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ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis will demonstrate how Black Metal music became established in Japan, 

how it evolved, and how musicians situate themselves in a globalized form of community. It 

is a study of how Japanese Black Metal functions in the tensions between globalization and 

localization, a term called “glocalization” (Victor Roudometof 10). Japanese Black Metal is 

globalized around a set of rules and ideas, a term Deena Weinstein uses to describe Heavy 

Metal music called “codes” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). Additionally, as this music is 

localized, it reveals how many Japanese musicians express uniquely cynical viewpoints of 

religion and established authority using these globalized codes. Due to its anti-Christian 

and brutal history in other countries, Black Metal is seen as transgressive against 

mainstream society. Through electronic ethnographic research with Japanese Black Metal 

artists, this thesis finally examines how Black Metal is at once desirable yet also 

transgressive in Japanese society, a country with a comparatively low population of 

Christians.  
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PREFACE 

 

While on study abroad in summer 2011, I met a man in a café who typifies the Black 

Metal (Appendix B) fan. At that time, his hair was long and dark. He wore a black colored 

Black Metal t-shirt and a bullet belt. I gave him the devil horns greeting, a hand gesture used 

by Heavy Metal (Appendix B) fans to indicate camaraderie. He reciprocated the horns, and 

we instantly shared a deep connection, deeper than many people form through common 

musical tastes. We sat at the wooden counter discussing the characteristics of Black Metal a 

fast, furious and angry genre of music known for lyrics about Satanism, anti-Christianity, 

anti-religion and the occult. On a wall of the café hung a poster advertising a live rock show 

featuring a Japanese Black Metal band called Sigh, which sparked more conversation. I 

asked the man about Satanism, religion and how these traits function in the context 

Japanese of Black Metal and how they were introduced to him through other Heavy Metal 

bands. Within these parameters, we turned the conversation into a discussion of what 

Black Metal “should be.”  

 At that time, I had already been listening to and creating Black Metal music for two- 

thirds of my life, but there in the cafe I realized there was much about this singular music 

genre that I did not know. I had discovered this music in my early teens: it resonated with 

me both emotionally and musically. The music by Japanese Black Metal bands such as 

Kanashimi, Sigh, Sabbat, and Cataplexy resonated with me in the same way. Prior to 

beginning this thesis, I listened to a lot of Japanese Black Metal, my new favorite being the 

release “Inori” by the Japanese band Kanashimi. The very fact Japanese Black Metal exists 
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and is still being created places the question of music and culture at the forefront of this 

study.  

My personal interests merge with my academic interests for this project. 

Academically, I seek to read studies about how various genres of music are both globalized 

(Appendix B) and localized (Appendix B) within cultures: this inspired me to use Heavy 

Metal music to further understand these concepts and pursue a research area within my 

program that did not yet have a large body of scholarly study.  

Black Metal as the proper noun for the music genre in the Japanese lexicon is in 

katakana, one of the three types of the Japanese “alphabet”. There are only about thirty 

katakana characters, which are often used for phonetic foreign loanwords and proper 

names. Thus, the correct spelling and pronunciation of Black Metal is burakku metaru（ブ

ラック・メタル）.  

The fact that the name in Japanese is a loanword from another language is indicative 

of the themes of globalization (Appendix B): it is a term imported from English, and the 

name of the debut album by Venom (Appendix B), an English band that is more influential 

to Black Metal than Bathory (Appendix B). By releasing their seminal debut album called 

Black Metal (1982), Venom is, and defined, burakku metaru. 
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SECTION 1. THESIS INTRODUCTION AND FOCUS 

 

 Black Metal music is transcendental of national boundaries and exists as a 

globalized community in both musical style and anti-religious philosophy. One major 

aspect of how scholars study globalization is the application of “glocalization”: the 

dynamics between cultures or products that resist or accept change seen in a global 

network, or even within and between localities (Victor Roudometof 10). In this vein, 

Japanese Black Metal is also multi-faceted in its glocalization as it resists or accepts change 

in three distinct ways: 1) It has always been a global sub-culture; 2) As Black Metal is 

localized in Japan, local religious critiques replace or compliment what could be seen as a 

‘foreign’ religious criticism for Japan in terms of this global culture; 3) It reveals the 

profound appeal of this marginalized genre, not only to Japanese artists, but also to their 

imagined (often actual), global Black Metal community. This last point is demonstrated in 

the opening preface. 

This section introduces the musical landscape of Japan as it exists within the 

contexts of globalization, localization (Appendix B), popular music and underground music. 

What is profound is that there are factors of Black Metal music that would make its 

existence seem illogical in Japan (there is only a small number of practicing Christians in 

the country’s population), so what would Black Metal’s appeal look like to the musicians 

themselves? Is it simply a taste of genre, or is there a deeper, spiritual connection to the 

philosophy of the music? Is it still transgressive in Japan? Why? 

 To understand how music with specific transgressional attributes is tied to genre 

and sub-genre, I will first look at previous studies of Hip-hop music in Japan (sub-section 
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1.1). Hip-hop is a genre of music created under tense racial conditions in America, with 

messages that would not seem translatable into Japanese society. For example, the plight of 

inner-city Los Angeles ethnic minorities expressed in the lyrics of American groups such as 

Cypress Hill would not apply directly to Japan, a nation with separate conditions regarding 

issues such as drug culture and police brutality.   

This conceptualization of transcendence and globalization helps to understand how 

other musical genres and sub-genres may or may not translate into modern Japanese 

culture. In order to extend this discussion to Black Metal in Japan, I will outline key 

concepts of globalization, how music is globalized and how music’s message can be 

adaptive as is it is localized under specific circumstances. These specific circumstances are 

the complexities of the process of globalization and more specifically Japanese Black Metal 

music’s glocalization.  

Japan is a country that underwent an extremely rapid post-war development, and in 

the century before, rapid industrialization under the Meiji Restoration of 1868. Near the 

end of World War II, the United States led numerous, ruthless carpet-bombing campaigns 

and leveled Nagasaki and Hiroshima with atomic bombs. Following the decimation of 

World War II, Japan began expanding its economic value at an exponential rate. As Japan 

rebuilt their nation during the 1950’s, this rehabilitation turned from recovering from the 

most destructive attacks in war history to an acceleration of growth that surpassed many 

developed countries. 

By 1964, Japan had developed the first long-distance ‘bullet train,’ and also held the 

Tokyo Olympics that same year. The Olympics showcased to other countries that Japan had 

undergone an almost impossible recovery and was now becoming competitive in the global 
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economy.  In the 1970’s, a cosmopolitan interest in modern music also increased with the 

spread of consumer culture and disposable incomes. It is here that the dawn of Heavy Metal 

begins both globally and in Japan. Some argue Japan’s rapid development led to hyper-

nationalistic, xenophobic and radicalized forms of cultural nationalistic sentiment (Yoshino 

164-165).  

The above ideologies are features of some Black Metal developed in Scandinavia; 

others are radicalized with direct ties to neo-pagan or white supremacist organizations, 

such as the band Absurd from Germany. Initially, I was looking for a Japanese equivalent of 

this type of right-wing, nationalistic Black Metal. However, what I found was disparate, but 

much more significant.     

These musical landscapes are put into dialogue with the themes of this thesis by 

building on Arjun Appadurai’s notion of globalization and Benedict Anderson’s concept of 

the imagined community. In sub-section 1.2, I will introduce key authors of Japanese music, 

scholars of Heavy Metal and broader theoretical studies of how they have researched this 

culture in the academic setting. Sub-section 1.2 is where the focus turns to examining the 

subtle differences between Black Metal and Death Metal (Appendix B), and will develop 

into my thesis structure in sub-section 1.3.  

The Thesis Introduction (Section 1) will transition into the Background (Section 2) 

where I return to the Heavy Metal genre and discuss in detail the music’s important 

characteristics. The sub-sections of Section 2 include discussions of scholars Deena 

Weinstein, Keith Kahn-Harris and Robert Walser. These sub-sections also introduce an 

important book by Didrik Søderlind and Michael Moynihan, Lords of Chaos, using the 

critical theoretical models of globalization, localization and community in music culture. 
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Sub-section 2.1 introduces important characteristics of Heavy Metal as a genre, 

important historical events and bands that contributed to the development of what is now 

a wide array of Heavy Metal sub-genres.  

           Sub-section 2.2 explores theories of how Black Metal, Death Metal and Thrash Metal 

(Appendix B) are globalized and outline the violent history of Black Metal. Sub-section 2.2 

also shows how marginalized music exists in Japan and discusses the interesting 

relationship between religion and Black Metal, religion in Japan, and the subtle attributes of 

the Black Metal sub-culture. It will also show how Black Metal is a universal philosophy 

with a structure and a set of rules musicians and fans adhere to on a global scale.   

 Sub-section 2.3 examines case studies of how Heavy Metal research is approached in 

terms of globalization in various countries including America, England, Malta and Japan. 

This sub-section also introduces two early bands from the 1960’s and 1970’s with 

characteristics of Black Metal called Coven and Black Widow. This will demonstrate that 

the genre began only in name when an English band called Venom released an album 

bearing that title in 1982. 

 The next sub-section (2.4) continues this discussion by introducing two important 

Japanese Black Metal bands named Crowley and Sabbat. Crowley existed before the album 

by Venom called Black Metal (1982) was released, and Sabbat shortly after. Both bands 

contributed greatly to the development of Black Metal on a global scale, revealing an 

unwritten history of both Rock and Roll and cultural studies. 

  In sub-section 2.5, I develop three terms to describe how the Black Metal genre 

evolves and breaks away from its origins in the process of globalization to form new sub-

genres. This principle is based primarily on Deena Weinstein’s description of Heavy Metal’s 
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rules or “codes” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). Sub-section 2.6 concludes the discussion of 

the key issues, concepts and theories from Section 2 and shows how I will proceed with my 

project based on these ideas.  

 Next, I introduce the methodological tools for this project in Section 3. One of the 

key elements when conducting any ethnography is cultural relativism: one possibility to 

keep in mind while reading this study is that Black Metal music may have very well started 

in Japan. It is certainly not exclusively a Western phenomenon.  

To answer the research questions developed in sub-section 1.3, I will introduce the 

ten Japanese study participants for this project in sub-section 3.1. This sub-section will also 

detail how participants in Japan are involved in Black Metal, how long they have been 

active in their respective groups, and their city of origin. In sub-section 3.2 I will detail the 

instruments used for this ethnography and explain how the interview questionnaire was 

developed and presented to participants. This questionnaire forms the basis for the study 

and in sub-section 3.3 I outline the procedures by which this four-month ethnographic 

study was conducted.  

 Section 4 is organized into three sections based on questions from sub-section 1.3. 

Sub-section 4.1 relates the participants’ influences, their musical tastes, and the inter-

relatedness of musical culture that often intersects with other sub-genres, even between 

cities within Japan. Sub-section 4.2 reports how participants relate to, or do not relate to, 

the themes found in other Black Metal music. This relationship is examined in terms of 

Japanese religion (localized), Japanese Black Metal’s relationship with Christianity 

(globalized), and how religion is addressed by Japanese Black Metal artists (glocalized). 

Sub-section 4.3 consolidates these discussions into how participants feel their music 
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should exist: what it should entail, what it means to them as individuals, what it can mean, 

and examines the limits or restraints participants place on the term Black Metal. Sub-

section 4.4 is a discussion regarding the participants’ responses in terms of glocalization 

and what they find desirable in this sub-culture. 

 

1.1 Scenes and Spaces of Music Culture in Japan: Globalization, Localization, and 

Underground Imagined Communities  

 
   My friend from the café plays in a popular rock group. He recounts the vastness of J-

Pop Japanese popular music (Appendix B) with a slight smile: I was under the impression 

that the vast majority of Heavy Metal would be unpopular in any country, Japan being no 

exception (although I did feel it would not be considered offensive as it is in other 

countries). However, my friend points to hugely successful groups such as X-Japan who 

have a large mainstream presence. X-Japan enjoys enormous, worldwide popularity and 

shows how Heavy Metal can exist as pop music in Japan.  

 My friend suggests that given the status of popular Heavy Metal in Japan, Japanese 

Popular Metal would arguably necessitate a sub-genre of its own against which to weigh 

“our” Heavy Metal. “Our” Heavy Metal bands had names like Ad Hominem, Rotting Christ, 

Pig Destroyer, Sabbat, Impaled Nazarene and Morbid Angel: the real Heavy Metal. To my 

friend, Heavy Metal in Japanese popular culture was often not even Heavy Metal at all, 

rather an over-manufactured, plastic imitation of it. Our black clothing, bullet belts, long 

hair and the ‘devil horns’ with which we initiated our interaction can be understood loosely 

through Victor Turner’s groundbreaking study of the ritual process (1966). According to 

Turner, both my friend and I had been “liminal” in our integration into a metal community:  
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The attributes of liminality or liminal personae (“threshold people”) are 
necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons elude or slip 
through the network of classifications that normally locate states and 
positions in cultural space. (Turner 95) 

 
Taking this concept and applying it to a type of community also reveals an 

important fact about this tension between mainstream Heavy Metal and “our” Heavy Metal 

in both America and Japan (what my friend and I would call “worthy” Black Metal). I will 

argue that because Black Metal is precariously on the threshold of mainstream society, it 

can be viewed in the same light as a group of these “liminal personae” (Turner 95). Turner 

also shows that: 

…liminal phenomena for our present purposes is the blend they offer of 
lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship.  
(Turner 96) 

 
 From this standpoint, Black Metal is not just music. It is a phenomenon that contains 

the qualities of “liminality” (Turner 128). It is important to note the instant friendship of 

two people on different continents had the homogeneity of clothing and appearance.  

We are presented, in such rites, with a “moment in and out of time,” and in 
and out of secular social structure, which reveals, however fleetingly, some 
recognition (in symbol if not always in language) of a generalized social bond 
that has ceased to be and has simultaneously yet to be fragmented into a 
multiplicity of structural ties. (Turner 96) 

 
Although being a Black Metal fan does not involve a prescribed ritual process per se, 

we needed these symbols and languages in order to give the devil horns, and know through 

this understanding that mainstream music devalued “real” bands mentioned earlier. It 

devalued them because the “real” bands took the culture surrounding the music seriously. 

The characteristics of our involvement yield further similarities to the “liminality” and 

“communitas” described by Turner: 
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Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which are 
frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and 
works of art. (Turner 128) 

 
Both my friend and I are part of something much greater and complex than a 

musical sound. We were re-framing how we viewed the world through how we engaged 

with the world. We both played in bands and have similar ways of thinking and opinions on 

a multitude of topics outside of music.  

These cultural forms provide men with a set of templates or models, which 
are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of reality and man’s relationship 
to society, nature and culture. But they are more than classifications, since 
they incite men to action as well as to thought. (Turner 128-29) 

 
Why would my friend and I “choose” Black Metal over other forms of music, and 

how can we understand this cross-cultural exchange in terms of human psychology? One 

way to understand how and why fans of this music find pleasure in the activity is through 

of the concept of “flow” developed by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi:  

The flow state is experientially positive, and out of the flow experience 
emerges a desire to replicate the experience.  
(Schmidt et al. 379) 

 
In other words, the experience of achieving this state comes from repeated,  

Blissful sensations achieved through a given activity. It is important that the experience of 

flow can be applied to activities with varying degrees of enjoyment for any given person, 

but can also be understood as transcendental of a simple hobby: 

…flow refers to a state of optimal experience characterized by total  
absorption in the task at hand: a merging of action and awareness in which  
the individual loses track of both time and self.  
(Schmidt et al. 379) 

 
Satō Ikuya applies the concept of flow to illustrate the relationship between sub-

cultures and the Japanese media in his study of motorcycle gangs: the term bosozoku 
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(speed tribe) was used by mainstream society in their interaction with the speed tribes and 

the term became used by individuals both inside and outside the group (Satō 1-2). In many 

ways, my friend having long hair and a Black Metal t-shirt is what Satō Ikuya refers to as 

“medatsu”: “…being seen, looking conspicuous…” (23-4). This concept is crucial for applying 

and understanding how flow operates within the bosozoku culture (24).  Satō later observes 

the developments of bosozoku and medatsu in terms of style:  

In contrast to the United States, with its many ethnic groups and different  
forms of dress and attire, there is a basic similarity in the appearance and  
dress of most Japanese. (Satō 111) 

 
Though describing the variants of yankii styles of female and male members of these 

youth gangs, Satō Ikuya shows that members of this sub-culture have a much larger impact 

of medatsu due to this somewhat homogenous appearance of most Japanese (111).  

 Drawing from this conceptualization of medatsu in motorcycle gangs, we can also 

theorize that in Japan, aspects of Black Metal’s style or language can be understood in the 

same way. In fact, my friend recounts a Japanese adage: “the nail that sticks out will be 

hammered down,” a cautionary parable that can be understood as being punished for not 

going with the norm. Medatsu can earn both wanted attention from fellow fans (and future 

friends), or the ire from what is accepted by the masses: underground music (Appendix B) 

competes against other Japanese Heavy Metal in the mainstream media context.  

BabyMetal is perhaps the best example of how Japanese Heavy Metal exists in the 

popular or mainstream music context. They are a Japanese pop group with three teenage 

girls wearing stylized gothic dresses while singing to music that sounds much like X-Japan. 

BabyMetal have toured with Lady Gaga, one of the most successful musicians of all time. 

But Black Metal and other types of ‘underground’ music have a very different life in Japan. 
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The life of true Black Metal in Japan is characteristic of modernity and can be understood in 

terms of community. 

