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1. General Introduction

A fairly enduring concept in Western culture since arguably the Enlightenment period is the existence
of a division and fundamental difference between objects or concepts understood as ‘classical’ and
those in the ‘popular’ category, a contrast that can still be detected in discussions on music, art or
architecture as well as in the differing audiences that engage with each artistic realm. Whilst such
division undoubtedly still exist to some extent in contemporary culture and society, enacted and
maintained through artistic or educational institutions,® there are few clear lines indicating where
‘popular’ ends, and ‘classical’ begins. In fact, many phenomena exist in what can be described as ‘grey
zones’ of overlapping aesthetic ideas and cultural processes between the two concepts.

The realm of popular music is by no means an outlier to this principle as its history is littered
with numerous examples of songs, albums, performers, or even entire genres and musical traditions
that have engaged with a variety of auditive, visual, or generally referential transgressive behaviours.
From jazzmen such as Miles Davis recording their interpretations of Western art music concertos e.g.
“Concerto de Aranjuez” from Sketches from Spain (Miles Davis 1997), or Duke Ellington’s
recontextualization of genres associated with Western art music to jazz contexts e.g., the “Creole

Rhapsody Parts 1 and 2”2 (Duke Ellington 1996),3 to the catalogue of the Canadian rapper Maestro

! The division between classical (i.e., Western art music) and popular music relates to the emergence of a series
of musical canons between the sixteenth and the nineteenth century (Weber 2001 [1999]; Cook 2000 [1998]),
an “invented tradition” (Hobsbawm quoted in Walser 1993, 60) still maintained due to the repertoire’s supposed
universality or timelessness and via the perception of stability it shares with the institutions that espouse it
(Parakilas 1984). Beyond reframing genres such as opera that had a fairly strong popular tendencies at the time,
yet are now viewed as part of the classical realm (e.g. Zelechow 1993; Charosh 1992), the canon’s cultural
segregation resulted in new notions of aesthetic value as well as the positioning of Western art contexts as
representing the ‘centre’ of culture; though the emergence of a canon and associated value-ascription processes
in genres such as rock (C. W. Jones 2008), should also not be ignored as a quasi-perpetuation of such ideas. The
claims of Western art music’s ‘superiority’ remain to this day whether from a formalist perspective (J. O. Young
2016), thorough arguments of contemporary relevance and distinct aesthetic value (J. Johnson 2002), or via
highly debatable viewpoints of popular music as mere ‘mass culture’-targeted consumable, defined by its gaudy
and sex-focused contents (Mahnkopf 2016). However, such perspectives do not go unchallenged (e.g. J. Becker
1986; R. P. Locke 2012), and efforts in decentering music from new musicology, gender-, post-colonial or cultural
studies etc. help to re-examine the historical ‘othering’ of various musical and cultural traditions within Western
art music (e.g. Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000; Clayton, Herbert, and Middleton 2003). The malleability of the
divide’s borders becomes visible, for example, in the debates surrounding the changing perception of jazz as
form of ‘American classical music’ (Davis 1997; W. Taylor 1986; L. Thomas 1995); in jazz rap’s framing as a form
of high art in hip-hop contexts (J. A. Williams 2010); or the scholarly debates whether rock and Western art
music should be analysed with the same tools or parameters (e.g. Baugh 1993; J. O. Young 1995; S. Davies 1999)
with some discussing artists as moving between both (e.g. Bernard 2008). Others have commented on Western
art music’s integration in various popular culture contexts e.g. its ‘contextless’ use in the diverse and pluralist
disco genre that retains and ironizes its elitist and universalist claims (McLeod 2006); its “imagineered” status as
a quasi-educational tool, yet underpinned with questionable ideological perspectives about society, in the
medium of animated film (Clague 2004); or re-popularised in an Afro-futurist cultural project as one of the first
well-known digital samples, whilst surrounded by a melody commenting on Western art culture’s contemporary
decline (Fink 2005).

2| am referring here to a version that truncates Ellington’s piece into a single track, rather than earlier releases
which include “Creole Rhapsody” as two separate tracks (see Duke Ellington and His Orchestra 1989).

3 The term third stream, as per Gunther Schuller, is worth briefly mentioning here as a similar, yet quite distinct,
principle in which techniques and characteristics from both Western art music and jazz are combined (see
Schuller and Greenland 2013; see also, Joyner 2000).
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Fresh-Wes whose visual and auditive output attempts to re-claim the cultural power behind high
culture institutions e.g. his albums Symphony in Effect, (Maestro Fresh-Wes 1989), or Orchestrated
Noise, (Maestro Fresh-Wes 2013). From Freddie Mercury recording his second solo album Barcelona
together with the operatic soprano Monserrat Caballé (Freddie Mercury and Montserrat Caballé 1992)
—or any of the works of The Three Tenors if the opposite direction of the overlap is to be discussed —
to film music composers such as Michael Kamen writing a concerto for the blues guitarist Eric Clapton
that, whilst performed live and preserved via unofficial releases, were regrettably not recorded in the
former’s lifetime e.g. First Orchestra Nightin 1990 (Eric Clapton 1990) or Eric Clapton and The National
Philharmonic Orchestra Conducted by Michael Kamen from 1993 (Eric Clapton 1993).* From Deep
Purple’s Concerto for Group and Orchestra (Deep Purple and The Royal Philharmonic Orchestra 1970b)
that in the late 1960s served as an early example of rock musicians attempting to combine rock and
Western art music; to Karmaflow: The Rock Opera Video Game (see Karmaflow 2015; also
store.steampowered.com 2015), an interactive experience combining a myriad of female heavy metal
growlers delivering what are effectively dramatic opera performances. The variety is quite impressive,
and such a list does not even begin engaging with the ever-changing re-contextualisation of what
should or should not (or maybe even ‘can’ or ‘cannot’) be viewed as classical or popular in nature.

At this point, | would fault no reader in asking a rather direct question such as ‘Aha, and?’ or
even ‘Why care about any of this?’. Whilst | cannot offer any worthwhile advice towards existential
nihilism, one possible answer that may pique the interest of those placing inquiry, rather than
dismissal, behind such hypothetical questions is the following: where there is a line, there will be those
that choose to ignore it, cross it and, however briefly set up camp on the ‘other’ side. Without wishing
to present, neither in this introduction nor in the main body of this book, a starry-eyed tale of daring
musical adventurists whose careers charted new paths of musical expression and that abolished the
cultural boundaries, paying attention to such border-crossing cultural artefacts can be beneficial in
identifying where said lines are, and also that nothing unpleasant happens when they are crossed.

To illustrate what | mean, | would like to offer a perspective. | am a ‘recovering’ clarinettist
and, as part of my Western art music-centric education from the late 1990s and until the early 2010s,
| attended a fair number of concerts, at times as a visitor but more often as a member of the orchestra
or a choir. These events included the repertoires of predominantly Italian operas, the symphonies of
German/Austrian composers, or the piano concertos of Polish or Russian composers, yet | am certain
that, despite leaving names out, most listeners generally familiar with Western art music can fill-in the
gaps, and match most of my own experiences. Whilst there is nothing deeply problematic to the
programmes of these concerts, | would venture a guess that the sheer notion of sharing performance
spaces dedicated to Western art music with performers from the popular music category may have
been viewed as unpleasant (to say the least) by some conservative voices. The world has certainly
moved on by now, which can be supported by pointing out that, for some time, classical orchestras
have engaged with various projects that combine rock and Western art music (e.g. see Wicke,
K.-E. Ziegenrlcker, and W. Ziegenriicker 2007a, 17; Custodis 2009, 61-156); have been performing

4 For a similar introductory overview of classical/popular transgressive performers, see Polkow (1992).
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live-soundtrack renditions to the film-adaptations of Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (see
lordoftheringsinconcert.com n.d.); or have even dedicated entire evenings to music derived from
video games (e.g. see videogameslive.com n.d.), yet the aforementioned boundaries are not entirely
removed.®> As positive of a progress these changes represent, we are a far cry from a culture-
borderless utopia in which an upcoming evening concert at the local opera or concert hall aims to
incorporate a series of performers utilising an symphonic orchestra to some degree of the overall
ensemble: the romantic fantasy connotations of Debussy’s Prélude a I'aprés-midi d'un faune [Eng.
Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun], would effortlessly transition to brief set of choir-and-orchestra
infused metal tracks such as “Planets” and “Requiem” by the US heavy metal band Avenged Sevenfold
(Avenged Sevenfold 2013), and will conclude with a few renditions of the melancholic jazz and classical
orchestra-combining love songs found in the jazz output of Diana Krall e.g., “The Night We Called It a
Day” or “Maybe You’ll Be There” (Diana Krall 2001).

If this elaborate description is to (somewhat hyperbolically) suggest anything to the readers
of this book is that the examination of performers that choose, even if for a song, to step beyond the
boundaries of ‘popular’ and ‘classical’, can help understanding and undermining the division between
the two fields within Western culture. A common aspect shared by each of the aforementioned
performers is that, to my knowledge, they did not dedicate their entire careers towards cultural
transgression. And yet, however small their contribution may have been, it added to a long-running
process of challenging preconceptions as to the boundaries between ‘popular’ and ‘classical’ music,
as well as the (supposedly) corresponding ‘popular’ or ‘high’ cultures.

It goes without saying that the concept of examining the large variety of transgressive cultural
artefacts, events, or perspectives, that can be used as examples of this cultural ‘grey-zone’ is by no
means a new concept. Scholarly work has produced a number of studies discussing such instances,
and have showcased multiple popular music genres rife with transgressive examples that, in turn, have
contributed to the continued erosion of the kinds of ‘lines in the sand’ that separate ‘popular’ from
‘classical’. In my study | am interested in offering a small, yet | believe important, contribution to this
line of thinking, by examining a music genre that, in my view, has remained mostly unexplored in

relation to its transgressive potential, namely progressive metal.

> In order to avoid the potential for some to (mis-)interpret the act of relating my own experiences in post-
Communist Bulgaria as implying that said country, or the concert life of my own hometown of Varna, was
somehow ‘backwards’ or ‘insufficient’ in comparison to Western cultures, | want to offer an additional
perspective. During my involvement as a chorist in the Xop Ha BapHeHckuTe Momueta u Mnageku [Eng. Varna
Boys and Youth Choir], directed by the late Mpo¢. MapuH YoHes [Eng. Prof. Marin Chonev] and [dapuHa
KpocHeBa [Eng. Darina Krosneva] (see bnr.bg 2019), as well as a clarinettist in the BapHeHcka [leTcko-HOHowecka
Onepa [Eng. Varna’s Children and Youth Opera] under the direction of NaH4o MaH4yes [Eng. Gancho Ganchev]
(see odk-varna.com n.d.), | was exposed to a variety of situations and/or repertoires in which the division
between ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ was blurred. These include concerts with the former ensemble in which
arrangements of Beatles’ “Michelle” will share the same program with the classical and traditional folklore choir
compositions by lo6pu Xpuctos, one of Bulgaria’s most renowned composers (see ubc-bg.com n.d.); or the
latter’s performances of Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story. Similarly at the start of the last year of this study’s
development, | was able to attend a concert titled Jazz Cats Symphony (see visit.varna.bg 2021), in which the
Bulgarian jazz player and composer Mpod. Xpucto Mouos [Eng. Prof. Hristo Yotsov] (see nma.bg n.d.) presented
a concert consisting of new compositions and orchestral re-arrangements of some of his earlier jazz works.
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Selecting progressive metal for this study may strike some as simultaneously an expected
example, yet from a different perspective, as a rather odd choice. What | mean by this contrast is that,
on the one hand, mentioning the genre likely evokes a series of typified conceptions about its lyrics,
aesthetic and musicianship that are not immediately identifiable as relating to the realm of the
‘classical’. As an example, a typical description of a progressive metal aesthetic may highlight aspects
such as lyrics addressing the human condition or album artwork filled with abstract or contemplative
imagery; the songs as fairly long and often incorporating tricky rhythmic patterns, played on seven-,
eight- (or even eighteen-)® string guitars, walls of keyboard synthesisers providing additional long
virtuosic solos; all of which played by (most often) multiple white performers (tattoos or long hair
being optional accessories these days). Vocals seems to be a bit messier thing to summarise, with
some delivering high-pitched ‘wailing’, others retaining a fairly ‘normal’ sung delivery, and growling
also appears more often than one may assume, but that’s beside the point.

On the other hand, however, progressive metal is often discussed as representing the crossing
point between the aesthetics of two meta-genre precursors, heavy metal and progressive rock, a not-
incorrect, yet oversimplified description of the genre’s own aesthetic. What this summary fails to
capture (or seemingly overlooks) is that both genres from which the progressive metal draws are
historically known for their engagement with Western art music. Heavy metal bands such as Manowar
singing the aria Nessun Dorma from Giacomo Puccini’s Turandot (Manowar 2002), guitar virtuosos
such as Tony MacAlpine including piano soloistic pieces such as Chopin’s Prelude 16 in Bb minor, Op.
28 (Tony MacAlpine 1986), or lead singers such as Tarja Turunen having received traditional operatic
training, which she utilised during her tenure in the symphonic metal band Nightwish
(tarjaturunen.com n.d.; see also Hillier 2018; Weinstein 2016). On the progressive rock side, examples
include Emerson, Lake and Palmer’s reinterpretation of Mussorgsky’s eponymous work in the album
Pictures at an Exhibition (Emerson Lake and Palmer 1971), The Moody Blues’ part-orchestral film
music, part-beat rock album Days of Future Passed (The Moody Blues 1997), the folk-rock/rock-opera
of Pesnyary’s Guslyar (MecHsipbl [Eng. Pesnyary], Uropb JlydeHok [Eng. Igor Luchenok] 1980; see also
Ndumann 2016b) or Renaissance’s Scheherazade and Other Stories (Renaissance 1975). Based on this
saturation, the question emerges whether aspects related to the classical such as orchestral segments,
choir accompaniment, operatic vocal delivery and Western art music references, or artwork filled with
marble statues, high ceilings and powdered wigs have relevance for the framing of progressive metal?

Before going any further, it is worth reflecting on a rather simple question: why choose to
examine the classical in progressive metal? Surely, these characteristics must be reflective of those
neo-classical metal or perhaps symphonic metal genres rather than progressive metal as, after all, the
two aforementioned genres position Western art music as an important component to their entire

output. As easy as it may be to view contemporary popular music genres as ‘lines in the sand’, | will

6 One of the modern outlooks towards progressive metal’s typical use of guitars with more than six strings views
such practices as excessive, and presents them in a dismissive/comedic fashion. An example of this is the
YouTuber Jared Dines who commissioned and co-designed a custom eighteen-string guitar, which was then
“topped” shortly after later by a fellow YouTuber and guitarist Steve Terreberry which were then put against
one another in an over-the-top comedic performance (see Bienstock 2019; guitarworld.com 2019; Ormsby
Guitars 2018).
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argue that in actuality the boundaries and the elements used to set said boundaries are much subtler
and require further discussion. To me, the impetus to opening such an inquiry stemmed from what |
perceived as contrasting framings of progressive metal in academic contexts and the perspectives
found in the communities surrounding the genre. Whilst the number of articles and book chapters has
increased significantly since the early 2010s research on progressive metal is still a fairly small field,
nestled (primarily) under the larger progressive rock scholarly work, with some notable contributions
from the field of metal music studies as well, and has yet to produce contributions discussing the genre
in a more encompassing manner, barring a few masters/PhD-level dissertations on individual artists.
That said, research has seemingly positioned certain aspects of the aforementioned generalised
description of progressive metal as its primary characteristics (e.g., rhythmic complexity), which whilst
not incorrect have been generated by the investigation of a smaller selection of highly canonised
artists. Moreover, progressive metal’s classical ‘inheritance’ from both heavy metal or progressive
rock is often acknowledged predominantly in its capacity as an intriguing, yet hardly vital, component
that is often left unexplored or poorly explained. This struck me as a rather incomplete description as,
even in my own limited knowledge of the genre before this research commenced, | was familiar with
bands that engaged with classical aspects, be it (re-)recording their music with a symphonic orchestra,
incorporating Baroque-esque elements in some of their songs or including Greco-Roman aesthetic in
the album artwork, to name a few simple examples.

My own curiosity intensified when | began noticing both journalistic and audience-based
perspectives that, despite progressive metal’s lack of overt focus on such aspects, commented on
classical components in progressive metal bands, and moreover in numbers implying that these
perspectives were not produced by a small sub-set of audiences or publications. Similarly, whilst some
literature has suggested that vocals in progressive music as a whole were of lessened importance
overall, it was difficult to ignore how much emphasis audiences place on the singers and their role in
the progressive metal genre overall. This had implications not only regarding the supposed focal point
of progressive metal’s aesthetic, but also as | will showcase later in this study towards the, in my view,
more subdued movement and presentation of progressive metal performers.

