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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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HALLUCINATIONS
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Have you ever closed your eyes and pressed your fingers into your eyeballs? Blueish spots come to life and swirl endlessly in the darkness. Although nature and our bodies are capable of producing such phenomena, it is the taking of hallucinogenic drugs that allows our brains to fully explore these matrices, which are as fascinating as they are disturbing. Music and drugs have often gone down the same paths – and this can be seen in the genres that would, much later, give birth to heavy metal. The experience offered by the psychedelic rock of the 1960s and 1970s was primarily an internal and spiritual one. The use of drugs, despite the risks it involves, can allow us to see things that do not exist and to subvert reality to the point of bringing us face to face with a fascinating distortion of it. The idea of visiting other worlds by passing through the doors of perception is one of the most significant aesthetic elements of psychedelic rock – and such perceptions are transposed and projected on to numerous artworks of the period. Texas band The 13th Floor Elevators were led by the wild Roky Erickson. Their first album, released in 1966, bears the evocative title The Psychedelic Sounds of the 13th Floor Elevators, and is a visual and musical archetype of this craze for hallucinogenic substances. As well as leading to two encounters with the authorities, the excessive use of drugs caused Roky to be admitted to a psychiatric hospital, where he received electroconvulsive therapy. Cream, Jimi Hendrix, Hawkwind and more… numerous musicians and bands, well into the 1970s, used drug-induced hallucinations to create music and associated visuals. The imaginary world surrounding drug taking was often linked to a certain hedonism, a way of escaping the depressing greyness of reality, and this is one of the reasons why the visuals are generally grotesque, highly coloured and original. There is an almost childlike aesthetic in the naive (in the artistic sense of the term) imagery that appears on these album sleeves. Molecules such as LSD and DMT change the perception of colours, and give the impression of having access to new realms of vision. Although the end of the hippie era would curb this tendency, today, in a slightly similar approach, stoner metal groups use highly charged, coloured visuals in homage to the aesthetic of psychedelia. Indeed, ‘stoner’ is itself a slang word denoting a regular drug user.
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The 13th Floor Elevators – The Psychedelic Sounds of the 13th Floor Elevators
Cream – Disraeli Gears
Acid King – Middle of Nowhere, Center of Everywhere
The Jimi Hendrix Experience – Axis: Bold as Love









PURPLE
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The albums Master of Reality by Black Sabbath and Burn by Deep Purple were released in 1971 and 1974 respectively. Reflecting their nebulous content, their sleeves have two features in common. The typefaces are undulating, aiming to emulate the curves of a thick cloud of smoke or the outline of a ghost floating through the night. But there is also, importantly, a desire to bring to the fore an electrifying deep violet colour. Doom metal, with its slow tempos, deep chords and profound themes, is the type of music that could accompany a trance or a ritual, connecting us with a form of arcane musical mysticism. And that same violet colour is found in numerous doom metal artworks, to the point that some have made it a recurring theme, such as the Italian Paul Chain, a living legend of the underground who brought prestige to slow, bewitching metal music during the 1980s. And prestige it was – for, historically, the colour purple has been associated with the idea of rank and wealth. It was an imperial colour and difficult to make – it was created using pigments found in certain molluscs. In ancient Rome, wearing purple was the prerogative of the nobility, and there was a time when only Julius Caesar was allowed to wear it. Violet also appears on ecclesiastical robes and altar cloths. Francis Bacon’s famous painting Innocent X depicts the pope wearing a robe of this colour. It was said that purple had the virtue of pacifying the dead and soothing the devils in Hell. In a different context, purple is connected with organic matter, for certain organs have a colour that comes close to it, as does coagulating blood. In the spectrum of colours, violet is obtained by mixing red and blue, two quite distinct hues. On the one hand there is the red of roses, blood and passion; on the other, the blue of reason, and that sense of the infinite we experience at the sight of the sea and the sky – expanses of which we cannot see the end. Purple is, therefore, a colour that, in a way, forms a link between our bodies and the divine, between the flesh and the heavens. It is also the final colour of the rainbow, the last hue before the unknown, which Sortilège convey very well in La Huitième Couleur de l’arc-en-ciel (The Eighth Colour of the Rainbow). Violet, too, is the colour associated with Jupiter, the largest planet in our solar system. All this symbolism fits perfectly with the telluric heaviness of this music and with the mystical – almost magical – charge it sometimes claims to carry.
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Paul Chain Violet Theatre – In the Darkness
Electric Wizard – We Live
Black Sabbath – Master of Reality









