









“A must for all fans of an oft derided but incredibly resilient and adaptable musical form that has given us some of the best music of the last 30+ years.”—

Maxim (U.K.)

“Cultural savvy, deadpan sense of humor, and deft use of interview material make for a sweeping story with Scorsese-like scope.”

— Vice magazine

“Funny and opinionated … starts with one of the most insightful pieces ever written on Black Sabbath and gets better, providing a rousing three-dimensional account of metal and the people who made it legend.”

—Guitar World

“A damn good job…. The book covers every aspect of the music we love, from the New Wave of British Heavy Metal to black metal to numetal, and everything in between. Hundreds of interviews trace the history of heavy metal while exploring the context in which the genre’s various forms evolved.”

—Revolver

“Anyone who’s ever been interested in this much-maligned and misunderstood genre will find it difficult to put down this Beast.”

—Time Out New York

“Christe’s examination of not only the bands and their twin-flying- V’s aural assault, but also the broader cultural context, is eminently readable stuff.”

—Austin Chronicle

“An amazing job here… . It’s inconceivable that any one guy on the planet could have done a better job.”

—Martin Popoff in Record Collector





Sound of the Beast

THE COMPLETE HEADBANGING HISTORY OF

HEAVY METAL





IAN CHRISTE










[image: ]





FOR THE FALLEN

AND THE FAITHFUL

[image: ]





[image: ]CONTENTS[image: ]

      A Brief Headbanging History of Time

      Prologue · Friday, February 13, 1970

I     The 1970s: Prelude to Heaviness

II    The New Wave of British Heavy Metal

III   1980: The American Wasteland Awaits

IV   Heavy Metal America: Highways & Video Waves

V    Fevered Fans: Metallica & Power Metal

VI   Slayer: Kings of Black Metal Devils

VII  The PMRC’s Antimetal Panic

VIII  Rattleheads: The Mental Metal Reaction

IX    Full Speed Ahead: Thrash Metal Attacks!

X    The Hollywood Glambangers

XI    United Forces: Metal and Hardcore Punk

XII    And Platinum for “One"… Metal Matures

XIII   Transforming the 1990s: The Black Album & Beyond

XIV   Death Metal Deliverance

XV    World Metal: The Globalization of Heavy

XVI   The Teen Terrorists of Norwegian Black Metal

XVII   Satan Goes to Court: The People v. Heavy Metal

XVIII  The Antimetal Era: Haircuts & New Roots

XIX    Virtual Ozzy & Metal’s Digital Rebound

XX     Reenthroned Emperors: It’s a Headbanging World

          Epilogue · 2001: Iron Man Lives Again

          Afterword

          Appendix A: The Best 25 Heavy Metal Albums of All Time

          Appendix B: Index of Genre Boxes

          Appendix C: The Fine Print—Metal Lists

          All Hail to Thee

          Index

          Editor’s Note

          Copyright

          About the Publisher





A BRIEF HEADBANGING HISTORY OF TIME

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]





[image: ]PROLOGUE[image: ]

Friday, February 13, 1970

In the beginning there was just a shadowy expanse of night sky and unknown. There in disquieting oblivion whirled the unanswered secrets of history, animated by forces as ancient as civilization itself— everything smoking, silvery, religious, and dark. These strong currents often lay forgotten and docile, until the opportunities of war, crisis, and anguish called forth their awful powers. They had no sound or definition of their own until trapped and subjugated by the epiphany of Black Sabbath—the wise innocents, the originators of heavy metal.

From the start Black Sabbath voiced powerful passion from beyond the perimeters of popular opinion. They were prophets bred from the downside of English society, the unemployed—people regarded as morally suspect and of negligible social worth. The four members all were born in 1948 and 1949 in Birmingham, England, a crumbling factory town surviving an age when Europe no longer prided itself on industry. Singer John Michael Osbourne, aka Ozzy, was one of six children and a convicted thief—he worked sporadically in a slaughterhouse. Guitarist Tony Iommi, the son of a candy-shop owner, was a mischievous enigma who had lopped off two right-hand fingertips in a metal-shop accident. The band’s strange bassist, Terry Butler, aka Geezer, was known for an extravagant, green-colored, secondhand wardrobe. As indicated by the elegant disarray of his playing, drummer Bill Ward turned to music out of self-described frantic desperation. Coming of age in the years following World War II, the four were surrounded by the bombed-out rubble left by massive Nazi bombing raids. In the world they inherited, the only action worthwhile was to become professional misfits and adventurers.

Under the name Polka Tulk, nicked from a Birmingham rug merchant, Ozzy and company followed the path blazed by bands like the Yardbirds, Ten Years After, and Cream, jamming endlessly and loudly on standards written by American blues artists. The mournful sound was reshaped drastically in the journey from Birmingham, Alabama, to Birmingham, England, where disarming blue notes were grotesquely warped by factory-strength amplification and the late-1960s bohemian drug scene. After switching their name to Earth, the quartet achieved greater notoriety through their blinding volume and stage show.

Then came the breakthrough—the spontaneous creation of the song “Black Sabbath.” It was a pivotal new beginning for the band and fundamental to all heavy metal forever after. Here was a song based on only three tones, two of them D notes. Recounting the crisis of judgment day with fearsome suspense its narrator gasped: “What is this, that stands before me? Figure in black, which points at me… .” Floating on feedback drones, the dimensions of the song’s horror grew and galloped into life at the climax, as doomsday ultimately consumed the unwilling protagonist. It was a grim tale worthy of Edgar Allan Poe, told through the new raven’s quills of guitars, drum, and crackling microphone.