Based on these observations, | was left with the impression that a gap exists in academic
discussions on the genre, not to mention a need for a different perspective towards the genre’s
framing. Though also, they offered me a prerequisite for the relevance of exploring the classical’s role
in progressive metal based on cultural (i.e., audience) perspectives. As such, | elected to examine
progressive metal not through the lens of its borderline stereotypical characteristics, or through the
examination of highly canonised artists, but rather by examining less-discussed artists and the
investigation the genre’s ‘grey-zone’ classical aspects, exploring their role and significance towards
framing the genre. Moreover, | wanted to approach the investigation not by simply drawing from
audience perspectives for the purposes of my own arguments, but also in a way that continues
supporting the agency of music audiences in academic contexts by prioritising their discourses
towards how the genre can be framed and discussed. The goal of this study is therefore to open an
academic inquiry into processes of meaning co-construction in relation to the role of the ‘classical’

within discourse towards the genre of progressive metal, through analytically examining evaluative
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audience-generated writings on a selection of artists. Questions that | want to frame and hopefully
offer some perspectives on are as follows:
e Do progressive metal performers engage with classical elements, and if so, which ones and
how?
e What do audiences identify as the ‘classical’ in the genre, and how do they describe and
discuss it?
e Is the ‘classical’ limited to transforming Western art music, or are other artistic venues such
as art, architecture, literature etc. also involved?
e Do audiences only describe musical/aesthetic characteristics or can quasi-reflexive echoing of
cultural and societal norms and understandings also be identified in the discourse?
These questions intend to frame the examination of the classical in progressive metal and will be
guided by several core principles. | consider the discourses of the audiences as an invaluable resource
that, if properly examined, can be of tremendous benefit to furthering the understanding of
progressive metal. As such, | aim to position the perspectives of progressive metal’s audiences at the
core of this investigation by presenting a discursive analysis of their writings on the genre so as to
determine whether aspects pertaining to the classical can be found when the genre-label of
progressive metal is applied to a band or a performer. However, in order to avoid academic contexts
to be perceived as inadvertently ‘overriding’ said audience perspectives, | will offer close-readings
based music- and visual-interpretations as means of more accurately describing what the audience
perspectives may imply, whereby | will be suggesting the ability to interpret potential deeper
connections to Western art music/Western culture’s historical contexts.
| will also attempt to address some of the challenges found in the current academic discourse
on the genre by approaching the inquiries in a balanced manner. On the one hand, | am interested in
contributing towards the discussion of overlooked or under-researched facets of the genre, that is to
say not simply about the classical as a whole, but also as to how the concept’s investigation may help
to shed light on perspectives such as the dramatic delivery of a performer, approaches to
arrangement, or whether progressive metal is still subject to de-authenticating discourses due to its
classical aspects, as was the case for progressive rock in the 1970s. On the other hand, academic
discourse on the genre strikes me as insufficiently reflecting on issues of canonisation, be it in relation
to which performers are discussed, or the (in my view, infamous) ‘compound’ nature of the genre. As
such, | aim to attempt addressing these issues by discussing artists that have not been (extensively)
examined in academic writing, as well as attempt to counterbalance the prioritisation of progressive
rock aesthetic elements or contexts at the expense of heavy metal counterparts when outlining the
characteristics of the genre. With that in mind, my work is motivated not by a desire to establish a
new definition for the genre, but to offer meaningful extension of the progressive metal academic
conceptualisation through audience discourses and critical interpretations, and to do so in ways that
are forward-directed, flexible and differentiated in manner.
Having said all this, this book has an additional goal that whilst still drawing from the classical,
approaches the discussion in a different manner. As context, | want to evoke another mental image

related to the progressive metal genre. When one says a ‘progressive metal band’, what band
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members come to mind? And no, | am not inquiring as to whether the envisioned members have long
hair or present thoughtful, rather than aggressive facial expression. Rather | am interested in more
basic aspects such as their race and gender. | would venture a guess that, barring a few notable
exceptions,’ there is a good chance that most any band that comes to mind consists of white male
performers.® | would actually go a step further, and point than my suggestion represents not a simple
guess but rather refers to the images visible when one simply Googles the term ‘progressive metal
bands’. This is undoubtedly a somewhat murky metric, one that the ‘technological overlords’ at
Google actively re-model and adapt to match the interests of those presenting the search query,
however out of the dozen or so images that appear on my screen, most bands — whether Dream
Theater, Opeth, Fates Warning, Tool, Pain of Salvation or Meshuggah — predominantly incorporate
white male performers. Whilst the acknowledgment that an aspect of contemporary culture is centred
around white males may strike some as a self-evident observation, it highlights a rather simple
guestion: where are the female performers in the genre, and what roles do they play? Moreover, this
question was motivated by the somewhat limited attention that academic, journalistic literature and
audience discourses have presented towards issues of gender. That is to say, whilst some have pointed
out female performers when they are identified in progressive metal bands, in general, historical
outlines or canonical framings of the genre rarely mention bands with female members thus
constituting somewhat of a ‘blind spot’ beyond the typified white male progressive metal player.
The outlined limitations of both the culture and its audiences’ discourse can easily be
transplanted to the discussion of most popular music genres (and to some degree the power relations
in professional positions as part of the world of Western art music), however | was not content with
simply acknowledging this as an issue, and moving on to ‘more important’ discussions handled in the
rest of my work. Scholarly work such as by Susan McClary (1991) has showcased that Western art
music is by no means ‘above’ aspects such as sexuality, which together with the availability of
academic investigations on diversity related aspects such as gender, race, disability etc. in both the
realm of heavy metal music studies and, to a lesser degree, progressive music scholarly work served
as a point of departure for this study. Whilst | will not be able to address all aspects of diversity in this
study, | can contribute to the continued need for academic perspectives to critically explore the roles

of underrepresented pockets of performers within the genre, as well as reflect on the implications and

7 These include, but are not limited to, Tosin Abasi, the lead guitarist for the progressive metal/djent band
Animals as Leaders; Tony MacAlpine, the multi-instrumentalist and central figure of the eponymous progressive
metal band; Doug Pinnick, the lead singer and bass player for the American heavy metal/progressive rock-related
band King’s X; or Johanne James, drummer of the UK progressive metal band Threshold.

8 Some scholarly work has argued that progressive metal incorporates a “substantial Asian and Hispanic
participation (as both performers and fans)” (Pillsbury 2006, 98) though no examples of bands are provided
supporting this claim. That said, it should be mentioned that the author does include the band Living Colour as
an example of the term “thinking-man’s metal” (Pillsbury 2006, 98), itself related to bands in the progressive
metal, though this is not enough evidence to fully overturn the perspective of progressive metal as including
predominantly white, male performers. To be clear, my scepticism should not be taken as denying the possibility
of a large community of non-white and/or male performers but rather stems primarily from the perspective
that, at the time of writing, the performers mentioned as serve as ‘exceptions’ to the progressive metal rule of
typical performers are included in the metal-archives.com database as performers, yet their bands and
corresponding discographies are not represented.
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significance of their contributions. To do so, | elected to extend my research into progressive metal’s
relation to the classical by examining aspects pertaining to diversity. More specifically, in contrast to
the more multi-artist, indirect and broad-context focus of the first half of this study, the diversity-
focused latter half will provide an in-depth investigation focusing a single female performer so as to
highlight the gender- and gender-bending potential in the progressive metal genre. As such, the main
inquiry of this section will examine the output of the American violinist/guitarist The Great Kat as a
representative of female progressive metal performers, and particularly the complex interplay
between Western art music and feminist/queer-interpretable gender-bending practices.

The structure of this study consists of four large sections that are divided into a total of ten
chapters, in addition to the general introduction and conclusion chapters of the work. The first section
serves as an overview of the conceptual components underpinning the investigation of the audience’s
discourses. After an overview of literature on progressive metal and the pockets of information that
engage with the classical, chapters four through six focus on the main theoretical concepts and
methodological approaches that are utilised in the first results-focused segment of the study, as well
as outline key-terms that will appear often throughout the work, such as the classical or utterance.
The fourth and final chapter of this section will present the process of data sources and band corpus
selection, by introducing the sources, their respective contexts, and the broad analytical steps
undertaken for generating the conclusions presented in the next section.

The second large section includes three extensive chapters constituting the primary discourse
analysis of the work. Each chapter (seven through nine) presents an in-depth discourse analysis of
album reviews by progressive metal audiences, focusing on one of three ‘classical’-relevant terms as
used by the progressive metal community. These chapters include multiple sub-sections in which the
different meanings employed by the genre’s listeners are outlined together with interpretative close
readings contextualising cultural artefacts and the performance/aesthetic practices that can be
identified, followed by their potential connection to contexts such as Western art music, art-studies,
architecture etc.

The third and final section will present the second main inquiry of this book, namely diversity
aspects within progressive metal genre, and more specifically gender aspects. The emphasis on one
performer necessitates structuring the chapters in a manner mirroring that of this book’s opening.
First, after a brief introduction on gender aspects in the genre, the main subject of investigation — The
Great Kat — will be introduced, first through a series of justifications for selection, followed by a brief
outline of her biography and concluding with a literature overview of available academic literature.
After an overview of the main theoretical, conceptual and methodological principles employed in the
examination of cultural artefacts, | will provide three interpretative close readings through which the
performer’s complex engagement with Western art music and gender components can be presented.

The conclusion chapter will summarise the research, offering an interconnected look into the
significance of the interpretations presented in this work, including the role of audiences, their
discourses and the gender elements. Also, | will offer perspectives as to future expandability both in
terms of further aspects relating to the ‘classical’, the significance of the ‘classical’ towards the framing

of the genre, as well as other diversity components that reach beyond the scope of this book.
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2. Self-positioning statement

As part of my understanding of engaging with popular culture phenomena, | share the sentiment of
André Doehring regarding the necessity for researchers to critically reflect on their position in relation
to the examined subject (Doehring 2012, 37), and thus | will briefly outline how | relate to the
investigation at hand. At the time of writing, | am a white straight man in his early thirties. | was born
in Bulgaria, where | complete my classical-music focused education up to university level, which |
continued in the UK where | completed a Bachelor and Master’s degrees before moving on Germany
for the study that results in this publication. Despite the classical focus of my education, | have always
been more interested in popular music, and throughout most stages | tried to shift as much focus on
such topics, and in my spare time | have enjoyed listening to a variety of heavy metal —and to a lesser
degree to some progressive music performers — since my introduction to these popular music genres
in the late 1990s. Unpacking this somewhat long-winded description will help to frame my own
positioning with regards to the current research subject.

My somewhat close proximity to both heavy metal and progressive music contexts does not
intend to authenticate my interest in the research topic but rather to emphasise the opposite. Despite
often listening to performers from both genres, due a variety of socio-cultural and economic reasons,
I would not consider myself a fan of either music but rather my motivation for researching progressive
metal stems from a “professionally interested” [Ger. Orig. “Professionell Interessierte{r}] (Hitzler and
Niederbacher 2010, 184) scholarly perspective. As for my Western art music focused education, its
relation to this study is based more on pragmaticism than on anything else. This book developed as
an outgrowth from an unpublished Bachelor of Music dissertation that was designed to both move in
the direction of popular music, yet keep close enough to Western art music contexts so that my (at
the time) department and its emphasis on the latter context would not object to such topic of
independent study. With this book representing my first study situated primarily in the realm of
popular music studies and cultural studies, | thought it prudent at its conception to ‘err on the side of
caution’ by drawing from a subject that | had some previous familiarity with, as well as from the
Western art music contexts my earlier education had emphasised.

When taken together, these two highlighted perspectives have several major implications
towards my work. First, as | have no personal involvement in the progressive metal culture, or any
smaller related music scene, this positions my work and any observations on progressive metal
culture, its members and their discourses, as representing an ‘outsider’ perspective — that is to say, as
‘outsider’ as a half-a-decade long academic study of a genre allows. Furthermore, | developed my
understanding of the genre ‘from scratch’ by balancing examining literature (academic or journalistic)
and writings of audiences in the online user-driven communities that | investigate, specifically the
statements of album reviewers. Again, this is not an attempt to position a ‘naturalistic’ relation to the
subject but rather that my ‘outsider’ position was underpinned by a desire (at times somewhat
standoffish tendency) to keep asking ‘Yes, but why only outline performance characteristic X?’, ‘Aha,
and what sources support genre definition Y?’, or ‘And what about audience perspectives on argument

Z?’, to name a few. This led me to search high and low for texts that might help me answer general
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guestions about the genre, though despite my best efforts, | cannot promise to have read everything.
If I have overlooked a well-known (yet unspoken) aspect of progressive metal culture’s knowledge, or
that my chosen counter-examples throughout this study are not of the ‘deep cuts’ variety, | hope
those are interpreted more as errors, rather than as purposeful omissions. Also, positioning myself ‘at
arm’s length’ from the subject of my study was motivated, on the one hand, due to experiencing a
variety of somewhat condescending perspectives — ranging from the (inevitable) bewilderment by
non-academics as to ‘Oh, they award doctorates for such things now, do they?’. And on the other, due
to the (mostly second hand) experience within academic settings where the general popular music
field is viewed less favourably than its Western art music counterpart, not to mention critical
viewpoints that this type of scholarly work constituting scholars ‘legitimising their fandom’.

Second, building on from the last point, despite my Western art music education | openly
oppose ideas of Western art music’s ‘superiority’, aesthetic or otherwise, though some additional
positioning is required given the focus of my work. The study of progressive rock has been ongoing
since at least the mid-1990s, and whilst very fruitful in helping to provide a less ‘rock authenticity’-
underpinned evaluation of the genre, it has been criticised from within for having presented a more
restricted view that relates progressive rock heavily to Western art music contexts. The most recent
example of such criticism can be found in an article by Chris Anderton and Chris Atton in which they
outline that the earlier “book-length studies by [Edward] Macan, [Bill] Martin, and [Paul] Stump, [...]
are also, arguably rooted in fandom” (Anderton and Atton 2020, 19). The challenge is not limited to
only the authors Anderton and Atton mention. As an example, Peter Saint-Andre’s (2003) discussion
of the band Yes in relation to some philosophical perspectives pertaining to Ayn Rand, outlines the
author’s close relation to the music of the band e.g., “[t]here is a nobility, grandeur, and spirituality |
have seldom experienced elsewhere in music” (Saint-Andre 2003, 220) and highlights the notion of
complexity in relation to Western art music contexts e.g. “[The music of Yes] has the kind of structural
complexity that makes one’s mind go to work, the kind of complexity one finds in a Beethoven
symphony or a Back fugue, transferred to the realm of rock” (Saint-Andre 2003, 222). To be clear, | am
not aiming for a ‘cheap shot’ at any of the aforementioned scholars, as some may simply be reflecting
atendency at the time.® And, as this work will showcase, | have no issue with the concept of dedicated
audiences (or fandom), including more personal approaches it being reflected in academia, so long as
such self-ascriptions are properly disclosed and balanced, if not outweighed, with critical reflexivity.
However, what leaves me concerned is how such perspectives may have contributed to specific, and

in my view less than fully productive, approaches and perspectives as part of the research of the

° For example, John Cotner’s (2000) text on analysing progressive rock suggests that the interest in the genre
may stem from scholars’ close proximity to the bands they discuss i.e. “[M]any of our most productive and
groundbreaking thinkers on the subject were young adults during the 1960s and early 1970s, and experienced
first-hand the social and political turmoil of the times” (Cotner 2000, 88—89). With regards to the more relation
between scholars and their research subject he suggests that “[W]e rarely concern ourselves with styles of music
—or most any form of art, for that matter — with which we have no personal investment. To put it another way:
we are inclined to internalize and contemplate the form and content of those artistic phenomena with which
we sense a certain emotional ownership — those associated with own life experiences, feelings, and memories”
(Cotner 2000, 89).
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progressive metal genre, not to mention the potential implication of my work to be seen as an
(uncritical) continuation of such individual fandom-influenced perspectives; the broad issues behind
such criticism will be discussed in more detail in this book’s section on the current state of research
on progressive metal. Thus, to outline my self-positioning clearly, | intend to discuss progressive metal
as an autonomous genre with a potential for its own aesthetic practices. As for how | view the broad
argument about the relation to Western art music contexts, whilst | consider it a valid argument that
popular music as a whole can be as complex, or as demanding, to the listener as pieces of Western art
music, my perspective firmly remains that overcoming the boundaries between such ‘markedly
different’ categories will not occur by prioritising the latter’s principles in the evaluation of the former.

As the aforementioned criticism does incorporate aspects of canonisation, | wanted to
mention that my approach to identifying a band corpus not only aimed to avoid choosing performers
with an overly focused Western art music relation, but also deliberately excluded engaging with
progressive metal artists with which | had some familiarity (e.g., Rush, Dream Theater, Queensryche,
Symphony X, Animals as Leaders etc.). Furthermore, | have to the best of my abilities set aside any
pre-established auditive familiarity with the genre, especially when developing argumentation
regarding its technical or semiotic rules. | will disclose, however, that | did utilize the album artwork
of performers with which | was familiar, though they were used only in their capacity to present
examples outside of the current corpus of artists. | hope that, overall, the framing of my work as
representing an ‘outsider’ perspective will help alleviate concerns regarding what motivates the
majority of decisions: from discussing the role of Western art music, through the band constituting
the study’s corpus to the types of observations and approaches towards them.

The aspects that this self-positioning statement has not yet addressed is those relating to
gender and sexuality. This book will dedicate a substantial section to discussing, and attempting to
address, aspects of diversity and specifically gender in relation to the progressive metal genre. | will
openly admit that such issues were ‘on my radar’ in a rather limited capacity prior to this study,
something that can be attested by glancing at my music collection in which for every one Heart,
Triosphere, or Otep album, there are many others where predominantly men perform. However, my
continuous exposure to discussions about diversity, whether through my supervisor’s own research
directions, thematization of these challenges in the Research Forum that | and my research peers
participated in, or discussions with colleagues engaging heavily with gender studies such as Laura
Fleischer, caused me to be unable to ‘unsee’ issues such as the genre’s more limited female
representation or participation. As my engagement with gender aspects is centred on an in-depth
study of a female performer and perspectives such as gender identity, potential for queer reading,
and the interpretation of female self-representation, my own relation to the subject needs a brief
addressing. In short, | had no familiarity with the work of The Great Kat prior to commencing the
examination of her work, and | have attempted to ground any perspective in relation to the
aforementioned points of discussion as interpretations supported by appropriate theoretical framing.
The goal of the discussion is not to ascribe an identity to the performer, but to offer interpretative
possibilities that can contribute to the ongoing work in mapping and expanding on the perceived

image of progressive metal performers as, mostly, white males. | will reiterate on these positions in
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the latter half of the work, but suffice it to say, | wanted to offer an alternative, and arguably
somewhat challenging, perspective that will hopefully contribute to further discussions of female
performers in the genre.

Overall, | hope that this quick summary presents a clear outline as to where | stand in relation
to the researched phenomena, how | position myself to current issues that may be inferred based on
the study’s focus, as well as potential pitfalls based on my own identity and history as a person and
scholar. These are by no means intended to serve as ‘fixes’ to said issues, or as ‘excuses’ if | happen
stray from such perspectives, but simply to signal reflexivity, whereby | hope that by presenting such

quick outline further scholars will adopt a similar reflexive position towards future research.
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3. Progressive metal and the classical — state of research

Despite the field of progressive metal research to be rather small, comparative to research on other
popular music genres, identifying a point of departure when presenting a literature overview on the
genre is not without its challenges. In a general sense, this overview aims to avoid beginning with an
outline of progressive metal’s ‘origins’ thus paralleling what the German scholar Bernward
Halbscheffel recently outlined as a common characteristic of writing on progressive music. Namely,
the often re-appearing question of ‘What is progressive rock?’ (Halbscheffel 2014 [2012], 7)%° at the
start of a text, an observation valid for both academic (e.g. Adamczewski 2018, 182—85; or Holm-
Hudson 2002b, 2-3) as well as journalistic examples (e.g. Lambe 2011, 7; or Weigel 2017, xi, xvii)
discussing the genre. That said (usually journalistic) examples of heavy metal literature are by no
means averse to approaching a genre’s discussion chronologically, and/or with a comment on the
genre’s ‘roots’ (e.g. see Christe 2004; Sharpe-Young 2007, 8; Wiederhorn and Turman 2014).

