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About the Book


‘Loud, unapologetic and full of love . . . as funny and preposterous as this mighty music deserves’


John Higgs


The history of heavy metal brings us extraordinary stories of larger-than-life characters living to excess, from the household names of Ozzy Osbourne and Metallica (SIT DOWN, LARS!), to the brutal notoriety of the underground Norwegian black metal scene and the New Wave of British Heavy Metal. 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.


Award-winning comedian and life-long heavy metal obsessive Andrew O’Neill has performed his History of Heavy Metal comedy show to a huge range of audiences, from the teenage metalheads of Download festival to the broadsheet-reading theatre-goers of the Edinburgh Fringe. Now, in his first book, he takes us on his own very personal and hilarious journey through the history of this most enduring and misunderstood of subcultures.
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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.




1


Roots, Bloody Roots c.40,000 BCE–1969


The urge to make rhythmic noise is a fundamental part of human nature. Humans are hard-wired to find pleasure in making loud sounds. If you are in any doubt about this fact, furnish a child with a drum kit. Then sit back and enjoy the delighted look on its parents’ faces, knowing the racket will not stop. The ubiquity of organised noise-making, from tribal drumming to football chants, from the archaeological evidence of prehistoric percussion instruments, to the baffling international success of Stomp, tells us that it is a human need, and a human trait.


Long before the electric guitar or the spandex trouser, the history of heavy metal begins with the first humans to bash rocks with sticks, and continues every time a teenager’s synapses are fired by their first taste of heavy metal’s primal roar. Metal is an expression of an essential part of humanity. This is why it continues to be such a massively popular musical form in spite of the total lack of support from mainstream radio and television.


A few years ago a cave in southern Germany gave up its ancient secrets to archaeologists. Two small flutes, carved out of bird bone and ivory approximately 42,000 years ago, turned out to be the oldest surviving instruments ever discovered. Homo sapiens have only been around for about 200,000 years, so we now know that for at least the last fifth of the existence of our species we have been manufacturing musical instruments. In all likelihood humans had been making music for thousands of years before this. Ethnographic studies of existing hunter-gatherer societies suggest that Palaeolithic humans most likely made music using voices and percussion instruments ‘made of organic materials, and thus unlikely to leave an archaeological trace’, according to ‘The Evolutionary Origins and Archaeology of Music’ by Iain Morley of Cambridge University. Plus there was lots of clapping, slapping and stamping. Think Bobby McFerrin.1 Mainstream thought is that our Stone Age ancestors were singing, hitting things with sticks and making a racket in the echoing, acoustically satisfying environment of a cave as far back as they existed. The more you think about hairy monosyllabic cavemen smashing stuff up to make a pleasing racket, the less I’m convinced there is further argument to be made; that’s a perfectly serviceable working definition of heavy metal.


Most accounts seem to suggest that music is hard-wired,2 much like language. It’s just something that humans do; behaviour that emerges out of our brain-wiring. Like falling in love. Or lying. Or breaking someone’s heart.3


Music has measurable and predictable effects on the brain. Strong beats produce synchronised patterns in brain activity. Mainstream science suggests music can aid memory recovery, help heal brain damage and overcome addiction. The more, let’s say, unscientific areas of the internet make even bolder claims. Their ‘binaural’ beats can apparently open your third eye, release kundalini, align your chakras and claim compensation for mis-sold PPI.


Most of the music said to ‘increase IQ’ or ‘improve spatial awareness’ is classical. So what does heavy metal do to the brain? Well, based on observation I’d argue that heavy metal:






(1) Increases your capacity for alcohol


(2) Makes you sexier


(3) Makes you think everything was better in the past








Heavy metal is capable of immense complexity and sophistication. It operates partly on an intellectual level; its ideas, lyrical themes and dazzling virtuosity tickle the highest parts of the brain. But let’s be frank – heavy metal also operates on a very primitive level. All right, it mainly operates on a very primitive level. Heavy metal is loud. It has a very strong beat. It is emotionally strong – often aggressive. Heavy metal is visceral.


