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Concept Albums
The Beatles released their eighth studio album in the U.K on 26th May 1967.  ‘Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely-Hearts Club Band’ has since gone on to become one of the most iconic, influential and ground-breaking records of all time.  It is a symbol of the ‘Swinging Sixties’ and, more than fifty years on, its legacy as a culturally important recording is assured.
‘Dark Side of the Moon’ by the British band Pink Floyd was released on 1st March 1973 and this record has since achieved legendary status, selling millions of copies around the world and being universally hailed as a classic album.  Its cover-art is one of the most recognisable and iconic images in Western popular culture.
Both albums have been described as ‘concept albums’.  While one of them unquestionably is, there is much debate about whether the other one can claim to be.
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Figure 1: Sgt Pepper & Dark Side of the Moon  

Keyword 1: Definition
According to the Collins online dictionary, a ‘concept album’ is “an album that has a unifying theme or that tells a single story” (Collinsdictionary.com, 2018).  This is backed-up by Merrian-Webster, who state that it is “a collection of songs about a specific theme or story” (Merrian-webster.com, 2018).  However, there appears to be no universally agreed criteria for classifying a record as a ‘concept album’.  The vast majority of long-playing records that have been recorded over the years have typically consisted of individual songs that lyrically and musically do not have anything to do with each other.  Although they were packaged together in a particular sequence, they generally stood alone and were not part of any thematic or narrative arc.  Some albums did have musical sections that consisted of inter-connected songs (or fragments of songs) and instrumental passages (for example, the extended medley on Side 2 of The Beatles ‘Abbey Road’ or parts of Side 1 of Queen’s ‘Sheer Heart Attack’), but again these were not written with any overall thematic unity.  Although open to interpretation, generally the characteristics for considering a record to be a ‘concept album’ include an overarching subject or narrative, where the individual songs combine and flow to form one overall cohesive theme.  “The concept album was originally defined as a long-player where the songs were based on one dramatic idea – but the term is subjective” (The Independent, 2009).
With the ambiguity surrounding the qualifying criteria, there unsurprisingly is some debate over which works can be classed as true ‘concept albums’.  Another question that frequently arises is “what was the first concept album?”  While the golden period and most productive time for the format was undoubtedly the late sixties to mid-seventies, there are several legitimate claims for this honour, some of which go back to the 1940’s.  Here are some creditable candidates:
· Woody Guthrie - ‘Dust Bowl Ballads’ (1940). “While somewhat conceptual by today’s standards, it was unique for its time.  All the songs were about one topic although the record does not have a main character or storyline that was in every song” (Johnson, 2012)
· Frank Sinatra – ‘In the Wee Small Hours’ (1955). “A cycle of ballads telling the story of a man whose lover had left him and his reflections in the early hours of the morning”. (The Independent, 2009)
· The Ventures - ‘The Colorful Ventures’ (1961). Every song had a colour as a theme which is reflected in its title (e.g. Blue Moon, Yellow Jacket, White Silver Sands, etc).
· The Beach Boys – ‘Pet Sounds’ (1966). “Was the first rock record that can be considered a concept album… this trenchant cycle of love songs has the emotional impact of a shatteringly evocative novel”. (Rolling Stone, 1972)
· Frank Zappa & The Mothers of Invention – ‘Freak Out!’ (1966). “Sgt Pepper may have popularised the concept album, but this experimental sonic mash from Frank Zappa is arguably rock’s first concept album”. (Thill et al., 2018)

Figure 2: Early concept albums?
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However, some point to The Beatles’ ‘Sgt Pepper’ as being the catalyst for the popularity and commercial birth of the ‘concept album’, while others argue that the record should not be classed as a ‘concept album’ at all.  This debate ultimately centres around the blurred definition of what a ‘concept album’ is – “without drawing some clear outlines, the subject can soon explode and we soon end up including a huge amount of works that don’t have any similarity to the ones that inspired the phrase in the first place” (Shute, 2015. p.10).  

[bookmark: _Hlk513400726]Keyword 2: Experimentation
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Figure 3: The Beatles recording Sgt Pepper

Up until the middle of the sixties, the recording of popular music records was a relatively quick and simple process.  Singles and albums were produced with a minimum of fuss, usually with little input from the artists themselves.  Pop hits traditionally followed a well-established musical template and songs were rarely longer than three and a half minutes.  Around this time, however, some popular music acts (including the Beatles) began putting more and more creative thought into their recordings.  As audio technology was developing, musicians started to become interested in experimenting with new sounds.  Recording desks were getting more sophisticated (expanding from 4 track audio channel inputs up to 8 and, a few years later, 16 channels).  ‘Multi-tracking’ was being used to come up with innovative sound effects (such as ‘flanging’) while ‘layering’ and ‘overdubbing’ (where extra instruments and effects could be added to the recording) provided more and more sonic possibilities.  The advancement of stereo recording was also a factor that broadened the aural canvas further.  Record companies and the studios themselves were starting to become less dictatorial, giving the more successful acts extra studio time (including night-time recording sessions) and allowing them to experiment further.  In this regard, ‘Sgt Pepper’ was undoubtedly a watershed release.  “700 hours in the making, the trippy invention of this imaginative and musical record blew the world’s mind in 1967.  The most famous and discussed rock record of all time, it remains 40 minutes of astounding popular art” (Ingham 2003, p.56).   Along with these technological advances, some artists were also keen to push and develop the musical boundaries further.  They started to break free of the formulaic constraints of the three-minute pop song and branch out into writing and recording longer and longer works.  These would sometimes include extended intros and long instrumental passages, as well as reprised musical motifs.  Over two sides of a forty-odd minute vinyl long-play record, these bands had more scope to produce experimental works (some released double or triple record packages, pushing the boundaries even further).  Album art-work was also an important element and the presentation of these records played a large part in the overall artistic experience, providing a visual foil to the music contained within.  Before long, many artists had forsaken the 45rpm single format altogether.  This shift consequently gave birth to a whole new musical genre called ‘Progressive Rock’, where the long-playing album was king.  Some of the successful exponents of this were Yes, Genesis, E.L.P, King Crimson and Pink Floyd.  Their album ‘Dark Side of the Moon’ is considered by many to be the artistic high point of that period, helping to turn the long-playing album into an art-form of its own.  “Pink Floyd’s iconic album, which turns 45 today, is celebrated in part for its commitment to its own madness.  Experimental, ambiguous, and conceptual, it looms large as one of rock’s seminal statement pieces…” (Vogue, 2018).  Although sometimes criticised for being self-indulgent, pompous and overblown, ‘Prog Rock’ undoubtedly not only influenced the way future records would be recorded, but also challenged the perceived notion of what a long-playing record could be.  ‘Concept albums’ were a major part of this new genre, and experimentation was at its heart, both musically, lyrically, technically and visually.  
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Figure 4: Pink Floyd recording Dark Side of the Moon

