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There are many heavy things for the spirit, for the strong, weightbearing spirit in which dwell respect and awe: its strength longs for the heavy, for the heaviest*


Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra


* Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Translated by R. J. Hollingdale) (Penguin Classics, 1969), p.54.
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PROLOGUE:



SOME KIND OF MONSTER
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On 12 July 2012 I went to see the band Baroness at the Barfly venue in Camden Town, London. The upstairs room of a pub with a capacity of about two hundred people, it was packed. Baroness were a few days away from releasing their third album, Yellow & Green. It moved further away from the sludgy metal of their early releases, into the cleaner, more panoramic territory that saw them begin to trouble the rock mainstream. They were undertaking a journey from a primordial swamp of heaviness to a loftier musical realm.


Baroness were turning into a very special band. They were led by singer/guitarist John Dyer Baizley – whose beautiful, highly detailed artwork, near pre-Raphaelite in style, adorned their records. On the Barfly’s tiny stage he was flanked by Pete Adams, a lean, commanding presence, violently whipping his long hair – at points close enough for me to feel the swish of the air – while he picked out their intricate and thundering melodies on his Les Paul guitar.


In a room that small, hemmed into the top left corner hard against the stage, I experienced a pure, headlong rush of metal’s heavy energy. The music hoisted the emotions of the gathered throng upwards. During ‘Ogeechee Hymnal’ a crowd-surfer appeared from nowhere, teetering on top of the tightly packed audience, before being swallowed up again. I had never seen a metal band sustain a sense of euphoria as they did, propelled by the rampant, wide-eyed, roll and tumble of ‘The Gnashing’. They unsettled and moved with ‘Eula’; berated and pounded with ‘The Sweetest Curse’; the last song, ‘Grad’, which starts like nothing and swells to everything, ended the set with power that felt profound. After they put their instruments down, Adams and Baizley walked into the audience, laughing and exchanging well-wishes with fans. My girlfriend, unfamiliar with the band before then, had been so overwhelmed by the experience that she went up to Baizley and hugged him.


The next month, Baroness returned to the UK for another set of dates following the release of Yellow & Green. On 15 August 2012, having played the Bristol Fleece the night before, the band was on its way to Southampton in heavy rain when the brakes of their bus failed. The bus crashed through a barrier and fell thirty feet from a viaduct on Brassknocker Hill, near Bath. The impact was catastrophic for the band and its members – Baizley had been chatting to the driver at the front when it happened and his left arm was severely broken, and he also sustained a broken leg. Though Adams got away with minor injuries, drummer Allen Blickle and bassist Matt Maggioni both suffered fractured vertebrae.


Recovering in Bath’s Royal United hospital, Baizley took a phone call from Metallica’s James Hetfield. They shared the same management team. Hetfield had been through his own devastating bus crash on tour in Sweden on 27 September 1986, which resulted in the death of Metallica’s mercurial bassist Cliff Burton. Hetfield rang the hospital to share some words of comfort and encouragement with Baizley. Baizley’s left arm had been broken in seven places and it took surgeons eight hours to rebuild it with two titanium plates, twenty screws and 1.5 feet of wire. He spent months recovering. In spring 2013, Blickle and Maggioni left Baroness. A statement on their website said: ‘Our bus accident left indelible marks, external and internal, physical and mental, you name it.’ The bus driver was eventually fined just £365 for careless driving and using a vehicle with defective brakes.


I learned of the bus crash through browsing the BBC news website at work. I wondered how many people seeing this local Somerset news story had witnessed Baroness on these recent tours, or were even aware of the band’s promise as a growing force – having to tour tiny British venues, an act for whom crossing viaducts in dangerous weather in a defective tour bus was an occupational hazard. Baizley and Adams eventually recovered and Baroness resurfaced again as a live band. They carried on – and theirs was the victory. But the crash was a stark reminder of the precious, vanishing power of heavy rock and metal music. Sound and fury can become nothing in the space of a moment. It also, strangely, began to cast that Barfly gig in a different, somehow historic light.


Baroness had used heaviness, in all its ineffable power, that evening. The crash seemed to be a warning that life and death can be a hair’s breadth from one another: that they, that I, that anyone, could be snuffed out at any moment, and with it the memory of experiences like that concert. I began to feel a responsibility to understand heaviness in a way I had not attempted to before. I wanted to tell its story. I needed to share its mysteries.1





DESCENDING



I. Into darkness


I can’t remember exactly when I stepped into the darkness. But I certainly knew when I was in it, enshrouded by heaviness. Metal and heavy culture form a massive part of who I am. Partaddiction, part-compulsion, when I hear a power chord tear through a venue I am like a shark that has smelled blood in the water. My pupils go wide and the animal side takes over. I am lost in the frenzy of the mosh-pit.


At a recent Deftones gig I managed to lose my wedding ring and my house keys while moshing. I should note that I am thirtyeight years old. I dived to recover the ring and only rescued my keys when a bemused bystander held them out inquiringly to the other members of the pit.


Where did this obsession with, this possession by, heaviness begin? I was born in 1982. When I was eight years old my dad brought home two cassettes: Appetite for Destruction for me and The Simpsons Sing the Blues for my younger brother. I was upset I hadn’t received The Simpsons album. But that early introduction to Guns N’ Roses clearly had an effect. Axl Rose reminded Dad of Robert Plant. Rose sounded phenomenal to me too. That Simpsons album was great as well, and being the blues, pretty heavy in its own way – particularly Homer’s numbers.


