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—DAVID STAGG, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
 DSTAGG@HMMAGAZINE.COM

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

CURRENTLY SPINNING AT HM

Photo by Julie W
orsham

Music for Good spreads its wings

Issues
Issues
Is it boy-band nu-metal? 
I grew up on nu-metal, 
and now I don’t have 
any idea what it is. Put 
“Disappear” on repeat.

The Used
Imaginary Enemy
The band’s latest album 
comes out in early April, 
and it’s got quite the fire 
for a decade-old band. 
Rebelliously catchy.

Nothing
Guilty of Everything
Shoegazer metal from 
when the Smashing 
Pumpkins and Duran 
Duran had a baby in the 
’90s

††† (Crosses)
††† (Crosses)
One of Chino Moreno’s 
many projects, the new 
electronic haze from 
††† (Crosses) is on 
point.

The Sword
Apocryphon
I’m late to The Sword 
game, but O’Brother 
alerted me to this rock 
band’s existence. Stoner 
riff city. Incredible.

March 12, 2014 will mark the inaugural HM Music for Good SXSW Showcase at The Ranch in Austin, TX. The next week, two of the bands on that bill — Silent Planet 

and Darkness Divided — will embark on the inaugural HM Music for Good Tour, crossing most of the southwest, from Lake Charles to Los Angeles. ¶ When I took 

over this magazine a year ago this May, I added a tagline to the magazine’s masthead: “Music for Good.” It served as the elevator pitch for the magazine, the version 

that passes the three-beer test when you need to explain what the heck it’s about. Taken a little further, this magazine is and always will be about outreach. Make 

no mistake: We seek to be local missionairies and to cultivate a place where parents and children can meet to intellectually, honestly and accurately discuss music, 

religion and anything else this brand of music may present. ¶ “Music for Good” represents all of that in three words. ¶ I always had visions of taking that message 

out on the road, putting the hands and feet of the children of God to work. I was lucky enough to have been introduced to a nonprofit organization called RYFO, a 

group dedicated to providing touring musicians a place to stay within a network of vetted host homes. Before working with them — my own version of try before you 

buy — I tried to become a host home. (I was very passionate about the idea, but more often than not, the execution is what makes or breaks their survival.) I was taken 

through a process where I had to apply to become a host home, and it felt incredibly secure, natural and comfortable. I knew for a fact that their help in assisting young 

men go through (and sometimes need to do in their lives) the emotions that come with being in a band. ¶ It’s a beautiful part of the process, and I love seeing it just as 

much now as I did when I was covering Rage Against the Machine songs with my best friends in high school. ¶ One of the things that paralyzed me about music at 

that point in my life was legitimately how we would be able “tour” if we literally had zero money? We didn’t have Square or a Facebook network that could get us a 

place for a night. You’d just show up, play and hope someone would let you crash. ¶ All things considered, I know I would have done it had we been able to guarantee 

a place to stay in the cities. That kind of hospitality on zero dollars is worth every penny — it’s absolutely priceless. It’s hard on the host, but their love and support for 

letting these young men and women live out their emotions in a healthy way is the physical manifestation of Music for Good. I want to be a part of all of that.
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MERGE 
MEANS PARISIAN
INVENTIVE METAL

When Julien Ho-Tong founded Merge in 2011, he was treading 

unchartered territory – he had only recently started listening 

to the metal and hardcore genres a couple years back. He was 

always a fan of rock, blues, jazz and funk, but after attending an 

Underoath concert in Sweden with some friends, he was intrigued 

by what he heard. After hearing other post-hardcore bands like 

Thursday, ISIS, Godspeed You Black Emperor and Emarosa, 

he got the notion that he wanted to start his own heavy band. “I 

(thought I) should give it a try,” Ho-Tong said. “I didn’t want to 

start a project just to play once and a while. I wanted to do some-

thing serious and see where it gets us.” 

After posting on music forums that he was looking for musi-

cians interested in forming a hardcore band, he was soon sur-

rounded by complete strangers who were experienced in the hard-

core/metal genres, all who agreed to start a band. “Before Merge, 
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MERGE 
MEANS PARISIAN
INVENTIVE METAL
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— MERGE VOCALIST JULIEN HO-TONG

Of course, we are the 
ones who wrote this 
album so we don’t have 
the power to judge how 
it is now, but we feel 
like it is more mature.

we didn’t know each 

other at all,” Ho-Tong 

said. “We got really close 

because we started to 

tour and we were really 

enjoying playing music 

together. We had the 

same passion. It was pret-

ty natural.” 

Ho-Tong says their 

style hovers around hard-

core, and although they’ve 

dabbled in metalcore in 

their Transmissions EP, 

he said, but prefers the 

flexibility of the hardcore 

genre. “If we picked one 

genre, I’d say hardcore,” 

he said. “It’s a genre 

(where) you can mix in 

a lot of styles with your 

music.” On excessive 

breakdowns – which have 

become quite a popular 

feature in metalcore – 

Ho-Tong said they’re not 

fans of the practice: “Yea, 

we don’t do that.” Just 

a couple years old, this 

Paris, France import and 

their debut album, Elysion, 

seems like it could also fit 

the post-hardcore genre, 

as well, with their slick 

balance of screaming and 

singing.

Lyrically, Ho-Tong 

says they like to delve 

into themes that allude 

to ancient Greek and 

European Renaissance 

literature, as well as 

the common themes of 

everyday life. The name 

of their full-length, 

Elysion (Elysium in 

English), refers to the 

Greek afterlife that was 

for the heroic, righteous 

and those deemed worth 

by gods. The same 

location also makes an 

appearance in Dante’s 

“The Divine Comedy,” 

which is referenced sev-

eral times on the album. 

“In the Greek mythol-

ogy,” Ho-Tang said, 

“Elysium is the place a 

few people living in hell 

and reaching a certain 

level of wisdom can go. 

This is the metaphor 

we’ve chosen for this 

album.”

A lot of the songs in 

the album use real-life 

issues as a metaphor for 

this place. On the album, 

Ho-Tong examines why 

some people don’t think 

for themselves and 

blindly follow ideologies 

and authorities. “(These 

people) are just follow-

ing culture, religion and 

people, without asking 

themselves, ‘Is this the 

right thing to do?’” he 

said. “Is it my decision, is 

it my will,” which he says 

is what they are trying 

to relay in the album’s 

message. “Daily Grind” 

is a good example of that 

message, Ho-Tong said, 

as it is about people who 

live their lives doing 

something they don’t like. 

“We wanted to talk about 

how every morning we 

wake up to do the same 

thing we don’t like with-

out finding a new solution 

to do something else or 

something by our own.” 

Although they some-

times sing about religious 

themes, Merge doesn’t 

adhere to any specific 

faith or ideology, but 

Ho-Tong describes them 

as a positive band. “We 

want our lyrics to always 

give out a positive mes-

sage. We sing about reli-

gion and culture, but we 

don’t identify with any 

particular religion.” 

Ho-Tong said they 

focused on brand-

ing their own sound 

in Elysion. With 

Transmissions, he knows 

the sound wasn’t very 

unified, with pieces 

of rock, hardcore and 

even metalcore making 

appearances. “What we 

wanted to do with the 

album is find a common 

ground,” he said. “Of 

course, we are the ones 

who wrote this album so 

we don’t have the power 

to judge how it is now, 

but we feel like it is more 

mature than the EP.” 

Overall, the band feels 

like Elysion shines amid 

these concerns. “We are 

all pretty happy about 

the result, but now let’s 

see what the people will 

all think about that.”

While they’re not 

recording, Ho-Tong says 

they’re focusing on the 

live show, which is very 

important to Merge. “A 

lot of good hardcore and 

metalcore bands have 

a very cool sound, but 

are not very natural,” he 

said, noting there is often 

excessive studio editing 

and correction. “We are 

trying to always thinking 

about how we will play 

live.”

Now that their full-

length is out in the 

States, they are going to 

continue to tour, with 

hopes of touring the U.S. 

soon. Their signing with 

Illinois-based Red Cord 

Records has given them 

hope it will happen soon. 

In Europe, they’ve played 

with several big names 

in hardcore, including 

Chunk! No, Captain 

Chunk!, whom Ho-Tong 

describes as their friends.

They’re focusing on 

a U.S. tour, he admits, 

because it’s often very 

difficult for hardcore 

bands to sustain a living 

on they style of music in 

Europe. “We don’t have 

that much people that 

are listening to this kind 

of music,” he says. “(The 

hardcore genre) is not as 

big, and U.S. tour support 

is hard, too, because if 

you don’t tag along with 

a big band in Europe, 

it’s hard to make it as a 

smaller band.”

†

Gonzalez is a 

Contributing Writer at HM.
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COLUMNS

MATT FRANCIS

It has to be the best part 
of being a quote-unquote 
adult – getting to make 
decisions. Given the glut of 
obligations associated with 
being a productive adult in 
society (queue Jack Arnold 
getting a bill in the mail), 
this can often be overlooked. 
You have to cherish the 
sweet spot – bachelorhood. 
The I-have-my-own-car, 
I-possibly-have-disposable-
income, single, adult life. 
Easy to lose sight of, but 
then it kicks you in the 
teeth. You’ll be at family 
Thanksgiving and your 
nephew will be decrying the 
amount of green beans on 
his plate. Lean over and say, 
“Wait ’til college. No limits 
on dessert or soda,” and 
watch his eyes widen.

Choice! It’s what made 
birthdays so great, when 
you got to choose the meal 
or restaurant or between 
chocolate and white cake. 

King for a day! Being catered 
to. You got to experience the 
life of an only child, and all 
it took was making your own 
decisions.

Bettie Rocket Records 
was the B-team, depending 
on whom you ask. Possibly 
the C-team, if you grant 
they were the B-team 
within their niche, which 
often paled in their genre by 
tossing up carbon copies of 
mainstream acts under the 
guise of “sanitized alterna-
tives.” (This was the bane of 
the Christian market, and 
not Bettie Rocket herself.) 
This wasn’t about advancing 
the cause of music as much 
as sanding off the edges of 
secular culture and offering 
a subtle spiritualism, and at 
worst just an absence of lyri-
cal offenses.

When you had worked 
your way through all the best 
music, you started to filter 
down to the lower branches 

searching for food. Face 
Value, Noggin Toboggan, 
Sick of Change and Watashi 
Wa were some of the bands 
to grace the budget brand 
label that was Bettie Rocket 
– the punk rock bargain 
bin. But in spite of a captive 
market, there were definitely 
(and defiantly) gems on their 
roster.

My favorite of the batch 
was Face Value, a band 
whose basic lyrics of juve-
nile attraction played well 
into my worldview, where 
shy, homely boys won out 
over the socially engaged, 
charming ones. Over two 
records released in 1999 
and 2000, the boys of Face 
Value relentlessly pum-
meled their instruments, 
making hard-hitting but 
melodic punk with little 
deviation.

This was back in the age 
of 16- to 20-track punk 
albums. There was a men-

tality that valued quantity 
over self-editing, where the 
best songs mingled with the 
chaff on bloated albums, 
unworthy of their run 
times. (Half these bands 
would release B-side albums 
that were virtually indistin-
guishable from their A-side 
counterparts.) This lead to 
what I coined as “Bettie 
Rocket fatigue,” usually 
prevalent on the second 
half of front-loaded releases 
where the songs blend into 
a single tempo with same-y 
distorted guitar tones – you 
know, the guitarist stops 
bothering to write leads for 
the three-chord progres-
sions and the drummer’s 
efforts to distinguish the 
rat-a-tat-hyper-beat usually 
means clicking on her floor 
tom instead of the hi-hat.

That’s not to say there 
weren’t some stand out 
songs on Face Value’s 
albums that could stand 

alongside the best of minor 
Christian punk. There’s 
Always the Radio kicks off 
with “Buckle Down,” which 
combines a memorable 
glam riff with break-neck 
punk while the lyrics plead 
for something more – 
depth through intellect and 
concentration. “Whatever 
it Takes” starts off with a 
Goonies’ sound bite before 
launching into a shuffling 
beat, which swings with the 
help of guest trombone 
and organ. Overall, the 
author calls for a deeper 
life through challenging the 
mundane, tackling social 
issues like responding to 
sin with acceptance instead 
of hate and calling for a 
reliance on Christ. There’s a 
grounded teenage spiritual-
ism that takes a real stab at 

Remember when you didn’t have choice?

Matt Francis is a filmmaker/media designer out of Virginia Beach and the drummer for Feral Conservatives, an indie rock band.
You can check out his website at mfrancisfilm.com.
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substance, and sometimes, 
stumbling sincerity is more 
affecting than rote com-
petence.

The most well-inten-
tioned and earnest prod-
uct can fail to resonate 
with a wider audience, or 
worse, just be plain bad. 
It’s artistic intention ver-
sus artist merit, and really, 
there’s little correlation. 
Our culture seems rife 
for both extreme ends 
of the quality spectrum, 
where amazing talent is 
praised, while inept, delu-
sional artistic attempts 
are viewed and shared on 
par with the master class, 
sometimes more so. (“I 
hate you” is the Internet’s 
“I love you.”) With the 
abundance of media chan-
nels vying for our atten-
tion, we only have time to 
appreciate the 9s and 10s 
or point a condescending 
f inger at the 1s and 2s. 
The middle ground is a 
wasteland where a gener-
ally poor effort might as 
well be a pretty good one, 
but neither will attract 

the telescopic ears of the 
listener.

I’ve seen it the other way, 
where someone believes so 
much in their product, they 
think you’re missing some-
thing by overlooking them 
based on their songwriting 
merits, instead of the unseen 
blood, sweat and tears that 
went into its creation. It’s the 
“Pulp Fiction” syndrome: 
Don’t see this as just a 
pocket watch, but see it as 
something that was clenched 
in Christopher Walken’s 
butt for 20 years. That’s the 
story – not the inherit value 
of a timepiece. I actually saw 
a band, quite recently, who 
were so proud of the fact 
that they wrote and recorded 
their new album in a room 
without climate control that 
it was a major piece of their 
press release, not just a liner 
note or trivial aside. When 
someone passed off the 
album – and I actually wit-
nessed this – the lead singer 
defended his work because 
it got really hot in the room 
of their inspiration. So what? 
Listen to your middling 

album without the A/C on? 
Why are we called on to care 
because the craft was cared 
for? Because we want to 
believe in a mindless main-
stream where everything is 
corporate driven and devoid 
of humanity? And we’re deep 
because we had our hearts 
broken once and appreciate 
Calvin and Hobbes?

Passion for the future 
product is a starting point 
and understandably neces-
sary to approach a subject 
creatively and with reve-
lation – far from unique, 
though, that passion comes 
stock on most models. 
More often than not, we’re 
just the mothers of ugly, 
charming children whose 
face works on a greeting 
card because, if anything, 
it tells us something about 
ourselves. On this walk 
through memory stereo, I 
keep thinking here we have 
a 6 on our hands – a fairly 
ordinary, run-of-the-mill, 
punk-for-God-and-teenag-
ers label, but they have my 
relistens and my affection. 
Maybe just because of my 

limited options (and only 
for the front half of their 
run times), but maybe that 
alone reflects me all too 
well.

I use to not have a choice 
when it came to music. I 
was one of four siblings, and 
I didn’t control the radio. 
Secular music was strictly 
forbidden (although, rumor 
had it, my mom once sub-
scribed to Beatle-mania). 
My freedom was restrict-
ed to narrow lanes – and 
poorly stocked aisles in the 

Christian record store. (It’s 
true – there was a chart in 
the record store that coun-
tered popular mainstream 
artists with the cookie-cut, 
sanctified songs of the 
redeemed.) It may have 
seemed like I exhausted all 
of the genres I thought were 
worth listening to, but Bettie 
Rocket, for all of its wobbles 
in quality, was still about kids 
picking up guitars and start-
ing bands in their garage – 
and that was the best choice 
I ever made.

COLUMNS

It’s the “Pulp 
Fiction” syn-
drome: Don’t 
see this as 
just a pock-
et watch, but 
see it as some-
thing that was 
clenched in 
Christopher 
Walken’s butt 
for 20 years.
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“Then he said, ‘Your name 
shall no longer be called 
Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have striven with God and 
with men, and have pre-
vailed.’”

Jacob was, in many ways, 
a thief and a liar. A cunning 
one, at that. With the sup-
port of his mother Rebekah, 
Jacob stole the invaluable 
blessing of his older brother, 
Esau, through the deceit of 
their blind father, Isaac. He 
did it by pretending to be his 
older brother and appealing 
to what his father loved 
about the eldest: a skilled 
hunter who satisfied Isaac’s 
taste for game.

Not long before he did 
this, he played his father 
again in an outrageous 
exchange: Jacob’s food for 
Esau’s firstborn rights. It’s 
not that Esau was an inno-
cent victim – nor Isaac a 
perfect father – but Jacob 
took advantage of the situa-
tions that presented them-
selves, making a name for 
himself. Years later, we will 
still see this inner struggle 

to discover his own worth, 
identity and blessings is still 
raging with utmost intensity.

What are the struggles 
and victories, the failures and 
successes that have defined 
you? How have they given 
you worth, value and signif-
icance, or brought defeat, 
hopelessness and self-re-
jection?

We’ve all been given 
names (both from others 
and ourselves) that speak of 
who and what we are not: 
incapable, unable, unloved, 
unforgiven, insignificant, 
worthless. But what of the 
name that has been given to 
us by God, our true Father? 
This name speaks truly of 
who we are, but it is the one 
we are often so unable or 
unwilling to accept.

Return now to Jacob as 
he wrestles with God and 
is ultimately given a new 
name. In today’s age, we can 
hardly appreciate the social 
significance of a name in this 
context of Hebrew history. It 
was implicit of so much more 
than it is today, depicting the 

qualities, character and even 
defining the soul of the one 
who bears it.

Of any name God could 
have given His very own 
people, He chose “Israel.” 
The “children of Israel” – you 
and I – are the children of 
struggle and ultimately the 
children of victory. There’s 
a story in this name, one in 
which we wrestle with God, 
refusing to let go of control. 
But in this name we prevail, 
receiving what was and is 
promised: His blessing and 
favor. In that moment, when 
we are battered and bruised 
but still holding on, our name 
assures us we will prevail. 

Our name is struggle. 
Our name is victory. Just 
as Jacob, just as Israel, we 
have walked with God, and 
we have prevailed. In the 
nearness of our encounters 
with the living God, He has 
given us a new name. We are 
now defined by the light of 
something greater than what 
we had ever believed about 
us before.

Every difficult step we take 

with God will result in victory. 
In every wrestling match or 
struggle we have with God, we 
prevail. We may come out of 
it with a limp, but our hearts 
will be stronger than ever 
before. We strive, wrestle and 
struggle – not against God, 
but with him.

