uncorporate identity—zine

@ertain correspondences have been
detected between privacy software
andssubculture, as manifested in
black metal and its illegible logos.
The genealogy of proto-Metal
font Fraktur—from Middle Ages to
Fhird Reich—is the gateway to the
many lives (and ‘faces of death’) of
black-metal: as a conservative force
of teenage negation, as a torture
technique at Guantanamo Bay, and
as a blast of ‘realness’ in art galleries.
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l'he song is called War. Backed
by drums, the sound of massive
guitar overdrive blares from
the speakers. Then, a shrieking
voice joins in. Although the
singer is in deadly earnest, it
sounds like some kind of horror
muppet is being strangled. Varg
Vikernes, the lone member of the
Norwegian band Burzum, sings,
drums and plays the guitar. A
major difference between Vikermes
and *hard rock musicians’ like
Black Sabbath’s Ozzy Osborne,

or Metallica’s James Hetfield,
is that Vikernes has taken the
ideology of his music to heart,
and declared war on the world.
Vikernes is now in jail for

the murder of @Pystein Aarseth,
the guitarist of the black

metal band Mayhem. He is also
serving additional prison time
for setting fire to ancient
wooden churches in the Norwegian
countryside. In prison, Vikernes
devotes himself to the future

of the Aryan race, writing down
his world views in Vargsmil'-a
book that looks somewhat like
Mein Kampf gone Ikea. After his
release from prison, Vikermes
will move to a rural village in
southeastern Norway.

ese symbols were

to be prioritized over any sense
of credible musicianship. The
logo of an underground black
metal band had to be illegible—a
symmetrical maze of jagged
forms. The brand message of the
illegible logo, of which there
are now many thousands, is the
isual personification of an
idea of ‘Evil’—and with that, a
carefully fabricated stance of
rejection of the ‘modern world.’
istorically the ideas of ‘Evil’
in black metal logos are linked
to a strain of iconography

and typography used in Nazi
Germany, which freely borrowed
and appropriated from earlier
sources. As an offspring of the

When Mayhem issued its now
legendary debut demo in 1985—
called Pure Fucking Armageddon—
it was common practice for
underground metal bands to record
their own tapes and distribute
them through an intensely
etworked, but very distributed,
community of fellow bands, zines
and random youths aspiring

to have a band of their own.

In starting a band, the name
would be essential, with the
word ’'death’ often prominently
featured.” Equally important
were the photos of the band,
cover art and, most of all, the

more generic ‘hard rock’ genre
nd its early 1980s infusion witl
the D.I.Y. sound of punk rock,
extreme metal bands have often
referenced the typography of the
ird Reich to embolden their
logos. The logo of Kiss, designed
in the early 1970s by band membe
Ace Frehley, already unmistakabl;
esembles the SS trademark.
Though not ideologically
endorsing Nazism, Kiss wanted
olam and scandal, appropriating
not the politics but the shock
alue of form-a postmodern Las
egas rather than a return to
some sort of invented ‘Aryan
oots.’




Deena Weinstein, author of
eavy Metal: The Music and Its
Culture, believes that metal is
apolitical, and interested in the
idea of power in the most genera
sense. Fans and musicians behave
rather naively, and Frehley
and the other members of Kiss
the two S’s in their
as lightning bolts.’ Robert
alser, professor of musicology
at the University of California,
qualifies that image. He writes
that heavy metal musicians make
1se of ‘images of horror and
adness’ in order to comprehend
and critique the world:
lthough they are continually
stereotyped and dismissed as
apathetic nihilists, metal fans
and musicians build on sedimented
1sical forms and cultural
icons to create for themselves
a world with more depth and
intensity. If in some ways heavy
etal replicates the ruthless
individualism and violence that
capitalism and government policy
have naturalized, it also creates
-ommunal attachments, enacts
collective empowerment, and works
o assuage entirely reasonable
nxieties.®
Tom ter Bogt, professor of pop
1sic at Utrecht University,
dds: ‘Metal is a form of
escapism. Naturally you see this
ore often in youths who are
up against it. A metal concert
is a celebration by people with
roblems. I think this is less
rue in the Netherlands, by the
way. 1f you are a hard-core metal
fan in the United States, you ar¢
extremely marginalized socially.

