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Abstract 

This thesis will deconstruct the "grunge killed '80s metal” narrative, to reveal the 

idealization by certain critics and musicians of that which is deemed to be authentic, 

honest, and natural subculture. The central theme is an analysis of the conflicting 

masculinities of glam metal and grunge music, and how these gender roles are developed 

and reproduced. I will also demonstrate how, although the idealized authentic subculture 

is positioned in opposition to the mainstream, it does not in actuality exist outside of the 

system of commercialism. The problematic nature of this idealization will be examined 

with regard to the layers of complexity involved in popular rock music genre evolution, 

involving the inevitable progression from a subculture to the mainstream that occurred 

with both glam metal and grunge. I will illustrate the ways in which the process of 

signification functions within rock music to construct masculinities and within 

subcultures to negotiate authenticity. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Throughout the 1980s, glam metal became a mainstream subgenre within the popular 

rock music sphere. Seen by rock purists and critics as a representation of the decade’s 

general excess, the genre featured predominantly male performers who incorporated 

many fashion aspects historically considered to be feminine into their persona. Long, 

teased hair, heavy make-up, leather, and spandex were tropes of the genre. Yet these 

artists also represented conventionally patriarchal gender roles. The complex interaction 

between the appropriation of feminine signifiers with hyper-masculinity resulted in a 

unique display of gender that entailed a focus on emotional self-sufficiency, sovereignty, 

power, and hedonism. Aided by the development of MTV in 1981, glam metal’s 

emphasis on the visual catapulted it into the mainstream until the genre fell from 

popularity in the early 1990s with the rise of a competing genre of rock music: grunge.  

Grunge featured a very different representation of masculinity. Authenticity was 

signified by this genre through its punk-inspired, stripped down musical structure and 

instrumentation, the intentional lack of focus on the visual, and the relative anonymity of 

the performers in comparison to the rock gods of the previous decade. Most importantly 

to the purpose of this thesis, grunge masculinity allowed for a less restrictive performance 

of gender, allowing for emotional vulnerability, apathy, and more equality between the 

sexes. This story has been spun into a popular narrative that claims that “grunge killed 

‘80s metal.”  

It is this narrative that is the focus of my thesis. I will deconstruct this myth by  

examining the dominant rock ideology that has fueled the existence and perpetuation of 

the myth in question. This dissertation will focus on themes of authority, power, and a 
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gendered hierarchy and how meanings are derived and influenced by the dominant 

ideology. This will allow me to achieve my goal: to analyze the similarities and 

differences in both genres’ representations of masculinities as of the year 1995, thereby 

arriving at an understanding of their incompatibility, and to use this understanding to 

deconstruct the narrative that “grunge killed ‘80s metal.” 

The design of the thesis proceeds from a broad historical overview to close 

readings of specific images, recordings, and performances. In Chapter Two, "The 'Grunge 

Killed '80s Metal' Narrative," I will explore the origins of this narrative and how it 

became popularized. I will research who said it, in what cultural/historical context it was 

framed, and under what claims of authority it operated. The notion of history as a 

function of power and not of truth is relevant here, for this narrative reveals a 

manifestation of the values of dominant rock culture. As an ideology it functions as myth, 

becoming naturalized, unchallenged and unconsciously embraced and perpetuated by the 

individual. I will look at past and more recent popular music journalism, media 

documentation, musicological literature, and statements of opinion by artists and fans 

connected to both genres. This is where I show how authenticity is a construction, and 

how this construction reveals the dominant masculine identity in rock music, along with 

its idealization of the counterculture and consequent  

denigration of pop music and forms considered close to pop music. 

 The third and fourth chapters, "Glam Metal" and "Grunge," will examine each 

genre from their beginnings as subcultures through their development into mainstream 

popularity. I shall explore the semiotics involved in the construction of masculinities in 

glam metal and grunge, showing the ways in which specific masculine identities are 
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accepted in different socio-historical contexts and how the genres, at various points of 

their developments, negotiated authenticity through sound, lyrics, image and music video.  

 Chapter five features a critical analysis of several audio and/or visual case studies 

from each genre. I will analyze an album cover, a live performance, and a music video 

from each glam metal and grunge, showing specific examples to elaborate on the earlier 

historical and theoretical discussions. Finally, the Afterword will summarize my research 

findings and conclusions. I will discuss the paradox of the dominance of romantic 

countercultural ideology in rock music, in contrast to earlier forms of rock and roll. This 

ideology is still hegemonic, and subcultures and mainstream popular culture exist in a co-

dependent relationship. The subculture functions to signify authenticity, but at the same 

time the consumer capitalist music industry turns subcultures into mass produced 

product. The irony is that even the subculture is part of the consumer capitalist society; it 

would not exist without it. Consequently, authenticity must always be understood as a 

construction, and within particular ideological and historical situations. 

 Throughout these various discussions, the emphasis will be on a clash of 

perspectives on ideal subjectivity. I will explore from multiple angles the respective 

masculinities of glam and grunge within their own historic and cultural contexts and 

outline reasons for their incompatibility as competing popular forms of rock music. 