To be clear, what concerns me is not how widespread said approach is, but rather the
genealogical implications it raises when considering the study’s core interest. Specifically, based on
the not uncommon framing of progressive metal as a combination of heavy metal and progressive
rock aspects, some may argue that this overview should begin by situating progressive metal in
relation to the classical-interpretative practices identifiable in the aforementioned meta-genres.
Whilst acknowledging the merit of such an approach, based on my genre-studies derived theoretical
framing, | question the benefits of anchoring this academic overview in genealogical or
historiographical means. | contend that the prioritisation of such historical-focused perspectives can,
and in my view already has, limited the potential outlook towards progressive metal to primarily
perspectives on the genre’s ability to echo or replicate pre-established practices, a critique that | will
address in more detail at the end of this segment. Rather, this study will approach framing the genre
in a slightly different manner: this segment will emphasise the current state of research on progressive
metal in relation to the classical, though to reassure critical readers that | have ‘paid my dues’ to
previous scholarly work, each of the investigative chapters will be supplemented by a brief outline of
pertinent aspects derived from research on progressive rock and heavy metal.!

In terms of the sources this overview will discuss, | have explored a variety of academic,
journalistic and audience-based writings/perspectives which were derived, as per my own linguistic
familiarity and abilities, primarily from English and German languages, with smaller contributions from
literature written in my native Bulgarian language (or by Bulgarian researchers). | have included brief
references to contributions from French and Russian language literature, whereby my very limited
knowledge of such languages was supplemented through discussions with fellow scholars that have a
better linguistic understanding (e.g., my colleague Laura Fleischer offered comments on the few

French texts | quoted). With that in mind, whilst | am aware of literature on progressive metal written

10 Ger. Orig. “Es gibt kaum einen Text zum Thema Progressive Rock, der nicht mit der Frage eingeleitet wird, was
‘Progressive Rock’ Giberhaupt ist”.

11 As a brief note, the emphasis in my gender-focused investigation will prioritise discussing The Great Kat’s
adherence to metal culture, though additional perspectives aligning her with progressive music aspects will be
added in order to achieve a similar balance in terms of drawing from each perspective.
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in languages such as Italian (Salari 2019), Dutch (Deweppe 2006), Indonesian (Putra 2007), Spanish
(Gonzélez Fuentes and Roquer Gonzalez 2016; Garcia Saluefia 2019) and Portuguese (dos Reis Franz
2009), my own language limitations precluded me from engaging with said writings and the larger
language fields they represent. This latter point is an unfortunate reality, though | hope (and
encourage) further research on progressive metal to continue drawing from more sources, both in the
main languages | discuss, as well as those that | regrettably did not manage to engage with.

The engagement with Western art music in progressive metal’s ‘ancestry’ may imply a (fairly)
high probability for the classical to be discussed as a notable part of the genre. Whilst initial
engagement with academic and journalistic literature that discusses progressive metal suggested that
not to be the case, a series of small perspectives continued to emerge thus implying that, even if by
no means central to its aesthetic, the classical is not an aspect the genre fully avoids. These range from
addressing the entire genre, to briefly discussing classical-connotative elements in a singular song. |
will summarise the pertinent parts of these texts, and as the information this study is seeking is not
presented without flaws or challenges, those will be briefly pointed out as well.

Multiple scholars have provided brief comments regarding progressive metal’s connection to
the classical on a larger scale. For example, the multiple publications by Janell R. Duxbury titled Rockin’
the Classics and Classicizin’ the Rock (Duxbury 1985; Duxbury 1991; Duxbury 2000), offer an overview
of “selectively annotated discography documents” (Duxbury 1985, 9), and more specifically on
instances in which a performer’s output overlaps the broad fields of popular music and Western art
music. The back cover of the latest supplement of this reference book from 2000 features a brief
mention of progressive metal, and whilst the book does include some of the performers examined in
this study, the offered information is restricted to short descriptions acknowledging the act of Western
art music borrowing. For example, Savatage’s track “Memory (Dead winter dead intro.)” is described
as drawing from the first theme of Beethoven’s Ninth symphony (Duxbury 2000, 189), which whilst
broadly useful, offers very limited information towards understanding the classical’s role in the genre.
Furthermore, despite the aforementioned explicit mentioning of progressive metal on the
supplement’s back cover, the author seemingly does not employ the term in neither of the three
publications. Instead she refers to bands culturally understood as within/in close proximity to said
genre such as Angra, Savatage, Yngwie Malmsteen’s Rising Force as heavy metal (e.g. see Duxbury
1991, 30, 42; Duxbury 2000, 30). This is by no means an insurmountable challenge, though it raises
some questions as to whether the offered classical-related perspectives were labelled as examples of
progressive metal due to the broader association between Western art music and progressive rock
contexts, or whether they can be seen as representative of the progressive metal’s aesthetic.

A similar example can be found mentioned in passing by Chris Matthew Sciabarra (2002)
whose critical evaluation of Edward Macan’s ascription of “Apollonian” and “Dionysian”
characteristics of counter-culture towards progressive rock and heavy metal, respectively (Sciabarra
2002, 162-65), draws from a personal correspondence with Matthew Graybosch, in suggesting that
“a hybrid form known as ‘Progressive Metal’ [...] incorporates classical influences” (Sciabarra 2002,
179n7). The challenge to Macan’s questionable division notwithstanding, there are two main issues

with Sciabarra’s contribution: first, the (presumably scholarly) suggestion by Graybosch strikes me as
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somewhat superficial even for 2002. The implication that progressive metal represents a type of genre
hybridity in part due to its classical influences can be easily challenged through the, at that time nearly
decade old, book by Robert Walser who argued for a number of key performers in heavy metal culture
as having studiously engaged with, and drawn from, Western art music (Walser 1993, 57-107).
Second, whilst Graybosch’s suggested list of artists representing progressive metal is by no means
outright inaccurate based on contemporary understandings — “Yngwie Malmsteen, Dream Theater,
Queensryche [sic], Symphony X, Nightwish, Therion, Rhapsody, and to a lesser extent, lIron Maiden”
(Graybosch, quoted in Sciabarra 2002, 179n7) — the selection provides , at best, a wide-range of
performers with only a brief mention of specific classical characteristics. These include “orchestras,
choirs, and solo singers” or the “lush symphonic arrangements worthy of the better Hollywood films”
(Graybosch, quoted in Sciabarra 2002, 179n7) in performers such as Therion and Rhapsody. The
succinct nature of this description offers very little actual information as to what constitutes the
genre’s classical components, as well as lacks contexts as to how often said influences appear both
within and beyond the performers’ output. At worst, the selection represents a list of performers
which is passed on by Sciabarra seemingly without cross-referencing further literature or critical
reflection as to whether their framing in relation to the genre is derived via Graybosch’s individual
ascription, journalistic or audience perspectives.

John Covach’s (2000) extensive discussion of the US-development of progressive rock includes
a brief statement that describes the band Cairo as “combin[ing] aspects of 80s progressive metal with
keyboard-dominated passages reminiscent of 70s ELP” which the author frames as part of one of two
large categories of American progressive performers during the 1990s that “return in some significant
way to the style developed by Yes, Genesis, and ELP in the 70s (often called ‘symphonic prog’)”
(Covach 2000, 40). He adds that,

“[w]hat unites these two camps under the banner of progressive rock is that each attempts

to blend classical music with rock: for the avant-proggers, the classical music of choice is

twentieth-century music since Schoenberg; for the symphonic-prog bands, classical music is

the standard chamber and symphonic repertoire of European instrumental music from Bach

to Brahms”. (Covach 2000, 40)
Whilst these brief comments can be framed as evidence of progressive metal’s engagement with the
classical, two major issues emerge towards such reading: first, the author’s lack of context as to what
bands or aesthetic characteristics are understood under progressive metal remains a significant
challenge, as neither dedicated journalistic sources (e.g. J. Wagner 2010) nor the online user-driven
databases this study engages with have listed Cairo under the category of progressive metal. Second,
the co-relation between Cairo and symphonic progressive rock bands such as ELP (i.e., Emerson Lake
and Palmer) creates an immediate conflict as, based on Covach’s summary, it was the aspect of
drawing from Western art music that characterised the “symphonic-prog bands” to which Cairo is
implicitly framed as belonging. In other words, in Cairo’s presented mixture of aesthetics, the classical
could be seen as something draws from said symphonic bands, rather than as stemming from the “80s

progressive metal” component.
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Bettina Roccor’s early study on heavy metal culture includes both an outline of the typical
characteristics ascribed to the genre e.g. “the most complex and demanding style is progressive metal”
and “[t]he most complicated song structures, constant tempo and rhythm changes, difficult to play
melodies and harmonies”, though interestingly also aspects less commonly encountered by more
recent academic discussions such as the “emotional, clear and intensely sung, demanding,
philosophical and poetic texts” (Roccor 1998, 117).)? More importantly, however, on multiple
occasions she frames the genre in relation to Western art music contexts e.g. the genre as
characterised through “the compositional diversity of classical music with the technique and
harmonies of heavy metal”; through the “use of unusual sound elements — classical instruments,
choral chants” (Roccor 1998, 117);'® and more broadly that “[v]irtuosity, melodic and compositional
variety as well as the use of classical instruments increase steadily, especially in progressive metal”
(Roccor 1998, 330).1* Furthermore, Roccor presents a somewhat anecdotal evidence further
supporting the co-relation between progressive metal and the classical, namely that a fan of the genre
that despite listening only to Western art music begun noticing parallels in the genre such as through
engaging melodies and “well-constructed arrangements” [Ger. Orig. “durchkonstruierte”] (Roccor
1998, 118).

Whilst the author’s written sources used to support this overview are rather limited in number
and primarily journalistic, such criticism has to be tempered by acknowledging that Roccor’s work was
one of the first German-written studies on metal, and that she was drawing from sources that were
fairly contemporary i.e., one of the earliest journalistic lexicons on heavy metal in German, the first
volume of which written by Matthias Herr in 1994 (Roccor 1998, 128n148-151). Moreover, she does
briefly engage with the academic sources relevant to this study such as Walser’s book on heavy metal,
however she offers only a broad suggestion that progressive metal’s increase of compositional
complexity and use of classical instruments can be seen as extension of the increasing professionalism
and aspects of formal education mentioned by Walser (Roccor 1998, 325, 330). As the connection is
not expanded on in more detail, developing an argument that progressive metal’s engagement with
the classical can be contextualized as derived via heavy metal’s increased formal education becomes
difficult. Not to mention that the overall description provided by Roccor leaves out a great deal of
detail such as what techniques are utilized by progressive metal performers as well as where, how

often, and in what density such classical elements can be identified. Despite such limitations, Roccor

12 Ger. Orig. “Die komplexeste und anspruchsvollste Stilrichtung ist der Progressive Metal. [...] Bands wie Fates
Warning, Watchtower, Psychotic Waltz und Dream Theater verbinden die kompositorische Vielfalt klassischer
Musik mit der Technik und den Harmonien des Heavy Metal. Komplizierteste Songstrukturen, stédndige Tempo-
und Rhythmuswechsel, schwierig zu spielende Melodiebdgen und Harmonien bestimmen diese Stilrichtung [...]
Ein weiteres Merkmal sind die emotional, klar und intensiv gesungen anspruchsvollen, philosophischen und
poetischen Texte”.

13 Ger. Orig. “Bands wie Fates Warning, Watchtower, Psychotic Waltz und Dream Theater verbinden die
kompositorische Vielfalt klassischer Musik mit der Technik und den Harmonien des Heavy Metal [...] [diese
Stilrichtung wird bestimmt durch] der Einsatz ungewodhnlicher Soundelemente - klassische Instrumente,
Chorgesange”.

14 Ger. Orig. “Virtuositit, melodischer und kompositorischer Variantenreichtum sowie der Einsatz klassischer
Instrumente nehmen besonders im Progressive Metal stetig zu”.
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does generally reiterate on her observations in an article released a few years later, by referring to
the genre as “oriented towards classic music” (Roccor 2000, 85), and it can be argued that more
contemporary research has either implicitly echoed some of the author’s perspectives or has directly
drawn from her arguments in pursuit of further classical phenomena in relation to progressive metal.

On the one hand, Roccor’s aforementioned anecdotal evidence regarding the Western art
music tastes of some progressive metal audience members appears paralleled in several studies that
have mentioned the genre. For example, Christoph Liicker’s (2013 [2011]) large-scale discussion of
heavy metal culture offers a brief comment regarding prog metal concerts as including “visitors who
otherwise prefer jazz or classical music” (Liicker 2013 [2011], 38);*° or Andy R. Brown (2015) who
draws from an empirical study by Stuart Cadwallader to suggest that “some varieties of progressive
metal are replacing classical music as the ‘genre of choice’ for the educationally gifted student”
(A. R. Brown 2015, 262).1¢ Furthermore, this argument is not limited to progressive metal, but rather
can be found in relation to broader progressive rock contexts e.g., scholars such as Durell Bowman
(2002, 186) or Covach (1997, 8; 2000, 15) have argued that the genre represented a stand-in for
Western art music. With that in mind, there are perspectives that have contested the broader
association between progressive and Western art music audiences. For example, Matthias Lehmann’s
(2018) examination of overlap between listeners of ‘extreme’ music (i.e., heavy metal, hardcore and
punk) and Western art music, derived from visitors of ‘high culture’ music festivals, highlights that
despite the former to be fairly common category, the author includes no mention of progressive
metal, even at the conceptual level of discussion i.e. the genre as an example of overlapping elements
from (broadly) Western art music and popular music contexts. Similarly, Stuart Borthwick and Ron
Moy (2004) suggest that despite 1970s UK progressive rock to incorporate aspects from Western art
music, “the relationship between the classical and the prog rock fraternities rarely moved beyond one
of somewhat grudging respect” (Borthwick and Moy 2004, 65), and in relation to more contemporary
contexts, the examination of progressive rock fanzines by Atton (2001) argues that “the fans seem
disinterested in the specifics — even the generalities — of how their music resembles classical models”
(Atton 2001, 35).%

On the other hand, Elisabeth Po6lzl-Hofer and Susanne Sackl’s (2010) examination of the metal
opera-type of concept album has drawn from Roccor’s argument, with the authors suggesting that
during the 1980s progressive metal contributed to a broadening of heavy metal’s range of sounds
through the introduction of strings and choir (P6lzl-Hofer and Sackl 2010, 46). The central argument

developed in said text suggests that the progressive metal genre represents the context in which the

15 Ger. Orig. “So lassen sich auf Konzerten des Prog-Metal-Sektors auch viele Progressive-Rock-Fans antreffen,
mitunter finden sich dort ebenfalls Besucher ein, die ansonsten Jazz oder Klassik bevorzugen”.

16 |t should be mentioned, however, that an examination of the Brown’s sources (Cadwallader 2007; J. Brown
2007) makes it difficult to validate the actual scope of such an observation beyond progressive metal’s
appearance as part of a general trend in which heavy metal is preferred over genres such as jazz or Western art
music (Cadwallader 2007, 8; J. Brown 2007, n.p.).

7 The critical examination of progressive rock by Sheinbaum (2008) served as a quasi-inspiration for parts of this
argument as, whilst the author does not directly contrast between Bowman and Atton’s texts, a similar co-
relation can nevertheless be inferred (Sheinbaum 2008, 29, 46).
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earlier rock opera phenomenon has continued to move forward, and through a series of exemplary
analyses of bands such as Ayreon, Dream Theater, Savatage and Avantasia, the authors have
suggested that this new metal opera permutation employs techniques or practices that can more

t.1® Despite focusing only on the metal opera

directly be related to the traditional opera counterpar
phenomenon, Polzl-Hofer and Sackl’s approach certainly provides sufficient evidence in supporting
Roccor’s general observation on progressive metal. Without wishing to position a handful of texts as
representative of the entire genre, it can be framed as furthering the argument that progressive metal
engages more than occasionally with the classical.

Several recent scholarly contributions such as by Bernward Halbscheffel (2013d) or Paul
Hegarty and Martin Halliwell (2013 [2011]) have seemingly addressed some of the previously
mentioned criticism by simultaneously drawing from a wide selection of artists and offering somewhat
in-depth discussions. However, their situating of progressive metal in broader contexts strike me as
somewhat problematic due to their prioritisation of genealogical aspects. Halbscheffel’s lexicon article
on progressive metal presents a rather succinct framing of the genre by arguing that “progressive
metal bands recourse to traditional art music not directly, but indirectly through the music of Jethro
Tull, Genesis and Yes” (Halbscheffel 2013e, 381).2° The author provides no further explanation as to
what performers/pieces exemplify this principle, nor how the “indirect” engagement with Western
art music is achieved, thus delivering little useful context for readers interested in how the genre
functions beyond its connection to progressive rock. Rather, a few paragraphs later Halbscheffel
mentions bands such as Epica, Dream Theater or Riverside (Halbscheffel 2013e, 381-82), whereby
their specific articles reveal some additional brief comments regarding the role of the classical, though
these are hardly insightful due to the lack of provided details.

For example, the discussion of the US metal band Epica (Halbscheffel 2013c) states that their
output incorporates symphonic elements, though remarks on said elements are limited to the

inclusion of an “obligatory choir and orchestra”,?° mentions of “at best stylistic references to ‘Carmina

Burana’ and Gregorian chant” and brief comparisons to (unnamed) “current fantasy films”%
culminating with the describing the band’s music as overall “act[ing] like the ongoing soundtrack to
an imaginary film” (Halbscheffel 2013c, 152-53).2% Leaving the underhanded dismissal that emanates

from this statement, a regrettably oft-found attitude in metal-related articles by the author,?® there

18 This summary is rather purposefully limited in its descriptive capacity as | engage with this text in more detail
in the section on contextualizing rock opera.

