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‘[…] We know what happened to those who chanced to meet the Great God Pan, and those who are wise know that all symbols are symbols of something, not of nothing. It was, indeed, an exquisite symbol beneath which men long ago veiled their knowledge of the most awful, most secret forces which lie at the heart of all things; forces before which the souls of men must wither and die and blacken, as their bodies blacken under the electric current. Such forces cannot be named, cannot be spoken, cannot be imagined except under a veil and symbol, a symbol to the most of us appearing a quaint, poetic fancy, to some a foolish, silly tale. But you and I, at all events, have known something of the terror that may dwell in the secret place of life, manifested under human flesh; that which is without form taking to itself a form. Oh, Austin, how can it be? How is it that the very sunlight does not turn to blackness before this thing, the hard earth melt and boil beneath such a burden?’

– Arthur Machen, The Great God Pan
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Foreword

By Nick Ruskell

‘They’re the heaviest band on Earth. They’re from Dorset, of all places, and the rumble they come out with could shake the fucking planet apart.’

This is how I learned of the existence of Electric Wizard, in the winter of 1998, via a feature on stoner rock and doom bands in the pages of Kerrang!. It would be a long time before this Sabbath-obsessed, fifteen-year-old schoolboy would actually hear what that sounded like, but my imagination was already running wild. The vibe was already there – the accompanying picture showed three burnouts in leather jackets photographed in front of a wall with the word ‘Dope’ sprayed on it; the recommended record had the alluring title Come My Fanatics …; I already knew how witchy bits of Dorset were, I’d been there on Scout camp.

Next to their stoner rock peers, Electric Wizard felt genuinely dangerous. From that small picture and the few comments I could find on them – bottomless pockets of drugs, almost impossible to contact, a band who often wouldn’t turn up to gigs, and the ones where they did they’d spend the time jamming at dangerous volumes on ancient amps – in my mind grew visions of a world of weed smoked in rural churchyards, witches, crucifixes and headstones everywhere you looked, with endless Iommi riffs playing in the background.

When, six or seven months later, I eventually found a copy of the album in a record shop, I had to buy it immediately, worried that it would disappear and I’d never see it again. What I had in my mind, and how they’d been described to me, were both proven inexorably correct as soon as the first apocalyptic chord of ‘Return Trip’ fuzzed from the stereo. But whatever bad vibes I thought there would be, I didn’t imagine anything like that song’s ‘I hope this fucking world fucking burns away/And I’d kill you all if I had my way’ howl, or the ‘Drugs, sex, every sort of filth’ sample at the start of ‘Wizard In Black’. I also hadn’t anticipated that a record was actually able to tear a stereo speaker apart, but that’s how my girlfriend’s father’s woofer bit the dust. A noble death.

I can’t be the only one to have such a clear and memorable origin story for when the Wizard first cast a spell on them. For many, that first hit will have been a profound one, where you’re left altered by it. And though the entry points will be different, the allure will still be the same: there’s a powerful magic to Electric Wizard unlike any other band on earth.

Two decades and change since that first discovery, I am still an acolyte of the witchcult. I have seen Electric Wizard live more times than I can count, to ever-larger audiences, all as obsessed with the riffs and the vibes as me. I have interviewed them many times, and visited Jus Oborn and Liz Buckingham at home, where the latter has shown me the human skull a friend gifted to her, and the former told stories about teenage forays into the occult that almost killed people, and intentionally trying to have nightmarish bad trips on LSD because ‘it’s awesome, like a ghost train’. They are one of the few bands who have managed to keep such an atmosphere, such a mystique, about them as they grow, and only expanded their power as they’ve done so. There is still that irresistible black magic to them that is now so embedded in their bones, it’s there forever.

In some ways, this would have been unthinkable back then. You don’t grow out of something so powerful easily as a listener, but the idea of Electric Wizard’s name at the top of the bill at Camden Roundhouse, or headlining a stage at Donington, was a fanciful one. They were too heavy, too apart from everything else going on, one of those frustratingly great bands who other people didn’t want to concern themselves with. They were also just too chaotic.