 

1.1 Hegemonic Masculinity 

Hegemonic masculinity describes the cultural privilege of that which is masculine over 

that which is feminine. Feminization is a process by which feminine attributes are given 

to someone or something; often to someone or something which up to that point enjoyed 
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certain masculine privileges. This process is often experienced as denigration, or 

abjection, and puts the person, social group, or activity in question in a position of lower 

social status. This lower social status is that of the feminine, as predetermined by the 

patriarchal tendency of society. Julia Kristeva’s seminal work The Power of Horror: An 

Essay on Abjection defines the process of abjection in terms of that which disrupts 

identity and the signifying process (1982, 4). This sheds light on the process of 

feminization that occurs to masculinities, and entire genres of music, which do not fall 

under the values of authenticity as prescribed by this sort of patriarchal society. 

By relegating a group of people, such as the members of a subgenre of rock, to a 

feminine position, another group can claim the title of authenticity. This is what we see 

with glam metal and grunge’s positioning within rock music culture in the early-to-mid  

1990s as a part of the cycle of genres. The following quote explains this process: 

[T]he individual subject – the 'self' (thesis) – only makes sense in relation to 

another subject – an 'other' (anti-thesis). Once we begin to understand that the self 

is intricately connected to the other and cannot exist with the other we have a new 

concept, a collective 'we' subject (synthesis). This moment of synthesis then 

becomes a new thesis generating its own anti-thesis and so on. Dialectical 

thought, therefore, foregrounds the contradictory nature of all things, as all 

phenomena can be said to contain their opposite; their own negation. Out of this 

relationship or unity of opposites something new will emerge in an endless 

process of transformation. (Homer 2005, 23) 

 

This dialectical perspective is useful in my reading of gender in understanding how the 

masculine is defined as what it is not, namely, the feminine. Through the cultural force of 

patriarchy, the masculine is culturally naturalized, with the feminine being a performance 

of artifice representing alterity to the masculine norm. The process of hegemonic gender 

identity is (per)formed by the subject through the reiteration of prescribed cultural 

signifiers, allowing the subject certain cultural privileges (Jarmen-Ivens 2007, 5). These 
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dominant ideologies of gender create a popular culture that likewise privileges genres that 

signify masculinity over those which represent femininity. In popular music culture, this 

creates a discourse in which rock music is culturally privileged as meaningful and 

authentic in opposition to pop, which is perceived as devoid of any significant meaning. 

This gendered rock/pop dichotomy first developed in the 1960s. This was 

articulated in the language of the time, which positioned rock and pop audiences 

hierarchically: the older, male, working class rock audience was credited as having good 

musical taste while the younger, middle class, female pop audience was devalued as 

incapable of good aesthetic judgement (Wiseman-Trowse 2008, 83). This was legitimized 

by drawing attention to the fickle nature of the pop audience, in contrast to purportedly 

serious, loyal rock fans. The bias was evident in the gendered language of rock 

journalism, where pejorative terms such as trivial, fluffy, formulaic, and poppy were used 

to malign inauthentic music, while terms like serious, raw, and sincere were seen as 

authentic and as qualities of rock music (McLeod 2002, 96). This is influenced by the 

way in which rock music has historically been a white, heterosexual, male dominated 

culture, reflected in the lack of equal female representation in performance, popular 

journalism, music academia, and audience demographics. 

As part of my methodology I will analyze the construction of rock masculinities 

using several concepts inspired by Lacanian psychoanalysis. As I do not engage with the 

whole of Lacan’s line of thought, I am not claiming to offer a Lacanian reading. I also 

cannot ensure that the entirety of my applications of Lacan’s concepts would concur with 

how he might have specifically applied them. Thus I will define and discuss below the 

more circumscribed and simplified forms in which I will apply the concepts. Sean Homer 
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explains how Lacan deeply influenced not only theories of the unconscious mind and 

clinical practice, but also the fields of social theory, gender studies, film and literary 

studies, international relations, legal studies, and education (2005, 1). Concerning itself 

with the complex ways in which the irrational, illogical, and unconscious interact with 

the rational, logical, and conscious, a simplified psychoanalytic vocabulary will be useful 

in my analysis of rock music subgenres and my focus on gender, authority, and meaning.  

The Lacanian term that is the most significant for my work is the concept of 

jouissance, that is, that something beyond the pleasure principle that the subject, by the 

very nature of being a subject and thus lacking, is forever compelled to seek. Explains 

Homer, 

“[T]he subject is inherently divided and can never be satisfied. Furthermore, our 

knowledge is always limited by what we call the unconscious. We are plagued as 

subjects by the anxiety that our jouissance – our pleasure or enjoyment – Is never 

enough. In other words, we are driven by an inherent dissatisfaction and sense of 

insufficiency.” (2005, 104) 

 

The formation of the subject occurs in a child’s early years, upon the transition from 

nature to culture, from imaginary to symbolic, into a world of lack. The Law of the 

Father is Lacan’s term for the symbolic order and the process of signification, which is 

phallic in nature, and is imposed upon the child in the transition into the symbolic world. 

This transition of the child into a subject also entails the development of the unconscious, 

which itself is ruled by Law of the Father: “The internalization of the paternal metaphor 

also creates something else, though, that Freud designates the superego” (Homer 2005, 

57-8). 

 The Law of the Father, 

[I]s founded upon that which seeks to exclude, or, to put it another way, the desire 

to break and transgress the law is the very precondition for the existence of the 
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law itself. On one hand, the superego is a symbolic structure that regulates the 

subject’s desire, and, on the other, there is a senseless, blind imperativeness to it. 

