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Text published ifPopular Music History6.2, Sheffield, Equinox Publishing,
2012, p. 100-115 (in the “heavy metal controveraied counterculture”

special issue edited by T. Hjelm, K. Kahn-Harrisl &h Levine)

“Hellfest: The Thing That Should Not Be?
Local Perceptions and Catholic Discourses on Met&ulture in France”
by

Géréme Guibert and Jedediah Sklower

“Il ne faut pas prendre les enfants du Bon Dieurpdes
canards sauvage%.”
“Cercle des Trois Provinces”
anonymous letter to G. Guibert (2008)

“Let me ask you a quick question — which by the Viailed to
come up at the trial which they had: What performants his
fucking audience dead?”

Bill Hicks: Relentles§1992}

Based on the number of performers, audience andebuéiellfest is
the most important metal music festival in Fraritdas been held every year
since 2006, for three days around Jun® 20 Clisson, a small town of 7.000
inhabitants, in the county of Loire-Atlantique imetWest of France. It has not
stopped growing since its birth: The first time, g@ups played on two stages
for 20.000 people, with a budget amounting to al89@.000 euros. In 2010,

114 groups played on four stages, 72.000 metalheaa®, and the budget



reached 3.500.000 euros.

The festival takes place in a region where metadimavents have been rare.
In general, metal in France remains an undergroand little-known
subculture. Compared to the other festivals in rdgion of Les Pays de la
Loire, the Hellfest’'s economic functioning is arcegtion, as it is self-financed
(subsidies only account for 2% of the budget, while average is 25% - cf.
Guibert 2008, 4) and based on an individual, pevattiative. Its growth is
thus all the more impressive when one considers dhisidies represent on
average a quarter of the budget of regional populasic festivals (Guibert,
2008). This success also relies upon the strongbeurof foreigners who
attend the shows (35% of the audience, a natioeebrd). Finally, the
Hellfest’s instigator is a “local boy”. Benjamin Beud, now 29 years-old,
who grew up, played soccer and learned his catecmsClisson. Obviously,
his personal history makes it easier to understaod it was possible to
organize the festival there. He gathered a teamaohly local residents to put
everything in place. A fast learner, he basicadigrhed by doing, having first
created a hardcore punk event, the Fury Fest (2008), before deciding to
create one dedicated to metal, with Korn as thes 2&ifition’s top of the bill,

and Kiss as that of 2010’s. Looking back to théyegears, he says:

We had fun programming GBH and the Dead Kennedysjtldidn’t

work out that well, which is why we turned to metdletalheads spend



more money, while punks will have a hard time pgyl®0 euros for a
seat. It's not their state of mind, it's tough eaplng to them that we
don’t get subsidies like general public festivfls] We always wanted
to bring bands from the eighties, but in the bemignve just didn’t
have the money. [...] People made unpleasant comnadust Kiss,
who aren’t extreme, but we just thought that ttereuld be a space for
that type of bands in France. We did great with &ear last year [...]
Since I've been organizing the Hellfest, I've redigered metal.”
(Chelley and Manceuvre 2010, 9).

Barbaud is a pragmatist: he responds to an unsatidémand, and that is how
he justifies his choices of acts, before consideansthetic or social reasons.
This explains why he invites black metal bands -ictvhare, however, a

minority in the festival’s program.

Birth of Ignorance: The ambivalent 2006-2007 reactins

The establishment of the Hellfest immediately spdrkff important debates.
Clisson inhabitants were nervous at the possililitgeing disturbed by a rock
festival (huge crowd, noise, lack of safety). Yiet2006, the town hall, which

had a right-wing majority, emphasized its econob&nefits.

The outcome of the first festival in 2006 was pwosit Clisson storekeepers
were quite satisfied with the economic impact & dvent (lodging, catering,