Dropouts from school, if they are

white, are always metal fans.’
U.K. Subs, a legendary 1980s
punk rock band, had ‘Self
Destruct!’ as its motto. The
black metal logo seems to have
taken this idea to heart. 1ts
systematic illegibility has a

belt—uﬂﬂﬂﬂilln quality to it; &
sed at the very moment

threatens the world with total
evastation, it issues similar
threats to the logo.

Sometimes, this even happens
amidst Scandinavian social-
democratic well-being. According
to the American designer Mark
Owens, Mayhem (Norway) was
among the first bands to have
an illegible logo.® The logos of
predecessors like Venom (England)
and Celtic Frost (Switzerland)

ere still barely legible. As
Mayhem’s logo took a tiny step
over that line, it seems that
that the illegible band logo
came into being around 1985.
The logo is a password-behind
it, a secret world is waiting.
Illegible logos and messages are
an unprecedented brand of fantasy
in the otherwise rationalized
orld of visual trademarks,

when seen in public.
d, forbidding

appearance negates common
assumptions on how to properly
visualize an organization.
Graphic design has, by education
and professional mandate, cared
for modalities of legibili

and LummunlLabllltv more t

for oppositional or romantic
notions of public recognitiom.
Design’s role and alibi as a
provider of public information
may have initially identified
with a utopian drive towards a
new and more enlightened society
but has ended up obsessed with
accessibility and marketability
that appeals to convention and
habit. Communication strategists
behavioral scientists,
copywriters, styling agents and
other Ekpurta have helped create
a world without secrets. Black
metal logos, by contrast, are
perhaps pseudo-religious or faux
ideographic forms more akin to
encoding and encryption than
they are to clear (‘public’)
communication.
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Mayhem, undated photo.

Francisco de Goya
(1746—1828)

The Sleep of Reason
Produces Monsters
etching, 1797-1799

The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York.

Kiss logo—glam rock—and
the black metal logo's
transition to illegibility:
Venom (UK), Mayhem, and
Darkthrone (both Norway).
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Before the i legible logos of
bands like Mayhem, metal and
hard rock bands were mostly
identifiable by their use of
gothic Blackletter, or ‘Fraktur,’
While the typeface was ubiquitou
in medieval Europe, it was
Progressively marginalized as a
common form of seript, especially
at the advent of Renaissance,
except for Germany, where it
remained current. Much later, at
the time of German unification
in 1871, Bismarck considered
Blackletter the only correct
German script.
Fraktur, among many other
applications, served as the
logotype of the anti-Semitic
magazine Der Stiirmer published
by the Nazi ideologist Julius
Streicher.’ The German forces got
rid of Fraktur as their corporate
typeface in 1943, due to its lack
of legibility to inhabitants of

§ titling typefaces.

Fraktur doesn’t necessarily
refer to any Nazi ideology

when it adorns the front page
of newspapers (like The New

York Times, Le Monde, and the
Frankfurter Allgemeine), eminent
lawyers’ offices, various brands
of alcoholic beverages—including
Warsteiner and Jagermeister—

and so on. Metal and hard rock
bands combine Fraktur with an
umlaut (Motdrhead) to strengthen
references to Germany and the
Third Reich. Formally, Fraktur
also resembles spikes, flames,
foliage, castles, scythes, church
towers, and fences, and in more
than one respect is related to
the later generation of illegible
logos.

Fraktur is still widely used,
from diplomas to wedding
invitations. There seems to
be nothing ‘evil’ about that,
but perhaps there is something
about Fraktur which has
generally come to stand for
immovable loyalty, permanence,
and a retroactive rooting in
istory-the fact that it is put
0 use to typographically mark
limportant, decisive, and binding
moments—such as graduation, or
marriage—is fully compatible with
its usage as a symbol of power.
e brewery giants’ gothic logos
refer to their craftsmanship,
'EEHHiEioﬁ,'aﬁH'GrEg{E—EdEEt ing
only to be appreciated by
connoisseurs. Fraktur’s linkage
to comnoisseurship also strikes
@ note with metal fans. Roberto
Martinelli, editor of the
Maelstrom metal fanzine, writes:
‘A logo plays a huge part in the
image of a company or product,
This is also certainly the
case with bands... In black
etal particularly, there is
a certain revered aesthetic,
like spikiness, illegibility,
intricacy; to thosge things are
added that intangible element
that tells the connoisseur ‘thig

