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Studying Metal: The Bricolage 
of Culture 

Sonorous metal blowing martial sounds; 
At which the universal host upsent 
A shout that tore Hell's concave, and beyond 
Frighted the reign of Chaos and old Night. 

-Milton. Paradise Lost' 

N 
Heavy metal: pimply, prole, putrid, unchic, unsophisticated, anti- 

intellectual (but impossibly pretentious), dismal, abysmal, terrible, 
horrible, and stupid music, barely music at all; death music, dead 
music, the beaten boogie, the dance of defeat and decay; the huh? 
sound, the dub sound, . . . music made by slack-jawed, alpaca- 
haired, bulbous-inseamed imbeciles in jackboots and leather and 
chrome for slack-jawed, alpaca-haired, downy-mustachioed imbe- 
ciles in cheap, too-large T-shirts with pictures of comic-book Ar- 
mageddon ironed on the front."' So heavy metal music is described 
by Robert Duncan, a rock critic. 

Baptist minister Jeff R. Steele is known for his lectures on the 
adverse effects of rock and roll. Certainly, few of his values are the 
same as those of Duncan or other rock journalists. But he shares a 
disgust for heavy metal, judging that it "is sick and repulsive and 
horrible and dangerou~."~ 

Dr. Joe Stuessy, a professor of music at the University of Texas 
at San Antonio, testified about heavy metal before a United States 
Senate Committee. "Today's heavy metal music is categorically dif- 
ferent from previous forms of popular music. It contains the ele- 
ment of hatred, a meanness of spirit. Its principal themes are . . . 
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extreme violence, extreme rebellion, substance abuse, sexual pro- 
miscuity, and perversion and Satanism. I know personally of no 
form of popular music before which has had as one of its central 
elements the element of hatredem4 Professor Stuessy served as a 
consultant to the religiously oriented Parents Music Resource Cen- 
ter (PMRC). His testimony to the Senate Committee also included 
this observation: "Martin Luther said, 'Music is one of the greatest 
gifts that God has given us; it is divine and therefore Satan is its 
enemy. For with its aid, many dire temptations are overcome; the 
devil does not stay where music is.' We can probably assume that 
Martin Luther was not familiar with Heavy Metal!"s 

In the early 1970s a rock critic characterized the quintessential 
I heavy metal band Black Sabbath as having the "sophistication of 

1 four Cro-Magnon hunters who've stumbled upon a rock band's 
eq~ipment."~ 

A journalist in the Musician noted that most people see heavy 
metal as "a musical moron joke, fodder for frustrated teens and 
dominion of dim-witted devil-worshippers."' 

A Rolling Stone review of a recent heavy metal album claims 

I 
that the singer's "voice rarely drops below a banshee soprano, and 
the content of the lyrics is a hoot."8 Eighteen years earlier a Los 

I 
Angeles Times reviewer described another heavy metal group as 
having "a complete lack of subtlety, intelligence and ~riginality."~ 

Lester Bangs, the only noted rock critic who had anything fa- 
vorable to say about heavy metal at its inception, writes some years 
later: "As its detractors have always claimed, heavy-metal rock is 
nothing more than a bunch of noise; it is not music, it's distor- 
tion-and that is precisely why its adherents find it appealing. Of 
all contemporary rock, it is the genre most closely identified with 
violence and aggression, rapine and carnage. Heavy metal orches- 
trates technological nihilism."10 

An academic scholar who specializes in the history of the devil 
concluded that "Overt Satanism faded rapidly after the 1970s, but 
elements of cultural Satanism continued into the 1980s in 'heavy 
metal' rock music with its occasional invocation of the Devil's name 
and considerable respect for the Satanic values of cruelty, drugs, 
ugliness, depression, self-indulgence, violence, noise and confusion, 
and joylessness." 

In his social history of rock music, Loyd Grossman referred to 
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the genre of heavy metal as "Downer Rock," commenting that its 
"chief exponents were Black Sabbath, a thuggy, atavistic, and 
philosophically lugubrious British quartet who became quite suc- 
cessful performing songs about paranoia, World War 111, and other 
whistle-a-happy-tune  subject^."'^ 

Politicians have also passed judgment on the genre, Senator Al- 
bert Gore, during Senate hearings on record labeling, asked a wit- 
ness "Do you agree that there does seem to be a growing trend, at 
least in the heavy metal area, that emphasizes explicit violence and 
sex and sado-masochism and the rest?"13 

The mass media has joined the chorus of contempt. Newsweek, 
in 1990, ran the following advertisement for its upcoming issue on 
youth: "Is being a teenager still something to look forward to? 
Little kids think teenagers are really cool. But how cool is it to 
come of age in the age of AIDS, crack and heavy metal?"14 

Heavy metal music is a controversial subject that stimulates vis- 
ceral rather than intellectual reactions in both its partisans and its 
detractors. Many people hold that heavy metal music, along with 
drugs and promiscuous sex, proves that some parts of youth culture 
have gone beyond acceptable limits. To many of its detractors heavy 
metal embodies a shameless attack on the central values of Western 
civilization. But to its fans it is the greatest music ever made. 

The severity of the denunciations directed at heavy metal and 
the disagreement exhibited by its two major opponents, the liberal- 
left rock critics and the religious right, concerning what to de- 
nounce are enough to pique a sociologist's interest. w y  should a 
style of music have occasioned such extravagant rhetoric, not only 
from members of the lunatic fringe, but also from responsible ele- 
ments on both sides of the political spectrum? Can a form of music 
that has attracted millions of fans for more than twenty years be 
all that dangerous? Does a form of music warrant being placed 
along with a dread disease (AIDS) and drug abuse? Are the critics 
of heavy metal really talking about music? If not, what is it that 
they are talking about? 

The broadest purpose of this book is to show how sociology can 
inform public discussion of heavy metal. This book is not meant 
to be another voice in the controversy, but an effort to step back 
and reveal the elusive subject that is at the center of the contro- 
versy. In light of public debates over the advisability of censoring 
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heavy metal music, this study is meant to show how heavy metal 
music is made, used, and transmitted by social groups. Only an 
objective inquiry can permit rational judgment about the merits of 
the proposals to limit the freedom of heavy metal's artists, audi- 
ences, and media. 

The focus here is on the social dimension of heavy metal, not on 
the individual bands and personalities that are the usual concerns 
of almost everyone who writes about the genre. You do not have 
to be a fan or a detractor of heavy metal to read this book and 
gain an understanding of how this genre of popular culture is put 
together. If you have little or no acquaintance with the music, you 
can listen to some of the "suggested hearings" I list in Appendix 
A. If you are familiar with heavy metal, you will find that the 
specific examples that appear in the discussion reinforce and deepen 
the general analysis. You will also be able to think of other ex- 
amples that substantiate or perhaps challenge the claims made in 
the text. 

A Cultural Sociology of Heavy Metal 

The field that explores the social dimension of forms of cultural 
expression is called cultural sociology. Generally, cultural sociology 
investigates the creation, appreciation, and mediation of cultural 
forms. In the case of heavy metal, that investigation involves artists, 
audiences, and mediators (those who bring the musicians and au- 
diences together through such "media" as radio, records, and 
magazines). 

Cultural sociology helps to clarify existing conditions that poli- 
cies are intended to preserve or change. It does not, for example, 
join the debate over whether heavy metal is good or evil, a legiti- 
mate form of entertainment or a threat to youth. It examines how 
the music exists in a set of social relations. The basic message of 
cultural sociology can be put in a few words: know something 
about what you are discussing before you make policy about it. 

Cultural sociology does not lend itself to a complete understand- 
ing of public debate and policy. It does not provide detailed clari- 
fications of the value choices and ethical principles involved in 
alternative policies, in the manner of public ethics. It does not de- 
scribe the dynamics of the policy-making process, in the manner 
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of political science. It is not concerned with the impact of social 
policy, nor with the formation of new policies. It addresses a more 
immediate question: What are we making a public issue about? 

Sociology of culture contributes to public discourse by Pxploring 
the factual assumptions of the parties involved in debate over pol- 
icy. Most of this study will offer a sociological description of heavy 
metal. This description has value in itself as a contribution to cul- 
tural sociology. But this description also represents the kind of 
attempt at objectivity that public discourse, at least on this issue, 
needs the most. 

In order to enlighten public discussion, the approach taken here 
must be comprehensive. No source of data or interpretation that 
is acknowledged to be part of cultural sociology can be ignored. 
This study of heavy metal is based on data drawn from a wide 
variety of sources based on diverse kinds of methods. Among them 
are participant observation (backstage, in recording studios, at 
basement rehearsals, on concert lines, in concert audiences, at re- 
cord stores, on tour buses, etc.); the use of key informants among 
the musicians, the audience, and those in the media; unstructured 
interviews and questionnaire research; and nonparticipant field re- 
search (observing and counting). Also, the contributions of the 
scholarly literature and the media concerned with heavy metal have 
been consulted and integrated into the discussion where appropri- 
ate. No practice of cultural sociology is entirely alien to the follow- 
ing study. 

The result of applying all these various methods is a description 
of the structures of heavy metal. Those structures are composed of 
relations between contrasting meanings and diverse social roles and 
functions. Heavy metal does not have a single meaning or even a 
single description, It is a compound of different elements. But it is 
not simply a hodgepodge. Heavy metal and many of the compo- 
nents that contribute to its making are "bricolages." 

A "bricolage" is a collection of cultural  element^.'^ It is not like 
a machine in which each part is specially adapted to contribute to 
the proper functioning of the whole. A bricolage is much looser 
than that. Its parts exist for themselves as much as they do for the 
whole. They are held together not by physical or logical necessity 
but by interdependence, affinity, analogy, and aesthetic similarity. 

The comprehensive descriptions presented here are sociological 



bricolages.16 They are constructed from the varied stock of data 
gathered by the many methods mentioned above. These descrip- 
tions are not works of artistic expression but attempts to honor 
the diversity of heavy metal. They can and should be judged for 
factual accuracy, logical consistency, and comprehensiveness, when 
those criteria are appropriate. But they should also be judged for 
their ability to reveal patterns that are generous enough to be faith- 
ful to heavy metal's actual complexity. Heavy metal is itself a bri- 
colage, a loose organization of diverse elements. Only a sociological 
bricolage can reveal its complexities. 

No single description does justice to the richness of the social 
dimension of heavy metal. Musicians, audiences, and mediators 
each grasp the whole in different, often contrasting, ways. They 
give three distinctive perspectives on the music, which cannot be 
put together into a single view. In the place of a unique view we 
must depend on a loosely seamed bricolage of viewpoints. As one 
reads about each participant in heavy metal's social dimension, one 
gets a distinctive vision of that whole dimension. These visions 
supplement each other but maintain their independence from the 
alternatives. 

Genre 

Heavy metal is a musical genre. Although some of its critics hear 
it only as noise, it has a code, or set of rules, that allows one to 
objectively determine whether a song, an album, a band, or a per- 
formance should be classified as belonging to the category "heavy 
metal." That code is not systematic, but it is sufficiently coherent 
to demarcate a core of music that is undeniably heavy metal. It 
also marks off a periphery at which heavy metal blends with other 
genres of rock music or develops offshoots of itself that violate 
parts of its code or develop new codes. Those seeking to investigate 
heavy metal need to be aware of the codes through which compe- 
tent listeners appreciate the music and must be able to listen to it 
through those codes. 

A genre of music includes at its minimum a code of sonic re- 
quirements that music must meet to be included in it. That is, a 
genre requires a certain sound, which is produced according to 
conventions of composition, instrumentation, and performance. For 

some types of music the sonic requirements in themselves define 
the genre, But most music also incorporates a visual dimension. 
Finally, some music has words that provide an added dimension 
of meaning. In the case of heavy metal, the sonic, the visual, and 
the verbal dimensions all make crucial contributions to the defini- 
tion of the genre." 

Heavy metal, like other styles of music, was identified as a genre 
only after it had come into being. As Ronald Byrnside notes, mus- 
ical styles "generally follow a pattern of formation, crystallization, 
and decay."I8 During the period of formation, the distinction be- 
tween the new style and the styles out of which it erupts are still 
unclear. Later, in the period of crystallization, the style is self- 
consciously acknowledged. Its audience recognizes it as a distinc- 
tive style. But the boundaries of that style are not rigid. They ex- 
pand, contract, and shift as artists, audiences, and mediators make 
new initiatives and change their various musical, social, and finan- 
cial interests. l9 

To call heavy metal a genre means to acknowledge it as some- 
thing more than a marketing category. It has a distinctive sound. 
It also has a stock of visual and verbal meanings that have been 
attached to it by the artists, audience members, and mediators who 
construct it.20 Heavy metal has gone through what Byrnside calls 
the formative and crystallization phases. It has so far resisted decay, 
in which "the style becomes so familiar and certain things about it 
become so predictable that both composer and audience begin to 
lose intere~t."~' Resistance to decay, however, does not mean the 
persistence of exactly the same pattern of meanings. 

For a number of reasons, the most important of which is the 
growth of a subculture identified with the music, heavy metal has 
persisted far longer than most genres of rock music. It has also 
broadened. At heavy metal's peripheries, offshoots have appeared 
that are not yet independent enough to be called separate genres, 
and are therefore best called subgenres. The two main subgenres, 
thrash metal and lite metal, are treated in the following study in 
terms of their similarities to and differences from the core of heavy 
metal, Each of these offshoots changes or even breaks the heavy 
metal code in some ways, but still retains enough of this code to 
be placed in the same "family'? with it." 

The family that includes heavy, lite, and thrash metal is called 
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here simply "metal." When the term "metal" is used in the follow- 
ing discussion it norma_lly refers to the loose bricolage composed 
of the genre of heavy metal and its subgenres. "Heavy metal" is 
sometimes called "classic" metal when references are made to the 
period after the eruption of its subgenres. Mapping the complexi- 
ties of metal is part of this study, but that mapping is always done 
from a center, the core of the heavy metal genre. 

The core of heavy metal-its sonic, visual, and verbal code-is 
defined in terms of the genre's period of crystallization in the mid- 
to late 1970s. From that period one can look back to the formative 
phase, identifying precursors and initiators, and also look forward 
to the phase of fragmentation (not yet decay), in which subgenres 
erupted. In the crystallization period heavy metal gained a core 
audience and became identified with a distinctive youth culture. 
The core of the heavy metal genre and its subcultural audience is 
the center of gravity of this study. 

Transaction 

The social dimension of heavy metal is a transaction between the 
artists, audiences, and mediators that enable the genre to exist. A 
transaction is a set of exchanges between participants. Each partic- 
ipant does something distinctive to contribute to the transaction 
and receives something in return from the other participants. Each 
one has its own independent interests and perspectives on the trans- 
action: artists create and perform the music, audiences appreciate 
the music and make it the basis of a youth subculture, and media- 
tors bring artists and audience together, usually for a price. 

There is no overarching perspective on the transaction as a whole, 
only the viewpoints of the actors who put it t ~ g e t h e r . ~ ~  Once one 
has read chapter 2 of this work, in which the genre of heavy metal 
music is described, you could, in principle, read the following three 
chapters on the different participants in the transaction in any or- 
der you choose. All participants-musicians, audience, and media- 
tors-are equally essential to heavy metal. No one of these three 
perspectives is more fundamental than the other two. Each one tells 
its own story of heavy metal. The order in which to tell these stories 
is somewhat arbitrary, but here the artist's perspective is presented 
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in chapter 3, the audience's perspective in chapter 4, and the me- 
diator's perspective in chapter 5. 

The sequence of perspectives is meant to make sense in terms of 
how culture is socially constructed. One can imagine someone cre- 
ati-ng a piece of music that is never performed before an audience, 
but one cannot imagine an audience without any music to which 
to listen. Similarly, one can imagine artists and audiences getting 
together to perform and listen without benefit of mediators, such 
as record companies and concert promoters, but one cannot imag- 
ine such mediators without preexisting artists and audiences for 
them to serve. 

The sequence artist-audience-mediator gives priority to culture 
over structure: an artist creates music for an audience and is con- 
nected with that audience through the offices of mediators. The 
accent is on the artists who create within the cultural form. But 
the transaction that constitutes heavy metal can be conceived in an 
alternative way, from a structural viewpoint. Here the sequence 
runs from mediator to audience to artist: the mediators deliver the 
artists to the audience in return for payment. In this view the artists 
mediate between the mediators and the audienceeZ4 The structural 
version of the transaction is used to describe a heavy metal concert 
in chapter 6 .  The concert is a special event in which all of the 
participants in the transaction are brought together in a common 
context of space and time, producing the closest approximation 
there is to a community of heavy metal. 

Once the three perspectives on heavy metal have been presented 
and then have been adapted to the concert, the description of the 
social construction of heavy metal is complete. Then it is time to 
compare the sociological description of heavy metal with the de- 
scriptions of it in public debate. In Chapter 7 that task will be 
undertaken. The study ends with some reflections on why heavy 
metal has provoked such hostility from both the left and the right 
ends of the political spectrum. 

Now we can begin at the beginning, before there was a heavy 
metal genre for the musicians, audience, and mediators to con- 
struct. Heavy metal erupted with new features that gradually dis- 
tinguished it from the music present at its time of origin. But it had 
influences, and prototypes. Heavy metal crystallized, as 
Byrnside says, out of a formative phase. 



Heavy Metal: The Beast that 
Refuses to Die 

"T~rn U p  the Music" 

-Sammy Hagar 

The heavy metal genre erupted in the early 1970s from the wider 
cultural complex of rock music, which, in turn, had grown out of 
the rock and roll of the 1950s.' Rock and roll and rock are far too 
broad to be considered genres themselves; they must be categorized 
as formations within the field of musical culture that include vari- 
eties of genres and less crystallized sub form^.^ Neither rock and 
roll nor rock has a standard definition. Each is a bricolage that can 
only be defined or totalized from one of its aspects. Each aspect 
will have its own history or genealogy of its origins, which makes 
sense of what it is. 

Rock History 

Heavy metal has produced texts that offer their own history of 
rock and roll. Perhaps the paradigmatic text in regard to rock and 

's genealogy is AC/DC's song "Let There Be Rock."j For AC/ 
, rock and roll was a genuine eruption, not a product of an 

sensible and continuous evolution of musical forms. Rock and 
roll was something uniquely new when it arose in 1955. 

The progenitors of rock and roll were the musical sensibilities of 
two races, the whites and the blacks. The former provided the 
schmaltz and the latter provided the blues. "Schmaltz," which lit- 
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I 
erally means rendered chicken fat, is used figuratively to refer to 
the sentimental and overemotional styles of pop crooners, and more 
generally to the way in which those styles are promoted and pro- 

~1 
jected. "The blues" is that complex musical genre that expressed 
the joys and sorrows of African-Americans in a secular key. Pop is 
a dream machine, whereas the blues seek to portray life without 
illusion. According to blues singer Muddy Waters, "The blues had 
a baby and they called it rock and roll." What Waters does not 
mention-and ACIDC does-is that the father of this bastard child 
was schmaltz. In AC/DC7s vision the unassuming and straightfor- 
ward blues are given a shot of emotional hype, resulting in a hybrid 
music with emergent qualities that are all its own. 

According to ACIDC, no one knew what the progenitors of rock 
and roll had in store, but Tchaikovsky heard the news. Here AC/ 
DC acknowledges one of the founders of rock and roll, Chuck 
Berry, who in his 1955 song "Roll Over Beethoven" exhorts Bee- 
thoven to roll over in his grave and tell Tchaikovsky the good news 
that rock and roll has been born.4 In the AClDC song, rock is born 
as a concert, which gives it a power of immediacy. The song pre- 
sents a series of ordinations that there be sound, light, drums, and 
guitar. This order of birth presents rock and roll from the view- 
point of heavy metal. Sound comes first: volume, a key emergent 
characteristic of rock and roll, was not a defining feature of pop 
or the blues. Next comes the stage lights that illuminate the band, 

I the gods of the music. Finally come their instruments, the drum 
and the guitar. For heavy metal, rock and roll means the appear- 

, ante of a sensual and vitalizing power that only heavy metal brings 
to its highest pitch, its perfection. 

Rock and roll was superseded in the 1960s by rock, which was 
also a hybrid formation. Rock remixed rock and roll's consrituents, 
adding a new, and this time around, less diluted shot of blues. New 
elements, especially folk music, were mixed into the blend. The 
rock of the late 1960s encompassed an incredibly diverse set of 
musical styles. Consider Woodstock. All the music performed at 
the Woodstock Music and Art Fair, held 15-17 August 1969, was 
considered "rock" by performers, audience, and promoters. Jimi 
Hendrix, Sha-Na-Na, the Who, the Jefferson Airplane, Janis Joplin, 
and Joe Cocker all belonged in the same fold. The audience appre- 
ciated it all as an undifferentiated musical style that was distin- 
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guished from other broad styles such as pop and folk music. A few 
years after Woodstock, however, young people would no longer 
use the term "rock" to name the type of music they favored. Asked 
for their preference, now they would refer to some genre or specific 
artist, The "rock" audience had lost its cohesion and fragmented 
into distinct followings for such forms as the art rock of Genesis 
and Yes, the southern rock of the AlIman Brothers and Lynyrd 
Skynyrd, the singer-songwriter style of James Taylor, and heavy 
metal. The record industry encouraged the divisions as a marketing 
strategy, intensively exploiting the new, specialized  audience^.^ 

The splintering of rock reflected the splintering of the youth 
culture. International in scope, the youth community of the 1960s 
had shared tastes in clothing, drugs, music, and social and political 
ideals. The culture had never been hegemonic, but for the media, 
for political and social authorities, and for many young people, 
even those who did not adopt its forms, the youth culture had 
symbolized the solidarity of youth. Although it grew out of the 
affluence that followed World War 11, and although it was cele- 
brated in the rock and roll of the 1950s, the youth culture's full 

, emergence as a coherent and powerful unit of society can be traced 
to the civil rights movement of the early 1960s, the free speech 
movement that began on college campuses around 1964, and es- 
pecially the antiwar movement that began in earnest around 1966. 
The youth culture achieved its most unified form in the period 
1966-68. The decline and fall of the youth culture took place dur- 
ing the years from 1968 to 1972. Among the events that occurred - 
in this later period were the police actions against mainly youthful 
demonstrators in Chicago, Paris, and Mexico City-among other 
places; the failure of Senator Eugene McCarthy's campaign for 
president; the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert 
Kennedy; and the killings of students at Kent State and Jackson 
State universities. The Woodstock triumph of August 1969 was 
negated by the horror of Altamont in December of that same year. 
The breakup of the Beatles in 1970 marked the end of a group that 
had in many ways symbolized the youth culture. The final nail in 
the youth culture's coffin was the end of the draft. This backhanded 
payoff to the antiwar movement satisfied its more selfish demands, 
but in the process undercut its sense of idealism. Heavy metal was 
born amidst the ashes of the failed youth revolution. 
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A Genealogy of Heavy Metal 

The eruption of the heavy metal genre, its formative phase, oc- 
curred during the years between 1969 and 1972. No one can name 
a specific date at which the genre became clearly distinguishable; 
its beginnings must be traced retrospectively from its phase of crys- 
tallization in the mid-1970s. At first what will later become the 
code of the genre appears in isolated songs. Then the work of a 
band or a cluster of bands begins to exemplify this code. Finally, 
the rules for generating the music played by such a cluster are self- 
consciously acknowledged and become a code for others to emu- 
late, At that point the genre has achieved full being. 

Heavy metal has many histories. There is no consensus on its 
precursors, basic influences, first full-fledged songs and bands, or 
developmental stages. There is even some debate about its name, 
Halfin and Makowski, in their book Heavy Metal: The Power Age, 
bemoan this lack of unity: "One of the many problems with Heavy 
Metal is that it comes in so many guises-one cringes and blushes 
in embarrassment at the thought of the pointless/countless tags at- 
tached to it."6 Some commentators would have the genre begin as 
early as the mid-1960s, whereas others trace its origins to the early 
1970s. There is even dispute about the time at which a band be- 
comes historically relevant. For some it is the moment the band 
was formed, but for others it is the date of its first album release. 
This confusion is to be expected when treating a bricolage genre 
and an undisciplined discipline. 

Histories of heavy metal also tend to vary according to where 
and when they were written. For instance, the title for which was 
the first real heavy metal band is a contest between Led Zeppelin 
and Black Sabbath. Americans tend to pull for Led Zeppelin, a 
band that has been popular in the United States for more than 
twenty years, but the British favor Black Sabbath. The American 
critic Pete Fornatale argues that "Without question, the members 

I 
of Led Zeppelin . . . were the founding fathers of heavy metal. 
They set the standards by which all other groups who followed in 
their wake must be measured."' A British scholar counters, "ar- 
guably the h s t  of these heavy rock bands [is] Black Sabbath."8 

I Many others accord both groups an equal place as the initiators of 
the genre. A few commentators, generally American, put forward 
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rival groups such as Iron Butterfly, Steppenwolf, or Blue Cheer, as 
in this dogmatic statement, "Blue Cheer . . . 1967 [was] the first 
of all heavy metal  band^."^ The present discussion will follow the 
majority of commentators and will grant precedence to both Black 
Sabbath and Led Zeppelin as the founders of heavy metal. The first 
albums of these two groups include much that later formed the 
sonic, visual, and verbal code of heavy metal. 

Constant concern with drawing fine distinctions between who is 
within and who is without the pale of heavy metal is a staple of 
discourse among heavy metal critics and fans. For example, the 
genre's boundary line was the focus of a review of an album by a 
band called Fist, written in 1982: "This is a hard rock band as 
opposed to heavy metal. Metal evokes visions of Sabbath, Priest, 
and Motorhead, while hard rock is the Who, the Stones (some- 
times), and Steppenwolf. Now, Steppenwolf was pretty heavy, but 
rhythmically they were doing things that could not be called heavy 
metal rhythms in a hard rock setting."1° So much for those who 
think rock music is merely undifferentiated noise. 

I asked a panel of heavy metal experts (some in the industry, 
others who have written academic works on the subject, and others 
who are serious fans of the genre) to nominate the groups that best 
exemplified the genre. They returned their written responses, but 
many of them also wrote supplementary letters or called me to 
express their concerns. They tended to recognize, at some level, 
that not everyone would agree with the way in which they as in- 
dividuals drew genre boundary lines. Several strongly argued for 
their own demarcations. The brief history and description of heavy 
metal presented in this chapter is based neither on my personal 
sense of the boundary of the genre nor on the specific demarcation 
of some expert. Rather, the boundary line is replaced with a broad 
smudge. This visual metaphor allows for the recognition of a core 
of heavy metal groups for which there is broad expert consensus 
and a periphery of many musical types and specific groups that 
could be described as "more or less" heavy metal. 

The debates over the boundaries of the genre underscore its com- 
plex heritage. Genres tend, as Byrnside notes, to go through a for- 
mative process in which they detach themselves from predecessors." 
Heavy metal's predecessors form an amalgam of different musical 
styles and specific rock bands. Like the English language, which 



16 Heavy Metal 

mixes Germanic Anglo-Saxon and Latin-derived French, heavy 
metal is primarily a blend of two sources, blues rock and psyche- 
delic music. Anglo-Saxon provided English with its grammatical 
structure and most of its basic vocabulary, the words used by a 
rural population living in the everyday world. French contributed 
a considerable enrichment to its vocabulary. With the advent of 
the modern age, other languages have provided additional enhance- 
ments to English. Similarly, heavy metal's basic grammatical struc- 
ture is provided by blues rock. This structure was ultimately derived 
from the American, urban, and electrified blues of artists such as 
Muddy Waters and Howlin' Wolf. Heavy metal borrowed its 
"grammar" secondhand from blues rock, with many modifications 
and already fully rocked up. The main mediators between blues 
rock and heavy metal were the British guitar-based groups, partic- 
ularly the Yardbirds. That group's succession of lead guitarists- 
Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Jimmy Page-revered the black blues- 
men but did not slavishly imitate them. Another interpreter of the 
electric blues tradition, Jimi Hendrix, also exerted a powerful in- 
fluence on the musical and performance features of heavy metal. 
Hendrix and Cream (Clapton's post-Yardbirds band) introduced 
some jazz elements, foremost among them extended instrumental 
solos, into their mix of blues rock. Heavy metal derived its basic 
song structure, its fundamental chord progressions, and its guitar 
riffs from the blues-rock tradition. Virtuoso lead-guitar techniques 
were a major legacy of blues rock to heavy metal. 

Heavy metal added psychedelidacid-rock music to the basic 
structure of blues rock." Hendrix was already on to much of the 
psychedelic style, including its focus on visuals. He died before 
heavy metal became a well-defined genre, but he exerted an enor- 
mous influence on the eventual emergence of heavy metal through 
his personal charisma and talent, and through his embodiment of 
the two major traditions that formed the foundation for the genre. 
Psychedelic music was noted for its mysterious, drug-trip lyrics, 
and for the colorful clothes and lighting that marked its perfor- 
mances. Musically, it is jazzlike, but with a distinctive repetition 
of simple phrases. Using few and simple chords, it creates a very 
complex whole. Like nineteenth-century romantic tone poems, such 
as Smetana's "The Moldau," which aim at re-creating an object 
musically, acid rock tries to re-create an LSD experience. Acid rock 
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was aimed not at one's legs or crotch, but at one's head. It wasn't 
dance music. Getting lost in the music was "getting" the music. 
This ecstatic use of music was taken up by heavy metal in a Diony- 
sian key, for heavy metal revels in the powers of life. 

The psychedelic source of heavy metal is discernible in the early 
work of artists who later adopted the conventions of the heavy 
metal genre. Judas Priest, a band that is unanimously judged to 
epitomize heavy metal, began as a psychedelic band. The group 
was formed in 1969 and added lead singer Rob (then called Bob) 
Halford two years later. The group's first release, Rocka Rolls," 
belongs squarely under the head of what is termed hard psychedelic 
music. All of their subsequent albums, starting with Sad Wings of 
Destiny, released two years later in 1976, are quintessential heavy 
metal. 

Further evidence of the influence of psychedelic music on heavy 
metal is provided by artists who shifted from that style of music to 
heavy metal. Lemmy Kilmister, originally with a British psychedelic 
band called Hawkwind, began Motorhead in 1976. Motorhead is a 
fast and very heavy metal outfit that is stiJl going strong. The band's 
name was taken from a Hawkwind song, which it covered. 
Comparison of the original and the cover show that heavy metal is 
not continuous with psychedelic music, but a genuine eruption, 
even if it borrows elements from this predecessor. In the United 
States Ted Nugent also made the switch from psychedelic to heavy 
metal music. His band, Arnboy Dukes, was a psychedelic group, 
with a 1969 hit song "Journey to the Center of Your Mind." Nugent's 
change was more gradual than Kilrnister's, but by 1976, with the 
release of Free for AlZ, he was squarely in the heavy metal camp. The 
relationship between heavy metal and hard psychedelia can also be 
traced with reference to Uriah Heep. Their first album in 1970 and 
most of their subsequent material (they, too, are still around) fall 
within psychedelia. But several of their songs fit clearly within the 
heavy metal genre. A few commentators even classify Uriah Heep as 
a heavy metal band. Mike Saunders, reviewing a Uriah Heep album 
for Rolling Stone in 1972, argued for the band's transitional posi- 
tion; their vocals are "psychedelic," he said, but "the guitar and 

, rhythm section is English heavy metal rock."I4 
A final example of the linkage between acid and metal is the 

group Pink Floyd. Formed inthe mid-1960s, Floyd was a major 
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originator of acid-rock music and was as well known for its light 
shows as for its acid-inspired, trip-evoking lyrics. They transformed 
themselves into an art-rock band with the megahit Dark Side of 
the Moon, released in 1973. Their concept albums of the latter part 
of the decade, Animals and The Wall, are musically closer to heavy 
metal. 

Other influences and precursors of heavy metal can be noted. 
High volume as a feature of the musical aesthetic was originated 
by Blue Cheer and MCS, among other bands.15 A thick, distorted 
guitar sound, pioneered by the Kinks on "You Really Got Me," is 
a metal staple. With characteristic immodesty, the Who's Pete 
Townshend contends that his group's sound, especially as heard 
on their Live a t  Leeds album, was responsible for the "gross, dis- 
gusting object that was Led Zeppelin,"16 

More generally, as an eruption from the music of the youth cul- 
ture of the 1960s, heavy metal carried forward the attitudes, values, 
and practices that characterized the Woodstock generation. It ap- 
propriated blue jeans, marijuana, and long hair. It put rock stars 
on pedestals, adopted a disrrust of social authority, and held that 
music was a serious expression and that authenticity was an essen- 
tial moral virtue of rock performers. But in some respects heavy 
metal created a rupture with the ideals of the youth counterculture. 
The master word of the 1960s, LOVE, was negated by its binary 
opposite, EVIL. Colors shifted from earth tones and rainbow hues 
to black. Fabrics went from soft-woven natural fibers to leather. 
Heterosexual groupings became male-only clubs. The community 
of youth had fractured. The 1970s was called the "Me Decade." 
Those who attempted to preserve a sense of community became 
Deadheads or joined religious cults and became "Jesus Freaks." 
The heavy metal subculture was another alternative for an exclu- 
sionary youth community. 

The Eruption of Heavy Metal 

In its early formative phase heavy metal was not identified as a 
genre." The origin of the term "heavy metal" is not easily trace- 
able. Geezer Butler, longtime bassist for and founding member of 
Black Sabbath, said that Sabbath was the first band to have its 
music described as heavy metal: "It was around 1972. . . . it was 
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an American critic. It was a derogatory term . . . 'this wasn't rock 
music. It was the sound of heavy metal crashing.' It was one of 
those wonderful reviews of our concerts. Someone in England just 
picked up on that and termed the whole thing heavy metal."I8 

The American critic Lester Bangs, who wrote for Creem and 
Rolling Stone magazines in the 1970s, has been credited with popu- 
larizing the term "heavy metal."19 However, his landmark two-part 
article on Black Sabbath in Creem in 1972, which some writers 
claim is the source of the term, does not contain that terme20 Mud- 
dying the issue further are statements that the term originates in 
William Burroughs's Naked Lunch.21 Burroughs was one of Bangs's 
gurus and he is quoted by Bangs in the Sabbath article. But Bangs 
quotes Burroughs's Nova Express, where "heavy metal" appears, 
not Naked Lunch, where it does not appear. Nova Express, a piece 
of pornographic science fiction, includes a character called "The 
Heavy Metal Kid," a denizen of Uranus who has a metal face and 
antennae." Given the themes of heavy metal lyrics, which include 
both sex and the grotesque, this derivation is not inappropriate. 
But it cannot be established with certainty. 

The phrase "heavy metal'' also was used in a 1968 song by 
Steppenwolf, "Born to Be Wild." This song was featured in the 
popular 1969 movie Easy Rider and became a biker's anthem. Mo- 
torcycle iconography has been a constant feature of the heavy metal 
genre from the biker fashion of black leather jackets to the use of 
motorcycles as stage props. The author of "Born to Be Wild," Mars 
Bonfire, writes, "I used the phrase 'heavy metal thunder' in 'Born 
to Be Wild' to help capture the experience of driving a car or mo- 
torcycle on the desert highway of California. At the time of writing 
the song I was intensely recalling and imaginatively enhancing such 
experiences and the phrase came to me as the right expression of 
the heaviness and noise of powerful cars and motorcycles. After- 
wards I realized that I had been aware of the term 'heavy metals' 
from high school science. It is a part of Mendeleyev's Periodic Ta- 
ble that contains the elements with high atomic weights."23 Else- 
where he writes, "As to the use of the phrase 'heavy metal' to 
describe a type of music my understanding is that it came about in 
this way: The recording of 'Born To Be Wild' helped establish 
a style of rock in which the vocal is sung intensely and with dis- 
tortion and the guitar pattern is played intensely and with 
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distortion and is of equal importance to the vocal. More records 
like this started being heard and a reviewer from one of the rock 
magazines (I believe Rolling Stone) noticing the stylistic similarities 
used the phrase from 'Born To Be Wild' to describe such music."24 

There is no doubt that as early as 1971 the term "heavy metal" 
was being used to name the music characteristic of the genre's 
formative phase. In a review in Creem of Sir Lord Baltimore's al- 
bum, Kingdom Come, Mike Saunders writes that the band "seems 
to have down pat all the best heavy metal tricks in the 
He compared the group to Grand Funk, Free, MC.5, and Blue Cheer, 
all of which are associated with hard psychedelia and are generally 
acknowledged to be precursors of heavy metal. But Saunders es- 
pecially relates them to Led Zeppelin, one of the founding heavy 
metal bands. He uses the term "heavy metal" along with such syn- 
onyms as "heavy music" and "Heavy," which indicates that the 
term itself crystallized out of a formative discourse. 

The term "heavy metal" has been widely accepted in Britain but 
has met with some resistance in the United States. American critics, 
especially those who find groups such as Black Sabbath and Judas 
Priest to be repugnant-that is, who detest heavy metal-try not 
to use the term. Instead they employ a broader category, "hard 
rock," in which heavy metal groups are included as a minor com- 
ponent with many others. In part, this usage is due to the wide 
popularity of the hard-rock radio format in the 1970s, when Amer- 
ican critics were carefully attending to radio. Moreover, there were 
several very popular American bands that were similar to heavy 
metal groups but did not fully conform to heavy metal's code. 
Groups such as Aerosmith (first release in 1973) and Kiss (first 
release in 1974) were too melodic to be considered heavy metal in 
the 1970s. The term "hard rock" accommodated them, along with 
purer heavy metal bands. When the genre of heavy metal frag- 
mented in the mid-1980s, one segment, lite metal, embraced 
Aerosmith's melodic vocal style while retaining specifically metal 
identifications, allowing Kiss and Aerosmith, which were still going 
strong in 1990, to be included in the now broadened metal genre. 
Still another reason for the American reluctance to employ "heavy 
metal" as a rubric is that the concert bills in the United States in 
the 1970s were not genre-specific. Heavy metal bands that toured 
the United States prior to 1979 did not use other, younger or less 
prominent heavy metal groups to open for them. There just were 
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not many heavy metal bands in the United States at that time. Thus, 
a bill might headline Black Sabbath, with bands such as Alice 
Cooper or the Ramones in the opening slot.26 During Black Sab- 
bath's 1972 tour the art-rock group Yes opened for them. Thus, 
at that time, a concert featuring Black Sabbath was not strictly a 
heavy metal concert. 

The teaming of disparate types of bands on concert bills was 
responsible for the further development of the heavy metal genre. 
Bands had firsthand experience with musical styles that were close 
enough to their own to invite borrowing. Thus, new influences 
helped to shape heavy metal as the decade of the 1970s proceeded. 
Alice Cooper, for example, can be credited with donating a horror- 
film visual aesthetic to heavy metal's bag of tricks. The dialogic 
process that creates a genre does not stop once that genre has crys- 
tallized. As George Lipsitz argues, "Popular music is nothing if not 
dialogic, the product of an ongoing historical con~ersation."~~ 

From a historical perspective, the heavy metal genre can be 
roughly stratified into five eras.28 Heavy metal erupts from 1969 to 
1972 and begins to crystallize from 1973 to 1975. The golden age 
of traditional heavy metal, its full crystallization, occurs from 1976 
to 1979.29 Then from 1979 to 1983 metal undergoes a surge of 
growth in numbers of bands and numbers and kinds of fans, lead- 
ing to an inward complexity and an expansion of its boundaries. 
This period of growth, finally, results in a rich diversity that crys- 
tallizes into fragments and subgenres after 1983. In the following 
discussion of the heavy metal genre as a code for generating musi- 
cal culture, the emphasis is on the conventions that crystallized in 
the golden age and the growth periods. Those conventions are 
sometimes present fully and often present in varying degrees in the 
music created before the golden age and after the growth period, 
but they are frequently mixed with other elements in those periods. 

e emphasis here in defining heavy metal's code is to identify its 
ore, which can be read back and ahead from the eras of full crys- 
llization. The historical narrative will resume in the concluding 
ction of this chapter, which discusses heavy metal's fragmentation. 

The Code of Heavy Metal 

y attempt to define a genre runs into the problem that works of 
t, even the works created in the commercially based popular arts, 
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are unique. Heavy metal, which has more than just a commercial 
dimension, is even more diverse than other genres. It is, in the 
broad sense of the term, a bricolage, which spans a multitude of 
differences. Each band must distinguish itself from other groups, 
at least for commercial purposes, which means that there is a mul- 
titude of "signature sounds." In addition, even though bands tend 
to keep within their signamre sounds, their works-songs and al- 
bums-are expected to differ from one another. Finally, the genre 
of heavy metal has, over the years, become more diverse. Yet, for 
all the observable variety, there is a code that during the period of 
crystallization came to define the genre in such a way that it could 
be applied to generate new works exemplifying the genre and to 
identify works that fell within it. That code did not define the rules 
for generating every work that might fall under the rubric "heavy 
metal," as that term could be most generally used. But it demar- 
cated a core of music that could be called, indisputably, heavy 
metal. 

When heavy metal is called a musical genre in this study the 
term "music" is used broadly to include not only arrangements of 
sound, but other aesthetic and signifying elements that support the 
sound, such as visual art and verbal expression. The genre, in this 
sense, is a total sensibility based on sonic patterns but not ex- 
hausted by them. The codes provide the form of the sensibility and 
will be discussed here under the headings of aural, visual, and ver- 
bal d--ensions of heavy metal. Other aspects of heavy metal's code, 
which relate more closely to the social transaction that constitutes 
the genre, will be discussed in the chapters on the artist, the audi- 
ence, the mediators, and the concert. 

The Sonic Dimension 

The code for heavy metal involves several sets of rules that can be 
applied to generate a sound identifiable as heavy metal music. Just 
as rock and roll adopted many of the rules of rhythm and blues, 
exaggerating or simplifying some of them in the process, heavy 
metal's code has deep roots in the rock from which it emerged, 
specifically the blues-rock and acid-rock traditions. 

Defining the code of heavy metal's sound does not describe that 
sound as it is experienced. As the often repeated phrase has it, 
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writing about music is like dancing about architecture. Critics of all 
stripes constantly resort to similes and metaphors, often based in 
the other senses-especially taste and sight-when they discuss a 
piece of music. Much of the discussion of music in sociology is 
based on analyses of lyrics, because the verbal element is familiar 
turf for sociologists. However, understanding the heavy metal genre 
requires comprehending its sound. After reading the following dis- 
cussion, the reader should listen to paradigmatic examples of the 
genre. 

The essential sonic element in heavy metal is power, expressed 
as sheer volume. Loudness is meant to overwhelm, to sweep the 
listener into the sound, and then to lend the listener the sense of 
power that the sound provides. Injunctions such as "crank it up," 
c< turn it up," and "blow your speakers" fill the lyrics of heavy metal 
songs. Black Sabbath's tour in the early 1970s was touted by the 
record company as "Louder Than Led Zeppelin."" At concerts the 
stage is loaded with stacks of amplifiers so that the decibel level of 
the instruments can be raised to the Iimit. The sonic standards of 
the concert are replicated in recordings. The kind of power that 
loudness gives is a shot of youthful vitality, a power to withstand 
the onslaught of sound and to expand one's energy to respond to 
it with a physical and emotional thrust of one's own. Heavy metal's 
loudness is not deafening, irritating, or painful (at least to the fan), 
but empowering. It is not just a "wall of sound," as detractors 
complain: it is an often complicated sonic pattern played out in 
high volume. 

The essential element of complexity in the sound is the guitar 
work, which is embedded in an increasingly elaborate electronic 
technology that distorts and amplifies. The guitar is played as a 
lead instrument, a musical choice that stresses its melodic as op- 
posed to its rhythmic possibilities. Absent is the jangly guitar sound 
that characterizes country-inspired rock music. The heavy metal 
guitar technique requires great manual dexterity, familiarity with 
a wide range of electronic gadgetry, such as wah-wah pedals and 
fuzz boxes, and the ability to treat sounds not merely as notes of 
discrete duration and pitch, but as tones that can be bent into each 
other. 

The style of play owes much to blues-based guitarists who trans- 
formed the urban blues-guitar sound into rock. Following the blues- 
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rock tradition, heavy metal guitarists are required to demonstrate 
technical proficiency. This emphasis on ski1 contrasts with the punk 
code, which emphasizes the simplicity of playing, the idea that "hey, 
anybody can do this, I just learned it two weeks ago." Punk stresses 
a leveling between fans and performers; heavy metal, with its guitar 
heroes, emphasizes distance. 

Guitar solos are an essential element of theLheavy metal code. A 
solo is a part of the song in which the guitarist does not compete 
with the vocalist, but may still be backed up by drums and bass. 
It is a rhetorical element of the code that underscores the signifi- 
cance of the guitar. The solo was a feature of blues-based rock. 
According to Eric Clapton, solos originated with Cream. The newly 
formed band had gigs to play. With only about thirty minutes of 
original material, they stretched it out by doing improvisational 
solos. The audiences loved this innovation and the solo became a 
c~nvention.~' 

The guitar is moved along by a beat bashed out on a set of 
drums. The heavy metal drum kit is far more elaborate than the 
drum kits employed for many other forms of rock music. Like the 
guitarist, the drummer has a wide range of sonic effects to deploy, 
allowing the rhythmic pattern to take on a complexity within its 
elemental drive and insistency. The kit is miked to enhance volume 
and requires drummers to use both arms and legs. Prominence is 
given to the bass drum and the beat is emphatic, in the usual 414 
time signature of rock. Both its tempo (often rather slow) and its 
emphatic stresses make heavy metal unsuitable as a dance music 
because it is too deliberate. Nonetheless, it involves the listener 
emotionally and physically. At its inception heavy metal was a slow, 
even ponderous, music, but by the end of the 1970s a wide range 
of tempos was permitted. 

The distinctive bottom sound provided by the bass drum is greatly 
enhanced by the electronic bass guitar, which performs a more 
important role in heavy metal than in any other genre of rock 
music. Mainly used as a rhythm instrument, the bass produces a 
heavily amplified sound. Its contribution to the instrumental mix 
is what makes heavy metal "heavy." The genre was technically 
impossible before the 1960s because only then did the amplified 
bass sound become technologically available. The physical prop- 
erties of sound are such that very low frequencies require far more 
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More concerned with the total impact of the sound than with 
their individual success, the guitarist and vocalist are in an affec- 
tionate rivalry with each other. Examples of heavy metal groups 
with strong dual foci abound. Among the most famous are Led 
Zeppelin's vocalist Robert Plant and guitarist Jimmy Page, UFO's 
Phil Mogg and guitarist Michael Schenker, Rainbow's assorted 
singers in tension with guitarist Ritchie Blackmore, and Judas 
Priest's Rob Halford working with dual lead guitarists K. K. Down- 

amplification than higher frequencies to be heard at the same level I 

of volume." Due to the prominence of the heavy bottom sound, 
I 

heavy metal has a tactile dimension. The music can be felt, not I I 
I 

only metaphorically, but literally, particularly in the listener's chest. I 

No other instruments are part of the standard code, although I 

keyboards are permitted. For example, the historical line that 1 
stretches from Deep Purple, through Rainbow, to Dio, which spans 
the full history of the genre, has made the keyboard integral to the 
sound. Keyboards provide a fullness that other bands achieve via 
electronic modifications of the guitar's sound. While keyboards do 
not violate the heavy metal code, other instruments, such as horns, 
orchestral stringed instruments, or an accordion would break it. 

Heavy metal is not instrumental music in the sense of the nine- 
teenth-century symphonic style. The heavy metal code always in- , 
cludes a singer. Yet the singer's vocal style has no connection to I 

I 
the tradition of the pop crooner. In heavy metal there is an intimate I 

connection between the vocals and the instruments, with the voice I 

participating as an equal, not as a privileged instrument. The voice i 
is an instrument that challenges the prominence of the guitar. On 
record and in live performance, heavy metal's sound is the product 

1 
of multiple inputs. Sound technicians adjust the relative strength 
of each component. Vocalist and guitarist are each accorded im- I 

portance, but neither is allowed to eclipse the other. The two are 
dual foci, like the twin foci of an ellipse, around which the music 
is described. The relationship between the guitar and vocals is one '1 

1 
of tension; they dynamically contend with one another for domi- 
nance but never allow this continuous competition to result in the 
defeat of either guitarist or vocalist. Like political parties in a two- 1 
party democratic system, guitar and voice must compete and co- 1 
operate, getting neither too close to nor too far away from each 
other. 
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I ing and Glenn Tipton. Strong vocalists are always seeking strong 
guitarists and vice versa. The heavy metal vocal is a solitary func- 
tion, as it is in the blues. But unlike the blues or even blues rock, 

I 
heavy metal demands the subordination of the voice to the sound 
as a whole. The heavy metal vocalist is an individual and is not 
submerged in a vocal group. But the singer is also embedded in the 
band; the vocalist does not dominate the band and certainly is 
never its primary excuse for being. 

The heavy metal code for the singer is distinctive. One major 
requirement is the explicit display of emotionality, which contrasts 
with the punk vocal principle of the flat, unemotional voice. But 
not all methods of emotional display are permitted. The plaintive, 
nasal whine of country music and the falsetto of doo-wop are re- 
jected. The singing is openmouthed, neither gritted nor crooned. 
The range of emotions is wide, including pain, defiance, anger, and 
excitement. As in other features of the genre, softness, irony, and 
subtlety are excluded. 

Simon Frith's understanding of rock vocals is especially relevant 
to heavy metal vocals because of their strong emotional compo- 
nent: "The tone of voice is more important . . . than the actual 
articulation of particular lyrics. We can thus identify with a song 
whether we understand the words or not, whether we already know 
the singer or not, because it is the voice-not the lyrics-to which 
we immediately respond."33 Many fans and critics would agree that 
in heavy metal the lyrics are less relevant as words than as sound.34 

The heavy metal singer's voice must also sound very powerful. 
It is amplified not merely by electronic devices, but by a robust set 
of lungs and vocal chords. Special sounds, especially screams, serve 
to emphasize the power and the emotionality of the voice. Led 
Zeppelin's Robert Plant and Judas Priest's Rob Halford are well 
known for their wails and yowls. The sounds are evocative and are 
probably derived from the blues "shouters" of the southern-based, 
post-World War I1 Chicago and Detroit blues traditions. Other 
singers use an operatic voice, although it cannot be pure toned. 
There must be a blues-tinged toughness in the voice. Ronnie James 
Dio's voice, well known in heavy metal circles for fifteen years, is 
an example of this gritty-operatic option. The heavy metal vocal 
lacks a mandated accent, such as the punk's cockney or country's 
southern drawl. In addition to its power, the emotionality of the 
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heavy metal vocals is also a sign of authenticity. The importance 
of authenticity is a residue of the counterculture of the 1960s and 
is underscored by the dress code and the lyrical themes of the genre. 

High volume, a wailing guitar, a booming bass drum, a heavy 
bass guitar line, and screaming vocals combine to release a vital A 

power that lends its spirit to any lyrical theme. Popular music, 
taken as a whole, does not direct attention to any particular feature 
of a song. As John Street puts it, there is "uncertainty as to what 
matters in any given song: the sound, the tune, the words or the 
rhythrn."35 Styles such as disco, house, and salsa privilege rhythm. 
So does rock and roll, as the often parodied assessment makes 
clear: "It's got a good beat and you can dance to it. I'd give it a 
9.5." In contrast, it is the lyrical element as a poetic expression or 
a call to arms that is most significant for the folk and folk-rock 
genres. For pop as a musical style and for advertising jingles, the 
melody is what counts. For heavy metal the sound as such-its 
timbre, its volume, and its feel-is what matters, what defines it as 
power, giving it inherent meaning. 

The Visual Dimension 
[ I 

1 
The sonic power of heavy metal is supported and enhanced by a 
wide range of visual artifacts and effects that display its inherent 
meaning. The visual aspect of heavy metal comprises a wide range 
of items including band logos, album covers, photographs, patches, 
and T-shirts; live performance visual elements such as concert cos- 
tumes, lighting effects, stage sets, and choreography; and magazine - - 

artwork and music video images. 
I! 

Heavy metal bands, more than other types of rock groups, use 1 logos. These function in the same way as do the logos of multi- , 
national corporations, to provide fast identification and to convey 
a significant image. Logos serve to identify the band both visually 
and verbally, since most of them present the band's name in styl- 
ized lettering. Although each band tends to use a distinctive type- 
face, there is a similarity among those used in the genre. The code 
can be specified with reference to both positive and negative rules. 
Gently rounded typefaces are avoided, since they communicate an 
image of softness. The ubiquitous Helvetica typeface, which has 
come to dominate all manner of official signs from interstate high- 
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way information to logos of government bureaucracies, is also re- 
jected. Helvetica, lacking embellishments of any kind, suggests 
neutrality, efficiency, and order, all of which are antithetical to 
heavy metal. The minimum requirements for a heavy metal type- 
face are angularity and thickness. The typefaces are more elaborate 
than mere block lettering, incorporating a multitude of oblique 
angles and rather squared off ends. Some resemble runic, Teutonic 
lettering.36 Others have a menacing, armor-breaking mace or saw- 
tooth appearance. 

Typefaces are often embellished with a thunderbolt motif. Bands 
such as ACJDC and UFO, among others, incorporate the symbol 
of lighming, standing for released energy, into their logos. ACmC 
has exploited the imagery to the fullest extent, placing a lightning 
bolt in the middle of its name, which itself refers to electrical cur- 
rents. Tradition has it that AC/DC got the idea from the back of 
band member Angus Young's sister's sewing machine. The group 
has done albums entitled High Voltage and Powerage. The cover 
of the latter shows a very jolted Angus, electrical wires emerging 
from his jacket sleeves, illuminated by an aura of shocking light, 
which is also seen in his eyes and mouth. The typeface also looks 
as if it had been shattered by lightning. 

Logos are used on album covers and the alternative media that 
accompany recorded music. They are also significant features of 
T-shirts, pins, hats, and patches-the merchandise bought and 
proudly worn by fans. Like the logos, the album covers serve the 
dual purpose of identifying the band and projecting its desired im- 
age, attitude, and emotion to the potential purchaser. On one level, 
album covers are marketing devices, not unlike the package designs 
for boxes of cornflakes or cans of soup. They serve to catch the 
eye of the potential consumer and to identify the product by both 
genre and specific artist. Heavy metal crystallized in the era when 
the album was the major medium for recorded music and when 
the album cover not only performed a marketing function but also 

1 served as part of the total aesthetic experience of being part of rock 
culture. Had the genre crystallized in the mid-1980s when audio 
cassettes, with their much smaller surface area, supplanted albums, 
an important part of the genre would never have emerged. 

1 When one flips through rock albums in a store, it is easy to pick 
out the records released by heavy metal groups. Since the late 1970s 

1 
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the code for covers has been known by designers and fans, al- 
though not necessarily self-consciously."7 The logos discussed above, 
with their distinctive typefaces, are one clue to the genre. The al- 
bum's title is permitted to be in a different, rather ordinary, and 
smaller typeface, indicating that the band, not the-particular song 
or album, is the significant unit of discourse in the genre. 

The colors and imagery on the album covers enhance the power 
conveyed by the logos. The dominant color is black, used especially 
as the background for the other artwork. Red is the second most 
important color. The color scheme is not gentle, relaxing, or merely 
neutral. Rather, it is intense, exciting, or ominous. Whereas the 
code for pop and country albums mandates photographs of the 
faces of the performers, the fronts of heavy metal albums are not 
graced with close-ups of band members. The heavy metal code 
specifies that what is depicted must be somewhat ominous, threat- 
ening, and unsettling, suggesting chaos and bordering on the gro- 
tesque. This metatheme was expressed in many ways until the late 
1970s, when the code narrowed to include the iconography of hor- 
ror movies, gothic horror tales, and heroic fantasies; technological 
science fiction imagery; and impressions of studded, black leather- 
clad biker types. The bands often pose as bikers. Among the fa- 
mous albums using the biker motif are Accept's Balls to the Wall, 
Scorpions' Love a t  First Sting, Judas Priest's Hell Bent for Leather/ 
Killing Machine, Motley Criie's Too Fast for Love, W.A.S.P.'s The 
Last Command, and Mot6rhead7s Ace of Spades. 

The album covers, often reproduced on T-shirts, are designed to 
convey a mood or a sentiment. The visual imagery contextualizes 
the music or at least provides a clue to its meaning, a reference in 
terms of which to appreciate it. The impact is similar to that of the 
stained-glass images and filtered light that contribute to the total 
experience of listening to church music, or the psychedelic album 
covers and black-light posters that contributed so much to the acid- 

Visuals are also an integral part of the heavy metal concert ex- 
too, the genre did not create a code de novo but 
ed existing standards from the musical cultures 
was embedded. Early performers adopted the "au- 
f their time, wearing the "street clothes"-jeans 

ell-bottoms were in fashion in the early 1970s) and T-shirts- 
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and long hair that served as the everyday uniform of the male 
members of the youth counterculture in the West. Gaudy Motown 
finery or British-invasion suits were ruled out as dress-code options. 
The look carried on the street-tough sensibility favored by the blues- 
rock crowd. 

As heavy metal crystallized, the dress code was gradually modi- 
fied. A second option, which became dominant among bands play- 
ing larger venues, was the biker look. Introduced into heavy metal 
by Judas Priest in the mid-1970~,3~ the metal-studded leather fash- 
ion was reminiscent of an earlier British youth culture, the rock- 
e r ~ . ~ ~  The look was originally introduced in the 1950s. Marlon 
Brando, in the movie The Wild One, made the leather jacket a 
symbol of both masculinity and rebellion. Rebellion against what? 
Brando's character, Johnny, replies: "Whaddaya got?" The motor- 
cycle iconography is even more directly traceable to Steppenwolf's 
"Born to Be Wild," noted above as a source for the name of the 
genre. Similar to the biker style and derived from it is the style 
associated with the S&M subculture. S&M regalia definitely influ- 
enced the heavy metal look. As metal costume designer Laurie 
Greenan declares, "S&M was heavy metal long before heavy metal 

The third option for costuming, introduced around 1980, is 
spandex. Pants made of this material allow greater freedom of 
movement on stage and better display the athletic bodies of the 
performers, thereby promoting an image of vital power. The initial 
style of jeans and T-shirts evinced identification with the fans, sym- 
bolizing the performers' origins and loyalties. The next style, the 
biker look, meshed with a well-known symbol system of rebellion, 
masculinity, and outsider status that fit in with the other elements 
of the heavy metal culture. The members of the audience adopted 
the look for themselves, imitating their heroes. Spandex emphasizes 
the vitality that characterizes the genre. Male fans have not copied 
their band heroes by dressing in spandex. Spandex remains stage 
wear, a costume that serves to distance artists from their audience. 

Clothing is not the only visual feature of concerts. Heavy metal 
retained, in a modified form, the elaborate light shows that were 
first initiated by psychedelic groups in England and in the San Fran- 
cisco area around 1967. The technology of the live venue industry 
was fully exploited by the genre, adding intense, colorful, and in- 
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creasingly varied overhead lighting, along with flash pots, fog, 
strobes, and laser beams to the concert experience. The album 
colors, featuring a dark or murky border surrounding red-hued 
images of chaos, resemble the concert aesthetic. The effect aug- 
ments the sonic values, heightening excitement and the release of 
vital energy. 

During the 1980s, music videos provided another medium for 
the visual expression of heavy metal's sensibility. The code for heavy 
metal videos was established early in the medium's development. 
The first rule is that concert footage or a realistic facsimile must 
be a strong element in the video, However, the medium of tele- 
vision cannot capture the aural power and general excitement of a 
heavy metal concert. TV is too domesticated in its ubiquitous po- 
sition as a member of the household to simulate the all-inclusive 
concert experience. Its smaller-than-life screen and low-quality 
speakers cannot begin to approximate the sensory inputs of the live 
venue. To compensate for these deficiencies other visual images, 
sometimes forniing a coherent narrative but generally not, are in- 
tercut with shots of the band playing and lip-synching, since the 
audio portion is not from a live performance, but is recorded in a 
studio. Visions of sexually provocative women, acts of revolt against 
figures of authority such as parents or teachers, and scenes of gen- 
eral disorder are usually intercut with the actual or simulated con- 
cert scenes. The common element in these images is the flouting of 
middle-class conventions. Rebellion against the dominant culture 
.is the visual kick to compensate for the lack of the sonic power of 
the stereo system or of the live heavy metal performance. The om- 
inous power of the album cover and the vital power of the stage 
costume is supplemented by the video's rebellious images. 

The Verbal Dimension 

The verbal dimension of heavy metal is at least as complex as its 
aural or visual aspects. As individual words or short phrases, verbal 
expression works on the levels of signification. The meaning of a 
word may be understood in its relationship to other words and/or 
singly as an evocative symbol. The three interdependent sets of 
expressions forming the verbal dimension are band names, album 
and song titles, and lyrics. 
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I In part because heavy metal's unit of discourse is not a song or 

an album, but a band, the name of the band is a significant part 
of the genre. Fans display their genre loyalty with T-shirts and 
jackets emblazoned with the names of favorite groups. The band 
name serves both as a marketing device and as an artistic state- 
ment. To some degree, especially within heavy metal's subgenres, 
the band's name provides a context of meaning within which the 
titles and lyrics are interpreted. 

A content analysis of the names of heavy metal bands must begin 
with the fact that the early groups' took or created their names 
before the genre crystallized. Their names reflected general rock 
codes. The convention for rock bands in the 1960s was to adopt 
collective names, such as Kinks, Beatles, and Rolling Stones, rather 
than to create a name based on the personal names of members. 
Some early heavy metal groups, notably Deep Purple, began their 
recording careers by playing music that could not be termed heavy 
metal. UFO, which by the late 1970s was a typical heavy metal 
band, started out in the early 1970s playing rather spacey, psy- 
chedelic music. That accounts for their name, which was also the 
name of a British club that was "the" place for psychedelic music 
in the late 1960s. Judas Priest, formed in 1969, took a clever name 
that resonated with the norm of authenticity, of holding to one's 
principles rather than being seduced by financial rewards. The bib- 
lical figure Judas was a priestldisciple of Christ who sold out for 
forty pieces of silver. Albums that were ironically titled, such as 
The Who  Sell Out by the Who (1967) and We're Only in I t  for 
the Money by the Mothers of Invention (1967), provided a context 
for Judas Priest's name choice. 

Led Zeppelin's name also was not related to the genre of heavy 
metal. The group, formed by Jimmy Page after his departure from 
the Yardbirds, was originally called the New Yardbirds. According 
to legend, rhe Who's irrepressible drummer, Keith Moon, heard 
them and was not impressed. Their music would go down "like a 
lead zeppelin," he prophesied. Black Sabbath's name, adopted by 
the group in 1969, is paradigmatic for heavy metal. The band's 
original name was Earth, reflecting a hippie aesthetic. However, 
Earth was also the name of a cabaret band and booking agents 
tended to mistake the bands for one another. After a booking rnis- 
take that sent them to a business party at which the audience ex- 
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pected waltzes, the frustrated band members renamed themselves 
with the title of a song they had just written. Black Sabbath was 
the name of a British horror movie, starring Boris Karl~ff.~' They 
expressly chose the new name to be a corrective to the "peace and 
love" credo that permeated the youth culture at the time.42 

Heavy metal bands generally follow the rock convention of 
avoiding the use of members' names to name the group. In that 
sense, they remain true to the communal symbolism of the 1960s 
counterculture. When a personal name is adopted it is often be- 
cause a key member has established a reputation in other bands 
and does not wish to relinquish that fame. But even then the per- 
sonal name tends to be transformed into a collective noun. For 
example, the bands featuring vocalists Ozzy Osbourne and Ronnie 
James Dio are named Ozzy and Dio, respectively. 

A glance at the names of hundreds of heavy metal groups shows 
some uniformities of signification and sensibility. A significant por- 
tion of the names evoke ominous images. Themes of mayhem and 
cosmic evil are prevalent. The following are some examples taken 
from different periods and subgenres: Abattoir, Annihilator, An- 
thrax, Black 'n Blue, Blue Murder, Dark Angel, Death, Death An- 
gel, Forbidden, Grim Reaper, Iron Maiden, Lizzy Borden, Malice, 
Manowar, Mayhem, Megadeth, Nuclear Assault, Poison, Rogue 
Male, Savatage, Scorpions, Sepultura, Slayer, Trouble, Twisted Sis- 
ter, Vengeance, Venom, Vio-lence, and W.A.S.P. There is no evi- 
dence here of 1960s-era flower power.43 Religious allusions abound, 
with terms such as "angel," "hell," "sacred," and "saint" forming 
elements of band names. These names evoke their own sort of 
ower: the power of the forces of chaos and the power to conjure 
d play with those forces. 
Heavy metal album titles and the titles of the songs included on 

albums reflect the same themes that the names of the bands do. 
eed, bands often title a song after their own name to celebrate 
to make a statement about themselves. Debut albums tend to 
eponymous, as is the case in many genres of popular music. The 
es of albums are similar to the song titles. Indeed, album titles 
rmally adopt the name of a song within the album. 

themes of heavy metal songs include the themes suggested 
names of the bands, along with many others. However, the 

um titles and particularly the bands' names provide a context 
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in which songs are heard. They set up an emotional expectation range, "from Christian salvation to oral sex."44 Indeed, Annihila- 
and function the same way that familiarity with a person colors tor's latest album contains the song "Kraf Dinner," a paean to 

our of that person's words or actions. The lyrics of macaroni and cheese. A closer look, however, reveals significant 
any song are meant to be heard rather than read, and this judgment core thematic complexes for heavy metal lyrics. Some themes are 
holds especially true for metal. Important words or phrases are exchded- Broadway-musical optimism, the hopeful sentiment that 
more clearly articulated by the singer than the rest of 'the lyrics. everything's coming up roses," and the confidence in a brighter 
They are embedded in the section called the chorus, which is re- tomorrow have no place in heavy metal. Also absent is the hope 
peated several times during the song, and are easily associated with of the 1960s counterculture that "we can change the world, rear- 
the sensibility created by the band's name. range the world." There is nothing lighthearted in heavy metaps 

Heavy metal maintains a specific relationship between the voice words. The verbal sensibility of the genre parallels its aural and 
and the words. As was noted above, heavy.meta1 privileges the total visual dimensions. 
sound of the music over any of its components, including the voice- What heavy metal takes seriously is power.45 The sonic power 
The voice, indeed, is treated primarily as one of the musical instru- of the music-its inherent meaning-contributes to ever/ delin- 
merits. Since vocal power is ordinarily valued more highly than eated meaning that appears in its lyrics. Any lyrical theme, even 
clear enunciation, a song's inherent meaning of vital power is more despair or suicide, is empowered by the heavy metal sound. The 
important than any delineated meaning presented in the lyrics- The major themes of heavy metal fall into two clusters defined by a 
singer attempts to project an emotion that is appropriate to the binary opposition: Dionysian and Chaotic. Dionysian experience 
lyrics, avoiding an ironical relation to them. Whatever the lyrics celebrates the vital forces of life through various forms of ecstasy. 
say, they are interpreted within a wider context of musical, visual, It is embodied in the unholy trinity of sex, drugs, and rock and 
and signifiers. The key phrases enunciated by the singer d roll- The Dionysian is juxtaposed to a strong emotional involve- 
more to convey a song's meaning than do the entire lyrics. merit in all that challenges the order and hegemony of everyday 

Analysis of heavy metal lyrics must be informed by figurativ life: monsters, the underworld and hell, the grotesque and horri- 
and contextual interpretation rather than by a literal reading- L Y ~  disasters, mayhem, carnage, injustice, death, and rebellion. 
its are not intended to be tightly integrated systems of signifier Both Dionysus (the Greek god of wine) and Chaos (the most an- 
although there are exceptions to this rule. Most lyrics are bes cient god, who precedes form itself) are empowered by the sonic 
understood as a loose array of fragmentary and suggestive signifiers- values of the music to fight a never-ending battle for the soul of 

~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ l  conventions are sufficiently shared by heavy metal artists the genre and to join together in combat against the smug security 
and audiences to ensure a great deal of consensus on maximally and. safety of respectable society. 
competent readings. The clusters of themes discussed below are 
based on my listening to about 4,000 songs within the genre- Con- 1 0  N y s  1 A N  H E M  E S. overcoming the cares of the everyday world 
fidence in my reading comes from confirmation provided by dis- nd losing oneself in a pleasurable now with no thought of past or 
cussing lyrics with a wide assortment of heavy metal fans, artists, re, at least for a few moments, has been a goal sought and 
and media personnel, and from reading about 150 heavy metal en achieved in all cultures. Sexual delight and &e gratifications 
magazines and all of the academic literature on the genre. In ad- erived from intoxicating substances and music are human univer- 
&tion, finding basic thematic similarities among the songs by a sals- They are not the invention of heavy metal nor of its musical 
gven group and among songs by groups sharing both musical s ~ l e s  forebear, rock and roll. 
and fans offers some internal validation of interpretations- The romantic love SO dear to pop music and the more general 

NO single lyrical theme dominates the genre. According to KO- ntiment of caring and sharing associated with the counterculture 
tarba and Wells, the themes of heavy metal song lyrics span a wide re absent in heavy metal lyrics. The few songs about relationships 
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describe those that have gone sour long ago. But love in its earthy 
sense of lust and sex is a staple of the genre. Some groups, such as 
AC/DC and the Scorpions, have many songs celebrating lust- Other 
bands, such as Black Sabbath, ignore the topic altogether. 

sex, in heavy metal's discourse, is sweaty, fun, and without corn- 
rnitments. ~t is generally not sadistic and is always exuberant- 
W.A.S.P.'s infamous "Animal (F" "k Like a Beast)," a prime target 
of antimetal groups, and the Scorpions's "Animal Magnetism" stress 
the carnality and underscore the absence of a spiritual element in 
sexual activity. The sheer physical activity of sex is emphasized in 
a line of songs from Led Zeppelin's "YOU Shook Me" (a blues 
cover), through AC/DC's "Girls Got Rhythm," to Cinderella's 
"Shake Me." The influence of blues lyrics on this cluster of t h ~ ~
is obvious. ~t is the same blues thematic that entered rock and roll 
with songs such as "Shake, Rattle, and Roll." Indeed, the term 
"rock and roll'' itself was a blues code word for sex. Since heavy 
metal is not a dance music, it does not make use of the word 
"dance," which was the main code word for sex in rock and roll 
and rock music. 

