JAZZ ORCHESTRAS in Europe 

FOREFATHERS

The first jazz-like music heard in Europe was performed in 1917 by a rather large ensemble, the 369th Infantry Jazz Band, known as "Hellfighters" and led by Lt. Jim Europe; but original contributions to jazz from Europeans didn’t begin until the ‘30s, and then with small groups only. Most famous is the all-strings Hot Club de France Quintet with Django Rheinardt and Stephane Grappelli which started the gypsy-jazz movement and changed the way guitar and violin were played in jazz. The “European-ness” of the Belgian-born Manouche guitarist is of course a matter of opinion. In fact, even the boundaries of an article like this are quite fuzzy, since geographically, politically and culturally Europe is difficult to define – in its broader sense it includes Turkey and Israel, in the narrowest Switzerland shouldn’t be considered….

After 1945 the European jazz had to start all over again, grappling with the innovations of bebop. In itself this rhythmically complex style didn’t lend easily to be played by big bands as defined by Fletcher Henderson and Duke Ellington, the gallant attempts by Dizzy Gillespie notwistanding. It’s not surprising then that most European big bands of the 50’s and 60’s were more or less successful imitations of their American models, which remained far better in terms of rhythmic consistency, quality of arrangements and of solo improvisations. The best European examples in fact relied heavily on American musicians living in Europe, from the British bands in the 20’s with Adrian Rollini and Frank Guarente, later with Kenny Clarke (Clarke-Boland Big Band) and Lee Konitz, and further on with those who were especially invited to form and lead orchestras, like Bob Brookmeyer, Benny Bailey, George Russell. Even the Third Stream movement, trying to reconcile jazz improvisation with Classic European forms, failed to stir imagination in Europe at the time – but the influence of the small groups led by Jimmy Giuffre will be felt later on. 

INSPIRATIONS

In fact it wasn’t until the 60’s and the Free Jazz revolution that European improvisors – mostly, but not exclusively, coming from a jazz background – began to experiment toward a new synthesis of composition and improvisation for large ensemble. The main inspirations were of course John Coltrane, Albert Ayler, Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor, but surprisingly enough American Free Jazz gave birth to a substantial number of bands: Sun Ra’s Arkestra, blowing in from Chicago at the end of the ‘60s, the different bands led by the members of the Jazz Composers’ Guild, most famously Carla Bley’s Jazz Composers Orchestra, Muhal Richard Abrams’ unrecorded Experimental Band and his following orchestras in New York, the larger ensembles led by Chicagoans like Anthony Braxton, Leo Smith, Roscoe Mitchell, Lester Bowie: all of them had seminal concerts and records in Europe. Two of the most influential records of the 60’s, Coleman’s “Free Jazz” and Coltrane’s “Ascension”, feature groups that are larger than the standard small jazz ensemble of five or six pieces, while of course the compositional, arranging and bandleading innovations of Charles Mingus and Gil Evans were going to have a wide influence in terms of orchestral colors and integration of improvisation in the big band style. The other relevant antecedent is Charlie Haden’s Liberation Music Orchestra, whose libertarian commitment was extremely appealing in the political upheaval of the ‘60s.

By the end of that same decade, the European Free Improvisation had firmly established itself as a new creative force in music. One of its meeting points was the Baden Baden Free Jazz Festival, where from 1967 larger experimental group were convened; in 1969 Lester Bowie conducted “Getting to Know Y’All” for a large ensemble including Kenny Wheeler, Albert Mangelsdorff, Eje Thelin, Joseph Jarman, Roscoe Mitchell, Alan Skidmore, Gerd Dudek, Bernt Rosengren, John Surman, Willem Breuker, Terje Rypdal, Dave Burrell, Leo Cuypers, Barre Phillips, Palle Danielsson, Steve McCall, Tony Oxley. 
KEY POINTS

· Individualistic music by definition, jazz – and even more so free improvised music – didn’t accept easily the organization needed to run a large ensemble; purists in the ’30s would carefully distinguish between jazz (played by small groups potentially allowing a greater freedom to soloists) and swing (played by big bands and usually accepted only inasmuch there were ‘hot’ solos). The minds of many of its more creative musicians, from Morton to Mingus, have been busy with this problem. The tension between prestrucured (not necessarily written) and instantly created music gave in fact birth to many masterpieces in jazz, and to many insightful reflections about it. 