 Arjun Appadurai claims that different countries globalize in separate ways. For 

example, the United States and other colonial nations created a process that accelerated 

communication where “commerce, conquest and migration began to create durable cross-

societal bonds” (28). As technology increased, so too did the expansion of a “global village” 

(Appendix B) of inter-related communities whose identities are formed by ideas existing in 

an idealized past (30).  

Appadurai’s stance towards modernity is established on an abstraction of 

nationalism (Appendix B) developed by Benedict Anderson. One of Benedict Anderson’s 

explanations of an “imagined community” (Appendix B) is his conceptualization of the 

individual (self) towards newspapers (the community). The sense of solidarity for the 

individual comes both from participating alone in this community by reading the 

newspaper and is visually reinforced as the individual sees others reading the same paper. 

This solidarity shares a “…community in anonymity which is hallmark of modern nations” 

(36). If the bond of the individual to an imagined community existing outside national 

boundaries can be as strong or stronger than those of the individual and the nation, then 

these communities can be characteristic of nation states themselves as actualized 

communities.  

Appadurai noticed that colonized nations, such as the Philippines, present the 

perfect example of how nationality and the imagined community are created into actual 

communities through the expression of music situated in a foreign and idealized past (29-

30). This example serves to illustrate the flaw and potential use for the concept of 
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primordialism: Filipino bands perform American songs with more accuracy than bands 

that originated from the country that colonized them, finding a cohesive bond in an 

imagined community (30).  Appadurai observes that these are songs exist in a glamorized 

American past while simultaneously existing in the present context for Filipino musicians 

(29).  

Similarly, Japan has an extremely active musical culture that is often conceptualized 

around an idealized past, a characteristic of an imagined community. Some parts of this 

past are more notable than others, but Japan’s musical landscape cannot be viewed as 

culturally homogenous. Rather, this musical landscape can be understood in terms of 

Appadurai’s five global flows of culture: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 

financescapes and ideoscapes (33).  These “scapes” form a network of connections from 

across the world that have informed, and in turn been informed by, Japanese musicians and 

record distributors. In terms of how musical genres with specific, culturally defined 

elements are localized in Japan, Hip-hop provides perhaps the ideal template.  

Noriko Manabe observes that in Japanese Hip-hop, the target of social critique in the 

Japanese context is often concerned with the strict economic environment in Japan after 

the “…bursting of the Japanese economic bubble” (5). Manabe’s research draws heavily on 

that of MIT professor Ian Condry, a researcher at the forefront of Japanese cultural 

anthropology who specializes in popular culture. Both authors have observed the 

intelligent, profound methods in which Japanese Hip-hop musicians adapt a lyrically driven 

rhythmic genre form into the Japanese language (Manabe 5; Condry 135-6).  This exists in 

the social sphere in a uniquely Japanese context in terms of transgression. The Japanese 
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language has specific verb endings denoting familiarity: humble forms of speech, honorific, 

familiar, polite, etc.  

This study is more concerned with specific meanings associated with the 

globalization of music and less concerned with linguistics, although Hip-hop is still 

extremely relevant in terms of how music is localized in Japan. However, the question of 

cultural appropriation does not necessarily begin with the obvious distinction between the 

English and Japanese languages. The question begins lyrically in terms of subject matter for 

both Hip-hop and Black Metal. Hip-hop is a music that began in the early 1980’s in 

predominantly African-American urban landscapes. Early examples of the frustrations and 

conditions of this urban landscape can be found in the records of Californian artists such as 

Ice-T and Spice 1.  

Ian Condry also studied how Hip-hop music in Japan in terms of spaces of called 

genba: “…clubs [that] were pivotal sites of performance, socializing and networking that 

form the dynamic links between the global and Japan” (2). As Hip-hop came from a 

specifically African-American cultural movement, Condry addresses music that could 

otherwise be seen as appropriated in a Japanese context as actually being localized by 

musicians to address specifically Japanese social issues (3).  Condry studies performance in 

these genba in terms of: 

…how both Japaneseness and blackness are performed by different groups 
(underground, pop, etc.) in different locations (in small clubs, in giant 
stadiums, etc.). (Condry 88) 

 
 With Black Metal, there is only the ‘underground’ space. This would necessitate 

what can be represented by the popular Heavy Metal in the mainstream context. As race, 



 20 

ethnicity and language inform Ian Condry’s study, Robert Walser shows that masculinity is 

a major aspect of musical genre found in Heavy Metal:  

…notions of gender circulate in the texts, sounds, images, and practices of 
heavy metal, and fans experience confirmation of their gendered identities 
through their involvement with it. (Walser 109) 
 

The very act of defining a coherent origin or overarching meaning of a musical sub-

genre can ultimately lead researchers to answers that are very different than what was 

thought from the onset. David Novak finds through his study of Noise music (something 

one could contend is not music at all), that many people overseas thought there was an 

active, collaborative effort of musicians in Japan creating this music. What Novak found was 

that Noise music was, in many senses, individualized and spontaneous. Musicians, 

sometimes alone in their houses, tinkered with guitar pedals, synthesizers, and tape loops 

to create an art form that couldn’t really be traced. Yet it still began a global connectivity 

through performances and active consuming (listening): 

Liveness is about the connections between performance and embodiment 
which transform passing moments into repeatable encounters of listening. 
Deadness…helps remote listeners recognize their affective experiences with 
recordings as a new aesthetics of sound and listening in the reception of 
noise. (Novak 30) 

 
 Novak’s study concerns Noise music. Noise is significant in that, like Black Metal, it is 

very much a marginalized, musically extreme and underground cultural product of an 

underground culture. Noise provides a template for how musicians present themselves to 

the world in both a live setting and through experiential listening. However, with a few 

exceptions including one-man Black Metal bands (one person recording all of the 

instruments) started by Burzum in Norway and more recently established bands such as 

Kanashimi in Japan mentioned earlier, the majority of the participants of this study play 
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live. Like Novak’s work, this study about musicians and record distributors in Japan also 

reveals how artists present themselves to the world, how the world presents them, and 

how they are influenced in turn.  

For the majority of respondents to this study, a foreign starting point for Black Metal 

is recounted, demonstrating David Novak’s conceptualization of individual consumption of 

music called “deadness” (140). This is one aspect of the theoretical process Novak coined 

as “feedback”: “…a metaphor for cultural exchange and reciprocity in social science” (140). 

It is a process of change and genesis that can produce new forms of art through influence 

and presentation, constantly in a kinetic state. Aspects of music that seem exotic to fans and 

consumers may actually be quite ‘native’ and familiar.  

 To contextualize this in terms of Black Metal music, I will explain the lack of 

influence Christianity has had in Japan in history. Black Metal is a musical genre that is 

more often than not (and sometimes defined solely by being) anti-Christian or anti-

religious. How “feedback” affects religious and musical influences can be observed in the 

sounds and ideology of the music. Given Japan’s comparatively low population of 

Christians, would Black Metal still be reactionary to Judeo-Christian culture as it was (and 

still is in many cases) for the European bands that ‘pioneered’ Black Metal?  

 
1.2 Literature Review  

 
  

 Black Metal is a peripheral and underground form of Heavy Metal called  

“extreme” (Kahn-Harris 2). Academics of Japan, East Asia, and Western countries alike 

study globalization through the change between locality and regional attributes of musical 

genre. Deena Weinstein demonstrates both the evolution of Heavy Metal and Black Metal 
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(Metal Rules). Weinstein further demonstrates key differences between how Black Metal 

and Death Metal, another extreme form of Heavy Metal, market and understand themselves 

within a globalized framework:  

Both death and black metal share distorted and ferocious electric guitars, 
rapid tempos and an insistent and prominent rhythm with emphasis on bass 
drums. (Weinstein Globalization of Metal 42)  

 
Weinstein further demonstrates how Death Metal and Black Metal evolve, or  

resist evolution, in the process of globalization. Resisting evolution, how a sub-genre 

evolves and how the participants see themselves within this framework will be one of the 

focuses of the ethnographic section of this thesis: 

While the musical form and lyrics of death metal are fairly consistent in their 
various manifestations around the world, black metal has incorporated 
elements from local musics [sic] and cultures as it has globalized, including 
traditional instruments, themes that engage traditional folk tales and local 
dialects or dead languages. (Weinstein Globalization of Metal 42) 

 
In other words, Weinstein believes that Black Metal incorporates local themes and 

instruments as it evolves while Death Metal is somewhat static in the process of 

globalization. This model is mostly sound, but does stand in stark contrast to the reality of 

Death Metal: Nile, a Death Metal band from Florida, incorporates Egyptian themes in their 

lyrics and sound. And the band Death, also from Florida, whose founder Chuck Schuldiner’s 

lyrics evolve from the grotesque imagery of Scream Bloody Gore of 1987 to the 

introspective, philosophical lyrics found on The Sound of Perseverance of 1998? These are 

examples of a band that are exceptions to this rule of Death Metal and also show how many 

Death Metal bands can also change through globalization. 

Deena Weinstein may not have entirely overlooked this major aspect of Death Metal, 

but for Black Metal, these exceptions often have importance for Black Metal musicians. 
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Weinstein does show that Black Metal even branched off into sub-genres such as “Christian 

Metal”(Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 142). This illustrates how Christian musicians 

find appeal from the music and adapt it to fit their own agenda localize Black Metal music. 

But as we will see, this might not be considered Black Metal at all. This is because of Black 

Metal’s relationship with Christianity.  

 To show the relationship between Japan and Christianity in terms of Japanese Black 

Metal music, I will briefly discuss Japan’s contentious and often tumultuous relationship 

with the Christian faith. If Christianity had never existed, neither would Black Metal. 

“Scandinavia was one of the last European cultures to convert to Christianity” (Moynihan 

and Soderlind 196). How, then, could Black Metal be understood in Japan, a country that 

never converted at all? Even though Japan is a separate case in that the media, parents, and 

lobbyists never protested Black Metal as ‘subversive’ in the same way as it was in the 

United States, the history of Christianity in Japan is just as violent as that of the forefathers 

of Black Metal. 

In 1614, the Tokugawa government implemented promulgations for crackdowns of 

this new faith in the form of torture, execution and subsequent removal of the “kirishitan” 

(Christian) religion throughout Japan, marking the beginning of a brutal regime that 

produced these local, new Japanese martyrs (Handbook 4). As is described in Handbook of 

Christianity in Japan, there is a pattern of martyrs akin to the rock stars we idolize, more 

importantly, the Black Metal rock stars that make up the lore around the musical sub-

genre. As I will show, Deena Weinstein shows how individuals in rock history called “the 

artist hero”: “…may raise the rock star to a status analogous to sainthood” (Rock Music 

190-191). 
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 Current studies place the approximate amount of practicing Christians in Japan at 

about one percent of the entire population, with the rest being atheist, Buddhist, Shintō, 

other, or a combination thereof (Christianity in Japan). Although Christianity does exist in 

Japan, religion has a larger presence in the visual and societal architecture of Japan. This is 

evident in the numerous shrines and temples in major cities and villages across the 

Japanese archipelago. Religion in the Japanese sense is more of a complex of social 

adherence: shrines are visited for traditional observances and festivals, ancestors are 

honored through prescribed ritual, etc. If Black Metal bands in Japan exist, religion would 

likely be addressed in the contexts where it exists socially such as weddings, funerals, etc. 

More than likely, it would use familiar symbols from religion to critique other aspects of an 

otherwise secular society. 

 

1.3 Research Questions and Thesis Structure  
  

 
      In a broader sense, the research questions for this study are based on the 

methodology of Robert Walser whose monumental ethnography Running with The Devil: 

Power, Gender and Madness in Heavy Metal was one of the first examples of a Heavy Metal 

study. In it, he asks: “How can heavy metal articulate claims to power, and what social 

tensions are addressed or mediated by it?” (3).  

My specific research questions, however, are tailored for ethnographic research of a 

more intense form of music on a different side of the world: Why does Black Metal exist in 

Japan? What does Black Metal do in Japan as a globalized form of music for the individual, 

and what are the significant traits of its localization? How are these significant for the Black 

Metal genre itself, and how are they significant for the musicians and artists themselves? 
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To answer these questions, I will outline three characteristics of Black Metal and compare 

these theoretical models with the responses of the study participants. 
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SECTION 2. BACKGROUND 

 

This section introduces academic literature that has been published specifically in 

Heavy Metal area studies. In sub-section 2.1, I will introduce important characteristics of 

Heavy Metal music in the history of Rock and Roll’s globalization. I will demonstrate that 

Heavy Metal, and by extension Black Metal, are not simply outlets for meaningless 

rebellion, but rather serve as a mediating tool between artists, fans and their society.  

Sub-section 2.2 will describe the characteristics of the globalization of Death Metal 

and Black Metal, two forms of Heavy Metal that are among the most aggressive and 

“globalized” (Weinstein Globalization of Metal 40). This section will also introduce the 

nuanced, violent history of Black Metal and important bands that established the genre. It 

will also show how marginalized music exists in Japan and how religion exists in relation to 

Heavy Metal before demonstrating that there are aspects of the Black Metal sub-culture 

resembling a religion itself.  

Sub-section 2.3 will outline important case studies of Heavy Metal, Death Metal, and 

Black Metal in East Asia that I will use to develop the research methodology in Section 3. 

With the background from sub-section 2.2 established, in sub-section 2.3 I will also show 

that two bands called Coven and Black Widow began what would become known as Black 

Metal in idea before the band Venom coined the term in 1982. This will show that Japan’s 

relationship with Christianity is also directly linked to Christianity and Japanese Black 

Metal.  

Sub-section. 2.4 will introduce two key Japanese bands: Crowley from Nagoya and 

Sabbat from Mie, who were active during the formative years of Black Metal (late 1970’s-
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early 1980’s). The fact that these bands existed in Japan at this time presents a large issue 

for the academic discourse of not only Black Metal music but also Rock and Roll history.  

Sub-section 2.5 outlines three theoretical tools developed for demonstrating how 

the Black Metal genre ‘can’ operate in terms of sound and idea before it breaks off into new 

sub-genres. These terms are developed from Deena Weinstein’s description of Heavy 

Metal’s characteristic of breaking into new sub-genres if they stray too far from their 

respective “codes” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). Finally, sub-section 2.6 will conclude with 

a discussion from this section of the important theories that will be informing how Section 

3: Methodology is designed.  

 

2.1 What Is Heavy Metal? 

 
Heavy metal is 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. (Moynihan and Soderlind Preamble: Into That Darkness XVI) 
 

Heavy Metal began with groups in the early 1970’s and 1980’s such as Black 

Sabbath, Judas Priest and Iron Maiden (Walser Introduction x). In the 1980’s, the music 

became faster and more aggressive as Slayer and Sodom developed Thrash Metal, a music 

that combines the speed of punk music (Appendix B) with the masculinity and volume 

Heavy Metal (Moynihan and Soderlind 24). 

Deena Weinstein maintains that, in a globalized sense:  

The artist is the agent of cultural change and in being so is the initiator in the 
transaction of artists, audiences, and mediators that constitute metal. (Heavy 
Metal the Music 102)  
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For a coherent structure of metal and its sub-genres, Deena Weinstein states that when 

sub-genres on the “periphery,” they are more likely to change from outside their “code” of 

classic metal (Heavy Metal the Music 99). A new sub-genre is formed especially when 

artists: “…blend the subgenres with inherent delineated meanings from codes outside 

metal” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). Weinstein goes on: “At that point forms of music will 

appear that will depart too much from the code of heavy metal as to be recognizable as 

derived from it” (103).  

Therefore, Heavy Metal’s code is classic heavy metal (Weinstein Heavy Metal the 

Music 99). I will propose that Black Metal’s “code” is anti-Religious by nature in both the 

global and local setting. Black Metal took this concept to an extreme from Heavy Metal and 

defined itself in the process of doing so. I propose that the “code” of a crystallized Black 

Metal sub-genre is defined by ‘mediators’ in this same fashion: “Heavy metal persists, after 

the subgenres have crystalized, as classic metal, carrying on the core of the musical culture” 

(Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 147). 

These mediators are the artists yet they also have mainstream society, including the 

media, informing what this code is and why it is important from a sensationalized 

viewpoint. As Robert Walser notes, Heavy Metal’s “Rebellion is a critique…” where:  

…what seems like rejection, alienation, or nihilism is better seen as an 
attempt to create an alternative identity that is grounded in a vision or the 
actual experience of an alternative community. (Walser Introduction xvii)   

 
Walser also states that Tipper Gore helped create a musical censorship in the United 

States called the PMRC (Parents Music Resource Center), who saw Heavy Metal as an 

adversary, creating the “parental advisory” stickers for music they deemed as unsuitable 

(133-34). The organization also attempted (and eventually lost) a trial over claims that the 
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British group Judas Priest intentionally put subversive subliminal messages in their 

records (146). If this sort of censorship happened in the United States and not Japan, how 

would this affect a local player in a “transnational metal community” (Wallach, Berger and 

Greene 7)? 