“Black Sabbath” inspired immediate awe and captivated audiences completely. The song also had an irreversible effect on the band—who in the midst of drug-tinged innocence suddenly felt their hands being drawn toward brilliance by an unseen force. Thus inspired, the ensemble soon broke free of its surroundings, departing from rock and roll to further explore the recent musical liberations of genre breakers like Miles Davis. Along with the doomy “Warning,” a jam inherited from the hip blues group Aynsly Dunbar’s Retaliation, “Black Sabbath” became the centerpiece of a new sound, a locus of auditory mortal dread that required the band rechristen itself Black Sabbath.

Departing from the world around him, Tony Iommi took music from the past with little concern for tradition, blazing through blues scales with his own timing and finesse. In order for him to bend guitar strings expressively without experiencing pain in his cropped fingers, the group tuned to a lower key signature. Prolonged by the timeless sustain of Iommi’s masterful notes, the results brought an inspired deepness to Black Sabbath. Thus, almost by accident, from sacrifice came a devastating sound. So from his deformity came a strange beauty—and a bond to three-fingered Gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt, one of Iommi’s many unusual inspirations.

Behind Iommi’s versatile guitar, Black Sabbath’s rhythm section propelled its endless stream of mighty riffs with frantic breakbeats and galvanic accents. Bill Ward claimed that Black Sabbath never played “in time” but maintained unity by massive empathy—a sixth sense that encouraged the gravity of the music and drew the spectator inward. The wall of sound thus created was overpowering yet frenzied: Old films show Ward and Geezer Butler bobbing like hyperanimated marionettes in the hands of God.

Glee-stricken young ringmaster Ozzy Osbourne eased audiences into the new paradigm by clapping his hands, dancing, and nodding in charismatic contrast to the music’s stony visage. Decadent and out of it, but not yet bloated or drug-addled, Ozzy pierced the heaviness behind him with his pissed-off wail. His schizophrenic vocal technique came from doubled vocals—one high and one low—spaced an octave apart. As the band tuned lower, Ozzy sang higher. Whatever rock-star swagger Ozzy possessed was swallowed by the intense purpose of the band, balanced with the too-real personal delirium of Butler’s lyrics: “I tell you to enjoy life / I wish I could but it’s too late.”

As Black Sabbath ascended, the band trained on the same European club circuit as did the Beatles. Sabbath broke the Liverpool band’s residency record at the Star Club in Hamburg, Germany, playing seven forty-five-minute spots nightly to expatriates and go-go girls in the fabled Reeperbahn red-light district. Through this grueling regimen, the quartet practiced to the brink of perfection—and became exhausted to the point of further inspiration and innovation.

Approached by Phillips Records in 1969, Sabbath recorded its landmark first album for six hundred pounds in a continuous two-day session. The tapes were mixed the next day by a studio producer who did not allow the band to interfere with his workmanship. Even given the rush job (typical recording conditions for rock bands at the time), work was completed with scant room to spare. The producer clipped an eighteen-minute guitar solo by Tony Iommi from “Warning” without consulting the band. At the urging of the record label, Sabbath cut a new version of “Evil Woman” for its first single—the song had recently been a hit for the band Crow, and the company hoped to nab a little secondhand success.

On Friday the thirteenth, February 1970, Black Sabbath was released by Phillips’s new experimental subsidiary, Vertigo Records. The first complete heavy metal work by the first heavy metal artists, Black Sabbath was an addictive musical suspension of time, informed by an ominous presence that crushed the bouncy rhythms of popular rock. Along with “Black Sabbath,” “Warning,” and “Evil Woman,” the original songs “N.I.B.” and “Wicked World” floated down-tempo on immense volume and sustained feedback. Tempering the unclassifiable record, these cataclysmic events were balanced by the dreamlike tenderness of “Sleeping Village” and “Behind the Wall of Sleep.”

Recalling Children of the Damned and other low-budget English psychological horror films, the front cover of Black Sabbath depicted a dilapidated English cottage overgrown with barren brush, partially obscuring the image of a pale green enchantress. The interior of the album’s gatefold sleeve contained few details beyond a grim gothic poem inscribed in a giant inverted crucifix.


Still falls the rain, the veils of darkness shroud the blackened trees, which contorted by some unseen violence, shed their tired leaves, and bend their boughs toward a grey earth of severed bird wings. Among the grasses, poppies bleed before a gesticulating death, and young rabbits, born dead in traps, stand motionless, as though guarding the silence that surrounds and threatens to engulf all those that would listen… .



Themselves strung with matching silver crosses, the members of Sabbath cultivated a creepy image—one swathed in the popular witchcraft and mysticism of the day. This won the band notoriety from self-styled Satanists and a small amount of public protest from church crusaders. Previous rock stars had enchanted pop consciousness with flowers, parades, and promises to change the world. Black Sabbath strode at the end of that procession, still preaching the need for love but warning stragglers there was no return to a naïve state of grace. While most popular contemporaries stuck to “girl bites man” territory, Sabbath sang of fatherless children and the wickedness of the world. Bill Ward later described the band’s noble outsider perspective as “healthy anger.”