MALLEUS MALEFICARUM
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The starting point of metal is generally held to be Black Sabbath’s eponymous album, released on 13 February 1970 in Britain and 1 June that year in the United States. At the centre of the record sleeve image is the strange figure of a woman, standing like a witch in the middle of her wood – evoking the spirit of doom metal even before that subgenre was more precisely defined, years later. The photo arouses curiosity, and seems like a dark omen. Very soon afterwards, Black Widow referenced witches too. The concept was to be explored by many bands playing rock, metal, black metal and, above all, doom metal, a subcategory in which women – via the figure of the witch – were more commonly represented than they were elsewhere. By virtue of their place in folklore and their position as enemies of the Inquisition, witches immediately fitted in with the symbolism of this music. Since they were the victims of mass murder, on the orders of mad clergy who saw in them the expression of a pagan freedom that absolutely had to be suppressed, some artists viewed them as libertarian, mystical heroines whom it was fitting to glorify through dark, spellbinding music. Other groups preferred to highlight, on their record sleeves and in their album titles, the darkness that emanates from the Malleus maleficarum, a genuine treatise written by two inquisitors on the punishments and methods of torture to be inflicted on the so-called witches. This dark and violent aspect of religion is an area that some artists seek to explore, for metal as a musical genre took shape partly in opposition to religion and the morality of conservative elites. In later years, as certain groups have found themselves the subject of finger-pointing by fundamentalist moral authorities, we can draw a sort of parallel with the experience of the witches (though without being burned at the stake). Indeed, in the United States, the merciless hounding of communists during the Cold War was dubbed a ‘witch-hunt’. The witch is a powerfully enduring symbol in our collective unconscious, and movements such as Wicca lay claim to this even today. In a wider sense, music contains a form of magic equation. It causes us to feel so many mysterious things that drawing an analogy between musician and magician comes naturally.
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Black Widow – Black Widow
Black Widow – Sacrifice
Acid Witch – Witchtanic Hellucinations
Black Sabbath – Black Sabbath
1782 – She Was a Witch
Witch Charmer – The Great Depression









INVERTED CROSSES
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The cross is the supreme symbol of Christianity. It is the instrument of torture by which Jesus Christ was put to death. It symbolizes the sacrifice Jesus made, and above all his forgiveness of humanity. The cross is, therefore, supposed to remind us of the goodness, wisdom and greatness of the Son of God. Before it became associated with metal music, the inverted cross was known as the Cross of Saint Peter. When he himself was being crucified, Saint Peter asked that the cross be turned upside down as a sign of respect for Jesus, for he did not regard himself as worthy of being put to death in the same way. It was much later that the inverted cross came to be used as an anti-Christian motif. Turning a symbol upside down means that its values are being rejected, or even that the opposite of the doctrine it’s associated with is being advocated. The inverted cross also strongly resembles a sword – synonymous with killing, not with eternal forgiveness. In rock music it dates back to 1969, with Coven and their Witchcraft Destroys Minds & Reaps Souls, a rock album in the same vein as others being produced in the 1960s, but with a theme – that of a witches’ coven – that was unprecedented at the time. The album’s visual elements are full of anticlerical references, from the famous ‘horns up’ hand sign (devil’s horns formed with the index and little fingers) to the sacrifice of the Virgin Mary and, naturally, the inverted cross. Tony Iommi of Black Sabbath wore the inverted cross around his neck, and it also appears in the gatefold of the band’s first album, which popularized this symbol among lovers of rock and, subsequently, hard rock. Later on, Venom, the first generation of black metal (Hellhammer, Celtic Frost, Sarcófago), the second generation (Mayhem, Gorgoroth, Taake), some doom groups, such as Witchfinder General, and some death metal groups all made use of the Christian cross in their logos, album sleeves and promotional photographs. Going for full-scale provocation, Marduk, on the sleeve of their Fuck Me Jesus, made completely different use of the crucifix, calling to mind a similar scene in William Friedkin’s movie The Exorcist. By extension, in horror films and movies dealing with demonic possession, an inverted cross indicates the presence of the Evil One, who cannot bear to see a crucifix the right way up. He inverts it to express his blasphemy and to desecrate it, stripping it of its divine power.
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Sarcófago – I.N.R.I
Coven – The back of Witchcraft Destroys Minds & Reaps Souls