I acquired an instinct for heaviness in other forms. My mum used to tape Moviedrome, the late-night BBC2 cult film show, for me. Judging from the date it was broadcast as part of Moviedrome, May 1992, I must have watched Mad Max 2 on VHS when I was ten years old. The film’s desertscape, carnival of dangerous weirdoes and erratic energy blew my mind. By the time I watched Apocalypse Now! aged twelve or thirteen I brought my expectations of heaviness to it, not the other way around. As napalm strafed the jungle in the film to the strains of The Doors I nodded: yes, this is so.


The Tarantino era began in the early nineties and following Oliver Stone’s brazenly violent Natural Born Killers in 1994 (for which Tarantino wrote the script), the Royal Shakespeare Company promoted its new production of Coriolanus with a poster of a blood-drenched Toby Stephens in the title role with the tag-line: ‘A Natural Born Killer Too’. I had the poster on my bedroom wall. It hung alongside KLF member Jimmy Cauty’s famous Athena poster artwork for The Lord of the Rings. There was a wealth of publishing around the centenary in 1992 of J. R. R. Tolkien’s birth that plunged me into an alternative fantasy world where evil loomed seductively over the good.


What other conditions could have opened me up to the heavy ways? The same year, at an Edvard Munch exhibition at the National Gallery, I came face-to-face with The Scream. Maybe it was a particularly sweary performance by Meatloaf at Wembley Arena after Bat Out of Hell 2 was released, in December 1993, that tipped the balance for ever in favour of loud theatrical magnificence?


Aged thirteen, already a grunge fan, I consulted a 1995 list that rounded up the best of the year in metal (from the now long-defunct Raw magazine) as a primer. Metal was spurned by the mainstream, which favoured UK garage, girl-power pop, big beat, trip-hop, drum’n’bass and Britpop. Metal was undergoing uncomfortable changes. At Reading Festival in 1997, aged fifteen, at a time when teenagers still used to queue at telephone boxes to ring home for their GCSE results on the eve of the festival, Marilyn Manson was the main support of Sunday headliners Metallica. The two camps of fans could barely conceal their disdain for one another. Metallica’s Load and Reload albums became symbols for the supposed malaise that emerged in nineties’ metal.


One Saturday, riding the tube, I caught the tinny but unmistakeable sound of Metallica’s ‘King Nothing’ coming from the headphones of a Mr Normal reading a broadsheet while nodding his head along to the music. Perhaps metal was more popular than I thought? As a band that had sold 100 million albums, Metallica had long superseded the genre they epitomised. This bloke on the Piccadilly line represented vast swathes of regular people who had been touched by the power of the heavy at some point in their lives.


Aside from the cultural conditions, what psychological reasons could there be for me taking up the mantle of heaviness? My parents split up when I was eleven – but so what? It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. I was loved. I was not traumatised. I was certainly not disenfranchised. Quite the opposite – maybe that was why I needed the vicarious thrills metal and heavy culture promised. I didn’t feel like an outsider, unless I wanted to be. I played by the rules, but I had developed a healthy scepticism towards authority.


The thing is, I’m not an exceptional person. And that’s the point. Why are so many unexceptional people swept up by the power of heaviness? How has it enriched their lives? Has it been good for them?


II. The heaviest matter of the universe


This is a different kind of book about metal music. It will grab you, and turn your head – whether you want it to or not – to look at heavy culture in its eyes. It asks ‘Why?’ – why does metal music affect me and millions of other people so profoundly? The reason metal is so magical is its heaviness – the heavy. This journey is about uncovering what heaviness is, exploring it, and explaining how it shapes the world around us.


The mission of this book is to define what heaviness means to me, what it means to others, and how it binds other parts of culture to metal music. It will ask whether it has improved or impoverished society – but if you’re reading this you’re probably with me that it has accomplished the former. Heaviness is full-on, intimidating, exhilarating and addictive. Moreover, it feels very necessary, a kind of bloodletting for the excessive soul. It is for the person engaged with themselves and their emotions, who sometimes feels too much and wants to be consumed by sound and fury. It is a filter through which to hear, see and experience the world around you. Consuming this book, you will be staring right back at it.


Taking in my surroundings at a 2019 gig by Canadian cosmic death metal band Tomb Mold in a pub in north London, something struck me. Many in attendance were wearing ‘battle jackets’ – denim adorned with the patches of their favourite underground bands. They wore it like armour: in previous lives metalheads like this were Viking berserkers, the Roman Praetorian Guard or the soldiers first off the landing craft for D-Day. Heavy music emerged during a relatively peaceful period in the history of the West. This is the warrior class at play – let them be entertained.


I don’t want to over-explain. There’s an indefinable quality to heaviness which I have no desire to define. Rather than demystify metal music, I want to re-mystify it. Nonetheless, I also want to put it in its rightful place at the heart of the cultural landscape. Heaviness runs two ways: metal is an open, compelling and energetic type of music that absorbs musical and lyrical themes, aesthetics and atmosphere from other sources that share its weighty load – books, films and fine art – before pouring its heavy energy back into the wider culture. This is not the book that heaviness needs, but it is the book it deserves.