· Jazz in Europe had from the beginning a different status from its American counterpart. It was considered art music, associated with the avant-garde in literature, painting, theatre and cinema. The reactions coming from intellectuals at large (most famous example being Ernst Ansermet) were widely different from what was happening at the same time in the USA, and even the jazz musicologi was born, for better or worse, in Europe. This status enabled musicians to get access to a system of subsidies more easily than their American colleagues, and economics played a major role in the demise of the traditional big bands in America. 

· Instrumentation/size: while many orchestras kept close to the classical big-band scheme, with endless variations (doubling bass or drums, adding violins, winds or rare instruments) some made a complete departure from it (the string-only Swing String Ensemble by Didier Levallet). Interestingly, even the bands that kept closer to the traditional big band rarely, if ever, rely on the division in “sections” (brass, saxophones, rhythms) which is the basis of the American tradition. Only in a few instances (Pierre Dørge’s New Jungle Orchestra) “ethnic” instruments have been added to the mix, even if the influence of Balkan brass ensembles is growing stronger (Meridiana Multijazz). As far as improvisation is concerned, size does matter: the need for some kind of musical organization rises exponentially with the number of musicians involved, and many free-improvising orchestra strategies involved sub-divisions in groups, even pre-existing: Barry Guy gave in Portraits a definitive example. So for the purpose of this article I considered an “orchestra” any group equal to or larger than a tentet, the point where the naming of the group based on numbers becomes too clumsy.

· Material: the freedom in form meant the possibility to integrate materials from a wide variety of sources, something jazzmen were very fond of (compare for example Parker’s quotations of unlikely songs, Coltrane’s interest in modal improvisation, latin themes and expressionist music, or Monk’s “Abide with me” and “Japanese Folk Song”). It has to do with curiosity, with experiment, and with acknowledging one’s own roots. Soon introduced in the work of Breuker for his Kollektief, this device is now widely employed from the Scandinavian countries to Italy; it is not – like any other principle in arts – a guarantee for interesting music, and on the contrary can easily lead to forms of nostalgic evocations, but it can also be effectively used.

· Improvisation-composition: the post-free jazz orchestras began with allowing a much bigger space to improvisation, in some cases giving it exclusive rule. This approach proved only partially useful. There are financial and logistical considerations that prevent an improvising big band to get together for the time needed to develop some real group identity. Globe Unity came closest to it, but even Schlippenbach had to work with predefined structures, something to a much smaller degree present in his trio/quartet. The most interesting statement of the band on this is in the programmatically titled twin Lps Improvisation/Compositions released on Japo but unfortunately unavalaible on Cd. The strategies devised to integrate improvisation in structures vary from leaving blank spaces, having soloists improvise against written backgrounds, limit the choice of materials, as well as create “game pieces” with special rules. On the other hand, many European orchestra leader blurred the definition with contemporary composed music: Barry Guy scores for symphony orchestra, the compositions by Maarten Altena and Maurice Horsthuis, Terje Rypdal’s “concerts”.

· Swing: many of these ensemble can swing on occasion and in their own ways: check the Nichols and Monk tributes by Mengelberg’s ICP, and the drumming work of Paul Lovens, Paul Lytton, Han Bennink, John Stevens or Tony Oxley (to name just a few) in the background. But compared to the American scene, this has not been a prerequisite, or even worth the effort to acquire a very specific ability. The range of tempos used vary from a total suspension of time signature to the rigid scansion of the marching band, and the feeling of forward motion typical of swing is often attained by other means: the inherent energy of the solos, the way the musicians interact, the contrast in textures. On the other hand, the music by Coltrane, Taylor and Coleman was described as un-swinging (or even anti-jazz) at the time, so it’s clear that this vague concept has almost as many definitions as there are listeners.

PANORAMA

The names listed for the seminal 1969 Baden-Baden aggregation readily suggest the distribution of the most active areas on the continent at that point: Germany, England, Holland, Denmark and Sweden, with a consistent support of American permanent or temporary expatriates: France being represented (indirectly) by American musicians living there at the time. The development of each national scene offers an easy to follow reference structure, even if many of the groups are not exclusively based on one country. In fact, the research of some kind of loosely defined European identity in music seems to be a primary concerns of this broadly cross-continental, and tendentially global, esthetic. The following overview cannot be complete, even if we tried to inlcude most of the relevant groups; so we offer preliminary excuses to any individual or orchestra that we may have involontarily overlooked.