A resonating echo from a distance of long ago, the music dramatized the conflicts of humans on earth not as current-event news stories but as mythic struggles. The entire ceremony sounded a death knell for the music known as rock and roll, which would forever after be merely the domesticated relative of heavy metal. “Black Sabbath has influenced every single band out there,” says Peter Steele of Type O Negative, a band freshly inspired by Sabbath thirty years later. “They were the heaviest thing to me, and they still are. You can’t get any heavier than that. I love that slow, droning, dinosaur-footsteps-through-the-woods type of sound.”

Emerging like the monolith in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, a contemporaneous influence, Black Sabbath was as irreducible as the bottomless sea, the everlasting sky, and the mortal soul. There was no precedent—and no literal explanation of their power was needed. Their gloomy tones were a captivating siren call to a deep unsatisfied void within modern consciousness. The rumbling sludge of heavy metal was inevitable, lying in long wait to be introduced by Black Sabbath in 1970 and adored by the massive human sprawl.

Over the thirty years that followed, 100 million listeners sought refuge in the resounding cultural boom, finding a purity unmitigated by petty doubts or distractions. From Sabbath came heavy metal, which doubled in intensity and became power metal, then twisted into thrash metal. From there the music crossed paths with other forms to spawn black metal, create the unbelievable refinements of death metal, and fuse with every other sort of music, finding itself perpetually reborn. Enduring three decades of Marshall amps, guitar holocaust, and drum destruction, Black Sabbath remains the bedrock— the heavy stone slab from which all heavy metal eternally rises.
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The 1970s:
Prelude to Heaviness


[image: ] February 13, 1970: Black Sabbath’s debut album released

[image: ] June 4, 1971: Black Sabbath goes gold in America

[image: ] December 1975: Judas Priest records Sad Wings of Destiny
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[image: ] December 11, 1978: Last date of Ozzy Osbourne’s final tour with Black Sabbath



Heavy metal came into being just as the previous generation’s salvation, rock and roll, was in the midst of horrific disintegration. Four deaths at a free Rolling Stones concert at Altamont Raceway in December 1969 had shaken the rock community and left the youth culture disillusioned with pacifist ideals. Then, while Black Sabbath was marking the pop charts in April 1970, Paul McCartney effectively announced the breakup of the Beatles. Instead of comforting their audience in an uncertain world, rock giants Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and Jim Morrison all were dead of drug overdoses within a year.

Shortly after JFK, RFK, and MLK fell to the bullets of assassins, so, too, were the originators of rock and roll falling to naïve excess. Jaded and frustrated, the Love Generation that had created counterculture left the cities in droves, returning to their homelands, heading to the hills—anything to exorcise the communal nightmares of utopia gone awry. It was the end of the 1960s and of all they represented. As the nonviolent flower children gave way to the militant Black Panther party, Kent State campus massacres, and increasingly violent street revolts by frustrated students in Paris, Berlin, and Italy, it was out with the old hopes everywhere and in with the new pragmatism.

Black Sabbath seemed to thrive on such adversity, never pretending to offer answers beyond the occasional exhortation to love thy neighbor. Though legend likes to portray the band as scraggly underdogs, the band’s debut soon took to the British Top 10 and stayed there for months. The band’s maiden American tour, planned for summer 1970, was canceled in light of the Manson Family murder trial. There was an extremely inhospitable climate in the United States toward dangerous hippies. Still, the debut record charted high in America and sold more than a half million copies within its first year.

Vertigo Records scrambled to get more material from its dire and mysterious conscripts, interrupting Sabbath’s nonstop touring for another recording session in September 1970. Hotly rehearsed as ever, and with intensified creative purpose, the band emerged after two days with the mighty Paranoid, its bestselling album and home of signature Sabbath songs “War Pigs,” “Paranoid,” and “Iron Man.”
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Black Sabbath’s Evil Woman picture sleeve

While Paranoid retained the haunting spirit of Black Sabbath, the themes of the second album were less mystical and more tangible. Obsessed with damage and loss of control, Ozzy Osbourne in plaintive voice bemoans the ills of drug addiction in “Hand of Doom,” nuclear war in “Electric Funeral,” and battle shock in “Iron Man.” Like the mesmerizing title track of Black Sabbath, the soul of Paranoid still grew from an occult-oriented number, “Walpurgis,” whose imagery powerfully summons “witches at black masses” and “sorcerers of death’s construction.” When recorded for Paranoid, however, the song was slightly rewritten as “War Pigs,” a cataclysmic antiwar anthem indicting politicians for sending young and poor men off to do the bloody work of banks and nations.

Now Sabbath was becoming experienced not just as musicians but as generational spokesmen. If change was to be brought by music, Sabbath lyricist Geezer Butler saw that he would have to fight ugliness on the front lines. The new Black Sabbath songs sought peace and love—not in the flower patches of Donovan and Jefferson Airplane but in the grim reality of battlefields and human ovens. Ozzy Osbourne delivered these lyrics as if in a trance, reading messages of truth written in the sky.

Billboard magazine blithely wrote that Paranoid “promises to be as big as their first,” and indeed the songs “Paranoid” and “Iron Man” both came close to cracking the U.S. Top 40 singles chart. It seemed that all the musical changes of the 1960s had existed solely to ease audiences into Sabbath’s hard prophecies. Written allegedly in less time than it took to play, the frantic three-minute single “Paranoid” sent Sabbath’s second album to number one on the British charts and number eight in America.