You are now putting on the sunglasses as ‘Rowdy’ Roddy Piper’s character, Nada, does in John Carpenter’s 1988 film They Live. When Nada wears the dark glasses, they act like a reality filter and allow him to see the dominion of the film’s alien ruling class, particularly in the genuine messages beneath the advertising slogans all around: ‘Obey’, ‘Consume’, ‘Stay Asleep’. After finishing Heavy, you will also have a similar ability to perceive heaviness, to be able to identify its defining qualities and see its influence everywhere. Prepare yourselves for what you are about to understand.


III. See the world the Heavy way


Samuel John ‘Lightnin’’ Hopkins once said, ‘The blues is something that is hard to get acquainted with, just like death. The blues can come so many different ways, until it’s kinda hard to explain.’1 Heaviness has this elusive quality to it too. But it is an energy, an emotional intensity and a secret cause that runs through many things.


‘Let freedom ring!’ smiles the character Julie Ann, played by Hannah Murray, enjoying the liberty and hedonism promised by late sixties’ America in the film Detroit (2017) just before events go south. Kathryn Bigelow’s horrendous depiction of police brutality over one night in the city’s Algiers Motel during the riots of 1967, which left three young black men shot dead, goes to the heart of continuing racial tensions across the USA today.


‘Let freedom ring’ is also a quote from the patriotic song ‘My Country, ’Tis of Thee’, written in 1831. It was co-opted for a roared refrain in Machine Head’s ‘Davidian’, bastardised to ‘Let freedom ring with a shotgun blast!’ in a song about the law enforcement siege of the compound of the cult led by David Koresh – the Branch Davidians – in Waco, Texas, in 1993.


Machine Head’s debut album, Burn My Eyes (1994), contained numerous songs that addressed the political, religious and social divisions that were pressurising America in the midnineties. ‘Real Eyes, Realize, Real Lies’ is an instrumental of mounting tension and turning-the-screw guitar, overlaid with field recordings of voices following the Los Angeles riots of 1992 that followed the acquittals of police in the Rodney King beating trial.


Across Bigelow’s film and Machine Head’s album, the phrase ‘Let freedom ring’ ties together the events depicted in Detroit in 1967, LA in 1992, and Waco in 1993. With their debut album, Machine Head traced a heavy seam through American culture. They blended hardcore aggression with their hard-headed Oakland attitude to make metal speak to a societal meltdown that is still ongoing.


Following the Las Vegas concert massacre of October 2017, singer Robb Flynn made a statement that he never wanted to play ‘Davidian’ again for those who took the line ‘Let freedom ring with a shotgun blast!’ as a clarion call to bear arms.2 I felt it was a peculiar stance to take in the circumstances, as I always perceived the line as at least semi-ironic, considering the subject matter of ‘Davidian’. America’s tragedy of race and firearms is intertwined and ongoing, as it scars the conscience of modern metal. Burn My Eyes was at the time, and remains, one of the heaviest metal albums of all time. Musically it was uncompromising, and lyrically it dispensed with the genre’s more fantastical subject matter and imagery, replacing them with the horrors of the world around us.


Violence, of course, has its place in heaviness. The band Vision of Disorder named their 1998 album Imprint after their singer Tim Williams was attacked in the street, leaving his face scarred by a knife wound. Love and pain have a prominent place too: Every Time I Die wrote a song called ‘Petal’ about singer Keith Buckley’s wife’s near-fatal experience while giving birth, invoking Macduff from Shakespeare’s Macbeth with his screams that his daughter was ‘untimely ripped’ into the world. Life of Agony singer Mina Caputo wrote extraordinary threnodies like ‘Lost At 22’ before she had transitioned to a woman, opening up her life like the pages of a diary. Through heavy music, she has lived out a struggle with finding her place in the world, which continues. Metal is at home in the mode of tragedy: anger, fear and grief at the unavoidable loss of people and things we cherish in the physical world.


Heaviness is about emotional authenticity, what Justine Jones from Woking band Employed to Serve described to me as, ‘Stark honesty about real-life experiences of ourselves and people around us.’ She uses the writer John Steinbeck for lyrical inspiration: ‘I feel emotionally connected to the characters and they’re so believable that you can see parallels with his characters and people in your own life.’ For Jones, the audience becomes a mirror and a means of catharsis. ‘The lyrics that I write are a personal diary and are very therapeutic for me so, in order not to feel bare, I disguise them in metaphors so that people can take their own understanding of them.’


Speaking on the thirtieth anniversary of the release of . . . And Justice for All in 2018, Metallica’s James Hetfield described his view of an apolitical anger that has seen his band attain rare status within and beyond the genre. ‘We don’t want to be a controversial band. We want to be solid, we want to be real, we want to tell the truth. Yes, we feel alienated: who doesn’t? If you do, follow us.’3


Tell that to the detainees of US military interrogators during the second Iraq war in 2003, when they were subjected to a mix of the music of Metallica and children’s character Barney the Dinosaur, in the hunt for information on the whereabouts of weapons of mass destruction. The US had previously blared Van Halen at Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega when he took refuge in the Apostolic Nunciature of the Holy See, effectively the Vatican’s embassy, in Panama City, in 1989. Metallica’s music muscled up the barrage, as Sgt Mark Hadsell told Newsweek at the time: ‘These people haven’t heard heavy metal before. They can’t take it. If you play it for twenty-four hours, your brain and body functions start to slide, your train of thought slows down and your will is broken. That’s when we come in and talk to them.’4