Jacob refused to let go 
until he heard the name he 
had been longing to hear, 
from the Father he had been 
so longing to know. The 
blessings he had received 
from his earthly father 
through lying and deceit was 
never enough; it couldn’t 
touch the deepest part of 
his ache to be loved, known, 
called, blessed and named.

There is no acceptance 
full or pure enough to sat-
isfy our hearts except for 
an intimate encounter with 
the living God. When Jacob 
finally figured it out, he was 
bruised and left limping, 
but he walked away with the 
blessing of the name he had 
been seeking all along. 

With God, Jacob no 
longer needed to hide or 

pretend to be someone 
else in order to know love, 
acceptance and blessing. He 
no longer needed to live by 
another name. Finally, he 
was named for who he really 
was: Israel.

Many of us fail to see 
ourselves according to the 
name we’ve been given by 
God. This name calls us to 
live in victory and blessing, 
leaving ample room for 
struggle, seeking to receive 
God’s blessing. Too often, we 
only accept the first half of 
our name – work and strug-
gle – without ever getting to 
the second, most important 
aspect: prevailing into vic-
tory and entering into rest. 
Like Jacob, in all we may 
have lost or forsaken, in all 
our failures and sins, in every 
place we have fallen short – 
let us never forget our true 
name: “…for you have striven 
with God and with men, and 
have prevailed.”

COLUMNS

NIELSEN GREINER

Nielsen Greiner is from Lancaster, PA and recently graduated with a bachelor’s degree in anthropology. Currently, he works full-time. He has a heart for
high school ministry.

A new name
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I grew up Evangelical in 
America. I’ve been a part of 
most any type of church you 
can think of — Reformed, 
Baptist, Pentecostal, Non-
denominational — you 
name it. The differences 
and disagreements between 
them all are obvious; a quick 
perusing of the blogosphere 
or social media will tell you 
that we can’t get along about 
anything.

But in my 30 years of 
being on this Earth (all 30 
of them being a part of the 
church), I’ve learned one 
thing that runs incredibly 
deep through all of them: 

We’re really good at beating 
ourselves up for not being spir-
itual enough. 

In the late ’90s, I found 
the underground Christian 
music scene. Full of 
Christian metal and hardcore 
shows, they were the type of 
community found at summer 
festivals like Cornerstone.

The message of grace 
over legalism ran rampant 
through the veins of the 
underground. This was a true 

gift from God for me, as I 
was currently navigating the 
vanilla religion of my subur-
ban Baptist school and rich 
non-denominational Church. 
But even in experiencing the 
message of grace — knowing 
I could reject my “religious” 
practices of trying to earn 
God’s love and acceptance 
— I still found myself feeling 
inadequate. My attitude 
shifted from “I’m not doing 
enough to please God,” to 
“I’m not showing enough 
grace,” or “I’m not experi-
encing the fullness of God’s 
mercy.” 

That’s when I realized 
what my problem was: I was 
being too spiritual.

I’ve lived my entire life 
with this “Christian” filter in 
my head. Everything I took 
in went through this filter. 
I tried to find the meaning 
behind everything. Every 
time I experienced emotion, 
I asked myself questions like, 
“Where’s God in this?” or 
“What’s God’s plan here?” I 
would either force an answer 
that felt like something God 

would say, or I’d just be dis-
appointed when I didn’t hear 
anything. And even though 
this filter had good inten-
tions, I was slowly building 
a wall around my heart. My 
mind started to work against 
me. It was making me numb.

I almost lost my faith a 
year ago. Every time some-
thing bad would happen in 
my life, I’d wonder where 
God was or what He was 
trying to tell me through it. 
I was no longer satisfied with 
any theology that tried to 
explain any of it. I was ready 
to give up. So I did. 

And you’d never guess 
what happened next.

I felt something.
I felt angry. I felt disap-

pointed. I felt sad. I experi-
enced deep emotions that I’d 
never felt before.

And it felt good.
That giving up — removing 

that God-shaped wall around 
my heart — it allowed my 
heart to break open, allowed 
me to feel my God-given 
emotions. It allowed me to 
really wrestle with the anger 

or doubt or frustration or 
even joy. (Sometimes I’ve 
found that Christians aren’t 
that good at recognizing real 
joy, either. Sad.) 

We see this “giving up” in 
Jesus’s own words, in what I 
believe is the most important 
turning point in all of the 
scriptures: 

“My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” – 
Mark 15:34b

In that very moment, God 
truly felt what it means for 
humans to give everything 
up and experience the deep-
est emotions we can possibly 
muster. God truly felt what 
it meant to be humanly pres-
ent. It’s in that act of giving 
up that God understood 
what being human really 
meant — and burst open 
the spiritual chasm between 
heaven and earth.

When I talk about being 
less spiritual, what I really 
mean is being present. If 
everything we see, feel, 
read, hear and experience 
goes through a self-imposed 
God-filter, we’re doomed 

to sugar coat it with reli-
gious language to make 
ourselves feel better. Just 
get on Twitter and follow 
any major Christian leader. 
Their Twitter accounts are 
just full of platitudes and 
perfectly-worded nuggets 
made to help us all feel warm 
and fuzzy instead of actually 
being truly present to God, 
each other, and ourselves. 

When we are actually 
present to our current 
circumstance, struggle, con-
versation, even prayer, we 
recognize that doing some-
thing to be more spiritual, 
or to overestimate spiritual 
dimension to things, is com-
pletely unnecessary. Because 
it’s in becoming present that 
we realize every circum-
stance, every conversation, 
every moment — everything 
is a spiritual act. It’s already 
there. We don’t have to find 
it or create it.

We just need to be present.

COLUMNS

COLLIN SIMULA

Collin Simula lives in Columbus, Ohio, with his wife Ciara and his three small children. During the day, he does design for a branding agency. In his free time, he 
makes very heavy music as Maranatha.
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Over a decade ago, 

Emery entered a room smaller 

than the venue they were play-

ing this night. Their audience 

was only three people.

“There was something about 

setting up our equipment and 

seeing only three people sitting 

down only a few feet away,” 

vocalist and original bassist 

Devin Shelton said. “The vul-

nerability of the situation, not 

being signed to a label, getting 

one chance –there was a lot of 

adrenaline. We knew we had to 

play our asses off. We wanted 

to be in their face and prove to 

them not only were we the right 

choice, but we were Emery.”

Shelton was explaining what 

their try-out for parent record 

label Tooth and Nail felt like, I 

would like to believe that in the 

basement of T&N, a memory 

was born that would last with 

the band forever, something that 

has allowed them to keep push-

ing forward even after the rights 

to songs they have written and 

recorded have been taken away. 

That even after Shelton left the 

band, that lingering memory 
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It has been a 
decade since The 
Weak’s End was 

released, an album 
that played helped 
define a genre of 

music.
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still pushes the band forward. That 

moment, where The Weak’s End was 

born, is where I like to believe this 

tour started.

 

After the local bands played, 

Emery came out to explain how the 

rest of the night was going to prog-

ress, featuring multiple acoustic sets 

from friends and other bands and 

that they would be answering ques-

tions from the fans.

“We have toured for years, and we 

really want to get back to our roots,” 

Matt and Toby, who, post-Emery, make 

up the eponymous music outfit Matt 

and Toby, Make things much more 

personal with the fans, answer some 

questions and perform an acoustic set 

for you guys. We also have some news 

for you guys tonight as well.”

As the acoustic sets started, the 

crowd started to shift. Some enjoyed 

the change of pace and the personal 

feel of acoustic sets, with performanc-

es from Peace Mercutlo and Long 



HM LIVE



Beach’s This Wild Life setting the 

tone for the crowd. Many were slowly 

moving up front, while others waiting 

for Emery sat in the back. If part of 

the plan was to rile up the crowd with 

acoustic sets letting the anticipation 

grow, it worked. Let it grow, Emery did.

Before Emery, Matt and Toby did a 

last round of Q&A. “There are always 

new plans, and this tour is just the 

start of those plans,” he announced. 

“We have our new website, badchris-

tian.com, and we have a new album 

coming out as well. Our new album 

will be We Never Felt Alone and it 

will be about how our fans, God and 

friends have always been there for us 

and continue to be.”

Announcing the new album 

received cheers, and seemed to 

stir the already simmering crowd. 

Something was brewing. As Matt 

and Toby stepped off stage from 

their acoustic set, Matt MacDonald 

from The Classic Crime performed 

a few songs without the rest of his 

band; “bills had to be paid,” he joked.

The crowd started to grow, and as 

MacDonald finished his set, more and 

more people started to move to the 

front before the lights slowly dimmed. 

Once they went black, there were no 

more acoustic guitars. No more lights 

for the crowd in the back. The only 

thing left was the hot air of antici-

pation and energy settling over the 

crowd, moving and swaying to chants 

of, “Em! Err! Ee!”

It has been a decade since The 

Weak’s End was released, an album 

that played in many CD players, 

helped define a genre of music and 

allowed a band to get in your face 

after pulling you in with its soft and 

catchy sing-a-long choruses. This, 

now, was about smaller venues, for 

a once smaller band, for a one-time 

small album on an independent label.

This reunion tour was about being 

personal with the fans. Local bands, 

acoustic sets, questions – all of it was 

designed to make the experience as 

disarming and relatable as possible. 

But even after the cacophony of The 

Weak’s End had finished, this was 

Emery, giving back to the fans, help-

ing out new bands along the way.

The moment that first guitar chord 

struck, the walls, God and everyone 

there was listening.

†

Bryant is a veteran Contributing 

Writer to HM. Defeo has been shooting 

for HM for almost a year.
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About 10 years ago, my former band 

was backstage in a venue in Newark, 

Ohio. We were playing a show with 

Winnipeg, Manitoba’s Comeback Kid 

– label mates of ours at the time. Heavy 

music was getting really popular due 

to shows like Headbanger’s Ball, and 

small heavy bands actually had the 

chance to make it, to sell records, to get 

on big tours. My band was at a cross-

roads; we were struggling with if we 

wanted to stay ministry-oriented as we 

had been, or really focus on having a 

wider appeal. Our singer mentioned to 

Comeback Kid guitarist (now vocalist) 

Andrew Neufeld that we were thinking 

of ditching the “spirit-filled hardcore” 

thing. With a confused look, he calmly 

responded:

“But isn’t that your thing? Isn’t that 

what you’re known for? Are you just going 

to throw that away?”

In that instant, we realized how 

integral the message was to our band 

and our presence in the hardcore scene, 

and after that moment, we never really 

looked back. I don’t think Neufeld 

knew it, but he had changed the course 

of our band’s history, realigning us 

with our original vision and feeling of 

purpose. 

Comeback Kid says what they mean, 

and they mean what they say. One of 

the longest-running hardcore bands of 

the last 20 years – with an unrelenting 

work ethic, five albums under their 

belts and having toured around the 

world multiple times – Comeback Kid is 

a band that just bleeds integrity.

Since 2001, Comeback Kid has been 

releasing album after album of unre-

lenting fast, heavy, melodic hardcore. 

Starting as a side project of Facedown 

(later Solid State) Records’ Figure Four, 

they have evolved into a world-re-

nowned, influential hardcore band 

that will go down in history as one of 

the classic bands of the genre. I asked 

Neufeld if that was something that is 

surprising to him, if he ever expected 

that type of recognition.

“I mean I would have hoped so,” he 

said. “What kid doesn’t start a band 

hoping that some day it will get big? 

Regardless of what people think – but 

what you said is a good, flattering way 

to put it – I just love music. I grew up 

with music. It’s pretty simple for me. I 

enjoy playing and I’m just stoked that I 

surround myself with super cool musi-

cians and that everyone is on the same 

page.”

That type of attitude is what sepa-

rates Comeback Kid from the current 

crop of younger hardcore bands. In 

a scene that’s been revolving around 

once-a-year album and tour cycles 

and big record labels and PR firms 

and arrogant attitudes, Comeback Kid 

has made a point to slow their process 

down and write from a humble, relaxed 

perspective, one that just let’s the pieces 

fall into place. Four years have passed 

since Symptoms and Cures, and Die 

Knowing definitely feels like an album 

that’s been created with care for every 

detail. 

“Time is definitely an advantage, but 

it can also be a curse,” Neufeld said. “If I 

would have had unlimited time, I’d take 

unlimited time to finish something. It’s 

only when you get that deadline that 

you really own it.” 

Neufeld understands you need focus 

to create music, but you also need rest 

to let the songs marinate. “There are 

so many young bands right now, it’s 

almost intimidating how active they 

are, on tour all the time, records every 

year. I think the thing with us is, maybe 

some of that distance between records 

– taking time, allowing ourselves time 

off – it keeps us fresh in a way. Don’t 

get me wrong,” Neufeld defends, “we’re 

relentless with touring, but we’re going 

to do our thing at our own pace, and I 

think that’s allowed us some of our lon-

gevity. We’ve always had lineup chang-

es, but for the three of us (Neufeld, 

along with guitarist Jeremy Heibert and 

drummer Kyle Profeta) who’ve been 

here since the beginning, it’s kept us 

fresh.”

Even with lineup changes, they’ve 

always been a band with clear vision. 

“We take this very seriously, and we’ve 

been doing this for a while. We try to 

offer up a lot of choices. We’ll record 

this, we’ll record that; we’ll always have 

those song options for later.” Neufeld 

pauses briefly before he adds, “But 

there’s also that excitement of writing a 

song right then and recording it really 

quick. You can feel the presence and 

power in that.

“We all live in different cities; it is 

what it is,” he continues on. “Some of 

the guys are married. It’s hard to get 

together all the time to work on mate-

rial, so with this one, there was a lot 

of working on stuff on our own and 

then getting together and trying it out. 

And then we’d go on tour for a month, 

and get back together and try the new 

material again after that. We can get 

frustrated and huff and puff about it, 

but in the end you just have to make it 

work with the time you have.”

Musically, Die Knowing sounds 

like Comeback Kid at their very best 

and most refined. A lot of the album 

channels the energy of their earlier 

material. The songs are short, with 

gang vocals and chugging breakdowns 

that wouldn’t be out of place on Turn 

It Around. Vocally, Neufeld sounds 

relentless and extremely passionate. 

There’s even a little bit of his classic 

Figure Four vocal style peppered in, 

which was a nice surprise for an old 

fan like myself. Original vocalist Scott 

Wade makes an appearance on “Full 

Integrity has always been a key component of hardcore. The hardcore 
scene has always thrived on the idea that what you have to say – and who 
you are as a person – is just as important as what your music sounds like. 
Ever since the late 1970s, hardcore has been a tool for political, religious, 
ideological and socioeconomic dissent and change. But in recent years, 
there’s been a surge of hardcore bands in it just for the show, to try and 
get “big,” or even worse, for the sake of posturing and “being tough.”
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Swing,” and he sounds right at home, 

like he never left.

Right from the beginning, it’s heavi-

er and darker. Symptoms and Cures 

definitely leaned punk rock, and before 

that, Broadcasting was melodic and 

catchy. I asked Neufeld if that was 

intentional.

“The intent was to make the songs 

simpler and shorter, a little more to the 

point,” he said. “And as we wrote those 

kinds of songs, toward the end of the 

process we realized a lot of those were 

rippers. We were like, ‘Wow! A lot of 

these songs are really f-cking heavy!’

“And we purposefully put the heavi-

er songs at the beginning of the record,” 

he said. “We still wanted to keep some 

of those melodic songs in there, but we 

put those toward the end, so it kind of 

starts heavy and ends with a brighter 

note. That being said, there’s not much 

of a theme to the way we write songs. 

Our records are just a collection of 

songs that we try and put together the 

best we can.”

Where Wade’s lyrics on the first 

two albums focused mostly on positive 

thinking and hardcore scene politics, 

Neufeld’s lyrics have always been deep-

er and more introspective. You can feel 

the passion in his vocal delivery and in 

the seriousness of his lyrics, although 

he takes a humble perspective. “Lyrics 

are the hardest part for me,” he admits. 

“I guess I just don’t feel like someone 

who has a lot to say. I don’t want to 

downplay them, you know, but the lyr-

ics are really the last part of the process 

for me.”

(As humble as he is about it, he does 

have a lot to say. I couldn’t help but tell 

him in the middle of our interview how 

much the lyrics to Broadcasting and 

Monolith – the excellent debut album 

from his other band, Sights and Sounds 

– meant to me personally. A couple 

years back when I was experiencing an 

existential/faith crisis of sorts, it’s as if 

he was writing down the exact thoughts 

going through my head.) 

Neufeld’s lyrics are deeply personal, 

and he sees them as a self-motivation 

of sorts. “That’s really what a lot of the 

lyrics are: reminders. Die Knowing is 

a reminder to myself to carve my own 

path. You’re going to be aligned with 

certain people in your life. And some-

times your mistakes and failures are 

going to benefit you in the long run, and 

sometimes they’re not. I really focus on 

who my friends are and how we deal 

with things together.” 

This deep sense of the importance 

of community is what sets hardcore 

apart from other genres of heavy music 

that are more individualistic or elitist. 

Many hardcore kids grow up in broken 

homes, without a lot of friends, on the 

wrong side of the tracks, and getting 

plugged into a scene that feels and oper-

ates like a community, their friends end 

up being just as close as family – if not 

closer. 

“A big thing for me this last year was 

my mom dealing with cancer,” Neufeld 

said, opening up. “I mean, I wrote a 

song specifically about that, but lot 

of the lyrics on this album came out 

of that line of thinking. You can talk 

about these tragic things that people 

deal with, but it’s more like just an idea. 

It’s not until you really experience the 

emotions that come along with dealing 

with stuff like this that you realize how 

much you, your friends, and (your) 

family really look out for each other. 

That’s where a lot of the lyrics come 

from – situations myself and my friends 

have actually been through, and how 

we were always there for each other. As 

you move through and experience life, 

you know who you need to surround 

yourself with. That’s what I mean when 

I talk about carving my own path.”

But if there’s one thing that’s consis-

tently frustrated Comeback Kid over the 

years, it’s the one reason many readers 

of this magazine even know who they 

are: their connection to Christian hard-

core. 

Facedown Records released the first 

two Comeback Kid albums, Turn It 

Around and Wake the Dead. They were 

a side project of Figure Four. Figure 

Four was on Facedown. Facedown is 

a great record label. Seemed logical 

enough. 

Integrity has always been a key component of hardcore. The hardcore 
scene has always thrived on the idea that what you have to say – and who 
you are as a person – is just as important as what your music sounds like. 
Ever since the late 1970s, hardcore has been a tool for political, religious, 
ideological and socioeconomic dissent and change. But in recent years, 
there’s been a surge of hardcore bands in it just for the show, to try and 
get “big,” or even worse, for the sake of posturing and “being tough.”

One problem: Comeback Kid isn’t 

(and never has been) a “Christian 

band.” 

It’s been nearly 10 years since 

Wake the Dead, and I wondered if 

it’s still something that haunts them. 

Have they been able to shake the 

stigma of being “guilty by associa-

tion” to the Christian music scene? 

