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The concept of authenticity comes up frequently within 

black metal. It ties into an artist or musician’s intent, in 

that if they are creating black metal music as a means 

of self-expression or catharsis, they are seen as more 

authentic. If they are into the scene for appearances 

without having any background, then it is seen as less 

authentic. There have been comparisons drawn between 

authenticity within the scene with Georges Bataille’s 

philosophies of authenticity. 

Authenticity’s relationship with intention can help to ex-

plain certain aspects of black metal’s visuals and sounds 

and why they are how they have come to be known. 

One element of the genre that differentiates it from main-

stream music (even mainstream metal) is how it engages 

with its audience¹. It’s involved closely with those who 

are a part of it, but engagement is disabled with those 

outside of the target audience.

Bujalka looks at the recording process for black metal 

act, Burzum (Varg Vikernes’ solo endeavor). Specifically 

for the album Filosofem, Vikernes sought to use the  

lowest quality devices to record with. He used guitar 

pedals rather than a guitar amplifier, as he considered 

the sound of the amplifier to be “too mainstream”. The 

pedals Vikernes opted to use instead produced the 

“fuzzy, distorted, almost white-noise [...] that has be-

come so characteristic of the black metal sound”1. The 
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reason behind these untraditional recording methods 

are reasoned by Vikernes as a “rebellion against a form 

of ‘good’ production”1. 

The black metal sound is typically rough with low qual-

ity production (if really produced at all) that is difficult 

to decipher. This acts as a barrier or gate of sorts that 

keeps out any random person that may come across 

the music from outside the scene, preventing them 

from venturing any further. It is perceived as harsh, un-

intelligible noise. However, those who enjoy black metal 

see it as more than such noise and are better able to 

distinguish its components. 

In Cold World, Dominic Fox remarks that black metal’s 

signature sound “was established as a token of authen-

ticity, a sign that the artist had sincerely broken away 

from what was regarded as a sterile and commercial-

ised mainstream metal scene”2. This opposition to the 

mainstream is a rejection of conformity, giving them-

selves freedom from being bound by the rules it holds. 

The rejection of the mainstream to break away from the 

expectations it has set in place is a key piece in under-

standing why authenticity matters in black metal. It also 

bleeds into a psychological piece that with less influ-

ence from the norms of the mainstream, the genuine 

feeling that the musicians put into the music can reach 

the listener. They can use the creation of their music as 

a form of raw catharsis (as many artists do) that reso-

1. Bujalka, E. (2019). KVLTER than KVLT: ‘True (Norwe-

gian) black metal’ and the satanic politics of Bataille-

an ‘authenticity’. Popular Music, Volume 38/3.

2. Fox, D. 2009. Cold World: The Aesthetics of Dejection 

and the Politics of Militant Dysphoria (Winchester, 

Zero Books)

“Call it necro–sound,  
corpse–sound, because 
it is supposed to sound 
the worst possible.”
– Varg Vikernes

nates with listeners, who may find that the act of lis-

tening to black metal is their own form of catharsis. 

Hearing the shrieking and distressed vocals acts as 

an outlet in itself, relieving pent up emotions in the 

noise they are unable to let out. 

Written by Kai Reeves
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In black metal, the topics of death and destruction recur fre-

quently. It can be seen in the visual artwork of the albums and 

heard in the lyrics and sounds of the music itself. 

Kevin Hoffin’s article, “Decay as a Black Metal Symbol”, looks 

at how decay manifests in the genre. One reason behind the 

low-quality sound, is simply that it was cheaper, and the mu-

sicians could not necessarily afford to record on higher-quality 

equipment. These early recorded demos were reproduced by 

recording them onto another tape, further lowering the sound 

quality with each copy. Though this aspect of the sound was less 

intentional, the musicians meant for it to stand out from the “ever 

increasingly complex guitar tones” of other genres (including 

death metal). 

To counter this rise in complexity, black metal bands used min-

imal instrument set-ups3. The guitars are plugged directly into 

amps on the distortion channel, with the bass and middle ranges 
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turned down, and treble turned up. This resulted in the 

guitars “cutting through all other instruments” instead 

of a more balanced sound that would be pursued by 

more traditional musicians. This imbalance and distortion 

makes for a different listening experience due to the ad-

ditional noise output from the guitars (fuzz, static, buzz-

ing, etcetera), giving an ominous atmosphere.

