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ARTICLE

Zurich Jazz O r c h e s t r a
STEFFEN SCHORN

“Three Pictures”

Formed in 1995 the Zurich Jazz Orchestra has rightly earned it’s 
place amounst Europe’s top professional Big Bands. From it’s hum-
ble beginnings as a rehearsal band and forum for local composers 

and arrangers the band has constantly evolved over it’s 23 year 
history. After seven years as a musical director, Rainer Tempel left 
the ZJO in April 2013 giving way for the current artistic director 

Steffen Schorn to take the reigns. Steffen’s first concerts as conduc-
tor took place in September 2014 at the Zurich Film Festival and 
the festival Jazznojazz with drummer Jojo Mayer. Since this time 
Steffen has led the band at countless concerts both in their home 

base of Zurich (Switzerland) and internationally.

In 2017 the band entered the studio to record 
their forth album and the first under direction 

Steffen Schorn titled “Three Pictures” (Mons 
Records). The album was released in April of this 
year. With this in Mind, we thought it about time 
to take a closer look at the Zurich Jazz Orchestra 
and have a chat with artistic director Steffen 
Schorn.

Steffen is no stranger to the European Big Band 
scene having played with almost all of the 
northern European professional ensembles. He 
grew up playing with symphonic wind orchestras 
in Germany as well as cutting his teeth with the 
Federal Youth Symphony Orchestra of Germany. 
Steffen recounts his love of jazz and in particular 
Big Band music came from his father. He recalls 
his introduction to Duke Ellington came via 
a cassette tape his father made of a radio 
broadcast of the Duke Ellington Orchestra live 
in Zurich. “This cassette tape with “Sophisticated 
Lady”, “El Gato”, “The Mooche” etc, stayed with 
me during my childhood until it was completely 
destroyed…” said Steffen.

Steffen’s family came from the former East 
German DDR. He told me that he regularly visited 
his aunt and grandparents in the east and at that 

time it was compulsory to exchange 25 Deutsche 
Marks into East German currency each day as a 
condition of entry. The interesting thing was that 
in the DDR there was almost nothing to spend it 
on except for LP’s. “I bought a lot of records with 
Big Band music, Glenn Miller, Duke Ellington, but 
also symphonic music with eastern European 
composers as Glinka, Borodin, Tschaikosky, 
Stravinsky and Bartók.” he went on to say. These 
wide ranging influences from his youth can 
still today to be heard in his compositions and 
arrangements.

Speaking of influences, I pointed out that this 
year marks sixty years since the seminal recording 
of Miles Davis with the Gil Evans orchestra’s take 
on Gershwin’s “Porgy & Bess”. I asked Steffen 
what impact Gil Evans orchestrations had on his 
development as a composer and arranger. He 
said “Of course those legendary recordings make 
a lot of impact on me! Gil´s writing is so spiritual, 
colorful, structured and yet unpredictable and 
always directly from the heart.” He went on to 
recall an interesting anecdote from his student 
days:

“I clearly remember the moment as a student 
when I was experimenting with some self-
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constructed exotic scales and see what sounds 
I can get out of them. One example was a scale 
where I had an E, F, and F#, so I constructed an 
orchestral spread voicing that I thought could 
sound hip. At that time I had no possibility to 
try it out, and of course this “cluster” was kind of 
“forbidden” according to traditional arranging 
rules. In the same period I transcribed “The Duke” 
from the LP “Miles Ahead” and found out, that 
Gil Evans had used the same “forbidden” voicing 
already 50 years ago! - That really gave me a 
huge kick to move on.”

We went on to discuss the new album “Three 
Pictures”. During his first three seasons as musical 
director, Schorn delivered over 70 different 
arrangements. Each concert had a complete 
new program and Steffen admits that this had 
been extremely demanding, adventurous and at 
times left the band a little under-rehearsed. He 
went on to say that the positive side of this was 

it added to the “alertness of the moment..” With 
the new album, the first under Schorn’s leadership, 
he said “I wanted to present the orchestra with a 
program that highlighted all the stylistic variety, 
the ensemble sound and the great soloistic 
interactions we’ve developed over the years. From 
my side as composer/arranger I wanted to present 
different approaches to composing for large jazz 
orchestra however at the same time try to create 
an “own” sound that is consistent throughout the 
recording.” Having heard the album I can say the 
band have certainly achieved this.

