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Catena


The words are barely discernible, thin, fragile shapes formed out of the hoarse yet bellicose raging of a desiccated, cadaverous throat, leprous, shredded; its death-rattled breath conveyed by the thundering vibrations of drums breathlessly pummelled without pause. There is no rock ‘n’ roll backbeat here, just a furious cacophony. Voice smashed and sliced open by explosions of percussion challenging the darkness, buzzing guitar chords rising and falling up the scale, lurching, striving like a swarm of ravenous insects dipping and swerving in the frozen, airless void, defying gravity, seeking the taste of death …


Scott Wilson Introduction to Melancology


Melancholy is experienced as both a heightened contemplation of heavenly mysteries and a depressive submergence into thing-like muteness. Frozen in a philosophical trance indistinguishable from catatonia, melancholy sage and melancholy idiot join in aping the posture of a corpse. This distortion of temporality is also a distortion of tempo: melancholy models a time that is at once ‘ancient’ and ‘to come’, and, accordingly melancholy keeps a time that is at once fast and slow.


Drew Daniel, ‘Corpsepaint as Necro-Minstrelsy, or Towards the Re-Occultation of Black Blood’


The black metal musician … is not subdued by solar tyranny, but opens him/herself to the abyss through defilement and necrophilic mess. In this space life feasts on death, and the black metal persona is laid opened.


Aspasia Stephanou, ‘Black Sun’


Melancology and the blackening of the green treads into the blackness of the forest to the point where there is no forest; ‘the eternal forest … where all things seem to have deceased’ (Absurd, ‘Deep Dark Forest’, 1996).


Niall Scott, ‘Blackening the Green’.


Once when Merwan was banging his head on the floor at home, his mother heard a thudding sound coming from his room…. [he] had blood all over his face. Crying she asked, ‘Merog, have you gone mad? Are you totally mad?’ Wiping the blood off with a towel, he said, ‘I am not mad! I have become something else!’ Bang your head into a black hole, make space for the worm to crawl. Black metal is the spice, boring into my skull. Ego … sum vermis et non homo (Psalm 22.6), For I am a worm and not a human.


Nicola Masciandaro, ‘WormSign’


The music itself is a kind of dry sterile thunder, performing its own collapse into the earth, into its black space. It waits for rain, for the stench of life: the cycle is renewed, but only through breaking the dead grip of self-reflection. This is larval music, in a process of becoming without clear ends.


Steven Shakespeare, ‘Shuddering: Black Metal on the Edge of the Earth’


It is as the lightening which gives ‘a dense and black intensity to the night it denies:’ Not here! It cries. Not that! The lightening flashes, and is gone, and the pitch-black night sky rejoices; primordial order, status quo. In the methodology of black metal then, in imagining a black metal art history, it has been integral to define the sonic and visual language of black metal by its absence, by its formlessness, its crevices, and its voids.


Amelia Ishmael, ‘Black Metal in the White Tower: Metal’s Formless Presence in Contemporary Art’.


The main characteristic and novelty of black metal is indeed not to bring the world’s mysteries to light but to increase them ‘much as the moon with its white beams does not diminish but increases the shimmering mystery of night’.


Liviu Mantescu, ‘In the Abyss of Lies’


While for some bands the chthonian earthing of man’s existence abounds, for still others seek to oppose this gravity and fly with the skies, rather than the earth, at their feet. … ‘To the mountains!’


Dominik Irtenkauf, ‘To The Mountains: The implications of Black Metal’s Geophilosophy’


On this occasion, I do not venture a claim of the ‘fundamental politics’ beneath the intent to talk about melancology nor to jibe at the fact that similar ecological-aesthetic inheritances run very close to a fascist political-aesthetic inheritance. All the same, it must be held in the air. It does not mean necessarily that melancology is fascistic. It does mean that fascist aesthetics are melancological.


Evan Calder Williams, ‘The Hot, Wet Breath of Extinction’


Black metal presents a music that negates some aspect of musical form – a song against all melody, a rhythm against all tempo, and a harmony against all tonality. What results is not an absence of music per se, but rather a form of anti-music expressed through music. At its limit, black metal brings us back to an even more basic distinction – that between music and sound – the former continually threatening (or promising) to dissolve into the latter.


