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Abstract 

Despite its nearly four-decade existence, it can be contended that research in the realm of 

Progressive Metal music remains somewhat limited. This research aims to contribute to the 

knowledge of this genre by identifying some of its unique characteristics. The method of this 

study was to identify three prominent bands in the realm of Progressive Metal and analyse their 

music in order to uncover common musical characteristics. Some of these characteristics were 

then incorporated into an original composition and, through critical reflection, it was 

determined whether their inclusion allowed the composition to be perceived as belonging to 

the Progressive Metal genre.  It is important to acknowledge that Progressive Metal is a genre 

known for its extensive stylistic diversity, and these shared traits may not encompass the 

entirety of the genre. Nevertheless, an examination of the traits shared by these three influential 

Progressive Metal bands can contribute to a better understanding of the genre and provide 

valuable descriptors. This research will contribute to the existing knowledge base of the 

broader Heavy Metal meta-genre and Progressive Metal in particular. Its insights may prove 

beneficial to musicians seeking to compose original music. 
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Statement of Originality 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any university. To 

the best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously published or 

written by another person except where due reference is made in the thesis itself. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Throughout my career as a professional musician, I have been exposed to and 

played many styles of music including jazz, rock and its various sub-genres and, for a large 

part of that time, Progressive Metal. Progressive Metal is a complex genre, represented by 

many different artists and comprised of a wide range of stylistic variations, as well as varied 

composition, performance and production techniques. Although Progressive Metal is a well-

established genre and is represented in many online forums and websites, there is little 

discussion of the genre in academic literature. Further, there is little agreement in the formal 

and informal fields of discussion as to what characterises the genre musically. This gap in the 

research is what sparked my desire to investigate Progressive Metal.1  

Research Question  

What stylistic characteristics define Progressive Metal? When this question is asked it 

tends to be answered in general, broad terms that can, in many cases, apply to genres other 

than Progressive Metal. To illustrate, compare the following definitions of two different 

Heavy Metal genres. The website progarchives.com, which has 55 000 registered users, 

defines Progressive metal as “a blend of heavy, guitar-oriented metal music enriched with 

compositional innovation and complex arrangements” (Heavy metal genres, 2020).  Compare 

this to the following definition of Death Metal: “minor keys or atonality, and complex song 

structures with multiple tempo changes” (Angeler, 2016) and it can be seen that these 

definitions are insufficient to differentiate between the two genres and could apply to either.  

 
1 In order to differentiate between Progressive Metal the genre, and progressive the descriptive term, the genre 

names Progressive Rock and Progressive Metal will be capitalised, while the descriptive term progressive, will 

be kept in lower case. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Key_(music)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atonality
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The objective of this research was to select three bands widely recognized as scions of 

Progressive Metal and scrutinize their songs to uncover shared traits through musical 

anlaysis. These shared characteristics are identified as representative of a particular 

manifestation of Progressive Metal. It is essential however, to acknowledge that these traits 

may not encapsulate the entirety of Progressive Metal, given the genre's vast stylistic 

diversity. I propose that including these characteristics through composing and producing a 

piece of music will nonetheless yield music that is recognisable as Progressive Metal.  

Production techniques, lyrics and vocal melody will not be subjected to analysis -  the 

analysis will be limited to the musical instrument component.  The thesis will include a 

recording of an original composition to demonstrate the effectiveness of incorporating the 

composition techniques and characteristics that were identified. The recording is intended as 

a research outcome to illustrate how these characteristics can be incorporated into a 

composition and is not intended for commercial release.  

Overview  

The history of the development of Heavy Metal and the crystallization of the genre of 

Progressive Metal will be explored in Chapter 2, in order to situate the genre in its stylistic 

context. Titles relating to Heavy Metal, Progressive Rock and genre development are 

consulted to illustrate that no music genre is discrete and all genres in modern music have 

evolved from pre-existing genres. This also serves to enlighten the reader regarding the 

difficulties of identifying the characteristics of a genre.  

Selected Progressive Metal albums from three different artists will be analysed in 

Chapter 3 to determine common rhythmic, harmonic, melodic and structural characteristics.  

All bands develop over time and some have done so drastically. Of the three analysis bands, 

Dream Theater and Opeth have developed markedly through their thirty-seven and thirty-two 

years of producing albums respectively. Haken is a much younger band at fifteen years and, 
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although their overall style has not changed, they have still developed in that time. For this 

reason, it was important to deduce which albums from these bands best fit the Progressive 

Metal genre. This was accomplished by consulting a variety of sources including album 

reviews and band interviews. 

The methodology to be employed involves the following steps: select three seminal 

Progressive Metal bands and an album from each band, analyse the composition techniques 

employed in songs from each of these albums, identify traits used by all three bands and 

incorporate these traits into a musical composition. The composition is included to establish 

the efficacy of applying these compositional discoveries, resulting in music that is identified 

as Progressive Metal. This research will be of interest to contemporary musicians/composers 

and will add to the growing body of literature on Progressive Metal. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The field to which this research contributes is Metal Studies, which has a growing 

body of academic literature. Within this paradigm, there is however little scholarly research 

into Progressive Metal specifically, and consequently, this thesis has relied on academic 

literature related to the key musical and cultural influences of Progressive Rock and Heavy 

Metal.  This literature is complemented by more informal sources such as Progressive Metal 

websites and forums for their more directly relevant and contemporary views.  

The principal aim of the literature review is to arrive at a definition of Progressive 

Metal music. Therefore, of relevance to this research are theories of musical genre, the 

system of categorisation that identifies some pieces of music as belonging to a shared set of 

conventions (Samson, 2019). This can include both musical and para-musical characteristics, 

such as clothing, album art, and band name conventions, for example. Metal studies expert 

Deena Weinstein (2009) identifies three stages of genre development: formation, when a style 

emerges and is recognised as being “different” to other styles;  crystallisation, when more 

artists start to imitate and expand on that style and it attains wide recognition as being 

distinct, and at which point it is recognised as a genre; and fragmentation, when, after a 

period of stasis, a genre may dissipate or break into sub-styles which, after their own 

crystallisation, may be recognised as new genres (Weinstein, 2009). Lena and Peterson 

(2008) have a more detailed theory that is not dissimilar which they have abbreviated to 

AvSIT. The formation stage is ‘Avant Garde’ (Av); as the genre gains local popularity it 

becomes scene-based (S); then its popularity is recognised by major labels and the artists 

begin achieving commercial success and it becomes industry based (I). After this phase, the 

popularity will decrease, and many genres will fade into obscurity, while others will be 

revived by traditionalists (T) who will imitate the style at its zenith.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music
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A good example of AvSIT is Grunge music, which was originally based in Seattle 

(scene based); it grew in popularity and had major commercial success (industry based), and 

then declined in popularity. According to Lena and Peterson’s theory, all genres originate in 

Av or S, but not all will proceed through the next two phases. For example, Grunge was not 

revived by traditionalists and Black Metal did not proceed past the scene-based phase, 

although the scene in the Black Metal context refers to the sub-culture, not a geographical 

area. Weinstein (2009) describes Heavy Metal’s trajectory as formation and crystallisation in 

the 1970s, and fragmentation in the 1980s.  Understanding Progressive Metal through the 

lens of genre theory will help to guide and contextualise the musical analysis. 

There is little academic literature which focuses specifically on Progressive Metal as a 

genre; Progressive Rock, described by Wagner (2010) as an antecedent of Progressive Metal, 

is therefore a logical starting point for its discussion. Martin (2015) believes Progressive 

Rock developed from what he calls proto-progressive music, such as late 1960s Beatles, most 

notably their album Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (The Beatles, 1967).  He details 

the formation and crystallisation of Progressive Rock; however, he asserts that it is largely an 

English genre, saying “…it seems to me that we should recognize that progressive rock sets 

sail from England” (2015, 104). Martin claims that Progressive Rock is a cultural product of 

the 1960s, which he defines as a period of social upheaval that ended in 1975. He says “…it 

seems abundantly clear that the music we have come to call Progressive Rock developed out 

of the internal logic of musical and social development of the late sixties” (Martin, 2015, p. 

86).   

Sheinbaum (2008) asserts that many believe that Progressive Rock came to an end 

between 1975 and 1980, describing how during the “period that begins around 1980 …  the 

defenders of progressive rock identify the dissolution of the style” (p.30). This view can also 

be seen in Macan’s (1997) statement that the period “was marked by the fragmentation of the 
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genre into simpler, more commercially mainstream subgenres” (p.197). It may be that Macan 

is referring to Progressive Rock bands such as Yes and Rush in his definition of commercial 

mainstream. Yes produced albums regularly from 1969 to 2014 and Rush from 1974 to 2012. 

Yes’ biggest selling single was the 1983 hit, Owner Of A Lonely Heart (Rabin et al., 1983) 

which departed significantly from their early 1970s sound. So rather than coming to an end, 

these bands’ styles evolved (Sheinbaum, 2008). This aligns with Sheinbaum’s view that a 

narrative formed around the different periods of these artists and that the early period became 

valorised, thereby causing rejection of the later period and a common accusation that the later 

period was “inauthentic”.  

Macan (1997) also describes a gradual evolution of the genre and Progressive Metal 

and fan websites often draw attention to the overlapping of Progressive Metal with other 

subgenres of Heavy Metal such as Power, Thrash, and Math Metal. More specific to the topic 

of this thesis, Wagner (2010) describes how hints of Progressive Metal started emerging in 

the late 1980s, aligning with the fragmentation of Progressive Rock. It seems to have truly 

emerged in the 1990s: "even bands in the extreme thrash/death metal underground were 

evolving toward more complicated music by 1989 … it was clear that something big and 

strange was brewing… prog metal's time was at hand" (Wagner, 2010, 83).  Wagner (2010) 

claims that Progressive Metal’s evolution can be traced back to three bands: Dream Theatre, 

Fates Warning and Queensryche, and that there is a direct link from 1970s Progressive Rock. 