19 Ger. Orig. “Dabei erfolgte der Riickgriff von spiteren Bands des Progressive Metal auf die traditionelle
Kunstmusik nicht unmittelbar, sondern mittelbar iber die Musik etwa von Jethro Tull, Genesis und Yes”.

20 Ger. Orig. “Das Konzept der Band, obligat Chor und Orchester einzusetzen, wurde in seiner Wirkung
eindrucksvoll durch das erste Live-Album der Band ‘The Classical Conspiracy’ (2009) unterstrichen”.

21 Ger. Orig. “Doch dienen diese vornehmlich der Klangwirkung, abgeschaut aktuellen Fantasy-Filmen - allzu
komplizierter Satz ist hier nicht zu finden, allenfalls stilzitierende Verweise auf ‘Carmina Burana’ und
Gregorianik”.

22 Ger. Orig. “Es ist keine Frage, dass die Musik der Band als Ganzes wie der andauernde Soundtrack zu einem
imaginaren Film wirkt - und entsprechende Kenntnisse des Horers voraussetzt”.

3 For example, in addition to discussing “the so-called symphonic metal” genre [Ger. Orig. “[D]ie Musik der Band
wird dem so genannten Symphonic Metal zugerechnet”] (Halbscheffel 2013c, 152), Halbscheffel is openly
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are notable parallels to another article in Halbscheffel’s lexicon, namely that of progressive metal band
Symphony X (Halbscheffel 2013n). There, the author offers nigh identical observations i.e., the
implementation of “paraphrases of symphonic pieces, such as those used in the music for fantasy and

catastrophe films”,?* framed via the “background coloristic function” of the orchestra and choir in

n25 726

tracks such as “Paradise Lost”~ and achieved via “sample-libraries of orchestral instruments
(Halbscheffel 2013n, 478). Both articles also share some critical remarks regarding the bands’
engagement with the classical —e.g. Epica’s ‘lack of complexity’ or milder criticisms such as suggesting
that only with their album Paradise Lost, does Symphony X manage to meet the expected
characteristics of music for fantasy films (Halbscheffel 2013c, 152; Halbscheffel 2013n, 478) — which
nevertheless offer very little useful information in terms of understanding how the bands operate in
relation to the classical. Overall, whilst offering a basic confirmation regarding the classical’s
involvement in progressive metal contexts, Halbscheffel’s contribution presents a series of superficial
observations that would have greatly benefited from additional details, instead of limiting the
perspective to a continuation of progressive rock tendencies. Furthermore, the fragmented and
needlessly obfuscated approach?’ of delivering information, not to mention the fairly limited sources
used to generate such observations,?® obstructs readers interested in progressive metal to receive
sufficient general information on the genre, and more focused understanding of its classical

components.

dismissive to audiences of both symphonic and progressive metal genres, as exemplified by his discussion of
Dream Theater’s aloum Octavarium in which “the use of odd time signatures, ludicrously fast unison passages
[...] and quotes from classical, jazz and rock seemed pretentious, if not incomprehensible, to a large part of the
audience” (Halbscheffel 2013b, 115). [Ger. Orig. “Die vielen Formalismen der Gruppe, etwa in der Verwendung
von ungeraden Taktarten, aberwitzig schnell gespielten Unisono-Passagen, Zahlenspielereien der Art, dass Titel
und Anzahl der Songs einer CD miteinander korrespondieren, Tonarten-Verratselungen — ‘Octavarium’ (2005)
etwa enthalt acht Stiicke in den Moll-Tonarten F, G, A, H, C, D, E und wieder F - und Zitate aus Klassik, Jazz und
Rock schienen einem GroRteil des Publikums pratentits, wenn nicht unverstandlich”].

24 Ger. Orig. “Der Progressive Metal, den Symphony X auf ihren Alben vorfiihren, basiert einerseits auf
Elementen des Thrash Metals, andererseits auf Paraphrasen symphonischer Werke, wie sie etwa auch in der
Musik zu Fantasy- und Katastrophenfilmen verwendet werden”.

%5 Ger. Orig. “Das alles geschieht nicht ohne Bruch, mitunter stehen Rockband und Orchester disparat
nebeneinander und zumindest bei ‘Paradise Lost’ haben Orchester und Chor oft lediglich koloristische Funktion
im Hintergrund”.

26 Ger. Orig. “Nach der Jahrtausendwende ist die Musik der Band zwar eher dem Heavy Metal zuzurechnen, doch
hatten Romeo und Pinnella ihr Dungeon genanntes Studio ausgebaut und avancierte Sample-Libraries von
Orchester-Intrumenten gekauft”.

27 Whilst my limited editorial experience affords me some context towards comprehending the logic in
Halbscheffel’s fragmented approach, | consider the inclusion of insufficiently descriptive genre-articles that
almost require readers to scour the internally-linked articles on related performers just to receive a rudimentary
understanding of what constitutes an element (in this case the Western art music contexts), as confusing and
rather unhelpful. Also, | am hesitant to suggest that said performer-articles provide a sufficient context to the
aforementioned “indirect connection to progressive rock contexts” and | was surprised that the by far most
detailed example of the genre’s classical’s inclusion (i.e., Symphony X) was not linked in the main progressive
metal article.

2 The author’s article on progressive metal is based on a singular journalistic source (i.e., J. Wagner 2010), which
is a stark contrast to the article on progressive rock that features over a dozen book sources and a variety of
websites (Halbscheffel 2013f, 392) Whether this is also the reason for the substantial difference in article size
(i.e., progressive metal is described in about a page, whilst to progressive rock are dedicated ten) is difficult to
say.
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The progressive rock-focused book-length study by Hegarty and Halliwell dedicates an entire
chapter to what they refer to as the “metal progression” of the genre (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013
[2011], 259-82). In said chapter, the authors examine the “amorphous category of ‘progressive metal’
which refers to progressive rock but indicates that it has grown from a process of convergent
evolution” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 259-60), and further suggest that “the fusion of styles
is what makes a metal band progressive” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 279). Whilst Hegarty and
Halliwell’s discussion initially offers a step forward in framing the classical’s role in progressive metal
contexts, the authors’ approach can be somewhat misleading. Specifically, the authors argue that the
aforementioned ‘amorphous’-ness of progressive metal also stretches to “some parts of symphonic
metal” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 260), which is broadly justified through the view that “the
symphonic element of [symphonic metal bands such as] Nightwish, Kamelot, Within Temptation,
Epica, Stratovarius, Sonata Arctica and Ayreon recalls the aspiration of progressive groups to
incorporate classical music” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 266). Despite offering several brief
analyses that help to illustrate the utilisation of the classical, the actual description remains somewhat
limited. Beyond suggesting that the more fore-fronted utilisation of orchestral passages in symphonic
metal’s output represents a less-often engaged approach in progressive rock contexts (Hegarty and
Halliwell 2013 [2011], 266-67), the line of inquiry is not pursued to a greater degree. Instead, the
authors prioritise the search for “more authentic take[s] on prog” in relation to “complexity as [..] a
building device” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 267) and/or elements that are somewhat novel
to progressive music aesthetic. For example, the analysis of Within Temptation’s DVD Black Symphony
states that “there [is not] much in terms of compositional development; rather Within Temptation
achieves a rich density by incorporating orchestral instrumentation that relies heavily on the
percussive attack of choir and instruments heard in Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana” (Hegarty and Halliwell
2013 [2011], 267). Similarly, discussing Epica’s alboum The Phantom Agony the incorporation of “a full
choir and chamber orchestra” is discussed as rather restrained and lacking development i.e. “[e]ven
with a few extended tracks, a narrative connectedness to the album and the presence of chamber
orchestra, there is not much space for instrumental development” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011],
268).%

Despite some similarity to Halbscheffel’s observations, | am hesitant in simply accepting
Hegarty and Halliwell’s argumentation for a few reasons. First, the aforementioned discussion as to
how symphonic metal relates to progressive rock framework may be excused based on the study’s
emphasis on discussing contexts ‘beyond’ progressive rock’s most active period in the 1970s.
However, the broad argument remains problematic as it is based on a genealogical principle that
effectively views most references to Western art music in a rock/metal setting as constituting a
connection to progressive rock contexts. Second, the authors’ argument that symphonic metal is a
sub-category of progressive metal ignores cultural perspectives in which the genres are framed as

separate (e.g., on fan-driven databases such as metal-archives.com) which reflects the perception of

2 Additional aspects from this text which can be seen as expanding the understanding on how the genre
operates such as the stylistic mixing argument, the co-relation between progressive metal and symphonic metal
will be addressed in various points throughout this study.
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differences ranging to more than auditive/music-analytical components. Conversely, even when
framed as (at best) related, as is the case for journalistic publications, such perspectives also have
notable caveats (see my discussion on Lambe 2011, and Sharpe-Young 2007) thus presenting
additional issues to simply viewing progressive metal and symphonic metal as referring to a common
phenomenon.

Another text worth briefly mentioning is Erik Smialek and Mei-Ra St-Laurent’s (2019) article
in which the authors provide a compelling argument against the widespread assumption that both
performers and fans of metal music stem from “working class or blue collar” contexts (Smialek and St-
Laurent 2019, 378). Specifically, the authors argue that performers such as Meshuggah, Gorguts,
Septicflesh and Unexpect engage in a “white-collar aesthetic” which is framed through Keir Keightley’s
‘modernist’ rock authenticity (Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 378-79). The authors outline multiple
Western art music-related strategies through which the aforementioned aesthetic can be detected:
from Meshuggah’s semi-jamming and semi-collaborative editing of ideas during their writing of the
album / which is described as “more reminiscent of a composer pondering over written music than an
oral transmission of musical ideas within a rehearsal studio”(Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 382); to the
emergence of more complex compositional processes in the creation of the track “Pleiades’ Dust” by
Gorguts,*® and the use of “work[ing] out [of] ideas on sheets of paper and speak[ing] about those ideas
with detailed, technical vocabulary” (Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 384) framed as related to the
conservatory training of the band’s guitarist and singer Luc Lemay. From the influence of Stravinsky
via the compositional-focused higher education of some members of Septicflesh (Smialek and St-
Laurent 2019, 388), and both their more engaged compositional and arrangement practices in
combining orchestra and rock band, and the implications of the orchestral forces framed as “an act of
conscious seriousness” (Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 389); to avant-garde mixing of styles in the
music and lyrics of Unexpect including Western art music quotations, which the authors relate to both
metal and progressive rock contexts (Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 391), and compositional practices
with hidden messages compared to “a cipher in the spirit of centuries of cryptic music puzzles —
Shostakovich’s DSCH melody, Bach’s name motif, retrograde canons in the Renaissance and Baroque,
and Cordier’s heart-shaped rondeaux about love” (Smialek and St-Laurent 2019, 393).

Whilst my description only scratches the surface of the authors’ examinations, | do so
purposefully as each of these bands fall in the broader range of extreme metal genres and thus outside
of the operational limits of this study. Nevertheless, as most of these performers are included in one
of the databases this study examines Unexpect as an “experimental/post metal” band
(Progarchives.com n.d.y) and Gorguts and Meshuggah under the “tech/extreme prog metal” label
(Progarchives.com n.d.i; Progarchives.com n.d.o), | wanted to include this text as it showcases
techniques and class-related underpinnings that inform the role of classical in related progressive
metal categories as well as serves as a highly useful point of departure for additional research of the

classical in relation to extreme metal contexts.

30 An additional extensive analysis of this piece can also be found in Vanek (2018).
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A final group of texts discussing the genre on a broader scale includes instances in which
progressive metal is briefly positioned in close proximity to Western art music contexts, yet the genre
is implicitly distanced from said contexts. For example, Carmen Deanna’s (2010) discussion of the
relationship between Greek tragedies and their Dionysian influence on heavy metal briefly mentions
progressive metal, yet she frames parallels to the output of Western art music composers as stemming
from aspects such as the dark aesthetic or the volume of the performance:

“Nietzsche [sic] praise of Wagner’s music as the modern rebirth of the tragic paradigm hints

at the tragic character of Heavy Metal, though this is a praise he ultimately revokes. Most

popular genres of music are founded on African American blues; largely constructed in a 4/4

time signature and following a 1-3-5 or 1-4-5 pattern. Metal, however, and particularly the

subgenres of progressive and thrash metal were willing to explore more complex time
signatures and rhythmic progressions. Yet, the central restatement of late Nineteenth and
early Twentieth Century concert giants like Wagner, Holst and Stravinsky is the awesome
darkness and loudness of the music. In no way is the intent here to suggest Heavy Metal is the
heir of classical or concert music rather the claim is heavy Metal shares some of the aesthetic
qualities of this era of classical music and that quality is plausibly that of the Dionysian

experience”. (Deanna 2010, 50)

Another example that seemingly implies a lack of connection between progressive metal and the
classical is Durrell Bowman’s (2011) discussion of adaptations of Rush’s music which features some
comments regarding the band’s output and its relation to Western art music contexts. Bowman points
out that Rush

“used relatively subtle classical elements in a few songs in 1985, 1987, and 1993, including a

wordless choir, a brass section, and several string sections. However, Rush’s more elaborate,

progressive-oriented music from 1975 to 1981 then lent itself to wholesale classical

treatments by others”. (Bowman 2011, 38)

What is interesting is that said classical treatment — e.g. in Rachel Barton’s Stringendo and their aloum
Storming the Citadel (Bowman 2011, 38-39) as well as the Exit... Stage Right: The String Quartet
Tribute to Rush album (Bowman 2011, 36) —is seemingly not continued in progressive metal contexts.
This is evidenced by the lack of comments to that effect when Bowman outlines progressive metal
artists such as Dream Theater or Meshuggah (Bowman 2011, 29), who have expressed being
influenced by Rush. Furthermore, Bowman briefly comments on instances in which popular music
bands attempted “fusions of classical instruments or actual classical music along with rock instruments
and rock music” (Bowman 2011, 38) both during the 1970s as well as the 1990s. However, he does

not mention progressive metal thus implying that despite Rush’s influence, classical or otherwise,3!

31 |n a prior article Bowman (2002) has suggested that tracks such as Rush’s “Anthem”, “Bastille Day” or
“Something For Nothing” represent early examples of progressive heavy metal (Bowman 2002, 190), which in
turn positions the band as one of the early proponents of the genre. Where the classical comes into focus is the
author’s mentioning of the instrumental “Overture” within the large track “2112” which borrows from Western
art music contexts by incorporating “a brief quotation from Pyotr llich Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture (1869)”
(Bowman 2002, 194). Similar perspectives that semi-reaffirm the band’s classical aspects appear in Chris
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the classical is not something the former band passed over and/or is not a particularly noteworthy
component for the genre.

As scholarly literature transition from providing primarily broader overviews to more focused
investigations on specific progressive metal artists — by which | am referring more to a general, and
still ongoing, tendency rather than a paradigmatic shift in how the genre is pursued — some of these
contributions continue to include perspectives relevant to the discussion at hand. As part of academic
texts that focused on examining core progressive metal genre-aesthetic aspects such as rhythmic or
metric complexity, multiple authors also offered brief comments pertaining to the engagement with
Western art music contexts thus supporting the argument that the classical is not a foreign element
in progressive metal. With that in mind, more often than not such aspects are framed as minor
components to the performer’s output, and are commonly presented without a great deal of detail or
context as to their significance to the genre as a whole.

An example of this type of academic text is Gregory McCandless’ (2010)32 PhD dissertation
which examines one of the most highly canonized progressive metal performers, Dream Theater,
specifically in relation to their utilisation of metric and rhythmic complexity. Throughout the study,
multiple brief comments regarding the role of the classical in the band’s output can be identified.
These range from acknowledging the “classical training” of the band’s current keyboard player Jordan
Rudess (McCandless 2010, 69); the author offering brief parallels between the band’s use of some
metric devices and similar approaches as found in compositions by Beethoven (McCandless 2010, 99),
Bartok (McCandless 2010, 122) and to a lesser degree Grieg (McCandless 2010, 57); the use of
functional harmonic progressions (McCandless 2010, 59, 133-134); and the use of classical
instruments in the band’s output (McCandless 2010, 44-45, 132, 147).3® With that in mind, despite
the wide variety just mentioned, most discussions of the classical remain at the surface level e.g.
McCandless suggesting that the inclusion of an orchestra in the track “Sacrificed Sons” constitutes
“add[ing] to [the song’s] grandiosity” (McCandless 2010, 132). As such, based on the lack of reiteration
on the aforementioned classical components in neither the individual chapters’ conclusion or the

study as a whole, | am hesitant to suggest that the classical is framed as more than an intriguing detail.

McDonald’s (2009) discussion of the band, which the author describes as “purveying a loud and distinctive form
of progressive heavy metal” and as “combin[ing] the blunt-force power of hard rock with the disciplined
complexity of classical music” (McDonald 2009, 2, 3). However, later on McDonald suggests that Rush’s more
limited engagement with Western art music can be considered as reflecting cultural developments in North
America, namely “although a number of North American rock musicians have appropriated classical influences,
they have done so with a certain distance from the classical tradition, a superficiality, that contrasts with the
relative depth of classical influence on the music of Yes, Genesis, King Crimson, and other British progressive
rock bands” (McDonald 2009, 47-48). Considering Rush’s more restricted engagement with Western art music
as highlighted by both Bowman and McDonald together with their influence to other progressive metal
performers (e.g. J. Wagner 2010, 23-24, 48, 57, 73) this can be seen as one context contributing to the
(perception) of the genre as having very limited classical aspects as a whole. That said, as | am not interested in
pursuing genealogical perspectives, my comment is only offered in its potential to extend the observations made
in relation to Bowman’s 2011 article.