Just as metal has been used as a weapon to weaken an opponent, it has been employed as a means of self-strengthening. In a paper entitled ‘Suicide, Self-Harm and Survival Strategies in Contemporary Heavy Metal Music: A Cultural and Literary Analysis’, co-authored by Charley Baker, associate professor in mental health at the University of Nottingham, self-harm is described as having a theme of ‘a coping strategy, a relief of overwhelming or negative emotions, a catharsis, and as a way of feeling something other than numb’.5 Catharsis, the process of releasing powerful emotions, has long been associated with heavy metal. I asked Baker about whether metal provides an equivalent kind of emotional outlet to self-harm: ‘It’s tricky to answer this one – given the increasing rates of self-harm and mental health difficulties young people in particular are facing. I think the lyric content and heaviness of the music in a range of metal subgenres is something that offers an identificatory mechanism, so selfharm or depression, for example, may be more widely acknowledged within the music itself (as opposed to pop or dance music, for example), potentially leading to people being able to identify with a particular song or band and then feeling more able to discuss their difficulties.’


Heaviness, for Baker – a fan as much as an academic with an interest in metal music – invites her to ‘feel hard and think deep’. Metal music throws everything at you and, accordingly, it inspires people to throw everything into life itself, reciprocating that energy in a heavy lifestyle. This mirrors the energy exchange between band and audience at metal gigs, and – although Baker acknowledges that this exchange might not be unique to metal and heavy rock – that ‘the heaviness – the depth, the bass, the screams, the emotions and the pulse of metal is something unique, something that in metalheads elicits powerful emotions’.


Metal neutralises dark subject matter and encourages listeners to recognise, acknowledge and own their desires, anger and pain, often in a loud and live environment. Baker encountered one fan at a Motionless in White gig who said that the band’s music actively stopped them hurting themselves or getting low. Though one person does not make a dataset, Baker sees the conversation alive and well in the spaces where fans congregate on and offline. ‘It is a commonly discussed issue throughout metal bands, metal forums, interviews, magazines, etc. Strength and survival are key messages in metal, and the neutralisingthrough-owning emotions expressed or identifying with lyrics can, I think, be one outlet that enables a different kind of acknowledging, openness and emotional and physical release for people.’


Dr Kate Quinn is a clinical psychologist working in NHS services in early intervention in psychosis. Her work with patients includes using ‘voice dialogue’, which is a psychoanalytically informed approach to understanding aspects of ourselves, including hearing voices. Sometimes this approach might be used for working with people who hear voices that command them to do harmful things. ‘As a voice-hearing specialist,’ she says, ‘I often work with people who have voices who will say quite extreme things such as they should kill themselves or others. One of the most important ideas in voice dialogue is the symbolic nature of these experiences. They convey difficult feelings and important messages but not in a literal way – so there is a part that is legitimately angry, for example, but that doesn’t mean you should literally kill anyone!’


Can we think about heavy music this way? That it is a means of acknowledging the parts of ourselves that we would rather disown? For Quinn, recognising and ‘honouring’ our disowned selves is a way of helping ourselves, whereas attempting to keep those selves at bay can often lead to distress: ‘We might support people to find ways of “honouring” the energy that the voice conveys, so angry voices may like things – like the voice-hearer doing boxercise or listening to angry music – but that’s not the same as acting on the voices in a literal way. I guess my thought is that we all have different aspects of self, which might not necessarily manifest as voices per se, but that the principle still applies.’


Quinn set up the website heavymetaltherapy.co.uk when she was working with young adults with emerging mental health problems and encountered a patient for whom traditional therapy techniques were not working: ‘We came up together with the idea of using playlists and lyrics in the work, and that was the first time I managed to get him to do any homework! It also helped us to work out a few things that he couldn’t tell me verbally, but could show through the music he brought to me. We used that approach to write his life experiences via lyrics and then also used this to describe coping strategies and ways to help.’


It was useful for Quinn that she had found herself returning to metal as a source of support for her own anxiety problems when they resurfaced as an adult, creating a common language with those of her clients who were receptive to it. The website is an extension of her voice-hearing work (‘an amalgamation of peer support, recovery movement ideas and recovery stories’), with Quinn as the facilitator of a different kind of heavy metal online forum.


Listening to metal lets us identify those energies or voices within ourselves we might find difficult and helps us to contend with them through externalised heaviness. We are giving our disowned selves to the expression of heightened noise and emotions we receive from heavy bands. ‘I think that for some people,’ says Quinn, ‘listening to metal, or performing, is tapping into those pushed-away parts of us and allows us to honour them in a safe way. I wonder if this may even help to reduce the risk of angry or violent behaviour as these feelings are channelled elsewhere and “processed” instead of building up.’


Heavy music is a tool to pick up and deploy in the exploration of our more difficult and complex emotions. It can be an outlet for, or means to absorb those sensations. Comedian and actor Rob Delaney now doesn’t drink and uses it to replicate the intoxication of alcohol: ‘I got into hardcore around age eleven when I started middle school and learned about Minor Threat, Black Flag and The Meatmen. Then, at age twelve, a friend gave me Slayer’s South of Heaven and I’d listen to it on my Walkman delivering the Boston Globe every morning. All that music, of course, goes great with adolescence. Then my tastes expanded to all kinds of stuff, including classical, jazz, pop, whatever was interesting. But I never stopped listening to heavy music. I really dove back in hard when I got sober at age twenty-five. I think I liked, and still like, the “buzz” I got from loud, heavy guitars and drums and people screaming. So I definitely “use” heavy music to achieve a mood, whether or not that’s healthy. I enjoy it in any case. I think also that the people who are good at metal, sludge, etc, are usually great musicians and it just makes me happy that someone could devote so much time and energy and skill to wanting to make nasty chug-a-lug riffs.’