Sex in heavy metal is anything but respectable, a truth made 
evident in such song titles as Krokus's "Mister Sixty-Nine" and the 
~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ n s ' s  "He's a Woman, She's a Man." Women are rarely given 

names. They are essentially and exclusively sexual beings, 
often groupies such as the Scorpions's "Backstage Queen" or 

such as those inhabiting Iron Maiden's "22, Acacia Av- 
enue.m Physical beauty is not important; some of the women cele- 
brated in heavy metal song, like AC/DC's Rosie ("Whole Lotta 
Rosie7'), who weighs more than nineteen stone (180 lb 
Krokus's "Smelly Nelly" would normally be considered unattra 
tive or even sexually repulsive. 

The special *st given to the theme of sex in heavy metal 1 
is to identify it with the core of its vital power, potency- When 
DC sings "shoot to Thrill" or Krokus intones "Long Stick Goes 
B ~ ~ ~ , "  they are bringing sex under the sway of a more general 
Dionysian impulse. Sex is an emblem of youthful male Power7 a 
mark of prowess as well as pleasure. 

The second member of the trinity of sex, drugs, and rock and 
roll does not fare so well in the lyrics of heavy metal. Despite the 
use of drugs by many members of heavy metal's mdience and the 
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celebration of drugs in psychedelic music, heavy metal has avoided 
the theme, perhaps because it does not resonate with the power of 
the music the way physical sex does. The most famous drug song 
in heavy metal is Black Sabbath's "Sweet Leaf," which was written 
at a time when marijuana use among youth in the West was at a 
peak- Appearing on Sabbath's 1971 album Master of Reality, the 
song celebrates marijuana for allowing one to know one's own 
mind- This lyric is not consistent with heavy metal's sensibility, but 
instead expresses the aesthetic of psychedelic music.46 The few 
rousing drinking songs in heavy metal are, however, thoroughly 
Dionysian. Saxon's "Party Ti1 You Puke" and W.A.S.P.'s "Blind 
in Texas" are wild musical and lyrical paeans to gemng crazy drunk. 

Far more important than drugs and even sex to the Dionysian 
side of heavy metal's lyrical output is praise of rock music. Writing 
and playing songs extolling the ecstasy that the music provides is 
ahnost a genre requirement. Most frequently the music is referred 
to by the terms "rock" or "rock and roll." These terms are not 
meant to refer to earlier music styles but to heavy metal's own 
sound, which is identified as the quintessence of rock. Will Straw, 
in his sndy of the genre, states that the terms refer specifically to 
the "performance and the energies to be unleashed."47 The list of 
songs extolling and cheering the music is long and includes Rain- 
bow's "Long Live Rock 'n' Roll" and "If You Don't Like ~~~k cn' 

Roll"; ACIDC's "Rocker," "For Those About to ~ o c k  (we salute 
You)," and "Let There Be Rock"; Judas Priest's "Rock Hard Ride 
Free" and "Rock Forever"; Saxon's "We Came Here to Rock" and 

Black Sabbath's "Rock 'N' Roll Doctor"; Keel's 
'The Right to Rock"; Krokus's "Easy Rocker"; WarlockYs 'Wight 

for Rock"; Sammy Hagar's "Rock 'n' Roll Weekend"; and Twisted 
Sister's "1 Believe in Rock 'n' Roll." Some of these songs are spe- 
dficall~ about live performances and others pay homage to fans. 
A few, particularly Motorhead's "Rock 'n' Roll" and o ~ ~"you 
Can't Kill Rock and Roll," celebrate the music for its power to 

ake life meaningful and possible. Most of the songs, however, 
imply praise, pledge allegiance to, and defend the music. This is 

not a convention unique to heavy metal, but is a resurfacing of a 
in rock and roll. Rock, or rock and roll, is 

t is wildly pleasurable, Dionysian in the strict 

e s  

~ ' ~  

- 
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The most exciting aspect of heavy metal music, its high volume, 
comes in for special words of celebration, for example, in the songs 
"Long Live the Loud" (Exciter), "All Men Play on Ten" and "Blow 
Your Speakers" (Manowar), "May It Loud" (Diamond Head), and 
"Turn Up the Music" (Sammy Hagar). In such songs the sonic 
power that most strictly defines heavy metal's inherent meaning 
achieves self-conscious delineation. 

T H EM E s o F c H AO s . The second major thematic complex of heavy 
metal is chaos. Whereas Dionysian themes are not unique to heavy 
metal, references to chaos are a distinctive attribute of the genre. 
Chaos is used here to refer to the absence or destruction of rela- 
tionships, which can run from confusion, through various forms 
of. anomaly, conflict, and violence, to death. Respectable society 
tries to repress chaos. Heavy metal brings its images to the fore- 
front, empowering them with its vitalizing sound. It stands against 
the pleasing illusions of normality, conjuring with the powers of 
the underworld and making them submit to the order of the music 
and nothing else. Robert Pielke, in an analysis of rock music in 
American culture, asserts, "Most evident in heavy metal has been 
the attitude of negation, with its emphasis on the images of death, 
satanism, sexual aberration, dismemberment, and the gr~tesque."~~ 
Pielke is correct about the images but not about the "attitude of 
negation." Heavy metal's insistence on bringing chaos to awareness 
is a complex affirmation of power, of the power of the forces of 
disorder, of the power to confront those forces in the imagination, 
and of the power to transcend those forces in art. 

Heavy metal songs that have chaos as their lyrical theme are, at 
least in a sense, descendants of the blues. Happy talk is eschewed 
in both cases. S. I. Hayakawa's remarks about the older tradition 
apply to the metal songs that treat chaos: "There is, then, consid- 
erable tough-mindedness in the blues-a willingness, often absent 
in popular songs, to acknowledge the facts of life. Consequently, 
one finds in the blues comments on many problems other than 
those of 10ve."5~ The blues were looked upon by church-going, 
gospel-singing blacks as "devil songs." Paul Oliver, a student of 
blues music, concludes, "Yet the blues is much concerned with 
death and is little concerned with birth."s1 The same can be said 
of heavy metal. 
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The discourse on chaos in heavy metal lyrics includes interest in 
disorder, conflict, opposition, and contradiction. It incorporates 
images of monsters, the grotesque, mayhem, and disaster. It speaks 
of injustice and of resistance, rebellion, and death. This constella- 
tion of themes can be understood as the inversion of the constella- 
tion revolving around Eros in countercultural music, which 
emphasized images of unity. That tradition accented the declara- 
tion or hope of community, of being at one with others, with the 
ultimate, and with oneself. For heavy metal, the reality of failed 
relationships overwhelms the utopia ;f harmonious and hncoerced 
order. 

From another perspective, the themes of chaos can be understood 
in terms of the distinction between the sacred and the profane made 
famous by Emile Durkheim. Gultures differentiate ordinary, every- 
day life from a transcendent, sacred dimension. Working within 
Durkheim's scheme, others have proposed a division of the sacred 
into the sacred of respect and the sacred of transgressi~n.~' Chaos 
belongs to the latter category. Making it a lyrical theme is an act 
of metaphysical rebellion against the pieties and platitudes of normal 
society. 

Quite obviously, then, heavy metal did not invent the discourse 
of chaos. Indeed, it has borrowed liberally from those cultural forms 
that already incorporated it. Heavy metal's major source for its 
imagery and rhetoric of chaos is religion, particularly the Judeo- 
Christian tradition. Although other religions speak to chaos, Judeo- 
Christian culture nourished the creators of heavy metal and their 
core audience. The Book of Revelations, that unique apocalyptic 
vision in the New Testament, is a particularly rich source of im- 
agery for heavy metal lyrics. Not only are songs such as Iron Maid- 
en's "Number of the Beast" inspired by its verses, but it provides 
a resonance, a cultural frame of reference, for the imagery of chaos 
itself. The other religious tradition from which heavy metal draws 
is paganism, the aggregate of the pre-Christian religions of North- 
em Europe. Since the use of so-called pagan images is judged by 
Christians to be a representation of chaos, such use by heavy metal 
bands serves as acts of rebellion. 

Religious terminology is replete in heavy metal, from band names 
such as Grim Reaper, Armored Saint, Black Sabbath, and Judas 
Priest, to albums with such titles as Sacred Heart (Dio), Sin After 

I 

1 
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Sin (Judas Priest), Heaven and Hell (Black Sabbath), and The 
Number of the Beast (Iron Maiden). The lyrics make ample use of 
this religious-based terminology. The battle on earth between the 
forces of good and evil is a paradigm for the lyrical treatment of 
chaos in heavy metal. The songwriter is sometimes on one side, 
sometimes on the other, and sometimes just describing the excite- 
ment, profundity, or tragedy of the struggle. 

Heavy metal's second major source of the rhetoric and imagery 
of chaos is secular entertainment. Literature, especially the gothic 
horror stories of Edgar Allen Poe and the fantasy of H. P. Lovecraft 
and J. R. R. Tolkien, has inspired songs. Iron Maiden's "Murders 
in the Rue Morgue," for example, is a liberal and literal borrowing 
from Poe's story of that name. Sword and sorcery and horror mov- 
ies, from Conan the Barbarian to Friday the 13th' have also in- 
spired heavy metal lyrics. Heavy metal's debt to these movie genres, 
which themselves increasingly use heavy metal songs on their sound 
tracks, is particularly noticeable on album covers, posters, and stage 
sets. 

Some songs merely describe chaos in one or another of its forms. 
Mayhem, destruction, and carnage are evoked in songs about plane 
crashes and the human architects of chaos. Iron Maiden's "Killers" 
and "Genghis Khan" and Judas Priest's "Genocide" and "Ripper" 
take the descriptive approach. Another symbol of chaos is the 
monster. More common to movies than to heavy metal, monsters 
are anomalies, alien beings that do not fit into the existing order 
and thus lack relationships to others. They disturb normal society 
and often seek revenge against it. "Iron Man" and "The Green 
Manalishi (With the Two-Pronged Crown)" are favorite metal 
monsters. 

Chaos can also be found in the society at large if one looks 
beyond its mystifications. In "Twentieth Century Man" the Scor- 
pions depict contemporary life as "a jungle," where people are 
mesmerized by the media rather than connected to one another by 
love. Allusions to injustice and evil abound in the lyrics of heavy 
metal songs, indicating breaches of a moral order that the song- 
writer affirms. According to Iron Maiden, "Only the Good Die 
Young" in this unjust world, The privileged abuse their power. 
Rush comments about the power of the rich ("The Big Money"), 
who control with a "mean streak" and without "soul." In "Shot 
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in the Dark" from The Ultimate Sin album, Ozzy Osbourne con- 
tends that those in power lack reason. Judas Priest in "Savage" 
repeatedly demands to know what they have done to "deserve such 
injustice." 

The devil is frequently mentioned in heavy metal lyrics because 
he serves as shorthand for the forces of disorder. Hell, as both the 
home of the devil and the place of punishment for those who trans- 
gress, is used in heavy metal lyrics as a synonym for chaos itself. 
Many songs focus on the underworld: for example, Van Halen's 
"Running with the Devil," Judas Priest's "Saints in Hell," and Dia- 
mond Head's "Am I Evil?" (also covered by Metallica). ACIDC's 
canon runs from "Highway to Hell" to "Sin City."53 

The attitudes expressed in the imagery of chaos and the rhetoric 
of transgressing order vary widely among songwriters and specific 
songs. While many of the songs about chaos are simply descriptive, 
others contain responses to it. Sometimes those responses are ear- 
nest pleas directed against the forces of destruction and sometimes 
they are expressions of playful delight in the imagery.54 Although 
some lyrics issue strong challenges to the sources of disorder and 

' 

urge listeners to fight the good fight (i-e., Manowar's "Dark 
Avenger"), most are more equivocal. Calls to rebellion, such as 
Rainbow's "Kill the King" and Krokus's "Eat the Rich," betoken 
symbolic resistance to injustice. Judas Priest defends "Breaking the 
Law" as a response to wrongs and injuries suffered at the hands 
of the powerful. 

Weaker responses to chaos are plentiful. In a song detailing the 
tribulations of a persecuted pariah group, the American Indians, 
Iron Maiden cautions them to "Run to the Hills." Lyrics recount ' 

the hurt, the sadness, and the weakness that result from the various 
sources of chaos, ending with a feeling of alienation. This sense of 
not feeling connected to others, of being a "Stranger in a Strange 
Land" (Iron Maiden), is itself a manifestation of chaos. Chaos is 
not only "out there," but also located inside ourselves. When it 
becomes too powerful, it drives us crazy. Heavy metal lyrics are 
full of images of mental illness, of disorder within. Boundary words, 
terms that are applied both to external chaos and to mental illness, 

ch as "confusion" and "derangement," indicate the interpenetra- 
of the external world and our inner being. Images of mental 

abound in songs such as "Am I Going Insane (Radio)" (Black 
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I Sabbath), "Sea of Madness" (Iron Maiden), and "Crazy Train" 

(OZZY). 
The extreme reaction of the weak and vulnerable to chaos, ex- 

ternal or internal, is suicide and death itself. Death is the extin- 
guishing of relations. Since order means relationship among things, 
death is ultimate chaos. Judas Priest's "Beyond the Realms of 
Death" describes the despair of someone cut off from the world. 
Venomously, the person defends his decision to cut himself off 
from the living. It is his escape from a world so full of "sin" that 
it is "not worth living in." Black Sabbath's "Children of the Grave" 
is about the death that will be brought by atomic warfare if the 
battle for peace is not won. This focus on vulnerability to the hor- 
rors of chaos is a very significant feature of traditional heavy metal. 
It became the centerpiece of thrash metal in the late 1980s. 

The possible range of responses to chaos, which run from defi- 
ance, through rebellion and flight, to madness and suicide, all priv- 
ilege the power of disorder. The lyrics indicate that despite human 
efforts to create order, their endeavors will be frustrated sooner or 
later. That judgment is presented with all of the power of the music 
behind it, fostering a sense that one is at least momentarily saved 
from despair by identifying with the truth of things. There is a 
deeper truth than the one presented by the respectable world. To 
accept it is to be empowered. 

Chaos is deprived of much of its seriousness when its imagery 
and rhetoric become occasions for play. The attitude of playing 
with disorder is not a religious commitment to "Running with the 
Devil," but a delight in a sense of vitality that refuses to be re- 
pressed and suppressed. In ACJDC's "Hell Ain't a Bad Place to 
Be," "Bad Boy Boogie," and a host of other songs, hell becomes 
the site of a wild, enjoyable party. It symbolizes a refusal to con- 
form to rules of respectability that repress vitality or to submit to 
those who wish to exert their domination over others. This reaction 
to chaos is Dionysian, sublimating it into pleasure through textual 
play and vindicating the power of art. 

One of the most frequent terms in the lyrics of heavy metal songs, 
whatever their themes, is night. It is a symbol that is rich in mean- 
ing and has been employed by creators of culture working the high 
or the low road from the beginnings of literature. Night is a time 
of danger, obscurity, and mystery because in the dark of night the 
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forces of chaos are strongest. But it is also the time for lovers and 
for bacchanalian revelry. Songs such as "Burning Up the Night" 
(Krokus), "We Belong to the Night" (UFO), "Living After Mid- 
night" and "We Rule the Night" (Judas Priest), and "Turn Up the 
Night" (Black Sabbath) only hint at the frequency with which the 
term is used in heavy metal lyrics. Motley Criie's album Too Fast 
for Love, released in 1982, indicates that its creators understood 
the verbal code. Of the album's nine songs, eight specifically men- 
tion the word "night" in the lyrics. Since the lyrics of heavy metal 
songs center on evocative phrases, the importance of the word 
"night," with its rich evocative heritage, makes it a mediator be- 
tween the two thematic figures of Dionysus and Chaos. 

Under the cover of night everything that is repressed by the re- 
spectable world can come forth. What is that respectable world? 
For heavy metal's youthful audience that world is the adult world. 

. It is no accident that those who testified against heavy metal at 
United States Senate hearings in 1985 were representatives of pa- 
rental interest groups (PMRC and PTA), fundamentalist ministers, 
and physician-owners of psychiatric hospitals specializing in the 
treatment of adolescents. Heavy metal's inherent power, tied to 
rhetoric and imagery that puts forward themes that adult society 
tries to repress, is an act of symbolic rebellion, another chapter in 
generational conflict. The Dionysian themes and Chaos themes form 
a bricolage that is given coherence by the fact that both complexes 
conjure with powers that the adult world wishes to keep at bay 
and exclude from symbolic representation. It is as if heavy metal's 
opponents cannot stand to see and hear what they themselves have 
repressed paraded around them with joyous noise. In its final 
expression of power, heavy metal inverts and plays with the rhet- 
oric of pastoral power, depriving it of unquestioned authority. It 
uses the rhetoric of the transgression of the sacred with abandon, 
redefining what is sacred and what is profane. 

The Fragmentation of Heavy Metal 

According to Byrnside, a popular music genre goes through phases 
of formation, crystallization, and e x h a u s t i ~ n . ~ ~  In the last phase 
artists repeat the success formulas of the glory days in a mechanical 
fashion, boring audiences and critics, and inspiring a new genera- 
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tion of creators to break new musical ground. The established genre 
then becomes a predecessor of a new one, just as it had drawn 

I from predecessors in its own formative stage. Heavy metal has not 
followed Byrnside's trajectory. After going through phases of for- 
mation and crystallization, it did not become mannered. But nei- 
ther did it simply perpetuate its golden age. Instead, after a spurt 
of growth, it began to fragment. Its main line, described in the 
section above, continued, but new lines were added that departed 
from some of the codes of heavy metal, but still acknowledged a 
close enough kinship to their predecessor to prevent them from 
becoming altogether new genres. Rather than being supplanted by 
new genres, heavy metal spawned subgenres. During this process, 
it became part of a wider genre complex, similar, though on a 
smaller scale, to the vast genre complex of rock, in which it erupted. 

The period 1979-81 was marked by an explosion of new heavy 
metal bands on the British scene. The period became known as the 
New Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM).S6 No single musi- 
cal or lyrical style was associated with the New Wave: each band 
tended to be rather unique. What all the new bands did share was 
a general heavy metal sensibility, along with youthfulness and a 
strong emphasis on visual elements. While many of the new bands 
continued the established heavy metal tradition, some tended to 
create specialized niches within the genre. The specialists tended to 
take elements of the heavy metal code and emphasize one or more 
of these features to the exclusion or at least the diminution of other 
elements. Two of these groups, Iron Maiden and Def Leppard, 
went on to achieve great success. Others, such as Venom, persisted 
with a more narrow following. The majority faded to black, al- 
though even some of these, for example, Diamond Head, left their 
mark on bands that followed them. 

During the early 1980s many new bands were formed all over 
the world, and some of those that had been around for years were 
given a better hearing. The rock press duly took note of this phe- 
nomena, calling it a heavy metal "revival," "renaissance," and the 
like. For example, a writer in Creem stated in October 1980 that 
the genre "had pulled a Jesus Christ and was back in the saddle 
again."57 The audience for heavy metal became much larger. Even 
the classic metal bands such as Judas Priest found themselves play- 
ing to much larger audiences. The media organizations, always alert 
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to audience tastes, became more open to metal bands. The most 
public signal of the growth in popularity of the genre was US '83, 
a festival sponsored by Steve Wosniak in California. One of the 
three days of concerts was devoted to heavy metal. The featured 
bands included Ozzy, Judas Priest, Motley Criie, Scorpions, Quiet 
Riot, Van Halen, and Triumph. That day drew a far larger audi- 
ence than did either of the other two days of the festival28 

The increase in numbers and variety of heavy metal bands in the 
early 1980s eventually gave rise to a fragmentation of the genre.59 
Subgeneric codes began to emerge. That is, the variety of bands 
began to close ranks around several sets of rules. 

By 1983-84 two major subgenres were in place. Each empha- 
sized a different feature of traditional heavy metal. One of them 
privileged the melody and the other stressed the rhythm. Heavy 
metal bands in the 1970s may have emphasized one of these musi- 
cal elements more than the other, but they were heard and judged 
within the overall code of the genre. For example, the melodic and 
rhythmic elements were taken to extremes by the Scorpions and 
Motorhead, respectively. These bands were understood to be work- 
ing out the possibilities within the genre's code, rather than chal- 
lenging or attempting to alter it. In the 1970s no segregation of 
styles in terms of concert bookings, fans, and fanzines was appar- 
ent. All this changed during the 1980s. It was as if traditional heavy 
metal was a solution of various elements that finally became su- 
persaturated and began to crystallize. The fragmentation of the 
1980s included a lyrical as well as a musical component split: the 
melodic specialization took up the Dionysian legacy whereas the 
more rhythmically oriented level closed ranks around the legacy of 

e is no legitimate, established authority, like the French Acad- 
that decides on the correct name for a musical style or genre, 

there is no consensus on what to call the subgenres that crys- 
lzed within heavy metal. For the purposes of this analysis I will 
r to the subgenre that emphasizes the melodic element as "lite 
al." This term indicates the removal of the thick bottom sound 
aditional heavy metal. Lite metal has also been referred to as 
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"melodic metal" and "pop metal." Critic Philip Bashe called it metal, but not so much metal sound that they will be detested by 
those who are turned off by traditional heavy metal music. Power 
ballads have been played on radio stations with formats that typ- 
ically exclude heavy metal. They are crossovers, standing inside and 
outside the genre simultaneously. They sell albums to a nonmetal 
audience and enlist part of that audience into the true metal audi- 

major alternative suhgenre. These epithets include "poseurs," "false ence. Power ballads are similar in effect to the cover versions of 
metal," "nerf metal," "poodle bands," "glam," and "commercial black songs that Pat Boone and other white performers sang, in 
rnetal."61 Chuck Eddy, in "Boogie Blunderland," asserts that the process eventually bringing a wider, whiter, audience to rock 
nerf-metal heroes such as Def Leppard are "teen-pop, phony and and roll. The hard-rock format, a radio staple that passes in and 
wholesome as the New Kids but with louder guitars."62 Evaluative out of wide popularity, found lite metal to be an acceptable addi- 
bias aside, the words used to characterize lite metal by its despisers tion to the sweeter Led Zeppelin tunes that had always been one 
are useful descriptive terms, since they call attention to features of of its features. Many lite metal bands have refused the metal des- 
the genre, Reference to performers of lite metal as "poseurs" in- ignation altogether, opting for the "hard rock" alternative. Others 
dicates that they are judged to lack authenticity. The code of au- have encouraged the use of both designations, one being aimed at 
thenticity, which is central to the heavy metal subculture, is e media industry and the other at fans. 
demonstrated in many ways. Of all criteria-highly emotional voice, Lite metal's verbal elements are more concerned with love and 
street (not cracke jack) clothes, and "serious" themes-lite metal 
fails the test of authenticity. The phrase "poodle bands" directs addressed to a girl, which is a convention of pop music that 
attention to the performers' hairstyles, Members of lite metal bands 
tend to have "big hair," which is ornately cut, moussed, and blow- 
dried. The development of lite metal was greatly aided by MTV, 
which, at least during its first few years, seemed to find extravagant 
hairstyles a good reason to include a band's video in its rotation, 
regardless of its musical style. Likewise, the term "glam" is a ref- es are even more prominent in lire metal. This subgenre also 

esses the theme of Dionysian release, with the most intoxicating 
its rejection or alteration of the black, working-class garb or 
fashions that were prescribed by the heavy metal code. Chuc 
notes that the glittery fashion of such artists as Prince and B 
George was central to rock in general when lite metal erupte 
"The glamming of heavy metal has coincided with a decided glitt 
influence all over the rock spectrum."63 

Lite metal's vocal style is sweet, with no growls or screams. It i 
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not corny; 'soft,' not 'hard' country music."6s These changes all rather than on commercial stations. On business grounds alone it 

involved the excision of easily caricatured elements, especially those deserved to be called "underground." 
relating to socially problematic images: black, backwoodsy, or evil. Speedlthrash was most directly influenced by NWOBHM groups, 

The music's appeal was broadened by removing features that for such as Venom, Diamond Head, and Iron Maiden, all of which 
one reason or another only spoke to a minority of listeners. A more made rhythmic innovations. But it also followed in a line already 

"commercial" sound resulted and the success of the operation was present in heavy metal's golden age. Moreover, speedlthrash bears 

confirmed in the market. Fans and critics may argue about the the trace of the punk explosion. Punk began in England in 1975- 

cultural merits of such musical transformations, but their financial 76 and reached California four years later. It spawned hardcore, 
triumphs are indisputable. which was particularly strong on both coasts of the United States 

and bore many resemblances to the erupting speedlthrash style. 
Groups such as the Misfits, which was alternately called a horror- 
metal band and a horror-punk band, showed the possibilities for a 

Speed/ Thrash Metal blending of punk and metal. A more direct influence of hardcore 

If lite metal results from the latitudinarian movement in metal, entered the subgenre beginning in 1985-86, when groups such as 
speed/thrash is its fundamentalist strain. Its dominant departure DRI (Dirty Rotten Imbeciles) and Suicidal Tendencies created a 
from heavy metal is an increase in tempo. As was the case for lite style within a style, termed "thrashcore" or "cros~over."~~ Its traces 
metal, there are many names for this subgenre. One is "power reinforced the punk-related elements that were already present in 
metal," which is used more in Britain than in the United States. 
This term underscores continuities with the heavy metal code rather ted Jamaican musiqal styles of ska, rock-steady, 
than alterations in it. Power is the basic inherent meaning of heavy nguished by an order of faster to slower tempos, 
metal's sound and the major delineated meaning of its look and so are thrash, speed, and traditional heavy metal. The intermediary, 
lyrics. Speed/thrash is also often referred to as "underground metal." speed, is played by bands that belong either to speed/thrash or to 
Here the contrast is with commercial metal and its success in cap- classic metal, which continued to create and perform traditional 
turing a broad youth audience. The term "underground" refers to vy metal after that genre fragmented in the 1980s. That is, tempo 
a social, not a musical, dimension-the pride of an exclusive sub- nguish speedlthrash as a subgenre. Musically 
culture that rejects mass appeal. Speed/thrash can be understood nt meaning of power with heavy metal. Much 
as an attempt to reclaim metal for youth and especially for males of its rupture with its forebear is in the sphere of delineated meaning. 
by creating a style that is completely unacceptable to the hegemonic The speed/thrash subgenre can be understood to represent as 

Speed metal represents a fundamentalist return to the uch a transformation of attitude as a change in music. It pares 
standards of the heavy metal subculture. But like all forms of fun- ntastic, the overblown, and the heroic elements 
damentalism, speed metal is at least as much a new beginning as it an obvious similarity between speedlthrash's 
is a continuation of what it seeks to revive. tal and the contestation, initiated by Martin 

lvin, against the Catholic Church, Both move- 
the established form had become corrupt 

e and both supported a return to the essential 
re of all adornment. In their clothes, their re- 
lowers, and their discourse, speedlthrash bands 

d the early Protestant leaders parallel one another. In the case of 
eedlthrash, fancy stage wear and elaborate props that set per- 
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~ formers apart from their audience are replaced by street clothes 
(the original heavy metal uniform) and a simple stage. Similarly, 
the Protestant ministers exchanged the ornate clothing of church 
notables for a simple uniform and huge, ornate cathedrals for small- 
scale, simple churches. The distance between the artists and their 
fans was physically, emotionally, and attitudinally erased, just as 
the Protestants narrowed the distance between the minister and the 
communicants. Speedlthrash is a movement to go back to the basics, 
just as Protestantism stressed a return to biblical essentials. 

Although speed/thrash provides some of the most Dionysian 
sounds ever invented by human beings, it overturns or ignores the 
Dionysian lyrical themes. It specializes in chaos. Sex is rarely men- 
tioned, alcohol and drugs are judged to be bad rather than plea- 
surable, and, with a few exceptions, such as Exodus's mosh-pit 
anthem, "Toxic Waltz," there are no songs in praise of the music. 
Themes of lust and romance are ceded to lite metal. 

Speedlthrash bends the discourse on chaos into specific images 
and cultivates an explicit rather than allusive lyrical style. It es- 

I chews the mystery, the nonspecific ominousness, that characterizes 
i many heavy metal songs. Instead, lyrics focus on the bleak but 

I concrete horrors of the real or possibly real world: the isolation 
and alienation of individuals, the corruption of those in power, 1 and the horrors done by people to one another and to the environ- 
ment. As the code of the speedlthrash subculture crystallized, groups 

I, took names that embodied it. Anthrax, Nuclear Assault, Slayer, 
1 Megadeth, Flotsam and Jetsam, Vio-lence, Sacred Reich, Suicidal 

1 Tendencies, Annihilator, and Sepultura are a few of the better 
I known and typical band names in this subgenre. These appellations 
I are suitable within the traditional code of heavy metal; speedlthrash 

I is merely more restrictive than its progenitor. 
Some of the bands in this subgenre introduce humor, political 

radicalism, and irony into their lyrics. Nuclear Assault's lyricist 
John Connelly claims that he now leaves no room for misinterpre- 

I tation. Some of his early lyrics that were intended to be humorous 
had been taken the wrong way.67 Much of the speedlthrash subgenre 
adopts the rhetorical stance of the protest song, with its tendency 
to acknowledge no view other than the singer's and to lecture lis- 
teners and leave them "no 'space.' "68 The treatment of chaos also 

I strongly resembles the content of protest songs. The injustice of the 
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political order, illustrated by Metallica's album . . . And Justice 
for All, is a prime concern of speedlthrash lyrics. Environmental 
destruction has almost become as standard a theme for this subgenre 
as sex is for lite metal. Environmental concerns are expressed in 
songs such as "Inherited Hell" (Nuclear Assault), "Blackened" 
(Metallica), and "Greenhouse Effect" (Testament). The distance 
from Dionysian themes is probably best exemplified by songs about 
drugs and alcohol. No party-hearty attitude here: the songs con- 
demn drinking and driving, as, for example, in the song "Emer- 
gency" by Nuclear Assault.69 The subgenre has produced a multitude 
of diambes against drug abuse: "Living Monstrosity" (Death), "The 
Needle Lies" (Queensrjkhe), and "Seconds 'Ti1 Death" (Stygian) 
are but a few. There are even songs championing animal rights.70 

The response to chaos described in speed/thrash lyrics is along 
the line of retreat. Speedlthrash songs are replete with tales of alien- 
ation, such as Metallica's "Harvester of Sorrows." The more ex- 
treme reaction, suicide, is addressed head-on as an extension of the 
insanity thematic in traditional heavy metal. Indeed, the concern 
with suicide and death has become so strong that the speedlthrash 
subgenre has spawned a subgenre of its own, death metal. This 
style extracts an even narrower subset of traditional heavy metal 
themes than speedlthrash does, taking only the negative ultimates 
of death, gore, and evil as such. Death metal's horror movie depic- 
tions are the stuff that "whiten mother's hair." Vocalists in this 

cals contrast sharply with the usual high tenor of lite metal singers. 
Instrumentally, they use low-tuned guitars. Verbal cues alert one 
to this specialty. Bands with the names Death (United States), Cor- 
oner (Switzerland), and Sepultura (Brazil) issued albums titled, re- 
spectively, Leprosy, No More Color, and Beneath the Remains. By 
1990 there were hundreds of bands, located all over the world, 
ontributing to this fragment of a subgenre. Drawing upon the 

eath metal is human misery, especially the triad of death, dis- 

In the thrashlspeed subgenre musicians interact with their audi- 
ences directly, hanging around with them before and after concerts. 
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Performers and fans dive into the crowd from the stage during the a mediation between the two subgenres, carrying on the tradition 
concert. Band members wear blue or black jeans and T-shirts, or to which they both pledge loyalty. Commercially, although booking 
skateboarding outfits (big shorts, high-top sneakers, and baseball- agents for smaller venues keep the styles segregated, in large arena 
style caps worn backwards) on and off stage. Their hair is defiantly shows and in multigroup festivals bands from various subgenres 
unstyled, unbleached, and long. Fans and performers, given the play on the same stage. 
youthfulness of the band members and their fashion, are indistin- Lite metal and speeathrash have "family resemblances" to tra- 
guishable from one another. On stage, performers emulate the itional heavy metal. Not only did they erupt from heavy metal, 
headbanging and moshing steps of their audience. The subgenre's ut the traceshnfluences of that genre-its sounds, visuals, the- 
underground image is best suited for small, grungy clubs. Those atics, and attitude, albeit modified or taken in part-are present 
bands, such as Metallica and Anthrax, which have achieved enough both of them. Heavy metal, in its traditional form, has not dis- 
success to allow them to play large arenas, have tried hard to over- appeared. It is still widely performed and very popular. More im- 
come the commercial features inherent to performing in large portantly, the classic metal style, which mediates between lite metal 
venues. and speeathrash, shares different practices with each of them. Lite 

Initially created as a fundamentalist revision of heavy metal's metal and classic metal both create power ballads, and groups such 
code, the speedlthrash subgenre has evolved into a cross between as Whitesnake attempt to straddle the two subgenres. Thrash bands 
its heavy metal and punklhardcore forebears. Since many of the and classic metal bands both play songs that are termed speed 
rules within each one of these genres specifically contradict the metal.'l Speed, as its name implies, increases the tempo of the song. 
rules of the other one, the stabilization of the speeathrash code By the late 1970s songs that would now be called speed metal were 
was not a blending of compatible styles. Speeathrash is a bricolage done by traditional heavy metal bands. Judas Priest's "Exciter" 

(from its 1978 release Stained Class) would have been a typical 
power) is combined with delineated meaning of failure and calam- 
ity. Such incompatibilities cannot be bridged logically, but coexist 
in compromise formations. For example, punk celebrates amateur- 
ism, whereas heavy metal requires technical expertise. Since a per- 
former cannot be or look to be both amateur and expert, band 

or split the roles among themselves. The analysis of the amalgama- 
tion of opposed elements in speeathrash would be an excellent ine uses the tripartite division pure heavy metal, glam metal, and 
case study of cultural transformation. 

Another factor impeding the formation of autonomous genres 

The Dispersion of Metal from heavy metal is the presence of thematic diversity that cross- 
cuts musical styles. In the 1980s white metal and black metal 

Lite metal and speedlthrash have formed somewhat separate sub- 
cultures in addition to generating different musical patterns. The 
fans of one subgenre generally eschew the other one. Indeed, the 
styles of the two subgenres contradict one another in many ways. 
Musicians from one subgenre do not join bands in the other. None- White metal is more commonly called Christian metal. In part a 
theless, for several reasons, lite metal and speedlthrash have not 
become autonomous genres. Culturally, classic metal continues as 
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I tian sects and denominations. In part, also, Christian metal is a 
well-crafted missionary effort to recruit members and save souls.73 
The most well-known Christian metal group is called Stryper. The 
band has indicated that its name is derived from Isaiah 535 :  "with 
HIS stripes we are healed." Stryper debuted in 1985 with their 
album Soldiers Under Command. Its music style is classicAite metal 
and its song and album titles fall within classic conventions. To 
Hell with the Devil was the title of their 1987 album and one of 
their popular songs. Another of their songs is called "The Rock 
That Makes Me Roll." However, one need only see the minibibles 
they throw to their audiences at concerts or listen to the words of 
their songs, replete with references to Jesus, to grasp their evan- 
gelical message. 

I At the other end of the musical spectrum from Stryper are groups 
such as Vengean~e .~~  They play an extreme form of thrash metal, 
with demonic-sounding vocals. Many of their song titles ("Human 

I 

'I 
Sacrifice," "Fill This Place with Blood," and "Beheaded"), their 
album's title, Human Sacrifi~e,'~ and their name fall squarely within 
the code of the thrash subgenre. But a closer examination reveals 
their religious mission. The human sacrifice refers to Jesus's death 
on the cross. The blood is that of the lamb, which was used ritually 
in the exodus from Egypt. The beheading is from The Book of 
Revelations, the source book shared with non-Christian metal 
groups such as Iron Maiden. Vengeance cites the chapter-and-verse 
sources of their songs on their lyric sheets. 

By 1987 there were more than a hundred Christian metal groups, 
including Barren Cross, Bloodgood, Saint, Leviticus, Bride, and 

1 Messiah Prophet. One journalist, noting that their records are sold 
I at both Christian bookstores and secular retail outlets, terms this 

subgenre a "musical-missionary mo~ernent.'"~ 
Black metal stands in thematic opposition to Christianity, not 

I 1 
I looking upward to heaven but setting its sights on the underworld. 

Satanic symbols and imagery have been a staple of heavy metal 
since its beginnings with Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin. In the 

I 

West there is no better symbol of rebellion. But groups such as ~ 
Mercyful Fate claimed that they were not playing. Their claims to 
be true believers, followers of the lord of the underworld, were 
seen by many to be a commercial ploy. There are very few bands 
that could be called exclusively black metal, but the category is an 

acknowledged and logical one for the genre as a whole, inspiring 
songs, if not albums or the entire output of bands. 

Heavy metal began as an eruption in the cultural complex or 
bricolage of 1960s rock music and a generation later became the 
core of its own complex of musical culture. The fragmentation or 
dispersion of heavy metal is a strictly intelligible process. Certain 
inherent and delineated meanings of the parent music are selected 
from it to the exclusion of others, and then the selected elements 
are intensified and/or blended with contributions from other genres 
or complexes of genres. The sound of heavy metal-its inherent 
meaning-includes a strong melodic strain and an emphasis on a 
heavy, rhythmic bottom sound. As has been shown above, lite metal 
intensifies the melodic component and blends it with elements of 
hard rock, diminishing the heavy bottom sound, while speedfthrash 
metal stresses the rhythmic component and blends it with elements 
of hardcore, subordinating and sometimes even effacing melody. 
On the level of delineated meaning, lite metal appropriates the Dion- 
ysian themes of its parent and speedlthrash the themes of Chaos, 
blending them with pop romance and social protest, respectively. 

The eruption of subgenres in heavy metal is not, then, mainly a 
result of exogenous or contingent factors in its historical circum- 
stance, but an instance of a normal process of endogenous cultural 
change. The diverse elements are there to be specialized and blended. 
All that is necessary is for an artist to sense a possibility and choose 
to work toward its realization. Of course, there is no reason why 
artists have to come along and loosen the bricolage of a genre, take 
some things out of it, add some things to their selected stock from 
elsewhere, and construct a new bricolage within the old one. But 
they do. Fragmentation of genres is the result of the encounter 
between artists and the inner complexity of genres. Genres are not 
so tightly coupled that they cannot be deconstructed, and artists 
are not such slavish mannerists that they do nothing but imitate 
their masters. 

By spawning subgenres heavy metal became part of a wider cul- 
tural complex, just as it had earlier erupted from a wider complex. 
The new formation, called "metal" here, includes both heavy metal 
and subgenres within itself, each of its members being defined by 
distinctive codes that contain some or all of the elements of heavy 
metal's code. Heavy metal persists, after the subgenres have crys- 
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tallized, as classic metal, carrying on the core of the musical cul- 
ture. It is also ever present in the recordings of its classics, which 
are replayed and reissued, a library at hand to provide inspiration 
to new artists and a sense of tradition to fans. Finally, heavy metal 
is present in the traces that it leaves on the music produced within 
the subgenres that erupted within it. Those traces are deepened 
every time a new artist recurs to the classics, whether to cover a 
song, to continue the classic tradition, or to make a new departure 
from it; but they are present even when no such recurrence is made 
consciously and the artist draws only from a subgenre. The subgenre 
already is marked by a deep enough trace of heavy metal to keep 
the music produced in it kindred to its parent, if not to its siblings. 
The periphery can be referred to a core which is continually 
represented. 

That periphery, however, tends to become very vague, ragged 
around the edges, and permeable to influence from the outside. It 
is possible for music to become so peripheral, through blending 
with other musical styles or by rejecting too much of the core code, 
that it can no longer be logically related back to the core. In that 
case it would have escaped the cultural complex, probably to enter 
a new one. The loss of definition on the periphery is particularly 
likely to take place as the normal process of cultural change occurs 
and new artists exploit special possibilities within subgenres to the 
exclusion of other elements of their codes, and most importantly 
when they begin to blend the subgenres with inherent and deline- 
ated meanings from codes outside metal. At that point forms of 
music will appear that will depart too much from the code of heavy 
metal to be recognizable as derived from it. If, as this further frag- 
mentation happens, classic metal and the two major subgenres be- 
gin to decay, the cultural complex of metal will virtually disappear, 
except as a closed musical discourse. At present, the classic tradi- 
tion and the two major subgenres are vital enough to ensure the 
continuation of metal in the near future. But the process of frag- 
menting and blending the fragments is already underway in the 
early 1990s. 

A new surge of complexity has begun within metal that is mak- 
ing it lose its definition at the periphery. Lite metal deepens its 
flirtatiodromance with pop, as some bands (e.g., Damn Yankees) 
incorporate string sections, alien to heavy metal's code, into their 
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music. Other groups, influenced by blends of punk and funk are 
incorporating funk into metal (e.g., Living Color and Faith No 
More), often producing a sound the inherent meaning of which 
cuts metal's power with irony and takes away much of its force. 
Others (e.g., Jane's Addiction) introduce art rock into the mix, 
creating a reqective music that militates against metal's directness. 
Still others (e.g., Scatterbrain) play with the genre self-consciously, 
undercutting its stance and sensibility of authenticity. All of these 
developments are too germinal to include in the present discussion, 
but they indicate that metal is undergoing the normal process of 
cultural change, even as it retains its core. 

The transformation of heavy metal from a genre into the core 
of a field composed of a genre, several subgenres, and an array of 
subgeneric fragments and proto-subgenres has been the work of 
artists, who explore the possibilities of cultural complexes and ex- 
ploit some of them. The artist is the agent of cultural change and 
in being so is the initiator in the transaction of artists, audiences, 
and mediators that constitutes metal. Metal must reproduce itself 
to persist as a cultural complex and it does so through musical 
creativity and contrivance. In the most direct sense, without the 
artists there could be no musical culture. But the artists do not 
come from a world of their own. Indeed, they are enmeshed within 
the wider transaction, mediating between the two worlds of audi- 
ence and mediators. They arise from the audience and then return 
to it through the offices of the mediators. The sociological study of 
the transaction constituting heavy metal begins with the artists and 
how they come to perform their initiating function through taking 
up an occupation. 
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develops that desire by being a fan, a member of the audience. to the big stage, the peak at which one is one 
~ ~ t ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~  members of a band and they will immediately reveal what can become the inspiration for the next generation of metal gods. 
bands most impressed them when they were sixteen. Indeed, it is 
part of he heavy metal culture to express enthusiasm for one's The Code of Admission 
early allegiances. 

AS a form of musical culture, heavy metal can only be repro- The aspiring rock musician cannot enroll in a program of formal 
duced through the recruitment of artists to create and perform the study or enter an apprenticeship program to prepare him for his 
music. Throughout the history of the genre recruitment has not career. 3 3 ~  general education that provides the necessary skills for 
been a great problem. The attraction of the image of the rock-and- most white-collar employment does not develop the skills needed 
roll hero, the metal god, has been sufficient to fire ambitions in for rock amstry. Learning these skills takes ingenuity and perse- 
heavy metal's fans. There are more than enough members of the verance- The time devoted to such learning is not subsidized by 
audience who want a share of the heavy metal charisma for them- scholarships, but must be snatched from school and leisure time, 
selves to provide a steady supply of new artists. In other words, and is paid for by sympathetic parents or the aspirant's own menial 
heavy metal artists arise from within its own precincts, just as its day jobs. The recruits for heavy metal performing are strictly self- 
founders arose from within the precincts of rock. Heavy metal Per- selected and in large part self-motivated. Respectable society does 
formers are not neutral specialists who perform a service, but, at not bless their choice of a career in heavy metal, nor does it provide 
least originally, passionate lovers of the kind of music they play- the aspiring rock musician with the complex of public and private 
ney are people who want to make their love for this specific rock training and support systems it offers aspiring athletes, ballet dan- 
genre their career. cers, and many other varieties of performing artists. The choice to 

From the point of view of the artist, heavy metal is a career that Pursue the path that leads to heavy metal performance can often 
in its fullest realization becomes a vocation. This vocation includes 
total devotion to the music and deep loyalty to the youth Subcul- 
ture that grew up around it and from which the artist himself came. Talents and Skills 
A heavy metal career may take the artist out of the s~bculmre and 
into the routine and rationalized world of the media, and then back Becoming a heavy metal musician requires various abilities. ~~~t 
again to the subculture, where he once again joins the audience. important are the talents needed to create and perform music ap- 
Seen as an occupation, heavy metal is a serious and demanding e. In a sense the preceding chapter on the 
struggle of committed and ambitious people who are also idended ter about the artist. Those who try to make 
with and often devoted to a hedonistic life-style that reaches r must master its code, and must be able to 
peak in Dionysian ecstasy. The popular mind f ~ ~ ~ s e s  on the ate original music that conforms to the code or &at expands 
donistic and rebellious displays of heavy metal's performers- e code from within without destroying it. The possession of mu- 
truth, such displays become secondary, and sometimes even anti- ngness to develop it in conformity with the 

de are the distinguishing marks that separate aspiring afisa from 
e air guitarists who live out a rock-and-roll fantasy. The desire 
achieve charisma must take a distant second place to hard work 

on as the aspiring artist starts practicing. 
fying because of the opponnities for ere- 

and experiences of social bonding it be- 
, not Dionysian ecstasy. Heavy metal is a 
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discipline, not a mere outburst of unformed expression. Heavy metal 
artists must first and foremost be willing and able to submit to that 
discipline. 

Heavy metal artists need to possess many kinds of musical skills. 
Artists must be able to work both within the recording studio and 
on stage. In the studio one is allowed to make mistakes and to go 
back and redo inferior work, Song fragments or one song, rather 
than a set of songs, are the focus of concentration. Patience is at a 
premium, since doing multiple takes of a piece of music is the rule, 
not the exception. While making a record the members of a band 
do not have to integrate themselves into a tight unit. Indeed, they 
often play their parts independent of one another, recording in 
sequence rather than simultaneously. But each band member has 
to strive to keep perfecting his part. In contrast, live performance 
requires the ability to play through, without noticeable errors, many 
songs, in conjunction with other musicians. The performer has only 
one try to get it right. Instantaneous precision takes the place of 
patience. Technology cannot substitute for the cooperation and the 
sheer virtuosity required by the genre. Even in an era in which live 
shows are dependent on such sophisticated electronic equipment 
that the stage is really a mobile studio with lights, impressive per- 
formance skills are still needed for the live heavy metal show. 

In addition to possessing performance skills, at least one member 
in a heavy metal band must know how to write and arrange songs. 
The code of the auteur in rock, initiated by the Beatles, has become 
obligatory for "real" rock musicians. True artists are supposed to 
create and play their own work, expressing their authentic selves. 
As a commentator wrote in 1971, "Today's contemporary artists 
are largely self-contained. They compose and perform their own 
material. They produce their own sessions in studios of their own 
choice. Production control is no longer 'in house.' It is in the hands 
of artists, writers, and production companies."I Heavy metal mu- 
sicians maintain this ideology of the autonomous and authentic 
artist. A question directed at  a metal musician, in which she was 
asked whether collaborating with a pop-oriented songwriter caused 
her trouble, implied that she had violated the heavy metal code of 
remaining autonom~us.~ 

Musical talents are not the only capabilities required of heavy 
metal artists. They must also develop dramatic skills. Performance, 
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live and on video, demands acting, the ability to express attitudes 
convincingly in standard forms. The moves, poses, displays of emo- 
tion, and expressions required by the performance code must be 
practiced and learned. In great measure heavy metal is a perfor- 
mance art, the projection of emotion through a set of sonic and 
visual conventions. 

Heavy metal stage performance requires a dramatic and ener- 
getic rendering. Metal musicians are at the opposite pole from the 
members of a string quartet, whose formal and restrained bodies 
reflect a formal and restrained musical sensibility; or from the folk- 
singer astride a stool, whose words overshadow sound and gesture. 
The heavy metal performer must translate the powerful, loud, and 
highly energetic music into his body movements and facial expres- 
sions. He must be acrobatically graceful enough to jump, leap, and 
generally bound about the stage. 

Beyond having athletic prowess, the heavy metal musician must 
be skilled at projecting the emotions required by the performance 
code. He must look as if he were as highly touched by a song sung 
for the three-hundredth time as he was on the first singing, be able 
to simulate being engrossed in and challenged by a fretboard ma- 
neuver that has now become habitual, and smile and embrace with 
fraternal love band mates whom he may loathe and despise off 
stage. 

The foregoing discussion of the talents and skills needed by the 
heavy metal artist takes us far away from the charisma experienced 
by the air guitarist identifying with his guitar hero. There is much 
artifice in the role as well as art and artistry, and there is much 
struggle, hard work, deferred gratification, frustration, and com- 
promise to suffer as well as hedonic release to enjoy. Very few in 
the audience who would like to become metal gods have the drive 
or the multitude of talents needed to become one. 

Ascribed Characteristics 

Musical and dramatic talents, and the willingness to develop them, 
are the basic requisites of an aspiring metal artist, but they are not 
sufficient to give one even a reasonable chance of success. Heavy 
metal is not an equal-opportunity employer. Who you are, in the 

I sense of ascribed characteristics over which you have little if any 
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control-for example, gender and race-help determine whether physical-fitness regimes worthy of Olympic athletes. Jogging is a 
you will make it to the big stage. popular method of maintaining the cardiovascular fitness needed 

The code of the heavy metal star's physical appearance-the req- 
uisite body image-serves as a selecting mechanism, rejecting in- 
dividuals who lack the requisite attributes. The advice to thos 

all hope!" Backstage chatter is as likely to be about stomach-flattening tech- 
Rock is primarily a sound, but visual display has always been 

1 integral to its constitution as a cultural form. Elvis Presley's sneer, 

I sideburns, and pompadour, the Beatles's Edwardian suits and "mop 
tops," Jim Morrison's black leather pants, Mick Jagger's pouty 
lips-these are only a few of the visual images that have contrib- 
uted to the definition of rock culture. Commenting on an exhibit ron Maiden, for example, is a top-rated fencer. 
of photographs in Rolling Stone, Anthony DeCurtis remarked, The bald or even those who simply lack luxurious manes of hair 
"Your look is a way of presenting, revealing, concealing and inter- at a disadvantage in heavy metal. Long hair, an emblem of the 
preting yourself."3 Of all of the personae of popular music, from pies of the late 1960s, is the norm. Shoulder-length or longer 
the cowboy-clad country singer to the punk performer in shredded 
Salvation Army rejects, the heavy metal persona is most tied to 
appearance. At a heavy metal panel held in 1988 a ~ u b l i c  relations 
expert observed that magazines in Britain are more interested in 
the pictures of a group than in its sound. Meanwhile, magazines 
in the United States only take a band seriously if it has "got a 
British pre~s."~ 

\ Heavy metal is inhospitable, if not hostile, to ~erformers whos 
looks do not conform to its code of appearance. While that code an being. The heavy metal performer's personality is supposed 

leaves some room for achievement and discipline. Having a p compromises of respectable society by such outward signs of 
ard grace as long hair and tattoos. 

inutive size in its references to him. Much comment was made 
en Judas Priest's main man, Rob Halford, traded his blond locks 
a closely cropped style. Derisive comments are also made about 
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the enlarging paunches of aging notables such as Ozzy Osbourne. 
These comments serve to enforce the code, but also reflect the fact . 
that the physical ideal is generally approximated by artists. 

Heavy metal is a preserve not only of the youthful and the phys- 
ically well endowed but also of white males. The genre is widely 
acknowledged by fans and artists to have been heavily influenced 
by a black artist, Jimi Hendrix. But until the late 1980s there were 
almost no black heavy metal musicians. (Exceptions such as the 
late Phil Lynott of Thin Lizzy can be counted on the fingers of one 
hand.) The image of the heavy metal star as a hypermacho, athletic, 
strong, lustful, and musically competent individual certainly cor- 
responds with white stereotypes of the black male in the West. 
Indeed, Hendrix (dis)played these characteristics to the hilt. But 
hstorical circumstance made heavy metal the "white-boy blues." 

Heavy metal originated with white, working-class bands in the 
industrial cities of England. The American blacks who might have 
joined its ranks were excluded from its inception by geography. 
Once the music reached the United States in earnest, in the mid- 
1970s, it encountered a situation of cultural self-segregation by 
American blacks, which blocked them from appropriating it, For 
blacks, the period following 1968 was one of disenchantment. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., had been murdered and civil rights and 
antipoverty legislation had not visibly improved the lives of African- 
Americans. The black community turned inward, in great part as 
a response to the so-called benign neglect policy of the Nixon 
administration. Cultural expressions of isolationism could be seen 
in the rise of black-oriented radio stations, movies, and especially 
music. Segments of the black community actively denounced artists 
who played "white" music, especially rock music. Hendrix himself 
came in for criticism from fellow blacks before his death in 1970 
left the rock community without any black  superstar^.^ Meanwhile, 
the audience for heavy metal in the 1970s was made up mainly of 
blue-collar, white, adolescent males, a group not known for their 
sympathy for blacks. Thus, the post-1960s social retrenchment made 
heavy metal an unattractive option for aspiring black musical artists. 

By the end of the 1980s, however, as metal continued to frag- 
ment and absorb other musical elements, black and Hispanic heavy 
metal musicians were no longer novel. Hispanics tended to spe- 
cialize in the speedlthrash subgenre. Blacks also could be found in 

Making the Music: Metal Gods . 67 

those groups, but they concentrated especially in the funk-oriented 
2 metal made by groups such as Living Colour and 24-7 Spyz. That is, 

they brought the contribution of their separate musical culture to 
metal, grafting themselves on to it. 

The barriers confronting women in heavy metal are more fun- 
damental than those encountered by blacks. The predominance of 
whites in the genre is mostly a historical accident, whereas the bias 
against women is rooted in the delineated meanings of heavy metal 
music. No racist themes match the macho ideology of the genre. 
The antifemale posturing of heavy metal stars relates less to mis- 
ogyny than to a rejection of the cultural values associated with 
femininity. In Western culture, as feminist scholars have noted, 
masculinity and femininity are dichotomous and mutually opposed 
cultural forms into which men and women are forced to fit. Men 
are supposed to be powerful, tough, and strong, whereas women 
are supposed to be delicate and weak. Simone de Beauvoir, in her 
widely respected reading of the gender code The Second Sex, asserts 
that the masculinity/femininity binary opposition reflects the sub- 
jectlobject opposition. Masculinity means being active and femi- 
ninity means being passive. Men act, women are acted upon- 
through sight, touch, or merely imaginanve transformations. Power, 
the essential inherent and delineated meaning of heavy metal, is 
culturally coded as a masculine trait. 

Reinforcing the cultural barrier is the presence of women on the 
heavy metal scene who define themselves as providers of sexual 
services to band members. Groupies are commemorated in lyrics 
and on videos, and are the standard role models for women in the 
heavy metal culture, fitting the image of the woman in heavy metal's 
ideology. Not only passive, they are also one-dimensional. They 
epitomize, as the metal subculture often does, tendencies that char- 
acterize rock culture more generally. Rock, indeed, has been per- 
meated with sexism. For example, in an analysis of the full range 

f MTV programming, researchers concluded that "The depiction 
f . . . gender roles in rock videos appears to be fairly traditional. 
males are portrayed as submissive, passive, yet sensual and phys- 
lly attra~tive."~ Women have never been important factors in 
ck music. Alan Wells found that "female artists have accounted 
r approximately 10 of Billboard's top SO annual singles" for the 
riod from 1955 to 1985.' 
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The obstacles in the way of female metal artists have been sur- 
mounted by very few individuals, and then only in the 1980s. Girl- 
school, whose debut album was released in 1980, was the first and 
for years the only all-female metal group. The eruption of lite metal, 
with its accent on fashion, made the code of visual appearance 
more favorable to women. The styled, colored, permed, moussed, 
and fluffed hair of glam-group members is reminiscent of the an- 
drogynous/transsexual fashion of such 1970s acts as the New York 
D01ls.~ The members of the female group Vixen look almost indis- 
tinguishable from the members of the leading male glam group, 
Poison. Indeed, metal wags, who are not fond of this style, say that 
the stunning girls in Vixen are not half as pretty as the boys in 
Poison. Lite metal's stress on the vocalist has also been helpful to 
women, who have traditionally gained success in popular music as 
singers. 

According to Matt Snow, "The highway to hell is a merciless 
thoroughfare for the all-girl heavy metal band. Male counterparts 
regard you with deep suspicion, record companies run a mile and 
hordes of pimply youths attempt to infiltrate your bedroom. Ac- 
cording to Vixen, a fast-rising quartet from Los Angeles, the only 
way up is to out-macho the men."9 Snow describes their act: "Janet 
wields the mike stand with aplomb. Jan unleashes several solos in 
the time-honoured guitar-hero manner; we enjoy Share's thumb- 
busting showcase; Roxy enjoys her drum solo."l0 However, despite 
their conformity to the code, Vixen had difficulty getting a record 
contract and "had to play innumerable live showcases to prove 
they weren't faking."ll 

The presence of women in metal bands, either as the lead singers 
fronting male instrumentalists, such as Doro Pesch and Lita Ford, 
or in all-female groups, does not mean that the macho image of 
the metal artist has been subverted. Indeed, one might argue that 
quite the opposite is the case. The female metal artists do not tran- 
scend their primary role as sexual objects. Tight leather pants on 
a man does not signify the same thing as tight leather pants or, 
more frequently, tight leather micro-miniskirts on a woman. Lita 
Ford's outfit was once described as "the Folies-Bergks-through-a- 
meat-grinder costume."12 

Choreography is also cued to gender stereotypes. Betsy, lead 
singer of a group called Bitch, recounts how the band's stage moves 
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included the guitarist and the bass player putting their instruments 
between her legs, after which the guitarist kicked and banged her 
with his guitar-"your basic family show!"13 The bottom line was 
tallied by a panelist at a 1988 seminar on women in metal: "I'm 
saying sex sells."14 

Seemingly the best that women can do is to make fun of the 
sexism while embodying it. Metal is not heavy on humor, but one 
female group calls itself the Cycle Sluts from Hell. A female artist, 
the Great Kat, is audaciously trying to beat the boys at their own 
game. Trained as a classical violinist at Julliard, Kat, who played 
Kreisler's "Liebesfreud" at Carnegie Hall, is a speed-metal guitar- 
ist. Her style evokes the image of Paganini as a headbanger. She is 
trying to have it both ways, performing feats of technical virtuosity 
in her decollete leather and studs outfit. 

The Band as a Social Unit 

Supposing that our air guitarist has the talents and ascribed char- 
acteristics, and is willing to work hard to develop the skills required 
of a heavy metal artist, he still needs something more. The heavy 
metal artist cannot go it alone: he must be a member of a group. 
Metal, following the rock tradition, is group-oriented. The band is 
both a symbol of community and a practical necessity to produce 
the heavy metal sound. Pop singers and some rock and rollers, such 
as Chuck Berry, can perform with a band put together for the 
occasion, since the focus is on the vocalist. Folksingers, such as 
Joan Baez or the early Bob Dylan, can accompany themselves in- 
strumentally because the folk code stresses the delivery of lyrics, 
not the overall musical sound. But metal's dual emphasis on strong 
singing and highly proficient guitar work, backed by a powerful 
bass and drum sound, cannot be achieved by one person. The total 
sound is all-important, and it can only be created through disci- 
plined cooperation. Even when a heavy metal band has an individ- 
ual's name, there is, at least for touring, a real group. Bands such 
as Ted Nugent, Ozzy, Dio, and the Michael Schenker Group are 
genuine collective efforts despite having an individual's name. 

The size of the heavy metal band varies from three to six members. 
The minimum requirements are a lead guitarist, a drummer, a bass- 
guitar player, and a vocalist. If there are only three members the 
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singer also plays an instrument, usually the bass. The vast majority 
I1 

1 of groups have either four or five members. When a fourth instru- 
ment is present, it is a rhythm guitar or, less frequently, keyboards. 

Heavy metal bands and rock groups in general are complex so- 
cial forms. Sociologists divide groups into primary and secondary 
types, but rock groups do not fit well into either category because 
they share features of each. Primary groups, such as the ideal mod- 
em nuclear family or a pair of friends, exhibit "intimate face-to- 
$ace association and cooperation .. . . the sort of sympathy and 
mutual identification for which 'we' is the natural expression. One 
lives in the feeling of the whole and finds the chief aims of his will 
in that feeling."'s In contrast, the small secondary group, for ex- 
ample, the employees of a business office or restaurant, is based 
not on common feelings but on accomplishing a joint task. The 
German sociologist Ferdinand TGnnies distinguished between ge- 
rneinschaft (community) and gesellschaft (association). In the for- 
mer, relations are based on the mutual identification of the members, 
while in the latter, relations are based on the special services that 
they perform for one another. 

Many rock groups, including those within the heavy metal genre, 
are formed by groups of teenage pals. Since their original basis is 
friendship, such rock groups begin as pure primary or gemeinschaft 
groups. As the members develop their talents and perfect their in- 
dividual and collective skills, they may begin to try to "go for it" 
and become successful rock professionals. They do not initially lose 
their bond to one another. Over time, however, some of the orig- 
inal members may be asked to leave or are forced out so that they 
can be replaced by others whose musical skills, ideas, look, or con- 
tacts better serve the collective ambition. Sometimes, too, a more 
successful group woos away a promising band member. In rock 
groups that have achieved some measure of renown, new members 
are more likely to be recruited not on the basis of friendship but 
for their talent and skill. Whatever the original basis for the group, 
problems of group cohesion and order are always present. In ad- 
dition to possessing creative and performance skills, therefore, the 
musicians must be skilled in the art of interpersonal relations. 

Whether they have a hands-on manager, group members have 
to learn on their own to negotiate their relations with each other 
and the division of their tasks. Knowing how to organize and sus- 
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tain a band is neither taught nor learned through example, since 
the internai workings of a group are, press interviews notwith- 
standing, private matters that are often unacknowledged in public 
forums by the participants. Moreover, what one learns as a mem- 
ber of one group does not transfer well to another one, for "Each 
group's manner of operation-even much of the language used in 
coordinating activities-is constructed from the unique interac- 
tional history of its membership."16 A band is like a modern mar- 
riage, in which there are few if any behaviors expected of rhe 
partners, who must cooperatively and creatively construct a life 
together. When members leave and are replaced, the construction 
of a common life must begin anew, almost from scratch. 

The difficulty of forging the interpersonal relations that constitute 
a band as a social unit makes each member more valuable than his 
musical and performance abilities might at first glance indicate. In 
a mass production system workers who are inconvenient for any 
reason can be easily replaced by others. In bands, on the contrary, 
each member is costly to replace. Thus, if a member is having 
troubles, due to drugs, alcohol, or women-the three most common 
problems-the other members need to wait patiently until such 
difficulties are resolved, or to intervene to lend their assistance.'' 

The strains of interdependence among members of a group are 
probably responsible for the rancorous accusations that are often 
made when someone leaves a band. Interdependence also partly 
explains the legendary solidarity of some groups. For example, Def 
Leppard's drummer lost his hand in an automobile accident, but 
he was not replaced. The band waited for him to heal and then 
returned to record and tour rather triumphantly with a one-handed 
drummer. In a less dramatic case, the Scorpions's distinctive vo- 
calist, Klaus Meine, suffered severe throat problems. He required 
surgery and could not work for a long time, and it was not clear 
that he would recover sufficiently to take up his role with the band 
again. The rest of the band waited patiently and Meine recovered 
fully. Led Zeppelin broke up when drummer John Bonham died 
rather than try to replace him, but that is an exceptional case for 
a successful band. When Bon Scott, the talented and alcoholic singer 
for ACIDC, died, he was mourned but nonetheless successfully 
replaced by Brian Johnson. Metallica went on to greater fame with 
a replacement for bassist Cliff Burton, who died when the band's 
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touring van overn.lrned. Ozzy sincerely mourned the gruesome death lead when that area needs work and follow others in areas outside 
of guita-ace Randy Rhoads, but went on to find a replacement- their realm of e~pertise.'~ This median type of organization is prob- 

The difficulty of constituting a band as a cooperative social unit ably the most common form. 
is shown by the vast array of tensions within groups. The rock Cooperation among the members of the band, no matter how 

refers to these tensions as "ego problems" or "atti- difficult to achieve, is crucial to many aspem of making heavy 
tude." For several reasons, heavy metal is probably more Prone metal nmsic. Band members have to learn to be tolerant of one 
than musical styles to personality clashes. First, humility is another's limitations. "The secret of group operation is, very sim- 
not a virtue in metal stars. The performance code requires one to PIY, the shared knowledge that one has to be bad before being 
be loud and proud, even extravagantly boastful. Metal acts danand good- The cooperative understanding at practice sessions must op- 
strong and assertive stances. Some band members may begin to erate with no negative sanctions for mistakes, and in fact must be 
become their personae; others are typecast from the beginning- Set- conducive to the correction and amendment of another's play- 
and, the virmosity required in heavy metal performances, especially ing."'9 For the highly produced sound of much metal, 
from the frontman singer and the lead guitarist, encourages the the styles other than thrash, such cooperation is not as central as 
musicians to behave as prima donnas. The best heavy metal music it once was- To a @eat degree, the technological apparatus can 
skillfully holds the guitarist and vocalist in their respective orbits, replace willed solidarity. There is some disagreement about whether 
but sometimes o m  of the two begins to dominate the other. While good stage performances can be realized without strong interper- 
privileging the total sound over any of its components, heavy metal sonal bonds within the band. Bennett's assessment is that, at a 
also accents individual virtuosos. Band members need to contribute minimum, interpersonal difficulties must be held in abeyance: =get- 
to the common sound even as they work to distinguish themselves. tin&? U P  for the gig is a very delicate part of the group's ceremonial 
such a s n u a r e  is a perfect breeding ground for "ego problems-" invocation of unity. The hours and minutes before going on are 

~ h ~ ~ ,  it is no wonder that heavy metal groups seem to undergo carefully negotiated between members to exclude from attention 
frequent personnel shifts. The magazines report and the fans Prove any issues of conflict and tension that might actually exist between 
their stuff by quoting the outcomes of such musical-chairs activity- them, and, in particular, the moments before a performance are 
Metal's adherence to the rock ideology increases the possibilities spent in close physical proximity to one another with alcohol, dope, 
for group tension. ~ o c k  groups were supposed to work in a corn- or simply in-group conversation as the ceremonial sacrament.n20 
rnunal fashion with each member having an equal say- C~nsensus if the group learns how to work harmoniously, it normally 
democracy in a small, task-oriented group is particularly difficult faces financial barriers to success. More than other styles of music, 
to achieve when skill levels, creativity, and will are not equally heavy metal demands a significant financial commitment. The genre 
diS~ibuted. Some groups give creedit for the songwriting to the whole requirements of technical virtuosity, very strong amplification, and 
band when only one or two members actually write the material- visual hi-tech polish make heavy metal the most expensive musical 
Assigning royalties is a tricky problem in the context of the dem- style to create. Not only is the initial investment substantial, but 

ocratic ideology. there are recurring costs for upkeep. Established bands maintain 
There are bands that do not attempt to be democratic and in technicians on their payrolls to keep their complicated and expen- 

which it is understood that one member is in charge. Generally the sive equipment in good repair. The unique combinations of elec- 
person in the leadership position was responsible for forming tronic gear and instruments used by each band require .skilled 
band initially and is more experienced and often more famous tha workers to assemble and tune them. On tour, specialized workers 
its other members. The median between democratic organizatio travel with the band, setting up the equipment on stage each night. 
and one-man is organization according to reciprocal su- ransporting the amplifiers and drum kit-& bulkiest equip- 
perordination and subordination: those with expertise in one area ment-is costly- Heavy metal also demands a visually appealing 
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stage show. Costs for lighting effects, fog machines, stage sets, and 
backdrops, and costs for their transportation and setup are also 
substantial. Stage wear-the studded black leather or the fancy 
spandex-is still another expense. The great capital expenditure 
required to do everything according to the code is too high for 
most new bands to undertake. Usually a new band starts small; as 
it earns money, either from gigs or from the day jobs of its mem- 
bers, it slowly adds to what it has. 