transportation, tourism). Although some of them ptamed of the nuisances



(traffic, noise, etc.), there weren’t any incidentge police noted that the law
was universally respected. Considering the festivste, problems of violence
or offences were barely visible, and the local pajon, although sometimes
shocked by what they perceived as, in the dresescadd the music itself,
aggressiveness, was surprised by the festival-gpelise behaviour: “20.000
festival-goers with their strange way of dressimgl gheir ‘shrieking’ music:
the locals expected the worst. But finally, the Ifést got almost unanimous
support. The various Cassandras got nothing far gans. [...] The attitude,
the costume, the music may seem provoking. Theuddtiisn't. ‘They are
extremely polite and respectful...” This is what thibse who were in contact
with them — the mayor and his deputies, municipainselors, the police,
rescue workers, shopkeepers and the populationd* $¢®uest Francgjune
27" 2006, p. 6). Concerns about public safety or ‘afit” remained low-
level, largely because the festival's team adop&edoroactive attitude,
overcoming the problems of organization, improvihg reception conditions
for festival-goers and being open to requests ff@mson inhabitants. Local
economic agents also insisted that the festivab leegoing, and by the fall of
2006, the second edition (Hellfest 2007) was augkdrby the city council.
Collaborations with the local civil society devedapduring the preparations
for the following editions (volunteer work, animatis, set-building, cleaning-

up and a “green-friendly” festival).

At Hellfest 2007, the organizers encountered mamagé problems due to the



terrible weather and the unrelenting rain — thegkmamed it “Woodstock
edition” for that reason. However, these climat@zérds ended up being
beneficial, as many “Clissonnais” helped the fedtyoers out, welcoming
them into their homes or garages. Generally spgalinks between both

populations grew strongér

By Demons Be Driven: The 2008 turning point

While the festival was taking root in Clisson, tgear 2008 was also a
polemical turning point. Violently hostile react®nsurfaced sporadically
during the months preceding the event, followedabgrowth in arguments
against the festival. The growth of the internetd an particular of lobbyist

blogs, accompanied the debates.

Municipal elections took place in early 2008, amd Clisson the
outgoing mayor was defeated by his left-wing Cathopponent. The latter
had an ambiguous position vis-a-vis the Hellfestichw enabled him to gather
opponents into his camp without alienating his sufgss. He insisted upon the
festival’s economic and tourist importance, andnaededged the right for any
musical expression to have a platform. But at Hmaestime, he denounced the
attacks against Christians in the lyrics of someth& groups invited. The
opponents’ rhetoric gained in precision, followitige visit, early 2008, of

father Benoit Domergue, a priest with a PhD in tbgp who studied gothic



and metal culture, and who offered several meetargshe topic in Clisson.
One of them was public, and was attended by ab@dtp&ople, another was
organized behind closed doors for the city cou@dmergue also met both of

Clisson’s priests.

There is something odd about Father Domergue’teglyaDuring the festival,
he appeared as a moderate. He acknowledged thienkegy of heavy metal as
a culture, while condemning its anti-Christian essms. He wanted a say in the
festival's programming, but only in order to separdne wheat from the chaff,
and set aside the bands that were too extreme @@ioned Belphegor,
Dimmu Borgir and Impaled Nazarene). Yet, one caly be surprised by the
huge gap between what he would say in public anat Wwha wrote in his book
on extreme music (Domergue 2000). In the lattepioposes a description of
Satanist metal, listing dozens of bands, trangjatite most shocking lyrics —
which, undeniably, are easy to find. However, h&kesaa naive interpretation
of them, as he does for example with bands su@lipknot or Slayer, one of
the apparently most vehemently anti-Christian bandese lead singer, Tom
Arraya, nonetheless sincerely adopts the Chridagh. As Deena Weinstein
(2000) or Fabien Hein (2006) put it, calls for teeadication of Christianity
should not be taken literally. Domergue establidihés list as if there were a
systematic homogeneity between the musicians’ iraad the forms taken by
their music. That is to say that sound forms aveags perfectly adapted and

coherent with lyrics and vice-versa, that they #ve smoothest, the most



faithful vehicle of the explicit message that theg supposed to promote in
unison. This fallacious faith in the flat coheremmé¢he musical sign as a whole
makes Domergue incapable of conceiving that musicend audiences can
play with meaning and its degrees of seriousnésmslness, that musicians can
associate intentions, texts to musical forms tmatradically opposed to the
monolithical significationhe considers the obvious one. The presence of
several “Christian core(see Moberg in this volume) bands at each editfon o
the festival — or, for that matter, of a great migoof non-Satanist bands
playing the same type of music — could have given some sort of clue
pointing to the possibility of ambivalence or pdysy, if not voluntary

“misappropriations”.