Delaney is a well-known fan of Sleep and High On Fire, both bands involving guitarist Matt Pike, who Delaney describes as ‘an amazing composer in any genre, and a truly virtuosic guitar player, but his music is always nasty, always dirty. It’s like there’s a war inside Pike between Bach and the Creature from the Black Lagoon.’ When Matt Pike performs live in High On Fire, or even more so in Sleep, you get the startling feeling he is powering his wall of amplifiers with the molten energy diverted from the centre of the Earth – grounding them in its very crust. Pike’s guitar playing, which channels sonic forces that operate on different, near-geological timescales, point to the finitude of our time on Earth. Things will come and go in your life. Your life itself will go. Heavy is for ever.


It can be surprising to see who draws on the power of heaviness while engaged in their own creative act. The novelist Elif Shafak, when asked in an interview what would surprise people about her, said: ‘I am a huge fan of gothic metal, industrial metal, Viking-pagan-folk metal and metalcore. Especially dark, loud, aggressive, Scandinavian metal bands. I listen to this kind of music on repeat while I am writing my novels.’6 That’s all she had to say – I tried to coax more out of her on Twitter of all places, but she left it at that. We can understand that heavy fuels her, even if we are not allowed to know how.


Heavy metal has been described as having ‘Wagnerian power’. As John Deathridge, Wagner scholar and Emeritus King Edward Professor of Music at King’s College London, puts it, metal has its own visceral, internal logic: ‘ “Wagnerian power”, in relation to heavy metal, in my view refers to music with a deliberately physiological component. It’s not music about beauty, form, “spirit”, so-called programmes that conjure up extra-musical images, or even dance, but aimed deliberately at physical reactions: the body, the skin, nerve-endings, adrenaline-producing glands, not to mention the workings of conscious-changing mechanisms in the brain. Nietzsche got this right when he accused Wagner’s music of being incapable of dance, yet capable of making him feel sick! That’s a good, albeit negative, way of defining “Wagnerian power”.’


Heaviness can be applied like a paintbrush to adjust the light and shade of a composition as necessary. Jock Norton, the singer/guitarist of power trio Puppy, who blend poppy vocals with gritted instrumental crunch, sketches the melodic outline of their music with ‘classic pop songwriting elements, but then the metal element is a way to colour that. Rather than that being the intrinsic thing. With a black metal band or a grindcore band that element is the focal point, whereas for us it’s a way of colouring the songs.’


Heaviness is a way of understanding other things in unexpected ways. Football manager Jürgen Klopp is known for his ‘heavy metal’ style of football, in which control is seemingly forsaken for wild intensity and whirlwind surges of play. But that is merely appearance, because underlying this seemingly ferocious chaos is control, discipline and order – just as is the case in some of the most extreme forms of metal. The term ‘heavy-metal football’ came up when Klopp explained the contrast between his management style and that of Arsène Wenger of Arsenal: ‘He likes having the ball, playing football, passes. It’s like an orchestra. But it’s a silent song. I like heavy metal more. I always want it loud.’7 In Klopp’s game, the players rally back and forth between attack and defence in overpowering waves: eleven men turned up to eleven.


Heaviness which, as we’ve seen, prefers the domain of tragedy, can be used to temper comedy. In the second season of 2010 HBO series Eastbound & Down, when buffoonish ex-major league baseball pitcher Kenny Powers adopts the persona of ‘la flama blanca’, he puts on his Elvis-in-Las-Vegasstyle outfit to a soundtrack of ‘For Those About to Rock (We Salute You)’ by AC/DC. AC/DC are not a metal band, but this is one of their heaviest songs: its opening smoulders steadily over almost funereal bass drum hits. It is deployed in the comedy to impart an atmosphere of faux solemnity to the character’s transformation. It helps us to laugh with – and at – Kenny Powers, through our acknowledgement that the song is ridiculous but also mighty.


Listeners of heavy music might appreciate the value of Wenger’s ‘silent song’, but they don’t necessarily want it. They need the excessive energy of metal to spill over and overpower them and, in many cases, empower them. They want to share something with their fellow man and woman: to recognise our essential commonality through heavy sounds.


IV. Why heavy matters


Heaviness is an iron-rich bloodline running through the bedrock of culture. When you accept its power and identify it, the question becomes: how is it important and what does it teach us about the human condition?


Heaviness is about understanding that there are primal fears and concerns that underpin all human creativity. Death is the biggest one, the inevitable end of the journey. Tragedy is fuelled by the irreconcilable difference between our knowledge of life’s finitude and our failure to live well within that: the crushing inevitability of an unhappy demise. The Remains of the Day is a heavy novel (originally published in 1989), film and, more recently, play, because its protagonist, head butler Stevens, cannot break from his sense of duty to express his feelings for housekeeper Miss Kenton. The intense, laden sorrow of the story has parallels with the cathectic outpourings of the doom metal genre. Tapping into the pure power source of heavy gives these emotions an expression and, in doing so, some kind of reconciliation and hope.