Music makes people happy. It stimulates the reward centres of the brain. According to boffins:






Music involves subtle violations of timing and, because we know through experience that music is not threatening, these violations are ultimately identified by the frontal lobes as a source of pleasure. The expectation builds anticipation, which, when met, results in the reward reaction. – Malini Mohana, ‘Music and How It Impacts Your Brain, Emotions’, www.psychcentral.com








According to the same article, when we are born we are unable to differentiate between senses – a form of total synaesthesia. We swiftly learn to distinguish between sight, sound, smell, feel . . . In a similar way, extreme metal can sound like a wall of incomprehensible noise to the newbie. The different elements are unpacked once we learn what we are listening to. Extreme music is an acquired taste – to the uninitiated it can sound unpleasant, like noise. But to those who get it and learn its subtle variations, the extremity provides more visceral pleasure than normal music does to normal people. Basically, a Morbid Angel fan gets more out of one of their gigs than a Coldplay fan does at theirs; metalheads are better than the rest of the population. And that’s SCIENCE.


Heavy metal is not like other popular music. It serves different functions, and some functions that are the same, but it goes about it in a different way. When it makes us happy it is not by talking about happy things; rather it provides a stimulation through contact with its extremity.


A friend of mine described her first live experience of grindcore as ‘invigorating. Like standing under a waterfall.’ Metal is more like the masochistic experience of horror films or thrillers than the relaxing experience of soul or Classic FM’s brand of Soothing Sounds for Stressed People. There is something about heavy metal that taps into the brain’s primal circuits. All music is an emotional experience, bypassing the conscious mind.


Making noise is incredibly and provably therapeutic. Primal scream therapy is notably effective and incredibly popular.






the patient recalls and reenacts a particularly disturbing past experience usually occurring early in life and expresses normally repressed anger or frustration especially through spontaneous and unrestrained screams, hysteria, or violence – Merriam-Webster dictionary [emphasis mine]








The inventor Arthur Janov suggests that talking therapies are limited because they focus on the cerebral cortex and higher reasoning areas of the brain, and do not access the more basic parts of the central nervous system, which are the root of the pain. Holy Moses, that’s a really good explanation of why heavy metal makes me feel so good! It has been proven in studies that shouting, screaming and even swearing are effective at increasing the body’s capacity to withstand pain.4


Heavy metal makes people feel really, really good. There are two obvious parallels with drugs: (1) heavy metal is addictive, and (2) heavy metal encourages escalation as sensitivity decreases through contact.


Metal is addictive because its extremity produces an extreme physiological response. A heavy metal concert is a visceral experience. At a live show fans enjoy the feeling of drums thudding in their chest, lights piercing through smoke to dazzle their eyes, the sweat and heat of other bodies. Heavy metal shows can be a full-contact sport, with stage-divers raining down like sweaty bombs and crowd surfers clambering overhead and the frenetic near-violence of the mosh pit. It’s no wonder that metal imagery so often harks back to the ages of Viking raiders and medieval battles. Metal is physical as much as audible. The experience of heavy metal is the shamanistic magic of sensory overload.5 It fires adrenaline, endorphins and serotonin, biochemicals that are pleasurable and addictive. Metal is so addictive, in fact, that in 2015 a Swedish man by the name of Roger Tullgren was declared eligible for disability benefits because his addiction to heavy metal concerts prevented him holding down a job.


The evidence for escalation is everywhere. The history of heavy metal is a never-ending quest for a heavier sound. Most metal fans will feel a progressive need for something even more intense to provide the same rush as the first oh my God that’s heavy.


(Heaviness in musical terms is a hard concept to pin down. The term comes from hippy slang, meaning ‘profound’ or ‘deep’. Musically it can refer to a harshness of sound, volume, distortion, but more often it’s more metaphorical – it refers to the ‘downer’ effect on the listener. I’ll discuss this in more depth when we get on to death metal. The REALLY heavy stuff!)


So how did we get from hairy pre-civilised humans, bashing things with sticks and making a load of pleasant noise in caves to hairy semi-civilised humans bashing things with sticks and making a load of pleasant noise in music venues?