SIGILS
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Like occultism, metal is for the initiated and is not always directly accessible. In order to access its secrets, one must first master its imagery, themes and culture. It is not uncommon for bands to highlight certain esoteric symbols. Some of these are almost a part of pop culture, such as the famous number of the Beast: the prize for this goes to Aphrodite’s Child, a group including Vangelis and Demis Roussos, who released an album with the title 666 that featured unambiguous graphics. Other records call attention to different symbols, such as the sigil of Lucifer, to which Imprecation dedicated an EP. The aim here is to use obscure symbols that speak only to the initiated, those who have devoted themselves to a quest for knowledge and understanding. A sigil carries within it a whole imaginary world: that of secret societies and long-lost knowledge, of runic culture, and of signs that conceal an ancestral black magic. With just a symbol, it is possible to invoke the imaginary world of sacred geometry, as Dissection do with Reinkaos. The symbol that is most emblematic of the genre is the inverted pentagram. While a pentagram the right way up represents a form of divine elevation, its inverted counterpart embodies the rejection of that spirituality. Moreover, the branches of this pentagram form the shape of a goat’s head. This symbol is all the more significant in metal music because it appeared on the sleeve of the historic Welcome to Hell by Venom. Since metal groups were assumed to have satanic intentions and be seeking to pervert the young, what could be more exciting than to take advantage of that assumption and use it to frighten right-thinking people? Some bands overloaded their album sleeves with symbols or even intermingled them. This can be seen with The Wild Hunt by Watain, which superimposes a lyre, a trident and Hebrew symbols to create a cryptic image. The symbol’s meaning is not often understood. It repels as much as it attracts. It is an enigma that demands to be deciphered. In aesthetic terms, the symbol often takes the form of a fine, stylized engraving. But it can also be more flamboyant and aggressive, as on the magnificent sleeve of The Nocturnal Silence by Necrophobic. It should be noted that the pentagram has also been used as an amulet by Gerald Gardner and his Wicca movement as a sign of recognition between members. It matters little that none of these groups is truly well-versed in witchcraft or the academic study of ancient sigils... All these signs connect with a forgotten past, a form of pagan occultism, a language that acts as a key to unlocking a disturbing, unknown world.
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Dissection – Reinkaos
Aphrodite’s Child – 666
Imprecation – Sigil of Lucifer









CHAOSPHERE



[image: illustration]


The Temple of the Black Light (formerly the Misanthropic Luciferian Order) is an occult order to which some Swedish black metal groups, such as Watain, Dissection and Arckanum, gravitated. This order was headed by the highly discreet Frater Nemidial, who wrote a book containing supposedly satanic precepts described as ‘anti-cosmic’, as well as some of the lyrics in Reinkaos, the final album by Dissection. The groups that belonged to this movement employed somewhat more specialized symbols linked to this ‘chaosophic’ philosophy, or to closely related parallel trends: the sigil of Lucifer, the trident, the Leviathan Cross and the anti-cosmic pentagram. This whole sometimes gruesome façade masked ideas that were eminently serious, for they could be linked to the suicides of Jon Nödtveidt (Dissection) and Selim Lemouchi (The Devil’s Blood, Powervice, The Temple of Azoth), as well as to certain crimes committed during the 1990s by members of the Swedish scene. According to the anti-cosmic precepts, order is embodied by the universe we inhabit. Order is destiny as it unfolds in our dimension, governed by immutable physical laws. As for chaos, it is everything and nothing, the infinite possibility of conceivable scenarios. Therefore, absolute chaos is nothingness – what there was before the zero point of our universe; even before the first atom saw the light, even before the creator of the universe began to bring it into being. The sigil that seems to correspond most closely to this occult philosophy is the Chaos Cross, also known as the Chaosphere. It is in opposition to the symbol of law: a single arrow. Dissection, however, never made use of it. Originally, the Chaos Cross was created by writer Michael Moorcock in his novel The Eternal Champion, in which questions about the cosmic order and chaos frequently appear. The symbol was then taken up by some modern occultist movements. In fantasy literature, chaos is the embodiment of absolute evil. It is a demonic entity that imposes itself through violence, to change souls and matter. For Bolt Thrower, known for their fervent love of the board game Warhammer 40,000, the Chaosphere symbol echoes this supernatural dark energy. The Swedish band Craft makes no concessions: their third album is entitled simply Fuck the Universe, and the Chaos Cross, red on a black background, holds majestic pride of place. In the cases of Quo Vadis and Helstar, the Chaosphere is enhanced with other esoteric symbols, reinforcing its mystical aura, while for Meshuggah, it takes on an almost surrealist shape. With its image of a cage containing a human brain, the sleeve of their album Chaosphere brings us back to our condition as living beings that are prisoners of a mathematical determinism. Although the Chaos Cross is not the most common sigil, it is the one that carries the greatest metaphysical and philosophical charge. It symbolizes the questioning of existence itself, and the vertigo it can cause when one is immersed in this thought.
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Quo Vadis – Infernal Chaos
Bloody Sign – Chaos Echoes
Crimson Midwinter – Random Chaos









