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SELECTED PRAISE FOR THE FIRST EDITION OF LORDS OF CHAOS

“The authors of Lords of Chaos clearly know the international Metal/Satanism picture and, largely through interviews, have brought information to light of which religion scholars as well as the general public ought to be aware … highly recommended.”

—ROBERT ELLWOOD, HISTORIAN OF RELIGION, WRITING IN NOVA RELIGIO

 

“With Lords of Chaos Michael Moynihan and Didrik Søderlind paint a portrait of a fantastic realm where Satanism, neo-paganism and National Socialism energized a musical scene in which fantasy was actualized in the burning of medieval churches in Norway…a uniquely valuable history of Black Metal music in general and of the Norwegian scene in particular as it is viewed by the participants themselves. Lords of Chaos is a compelling work deserving of a wide readership on both sides of the Atlantic.”

—DR. JEFFREY KAPLAN, AUTHOR OF RADICAL RELIGION IN AMERICA

 

“This definitive study of Black Metal bridges the gap between fans and students of music subcultures, avoiding the twin evils of fanzine hype and academic detachment. Wise, witty and informative, Moynihan and Søderlind have written a model genre study in an engagingly accessible style through which their deep understandings shine.”

—DEENA WEINSTEIN, AUTHOR OF HEAVY METAL: A CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY

 

“An unusual combination of true crime journalism, rock and roll reporting and underground obsessiveness, Lords of Chaos turns into one of the more fascinating reads in a long time. This unpredictable collection of interviews, histories, quotes and anecdotes stares long and hard into the dark heart of the Satanic Black Metal movement and returns with a sober analysis on the subject.

“To their credit, Moynihan and Søderlind manage to avoid both the frequent flippancy of the mainstream media as well as the backward bending apologizing of the counter culture press. For them, the world of Black Metal offers legitimate insights into art, ethics and politics, but they never forget just how strange these people are…”

—DAVID THOMAS, THE DENVER POST

 

 “A fascinating study in extremism… Lords of Chaos is the rare exception, proving of interest not just to fans of the genre, but also to any students of true crime, sociology, and cultism. This both intelligent and accessible book will definitely serve as the textbook on the black metal scene for years to come.”

—BAY AREA MUSIC NEWS

 

“Gripping stuff, a book about scary rock that is really scary.”

—BOOKLIST

 

“Long the source of rumors, wildly exaggerated stories, and misinformation, the saga of black metal has finally been been chronicled intelligently and accurately … [shows] the blood-red dividing line between the drama of antichrist superstars and the limits of human reality.”

—BIKINI

 

“A meticulously researched exposé…a fascinating read. If you thought the feuds associated with Death Row Records were a bit over-the-top, then take a glimpse into the dark corners of the metal underground.”

—THE FACE

 

“This exhaustive, near-academic look at metal’s satanic underground simultaneously traces the Devil’s ascent through rock history and provides cultural antecedents for music-related violence and paganism.”

—ALTERNATIVE PRESS

 

“Lords of Chaos is a brilliantly interwoven, if unlikely, bundle of journalistic branches—music, true-crime, occult, and subcultural anthropology. [It] benefits immeasurably from the authors’ commitment to long-term study, and the care they’ve taken to convey the contradictions and differences within the scene, demolishing the oversimplified coverage in the sensationalistic press.”

—BRUTARIAN

 

“Well-written and highly academic… A non-fiction take on the cultural, political, and social implications of a music realm gone mad… I was somewhat hesitant in picking up a book which might fall into a trap of adding to the notoriety of the sporadically violent media pariahs it portrays, but Moynihan and Søderlind don’t do them any favors.”

—WET INK

 

“Lords of Chaos is the definitive study of the Black Metal subculture, the events which issued from it, and the divergent and convergent trends which it impacted. Its value goes much further.”

—RÛNA 

 

“Paints a grim picture of the infamous Norwegian death metal scene in the early ’90s… Testimonies reveal a lethal brand of childish, psychopathic obsession vastly more scary than the ponderous and deliberately offensive music scene that spawned them.”

—BIZARRE

 

“[Lords of Chaos] includes not only the sensationalistic, fiery, blood-and-guts side of the black metal story, but the elegant and passionate side as well; the life-and-death struggle by a few dedicated young people to rise above the mediocrity and complacence that surrounded them.”

—FLIPSIDE

 

“A fascinating and deeply tragic story supported by hilarious photographs.”

—LOADED

 

“A riveting read, equal parts history, sociopolitical analysis, and true crime.”

—SPIN

 

“The most exciting book since the Old Testament…a masterwork of music history.”

—SPEX (GERMANY)

 

“Finally someone has compiled an exhaustive resource regarding the seamy and Satanic side of pop music and culture. Whatever your musical or religious outlook, this book has the facts you need to understand what’s going on in Death Metal music.”

—BOB LARSON, RADIO & TV PERSONALITY, AUTHOR OF NUMEROUS CHRISTIAN-ORIENTED BOOKS ON SATANISM, THE OCCULT, AND CONTEMPORARY CULTURE.

 

“Speaking of dark and twisted reads, Michael Moynihan and Didrik Søderlind’s  Lords of Chaos: The Bloody Rise of the Satanic Metal Underground has everything: wacky Norwegians burning down churches to get back at Christians for stamping out Odin worship, murder, suicide, more than you ever wanted to know about the Norway vs. Sweden black-metal rivalries, and the (d)evolution from theatrical Satanic to slightly-more-serious Wotanic Nazi metal. Plenty of interviews—from the late Anton LaVey to Norwegian metal villain Varg Vikernes—make this a mighty entertaining bedtime reader.”

—PULSE

 

 “With its numerous original documents and informative interviews with all the important representatives of the scene, Lords of Chaos is the first serious history of the rise of a music scene that was first marginalized as exotic and extreme, and in the end was hushed up by the press on account of its criminal element.”

—FINANCIAL TIMES (GERMANY)

 

“Lords of Chaos brings much light into a realm of darkness where previously rumors and mystical transfigurations had reigned.”

—VISIONS (GERMANY)

 

“Rev up a chainsaw. Flick on the blender and a couple of power drills. Stand directly behind an F-16, right before it blasts off into space. A jackhammer should do to set the tempo. Now get down on all fours, contort your face into the wickedest grimace you can muster, and scream until your vocal cords collapse. If all of this makes you feel just the least bit ridiculous, hit yourself in the face with a roofing hammer until you can’t laugh anymore. There now. Listen carefully. This is what Black Metal sounds like.

“Black Metal’s ‘medieval Satanism’ is the logical fulfillment of Christianity’s worst apocalyptic fantasies, or at least the ones the media have irresponsibly legitimized. It is rebellion taken to its natural conclusion … destruction for its own sake, an adrenalized nihilism that revels in every toppled steeple. Lords of Chaos  … lets the genre’s more luminous personalities speak for themselves, stringing countless first-hand interviews into a seamless chronological narrative. It’s a task few other writers could have pulled off, whether geeked-up music journalists or academic outsiders. Surprisingly balanced, exhaustingly thorough, and—lest we forget that a lot of these folks come across more like professional wrestlers than terrorists—darkly humorous, it is a comprehensive look at a phenomenon that’s rarely been scrutinized.”

—VOR TRU
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION
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LORDS OF CHAOS WAS RESEARCHED AND WRITTEN IN THE YEARS 1994–97  and published in 1998. It became a subcultural sensation almost immediately. Somewhat to our surprise, it caught the interest of an astonishingly wide range of readers. The book has been hailed as a revelation by both underground fan and ivory tower academic alike. Many people who would otherwise have zero interest in a topic like Black Metal have been fascinated to gaze into this otherwise hidden underworld. Well-dressed businessmen were spotted reading it on the London Underground.

The attention did not stop there. At the American national publishing convention, it won the coveted independent press Firecracker Award for “Best Music Book” of the year. We were widely interviewed by the mainstream media both in Europe and across America, appearing in magazine articles, television documentaries, and radio programs which ran the gamut from Howard Stern to Christian talk shows. It was not long before we became de facto experts on the modern phenomenon of “unexplained youth violence.” The day of the infamous Columbine school shootings, a major radio news program had us on to provide live, real-time commentary as part of their effort to help listeners understand the real motivations behind such a seemingly senseless, brutal event.

Earlier this year, a long-awaited German edition of Lords of Chaos appeared, accompanied by a double-CD compilation of music which provided the soundtrack to the book’s contents. In a major press blitz, both releases were widely reviewed across Europe; full-page pieces on the history of Black Metal appeared in the strangest of places, from daily papers to the Financial Times, the German equivalent of the Wall Street Journal. When the anniversary of Germany’s own bloody school shooting at Erfurt came around, our comments wound up in newspaper editorials on the subject.

In essence, this is a radical book. Radical in the true sense of the word (deriving from the Latin radix, “root”), it explores the roots of the matter at hand in an unflinching fashion. It is not our job to pass judgment on our subjects; we expect the readers to have the intelligence to do that for themselves. This reluctance to overtly criticize those whom we interview and document has occasionally been a source of consternation for reviewers who harbor their own moralistic agendas,  who claim that by neglecting to “properly”—read: politically correctly—interpret this material for the reader, we are allowing potentially dangerous ideas a free voice. In a sense, they may be right. Our world, increasingly homogenized and with the entire spectrum of its cultural creations adulterated for palatable mass-consumption, needs dangerous ideas more than ever. It may not need the often ill-formed and destructive ideas expressed by some of the protagonists in Lords of Chaos, but we felt all along that this is an issue for the individual reader to decide.

However, at times we simply couldn’t resist commenting on our subjects’ views. Case in point: the claim (made by Varg Vikernes and some of his fellow travelers) that Norway is run by a Jewish conspiracy. The notion of a “Protocols of the Elders of Zion”-style Jewish cabal running the world is absurd to begin with, but all the more so in a country with practically no Jewish population, and we felt the need to point this out. In many instances, the reader will also find that the outrageous points being made by one person are soon commented upon and put into a different light by other interview subjects.

We do not claim to offer any cut-and-dried rationale for why these events all happened, or continue to happen. There is no simple or single answer. While a certain amount of what is found in these pages can be ascribed to age-old impulses of teenage rebellion, undoubtedly there was and is something deeper going on, a certain energy twisting and erupting from below the ground—something from the roots.

A few critics have accused us of overemphasizing the extreme political rhetoric that marks some quarters of the Black Metal scene. The implication is that we did so for sinister reasons. An example is Hendrik Möbus of the German band Absurd (whose exploits are detailed in chapter 11). Möbus was an obvious focal point for us since, in many respects, this volume became a true crime book. But the effects of  Lords of Chaos can also clearly be seen here. In the interview he granted to us for the first edition, Möbus made numerous extreme statements and the accusation was leveled at us on more than one occasion that we had unwisely given a obscure and insignificant figure a platform to express extremist political views. As things turned out, many of Möbus’s remarks were ultimately used against him as evidence during subsequent legal proceedings that resulted in an additional sentence he received for publicly deriding the victim of his crime. This was not the end of the matter. In order to avoid being sent back to prison, Möbus fled the country. He flew to the U.S., eventually finding safehousing with Dr. William Pierce, author of the notorious  Turner Diaries and the director of the National Alliance, which is widely considered the most serious and “potentially dangerous” racialist organization in the country. It was not long before Möbus was apprehended by U.S. authorities and ultimately extradited to Germany. The obscure, insignificant figure had now reached the status of a notorious international fugitive, commanding headlines in major papers. These events demonstrate that our attention was warranted.
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GERMAN HEADLINE AFTER MÖBUS VIOLATES PAROLE, PRIOR TO BECOMING AN INTERNATIONAL FUGITIVE: “SATAN MURDERER TO GET THREE YEARS BEHIND BARS”
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NORWEGIAN HEADLINE: “IT’S THE ULTIMATE ACT, BECAUSE IT CAN’T GET MUCH WORSE”

There is no question that things have quieted down a bit in the Black Metal scene—at least insofar as its extra-musical activities go. The popularity of the music seems undiminished; indeed it has become a serious cash cow for the Norwegian music industry, and underground music in general. The major groups sell impressive quantities of records and draw multitudes of fans on their extensive worldwide tours. The Satyricon single “Fuel for Hatred” received heavy air-play on one of Norway’s three biggest radio stations, and just before this revised edition went to press we heard that Dimmu Borgir’s new album will be hawked to the public through TV advertising spots. Today most of the genre’s protagonists hold no interest in committing crimes. Fully aware they have a viable commercial and artistic product to sell, they take their musical careers seriously. For all the morbid cachet it might provide one’s reputation among the demi-monde, being locked up in a jail cell does not facilitate recording and playing music—in other words, making a living.