Unlike bands in most rock genres, .heavy metal groups cannot 
easily finance their initial phase by playing at local venues. There 
were few if any metal clubs in the United States until the late 1980s; 
even today there are still not many in proportion to the number of 
fans of the genre. Club patrons generally want dance music and 
one cannot dance to heavy metal. In addition, rock groups gener- 
ally start off by playing cover tunes; only gradually, as their local 
fame grows, do they add original material to their sets. But this is 
not an option for heavy metal groups, since the genre's code de- 
mands original compositions. And even if covering other bands was 
not ideologically problematic, it would not have been effective in 
the period before the late 1980s, when the genre received little 
radio play or television exposure. As the genre became more pop- 
ular, these obstacles began to shrink. For example, Slayer, an ex- 
treme thrash metal group, began by playing covers at clubs.21 

Another way to start out is to be a "tribute" band, covering, 
indeed imitating, one band exclusively. Groups such as Black Sab- 
bath, Rush, Led Zeppelin, and Pink Floyd have tribute bands. But 
as a career option the tribute band is a dead end. Record companies 
want bands that can both play and create. Cover bands do not 
dispIay songwriting talents and therefore do not get signed. 

During the explosion of heavy metal in the early 1980s many of 
the new groups were described as "street metal." Their musical 
style tended to reflect the faster rhythms that evolved into speed1 
thrash. But the distinguishing feature of street metal was a stripped- 
down visual presentation. These bands did not try to compete with 
the elaborate shows put on by Judas Priest, the Scorpions, Black 
Sabbath, UFO, and the rest of the bands that had been in business 
for many years. Street clothes were worn for performance and, with 
the exception of some colored lighting, stage enhancements were 
minimal. The new style cut down the start-up costs of a group. 
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During the same period other groups began to seek outside finan- 
cial backing. As the genre of heavy metal came out of the closet 
into more general visibility in the mid- 1980s, financing a fledgling 
but promising metal band was seen in some quarters as a possibly 
lucrative, albeit risky, investment. 

The majority of the members of heavy metal bands that started 
before 1980 came from working-class backgrounds. They were lit- 
tle different from their fans. Indeed, the heavy metal press tends to 
stress humble origins. Black Sabbath, they constantly remind read- 
ers, were Birmingham "toughs," ACIDC came from a working- 
class environment, and Led Zeppelin's Jimmy Page was brought 
up in a London slum. In contrast, many of the groups in the 1980s 
came from rather comfortable middle-class circumstances. The ini- 
tial financing for a band is now likely to come from the parents of 
one or more of the members of the band. In 1988 the leader of a 
still struggling and unsigned band mentioned that the band was 
financed by the $30,000 that his parents had saved for his college 
education. Additional financing for the necessary gear is sought 
from record companies. Major-label contracts, especially for new 
groups, include monies for equipment. 

Financial issues are a constant source of stress for all but the few 
bands that have ''made it.'' But even they are burdened with large 
expenses, which grow as their stage shows become more elaborate. 
Sometimes unscrupulous managers foist unfavorable contracts on 
naive bands, which never receive the rewards for their later success. 
Financial anxieties can lead to tensions among group members, 
which are piled on top of the "ego problems" that already exist. 
Stating up and gaining momentum is the most difficult phase of 
the heavy metal artist's career. 

The Production of Heavy Metal 

Most bands never make it beyond the start-up and early momen- 
tum phases of the drive to success. The obstacles prove to be too 
great to surmount, Disharmonies within the group, lack of financial 
resources, personal problems, fatigue, waning enthusiasm in the 

j face of frustration, inability to make hard decisions to sacrifice 
! weaker members, and lack of the requisite talents and skills all 

contribute to failure. Most bands never sign a record contract. They 6 
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are the losers in a Darwinian struggle for access to the facilities of There are thousands of unsigned metal bands.24 But, for rock as 
the mediators: the record companies and the concert promoters. a whole, even if a band gets signed to a major label, it has only a 
The successful band must be accepted into the media because the 15 percent chance of breaking even." Many metal bands sign their 
media control the means to attracting a large enough audience to first contract with an "indie," which provides them with less fi- 
sustain a career as a metal musician and to become a metal god, nancing, studio time, promotion, and marketing potential than a 
bringing charismatic experience to hordes of devoted fans. major would give them. But it is a genuine milestone for a band to 

The losers have often gone through a great deal of sacrifice and be signed by any company. Signing proves that a g o u p  is at least 
frustration before they call it quits or their bands dissolve around minimally fit to participate in the great institutionalized competi- 
them. A writer for a metal magazine observed that while there are tion for the status of metal gods and all of the rewards that go 
very few success stories "there are literally thousands of tales of with that status. They will have access to a smdio to record an 
rock 'n' roll heartbreak and disillu~ion."~~ album and tours will be booked for them to promote that album. 

The conditions of the struggle are often quite unpleasant- As They have shown that they can keep their act together, manage 
heavy metal has increased in popularity since the mid-1980s more their finances adequately, and master musical, dramatic, and 
and more air guitarists have been inspired to give a career in the letic skills sufficiently to convince someone else in the business that 
genre a try. Thousands have packed their gear and headed west to they have promise. If our air guitarist has reached this point, he is 
L~~ Angeles, the major metal Mecca in the United States.23 Once no longer merely an aspirant but has become a parricipant in a 
there, they are subject to the pay-for-play policy of the local venue produdon complex. He is no longer, socially, merely a member 
owners. If they want to have an audience, create a buzz, and be of the subculture from which he came, but has now been drawn 
seen by record company executives, they have to pay for the priv- into a specialized work environment. 
ilege. The A&R staffs of the major and many "indie" record corn- The record company is the artist's major connection to the system 
panics are located in the area. Often the band is reduced to shilling for producing and disseminating culture to impersonal audiences. 
on the street to get people to come in and see them- They really contract with an organization in the entertainment 
have no other option. takes on a new dual role as a producer/produa 

The buyer's market in metal creates pressure on aspiring bands a1 enterprise. Indeed, through the contract the band 
to conform to commercial codes of aural and visual acceptability, comes a commercial enterprise with claims and 
and to adopt an instrumental approach to achieving success- In e heavy metal band is, economically, a typical form 

to this pressure, the sense of community that ~haracterized enterprise in the entertainment industry. The band 
the band at its inception is apt to give way to the realism of a task- oletarian because it owns some of its own means 
oriented work group, whose members are chosen for their talents t it is not fully petit bourgeois either, since it does 
and &ills. The halo of authenticity that surrounded the group's own all of them, including some of the most crucial elements. 

musicm is likely to tarnish as changes are made in the band's 6 s  it is already at the top, it pays a premium in its contract 
sound to make it more promotable. At worst the band members cess to key facilities, such as the studio and the 
will become abject slaves to the commercial codes of composition, 
appearance, and performance. The choice to go for success carries s market in metal is reinforced by the oligopoly of the 
great penalties for the losers. They need to be able to sustain them- major labels, which pits the large number of 
selves by their love of the music even after all is said and done, gainst a tiny group of buyers. Bands are quasi- 
and by a sense that it was worth the try to go after a dream- Even nterprises that are at a disadvantage in their encoun- 
for the those who get signed, it is still a long way to with concentrated economic power. Even when one of a band's 
the top. skilled entrepreneur the group lacks clout until it 
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reaches the top. It has to make terms with the mediators who own expression and total fit with the code of the genre. A Hit  Parader 
the only road that leads to success, and invariably such terms al- piece claimed that the group Krokus had been hampered in its 

ways favor the mediators. But also invariably the band is delighted quest for success because it had not fully established "an instantly 

to make such terms. recognizable sound. [They were handicapped by their] chameleon- 

The group's role in the production complex is to create and per- like quality to mimic other bands, like Priest and AC/DC."26 
form music in accordance with sonic, lyrical, appearance, and per- All commercially viable popular music genres require a distin- 
formance codes that are based on shifting mixtures of the codes of guishing sound from their artists. In the blues, each performer puts 
the heavy metal subculture and the ~redominant l~  commercial me- his or her own stamp on a canon of standard songs. In its formative 
&a, and their own conceptions of what the music should be. When and crystallization periods heavy metal did not encourage such cover 
the contract is generous enough, band members devote themselves versions. There were a few, such as Judas Priest's "Green Manalishi 
to their enterprise on a full-time basis. They become self-conscious (With the Two-Pronged Crown)." Priest kept the same slow tempo 
artists and musicians, and develop an occupational subculture that and eerie menace of the song's original version, but crunched up- 
nanslates the requirements for success into their own unique dis- metalized-the overall sound. Indeed, there were so few covers in 
cipline. They struggle more than ever, but they have made it through the early periods that serious fans of the genre were able to name 

the door. them all- In the current phase of fragmentation, however, cover 
versions have become more acceptable. Lite metal groups, in par- 
ticular, desire to make "crossover" records that appeal to radio 

Creating the Product programmers who serve a general audience. The familiar song ren- 

The successful band must play a unique version of the genre. They dered in a distinctive way aids in gaining general acceptance. In 
have to have a "signature sohnd," an aural fingerprint. That sound addition, younger bands often exhibit an impulse to pay homage 
is their's alone, even though it may be similar to that of other 
bands. The signature sound is like the unique style of a ~ainter  
(distinctive brush strokes and a special palette of colors, for ex- 
ample), by which art dealers and museum curators a s s ip  author- 
ship to a given canvas. A band ordinarily begins by faithfully 
re-creating or at least imitating what other groups in the genre are 
playing. But it needs to find a distinctive sonic niche if it wants to 
achieve true success. 

The development of a unique others and are performed for a heterogeneous audience, not an 

tic, ref letting the musical interests, dience with a core subculture. But "in rock, there is the ethos of 

the band or its dominant member. 
device-a commercial identification and an aural logo. Reco 
companies need to market produ 
enough from cornpetink products to attract attention and thus c 
sumers, yet close enough to know 
established market. On one leve 
blue beads or the green flakes 
brand from its all-but-equivalent co istinaive but not too different from what is already popular. 

may not be too much of a problem for a performer because 



80 Heavy Metal 

the love that young artists have for the genre motivates them to 
conform to its code voluntarily and enthusiastically. But even if a 
band is comfortable working within the code, not all of its mem- 
bers will be equally capable of expressing themselves. In many cases, 
one or perhaps two members will be creatively dominant, leaving 
the others to follow their cue. In other cases, the band will develop 
its music collectively, giving no one a chance to express himself 
fully, but allowing each to have a share in the emergent sound. 

Who is really responsible for creation is often hard to determine 
in heavy metal music. For about a century, songs in the United 
States have been defined legally as written entities; copyrights are 
always based on sheet music. The majority of heavy metal songs, 
however, do not exist in written form, and when they do they were 
often transcribed by an outsider. Since heavy metal arose in the era 
of tape recorders, musical literacy has not been necessary for mus- 
ical creativity or performance. Indeed, even if the initial creation 
was written down on paper the song as performed would never 
fully represent the notation. The musical notation system that was 
developed during the Renaissance and perfected in the nineteenth 
century is clearly inadequate for heavy metal. For example, it can- 
not indicate when the guitarist bends a string or how he uses the 
variety of distortion pedals. The screams and growls of the vocalist, 
embellished with electronic devices, are also not part of the stan- 
dard notation system. 

The many specialized contributions of each band member to the 
total sound blur individual authorship. AuthentiGty tends to come 
out partially, as it does in jazz, where there is "the attitude that 
each player [is] a creative musician, shaping his part into something 
that reflected his own skills and per~onality."~~ John Street ex- 
presses a similar understanding of rock music: "In rock, composing 
songs is not a matter of writing so much as playing. The writer 
may have a melody and some lyrics, but what we hear as the fin- 
ished product often owes much to ;the way the group has chosen 
to present the song."30 The guitarist who devises his guitar riffs for 
the instrumental break may not receive formal creative credits, but 
he has composed music. 

The lyrical component of the music is usually written and is often 
created by only one member of the group. Considerations of au- 
thenticity aside, heavy metal required fresh lyrical material from its 
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inception because it broke new thematic ground in popular music. 
The themes of chaos discussed in the preceding chapter needed 

composition. Since credit for songs is influenced by ideology, 
ancial concerns, and relations within the group, the public attri- 

was involved in creation. Generally, in heavy metal, the lyrics are 

usic are created by bassist Joey DeMaio. 
ere are some bands in which several members each compose 

calistlguitarist James Hetfield, who plays and records them on 
itar. Together the band listens to all the tapes and the best parts 
e collected on a master "riff tape." This tape serves as the source 
r the album's songs.32 

in the studio and live in concert. For heavy metal, both the 
o and the concert venue are essential sites for performance. I 

s sination stands in sharp contrast to that prevalent in other 
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cannot be duplicated on the concert stage, The current controversy metal to insist upon virtuosity. Notes that are missed, by guitarist 
over lip-synching at concerts by Milli Vanilli, Madonna, and New or vocalist, can be redone again and again. Recording engineers 
Kids on the Block is a rock critic's tempest on a turntable. Pop and producers have as much, if not more, to do with the final 
audiences, especially those whose major source of music is MTV, product as the band. It is quite possible for a group of musicians 

"1 

demand replication of the recorded song in concert. Because music to record without ever seeing one another. Indeed, the final product 
I 

videos use studio recordings as sound tracks, and because audi- can be-but usually is not-left to the producer and the recording 1) 
ences expect pop concerts to duplicate music video sound, lip- gineers. Thus, the linear progression and the simultaneity of parts //j 
synching is inevitable for some songs. In contrast to pop, punk and at constitute a live performance are abandoned in the studio. 11 
blues privilege the live performance. Recordings are valued to th The amount of time taken to make an album varies considerably. 
degree that they capture the feeling of the live performance. The general tendency is that more "commercial" work takes longer 

Rock, at least in terms of the standards of criticism that emerged than "underground" material: the more melodic lite metal subgenre 
i 

after the Beatles moved into the studio in earnest, holds up the involves more studio work than does the thrash subgenre. Overall 
i: 

well-produced recorded version as the test of a band's ability. Mu- there is immense variation in production time. Studio time is ex- : 

sic critic Jon Pareles affirms that "most rock is ruled by record- pensive, which means that successful bands can afford to prolong 
ing."33 He estimates that 70 percent of the time rock bands attempt their stay and generally do. Record companies are willing to pro- 
to re-create their records on stage. Heavy metal, however, breaks vide more funds to bands with a proven track record. For example, 
from rock in this regard by valuing the live concert performance Poison's first album cost $30,000 and was recorded in twelve days, 
at least as highly as the studio performance. Thus, the heavy met Not only did the band have more time to record its subsequent 
band must cultivate two separate sets of virtues: the studio requir release, Open Up and Say . . . Ahh!, but "the budget had in- I 
patience, whereas the stage demands endurance. creased tenf~ld."~' 

Black Sabbath's debut album was done in twelve hours.36 How- 
T H E  STUDIO, Heavy metal came into existence at the height of the ever, heavy metal albums that have taken several months to record 
musician's power in the recording studio. James Coffman notes are legion. For example, Anthrax's Spreading the Disease required 1 
that the musician had little control in the studio in the preceding more than five months of studio timee3' Heavy metal recording is 

1 
I 

era: "Within the structure of the recording industry, at least until usually more time consuming than recording-the average rock al- i l 

the late 1960s, the musician was usually subjected to the direction m, since the genre puts a premium on technical perfection, the 
of other corporate employees during the rehearsal, recording and earance of virtuosity, and the total sound, which must balance I 

I 

'mixing' of the product."34 During the 1970s, however, until the stinct contributions of each musician. I 

'1 

recession hit the record business, rock musicians had the upper ether the music is recorded with all band members in the I 

hand, hiring producers, selecting recording studios, and makin studio at the same time or with members there separately, the pro- , 

decisions on aspects of production ranging from what songs t ess requires serious work by all concerned. Songs need to be writ- 
record to the album's cover art. In the 1980s the independent pr , arranged, and rehearsed prior to entering the studio. Once 
ducer stepped into the driver's seat. Metal musicians prefer to wor ere, parts are played over and over again to achieve a polished I 

with producers who specialize in the genre. One or more member erformance. Once the music is recorded, those involved in mixing 
I 

of the band will often also be involved in the production, preserv- nd editing have days or weeks of careful and concentrated work 
ing some of the artistic control required by the code of the hea ead of them. Studio work is not a public activity. Photographers 
metal artist. nd journalists do not give the fans reports on the making of rec- 

Modern studio technology, which permits the recording and sub- rds. It is the other performance site, the concert, that they show 
sequent electronic manipulation of discrete sounds, allows heavy to the world. The contrast between these two locations is marked. 
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On stage at the concert charisma reigns. In the studio the technical 
rationality of the late capitalist production complex dominates. The 
whole is analyzed into parts and then put together deliberately by 
a team of specialists. In the studio authenticity is reduced to a 
concern that the final sound should be affirmed by the band. 

THE co N c E RT. Heavy metal bands cannot rest on the laurels of 
their recorded efforts. They must do well on stage. Groups begin 
by playing live; initially, the studio is an alien environment. For 
extroverted personalities, like our air guitarist, being on stage is 
the reason they wanted to become metal stars. For others, who 
were attracted by the private experience they had with the music, 
live performance is a difficult discipline. One of the reasons why 
performers use drugs is to overcome stage fright. One performer 
extolled the virtues of a bit of heroin by saying "it just relaxes you, 
but it doesn't take your muscle coordination away."38 The ubiquity 
of alcohol, backstage and on stage, at metal concerts not only mir- 
rors the fans and upholds the Dionysian image, but provides relief 
from stress. The show must go on, whether one is in the mood for 
it. John Lord of Deep Purple lamented that if one does not feel like 
playing, "that's tough tittly, isn't it?"39 In this sense heavy metal 
performers are no different from musicians in many genres.40 

On stage the performers can get full and immediate feedback 
about their music, something they can never have in the studio. 
Musicians are aware of the audience's reaction to what they are 
doing. Heavy metal is a populist art form, despite its commitment 
to artistry and virtuosity. The musicians cannot feel satisfied with 
their work unless an audience of fans, rather than critics or other 
musicians, praises it. Further, since the performers have shared a 
pariah image with their fans, they have not set mass success as 
their goal. Mere numbers of record sales do not serve as a yardstick 
of a band's excellence. Success can only be confirmed by a more 
total and direct appreciation. 

Live concerts are one-night affairs for the fans, but not for the 
bands. Partly because of the capital expenditure required to put 
together a live show, bands play a series of concerts. Like medieval 
troubadours, they travel to their audience. The tour resembles a 
"ten-countries-in-ten-days" vacation package. The schedule is 
grueling. The band plays one city each night, using most of the 
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time between shows to get to the next city. Groups that are just 
starting may travel in a van, with their equipment taking up any 
possible sleeping space. At small venues one can hear band mem- 
bers say before the final song, "Remember, we need a place to stay 
tonight," After all, medieval princes put the troubadours up for the 
night at their castles. 

Successful groups usually travel on well-appointed tour buses 
that have sleeping berths, usually stacked three high. Sound sys- 
tems, microwave ovens, and refrigerators are standard equipment. 
Nonetheless, the bus is tightly packed with people and equipment, 
and provides no privacy. Band members need to get along har- 
moniously with each other not merely to play tightly on stage, but 
to tolerate living together on the road. The tour entourage, whether 
packed in a van or strung out over several buses, tends to resemble 
a commune. 

Life on tour stands in marked contrast to the traditional middle- 
class life-style. Most people's nine-to-five work time is when the 
band sleeps. The members cannot take care of the normal respon- 
sibilities of everyday life such as getting clean clothes. Such tasks 
have to be done by others. 

The press coverage of a tour stresses the wild excitement, the 
image of "Bad Boys Running Wild." Photographers are backstage 
taking candids (or shots posed to resemble them) of the "Backstage 
Queens" with the band. Band members pose with drinks in hand 
and perform high jinks with one another. Stage shots show sweaty, I 
ecstatic musicians. To emphasize the hedonistic aspect of Poison's I 

tour, their press agent released a statement indicating that the band 
had installed a condom machine on the tour bus."] I 

Press coverage typically reveals the public aspect of the tour, 
obscuring, ignoring, or hiding the dull routine. Mostly the band 1 1  

has to "hurry up and wait." The members wait to do their sound 
check, wait for appointments with the media for interviews or for 
in-store appearances, wait for the stage to be ready for them to go I 

on, and wait for the bus to be repacked with equipment and per- 
sonnel before things can get moving to the next city. The nuts-and- 
bolts of touring tends to wear a band down. The tough routine 
contrasts sharply with the charismatic image of the metal god. 

The concert is crucial to a band's success. It sells the latest album 
and the band to its audience and provides direct feedback from the 
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audience that allows the band to assess how to alter its work. 
Touring permits record-label people to see or hear about unsigned 
bands. The metal media play an essential role in the tour. They 
advertise the concert and thus bring in the live audience. They 
review and photograph the concert, promoting the band beyond 
the audience who came to see and hear it. The band has to be 
accessible and rather pleasant to the numerous deejays, photogra- 
phers, and writers for metal magazines that they hope to encounter 
along the way. Much of the work of a tour goes on backstage. 

Touring takes up a major portion of the year for the typical 
heavy metal band. It is not unusual for bands to be on the road 
far more than they are at home. The normal work of a creator- 
musician is done on the road too. New songs have to be written 
and proficiency on one's instrument enhanced. Bands are notorious 
for including "life-on-the-road" songs in their second album, since 
they have had to tour constantly in support of their debut release. 
Thus, one of the only things that they can write about authentically 
is life on tour. Guitarists are noted for noodling around with their 
instruments on the bus. Randy Rhoads, a great heavy metal gui- 
tarist who died while touring with Ozzy Osbourne, used to practice 
constantly. Moreover, he would prearrange to get guitar lessons 
from local instructors when he was on 

Creating new musical material and getting it ready for perfor- 
mance, studio work, and touring are the artist's work cycle. The 
band that is signed, has successful first and second albums, and 
gains a following in the metal subculture(s) goes through this cycle 
recurrently and can be said to have achieved at least a modicum of 
success. Its members will have made heavy metal their full-time 
career and will have developed an occupational culture standing 
somewhere between the youth subculture from which they ,came 
and the rationalized and instrumental culture of the entertainment 
industry that controls the essential means of their musical produc- 
tion and distribution. The cycle can be intrinsically rewarding for 
those who have a vocation. They will enjoy the ability to create 
and perform, and will take the trials and tribulations, the interper- 
sonal problems, and the dull routine as incidentals that accompany 
doing what has captured their devotion. Others will look more to 
extrinsic rewards to sustain them, but none will share any more a 
full identification with the air guitarist in the audience. It is a long 
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ay to the top and that way is filled with hard work, calculation, 
romises, and at least some disillusionment. Yet almost no one 
ever makes it to the top regrets it or wants to leave that 

osition, even to retire to luxury. 

Success 

at is it about success that is so alluring? Financial rewards are 
mple for the top groups, but wealth does not seem to be the prime 
otivator for the heavy metal band, the reason why it struggled 
d sacrificed. Often success in terms of records sold and arenas 
ed does not translate into a financial windfall for the group. 

nscrupulous managers can profit handsomely at the band's ex- 
ense and record companies are well known for their "killer con- 
racts," in which increasingly expensive costs of production and 

motion are deducted from any royalties earned by the band. 
en, too, receiving large sums of money is not quite the same 
ng as getting rich. Prudent investment is not the typical response 
young, working-class, modern-day sybaritic troubadours. Band 

embers are likely to spend extravagantly. In "Finding Fame with- 
ut Fortune" Leigh Silverman concludes that "living to excess is 
art and parcel of the rock and roll phil~sophy."~~ 
There are, of course, heavy metal bands whose members are 

exclusively motivated by money. I once heard a band that I thought 
was awful and asked someone who knew the members personally 
how they could play such rot. It was a rhetorical question, since I 
fully expected to be told that they liked how they sounded. But 

stead I was informed that they disliked their music almost as 
much as I did, but thought that their sound would bring them 
success. My friend used the term "prostitutes" to describe them. 
Shortly after this conversation the band signed a record contract 
and has since achieved some financial success. It is not, however, 
typical of heavy metal bands. At least publicly, metal artists do not 
aspire to become "Tattooed Millionaires." 

Some heavy metal artists define success artistically. They wish to 
create and play great music that expresses their being authentically 
and that will be recognized as excellent by those who can appre- 
ciate their art. But although a purely artistic motivation is present 
in heavy metal, it is not a dominant concern. The air guitarist 
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dreams of being a star and the successful heavy metal artist glories 
in being one. 

A metal god is not a mere celebrity, someone who is famous just 
for being famous. He has won renown for his artistry and is a Squandering wealth and engaging in unrestrained sex are ways 

force because of it. He is charismatic. Fans are the de- in which the metal gods exhibit the themes of Dionysian ecstasy, 
voted and enthusiastic followers of him and his band because they rebellion, and chaos in their actual lives. Their lives are emblems 
acknowledge their special gifts. The band gains and maintains its of their music to the fans, who are never told about the grind of 
charismatic authority by constantly proving itself in concert and in being part of a production complex. Most deeply, the metal star 
its recorded output. Max Weber7s discussion of the power of war incarnates the inherent and delineated meanings of the music 
lords and religious founders, whose authority is gained outside the through his rejection of safety and caution, and his defiance of 
traditional or legal-rational framework of everyday life, applies to death. Prudence has no place in the life-style of "Living After Mid- 
the metal gods.44 Of the types of charismatic leaders, heavy metal night." Vitality is to be expended, not hoarded. The best proof of 
stars come closest to the shaman. They are seen to have extraor- one's charisma is dying from some excess of "sex, drugs, and rock 

and roll." Fatally overdosing on drugs or alcohol, or dying while 
on route from one concert to another are great career moves. The 
charisma of the dead musician is enhanced and his aura rubs off 

audience is the pinnacle of success. This is what the air guitarist eativity in a technical complex and ecstatic consummation. They 
who set off on a metal career yearned for, to create that power, to th produce their music and incarnate its meanings. 

feel that power, to communicate it, and to be adored for his effort 
Let Bruce Dickinson of Iron Maiden describe it: "Performing is a 
release, a kind of high. The music really gets me worked up. It's th 

Unlike many pop stars, metal gods are not pushed off their ped- 
als by newcomers. The audience, which shares a subculture at 

through their life-style. They eschew the rational, careful, staid 
havior that characterizes the daily routines of most people. 

owes as much to the band members' advancing ages as to 

ced in an uncomfortable position. As a reporter commenting on 
Criie put it, they do not emphasize their sobriety because they 
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do not want "to give up their well-crafted hedonistic image."48 Of Ultimately, no one who lives long enough can both sumive and 
course, the drugs and alcohol were not only used to build an image, conform to the codes of heavy metal. But despite all of the tenden- 
but were integral to the life-style of the band members. The act of cia encouraging a fade-out, metal gods try to hang on for as long I 

,.-leaning up the act is not only difficult to perform but may change as hey can- n e ~  do not lose their desire for the limelight and, 
the act itself. more impoflantl~, they do not lose their taste for creating and 

performing music, and for the charismatic experience. They are 
a* and rock-and-roll heroes, and they want to perpemate their 
success- They are also moved by the loyalty of their fans. Few forms 
of music create as deep a bond between artist and fan as heavy 

erha~s the text of Chaos saves him from that. He is not a disil- 

a presence of vitality. Indeed, Dio remarked in 1990 that his n 
band, including an eighteen-year-old lead guitarist, had made 
possible for him to revisit cities, in which he had performed ma 
times, with a renewed excitement, a feeling that he was just starti 

s- He will rap with them, sign autographs, let them take pic- 
and simply share his charisma in a democratic way. He has 

that the metal god may begin to feel for the life-style. That is, 
may begh to find Dionysian rebellion less attractive and be dr 
to a more staid adult life. Even if music remains front and center, 

staying with their band and also launching a solo career 
they experiment with new creative directions. 



Digging the Music: 
Proud Pariahs 

"Denim and Leather" 

A journalist describes some California metal fans, guys standing 
around in a parking lot, in the following way: "They were white 
kids, stoners, fifteen and sixteen years old, and they wore the oblig- 
atory heavy-metal T-shirts. But, more than anything else, their hair 
set them apart, flowing from their heads in such lush cascades that 
I was reminded of a Breck-shampoo advertisement. Every ounce of 
protein in their bodies appeared to be concentrated in their scalps."' 

Travis is big, in a lean and beefy sort of way, with a kind and 
intelligent look. He is well-groomed, ready to go for a job interview 
without needing a hair cut. An honor-roll math major at  a Chicago 
university, Travis is a great Metallica fan, even by the standards of 
Metallica fans, who tend to be a knowledgeable and devoted bunch. 

Researchers studying the headbangers at a Houston club noted 
that "[The] most common attire consisted of black jeans and black 
T-shirts with heavy metal band logos printed on the front and 
back. Long hair, not arranged in any particular style, is de r igue~ ."~  

For a sociology of culture, the audience is essential to the con- 
stitution of an art form. Art can be created without reference to an 
audience, but it cannot become involved in a social system without 
one. The power of the audience can, in certain cases, reach the 
point of determining the content and form of the art. In that case 
the art becomes the servant of the audience's more general cultural 
values and mythologies. In contrast, sometimes the  audience is sim- 
ply a mass, created by the manipulations of the entertainment in- 

) 
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dustry. Then the audience serves the industry through the art. In are often known to one another through their abundant interac- 
most cases there is a mix of both relations. In order to determine tions, especially at frequent live concerts and in peer groups that 
what kind of audience heavy metal has, it is necessary first to con- foster devotion to the music. Will Straw remarks of the heavy metal 
sider how audiences can be conceived. Only then will it be ~ossible audience that its members have "coherent and consistent taste pat- 
to define the metal audience in a sociologically pertinent way. terns." They are distinguished in that respect from "casual audi- 

ences," whose members have "eclectic"  taste^.^ 

Defining Metal's Audience Mass audiences for music are generally understood to be "pas- 
sive recipients of already interpreted songs, nothing more than a 

Within the domain(s) designated by terms such as "popular cul- collection of isolated 'cultural dopes.' "' But work done by Stuart 
mre; "mass culture," "the popular arts," and "mass media," as- Hall and his associates in England, and Denzins and Grossberg in 
sessment of the nature and function of the audience is often biased the United States, among others, challenges the view that rock au- 
by aesthetic preferences. Critics and researchers reveal an unfor- diences are passive. Contesting the mass model, writers such as 
tunate tendency to interpret the audience in terms of the supposed Hebdige, Willis, and Grossberg describe how the audience defines 
merits of the cultural form that it appreciates. Aesthetic evaluation, and interprets the music, "bringing it into its own already consti- 

tuted realities, or 'uses' it to satisfy already present needsSn9 The 
practices and fashions of the heavy metal audience, and its stand- 
ards for and readings of the music, reveal a very active stance. 

If the metal audience is not typically mass, what is it? According 
to the conventional wisdom, "folk" culture is the opposite of mass 

the traditional "high culture" had listened to heavy metal, they culture. The former exists outside the systems of the corporate 
surely would have judged it and its audience negatively. Alan Bloom, economy, while the latter is a product of that economy. Most, 

though not all, of heavy metal exists within a commercial frame. 
But there is also a profusion of amateur groups, without profes- 
sional intentions and/or possibilities, which mediate between the 

culture dismiss rock as "brutal culture," "masscult," or, more g world of commerce and the "folk arts." In folk culture, the dis- 
erally, mass culture. tinction between artist and fan is blurred. The performer is not a 

member of a specialized occupational group, but merely a more 
talented audience member. The air-guitar stance, assumed by mem- 
bers of the heavy metal audience, both at home alone with their 
records and at concerts, is a symbolic representation of the con- 
nectedness of the artist and the audience. The ideology of metal as 

this way if it seeks to understand its subject matter. a folk art permeates the heavy metal culture, yet the heavy metal 
From a sociological perspective it is useful to consider whether world is not a true folk culture. 

the audience for heavy metal is a "mass," in an analytical sense of Neither the locus of a folk culture nor the passive recipient of 
that term.4 For Herbert Blumer, a mass consists of people from a ass culture, the metal audience stands somewhere in between. 
wide variety of social positions, the members of which are not on Like all spatially dispersed modern audiences, it is not homoge- 

n later, it has a distinctive, persist- 
nd well-delineated core. Indeed, community is highly valued 

udience and is visibly represented by 
e sees a myriad of differences, There 

7 
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are subsets of heavy metal music, each with its own partly diver- 
gent audiences, distinctive modes of interpreting the music, and 
variations in the ways in which the music is incorporated into the 
lives of its devotees. There is metal for born-again Christians and 
for practicing Satanists, each of whom read the music using codes 
external to it. Within the music's code some fans are sophisticated 
readers, while others are extremely literal. Writing about rock au- 
diences in general, Willis concludes, "It is clear that different groups 
can be involved with the same cultural items and yet take different 
homological meanings and effects from them. It is also clear that 
what a particular group makes of a particular item can change over 
time, so that what was once accepted is rejected."1° 

Geographic, temporal, and subgenre variations may be associated 
with more or less distinctive metal audiences. One cannot assume that 
the audience for heavy metal in England matches such audiences in 
the United States, Japan, or Poland. The metal audience in the late 
1980s may not be the same as it was in the mid-1970s. Similarly, the 
audience that follows classical metal artists such as Judas Priest, Iron 
Maiden, and Ozzy may not be the same as the audience for thrash 
metal artists such as Anthrax and Nuclear Assault; and neither of 
these audiences may overlap with those who appreciate the lite metal 
"hair bands" such as Poison and White Lion. 

Intelligent analysis demands an awareness of these and other 
distinctions within the audience, as well as a realization that these 
differences may be more or less significant. In the description of 
the audience that follows, common characteristics will be stressed, 
but attention will also be given to significant variations. 

Methodological barriers to getting a fully accurate understanding 
of the metal audience may exist. The research on which this chapter 
is based relies mainly on intensive participant observation and un- 
structured interviews. These methods are restricted by space and 
time restraints, so they have been supplemented with readings in 
professional literature and the rock and metal press, and with in- 
terviews of people who have witnessed metal audiences in other 
contexts than those to which I have been privy. Yet despite these 
precautions I have a sense of tentativeness. For example, Kotarba 
and Wells in 1987 reported that metalheads at metal concerts in a 
club played air-guitar to get girls.ll This interpretation did not 
square with the meaning of any air-guitar playing that I had ever 

I I 
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seen. I asked people in the metal audience about Kotarba and Wells's I 

conclusion, and they laughed it out of court. Either Kotarba and ' I 

I 
Wells misinterpreted their evidence, or the metal fans they observed I 
are different from those with whom I had contaa. Similarly, whereas I 1  

Will Straw contends that metal fans do not read magazines or col- 
lea albums, I found a significant proportion of them doing both. 
Indeed, some of the most avid buyers of used records in the Mid- 
west, at the time that Straw was writing, were metal fans. Was this 
pattern different among those whom he observed? In light of the 
fact that the record companies say that their metal back catalogues 
have always sold well, I find confirmation of, but do not have total 
confidence in, my observations. 

As a distinctive social formation, sharing elements of mass and 
folk culture, the metal audience is usefully understood in terms of 
the sociological concepts of "taste public" and, particularly, "sub- 
culture." The idea of taste public was elaborated and employed by 
American investigators; the idea of subculture is British in origin 
and, thus far, application. The differences between the two phrases 
reflect different intellectual perspectives. 

As defined by Herbert Gans, "taste cultures . . . consist of val- 
ues, the cultural forms which express these values . . . and the 
media in which these are expressed.'"2 "Users who make similar 
choices of values and taste culture content [are] . . . Taste Publics, 

en though they are unorganized aggregates rather than organized 
ublics."'3 The audience for heavy metal is more than an "unor- 

ganized aggregate," but it is not fully organized. A taste public is 
"defined primarily in terms of shared aesthetic values, rather than 
because [its members] choose the same cultural content, for they 
may choose it on the basis of different  value^."'^ Gans's work di- 
rects inquiry to the common set of aesthetic values shared by the 
audience for heavy metal. 

The concept of subculture is broader and more useful for the 
present discussion than that of taste public.15 The theory developed 
in Britain stresses the activities of the audience, not merely the 
values of its members. Subcultures are not only contexts of appre- 
ciation, but also of the creation of a way of life, including a certain 
style. One author, discussing members of the Rasta subculture, 
found that they were typical of those belonging to other youth 
subcultures since they "were mostly quite young, drew inspiration 
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from music, identified positively with each other, dressed similarly 
and, most important, emphasized their difference."16 The work on 
British music-based youth groups emphasizes the relationship be- 
tween music and style: "Subcultures create styles which become 
living art homologous with musical form and which creates its own 
intoxication."17 The metal audience is articulated into a subculture 
with a distinctive style and activities. It is constituted by its mem- 
bers, but is not fully their own. 

Of course, the members of a music-based youth subculture are 
only a subset of the wider audience for the relevant genre of music. 
Brake notes that "Membership is a difficult problem because there 
are always righteous, full-time members and part-time adherents, 
and outrageous styles reduce marginal membership."l8 Grossberg 
also notes that "being a particular sort of rock fan can take on an 
enormous importance and thus come to constitute a dominant part 
of the fan's identity."19 For any music-based subculture it is an 
empirical question as to what proportion of the audience for the 
genre is made up of members of the subculture. 

It would be foolish to estimate the ratio between membership in 
heavy metal's audience and membership in the heavy metal sub- 
culture. That ratio varies over time and place, and according to the 
range of music that is included within the genre. However, some 
generalizations about the relations between these two sets can be 
made. The ratio was far higher in 1979, when there was little mass- 
media exposure of heavy metal, than it was a decade later. The 
ratio is reduced when groups such as Led Zeppelin or Kiss are 
included in the genre, since these groups attract fans otherwise 
unconnected with the genre. Where the audience is crystallized into 
the demographics most associated with an appreciation of heavy 
metal (where white, blue-collar, male youth form the audience), 
the ratio will be higher. As heavy metal embraces musical styles 
from the heaviest to the lightest, from the growled and snarled to 
the sweetly melodious, from themes of evil and mayhem to those 
of love (romantic, lustful, and even religious), the ratio declines. 

The Core Audience and Its Subculture 

The metal audience can be described in terms of its demographics, 
the set of structural positions valued so highly by market research. 
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The stereotypical metal fan is male, white, and in his rnidteen~.~~ 
s one journalist writes, "heavy metal fans are usually white work- 
g-class males between the ages of 12 and 22."21 Most are also 
lue collar, either in fact or by sentimental attachment. This is an 

e external description of the vast majority of enthusiasts for 
re, from its beginning through the mid-1980s. Further, these 

aracteristics form a consistent pattern across geographical set- 
ngs, although the Japanese and some Latin American fans could 
ot be designated as "white." 
Tastes in popular culture have traditionally been associated with 

tructural position. The point here is not merely to describe the 
eta1 audience in terms of its members' positions in the larger 
cia1 structure (the market-research approach), but to understand 

ow the demographics translate into the constitution of a distinc- 
ve subculture that coconstitutes the metal genre. Heavy metal is 
ot unique in having a demographically specific audience. Pop 
oups such as New Kids on the Block and the Osmond Brothers 

ave equally narrow audiences, though of a rather different com- 
osition. The significant difference between the metal audience and 
ny other narrow audience is that its core is a rather elaborate and 
ong-lived subculture. 

To say that the core of the metal audience belongs to a persisting 
ubculture is to go beyond demographics to the level of social 
roups. The term "subculture" implies an integrity that includes 
nd organizes a variety of elements. The subculture as a whole is 
ore valued by its members than are any of its parts. Each part 

its relative place within the whole. 
ne might ask whether this description really fits the metal au- 

nce. After all, we are talking about a subculture that is named 
er a musical genre. Perhaps the audience is a sheer creation of 

the genre and its commercial mediators. Although that is what 
some disparaging critics like to think, it is not true. Music is the 
master emblem of the heavy metal subculrure, but it is not its mean- 
ing. Indeed, from the aspect of the audience, the music is a function 
of the life-styles and mythologies of a youth group, and must be 
consistent with those life-styles and mythologies in order to be ap- 
ropriated by the group. The ~ o u t h  subculture that forms the core 
f heavy metal provides parameters for the music. Within those 
ounds artists are free to create and the music industry to promote. 
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But they must honor the culture by, at the very least, appearing to collapsed and fragmented at the turn of the new decade, both the 
serve it. blue-collar long-hairs and the psychedelic bands were left stranded. 

Most of the discussion of the audience here will be presented as Eventually they found each other with the help of the music in- 
a general description of the core subculture and its members, leav- dustry and the result was a heavy metal subculture, in which both 
ing out the factor of historical change. This procedure is justified audience and music became essential to one another's definition. 
because, on the whole, the subculture remained remarkably stable The music became the prime representation or emblem of the youth 
through the mid-1980s, and continued to be an important, perhaps group's identity because it cohered with the life-styles and mythol- 
dominant, factor in the metal audience afterward. But in order to ogies of that group. The important thing to note here is that the 
understand the independence of the metal subculture, it is necessary subculture was not a fabrication of the popular-culture industry, 
to note briefly how it arose. but existed, in germ, before heavy metal music as a distinctive genre 

Roots of the Metal Subculture The heavy metal subculture, then, is a legitimate offspring of the 
1960s youth culture, inheriting and preserving some of its central 

The heavy metal subculture is a direct outgrowth from the YOU& symbols, attitudes, practices, and fashions, and carrying them for- 
culture of the 1960s. By the late 1960s the youth culture had spilled ward into the next historical period. Indeed, it might usefully be 
beyond its origins in the fusion between political protest and ro- considered as ruled by an ideal that fuses two of the most powerful 
mantic hedonism to become a style and a mood, a fashion and an ignifying events of the 1960s, Woodstock and Altamont. Wood- 
ethos, which could be appropriated by youth outside the colleges stock, the utopia of peaceful hedonism and community, and Alta- 
and the middle class, the sites at which that culture originated. One ont, the dystopia of macho violence, exemplify the polarity of 
subgroup of youth was especially attracted to the ethos of the ~011th e 1960s youth culture. The heavy metal subculture borrows from 
culture, particularly its attitudes of disrespect for authority and its both of them, never effecting a genuine reconciliation of the uto- 
hedonism, Blue-collar, white, male youth found in the styles and pian and dystopian oppositions, but creating, instead, a shifting 
hedonistic pursuits of the 1960s youth culture a means of justifying bricolage of fashion, ritual, and behavior, which includes elements 
and enhancing their normal rebelliousness against conforming to of each partner in the binary opposition. 
the disciplines of a social order that did not provide them with Thus, the heavy metal subculture basically represents a preser- 
privileges or an attractive future. They adopted the long hairstyle, vationist and conservative tendency, the first 1960s nostalgia move- 
the casual dress, the drugs, and the psychedelic music of the pre- ment, arising amidst the decay of the 1960s youth culture. Why a 
vailing youth culture, but they preserved their traditional gment of white, blue-collar, and male youth should find an ideo- 
chismo and romance with physical power, which were epitom gical home in a nostalgic utopia is partly explained as a response 
by the images of the outlaw biker gang. This hybrid ~011th sub declining economic opportunities for that group, whose mem- 
ture, a melding of hippie and biker, began to appear in the rs faced increasing disadvantages in their lives. They were ripe 
1960s, but it was unorganized and had no unique forms of sel a rock-and-roll fantasy rooted in the high times of the recent 
expression, It was a nondistinctive part of the scene. st. Also, as the general youth culture, which was dominated by 

At the same time that a blue-collar variant of the ~ o u t h  cul ite males, fell apart, white, male, and heterosexual youth be- 
was forming, psychedelic music was getting harder. Indeed, me socioculturally de-centered by emerging movements of women, 
manager of Blue Cheer, one of the hardest ~sychedelic groups, w ys, andnonwhites Nostalgia for centricity, then, also had its 
a former Hell's Angel; straddling two worlds, this manager's care art in the metal subculture's conservation of the 1960s. 
demonstrates that a hybrid subculture was crystallizing on the lev Considered from the viewpoint of historical sociology, heavy 
of its music in the late 1960s.= As the broad 1960s youth cultu metal music is the master emblem of the subculture of a well-defined 
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segment of youth. Not all those who form the audience for metal 053'- In some sense metal is the Ur-rock practice, taking to an ex- 
are white, male, blue-collar youth. Not all white, male, blue-collar meme many of the ideals of 1960s rock. 
youth are members of the metal subculture. But the core of the Not merely rock, but youth culture as such, tends to be male- 
metal audience is a subculture whose members have those d m ~ o -  oriented In his comparative study of adolescent culture in he United 
graphic not by chance, but because heavy metal States, Canada, and Britain, Michael Brake concluded that it is 
music came to express the utopian desires, the life-style, and the "male dominated and predominantly heterosexual, thus celebrating 
discontents of a structurally defined segment of youth- There could masculinity and excluding girls to the peripheV."26 Some commen- 
have been no heavy metal music if there had been no incipient tat01-s note two different adolescent cultures, distinguished by gen- 
subculture ready to guide and embrace it. der, "each with its own distinctive characteristics, style, and world 

an expression of a distinctive segment of youth, the metal view, in which boys are encouraged to settle career and personal 
valorizes the demographics of its membership. h4asc1.1- id en ti^ issues first and foremost, whereas girls are taught that their 

linity, blue-collar sentiments, youthfulness, and, to a lesser extent, primary developmental task is to attract a husband and prepare 
"whiteness" are values shared and upheld by the metal audience. for caring for a family."27 
Moreover, many of the other features of the heavy metal subculture One can go even further, arguing that males, in contrast to fe- 
are strongly related to or implicated in these demographically de- males, tend to form bonding groups with members of their own 
rived values. sex- Writing in 1963, Jules Henry observed that in the United States 

~t is difficult to determine which of the four demographic factors "Boys flock- - . . BOYS are dependent on masculine solidarity 
is the most important in determining the subculture. Together they within a relatively large group. In boys' groups the emphasis is on 
describe a social position that should be understood as a whole, not rmsculine unity; in girls7 cliques the purpose is to shut out other 
analyzed into its components. There are also interrelationships among girls-"" Male culture, for Henry, was centered around sports: "The 
the factors. Since they constitute a complex, the act of discussing fait~fulness of boys to sports is a striking characteristic of 
them separately should be recognized as an act of abstraction- Yet can life- As the season for each sport arrives, the boys are out in 
there is a general order of importance, moving from maleness, field or in the street playing it with dogged loyalty, and the 
through youthfulness, to whiteness, to blue-collar sentiments- Patter of information about the game is a counterpoint to the de- 

termined, excited play. There is a total, almost a religious, corn- 
munit). of sport among boys, in which maleness, masculine 
solidarity, and the rules of the game are validated, year in and year 

Male out-"" His observations-if one substitutes "watching" for "Play- 
Heavy metal is a form of rock music, sharing with that larger cat- g"-also apply to male adults. Substitute "music" for uspor~y' 
egory an array of features. Various authors have commented on nd one gets an idea of the intensity of the heavy metal subculture. 

"That the audience for heavy-metal music is heavily rnale-dom- 
cknowledged, and statistically confirmed."30 
1 group such as Aerosmith had an all-male 

owing during the 1970s. Steve Tyler, the group's singer, bluntly 
nowledges this truth: "It used to be the only girls at Aerosmi& 

background. The romantic ideology that Was ranipant in the o came to blow us on the bus." His band 
schools suessed a bohemian ideal, which was both ~ ~ ~ a ~ c u l i n e  a* n, agrees: "We used to call our fans the blue 
somewhat misogynistic.*5 Heavy metal artists did not come from Y, - We'd look out and all we'd see were these stadiums 
the art schools but were, like their fans, steeped in the rock ideal- of guys in bluejeans, a sea of blue."31 
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But the heavy metal audience is more than just male; it is mas- are so prevalent among adolescent males. Young males are, at a 
culinist. That is, the heavy metal subculture, as a community with inimum, ambivalent regarding women, seeking to escape from 
shared values, norms, and behaviors, highly esteems masculinit~. aiernal and other forms of female authority and fearful of being 
Whereas other youth cultures and audiences, such as the early- boys," and yet attracted to women sexually. 
1970s glam rock following that coalesced around David Bowie7 on patterns, in which boys are allowed freer 
and the mid-1980s pop audience for Culture Club and Michael than girls, make the transition from youth to adulthood more 
Jackson, countenanced play with gender, heavy metal fans are fficult for males than for females. The expected adult role in 
deadly earnest about the value of male identity. Masculinity is Western industrialized society is closer to the female pattern of low 
understood in the metal subculture to be the binary opposite of aggression, stricter conformity to the "rules," and supervision by 
femininity. ~ u c h  like the religious fundamentalism that denounces adults, such as spouses. Heavy metal music celebrates the very 
heavy metal, the metal subculture holds that gender differences are qualities that boys must sacrifice in order to become adult members 
rooted in the order of things: it is perilous even to question, let 
alone play with or breach, the boundaries. m and misogyny that characterize he metal 

Influenced in part by the British biker subculture and the related, y its sense of community. Females who 
though more diffuse, American  greaser^,"^^ the masculinist model ininity, that is, who dress in jeans and black 
predated metal. Willis's analysis of the motor-bike boys defines the n more importantly display a love of the 
model: "Their appearance was aggressively masculine. The motor- ed and treated as equals at such events as 
cycle gear both looked tough, with its leather, studs and denim7 certs. Open hostility of various sorts is displayed toward fe- 
and by association with the motor-bike, took over some of the es who do not conform to the dress and behavior codes. Women 
intimidating quality of the machine. Hair was worn long. - . . 0 dress in "provocative" amre, such as miniskim and hi& heels, 
Tattoos on the hands, arms and chest were extremely common.''33 either denounced as sluts waiting to have sex with the band or 

Interpretations of such boys-only groups abound. A feminist as- ogled as obnoxiously as they might be by the most chauvinistic 
sessment understands these groups in terms of male bonding, struction workers. The distinction made by the metal subcul- 
through which "men learn from each other that they are entitled o dress and behave according to the mas- 

o fit feminine stereotypes indicates that it 
ity, not biological differences, &at is of 

e masculinist element in metal subculture is not merely rele- 
toward and treatment of women. There is also 

attitude of extreme intolerance toward male homosexuality, 
subcultures have a defensive nature. metal fans "are often vehemently opposed to other forms 

music and to acts that display the slightest hint of ambisexuality. 
toriously homophobic . . . and generally re- 

any act that does not go in for metal's much-macho posturing 
eneath contempt."36 The term "homophobic" is embedded in 

ory that interprets hatred as an emotional re- 
. Whether it is appropriate for characterizing 

model, wheathe mother disappoints as a failed love object, all metal subculture is a debatable point that cannot be resolved 
for an understanding of the misogyny and male chauvinism 
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During the 1970s the British Skinheads carried the animus against 1984 of 1500 twelve to eighteen year olds who were representative 
homosexuality into the activity of "Queer Ba~hing."~' The metal of the national population "found that almost 81 % of the students 
subculture did not incorporate this violent practice, but expressed cited music as an important part of their lives. Music was the sam- 
its abhorrence for gays by means of more acceptable cultural prac- ple's fourth highest ranked hobby."39 
tices, such as an impassioned loathing for disco music.38 The rele- Rock music in general responds to the ambivalence of youth. 
vance of and hostility toward homosexuality in the heavy meta "Caught between the moment of suspended freedom and the tran- 
subculture is in some sense a reaction of resistance by masculinis sition from dependency to responsibility, the typical dualistic con- 
interests against the change in dominant values. The gay culture, sciousness of youth is modified by the counter-tendencies to sink 
the source of the mass popularity of disco and disco fashion, cam back into childhood and to advance towards adul th~od."~~ "Teen- 
to be admired in the 1970s by the hip culture mavens. At that tim age culture is, in part, an authentic response to this situation, an 
too, the gay rights movement came into its own. Gays "cornin area of common symbols and meanings, shared in pan or in whole 
out'' of the closet were seen by many traditional males as flauntin by a generation, in which they can work out or work through not 
their "gay culture." only the natural tensions of adolescence, but the special tensions 

The masculine mystique that characterizes the metal subcultur of being an adolescent in our kind of People seem to 
has many roots, the most important of which is simply the gener become members of youth subcultures at a structurally meaningful 
sexist bias of modem and more generally human culture, which time: "[Membership] occurs in the period between, or near to, the 
intensified by the special insecurities of youth. This general end of the school career, usually at a point when education is per- 
dency is fortified in a historically specific way by the social, ceived as meaningless in terms of a young person's work prospects, 
tural, and economic marginalization of white, blue-collar males and lasts until marriage."42 
the post-1960s era. The heavy metal subculture is usefully inte Heavy metal's subculture emerged from the wreckage of the youth 
preted as a defensive reaction of members of this group as the ounter(sub)culture of the 1960s. The great consensus following 
standing and security declined. In this sense the masculinism rld War I1 was shattered in the United States by the civil rights 
heavy metal is the same son of dialectical negation of the for ovement and then the antiwar movement. The youth subculture, 
unleashed by the 1960s as is the fundamentalist agenda (which amalgam of the so-called hippie movement and the free speech 
includes masculinism) of metal's most vigorous foes. But this ovement on college campuses, and a wide assortment of com- 
lectical negation is not complete. A masculinism that coexists wi ial and community-based groupings, emerged in the second 
and is expressed by long hair and the S&M paraphernalia of se of the 1960s. It spread around the world, including Britain, 
ments of the gay subculture bespeaks a compromise formation, ere it merged with class-based youth subcultures. Symbolized by 
bricolage, an unconscious drive to synthesize binaries, to carry o e audience at the Woodstock Festival in 1969 and by terms such 
the 1 9 6 0 ~ ~  when, for a moment, male supremacy, hedonism, the generation gap," the youth culture was never as all-encom- 
the rejection of established authorities and codes all seemed to ssing as the media, always eager to woo baby boomers nostalgic 

mutually compatible. their lost youth, would have one believe. But it was a genuine 
tural phenomenon that, as it broke apart, released a host of 

Youth 
elated social and cultural movements, including heavy metal. 

A series of events beginning in 1968, some of which were meant 
The metal subculture is also characterized by the midadolesce repress the counterculture, shattered its fragile unity. The litany 
age grouping of its membership. That metal's audience is ove r the United States includes the police riot at the Democratic 
whehingly Rung is not surprising. Audiences for rock music tr ational Convention in Chicago in 1968, the deaths and disorder 
ditionally have been teenagers. For example, a study ~ublished at the Altamont Concert in 1969, the National Guard's shooting 
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of students at Kent State University in 1970, and the end of the 
draft. Cultural icons died too. "The hippie counter-culture con- 
fronted its own demise most dramatically in the deaths of Hendrix 
and Joplin. With the break-up of the Beatles, the murder of a par- 
ticipant in the 1969 Altamont Rock festival . . . the degeneration 
into drug-ravaged slums of . . . Haight-Ashbury and New York's 
East Village, it became clear even to its adherents that 'the dream' 
was over."43 

The ensuing fragmentation, which led to what Tom Wolfe mis- 
characterized as the "me decade," was the environment in which 
the metal subculture surfaced. Grossman, in his social history of 
rock music, characterizes heavy metal, which he calls "downer 
rock," as a response to the antiyouth crusade. "It appeared that 
society had formally declared war against the young and Heavy 
Rock brought forth Downer Rock, a particularly appropriate genre 
for the times."44 

At least as serious as the undoing of the youth counterculture, 
and concurrent with it, was the radical change in the meaning of 
the term "youth" in social discourse. Beyond and indeed in place 
of its use in referring to a biological or a social group, "youth" 
became a cultural signifier, referring to a style and a spirit. Through 
the 1960s the notion of "youth" was anchored to its biological and 
social definitions; that is, the youth culture belonged to that group 
in the population that was undergoing adolescent maturation and 
was moving socially from childhood to adulthood. But then the 
youth culture got co-opted into the general leisure culture and lost 
its moorings in a particular age group. It became what semioticians 
call a "floating signifier," a designation or identification that could 
be taken up by anyone as the emblem of a life-style. It became chic 
for adults to take up aspects of the youth culture in the mid-1960s, 
but afterwards a youthful image, as defined by the leisure culture, 
became a normalized component of anything else that might be 
"chic" or "trendy" or "hip" or "in." 

The fundamental marginalization of young people is reflected in 
the change of "youth" from a signifier that once designated their 
particular state of being to a signifier for a cultural category. Hav- 
ing been set loose from its biological and social moorings, "youth" 
dri4s around them, drawing upon their significance but only so 
much as to remain acceptable for appropriation by anyone of any 

Digging the Music: Proud Pariahs 3 09 I 

biological age or social position. "Youth" as a cultural category 
has been eviscerated and sublimated into a commercialized spirit 
of "youthfulness." In the process of becoming a floating signifier, 
available for appropriation and manipulation, "youth" became 
detached from young people. Youth in the sense of young people 
in a special biological and social predicament became marginal to 
"youth" as a cultural code of beliefs, values, sentiments, and 
practices. 

Young people responded to the extomon of "youth" in a variety 
of ways. Mainly they merged into the youthful leisure culture as 
its distinctive representatives. Others, reacting in the manner of 
tribal peoples who have become deracinated, dropped out of so- 
ciety into depression, becoming heavy users of alcohol and other 
drugs, and sometimes committing suicide. Some entered cults and 
authoritarian sects, which set themselves sharply off from the gen- 
eral culture. Still others formed subcultures that raised the symbolic 
stakes too high for the general leisure culture easily to co-opt them. 

The heavy metal and punk subcultures are the two dominant 
examples of youth attempting to create and hold onto their own 
distinctive and unassimilable culture. The significance in both sub- 
cultures of hairstyles demonstrates the raising of symbolic stakes. 
Cashmore argues that punk's major feature was the valorization 
of youth: "Punks decried anyone or anything connected with the 
established social order as boring old farts (BOFs). They regurgi- 
tated the impulse behind the mod slogan of the 1960s, 'I hope I 
die before I get old.' "45 Although dissimilar on the surface, the 
heavy metal and punk styles were united at their core by the desire 
to constitute themselves as unacceptable to the respectable world. 
They could not be modified, in the way that clothes can, to allow 
for weekend warriors. Metal and punk required permanent stig- 
mata. The subculture was inscribed on the body. More recently, as 
metal has itself become somewhat of a floating signifier, thrash 
metal, a kind of hybrid of metal and punk, has arisen as an exclu- 
sivist youth subculture by emphasizing elements unacceptable to 
the vast majority of adults. 

Both the metal and punk subcultures borrowed heavily from prior 
youth cultures. In a highly oversimplified summary, punk took a 
rave-up beat from early rock and roll, and cobbled it together with 
inverted features of art-rock conventions. Metal appropriated mu- 
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sical, visual, and performance elements from the hard-rockhiker The adults who continue to appreciate metal rarely use the metal 
and the psychedelic musical subcultures. Whereas punk's trans- media, except for playing their old albums. They do not attend 
formations were understood, internally and by the critics, as pro- many, if any, concerts; do not buy new metal releases or metal 
gressive, metal's appropriations were interpreted, from within and magazines; and do not call in requests on the radio. Many do not 
especially from without, as retrograde. Indeed, the heavy metal even play their albums all that much, but they have not thrown 
subculture initially was a movement to preserve the best of the them out either. Once part of the metal subculture, they are now 
youth counterculture even as it died. Beyond the musical compo- like wistful emigrants, living a continent away in another world 

nents, heavy metal perpetuated the sense of community, the use of 
marijuana, and the visual element of performances, among other 
values and practices. The conservativism of the metal subculture, 
so abhorred by the critics, is rooted here: "there are few things as 
conservative and hidebound as a crazed Heavy Metal fan."46 The e members of the metal subculture are predominantly white, 

metal subculture selected only a small portion of the 1960s ~ o u t h  
culture to preserve, but what it chose was genuine. Perhaps the music are also over- 

critics of metal simply do not like to be reminded that the 1960s 
contained both more and less than they wish it did. ultural significance. 

What happens to heavy metal fans when they become adults? That significance is not overtly or even necessarily covertly racist. 
The metal subculture does not fully include those metal fans who " than it is an ab- 
are no longer in their teens. Commentators contend that "Heavy e-an obtrusive absence-of blacks. 

metal was consumed by one generation of teenagers after another; 
attending a concert, one would rarely find anyone over the age of which symbolically 
eighteen or nineteen. Heavy metal, with its deafening volume and om the host com- 
proud hostility to cultural and aesthetic niceties, is the primary  nit^."^^ An affection for black music, found in mid-1950s Amer- 
music of teenage rebellion and, almost by definition, something a teenagers and in early 1960s British youth, was not merely a 

listener o~tgrows."~' for the inherent features of the music. It also included the 
Not everyone seems to outgrow it fully, but evidence of adult 

metal fans is hard to come by. Adults are not studied as an audience 
seen to be unre- 

to fuse blackness 
as a suitable ve- 

certs in the late 1980s (Ozzy, the regrouped Deep Purple, an 
Motarhead, among others), revealed a few people who were well atavism offended their elders, as did its racial connections, and 

past their youth. The rest of the audience not only tolerated thes 
generational oddities, but saw their presence as an affirmation of 
the metal culture itself.48 The same is not true of audiences for lite 
I metal groups, such as Poison and Rart, nor for speed and thrash 

metal groups such as Anthrax, Slayer, and Nuclear Assault. Li 
and thrash metal audiences tend to be uniformly adolescent. 
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rejecting strains, was in full flower. At the same time, civil rights notably in south Texas, the audience for heavy metal is rapidly 
legislation to have an impact in housing, in schools, and in growing and the metal subculture is taking root. 
the workplace. n i s ,  coupled with the severe downturn in the econ- Although the white demographic base was not given cultural 
omy, led to a strong sense of resentment against blacks by marginal eqression primarily as a racial value, either in the prowhite or the 
whites. The situation in Britain was different- Prior to World War antiblack sense, metal has been associated with a strong ethno- 
11 there were few people of color in the British population- In the centrism bordering on xenophobia. But while the Skinheads 
1960s Commonwealth subjects from the Indian subcontinent and out similar hostilities by "Paki-Bashing," making racial violence 
the Caribbean islands began to move to Britain in large numbers- central to their subculture,il the metal subculture was not aggres- 
The out-in-the-street culture of the latter group, in conjunction with sive in the same way. 
the severe recession in Britain in the 1970~,  elicited racist sentiment Many of the symbols, especially the visual ones, of heavy metal 
from whites. In the general climate of social tension, are derived from medieval northern Europe, andellt Anglo-Saxon, 
white youth had to look elsewhere than black culture to shock their and Nordic mythologies. Thus the heavy metal subculture is less a 
elders. racially based than a cultural grouping, drawing on he symbols of 

I~ both Great Britain and North America, one could look over p h m l a r  ethnic traditions. Emerging at the time of a "discovering 
the vast sea of thousands of faces at a heavy metal concert and fail and celebrating one's roots" mania among r a d  and e&nic groups, 
to find one black person. By the mid-1980~~ when a few brave particularly in the United States, the valorization of "white" into 
blacks started to enter the arena, they were in the company of their heavy metal subculture can be interpreted as the creation of the 
white buddies. 1 recall speaking with an articulate and intellige semblance of an ethnic group for individuals who were perceived 
black college student, an avid metal guitarist. His favorite ban to be nonethnics in the Anglo-American context. Jon Epstein, 
~ ~ ~ h ,  was coming to town, and although he would have loved t studying a group of junior high school students in 1990 in ~ ~ r t h  
have seen them, he was too intimidated to go (He did get to atten Carolina, found that their musical preferences were closely 
their concert the next year and reported no problems.) with race. Blacks preferred rap, whites rnetal.52 

The experience of this black fan points up the fact, already note 
in the seaion on maleness, that the metal subculture tends to b 
tolerant of those outside its core demographic base who follow i 
codes of dress, appearance, and behavior, and who show devotio It is generally accepted that the members of the metal 
to the music. Neither sexist, ageist, nor racist on principle, th are predominantly male, young, and white. Some commentators 
metal subculture is exclusivist, insistent upon upholding the cod add that they also tend to come from ~ o r k i n ~ - c l a ~ ~ / b l ~ ~ - ~ ~ l l ~ ~  
of its core membership. backgrounds.53 This observation is more accurate concerning En- 

Hispanics rarely joined the heavy metal subculture until the 1 gland than the United States. Class consciousness and class segre- 
1980s. The fragmentation of the youth subculture in the ear gation are far more pronounced in Britain than in the United States. 
1970s~ which had integrated some elements of Hispanic music ( Much of British leisure culture is class-based, whereas America has 
example, Santana), led to the emergence of a new wave of SePara far more mass entertainments, which are enjoyed by people over a 
Hispanic music. Salsa and its variants were the musical base of wide range of b m n e  levels, occupational statuses, and other class- 
Hispanic youth subculture. There was nothing in the metal subc elated positions. Thus youth subcultures that are related, in part, 
ture that symbolically excluded Hispanics. Indeed, a number leisure culture, are more class-based in Britain than they are in 

J symbols found in some segments of metal were present in som e United States.54 But in a cultural sense, heavy metal has a class 
Hispanic cultures, especially the symbolism of death- In com*u fication wherever it appears. For the United States, it might be 
ties in the United States where Mexican youth are in the major1 ost accurate to say that metal partakes of a blue-collar ethos. 
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Blue-collar mythologies replace the romance of black culture in 
metal's syllabus of rebellion. 

During the 1970s the working class(es) in the West were under 
siege. The fierce economic "stagflation," caused in part by the OPEC 
oil cartel, seriously hurt those working at manufacturing jobs. 
Working-class youths could no longer expect to follow their fathers 
and uncles into the nearby factories. Unions, particularly in Britain, 
were undermined by legislation restricting their rights.SS The reces- 
sion was felt to be especially severe, because it stood in contrast to 
the recent boom times of the 1960s. The structural position of 
youth is most influenced by upturns and downturns in the econ- 
omy. Punk in England was one response to the deteriorating con- 
ditions and heavy metal was another. "The days of affluence were 
over by about 1976,"56 a year that saw the full flowering of both 
of these youth subcultures. 

In addition to suffering straightened economic conditions, the 
working class was culturally threatened by the growing hegemony 
of a middle-class/mass-culture life-style in the mass media. In the 
United States many blue-collar families migrated from their "rust 
belt" surroundings, dislocating the sense of community that had 
existed there for several generations. Brake argues that "Subcul- 
tures try to retrieve the lost, socially cohesive elements in the parent 
culture; they attempt to relocate 'in an imaginary relation' the real 
relations which those in subcultures cannot tran~cend."~' Thus, just 
as the heavy metal subculture was a response to the collapse of the 
1960s youth culture, it was also a response to the cultural margin- 
alization of the working class. 

In terms of many of its values and mythologies, the heavy metal 
subculture is blue collar. The expectations for blue-collar young 
males is that they will sow their wild oats in a "period of intense 
emotion, colour, and excitq,ment during the brief respite between 
school and the insecurities of the early days of working and settling 
down into marriage and a d ~ l t h o o d . " ~ ~  

The heavy metal audience was never exclusively working class. 
The older metal fans, those in their late teens and early twenties, 
were more likely to be blue-collar workers, but a significant pomon 
of high school-aged adherents came from middle-class families?' 
Nonetheless, blue-collar culture permeated the heavy metal sub- 
culture. The separation of the sexes, the boisterous, beer-swilling, 
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male camaraderie, among other features, are rooted in blue-collar 
folkways. Hebdige interprets part of the heavy metal subculture as 
a "football terrace machismo,"60 a distinctly male, working-class 
culture. 

By the 1970s the blue-collar romance had the same appeal for 
middle-class youth that the black fantasia had for an earlier cohort 
in the 1950s. Blue-collar culture was disreputable. Parents who felt 
that their middle-class affluence was insecure were outraged when 
their kids became d6c1assC7 just as earlier generations of parents 
had been appalled by their children adopting "negro" music and 
styles, or the hippie life-style. American youth cultures, succeeding 
one another over decades and embracing a variety of styles, all 
rebel against the bourgeois culture. The process has been aptly 
characterized as "prestige from below."61 The middle-class kids 
who embraced metal were not from the upper reaches of their class. 
They were centered in the lower middle class, whose members are 
the most insecure in their standing. There could be few things more 
threatening for lower-middle-class parents than to witness their sons 
aping blue-collar manners and espousing blue-collar values. 

The class composition of the core metal audience is working and 
middle class, but the metal subculture is steeped in the blue-coll& 
ethos. Ethos, however, need not and does not translate in this case 
into a political stance. The members of the metal subculture nor- 
mally do not have the sense of themselves as political actors in the 
way that the punks did.62 This is a major reason why they are not 
admired by the graduates of the counterculture who became the 
dominant popular music critics. In the metal subculture, blue-collar 
style and sentiments are tied to political attitudes, but these are not 

ogressive in any conventional sense, basically amounting to a 
nical animosity toward those in positions of governmental au- 
ority. There is a strongly shared antibourgeois sentiment, but this 
a remnant of the youth counterculture. For fans, perhaps the 

worst thing that can be said about a heavy metal band is that it 
has "gone commer~ial."~~ 

The demographic unity of the metal subculture shifted in the 
mid-1980s. The differentiation of heavy metal into rather distinc- 
ve subgenres, especially in the United States, described in chapter 
paralleled these demographic changes. Overall, the heavy metal 
dience became de-differentiated. The age group widened on both 
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ends of the midteen norm and wider ranges of the middle class 
became involved. In addition, nonwhite, especially Latin American, 
groups entered the audience; and evangelical Christian youth got 
their own subgenre of metal. Chicago has even given birth to a Gay 
Metal Society, which might seem to deconstruct the subculture al- 
together. Most importantly, females became a significant segment 
of metal fans. This has led in the Chicago area to the formation of 
the Chicago Women's Rock Club, the motto of which is "Let 'em 
know that you're no bimbo." These changes in the demographics 
of the audience did not impact on each of the metal subgenres 
uniformly. The audiences for classic metal, which continued tra- 
ditional heavy metal, lite or pop metal, and speedlthrash metal 
were as differentiated as the distinctive forms of music that they 
appreciated. See Appendix B for the relationship between type of 
metal and gender. 