GOATS
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What has the poor goat done to find itself saddled with a satanic aura? Nothing, other than to have been used in a parable in the Gospel according to Matthew, which says that when God returns to Earth, he will separate the faithful sheep from the goats, which have not believed in him. Ever since, the goat has been adopted as the animal that is the emblem of the devil. The source for Baphomet, the horned humanoid immortalized by the occultist Éliphas Lévi, is less clear. It supposedly has its origin in the Crusades, and the Knights Templar were even accused of worshipping it in secret during their trial. But it was with the rise of modern occultism that Baphomet gained recognition, to the point of being revisited as a blasphemous entity in the metal aesthetic. The goat has become a recurrent figure of the genre, and personifies the devil himself. Charged with mysticism and sexuality, it appears on multiple black metal record sleeves in designs by Chris Moyen, as well as on those of cult groups such as Dark Funeral, Dimmu Borgir, and Vital Remains, and its head is sometimes set within a pentagram. The connections between the devil and a composer’s musical inspiration were not born with metal. Many talented artists have made a pact with the devil. In 1713, Giuseppe Tartini made himself into a legend by relating how the devil came to him in a dream and taught him a violin sonata – the Devil’s Trill Sonata. It has even been said of some bluesmen, notably Robert Johnson, that they owed their talent to Satan, who supposedly came in person to bargain for their souls in return for giving them virtuosity on the guitar. It has also been said that Elvis Presley was possessed by the devil when he moved his hips. Thus Satan is part of rock and roll’s DNA and, in a case of hyperbole that is characteristic of metal, Baphomet has become a veritable symbol. From the early 1980s, the horned idol appeared in the new wave of British heavy metal (Witchfynde, Angel Witch, Venom) as well as on stage with Iron Maiden, when the latter began to perform The Number of the Beast. Slayer also featured an inquisitorial humanoid goat on the cover of their cult album Reign in Blood. Subsequently, black metal and doom metal, the two subgenres most prone to occult tendencies, made extensive use of it. In a less stylized context, sometimes an actual goat – as in, the herbivorous mammal – has featured on an album sleeve: less iconic, but just as full of allusions.
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Nunslaughter – Goat
Witchfynde – Give ’em Hell
Goatsnake – Trampled Under Hoof









SERPENTS
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On the sleeves of the albums Come an’ Get It by Whitesnake and the appropriately named End of Eden by Amberian Dawn, the serpent is shown with the apple that he will persuade Eve to eat – the very fruit that led to the expulsion of humankind from the Garden of Eden. In Milton’s Paradise Lost, it is Lucifer himself who assumes the disguise of a serpent to offer the apple to the two fallen lovers. Since this is one of the few incarnations of the devil in the Bible, many groups have depicted the reptile in a demonic light, as a tempter – for example, Obscene in Sermon to the Snake. It is sometimes even phallic, as on the astonishing sleeve of The Serpent’s Gold by Cathedral and that of Lovehunter by Whitesnake. Furtive, deceitful, dangerous and manipulative… in the collective unconscious, the serpent hypnotizes and lures us to the dark side: it is the famous ‘Trust in me’ chanted by Kaa in the Disney movie The Jungle Book. It is an animal that is feared in all cultures, and not only because of its deadly venom. However, if the serpent is considered from a perspective other than the Christian one, it also embodies more mystical and ambivalent concepts. It is a figure that symbolizes duality. Although the reptile kills, it can also cure, for its venom has extremely powerful properties. Indeed, the caduceus, which is used as an emblem of the medical profession, features a snake. Through the shedding of its skin, the serpent experiences in its flesh the almost alchemic alternation of life cycles and rebirth, leaving behind its old, dead skin in order to be reborn anew. The snake is also the symbol of eternity and renewal, as shown by the uroboros, the famous image of a serpent biting its own tail. Highly prominent on many album covers, the uroboros may be subject to different aesthetic approaches: realistic, mythical, deathly and more… and, every time, the concept strikes us with full force. That is the power of symbols. Manam, This Spring of Death, and Earth Messiah have all made concept albums called Ouroboros. Finally, the serpent can take on divine or mythical forms. Sometimes bands seek inspiration from the Hydra of Lerna, as in the case of Testament and the three-headed serpent on the cover of their album Brotherhood of the Snake. Here, again, is a symbol of rebirth – if one tried to cut the head off the Hydra, two heads would grow back in its place. The artwork for Ov Lustra by Sun Speaker features a magnificent plumed serpent that flies and screams over the sun. The serpent of ancient Egypt also recurs in the work of groups such as Nile, and on the mysterious sleeve of Serpents of the Nile by Scarab. The serpent is, without a doubt, a symbol with many interpretations, as capable of representing gods as embodying the devil. Like the Antichrist, the serpent is coiled up underground, lurking in the burrow of extreme kinds of music that are, like him, cryptic, fascinating and dangerous.
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