[…] nothing forces anyone to enjoy except the superego: ‘The superego is the 

imperative of jouissance – Enjoy!’ (Homer 2005, 58) 

 

This transgression of the Law is what constitutes phallic, or masculine, jouissance, and 

serves to affirm the patriarchal Law that it transgresses. Rock music authenticity is 

constructed around a dominant ideology, representing the symbolic Law of the Father. 

Phallic jouissance, or that which is within the Law of the Father, is identified as 

the jouissance that disappoints and fails us. It is the more common form of jouissance, 

occurring when one incorrectly thinks for a time that one possesses the object of desire. 

Masculine structure is defined by Lacan as perpetual desire, as perceiving the Other as 

the objet a and the belief that the possession of this object will satisfy all desire. This can 

apply to both sexes as it is defined by failure, and it is a subject’s relation to jouissance 

which determines their structure as masculine or feminine. Masculinity is akin to wearing 

a mask, to upholding the phallic symbolic order to ensure that the subject’s own gender 

role is affirmed. Femininity, on the other hand, is a masquerade in which the subject is 

aware that the phallus, as the paternal metaphor of authority, is a fraud. Explains Žižek,  

[T]he so-called modern man is also caught in the split between what (it seems to 

him that) the other (woman or social environment in general) expects from him 

(to be a strong macho type, etc.), and between what he effectively is in himself 

(weak, uncertain of himself, etc.). […] [T]he macho-image is not experienced as a 

delusive masquerade but as the ideal-ego one is striving to become. Behind the 

macho-image of a man there is no secret, just a weak ordinary person that can 

never live up to his ideal; whereas the trick of the feminine masquerade is to 

present itself as a mask that conceals the feminine secret. (1995)  

 

The feminine is not subject to the Law in the same way the masculine is, thus liberating 

the feminine subject from the inevitably anxiety-producing role of the masculine, who 

must always play his role for fear of emasculation, or castration. “[W]omen can 
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experience both forms of jouissance while with men it is either one or the other” (Homer 

2005, 105). Femininity for Lacan is defined as Other jouissance, a surplus jouissance. It 

cannot be defined or talked about as speech is phallic in its relation to the symbolic order. 

The woman, or feminized man, is not subject to the Symbolic order in the same way a 

man is under the Law of the Father.  

 These Lacanian terms will at times be used to enrich the theoretical component of 

my thesis, but as already discussed, this does not amount to a claim that my reading is 

Lacanian in any deeper sense. They will provide a useful vocabulary for summarizing 

some of my views on how authority, power, and hegemony within rock music culture 

work to establish meaning and representation. This will be the most useful in  

describing the gendered pop/rock dichotomy and how that shapes the masculinities 

regarded as acceptable in the area of commercial rock music, as “[d]iscourse plays an 

important role in structuring and reproducing social relations. […] [W]hat is talked about 

and how it is talked about influences who feels comfortable to come out and play—how 

certain cliques form" (McLeod 2002, 93). 

Having now outlined my methodology and terminology, let me now move onto a 

historical analysis of the narrative that “grunge killed ‘80s metal” that will guide the 

development of this dissertation, before moving into the gender-based analysis of the 

genres in question.  
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Chapter Two: The "Grunge Killed '80s metal" Narrative 

Retrospectively, the decline of the glam rock empire seems to have happened so 

rapidly that it already feels like it's been unpopular for twenty-five years; in truth, 

metal was still the biggest genre in rock as late as 1991. […] What most of us did 

not know (especially those of us in Middle America) was that 46,251 copies of 

some wacky little record called Nevermind had been sent to stores across the 

country for a September 24 street date […] Nirvana's first record on Sub Pop was 

heavy, but Nevermind was totally hard, which is undoubtedly why they ended up 

on MTV's Headbanger's Ball (that was the fateful episode where Kurt Cobain 

wore his dress, thereby providing the final death blow to the metal ideology).  

(Klosterman 2001, 180-1, 19) 

 

[Grunge was a] reactionary simplicity designed to overthrow former glam idols. 

[…] Lightweight heavy metal bands such as Warrant, White Lion and Winger had 

been hit hard by Metallica's popularity, and now grunge helped erase the remains. 

(Christe 2003, 231) 

 

The explosion of grunge occurred, for the purposes of this discussion, between 

1990 and 1993, epitomised by the hugely over rated Nirvana, the bafflingly 

popular Pearl Jam, the amusingly banal Stone Temple Pilots and the barely 

tolerable Alice In Chains. At this time, the mainstream perception of heavy metal 

was more based around the likes of Def Leppard and Motley Crue than Slayer or 

even, arguably, the likes of Iron Maiden or Judas Priest. That some of these bands 

were swept away by the tide of be-flanneled wasters is undeniable – the so-called 

glam metal or hair metal bands. (Davison 2010) 

 

Within many versions of popular music history a narrative has been disseminated which 

equates the fall of 1980s metal from mainstream popularity with the rising success of 

1990s grunge. This interpretation of events has been perpetrated by music historians, 

scholars, journalists, writers, producers, label executives, musicians, and fans of various 

musical genres. I use the term “myth” to emphasize that the narrative is a historical 

construction reflective of the dominant ideologies that drive popular rock music dialogue. 

This narrative carries different meanings within different subgenres of popular music.  