 Cope (2016) uses analysis to specify the musical characteristics of Black Sabbath and 

shows their presence in later heavy metal bands through musical analysis, thereby confirming 

their influence.  This evolutionary path is supported by the influences of Progressive Metal 

bands as described in interviews with the artists in question.  Iron Maiden bassist and primary 

composer Steve Harris has cited Progressive Rock bands Rush, Genesis and Yes and Heavy 

Metal bands such as Black Sabbath and Deep Purple as influences (blabbermouth, 2019).  
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Connecting the dots, Iron Maiden is cited by Former and current Dream 

Theater members John Petrucci, John Myung, and Mike Portnoy as one of their biggest 

influences (blabbermouth, 2019), as has Fates Warning (Wagner 2010). A lineage from 

Progressive Rock to Progressive Metal, via Heavy Metal, is evident in these descriptions. The 

Thrash Metal band Megadeth, cite the New Wave of British Heavy Metal, (commonly 

abbreviated to NWOBHM) and punk as being highly influential on their style (Smyers, 

2012). Indeed, NWOBHM, with Iron Maiden at the forefront, influenced bands as diverse as 

1980s Thrash Metal band Metallica through to 2000s Progressive Metal band Avenged 

Sevenfold (Bienstock, 2011; loudersound, 2017). Metallica and Megadeth, while not 

considered to have been Progressive Metal bands, nonetheless are considered to have 

included progressive elements in their compositions (Pillsbury, 2014; metal-archives, 2019) 

and therefore have their place on the continuum of Progressive Rock to Progressive Metal.  

 It is possible however that even this is an over-simplification. I created an influence 

flow chart (Figure 1) that presents a more comprehensive overview of the artists and their 

influences, as derived from online or print interviews. It can be seen from this diagram that 

the evolutionary path is complicated by many influences.  While this diagram is not by any 

means intended as definitive, and many relevant artists and genres are not included (largely 

for reasons of space), what is clear is that rather than a continuous line from Progressive 

Rock to Progressive Metal as stated by Wagner (2010), this complex web of influences points 

to a constant cross-fertilisation of musical styles (Weinstein, 2009). 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dream_Theater
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dream_Theater
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Petrucci
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fates_Warning#CITEREFWagner2010
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This would explain the huge variance within the genre which few have addressed. 

Holm-Hudson (2013) is one author who has addressed these stylistic variations, however 

rather than attempting to reconcile these, he asserts that Progressive Rock is a family tree of 

related styles. Indeed, if Progressive Metal bands Dream Theater and Haken are compared, 

one would be hard-pressed to identify them as being from the same genre and it could be 

Figure 1 - Influence Flow Chart 
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asked “did the genre crystallise ?” as theorised by Weinstein (2009). Weinstein (2009) adds 

that “mapping metal or any other musical genre is made messier still by the absence of sharp-

shooting border guards who would make musicians stay within one style over the course of 

their careers or even through one album” (p.287). According to AvSIT genre theory (Lena 

and Peterson, 2008), it could be theorised that Progressive Metal never reached the Industry 

phase. Holm-Hudson’s (2013) family tree theory may well be the most logical approach to 

this dilemma. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the literature gives a fairly consistent view of genre development. With 

regard to Progressive Rock however, there is disagreement among scholars as to what 

constitutes the genre. For example, Macan (1997) includes Pink Floyd as a Progressive Rock 

band while Wagner (2010) excludes them. It could also be argued that the literature reveals 

the uncertainty of genre classification and the fuzzy boundaries between genres. When 

surveying the influences given by the artists themselves, an evolutionary line emerges – not, 

as some of the authors state, from Progressive Rock to Progressive Metal, but from several of 

the genres of Heavy Metal, Rock and other styles. Progressive Metal band Opeth’s debut 

album for example, was described as a “band meshing double-time death (metal) tempos with 

bleak, frostbitten riffs and moodily expansive, jazz-influenced, melodic instrumental passages 

sporting an abundance of delicate acoustic guitars and pianos” (Serba, 2020). The reading of 

the literature affirms the need to determine which artists are widely agreed to be 

representative of the Progressive Metal genre to assist in situating the genre within the 

musical landscape. This will be examined further in the discussion of methodology in the 

following chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This research seeks to ascertain compositional attributes specific to some Progressive 

Metal, and subsequently create a composition within this genre by incorporating said 

attributes. It's important to note that these characteristics will be gleaned from an analysis of a 

select sample of three bands, and therefore, they may not be universally applicable to all 

Progressive Metal music. A recording of that composition will then be produced. Production 

and recording techniques are not being analysed and the recording production is for 

illustrative purposes only. This is an artistic research project and follows a mixed methods 

approach comprising musical analysis and action research during which I will apply the 

findings of my analysis to a creative work and reflect on the outcomes.  The project can be 

broken into three phases, each employing its own methodology. 

Phase 1: Band and Album Selection 

Some bands/artists are strongly associated with a genre while others provoke 

contentious debates about which genre they belong to. For the purposes of this thesis, it was 

of utmost importance that only bands that are firmly linked to the Progressive Metal genre 

would be suitable.  The most suitable album choice would be those that either epitomize the 

style of the band or, in cases where the selected band underwent genre shifts during their 

evolution, the album that best exemplifies their Progressive Metal. During this phase, 

websites and forums will be explored to aid in the process of selecting the bands and their 

specific albums that are most fitting for analysis. 

Phase 2: Musical Analysis 

Conventional methods of analysis were employed to find recurring traits in structure, 

form and arrangement. The aim was to find musical elements or combinations of elements 
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that are common to the songs, the qualities of which are perceived as primary characteristics 

of Progressive Metal. This is with regard to the musical composition devices but also 

considers arrangement, dynamics and musical texture. Other questions were, for example, is 

there a recurring theme, is it sectional and does it conform to common structures such as 

verse-chorus song form or some other section-based structure? Once a broad analysis was 

completed, each piece was then more closely examined, asking questions such as: how are 

the riffs composed? What methods do they use to create tension and release? Is this achieved 

through functional harmony, volume change, tonal change, texture, or another means or 

combination? The analysis framework is set out in more detail later in this chapter. 

Syntactical function (Nobile, 2014), where a chord is not defined by its structure or degree 

within the key but instead by the function that it (the chord) performs, may be used when 

appropriate. 

I started the process by playing the music through studio monitors and simultaneously 

cross-referencing it with the sheet music to verify their correlation. Following that, I 

reviewed section labels to ensure uniformity across the various bands' sheet music and there 

were instances where I needed to make corrections to chord names. The sheet music for 

Haken consisted of guitar transcriptions without any chord labels. Given that Haken often 

distributed chord voicings across multiple instruments, such as guitars, keyboards, bass, and 

vocals, what might initially seem like a single-note melody on the guitar is, in fact, an 

orchestrated chord. Consequently, I had to transcribe by ear and notate the other instruments 

to determine the harmony and notate those sections. 

As Progressive metal is from the meta-genre (Weinstein, 2009) of heavy Metal, the 

characteristics of Heavy Metal are present. A knowledge of these characteristics is assumed 

and will not be part of the analysis. 
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Phase 3:  Action Research 

This phase entailed the composition and the production of a recording. Action 

Research is situated within the autoethnographic method. Autoethnography is a method 

adopted to “describe and systematically analyse personal experience…” (Ellis, Adams and 

Bochner, 2011), thus the researcher is also the researched. Action Research  entails a 

continual cycle of planning, acting, observing the process and results, then replanning 

(Koshy, 2006).  The task of this phase was to put the compositional techniques uncovered by 

analysis into artistic practice. The process involved combining my pre-existing compositional 

methods as a songwriter and musician within the Heavy Metal field with the compositional 

techniques that were identified and incorporating the musical elements defined as primary 

characteristics of Progressive Metal. The way the action research methodology was employed 

was to first conceive an initial idea which could be a motif, chord progression or melody, for 

example, based on the findings of the musical analysis. The composition process then 

proceeded with attention paid to employing the compositional techniques that were 

discovered during Phase Two. The results were then listened to and assessed as part of a 

continuing reflective process. Alterations were then made and/or the composition process 

continued. The recording was produced in a home studio and digital audio workstation 

(Cubase) and virtual instruments were used to record it. All guitar parts were performed by 

myself and vocals were performed by a colleague. Upon completion I utilised critical 

reflection to assess how well the incorporation of the discovered characteristics had been at 

creating a work that belongs in the Progressive metal genre. The recording is not for 

commercial release. 

 A findings chapter will reflect on the process, and whether the aims of identifying and 

applying the key style indicators of Progressive Metal to a creative work was perceived as 
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having achieved the outcome of creating a body of works clearly identifiable as Progressive 

Metal. 

Analysis Framework 

1. Label each section as either chorus, repeated section, repeated section with a variation 

or instrumental interlude 

2. Sectional structure 

3. What methods of variation are used? 

4. What is the relationship, if any, between new sections and previous ones? 

5. Is there a method used to compose interludes and place them throughout the song? 

6. What harmonic progressions do they most often use?  

7. How do they use rhythm and time signature manipulation? 

8. What patterns can be found in their methods of riff building? 

9. How does the tension of sections vary throughout the piece? 

The overall intent of the analysis is to find patterns, not to list methods that may have been 

used only once 

Band Selection 

Genres serve as a set of criteria to describe a musical style and place it in a category, 

but the music that falls under each category can exhibit variations in one or more of these 

defining criteria. Consequently, the boundaries between genres are often unclear. Given the 

diversity and interplay of influences among different artistic movements, it may be more 

appropriate to represent them as part of a continuous spectrum rather than distinct, isolated 

categories (Cerati, 2021). To add to the confusion, some bands have moved through different 

genres over time as their style developed. 

Consequently, the only way to ensure that an artist is undisputed in their belonging to 

a genre is consensus, and it was therefore imperative that only bands that are undisputed as 
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being in the Progressive Metal genre should be considered. In addition, it was important that 

the three bands encompassed more than one type of Progressive Metal. The reasoning behind 

this is to enhance the broader applicability of the findings to the Progressive Metal genre, 

which encompasses various sub-styles and has evolved significantly over the decades. 