 

2.2 What Is Black Metal? 

 
This sub-section outlines the history of Black Metal music in terms of influential 

bands and introduces leading academic literature of global Heavy Metal and Extreme Metal 

(Appendix B) studies. The bands listed on Table 1 (below) are regarded as highly 

influential not only to the creation of the genre, but also to its survival as a sub-genre. The 

evolution begins with Heavy Metal and illustrates its progression into Black Metal. This is 

important given the radical, sometimes criminal behavior of some Black Metal musicians 

and the crystallization of a sonic, culturally universal anti-religious ideology.  
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Table 1: INFLUENTIAL HEAVY METAL AND BLACK METAL BANDS (PROGRESSION OF BLACK METAL) 

Band Years Active Country/ City of Origin Genre/Sub-Genre 
 

Coven 
 
1968-Present 

 
England 

 
Satanic Rock and 
Roll 

Iron Maiden 1975-Present London, England Heavy Metal 

Motörhead 
 

1975-2005 London, England Heavy Metal 

Venom 1979-Present Newcastle, England Thrash/Black 
Metal 

Loudness 1981-Present Osaka, Japan Heavy Metal 

Crowley 1982-89, 
2014-Present 

Nagoya, Japan Satanic Heavy 
Metal 

Sabbat 1983-Present Kuwana, Japan “Devil 
Metal”/Thrash/B
lack Metal 

Hellhammer 1982-1984 Nürensdorf, Zurich 
 

Thrash/Death/ 
Black Metal 

Mayhem 1984-Present Ski/Oslo, Norway Black Metal 

Darkthrone 1987-Present Kolbotn/Oslo/Vinterbro/
Trysil 

Black Metal 

Burzum 1991-Present Bergen/Bø/Norway, 
Limousin, France 
 

Black Metal 

 
Table 1 shows important bands in the evolution of Heavy Metal and Black Metal. The entry 
‘Coven’ is described in “Lords of Chaos” (Moynihan and Soderlind 5). All other 
corresponding information derived and adapted from The Metal Archives: Encyclopedia 
Metallum, www.metal-archives.com. 
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              Black Metal is a sub-genre of Rock and Roll, of which Heavy Metal is another sub-

genre. This is significant in that even for Black Metal and Death Metal as Heavy Metal itself 

exist in the margins of mainstream music. Death Metal and Black Metal are two of these 

marginal sub-genres that belong in the category of “underground” or “extreme metal” 

(Kahn-Harris 2). 

A broader category of Heavy Metal called Thrash Metal, a hybrid of Punk music and 

Heavy Metal, spawned forth Death Metal and Black Metal (Moynihan and Soderlind 24). 

These two sub-genres are significant in that they are “…two of the most globalized and 

intense [forms of extreme metal]” (Globalization of Metal 40).  

These sub-genres can be called extreme due to their sound, how artists present 

themselves to the media, and the nuances in the history of Black Metal. Keith Kahn-Harris 

notes that:  

In the 1980’s the term ‘black metal’ had begun to be used to describe overtly 
Satanic or anti-Christian forms of metal pioneered by bands such as Bathory 
and Hellhammer. (Kahn-Harris 4)  

 
In the next decade the term evolved, and with it the richness of bands, sounds, and 

what “could” be done within the restraints of this developing form of music. Kahn-Harris 

goes on to note the foundational second period of development for Black Metal, primarily 

led by bands in Norway: 

In the early 1990’s Norwegian bands such as Emperor, Mayhem, Burzum and 
Darkthrone developed a highly distinct and influential form of black metal, 
characterized by screamed, high-pitched vocals, extremely rapid tempos, 
‘tremolo’ riffs, a ‘trebly’ guitar sound, and simple production values. (Kahn-
Harris 4)  
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These bands would go on to inspire various subgenres including the above-mentioned 

“White” or “Christian Metal” (Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 142).  

This paper will demonstrate the static, unchanging and defining elements of Black 

Metal. The evolution and resistance from sub-genre will be demonstrated in Japanese Black 

Metal and at a transnational scale insofar as religion and anti-Christianity. These concepts 

still hold meaning in localized form (also in Buddhism and Shintōism) yet conform to a 

globalized, anti-Christian form of expression. However, it will show that the anti-religious 

elements never left the actual sub-genre: It is kept alive, and reflected by, Japanese creators 

and musicians of Black Metal.  

Anti-religious sentiment can be seen not only through bands such as Behemoth from 

Poland or Dark Funeral from Sweden, but also in some of the interviews with participants 

of this study. Therefore, true change would occur in a new sub-genre through breaking 

from the label of “Black Metal” as it moves away from its source: anti-religious rebellion as 

a form of expression to address any issue.     

Therefore, I will use the “rebellion” proposed by Robert Walser (Introduction: xvii).  

I will apply this to the symbolic, rebellious connotation of Satan, a rebellion against mind 

control and a herd mentality that is often seen by Black Metal musicians as defining not just 

religion but also society itself.  

In order to locate the roots of the Black Metal sub-genre to investigate what the 

respondents in this study relate, we can then look more closely at Black Metal’s global 

relationship to similar sounding music to test Weinstein’s proposition: 

The first wave of black metal lyrics focused on Satanism but then became 
suffused with allusions to pre-Christian religions and ancient warriors. 
(Weinstein Globalization 42)  
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To illustrate this shift in lyrical focus I will examine the definitive book about Black 

Metal: “Lords of Chaos: The bloody rise of the Satanic Metal Underground” by Michael 

Moynihan and Didrik Soderlind. This book’s influence on the spread of knowledge (and 

popularization, including in academic studies) of Black Metal’s history will be validated by 

the most important individuals involved in this study: the research participants. Just as 

crucially, the participants’ opinions echo the sentiments of the authors: These defining 

bands all had their start in the late 1970’s and early 80’s in England, Denmark and Sweden, 

respectively. The first and last, Venom and Bathory, would define most Black Metal globally 

in sound, but King Diamond exemplifies the lack of importance placed on sound when 

defining the genre, much in the same way Coven and Black Widow do. King Diamond and 

his band Mercyful Fate sound more like Iron Maiden than Venom or Bathory, yet he is 

openly a practicing Satanist. This is for important for Black Metal as an ideology, as: 

The most discernible roots of the modern wave of Black Metal arising in 
Norway and elsewhere in the beginning of the 1990’s can be clearly seen in 
the pioneers ten years earlier—Venom, Mercyful Fate, and Bathory” 
(Moynihan and Soderlind 10).  

 
Early albums by Bathory from Sweden, especially their debut self-titled record 

(1984) and later music from artists such as Kanashimi’s Inori (2017) from Japan exemplify 

the very misanthropic and changing nature of Black Metal as it is globalized and localized. 

It is not always a collaborative endeavor for the artists involved. However, these two bands 

have never played concerts in their entire existence. Despite their strong musical link to 

Black Metal, these two bands do not embody the experience of stage performances and fan 

interaction that David Novak calls “liveness” (Novak 30).  

These concepts are telling not only for Noise and Black Metal, but they also help to 

situate the Black Metal culture in terms of scholarly focus as to its nature of change from 
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essence. Almost seven out of eight individuals interviewed in this study are active 

musicians of Black Metal, and all ten of them are involved in its global distribution. They 

are involved in the expression of music and so too its cultural aspects that are often Satanic 

or anti-religious. At least six of these participants connect to their audience through what 

David Novak terms “liveness” as described above (30). All of them consuming music alone 

as a product can be just as influential for Black Metal’s creation. That is, they participate in 

what David Novak calls “deadness” (Novak 30).  

Because I have already established a rough description of what Black Metal can do 

in terms of sound, including its influences, it is crucial to describe the subtle differences of 

sound between Bathory and Venom. The description of this difference in sound between 

Bathory and Venom proposed by Moynihan and Soderlind is still relevant for many Black 

Metal bands today including musical composition, sound, aesthetic style, recording quality 

and even album artwork seen on Black Metal records. According to Moynihan and 

Soderlind:  

Bathory’s first three albums follow a similar mode of expression as Venom, 
though the music is made more vicious by a potent arsenal of noisy effects 
and distortion. [Bathory’s] hyperkinetic rhythm section blurs into a whirling 
maelstrom of frequencies—a perfect backdrop for the barked vocals of an 
undecipherable nature. (Moynihan and Soderlind 18) 

 
Venom’s music is more accessible to a larger audience in comparison to Bathory. 

This could demonstrate that Bathory moved closer to the edges of the Heavy Metal genre 

and the Black Metal sub-genre. Considering the themes featured in Black Metal lyrics, 

iconography and the musicians’ attitudes, a multitude of familiar, globalized symbols 

inform the genre, the lyrics being no exception. I have shown that Black Metal is anti-
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Christian. On the flipside of anti-Christianity, many musicians within the scene turned to 

localize this rejection of Christianity to critique other aspects of mainstream society.  

The deviation of lyrical topics between Venom and Bathory is also crucial for 

understanding Black Metal as a global entity: Bathory was always anti-Christian, although 

later through a different form of expression. Connecting the lyrical shifts of Bathory to 

Venom, Moynihan and Soderlind note that:  

The lyrics were centered on black magic and Satanism a la Venom although 
funneled through a bit of Scandinavian innocence and teenage melodrama 
that made them come off as even more extreme in the end. (Moynihan and 
Soderlind 18) 

 
Lyrics focusing on Satanism were no longer necessary for the Black Metal genre. 

Bathory’s album Blood Fire Death (1988) would change everything for future musicians in 

terms of what Black Metal could be. For this album, Bathory:  

…had forsaken the childish Satanism of their original [album]. 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. 
(Moynihan and Soderlind 19) 

 
 Comparing the differences between Venom and Bathory, Deena Weinstein’s claim 

that was outlined earlier seems validated in that: 

 The first wave of black metal lyrics focused on Satanism but then became  
suffused with allusions to pre-Christian religions and ancient warriors.  
(Deena Weinstein Globalization 42)  

However, some elements of Bathory show otherwise, especially on the pivotal album Blood, 

Fire, Death (1988). One of many such exceptions is the fact that the initial letters from each 

verse in the song “Dies Irae” spell “Christ the bastard son of heaven” (“Bathory – Blood, Fire, 

Death”). It is anti-Christian in a shifting ideology and shows the evolution of Black Metal 

while the genre retains this element.  
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The exceptions to how bands stay in a similar spirit of the first wave would be 

modeled after Venom from England and Sabbat from Japan.  This can be seen in the anti-

Christian attitude and aesthetic of bands like Enthroned from Belgium, Marduk and Funeral 

Mist from Sweden. These bands never abandoned Satanism or anti-Christianity in their 

lyrics or aesthetic, just as Cannibal Corpse (one of the most famous Death Metal bands) 

have lyrics that have always focused on the macabre, the grotesque, horror and gore. For 

this reason, Venom will be the template for Black Metal’s static Satanism, while Bathory 

will be the template for globalization, change, and evolution (localization) of the genre. 

The transnational dialogues of tape trading and letter writing were thriving by the 

time Mayhem formed. Varg Vikernes and his band Burzum are regarded as immensely 

important figures within Black Metal and show how the lyrics would evolve with: 

“…correlations between ancient Norse heathenism and modern musical extremism” 

(Moynihan and Soderlind 196). Moynihan and Soderlind’s “Lords of Chaos” goes into depth 

about how Øystein Aarseth was found killed in 1993 (33, 118). Varg Vikernes, who had a 

long association with the immensely important Black Metal band Mayhem, differed in 

ideology from Aarseth in what Black Metal should be (Moynihan and Soderlind 118).   

Øystein Aarseth’s (aka Euronymous) label, Deathlike Silence Productions, signed 

bands from various countries, among the most notable of these are a band called Sigh from 

Japan (Moynihan and Soderlind 66). The interactions between Aarseth’s band Mayhem and 

Sigh would not last long but did establish a network of musicians from other countries. 

Keith Kahn-Harris notes the significance of Varg Vikernes’ murder of Euronymous, 

something made both sensational and sacred in the Black Metal community (45).  
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Aarseth (Euronymous) exemplifies what Deena Weinstein calls “the artist-hero” 

version of “the ideal rock star” (Rock Music 190). This is important for understanding how 

individuals can be icons similar to religious figures within a musical genre, specifically 

Black Metal. According to Deena Weinstein, the artist hero’s eventual demise is what 

solidifies their status as legendary figures in the lore and symbolic nuances pertaining to 

the music:  

At the limit is death by accident, overdose, or suicide, which may raise the 
rock star to a status analogous to sainthood.  
(Deena Weinstein Rock Music 190-191)  

 
Venom and early Bathory form the foundation for this thesis: both bands had overt 

Satanic or anti-religious imagery. However, the delivery of their sound and lyrics through 

which these themes were presented was unlike anything music had ever encountered, with 

Venom sticking to their Satanic themes and Bathory shifting into heathenism. Note that 

both Satanism and heathenism are almost always anti-Christian. Weinstein also notes that 

rock music itself can become a type of religion, or “… a substitute for religion” (Rock Music 

186-87). Black Metal is not just music, it is a set of ideas and symbols; Black Metal is a 

religion. 

 

2.3 Transnational Satanism, Black Metal’s Roots in Japan 

 
“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,” note 

Moynihan and Soderlind (Preamble: Into That Darkness, XVII). Rock music has had an 

emphasis on anti-Christianity and anti-religious sentiment before and after Black Metal’s 

solidification as a term, even before Heavy Metal. Rock music existed in Japan during the 
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formative years of Heavy Metal. The Japanese band Loudness had and continues to have a 

large influence on the development of the genre. Would individual musicians in Japan 

identify differently with Black Metal because Christianity is not a dominant religion in their 

country? 

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. 
(Moynihan and Soderlind Preamble: Into That Darkness, XVII)  

 
Black Metal is the result of the interaction of two scenes that carried over into each 

other in the nineteen eighties: Punk and Heavy Metal. In the early 1980’s, a myriad of sub-

genres of Heavy Metal music were becoming readily accessible expressions of youth 

culture as: “Punk’s do-it-yourself ethos carried over into everything…” (Moynihan and 

Soderlind 24). This accessible youth culture also incorporated a faster version of Punk 

music called Hardcore Punk (Appendix B) with classic metal: “Hardcore began to merge 

with elements of Heavy Metal and vice versa” (24). 

Early in the book, Moynihan and Soderlind admit that it would be futile to be 

definitive in their categorical framing:  

In tracing this lineage we have already stepped onto subjective territory… 
others would argue for the inclusion of Slayer, Hellhammer, and Sodom 
alongside…Venom, Bathory and Mercyful Fate. (Moynihan and Soderlind 10)  

 
The most notable and resonating words of the book point to two early bands, Coven and 

Black Widow. These two groups are important for understanding how and when Black 

Metal music began. These two bands were:  

 . . . groups further from the edge of the spotlight such than Black Sabbath--
could afford to be even more obsessive in their imagery. 
(Moynihan and Soderlind 5)  

 



 39 

Coven would be perhaps the first band in history to have the Black Metal label, 

before it solidified, with their seminal release from 1969. According to Moinihan and 

Soderlind, the band “…deserve greater attention for [this] overtly diabolic album 

Witchcraft: destroys Minds and Reaps Souls (6).” This can be seen as the key influence that 

defined Venom, and Black Metal itself. As Moynihan and Soderlind note, despite Coven’s 

relative underground status, the album was important enough to influence numerous: 

“…Satanic musicians in recent years, illustrating another link in the continuum of demonic 

Rock over the decades” (8).  

The continuation of ‘demonic rock’ into the present would then necessarily be called 

Black Metal, and this is logically sound. Building upon this, Coven inadvertently heralded 

Venom from England whose influence on Heavy Metal (Black Metal in particular) and 

music itself is unparalleled in overt anti-Christian and Satanic lyrics and imagery. This is 

Black Metal’s version of Robert Walser’s “rebellion” (Walser Introduction xvii). 

Black Metal is the result of Thrash, a Punk version of Heavy Metal (Moynihan and 

Soderlind 24). Venom is often categorized under different sub-genres than Black Metal. 

Deena Weinstein notes Thrash Metal’s influences as:  

. . .NWOBHM  (New Wave of British Heavy Metal) such as Venom, Diamond 
Head and Iron Maiden, all of which made rhythmic innovations.  
(Heavy Metal the Music 88)  

Black Metal should be defined by Venom, who may be NWOBM by some standards in 

terms of sound, but the group inarguably intensified the importance of what Coven had 

done in the underground music world: Black Metal by a different name. In a broader global 

perspective, there could be no “Black Metal” without the Venom album that shared its 

name released in 1982.  The band took the sounds of the early 1980’s to fast, distorted, and 
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blasphemous levels. Black Metal was born in 1982, but ironically extends back to Coven in 

1968. 

Venom and Bathory would be examples of early “importations” (localizations) of 

Black Metal in Japan. Later on, newer bands from both the global and local Japanese Black 

Metal musicians faced a greater obstacle to reach audiences: the mainstream music market 

in Japan. Describing a particular type of geographical distribution, Kawano and Hosokawa 

show the significance of this fact in their utilization the word “transterritorial” in their 

description:  

…of cultural (musical) products that extends beyond domestic borders to  
reach a distant territory without having to pass through a regional mass 
market first. (Kawano and Hosokawa 248)   

 
Kei Kawano and Shuhei Hosokawa also study the purity emphasized by Japanese Metal fans 

of their culture in terms of consumption and find that Japanese specialty markets, or:  

…domestic shops tended to stock the bands of domestic labels that are 
marginalized, if not excluded, from stores like HMV.  
(Kawano and Hosokawa 257)  

This is the reasoning behind my inclusion of Zero Dimensional Records in Osaka 

that specializes in local Japanese Black Metal. For all considerations, Zero Dimensional 

Records is the ‘domestic label’ stocking ‘domestic’ Heavy Metal. The participants’ 

knowledge of this fact is evident in their interview responses: “While there are 

independently active bands such as Sabbat, Sigh and Abigail,” says Jintoku of the Black 

Metal band Fatal Desolation, “…for young bands like us, I think that Zero Dimensional 

Records is the central presence driving Japanese Black Metal.”  