The album is very diverse with tracks ranging in 
mood from frantic to serene. I asked Steffen to 
expand a little and provide us with some more 
detail about the compositions and his approach 
to the arrangements. He began by speaking 
about the title track “Three Pictures”: 

“Three Pictures”, is the newest of 10 suites I have 

written for jazz orchestra. The composition is 
entirely written in one 9-tone-mode: “F-Monster” 
(because of the monstrous harmonic possibilities). 
This creates a variety of inner pictures, moods, 
emotional states-of mind. I like to think as a 
painter or sculptor who works with light, shadow, 
depth, shape of lines, proportions to produce 
a structured consistency of material. It´s not a 
sonification of existing pictures. For example, 
the opening sequence of the first movement is 
orchestrated with Alto Clarinet and C-melody Sax 
as lead voices, blended together with a section of 
alto flute, low clarinets, muted brass and carefully 
voiced rhythm section instruments. I love to create 
this special exotic warm colour, that is at the 
same time complex and dense but transparent, 
shining in a mystic light.”

Contrasting the two longer suites on the album, 
“Three Pictures” and “Africa” is the track “Der 
Wildbotz”. I mentioned above that the album 

invokes a full range of moods and this track is 
what I had in mind when I used the term “frantic”. 
The track appears in two versions on the album 
so I was keen to know more. Steffen said the 
tracks “Der Wildbotz are a roaring groove based 
on a riff in 13/4 meter (4 x 11/16 + 2/4), featuring 
two contrabass clarinets at the low end. When 
I entered the studio the rhythm section was 
extremely well prepared and  went “nuts” on 
jamming over the complex layers of the groove, 
so I decided to record a 2nd version with solos of 
all 4 trombones, 2 contrabass clarinets and the 
drums.”

Steffen went on speaking in great detail about 
the music on the album and what becomes clear 
is that this album has been thought about in 
great detail. While definitely not a “program” or 
“concept” album it does have a thematic red line 
throughout. Steffen stated above that he wanted 
to create an “own” sound and that he has.
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BROADCASTING PLATFORM 
FOR JAZZ CONCERTS

SOME HIGHLIGHTS:
Raul Midón • Omar Sosa • Bill Frisell & Thomas Morgan • Julian Lage • Bilal • 

Roy Hargrove • Nik Bärtsch • Dave Holland • Sun Ra Arkestra • Tomatito • Elina Duni •
Parisien-Peirani-Schaerer-Wollny • Remember Häns’che Weiss feat. Biréli Lagrène • 

Sheila Jordan • Knower • Marc Ribot Ceramic Dog • Laurent De Wilde • Fred Wesley • 
Electro Deluxe • The Bad Plus • Avishai Cohen • Pat Martino • Wallace Roney • 

Omer Klein Trio • Shai Maestro • 5K HD • David Murray feat. Saul Williams •
Florian Favre Trio • BCUC • Wieder, Gansch & Paul • and many more...

check out: www.moods.digital

 more than 250 concerts already available 
& 250 more to come every year

We then moved on to discuss the current 
state of Jazz. With the art-form in a state 
of perpetual evolution I’m interested to hear 
my interviewee’s thoughts are on the subject. 
Steffen said’

“Of course its hard to predict where music 
and society will go. Jazz has always been a 
melting pot, merging influences of different 
cultures. Some people say there´s nothing 
more to explore in Jazz, everything has allready 
been said in the past. I don´t think that way. I 
think there´s still a lot to explore, on all levels. 
Jazz has reflected different sides of society 
throughout its existance: dance music, fight 
for freedom and liberation, opposition and 
the list goes on. The Internet has given us a 
huge opportunity to become more globally 
connected, the challenge for the art form is how 
we can honour the heritage of different cultures 
and combine these into a new entity, a greater 
one without loosing the cultural treasures of the 
different traditions?”

We ended our discussion there leaving me with 
the firm opinion that the Zurich Jazz Orchestra 
is not only in good hands and it truly deserving 
of it’s reputation as one of Europe’s top jazz 
ensembles. If you’re unaware of the orchestra I 
recommend checking out the “Three Pictures” 
album released on Mons Records and available 
in all the usual places. In addition a quick 
google search will lead you to some of the 
video’s on YouTube.

Text by; Jan Veldman
Photos by: Pablo Faccinetto
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