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While most child musical prodigies hone their chops on works by Chopin, Beethoven and other European classical composers, the Swedish musicians Mats Öberg and Morgan Ägren honed theirs as small children 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 3 he was playing keyboards and singing, by 8 he was listening to Zappa, the Mahavishnu Orchestra, and Earth Wind & Fire, and sometime later he began to do public concerts. Fellow Swede Morgan Ägren began drumming at age 4, and received his own drum set at age 5. By the time Ägren was 7, 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 then-14-year-old Morgan to accompany Mats, then only 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 under the name “Mats & Morgan” or the Mats/Morgan Band. Both also work together or independently with other groups; Morgan also plays with Roine Stolt’s group Kaipa, Fredrik Thordenal (Meshuggah’s guitarist), Simon Steensland, Artis the Spoonman, Glen Huges, Terry Bozzio, Mike Keneally, Dennis Walley, and the electrified string group Flesh Quartet.
In the early years of Mats & Morgan’ s collaboration, Frank Zappa played a central role as key musical influence and mentor.  In 1984, the two formed a Zappa cover band called Zappesteetoot, which toured widely in Sweden, played on numerous radio shows, and performed in Norway. Their knowledge of his catalogue impressed Zappa, who asked Mats & Morgan to sit in with his band for a song in Stockholm, during his 1988 “Broadway the Hard Way” tour. Zappa praised their performance of “T’ Mershi Duween” in the Johanneshovs Isstadion, proclaiming to the audience of 10,000 that:  “Those guys were great!”. He subsequently took them under his wing as musical protégés, but his illness interrupted plans to include them in his touring band. Mats & Morgan took part in the 1991 Zappa’s Universe concert series, and appeared on the 2 live CDs released by Verve/ Polygram, including the track “SOFA”, which won guitarist Steve Vai the 1994 Grammy award for best recorded instrumental song. In 1993, they played with Zappa’s “Orchestra of Our Time” at NYC’s Avery Fisher Hall. 

After Zappa’s untimely death, Mats & Morgan continued working with his children on various projects, recording on 2 of Dweezil Zappa’s cds.  In 2000, they played Zappa’s “200 Motels Suite” with the Nederlands Philharmonisch Orchestra, and in 2003 they played several shows with Denny Walley’s Zappa Corner Band.  In 2004, they performed at the Zappanle festival in Bad Doberan, Germany. While overt Zappa influences waned from Mats & Morgan’s compositions by the early 2000’s, such hallmarks of Zappa’s music as compositional complexity, resistance to genre classification, iconoclasm, and humor, would have lasting resonance on their work. 

In 1996, Morgan founded a record label, Ultimate Audio Entertainment, to release Mats & Morgan’s CDs. The band’s 1996 debut CD was Trends and Other Diseases, a studio recording featuring 9 guest artists. 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.”

Mats & Morgan released a double CD in 1997 called The Music or the Money. The following year, they released two CDs: The Teenage Tapes, featuring tapes they had made since 1981, and Radio Da Da, a concert they did on Swedish Radio. Around 1998, with bass player Tommy Tordsson on board, Morgan noted that they “really started to grow as a live band…The energy was superb, and the music got more groove oriented.” Sometime later, they began using the name Mats/ Morgan Band and in 2001, solidified the lineup that remains today. Mats & Morgan recorded a Live CD in 2001, and in 2002 released their 6th CD, On Air with Guests. The band maintained an active performance schedule and toured extensively, playing festivals in Scandinavia, Japan, France (Les Tritonales 2003), and the USA (2004). 