Nevertheless, recent events in Finland and Norway bear witness to the fact that Black Metal can still inspire fear and apprehension. Among the new sections in this revised edition is a chronicle of the particularly lurid crimes committed  near Helsinki by Black Metal youths, news of which was heavily suppressed by the authorities for fear of copycat incidents.

And more recently in June 2003, Black Metal was back on the front pages in Norway. A 26-year-old man with a past as a member of a relatively unknown Black Metal band had been arrested in a case that was guaranteed to capture the nation’s imagination. Along with some younger compatriots, the former bass player had broken into a chapel where bodies were awaiting cremation. The group opened coffins and abused the deceased by cutting, beating, and stomping on the bodies; this was supplemented with a thorough vandalism of the chapel itself. The corpse of an older man was decapitated, and the severed head brought to a party for show-and-tell. The grotesque conversation piece was later retrieved from the basement of a young man who was totally unaware it had been deposited there.

The results were predictable: the case dominated the media for days, and even seemed to overshadow murders of living people and important world events. In a fit of hysteria the tabloids went into full gear, speculating upon whether the desecrations were part of Satanic rituals. Some urged that Black Metal music should be outlawed.

As might be expected, several key points were overlooked in the coverage of the case. In fact, the culprit wasn’t even really part of the Black Metal scene. He had long since been fired from his band for musical reasons, and was furthermore such a misfit that he had been more or less ostracized from the scene in general. His extensive abuse of drugs like ecstasy and GHB probably hadn’t helped his sorry situation. It is more likely that the prime contributing factors behind his extreme behavior were psychological and pharmacological rather than anything to do with music or Satanism.

But one thing had changed in the decade since Black Metal first shocked Norway. Since those early outrages it has become a both critically acclaimed and commercially appealing genre of music—the upshot of this being that the subculture now has mainstream media people ready to defend it. “Nobody in this scene would gain in status from chopping the head off a corpse,” claimed a prominent radio DJ who plays a lot of Black Metal. While this might make a good interview soundbite, it is no more true than tabloid rantings that paint all metal fans as potential corpse violators.

A significant degree of Black Metal’s allure and stature does not derive from the accomplished musical achievements and originality of the artists playing the music. The grisly crimes have contributed as much, and maybe even more, to its appeal. And while most Black Metal people are law-abiding citizens, they can hardly claim that the criminal element merely represents a clique of confused hangers-on. Those responsible for the murders, church burnings, and so forth have often been the prime movers and shakers of the scene. Underscoring this is the fact that key Black Metal magazines publish articles that treat real killers as cozy celebrities, or proclaim them to be outright heroes.

This new edition of Lords of Chaos has been revised in various places  throughout, with corrections made, sections updated, and new material, interviews, and illustrations added. The format and the majority of the text from the original edition have been retained, for we feel they capture well the wild world of Black Metal—not to mention what is undoubtedly the strangest saga ever told in the history of popular music. Here blood, fire, and music were the volatile ingredients that fueled an alchemical explosion which still continues to loudly reverberate through the apocalypse culture of the modern world.

 

—MICHAEL MOYNIHAN AND DIDRIK SØDERLIND 
LOS ANGELES AND OSLO, JULY 2003






FROM DEVASTATED EARTH  
NEW FORMS WILL RISE  
BUT WHAT AT FIRST OFFENDS OUR EYES  
WILL AT LAST BE SEEN AS WELCOME BIRTH

 

HOW LONG DID WE CRY VAINLY  
IN THE LONG AND ENDLESS NIGHTS?  
NOT EVEN SECONDS.  
IN THE DARK, NO ONE CRIES IN VAIN—  
WE ONLY FAIL TO SEE.

 

WE BEWAIL THE RUINS IN OUR VIEW  
AND STREW OURSELVES WITH ASHES  
AND DO NOT SEE THE PHOENIX  
IN THE FLAMES.

 

DO YOU STILL CRY?  
DO YOU STILL CRY OUT?

 

—TARJEI VESAAS, “THE BIRD IN THE FLAME,” LAND OF HIDDEN FIRES1
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PREAMBLE: INTO THAT DARKNESS

APRIL, 1997 (OSLO)—THE HEADLINES OF THE NATION’S NEWSPAPERS SCREAM  with the revelation of a sinister plot to slaughter progressive politicians and religious leaders in Norway. The perpetrators, possessed of not only weapons but significant sums of money, allegedly planned further actions beyond the list of assassinations. On their agenda is the liberation of an imprisoned comrade, whom they hope to safely smuggle out of the country. Is this prisoner-of-war another extreme nationalist with a long history of underground political activism like themselves? No. He is 24-year-old Varg Vikernes, the most infamous Black Metal musician in the world.

It is a winding path which leads from the world of Pop music to political terrorism. This is not the first time Rock and Roll has assumed a revolutionary mode, but it is the most fanatical and uncompromising such outbreak yet. It is also just the tip of the iceberg. Upon closer scrutiny, the plot to free Varg Vikernes  becomes only the latest development in one of the most bizarre and outrageous sagas in musical history. Until now, it has remained largely unwritten.

The annals of Black Metal are fraught with violence—exploding in both self-administered suicidal shotgun blasts and cold-blooded, knife-blade murders. The number of deaths incurred worldwide is hard to calculate, but the frenzied nature of the killings bestows them with an unmistakable essence. As merciless as the murders have been, the ongoing campaign of church arsons adds psychological terror and religious intimidation to the list of Black Metal’s arsenal. It is a legacy comprised of innumerable strands of virulent rhetoric, from Satanism to fascism—some of it mere pomp, some stated in deadly earnest. Pulling back the genre’s dark veil reveals a few certifiable loose cannons amidst numerous poseurs; the share of cartoon characters is counterbalanced by some genuine “demons” in human form. They all share a common desire to boldly step beyond the perimeters of acceptable society, be it in image or in deed, and plant their flags of defiance. All this is accomplished to the militant sound of Black Metal itself—a roaring cacophony of mind-bending dimensions. Black Metal adopts the basic framework of the hardest strain of Heavy Metal, ripping it down to a poisoned, jagged splinter of aural hate. As if to add further confusion for an unwary listener, some Black Metal bands have also taken to recording sounds which could rightly be described as “beautiful,” and have branched into the territories of Ambient Electronic, Traditional Folk, and even neo-Classical music.

Rock music has always held seeds of the forbidden. As decades passed and the business swelled, the multinational corporations who came to control it could not allow such seeds to develop into uncontrollable stalks and vines. Simultaneous with Rock’s descent into a commodity, sold through endless magazine advertisements and glitzy videos, a façade of pseudo-rebellion has been carefully cultivated, but Rock’s “garden of earthly delights” is very well manicured indeed. Yet there are those who attempt to kick down the boundaries and allow it to rejuvenate its limbs in the fertile, blood-soaked fields of real danger.

Heavy Metal exists on the periphery of Pop music, isolated in its exaggerated imagery and venting of masculine lusts. Often ignored, scorned, or castigated by critics and parents, Heavy Metal has been forced to create its own underworld. It plays by its own rules, follows its own aesthetic prerogatives. Born from the nihilism of the 1970s, the music has followed a singular course. Now in the latter half of the 1990s it is often considered passé and irrelevant, a costume parade of the worst traits in Rock. Metal is no longer a staple of FM radio, nor are record labels pushing it like they used to. Watching MTV and reading popular music magazines, one might not even realize Heavy Metal still existed at all.

Rumors of its demise are greatly exaggerated, however, as the Metal underground boils and seethes worldwide. Essentially left to its own devices and relegated to independent labels run by the hardcore fans themselves, this has allowed Metal’s most antisocial and aggressive tendencies to develop unburdened  by any system of moral checks and balances, which society provides—at least tenuously—for other significant forms of music.

In Europe, Heavy Metal has always kept up a certain level of popularity, despite its pariah-like status in the eyes of the public. In the Far North of that continent, the molten nature of extreme Metal met with the icy climes of Norway and Sweden, and the result was a creation of explosively volatile proportions: Black Metal. The North, rigidly controlled by the natural elements, its seasons dominated by darkness and cold, ironically provided the desolate environment which would spark Black Metal to marshal its forces and gather up weapons in a coming unholy war.

Rock and Roll has long been an adversary to many of the basic tenets of Christianity, but underground Heavy Metal took this to the ultimate extreme. Christianity was not to be slowly eroded through steady incursions of increasing immorality, rather it should be abruptly uprooted and incinerated to its very last breath. Black Metal would provide foot soldiers ready to plunge headlong into battle, firebrands in hand, to brazenly set alight the cathedrals and churches of Europe.

The justifications for this onslaught are many. Some declare allegiance to Satan, that ancient enemy of Christ, and honor his name in song and deed. Others draw fortitude from the pagan ways of old and claim to continue a battle left unfinished 1,000 years ago when Christianity invaded Europe. “A furore normannorum, libera nos, domine. ‘From the fury of the Northmen, O Lord, deliver us’ was a litany without need of vellum. It was graven on the hearts of men wherever and for as long as that fury fell,” wrote Gwyn Jones in his A History of the Vikings.2 Such sentiments on the lips of the early church fathers are just as relevant now as then.

Saint Columcille, the founder of the Iona monastery in the British Isles in 563, foretold a dire prophecy concerning the establishment of the new religion of peace. According to Manus O’Donnell’s hagiography, certain morbid images had entered the Saint’s consciousness. “‘My mind and heart have been sore troubled’ saith Columcille, ‘by a vision that hath been given me... for at the end of time men will besiege my churches, and they will kill my monks and violate my sanctuary, and ravage and desecrate my burial grounds.’”3

His words would be fulfilled only a few centuries later, when Viking raiders from the Norwegian coasts descended upon the monasteries of Britain, “like stinging hornets, and overran the country in all directions, like fierce wolves, plundering, tearing, and killing not only sheep and oxen, but priests and Levits, and choirs of monks and nuns...”4 In the end, the newly established forces of God and Christ quelled and subdued their heathen resisters. Europe became a Christian continent to its furthest borders. But the wolves and hornets were only sleeping in their caves and nests, and they would be inflamed again.

Slightly over a millennium later, Columcille’s prophecy was due for a second coming, this time on a worldwide scale. The antagonists were no longer the warrior  class of an untamed heathen society, but rather the well-bred youth of the most civilized Christian nations on earth.

The connection between such recurring events is blurred, its details obscured in the mists of pre-Christian myth and allegory. Black Metal has taken the fire of Loki and used it as fuel, the accelerant for a one-way ride to hell. Have the terrifying gods of old reawakened, thirsty for blood after years of dormancy? Or is this simply their last stand, a Götterdämmerung of Wagnerian proportions as they gasp before the final curtain?

A historian of the Germanic people wrote, “There is not only a Twilight for the Gods, there is a deep, dark impenetrable night.”5 In the flaming glint of real or imagined sword blades, Black Metal’s legions have made their own desperate attempt to illumine the darkness. Their weapons are blasphemy and fire, coupled with heavy sonic artillery and spurred on by powerful internal and infernal impulses. Their methods and approach may be inopportune, the tactics crude and thoughtless, but the resulting unprecedented and unexpected crimes warrant an inquest. The implications of their behavior ripple far beyond the borders of music, youth culture, even esoteric religion. Their experiments in “evil” provide the opportunity to understand the dynamic impetus which lies behind hate-driven destruction itself.

In order to fully understand the present and future, one must gaze back into the past. Thus, we will begin our explication of a modern eruption of musical terrorism a few generations ago, before Rock and Roll had even entered the picture. Once a quick overview of Black Metal’s instinctual and visceral pedigree has been gained, the rest of the insanity quickly falls into place.