The second stage of Domergue’s reasoning was ¢iiaiafly Satanic music,
produced by a Satanist intention, can only havenimppropriate context (the
“collective trance” created in metal concerts asp¢s it), Satanic effects.
These effects are, firstmoral, as the music creates despair, depression, and
morbid fascination. Second, they apeoselytic music is a technique of
converting people to Satanism, based on the cotiumof the mesmerizing
show — he mentions “bewitchment” — and this morahlness. For example,

Domergue writes:

If one considers Black or Death Metal, one canlgasie that there is

an automatic and mechanical relationship between ttines, the



rhythms and the sonorities of this type of musid #rose who listen to

it [...] which also results from magic.” (Domergu€®, 84).

In order to seal up this harmonious chain of megnino matter how
powerfully corruptive Satanist metal is, the ligtestill has to be “helpless to
resist” its power (Walser 1993, 141). During hi©Gonference, Domergue
said that “most young people | meet are lost lanthg, not wolves. For
example, some Gothics [sic] came to see me so Ithaduld hear their
confessions. These young people swallow the wardsband like Slayer, and
their latest anti-Christian albu"Comments such as this that deny any form
of agency to the metal listener who presents symgtof psychological or
moral fragility, are legion in the book and his riegs, as well as being
present in the discourse of all Catholic oppon¢atthe Hellfest. As Robert
Wright puts it, while examining the controversigsund Marilyn Manson in
the United States: “the very act of listening beesraymptomatic of antisocial
behaviour and even suicidal tendencies” (Wright@@@¥ 3). Listening is the
location where this type of discourse finds its trfedile point of entry, where
the Satanist threat can contemplate its ravagekinthe intimacy of the not-
guite-innocent and dangerously alienable soulviedito musically deprave.
This alleged corruption of course justifies all égpof inquisitions wished for
by moral authorities: assertion of norms, detecbbsymptoms and proposal
of therapeutics (including, in this case, exord)siio sum things up, there is a

perfect similarity between intentions, forms anféets, which is only possible



provided that the meaning is petrified, and that two first instances (the
intentions and the musical form) of the musicahdigve a direct power on the

third (the listener), which is deprived of any andmous will or sensibility.

While he highlights a certain form of magic and twerupting psychological
potency within the substance of metal, Domerguessuisive strategy carries
out a certain moral technique of power that, by imobg a whole set of
eclectic rhetorical tactics, aims at producing@esentation of the metal world
that could hook up with vague anxieties within french Catholic milieu, if
not State authorities. The cultural and demograpbittext of Catholicism in
France is one of decline and reaction to differeat or perceived “assaults”:
loss of flock, influence and authority, multiplecemt scandals, failure to
impose the idea of a “Christian origin” of Europeiis Constitution, fear of
Islam, and beyond that, the French anticlericalitian [Schlegel 2009, 7-16].
Thus, finding/inventing heinous and dangerous easmanables the Church to
present itself as “victim” and exclusive “scapegadtrampant “cathophobia”,
and can be an efficient way to mobilize troops. ifigkinspiration from
Foucault (2004, 68-69), we could call this strateggovernment of senses
(Sklower 2008, 211): discursive techniques aimedpraiducing, with the
cooperation of the receptive subject, represemtatamd sensorial (in this case,
listening) practices that take root in the pre-#mgsfears, in order to unite a
community in the rejection of a subculture. Notyoalperipheral “excess”, but

maybe a central revelator of recent evolutions iwigociety. In this case, an



ambiguous strategy, one that tries to bind a coniyputogether in a
fantasmatic fear while still trying to debate witie opponents. The goal is to
have some legitimacy within both worlds, a positfoom which negotiating

censorship is possible.

Clisson’s town hall wasn't insensitive to the mamesentable and relatively
consensual aspects of Father Domergue’s discoéserepresentatives of
many of the town’s believers, the local authoritiept in mind the idea that
metal could promote an insidious and dangerous agesd hey found further
confirmation of their suspicions in the conclusioof the Miviludes (the
“Interministerial Mission of Vigilance and Fight aigst Sectarian Excesses”, a
State organism in charge of informing the authesitand the public about
various sectarian dangers — for example, the 2008al report dealt with the
influence of “New Age” movements) that released arsalyses about the
“growing influence” of Satanism at the same momgpring 2008). It is
important to offer a brief description of these Igges, as they represent the
authority of the State, and thus — one would Hope neutral, scientific and
balanced point of view on the reality of Satanisntrance. These conclusions
were constantly referred to by the festival's opgrus, radical or not (the
“Confédération Nationale des Associations de FasilCatholiques”, the
association “Catholiques en Campagne”, the “Cedde Trois Provinces”

guoted at the beginning of this chapter, as wethasy Catholic blogs).
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What is interesting about this report is that oaa @nd a familiar list of the
different “symptoms” and “signs” that must “alegparents on the risks that

their children run when they listen to diabolicalsic, such as:

- A “radical change in the dress code, and in paldr the adoption of black
as the only reference”,

- Forms of “withdrawal” (rejecting usual activitigamily, school etc.),

- “a total rejection of traditional religions, coimbd with a growing

fascination for pagan emblems, military clothingl aelics”,

- “melancholic tendencies”,

- “musical tastes orientated towards the more widlerms of metal”,

- “the excessive consumption of scary and horroview as well as of role-
playing games or video games that surf on the saarbid themes”,

- The viewing of “Internet websites, forums and dd6 that deal with

“provocation, Satanism, esotericism, pornographyd (@aedophilia), mind
reading and political extremism

- And, among many others, this poetically elliptiome: “the attraction to
cultural consumer goods forbidden for any youngantage 16" (Miviludes
2006, 79-80).

A short 2004 preliminary report highlighted “thesmiious frequentation of
metal concerts” as “not without risk (nearly-hyponotatmospheres that
encourage states of trance, subliminal messagdisgcébr acting out and
stimulating suicidal drives, etc.)” (Miviludes 2002), as well as “incitement to
hatred” and “anti-Semitic allusions to paganism amationalism”, not to
mention the “sometimes proselyte, fervent Sataihvgt® haunt the “nebula of

fans of Black Metal idols” — many elements that afs® finds in Domergue’s

book as well as on various anti-Hellfest blogs snds.
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Adopting these signs can thus indicate a form aodbjiggation” (‘mise sous
influencé): anything counter-cultural about these practicasything that can
bear a sense of aesthetic identification, that casate values, a sense of
community, is immediately rejected as a deletermmasipulation. The Satanist
sign, once again, carries a harmful scheme, theattof dispossession of the
self. As Robert Walser puts it, Tipper Gore-typgics “imagine that fans are
passive, unable to resist the pernicious messddesavy metal, and thus they
themselves commit the sort of dehumanization tlseyilee to popular culture.
They make fans into dupes without agency or suibjgct(Walser 1993, 144).
Of course, the 2006 report clearly says that thereo “direct causality
between listening to Satanist music and acting,duit there still are “indirect
effects” that can constitute a “favourable terrdor acting out” “the
connection during concerts with practicing and plgte Satanists; acting out
of what is promoted in the songs’ lyrics” and “deepture with common
family culture” (Miviludes 2006, 94).

The fact is that the Miviludes never discusses‘sleetarian excesses” that can
exist in legitimate religions, and that could fotipmaeveal many affinities with
the definitions it proposes of this subculture’asdtioning; nor would it indulge
in analyzing, for example, the moral weakness, dhefusion that can push
some to seek refuge within the more respectableflb®tstems and religious
communities, or the examples of charlatanism thest evithin some of them.

This discourse is proposed in the name of a cenmimative — if not religious

12



— order of signs, aimed at the exposure of sub@llforms, as much, if not
more, as it is in the name of cultural (freedomreligion, tolerance) and
“biopolitical” (our youth’s moral health — or rathe¢he norms that determine
the appearance of moral health —, peoples’ seg¢untperatives (Foucault
1976, 184; 2004, 233-237). The insistence on “grilte” and “acting out” —
here, obviously, in a more scientific (psychoane&l) register than in
Domergue’s — reveals the anxiety concerning faindiad social stability,
which cannot go without cultural (moral, aesthepo@scriptions. Once again,
culture is analyzed monosemantically, the listersngject is deprived of any
capacity of creating significance through autonosopractices (a
subjectivation), that in fact “undo” this illusopower (De Certeau 1990, 239-
242; Ranciere 2008, 18-20/48-49).