The classic metal audience maintained the demographics de- 
scribed above for the heavy metal subculture, but not as strictly. 
The audience for thrashlspeed metal, particularly those examples 
of it that integrated many punk elements, became exclusively male 
and concentrated at the lower end of the age group. Lite metal 
audiences became almost undistinguishable demographically from 
pop-rock audiences: they were teenaged, middle class, and included 
significant percentages of females. Indeed, males were in the mi- 
nority of the audiences for some groups, such as Ratt, Poison, and 
White Lion.64 The group Bon Jovi was seen to be the major inno- 
vator of lite metal, creating a music which, while specifically aimed 
at a female audience, did not fully alienate the males.6s 

The appearance of thrash metal and lite metal at approximately 
the same time is not a coincidence. The integration of females into 
the metal subculture through the lite subgenre aided the rise of 
thrash. Although gender issues do not account for the existence 
of thrash, the subgenre did spawn a basically male subculture at 
a time when not only metal, but other traditional male bastions, 
such as football and stock car racing, were being de-gendered. That 
is, thrash is a dialectical negation of the de-gendering tendency, 
attempting to restore the maleness of the traditional metal sub- 
culture. 

A survey of high school students in a northeastern American city 
in 1989 reached a conclusion that was unanticipated by the re- 
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searchers: "Surprisingly, gender is not related to liking heavy 
Preferences do not amount to membership in the subcul- 

ture. Nonetheless, this does indicate a shift in the gender distribu- 
tion of the metal audience, which correlates with the fragmentation 
of the music into subgenres. 

Despite the demographic changes of the 1980s, the original 
makeup of the heavy metal audience-male, midteen, white, and 
blue collar-left a deep trace on the metal subculture(s), which 
continued to valorize and culturalize these demographic categories. 
For example, female "headbangers" of the 1980s look the part of 
the male fantasy of the "whore-bitch," the cliche constantly pre- 
sented in metal videos. 

As a valorization and culturalization of demographic categories, 
the metal subculture is a child of its time. In a world in which all 
groups have been de-centered, marginalization tends to become a 
universal condition. The metal subculture follows the black and 
Chicano movements in making a strong sense of negative margin- 
ality a badge of honor by taking as its name an epithet hurled 
against it. It is a cultural defense for maleness, a ghetto for youth 
when "youth" no longer signifies the young, a white preserve by 
default, and a stylization of blue-collar leisure culture. It is the 
reproduction of a world that never was, but in constituting itself 
as this yearned-for world it has become a real force in the lives of 
individuals and even in the environing society. It cannot make the 
world at large over, but it provides that world with some of its 
significance and meaning. 

The Human Geography of Metal 

the 1970s the heavy metal subculture was, for the most part, 
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south axis. The heavy metal subculture thrived in the northern firmed in 1989, when Ozzy Osbourne and other metal artists per- 
parts of the country, particularly in the industrial midlands. Cities formed in Moscow. One hundred noisy motorcyclists "buzzed the 
such as Birmingham spawned artists and audiences. London, in the Ukraine hotel early one morning until Osbourne indulged them 
south, was never a metal mecca, except when touring bands got to with an appearan~e."~~ The metal subculture in the Soviet Union 
play at its arenas. The heavy metal subculture was ~ r o b a b l ~  in is heavily male. In 1989 Francine Du Plessix Gray studied Soviet 
existence by 1973 in England, although setting exact dates for its women and found that they lived in a different world from that of 
appearance is as difficult as establishing the precise moment when Soviet males. Reporting on a conversation with a teenaged girl, she 
heavy metal music emerged- wrote, "Apart from books, her favorite distraction was ballroom 

Several years later the United States could be said to have a fully dancing-waltz, tango-but her male friends disdained such music 
articulated heavy metal subculture. Here too the audience was not and liked only heavy-metal rock, which she detestedem70 
evenly dispersed, but was concentrated in the large cities of the The Japanese took to heavy metal the way they have taken to so 

American Midwest, as well as in medium-sized cities and blue- many forms of Western leisure culture. Heavy metal subculture was 
suburbs. These sites were areas where lower-middle-class and strong enough to encourage major metal tours to include Japan in 

working-class whites were more likely to be found. Large coastal their itinerary (often combining it with a trip to Australia). mass 
cities tend to embrace more "hip" styles. Metal, even when it was merchandising becomes worldwide, metal has gained followers 
new, was definitely not hip, and, as the 1970s continued, the image elsewhere in Asia. For example, some computer software pirates in 
of metal as antihip became a clichC Canada's metal subculture, Hang Kong have developed a taste for the music; the owners of a 
centering in the Toronto area, was fully in place by the late 1970s. software shop are reported to pass the time bargaining with cus- 

In Europe, Germany's metal subculture emerged in the mid-1970s. tomers, smoking, and listening to "heavy metal bands (Iron Maiden 
It was large enough by 1981 to have had an important impaa on and Led Zeppelin are favorites)."'l 
record sales in the co~ntry.~'  The spread of the genre initially ran Heavy metal subcultures have grown up, during the 1980s, in 
along the northern tier of the continent. By the early 1980s ther many places, such as Brazil and Mexico, that are far from their 
were well-established metal subcultures in all of the ~candinavia core sites. What is needed for the emergence of the metal subculture 

countries, and small ones in parts of Italy, France, and Spain. is enough affluence for adolescents to have a youth culture. Indeed, 
Poland seems to have been the first country in the former Eastern David Handelman argues that whereas the punk rebellion in En- 

bloc to develop a serious heavy metal subculture, partly becaus gland "was fueled by lower-class anger and social unrest," heavy 
the Polish government, in contrast to other iron curtain regimes metal seems "a particularly middle-American-youth phenomenon," 

the music to be heard. Indeed, the state-run radio sta because "in America the average middle-class Joe can afford some 

tions actually offered heavy metal programs. The appeal of form of the good life. . . . So instead of roaming the streets, al- 
music to Polish youth is highly complex, mixing more ~olitic ienated youths cruise the malls, more bored than angry. . . . And 
motives with the basic metal ethos found in the West. With heavy metal has caught on as a sort of Lite punk: it smells and 
decline of Soviet imperialism, metal is being avidly taken up else stes like rebelljon but without that political afterta~te."~~ Al- 
where in Eastern Europe: "When the wall gave way last ~ovembe  ough Handelman is referring to the lite metal of the late 1980s, 
119891, East German rock and roll fans hit West Berlin's reco e audience for which expanded beyond metal's core audience, his 
shops with flying deutsche marks and sticky fingers," picking u marks point up the need for elements of a consumer society to 

albums by such metal artists as Bon Jovi, ACIDC, ~eta l l ica ,  xist in order to sustain the hedonistic component of the metal 

Led Zeppelin.68 
The spirit of glasnost has allowed Soviet youth access to h But affluence alone is not sufficient for the spread of the metal 

metal and subcultures are forming there. Their presence was subculture. There must also be a decline of the native ~ u l t u r e ' ~  pull 
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on its youth. If the strength of the dominant religion is strong or 
if a sufficiently severe political struggle absorbs the identity and 
commitment of adolescents, heavy metal subcultures will not arise, 
because there will be alternative channels to hedonism into which 
youthful aspirations and discontents can flow. For example, the 
pull of Islam seems to be strong enough, even outside the Middle 
East, to preclude metal from getting a foothold among Moslem 
youth. Also, much of the iconography of heavy metal is related to 
northern European pagan cultures, .so where there is native reso- 
nance with those symbols metal is more likely to be adopted. There 
are, however, many points of contact among the world's mythol- 
ogies and romances. For example, in Japan it was easy to read the 
Samurai tradition into metal heroics. Similarly, the focus on death 
in Mexican and Brazilian culture resonates with speedJthrash metal 
imagery in particular, especially with that variant known as death 
metal. 

The spread of metal beyond the West, attended by the diffusion 
of its subculmre, has caused a change in that subculture, making 
it less provincial. Metal's popularity in non-Western areas has be- 
come a cause for rejoicing in the metal community since it dem- 
onstrates the universal appeal of the music. For example, Iron 
Maiden's trip to Poland in 1984 was greeted in the metal press as 
proof of the existence of an international metal community. Bands 
denote their playing schedules as a "world tour," albums are re- 
corded with titles such as World Wide Live and Maiden lapan, and 
performers crow about being the first to play in Poland, the USSR, 
and elsewhere. Here, as at the origins of metal, the demographics 
of the heavy metal audience are valorized and culturalized. But it 
is no longer the same audience, although it is still preponderantly 
young and mostly male. 

Just as during the 1980s metal began to appeal to new groups 
within its core sites, it also became rooted in new sites. But as it 
has spread it has not lost its ethos. In a social irony, the music that 
preserved a utopia for a provincial and restricted group has now 
become transnational, addressing youth throughout the worid who 
feel thwarted by technological society and frustrated by its de- 
,mands. If metal is reactionary, it seems that reaction has a firm 
place in the contemporary cultural bricolage. 

I 
i 
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The Elements of the Heavy Metal Subculture 
I 

A subculture unites its members on the basis of very specific objects 
and practices, which make the members distinctive both to others 
and to themselves. The romantic and utopian themes of the heavy , 

metal subculture, which often make it appear to be a quasi-religion, 
generate emblems, icons, rituals, and symbols that are particular- 
ized as are those of any religious faith. Straw's conclusion that the 
members of the heavy metal audience "exhibit coherent and con- 
sistent taste patterns which distinguish them from the casuaI au- 
diences for eclectic, trans-generic examples of rock is an 
understatement for those who belong to the core of the subculture. 
For them, the subculture is the basis of a visible and unique com- 
munity that nurtures an inner spirit and set of experiences. 

The Music 

Music is the master emblem of the heavy metal subculture. It is its 
official raison d'Gtre. But the apparent centricity of the music is 
deconstructed when what is meant by the term "the music" is ex- 
amined. Is it the sounds, and, if so, which ones or combinations of 
them? Is it the lyrics and, if so, does that mean equating lyrics with 
poetry? Is it the visual elements that have always accompanied the 
sounds, such as album covers, stage settings, and music videos? 
Finally, does the music include the memories of the social relations 
that it seems to nurture? With reservations, all of these questions 
can be answered affirmatively. "The music" is a bricolage. 

The cultural object itself, heavy metal music, is described in 
chapter 2. Here my specific concern is to explain how the members 
of the heavy metal subculture integrate the music into their wider 
life-style. What meanings do they give to it? How do they interpret 
it? What are their standards of criticism? Love for a certain kind 
of music is not something inborn, timeless, or spontaneous; such 
love is nurtured in social relations. In 1982 an Italian terrorist 
group kidnapped and proceeded to torture an American brigadier 
general by making him listen to ACDC. Torturers and tortured, 
along with the general American public and mass media, held the 
same negative judgment of AC/DC.74 But metal fans found the in- 
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cident bizarrely amusing, since they willingly expose themselves to 
the same music and find it to be pleasurable. It evokes certain 
emotions in them and expresses and epitomizes their subculture; it 
has, in Lucy Green's terms, both "inherent meaning" as a directly 
valued experience and "delineated meaning" as a signifier of a life- 
style that runs beyond musical express i~n.~~ 

For the heavy metal subculture the sonic elements of the music 
take precedence over its textual, visual, or social components. One 
basic standard is the decibel level of the music. Loudness is valued 
as an end in itself. References to this feature abound, from the oft- 
quoted "If it's too loud, you're too old," to song titles such as 
Manowar's "All Men Play on Ten," which refers to the loudest 
setting on amplifiers and stereo tuners. One metalhead is quoted 
as saying, "The whole point of heavy metal music is to get out of 
your mind. The music is always so loud I can never hear the words, 
but it is just a basic noise to blast your brains O U ~ . " ~ ~  Although not 
all fans would agree completely, no one at a metal show would 
think of complaining that the music was too loud. Those who wear 
ear plugs, beloved by critics and essential for some musicians, do 
so surreptitiously. 

Pitch is also significant. The audience appreciates the bottom 
sound, the source of the term "heavy" in "heavy metal." As a result 
of the massive amplification of the music and the properties of 
sound that require lower sounds to be amplified with extra power 
to be heard equally with the rest of the range, one can physically 
feel the bottom sounds. They resonate in the chest cavity, creating 
a sensation cherished by metal fans. The music's sensibility embod- 
ies and epitomizes the culture. The heavy bottom sound connotes 
masculinity. As in other forms of youth music, notably punk, loud- 
ness, the source of the power so valued in metal, is a signifier of 
rambunctious adolescence. 

The genre features of a strong vocalist and a technically profi- 
cient lead guitarist, whose work is allowed to stand out, are insisted 
upon by the audience. Fans comment on the guitarist most of all 
and bands are often evaluated according to the relative greatness 
of their guitarists. The guitar riffs are a counterpoint to sheer loud- 
ness and a heavy bottom sound. They are precise, often elaborate, 
and require much dexterity on the part of the performer. At con- 
certs the audience falls silent and listens in rapt attention to a great 
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guitar solo. Here the music is not merely a noise to blast one's 
brains out, but a pattern of sounds that evokes emotions, illustrat- 
ing once again the complexity of metal as a cultural form. 

Lyrics 

The subculture's standards for lyrics are less precise, less articulate, 
and less shared. ~ a n d s  such as Iron Maiden and Rush are highly 
esteemed for their eloquent and meaning-charged lyrics. Groups 
such as Judas Priest are appreciated for words that give vent to the 
intense feelings of their fans. Nevertheless, heavy metal is not a 
genre that privileges lyrics and its followers do not evaluate them 
as elements in a coherent, fully articulated, worldview." 

The research on lyrics indicates that adolescents neither attend 
to, know, nor understand the verbal texts of even their favorite 

b songs.78 A sample of adolescents was asked in the mid-1980s 
L 
"hether they attended to the lyrics or to the sound of a song. The 
1 results of the study indicated that 12 percent claimed to attend to 
'a 1 lyrics carefully, 58 percent stated that they were most concerned ' with the "general sound" of a song, and 30 percent said that both I the lyrics and the general sound were significant to them.79 Females 

seem to be more attentive to lyrics than males.80 No similar study 
has been made of members of the heavy metal subculture, but the 
impression that I get from interviews and conversations is that a 
large majority of metal fans would agree that, for them, both the 
lyrics and the sound are important. About a third would cite the 
music alone. Reviewing the literature on lyric comprehension, Roger 
Desmond concluded that the research shows that about one-third 
of adolescent listeners can grasp the meaning of the words in pop- 
ular songs.81 

One of the ways in which members of the heavy metal subculture 
show their commitment to the genre is to know the lyrics. In metal 
the lyrics are usually included with the albums, particularly by those 
groups whose lyrics have more substance than merely "Let's party!" 
and "I'm hot for her." Thus, heavy metal fans are more likely than 
other adolescents to be familiar with the lyrics of their favorite 
songs. Desmond indicates that only those who are most committed 
to a type of music or a particular band are able to recall 
But at metal concerts one can hear the audience singing along with 
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the vocalist. In conversation, key phrases from songs are quoted. quote them. The evidence that older listeners understand lyrics bet- 
However, being able to recite lyrics does not imply that one un- ter than younger ones was not true for this group, whose ages 
derstands or adequately interprets them. ranged from fourteen to twenty.8s Other interviews and conversa- 

One evening I got a chance to test how well lyrics were under- tions with metal fans, however, suggested that the general pattern 
stood. I was in the midst of hundreds of rabid fans of the ~anadian (more understanding as age increases) seemed to hold m e .  
group, Rush. All were spending the night in the parking lot of a Most Americans can recite the words to the "Pledge of Alle- 
large arena, waiting in line for the ticket office to open at  10:OO giance" and the "Star-Spangled Banner," but they may not reflect 
the next morning. Most of the fans had arrived well before mid- very much on their meaning. Knowing the words is part of a ritual 

that affirms solidarity with the nation, even if the words are only 
known by rote. Similarly, knowing the lyrics to the songs of one's 
favorite group is a pledge of allegiance to the group and a sign that 

year olds if they knew Rush's album 21 12. At that time, in 19 one is a devotee in good standing. 
the album was over six years old. "Of course!" came the answ The metal magazines do not dwell on the lyrics. Some reprint 
.Everyone in the parking lot knew that album. Did they know them, but few offer interpretations. Attention to lyrics should not, 
side of the album that was a set of songs telling a story of 2112?' however, be equated with either recall of lyrics or interpretation of 
"What? Of course!" was their reply, in unison. Having discussed them. The words of a song function for listeners, in metal and in 
the song-set with other Rush fans over the years and having used rock in general, more as isolated words and phrases than as integral 

poetic texts. Meaning is obtained from evocative words: "evil," 
"black," "night," "death." These utterances are easily distinguish- 
able in the overall sound, are mentioned more than once in a song, 
and are often more clearly articulated by the singer than other 
lyrical passages. Creative reading, attending to certain words or 
passages and ignoring others, is less individualized than it is a func- 
tion of reading through the metal code. 

Lyrics can, and in metal do, also serve a function that is unre- 
1 symbols, singly or as statements. 
o hear a singer, a human voice. The 
the mix, but in addition it is the 
g human emotion, again providing 
ness and resonating bottom sound. 

long line that kept me fully involved until the sun came up. I sho motional responses in the audience 
ened the query, merely asking each the same question: "Which si metal the guitar often substitutes for the voice by "wailingm and 
is Rush on, the priests or the dreamer who found the instrum crying"), but the voice directly expresses emotion. Frith argues, 
under the waterfall?" The story is about a theocracy that crush e can thus identify with a song whether we understand the 

ords or not, whether we already know the singer or not, because 
is the voice-not the lyrics-to which we immediately respond."86 
In the heavy metal subculture vocalists with powerful and emo- 

of being right, merely by chance. Yet over 70 percent chose voices are highly valued. Although they are a notch lower in 
priestsaS4 All claimed that they knew the lyrics and many co ntheon than lead guitarists, great singers such as Ronnie James 
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dominant culture. The elements of metal style are mainly derived 
from two late-1960s youth cultures: motorcycle culture (the bikers 
in Britain and the "outlaw" gangs such as the Hell's Angels in the 

no coincidence that heavy metal musical and performance styles 
of Judas Priest is well known and lauded for his ability to ma re cobbled out of the music of these two subcultures. 
spine-chilling screams, sounds that come from another world. 
subgenres, such as death metal, the words are not sung as much 

components of style serve social, social-psychological, and 
symbolic functions. Style differentiates insiders from outsiders, al- 
lowing individuals to create identities. By providing forms for ex- 
pressing attitudes, values, and norms, style takes on the character 
of a readable text. 

Those elements of style that are revealed as visual adornments 
of the body, are referred to as fashion. More so than in other youth 

fans concerning which album presents the best work by any give subcultures, heavy metal fashion is male fashion. Although not all 
female members of the subculture share the same styles as the mal-es, 
all metal styles are inscribed by the masculinist ideology. The fol- 
lowing discussion of metal style, then, demands a special, explicitly 
secondary, discussion of female style. 

Heavy metal fashion involves the metal uniform of blue jeans, 
black T-shirts, boots, and black leather or jeans jackets. Boots were 

heavy metal subculture. joined by athletic shoes around 1980, along with baseball caps with 
band logos. Jeans have become the universal youth fashion, spread- 

The Styles ing from American teens in the 1950s around the world. With 
black boots, the outfit is also a blue-collar uniform. 

d metal fans feel free to direct brief remarks or a thumbs-up 
style, giving the core audience a relative independence of and i 
tiative in relation to the other actors in the transaction that co viewer. T-shirts that are tour shirts, ordinarily sold at concerts, are 
stitutes metal. Through the components of its style the core audien 
becomes essential to determining what metal is. 

udience, particularly those for Harley-Davidson motorcycles. This 
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brand is the top-of-the-line motorcycle, big, ~owerful, and expen- ainline churches, but they are not arbitrary. A significant part of 
sive. Few heavy metal fans own Harleys. The Harley is a metal 
icon, a link with the bikers and thus a symbol of their culture. 

Two types of jackets are worn by members of the metal subcul- 
ture. Best known to the general public is the black leather motor- oos, which are key trademarks of the members of the metal 
cyde jacket. Basically it is made with heavy leather and has several 
oversized chrome zippers, including those on pockets and sleeves. 
Marlon Brando wore such a jacket in the 1950s movie The Wild 
Ones. Until recently, when the fashion industry discovered biker 
jackets and created a wide range of modified versions for upper- 
middle-class adults, the black leather jacket served as a masculine 
emblem. The jeans jacket, a legacy of the hippie, is more popular 
than the black leather jacket in terms of prevalence. These jackets every body of the adherent to the subculture. The larger and less 
are not only far less expensive than leather, they are also light 
enough for summer wear. Both kinds of jacket provide spaces for 
an array of patches, buttons, pins, and homemade artistic efforts. 

The patches (embroidered band logos) are sewn on to the jackets. 
They range in size from about three inches to over a foot long. The 
buttons, from one inch to three inches in diameter, carry logos or 
reproduce the album covers of favorite groups; a person rarely 
wears just one. The fabric painting and sometimes embroidery (em- 
broidered jackets are more popular in Britain, where sewing is not 
stigmatized as a nonmale activity, as it is in the United States) 
depict band logos or band-related icons, such as Motorhead's de- 
monic mask. 

ces of counterculture fashion faded away-became a real sign 
etons, snakes, dragons, and daggers, maces, and other instrumen 

ons to define the boundary of the subculture. 
e metal hairstyle is not past-the-ears long, in the manner of 

however, enter the heavy metal subculture. Beards became 

ification clashes with the blue-collar ideology of metal. Long 
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hair did not have such connotations and, thus, could be appropri- distinctive enough to metal to serve, by metonymy, as a designation 
ated directly, serving as a symbolic connection to the counterculture. of the metal audience: "headbangers." Done correctly and with 

Just as other elements of metal, such as the demographics of its long, loose hair, the downward thrust repositions the hair so that 
audience, began to diversify in the 1980s, so did the metal hairstyle. it falls down around the face as one faces the floor. The upthrust 
The advent of music videos as a significant factor in popular music, tly repositions it down the back. As one headbanger remarks, 
more than any other cause, created a new metal ha i r~ ty le .~~  This e feeling achieved by headbanging is diminished if one does not 
second style is still very long, but it is cut in a shag or layered e long hair: "Shaking your head about to the music wouldn't 
manner. Moreover, it is styled after each washing with mousse and the same if your hair wasn't flying all over the place."96 
blow dryers. The new style has not supplanted the old one, but has The metal subculture also fosters the ideal of a specific body 
been adopted mainly by metal audiences and artists that favor lite type, even if that type is not achieved by the majority of the sub- 

metal and by those classic metal artists with wide appeal. lture's members. Muscle building is a hobby of many metal fans; 

Long hair has reference not only to a prior subculture but to eir concentration on their arms creates the look of the idealized 
distinctive body movements, which are a functional alternative to e-collar worker, similar to that iconized in the socialist realist 
dancing. Youth music, in particular, accords danceability high im- alntings of the Stalinist era. This is not the yuppie-type, health- 
portance, as evidenced by 1950s rock and roll, the dance-craze lub body, trim, with a flat stomach. Indeed, among older males 
songs of the 1960s, such as "The Locomotion," "Twist," and the audience, beer bellies are a commonplace. Individualizing 
"Monkey," and disco and punk music in the 1970s. purchased T-shirt is a frequent practice, particularly by ripping 

Dancing is alien to heavy metal for two basic reasons. One is the sleeves, which is often done in public after purchasing a 
the continuation of the tradition of the youth counterculture. The shirt. Among blue-collar workers and some baseball players, 
audience for psychedelic music and for folk-inspired ~olitical pro- ing off the sleeves was practiced by those whose upper arm 
test songs listened while seated, to better concentrate on the lyrics. cles were so overly developed that sleeves would cut into their 

Second, dance is understood in the modern West as an erotic ac- 
tivity. As a masculinist and overwhelmingly masculine grouping The body type of the typical metal fan is mesomorphic, in con- 
with an extreme heterosexualist ideology, the heavy metal subcul- st to the ectomorphic type found in the punk and hardcore sub- 
ture stresses male bonding, not male-female pairing. Thus, it did res. A number of factors probably account for this observed 
not appropriate dance as it had been traditionally understood. It rence. Some of them involve the types of movements encour- 

also could not redefine dancing, as the punks did, by making it an ed by the two subcultures, which are related to the musical dif- 
individual rather than a dyadic activity, because of its valorization ences. With the melding of punk and metal into thrash, these 
of community. Yet heavy metal music is based on a strong, regular rences are evident in the same venue. The people who stand 
beat that calls forth movement from the body. One might sit still' r the stage, moshing and slam-dancing, are generally skinny, 
for folk or psychedelic music, but only the motor-impaired or thos ngly, and more likely to have short hair. Those off to the sides, 
who are extremely repressed will not move to the sound of he dbanging or merely standing there, have far more muscle 

metal songs. SS, and tend toward the beefy. 
The solution to the problem of body movement was to create distinctive demeanor and expression are also nurtured in the 

code of gestural response to the music that could be shared 1 subculture. The familiar insult that metaI fans are "slack- 
common. One of the two primary gestures is the arm thrust, us 4" evincing a look of dull stupidity, needs to be examined. In 
ally a sign of appreciation but also used to keep time with th it is an accurate characterization of the faces of those emerging 

rhythm. The other primary gesture, called headbanging, involves a heavy metal concert, but it also probably could be used to 
downward thrust of the head with a gentler upthrust.  he move cribe anyone who has just spent several hours enjoying ecstatic 
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physical activity. The look also reflects the impact of the drugs Ingestion of massive quantities of beer has remained a constant 
(downers) and beer consumed by metal fans. But it is also related feature of the metal subculture. In Britain, metal festivals are no- 
to the attitudes of the metal subculture. torious for the urine-filled containers tossed at a a s  that are not 

appreciated. Fearful of flying bottles, or at least worried about in- 
surance costs, American venues serve only paper or plastic con- 

outsiders is a rejection of hip-ocracy. Look at the countenance tainers. These are often outsized, with quart tubs being the 
containers of choice. Beer-induced urination has influenced at least 

an expression of studied indifference common, to the former, an one venue in the United States to spread large amounts of kitty 
an expression of sneering alermess for the latter. The slack-jawe litter in the area near the stage.98 "Beer drinking and hell raising" 
look is neither indifferent nor alert. It often accompanies the self is a motto of the metal style. 

thusiast, is only for insiders. This face is put on not only at co the pot that attracted him. The music, at least initially, was sec- 
certs, but while listening to favorite songs or even talking abo ondary. He listened to it because "it just went well with the dope." 
admired artists or their work. Parents, teachers, and the world i , Since the "War on Drugs" began in the late 1980s, the use of 
general are not privy to this second expression. marijuana has markedly decreased at concerts. Prior to that time 

The walk of metal fans is less distinctive than their gestures ,rhe aroma of pot permeated the air. 
expressions. It is not the walk of the fleet-of-foot athlete or The use of pot and downers in the heavy metal subculture works 
graceful gait of would-be dancers. The term "lumbering" might well with some aspects of the music. Although metal is not drug 
an appropriate adjective for a walking style that resembles music, specifically intended to augment a drug experience in the 
movement of a weight lifter. It reflects the masculinity of the culture manner of psychedelic music, it is conditioned in part by the sen- 

I 

I 
sibility fostered by "downers." Metal's guitar solos are a modifi- 

back, a blend that can be traced to its dual origins in the biker cation of psychedelic music and are best appreciated while in a 
hippie subcultures. The same person can by turns be ecstatic laid-back mood. That marijuana is outlawed also adds to its ap- 

peal, corresponding with the "outlaw" image of metal itself. Fur- 
ther, the danger of arrest for possession of a controlled substance 
works, like the stigma of long hair, to enhance group solidarity. 

Drugs are an important part of the metal subculture, but they 
ave never gained the symbolic centrality that they had for the 

I Metalheads' substances of choice are beer and pot, the for outh counterculture. In his excellent ethnological analysis of 

the metal subculture drugs are less fetishes than means to the 
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experience of getting wasted, which involves a unique mixture of 
activity and relaxation, in which the heavy music is counterpointed 
by the downer drugs. The aim is not to take "a journey to the 
center of your mind," as it was for the hippies, but to reach a state 
of physical and emotional catharsis. That is, drugs are not valued 
as providers of self-knowledge or of exotic experiences, but as a 
source of release through ecstasy. Here the subculture is greater 
than its discrete components, each component contributing to a 
distinctive experience. 

The metal style, from the clothes and hair, to the formed and 
moving body, is male. A summary realng of heavy metal fashion 
reveals menace, male menace. It is of, by, and for males. Yet there 
have always been some girls among the sea of boys at heavy 
metal concerts. Attendance at concerts is the central ritual of the 
metal subculture. The vast increase of females, especially at lite 
metal concerts, has already been noted. But it remains the case that 
most of the female fans are marginalized in the sense that they are 
less likely to attend concerts. Their activities take place, as is the 
case for most girls, in the home. There they can listen to the music, 
read the magazines, and be active in the fan clubs.'01 

Females in the metal subculture are at all times, as Bashe states, 
"divided between those who dress like the boys and those who try 
to emulate the bitch goddesses they see in their heroes' videos."lo2 
Thus, some girls wear the jeans and black metal T-shirts, aIong 
with black leather or jeans jackets. Others are attired in leather 
miniskirts, spiked-heel shoes, and an array of cleavage-revealing 
tops. Both outfits are generated by the masculinist code, either as 
male fashion or as male fantasy.103 The point is that there is not a 
metal style that females can wear as subjects the way that their 
male counterparts can. The same item, be it a black leather jacket 
or very long hair, is read differently, does not have the same mean- 
ing, when the wearer is female. 

Women are also fond of wearing spandex pants, favored by many 
metal performers, but not emulated by male metal fans. The pants 
graphically display not only the gender, but also the anatomical 
differences between the sexes. Heavy metal style is masculine, and 
women who want to become members of the metal subculture must 
do so on male terms. This situation is not unique to, but is extreme, 
in the heavy metal world. 
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The Solidarity of the Metal Subculture 

Women are aliens in the heavy metal subculture because of their 

you" is basic.'04 In the case of the heavy metal subculture, nostalgia 
for the worldwide youth culture of the late 1960s adds to the pre- 
mium placed on community. But the definition of the community 
is not exactly the same as it was in the counterculture. A blend of 
biker and hippie signifiers, it can be likened to an enormous male- 

members of the subculture tend to lack any active political stance, 
that their ideals are hedonistic, and that they are widely dispersed 
geographically. All these realities prevent the subculture's members 

ultifaceted community exists in small peer groups and an ap- 
oximation to communion emerges at concerts. In both cases male 

onding is a prominent element of the solidarity. 
Even if he has a girlfriend, a heavy metal fan prefers being with 

rlfriend who did not share their musical taste? The responses 

only expect girls to dislike metal, but seem to prefer that it be 
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A study done on Indiana University students by Zillmann and metal subculture. Ask any heavy metal fans how prior to the mid- 
Bhatia helps to explain this response. The investigators showed 1980s they found out about their favorite band, and the response 
students videos of people who were to be judged as potential dates. is the name of some friend or an older brother who "turned them 
Several versions of the video were prepared, varying only the musi- on" to the group. Years later they still recall, with much gratitude, 
cal tastes expressed by the ~otential dates. Thus the same potential that person. The bonds between particular people are extended to 
date was seen by some groups as preferring classical music, by loyalty to the subculture, giving that subculture an endurance and 
others as favoring country, by others as liking soft rock, and by persistence that other subcultures that depend upon institutional 
others as preferring heavy metal. Zillmann and Bhatia found that mediation lack. 
a penchant for heavy metal boosts a man's chances with women, The heavy metal subculture is noted for being culturally conser- 
but severely reduces a woman's desirability to men. Women pre- vative, a characteristic that can be traced in part to the importance 
ferring heavy metal were judged to be the least sexy, cultured, of interpersonal relations in its constitution. Its standards and its 
beautiful, and exciting. The researchers speculate that the features music, its styles and performers, transcend several "generations" 
of heavy metal ("emotionally excessive rock music") are associated of adolescent audiences. Record labels and concert promoters did 
with those who prefer that style. Males are enhanced by this as- not have to worry about new trends: the old bands continue to sell 
sociation, since masculinity and power are linked to the music's their back catalogues of albums and to sell tickets to their current 
emotionality. In contrast, power is judged to be antithetical to concerts without needing much promotion. Cashmore asserts that 
femininity. lo5 heavy metal is "a dinosaur of youth culture, surviving its contem- 

poraries and lasting seemingly without change into the 1 9 8 0 ~ . ' ' ~ ~ ~  
Changes are, indeed, resisted by the audience, a reality that dem- 
onstrates the residual power of the audience over the constitution 
of the music. For example, when Judas Priest attempted to modify 
its sound, using elements associated with pop disco, the fans de- 

transient communions that embody the metal subculture are di- nounced the Turbo album. Chastised, Priest's next effort, Ram It 
rectly rooted in that subculture. Primary among them is the live Down, was a return to their traditional sound.lO8 
concert experience. A plaintive letter sent to Circus magazine gives The development of new metal expressions in the mid-1980s (lite 
some indication of the significance of concerts. The writer, an eigh- metal and thrash) was also met with much hostility. Lite metal 
teen year old, lived in Nebraska, far from any concert venue: "I bands were called, among a host of other derogatory terms, "po- 
live, eat and breathe metal, but I've never been to a concert."lo6 seurs" and "poodle bands." Cries of "death to false metal" em- 
Like the religious rituals analyzed by Durkheim and Eliade, con- phasize the heretical nature of innovation. This conservatism, rooted 
certs are, for the audience, celebrations of the subculture itself. The in romantic preservationism, creates an ongoing subculture, sharply 
physical expression and social transmission of the culture, some- distinguished from the mass culture of pop music. Pop is a sound 
what unmediated by the mass media, occurs here. The audience made by a bubble that bursts almost as soon as it emerges. Metal 
feels itself as one quite palpably. shares conservatism with several other music-based cultural groups, 

allows for participation of isolated individuals in a subculture, was 
to strengthen the role of the peer group in the constitution of th mong members of the subculture. "The more the music was rid- 
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iculed . . . the more firmly welded together the audience became, 
and the more desperately it attached itself to [the music]." Ronald 
Byrnside was referring to rock and roll in the 1950s, but his remark 
is even more applicable to heavy rnetaLH0 The unremitting disdain 
shown by rock critics, from the beginning, for the genre and its 
adherents enhanced the solidarity of the subculture. When the genre 
was losing much of its cohesion in the mid-1980s-because of genre 
changes and the impact of MTV-the PMRC's attack on metal 
worked wonders to reinvest the subculture with a strong solidarity. 
Tipper Gore's name was mentioned in scorn at so many concerts 
that it quickly became a clicht Recrimination and ridicule of heavy 
metal has only underscored the proud pariah status of the subcul- 
ture's members, resonating with the outlaw imagery found in the 
music's lyrics and the visual elements and fashions of the subculture. 

The solidarity of the heavy metal subculture is due in no small 
measure to the fact that it is a seed around which peer groups can 
crystallize. Most junior and senior high schools in the United States 
are divided into cliques, which differentiate themselves from one 
another on a number of bases that may overlap, such as social 
class, major interests, and school achievement. Cliques must adopt 
conventions of style that set them apart, "much as various aborig- 
inal tribes mark themselves with symbols of inclusion and exclu- 
sion, with tattoos and ritual inscriptions."lll In schools there is 
pressure "to accept a tag stating your name, rank and musical 
preference.'"12 

In 1990 a varied group of midwestem college students consisting 
of people who attended high school since the mid-19705, was asked 
to describe the characteristics of those who attended their high 
schools and listened to heavy metal music. All respondents were 
able to do so. Most referred to cliques that were not identified by 
musical preference. With the exception of those who graduated 
before 1978, the term "stoner" andlor "burnout" was the desig- 
nation used. Moreover, musical preference was perceived to be as- 
sociated with a number of other features, such as use of marijuana, 
distinctive fashion, and school achievement. 

A 1989 graduate from a public high school writes, "The heavy 
metal listeners were known as 'stoners,' 'headbangers,' 'druggies.' 
Characteristics-males-long hair, one earring (skulls and cross- 
bones, daggers, etc.), ripped jeans, dirty old high tops. Females- 
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long hair-either very 'poofy' or flat feathered sides and long in 
back, a lot of makeup-especially around the eyes-dark black 
eyeIiner 'raccoon eyes,' many earrings and also ear clips, tight faded 
jeans or tight short skirts and the skimpiest tops allowed or concert 
T-shirts. Both [males and females] heavy metal concert T-shirts 
(usually black) with skulls and other 'evil' symbols; many also had 
vulgar or offensive language. They were the trouble makers in 
school, often being sent to the dean, in school suspension, detention 
after school, etc. They were also typically in the more remedial 
type classes whether they needed to be there or not."li3 A 1984 
graduate of an upper-middle-class high school in Indiana agrees 
with this description: "The kids who listened to heavy metal music 

' 

were referred to as burnouts. The burnouts generally had long hair 
and wore black clothes. Around school they could always be found 
in the smoking block, a section designated for smoking. The bum- 
outs did use marijuana a lot but I don't believe any more so than 
the other groups."l14 

Another student, a 1982, suburban, middle-class graduate re- 
ports, "In my high school, the kids who listened to heavy metal 
(Led Zeppelin, ACIDC, etc.) music all dressed in a similar fash- 
ion-old blue jeans, concert T-shirts, untucked flannel shirts, and 
longer hair than most. They were withdrawn from the 'activities- 
oriented' crowds and the only overlap was for boys in some sports. 
In retrospect, they were a pretty close-knit group and did most 
things together."115 

These descriptions support the view presented here that the heavy 
metal subculture is distinctive and marginalized from the main- 
stream. A 1989 graduate from an upper-middle-class suburban high 

I school makes this point clearly: "There were heavy metal, burn- 
. outs, students that definitely stood out in relation to the majority 

of the 'normal students.' They stood out because they wore long 
: hair-possibly greasy-and tight jeans. They usually smoked in the 
i 

bathroom and on occasion drank in the bathroom. Some of them, 
5 )  more than likely, used marij~ana.""~ 
i; i, School peer groups are cohesive units, reinforced by day-to-day 
[ interaction and shared social circumstances, and by common lei- 
F sure pursuits and fashions. The statements above show that the I heavy metal subculture is not merely a set of signifiers and practices 
, referent to a musical form. It is much more a total life-style that 
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includes music as a prime component, but uses the music to express members. They are the collective bricoleurs selecting such specifics 
and foster a sense of life. It is important to remember, however, as a subset of bands, preferred readings of lyrics, and details of 
that not all of those who follow the music are visible members of fashion from the whole of the heavy metal culture. within the 
the subculture.l17 heavy metal Peer group-a group of teens who are friends and all 

The place of music in constituting peer groups and the youth "into metaln--there is some degree of specialization. Each member 
subcultures that form their matrices has not been studied system- tends to specialize in the band they hold to be the best, 
atically. ~ o s t  of the literature relates to crime and delinquency, they are careful to say they appreciate all of the groups favored by 
and therefore gives a biased reading of the peer group. We do have their friends. The metal subculture is polytheistic. Fans genuflect 
studies that look at musical preferences and relate them to demo- before all the metal gods, but also reserve special worship for one 
graphics and (self-reported) delinquent acts."' Such work, how- or a few personal favorites. When talking about a group, a person 
ever, does not reveal whether the delinquency is caused by the will often defer to the expertise of a friend whose god is that group. 
music or the musical preference is caused by the delinquency, or "You gotta speak with my buddy Paul. He's really into Nuclear 
whether both are caused by one or more other factorb). Othe Assault and knows all about them." The constant chatter on which 

finds heavy metal to be the favorite format of students in s a group's best album or which lineup worked best reflects def- 
vocational tracks and of those with emotional and behavioral dis- ence to specialized authority: "Well, my friend Jim, who is really 
mrbances."9 A study of a group of adolescents called "The Ston- Maiden, says that Number o f  the Beast is their best album." 
ers,m who were involved in or professed a belief in the occult sciences n the peer group is very small, with only two or three close 
and/or Satanism, indicated that they were also deeply involved in ds, they may all be into the same band. But even here special- 
heavy metal rock music and street crime.12' This fragmentary lit- on continues to be important. One member of he group is 
erature is at best suggestive. dged to be the most knowledgeable about the band, in terms of 

The mass media's sensationalized descriptions of youthful mur- ossip or knowledge of which song is on which album. 
derers often include reference to musical preferences that fall outside 
the mainstream. The unsophisticated reader tends to interpret this 
information as indicating that those who listen to those forms of 

Metal Style 

music are likely to be emotionally disturbed, Satanists, or murderers- The music is taken seriously by the metal subculture. It is the mas- 
Roe, studying Scandinavian high school students, argues that th emblem of the subculture, epitomizing what is precious and 

peer groups are fundamentally "achievement-related s~bculture od in it- That is why the subculture is accurately designated by 
[that] may then form distinct orientations toward the media musical term rather than by another special term, even one that 
general and preferences for certain kinds of music as well."121 reserves its binary character, such as a "hippielbiker" subculture. 
finds that "low school achievement leads to a greater involveme t would be true to call it a hippielbiker subculture but that term 

peer-, leading to a greater preference for socially disapprove would not indicate that the music provides an experiential, aes- 
music."122 American and British students who are members o etic, and mythological, though never a logical, synthesis of the 
cliques associated with the heavy metal subculture are not astin osed eh-xnts. If the core personal type cultivated by the sub- 
guished by their academic excellence. Roe contends that the musi re is the proud pariah, then it is the music that supplies the 
functions to express symbolically "alienation from S C ~ O O ~ . " ' ~ ~  The e- In the case of metal as a music-based youth subculture, the 
sense of alienation in general and an active dislike of school usic legitimizes and transvalues pariah status, and then redeems 

is one theme that does characterize heavy metal S P ~  n u s ,  metal is, in one sense, just an element in a wider hippie/ 
ing to the marginalization of its core audience. er culture, but, in another sense, it is what gives that subculture 

peer groups mediate the full array of cultural phenomena to thei 
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"Loud and is a metal motto. Pride is instilled in the core music instills pride in its core audience. If there was nothing about 
metal audience, on the level of meaning, by the way in which the the music that gave inherent meaning to the audience rather than 
music represents the subculture to its members through signifiers. merely hyped-up delineated meaning to romanticize its life-style, 
Metal bands make it a point to mythologize themselves, continually the pride fostered by metal would be empty because there would 
stressing their musical prowess and their exemplary exploits. Boast- be nothing to be proud of. But the members of the metal subculture 
ing is no sin in the metal world. Artists boast about themselves are convinced that metal music is great. It is great as music for 
fans boast about artists, and artists boast about their appreciative what it does to them-how it draws them into it, excites them, 
and loyal fans. The praise of the band for its audience fills its and finally leaves them wasted, completely spent, having burned 
members with an esteem they often receive nowhere else. It is a the potlatch of their youthful vitality and purged their emotions. 
validation of themselves. Those who claim that metal does not evoke a great experience 

But the band does more than praise the audience. It also creates are met with disbelief by an enthusiast. Their judgments on metal 
the aura of the hippielbiker subculture through lyrical messages, cannot be taken seriously and the rest of their judgments on life 
appearances in public and on videos, and reports of its life-style in are therefore suspect. The deepest pride of the member of the metal 
the m'etal magazines and the more general press. As John ~ l a rke  subculture is to be an appreciator of great music. The music is 
observes about youth subcultures in general, each of their symbolic viewed as a gift of the artist. The obligation, willingly undertaken, 
objects "must have the 'objective possibility' of reflecting the par- of rhe appreciator is to give the artist loyalty. And here an anomaly 
ticular values and concerns of the group in question as one among appears in the conventional account, in both popular and academic 
the range of meanings that it could hold. It also requires literature, of the metal audience. Some of the same adolescents who 
that the group self-consciousness is sufficiently developed for its are called "downers" or "burnouts" are the ones who memorize 
members to be concerned to recognise themselves in the range of lyrics, specialize in groups to follow, and make fine judgments about 

the merits of the music. In this realm, at least, they do not merely 
live for the moment, withdraw, take the easy way out, fall into 
depression, or make trouble. Here they are certain of their standing 
and are willing to exert effort to keep something worthwhile going. 
They transcend hedonism, even if ironically, in the name of hedon- 
ism, which is what all authentic lovers of a cultural form do. Under 
this aspect of pride, the music does not serve the subculture, but 
the subculture serves the music. 

This reciprocity of service, music-to-subculture and subculture- 
to-music, is the inner form of the music-based subculture, of which 
the heavy metal subculture is a paradigmatic example. Metal is the 

shaped by the core audience, coconstituted by it, more than it 
under any of its other aspects. Metal must present the s u b d  
to its members in an appealing way. Otherwise it cannot make th 
pariahs proud and transvalue their status. That is, the members 
the group must recognize themselves as valuable "in the range 
symbolic objects available." 

The legitimizing function, however, is not the only way that th 
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1 ~ media illuminates a cultural conflict in which the mass media strug- together artist and audience, taking a profit for performing a sen- 
gle to dilute the distinctive and often confrontational style of the ice and, in the case of mass media, attempting to shape and control : genre, and the specialized media tend to fortify the particularity of what they mediate. Although the ideology of rock, inherited by 
the subcultural core audience by defending the traditional stand- heavy metal, denounces business, seeing it as at best a necessary : ards of the genre. vd, metal arose within a cultural environment that was already 

I; Whether a medium is mass or specialized depends upon the au 

1 dience at which it is directed, not upon its technological character, 
the means by which, in Marshall McLuhan's terms, it "extends the ut recourse to the offices of secondary media. But the commercial 

1 
senses." Radio, for example, can be, either mass or specialized, de- dia were present at the conception of rock and roll in the 1950s. 
pending upon whether it seeks a general audience or a special one. same condition of affluence that makes distinctive youth sub- 
The "top-40" format is a use of radio as a mass medium and a 
two-hour thrash-metal program broadcast on a college station is a 
use of radio as a specialized medium. as in large part a commercial redirection of certain styles of black 

i i  
Most of the media-mass or specialized-in the United States 

1)1., are commercial. Some specialized noncommercial media, such as 
1~ fanzines or college radio stations, do exist; they will be discussed 

later in this chapter. The basic purpose of the commercial media is 
I to make money, and they may pursue that aim either by seeking 

\!I 
;I to maximize the size of their audience or by seeking to attract the 

loyalty of a specialized audience. In the latter case conflict between 
the medium and the cultural form it mediates does not occur. In 
the former case conflict does occur whenever the prospective object- 
to-be-mediated does not fit the mass code. 

Without going into great detail, the mass commercial media seek 
to mediate cultural objects that are safe, undemanding, noncon- 
frontational, and inoffensive. Their aim is to carry or publish noth- 
ing that will make someone turn off or turn away from the medium. 
When appropri 
own apparatus, 
form it to meet dience by the "commercial apparatusw1-it was a sales cate- 
it, driving it to 
it, and sweetening 
whatever for the content or 'form of a cultural object or fo 
critical standards of 
cia1 media, music is 
is merely an aggre 
sors. The mass m st the world" between metal's performers and fans. The stance 
believe will get eminiscent of a scene in the movie The Godfather. The scene is 

As actors in the in rural southern Italy. A boy and girl romantically stroll to- 

p- 
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gether, lost in one another. The camera pans back, disclosing the began to mediate relationships within each of the three constitutors 
chaperons, under whose watchful eyes the two were brought to- of metal, first among the audience members, then bemeen the 
gether and allowed to be with one another. business-sector organizations, and finally bemeen artists and the 

Changes in the Media These changes were not gradual. Allowing for fuzzy boundaries, 
the shifts in the media's position within metal culture define three 

over he past two decades the position of the media in heavy metal periods- The first, lasting until about 1979, is distinguished by 
culture has undergone many changes. Some of those changes are metal's marginalization by record companies and its exclusion by 
related to shifts within heavy metal culture, such as stylistic trans- the rest of the rock industry. The second period, beginning around 
formations of the music and growth and diversification of the au- 1980 and ending around 1983, is marked by the formation of au- 
dience. Other changes are internal to the rock indusuy. Initially tono~ous heavy metal organizations and by a stronger acceptance 
heavy metal was a pariah, deprecated by rock magazines, tolerated of metal by mainstream record companies. In the third era, starting 
only for its cash flow by record companies, rarely played on radio, around 1984 and not yet over, metal entered the mainseeam. These 
and never seen on TV. Two decades later the commercial status of periods will be distinguished within the following discussion of the 
the music had been radically transformed in a cinder el la mock^- various aspects of the media. 
like trajectory. Newsweek summed up this change in 1989: ''Heavy 
metal, for years the scourge of America's pop scene, now dominates 
record sales, with the latest albums of just five metal bands together 

Radio 

selling more than 30 million units in the United States alone- - - . Radio, at least until the late 1980s and the stunning success of 
once banished from the traditional media, heavy metal has crashed MTV, has always been the most decisive secondary medium for 
radio play lists, invaded MTV and earned its own category in the the form and content of music that falls under the 
Grammy Awards."3 In terms of the relative power of the three umbrella of rock.4 Music that makes it on to commercial radio 
elements constimting heavy metal culture, commerce was he ust be consistent with a code that is engendered internally by that 
weakest component during the first decade of metal's existence. It edium. Music that is excluded from commercial radio is freer to 
is now far more important in constituting the ~ ~ l t u r a l  form, but it evelop its own conventions or to honor the codes of a subculture. 
is still far from being dominant. constraints on music are greatest in mass commercial radio, 

A series of major trends characterized the transformadon of the seeks a relatively undifferentiated audience and is able to 
media's position in metal culture. Most generally, the quantitg, Pture it only by making sure that what it carries is inoffensive to 
forms, and functions of the media expanded. There has been an lsteners- For much of metal's history commercial radio was, by 
inaease in the number of organizations concerned with heavy metal, large, seeking a mass market. Metal was exiled from the me- 
a n &  in size from small venues to multinational megaconglom- m because, although it had a devoted audience, many of its 
crates, some of them exclusively mediating metal. The kinds 0 emes and sounds were offensive to large segments of the mass 
secondary media with heavy metal content have expanded fro udience and to critical opinion within the secondary me&a. That 
records alone to all of the forms available in the entertainme le had a positive result: it allowed metal to preserve many dis- 
industry. The functions performed by the media have come to ex naive elements and to avoid dilution. 
tend far beyond the primary service of bringing the music to th The Power of radio over the bricolage called "rock musicn is 
fans. A secondary mediation, parasitical to the primary 0% is nounced- Rock and roll in the mid-1950s and rock a decade 
let the know about the music, to promote it: hype engul could not have come into being without radio. Obviously, the 
and permeates all of the commercial media. In addition, comme cord industry is also crucial to the existence of rock, but radio 
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distributes the recorded sound to an audience and promotes the 
purchase of records. part due to the advancing age of the massive baby boom genera- 

Radio has not merely been decisive in connecting an audience tion. As The Wall Street Journal noted in 1980, "The current teen 
with an artistic creation. It has also had significant influence on the market is smaller, has less money."' 
formation of the music itself. As a major gatekeeper, radio plays The progressivelfree-form format was dominant on FM until 
neither all music put out on records nor even a random sample of "about 1973. The hip-progressive mentality that characterized this 
this music. It selects what it will carry according to its own code. {format excluded much of heavy metal for several reasons. Black 
For example, when the makers of recorded music know that the 'Sabbath, the major force in metal at that time, was judged to be 
radio programmers will only play a song of a certain duration, they  philosophically unacceptable, since the group rejected the key word 
make their songs fit that time range. Similarly, they will adjust their of the progressive format, "love," in favor of "evil." Sabbath did 
product to comply with radio's restrictions on lyrical themes, in- 
strumental sounds, and so on. "Since songs need radio exposure 

As the progressive format declined in the mid-1970s it was re- 
laced by the very successful AOR (album-oriented rock) format. 

panies to work within formats as well."s Scholars have argued th highly rationalized format based on market research, AOR es- 
the form of music that became known as "sixties rock" was to 
large extent conditioned by the undergr~und/~ro~ressive/free-fo oup-focused rather than song-focused. Still, it was a mass format, 
FM radio format of the 1 9 6 0 ~ ~  excluding anything that might offend the listener and cause him or 

Given the centrality of radio to rock music, the fact that durin 
its first decade of existence heavy metal received virtually no airpla 
has many implications. The heavy metal subculture was not serve 
by a radio format in the 1970s. In Britain state-controlled radi 

shing  synthesizer^."^ It was very popular in the United States, 

affiliation with any aspects of the heavy metal subculture. 
Heavy metal was exiled from the radio for several reasons. Metal ay. By 1981, in the evening at least, one could find songs by Judas 

themes and sounds, as noted above, were offensive to segments est and Ozzy Osbourne in the AOR rotation. Some AOR sta- 
the mass audience. But more generally and ~erhaps  more imp0 ons focused on the harder edge of rock music, playing corporate 

by radio was short-lived. 
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The AOR format began to suffer in the early 1980s when it faced otion through touring to appreciative audiences. Heavy metal 
from a variety of alternative alphabet formats such as nds were signed only after they had generated their own audi- 

AC (adult contemporary), UC (urban contemporary-a euphe- es through live appearances. In contrast to the procedure for 
mism for black pop music), and CHR (contemporary hit er styles of music, the golden ears of company A&R staffs were 
radio-a modification of top-40 AM). Hard rock, including an deployed to determine which heavy metal bands were signed. 
thing even vaguely heavy metal in sound, began to be eliminate s, metal bypassed the two sets of gatekeepers guarding the 
as stations sought to appeal to an older and often a more fem eaven of mainstream rock. The ideology of 'populism -persisted 
audience. One California station advertised its transformation wl ithin heavy metal culture by virtue of the exclusion of the music 
the slogan, "The Ecstasy without the Agony." In 1983 in om the mass media, an exclusion that bound artists and their 
the major FM AORlhard-rock stations began pulling their ore audiences together as proud pariahs. 
and Ozzy albums out of rotation and stopped sponsoring he The bonds forged between artist and audience, and within the 
metal concerts. By the mid-1980s the "classic rock" format was dience, led to the often-observed imperviousness of metal to 
dominating presence on the radio.9 Heavy metal was excluded fro anges in musical fashion during the 1970s and early 1980s: "The 

any "classic" status. appears to be immune from trends and fickleness in the re- 
The lack of a heavy metal radio format or of a format th ing industry. No matter who or what is dominating radio air- 

included a large proportion of metal music has been a major fact ay or the top of the charts, there are always heavy metal bands 
in the constitution of heavy metal, an absent presence in that co Uing arenas, out-selling substantial numbers of albums."15 That 
stitution. Exile from the airwaves led to an emphasis on the li the major result of metal's exclusion from radio was to increase 
concert as a way to disseminate the music and promote recor e power of the metal subculture itself for determining which art- 
sales: "Many heavy-metal bands took to the road in lieu of radio would be successful and what kind of music they would play. 
support, cultivating their audiences that way. Aerosmith, Blue 0 course, the fact that there was a male, white, and blue-collar 

ter Cult, and Ted Nugent stayed on the road more than forty wee th subculture that valorized its demographics through its music 
out of the year."1° Bands had to rely "on massive amounts of to choice contributed, in the first place, to metal's exile. 
ing."ll This made them conscious of their reliance on loyal fans ue to metal's exclusion from the air waves, metal artists had 
binding them closer to the metal subculture. mcentive to make their musical style conform to the codes of 

Radio defined mainstream music. Metal's fans and artists wer o.16 The AOR format that dominated radio during the 1970s 
angered that their music "did not receive the kind of radio airpl the antithesis of the underground/progressive/free-form of the 
its popularity entitled it to."12 But rejection by radio  ermined The latter was self-consciously the antithesis of AM radio's 
cultivation of the proud-pariah image of the metal subculture. format, with which, therefore, AOR shared many features. 
virtue of its exclusion of metal from its formats, radio was seen metal, as an exiled music, could maintain a wide variety of 
rejecting metal's audience.I3 The audience gained solidarity in erground" characteristics rooted in the 1960s. Raised on "un- 

alectical response to the exclusion. ound" music, the metal artists of the 1970s found no reason 
The record industry was also influenced by metal's exile fr ter many of its conventions. For example, artists did not have 

the aimaves. Although they were not averse to having one or estrict themselves to the two-and-one-half-minute song required 

metal bands on their rosters, the companies did not actively s radio. The length of a rock song, because of the repetitive struc- 
to sign artists in the genre. As a general rule, "Record compa of the music, is an easily varied convention: "There are no 
avoid signing artists or groups whose music does not appear to nded phrases building to an eventual climax but, rather, the 
into one of the established radio station  format^."'^ The compani e strophic, melodic patterns over and over, with no real end. 

only touch those bands that could generate their own Pr e music could go on for an indefinite length of time; the length 
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of the song was obviously dictated by the requirements of the re- specialists who know what is "hot" are not needed. The music 
cording industry, not by anything about the music itself."" Classic 
metal songs of the 1970s were rarely less than four minutes 10% 

Black Sabbath's "War Pigs" runs eight minutes and that of "Iron album can "go platinum without a boost from a hit."20 
Man'' five minutes. Judas Priest's "Sinner," Rainbow's "Catch the en members of the audience hear the music on their own 
Rainbow," and UFO's "Love to Love" all run close to seven min- bles or tape players, rather than as singles on the radio, whole 
Utes. BY increasing the length of their songs on records, bands are albums or album sides necessarily become their prime units of ap- 
able to simulate the concert experience in which songs have a longer  rec cia ti on. They also tend to share more musical information with 
duration than they do on mass-commercial radio. rids-" Metal fans display their knowledge of albums by recalling 

Other AOR conventions could also be breached. Radio privileges only which song is on which album, but where on the album 
vocals over instrumentals. The relative volume of the two is there- appears- Despite the freedom to do so, artists rarely organize 
fore in the mixing process during record production so bums around concepts through which the songs are related to 
that the voice can be heard above, not within, the instrumental another thematically. Queenseche's Operation Mindcrime and 

Metal, however, with its reliance on a heavy bottom 
often privileges the instrumental over the vocal. Also, made-for- 

songs have short nonvocal sections, whereas heavy metal songs 
have strong, purely instrumental components. Lengthy guitar solos 
are the rule rather than the exception. 

~ o t  having to worry about creating hit songs targeted to radio's 
expectations and restrictions, the metal artist's focus could remain 
on the album as the unit of creation and appreciation. The value 
of the album over the individual cut even endures in the 1980s 
when metal finally found its way on to the airwaves. Klaus Meine urns are remixed, that is, the relative volume of vocals and instru- 

ends is made to conform more to recorded-music values, and 

public," but wanted to create their "own music and write hit 
bums."18 That same year Ozzy Osbourne remarked, "Record co 

to do. Do what your heart tells you to do. Get into your 0 

rnercial appeal, especially as reflected in a radio hit. Rush's "SP 
of the Radio" declares that the "coldly charted" medium deman 
"endless compromises" that "shatter the illusion of integrity." 

erent meaning of the music-its exuberant power-and the de- 
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lineated meaning lent to it by the youth subculture that had crys- one college station, WSOU at Seton Hall University in New Jersey, 
tallized around it. which covers the New York City area, converted all of its pro- 

gramming to metal. In 1990 there were two thriving metal programs 
on college radio in Chicago. One, based at WZRD at Northeastern 

social form, expressed by a well-defined subculture, membership ois University, is on the air Wednesdays from noon to 4:00 P.M. 

that subculture began to grow. In addition, the first cohorts 
metal fans grew older but did not surrender their devotion to the station, airs from 2:00 to 4:00 on Saturday afternoons. The college- 
music. A "new wave" of metal bands appeared, especially in Bri- based programs rely strongly on releases from independent record 
tain, and audiences for metal expanded, though the demographics labels and have tended to support the thrash end of the metal style- 
remained constant and the musical style was not sigmficantly altered spectrum in the late 1980s. Indeed, thrash, the offshoot of metal 

In this new period of incipient growth (the early 1980s) com- that consciously tries to make itself unassimilable by the commercial 
mercial radio continued to ignore metal. If anything, it was ~ushed lectronic media, is confined to late-night ghettos by them, if it is 
even farther beyond the pale than previously, as consultants fine- played at all. It needs the college stations for radio exposure. These 

stations still honor the codes of the free-form format, such as deejays 
playing what they like and discussing the meaning of the songs after 

The major record companies were not eager to work with the col 
th the college metal deejays. 
Commercial radio got in on the heavy metal action too. For 

concerts, getting free advertising in return. Metal had finally gain crative heavy metal concerts. However, the format is now ex- 

a purchase, outside the large-scale commercial media, on t 
airwaves. gram began in the same area on WSSY, an AM station, under 

rubric "G-Force." Independent commercial metal shows, how- 
er, continue to be few in number and are usually confined to 
ening time slots. But they indicate that commercial radio has now 

ecome a specialized medium for metal. 
Another commercial radio enterprise that began in the mid-1980s 
s had a significant impact on the heavy metal industry. Called Z- 

offer a few hours per week of heavy metal on their stations. At lea 
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broadcast studio is located in Dallas, Texas, but the deejays head- 
quartered there are heard all over the United States. The signal is 
sent via satellite to about twenty local stations in market areas 
ranging from New York City to Fresno, California.= The record 
companies like Z-Rock because, rather than dealing with dozens of 
programmers, they only have to convince one programmer to in- 
clude their releases in his playlist. Both artists and record companies audience preference and because MTV exposure increases 
view inclusion on Z-Rock's Top 50 as a confirmation of success. sales, which also interest radio programmers. A rock jour- 
Program Director Pat Dawsey observes, "Z-Rock shows the via- st adds, "In some sense, the reception of radio to metal was 
bility of both the format and the music." The station maintains a only that MTV proved the music's appeal, but that radio had 
toll-free request line, linking together the nationwide audience. The in the doldrums, with an increasingly conservative AOR for- 
line takes about 13,000 calls per month from a predominantly male aimed at the older end of the 'youth' market."28 That is, a 

audience.26 (See Appendix B.) Z-Rock has recently changed the 
name of its format, originally "Hard Rock and Heavy Metal," to 
"Hard Rock Radio." The subgenres of metal are not equally rep- 
resented. Speedlthrash is segregated, being played primarily on a 
separate late-night, one-hour show called "Headbanger's Heaven." 
The format name change to eliminate the term "heavy metal9' in- 
dicates that even specialized commercial radio has the mass aspi- 
rations associated with AOR, and will indulge in diluting the genre 
whenever its programmers believe they can do so without surren- 
dering their core audience. 

to air at any hour they choose, is also in syndication. Not on st in adding "shine and polish" in order to create hits. Songs are 

does it feature a wide variety of heavy metal songs, but it provid 

spite the immense increase of metal on commercial radio sta- 
s, the vast preponderance of the genre, in terms of bands and 

some metal songs into their general playlists. The new 
of mass-commercial radio to metal is not only due to the es to be true that metal is popular "despite little to no radio 

such recordings is ''crossovers."27 Exposure on these stations, 
course, fosters still higher sales and permits the symbolism of Exclusion from radio allows Metallica to continue in 
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the tradition of the proud pariah: "Remaining true to a tough iden- 
tity incompatible with MTV, AOR, or even college radio, Metal- 
lica are the first in years to build a big career in American rock 
disregarding the dictates of all thee. They've called their own shots, 
kept their integrity, and rallied their support on the strength of 
their music and n~n-image."~~ 

British radio was far more resistant to heavy metal than even 
American radio. The "Friday Night Rock Show" on BBC One was 
the only game in town for the harder types of ro~k .~5  Its coverage 
of metal in the 1980s was extensive and earned the respect of the 
metal subculture. A British fan noted that only two deejays, Tommy 
Vance and Alan Freeman, were "worth mentioning as champions 
of heavy As a nonprofit broadcast the "Friday Night Rock 
Show" can and does treat the albums from independent companies 
with as much, if not more, consideration, than those from the 
majors. 

Since the deregulation of local radio in Britain in 1988, the com- 
mercial radio system has allowed for some further rock broadcast- 
ing3' In many areas hard rock gets only a once-a-week show. A 
syndication company, Radio Radio, delivered throughout Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland via satellite, has a late-night Saturday 
and Sunday show that includes a good deal of heavy metal in its 
hard-rock format. Greater London Radio, which can be heard 
through much of southeast England, also has a weekly heavy metal 
show. 

Its period of exile from the radio over, heavy metal and its lite 
metal offshoot are members, though not of the first rank, of the 
chorus of pop genres filling the commercial airwaves. Its success in 
gaining airplay is fundamentally due to the internal development 
of lite metal as one of it subgenres. Lite metal brought in a female 
audience and a telegenic fashion that were made for MTV. In tur 
MTV was the relay for commercial radio's acceptance of metal. I 
lite metal traces of the subculture of metal's core audience remai 
such as the irreverent bad-boy image and much of the fashion, b 
they are often relatively faint. That is, acceptance by radio h 
meant the sacrifice of much of the subculture that had coalesce 
during the years of exile. 

Of course, the subculture has not disappeared, Not only 
the classical tradition of metal continue, retaining its core audi 
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but the subgenre of speedlthrash, which emerged at about the same 
time as lite metal, carries the proud-pariah image to its extreme, 
replacing the hippie with a punk component and fashioning itself 
self-consciously as a cultural form that is unacceptable to the mass 
media. 

Metal has lost the unity that it gained in its exile, mostly because 
of internally generated changes in the art and the audience, and in 
the artist-audience relation. Those changes have made the codes of 
the media far more important to the constitution of metal than 
they were previously, either through the need to submit to them or 
the will to reject them. Expanding beyond its core audience and 
the practices, symbols, and values of the subculture supporting that 
core, metal is more of a floating signifier than it was in the past- 
that is, it is more vulnerable to appropriation by the media, but it 
is also more open to artistic experimentation. 

MTV 
A decade ago one could never have imagined using the words heavy 
metal and television in the same sentence. It is not that TV has been 
inhospitable to rock music. Far from it.38 From the appearances of 
Elvis, the Beatles, and the Rolling Stones on the "Ed Sullivan Show," 
to "American Bandstand," and guest spots on "Saturday Night 
Live," "television has always promoted rock 'n' rollm-the most 
successful performers "know how to communicate on the tube."39 
But mass commercial television has always demanded safe, domes- 
ticated performances of rock. Bad-boy images had to be compro- 
mised to get on the tube. For example, the Stones's "Let's Spend 
the Night Together" was sung on Sullivan as "Let's Spend Some 
Time Together." 

The 1980s made the occasional mating of television and rock 
into a marriage without the possibility of divorce. The impact on 
heavy metal has been profound. It has had repercussions for each 
of the coconstitutors of the metal culture: the audience, the artists, 
and the other media, 

MTV began in August 1981. There had been and, continue to 
be, other television shows that featured music video clips. Within 
two years, however, MTV had gained a near-monopoly on the new 
combination. By January 1983 it had hit the New York and Los 
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Angeles markets.40 As the station grew with the cabling of America, of metal and the acceptance of the music on mainstream 
many rock styles were presented in video form. Heavy metal bands, radio.46 In 1983 MTV was more influential than radio in the record- 
with hairstyles that rivaled those of "A Flock of Seagulls" and buying behavior of twelve to thirty-four year  old^.^^ In 1984 Dee 
Cyndi Lauper, received much play during 1983 and 1984. At least Snider of Twisted Sister said, "MTV was responsible for the re- 
since Judas Priest started wearing studded-leather clothes, hea surgence of heavy In 1985 Bashe wrote, "Heavy-metal 
metal has had a strong visual element. As such, it was a natur groups began ascending the charts. . . . MTV's acceptance even- 

for MTV. tually provided acceptance from rock radio."49 Sales figures tell the 
Among the first groups to be shown were Quiet Riot, ~ o t l e y  story: "MTV 'discovered' metal in 1984. Metal's market share was 

Criie, Twisted Sister, Dokken, and the Scorpions. One scholar con- eight percent in 1983, and then rose dramatically to twenty percent 
tends that most of MTV's videos borrow much of the visual ico- in 1984."50 Since 1985 sales and radio acceptance have grown even 

nography of heavy metal. The master figure of that iconography is 
the "bad boy," essential to rock from its beginnings and made into MTV's influence on sales can be illustrated by the story of The 
a self-conscious style by the metal subculture. That style became a Real Thing. Released in June 1989, it was Faith No More's third 

for videos in general. Thus, the actual metal videos had album. It made a small dent in the marketplace but by the begin- 
no problem winning inclusion on MTV.41 Indeed, the great discov- ning of 1990 it had yet to appear on Billboard's charts. Because 
ery of MTV was that the styles, fashions, and symbolism of heavy one of the cuts on the album received a Grammy nomination, MTV 
metal attracted a far broader range of youth than those included began to air the video for that song in March 1990. By July 1990 
in metal's core audience. The metal style of appearance and com- the album was certified gold and was on Billboard's list of the top 

portment, if not the metal ethos, affected youth culture as a whole. twenty albums in sales.51 
It was as though a broad audience had been waiting for a new The marginalization of heavy metal by mainstream radio and 

fashion, for the simulacrum of a youth culture combining glamo rock magazines made MTV's promotional possibilities all the more 

and rebellion, glamorized rebellion and rebellious glamour. attractive to the record companies, which began to sign telegenic 
By early 1985, however, MTV's management cut back on hea groups. It is not unusual for metal bands to send photos and often 

metal videos because of intense pressure from religio videotapes along with or instead of their audio demo. What is true 
 fundamentalist^^^: "MTV claimed it wanted to program more rnu- for rock in general is even more applicable to metal: the record 
sic on the 'cutting edge'. . . . The real reason for metal cutbacks, companies resist signing bands that are not "video friendly."52 Lack 
as most of the industry saw it, was that MTV was bowing to the of songwriting ability can be taken care of by assigning that job to 
pressure of various conservative watchdog groups who had bee specialists. Choreographers can be called in to enhance lackluster 
complaining about heavy Nonetheless, at the end of 198 visuals.53 Poor musicianship can be masked, since the technological 
heavy metal remained an integral part of MTV's program evelopment of the studio and even of the concert-arena-as-studio 

Not only were metal videos played in regular rotation, but a s an compensate for deficiencies of virtuosity. Metal bands ac- 
late-night heavy metal program, "Headbanger's Ball," was adde wledge the sales impact of the video channel. They implore 
"The channel got an immediate reaction. 'We were just trying r fans at their concerts to call up MTV and request their video. 
be more sensitive to what was breaking,' says MTV's Lee Mast ands, especially those playing the harder forms of mainstream 
'The thing about hard rock is, its audience reaction is much fas metal, are in a ticklish situation. They need to avoid the appearance 
with the fans than in just about any other genre. We played being concerned with commercial goals. In an interview, Gary 
tesnake, the phones rang, the product went out df the store, an olr, guitarist for the thrash metal band, Exodus, described his 

was instant.' "44 cent video: "There won't be any silly things like walking down 
Many commentators have noted the impact of MTV on the sal allways singing at the camera."54 

- 
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The record companies first saw videos as a cheaper alternative style- Thrash bands eschew the glammed-up gimmickry, styled 
to the intensive touring that had previously been required to intro- hairdos, spandex, and glitz that characterize the metal bands that 
duce and promote a new group. A British journalist notes that gain MTV play. Thrash also renounces the clichkd poses of hero- 
videos allowed bands to escape the need to tour in order to build ism and romantic sensitivity. 59 In contrast, most of the lite metal 
a base of fans.55 For the more pop-oriented bands the new mar- or melodic metal groups have rather elaborate and distinctive vi- 
kedng technique was cost-effective. They traded the loyalty of the sual presentations of themselves. The split in the music preceded 
core that is created by intensive touring for the more MTV's impact, but the popularity of the lite metal subgenre owes 
transient celebrity status of the pop star. much to television exposure. 

