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In the world of popular music, living in the past can be a dangerous venture.  Music that 

dips too much into the past is often labeled as uncreative, unoriginal, and antiquated.  The word 

“progressive” surely does not mix with these adjectives, but ironically a type of music known as 

“progressive rock” is seen as just that in modern times: a nostalgia trip.  To many, progressive 

rock was a style of music that reached its golden age in the 1970s.  In the early 1990s, a revival 

of progressive rock (sometimes dubbed the “neo-prog” movement) began to take shape and 

crystallized by the very end of the 20
th

 century.  A common issue with this movement is whether 

this new form of progressive rock is truly a new genre in the annals of popular music.  Although 

some bands under this movement may be considered a “nostalgia trip”, the band Porcupine Tree 

will be used as a case study to disprove this point.  First, their song “Blackest Eyes” will be 

framed against five musical elements that characterize 1970s progressive rock.  This will be used 

to prove that “Blackest Eyes” is representative of a new progressive rock style that is distinct, but 

in the same lineage, as 1970s progressive rock.  This will be followed by a discussion of what 

this new style is (and if it can even be called a ‘style’ at all).  Finally, a few hypotheses will be 

constructed to explain what factors led Porcupine Tree to write music in this vein. 

 First and foremost, the question of what constitutes progressive rock must be addressed.  

Adapted and edited from Edward Macan’s book “Rocking the Classics: English Progressive 

Rock and the Counterculture”, this bulleted list embodies the key elements of the 1970s 

progressive rock style and will be used as a framework to analyze the song “Blackest Eyes”. 

   

 

 

 Lyrics inspired by surrealism, 

fantasy, and spirituality 

 Conceptual albums 

 

 The juxtaposition of many different styles  

 Lengthy classical forms 

 Meter changes 

 

 



 

In listening to “Blackest Eyes”, the most immediate characteristic of the music is its use 

of many different styles.  Elements of heavy metal, ambient, pop, and psychedelic music are all 

present.  The ominous introduction is a sound collage that swirls together an ostinato guitar 

rhythm with other eclectic sounds.  This explodes into a heavy metal section (0:20) that dabbles 

with some interesting meter shifts.  This heavy section gives way to the first verse (0:52), which 

features a light, airy sound marked with acoustic guitar accompaniment.  The chorus (1:33) 

expands on this pop-like sound with lush, harmonized vocals.  The heavy metal section returns 

(2:43) and reprises the opening ostinato rhythm (2:55).  This abruptly transitions into the bridge 

(3:13), which features a psychedelic ambient soundscape.  The chorus is juxtaposed over this 

soundscape (3:30), followed by a transition into the heavy metal section (3:50) to lead the song 

out.   

Whereas 1970s progressive rock juxtaposes these styles and, “creates a set of dialectical 

opposites” (Macan, 43), the styles present in “Blackest Eyes” are fully melded together into a 

cohesive whole.  The secret to this lies in the formal structure of the song outlined above.  

Typical 1970s progressive rock bands created lengthy songs (20 minutes or more) using classical 

formal structures, whereas Porcupine Tree constructs songs utilizing the pop song format 

(introduction, verse, chorus, verse, chorus, bridge, chorus, outtro).  The styles of music in 

“Blackest Eyes” neatly fit into this structure and seem to complement each other rather than 

work as opposites due to the song being a mere 4 minutes and 23 seconds in length.  Steve 

Wilson, the front man for the group, elaborates on this idea, “[I’m] interested in the idea of the 

pop song as a kind of experimental symphony if you like…I think it’s a great myth that the most 

experimental music…tends to be quite extended pieces” (Henderson).  Metrical shifts play an 

important role in 1970 progressive rock music, with Macan noting, “progressive rock has 



 

explored unusual meters more systematically than any other style of popular music” (48).  The 

heavy metal section at the beginning of “Blackest Eyes” features an intricate displacement of 

meter.  If you count the macrobeats starting at 0:42, the meter implies three measures of 5/4 and 

one measure of 2/4 (in the measures of 5/4, there is a 4 feel over the first 3 beats).  What is 

unusual about “Blackest Eyes”, however, is that the rest of the sections in the song are in strict 

4/4 time and features no complex meter shifts.  Again, the emphasis here is placed on a pop song 

aesthetic. 