32 The author released an article a few years later that echoes a great deal of the observations and arguments
he developed in his PhD project (see McCandless 2013)

33 For other scholars briefly mentioning Dream Theater’s classical components see Custodis (2016c, 2-5),
Hegarty and Halliwell (2013 [2011], 269-70) and Madro (2017, 162).
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McCandless’ text draws from another early progressive metal-focused discussion, namely
Jonathan Pieslak’s (2007) examination of the rhythmic/metric complexity of Swedish band
Meshuggah. The author offers a brief comparison to the classical by mentioning that on some
occasions “Meshuggah’s music suggests metric dissonance, but it seldom occurs in full, or in the same
way as many pieces within the Western Classical tradition” (Pieslak 2007, 222).3* Despite the argument
to introduce a certain distance between Meshuggah and Western art music contexts, in a later
publication from 2008, Pieslak notes that some fan reviews of the band’s 2004 EP titled /, contain
comparisons to the classical composer Bartok, which are offered as a form of praise towards the
band’s complex output (Pieslak 2008, 46). Whilst in a way one may suggest that the comparisons to
Western art music represent a quasi-authenticating process, other examinations of the band paint a
more differentiated picture in which the engagement with ‘high culture’ aspects is ambivalently
perceived by Meshuggah’s audiences. Specifically, Erik Smialek (2008) dedicates a significant portion
of his examination of Meshuggah (Smialek 2008, 72—123) in which he highlights that the inclusion of
‘high’ culture settings or art music connotative-elements (e.g. referring to themselves as composers)
in statements by some of the band’s members showcases a complex tension between such contexts
and the supposed working-class contexts of the extreme metal genre and the band’s audiences
(Smialek 2008, 44, 72-75, 119-122). Furthermore, Smialek’s examination of fan discourses
surrounding Meshuggah has showcased a significant parallel to the conflicting reception in progressive
rock discourses, as discussed in Atton (2001). Namely, whilst some of Meshuggah listeners have
incorporated allusions to Western art music (Smialek 2008, 78) or have evoked “terms that create an
aura of ‘high art’” (Smialek 2008, 79), the author also points out the existence of a category of fans
(and also journalistic perspectives) expressing contrasting and rather critical responses. Said criticism
is addressed towards those perceived as overly-analysing Meshuggah’s work (e.g. via music
transcriptions) and argues that doing so misinterprets the band’s broad perception (and self-framing)
as approaching the complexity of their output more through randomness or the peculiarities of the
creative process, rather than calculative principles (Smialek 2008, 80—96, 109—118). Of note here is
not only the contrasting reception to elements associated with the ‘high’ culture or the (progressive
music-interpretable) aspects such as emphasis on complexity, but also the band’s own attempts to
navigate their (self-)positioning in close proximity to such contexts.

The aspect of audiences invoking comparisons to Western art music mentioned by Pieslak is
seemingly not an isolated occurrence as similar perspectives have also been observed from other
scholarly contributions. For example, Craig Bernardini’'s (2009) literary studies examination of
Mastodon’s album Leviathan which reinterprets Melville’s novel Moby Dick, points out some
reviewers’ comparison between “elements of Leviathan [...] to Bela Bartok [...] and (more broadly) to

jazz and art rock” (Bernardini 2009, 32).%° The author draws from both heavy metal and progressive

34 A similar argument can be found in David Burke (2018) whose discussion on the reception of Stravinsky’s Rite
of Spring examines the piece’s influence on heavy metal by pointing out parallels in Meshuggah’s output such
as structural devices, thematic parallels etc. (Burke 2018, 54-61).

35 Whilst the author does not explicitly point to the band as progressive metal, he does suggest that in some
reviews its genre is referred to as a “‘progressive’ or ‘concept metal’ band, and sometimes as just plain
‘progressive’ or ‘hard rock’” (Bernardini 2009, 31).
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rock contexts and suggests that one possible interpretation of the comparison to classical composers
is as drawing from the prestige that is (to some extend) relegated to Western art music’s/high culture’s
capacity in said genres. Even if one accepts this interpretation, it remains unclear what auditive
elements led to the comparison to Bartok, not to mention that there is not enough information as to
how often such perspectives appeared, or whether the claim to Western art music’s prestige was
limited to Mastodon’s specific album or reflective of a broader tendency in the genre’s engagement
with classical contexts. This type of relation to the classical can also be (tentatively) extended via
similar comparisons that distinctively emerge from scholarly perspectives. Namely, Hegarty and
Halliwell introduced a Western-art music context in their description of the band Don Caballero® and
their track “Please Tokyo, please THIS IS TOKYO”, which is summarised as including “a multiplicity of
pulsing riffs and section changes [that] push the music close to classical sonatas and Abstract
Expressionist painting” (Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 263).

Two final academic contributions that | want to briefly mention are the large-scale
examination of progressive music by Andreas Hinners (2005), and Markus Wierschem’s (2016)
examination of Pain of Salvation’s concept album BE. Hinners’ book includes brief comments regarding
Queensryche’s engagement with the classical —i.e. the band including “noise-collages in the style of
the band Pink Floyd, including choir- and orchestra-arrangements by the film-music composer Michael
Kamen, who had previously worked with Pink Floyd (The Wall)” (Hinners 2005, 64)3” — which whilst
certainly useful, remain fairly limited in their descriptive potential. Also, leaving aside my hesitancy in
suggesting that the appearance of such elements in a single piece is to represent the aesthetic of an
entire genre, the author’s definition of progressive metal, specifically the mentioned sources, present
some challenges.

Hinners’ definition of progressive metal is fairly typical in describing the genre as combining
heavy metal and progressive rock elements (Hinners 2005, 63), though by drawing from a lexicon
article by Peter Wicke, Kai-Erik Ziegenriicker and Wieland Ziegenricker (Wicke, K.-E. Ziegenriicker,
and W. Ziegenrlcker 2007d) as means of framing classical elements this raises questions about the
classical’s role in progressive metal. Specifically, in said article, the latter authors briefly mention the
category of “Progressive rock of the 1990s” which is defined as a combination between “orchestral
sound imagery, complex metric structures, the riffs of heavy metal and the harmonic borrowings from
jazz” (Wicke, K.-E. Ziegenriicker, and W. Ziegenriicker 2007d, 561).3% The article is rather short and
broad and seemingly draws only from Bill Martin’s early book on progressive rock, though Wicke and
Ziegenriicker provide some bands as examples of said development such as Dream Theater, Magellan,

Tool, Threshold and Porcupine Tree; this seemingly reduces terminological blurring as these artists are

36 For an additional examination of Don Caballero, see Cateforis (2002).

37 Ger. Orig. “1988 produzierten [Queensriche] mit Operation: Mindcrime ein auf George Orwell basierendes
Konzeptalbum (ebd.). Die Produktion enthélt starke dynamische Kontraste, Gerauschcollagen im Stil der Gruppe
PINK FLOYD sowie Chor- und Orchesterarrangements des Filmmusik-Komponisten Michael Karnen, der zuvor fur
PINK FLOYD (The Wall) gearbeitet hat”.

38 Ger. Orig. “Mit orchestralen Klangbildern, komplizierten metrischen Strukturen, den Riffs des Heavy Metal
und harmonischen Anleihen aus dem Jazz steht der Progressive Rock seit den 1990er Jahren in der Tradition des
Art Rock, wie ihn Pink Floyd, Genesis oder Yes in den 1970ern verkorperten”.
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contemporarily accepted in progressive metal contexts. With that in mind, the same publication
includes a separate brief entry on progressive metal that whilst overlapping with some of the
aforementioned performers (e.g. Dream Theater or Threshold), does not mention the same or similar
classical-interpretative components (Wicke, K.-E. Ziegenriicker, and W. Ziegenriicker 2007c, 314-15).
Hinners is aware of this latter article (Hinners 2005, 16), yet he seemingly does not resolve the
aforementioned lack of overlap in relation to the classical’s role in progressive metal. When taken
together, these issues do not fully invalidate Hinners’ observation, yet similar to my criticism on
Duxbury’s texts, they do raise concerns as to whether mentioning progressive metal’s classical
elements stems from an attempt in strengthening genealogical connections, rather than as an aspect
that can aid in more thoroughly examining the genre’s aesthetic.

Another point of interest is the author’s analysis of the album The Heretic by Victor Smolski &
The Whiterussian Symphonic Orchestra (Hinners 2005, 78—-81). In terms of the analysis, the level of
detail in the author’s discussion does not go much deeper than that of the large-scale discussion
contributions outlined above — e.g. “influence of Russian orchestral music, for example that of
Prokofiev and Shostakovich”, “dissonances and shrill orchestral sounds”, or comparing the electric
guitar to that of the “violin in a violin concerto” including the use of a cadenza (Hinners 2005, 79, 80).3°
Whilst this can be beneficial to the current investigation as offering evidence for progressive metal’s
more focused engagement with the classical, such suggestions are to be made carefully. Specifically,
Sidney Konig (2016) has argued that Hinners’ drawing from the work of Theodor Adorno in the
distinction between ‘authentic’ from ‘commercial’ performers is somewhat problematic due to
creating a “definition of progressive rock, which enables [Hinners] to position the genre as ‘serious
music’, i.e. outside the regression of hearing, and thereby legitimize its scientific relevance” (Konig
2016, 96).*° Indeed, this potential can be identified in relation to the progressive metal discussion such
as in Hinners’ attempt to frame Smolski’s work as more ‘authentic’ than the commercial pursuits of
the “heavy metal meets orchestra” recordings by bands such as Rage, Scorpions or Metallica (Hinners
2005, 79). Furthermore, Hinners’ description of Smolski’s aloum as mostly lacking heavy metal song
structures and thus as contrasting to other progressive metal performers and the “’heavy metal meets
classical music’-productions” (Hinners 2005, 80),*! makes it difficult to determine whether it is the
difference in arrangement or the general focus on Western art music that marks Smolski’s work as
untypical for the genre. As such, the combined broadly definitional challenges and Adorno-inspired

‘culture-critical’ perspectives present not-insubstantial challenges to framing Hinners’ contribution as

39 Ger. Orig. “Der Einfluss der russischen Orchestermusik, beispielsweise die von Prokofjew und Schostakowitsch,
ist deutlich zu héren. Dissonanzen und schrille Orchesterklange treten ebenso hervor, wie auch der in der
Rockmusik sonst Gibliche Beat Giberwiegend nicht mehr vorhanden ist. Die E-Gitarre wird in ihrer Funktion dhnlich
wie die Violine in einem Violinenkonzert eingesetzt, dazu gehort auch eine eingeschobene Kadenz — ein
unbegleitetes, improvisiertes Solo”.

40 Ger. Orig. “Hinners formuliert nun eine Definition von Progressive Rock, die es ihm erméglicht, das Genre als
'E-Musik', also auBerhalb der Regression des HoOrens zu positionieren und damit seine wissenschaftliche
Relevanz zu legitimieren”.

41 Ger. Orig. “Das Konzept-Album [The Heretic], das mit Ausnahme des Titelsongs (Track 7) keine Heavy-Metal-
Songstrukturen verwendet, unterscheidet sich damit deutlich von anderen Gruppen des Progressive Metal, wie
auch von den ‘Heavy Metal meets Classical Music’ -Produktionen”.
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offering more than somewhat contestable evidence towards progressive metal including performers
that attempt to position the relation to the classical as a more central component to the genre’s
aesthetic.

With regards to Wierschem’s discussion of Pain of Salvation’s album Be, the author offers
several comments regarding the band’s incorporation of orchestral elements, such as suggesting that
ensemble inclusions represent a “foray into classical and Broadway musical idioms” (Wierschem 2016,

“w

83), as well as that the use of the orchestra in tracks such as “’Dea Pecunia’ [...] serves as a good
example of how the overall album is held together by the use of samples, fades, and blending effects,
and the consistent orchestrated sound” (Wierschem 2016, 92). Of further note here is the author’s
comment that “band and orchestra not only blend well, the compositions leave space for both to
breathe and assert their respective voices” (Wierschem 2016, 92). He also quotes the main album’s
composer Daniel Gildenléw as wanting to “avoid ‘doing a Metallica’ which implies adding orchestra
to music intended for a smaller band ensemble, so as to “make it more impressive” (Gildenlow, quoted
in Wierschem 2016, 92). Despite providing an interesting example in which the emphasis on including
the classical is intended to serve a broader, more interconnected purpose, the author offers too
narrow description to that effect. From a music-analytical perspective, the descriptions of the actual
arrangement remain somewhat limited — e.g. the track “Dea Pecunia” as “lushly orchestrated [...]
betraying its initial blues with increasingly orgiastic bombast” (Wierschem 2016, 92) or referring to
the track “Vocari Dei” as “pastorally orchestrated” (Wierschem 2016, 93). Furthermore, whilst
Wierschem’s text emphasizes the importance of multimedial narratives towards the progressive rock
genre, in other words an attempt to expand on the genre’s theoretical faming, he seemingly situates
the aforementioned orchestral aspects as a continuation of progressive rock’s eclectic borrowing from
(often) non-popular contexts (Wierschem 2016, 83). Given that this genealogical underpinning does
not offer forward-directed perspectives situating Pain of Salvation’s classical elements in broader
progressive metal contexts, the text results in reaffirming the idea of the strong co-relation between
progressive rock and the classical, though regrettably adds little substantial information as to the
latter’s role in progressive metal.

As mentioned in the opening of this chapter, | will also take some time to examine how
journalistic sources have engaged with progressive metal and, to some degrees, its relation to the
classical. The discussion of the genre in several (fairly) recent publications focusing on heavy metal,
such as by lan Christe (2004) and Jon Wiederhorn and Katherine Turman (2014) can, as a whole, be
described as extremely limited in their scope. Despite employing different approaches — Christe’s
focuses on a period/location/group emphasis, and Wiederhorn and Turman offering a ‘oral history’
constructed via interviews — the progressive metal genre is only partially acknowledged as having any
significance to the broader heavy metal history. For example, whilst Christe’s book does mention on
multiple occasions how different performers transitioned into some type of progressive metal — e.g.
“much like Florida’s Savatage and Connecticut’s Fates Warning, [Queensryche] vaulted from an early
power metal style into a heady new progressive metal realm” (Christe 2004, 230) — the genre is not
included even as part of the book’s one-page genre summaries. With regards to relations to the

classical, on the one hand, the author indirectly hints at progressive rock as contributing to the general
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development of heavy metal i.e. “contemporaries of Black Sabbath contributed to the development
of what would later be considered heavy metal [...] Others, like King Crimson, Queen, and Rush,
attempted to introduce elements of classical music” (Christe 2004, 16), and on the other, he

|II

comments on the classical developments of the “progressive black metal” through the influence of
Celtic Frost (Christe 2004, 282). Through these examples the classical is made somewhat visible in
relation to progressive metal, yet the overall connection remains unclear, as either example can be
seen as equally valid in simply attempting to contextualise and expand on the accepted role of
Western art music in the broader metal field.

Similarly, although Wiederhorn and Turman’s publication features a handful of instances in
which progressive music is mentioned as an early influence of bands such as Judas Priest (Wiederhorn
and Turman 2014, 42), Iron Maiden’s bassist Steve Harris (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 91), or
Metallica’s late bassist Cliff Burton (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 245, 246), the progressive metal
genre is not discussed in a dedicated chapter. Instead, short perspectives emerge in the expected
progressive rock influence-affirming interviews with members of canonised (to various degrees) bands
such as Queensryche (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 133-34), Cynic (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014,
470) or Tool (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 616), or a few photographs of Enslaved and Mastodon
listed, respectively, as “Norwegian progressive black metal” and as the “new masters of prog-metal”
(Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, n.p.).*? Some intriguing outliers worth briefly mentioning here include
Saxon’s Biff Byford discussing how despite “looking at a lot of progressive rock bands like Yes and
Genesis [...] our music was more aggressive, a bit faster” (Byford, quoted in Wiederhorn and Turman
2014, 93) and a more general suggestion by Wiederhorn and Turman of progressive rock influencing
metalcore bands (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 557), seemingly referring to the influence of
“progressive stuff like Mr. Bungle and Dream Theater” as mentioned by Synyster Gates, guitarist of
Avenged Sevenfold (Wiederhorn and Turman 2014, 561). Nevertheless, the text’s more limited
outlining of progressive metal precludes offering new or more revealing contexts in relation to the
genre’s classical connections.

Other book-length discussions such as by Gary Sharpe-Young (2007) do acknowledge
progressive metal as a genre, though due to the author’s somewhat bizarre division of sections (e.g.
including both a category of “European metal”, as well as separate ones for “Finnish Metal”, “Swedish
Metal” and “German Metal”) the resulting selection of artists brings more confusion than clarity.
Specifically, progressive metal is listed in the same category as symphonic metal and Gothic metal
(Sharpe-Young 2007, 275-94), which may suggest a small representation until the category of
“Innovators” is explored (Sharpe-Young 2007, 477-95) in which performers culturally associated with
the progressive metal genre such as Meshuggah (Sharpe-Young 2007, 485—-86), Voivod (Sharpe-Young
2007, 493-94), or Watchtower (Sharpe-Young 2007, 495) are listed. This confusion aside, the
aforementioned category of “Progressive, Symphonic and Gothic metal” creates the impression that,
if anything, the classical is situated outside of progressive metal contexts. For example, through the

Western art music training of performers in symphonic metal bands such as Epica’s Simone Simmons

42 The images are located in a photo-only section without page numbers positioned between pages 590 and 591.
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(Sharpe-Young 2007, 270) and Nightwish’s Tarja Turunen (Sharpe-Young 2007, 285); or the “classical
heritage” of Rhapsody of Fire’s guitarist Luca Turilli as well as via practices such as borrowing
from/transforming Western art music pieces (Sharpe-Young 2007, 289) and the incorporation of an
orchestra and a choir for one of their records (Sharpe-Young 2007, 290). Similarly, the author mentions
the use of vocal choirs or Western art music-interpretative instruments in Gothic metal bands such as
After Forever’s Prison of Desire album (Sharpe-Young 2007, 276); Moonspell’s EP Under the Moonspell
(Sharpe-Young 2007, 284); Paradise Lost’s Gothic album (Sharpe-Young 2007, 288) or Theatre of
Tragedy’s Velvet Darkness They Fear album (Sharpe-Young 2007, 291).