MTV, with its general youth audience, became the tool of 'The longer songs typical of the years when metal was exiled from 
choice for promoting a band, access to it became a highly compet- the radio are excluded from MTV. The video clips run from three 
itive fought with dollars. A 1982 Billboard article men- to five minutes. Part of Metallica's image of integrity is 
tioned &at "Video clips . . . don't come cheaply: it costs between reinforced by composing longer songs. As drummer Lars Ulrich 
$20,000 and $40,000 to a typical example."56 Of course, said in 1986, "We're showing the industry that you can write eight- 
by 1989 the expense of making a video was sigificantly higher- inute songs, YOU can be honest with yourself and your crowd, 
mat year the cost of a poison video was $190,000. With elaborate thing on just to come 
pyrotechnics and a large rig, it was shot on 35 mm film. bfew ere."60 But outside the subgeme 
bands, with as much as $70,000 to spend on a video, find it clifficult , bands like Metallica. The 
.'to compete with the Ban Jovis and Poisons of the ~or ld ."~ '  Vid- drawn into conformity 
eos encourage bands to emphasize the "production values" that e POP codes of the mass commercial media; only the hard strain 
have always been associated with metal, but which had in the past ates the exclusive subculture that heavy metal had 
always been held subordinate to the music. As a rule, only estab- 
lished bands on large labels can successfully compete in the zirena videos mediate between audience and artist in markedly 
of production values, leaving smaller bands and independent re- ways than do live concerts, radio, and records. Videos 

companies at a distinct disadvantage. In the first half of the t gain and hold the viewer's 
1980s MTV not only gave metal as a cultural form access to the blish, vitalize, or maintain 
other mass media, but also "broke" many new bands. Today, how- 1 that image and the products associated with 
ever, new bands without much financial clout are .shut out. one or several direct or indirect messages."61 

AS h e  videos increasingly stressed Hollywood and Mad~son Av- other medium for rock music seeks so many different effects 
enue production values, they became more than merely marketing ultaneously. In order to have the possibility of fulfilling its mul- 
techniques to promote bands, though they have retained their pri- ust de-center the music itself and privilege a 
mary function as marketing tools. Frith argues that companies now 
see videos as "entertainment services," that is, as products V video is the aggressive 
sold to individuals and to be licensed to those who show them t ey are similar to TV advertisements 
the pUbli~.18 Originally videos were provided free of charge to asts. The videos' pace and cutting 
broadcasters. Now they are licensed to them for a fee. often created by advertising &rec- 

Musicians must spend much time and effort on their visual im- as ads: "Interest and excitement 
ages if they want the broad popularity among youth deliver tercutting, dissolves, superimpo- 
MTV. The two offshoots of heavy metal, lite metal and the first years of MTV, 
thrash, are distinguished as much by visual image as by as a new art form and 
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analyzed them according to the standards of film criticism.64 Today, lieve that rock videos preclude rather than provide understandings, 
they are increasingly acknowledged as conventionalized promo- supplying associations instead of allowing the audience to free- 
tional devices, essentially commercials. "Its an advertising cam- associate. They are "series of retinal quickies, too punchy to be 
paign."65 There is no reason to expect videos to conform to any subliminal, too scattered to have true irnpact."72 MTV encourages 
but advertising conventions, since they were &st developed as pro- a passive interpretation that is alien to both the audience and the 
motional tools and have never outgrown those origins, though new song's creator. Metal bands rarely have any say in the creation of 
uses have been found for them as "entertainment services." the video "concept," which is the province of the producer or di- 

"Videos function like advertising in which the signifier that ad- rector of the video. Directors often have concepts prior to ever 
dresses desire is linked to a ~ommodity."~~ That commodity, in the hearing the song or knowing about the band for whom they are to 
rypical video, is the band itself. But it could be any other ~ r o d u ~  create a video. MTV mediates between artist and audience by im- 
as is demonstrated by the ads that such rock stars as Lou ~ e e d ,  posing a producer's or director's concept along with the music. The 

Eric Clapton, and George Thorogood have made. With their music 
used as the sound track, the circle is closed; the ads seem like 
nothing other than music videos. The advertising industry, claims 
New York Times rock critic Jon Pareles, is "eager to blur bound- 
aries, to point out that rock itself is a commercial product."" Metal 

ttitude such as excitement or glamour. 
Metal bands are able to resist to some extent the tyranny of 

position to established authority, and separateness from the 

scenes, color and black-and-white frames, and concert footage a 
conceptual shots are rapidly juxtaposed. Catching the eye, mus 
videos privilege sight over sound. Even though the narrative lin nce of the con- 

in heavy metal culture is continued in the videos: "heavy metal 

the modifier refers to the art of shaping sound. The logo for 
station follows the advertising principle of the big lie: the " 
looms large, engulfing the tiny "TV." 

is considerably diminished for the audience when its members 

nsity of emotion that it encourages, is an important aspect of 
vy metal concerts. The entire rock industry acknowledges that 
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"the music videos are disappointing people when they go and see vision exposed people to a culture that one previously entered only 
the live performers, because the performers live aren't as interest- by personal introduction. Now someone could affiliate with metal 
ing."75 Recognizing the impact of their videos, bands are forced to through the media, bypassing the metal subculture or participating 
create more and more elaborately exciting stage sets to ~ i q u e  the in it vicariously in the very partial version of it presented on the 
interest of their now somewhat jaded audiences, adding to th videos. When the media take over as recruiters, the sense of soli- 
of a concert tour and becoming more dependent on specialists darity among audience members is reduced and their standards of 
from outside the metal community. At the same time, they have to appropriate behavior, for example, at concerts, are altered. Most 
re-create the video experience to satisfy the expectations of their concert behaviors prescribed by the metal subculture do not make 
fans. Thus, the live concerts become the imitation, more ~recisely it into the videos. But the new audience learns what to wear to a 
the of the videos. Following Georg Simmel's discus- concert and how to respond to it through the videos: "MTV is 
sion of the triadic relation, at the post-MTV concert artist and almost a subliminal fashion show."81 The moussed and shagcut 
audience interact directly, but they also interact indirectly "from hairstyles affected by the metal musicians are imitated by their fans, 
their common relation" to MTV.76 Here the mediator may have and although the males do not adopt the colorful spandex often 
become the most significant coconstitutor. seen in the videos, females are influenced to dress like the "bitch 

MTV influences not only the audience's appreciation of metal goddesses" so pervasive in metal clips.82 
but also the composition of that audience. Demographically, the Metal on the family television also attracted viewers who reacted 
metal audience became younger, more socially heterogeneous, and against the music and its visual presentation with vehement anger. 
more female.n The record companies realize that the female, MTV- Fundamentalists, such as those who formed and supported the 
influenced audience is not the traditional following for their metal PMRC, were not amused by what they saw on MTV. The PMRC's 
groups: "The core audience is the males who buy the band. They "filty fifteen" list mentioned nine heavy metal bands including 
don't tend to be as fickle as teenage females-they know before a ACIDC, Black Sabbath, Def Leppard, Judas Priest, Mercyful Fate, 
record comes out that they're gonna buy it. The idea is to sustain Twisted Sister, Venom, and W.A.S.P.83 These moral critics of metal 
that core audience and then take the upswing as well."78 That is, were effective in greatly reducing the amount of heavy metal on MTV, 
the video must be a compromise formation between the need to at least for a time. Had MTV never existed, metal's current enemies 
serve the values of the metal subculture and the need to attract the might never have known about it: "The atrocity tales have become 
new peripheral audience. Lite metal is a self-conscious attempt to numerous as the medium of the music video to some extent lifted the 
make itself that compromise, through its musical style (melodic), veil of secrecy surrounding the 'great noisy unknown.' "84 

its visual presentation (the shag haircut), and its image/attitude (the In response to the attack from the right, MTV began to require 

cute bad-boy). that a copy of the lyrics be submitted with each video. It has created 
There is some evidence that females watch more MTV than males a Program Standards Department, not unlike the old Hays Corn- 

do.79 Their entry into the audience has not had impact on the mas- mission for movies, that seeks to weed out videos that seem to 

culinist code of metal. The depiction of women in metal video sanction or even feature illegal drugs, alcohol "abuse," "gratui- 
particular tends toward the extremes of traditional stereotypes. tous" violence, or "explicit, graphic or excessive" sex.85 The impact 
males are portrayed as "submissive, passive, yet sensual and p of the visual images, not the musical sounds or the lyrics, was what 
ically attractive."80 The metal subculture may have been corrup aught the attention of metal's opponents, Metal became a target 

fragmented, and redirected by MTV, but it has not been funds in part because of the "increasing noticeability of music lyrics as 

mentally altered. hey are acted out in video forms for millions of viewersTS6 This 
MTV attracted younger and also more hip and middle-class seg- is particularly ironic, since, as has been noted, the visuals often 

ments of youth into the metal audience. The cable-connected tele- have little or nothing to do with the lyrics. 
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MTV's troubles with the right wing stem from the fact that it is another stridently noncommercial, hastening the implosion of the 
an inherently socially compromised medium; that is, it is neither a 
mass appealing to an undifferentiated audience and, there- ty of musical taste among youth, MTV does not 
fore, capable of generating its own codes to exploit that audience, find it advisable to exclude the music of any youth taste public, 
nor a medium serving a distinctive subculture. Rather, including heavy metal. The broad youth audience that it serves 
it is in between, a medium primarily for young people in general, requires a rotation that includes many genres of music. N~ youth 
but readily accessible to those of all ages who have access to cable subculture is known for its catholic taste and metal audiences are 
TV. 1t can neither be as bland as the-AOR format on commercial well known for intolerance: "Fans of hard rock and heavy metal 
radio nor as uncompromising as a metal show on college radio, were not enthusiastic about the frequent appearance of new wave 
making it the perfect mediator of a specialized music to the n~ass bands on MTV in the middle 1980s, and some of them refused to 

and to a wider audience than the core audience of that mu- watch for that reason."87 In other words, MTV was too a 
sic. MTV must be rambunctious enough to draw in the young, but mass medium to serve the members of the metal subculture. 
not too threatening to anger their elders. That is, MTV must dilute 
the signifiers of music-based subcultures, but it cannot replace or 
even significantly transvalue those subcultures. Granting its impor- Videos 

tance as a coconstitutor of metal, it is dependent on the recording The video need not be confined to MTV, but can be a specialized 
industy for its product, which must suit the sales strategies of that old or rented as a product to individual buyers. 
industry. Thus, it has had a large impact on musical culture, es- ame as it was when radio had exiled metal: 
pecially by tacking the visual sensibility of advertising on to music, s buy their own product. 
but it has not created a new musical culture or new music-based The assortment of metal videos for sale is extensive. some are 
subcultures. 'S videos, such as Judas Priest's Fuel for  if^. 

What MTV has done is to select those elements within each genre n "hit, classic and rare" videos span- 
of youth music that are compatible with its compromised ~tructure 1986. Ozzy Rules offers eighteen minutes 
while the rest. Lite metal, for example, originated prior videos based on songs from one of his albums. Concert videos 
to MTV as an internal development of the melodic side of the genre. one band, sometimes to a variety of bands. 
MTV it for play because it was the form of metal most released the Ultimate Revenge 2 

e concert footage from five of the 
time" (MTV) groups: Forbidden, 

1, and Faith or Fear. These groups have 
e in common with the lite metallhard rock favored by MTV; 

rash subgenre. Another "indie" label, 
pilation tape of some of its groups, 

a Metal ReeIlFall '87. Included are videos by Death Angel, 
from ~ T y s  "Headbanger's Ball,'' the first weekly ghetto for bar , Lizzy Borden, and Anvil. These 
metal, aired late at night once a week. But even "Headbang The video in this case is less a retail 
Ball" little thrash. The most far-reaching effect of MTV, th evice directed at the industry itself, a 
has been to intensify the differentiation of metal into subgenre 
making one metal style commercially viable, indeed, lucrative, a Iron Maiden's Live After Death video shows, according to the 
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but were about, heavy metal. This Is Spinal Tap, released in 1984, 
with a soundtrack album on a major label, was a humorous history 
of a hapless heavy metal bande9' It was written and directed by 
Rob Reiner, who played the radic-lib Meathead on the popular 
1970s television program "All in the Family." Penelope Spheeris's 
The Decline of Western Civilization, Part 2: The Metal Years came 

and backstage, as well as stage-front. It is one of many exam out in 1988. It featured interviews and performances by a variety 
that follow the model of Led Zeppelin's The Song Remains of heavy metal and hard-rock bands, most of which were highly 
Same,"89 whose video package proclaims: "And with the sounds visual, even for metal. Among them were Alice Cooper, Ozzy 
are the sights." A newer format is the metal video that copies the Osbourne, Aerosmith, Poison, Motorhead, Lizzy Borden, and Faster 
magazine. A 1989 tape/"issue" of one series, called "Hard and Pussycat. Both films were in the documentary form, but, of tourse, 
Heavy," contains more than one hour of interviews, music videos, This Is Spinal Tap was a comic mock-documentary. In a typical 
and cartoons. postmodern twist, after the picture's release the "fictional" group 

Metallica deconstructs the various video formats in Cliff 'em portrayed in the movie was in such demand and the album sold so 
All.9o Not only is the video done in honor of their recently deceased well that the actors got together and went on a concert tour as 

Both movies had the same problem. They had to attract both a 
metal audience and an audience that had no affiliation with that 
musical form. Heavy metal, however, is not either loved or ignored, 
but loved or hated. How could antagonistic groups be satisfied 
within the confines of the same picture? The solution, well-known 
in the mass media since the breakdown of the great consensus of 

production and sound. . . . The quality in some places ain't tha the 1950s, is overdetermination, the "something-for-everyone" story 
happening but the feeling is there and that's what matters!!" line. "All in the Family," for example, had to appeal to both the 

liberal and conservative elements that divided the TV audience in 
the 1970s. The liberals in the audience viewed Archie Bunker as a 

Movies buffoon and his son-in-law, Meathead (played by Reiner), as en- 
lightened. In contrast, the conservatives saw the Meathead as the 
buffoon and Archie as the ultimately triumphant common man. 

Spheeris and Reiner provided pleasure to the metal audience by 

d at least as much pleasure to metal detractors. In both 

about every Horror film and 'youf' movie made in America.' 

same name. 
Two movies were released during the 1980s that not only use avy metal. Reiner's, reflecting the progressive, hip remnant of the 
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counterculture, is a cultural criticism, emphasizing the unso~histi- teen of the feature stories in a randomly selected Hit Parader from 
cation of the metal artist. Indeed, a damning review of a "real" 1989 were about metal groups. Similarly, all of the articles in a 
metal group's efforts was titled "Look Out, Spinal Tap: Here Come 1986 issue of Circus were about metal bands. 
the Scorpions, Heavy Metal's Latest he roe^."^^ S~heeris's movie, Hard Rock from France, Metallion from Canada, and Heavy 
which was released in the wake of the PMRC's attacks on heavy Rock from Spain are examples illustrating the presence of metal 

metal, is basically a moral criticism, emphasizing the artist's de magazines throughout the world. Wherever metal subcultures exist, 
pravity. Spheeris denies that the genre has any other message than there are also metal magazines, including all of Western Europe, 
" . . . being rich and famous and getting laid."94 Metal's experi- Japan, North America, Australia, and, more recently, Eastern Eu- 
ence with the movies shows how resistant it is to assimilation into rope, and Latin America. In addition to the publications mentioned 

the codes of the mass media. above, some of the metal magazines available in 1989 were Live- 
wire (Germany), Morbid (Norway), Revenge (Brazil), F.E.T.U. 

Magazines (Japan), and Grim Death (New Zealand). Some of the major mag- 
azines, such as Kerrang!, are read in many countries. Thus, fans 

The history of heavy metal's involvement with the ~ r i n t  media gen- are linked to one another transnationally by these magazines. The 
erally parallels that of its relations with radio; a ~ e r i o d  of exile value of the worldwide metal community is promoted and achieved 

was followed by one of incipient connections, which was, in mm, by this medium. The rhetoric expressing transnationalism is cap- 
succeeded by a period of firm and extensive linkages. In the 1970s tured in the names of some of the periodicals. The British RAW 
the mainstream rock magazines mainly ignored the genre when stands for "Rock Action Worldwide," and the subtitle of another 
they were not trashing it: "The response of American rock criticism British magazine, Metal Hammer, is "The International Hard Rock 
to Heavy Metal in the early-mid 1970s was consistently a negative nd Heavy Metal Magazine." The latter lists its prices not only in 

Straw argues that one result of this treatment was the emer- pounds but in German deutschemarks, Italian lire, Portuguese es- 

gence of a "discourse of populism" among heavy metal musicians, cudos, Spanish pesetas, Swedish krona, Danish krona, and French 

who responded to the critics' contempt by accusing them of elit- kancs, among others. Thus, by the Iate 1980s metal magazines 

thereby strengthening the proud-~ariah image of metal and 
bonding the artists more closely to the metal subculture. 

do the electronic media. Not only are magazines generally cheaper 

rograms. Perhaps most importantly, magazines freeze the signi- 

e reader finds out what's "in" in terms of style, fashion, and 
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lingo. a result of the distinctive way in whch specialired mag- Many of the biggest-selling magazines devote more space to pho- 
I 

azines they tend to reinforce rather than to dilute the tographs than to written text. All fan magazines, indeed all celebriv I 
particularities of subcultures; that is, they project and objectify the magazines, rely heavily upon photographs. Metal photography, 
subculture's standards. however, is not mainly concerned with conveying the per- 

Magazines perform a range of specific mediating functions. Re- sonal appearance. The clothes, the stance, and the metal style are 
views of recent record releases connect the audience to the music at least as important as the face. The photos show subculture mem- 
by letting its members b o w  what recordings have recently been hers how they should look and comport themselves. some of the 
released and which ones they might like. These reviews also con- best ~hotogra~hers, such as ROSS Halfin, can get their work pub- 
nen he audience to itself, expressing its musical standards and lished in any number of magazines. Halfin finds it important 
values. For a pop audience criticism is irrelevant, but for a subcul- a relationship, an element of trust with an artist, before 
ture, such as the values expressed in the reviews are of You can get a shot that transcends the regular artificial, wax work 
great significance. Criticism also connects the musicians to their nations that usually accompany record corn- 

afdming, clarifying, and applying the standards that they 
share. The also mediate between the adknce  and the in- phers are highly specialized. They know, either 
dusny, giving the record companies qualitative feedback on their or implicitly, the codes of the genre and of the Subculture. 
releases. Reviews7 finally, serve to mediate the in dust^ itself- They Those codes involve the stances, accessories, gestures, and facial 
are included in press kits sent to progKammers at radio stations; that are appropriate for metal. Guitarists are shown in 
that is, hey are used as Promotional devices. They are even in- concenoation, singers are displayed sweating and with mouths 
&ded in press kits sent to magazine reviewers- Band members lean into one another, bathed in a halo of 

Mainstream rock reviewers, like movie reviewers, have become lights- There are posed shots of artists atop Hadeys or a 
more like entertainers and shills for the media they review than stack of Marshall amps. The photographers mediate the stars to 

,-idcs applying intelligible standards. Members of the metal sub- the audience in a filtered way. 
culture are far more self-consciously critical than are the members The performers recognize the importance of their appearance 
of the general rock audience. They want the reviewer to point Out before the camera. Bands often impose rules about which songs the 
the suengrhs and weaknesses of a new release or of a concert, shoot at their concerts, and band members will 
applying the standards that they share in common- Metal critics sure to Pose for the cameras during the performaces of those 

I are and see themselves as specialists who are embedded the ers tell stories of shoots: '<The band members 
subcultural audience. As such, they actively coconstitute the audi- take turns pumping a twenty-pound barbell before doing a bare- 
ence via criteria of aesthetic criticism. who has been working out regularly, throws a 

The magazines underscore the centra l i~  of concern in the met he sees how chubby his arm photographs in 
culture. Concert photos e preliminary P~la ro ids . "~~~ The medium may not be the me-- 
tour-date listings and personal ads seeking musicians for bands- ge, but it does impose a filtering form on the message it conveys. 
~ ~ ~ ~ h l ~  one-&rd of & magazines create a sense of intimacy between 
playing before an au& ce, with the emphasis on the word usense.wi~~ 

ering he metal festiva atureS in metal magazines serve to mediate 
its British and German incarnations. Here there are fewer on-stage among fans. Letters from readers are omnipresent. Some 
photos than there are cations print lists of the favorite albums of fans or ratings of 

p i a r e s  of the press passes and of the empty litter-stre- field. by fans. These direct mediations are supplemented by pen- 
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pal columns through which people in different countries can get 
together through their common devotion to metal. Classified ads 
from the audience to buy or sell records are also common. The 
British magazines in particular are likely to run personal columns 
with entries such as this: "Female 18 living in Aberdeen, into 
metal, like to meet males and females for gigs etc."lo3 Lists of n 
and addresses of fan clubs are regular features. The magazi 
thus make it possible for loner metal fans to connect with 
wider subculture. They are also the source of the informa 
and evaluations that fans exchange with one another to expr 
their solidarity and to prove their personal bona fides at meta 
concerts. 

An important subset of metal magazines are not primarily c 
mercial endeavors, but are extensions of the metal subculture 
produced by members of the subculture(s) out of devotion. Met 
fanzines began in earnest in the early 1980s, at the same time th 
the audience for metal was growing.'04 They proliferated in th 
following decade. Denisoff distinguishes commercial magazin 
which he calls "prozines," from fanzines, which are produced b 
one person, working out of his or her home. Financial reward 
neither the primary goal nor is it normally realized.lO5 There a 
perks to the job, however, such as meeting the bands: "You get 1 

free to all the shows [and also get] free records."'06 
Like fanzines in other youth subcultures, metal fanzines are cha 

acterized by a passionate, almost proselytizing, tone. Fanzine ed 
tors are fans in the true sense of that term's etymology. They adhe 
fanatically to the metal conventions, standards, and practices. 
views of albums and concerts, and interviews and photograp 
appear in the fanzines. In a sense fanzines create a network th 
spans the globe, allowing for exchanges of "underground info 
mati~n. ' ' '~~ They not only connect fans to one another and to ban 
but also, in the words of a British prozine, "provide the tra 
ground for many of the country's most sussed music journal 

The lack of radio play for metal and the hostility of the mai 
stream press to it made the fanzines an important part of the reco 
companies7 promotion activities. An executive of Music for N 
tions, a British metal "indie," states, "It was certainly through fa 
zines that Metallica were broken in this country."109 The maj 
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rock magazines had ignored thrash metal, refusing to take the 
subgenre seriously. 

Three basic types of metal fanzines can be distinguished: those 
based on a band, on a local area, and on a subgenre of metal. 
Killing Yourself to  Die, an international Black Sabbath fanzine, is 
an example of the first type; its eighth volume, published in 1987, 
consisted of forty pages with photos. Rock Brigade, from Cambuci, 
Brazil, containing color posters and reviews, is an area-based fan- 
zine. Another is Metal Caos from Italy, with a circulation of 5,000. 
Its seventy pages include interviews, reviews, photos, and posters. 
In Britain the major heavy metal magazines are located in London, 
but the fanzines are based up north, where the music originated, 
and cover their local scenes in detail.l10 

The fanzine that specializes in a specific subgenre has become 
the most widespread, following the fragmentation of metal as a 
cultural form. White Throne is a California-based journal inter- 
ested in Christian metal. Speed Corps from British Columbia, Can- 
ada, and Metallic Beast from Denmark are concerned with thrash. 

Like the metal show on college radio, the fanzine is a direct 
projection of the metal subculture(s) into the externalized mind of 
the media. In the Hegelian sense, it gives the subculture an objec- 
tivity, an ability to define itself to itself and, therefore, to gain 
control over its full range of expressivity. That is, the fanzine is the 
most specialized medium of all, in which gifted members of the 
audience take over the function of mediating between artists and 
audience without the help of external third pames with their own 

I commercial interests. That these gifted members are also intensely 
committed devotees (fanatics) is the basic reason why the prolif- 
eration of specialized media in metal culture in the 1980s has 
heightened the splits in that culture that had always existed, but 

, had, in the 1970s, been compromised and held in unreflective 
i suspension. 
j Heavy metal existed and, in certain senses, thrived for much of 

its history without the offices of such media as radio, "music video 
i television," and magazines. As these media have begun to mediate 

the cultural form intensively, they have diluted it when aiming for 
j, a mass audience and strengthened its particularity when they have 
j expressed metal's subculture. On the whole, the more mass or gen- 

t 
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eral the have been, the more they have favored and furthered security people knew what the general public did not know: the 
the side of the music and the interests of the peripherd audience for a heavy metal concert is an easy bunch to handle. 
audience (the younger, female, and middle-class components). The They are at a concert to experience the music and to affirm their 
more they have been, the more they have promoted the - subculture in solidarity with one another. They are not, despite 
harder side of the music and the interests of the core audience. In their looks, a wild and violent group. Security details in Chicago 
terms of exposure and money, the more general media seem to have repeatedly told me that they preferred the metal fans to audiences 
exerted a decisive influence on metal, but it is not dear that they for country-music groups, such as Alabama or Charlie Daniels, 
have diminished the diversity of its musical expression or destroyed because they found the latter more prone to fighting with one an- 
its unique subculture. Much more, the impact of radio, TV, and other and with the guards. 

magazines has the internal differences that always existed in Promoters can and do handle a wide variety of popular music 
metal more clearly defined and, indeed, extreme than they were in performers, since venues are not specialized according to genre, A 
the years of exile. site becomes dedicated to metal by moving in the banas stage set 

and amacting the fans with their fashions, styles, and symbols, 

Concerts Concert promoters need to coordinate a large number of special- 
ists, from lighting, audio, and stage technicians, to venue owners, 

~~0 media, records and concerts, have been integral to the con- caterers, lawyers, and booking agents. It is connections rather than 
stimtion of metal from its beginnings and are coextensive with its capital investment that make concert-promoting organizations sue- 
definition. The concert is a medium because artist and audience do cessful- promoters generally start out on a small and local scale. 
not find one another: they must be brought together by an appa- With luck, some talent for business, and lack of competition, hey 
ratus of promoters, venue owners, and technicians, who condition can grow dramatically. The late 1970s were good years for concerr 
their direct encounter. Promoters. Metal was an important and growing part of their busi- 

Heavy met,al concerts, held in a variety of venues, were an inte- ness, but not a differentiated one. The same technicians who 
g a l  part of the rock-concert business in the 1970~, in both the on other concerts could be used for metal shows. The same kinds 
United States and Great Britain. They were lucrative, since they did of booking arrangements could be made for the various genres of 
not need much promotion to attract sell-out crowds. The pro- 
moters could accurately predict audience sizes and thus schedule s such as Black Sabbath, 
the concert in an appropriate-sized venue. Predictability is essential nbow, Judas Priest, and UFO, among others, were playing at 

e larger venues. The rock-concert business, not merely its heav 
eta1 component, was doing so well that more and larger venues 

were built, both indoor arenas and outdoor sites. Some of hem 
could also be utilized by sporting events. In addition to capacity, 
0 other considerations were relevant to where a heavy metal 

had to be powerful, with 
rtant than a high decibel level. 
tered, since upholstered seats 

who looked equally tough. At a metal concert people on t and the bath of beer that a 
sides of the security fence often look like they could audition 
role in a movie about the Hell's Angels. The security staff the early 1980s heavy metal concerts were being held at a 
the audience well, since it saw metal audiences frequently- ues. Heavy metal festivals, 
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such as the one held at Donington in England, were introduced- The concert tour of a popular band has become rationalized 
The US Festival in 1983 was pmidar ly  significant for heavy xnetal- along several lines- Booking agencies connect venue owners or pro- 
Backer and initiator Steve Wosniak planned the festival as a nos- m0ter.s with potential bands or their managements. Tour buses, 
tal@c homage to the Woodstock extravaganza of 1969- But he was with complex stereo systems and refrigerators for beer, 
forced to realize that changes in the audience over the Years had are easily rented from specialized companies. The media that pro- 
made his model impossible to follow. The same audience would mote heavy metal records also advertise concerts extensively. Ma- 
no longer sit to hear a wide variety of musical genres performed jar concerts are more regularized. With tour managers who are 
on he same stage. Fragmentation characterized the hnerican rock trained s~eddists  and a broadening base of techn01~S;~~,  he venue 
audience in 1983, and the Wosniak festival reflected this by offer- is transformed into a combination movie set and recording stu- 
ing &fierent musical styles on separate days. One whole day was dio-the imitation of a video. The tours of unknown groups, es- 
set aside for heavy metal, showing that it had become by that time pedally those in the speedlthrash subgenre, are, in contrast, rather 
a significant pan of the music scene. The size of the audience for and spontaneous affairs, reflecting the splits 
that one day, as well as its enthusiasm, overshadowed the rest of as a cultural form. 
the festival. The industry took notice- But changes in the concert business have done little, if anything, 

Musicians were also influenced by the 1983 US Festival. Hearing to alter the encounter of amst and audience front-Stage. of all the 
a broadcast of the festival, the members of Poison heeded the media, the concert apparatus is the most faithful servant of the 
call to u ~ o  west young man." They were convinced that California artist-audience relation, its core medium. 
groups like Quiet Riot and Van Halen heralded a strong metal 
scene on the West Coast. Poison packed up its gear in a used am- 
bulance and moved to L.A. Once there, they pioneered the prahce Records and the Recording Industry 
of bands passing out fliers for their own Shows-'" e record has been inseparable from the concert in the constitu- 

During the last part of the 1 9 8 0 ~ ~  the concert business for all n of metal from its beginnings. At the concert the artist and 
types of metal flourished. Many smaller clubs sprang UP to cater dience encounter each other directly, affirming each and 
exclusively to local and touring metal bands. The megapopular symbols and values of the metal subculture. But the ritual- 
bands appear at summer outdoor arenas and European festiva perience of the concert is transitory, an epiphany realized nor- 
sites where they can reach thousands (sometimes over 1007000) ally no more than once or twice a year for any given artist and 
people on the same night. The profitability of the t o m  has b dience member- The record is the most reliable access that the 
bolstered by w o  very commercial practices. Beer and cigare ember of the subculture has to the music and the record is a prime 
companies now provide corporate sponsorship to concerts, ns of support for the artist. For the audience the record comes 
concert is a big business. By the late 1980s the c ve at the concert, whereas for the artist the concert promotes the 
of was running from $15.00 to $20.00 each. In ad rd- The two media, concerts and recordings, are fully recipro- 
a wide range of other band-related merchandise is sold at come The concert has priority as epiphany, but the record is privi- 
from hats and headbands, to pins and tour jackets- The Pr as the primary means through which the members of the 
from concert merchandising are controlled by the band ra culture constitute that subculture in everyday life. One need 
than by the promoters. Rock bands no longer do concert to Y Pass by a midsize American car that has seen better days, with 
in order to promote their latest album: "Now they tour for the of metal blasting from its tape deck, to realize this truth. 
bucks-from concert tickets and merchandise."l12 The Promote re than any other medium, the record is metal's lifeblood. 
add to their profits from ticket sales by taking Part of the be the first eight years of the 1970s, heavy metal could be 
concessions. Y on the rosters of the major record labels. AC/DC was 
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on ~ ~ l ~ t i ~ ,  Black Sabbath and Deep Purple were on Warner7 and tants and marketing expeas. In consequence, the companies took 
Judas Priest was on Columbia. These groups required very litde in far fewer risks with new types of rmsic. One estimate is that hey 
the way of promotional services because their music had been ex- signed about 50 percent fewer bands during the recession than in 
eluded by the press and radio. The labels promoted the years prior to it."~ 

them by having them tour, which made the record/tour cycle the metal survived the slump better than other musical genres. 
basis of the connection to the audience. The tours sold very Newer metal bands were signed. AS a record executive explains, 
well, due to the loyalty of the core audience, whose ~ ~ ~ m b e r s  "ln a time recession, the only people who will buy records are 
bought the records.  he majors especially liked their metal anists kids to ~ h o m  music means more than money."ll9 The loyal mem- 
because fans were not only interested in the latest release, but bought hers of the heavy metal subculture fit that description 
their back catalogue too, a habit that increased corporate profits. however, preferred to sign only bands that were al- 
H~~~ metal albums had "commercial staying power""' because established rather than to develop and break new talent in- 
each new cohon of metal fans got turned on to established groups house- They evaluated bands not only in terms of their songwriting 
and bought their older records. ability, but also in terms of their management, equipment, and 

I 
B~ the end of 1978 the record industry as a whole was changing. Funher, they were no longer ready to give bands free 

I I~ terms of units shipped, the number of gold and platinum records rein to do "their own thing": "We don't have the time or money 
, 

created per year, and gross revenues, the 1970s had been a glorious to with amateurs or egos," one record executive was I 
I triumph. I~ 1972 the industry's gross revenues were just under as Gone, too, were the once-common junkets for press 

billion dollars. In 1978 they had risen to over 4 billion dollars- But and radio people, and the lavish after-concert parties. Tour 
the worm had turned and the revenues for 1979 fell to about 3-6 was a t  back and farmed out to "corporate sponsors-" 
billion dollars and stayed at that lower level throu%h 1982-114 The impact of these changes was felt throughout the music in- 
fie causes for the reversal are complex, including the worldwide sq- The majors wanted professionals and shifted the burden of 

recession which &ally caught up with the record business7 the aining to others, much as the medical industry has always relied 
Servative of the oligopoly that the industry had be" the families of prospective doctors to finance their education. 

the impan of increased list prices for records, alternative entertarn Or Motley Criie's first album (1982) was self-financed 
merit competing for youth's attention and money7 the disappear and on their own independent label, LeathGr Records-~2i 
ante of the remnants of the "youth culture," and the tailing off The reluctance of the record companies to provide development 
he baby boom generations Between 1974 and 1980 the recor posed a ~anicular  problem for heavy metal musicians. Tra- 
industry became concentrated in a few firms- In 1974, 79 Perc tionally they had come from working-class backgrounds, from 
of the hits were on the top eight labels. By 1980 98 Percent of of families that could not afford to bankroll them, even 
hits were on those eight labels.115 Oligopolies tend to prize stabi eY wanted to. After the recession hit the industry, metal art-sts 
over the risks of innovation. The big record labels played it easingl~ came from middle-class backgrounds because mem- 
with music and, perhaps, began to lose touch with yourh- the middle class could rely on their families for the financing 

B~ the end of 1982 the slump was clearly over.116 But the cha to buy ~~struments and costumes, to make demo record- 
wrought in the industry had become &xed as standard opera to rent out practice space, and even to suppofi them while 
procedure. Fewer records were released each year.''' In an atte tried to achieve success. An alternative way to gain financing 
to achieve predictable sales and hold down development costs as provided by entrepreneurial managers. Not uncommon prior 
companies became very selective in signing new artists- Record 979, they now proliferated. They provided the financing for a 
became fa harder to get. The golden ears of company st g band in return for long, potentially lucrative coneam 
were augmented, if not fully dominated, by committees of 
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The rise of independent record labels was to some degree a re- 
sponse to the new policies of the majors.122 Although the majors 
were signing bands, more groups with talent had sprung up than 
the majors were willing to take. A second generation of metal art- 
ists had arrived, who had learned from the classical bands but who 
were exploring the genre and not merely copying their predeces- 
sors. At the same time, the audience for heavy metal was growing, 
and had now matured sufficiently to want new music within the 
genre, not only music by the classic superstars who had forged the 
genre independently. That is, it could recognize the genre of heavy 
metal as a musical form that it desired to hear as long as it was 
performed well and presented according to the codes of the sub- 
culture. Unlike the classical heroes, who were like the outside 
lawgivers celebrated by ancient Greek cities, the new metal artists 
came from the audience itself and were drenched in its subculture. 
The "indies," along with the college radio stations and the pro- 
zines/fanzines, came along to mediate the new artists and the larger 
and more differentiated audience. The play-it-safe and cut-the-costs 
policies of the majors left the indies free to serve a neglected market. 

The early 1980s were, for metal, the years of the indies. These 
small companies did not require vast outlays of capital to find and 
record artists. The requisite low-cost recording technology and the 
independent studios had been available before the economic slump. 
The main problem faced by the indies was distribution. The explo- 
sion of fanzines and prozines helped spread the word. The metal 
subculture, in which fanatics turn friends on to new stuff, did the 
rest. The indies initially emerged in Britain, where the network of 
fanzines and the metal subculture was strongest. Also, touring that 
compact country was a less expensive undertaking than mounting 
a nationwide tour of the sprawling United States. When the Amer- 
ican metal indies came into being, they relied on college metal shows 
as well as on the local and imported magazines. 

In the early 1980s American members of the heavy metal sub- 
culture were avid buyers of imported albums. There was a deh i  
cachet attached to owning a record on an independent label, a 
whiff of underground culture consistent with the anticommercial 
bias of artists, audience, and the noncommercial, specialized media 
in the heavy metal culture. 

The major record companies shifted the risk of finding and de 
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veloping new metal talent to the indies. When that talent proved 
itself, the majors moved in, ready to skim off the cream with fat 
contracts. The indies made some money from this arrangement, 
but the big profits followed the old rule that the rich get richer. 
Rather than viewing them as competitors, the majors saw the indies 
as useful developers and testers of talent. Indeed, people who started 
the independents had often worked for the major companies. Mu- 
sic for Nations, an early and influential British indie metal label, 
was founded by Martin Hooker, who had worked for EM. Hooker 
had gone from EM1 to the punk indie Secret Records before start- 
ing his metal label. As in the case of the fanzines, punk led the way 
for the indies, demonstrating that alternative media could be cre- 
ated to serve a music-based subculture. 

During the first half of the 1980s, indies in the United States 
began to relicense British imports for American distribution. One 
of the more successful American independents, Metal Blade, began 
in this manner in 1983, but soon was producing local bands. Its 
list focused heavily on the speedlthrash subgenre, with bands such 
as Slayer, Satan, Nasty Savage, Sodom, Malice, and Tyrant. Metal 
Blade's growth, both in terms of the number of bands it handled 
and the complexity of its organization, is somewhat typical. By 
1986 Capitol Records, a major among the majors, began to handle 
Metal Blade's distribution arrangements, and Metal Blade started 
a specialized label, Death Records.lu Music for Nations also started 
a specialized label, Under One Flag, to concentrate on speed and 
thrash. 

The independent metal record labels vary in size, organizational 
complexity, profitability, musical specialization, and ties to the ma- 
jors. One of the more interesting indies is New Renaissance, which 
operates more like a collective than a company. The label does not 
provide financial support to groups but works to get other com- 
panies, majors or indies, to notice their bands. 

The major difficulty for American independents is distributing 
; their product. Distribution became highly organized and concen- 
; trated during the 1970s and early 1980s, in part as a consequence 
1 of the recession. The retail return policies of the majors became 
j more strict, and they were able to demand that stores take their 
: unproven records if they wanted to have access to the sure sellers. 
I The independents had no such clout. The majority of records are 

I 
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now sold in chain record stores or in department stores, rather than 
in small retail operations. Thus, independents are cut off from their 
potential end-users unless they gain access to the distribution net- 
works that the majors control. One solution, increasingly used in the 
United States by .firms such as Mechanic Records and Roadrunner, is 
a distribution agreement with a major, in these two cases with 
MCA,'25 

The emergence of the indies in the 1980s did not so much detract 
from as supplement the influence of the majors. The newer metal 
bands that came into existence in the late 1970s found their way 
to the majors, directly or indirectly. Two prominent groups that 
were part of the new wave of British heavy metal, Iron Maiden 
and Angel Witch, were both initially signed by EMI. The older 
1970s groups, such as the Scorpions, and their offshoots, such as 
Dio, remained on major labels, which also signed up large numbers 
of metal bands, many of them graduates of the indies. The majors 
concentrated on classical heavy metal and the lite metal subgenre, 
leaving the indies with the speedlthrash metal, especially that orig- 
inating outside Britain and America. For example, Roadracer has 
cornered the market on Brazilian thrash metal, with releases from 
Sepultura and Rlatos de Poriio. By contrast, lite metal is the prov- 
ince of the majors with Poison and Great White on Capitol, White 
Lion on Atlantic, Def Leppard on Polygram, and Ratt on Atlantic. 
Despite the attempts at rationalizing development and distribution 
that were inaugurated during the slump of 1979-82, 90 percent 
of the majors' releases in all genres still fail to recover their 

Some of the majors have begun their own specialty metal labels. 
Others have used the marketing skills of the indies. Music for Na- 
tions finds "the major labels knocking at their door for help in 
breaking their latest rock bands."127 Further, the independents are 
less reluctant to handle the more controversial records. EMI, for 
example, feared their shareholders' reactions to W.A.S.P.'s single, 
"Animal (F**k Like a Beast)," and made a deal with Music for 
Nations to put it out for them.128 Specialized businesses, notably 
Concrete Marketing, were created in an effort to provide metal- 
marketing expertise to a wide variety of record companies. 

The majors have not lost any of their power in the general rock 
industry. Their concentration, in terms of the proportion of top- 
selling records produced by the largest firms, is almost complete.129 

Transmitting the Music: Metal Media . 189 

In 1990 six conglomerates (WEA, CBS, Polygram, MCA, BMG, 
and CEMA) were responsible for 94 percent of all types of Amer- 
ican  recording^.'^^ They gain and keep their standing primarily 
through their control of the distribution system. They are the dis- 
tributors of all of the major labels, of boutique labels within the 
majors, and of a growing list of independents. Indeed, it is no 
longer clear that "independent" is a fully accurate term to describe 
companies that undertake the function of developing groups, but 
later funnel their talent to the majors either directly or through 
distribution agreements. 

During the 1980s the number of metal records that became best- 
sellers vastly increased. (See Appendix C.) Yet of the 47 metal rec- 
ords making Billboard's "Top 100" pop albums from 1987 to 1989, 
only one was released on an independent label.13' Pareles con- 
cludes, "Independent labels are still doing most of the legwork, 
and taking the risks, on . . . fringe styles-but the majors are 
getting quicker on the uptake."'32 

The pattern of change in the record industry's relation to metal 
falls into the same three periods that have been used to characterize 
the other media. During the 1970s heavy metal was one of the 
many types of music offered to a fragmented audience by the major 
record corporations. The market was well defined and relatively 
stable and predictable, comprising a subculture that lacked its own 
institutional expression. In the late 1970s and early 1980s the in- 
dependent metal labels emerged along with the other specialized 
media, such as college radio and magazines, to give metal and its 
subculture objective expression. This period of incipient growth 
was also the time when the subgenres of metal became established 
and metal's audience began to overflow the core subculture. Fi- 
nally, through the rest of the 1980s, when metal became a big 
business (in 1988 metal albums accounted for "about fifteen to 
twenty percent of the record industry's $6.5 billion  revenue^"'^^), 
the majors and the indies became coordinated by differentiating 
the functions of development and distribution. The new coordi- 
nation is aided and abetted by the changes in the promotional media, 
such as radio, MTV, and magazines, which have taken advantage 

f the expansion in the audience for and the output of metal. 
Throughout the history of its relation to metal, the record in- 

ustry has played a relatively conservative and reactive role in con- 
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stituting metal as a cultural form. During the 1970s it left well 
enough alone, allowing established artists to serve their subcultural 
audience as they saw fit. When new developments in the musical 
culture occurred in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the large record 
companies, faced with recessionary financial pressures, left the field 
open for independent record labels to develop new talent. Finally, 
as some forms of metal went mainstream in the 1980s, the large 
record companies tried to influence bands to conform to the mass 
codes of AOR and the somewhat less restrictive codes of MTV, 
and co-opted the indies into their distribution networks and used 
them like the major leagues in baseball use their farm teams. 
Through all of these changes the companies, especially the majors, 
did little or nothing to influence the inherent or delineated mean- 
ings of the music. They remained, like the concert promoters, me- 
diators concerned with making profits from what they took up, 
rather than culture fabricators or culture creators. Though cer- 
tainly without altruism, generosity, enthusiasm, or partisanship, 
the majors brought together artist and audience, serving more as a 
specialized than as a mass medium. 

The expansion of metal in terms of the size, differentiation, and 
broader demographics of its audience has led to important changes 
in the way metal recordings are created, leading to the emergence 
of new mediators internal to the recording medium. These media- 
tors, rather than the record companies, do exert a measure of con- 
trol over the inherent and delineated meanings of the music. 

Primary among the new mediators is the record producer, a 
quintessential generalist. The position of producers throughout all 
forms of popular music has become one of great power. Originally 
they were company salarymen, overseeing the taping of a full group 
of musicians. Two circumstances changed this modest role. The 
Lst  was the development of multitrack recording technology, whi 
took control of the recorded sound out of the hands of musicians. 
The editing and mixing of the tape allowed producers and engi-. 
neers to manipulate' the sounds made in the studio by the musi- 
cians. The musicians no longer needed to be present as a group 
during the recording phase of production. Different members could 
come to the studio on different days to lay down their tracks. In 
order to regain control of the sound, the wealthier bands began to 
hire their own producers. They also rejected company studios, 
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seelung out those that had equipment and personnel that suited 
their tastes. Producers were now paid a fee, not a salary. By the 
1980s the technology and politics of the recording process had 
caused further changes in power relations. Bands now were more 
likely to go to studios preferred by producers, who were in a 
stronger position than ever before. Their remuneration was now 
royalty-based, in recognition of their artistic input, rather than a 
fee for technical services. BiNboard charts listing top-selling records 
started to include the producer's name, along with the artist's. 

These changes characterized most of popular music, but were 
exaggerated in metal because of its aesthetic standards for rec- 
ords.l14 Despite the importance of the "live" album in metal, the 
standards for studio recordings do not reflect a live aesthetic. Un- 
like punk and blues, where capturing a more-or-less live sound is 
valued, metal records of all styles are supposed to be elegant and 
refined. Rather than seeking a diamond-in-the-rough rawness, metal 
wants a perfectly faceted, highly polished gem. Record reviewers 
frequently make mention of the "production values" of the record, 
denouncing "muddy" and praising "clean" sounds. Producers are 
explicitly praised or damned.13s Producers who have had hits with 
other metal groups are avidly pursued because they are seen to have 
the ability to unite the artist's work with the audience's taste. Com- 
panies now have some veto power, at least with new groups, in 
the selection of a producer. The task of production not only me- 
diates between the audience and the artist, but also directly nego- 
tiates the interests of the company with those of the band Having 
a well-known producer gives credibility to a new band. Said one 
tyro about the impact of using a well-known producer, "it means 
that the industry will start to check us 

Many groups attempt to maintain control over their sound by 
producing their recordings themselves. Self-production also gives 
them additional royalties. Since the cost of production is borne by 
the band (most directly when the group is unsigned and making a 
demo, or when it is using its advance on royalties from the record 
company), it is in its own financial interest to keep costs down. But 
it is also in the group's artistic interest to spend as much as nec- 
essary to get a "great" sound. It is not unusual for metal groups 

; working in the classical tradition to spend four months in the studio. 
Can the group trust itself, or one of its members, to balance its 
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fully produced records for other groups still want someone outside 
their band to act as their producer in order to gain more objectivity 
in reconciling conflicting interests. In addition, the producer can 
objectively mediate within the band itself. Innumerable questions 
of "artistic difference" need to be resolved. Which songs belong on 
the album? If the songs are attributed to individual members rather 
than to the group as a whole, this is not merely an ego issue, but 
also a financial one: writers receive royalties. How long should the 
guitar break be? Is this vocal good enough or should the singer do 
another take? How should the edited tape be mixed-with the 
vocals predominant or integrated into the musical parts? The num- 
ber of possible differences is vast, and producers play the role of 
adjudicators in such disputes. The producer, finally, can serve as a 
cheerleader for the band, urging it on to greatness in the same way 
as fans do at concerts. 

More subtly, but perhaps more importantly, producers also me- 
diate musical culture. Many producers specialize in one genre, and 
this is particularly true in metal. They bring knowledge gleaned 
from working with one band to their work with the next. Artists 
remark that producers teach them how to improve their perfor- 
m a n ~ e . ' ~ ~  Since metal musicians rarely take music or voice lessons, 
the producer is one of their few sources of instruction. Reviews and 
press releases mention the prior band with which the producer of 
the new album worked. A musician whose album was recently 
done with producer Bill Metoyer remarks approvingly that he "has 
produced so many bands, but he's gained a lot of experience in 
doing 

Managers can convince their well-known bands to use their n 
bands as opening acts, giving the latter audience and indus 
exposure. 
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As functional differentiation has proliferated in the recording 
medium, mediators of the medium have appeared. Concrete Foun- 
dation, starting as a specialized metal marketing firm, publishes an 
industry newsletter and sponsors an industry conference. CMJ, 
which serves college radio, does the same. These groups and others, 
such as independent record companies, also put out compilation 
albums and put on showcases. These allow unsigned bands to be 
seen and heard by A&R people from the major record companies. 

The dense thicket of mediation might seem to de-center the art- 
ists from the recording process and even from their own creativity 
and their audience. As new and unproduced bands copy produced 
bands, the artist can become merely the shadow of a creator. This 
tendency is most pronounced in lite metal, which is the form of 
metal closest to pop music, in its sound, its audience, and the social 
constitution of its production. But it is not absent in the other 
variants of metal. In this sense, metal might become a victim of its 
own success, as technicians and media generalists strive to make 
its success formula fixed and repeatable. That would be a prescrip- 
tion for cultural suicide, but it is far from happening yet. Indeed, 
the more the mediators proliferate, the more the fate of the cultural 
form becomes indeterminate as incalculable factors enter into its 
constitution. 

Conclusion 

Throughout the history of their involvement with metal the media 
have been essentially true to their mediating function of bringing 
artist and audience together through conveying both the music made 
by artists and the styles, fashions, and symbols of the music-based 
subculture(s). That is, in the case of metal, the media have not 
fabricated genres and fashions by creating music and musicians, 
nor have they developed an audience for them through promotion. 

: Neither the artists nor their audience(s) are creatures of the media 
. in the manner of pop phenomena. The media did not contrive the 
r metal subculture the way it contrives fads; it merely found that 
t subculture and began to supply it. The media also found the bands 

r? and delivered them to the audience. T: 

I But that is only half the story. The media found the artists and 
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the audience within itself, as their infrastructure. The two media 
that have always been part of the metal world-the concert and the 
record-are essential to its constitution. Only through recordings 
can metal subculture(s) be reproduced on a daily basis in the ordi- 
nary lives of members of the audience, whether they belong to the 
mainline, heavy metal subculture, the subgenre subculture of 
thrash, or the taste-publiclsubgenre subculture of lite metal. The 
concert, where audience and artist encounter one another directly 
in a ritual-experience, is itself the peak experience, the summum 
bonum, the fullest realization of the subculture. Records and con- 
certs are integral constituents of metal culture, as essential to it as 
the music and the subculture(s), only weaker than them in the 
sense of being able to determine what the result of putting the 
three constitutors together will be. The media serve the artists and 
audience, for a price, but there is no way of removing them. The 
record producing and distributing systems, and the concert pro- 
moting and venue systems are a genuine infrastructure for metal 
culture(s) . 

The first period of metal's cultural history, the era of "heavy 
metal," was one in which the music and the related culture sur- 
rounding it were exiled from all media except records and concern. 
Heaw metal existed, from the aspect of the media, as a specialized -, 
niche within mass-commercial entertainment corporations. 1 he 
music had a loyal audience, the members of which would fill con- 
cert halls and buy the back catalogue of albums. But that audience 
was also limited in size. It wanted musical fare that was unaccept- 
able to the mass media. Thus, the major recording companies and 
the concert promoters had the simple task of giving an identifiable 
and predictable audience the product that it wanted. The record 
companies and concert promoters had no incentive to change this 
situation. The metal fans were already sold and the product was 
waiting to be delivered. Metal was a cash cow. 

The situation changed because metal proved to be an attractive 
product. Not only did the audience rapidly grow but its demo- 
graphics slowly expanded, and parts of it became sophisticated. 
Growth in the audience showed the appeal of both the music and 
the subculture to young males around much of the world who 
experienced marginalization and found that the persona of the 

proud pariah expressed their identity. The more musically inclined 
members of the audience began to play the music themselves, in 
their own ways, carrying on the tradition of authenticity rather 
than becoming slavish imitators. The audience as a whole was ready 
to accept new metal, having gained a consciousness of the value of 
the genre beyond the works of its musical founders. 

As the audience grew, it began to differentiate internally. Artists 
worked on different parts of the genre, preparing the way for the 
emergence of different groups of fans. Some fans created special- 
ized media, bringing the subculture to greater self-consciousness 
and nurturing a partisan spirit of exclusiveness for the genre or one 
of its subgenres. Specialized commercial media entered the play and 
a network of college-radio programs, prozines, famines, indepen- 
dent labels, and specialized venues erupted. 

At about the same time, in the early 1980s, the more mass or 
general media began to take notice of heavy metal's growing appeal 
and especially the presence within it of a strain of melodic music 
acceptable to a broader youth audience including, especially, fe- 
males. MTV became the vehicle to serve that more general audi- 
ence-a combination of a taste public and a subgenre subculture- 
with the subgenre of lite metal, which it in turn mediated to mass 
and general commercial radio. MTV became a genuine coconsti- 
tutor of lite metal, helping to shape a visual style and sensibility 
for the subgenre and thereby influencing the content of its subgenre 
subculture. In doing so, it diluted the social, cultural, and musical 
punch of what it took from heavy metal, creating a quasi-pop form 
of metal, still claiming roots in heavy metal music and the heavy 
metal subculture, but mixing in "sensitivity" (read pop sentimen- 
tality) with the traditional bad-boy image. 

In its period of incipient growth heavy metal outgrew itself and 
began to fragment. No longer an exile, it was also no longer secure 
in a specialized niche in the media conglomerates. Artists differ- 
entiate subgenres and audiences differentiate subcultures based on 
them. The media perform their function of mediation, erupting 
from within and connecting from without. They do not create art 
or develop audiences, but work with what is there and bring the 
sides together. In doing so they change what is there by reinforcing 
and exaggerating it. The mass media made the pop features of lire 



metal more extreme, whereas the noncommercial, specialized me- 
dia made the harder features of heavy metal more pronounced, 
fortifying in particular the subgenre of thrash and its uncompro- 
mising subculture. One might even argue that in a completely un- 
planned way the split between the masdgeneral and the specialized 
media caused the breakup of heavy metal into a classical tradition 
that continues the conventions of the genre, and two subgenres, 
neither of which can abide the other and both of which are das- 
sified under the same broader label because they claim lineal de- 
scent from heavy metal and its subculture. Thrash resides in the 
"alternative media" where lite metal must fear to tread. Lite metal 
is domiciled on MTV and commercial radio where the many va- 
rieties of thrash and speed are unwelcome. Classic metal mediates 
the two subgenres, welcome on the alternative media and accept- 
able on the general youth media. Without the exaggerating and 
reinforcing effects of the media would the split have been so 
pronounced? 

In the third period of metal's history, continuing through this 
writing, the media have formed an infrastructure for the bricolage 
of metal, that structure of the tradition/trace of a genre mediating 
two irreconcilable and unassimilable subgenres. At one pole of 
the infrastructure is mass-commercial radio which takes the most 
pop items in lite metal, the power ballads, and mixes them into 
the rotation of pop sounds that it endlessly recycles for an undif- 
ferentiated audience. At the other pole are the noncommercial 
specialized media, catering to exclusivist subcultures that self- 
consciously reject the musical tastes and general value systems of 
mainstream society, especially the pop ethos and sensibility. Be- 
tween them are the specialized commercial media and the general, 
youth-market, commercial media, welcoming all forms of metal in 
greater or less proportion, depending on how specialized their au- 
dience is. The more general a youth audience is sought, the less 
thrash, harder heavy metal, or exotic microgenres will be covered 
or carried. The more specialized an audience is served, the more 
the "underground," alternative, and exotic metal will be covered 
or carried. 

The general and specialized commercial media mediate between 

bricolage together by housing opposites under the same name. That 
is in their financial interest, but it is also what keeps the culture of 

: metal from dissolving into its parts. 

the two poles of mass and hyperspecialized media, keeping the 



The Concert: Metal Epiphany 

''Burning U p  the Night" 

-Krokw 

At the concert the constitution of metal as a cultural form be- 
comes concrete, as each of the actors in the constituting transaction 
meet. The concert is the event that epitomizes the cultural form 
and brings it to fulfillment. In the preceding chapters the consti- 
tution of metal as a cultural form has been interpreted through the 
perspectives of each of the constituting actors. Their order of ap- 
pearance followed an order of cultural significance: the artist creates 
the music and is brought together with an audience through the 
offices of the media. The transaction can also be described in an- 
other way, which emphasizes social structure. In this case the artist 
stands between the two worlds of the audience and the media, and 
the transaction is one in which the audience pays the media to 
deliver an artist to it. Here the artist functions in two ways, as a 
commodity for the media to sell and as a culture hero for the 
audience to admire. That is the structure of the concert. 

The great divide in the concert is between the backstage and the 
frontstage. Backstage is the world of the media, governed by func- 
tional specialization, calculations of financial interest, and instru- 
mental rationality. Frontstage is the realm of the audience, ruled 
by a sense of community, adherence to the codes of a valued sub- 
culture, and expressive-emotional experience. The stage itself is the 
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site of the mediation of these two worlds by the performing artist 
who binds them together with the music. Media and audience share 
two radically different interests in the same thing, the music, The 
artist, in bringing the media and the audrence together, must belong 
to their different worlds; he is a trickster figure, combining oppo- 
sites. The artist is the bricoleur of the bricolage that is the concert. 

There are all manner of concerts. They differ in size of venue, 
type of crowd, numbers in the audience, solidarity of the audience, 
expense and elaborateness of production, and quality of the per- 
formance. In addition, there is a significant set of structural differ- 
ences between thrash metal concerts, on the one hand, and classic 
and lite metal concerts, on the other. The paradigm for the follow- 
ing discussion is the classic metal concert presented in its most 
positive or fulfilled form. Comparisons with the thrash concert will 
be made along the way. 

Backstage Story 

The backstageffrontstage binary opposition that structures the con- 
cert is not unique to it. The Edwardian mansion, celebrated in the 
popular television series "Upstairs Downstairs," is another such 
social structure. Similar, too, is the bifurcated world imagined by 
H. G. Wells in The Time Machine, where the ugly Morlocks toiled 
underground and the attractive Eloi played in the sunshine, Erving 
Goffman's distinction between frontstage and backstage has an in- 
formed understanding of the vast array of organizations that deal 
with clients, customers, and the public. Backstage 'is defined by 
Goffman "as a place, relative to a given performance, where the 
impression fostered by the performance [frontstage] is knowingly 
contradicted as a matter of course."' At a heavy metal concert the 
two sides of the binary opposition are kept so separate that they 
define two different worlds of experience, opposite to each other 
along a range of essential dimensions. 

The backstage is a microcosm of the modern world in its ad- 
vanced stage of economy and technology. Primary and secondary 
economic activities are not in evidence. Only the tertiary, the so- 
called service economy, is present. The personnel vary from grunt 
laborers, whose major assets are their brawn, to highly skilled, 
sometimes formally trained, technicians. The division of labor is 

-- - - 
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extensive and, for large tours, intensive. The backstage is uniform 
wherever it appears around the world. It is based on an invariant 
technological and social apparatus, which can bring forth the most 
different appearances on the frontstage. 

Aside from possessing different kinds and levels of skill, the 
workers vary according to whether they travel with the band. The 
basic retinue of a group includes technicians in charge of the var- 
ious instruments, roadies (often doubling as gofers), and a tour 
manager. Except for small tours, a host of others also accompany 
the band. There are people to work the sound and lighting boards, 
people to take care of the band's wardrobe, and a pyrotechnician 
to control the special effects. Even midsized tours begin to resemble 
a premodern royal retinue during its progress from the winter to 
the summer castle, except the metal tour's entourage includes per- 
sonal trainers, bodyguards, chefs, photographers, accountants, and 
hairdressers. As one wag put it, a tour involves mobilizing as much 
"manpower and machinery [as] you are likely to encounter outside 
of a small war."2 

Some concert workers are permanent employees of the venue, 
while others, such as electricians and Teamster-affiliated loaders, 
are hired wage workers. Others are employed by such suppliers as 
lighting companies and caterers. Security guards form another group 
of locals; when they are hired by the promoter on a per-concert 
basis, rather than being attached to the site, the security personnel 
for heavy metal concerts are the biggest and bulkiest guys around. 

Backstage workers are further distinguished from one another by 
the rewards they receive. Some are on salary, others get paid hourly 
wages, some are paid a one-time fee, and others receive a percent- 
age of the gate or of the merchandise sold. The amount of remu- 

I neration can vary dramatically, as it ordinarily does in a highly 
I differentiated production apparatus. Those who ride the tour bus, 

however, no matter what their job, often get the same per-diem 

? cash allowance for  incidental^.^ 

1 Money, of course, is the basic compensation for service in the 
: backstage world, but workers are also rewarded with other per- 
3: quisites and pleasures that are regarded as valuable. Here, too, 
I 

diversity is the rule. For example, some people enjoy easy access to / the band, whereas others barely meet the performers. Some work- 
ers are given tour jackets or get to stay at hotels rather than sleep 
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on the bus. Groupies are differentially available. Aside from th 
performers, security men have more access to them than 0th 
"The name of the game became 'If you want to ball the star, you'v 
got to ball me first.' "4 

Georg Simmel's disc.ussion of how time dominates the moder 
world applies pointedly to the backstage: "The relationships a 
affairs . . . are so varied and complex that without the stri 
punctuality in promises and services the whole structure wo 
break down into an inextricable chao~."~ The workers, from 
different backgrounds, specialties, and interests, are integrate 
a "stable and impersonal time schedule." They are told when th 
may start and when they must complete their tasks. The overa 
schedule, such as dinner for the crew and stage times for each ba 
is prominently posted. When the concert is over, the tour buses 
not leave until the set is loaded out. The musical instruments an 
the vast array of electronic and mechanical devices linked to the 
the parts of the stage set, and all property of the band and i 
assistants must be put on the trucks. On small tours, everything 
and everyone is crammed into a van. Larger tours use one or more 
buses and one or more trucks. The roadies and sometimes the tech- 
nicians who pack up the sophisticated equipment seem to make a 
sport out of seeing how fast they can load out. Roger and Martyn 
Dean, speaking about designing the stage sets, describe the impact 
of that game: "The effect of the finished stage was so impressive, 
the illusion of an alien technology so complete, that it is easy to 
overlook the practicalities of putting something so complex on tour 
at all. It is not only what the set looks like on the stage that matters, 
it is how it travels, how it fits into the back of a truck. The road 
crew are going to be moving it every day for several months, and 
anything that does not work is soon going to be smashed. Loading 
a truck after a gig is a high-speed art."l 

Time differentiates the backstage personnel. Their peak work 
times do not coincide. Some of them work prior to the concert, 
such as the guy who sets up the drum kit and checks the miking 

J 
for it, and the security manager who discusses the strategy for that 
evening with his crew and assigns them to different areas. Others 
work during the concert, such as those manning the sound and 
lighting boards. The roadies do most of their work well before and 
after the concert. Finally, when everyone else has completed his 
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job, the bus driver begins his. The uneven distribution of tasks over 
time means that the people who are living together and sharing the 
same space for weeks, if not months, at a stretch, do not fully live 
together. The effect of differences in work schedules was observed 
when some drugs were passed around on a tour bus about an hour 
and a half before a concert was to begin. Three people refused 
them, saying that they would indulge after the concert. They were 
working during the concert and wanted to be as fully in control as 
possible. Those who did indulge were off, having performed their 
duties earlier, and could fully relax. People who work before or 
after the concert have the choice of viewing it or not. Here, too, 
there is no uniformity, but a continuum ranging from those who 
adore the band and never miss a performance, to those who are 
not at all keen about the music and tend to avoid it. 

The individual concert falls into a wider temporal series of events. 
The whole series is called the tour. Bands name their tours to give 
them greater cohesion and to sell T-shirts with the tour's name on 
them. Long before the first date of the tour much "backstage" work 
is already done. The time-consuming process of designing and build- 
ing stage sets has been completed. The lighting has been designed, 
sometimes by or with the aid of the lighting technicians who will 
work on-site at the concert. The sound-board technician also had 
to be present for concert rehearsals. The band's management, one 
or more members of whom accompany the tour, have had to plan 
its particulars, such as concert dates, transportation, securing equip- 
ment, and the like. Caterers have been booked. The record company 
and the band's management have usually worked together to co- 
ordinate press passes and interviews, and other promotional ar- 
rangements, such as in-store appearances. Members of the metal 
press, the interviewers and photographers, have been given back- 
stage access. The local metal deejay, who invariably announces the 
group to the audience, will also be there. 

The backstage complexity is not fully rationalized, since there is 
no single bureaucratic hierarchy of authority. Some workers are 
ultimately subordinate to the tour manager, others to the venue 
manager, and others to the promoter. In cities where some of the 
local workers, from grunts to electricians, belong to powerful 
unions, there are further independent power bases. The represen- 
tatives of the communications media, the groupies, and assorted 
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others with backstage access have no obvious superiors present, 
with the possible exception of the security force. The backstage 
area is polycentric, characterized by multiple centers of power rather 
than by a monocratic hierarchy of authority. 

The backstage of a heavy metal concert is not unique in its com- 
plexity as a work site, but it surely ranks as one of the most com- 
plex. It shares features with a number of other settings that have 
been studied by sociologists. In his classic study of the restaurant, 
William Whyte detailed how this ,system of interdependence re- 
quired that all the workers perform their tasks properly in order 
for each one to do his or her special task correctly.' The formal 
structure of the restaurant does not hint at the informal interactions 
and the attitudes necessary to make the whole function. The same 
holds true backstage, where the social organization is far more 
intricate than it is at a restaurant. The interdependence of the back- 
stage crew is a source of frustration, bordering on panic, when 
someone fails to do an assigned task in an effective and timely 
manner. However, when everything functions smoothly on a tour, 
the acknowledgment of interdependence and the extended inter- 
actions create a sense of solidarity in the crew, a feeling of "family." 

Whyte describes the devices that waitresses use to give orders to 
male cooks. The problems faced by the waitresses in 1949, when 
his study was done, are not so different from those encountered by 
female workers at heavy metal concerts. A female lighting techni- 
cian from the local area had to negotiate with male union electri- 
cians and male light designersltechnicians traveling with the tour. 
She had to prove her mettle physically and symbolically before they 
would accept that she had expertise and a legitimate sphere of 
competence. 