Heaviness is also about being honest about the evil that men do and looking at that unflinchingly. The sonic force and violence of metal is an assault on the senses and feels inherently confrontational. The same dynamic is at play when the viewer looks upon Head VI (1949) by Francis Bacon or watches the film You Were Never Really Here (directed by Lynne Ramsay, 2018): it is a heavy endeavour to look directly at representations of violence, suffering and fractured psyches, and to choose to absorb that energy. In doing so, we extract a kind of strength from the heaviness. Ultimately, it makes us feel better if we can weather the initial, visceral discomfort. Eventually, we can bathe in it, not because we have become inoculated against its effects, but because we relish its ability to sustain us.


So, read on and let me weave you a web of heavy matters. Whether you are a long-time follower of the heavy ways or a newcomer on the path, this book will leave you changed. Or at least, alter your perspective. This is an investigation into the reasons why metal is so powerful, what defines ‘heavy’ in music, and how heaviness transfuses culture and society: there is plenty of territory to explore.


This journey draws a line between heavy music and other works of art, and traces how deeply its roots penetrate the earth. I want to share a magnificent thing that is as misunderstood as it is adored. Both elusive and sometimes very sinister, I want to reveal heaviness in all its terrible beauty. It will drive you to discover music and other works of art that show the world in a different light.
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ORIGIN MYTHS


‘What in me is dark/Illumine’ – John Milton, Paradise Lost


‘This was me, this was my quest – a music that wasn’t there’ – K. K. Downing


[image: Illustration]


Heaviness has been with us since the dawn of time and the first exertion of gravity. In recorded history, it came to be welded into the framework of metal music during its development in England’s industrial heartlands in the second half of the twentieth century. But heaviness also reaches further back and grasps some of the earliest tales that explore the human condition. The origins of its story are a fallen angel, an iron giant teetering on the precipice, a young man on a quest in a land of metalworking and a wizard attempting to reach the stars. In the music of Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Judas Priest and Ronnie James Dio, we find the myths which heavy music was built upon: a fallen world of human overreach and an intuition that there is something beyond the realm of the day to day.



I. Lucifer falling


Like water bursting through a broken levee, Led Zeppelin flooded into my life in 2003, when I was twenty-one years old. I had just been through a break-up, and something about that torrid period meant that I started listening to Led Zeppelin properly – to my vulnerable ego, their music was also responding to me – and I couldn’t stop. In the midst of guitarist Jimmy Page’s remastering drive of their back catalogue, I was mainlining their music. I often sat, heavily stoned with friends in my student flat in Edinburgh, watching the 1970 Royal Albert Hall gig they had just released on DVD. The spontaneity, energy and absolute fearlessness of the gig was a revelation. It was a performance later described by vocalist Robert Plant as an ‘absolute shock’ when he watched it on the same DVD thirty years-plus after the performance: ‘I was just hanging on for dear life, really.’1


Following that childhood obsession with The Lord of the Rings, references to Mordor and Gollum in the lyrics to ‘Ramble On’ weren’t cheesy to me – they connected. By the end of that recordbreaking hot summer of 2003, I had the artwork that inspired Zeppelin’s Swan Song record label logo (Lucifer in freefall, two arms extended to the sun) tattooed on my right shoulder. It was derived from William Rimmer’s beautiful 1869–70 line drawing, Evening (The Fall of Day). I was pleased with the original drawing’s small differences to the Swan Song version of Lucifer: the one arm extended up, another hooked behind his long hair, and a sunburst at the apex of his left wing.


It is said heavy metal fell from the sky. Rimmer’s glamorous Lucifer, with his flowing long hair, muscular physique and almost lovelorn posture, is a visualisation of the Lucifer of John Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost (1674). The chief rebel angel is a symbol of the republican revolt of the seventeenth-century English Civil War. In contrast to the prosaic, bland platitudes spoken by God and Jesus in the epic poem, Satan charms with convoluted proclamations; he is seductive but specious. He is hard to resist, and heavy metal music, even in its prototypical stages, made sure its audiences heard him out.


The summer of 2003 was emotionally raw for me, but revitalising with the pain and thrill of new beginnings. Zeppelin reached deep into me and plucked at a chord that seemed to run through my entire being. There was one song in particular that resonated – ‘Dazed and Confused’. It has an atmosphere of an encroaching storm, a bass-led melodic descent from heaven (and into hell), with Plant singing of getting what he hadn’t bargained for, and of the soul of a woman being created ‘below’, which for years I misheard as ‘for love’. The song is massive in length and breadth, a wide-open vista in which the band paints abstract images, especially when Page takes a violin bow to his electric guitar strings. Page’s guitar-playing on the record becomes a low droning imitation of distant whale song and, when he played the song live, he transitioned into the ominous lead refrain of Holst’s ‘Mars: the Bringer of War’, sounding very much as if massive, dreaded planets were coming into view.


Led Zeppelin set a historic standard for how to approach live performance. Even a comedy performer like Rob Delaney speaks of their influence in their command of a stage: ‘I will sometimes remind myself when I walk onstage to do stand-up, “This is a stage. Led Zeppelin performed on stage. You are lucky to be on a stage and you must give your performance the energy and care that Led Zeppelin would give an audience. This audience could be anywhere else and they’ve chosen to spend their entertainment dollar with you. Don’t betray them.” ’


On 10 December 2007, I saw Zeppelin live: something I thought I would never witness. That night at the O2 arena in London’s Docklands (a venue I love for its garish faux-American sports arena atmosphere), with Page framed in a pyramid of green lasers during the guitar bowing, ‘Dazed and Confused’ thundered out with more force than before, because he had down-tuned his guitar to accommodate Plant’s lower vocal range. It dragged the original recorded incarnation of the song to hell with even greater heaviness. As Plant said at the time: ‘The trouble is now, with rock’n’roll and stuff, it gets so big that it loses what was once a magnificent thing, where it was special and quite elusive and occasionally a little sinister and had its own world nobody could get in.’2 But it’s easy to focus on Page and Plant whereas, in the case of ‘Dazed and Confused’, the band’s power is hammered home by the rhythm section of bassist John Paul Jones and drummer John Bonham, whose son Jason played the 2007 gig.