Not that they were chasing much bigger, anyway. Half the time they seemed like they were about to split up. The first time I saw them live – at the Camden Underworld in April 2002 just as Let Us Prey had been released, having to drunkenly support myself with my face against a pillar, not noticing someone being sick down my back when they played – much of the gig was spent arguing and walking off, only to be pushed back onstage by staff from their then-record label. Kerrang! had reported a similar thing during an interview in America, when then-drummer Mark Greening apparently drank a load of bleach, and Jus smashed a bottle of beer by throwing it against the wall of a New York venue, declaring that they should go both their separate ways, and also home. Enjoy this while it lasts, I thought.

But here we are. The enduring power of the Wizard comes not from an indomitable spirit and heroic determination to push through and succeed a la Ronnie James Dio or Judas Priest’s Rob Halford, but from being Electric Wizard. Even now, there is in a way a similar underground, word-of-mouth quality to them like there was in the day. You have to know. And when you do, it’s almost impossible to turn away.

And Electric Wizard do indeed encompass, as my mind conjured up as a teenager, an entire world. The impact they’ve had on doom and the metal underground can’t really be expressed as an either-or thing. It’s like saying you’re a fan of sunlight, or breathing oxygen, or Black Sabbath. How many bands are there trying to match the horrible, bloody-knuckled fuzz of Come My Fanatics … or Dopethrone? And how many, for all their searching for ancient amps and pedals, manage to? How many obscure and forgotten 60s and 70s horror and exploitation movies are the underground now conversant with? How much biker iconography and occult art has become part of the fabric of doom? It’s impossible to imagine the scale of it without the hand of the Wizard in there somewhere. Just as one can’t imagine the band’s world without it.

The difference is that for Electric Wizard, this is life. In or out of the band, Electric Wizard means to be an outsider, to live in that world, away from the normal one. As with Lemmy, this isn’t simply an outfit one wears to a gig, but a deep-seated lifestyle that’s only for a chosen few. Fanatics only. This goes a good way to explaining why they remain such a unique band: few others have the personality and lifer’s stomach for it.

As I look back on my own memories of the Wizard to welcome you to this book, one that says much about them is a gig in the Devon seaside town of Seaton. Returning from a not entirely unheard-of period of inactivity, they had quietly been added to the bill of HawkEaster, the springtime festival run and headlined by Hawkwind, held that year in the town hall; I’d only spotted it when looking at Hawkwind’s website. Arriving, we were greeted by the sight of a beer barrel on a pasting table, a painting of the Queen, a faded Union Flag, and nice, normal families with children doing egg hunts and having their faces painted as rabbits. When they came onstage at dinner time, few – that is to say, quite literally three people – seemed to know who the Wizard were. As the traditional projections of violence and nudity from vintage exploitation films rolled behind them, I remember parents leading their kids out with their hands over their eyes, their own horrified features silently asking what the world was coming to.

Eventually, after being told more than once to turn down, the lights came up and the plug was pulled. As an officious council type with their own microphone came onstage to announce that if this carried on the gig would be over and there would be no Hawkwind for anybody, I remember Jus continuing to scream into the air before eventually admitting the jig was up. The band packed up their gear while visibly laughing their heads off. As someone who seemed to know who these apparent criminals were, I was suddenly surrounded by folk half horrified, half intrigued as to what it was they’d just seen. According to Jus afterwards, the band had been told, with almost comic perfection, to leave town.

This is, to me, instructive of what Electric Wizard are about. Jus once told me, ‘I hope that we stand for what everyone perceives as wrong about heavy metal,’ that they were ‘rebellion against normality and boredom.’ On this day, when normals had to experience the band first hand, achievement achieved.

It was here that I definitively stopped thinking of Electric Wizard as a doom band, and as something more in tune with Hawkwind. Outsiders, explorers of space, wanting to blow your mind, and keeping on at it in their own world to great success away from the glare of more normal reality. Members have come and gone, but they remain as much as an idea as they are a band.

As their witchcult continues to grow, and the band mark their thirtieth year – albeit in different form than they started – there is much left to uncover about this most shadowy of collectives. This book will illuminate, but not so much that it will rob the Wizard of their mystique.

Come, fanatics. Let us prey …

Nick Ruskell, February 2023



Prologue

The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune

If you gaze into the mirror, what do you see?

Is it your true self, or a shadow?

How do you know the reflection vanishes into the void when you step away?

Are you reality’s servant, or have you created it?