The way Heavy Metal itself is localized reveals significant aspects about the country 

where it occurs. Paul D. Greene describes how Nepalese Heavy Metal bands integrate 
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Western influences and how new scenes can emerge through local expressions and 

interpretations:  

Nepali heavy metal musicians and fans saw themselves as rebelling against 
constraints and limitations they perceived as local in nature: family, religion 
and local Nepali political turmoil. (Greene 132)  

 
I will examine religion and Japanese Black Metal similarly to how Paul D. Greene examines 

Thrash Metal in Nepal in his ethnographic research:  

The tropes of transgression against Hinduism, evident in lyrics, album art, 
and in the accounts of listeners, were not a mere “translation” of the critiques 
of Christianity found in some European and American heavy metal. Rather, 
the frustration that motivated the symbolic transgressions seems to be very 
locally motivated: musicians and listeners were raging specifically against 
local, Nepali religious constraints and obligations. (Paul D. Greene 127)  

 
Deena Weinstein’s term “proud pariah” is often used by academic researchers of 

Heavy Metal (Kawano 254; Nilsson167). According to Deena Weinstein, these individuals 

value the music above all else, however: 

…metal is, in one sense, just an element in a wider hippie/ biker culture, but, 
in another sense, it is what gives the subculture its integrity.  
(Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 235)  

 
For this study, it is the purity of anti-Christian and anti-religious symbolism found in 

Heavy Metal that is inescapable and necessary for defining Black Metal. These aspects of 

the music will be examined from the viewpoints of participants in Japan, and how it is 

uniquely expressed through Black Metal. This attitude is often expressed by European 

bands: it is unique insofar as Japan’s low population of practicing Christians in addition to 

religion’s presence in their society.  

This approach is also used by other anthropologists of Heavy Metal and yields 

similarly fascinating results about both personal identity and the transgressive nature of 
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Heavy Metal. Albert Bell shows how Heavy Metal bands in Malta localize anti-religious 

sentiments through the music and presents the unique musical critique by local musicians:  

However, the pervasive presence of religion and the Catholic Church in the  
Maltese context is key to Maltese metal’s particularly pronounced  
preoccupation with religion and penchant for “chaotic” song-text themes. 
(Albert Bell 284)  

 
In essence, the religious context of an individual country is revealed through 

musicians’ rebellion through a globalized musical sub-culture. More often than not, religion 

and society are intertwined when addressed through Heavy Metal at a local level by having 

anti-Christian and anti-religious expressions. This framework of study will be built upon by 

evaluating how the participants relate to anti-Christian ideas in from Rock music to define 

Black Metal and Japanese society. The term Black Metal had been defined by overseas 

bands but had existed almost as long in Japan as its most famous icons in Europe.   

Taking this one step further, I will show the importance of how Black Metal exists 

within (or against) mainstream society. This study will also demonstrate that Black Metal 

embodies the “metonym” described by Deena Weinstein:  

The conservatives erred in making the music a metonym for all of the 
complex causes of their discontent, just as music-based sub-cultures make 
music a metonym for their entire life-styles. In a. sense, the cultural 
conservatives became an anti-music sub-culture.  
(Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 396)  

 
It would make sense that the tension between mainstream society and the musical culture 

would produce a perpetual cycle of transgression. After all, “Heavy Metal is a coping 

mechanism” (Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 422). 
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2.4 Black Metal Was Always in Japan: Crowley, Sabbat 

 
What the pivotal “Lords of Chaos” does not mention that is crucial for this study is 

the existence of two Japanese Black Metal bands: Crowley from Nagoya and Sabbat from 

Mie. Both bands started at about the same time period as Venom and both maintain anti-

religious characteristics to this day. Sabbat is much more important in terms of sound 

intensification and worldwide influence. Therefore, the focus will be on the much more 

influential Sabbat. 

Before delving into the words of Gezol, the founding member of Sabbat, it should be 

noted his band began in 1983. This is less than one year after Venom released the album in 

1982 that would give the genre its name: Black Metal. This also is one year before Bathory 

released their self-titled debut album in 1984. 

While Sabbat themselves may reject the Black Metal label in favor of other self-

descriptions, the fact remains that they existed in Japan while Black Metal was in its 

conceptually formative years worldwide. In fact, they still perform, record and sell records 

to this very day, never abandoning the anti-Christian, hedonistic and Satanic themes that 

accompanied their earliest releases. Sabbat is playing a Black Metal festival in 2018 called 

“The True Thrash fest 2018” exemplifying that their Satanic perseverance is still advertised 

in the form of “Metal” by other names. Even though we can begin to notice overt satanic 

anti-Christian elements in Rock music through Coven, the name of the Black Metal genre 

started with Venom in 1982.  

It would now be impossible to argue that Black Metal does not exist in Japan. It is, 

however, now possible to argue that it existed in some form before Black Metal was even 

defined as a genre. What does this imply for scholarly research when so many researchers 
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gloss over this island nation altogether, and almost always focus on European groups? 

What can we learn about Black Metal from something that should have logically been 

addressed once Heavy Metal became worthy of academic study?  

As noted by Deena Weinstein: “Heavy metal persists, after subgenres crystallized, 

carrying on the core of the music culture” (Heavy Metal the Music 147). In Japan and 

globally, Heavy Metal had started to incorporate many of these codes. For Heavy Metal in 

general, it was: “Satanic symbols and imagery that have been a staple since Black Sabbath 

and Led Zeppelin“ (Heavy Metal the Music 144). Again, these groups started the Heavy 

Metal genre and even had some satanic imagery, yet it is Coven that brought Satan to the 

very forefront of the genre of Heavy Metal, and bands like Sabbat that unapologetically 

keep him there in the genre of Black Metal. 

 

2.5 Three Important Characteristics of Black Metal: Static Venom, Bathory Acceleration, 

and Severance  

 
 Death Metal and Black Metal are often so similar to that it is extremely difficult to 

define clear-cut, discernable factors. By definition, many bands would fit in the center of a 

Venn diagram between Death Metal and Black Metal. To differentiate between the two, I 

will show how these sub-genres began developing diverging from the onset of Satanic Rock 

and Roll. To further refine this differentiation, I develop and outline three specific 

characteristics I term specifically for the use of Black Metal: “Static Venom”, “Bathory 

Acceleration,” and “Severance”. These terms are developed from Deena Weinstein’s 

conceptualization of how members of sub-genres have the necessity to maintain a sacred 
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Heavy Metal standard lest it become a different type of music entirely if it abandons from 

these “codes” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). 

First, I will show that both Death and Black Metal are subject to post-modernist 

consumerism that often mimics religious piety. One of the defining factors of 

conceptualizing rock music itself as a faith in terms the consumerist culture of post-

modernism is “weak religiosity”: 

Weak Religiosity is easily taken up and discarded; from a sociological 
perspective, that is not a defect but simply a condition. We might, indeed, 
think of modernist/postmodern culture as saturated with weak religiosity. 
(Weinstein Rock Music 185)  

 
Rock music can be seen as one of these products saturated with weak religiosity 

(Weinstein Rock Music 194). For Black Metal, this same concept can be applied to its 

progenitors. One of these progenitors could be Euronymous of the Norwegian band 

Mayhem, mentioned earlier as the having the characteristics of the glorified  “artist hero” 

(Rock Music 190-191). This is important and made even more peculiar if we consider the 

details of his murder and the anti-religious crimes committed by individuals in Norway. 

Deena Weinstein also states that: 

…the case of rock music suggests that piety is floating free, ready to attach 
through specific forms to a succession of transient concepts. 
(Rock Music 194) 

 
As outlined, Black Metal can be situated within a globalized, modern framework. 

This can be expanded upon in this study using older theoretical models upon which 

scholars of music movements rely. As Arjun Appadurai notes:  

Electronic media mark and reconstitute a much wider field, in which print 
mediation and other forms of oral, visual, and auditory mediation might 
continue to be important. (Appadurai 3)  
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With Black Metal, electronic media had already been advancing rapidly in its 

formative years by cassette tape exchanges, personal correspondence via mail and later 

communication via the internet. Inside this wider field, Black Metal continues to use 

magazines, argumentation over sub-genre and visual aspects, and operates under some of 

these same sorts of mediation described by Arjun Appadurai (3). In this study, I will expand 

on the idea of Black Metal as a mediating field for a larger, transnational community of 

musicians within Appadurai’s framework, focusing on the relationships between locality, 

globalization, and anti-religious expressions that continue to define Black Metal.   

Many leading global anthropological scholars of Heavy Metal, such as Albert Bell, 

continue to develop upon Victor Roudometof’s concept of glocalization as a building block 

for their research. Victor Roudometof’s explanation of one characteristic of glocalization 

that will be closely utilized for this study will show how music can: “…[allow] social theory 

to capture the complexitory and multifaceted nature of social processes” (10). This allows 

us to view anti-religious and anti-Christian Black Metal, both in and outside of Japan in 

terms of how it is interpreted at the local level and thus again becoming globalized in the 

framework of genre. 

Within these influences of globalization, the idea of “stance” as proposed by Harris 

M. Berger provides insight into how musical identity can situate itself within a globalized 

system (33). Stance can be understood as: “Within the broad framework of intentionality, 

modality and culture, there is an endless space of difference” (Berger 33-34). The term can 

also apply to how the performer presents themselves, to whom, and how; it can also be 

understood from the fan’s perspective (38). This allows individuals to associate or 

disassociate themselves within certain aspects of their own cultures, sub-cultures and even 
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countries. In addition, this conceptualization helps explain how they can identify with 

larger, globalized musical movements of culture.  

Berger’s “stance” has been expanded upon by key scholars of Heavy Metal along 

with his co-editors in a more recent compilation of articles, where these types of 

relationships of music to the individual can be used to understand how musicians form 

identities within a “transnational metal community” (Wallach, Berger and Greene 7).  

To understand how a Japanese transnational Black Metal community operates, 

Heavy Metal’s anti-religious roots are emphasized as one of the most important aspects for 

Japanese Black Metal’s localization and globalization. As noted above, “transterritorial” 

refers to the consumption of music that can extend to: “…a distant territory without having 

to pass through a regional mass market first. “(Kawano and Hosokawa 248) 

For the individuals within this community, there is a shared a common 

denominator: Venom. As even Coven would be considered Black Metal in this 

understanding of the term, they too would be labeled Black Metal had they formed after 

1982. Sabbat started in Japan around the same time, but still relate being largely influenced 

by, and having utmost respect for, Venom. This is also related by other the participants in 

their interviews. Venom provided a set of guidelines for Black Metal, intentionally or not.    

The focus of this paper is to maintain and apply what Deena Weinstein calls Heavy 

Metal’s “code” (Heavy Metal the Music 100). However, it will be applied to Black Metal and 

Japanese Black Metal while being culturally relevant to Japan as a nation and culturally 

relevant to the global Black Metal Community. In this sense, the very definition of Black 

Metal will be closely examined.  
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Black Metal’s purity as it exists globally is the sub-culture’s inherent, anti-religious 

themes and symbols: pentagrams, lyrics about Satan and a “rebellious spirit” (Gezol, 

Jintoku). As noted by Keith Kahn-Harris, the American band Deicide lyrically and visually 

uses the Death Metal imagery of suicide (35). Kahn-Harris may have been focusing on the 

use of suicide as a topic in Death Metal, but there is the unnoticed significance that this 

same song demonstrates Deicide’s unchanging, Satanic, rebellious spirit that remains. 

Though Deicide could be considered “Death Metal” to most in sound, as mentioned earlier, 

Deicide is Black Metal by essence. Both sub-genres, however, often employ a rapid 

drumming technique called a “Blast Beat” (Appendix B)(Kahn-Harris 2007 33). 

These examples help demonstrate the three characteristics developed specifically 

for this study. Static Venom will refer to how musicians continue to define Black Metal 

through overt disdain for Christianity or other religions, either personally and/or 

musically, which may be embedded in the artists’ respective society. For this study, the 

Static Venom of the Black Metal genre is defined by Satanic and anti-religious ideology. 

While the Japanese band Sabbat may reject the label of Black Metal, they also exemplify this 

characteristic just as accurately as Venom.  

Bathory Acceleration will describe only the shift in the sound of Black Metal in 

reference to Blood, Fire, Death by Bathory (1988). The Satanic or anti-religious lyrics and 

imagery remain yet are supplemented with Quorthon’s lyrics about Norse legends and the 

glorification of warfare. These lyrics and imagery remain and are necessary for the 

definition of the sub-genre. One Japanese Black Metal band that participated in this 

research project, Combine, illustrate this characteristic just as much as Bathory: they wear 



 49 

face-paint and have a similar sound to Bathory’s later work, yet remain in close proximity 

to the core of Venom’s Black Metal with anti-religious visual symbols while on stage.  

This characteristic can also be seen by the Swedish Black Metal band Marduk, who 

may have more in common with Death Metal in sound to some listeners (much like 

Deicide), yet Marduk maintains an overtly and unapologetically Satanic stance. When 

asked, “Do you think Black Metal will always be inherently connected to Satanism?” 

Guitarist Morgan Hakannsson assertively replies: “It should be, otherwise it’s not Black 

Metal” (Metal Blast). This connects back to Sabbat in overt Satanic or anti-religious themes. 

Hakannsson even suggests that Saxon, a classic Heavy Metal/Rock band, would be Black 

Metal if they were Satanic (Metal Blast). Saxon has a lot of in common musically with 

Coven, and I believe that Hakannsson is hinting at the same idea proposed in this thesis: the 

sound of the music is secondary. 

The first two theories (Static Venom and Bathory Acceleration) can overlap in that 

they have an anti-religious commonality. I will use refined Heavy Metal “codes” proposed 

by Deena Weinstein about Heavy Metal (Weinstein Heavy Metal the Music 100). Black 

Metal’s code will be applicable to an anti-religious core of the culture.  

The third concept, Severance, represents how sub-genres form when they deviate 

completely from Black Metal’s codes (discussed on pages 46-47 of this paper). Severance 

shall refer to a deviance resulting in separation from the sub-genre, and in the process the 

creation of a new sub-genre can occur, regardless of how that sub-genre sounds. This is 

where individuals refine Black Metal only lyrically with sound being the focal point of 

influence and shift away from Satanism and anti-Christianity altogether. Severance would 

exclude some iconic “Black Metal” bands such as Deafheaven, Norway’s Keep of Kalessin, 
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and even Kanashimi from Japan: they are Black Metal only by sound, and thus not truly 

Black Metal. I have been listening to the Keep of Kallessin and Kanashimi for years and 

always labeled them as Black Metal. Perhaps most controversially, Severance would also 

exclude Immortal, a band I had always worshipped as the most important players in the 

development of Norwegian Black Metal. In 1968, Coven predated the solidification of Black 

Metal (Static Venom) by Venom with the 1982 album with that title. Both Crowley and 

Sabbat from Japan appear one year later. 
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FIGURE 1. EVOLUTIONARY FLOW CHART OF HEAVY METAL (THE ‘METAL’S’) 

 
 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 above shows the evolution of Rock and Roll to Black Metal. Arrows indicate 
influences and interactions between these types of music. The bottom two genres are 
important in that, as Deena Weinstein notes, they are “…two of the most globalized and 
intense [forms of extreme metal]” (Globalization of Metal 40). In 1968, Coven predated the 
solidification of Black Metal (Static Venom) by Venom with their 1982 album with that title.  
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2.6 Conclusion  

 
 The three characteristics of Black Metal outlined and developed above can be 

applied to any Black Metal group in the world as separate from the individual as it exists in 

a global Black Metal community. However, as discussed earlier, Black Metal is a religion. 

Identities and communities are formed based around the Heavy Metal genre; this can 

inevitably be applied to the Black Metal sub-culture. The individuals who make up these 

communities are what Deena Weinstein calls “proud pariahs” (Heavy Metal the Music 235). 

Bands can develop the Black Metal musical genre in sound as Bathory did or they 

can develop it while still using old templates as in the Thrash Metal sound of Venom. A 

band’s music exists as a complete package in both the live concert and as recordings. These 

are only two aspects of how Black Metal exists in a broader, globalized Black Metal 

community that transcends national boundaries (community), something we can now view 

as an actual community. This tangible Black Metal community is actualized through 

recognizable ‘codes’ of Black Metal developed from Deena Weinstein’s Heavy Metal “code” 

(Heavy Metal the Music 99-103). Both my Japanese Black Metal friend and myself knew 

these codes in our initial interaction and are evidence that Black Metal goes far beyond just 

music. It is a set of ideas with both imagined and actual communities made up of 

individuals upholding these cross-cultural codes, which can be conceptualized as rules.  

This thesis takes this conversation further and discusses how artists in Japan see 

themselves as individuals (self) in this community. One commonality is that the majority of 

participants in Japan express either vehemence or indifference towards religion, yet do not 

feel religion, or religious critique, should be a definitive factor in order for something to be 

called Black Metal. However, whether they are conscious or aware of it, even the 
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participants who view religion with indifference still create anti-religious, anti-Christian, 

and/or Satanic (by definition) Black Metal. 

The next section will continue this conversation around Japanese Black Metal as it 

exists in the present. After a brief discussion of the research methodology, I will present the 

viewpoints of several distinguished, recognized Japanese Black Metal artists from 

throughout the country in regard to these issues.  
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SECTION 3. METHODOLOGY 
 
 
  Much of the methodology for this study reflects the philosophy of key Heavy Metal 

scholar Robert Walser. In his words: “…the very existence of something called heavy metal 

depends upon the arguments of those involved” (3). Adapting Walser’s approach to the 

study of Black Metal in Japan, qualitative data in the form of email interactions and 

interviews will form the basis for the arguments of those directly involved. This approach 

will allow the conversation surrounding the existence of Black Metal in Japan to develop 

from the ten participants of this study, nine musicians and one record label owner.  

 In this section, I will describe the respondents and outline the instruments and 

procedures of the study. In sub-section 3.1, I will discuss who these individuals are and 

how they are involved in the creation of Japanese Black Metal. In this sub-section, I will also 

provide a chart that gives a thorough outline of the respondent’s city of origin, the year 

their projects first formed, their role and affiliation (See: Table 2: Participants).  