Does it still follow them?

“In my mind, sometimes I think 

we’ve moved past that. But every 

time I think that, someone else 

brings it up.” (Author note: the irony 

of even asking this question isn’t 

lost on me.) “We were just in South 

Africa last week and a few people 

asked us that.” 

Neufeld sighed, and then con-

ceded: “I think it’s a stain that will 

last forever. We put out our records 

on Facedown, and we dug our own 

grave with that (laughs). Don’t get 

me wrong: Facedown is a f-cking 

awesome label, but we dug our grave 

by putting out records on a label 

that was so clearly and blatantly 

Christian. We knew they were 

amazing, and that it was an awesome 

label, so whatever.” 

“You know,” he continued, con-

fidently, “it’s no secret that I was a 

Christian. I was in a Christian band, 

Figure Four. Everyone who knows 

that band or that knows me knows 

where I was in that time of my life. 

But I was just a kid then. I’m differ-

ent now. Simple as that.” 

The candor and openness that 

Neufeld shows is astounding. After 

the interview, he and I continued to 

talk and reminisce about our time 

as label mates on Facedown, our 

faith journeys and the current state 

of Christianity compared to how it 

was 10 years ago. And he’s right – it 

takes real experience to be able to 

talk confidently about where we’ve 

been, where we are and where we’re 

headed. 

With integrity..

†

Simula is HM’s new Managing 

Editor. You can reach him at csimula@

hmmagazine.com. He is currently in 

Maranatha, and was previously the 

drummer for Symphony in Peril.
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WHEN WE GOT WORD THAT DEMON HUNTER WAS  
RELEASING A NEW RECORD,

Everything
Stopped.
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This month’s calendar for the magazine – pre-

viously thought out pretty extensively – had to 

make room for the veteran metal band’s seventh 

album. With no warning, our issue changed. But 

while the album has so far been shrouded in mys-

tery, vocalist Ryan Clark was very candid about 

the experience of writing, recording and present-

ing Extremist to the world.

“We were holding onto it for a while,” Clark, 

the only remaining original member of the band, 

says. “There’s this whole big superstition behind 

it, but we were talking about how to market 

records these days. Whether to even follow the 

old model of eight months in advance. With so 

much stuff out there, sometimes I think just 

dropping a record and telling people it’s out might 

be the wisest thing to do in terms of people’s 

attention spans these days. If you let them know 

your record is out and at that very second they 

can go and buy it, that might make more sense for 

our current state of things. It’s hard to convince a 

label that you want to do something like not mar-

ket a record until it’s out.”

Unbeknownst to most fans and publications, 

Demon Hunter has been sitting on Extremist for 

a while now. Clark had been writing far enough 

in advance for this record that for the first time, 

the band was able to sift through songs, picking 

WHEN WE GOT WORD THAT DEMON HUNTER WAS  
RELEASING A NEW RECORD,

Everything
Stopped.

45



only those they knew, for sure, would 

make the cut for the album. “Usually 

I’ll just write everything, and then I’ll 

send it to the guys. They’ll learn them, 

and once we get in the studio, we’ll 

improvise on parts here and there, 

making certain decisions based on the 

pre-existing songs, to change this or 

that. We definitely did that this time, 

and probably more so than we’ve done 

in the past.”

Unlike most of the previous Demon 

Hunter records, the band took a lon-

ger time on the recording process, met 

with Aaron Sprinkle several times, as 

well as their co-producer and bassist 

Jeremiah Scott (ex-The Showdown). 

“We met a few months before the 

recording process, going through all 

the demos,” Clark says. “We talked 

about which ones to keep, which ones 

to change, which riffs could be better. 

That was helpful, and something 

we’ve never done together as a band. 

The process all together was different. 

Every single song was recorded in 

Seattle with Jeremiah, our bass play-

er, in his home studio. Previously, all 

of our stuff would normally be with 

Aaron Sprinkle, and it was actually 

really good this time since Aaron has 

since moved to Nashville, so all the 

singing vocals I did with Aaron. He 

did some pre-production after the 

record was finished.”

Discussing the process and differ-

ences on Extremist, Clark talked heav-

ily about the changes in location, as 

well as their focus on details. “Every 

other record, I had the luxury of being 

at home and just doing it during the 

days and downtown. With recording 

at Jeremiah’s house, and the atmo-

sphere, the environment – we were 

able to really maximize our time.

“I went down there for about a 

month, but the guys got started easily 

two or three weeks before me,” he 

continues. “They continued working 

on it for probably a month after I 

left. So it was a much longer process, 

which allowed us to be really partic-

ular about it, kind of even fine-tooth-

combing the whole thing.”

Every Demon Hunter record 

incites curiosity from fans and critics, 

wondering how the band is going to 

play it out, and true to their pattern, 

each record seems to get harder and 

more melodic at the same time. But 

that’s not to say it’ll be way off base, 

which Clark was quick to point 

out. “Schematically, it’s definitely a 

Demon Hunter record. It’s not going 

to be something off the wall. It’s not 

going to throw you for some loop. But 

that being said, I think it’s one of the 

bigger leaps or strides that we’ve ever 

taken, in terms of attention to detail 

and technicality. Not saying it should 

be categorized as a technical metal 

record, but for us and for what we do, 

it’s taking a pretty big stride in that 

direction. We’re never going to be that 

kind of band that literally takes a left 

turn and gives people something left 

of center. We’re not going to do OK 

Computer-to-Kid A on everyone.”

Hearing Clark talk at such length 

about the structure of songs and the 

evolution of metal, it’s hard to ignore 

how much this guy does on a daily 

basis. He’s super knowledgeable 

about everything the band does, and 

has a special for the path of the new 

record. “There’s a different dynamic 

this time around. We tweaked the 

existing structure, and with small 

details changing, parts themselves are 

a little less straightforward than they 

have been in the past. It’s kind of like, 

if we were just going at the same pace, 

it feels like a Demon Hunter record 

from 2017. We’ve jumped a pretty big 

step up, into what feels really mature.

“Every time I look back at the 

Demon Hunter records, every two 

records was a kind of jump,” Clark 

reminisces. “Obviously there was the 

first record, and the next big jump 

was The Triptych, where we came 

into our own, starting to incorporate 

guitar solos. Things got a bit faster. 

Storm the Gates was kind of Part II of 

that, but another big jump came with 

The World is a Thorn, when Patrick 

joined the band. Guitars got even 

faster, solos got crazier, way more 

heavy metal and double kick is very 

present. And it was still getting faster 

and taking more of a front seat. True 

Defiance was a Part II of that, in a 

way. So Extremist feels like another 

one of those jumps that puts us into 

new territory.”

From Clark’s point of view, he 

tackled a largely untouched topic 

during his writing for the new album. 

It’s not on every song, but when you 

dig past the normal Demon Hunter 

stuff, there are some gems. “Lyrically, 

it’s your standard variety of Demon 

Hunter themes: the state of the world 

today, idolization of self, denial of self, 

concept of eternity – just about all 

those things I tend to tackle in every 

record. One reoccurring theme that 

is probably new to this record, and is 

present in really three songs, is the 

concept of the scrutiny that exists in 

being ‘a Christian metal band,’ from 

the Christian side. I’ve never really 

written about that, from my recollec-

tion. I’m trying to paint a picture of 

how I’ve always been open and intent 

about being a very flawed individual. 

“WE DON’T GET SICK OF EACH OTHER, WE AREN’T IN EACH OTHER’S FACES ALL 
THE TIME, WE AREN’T LIVING TOGETHER AND WE’RE NOT AROUND EACH OTHER

Not around each other
ALL THE TIME." — DEMON HUNTER VOCALIST RYAN CLARK
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I feel like a lot of people, young and 

some of them legalistic, fragile people 

in the Christian market that are like, 

‘He’s talking about his old self. He’s 

talking about some version of him-

self that has been redeemed and he 

doesn’t deal with it anymore.’ People 

tend to judge and scrutinize on that 

level, as if that kind of stuff … must be 

part of your past or whatever. That’s 

not real life and that’s not real adult-

hood.”

Clark and the rest of the band care 

deeply for their fans, and it shines 

through in the explanation of why 

they’ve decided to stick with Solid 

State Records, and how the Extremist 

imagery really plays into the territory 

the band wants to tread as they con-

tinue on. “It’s basically supposed to be 

real people. It’s not about a struggle 

or trial. It’s not necessarily something 

that I’ve dealt with five years ago. It 

could be something I’m dealing with 

right now. There needs to be a lot less 

nitpicking and scrutinizing about 

the small little gray areas of life and 

Christianity.”

Clark is acutely aware of what a 

word like “extremist” implies, and the 

imagery and concepts that come to 

mind when the word is used. It’s what 

he was focused on when writing for 

the concept. “It’s a logical step, when 

they hear that word,” Clark agrees, 

knowing people are going to make the 

connection. “In current politics, that 

word is a scary word now. Where we 

live, a lot of people think like those 

radicals, extremists. It’s definitely a 

play on the idea that there’s power 

in that word. Because if you’re an 

extremist, you’re willing to go to 

rash measures for what you believe 

in. … I think, for a lot of people, they 

don’t realize that it is just a word to 

describe someone that takes extreme 

measures. I think (people) will be a 

little scared about (having that) con-

versation.”

The band is also aware of how some 

fans might feel, seven records deep 

into fandom. Many of them (me and 

probably you included) hang onto 

how they felt about a record or a band 

at a certain time in life, and long for 

more when it comes to new material. 

Clark understands. “Even if that’s not 

changing styles or making any drastic 

changes in the recipe, we still have to 

push further. I think there’s a handful 

of people that would love for us to just 

do some version of the first record 

again or of Summer of Darkness. As 

understandable as that is – because I 

know how it is to cling to a record or 

a band that’s 10 years old or whatev-

er – at the same time, everyone needs 

to understand that there’s no feeling 

of progression or fulfillment if you’re 

treading that water. You need to push 

in some direction.”

Being in the metal world – heck, 

the music industry – for 13 years 

doesn’t come without its challenges. I 

asked Clark how a band like Demon 

Hunter has managed to stay relevant, 

particularly in Christian music, and 

even more particularly in Christian 

metal. He mentioned that one of the 

most driving factors for their lon-

gevity is the fact they don’t tour full 

time. “We don’t get sick of it. We tour 

just enough to enjoy it, and we call 

the shots. We only do the tours that 

want to do. We don’t ever feel like 

we’re doing a tour because we need 

to. We aren’t in people’s faces all the 

time. We don’t oversaturate ourselves. 

We’re not going to be in Cleveland 

three times this year. If you’re lucky, 

we’ll be there once. Also, we live in 

different states. Me and John live up 

here (in Seattle) and the other three 

guys live in Nashville, so when we get 

together and hang out, it’s fun. We 

don’t get sick of each other, we aren’t 

in each other’s faces all the time, we 

aren’t living together and we’re not 

around each other all the time.”

In addition, Clark talked about 

his writing being a powerful piece to 

their legacy as well. “I think studying 

any trends has been huge in keeping 

us relevant,” Clark explains, “and 

I think, lyrically, I make a point to 

relate to people – with this band in 

particular. And it’s not like this for 

when I write lyrics for the bands, but 

for Demon Hunter, it’s important to 

me that I make a connection. I feel like 

I need to talk about things that are 

relatable and part of the overall over-

arching human condition. Common 

struggles and common misconcep-

tions or worldview and things like 

that. I know they’re not all popular for 

everyone, but I think there’s a general 

relate-ability.” 

That amount of time can really 

grow and change people, and the 

audiences change as well. Clark was 

open about what he’s seen change, 

and issues he’s seen throughout his 

time with the band. “We talk about 

life and death a lot, specifically 

death,” he reveals, although with a 

name like Demon Hunter, maybe not 

so surprisingly. “I think it’s import-

ant to talk about. After you’ve been a 

band for 12 years, you’ve seen fans die 

and you’ve seen fans children die. You 

talk to fans that have lost family mem-

bers in the last year. You talk with 

family members of people that died 

and wanted one of our songs played at 

“WE DON’T GET SICK OF EACH OTHER, WE AREN’T IN EACH OTHER’S FACES ALL 
THE TIME, WE AREN’T LIVING TOGETHER AND WE’RE NOT AROUND EACH OTHER

Not around each other
ALL THE TIME." — DEMON HUNTER VOCALIST RYAN CLARK
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their funeral. It’s not like a fascination 

with death as much as it is, like, we’re 

here for them.

“I see it as an important thing to 

talk about, that a lot of people try to 

ignore these days. I think people do 

want to talk about it, (because) they 

want a sense of peace and comfort 

about it. What I do… Singing about 

that I try and point it to them in that 

way. There’s a meaning to it and 

there’s a silver lining to it and it’s not 

just a mystery to me. My viewpoint is 

it’s just a feeble thing.”

Most people are aware that Ryan 

Clark is not just part of Demon 

Hunter. He’s also a gifted graphic 

designer, and is single-handedly 

responsible for the incredible cov-

ers of each of the Demon Hunter 

albums, as well as working as a 

designer for many of Solid State’s 

bands, as well as running his own 

company, Invisible Creature. So the 

natural question becomes, how does 

he manage to juggle everything? 

“If we were touring more often, I 

wouldn’t be able to do design at the 

level and quantity I do right now at 

all. So that helps, the fact that I can 

kind of pick up or put down Demon 

Hunter as I please. It’s hard to put 

it any other way. I hustle. Between 

design and music, I have other 

music projects that I work on and 

other things that I do, as well. I kind 

of just don’t stop. I don’t. I work 

full-time. I work usually 10-hour 

days. Whether that means writing 

music for four hours and designing 

for the other six hours, that’s pretty 

common. Most of the time it’s just 

10 hours of design unless I’m active-

ly writing for a record. I do these 

interviews in between work and any 

little thing that comes up, whether 

it’s writing something for Demon 

Hunter or making merchandise or 

writing a song or something, I just 

fit that in wherever I can. For the 

last 13 or so years I’ve just been go, 

go, go, and that’s all that I really 

know. I’m comfortable with it. I’ve 

found some kind of balance between 

both things. It’s a lot of work, but I 

don’t really know anything else.” 

During the True Defiance era, 

Demon Hunter toured much more 

than they really ever have before. 

Many overseas fans picked up on 

this, and according to Clark, they 

did somewhere around 60 dates, 

which was significantly more for a 

band that doesn’t tour much at all. 

For Clark and the rest of the band, it 

was out of a decision to take up the 

opportunities that had presented 

themselves. “We did four conti-

nents. Something like 14 countries. 

We started taking advantage of 

more of the unique (things that are), 

quite possibly, once in a lifetime 

opportunities, which are the short 

international things. If someone’s 

willing to pay you to play shows in 

a foreign country, you’ve just got 

to take advantage of it when it hap-

pens. We’ve done that more often.” 

During those tour dates, the band 

played some more intimate, acous-

tic shows, and the style is slowly 

becoming a staple for Demon Hunter. 

Asked if acoustic tracks and more 

extensive touring will be a part of 

the cycle for Extremist, Clark admits 

it’s on the way. “We’ll definitely do 

some on this record. For us, it’s never 

very calculated or planned out. We 

don’t schedule or plan tours a year 

in advance. If something comes up 

and it’s two or three months from 

now and it makes sense and it works 

out for us, we’ll say yes to it. If that’s 

all that makes sense for the whole 

record, then that’s all there’ll be. If a 

handful of those kind of things come 

up through the record cycle, we’ll do 

them.”

Towards the end of our conversa-

tion, Clark was open about his quiet 

moments with God and what he’s 

been learning from his time with 

the Creator. “(God’s been taking me 

through) the shape and structure of 

my life, how that looks going into my 

mid-30s in regard to the band and 

my work and everything. I’ve done 

this – or some version of this – for the 

last 20 years, and it takes on different 

shapes and goes through different 

phases and things. Right now, I think 

I’m at a pivotal point – not for any 

particular reason – but just a personal 

feeling of what’s next. Just trying to 

listen to the still voice in regard to 

those kind of situations.”

†

Mabee is a Staff Writer at HM. He 

enjoys a good NEEDTOBREATHE 

album every now and then.
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“When you walked in that door tonight, 

we all became family. Instead of tearing 

down the person next to you, lift them up.”

— Matty Mullins, Feb. 23, 2014

In a wave, Matty Mullins is hit with 

something he’s never felt before. The 

guttural punch and uncontrollable 

surge flows over him rapidly, but 

for some reason, he can immediately 

remember feeling every cell in his skin 

light up. He was eating potato soup, 

might have been in New Jersey, but 

probably just on the East coast some-

where. It feels like someone is digging 

behind his sternum with a pitchfork. 

His sight wavers.

The panic is awful. It gets worse, 

building exponentially, and Mullins is 

particularly freaking because he can’t 

pinpoint what’s wrong.

I have a great marriage, my band is 

doing well, today’s a day just like any other, 

and boom, out of nowhere...

It starts to get so bad, he thinks he’s 

having a heart attack. The band’s bass-

ist, Cory Elder, and a runner speed him 

to the hospital. He is stabilized, but even 

after the initial earthquake subsides, the 

aftershocks riddle him for a week, like a 

live-in hangover. Worse, he still can’t get 

a handle on why.

It was almost like all of the joy and all of 

the happiness and everything that every-

body was enjoying was completely stripped 

from me, and it felt like such a spiritual 

thing.

I was raised in a Christian household 

and my dad’s a pastor and everything, but 

none of that really ever meant anything to 

me. I knew what I was supposed to do, I 

knew so much about the Bible and every-

thing from growing up, but none of it was 

real to me.

There in the hospital, it became very 

real to him. Painfully real.

The dressing room smells like bowls 

of baked-in weed and kegs of evaporat-

ed beer. It’s fitting, though. It is, after 

all, dressing room to the rock stars. 

Memphis May Fire, the archetypal 

melodic metalcore quintet, is perform-

ing here — well, not here in the dressing 

room unless you count the twerking 

performance guitarist Anthony Sepe 

entered the room with, but on the stage 

— at Warehouse Live tonight, a mildly 

famous venue in the developing East 

side of downtown Houston. (The venue 

gets a shoutout from Drake on his latest 

record: “Backstage at Warehouse in 

’09 like ‘Is Bun coming?’”) I’m waiting 

with for the band to be ushered in, and 

though they’re not long, it’s definitely 

long enough to pinpoint the ingredients 

of the smell and need some type of dis-

traction.

I’ve never met any of the members 

of Memphis May Fire, so while I’m 

waiting, I started to think about what 

HM’s photographer said to me about 

their demeanor when she shot them for 

this cover in Nashville. Julie — not an 

active listener of metalcore — came back 

raving. She said she couldn’t take a bad 

shot. The band was so in sync, no one 

blinked at the wrong time, moved awk-

wardly or otherwise bombed the pic-

ture. She said it almost never happens. 

A result of good chemistry, she said.