While the hierarchy of rock and roll imploded around them, spectators were overwhelmed by the intuition that Black Sabbath was beginning an entirely new musical era. “Paranoid is an anchor,” says Rob Halford, singer of Judas Priest, then a local Birmingham band. “It really secures everything about the metal movement in one record. It’s all there: the riffs, the vocal performance of Ozzy, the song titles, what the lyrics are about. It’s just a classic defining moment.”

Soon Sabbath found squatters living in their huge sonic space. Inspired acolytes, signed to one-off record deals while playing the university student-union circuit, brought early and short-lived aftershocks to the big bang. Japan’s outlandish Flower Travelin’ Band and South Africa’s clumsy Suck went so far as to record Black Sabbath cover songs as early as 1970, when the vinyl on the original records was barely dry. Others were motivated to mimic Sabbath by the prospect of a quick buck. A 1970 album by Attila presented young Long Island crooner Billy Joel (then a rock critic and sometime psychiatric patient) dressed in Mongol warrior garb, playing a loud Hammond B3 organ to a hard rock beat, damaging ears with the songs “Amplifier Fire” and “Tear This Castle Down.”

Before Black Sabbath, “heavy” had referred more to a feeling than a particular musical style, as in hippiespeak it described anything with potent mood. Jimi Hendrix and the Beatles often wrote songs that pointed toward a heavy break, a bridge between melodies that tried to resolve conflicting emotions and ideas. The “metal” in heavy metal put a steely resilience to that struggle, an unbreakable thematic strength that secured the tension and uninhibited emotion. As ordained by Black Sabbath, heavy metal was a complex maelstrom of neurosis and desire. Formed into an unbending force of deceptive simplicity, it had an omnivorous appetite for life.

As for the words themselves: Beat writer William S. Burroughs named a character in his 1964 novel Nova Express “Uranium Willy, the heavy metal kid.” The critic Lester Bangs, an early and literate proponent of Black Sabbath, later applied the term to music. Before them, “heavy metal” was a nineteenth-century term used in warfare to describe firepower and in chemistry to designate newly discovered elements of high molecular density. When “Born to Be Wild” songwriter John Kay from Steppenwolf howled about “heavy metal thunder” in 1968, he was describing only the blare of motorcycles. Without Black Sabbath the phrase was an accident of poetry, the empty prophecy of a thousand monkeys hammering on typewriters in search of a Bible.

There were scant few stons an investigator could overturn to find precedent for how completely Black Sabbath brought and embodied a revolutionary new beginning. Another suspect in the question of heavy metal paternity, Jimi Hendrix wisely denied responsibility. Questioned by a journalist just before his death, the electric guitar visionary stepped aside, proclaiming heavy metal “the music of the future.”
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During the formative years Black Sabbath shared the heavy metal limelight with two other English bands, Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple. All three were foreshadowed by Cream, a short-lived, distortion-frenzied


BLACK SABBATH

Formed in Birmingham, England, in the late 1960s, Black Sabbath is the originator of heavy metal, the first loud guitar band to step outside time and explore the moody dimensions unique to the explosive new sound. The original quartet (guitarist Tony Iommi, bassist Geezer Butler, drummer Bill Ward, and singer Ozzy Osbourne) issued a slew of untouchably influential albums during the first half of the 1970s. They were two steps ahead of anyone else—louder and faster, more inventive and versatile. Above all else they had the best riffs, the huge guitar and bass lines that last a lifetime. Geezer Butler reported to Guitar Player many years afterward, “Lars Ulrich of Metallica said he’d never heard of Led Zeppelin when he was a kid. He was brought up on Black Sabbath albums.”

Come to the Sabbath—the Essential Ozzy Albums
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blues trio formed by Eric Clapton in 1966. While Black Sabbath unleashed the substance of heavy metal, Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple fleshed out the edges and gave it sex appeal. As was fashionable during a time when movie stars were joining the Church of Satan, each swathed powerful music in witchcraft. While Sabbath fended off accusations of devil worship, Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page lived and held court in the former estate of hedonistic English heretic Aleister Crowley. Purple’s tempestuous guitarist Ritchie Blackmore habitually wore a pointed black witch’s hat.
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Ritchie Blackmore in Rainbow

(Roy Dressel Photography)

As the epitome of 1970s hard rock bands, Led Zeppelin had an enormous influence on heavy metal—the band was seminal beyond the carnal sense. Zeppelin’s every gesture was grandiose, not necessarily regal but demanding kingly attention. Singer Robert Plant, guitarist Jimmy Page, bassist John Paul Jones, and drummer John Bonham stood a hundred feet high as stereotypes, longhaired hedonists whose tour exploits were immortalized in rock tomes like Hammer of the Gods. Fans had seen it before, mostly from the Rolling Stones, but never on such a huge scale. The thrill of it all made it metal.

Unlike popular contemporaries Grand Funk Railroad, who were content merely to pummel, Led Zeppelin shared a sense of challenge with Black Sabbath. Yet while Black Sabbath begged for revolution, Led Zeppelin was a group of musical interpreters more than originators. Zeppelin’s winsome and slouching dream poem “Stairway to Heaven” had heavy moments but took a respectably reclining posture. Black Sabbath’s “War Pigs,” on the other hand, was all cataclysm—searing and deeply unsatisfied. Likewise, the suburban scene on the back of the Led Zeppelin IV record jacket was literally a civilized version of the overgrown landscape depicted on Black Sabbath. There were always more bands that sounded like Led Zeppelin, because it was easier. “Stairway” might have dominated rock radio during the 1970s, but when “War Pigs” hit the jukebox, it was always something of a ceremony.

