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FILE UNDER: ROCK / JAZZ-ROCK
Singled out by iconoclastic genius Frank Zappa while youthful prodigies and invited to join Zappa’s touring band before his death, the Swedish musicians Mats Öberg (keyboards) and Morgan Ågren (drums) remain today one of the longest-running (over 25 years!!) and most musically successful collaborations in the universe of fusion and progressive rock. Their Mats/Morgan Band has released eight albums and played countless festivals and concerts, and the two have also played and recorded with other bands, including appearing on a Grammy Award winning 1994 release by Zappa’s Universe. In addition, both have successful independent careers.

While most young musical prodigies hone their chops on works by Chopin, Beethoven and other European classical composers, the Swedish prodigies Mats Öberg and Morgan Ågren honed theirs on the equally complex compositions of radical American rock musician and composer Frank Zappa, as well as on American jazz. Blind from birth, Mats Öberg displayed signs of musical prodigy before he could walk – including a proclivity for Miles Davis. By age three he was playing keyboards and singing, by eight he was listening to Zappa, the Mahavishnu Orchestra, and Earth Wind & Fire, and soon after he began to do public concerts. Born in 1967, fellow Swede Morgan Ågren began drumming at age four and received his first drum set at age five. By the time Ågren was seven he was doing public concerts, his tastes including the Buddy Rich Big Band, Louie Bellson Big Band, Return to Forever, and others. The two child prodigies met and began collaborating in 1981, when a concert organizer asked the 14-year-old Morgan to accompany Mats, then aged 10, at a concert in Umea. The youngsters selected and performed a repertoire of Zappa, Stevie Wonder and Beatles songs, and have been playing together ever since as “Mats & Morgan” or the Mats/Morgan Band. 

Frank Zappa played a central role in Mats and Morgan’s early careers, as both a musical influence and mentor. In 1984, Mats and Morgan formed Zappesteetoot, a Zappa cover band that toured and played on radio shows in Sweden and Norway. During his 1988 “Broadway the Hard Way” tour, Zappa asked Mats and Morgan to guest with his band in Stockholm and was awestruck by their performance. Zappa took them on as musical protégés, but his illness interrupted plans to include them in his touring band. Mats and Morgan played in the 1991 Zappa’s Universe concerts and appear on the Verve/Polygram live CD, playing with guitarist Steve Vai on the Grammy winning instrumental song “SOFA”. In 1993, they played with Zappa’s “Orchestra of Our Time” at NYC’s Avery Fisher Hall. 

After Zappa’s death in 1993, Mats and Morgan continued to play his music, working and recording with his children and related musicians, including Dweezil Zappa, Terry Bozzio, Mike Keneally, Steve Vai, and Dennis Walley. Between 1994 and 1996, Mats and Morgan played in the Frank Zappa Memorial Barbecue, and in 2002 they played Zappa’s “200 Motels Suite” with the Nederlands Philharmonisch Orkest. In 2003, they performed with the Ed Palermo Big Band (who are also on Cuneiform) and Denny Walley’s Zappa Corner Band at the Umeå Internationella Kammarmusik Festival. Morgan played Zappa’s music with the Ensemble Imaginaire (Frank Zappa Memorial Barbecue) and with Lotsberg, Pajunen, Ågren & Tengstrand. Mats & Morgan performed at the 2004 Zappanale festival in Bad Doberan, Germany and in September 2006 performed music by Zappa and Varèse with Ali N. Askin’s MusikFabrik.

Beyond Zappa’s sphere, the Swedes began to make a name for themselves through their own original music, performing as Mats & Morgan, and later as the Mats/Morgan Band. Gradually, their music would move away from overt Zappa influences, yet they still incorporated into their style such Zappa hallmarks as compositional complexity, resistance to genre classification, iconoclasm and humor. To release their recordings, Morgan founded a label, Ultimate Audio Entertainment, which released Mats & Morgan’s first CD, the studio recording Trends and Other Diseases, in 1996. Reviewing it, Ink 19 remarked:

“I am floored by their ability to legitimately execute everything from light jazz to super-human staggered 16th note hell to the most violent Pantera-like machine-gun groove to overly-complex synclavier Zappa music… This band can do everything; and it’s just two weird guys from Sweden. I kneel.”

Trends and Other Diseases is a reissue of their debut album, recorded from 1993 to 1995 and originally released only in Sweden. This release has been remastered and includes a 15 minute bonus track.

"Trends is our debut CD, and was also the first one we released by ourselves on our own company! It was a great exciting period, cause we had just built our first own studio, (one adat machine and a 24 track Soundcraft board etc). When finally having all the equipment we needed to record, we spent quite some time making this CD. I like the album a lot, it not only reminds me of this exciting period, I like the songs too, and I was also happy with the way the sound came out, especially considering it was the first recording we did by ourselves.

Nice guest acts as well, such as; Fredrik Söhngen on and Gunnar Persson on Oboe and Bassoon, vocalists Dilba, Derek Huntsman, Meshuggah Guitarist Fredrik Thordendal, saxophonist Jonas Knutsson etc. And, of course the title of the album is great, and quite appropriate, don’t you think?" 












- Morgan Ågren

What other musicians have said about Mats & Morgan:

“They played unbelievable, just unbelievable.” – Frank Zappa
“Remarkable technical expertise and playing skills.” – Bill Bruford
“I’m stunned, these guys have an extraordinary amount of talent.” – Steve Vai
“Absolutely unbelievable, they drove me right out of my mind, it was so good. Buy their albums.” – Mike Keneally
*All Mats/Morgan releases previously on Ultimate Audio Entertainment are currently being reissued on Cuneiform Records.

For further information concerning these Mats/Morgan reissues, please visit www.cuneiformrecords