Although the characteristics are not expected to apply to all Progressive Metal music, a 

greater applicability is desired nevertheless. 

To discover which bands are undisputed, Heavy Metal and Progressive Metal forums 

and websites such as metalforum.com, progressivemusicplanet.com, and allmusic.com, were 

explored. After much investigation, I selected Dream theatre, Opeth and Haken as the bands 

whose music would be analysed. Dream Theater and Opeth stand as two of the most 

renowned Progressive Metal bands, consistently securing the top position in rankings of the 

genre's finest. For instance, the website "thetoptens" employs a voting system to determine 

rankings, and Dream Theater claimed first place in their list and Opeth second place ("Top 10 

Best Progressive Metal Bands", n.d.) while Opeth scored first and Dream Theatre second 

place in the ranking website article “The Best Progressive Metal Bands”, (2023).  

Further rationale for selecting these two bands lies in their differences. Dream Theater 

is renowned for their technical prowess, featuring musicians with exceptional technical 

virtuosity. On the other hand, Opeth distinguishes itself with a strong Death Metal influence. 

Therefore, the two encompass a more expansive and diverse spectrum within the Progressive 

Metal genre thereby assisting the discovery of characteristics beyond the superficial. 

Haken, while perhaps not as widely recognized as the aforementioned bands, holds a 

ranking of 51 on "Thetoptens" ("Top 10 Best Progressive Metal Bands," n.d.) and 17 on "The 

Best Progressive Metal Bands" (2023). The inclusion of Haken is significant for several 

reasons. They use more chordal riffs while Dream Theatre use more single note riffs and 

Opeth use both. Additionally, as a younger band, Haken utilise the technique known as 
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"djent". Djent originated as an onomatopoeic term referring to the sound made by a muted 

and distorted low-tuned guitar and has only gained prominence in the Metal genre since the 

2000s. Their inclusion serves as a bridge to the more contemporary facets of Progressive 

Metal.  

Furthermore, the endorsement of Haken by former Dream Theater member Mike 

Portnoy adds weight to their significance. Portnoy lauds their ability to strike a balance 

between technical prowess and emotional depth (dreamtheater.club, 2017). He also called 

them "this new generation's prog-metal super band" (dreamtheater.club, 2017). By 

incorporating Haken into this selection, these three bands collectively provide a diversity of 

styles and a link to its evolving, modern dimensions. 

Album Selection 

Having selected the bands that would be analysed, the next task is selecting which of 

their albums will be analysed.  

Many bands’ style develops over their lifetime and that development is not always 

even. For example, Dream Theater's fourth album, Falling into Eternity (Dream Theater, 

1997) departed from previous output with a more radio-friendly sound, characterized by a 

reduction in both production and complexity (source: www.allmusic.com, n.d.). In contrast, 

their subsequent album, Metropolis Pt. 2: Scenes from a Memory (Dream Theater, 1999) 

featured the track Dance of Eternity (Dream Theater, 1999) which boasted an astonishing 

108 time signature changes, establishing it as one of the most intricate songs within the 

Progressive Metal genre (source: Dream Theater Wiki, n.d.). Furthermore, their seventh 

album, Train of Thought (Dream Theater, 2003) is their heaviest album (source: Ling, 2022). 

Considering the aforementioned points, it is important to determine which albums are 

the most typical of the respective bands or which provide the best balance between Heavy 

Metal and Progressiveness.  

s1687332 
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Dream Theater Album 

While Dream Theater's Metropolis Pt. 2: Scenes From a Memory (Dream Theater, 

1999) is frequently cited as their masterpiece, I opted not to consider this album due to its 

concept-driven nature. As Dream Theater’s catalogue comprises fifteen studio albums, only 

two of which were concept albums, it is reasonable to state therefore that concept albums are 

not typical of Dream Theater’s catalogue. To further support this statement, it should be 

noted that only two songs in Metropolis Pt. 2: Scenes From a Memory contain choruses and 

the lyrics are given priority due to the lyrical narrative. This contrasts with their other albums 

as the vast majority of Dream Theater songs are expanded standard song forms with verses 

and choruses. Furthermore, lyrics are secondary to the music in the majority of Dream 

Theater songs. Indeed, McCandless  (2010) speaks about the “disdainful attitude of the 

instrumentalists towards texted music” (p.69). Additionally, former Dream Theater leader 

Mike Portnoy explained that the music took priority and the task of writing lyrics occurred 

only after the compositions were fully completed (Portnoy, 2020). This was not the case with  

Metropolis Pt. 2: Scenes From a Memory which further supports the assertion that it differs 

from the majority of their catalogue. 

It is possible that the unevenness in Dream Theater’s catalogue can be attributed to 

the influence of their former leader, Mike Portnoy. Portnoy is known to have specified which 

bands and albums would be the influence for the compositions of each Dream Theater album.  

To reinforce this, he would display posters of these influential acts in the band's composing 

space as a constant reminder to the other members, the band termed it the “inspiration corner” 

(Six Degrees of Inner Turbulence, 2015). Indeed, Dream Theater's deliberate incorporation of 

these influences has faced criticism for being overly conspicuous in the resultant 

compositions (Six Degrees of Inner Turbulence, 2015). 
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With the departure of Mike Portnoy in 2010 went the departure of the famous 

“inspiration corner”, and instead, their own previous works provided the inspiration (Schetter, 

2011). Considering the uneven development during Portnoy’s reign and the sometimes overt 

influence the inspiration corner wielded on their compositions (Six Degrees of Inner 

Turbulence, 2015), the first album produced after Portnoy’s departure A Dramatic Turn of 

Events (Dream Theater, 2011) , may be their first truly representative album. 

Singer James LaBrie stated that with A Dramatic Turn of Events (Dream Theater, 

2011) the band wanted to be true to themselves and balance out the progressive element and 

the heavy metal element (Kajzer, 2011).  He also stated:  

“We were too controlled [by Portnoy] and led into areas that I didn’t feel too 

connected with. I felt that with Black Clouds & Silver Linings (Dream Theater, 2009) 

and Systematic Chaos (Dream Theater, 2007), our music no longer necessarily 

enveloped all of the styles for which we’d become known. The metal aspect was 

becoming too concentrated. Whereas with A Dramatic Turn Of Events (Dream 

Theater, 2011) there was a beautiful balance between progressive rock and metal, and 

it was also a melodically brilliant album” (Ling, 2023).  

One reviewer observed that with A Dramatic Turn of Events (Dream Theater, 2011) 

the band seemed content to stick with the approach they had honed over the years (Conaton, 

2011). While this observation may appear unflattering, it actually underscores the album's 

suitability as a quintessential Dream Theater work. Consequently, songs from A Dramatic 

Turn of Events (Dream Theater, 2011) serve as the ideal material for analysis, encapsulating a 

crucial juncture in the band's evolution and their renewed creative direction. 
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Opeth Album  

Opeth are somewhat unique as their style has crossed genres as they developed, and 

distinct eras have been identified. The first era spanned their first four albums and although 

adventurous, the traditional Death Metal elements are most upfront. (McMahan, 2016). The 

second era began with the album Blackwater Park (Opeth, 2001) and brought the progressive 

elements that had been in the background during the first era, to the forefront (McMahan, 

2016). Their third phase featured a maturing of the progressive element and began with the 

album Heritage (Opeth, 2011) which has no “death growl” vocals and was the ushering in of 

their Progressive Rock era (Spracklen, 2018).  

Although Opeth gained some new fans with the last phase, they also lost many long 

term fans. They were accused of becoming “as real and authentic as a prog rock tribute act” 

(Spracklen, 2018) and that the albums of this phase were a “worship of progressive rock of 

the seventies” (Spracklen, 2018). To further differentiate this era from the previous era, 

Opeth Keyboardist Joakim Svalberg, stated that there is no metal on the albums from 

Heritage (Opeth, 2011) onwards (Di Battista, 2020). It is therefore clear that an album from 

the second era will be most appropriate: McMahan states that with the beginning of their 

second era, Opeth became a true Progressive Metal band and over the course of the four 

albums of this era “improved the technique and took it to incredible heights with what may be 

their finest work, Ghost Reveries” (McMahan, 2016). 

Ghost Reveries (Opeth, 2005) is rated 2 on “Loudwire’s Opeth Albums Ranked” 

while Blackwater Park (Opeth, 2001) is rated at 1 (Rivadavia, 2016) and Thom Jurek of 

AllMusic states that Ghost Reveries is a “culmination of everything Opeth have worked 

toward throughout their career (Jurek, n.d.). While Blackwater Park is frequently acclaimed 

as Opeth's finest album (Rivadavia, 2016), Ghost Reveries is commonly seen as the pinnacle 

of their Progressive Metal phase, marking a significant maturation in their sound. I am not 
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looking for their best album, but their most typical, with a balance of Progressive and Metal. 

Hence, I've chosen Ghost Reveries as the primary representative album for Opeth. However, 

recognizing the high regard Blackwater Park enjoys, I have also included the title track from 

that album in the analysis for a comprehensive exploration of their musical evolution. 

Haken Album 

Haken is a relatively young band having released their first album thirteen years ago 

in 2010. The two main members, Ross Jennings and Richard Hensall, had been playing 

together for six years by that time and had a mature compositional style by the first album 

(Rob, 2021). Unlike Dream Theater and Opeth whose styles have changed over their long 

careers, Haken’s style, although there has been development, has been consistent (Cuervo, 

2016; Morey, 2023). This is confirmed by the variety of rankings assigned to their albums on 

album ranking websites. Progressivemusicplanet.com ranks Affinity (Haken, 2016) at number 

1, (Rob, 2021) while thedarkmelody.com ranks The Mountain (Haken, 2013) at number 1 

(Melgar, 2020). Indeed, a common sentiment reflected through my research is the 

consistency of Haken’s albums, Melgar (2020) for example states that Haken is “one of those 

bands where there are no bad or weak albums”. Also worth noting is that Affinity (Haken, 

2016), at the time of my decision making process, was their latest album. Being a relatively 

young and less renowned band, Haken's catalogue had limited available sheet music 

resources for my analysis. Considering these constraints and the fact that all of their albums 

enjoy high regard, the availability of transcriptions for Affinity made it the most pragmatic 

selection.  

