
Mike Portnoy

ProgHippie.com



ProgHippie.com

Congratulations for Black Clouds & Silver Li-

nings – it’s a fantastic album! How has the re-

ception of the album been so far?

Well, I think like with all of our albums we can 

never possibly please everybody. So the only 

thing I really care about is our reaction to the 

album and we’re happy and proud of it. You 

know, nowadays with the Internet you can read 

a thousand reviews from our fans, and there will 

be a thousand different opinions. Some people 

like the heavy sides, some people like the prog-

gy, some the melodic, some the complicated, 

others the simple side – so it’s indeed very hard 

to please everybody. We just do our best, cross 

our fingers and hope that the fans enjoy it.

Dream Theater is most likely to be one of the 

most discussed bands out there. How far are 

you also a bit tired of constantly being diss-

ected?

On the one hand it’s flattering. I’m glad that peo-

ple even care enough to discuss us. But on the 

other hand it can be incredibly frustrating. I find 

myself reading the message boards and some-

times I get so angry and upset – and then I’ll 

sometimes reply and try to explain myself, but 

at other times it’s just really maddening. That’s 

why ever since we’ve released Falling Into Infi-

nity, which was the first album released in the 

Internet age and every inch of information being 

dissected, we have been very secretive during 

the making of a record. Now with the Internet, I 

hate people to overanalyze information – that’s just 

speculative. I’d rather have them hear the record 

themselves and make their own judgments.  

One big discussion was about your vocals in A 

Nightmare To Remember - the so-judged growls 

caused almost endless discussions.

That’s a perfect example. I read what people are 

saying and they don’t know the full story and the 

full reasoning behind some of these decisions. And 

it’s frustrating for me because I see a lot of our fans 

pointing fingers at me. I take a lot of the heat. It’s 

kind of like this tattoo is (A King’s card, on the one 

side he’s triumphing, on the other side he’s crying): 

It’s good to be king, but it also sucks to be king. So 

I guess if you’re kind of the bandleader and are in 

control it’s nice to get the credit for the work that’s 

being done but of course you also get the blame. 

And that’s tough for me to take.

On the other hand you’re very close with your 

fans. I know few bands who produce so much 

extra stuff for their followers – like the Fanclub 

CDs or the Ytsejam records ...

The reason why we’re doing that is because I know 

how it is like to be a fan. I am still a fan myself. I’m 

still collecting Beatles, Metallica and Maiden boot-

legs – I understand what it’s like to love a band. 

Everything I do for our fans is because I know what 

it’s like to be one. Be it fan club CDs or the official 

bootlegs or changing the set lists. And it’s kind of 

weird: That’s a key pretension I know, but it really 
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hurts me when I take a beating from the fans. They 

should only know how much I bent over backwards 

for them. And I don’t have to do what I do for them. I 

try my best to please them all, but sometimes that’s 

just impossible. And I know I keep saying the same 

thing, but it’s really always coming back to that.

Roadrunner Records, one of the biggest players 

in metal music, released your new album. SPV, 

another big player, just went bankrupt.

Yeah, and that resulted in us losing two bands for 

the Progressive Nation tour in the US: Pain of Salva-

tion and Beardfish had to pull out because of SPV. 

It’s scary times for the music industry. I was just 

discussing that with the Cynic guys: It’s scary be-

cause on the one hand the music industry is going 

through enough struggles because of downloading, 

and on the other hand you now also have the re-

cession that’s going on with businesses in general. 

So the music industry is kind of getting hit twice as 

hard. It’s tough. I’m thankful that Dream Theater is 

an established band with a solid fan base – luckily 

we don’t rely on a record company for our money. 

Yes, they do fund the records, but we sell enough 

records and enough concert tickets, so we are kind 

of self-propelled - so thanks for that. But I feel bad 

for younger bands, because they have to rely on the 

record companies.

And now it’s especially hard for Pain of Salvati-

on, because they were really looking forward to 

finally touring the US.

Yeah, I talked to them last week in France and I spent 

a few hours with Daniel Gildenlöw. He knows it’s not 

our fault, we know it’s not their fault and I told them 

that the door is open. Once their record company 

gets their shit together we’ll do it another time.

Roadrunner pays close attention to not having 

leaked the album too early before the release 

date. Black Clouds & Silver Linings only leaked a 

good three weeks before the release date. That’s, 

compared to other bands, quite impressive.