Tracking the development of any musical style is an inexact process. Styles blend into each other, they take two steps forward and one back. They do not evolve in anything like a steady way or in a linear fashion. We have to track trends, rather than direct lines. Determining when rhythm and blues became rock and roll or when the New Wave of British Heavy Metal became thrash metal is like determining when late night turns into early morning. It appears different depending on which end you’re looking from. Often it’s necessary to use prefixes like ‘proto-’ or ‘post-’ to situate a band relative to a genre. There is a strong case to be made that heavy metal is the sum of everything that had come before. It has tribal drumming. It has the multi-octave vocal range of opera. It has the rootsy storytelling of folk and the bardic tradition. It uses the musical palette of the blues and the dynamics of Russian orchestral music. Metal is such a huge and diverse category that there is literally no aspect of music it hasn’t cherry-picked from. Nevertheless, a thread can be traced along its main path.


Before we go any further, I would like to throw in a warning.


As a general rule, never move back in with your parents. As another general rule, beware of anyone making bold statements about the origins or provenance of genres. A friend recently told me about a talk by two ‘expert’ speakers who’d ‘been there’ at the birth of punk. They both claimed that Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood were solely responsible for the creation of punk. This is, of course, total bollocks. Alas, my chum was naive to the realities of the punk rock nostalgia movement and said with no irony, ‘Apparently everyone else claimed credit but it was just those two.’ It turns out the speakers weren’t so much punks at the time as hangers-on and, unsurprisingly, mates with ‘those two’. The showbiz dazzle of McLaren and Westwood apparently blinded them to the reality of punk’s birth in late-sixties Detroit and early-seventies New York. So much for authority.


The roots of heavy metal are in the percussion and vocalisations used by the earliest humans. Tribal drumming is the earliest historical ancestor of the heavy metal sound. (The Brazilian metal band Sepultura incorporated tribal drumming into their mix on two albums in the mid-nineties to brilliant effect.) Humans have always been drummers. This is evident not only from archaeological and ethnographic evidence but also from the fact that even drummers can drum. Drummers. The simplest of all life forms. Only truly happy when hitting things with sticks. Or, in the case of Keith Moon, blowing up toilets.


Rhythm is innate to human beings, but while it is easy to imagine drumming to be the part of heavy metal with the longest unchanged history, the modern drum kit is a relatively recent innovation. Drumming as we know it today (using a multi-drum set), came together slowly over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Between pre-history and the Middle Ages, drumming had evolved from simple tribal drumming with organic, local objects to organised military use with more complex drums. Such use is recorded as far back as Genghis Khan.6 By the 1800s military marching bands were a popular source of musical entertainment. Simultaneously, drumming developed within orchestras. In both cases, percussionists would specialise – using only one drum each. Around 1870 military-style percussionists began combining the contrasting sound of two drums, a technique known as double drumming.7 Slowly more contraptions were added to this arrangement and drumming became more complex and expressive. Foot pedals were developed, snares were invented. The hi-hat was back-engineered from a crashed flying saucer. Slowly but surely, percussionists became drummers. Familiar drummer-like traits began to emerge, such as van ownership, sarcasm and grumpiness. As soon as the drummer evolved out of the primordial soup, the drummer jokes started . . .8


At the same time as the modern drummer was evolving, guitars were taking an increasingly prominent place in popular music. If the foundation of heavy metal is drumming, the walls are built of guitars.9


Before the Second World War the guitar was mainly a backing instrument; a team player in jazz ensembles, orchestras and big bands. The guitar’s expressive beauty and huge versatility were buried behind its bitter rival – the piano.10


It was African-American music that first brought the guitar to the fore as a lead instrument, most importantly in the blues. The blues is the earliest recognisable ancestor to heavy metal. Blues was an American original – the product of slave culture, dragging forcibly uprooted African rhythms and harnessing them to American folk instruments.


The tribal music of Africa is often used as a lazy and somewhat prejudiced shorthand for ‘primitive’ music. In reality there’s nothing primitive about it, especially compared to the pop music shit you listen to, you racist. The egalitarian tribal cultures of pre-colonial West Africa had their own distinctive and complex music forms. It’s an error to link relatively recent tribal cultures too closely with that of palaeolithic ones, or indeed those that maintain a gatherer-hunter existence in the modern world.


African tribal music evolved into the more advanced West African music which was transported across the Atlantic with the slave trade. Over time, these African sounds evolved into distinct African-American sounds, via work songs, spirituals that merged African rhythms with European-influenced Christian music.


