
Dan – Here the review and pictures from 3RP 2009

Syzygy
Pepsi Cola Roadhouse, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA (3RP 2009)

by Dr. David Wimer

Syzygy’s performance at 3RP (2009)

I recently had the pleasure of attending the 2009 Three Rivers Progressive Rock
Festival in Pittsburgh, PA on the weekend of August 8th & 9th. I will give a brief account
of my festival experience below, but this review will focus on Syzygy’s performance as it
was a major reason why I made the 5 hour drive to attend the festival. First, however, I
will discuss how I discovered the band’s wonderful music and became a devoted fan.

Back in 2003 I read a favorable review of Syzygy’s Allegory of Light album and I
decided to order the CD. I popped it into my CD player, and within 5 minutes I could tell
that this band has “it” – that hard-to-describe level of quality that the best bands are able
to tap into and other bands strive for but never reach. I was hooked. At the time I was
attending graduate school near the band’s home base in Cleveland, Ohio, USA and I was
delighted to see that they were doing a performance at the Winchester Tavern in nearby
Lakewood, Ohio. I wrote a review of that show, which can be seen at the following link:

http://www.dprp.net/concrev/syzygy.php

At that show the band previewed tracks from the forthcoming album. It took them a long
time to finally release their new album Realms of Eternity, but it was certainly worth the
wait. Anyway, on to the performance at 3RP 2009…

A really nice touch was that before the performance the band left out stacks of free
programs that contained a history of the band, a list of the musicians, the set list, and a
description of each song on the set list. I thought this was a really nice touch, especially
for people who weren’t familiar with the band. Since it was a festival the band was trying
to win over people who weren’t familiar with them and I’m sure this helped somewhat
because it added context to the music and it let people know which album certain pieces
were from so they could decide which CD to buy if they liked the show. I should mention
that Persephone’s Dream did the same thing before their 11:00am Sunday morning
performance and it added context to their set as well. During the sound check, guitarist
Carl Baldassarre was talking about how the band’s monitors weren’t working and I was
worried that this eagerly anticipated performance in the band’s career would be plagued
by sound problems that are all too common at prog festivals, but the problem got cleared
up and the show sounded great. They came out on stage after a classical music intro (a
nice touch that added drama and anticipation) and started with an instrumental track from
the new album (“Vanitas”), which I think I heard them play at that Cleveland show years
ago under the name “Tracker”. I could tell right away that the band was on fire during
this show – they received several standing ovations at times during the concert,
sometimes in the middle of a song!



The next song was “Darkfield”, the opening track from Realms of Eternity. This is when
new vocalist Mark Boals made his entrance; it was a great moment when he first came
out on stage as I was struck by how powerful and assertive his vocal presence is live. He
sounds great on the album, but it doesn’t do justice to seeing him sing in person. I believe
that a quality vocalist makes a huge difference to a prog band, and the addition of Mark
Boals was the last piece of the puzzle that makes Syzygy a truly great band.

The next track was a pleasant surprise to me – I didn’t expect to hear any songs from the
album Cosmos and Chaos (from when the band was still known as Witsend), let alone
two songs. On that album, “Mount Ethereal” is a 2 or 3 minute instrumental track but for
this concert the band expanded the song and added lyrics that were originally intended to
be on the track way back when. I‘m a sucker for fantasy-oriented lyrics and JRR Tolkien
themes so I really enjoyed this song, and I hope they release this version of the song on
either a live album or a future album.

Before “Dreams”, Carl talked about how the song has personal meaning for the band
because they never wanted to lose sight of their dream to make music. This is a fun song
to see live because of the rousing, sing-along chorus. Next was another updated-with-
added-lyrics song from Cosmos and Chaos, “Strange Loop II”.

For me, the highlight of the concert was the final two pieces of music (I guess I can’t
really call them “songs” because of the length!). Seeing “M.O.T.H.” performed live was
special for me because it’s the piece that made me a Syzygy fan. The instrumental portion
of this song was absolutely searing, and it was one of the moments that incited a standing
ovation from the audience. Finally, before “The Sea” Carl talked about the meaning of
the piece, and I can’t remember exactly what he said right now but in the program it says
“…an allegory told to loved ones to ease their grief in times of mourning. It embodies the
reassuring promise that as we wave goodbye to our loved ones from the shore, there are
others waving ‘welcome home’ from the other side of The Sea.” I am not a particularly
religious person, but as a therapist I know the profound healing power that spirituality
can have and I believe that the best prog epics have a spiritual, transcendent component
to them (“Close to the Edge” by Yes, “Stranger in Your Soul” by Transatlantic, etc.) and
“The Sea” is no exception. Seeing this song performed live (again) was a wonderful
experience, and once again the band was on fire during the instrumental segments. I think
the band had an encore prepared but at this point the festival was running behind so there
was no encore.

From my vantage point it seemed like people were really into their set and I’d imagine
that Syzygy won over many new fans this day, and made older fans like me even more
engaged with the band’s music. I believe that Syzygy’s performance at 3RP 2009 vaulted
them into the upper echelon of contemporary prog bands, and I truly believe that Syzygy
is good enough to be mentioned alongside contemporary greats like The Flower Kings,
Spock’s Beard, I.Q., etc.



Set list:

Vanitas
Darkfield

Mount Ethereal (The Chronicle of the Ascent)
Dreams

Strange Loop II
Master of the House (M.O.T.H.)

The Sea


