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Foreword: Good Music | Bad History

Scott G. Bruce

The period of western European history known as the Middle Ages (c. 400-1400 cE)
has exerted a formative influence on the imagery of heavy metal lyrics and the
tone of heavy metal music since the genre began in the late 1960s (Cope, 2010).
Pounding drum beats, thundering bass-lines and crushing guitar chords demand
subject matter that evokes power and darkness. Popular notions of medieval
Europe oblige. Whether drawing influence from the mysteries of a pre-Christian
world of Nordic paganism, the triumphant exploits of Christian warriors in an
age of embattled faith, or simply the grim and unsparing realities of human life in
a society before the advent of advanced medicine and modern technologies, mod-
ern metal bands turn again and again to the European Middle Ages as a reservoir
for the words and images that give life to their music.

The discovery and reuse of the premodern European past in metal music is not
a straightforward process, however. As many of the chapters in this volume make
clear, metal musicians evoke the medieval period primarily as an ahistorical aes-
thetic and only rarely as an historical point of reference. With few exceptions (see
the chapters by Amaranta Saguar Garcia and Shamma Boyarin, in this volume),
metal lyricists find inspiration not directly from medieval texts, but rather from a
host of intermediary media produced between the eighteenth century and the pre-
sent, like popular works of history, fantasy literature with historical inflections,
and more recently, entertainment media like movies and video games. While these
kinds of works are important because they attract the attention of the public to
the distant past, they do not purport to be accurate works of history. As a result,
the European Middle Ages that inspires the metal community typically has less
to do with the premodern past, as historians understand it, than with a fount of
images and ideas — some plausibly medieval, some completely ahistorical — from
which metal musicians draw inspiration with little concern that these materials
have been unmoored from the historical contexts that do so much to inform their
meaning. But even in ahistorical usage, these materials can be instrumentalised
into micropolitical and cultural reactions to the forces of modernity, capitalism,
and Christianity within the discourses of metal scenes.

Medievalism and Metal Music Studies: Throwing Down the Gauntlet
Emerald Studies in Metal Music and Culture, xvii—xx
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Media transferences from medieval sources to metal song lyrics can follow
any number of meandering channels, but they are almost never direct, the rea-
son being that metal artists lack the proficiency in Latin and other languages
necessary to access premodern documents firsthand. Instead, these artists draw
inspiration for their songs from images and impressions of the Middle Ages
mediated most often through modern history books and fictional stories set in
medieval societies. For example, ‘Into the Crypts of Rays’, the opening song on
Celtic Frost’s debut album Morbid Tales (1984), tells the story of Gilles de Rais,
a self-confessed murderer of children who fought alongside the saintly Joan of
Arc during the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453 cg). Gruesome and ironic, the
tale of Gilles was ideal material for a heavy metal song, but Celtic Frost lyricist
Tom Warrior recently recalled the challenge of researching premodern historical
figures in the 1980s before the advent of the internet: [YJou had to raid librar-
ies and go to secondhand bookstores’ (Mudrian, 2009, p. 39). Popular historical
studies, like Frances Winwar’s The Saint and the Devil, Joan of Arc and Gilles de
Rais: A Biographical Study in Good and Evil (1948), would have been instrumental
in mediating information about famous premodern individuals like Gilles de Rais
to metal songsmiths like Tom Warrior.

In recent years, fantasy films set in mythical premodern locales have played an
important role as well. “To Cross the Bridge’, a track on High on Fire’s Blessed
Black Wings (2005), narrates the woes of a ‘wandering warrior’, who shared ‘tales
of horror’ about his harsh captivity, the burdens of which granted him tremen-
dous strength. Lyricist Matt Pike’s indirect inspiration for this story was not a
medieval tale, but a series of modern short stories by Robert E. Howard (1906—
1936) about his fictional character Conan, a barbarian adventurer whose exploits
appeared in the early 1930s in the pages of the monthly pulp magazine Weird
Tales and were later popularised through adaptations in paperback novels, comic
books and films. Motifs from the work of Howard and other Weird Tales contrib-
utors like H. P. Lovecraft and Robert Bloch appear frequently on High on Fire
albums, especially De Vermis Mysteriis (2012). While Conan is without doubt the
‘wandering warrior’ of “To Cross the Bridge’, Pike gives away the source for the
song with the lines about a fallen victim who gains strength through a ‘wheel of
pain’. The torment of the warrior on a ‘wheel of pain’ finds no precedent in How-
ard’s original Conan stories. Instead, it was a conceit of the 1982 film Conan the
Barbarian starring Arnold Schwarzenegger to explain the hero’s unrivalled physi-
cal strength. Thus, in this case, a metal artist drew on a modern film adaptation of
early twentieth-century short stories about a fictional medieval warrior to frame
his song. The role of the historical Middle Ages in this process of transference is
distant at best.