In contrast, the section on Dream Theater — an editorial oversight of which results in a
somewhat humorous description of the band as the “pro-metal scene-leaders” (Sharpe-Young 2007,
277) — discusses the “inclusion [of Dream Theater’s keyboard player Jordan Rudess] on the classical
Steinway To Heaven album alongside Sherinian and Yes maestro Rick Wakeman” (Sharpe-Young 2007,
278) as part of side projects beyond the band’s core repertoire. The exception here is the US band
Kamelot, which lacks an explicit genre ascription in Sharpe-Young’s book, yet is listed in the metal-
archives.com website as “Progressive/Melodic Power Metal” (Metal-archives.com n.d.i) and in
progarchives.com as “melodic metal with progressive elements” (Progarchives.com n.d.l). Specifically,
Sharpe-Young discusses Kamelot as engaging with session performers seemingly implying Western art
music contexts such as “the Fallersleben String Quarter [and] flautist Simon McTavish” (Sharpe-Young
2007, 281-82), albums such as Karma including “a wide-ranging arsenal of vocalists, a string quartet,
and the Rodenberg Symphony Orchestra”, or their aloum Epica which included “a backing choir”
(Sharpe-Young 2007, 282).

From the perspective of progressive music-focused publications, progressive metal appears
to be more commonly acknowledged as a genre, though these instances are often somewhat short,
broad-stroked, and attempt to situate the genre in a typically formulaic ‘prog rock + heavy metal’
framework (e.g. see Lambe 2011, 144; Weigel 2017, 262). As an example, Will Romano (2010)
prioritises canonised progressive rock performers such as King Crimson (Romano 2010, 31-45), Yes
(Romano 2010, 59-69) or Gentle Giant (Romano 2010, 115-19), whereby despite including broader
chapters on “German Prog and the Krautrockers” or “Progressive Italiano”, progressive metal is
predominantly represented via a chapter dedicated to Dream Theater (Romano 2010, 215-23)* and
a brief mention that (somewhat) outlines the genre:

“Others [sic] bands such as Opeth, Pain of Salvation, Enchant, Threshold, Shadow Gallery,

Mastodon, Trans-Siberian Orchestra, and Symphony X continue to combine prog rock’s

exploratory sense of adventure (and sometimes excesses) with heavy metal thunder”.

(Romano 2010, 226)

The lack of details on some of the basic parameters of the genre, notwithstanding, these types of
approaches are not entirely devoid of perspectives useful to this investigation as, for example, the

same text by Romano features an intriguing quote from Symphony X’s guitarist Michael Romeo:

43 Romano’s 2014 publication includes a similar approach, relegating the discussion of progressive metal to an
interview with several members of the US progressive metal band Scale the Summit (Romano 2014, 340-44).
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“‘There has always been a lot of guitar-keyboard interplay in our music, but as time went on,
the classical influence of Bach and Beethoven gave way to modern-sounding stuff, like
twentieth-century art music and film scores’ [...] ‘But we never lost sight of metal. | think our
common influence of classical music and progressive music, along with the heavier stuff, led

us to where we are now and what we do’”. (Romeo, quoted in Romano 2010, 226)

This quote is not only noteworthy for representing a progressive metal band’s engagement with
Western art music, but also as it highlights that the performer seemingly introduces a certain
separation between progressive rock and Western art music contexts.

Another more general instance can be found in a later publication by Romano in which the
author points out parallels between “the tone or symphonic poem — one long piece of music that’s
meant to tell a story” the “rock equivalent [...] can be found in the extravagant efforts of bands in the
progressive rock and progressive hard rock or metal categories [...] even prog metalers like Voivod and
Queensryche” (Romano 2014, 46, italics in original). To be clear, this is not a new perspective as
drawing comparisons to the symphonic poem in relation to progressive rock can be found in academic
texts such as Macan (1997, 41-43). Moreover, as the comparison by Romano points to Queensryche’s
concept album Operation: Mindcrime, which is neither a single ‘tone-poem style’ piece but an album
the included songs of which are supporting a developing narrative, | am left with the impression that
the relation to the classical is positioned on a more abstract level, rather than as reflecting the use of
Western art music instrumentation.

Stephen Lambe’s Citizens of Hope and Glory. The Story of Progressive Rock (2011) situates the
progressive metal genre as one example of the progressive music development in the 1990s (Lambe
2011, 144-46). Whilst this general outline offers little useful information for the purposes of this study,
not to mention includes somewhat underhanded comments regarding “1990s metal bands [looking]
beyond the cliches of their own music and towards Progressive Rock as an inspiration” (Lambe 2011,
144), the author offers a notable extension to the progressive metal genre. Namely, Lambe mentions
a quasi-separate category of the progressive rock-influenced “Female-Fronted Symphonic Metal”
which he summarises as having a more substantial classical component, i.e. its “women who
sometimes sing in an operatic style [...] and huge orchestral sweeps” (Lambe 2011, 146—47). This
description can be initially contextualised as confirming the argumentation in Hegarty and Halliwell’s
text, yet when Lambe’s text is viewed side by side with the text by Sharpe-Young, a more complicated
image begins to emerge.

On the one hand, Lambe and Sharpe-Young’s texts share a common framing in that, despite
stemming from progressive rock and heavy metal contexts, both outline symphonic metal as a related,
yet not identical, genre to progressive metal. On the other hand, certain contradictions are also at play
as whilst Lambe’s description can be interpreted as signalling progressive rock’s influence on
symphonic metal via the mention of the (classically-connotative) operatic and orchestral components
(Lambe 2011, 146), Sharpe-Young’s examination of symphonic metal bands, as previously outlined,
does not discuss progressive influences, and moreover seemingly situates the appearance of classical
elements as an uncommon characteristic in bands exemplifying progressive metal. Whilst some may

dismiss these as simply an inconsistency in the interpretation, from the perspective of a scholar
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attempting to investigate progressive metal’s engagement with the classical, these texts highlight the
need for academic writings on progressive metal to equally draw from both progressive rock and
heavy metal writings and to examine and reflect on the implications of such contradictions.
Furthermore, the texts also highlight that despite the close connection between progressive rock and
Western art music, a more directly genealogical approach to outlining progressive metal, as seen in
Hegarty and Halliwell, is not without its weaknesses.

The 2010 reworking of Paul Stump’s 1997 publication on progressive music should also be
briefly mentioned for its inclusion of a discussion on progressive metal, though for less than admirable
reasons. Whilst somewhat praiseworthy for acknowledging that, in 2010, “there is simply not enough
research into and lab work done with [...] basic elements by Progressive Metal musicians”, such as
“harmony, texture, development”, Stump provides no set of characteristics by which he chooses the
several succinctly discussed bands* (Tool, System of a Down, Mastodon and The Mars Volta), barring
the mentioning of virtuosity as “the criterion of musical integrity” for the genre (Stump 2010 [1997],
331). Instead, the author briefly rehashes the same simplistic divisions regarding the Apollonian
progressive aesthetic and the Dionysian influences on heavy metal (Stump 2010 [1997], 330 also 243),
and acknowledging that “the progressive metal field is now taking dimensions more like those of a
prairie: it stretches as far as the eye can see”, Stump is keen to dismiss it as a genre and as part of the
so-called “progressive pantheon” (Stump 2010 [1997], 331).

Regrettably, due to Stump’s dismissive attitude towards heavy metal culture as a whole
(Stump 2010 [1997], 8, 244), including some of its fans if the quote below is any indication, it is difficult
to determine whether the discussion of Yngwie Malmsteen is to be taken as representative of
progressive metal’s engagement with the classical, or simply as an example of newer genre contexts’
inability to reach the desired ‘level of complexity’ as that of similar approaches in 1970s progressive
music:

“Robert Walser makes an excellent Progressive case for the Swedish guitarist Yngwie

Malmsteen, but the evidence of this highly respectable argument is not prima facie.

Malmsteen, like so many other progressive metallers, cannot ever quite bring himself to

deconstruct his basic musical units — harmony, texture, development — enough for a neutral

listener to claim that the denim-leather crowd are likely to turn nasty. No matter how fast one
plays them, flat-picked arpeggios of Lisztian chordal processes, guitar flashes, rat-ta-tat bass,
lump-hammer drumming and the ever-present minor-key harmonies are always going to

sound familiar. They are as recognisably consonant to a trailer-trash metalhead in

44 Whilst this criticism can be levied to a great deal of journalistic literature, | want to make clear that my
emphasis here aims to acknowledge that Stump’s publication offers discussions somewhat comparable to
academic counterparts in terms of depth of arguments and critical engagement with history. This certainly helps
framing why Stump can be viewed as an equal contributor of progressive rock’s early academic discussions such
as by Macan or Covach (e.g., see Anderton 2009, 97). However, affording Stump’s text with such weight in the
formal discourse surrounding progressive music — not to mention the lower barrier to entry in the face of the
much more affordable cost of the book — also necessitates a similar level of scrutiny when debatable arguments
about progressive metal (often with little literature behind them) are being presented to large audiences.
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Williamsburg, Yuma, Skokie or Great Bend as they might be to a musicology major”. (Stump
2010 [1997], 331, italics in original)
Similarly, the author’s discussion of the US band System of a Down employs multiple comparisons to
the Western art music composer Aram Khachaturian, presumably due to the band members’
American-Armenian background, yet the overall impression of the comparison is less about signalling
actual classical-interpretative aspects, but rather as a potentially ironic summary highlighting one’s
knowledge of history:
“System of a Down[‘s] rampaging sonic assault seems the most natural of settings for the
racing rhythms, quasi-oriental scales and tart chord progressions of Armenian folk. The
belligerent rowdiness and clamour of the music indeed brings to mind Georgian-born
Armenian composer Aram Khachaturian’s deafening symphonies and chin-up-comrade Soviet
ballet scores like Spartacus and Gayane. Boris Schwartz’s gauging of Khachaturian’s work as
‘music for street and square’ (significantly, the Socialist-Realist monumentality of the 1947
Symphony No. 3, which calls for a typically Stalin-hymning dozen extra trumpets) could apply
just as well to System of a Down, but fuelled by unadorned immediacy”. (Stump 2010 [1997],
333)
Arguably by far the most focused journalistic resource on progressive metal available is Jeff Wagner’s
book Mean Deviations. Four Decades of Progressive Heavy Metal (2010) where the author provides a
veritable ‘phonebook’ of performers from a multiple heavy metal periods/genres and in which he
identified progressive tendencies. The engagement with the classical is not outwardly presented as a
core element of the genre, yet its appearance in a variety of perspectives throughout the book
suggests that it is nevertheless rather substantial. These range from discussing classical-engaging
metal bands with influence to progressive metal contexts such as Metallica as “one of the very first
metal bands to be compared to classical music due to the suitelike [sic] movements of their most
complex arrangements; the bombastic melodic sense; the multitude of time changes and mood
swings; and the sweeping grandiosity” (J. Wagner 2010, 40); progressive-related artists such as
Helloween and Blind Guardian are framed as “seductive to many a prog metal fan” due to “epic
atmospheres, neoclassical elements and Tolkien-esque imagery” (J. Wagner 2010, 206-7); references
to the use of classical instrumentation appear in the output of canonised performers such as Celtic
Frost (J. Wagner 2010, 120), Fates Warning (J. Wagner 2010, 61), Queensryche (J. Wagner 2010, 53),
Symphony X, (J. Wagner 2010, 203-4) or Voivod (J. Wagner 2010, 108); bands are presented as having
a more substantial engagement with Western art music devices, visible in multiple albums of their
respective outputs such as Believer (J. Wagner 2010, 154-56), Coroner (J. Wagner 2010, 131-33),
Mekong Delta (J. Wagner 2010, 134-37), or Therion (J. Wagner 2010, 233-39); to instances in which
Western art music is attested as an influence from, or is used as a point of comparison by, the
author/performers such as Cynic (J. Wagner 2010, 173-74), Gorguts (J. Wagner 2010, 185-86), Devin
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Townsend (J. Wagner 2010, 218), Andromeda (J. Wagner 2010, 223), Enslaved (J. Wagner 2010, 271),
and Sigh (J. Wagner 2010, 303-4).%°

| consider Wagner’s publication as a fairly useful resource, including its discussion of Western
art music-related perspectives in progressive metal as, whether due to being one of the few dedicated
books on progressive metal, or due to Wagner’s knowledge of the culture, there are observable
parallels in his writing and definitions by the examined communities’ own categories of progressive
metal. For example, Wagner’s framing of Shadow Gallery as drawing from “neoclassical metal in the
vein of Yngwie Malmsteen” and PA’s definition of one of the “Progressive metal” categories that
mentions the band in close proximity to “a strong theatrical, symphonic and melodic approach”

|II

(Progarchives.com 2012b); also Wagner’s discussion of “tech metal” as influenced by “jazz fusion,
classical and world music” (J. Wagner 2010, 69) as well as to some types of black metal exemplified by
Enslaved (J. Wagner 2010, 247-48) matches the co-relation between “symphonic” or “classical”
elements in the PA definitions of the categories of “Technical/Extreme Prog Metal” and
“Experimental/Post Metal”*¢ (Progarchives.com 2012a; Progarchives.com 2012c).

With that in mind, despite its usefulness towards expanding on progressive metal’s cultural
framing, several important aspects of the text are to be clearly outlined. With regards to the author’s
understanding of what constitutes progressive metal, Wagner outlines two clear, though somewhat
romanticised, criteria:

“First — do [the band discussed in the book] sound like no other metal band? They must be

unique. [...] Second, [...] does a band deviate from the norm? Does the artist approach metal

using an innovative ingenious, and/or novel angle of attack?” (J. Wagner 2010, xviii)
Whilst acceptable as deciding factors, and offering a somewhat clearer context than some of the
academic attempts, Wagner’s viewpoint strikes me as including an undercurrent of ‘if it is interesting
—it’s prog’ narrative that carves out a canon consisting of ‘thinking man’s metal’*’ at the expense of
those ‘non-smart’ metal bands and/or fans. This is problematic as it can be interpreted as both
presenting a ‘positive spin’ on Stump’s dismissal of metal fans, but also as it touches on the types of
simplistic associations regarding the cultural framing of metal’s audiences that Smialek and St-
Laurent’s research have attempted to address.

From a genre studies perspective, Wagner is clearly focused on the idea of a ‘timeline’ visible

not only in the continuous reiteration of influence from progressive rock to progressive metal

4 A mention of Meshuggah’s listeners to include classically trained singers is seemingly used in a same manner
by the author, though referring to Smialek’s investigation of the band’s self-positioning, it remains unclear as to
whether the quote offered in Wagner’s book represents Meshuggah'’s surprise regarding how far their fanbase
spreads, or disbelief that people take their work so seriously.

46 These categories will be discussed in more detail in a later section outlining the data sources for this study.

47 To be clear, | am referencing the term here in its capacity to describe the general perception of performers
found in Wagner’s book. That said, the term is not an invention of the author, but rather reflects how early
releases by Queensryche or Fates Warning were discussed “by a global media struggling to find new names for
the genre’s rapid expansion” (J. Wagner 2010, 68). For a discussion of the term ‘thinking man’s metal’,
specifically in relation to Metallica and the presentation of complexity and generation of white masculinity, see
Pillsbury (2006, 57-98).
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performers,*® or from established progressive metal performers to newer performers, but also in his
suggestion that some bands excluded from the book such as Between the Buried and Me or Mastodon
are “still too much in flux to properly pace in the historical timeline” (J. Wagner 2010, xviii).
Furthermore, consider the following quote from Wagner’s book:
“To me, the bands with the most interesting stories were the ones that began humbly, playing
crude, simple forms of metal, and later expanded way beyond that. On the other hand, many
modern progressive or technical metal bands begin life already sounding as mature as their
final albums will years down the road [...] These kinds of bands are playing safe ‘progressive’
music. Even if they offer worthwhile listening, there’s not enough forward evolution to
warrant closer inspection here”. (J. Wagner 2010, xvii—xviii)

|Il

Leaving aside the somewhat dismissive expression of “crude, simple forms of metal” as potentially
poor choice of words, the division that Wagner is hinting at can be identified clearly in the author’s
framing of Dream Theater’s emergence into prominence. Specifically, he suggests that through the
band’s Images and Words album, Dream Theater helped to establish an approach to making
progressive music defined by “lengthy multi-part songs, high-pitched vocals, dominant keyboards,
chops-intensive musicianship, memorable melodies, and heavy rhythmic attack” and notes that
“[Dream Theater] wore their influences on their sleeves” (J. Wagner 2010, 198), mentioned earlier as
the band “lov[ing] progressive, complex music — Rush, Yes, the Dixie Dregs, Frank Zappa — and also
lov[ing] heavy music: Iron Maiden, Black Sabbath, Metallica, Queensryche” (Portnoy, quoted in
J. Wagner 2010, 90). The resulting overall approach is described as taken up by a variety of bands, that
whilst initially praised, led to an upsurge of imitative work i.e. “[i]nstead of deviating from the norm,
this movement established a new norm — progressive in appearance but not in practice” (J. Wagner
2010, 198), and the emergence of a quasi-pejorative term “Dream Theater clones” (J. Wagner 2010,
199). This is, perhaps somewhat unreflexively contextualised as paralleling how 1970s (implicitly UK-

founded) progressive rock was imitated by bands in France, Netherlands, Sweden or Norway

48| would like to offer a somewhat roundabout example that helps illustrate my issue with definitions prioritising
such influences. Some years ago, | encountered a rather bizarre and surreal 1980s post-apocalyptic
action/comedy film of a ‘so-bad-it-is-good’ variety titled Surf Nazis Must Die (George 1987). In one of the scenes,
a dramatic camera shot zooms to a nearby pier on which the album cover of King Crimson’s In The Court of the
Crimson King, with its purple-reddish screaming face, is spray-painted. If one is to understand referencing to
auditive/visual elements as a form of influence, should this example be seen as an indication of referencing
progressive rock/progressive music culture or, perhaps as a fruitful coincidence creatively used in by the film’s
director? To avoid misunderstanding, it is easy to find progressive metal performers that have professed their
influence from progressive rock, yet scholars such as Weinstein (1998) have argued that the practice of creating
a song cover has become increasingly more complex since the 1950s. Specifically, she outlines that in relation
to the influence of postmodernist thinking, covers can range from “the commercial advantage of familiarity,
homage, introducing obscure artists to a wider audience, gaining credibility, criticizing the past, appropriating a
song from one genre into another, demonstrating one's roots, finding the original song to express the cover
artists' views or feelings as well as if not better than anything they could write, and lack of creativity” (Weinstein
1998, 146). This is not to suggest that Wagner’s approach is inherently wrong, but rather that, similar to
McCandless who argued for the importance of music covers in Dream Theater’s self-framing (McCandless 2010,
54-55), suggestions emphasising the influence of one performer to another should be presented as one
potential and should be accompanied by reflexive perspectives as to what takes place when a progressive metal
band professes their interest or influence by a previous progressive rock performer.
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(J. Wagner 2010, 198-99), as well as with the emergence of “Fates Warning imitators, Queensryche
revivalists, and obvious Rush wanna-bes” (J. Wagner 2010, 199).