The table is a visual cue of how, at different times and places, all participants 

actively choose to take part in a “transnational metal community” (Wallach, Berger and 

Greene 7). If the respondents can be understood as active participants in this community, 

then they can also be understood as participants in a global conversation with bands from 

other countries.  

The table does not outline the important fact that very few of the participants make 

enough money to make a living from Black Metal alone. They engage in producing and 

promoting Black Metal because they are driven by passion rather than profit. It is this 

passion and drive that will be examined in detail in the section titled “Ethnography”.  
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Sub-section 3.2 will introduce the instruments used for gathering responses and 

detail how I found these individuals. This sub-section will also describe the reasoning for 

the study design of the internet questionnaire.  In sub-section 3.3 I outline the procedures 

used to design and carry out the ethnographic interaction.  

 

3.1 Participants 

 
The length of the participants’ involvement in Black Metal ranges from about three 

to forty years in their respective activities. The most experienced participant, Gezol, has 

been active since 1983, starting slightly after the term Black Metal was coined in 1982 by 

Venom with the album of the same name. Gezol’s band, Sabbat, have steadily been releasing 

recordings since 1984 and continue to expand upon their own unique Black Metal and 

Thrash Metal expressions into the present day. 

The most recently formed band, Combine, began their musical endeavors in 2015. 

Combine’s musical style is eclectic and reflective of the influences reported by the group 

members. As we shall see later, Jirolian of the band Combine discusses how he first heard 

Venom in college, while simultaneously being influenced by bands established later 

including Dimmu Borgir from Norway, Other influences include Rock and Roll and many of 

its sub-genres such as Doom Metal and Hardcore Punk.  

Two members of Combine and two members of the band Yvonxe participated in this 

study. This is strategic as their inclusion demonstrates that even individuals in newer 

bands have as much relevance in the discussion as older bands, but also shows how 

members can have contrasting and comparative opinions, even within a single band.  
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Combine has only released a single demo album, which may seem small in the grand 

scheme of Japanese Black Metal. However, they are extremely active in performing live 

concerts and constitute what will influence the future of Black Metal in Japan. The replies of 

the two members of Combine, Squash and John, hold as much credence as Gezol’s. 

Viewing an individual’s length of involvement in Black Metal as indicative of their 

importance only creates barriers for research purposes and limits the discussion to 

superficial conclusions. The respondents may be quite different in their own subtle 

characteristics but share more in common than the simple fact they live in Japan. Most 

arrived at Black Metal from other sub-genres and found a shared value in this particular 

music. Most importantly, they all offer a glimpse into the driving forces behind the very 

existence of Black Metal in Japan, its universal appeal, and its unique tensions that are 

addressed through the music.  

In late 2006, I discovered a Japanese band called Voidd; it was atmospheric and 

experimental, but still inarguably Black Metal music. Okazzy! plays in the band 

Clandestined, which began in 2009. However, his involvement with Japanese Black Metal 

begins much earlier. He also plays guitar for Voidd who started in 1989. Most of Okazzy!’s 

music is influenced by Punk music and Hardcore Punk, and thus could be described as 

Thrash Metal.  

It must be stressed that the ten participants who chose to participate were kind, 

helpful and for the vast majority of them, encouraging. One is even a fellow researcher at a 

university in Japan, demonstrating that the appeal of Black Metal in Japan, as elsewhere, is 

seen in individuals regardless of their academic backgrounds or where they live in the 

world.  
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Table 2: Participants 

Name Band/Affiliation Role(s) City Year 
Formed 

Genre/Sub-Genre 

 
Gezol 

 
Sabbat 

 
Guitars, 
Vocals 

 
Kuwana 

 
1983 

 
“Devil Metal”/Thrash/Black 

Metal 

Okazzy! Voidd; Clandestined Guitars, 
Vocals 

Nagoya 1989; 
2009 

Black/Thrash Metal; 
Death/Thrash Metal 

Darkness Barglar All 
instruments

/Vocals 

Nagoya 2001 (As 
Burglar), 

2014 
(Name 

Change) 

Black Metal 

Zero 
Dimensional 
Records 

Zero Dimensional 
Records 

Owner, 
Operator, 

Distributor 

Osaka 2009 Black Metal, Death Metal 
(Specializing in Japanese 

underground music) 

Jintoku Fatal Desolation Drums Sendai 2009 Black Metal 

Shit-Cho Yvonxhe Guitars Tokyo/Osaka 2011 Black Metal 

Jirolian Yvonxhe Drums    

Thom “Skuld” 
Smith 

Darkcorpse; Retch Drums Tokyo 2011; 
2014 

Black/Thrash Metal 

      

Squash Combine Drums Tsukuba 2015 Viking Black Metal 

John Combine Guitars, 
Vocals 

   

  
Table 2 shows participants’ names, affiliation, function or involvement in Japanese Black 
Metal, and city of origin. Data derived from personal email correspondences (2017-2018) 
and from The Metal Archives: Encyclopedia Metallum, www.metalarchives.com. 
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3.2 Instruments 

 
Because only ten individuals completed the requirements for involvement and met 

the research stipulations, all ten participant responses are used. Out of almost four 

hundred emails sent to official addresses of bands and organizations in Japan, these ten 

participants were the only individuals who agreed to participate. For a more even 

distribution in the variety of participants, many bands with members who are not male 

were contacted, such as Gallhammer, an all-female Japanese Black Metal. However, only 

males contributed: Black Metal is more often than not a male-dominated form of 

expression. 

The setting of the participants’ involvement in this study is the internet, and this 

shows how the Black Metal genre evolves with technology. I first learned about Japanese 

Black Metal when my mother gave me a gift in the form of a Sabbat tape in 1999. I later 

found bands like Sigh, Cataplexy, and Ethereal Shroud on the internet. 

It is also representative of the shift of musical consumption and correspondence by 

musicians from physical spheres of tapes and letters to the advancement of technology and 

is also reflective of the possibilities the internet offers for Black Metal fans. How else could I 

have known of Sabbat at such a young age? I had never been in the tape trading culture but 

have somehow gained vast knowledge of various Japanese Heavy Metal bands via 

Encyclopedia Metallum (“The Metal Archives”). In fact, I used this website to contact two of 

the newer bands. The majority of email addresses of bands and labels throughout Japan 

were located by simple Google searches, with the email addresses being displayed either on 

their official band website or Facebook page.  
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 The interview questionnaire (see: Appendix A: Email Interview) is modeled loosely 

after Robert Walser’s questionnaire for his study of the Heavy Metal genre (175: Appendix 

2: Heavy Metal Questionnaire). Where my study differs is that all fourteen questions are 

open-ended and allow for unlimited text entry for participants. Two stipulations were 

placed on those who chose to contribute to the study. The first was that all participants 

must actively be involved in the creation and/or distribution of Black Metal music in Japan. 

The second was that participants must be at least twenty-one years old in order to ensure 

no children were involved. Adult individuals arguably have more experience and 

perspective on Japanese Black Metal. 

  

3.3 Procedures 

 
Over a period of four months, ten participants out a total of almost four hundred 

recruitment emails responded. If an individual responded with interest, they were given a 

full, detailed explanation of the study and then were able to use computers to type their 

answers to the fourteen questions (see: Appendix A: Email Interview). As the interview is 

an electronic text document, there is no limitation on the length of the answers participants 

wished to provide. Three individuals chose to complete the interview in English while the 

rest have been translated from the original Japanese by the author.  
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SECTION 4. RESULTS: ETHNOGRAPHY 

 

 In this section, I will present how Japanese Black Metal artists feel about Black Metal 

in three important ways: its localization, globalization and glocalization  (Roudometof 10). 

In sub-section 4.1, I will relate how the study participants came to be involved with 

Black Metal, what first drew their interest to this marginalized sub-genre, and where they 

feel Black Metal originated. This will show how Japanese Black Metal artists responded in 

terms of how they see themselves in the genre as a globalized network of bands and 

individuals. This sub-section will also relate how participants feel about underground 

music in general and their past/concurrent interest in other music. 

 Sub-section 4.2 examines how Japanese Black Metal artists address religion both 

lyrically and personally. This sub-section is also where participants comment on how they 

see Christianity as it exists both in Japanese society and its relationship to Japanese Black 

Metal. Sub-section 4.2 examines, more specifically, how religion and Black Metal are 

globalized and localized in Japan in order to demonstrate the tensions of how these artists 

accept or resist change to the Black Metal genre in the process of glocalization.  

 In sub-section 4.3 I relate how Japanese artists feel Black Metal “should” exist and 

what it “should” entail, if anything other than a specific type of musical sound. In other 

words, what value or attraction do participants ultimately find in this sub-genre? What 

aspects of “flow” are involved in Japanese Black Metal (Schmidt et al. 379)? More 

specifically, can we observe anything akin to medatsu or flow as Satō Ikua presents them in 

the Japanese motorcycle gang context (23-4)? 
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 Sub-section 4.4 brings these questions into a discussion based around key themes of 

this research project, with the main theoretical framework being the concept of 

“glocalization” (Roudometof 10).  

 
 

4.1 Influences and Interactions: Other Scenes, Other Lands, Other Bands 

 
Gezol 
 

The roots of Black Metal both as a term and Gezol’s influences come from “...Venom, 

Bathory and Mayhem,” along with his own band Sabbat. “If Venom and Bathory are defined 

as the first ‘Black Metal’ pioneers in the world,” Gezol writes, “…then I think [Sabbat] that I 

started and myself are the most important people/ pioneers as far as bands and artists in 

the Japanese Black Metal scene.”  

Gezol is the founding member of Sabbat in Japan’s Mie prefecture, and he somewhat 

validates the hypothesis that his band was the first to create Black Metal in Japan. He 

recounts, as all participants do, that Japan could not have been where Black Metal started. 

He does write about the Japanese band Crowley as perhaps first utilizing the label of ‘Black 

Metal’ in Japan for one of their early shows on “…a flier”.  

Gezol finds his influences from an earlier generation of bands while maintaining a 

static vision of his music in terms of anti-Christianity (and also their Thrash Metal sound). 

To Gezol, Sabbat are what he terms as “Devil Metal,” but to his peers: “…we are more like 

Hard Rock, Heavy Rock rather than Heavy Metal bands...”. 

During our interactions, Gezol writes in a rough form of Japanese that could be 

taken as rude if not thoroughly read and understood. The interview turned out to be a 

more philosophical, informative and extremely enjoyable correspondence. These responses 
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were from a musical veteran both crucial to this study and one of my early musical 

inspirations.  

I was prepared to actually receive a response from Sabbat as the study interview 

contains a question regarding the existence of Sabbat at the same time as Venom (Appendix 

A). Gezol responds with honesty: “I [also] think it is interesting that this was about the 

same time as Bathory, Mercyful Fate, Venom and Sarcofófago were making music.” Black 

Metal may not have started in Japan, but was certainly developed in its localization, 

globalization. It is also developed even within and between localities, or glocalization 

(Victor Roudometof 10). 

Gezol takes the standpoint of how consumers of underground music exist in 

comparison to those who are not Japanese. In order to illustrate this point, Gezol created a 

numbered list to show how foreigners like myself fall under one of these categories:  

“1) Metal fans listening mainly to Japan's Metal band. (= I am also interested in Japanese 

underground) 

2) Metal fans listening mainly to overseas Metal bands. (= Not interested in Japanese 

underground) 

3) Metal fans who listen to both Japan and overseas. (= I am also interested in Japanese 

underground)”.  

I would belong under number three. Thus, fans identify with a larger ‘whole’ if they 

listen to Sabbat, that whole being underground music as defined by Black Metal. This whole 

is a conglomeration of Heavy Metal consumers. Sabbat is more akin to Bathory, a band 

Gezol says: “In Japan is [thought of more as] Thrash Metal”. From Thrash came Venom, and 
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from Venom, Black Metal was born from a global culture of ‘underground’ and ‘Satanic’ 

Heavy Metal bands that followed in Venom’s footsteps. 

 

Jintoku 

“I play drums in a band called Fatal Desolation,” Jintoku writes. His band 

acknowledges Satanism and anti-religious viewpoints and therefore his band keeps the 

Satanic purity of Black Metal alive. They are Black Metal by definition of Bathory 

Acceleration. However, the bands that influenced Jintoku are mostly Thrash Metal bands by 

name. He acknowledges the roots of the name in common theory, and influence, on that 

particular sub-genre phrasing: 

One commonality that representative bands do is place emphasis on Venom 
as the forefront of origin of the thrash metal sound of those days, I think. 
Therefore, the things that influenced and inspired the birth of Japanese Black 
Metal are there was this kind feeling in the air of how dark, how dirty these 
thrash metal bands were, I think. (Including Hellhammer, Celtic Frost, 
Sodom, Destruction, Bathory and such bands, in addition). (Jintoku) 

 

 The emphasis on Venom is expanded upon by Jintoku’s stylistic influences, 

something also meaningful for how Japanese Black Metal is understood. Jintoku was among 

the first of the participants to respond to my interview request and can be credited with 

helping me grasp how Black Metal’s aggressive nature takes form in Japanese soil. He 

posits that: 

…Japanese people care a great deal about other people’s viewpoints and 
what others are thinking about them. Therefore, in Japan is still be a society 
where making black metal is perceived to be out of bounds. (Jintoku) 

 
In the grand scheme of Black Metal, Fatal Desolation is faster, has a more lo-fi 

atmosphere, and evolved in Black Metal. Jintoku stresses the influences of locality as well. 
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“While there are independently active bands such as Sabbat, Sigh and Abigail,” Jintoku 

writes, “…for young bands like us, I think that Zero Dimensional Records is the central 

presence driving Japanese Black Metal.” 

 

Zero Dimensional Records 

 With one exception, only the pseudonyms of band members and participants are 

used. Therefore, I will use the name “Zero” for the “…operator of “Zero Dimensional 

Records.” Zero is perhaps the most responsive and enthusiastic participant, always 

forgiving of my unpolished Japanese and ecstatic about helping me find answers for the 

study.  

 “I, too, am unaware of the [exact] origin of Black Metal,” writes Zero. As far as scenes 

and musical style, Zero followed a traditional route much like Gezol. “From rock I came to 

hard rock, heavy metal and then by experiencing Death Metal, I began following Black 

Metal.” That’s where his musical journey ends and where he picks up distributing various 

types of Heavy Metal but focusing mostly on Japanese Black Metal bands. “My first 

impression [of Black Metal] was ‘what is this strange music?’ “ 

Instead of Venom or even Sabbat, Zero suggests his initial influences started with 

the latter Black Metal genre solidification of the Norse groups of the 90’s. “The bands that I 

discovered at the beginning weren’t Japanese bands,” writes Zero. “It was the famous 

Norwegian Black Metal bands.” These are the sensationalized tales of Black Metal in 

Norway. In fact, “At the time I encountered it [Black Metal],” writes Zero, I didn’t even know 

of a single Japanese (Black Metal) band.” 
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As far as foreigners are concerned, he feels there is a lack of Japanese Black Metal 

fans. “There aren’t many fans of Japanese Black Metal in the world,” Zero writes, showing 

his appreciation for me as both a fan and researcher. He continues: “…but there is actually a 

small fraction of Japanese Black Metal listeners who get a unique impression (from the 

music).” He is not too sure why Japanese Black Metal should stand out among that from 

other countries, but he thinks: “…the reason why Japanese bands are unique comes from 

Japanese people’s melodic sense.”  

 

Okazzy! 

 Okazzy! has played in the Black Metal band Voidd and the more traditional, yet just 

as sonically punishing, band Clandestined. His bands’ sounds reflect the influence of avant-

garde themes developed by Bathory. In sound, it is evident these two bands were heavily 

influenced by Thrash Metal and started with Venom. Voidd is a more experimental, 

psychedelic expression of Black Metal, but the influence for this band also started with 

Venom. “The thing that I first heard in Black Metal was Venom,” Okazzy writes. “After that, I 

knew about Sabbat from Japan, and listened to other Satanic bands.” Things change as far 

as genre and sub-genre, but the rebellious spirit remains. “But that era was the 80’s and in 

the middle of that period; now what’s defining Black Metal is surely different.”  

 Okazzy! affirms that the changes with Bathory’s music accelerated Black Metal in 

definition and sound. “Bathory, Hellhammer, etc. changed my musical outlook,” Okazzy!  

writes. He recounts how Japanese underground musicians in the late 80’s/early 90’s 

influenced each other. “Japanese bands were astonished by Sabbat in addition to Sigh’s 

demo tape.” He takes these influences seriously enough to define his very musical craft: “I 
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think then I found for this became the foundation of my musical production.” His influences 

started with Venom, but as Sabbat and Sigh are Japanese Black Metal bands, his stylistic 

inspiration was developed on the local level. 

 

Jirolian 

Jirolian is the drummer for Yvonxhe, a relatively newer band but nevertheless 

extremely prolific: their relatively frequent concerts and back-catalogue of releases is 

evidence enough of this fact.  As far as his influences, Jirolian was raised on later bands in 

Heavy Metal and Black Metal history. “As a middle/high school student,” he writes, “I heard 

bands like Slipknot and Korn of the late 90’s fad of loud music.” Notice the word “fad”: 

Black Metal does not seem to be one to Jirolian. A development of styles and bands 

informed his style: “…then after, I was listening a lot to thrash metal bands like Slayer.”  