Eugene Thacker, ‘Sound of the Abyss’


My wager is that the inhumanness of black metal’s blackening is in fact more ecologically useful than reliance on either the image of humans reunited with nature or with an original home earth, a tranquil Edenic earth as originary ark, or any other paganesque purification of the planet that Wolves in the Throne Room have sonically engineered, narrated, and continue to support.


Ben Woodard, ‘Irreversible Sludge: Troubled Energetics, Eco-purification, and Self-Inhumanization’


In black metal’s buzzing, its musca amusica, sound takes flight, the noise of Ba’al Zebûb’s divinely inexistent ascension, into the heart of the impossible. The sound resonates along a vector of amusical ex-sistence towards an altogether other, nonanthropomorphic environment. Collective and multiple, ‘through compound eyes / I envision eternity’ (Lugubrum, ‘Attractive to Flies’).


Scott Wilson, ‘Musca Amusica’


The impulse [of Black Metal Theory] from the beginning has been for something that goes beyond, without necessarily precluding, diagnostic or analytical discourse about black metal. No one merely listens to music, without participating in it. It is an object that infects and possesses the subject. So philosophy stands for the practice of thought, for thought as participation, as more than just studying or thinking about something. On this point black metal theory opposes the perverted secret identity between fan and philosopher in contemporary culture, namely, the situation according to which the fan is an unconscious or sleeping philosopher and the philosopher a mere fan.


Dominik Irtenkauf & Nicola Masciandaro




Introduction to Melancology


Scott Wilson


Melancology


Black metal irrupts from ‘a place empty of life / Only dead trees …’ (Mayhem, ‘Funeral Fog’, 1992) where ‘Our skies are forever black / Here is no signs of life at all’ (Deathspell Omega, ‘From Unknown Lands of Desolation’, 2005). In its evocation of a landscape that is already divested of nature, black metal could be described as a negative form of environmental writing bearing on a world that has become blackened, or perhaps bearing on an entirely other, black world heterogeneous to the green one that is the object of ecological concern. The least Apollonian of genres, black metal is both terrestrial and cosmic – indeed subterranean and infernal – inhabiting a dead forest that is at once both mythic and material, in which ‘darkness shows the way’ (Mayhem, ‘De Mysteriis Dom Sathanas’, 1992). For black metal, darkness shows the way along an atheological horizon that marks the limit of absolute evil where there are no goods or resources to distribute and therefore no means of power and domination, a mastery of nothing.


Black metal is a musical genre – one would hesitate to call it popular – that owes its origins to heavy metal and certain stylistic traits introduced by bands like Black Sabbath, Motörhead, Venom, Hellhammer, Celtic Frost and Bathory finding perhaps its ultimate definition in the Scandinavian ‘second generation’ bands Mayhem, Burzum, Darkthrone, Emperor, Beherit among others. The characteristic generic traits of black metal will become evident throughout the following chapters, but readers should be advised that this is not a book that takes black metal as an object of study. Melancology is not an example of ‘metal studies’. For the latter, readers should look elsewhere.1 Rather, it is a work that seeks inspiration from black metal, and writes alongside and in conjunction with it. The chapters in this book address black metal as a strange form of environmental writing that ‘blackens’ or addresses a ‘blackened’ cosmos, responding to the conjuration of a new word and concept that conjoins ‘black’ and ‘ecology’: melancology, a word in which can be heard the melancholy affect appropriate to the conjunction. Black metal resounds from what is called in black metal the ‘abyss’, and it is precisely only in relation to its abyssal sonic forces, this book suggests, that the question of intervention in the environment can be posed in the articulation of a melanco-logical ethos that does not take the green world as its primary reference. But before we progress any further with this articulation, it is necessary to distinguish melancology from the ‘dark ecology’ suggested by Timothy Morton.