The inspiration of medieval Europe for metal song-writers shows no sign of
waning, for two clear reasons. First, popular conceptions of the prevailing mood
of the Middle Ages — dark, gloomy, superstitious and fraught with fear — fit the
tenor of metal songs, irrespective of the fact that medieval historians long ago
dismissed the notion of the Dark Ages in European history (Wood, 2018). Second,
medieval Europe was the historical setting of the triumph of Christianity over
ancient paganism and its repeated conflicts with non-Christians, like Muslims and
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Jews, especially in the context of the crusades (1095-1291 cE). Metal artists with
ideological agendas, whether the restoration of pagan religious experience from
the pre-Christian past or the valourisation of Christian warriors in their battle
against infidels, continue to find fertile ground in medieval Europe for their anthems
to lost homelands and white supremacist values. Irrespective of their specific
agendas, these artists cultivate their authority with a mirage of a Middle Ages
shaped by their nostalgia and their bigotry. Like modern politicians who evoke
the return of the Dark Ages in their speeches to suggest that Islamist militants
and other so-called ‘enemies of western civilisation’ are themselves uncivilised
and thus do not merit the treatment accorded to members of modern nation
states, metal song-writers who portray the European past as a safe haven from
their religious or racist ideologies are practicing bad history (Wollenberg, 2018).
In a similar but opposing vein, leftist neopagan and Viking groups instrumental-
ise the same nostalgia into a critique of capitalism instead of focussing on racial
and ethnic identities.

The reality of medieval Europe, as it turns out, is much more complicated than
metal song-writers often portray it. Historical research reinforces the fact that
western Europe was not a beleaguered society of homogenous, white, Christian,
hetero-normative people, but rather a rich and diverse collection of communities
entangled in commerce, engaged in conversation and living in messy co-existence
with their many non-Christian residents and neighbours (Heng, 2018; The Medi-
eval Globe, 2014—present). Moreover, it is important to stress that the modern
redeployment of medieval imagery for the purpose of identity formation through
music and other media almost always overlooks the fact that medieval people,
from the waning days of the Roman Empire to the eve of the Protestant Refor-
mation, were themselves involved in the ongoing negotiation of their collective
identity vis-a-vis their inherited past. In the same way that modern people look
back to distant ages for ideas and images to inform their sense of who they are,
European Christians of the Middle Ages were not exclusively ‘presentist’ in the
act of identity formation. Unlike modern western cultures, medieval traditions
valued authority derived from antiquity and treated novelty with suspicion. As a
result, we find premodern Christian authors borrowing the political, religious and
cultural raiment of even older cultures, most notably the Trojans, the Israelites
and the Romans, to weave their own identities (as shown in Brenda Walter’s chap-
ter). The distant past lent legitimacy to the living present of medieval experience
for over a millennium, authenticating the founding legends explaining the origins
of peoples and countries, providing the rituals of anointing that sanctified kings
and preserving the Latin language and literature esteemed by Christian monks
despite its pagan content. Like the modern era, the Middle Ages was not a period
characterised by a homogenised western culture, but rather a bricolage of old and
new images and ideas, as medieval Christians wrought their own sense of them-
selves from the borrowed and reused remains of even older civilisations.

The Middle Ages of most metal music is not founded in any historical reality;
it is impressionistic and mythical. The overwhelming majority of metal song-writ-
ers make no claims about the accuracy of their depiction of the medieval past.
Nor should they. As modern artists, they are free to redeploy any words or images
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suggestive of premodern Europe in their songs, even if they are anachronistic
or inaccurate, because historical accuracy is not their goal. Metal musicians are
story-tellers, whose songs echo with the resonances of ancient stories, as in Celtic
Frost’s 1985 song ‘Circle of Tyrants’, which makes reference to ballads of battle
and mysterious tales. Like medieval story-tellers, the value of the stories woven by
metal artists is their evocative and emotional power; the enduring joy of their lis-
teners is the most important measure of their success. It is only when these artists
misrepresent historical knowledge about the Middle Ages to serve their modern
ideological agendas that critics can (and should) level the charge that they are
misusing the past to serve the present. Bad history does not make for good music.
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