Not impressive enough for me. The leak for this al-

bum happened way too soon. Systematic Chaos’ 

leak was held to only a week or 10 days before the 

release, but we weren’t as lucky with this record. I 

desperately begged Roadrunner to release the re-

cord immediately when we delivered it to them in 

March. I had a meeting with all of the head people at 

Roadrunner and their manager and I pitched them 

with the idea of making the CD available immedi-

ately to the fans – just kind of how Radiohead did, 

but let people buy it. Of course the record company 

was not going to give it away, but make it for sale 

immediately, like on iTunes. And then they could still 

do the physical release in stores in June, set up their 

promotional stuff , box sets and special editions as 

planned - but at least beat the leak!

They talked about it and discussed it, but ultimately 

they wouldn’t take on the idea, so the record leaked 

as far in advance as it did. It’s unfortunate. Roadrun-

ner hopefully learned their lesson and will take my 

idea for a future release.
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The first leak of two tracks came from a Por-

tuguese radio station that aired them on a me-

tal program and then shared the stream on their 

website. Were they allowed to do that?

No, not at all. We just played in Lisbon last week 

where I sat down to do an interview and there was 

this guy starting off by saying «I must apologize, I’m 

the DJ who played the two songs in my program»and 

I fucking screamed at him, refused to do the inter-

view and had him kicked out of the venue. I was so 

furious about that! You know, it’s not about the mo-

ney for me. Now that the album is out, I don’t care 

if people download it. It’s just the initial contact and 

introduction to the album which is really important 

to me. Full fidelity, not MP3, with the artwork, with 

the lyrics, with the credits – that’s what I care about. 

I really care about people’s first reaction - the first 

impression. So I really hate if something gets leaked 

ahead of time. Again, it’s not about sales or the mo-

ney for me. It’s about the artistic representation, the 

artistic impression.

There’s a big machinery behind Dream Theater. 

There are Meet & Greet packages for sale for eve-

ry gig, there are various versions of the CDs or 

official bootlegs. Who’s the driving force behind 

this, let’s say, monetary side of the band?

Well, it depends what item you are talking about. The 

Meet & Greets are something our manager oversees 

and puts together, the official bootlegs and even the 

releases of our new albums are things I oversee: I 

oversee the content, but the all aspects of marketing 

are obviously done by the label. Ultimately, I oversee 

most of the creative stuff that gets put out with our 

name on it – the only exception would be the Meet 

& Greets, that’s more a manager driven thing. I’m 

very happy to have Roadrunner support us in this 

matter. For the last album I wanted a special edi-

tion with a Making of DVD and the 5.1. mixes and 

Roadrunner supported it. This album I wanted to do 

a covers disc, an instrumental disc and a box set 

with the stems and luckily Roadrunner supported 

it. So I think the relationship with Roadrunner has 

been great so far. They let me have the ideas and 

then they’ll support them and stand behind it. The 

only thing didn’t work out was the digital release I 

talked about earlier, but otherwise they take over all 

the ideas that I throw at them.

A question that has been going around in a lot 

of European based fan forums is about the high 

costs linked with ordering the official bootlegs 

through Ytsejam. Is there a possibility that ac-

cess to those will be made easier for the Euro-

pean fans in the future? 

Well, we purposely don’t want the Ytsejam stuff at 

retail. We’ve had many offers from different retailers 

and distributors to put it in stores, but we want to 

keep it limited to the internet because we don’t want 

the Majesty Demos sitting side by side with Black 

Clouds & Silver Linings in the record stores. Some-

body that doesn’t know the difference shouldn’t be 

buying the Majesty Demos. We just want to keep the 

difference between our real albums at retail and the 
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fan stuff that can only be gotten on the Internet. As 

much as it may disappoint the fans that it’s not easy 

to get, it’s important for us to keep it separate. So 

the Ytsejam stuff is only available on the internet. 

You are known for not only being in touch with 

your fans but also with the general metal scene. 

How intensively are you in contact with the metal 

scene after all?

I follow new bands and I stay up on the scene and I 

really pay attention to it. And that’s why I’ve always 

handpicked our opening bands, too. Because I know 

that there are a lot of bands like Cynic or Beardfish 

or Bigelf who are struggling to find their audiences 

and have an audience to play for. Even in the past: 

Pain of Salvation, Symphony X, Spock’s Beard and 

Porcupine Tree – I had them opening for Dream The-

ater early in their careers when they were still looking 

for their audiences. It’s important for me to help tho-

se bands because Dream Theater has luckily had a 

level of success – we get to play for thousands of 

people every night and I want to help the scene as 

much as I can. 