It seems Memphis May Fire has been 

excelling at creating good chemistry, espe-

cially if their measurables are accurate. 

They have a rabid fan base, spanning both 

critical male and female demographics, 

in large part due to their legitimate talent 

and songwriting, but also in part because 

they’re so damn cute.

Any band could have cute, though, 

but there is an even smaller club of 

bands that successfully navigate legit-

imacy, attraction and songwriting 

talent.

I speculate Memphis May Fire’s 

success isn’t just because they’re cute. 

‘Cute’ can be any band. They’re special 

because they’re not afraid to be cute. 

They’re not afraid to be who they want 

to be, from the inside out, a skill you 

have to actively work on. Not afraid 

to wear Big Face tees to a magazine 

photo shoot and channel their inner 

superhero. There isn’t a ton of pros-

elytizing posturing. There’s a lot less 

chest-beating. Performing live, front-

man and heartthrob Mullins seems to 

reach up more and look down less. He 

has taken to smiling consistently on 

stage in the reflection of the audience, 

a newfound appreciation for just one 

more thing he is learning not to take 

for granted.

I tell the band — who have settled 

in and are now reclining in front me, 

my phone in the middle of the circle 

recording our conversation — that the 

name of their new album, Unconditional, 

is an open invitation for talking faith. 

I direct my gaze to Mullins, a walking 

tattoo with beautiful ink spanning 

almost every visible part of him, noting 

he wrote all the lyrics and most likely 

chose the album name.

He knows those questions will come, 

but it still feels like he hasn’t been asked 

about it enough. “I was starting to come 

up with concepts of what I wanted 

to write about right after we put out 

Challenger because I know Kellen starts 

writing pretty much right after that,” 

Mullins says. “We were on a stretch of 

touring that was wild. We were doing 

two American tours, an Australian and 

Southeast Asian run all without going 

home hardly at all. It was like back to 

back to back to back.”

He picks up the pace of his speech, 

getting visibly animated, a smile start-

ing to stretch across his face.

“The pieces of the puzzled started to 

fit together two days before I had first 

panic attack. We played in Raleigh, 

N.C., and a girl who has a terminal heart 

condition gave me a letter and said, ‘I’m 

going to die, but all I wanted before I die 

was to come and see you guys play, and 

I just want you to know that your music 

was one of the only things I lived for.’”

That’s unbelievable.

“In the back of my mind — always 

knowing God is in control — when you 

start to think you have a grasp on these 

things and that you really are in control 

and you really are saving these kids’ 

lives... Think about what it’s like going 

into the writing process,” Mullins says. 

“Dude, if I don’t write the right song, 

these kids are going to kill themselves. 

They’re going to keep cutting their 

wrists.”

That’s the weight you were carrying?

“Yeah. I had all this weight, and I 

had no idea I was holding it because it 

hadn’t registered mentally. But when all 

this started to happen, I felt such a dis-

connection from everybody. From fans 

because it’s not something you want to 

talk about. Not only do you not want 

to admit it to everybody else around 

you, but you don’t want to admit it to 

yourself.

“At every moment — every waking 

moment — you’re feeling like panic 

could happen at that time. ‘I’m crazy. 

I’m losing my mind.’ I see these people 

walking around in Seattle, these home-

less people, who are hitting themselves 

in the back for no reason. You’re like, 

‘Holy crap. That’s what I’m on my way 

to.’

The first time we went to Europe 

while I was experiencing all this panic 

was one of the worst experiences of my 

life. I would lay in my bunk and I would 

shake and I would call my wife and 

I’d have all these thoughts about her 

getting in accidents and just the worst 

things you could possibly imagine.

“I felt myself truly starting to give 

everything away to God, really letting 

him take the way and ultimately real-

izing it’s not only my duty to write the 

best music I can for these kids, but to 

be totally honest with them about how 

much of a human I am. And to let them 

know, ‘Man, not only do I make the 

same mistakes as you guys, but I’m only 

here by the grace of God, in this posi-

tion. It could be any of you. At the same 

time, I experience the exact same things 

that you guys are going through, the 

anxiety, the depression.’

“I think God allowed these things 

to happen to me so that I could sym-

pathize. ... I’ve said in some interviews 

that I don’t think I’m man enough to 

ever say, ‘Anxiety and depression was 

totally worth it, and if I could go do it 

all over again, I would definitely do it,’ 

because I couldn’t. But I do know that 

in my darkest hours, when I was crying 

out for God and wondering why He 

wasn’t there, He was right there, hold-

ing my hand through all of it.”

Mullins is on a roll now, sitting up 

straighter, eyes a little brighter. “There 

was so much ego, so much ‘me, me, me’ 

I had to really let go of to realize my 

actual purpose in this band and my 

actual purpose on earth.”

What you’re doing on stage every night, 

what your goal is.

“That’s when the amount of influ-

ence you have starts to be less scary 

and starts to be more fun. You really 

just realized, ‘Dude, I’m going to get 

up there and I’m going to do my best 

tonight. I don’t know how this is going 

to honor God, but God, steal my show. 

This is yours.’ That’s what I pray every 

night before I go on stage, and I’ve been 

having so much fun ever since. Anxiety 

and depression has completely left my 

life.
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“I FINALLY REALIZED THAT
GIVING GLORY TO GOD FOR
EVERYTHING AND REDIRECTING 
THE FOCUS TO HIM IS THE ONLY 
THING THAT BRINGS PURE, REAL, 
NATURAL JOY TO MY HEART.”

MATTY MULLINS
VOCALIST, MEMPHIS MAY FIRE



“I feel like a lot of people spend their 

entire lives reaching for (some level of) 

success, never getting there and then 

finally, they’re laying on their deathbed 

and they’re like, ‘What was that all for? 

I’m about to die. What did I leave here?’ 

I feel like for the first four years in this 

band, I was reaching for that same 

thing.

“We had essentially gotten to the 

level that I always wanted to be at — 

touring in a bus, playing big shows, 

making decent money — but it all felt so 

empty and a lot of people don’t ever get 

to experience that. So I feel so blessed 

to have reached this level of success, 

but, ultimately, not feeling anything 

substantial come from it because, at that 

point, I started to question everything 

in my life. ‘What is all this for’ Am I 

really making an impact? Is this all 

about me? Nothing good is coming from 

this.’”

“I finally realized that, whether it 

feels right in the moment or not, giv-

ing glory to God for everything and 

redirecting the focus to him and redi-

recting the weight to him, is the only 

thing that brings pure, real, natural 

joy to my heart and to my soul and to 

my life and to my being. Everything 

else falls into place, and it starts to 

make sense.

“Now when I get a letter and I read 

about anxiety and depression, it breaks 

my heart in a whole new way. But I feel 

like, ‘OK, now I can write a song about 

something real, not some broken heart 

or something gone wrong in a relation-

ship.’ Dude, I have a great marriage, I 

don’t know what that’s like, but (I do 

know I’ve) experienced these other 

things, and now I can offer hope. If it 

wasn’t for redirecting all of my focus 

and all of my being to Jesus and what 

He did, and fully understanding the 

love of Christ for humanity, I think I 

would still be in that deep, dark place 

I was in a year ago. I’m so thankful for 

that experience and for God giving me 

the boldness to put all of that reality 

into one record so all these kids could 

really get the truth.”

For you as a singer, when you’re front 

and center every night, a lot of people are 

going to tell you you’re the best, you’re 

awesome, you’re attractive, you can do no 

wrong — it starts to build up. God always 

finds a way to humble that, and it can be 

scary how he does it.

“Oh my gosh, dude, you don’t know.”

I don’t (laughs)!

“You’re totally right. You’re totally 

right and you don’t even know the 

extent of it. It got to a point with anxiety 

and depression where I didn’t even 

feel like getting on Twitter and saying 

anything inspirational. I didn’t even 

care about influencing other people’s 

days because I was just like, ‘Man, if 

these kids are feeling what I’m feeling, I 

understand suicide. I understand why 

people want to give up.’

“When I can’t see the light at the end 

of the tunnel, feel so horrible from the 

inside out, can’t even enjoy my perfect 

marriage, can’t enjoy my band that’s 

doing well, can’t enjoy whatever’s on 

this TV right now — I can’t enjoy any-

thing, I’m just racketing inside my own 

head — and when it comes down to it, 

I don’t know if I would be alive. I don’t 

know how people that don’t find Jesus 

in their darkest places get past it. I don’t 
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even know.”

Me either.

“I can’t speak for anybody but 

myself, but I need Jesus in my life, 

every single day. I need the one-on-one 

conversation with him. I need to rely 

on him for answers, for substance, for 

reality. That is all I can count on, and 

that’s where the name Unconditional 

came from.”

Guitarist Anthony Sepe, the 

Twerker, is also plagued with anx-

iety. When he brings it up, I hope 

to myself he’s talked to Mullins 

about it. Anxious people want to 

talk to people, but you don’t want 

to burden them. Instead, you start 

talking to yourself. The negative 

Self-Talk heats up, and the spiral 

starts downward. “When I first 

joined the band,” Sepe says, “I went 

through anxiety really bad. When 

we were doing Challenger, these were 

the guys that stayed at my house.” In 

that weird way God has of working, 

it solidified the band, one with a 

history of roster changes, but at that 

moment, everyone knew they could 

count on each other.

“Did you guys know that about each 

other?” I ask Sepe, nodding in Mullins’s 

direction. “That’s actually a part of 

what really helped me get through it,” 

Sepe says. “Being around these guys, 

because we were so new (as a band), 

and I remember going through (the 

panic) super bad.”

A bit later, after Mullins finishes 

up a statement about the negative 

effects of addiction on anxiety 

when he swiftly changes subjects. 

As he’s speaking, I watch his face 

light up because his brain knows 

what he’s about to say. What he’s 

about to say turns out to be a 

wonderful summation of his new 

outlook — the band’s new out-

look, really — on moving forward 

through this life.

“That’s the beauty of it, though,” 

Mullins says, “waking up and being 

like, ‘What’s the mystery of the day?’ 

I’m not just here to be an optimist, 

but I do believe that God has a plan 

for today. He’s got awesome things in 

store, and when I feel like just relax-

ing on the bus at the end of the night, 

I’m going to go outside. I’m going to 

take pictures with these kids. I’m 

going to listen to what they have to 

say. I’m going to realize that it’s not 

about me.

“So much anxiety about being 

around large crowds and people 

pushing me up against buses and 

everybody reaching and every-

thing... Man, when you realize 

these kids are just looking for 

something — anything — to take 

that weight off, that same weight 

you and I hold, I want to tell them, 

‘Come to me. I’m going to give you 

whatever answer I have, and if you 

don’t want an answer, I’m going to 

give you a hug.’ 

“Sometimes that’s all they need.”

†

Stagg is the Editor in Chief of HM. He 

only just now started watching “Breaking 

Bad.”
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Nearly a decade and a half ago, the music gods decid-

ed the time for middle-aged pop divas and nu-metal 

bands were to be done with, and they gave birth to a new 

musical genius that both reign and polarize the music 

world for the next decade.

From Boca Raton, FL.

His name is Chris Carrabba. You may know him from 

his earlier bands, Further Seems Forever or Dashboard 

Confessional. But now, with the debut album from his 

newest venture, Twin Forks, in the hands of the public, 

we sat down with the legend to figure out where this 

new sound developed, how the new band deals with the 

Dashboard audiences and, most importantly, talk Taylor 

Swift and Footloose.

Americana, anyone?

For those who haven’t heard Twin Forks’ 
music before, how would you describe your 
sound?

Well, I guess it’s a bit like… It’s a boot stompin’, 

folk kind of approach to music. It’s really joyful and 

celebratory.

Your past projects such as Dashboard 
Confessional and Further Seems Forever dif-
fer musically from each other, as well as Twin 
Forks. What inspired you to create this new 
project? 

The original inspiration was to play with a lot 

of the guys and girls that are in the lineup now. 

Originally, I was recording something a little bit 

more delicate and understated, and then the dynam-

ics became more exciting, I guess. 

All of you have been in different bands over 
the years, so how did Twin Forks come togeth-
er?

It’s because we’ve both traveled together or 

worked together in different capacities. I was the 

only person that knew everybody else in the band. 

None of the other guys knew each other, so that was 

part of my experiment. I found these specific people 

to be incredibly positive people, and I thought it 

would be great to put them together and see if that 

combination of people would, I don’t know be…

Work?
Yeah, I guess, work. And it did. It really did. I’m 

really pleased. I love my band mates very much.

So you had worked with everyone at some 
point in your career?

Yeah. Suzie opened for me with her band, The 

Narrative, quite a bit, and Jonathan produced a lot of 

music for me, including the Further Seems Forever 

record, the last one. And Ben and I toured together 

a lot when Brand New was opening for Dashboard, 

and when Bad Books was playing, and when 
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TWIN FORKS WAS 
WHAT WE WOULD CALL 
OUR REHEARSAL SPACE. 

WE KIND OF JOKINGLY 
TALKED ABOUT IT AS 
IF IT WAS, LIKE, THIS 

FICTITIOUS TOWN. 
BECAUSE WE ALL CAME 

FROM DIFFERENT
PLACES AND WE’D 
MEET UP IN THIS 

GARAGE AND WE’D 
CALL IT TWIN FORKS.
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Manchester Orchestra and all those 

bands were passing through.

What influenced the songs for 
this record?

It (goes) back to those influences I 

had grown up with that I actually had 

been avoiding for a while. … I don’t 

know exactly what my reasoning was. I 

guess I didn’t want it to be too obvious, 

at the time, what my influences were. 

But I guess I got more confident in (my) 

songwriting over the years, and I kind 

of embraced that idea, like working 

within the parameters of the music 

that I’ve grown up on. I’m still trying 

to excel.

Finally getting it out of your 
system?

Yeah! Well, I don’t know if it’s getting 

it out my system, but it’s certainly in my 

system.

Your moniker was Twin Falls, 
but you changed it to Twin Forks 
for legal reasons. Any reasoning for 
“Forks,” or was it just one of those 
things where it was like, “Oh, this 
sounds cool”?

First of all, legal reasons are not just 

it. We found out there was another 

band who had the name Twin Falls. We 

contacted them, and they didn’t seem to 

care if we used it, as long as we called it 

Twin Falls (U.S.). Then they did care, 

which is completely their right. So 

we just decided to change it instead of 

having – I mean I’d hate to take some-

body’s band name away from them, you 

know? But we didn’t know about them.

Anyways, originally, Twin Forks 

was what we would call our rehearsal 

space. We kind of jokingly talked about 

it as if it was, like, this fictitious town. 

Because we all came from different 

places and we’d meet up in this garage 

and we’d call it Twin Forks.

None of us lived near each other at 

the time, (so the idea was that) it wasn’t 

about coming to a fork in the road and 

taking one of four directions, it was like 

four people coming from the ends of 

four different forks and meeting in the 

middle. And so when we decided that 

it was not going to be Twin Falls, we’d 

already had the name Twin Forks, we 

were just (using it for) our rehearsal 

space.

That’s actually what led to Twin 

Falls in the first place. We had been 

calling our space Twin Forks and we 

thought… I don’t know, it was a funny, 

neat approach to paying homage to 

where we wrote all the music. But Twin 

Forks has more identity to us, anyway, 

since it’s the first thing we started 

talking about in terms of where to meet, 

you know?

Lately there has seemed to be 
this revolution of indie folk groups 
like Mumford and Sons and The 
Lumineers taking over the air-
waves. Do you think Twin Forks 
falls into that category?

Yeah, I guess it does somehow. 

When we began doing this, I thought 

it was going to be strictly on the fringe 

of music, you know? But during the 

course of making this record and devel-

oping this band, bands like Mumford 

got on the radio, and they changed a lot 

of the sound of modern radio. I think 

it helps us, in a way, because people 

still have to like the music or not. I bet 

you, before maybe Mumford was on 

the radio, if someone heard a mandolin 

on Top 40, they’d probably change the 

channel. Now they’re up to maybe giv-

ing it a listen, if nothing else.

Sort of like paving the way for 
you guys to have a wider audience.

Maybe. We’ll see. I think so!

You released the EP last year, 
then went into the studio to record 
the full length. Did you already 
have songs written for the album, 
or did you it write as things went 
along?

For the full length, the whole thing 

was – with the exception of a song or 

two here and there – was finished. It 

was just kind of waiting to be released. 

But we didn’t want to wait all the way 

until February to get on the road. We 

were very eager to get out there and 

play shows, so we released the EP. 

Where was the album recorded 
and whom did you work with?

We did it ourselves in our garage.

Nice! What was the vibe like in 
the studio – well, garage (laughs) 

while recording?
(Laughs) It’s called a studio. It feels 

like we’re for real; it feels equivalent. 

The vibe was just, like, absolute free-

wheelin’. I’d write a song in the after-

noon, everybody would listen to it for 

maybe an hour and then we’d go and 

record together. And since there wasn’t 

a lot of expectation or, how else should 

I put this? Forethought? There was a 

lot of reactionary playing. It got to be 

very, very exciting to see. You can hear 

it all over the record. Somebody will 

do something, and you’ll hear cheering 

in the background! We didn’t expect 

maybe Ben would do this fill or Jon 

would do this thing or I would have 

changed stuff up without everybody 

expecting it, but we got a big cheer, you 

know?

What made you decide to put all 
the songs from the EP on the full 
length versus only a few and make 
the rest of the album new?

The thing is a record, and that is very 

much the identity of the record. We 

released the EP in order to go on tour, 

and we agreed we wouldn’t push it too 

much in terms of getting it into doors 

or getting it into… It was just something 

mainly we would have to sell at shows. 

We didn’t want it to take it away from 

the record, but we really wanted to have 

a way to get out and be out on the road. 

So, like I said, that was our decision. 

We didn’t want to take the record apart. 

… Really, (those songs) are defining 

parts of the record.

My favorite song off the record is 
“Kiss Me Darlin’.”

You know what? I’m so glad you 

said that! I was just thinking about 

that when you asked me which song 

we’re excited to play, and that’s the one 

I wanted to say, but I know we’ve been 

playing it. It’s just the one I want to play. 

I really enjoy it.

I like the simplicity of the love at 
first sight lyrics, and how you and 
Suzie balance out vocal duties. 

She really shines in that song.

What’s your favorite song on the 
record and why?

My favorite song on the record? 

Damn, that’s a tough one! What’s my 

favorite song on the record?

It’s a hard one. I wouldn’t be able 
to pick.

Yeah, I can’t pick! It’s hard to pick. I 

mean, I really like “Back to You”; I real-

ly like “Reasoned and Roughened.” I 

don’t know! (Laughs) I like them all!

You like all of them!
(Laughs) They’re all the best songs. I 

have no idea how to answer that. 

I agree. That works.
(Laughs) That’s a get out of jail. You 

just bailed me out.  I like that.

