
The recipient of 5 individual GRAMMY nomina9ons as well as a pres9gious 2009 Guggenheim 
Fellowship, Chuck Owen’s composi9on have been performed throughout the world; by the 
Netherlands’ Metropole Orch., WDR Big Band, Brussels Jazz Orch., Aarhus Big Band,  
Smithsonian Jazz Masterworks Orch., Tonight Show Orch., Cincinna9 Symphony, and numerous 
others. 

Since 1995, however, Owen’s primary crea9ve outlet has been his own 19-piece Jazz Surge.  
Serving as conductor, as well as primary composer/arranger, he has produced each of the 
Surge’s highly feted seven albums.  Whispers On the Wind, released in 2017, was recognized 
with 4 GRAMMY nomina9ons (including for best composi9on) while also named #1 Big Band 
album in the annual Jazz Sta9on Awards.  River Runs (2013), a stunning 5-movement genre-
bending orchestral/big band hybrid and The Comet’s Tail (2009) also were honored with 
GRAMMY nomina9ons.   Their most recent (2021) recording, Within Us, was released to 
widespread acclaim, named on several prominent jazz cri9cs’ “Best of 2021” awards and 
celebrated with a sold-out performance at New York’s Birdland Jazz Club (former Surge guest 
ar9sts, Randy Brecker and Gregoire Maret joining in on the fun)! 

 “. . . a joy and an inspira9on.  Hands down, one of the top 10 jazz albums of the year.”   
Delarue, NY Music Daily/Lucid Culture 

 “ . . . a set of composi9ons as personal, eclec9c, and ambi9ous as anything that Owen has 
penned.”   Philip Booth, Jazz Times 

More recently, Chuck released his first album with the venerable German WDR Big Band. 
Renderings (2023) was a project split by Covid – recorded both before & immediately acer – 
but unified by a renewed sense of the joy of collec9ve music making.  That was not unno9ced 
by the cri9cs a number of whom, once again, placed it on their top 10 jazz albums of the year. 

 “Remarkable and enveloping . . . easily the finest big band album of the year thus far.”   
Marc Myers, Jazz Wax 

 “A tour de force of elite composing, arranging, and musicianship.  Renderings is a world class 
thriller!”  Michael Ambrosino, Currents/33Third Jazz 

Chuck’s latest album, Magic Light, (April, 2024) represents a new venture in a composi9onal 
career that has primarily been noted for his large ensemble wri9ng.   ReSurgence, a septet 
culled largely from long-9me members of his Jazz Surge, represents not only a new challenge 
for Chuck’s fer9le imagina9on (par9cularly with the addi9on of Kate McGarry on vocals), but it 
has him returning to piano (keyboards, & accordion) for the first 9me in well over 20 years.  Of 
course, Chuck’s penchant for story-telling as well as Americana & environmental themes s9ll 
abounds.  With the smaller ensemble, however, touring and performance opportuni9es are 
more plen9ful. 

While the earliest Surge albums captured the imagina9on of cri9cs and audiences alike (their 1st 
album residing the Jazz Radio top 50 for over 8 weeks), it was the Surge’s fourth recording, The 
Comet’s Tail (2009), that truly catapulted the band to the afen9on of audiences around the 
world.   Celebra9ng the composi9onal output of the late jazz icon, Michael Brecker, the project 



of re-envisioned his work through the eyes of a variety arrangers in addi9on to Owen himself 
(including frequent Brecker collaborators, Gil Goldstein & Vince Mendoza).  Also joining the 
Surge were a host of special guests (Randy Brecker, Dave Liebman, Joe Lovano, Mike Mainieri, 
Adam Nussbaum, & Mike Stern) with close professional and personal 9es to Michael.  Described 
as “riotous and joyous” (JazzTimes), “muscular” (Downbeat), and “deserving of universal 
afen9on” (All Music Guide) the project received a 2009 GRAMMY nomina9on, along with many 
“best of the year” men9ons. 

In 2013, Owen and the Jazz Surge shiced gears drama9cally, releasing River Runs, A Concerto 
for Jazz Guitar, Saxophone, & Orchestra – a 5-movement, hour-long, genre-bending 
composi9on that draws its inspira9on from various American Rivers, . . . . and, specifically, 
Owen’s float trips down them.  Composed under the auspices of a pres9gious Guggenheim 
Fellowship, it was recognized with two GRAMMY nomina9ons (Best Instrumental 
ComposiGon & Best Instrumental Arrangement) - the work soaring majes9cally through a 
unique blend of large-scale symphonic forces, propulsive jazz rhythms, evoca9ve solos, and 
9nges of American folk/roots music (Owen at one point referencing – and thoroughly 
deconstruc9ng- the well-known “Shenandoah”). 
 