THE SABBATS OF THE OLD DAYS HAVE COME TO LIFE IN A NEW FORM—  THE OUTDOOR ROCK FESTIVAL. BOTH SERVE AS A CATHARTIC RELEASE FROM THE  DRUDGERIES OF DAILY SECULAR EXISTENCE. THOSE YOUNG PEOPLE IN ATTENDANCE AT  THE CONCERTS ARE, FOR THE MOST PART, THOSE WHO LABEL THEMSELVES PROUDLY THE  “NEW GENERATION,” THOSE WHO, LIKE THE EUROPEAN SERF, FEEL A PROFOUND SCHISM  BETWEEN THEMSELVES AND THE ESTABLISHMENT. AT THE CONCERTS, AS AT THE  SABBATS, THERE IS THROBBING, HYPNOTIC MUSIC, WIDESPREAD USE OF HALLUCINOGENIC  DRUGS BY THE CELEBRANTS, AN ESCAPE INTO ANIMALITY...

 

—ARTHUR LYONS, THE SECOND COMING1

1

SYMPATHIES FOR THE DEVIL

THE DEVIL HAS ALWAYS TREASURED MUSIC. WHAT BETTER ARENA  to inspire, cultivate, and propagate his will into the affairs of man? Music serves as both balm and excitant, soothing the savage or awakening dormant passions. In spiritual terms music is a magical operation, a vehicle for man to communicate with the gods. Depending on whom the celebrants invoke, this can mean soaring to heaven on the voices of angels or raising beasts from the pits of hell.

With the ascendency of Christianity in the Western world over the past two millennia, music has always been a problematic area for both religious and secular authority. While song has often served to bind the Lord’s supplicants, its seductive words and cadences may just as easily sow seeds of doubt in the mind. Mephistopheles and the Muse go hand in hand, and the folk songs of old often extol wine, women, and song—all three the Devil’s playthings. Many of the oldest known songs in European tradition derive from heathen, pre-Christian roots, and spin tales of magic, necromancy, and superstition. It is no wonder the Christian Church did its best to try to supplant such songs of the people with hymns extolling its own icons and ideals; nevertheless, tradition dies hard and has a way of resurfacing despite all attempts to discourage or silence it.

Self-proclaimed moral authorities continue to frown upon the ecstasies of revelry and lusty song, attempting to root them out. In the first half of the twentieth century, Jazz was considered particularly dangerous, with its imagined potential to unleash animal passions, especially among unsuspecting white folk. Theosophical writers on the occult significance of music even go so far as to state that the force ushering Jazz into the nightclubs could be none other than that which allows evil to operate on earth. In his book on the Rolling Stones, Dance With the Devil, Stanley Booth quotes the New Orleans Times-Picayune in 1918: “On certain natures sound loud and meaningless has an exciting, almost an intoxicating effect, like crude colors and strong perfumes, the sight of flesh or the sadic pleasure in blood. To such as these the jass music is a delight [sic].”2 Early lurid scare tactics had little effect, and Jazz attracted a more genteel audience as time went on.

More directly tied to deviltry than Jazz, and likewise imbued with the potency of its racial origins, was Blues. Black slaves often adopted Christianity after their enforced arrival in America, but melded it with native or Voudoun strains. Blues songs abound with references to devils, demons, and spirits. One of the most influential Blues singers of all time, Robert Johnson, is said to have sold his soul to the Devil at a crossroads in the Mississippi Delta, and the surviving recordings of his haunting songs give credence to the legend that Satan rewarded his pact with the ability to play. Johnson recorded only twenty-nine tunes, some of the more famous being “Crossroads Blues,” “Me and the Devil Blues,” and “Hellhound on My Trail.” The leaden resignation of his music is a genuine reflection of his existence. Life for Johnson began on the plantations, wound through years of carousing and playing juke joints, ending abruptly in 1938 when at the age of 27 he was poisoned in a bar, probably as a result of an affair with the club owner’s wife. Johnson’s musical legacy would fade into obscurity until reissued on LPs in the ’60s, when it found a new excited audience among the Blues Rock musicians of that era. From the demonic songs of Delta Blues one can trace a line to the present world of Satanic Rock and Roll.




LUCIFER TURNS UP THE VOLUME 

Most early Rock—despite the power commanded over youth by Elvis “the pelvis” Presley and the Beatles—was, in reality, only mildly threatening to the status quo. Its most anti-social element came from the thugs and delinquents who latched onto Rockabilly, but chances are these youths would have been stealing cars and rolling bums no matter what kind of music they listened to. As the ’60s spiraled onward, musical experimentation coupled with drug use, and a decidedly darker element came to the fore.

The Beatles appeared downright tidy next to Rolling Stones, who reveled in the role of international bad boys—boozers, fighters, and satyr-like icons of sensual excess. By no accident the Stones traced their musical lineage back to  Robert Johnson and his infernal Delta swamp Blues. The Stones took their diabolical inspiration seriously, deliberately cultivating a Satanic image, from wearing Devil masks in promotional photos to conjuring up sinister album titles such as Their Satanic Majesties Request and Let it Bleed. The band’s lyrics ambivalently explored drug addiction, rape, murder, and predation. The infamous culmination of these flirtations revealed itself at the Altamont Speedway outdoor festival on December 6, 1969. Inadvertently captured on film in the live documentary  Gimme Shelter, it was only moments into the song “Sympathy for the Devil” before all hell broke loose between the legion of Hell’s Angels “security guards” and members of the audience, ending with the fatal stabbing of Meredith Hunter, a gun-wielding black man in the crowd. The infernal, violent chaos of the event at Altamont made it abundantly clear the peace and love of the ’60s wouldn’t survive the transition to a new decade.

Simultaneously with the ascension of the Rolling Stones to world fame, other English Rock groups entered the scene, bringing with them even more developed elements of the occult and black magic. Flower Power was a period of spiritual desperation for a vast section of youth in Britain and America, throwing off the Christianity of previous generations while seeking something truer to their nature with dabbling in Eastern mysticism and innumerable cults and sects. Occult faddism, largely dormant since the first decades of the century, began to manifest widely.

English black magician Aleister Crowley, dubbed the “wickedest man in the world” by the press in the 1930s, now rose to higher influence and prominence than he had ever experienced in his own lifetime. Through the underground films of Kenneth Anger, Crowley’s specter began to loom large over the end of the ’60s and early ’70s. Both Mick Jagger of the Stones and Jimmy Page, guitarist of Led Zeppelin, scored soundtracks for Anger’s Crowley-inspired films Invocation of My Demon Brother and Lucifer Rising, the titles of which betray their mystical concerns. Page’s interest in Crowley developed to a far more serious level than the Satanic dabbling of the Stones; his collection of original Crowley books and manuscripts is among the best in the world. Page held a financial share in the Equinox occult bookshop (named after the hefty journal of “magick” Crowley edited and published between 1909–14) in London and at one point even purchased Crowley’s former Scottish Loch Ness estate, Boleskine. The property continued to perpetuate its sinister reputation under new ownership, as caretakers were confined to mental asylums, or worse, committed suicide during their tenures there.

The bad vibes came with the territory. Speaking of his attraction to the strong-arm philosophy of Machiavelli in an interview, Page declared, “He was a master of evil, but you can’t ignore evil if you study the supernatural as I do ... I want to go on studying it.”3 He was also straightforward in admiration for his spiritual mentor: “I think Aleister Crowley’s completely relevant to today. We’re all still seeking for truth—the search goes on ... Magic is very important if people can go through with it.”4
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ALEISTER CROWLEY

Imagery of Crowley’s Thelemic religion can be found woven throughout the albums of Led Zeppelin, along with influences drawn from Anglo-Saxon and Norse heathen folklore and traditional music, and the mythology of J.R.R. Tolkien’s literary works. If there is any early Rock band bearing exemplifying the basic themes that would later preoccupy many of the Black Metal bands in the ’90s, it is Led Zeppelin. Stephen Davis, author of the Zeppelin rockography Hammer of the Gods, remarks that the music for the song “No Quarter,” which Page composed, “inspired Robert [Plant] to write lyrics with provocative images of Led Zeppelin as a Viking death squad riding the winds of Thor to some awful Satanic destiny.”5

The group encouraged such impressions with some of their antics, staging a record release party in the guise of a mock Black Mass. The event was held in the underground caves which formerly housed similar rites perpetrated by Sir Francis Dashwood and his debauched Hellfire Club two centuries earlier. In their heyday, the band—and Page especially—knew the value of a nasty reputation, much as Crowley had in his own generation. The resulting rumors ranged from the old standby of an alleged pact with the Devil signed by the group in return for success, to stories of Page’s experiments with black magic effecting the death of drummer John Bonham. In recent years the former members of Led Zeppelin have tried to downplay such interests, with Plant and Page dismissing the Boleskine property as nothing more than an old “pig farm.”6

Whether Zeppelin was in fact a “Heavy Metal” band is a point of debate, although they pioneered a sound which must be acknowledged as such in its more thunderous moments. Whether Black Sabbath is a Heavy Metal group there is no room for doubt. Sabbath slowed the contemporary framework of Blues-based Rock down to a lurching, sinister pace which perfectly suited their lyrical themes of insanity, war, and alienation. Singer Ozzy Ozbourne pioneered a haunting wail and the rest of the band made little effort to concede to any of the cheery sentiments still floating on hippy lips. Sabbath’s cover art brought Satanic imagery to its apex in mainstream pop culture of the early ’70s, with eerie demons attacking sleeping humans on albums like Sabbath, Bloody Sabbath.

Although members of the band talk of the occult, and Ozzy Ozbourne later in his solo career wrote his own paean to the “Great Beast” with the song “Mr. Crowley,” a closer look at the lyrics of Black Sabbath does not uncover any serious Satanic philosophy. To the contrary, it reveals an almost Christian fear of demons and sorcery. In a 1996 interview with journalist Steve Blush in Seconds  magazine, Sabbath bassist Geezer Butler explains the truth of the band’s connection to the occult:

 

I was really interested because I was brought up Catholic. When I was a kid, I was a religious maniac. I loved anything to do with religion and God. Being a Catholic, every week you hear what the Devil does and “Satan’s this” and “Satan’s that,” so you really believe in it. What sparked my interest was when I was in London around 1966–67. There was a whole new culture happening and this one guy used to sell these black magic magazines. I read a magazine and thought, “Oh yeah, I never thought of it like that”—Satan’s point of view. I just started reading more and more; I read a lot of Dennis Wheatley’s books, stuff about astral planes. I’d been having loads of these experiences since I was a child and finally I was reading stuff that was explaining them. It lead me into reading about the whole thing—black magic, white magic, every sort of magic. I found out Satanism was around before any Christian or Jewish religion. It’s an incredibly interesting subject. I sort of got more into the black side of it and was putting upside-down crosses on my wall and pictures of Satan all over. I painted my apartment black. I was getting really involved in it and all these horrible things started happening to me. You come to a point where you cross over and totally follow it and totally forget about Jesus and God. “Are you going to do it? Yes or no?” No, I don’t think so.7

 

Black Sabbath’s flirtation with evil, filtered to their fans through a haze of barbiturates and Quaaludes, cemented them as a band tapped into the dark current. Like Led Zeppelin, the sinister image took hold and would be with them forever. Without respect or support from the press, Black Sabbath were filling arenas around the world, leaving their mark on impressionable kids who swarmed to have their eardrums pummeled in these rituals of crushing sound and volume.