 The "grunge killed '80s metal" narrative is one which has persisted within 

popular music discourse since the rise of grunge music into mainstream culture in the 

early 1990s. Who created and perpetuated such claims? When and in what context did 
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these allegations occur? What motivations and reasoning would such people have? Why 

have these claims been presented sometimes as historical fact and at other times accepted 

as myth? My dissertation aims to examine these questions in relation to my main themes 

of authority and meaning within popular rock music discourse. This section will present 

to the reader an account of the narrative from various perspectives in order to establish a 

basis for my discussion of the performance of masculinity in both respective genres in the 

following chapters.  

 The perspective that glam metal merited its fall from popularity for being an 

“inauthentic” form of rock music often credits grunge, and often specifically Nirvana, 

with the downfall of glam: 

The most important thing that Nirvana probably did that changed everything was 

they kind of like cracked open the whole thing where like bands were supposed to 

like dress ridiculous or have some kind of gimmick or like you know they killed 

the whole hair metal vibe of like band dudes as like glorified gods and brought up 

you know the scene we have today of like musicians being like honest, and 

hardworking, and not full of shit. (Cults guitarist Ryan Mattos aka Brian Oblivion 

in Q4music 2011) 

 

[Glam metal’s] vapid anthems and cloying ballads seem wimpy compared with 

the hardcore (even the hard rock) that preceded it, and inconsequential against the 

grunge that swept it into the dustbin of irony. (Stillman 2011) 

 

This is a commonly found point of view, expressed in multiple music forums and in a 

myriad of anti-glam videos posted to YouTube with names such as “Why Hair Metal Got 

Pounded (and deserved it)” (ROOKTABULA 2009). Many grunge musicians and writers  

also openly disdain glam, which itself has become a pejorative term. Soundgarden  

guitarist Kim Thayil explained: "I hated heavy metal for years. I couldn't even listen to 

my old Kiss and Aerosmith albums because I thought it stood for everything I hated 

about the rock industry and about all the jocks, musicians, and jerks in high school"  
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(Christe 2003, 231).   

There are also those who lamented glam’s loss of popularity and blamed grunge 

for this change in mainstream perception: 

Never entirely comfortable with heavy metal, the music press soon lost interest in 

headbangers. Instead they courted alternative rock bands who believed they had 

outsmarted the record industry by taking a critical attitude toward career 

advancement. […] bands like Sebadoh passed off musical monotony as ironic 

disaffection. (Christe 2003, 306) 

 

The perspective presented by Christe calls out grunge music for being uninteresting and 

the music industry for being prejudiced against heavy metal. The fickle nature of the 

music industry with be further addressed again in the following chapter. 

 The incompatibility of ideological standpoints in glam metal and grunge that are 

the central topic of this dissertation is illustrated in the following statement: 

As I lamented that some of the bands I still loved were now dubbed verboten by 

the omnipotent entities known as music journalists and MTV, I pondered why 

bands like the Crüe and STP could not co-exist in a musical landscape at that 

point in time even though they peaceably co-existed in my CD rack. (Cooper 

2011) 

 

One reason that the myth prevails as a commonly understood interpretation of history 

within popular culture has to do with the authority of a dominant ideology within rock 

discourse, that of valuing rock music over pop. Rock music is taken to connote sincerity, 

honesty, and authenticity, while pop music is denigrated as trivial, disposable, and 

inauthentic. This hierarchy reflects the link between the emphasis on traditional values in 

rock discourse (gender norms, romantic notions of the artistic genius, nostalgia, and a 

longing of an often mythic past) and the emphasis on authenticity in rock culture 

(Dettmar and Richey 1999, 67).  

 A very typical argument within the sociology and history of rock music maintains  
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"that rock progress comes from independent local labels and attributes rock's stagnation 

to the major music corporations. The assumption is that rock music is good music only 

when it is not mass culture, when it is an art form or a folk sound" (Frith 1981, 41). The 

"'foundational myth' of rock music—a myth based on a falsely hypostatized opposition 

between virtuosos authenticity on the one hand and crass commercialism on the other" 

has been continually perpetuated by mainstream rockist institutions such as Rolling Stone 

magazine, MTV, and VH1 (Beebe et al. 2002, 2). Anthropologist Sam Dunn, director of 

Metal: A Headbanger’s Journey (2006) and the heavy metal documentary series Metal 

Evolution (2012), illustrates how popular glam metal was positioned as insincere due to 

its perceived contrived commercialism even by metal insiders: 

Although glam metal had become hugely popular by the late ‘80s, many metal 

fans including myself felt the power ballads and MTV image had gone way over 

the top and the music no longer felt like metal. Then glam metal started to crash. 

Its downfall has long been blamed on the rise of the Seattle grunge movement but 

it’s also been attributed to the massive impact of L.A. hard rockers Guns N’ 

Roses. (“Glam Metal” 2012) 

 

The pop/rock divide, often positioned as a dichotomy within rock criticism, reflects "the 

belief that 'real' rock is a challenge to the hierarchy, a return to purer, uncommercialized 

form" (Dettmar and Richey 1999, 10-11). This emphasis on authenticity, not unique to 

rock music, reflects the romantic concept of the originating genius. 

 While the myth that “grunge killed heavy metal” is widely accepted, there are also 

those who deny that the decline of glam should be attributed to the rise of grunge. 