You mentioned before that you 
refrained from using the words 
“heart” and “love” in your songs, 
yet you use them in such songs 
as “Scraping Up the Pieces” and 
“Something We Just Know,” among 
many others. Why the change of 
heart, so to speak?

Oh yeah. Yeah. So what I was refer-

ring to is that I spent one – actually 

two – years without using those words. 

It wasn’t that I was never going to use 

them again, or not use them on this. I 

didn’t use them for a solid two years of 

writing. 

Was that for Dashboard mate-
rial?

It was just for everything I was writ-

ing, period. For anything. Because I felt 

like they’re – I mean, they’re really, very 

important words, but they’re also easy 

go-to words. Sometimes, I think a writ-

er will use them – myself included – 

because it’s quick and easy, (but it) may 

be not the right time to use it. So the 

way they show up on the record, now, 

is because after that – I can’t remember 

if I gave myself a year or two years not 

to use that? It was a temporary rule. 

A long temporary thing that sounded 

stupid. 

The album as a whole is more 
happy-go-lucky and love-driven 
versus Dashboard’s infamous bro-
kenhearted anthems. Would you 
say that’s because you’re just at a 
different point in your life and it 
reflects in these songs?

I think so. Also, sometimes, I think 

Dashboard was taken to be sad when it 

really wasn’t. There are plenty of songs 

that are very happy and celebratory. 

Like, I mean, some of my biggest, most 

successful songs – like “Hands Down” 

and “Stolen” – you couldn’t have a hap-
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pier song, you know?

But I don’t think it’s unreasonable to 

think of Dashboard as a bit sadder than 

Twin Forks. And yes, I’m in a different 

spot in my life, but it’s also the music 

and the dynamic within the band that 

feels – I’m so powerfully potent and 

positive and mature and, not to overuse 

the word, but joyful. That’s just kind of 

what came out. You know, I love having 

this great time on stage and I think our 

audience – when I speak of our audi-

ence, I guess I mean Dashboard’s – they 

always embrace that, too. So it may be 

that the songs are sad, but when you 

got to the show, it was this real lively, 

positive experience. I wanted to capture 

that first and foremost on this Twin 

Forks record.

I think it shows through the 
record and live performances. I’ve 
been to a Twin Forks show, and it 
was awesome.

Where were you? What show?

I was at one of the L.A. shows at 
the Troubadour.

Oh awesome! That show was phe-

nomenal. I had so much fun that night! 

I’m glad you were there.

It was definitely a lot of fun. Lots 
of hand clapping and all that.

Yeah! Right? The audience is not 

bashful, right? What a crazy thing. I’m 

used to people singing.

I’m sure each of your musical 
projects holds a special place in 
your heart, so I ask what does Twin 
Forks mean to you?

Twin Forks, for me, is where my 

whole heart is. It’s not a side project for 

me; it’s my band. It’s very important to 

me. It feels like the most honest thing 

I’ve done in many, many years.

That’s a bit misleading; I don’t mean 

to say that anything I did other than 

Twin Forks was dishonest. It’s just 

great that you have a band with no 

expectations versus a band that has a 

lot of records out, with built-in expec-

tations. You have a freedom to be who 

you are, right there, that day without 

having to subconsciously acknowledge 

an existing catalog of stuff or anything. 

You can play for the pure love 
of it.

Absolutely! And what can be better 

than that?

You’re no stranger to writing 
catchy hooks. This album is no dif-
ferent. Is that something that comes 
natural to you, or does it take some 
effort to write songs like that?

I’m lucky that people think the 

choruses I write are catchy. I just write 

songs. I’ve tried like to be decisive or 

– no, that’s not the right word – calcu-

lating about that, but I’ve never had any 

success when I’ve tried to be calculating 

about it. I just write the song and I get 

lucky, I guess. 

You have whole audiences sing-
ing back the words to your songs to 
you without having to say a word! 
You can just play guitar if you want.

(Laughs) I know, there’s been times 

where I’m like losing my voice because 

I’m trying to scream louder than the 

people. I’m like, “You know, I could just 

not sing here.” But I don’t know, I get 

excited, too! 

I’m sure that’s a crazy experi-
ence, to feel the energy of the crowd 
and them singing back to you over 
the years.

Are you kidding me? I think that’s so 

rad! Sometimes it’s incomprehensible to 

me. You’d think after this many years 

you’d just go, “Oh yeah, that’s the part 

that they sing.” But I don’t.

Can you talk a little about the 
instruments and sounds used on 
this album? I know Suzie plays 
mandolin and you recently took 
up finger picking, not to mention 
there’s whistling and hand clapping 
throughout the record.

I have a real affinity for acoustic 

music, so that’s something I wanted 

to get back to. There are some electric 

instruments on here, but generally 

speaking, the directive was to play all 

wooden instruments and try to find 

power within that instead of power 

within distortion.

How was the experience and 
reception touring the EP?

The tour was incredible. We’re 

being very careful not to advertise it as 

Dashboard, so when people get there, 

nobody’s disappointed. I’m sure I play 

Dashboard songs just about every night 

of the tour, but I don’t want people feel-

ing like they’re getting gypped because 

they thought they were coming to see 

all Dashboard shows.

I’d rather advertise it as Twin Forks 

and have maybe a hundred people 

there the first time, but maybe the 

second time have three hundred and 

the third time have –you know what I 

mean? Build it organically, instead of 

the other way around where we have 

a few thousand people that want to see 

Dashboard, and then realize it’s not 

really Dashboard and then they don’t 

come the next time. 

Twin Forks recently did a cover 
of Taylor Swift’s “Mean.” Why that 
song? 

TWIN FORKS, FOR ME, IS WHERE MY WHOLE 
HEART IS. IT’S NOT A SIDE PROJECT FOR ME; 
IT’S MY BAND. IT’S VERY IMPORTANT TO ME.

IT FEELS LIKE THE MOST HONEST THING
I’VE DONE IN MANY, MANY YEARS.
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I just love the song, to be honest. And 

I love her. I think she’s a wonderful 

person and a great songwriter. But that 

song is just infinitely catchy. 

It’s a good song. I like Taylor 
Swift.

Mm-hmm. Me, too. Even people who 

don’t admit to liking Taylor Swift like 

Taylor Swift.

You guys are going out with 
Augustana this spring, as well as 
hitting the U.K. Obviously, touring 
is an important part of promoting 
the album. With that said, what 
would be an ideal tour for Twin 
Forks?

I’d say the ideal tour for Twin Forks 

would be a number of headlining dates 

where we got to play to smaller rooms. 

A number of support dates for bands 

that we could probably learn from. You 

know, not that it would ever happen, 

but like Mumford and Sons or Avett 

Brothers or bands that are seasoned 

and spectacular. Or even, like, Counting 

Crows or Ryan Adams – Americana-

based bands. Then, in addition to that, 

playing a whole bunch of folk festivals. 

That would be a great year for us. I 

would love that.

What’s the best and worst part 
about your job?

The best part is playing the music 

and meeting the people. I think the 

worst part is the long stretches away 

from the people you love. And on occa-

sion, though not many, not the shows 

but getting to the shows.

But these are luxury problems. I get to 

do what I love, you know? Those aren’t 

real problems; those are just factors.

So many people’s lives have 
been shaped by your music. What 
were some albums growing up that 
shaped you as a person?

Wow, that’s a good question. Paul 

Simon’s Graceland. Townes Van Zandt’s 

Live at The Old Quarter. The Cure. Well, 

probably every Cure record. The Beach 

Boys’ Pet Sounds. Yeah I could make a 

huge list and use the whole article!

Do you remember the first 
record you ever bought?

The first record I ever bought was 

Prince’s Purple Rain.

Nice! How old were you?
Like, four.

That’s awesome! The first record 
I ever bought I was probably five-
years old and people don’t believe 
me.

(Laughs) What was the first record 

you bought?

You’re going to laugh at me.
I won’t!

First record I ever bought was LL 
Cool J’s I Need Love.

I absolutely would not laugh at that! 

That’s awesome. That’s killer.

“Back to You” was recently 
played on the TV show Reign right? 

Yeah, that was a surprise.

I know in the past Dashboard 
music has been featured in TV 
and movies, but with Twin Forks 
being so new, how was that to have 
your song featured on a prime-
time network? How did that come 
about?

Honestly, that came about just 

because the music supervisor heard it. 

I don’t think he knew the history of the 

band or anything, just said, “This is the 

right song for this” and picked it. And 

I’m so grateful because it really, like, I’m 

very fond of that song and it cemented 

that song for our live show because 

people got exposed to it that way. Yeah, 

it’s a great medium for exposing songs, 

television. 

What have been some of your 
favorite songs from movies and 
TV?

That’s a good question. Wow, 

that’s a really good question. If I go 

back to being a kid and, like, renting 

Footloose? The theme song would 

come on and I’d be like, “What?! This 

is the best song ever!” (laughs).

I mean, for me, it was a lot more 

skateboard videos than it was movies 

or TV that I got exposed to music 

through. Some of those bands were 

like Fugazi and Operation Ivy and 

Green Day.

Swiss Army Romance came out 
three years before there was such 
a thing as social media. Do you 
think the work ethic of promoting a 
record or show has become lazy or 
smarter?

Hmm. Is it possible to be both? I 

think it’s savvy, but I do think some 

of it might keep bands from head-

ing out and being there with their 

audience, as opposed to having a 

slightly removed relationship with 

their audience. I mean, I think social 

media is incredible because it does 

personalize your relationship with 

your audience, but nothing – for 

me, nothing competes with meeting 

them in person and being there in 

front of them.

†

Sanchez is a Contributing Writer for 

HM. She also has a soft spot for Chris 

Carrabba.

TWIN FORKS, FOR ME, IS WHERE MY WHOLE 
HEART IS. IT’S NOT A SIDE PROJECT FOR ME; 
IT’S MY BAND. IT’S VERY IMPORTANT TO ME.

IT FEELS LIKE THE MOST HONEST THING
I’VE DONE IN MANY, MANY YEARS.

63



They say too many cooks in the kitchen 

will spoil the soup. So how many Cooks 

does it take to make soup fit for a true 

headbanger? Just the two: Adam and 

Michael Cook, brothers and masterminds 

behind U.S. blackened death metal outfit 

A Hill to Die Upon, the band they started 

a decade ago. Consummate musicians 

and all around great guys, the Cooks 

have unleashed metal fire on the unsus-

pecting world twice already with the 

albums Infinite Titanic Immortal and 

Omens. After many delays and setbacks, 

the band is ready to ignite again with 

their newest project, Holy Despair. Join 

me as I catch up with Adam (vocals) and 

Michael (drums) to get the latest on their 

latest.

HM: Schonest Winter Wetter, 
nicht wahr? The East coast has 
had more snow and ice storms 
this winter than we’ve had in 
decades. How has the Midwest 
fared this winter?

Adam: This winter has been 

pretty nuts. And now here in the 

Midwest all of our snow and ice is 

melting, so it’s muddy and wet every-

where. I am so ready for winter to be 

over. Screw black metal and grim-

ness, I’m ready for spring.

It seems it was just a while ago 
we were talking to you about the 
release of Omens, but I guess it’s 
really been three-to-four years, 
right? And now we are here to 
discuss A Hill To Die Upon’s 
next work of art, Holy Despair. 
You started the recording of 
this album with a crowd funding 
campaign and the record will 
ultimately see release (in late 
March). Has the process taken 
longer than usual for you guys?

Adam: Man, time has flown by 

(laughs). On one side, it feels like 

just yesterday, and on the other, it 

feels like 10 years since Omens came 

out. Working on Omens was pretty 

intense, and I think we recorded it in 

about eight days or so; we never had 

any real demos of the songs before 

going into the studio. This time, with 

Holy Despair, we had full demos of 

each song several months before the 

recording started. Mix that with the 

Indiegogo campaign and you have 

one long project. We had originally 

hoped to release the album closer to 

the beginning of January, but it just 

didn’t work out. We are so grateful to 

our friends and fans that have been 

so patient through this whole project. 

I know what it’s like to donate to a 

band and then to have to wait for so 

long. 

I saw a picture on your 
Facebook of a triangle with a 
skull in it. Is that the cover art 
for Holy Despair? Looked pretty 
cool. 

Adam: Yeah, the triangle skull 

design is the image that will go into 

the final design. As of my writing 

this, it is still in the final stages, but 

I’m hoping to see the cover soon. We 

are really excited about the skull 

design, though, and when putting 

out music, the imagery is really 

important for us. 

Didn’t a flood destroy your 
studio and equipment last year? 
How did that situation work out?

Adam: Yeah, I have a small studio 

in the basement of my house, and one 

morning I woke up to some floating 

guitars and drowned drums. I must 

have caught it pretty quickly, though, 

because most of it could be salvaged 

and only a few things were totally 

ruined. The biggest problem was that 

we were preparing to start working 

on demos for the new album, and 

the flood set us back at least three or 

four months. It all worked out well 

in the end, I suppose, because I was 

able to spend some more time with 

the songs and we changed quite a few 

things before we ended up with the 

final pieces. 

‘IT’S ALWAYS
BLACK ON WHITE.’

THE EVER-DELIBERATE A HILL TO DIE UPON ARE DESPERATE.
HEAVEN’S METAL’S CHRIS GATTO FINDS OUT WHY.

6 4   H E AV E N ’ S  M E TA L    M A R C H  2014



Let’s talk about the new album 
itself. Omens had such memora-
ble themes, with “I am the black 
space between the stars” and that 
catchy little number “Satan, Your 
Kingdom Must Come Down.” 
What does the title Holy Despair 

imply and what kind of themes 
run through the album? 

Michael: The theme is despair. 

This started with our first album, 

Infinite Titanic Immortal, and con-

tinued into Omens. I think it has 

taken a new turn in Holy Despair, 

but also a less subtle one. Despair 

is becoming more central and more 

necessary with every album. With 

2014 being the centennial of World 

War I, we felt it was the perfect met-

aphor for this idea. There are a lot 

of references in the lyrics to the war 

and to books (of that era), like Erich 

Maria Remarque’s “All Quiet on the 

Western Front,” Stephen Crane’s 

“War is Kind.” The influence of the 

pre-war poetry of W.B. Yeats plays 

is also present. If you were to read 

English poetry in 1913, you will find 

the pride and arrogance typical of 

a great empire. However, a poem 

from 1919 will inevitably be written 

by a broken spirit. WWI broke the 

pride and destroyed the hope of the 

Western world and resulted in the 

bizarre, irregular art of cubism, etc. 

Holy Despair is the despair, the first, 

necessary step in understanding our 

place in the universe and beginning 

to commune with YHWH. 

By now, AHTDU has some-
thing of a trademark sound. A 
deadly hybrid of death, thrash 
and black metal. I’ve always 
enjoyed the guitars and the 
over-the-top drumming style of 
Michael. Did you shoot for the 
same sound this time, or stray 
into new territory?

Michael: We actually approached 

this album differently than our 

previous two. First, it must be said 

that we’ve been growing tired of 

the constant “breaking boundaries” 

that bands claim. Usually it is the 

same music over and over. Nothing 

new. Then, when I came across 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s idea that there is 

only one story ever told and that 

every story is merely a variation of 

this story, it made me view art in 

a whole new way. Art that tries to 

break the boundaries for its own 

sake will probably not accomplish 

much. However, if someone tried 

to be the best artist at what they 

know (painting, country, jazz), 

innovation will happen. Longinus 

discusses this in his work, “On the 

Sublime.” And, of course, the ques-

tion arises: Would we rather be 

known for innovation or quality? It 

is not always a choice you get, but 

we would rather create quality art 

than innovative art that is lacking. 

Of course, “breaking boundaries” 

is common, now, so why not rebel 

and keep them intact?

With that said, this album has a 

lot of the same blasting, black/death 

style. It is the meat of the art that we 

are working with. However, we listen 

to a lot of music that isn’t so extreme: 

mewithoutYou, Eric Church, Empire 

of the Sun. The first half of the 

album is mostly fast and aggressive, 

while the second half is the music 

that happened on its own. This is the 

new territory for us. 

Adam: I’d say each album has 

had some unique musical influenc-

es through each (iteration of the) 

writing process, but I think Holy 

Despair has to be the most mature 

and unique, for me at least. I feel like 

we’ve just been finding more who 

we are as musicians and performers 

and trying to focus on that. Also, for 

me, I have been trying to convey the 

(range of) emotions better, trying 

not to just be the standard “METAL” 

musician – but trying to think of it as 

an artist’s perspective who happens 

to write using metal.

‘IT’S ALWAYS
BLACK ON WHITE.’

THE EVER-DELIBERATE A HILL TO DIE UPON ARE DESPERATE.
HEAVEN’S METAL’S CHRIS GATTO FINDS OUT WHY.
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A HILL TO DIE UPON, PICTURED AT CORNERSTONE FESTIVAL IN 2010. “THERE 
WERE QUITE A LOT OF PEOPLE AT THEIR SHOWS, AND THEY WERE EXCITED 
ABOUT IT,” PHOTOGRAPHER FRANZE-IRENE SAID ABOUT THE SHOT. “THE BAND 
WAS THE ONLY BLACK/DEATH METAL BAND AT CORNERSTONE THAT YEAR.”

66   H E AV E N ’ S  M E TA L    M A R C H  2014



The band is, of course, the 
Cook brothers, but who joined 
you for the recording process? 
Will that be the same band that 
plays shows with you?

Adam: We recorded the album 

with our really good friend Drew 

Webster, who recorded our single, 

“Manden Med Leen,” and also used 

to play guitar in AHTDU several 

years ago. We have a really great 

relationship with him, and working 

with him is really smooth and great. 

Erik Tordsson is another great 

guy to work with. He has done the 

mixing and mastering on all three of 

our records, and he is very profes-

sional and always has a way of bring-

ing out the life in a record.

Nolan Osmond wrote and record-

ed guitar solos for “Cloven Hoof 

Hava Nagila,” “Unyielding Anguish” 

and “Nekyia.” He plays live with us, 

and we were blown away by what he 

brought to the table. 

The album also features many 

amazing musicians who added little 

bits here and there. The amazing and 

beautiful harpist Timbre preformed 

and sang on a cover of “O Death,” an 

old bluegrass tune. 

 

Where have you been playing, 
and what’s in store for this year 
for the band?

Adam: Not too sure about what 

the future has in store for us right 

now. The last couple years have been 

pretty hard, and this album has 

taken a lot out of us. We love what we 

do with all our hearts and we have 

already started writing for another 

possible release, but we’re not really 

sure what the future holds as of right 

now. 

What are the band members’ 
occupations? I know one of you 
is a teacher’s assistant at a uni-
versity.

Michael: I have actually left the 

university to become a full-time 

drummer. After I got my B.A. in 

English and Classical Languages, 

I did one semester in the Classics 

department at (the University of 

Missouri). Right now, I am working 

part time for my father’s construc-

tion business and trying to get gigs. I 

am currently, cough, available. Adam 

also works for our dad doing con-

struction. 