Keyword 3: Theme/Narrative
One of the major elements of a ‘concept album’ is its theme or narrative.  There is a major difference between these two terms.  A theme is the general topic or idea that connects all the songs together, while a narrative tells a specific story, with each song usually representing a different chapter.  However, “narrative and thematic concept albums do have one thing in common – they both introduce non-musical ideas to structure an album” (Shute 2015, p.16).  The subject matter could literally be about anything, such as “old favourites from literature or newly minted tales about robots or mods or wizards, and you could have a narrator, like a fairy-tale, or try and link everything together with songs, like a proper opera” (bbc.co.uk, 2016).  The theme/narrative is the foundation upon which a ‘concept album’ is built.  It is reflected in the music, the lyrics and the artwork, underpinning the whole record and binding everything together.  As the popularity of the ‘concept album’ took off, the subject matter covered by artists started to encompass a wide range of themes/narratives, often becoming ever more elaborate in the process.  Some recordings were very specific with their subjects, while others were only loosely based on a thematic idea.  ‘Concept albums’ allowed artists and musicians to approach their writing from many different angles, which in turn gave birth to some highly creative, innovative and ground-breaking records (as well as some weird and wonderful oddities).  The ‘Progressive Rock’ genre sometimes took this to extremes, thus inviting criticism, but popular mainstream artists and acts from other genres also took to expanding their creative palette by releasing ‘concept albums’.  Many different variations of the format developed over the years and some examples of these are as follows:  
· Rock Opera:  A musical narrative telling the story of a central character (e.g. ‘Tommy’ by The Who – 1969)
· Alter-ego:  Where the artist takes on the guise of a different persona to send a message (e.g. ‘The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars’ by David Bowie – 1972)
· Autobiographical:  Detailing the real events and experiences of an artist’s life (e.g. ‘Good Kid, M.A.A.D City’ by Kendrick Lamar – 2012)
· Observational:  Referencing a particular event or place (e.g. ‘Illinois’ by Sufjan Stevens – 2005)
· Interpretation:  Musical version of a story or historical text (e.g. ‘Jeff Wayne’s Musical Version of the War of the Worlds’ by Jeff Wayne – 1978; ‘Tales from Typographic Oceans’ by Yes – 1973)
· Spoof:  Imitation of a genre or subject (e.g. ‘Thick as a Brick’ by Jethro Tull – 1972) 
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Figure 5: Popular concept albums

There have been numerous other variations over the years, covering a myriad of different themes/narratives and almost every genre from heavy metal to hip-hop and rap has embraced the ‘concept album’ in one form or another.  Its rise in popularity helped make the long-playing record become the dominant audio format for many years during the late sixties/early seventies (more popular even than the single), and in the process changed the focus of popular music at that time from dancing to listening.  Many artists created whole stage shows around their concept albums when they went on tour, bringing the music and visuals of the record to life in front of audiences all over the world.  Some even made full length films based on these albums.  Although there was a decline in the popularity of the format during the eighties and nineties, it still endured and in recent years it has enjoyed somewhat of a resurgence, despite the ‘single song’ digital download culture of the early 21st century.  


In context
Due to the term ‘concept album’ not having clearly outlined boundaries and a generally loose definition, it is debatable if certain recordings could legitimately be categorised as such.  While it is stated that a ‘concept album’ should be one that has (either musically or lyrically) “a unifying theme or that tells a single story” (Collinsdictionary.com, 2018), this can raise many questions.  Can any long-playing record, where there is a very vague lyrical or musical connection between the songs, be legitimately labelled a ‘concept album’?  Do musical/film soundtracks, tribute albums, live albums, etc… qualify as ‘concept albums’?  What does not qualify as a ‘concept album’?  What is the difference between a ‘song cycle’ and a ‘concept album’?  What is the first true example of a ‘concept album’ and who popularised the format?  


Research Questions
· Main question:  is the album ‘Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely-Hearts Club Band’ by The Beatles really a ‘concept album’?  
· Sub-question a: what influence (if any) did ‘Sgt Pepper’ have on Pink Floyd’s album ‘Dark Side of the Moon’?  
· Sub-question b:  what are the main similarities and differences between both albums?
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