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Introduction

What is Heavy Metal?



Before the dawn of mankind,

Before the birth of our own Sun,

Before the Universe itself, there was nothing but black.

Black. Black. Black.

Then came the Big Bang

The loudest riff ever heard1 . . .

If you’d like to know what happened after the Big Bang

It’s Planck time, particles and very, very hot.

The Universe expanded out and time itself began

Gravity switched on, and stars and planets came together





There are two types of people in the world: people who like heavy metal, and dicks. Don’t worry too much if you fall into the latter category; I’m very persuasive.

Heavy metal is the most enduring of all modern musical genres. For nearly fifty years hairy men2 with distorted guitars have made people bang their heads, expand their minds and form lifelong friendships with like-minded people. While lesser musical styles come and go according to the vagaries of fashion, heavy metal stands strong. It is a constant.3

Despite being a global phenomenon enjoyed by millions of people, heavy metal remains somewhat misunderstood.4 From the very outset heavy metal positioned itself as outsider art and it has been written off and derided by small-minded music critics and the gatekeepers of ‘acceptable’ popular culture. Lester Bangs of Rolling Stone described Black Sabbath’s ground-breaking debut album as sounding ‘like Cream, but worse’. Metal is seen by many outsiders as dumb, brash, unevolved, crass and even violent.

But that’s fine. We don’t need the squares and fuddy-duddies of mainstream culture to dig it. We’re having way too much fun to give a shit what they think. We know what they’re missing: the single most expansive, vibrant, creative, intelligent, extreme, hilarious and hedonistic subculture in the world.

Like Fenrir devouring the Sun, metal sprawls across all culture, swallowing influences and shitting out influence in its wake. It can indeed be ham-fisted and crass, like Venom or Carnivore. But it can also demonstrate immense virtuosity and musical refinement like every guitar teacher’s favourite band – Dream Theater.5 Metal can be hilarious, whether intentionally like the gonzo comedy of Devin Townsend or unintentionally when its affectations are po-faced and unsuccessful.6

Metal can be uplifting and life-affirming like Judas Priest and Manowar or depressive like Warning and oppressive like Teitanblood. Metal at its best harnesses several of these elements – Pantera’s incredible success is largely due to their tethering of Philip Anselmo’s bonehead testosterone to Dimebag Darrell’s graceful, soaring leads.

This defence having been made, heavy metal is experiencing something of a belated recognition in our post-post-modern media. And while it now enjoys a certain post-ironic broadsheet respectability, with reviews in the Guardian and academic theses written about it, heavy metal still has the power to shock and to confuse.

The history of heavy metal parallels the history of Western culture itself; a microcosm of the wider world. It is a fascinating story of larger-than-life characters living to excess, from the household names of Ozzy Osbourne and Lemmy to the brutal notoriety of the underground Norwegian black metal scene. It is the story of a worldwide network of rabid fans escaping everyday mundanity through music, of cut-throat corporate arseholes ripping off those fans and the bands they worship to line their pockets. The expansive pantheon of heavy metal musicians includes junkies, satanists and murderers, born-again Christians and teetotallers, stadium-touring billionaires and toilet-circuit journeymen. From its incubation in the steelworks and factories of the Midlands to festival stages across the world, from teenage bedrooms to the ashes of incinerated Norwegian churches, heavy metal has made its mark on every corner of the world.

To the uninitiated heavy metal can seem intimidating,7 and while it is a natural home for outlaws and misfits, people on the fringes of society, it also manages to be a democratic, down-to-earth subculture that embraces everyone. The term heavy metal is a broad umbrella. It incorporates chart-topping stadium acts like Iron Maiden and the genuinely nihilistic, ultra-underground denizens of metal’s extreme fringes like Deiphago and Revenge.

