 1912, and Karen married in 
1916 (becoming Karen Kellerman), the pair remained 
in contact—mostly through correspondence, though  
with occasional meetings in Denmark—until Karen’s 
death in 1953.35

Regitze Pihl holds a bachelor’s degree in educational science and a master’s 
in educational sociology, both from the University of Aarhus. While in 
Melbourne for a working holiday in early 2019, she worked as an intern in 
the Grainger Museum, translating many of Karen Holten’s letters.

The Grainger Museum was created by Percy Grainger in the 
1930s–50s. It is generally open from Sunday to Friday, 12 noon to 
4pm (closed Saturdays, public holidays and university holidays); see 
https://grainger.unimelb.edu.au. 
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