Dark ecology


In his book Ecology Without Nature (2007) Timothy Morton calls for a theory of ecological writing and criticism that is similarly divested of nature since he argues that it is nothing but a locus of fantasy; nature is the reference of an ‘ecomimetic’ art that ‘offers the illusion of a false immediacy that is belied by the immersed yet laid-back aesthetic distance it demands’.2 For Morton, ecomimesis is the aesthetic support of an empty signifier in which diverse contents (from heterosexuality to the market) may be legitimated through the normativity assumed by the natural. In contrast, Morton recommends a ‘dark ecology’ that recognises that nature, if it is anything at all, is not a locus of pleasure but of discomfort that he nevertheless evokes through the means of a different aesthetic. Morton’s ecological thought involves




The thinking of interconnectedness [that] has a dark side embodied not in a hippie aesthetic of life over death, or a sadistic-sentimental Bambification of sentient beings, but in a ‘goth’ assertion of the contingent and necessarily queer idea that we want to stay with a dying world: dark ecology.3





This ‘goth’ ecology is also a ‘dualist’ ‘melancholic ethics’ that both accepts and insists on human separation from ‘nature’ even as it recognizes human complicity in the destruction or deleterious transformation of the world and its creatures. On the basis of this double position Morton’s ethics are essentially Kantian: we can be kind to animals and treat the world as an end not a means because we must do so. The melancholic attitude of this ethic is in turn supported by an aesthetic form that is invigorated by its preservation of ‘the dark, depressive quality of life in the shadow of ecological catastrophe’.4


While it is certainly not Goth, black metal is a musical genre with adherents all around the world that is characterized by melancholy, misanthropy and anti-modernity. As Aaron Weaver, drummer in the American band Wolves in the Throne Room, comments, ‘it’s possible to define the essence that unites artists within black metal. It is a revolt against the modern world; it is rooted in bitterness and hatred; it is mythic and spiritual …’5 Wolves in the Throne Room are the band most associated with the ecological impulse in black metal, at least from a non right-wing perspective.6 WITTR’s own perspective is more anarchist than left wing, and is tied to nostalgia for a pre-modern existence: ‘A deep sense of yearning to a forgotten past is what gives our music its melancholy spirit … We are empty, meaningless corpses. Look at the lost, ancient world, where things were whole and full of depth. And now look at us. The world is doomed, and we are lost’.7


While it is possible that the ecological impulse in some black metal, particularly Wolves in the Throne Room, might approximate to something like Morton’s melancholic ethic, I suspect that he would regard the source of the band’s melancholy to be essentially part of a hippie aesthetic that remains at the level of the same fantasy that he believes plagues environmentalism generally. Nevertheless, I assume that he would concur with them in their rejection of the Satanism and pagan fetishism that they suggest characterizes much of the black metal scene.8 Perhaps this is one of the reasons why, along with fellow USBM band Liturgy, Wolves in the Throne Room are one of the bands that black metal ‘kvltists’ love to hate. Because Satanism and all the paradoxes that it involves are, of course, absolutely essential to black metal.


The importance of Satan


The impasse that Morton recognises in the ecological split between immanence and transcendence – which produces his melancholy dualist ethic – is essentially an effect of the split between atheism and religion. Either Man, as the image of God and his representative on Earth, is charged with tending for His creatures (Morton’s ‘distance’) or humanity is just one creature among others with no special privileges (‘immediacy’). But as simply one creature among others humans could hardly be expected to do anything other than treat the environment and its resources as a means for survival; this is what all the other life forms do. The Kantian imperative that Morton adopts for ecology, that human beings can treat the environment as an end rather than a means, is an attempt to retain a trace of God’s transcendence in an essentially secular, atheist world of immanence. All it does, however, is to internalize God as a principle of self-punishment in order to produce a creature that is a slave to its own bad conscience, condemned to an abyssal feeling of guilt, hollowing out the vicious circle of superego in which every attempt to treat nature simply as an end rather than a means just discloses the ultimate human instrumentality of that end thereby producing more guilt, more self-abnegation, renunciation and so on.