Groups further from the spotlight than Black Sabbath—such as Black Widow and Coven—could afford to be even more obsessive in their imagery. The English sextet Black Widow released three diaphanous Hard Rock albums between 1970–72, and later appe"ar as a footnote in books that cover the history of occultism in pop culture. The chanting refrain of their song “Come to the Sabbat” evokes images of their concerts which featured a mock ritual sacrifice as part of the show. Beyond sketchy tales of such events, and the few recordings and photos they’ve left behind, Black Widow remains shrouded in mystery.
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Coven are just as obscure, but deserve greater attention for their overtly diabolic album Witchcraft: Destroys Minds and Reaps Souls. Presented in a stunning gatefold sleeve with the possessed visages of the three band members on the front, the cover hints at a true Black Mass, showing a photo with a nude girl as the living altar. The packaging undoubtedly caused consternation for the promotional department of Mercury Records, the major label who released it, and the album quickly faded into obscurity. Today it fetches large sums from collectors, clearly due more to its bizarre impression than for any other reason. The songs themselves are standard end-of-the-’60s Rock, not far removed from Jefferson Airplane; the infusion of unabashed Satanism throughout the album’s lyrics and artwork makes up for its lack of strong musical impact. In addition to the normal tracks, the album closes with a thirteen minute “Satanic Mass.” The inside cover warns:

 

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first Black Mass to be recorded, either in written words or in audio. It is as authentic as hundreds of hours of research in every known source can make it. We do not recommend its use by anyone who has not thoroughly studied Black Magic and is aware of the risks and dangers involved.8

 

Coven included the attractive female lead singer Jinx as well as a man by the name of Oz Osbourne, who bore no relation to the British vocalist “Ozzy.” In an additional coincidental twist, the first track on the Coven album is titled “Black Sabbath.” The Witchcraft album was released a year or two before Sabbath’s eponymous debut in 1970, but the hidden links that exist between the two are up for speculation. Like their English counterparts in Black Widow, Coven devised a live show that puts many of the modern Satanic bands to shame. In a 1996 interview, former member Osbourne recounted the grandiose proceedings to Descent  magazine as follows:

 

We did a lot of our album and other things as our stage show, intermixing the Black Mass, or Satanic Mass, as kind of a segue between the songs. Behind the stage we had an altar and on top of the altar we had what we called a Christian cross and we had one of our road people hanging on the Christian cross as Jesus, and he just kind of stayed there during the whole show. Our stage was lit with obviously a lot of reds, and we had candles and that kind of thing. Then we would do our whole album and other materials that all dealt with interesting stories of witchcraft. Of course we were costumed. ... right at the end of our set we did a Procol Harum song that was just appropriate, called “Walpurgis.” And right in the middle of it we break into the “Ave Maria.” At that point Jinx would do the benediction of the Black Mass and she’d recite the Latin bits and she would go, “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law,” which is Crowley ... She’d say the Crowley bit then would hail Satan and  would turn around and scream “Hail Satan!” at the cross and altar, at which point the guy (Jesus) would pull his arms off the cross, get down, invert the cross into the Satanic symbol, and would go dancing off the stage while the music was still playing.9
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After their outrageous debut, Coven recorded a few more major label albums, the diabolism drastically toning down with each succeeding release. Stories persisted for a time of a planned “Satanic Woodstock” in the early ’70s where Coven was to play as a prelude to an address by Anton LaVey, High Priest of the Church of Satan. This rumor is verified in Arthur Lyons’s book The Second Coming: Satanism in America (later revised and reissued as Satan Wants You). Lyons traveled with LaVey to Detroit, where the festival was due to take place on Halloween, only to find the show cancelled due to controversy. Coven did manage to perform their full Black Mass spectacle at a Detroit nightclub the next evening, which frightened the living hell of out an acid-tripping Timothy Leary in attendance. The band’s only widespread recognition came years later with the unexpected national hit single “One Tin Soldier,” which some (predictably) speculated  was the result of their pact with the Prince of Darkness whom they had once so boldly acknowledged. Despite Coven’s obscurity, the Witchcraft album was striking enough to be discovered by some of the more important Satanic musicians in recent years, illustrating another link in the continuum of demonic Rock over the decades. King Diamond, the singer and driving force behind Mercyful Fate, one of the most important openly Satanic Metal bands of the ’80s, acknowledges he received dramatic influences from a Black Sabbath concert he attended as a kid in his native Denmark in 1971. He also tells of finding inspiration from Coven’s lead vocalist Jinx:

 

An amazing singer, her voice, her range... not that I stand up for the viewpoints on their  Witchcraft record, which was like good old Christian Satanism. But they had something about them that I liked...10




ENTER THE BLACK POPE 

As integral to Satanic popular culture as any of the aforementioned music groups was Anton Szandor LaVey himself. Following years of observing the seamier folds of life as a carny, police photographer, burlesque organ accompanist, and occultist, LaVey made headlines when he founded the first official Church of Satan on the dark evening of Walpurgisnacht, April 30, 1966. The fundamentals of the Church were based not on shallow blasphemy, but opposition to herd mentality and dedication to a Nietzschean ethic of the anti-egalitarian development of man as a veritable god on earth, freed from the chains of Christian morality. LaVey’s Church was tailor-made for unending media attention, which soon made it a household word around the globe. In 1968 he released a Satanic Mass LP, which also broadcast a “Black Mass” from its grooves. Not centered on the medieval imagery found on the Coven album, it functioned instead as an exercise in the rejection of Christian doctrine. LaVey explains:

 

I don’t think it was originally released as propaganda, but rather to set the record straight as to what a Satanic Mass is, opposed to a Black Mass, the latter of course just an inversion of a Christian rite. It was also an opportunity to reach a certain element at that time. There was no such forum for performance art at that time. The recording was done live with different tracks—it was recorded as performed. But I guess you could say it turned out to be propaganda ... it was subsequently distributed by Lyle Stuart [the publisher] and Howard Hughes funded some of that. He was quite sympathetic to what we were doing.11

[image: 010]

ANTON LAVEY
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Looking back today on the relevance and influence of the Satanic Mass,  LaVey notes, “I can see and appreciate it more than I could for years. For awhile I thought of it just as a documentary, similar to the LPs that came out in the early ’70s like The Occult Experience. But now I realize it was a first for the kind of visuals which you’re seeing all over today. It really was twenty years ahead of its time in many respects.”12 Following the “mass” ceremony, the B-side of the album also contained a number of Satanic declarations by LaVey, recited over the strains of Wagner and other bombastic scores. These texts were gleanings from LaVey’s essays that would later form the framework of his infamous book the Satanic Bible which appeared in 1969. The only openly Satanic manual of thought to be widely distributed to the masses, it is impossible to accurately gauge the impact LaVey’s book has had on society since its appearance almost thirty years ago. Readily obtainable, the book inevitably influenced the more prominent Rock musicians exploring themes of demonism and the occult in their personas, songs, and stage shows. In the heyday of such experimentation, a bizarre LP of entirely electronic synthesizer pieces devoted to the Devil even surfaced in 1971 on MCA Records, entitled Black Mass Lucifer. By the end of the ’70s only a few of the major Metal acts were paying homage to sinister forces, and this was usually done superficially or with tongue in cheek, as on Sabbath albums like We Sold Our Souls for Rock and Roll, and AC-DC’s Highway to Hell. But it was LaVey’s Satanic Bible that ensured the Devil a permanent place on hundreds of thousands of bookshelves the world over. With a decade of mainstream coverage for Satanism as a religion, and many of Hollywood’s rich and famous converting to the new creed, others would be quick to follow.
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BLACK MASS LUCIFER LOGO
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THE NEW WAVE OF BLASPHEMY 

The most discernible roots of the modern wave of Black Metal arising in Norway and elsewhere in the beginning of the 1990s can be clearly seen in the pioneers ten years earlier—Venom, Mercyful Fate, and Bathory. In tracing this lineage we have already stepped onto subjective territory, and others would argue for the inclusion of Slayer, Hellhammer, and Sodom alongside the above triumvirate. These bands made their undeniable mark as well, and will be noted in the next chapter. But by dint of chronology and primary impact both in terms of music, appearance, and philosophy, our focus concentrates on the former three.




THE UNHOLY TRINITY: VENOM 

Venom began in 1979–80 in Newcastle, England, the result of three Metal fans and musicians deciding to take things one step further than their contemporaries. Even their mortal names were not intimidating enough to reveal, thus Conrad Lant, Jeff Dunn, and Tony Bray respectively adopted the more evil-sounding  noms de guerre of Cronos, Mantas, and Abaddon. Their music was to be as over-the-top as their stage names, with equally abnormal lyrical content. Their beginnings and influences go straight back to the earliest Heavy Metal bands such as Black Sabbath and Deep Purple, as Abaddon explains:

 

I was about nineteen. We were all into the older stuff—Judas Priest, Deep Purple, Motorhead, Black Sabbath. Mantas has always been a huge Kiss fan. We were drawing inspiration from these bands. We’d take some of the diabolical content of Black Sabbath and we’d mix it with some of the stage presence of Kiss, and with the originality of Deep Purple. That’s where we got Venom from. Venom was never meant to be a blacker Iron Maiden or anything, it was really based on older bands and what little pieces of those bands we wanted to emulate.13

 

Venom took the heaviness and dark mysticism of these progenitors and gave it their own youthful punch-in-the-face to bring it up-to-date, as by this time the original Metal bands had settled into lavish lifestyles resulting from their success, losing most of the rawness that had once made them exciting. On close analysis, Venom was still playing fast Blues-based Rock, but with the primitive aggression which at that time was generally considered the property of the Punk bands. “Our  music was born on the back of the Punk explosion in England,” states Abaddon, “if you drew back Venom’s influences I guess you’d find bands like Deep Purple and the Sex Pistols, Led Zeppelin, and Black Sabbath.”14 Thus it was not surprising that an array of their early fans were drawn from areas beyond the standard Metal crowd (many of whom considered Venom pointlessly offensive and untalented noise-makers). Abaddon remembers:

 

We played to skinheads and punks and hairies—everybody. Where some guy with long hair couldn’t come into a Punk gig, all of the sudden it was really cool to go to a Venom gig for anybody. That’s why the audience grew really quick and became very strong; they were always religiously behind Venom and they’ve always stayed the same.15
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VENOM
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CRONOS OF VENOM

In America indeed a large percentage of Venom’s early fans came out of the nascent Hardcore Punk scene which was gathering momentum contemporaneously with the release of the band’s first singles. Old Venom standards like “Die Hard” echo the caustic, violent sound of early ’80s Black Flag more than any of the band’s fellow English Metal acts, although if you discount the low-fi recording, overly distorted guitars, and barked vocals of Cronos, one realizes Venom is arguably not much more than classic Sabbath warp-speeded to 78 rpm.

Besides pioneering a dirtier sound than any other extant Punk or Metal band in Europe, Venom’s notoriety was doubly assured with their elaborate endorsement of Satanism to a degree which would have caused wet dreams for medieval inquisitors. Given the level of blasphemy they made their trademark, it is not surprising the band could be embraced as panacea for the soul by kids brought up in stifling Christian environments, and looking for any possible way out. Whether or not Venom’s members really practiced such rites in private was altogether irrelevant for listeners who could revel in the statements found on their album sleeves:We drink the vomit of the priest  
Make love with the dying whore  
We suck the blood of the beast  
And hold the key to death’s door16





Such polemics struck a chord with their fans, and the vintage Venom albums  Welcome to Hell (1981), Black Metal (1982), and At War with Satan (1983) have gone on to sell hundreds of thousands of copies over the years. With the title of their second album, Black Metal, a future style of Satanic music had found a  name. The record also carved in stone some of the genre’s essential features. Primary among these would be an open policy of violent opposition to Judeo-Christianity, endless blasphemy, and the abandonment of all subtlety in favor of grandiose theater which teetered over an abyss of kitsch and self-caricature. The magnitude of Venom’s overwrought image was tempered considerably by some of the songs which wound up on their early LPs. Despite the Satanic trappings, they were still a Rock band after all, and numbers like “Teacher’s Pet,” “Angel Dust,” and “Red Light Fever” are little more than shockingly low-brow paeans to sex, drugs, and cheap thrills.
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MANTAS OF VENOM

Early interviews with the members of Venom make it clear they themselves were beer-swilling Rock and Rollers out to have a good time. The Satanism projected in their presentation and lyrics was primarily an image they stumbled upon, guaranteed to assure them attention and notoriety. There is no real philosophy behind it, beyond the juvenile rebellion of presenting anti-Christian blasphemy in the most lurid manner one’s imagination can muster. Abaddon’s reply to the question of whether he considers himself a Satanist is honest, but at the same time demonstrates it was probably never a real concern for him:

 

I certainly have in the past. I haven’t spent a lot time on any one religion for quite a few years. It’s something that I’m getting back towards, and I get a lot from people like LaVey. I’m a firm believer in all religions. Religion has become money now, and it’s a very dangerous area because people can become very persuasive. We’ve always tried to make Venom as powerful and as loud and unmissable as we possibly can, but without preaching to people. We’re very conscious about that. All the fans are called Legions and we are at their behest, but we don’t want to preach. It’s quite a difficult thing. We don’t want to be seen as some kind of organized religion whereby you have to buy the T-shirt or the album to keep funding the thing that is Venom. If you don’t want to listen to Venom anymore, so be it.17

 

In a 1985 Kerrang! interview, Cronos was even more blunt: “Look, I don’t preach Satanism, occultism, witchcraft, or anything. Rock and Roll is basically  entertainment and that’s as far as it goes.”18 If one were to reduce Satanism simply down to the credo of “doing your own thing,” then Venom may be “Satanists”—but by that criterion the Beach Boys probably are as well. After At War with Satan Venom diluted much of its image, and personnel changes wrought havoc on the integrity of their later recordings. Still, the band’s vintage albums had caught the ears of thousands of feisty kids, and their (fabricated) image as vehement desecrators of the holy set the stage for the next generation to carry the newly lit Black Metal torch forward.