This transporting of a musical style across the Atlantic will become a familiar motif in the development of metal. Blues originated as a purely vocal musical form. A simplistic but incredibly expressive form of music which reflected the situation of America’s rural black population, still living under the cloud of slavery and the reality of racial oppression – working for minimal pay in the same back-breaking jobs they had been made to do under slavery, only now being paid just enough to subsist, to rent housing from white landlords who had previously been slave owners. There is a bitter irony in the fact that blues is now predominantly played by middle-class white dudes. There’s nothing inherently wrong in that – at least it is being celebrated. It’s just a bit weird; beautifully illustrated in the film Ghost World when a fictional Delta blues legend is supporting a horrific dude-bro blues-rock band called Blues Hammer.


Of course, without white dudes playing blues there’d be no heavy metal . . . so my criticism isn’t exactly vehement.


Blues developed into a wide variety of styles, varying according to geography. Rural styles differed from those that emerged in the urban environs of Chicago, Detroit and Memphis. Early blues singers were almost exclusively women. (Male black performers were still forced into ‘unthreatening’ clown roles.) Bessie Smith was the first blues superstar: in the twenties and thirties she commanded up to a thousand dollars per show.


Early recordings of blues artists are haunting. Recorded in the 1920s, Blind Lemon Jefferson’s11 eerie, high vocals influenced the histrionics of Led Zeppelin’s Robert Plant and thus every metal band who followed. The most celebrated early blues player was Robert Johnson, a genius said to have sold his soul to the devil in exchange for supernatural playing skills – a myth he perpetuated himself with the songs ‘Hellhound on My Trail’, ‘Me and the Devil Blues’ and ‘Crossroad Blues’. His voice is transporting – so utterly evocative of another time and place. He is a mysterious figure, about whom little is known.12 He recorded in 1936 and 1937 and died the following year at the age of twenty-seven, probably poisoned. While Johnson has a diabolical reputation, in truth all secular music was colloquially called ‘the devil’s music’ in the culture Johnson grew up in.


It is Howlin’ Wolf who most influenced metal’s vocal style. Howlin Wolf’s voice is like no other. Deep, thick, gravelly and resonant, it sparkles with wit and intelligence. His personality shines through in his recordings. In 1970 a group of musicians including Eric Clapton and Charlie Watts brought Howlin’ Wolf to London to collaborate on a recording. He turned out to be an arsehole. Arrogant, bad-tempered and pretty much impossible to work with. Perfect. The result is brilliant, Wolf’s haggard vocals adding grit and guts to the sixties white-guy blues sound.


Howlin’ Wolf is truly heavy. His song ‘Killing Floor’ has been covered by Hendrix and Led Zeppelin and countless others. He is the most direct link between the old blues and the emergence of heavy metal.


Blues mixed with other black American musical forms such as gospel and jazz to produce rhythm and blues. Originally coined to replaced the bluntly offensive term ‘race music’, rhythm and blues is an amorphous category which stretches to accommodate whatever music of African-American origin various people want to fit inside it. Early R&B artists such as Sister Rosetta Tharpe sang earnest, powerful Christian songs and evolved the form towards what became increasingly recognisable as rock and roll, a style of music that has distinctly un-Christian associations:






He would sing to draw people to the local town prophet and spiritualist, Doctor Nubilio, who wore a turban and a colorful cape, carried a black stick and exhibited something he called ‘the devil’s child’ – the dried-up body of a baby with claw feet like a bird and horns on its head.








. . . and that is why you’ll never be as cool as Little Richard. This hoodoo, folk-magic feel combined with an alien queerness to make rock and roll legend Little Richard utterly unique. His vocal style took the aggression of Howlin’ Wolf and added a massive boost of energy. His piano playing style and vocal gymnastics are like those of a man possessed. He was the ultimate showman. It’s impossible to listen to ‘Long Tall Sally’ or ‘Tutti Frutti’ and remain still. Another high-energy piano player was the very sweaty Jerry Lee Lewis. Watching footage of Jerry Lee playing back in the fifties it’s surprising that his style of energised, outlaw piano playing never took off. He just looks so fucking cool. (Apart from the whole thirteen-year-old wife business . . .) Instead it’s the guitar that became the instrument of choice for rock and roll.