(Laughs) You and Michael 
have always written music from 
a highly educated background. 
Other metal bands may brand 
themselves “thinking man’s 
metal,” but the literary refer-
ences in your albums alone read 
like a bibliography. Do you find 
yourself fighting against the 
stereotype that metalheads are 
burnouts or that metal music is 
kid stuff? The ’80s are touted 
as the golden age of metal, but it 
was generally sex, drugs and par-
tying. Is metal as a genre moving 
away from the dumbed down 
themes of those days?

Michael: I think that depends on 

how hard you look and how optimis-

tic you are. Black and death metal 

have definitely moved away from the 

ever-repetitive sex, drugs and rock 

and roll mantra, but I’m not sure that 

Satan, freedom and anti-religion is 

necessarily less shallow. (Or Jesus, 

love and the apocalypse.) 

We all want hear songs about who 

we like to think we are. Whatever 

we tell ourselves, much of our music 

consumption is about making our-

selves feel validated. Rednecks want 

to hear songs that make them feel 

that it’s cool to drive trucks, shoot 

guns and be a Christian. Metalheads 

want to hear songs that say it’s OK 

to not believe in a god. Christian 

metalheads want to hear metal songs 

that say it’s OK to be a Christian. It 

all sounds really negative when you 

say it like this, but it’s true, though it 

isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

Folks in the ’80s were really into 

sex, drugs and rock and roll. They 

wanted to hear songs about those ele-

ments in their lives and feel validat-

ed. I listen to Waylon Jennings to feel 

validated about one thing, Nolan lis-

tens to Extol for another and Adam 

listens to mewithoutYou for another.

I’ve always been interested in 
the sociological aspects of what 
draws kids to heavy metal. There 
are two common denominators 
for metalheads, whether you’re 
the burnout (the kid who’s always 
been picked on) or the genius 
(alienation and escapism). What 
draws kids especially to death 
metal and black metal specifical-
ly? Is it a greater degree of the 
things I mentioned, or is there 
just more shock value in extreme 
metal? 

Michael: I think you’ve hit the nail 

on the head, though there are proba-

bly always other factors we don’t see. 

Our culture values underdogs and 

outcasts right now: different is best; 

unique is imperative. Fifty years ago 

it was fit in or die, now it is be unique 

or die. We feel wrong fitting in. It 

has gone a little, too, but I think that 

is why Behemoth can be No. 1 on the 

Polish charts and still have to pre-

tend to be the underdogs. 

Corpse paint. Just wondering: 
Is it always black on white, and 
do the designs matter?

Adam: I sometimes think of 

corpse paint as more like taking off a 

mask, and it’s become a bit of a ritual 

that helps me prepare for a show 

and focus. Playing without it is now 

almost like playing without a guitar.

Michael: From Arthur Brown, 

KISS and Alice Cooper to Dimmu 

Borgir, Behemoth and Marduk it has 

always been black on white. I saw 

one friend do white on black and it 

just looked like Spawn. It initially 

started as Arthur Brown trying to 

look dead when he performed, so 

I think it will always have black 

around the eyes. For us, it is about 

the overall aesthetic live. We want 

to engage as many of the senses as 

possible. That is also why we burn 

incense at the front of the stage. 

We are big Alice Cooper fans, and 

we understand his desire to shock. 

It isn’t spiritual, but I know a lot 

of people see it differently. I know 

Antestor doesn’t wear it anymore 

because they don’t have a spiritual 

motivation to wear it. That is fine, 

but I think we approach our music 

from a very secular way. We play 

music because we want to, we play it 

fast because we want to and we paint 

ourselves because we want to.

I don’t want to destroy anyone’s 

hope that we are a ministry or 

anything, but it isn’t why we do it. 

There is always that element, but we 

don’t want to lie and say “we paint 

ourselves for Jesus,” but yo u asked 

about design.

Hey, I listen to the music you 
guys play because I want to, and 
I always play it loud because I 
want to. Last time, all the talk 
about space and the universe got 
me thinking about sci-fi. I’m hop-
ing to hear AHTDU do a song for 
the legendary Doctor Who series. 
Actually, licensing songs for sci-
fi movies just might be lucrative. 

Michael: Oh, now you got me 

thinking. We’ve been thinking about 

redoing the Stargate SG-1 theme as a 

Dimmu-style bonus track.

†

Gatto is a Contributing Writer for 

HM. He loves fishing and Philadelphia.
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When I met with John Mark McMillan, I felt like I had a 

million questions for him. Lucky for me, he is as long-wind-

ed and loves a good chat just as much as I do. It seemed 

like we touched on everything, discussing his new album, 

Borderlands, highlights from recording it, and even shared 

some common ground, including our love for Reese’s and The 

Walking Dead. Without question – and his music corroborates 

this – McMillan is a passionate man; you can tell from the way 

he forms his answers.

What are some things that have encouraged you 
in your career, both initially and also as an evolving 
artist?

John Mark McMillan:  I think it’s always really been 

the same for me. It’s the people around me who have 

encouraged me, my wife, for sure, and different friends 

and different people at different times. I think music is a 

very personal thing, a relational thing. I think those peo-

ple have really been what has kept me going and doing 

MUSIC BY THE 
PEOPLE, FOR THE 
PEOPLE
JOHN MARK 
MCMILLAN TAKES 
RESIDENCY IN 
BORDERLANDS
BY CHELC EAVES 
PHOTO BY FOSTER ADDINGTON





what I’m doing.

I actually almost quit about a 

year and a half ago. I think it was 

a really special group of people 

who kept me in the game, as far 

as my career goes. I’d say, people 

around me, friends, family.

Those relationships are 
pretty important (laughs).

Yeah, I’d say the same.

If you were to put a label on 
what type of music you write, 
what would that description 
be?

I don’t know. That’s really, 

really hard, because I don’t think 

about a style of music while I’m 

writing. I don’t think this is going 

to be rock or (that) is going to be 

something else. That is really 

hard. I know some of the cliché 

things. The truth is, I don’t really 

know what labels are out there, 

as far as what people are calling 

music. It changes all the time.

I think you could make up 
something, and they would 
accept it.

Yeah. You could say, “singer/

songwriter.” Plus, I feel like the 

music I’m making is evolving so 

much, I don’t really know what to 

call it. I still feel that it connects 

on a heart level with more folk, 

as far as music in my mind, in my 

heart. Music by the people for the 

people, even though there may not 

be a whole lot of acoustic guitars, 

you know what I mean?

What are your favorite parts 
about working in this “worship 
style” genre?

I actually would not say that, 

really, because I don’t think of 

worship as being its own genre. I 

think people have made worship 

a genre. I don’t think my music 

sounds like (the music in) that 

particular genre. I think, on a 

heart level and in a real level, it is 

worship. I think all good music 

is some sort of worship, mean-

ing that worship is basically the 

expression of a system of value.

People who are doing what 

they love, people who are writing 

music out of a pure place, are 

writing from a system of value. 

Usually, they’re valuing relation-

ship. That’s why most songs are 

about human relationships. Or, 

it’s about things they love. It’s 

about politics, or about God. So, 

everything stems from a system 

of value.

I don’t really like the idea of a 

genre called worship because I 

think it actually limits what wor-

ship actually is. It’s not because 

it limits the music, but because 

I think it’s a very wrong idea. 

I think it’s a bad concept of the 

word worship. To limit worship, 

one, to just music, is bad. And 

number two, to limit worship to a 

very, very narrow style of music is 

even worse. I don’t identify with 

that specifically.

I would say I walk in and out of 

that a little bit. I’m not excluding 

myself from that. I just think that 

that’s such a tiny part of what 

I do. I wouldn’t call it worship 

music from a cultural standpoint. 

It’s definitely worship music from 

a theological and from a heart 

standpoint.

Yeah, I can see that.
The truth is, there’s maybe 

one or two songs that most peo-

ple would consider sing-alongs 

anyway. It’s so funny that people 

know all those songs, but the 

greater body of my work is not 

those types of songs. They are 

works of worship, as I believe that 

everyone who’s really making 

good music is writing from that 

place.

Considering your first 
album and comparing it to the 
new one, how would you say 

your music has changed?
I don’t know. How has it 

changed? I think I’m definitely 

more comfortable as a singer. I’ve 

never been very comfortable as a 

singer. I feel like I’ve had things 

to say because singing was a 

means to an end. I enjoyed music. 

I wanted to write songs. I was a 

songwriter. Singer was a means to 

an end. Now, I think I really enjoy 

singing and have found a little bit 

of a niche. I’m comfortable and 

actually excited about it.

I think, melody-wise, we’ve 

grown a ton. I think the new 

album is more melodic. The vocal 

melodies are more melodic than 

anything I’ve ever done. Lyrically, 

it’s much more mature. I think 

that I’m saying things in more 

complete ways and that I’m saying 

things in ways that I wish I would 

have been able to back when I did 

that first album in 2004.

I think confidence and get-
ting older really encourages all 
that. That’s awesome to hear.

Yeah. I think so too. I think 

there’s a real sort of lie that peo-

ple buy into that says that you 

have to do your best work when 

you’re young. Number one, it’s 

just totally not true. When you 

look at – especially visual artists, 

I DON’T 
THINK OF 
WORSHIP AS 
BEING ITS 
OWN GENRE.
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composers, when you look at all 

of history – people do their best 

work when they’re older.

But for some reason, in rock 

and popular music, there’s this 

idea that people have to do their 

best work when they’re young. I 

think that that’s totally untrue. 

I think it happens a lot in rock 

music because people live such 

unhealthy lifestyles, they don’t 

have much to say later in life.

I think that there’s this sort 

of youth culture built up around 

music toward honoring youth 

above wisdom, I think has sprung 

from sort of just that system of 

value. I think that the best work 

comes later in life. I definitely 

expect that and hope for that.

That’s awesome. I’ve been 
listening to all of your records. 
There is a definite maturity 
throughout the (body of work).

Yeah. Thank you.

Can you tell us, what is 
Borderland?

Borderland is a place between 

places. Two neighboring countries 

are not friendly with one another. 

There’s this area as border that 

neither one of those countries 

takes responsibility for, just a 

borderland. To me, borderland, 

it describes me, I think. I’m not 

always sure where I belong, as 

an artist for sure. My popular 

songs are, like you said, songs 

that have become popular in the 

cultural worship sphere. … That’s 

a small part of what I write. And 

(even) then, I don’t exactly fit in. 

We’re a little odd sometimes (in 

the worship space), but we’re also 

odd outside of it. I’ve always felt 

a bit like I live between those two 

worlds, where I tap into both of 

those worlds, but neither one of 

those are home for me as an artist.

When you’re young you grow 

up and you sort of take on the 

ideas that surround you. Dallas 

Willing says, “When you’re 

young, your teachers choose you, 

but when you’re mature, a mature 

person will choose their teach-

ers, because you’re always being 

taught.” Everyone has a teacher 

whether that teacher is a celebrity 

or the teacher is your friends, your 

peers, an actual teacher or some-

one around you.

When you’re young, your teach-

ers choose you, so you believe 

certain things. Then you reach 

a certain age when you have to 

decide for yourself what you are 

really going to believe. I do not 

doubt my faith or Christianity. I 

haven’t had those seasons where I 

struggle with my faith, but—

We all do.
Everybody does, and I actually 

think those seasons are import-

ant. If you don’t struggle with it, 

then do you really believe it?

If you don’t have those sea-
sons, then how can you learn 
and grow in your faith?

Yeah! Absolutely. I’ve defi-

nitely been in the season when 

I’m trying to decide what part of 

my views do I want to continue 

with and what do I believe as a 

grownup. I’m 33, I think (laughs).

(Laughs) Oh gosh.
I still feel like I’m 18 most of the 

time, but I’m finally starting to 

feel like a grownup and realizing I 

have to. I can’t allow my teachers 

to choose me anymore. You know 

what I mean? I need to choose my 

teachers, and I need to figure out 

what I believe for myself. Often, 

that world, that borderland world, 

I think we all live there, pretty 

much all the time to be honest.

It is a continual thing; it’s 

continually growing, continually 

redefining who we are based on 

our life experiences. That’s kind 

of the idea of Borderlands. It’s a lot 

about growing up, about choosing 

love over what’s easy and comfort-

able because, ultimately, loving is 

the hard decision.

Loving is the hardest thing 

but the better thing. When you’re 

young, you think love is exciting, 

(and it is). You feel like love is easy 

and it’s what comes natural. The 

truth is love is actually the great-

est thing and it is exciting, but it is 

also the hardest thing, too, choos-

ing the hard road over the easy 

for the long term. So a lot of those 

themes are on the album too. You 

can see that from the picture of 

Borderland.

For this album specifical-
ly, where did you draw your 
inspiration from?

What’s really funny is I’ve 

always been a big Springsteen 

fan, and the last couple of years 

I’ve really enjoyed Justin Vernon’s 

stuff. I listen to a lot of girl sing-

ers, too. I know it came out a cou-

ple of years ago, but Florence and 

the Machine – her last album. I’m 

constantly listening to different 

things. I like the folk guys. I real-

ly enjoy the Fleet Foxes and My 

Morning Jacket.

This album, I really didn’t con-

sciously bring any influences into 

it. There were times we referenced 

from the early U2 stuff. Although, 

I THINK 
PEOPLE 
HAVE MADE 
WORSHIP A 
GENRE.

— JOHN MARK MCMILLAN
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I don’t know I hear any of that on 

the album, really. I will say we did 

reference Phil Collins a lot when 

we were tracking the drums. So, 

I’ve enjoyed Phil Collins. We’re 

trying to go in a little bit of a dif-

ferent direction on this album, try 

something brand new.

Honestly, most of the influ-

ences for this album were the 

people around me, though, the 

individuals and not the famous, 

established artists. There’s a girl 

– her name is Molly Skaggs. She’s 

a really incredible piano player. 

I wrote a lot of the songs on the 

acoustic guitar. Then we drove 

up to where she lives, and she 

tracked all her piano parts. She 

really left a mark on the album. 

Then we deleted my acoustic parts 

and we built things off of her 

piano parts.

There’s another guy in town 

named Al Sergel. He’s one of the 

greatest drummers. We brought 

him in on top of the piano stuff. So 

we built most of the album – or a 

good chunk of the album – off of 

what those two folks brought to 

the table.

Those people are just as import-

ant as Springsteen or Bon Iver or 

U2 or whoever it is. Those people 

are just as important and just as 

influential on the music we make, 

maybe even more so. I really just 

allow the people in our communi-

ty to be the people who define the 

sound that we make.

How does it feel knowing 
you and your album had so 
much support behind it? 
Borderland was fully funded 
through Kickstarter in 30 
days.

That feels amazing. Honestly, 

that was such a great lift. A whole 

team got so excited during that 

season when we were raising the 

money, because you could just 

feel the energy from the people. 

It got everyone really stoked to go 

back to work and really make this 

(album) rule.

It’s awesome when people 
are so hungry for your music, 
and they love it, and they 
feel such a connection with it 
that they’ll back it with their 
earnings and stuff to make it 
happen.

As an artist, it’s easy to doubt 

who you are. An artist goes 

through these seasons where peo-

ple are more interested in you, and 

then they’re more interested in 

other people. You make an album. 

How long does it stay in your CD 

player or your phone? You won-

der, “Well, are we done? Is it time 

to pack it up? Is anyone interested 

in what we’re doing anymore?”

You want to say you do it for 

you, but truthfully, you do it for 

a community of people. We make 

music to connect with people. 

That’s why music was created. 

That’s why we make music, that’s 

why we always have, that’s why 

we always will. You want to 

believe that people are hearing 

the music that you’re making. 

Otherwise, what’s the point?

When the Kickstarter thing did 

so well, all of a sudden, the whole 

team was like, “Man, this is going 

to be really good. People really are 

excited about what we’re doing. 

We’re not living out here in outer 

space.”

It’s like you’re not alone. 
Other people are going 
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through it, too.
If someone else hears and 

feels the way you feel, as human 

beings, that’s what we’re con-

stantly striving for – to be known 

by others. Music is just another 

opportunity to do that. If you feel 

like nobody’s listening, it defi-

nitely affects the kind of music 

that you make. When you feel 

that community and that energy 

behind it, it definitely does some-

thing for the songs you’re writing.

Is there any motivation you 
had for releasing Borderlands 
without a label?

I’ve got a lot of friends who are 

on labels. I know a lot of good 

people who work for record labels. 

I know a lot of good record label 

guys. For me, this was so in the 

cracks. Not that we’re a crazy-su-

per-ultra-creative type of band, 

but we just don’t fit. And the 

labels have a very specific way of 

doing things.

Oh yeah, they do. They know 
what works. If your music 
doesn’t adhere to that, they 
want to change it.

Yeah. They’re all amazing 

guys who love music. They’re 

definitely not dumb. They listen 

to amazing music and they have 

really great opinions on music, but 

at the end of the day, they’ve got 

to make money for their bosses 

and if they’re not quite sure what 

to do with you, it’s awkward. 

Personally, I’m just flat out not 

going to make music I hate. Even 

if that’s one song for the radio, if 

I don’t like it, I’m just not going 

to do it. I’ve worked too hard, too 

long. … That bums me out. There 

are a lot of good bands on the 

labels, so I’m not putting them 

down, but there are certain things 

that, due to the music that I make, 

would really bum me out. I just 

can’t wake up and go to work for 

that. I just can’t do that every day.

You want your music to 
represent you and speak about 
you and not have to answer 
to anyone else about it. Not 
explain yourself or anything.

Totally. The truth is, most 

Christians don’t listen to 

Christian music. There are a lot 

of Christians who do – Christians 

(who) are still very relevant to mil-

lions of people – but if you were to 

take the group of people that don’t 

listen to it, it’s much greater than 

the people that do.

Just like you were saying earli-

er, worship is any genre, anything. 

Music is so universal now, you 

can make any song into a worship 

song or a love song.

I think millions of Christians, 

and also people who aren’t sure 

who they are, need certain conver-

sations about God. I feel like they 

don’t connect with the conversa-

tions of popular Christian music. 

Somebody has to serve those peo-

ple. I know a lot of those people. 

For me, that’s what I’m passionate 

about: giving a voice to those peo-

ple who just don’t quite know who 

they are.

Would you say this album 
came together easily?

No, it was really hard.

(Laughs.)

This is the hardest album I 

have ever made, and they’re all 

hard. They’re all so, so, so hard. 
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This was the hardest. By far the 

hardest.

I think it’s because we were 

at a point where we either had to 

reimagine what we were doing, 

or (decide if it) was time to pack it 

up and play music for our families 

and people in our neighborhoods 

and in our own cities, do some 

conferences or whatever, which 

wouldn’t be necessarily a bad 

thing. I just didn’t want to feel 

defeated. I didn’t want to pack it 

up. I feel like I couldn’t do it.