Most forms of secular politics and ethics retain ‘God’ in this way, that is to say a God who, in a circular manner, was Himself never much more than an effect of the human desire for meaning and purpose. As the officially atheist regimes of the twentieth-century showed (USSR, Maoist China), the rejection of God did not result in a sense that ‘all is permitted’ but on the contrary demanded a redoubling of prohibition in an austere world slavishly dedicated to production and utility. For Quentin Meillassoux, atheism is complicit with religion in accepting and thereby ‘ratifying the religious partition between immanence and transcendence: for atheism consists in being satisfied with the unsatisfying territory that religion cedes to it. Atheism is a strategy of the besieged’.9 In the rejection of religious transcendence the atheist also ‘devalues’ the world of imagination and its desire to transcend the ‘misery of the condition of immanence’.10 But that does not therefore imply a return to God, or to the God who sits at both the origin and the promised end of the misery as its ultimate justification. As such God is simply a figure representing the desire for consistency that atheists seek in scientific reason. This is a God that even God, if He existed, would fail to believe in, in fact could only rage against since it reduces His sovereignty to a servile construct of the limits of human rationality. This essential loathing of God, then, in which God Himself if he actually existed could only partake paradoxically opens up a more radical, even divine space for atheism in the form of a void filled with ‘His horrible absence’ rather than his imbecilic, stupefied presence.11


A radical, paradoxically divine atheism that loathes God and thereby embraces Satanism opens itself to such a world of transcendent imagination that Meillassoux argues secular atheism precludes. Indeed, Nick Land maintains that this kind of satanic blasphemy is precisely what atheism must sustain if it is not to subsist in miserable banality. For Land, the fact that ‘God has wrought such loathsomeness without even having existed only exacerbates the hatred pitched against him. An atheism that does not hunger for God’s blood is an inanity’.12 Proving himself a direct contemporary of Norwegian black metal and a black metal theorist avant la lettre, Land goes on, ‘anyone who does not exult at the thought of driving nails through the limbs of the Nazarene is something less than an atheist; merely a disappointed slave’.13


Satan’s role, as it has been handed down from Romanticism, is to sustain a trace of the divine in the wake of the death of God. As such, the Prince of Darkness, in the playful gravity of his perpetual insurgency, is of course a negative support of modernity’s Enlightenment project, both as its defining obscurantist opposite and its very impulse as a mode of transgressive negativity. Satan, as the untenable metaphor for nonknowledge, marks the boundaries of being and nothingness, joy and the abyss, centre and margin, life and death, man and beast; as the demonic figure of paradox, possession and the impossible, Satan threatens the undoing of these distinctions, holding them both together and apart, the locus of desire and imagination in a Godforsaken universe.


In their pre-(as opposed to anti-)enlightenment nostalgia, Wolves in the Throne Room are anomalous in the field of black metal because the desolate and infernal landscapes that feature in the genre have no reference either to nature in the sense understood by Morton or to the objects of ecological concern.14 While it may appear, superficially, that Morton’s melancholic dark ecology informs the melancology that is elaborated in this book, there is in fact no relation. The melancholy that one should hear in the conjunction of black and ecology in melancology does not at all concern regret about ‘distance’ or mourning for the loss of ‘immediacy’. Rather it involves a Satanic blackening of ecology that transforms the very notion of ecology and the terrain of immanence that it takes, impossibly, as its reference.


Death and the horror of scientific realism


In another statement in which he distinguishes the specific project of Wolves in the Throne Room from black metal generally, Aaron Weaver notes that ‘current conditions in the world make misanthropy and suicide valid endpoints for many. A lot of black metal envisions the universe as a cold, mechanical, meaningless trap. I find this interpretation very compelling, but it is not what our band is about’.15 Black metal seems to inhabit an entirely spiritual, infernal realm populated by Satan, his rebel angels, and legions of the dead, damned or forgotten. And yet, as Weaver says, this is also directly related to ‘current conditions’ and the understanding of the universe as ‘a cold, mechanical, meaningless trap’. An understandable response to this bleak, materialist conception of the universe might well be to reject it in either an affirmation of a deeper, metaphysical realm or in nostalgia for an ancient, more enchanted past, also ‘whole and full of depth’. And indeed this is the response of much pagan and folk metal. But it is not the response of black metal, or at least the black metal that concerns us in our development of the concept of melancology. Here, black metal’s response to the austerity of the material universe is to evoke an even more desolate place, or, as we shall see, to evoke through mytho-poetic means the full horror of the real and eternal desolation of the material universe itself.