In contrast to the austere concepts of Sabbath and Zeppelin, Deep Purple was a tremendous rock and roll force that combined the propulsive wall of Jon Lord’s Hammond organ, Ritchie Blackmore’s moody Fender Stratocaster guitar, and Ian Gillan’s unforgettable, soaring vocal wail. The band broadcast the exhilaration of fast cars in “Highway Star” and “Space Truckin’,” credos for the first generation of affluent teens with access to interstate highways. These thunderous songs seemed designed to completely penetrate the tiny iron particles of 8-track tapes jammed into auto dashboards.

Though Deep Purple’s “Smoke on the Water” was a bona fide metal anthem and the first basic riff of a longhaired guitarist’s repertoire, the band did not consider itself heavy metal. “Never,” organist Jon Lord told Kerrang! magazine ten years later. “We never wore studded wristbands or posed for photos with blood pouring out of our mouths. That’s okay, that’s for people who are into a different style of music to us.” Nonetheless, Deep Purple on 1970’s In Rock and 1972’s Machine Head were state-of-the-art heaviness, elegant expressions of almost magical technological fury.

When the Beatles launched, their tiny amplifiers could not be heard over the screaming crowds. By the early 1970s, manufacturers like Marshall, Orange, and Sunn founded an industry that pushed the tolerances of vacuum tubes, creating vast acoustic possibilities through the deafening roar of guitars. Besides Sabbath, Zeppelin, and Purple, sheer volume itself became the extra member of the wordy Canadian hard rock act Rush, the heady Long Island group Blue Oyster Cult, the excessively dramatic London band Queen, and the imposing British virtuosos King Crimson. In this newfound universe these were the gods who defined rock excess and bombastic musical wizardry. Their careers set the standard ranked not by hit singles but in long arcs of heavily labored albums. Innovative to the point of fatigue, their fierce experiments were emulated relentlessly in the decade ahead.

Embracing a breadth of incomplete styles, many more bands played at decibel levels competing with those of nearby airports. Forgotten strains of protometal swelled arrogantly in the music of the Asterix, Titanic (from Norway), Lucifer’s Friend (from England and Germany), heavy Kraut rockers Guru Guru, the haunting May Blitz (also on the Vertigo label), Master’s Apprentices (from Australia), Captain Beyond (formed by members of Deep Purple and Iron Butterfly), Bang, the relatively gentle Armageddon, the morbid Texas group Bloodrock, Britain’s long-running Budgie, and the Tony Iommi— produced Necromandus. After peppering the scene with powerful moments, most recordings by these obscure bands were discontinued within a few short years, but their existence enticed small audiences with possibility.

Already tucking a million album sales under its leather belt, Black Sabbath remained a daring and original entity, soon releasing two swaying party albums for catatonic souls. Master of Reality kicked off 1971 with the epic, unending cough of “Sweet Leaf,” a love song to marijuana. Anchored in some of Tony Iommi’s most concrete riffs, Sabbath drove their peace needle into the hopeful netherworld of “Children of the Grave,” accelerating into the lost space mission of “Into the Void.” Despite their morbidity, these were compassionate songs with gentleness as well as strength. On the ultrafragile and desolate “Solitude,” Iommi even dared to reintroduce the flute—he had abandoned it years earlier for fear Sabbath would be compared to Jethro Tull.
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Black Sabbath circa 1973

(Warner Bros.)

The aptly titled Vol. 4, released in 1972, beamed with the light of nice acoustic melodies. Both the cocaine cry of “Snow-blind” and the Santana-ish instrumental “Laguna Sunrise” reflected the breezy influence of time spent touring America and visiting California. Yet “Wheels of Confusion” and “Supernaut” were as preoccupied with insanity as anything on Paranoid. Geezer Butler continued giving lyrics to Ozzy that delved deep into the psyche, and the tone of the music remained intensely heavy. Extending Sabbath’s popularity streak, Vol. 4 followed Master of Reality into the Billboard Top 20 in America. The band reveled in its success, indulging in the first-time gratification of emerging rock stardom: new homes, luxury cars, girls, and drugs—judging by Ozzy’s increasingly bizarre antics, not always in that order of priority.
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The great rock and roll explosion volleyed small shards of heavy metal across America in the early 1970s, slipping from Woodstock, blazing from Monterey Pop, and bleeding from Altamont into giant festivals like Cal Jam—where a very stoned Black Sabbath arrived by helicopter to face 450,000 fans in 1974. It was an age of relative media scarcity, and concerts were the only way to personally experience heavy music. In this trailblazing era, being into hard rock meant putting everything into concert events—ditching school, taking the day off work, and driving as far as was necessary to experience catharsis firsthand in a live setting.

Jetting from city to city, superstar bands like Led Zeppelin brought the sound of overdriven guitars from smaller music theaters into sports stadiums. Instead of spending weeks in residency at a series of little clubs, musicians could travel across America and play for half the teen population in a few months. This meant they were constantly dislocated. Touring rock stars learned how to survive and enjoy themselves during lives spent in dressing rooms and road motels, presiding over the acid-laced creation of concert culture on a grand scale. Doing their part, fans camped out overnight for tickets, smuggled contraband pot and liquor into venues, and negotiated access to wild backstage paradise.