At its most populist, metal reaches out to everyone. One of my favourite memories in twenty years as a metalhead was watching Metallica8 convert thousands of Glastonbury revellers to the cause of heavy metal. It was the first time I’d been, having previously resisted the lure of that particular festival with significant ease, hearing it was now just a corporate shadow of its former counter-cultural self. I was amused by the idea of a thrash metal band9 taking the headline slot more usually suited to the more anaemic end of indie pop. Metallica fucking owned it. Admittedly the people around me were somewhat disturbed by me screaming ‘DIE! DIE! DIE!’ at the top of my voice and were baffled by my constant headbanging, but after their blistering set the buzz was incredible, and shared by everyone. Dreadlocked trustafarians and mandied-up chavs joined wide-eyed festival virgins and the elite indie snobs in the visceral enjoyment of ’EAVY FUCKING METAL. A band who – even now – carry the torch of the extreme metal underground had entirely won over that most mainstream of music crowds. Metal is truly for the masses.10

Over the last three years I have performed my comedy show Andrew O’Neill’s History of Heavy Metal to a huge range of audiences, from the teenage metalheads of the Download festival to the broadsheet-reading theatre-goers of the Edinburgh Fringe to comedy-and-heavy-metal-literate Scandinavian comedy crowds.

This is a story is for everyone, and this book allows me the opportunity to flesh it out and to dig deeper into the history of the music, the subculture and the characters who shaped it.

Before we dive headlong into the blackened realm of chaos that is the History of Heavy Metal I should probably first define what heavy metal is (and more importantly what it isn’t). Metal’s boundaries are scarred by the sort of constant war depicted in the Doctor Who story Genesis of the Daleks. Across the globe battles rage day and night about whether a particular band is metal or not, in gigs, rock bars, and most vehemently in the blasted wastelands of online comment sections.

Take, for example, the wise words of ‘Blackadder367’ under the official video for ‘Ace of Spades’:



Music industry dont care about you, or Motorhead, or anyone, they care only about profit. Allowing them to shape your brain about genre stuff or anything else is disaster. Acctualy, music industry propaganda doing this, for bussines selling reasons and organization of market. [sic. Obviously. Emphasis mine.]





To be fair to Blackadder367 (and his 366 ancestors), Lemmy denied the label of heavy metal until his dying day, claiming that Motörhead were ‘a rock’n’roll band, like The Beatles’. (Which is bollocks.) Nevertheless, the first uses of the term ‘heavy metal’ were entirely negative. It was a term of criticism, and these negative associations stayed with the old-school bands.11 Even Lars Ulrich of Metallica went through a phase of saying ‘hard rock’ instead of ‘heavy metal’ in interviews. ‘There are no adults in hard rock,’ he once told Jools Holland. Mate, you’ve got the word metal IN THE NAME OF YOUR BAND. His eye was on the bottom line, not wanting to alienate potential paying punters12 with the brutish associations of heavy metal. Hanging out with Guns N’ Roses and U2 instead of with Slayer and Exodus was clearly fucking with his mind.13

This need to escape the perceived limitations of heavy metal is brilliantly depicted in the excellent comedy film Bad News:



Vim: ‘I think you’re really starting out from the wrong point of view, ’cause . . . we’re not basically a heavy metal band. Er . . . we’re a bit more subtle than that. Aren’t we, Colin?’

Colin: ‘What?’

Vim: ‘We’re a bit more subtle than that.’

Colin: ‘Yeah, we’re subtle . . . but basically . . . we’re heavy metal, aren’t we?’

Spider: ‘Yeah, Colin’s right, Den. If we made a record it’d be so heavy you couldn’t get it off the turntable!’

Vim: ‘Yeah. I know that. I know. But what I’m saying is we’re not . . . simple heavy metal.’

Den: [Indignant] ‘I thought we were heavy metal?!’

Vim: ‘Yeah, I know we’ve got heavy roots . . . and I mean . . . what I’m trying to say is we’re trying to progress a bit, trying to break a few barriers.’

Den: ‘Are we?’

Vim: ‘Yeah.’

[One and a half hours later.]

Vim: ‘LOOK! We are not just another stupid heavy metal band.’

[Den pulls the van over.]

Den: ‘I’m not going any further until I hear Alan say that we’re heavy metal.’





Of course, this three-times-before-the-cock-crows denial of heavy metal is anathema14 to metal fans. We take enormous pride in not just liking metal, but BEING metal. Metal is not just a musical genre – it is a whole subculture, a way of life. A mode of being. Heavy metal has a distinct style of dress. Cherry-picked from biker culture, punk, fetish wear, army surplus, Vikings . . . it’s a synthesis of all the stuff metal music has taken influences from.