Strengthened by this conjuncture, the festival'paments decided to
lead public campaigns against the Hellfest. Theais for instance the “Cercle
des Trois Provinces” (Circle of the Three Provinceas Catholic association
politically and ideologically rooted in the extresright movement. They
mainly used posters and sent letters to the meuldestival’'s supporters (Ben
Barbaud received one, in which he was told thatvbald have to “answer
before God for his deed"...), in which they mixed religious texts,
prophecies, prayers, as well as odd articles,Xample on Aids in Africa and
the solutions recommended by Pope John-Paul ltifeige etc.). These tracts
proposed many elements typical of the rhetoric nalyzed above in a more

extreme and caricatured way: condemnation of “@htiilstian racism”, of the

13



authorities’ “criminal” behaviour, in financing avil festival in the context of
a “multiplication of tomb desecrations in cemetgtjeSatanist proselytism
which “harnesses the weakness of certain youngleaspo go through an
identity, mental crisis, lack future perspectivesgak with their family, drop
out of school” thanks to “magical”, “sexual” andestructive rituals” and their
attraction to anything “morbid” or “esoteric” etc.

A right-wing association of Clisson inhabitants wehthe festival to
disappear, demanding the “protection of public oraed of youth” Hebdo
Sévres et MaineMay 8", 2008, 3). In this case, the evocation of humaanist
republican or traditional principles, as well ofucee as the defence of teen-
agers, constituted a means by which these groumsopnded their values

within the broader ethical field of civil societpéthe authorities.

Quite quickly though, the church of Clisson disthdtself from such
positions. The festival's third edition dispelldtidoubts, as it took place under
a bright sky, and without any major incidents. EBxehanges between festival-
goers and local inhabitants had by then become qgdatthe “folklore”. The
local library presented books on the subject, ingitthe authors to present
their work, the festival showed films on metal oudt in Clisson’s movie

theatre. More and more people also provided shieltehe metal fans.

lll. God Gave Rock ‘n’ Roll to Everyone — the 20092010 confrontation

14



The Hellfest came out strengthened by the 2008oedieven though
the most conservative Catholics kept on protestimgut the Satanist factory it
was supposed to BeThe festival's organizers feared a big assautabse of
Marilyn Manson’s top billing on June 9pbut no such thing happened. In the
Clisson parish bulletin, the priest called for s@ne and opened permanent
prayer services during the entire festiv@uest FranceJune 18, 2009, 8).

But a broader attack coming from national right-gvipolitical parties
and traditionalist Catholic blogs took shape skdv#fore the beginning of the
festival, in the form of questioning the (scarcaplc subsidies granted by the
General Council of the Loire Atlantique county ahé Regional Council of
the Pays de la Loire. A small right-wing party @ds the government’s UMP
party (Union for a Popular Movement), the CNI (Matl Independents
Centre) opened the assault, declaring that “thé&diwf the unbearable have
been crossed [...] Our taxes serve the diffusionxteenely violent messages”
(Presse Océanlune 28, 2009, 2). The local representation of the UNE(th
main UMP-affiliated students association) and Clathassociations pursued
the same agentlarhese different organizations wanted to put pnessn the
Hellfest by email and phone messages sent to 8tevdés public or private
(Kronenbourg, Coca-Cola) sponsors and their servansl telephone
switchboards were overwhelmed for several daysa@ma, who supported
the festival with its Monster Energy Drink, decldna early July that it would
withdraw from the festival (however, it agreed tome back in 2010).

Various “interest groups” reacted to these atta¢ksst, those who

15



supported the Hellfest, or more globally, metaleSalized blogs and websites
(Metallorgy, spirit-of-metal, Metal Impact...) relayed the inforioa and
criticized it. Fans created a specific website iefedce of the festival
(proHellfest.fr), which gathered the many initi®s/ such as Facebook
groupd'. Professionals of the cultural field mobilized fwpposing a petition:
“Appel a soutien au Hellfest: pour la diversité stitjue (Call for the support
of the Hellfest: for artistic diversit§). As with the year before, it was only
days before the festival that the polemic develppesing force only days
after. It was scarcely touched on by the mediagra®e again there were no
incidents in 2009. Security companies even sawhi their favourite event in
the West of France because of its peaceful nalebdo Sévre et Maindune
25" 2009, 11). Besides, the programming of bands asdBurope and Métley
Crue broadened its appeal within the metal commgunit

Robert Culat, priest of the Carpentras parish andcive supporter of
metal, intervened during the May 2009 debate is<0ln. His perception of the
metal milieu opposes that of Father Domergue’s anynways, as well ag,
fortiori, that of the more fundamentalist Catholic groupe loves metal
(Opeth being his favourite), listens to many artr&tian bands (like
Emperor), and even wrote a book on his experiemceemcounter with this
world (Culat 2008), in which he interviewed dozeof fans about their
relationship to this music. In a June™&009 post on his myspace, “Padre
Bob” delivered a digest of his thoughts on metalwihich he criticized the

caricatured vision proposed by extremist Cathollde. used many biblical
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references, Church texts, such as the Catholicalsdéeaching, or various
encyclics, in order to dispel the accusation ofaBiam and reverse it against
“true Satanism”j.e. hedonistic individualism in contemporary capitalis