We knew that it was time to 

reimagine what we do. That’s the 

reason. It’s so hard to reimagine. 

What’s worked in the past, we 

made some rules that we could 

not… I tried not to use any of my 

old metaphors. We tried not to 

use guitars the way we had in the 

past. We tried not to copy popular 

music the way we had, and not fall 

back into our old tricks. We found 

it’s really hard to come up with 

new tricks.

Oh yeah, especially in music.
Yeah, it is. I don’t know if 

they’re new for everyone in the 

world, but they’re definitely new 

for us. Also, how to do it in a way 

that was authentic. It’s easy to 

hear another band and say, “Well, 

I want to sound like them.” That’s 

easy. You say, “Well, the drums 

sound this way, the vocals sound 

this way and the guitars sound 

this way.” That’s easy. Any engi-

neer can hear another band and 

know what to do to (replicate the 

sound). It’s a lot harder to do it in 

a way that sounds like you.

That’s why it took us almost a 

solid year. We were in the studio 

for almost a solid year working on 

this album. We did everything the 

hard way. We created reverb out 

of the room and didn’t use digital 

effects, all that kind of stuff.

Would this be, like, a 

more stripped-down album? 
Everything’s going back to the 
basics. Everything’s harder. 
You’re not doing things that 
you’re used to.

No way. There are some songs 

that had over 300 tracks on this 

album.

Wow.
Definitely not stripped down. 

In fact, it’s definitely the other 

way around. The Medicine was a 

very stripped-down album. It was 

mostly two guitars, bass, drums 

and occasionally different instru-

ments. This album is actually 

much bigger. We have strings and 

horns. We’ve got two drum kits 

for at least half the songs. This is a 

much bigger album than anything 

we’ve ever done.

What are the highlights 
from the recording process, 
the memories that stick with 
you?

I remember tracking the piano 

with Molly in the beginning. We 

just went up. A lot of the songs, 

I didn’t even have the lyrics fin-

ished. A lot of the songs weren’t 

even finished. She started playing 

and she wanted to know what 

each song was about. I would 

talk to her about what the song 

was about, even though it wasn’t 

finished. She wanted to catch the 

spirit of the song. That was defi-

nitely a highlight.

Then hearing Al, the way he 

played the drums. At first, we 

broke him down to just a kick, 

snare, and a tom. That’s all he 

had. He’s one of the greatest 

drummers and we only gave 

him three drums. He had to 

play every song with just three 

drums.

Then we went back and put a 

second drum kit on top of every-

thing. Just hearing how inspiring 

he was on three drums, with 

almost no vocals and no instru-

ments, it was unreal.

It’s crazy how people have 
talent like that (laughs).

I know. We just feel a gift in 

those two people. There are a lot 

of highlights. Like I said, we spent 

a whole year on the album. For 

me, another highlight was actual-

ly finishing the album.

Hearing the finished prod-
uct?

Yeah. Finally, after a solid year 

of work.

I can’t imagine.
I thought we were never going 

to get done. Writing the lyrics was 

so hard this time. I didn’t know 

what I had to say, what I wanted 

to say.

Do you ever think that the 
lyrics you want to write are too 
heavy or risky?

No, I never did. I never thought 

they were too risky. In fact, I 

would like to be even more risky. 

They say that risk is a reward. 

What do they say about risk and 

reward? The greater the risk, the 

greater the reward.

I think that’s why music needs 

to be risky. It’s because if the idea 

of music is to communicate and 

create great conversations around 

this sense of value, then the more 

risk that’s involved, it communi-

cates the greater value. If music 

has very little risk connected to 

it, it communicates very little 

value, in my opinion. I think there 

always has to be some risk. I’d like 

to take more, for sure.

If there were one thing you 
want your listeners to take 
away from the album, what 
would it be?

I don’t know. I just hope they 

hear me. I hope they can see them-

selves in the music that I make, 

and somehow we can have a con-

versation together across the air-

ways and across space and time.

I really would love for there 

to be something timeless in the 

conversation that it wouldn’t just 

be about right now. It wouldn’t 

just be about trendy. I would hope 

there would be something they 

could take away in that conversa-

tion that would last a whole life.

Every band has things that 
they do while they’re on the 
road, how do you keep your-
self entertained?

Oh gosh. We do different 

things. We play games. For a 

while we had this game where 

we made this ball out of gaff tape. 

When we got out of the van, you 

could throw it at somebody, but 

if you threw it at them and you 

missed, they got to throw it at you 

and you had to stand still.

Kind of like in Wall Ball 
where you have to let them tag 
you hard with the ball?

Yeah! And every show we 

would wrap up gaff tape and it got 

bigger and bigger and bigger and 

you wouldn’t believe it got to the 

point where we stopped because 

it got to where the ball got to be 

as heavy and hard as a baseball. 

People were, like, bleeding.

Ouch.
Yeah, so we stopped that at one 

point. We have open conversa-

tions, music, that kind of stuff that 

keeps us going. We all like “The 

Walking Dead.”

Oh, yeah. It came back on 
last night; I felt like I waited 
forever for the midseason pre-
mier. Do you remember your 
first show you performed?

Yeah, I do. My first show was 

at a teeny little club in Charlotte. 
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We only had a handful of songs. I 

remember feeling awesome. I’ve 

played shows with other people, 

but as far as me being the singer 

and writing all the songs, it was 

probably early 2000, 2001 or 

something. I was 21, 22?

Wow. That’s neat. Now 
you’re 33 and you’re here. 
That’s cool.

It is.

What’s your favorite city to 
visit when you’re on tour?

My favorite city? I really like 

Charleston, South Carolina. I like 

the culture and the food. I like the 

beach. I like the Southern vibe. 

I also really love Seattle. I really 

love Portland. I love New York. 

Those are some of my favorites.

I’m going to say this: My 

favorite city probably ever is 

Queenstown, New Zealand. I’m 

going on record for that. That’s 

my favorite city I’ve ever visited 

on tour.

You’ve got to tell us why.
Number one: It is the most 

beautiful city I’ve ever seen in 

my entire life. It’s on this lake, 

this huge lake, and it’s the bluest 

lake you’ve ever seen. It’s so blue 

it looks fake. The town is built 

around this lake.

New Zealand, as a whole, has 

incredibly kind people and they 

all want to help you, and they all 

want to talk to you. The people 

are amazing. It’s such a laid-back 

town. A lot of people are into 

hiking, snowboarding, into those 

kinds of sports and things.

They go off and do their adven-

tures during the day, then come 

back at night and they’ll all hang 

out and talk. There’s a lot of that 

kind of stuff to do, but there’s this 

huge mountain that hangs over 

the lake. If you remember the 

mountain from “The Lord of the 

Rings,” the Mountains of Mordor 

– they look scary in “The Lord of 

the Rings,” but in real life, they’re 

actually gorgeous. 

There’s this big mountain range 

called “The Remarkables,” and 

they are on the other side of the 

lake. Google Queenstown, New 

Zealand. You’ll know exactly why 

it’s my favorite. A close second 

to Queenstown would be San 

Francisco. I love San Francisco. 

Those two are my favorites.

What do you think your 
greatest opportunity has been 
so far in your musical career?

There’s not one that is more 

important than another. I think 

the greatest thing has been all the 

people I’ve been able to meet along 

the way. I get to travel. I have 

amazing friends in some other 

places I would have never met if I 

didn’t do what I do for a living.

There are some amazing 

friends in California that I would 

only get to see if this was my job. I 

would never have met them other-

wise. That’s the greatest opportu-

nity that has been to meet all these 

people.

What type of music do you 
listen to? Anyone in particular 
that influences you?

I really listen to all kinds of 

stuff, it just depends what mood 

I’m in. I like oldies. I like R&B. 

I don’t listen to a ton of hip-hop; 

there are times when I might lis-

ten to some. I really enjoy it, but 

the negativity gets tough after a 

while.

I listen to country. Honestly, 

when I’m in my car and I’m tired of 

what’s on my phone, I just put on 

a country station. I’m sort of done 

with the pop stations right now in 

my hometown. I just listen to down 

Country just because it’s easy.

I love Bob Marley. I might listen 

to Bob Marley in the winter. Most 

people only like to listen to reggae 

in the summer, but I like it all 

year. It’s huge variety. I’m a huge 

fan of Springsteen. I really love 

Phil Collins and Peter Gabriel.

Do you have any guilty plea-
sures like TV shows, or books, 
or movies maybe?

I like Reese’s Peanut Butter 

Cups, especially in the (morning). 

That’s when I do the Reese’s. 

Those are the best.

They are! Oh man! 
I actually don’t get to watch a 

lot of TV, because my three kids 

dominate the television. So most 

of my TV watching has to do 

with—

Cartoons?
Yeah. Most of it has to do with 

“Dinosaur Train.”

Can you give a random fact 
about yourself that not many 
people know of?

I really like Diet Pepsi (laughs).

Diet Pepsi?
Yeah, I love Diet Pepsi. I had to 

stop drinking Diet Pepsi because 

I’ll get two 24 packs, and I’ve had 

days when I didn’t realize it but 

I drank the whole case of Diet 

Pepsi.

Oh man. Why can’t the 
things that are unhealthy be 
good for you?

For real.

What are you most excit-
ed about for John Mark 
McMillan’s future?

I am excited to go out on the 

road with the band. We’ve spent 

the last year in the studio working 

on these new songs and this new 

sound. The album’s coming out, 

but at the same time, we’ve been 

building a new band, too.

All the guys in the band, we 

haven’t really been out that much 

as a full band, so everyone is 

chomping at the bit to get out 

and play. I’m way excited for the 

spring tour. I’m putting more into 

it than I ever have, and it’s going 

to be a huge band. Everyone really 

loves each other.

Some of the guys in the band 

are my best friends. We have so 

much fun. I’m way excited for 

that. Way, way excited. I’m also 

just excited to see what this year 

holds for the family and me. 

I’m excited to see my kids grow 

another year. My baby girl is 

starting to talk, and I’m excited 

to have some conversations with 

her.

The other thing I’m really excit-

ed about is while we were doing 

this album, I also tracked five or 

six songs with my wife that she 

and I co-wrote that we’re singing 

on together, the same studio, same 

group of musicians, everything.

Nice.
This album is actually five 

more songs – that aren’t on the 

album – that we need to finish. So 

I’m excited to finish those songs 

that I wrote with my wife.

Lastly, if the fans wanted to 
help you out in any way, what 
could they do?

Just let people know, real basic, 

share what we’re doing with their 

communities because we’re not 

on any major labels. Everything 

we do depends on word of mouth, 

on people being excited. So if they 

love it, share it. That helps us 

more than anything. More than 

anything else they can do, they 

can just share the music.

 †

Eaves is a Contributing Writer for 

HM. Her first name is pronounced 

like “Chelsea.” Now go back and look 

at how she spells it.
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When you start a band playing hard-
core and punk music, you need to do it 
correctly; otherwise, you will fall by the 
wayside, blending in with the crowd and 
getting lost in the shuffle. Comeback 
Kid continues to keep it fresh on Die 
Knowing, allowing the band to improve 
– while still maintaining a high quality 
of music – in their wonderful return 

to their rightful place as a staple of 
the genre since the early 2000s. Four 
years have gone by since their last 
album, Symptoms & Cures, and it feels 
like they never left. Die Knowing takes 
everything Comeback Kid is known 
for – speed punk, gritty hardcore, 
passionate vocals – and turns everything 
past 11. In fact, the songs on the new 

album may very well cause some fans 
to break the volume knob. The biggest 
improvement Comeback Kid has on Die 
Knowing made was with the production 
value. The intensity is still there – check 
out tracks like “Wasted Arrows” and 
“Lower The Line” – while the deeper, 
grungy hardcore returns on the title 
track and “Should Know Better.” But 

‘Die Knowing’ delivers a punch for
hardcore veterans Comeback Kid

Comeback Kid
Die Knowing

Victory
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this time around, everything 
on the album sounds so much 
cleaner and more polished, 
without compromising their 
songwriting. They even have 
some great fun with it, on 
a track like “Losing Sleep,” 
which features vocalist An-
drew Neufeld screaming like 
a monkey before the track 
slams in. True to form, the 
songs stick to the short side, 
but capped onto the end of 
Die Knowing is a four minute 
“epic” that encompasses ev-
erything the band has come 
to be known for. It has great 
gang vocal sections, perfect 
for their live show. This new 
album will be a welcome 
addition to a fan base that 
has been waiting for their 
next chapter.. 

—JUSTIN MABEE

The Florida-based melodic 
hardcore band has truly 
released a hardcore album, 
with gravely, shouted-out 
vocals and lots of dirty but 
flowing riffs with seemingly 
little post-recording produc-
tion, which keeps the album 
natural. After hearing With 
Increase’s first full-length, 
Death is Inevitable, I found 
out what happens when retro 
gets laced with relentless 
power.

The first taste starts with 
a thumping track, and did a 
good job setting the scene 
for how heavy the album will 
ever get. While the album 

takes on a slow rhythmic 
pace at times, it has no trou-
ble slipping into a frenzied 
furor that will please to-the-
death-hardcore fans, like 
“Untitled,” “The Accuser” 
and “Get Me Out.” 

With Increase is also 
described as “spirit-filled 
hardcore,” and it’s quite 
appropriate. They make 
their faith a huge part of 
their band as shown in their 
subject matter: regret, 
disappointment, temptation, 
redemption. For example, 
“Bones” is a fast-paced song 
memoir of sorts, featuring 
a person regretting their 
life of emptiness (“I wish I 
could take back all this pain I 
caused when I was trying to 
find the meaning of life”). In 
“Untitled,” the singer won-
ders why he “can’t learn from 
(his) mistakes,” something 
that echoes  Paul’s frustra-
tions with repeating sins in 
Romans 7. 

Some standout songs 
include “Hell For Myself,” 
which has some melodra-
matic riffs that assist with 
the grave nature of the 
song, and “Comatose,” 
a song of redemption (“I 
stand here burdened, my 
arms outstretched, pleading 
Heaven to open its gaze upon 
this son of regret / So if I can 
only sing just one more song, 
may it be the victory anthem 
of Christ Jesus alone”). It 
starts very slow, but leads to 
an appropriate climax; it’s a 
powerful song even though 
it’s the shortest song on the 
album (1:36). 

It’s hard to keep monoto-
ny and repetitiveness out of 
hardcore, and at times the 
album lapses into some small 
ruts. The redeeming factor, 
however, is the fact that 
most of the are around the 
two-minute mark, so it isn’t 
a chore to sit through some 
of the mediocre songs. But 

With Increase has an album 
that makes them impossible 
to ignore. Even though it’s 
only March, Death is Inevita-
ble is in the hardcore album 
of the year discussion. 

—JORDAN GONZALEZ

With their second album, 
Beware the Neverending 
have written a good metal-
core album with a great sense 
of groove. Having taken their 
sound and stripped it down to 
focus on rhythm, you won’t 
hear complicated leads and 
melodies, but the trade-off is 
normalized with the rhythm 
section. Once you start the 
album, pounding guitars 
batter you into submission 
with syncopated rhythms and 
groove-centric breakdowns. 
Its darker doom sound takes 
away from the variety of 
sound. 

Songs like “Time of War” 
and “Zero to Nothing” have 
heavy, syncopated, off-beat 
chugging during the verses 
before shifting gears to a 
more plodding breakdown. 
This back-and-forth rhythm 
adds an interesting dynamic 
to each song; it’s subtle, so 
don’t let it slip you by. The 
shift in tempo makes hitting 
those breakdowns more ex-
citing, giving them an added 
punch.

Lead singer Bobby Strat-
ton really mixes things up 
with his range of low growls 

and higher raspy screams, 
like on “Kamikaze” and “Re-
percussions of Destroying a 
Pearl.” One of the highlights 
of the album is the first track, 
“Pride over Sanity,” with its 
call and response; Stratton 
and the group vocals and 
will sound awesome played 
live with a crowd. Times of 
War suffers when you hit the 
middle of the record where 
songs have a tendency to 
blend together. This is still 
a good album that starts 
strong and really picks the 
momentum back up towards 
the end. Times of War has 
some standout, but overall 
lacks the extra leap of variety 
to make it great.

—BEN RICKABY

Music is all about feeling 
something.  Whether the 
instruments pull your heart 
into a specific rhythm, the 
lyrics spark a connection, the 
nostalgically whimsical emo-
tions from your past come 
roaring back or if, sometimes, 
the music just makes you 
stop and think. The Dust of 
Men has saturated their de-
but album, What the Morning 
Shows, with Feeling, making 
it nearly impossible to not be 
rattled with emotion from 
their music.

The band composes what 
they refer to as “testimony 
music,” and it’s exactly what 
you imagined it would be 

throughout the entire album 
experience. Think back to 
the time of back woods 
Southern tent revivals, and 
welcome The Dust of Men, 
the modern-day version. The 
spirit in their music is sin-
cerely passionate it becomes 
contagious. Their songs seem 
to inspire a universal union, a 
sound that allows you to mold 
it into your own.

What the Morning 
Shows was recorded out of 
Justin Vernon’s (Bon Iver) 
Wisconsin-based studio, 
and The Dust of Men even 
names Bon Iver as a musical 
influence. You can almost 
instantly relate that back to 
Vernon’s knack for storytell-
ing within music. 

There’s a vitality and 
desperation in this album 
that lit up my soul. I’m feeling 
spiritually reawakened and 
broken, and in all that still 
finding peace, with The Dust 
of Men as the soundtrack.

—CHELC EAVES

Out of everything I have 
heard so far this year, one 
thing is certain: American 
bands are going to have to 
try a lot harder to be original 
with their songs. Some of 
the best records I’ve heard 
this year – I know it’s early – 
have come from outside the 
States. Finland’s New Waters 
knows their music is an art 
form, and the operate as if 
the songs are the paintings 

With Increase
Death is Inevitable

Blood and Ink

Beware the 
Neverending
Times of War

Red Cord

The Dust of Men
What the Morning 
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7 7



REVIEWS
for the listener to admire and 
study.

On their new record, 
Venture, the band manages 
to capture a unique hardcore 
style that no faith-based 
band has matched. This 
young band of best friends 
has stayed away from the 
trends of American hardcore, 
pulling influences like 
Converge’s madness, the 
soundscapes of Sigur Ros 
and the experimentation of 
Refused.

Their situation is unique; 
a lot of times, the innova-
tors (and early adopters) 
aren’t recognized for their 
genius and get passed up, 
like Selfmindead, Frodus 
and Spitfire. I hope this style 
wakes a new generation to a 
new sound, and Venture hits 
just Refused’s The Shape of 
Punk to Come did for so many 
of us.