John Paul Jones’s role was highlighted by drummer Mac Poole in the oral history of the band, Trampled Under Foot: ‘Musically, out of all four of them, I would put John Paul Jones as being the fucking man. He may play a very simple line on “Dazed and Confused”, but the guy’s thinking for the mood is so musical, and that makes it work. Jimmy’s a great guitarist, but without Jones in the band – without that fundamental – it would be nothing.’3 When I interviewed Dave Grohl about collaborating with John Paul Jones in their then new band, Them Crooked Vultures (two years after Zeppelin performed at the O2 arena), Grohl defined the chemistry at the heart of the Zeppelin rhythm section: ‘The only way it works is when it’s entirely real and everyone’s playing off each other, and you sort of lose the pattern and the choreography, or the plan and you just go. And in order to do that you have to be in a band of people that trust each other, and you all have to feel safe with each other to do it. I’m sure that’s what Zeppelin did. All the bootlegs I have there are moments that are completely insane like, “What the fuck are they doing?! They’re all going in four different directions!” ’


Earlier in the same interview, Jones had explained the alchemy of the right rhythm section, this time working with Grohl: ‘As a bass player you work with so many drummers in your life, you can spot the ones that are going to work real quick and they are very few. Well, there are various levels of how they work. Some, it will be all right, others, it’s going to be magic, and Dave was one of those magic ones.’


John Paul Jones tied heaviness to a plunging, lead weight melodic centre and roamed with it. No Zeppelin performance was the same – the setlist and running order of the songs might not change but the course of the musical channel would meander through them. There was freedom, and a sense of discovery, but also a sense of momentous will (as consecrated in occultist Aleister Crowley’s directive, ‘Do what thou wilt’, which fascinated Page4): go where you want in music and the world, and decide your own fate. Confuse yourself and let life confuse you. Fall from the sky and explore the fiery depths. For me, that electric connection with Zeppelin in 2003 was the end of the beginning of living a life of heavy music.


II. Iron Man has his revenge


There is a story so well-known about the creation of Black Sabbath’s sound, it is as if it was etched in stone and brought down from the mountain. Like the best stories, it bears retelling.


Among the dark, satanic mills of Aston’s industrial heartland, an eighteen-year-old Tony Iommi arrived to work at the sheet metal factory where he made a living as a welder. It was the midsixties and he was about to embark on a tour with his band The Rockin’ Chevrolets, but as fate would have it, the plant was shortstaffed and Iommi had to help work the metal presses. Unused to the labour, he trapped his hand in the machinery, slicing the tips off two of the fingers on his right hand.


As he stood staring at his ravaged hand could Iommi have realised, somewhere deep down inside him, the significance of this moment? Because this ending – the end of his time at the factory and what he thought was the brutal end of his musical ambition – was actually a beginning, and the inception of one of the biggest musical genres in the world.


Instead of giving in to despair, Iommi drew on his courage and ingenuity to forge a new way forward. Encouraged by the example of Django Reinhardt, the legendary guitar player whose playing continued despite having two fingers of his left hand badly burned in a fire, Iommi began experimenting with ways to continue his music. He fashioned homemade thimbles for the tips of his fingers, initially made from melted-down washing-up bottles. The lack of feeling in the fingers of his fretting hand meant he had to slacken the strings on the guitar to ensure he had the purchase he needed. The result was a downtuned sound, and a slower style, sculpting heavy riffs from a morass of distortion.


Iommi soon formed a band called the Polka Tulk Blues Band – after a while it was known as simply Polka Tulk – then Earth, which in turn was renamed Black Sabbath. The original line-up – John ‘Ozzy’ Osbourne on vocals, Terence ‘Geezer’ Butler on bass, Bill Ward on drums and Iommi – played an atomic blues that was the beginning of the metal sound.


The tolling bells and thunderstorm that introduce the track ‘Black Sabbath’ give way to a dissonant tri-tone riff (known musically as ‘the devil’s interval’) and lyrics depicting a visitation from Satan himself. It came out of a jam on the encroaching, planet-sized menace of the main figure of Holst’s Mars, which we’ve already seen that Jimmy Page also enjoyed playing live. Unaware of the significance of the musical interval – a taboo in religious music through the centuries dubbed diabolus in musica – Iommi simply felt ‘something was moving me to play like that’.5


‘Black Sabbath’ introduced the tropes for which heavy music has become famous and massively popular. That figure in black at the foot of the bed of its lyrics is the devil, but also a shadow self – externalised, recognised though disowned, and planted into the song. Musically, the song took the hippy notion of saying ‘heavy’ to describe something in benign harmony with the universe, cast it in iron and tossed it into the North Sea to sink to the bottom.