However, most telling, is a quote from Ken Golde from the music label The Laser’s Edge, who
(drawing from the writing of Paul Stump) suggests that: “Stump clearly delineates the difference
between Progressive with a capital ‘P’ and progressive with a little ‘p.” Progressive with a capital ‘P’
meaning a style, a formula. Progressive with a little ‘p’ being an adjective, describing music that’s
trying to progress, trying to do something innovative and challenging and break down barriers”
(Golden, quoted in J. Wagner 2010, 200). | say telling as a near identical framing is mentioned in
Christoph Liicker’s brief discussion of the genre, in which he quotes a 2005 interview with Nicolas van
Dyk from the band Redemption in which the performer states:

“I think there are two meanings. On the one hand, progressive music that pushes boundaries

is written with a lowercase p. Mr. Bungle, Sleepytime Gorilla Museum and Devin Townsend

are progressive artists to my ears. Progressive Metal with a capital P describes a special genre
that includes song structures that are far from the norm, technology, polyrhythmic, uneven
bars and similar compositional content. That means that you can speak of progressive metal
without the music being really progressive, like all the Dream Theater clones for example”.

(Dyk, quoted in Liicker 2013 [2011], 39)*

It remains unclear as to whether Dyk’s use of the same division is related to the perspective of Golden
(and by extension Stump), however it frames Wagner’s viewpoint as reflecting a tension between
some canonized bands and their approaches, and the principles of ‘innovation’ or ‘variety’ that
other/newer performers and the broader culture surrounding progressive metal has to navigate.

It is difficult to say whether Wagner’s own prioritisation of ‘innovation’ is influenced by this
principle, though even if it is not, there are several implications in terms of how the book should be
viewed. On the one hand, as previously mentioned, Wagner’s book either reflects the culture’s own
perspectives, or has taken sufficient root in the discourse; if the quote from Dyk is any indication, the
answer potentially lies between the two possibilities. My own observations on discourses in this
study’s corpus of artists can attest that, whilst Dream Theater is very often evoked as a point of
comparison and/or influence to some performers, it is not difficult to find examples showcasing the
band mentioned in some negative capacity e.g., as instrumental ‘musical masturbation’/’wanking’ or

‘noodling’;>® or the artist being compared to Dream Theater is praised for being distinct from the

4 Ger. Orig. “Ich finde es gibt zwei Bedeutungen. Einerseits, mit einem kleinen p geschrieben, ist es
fortschrittliche Musik, die Grenzen verschiebt. Mr. Bungle, Sleepytime Gorilla Museum und Devin Townsend
sind in meinen Ohren progressive Kilinstler. Progressive Metal mit einem grofRen P bezeichnet ein spezielles
Genre, das Songstrukturen fernab der Norm, Technik, Polyrhythmik, ungerade Takte und &hnliche
kompositorische Inhalte umfasst. Das bedeutet, dass du von Progressive Metal sprechen kannst, ohne dass die
Musik wirklich progressiv ist, wie die ganzen Dream Theater-Klone zum Beispiel”.

50 For example: “Threshold are not the musical masturbators that Dream Theater are, with just the right amount
of technicality to be impressive but not pretentious, and the solos and songwriting on the album show it” (MA-
Threshold-#13, 2015); or “The tracks are also of considerable length where after the verses and choruses playout
there are lengthy instrumental wankery sessions that are of the same type of extended play as heard on Dream
Theater and Symphony X albums of the same era” (PA-ShadowGallery-#20, 2016).
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‘Dream Theater clones’ trend.>! However, it is possible that the issue is less about ‘innovation’ in the
sense of creating something radically new, as per Wagner’s own framing, but rather about prioritising
the band’s ability to project an individual identity that separates them from the aforementioned quasi-
derogative ‘clone’ bands.>? As such, despite the problematic and dividing components of these two
types of progressive music, their perpetuation in the discourse is a reality that should be taken into
consideration.

On the other hand, the prioritisation of ‘innovation’-framing contrasts with both previously
mentioned perspectives, such as Halbscheffel’s suggestion regarding progressive metal’s ‘indirect’
relation to the classical, as well as with academic perspectives on the corelation between progressive
rock and notions of development. Kevin Holm-Hudson has noted a similar contradiction as to what
the ‘progressive’ label stands for i.e. “[t]he irony is that most ‘progressive’ bands that wear the label
have ceased to progress beyond the stylistic conventions established in the 1970s, whereas those
bands that continue to progress refuse to accept the progressive label” (Holm-Hudson 2002b, 5-6).
The audiences’ reception of such ‘innovation’-centric practices also appears different, as for example,
Atton’s examination of progressive rock fanzines suggests that (again drawing from Stump), some fans
of progressive rock music are not interested in music that consistently changes, but rather aim to
“regain [...] a ‘defining moment’ in rock history” (Atton 2001, 43), most likely progressive rock’s 1970s
heyday. A similar perspective is mentioned by Jarl A. Ahlkvist (2011) whose content analysis of reviews
found in the progarchives.com community highlights (also drawing from Atton’s perspective) that in
evaluating later progressive genres such as neo-prog, a co-relation between innovation and the term
“progressive” can be identified (Ahlkvist 2011, 646, 648). However, conservative voices can also be
detected, such as in occasional criticism levied against bands that do not conform to stylistic traits
established in the genre’s highly canonised period around the mid-1970s (Ahlkvist 2011, 653-56).
Finally, the idea that norm deviation is somehow indicative of progressive music should be viewed
somewhat critically. If drawing from the idea of pushing beyond the ‘norms’ of a song’s length or
structure, Albin Zak’s (2008) discussion of extended forms in pieces in the 1970s has showcased that,
despite strongly associated with the progressive rock genre (Zak 2008, 345), there is a substantial
number of fairly long and complex songs, which the author refers to as “rock epics” i.e. tracks
“embody[ing] an aesthetic ambition that has been growing since the 1950s” (Zak 2008, 357). These
include, performers from genres such as hard rock (e.g. Led Zeppelin’s “In the Light” [Zak 2008, 349—
50]), glam (e.g. David Bowie’s “Station to Station” [Zak 2008, 351-52]) or singer/songwriters (e.g.
Bruce Springsteen’s “Incident on 57t Street”, [Zak 2008, 353-54]).

51 For example: “[Redemption] do a lot of things that Dream Theater has done and can’t be accused of being a
Dream Theater clone” (MA-Redemption-#2, 2010); or “Typically, one expects a progressive metal band to sound
something along the lines of Dream Theater or Symphony X, and conform to a certain protocol (in other words;
being incredibly unprogressive.) Threshold manages to steer clear of that stereotype; and in melding great
melodic hooks with progressive integrity, have created an unlikely masterpiece” (MA-Threshold-#17, 2010).

52 For example, “Although [Atmosfear] have some similar sounds to bands like Dream Theater and even Evergrey,
they do have their own unique sound” (PA-Atmosfear-#2, 2008); or “Shadow Gallery's brand of metal is distinctly
differen’t [sic] from Dream Theater's” (PA-ShadowGallery-#99, 2005).
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I am pointing out the contrast between Wagner’s perspectives and that of current academic
research less to imply that the former is somehow incorrect, or that the contexts of progressive rock
audiences as observed in academic settings should be taken as priority. Rather, | aim to highlight that
drawing from Wagner’s arguments as part of an academic discussion would benefit from further
reflection. For example, should the previously outlined list of engagements with Western art music be
viewed as representative of the entire genre, or is it limited to those bands that somehow also
incorporate ‘innovative’ perspectives through such approaches. Also, is the extent to which the
author’s (and seemingly some performers’) perspective towards innovation represent the broader
culture’s viewpoint, even with the parallels | already mentioned, or are there additional contrasting
perspectives circulating the discourse as seen in academic overviews. And the book raises questions
as to how to navigate the underlying relation between progressive metal bands (as per Wagner’s
definition) and progressive rock contexts, especially given the aforementioned contrast in terms of
prioritising past performers as seen in other progressive related communities. For the purposes of this
study, Wagner’s publication will remain a source from which | will draw perspectives, though as
mentioned in the examination of academic texts, | will retain my more critical stances against

canonisation and genealogical perspectives.

A critical perspective
Readers will have undoubtedly noticed that up to this point | have discussed a rather limited number
of texts in substantial detail, and in many instances, | suggested that, whilst useful in constructing a
general picture of progressive metal’s engagement with the classical, overall, the contributions leave
the reader wanting, whether due to larger-scale discussion lacking details, or an individual
examination that is not well situated in wider context. This approach was only partly necessitated by
the limited selection of texts highlighting progressive metal’s classical aspects, and my critical stance
against genealogical perspectives may leave the negative impression that | was searching for a
‘perfect’ summary that, for whatever reason never have, or (possibly) never will exist. To avoid the
potential for these critical arguments to be seen as an expression of the author’s ‘pet peeve’, | want
to expand on the reasons behind their adoption. Having explored a fair number of additional texts
dealing (in various depths) with the genre, as well as the broader progressive music field, | want to
highlight and critically reflect on several tendencies that, in my opinion, have presented a rather
limited viewpoint on progressive metal and in turn, may have led to further research assuming that
progressive metal has little-to-no engagement with the classical. Some of these issues were briefly
mentioned already, though | believe they merit a more in-depth discussion.

Referring back to my discussion of Covach’s somewhat unclear usage of the term “progressive

IH

metal”, it is noticeable that, despite it there being a clear increase in academic engagement with the
genre since the 2010s, a large number of texts can be detected in which the appearance of the term
progressive metal is somewhat unclear, to say the least. A number of articles either mention the genre,
or refer to a band as progressive metal, without explaining the criteria by which such an ascription is
made (e.g. Azevedo 2010, 332, 338; Barone 2015, 190; Bielmann 2011, 145; Belgrad 2016, 289; Bowler

2016, 16; Burns 2016, 94; Eriksson 2016, 226; Fejes 2017, 54; Foster 2011, 324n5; S. Grant 2016, 216,



51

220; Hagen 2011, 194, 199; Hoad 2015, 28; Karjalainen 2011, 106; Keister and J. L. Smith 2008, 434;
Klypchak 2007, 222; Morris 2014, 556; Varas-Diaz 2011; Venkatesh et al. 2015, 77; Waksman 2009, 8;
Weinstein 2011, 40; Wildberger and Farreras 2016, 99; Zahova 2016, 22, 24). In the interest of
transparency, | will point out that in most of these instances progressive metal is mentioned in passing
and the genre’s aspects rarely constitute a core aspect of the examination. As such, | can excuse to
some extent the lack of definitions provided as it goes without saying that doing so for every other
term will unnecessarily burden the creation (not to mention readability) of a text. However, as these
are academic texts, | do not consider it an unreasonable expectation for scholars to briefly mention
how the term is derived and/or for authors to simply acknowledge in a footnote that the term they
are utilizing is somewhat under-theorised.>

Similarly, there are some instances in which scholars indicate the context from which the term
is derived, either directly, or the information can be somehow inferred from within the text, though
the main challenge for a reader to understand what is meant by the term remains present. These
include the term as utilized by fans/interviewees/respondents (e.g. Berger 1999b, 57, 271; Berger
19993, 165; Rowe 2017, 119; Sharman and Dingle 2015, 4, 8; Smialek 2015, 52; Tacchini and Damiani
2011, 61); as ascribed by journalists or record label-staff (e.g. Anderton 2016, 161; Braae 2016, 117;
Diaz-Bone 2010, 280, 297; Goldhammer 2017, 139; Smialek 2015, 48n43; Zahova 2016, 23); from its
use in online communities such as the metal-archives.com database or metalstorm.net (e.g. Berkers
and Schaap 2018, 20, 114; Taina 2014, 13, 16, 33, 34, 40; Yavuz 2017, 4); or as applied by the members
of the bands (e.g. Piotrowska 2015, 107; Schifer 2012 [2011], 29).5*

Another broad grouping of scholarly contributions include seemingly viable, yet ambivalently
presented, information whereby the issue emerges due to the unclear relation between the (usually
very short) definition of the genre, the provided bibliographical data, or other information from within
the main body of the text (Celikel 2016; Deanna 2010, 50; Fellezs 2016b, 99, 101; Freeborn 2002, 32;
Freeborn 2010, 843; Frelik 2013, 290; Granholm 2012, 562, 563; P. Grant 2017, 100, 160, 196, 214;
Hickam and Wallach 2011, 260; Lusty 2013, 118, 121; Shuker 2005 [1998], 135, 211; Swami et al. 2013,
379, 383; Unger 2016, 19, 26, 72). Rather than outline each individual issue | identify within these
texts, | will summarize the engagement with such writings by stating the following. Different writing
goals or writing styles at times mean that the process of extracting necessary information includes
having to ‘rummage’ through another scholarly text’s (at times unused) bibliographical information.
With that in mind, whilst | can generally recognize when familiar progressive metal-related texts have
been used, it is not that difficult to imagine instances where someone less-familiar or new to the
subject encounters one or more bibliographical entries that are not immediately relatable to the study

of progressive metal. In such a situation, determining the sources from which the description of the

53 | would also point out that whilst it may be convenient to frame these texts as technically presenting
progressive metal as a separate entity — especially as a counterpoint to texts that have dismissed such possibility
(e.g., Elflein 2010, 231; Stump 2010 [1997], 331) — doing so will do a disservice to any genuine attempt to engage
critically with progressive metal literature in future research.

4 To that effect, my application of the term progressive metal attempts to balance between how a performer is
framed in the major communities this study is examining. Additionally, any mention of a band’s genre that is not
the subject of direct examination here defaults to drawing from its genre-label as found on metal-archives.com
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genre is derived or influenced becomes rather challenging, thus obstructing the ability to follow up
from the short or unclear usages of the term and/or the provided description.>®

More troubling than the lack of terminological clarity in the aforementioned texts are
instances in which even direct engagements with the examination of progressive metal still offer little
context or framing as to the parameters of the term’s ascription, thus resulting in contradictory
perspectives. Referring back to Stump’s book, the author suggests that the US alternative metal bands
System of a Down and Tool are examples of progressive metal bands due to “trying to read the
rulebook in order to read between the lines and rewrite in” (Stump 2010 [1997], 332, see also 332-
333 for a brief analysis of both bands). Leaving the lack of clarity aside, the ascription of the label
progressive metal is contrasted by the, comparatively brief, closing statements in the article by Jérome
Melancon and Alexander Carpenter (2015) which, despite evoking the same principle of attempting
to overcome “the standard form of song-writing” explicitly frames the same two performers as “non-
prog groups” (Melancon and Carpenter 2015, 145).%°

If one is willing to discard these initial unclear terminology-focused observations as ‘nitpicking’
on my behalf, | want to draw the attention to a much more substantial issue that appears when writers
attempt to provide some definition of progressive metal i.e., canonisation. Referring to my discussion
of the contributions by McCandless and Pieslak, these texts offer important music-theoretical
contributions in the early stages of the genre’s focused examination. However, they can also be
viewed as examples of research in which a limited selection of canonised bands are investigated
and/or used as representation of the genre e.g. Dream Theater (e.g. Deweppe 2006; Friesen and
J.S. Epstein 1994, 10, 11; Graham 2011; Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 268-72; Madro 2017, 161—-
63; McCandless 2010; McCandless 2013; Polzl-Hofer and Sackl 2010, 48—49; Respati and Yunairto
2015; van Dijk 2013; Verne 2013, 10; Weinstein 2011, 40),°” Meshuggah (e.g. Burke 2018; Capuzzo
2018; Gil 2014; Hannan 2018; Lucas 2018; Marrington 2017; Pieslak 2007; Pieslak 2008, 46—48;

Smialek 2008);°® and to a lesser degree Pain of Salvation (Burns 2020; dos Reis Franz 2009; Wierschem

55 There is a possibility that some texts overlap, or that | have missed including some from my own bibliography.
However, given the core purpose of these paragraphs i.e., reflecting on how challenging and/or time-consuming
it is to extract valuable information from a large number of texts, | believe such small omissions would be
excused.

56 A similar ambiguity emerges in the genre-label ascription of bands such as Mastodon, whereby Bernardini
outlines that the band is “routinely described as a ‘progressive’ or ‘concept metal’ band, and sometimes as just
plain ‘progressive’ or ‘hard rock’” by its listeners (Bernardini 2009, 31). In contrast, Lusty’s brief mentioning of
the band provides no genre label (Lusty 2013, 124), though based on her discussion of classical literature in
heavy metal contexts, one might assume that she implies that the band belongs to said latter category.

57 Of the listed texts, only those by McCandless, Graham, Respati and Yunairo, and van Dijk are dedicated
exclusively on examining the band; the texts by Polzl-Hofer and Sackl, Hegarty and Halliwell and Madro offer
analyses of Dream Theater as part of larger discussions on progressive metal; and those by Weinstein, Friesen
and Epstein mention the band as an/one of several example(s) representing the progressive metal genre;
Verne’s text mentions the band as an example of progressive metal artists that another performer mentioned
as part of their interests. What | want to emphasise here, however, is that, whilst differing in how the band’s
appearance is framed, when taken together with the oft appearance of Dream Theater in journalistic and fan
discourse, the inherent contribution to further canonisation of the band cannot be discounted.

58 Of the listed texts, Meshuggah is the focus of the investigations by Pieslak (2007), Burke, Capuzzo, Lucas and
Smialek; Pieslak (2008), Gil, and Hannan’s contributions are still of substantial depth, yet primarily address/also
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2016).° Also they can be described as developing an early conceptualisation of progressive metal that
tends to prioritize discussing (whether in length or in passing) its central/characteristic feature,
namely, the rhythmic or metric complexity (e.g., Angeler 2016, 8, 12, 17; Ayik 2010, 296; Biamonte
2014, n.p.; Custodis 2012, 40; Deanna 2010, 50; Lucas 2018, n.p.; Pieslak 2008, 45; Shelvock 2013,
129). It goes without saying that criticism against this development should be appropriately
contextualised: first, prioritising highly canonised bands such as Dream Theater certainly makes sense
given the band’s prominent role in the culture, as it became clear by their appearance in a variety of
journalistic publications, but also when considering that Timothy Dowd, Trent Ryan, and Yun Tai’s
analysis of album reviews point to Dream Theater as amongst the most commonly appearing points
of comparison (Dowd, Ryan, and Tai 2016, 110). However, what | find lacking in these texts is an
attempt to reflect on more contemporary developments that view the band’s influence towards a
supposedly more ‘formulaic’ approach and as not representative of the broad culture’s emphasis on
‘progressing’ as forward development, as seen in the aforementioned discussions found in Wagner
and Lucker.