Twisted Sister frontman Dee Snider acknowledges that the decline of glam is a part of the 

inevitable process of genre change within the music industry, understood first and 

foremost a business. He also points out that the situation is by no means unique to glam, 

but also occurred with grunge. This is also a good example of the point of view that 
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glam’s decline in popularity is merely attributable to the natural cycle of genres within 

mainstream music, for which grunge can be neither blamed nor credited. As Dee Snider 

puts it, 

They like to figure out a formula. They don’t like surprises, record companies. 

When something new comes out, […] when a Nirvana comes out, or any band, 

any of these bands that have people going ‘whoa, what’s that?’ Record companies 

try to figure out what makes it work, what is the formula, the system. What is the 

formula that creates a Nirvana, what is the formula that creates a Guns ‘N Roses. 

And then they try to recreate that formula because they think that if one is good 

then a hundred is better. […] So they start to cookie-cut, they stamp them out. 

(Metal: A Headbanger’s Journey 2006) 

 

Quiet Riot drummer Frankie Banali agrees: 

I think it’s over-simplified, and when you get a lot of musicians that say Nirvana 

and grunge did it. That played a part into it only because almost all styles of 

music at some point, ah, their due date comes. And I think that the due date for, 

for the bands of the ‘80s was going to come to pass. (“Glam Metal,” Metal 

Evolution 2012) 

 

Another assertion is that the glam metal’s decline became exaggerated. In his article 

“Myth Number 2: Grunge Killed Heavy Metal” Davidson states that: 

The actual facts of the matter are that this myth is correlative, not causational. 

Metal is not immune to the fads and trends that other genres have. […] Many of 

the other bands were having a nadir in their career at the same time, though this 

was probably less to do with the runaway success of Kobain
1
 and his band of 

unhappy men and more to do with the natural cycles of bands. Removing metal 

bands from the television and radio playlists created its own validation – here is 

proof that grunge killed metal, as it wasn’t covered as extensively as it had been 

in 1980’s heyday. (Davidson 2010) 

 

The above examples demonstrate a widely perpetuated acceptance of the “grunge killed 

glam metal” myth, while acknowledging that there is more to the actual history than this 

narrative than it initially suggests. 

                                                 
1
 This spelling is not a mistake, but an indirect reference to Kurt Cobain’s habit of spelling his name in 

different ways. An example is on the back cover of Nirvana’s debut album Bleach (1989) where he spells 

his name Kurdt Kobain. 
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 With this established, questions that I will pursue in my thesis include: Who 

would benefit from maintaining such assertions? What do the struggles over the meaning 

of the narrative within different music cultures suggest about glam and grunge 

ideologies? Why does there seem to be such a popularly held contempt for glam metal? 

Why were the masculinities of glam metal and grunge incompatible? 

An understanding of the processes of meaning and representation in rock music 

culture is required in order to begin to explore these questions. This will provide a basis 

for my research on the “grunge killed ‘80s metal” narrative, allowing me to gain insight 

into the various perspectives described in the above quotes. Through a cultural 

understanding of how meaning and representation are formed within rock music culture, I 

can then examine the nuanced power and authority play within glam metal and grunge 

cultures respectively. This will lead us back to two interrelated concepts integral to my 

research which have already been introduced: authenticity and gender. These concepts 

will guide my analysis of the clash of perspectives represented by the narrative that is the 

focus of my thesis. 

 As discussed earlier, the notion of authenticity is a construction that reveals a 

dominant ideology within popular rock music, as evident in the denigration of 

commercial music within rock culture and the associated gendered pop/rock dichotomy. 

The aesthetics of rock and pop are "locked into an essentially romantic discourse of self-

expression, even where mimesis, truth, and faithfulness to 'reality' are stressed (in rock's 

classical/realist appeal) or where manipulation, self-consciousness, and artifice are 

trumped (the modernist, or postmodernist, address)" (Goodwin 1992, 104). This 

postmodern address can be seen in the genres that have historically threatened traditional 
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rock ideology, including glam rock, disco, and glam metal. The concept of authenticity 

has been theorized in the 1972 publication of Sincerity and Authenticity by Lionel 

Trilling. According to the author,  

[A]uthenticity was a thoroughly modern value that emerged in direct response to 

the alienating effects of technocratic life. […] One of the crucial tests of 

authenticity is the absence of commodification: truly authentic things are made by 

hand, from natural materials, for a traditional (i.e., noncommercial) purpose. The 

mass production of modern life is necessarily inauthentic and alienating, and 

authenticity accordingly comes to be seem as a quality of premodern life. (Heath 

& Potter 2004, 269) 

 

This ideology continues to pervade rock discourse and the development of gender roles 

within respective genres of music. Simon Frith defines pop music “not as an inclusive 

category but a residual one: it is what’s left when all the other forms of popular music are 

stripped away. Ideologues […] want to distance their music from pop, for them [pop is] a 

term of contempt” (2001, 95). 

 The issue of authenticity is an effect of the struggle between commercial culture 

as a profit-making enterprise and art as an expressive form. A 19th century romantic folk 

aesthetic influences the dominant rock ideology, positioning rock as masculine, authentic, 

and serious, and pop as feminine, artificial, and devoid of significant meaning. This 

creates a hierarchy where rock ideology devalues pop music, and aligns popular culture 

with low culture. Hence it becomes difficult for a commercially success rock artist to 

maintain artistic integrity. We see evidence of this with the constant allegations of selling 

out directed toward rock bands who claim authenticity while achieving mainstream 

success. Famous examples include Bob Dylan, and Kurt Cobain of Nirvana. 