The power of Deep Purple dimmed in 1975, as Ritchie Black-more quit to form the mythology-inspired band Rainbow. From Elf he recruited young singer Ronnie James Dio, who jumped into the decadence of the period. He had been a teen idol in upstate New York with Ronnie Dio and the Prophets during the 1960s, but the new brew was a long way from “Love Potion #9.” “Being quite young in Rainbow,


HARD ROCK

Dozens of early contemporaries of Black Sabbath contributed to the development of what would later be considered heavy metal. Some were blues-based, like Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple. Others, like King Crimson, Queen, and Rush, attempted to introduce elements of classical music. Blue Cheer and the Stooges just turned their amps to full bake and burned everything to a crisp. All were longhaired and loud, bell-bottomed and bold. Their goal was to blast ten times louder than the rock and roll explosion of the 1960s. Even after their music was forgotten, heavy metal remained indebted to the large-scale displays of bravado made during this pioneering age.
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when I had my first real chance to taste success, I saw it all for the first time,” Dio says. “In the early days it was time for throwing TVs out the window. We were like, ‘We can do this? Okay!’ It’s stupid, really, if you think about it. You were supposed to be that rock star, that’s what you did. You screwed everybody all night long, and sex was wonderful. There was no AIDS—the worst that could happen is we’d catch the clap. We lived the lifestyle that Zeppelin lived, and that Sabbath lived, and that Purple lived before us.”
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Ronnie James Dio

(Roy Dressel Photography)

Outside the inner sanctums the public watched the energy unleashed within rock concerts spill over into the surrounding communities and erupt into miniriots. Future heavy metal musicians, still wide-eyed grade-schoolers, filed away memories of a rumbling in the streets. Thomas Fischer, aka Tom Warrior, who later founded Celtic Frost, was a preadolescent in Switzerland. “I remember seeing Deep Purple in the early seventies,” he recalls, “and seeing on the news that the concert hall was totally thrashed afterward. I remember how the parents went insane when their kids listened to that.”

As the revolutionary spirit of the 1960s relaxed into a liberal attitude toward drugs, sex, and bacchanalian glory, America in the 1970s embraced easy living—a balm for the social changes of the recent past. Rock music, always a bastion of youthful rebellion, was fast becoming the desired lifestyle, and the conservative middle class did not know how to cope. Newspaper advice columnist Ann Landers counseled a distraught mother not to forsake a runaway daughter who left home to live on a tour bus with longhaired rockers. She advised suffering the shame of wayward youth, if only for the sake of the inevitable wave of bastard children—a dire perspective on young freedom.

While teens celebrating sex and drugs were scary to adults everywhere, the occult aspects of heavy rock particularly frightened the Bible Belt. “Going to Miami, going down to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, trying to get into Corpus Christi, Texas, in the seventies was not an easy task,” says Sabbath drummer Bill Ward. “We had to face the mayor of the town. We were banned all the time. They were afraid of us. They really thought we were going to put a spell on you. We’d have to confront forty or fifty cops or something.”

The most garish rockers responded to civic outrage by pushing the boundaries of taste and upping the fear factor. Following in the high-heeled footsteps of the 1960s act the Crazy World of Arthur Brown, the delightfully gruesome Alice Cooper developed a gory stage show based on the French Grand Guignol street theater of the 1800s, complete with costumed dwarfs and buckets of blood. By 1975, Cooper was faking his own suicide onstage nightly. “It seemed like he was not really a human being,” says masked metaller Kim Bendix Peterson, aka King Diamond. “If you touched him, he would probably disappear into thin air or something. It just came across so strong.”

Intensifying the efforts of Alice Cooper, an opportunistic group of New Yorkers called Kiss took their over-the-top image to the doorstep of average America. The band’s silver makeup, glittery costumes, and custom-shaped guitars infused the space-age power of NASA into the hairy, leathery broth of rock, distilling two great events of the 1960s—the moon landing and the advent of loud guitars—into one spectacular escape. Released in the twelve-month period leading up to April 1975, each of the first three Kiss albums— Kiss, Hotter Than Hell, and Dressed to Kill—struggled to sell. This led to the bloody Alive! double live album, also released in 1975, which went gold rapidly on the strength of loud, catchy ditties like “Deuce” and “Cold Gin.” It was heavy-metal-coated rock candy, a Black Sabbath flavor of bubblegum.

Kiss went after an audience too young to understand Vietnam— its comic book-inspired stage show littered with Egyptian cat statues, crystal formations, and crumbling stone walls. It was a financial risk, taken for the sake of an unforgettable event. “When we started out, people just were baffled,” says guitarist Stanley Eisen, aka Paul Stanley. “We were wearing platform boots. Our makeup was absurd. The biggest act in America at that point was John Denver. We were not cool, but we had conviction. It was a kamikaze mission. We gave ourselves no choice but to succeed. The downside could have been horrendous.”

The Destroyer tour in 1976 was the cusp between young and hungry and larger-than-life. Despite its flamboyantly plastic presence, Kiss was still trudging through manure—an El Paso, Texas, show put the group before 10,000 border-town roughnecks in a cattle hall used regularly for livestock auctions. Across America that summer, Kiss fought the volume wars, roaring over opening acts Bob Seger and Ted Nugent, then paying a double-size electric bill for its blinding backboard of bright lights. In an age before TicketMaster, professional security squads, and metal detectors, Kiss encountered disorganized bedlam. They emerged as superstars, helping to create the professional tour circuit that would become the lifeline for heavy metal.