A MERCYFUL KING 

The bands from the early 1980s who would have the most profound influence on the development of Black Metal as a genre have all on occasion acknowledged their familiarity with LaVey’s Satanic Bible, and in the case of King Diamond and his band Mercyful Fate, it served as powerful inspiration. After stumbling across it in an occult bookstore, Diamond recalls:

 

I read the book and thought, hey, this is the way I live my life—this is the way I feel inside! It’s not like it was a major religion or anything like that, it was a lifestyle that I could relate to 500%. And it’s just nice to see your own views and thoughts in words, in a book. It comforts you in some way. And that is how I felt. ... and you’ll see it reflected in our early lyrics with King Diamond and Mercyful Fate. I used the word Satan at that time, and it had a very specific meaning for me—not the one that other people had.19

 

Drawing musical influences from the godfathers of Heavy Metal such as Sabbath and Deep Purple, combined with King Diamond’s trademark operatic vocals, Mercyful Fate debuted with an eponymous mini-LP in 1982 which featured the anthem “Nuns Have No Fun.” This was followed by two more advanced albums, Melissa (1983) and Don’t Break the Oath (1984), brimming with stories of magical rites, nightmarish fantasies of the consequences of broken pacts, and declarations of Satanic allegiance: “If you say Heaven, I say a Castle of Lies / You say forgive him, I say revenge / My sweet Satan, You are the One.”20
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MERCYFUL FATE’S KING DIAMOND

Adding a cleverly conceived stage presence, King Diamond sang out such blasphemous provocations under a mask of theatrically sinister black-and-white face paint, his microphone lashed  onto a cross fashioned of two human legbones. In many respects the records of Mercyful Fate would exert the same influence on their fans that groups such as Black Sabbath had commanded on Diamond’s own musical beginnings. Diamond received occasional tabloid attention and much criticism for his promotion of evil subjects through his music, but he was always willing to declare his personal dedication to the LaVeyan brand of Satanism. He points out that the outlandish and gruesome imagery in some of his lyrics was nothing to be taken seriously:

 

I make pretty sure that nobody can come and say, hey, you are trying to influence people into doing this or doing that, or you want to convert people and so on. No way. I raise a lot of questions, definitely. But I try not to give—in straight words—an answer of what I feel about it... You’ll never see me doing things like that. People have got to make up their own minds. And if people are not interested in getting anything deeper out of words on an album, that’s fine too. We are entertainers—we’re not priests. I have my way of life and of course that will influence my music and my lyrics. I put all my feelings into both.21
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MERCYFUL FATE

Diamond represents one of the only performers of the ’80s Satanic Metal who was more than just a poseur using a devilish image for shock value. Between his openness about his personal commitments and the masked theater of his stage persona, his influence would be apparent when Black Metal was resuscitated with new blood in 1990–91. It’s difficult to imagine King Diamond causing anyone to commit atrocities in emulation of his down-to-earth philosophy. The required stimulus would come in the more overt blasphemies of bands who pushed the themes to further extremes, and provided a vastly more volatile cocktail for teenage fans to imbibe.




THUNDER GODS: BATHORY 

The Swedish group Bathory, along with Venom, are torch bearers in the evolution of modern Black Metal. Bathory takes its name from the “Blood Countess” Erzebet Bathory, a Hungarian noblewoman in the 1700s put on trial for the murder of hundreds of young girls, in whose blood she alleged bathed to maintain her youthful beauty. It is highly probable that an early Venom number, “Countess Bathory” on the Black Metal album, may have provided the direct inspiration for the name, as Bathory owes much of its initial sound and look to the English founders of Black Metal. The driving force behind the group is a man who uses the stage name of Quorthon (although, in point of fact, Bathory have never in their career played a live concert before the public). He describes the band’s first efforts:

 

At that time I must have been 15, and I was helping a record company out with listening to new bands because there was some kind of Metal wave going on, I believe due to the “New Wave of British Heavy Metal.” At that time I found out they were going to put together a Metal compilation album with five or six Swedish bands, and I asked, “Please can you listen to my band, because we play a really exciting type of new Heavy Metal.” That was January, 1984.
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BATHORY’S FIRST ALBUM

I never thought we’d be able to enter a studio again after that because we were really dirty sounding. But it turned out that 85-90% of all the fan mail that came to the record company from that record [the compilation was titled Scandinavian Metal Attack] was about our songs. So the guy from the record company called me up and said, “Hey, you really need to put your band together again and write some songs, because you have a full-length album to record this summer.”
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BATHORY GO VIKING

I thought we’d be selling two or three thousand copies; that album is still selling like crazy nine years later. I’m still really amazed about it, especially since when it was recorded it cost me about two hundred dollars and was recorded in fifty-six hours in a twelve-track demo studio south of Stockholm. From then on we just recorded every album on more or less “borrowed time” because we didn’t really have any ambitions whatsoever, up until Important Records asked us to come over and do some kind of tour together with Celtic Frost and Destruction in the summer of ’86. While all this was happening I of course didn’t have a line-up together because, if you know anything about Swedish music at that time, the musicians were bound to look like the band Europe [an effeminate Hard Rock band popular in the mid-80s]! So when I’d drag a drummer down to my rehearsal place and play him the first record of Bathory, he’d go, “Oh no, oh no!” There just wasn’t any atmosphere or tradition for Death Metal at that time, as there is today. ... Everybody seems to think that I’m a megalomaniac with a big head or something, but it wasn’t really my fault—I should have been born in some place like San Francisco or London where I would have had a real easy time putting this band together.22
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AN EARLY BATHORY PROMO PHOTO

Bathory’s first three albums follow a similar mode of expression as Venom, though the music is made even more vicious by a potent arsenal of noisy effects and distortion. The hyperkinetic rhythm section blurs into a whirling maelstrom of frequencies—a perfect backdrop for the barked vocals of an undecipherable nature. Much of the explanation for this sound was simply the circumstances of recording an entire album in two-and-a-half days on only a few hundred dollars. The end result was more extreme than anything else being done in 1984 (save maybe for some of the more violent English Industrial “power electronics” bands like Whitehouse, Ramleh, and Sutcliffe Jugend) and made a huge impact on the underground Metal scene. In retrospect Quorthon says of Bathory’s first self-titled album, “If you listen to it today, it doesn’t make you tickled or frightened, but in those days it must have made a hell of an impression. Thinking back on how it was recorded, it’s amazing how big things can be made with small measures sometimes.”23 The lyrics were centered on black magic and Satanism à la Venom, although funneled through a bit of Scandinavian innocence and teenage melodrama which made them come off as even more extreme in the end. Quorthon is very honest in his assessment of the Satanism on the early records:

 

Well, at the time it was very serious, because today, ten years later, I don’t think I know anything more about it than I did then. I’m not one inch deeper into it than I was at that time, but your mind was younger and more innocent and you tend to put more reality toward horror stories than there is really. Of course there was a huge interest and fascination, just because you are at the same time trying to rebel against the adult world, you want to show everybody that I’d rather turn to Satan than to Christ, by wearing all these crosses upside down and so forth. Initially the lyrics were not trying to put some message across or anything, they were just like horror stories and very innocent. But nevertheless at the time you thought that you were very serious, and of course you were not.24

 

As Bathory matured over the course of their subsequent records, The Return... (1985) and Under the Sign of the Black Mark (1987), the music slowed down noticeably, songs became more elaborate, and the subject matter began to convey a degree of subtlety and ambiguity a far cry from the earliest singles. At this point came a remarkable shift of focus which, like their early primitivity, would also greatly influence the Black Metal scene of the future. Blood Fire Death, Bathory’s fourth LP, hit record shops in 1988 and was eagerly grabbed by extreme Metal fans around the world. Instead of the B-grade horror cover art of the previous album, an entirely different image greeted them: a swarming, airborne army of enraged valkyries on black horses, spurred on by the Nordic god Thor, hammer held aloft in righteous defiance as a wolfskin-cloaked warrior drags a naked girl up from the scorched earth below. This remarkable romantic painting by Norwegian artist Peter Nicolai Arbo, depicting the infamous “Wild Hunt” or  Oskorei of Scandinavian and Teutonic folklore, was the ideal entryway into Bathory’s new sound which lay on the vinyl inside it. More accessible than the band’s previous noisefests, the new album was, nevertheless, just as brutal. Blood  Fire Death employed the same amount of raw aggression, but channeled it through orchestrated songs and understandable vocals, which were helped along by more realistic and thoughtful lyrics. The first track was an evocative instrumental, “Odens Ride Over Nordland,” which recreates the soundtrack of sorts to the cover art, with the father of the Norse heathen gods, Odin (also called Oden, Wotan, and other names, depending on the Germanic language) riding his eight-legged horse Sleipnir across the heavens. The Norse gods are again invoked on the final track of the record, the title song:Children of all slaves / United, be proud / Rise out of darkness and pain  
A chariot of thunder and gold will come loud / And a warrior with thunder and rain  
With hair as white as snow / Hammer of steel / To set you free of your chains  
And to lead you all / Where horses run free / And the souls of your ancient ones reign.25





With Blood Fire Death Bathory had forsaken the childish and foreign Satanism of their original inspiration but uncovered something just as compelling and fertile—the heathen mythological legacy of their own forefathers. The tapping of ancestral archetypes would become a matter of primary importance for the generation of Black Metal to follow, and an essential component of the genre.

The same inspiration resurfaced intensely on the next release, 1990’s  Hammerheart, with the songs written from a more personal point of view. The record is, to a deeper and more romantic degree than its predecessor, an attempt to seriously explore the mindset of a Viking Age practitioner of Ásatrú religion. Ásatrú, which translates to “loyalty to the Æsir [the pantheon of pre-Christian Nordic gods],” is the modern word for the revival and reconstruction of the religious beliefs of the Norse and Teutonic Northern Europeans. It is often accompanied by a strong hatred of Christianity, considered to be an alien religion forced on one’s ancestors under threat of death. Bathory was not the only Swedish band of the period to advocate a return to Ásatrú (the singer of the heavy biker-oriented Punk group the Leather Nun in fact led an Ásatrú organization for a time), but they would have the most impact with their actions.

On Hammerheart, Bathory’s music undergoes an epic restructuring. Most of the songs clock in at ten minutes apiece, the vocals are clearly sung and even surrounded by chanted choral backdrops. Richard Wagner is thanked in the credits. The cover art, a romantic oil painting titled “A Viking’s Last Journey,” depicts a Viking ship burial of a nobleman, where the corpse is pushed to sea in a longship, set alight by torches. Ironically it was not long after this that many a Norwegian Bathory fan would pick up real-life firebrands, and employ them in their own neo-Viking fantasy.

The final release in Bathory’s “Ásatrú trilogy” came with 1991’s Twilight of the Gods, which further emphasized the musical elements of European Classical composition. Lyrical themes were drawn from Nietzsche’s dire warnings about the  spiritual malady afflicting contemporary mankind. Beside this came veiled references to the SS divisions of World War II Germany in the song “Under the Runes,” which Quorthon admits was a deliberate provocation:

 

I wrote it in a way so that it would create a little havoc. “Under the Runes” is, to begin with, just my way of saying that regardless if it’s in the sky, the land, or deep down in the oceans, we will fight for my father’s gods’ right to have a place in any form of discussion when we discuss Sweden...
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We tend to think of ourselves as modern, down-to-earth Protestant Christians—healthy Christians. And we never talk about how Sweden was prior to that, more than 900 years ago, because we have a history of 2,000 years of being Ása-faithful, and just 970 years of Christianity. And if they don’t want to talk about it, I’m prepared to fight any kind of war by the great hail, under the runes, for my father’s gods. Because there are certain values, from those times, worth fighting for.