[your time.’®
1s generally
considered an ‘underground,’
especially when Satanic or
Pagan forces revolt against
what is pictured as a Christian

-world establishment. From this

perspective, metal promotes
points of view which seem
‘conservative.’ So much in
fact, that this point of view
may wear a progressive mask,
evoking a mythical world before
any social contract, when human
relations came down to the
direct, unmediated confrontatio
between adversaries,

the negative energy pre
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the negative energy prevailing
in black metal is not amenable
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things. That is why it is so
effective. It could also be
music that is popular amongst
the prison guards there.’!
Guantanamo Bay held ‘unlawful
combatants’ (a special juridical
category invented by the George
W. Bush administration) without
granting them the prisoner-of-
war status required by the Geneva
Convention.

with power, !0

METALJAT

At the Guantdnamo Bay prison
in. Cuba, an American extra-
legal bastion located o?tside
of any jurisdiction, prlSOﬂETS
caught in the ‘War on Terror
were exposed to a range of
experimental punitive methods,
in order to have them disclose
information about their alleged
membership of terrorist networks.
One those advanced torture
methods consisted of exposing
kneeled, chained prisoners to
(black) metal music played

at concert volume, with the

same song repeating for houré.
This practice was portrayed in
Michael Winterbottom’s film The
Road to Guantdnamo. The film i
describes how Shafiq Rasul, Asif
Igbal, and Rhuhel Ahmed from
Tipton, England were deem?d to
be terrorists by the American
forces in Afghanistan and
locked up in Guantdnamo Bay.'!
In Winterbottom’s version, the

There is an alignment, a
relation, between the usage
of metal music in torture
experiments at the Guantdnamo
prison, and the idea of power
promoted by metal as a music
genre in general. This alignment
or relation can 'be conceived of
purely at a conceptual level: the
expression of total, unforgiving
destructive power—perhaps

also the power the Leviathan
possesses, the sovereign beast
who decides on the state of
exception, revealing the base of
law to be the arbitrariness of
power. ..




Metal may not simply be
‘apolitical’ as Deena Weinstein
claims. Paradoxically, metal as a
cultural phenomenon is defended
and promoted with liberal
arguments by liberal American
academics, while the positions
of many black metal groups in
continental Europe seem to be
more of an ultra-conservative
rightist lineage. Indeed, Varg
/ikernes, black metal’s most
fervent ideologist, states

hat he is inspired by Vidkun
Quisling, Norway’s national-
ocialist leader during World

ar II, who authored a patchwork
ideology of mystical beliefs he
alled ‘Universism,’!s

et, black metal and its visual
ulture have also provided
powerful cultural meme of
resistance and negation. This
eme, as we will see, serves as
ftand-in for elements which are
urrently found to be ‘missing’
in the realm of ‘high

Artist Bjarne Melgaard
collaborates with the Norwegian
ollective Thorns Ltd. to produce
black-metal inspired experimental
sic, accommodating the genre in
he broader artistic current of
‘relational aesthetics.’ Thorns
td. made its debut in ‘Playlist’
at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris.
oelstraete observes:

he art world Tooks with great
envy and longing at the bizarre
excesses of a handful of spoiled
orwegian teenagers because it
hinks it recognizes a residue

of ‘realness’ that can no longer
joe genuinely experienced in its
own habitat, which has long been
paralyzed by the cult of irony.
[knter the ‘Return of the Reall’

e longing for negation and/or
egativity which is really and
truly ‘bodily’ experienced—that
is what interests the art world
in its flirtation with the metal
underground. !’