GERMANY

Pianist Alex von Schlippenbach created the Globe Unity Orchestra in the autumn of 1966 for a commission received from the Berlin Jazz Festival. The group was based on the Manfred Schoof/Schlippenbach Quintet and the Peter Brötzmann/Peter Kowald/Sven-Ake Johansson trio. The first performance of the orchestra was released on Saba, and the band went on for 20 years as the most successful and provocative improvising all-European big band. More known for its high energy blow-outs, its consistently brilliant output however included structured improvisations and unconventional interpretations of jazz compositions ranging from Morton to Monk. In 1971 the Donaueschingen Music Festival attempted a synthesis of free jazz and contemporary composed avant-garde with the Don Cherry/Krzystof Penderecki New Eternal Rhythm Orchestra (later spoofed by Breuker’s “very contemporary” Penderakis). Since 1968’s Machine Gun, Brötzmann reunited several large ensembles, with a distinct preference for a sort of “medium” size (8 to 12 players), today including American musicians like Hamid Drake and William Parker as well as Japanese trumpet player Toshinori Kondo. All over the 70’s and 80’s other relevant ensembles were led by Ulrich Gumpert, the East Germany pianist (Workshop Band, featuring Connie Bauer, Baby Sommer, Ernst-Ludwing Petrowsky), Wolfgang Fuchs (King Übü Örchestrü, with Günther Christmann, Radu Malfatti, Paul Lytton, Philipp Wachsmann), Thomas Borgmann (Kith’n’Kin Orkestra, with Martin Mayes, Erik Balke, Hans Reichel and guests Lol Coxhill and John Tchicai), while vibist/clarinetist Gunter Hampel, whose “8 of July 1969” successfully featured an European-American sextet, went to New York where he performed with groups as large as 45 members before forming his own 10-piece Galaxie Dream band. Cecil Taylor led two bands that reunited, Globe Unity-style, some of the most interesting European improvisors; recordings were issued on Soul Note and FMP. In 1988 Alex von Schlippenbach launced the Berlin Contemporary Jazz Orchestra, more composition-oriented than the Globe Unity, featuring not only new pieces by its leader and by Japanese pianist Aki Takase, but also commissioned works by Menegelberg, Breuker, Carla Bley, Kenny Wheeler. The more traditionally-oriented German radio big bands interestingly expanded the tradition: first and foremost the driving and extremely prolific WDR Big Band based in Cologne, currently under the direction of Bill Dobbins. Their projects are way too many to analyze and comment but include invitees like Joachim Kuhn, Markus Stockhausen and Gianluigi Trovesi. Cologne has also been the base for Tony Oxley’s Celebration Orchestra, a mainly Anglo-german improvising unit whose sound is based on strings and percussion.

ENGLAND

The other large, and longer-lived, orchestral group of contemporary European jazz is Barry Guy’s London Jazz Composers’ Orchestra, which began its activities in 1972 and was clearly inspired by the Carla Bley/Michael Mantler association. For the first 15 years the LJCO released only two records, but Guy at the end of the 80’s dedicated himself full time to it and devised his own style, featuring at best the enormous internal potential of the band but also inviting guest soloists around whom he built powerful compositions (Anthony Braxton, Marilyn Crispell, Iréne Schweitzer, Maggie Nicols). But Britain has been already home of other influential large ensembles: Brotherhood of Breath, led by exiled South African pianist Chris McGregor, who remarkably integrated the African nucleus of his Blue Notes and the fierce English free improvisors in his Ellingtonian textures; Centipede, the memorable fifty-man band gathered by Keith Tippett, who also subsequently led Ark (22 musicians, featuring the voice and lyrics of Julie Tippetts) and lately Tapestry; Mike Westbrook’s bands, whose three pre-1970 releases – “Celebration”, “Release” and “Marching Song” combine his compositions and arrangements with the improvising talents of Paul Rutherford, Harry Miller, John Surman, Mike Osborne and others. Recently published recordings demonstrate the original approach to big group music by John Stevens (Spontaneous Music Orchestra) and Paul Rutherford (Iskra 1912). In the 80’ the English scene was dominated by the Loose Tubes and the Jazz Warriors. The former, a 21-piece ensemble, was largely the brainchild of Django Bates, and displayed influences from rock as well as from African music; Bates had been a member of Dudu Pukwana’s Zila. Bates’ own Delightful Precipice collected many Loose Tubes ex-members, and it’s a brilliant band, born out of a collaboration with Snapdragon Circus; its charts are melodically inclined, while the arrangements feature the lighter sound of reeds and flutes more than brass. The latter, formed to showcase the talent of Black musicians, produced a remarkable tribute to Joe Harriott but soon disbanded, launching the career of a few key members (Courtney Pine, Orphy Robinson, Cleveland Watkiss). Much more leaning toward free improvisation, but equally successful musically, are the ensembles led by Chris Burn and Simon Fell. In the 90’s Louis Moholo, Steve Beresford and Evan Parker originated the Dedication Orchestra, a tribute to the unique contribution of the South African jazzmen to the English jazz. Canadian-born Kenny Wheeler’s unique compositions were played by several ad-hoc big ensembles based on English musicians. After the unofficial demise of the LJCO, Barry Guy carried on his work with a smaller band, called simply Barry Guy’s New Orchestra, and quite exciting sounds came from the London Improvisers Orchestra, a loosely organized group which remained together, changing its nature and procedures, after a Butch Morris conduction (conducted improvisation) in London. 