There is a personal element of decay Hoffin touches 

on, in how members of the scene would do most, if not 

all, of the recording, artwork, printing, and reproduction 

themselves instead of hiring a third party. Illustrations 

and photography would be reproduced by photocopying 

them repeatedly until the quality lessened. These pho-

tographs, like the sound, were also low quality, as well 

as blurred, “concealing the musicians’ identity as they 

stood clad in black, faces adorned with corpse paint 

standing in graveyards or in forests”3. Even the content 

of the photos alluded to death (and therefore alluded to 

decay), as album covers and promotional images often 

contained at least one of these elements, if not more or 

all: black clothing, corpse paint, and set in a graveyard 

or forest. Members of black metal bands frequently 

would try to appear as though they themselves were 

dead, with their music having been comparable to 

what death may sound like. 

The last component of decay in black metal is through 

its lyrics. Decay in lyrics can depict destruction in 

urban landscapes, and it can also depict decay within 

more natural settings, usually forests. Hoffin notes an 

interesting difference between these two settings: “in 

the city, decay consumes and destroys – however in 

the forests, decay contributes to forming new life”. 

The necessity of decay and destruction in the natural 

world reflects the typical black metal outlook. There 

is a longing for times of simplicity that come with 

living with nature as opposed to the industrialized 

world we live in today. That longing is another point of 

breaking away from what others are doing; rather than 

embracing a highly technological, complex society, 

they propose the doing opposite. The obsession with 

nature as a theme in black metal music and artwork 

also reflects a desire to go back to the times in which 

much of Scandinavian folklore is set. 

A Blaze in the Northern Sky (1992) – Darkthrone

Written by Kai Reeves

3. Hoffin, K. (2018). Decay as a black metal symbol. Metal Music 

Studies, 4(1), 81–94. https://doi.org/10.1386/mms.4.1.81_1
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Venom The Start of 
“Black Metal”

Black Metal is among the first albums (Venom being one 

of the first bands) made that fall under the black metal 

subgenre. Now there’s debate over whether or not Ven-

om is really black metal, though this metric is entirely 

subjective, and the criteria over what is/isn’t part of the 

genre has changed over time; especially when you con-

sider that Black Metal was released in 1982. 

Whether or not you think Venom is black metal (or thrash 

or heavy or something else altogether), their influence is 

hard to toss aside. They gave black metal its name. Their 

cover art helped set a precedent for future black metal 

albums, as did their sound and theatrics. 

Before I get too deep into looking at the Black Met-

al’s cover art, I think looking at their previous album, 

Welcome to Hell, can provide a bit of extra insight. It 

features an image of the Sigil of Baphomet as designed 

by Venom’s bassist/vocalist, known as Cronos. Within 

this Sigil, is also a depiction of the Goat of Mendes. For 

the time (late 70s, early 80s), such bold use of Satanic 

imagery was far less common than it eventually became, 

and is today. 

On the cover of Black Metal, there is an image of the 

Goat of Mendes, also drawn by Cronos. The two heads 

are pretty similar, with the Welcome to Hell one being a 

bit simplified, and on Black Metal, the Goat is the only 

artwork element on the cover (excluding the band and 

album names). It is more detailed in the textures and 

features of the face. On its forehead between the eye are 

the outlines of a pentagram. Perhaps a different way of 

incorporating it into the artwork, as on Welcome to Hell, 

the pentagram was more prominent, and the head was 

fit inside of it. The fact that the newer one is different, 

you could say it is “unbound”, could be symbolic of how 

Venom was not holding themselves back (not that they 

really were to begin with), and they were embracing dark 

themes that more commercial metal did not. 

Adding to this, another note on Black Metal’s Goat of 

Mendes, is the lack of defining outlines around the head. 

The edges kind of disappear into the blackness of the 

background. With the illustration itself being black and 

white, an effect is created that adds a bit of dimension to 

it, it makes it look and feel as though the head is coming 

out of the dark to confront the viewer. 