After having determined which bands and which of their albums are most 

representative of Progressive Metal, the next phase of the research will be to analyse the 

music to find shared characteristics. 
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Chapter 4: Musical Analysis and Findings

In this chapter, selected songs from the albums from each of the three chosen bands 

will be analysed. I will be searching for repeated patterns – compositional techniques that 

occur often enough to be considered a characteristic of that band’s style. I will then determine 

primary characteristics seen in all three artists. If characteristics are seen in only two of these 

bands, they may be considered secondary characteristics.  

In my initial presentation of the long-form arrangement of Dream Theater's songs, I 

adopted the conventional pop format, which assigns a letter to each new section. The standard 

pop format typically follows the pattern ABABCBB, or a variation thereof. This is an 

arrangement of three sections with minimal variations. However, Dream Theater and Haken 

songs diverge significantly from this convention, as they typically encompass more than ten 

sections with continuous variation. Given the extensive number of sections involved, this 

method proved to be unwieldy and made it challenging to illustrate an underlying structure.  

A broader structure becomes apparent when examining the AB,AB,C,BB format, 

where the structure can be interpreted as AABA'—with the A sections comprising two sub-

sections, and the apostrophe signifying a variation of the final A section. This approach was 

employed to represent the large-scale form of Dream Theater and Haken, as both bands 

incorporate variations in their compositions.  

Opeth, on the other hand, adopt a more through-composed approach. While they do 

incorporate variation, their more common practice involves introducing new sections, and the 

large-scale format is not as readily discernible. This is why I opted for the approach of 

assigning a letter to each new section when analysing Opeth's compositions. 

s1687332 
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Dream Theater Analysis 

The Dream Theater songs that were analysed were Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, 

J., & Myung, J., 2011), On the Backs of Angels (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 

2011), Outcry (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) and Build Me Up Break Me 

Down (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011). 

Labelling 

The initial difficulty analyzing Dream Theater’s album was labelling. It quickly 

became apparent that the labels used on the sheet music were unreliable. For example, the 

pre-choruses frequently did not precede a chorus. In some instances, the choruses featured 

alternative melodies and lyrics, deviating from the definition of a chorus, a section "repeated 

largely without change in harmony, melody, or lyrics" (Von Appen, and Frei-Hauenschild, 

2015, p.3), effectively making them distinct sections. 

Therefore, the first step was to determine what each section was and to relabel it. I 

commenced by focusing on sections with vocals. First finding the choruses using the lyrics 

and then seeing if the harmony also conforms to the definition of a chorus.  I then established 

which sections were repeated with and without variation and which sections were new and 

not repeated. I then labelled all of the instrumental interludes. Once this was completed, a 

structure was uncovered. 

The verses often had a different harmony and melody which, although the term 

“verse” may still be valid, does not convey enough information for the reader. Because of 

this, I labelled different small-scale sections with a number, and large-scale sections with a 

letter. The numbers are not ordinal, that is, Section 2 (S2) is not the second section, it will be 

called S2 whenever it occurs. 

s1687332 
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Large Scale Form

Dream Theater songs are characterized by long multi-sectioned introductions, 

instrumental interludes, and frequent variations. Many instrumental interludes are short (four 

to eight bars) and interspersed throughout the songs, with one long interlude usually in the 

latter half of the song. Sometimes the shorter interludes are all in one section, other times 

they are evenly interspersed throughout the song, and at other times, somewhere between the 

two extremes; I could not discern any pattern. For this reason, the shorter interludes will be 

set aside for now, for the purpose of finding a larger-scale structure. Once that has been 

done, a pattern emerges (see Figure 2) and an AABA form can be seen.  

If the AABA form is compared to the Dream Theater songs that are being analysed, a 

similarity can be seen. Dream Theater has expanded on a typical song structure, with a lot of 

variation and less returning to the familiar – the chorus sometimes only occurs twice. 

In Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) (Figure 2) for example, 

the form is: 

Figure 2 - Large Scale form: Bridges in the Sky 

The key characteristic is that there is development within each larger section. For example, 

sections A, A’ and A’’ contain three sub-sections.  

Key Modulation 

Dream Theater frequently employs key changes as shown in Figure 3. When changing 

keys, they often change modes by retaining the same parent key. As seen below, the chorus 

Intro 

A S1 – S2 - Chorus 

A’ S3 – S2 - Chorus 

B S4 - Instrumental 

A’’ Chorus -S4 – S5 
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modulates to G major, the relative Major of the B Phrygian in S1, which provides a more 

stable feel. 

Additionally, the choice of keys provides a momentum through the sections. In Figure 

5 below, from the end of the A’ section until the Interlude in the B section, we are taken 

through the cycle of fourths. 

Figure 3 - Section keys, Bridges in the Sky 

A 

S1 Bm 

S2 E Phrygian Dom and Bm 

Chorus G 

A’ 

S3 Bm 

S2 E Phrygian Dom and Bm 

Chorus G 

B 

S4 C 

Int F for 8 bars, then A♭ 

Chorus G 

A’’ S4 C 

S5 (Outro) Bm 

This provides tension and release and is an efficient way to bring contrast into the sections. 

Variation 

The A section of Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) 

provides an example of variation of the guitar riff. This achieves a change of tension by 

starting with the rhythmic riff in S1 (Figure 4) and then changing to a continuous riff in S2 to 

increase the tension (Figure 5).     

Figure 4 - Rhythmic Riff 

Figure 5 - Continuous Riff 
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Changing the guitar riff is employed for a different effect in On the Backs of Angels 

(Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011). The harmony and melody are largely the 

same but the guitar riff is significantly changed.  Figure 6 shows the riff in S2; Figure 7 

shows the riff used in S2’. 

The vocal melody and harmony are the same but the guitar riff and keyboard parts have been 

changed; they use this method often. 

Other methods used are: 

• tacet all instruments except keyboard and vocals, they use this in Outcry (Petrucci, J.,

& Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011).

• Use the same base harmony but employ diatonic substitutions.

• displace a riff by an octave.

• add pedal tones to the riff or change pedal tones to root tones.

Figure 6 - S2 Riff 

Figure 7 - S2' Riff 
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• modulate the time signature

• Delete notes from a riff. This method was used in Build Me Up Break Me Down

(Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011)as shown below - verse 1 riff in Figure

8 and verse 2 riff in Figure 9.

Figure 8 - Verse 1 Riff, Build Me Up Break Me Down 

Figure 9 - Verse 2 Riff, Build Me Up Break Me Down 

More than one of these methods can be employed simultaneously which sometimes renders a 

section so different that it can only be considered a new section rather than a variation. 

Familiarity 

Another characteristic is how familiarity is provided. In Outcry (Petrucci, J., & 

Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) for example, the music for the chorus is introduced in the 

introduction (remembering that all of the songs have long multi-sectioned introductions). 

Riffs that occur in introductions often reappear later in the tunes. Another example is how the 

78 bar interlude in Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) is 

followed by a chorus and a repeat of S4. This restatement of sections guides the listener back 

to the song after the expended instrumental break. 

Interludes 

Interludes are distributed throughout each song, however they are usually short except 

for a long one that always occurs in the B section. The long interlude is always multi-

sectioned. The methods used to compose interludes are:  

• Take a bar from a previous section and transpose it to a different time signature and

repeat it.
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• Use the harmony of another section with a different feel.

• Through composed multi-sectioned interludes with motific development.

• take a bar from a previous section and alternate it with variations. This technique is

used in On the Backs of Angels (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011)where

the first bar of the verse riff (Figure 10) is used in the interlude (Figure 11) variations

highlighted.

Figure 10 - Verse Riff, On the Backs of Angels 

Figure 11 - Interlude Riff, On the Backs of Angels 

Rhythm 

One of Dream Theater’s most recognizable characteristics is their use of rhythm. 

They use time signatures in several ways to achieve particular effects. 

• A 4/4 section may be followed by a section with an odd time signature before

returning to the original time signature in the subsequent section. This is used in Build

Me Up Break Me Down (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) when the

chorus in 4/4 is followed by a section in 3/4. This could be called a large-scale

rhythmic cadence.
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• The changing time signatures are frequently in a pattern. The introduction to Bridges

in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 2011) for example, has a repeated

sequence of 9/8, 12/8, 9/8, 15/8, - 9/8, 12/8, 9/8, 12/8.

• They may change time signatures in quick succession to achieve a feeling of

discomfort as in Figure 12.

Figure 12 - Rapid Change of Time Signatures 

• They may shorten a bar, usually at the end of a passage, which raises the tension and

gives the effect of what I have termed a “rhythmic cadence”.

This can be seen in Build Me Up Break Me Down (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, 

J., 2011) (Figure 13). The time signature is 4/4 but bar four is 3/4. 

Figure 13 - Shortened Last bar 

Other Characteristics 

• The most favoured keys are Aeolian and Phrygian

• Guitar riffs are frequently mixed modes i.e., Phrygian with Phrygian dominant with

natural ninth and flattened fifth sometimes added.
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Haken Analysis 

The Haken songs to be analyzed are Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016), The Architect 

(Henshall et al., 2016), 1985 (Henshall et al., 2016), Lapse (Henshall et al., 2016) and 

Earthrise (Henshall et al., 2016).  

Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) was chosen because of all the songs on this album, it is 

the most reminiscent of their previous output thereby providing a link to their previous 

catalogue and a contrast to the other longer songs on this album. The Architect (Henshall et 

al., 2016) has been selected because it is the longest song on the album and therefore provides 

a contrast. Longer songs require the use of specific compositional approaches to keep the 

listener interested and guide their attention throughout (especially through variation and 

evolution of musical ideas). Both songs frequently rate highly on fan polls of favourite Haken 

songs. Examples from other songs will also be used when appropriate. The primary difficulty 

in analyzing Haken’s music was the lack of sheet music. All that was officially available was 

a transcription of the two guitar parts which lacked chord symbols or key signatures and had 

minimal labelling of sections. I will again use the labelling paradigm that I established with 

Dream Theater.  