—ROB HOUSTON

Hundredth has a great 
sense of timing on their 
latest EP, Resist. Tracks will 
go at a feverish pace through 
sections of each song, before 
suddenly dropping off to give 
listeners a chance to absorb 
what they’ve heard. The 
rhythm section sets the pace 
and direction for the record, 
while the lead weaves in and 
out with soaring melodies 
and a wonderful harmonious 
compliment with Chadwick 
Johnson’s vocals layered over 

top. Resist is the follow up 
to Hundredth’s EP, Revolt, 
and Resist continues from 
where it left off. While Revolt 
focused a little more on a 
rhythmic sound than Resist, 
both play off each other well 
and sound more like two 
halves of an album instead 
of two EPs released a year 
apart.

The standout on Resist 
is “Demons” with its back 
and forth between the lead 
and rhythm throughout the 
track. (The lyrics focus on 
the struggle with personal 
demons and temptations.) 
Resist ends with one of 
the coolest instrumentals 
I’ve heard in a long time, a 
speech by S. Brian Willson. 
It starts out the track, similar 
to “Barren” on the Revolt 
EP, while the band plays the 
speech out, ending the EP 
with a beautifully haunting 
and simple melody.

—BEN RICKABY

In March 2013, the up-
and-coming hardcore group 
Nothing Til Blood announced 
they were parting ways with 
their vocalist, Amadeus Pry-
or. In that same announce-
ment, the group informed 
the public that Hector 
Becarra, who would come all 
the way from Los Angeles 
to Alabama, would replace 
Pryor. Almost immediately, 
the band hit 456 Studios in 
Nashville to begin recording 

Still Standing, the band’s 
sophomore release from 
Facedown Records. I am 
not sure if it was the vocalist 
change or simply a growth 
spurt, but this new album 
shows just how far Nothing 
Til Blood has come over the 
past few years.

The first thing I noticed 
about this album was the ’90s 
hardcore-style cover art. It 
immediately reminded me 
of Integrity’s 1996 release, 
Humanity is the Devil. And 
while I would never advise 
listeners to judge an album by 
its cover, it is totally accurate 
to assume that this album is 
every bit as heavy as it looks.

Not only does Still 
Standing have songs featuring 
some big names within 
the Christian hardcore 
community (“Overlooked” 
features Mattie Montgomery 
of For Today and “Forever 
Forward” featuring Sleeping 
Giant’s Tommy Green), but 
this album also features a 
dynamic range of vocals and 
vocal stylings from new-
comer Becarra. In addition 
to standard hardcore vocals, 
this album also showcases 
some cleans on songs such 
as “Overlooked,” “Reckless” 
and “Forever Forward.” I 
can also speak for the rest 
of the album, lyrically, 
by saying that each song 
shares a distinct, uplifting 
message that both Christians 
and non-Christians can be 
encouraged by. 

As far as musically, I’m not 
sure if it’s an Alabama hard-
core thing, but Still Standing 
is practically Gideon’s 
Milestone. They are nearly 
identical in sound and in-
strumentation. Both records 
pack an aggressive punch 
with unrelenting thrash 
beats and a gnarly bass tone 
They’re not bad similarities 
to share, but both releases 
do sound all too similar. The 

only major difference with 
Still Standing, however, is the 
significant musical growth 
from album-to-album.

I don’t typically subscribe 
to, “Yeah, but their first 
album is way better,” when 
talking about Nothing 
Til Blood. Sure, I can jam 
When Lambs Become Lions 
just as much as the next 
Facedown Records fan boy, 
but Still Standing really ups 
the barometer by bringing 
way more to the table both 
musically and lyrically.

—NICK SABIN

Led by the black-haired, 
modern-day Bob Dylan 
Chris Carrabba, Twin Forks 
finds the former Dash-
board Confessional front 
man embracing his roots 
as an American acoustic 
singer-songwriter. Carrabba 
knows his audience; his fans 
are older now. And in turn, 
with lyrics that have matured 
from high-school romance to 
a story of love found with an 
old flame and that rela-
tionship falling apart at the 
seams, Twin Forks feels like a 
great gateway to classic folk 
and the Americana genre. 

Though most songs are 
upbeat and cheery, songs like 
“Who’s Looking Out” strike 
a more somber, introspective 
tone – even depressing. Af-
ter a few listens, the mood of 
the album declines from love 
to heartbreak. Carrabba is no 

stranger to a narrative for-
mula, and this record shows 
he understands his fan base’s 
taste changes over time.

Even though Carrabba 
is starting over with a new 
sound and a new band, he still 
knows how to write catchy 
songs. Take the chorus from 
“Danger,” for instance: “Get 
home safe now / Get home 
safe now / There is danger at 
every turn” will get stuck in 
your head for days. And he 
knows how to start an album 
with a great opening track. 
Like Dashboard’s emo-an-
them “Screaming Infideli-
ties” opened up Swiss Army 
Romance, “Can’t Be Broken” 
is a great start, opening a new 
chapter in Carrabba’s career. 
He has an ear for melody, 
and a voice that will appeal to 
generations to come.

Some people say that 
Carrabba can do no wrong, 
and after this record, I’d 
agree with that statement. 
Although Twin Forks is 
incredibly different from 
Dashboard Confessional 
and Further Seems Forever, 
it’s Carrabba through and 
through.

—ROB HOUSTON

At only 19, most teens 
were permanently camped 
out on their mother’s couch, 
while Gabe Reasoner is turn-
ing out his one-man band. 
Armed with a keyboard, a 
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drum and a mic, Reasoner’s 
alter ego, Hunter Dumped 
Us Here, frequents the local 
coffee shop crowd where he 
belts out electronic-hard-
core-pop melodies.

While we don’t know 
who “Hunter” is and why he 
dumped us and never called, 
all he wants to do is “sing a 
pretty song to you,” as he 
sings in the opening track, 
“Uncage.” 

That particular track 
starts with a brash, solo drum 
beat and bubbly keyboard 
riffs, accompanied by vocals 
that go from emotional 
serenading to screaming to 
Announcer Voice to spoken 
prose. I can’t help but feel 
like he’s left nothing unsaid. 
That is until you realize there 
are six more tracks.

And it only gets more in-
tense – bordering on strange 
– from there. 

“Storybook I” is the 
preceding track, which can 
best be described by that 
moment in your sister’s 
favorite romantic comedy 
where the leading man sits 
down at a random piano (that 
probably wasn’t there five 
seconds ago) to serenade 
his lady. If you’re thinking to 
yourself, “How cheesy,” then 
yes, you would be correct. 
With lyrics like, “… and you 
know she has eyes, and you 
know you can see them,” it’s 
hard to pin down whether the 
slight humor is deliberate or 
if it’s just a testament to his 
immaturity as a writer.

By track three, it’s hard to 
deny the comedic undertone 
that weighs this album down, 
deliberate or not. Particularly 
reminiscent of Ludo’s “Love 
Me Dead,” while there’s no 
question that the material 
is emotional to the writer, 
there is a light-hearted tone 
to it. Reasoner seems to 
take heavily from Thrice 
but frequently surprises 

the listener when he breaks 
out a “middle-school beat” 
and goes all Eminem on us 
(“Pastor Passion Crime”). 
The remainder of the album 
remains a mystery, with 
psychotic tracks like, “Sto-
rybook II” that follows the 
pattern of juvenile lyrics such 
as, “And if you ever go, I’ll 
smash my piano to hell,” and, 
“I’ll disappear into the woods 
and talk to all the sticks.” 
The final track is a stagnant, 
breathy ballad that leaves one 
last surprise in the form of 
a sound clip from “Night of 
the Living Dead” in the midst 
of the swelling keyboard 
melodies. The 1968 horror 
film about bloodthirsty 
zombies seems disconnected 
compared to the sweet-na-
tured sentiment. 

Reasoner certainly has the 
chops to hold his own, but 
it’s clear HDUH is new to 
the scene. While the music 
doesn’t lack a soul, there is 
a glaring immaturity in the 
songwriting that will only im-
prove as HDUH experiences 
and matures. This album is 
a lot like watching someone 
bleed his or her heart out 
on stage for you; there’s an 
undeniable vulnerability, but 
it’s also awkward. Very, very 
awkward.

—ASHELY KINNICK

The guys in the Char-
lotte, North Carolina-based 

metalcore band Bruised But 
Not Broken are young. So 
young, in fact, that most 
of them were barely in high 
school when they started the 
band (15-16 years old at the 
time). Even now, after an EP 
(Just(defied)) and this fresh 
full-length, they are barely 
out of high school.

But their age didn’t deter 
them from getting signed by 
Standby Records (who have 
kick-started rock and metal 
hits such as Black Veil Brides 
and Emarosa), or from creating 
a solid debut album that should 
garner some attention in the 
metalcore world. (Nor does it 
hinder their message of faith.)

Fragment comes in 
with ambition, passion and 
creativity. Although they 
are defined as a metalcore 
band, the sound of Fragment 
lays somewhere between 
metalcore and post-hardcore, 
since there is plenty of room 
for soaring, high-pitched 
vocals. The album also has 
hints of techno mixed in 
throughout, which is both a 
blessing – because it’s catchy 
and unique – and a curse – 
because it sometimes sounds 
overproduced. While the 
techno element plays a major 
role with its background 
noises and catchy tunes, it’s 
not overdone and is nothing 
near as genre-transforming 
as what Attack! Attack! 
brought to the table. It’s 
more of a supporting role. 

The vocals are one of the 
most entertaining aspects of 
the album. They switch up 
the entire time. Songs like 
“Euthology,” “The Prodigal’s 
Brother” and “Dead Current 
Sea” feature whispery vocals 
and soaring vocals and little 
screaming. Others are much 
heavier (“The Devil’s List” 
and “Enter(Fear)”), mixing 
up high-pitched screams 
and growls. Then there are 
songs like “Mourning Glory,” 

which is a true metalcore 
song, featuring only screams 
and growls accompanied by 
breakdowns and bass drops. 

For the most part, 
Fragment stays away from an 
abundance of spoiling clichés, 
though there are a few times 
when the high-pitched 
vocals and the breakdowns 
make any veteran listener of 
metalcore phase out. But, 
for the most part, the album 
keeps you guessing from 
start to finish, switching 
rhythms, vocal styles and 
adding creative instruments 
such as pianos (“Days of the 
Weak”) and strings (“Babel 
Orchestra”).  

Modern metalcore and 
post-hardcore seem to be 
using a lot of electronic 
touches (The Devil Wears 
Prada’s 8:18 and We Came 
As Romans’ Tracing Back 
Roots), so the fact that 
Bruised But Not Broken is 
aware of that fact is a sign 
of their adaptability and 
creativity. It will be fun to 
watch what they do with it in 
the future. Furthermore, the 
fact that this album shows 
such diversity and creativity 
is quite impressive for such 
young artists. Instead of writ-
ing it for teenage mosh pits 
at summer music festivals, 
they’ve taken the detailed 
and patient approach. (Listen 
to the post-rock-esque song 
“The Third Heaven,” which 
features few vocals and is 
mainly instrumental.)

This is a band that has the 
guts to sell the Petrine Cross 
on their t-shirts (the usage 
of the upside-down cross as 
a satanic symbol originated 
in the 20th century) as 
a “conversation starter” 
(according to their Facebook 
page). Hopefully, they 
continue bringing that type 
of gutsiness into their future 
music.

—JORDAN GONZALEZ

I’ll be honest. From his de-
but, Hope Anthology, Volume 
1 in 2002, all the way to his 
last release, 2011’s Economy, 
I’ve loved everything John 
Mark McMillan has ever 
released. McMillan really 
found his sound on his 2008 
release, The Medicine, and 
has been perfecting it ever 
since. (The American church 
culture as a whole may still 
be stuck on his eight-year-
old hit, “How He Loves,” 
but he’s written a number of 
songs that are better. I think 
churches should look at songs 
like, “Carbon Ribs,” “Dress 
Us Up,” “Murdered Son” 
and “Who is This” for their 
worship services.)

A year ago, McMillan 
looked to his fans to help 
fund what would become 
Borderlands. Dubbing it “Best 
Album Ever,” a crowd-fund-
ing campaign goal of 
$40,000 was exceeded by 
nearly 175 percent, totaling 
$69,500. A year later, we 
now have McMillan’s fifth 
studio effort.

With singles like “Love at 
the End” and “Future/Past” 
already setting the tone 
for his latest masterpiece, 
McMillan has taken his love 
for all the generations of rock 
and roll and wrote another 
amazing collection of songs. 
Songs like “Guns/Napoleon” 
and “Counting On” capture 
the big sounds of the ’80s, 
and others like “Monster 
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Talk” and “Silver Shore” tap 
into the popular college rock 
sound. “Holy Ghost” has the 
makings of a popular wor-
ship-song-in-waiting, as does 
“Future/Past.” Interestingly 
enough, if you’ve ever played 
the video game “Border-
lands 2,” the title track of 
Borderlands would even make 
a great opening theme.

As John Mark McMillan’s 
track record of exponentially 
great albums would suggest, 
Borderlands is his best work to 
date. For all of our non-metal 
or hardcore readers, this 
is going to be one of your 
favorite releases this year.

—ROB HOUSTON

Hailing from New Jersey, 
the birthplace of the “take-
no-crap” attitude, it comes as 
no surprise that The Picture 
of Dorian Gray’s first full-
length would have a lot to 
(unapologetically) get off its 
chest. Now, add to it the fact 
that their six-piece dons the 
title of a classic Oscar Wilde 
novel centered around sin 
and the mortality of beauty, 
throw in a Christian front 
man poking holes in the flaws 
of American Christianity and 
you’ve got the makings of a 
modern-day, metal Broadway 
classic.

Or so I hoped.
What likely could’ve 

been a striking, conceptual 

first album falls short within 
seconds of firing it up. While 
the strictly instrumental 
track demands the presence 
of a cinematic journey, it 
ends with a sickeningly sweet 
bird chirping, transporting 
the context of the album 
from conceptual to campy 
as I can’t shake the image 
of Snow White with birds 
flitting around her perfect-
ly-sculpted hair. Still, the 
influence from bands such 
as August Burns Red and 
The Devil Wears Prada, no 
strangers to instrumental 
tracks, is clear from the 
beginning. 

The majority of the 
album feels like a disjointed 
return from the dentist’s 
office due to its stagnant, 
sleepy vibe. Throughout 
much of it, the bass tone 
feels lazy and the vocals 
seem anemic and with-
out conviction – with the 
exception of the scattered, 
clean vocals which are a 
pleasant surprise, at best. 
There are several tracks 
which briefly feature 
“digital glitches,” on some 
of the vocals, that only 
leave me feeling like they 
had too much time on their 
hands (“Do As We Say, Not 
As We Do,” “No Honor 
Among Thieves”), while 
other vocal patterns sound 
as if they were recorded in 
the bathroom of the local 
7/11 (“Every Saint Has A 
Past, Every Sinner Has A 
Future”). 

Aside from the warble-y 
“bathroom vocals” that fill 
the undertone of track eight, 
its tired title, “Every Saint 
Has A Past, Every Sinner 
Has A Future,” is a perfect 
representation of the band’s 
lack of conviction. While the 
title is a tribute to the same 
quote by the man behind 
the band’s name, there’s 
no escaping how dried-up 

it all feels. If you utilize an 
overused quote that I could 
likely find on Tumblr atop 
a photograph of a kitschy 
waterfall, I can’t help but 
question the integrity of 
the lyrics. This lack of depth 
brings me to the concluding 
track, “A Wretch Like Me.” 
While the last track is usually 
a statement track , the closer 
here does just the opposite 
with monotonous, repetitive 
lyrics and exact quotations 
from the beginning verses of 
the Christian hymn “Amazing 
Grace,” it only leaves me 
feeling empty.

However, being that this 
is TPoDG’s first full-length 
album, there’s truly nowhere 
to go but up. With the 
promising moments and 
the overarching conceptual 
and spotty cinematic feel, I 
trust their writing and sound 
will mature collectively to 
eventually make me eat my 
words.

—ASHLEY KINNICK

Aaron Peace offers an 
EP with the common singer/
songwriter elements, such as 
honest storytelling, often times 
blended with rock. He does 
not, however, try to be overly 
clever or simplistic. His writing 
is intelligent and interesting; 
his voice deep, clear and rich. 
As I listened, I heard musical 
elements of Toad the Wet 
Sprocket.

—SARAH ARENDAS ROBERTS

Over the last 15 years, 
metalcore bands have 
always been a dime a dozen. 
Originally, metalcore was ex-
actly what you’d think: metal 
brought down to earth with 
the sensibility of hardcore. 
In 2014, metalcore generally 
means heavy mosh parts, 
synthesizers and clean-sung 
choruses. Paris, France’s 
Merge leans toward the 
latter end of the metalcore 
continuum, but they do keep 
it more interesting than most 
on their new album, Elysion. 

At first listen, Elysion 
sounds like a mix between 
Thrice’s later material mixed 
with any young band on Rise 
or Victory’s current rosters. 
Take that sound and add the 
production sheen and spacial 
sound of 30 Seconds to 
Mars, and you’ll have a good 
idea of what Merge is going 
for here.

The album starts out 
strong with “Lighters,” which 
lays out the songwriting for-
mula for the album. Heavy, 
rolling and chugging verses, 
not unlike August Burns Red, 
that lead into epic choruses 
(often feeling like Inhale/Ex-
hale), and finishing out with 
even more epic, post-rock 
influenced parts.

As the album drew on, 
it becomes harder not to 
check out from the listening 
experience. The songs aren’t 
much different from each 
other, and the spacey, ambi-
ent nature of much of their 

sound makes it easy to get 
lost in it, lending itself more 
as background music than 
an album you are actively 
engaged with.

The vocals are definitely 
this album’s weakness. I’m 
not sure if it’s the production 
– because everything else 
sounds big and amazing – but 
they come across thin and 
out of place. The screamed 
vocals aren’t anything out of 
the ordinary, and Anthony 
Hamin’s clean singing feels 
slightly off-key at points. 
Beyond that, it sounds like 
he hasn’t really found himself 
as a vocalist; it sounds like 
he is still experimenting with 
different styles. (If he’s aim-
ing to keep things fresh, it’s 
overdone and feels forced.) 
The musical nature of this 
album really makes the lyrics 
feel like an afterthought, 
treating the vocal sound as 
more of an instrument than 
as an end in itself.

Merge are at their best 
when they lean on the post-
rock or post-metal sound, 
and just let the songs open 
up, adding layer after layer of 
guitar and vocal effects with 
long, slow driving drums and 
bass. They excel at taking 
layered, spacey, reverb-and-
delay-soaked guitar parts and 
letting them soar above the 
staccato rhythm section.

If I tried to come up with 
one word of advice for Merge, 
it’s “editing.” Editing would 
be this band’s best friend. 
They try a lot of styles and a 
lot of vocal sounds, and they 
could really benefit from a 
producer helping them strip 
out unnecessary elements. 
But if modern metalcore 
is your thing, Elysion has 
something for everyone – and 
Merge has real potential to 
set themselves apart from the 
crowd if they continue to pare 
down their sound.

—COLLIN SIMULA
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