And in creating havoc, being able to talk about what the song is all about, I wrote it so that it would be able to be taken as a Second World War song. Because then I knew people would keep on picking out that lyric, and then I would keep having to answer questions about it, and would get the idea out there.26
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This was not the first time Bathory trod onto questionable ground with symbolism. Hammerheart  featured a sunwheel cross emblazoned on its back cover, an oft-used icon of radical right-wing organizations. Quorthon professes some naiveté in the matter, but it’s hard to believe he wasn’t aware of the full potency of such visual elements. As he explains:

In Sweden that’s also the symbol for archeology, but in Germany it means something completely different. And the original colors for the logo and titles were black, white, and red—the original German colors. I didn’t even think about it, but people went berserk, so we had to print them in gold.27

 

Though not conscious of its influence, Bathory managed to create the blueprint for Scandinavian Black Metal in all its myriad facets: from frenzied cacophony to orchestrated, melodic bombast; reveling in excesses of medieval Devil worship to thoughtful explorations of ancient Viking heathenism; drawing inspiration from European traditions to deliberately flirting with the iconography of fascism and National Socialism. Bathory’s first six albums encapsulated the themes which would stir unprecedented eruptions from the youth of Scandinavia and beyond.

Bathory’s bizarre bloodline of demonic inheritance—and that of Black Metal itself—can be traced straight back through Venom, Mercyful Fate, and other darker-themed Metal bands of the early ’80s, to the Heavy doom-ridden sounds of Black Sabbath and the mystical Hard Rock of Led Zeppelin, to their bluesy antecedents the Rolling Stones, and all the way to a poor black guitarist from the American South who may have sold his soul to Satan in a lone act of desperation. An unlikely Black Metal pedigree, but there it stands, helped along the way by countless others who poured their own creative juices into an evolving witches’ brew.
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Only a few years and a few more selective ingredients were needed to push the cauldron of Black Metal from the edge of the hearth and into the fire...






FEAR RUNS WILD IN THE VEINS OF THE WORLD
 THE HATE TURNS THE SKIES JET BLACK.
 DEATH IS ASSURED IN FUTURE PLANS
 WHY LIVE IF THERE’S NOTHING THERE?

 

SPECTERS OF DOOM AWAIT THE MOMENT
 THE MALLET IS SURE AND PRECISE
 COVER THE CRYPTS OF ALL MANKIND
 WITH CLOVEN HOOFS BEGONE...

 

—SLAYER, “HARDENING OF THE ARTERIES,” 19851

2

DEATH METAL DIES, BLACK METAL ARRIVES

BLACK METAL IS A BASTARD CHILD, CONCEIVED FROM THE PROMISCUOUS intermingling of a number of evil seeds, with only the general formula of Heavy Metal as its fecund womb. Abaddon notes the reality of the situation when discussing how many of the Metal sub-genres of the ’80s and ’90s came in the wake of Venom’s outbursts:

 

I don’t think any band sets out to become an institution. A band sets out simply to fulfill different goals at different times in their career. ... We were interviewed once and somebody said, “Venom’s obviously not a Heavy Metal band. You don’t sound like Heavy Metal and you don’t look particularly Heavy Metal; you look like punks with long hair.” We said Venom is Heavy Metal—it’s Black Metal, it’s Power Metal, it’s Speed Metal, it’s Death Metal. And all of these sub-genres had never been heard of before. All of the sudden one band is considered a Speed Metal band, one is considered a Death Metal band, and another is considered a Black Metal or a Power Metal band. What we meant is that Venom is all of these things, and all of these genres could emanate from Venom. We didn’t mean for it to happen, but that’s how it turned out. A band like Pantera have nothing in common with a Scandinavian band, or a band from England like Cradle of Filth—they don’t sound like them. But when you draw back to where their all influences come from, you find Venom.2

By the closing years of the ’80s, cutting-edge Metal groups had absorbed influences from both the bombastic “New Wave of British Metal,” with ultra-masculine bands like Saxon and Judas Priest (the latter so much so they often crossed over the line of homoeroticism, with singer Rob Halford’s leatherman get-ups), and the burgeoning Hardcore scene, with its lack of pretentiousness and gritty depictions of reality. The gnarlier second generation of Punk, Hardcore mirrored the same angst of the lost generation of American youth as did Metal; both thrived and cross-pollinated in the sprawling no man’s lands of suburbia. Punk’s do-it-yourself ethos carried over into everything and increasing numbers of kids formed their own bands, pressed their own albums, and organized concerts. Hardcore began to merge with elements of Heavy Metal and vice versa. Boundaries blurred and—as in the early days of Venom—kids from both scenes liked the same bands, attended the same shows, and voiced the same simple slogans of teenage turmoil and rebellion.




UNITED SATANIC AMERICA 

Overt expressions of Satanism remained buried deep in the Metal underground, and Venom never reached the same visibility in the U.S. they had achieved in England. The closest American parallel to Venom was L.A.’s Slayer, with their odes to bloody sacrifices and moonlit rituals on the early records Show No Mercy (1983), Haunting the Chapel (1984), and Hell Awaits (1985). Bands from the States never seemed to achieve quite the unadulterated level of blasphemy wielded by the British founders of Black Metal, but they did their best. Slayer penned endless songs about Satan and black magic, but interspersed these with vague attempts to comment on the horrors of warfare and other social ills. After some initial promo photos dressed up in spikes, leather, and makeup, feigning the bloody sacrifice of a blond female, the band opted for a more realistic image of beer-drinking everyday Metalheads.
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SLAYER ONSTAGE

While most of the harder American Metal bands of the period stuck to less ornery lyrical themes, Slayer were not the only ones dabbling in diabolism. Another California band, Possessed, released its Seven Churches album in 1985, destined to be a influential slab of proto-Black Metal, and others waited in the wings to emerge. Even Mötley Crüe, later to devolve into Glam Rock sissies, began with a punkified debut and followed it up with Shout at the Devil, bringing a watered-down taste of the demonic to hundreds of thousands of impressionable suburban kids.

Equally important are the Misfits, Glenn Danzig’s Punk band from the early ’80s. They never sang of political problems (like the rest of their Punk and Hardcore peers) but rather a realm of B-grade horror films and space aliens. Beginning with a campy image of ghoulish makeup and “Devil locks” (a pointed clump of hair hanging down in front of their faces), the Misfits mutated into Samhain, injected more Metal into their sound, and sang pagan hymns to dark forces in nature. By 1988 the group had changed names again, to simply Danzig. They continue to this day, pumping out impious Blues-based Metal and walking much the same tightrope of spiritual and moral ambivalence as Black Sabbath did two decades ago.




SOUNDLY THRASHED 

The late ’80s saw the brief ascendency of Thrash Metal, exemplified by bands like Anthrax, M.O.D., Metallica, and even the more extreme Slayer. In Europe, the German groups Kreator and Sodom left a strong mark, along with Swiss ensemble Celtic Frost, who started out as the seminal outfit Hellhammer. Sodom toyed with Satanic themes on their first few albums, and band members adopted pseudonyms of “Angelripper,” “Witchhunter,” and “Grave Violator”—the last of these bearing an ominous ring in light of the real-life activities Black Metalers would partake in a few years later. Hellhammer/Celtic Frost flirted with darker occult subjects for lyrical fodder, but eventually turned into something resembling a metalized Art Rock band. Like any style hyped incessantly by the music industry, Thrash Metal’s days were ultimately numbered. The genre became too big for its own good and major labels scrambled to sign Thrash bands, who promptly cleaned up their sound or lost their original focus in self-indulgent demonstrations of technical ability.
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POSSESSED SEVEN CHURCHES

Peter Steele of gothic Metal band Type O Negative (and former frontman of the late ’80s “neo-barbarian” Speed Metal act Carnivore) accurately characterizes Thrash Metal as a form of “urban blight music,” a palefaced cousin of Rap.3 His remark is astute, and it wasn’t long before Thrash bands like Anthrax actually began collaborating with Rappers and incorporating elements of Hip Hop into their songs. The less compromising underground watched such developments with dismay, and eagerly awaited for its phoenix to arise from the ashes of the now dead Thrash genre.

Innovations in the louder forms of music have almost always come at the hands of the fans—fans who pick up instruments of their own, determined to do one better over their mentors, or disgusted with seeing their favorite music swamped in the wake of commercial sell-outs and corporate record labels meddling in the affairs of the underground. Speaking about the longevity of extreme Metal, Abaddon of Venom observes, “This kind of music always fractures, but the most important thing is that it always has a lot of passion in it, from the fans, which keeps it together. It’s the power of the fan base that will always keep it there.”4
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CELTIC FROST




DEATH THROES 

Concurrently emerging in both the U.S. and Europe, Death Metal was the antidote the underground had awaited, reintroducing a sense of immediacy and danger otherwise lost after the early demise of Thrash. Death Metal took the speed of both Hardcore and Thrash to build its skeleton, and fleshed this out with churning, down-tuned guitars and a growling style of singing which provided a dramatic antithesis to the falsettos and high-pitched lead vocals dominating mainstream Metal at the time. Death Metal’s subject matter was not far off from that of the Misfits, but instead of B-grade ’50s horror, one now found the Z-grade slasher movie violence of the ’70s and ’80s served up in endless rotation. Songs detailing infinite varieties of murder, torture, rape, and dismemberment were spewed out from the growing army of Death Metal acts around the globe. The related genre of Grindcore, more heavily indebted to the politics of English anarchist and “peace Punk” pioneers like Crass and Rudimentary Peni, produced its own massively popular groups Extreme Noise Terror, Napalm Death, and Carcass. The latter are noteworthy for their graphically nauseating cover art on records like Symphonies of Sickness—collaged photographs of butchered meat and human autopsy photos, accompanied by lyrics drawn from textbooks on medical pathology.
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EARLY SLAYER PROMO PHOTO
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MORBID ANGEL

The two world capitals of Death Metal were the unlikely locations of Tampa, Florida and Stockholm, Sweden. From these extremes of fire and ice, the genre produced its most influential acts: Entombed, Hypocrisy, Dismember, and Unleashed from Sweden; Morbid Angel, Death, Obituary, and Deicide from the swampy netherworld of Florida. Other areas of the States also spat out bands of notoriety—misogynist gore fans Cannibal Corpse from upstate New York, equally rude and savage Autopsy from California—but the two aforementioned cities had specific recording studios and record producers which indelibly shaped the sonic boundaries of the genre. Death Metal eschewed the theatrics of its musical predecessors, instead opting for a “dude-next-door” look which remained unchanged on stage or off. Ripped jeans or sweatpants, high-top sneakers and plain leather jackets became the Death Metal uniform, and band members were assured of never being recognized by fans on the street since they looked no different than a thousand other sallow-faced urban hoods.
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CANNIBAL CORPSE

A few exceptions came from the overtly Satanic bands who made up a small segment of Death Metal overall. The flamboyant singer of Deicide, Glen Benton, ceremoniously branded an upside-down cross into his forehead, threw bloody entrails into concert crowds, and sported homemade armor on stage; fellow Floridians Morbid Angel began donning paramilitary clothes for their live appearances, courting a neo-fascist demeanor, and reinforcing it with inopportune and illiberal comments in magazine interviews. For the most part however, the genre rested on its laurels of unbridled sonic brutality and lyrical glorification of all things morbid and decaying.
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DISMEMBER

As Death Metal gained momentum, only a few bands from the Thrash days remained who commanded any respect from the younger generation. Slayer continued to be revered as godfathers of the scene, and in turn the band kept fans interested as they shifted subject matter from juvenile Satanism to an open-ended fascination with violence in general. Serial killers, genocide, religious persecution, and other apocalyptic topics all became grist for Slayer’s lyrical mill. Additionally they often employed the long-standing Metal tradition of invoking specters of Nazism and fascism in their lyrics and packaging. Slayer’s fans were dubbed the “Slaytanic Wehrmacht,” Nazi eagles were incorporated into the band’s logo, songs were penned about Josef “Angel of Death” Mengele, and Jeff Hanneman adorned his guitar with photos of concentration camp corpses. They gained an added following from neo-Nazi skinheads as as a result, but it would be difficult to take much of this seriously upon closer examination of the group—despite his last name, there is nothing remotely “Aryan” about lead singer Tom Araya, who in fact comes from a Hispanic South American background.
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OBITUARY
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DEICIDE




VIKING DEATH SQUADS 

One Scandinavian Death Metal group in particular set a precedent for certain of the Black Metal bands to appear some years later. This was Stockholm’s Unleashed, who emerged after the breakup of early Swedish Death Metal group Nihilist. Unleashed never concerned themselves with the gory interests of their fellow bands, but instead made a similar discovery to Bathory and drew creative stimulus from the pre-Christian heathenism of their native Sweden.