The makeup, blood, and fire created an indelible subdermal impression on fans, many of whom never even heard the music. Kiss shrewdly filled the widening generation gap with merchandise, creating dolls, pajamas, bubble-gum cards, a board game, a comic book published by Marvel, and a pinball machine. Already costumed superbeings, they were soon the stars of their own sci-fi movie, Kiss Meets the Phantom of the Park. Abandoning Dr. Seuss for “Dr. Love” soon became a rite of passage in American elementary schools. Upon reaching the other side of childhood, that huge population looked with singed retinas to heavy metal to deliver the same shock and thunder.


[image: ]



Black Sabbath offered listeners something more than three chords and a good show—but their audience was still left to scavenge for sounds with similar impact. By the mid-1970s, heavy metal aesthetic could be spotted, like a mythical beast, in the moody bass and complex dual guitars of Thin Lizzy, in the stagecraft of Alice Cooper, in the sizzling guitar and showy vocals of Queen, and in the thundering medieval questions of Rainbow. Then, following Sabbath out of Birmingham in 1974, Judas Priest arrived to unify and amplify these diverse highlights from hard rock’s sonic palette. For the first time, heavy metal became a true genre unto itself.

With Judas Priest the chugging momentum of Deep Purple was harnessed for a threatening attack from which the histrionic peaks of Led Zeppelin were mere foothills. Nothing before matched the speed of Glenn Tipton and K. K. Downing’s guitars or the high drama of Rob Halford’s phenomenal voice. Judas Priest skimmed the most intense elements of the past into a cauldron and remixed perception in a magical way. “I was inventing my vocal technique as it went along, really,” says Rob Halford. “I didn’t really have much in terms of people that sounded cool to look around and say I wanted to sound like this or emulate that.”

Judas Priest made no bones about openly proclaiming its goal: to be the world’s ultimate heavy metal band. The lineage from Sabbath could have hardly been stranger. Sabbath lent the younger band its rehearsal space, and one of Judas Priest’s members had briefly been involved with Earth, the band that became Black Sabbath.

Yet compared to Sabbath, Judas Priest’s music was very formal, tightly organized around breaks, bridges, and dynamic peaks. As Black Sabbath coalesced according to feel instead of a steady metronome meter, Judas Priest took a heavily composed approach. The melodic, mind-expanding interplay of Tipton and Downing used twin lead guitars as carving tools to deftly cut and shape sound at high-decibel volumes. Each scorching lead guitar break was inserted in another perfect song crevice, pointing the way to new invulnerable creations. Unlike the utterly primal Black Sabbath, young players could emulate Priest without sounding like clones—the band’s astonishing repertoire of musical techniques demanded further exploration.

Just as Paranoid had tackled politics and power struggles, on Sad Wings of Destiny the uncanny Rob Halford took lyrics from the extraordinary thoughts of Sun-tzu and the royal Shakespearean dramas. He ignited them with searing vocal fireworks. “I was blessed with extraordinary vocal chords that can do some bizarre things,” says Halford, “and it was always a case of looking at new ways of doing things from song to song. It was all about experimentation more than anything else.”

Though the “flashing senseless sabers” of “Genocide” could be seen as mere battlefield fantasy, the song was written the same year that Pol Pot was “cleansing” the prison-state of Cambodia of a million and a half ethnic minorities, many of whom were beheaded with swords. This was the mission of heavy metal: to confront the big picture—to create a connection between life and the cosmos. If there were to be love songs, they would be epics, not odes to teenage puppy love at the soda shop. Lyrical conflict would exist on a grand scale, which in the 1970s meant lashing out against despots, dictators, and antidemocratic Watergate burglars. “I always understood rock as a form of revolution of young people against the establishment,” says metaller Tom Warrior of Celtic Frost. “Though nowadays, of course, it’s one big commercial machine, deep within me the spirit is there. I can’t deny it, because I experienced it like that when I was a kid.”

Other new heavy metal bands were ruthlessly heretical, continually facing rejection. Following a space rock debut in 1972, the German hard rockers Scorpions compressed eight-minute jams into guitar-driven overdrive. Courting taboo, their 1976 album Virgin Killer depicted a nude fourteen-year-old girl with a shattered pane of glass over her pubescent pubic delta—and was promptly banned outright in America. The image was an exaggeration of the prevalent attitude toward sexual experimentation, and the music embraced a wild new mentality that chanted for excitement. Heavy metal audiences wanted to be shocked, and they craved the stimulation of difficult territory. “We respected other bands like Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin, but we wanted to do it differently,” says Rudolph Schenker, guitarist of Scorpions. “We were a different generation.”

Pigeonholed prematurely as minimalists, Black Sabbath asserted a metallic mastery on its sixth album, 1975’s Sabotage. Following the accomplished path begun by 1973’s Sabbath Bloody Sabbath, the LP hurtled through the looking glass with a band beset by lucid nightmares. “Hole in the Sky” and “Symptom of the Universe” were pummeling psychedelic masterpieces long overdue from the reality-altering Sabbath; yet the dominant theme of Sabotage was splendor in the face of cold money invaders—the cathedral-size claustrophobia of “Megalomania” and “The Writ” pushed away the lawyers and managers who had been bleeding the band dry. By this point Sabbath was experiencing the first divorces and drug breakdowns endemic to rock stars, and “Am I Going Insane,” was Ozzy’s great moment of clarity after allegedly spending the entirety of 1972 through 1974 on LSD. Sabotage was a high point for the band. Joined by the English Chamber Choir for the opulent “Supertzar,” Black Sabbath proudly displayed its delusions and hoisted aloft its grandeur.