HOLLAND

One of the most musically active countries of the world, Holland was central to the evolution of the new European big bands as well. In the 60’s, Theo Loevendie led a seminal group, and in 1967 Misha Mengelberg, Han Bennink and Willem Breuker founded the Instant Composers Pool. The freely organized collective included small and big ensembles, alternatively directed by Mengelberg and Breuker, but their artistic choices went in increasingly different directions leading to the final split in 1973. Since then, Mengelberg has been leading the ICP; it included some of the best improvising musicians from Holland (Michael Waisviz, Wolter Wierbos, Maurice Horsthuis, Maarten Altena, Ernst Reijseger, Ernst Glerum, all of which will become leaders of their own groups; especially Altena and Horsthuis created big ensemble experiments of great interest) and many expatriates (Sean Bergin, John Tchicai, Michael Moore, Mary Oliver, Tristan Honsinger). Its repertoire ranged from Mengelberg’s own quirky pieces to jazz compositions by Thelonious Monk and Herbie Nichols. Breuker on the other hand created his own Kollektief, whose brand of zany musicality ranges from Paul Whiteman and Ferde Grofé to circus and band music; the WBK has been touring all over the world for almost 30 years now, with huge success in the most unexpected places like Africa, Asia and USA where was the first “new European Jazz Band” to tour and publish records. 

Trombonist and  composer Willem van Manen, after playing with ICP, Breuker and Hampel among others, leads since 1985 his orchestra Contraband, a very compact, sharp ensemble unjustly very little known outside Holland. 

DENMARK

The main contribustion to the big band scene in Europe came from two outstanding ensembles: all along its long history, the Danish Radio Jazz Orchestra (formerly, and meaningfully, Big Band) has provided a forum for major soloists and composers from Thad Jones to Miles Davis, playing Palle Mikkelborg’s compositions. Many of the productions were based on the Jazzpar Prize winner, who was allowed to perform and record a project of his own with the band. The Jazzpar Prize is the most prestigious award of its kind in Europe, as well one of the most important in the world, and over the years the DRJO productions gave one of the most complete overview of contemporary jazz worldwide, with an healthy share of European composers: among them Niels Henning Örsted-Pedersen, Tony Coe, Solal, Westbrook and Bates. Electric guitarist and composer Pierre Dørge was a member of John Tchicai’s groups and after experimenting with jazz-rock he went on to create his New Jungle Orchestra, offering a heady mixture of African rhythms and colours with rock energy and free improvisation. In Denmark is also based the European Jazz Youth Orchestra (EJYO), whose activity is directed by Erik Hoseholm and supported by European Union: in 2003 under the leadership of Bruno Tommaso the Orchestra, with young musicians from 15 countries, will play 20 concerts from Denmark to the Italian South.