From their first CD, Where No Evil Dwells, to the present, Unleashed have dedicated a significant number of their songs to themes drawn from the Viking Age and the old Norse religion. Their live concerts appear no different at first from a typical Death Metal show, until lead singer and bassist Johnny Hedlund starts making fervent declarations on the necessity of destroying the Christian religion of weakness and exhortations that “self preservation is the highest law!” This is certainly not the usual banter of a Metal band between songs, but they are sentiments that would be taken up by prominent Black Metalers soon enough. The band members proudly wear amulets of Mjöllnir, the Hammer of Thor, and at a certain point in every show  Hedlund leaves the stage, to return seconds later clutching a huge Viking drinking horn filled with ale (or on special occasions, mead, the traditional sacred honey wine of ancient Europe). He will then dedicate a song, such as “Into Glory Ride,” to his Viking ancestors, drink from the horn and pour some of the libation onto fans in front of the stage. By incorporating such elements of tradition into their performances, Unleashed tap into the same atavistic well of energy which serves as a focal point for many of the most significant Black Metal bands.

Unleashed are also noteworthy as one of a small handful of Death Metal acts who have managed to survive the demise of the genre they themselves forged. Between 1989–93 Death Metal had become immensely popular worldwide, with bands drawing crowds in the thousands on an average night. The underground had been again pushed above the surface into commercial daylight, and it would—in typical fashion—react with a vengeance. As greedy record labels tried to cash in on the Death Metal trend by signing up untalented bands and releasing an endless stream of mediocre and remarkably unoriginal albums, the market was quickly swamped in a morass of interchangeable sludge. The irritated denizens of the underground began fomenting a new progeny they hoped would prove resistant to all attempts at co-option and dilution.
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UNLEASHED
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THOR’S HAMMER, MJÖLLNIR

In Norway, bleak clouds on the horizon brought with them cheerless portents of a storm to come. Sweden’s Death Metal underground had for years been in the world spotlight; it was considered the forefront of one of the most extreme varieties of music  yet conceived. Norway also had its share of Death Metal bands, with names like Mayhem, Old Funeral, and Darkthrone. The leaders of the Norwegian scene realized—wisely—that in order to grab the attention of minds and souls they would need to willfully take things one step further. The fanciful violence and bloodlust of Death Metal wasn’t anything in itself—it must be made real, and become a means to an end, if it was to hold greater purpose. Otherwise it was nothing more than the audio equivalent of a comic book for kids to aimlessly gloat over. Venom had set an example with their exaggerated blasphemy, and had pointed out organized religion as a worthy target for assault. Raised amidst a complacent acceptance of Christianity as something inherently good, surrounded by an oppressive and numbing social democracy which dominated Norwegian political life, these youths would proudly adopt Black Metal as their own. Picking up where Bathory and Venom had left off, they injected their efforts with a grim seriousness the likes of which even the extreme Metal underground had never dreamt possible. The mistakes of Death and Thrash Metal would not be repeated. No, this would be something else entirely—something so pure and unsparingly severe it would sear a mark in the history books forever.






LIKE AN OASIS OF HORROR IN A DESERT OF BOREDOM...

 

—BAUDELAIRE, “TRAVEL”1

3

A BLAZE IN THE NORTHERN SKY

 

 

 

THE PRINCIPAL ELEMENTS OF BLACK METAL IN NORWAY RESIDE AS MUCH  in belief and outlook as they do in the music itself. There is a considerable berth given toward sonic experimentation as long as certain attitudes are prominently displayed by the musicians. At the same time, there is no set “rule book” to be followed, and the boundaries of the ideology shift as time passes. Such changes are usually effected at the hands of the more important members of the scene, for the genre is in many ways entirely defined by the dramatic personalities who have comprised it—and continue to forge its destiny.

In much the same manner as Venom are considered the fathers of Black Metal worldwide, Mayhem holds a similar position in Norway itself. Their infamy has long since spread into an international cult status. Mayhem were there before anyone else and—albeit in a rather different form—they still exist today. Mayhem will always remain associated with their late founder Øystein Aarseth, aka “Euronymous,” brutally stabbed to death in 1993. Long before this startling setback, the band was already legendary due to all the rumors it had engendered since its inception.

Synonymous with the rise of Norwegian Black Metal is Slayer magazine, published for the last seventeen years by Jon “Metalion” Kristiansen out of his home in Sarpsborg, a quiet area not far from Oslo. He has been both observer and participant in the underground world of extreme Metal for as long as anyone in Norway, and his recollections are quite valuable in piecing together the birth pangs and key events of Black Metal there.

Metalion is quick to proudly point out how important and essential Black and Death Metal are to him, “This is the blood which runs through my veins … this is me, this my destiny … no options—total dedication,” he says.2 His excitement for the music came in 1982, only a year after Venom had released their first singles:

 

There was nothing going on in Norway at that time. I was getting into the music all alone, and I was influenced by no one, because no one I knew was interested in this music. It took a few years before I found people who had similar interests in the same music. The first issue of Slayer magazine came out in 1985.3
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MAYHEM
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METALION

Although Venom had a large cult following in Europe, Black Metal was yet to develop as its own style. During this period Metalion discovered the existence of Mayhem, then a severely raw and primitive Death Metal band, when he met them outside a Motorhead concert that year in the city:

 

I met them at the concert and they told me about their band. I was selling my magazine, so I got to know about them. After a few months we came in closer contact. At that time they didn’t even have any demo tapes. They recorded the first one in the summer of ’86—the Pure Fucking Armageddon demo. It was much more extreme than everything else; the sound was very, very primitive and much more brutal. You couldn’t hear anything as extreme as Mayhem at that time.4
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BATHORY ON THE COVER OF AN EARLY ISSUE OF SLAYER

Mayhem had played only one live show, shortly before Metalion’s chance encounter with them. “But that was nothing…They did only covers of Celtic Frost, Bathory, and Venom I think—no real songs of their own. That was with their original singer, who was called ‘Messiah.’”5 Metalion remembers no other band in Norway with the intensity of Mayhem at the time, although another group called Vomit existed briefly, and had also provided Mayhem with a vocalist and session musicians for some rehearsals.

Mayhem released a second demo and then their Deathcrush mini-album in 1987, now a much sought-after rarity. It was only at this point the band had managed to build a name for itself and attract a circle of serious fans, for Aarseth was excruciatingly slow in releasing material, either due to financial problems or his insistence on maintaining total control over all aspects of the band’s productions. Likewise there were few live shows, but the ones that did occur are still infamous milestones. Metalion recalls the early image of Mayhem “wasn’t so serious at that time. They just dressed as they were—black hair, leather jackets, black clothes. That was just normal.” 6 Soon enough Aarseth would adopt the concept of wearing “corpsepaint” during concerts and in band photos—stylized black-and-white makeup which created a gruesome, macabre appearance and became one of the trademarks of Norwegian Black Metal.
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MAYHEM LOGO
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CELTIC FROST IN PROTO-CORPSEPAINT

The origins of this practice are puzzling. More theatrical Metal and Punk performers like King Diamond and Glen Danzig’s Misfits had all worn ghoulish makeup for their live shows in years prior to 1985; Celtic Frost from Switzerland adopted the style as well. One could even trace the seeds of the corpsepaint idea back to how KISS or Alice Cooper appeared during their giant stage spectacles of the ’70s. Metalion has another theory about the specific source:

 

I think it was really from a band called Sarcofago from Brazil. A very extreme Metal band, they released an album and Euronymous was totally obsessed with them because they wore lots of spikes and corpsepaint. He said he wanted every band to be like this, because he was so against the Death Metal trend from the USA and Sweden. Death Metal bands would play shows wearing jogging suits and he was totally against that.7

 

In 1988, a Swede named Per Yngve Ohlin, alias “Dead,” joined as a new vocalist for Mayhem, having previously been a member of a horror-themed Death Metal group called Morbid. Dead would become the first keynote in the saga of Norse Black Metal when he blew out his brains in 1991, living up to his nickname at the same moment as he died with it. By the time of Dead’s involvement in Mayhem, the  Norwegian Black Metal scene in Oslo was beginning to coalesce into a tiny but tangible network of dedicated people. They formed new bands, attended each other’s shows, traded influences, and now had standards of extremity close at hand to measure themselves against.
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MORBID, WITH DEAD ON FAR LEFT

New fans of the music began to make contact with those in Oslo, and especially with Aarseth. They were often teenagers still living at home in smaller towns and more isolated areas of Norway. An obsession with the same ideals, hatreds, and attitudes was enough to unite disparate young musicians to keep in contact primarily through correspondence and telephone, only meeting in person at an occasional concert when a more popular or mainstream Metal band would play a major city.
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ADVERTISEMENT IN SLAYER FOR FIRST MAYHEM MINI-LP

On the west coast of Norway stands the old city of Bergen, notable for its aristocratic attitude of independence from other areas of the country—especially Oslo. Bergen was the home of Kristian Vikernes (later to legally change his first name to Varg), a charismatic teenager  exploding with enthusiasm for whatever his current fixation happened to be. Having played guitar for years, he joined the Death Metal band Old Funeral, but tired quickly of their superficiality and juvenile concerns. Through playing with the group Vikernes came into contact with many who would become important in the realm of Black Metal. He met the musicians who later formed the band Immortal, as well as the legendary Euronymous. After leaving Old Funeral, Vikernes formed a one-man band in order to have complete control over his own work. Originally called Uruk-Hai after a J.R.R. Tolkien reference, he then changed the name of the project to Burzum, another coinage from Tolkien meaning “darkness.” Metalion recalls Vikernes’s entry into the Black Metal scene at this point:

 

Nobody knew who he was. He was starting to talk about his band Burzum at the same time, and all the sudden he had recorded an album, the first Burzum album, and Euronymous was totally excited about it, because it was something extreme and new. They became very close friends.8
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DARK THRONE LOGO

Burzum was not the only new Black Metal band to appear. An Oslo group, Darkthrone, was beginning to attract attention and played a few shows around this time. Some members of the band still dressed in jogging suits, betraying their Death Metal origins; others began wearing clothes more in line with the developing aesthetics of Black Metal. One of these concerts took place in the left-wing anarchist venue Café Strofal (A play on the Norwegian for “Catastrophic”)—ironic, in retrospect, since their drummer Gylve Nagell, aka “Fenriz,” would later exert significant influence of his own for a series of outspoken fascistic statements. Other groups who soon claimed the Black Metal title for themselves included Immortal (who also emerged from the remains of Old Funeral) and a young group from the Telemark countryside, Emperor. The latter outfit, along with Vikernes, was destined to play an important role in bringing the music genre to the attention of police departments as well as record collectors.

After the untimely demise of Dead, Euronymous continued plowing ahead with his projects, primary of which was to open a record shop. This was soon realized with the ominous title of Helvete (“Hell”). The shop was housed in too large and costly a space, didn’t ever make much money to speak of, but functioned as an expression of Euronymous himself—it became the focal point of the scene. Metalion is quite clear in his assessment of the importance of the shop to the rest of the bands, and how it served as an extension of Euronymous’s ability to influence those around him:

 

The opening of the record store Helvete happened a few months after [Dead’s suicide]. That’s the creation of the whole Norwegian Black Metal scene—it’s connected with that shop, the influence Euronymous had on the young customers in the shop, and how he convinced them what was real and not real in this world. A lot of the guys in Immortal and Dark Throne were all into normal Death Metal and Euronymous showed them what Black Metal was really like, how things should be, and they followed him. Looking at the first Dark Throne album compared with the second, you can see Euronymous’s influence on the second one, A Blaze in the Northern Sky. That’s the first Norwegian Black Metal album after  Deathcrush which was really big and an influence on the rest of the scene. Then followed Immortal, which was a Death Metal band who changed toward Black Metal, also under the influence of Euronymous. Even if they don’t admit it, it’s the truth. Also with Emperor—they had a band called Thou Shalt Suffer, which was Death Metal, and it changed to Emperor, which was Black Metal. The whole Norwegian scene is based on Euronymous and his testimony from this shop. He convinced them what was right and what was wrong. He was always telling what he thought, following his own instincts to the true Black Metal stuff like corpsepaint and spikes, worshipping death, and being extreme. That’s what he was telling everyone about.9
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WHY NORWAY? 