Daniel Gildenlöw made quite a controversial 

statement about Progressive Metal: It’s not pro-

gressive after all. 

I disagree. I think progressive music is now most 

creative since the early seventies, if not even more 

so. Because progressive music ranges from bands 

like Mastodon to bands like Oceansize. There are 

so many different styles in progressive music. In the 

early seventies, progressive music was great and 

blossomy but everybody sounded like Genesis, ELP 

and Gentle Giant.  Nowadays, progressive music is 

so wide ranging.

You are also active on other fronts: You just did a 

DJ set on a British radio station.

Yeah, the station offered me a slot of two hours and I 

could pick whatever I wanted them to play. I love do-

ing that. It’s kind of like when I get to pick our ope-

ning bands, I’m like the kid in the candy store. «Oh, 

I can pick from so many things!» And it’s the same 

with DJ-ing. I can play anything from Protest The 

Hero to Porcupine Tree. I just love to share music 

with other people. I can’t remember what I picked 

for this show but it was a lot of fun. 

Dream Theater seems to be withstanding all the 

ups and downs of the business. You have exis-

ted for 24 years now, you have just released your 

tenth studio album and again big tours with big 

names ahead in the whole world. You’ve got as 

far as no progressive metal band before. So what 

is the next goal or what would be a final goal  that 

you’d like to reach?

We’ve been fortunate enough in 24 years to achieve 

almost all of our dreams. We’ve toured with every-

body from YES to Iron Maiden to Black Sabbath to 

Megadeth, we’ve played the greatest venues in the 

world from Budokan to The Radio City Music Hall… 

At this point, it’s just a matter of continuing, holding 

on to our audience and making new fans along the 
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way – I can’t say there is one goal at this point really. 

It’s a matter of just being able to continue.

Neal Morse was support act for Dream Theater at 

some concerts on this tour. How was he received?

Great! First he opened for us at two shows in Germa-

ny and it was his first time to be supporting us since 

the Spock’s Beard days back in 2000 when they tou-

red with us. He loved it. I think it’s nice for him to play 

for big audiences again, because when he does his 

own shows the audiences are a little more selective.

Like the ones in churches and community centers.

Yeah, he does his own shows in churches and then 

his band that plays the progressive stuff they do 

concerts but it’s still smaller audiences because I 

think not everybody is open to his message. So I 

think he really enjoyed being able to play to a few 

thousand people each night with us. I feel it went 

over well. Because it was really about the progressi-

veness of his music, even though his message has 

changed and some people might be close-minded 

to it, I think at the end of the day the music that he 

makes is still such quality progressive music that I 

believe our fans can always appreciate that.

One of the biggest news for me personally this 

year was the announcement of the new Transat-

lantic album. Can you share some new informati-

on and details about the album?

There’s not much more I could share ever since I’ve 

made the announcement aswe decided to keep the 

details of the album under wraps. But I’ll just say 

what I’ve always been saying: It’s been great to reu-

nite with those guys, there’s a great chemistry bet-

ween the four of us. We make some really special 

music together and this album is no exception. I had 

high expectations on what this album could be and I 

think it’s even surpassed it. I think the fans are going 

to truly love what we’ve come up with. The record is 

pretty much done; it’s just a matter of getting mixed 

at this point. It remains to be seen how the whole In-

sideOut/SPV situation will affect it, so I don’t know. 

But I do know that the record is a progressive mas-

terpiece and I can’t wait for people to hear it. 

Who is going to produce it?

Well, we produce it – and it’s the same like the first 

two albums basically. We self-produced it and Rich 

Mouser will mix it, as with the first two.

You must be quite busy during tour days: sound 

check, interviews, Meet & Greets … Do you have 

the time to ever get to see any of the places 

you’re visiting with your entourage?

No, and if I had the time to see it I would rather take 

that free time to rest. To me, a day off on tour means 

sitting in my hotel room and ordering room service 

and just watching DVDs and just vegging out. We’ve 

been touring the world for so many years that I think 

that any sightseeing we wanted to do we’ve done al-

ready. At this point it’s more about embracing wha-

tever quiet time you can get.
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