In a sense, the album as a whole can be considered 

confrontational. Venom was bringing something differ-

ent to the music scene in the blatant Satanic themes 

present, and in their raw, unpolished sound. They came 

out at you against the rest of the metal being produced 

at the time. 

On earlier copies of Black Metal, the album’s name was 

a relief print on the cover, so it was only visible in the 

light. This feature pairs well with the main image in how 

they both come out at you.

Welcome to Hell (1981) – Venom

Sigil of Baphomet

Written by Kai Reeves
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Mayhem’s first studio album, De Mysteriis Dom 

Sathanas, has a classic black metal album cover. The 

artwork features a blue monochrome photo/drawing of 

the Nidaros Cathedral in Trondheim, Norway. On the 

album’s third press CDs onward, the liner notes credited 

Jørgen Lid Widing as the cover artist¹. 

The band had looked in the direction of Satanism for 

inspiration in creating lyrics. They took to the anti-soci-

ety elements of it, as it aligned with their desire to rebel 

against society. Because Norweigian society (at the time) 

was rooted in Christian values, rebelling against society 

took form in an opposition to Christianity. 

Nidaros Cathedral in Trondheim, Norway

This cover image reflects Mayhem’s anti-Christian 

stance; the dark colors shadowing the cathedral 

makes it look eerie and evil, which is how Christianity 

can be viewed. It flips the perspective from one of 

traditional beauty and worship to one that is dark, 

mysterious, and evil. It is as if the band is claiming the 

cathedral as a symbol of their own values. 

The album title is another piece that can be looked at. 

De Mysteriis Dom Sathanas is hand-lettered in all cap-

itals with serifs. It is contained within textured boxes, al-

most as though it were a cracked screenprint, or maybe 

even tape that had been used and worn. In considering 

the cathedral image, this texture could be broken glass, 

or inspired by the stained glass windows often seen in 

churches. The idea of shattered glass with the other the-

ories of cracked printing or tape play into the concept of 

decay and destruction, especially with a rise in church 

burnings in Norway in the 90s. With the Nidaros Cathe-

dral in particular, Varg Vikernes and Euronymous (May-

hem’s bassist in the early 90s and guitarist in the 80s and 

90s, respectively) had planned to blow it up around the 

release of the album. Which is its own story. But pairing 

the shattered-glass text with the planned destruction of 

the church makes for an interesting link. 

De Mysteriis Dom Sathanas Back Cover
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Within heavy metal’s broad visual lexicon, band iconog-

raphy and logos function as badges of identity for both 

music makers and the fans who vow allegiance to them 

one hand-stitched patch at a time. Charting a typo-

graphic history for a genre that emerged as anarchically 

and incrementally as metal isn’t as simple as going de-

cade by decade, but zooming out on the genre at large, 

several patterns do emerge. Gothic elements and mono-

chromatic symmetry recur and the ornamentation can 

verge on unreadable. At best, these visuals are meant to 

titillate a viewer’s dark side, if not, to simply antagonize. 

Either way, they’ve come to be legible tropes the genre.

Medieval blackletter text, also known as Old English or 

Gothic text has been borrowed by extreme metal bands 

as diverse as Black Sabbath and Behemoth, and across 

all of metal’s myriad subgenres. Considered by many to 

be the first metal band, Black Sabbath donned a variety 

These Fonts 
Shred:

From gothic text to black metal 
band logos, we unpack the  
visual design of heavy metal.
Written by Marnie Sehayek via VICE. 

15 October, 2016, 5:05am

of fonts over their career, starting out with psychedelic 

elements, but the lower-case phrasing found on the cov-

er of their 1973 album Sabbath Bloody Sabbath ushered 

in a trend. Though the text is somewhat inconspicuous 

on an otherwise bold and bawdy cover, the logo is note-

worthy for its seminal use of a blackletter typeface, each 

letter anchored on a sturdy razor sharp point that mim-

ics the incisive lyrics and baroque musical stylings of 

the record. The album, in fact, was recorded in a Gothic 

medieval castle in Gloucestershire, so that may have 

had something to do with it.