‘The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune’ is a story about Kull, King of Valusia, by Robert E. Howard. It was one of only three stories about the king that were published in Howard’s lifetime. It appeared in Weird Tales magazine in September 1929.

Howard, a Texan, shouted his tales out loud as he wrote, sending them out onto the night wind.1 He forged vivid stories of a mythic tenor. He created another world of blood, fire and ice. In time he decided that our world was not for him. He shot himself in 1936, when he was only thirty years old. Like the protagonists of his stories – most notably Conan the Barbarian – he became a legend after his lifetime.

In ‘The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune’, Kull the Atlantean is weary of the world. He is advised to see a wizard of the Elder Race who lives in the House of a Thousand Mirrors.

‘Mirrors are the world, Kull,’ the wizard tells him when they meet. ‘Gaze into my mirrors and be wise.’2

Kull stares into the mirrors. In one he sees the past; in another, the future. In the mirror of the deepest magic he contemplates his own reflection and is thrown into an existential crisis: ‘Which of us is the ghost of the other?’ he asks. ‘Mayhap these mirrors are but windows through which we look into another world. Does he think the same of me? Am I no more than a shadow, a reflection of himself – to him, as he to me?’3

From then on, Kull returns to the House of a Thousand Mirrors every day. He spends hours in front of the mirror that perturbs him. The business of his palace is neglected. Kull speculates that the image in the mirror has an individuality apart from his own. He starts to doubt if he has summoned the reflection, and whether instead it has summoned him. Is his reality merely the shadow of a world beyond the mirror after all?

He begins to wish he could step into that mirror and enter the personality beyond it. But he delays. If he goes beyond the mirror, will he ever return? Will he find an identical world or one far richer than his own? He is so beset by these thoughts that they destabilise his notions of what is reality and what is illusion.

The wizard Tuzun Thune lurks behind him.

‘Man must believe to accomplish,’ Tuzun Thune tells Kull. ‘Form is shadow, substance is illusion, materiality is dream; man is because he believes he is; what is man but a dream of the gods? Yet man can be that which he wishes to be; form and substance, they are but shadows. The mind, the ego, the essence of the god-dream – that is real, that is immortal.’4

Kull continues to brood. Soon, he begins to dissolve into the mirror …

This is a book about a band called Electric Wizard. The band was formed in an old market town in Dorset. Over the course of thirty years, they have created some of the heaviest music ever. Their music expresses an intuition – a belief – that there is a world beyond this one, pressing against it. That there is a parallel reality hidden from view which their music tears into and reveals.

Electric Wizard are both well known and also shrouded in mystery. They are a cult in the true sense of the word – music tailored for a subsection of society with its own code, aesthetic and archetypes: an acquired taste. But once you step into the band’s realm, it is almost impossible to leave. Their music is the sound of cosmic fear as well as the hidden horrors lying around us all the time. And their cult is always growing.

Electric Wizard are a band of fanatics. They are fanatical about their music and the things it contains: from the black mass ritual to the biker gang to the mind-melding acid trip. They demand allegiance to a set of principles that the average person is completely ignorant about. They want to be misunderstood. They want to be feared. They want to be hated.

Electric Wizard is a doom metal band – a stratum of metal music which concerns itself with the concept of judgement. The most uncomfortable truth that the band represents is that the universe does not care enough about us to judge us. We are alone. We are unlikely to be remembered. In despair, there is liberation. Electric Wizard wants you to be free.

They are a conduit for an energy that all metal bands attempt to tame. They let it flow through them more freely than most. In this way they go above and beyond metal music to that other realm. They join the ranks of artists working in other forms who have dealt with the blood consciousness of this land – an English mindset stripped of the authority of law, the tyranny of religion and obligations of society. They use isolation as a weapon against conforming to the mainstream. This book is an exploration of their attempts to reach that other intuited and transcendent realm, and the consequences it has wrought on themselves and those around them.

In Electric Wizard’s struggle to reach beyond our day-to-day to express themselves they were almost destroyed by material reality. But then they resolved to create their own shadow world and established themselves as one of England’s greatest-ever bands.

Theirs is a tale of transgression: how a band violates norms and defies the rules that govern our lives – the limits imposed upon our behaviour and our perception. More than that, it is about transgression in the sense of crossing a boundary. This is the story of how the Wizard stepped through the mirror – and the chosen few of its members who were fit, and unfit, for the task.
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