Culat finds positive, and even Christian valueshimithe metal world,
such as solidarity (he mentions the grass-rootriisihg that was organized to
help Chuck Shuldingf). What the anti-Hellfest Catholics consider as
perversion or dangerous passivity, for him, becothessign of a praiseworthy
spiritual craving: one mustn’t judge “those whoreet® refuse God”, because
“certain oppositions can be closer to a true religi attitude than soulless
conformism” and “sometimes, ‘blasphemous’ wordenal by Atheists can be
the expression of a more or less conscious sgin@saarch.” Thus, rather than
condemning without knowing, one must follow Paulsvpprecepts (the “béte
noire” of Catholic fundamentalists), that is to tgeloser to the profane
society” and try to “evangelize the culture, thdieuis and the mentalities so
that the reference to God find its right place”u$hthe adoption of signs, and
even of a specific liturgy by metal fans should hetconsidered as a threat to
Christianity anymore, but as a godsend in disgimsa new evangelization.

To moral fundamentalism, he opposes a rationagasforal efficiency:
“Is asking for censorship or banning the solutiomptomote the cause of the
Gospel and of faith among the young people thatgareerally very far from
Christianity?*" he asks. His discourse is not one of universaraoic&’, but
one of subcultural sympathy. He believes in theitsiil power of the metal

community, in its capacity to recognize the trueameg of its practices. The
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desires that underpin the adherence to metal sigwsal virtues that are
absolutely compatible with the Christian faith andy of life, specifically:

love, understanding and evangelization vs. hasteotypes and inquisition.

The year 2010 was one of national controversiespfat by the locals,
the Hellfest had become a much-loved, and 72.008 faame to hear the
Deftones, Fear Factory, Infectious Grooves, Semilt8layer, Carcass, Alice
Cooper and Kiss, as well as the 108 other bandaetkeless, the polemics
resumed, starting earlier than in previous yeatsraaching an unprecedented
scale. Once again, the political context was resipten for making the
argument an issue, as regional elections took ptadéarch 2010. On March
11" during a meeting of the right-wing regional opfios, Catholic and
xenophobic politician Philippe de Villiers statelsht “our values aren’t the
ones that push the actual Regional Council to fieam Satanist festival!”. In
the heat of the electoral campaign, Christine Bputormer minister and
president of the Christian Democrat party (equatiythe region’s political
opposition) disclosed on her website a letter genbrewer Kronenbourg,
asking the company if it was “relevant to assocj#teir] image to a festival
that promotes and encourages a culture of dedth&h idiom that carries all
the ex-minister’'s struggles against other facegshef “culture” — abortion,
homosexuality... To this literal and monosemic intetation of the sign
“death”, one could oppose the testimony of deattahmausician Dan Saladin,

gathered by Harris Berger: “The energy of a deattahperformance, and the
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attendant subcultural community-building that thesmausicians so
enthusiastically participated in, is pursued asre-getive response to the
apathy, a way of overcoming hopelessness” (Bef®39, 173), or even
Marilyn Manson’s answer to such accusations (Wrigl00, 375). The
apparent morbidity of the metal milieu is in fadtem the sign of a struggle
against the threat of insensibility or spiritlesssiea conjuration of melancholy,
an aspiration for energy, a research of community.

On March 38, socialist deputy Patrick Roy reacted by intertimgp
Minister of Culture Frédéric Mitterrand, during arflamentary questions. The
latter played down the controversy while emphagigimat the State didn’t
subsidize the festival. The left won the electiorgd the controversy
disappeared during the month of April. Two elememisst be noted here.
First, this exposure of the Hellfest proved a Itigemone for the Hellfest's
organizers, as the number of tickets sold grewnagai2010. Secondly, the
national media globally defended the Hellfest. EvVdil, the most popular
French private television channel, although it slw in its reportage on the
festival! a “shocking” backstage Satanist ritual whereby thembers of
Scandinavian band Watain covered their faces witmal blood before their
performance, insisted predominantly on the “frignaimosphere” that reigned

during the whole event.
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Conclusion