 The 19th century notion of the artistic genius valued originality, creativity, 

authorship, sincerity, and virtuosity, and deemed commerciality, artifice, theatricality, 
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and bravado as low culture (Dettmar and Richey 1999, 43). The Oxford English 

Dictionary, which labels itself as “the definitive historical record of the English 

language,” defines the term "genius" as a "natural ability or capacity; quality of mind; the 

special endowments which fit a man for his particular work," or a "native intellectual 

power of an exalted type, such as is attributed to those who are esteemed greatest in any 

department of art, speculation, or practice; instinctive and extraordinary capacity for 

imaginative creation, original thought, invention, or discovery" (2011). This definition 

represents a common historical understanding of the word, which is by extension 

problematic because intellect has historically been gendered as masculine, and is 

supposedly in binary opposition to feminine emotion and irrationality.  

 This particular notion of authenticity is not the only one which has existed in the 

genre of rock music. In the earlier years of rock ‘n roll, authenticity was achieved through 

the accurate copying of established bands’ sounds, often by performing cover versions of 

previous hits.  It was not until the 1960s that authenticity developed to denote originality, 

artistic visions, and creativity, thus legitimizing rock as an art form in opposition to 

commercialism (Weinstein 1994). This historical development is fundamental to the way 

that value and meaning are ascribed to symbols within rock music culture. The authority 

of rock music ideologies greatly influenced the evolution of its subgenres of glam metal 

and grunge. Having already guided the reader through my chosen methodology, my 

chosen terminology, and theoretical basis for my research, in the following two chapters I 

will present the historical development of gender in the genres of glam metal and grunge 

in each of the respective cultural contexts. 
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Chapter Three: Glam Metal 

In this chapter I will examine the construction of masculinity within glam metal as of the 

year 1994, with an emphasis on the genre's historical development. Glam metal’s gender 

roles are a result of the cultural-historical factors during its development in the 1980s, 

and its two main genre influences: glam rock and heavy metal. I will examine these 

influences on glam metal's visual style, persona, and musical aesthetic.  

 

3.1 Masculinity in Glam Rock  

In the early 1970s, the androgynous and theatrical glam rock developed in Britain as a 

reaction to blues-rock and psychedelic rock. "Most glam beginning with T. Rex, reacted 

against the obligation to be socially conscious by returning to rock and roll's favorite 

themes: girls, cars, dancing, and sex" (Auslander 2006, 51). A diverse category not only 

based on sound, glam rock is characterized by performance, gesture, staging, and 

costume, as well as the associated visual culture, including posters, album covers, and 

publicity photos. It is common in glam rock for performers to appear in public, off-stage 

venues as their onstage personas. Glam rock artists in the 1970s included David Bowie, 

T. Rex, Garry Glitter, Roxy Music, Sweet, and Mott the Hoople in the U.K. and Kiss, 

Alice Cooper, and the New York Dolls in the Unites States. American group Iggy Pop 

and the Stooges are also cited as proto-glam influences, combining a hard rock musical 

style with glam theatricality. These artists are quite diverse in their sound, but share an 

emphasis on androgynous persona and appearance. "David Bowie may not have  

originated glam, but he was probably more responsible than anyone for popularizing the 

format to world audiences. […] Bowie's changes have always explored the core values of 
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glam—a theatrical, produced, trebly, self-invented, campy, self-aware performance" 

(Lenig 2010, 43). The performance of masculinity in glam rock is integral to the 

posturing of glam metal in the 1980s. This is where glam metal drew much of its 

ideologies from, most importantly the contrived androgyny and performance style.  

 

3.2 Glam Rock vs. Countercultural Ideology 

Glam offered a new, queer representation of masculinity that challenged gender binaries, 

destabilizing the conventional binaries of rock and pop, art and commerce. Thus, glam 

rock was positioned by some critics as artificial, commercial, contrived and feminine, 

rendering the genre inauthentic to the dominant rock culture. In a 1974 review, Chris 

Charlesworth describes David Bowie's show as "a piece of theatre" that "has as much to 

do with rock and roll as Bob Dylan has to do with Las Vegas" (Auslander 2006, 12). The 

reason for this characterization lies in the production's lack of spontaneity: the "show is a 

completely rehearsed and choreographed routine where every step and nuance has been 

perfected down to the last detail. There isn't one iota of spontaneity about the whole 

show." Charlesworth's overall assessment of Bowie's concert, as quoted by Auslander, is 

not negative, but he is at pains to insist that what Bowie is doing is theatre, not rock, a 

"show that belongs on Broadway rather than a rock audience. […] The hippie audience 

expected its cultural figures to be direct reflections of its values" (2006, 12). This review 

makes clear how the countercultural ethos-influenced dominant rock community 

devalues the theatricality inherent in glam rock. This is because glam undermined the 

romantic ideology of the true, originating genius as well as focused on the artifice and 

artificiality inherent in all music performance (regardless of how hard a performer tries to 
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perform authenticity). Glam ideology threatens rock culture's notion of the performer as 

one of the audience, for glam's theatrics and costume emphasize the separation of the 

performer from the audience (Auslander 2006, 13). The resulting masculinity combined 

elements of the traditionally masculine characteristics, like sovereignty, with an 

androgynous appearance and feminine performance style. 