Thanks for Flying with Us, the Mats/Morgan Band’s 1st release on Cuneiform, consists of 12 studio tracks and 4 live bonus cuts. The lineup featured on the studio recordings has played together since 2001, and includes Mats (keyboards, harmonica, vocals) and Morgan (drums, keyboards, programming); Jimmy Ägren (guitar, bass), Morgan’s brother and an accomplished blues recording artist and steel guitar player; Tommy Tordsson (bass); and Robert Elovsson (keyboards, clarinet, voice). Besides the band, Thanks for Flying with Us features a number of guest artists, including the world record holder for circular breathing, Turkish reed player Ismet Demirhan, who plays zurna on “Allan in the Rain.” On “Softma,” guest musician Johan Söderkvist plays klaviharp, a unique, custom-built instrument (a cross between a cembalo and a clavinette). Other guests include Tina Ahlin and Mija Folkesson, Julia Théren, and Henrik Holmlund (voice); and Malin My Nilsson (violin). 
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Thanks for Flying with Us is the Mats/ Morgan Band’s most mature band recording to date. The quintet, composed of players with superb chops, plays here as a well-honed, cohesive unit – a mature band.  The tunes are better developed and more groove-oriented than in earlier works, showing the band arriving at its own voice. In Morgan’s words:

“Maybe one can hear that we are not 18 years old any longer (except for on a few parts!) I think that as you get older, you hopefully grow new features, you sort things differently, too… Sound-wise it was also a good trip. I worked with a lot of vintage tube amps and tube microphones this time, moulded into the modern utilities of today. Digital 24 BIT, 96 KHz, good A-D converters etc. It took us about two years to make….”

The CD reveals the Mats/ Morgan Band’s enthusiasm for ‘good’ popular music regardless of style, and especially jazz/rock.  In a recent interview, Morgan listed some of his recent influences as Cuneiform labelmate Univers Zero, as well as Björk, Massive Attack and Captain Beefheart (Mats/Morgan recorded on a tribute CD), The Beatles, Jan Gabarak, L. Shankar and other ECM artists, Allan Holdsworth, King Crimson, Hermeto Pascoal, and XTC.

Morgan states that: “The title “THANKS FOR FLYING WITH US” came from people having said things like “feels like I am flying when I listen to you guys”!”  In their newest CD, Mats & Morgan take listeners on a highly pleasurable sonic journey through a universe of progressive sound. En route, they break through the sound barriers of genre, style, time and trend, to arrive at a truly alternative musical universe: a brave new dimension of sound. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For more information on the Mats/ Morgan Band, see: http://www.morganagren.com
What other musicians have said about Mats & Morgan

"They played unbelievable, just unbelievable." – Frank Zappa.
"Remarkable technical expertise and playing skills" – Bill Bruford
"Absolutely unbelievable, they drove me right out of my mind, it was so good. Buy their albums." 

– Mike Keneally.

“I’m stunned, these guys have an extraordinary amount of talent.” – Steve Vai

Mats/ Morgan Band discography: all recordings on Ultimate Audio Entertainment

On Air With Guests 

2002

– studio (live in a TV studio)

Live 



2001

– live

The Teenage Tapes 

1998

– studio + one live track

Radio Da Da 


1998

– studio + one live track

The Music Or The Money? 
1997

– studio

Trends And Other Diseases 
1996 

– studio

What the press has said about:

Mats/ Morgan Band

On Air with Guests
Ultimate Audio Entertainment

2002

"you'd better take a deep breath before you put this disc in your cd-player.  …this is essential listening.  but you've been warned, you probably won't stop listening to it until you can whistle it along...”

– the big nOte files – 11/17/2002, www.united-mutations.com

“To call this music "progressive" would do it a disservice. Think: Zappa - astute listeners will notice quite a few things pointing to the late Maestro. Nice cameo by Jimmy Ågren, whose solo album Glass Finger Ghost remains an undiscovered gem.” - –Beppe Colli, “22 from 2002”, Clouds and Clocks, 1/10/2003, www.cloudsandclocks.net
“These guys are better than expresso. Mats’ keyboard prowess is scissor-sharp and a testament to fluidity. Morgan’s adventurous percussive style sounds as though it could fit perfectly in the context of jazz, rock, funk and metal – simultaneously. …5/5 stars.” – Elias Granillo, Sea of Tranquility, Feb 10, 2004, www.seaoftranquility.org 