Swerving from beneath its mentor’s shadow, Judas Priest modernized tremendously on 1978’s Stained Class. Contemplating the information age, the cover depicted a metallic humanoid head being pierced by colored beams of light. Instead of crying out in protest against the powers that be, songs like “Exciter” and “Saints in Hell” spoke from the point of view of authority, wielding the merciless force of the music like a weapon. While Ozzy Osbourne’s voice had remarkable emotional quality, he was not widely regarded as a gifted singer. Rob Halford, however, perfected a searing, vibrato-ridden delivery that fluttered from a banshee’s wail down to an angry clenched snarl. When united with bold studio effects and the crisp guitar exchanges of Tipton and Downing, the combination of talent and technique was nothing short of state-of-the-art heavy metal genius.

Though somewhat marginalized by the press, heavy metal spoke to an unrecognized audience—and heavy acts began banding together on long concert tours in search of that support. “We really, truly created metal fans as we made album to album,” says Rob Halford. “There wasn’t any broad-based metal culture at the time. We would go around the UK and Europe, and eventually over to America, and people were just very slowly turning on to this brand-new style and brand-new sound. Each generation finds something that’s relative musically, that they want to identify with and call their own—that’s how we were connecting with our first fans.”

The food of heavy metal’s long life was forming. When Black Sabbath appeared from Birmingham, the sound was an aberration, emulated by many without being completely developed and expanded. After the arrival of Judas Priest, heavy metal constituted a full-fledged movement that could trace its trajectory from point A to point B. As the next wave of bands picked up the path, the cycle would take on the characteristics of an avalanche, surging onward with increasing power and momentum.


1970S Protometal

The small-fries of the late 1970s found heaviness in the unexplored crevices left in the tracks of hard rock dinosaurs. Kiss and AC/DC compressed the biggest sounds of the past into bite-size anthems. Judas Priest and Scorpions added electrifying dual guitars—an incredible new dimension that became the basis for heavy metal songwriting. Though they looked like hard rockers, these bands were the basis for something new. Their lyrics were less abstract, more tied to the life happening on the streets. As they gained momentum during the 1970s, one by one these bands left behind the lumbering gait of hard rock, crossing over completely to heavy metal.
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Nearing the close of the 1970s, Black Sabbath’s name was often openly invoked in Britain by new bands praising their influence—yet the mighty band was failing as a unit. The simmering energy of a new brood of admirers might have buoyed Sabbath’s spirits, except that the band had left England for Los Angeles in 1976 to avoid paying exorbitant British income taxes. Ozzy, Iommi, Butler, and Ward were too distant to participate in the late-1970s UK music scene except on occasional visits, like absentee fathers. The insulated world they shared was beginning to crumble, as ten years of touring, personal isolation, legal woes, and heavy substance abuse took their toll.
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Never Say Die tourbook
(Collection of Omid Yamini)

Backed into an alcoholic corner, Ozzy Osbourne quit Black Sabbath before the recording of 1978’s Never Say Die and was briefly replaced by Savoy Brown singer Dave Walker. Ozzy returned to finish the album but soon quit Sabbath for good following a disastrous UK tour that left the band in flagging spirits. A strange New York act called the Ramones supported Sabbath’s U.S. dates that year, while the Los Angeles group Van Halen—initially named Rat Salad after an instrumental on Paranoid—opened for Sabbath’s 10th Anniversary Tour of England. The athletic performances of Van Halen upstaged the aging demons from Birmingham nightly. “They were so good,” said Ozzy, “and we were at the end of our tether.”
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Ozzy Osbourne in 1977
(Austin [Hardrockßg] Majors)

The two final Ozzy-era albums, Never Say Die and 1976’s Technical Ecstasy, were the work of a fatigued band. It seemed as though on the seventh record Black Sabbath rested, and then again on the eighth. The sweeping heaviness of Sabotage was replaced by a casual, bluesy swing that gave listeners a breather, replacing magnificently oppressive feelings with something merely sanguine. The results reached for progress yet often resorted to therapy. Like the Beatles’ Let It Be, it was the sound of old friends propping each other up through one last round. In fact, Bill Ward recalls singing dummy vocal tracks to guide Ozzy through his paces while recording Never Say Die.

When Ozzy Osbourne finally left Black Sabbath, it was more than the end of an era. His departure dissolved a personal chemistry that began when schoolyard bully Tony Iommi beat up Ozzy as a teenager and carried through eight albums that took music to a haunting, pounding new cataclysmic depth. Whether Black Sabbath would continue after Ozzy was uncertain. Whoever filled Ozzy’s place—if indeed the band would even continue without him—would stand in the boots of a giant.

As when the Beatles called it a day, Ozzy split apart the Sab Four having programmed the instructional code for a new musical protocol. Even while temporarily out of commission, Black Sabbath continued to influence the younger generation from across an ocean. As it turned out, heavy metal would repeatedly prove to be best inspired from a distance—where strong impressions, memories, and images were encouraged to run amok in the imagination. Ultimately, as successive waves of bands emerged to exploit the forces Sabbath set in motion, the success and excess of all other 1970s hard rock supergroups would pale in comparison.
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