John Surman

Composer and multi-instrumentalist John Surman is a key figure in a generation of European jazz musicians who crucially expanded the international horizons of jazz during the last three decades of the twentieth century.  A stalwart of the ECM record label, and long acknowledged as an improviser of world class, he is composer of a body of work that extends far beyond the perceived boundaries of the jazz repertoire and is currently at the height of his considerable powers.

Surman was first noticed in the late 1960s as a virtuoso and original voice on baritone saxophone, then on soprano saxophone and bass clarinet.  In the 1970s he began to explore a new world of electronics and synthesisers, emerging as a composer of real substance with two landmark recordings Westering Home and Morning Glory.  

In recent years Surman’s extended compositions have caught many new ears.  His solo work Road to St. Ives, inspired in part by the intriguing place-names of Cornwall, has been re-arranged for orchestra and in the mid 1990s he was commissioned by the Salisbury Festival to write Proverbs & Songs - a work for saxophones, pipe organ and 80-strong Salisbury Festival Chorus. This piece premiered in Salisbury Cathedral, was recorded for BBC Radio 3 and the subsequent release by ECM was nominated for a Mercury Music Prize in 1996.  Proverbs & Songs signalled a direction in Surman’s compositions that has gathered momentum and has resulted in a body of work that combines improvisation with the resources of European chamber, orchestral and choral music.  

John Surman’s most recent out put includes a solo CD called Saltash Bells (ECM, 2012), which has been described as ‘yet another highpoint in his life’s work’ and a new work for Bergen Big Band that will be performed a the EFG London Jazz Festival in November 2014.  Other new works include the creation of two choral pieces. The first, Songs for a Coastal Wind, was performed in summer 2012 and was commissioned by Lighthouse, Poole’s Centre for the Arts for Coastal Voices, with funds from the Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site. The second piece, Lifelines, is a work for Bolsterstone Male Voice Choir, saxophones and piano, was commissioned jointly by BBC Radio 3 and Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival.  It premiered at hcmf// and was immediately followed by a performance at the London Jazz Festival that was recorded for broadcast by the BBC.  It won the Contemporary Jazz Composition at the British Composers Awards in 2013.
Surman’s music transcends familiar boundaries.  Although a deep love of the jazz tradition (Ellington is a particular enthusiasm) runs throughout his work, he is equally affected by the melodic qualities of choral music – as a one-time choirboy – and by English folk music.  Much of his work is powerfully resonant of the landscape and tradition of southwest England… “If I look back to what turned me on about music, it is what I heard before I ever came across jazz”.  The surprise and the enduring pleasure of Surman’s art lies in a uniquely personal vision – fired by the contrasts of exquisite lyricism, richly textured sound, and intense, full-bodied improvisation.