Haken songs are characterized by instrumental interludes and frequent variations. The 

song introductions on the album range from 15 seconds in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) 

through to 3 minutes in The Architect (Henshall et al., 2016) and are not consistently long 

like Dream Theater songs. They do not have as many instrumental interludes as Dream 

Theater, sometimes only one, and some of these are atmospheric sounds. 

Large Scale Form 

The form of the two songs is, like Dream Theater, an expanded form of AABA 

(Figures 14 and 15); 
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Figure 14 - Initiate 

Figure 15 - The Architect 

The key characteristic is development within each section. Like Dream Theater, the A and 

A’’ sections have three sub-sections. If the form of Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) in Figure 

14 is compared to the form of Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & Myung, J., 

2011) in Figure 2 the similarity is evident. 

Composition devices 

Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016)  provides some examples of Haken’s composition 

techniques.  First, a change in the arrangement density is used to build the tension through 

S1, S2 and the Chorus. The texture of S1 (Figure 16) is in 7/4, is very quiet and sparse in 

texture. The vocal part is very slow, sometimes only one word every two bars. One guitar and 

one keyboard play one chord at the beginning of every second bar. The drums are confined to 

the cymbals and do not outline the time signature, the vocals and the keyboard instead 

perform this role. There is a tacet on the bass guitar. 

Intro 

A S1 – S2 - Chorus 

A’ S1’ – S2 - Chorus 

B Instrumental S4 

A’’ S2’ – S2’ 

intro 

A S1 – S2 - Chorus 

A’ S1’ – S2’ - Chorus 

B S3 (Bass inst.) S3’ instr/vocal S3’’ (keyboard instr) 

C S4 (Guitar inst) S4’ (vocal 

Reprise intro – chorus’ 
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Figure 16 - Sparse Arrangement, Initiate 

In contrast, S2 (Figure 17) uses a time signature change to 7/8 and a much faster harmonic 

and melodic rhythm. There are two vocal lines, structured in a question-and-answer style as 

opposed to the one vocal line in S1. The bass and another guitar are added and the drum part 

adds the kick and snare and now outlines the time signature (figure 17).  

Figure 17 - Variation in Arrangement S2, Initiate 

This thickening of the density, together with the increased melodic and harmonic tempo 

raises the tension. The density changes again in the chorus where all instruments play the 

same rhythm. Comparing the change from S1 to S2 in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) to the 

change from S1 to S2 in Dream Theater’s Bridges in the Sky (Petrucci, J., & Rudess, J., & 

Myung, J., 2011) shows that they have used different methods to achieve an increase in 

tension. Dream Theater increased the tension by changing the guitar riff, but the density of 

the arrangement does not change. While Dream Theater does at times change the 
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arrangement density, it is done more for contrast than tension control. For example, the 

density and consequently the tension, gradually builds in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016). In 

contrast, Dream theater will often suddenly change the density which doesn’t seem to be part 

of a larger strategy other than to surprise the listener. 

Variation 

Like Dream Theater, Haken also frequently varies sections when they are repeated. 

They have also varied S1 (Figure 18) to S1’(Figure 19)  using a change of density. The vocal 

in S1 is part of the chord voicing; in S1’ it is a separate melody. The vocal melody uses the 

same notes but a much faster melodic rhythm and the accompaniment is much denser in S1’. 

Figure 18 - S1, Initiate 

Figure 19 - S1’, Initiate 

Another variation technique used by Haken can be seen in the tune The Architect

(Henshall et al., 2016). In the interlude preceding the keyboard solo, they use a King

Crimson inspired arrangement with an ‘80s sounding keyboard and a clean guitar playing 

interlocking, shifting patterns (figure 20). They repeat this during the keyboard solo, 

however they change the tone of the instruments including the employment of distortion.

s1687332 
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the backing of the keyboard solo sounds different yet familiar—a simple yet effective

technique. 

In The Architect (Henshall et al., 2016), all of the parts in S1 (Figure 21) are changed 

in S1’ (Figure 22). Bars 1-4 of Sections 1 and 1’ can be seen below.  The harmony is the 

same as is the tempo, however the perceived speed is faster because of the sixteenth note riff 

on guitars, bass and drums. The vocal melody has been displaced and altered but retains a 

similar contour and melodic rhythm. Dream Theater sometimes employs the same method of 

variation (see Figures 6 and 7). 

Figure 20 - Verse 1, 1985 

Figure 21 - The Architect S1 
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Another variation example can be seen In S2 (Figure 23) and S2’ (Figure 24) of The 

Architect, bass and drums are not shown as they are similar in both iterations. Only the guitar 

1 and vocal parts have been changed along with the time signatures. Guitar 2 is almost 

unchanged and if the bar lines were removed, it would be evident that there are only minor 

changes.  

Figure 22 - The Architect S1’ 
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Figure 23 - The Architect S2 

The final chorus has also been varied. Choruses 1 and 2 (Figure 25) are riff-based and 

in 4/4. Chorus 3 (Figure 26) however, is in 6/8 and chord based. The vocal melody is similar 

in both. Dream Theater uses this same technique. 

Figure 24 - The Architect S2’ 

Figure 25 - The Architect Choruses 1 & 2 
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Figure 26 - The Architect Chorus 3 

Like Dream Theater, some sections serve a function. For example, the pre-

instrumental in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) only occurs once. It uses the ♭VIMA7 and V7 

chords from the parallel B Harmonic minor. These two chords are strong identifiers of the 

Harmonic Minor. It ends on the V7 which is the only time the dominant fifth is employed; 

presumably to emphasize the climactic arrival of the instrumental. The ♭VIMA7 can be thought 

of as an elongation of the dominant, therefore this section could be considered a modulation 

to the dominant and this section functions like a dominant.

Key Modulation 

Unlike Dream Theater, Haken does not frequently modulate the key, however, they 

do change key qualities. For example, Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016) is in B Phrygian but the 

pre-instrumental, instrumental and post-instrumental sections all use the parallel B Harmonic 

minor as their source key. 

The techniques of variation are similar to Dream Theater although fewer. They are: 

• Vary the density of the instrumentation

• Vary the harmonic and melodic tempo.

• Change the time signature

• Change some or all of the riffs while retaining the same harmonic progression

• Use the same vocal melody notes but change the melodic rhythm

• Displace the vocal melody in time or octave
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• Instruments swap parts

• Change a monophonic guitar riff into a chordal riff

Tension manipulation 

Like Dream Theater, the compositional devices sometimes cause changes in tension. 

Haken has used control of the tension to build Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016)  steadily until 

the climax in S4. In The Architect (Henshall et al., 2016) however, the tension ebbs and 

flows, most likely due, at least in part, to its length at 15:36. There is still a climax (although 

not as clearly defined as in Initiate) and it is again the vocal section post-instrumental.  

Sectional Structure 

Another characteristic is the use of an AABA structure within a section. For example, 

in The Architect (Henshall et al., 2016) the introduction begins with a 4/4 chromatic riff 

section for nine bars. It then changes to a 12/8 modern “djent” style section for 4 bars and 

then returns to the 4/4 chromatic riff for six bars. This can be seen in Dream Theater also. 

Interludes 

Haken makes use of the characteristics of djent (see Figure 27 below) and several 

other different styles in the interludes on this album. For example: the djent style appears 

three times, a jazz style bass guitar solo occurs once, as does a King Crimson influenced 

instrumental section, there are three interludes styled after ‘80s action TV series, ‘80s horror 

movie and ‘80s science fiction movie soundtrack music. There is also an atonal interlude 

built around augmented triads and other styles also appear. These examples show that Haken 

uses a much broader stylistic range in the interludes than Dream Theater.  

Figure 27 shows bars 3-6 of the instrumental section in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016); 

it is in the modern “Djent” style.  
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Figure 27 - Initiate Instrumental 

Rhythm and the Influence of Djent 

The word Djent originated as an onomatopoeic term referring to the sound made by a 

muted and distorted low-tuned guitar. There is disagreement on whether it is a genre or 

technique. Its main identifying characteristic is odd time signatures and riffs that use oddly 

grouped notes (Thomson, 2011). Longer time signatures, such as 15/8 or 15/4 are common as 

they are harder to predict than shorter ones such as 5/4 or 7/4. The above section has no 

harmonic accompaniment and consists only of intervals. Major seventh in bars 3 and 4, and a 

minor third and major ninth in bars 5 and 6. 

The Djent style riff appears frequently in the songs on Affinity (Henshall et al., 2016), 

both in interludes and during vocal accompaniment. 

Haken also uses time signatures to achieve the following effects.  

• Use of a rhythmic cadence (shortening the bars at the end of a passage) as shown in

Figure 13.

• Employing time signature changes in a repeating pattern. For example, in the pre-

chorus of The Architect (Henshall et al., 2016), the time signature changes adhere to

the following pattern: 7/4, 11/8, 7/4, 6/4.

• Using long, odd time signatures such as 15/8 to raise tension due to its less predictable

nature.



42 
 

s1687332 

• Change the time signature in every bar in a section to raise tension. 

The harmonic method that Haken uses differs from Dream Theater. For example, 

Dream Theater songs are largely built around single-note riffs, often with the harmony 

implied by a keyboard line above, sometimes of only one or two notes. The harmonic content 

is arguably provided mostly by the guitar riff scale which often combines modalities. Haken 

in contrast, most often employs strummed or arpeggiated chords and they modulate to 

different keys much less frequently. Lapse (Henshall et al., 2016), the fourth tune on the 

album, for example, has a key signature of D Major and, apart from two chromatic runs in the 

guitar solo, has no accidentals (in the guitar parts). 

