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Internet Helps Prog-Rock's Underground Success 
Old and new progressive rock groups benefit from Internet fan base
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	Marillion


Dreamy layers of mellotron. Bombastic drum solos. Heady lyrics about epic battles and obscure mythological figures. Progressive rock reigned supreme during the '70s in England and the United States thanks to an ambitious sound that attempted to bridge the gap between rock and classical music. Bands such as Genesis, Yes, King Crimson and Emerson, Lake & Palmer conquered the mainstream with their conservatory-trained instrumental chops and conceptual LPs. Some thought it was brilliant. Others scoffed at the undeniable pretentiousness of it all. 

With the advent of punk in the late '70s, progressive rock was declared officially comatose. But the genre had enough devoted fans to keep the flame burning. Today, it continues to thrive thanks to the Internet. The veteran groups keep their fan base informed of upcoming releases and tours. And a new generation of lesser-known bands has found an audience thanks to the Internet's ability to bring people with similar interests together. 

"Our last two albums have been financed by the fans," says Steve Hogarth, the lead singer of British quintet Marillion. In the early '80s, England experienced a brief prog-rock renaissance with bands such as Pallas, Pendragon and Twelfth Night. An earlier incarnation of Marillion was the only group from the batch to enjoy significant commercial success. To this day, the band continues to release consistently satisfying albums. 

"We asked them if they would consider buying our forthcoming album directly from us before it was recorded," explains Hogarth. "Each time, an astonishing 13,000 people paid up front and provided us with more money than if we had signed a five album deal with a major label. We're better off and still own the rights to our music." 

"The Internet is an amazing thing," agrees Andy Latimer, leader of Camel. "It has definitely helped us to keep in touch with everyone and inform them of [upcoming] tours and new product." 

A middleweight in the original prog-rock landscape, Camel reached its commercial peak during the mid-'70s with delightfully quirky albums such as The Snow Goose and Moonmadness. Now operating from California, the group relies on a dedicated worldwide network of fans who are still interested in purchasing new product from the group, such as the whimsical A Nod And A Wink or a DVD chronicling the band's history. 

The fans' devotion can really make a difference. Take the case of Marillion's 1998 U.S. tour. The band, which tours frequently in the UK and many European countries, informed its American fans that it could not afford to cross the ocean and perform in the U.S. 
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	Product


"A guy called Jeff decided to open a bank account and collect money from anyone who wanted to see us play stateside," recalls Hogarth. "They ended up raising $50,000, which we used for a club tour. It was amazing. We do have devoted fans. It's so pure — just all about faith, nothing to do with the music business or hype or advertising. We're very lucky to be in this position and we don't take it for granted." 

The Internet doesn't only help established bands. It can also provide guidance to fans looking for new musicians in the genre — the Robert Fripp or Peter Gabriel of the new millennium. 

"Back when I spent more time thinking about making albums than recording them, I wanted to figure out a way to evoke the spirit of the classic concept albums from the '70s, like Genesis' The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway," says 35-year-old multi-instrumentalist Arman Boyles, the leader of neo-prog-rock outfit Product. 

Boyles has just released the third album of a projected four-part music saga. The first two installments received rave reviews in specialized publications. 

"I came across some alchemist symbols for the elements which gave me the structure of four albums with themes," he explains. "The first element, water, led me to a journal by a young sailor from the 1770s named Jacob Nagle. A trip to Italy and interest in science led me towards the struggle between Galileo and the church, which became the theme of Aire." 

Boyles credits the Internet for helping turn his lifelong passion into a viable day job. 

"The progressive rock listener is used to having to look a little harder for music," he says. "A few people with a passion for this music started a whole subculture of web mail-order labels and are helping bands like us get our material out there. With a little energy towards building relationships with these networks, a little money to print CDs and willingness to stuff envelopes, it's possible to bypass the smaller labels all together." 

(Ernesto Lechner writes for Rolling Stone, Vibe, Billboard, Los Angeles Times and Variety, among other publications.