Much of 1970s glam rock signified a musical return to stylistic basics, 

participating in the resurgence of earlier rock values that is characteristic of much 1970s 

rock culture, partly as a reaction against the musically flashy progressive rock, 

specifically the psychedelic rock that developed in the late 1960s and its associated 

countercultural values (Auslander 2006, 40). Stripped down closer to its rhythm and blue 

roots, glam rock was against virtuosity and length. Glam celebrated theatricality and 

spectacle, and embraced commercialism, while psychedelia has an uneasy relationship 

with these.  

The rock music album-based format, epitomized in 1970s progressive rock's 

concept album, was positioned as oppositional to pop music's single-based format. This is 

because the dominant rock audience regarded its music as a serious expression of the 

artist's soul, in contrast to pop music's disposability and supposed meaninglessness. Glam 

rock did not fall neatly into rock’s patriarchal hegemonic gender roles as represented in 

cock rock and feminized pop music. Glam presented male musicians who did not offer a 

conventional performance of masculinity. Instead this culture celebrated a male gender 

role that combined elements of both feminine and masculine traits and behaviours, thus 

positioning the genre at the feminine end of the gender hierarchy of rock culture. The 

Law-of-the-Father ensures that that which does not represent the conventional gender 
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roles within the patriarchy influenced scale of hegemonic masculinity is appropriately 

feminized. This is one important reason why glam’s departure from the greater rock 

culture’s values (the Law-of-the-Father) did not come without a backlash.  

Philip Auslander explains how glam has been ignored academically: 

On glam rock not usually considered as a significant phenomenon by American 

literature, I argue that glam's challenge to the countercultural values embraced by 

rock culture accounts for its frequent exclusion and devaluation by historians of 

rock music, many of whom themselves embrace the values of rock culture, 

especially the concept authenticity. (2006, 46) 

 

An example of such bias is evident in the writing of Chuck Klosterman, who categorizes 

British glam rock by its “outlandish costuming, bisexual attitudes and synthetic pop 

songs” (2001, 201). Similar charges are made by other rock purists who hold onto the 

myth of rock authenticity in the face of glam's mainstream popularity: 

Consider, for example, the program It Came from the 80s, Part II: Metal Goes 

Pop, which aired repeatedly during early 1997 as well as several times since. 

[…] [T]he end of the program shifts to the future of rock, after the necessary 

crash of 'inauthentic' metal/pop, by suggesting that rock was saved by the 

advent of the harder-edged bands Guns n' Roses and Metallica. Interestingly, 

much of the program is devoted to therapeutic testimonials by performers of 

the era, wherein they accept blame for the corruption of a more authentic 

tradition, some even remarking that they deserved their fall for betraying their 

metal/rock ideals. A clearer illustration of the persistent power of the 

authenticity myth would be hard to come by. (Beebe et al. 2002, 17) 

 

One author explains how glam was criticized for being narcissistic by the leftist 

attitude that permeated rock discourse of the 1970s, but goes on to argue that the 

popularity of glam was due to several observable socio-historical trends: 

An emerging, pop, visual culture was inspired by diverse visionaries. Artists such 

as Andy Warhol, Bertolt Brecht, Marshall McLuhan, and Philip K. Dick showed a 

different way of seeing the world. The magnified power of the media, the political 

theatre of Watergate, and the rise of exotic and expensive blockbuster film  

spectacles captivated public attention. […] First, there was a notion of media fame 

and spectacle that was borrowed from Andy Warhol. Warhol, during the sixties, 

provided the notion that anyone could be a star if they looked like one, courted the  
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right image and attitudes, and nurtured a certain visual style. (Lenig 2010, 4) 

 

The embracing of artifice that was inherent in glam culture was deemed inauthentic by 

the rock culture’s Law-of-the-father, and glam was denigrated by critics who considered 

the theatrical to preclude spontaneity. In the sphere of language, since the dominant 

ideology of rock prescribes connotations to words, terms celebrated by glam culture were 

sometimes used against it pejoratively. For example, Auslander describes a review of a 

David Bowie performance by a rock critic who insists that Bowie’s performance was that 

of theatre and not rock, as "rock musicians, too, were expected to honor the 

countercultural ethos in their performances […] The hippie audience expected its cultural 

figures to be direct reflections of its values" (2006, 12). This aesthetic critique assumes a 

negative association for the word 'theatrical', treating countercultural ideology as a 

universal truth and not taking into account the values of the glam rock subculture which 

judge authenticity differently, nor considering how hegemony can be subverted within a 

subculture even as that subculture is itself maligned by the larger rock community. 

 Examples of early proto glam include Mod culture and dandyism, which 

influenced the later emphasis on style and spectacle. Both David Bowie and Marc Bolan 

were associated with Mod culture in their youths. Significant here is the connection of the 

Mod culture and dandyism with queer representations of gender, later influencing the 

visual style of glam metal. While the masculinity performed by both glam rock and the 

countercultural community were androgynous and in their ways feminized, that of the 

counterculture was presumed heterosexual while that of glam, like Mod and dandy 

culture before it, were more commonly understood as suggesting the potential of 

bisexuality or homosexuality (Auslander 2006, 60-1).  
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Glam challenged the countercultural androgyny which has positioned itself as 

revolutionary in terms of gender roles, bringing to light the fact that in the end, hippie 

gender roles in fact enforced hegemonic gender roles rather than destabilized them. The 

hippies did dress in a unisex fashion, but the movement was still largely conservative in 

terms of gender roles. There is another important difference between the style of the 

hippies and the glam rockers; the late 1960s and early 1970s style made iconic by the 

counterculture entailed dressing down, while glam metal was all about dressing up. 