From this brief review of the controversies surrding the Hellfest,
one can identify two fundamental tendencies. Fiost, a local level, the
perception of the festival — and through it, of atet evolved from questions
and incomprehension to enthusiasm and support. okl consider these
debates a Habermassian public sphere (Habermas 199he sense that
practical reason and consensus prevailed. Durifdiqodebates, the various
parties were invited to have their say, and orgasitried to deal with some of
the critics. But on the national level, it is a patsphere according to Nancy
Fraser’s definition (Fraser 1992): antagonisticpassioned, and animated by
subaltern counter-publics. The public dominant mnevpus eras (Catholics
opposed to blasphemy and symbolic attacks) hasrgssigely become a
minority, as the influence of the Church has dedim French society. Rock’s
partisans now promote potent norms.

Any strategy of cultural and moral struggle summangarious set of
discourses and rhetorical strategies. Specificatly this case, Catholic
opponents to the festival proposed on the one hamdral and aesthetic one,
on the value and power of a given cultural signd #me means by which
authorities should fight against it. On the othandh, they used various cultural
strategies of struggle that followed an axis goingm total ideological
intransigence to a set of flexible tactics of negain with opponents or other

institutions’ values. Among the extremists — in sthcase, Catholic
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fundamentalists —, there was the antagonistic doded assertion of a
conservative value and belief system, and amongnibee pragmatic, the
search for some sort of “settlement” between teeloyical systems supported
by the different agents of the polemic. This meamvincing the authorities to
put limits on freedom of speech in the name ofrtolee (a Republican, secular
value), and thus accept the censorship of violeai-Christian bands (their
political goal). These strategies reveal differpetceptions of each agent’s
capacity to defend its values at the moment of straggle (“should we
confront or negotiate?”) as well as, eventualheipretations of the state or
“origin” of the loss of influence (“what does thristence of a Satanist festival
in this “Catholic” country say about the evolutiohour authority?”).

The question of the limit imposed on what metaldsagan express
cannot be judged independently from this contexbrofader relationships in
which the targeted authorities (in this case, thr€h, but also eventually
others such as the State, the family, the workpédacg are entangled. Indeed,
the argument according to which similar attackslodaism or Islam wouldn’t
be tolerated is quite right, if considenedabstracto But the difference in this
case is that the Catholic Church, despite its l@mg decline in influence
symbolically remains dominantmoral figure, historically and geographically
rooted (especially in Western France), benefitingmf traditional privileges
(State-funded private schools, for example) as vasll recent reactionary
presidential endorsemefit. This is where the French context is different

from that of the United-States, although the conspar with the Tipper

21



Gore/PMRC debates shows many strong similaritiealg¢&/ 1993, 138-142) —
notably when it comes to “preserving” youth’s motatalth. In France,
Christianity is a weakening yet symbolically potdigure of moral order and
repression. All of this makes it a purely metapberithus caricatured — target
of counter-cultural rebellious desires within thestvmajority of metal fandom.
Just as the stereotypical depictions of the ldbercertain Catholic groups
serve as a pretext to galvanize opposition agamspecific “victimization” as
a religion, while using at the same time typicadlgcular “multiculturalist”
rhetorics (denouncing intolerance and lack of resfor freedom of religion).

The question of the limits to freedom of expressisnhowever a
problematic one for the metal world. When can odeniify the objective
signification of a song and its concrete dangerahf(kHarris 2003)? If we
draw these limits, do we not risk reifying sign#ton when we previously set
ourselves up as champions of its collective coostyn? This same confidence
in the “hijacking” of signification operated by thistener represents a chance
or a threat depending on the circumstances, tieations, the interactions, the
needs of those who preside over the “choices” ggidiuch practices... A
Western band virulently criticizing Islam offersttle doubt about its
xenophobia, whereas the wearing of T-shirts with filgo of explicit anti-
Semitic bands by Israeli metal fans — althougheguaieaningful — obviously
does not point to a literal identification (Kahn4iHa 2002, 126).