Second, despite it being extremely difficult to argue against the emphasis on rhythmic
complexity in progressive metal, some scholarly perspectives seemingly suggested that such principle
is not the only defining factor for the genre. For example, Harris M. Berger’s (1997) discussion of
several bands within the broader progressive metal field suggests that “[w]hen used to modify the
name of a variety of rock or metal, the adjective ‘progressive’ is used to indicate that the band employs
complex musical structures” and in relation to the band Winter’s Bane he notes that “the band’s songs
were sufficient in length and complexity to make their music ‘progressive metal’ (Berger 1997, 485n3).
This argument is not without its issues as it can potentially be viewed as overlapping with the
discussion large-scale metric changes, as well as representing a somewhat comparable ‘core’ trait that
can be encountered in relation to the genre (e.g. see J. Wagner 2010, xix), though it can still be used
as an example in supporting the ideas of deploying a wider set of characteristics.®° Furthermore, even

in newer related (sub-)genres that emphasize rhythmic/metric complexity such as djent there are

investigate other performers; and Marrington’s text includes brief mentions of Meshuggah’s contribution to the
framing of the djent genre (Marrington 2017, 260, 261). Same as with my argument on Dream Theater, despite
the different depth of discussion, the canonisation potential of so many entries, given how small the progressive
metal research field is, should not be ignored.

%9 In the interest of full disclosure, both Franz’s and Alexander Deweppe’s texts mentioned in this paragraph
allowed me to only gain a surface overview of the authors’ respective engagement with Pain of Salvation and
Dream Theater (Deweppe 2006, 67-77). As such, their inclusion serves only as anecdotal evidence for said
artist’s use in non-Anglo-speaking contexts.

0 Another tentative example can be found in the previously discussed text by Wierschem (2016) the author
briefly mentions that one of the characteristics of progressive rock is “odd time signatures and polyrhythms”
(Wierschem 2016, 82), yet shortly after he draws from Deena Weinstein in her suggesting that “[progressive
rock’s] defining feature is not a set of concrete sonic elements, such as particular rhythms or instrumentation
[but rather] a conceptual trope [...] the appropriation of nonpopular musical forms” (Weinstein, quoted in
Wierschem 2016, 83). Despite the intention of this to have clearly been supporting the author’s investigation of
the concept album’s musical and paramusical complexity, considering that the text engages with the
investigation of progressive metal performer, it is possible to interpret the act of drawing from Weinstein’s
broader argument as quasi-supportive of the idea that rhythmic complexity is not the singular characteristic to
be pursued when examining artists from said genre.
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other relevant characteristics that should be reflected on e.g., Kevin Fellezs’s (2016a) suggestion that
“[d]jent, in particular, seems concerned with controlling metal’s sonic excesses with palm-muting
embodying this sense of expressive abatement” (Fellezs 2016a, 335).

Whilst the previous section of this book already highlighted that rhythmic complexity’s
relation to classical composers can be a valid perspective to inquiries such as mine.®! However, the
overemphasis of one aspect as the ‘core’ aesthetic feature of progressive metal, may have contributed
to a limited outward perception of the genre, including the lack of connection to the classical despite
the variety of small pockets of evidence | mentioned earlier. An example of such a separation can be
identified in discussions suggesting that (less-)canonized progressive metal artists such as Symphony
X differ from progressive contexts, in part, due to their utilization of the orchestra (see Bolay 2019, 7;
see also Botero Camacho and Picén del Campo 2017).5?

The issues outlined here can be considered as paralleling a broader set of challenges related
to canonisation found in academic discussion on progressive rock, which have been noted by scholars
such as Anderton as early as 2009 (Anderton 2009; also Anderton 2010). Specifically, the author has
argued that “[a]cademic studies have focused primarily on the major British bands, especially Yes,
Genesis, Emerson Lake and Palmer (ELP), Jethro Tull, King Crimson and Pink Floyd, thus ignoring or
downplaying the mainland European contribution to the development of progressive rock, and
describing its characteristics in relatively narrow terms” (Anderton 2009, 97-98). Whilst more recent
publications such as the edited collections by Philippe Gonin (2016) as well as by Martin Liicke and
Klaus Ndumann (2016) showcase definite improvement through the inclusion of articles examining
progressive performers in a variety of contexts, Anderton himself repeated the same call to action
during the closing remarks of the second international conference organized by ‘The Progect Network

for the Study of Progressive Rock’ that took place in Edinburgh in 2016, where contributions on Procol

61 To that effect, a recent performance-focused master’s thesis by Lauri Ahone (2015), engaged with transcribing
and re-arranging a variety of pieces by progressive metal/djent bands such as Animals as Leaders, Meshuggah
or TesseracT for various percussive ensembles. Of note here is that Ahone’s intentions were “to bring my
favourite songs to the repertoire of the classical percussion so | could play them to the classical music audience”
(Ahone 2015, 5), which however tentatively, offers additional connections between progressive metal and
Western art music contexts through the genre’s rhythmic complexity.

62 To briefly summarise, Jordan Bolay’s argument suggests that Symphony X’s Paradise Lost album “blends form
and content to produce a Satanist —in the Blakean sense, i.e. not necessarily Satanic — concept album that could
only work as a metal album, distancing Symphony X from prog rockers like ‘Dream Theater and Rush’, to whom
they had previously been compared [...]” (Bolay 2019, 7). He continues that the album’s “use of demonic or
occult-sounding scales [is combined] with ‘blinding, speed-metal riffs’, ‘a full-blown orchestra’, ‘and complex
piano parts’ [...] The result is a neoclassical offshoot of the hybrid subgenre known as power metal” (Bolay 2019,
7). Whilst the point of separation from progressive rock/metal bands such as Dream Theater or Rush seemingly
lies on the demonic/occult scales, by mentioning the use of orchestra and piano as elements leading to a
different genre Bolay is implicitly separating said elements from progressive metal contexts. Similarly, Manuel
Botero Camacho and Nuria Picon del Campo’s discussion of the broad heavy metal genre’s engagement with
mythological contexts describes Symphony X as a symphonic metal band (Botero Camacho and Picén del Campo
2017, 170). By framing said genre as “assembl[ing] all the typical characteristics of heavy metal together with
elements from classical music, which may include choirs, symphonic instruments or an orchestra” (Botero
Camacho and Picon del Campo 2017, 169) this seemingly reaffirms the same gap between Symphony X, Western
art music contexts and their combined relation to progressive metal.
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Harum, Pink Floyd, Gentle Giant, Genesis and King Crimson appeared (see Academia.edu 2016).5

Furthermore, Anderton reiterated his criticism in several publications from 2020 (see Anderton 2020,

1-2; Anderton and Atton 2020, 9), whereby despite affirming the changing focus of the academic field,
the act of repetition leaves me with the impression that the issue is by no means fully overcome.®

An important aspect of the critique by Anderton (2010) is the idea of the “symphonic

orthodoxy” which is defined as “conflat[ing] ‘symphonic’ progressive rock with progressive rock in

III

general” and also as positioning the genre as “the exploration and development of harmonic, metric
and structural forms towards a high level of musical sophistication, as judged by Western conceptions
of the classical tradition”, resulting in some early studies “largely ignoring the contributions of those
bands which adopted or adapted alternative influences” (Anderton 2010, 419).%° Anderton is not
singular in adopting this viewpoint as similar arguments attempting to provide critical perspectives
can be found in other texts on progressive rock. John Sheinbaum (2002) has argued that early
academic research on progressive rock has utilised “[a]nalytic tools and language derived from the

study of Western art music, and the implicit value judgements associated with them, are employed in

83 ]t should be noted that the following editions of the same conference from 2018 in Lund, Sweden and in 2021,
(digitally) in Ottawa, Canada seemingly reflect a slow opening of the field, whereby research on contexts outside
of UK/USA has increased and progressive metal appears as a more prominent theme. Whilst | can attest to this
observation having participated in the 2018 edition of the conference (and visited its 2016 edition), | was unable
to do so for its 2021 edition and examining the programme leaves me with some mixed feelings when
considering the framing of progressive metal. Despite the more prominent discussion of progressive metal
artists, with more contributions commenting on the overlap between progressive rock and heavy metal, not to
mention discussions on progressive metal in Japan or China, other aspects seemingly reflect the criticisms this
section is outlining such as emphasis on music theoretical and rhythmic complexity in the progressive metal
genre, as well as discussions on canonised artists such as Dream Theater, or Tool (see
progectconference2.wixsite.com 2021). It goes without saying that, due to my absence in the Ottawa-based
conference, | am offering only a superficial comment rather than extending my criticism to said contributions
without proper examination.

64 An additional perspective that can be added here is that a contrast between Anderton and Atton’s (2020)
publication on journalistic framing of the term progressive rock in the late 1960s and early 1970s; and the
examination of specialist music critics as appearing in an online website dedicated to progressive rock by (Dowd,
Ryan, and Tai 2016). Anderton and Atton’s examination of what the term progressive rock signified to UK
journalistic publications reveals that “the bands routinely referred to as progressive rock today were regularly
featured in the most important weekly music papers of the time, yet in the period up to 1974 they were rarely
discussed using the genre term ‘progressive rock’” (Anderton and Atton 2020, 19) and suggest that a certain
historical revisionism can be detected in the more recent academic framings of the genre (Anderton and Atton
2020, 19-20). However, when contrasted to Dowd, Ryan, and Tai’s text, the latter outlines that “the specialist
critics in this study have also converged with progressive rock scholars in terms of emphasizing canonical bands,
with both using a canon to situate the development of progressive rock” (Dowd, Ryan, and Tai 2016, 119), and
thus implies that a change in the perception of the progressive rock genre has already taken place. Considering
that progressive rock listeners (and potentially the specialist critics just mentioned) may have been aware of
recent academic developments, one must wonder whether ‘the damage’ may have already been done, and
more pertinently — what efforts will be required for a more differentiated perspective to re-emerge.

85 Whilst Anderton is addressing the early academic/journalistic publications in progressive rock from the Anglo-
speaking world, the examination of German publications can provide additional and much earlier contexts
supporting the outlined issue of canonisation. For example, academic discussions of rock bands’ engagement
with Western art music contexts, including canonised artists such as Emerson Lake and Palmer, The Nice or The
Beatles, can be found as early as the 1970s (Schuler 1978). To be clear, | am by no means suggesting that such
early contributions are of the same quality or reflexivity as the modern writings on progressive rock, though one
must wonder how many similar examples can be located if a more thorough search of German-, French- or any
other non-Anglo-speaking academic discourse is conducted.
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such a way that analyses of progressive rock parallel analyses of ‘classical’ music” (Sheinbaum 2002,
27). This critique is extended by the author suggesting that “[i]t is not that there are no factual
connections between [...] aspects of rock music and stylistic or formal tendencies in the art-music
tradition, but that describing rock with the terminology of ‘high’ music often seems to be an end in
itself” (Sheinbaum 2002, 28). Similarly, Jay Keister and Jeremy Smith (2008) attempt to reintroduce
perspectives on progressive rock as a music incorporating a “nasty” tendency i.e. “everything that
might be considered bad form in musical establishment circles: from images of tongues salivating near
buttocks to offensive on-stage antics — such as flag burnings — to excruciatingly loud and dissonant
depictions of warfare and detailed narratives of human castration” (Keister and J. L. Smith 2008, 435).
The direction of this argument does not emerge out of a state of vacuum but rather reflects on the
authors’ critical perspectives that
“[m]usicologists who study progressive rock [...] apply a well-honed vocabulary based on
‘high-art’ musical qualities that tend to isolate music from its context, but it's the wrong
vocabulary for a music that was designed to promulgate a political message. The ultimate
effect is that a once vibrant, nasty genre of ‘prog’ has now been cast as an imperturbable form
of elitism”. (Keister and J. L. Smith 2008, 449)
Finally, Bowman (2002) criticised music theoretical approaches in progressive rock scholarship that
first introduce historical/interpretative perspectives, which are then followed by analyses that
effectively support such claims, or in other words, texts that would introduce progressive rock as
engaging with Western art contexts with the analyses being utilised as means of proof (Bowman 2002,
187). The author outlines the issue with this approach by arguing that
“This strategy has led to an emphasis on early-70s progressive rock and on younger,
underground (i.e., relatively obscure or ‘cult’) progressive rock bands that emerged after the
1970s and self-consciously modeled [sic] themselves after the earlier bands”. (Bowman 2002,
187)
The three perspectives do not express identical criticism, yet they all touch on the commonly identified
issue of a more restricted, and Western art music context/aesthetic focused reading of progressive
rock genre. To infer a direct connection between any of these criticisms to progressive rock
scholarship, and issues in progressive metal equivalent might push the argument a bit too far, though
to suggest that there are clear parallels between the two processes, and in my view, that similar issues
arise from said processes, is fairly unproblematic. From my perspective, current research on
progressive metal can be described as deploying not only a parallel ‘rhythmic complexity orthodoxy’,
but | would also argue that the consistent referrals back to progressive rock contexts in pursuing the
examination of progressive metal presents some notable challenges. For instance, the opening of this
section alluded multiple times to texts employing a typified surface definition of progressive metal in
which the genre is framed as a combination between progressive rock and heavy metal (see e.g.,
Angeler 2016, 8; Freeborn 2002, 32; P. Grant 2017, 161; Halbscheffel 2013e; Harrison 2007, 205; Hillier
2020, 11; McDonald 2009, 2, 9, 55, 60, 127, 131, 147, 166, 180, 182; Pierry 2013, 147; Weinstein 2000
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[1991], 289; Wicke, K.-E.Ziegenriicker, and W. Ziegenriicker 2007c, 314)% or have discussed
progressive rock’s influence on heavy metal (e.g. Elflein 2010; Elflein 2016; Elflein 2017; Frelik 2013,
290; Kahn-Harris 2007, 133; Puri 2015, 72, 74, 77, 78). Whilst | firmly support discussions that help in
the dissolution of ‘solid’ or ‘opaque’ boundaries between genres, and that situating newer genres in
larger/older contexts is an important aspect, several issues emerge due to most authors not pursuing
the interactions between the two meta-genre terms in greater detail, which results, in my opinion, in

the presentation of a restricted overview of progressive metal.®’

t68

Despite claims that progressive rock and heavy metal as inherently different® can be found in

(mostly early) academic and journalistic texts (e.g. Bashe 1985, 24; Bowman 2002, 189; Earl 2009, 37;%°

8 A quick note on the selection of texts. Thomas Harrison’s text does not explicitly include the term ‘progressive
metal’, but rather describes the band Queensryche as a “metal band with [...] pronounced progressive stylistic
traits” (Harrison 2007, 205); with that in mind, the author also lists the same band as part of “[g]roups with
stylistic characteristics of hard rock” including bands such as Tesla, Great White and Warrant (Harrison 2007,
213) thus somewhat diluting the accuracy of the genre-related observation. With regards to McDonald’s text,
the author’s examples focus exclusively on Rush, with the majority of quoted pages focusing on the mention of
genre mixing, and a few isolated instances where the author refers to the two meta-genres’ audiences. As |
normally would object to positioning one band’s stylistic mixing as representative of the entire genre, | will refer
back to Footnote 31 that has touched on sources outlining the band’s influence on the genre.

67 To avoid misinterpretation, as Elflein’s 2010 study on heavy metal is based on the argument that influences
of progressive rock are a core aspect of the former’s musical language, my criticism of the author not pursuing
progressive metal in great detail targets only the author’s direct ascription of Western art music aspects to the
broader context of progressive rock music, which he draws from the previously mentioned somewhat
problematic definitions by Wicke and Ziegenrticker (Elflein 2010, 226, 230).

68 An aspect that can further complicate the matter is the usage of the term ‘progressive’ in metal music studies
does not necessarily indicate a relation to progressive music culture/aesthetic but can refer to the political
implications of progressivism and negative co-relations to some facets of heavy metal culture (e.g. Bayer 2009,
7; A. R. Brown 2018; Phillipov 2012a). This may initially seem innocuous, and | doubt that writers familiar with
either field will mistake the long discussed political dimensions of progressive rock (e.g. Anderton 2009, 104-5;
Bliml 2020; Cutler 1991 [1989], 120-24; Garcia-Peinazo 2020; Garcia Saluefia 2020; Ed Macan 2003; Sciabarra
2002), or of progressive metal (e.g. Hegarty and Halliwell 2013 [2011], 260—-262, 270-272; Walser 1993, 165)
with broader discussion of politics. However, | do not discard the possibility for students or less-familiar writers
to potentially conflate the discussion especially since the division is not always as clear. For example, non-
musicological/cultural-studies observers such as Emily Robinson (2015) have suggested that there are some
parallels between UK political progressiveness at the turn of the twentieth century and 1970s English progressive
rock (Robinson 2015; see also Melangon and Carpenter 2015, 145n2), which brings the discussion closer to
engaging an overt political dimension. Another example is Weinstein’s discussion of early criticism of heavy
metal as “primitive” by progressive critics that “were dedicated to evaluating rock as serious creative expression,
if not an art form” Weinstein 2000 [1991], 239, also 237-244), which may be seen as evoking parallels to
progressive rock’s own engagement with what constitutes art and its emphasis on complexity. With that in mind,
as my work does not engage with explicitly political dimensions of progressive metal beyond aspects such as
diversity (and specifically female representation and gender), my comment draws from a rather superficial level
of understanding and examination of this aspect.

89 A brief note on Benjamin Earl’s contribution as it discusses a contrast between heavy metal and progressive
rock somewhat ambivalently. The author frames a potential relation between the two fields via performers such
as Uriah Heep whose engagement with fantasy-themes s