SWEDEN 

Nowhere the complex relation of today’s European orchestral jazz to the traditional musics (classic and popular) is more apparent than in the histori of the Bohuslän Big Band: founded in 1956 in Uddevalla (later it moved to to Gothenburg) the band was formed within the military band there, whose roots go back to the 16th Century! Their output gathered momentum in the mid-90’s, especially with the impressive The Blue Pearl Cd. They have worked with many international guests, including Maria Schneider and Bob Mintzer, and released an equally impressive Cd of compositions by the band member (Faces) in 2000. Tolvan Big Band was born in the Southern town in the late 60’s but the turning point was in 1979 when saxophonist Helge Albin took the direction; in the last 20 years since their historical concert with Dizzy Gillespie the Tolvan Big band performed a number of high-profile collaboration – with Dave Liebman and Westbrook among others – as well as providing Albin with a forum for his distinctive compositions and melodic soloing. 

A different take on the Big Band tradition has been recently adopted by the Norrbotten Big Band,  Based in Luleå. Its international profile increased noticeably since in 1996 American trumpet player Tim Hagan was nominated director: he adapted to the ensemble his post-Miles electric style giving a new turn to big band writing. The band’s performance at Jazzfest Berlin 2001 and its latest release were very successful. The capital town couldn’t boost a band until in 1984 the 

Stockholm Jazz Orchestra was founded by trumpeter Fredrik Norén, still the soul of it. Clearly situated in the jazz mainstream, however the enthusiasm and the instrumental brilliance of the band impressed guests like Bob Mintzer and Jim Mc Neely; the orchestra also had collaborations with Mike Gibbs, Stan Tracey, Pete King as well as an unusual tango project with Juan-José Mosalini.

Copenhagen Art Ensemble, led by saxophonist Lotte Anker and trombonist Ture Larsen, aims to combine the instrumental resources of the traditional big band with the agility of the small combo improvisation; their collections on Cd form an impressive body of work. They were an equal match for Tim Berne’s compositions and improvisations, with Herb Robertson and Marc Ducret as guests, for a justly well-received Cd recorded live in Copenhagen and Malmö. On the more open-form side, Mats Gustafsson, inspired by Barry Guy’s work, recently created a nine-piece group expanding on his own trio and adding some of the many excellent musicians on the country‘s scene, to play some of the more pre-structured music in his production. In 1996 Copenhagen hosted the First Symposium of European Experimental Composers; within the Symposium an European Improvising Orchestra was established with Portuguese volinist Carlos Zingaro, Tim Hodgkinson, Krystof Knittel, Victor Nubla, Raymond Strid, Martin Klapper, Albert Markos and others.

FINLAND 

Finnish drummer Edvard Vesala led Sound&Fury, a septet which sounded much bigger than its size, and played his composition with the attitude of a small big band. But the most durable unit is UMO, which only lately came to international fame but since the mid-70’s has been producing a consistently interesting stream of projects. UMO mixed homebred talents (Vesala himself, Heikki Sarmanto, Eero Koivistoinen, Jarmo Savolainen, Kirmo Lintinen, Pekka Pohjola) from the rich Finnish scene and selected guests (from Clark Terry and Thad Jones to Richard Abrams, Kenny Wheeler, Larry Coryell and Tim Hagans). Tendentially a democratic, open aggregation, their takes on Miles, Ellington/Strayhorn as well as the more advanced compositions by band members or commissioned are brilliantly played and well worth hearing.

NORWAY

Jon Balke founded in 1982 Oslo 13 to feature young Norwegian musicians, and their first record uses brilliantly the timbral quality of the saxophones and brass. After Nils Petter Molvaer left the band changed personality, and later its name as well, into 1300 Oslo, releasing another live Cd. From the group comes the saxophonist and composer Trygve Seim, whose orchestra seems to emphasize the most meditative sides of Oslo 13 music.

Balke is also behind the creation of the Magnetic North Orchestra in 1992 for the Vossa Festival; and since then the name was kept for his group projects, always centered – like in the first gig – on the relationship between a large percussion group, a string section and a jazz sextet. In Balke’s music there’s a strong multimedia element – several times the group collaborated with dancers and visual artists. While the three internal sections represent each a specific tradition – Africa, Europe and Jazz – he avoids direct quotes preferring to concentrate on the energy that their meeting can generate.

Based in a town just outside Oslo, Sandvika Big Band released an interesting recording of compositions by  Gunnar Sønstevold, Kjell Samkopf and Terje Rypdal, uder the directorship of Rolf Hiorth-Schøyen. Lately, under the directorship of Birger Carlsen, the band moved into more mainstream territory, although competently played.