What is essential to remember with regard to the black metal thematic is that the nightmarish, quasi-theological hell evoked in the lyrics of so many songs and the ‘cold, mechanical, meaningless trap’ is exactly the same place. Moreover, the former does not imply a denial of the science, but on the contrary a full engagement with it in different terms. The black metal universe is atheological in the sense that it is paradoxically both Godless and evil, with the emphasis falling on the latter. For scientific materialism, however, the universe is merely Godless, if complex and ultimately systematizable. For the neuroscientist Paul Churchland, it is still thermodynamics, understood within complex systems, that renders every aspect of the universe intelligible to human thought, including thought itself:




It is [thermodynamics] that renders physically intelligible such things as the process of synthetic evolution in general, and the Sun-urged growth of a rose in particular. And what is human knowledge but a cortically embodied flower, fanned likewise into existence by the ambient flux of energy and information?16





The universe is a great flux or churn of forces of expenditure, or entropy, temporarily fixed or captured by informational systems that transform energies into different orders of action and expenditure. The theorist who connects the energetic model of the material universe with its atheological double is, of course, Georges Bataille whose system of general economy relates cosmic forces to human societies, inner experience and evil.17 In common with the black metal band Impaled Nazarene, Bataille views the crucifixion of Christ to be ‘the most sublime of all symbols’ because it links an ‘extremely equivocal expression of evil’ (for Christians, ‘the greatest sin ever committed’) with ‘an exuberance of forces. It brings about a maximum of tragic intensity. It relates to measureless expenditures of energy and is a violation of the integrity of individuals’.18 For Bataille this constitutes a ‘moral summit’ that is quite distinct from any good, in which human communication is attained in the presence of an evil with which it is complicit. Evil is this force of measureless expenditure that overwhelms the integrity of individuals and their thought, the very force that black metal, at its finest, invokes in its drive towards sonic ecstasy. In this regard, recourse to a mytho-poetic language is necessary to supplement a sonic force which is, of course, entirely a matter of physical form and energy.


The specific problem that seems to exercise black metal the most, the problem of evil that science fails to confront is that of death, the violation of the integrity of individuals. Science fails to confront this problem because death has essentially no scientific meaning, and as such of course fails to recognise evil in any sense (indeed there is no place for sense or meaning of any kind in science at all): it is simply entropy or the transformation of energy into different forms of matter. But there is an irony here because the social understanding of death as an evil has encouraged techno-science to find ways of circumventing it, ways precisely enhanced by the scientific indifference to the integrity of individuals with the result that both the determination and function of death has been transformed. The advent of transplantation, prostheses, life support technology and artificial intelligence has disclosed that the precise definition and determination of death is scientifically impossible, and thus must become an object of biopolitical decision; the sovereignty of life is abolished relative to the sovereign decision of biopower.19 These are the ‘current conditions [that] make misanthropy and suicide’ not only ‘valid endpoints’ but genuine political acts. The suicide of Mayhem’s vocalist, Dead, for example, takes on symbolic significance in this context. With the scientific dissolution of death comes the biopolitical co-option of life, a co-option that for some renders us all equivalent to ‘meaningless corpses’. The self-named ‘Dead’s’ fascination with death can be seen in this light as an attempt to reclaim his own life in the instance of death.20


The mourning and melancholy of black metal is essentially this mourning for death – not the death of someone, or something or some lost past, but for death itself. It is felt in the love and fascination that black metal has for death. The elegiac black funeral doom metal of Nortt for example conveys a loving identification with the dead. In an interview with Brandon Stousey, Nortt remarks, ‘Death within my lyrics is erotic, I desire death’.21 At the same time, black metal is continually haunted by the spectre of the undead, eternal bleakness of the universe. Black metal’s melancholy is the ecstatic agony of this revelation of eternity, melancholy not because things are going to die, but because death has no dominion and the planet revolves scorched and frozen alternately in an unremittingly bleak and pointless cosmos. Even the reassuring notion of a beginning and end to the universe in the idea of the big bang and the gradual unbinding of matter has apparently been supplanted by the unravelling of the physical understanding of the universe and the formal necessity of multiple universes and new dimensions of dark matter and energy to support the maths.