Composition Techniques Unique to Haken 

Some unique techniques used by Haken are:  

• Treating the vocal as one part in the chord voicing (see Figure 18).  

• A clear influence from 1980s King Crimson, for example, bar 109 from The Architect 

(Henshall et al., 2016) (Figure 20) shows one part is a pattern of five, the other a 

pattern of six. 

• Using the drums to assist in differentiating the sections. For example, in Initiate 

(Henshall et al., 2016), S1 only uses cymbals. S2 uses cymbals, kick and snare while 

the chorus (Figure 28) only uses floor tom and snare drum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28 - Initiate Chorus 
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• They employ dramatic dynamic shifts. In Earthrise (Henshall et al., 2016), for

example, the complex and heavy interlude suddenly gives way to a solo piano.

• They reuse parts of other songs. For example, the ending to The Architect (Henshall et

al., 2016) uses a part from Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016).

The theme of Affinity (Henshall et al., 2016) is the 1980s. However, the band

themselves are reluctant to call the album a concept album with, vocalist Ross Jennings 

stating it "is more like a soundtrack to a series of recurring themes than an actual concept 

album" (Spencer, 2016). In the song 1985 (Henshall et al., 2016), there are three interludes, 

the first is djent style with no harmonic context, the riff is a Major ninth (F#-E). The second 

interlude is styled like an ‘80s TV series action music while the third is styled like an ‘80s 

horror movie. The only other evidence of the ‘80s theme is the use of ‘80s sounding 

keyboards. 

Like Dream Theater, Haken also varies sections when they are repeated. 

Some examples of the way that they vary sections are shown below. 

• change riffs

• change density

• change the vocal melody

Opeth Analysis 

The Opeth songs to be analysed are Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), Beneath 

the Mire (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), Harlequin Forest (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), The Grand 

Conjuration (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), The Baying of the Hounds (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005)  and 

Blackwater Park (Åkerfeldt, M., 2001). 

 The main difficulty with Opeth, apart from the lack of sheet music, is that passive 

listening does not reveal obvious patterns. Rivadavia (2007) wrote: 
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Tracks start and finish in a seemingly arbitrary fashion, usually 

traversing ample musical terrain, including acoustic guitar and solo 

piano passages, ambient soundscapes, stoner rock grooves, and Eastern-

tinged melodies—any of which are subject to savage punctuations of 

death metal fury at any given moment. 

Reviews 

While they have many fans, some find the songwriting to be lacking in form and 

purpose. One reviewer stated, “I enjoy the wailing guitar solos and the acoustic breaks, 

however the way they are placed together is a bit jarring” (Fidwell, 2020) as well as “jumping 

from cruising metal into quiet piano for no apparent reason” (Fidwell, 2020). Another 

reviewer remarked that after the introduction, the song “wanders off to completely different 

sections” (Krickl, 2022). Yet another stated, “many of the songs … feel like unfinished jam 

sessions” (Soliloquium, 2017). The challenge was to get past this idea and find form and 

patterns. 

Labelling 

Opeth songs do not align with an AABA or other standard form, therefore I will not 

be using the labelling paradigm that I used with Dream Theater and Haken. These bands use 

variation of repeated sections, whereas Opeth songs are more through-composed. Although 

not as well defined as Dream Theater or Haken, there are patterns in Opeth’s songs, and 

several compositional characteristics can be identified.  

Transitions 

Before looking at the large-scale form I will discuss another term I have used. 

Opeth uses what I will call Transitions. A transition is a short contrasting between 

two other larger sections. In Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), a Transition 

immediately follows the heavy full band opening section. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoner_rock
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Figure 29 - Transition 

This is very characteristic of Opeth. There is an abrupt change of feel from the very 

heavy, full band of the preceding part to the light feel of one acoustic guitar and one clean 

vocal part as shown in Figure 29. Harmonically it briefly takes us away from the song’s key 

of D minor using root movement in major third intervals, and chromatic movement. It ends 

on Cm, a syntactical dominant, which then leads us back to the Dm key of the next section. It 

is both a contrasting bridge and an introduction to the light section following. 

This technique is used again in Beneath the Mire (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005). In that 

instance, the Transition contains only a piano and a solo electric guitar. Again, it enters 

abruptly after a heavy full band section in C#m. The Transition section is in E harmonic 

minor and it ends, this time, on the true dominant (B Maj) and leads us to a quiet section in 

Em. Again, it serves as both a bridge and an introduction to the following quiet section. 

Transitions are not always quiet but they do always serve a dual function of bridge and 

introduction to the next section.  

Large Scale Form 

Their most enduring characteristic is beginning almost every song with repeated section 

groupings. For example (excluding introductions) Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) 

begins ABAB, while Harlequin Forest (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) begins AABAB and The Grand 

Conjuration (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) also begins ABAB. This characteristic can be seen 

consistently since about their fifth album Blackwater Park (Opeth, 2001). 
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For this thesis, I will call these repeated subsection groupings the Formal Movement. 

After the formal movement which is around 20% of the song by length, the rest of the song 

goes through multiple sections which are sometimes perceived as being through-composed 

and unrelated to each other. As mentioned earlier, these sections can be combined into larger 

groupings. The large-scale form of Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005)  is shown below 

in Figure 30, with an explanation of what the sub-sections are and why they can be grouped 

together. 

Figure 30 - Large Scale Form, Ghost of Perdition 

1 ABAB 

2 2:33 C D D’ 

3 4:08 E F 

4 4:54 G H I 

5 6:26 J 

6 6:57 K L M N K L O 

7 9:06 D D’’ 

1. Has a recognizable form

2. Sub-section C is the Transition section which introduces us to sub-section D and

subsequently D’ (guitar solo).

3. Sub-section E is a Transition/introduction leading us to sub-section F

4. G is a bridge in the dominant key (A), and H is a Transition also in the dominant key

(A). They strongly lead us into I which is the climax of the song.

5. J is a bridge

6. KLMNKL are all the same chord progression but each section has a different

feel/instrumentation. Sub-section O is a bridge that serves as an ending for the

section.
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7. D is a repeat of the earlier D sub-section and D’’ is a heavy rendition of D.

Section Introductions 

Bradley (2017) describes how “there are fast parts, slow parts, and heavy parts in 

every song, and in no particular order. It seems as if they are randomly throwing these 

different parts together for each particular song.”. What allows this style of writing to work 

is, I believe, the inclusion of an introduction to new sections. Sometimes it consists of a 

rhythmic single note riff, sometimes it is just the instrumental accompaniment and the vocals 

or guitar solo will begin later. For example, the B section of Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, 

M., 2005) (Figure 31) begins with four bars of a rhythmic single note riff. The C section 

Transition (Figure 29) serves as an introduction to the D section. The E section comprises 

eight bars of rhythmic single note riff and is an introduction to F. H is four bars of 

rhythmically played A major and four of A major (♭5) and is an introduction to I. J begins 

with four bars of backing before the vocals start, this serves as an introduction. The twelve 

bars of repeated D section at 9:06 serves as an introduction to D’’. Haken also uses this 

technique. Examples can be seen in The Architect (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) at the beginnings of 

S1 and S2. 

Figure 31 - Ghost of Perdition B Section With Introduction 
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Opeth’s main method of composing riffs is to use a single note riff (often expanded) 

in the first one or more bars and power chords with a blues scale root movement in the 

following bars. Many creative possibilities emerge when the single note riff is expanded and 

combined with different, blues-based power chords riffs. 

Some examples of the different ways that this technique can be used are below. 

 Figures 32 and 33 show two ways that the single note riff has been expanded on. In Figure 

32 from Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) they have built chords from D harmonic 

minor on the D root note and in Example 33 from The Baying of the Hounds (Åkerfeldt, M., 

2005) they have used an approach chord (C5) and octave displacement to build a four bar riff. 

Figure 32 - Ghost of Perdition Riff 

Figure 33 - Baying of the Hounds approach Chord Riff 

Moving from the above technique, they also combine the single note riff with a 

melodic line that is not blues based. In The Baying of the Hounds (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005), a 

two bar riff has been created by combining a single note riff with a melodic riff based on a 

Mixolydian scale (figure 34). This two-bar riff is repeated eight times with a descending 

keyboard line above it to make a sixteen-bar section.  

Figure 34 - Baying of the Hounds Mixolydian Riff 

Riff Composition



49 

s1687332 

Blackwater Park (Opeth, 2001) contains yet another variation (Figure 35). Rather than a 

single note rhythmic motif, a power chord is sustained for almost the entire first bar with a 

melodic phrase in the second bar. This two-bar riff is repeated six times. The top line is only 

played in the last four repeats. 

Figure 35 - Blackwater Park Riff 

One more example below, in Figure 36, illustrates just how many creative possibilities are 

rendered by expanding on the basic technique. 

Figure 36 - Ghost of Perdition Riff 

One characteristic that Opeth is well known for is rapidly changing dynamics, for instance 

from loud heavy full band to a single acoustic guitar. Interestingly, all three artists show this 

characteristic but Dream Theater and Haken make it less obvious. Haken for example, in 

Earthrise (Henshall et al., 2016), have a drop from full band to a single piano however the 

slow strings of the keyboard take almost five seconds to decay and this makes it less 

noticeable. 

Instrumental 

Like Dream Theater and Haken, Opeth utilises a lot of instrumental content in each 

song. Opeth however, mixes vocal with instrumental content more liberally. For example, the 
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B section of Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) is seventeen bars long - thirteen bars 

are instrumental, and only four bars contain vocals. As another example, the chorus of The 

Grand Conjuration (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) is eight bars long but there are only vocals on eight 

beats throughout the chorus (see figure 37). So, although they do have discrete vocal and 

instrumental sections, they also have sections that are mixed instrumental and vocal. 

Figure 37 - Mixed Instrumental and Vocal 

Some characteristic harmonic devices used by Opeth are: 

• Power chords with blues scale root movement (see Figure 32).

• Chromatically moving Powerchords.

• Repeating one chord with bass movement (Figure 38).

• Chord progressions built only of minor chords (Figure 29).