The stage itself is the key site on which the backstage world 
converges, although many members of that world, bus drivers and 
caterers, for example, never set foot on it. The stage at an arena is 
much like the operating room of a ho~pi ta l .~  Both are the focal 
points of the larger sites. A series of differentiated workers coor- 
dinate shifts of activity to ready both of these "theaters" of oper- 
ation. Nurses arrive on the surgical floor as maids are finishing the 
cleaning. Their aides bring in tables of sterilized implements and 
these are laid out for use by the surgical team. In like manner, at 
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the concert, technicians set up the equipment, attaching wires and 
laying tape over them on the floor, after the roadies have brought 
in the boxes of equipment. Supplies and equipment are ready to 
hand, with provision made for emergencies. Only when everything 
is in position, including the prepped patient or audience, do the 
stars appear on the scene. Surgeons do not make grand entrances, 
accompanied by majestic music, lights, and wild cheering by the 
patient. But, in their respective worlds, the surgeon and the band 
are the necessary agents who set the prepared scenes in motion. 
Prior to their entrance all is prologue-preparation by the back- 
stage workers and anticipation by the patient or audience. 

The analogy of the audience to the patient does not work as well 
for heavy metal as it does for other forms of rock or for pop. The 
audience that greets the heavy metal band, and does so emphati- 
cally, is not a mass audience passively subject to transient excite- 
ments. The concert is more than a voyeuristic spectacle for the 
heavy metal audience, which is in great part self-prepared and par- 
ticipatory. It is prepared to have specific emotional experiences, to 
affirm itself as a subculture through ritual activity, and, finally, to 
celebrate the music and its bearers as a celebration of itself as a 
subculture. The audience is a coconstitutor of the events that will 
unfold in the concert. 

The Audience Gets Ready 

The metal audience has prepared for the concert with as much 
diIigence as the backstage crew, though in radically different ways. 
When the band triumphantly appears on stage all three actors in 
the metal transaction-the media, the artists, and the audience- 
have prepared the way for the concert to approach its ideal form. 
The work done by the members of the audience can be summarized 
in the phrase "getting pumped up for the concert." 

Prior to the day of the concert, the fans bought tickets, often 
spending hours in line before they went on sale so that they might 
get good seats or out of fear that the concert might sell out. They 
have talked with friends about the upcoming concert, speculating 
on what will be seen and heard there, and generating enthusiasm. 
They have listened to the band's albums, anticipating hearing the 



rite band is playing more than one date in the vicinity, it is 

at different venues. 
wedding or some other formal occasion, is not proper here, 
there is a special code for choosing concert clothes. 

to own a shirt displaying that band's logo, that T-shirt will b ecause the core audience in Britain is larger, and in part 
fan's first choice. If a certain favored band member had previo se the excellent system of motor coaches reduces much of the 
performed with another band, that former band's T-shirt w 

British fans, is a celebratory experience. Tapes of the concert b venues in the Chicago area is located about ninety-five miles 
the center of the city. The trip is not perceived as a bother. 

The contagion of excitement generated during travel to the 
cert is extended to others whom one has never met before, as the live music will be, but far from aural wallpaper. 
are obviously members of the subculture. Nor is everyone a e major requirement that the aulence must fulfill to cocon- 
Nodding to people one has seen before at other concerts, or te a good concert is to mold itself together into an approxi- 
ing for friends and acquaintances, is a usual preconcert pa 
When the tickets indicate assigned seats the parking-lot sce 

ediately put on the band's tour T-shirt. Decorated jackets with 
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band logos are worn by fans with something resembling the pride Information (trivia from an outsider's perspective) is more highly 
in his medals of a veteran at a Memorial Day celebration. In the valued than interpretation. Commitment is displayed by becoming 
United States the jackets are created with purchased patches and a walking encyclopedia of metal lore, a fount of facts. ~t is 
buttons. In Great Britain, jackets may have had embroidery de- acceptable to ask a nearby stranger a question about any of the 
pitting logos or, more ambitiously, favorite album covers. Artistic bands on the bill. It is a way of making connection, not unlike 
creativity is also expressed through the drawing and painting of the "What's your sign?" line used at a singles bar, although with 
banners, which the creators proudly display for the rest of the au- the intention of identification, not of cathexis. 
dience long before the band or  the radio deejay, who may have run Aesthetic standards are also articulated in reactions to the re- 
a banner contest, can see them. The rest of the audience actively corded music played over the loudspeakers. Songs by favorhe groups 
examines and evaluates these works. are greeted with much cheering. Nonmetal groups, especially pop 

Long hair that may have to be worn pulled back at work hangs or disco bands, are emphatically hooted and booed.12 Bands often 

free at the venue. Inside the site the fan's demeanor changes. A supply tapes of music that they wish to have played before they 
parallel but different phenomenon has been observed at classical take the stage. Some metal groups play tapes of the music that has 
symphony concerts: "From the moment of entering the building influenced them, which may include classical music from appro- 
one's behavior changes, becoming more formal and inclined to be priate nineteenth-century romantic composers.'3 The recorded mu- 
rnuted."10 Elias Canetti is astonished by this behavior in which <‘all sic, whatever else it is and evokes, is not the live music that the 

reactions are prohibited. People sit there motionless, as audience has come to hear. It makes the audience aware of waiting, 
though they managed to hear nothing. It is obvious that a long and increasing their anxious anticipation and excitement. 
artificial training in stagnation has been necessary here. We have Indulging in the approved alcoholic beverages and drugs is an- 
grown accustomed to its results, but, to an unprejudiced mind, other feature of the wait. Martinis or fancy mixed drinks with 
there are few phenomena of our cultural life as astonishing as a decorations are not to be found at heavy metal concerts. Some fans 

sneak in a pint of Jack Daniels or other hard stuff, but the drink 
of choice is beer. Quality is not the issue; only quantity masers. 
Fans delight in big containers. If only small cups are sold, people 
insert their full cup at the top of a growing column of empties. 
Beer has a Dionysian significance at the concert, aiding and rep- 

their step, and their voices become louder. resenting release into ecstatic experience. 
During the time before the concert the aesthetic standards 0 When drugs are used, the drug of choice is pot, whose smoke, 

especially before the "War on Drugs" in the United States, was 
thick enough in the air to provide those not directly indulging wid, 
a "contact high." But the antidrug war has even permeated heavy 
metal concerts. W.A.S.P., in 1989 concerts, showed a film and lec- 
tured the audience about the evils of crack, coke, and heroin. The 
~rowd cheered when it was over.14 W.A.S.P., however, made no 
mention of beer (or of any alcohol) or of pot. Quaaludes are also 
frequently consumed at concerts. Their effect is described as being 
similar to drinking a six-pack of beer, without the need to contin- 

forces and teaches the common standards of criticism. uall~ empty one's bladder. A visible side effect of ingesting 'ludes 
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is the desireheed to spit constantly. Belying their slob image, most 
fans use an empty cup, placed on the floor between their legs, as a 
cuspidor. Other drugs are not unknown. Cocaine use became evi- 
dent when cocaine became popular with older and more affluent 
adolescents. It was not snorted dramatically from mirrors with 
rolled-up bills, but was taken surreptitiously with small inhalers 
made for the purpose. Coke was usually not shared, except be- - - 

tween very close friends. 
Drugs, of course, are found at other rock concerts. At Grateful 

Dead concerts they are rather openly hawked in the parking lots: 
"Shrooms! Tabs!" yell the sellers. Pearson suggests that the Dead- 
head's "sacramental use of drugs dates back to the origins of . . . 
Acid Tests in the mid-1960s, and is inextricably linked to the scene's 
origins."l5 For the metal subculture drugs have no ritual signifi- 
cance; they are used simply to promote the experience of getting 
wasted. The behavior exhibited by those who indulge in drugs at 
concerts is not very different from that of those who "just say no." 
This observation was confirmed at Christian metal concerts, where 
the members of the audience do not "do" drugs or alcohol, but 
behave no differently than a secular group of headbangers. 

The audience builds solidarity through its commitment to the 
concert. Travel times, waiting on line, and ticket and merchandise 
costs are burdens that are stoically, and sometimes proudly, borne. 
At outdoor and at crowded, smokey indoor venues the ambient 
climate is another ordeal. A British metal fan notes some of these 
inconveniences: "Donington for me, and for every other head- 
banger in this country, is the heavy metal event of the year. You 
might not go to any concerts in the year, but you just can't miss 
Donington. But Donny has to be the worst [outside] venue in En- 
gland, because it's in the middle of nowhere, there's no proper 
parking for cars, bikes, coaches, etc. Everything is so badly disor- 
ganized. Of course when you get to it it's one big rip off. The cost 
of sweatshirts is around £20.00, tee shirts are around £8-£ 12.00 
and programmes cost £5.00, plus you have to wait for ages in the 
queue, and being England, 9 out of 10 times it rains. This is the 
biggest pain in the arse, standing on the same spot for ten hours 
in the pouring rain, with mud up to your knees. . , . Don't get 
me wrong, I'm not having a moan, that's the way it is. You can 
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have one hell of a good time. . . . it's a pity it's only once a 
year,"16 One bears these costs proudly, just as the member of the 
subculture bears the image of the proud pariah. 

Finally, the audience must constitute itself as a community of 
comradeship, albeit a transient one. Using Tonnies's term, the 
members of the audience create a gemeinschaft. Far from being 
calculating and suspicious, as participants in a gesellschaft are, they 
behave in a manner closer to the ideal of philia, the "brotherly 
love" that was valued in the hippie counterculture. Goods are shared 
with others, including with those who are not known to one an- 
other except as members of the audience. Joints and cigarettes are 
passed around, and so is beer when it is hard to obtain otherwise. 
Those who bring binoculars not only share them with neighbors 
who ask to use them, but often proffer them to those nearby. Con- 
sideration for others, a basic politeness, is another characteristic of 
the gemeinschaft created by the heavy metal audience. Places on 
line, seats, and even undemarcated floor spots are saved, and not 
just for friends. For some time I thought that the amicable treat- 
ment I received was due to my demographics, my status as an adult 
female. I thought I was being indulged, sort of like a pet. But I 
started to notice that behavior toward me, or toward other females 
or older audience members, was no different from conduct toward 
the demographically modal seventeen-year-old males. 

People make sure that they are not blocking the view of someone 
far shorter than they are. If asked to move slightly, they respond 
with alacrity. Walking around the concert area before or after the 
show, when the foot traffic is very dense, people try hard not to 
bump into one another. Similarly, even when standing packed in 
front of the stage, the proxemic rule of metal is observed: Do not 
touch. If you happen by accident to do so, you give a brief nod of 
apology.17 People walking around on crutches or with canes are 
safer in a metal crowd than on a crowded city sidewalk.I8 That 
these standards of behavior exist is evidenced by the outrage ex- 
pressed at  growing signs of their violation. "More and more people 

I 

don't give a damn about their fellow metal fans," complains one 
headbanger. More will be said about reactions such as this one 
when the rules of thrash concerts are discussed. 

Every so often a beach ball, inflated condom, beer cup, glow-in- 
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the-dark plastic novelty, roll of toilet paper, or some similar object 
is seen sailing around the waiting audience. This play symbolizes 
the relations among those in the arena. The object is a gift freely 
given to any member of the audience. It is not kept but reciprocated 
by giving it to someone else. The choice of the recipient is random, 
showing that all members of the audience are equal. 

Frontstage Story 

The audience has done its work. 1 t . i ~  now a pumped-up, self- 
conscious, and unified metal community. The backstage workers 

I 
k 

have completed their preparations. The stage is ready, the mikes 
have been tested, the bottles of beer are strategically placed for 
easy reach, and the little red lights on the stacks of amplifiers are 
lit. Everything is at the ready, but nothing is happening. Someone 
starts chanting and immediately all join in the refrain: "We want 
Sabbath, we want Sabbath," or "Priest, Priest," or "Maiden, 
Maiden." Fans intone the familiar form of the band's name, rather 
than its official name, over and over. The duration of the chanting 
is a good indication of the esteem in which the band is held by the 
audience and of its own level of excitement. But sooner or later 
the voices die down, only to start up again some time later. Then, 
during the chants or between them, the wished-for signs occur. The 
recorded music stops and the house lights go out, leaving the au- 
dience in a primordial darkness. Everyone immediately rises, feet 
either planted on the floor or atop seats, and they produce a deaf- 
ening roar. Cigarette lighters are held ablaze. A split second later 
(or was it a lifetime?) the audience is drowned out by the blasts of 
magisterial music preceded by the excited cry of a local deejay at 
the microphone yelling a brief introduction to the group, and the 
stage emerges from its blackness. 

One cannot make sense of what one sees immediately. One blinks 
and stares; the effect is somewhat like emerging from a long, dark 
tunnel. But this is no ordinary vision, and eyes widen in amazement 
and disbelief at what they see. The band is simply there, emerging 
from nowhere, out of the dark and often out of flashpots or fog. 
Concentrating on the performers is made difficult by the stage 
set, which commands the center of visual attention. Before what 
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the set represents can be understood, it is perceived as shapes and 
color. 

What is it? Materially it is wood, cloth, metal, and paint; sur- 
faces receiving and reflecting a myriad of moving lights of different 
colors and intensities. The stage set is hard to read because it is an 
illusion of something else. What is it supposed to be? One must 
look more closely because it is not a depiction of some ordinary, 
familiar scene. It is something like a castle, or maybe like a dun- 
geon, or, most often, it is not specifically anything. What is seen 
and the way it comes into being is the stuff of fantasy, of dreams, 
not of this world. 

The concert starts, following the order established in AC/DC7s 
proclamation that there be sound, light, drums, and guitar. But 
that is not all. As a whole, a heavy metal concert encompasses a 
very dense and wide variety of communicative actions, which pro- 
duce three distinctive results or consummations that define the con- 
cert as the epitome of the heavy metal culture and especially of the 
subculture of the core audience. 

The first consummation is pleasure, experiencing an exciting en- 
tertainment, the perfection of which is ecstasy. The second consum- 
mation is the representation of the heavy metal subculture to itself 
in an idealized form, a form in which the members of the subcul- 
ture can take pride. The third consummation is the bonding of the 
audience and the band with one another. These consummations of 
the frontstage stand in stark contrast to the backstage instrumental 
activity of the working man, even though their content is, in great 

' part, a blue-collar romance. All of the consummations are for the 
audience, and each one reinforces the other two: the concert exists 

. as a social, though not as a cultural or economic, form for the 
fulfillment of the audience. In describing what goes on at the con- 
cert, I will relate the typical communicative actions to their char- 
acteristic consummations for the audience. 

5 
t Ecstasy 
B / Ecstasy is the extreme form of pleasure and enjoyment, the attach- 

ment of heightened excitement to sources of delight. An ecstatic 
experience eliminates calculative rationality and circumspective con- 
cern. It removes the everyday-life world, with its remembrance of 

i e 
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things past and its of things to come. It is the experience This ~ ~ ~ s i o l o g i c a l  response is the natural reaction to danger; but 
of falling into the moment; time stands still- When the excitement here loudness is a play form, not the roar of a predator or the 
is not so strong, the experience can be characterized as having a report of a gunshot signaling actual harm. 
good time, enjoying a pleasant diversion. But what the members Of Sheer volume of sound, the critics of metal nomithstanding, is 
he core audience really seek is a true ecstatic experience. They refer not the whole story- Metal is a form of music, and the impact of 
to the experience as "awesome" and "WOW," using teminolog~ music on the emotions has been noted throughout history. whether 
appropriately borrowed from hippies describing great acid trips- music is judged to be delightful, as Martin Luther judged it to be;22 

E~~~~~~ at a heavy metal concert requires more than the music- and, thus, demanding proper control by the state, after 
There must also be a great deal of. excitement generated P1ato's fashion; or the only thing that makes life wonh living, as 
sonic means. There are many ways of creating excitement, and all Scho~enhauer argued, the emotional power of music has been 
three anor- that constitute the concert-the band, the backstage understood- In contemporary communication theory, ~ ~ 1 1 ,  
crew, and the audience-do their part to raise the emotional pitch. for example, contends, "Music can elicit feelings of mental and 
Excitement does not just happen at a heavy metal concert- It physical 'ecstasy' that can lead to 'peak experiences,' a kind of 
planned for, worked on, and strongly encouraged- Having multi~le sensual s~mulation that may be matched only by sex."= ~h~ ec- 
sources of excitement means that audience members with different StasY associated with music is not limited to the 
sensibilities will all be reached. It also means that one source forms. Classical concert-pianist Glenn Gould identified ecstasy as 
reinforce and heighten others, ideally producing an upward an aim of his musical practices, "a matter of being lifted out, step- 

I the concert gets underway the audience is immediately assaulted ping away--as a musical goa1."24 