Understandably given the history of Mayhem, the suicide of Dead and the murder of Euronymous, its founder and guiding spirit, death is a major theme in the band, constantly revisited. For example relatively recent tracks from Chimera (2004) exemplify the distinction and contrast between an individual death and the undead drive of scientific reason for ever more reduced forms of simplicity, coherence and efficiency that circulate the voided God of meaning and purpose: ‘The sum of all you ever knew equals zero. You are not dead, you never existed. You are not dead, you never existed … You are not dead, you never existed’ (Mayhem, ‘Chimera’, 2004). This is contrasted with the glorification of that emptiness that arises through the influx of the ‘lifeforce’ that can only be unleashed in the affirmation of death in all its singularity: ‘Into your glory of emptiness, I send my lifeforce, my death be death with me, be death with me, death with me, death with me’ (Mayhem, ‘My Death’, 2004). The two are linked because it is of course precisely the singularity and sovereignty of death (a death that is at once both intimate and absolutely exterior to oneself) that marks the limit of scientific knowledge, rendering it zero, since all the latter can do is observe the transformation of matter. It is through this narrow aperture of science’s unthought that black metal lyrics pour in speculations concerning a domain beyond strictly scientific concerns that is both intimate and absolutely exterior, speculations inspired by the horror and fascination of death in which the world is extinguished time after time. ‘Funeral Fog’, the song that opened this section, is such a figure for this unknown, intimate yet nonnatural exteriority. It is a fog that does not descend from the sky but rises from the depths of the tomb, into a world in which ‘all natural life has for a long time ago gone’, a fog of darkness that is ‘thin and so beautiful / but also so dark and mysterious’ taking life and nurturing it in death (Mayhem, ‘Funeral Fog’, 1992).


The other song that opened this Introduction, Deathspell Omega’s ‘From Unknown Lands of Desolation’ (2002), explicitly makes the correspondence between the world of black metal’s Satanic mytho-poetic atheology and the universe of science where the former is populated by strange, oppositional and insurrectionary forces that irrupt from the same cosmic chaos as matter. But theirs is it seems a darker, more imperceptible matter: ‘no eyes can see us, no one believes in us, we are not made of flesh and blood’. Their destination is the despoliation of the world, where they already reside like a black hole consuming the souls of those who ‘don’t understand the meaning of death’. ‘The apotheosis of Satan approaches / He who is inside of us’, the song ends, the ‘us’ having been throughout an ambiguous, shifting marker of identity and invocation. The words are barely discernable, thin, fragile shapes formed out of the hoarse yet bellicose raging of a desiccated, cadaverous throat, leprous, shredded; its death-rattled breath conveyed by the thundering vibrations of drums breathlessly pummelled without pause. There is no rock ‘n’ roll backbeat here, just a furious cacophony. Voice smashed and sliced open by explosions of percussion challenging the darkness, buzzing guitar chords rising and falling up the scale, lurching, striving like a swarm of ravenous insects dipping and swerving in the frozen, airless void, defying gravity, seeking the taste of death …


The death of God and the music of the environment


‘Whatso of bliss is among men, ne’er does it appear unmingled with woes.’ (Pindar, Pythians Ode XII)22