Harmony 

One of the difficulties faced when analysing Opeth is the frequent use of scale 

fragments with no chordal accompaniment. This makes it sometimes difficult to be certain of 

the tonality. The riff in Figure 39 from Ghost of Perdition (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005) could be 

Figure 38 - Moving Bass With Static Chord 
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either a Phrygian dominant with an approach note before the major third or a half-whole 

Diminished scale. 

Figure 39 - Ghost of Perdition Mode Ambiguity 

Indeed, Opeth uses Harmonic Minor, Phrygian Dominant, Lydian, Mixolydian, Blues 

and Half Whole Diminished scales, sometimes within one section. 

They use various techniques to mix modalities. One is to mix root movement from one 

modality with chords from another. For example, the root movement shown in Figure 40 

could be drawn from a half-whole Diminished scale or a Dorian scale with an added ♭5. 

Another example is found in Beneath the Mire (Åkerfeldt, M., 2005). The melody and 

chord roots in the opening section (Figure 41) are in D harmonic minor (with an added ♭9), 

however the chords Dm - A♭dim - F(b5) - C#aug are not diatonic, but they do fit with the 

section of the melody that is played at that moment. 

Figure 40 - Beneath the Mire Mixed Harmony 
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Primary Characteristics 

In summary, the characteristics that all three artists share are: 

• All three analysed bands construct their songs around a macro structure, effectively

counterbalancing the inherent instability resulting from frequent internal sectional

changes. This is what allows these artists to retain listener interest despite consistently

long and complex songs.

• Varying repeated sections

Each artist frequently varies sections each time they are repeated with the exception

of Opeth. Opeth uses limited repetition however, their through-composition style

achieves constant variation via the constant introduction of new sections which retain

the key, time signatures and overall feel.

• Changing levels of tension

All three bands analyzed vary the tension throughout each tune. They typically will

vary the tension from section to section. The way each band achieves these changes in

tension contributes to their individual sound. This serves to keep a song flowing and

to maintain listener interest.

• Rapidly changing dynamics:

All three bands include rapid changes in dynamics from loud and heavy to quiet and

sparse and vice-versa.

• Inclusion of multiple instrumental interludes:

Inspection of various forums show that this is considered to be a characteristic of

Progressive Metal. All three artists include multiple instrumental interludes, some

composed and some improvised.

• Mixed modalities
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All three artists mix modalities although they each have a different method of doing 

so. For example, in a Dream Theater riff, notes from the Phrygian and Phrygian 

Dominant modes, the Diminished arpeggio and the Blues scale may all be present. 

• Key modulations: 

All three artists utilize key modulations, especially Dream Theater who modulate 

entire sections, Haken more frequently modulate key qualities for example from a 

major key to a harmonic minor key, while Opeth uses key modulations for phrases 

within sections. 

• Changing time signatures to get an effect 

All three artists use time signatures as a method to change tension and use different 

time signatures during each song.  

• Changing the density of the arrangement of sections 

The three artists will all use different arrangement densities within each song. Opeth 

for example, usually ranges from one vocal and one acoustic guitar to full band Heavy 

Metal within the one song. 

• Sections serving a function 

Haken in Initiate (Henshall et al., 2016), for example, modulate the pre-instrumental 

section to the dominant to emphasise the arrival of the instrumental. 

• Large-scale sections having an introduction 

• Song sections, particularly in Opeth songs, frequently have what could be regarded as 

an introduction. 

• Frequent use of pedal tone 

All three artists frequently use pedal tones in their riffs. Indeed pedal points are a 

characteristic of Heavy Metal (Vincent, 2013). 

• Riffs built in two bar units 



54 

s1687332 

All three artists compose riffs in their own style, however, they all frequently build 

sections using a repeated two bar riff. 

Secondary characteristics only seen frequently in two of the artists are: 

• The use of rhythmic cadences

A rhythmic cadence, which is a time signature change in the last bar of a section, is

frequently seen in Dream Theater and Haken.

• Reuse song parts from other sections or other songs

Haken and Dream Theater frequently reuse song sections although they each have

their own approach.

• Rapidly changing time signatures

Haken and Dream Theater often have sections with a time signature change every bar.

• Time signatures in a pattern

Seen in Haken and Dream Theater, for example in The Architect (Henshall et al.,

2016), the time signature changes are in the pattern; 7/4, 11/8, 7/4, 6/4.

This analysis aimed to identify the musical style indicators of three leading Progressive Metal 

bands to aid the identification of the style indicators of the genre.  The next phase of the 

research, the composition phase, represents the challenge of moderating my artistic creativity 

to the brief of incorporating the characteristics that were discovered in the analysis, while 

hopefully still sounding authentic. The aim is to ascertain whether the inclusion of these 

characteristics is sufficient for it to be placed in the category of Progressive Metal. 
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Chapter 5: Composition and Reflection

As I commenced the composing stage, a number of considerations became apparent. 

Typically, my music composition process initiates with an idea. This idea can sometimes be 

small, like a motif, other times I may have an idea that is almost the complete song. Most 

frequently, however, it takes the form of an idea for a specific song section. This could entail 

crafting a riff based on a chord progression or creating a chord progression played in a 

distinct style.  

After I've transferred this idea from conception to an instrument and recorded a 

sketch, I determine the genre or style that best fits the composition. Sometimes, during the 

course of developing the idea, I may sense that it doesn't align with the initial genre I had in 

mind, prompting me to redirect the composition into a different genre. In a way, it can be 

seen as if the idea itself guides its own course and development. As Paul Simon said, 

“Songwriting is like you’re wandering down a path and you don’t know what the destination 

is” (Zollo, 2018). 

In crafting this composition, it was imperative to keep it in the Progressive Metal 

genre and shifting genres was simply not an option. However, attempting to force an idea into 

a particular genre poses a risk of sounding contrived and inauthentic. This recognition 

prompted me to scrap my initial three attempts as I felt that they failed to align with the 

required genre. 

The approach I used was to compose the composition using VSTs (virtual 

instruments) and then, when the composition was completed, replace the VSTs with real 

instrumental recordings. 

All three exemplars use lowered tunings (lower than the standard 6th string at E2) , most 

notably, Haken (Figure 23). Drop A tuning (a 7 string guitar in standard tuning with the 

seventh string lowered by a semitone to A) is a more recent development used by 
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contemporary Progressive metal bands since the early 2000s. For these reasons I chose to 

compose the introduction in drop A tuning. The frequent use of the Phrygian mode (see p. 29) 

was a characteristic shared by all three bands therefore I decided to compose the introduction 

in the Phrygian mode.  The structure of the original composition is shown in Figure 42. The 

full composition can be heard by pressing play below. 

Figure 41 - Original Composition Structure 

Introduction Chorus 

A S1, S2, partial chorus 

A’ S1’, Chorus 

B instrumental 1 (S2’) 

Instrumental 2 

Instrumental 3 

Transition 

A’’ S1’’, S1’’’, S2, S2’’, trans, chorus 

The initial riff originally comprised a two-bar pattern that was repeated; this can be 

heard below, however, I felt this was unsatisfactory. While Dream Theater, Opeth, and Haken 

are widely acknowledged as Progressive Metal bands, the former two have a riff style that 

originated over three decades ago and the only commonality among these three bands is the 

practice of crafting riffs within a two-bar framework (see p. 52).  

In contrast, modern Progressive Metal often features riffs extending beyond the 

confines of two bars. To aid in developing this aspect of my composition, I experimented 

with the modern approach by altering the riff into a four-bar pattern that incorporates 

rhythmic displacement. This felt more compositionally relevant and more logically connected 

whilst having minimal impact on the central stylistic goals outlined via my analysis. The 

resulting riff can be heard below.  In addition, it is my assertion that broader-scale 
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characteristics hold greater significance than the finer details, such as riff length, within the 

context of the composition.  

The use of odd time signatures stands as one of the hallmark features of my 

Progressive Metal exemplars, and it was crucial to incorporate this characteristic into at least 

some sections of the composition. Consequently, I composed verse S1 in 15/8, however it can 

also be thought of as being alternating 8/8 and 7/8 signatures. I retained the A Phrygian mode 

as the key of S1. 

The time signature, 15/8, is common in Modern Progressive Metal and can 

occasionally be found in Haken's songs while the latter, alternating time signatures (8/8 and 

7/8), is frequently featured in Dream Theater compositions. The typical difference is that a 

15/8 riff will be longer while an 8/8, 7/8 alternation is often two one-bar sections with an 

eighth note removed from the end of the repeated second bar, however this is not always the 

case and it is important to note that it largely depends on the composer’s decision and 

listener's perception. 

I wrote a drum beat for S1 that follows the rhythm pattern of the guitar and bass as 

this is a convention seen frequently in the modern “Djent” style. Single note rhythmic riffs 

are a common feature of the modern “Djent” style as employed by Haken, although they 

mostly employ it in instrumental sections. The verse S1 riff I wrote is a rhythmic single note 

riff playing the roots of Imi, VII♭mi, IVmi, II♭Ma. This progression is not based on my 

findings as there was no shared characteristics among the three bands regarding harmonic 

progression. Nor did any of the three bands have a favoured progression.  



58 

s1687332 

As the riff is comprised only of root notes, I added to the harmonic information of the 

verse using an interlocking pattern of two guitars each playing melodic patterns with 

different time signatures. This can be heard below. This technique was employed by Haken 

in 1985 (Figure 19). It was pioneered by the ‘80s incarnation of King Crimson, a 

Progressive Rock band that came to prominence in the ‘70s but reformed in 1981 with a 

different lineup.  

Another primary shared characteristic is a tension buildup within the sections. I 

achieved a tension buildup in the verse by adding a rhythmically displaced second guitar riff 

in the second half and via implementation of a rising vocal melody. Indeed, I used various 

techniques to build the tension within every section. 

Dream Theater often modulate sections to a different key centre with the same parent 

key, for example from A Phrygian to D Aeolian (parent key F Major). This was not a 

characteristic of Opeth or Haken, however, I chose to employ it in verse S2, which is in D 

Aeolian.  