Indeed, metal maintains a counter-cultural aurdoag as it keeps

sparking off such polemics — and it is a subcultina feeds on provocation
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and excess. From this point of view, the stratefgthe Hellfest's organizers,
consisting in successfully portraying metalheadswset and harmless boys
can be problematic: could these ultra-virile anghdrymean musical assaults
only be a farce, a sort of musical translation géstling kitsch? Specific

provocative images promoted by bands can only besidered as counter-
cultural in context: multiple scales must be taketo consideration, as
everything depends on what one considers as théendatculture targeted by
a particular genre, band or song, and the critehiasen to define its main
signification. To insist on the multiplicity of sigfying practices (De Certeau
1990, 239-242), on the spectator’s activity, agdims types of “distribution of

the sensible” (Ranciére 2000, 12) that the idegassivity contains, is to
accept the frailty and ideological and politicalatevity of any “counter’-

culture. Its identity or boundaries are then tanbgotiated in a power struggle
involving the agents of a cultural polemic (or “Warthe values chosen to
judge these forms, the authority of the methodsssssg their danger and the

right to freedom of speech.

KEY WORDS

France — Hellfest — festival — local scene — metabck culture — popular
music in France — youth — counter-culture — sulbicelt- public sphere —
religion — Catholicism — politics — controversiessign — signification —
government of senses — distribution of the sensible
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Cambridge University Press.

' “You mustn’t imagine The Good Lord’s childrenfasopped out of trees”

' Bill Hicks refers to the 1990 James Vance vsadueriest trial.

" As can be seen in accounts by the local p@segt France, Hebdo Sévre et
Maine...).

v The albunChrist lllusion2006. American Recordings. BOO3CSCHUS.

v Talking about Metal or techno music concerts, shgs, elsewhere: “The
human intelligence and will are not directly comzst by these stimuli, but a true
“hypersaturation” of the senses and an exacerlatagination are practically capable
of isolating them. This conditioning and this omsien [...] are such, that cases of
infestations or possessions can be imagined in suctumstances” . See Le
Subliminal. Interview du Pére Domergue.
http://www.lesubliminal.fr/interview_du_pere_domaeg 193.htm

v The Miviludes’ method and conclusions were sdyeceiticized by one of
the members of the commission working on Satansiologist Olivier Bobineau
(Bobineau 2008), who lead a collective counter-syren the question, concluding
there was barely any Satanist sectarian risk ind&a

v They are an emanation of Jean Ousset's “Citéotigtle”, a “national-
catholic”, former member of Charles Maurras’ “Actid-rancaise” (the inglorious
royalist and anti-Semitic league created at theartie XIX" century), and member
of the “Jeune légion”, an armed wing of the Vickgime.

v See Kaosguards. Ben Barbaud, Organisateur du febtell
http://www.kaosguards.com/content/view/699/35/

X For a synthesis of conservative catholic blogd aebsites about the 2009
edition, see: Christ Roi blog. Synthése des malibes contre le Hellfest et ses
soutienshttp://christroi.over-blog.com/article-32838939.htm

X Among the latter is the site e-deo.typepad.frichvtexplicitly refers to the
“real country” pays réel, a concept that refers once again to the ideotdgyharles
Maurras, sesuprg n. 4. The site’s tone is constantly xenophobit islamophobic.

Xi

Soutenons le Hellfest
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?qid=92490879863
Support group: Hellfest! !

http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=95531469014

“Je suis chrétien et j'écoute du metal. Et ce mest contradictoiré http:/fr-
fr.facebook.com/group.php?qid=22098979270
X The petition can be accessed here:
www.lepole.asso.fr/fichiers/file/petition%20Hellt€3). pdf
X Leader of very influential death metal band Deatho died in December
2001 of collateral damage from his cancer treatnfenéumonia). During the years
2000 and 2001, Metal bands gave charity concents, $ent money to pay for his first
surgery.

Xiv

See Padre Bob blog. Qui sont les vrais sataflistes
http://www.myspace.com/agedumetal/blog

X One can find on his myspace blog the copy of s pofavor of the Swiss
“anti-minaret” November 2009 vote. Sk%d. Le Benditisme a encore frappé.
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i The letter can be downloaded here:
http://www.partichretiendemocrate.fr/images/stddes/nloads/lettre%20a%20thoma
s%20amstutz-pdg%20des%20brasseries%20kronenbalurg.pd

xvi The link to the videohttp://videos.tf1.fr/sept-a-huit/la-guerre-des-mesd
5898258.html

vl In his December 20 2007 speech at the Lateran, Mr. Sarkozy creaiid g
scandal back in France, for saying that “teachdhsnever be able to replace the
priest or the pastor” in the moral education of ehildren. The speech can be
accessed hereattp://www.elysee.fr/president/les-actualites/digsd2007/allocution-
de-m-le-president-de-la-republique.7012.html?sedratran
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