The Bergen Big band seems following an opposite trend, as after supporting Phil Woods, Diana Krall and Paquite D’Rivera it played an espacially commissioned work by Andy Sheppard, and are now preparing their meeting with Mathias Rüegg.

FRANCE

Interestingly, the most influential ensembles in France were based on a synthesis with classical music (Martial Solal, Michel Legrand) in the 50’s; later Jef Gilson led Europamerica, inspired by Gil Evans, Didier Levallet the Swing String System, a sort of string big band with a modern sound expanding on the Hot Club Quintet idea, while Gérard Marais founded the Big Band de Guitares (with Raymond Boni, Claude Barthélemy, Philippe Dexchepper, Phlippe Gumplowicz, Jacques Panisset). François Jeanneau led Pandemonium, closer to free jazz, then went on to become the first director of the Orchestre National de Jazz, the first European “national” big band, which since 1986 went through a series of variously successful incarnation under different leaders, including Laurent Cugny, Levallet, Claude Barthélémy, who between 1989 and 1991 broke the traditional line-up featuring a front-line of three guitars, horns and accordion, and finally Italian Paolo Damiani. In France, free jazzman Alan Silva led the Celestrial Communication Orchestra in 1969, mixing American and French musicians for seminal recordings on the Byg label and concerts in French festivals; the Holy Goat Savoy Multitude led by Burton Greene seems to have gone unrecorded. The short stay of the AACM musicians in the ‘60s, and the permanent residence of Barre Philips, Kent Carter and Steve Lacy among others had a profound impact on France’s contemporary jazz. Système Friche is a fifteen piece band founded by clarinetists Jacques Di Donato and Xavier Charles; its instrumental concept expands outside of jazz with the inclusion of instruments like bagpipes, hurdy-gurdy (Dominique Regef), oud (Camel Zekri) and sound objects (Frédéric Le Junter). From the fusion of Le Workshop de Lyon and The Marvelous Band, in 1997 the city in the South on the initiative of saxist Maurice Merle, bassist Jean Bolcato, trombonist Alain Gibert and drummer Christian Rollet saw the birth of the ARFI, Association for the Research of an Imaginary Folklore, modeled partly on the AACM and successful in creating a pole of attraction for creative musicians and artists. Not oly out of the ARFI came the shining new talents of Louis Sclavis and Yves Robert, but its big formation – La Marmite Infernale – progressed to multimedia presentations full of poetry and imagination, to which audio-only recording cannot do full justice. Drummer Bernard Lubat, who’s also among other things accordionist and singer, created in 1977 his flexible Compagnie Lubat to produce, during the festival Uzeste Musical, his own theatrical/political projects, often rooted in the Gascogne folklore; bassist Claude Tchamitchian created the impressive Grand Lousadzak to try his own ideas about improvising and composing.

AUSTRIA

Wien has been repeatedly a key city in the development of European music, and a recurring favorite of the Underground scene. In one of this cycles a group of young iconoclastic musicians founded in 1977 the band that would coalesce into the Vienna Art Orchestra, drawing on a rich pool of talents. After 25 years, several crisis with related obituaries, changes in personnel and critical controversies but above all outstanding artistic achievements (some of which, like the seminal From No Time to Rag Time unfortunately unavalaible on Cd) the Band lead by Mathias Rüegg in 2002 played three tours with 60 concerts in a year, maybe a record for European orchestras. Its multimedia presentations, tongue-in-cheek tributes, and specially commissioned compositions mark an experience that stands with the best of European muisc.

RUSSIA

Culturally and geographically if not politically always European, the vibrant Russian jazz scene was well documented in Europe thanks to the efforts of Leo Feigin, and it featured its share of absorbing large-scale works. The spearhead of the movement was the Ganelin Trio, and the group saxophonist, Vladimir Chekasin, led in the 80’s an unusual big band. Moscow boosted an important contemporary jazz aggregation, the Moscow Composers Orchestra, alternating free improvisation with lyrical, wistful themes and folk influences; one of its strongest soloists is saxophonist Vladimir Resitsky, whose Jazz Group Arkhangelsk was often enlarged to embrace classical groups and visiting European musicians. Other relevant contributions to MCO came from bassoonist Alexander Alexandrov and Tuvan singer Sainkho Namtchylak; virtuoso pianist Sergey Kuryokhin and Volgograd trio Orkestrion also created one-off large ensemble productions.