It is here where we see the Venom’s Black Metal discourse play out in Jirolian’s 

words. Here, we also see the eclectic influences of bands that formed later that Venom:  

Around the time I became a college student, I saw a performance of Venom’s 
‘Black Metal’ [while at the same time I] was thinking about how cool it was to 
see Dimmu Borgir’s ‘Progenies of the Great Apocalypse’ music video. 
(Jirolian)  

 
These bands are not Japanese, as Jirolian points out. “My first encounter was a 

famous overseas band,” he writes. “Some people think of explaining them as ‘this is what 

Black Metal is’ according to their [own] standards”. It seems the subject should be 

understood: Venom.  Jirolian continues: “…but for Venom, they felt freedom and weren’t 

imprisoned in an existing framework.” This shows that even Venom themselves can move 

within Static Venom slightly in sound.  
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Jirolian illustrates his enthusiasm for later, Norwegian Black Metal groups who 

developed and accelerated the sub-genre of Black Metal. According to Jirolian, “Dimmu 

Borgir accurately created a form of entertainment: I was strongly moved by the drummer’s 

overwhelming physical strength.”  

 

Shit-Cho 

Jirolian’s band mate who plays guitar for Yvonxhe, Shit-Cho, explains his musical 

tastes as starting with Thrash Metal and reaching Black Metal in the process: “The trigger 

that took a leading role in black metal in earnest is Deathspell Omega's ‘Si Monument 

Requirements, Circumspice’.” This band inspired him to the point where he: “…felt the 

flood of thick-wall-of-sound production, the chaotic and melodic sounds, and I was able to 

change my perspective of Black Metal [is] so far.”  

Shit-Cho’s ability to separate the two genres, however, came at a later age: “I was 

around 25-26 years old,” he says. “I was shocked as to whether there was such an 

expressive technique, but I was excited about the possibility that there’s something [that 

came from] thrash metal that isn’t.”  The realization was an awakening for Shit-Cho to join 

his friend Jirolian when Yvonxhe was formed. “That is a ‘first impression’ in the true sense.”  

Shit-Cho also addresses “foreign” curiosity about Japanese Black Metal. “It is strange 

that Black Metal is being played in a small country in the east,” he writes. “I think it’s 

extremely rare for foreign people to feel the uniqueness of Japanese Black Metal Bands.” He 

feels that looking for an origin seems almost pointless, stating, “In many musical genres, the 

original sources are almost always unclear. For example,” he writes, “…some say that the 

origins of Melodic Death Metal is [the band] Carcass, others say Paradise Lost…” He takes 
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this reasoning a logical step further. “There is no social consensus as to whether the 

[single] origin of Rock and Roll is Little Richard or Chuck Berry,” he writes. What there is, 

however, “…is an agreement similar to ‘that’s around it starts’ “. 

 

Darkness 

Darkness of the band Barglar writes in a narrative tone, which reads out like a visual 

map of how he became fascinated with the music. “More than seventeen years ago,” writes 

Darkness, “…at a Metal Shop in Aichi Prefecture’s Nagoya City’s Gokiso (Showa Ward), I 

found a Death Metal/Black Metal corner.” He became aware of both Japanese and European 

groups quickly and remembers first encountering the Black Metal genre.  

“The first thing that I heard was Burzum’s third (album),” Darkness writes. “I was 

captivated by the (CD) jacket, and also the news [about the crimes].” Specifically, it was the 

atmospheres in Burzum’s recording that resonated with him: “I got shivers from the violent 

screaming and the melodious key!” 

 Of all the participants, Darkness and I had the most in common in terms of our 

musical tastes. “I too loved bands like KMFDM, Ministry and Nine Inch Nails,” he writes in 

response to my tale of stumbling from industrial music before finding Black Metal. He even 

credits industrial music itself as a catalyst for how he found Black Metal. “Probably because 

of the feeling Black Metal has with the voice distortion and similar imagery (with these 

industrial bands),” Darkness writes, “…I became addicted to Black Metal.”  

Here, Darkness notices the interaction and similarities of other musicians in other 

music genres, and what makes Japanese Black Metal unique. “Japanese Black Metal is quite 

catchy; there are a lot of unique bands in Nagoya,” he writes. “There’s a connection with 
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lots of bands in the Hardcore scene and experimental bands who were also influenced by 

Venom and Bathory.”  

 

Thom “Skuld” Smith 

Thom Smith of the Tokyo-based band Retch has been a foreigner living and playing 

music in Japan for years. “I [currently] play drums in Retch, a band whose style is Black 

Metal with also a heavy Death Metal influence.” Retch isn’t his first project, nor is it his only 

project that is currently active. “Prior to this band,” Thom writes, “…I was in Darkcorpse. I 

also book shows in the Tokyo and Yokohama areas under the show title series ‘March 

Toward Entropy’ (and before that, Blood Rite).”  

Thom is active in promoting his love of not only Black Metal, but also underground 

music itself in Japan. “Many of the bands I book are Black Metal, but I also book other 

genres- everything from Death, to Grind, to Punk.” He relates hearing Burzum with his 

friend in New York State, then hearing Darkthrone and Satyricon later.  

 

Squash 

Squash, bassist for the band Combine writes about how he first came into contact 

with Black Metal while in the United States, “My first encounter with Black Metal came in 

the form of a used a used Mayhem album I purchased in a book store in the U.S.,” but that 

was not where he credits his dive headfirst into the genre.  

Squash writes: “…However, the catalyst that actually got me into Black Metal was a 

song from New Bermuda that I heard when I was 19.” In fact, his roots come from a sub-

genre of which falls completely outside of Black Metal. “Being a shoegaze fan,” he writes, 
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“…I wasn't particularly interested in Black Metal or the many subgenres that were 

influenced by it at the time.” The band he mentions is the ‘easily shunned’ group in the 

metal genre mentioned previously in this paper. “…A friend from Uni told me to listen to 

this band called Deafheaven while we were riding the train home, and it permanently 

altered my perception of metal.”  

Deafheaven play a more accessible, listener-friendly form of metal that often 

receives the critical end of music reviews and scoffed by fans of the music. But to Squash, 

he “…hadn't heard anything as compelling and intense in my life till then. His journey to 

Black Metal is unique in that it is reversed: his appreciation of Black Metal came from a 

band that would otherwise fall under the category of Severance. “Eventually,” Squash 

articulates, “…that ended up giving me a platform to better understand bands like Burzum 

and Alcest, although they may not be ‘true’ Black Metal bands.” 

 

John 

John, guitarist and vocalist of the same band as Squash (Combine), seems to feel that 

that Black Metal in Japan is in a state of decline. “There haven't been many bands in 

particular that seem unique, or interest me here in Japan,” he writes. “They seem like 

copies of foreign black metal.”  

In fact, to John, it is the tapestry of musical homogenization against which he works. 

“I'm still in the trial and error stage, but I am trying to find a way to set myself apart from 

all the others.”  

Unlike the others, John seems to look more toward the future for answers and 

inspiration. “I'm interested in how the Japanese Black Metal scene will develop in the 
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future,” he writes “…but I'm hoping new bands will come out in areas outside Tokyo or 

other major cities.” He’s also looking for bands that have already carved themselves a niche 

in the Japanese scene. “If there are any bands that seem to be doing something interesting,” 

writes John, “…I'd love to meet them, (even if it means having to travel a long way) to study 

their style both visually and sonically.” 

 

4.2 Localization: Religion, Christianity and Satan to the individual (“BLACK METAL = 

PERFECT SATAN WORSHIP”) 

 
Gezol 

When describing his own views of religion, Gezol writes with concise wit, charm, 

and character. “I hate religion. I want to remove religion from the world.” He goes on: 

“Religion is a stupid thing. It is just one way for the general to control people and take 

control. "Morals" and "moral things" can instead be “…taught in all religions can be learned 

without believing in God or religion.” With this being said, why does religion factor into his 

music so prominently to Sabbat? 

  “Personally,” Gezol writes, “I mainly feature the devil phrase about Christ and its 

religious affairs in lyrics because of the number of people worshiping the religion of Christ 

is the majority in the world: Judaism, also Islam: those are teaching a part of Christianity 

too, right? “  

Judeo-Christian religion isn’t the only belief system to come into Gezol’s crosshairs. 

In fact, when speaking of other religions, Gezol is just as vitriolic towards all of them, in 

addition to Christianity. “I cannot believe that there are such people in this world that are 

fooled by fairy tales.” Describing how he used the symbol of Satan in a localized Japanese 
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context and back into one that is globalized, Gezol thinks religion itself is a form of mind 

control. He goes on: “I also write lyrics with insults and attacks against Japanese gods and 

Buddha. Anti-religion or, Anti - Domestic religion…” Going into further detail, he notes that:  

Shintōism in Japan is said to be "nature worship", but since nature is 
important in school teaching properly, there is no need for another religion 
or anything like it. Nature is an important thing, is nature not natural? 
Compared to nature, humans may be less than ants (Gezol). 

 

 Severing idea from sound, Gezol notes the musical progression of Black Metal. 

“Regardless of Black Metal's view on religion…there are many bands with influences from 

Thrash and Death Metal.” What stands out from our online interaction, to me and to the 

control-find function of Microsoft Word are words like “Satan,” “Devil,” “anti-Religion,” 

“anti-Christianity,” etc. He writes that “Black Metal” is a combination of the two: The 

definition of “Black Metal” will be as it is proposed by Gezol: “…so in many cases BM = 

perfect Satan worship, not only lyrics of Anti-Christianity.” 

 

Jintoku 

 Concerning religion, Jintoku agrees with the fact Black Metal may be seen more as 

problematic in the United States than in Japan. “Christianity holds (more) power in 

American society,” writes Jintoku. He’s also extremely intelligent and thoughtful in his 

replies on religion like Gezol. “…for example, the words which read “In God We Trust” have 

been engraved at the House of Senate, and also in presidential addresses, I’m aware how 

they frequently take quotes out of the Bible.” Jintoku explains the inherent “discomfort” 

Black Metal carries. “[It’s in] that kind of society that you can comprehend the 

discomforting impact that exists within Black Metal.”  Jintoku confirms the same 
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sentiments of Gezol on how Black Metal’s inherently anti-religious stance is localized and 

globalized in a uniquely Japanese context when he writes: 

The act of intentionally harming shrines at Shintō religious institutions 
makes Japanese people feel uncomfortable. Actually, in Japan, because 
Christianity is thought of as one of the unique/peculiar faiths so the impact of 
Black Metal’s influence, only a portion of people who like heavy metal say 
‘This kind of thing is the manner of expression’ was the only reception. I 
think most people only know about the existence of heavy metal, but not 
about the existence of Black Metal (Jintoku).   

 

Zero Dimensional Records 

 Writing on Japan’s relationship with not only Christianity but also religion itself, 

Zero is not as hostile. “Japanese people are almost invariably apathetic to religion; rather, it 

is almost always the case of despising religion,” writes Zero.  

The reasoning for this observation could have many possible elements. “I’m thinking this is 

probably because religion = a religious cult in close resemblance,” says Zero. The social 

spaces religion inhabits in a uniquely Japanese context are also brought up in the interview. 

“However, in rituals/rites for things like funerals and visiting graves, the religious 

atmosphere is closely reflected,” he writes.  

 Christianity is a footnote for Zero, aside from the symbols associated with Black 

Metal: “…symbols such as reversed (upside-down) crosses aren’t disturbing in this way for 

Japanese people, who don’t give it too much attention. “ 

 Zero even offers his personally held beliefs for use in this study. “I, too,” am 

indifferent to religion.” I don’t have any knowledge or interest in it, but at funerals and 

wedding ceremonies there are rules that I follow when I attend them.” a secularized, social 

religious function that he abides by; “If you go into a village, you must submit to the village” 

(“When in Rome…”).  
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Okazzy! 

Elaborating on Sabbat’s influence on Japanese Black metal in a country where 

Christianity is a minority religion, Okazzy!  writes: “It’s true that Christian teachings had 

only a ‘weak birthing’ in Japan, but I think there’s [still] a unique feeling to them.” Gezol and 

Okazzy! are collaborators, the very “pioneers” of Japanese Black Metal, and together have 

helped define the genre for decades. “Because I’ve been associated with Mr. Gezol (of 

Sabbat) for over 20 years,” Okazzy! writes, “…his antisocial emotions are sublimated in the 

music, I feel.”  

“Of course,” writes Okazzy “…I myself as well am Satanic, and my antisocial 

emotions are things that overlap and are similar.” He also affirms that while religion may 

not be important as far as Christianity in Japan, it is important aspect of Black Metal. “The 

religious things are nonexistent, but I think it’s still a trait of Japanese Black Metal.”  

 

Jirolian 

Jirolian “…plays drums for a band that’s categorized as ‘Black Metal’ in both 

Japanese and national communities…“ (Jirolian). His band, Yvonxhe, is brutal, fast and 

unrelenting. Jirolian’s philosophy towards music is reflective of Yvonxhe.  

“I think that it (the lack of Christians in Japan) is important to some extent,” Jirolian 

writes, “…I think that it was an important factor in the subsequent development (of Black 

Metal) rather than its birth.”  Jirolian feels this could be due to “…lacking prerequisite 

knowledge boosts representation to interpretation and type which has its own originality.” 

Jirolian expands upon the localization and globalization of metal: the lack of Christianity 

didn’t do much for Black Metal’s appearance in Japan. On the contrary, he’s illustrating that 
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one must be somewhat acquainted with religion (Christianity), but it’s still identifiable as 

the root of not only Black Metal, but for developing Japanese bands in the genre. 

 

Shit-Cho 

Shit-Cho, Jirolian’s band mate, shows variance in perspective even in the same band. 

“Although Japan is a highly receptive culture, it is receptive only if ‘good things are good’. 

Most distorted sounds like Black Metal will be rejected by most Japanese people,” he 

writes.  

Therefore, one should not only look to anti-Christianity in the music for meaning. “It 

is certain that there are few Christians in Japan,” writes Shit-Cho, “However, that is because 

the Shogunate forbade Christianity for maintaining the system during the Edo period,” he 

writes “…for that reason there is none.” He clarifies his answer; “In other words, there may 

have been a difference between polytheism and monotheism. As an important prerequisite 

for understanding the Japanese view of religion, there is a taboo on religious topics.”  

“For a long time after the Second World War,” Shit-Cho says, “…the educational 

setting in Japan was mostly dominated by communist teachers. Marx said ‘religion is the 

opium of the masses’. Although these words can be either good or bad, there’s a tendency 

for Japanese to interpret them, as ‘religion is evil,’ “ he writes. The link between drugs and 

faith in Japan is hypothesized in that “…because the Japanese were not familiar with drugs.” 

Shit-Cho, like Gezol, analyzes the answers to my interview in the manner of a 

philosopher. “Just like religion, unless you actively learn history, the history of Japan 

remains completely divided before and after the war.” He even points to the odd 

circumstance of “Japanese religion,” a term he feels has become taboo as well. “Also, in the 
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Japanese education system you learn about the beginnings of Christianity, Islam and 

Buddhism relatively in detail, but you do not learn much about Japanese myths.” This is 

evident of the social critiques of Japanese society as it relates to religion and the 

educational system.   

Shit-Cho thinks that, “…this strange educational policy is also a factor that causes 

Japanese people to recognize ‘religion = far from me’. However,” he writes, before 

discounting spirituality altogether, “…it is also true that Japanese people unconsciously 

have the spirit of animism even in modern times,” he writes. “Certainly, that situation is a 

Japanese culture, it can be said to be Japan's current religion.” 

 

Darkness 

Darkness of Barglar also notes that while Christianity isn’t always the main target of 

Black Metal, Christian nations are not the only places where Black Metal is seen as 

subversive. “The image of Black Metal in Japan is something that is demonic,” he writes. 

“Christianity hasn’t really infiltrated (Japan), but there are strong conceptualizations of 

things called gods and demons.” The idea of darkness is universal on a cultural scale. “This 

thing called ‘devil music’ has a prominent feeling,” he writes, saying that there’s more to do 

with confrontation and demonic elements than Christianity for Japanese groups.  

 

4.3 What Black Metal Is; What Black Metal “Should Be” 

 
Gezol 

Gezol negates my initial hypothesis that the lack of Christianity in Japan does not 

pose a problem for the anti-Christian ideals of Black Metal, but confirms that there must be 
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a symbolic, universal “devil” surrounding the music. “To a Japanese person who does not 

understand Christianity,” Gezol writes, “…the ‘devil=joke’”. Hard Rock, and Rock and Roll in 

general, has always been termed as “devil music.” In a hypothetical response to the 

annoyance of Satanic associations, Gezol notes that, ‘No, we are not Satanic and we are not 

worshipping demons just objectively singing about these things called ‘the devil’ and 

religion,’ it has nothing to do with us” and says the term “Black Metal,” that “started with 

Venom” limits bands in sound, purpose, and individuality. 

In the interview, I relate my first experience of Black Metal to the band Immortal, to 

which he replies: “Our metal is different than Immortal!” If we remember the Swedish Band 

Marduk mentioned previously, the guitarist Morgan echoes this same sentiment and 

discusses the same band. This is because he believes Immortal are not Satanic (Metal Blast 

2008). This is also evidence of what is allowed in the Black Metal genre in the tug of war of 

globalization, how musicians situate themselves in this process, and how they interact with 

groups around the world and in their respective countries,  

 Gezol is remarkably informed on matters of all kinds, but his knowledge about the 

different forms “Black Metal” takes is exceptionally knowledgeable: “Black Metal cannot be 

helped as being antisocial…the BURZUM faction had murderers and arson.” He also relates 

to East Asian anti-Religious crimes: “Also in Malaysia, there were fires and Christian church 

burnings ... If there are people like that…is it the same in any society or scene?”  

 The real issue is of accepting reality at face value as even a musical genre can be 

likened to religion. “Watching a little, wouldn’t the opinion of a smart person like you who 

sees the whole as ‘this is’, just be like a Christ worshiper?” In fact, Gezol distances himself 

from the label “Black Metal” altogether, despite the logical and frequent categorization. The 
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emphasis on religion isn’t an undertone to the interview: “Actually we didn’t say we were 

Black Metal, we were making flyers giving us titles like Satanic Metal, Blacking Metal and 

Satanic Thrash Metal.”  