Since Pythagoras and the music of the spheres, a long tradition has regarded music not just as a sound that can create an ambient environment, but as the very form of the cosmos itself. This tradition is the reference of ideas of ‘acoustic ecology’ that attempt to monitor the changing soundscape and the ‘noise pollution’ caused by the activities of technological and economic development around the world. The founder of the idea of acoustic ecology in the 1970s is the composer and theorist F. Murray Schafer. In a chapter called ‘The Music of the Environment’, Schafer refers to two apparently contrary Greek myths concerning the origin of music. The most familiar myth, from Homer, accounts for the invention of the lyre by Hermes when he discovers that a turtle shell can produce sound. With this discovery that given materials of the universe have pleasing sonic properties, comes ultimately the whole post-Pythagorian notion (also corroborated by the anahata of Indian mystics according to Schafer) that ‘the universe is held together by the harmonies of some precise acoustic design, serene and mathe-matical’.23 The contrary myth, from Pindar’s Twelfth Pythian Ode, concerns Pallas Athena who, upon hearing of Perseus’s slaying of Medusa, attempts to ‘connect’ with ‘the sorrowful lamentations’ of her sisters, and ‘framed the full-sounded harmony of the reeds that she might imitate with instruments the deep groans proceeding from Euryale’s fell cheeks’.24 Thus, Athena passes on the invention of the flute to mortals for the entertainment of the people even though music never quite escapes the melancholy tenor of its origins, ‘Whatso of bliss is among men, ne’er does it appear unmingled with woes’.25 All music, according to this myth, is infused with death and mourning.


For Schafer it is this latter myth that provides the model for music as a form of human expression that reaches its peak in Western romanticism and the ‘subjective and irrational’ discordance of individualism. By contrast, Schafer’s ecological goal is to reaffirm music as a model for ‘the harmonizing influence of sounds in the world about us’ that have been lost in the cacophony of the modern world.26 Congruent with the Pythagorian view of the musical cosmos, of course, is the scientific belief in its ultimate mathematical consistency that also precludes any subjective dimension, mortal or immortal.


Perhaps in the spirit of universalism, both monotheistic and mathematical, it is possible to unify the two myths. There is only one God, and His Eternal Omnipotence, absolutely appalled at the image that His creation offers to Him, and filled with loathing for it, annihilates Himself in a profound groan of agony and despair. Imagine the agonies of Christ on the Cross multiplied to infinite proportions, the maximum of tragic intensity giving rise to measureless expenditures of energy in the form of sonic vibrations. This is the sound of the universe, the melancholic sound that constitutes the universe, the cosmic noise from which all form and structure derives as oscillations coalesce into dark matter, atomic matter and light,27 producing the stars from which life ultimately derives, a universe in which, with supreme irony, human forms of life will perceive divine harmony and mathematical consistency, the very image of creation that God sought to avoid, but through avoiding, in his tragic stupidity brings about.


No wonder Lucifer rebelled, becoming Satan, the great adversary, patron of black metal which if it cannot break the chain of eternal repetition, affirms the divine cacophony and pandemonium that results from the death of God, therein returning harmony to dissonance all the better to affirm the primordial impulse, the sovereign gesture, in which God negates himself in the slavish image of man, the divine hatred of the divine returning each time in an ecstasy filled with woe of a different force and quality.


Melancology: concept and ethos


A new word implies a new concept and according to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari concepts have to fulfil three criteria, they require a plane of immanence, a delimited number of characteristics and embodiment in a conceptual persona. For melancology, the plane of immanence is death and extinction: that which negates thought (and indeed science) since it both ties and limits thought to its always excessive (im)perishable conditions of existence. As Eugene Thacker notes, ‘extinction can never adequately be thought, since its very possibility presupposes the absolute negation of thought’.28 But further, Thacker suggests that notwithstanding its inadequacy, the idea of extinction does indeed sustain a notion of species ‘life’, as the ‘null set of biology’, that is distinct from the life that is led by any individual organism. As such, ‘extinction is the non-being of life that is not death’.29 This describes very well the plane of immanence of melancology upon which the melancholic mourning for death of a life without being resounds in the doom of howling winds. The vanishing point of a horizon of incommensurability between philosophy and science, ontology and biology, ‘life as non-being’ can only be situated beyond the domain of the human, either above or below its scale among ‘spiritual creatures’ or ‘the strata of demonic multitudes or that of subhuman plague and pestilence’, forms of ‘a misanthropic quality of Life [that] sustains itself with a certain inaccessibility’.30 Its legions swooping among the obscure and noisy strata of non-human forms, in black metal’s sonic pandemonium can be heard the radical heterogeneity of life-as-non-being, its violent clamour the formless form of being’s negation and transformation.