It is difficult to offer an explanation of how Norway, a country on the outskirts of Europe with less than 4.5 million people, should become the epicenter of blasphemous Black Metal. The theories might range from the most prosaic to the spectacularly speculative. For example, one of the reasons suggested for why so many churches burned in Norway is that, compared to other Scandinavian countries, a much higher percentage of Norwegian churches are constructed of wood. It is  much easier to set fire to a wooden church than one of stone—but even then it is not an entirely simple affair, as many failed arson attempts have proven.

There is an early example of church arson with diabolical overtones which was recorded in 1739. An eighteen-year-old youth from the Norwegian coastal city of Kristiansand named Anders Suhm allegedly renounced his baptism, blasphemed against God, and offered himself to the Devil. He also attempted unsuccessfully to set fire to a church. He was charged under Norway’s strict blasphemy laws, which allowed for capital punishment. And even though beheading was rarely used for such offenses, Suhm ran away rather than face trial and was never heard of again. However, the case of Anders Suhm seems to be an isolated occurrence, and there is no evidence that would suggest a deep-seated Satanic tradition in Norway.

Since anti-Christian actions have played an important part in Black Metal, it might be useful to look at how Christianity functions in Norwegian society. Norway’s official religion is Protestantism, organized through a Norwegian Church under the State. This has deep historical roots and a membership encompassing approximately 88% of Norway’s population. However, only about 2-3% of the population are involved enough to attend regular church services. A saying goes that most Norwegians will visit church on three occasions in their lives—and on two of them, they will be carried in. Many Norwegians retain their membership in the Church “just in case,” but will not actually sit and listen to sermons. There are also laws on the books that require half of the government at any given time to be members of this Church. However, apart from these formalities, the Church’s role has been steadily diminishing in Norwegian society.
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BLACK METAL MAKES HEADLINES: “THE CHURCH FIRE WAS SET. SATANIST ALARM FOR PENTECOST”

The lack of religious fervor in the formal, State-run institutions has left a vacuum that is being filled by all kinds of religious and secular orientations. Evangelism is strong in Norway; few other countries have sent out more missionaries per capita. The Evangelical culture is particularly active on the southern and western coasts, where the Christian denominations tend to be extremely conservative. Here, drinking alcohol and sometimes even dancing is frowned upon. In the North, especially in Lappish areas, Christian communities exist which enact strict taboos against owning curtains and TV sets. An  example of the conservative Christian influence in Norway was the banning of Monty Python’s classic comedy The Life of Brian as blasphemous. The amicable rivalry and fun-making between Norwegians and Swedes led to the movie being advertised in Sweden as “a film so funny it’s banned in Norway.”

The cultural legacy of Norwegian folktales presents a grotesque world of trolls, witches, and foreboding forests. These have had a profound influence on many younger Black Metal groups. Some bands, like Ulver, have altogether dropped traditional Black Metal imagery and symbolism for “trollish” atmospheres. Today there even exists a band called Troll. Modern folklore has had a more difficult time in Norway and horror culture has never been allowed a place here. While America has figures like Edgar Allan Poe as a part of the literary heritage, and slasher movies are screened on National TV, Norway’s otherwise highly prolific movie industry has produced but one horror film in its seventy-year history. Horror films from abroad are routinely heavily censored, if not banned outright. This taboo against violence and horror permeates every part of Norwegian media. In one case, Norwegian National Broadcasting stopped a transmission of the popular children’s TV series  Colargol the Singing Bear on the grounds that the particular episode featured a gun.

The resulting void from cultural censorship of violence and the macabre may have made a significant contribution to Black Metal’s overweening appetite for such imagery. When denied something, one tends to gorge on it when access is finally gained. Black Metal adherents tend to be those in their late teens to early twenties who have recently gained a relative degree of freedom and independence from their parents and other moral authorities. They are finally in a position to indulge their own interests without the interference of those who might frown upon such behavior.
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PLATE FROM A NORWEGIAN FAIRYTALE BOOK

The cultural distance from Europe might be part of the explanation why Black Metal was carried to its logical, or illogical, conclusion in Norway. Early Black Metal bands like Venom might not have been very serious about their image, but many young Norwegians may been unable to realize this. So when Venom were tongue-in-cheek, Norwegian kids took them dead seriously. Similar things have happened before. The Sex Pistols, for example, being the product of  a smart manager who knew how to make a buck off Rock music, spawned a generation of bands who took Punk Rock, and the anarcho-politics that had been convenient slogans for the Pistols, very earnestly indeed. One strange aspect of the Black Metal mentality of the earlier days was the insistence on suffering. Unlike other belief systems, where damnation is usually reserved for one’s enemies, the Black Metalers thought that they, too, deserved eternal torment. They were also eager to begin this suffering long before meeting their master in hell.
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CARTOON SATIRIZING BLACK METAL’S HUMORLESSNESS

This gave rise to popular jokes like: “Why don’t Satanists drive cars? Because walking is really hellish.” Funny enough, to be sure, but reality was more bizarre. In an interview the February, 1993, edition of the now defunct Norwegian magazine  Rock Furore, Varg Vikernes talked about his arrest for suspected church burning. When asked if this world wasn’t already hellish enough, and therefore no grounds existed for romanticizing a metaphysical Hell, Vikernes lashed out against the prison system:

 

It’s much too nice here. It’s not hell at all. In this country prisoners get a bed, toilet, and shower. It’s completely ridiculous. I asked the police to throw me in a real dungeon, and also encouraged them to use violence.10

 

There is no one satisfactory explanation why the music reached such an epidemic proportion in Norway and was taken to such extremes. The only reasonable solution to the puzzle of Black Metal lies in all of these pieces forming a whole. Those who have attempted to understand Black Metal generally agree upon this.

Martin Alvsvåg is a graduate from the Theological Seminary in Oslo. His thesis about Black Metal was reworked into the book Rock and Satanism. Alvsvåg is one of the few in Christian circles in Norway—indeed one of the few from any background—who has taken the time to look at the subject closely. In addition to his research he has also encountered Black Metal through his work with young people in other Church contexts.

 

MARTIN ALVSVÅG

 

IS THERE A SIMPLE EXPLANATION FOR THE RISE OF NORWEGIAN BLACK METAL?

 

I don’t think its right to point to one specific factor. It might just have been that Norway came up with one or two good Black Metal bands that gave Norwegian Metal a good name abroad and made it easier to sell. This would have been very conducive for a scene to be established.

 

IS THERE SOMETHING TO THE NORWEGIAN HISTORY OR PSYCHE THAT WOULD HELP PEOPLE MAKE GOOD DARK MUSIC HERE?

 

Some of the Black Metal people themselves seem to feel it’s the fact that we have dark woods and long winters with virtually no light. This might make people attracted to darkness. On the other hand, Norway is the land of the midnight sun so I think it’s a bit more complicated.

 

THIS COUNTRY IS A VERY SAFE PLACE TO GROW UP. COULD THIS HAVE UNDESIRED CONSEQUENCES?

 

I think Norway, being a very wealthy country with a high standard of living, makes young kids very blasé. It’s not enough to just play pinball anymore. They need something strong, and Black Metal provides really strong impulses if you get into it. They’re looking for something more in life than what they have already, and might feel that it’s better to identify with evil than not to identify with anything at all. Black Metal is something strong that gives you respect and a sense of belonging in certain circles.
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Ketil Sveen is one of the founders of the record label Voices of Wonder. His company has been involved with selling Black Metal music since 1991, when it started distributing the releases on Øystein Aarseth’s label Deathlike Silence Productions. While Black Metal has often done its best to avoid commercial recognition, without  record sales most of the bands would quickly cease to exist. Sveen was able to explain its development from the angle of the independent music business.

 

KETIL SVEEN

 

IS BLACK METAL AS POPULAR IN NORWAY AS IT WOULD APPEAR?

 

Black Metal has never really been that big in Norway, compared to how it sells abroad. One of the reasons that it appeals so much to foreign audiences might be that, for them, Norway and the Far North are really exotic. In Norway, it’s basically been a circle of musicians and lots of bands.

 

WHERE IS IT MOST SUCCESSFUL?

 

Black Metal sells a little everywhere. If you are in a Pop or Rock band, it has traditionally been very important to be from the US or England to get really big. That’s not so important in Metal. You can even be from a country like Brazil—look at Sepultura.

 

HAS THE DEMAND FOR THE MUSIC CHANGED OVER RECENT YEARS?

 

A few years ago, you could record anything and label it Norwegian Black Metal, and it would sell. Today, people are far more critical. Shoddily recorded and bad records won’t sell. All musical waves will develop after a while; Punk matured, too.
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Due to its excesses, Black Metal has become synonymous with Scandinavia, and Norway in particular. Somehow, through a combination of subtle and not-so-subtle factors, it coagulated and took shape. The drive toward violence could have just as easily been dissipated in less cathartic ways if the same people had become involved in an already established genre like Hardcore Punk instead. But this was not to be. With a frozen yet fertile garden in place, all it took was the effort of a few visionaries to sow the seeds of barbarity.

The scene owes itself to Euronymous more than anyone, that is beyond doubt. As he is no longer here to speak, we shall never know how deeply or seriously aware Øystein Aarseth was of the monster he was bringing to life. But animate it he did, and therefore his activities and associations deserve a closer scrutiny in order to reveal the path of the sparks which ignited the blaze in the northern sky.
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A PEALEVILE
PRESS RELEASE

The Pacosville laiel has taken tho uiprocodentod step of refusing o
promote or adveriise the forthcoming raisass of one of its own bands. Tho
movs follows outspokan comiments by Fenrlz. drummer for Norwogian terrors.
Darkthrane, in Which ho 6Xpr330 Wews and opinons which Peacevilie feol
Lnabie (o support or undrstand.

8 fax 501t (0 tho Peaceille offico. Fenriz sttes: Wo woud iko 1o stato.
that Transivanian Hunger”stands boyond any crboum if any man houd
om0 Crllcizs M Litho shouid ba harougihy patrorized or NG obuious.
Jowish bohaviou Tho drummar nsista that 1a statomant bo Inoludad o the
‘ioave of the forthcoming aloum, Transdvanian Hungar.
Pusaeulile gury Hammy hes rosponded by complying wih that roquest. but

makos it cloar that nhar ho nor Anyone Involved with the label 80055 Wi
Darkthrane’s sontimonts.

Vo wil novor Gansor ono of our bands; says Hammy, but we cannot
candons soxiat. racist or fasciot views, By rofusing (o promote Darithrone’s
point of view wa are smply cistancing OuSaes from ihair opinions. Tris & not
‘a mattar of Gensorship.only a rofusal to bocome aasociated with ieais wch
Peaceville finds ashorront and tracceptable.

The Peacevilie labol has faced probloms with somo of thair acts beoro.
notably wih the sleave ariwork for tho last Banished LP "Deliver Me Unto
Pain’. and more famously with Autopay’s *Aots of the Unspeakable®
artwork. which Was seizod by Customs officers on two continenta. Howaver,
thisis the firat timo that Peacevllle has openiy criiised the bohaviour of ono
of its artistos.

Paacavitie hopes that fans and pross alike wil undorstand that whio it s not
‘our b to consor any artot, s does not mean that we must uphold their
‘sometimes contentious opinions

For further o contact Dan or Andy on
Tol:0024 457821 Fax; 0824 46520
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ING 1O ALL TRUE BLACK AND DEATI FREAKS

Are you sick of rip-off bastards ? Then you have to be warned
about the most disgusting scenes in the underground: the Asian,
the South- and East-European and the South-American scenes.
Do not buy stuff from these big rip-off countries !!1!!! Don’t sup-
port bands that trade the true Aryan North-European and North-
American bands ey poison our music !!!!!! Fuck them up
the ass and let them know that our true scene has no need of such
DICK SUCKING PIGS !
DEATH TO FALSE METAL !
DEATH TO ALL NOT-ARYAN PEOPLE
(signed: WIKING HORDES, mai *95)
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