 Gezol needed something to describe his music. It was “Thrash” in terms of sound, 

much like Coven could be described as a softer, more generic Led Zeppelin. Sabbat is 

different from Coven in sound, which is important, but for this study, they both share the 

“Black Metal” label. “At that time,” writes Gezol, “Thrash Metal became extremely popular. 

The label “Black Metal” has connotations that resonate even in Japan. “…the audience 

would feel more welcomed if we distanced ourselves from the title of Black Metal in order 

to participate in live events,” he writes. 

Gezol also witnessed the actual birth of Black Metal in Japan, as well as its legacy. 

“Bands who are younger than us like Abigail and Sigh, from the beginning of their activities 

the band members were trying to get their approach [to Black Metal] overseas.” The 

current situation of Japanese Black Metal is that, “Bands who are now even younger than 

Abigail and Sigh, depending on their activity, have a bigger presence overseas (than in 

Japan).” It is the way in which these other bands influenced the world that has greater 

meaning than domestically. If he is boasting, which it doesn’t feel as if he is, he writes: “I 

think many of them see us and follow us as an example band.” 

 “Other than that,” Gezol writes, “…there’s Demon, Wytchfyne, Witchfinder General 

and bands with satanic imagery like Mercyful Fate [whose metal I liked],” he notes bands 

who helped make “Black Metal” what it is: “Bands with satanic imagery.” When describing 

Mercyful Fate, who have overt Satanic imagery yet a different ‘sound’ of Black Metal: Gezol 
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writes: “…in their case, the lyrics are satanic/demonic but was musically ‘traditional/ 

typical heavy metal’ or ‘progressive Heavy Metal.’ ”  

 “But Venom,” writes, “…had characteristics that other traditional metal didn’t 

have: a thunderous sound, an obscure mix in the sound,” noting the “…aggressively, 

violently wild music performance and such.” More remarkably for this study is how Gezol 

describes Venom, and by extension, Black Metal as a whole in religious terms: “The 

impression of all this is like a sincere darkness drawn from hell.”  

 To Gezol, “I think that VENOM is the origin of Black Metal.” Recollecting from real-

time experience, Gezol recounts “[Venom] wrote ‘black meta’ in Japanese behind (on the 

back of) the cover of the second album.” Here, one of the key individuals in developing 

“Black Metal” in Japan shows immense appreciation for Venom, and relays first-hand 

knowledge of how the term developed. Emphasis on religious terminology when describing 

Venom is frequent, with the word “hell” peppered throughout the e-mail interview: “…it’s 

comfortable no matter when I listen to it, and the dive-bombing guitar is screaming like 

when you’re being thrown into hell.  When they played live, the drumming is really like a 

nuclear warhead (the core of the band).” Venom also figures into their Satanic atmosphere 

they created. “In sound and musically they had a fascinating charm that other bands didn’t 

have.“ 

 

Jirolian 

Similar to the other participants, Jirolian believes, “… that what Black Metal 

expresses is better left to the person/people who express it.” It’s the sound and atmosphere 

he places emphasis on. “What I think is preferable [for Black Metal],” writes Jirolian, “… is 
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the desolation of the guitars with the violent drumming. That’s the reason why I practice 

drums.” 

 

Shit-Cho 

Jirolian’s guitarist, Shit-Cho, offers another unique perspective. “Japan has 

traditionally adopted foreign cultures, transformed them and made it their own culture.” 

What makes Japan unique, Shit-Cho feels is: “The feature of black metal in Japan is that it is 

a place where various styles are coalesce.” 

What Shit-Cho feels Black Metal ‘should’ be can only be explained from a subjective 

position, yet he articulates much of what the other participants feel. “I'm sublimating a 

frustration that is familiar to me in a progressive way,” he writes of making Black Metal 

music. “Although it is not antichristian, the pessimistic nihilism you mentioned is my 

theme.”  As mentioned, this leads back into religion, society and one’s relationship  to both: 

“I think that people who are involved in underground music activities are feeling a lack 

within society somewhere.” 

 

Darkness 

Darkness of Barglar answers that themes of war contain the elements that Black 

Metal ‘should’ have. “Rage and grief, hatred and so called negative themes,” he writes, “…I 

think that these expressions are the core of Black Metal.” His technique has been refined as 

a multi-instrumentalist over the years, and so too has his perspective. “For the sake of 

bringing out these atmospheres, references to themes of war are crucial because it’s violent 
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music, angry, sorrowful music. They’re artistic expressions of the negative images of 

mankind and the world.” 

 

Thom “Skuld” Smith 

Thom Smith of Retch writes of Black Metal’s evolution and appeal. “Beyond the 

music’s sheer sonic force, I feel it is perhaps the most personal form of Metal.” The most 

personal form of Metal, and perhaps the most driven: “The artists of this genre craft their 

music with little concern for mainstream tastes. Rather, they plumb their emotions, crafting 

songs with intensity.”  

  “As a foreigner,” Thom writes, “…it’s hard for me to truly understand the motivation 

or drive of Japanese artists.” His perspective as an ‘outsider’ only confirms what the native 

Japanese artists have been saying: that Black Metal isn’t more acceptable in Japan per se. 

“As you point out,” he writes, “…[bands in Japan] were making music in the scene quite 

early.” He too knows there are ups and downs in every trend. “While every scene has waves 

and copy artists, there are the original artists who set the trend [in Japan, such as] Sabbat, 

Sigh, and Abigail.” These bands’ sounds, he has noticed, “…has morphed from album to 

album and changed greatly over time.” In fact, he thinks, “One would hardly consider what 

any of those bands play now to be Black Metal.”  

 

Squash  

Squash feels that there is something interesting to the religious climate in Japan. 

“…what I did notice is the distinct lack of religious and ideological background that runs 
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deep in many of the themes within Black Metal, do not seem to translate with the degree of 

sincerity that is seen in the West.”  

Squash offers his own unique opinion as to why this would be the case. “It leads me 

to think that Black Metal was imported in such a way that the religious aspect has been 

adopted through form over anything else.” In fact, Squash seems to think that the religious 

associations are just an objective characteristic of Black Metal in general. “Regardless of 

whether this is good or bad, I would say that the Japanese Black Metal scene was born and 

largely inspired by [that] stylistic aspect, which in turn allows for different strains of Black 

Metal to be born, that need not necessarily subscribe to the traditional idea of what Black 

Metal is or should be.” 

Here, Squash is relating direct evidence of how Black Metal is consciously localized 

and globalized. What Squash does mention, is that there shouldn’t be a limit to what Black 

Metal can address, “For the sake of being subversive, I believe there is nothing that cannot 

and should not be said.”   

This is where religion, society and reality become the targets of frustration in this 

transcendental music. Squash refines his stance, “The most important thing is to be 

subversive and antithetic to whatever social norms and values that adhere to them.” He 

writes from a more open perspective, open to interpretation. Squash is still, however, 

cynical of superficial meanings that Black Metal sometimes addresses. 

I interpret Black Metal’s rejection of the Christian god [as] being similar in 
nature to why Nietzsche claimed the Christian god is dead, at least in the 
sense that he sought to get rid of what he thought caused humans to be 
content with mediocrity, conformity and submission (Squash). 

 
 In terms of localization, we see aspects of the global (Christianity) being localized 

into a form of Japanese Black Metal’s expression. In other words, we can interpret Squash’s 
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answer as direct evidence of what we call “glocalization” (Victor Roudometof 10). In this 

case, the global (Christianity and Black Metal) is interpreted in locality and expressed 

through equating Christianity with conformity in society. It is also expressed through an 

understanding of Western philosophy, yet shows how “…mediocrity, conformity and 

submission” could all be what is specifically transgressive in the Japanese. In a society 

where submission and conformity are expected, Japanese Black Metal artists would stand 

out in appearance and action from the rest of the population and can be understood as 

what Satō Ikua calls medatsu (111).  

 

4.4 Discussion 

 
  Considering the participants’ responses significantly contribute to the development 

of this thesis, I will discuss their answers in terms of the research questions: Why does 

Black Metal exist in Japan? What does Black Metal do in Japan as a globalized form of music 

for the individual, and what are the significant traits of its localization? How are these 

significant for the Black Metal genre itself, and how are they significant for the musicians 

and artists themselves? 

 In order to understand the thesis questions in the context of both the participants’ 

responses and the historical background of the genre, it is important to understand the 

circumstances of when Black Metal came to Japan. One possibility is that it was imported 

directly, much like Rock and Roll.  It is also possible, and even more probable, that Black 

Metal existed in Japan synchronously or even before Venom created the album Black Metal 

(1982).  
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Participants also communicated a thorough understanding of how Black Metal could 

have started in Japan, that is, concurrently or even before the release of Venom’s album 

Black Metal (1982). As Gezol noted, the Japanese band Crowley certainly existed before the 

release of Venom’s Black Metal album (1982). Crowley have had many visual and musical 

stylistic traits seen in early British bands such as Coven and Black Widow. Again, these are 

bands that were “Black Metal” before the term existed. What is equally as important is the 

immense respect for Venom from the majority of participants, including Gezol, Jintoku and 

Okazzy!. Jirolian was introduced to both Venom and later bands around the same time. 

However, later bands in the Black Metal genre such as Mayhem and Burzum influenced 

other participants such as Zero, Darkness, Shit-Cho and Thom.  

In terms of print culture, underground magazines and books play a large role in 

Japanese Black Metal. Darkness even mentioned how he learned about Black Metal’s 

tumultuous history and elements of the culture from the book frequently mentioned in this 

thesis “Lords of Chaos” (2003). These foreign starting points of influence and style are 

actually quite native if we view Black Metal as a collective, early “transnational metal 

community” (Wallach, Berger and Greene 2011 7).  

What are the significant traits of Black Metal in Japan as a globalized form of 

expression for the individual? As a globalized community, Japanese Black Metal is not 

unlike other Black Metal. Japanese Black Metal artists, use the same symbols, have similar 

attitudes towards organized religion, and interact with bands from other genres. In fact, as 

related by Okazzy!, Jintoku and Gezol, the term itself is unstable due to the influences of 

Death Metal, Punk, Thrash, etc. If we recall the words of Victor Turner about “liminality” 

and “communitas”, Black Metal is an actualized community of like-minded individuals:  
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These cultural forms provide men with a set of templates or models, which 
are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of reality and man’s relationship 
to society, nature and culture. But they are more than classifications, since 
they incite men to action as well as to thought. (Turner 128-29) 

 
As Gezol pointed out, newer bands like Abigail and Sigh try to have a large presence 

overseas; fans of underground music will happen upon Japanese Black Metal music if they 

are interested in underground music to begin with. 

One major aspect of Black Metal music is pleasure and we can view this interest in 

terms of enjoyment through the term developed by Mihaly Csikszentmihaly called “flow” 

(Schmidt et al. 379). “What I think is preferable [for Black Metal],” Jirolian recounted 

earlier, “… is the desolation of the guitars with the violent drumming. That’s the reason why 

I practice drums.” It is the atmosphere and the rush that Black Metal provides, both to 

listeners and creators, that appeals to individuals across cultural and national boundaries.  

What are the significant traits of Black Metal in Japan as a localized form of 

expression for the individual? In terms of Black Metal’s unique expressions through the 

lens of localization, there are important traits that need to be addressed. This paper has 

demonstrated how the static anti-religious essence of Black Metal music is uniquely 

expressed among Japanese Black Metal artists, although the participants defining Black 

Metal by those terms. Christianity and other religions mocked in Black Metal become 

localized in Japan as shown by Gezol when mentioning religion as “mind control”. While 

anti-Christian themes define the music, it evolved transnationally to be music against social 

conformity and mind control. The “Satanic” elements evolved to represent anti-conformity 

and all religion, as demonstrated with Gezol, “I also write lyrics with insults and attacks 

against Japanese gods and Buddha.”   
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This concurs with what most of the other participants relate. Darkness responds 

that: “The image of Black Metal in Japan is [still] something that is demonic,” he writes. 

“Christianity hasn’t really infiltrated (Japan), but there are strong conceptualizations of 

things called gods and demons.” 

In these uniquely Japanese expressions of Black Metal, the participants also discuss 

issues seen in Satō Ikuya’s study of Bosozoku motorcycle gangs and his applications of flow. 

As discussed in Section 1, the term “medatsu” as it relates to flow in Satō’s study, it is 

loosely translated to “…being seen, looking conspicuous…” (23-4). Shit-Cho relates both the 

necessities of medatsu and its transgressive properties in Japanese Black Metal. 

Commenting on the unreceptive and even hostile mainstream aspects of Japanese society 

towards Black Metal, Shit-Cho relates the conspicuous aspects of the scene: “Although Japan 

is a highly receptive culture, it is receptive only if ‘good things are good’. Most distorted 

sounds like Black Metal will be rejected by most Japanese people.”  

Japanese Black Metal artists also relate how they fit in with the somewhat 

homogenous appearance and attire of Japanese society, much in the same way Satō Ikuya 

discusses how this homogeneity excels medatsu’s impact on flow (111). This applies not 

only to Japanese Black Metal, but also other Japanese Extreme Metal. As Shit-Cho relates: 

“…people who are involved in underground music activities are feeling a lack within society 

somewhere.” 

Jintoku also describes the situation of creating Black Metal in Japan as a conspicuous 

ordeal: “…Japanese people care a great deal about other people’s viewpoints and what 

others are thinking about them,” he writes. These transgressive traits of creating Black 
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Metal are not any less abrasive due to Japan’s low number of Christians. As Jintoku writes: “ 

[Japan is] still be a society where making black metal is perceived to be out of bounds.” 

How are these aspects of Japanese Black Metal’s ‘glocalization’ significant for how we 

study the Black Metal genre itself? Although Gezol’s band Sabbat were contemporary 

peers of Venom, and Crowley existed before in Japan, Gezol and the rest of the respondents 

said Venom defined the Black Metal genre. The term can be applied to Crowley, who Gezol 

claims were the first in Japan to consciously use that label. Coven, Crowley, Black Widow 

and Sabbat are ‘victims’ of the circumstances in the underground metal scene in the 1980’s 

when the term was coined. Though these bands came before or during the time Venom 

coined the term Black Metal in 1982, they are the undefined precursors to what we now 

call Black Metal music.  
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Section 5. Conclusions 

  

Japanese Black Metal is both a reflection of itself as a uniquely localized form of art 

and also as a broader “transnational metal community” (Wallach, Berger and Greene 2011 

7). More importantly, it is a reflection of the inherently human appeal of what Black Metal 

is: musical, existential and religious transgression. It is a provocative and inquisitive art 

created by kind individuals many of who are highly educated. Jirolian is one of the kindest 

individuals I have ever interacted with, and it was actually his idea to ask if his band mate 

in Yvonxhe, Shit-Cho, would also participate in this thesis. In this ethnography, I have 

answered in several ways questions that Robert Walser posited in his study, and applied 

them in the Japanese context: “How can heavy metal articulate claims to power, and what 

social tensions are addressed or mediated by it?” (3). 

While this study was initially formed around the hypothesis that Japan’s low 

population of Christians would allow for anti-religious bands to act freely, this hypothesis 

proved incorrect due to Black Metal’s marginalized nature and deviance from Japan’s 

mainstream music companies. However, it is still seen as socially ‘unacceptable,’ as it is in 

America, for different reasons. This paper has demonstrated that the dynamics between 

cultures, artists and products resist or accept change in a global Black Metal network, 

including within and between localities; in other words, it has demonstrated how Japanese 

Black Metal operates through the term “glocalization”: (Victor Roudometof 10).  

In Section 1(Thesis Introduction and Focus), I introduced the concept of music 

culture in Japan through several theoretical frameworks. I open up the conversation 
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through symbolic anthropological theories and use Victor Turner’s concepts of “liminality” 

and his alternate ways of viewing society through community, or “communitas”: 

…liminal phenomena for our present purposes is the blend they offer of 
lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship.  
(Turner 96) 

By showing the liminal aspects of Black Metal, it actually allows us to view these 

aspects in the same way Turner describes, in the absence of structure in a liminal state, 

these concepts allow for the creation of a myriad of possibilities within: 

Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which are 
frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and 
works of art. (Turner 128) 
 

In order to understand these concepts in terms of psychological pleasure, I examine 

the idea developed by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi of “flow”:  

,,,a state of optimal experience characterized by total absorption in the task at 
hand: a merging of action and awareness in which the individual loses track 
of both time and self. (Schmidt et al. 379) 

 
This idea is crucial for understanding flow in the Japanese context. To 

illustrate how this concept operates within a similar leather-clad sub-culture in Japan, I use 

the term medatsu from Satō Ikuya’s study of motorcycle gangs in Japan, which we can also 

translate to “standing out” (23-4). As Satō relates, the semi-homogenous appearance of 

most individuals in Japanese society makes the impact of medatsu greater in the operation 

of flow (111). 

In Section 1, I also discuss the larger community in terms of globalization using 

Arjun Appadurai’s theories. He claims, in the process of globalization and modernization: 

“commerce, conquest and migration began to create durable cross-societal bonds” (28). 

This allows us to view Black Metal within a “global village” where individuals within these 
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inter-related communities form identities around ideas existing in an idealized past (30). 

These idealized pasts for Black Metal can be found in the lore of the anti-Christian crimes 

and ideas found in Lords of Chaos: The Bloody rise of the Satanic Metal Underground 

(Moynihan and Søderlind 2003). 

 Within this globalized community, I discuss the existence of a multitude of 

communities using characteristics of Benedict Anderson’s concept of the “imagined 

community”: “…community in anonymity which is hallmark of modern nations” (36). 