ITALY

Even if Enrico Rava – the most internationally known of Italian jazzmen – was for a while a member of Globe Unity, the Italian orchestras came later into the scene – albeit with a vengeance. Not surprisingly, the first venture into an experimental band was led by Giorgio Gaslini, classically schooled jazz pianist and composer, who invited Rava together with Don Cherry, Steve Lacy, Gato Barbieri, Kent Carter among others to record his “New Feelings” suite. 

Gaslini and Mario Schiano, who in the meantime initiated the Gruppo Romano Free Jazz, showed their very different yet strangely compatible approach in two almost simultaneous bing band recordings in the 70’s, Sud and Message; later on trumpeter Guido Mazzon founded the Precarious Orchestra, which included musicians from all over Europe as well as an healthy Italian contingent and performed in 1978 at Moers Festival with much acclaim. Two years later percussion player Andrea Centazzo assembled his Mitteleuropa Orchestra, including Rava, Trovesi, Franz Köglmann, Carlos Zingaro and Roberto Ottaviano; for ten years it was active on the Italian and European scene inviting as soloists Albert Mangelsdorff, Martin Mayes, Mark Dresser, Carlo Actis Dato and performing the leader’s compositions. Other experiments include Democratic Orchestra Milano, Nuove Esperienze Eretiche Musicali in Florence and Grande Elenco Musicisti led by saxophonist Tommaso Vittorini in Rome, and the Open Music Orchestra created by Sicilian saxophonist Stefano Maltese. Most of these experiences were fused together by Pino Minafra, Vittorino Curci and Riccardo Bergerone when they invited almost 20 musicians to take part into the first Italian Instabile Orchestra concert in 1990 in Noci, Apulia. It wasn’t supposed to last, but on the contrary it went on to became the best internationally known Italian big ensemble, with a distinctive sound and yet able to include many different inspirations. Rava, Gaslini, Schiano, Mazzon, Gianluigi Trovesi, Bruno Tommaso, Giancarlo Schiaffini and many of the best advanced jazz players in Italy are, or have been, members of the Instabile. The first Italian big band (and one of the few Europeans) to win a Down Beat poll, its collaborations with Cecil Taylor in Ruvo and Paris were especially successful introductions to its second decade. But the fruitful Italian southern region has also produced the Dolmen Orchestra and in 2002 its best musical minds (Minafra, Curci, Roberto Ottaviano, Nicola Pisani) came together in the Meridiana Multijazz Orchestra. Trovesi has recently developed quite a few projects for extended groups: an Octet, a Nonet based on three trios (string, jazz and folk), arrangements for a string orchestra and some members of the Octet, as well as a series of arrangements for WDR Big Band.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

In two countries that are not included in the overview above, there have been interesting recent developments, of widely different character, one locally based and one continental: in Ireland, the Belfast composer Brian Irvine, who studied classical music as well as jazz composition at Berklee, created his own Ensemble, a madcap unity equally apt to realize his intricate scores and to integrate the free improvisation of guests like saxophonist Paul Dunmall. Portugal has been recently especially active in the jazz/improvised music area, and Guimaraes’ Jazz Festival in 2002 gathered a cross-european selection of musicians for a jazz band that was led by Bob Mintzer: among the countries that were represented, Holland, Belgium, England, France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Switzerland. Hopefully the interesting program will become a regular feature.
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Giraf (Dacapo 9440)


China Jungle (Dacapo 9427)


Zig Zag Zimfoni (Stunt 1022)

Simon Fell


Composition n. 30 (Bruce’s Fingers 27)

Globe Unity Orchestra


Globe Unity 67/70 (Unheard Music 223)


20th Anniversary (FMP  45)

Mats Gustafsson & Nu-ensemblen

Hidros one (Caprice  21566)

Barry Guy & London Jazz Composers’ Orchestra


Ode (Intakt 041)


Harmos (Intakt 013)

Double Trouble (Intakt 019)


With Iréne Schweizer Theoria (Intakt 024)


Portraits (Intakt 035)


with Marilyn Crispell & Maggie Nicols 3 Pieces for Orchestra (Intakt  045)

Maurice Horsthuis


Amsterdam drama In concert (Cococon 96001)

Amsterdam drama Vreemd hier (Cococon 96001)