I got into Black Sabbath as a teenager, years before I listened to Zeppelin. Getting into metal in the mid-nineties coincided with the reformation of that original line-up of Black Sabbath, and the launch of Ozzfest – a touring festival designed for them and/or Ozzy to headline. Long an influence on a generation of heavy musicians, during the last decade of the twentieth century Sabbath stepped out of the shadows in a massive way. My first Sabbath album was a fifteen-track compilation called Between Heaven and Hell (1995). Although far from comprehensive, it was well-sequenced and, despite running to just a single disc, didn’t fear to include a number of songs from the band’s sketchier, post-Ozzy line-ups. It ended with ‘Black Sabbath’ itself, but began with ‘Hole in the Sky’ – a thrashing piece of bedsit psychedelia. The song had strange lyrics that were both cryptic and introspective (‘The synonyms of all the things that I’ve said/Are just the riddles that are built in my head’), and which also described some kind of visionary astral projection (‘Hole in the sky, take me to heaven/Window in time, through it I fly’).


The second track on the compilation was ‘Into the Void’, the closing song from 1971’s Master of Reality. It sounded incredible to me: the portentous opening slide down the guitar fretboard, which then reversed into a slovenly blues climb, followed by the throttling of the engine-room main riff to within an inch of its life. It is an urtext in heavy music, with its lyric about escaping a burning Earth in a spacecraft. It is lumbering, it is slack, but it moves together with an awesome intensity and momentum. In 2015, after Jamaican author Marlon James won the Booker Prize for A Brief History of Seven Killings (a novel inspired by the attempted murder of Bob Marley in 1976), James hosted an episode of BBC 6 Music’s Paperback Writers programme (on which authors choose their favourite music) and selected ‘Into The Void’.6


What was the appeal of this song – forged in the furnace of industrial Birmingham by a poor, white, working-class band – to a young black kid from Jamaica? Forced to watch a documentary at high school called Highway to Hell, that painted rock music of black origin as the work of the devil, and in doing so introducing James to a host of illicit heavy rock acts, it was probably the very fact it was forbidden.7 How could James not be drawn to Sabbath’s propensity for groove and swing? Bill Ward’s jazzlike chaos on the drum kit is undeniably their secret weapon. Theirs was never a straightforward form of plodding rock. But more than that, Sabbath embodied a raw heaviness that smashed any cultural boundaries. The prose of A Brief History of Seven Killings has a grand, almost occult darkness in its multi-stranded story about the fallout following the attempted assassination of Marley – a difficult, impenetrable gloom and seething intensity, drawn from the same power source as Sabbath. Looking at it another way, the same ominousness that runs through the music of Sabbath is that source.


One of Black Sabbath’s most audacious compositions – a series of titanic riffs welded together – is ‘Iron Man’. It sits as a partner to the other epic from 1970’s Paranoid album, ‘War Pigs’. Not so much a comment on the horrors of conflict as a performance of those horrors themselves, I’ve always felt ‘War Pigs’ left other anti-war songs like Bob Dylan’s ‘Masters of War’ as burnt-out husks along the sonic highway. It was more recently used to devastating effect as it played out for the best part of two minutes at the beginning of the final episode of the second series of Fargo (2015). The song soundtracked an on-foot police pursuit of two fugitives, also being hunted by a rifle-toting psychopathic family gang member.


As former Black Flag frontman Henry Rollins pointed out in BBC Four’s Classic Albums episode on Paranoid, it is a marvel the way that the band plays a full-tilt section in ‘Iron Man’, over which Iommi can play a solo with the fluidity and speed afforded by those manufactured fingertips, before shifting two gears down into the drilling-rig steadiness and immensity of the pre-chorus riff.8 Iommi wrote solos with as much melodic character as his riffs; they burrowed into my brain, never to leave. ‘Iron Man’ features one of his most well-conceived musical figures – his guitar invokes hulking machinery coming to life. The song is a story of a man transformed into steel by a magnetic field when time-travelling to save humanity, after which perceived betrayal he pledges to destroy the human race. The song begins with a sequence of questions: whether he is alive, what’s going through his head and what’s the risk that he will fall.


It has stark parallels with The Iron Man by Ted Hughes, published in 1968, two years before the Sabbath song was released. Hughes’s story begins with one of the great opening lines: ‘The Iron Man came to the top of the cliff.’ Like the song, it then poses a set of questions (How far had it walked? Where did it come from? How was it made?) before the enormous iron man steps into nothingness, plunging from the cliff, smashing into pieces. Hughes’s iron man then slowly pieces himself together in a beguilingly logical sequence, starting with his right hand recovering his eye with a little help from a seagull. After reassembling himself, he feeds on farm equipment, and is met with the same hostility and confusion that greet the subject of Sabbath’s song. He is lured to a covered-over pit by a boy, falls into it and is trapped. He emerges in the latter part of the story to become mankind’s saviour as he battles a ‘space-bat-angel-dragon’ on our behalf, which he out-matches. He then encourages the creature to sing its music of the spheres to humanity, bringing about lasting peace on earth. The iron man that Hughes imagines has the opposite impact to the one depicted in the lyric of Sabbath bassist Geezer Butler.9


However, it is hard not to conflate the two. In a friend’s caravan at the most easterly point of the British Isles on the Ardnamurchan peninsula in Scotland, I remember putting the song on one evening and looking out towards the nearby lighthouse as the song’s opening steady bass drum thud, tortured guitar pitch-bends and grating spoken word introduction reverberated in the confined space. I half-hoped, half-expected in the spectacular highland dusk, to see the iron giant appear at the land’s end and plunge into the sea: heavy metal personified.
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