Not all metal fans have this attitude. It’s entirely possible to love heavy metal while still dressing like a – whisper it – normal person. But why the fuck would you want to do that? Given the choice between dressing like a bloke in a Topman advert and dressing like Erik from Watain, I’ll go for the latter, thanks. Ever since Judas Priest went all gay-biker-y, clothing has been an essential part of the metal subculture.

There’s a weird paradox here – while some bands still eschew the label and some fans of the music think the dressing-up bit is a bit lame, straight culture has repeatedly stolen the tropes of heavy metal clothing and tried to adopt it into fashion.

Every couple of years a new outrage is committed by a pop star or inane TV presenter, whether it’s David Beckham wearing an Exodus shirt or Kanye West in a Megadeth shirt or that knob off the Jonas Brothers wearing a biker jacket and playing the worst guitar solo ever at the country music awards.

It’s a subtle act of cultural appropriation. An attempt to tap into metal’s outsider edge. It’s also bullshit.

I used to work in a shop in a student union. One of my student customers regularly wore a T-shirt with a picture of Ozzy Osbourne and the word METAL on it in a Teutonic font. I noticed he didn’t do the nod,15 despite the fact that I was always listening to metal on the radio, I had long hair (still have, obviously) and I practically lived in an oversized Marduk T-shirt. So I asked him, all friendly like, ‘Hey, man, what metal bands you into?’ ‘Oh,’ he replied, ‘I don’t like metal.’ After this things get a little bit hazy. I vaguely heard him say, ‘I just like the shirt,’ as everything turned dark and I passed out with a sort of ringing in my ears.

To us, it seems bizarre for them to appropriate something that has given us no cred, no cultural currency, and that occasionally gets us beaten up. Metal shores itself up against the non-metal because we have typically been rejected by the non-metal. It’s seldom our choice. Metal relishes its status as the underdog. And so we are amused (and some are occasionally offended) when the people with all the cultural power try to appropriate that edge. Because – and this is key – we don’t dress like this to be different from the mainstream. We dress like this to be the same as our heavy metal heroes and friends. It’s a symbol of belonging as much as an act of rejection. It’s an expression of who we are more than who we are not.

Idiots often mistake a categorisation of ‘metal’ for some kind of validation. Plenty of terrible bands are definitely metal, and many great bands are definitely not. It’s like when people deny something is a comedy if it fails to make them laugh. Instead of saying ‘It’s shit comedy’ they say ‘It’s not comedy.’ Or art. Or sex. What?

There is a heaviness inflation within metal which affects these categories. Retrospectively the earliest uses of terms like ‘heavy metal’ or ‘death metal’ can seem a bad fit for pioneers of the genres after bands have self-consciously picked up the genre and developed it. Sonically a band like Aborted has very little in common with a band like Possessed, but both are death metal. Without appreciating the development of the genre between the two it’s hard to recognise that the former would possibly not have existed without the latter.

For this reason the entry standard for ‘heavy metal’ has definitely changed over the years. Led Zeppelin were seen as a definitive heavy metal band back in the day. But after Judas Priest and the New Wave of British Heavy Metal bands developed the genre into something much more distinctive, Led Zeppelin no longer fitted quite so easily. To my sensibility they’re an overdriven blues band, not a heavy metal band.

The early seventies saw the term thrown about with reckless abandon.16 Aerosmith, Alice Cooper, AC/DC, Queen, even Grand Funk Railroad were called heavy metal.17

There is a very simple reason for this. Heavy metal didn’t exist as a genre in its early days. The bands who played metal then were on their own. Pioneers in a musical Wild West.

Nowadays we are totally spoiled with a wide range of specialised metal magazines like Kerrang!, Metal Hammer, Terrorizer, Zero Tolerance and Decibel, and websites like Blabbermouth and Metal Sucks, so it’s easy to forget that up until the late 1980s heavy metal bands competed with pop and rock acts for exposure in the more mainstream music press. The British music paper Sounds played a huge part in coalescing metal into its own scene. Its coverage of the NWOBHM solidified that movement and the magazine’s heavy metal pullout, Kerrang!, became its own entity and is still going strong today, while Rolling Stone, the NME, and even Smash Hits featured metal bands throughout metal’s early years. So when a band was casually referred to as ‘heavy metal’ it was from a position of ignorance, from the OUTSIDE, not from a position of genre pride. In much the same way Slayer are called ‘death metal’ by ignorant journalists and Iron Maiden are called ‘thrash’ by twats, Aerosmith were called heavy metal by just about everyone and they really, really aren’t.