Instant Composers’ Pool

Bospadje Konijnehol Vol. I and II (ICP 28/29)

Brian Irvine Ensemble

Bersudsky’s Machines (Coyote 004)

Italian Instabile Orchestra


Skies of Europe (ECM 1543)

Instabile Festival, Pisa 1997 (Leo 262/263)

Litania Sibilante (ENJA 9405)

See also bibliography

Jazz Group Arkhangelsk and friends


Vibrating Planet (Golden Years of Soviet New Jazz II, Leo GY 405/408)

Sergey Kuryokhin 

Divine Madness (Leo 813/816)

Compagnie Lubat

Scatrap Jazzcogne (Harmonia Mundi 83)

London Jazz Composers’ Orchestra

Ode (Intakt 041)

Zurich Concerts (Intakt 005)

Harmos (Intakt 013)

Theoria (Intakt 024)

Portraits (Intakt 35)

Double Trouble (Intakt 019)

London Improvisors Orchestra


Proceedings (Emanem 4201)

Loose Tubes


Open Letter (Editions EG ED 55)

Willem van Manen’s Contraband


Hittit (Bvhaast 9802)

Pale Fire (Bhvaast 401)

La Marmite Infernale

Au charbon (ARFI AM028)   

Boum!  (ARFI AMO17)

 Moscow Composers Orchestra

An Italian Love Affair (Leo Lab CD 19)

Orchestre National de Jazz


Claire (Label Bleu 6529)


Jack-line (Label Bleu 6538)


Charmediterranéan (ECM 1828)

Orkestrion


Suite for Zakanalka in Golden Years of Soviet New Jazz II (Leo GY 405/408)

Oslo 13/1300 Oslo

Off Balance (Odin NJ4022)

Live (Curling legs 07)

Live in the North (Curling legs 63)

Paul Rutherford


Sequences 72 & 73 (Emanem 4018)

Terje Rypdal

Undisonus (ECM 1389)


QED (ECM 1474)


Double Concerto / Fifth Symphony (ECM 1567)

Sandvika Storband

Contemporary Music For Big Band by Terje Rypdal and Kjell Samkopf (SSCD 002) 

Stockholm Jazz Orchestra

with Carlos Franzetti and Juan-José Mosalini Tango (DMP  525)

with Göran Strandberg Lakes (Dragon Records 352)

Trygve Seim 

Different Rivers (ECM 1744)

Mario Schiano

Sud (Splasc(h) 501)

Alan Silva


Luna Surface (BYG/Actuel-Get Back 529.312)


Seasons (BYG/Actuel-Get Back 529.342/43/44) 


My Country (Leo 302)

John Stevens


Plus Equals (Emanem 4062)


Blue (Culture Press CP 2008)

Cecil Taylor


Segments II/Winged Serpents (Soul Note SN 1089)


Alms/Tiergarten (FMP 8/9)
Claude Tchamitchian’s Grand Lousadzak

Bassma Suite (Emouvance 1007)

Eje Thelin


Sound & Fury – Lumi (ECM 1339)

Keith Tippett

Centipede – Septober Energy (Disconforme S.L.) 

Ark - Frames (Ogun 10/11)

Tolvan Big Band


Colours (Phono Suecia 47)

Plays the music of Helge Albin (Naxos Jazz 86025)

UMO Jazz Orchestra


Plays the Music of Muhal Richard Abrams (UMO CD 101) 

Transit People (Naxos Jazz 86067)


with Kenny Wheeler & Norma Winstone One More Time (A-Records AL 73202)


Selected Standards (FSRCD-02)

UMO Jazz Orchestra (NaxosJazz 86010)

Vienna Art Orchestra


The Minimalism of Erik Satie (hat ADD, 83-84)

Powerful Ways - Nine Immortal Non Evergreens for Eric Dolphy (PolyGram/Verve 537 096)

Art&Fun (Emarcy 017 072 )

WDR Big Band 


with Bob Brookmeyer Electricity (ACT 9219)


with Joachim Kuhn Carambolage (CMP 58)


with Markus & Simon Stockhausen Jubilee (EMI 7243 5 56265)


with Gianluigi Trovesi Dedalo (ENJA 9419)

Mike Westbrook

Celebration (Deram 844852)

Release (Deram 844851)

Marching Song (Deram 844853)

Kenny Wheeler

Music for large and small ensembles (ECM 1415)
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