=

culture,’

1e ‘black metal artist’
becomes an exchange medium
etween the creative elite of
iewers paralyzed by irony, and

a dark subculture of abject

and archaic symbols. Here,

the contradistinetion between
‘good’ and ‘bad’-beautiful vs.
ugly, high vs. low culture, as
rehearsed by pop art—has given
way to the juxtaposition of
‘good’ and ‘evil,’!s

But metal and grindcore’s
brutalizing energy also has

more advanced usages than a mere
stylistic scraping of the black
metal brand for its ‘evil’ looks.
John Zorn, a New York avant garde
composer and musician, has been
a pioneer of accommodating metal
and grindcore influences in a
ore abstract method. In 1988,
Zorn formed Naked City, a band
merging elements from grindcore,
azz and surf. Naked City’s music
as used as the title soundtrack
for Michael Haneke’s feature film
“unny Games.

Dieter Roelstraete, in an
article on the artist Steven
Shearer, remarked that ‘the
broad “cultural” attraction of
grindcore is not only in the
Searing, destructive energy of
the music (and the accompanying
cathartic release) but also in
the fiery passion with which

his lifestyle has managed to
embody a steely, evocative “NO,”
and to propose this “no” as a
legitimate cultural position, *!6
The soundtrack of Harmony
Korine’s feature film Gummo ,
1998, fearured Scandinavian black
etal bands including Burzum and
Bathory. Artists like Jonathan
Meese, Mark Titchner, and indeed
oteven Shearer cite freely from
he black metal and grindcore
entality and aesthetic.
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CAPTCHA has to guarantee that it
is a person and not a machine
setting up the account, so as
to prevent abuse for spamming
purposes. As such, the characters
that compose the CAPTCHA have
to optically diverge from
standard letterforms, being
practically illegible, while
the words they form should be
‘meaningless,’ so thit they
cannot otherwise be automatically
guessed by a computer. The
Dutch graphic designer Jeremy
Jansen generated thousands of
CAPTCHAS in order to study their
i appearance and examine their
degrees of meaninglessness. He
found words like °‘shehell,’
‘castro,’ ‘blutzn,’ ‘ourevil,’
and ‘askednex.’ Some of these
uncanny logos recall the names
and symbols of black metal
bands. Indeed, Arthimoth, Horna,
Myrkskog, Toxocara, Tsjuder and
Xasthur are all black metal
bands, but they could as well be
CAPTCHAS.
Black metal’s illegible logos
functionally correspond to the
age of individualism; they are
ore structurally similar to the
bar code and the CAPTCHA than to
the swastika. Whereas the Third
Reich’s symbols and propaganda
tools were mass communication

devices meant for entire
populations, black metal logos—
especially when combined with
extreme rightist political views—
ave come to symbolize the hatred
of more or less specifically
named others by preventing the
public from reading the symbol.?®
From Kiss to Burzum, black metal
is the privileged subcultural
development of an aesthetic
of ‘evil.’ While the political
iews endorsing the aesthetic
Inay be considered regressive
and backward, its sense of
isual method is not. It bridges
he publicly visible and
idely accepted notion of the
“trademark’ with the privately
defined idea of the ‘password.’

Robert Walser,

Hannover,NH. Wesley
Press of New:Englan
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Michael Moynihan, Didrik
Sgderlind, Lords of Chaos: The
Bloody Rise of the Satanic
Metal Underground, Los Angeles:
Feral House, 2003. Varg Vikernes
took the life of Mayhem founder
and guitarist @ystein Aarseth
a.k.a. Euronymous in 1993: this
was after the band already had
had to bid farewell in 1991 to
singer Per Yngve Ohlin a.k.a.
Dead, who committed suicide with
a hunting gun. In addition to
being the guitarist of Mayhem,
Euronymous was the owner of the
Helvete record store in Oslo

and the record label Deathlike
Silence Productions, on which he
brought out his own and other
people’s music. A key figure

in the underground black metal
network, Aarseth worked on a
highly personal view of world
history, cultural anthropology,
and religion. Vargsmil, the
title of his book, translates as
‘Vargspeak.’

2

At ‘Death Metal Generator’
by Jan Pieter Kunst, one can
automatically generate band
names and song titles. www.
deathmetalgenerator.info/,
accessed 30 April 2009.
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author, April 2007.
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