It reminds me of a piece of stand-up comedy by Liam Mullone about his nephew not being accepted as gay by his local LGBT community:



the gay community of Melton Mowbray said that he wasn’t really gay because he hadn’t committed to it. Which made me think that the entry requirement for being gay must have really gone up.

When I was at school, just turning up with a sky-blue lunchbox was considered more than sufficient to earn that title, and to keep it for 18 years . . .





It wasn’t until the mid-seventies that Judas Priest began to accept the label of heavy metal and drop the blues influence that umbilically attached early bands to the rock and roll sound of the sixties.

Retrospectively there seems a definite division between such definitely metal bands as Black Sabbath, Judas Priest, Slayer and Cannibal Corpse, and the softer, more melodic, less doomy or aggressive acts like UFO, Alice Cooper and even, dare I say, Deep Purple and Led Zeppelin. This is not to deny the huge influence of these bands. And while proto-metal is a useful term for bands such as Cream who preceded and influenced metal, we need a term, I think, for bands considered heavy metal at the time but not now. Hard rock relegatories? Sub-metal? Light metal?

In the early eighties heavy metal subdivided like an amoeba into several sub-genres. Now metal geeks could argue on even smaller points. Yes, a band might be definitely heavy metal, but are they black metal? Thrash metal? Death metal? Doom? Crossover? Power metal? Grindcore? Is grindcore even metal? Who are you and why are you asking me all these questions?

Then those sub-genres divided again. Yes they’re heavy metal, yes they’re death metal, but are they brutal death metal? Technical death metal? Melodic death metal? Swedish death metal? Blackened death? Death-thrash? The level of detail is pretty much fractal.

Ultimately, genre labels are unimportant. The map is not the territory. They exist as a descriptive guide, but the boundaries between genres are all porous. There is no such thing as a national accent. Every country has dialects which shift across the terrain of that country. Dialects along national borders tend to sound like a cross between both countries’ accents. This is because national borders are an artificial human construct. The Liverpool accent is a cross between North Wales and Manchester. The Alsatian dialect is half French, half German.18

An easy way of defining the boundary is by clearing up what heavy metal ISN’T.

Here’s a handy cut-out-and-keep list. Keep it in your wallet and deploy it whenever you need back-up in an argument.

THINGS THAT ARE NOT HEAVY METAL



(a) Any album that came out before Black Sabbath by Black Sabbath

(b) Goth*

(c) Guns N’ Roses

(d) Stomp19

(e) Some Kind of Monster

(f) Late-nineties Prodigy

(g) Punk

(h) Nickelback

(i) Your band





In contrast, here is a list of things that are heavy metal which aren’t even music:



(a) Tanks

(b) Satan

(c) Headbanging

(d) Denim

(e) Leather

(f) Denim and leather

(g) Brought us all together

(h) It was you that set the spirit free

(i) Siege weaponry

(j) Goats

(k) Skulls

(l) Goat skulls

(m) Birmingham

(n) Your mum





*Some things are both goth and metal, though:

[image: image]

This account of heavy metal is a deeply personal, opinionated one. Metal is a huge subject and whole books could easily be written about each and every band mentioned herein. So tracing a line through the history is a matter of editing. Every key band could be substituted for another. While this book makes no claim to be comprehensive, this is my history of heavy metal. I hope you dig it.

Our taste in music is usually based on arbitrary decisions we made during adolescence, based often on what our friends and older siblings were listening to, and then a sort of confirmation bias that grows out from there. In this book I have tried to apply some objectivity when it comes to the stuff I have decided I think is shit, but I’m probably still going to offend you. Please don’t fall for thinking that I am ‘wrong’. Try to think more along the lines that views are subjective.

And that it’s you that’s wrong.
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