“ . . . a masterpiece of aural sounds; a dazzling array of prismaGc colors and textures that envelop the 
listener in a splendidly evocaGve way.  Owen masterfully creates his cinemaGc music in such a way as to 
seamlessly meld modern jazz improvisaGon with more tradiGonal orchestraGons and the result is a 
marvelous amalgam of the two.  Mr. Owen has proven himself to be a composiGonal force to be 
reckoned with.”   Huffington Post 

“ . . . .it’s as if Owen has captured an enGre ecosystem with its messy, someGmes awe-inspiring, 
someGmes opaque, frequently frightening detail.  Like water, Owen’s music will go everywhere it can . . . . 
.imaginaGve, paradigm-shiUing and oUen exhilaraGng . . . combining elements as diverse as swing, 
heavy-metal, bluegrass, and the avant-garde and making them work together seamlessly.”   NY Music 
Daily 

“. . .remarkably beauGful music . . . on the model of such predecessors as Gershwin’s ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ 
or Duke Ellington’s ‘A Tone Parallel to Harlem’.”  Sea9le Post  

It was hard to imagine how Chuck and the Surge would follow the cri9cal success of “River 
Runs”, yet 2017’s Whispers On the Wind did so quite admirably garnering 4 GRAMMY 
nomina9ons (Best Large Jazz Ensemble Album, Best Soloist, Best Instrumental Composi9on, & 
Best Instrumental Arrangement).   A suite of 7 pieces linked by a somewhat ethereal 
examina9on of the American tradi9on through it’s landmarks, folklore, heroes, and myths, 
Owen drew inspira9on from quotes of authors Stephen King, Larry McMurtry, and Cormac 
McCarthy associa9ng 2 or 3 with each piece.  His music displays a clear affinity for the local 
color, wry sense of humor, unique personali9es, strong sense of place, and disarmingly 
unsen9mental honesty for which these authors are noted.  Guest s9nts by Randy Brecker and 
harmonica virtuoso, Gregoire Maret as well as Owen’s own contribu9ons on Accordion and 



Hammered Dulcimer lent the project contribute to the unique sound and atmosphere of this 
project. 

“. .  . . creaGve, poeGc . . . . . wildly personal . . . an adventure communing with a primal and mysterious 
America.”  Jeff Simon, Buffalo News 

“ . . .twisted cowboy themes; southwestern gothic; brassy solar flares; and the most counterintuiGve, 
smart jazz guitar solo of the year!” Delarue, New York Music Daily 

“ . . a masterpiece!     Sounds of Timeless Jazz.com 

Throughout the years, the Surge has performed at a wide range of fes9vals, conferences, and 
clubs; serving as the resident orchestra for Central Florida’s Jazz Masterworks Series as well as 
the InternaGonal Jazz Composer’s Symposium.  These events, produced by Owen (originally in 
conjunc9on with the USF Center for Jazz Composi9on (CJC) and, more recently, via the 
Interna9onal Society of Jazz Arrangers and Composers (ISJAC)), resulted in a steady stream of 
performances with noted jazz composers such as: Bob Brookmeyer, Chick Corea, Frank Foster, 
Slide Hampton, Bill Holman, Jim McNeely, Bob Mintzer, and Gerald Wilson along with many 
others.  

Born in Norfolk, VA, Owen spent his elementary school days in Omaha, NE before his family 
moved to Cincinna9.  Following a year at the College of Wooster (OH), Owen matriculated to 
the University of North Texas where he received a BM in Music Educa9on (trombone 
concentra9on).   There, a host of mentors and friends, along with a dozen jazz “lab” bands all 
hungry for new music, proved the perfect incubator for a budding composer/arranger.  He went 
on to earn a Master’s degree in Orchestral Conduc9ng at California State University, Northridge 
before spending another couple of years in Los Angeles free-lancing and appren9cing with film/
TV composer, Patrick Williams, via a NEA Study Grant. 

In 1981, Owen moved (along with his wife and 3-month old daughter) to Tampa to accept the 
first dedicated faculty post in Jazz Studies at the University of South Florida.  With the enviable 
and exhilara9ng opportunity to build a program from scratch – designing virtually every facet of 
the curriculum and degree programs – Owen immersed himself in teaching.  USF Jazz Studies 
Program quickly became acknowledged as one of the na9on’s best.  Accorded with the honorific 
9tle/rank of, “Dis9nguished University Professor”, Owen was recognized by USF with 
its Outstanding Undergraduate Teaching Award, President’s Award for Faculty Excellence, 
and Outstanding Research Award. 

In 2004, Owen founded the USF Center for Jazz Composi9on, a long-held vision espousing a 
mission that sought to illuminate the role of the composer in jazz as well as to assist in its 
con9nuing development.   The CJC launched several prominent programs:  the Jazz Composers’ 



Symposium, the InternaGonal Jazz Arranging CompeGGon, & Central Florida’s Jazz Masterworks 
Series, before funding ceased in the 2008 recession.  Nevertheless, it served as the model and 
“proof of concept” for the forma9on of ISJAC, the InternaJonal Society of Jazz Arrangers & 
Composers, in 2015.  Embraced enthusias9cally by a world-wide membership of composers and 
ins9tu9onal partners, ISJAC offers an array of programming, commissions, and professional 
support for its members anchored by its signature bi-annual Jazz Composers Symposium  

In August of 2021, acer 40 years, Owen re9red from the University of South Florida and has 
been accorded the 9tle of “Professor Emeritus”.  He con9nues to serve as President of ISJAC 
(Interna9onal Society of Jazz Arrangers & Composers), an organiza9on he was instrumental in 
founding, while formerly serving as President of IAJE, as well as a panelist for the Pulitzer Prize 
in Music, the Na9onal Endowment for the Arts, ASCAP, the Recording Academy, the Florida 
Division of Cultural Affairs, and numerous others.  He has produced the Interna9onal Jazz 
Composers’ Symposium 6 9mes (in Tampa, Colorado, Aus9n, & Nashville), the Jazz Masterworks 
Series, a number of collegiate jazz fests, and all of the Surge recordings.  He is the author of 
several ar9cles on jazz composi9on and for years rou9nely reviewed new music for the Jazz 
Educators Journal.  He is a frequent guest lecturer/clinician or resident guest ar9st at 
universi9es throughout the country. 