It was Chuck Berry who took rock and roll piano playing and transposed it to the newly electrified guitar – an entirely new approach to the instrument. Practically every rock and roll band from the Beatles to Status Quo (especially Status Quo) directly copied Berry’s playing style. Meanwhile Bo Diddley took a different path, developing his own uniquely primal and rhythmic style of rock and roll. But in racially segregated America it was nearly impossible for a black artist on their own to cross over into mainstream acceptance.


Meanwhile, rural white America was documenting its own mythology in country and western music. It was this that combined with the emerging R&B to produce rock and roll as we now know it. Basically people took black music and racist music and mixed them together to make millions of dollars for the white men who owned the record labels. Sam Phillips, the producer who first recorded Elvis Presley, explicitly stated this intention to rip off black music and flog it to a white market. Marion Keisker, receptionist at Sun Records, says:






Over and over I remember Sam saying, ‘If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound and the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.’ James Miller, Flowers in the Dustbin: The Rise of Rock and Roll, 1947–1977








Elvis was the catalyst for rock and roll going global. He took the rockabilly sound of the Maddox Brothers and Carl Perkins and added a fluid sexuality and an incredible voice. Early TV appearances were controversial. Elvis’s body language was seen as so explicitly sexual that on his third appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show (America’s biggest TV programme, with an audience share of 86 per cent) he was filmed from the waist up. Despite the censorship, these appearances made him a megastar. Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley had scored hits, but Elvis took rock and roll to the masses. His commercialised take on it went worldwide – opening up the British audience to American roots music. Everyone wanted to be Elvis. Second only to the Beatles in terms of direct influence over the architects of heavy metal, Elvis was a hero to most.13 Following his path, blues and R&B came back over the Atlantic and fell into the hands of music obsessives like John Lennon and Keith Richards.


Rock and roll is typified by a backbeat – a snare hit on every second beat – ONE TWO THREE FOUR. Think of the verse of ‘Rock Around the Clock’. Or every single Status Quo song. It is energetic and hugely, innately danceable. Rock and roll is like the product of alchemy. It is perfect music. And it was perfectly expressive for a generation that was just beginning to find its own identity.


Teenagers didn’t exist before the 1950s; the term hadn’t been coined. Kids sublimed into adulthood without an intermediate stage. In the 1950s economic circumstances changed – teenagers had money to spend on clothes and entertainment. And the seven-inch vinyl single was the perfect item to encapsulate their new purchasing power.


This teenage identity posed a threat to the existing order. It was bound up in notions of rebellion, and rock and roll provided a soundtrack to that rebellion. It was popular music with a hint of menace. It appealed to outlaws and bikers, as much as to the teen gangs and the rebels. So subversive was rock and roll seen to be by the establishment that the instrumental track ‘Rumble’ by Link Wray was banned by radio stations in America because of its implication of juvenile delinquency.


As ridiculous as that sounds in the twenty-first century, there was a precedent for rock and roll music as the seed of violence. The stand-out is the reaction to the 1955 American film Blackboard Jungle. The film was significant for its revolutionary-for-the-time portrayal of inner-city violence and discontent. It featured ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and the Comets three times over the course of the movie, although its use in the opening credits was cut by film censors. The song, heard with unprecedented clarity and volume through state-of-the-art cinema speakers, caused riots. Kids tore up and slashed seats and started fights. In the buttoned-up, conservative post-war era, rock and roll represented the sound of freedom. It represented rebellion – a world bigger than that of their parents. Suddenly, anything seemed possible. Music was an engine of transformation.


Unfortunately, rather than tearing down existing systems and building a Utopia in its ruins, the teenagers of the fifties spent all their spare money on clothes, becoming the first conspicuous consumers. The fleet-footedness of capitalism took their rebellion and sold it back to them.


It would be another fifteen years before teenagers truly attempted the rebellion hinted at by rock and roll, but that was a whole different era, and an awful lot would change before then. Rock and roll got watered down and rendered safe through commercial engines. Record companies removed its menace and sexuality and churned out parentally approved ‘teen idols’ like Bobby Rydell. It seemed as though the flame had died.


But on the other side of the Atlantic several youngsters were poised, like human growbags, to take the seeds shed by American rock and roll and nurture them into something even more powerful, and considerably heavier. In a dreary post-war Britain, shipping was to be the key to the rock explosion. Obsessive young fans such as Paul McCartney and John Lennon in Liverpool and Mick Jagger and Keith Richards in London bought records directly off the transatlantic ships that docked in their local ports.