I also changed the time signature to 12/8 as it provides a change of feel which is a 

major characteristic of the three bands, that is, to dramatically alter the feel of subsequent 

sections by, among other methods, using time signature changes.  Dream Theater and Haken 

and less frequently, Opeth all employ time signature variations in this way. 

My main consideration for the chord progression of verse S2 was differentiation from 

the previous section. I achieved this by utilizing two major chords from within the key, 

chords which were not used in the previous section. The chord progression of sub-section S2 

is Dm, FMa, CMa/E, Gm, Am or I mi, III Ma, VII♭Ma, IVm, Vmi. 
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Once I had completed sub-sections S1 and S2, I then moved to the chorus creation. I chose to 

employ the song's introduction as the chorus, a common feature in pop and rock music. 

However, for the first chorus, I opted for a partial repetition, using only the initial segment of 

the riff found in the first bar. My rationale behind this decision was to provide the listener 

with only a glimpse of the introduction, intentionally withholding the complete familiarity 

that comes with the repetition of a previous section. This technique is used by Dream Theater 

who sometimes construct a section by building upon a single bar from a preceding segment, 

(see p. 27) which influenced my approach. 

Now that I had the first A section with three sub-sections (S1, S2, chorus) I moved 

onto the vocal melody composition. As stated in the methodology, the vocal melody and 

lyrics were not part of the analysis. This gave me the freedom to adopt the method that I felt 

most appropriate. Nobile states that in rock music and its offshoots, there is a “divorce” 

between the melody and harmony and “the melody nearly always revolves around the tonic 

triad” (Nobile, 2014). I took this approach and built the melody around the tonic harmony; I 

also used a rising melody to bring about a rise in tension. 

After the melody was superimposed onto the instrumental backing of verse S1, I felt 

that the interlocking guitars competed with the voice for rhythmic and melodic focus, this can 

be heard below.  

 

 

 

 

 

I replaced those guitars with a keyboard pad. This change can be heard below. 
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One of the primary shared characteristics of the three bands is to vary the repeats of a 

section. Indeed, this is one of the most important characteristics. Therefore I wrote verse S1’ 

with the  bass and drums unchanged from S1, however I now added a heavy eighth note 

guitar riff to the backing and a guitar playing chords on the rhythmic hits. S1 can be heard in 

the previous sample, S1’ can be heard in the sample below. Even though only two elements 

were added, it significantly changes the character of the section. Although Dream Theater 

and Haken did not use this same technique, that is, add an element to an otherwise unchanged 

section, they both frequently change guitar riffs while keeping other elements relatively 

unchanged which is similar to what I have done here (see p 26). 

In the A’ section, instead of adhering to a mirroring of section A (S1, S2, Chorus) 

with S1’, S2’, Chorus, I veered from the expected path. Instead of following S1’ with S2’, I 

followed it with the chorus, which is based on the introduction minus the organ and lead 

guitar. I then followed the chorus with the first instrumental segment. Instrumental 1 is a 

variation of S2. So the A’ section is a variation of the A section. This matches the technique 

of varying sections, in this case, varying the A section. 

Frequent instrumentals are employed by all my exemplars throughout each 

composition, some composed and some improvised. Instrumental 1 is based on the  

S2 section, however it is also varied. Opeth frequently repeat a section with a change of 

instrumentation as the variation (see p. 44). So, rather than the arpeggiated guitars in S2 and 

S2’, Instrumental 1 starts with a solo violin providing the backing (together with bass and 
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drums). In the second half this is changed to a keyboard pad. The composed instrumental 

melody is repeated an octave higher in the second half. These provide a small variation 

between the first and second halves of Instrumental 1. 

All three bands mix modes and frequently employ the Phrygian dominant mode, 

among others. Dream Theater often uses it in instrumentals. Therefore, I thought it the best 

choice for Instrumental 2 together with a modulation to B♭. As before, B♭ has the same 

parent key (FMa) however it is now a B♭ Phrygian Dominant rather than B♭ Lydian. Haken 

often use the most complex rhythms in the climax or solo of the song. I utilized this technique 

in Instrumental 2. I used the same rhythm pattern as A1 but added one bar of 5/16 at the end 

of every four-bar section. Instrumental 2 is without a keyboard pad but with an added 

melodic embellishment in the single note rhythm guitar and bass parts - after two bars and 

after four bars. Then, as in Instrumental 1, the melody is repeated an octave higher. In the 

second half of Instrumental 2, the entire section is repeated a minor third down in G Phrygian 

Dominant. 

Instrumental 3 uses the same backing as Instrumental 2 but with an improvised guitar 

solo. The arrangement through Instrumentals 1, 2, and 3 provides a buildup of intensity. 

Instrumental 3 is followed by an eight-bar instrumental transition with a pattern of 3 bars of 

4/4 and one bar of 3/8. This technique is from Dream Theater, who often Change the time 

signature of the last bar in a four or eight bar section (see p. 29). This transition takes us back 

to the final A’’ section. Verse S1’’ is a repeat of S1 with a tacet on drums. This is the primary 

characteristic of abrupt feel change shared by all three bands. After the quiet verse S1’’, I 

created a heavy verse using the sixteenth note guitar riff from verse A1’. I also changed the 

drum beat from the more modern beat in S1 to what could be described as a classic rock type 

beat, adjusted to the 15/8 time signature. The classic rock type beat provides a momentum 
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that the more modern style beat didn’t provide. This is another variation of the verse. It also 

serves as a buildup in tension now that we are approaching the end of the song.  

Section S2 in the A’’ section is a repeat of S2 in the A section. Repeat of a previous 

section without variation near the end of the song is also seen in all three artists. I felt 

however, that it lost too much of the tension built up in the previous sections so I made the 

bass guitar and drums busier but not enough to be called a variation. In the following section 

S2’, I felt that the tension buildup needed restoring so I replaced the arpeggiated guitars with 

a heavy guitar riff to restore the buildup of tension as it approached the end. The vocal 

melody here also was varied, a common characteristic in all contemporary music, for the 

singer to ad lib near the end of a song. 

I decided that the song would end with the chorus, a characteristic seen in most Heavy 

Metal songs but going from S2’’ to the chorus sounded unsatisfactory as it lacked a strong 

movement into the final chorus. Therefore, I added a 4/4 transition in Bb, the syntactical 

dominant, which provided a strong pull to the A. The final chorus has a different keyboard 

part and no lead guitar part which is the variation, together with ad libbed vocals. The 

keyboard part provides the build in tension. 

In this composition I utilized many of the characteristics found in my analysis. I 

employed the large-scale, primary characteristics shared by all three analysed bands and 

some secondary characteristics that were unique to only one or sometimes, two of the bands. 

Note that the composition is only for illustration of how these characteristics might be 

employed. The production aspect was not a part of the thesis. 

I believe that what categorizes this composition within the Progressive Metal genre is 

the greater number of distinct sections, specifically two different verses and a chorus, the 

variation of these sections, the utilization of odd time signatures, and the incorporation of 

multiple instrumental segments. Initially, I held some uncertainty regarding the repetition of 
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the S2 12/8 section at 5:48, as it seemed to disrupt the buildup of momentum toward the 

song's conclusion and may revisit this in the future.  
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Chapter 6: Findings and Conclusion

This chapter will conclude the study by summarising the key research findings in 

relation to the aim of the research and discussing the value and contribution thereof. It will 

also review the limitations of the study and propose opportunities for future research. 

This research sought to identify common characteristics present in compositions by 

three Progressive Metal bands. This was achieved through an analysis of specific songs 

drawn from chosen albums by these bands. The identified characteristics were subsequently 

employed in an original composition to evaluate whether they would effectively allow the 

composition to be categorised within the Progressive Metal genre. 

Note that this was not an attempt to find the characteristics of all Progressive Metal 

compositions. It is not suggested that compositions that do not contain these characteristics 

are therefore not Progressive Metal. Just as the inclusion of wheels, a means of propulsion 

and a place for people to sit may allow a machine to be categorised as a transport vehicle, but 

a lack of wheels does not mean a ship is therefore not a transport vehicle.  

The characteristics of Heavy Metal are present in all three bands. A knowledge of 

these characteristics is assumed and was not analysed in this paper. Three of the notable 

primary characteristics identified were the consistent practice of introducing variations when 

sections were repeated, the inclusion of multiple instrumental sections and the use of odd 

time signatures. These stand in contrast to the common approach in popular rock and pop 

songs, where alterations are primarily confined to the lyrics while other musical elements 

remain relatively static (Covach, 2005), where there is only one instrumental section, and odd 

time signatures are infrequent. All three of these primary characteristics were employed 

effectively by my own original composition, resulting in a piece of music I would confidently 

classify as Progressive Metal. 

s1687332 
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This study contributes to genre studies by adding to the knowledge base of a 

particular genre. The descriptions of the sub-genres of heavy Metal are at best incomplete and 

broad and almost indistinguishable from one another. Although this study did not attempt to 

codify all Progressive Metal music, it does help us to understand the characteristics of three 

prominent artists within that genre. 

These findings can serve as a valuable resource for composers looking to create music 

in the Progressive Metal genre, as well as for composers across various genres aiming to 

enrich their compositions by incorporating techniques they might not typically employ. 

This study faced several potential limitations. Firstly, it grappled with the challenge of 

adequately representing the vast array of styles present within the Progressive Metal genre. 

However, I re-emphasize that the study was never intended to comprehensively cover this 

wide spectrum. Additionally, another limitation was encountered when determining the 

appropriate sample size. Analysing just one artist could inadvertently lead to composing a 

song interpreted as copying that band. Conversely, if the sample size were excessively large, 

it might result in characterizations that are overly broad. Striking the right balance was 

crucial to avoid extremes. 

Some potential avenues for further research include exploring other sub-genres within 

Heavy Metal or conducting a comparative analysis between past Progressive Metal bands, for 

example from the ‘90s, and their contemporary counterparts to see how the genre has 

evolved. 
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