This undead, heterogeneous life-without-being finds in melancology its conceptual personae in the black metal ‘kvltists’ whose ethos runs across the spectrum of melancholy from bile and rage to sorrow, depression and the delectation of evil all the better to affirm the desolation that is contemplated in the clamour of black metal’s ecstatic woe. For Freud, ‘the complex of melancholia behaves like an open wound, drawing to itself cathectic energies … from all directions, and emptying the ego until it is totally impoverished’.31 Sick, wan, as pale as death, the melancholic, corpse-painted figure of the black metal kvltist presents an undead memento mori to the plane of immanent and imminent extinction. In the melancholic refusal of nourishment, of the consumption of goods, the oral drive of the melancholic is displaced by the invocatory drive of song, or rather black metal’s rasping death-rattle battle-cry, the call and invocation of the cosmic abyss (plunged apart by God’s conversion to atheism and suicide) that is inseparable from the radical impoverishment and dissolution of ego. The melancholic invocation is an effect of binding with the locus of sound itself, the acosmic sonic drive evoked by black metal’s sovereign dissonance.


Sovereign yet essentially anonymous because devoid of being melancological self-consciousness is paradoxically projected outside of oneself (on a path of ex-sistence) into the heterogeneous domain of non-being. This domain of excess (the excessive negation of being) and of absolute evil is therefore exactly the same as the absolute good of black metal itself: the expenditure of a sonic drive that propels a blackened self-consciousness, a melancological consciousness without being that is necessarily prior to any positive ‘ecological’ intervention in the ‘environment’ that could only repeat the process of its human exploitation and subjugation.


This is why we need to reject ecology in favour of a different term that denotes above all an ethos rather than an ‘oikos’, the (restricted) economic basis of ecology. This ethos, or style, is of course related to an ethics, but it is not the same as ethics. It is perhaps appropriate here to emphasise what the ethos of melan-cology is not: it is not a form of morality; it is not a set of rules relating to social behaviour, civic duty, code of conduct, biopolitical governance, nor does it relate to any form of socio-political order dedicated to organizing and improving human survival or the survival of any other form of (inter-)planetary life. Neither does it, nor should it, set out to legislate for or produce new rules for the revolutionary transformation of society or the world. It is not a call to order; it is not a savoir vivre.


On the contrary, this ethos is supremely indifferent even, at least in the first stage, vehemently hostile to all the above. Since, for black metal, the environment is a place of absolute evil, there are no goods to distribute (or re-distribute) and therefore no means of power and domination, no ‘good’, that is, except for the sovereign good of the music itself. Stage two, therefore, involves the question: what is that musical good, that sole and only good in which or in relation to which we might confront in non-knowledge the exteriority of one’s (non)relation to oneself and all that which is exterior to the chain of being? The tautological non-answer then is black metal (about which, as every kvltist says, nothing can be said) since in black metal we glimpse something that is otherwise and beyond being, indeed the very possibility of beyond. Black metal delineates the locus of desire upon which we do not give up, and from which everything can be questioned – including ecology, the environment and so on.


In order to regard extinction as a speculative opportunity for thought, including ecological thought, black metal provides the locus of the atheological a-musicality of the cosmos denoting the intimacy of and with exteriorization and with cosmic processes of binding and unbinding, consciousness, unconsciousness and even nonconsciousness. Life’s undead sonic drive towards and beyond being, black metal provides a locus from which one might question human intervention in and adaptation of ‘its’ environment through the articulation of melancology with ethics that projects the latter beyond the threshold of the human. That is to say in deciding with which forms to dwell and expire, in deciding how to discover death rather than seek its perpetual inhuman deferral, and in rediscovering death, deciding with what processes of expenditure and decay, with what heterogeneous forms, what surpluses, what waste, what dust and detritus to unravel and decay in mutual processes of unbinding that traverse the planet.
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