by a multitude of visual and aural stimuli. Rock concerts have why music has such an emotional effect, John Dewey 
evolved into prototypical multimedia events. A heavy metal Concert calls the ear "the emotional sense." Unlike sight, which initially 
is a multisensory experience, which can only be described by de- needs to be interpreted, sound agitates direaly.z A more sociolog- 
tachin% its components from the felt whole that they joindy Create. ical interpretation, which is especially pertinent to the adolescent, 
~~~h of the senses is s i m u h e o u s ~ y  receiving variegated but 'On- is that music relaxes because it contrasts with verbal communica- 

stant with a mutually reinforcing impact. After a time tion% which are associated with repressive orders.z6 Physiologi- 

the listener/viewer a sense of Sensory overload, which &'Y, swongl~ rhythmic music, such as heavy metal, increases breath 
itself emotionality and, indeed, produces h e  final con- and blood-pressure rates.'' Runners are familiar with the 
summatory emotion, the experience of being totally relaxed and high," which kicks in after a certain level of activity has been 
done in, "wasted." reached- Despisers of rock music have used the metaphor of the 

~~t here be The sound is loud, the sound is music, a drug for their own purposes. A Soviet writer stated that 
the sound is heavy metal. Each of these three aspeas contribute rock music is similar to a shot of morphine in that it heightens the 

excitement. The volume is so 10 and reduces any feelings of pain. Soviet scientists specif- 
cry and everyone else is called ical l~ heavy metal, reporting that its fans were found to 
itself on being the loudest  US have high pulse rates and "jangled nerves." The listeners were said 
was out, the band SUP 

to be on the music, as if they had taken morphine. Indeed, 
when a machine factory no longer allowed heavy metal to be heard 

whatever the origin of the prac during Work time, the workers were reported to have gone through 
range, risking sonic pain. Whethe "withdrawal phase," during which their produdvity was cut in 
by &is exposure is debatable." L 
to raise adrenalin levels, a major factor in stimulating exciteme Part the of heavy metal music on the emotions is based 
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on moving the body in time with its beat. The audience does not 
dance at heavy metal concerts, but is nonetheless engaged in con- 
tinuous kinesthetic activity.29 The metonymic term "headbanger" 
refers to keeping the beat by making up-and-down motions of the 
head2O Another popular gesture is thrusting an arm upward, at a 
45" angle, in a punching motion. Many fans tap a foot in time to 
the music too. Psychologist James E. Fletcher claims that these 
movements "by increasing the neural flow synchronized with the 
music, should emphasize or make more prominent this 'transport- 
ing' effect of the music."" Fletcher's conclusion is particularly ap- 
propriate for headbangers: "If this druglike effect of popular music 
is the typical case in devotees of popular music, then it would not 
be surprising to see fans rearrange interpersonal loyalties in order 
to protect the source of such pleasure."32 

Live performance itself is a contributor to heightened emotion 
due to the possibility that the performers will make errors." In 

I contrast to the recording studio, there are no retakes or splicing at 
I a concert. The band is walking a tightrope without a net. 
I 

The emotional impact of the music is augmented in metal by the 
sound of the singer's voice. It is not flat, maintaining a studied lack 
of emotion, as in the punk genre, but goes to the opposite extreme, 
betraying the inauence of the blues and its cri-de-coeur spirit. It is 
only by dint of much training or great repression that human beings 
fail to be touched by the strongly expressed emotions of others. At 
the metal concert the emphasis is on relaxing constraint and de- 
sublimating, on being open to the performer's emotions. The vocals 
are reinforced by the singer's facial expression, "a 'look' of tran- 
scendence-half open eyelids and mouth."34 

Let there be light! Many of the visuals, which are particularly 
imposing in larger venues, are geared to provoke excitement. Stage 
sets are bigger than life and stand out in their illumination from 
the darkened auditorium. As in a movie theater, suspension of disbe- 
lief is encouraged. Credulity coupled with the fantastic sights of the 
stage set, the lighting, and the assorted special effects, from laser 
lights to giant monsters, make a formula for excitement that rock 
concerts did not invent. Designers of religious ceremonies and the- 
atricals have been using such tricks for centuries. Aldous Huxley, 
in his book Heaven and Hell (which shares its title with a Black 
Sabbath album) assesses the impact of visual spectacle. He is talking 
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about the theater, but his remarks also apply to any of the concerts 
on Sabbath's "Heaven and Hell" tour, and to heavy metal concerts 
in general. The lighting effects transfigure the backdrops, the props, 
and the costumes "so that they became capable of transporting the 
spectators toward that Other World, which lies at the back of every 
mind, however perfect its adaptation to the exigencies of social 
life. . . . [They] . . . project beams of preternatural light, and pre- 
ternatural light evokes, in everything it touches, preternatural color 
and preternatural significance. Even the silliest spectacle can be 
rather wonderful."35 

Heavy metal has a long tradition of concert spectacle, starting 
with its borrowings from psychedelic light shows. In the mid-1970s 
Judas Priest introduced a biker-from-hell look to the metal stage: 
"The members of Judas Priest wore leather and metal studs in 
abundance, giving heavy metal a visual image it previously lacked."" 
Priest's singer, Rob Halford, generally makes his stage entrance 
atop a Harley. One should note that prior to his musical career 
Halford was involved in theatrical lighting. He remarks, "In con- 
cert, heavy metal is larger than life, so we performers try to look 
larger than life ourselves, as a sort of visual representation of the 
music-"3' As Halford's comment indicates, many of the features of 
a concert that foster emotion are also expressions of the heavy 
metal subculture. 

MTV has probably goaded bands to augment their spectacles, 
since the production values of the videos placed stage presentations 
in an unfavorable comparison with them.38 Extremes of theatricality 
are seen in concerts by bands such as Mdtley Criie, whose extrav- 
aganzas are particularly extravagant. In their 1990 show drummer 
Tommy Lee traveled around on a monorail-cum-drum-kit, high 
above the audience, bashing his drums as the Disney-like ride brought 
him, revolving, toward the stage. 

Representing the Subculture 

i At its best, as an emotional experience, the concert creates a height- 
ened level of excitement, achieving the peak of ecstasy. But, as Rob 

i Halford implied above, it is also something more, an opportunity 
to represent and affirm the heavy metal subculture's values and 
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norms, to realize that subculture as a community. That is, the con- 
cert is a semiotic thicket. 

As the band goes through its musical and theatrical routine, and 
the audience encourages and reacts to the performance, represen- 
tations of the heavy metal subculture fill the venue. Reading a heavy 
metal concert involves decodmg a complex array of communicative 
acts by using the heavy metal codebook. 

There are myriad ways of signifying the subculture. Much of the 
burden, obviously, is carried by the music itself, both lyrically and 
sonically. Added to the music is the body language of the musi-. 
cians, their facial expressions and individual and collective ges- 
tures. Band members also communicate by talking to, touching, 
and throwing things into the audience. Further, the backstage crewp 
communicates via the lighting, sound system, stage sets, and the 
design of the venue.39 

Any given communicative act may be overdetermined, that is, it 
may signify several themes rather than just one. Moreover, signi- 
fiers can also be overdetermined in the sense that they can function 
not only to represent the subculture to itself, but to elicit excite- 
ment and/or to bond the audience and the band. 

The following discussion can only hint at how the subculture is 
represented at the concert. The signifiers are far too numerous and 
varied to catalogue here. They forin a bricolage, not a system, and, 
as such, cannot be ranged under a single principle. An adequate 
ethnographic analysis of just one heavy metal concert would con- 
stitute a book by itself. 

The songs performed by the band embody the values of the sub- 
culture. The ones that the band selects to play are not randomly 
chosen from its repertoire, particularly if it has released several 
albums. Concert favorites are those giving voice to subcultural 
themes by idealizing them. For example, the value of pot and beer 
are extolled, respectively, in Black Sabbath's "Sweet Leaf" and 
W.A.S.P.'s "Blind in Texas," which those bands are sure to include 
in their concert repertoires. 

The visual spectacle of metal concerts, particularly the stage set 
and props, follow Halford's principle of representing and symbol- 
izing the genre. Many of the items echo the gothic-horror or heroic- 
fantasy motifs that adorn so many heavy metal album covers. An 
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elaborate example of the gothic aesthetic was the spectacle of Ron- 
nie James Dio's mid-1980s Sacred Heart tour. The basic set con- 
sisted of a castle, with turrets, parapets, and a blazingly lighted 
entrance. Atop the castle was an elaborate drum kit. The drummer 
was almost twenty feet off the ground, at the same height as 
the head of a moving, smoke-emitting, red, laser-eyed dragon. 
The band shared the stage with two eight-foot-tall robots who 
fought alongside (or was it against?) Dio with laser beams. Iron 
Maiden's stage sets, and their twelve-foot-tall Frankensteinish "al- 
ter ego" Eddie, resonate the gothic element, as does the group's 
name. 

The gothic motif represents and idealizes the proud-pariah self- 
image in complex ways. The heavy metal subculture identifies 
with, or at  the least, is fascinated by the monster, who is feared by 
and excluded from society. But it also identifies with the hero, 

. who defends goodness against evil forces, often those who control 
society. These opposite mythemes, often present in the same im- 
agery, are objectifications of the bricolage-persona of the proud 
pariah. 

More frequently, the heavy metal bands look like blue-collar 
rather than fantasy heroes. Tattooed, booted, sweating, with mus- 
cled arms and hairy chests exposed, heavy metal performers eschew 
all bourgeois and yuppie symbols. They are proud blue-collar la- 
borers, loving and proficiently using the tools of their trade. Their 
instruments are not worn with use, like the guitars of blues musi- 
cians, which show longtime attachment to an alter ego; nor are 
they battered clunkers like punk guitars, which symbolize the no- 

ture, destructive image of that genre. Heavy metal instruments 
ust gleam, like polished metal. Guitars are finished in some vivid 

olor or striking design. Their surfaces reflect the high-tech stand- 
ds demanded for the music by the subculture, an idealization of 
ue-collar working life in a technological age. The elaborate drum 
t, with myriad surfaces on which the drummer can make a wide 

rray of sounds, also symbolizes the power of production. 
The love of the tools of their trade-their instruments-and the 

reciation of modern technology are values of the subculture. 
ey go along with the value of virtuosity, the ability to use these 

01s in an exemplary manner. The hero is the guitar god. The 
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projection of the lead guitarist as hero has become clichCd, but 
no metal concert can dispense with the symbol. The singer shares 
the spotlight, in alternation with the guitarist, on each song. 
The guitarist is given one or more long solos during which the 
singer and sometimes the other musicians leave him alone on the 
stage. 

The guitarist does not just play very well: he dramatizes playing 
well. His spread-eagle stance and facial expression denote total 
absorption in a difficult task. The fact that he may not be playing 
a particularly difficult piece, especially since he has played it many 
times before, is not relevant. Many of the guitarists choose to play 
visually exciting pieces, going up and down the fretboard at break- 
neck speed. Showmanship, such as playing the guitar behind one's 
neck, with one's teeth, or while someone else is holding it, is a 
long-standing metal tradition, traceable to culture heroes such as 
Jimi Hendrix. During the guitar solos the fans focus their attention 
too. Their identification with the values of the guitar hero can be 
seen in their imitative air-guitar play. Only a fraction of those in 
the audience seriously aspire to be on stage. But they all feel at one 
with the idealized representative of their values. 

The value of blue collar and the related behavior of kpater le 
bourgeois (shocking the establishment) is expressed in the speech 
patterns of the performers when they talk directly to the audience. 
Their discourse is peppered with every curse word still capable of 
conveying shock value. In addition, British performers speak in.an 
exaggerated lower-class accent, the antithesis of a refined accent. 

The value of the blue-collar worker is shown by representing the 
exertion of work, Displays of energy are universally demanded of 
the singer and drummer. They serve to embody, literally and fig- 
uratively, the value of work. Angus Young, AC/DC7s guitarist, con- 
stantly does "six-string wind sprints'' from one side of the stage to 
the other; it has been estimated that in one decade he had traveled 
almost 3,000 miles on stage.40 Sets have ramps, or at least a drum 
riser, permitting the singer to move up and down. The folkie astride 
a stool and the crooner planted all evening at the mike stand are 
excluded by the code of heavy metal. One key to a metal perfor- 
mance is the power of its passionate activity. 

The movement and the heat of the lights cause the performers 
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to sweat profusely. Honest sweat, the emblem of having worked, 
is another badge of labor. The clothing and hairstyles in metal 
(more so in classical and thrash metal than in lite metal) make the 
sweat easily visible to the audience. Long hair becomes matted and 
plastered to the sides of the face. Bare chests gleaming with sweat 
are on display, framed by leather vests. Going bare-chested alto- 
gether, after a few songs or on returning to the stage for an encore, 
is a common practice that emphasizes the masculine, blue-collar 
mystique. The stage costumes, whether T-shirts and jeans, or 
designer-spandex outfits, also contribute to the representation of 
blue-collar values. They permit the display of well-developed 
muscles. 

The swearing and the sweating, the combination of master 
craftsmanship and high-tech, and the clothes represent not only a 
blue-collar romance but also an idealization of masculinity. The 
value of machismo is manifested in a variety of ways at the concert, 
most of them involving male bonding. Some analysts have called 
attention to these activities with the term "cock rock." Guitar play- 
ing, for example, is interpreted as a symbol of masturbation. Cock 
rock, which is specifically applied to designate such bands as Mot- 
ley Criie, Twisted Sister, and Iron Maiden, is understood as "an 
explicit, crude and often aggressive expression of male sex~ali ty."~~ 
The spandex costumes serve as showcases for the pumped-up body, 
including the muscle that gets pumped up by lust rather than by a 
workout at the gym. The familiar stage choreography, in which the 
singer and guitarist lean into one another, can be clearly read as 
male bonding, and it also assures the audience that the members 
of the band are united, providing the audience with a model of 
male bonding to emulate.42 

The value of masculinism is also expressed in the band's attitudes 
toward females. Women, on stage or in the audience, are either sex 
objects to be used or abused, or must renounce their gender and 
pretend to be one of the boys. The few female metal performers 
must conform to the masculinist code, and have generally opted to 
appear as sex objects. 

Some metal bands have developed an overtly sexist shtick as part 
of their performance. One such group is W.A.S.P. During the Chi- 
cago stop of its 1989 tour, Blackie Lawless, W.A.S.P.'s singer, in- 
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troduced one of the band's most popular songs, "Animal (F""k 
Like a Beast)," which holds a place of honor near the top of the 
PMRC's hate list. In line with the code of heavy metal, the fans 
who were partial to the song, which in this case was most of the 
audience, stood up. A girl of about seventeen, sitting with another 
girl three rows in front of me, stood up and thrust out her hand in 
the classical appreciative salute during Blackie's introduction. This 
was one of her favorite songs. Then Blackie asked, as he leered and 
described a female figure with his hands: "Anyone here come to 
get some pussy?" As he said the last word' very slowly and delib- 
erately, the crowd roared its affirmative response. But before they 
did so, when the word was being uttered, the girl abruptly sat 
down. She obviously realized that it would be inappropriate for 
her to participate in this wild appreciation. It was fine to stand for 
the song itself, which did not exclude females from enjoying animal 
lust. It was the word "pussy" that labeled females as pure objects, 
not as pleasureseeking or pleasure-obtaining subjects, .&at ex- 
cluded her. The song then began and she stood up with the rest of 
the crowd to savor it.43 

Dramatic enactions of or boastful stories about power over 
women are not only expressions of machismo, but of power, es- 
pecially the vital power of youth to expend energy. If heavy metal 
concerts are about anything, they are about youthful power. Bulg- 
ing biceps signify that power, as does frenzied playing of instru- 
ments. No particular strength is needed to play the electric guitar, 
but performers suggest the opposite through the use of facial gri- 
maces and body stances that indicate a great deal of brawn is re- 
quired to handle the instrument. The spectacle of the drummer, 
bashing away at the variety of percussion devices that surrounds 
him, is the embodiment of energy. The sound itself, its booming 
volume and emphasis on the lower registers, projects power. The 
sound is not only heard but felt. The physical properties of sound 
require the lower tones to be amplified many times more than the 
middle and upper registers, if they are to be equally audible." The 
sound is powerful in concert, not only metaphorically, but in a 
literal, tactile sense-an assertion of the youthful capacity to tol- 
erate large quanta of sensory stimuli. 

The lighting, too, is an expression of power. Multicolored light- 
ing is a rock-concert staple, filling the stage from above the per- 
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formers and giving those toward the back of the venue a larger 
scene to enjoy. In metal the lights are not visual distractions, but 
signifiers of energy. Flashpots explode; strobes mesmerize. The 
changes in the overhead lighting from one set of colors to another 
are more abrupt and far less subtle than in concerts for other musi- 
cal genres.4s The changes punctuate the atmosphere much like the 
arm thrusts. The spectrum of colors shown at heavy metal concerts 
also signify power, with the emphasis on the hot reds rather than 
the cool blues. Blue tends to have a calming effect, whereas red, 
the color of blood, demands attention. Laboratory researchers have 
found that red enhances physical strength16 Rob Halford puts it 
bluntly, "First, heavy metal is power."47 

The power of the performer, as the hero who idealizes the sub- 
culture, is made explicit by spot-lighting. It is symbolized by the 
fact that the audience must do the Fans wait on line to 
buy tickets and to enter the venue, and they wait for the band to 
take the stage. Concerts rarely have one band. Usually, a new or 
less famous band opens for the major attraction. The power of the 
headline band is illustrated by its contrast with the opening act. 
Not only does the audience show the headliners more respect by 
refraining from coming in or walking around during its set, but the 
symbols of power are unequally distributed. The opening band is 
required to play at a lower volume, has the use of fewer lights, and 
is given only a portion of the stage on which to move around. 

As a vehicle for idealizing the heavy metal subculture for its 
members, the concert creates a quasi-community among the mem- 
bers of the audience. One critic got it partly right when she ob- 
served that concerts provide fans with "the sense of belonging to 
a secret society, complete with codes and initiation rites.'749 But 
this comment makes it seem that the sense of belonging is created 
at the concert from an atomized aggregate, which is not true. Nor 
is the society meant to be secret. At the concert an already existing 
subculture becomes concretized in a transitory community through 
the projection of itself in an idealized form. 

Creating the Community 

The concert represents the heavy metal subculture to its members 
in an idealized form, but it also relates the members to the wider 
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culture of heavy metal by bonding them with each other in a tran- 
sitory community. That community is, to be sure, a semblance of 
a continuous community, but for the duration of a few hours it 
genuinely comes into being, with an apparent past and future. 

The performers employ many methods to create the community. 
Moreover, the members of the audience come prepared to partici- 
pate in communion, looking and behaving in a manner that stresses 
shared values. Further, their responses to the music-moving to it 
and cheering their favorites-assist in forging solidarity. Social 
psychologist Carl Couch finds that "The display of affect with oth- 
ers-in unison-does not assure the formation of a solidary rela- 
tionship, but displays of affect in unison are necessary if a solidary 
relationship is to mature."50 

Getting the audience to behave in harmony with one another is 
the basic way of forming the concert community. Eliciting cheers, 
applause, and other signs of gratitude and enthusiasm is a feature 
of all concerts, but heavy metal bands employ a large number of 
devices to provoke a positive response. Solos, encores, announcing 
the name of the next song to be played, mentioning the name of 
the city, feats of derring-do, and special effects all get the members 
of the audience to express their delight together. Having the audi- 
ence act as one by singing is another well-worn device. Words of 
encouragement to sing along-"Sing it! I can't hear you!"-are 
staples, as is having the singer stop while the rest of the band 
continues playing, allowing the audience to fill in the singer's part. 
He turns his microphone toward the audience with the assumption 
that they will know the words. When Helloween does this during 
their song "Future World," the singer stops at a telling phrase and 
the crowd continues the song, singing "We all live in future 
world,"51 underscoring their sense of community in the special world 
of the concert. The audience is often broken into halves, such as 
balcony and main floor, or left and right sides, and goaded into a 
singing or shouting competition with one another. Sociologists, such 
as Durkheim and Simmel, have argued that competing moieties 
enhance the solidarity of the whole community. 

It is important to note that heavy metal artists can use so many 
and such direct devices to involve the audience because that audi- 
ence is already prepared to respond enthusiastically. For example, 
a popular band can count on the audience to sing along, making 
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the exertions to get them to do so something of a ritual game in 
which the band pays obeisance to the audience by coaxing it. If 
the band cannot count on a favorable response, it will avoid the 
risk of trying to provoke one. 

Bands are sure to play their anthemic metal songs, which pro- 
claim and praise the community of heavy metal. Each group has 
at least one in its repertoire, noteworthy examples being Saxon's 
"Denim and Leather," and Running Wild's "Chains and Leather," 
UFO's "Lights Out," Judas Priest's "Living After Midnight," and 
Imn Maiden's "Two Minutes to Midnight." Music has always been 
used to celebrate and stimulate community. Religious groups in- 
corporate music into their celebrations and nation states and Jap- 
anese corporations have followed their lead. George Lewis maintains 
that using music at gatherings enhances "feelings of communal be- 
longing and social solidarity. Such social rituals, when they are 
effective, help to emotionally charge the interests members of these 
groups hold in common, elevating them to moral rights and sur- 
rounding them with a sort of symbolic 'halo of righteousness.' "" 

Spoken words also function to create solidarity. Indeed, much 
of the singer's chatter between songs can be read as rhetorical ap- 
peals .to a sense of community. These comments stress the fan's 
collective knowledge of metal's history, and allude to the past and 
future of the community. Remarks such as 'See you next year" 
and "It's been a long time since we've been here" are examples of 
connecting the present to a wider communal time frame, as are 
allusions to songs that were first done with other bands: "We should 
like to do this one for you-a song that you've not heard from us 
in a long, long time, I'm sure. It is a song done . . . when we were 
in another band."s3 

The singer also binds the local audience to the general metal 
community. He usually makes some favorable comment about the 
city in which the concert is being performed, and speaks at least a 
few words in the audience's native tongue at concerts in countries 
where English is not spoken. Performers also make reference to the 
particular situation in the local area. For example, Dio introduced 
a song to a rain-soaked crowd at Castle Donington, by saying, 
"This is something that really applies to all of us here: 'Naked in 
the Rain.' "" At Christian metal concerts the singer shouts "jesus 
loves you!" to the rousing cheers of the audience. Such devices are 
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used at many concerts in various musical genres. But they are em- 
ployed by heavy metal artists with greater frequency, in part be- 
cause they can count on enthusiastic audience response. 

Rallying the audience to the cause of heavy metal by calling 
attention to its foes is a special method that recalls the appeals of 
religious and national groups to an external enemy in order to 
foster internal unity. The mass media's rejecrion of metal was one 
popular rhetorical theme. At a Black Sabbath concert in 1982 the 
singer said to the audience, "It's a good feeling to know you are 
successful because of yourself, not for what critics say, or what 
they play on the radio, or don't play on the radio."" Mentioning 
the names of bands that clash with heavy metal's symbols and 
sensibility also unify the audience by negation. Blackie Lawless fre- 
quently makes digs at MTV and criticizes nonmetal bands, as he 
screams to the audience such remarks as "Television videos suck. 
Fine Young Cannibals. Fine Young Assholes. New Kids on the 
Block. New kids who suck my cock!"56 Each remark was greeted 
with uniform booing, creating a strong we-feeling. But perhaps the 
most useful enemies of heavy metal have been Tipper Gore and the 
PMRC, the spearheads of the antimetal movement. Their names 
are ubiquitously mentioned at concerts, and their menace to metal 
generates a circle-the-wagons mentality. Blackie Lawless, this time 
at London's Hammersmith in 1986, told the audience, "I've been 
reading a lot in the newspapers and the magazines about what they 
have been saying about me and my boys. You know what they say 
about us? They say we are sexual perverts! They say that W.A.S.P. 
are every parent's worst nightmare!" Cheers greeted each sentence, 
giving voice to the pride of the pariahs. 

Bonding and Gratitude between the Artist 
and the Audience 

All of the devices by which the band involves the audience in the co 
cert performance strengthens the bond of identity between the ba 
and the audience. Metal's message is that "the bands and the fa 
were all in it together."" The singer, for example, identifies 
the locale of the audience, and the audience identifies with 
singer by completing his lines. Both identify with each other i 
common disdain for a common enemy of their culture. The 
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and response patterns bring the audience closer to the band. The 
pattern is similar to the one used by a Baptist minister, who is both 
part of the church community and above it. The parishioners con- 
stantly interject words of assent. In contrast, in the Catholic church 
service or a classical-music concert, the communicants save their 
expressions of appreciation for a final "amen"/applause. 

The artist, however, is not merely a member of the heavy metal 
culture on a par with the audience, but someone who is different 
from the audience, a culture hero who stands above it. The distance 
of amst from audience is maintained by all of the ways in which 
the artist represents the subculture to its members in an idealized 
form. But lest that distance become too great, rituals of compen- 
sation exist through which artist and audience constitute a com- 
munity through their differences, by mutual acknowledgment. 

The basic means of creating unity through difference is the act 
of appreciation, gratitude, and adoration.'* Noisily cheering, 
screaming, whistling, clapping, and stomping, the members of the 
audience use a host of sound-producing parts of the body to ex- 
press to the band, and to the rest of the audience and to themselves, 
their profound pleasure at the performance. They are not crying in 
the wilderness; the band acknowledges their tributes. In addition 
to the performers' smiles and nods of notice, they receive verbal 
responses such as "Thank you! Thank you so much!" and "I'm 
glad you like that one." Heavy metal performers are the antithesis 
of the "aloof and distant" jazz musicians.s9 

The audience also expresses its gratitude by gesture. Simng primly 
may be an appropriate way to listen to a symphony orchestra, but 
for a heavy metal band such deportment could only be read as a 
thumbs-down sign of displeasure. Standing is a sign of admiration, 
and standing on the seats is a special gesture of praise. Head- 

r banging and arm thrusting are other messages of approval. 
i :, The arm thrust may be done with the fist closed or with the two- 
1 fingered ccmalocchio" form of salute.60 If a band member uses 

one of these two options on stage, the audience tends to imitate 
that one. 

Since the house lights are off, the band cannot see the audience. 
How can they read these noiseless communiquCs? On rare occa- 
sions the singer may yell, as Black Sabbath's did, "Turn the lights 
on so that we can see everyone's face."61 However, the usual method 
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is to allow those closest to the stage to represent the entire group. 
The stage lighting is extended so that the first few rows are not in 
the shadows. They are lit so that both the band and the rest of the 
audience can see them. The fans in front are the mediators, ex- 
pressing the full audience to the band. The performers interact di- 
rectly with this subgroup, mahng eye contact or bending down to 
shake their hands, and tossing guitar picks and drum sticks to them. 
Gifts are exchanged. They range from banners-usually hand-dec- 
orated bed sheets-to cups of beer, joints, T-shirts, and bras and 
panties. The remainder of the audience, those up in the nose-bleed 
setion of the balcony or way in the back, understand these inter- 
actions as symbolically including them. The front of the crowd is 
their 

In addition to those nearest the stage, there is another specialized 
subset of the audience that bonds with and expresses gratitude: the 
groupies. They provide sexual services to the members of the band, 
before and after the concert. Prior to the advent of MTV, females 
wearing micromini skirts, fishnet stockings, and spiked heels were 
likely to be groupies. Now that look is a popular option for female 
headbangers, so that only a small fraction of those who might look 
like groupies really are. Unlike the fans who are near the stage, 
groupies are not appreciated by the rest of the audience. Many of 
the males think that their access to the performers is "unfair," even 
if they can identify with the recipient of the groupie's favors. This 
ambivalence reflects the balance of nearness and distance, of the 
artist's unity with the subculture and his special role of being a 
culture hero for it. 

Thrash metal concerts are characterized by two practices to dem- 
onstrate appreciation and bonding that are not shared with other 
genres of metal. "Moshiig" and "stage diving" were imported, 
along with some other conventions, into thrash metal from the 
punk/hardcore subculture. Moshing is a circle dance, which is sim- 
ilar to numerous folk-dance patterns found around the world. There 
is one moshing circle, called a "pit," located close to center stage 
and equally visible to the band and the rest of the audience. Mosh- 
ing is a hard skipping, more or less in time to the music, in a ~ circular, counterclockwise pattern. Elbows are often extended and 

I used as bumpers, along with the shoulders. The action is reminis- 
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cent of bumper-car rides found at amusement parks. The ideal is a 
friendly jostling among those in the pit and between those in the 
pit and those located at its circumference. 

Moshing is a modification of punk-style slam-dancing. The latter 
is a form of individual, not of group, dancing, and violent contact 
between members of the audience is expected. Traditional heavy 
metal fans are somewhat outraged by the moshing pits. They vio- 
late several of their standards, such as refraining from dancing and 
from physical contact, In the past few years many hardcore bands 
have changed their styles and have crossed over to thrash. They 
bring with them their hardcore audience, whose standards of au- 
dience decorum clash sharply with those of the headbangers. These 
crossover fans make explicit the violence that is merely hinted at 
in moshing. A self-proclaimed headbanger complained, "When Su- 
icidal Tendencies came out the scene changed drastically. Slam 
dancing was definitely the primary activity during this act. I got far 
away from the stage, where the slam dancing was taking place, so 
as not to get 'attacked' by one of the dancers. It was amazing to 
watch people practically beat the crap out of other people and have 
fun, both giving and receiving the 'punishment.' It seemed as though 
hardly anyone was paying attention to the band because they were 
too busy slam dancing. I found this very different, to say the least, 
from the type of concerts I usually attend."63 

Despite the lack of overt signs of attention by the moshers to the 
musicians, thrash bands read an active moshing pit as a sign that 
their music is appreciated, reflecting the energy of the band's per- 
formance. Small clubs without seats easily accommodate moshing. 

, Thrash bands whose popularity allows them to play larger venues, 
where the floor area is generally covered with seats, cannot receive 

1 this communication. Both they and their audience are frustrated by 
I, the blocked channel. 
. Another band-audience interaction that is specific to thrash is 
i 

r ' stage diving. This practice also comes from the punkJhardcore scene. 
I As a kinesthetic signifier, it is a form of theatrical choreography, a 
/ fine example of Kenneth Burke's view that dramaturgy functions 
i to secure identifi~ation.~~ Members of the audience climb up to 
i: [ the stage, touch or imitate the band members for a moment, and 

1 then dive back into the audience. The style of the dive is the belly 
C 
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flop, but instead of water the divers land on the outstretched 
hands of the audience. That they are caught, and prevented 
from crashing on the hard floor, is a sign of audience solidarity, 
although there are times when a diver painfully overestimates that 
solidarity. Punk singers tend to return the gesture, by diving into 
the audience. This practice is not unknown in thrash, but is less 
common there. 

Except for thrash, touching or mingling between artists and fans 
is highly restricted at metal concerts. Philip Bashe comments, "In- 
terestingly, unlike most rock fans, heavy metal fans are probably 
the least compelled to meet their heroes outside the confines of the 
stage sh~w."~s The encounter occurs during the concert, symboli- 
cally. The artists touch the fans in the first row and walk out on 
stage extensions that allow an artist to be both "on stage" and "in 
the audience" simultaneously. There are a few exceptions to the 
code of limiting contact, which tend to prove the rule. For example, 
ACDC's guitarist Angus Young is noted for his forays into the 
audience, astride the shoulders of singer Bon Scott or a roadie, 
without interrupting his playing. 

The contrast between the codes of appreciation in heavy metal 
and thrash metal highlight the significance of maintaining a dis- 
tance between audience and artist in the former. In heavy metal 
the artist must finally be an idealized representative of the subcul- 
m e ,  the transient incarnation of a culture hero. Therefore, certain 
taboos on contact must be respected. Further, in wimessing their 
subculture represented to them, the members of the audience must 
be more involved with the performance than with each other; that 
is, even their joint rituals must relate them to the performance. h 
thrash, the artist is much less a culture hero than a specialized 
member of the subculture, providing an element of the concert 
experience rather than being its raison d'6tre. Thus, thrash bands 
try to "hang out" with the fans before and after the show. Other 
metal musicians do not follow this practice, nor do their fans ex- 
pect them to. 

In their assessment of rock concerts, Montague and Morais as- 
sert, "The order of material in the concert is aimed at gradually 
heightening the performer-audience Heavy metal concerts 
radically emphasize this bond, but because of the solidarity of the 
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core audience it remains at the same high intensity from the begin- 
ning to the end of the concert. The band does not have to convince 
the audience to be enthused. Indeed, the elaborate, highly ritualized 
encore at heavy metal concerts strongly resembles the initial ap- 
pearance of the band. The band can count on the audience to ex- 
press its desire to have the interaction continue. The members of 
the audience plead with the band to return to them, shouting their 
name and standing with flames in the dark. The religious overtones 
of holding Bics as simulacra of lighted candles are even more ob- 
vious if one believes that the practice originated at Led Zeppelin 
concerts when the band played "Stairway to Hea~en."~' 

The Concert as Hierophany 

As the idealization of the culture of heavy metal the concert is "the 
definitive moment."68 It makes a transient community of some 
members of a music-based subculture and bonds them with artists 
in a greater and more complex whole. In performing these func- 
tions the heavy metal concert is similar to concerts for other music- 
based youth subcultures, such as Deadheads and punks. 

When the show is merely good, it is a heavy metal entertainment. 
But that is the diminished form of a heavy metal concert. At its 
best, when it realizes its ideal, it is an ecstatic experience, a cele- 
bration of heavy metal where the metal gods rule from the stage 
as culture heroes. When the emotion reaches a peak and the rep- 
resentation of the subculture and the bonding of artist and audience 
reinforce one another, the concert becomes an awesome experi- 
ence. At the point of perfection, time stands still and one feels that 
one belongs to a higher reality, far away from the gray, everyday 
world. To see the dazed and confused, happily exhausted, faces of 
the crowd as it files out of the venue into the night; to hear the 
terse, whispered reviews-"Awesome, man," "That was really 
something!"-is to understand that a great heavy metal concert is 
not, or is riot merely, an entertaining diversion. The fans have been 
"wasted," have been taken on a physical and emotional journey 
that leaves them satiated, satisfied, spent. For the moment, they 
could desire nothing else. 

From a sociological perspective, the ideal heavy metal concert 
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bears a striking resemblance to the celebrations, festivals, and cer- 
emonies that characterize religions around the world. For Emile 
Durkheim, the preeminent sociologist of religion, celebrations are 
"the bringing together of normally isolated groups to celebrate, and 
indeed create, their corporate existence. . . . For a society to be- 
come conscious of itself and maintain at the necessary degree of 
intensity the sentiments which it thus attains, it must assemble and 
concentrate itself."69 If fans of heavy metal were merely a taste 
public, the dissemination of the music by the mass media would 
be sufficient. But they are members of a subculture, and the concert 
experience is crucial for them. 

The ecstasy, representations of the community to itself, the strong 
solidarity felt within the audience, and the bonds of mutual appre- 
ciation expressed by band and audience resemble features of reli- 
gious festivals. Using the terminology of Mircea Eliade, ideal metal 
concerts can be described as hierophanies in which something sa- 
cred is revealed.70 They are experienced as sacred, in contrast to 
the profane, everyday world. The sacred takes place in its own 
sacred time ("reversible, indefinitely repeatable") and place, where 
the ens realissimum, the greatest reality, is found. 

The Artists as Mediators of the Concert 

When the band takes the stage, the backstage activity is suspended 
or hidden.'* The stage now belongs to the world of the frontstage, 
a world that is the antithesis of the backstage. The focus is not on 
work but on celebration. The instrumental rationality of the me- 
diators (media and technicians) is replaced by the consummatory 
expressive emotion of the audience. Time dominates the backstage; 
time stands still in the frontstage. The wide variety of backstage 
personnel are united by their interdependence, their workmanlike 
attitude toward their different tasks, and their blase attitude toward 
the band. Visually, their unity is expressed by their ever-present 
backstage passes, laminated for the boys on the bus, stick-on for 
the locals. Frontstage unity is based on a felt similarity, a recog- 
nition of oneself in others. It is the unity of shared identity, which 
Durkheim described as the basis of mechanical solidarity. The 
backstage has organic solidarity, as befits the modern world. T h e  
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cohesion of the frontstage is of the ancient and primordial sort. 
Performing on stage, the band is in a netherworld that serves to 
separate the frontstage and the backstage. It is the site of the 
boundary, and the band is the boundary between the sacred and 
the profane, the consummatory and the instrumental. 

The band mediates the gesellschafi of the media and the gemein- 
schafi of the audience, but only by sacrificing any unity of its own, 
except for the music itself and the moments of Dionysian ecstasy 
that its members may experience. It must appeal to different forms 
of authority in linking itself to the two worlds. Toward the audi- 
ence, the band exerts a complex form of authority combining char- 
ismatic, traditional, and value-rational elements. That is, the band 
has the charismatic "gift" of the music, but it must also perform it 
in ways that satisfy the codes of heavy metal and make it part of 
an event that fulfills the values of the core audience. Here the amst 
is the leader of a transient community rooted in persisting signifiers 
and practices. Toward the technical apparatus, in contrast, the 
band's authority is legal-rational, based on contracts exchanging 
specified labor for specified remuneration, and on the cemfied or 
demonstrated expertise of the workers. The band members are cap- 
tains and captives of each world. Mediating the two, the band is 
native to neither. The band members are strangers in two strange 
lands, and must ingratiate themselves, prove their loyalty, in 
each. 

Backstage, their legitimacy is bought with gifts of tour jackets 
and tour bonuses, and by tributes of lavishly catered preconcert 
meals. After the concert the band makes its transition to the back- 
stage world by means of the postconcert party, where representa- 
tives of the subculture-adoring groupies and media interviewers- 
interact with the band apart from any musical performance. Mem- 

. bers of the touring crew are also present at the postconcert party. 
1 Indeed, the members of the band become, in a sense, members of 
6 the crew, parts of a team. They level themselves to be just one of 
i the boys: often participating in debasement rituals of overindul- 1 gence in alcohol or drugs. That is, they must forge a new corn- 
/ munity backstage that compensates for the strains of inequality in 

the organic solidarity of thegeselZschafi. It is always the band's job 
to build community. 

The heavy metal communities created by the artists are always 

I 
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tenuous. That is obvious backstage, where gesellschaft can be soft- 
ened but never made secondary. But it is also true frontstage. There 
is also a cash nexus out front. Admittance to the concert is not free 
and the tour promotes the band's latest album. The antibourgeois 
and anticommercial ideology of the heavy metal subculture re- 
quires artists to demonstrate that they are not tainted by the back- 
stage world. The backstage is kept hidden during the concert, 
symbolically separating the artist from it. The band cannot be judged 
to have sold out, to have become Judas-priests to their followers. 
The whole array of practices that pervade the performance can be 
read as a rhetoric of authenticity, a demonstration of loyalty to the 
frontstage world. Among the signifiers of authenticity are the facial 
expressions of concentration, the sweat, and the displays of energy. 
Before coming out for an encore, band members may change clothes 
or walk back on stage with towels draped around their necks, un- 
derscoring the fact that they had sweated a great deal. Their pro- 
fuse declarations of love to the audience-"I love you!"-do not 
merely promote bonding, but proclaim allegiance to the frontstage 
world. 

The concert is a bricolage of frontstage and backstage, held to- 
gether by a bricoleur, the artist. As much as any form of music, 
heavy metal illustrates the fundamental separation in modern life 
between the instrumental and the consummatory, here brought to 
reification in two separate and radically opposed worlds, whch 
must be kept scrupulously apart. A predominantly commercial ap- 
paratus caters to a subculture that holds as its highest virtue re- 
maining a proud pariah from that apparatus and the incentives that 
sustain it. 

Yet both the apparatus and the subculture need each other. Their 
relations are simple and distant: the subculture pays and the ap- 
paratus delivers. The significance of the transaction can be forgot- 
ten by both of the parties to it. But the artists cannot forget it, 
because they are between both worlds, commodities to one and 
culture heroes to the other, never what they are most to themselves: 
artists. Most deeply, frontstage and backstage can never be mixed 
because the artist can never be a culture hero to the backstage and 
must never allow himself to be seen as a commodity'by the front- 
stage. Here the artist is a trickster figure, the mediator of a non- 

The Concert.. Metal Epiphany 235 

logical synthesis. The artist clings to the music as the thread that 
connects the moieties and thus becomes the manifestation of the 
metal culture to the outside world and the target of its critics. 



ivlallgning the ivlusic: 
Metal Detractors 

"Am I Evil?" 

-Metallica 

Perhaps Newton's Second Law of Motion, which states that for 
every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, also applies 
to some sociocultural phenomena. It certainly seems to hold for 
heavy metal. The intense loyalty and devotion of its fans is matched 
y the contempt and loathing for the genre expressed by those 
ho presume to pass judgment on cultural phenomena. Indeed, 
is hard to think of other human phenomena, outside child tor- 
re and cannibalism, that evoke such intense abhorrence. Heavy 
eta1 polarizes people. Those who are aware of it either love it or 

The cultured and no-so-cultured despisers of heavy metal form 
unfamiliar, if not unholy, alliance. Heavy metal is one of the 
socioculturai phenomena in the United States that evokes the 

me response from those normally bitter opponents, the politically 
rrea progressive critics and the religious and populist right wing. 

What is so special about heavy metal that has made it one of the 
few things that unite Left and Right in a common cause? 

The maligners of metal come to their positions for superficially 
ifferent reasons. To summarize what will be presented in detail 
elow, the progressives repudiate heavy metal because it substitutes 
edonic ecstasy for the political commitment and social concern 
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that they would like to see in popular music. They find it difficult 
to criticize heavy metal on any intellectual basis because their sys- 
tem of criticism is framed by a dichotomy between serious and 
politically committed rock music and mass popular music, which 
takes the edge off life and pacifies the subjects of a disciplinary1 
consumer society. Heavy metal, as has been shown in the preceding 
chapters, is not commercial pop, but neither is it politically pro- 
gressive. Its spirit is that of Dionysian rebellion that challenges 
static order in the name of the freedom to exercise vital power. 
The progressive critics have no place in their ideology for some- 
thing like metal, which is not pop, but which also does not meet 
their criteria for good music.' Thus, they try to reduce metal to 
nonsense, making no effort to grasp it as a cultural form, and 
dismissing it as a revolt against form, "noise," and "dri~el."~ 

The cultural conservatives, in contrast, do not play on the binary 
opposition of hedonism-commitment, but instead focus on what 
they see as the anti-Christian symbolism of metal. For them, heavy 
metal, with its themes of evil and use of symbols associated with 
Christian religiosity, is a systematic temptation whose aim is to 
lead youth into the paths of sin. Whereas for the progressives metal 
is a competitor for the rebellious energies of youth, for the conser- 
vatives it is a competitor for their souls. The root of the complaint, 
however, is the same. In metal Dionysian rebellion often takes the 
form of transvaluing-changing the value signs-of the objects of 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. Heavy metal stresses the power of 
the world as a positive dynamism, whereas the religious right con- 
demns "the world," along with "the flesh and the devil." When 
heavy metal appropriates Christian symbolism, it absorbs it into 
its Dionysian sensibility, giving "the world, the flesh, and the devil" 
new meaning as rebellious play, as in ACIDC's thought that "Hell 
Ain't a Bad Place to Be." Metal's reinterpretation of these symbols 
is lost on the cultural conservatives, who stick to their own "lit- 
eral" reading of those symbols. Their dichotomy is between faith 
and sin. Lacking any conception of a positive affirmation of rebel- 
lious vitality, they must judge heavy metal to be sinful and a direct 
competitor to them. 

Heavy metal, then, is the common enemy because it is the proud 
pariah. It sins by excess of ecstasy and of play with symbols that 
some segments of the society hold sacred. The left is repelled by its 
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focus on present pleasure rather than the need for future change, 
and the right is offended by its substitution of symbolic play for 
belief in their code. Of course, neither of metal's adversaries ap- 
preciates metal for what it is, since neither values Dionysian ex- 
perience. Metal's ecstasy is seen as mindless and gross sensation by 
the progressives. Its play is viewed as a malign will to corrupt by 
the conservatives. Thus, the two opponents of metal distort it in 
their own ways, according to how they can fit it into the categories 
of their ideologies. Their policy stances toward the "social prob- 
lem" of heavy metal reflect their ideological constructions of heavy 
metal rather than what heavy metal is to its fans, the artists who 
create it, its mediators, or an ethnographer. The public criticism of 
metal is as clear a case as can be presented of the tendency of the 
discussion of public policy to mischaracterize its objects through 
the projection of ideological constructions. 

Progressive Criticism 

Rock criticism was already established by the time heavy metal 
came on the scene. Gossip columnists had been attracted to rock 
and roll from its inception, but rock critics, who were dedicated to 
evaluating rock as a serious creative expression, if not an art form, 
emerged with the counterculture of the 1960s. Influenced by and 
initially concerned with Bob Dylan and the Beatles of the psyche- 
delic era, rock criticism came into its own in 1967.3 When Led 
Zeppelin and Black Sabbath erupted at the start of the 1970s, the 
critics responded to those bands and to their fans as a personal 
affront. 

Sabbath and Zeppelin were rejected as 'musically "primitive," 
and their lyrics were derided as mindless and sexist. Bashe describes 
how heavy metal musicians and their fans "have been ridiculed as 
living contradictions to the theory of evolution" by the rock crit- 
i c ~ . ~  Black Sabbath's bassist, Geezer Butler, recalls, "Right from 
the startlthe rock journalists almost unanimously condemned the 
band as simple-minded noise."' 

In his 1972 analysis of Black Sabbath, Lester Bangs concurred 
with Butler, remarking that the critics reacted as one in damning 
the band.6 Bangs was one of the few rock critics who, at  least 
initially, did not join the metal-bashing bandwagon. He argued that 
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Sabbath were moralists, like Bob Dylan and the novelist William 
Burroughs. He upped his rhetorical comparisons by stating that the 
group was "the John Milton of rock 'n' roll."' Critics Robert Pal- 
mer and Jon Pareles of the New York Times have also been excep- 
tions to the rule of metal bashing. Palmer has argued that the 
"darker" kinds of metal, like other horror genres in popular cul- 
ture, simply reflect the anxieties and problems of the society at 
large.8 

Criticism of heavy metal has not changed much since the early 
1970s. In an assessment of the resurgence of the genre in 1984, 
heavy metal was referred to as "that b2te noire of rock progressiv- 
ism."9 In 1988 a rock critic for a major newspaper scored heavy 
metal's boasts of substance when it only came up with a "manip- 
ulated aura of mindless hedonism in place of fun, and virulent 
sexism instead of love."1° Even when trying to argue against the 
conservative critics of metal, who seek to ban the music on moral 
grounds, RoNing Stone journalist Anthony DeCurds could not avoid 
disapproving of the genre, observing that frequently metal and rap 
musicians express the biases of their fans. He would prefer them 
to challenge these perspectives, "channeling righteous anger into 
intelligent political action."" Rock criticism has always defined the 
meaning of music "in only one way: the ability, or anyway the 
desire, to shake up the world."12 

Progressive criticism of heavy metal also appears in academic 
writings on rock. In an article about youth subcultures in Britain 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Ellis Cashmore compared the 
heavy metal subculture unfavorably to other music-based subcul- 
tures such as the rastas and punks that had "posed trenchant cri- 
tiques and, in their own sometimes eccentric ways, alternatives. 
Romantics and heavy metal kids continued more disguised cri- 
tiques but opted for strategies of measures designed to enhance 
their own lives, to ensure their own health of mind as opposed to 
upgrading others."" Heavy metal, according to Cashmore, was "a 
dinosaur of youth culture, surviving its contemporaries and lasting 
seemingly without change into the 1980s. The dress remained the 
same, as dld the political apathy and, of course, the music."14 

The progressivist critics agree that heavy metal is musically sim- 
plistic, "primitive," and unsophisticated; and that its lyrical themes 
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are sexist paeans to hedonism and militate against hope for the 
future. Metal is "the beast that refuses to die," maintaining its 
traditions as other music-based subcultures change or become extinct. 

The progressive critics assume that they are speaking to and for 
a community with shared standards. When rock criticism came into 
being that was a fair assumption; indeed, the critics helped to in- 
form an audience that was willing to learn. After the 1960s, how- 
ever, rock music began to diversify and fragment. The counterculture 
dissolved and was replaced by a multitude of taste publics and 
several music-based subcultures. It was no longer fair for critics to 
assume a community with shared standards to which they could 
contribute enlightenment. But they continued to make that as- 
sumption, which, in the case of heavy metal, made them system- 
atically fail to appreciate the inherent structure of the music and, 
therefore, to mischaracterize it. 

The charge that heavy metal is musically simplistic illustrates the 
bias of the progressive critics. Most forms of music tend to be 
relatively simple in some respects and more complex in others. In 
heavy metal, for example, the rhythm is often simple and the sound 
is dominated by a booming bass line that lacks subtlety. However, 
the essential guitar parts are anything but crude. One has only to 
look at the attempts to create metal-guitar notation systems to ap- 
preciate the complexity. A vast array of symbols are added to the 
standard notation in order to indicate "grace not being bent to the 
next note," "slide down string with pick," and "fast hand vibrato," 
among many others.Is Certainly, when compared to punk or folk 

+ rock, two musical styles praised by many progressive rock critics, 
heavy metal cannot be described as musically primitive. 

With regard to lyrics, the critics are more accurate, but their 
: objections hold for most of rock music, from its beginnings. He- ! ! donism, for example, was definitive of early rock and roll, the lyr- 

/ ical staple of its founders such as Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, 
r i and Little Richard. It is still the mainstay of rock music, from Bruce 

ti Springsteen to Cyndi Lauper, and from the Beach Boys to 2 Live ! Crew. Sexism also has been inseparable from rock. The lyrics of 

r the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan, let alone 2 Live Crew, are more 1 sexist than heavy metal lyrics. The subtext of progressive criticism 
is that lyrics should be serious and should relate to sociopolitical 

b 



242 Heavy Metal Maligning the Music: Metal Detractors 243 

concerns, not to mere personal pleasure. Of course, heavy metal lective action, they attack heavy metal for its failure to be committed 
also addresses such concerns, but not in the radical or reformist to radical or reformist programs. 
ways that the critics favor. Thus, they ignore its messages. Heavy metal fans and bands are also castigated for refusing to 

Metal fixes on the nasty, brutal, "first you live, then you die:' change, for their disdain for innovation. In terms of clothing and 
facts of life, though it carries on the tradition from the counter- hairstyles this observation is accurate. That many of the critics 
culture of concern for social justice, freedom, and peace. For the wore jeans and long hair in their youth probably has something to 
progressives metal's sin is that it does not hold out much hope for do with their contempt for the appropriation of these styles by the 
the future. Anthony DeCurtis, in Rolling Stone, reproached metal heavy metal subculture. The styles do not signify in the metal sub- 
(and rap) for failing to encourage "intelligent political culture what they did in the counterculture. Heavy metal forces the 
Beneath the repudiation of hedonism lurks left-wing interests in critics to confront a legacy of their youth that they might prefer to 
having youth use their vitality to "fight the good fight" rather than ignore. In the meantime, the critics have aged and have abandoned 

'til you puke." The critics are galled by such postures their youthful styles. The metal subculture reminds them of the loss 
Guns N' Roses repudiation of politics as a senseless civil War. 

~t the root of the progressive critic's special contempt for heavy The charge that heavy metal music has remained the same has 
metal is the fact that it broke the faith of the counterculture. Black much less truth and results from a failure to attend to the music 
Sabbath, in particular, self-consciously inverted the c~untercul- carefully. Yet heavy metal does retain greater continuity than other 
tureYs central symbol of love. Instead of focusing on love, they sang forms of rock music. Fans still adore the older heavy metal mate- 

ever, reject continuity when they judge rock music. They evaluate 
each new album in part by comparing it to its predecessors, judging 

collective action. 

litical reform or revolution. These difficulties must be met squa 

intended or not, for weakening that subculture. 
e charge, however, that heavy metal as a genre has not changed 

nre changes in some detail. Here I need only repeat that the genre 
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has undergone a number of innovations and transformations since 
its inception. That these modifications have not been noticed by 
the critics only means that they have been unwilling or unable to 
give the music an attentive hearing. Having an animus against it 
for ideological reasons, they have preferred to treat it as undiffer- 
entiated "noise." Any heavy metal fan can detail the changes in the 
genre, and debates about those changes form a major portion of 
their musical discussions. 

The mischaracterization of heavy metal by progressive critics has 
been noted by fans and artists working within the genre, who have 
responded in kind. Bon Scott, the late singer for AClDC pro- 
claimed, "We don't listen to critics. We play for the public."17 In 
their book on major heavy metal bands, Ross Halfin and Pete 
Makowski indicate that the critics are "self-ordained guardians of 
taste" with "the perception and depth of a shallow puddle," who 
have "utter disdain" for heavy metal. They treat the genre "like 
some neanderthal subculture, and its audience as brainless, imma- 
ture  juvenile^."^^ Indeed, the proud pariahs rejoice in the establish- 
ment's (and these counterculture holdovers and their younger 
brethren are now the establishment) rejection of them. Heavy metal 
journalists, especially Philip Bashe, have countered the attacks by 
bringing to light their inaccuracies and prejudices.19 Indeed, the 
progressive critics contribute to the heavy metal community's sol- 
idarity. The course of action implied by their criticisms has no 
negative impact on headbangers since it is recommended to every- 
one else but them, Although the policy of the progressive critics 
toward heavy metal is never made explicit in their critiques, its 
directive is never far from the surface: avoid it like the plague, lest 
you be tagged unhip. 

For the most part, however, the progressives ignore heavy metal 
since it does not fit conveniently into their categories, which dichot- 
omize commercialized pop and committed rock. Since heavy metal 
is rebellious and therefore not a simple agent contributing to the 
conformity characteristic of a disciplinary/consumer society, and is 
also not politically radical or reformist, it is an anomaly, the kind 
of object that, according to a structuralist analysis is "dangerous" 
and likely to be made a taboo.2o Progressives must never get close 
enough to heavy metal to let it contaminate their purity of com- 
mitment with ecstatic pleasure. 
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Conservative Criticism 

The Fundamentalist Strain 

The conservative detractors of heavy metal, in contrast to the pro- 
gressives, are obsessed with the music, making it a prime symbol 
of everything that they find wrong with contemporary culture. 
Heavy metal, indeed, is just the latest object of denunciation in a 
long tradition of conservative opposition to popular music." Since 
its origins in the 1950s, rock music has been plagued by, and has 
delighted in and often profited from, its critics. During the 1950s 
rock and roll emerged in the wake of McCarthyism and the whole 
postwar attempt to have a "great celebration" of American power. 
Rock and roll was maligned at that time for the danger it posed of 
inflaming the sexual passions of the nation's youth. This surface 
criticism masked widespread racism and fear of miscegenation. Rock 
and roll was believed to be infecting white youth with the supposed 
moral laxity of blacks. The mass media responded to that fear with 
the compromise of presenting white cover versions of rock-and-roll 
songs that had been originally recorded by blacks. Posters circu- 
lated by the Ku Klux Klan in 1955 directly express what other 
critics of rock and roll were suggesting more circumspectly: "Help 
save the youth of America: Don't buy Negro records. The scream- 
ing, idiotic words and savage music of these records are undermin- 
ing the morals of our white youth in America."= 

The reaction to rock and roll by cultural conservatives was to a 
large extent a replication of the conservative response to jazz after 
World War I. In his excellent analysis of the reaction to jazz by the 
"spiritual descendants of the 'know-nothing' party," Richard Pe- 
terson cites an Illinois Vigilance Association report, written by a 
Reverend Yarrow, which "found that in 1921-1922 jazz had 
'caused the downfall' of one thousand girls in Chicago alone."= 
Jazz and its descendent at several removes, rock and roll, were 
denounced for their sound, which caused a relaxation of sexual 
control and a descent to the sexual primitivism attributed to blacks. 
Not coincidentally, both the 1920s and the 1950s were character- 
ized by an increase in racial mixing that resulted from migrations 

I of southern blacks to the North during and following each of the 
world wars. Both eras were also marked by the growrh of new and 

8 
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very public youth cultures-the flappers and the teenagers, respec- 
tively-that seemed to reject strict parental supervision and adher- 
ence to parental standards. 

The situation was more problematic for conservatives in the 
1950s. The general public mood was one of anxiety, demonstrated 
and exacerbated by McCarthyism, fear of the atomic bomb, and 
the cold war. Adding to the tension was the decision by the Su- 
preme Court in the Brown case of 1954 to find the racial segre- 
gation of public schools to be unconstitutional. In addition, general 
prosperity had created a leisure class of teenagers who had the free 
time and space (a car) to partake of hedonistic enjoyments, includ- 
ing sexual relations. Conservative critics were partially right: rock 
and roll's sexual overtones and its "blackness" did contribute to 
its popularity. But the conservatives erred in making the music a 
metonym for all of the complex causes of their discontent, just as 
music-based subcultures make music a metonym for their entire 
life-styles. In a sense, the cultural conservatives became an anti- 
music subculture. 

Academic cultural conservatives made their complaints against 
rock and roll from the theoretical position of mass-culture criti- 
cism. Here the music was not singled out, but was lumped with 
the rest of popular culture. Rock and roll was one expression of 
what these authors termed "masscult," "lowbrow," or "brutal" 
culture?' It all was seen to lack any redeeming artistic virtues and 
to be made for the lowest common denominator of a heteroge- 
neous, unschooled audience. 

In the early 1960s young people, mainly college students, cham- 
pioned folk and folk-rock music. They also began to help with the 
civil rights movement and, more generally, to question the practices 
of big business and government. The political music of the Great 
Depression was rediscovered and refurbished for a new age by such 
artists as Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. The conservative cultural crit- 
ics attacked folk music as being communist-inspired. This time they 
did not assail the sound but the lyrics and even more the "pinko" 
artists, who were causing youth to think and behave so badly. 

The outcry against youth music reached another crescendo in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. The music, again the critical target was 
lyrics, not the sound, was causing kids to opt out of the "system," 
to "turn on, tune in, and drop out." Rock was blamed for the 
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antiwar stance of the young and especially for their fondness for 
marijuana and LSD. Vice President Spiro Agnew was the point 
man best known for making accusations against rock, charging 
that the lyrics caused the youthful audience to take drugs and that 
the music was sapping the nation's power.= At that time, Charles 
Fowler, a music educator, wrote that cause and effect should not 
be confused: "Rock lyrics have not been responsible for the use of 
drugs."16 Admonitions such as Fowler's obviously had little impact 
then, and have little impact today, on conservative criticism. Music, 
as a compact and readily discernible expression of emotion and 
attitude, is a compelling metonym for more complex sociocultural 
phenomena. It is easy and tempting to make the metonym into the 
cause of the supposed problem. 

The disgrace of Richard Nixon's forced resignation from the 
presidency and the even more disgraceful end to the Vietnam War 
encouraged the conservatives to keep a low profile during the early 
1970s. But by the end of the decade, stimulated by the perceived 
failures of the Carter presidency, they rose to greater prominence 
than ever before. Their leadership was crystallized in the funda- 
mentalist Protestant church groups, but they also gained support 
in the mass media and from the general public. The new legitimacy 
and pervasiveness of cultural conservative criticism in the 1980s 
coincided with the spurt in popularity of heavy metal in the United 
States. In the context of greater permissiveness in the mass media 
and the appearance of MTV, the stage was set for a major attack 
on heavy metal from the right. 

Since the late 1960s there has been a progressive relaxation of 
"moral" standards throughout the mass media. The "twin beds" 
rule of early television was replaced by steamy soap operas and 
leering double-entendre sitcoms. Movies that once would have been 
banned in Boston or shown in porno theaters on Times Square 
became box-office hits. Ironically, the Reagan administration's pol- 
icy of deregulation, including major policy changes regarding the 
FCC's monitoring of radio and television, can be held partially 
responsible for the trend. Raunch and violence, always attractive 
to large segments of the mass audience, could grow unfettered. The 
combat zone came to the small cities in heartland America and into 

, the living rooms of the respectable middle class via the television, 
j especially cable TV. Groups that had been insulated from the more 

r 
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raw forms of popular culture were now exposed to them, and they patterns and life-styles of white Middle Americaen30 Heavy metal 
reacted against the assault on their sensibilities. is loud and its strong bottom sound booms through walls and floors 

The combination of the relaxation of restraint in entertainment in houses. Its themes are replete with rebellion and general rev& 
and the rise of the fundamentalist right inevitably led to confron- against the standards of polite society, and they emphasize the 
tations. Skirmishes and battles were mainly, although not exclu- s which society seeks to keep at bay. Its audience is composed 
sively, focused on youth. Young people were seen to be especially adolescents. They form the group that is the 
vulnerable to the suasion of the mass media. They were also re- cus of fear and hope in the West, especially since the rise of 
garded as the hope for the future. Church groups held more record- a1 category, which made youth a group "in 
burning and record-smashing rallies. "Satanic rock albums" were itself and for itself" in the late 1960s. Most importantly, heavy 

burned in an Iowa rally in 1980.27 Jesus people ministers, Steve 
E 

metal was, by the mid-1980s, no longer an obscure musical genre 
I 

and Jim Peters, organized a bonfire and album-smashing event in known only to the members of its subculture. Through the good 
St. Paul in 1981.28 Other such events also took place. offices of MTV heavy metal could be seen and heard in any cabled 

A student at a Florida school run by Southern Baptists described house in America. Greeson and Williams appropriately contend 
a record-burning rally held in 1982: "One Thursday we were taken that "MTV may be viewed as crossing over from traditional mid- 
to where a man gave a sermon on the evils that were assaulting dle-class values transmitted by TV to youth culture values wadi- 
our youth. He spoke mainly about rock music. After several min- tionally associated with rock music themes."31 
Utes of whipping the crowd into a frenzy, he said we should 'purge' The battle was joined on all fronts: church, academia, courts of 
our lives of this evil, just as he was about to do. He then began to law, public schools, concert venues, mass media, and homes. The 
hold up record albums, say a few things about each one--either a dual sources of Western values, Athens and Jerusalem, were culled 
line from the lyrics or a statement of condemnation-and break it, for denunciations of rock. The most significant battle in the cam- 
throwing the album into a raging fire. . . . Many albums later, he paign was fought at a United States Senate hearing held in Wash- 
held up the Pat Benatar single, 'Hell is for Children.' He said, 'This ington, D-C-, during September 1985. Formally titled Record 
song openly promotes devil-worship among our youth!' He had Labeling, Senate Hearing 99-259, it is popularly known as the 
lied about many records, but this was the worst. We started shout- PMRC hearing. It provided a platform for, and bestowed a legiti- 
ing things like 'that's bullshit!' and 'you never even read the lyrics!' mac~  on, the fundamentalist positions against rock and especially 
Without a moment's hesitation he said, 'See how the Devil despises against heavy meta1.32 
His work! His evil is deeply ingrained. Don't be surprised if your The cultural conservative case was broadcast to the general pub- 
children are as intolerant!' One of the old men beside him asked, lic by the mass media, which found the circus atmosphere of the 
'Are they possessed?' I couldn't hear what he replied. The crowd hearings to be congenial. The general public learned from these 
went wild."29 Benatar, a hard-rock singer, had written the con- hearings that heavy metal was, if not diabolical, at least in very 
demned song as a denunciation of child abuse. The leaders of the 
rally had taken her figurative use of the term "hell" literally. The Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC), which was founded, 

By the mid-1980s a concerted assault on rock was mdetway- ves of several United States senators, was only 
Heavy metal became a metonym for rock as a whole. There was e lyrical content of rock music. No objections 

ere made to its sound. Senator Ernest Hollings (South Carolina) 
by decrying "this outrageous filth, suggestive 
everything else in the Lord's world that you 

33 Senator Paul Trible (Virginia) objected to 
"song lyrics describing rape, incest, sexual violence, and perver- 
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~ i o n . " ~ ~  Susan Baker, wife of James Baker, then treasury secretary, 
led off for the PMRC, denouncing lyrics that were "sexually ex- 
plicit, excessively violent, or glorify the use of drugs and alcohol."35 
Her testimony described lyrics of songs by the heavy metal artists 
Quiet Riot, Judas Priest, W.A.S.P., Ozzy Osbourne, Blue Oyster 
Cult, and ACIDC, and by the black-contemporary artists Prince 
and Morris Day. Ms. Baker and the PMRC "experts" who gave 
testimony after her specified three areas of concern with lyrical 
themes. They can be summarized by the triad suiide and aggres- 
sion, sexual perversion, and satanism. 

s u I c 1 D E AN D A G G R E s s I o N . Baker's testimony put forward the 
standard line of cultural conservatives about heavy metal's influ- 
ence on suicide: "Some rock artists actually seem to encourage teen 
suicide. Ozzy Osbourne sings 'Suicide Solution.' Blue Oyster Cult 
sings 'Don't Fear the Reaper,' ACDC sings 'Shoot to Thrill.' Just 
last week in Centerpoint, a small Texas town, a young man took 
his life while listening to the music of ACDC. He was not the 
first."36 TWO points should be noted about Baker's claims. First, 
she grossly misinterprets the lyrics in ways that fans of heavy metal 
find astonishing. Second, she implies a causal connection between 
being a heavy metal fan and doing violence to oneself or others. 

"Suicide Solution" was a cut on the first album that Ozzy 0s- 
bourne made after he left Black Sabbath, Blizzard of Ozz. The 
name of the album is relevant here. It is a clever word play on The 
Wizard of Oz. Dorothy's tornado is converted into another tur- 
bulent weather phenomenon, which has the same two consonants 
as Osbourne's first name. Oz is the place ruled by a wizard, who 
is rather a fraud, and some of Ozzy's songs, such as "I Don't Know" 
are reflections on the discomfort he feels when fans see him as a 
miracle worker or a seer, which, he admits, he is not. 

The title "Suicide Solution" is another play on words. "Solution" 
refers both to the resolution of a problem and to a liquid in which 
other substances are dissolved. The song starts out with the lyrics 
"Wine is fine but whiskey's quicker I Suicide is slow with liquor." 
The song is a denunciation of alcoholism, arguing that it is a slow 
form of suicide. Alcohol is the "suicide solution" in both senses of 
the word solution. Alcohol should be rejected because it is a way 
of killing oneself. Indeed, at the time he wrote the song, Ozzy was 

thinking both of his own constant battles with the bottle and of 
the recent deaths of heavy metal boozers, especially Bon Scott of 
ACDC. Alcoholics, himself included, he argues, are killing them- 
selves: "The reaper is you and the reaper is me.'' 

"Suicide Solution" is a poignant antialcoholism song. The inter- 
pretation of it given here is obvious. All that one needs to do to 
understand the lyrics is to listen to them or read them, and to grasp 
a simple pun. But the fundamentalist critics, who originated the 
misinterpretation of the song as an advocacy of suicide, are trained 
to give texts literal interpretations. They are blind to puns. When 
they see "Suicide Solution" they read, "Suicide is the solution to 
your problems." Other critics then take up that "literal" interpre- 
tation, apparently without taking the trouble to listen to or read 
the lyrics themselves. 

The misinterpretation of "Suicide Solution" has, indeed, become 
conventional wisdom in public discourse. The song is always re- 
ferred to by the moral critics of heavy metal. Five years after the 
hearings, the Catholic archbishop of New York, John Cardinal 
O'Connor, cited "Suicide Solution" as an example of "heavy metal 
music spiked with satanic lyrics" that disposed listeners to "devil- 
worship and demonic posse~sion."~~ It was the only song men- 
tioned by name in the archbishop's statement. The mass media, 
adopting its usual credulous posture toward authority figures, per- 
petuated the misinterpretation, Time, for example, reported that 
the Roman Catholic archbishop of New York had targeted Ozzy 
Osbourne for a song he had recorded with the theme of suicide.38 
The public relations office of the archdiocese revealed that the arch- 
bishop's information about heavy metal came from Tipper Gore's 
1987 book.39 Tipper Gore, wife of Senator Albert Gore (Tennes- 
see), is a founder of the PMRC and its leading spokesperson. 

The distance between what the lyrics say and how the cultural 
conservatives interpret them is partly explained by the emphasis of 
the conservatives on the visual side of heavy metal culture. Much 
of the evidence presented at the Senate hearings was pictorial. Doz- 
ens of album covers were displayed and.constant references were 
made to music-video images. Thus, in support of their interpreta- 
tion of "Suicide Solution," the PMRC entered as evidence a mag- 
azine picture of Ozzy "with a gun barrel stuck into his mouth."40 
A newspaper story confirms that the group was upset by "What 
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they heard in the lyrics, saw on album covers, and watched on rock 

The conf lation of visual and lyrical material is evidenced by Sen- 
ator Albert Gore's interrogation of soft-rocker John Denver, who 
argued against the imposition of record labeling. Gore posed a 
rhetorical question to Denver: "Let me come back to the question 
about suicide. Let us say you have a popular rock star who has a 
lot of fans, who sings a song that says suicide is the solution, and 
appears in fan magazines with a gun barrel pointed in his mouth 
and promotes material that seems to glorify suicide. Do you think 
it is a responsible act for a record company to put out a song 
glorifying suicide?"42 

"Suicide Solution" was not the only song that was grossly mis- 
interpreted at the senate hearings. A song by ACIDC, "Shoot to 
Thrill," was brought up by several PMRC witnesses. Any ACJDC 
fan knows that the song's title has nothing to do with killing or 
shooting guns. The bulk of AC/DC7s songs are about sex and, de- 
spite the group's name their view of the subject is quite straight. 
Their trademark is to use and build on traditional blues terminol- 
ogy, in which sexual terms are coyly, often cutely, transformed into 
puns and suggested by metaphors. One of their best-loved cuts is 
called "Big Balls.'' On the surface "Big Balls" is a celebration of 
formal dances, but the obvious subtext refers to male genitalia. 
This blues tradition was appropriated by rock and roll at its incep- 
tion. When Georgia Gibbs cbvered a black R&B hit about making 
love, "Work with Me Annie," the word "work" was judged to be 
too suggestive and was transformed to the word "dance." Indeed, 
the word "dance" has maintained its double reference to patterned 
movement and to sexual coupling in rock lyrics through the pres- 
ent. The very term "rock and roll" was a common R&B term for 
sexual intercourse. "Shoot to Thrill" is about sex.43 "Shooting" 
refers not to guns, but to male ejaculation. It is hardly an obscure 
metaphor. 

Building upon their misinterpretation of lyrics, the PMRC wit- 
nesses claimed that the songs they had identified were responsible 
for teen suicides. Taking up Susan Baker's story of the boy who 
committed suicide in Centerpoint, Texas, while listening to ACI 
DC, PMRC consultant Jeff Ling repeated the claim of a causal link: 
"Steve died while listening to AC/DC7s 'Shoot to Thrill.' Steve fired 
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his father's gun into his mouth."4 Ling added a second example 
of a San Antonio high school student who "hung himself while 
listening to AC/DC's 'Shoot to Thrill.' ''45 Ling then said, "Suicide 
has become epidemic in our country among teenagers. Some 6,000 
will take their lives this year. Many of these young people find 
encouragement from some rock stars who present death as a pos- 
itive, almost attractive alternati~e."~~ Senator Gore also glided from 
referring to "Suicide Solution" as "material that seems to glorify 
suicide" to noting that "the United States has one of the highest 
rates of teen suicide of any country in the world. The rate has gone 
up 300 percent in the last decade among young people, while it 
has remained constant among adults."47 Thus, heavy metal be- 
comes identified as a cause of suicide by unsubstantiated inference. 

The inference that heavy metal causes teen suicide is as implau- 
sible as are the conservative's interpretations of heavy metal lyrics. 
Rates of suicide have, indeed, been increasing for those who listen 
to metal music. But they have also been increasing for youth as a 
whole, including those groups whose members are least likely to 
be fans of heavy metal. Moreover, this upward trend began before 
heavy metal erupted. Simple logic rules out metal as a cause of 
suicide. 

Indeed, for each heavy metal fan who commits suicide there are 
hundreds who feel &at the music actually saved them from killing 
themselves. For example, a letter published in Hit Parader describes 
the use of music "to forget my problems! Judas Priest's music makes 
me feel happy and alive. It's one of the real joys in my life. And 
I'd like to thank Judas Priest for saving my life many times!"48 But 
citing such letters to show that metal prevents suicide is no more 
conclusive than arguing that heavy metal causes suicide by appeal- 
ink to specific cases. The logical error in both cases is the fallacy 
of composition. It involves taking an example and arguing that its 
characteristics are those of the whole group. Prejudiced ideologues 
of all stripes have always resorted to this tactic. The cultural con- 
servatives have made it a staple of their method of attack. For 
example, the "Willie Horton" ads in George Bush's successful pres- 
idential campaign spotlighted the mayhem that one prisoner in an 
early release program had committed, implying that his opponent 
would impose this program nationwide, and that all prisoners re- 
leased early would behave in the same way. Bush's opponent, Mi- 
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chael Dukakis, governor of the state in which the prisoner had been commit suicide. The parents sought to absolve themselves from 
released, was made to appear a dim-witted accomplice to mayhem. blame and to receive financial compensation from the band and its 
Similarly, associating particular cases of suicide with heavy metal record company. The initial strategy of their lawyers, which was 
makes all heavy metal fans appear to be suicidal. avidly taken up by the meha, was to try heavy metal.52 

Misinterpretation and illogic aside, it is not clear that lyrical The suit as originally filed claimed that the lyrics of "Beyond the 
meanings have much of an effect on listeners to heavy metal. "'The lms of Death," from the band's Stained Class album, were a 
PMRC seems to assume that adolescents listen attentively to music, to suicide. The lawyers changed their strategy when they dis- 
pay special attention to the lyrics, and interpret both the explicit covered that courts had disallowed similar suits on First Amend- 
and implicit meanings of their favorite songs. Young people then ment grounds. Switching field, they engaged engineers to seek 
apparently take these meanings and apply them to their daily lives c'subliminal messages" on that album, which was found on the 
in the form of behavioral  guideline^,"^^ As Verden and others in- record player of one of the youths the day the suicide pact was 
&ate, there is good evidence that the lyrics are not taken at face carried outeS3 This new tactic narrowed the significance of the trial 
value. Listeners, as was noted in chapter 4, tend not to concern and the media began to lose interest. Anthony Pratkanis, a profes- 
themselves with the lyrics, but when they do, they interpret them sor of psychology and expert witness for the defense, recalls that 
within the context of the heavy metal subculture and not the dis- attention was focused on how many "subliminal demons . . . can 

course of fundamentalist theology. dance on the end of a pin."54 
Nonetheless, the causal link between heavy metal and suicide The focus on subliminal messages turned the issue away from 

became fixed in public discourse. Parents of some heavy metal fans heavy metal to the effect of such messages on behavior. There was 
who had committed suicide began to blame the music. Ozzy Os- no academic opinion supporting the claim that subliminal messages 
bourne and his record company were sued by parents of a nineteen caused behavioral changes. Indeed, researchers had found no such 
year old who had killed himself.s0 The court dismissed the case. effects. A professor of psychology at York University in Ontario, 
But a Reno, Nevada, court allowed a similar suit against Judas who had spent a decade investigating the effectiveness of subliminal 

Priest to proceed.51 It was brought by the parents of two youths dio messages stated, "There's good evidence [they] don't 
who carried out a suicide pact in which one dred immediately and psychology professor from the University of Washington in Seattle 
the other was seriously disabled and died later. concurs with this opinion. The results of his study on subliminal 

Nothing is quite so horrible for parents than the suicide of their ggestion, presented to the American Psychological Association, 
child. Not only is their offspring dead, but society ~ o i n t s  a finger und no difference in mental function between subjects who had 
of blame at the parents: they did not love the child enough. The ned to a tape with subliminal messages and those who had n0t.5~ 
parents are therefore vulnerable to guilt in addition to their grief. er psychologists studied the role of suggestion in the belief that 

They recall all of the abuse they piled on the child, all of the tim tanic messages had been heard on rock records and concluded 
they did not display love. No parent is free of such sins. In ord at those who were told that satanic messages could be heard were 
to escape from guilt, people tend to displace blame onto some more likely to say that they had discerned such messages than 
or someone outside themselves, desperately w ing  to convln ose who had not been told that the records contained satanic 
themselves and others that they are not responsible. Shakes~ea 
criticized this all-too-human tendency, "The fault, dear Brums, In August 1990 the case was decided by Judge Jerry Whitehead 
not in our stars but in ourselves." But people are still blaming the favor of Judas Priest and CBS Records. Whitehead explained 
cb stars," in this case the luminaries of heavy metal. at the plaintiffs were not successful because they were unable to 

The Priest trial was a test of the claims of the cultural conser- ove that subliminal messages were placed in the album "inten- 

vatives that heavy metal songs can and do make young people uonally," or to prove that the messages caused the suicide and the 
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attempted suicide.58 The defense had claimed that the words "Do 
It" (implying encouragement of suicide) had been hidden on the 
record, but Whitehead found that the sounds in question were sim- 
ply a "chance combination." The "do it" sound had been produced 
by the singer's audible breathing in combination with a guitarist's 
strum.59 Yet he also said that they were a subliminal message, leav- 
ing open the possibility of future cases that would attempt to dem- 
onstrate a causal linkage between subliminal messages and suicidal 
or any other proscribed behavior. ,A lawyer for the plaintiffs com- 
mented that this would not be the last such case, adding that even- 
tually one of them would be won.60 Whether that prediction comes 
true, the narrowness of the case takes a good deal of pressure off 
heavy metal in the legal system. 

The PMRC hearings not only spread the misconception that heavy 
metal causes suicide, but it also linked the music to mayhem in 
general. Here again lyrics were interpreted in a maximally incom- 
petent way, logical fallacies were committed, and the distortions 
were tirelessly repeated and taken up by the media without reflec- 
tion. Ms. Gore, for example, in an article printed in several news- 
papers, claimed that the lyrics of the song "Under the Blade7' by 
Twisted Sister were sadomasochistic, Dee Snider, Twisted Sister's 
singer, was indignant when he testified at the senate hearings. He 
exposed Gore's gross misreading of the lyrics, which were not about 
sadomasochism but "about surgery and the fear that it instills in 
people."61 It had been written for a friend who had faced surgery. 
Snider continued, "I can say categorically that the only sadomas- 
ochism, bondage, and rape in this song is in the mind of Ms. 
Gore."62 Snider suggested that her misinterpretation might have 
been a result of confusing the video presentation of the song with 
the song's lyrics. He went-on to point out that the videos for his 
group were based on Roadrunner cartoons, a staple of children's 
televi~ion.~~ 

The fallacy of composition was committed to underscore the 
contention that heavy metal was responsible not only for suicide, 
but for mayhem in general. The Nightstalker murderer was cited 
by Jeff Ling at the senate hearings: "Of course, AUDC is no stranger 
to violent material, . . . one of their fans I know you are aware 
of is the accused Night~talker."~~ The newspapers, too, had re- 
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peatedly noted that the indicted murderer wore clothing that iden- 
tified him as an ACIDC fan. The implication was that all ACIDC 
fans are potential murderers. 

The same fallacy is committed by a few adolescent psychologists 
who have gained attention in the media and have even been ac- 
corded credibility in the medical community.65 The most widely 
cited of these is Dr. Paul King. Studying the patients admitted to 
his hospital, he has published research that correlates drug use and 
musical preference with mental problems. It does not require a 
course in research methods to recognize that his generalizations are 
based on a highly skewed sample of heavy metal fans-those in- 
carcerated in mental hospitals. In one publication King reported 
that heavy metal was chosen as their favorite form of music by 
59.1 percent of patients treated for chemical dependency at his 
facility. Of these patients, 74.4 percent were involved in violence, 
71.9 percent in sexual activity, and 49.8 percent in stealing.66 What 
is one to make of such figures? To those already convinced of the 
menace of heavy metal, these findings reinforce prior prejudices. 
However, from a scientific viewpoint such conclusions cannot sub- 
stantiate claims about the impact of heavy metal music. To use 
them to infer cause is like using the smoking habits of a prison 
population to argue that cigarette smoking causes violent crime. 
Indeed, one might just as well argue that heavy metal is used ther- 
apeutically by some young people to relax them and make them 
less aggressive. In that case, the violence would have been done nat 
because of heavy metal but in spite of it. Kotarba argues that heavy 
metal music may be the "last attempt7' of some disturbed children 
"to make sense of feelings of meaningles~ness."~~ Suicide or aggres- 
sion would then indicate the failure of that last attempt. 

The sample used by King in his research might itself be unreli- 
able. Adolescent commitment to private psychiatric hospitals has 
become a growth sector of the hospital industry.68 Some of those 
committed to these hospitals are not seriously disturbed but are 
"simply rebellious teenagers struggling with their parents over any- 

: thing [such as] the music they play."69 Because heavy metal de- 
: mands to be played loudly and is regarded in such a negative light 

by the general public, adolescents sent to psychiatric hospitals be- 
; cause of "the music they play" are very likely to play heavy metal. 
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I s EX u A r P E R V  E R s I o N . The cultural conservatives also accused 

heavy metal of fostering sexual perversion. Columnist Ellen Good- 
I 

i man's denunciation of the song "Eat Me Alive" by Judas Priest 

j was brought up several times during the senate hearings by mem- 
bers of the PMRC, and has been repeated innumerable times since. 

1 
I 

Taking the song's title as a literal command is bizarre; such liter- 
alness fails to acknowledge the pervasive use of sexual imagery and 

i metaphor in common speech. Again, the literal interpretation be- 
comes absurd when the lyrics are exposed to closer examination. 

A major theme in Judas Priest's work is the expression of hos- 

1 tility and vengeance against a society that is viewed as unjust. This 
r, theme occurs in many of their most popular songs, such as 
I "Screaming for Vengeance," "Some Heads Are Gonna Roll," and 

"Breaking the Law." Within the context of the genre and, more 
specifically, within the context of the band's work, the cultural ' conservative's interpretation of "Eat Me Alive" as advocating sex- 
ual perversion is clearly mistaken. 

1 Mijtley Criie is another band that is accused of championing 
sexual perversion. Comparing some of their work to the writings 
of Edgar Allen Poe and William Burroughs, Richard Corliss in Time 
wondered whether anybody but Tipper Gore fails to realize "it's a 
joke?"70 

One of the PMRC's major consultants, Dr. Joe Stuessy, a pro- 
fessor of music from San Antonio, concludes that one of the basic 
themes in successful heavy metal music projects is "sexual prom- 
iscuityiperversion (including homosexuality, bisexuality, sado- 
masochism, necrophilia et~.)."~' His opinion is based on gross mis- 
interpretations of lyrics and more often simply of song titles, such 
as "Eat Me Alive." Since the heavy metal subculture is as homo- 
phobic as Dr. Stuessy seems to be, his idea that some heavy metal 
songs favor homosexuality testifies to his incompetence as a reader. 

SATAN ISM. From the viewpoint of the fundamentalist right wing, 
the most offensive and ominous characteristic of heavy metal is its 
supposed promotion of satanism. "Satan has gotten a real foothold 
in rock," asserts Richard Peck in his fundamentalist diatribe against 
the music." Peck further argues that "Whenever possible Satan will 
use this dark side of rock to lead Christians into sin."73 Dr. King, 
the psychologist and consultant to the PMRC, finds satanism to be 
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at the core of heavy metal: "The attraction of heavy metal music 
is its message that a higher power controls the world, and that 
power is hate-often personified by Satan."74 This claim is echoed 
by Carl Raschke, who remarks that "In rock music, the symbols 
and paraphernalia of hate movements, particularly Naziism, have 
been the staple diet of so-called metalheads for more than a de- 
~ a d e . " ~ ~  Phyllis Polack, a journalist who writes for heavy metal 
magazines, reported that the Right has accused record companies 
of hiring "satan-worshipping witches to put spells on albums to 
make sure they sell."76 

In The Triumph of Vulgarity: Rock Music in the Mirror of Ro- 
manticism, Robert Pattison maintained that "Any number of reli- 
gious fundamentalists have asserted that rock is the devil's work 
and some, with the hearing of dogs, have discovered subliminal 
messages on albums by Kiss and Led Zeppelin, more often than 
not audible only when the records are played backward-Satan's 
technological adaptation of the black mass."77 One of the consul- 
tants for the plaintiffs in the Judas Priest trial is Wilson Bryan Key, 
who is a self-styled expert on satanic messages. Key has been used 
as a consultant in almost two dozen cases. He now specializes in 
heavy metal, but he also says that he has discovered "satanic or 
sexual messages on five-dollar bills, Howard Johnson's place mats 
and Ritz crackers."78 

The fascination with appeals to satanism that are supposedly 
present in backward masking or other hidden messages on records 
resonates with the paranoid strain in American politics. An author 
of a scholarly analysis of the devil believes that "backmasking is 
an unnecessary game, since the overt lyrics are often diabolical 
enough."79 The few instances of such recording trickery were done 
for fun and are searched for as treats by a few fans. More cynical 
headbangers have judged these manipulations to be pathetic com- 
mercial ploys. But the despisers of metal are convinced that they 
are pervasive and eff icacio~s.~~ 

The use of symbols of the underworld in heavy metal is an es- 
sential ground for the cultural conservative's opposition to the mu- 
sic. Stuart Goldman, writing in the conservative National Review, 
comments that the devil, if confronted with "the average heavy- 
metaler, might well claim to be a relatively innocent by~tander."~~ 
Such critics as Goldman are updating the traditional conservative 
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diatribe against rock music. Denisoff cites books with titles such 
as Rock and Roll: The Devil's Diversion and statements such as 
"rock music is the devil's masterpie~e."~~ The charges that heavy 
metal is satanic simply continue an old battle, but, whereas the 
Rolling Stones's "Sympathy for the Devil" attracted much fire be- 
cause it was one of the few songs of its time making use of satanic 
themes, the symbols of the underworld abound in heavy metal. 

To single out metal as an expression or cause of satanism is 
absurd on the face of it. Symbols of satan are found in nonreligious 
cultural forms and artifacts throughout the West, from plays and 
short stories to Mardi Gras and Halloween celebrations. Moreover, 
most of the use of the imagery of the underworld in heavy metal 
is underscored by a tone that ranges from irony to burlesque. In 
the world of metal hell is the place where bad boys boogie, and, 
according to ACAIC, it "ain't a bad place to be." Metal artists are 
less likely than members of the general public to be true believers 
in the devil. For example, a member of Slayer, a band that is ma- 
ligned by conservative critics, states, "I'm interested in it. . . . I'm 
not religious in any way."83 Corliss agrees that Slayer is not satan- 
istic. He compares their live shows to a Broadway musical-"CATS 
with a nasty yowl."84 Metal insider Dante Bonutto, who hosts the 
British Friday Rock Show, states, "I mean Slayer aren't actually in 
league with the devil or anything. But they do give the impression 
that if they were to go to anyone's house for a scone and a sand- 
wich it would be h i ~ . " ~ ~  

Heavy metal's embrace of deviltry is not a religious statement. 
It is a criticism of the phoney heaven of respectable society where 
no one boogies and everyone goes to ice cream socials. It is not a 
countertheology. Metal lyrics do not attack God and certainly do 
not malign Jesus. They just appeal to the devil as a principle of 
chaos. Heavy metal is a lineal descendent of the blues, using that 
style's musical and lyrical conventions. And just as blues aans- 
formed gospel into worldly music, despair into song, and repressed 
sensuality into the grit of everyday life, so metal deploys Satan and 
suicide as symbols of freedom from and resistance against organ- 
ized constraints. It is a form of life, not of decadence. 

Interviews with heavy metal artists underscore their rejection 
of destructive activity. In a very early (1972) article on Ozzy Os- 
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bourne, Lester Bangs quoted his expression of revulsion at people 
slowly killing themselves with drugs. Ozzy mentioned a concert 
where after the show innumerable syringes were found on the floor. 
"I felt sick, I really felt ill," he said when he realized that he had 
just played to people who were a "step nearer to the hole."86 

Pattison suggests that fear of competition serves as one cause for 
the misreading of heavy metal by cultural conservatives: "Protes- 
tant fundamentalists have been quick to identify rock as 'the Devil's 
diversion' because it encroaches on the emotional territory where 
charismatic religion does its bu~iness."~' A letter published in Hit 
Parader demonstrates Pattison's point: "Why can't you see the 
damage that your so-called heavy-metal music is having on the 
youth of America? All the music does is preach hate and anti- 
religious notions. If the children of America had a picture of God 
on their walls instead of photos of disgusting individuals like Ozzy 
Osbourne, our country would be in a much healthier state."88 

The argument that heavy metal is so despised by the fundamen- 
talists because it competes with them for the allegiance of a seg- 
ment of youth also applies to the progressives. That does not mean 
that heavy metal is either a religion or a political ideology, but that 
it is an alternative to those forms of thinking. Especially in the case 
of the fundamentalists, the white, male, and blue-collar core of the 
heavy metal subculture is a target group for recruiting. Heavy metal, 
by transvaluing many of the symbols of fundamentalist belief, ap- 
pears to be a direct adversary. But heavy metal is not a counter- 
religion. It appropriates religious symbols for its own Dionysian 
and rebellious uses. Rather than enlist in service to interests on the 
left or the right, the metal audience sings "Kill the King" and "An- 
imal (F**k Like a Beast)." 

For the fundamentalists, however, heavy metal's appropriation 
of Christian symbols represents the very worst kind of blasphemy. 
They take the use of these symbols literally and are convinced that 

1 the music is a tool of the Anti-Christ. Satanism, along with suicide, 
i sexual perversion, and mayhem form a unity in the fundamentalist 
1 mind. Suicide, for them, is the denial of God's gift of life. In terms 
[ of the belief that we are all made in God's image, killing oneself is 
i akin to deicide. Sexual perversion makes one a citizen of the fallen 
! world, of Sodom and Gomorrah. Violence against others and the 
i 
k 
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symbolization of Satan indicate affiliation with the Anti-Christ. Yet 
this reading of heavy metal is not carried out in terms of metal's 
own code. For the metal subculture these symbols are not used to 
denote rebellion against God and the embrace of evil, but to signal 
youthful rebellion against authority. Admittedly, they do speak 
obliquely to that part of the Christian tradition that identifies vital 
power with the power of an evil world, that is, with the aspect of 
Christianity criticized by Friedrich Nieasche. In a sense what heavy 
metal is saying is that if sodety.chooses to place the power of 
ecstatic experience in the realm of evil, then I will call myself evil. 
Such a rhetorical move is made commonly in the culture at large. 
The symbol of the devil is used throughout the popular culture, in 
the names given to muscle cars and the names and mascots of 
sports teams-in other words, wherever worldly power is involved. 
Heavy metal's viewpoint is Dionysian and rebellious, not directly 
anti-Christian. Despite the few sociopathic individuals who attach 
themselves to heavy metal, its core appeal is to a marginalized 
social group whose members feel the strains of marginalization, 
and not to deviant or disturbed individuals. 

The playful, not sinister, use of the term "evil" and its symbols 
in heavy metal is not a call to act out evil deeds, but a transval- 
uation of the values of respectable culture. Evil is a metonym for 