To illustrate how I came to my research questions, I reviewed Ian Condry’s study of 

Hip-hop in Japan in order to show how the music was localized to address Japanese at 

genba: “…clubs [that] were pivotal sites of performance, socializing and networking that 

form the dynamic links between the global and Japan” (2-3). One facet of Japanese Hip-hop 

reported by Noriko Manabe was the critique of the Japanese workforce and decimated 

economy after the: “…bursting of the Japanese economic bubble” (5). 

As Hip-hop is a type of music that is interesting in its globalization and localization, I 

put this in dialogue with gender and Heavy Metal. More specifically, Heavy Metal’s artists 

and: “… fans experience confirmation of their gendered identities through their 

involvement with it” (Walser 109).  

There are hints of Benedict Anderson’s descriptions of participating in an imagined 

community in David Novak’s study of Noise in Japan. There are also aspects of “liveness” 

which describes the live setting of:  

…connections between performance and embodiment which transform 
passing moments into repeatable encounters of listening. (Novak 30) 

 
“Liveness” occurs as fans go to concerts, experience the music, interact with the 

bands or musicians themselves, and even when the musicians interact with their peers and 



 91 

fans. I argue that this thesis began with the characteristics seen in the concept David Novak 

terms “Deadness” that:  

…helps remote listeners recognize their affective experiences with 
recordings as a new aesthetics of sound and listening in the reception of 
noise. (Novak 30) 

 
I started by listening to a Japanese Black Metal album, and as my interest grew, 

participating in the scene ‘alone’ developed it: looking at CD artwork, learning about the 

history of Japanese Black Metal bands, etc. This section also discusses how the low 

population of Christianity in Japan was not a factor in the existence of Japanese Black 

Metal’s transgression necessarily, only in terms of the globalized forms of expression.  

In Section 2 (Background), I explore the history of Heavy Metal, Death Metal and 

Black Metal. The latter two are forms of peripheral, marginalized sub-genres known as 

“Extreme Metal” (Kahn-Harris 2). All three of these genres, in addition to Thrash, are the 

most important sub-genres discussed and explain the important aspect: Heavy Metal exists 

“…on the periphery of pop music” (Moynihan and Soderlind Preamble: Into That Darkness 

XVI).  

This is important in terms of Victor Turner’s discussion of liminality and 

communitas (128). Black Metal is on the periphery, or in the liminal state of mainstream 

music: “…conditions in which are frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals, 

philosophical systems, and works of art (128).  

In this section, I also developed three terms to describe Black Metal’s globalization. I 

also introduced the concept of how localization and globalization operate in tension with 

each other called “glocalization” (Roudometof 10). In this light, Black Metal’s symbols can 

now be explained in can now be understood in terms of Deena Weinstein’s “codes” (Heavy 
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Metal the Music 99-103). That is, as with Heavy Metal, Black Metal has a set of its own 

“codes” that demonstrate how sub-genres are made if they stray too far from the core of 

the idealized Black Metal codes in the process of glocalization.  

Section 3 (Methodology) sets up the framework for the four months of ethnographic 

research by detailing the subtleties of study inclusion and the reasoning behind how I 

designed the internet questionnaire (See: Appendix B: Glossary of Terms). This was the 

main tool for gathering responses from artists in Japan. This section also introduced the ten 

participants for this study: Gezol of the band Sabbat, Okazzy! from the bands Voidd and 

Clandestined, Darkness of the band Barglar, Zero Dimensional Records, Jintoku of the 

band Fatal Desolation, Shit-Cho and Jirolian of the band Yvonxhe, Thom “Skuld” Smith of 

the bands Darkcorpse and Retch, and Squash and John from the band Combine. 

Section 4 (Results: Ethnography) illustrates how these artists and musicians related 

their answers through three aspects of Japanese Black Metal’s globalization and 

localization, or glocalization (Roudometof 10). First, I show how participants first became 

interested in Black Metal in the global context, discuss how they listen to and interact with 

bands from other sub-genres of music, and how they feel about Japanese Black Metal. All 

ten participants related that they did not first hear about Black Metal music from a 

Japanese band. Given this fact, we can conclude that Japanese Black Metal has aspects of 

experiential psychological rewards similar to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow: 

“…a merging of action and awareness in which the individual loses track of both time and 

self (Schmidt et al. 379).  

Next, I show how Japanese Black Metal artists find meaning in a sub-culture that 

addresses Christianity and religion negatively in a country with a low population of 
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Christians. In other words, I demonstrate how the religious climate in Japan allows for the 

glocalization of Black Metal’s religious ideology. The low number of Christians does not 

seem to be a major factor in the creation or flourishing of Japanese Black Metal, but can be 

seen as a major factor in its development as expressed by Jintoku. Black Metal is also 

localized to address and critique Japanese religion, as related by Gezol and Okazzy!. 

The third portion of Section 4 (Results: Ethnography) discusses what participants 

feel makes Black Metal what it is; in other words, what it should be. As related by Squash: 

“The most important thing is to be subversive and antithetic to whatever social norms and 

values that adhere to them.”  

Because Japanese Black Metal is still seen as transgressive in Japan as related by 

participants. Therefore, the concept of flow can be applied from Satō Ikua’s study of 

motorcycle gangs, in particular, the idea of medatsu: “…being seen, looking conspicuous…” 

(23-4). As related by Satō, the impact of medatsu is greater in Japan given the somewhat 

homogenous attire and appearance of the majority of Japanese society (111). This is even 

more evident as an aspect of Japanese Black Metal given its transgressive nature despite 

existing in a somewhat secular society. 

Japanese Black Metal is multi-faceted in the processes of localization and 

globalization, or “glocalization” (Roudometof 10). What it retains, and what makes this sub-

culture attractive is its transgressive characteristics, or its fiercely “rebellious spirit” as 

Jintoku and Gezol both describe. If it were to stray too far from this code, it would cease to 

be Black Metal.  
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POSTFACE: SOMNIUM 

 
I return to Japan while on vacation with my father the next year in August, 2012. He 

had never been to Japan before and was instantly enamored by the cleanliness of the 

streets of Shinjuku, a district of Tokyo where our hotel was located. My father was wide-

eyed as we rode public transit systems and people kept to themselves quietly; he was 

accustomed to the bustling streets of Hong Kong and the buses in Utah where people 

basically yell into their cellular phones. In such a land, there could be no place for my 

hobbies such as Black Metal. This was a country that valued silence and artistic craft, Black 

Metal was loud, aggressive and abrasive.  

“How did you make friends when you were going to school in Osaka…” my father 

asks as we ride from the hotel to the izakaya, a Japanese restaurant where one can eat and 

drink copious amounts of food and alcohol for a very reasonable price, “…,if there is no 

Black Metal? Or is it Death Metal that you enjoy?”  

I sidestep the question, saying that I also listen to Hip-hop, Industrial and many 

other genres of music. I had even put on a Tom Petty album at the hotel, an artist he had 

shown me before I could walk and also an artist I developed an appreciation for over two 

decades. He was not convinced: he had seen the hundreds of photographs from my study 

abroad. There were perhaps two where I was not in an Iron Maiden or Venom t-shirt.  

We arrive at the izakaya, where a familiar man is waiting for us at the curb. He was 

familiar to my father as well, though the two had never met. This individual had a bullet 

belt, long hair, and a black t-shirt. My father looked at the man, and then at me. I too was 

wearing a bullet belt, though I had cut my hair after having heatstroke earlier in our stay in 
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Japan. We left the taxi after paying the driver, and approach the man, smiling and politely 

calling my name. He gives us both the devil horns and hugs my father.  

After a long, full night of eating and drinking, we said farewell to my friend as we 

entered the taxi at about midnight. He says he will call before we leave Japan and that he 

has to go to work in four hours. The three of us had talked about Slayer, Venom and 

Bathory while drinking no small amount of Sapporo beer on tap. I apologized profusely, 

saying that had I known, we could have rescheduled our dinner. “Don’t be sorry,” my friend 

says, “I didn’t tell you on purpose.”   

My father had learned that there certainly was Black Metal in Japan, and that most of 

the fans were like his son: inquisitive, polite and intellectually curious. I had learned how 

strong of a bond Black Metal can form within what I would later learn was a “transnational 

metal community” (Wallach, Berger and Greene 7).  

 This community will continue to exist as long as those involved continue to create 

and inspire new bands in the future. As Robert Walser says about Heavy Metal: “…the very 

existence of something called heavy metal depends upon the arguments of those involved” 

(3). 

Sabbat continues to spread their blasphemous fury internationally in concert and 

musical recording to this very day. All of the individuals involved in this study continue to 

create, and expand upon, Japanese and global underground music. As the world changes 

and technology advances, sub-genres in the underground music scene will inevitably split 

off and form new sub-genres as Black Metal’s “code” drifts too far from the original purity 

(Heavy Metal the Music 99-103). Black Metal musicians and fans will continue to carry the 
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code of their forefathers within the boundaries set by Black Metal from the twentieth 

century. 
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APPENDIX A: E-MAIL INTERVIEW 

1. What is your involvement with Black Metal music in Japan? 
 
2. I first heard Immortal’s “Pure Holocaust” when I was 11 years old. This album changed 
my life and I knew at that instant that Black Metal had something special that no other kind 
of music could capture. I would like to ask how you first came into contact with Black Metal 
music? What were your initial impressions? What stood out to you in particular? What 
exactly made you connect with this particular type of music? Was it Japanese Black Metal 
that you were first introduced to? 
 
3. I have found no evidence that could conclusively pinpoint the exact origin of Black Metal 
music. In fact, as you may know, Sabbat started making Black Metal in Japan as early as 
1983 in Kurawana-shi, Mie prefecture. I find it interesting that this is around the same time 
Bathory, Mercyful Fate, Venom and Sarcófago were creating music. What do you think 
made Black Metal bands in Japan unique to people in other countries? What do you think 
influenced the creation of Black Metal in Japan? 
 
4. Japan has historically had very minute Christian population. Black Metal often features 
themes of Satanism, satanic imagery and anti-Christian lyrics. In America and other 
countries, Black Metal was extremely shocking and offensive to many people at first. How 
do you feel this is different for Black Metal in Japan in terms of acceptance? What themes, 
symbols or images were considered shocking or offensive in Japan, which would have a 
different meaning in other countries?  
 
5. Do you feel that Japan’s lack of Christians is significant in the creation of Black Metal in 
your country?  
 
6. How else do you feel that Japanese culture is reflected in Japanese Black Metal? Do you 
feel Japanese religion influenced Japanese Black Metal, even if indirectly? Do you think 
Black Metal should include religious themes? If so, may I ask what it should include in 
terms of religion? 
 
7. At a very young age, I developed an interest in harsh industrial music, such as Front Line 
Assembly and KMFDM. This led me to Death Metal, such as At the Gates and Cannibal 
Corpse. I played in several Death Metal bands before ending up at Black Metal. What led 
you to Black Metal? Were you listening to or involved with other types of music before 
becoming involved with Black Metal? What about other music scenes? 
 
8. Many Black Metal bands view themselves as part of a greater scene, and others view 
Black Metal as antisocial by nature. Do you view Black Metal as a scene, or do Black Metal 
bands seldom interact with each other in Japan? How about with bands around the world?  
 
9. In terms of sound, what is unique about Japan in terms of Black Metal? How is it similar 
to Black Metal in other countries? Do certain places or regions in Japan have a unique style 
of Black Metal? 
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10. In what ways is Japanese nationalism important for Black Metal, if at all? What are your 
thoughts on Japanese musical instruments used in Black Metal music? Do you feel it’s 
appropriate to include these instruments (please explain)?  
 
11. Black Metal often features other themes, such as chaos, destruction, misanthropy, war, 
or nihilism. World War II is also a very common theme in heavy metal, especially in Black 
Metal. How would you say Black Metal addresses these topics from a Japanese perspective? 
How do you feel it is similar or different from other bands that use World War II themes in 
the artwork or lyrics? 
 
12. Do you feel these are important for Japanese Black Metal? What inspires you to create 
or promote Black Metal? What kinds of ideas do you feel are most important to include in 
the visuals (product artwork, concert stage appearance and presentation), lyrics and/or 
sound of the music? 
 
13. What are the most important things you believe Black Metal should represent? How do 
you accomplish representing what Black Metal music SHOULD embody? 
 
14. Please write anything you feel is important to include for the study that I may not have 
addressed in the interview questions (you may write ANYTHING you wish in this space!): 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 99 

APPENDIX B: GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 
Bathory: Quorthon (1966-2004) is the legendary mastermind for this highly influential 
Swedish Black Metal group formed in 1983 (“Bathory”). For this thesis, two important 
releases demonstrate how the sound and lyrical topics in Black Metal could shift from 
Satanism to broader topics of warfare, Vikings and Odinism: Bathory (1984) and Blood, 
Fire, Death (1988).  
 
Black Metal: A fast, furious type music that is the result of the combination of punk music 
and heavy metal (Moynihan and Soderlind 22). In the 1990’s, the sub-genre was made 
notorious by Norwegian and Swedish groups who burned several churches because of their 
vehemently anti-Christian philosophy (309). 
 
Blast Beat: A characteristic of many sub-genres in extreme metal, including both Death and 
Black Metal. It is a drumming style played at three to four hundred beats-per-minute (BPM) 
(Kahn-Harris 2007 33). Black Metal drummers often have names that reflect the rapid, 
intense sound: Hellhammer of the Norwegian band Mayhem, Dominator of the Swedish 
band Dark Funeral, etc.  
 
Death Metal: A type of underground or extreme music with lyrics that deal with violence, 
gore, sadism, etc. (Kahn-Harris 2007 29). Cannibal Corpse from Florida is a notable 
example of how censorship laws in the United States dealt with offensive material arising 
from an increasingly popular type of music (Kahn-Harris 2007 28).  
 
Extreme; Extreme Metal: Music that is defined as existing almost opposite of mainstream 
or popular music by its underground nature, and often has a sound that can seem to be: 
“…[teetering] on the edge of formless noise” (Kahn-Harris 2007 5). See also: Underground 
Music.  
 
Globalization/”The Global Village”: Simply put, globalization is the increase of 
technology where travel and communication allow for global networks of shared interests 
or goals (Appadurai 30). “The Global Village” can refer to either this conglomerated set of 
inter-related possibilities that are allowed through this increase in technology and the state 
of the modern world, or smaller imagined communities of like-minded networks of 
individuals (30). 
 
“Glocalization”: For this thesis, the conceptualization of “glocalization” (how a culture, 
genre, product, etc. resists or accepts change in the processes of globalization and 
localization) as proposed by Victor Roudometof is used to show important characteristics 
of Japanese Black Metal (10). 
 
Hardcore; Hardcore Punk Music:  The Oxford Online Dictionary defines “hardcore” as: 
“Denoting or relating to a type of experimental popular music that is typically characterized 
by high volume and aggressive presentation” (“Hardcore”). (see also: Punk music). 
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Heavy Metal: A type of rock music characterized by heavy guitar distortion and virtuosity 
started by Jimi Hendrix and developed by bands such as Black Sabbath (“Heavy Metal”).  
 
Imagined communities: The imagined community is a theoretical form of often cross-
national bonds or a sense of belonging transcendent of the nation state. These carry 
significance in their sense of solidarity in that they can be a “…community in anonymity 
which is hallmark of modern nations” (Benedict Anderson 36). 
 
Localization: According to the Oxford Online Dictionary, localization is: “The process of 
making something local in character or restricting it to a particular place” (“Localization”). 
Participants in this research project localize Black Metal in several ways, such as 
addressing Japanese religion, Japanese socio-economic structures and social norms.  
 
Nationalism: Cultural nationalism in Japan can exist as a harmless, latent sense of being 
proud of where you are born, much as it can exist in other less-radicalized forms such as 
upholding national holidays. It can also take the form of hyper-nationalized, xenophobic 
sentiment and radicalization described by Kosaku Yoshino such as the nihonjinron theories, 
Japanese business nationalism, etc. (164-165). Likewise, Arjun Appadurai notes that 
nations globalize quicker than others due to colonialism and war can be contributing 
factors to this type of nationalism from the need for a cultural identity (28).  
 
Popular Music: Music that usually enjoys radio airplay and can entail various genres. 
According to the Oxford Online Dictionary, it is: “Music appealing to the popular taste, 
including rock and pop and also soul, reggae, rap and dance music “(“Popular music”).   
 
Punk Music: A type of music with roots in the beat generation of the 1950’s and the drug 
culture of the 1960’s, it began with prototypical groups like The Stooges and was fully 
developed in the 1970’s with The Sex Pistols and The Clash (“Punk”). Maintained through a 
global community of like-minded individuals (often politically charged and anti-
establishment), its DIY (Do It Yourself) nature is what allowed Black Metal and Death Metal 
to evolve from 80’s youth culture.  
 
Thrash Metal: A type of Heavy Metal similar to others that developed in the 1980’s that 
spawned Death Metal and Black Metal. It is characterized by its more apparent elements of 
Punk Music elements (“Thrash”).  
 
Underground Music, Underground Metal: As an art form, underground refers to often 
unconventional “…[groups] or [movements] seeking to explore alternative forms of 
lifestyle or artistic expression” (“Underground”). As music (and Heavy Metal), it exists on 
the periphery as opposed to what is mainstream or popular for metal (Kahn-Harris 2007 
5). (See also: extreme music; underground music).  
 
Venom: The most influential Black Metal band of all time, also having enormous impact on 
the Thrash Metal movement of the 1980’s (“Venom”). This British group’s first album was 
Welcome to Hell in 1981 and the term “Black Metal” was coined with the release of their 
1982 album of the same name. 
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