Sabbath struck a chord and other bands like Motörhead, 

Dio, Bathory, and Possessed incorporated blackletter 

logos into their album art throughout the 1980s on some 

of the genre’s most seminal albums. Burzum called upon 

the Gothic uppercase for most of the ‘90s albums—

though Varg Vikernes’ most recent release in 2014 was 

stamped in a regrettable Papyrus font that may have 

been an attempt to be anti-aesthetic altogether. “The 

name was the point; the font was and still is irrelevant,” 

he writes on his bigoted but comprehensive blog. Still, 

his use of gothic text is an important anchor of its as-

sociation with metal. Throughout the years, metallers 

of every stripe have used blackletter, many in a nod to 

bands before them, further proliferating what is now an 

established visual trope within the genre.

As the first standardized printing typeface, blackletter 

made its inaugural appearance in the 15th century in 

Gutenberg’s Bible, coloquially known as "the first book 

ever." The pages of the Bible were so dense with ink that 

they appeared almost completely black, hence the name 

blackletter. In his essay, “Blackletter logotypes and met-

al music,” Metal scholar Dr. Vitus Vestergaard suggests 

it was a natural move for metal bands with Satanic lean-

ings, or those seeking to invalidate or otherwise subvert 

religion, to call upon, expand, and distort the typeface 

that brought it to the masses.

Furthermore, Vestergaard cites blackletter’s relationship 

with “medieval-inspired fantasy literature,” a well-spring 

that dozens of metal bands have tapped for lyrics and 

for names—Burzum, Gogoroth and Amon Amarth be-

long to the world of J.R.R. Tolkien, for example—as a 

likely aesthetic influence as well. Finally, for a genre that 

has sought many times over to create an independent 

alternative more authentic than the mainstream, it makes 

sense to choose the typeface for its connotative powers 

of imparting “ye olde” authenticity.

None is perhaps more qualified to weigh in on metal 

aesthetics than Christophe Szpajdel, a Belgian logo 

artist who has hand-drawn and inked more than 7,000 

mostly metal logos over his 30-odd year career. Anthol-

ogized in the master tome Lord of the Logos, Szpajdel’s 

artwork reveals a breadth of visual styles that draw from 

Aske EP (1993) © Deathlike Silence Productions

Sabbath Bloody Sabbath (1973) © Vertigo Records



13

Emperor band logo © Christophe Szpajdel

the angular decals of Art Deco and the naturalistic curves 

of Art Noveau. Many of his logos pay allegiance to met-

al’s major visual tropes: bilateral symmetry, monochro-

matics and thematic ornamental decorations.

For instance, Szpajdel’s emblematic design for Norwe-

gian black metal band Emperor calls upon a fiercely bal-

anced symmetry of unapproachable barbs. Bookended 

by larger first and last letters that fan out like bat wings, 

the white logo’s ornamental lines reference the ornate 

details of blackletter’s uppercase. It’s crisp and clean, 

like the cutting shrieks that perforate the machine gun 

drums and barbaric din of an Emperor track. Sometimes, 

the logo appears as a single letter—the middle “e” em-

blazoned on a shield–fitting for these warriors against 

Christianity, whose early members were associated with 

church burnings.

Metal is, however, alternately lauded and lampooned 

for its illegible logo examples, taking typography itself 

to the furthest brink of relevance. Responding to client 

requests for logos “black metal as fuck,” Szpajdel’s de-

signs for DEEPRED and N.V.One are all but unreadable. 

Though he promises the letters are in there somewhere, 

these logos practically detach from letterforms altogether 

in an attempt to reflect music that does not welcome 

outsiders—the inaccessibility of this kind of logo is en-

tirely deliberate. But, while metalheads might revere the 

symbolism, internet pranksters have taken to satirizing 

it, generating a subgenre of memes dedicated to illegible 

black metal logos.

Though it’s worth conceding that every prickly point 

herein has a diametric counter-example, these visual 

motifs form a foundational approach to fonts that rock, 

a hardcore semiotics of a subculture that goes beyond 

what some might consider juvenile, contrived chaos.

Apocalyptic Raids (1984) – Hellhammer © Noise Records

Bathory (1984) – Bathory © Black Mark Production
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