the proud pariah's rejection of respectable society. It is also, in part, 
an introjection of the respectable society's judgment of the margin- 
alized youth, a way of both turning that judgment on the judged 
and against the judge. That is, the use of satanic symbols reflects 
the ambivalence of the proud pariah: it is a compromise formation, 
in Sigmund Freud's sense of that term: a way of reconciling the 
emotional strain between grasping the goodness of vitality and not 
being able to escape, within oneself, from society's judgment of 
one as a failure. Heavy metal is a cultural coping mechanism. 

"Am I Evil?" One can introject a poor self-image or choose a 
strategy of transvaluing values. The strategy of transvaluation has 
been adopted throughout history and is present in contemporary 
social movements such as gay rights, feminism, and Afro-centrism. 
At its best it is a rebellion against inauthentic culture, an attempt 
of life to raise itself above the herd. In heavy metal the transval- 
uation of religious symbols joins with the sound of the music, which 
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is inherently vitalizing, to tweak a devitalizing, bureaucratic, in- 
authentic, iron-caged, and unfair world. 

The Secular Strain 

Conservatism is not exhausted by its fundamentalist strain, but 
contains a secular tendency that draws its inspiration from classical 
reason rather than revelation, from Athens, not Jerusalem. The 
most famous secular conservative critic of rock is Alan Bloom, a 
political theorist at the University of Chicago. The fact that his 
1987 book The Closing of the American Mind made the best-seller 
list reflected a widely shared sense that the contemporary social 
order was in great need of repair. Bloom devotes more than a dozen 
pages of his work to a diatribe against rock music. He contends 
that it "is not only not reasonable, it is hostile to reason."89 Bloom's 
knowledge of rock is abysmal but he does grasp its essence. He 
recognizes that rock represents a retrieval of the Dionysian, but he 
condemns this retrieval as irrational. Thus, Bloom does not distort 
the meaning of those sorts of rock music, like heavy metal, that 
make the power of the world a supreme value, but he does claim 
that such a valuation is anti-rational. 

Bloom recurs to Plato's discussion of music as the basis for his 
argument. In book 3 of The Republic PIato is concerned with influ- 
encing the young to have self-control and to observe moderation in 
all things. He discusses what kinds of music would serve those ends, 
and what types would thwart them. He argues against "multi- 
stringed and panharmonic instr~ments."~~ Thus, Plato would ban 
use of the guitar. He cautions that the words, not the music, should 
be primary: "rhythm and harmony should conform to the words 
and not the other way around."91 Music should foster reason. Plato 
insists that "extreme pleasure drives a man out of his mind no less 
than extreme pain."g2 Writing more than two thousand years before 
its eruption, Plato has denounced heavy metal. Those familiar with 
Rush's epic 21 12 will recognize that Plato's arguments are the same 
as those offered by the priests of the Temple of Syrinx." They 

I banned guitars and when an old one was found hidden behind a 
i , waterfall they smashed it. The instrument was capable of produc- 

1 
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ing a highly emotional music that they felt was inimical to the 
society that they ruled. 

From Plato to Bloom, the assumption of classical rationalists has 
been that reason and emotion are in conflict, that the Dionysian 
spirit of life is counter to the Apollonian spirit of form. Philosopher 
Steve Crockett contends that in truth "music is not hostile to rea- 
son."94 Indeed, emotion is permitted to expand in particular direc- 
tions by musical form and practices of appreciating music. The 
recognition of the musical form, its beat, and its parts is necessary 
to appreciate any music and is an exercise of reason. Bloom, says 
Crockett, speaks as if "the music is active and the listener is pas- 
s i ~ e . " ~ ~  Heavy metal fans, caught up in the Dionysian ecstasy of a 
concert or jamming on the recorded music, do exercise reason, are 
active listeners. 

The issue, then, is not between reason and blind emotion, but 
between an interpretation of reason that excludes emotion and one 
that includes it. The latter view of reason is the romantic one. The 
band Rush, in its epic, Hemispheres, presents the romantic ration- 
alist vision. Promoting the mutuality of reason and emotion, they 
appeal to Cygnus, the god of balance, to produce harmony.96 

William Greider suggests that Bloom's attack on rock is based 
on his "detesting the young."97 Greider sums up the intent and 
appeal of Bloom: "he is peddling fundamentalism for high-brows. 
It is the same bilious blend of prejudice, regret and resentment, the 
same simplistic appeal to the 'golden days' of memory, and it bashes 
the same targets."98 Although Bloom did not single out heavy metal 
for special abuse, his polemic was read as an attack on it-as it 
was, by implication-by fellow cultural conservatives. 

By 1990 much of the general public believed that heavy metal 
was disgusting and dangerous, if not downright evil. The conser- 
vative's understanding of the genre, rather than the progressive's 
or the metal subculture's has permeated the society. Commentator 
Bob Greene, for example, expressed surprise in his newspaper col- 
umn that someone who was an Eagle Scout was also a "metalhead" 
and noted that "Occasionally you'll meet someone whose self- 
description seems to be a contradiction in terms."99 Similarly, 
Newsweek advertised a special issue on teenagers by placing them 
"in the age of AIDS, crack and heavy metal."loO In the mass mind, 
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what AIDS had become to sex and crack to drugs, heavy metal 
had become to rock and roll. 

Policing Heavy Metal 
The condemnations of heavy metal in the 1980s were often linked 
to policies for controlling or eliminating the music. Some of the 
proposed courses of action were merely debated or threatened, but 
others were implemented. 

The spokespersons for the PMRC stated that their intention was 
not to censor. Their proposed policy, they claimed, was "voluntary 
labeling." Ms. Gore's testimony at the senate hearings stated the 
group's position: "We have asked the record companies to volun- 
tarily label their own products and assume responsibility for mak- 
ing those j~dgments."~~' She indicated that the policy should be 
implemented by the industry as a whole, which would create a 
panel that would "recommend a uniform set of criteria" and that 
would leave it up to the individual recording companies to label 
their own records according to the standards that were established. 
In addition, lyric sheets were to be made available to the consumer 
before purchase, but only for labeled  recording^.^^' The PMRC's 
activities, however, extended far beyond this recommendation. The 
group also requested that record companies exert pressure on 
broadcasters not to air explicit music videos and records, and to 
reassess their contracts with stars who represented violence or sex- 
ual behavior in concert.103 Obviously something more than just a 
call for labeling is at work here. Protestations that the PMRC is 
not suggesting censorship must be understood as a rhetorical smoke 
screen. 

The Parent-Teachers Association (PTA) also called for a record- 
labeling policy. Testifying at the 1985 hearings, the vice president 
of legislative activity for the National PTA, Ms. Waterman, com- 
plained about the "many songs which include lyrics that may not 
be appropriate for young children or that send messages that may 
be dangerous to individuals or society."104 Ms. Waterman was con- 
cerned both to "protect consumers from exposure to materials they 
feel may be harmful to themselves or children" and to avoid cen- 
 ors ship.^^^ The PTA's resolution called on "recording companies to 



266 Heavy Metal 

consider the explicit contents of some songs and their responsibility 
to an unsuspecting public." It also called for recording companies 
to label record, tape, and cassette covers and "indicate the nature 
of the questionable content."lo6 

Is it fair to call the PMRC7s and PTA's policies censorship? The 
groups have not explicitly advocated laws to restrict what they 
consider to be offensive material, but perhaps only because they or 
their advisors know that recordings are protected by the Consti- 
tution, specifically by the First Amendment to the Bill of Rights. 
They hope that a labeling policy will cut off heavy metal at the 
point of distribution. Their idea is that chain stores will not stock 
labeled records if they face pressure and loss of patronage from the 
members of conservative groups and their sympathizers, and from 
concerned parents. Labeling, then, is a form of censorship through 
economic pressure, tilting the balance between heavy metal and its 
despisers in favor of the latter. Mass retailers, like all mass insti- 
tutions, do not want to be "objectionable" to any compact minor- 
ity. Labeling is a form of tyranny of the minority. 

Throughout the hearings, an undercurrent of support for cen- 
sorship became apparent. The senators kept repeating that the 
PMRC was not asking for any legislation. Yet Senator Hollings, in 
his opening statement, blustered, "if I could find some way consti- 
tutionally to do away with it, I would."107 Senator James Exon 
(Nebraska) admitted to Frank Zappa, "This is one Senator that 
might be interested in legislation and/or regulation to some extent, 
recognizing the problems with the right of free expression.'7108 

The efforts of the cultural conservatives to censor heavy metal 
by interest-group pressure have had a measure of success. As early 
as 1985 RlTV announced that it would significantly reduce its pro- 
gramming of heavy metal videos. The network gave as the reason 
for this policy change the desire to air more "cutting-edge'? mate- 
rial. Analysts indicate, however, that the gap was filled by older 
and top-forty videos. The real reason for the metal cutbacks, as 
most of the industry saw it, was that MTV was bowing to the 
pressure of various conservative watchdog groups.lo9 

More recently, in response to the senate hearings and the atten- 
dant media buildup, the Record Industry Association of America 
(RIAA), the industry's trade association, agreed to encourage its 
members to place labels on albums with "explicit lyrics," acquiesc- 
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ing in great part to the demands of the PMRC and PTA. Frank 
Zappa surmises that the RIAA made such a quick and willing re- 
sponse because it wanted favorable legislation on blank tapes."O 
The same senate committee that conducted the labeling hearings 
was in charge of the tape legislation. 

The impact of labeling has been similar to censorship. In a letter 
responding to a Chicago Tribune editorial endorsing labeling, Bruce 
Iglauer, the president of Alligator Records, described the repercus- 
sions. On the retail level chain stores have announced that they will 
not stock the "stickered" recordings. As a result, the record com- 
panies try to avoid releasing any work requiring a sticker. Musi- 
cians who insist on doing material that will be labeled will find 
that their contracts are not renewed. lglauer concludes, "If this isn't 
censorship by fear, what is?"lll 

The pressure of right-wing groups on the record industry 
extends to the attempt to undermine the careers of individuals. A 
letter-writing campaign, launched by a group called Focus on 
Family, sought to have Peter Paterno fired as a head of Disney's new 
record label. Paterno was judged to be unsuitable for that position 
because he was once a lawyer for Guns N' Roses and Metallica.l12 

An indication that censorship is the real aim of the conservative 
antimetal movement is the appearance of legislative proposals at 
the state level to control objectionable music. Jean Dixon, a state 
representative from Missouri, was the author of a proposal for 
album labeling that served as the basis for similar bills in eighteen 
other states in 1990. Dixon complained that the movement to en- 
force record labeling would be larger if people could "stand the 
music long enough to understand the lyrics."'13 

In 1990 a bill was proposed in the Louisiana legislature to pro- 
hibit "the sale, exhibition, or distribution of lyrics harmful to mi- 
nors."l14 Harm was defined as "advocation or encouragement of 
rape, incest, bestiality, sadomasochism, prostitution, homicide, un- 
lawful ritualistic acts, suicide, the commission of a crime upon the 
person or property of another because of his sex, race, color, reli- 
gion, or national origin, the use of any controlled and dangerous 
substance scheduled in the Louisiana Uniform Controlled Danger- 
ous Substances Law, or the unlawful use of alcohol." Albums with 
harmful lyrics were required to be labeled by the record companies 
with the warning: "Explicit Lyrics-Parental Advisory." Selling a 
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record with harmful lyrics to a minor was to carry a penalty of 
$5,000. 

The Louisiana bill is consistent with the policies of the PMRC 
and the PTA, going beyond what those groups advocated in the 
senate hearings only in its use of the police powers of the state to 
enforce labeling and to prohibit the sale of labeled albums to minors. 
The definition of harm as "advocation or encouragement" of certain 
behaviors left open the possibility that metaphorical or figurative 
discourse might be punishable under the law, if it was interpreted 
by literalist prosecutors, juries, and judges. The introduction of this 
bill was met by threats from artists representing a wide spectrum 
of the arts to boycott the state if it was passed. The governor, citing 
constitutional concerns, eventually vetoed the bill. Thus, the first 
direct confrontation between the censorship movement and the art- 
ists was won by the latter. Other states dropped their pending leg- 
islation when the record industry agreed to use a uniform warning 
label. It reads: "Parental Advisory Explicit Lyrics." Retailers are 
left to decide whether to sell the stickered recordings. 

In addition to the pressure placed upon the record companies 
and networks the conservative antimetal movement has engaged in 
a host of harassment tactics that put heavy metal and its subculture 
perpetually on the defensive. Communities have banned heavy metal 
concerts or have placed obstacles in the way of performing. In 
Johnstown, Pennsylvania, and in Salt Lake City, Utah, Sebastian 
Bach, Skid Row's vocalist, was arrested onstage. The crime was 
"thrusting his pelvis toward the ~ r o w d . ' ' ~ ~ ~  Metallica's scheduled 
concert at Notre Dame University in April 1989 was canceled on 
account of "bad publicity," according to the school. Only 2,800 
people attended Metallica's Ames, Iowa, show that year because 
the local radio stations refused to carry ads publicizing it."' 

The parents of fans have prohibited them from listening to the 
music or decorating their rooms or bodies with heavy metal para- 
phernalia. School officials have banned T-shirts with heavy metal 
logos and some ministers and mental health practitioners have tried 
to "help" metal fans by "demetalizing" them, much as "depro- 
grammers" worked on youths who joined religious "cults" during 
the 1970s. Several California police departments use the training 
manual Punk Rock & Heavy Metal: The ProblemiOne Solution, 
which lists dangerous bands, including Ozzy, Slayer, and Van Halen, 
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and advocates that magazines such as Creem, Hit Parader, and 
Circus be censored.ll' Lawsuits, couched in terms of consumer safety 
issues, particularly the Nevada suit against Judas Priest, are ex- 
treme examples of such harassment. 

More imaginative tactics in the crusade against heavy metal have 
been devised by a few fundamentalist leaders who have created an 
antimetal metal with the inherent musical meanings of the original 
but an evangelical message. The members of the Christian metal 
bands that are tied to fundamentalist churches are all well-versed 
in the Bible.118 Between songs and after the concert they engage in 
pastoral and evangelical interactions with their fans. One evangel- 
ical minister, Bob Beeman, even claims that he created a Christian 
thrash metal group, Vengeance: "I handpicked the people to infil- 
trate the underground thrash metal scene," exults Beeman.lts The 
group's singer is the pastor of the Southern California Sanctuary 
Church. Beeman praises the group's knowledge of the Bible and its 
study of apologetics and homiletics. However, Christian metal also 
has its detractors. In a Christian music magazine, a critic com- 
plained, "I don't believe that Christianity and moshing are real 
compatible."120 

The response to censorship and harassment by heavy metal art- 
ists, the members of the subculture, and the media most closely tied 
to the music has been slow and not concerted. A Dionysian culture 
finds it difficult to fight civil wars. But as rap has joined metal as 
an object of intense moral criticism, parts of the wider rock com- 
munity have mobilized to stave off attempts at censorship and 
harassment. The editors of the monthly newsletter Rock & Roll 
Confidential have written a pamphlet describing the various cen- 
sorship efforts and identifying groups seeking to prevent them. Its 
title, You've Got a Right to Rock: Don't Let Them Take it Away, 
leaves no question as to their position. A clearinghouse, the Co- 
alition against Lyric Legislation, based in Washington, D.C., mon- 
itors proposed legislation aimed at censoring music. A metal- 
oriented Chicago radio station is promoting an anticensorship or- 
ganization. The most frequent response within metal has been ex- 
pressive. Artists have written songs against the censors. Judas Priest's 
song "Parental Guidance" has become a concert sing-along staple. 

' The lack of a concerted response by the metal community to its 
detractors and its outright enemies would be explained by pro- 
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gressives by the supposed "escapist" nature of the heavy metal 
subculture. If the raison d'etre of the subculture is enclosure in a 
rock-and-roll fantasy, political action, even of a defensive sort, is 
unthinkable. Indeed, the seeming inability or unwihgness of heavy 
metal to mount a defense against real threats to its existence would 
seem to substantiate the general progressive objection that heavy 
metal cuts the political nerve. A closer scrutiny of the situation in 
which the weak defensive response occurs reveals, however, struc- 
tural rather than psychological grounds for that response. The 
structural position in which heavy metal functions as a cultural 
expression makes any vigorous public defense of it counterproduc- 
tive for its own interests. The viewpoint of heavy metal is not le- 
gitimate or credible in the society in general, which meets it with 
a negative prejudice. 

Discursive Terror 

The prejudice against heavy metal, which is epitomized by News- 
week's slogan linking it with the threats of AIDS and crack, is not 
random. The structural conflict underlying that rhetoric is the 
struggle between generations and between parents and children: It 
is no accident that the groups leading the attack on heavy metal 
are parent interest groups, the PMRC and the PTA. They identify 
in the music and its subculture a challenge to parental authority, 
even if they systematically mischaracterize and distort the nature 
of that challenge. That is, they have a genuine interest in inhibiting 
or eliminating a cultural form that has, as Pierre Bourheu says of 
youth culture more generally, become "symbolically and materially 
active" as a defense against conformity to parental directives.121 
The attack on heavy metal is a middle-class reaction to a blue- 
collar romance that threatens their control over their children. 

In the battle between parents and children the parents always 
have the advantage. The people who make the political decisions 
are adults (and often parents), and they give much more credence 
to the views of their peers than they do to young people. Youth is 
generally viewed by adults as being in a state of incomplete mat- 
uration. Parents and other adult authorities believe that they un- 
derstand the interests of the youth in their charge better than the 
youth themselves understand those interests. Adults who speak for 
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rebellious adolescents are viewed as exploiters or deviants, and are 
held to be no more credible than the kids. 

The monopoly of adult opinion over the public discourse reflect- 
ing the parent-child conflict is enough to make the public defense 
of a youth culture from adult attack difficult and perhaps counter- 
productive, because any such defense will be interpreted by the 
respectable world in terms of its prejudices. However, in the case 
of heavy metal, the problems of defense are exacerbated by the 
content of the subculture and its distinctive social type or persona. 

As was suggested in chapter 4, central to the heavy metal sub- 
culture is the figure of the proud pariah. The term "proud pariah" 
refers to a social "form," in Georg Simmel's sense, which appears 
in the musical subcultures of groups whose members have been 
marginalized by the dominant social hierarchy. Perhaps the native 
homeland of the proud pariah is the blues. Marginalized in many 
ways-by being black, rural in origin, from the South, and poor- 
the great blues singers made fortitude in the face of pain and he- 
donism as a reaction to deprivation into a badge of honor, affirm- 
ing life even at its sorriest moments. The blues transvalued the 
singersy pain into pleasure through the inherent pleasure of the 
music itself and through allowing them to express their lives lyri- 
cally within the spirit of that music. They celebrated the aspects of 
the life-style of their group that made them pariahs to polite soci- 
ety, black and white: free-and-easy hedonism, vagrancy, and sexual 
appetite. They sang freely of "devilish" things, inverting, just as 
heavy metal does, the value signs of religious symbols. Their art 
and the appreciation of it by their audience redeemed, at least partly, 
a whole way of living. Its artists and core audience remained pa- 
riahs, but now had reason to take pride in their lot. They had a 
music of their own that expressed a spectrum of attitudes and a 
worldly wisdom. 

Proud pariahs wear the grounds for their rejection from society 
as a badge of honor. Dominant society looks unfavorably enough 
on the groups that it marginalizes; it becomes militantly hostile 
against groups that flaunt the grounds for their rejection as marks 
of virtue. The proud pariah invites cultural warfare. Such has been 
the case for the blues. The music, its artists, and its audience were 

! denounced as devil worshippers by the black churches. Then, in 
! the 1960s, the blues came under attack from black-power radicals 
1 
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for being a music of resignation that fostered acquiescence in an 
unjust society and lowered black self-esteem. Neither attacker 
understood the blues as it was understood by its artists and audi- 
ence. The blues did not respond in public debate, but only in song. 

Heavy metal is another home of proud pariahs. Indeed, it might 
be usefully thought of as white-boy blues, a music appealing to the 
ethos of the marginalized group of male, white, blue-collar youth. 
The members of that group vary in their ability to become proud 
pariahs. Some of them have introjected the unfavorable judgment 
of the society on them so deeply that they suffer from self-hatred. 
They are the real "downers" who drop out irredeemably and often 
destroy themselves. They cannot be proud. At the other end of the 
spectrum are the youths who have found in heavy metal the way 
of being loud and proud, and who would not trade their life-style 
for any other. They have passed beyond self-hatred, enjoy Diony- 
sian ecstasy, and affirm their pariah status against the respectable 
society, as a superior alternative. Between the "downers" and the 
complete "headbangers" is a spectrum of types that includes dif- 
ferent mixes of self-hatred and affirmation of marginalization, 
grounding much of the temperamental diversity of the music. 

The specific way in which heavy metal affirms the proud pariah 
is Dionysian rebellion. The inherent meaning of the music is basi- 
cally youthful power, brought to a volume and resonance at which 
ecstasy through the power of sound becomes possible. That would 
be enough to make respectable society suspicious of heavy metal. 
But added to the sonic values is a set of delineated meanings that 
invert the values of respectable society. Long hair, tattoos, and 
"denim and leather" are all visible proof of one's self-willed rejec- 
tion of middle-class values. Appropriation of religious symbolism 
for Dionysian play is blasphemy to some groups in the dominant 
society. The proud pariahs of heavy metal make themselves sym- 
bolically unacceptable to respectable society. By doing so they earn 
the frightened contempt of that society, which refuses to take them 
seriously. 

By being proud pariahs the members of the heavy metal subml- 
ture-artists and audience-exclude themselves from dominant 
political discourse. The Dionysian spirit does not, in the first place, 
lend itself to political engagement, since it values present ecstasy 
over hope for the future and deferred gratification. But, beyond 
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that, advocates for heavy metal would not get a fair hearing if they 
attempted to enter dominant public discourse. In a general culture 
that associates heavy metal with AIDS and crack cocaine any public 
defense of metal would be met with scorn. The subculture rejects 
"selling out," so artists could not cut their long hair and dress in 
a suit and tie to appear respectable in debate. They could not soften 
their message. From the viewpoint of prudence, it is counterpro- 
ductive for the members of the heavy metal subculture to engage 
in public debate or even to start a defense movement. Opinion is 
already decided against them by virtue of the symbolic behavior 
that they cannot renounce because it defines their subculture. To 
call attention to themselves would only make matters worse. The 
real conflict regarding heavy metal, then, is symbolic: it is cultural 
politics, a war of icons. 

Being excluded from serious consideration as a participant in 
public discourse, heavy metal is vulnerable to ideological terrorism. 
When an interest is not granted serious consideration, when it is 
discredited by prejudice in advance of being heard, it can be char- 
acterized in any way by the dominant discourse and that discourse 
will meet no resistance, even if it systematically mischaracterizes 
the interest. That is exactly what has happened to heavy metal in 
the policy process that has arisen over i t  Rather than acknowledg- 
ing that heavy metal is simply a symbolic threat to their authority, 
the parental, religious, and progressive interests ranged against heavy 
metal have redefined it into something that it is not in order to 
thoroughly discredit it. They get away with their mischaracteriza- 
tions because heavy metal already has no credibility on account of 
its symbolic unacceptability. 

The progressive critics call the music "noise" and the lyrics 
"drivel," listening carefully to neither and failing to note the com- 
plexity of certain aspects of the music and the pains involved in 
creating a good album or generating a successful concert. They are, 
perhaps, angry at the way that metal has appropriated and some- 
times inverted the legacy of the 1960s. They believe that they are 
the only people authorized to appropriate that legacy, so they tv 
to reduce their competitor to insensate meaninglessness. The con- 
servative critics are simply maximally incompetent readers of heavy 
metal. They grossly misinterpret lyrics in terms of the projections 
of their own ideologies and they make fanciful and specious causal 



274 Heavy Metal 

arguments about the contributions of heavy metal to suicidal be- 
havior and moral laxity, and even about the power of nonexistent 
subliminal messages. Both the progressives and the cultural con- 
servatives are discursive terrorists, redefining their adversary in false 
terms that suit their own interests, agendas, and worldviews. 

In light of the public discourse about heavy metal, advocates for 
the music and its subculture might claim a common bond with such 
postmodernist perspectives as radical feminism, Afro-centrism, and 
gay rights. Patriarchy, racism, and.homophobia all rnischaracterize 
their enemies and, in doing so, discredit them and exclude them 
from serious consideration in public discourse. Heavy metal is ter- 
rorized in just the same way by hierarchical and centric discourses. 
But it has even less of a chance than the other marginals to have 
its own discourse given attention. The proud pariah, by self-defi- 
nition, must always make it a point to remain marginal. 

In evaluating the proposals to inhibit or censor heavy metal, it 
is crucial to keep in mind that none of them are based on an ade- 
quate description of what they are trying to limit. Their character- 
izations of heavy metal, which are artifacts of their ideological 
prejudices, do not square with the sociological and ethnographic 
evidence presented here. That evidence shows that heavy metal art- 
ists are serious creators, that the heavy metal audience gravitates 
around a subculture with its own intrinsic values and customary 
and ritual forms, and that its media have encouraged an internal 
tradition of criticism with self-conscious standards. 

I would suggest as a norm of public policy that arguments based 
on the application of discursive terror (mischaracterization of one's 
opponent) should never guide or justify policy or institutional pres- 
sure aimed at inhibiting or eliminating a form of cultural expres- 
sion. Until the despisers and detractors of metal offer more than 
projections, their policy proposals should not be considered and 
metal should simply be allowed to go its way undisturbed. If metal's 
opponents ever come up with some genuine arguments, which ac- 
knowledge what heavy metal is in its own right, and what effects 
it actually has, those arguments will have to be taken seriously. A 
critic internal to the metal subculture will engage those arguments, 
if there are any, with confidence, as a full participant in public 
discourse, who is respected for a legitimate point of view. But then 
the headbanger would no longer be a pariah. 
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The question, when the criticisms of heavy metal have been ana- 
lyzed, comes down to whether public action should be taken or 
institutional pressure exerted to inhibit or suppress a symbolic re- 
bellion against regions of the dominant culture. None of metal's 
opponents will put the question this way because to do so runs up 
directly against First Amendment protection of speech. But that is 
the only question left after their distortions have been corrected 
and their projections withdrawn. Its answer depends on the broader 
judgments that one makes about contemporary social life. 

For those who seek to preserve their social power by means of 
cultural hegemony, symbolic rebellion is a clear-and-present dan- 
ger. In contrast, for a lover of cultural freedom, the symbolic rebel, 
by profaning the sacred, prevents the triumph of bids for hege- 
mony. The symbolic rebel makes sure that dominant values and 
symbols are never mistaken for the way that things must be. At its 
interface with society a t  large, heavy metal keeps culture honest by 
showing that its values and symbols have multiple, ambiguous, and 
undecidable interpretations. 
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a banner year. With a massive fan base and the new Soundscan tech- 
nology (making retail sales figures less biased by prejudice and wish- 
ful thinking), albums by Skid Row, Motley Criie, Van Halen, and 
Guns N' Roses3 each debuted at number one on BilZboard's 1991 
charts. But Seattle-based Nirvana ended lite metal's reign; its major- 
label debut, Nevermind, released in November of that year, climbed to 
the top of the chart on January 11, 1992, A flock of other grunge 
bands followed in their wake. 

The mainstream media embraced the new music and celebrated its 
charismatic frontmen, especially ~ h a n a ' s  Kurt Cobain and Eddie 
Vedder of Pearl Jam. Major market radio stations developed new for- 
mats to feature the newly named alternative style, which combined 
grunge with a wide variety of what had been called indie and college 
rock in the '80s. Major metal station KNAC4 in Los Angeles was sold 
and began a non-rock format in 1995. MTV put alternative's videos 
into heavy rotation and canceled the weekly late-night metal pro- 
gram, "Headbanger's Ball," in 1996. Rock magazines published tons of 
interviews, pictures, and reviews of grunge bands. Even the glossy 
metal magazines, including Kmrang!, opened their pages to the new 
fashion. In a feeding frenzy, major record labels signed newly-minted 
clones as well as older bands whose music fit the new mass-media 
format. Rock critics across the country, most of whom came of age 
championing obscure indielcollege rock bands, were ecstatic; the 
mass public had validated their critical taste, something that hadn't 
happened since the heady late 1960s when rock criticism began. 

Grunge was not metal, but it shared metal's guitar focus and strong 
lead singer. The styles had different song structures; grunge tended 
toward alternating hard and soft parts. Its hurt-and-despair lyrical 
focus didn't particularly overlap with metal's either. 'We're heavy, but 
we're not heavy metal," Nirvana's Chris Novoselic said.5 "Yet another 
misunderstanding surrounding Nirvana," a Rolling Stone writer opined, 
"is that the band plays, or even embraces, heavy metal-a myth perpet- 
uated by reams of rave reviews from metal mags and an appearance on 
MTV's Headbanger's Ball., . . "6 Novoselic emphasized the desire to dis- 
tance grunge from that uncool genre: "Metal's searching for an identity 
because it's exhausted itself, so they're going to latch onto us.'" 

Another type of popular music, rap, also began to attract a large 
white adolescent male audience, just the one whose demographics 
were once solidly behind lite metal. As grunge began its self-destruc- 
tion, rap, especially gangsta rap, climbed up the charts. Over-the-top 
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personalities delivered ghettoized potty-mouth rhythmic rhymes 
replete with sex and violence braggadoccio. Gangsta rap was a func- 
tional alternative to lite metal, with catchy rhythms instead of melody 
and phat flow replacing guitar proficiency. 

Calling itself the "CNN of the ghetto," the sense of authenticity of 
rap's gangbanger origins was underscored by the thuggish murders of 
some of its major celebrities like Tupac Shakur. Senate hearings 
replayed the denunciations of heavy metal that were made in the Senate 
a decade earlier, this time targeting rap? Chairing the proceedings was 
the senator fiom Illinois, Carole Mosely Braun, and replacing Tipper 
Gore and the PMRC was businesswoman C. Delores Tucker, both 
Afiican-American. Pressure was put on major record labels to "self- 
censor." The charges leveled against rap had nothing to do with recruit- 
ing youth to Satan or causing them to commit suicide, but focused on 
allegations that the genre fostered disrespect for and violence against 
women (misogyny and rape). Just as the PMRC's reign of symbolic ter- 
ror had enlivened the market for metal: the antirap forces raised the 
profile, popularity, and profits of the music that they denounced. 

The rise of grunge and rap can be understood as a resurgence of 
youth music for a new generation, dubbed by the media Generation 
XI0 It was a return to authenticity in youth culture-the desire to 
"make it real." In terms of the emerging sensibility, lite-metal groups 
like Poison and Motley Criie were into decadence, not authenticity. 

Grunge's mass emergence coincided with the new post-Reagan/ 
Bush youth generation, which identified not with the rich (yuppies), 
but with the weak, maimed, and homeless-a return to rock's tradi- 
tional prestige from below. In contrast, metal's messages stressed 
power and pleasure. Discussing the success of Nirvana's Nevermind, 
the band's biographer Michael Azerrad argued that "it coincided 
with a general yen for 'reality,' encompassing things like M W s  
'Unplugged' show, renewed interest in additive-free foods, the 

i. advent of network news segments that punctured the artifice of 
political advertising."" Nirvana's manager Danny Goldberg said that 
"Nirvana embodied the yearning for a moral universe that was more 
real and more sincere than what was going on in the conventional I rock world at the time, and I think that resonates with a yearning in 

1 the culture for the post-Reagan set of values. There is a connection e 
between their desire for authenticity and sincerity and ethics. . . . "I2 

Both grunge and rap were hard music with fashion and lyrics iden- 
tifying with the white and black underclass, respectively. Grunge sport- 

F 
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ed thrift-store ripped jeans and well-worn shirts, and made heroin the 
drug of choice; gangsta rap preferred the gold-chain pimp-daddy look 
and, for gansta rappers, death by gunshot was the way to go. 

Not fingered by those looking for the cause of metal's demise, but 
certainly deserving serious scrutiny for aiding and abetting the crime, 
was the serious disarray of heavy metal's mainstay bands. Metal in the 
first part of the 1990s was rusting out. 

The initiators of the genre, Black Sabbath, were absent. Their orig- 
inal creative lineup lasted until 1978, when they jettisoned their out- 
of-control frontman, Ozzy Osbourne. At the start of the 1980s, with 
a new singer and songwriter, Ronnie James Dio, Sabbath released and 
toured in support of two strong studio albums. But the San Andreas 
fault line of so many metal bands, the tension between the creative 
visions and egos of the singer and lead guitarist, split Sabbath. For the 
next decade and a half, the band underwent a series of head trans- 
plants, each in turn rejected by the body. The revolving-door policy 
continued, including a reunion with Dio in 1992, which resulted in a 
rather good album, Dehurnanizer. But the band's abortive flirtation 
with Ozzy Osbourne sent Dio packing. By 1995, guitarist Tony Iommi 
was the sole remaining link to the seminal Sabbath. Bassist Geezer 
Butler, the originator of that signature metal move, headbanging, 
recorded and toured with his modern metal project. 

Ozzy, rescued and reshaped by his former manager's daughter and 
creatively helped by a series of strong guitarists (the fist and best, 
Randy Rhoads, died in an unfortunate and stupid accident while on 
tour), was very successful. But in the early 1990s, Ozzy announced his 
retirement. After some months he then decided to "unretire." His 
1990s output was far closer to lite metal than his earlier work and 
some of his mass audience was not even aware of his previous band 

Sabbath wasn't the only major metal band in disarray. Judas Priest 
was heavy metal's St. Paul, defining the genre's look and sound more 
than any other band. After the release of one of their best albums, 
Painkill- in 1990, they became so moribund that it was assumed that 
they were no longer a band. Charismatic singer Rob Halford wanted to 
work in a more modern style of metal and initially believed that he 
could keep his new band, Fight, as a side project to his work in Priest." 
He wasn't given that option and left Priest in a headless state of inac- 
tion. "There is a portion of people who just feel that I've been some- 
thing of a traitor and that I walked out on something that I should have 
stayed with," Halford told meL4 with a tone of resignation. The High 
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Priest of Heavy Metal felt that he was being seen as a Judas, held 
responsible for the death of a major metal god 

Iron Maiden, the most significant of the New Wave of British 
Heavy Metal bands, was also falling apart owing to that same fault 
line between singer and lead guitarist. Energetic fiontman Bruce 
Dichson left to do his own musical project in 1993. Maiden released 
two live albums that year, and live albums are a sign of a band's stag- 
nation. Maiden quickly found a replacement for Dickinson, but its 
subsequent releases and tours showed that the band had lost much of 
its once-massive American audience. 

Decapitation, inactivity, and disarray also characterized other 
bands, including classic-metal UFO, thrash-initiators Anthrax, power- 
metal pioneers Helloween, and lite-metal bad-boys Motley Criie. 

Besides Ozzy's mega-popularity and the embrace by the mass 
media and audience of the new version of Metallica, there were a few 
other exceptions to metal's demise, or at least to its disappearance 
from the U.S. radar screen.I5 These bands were definitely and defiant- 
ly not lite metal, substituting aggression for heavy metal's embrace of 
power. Pantera's 1990 major-label debut, Cowboys fiorn Helk never 
made the top 200. But with no radio play and only some exposure on 
the still existing "Headbanger's Ball," the hard-touring band's early 
1994 release, Far Beyond Driven, reached number one on Billboard's 
album sales chart. Also in that year, Slayer, Metallica's one time rival 
for most respected underground metal band, released their uncom- 
promising Divine Intervention, which debuted in the top ten. Other 
bands working the aggro end of metal came out with powerful, no- 
holds-barred releases, including Machine Head and Biohazard. 

Die-hard headbangers dealt with the drought of touring classic 
metal bands with a methadone fix of tribute bands. These club clones 
allow fans to see their ersatz gods up-close and personal and to hear 
their favorite songs played live with note-for-note perfection. Metal 
tribute bands abound, creating simulacra of Black Sabbath, Iron 
Maiden, Metallica, Ozzy, Dio, Queensvche, Rush, and ACIDC, 
among others. The commercial success of such projects indicates the 
tenacity of metal fandom. 

A raft of tribute albums to metal's masters, beginning with the 1994 
release of Nativity in Black A Tribute to Black Sabbath and continu- 
ing with tributes to Judas Priest and Iron Maiden, among others, 
seemed to certify the genre's death. The last nail in the coffin was the 
1996 release of Pat Booneys In a Metal Mood, a Tin Pan Alley tribute 
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to metal featuring crooning and up-tempo wedding-band arrange- 
ments of well-known metal songs. 

The Beast Is Alive and Well, 
Below Billboard's Radar 

There was no agreement about the cause of metal's death and no one 
ever did find the body; its existence was inferred fiom the absence of 
metal on the U.S. Billboard charts (see Appendix C). It turned out 
that the rumors of metal's death were greatly exaggerated; metal is 
alive and well, thriving as a creative art form with an enthusiastic fan 
base outside the U.S. mainstream market. Metal flourishes through- 
out the rest of the world and in the aptly named underground. 

There are several causes for the globalization of metal. Probably the 
most important is the rise of pan-capitalism, which creates an indus- 
trial working class in which youth are in rebellion against their more 
traditional parents and invest their identity in neither the nation state 
nor religious groups. Popular culture, spread by the forces of capital- 
ism, teaches that one should be true to oneself and that this can only 
be done by identifying with some part of popular culture. 

The worldwide taste for heavy metal, fiom its classical incarnation 
in Black Sabbath and Judas Priest to newer forrns, grew enormously 
in the 1990s. Heavy metal had spread throughout western Europe by 
the end of the 1970s and by the following decade throughout eastern 
Europe,16 quickening after the downfall of the Soviet Union. Japan 
had a large, rabid following for metal. The music also penetrated 
major urban areas in Latin America. In the 1990s, metal extended its 
reach into all countries with industrial economies. 

Beyond Japan, hotbeds of metal fans arose in some of the newly 
industrialized Pacific Rim countries. In the mid-'90s Asian MTV gave 
heavy airplay to Tang Dynasty, a mainland Chinese heavy-metal 
band." Young men in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore started 
their own musical careers. Modar, a death-metal band, comes from 
one of Malaysia's most conservative areas. In 1993, the Malaysian 
government banned live performances and airplay of heavy metal. A 
journalist reported that the genre "has a strong following in Malaysia" 
and indicated that conservative Islamic parties were responsible for 
the ban.18 Another journalist concluded: 

- - -  
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Heavy metal subculture becomes a home, a refuge for those dislocated in 
urban migration, caught between stereotypical racial politics and often 
fluid urban space divisions brought on by rapacious property develop- 
ment. . . . this internationalized language of stock rebellion and theatrical 
posturing clearly resonates for youth in Indonesia, Malaysia or Singapore, 
and offers comfort and identity to those still ambivalent about buying into 
the post-feudal/colonial capitalist environment that's being rapidly con- 
structed around them.Ig 

Similar transformations were occurring in Latin America. Heavy- 
metal audiences in urban areas of Brazil, Chile, Argentina, and 
Mexico shared the Asian dislocations and, owing to their Catholic 
upbringing, also responded to the religious symbols that are part of 
metal's stock in trade. Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, Slayer, and 
Manowar, among others, have toured Latin America or have come 
down for the annual Monsters of Rock Festivals, playing to large and 
well-informed audiences. 

Even Malta, a tiny Mediterranean island north of Libya and south 
of Italy, has professional metal bands, as do Israel, Iceland, and Egypt. 
There are still holdouts; at least I've not heard of metal concerts in 
countries like Saudi Arabia and Somalia. 

A worldwide audience helped to preserve metal for U.S. fans, much 
like the Islamic world and medieval monasteries preserved the intel- 
lectual wisdom of ancient Greece and Rome for the European 
Renaissance. Metal's global audience made it worthwhile for bands to 
continue to make new records (even if they could only be had in 
America as expensive imports) and to tour (even if they didn't play in 
the States). 

Besides flourishing globally, metal was creatively thriving in an 
underground that transcended geography. In musical discourse, the 
term underground has two meanings. Dante's fourteenth-century 
vision of the world beyond, The Divine Comedy, neatly reflects the 
distinction. Dante divided the underground into Hell (Inferno) and 
its outer reaches, Purgatory. In Purgatory, one has the possibility of 

, redemption, of working off earthly sins and achieving entrance into 
I Heaven (here the paradise of commercial mainstream popularity). 

/ Underground, in the sense of Purgatory, is a term for bands and styles 
that are not currently, but once were or might some day be popular. 
Underground, in the sense of Hell, refers to music that is too extreme, 

j sonically lyrically, or both, ever to attract a mainstream audience. 
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Bands playing underground metal of an infernal sort have no hope or 
desire (if they are rational) to break through to the other side, to that 
Heaven of pop stardom. Like any of the elite arts, underground metal 
is appreciated by a discerning audience. 

Underground metal began when MTV did, as its evil twin, 
embodying everything MTV metal was not. It is devoid of pop tropes 
like ballads and star posturing. Its lyrics lack romantic fluff, hippie 
hopefulness, or Gen-X self-pity. The music is anything but simplistic, 
with complex time changes and chord progressions. The under- 
ground continues metal's original obsession with good and evil, ver- 
bally depicted in ways that would defrost Walt Disney's cryogenic 
tomb. Not that the words can be easily understood; in some styles, 
singing is best described as growling or screeching. 

A metal underground could thrive in the '90s because of the wide 
array of mediators providing a rich infrastructure for producing and 
promoting bands. In the United States, the important indie labels 
include Century Media, Earache, Nuclear Blast, Roadrunner, and 
Relapse, each a branch of a European-based company." Some labels 
have significant mail-order departments. The proliferation of used 
record stores, owing in part to the "indestructibility" of CDs, allows 
metal fans to indulge their penchant for seeking out bands' back cat- 
alogs." 

Commercial radio never did play underground metal, but hun- 
dreds of college radio stations have weeMy metal shows that focus on 
extreme metal styles." Reminiscent of the underground FM of the 
late 1960s, metal D Js expose their listeners to music and provide crit- 
ical commentary, serving to create an educated underground. An 
informed audience is aided and abetted by a plethora of new and 
older metal magazines, ranging from commercially successful color- 
ful glossies to one-person penned 'zines. Magazines like Terrorizer, 
Rock Hard, Brave Words and Bloody Knuckles, Metal Maniacs, Pit, 
Midwest Metal, Ill Literature, Sounds of Death, Kerrang!, Metal 
Hammer, Bum!, Rock Brigade, Scream, and Madhouse, constituting a 
united nations of metal, provide interviews with musicians and 
reviews of shows and new releases. 

Videos for underground metal bands had only the most limited 
exposure on M T V  in the United States before the demise of 
Headbanger's Ball and afterward had none. Few underground bands 
make videos and those are sold through retail channels or in metal 
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video magazines.24 (Metal videos and Headbanger's Ball are shown on 
European MTV, MTV Latino, and MTV Asia.) 

The metal underground has been increasingly well represented in 
the 1990s at the metal festivals in Europe, the United States, and Latin 
America. These mega-band affairs bring together subcultural fans, 
label personnel, and metal journalists, and give exposure to newer as 
well as more well-known bands. In the United States, the major con- 
fab is Milwaukee's Metalfest. In its thirteenth year in 1999,165 bands 
performed over a two-day period on four stages. Fans from around 
the country came to hear bands from Mexico, Norway, Sweden, 
Greece, Japan, Brazil, and from almost half the American states. 
European festivals, such as the annual Dynamo Festival in Holland 
and the Latin American Monsters of Rock, gather far larger audi- 
ences, numbering in the tens of thousands. 

The metal underground has been flourishing since the mid-1990s 
in large measure through the internet. Whether the sites are made by 
fans, band members, or indie labels, they provide a wealth of infor- 
mation, including band histories, reviews and interviews, lyrics, pic- 
tures, sound clips, and links to related sites. The internet also allows 
indie labels to promote their new releases at little cost. With worldwide 
distribution and no printing or mailing expenses, magazines on the 
net (e-'zines) abound. Opinions on underground metal are also found 
on dozens of news groups (like alt-rock-n-rolLmetal.heavy or alt-rock- 
n-roll.metal.black) where a wide variety of issues are discussed, 
albums and bootlegs are traded, and information on new releases, 
tour dates, set lists, and new web sites are posted. In some sense, the 
internet helps to form a virtual community of fans. 

Internet technology also creates the opportunity to hear metal 
radio. A former DJ on the defunct satellite-based metal radio net- 
work, Z-Rock, Tracy Barnes runs Hardrock Radio (wwwhardradio. 
corn). Los Angeles lost its mainly lite-metal station KNAC, but it now 
exists on the web (www.knaclive.com). Rebel Radio, whose broad- 
casts can be heard only in the Chicago area, finds listeners worldwide 
via its site (www.rebelradio.com). The metal programs of college 
radio stations are also making their way onto the net. These internet 
meditations serve the interests of metal in general, enhancing the 
global reach of the genre. 

The underground metal scene is far larger outside the United 
States, especially in Europe, for a variety of reasons. One is that the 
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liquor laws in the United States restrict people under twenty-one 
years of age from buying alcohol, and alcohol sales are an important 
means by which venues, especially smaller ones, help pay for live 
music. Because underground metal, with its speed, volume, and 
over-the-top lyrics, particularly appeals to teenagers, venues cannot 
afford to put on shows featuring extreme music. Also, the policies of 
mass-market U.S. retailers Wal-mart and K-Mart exclude most 
underground metal albums; these mass retailers refuse to stock 
material with cover art and/or lyrics that they consider to be 
ccunwholesome." 

There are other reasons for the larger European metal audience. 
Many northern European countries have government grants, the dole 
if you will, providing money to older adolescents who do not hold 
full-time jobs. They can use their leisure to indulge musical proclivi- 
ties as creators and appreciators. Some countries or municipalities 
provide young people with music lessons, practice spaces, and even 
musical instr~ments.~~ 

Also, metal exudes a decidedly working-class attitude and 
Europeans have a larger and stronger working-class identity than 
Americans. European high schools often have separate blue-collar 
career tracks. Fewer adolescents go to college in Europe and college 
students tend to affiliate themselves with a distinctive middle-class 
perspective. Also, the college dorm experience works to broaden 
musical tastes:= making it less likely that individuals will maintain the 
subcultural affiliations of their high school cliques. 

The Hydra-Headed Beast 

Off the radar screen of mass media gatekeepers in the mammoth 
American market for much of the 1990s, metal expanded in many 
directions. The genre's development is analogous to the way plants 
and animals in isolated areas evolve to produce wildly extreme forms. 

Mapping metal's myriad styles at the end of the twentieth century 
is a messy task at best Style categories are not watertight containers- 
they leak, bleed into others, and mix with elements fiom anywhere. 
Take, for example, the categories of white and black metal. In the 
1980s, this division, based on lyrics alone, applied only to religiously 
oriented bands. Bands with evangelical Christian messages were 
labeled white metal; those proclaiming allegiance to Satan were called 
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black metal. White metal, with its original meaning, still exists, main- 
ly in thrash- and death-metal bands like Tourniquet and Living 
Sacrsce. But black metal has a far different meaning than it had in 
the 1980s. The term, taken from an early song by Venom, now refers 
to a sonic style begun in Norway by Mayhem and B~rzum.~' Many of 
the lyrics of these bands express an anti-Christian or pro-satanic 
position, but other themes have been added. 

Mapping metal or any other musical genre is made messier still by 
the absence of sharp-shooting border guards who would make musi- 
cians stay within one style over the course of their careers or even 
through one album. Adding to the classification problem is the 
absence of some nocturnal council or respected dictionary that could 
standardize the names or boundary lines demarcating one style from 
another?8 Even if there was agreement on terms, there are no umpires 
or thought police to enforce rules of assigning a given band's work to 
one-or another category. Retail stores can place a record into any bin 
they like and fans, publicists, and rock journalists have the same free- 
dom to be arbitrary, inconsistent, or merely perverse. Chuck Eddy, for 
example, in his book listing his take on the best heavy metal albums, 
includes in his top ten choices the proto-punk New York Dolls, south- 
em rockers Lynyrd Skynyrd and funk-diva Teena Marie, and, in his 
'90s-era top ten, Rancid, Sublime, and Hole appear.' Lewis Carroll 
sums up the way rock critics, not just Eddy, bandy about genre terms: 
"'When I use a word,' Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, 
'it means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.'"30 

Recall these caveats while reading the following overview; supple- 
ment it with visits to some of the innumerable metal web site?' where 
one can read more extensive descriptions as well as hear examples of 
the music. 

Metal subgenres have come into being through processes of inten- 
sification and hybridization. Styles, as our retro times make all too 
clear, are infinitely resurrectable and revisable. In culture, as opposed 
to life, nothing ever dies permanently. 

Bands long dead and gone can rise from the grave for reunions and 
the actual demise of musicians can be overcome with suitable 
replacements. Classic or traditional3' heavy-metal bands (and they 
tend to be the same ones who constructed the style decades ago) are 

t global troubadours making new records and, as they say, still kicking 
ass. Black Sabbath, Judas Priest, and Iron Maiden, among others, have 

I revived (if only for a while). 
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Doom metal, a sludgy slow and heavy style that can be traced to 
some of Black Sabbath's 1970s songs, categorizes 1980s bands St-Vitus, 
Candlemass, and Trouble. It continued with bands like Crowbar and 
the psychedelic-tinged Sleep. A hybrid of doom and goth music 
describes other '90s bands like My Dying Bride and Avernus. 

Thrash metal, a punked-up, American-made response to the New 
Wave of British Heavy Metal, is still out there too, both with older 
originators like Anthrax, Megadeth, and Slayer, and a few newer mod- 
els. Metallica, another thrash originator, now saves that side of them- 
selves for part of their concerts, choosing to record in a different style. 

Thrash metal promiscuously sired several subgenres. The misce- 
genation of thrash and hardcore punk spawned a style that is some- 
times called metalcore, which accentuates hardcore's staccato vocals 
and limited melody. Several metalcore bands have attracted wide- 
spread attention in the '90s, particularly Pantera, Biohazard, and 
Machine Head. 

Another 1990s hybridization is rapcore. Body Count, led by rapper 
Ice-T, addressed themes that had crossover appeal to young males of 
all races." The use of rapped vocals became rather popular later in the 
decade, although few bands that used them could be called metal. 

Melding thrash with industrial dance music is the way bands as 
diverse as Godflesh, Fear Factory, and Rarnmstein create their sound. 
On the border of this industrial metal subgenre are bands like 
Ministry and Nine Inch Nails, more accurately understood, perhaps, 
as metallized industrial music. 

The intensification of thrash in the 1980s, rather than its amalga- 
mation with other styles, led to death metal. Influenced by bands like 
Bathory, Celtic Frost, and early Slayer, death metal has the lowest 
pitch of any form of music. Its standard features are down-tuned gui- 
tars, double-kick drums, and electronically transfigured vocals that 
require phrases like "gargling with acid laced with razor blades" to 
give some idea of their sound? The largest contingent of under- 
ground metal bands play death metal; the subgenre's extensive world- 
wide reach is as ubiquitous as McDonald's. Death metal would work 
as the sound track to the movie version of Dante's Infmno or at least 
as Hell's Muzak. Its lyrics are fixated on death, decay, and the diabol- 
ical. Bands' names reflect these concerns: Deicide, Morbid Angel, 
Malevolent Creation, Cannibal Corpse, Death, Entombed, Six Feet 
Under, Dismember, Obituary, and hundreds of others in that vein. 
Death metal today is more than just the continuation of the ori* 
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style. With so many bands, death metal itself diversified; for example, 
through amalgamation to form the doom-death and grindcore styles. 

In contrast to the aggression and heavy sound of thrash and its off- 
shoots, power metal derives mainly from classic New Wave of British 
Heavy Metal bands like Iron Maiden. The subgenre, famous for epic 
songs with spiritual themes and strong tenor vocalists, often borrows 
from nineteenth-century symphonic music. Helloween, from 
Germany, was an early exponent. Among the better-known groups 
are Gamma Ray, Blind Guardian, Hammerfall, Iced Earth, Jag Panzer, 
Stratovarious, and Anga. Some combine power metal with progmet- 
al, a term used for bands like Dream Theater, whose work incorpo- 
rates musical elements from jazz and echoes the art rock of the 1970s. 

Black metal erupted in Norway in the early '90s with Burzum and 
Mayhem. To a death-metal base, black metal added swirling layers of 
cosmic keyboard soundscapes, rasped screeching vocals, and musi- 
cians daubed in corpse paint. Members of the originating bands were 
deadly serious about their demonic posturing. Their cemetery dese- 
crations, church burnings, and murders didn't kilI the subgenre; like 
gangsta rappers' rap sheets, their deeds probably helped black metal's 
popularity by adding a semblance of authenticity. The number of 
bands playing black metal, especially in northern Europe, is growing 
exponentially, along with the number of fans for the style. Bands like 
Emperor and Dimmu Borgir are important enough to cross the 
Atlantic and play in the United States. The style itself is undergoing 
bagmentation, as some bands turn to a more New Age sound 
(Tiamat, Burzum) and others, like Cradle of Filth and Theater of 
Tragedy, meld black metal with doses of goth. 

The continual innovations, schisms, and borrowings by musicians, 
plus the Humpty-Dumpty approach of critics, publicists, and fans, 
provide many openings to add to or disagree with the mapping of 
metal presented here." Does Rage Against the Machine qualify as 
metal? Should the metallic funk of Sevendust or the hard rock hip- 
hop of Limp Bizkit be classed as metal? Unlike the cartography of the 
earth, cultural maps are always up for grabs. 

The diversity of metal is a concern for editors and fans. Internet 
news groups burst with "flames" against one or another form of 
metal. A debate in the British magazine Terrorizer in 1998, for exam- 
ple, revolved around the inclusion of coverage of traditional metal 
bands. Many readers wanted the magazine's policy to exclude all but 
"extreme" styles. Others disagreed. One called for panmetallic unity: 
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"Why fight among one another when we have a huge battle on our 
hands with the hordes of brainless trend followers, ravers, wussy pop- 
pers and above all the obscene techno inatration into Metal?" 
Another reader defended a latitudinarian approach as a good recruit- 
ing tactic: "Tolerance of the occasional slip into what we call lighter 
territory helps get more people into extreme metal who would other- 
wise no [t] know about 

Metal's diversity was made palpable during one week in the sum- 
mer of 1998. In three very different venues in and around Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, metalheads of all persuasions could find the whole 
panoply of Black Sabbath's spawn. At Marcus Amphitheater, 
Metallicx's sell-out show included their pop lite-metal ballads, some 
performed in an acoustical set, as well as their ferocious thrash metal. 
Several days earlier, at the rural Alpine Valley shed, OzzFest held sway. 
The current version of Ozzy Osbourne no longer bedevils small fly- 
ing animals or pees on the Alarno. His ballads get radio play and his 
albums go gold, but on stage he sings some of his decades-old 
Sabbath hits, like "Iron Man." Among the bands in 1998's OzzFest 
were the Melvins (the band behind grunge's heaviness) and 
Motorhead, the original integrator of punk and metal in 1975, 
who've probably played more gigs and been signed to more labels 
than any other band. A big tour draw was Limp Bizkit, whose best- 
selling mongrel style might earn it any number of classifications. 

Between these two shows was Milwaukee's Metalfest's two-day 
extravaganza held in the grungy Eagles Auditorium. Bands and fans 
came from all over the United States and Canada, with some of the 
115 bands flying in from Europe. Thrash metal (for example, Sodom 
from Germany), black metal in the older sense of the term (for exam- 
ple, Mercyful Fate from Denmark), and black metal as the term is 
used today (for example, Emperor from Norway) were well repre- 
sented. Death-metal bands of all types and from many countries 
came in droves, including white-metal bands, an all-female group, 
and a band in which the singer-guitarist was not yet a teenager. 

The Beast Is Back 

At the century's end, despite or because of its radical diversity, metal's 
demise seems even less likely than it had been in the past. Beyond its 
densely flowering underground and its global reach, metal has 
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recently erupted into the U.S. mainstream. The beast is back and 
there are a variety of reasons for its resurgence. 

The mainstream rock press, like Rolling Stone, always did their 
darnedest to ignore metal,j7 hoping, I suppose, that it would go away. 
When it was mentioned at all, it was mainly with deprecation, as a 
synonym for and the best example of obviously inferior music. The 
tide, for the time being at least, has turned. Spin ran a major feature 
on New Metal in their August 1998 issue. The cover of Rolling Stone 
in February 1999," adorned with a picture of the heavily tattooed, 
long-haired, and unsmiling visage of Rob Zombie, touted an article 
about the "10 Best Metal Bands." Titled "Metal: the Next Generation," 
the piece consisted of brief desriptions of bands representing a wide 
spectrum of styles. Many, like Black Sabbath, Pantera, and Morbid 
Angel, have been around for ages. Fans of these bands might not even 
consider some of the others on the list, like Korn and stoner rockers 
Queens of the Stone Age, as metal. 

Black Sabbath, except for a few pieces in Creem when they began in 
the early 1970s, was hardly ever acknowledged by the mainstream rock 
press. But their 1999 reunion tow garnered full coverage in all the 
music media, including the daily newspapers. That tickets to their 
concerts quickly sold out and their Reunion album went gold are part- 
ly responsible for the attention, but the press is also a reflection of 
metal's resurgence. Yet old habits die hard; the snide put-downs that 
rock critics always reserved for metal have not disappeared Typical 
was the Rolling Stone concert review, replete with digs: The band had 
"shaky chops,'' guitarist Iommi "hasn't mastered any new licks in 
decades," Ozzy didn't sing (he "croaked"), and audiences were "hea- 
then hordes." The piece concluded that the band's success was owing 
to sticking with a "somewhat dunderheaded musical template."39 

Spin's 1998 feature on "New Metal," which focused on bands like 
Korn and Limp Bizkit, was not free of denigration either: Their music 
offered "traditional metal ferocity minus the corny hail-Satanism, 
Tawny Kitean videos, and big hair of the '80s. . . . "* "New Metal" is 
defined by Spin as "a forward-looking hybrid that takes as many cues 
from alternative rock, hip-hop, and SoCal hardcore skate culture as it 
does from Black Sabbath and Slayer. For instance, Limp Bizkit, with 
their rapped vocals and full-time DJ, are New Metal."41 Recognizing 
the style's myriad ancestors, why call it metal rather than hip-hop, 
alternative, or some other term that doesn't mention any of its con- 
stituent genres? Why label it metal, when members of these bands 
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have stated that they are not at all desirous to be tagged with that 
term?" One answer is that calling it metal gives the hybrid a more 
familiar, and perhaps a more white and more rock, image. The 
promiscuous use of "metal" is itself a demonstration that metal is 
back, as well as a cause of that comeback. 

The absence of any other "happening" style is one reason for 
metal's rising status. By 1998, alternative was on its deathbed; the new 
releases from standardbearers Pearl Jam and the Smashing Pumpkins 
were poorly received. The ind~stry~pushed "next new thing: "elec- 
tronica," had not taken off. Hip-hop was selling well but without any 
creative advances. Metal's faithful, self-sustaining, and unfashionable 
fan base" was still there, listening to their music, talking about it with 
friends, buying old and new releases, and coming out to see unhyped 
shows. When Black Sabbath's CD signing tour made a stop at a sub- 
urban Chicago shopping center in September 1998, about three thou- 
sand people waited in line for five or more hours for the chance to get 
the band members' autographs. The fans ranged in age from unre- 
pentent forty-something headbangers, some with their own kids in 
tow, to fifteen-year-old death-metal fans wanting to pay homage to 
the genre's originator. Two years earlier Manowar, which hadn't 
played in the area in almost a decade, did a Chicago in-store signing; 
hundreds of fans, many of whom had never seen the band play live,. 
stood in line for hours, animatedly chatting and holding their vinyls 
and CDs, waiting to meet the band 

If there was one specific event that began metal's resurgence, it was 
the industry's reaction to the huge success of OzzFest in 1997. The 
music industry, pundits, and powers that be perk up their collective 
ears when some untouted style attracts a large audience. The huge 
success of metal day at the 1983 US Festival was, in part, responsible 
for heavy metal's major invasion of the United States. After the 1997 
concert season, when the score was totted up, the OzzFest tour, put 
together by the manager of, named after, and headlining Ozzy 
Osbourne, was a smashing financial success. It sold out shows along 
the way, but more significant, it outsold Lollapalooza, alternative 
music's annual touring f e ~ t . ~ ~  It was, to quote Yogi Berra, ''dkjk vu all 
over again." 

OzzFest4' displayed metal's miscegenated spectrum, featuring 
Pantera, Machine Head, Fear Factory, Type-0 Negative, Vision of 
Disorder, Neurosis, and three of the four original members of Black 
Sabbath. But it was the inclusion of Marilyn Manson (Alice Cooper 
meets Nine Inch Nails with an over-the-top sex-and-satan shtick) 
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that drew attention to the tour. Marilyn Manson riled right-wing 
Christians who posted denunciations of the band on the internet 
(many scurrilous), pressured local authorities to ban the concert, and 
protested in front of venues where the show went on. The main 
impact of their actions, beyond providing lawyers with work, was to 
keep the tour in the newspaper headlines. 

Metal's high profile can also be traced to Metallica's mega- 
mainstream success. The band's music was played with increasing 
frequency around the country on major radio stations with a number 
of different formats. During the day they played Metallica's radio- 
friendly 1990s output, but at night they would also air their '80s 
thrash metal along with songs by other metal acts, In concert, the 
band perfornls their earlier songs, exposing a new generation to 
thrash metal. In late 1998, Metallica released a double CD of cover 
songs, including a raft of their well-known thrzsh hits. The package 
and the band's supporting tour, where they played their underground 
thrash, sold very well. Beyond Metallica, the major classic metal 
bands that had been in disarray during the first part of the decade 
have gained new life. Through reunions and head transplants, the 
definers of heavy metal's styles seem to rise from the dead to reclaim 
their own and the genre's vitality. 

Judas Priest, the originators of the studded black leather look, lost 
their charismatic frontman, Rob Halford, in 1991 and were given up 
for dead. But they hadn't hung up their motorcycle boots. The self-pro- 
claimed "Defenders of the Faith" of heavy metal, who had triumphed 
in an infamous Nevada trial where their music was accused of causing 
two suicides, pulled off a resurrection. They found a simulacrum of 
Halford, Tim Owens, in a Judas Priest tribute band "My first concert 
ever was the 'Defenders of the Faith' tour," Owens said. "I still remem- 
ber that to this day. I've been to every one of their concerts."46 How 
many thousands of Judas Priest fans have said the same thing? But 
Owens followed in his idol's footsteps. He was the singer in a heavy- 
metal band called Wmter's Bane. He described their sound as "sort of 
Judas Priest mixed with Savatage." To gain exposure, an agent suggest- 
ed that they start a Judas Priest tribute band and have Winter's Bane 
open for them." British Steel, its name taken from a Priest album, filled 
the clubs in and around Ohio with a satisfying spot-on pseudo-Priest 
show. Members of Judas Priest saw a video of the tribute band and 
hired Owens, bestowing on him the Priestly moniker "Ripper." 

Lite-metal bands were also coming out of the woodwork. Motley 
Criie, after more than a decade of decadence (making tabloid head- 
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lines rather than bagging critical reviews by the rock press), reunited 
with former frontrnan Vince Neil, released a greatest hits album, and 
played some shows. Replete with makeup, platform heels, fire, and 
other assorted bedazzlements, Kiss" mounted a highly successful 
reunion tour in 1998. 

Bruce Dickinson returned to Iron Maiden and many lesser-known 
bands like S.O.D., Venom, and Exodus also reunited for new projects 
or one-off shows. 

Reunions and new product from musicians well into middle age 
are not unique to metal. At the end of the twentieth century, it seems 
that nothing in popular culture is allowed to die-witness Hollywood 
remakes, fashion rehashes, TV reruns, and the R o b g  Stones. We are 
mired in recycling and what postmodernists call archivalism (pack- 
aged by marketers as box sets) of pop culture that had been given up 
for dead. Most of retro culture is devoid of referentiality, but metal's 
current rise speaks to current tendencies in society. 

Metal fits into the "prole" leanings of popular culture today, rang- 
ing from tabloid news, the mass popularity of pro wrestling, and the 
trash talk of the Jerry Springers and radio shock-jocks. Despite the 
virtuosity of metal musicians, the genre, like other "prole" entertain- 
ments, is free of subtlety and understatement. Metal's current popu- 
larity can also be understood as a counterweight or resistence to the 
feminization of popular music and its turn toward smooth (urban) 
black pop. Rock bands like Sublime and Garbage, country artists like 
Shania Twain and the Dkie Chicks, pop divas like Celine Dion and 
Sheryl Crow, and the kiddie-rock Spice Girls h d  their polar opposite 
in metal's hard, heavy power/aggression, which is equated with mas- 
culinity. In rock critic parlance, "metal" is used as the equivalent of 
"testosterone-fueled." Metal's traditional concerns with good and evil 
and its use of religious metaphors also connect with the millennia1 
anxiety and moral discourse permeating the mass media. 

Despite both the diversity within the meta-genre of metal and the 
way the term is promiscuously bandied about in the mainstream 
media, metal has not become an empty signifier floating untethered 
in the sea of popular culture. The metal subculture still knows what 
metal is; fans are attending metal concerts, buying new albums, 
putting up metal web sites, and endlessly talking and posting views 
and news on the net. As the century ends, metal does not; that beast 
refuses to go gently into any damn night. 

Appendix A: Suggested Hearings 
- - 

100 Definitive Metal Albums 

That old saw about the inadequacy of words to describe music- 
writing about music is like dancing about architecture-is, of course, 
true. To really know the subject of this book, you need to hear it. In 
metal, the album rather than the individual song is the main unit of 
appreciation. The albums listed here are generally agreed upon by 
fans and critics to be definitive metal as well as excellent albums that 
represent the genre over its various styles and eras. 

ACIDC 
Accept 
Amorphis 
Angel Witch 
Annihilator 
Anthrax 
Arcturus 
Armored Saint 
At the Gates 
Bathory 
Benediction 
Biohazard 
Black Sabbath 
Black Sabbath 
Blind Guardian 
Body Count 
Broken Hope 
Brujeria 
Candlemass 
Cannibal Corpse 
Carcass 
Celtic Frost 
Cradle of Filth 

t Crowbar 

Back in Black 
Restless and Wild 
Talesfiom the Thousand Lakes 
Angel Witch 
Alice in Hell 
Spreading the Disease 
La Masquerade Infernale 
March of the Saint 
Slaughter of the Soul 
Under the Sign of the Black Mark 
Dreams You Dread 
State of the World Address 
Mob Rules 
Paranoid 
Nightfall in Middle-Earth 
Body Count 
Loathing 
Matando Gueros 
Epicus Doomicus Metallicus 
Butchered at Birth 
Heartwork 
Into the Pandemonium 
Cruelty and the Beast 
Obedience Through Sufering 
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Death 
Deep Purple 
Deicide 
Diamond Head 
Dimmu Borgir 
Dio 
Down 
Dream Theater 
Edge of Sanity 
Einherjer 
Emperor 
Entombed 
Exciter 
Exodus 
Fear Factory 
Flotsam b Jetsam 
Forbidden 
Gamma Ray 
Godflesh 
Grim Reaper 
Guns N'Roses 
Hammerfd 
Helloween 
Hypocrisy 
Iced Earth 
In Flames 
Iron Maiden 
Judas Priest 
Judas Priest 
King Diamond 
Krokus 
Living Sacrifice 
Macabre 
Manowar 
Megadeth 
Mercyful Fate 
Meshuggah 
Metallica 
Michael Schenker 

Group 

Leprosy 
Machine Head 
When Satan Lives 
Lightning to the Nations 
Enthrone Darkness Triumphant 
HoiTy Diver 
Nola 
Images and Words 
Spectral Sorrows 
Odin Owns Ye All 
Anthems to the Welkin at Dusk 
Wolverine Blues 
Long Live the Loud 
Bonded by Blood 
Demanufacture 
Doomsday for the Deceiver 
Forbidden Evil 
Somewhere Out in Space 
Slavestate 
See You in Hell 
Appetite for Destruction 
Glory to the Brave 
Keeper ofthe Seven Keys, Part I1 
Osculum Obscenum 
Iced Earth 
Whoracle 
The Number of the Beast 
Painkiller 
Stained Class 
Abigail 
Headhunter 
Reborn 
Sinister Slaughter 
Into Glory Ride 
Peace Sells. . . But Who's Buying? 
Don't Break the Oath 
Destroy Erase Improve 
KilZ'em All 

Assault Attack 

Ministry Psalm 69 
Montrose Montrose 
Morbid Angel Altars of Madness 
Motley Criie Shout at the Devil 
Motorhead Ace of Spades 
Napalm Death Fear, Emptiness, Despair 
Neurosis Through Silver in Blood 
Nuclear Assault Game Over 
Nugent, Ted Double Live Gonzo 
Obituary The End Complete 
Old Man's Child The Pagan Prosperity 
Overkill Horrorscope 
Ozzy Osbourne Blizzard of Ozz 
Pantera Vulgar Display of Power 
Possessed Seven Churches 
Queensjiche Operation: Mindcrime 
Rainbow On Stage 
Raven All for One 
Sacred Reich The American Way 
Savatage Hall of the Mountain King 
Saxon Wheels of Steel 
Scorpions Virgin Killer 
Sepultura Chaos A. D. 
Six Feet Under Haunted 
Slayer Reign in Blood 
S.O.D. Speak English or Die 
Suicidal Tendencies How Will I Laugh Tomorrow 

When I Can't Even Smile Today 
Sword Metalized 
Thin Lizzy Jailbreak 
Trouble Manic Frustration 
Tygers of Pan Tang Crazy Nights 
UFO Strangers in the Night 
Vader Live in Japan 
Venom Black Metal . 
Voivod Killing Technology 
Witchery Dead, Hot and Ready 
Yngwie J. Malrnsteen's 

Rising Force Marching Out 



Appendix B: Gender Preferences for 
Metal Subgenres 

- 
Traditional/Classic Ute-Metal SpeedtThrash 

Metal Subgenres 

[ Males Females 

Source: Z-Rock requests for July 16-23, 1990 

Classic/Traditional Metal is defined as requests for Black Sabbath 
(& Ozzy Osbourne), Judas Priest, or Iron Maiden. Lite-Metal is 
defined as requests for Poison, Bon Jovi, or Motley Criie. Speed/ 
Thrash Metal is defined as requests for Suicidal Tendencies, Slayer, 
or Nuclear Assault. 



Appendix C: Proportion of 
Heavy Metal Albums in 

Billboard's Top 100 

Year 

Heavy Metal 2 Metal (Other) 

Albums designated "Heavy Metal" have been universally classified as 
heavy metal, including those by Black Sabbath, Judas Priest, and Iron 
Maiden. Those in the residual category, "Metal (Other)," include 
bands called "hard rock" in the '70s and relabeled "metal" in the '80s' 
like Kiss, lite-metal bands like Poison and Bon Jovi, and the post- 
thrash metal releases of Metallica in the '90s. 
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15. The term "bricolage" is used by the anthropologist Claude LCvi-Strauss to 

describe a wide range of systems of culture, ranging from myths to dassifi- 
cations of nature. In the present discussion the term is broadly defined, but 
it remains true to the spirit of Levi-Strauss's usage by stressing the basically 
aesthetic structure of the bricolage. For Ltvi-Strauss's discussion of bricolage, 
see The Savage Mind, 16-22. 

16. The author has previously applied the concept of the bricolage to the study 
of rock music; see Deena Weinstein, "The Amnesty International Concert 
Tour.'' 

17. Each of the features-sonic, visual, and verbal-is coded and, in terms of 
Culler's notion of genre, gives directions for what to look for and how to 
read sequences; see Ralph Cohen, "Do Postmodern Genres Exist?," 255. 

18. Ronald Byrnside, "Formation of a Musical Style," 161. 
19. "Genre" is not a precise term. As Ralph Cohen notes about genres of writing, 

"If writing were always identical, there would be . . . no need for generic 
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distinctions about whole works. And if each piece of writing were different 
from all others there would be no basis for theorizing or even for commu- 
nication" (see Ralph Cohen, "Do Postmodern Genres Exist?," 244). Genres 
arise in the zone between monotony and uniqueness. Similarities of style, 
common influences, imitation, a tradition of criticism, commercial promo- 
tion, and audience preferences all come together to define a code, some of 
the elements of which become reflexively applied and others of which are 
implicit. 

20. Lucy Green distinguishes between the sonic and other meanings of a musical 
"style." According to her, music consists fundamentally of "inherent sonic 
qualities," which communicate through channels of experience independent 
of language. But music also contains meanings that are "delineated" by its 
context of social use and that need not have any direct connection with its 
"inherent" meanings. In experiencing music, Green points out, inherent and 
delineated meanings are "inseparable" (see Lucy Green, Music on Deaf Ears, 
33). They can and must, however, be distinguished for purposes of analysis. 
In order to describe a musical genre adequately, one must study both its 
inherent and its delineated meanings. The genre is a bricolage of sonic, visual, 
and verbal elements. 

21. Bymside, "Formation of a Musical Style," 161. 
22. The metaphor of "family resemblance" comes from Ludwig Wittgenstein's 

philosophy of language. As Cohen says in relation to writing, "But since one 
piece of writing tends to be based on other pieces some theorists refer to 
genres as families of texts with close or distant relatives" (Cohen, "Do Post- 
modern Genres Exist?," 244). The same point can be made at the level of 
genres and subgenres of music, which have affinities for and traces of one 
another. 

23. Having no center of its own, the transaction could only be described in an 
absolute way by imposing a center on it from the outside in the form of what 
Jean-Franqois Lyotard calls a "meta-narrative" (see Jean-Franqois Lyotard, 
The Postmodern Condition). Any of the competing "macrotheories" in so- 
ciology, such as classical functionalism and Marxism, could have served that 
purpose, but they would privilege some centers of the transaction over others, 
duplicating the original problem. Heavy metal has, indeed, not yet been given 
a comprehensive sociological description because schools of analysis have 
given priority to one of the participants in the transaction over the others. 
The two main centers of sociological literature on the genre, British cultural 
studies and American popular music studies, have been devoted, respectively, 
to scrutinizing the subculture of the audience and the workings of the rock 
industry. This study will include their contributions in the appropriate places 
and will add a third emphasis, on the artists, who have been relatively ig- 
nored. The result will not be a single narrative, but a series of perspectives, 
each one interpreting the entire transaction from its own viewpoint and each 
one containing its own history of how its function has been performed. 

24. The triad lacks a version in which the audience mediates between mediator 
and artist. Although the audience is far from passive, it is basically receptive, 
the repository of a subculture that places limits on both artists and mediators. 
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102. Ibid., 12. 
103. Patrick Goldstein, "Parents Warn" (cited in U.S. Congress, Record Labeling 

(Senate Hearing 99-529), 19. 
104. Statement of Millie Waterman, U.S. Congress, Record Labeling (Senate 

Hearing 99-529), 89. 
105. Ibid. 
106. Ibid. 
107. U.S. Congress, Record Labeling (Senate Hearing 99-529), 2. 
108. Ibid., 52. 
109. Mamn and Segrave, Anti-Rock, 232. 
110. U.S. Congress, Record Labeling (Senate Hearing 99-529), 54. 
111. Bruce Iglauer, "Voice of the People." 
112. Editors of Rock & Roll Confidential, You've Got A Right to Rock, 3. 
113. Kim Neely, "Judas Priest Gets Off the Hook." 
114. Lolrisiana House Bili No. 154, 1990. 
115. Editors of Rock & Roll Confidential, You've Got A Right to Rock, 2. 
116. Ibid.. 10. 
117: Ibid., 8. 
118. There are bands, such as Trouble and Trixter, that play white metal songs 

but who are not tied to evangelical movements. They merely express Chris- 
tian themes in their lyrics. 

119. Menconi, "A Serious Look at Christian Heavy Metal," 13. 
120. Van Pelt, "Mosh for the Master?" 21. 
121. Pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Cultural Capital." 



326 Heavy Metal 

Chapter 8 

1. Painkiller (Columbia), 1990. 
2. For example, "It's back, just when the world was supposed to be safe for New 

Wave, ready at last for SMART music, what should rear its leather-clad, lipstick- 
smeared image on the nation's TV tubes but that bhe noire of rock progres- 
sivism, heavy metal."(Deborah Frost, "Heavy metal rears its ugly head again," 
83.) 

3. Skid Row's Slave to the Grind, Van Halen's For Unlawf;lZ Carnal Knowledge, 
Metallica's Metallica, and Guns N' Roses' Use Your IZlmwn II. 

4. Bruce Haring, "Tuning In to Radio's Wired Wave." 
5. Chris Mundy, "Nirvana," 40. 
6. Chris Mundy, "Nirvana," 40. 
7. Chris Mundy, "Nirvana:' 40. 
8. See Esther Iverem, "Decrying Rap's Influence: Senate Subcommittee Hears 

Testimony on Dangers of Music and Paul D. Fischer,"Worse than the PMRC." 
9. The PMRC's reign of symbolic terror also gave rise to a wide range of academ- 

ic research. See, for example, Mary E. Bdard and Steven Coates, "The 
Immediate Effects of Homicidal, Suicidal, and Nonviolent Heavy Metal and 
Rap Songs . . . ";Amy Binder, "Media Depictions of Harm in Heavy Metal and 
Rap Music"; Donna Gains, Teenage Wasteland; Graham Martin and others, 
"Adolescent Suicide"; James T. Richardson and others (eds.), The Satanism 
Scare; Keith Roe, "Adolescents' Use of Socially Disvalued Media"; Jill 
Rosenbaum and Lorraine Prinsky, "The Presumption of Influence"; Simon 
Singer and others, "Heavy Metal Music Preference . . . "; and Marsha Wooten 
"The Effects of Heavy Metal Music on Affects Shifts . . . " 

10. Deena Weinstein, "Alternative Youth." 
11 Michael Azerrad, Come as You Are, 230. 
12. Azerrad, Come as You Are, 230. 
13. Phone conversation with author, 1992. 
14. Phone conversation with author, 1995. 
15. Also, a variety of metal bands could also be found on a variety of soundtrack 

albums in the 1990s, such as Hellraiser III: Hell on Earth (1992), Judgment Night 
(1993), and Talesfiom the Crypt: Bordello ofBZood (1996). 

16. Possibly the earliest concert in the Soviet bloc was in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, 
where Iron Maiden played in September 1981. 

17. Robert Benjamin, "MTV Wannabes Lead Rocky Life in China." 
18. N.A., "Hair Farm Report." 
19. Kean Wong, "Metdic Gleam:' 21. 
20. American-based CMC Records mainly deals with the other metal under- 

ground, Purgatory, rescuing bands dropped by major labels. At the end of the 
century some US.-based indies, like Metal Blade and Pavement, have European 
branches. 

21. Learning from the majors, metal indies issue CDs of albums long out of print 
and previously only available on vinyL 
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22. Joey Severance of Metal Blade said that in 1998 there were about 500 college 
radio metal shows. (Phone conversation with author on January 29,1999.) 

23. S. Ian, "Heavy Metal Covers Wide Range." 
24. Some local access cable stations show them in video-'zines, like Mindmelt in 

Chicago. 
25. Digby Pearson started his metal label, Earache, in his bedroom in Nottingham 

with a government arts grant. 
26. Bethany Bryson ("'Anything but Heavy Metal'") provides evidence that in the 

United States musical exclusiveness decreases with education. 
27. For the history of this style see Michael Moynihan and Dedrik Ssnderlind, 

Lords of Chaos, and William Shaw, "Satan in the Sunshine." 
28. Of course each band, as well as each song, can be seen to have unique features. 
29. Chuck Eddy, Stairway to Hell. 
30. Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass. 
31. Also see Martin Popoff, The Collector's Guide to Heavy Metal and Mark Hale, 

The Worldwide Megabook o f  Heaw Metal Bands. - 
32. This category now includes that 1978-1980 style called the New Wave of British 

Heavy Metal. 
33. The innovative pairing of rap and rock bands, including Slayer and Biohazard, 

on the 1993 Judgment Night soundtrack was in this style. 
34. For an overview of the subgenre see, for example, Mike Gitter, "Everything You 

Ever Wanted to Know About Death Metal but Were Miaid to Ask"; Jack Harrell, 
"The Poetics of Destruction: Death Metal Rock"; and Deena Weinstein, "Death 
Metal: DistillateIDead End of Heavy Metal." 

35. The title of Joe Carduccfi assessment of metal, "Metal: 'Is it Heavy?' Is the Only 
Question Worth Asking:' describes his take on the genre. 

36. In the July 1998 Terrorizu, 56. 
37. The few bands that did gain some coverage were those in the lite-metal MTV- 

favored style, such as Motley Criie in the 1980s and Metallica in the 1990s; that 
is, those with major album sales. 

38. Ben Ratliff, "Metal: The Next Generation." 
39. Marc Weingarten, "Black Sabbath: The Forum January 5th, 1999." 
40. Ali, "The Rebirth of Loud," 88. 
41. Ali, "The Rebirth of Loud," 88. 
42. Ali, "The Rebirth of Loud," 88. 
43. Even musicians playing in other styles grasp this. For example, David Pirner of 

Soul Asylum quoted in Request (July 1995,26): " I  think metal has got this whole 
self-sustaining element that is great. The allegiance to that shit is so stunning. 
They don't need the industry; they don't need the press. That will never go 
away, and, thank god, the industry didn't exploit it to death." 

44. It wasn't the year's highest-grossing tour, beaten out of first place by the sharply 
contrasting Lilith Fair. 

45. Deena Dasein, "Never Say Die." 
46. Deena Dasein, "Judas Priest: S u ~ v i n g  Decapitation." 
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47. For a description of both bands and their fans, see Harris M. Berger's Metal, 
Rock and Jazz. 

48. Kiss was originally classZied as hard rock until MTV's success with lite metal 
helped put them, and other bands such as Aerosmith and Alice Cooper, into the 
metal category. 
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audience; Peer group; Subculture; Taste, 
public; Transaction 

Avemus, 288 
Azerrad, Michael, 279 

Bach, Sebastian, 268 
Baker, Susan, 250,252 
Band, 69-73: financial aspects, 73-75,7677; 

interaction, 70-73,75,80,81,85,192; logo, 
27-28; name, 32-33; performance, 81-84; 
photography, 83,85,177; signature sound, 
78-79; touring, 84-86; triiute, 281. See also 
Amst; names ofspecijk bands 

Bangs, Lester, 2,19,239-240,261 
Barnes, Tracy, 285 
Barren Cross, 54 
Barton, Geoff, 174 
Bashe, Philip, 46,134,163,230; 239, 

244 
Bathory, 288 
Beck, Jeff, 16 
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Bennett, Stith, 73 
Berry, Chuck, 12,69,172,241 
Bhatia, Azra, 136 
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Biker subculture, 100,104,127,132. See also 
Subculture 

Biohazard, 281,288 
Bitch, 68 
Black metal, 5455,286287,289,290. See also 

Heavy metal; Subgenre 
Black 'n Blue, 33 
Black Sabbath, 2,3,14,15,18,19,20,21,23, 

32,33,36,37,39,40,41,42,43,54, 65, 74, 
75,83, 151, 154, 169, 179, 181,184,214, 
216-217,218,226,227,239,242,250,280, 
281,282,283,287,291,292 

Blackmore, Ritchie, 25 
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Bloodgood, 54 
Bloom, Alan, 94,263-264 
Blue Cheer, 15,18,20,100 
Blue Murder, 33 
Blue oyster Cdt, 152,250 
Blues, 11-12,16,23,26,38,46,47,66,79,216, 

252,271 
Blumer, Herbert, 94 
Body Count, 288 
Bon Jovi, 46,116,118,164 
Bonfire, Mars, 19 
Bonham, John, 71 
Bonutto, Dante, 260 
Boone, Pat, 281-282 
Brake, Michael, 98, 114 
Brando, Marlon, 30, 128 
Braun, Carole Mosely, 279 
Bricolage, 5-6,8,11,14,22,43,52,55, 120, 

121,127,145,149,196-197,200,218,219, 
23. See also Artist, as bricoleur 

Bride, 54 
British Steel, 293 
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Burroughs, Wdiam S., 19,240,258 
Burton, Cliff, 71,172 
Burmm, 287,289 
Butler, Geezer, 18,239,280 
Bymside, Ronald, 7,9, 15,43,44,138 

Calvin, John, 49 
Candlemass, 288 
Canetti, Elias, 208 
Cannibal Corpse, 288 
Carroll, Lewis, 287 
Cashmore, E. Ellis, 109,137,240 
Castle Donington Festival, 207,210-211,225. 

See also Concerts 
Celtic Frost, 288 

Censorship, 265-269. See also Albums, burning 
of; Labeling; Policies toward heavy metal 

Century Media, 284 
Christian metal, 53-54,286,287,290,292. See 

also Heavy metal; Subgenre 
Cinderella, 36,46 
Clapton, Eric, 16,24,166 
Clarke, John, 142 
Classic metal, 8,287,289. See also Heavy metal; 

Subgenre 
Clothing. See Artist, dothing; Audience, cloth- 

ing; Audience, style 
CMJ, 157,193. See also Media; Record industry 
Coalition Against Lyric Legislation, 269 
Cobain, Kurt, 278 
Coffman, James, 82 
Concerts, 9,84,152,176,180-183,199-235: 

audience, 134,136,205212,223-226; back- 
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30,216217,222-223; stage set, 212-213, 
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214215. See also Headbanging; Malocchio; 
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Record industry 

Connelly, John, 50 
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couch, Carl J., 224 
CountercuIture, 18,27,29-30,33,35, 107-108, 

110,115,126,129-130,133,135,211,239, 
241,242. See also Subculture 
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Cream, 16,24 
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also Censorship; Labeling; Policies toward 
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Crockett, Steven, 264 
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Cycle Sluts from Hell, 69 
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Dark Angel, 33,171 
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Death Angel, 33,171 
Death (band), 33,51,171,288 
Death metal, 51,120,282,287,288-289. See 

also Subgenre 
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Deep Purple, 25,32,84,1 lo, 184 
Def Leppard, 44,46,71,169,188 
Deicide, 288 
DeMaio, Joey, 81 
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Denzin, Norman K., 95 
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Diamond Head, 38,41,44,49 
Didcinson, Bruce, 65,88,90,281,294 
Dimmu Borgir, 289 
Dio, 25,33,39,69,188 
Die, Ronnie tames, 26,33,65,90,126,219, 

225,280,281 

Discursive terror, 270-275. See also Criticism 
Dismember. 288 . ~- 

Disney, Walt, 284 
Dixie Chicks, 294 
Dixon, Jean, 267 
Dokken, 162,172 
Doom metal, 288. See also Subgenre 
Doom-death, 289. See also Subgenre 
Downer rock, 3,108,272. See also Heavy 

metal 
Dow~~ing, K. K., 25 
Dream Theater, 289 
DRI (Dirty Rotten Imbeciles), 49 
Drugs. See Audience, drug use; ~rt is t ,  drug use 
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Durkheim, Emile, 39, 135, 136,224,232 
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Earth, 32 
Eddy, chuck, 46,287 
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e-'zines. See Magazines 

Faith or Fear, I71 
Faith No More, 57,163 
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Fashion. See Audience, style 
Faster Pussycat, 173 
Fear Factory, 288,292 
Fight, 280 
Fist, 15 
Fletcher, James E., 216 
Flotsam and Jetsam, 50 
Focus on the Family, 265 
Forbidden, 33,171 
Ford, Lita, 68 
Fomatale, Pete, 14 
Fowler, Charles, 247 
Free, 20 
Freeman, Alan, 160 
Freud, Sigmund, 260 
Frith, Simon, 26,102,125,126,164 
Fundamentalism. See Criticism of heavy metal, 

religious; Evangelical Christiar 
A 

Funk, 287,289 

Gamma Ray, 289 
Gangsta rap, 278-280 
Gans, Herbert J-, 97 
Garbage, 294 
Cknder. See Artist, gender; Audience, gender; 

Audience, values 
Genre, 6-8,21-22. See also Heavy metal 
Girlschool. 68 , - 

Glam metal. See Lite metd 
Global audience, 282-283. See also Audience 
Godflesh, 288 
Goffman, Erving, 200 
Goldberg, Danny, 279 
Goldman, Stuart, 259 
Goodman, Ellen, 258 . - 

Gore, Albert, 3,251,252,253 
Gore, Tipper, 138,226,251,256,258,279 
Goth, 288 
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Grand Funk Railroad, 20 
Great Kat, 69 
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Grem Reaper, 33,39 
Grindcore, 289. See also Subgenre 
Grossberg, Lawrence, 95,98 
Grossman, Loyd, 2,108 
Group. See Band 
Grunge, 277-280,290 
Guns N' Roses, 207,242,267, 

278 

Hagar, Sammy, 11,37,38 
Halfin, Ross, 14,177,244 
Halford, Rob, 17,25,26,65,126,217,223,218, 

280,293 
Hall, Stuart, 95 
Hamilton, Tom, 103 
Hamm, Charles, 248-249 
Hammerfa& 289 
Handelman, David, 1 19 
Hard rock, 15,20,47,55,151,152,157,158, 

160,171,173. See also Heavy metal 
Hardcore. See Punk 
Hawkwind, 17 
Hayakawa, S. I., 38 
Headbanger's Ball. See MTV 
Headbanging, 131-131,216,227 
Heavy Metal, passim: code, 2143; history, 

11-21,194-196; origin of term, 18-21. See 
also Genre; Metal; Subgenre 

Hebdige, Dick, 95,111,115 
Helloween, 207,224,289 
Hendrix, Jimi, 12,16,66,108, 

220 
Henry, Jules, 103 
Hetfield, James, 81 
Hip-hop, 291 
Hippie subculture, 100,127,132,133. See also 

Subculture 
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also Subgenre, fragmentation 
Hole, 287 
Hollings, Ernest, 249,266 
Holt, Gary, 163 
Hooker, Martin, 187 
Home, Howard, 102 
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Ice-T, 288 
Iglauer, Bruce, 267 
"Indie" labels. See Record industry 
Industrial, 288 
Internet, 285,287,289 
Iommi, Tony, 280,291 
Iron Butterfly, 15 
Iron Maiden, 33,36,39,40,41,42,44,49,54, 

65,88,96,119,120,123,171-172,188,219, 
221,225,281,283,287,289,294 
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Jazz, 289 
Johnson, Brian, 71 
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Judas Priest, 15,17,20,25,26,29,30,32,37, 

39,40,41,42,44,45,53,65,74,79,96,123, 
126,137,151,154,162,169,171,172,181, 
184,217,225,250,253,254-256,258,259, 
280-281,282,287,293:"Defenders of the 
Faith" tour, 293. See also Trial 

Keel, 37 
Key, Wilson Bryan, 259 
Kilmister, Lemrny, 17 
King, Paul, 257,258-259 
Kinks, 18,32 
Kiss, 20,46,98,259,294 
Kom, 291 
Kotarba, Joseph A., 34,9697,257 
Krokus, 36,37,41,43, 

79 

Labeling, 265-268. See also Censorship; 
Policies toward heavy metal - 

Law suits (against heavy metal artists), 
256256,269 

Lawless, Bladcie, 221-222, 
226 

Led Zeppelin, 14,15,18,20,23,25,26,32,36, 
47,54,71,74,75,98,118,119, 139,150,151, 
172,231,239,259 

Lee, Geddy, 81 
Lee, Tommy, 217 
Leviticus (band), 54 
Lewis, George H., 225 
L i o n ,  Alex, 81 
Limp Bizkit, 289,290,291 
Ling, Jeff, 252-253,256 
Lipsitz, George, 21 

Lite metal, 7,45-48,53,69,116,277-278,285, 
290,293-294. See also Heavy metal; 
Subgenre 

Living Colour, 57,67 
Living Sacrifice, 287 
L i  Borden, 33,171,173 
Lollapalooza, 277,292. See also Concerts 
Lord, John, 84 
Loudness (volume), 23,38,122,249,257. See 

also Concerts, volume 
Luther, Martin, 5 49, 

215 
Lynott, Phil, 66 
Lynyrd Skynyrd, 287 
Lyrics, 34-43,47,5651,123-126: audience 

comprehension, 123-125, impact, 254; mis- 
reading by critics, 248,256252,256,258, 
261,265,267 

Macdonald, Dwight, 94 
Machine Head, 281,288,292 
Magazines, 174-180,277,284,291: aesthetic 

criticism, 174,176, 191 (See also Criticism, 
progressive); e-'zines, 285; fanzinq 
178-179. See also Media 

Major record labels. See Record industry 
Makowski, Pete, 14,244 
Malevolent Creation, 288 
Malice, 33,187 
Malocchio, 227 
Managers, 192 
Manowar, 33,38,41,81,122,126,283,292 
Marilyn Manson, 292,293 
Masters, Lee, 162 
Mayhem, 33 
Mayhem (Norway), 287 
MC5,18,20 
McLuhan, Marshall, 146 
Media, 141-197: as mediators, 8-9; changes in, 

148-149; press, 277,278,281,284,291; spe- 
cialized, 145-146,175,179-180,186,190. 
See also Albums; Magazines; Movies; MTV; 
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Megadeth, 33,50,288 
Meine, Klaus, 71,154 
Melvins, 290 
Mer* Fate, 54169,290 
Messiah Prophet, 54 
Metal, 8,291-292. See also Heavy Metal 
Metalcore, 288. See also Subgenre 
Metalfest (Milwaukee), 285,290. See also 
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Metallica, 41,48,51,52 71,81,93,118, 
159-160,165,172,178,267,268,277,281, 
290,293 

Metoyer, Bill, 192 
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Ministry, 288 
Misfits, 49 
Misogyny, 279. 
Modar, 282 
Mog,  Phil, 25,59 
Monsters of Rock Festival, 206,283,285. See 

nlso Concerts 
Montague, Susan P., 

230 
Moon, Keith, 32 
Morais, Robert, 230 
Morbid Angel, 288,291 
Moshing, 131,228-229. See also Concerts, 

thrash 
Motley C N ~ ,  29,43,45,89,162,185,217,221, 

258,278,279,281,29%294 
Motorhead, 15,17,29,37,45,110, 128,155, 

173,290 
Movies, 172-1 74. See also Media 
MTV, 46,67,82,159,160,161-171,277,278, 

284: Headbanger's Ball, 162,170,278,281, 
284-285; impact on fragmentation of genre, 
46,138,160,164-165,190,195,196,217, 
277,280,292; in Asia, 282; influence on 
radio, 159,160; portrayal of women, 67,228; 
Unplugged, 279. See also Videos; Media 

Music: emotional impact, 215-216; meaning, 
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Musician. See Artist; Band 
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New Metal, 291. See aIsa Subgenre 
New Wave of British Heavy Metal 

(NWOBHM), 44,49,288,289 
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New York Dolls, 287 
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Nine Inch Nails, 288,292 
Nirvana, 278,279 
Novoselic, Chris, 278 
Nudear Assault, 33,50,51,96, 

110 
Nugent, Ted, 17,69, 152 
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Osbourne, Ozzy, 33,41,66,72,86,90,119, 

126,142,151,154,171,173,250,251,254, 
261,280,281,290,291,292 
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Ozzy, 33,37,42,45,69,96,110,152,268 
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Pearson, Anthony, 210 
Peart, Neil, 81 
Peck, Richard, 258 
Peer group, 136-141. See also Audience; 

Subculture 
Performer. See Amst; Band 
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Peters, Jim, 248 
Peters, Steve, 248 
Peterson, Richard A, 245 
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Pielke, Robert G., 38 
Pink Floyd, 17-18,74 
Plant, Robert, 25,26 
Plato, 215,263,264 
PMRC (Parents Music Resource Center), 2,43, 

138,169,174,222,226,249-254,256-258, 
265268,270,279 

Poe, Edgar AUan, 40,256 
Poison, 33,46,68,83,85,96,110,116,164, 

171,173,182,188,279 
Polack, Phyllis, 259 
Policies toward heavy metal, 265-269, 

274-275. See also Albums, burning of, 
Censorship; Labeling; Law suits, Trial 

Power metal, 289. See also Subgenre 
Pratkanis, Anthony, 255 
Press. See Media 
Producers, 159,190-192. See also 
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Progrnetal, 289. See also Subgenre 
Promoters, 157,180,181,182. See also Media 
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265266,267,268,270 

Psychedelic music, 16-18,29,30,35 36-36, 
100-101,110,133,217 
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Punk, 49,52,109-110,114,122,288 

Queens of the Stone Age, 291 
Queensrjkhe, 51,126,155,281 
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Radio, 149-161: college, 4849,156-157,284, 
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net and, 285; KNAC, 278,285; Rebel Radio, 
285; Z-rock, 156,157,158,169. See also 
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Rage Against the Machine, 289 
Rainbow, 25,37,41,65,154,181 
Rammstein, 288 
Ramones, 21 
Rancid, 287 
Rap, 27&280,291 
Rapcore, 288. See also Subgenre 
Raschke, Carl A., 259 
Ratos de Podo, 188 
Ratt, 46,110, 116,188 
Raven, 171 
Rebel Radio. See Radio 
Records. See Albums 
Record industry, 152-153; 183-193: independent 

record companies ("indies"), 48,186-190, 
284,285; major record companies (majors), 
48,178,185-190,253. See also Media 

Record Industry Association of America 
(RIAA.), 266-267 

Record stores, 284,287. See also Media 
Reiner, Rob, 173 
Retro-culture, 294 
Reunions, 287,293,294 
Revelations (Bible), 39,54,129 
Rhoads, Randy, 72,86,280 
Roe, Keith, 140 
Rogue Mak 33 
Rolling Stones, 294 
Running Wdd, 225 
Rush, 40,74,81,112,123,124,154,155,263, 

264,281 

Sacred Reich, 50 
Saint, 54 
Satan (band), 187 
Satanism, 258-263 
Saunders, Mike, 17,20 

Savatage, 33,293 
Saxon, 37,225 
Scatterbrain, 57 
Schenker, Michael, 25,59 
Schopenhauer, Arthur, 215 
Scorpions, 2% 33,36,40,45,71,74,81,154, 

162,188 
Scott, Bon, 71,230,244,251 
Seattle-based groups, 277-278 
Senate hearings, 249-253,256,258,279 
Sepultura, 33,50,51,188 
sevendust, 289 
Shakur, Tupac, 279 
Shils, Edward, 94 
silverman, Leigh, 87 
Simmel, Georg, 168,202,224,271 
Sir Lord Baltimore, 20 
Six Feet Under, 288 

152; youth subculture, 100-101,107-108, 
110,279. See also Audience; Hippie subcul- 
ture; Biker subculture 

Subgenre, 7,44-45,52-57,116-117,17%180, 
195197,287: fragmentation, 43-57, 
195197; impact of MTV on, 164-165. 
See also Black metal; Christian metal; Classic 
metal; Death metal; Doom-death; Doom 
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Sublime, 287,294 
Subliminal messages, 255256,259 
Suicide, 35,42,51,109,249-257,261,267,279, 
701 
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Suicidal Tendencies, @,SO, 229 

Skid Row, 268,278 Tang Dynasty, 282 
33, 74, 11% 187,260,268,281,283, Taste, public, 97,232. see also ~ ~ d i ~ ~ ~ ~  

qn. 
L Y l  

Sleep, 288 
Smashing Pumpkins, 292 
Snider, Dee, 163,256 
Snow, Matt, 68 
S.0-D., 294 
Sodom, 187,260,290 
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ballads, 46-47; writing, 79-81,83. See also 
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Theater of Tragedy, 289 
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Thrash metal, 7,48-52,109,116,120,157,287, 

288,289,293. See also Heavy metal; 
Subgenre 

Tiamat, 289 
Tipton, Glenn, 25 
Tollcien, J. R R, 40 
Tonnies, Ferdinand, 70,21 I 
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Townshend, Pete, 18 
Transadon, heavy metal as, 8-9,57, 

199 -- - 
steppenwolf, 15,19,30 Trial, 254-256 
Stoner rock, 291. See ako Subgenre Trible, Paul, 249-250 
Stratovarious, 289 Tribute albums, 281-282 
Straw, will, 37,95,97,121,174 Triumph, 45 
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Stuessy, Joe, 1,2 
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Tucker, C. Delores, 279 
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Twisted Sister, 33,37,162, 163,169,221, 

756 -- - 
Styles. See Subgenre. 24-7 SPYZ, 67 
Subculture, 7,8,286: affirmed at concerts, Tyler, Steven, 103 

217-223; audience as, 97-143; history of, Type-0 Negative, 292 
100-101; solidarity of, 115-116,135-141, Tyrant, 187 
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Venom, 33,44,49,169,287,294 
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Wells, H. G., 200 
Wells, Laura, 34,9697 
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Whyte, William Foote, 204 
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Willis, Paul E., 95,96,104, 
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Wolfe, Tom, 108 
Wosniak, Steven, 45,182 
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