But while the sixties rock giants were still at school the UK had quickly developed its own rock and roll. These late-fifties bands lacked the primal urgency of the early American sound. Though Cliff Richard was initially surprisingly good, with a genuine Elvis-like feeling of danger, his subsequent conversion to Christianity took away his grit and his later work with The Shadows sounds distinctly safe; music you’d take home to meet your mother. They were joined by Tin Pan Alley boy stars such as Tommy Steele, Marty Wilde and Billy Fury, who sounded anaemic compared to the full-blood rock and roll of Little Richard and Bo Diddley. There were exceptions – Johnny Kidd and the Pirates’ song ‘Shaking All Over’ remains peerless.


There was another crucial element to the British mix that would change all this – skiffle. The sound of post-war austerity may have a distinctly un-rebellious, cardigans-and-wholesomeness image, but it was the punk rock of its time. Almost single-handedly inspired by Lonnie Donegan and his version of Lead Belly’s ‘Rock Island Line’ it was a grass-roots method of playing involving ad-hoc instruments such as the washboard (played with thimbles) and the tea-chest bass. It invigorated the teenagers of a depressing pre-technicolour Britain with a DIY, here’s-a-chord, here’s-another, now-form-a-band mentality. It led to an explosion of creativity. The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Who, The Kinks, The Troggs, The Animals, the Yardbirds; they all took what the Americans had started and made it their own. Everyone started a band. The British Invasion was about to begin.


It is with the electrification of the guitar that heavy metal’s roots begin to resemble what we know today. Acoustic guitars are a relatively quiet instrument compared with the volume produced by brass instruments and pianos. Attempts were made to use microphones to pick up the noise coming from the sound hole and put the signal through the venue’s PA system, but this was prone to feedback – the guitar picking up the sound from the speakers and the signal being amplified over and over again in a feedback loop, creating a painful high-pitched squeal. With electrification, guitars could compete for audibility within bands while avoiding the problems of feedback associated with using microphones. Guitar pickups produce current when the vibration of a steel string interacts with the pickup’s magnetic field. It was Gibson who released the first electric guitar we would recognise today with the ES-150 (named for ‘Electric Spanish’ and the $150 package it was sold in14).


Acoustic guitars with pickups also suffer problems with feedback, but the way pickups work means that guitars could be solid-bodied – the sound is produced mainly by the interaction of the string and the pickup so the acoustic amplification isn’t necessary.


Leo Fender produced the first solid-body guitar, the Broadcaster (later renamed the Telecaster) in 1950. Gibson followed in 1952 with the Les Paul, named after one of the most popular guitarists of the day, who had a hand in its development. Fender’s next model, the Stratocaster (1954) is an ergonomic delight (unless you have boobs, mind).


The solid design made it possible to shape the body of the electric guitar in any way you wanted. As such, Gibson’s next two were POINTY! The Explorer (a sort of stretched rhombus shape) and the Flying V (a v-shape, apparently originally called ‘The Flying Arrow’ and commissioned for a ‘Red Indian Duo’, back when that was an acceptable thing to say) came out in 1958 and are still go-to guitars for metal bands who want something with a bit of edge; the Flying V in particular has now become the ultimate symbol of heavy metal. The idea was taken a step further with Jackson’s Randy Rhoads, which is possibly the first guitar pointy enough to make it a viable stabbing weapon. Since then the company BC Rich have cornered the market in guitars you’d struggle to get through airport security. It’s my opinion that Gibson’s next significant model, the SG (solid guitar) of 1961 is the best guitar ever made, played by Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Angus Young and, er, me.


It’s remarkable how little the design of electric guitars has changed since these early models. They are design classics and still staples of rock and roll.


Electric guitars require amplification. The first guitar amplifiers were meek. Early Fender models were polite in the extreme and early British amps fared no better – those like the Watkins Westminster (10 watts of feeble power!) and the various amps made by Elpico (which would later become a key component in the development of distortion, but not without the addition of good old-fashioned vandalism) were about as loud as a laptop. Enough to wake up a light sleeper on a quiet afternoon, nothing like enough to get over the noise of a busy pub, and if you’re playing a hall – forget it.
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