 Lyrically, the song borrows some elements from surrealism (“Swim with me into your 

blackest eyes” during the chorus), however the majority of the lyrics are much less abstract.  

They are written primarily from the first person point of view and convey a strong feeling of 

nostalgic or longing (“A mother sings a lullaby to a child”).  This approach is much more 

personal and intimate than most progressive rock lyrics, which often, “draw on mythology, 

fantasy literature, science fiction, or sacred texts of the past” (Macan, 80).  Although they are 

somewhat ambiguous, the lyrics also imply many disturbing themes such as sexuality (“It’s so 

erotic when your make up runs”), insanity (“I got wiring loose inside my head”), and murder (“I 

got people underneath my bed”).  The album cover and lyric booklet for “In Absentia” (the 

album that contains the song “Blackest Eyes”) support these themes, featuring gritty colors, 

violent scratch marks, and eerie imagery. Like many progressive rock albums, where, “music, 

words, and visual arts are all combined to convey a specific concept or program” (Macan, 58), 

“In Absentia” can be interpreted as a loose concept album.  It chronicles the life of a serial killer, 

starting from his boyhood and moving towards his eventual death.  “Blackest Eyes” is the first 

song on the album, thus it depicts the killer as an innocent child while foreshadowing what is to 

come (“Sometime in the future the boy goes wild”).  This concept also explains the mixture of 



 

lighter and darker musical elements described earlier in the paper (such as heavy metal and pop 

music).   

In summary, “Blackest Eyes” illustrates many elements of 1970s progressive rock: meter 

shifts, a wide variety of styles, surreal lyrics, and a loose narrative that weaves together into a 

larger concept album.  It also differs in many key ways, such as the use of the pop song format 

(which creates a cohesive melding of styles), the emphasis on basic 4/4 meter, and intimate or 

personal lyrics.  Thus, calling this music “progressive rock” at all is extremely problematic and 

brings into question the idea of “progressive” being branded as a style of music. 

Steve Wilson was originally hesitant to label Porcupine Tree’s music as “progressive”, 

noting that, “The thing about progressive music is that progressive, unfortunately, like a lot of 

things, has become a kind of capsule for a certain blueprint.  A certain type of music” 

(Vinnicombe).  In more recent years, however, Wilson has become quicker to embrace the term.  

The reason for this is due to a shift in thinking of progressive as an aesthetic rather than a style.  

Wilson cites The Beatles and The Beach Boys as archetypes of progressive music, stating that 

they pioneered, “this idea that the album could be more than just ten pop songs.  That it could 

have [its] own sense of flow, sense of dynamics, and it could be greater than [the] sum of its 

parts; it could be like a musical journey” (Vinnicombe).  The key idea here is that Wilson 

recognizes these groups’ effort to push the boundaries of what was possible in popular music.  

He further pins down this aesthetic by noting, “Sometimes you have to confront your own 

patterns and expectations of yourself and do away with things that you enjoy doing in order to 

move forward and keep evolving as a musician.  That’s exactly the definition of the word 

progressive of course” (Kelley).  In this definition, progressive music becomes less about a style 



 

of music and more about an open-minded approach or attitude.  Thus, it is quite easy to call 

Porcupine Tree a “progressive” rock band under this new definition.   

To conclude this argument, it is imperative to discover what factors led Porcupine Tree to 

create music under this “progressive aesthetic”.  One factor is the need for mainstream market 

appeal.  Progressive rock was highly commercially successful in the 1970s, but by the 1990s it 

was seen as incredibly unfashionable by the mainstream public.  To solve this problem, Atton 

comments on the need for progressive rock to adapt to a brand new context.  Through studying 

the impact of the emergence of progressive rock “fanzines”, Atton determined that, “[the fanzine 

movement] is not merely an exercise in nostalgia (though it is often that); it is not only about 

regaining a 'defining moment' in rock history; it is a re-energizing of that moment under the 

changed economic and socio-cultural conditions of the present” (44).  For Porcupine Tree, this 

meant adapting elements of progressive rock into other kinds of music in order to stay relevant to 

mainstream audiences.  Colin Edwin, the bassist for Porcupine Tree, gives one example: “Steven 

[Wilson] has written shorter things so it's more accessible because people's attention spans 

cannot stretch over some of the things we used to do.  There is an audience for it but it's not very 

big.  It's a natural thing to do” (Laurence).  

 Another factor is the need to satisfy diehard fans of 1970s progressive rock music.  In the 

1990s, Martin argues that the audience for progressive rock completely transformed due to, “this 

music [having] gone from being a counterculture…to what sociologists call a ‘taste public’” 

(277).  Under this idea, Porcupine Tree’s music can be seen as pure nostalgia, catering to a small 

community of fans who still support 1970s progressive rock music.  Steve Wilson, however, 

vehemently denies this as a motive, stating, “I won’t deny that progressive rock is a big, big part 

of Porcupine Tree…we’re obviously very influenced by the original progressive rock from the 



 

‘70s, but at the same time, we’re trying to do something genuinely progressive for this day and 

age” (Prasad).  He further states, “So the thing that really makes me angry is when we're 

described as 'the new Pink Floyd' or something like that.  For me that is so insulting because it 

insinuates that you are living in the shadow of some other band.  I particularly never wanted to 

be the new anybody, I just wanted to be the old Porcupine Tree, or the new Porcupine Tree” 

(Koolen). 

This last sentence is vitally important and indicates Porcupine Tree is governed neither 

by the mainstream market nor by the taste public; they are primarily governed by a third factor 

that has more to do with artistic intention.  Wilson explains, “I don’t believe Pink Floyd or Yes 

ever called themselves progressive rock bands.  They had their own sound, and created their own 

identity and philosophy” (Kelley).  He further concludes, “I think the ultimate goal of any band 

should be to create their own sound.  You almost create your own genre” (Koolen).  Wilson goes 

on to show how this idea applies to Porcupine Tree, revealing, “what gives us our sound…[is] 

that idea of fusing together musical elements that perhaps haven’t been fused together by anyone 

else, certainly in recent years” (Pautasso).  Buried in this statement is a simple but powerful idea 

that is perhaps the ultimate purpose of the “progressive aesthetic”: the resolution of dichotomies 

to achieve balance and unity.  Wilson gives a specific example: “With Porcupine Tree, when we 

do use heavy sections, it’s the context that makes them have a significant impact.  I think that 

sense of relief and dynamics emerged for me from loving the sound of extreme metal records, 

but not loving the records themselves that much” (Prasad).  Thus, when Wilson follows a heavy 

metal style with an acoustic-pop guitar style like in “Blackest Eyes”, he is seeking to artistically 

balance what he sees as an imbalance.  And this, Macan remarks, is what progressive rock in the 

1970s was meaning to achieve all along: “So too is the attempt to bridge the gulf between high 



 

and low culture, which I consider progressive rock’s worthiest ambition: by creating a style of 

music that combined technical innovation and sophistication with mass appeal, progressive rock 

musicians achieved a goal that avant-garde composers could only dream of” (222).   

What is truly remarkable about this idea of balancing dichotomies is how innate or 

organic it appears to be.   Wilson comments that the fusing together of many styles in Porcupine 

Tree is, “very much a reflection, a natural reflection, of the music that I listen to, the music I 

love.  And it’s not something very self-conscious…music just naturally comes out in that way 

and it is a very natural reaction to my own musical diet” (Pautasso).  The key word here is 

“natural”, and this is surely no accident.  Corigliano suggests that, “the simplicity of that idea [of 

balance] is really amazing, because it's not a musical thing – it's a human thing.  And music takes 

[it] and builds [it] into structures” (Gasser).  In other words, our lives are governed by balance.  

The work week is offset by the weekend, just as new experiences are complimented with familiar 

experiences.  In this way, Porcupine Tree is an artistic reflection of the way Steve Wilson 

balances his musical influences.  And this is essentially what “progressive rock” is all about: 

making sense of dichotomies and attempting to balance them in the process. 
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