However, the glam metal culture did not continue this trend and as we will see, 

celebrated the macho image and continued the cock rock tradition.   

The success of glam rock is significant within popular music history for it 

represents a diversifying of representations of masculinities, significantly within the area 

of portraying ambiguous sexuality. "Bowie had done for the ambisexual movement what 

the Rolling Stones and Beatles had done for drugs. Bowie and other glitter rockers have 

legitimized ambisexualism for masses of middle-class young, and they have provided the 

boundaries for the movement" (Orman 1984, 38). At the same time, it must be 

acknowledged that glam rock, while potentially opening doors for non-conventional 

performances of masculinity, did not as a rule open new doors for females, who did not 

make up any significant number of glam rock performers. 

   

3.3 Glam Metal 

Heavy metal in the 1980s was marked by fragmentation into several subgenres including 

thrash, glam, black, death, and NWOBHM
2
. The more extreme forms of metal were met 

with hostility by classic/traditional metal fans and by rock culture in general. "This 

                                                 
2
 The NWOBHM is the commonly used acronym for the New Wave of British Heavy Metal. 
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conservatism, rooted in romantic preservationism, creates an ongoing subculture, sharply 

distinguished from the mass culture of pop music" (Weinstein 1991, 137). Glam metal 

was among the first genres to be readily available in a multi-media context including 

MTV, an array of concerts and tours, and a surge in music magazines and journals, 

especially by 1985 (Klosterman 2001, 50-1). This phenomenon can be attributed in part 

to the popularization of the music video as a marketing tool for bands, beginning with the 

launch of MTV: 

The advent of cable television, especially MTV in 1981, and its continued 

expansion to households across the United States and abroad throughout the 

1980s, contributed to the greater availability of forms of music and style that 

previously would have been limited to the people in the urban centers in which 

underground music scenes were taking place. (Beebe et al. 2002, 337) 

 

Glam metal’s focus on the visual and the theatrical made many of the bands camera 

ready. Twisted Sister frontman Dee Snider explains the easy fit that 1980s metal had with 

the music video: 

 

MTV helped and it hurt. It helped in that here was a new medium that was 

looking for visual acts and heavy metal acts always were into the visual side of 

things […] they found that the heavy metal bands were ready to go, they were 

camera ready […] MTV also created this quick burn effect where they would 

totally over-expose a band in a very short period of time. (“Glam,” Metal 

Evolution 2012) 

 

However, as the 1980s progressed, glam metal became commercialized on a mass scale 

while thrash metal, along with other genres such as death and black metal, adopted and 

maintained an authenticity-centric, underground/hardcore ideology.  

Glam metal developed in the early 1980s in Los Angeles, California, on the 

infamous Sunset Strip scene, hosting groups such as Mötley Crüe, Van Halen, Quiet Riot, 

Poison, Ratt, Whitesnake, L.A. Guns, and Guns N' Roses. Locality as an influential factor 

here is evident in the compatibility of the glam aesthetic with entertainment industry and 

showbusiness that was closely associated with the culture of Los Angeles. The Sunset 



 

 

 

24 

Strip, located in West Hollywood, is a 2.4 km stretch of Sunset Boulevard that spans 

from Hollywood to Beverly Hills. Associated with commercialism (evident in the 

characteristic large and bright billboards), this location was integral to the development 

of glam metal in its fostering of a scene that is notorious for its nightlife.  

Stylistic influences on glam metal include Aerosmith, early and mid-period KISS, 

Alice Cooper, Slade, T. Rex, Blue Cheer, Black Sabbath, and Led Zeppelin (Klosterman 

2001, 11). "Though the term wasn't yet applicable, those first two Van Halen albums ['78 

and '79)] created a future where metal could be "glamorous," both visually and musically. 

Marc Bolan knew how glam rock was supposed to look, but Eddie Van Halen invented 

how it was supposed to sound" (Klosterman 2001, 22). The enactment of power through 

the display of virtuosity is a common trait in heavy metal.  Walser discusses how 

virtuosity, with its gendered etymology, has always been concerned with the 

demonstration and enactment of power, freedom, and potency (1993, 59).Virtuosity 

became popular in the Romantic era, functioning to focus attention away from the 

composition and towards the performer, forever altering the culture of public 

performance as it lead to the standardization of the solo recital. This influenced the nature 

of the idolatry of rock musicians. Samson explains how "[v]irtuosity is the natural 

extension of a performer's aim for individualism and autonomy, effectively refocusing 

the audience attention on the performer rather than the work itself" (2003, 74). Samson 

further explains that “as virtuosity meshed with a Romantic aesthetic, it generated a 

dialectical relationship with a strengthening sense of the autonomous musical work, 

involving taste and ideology as well as form and closure” (2003, 4). As with progressive 

rock in the late 1960s throughout the1970s, virtuosity and improvisation are important in 
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authenticating the heavy metal genre. These are valued traits until they come to represent 

commercialization and artifice within a specific subgenre.  This, along with the 

idolization of glam metal musicians as rock gods, creates a culture in which the artist can 

become more important to the audience than the actual music. This process can serve to 

delegitimize the genre by rock and metal purists. One important factor to bring up here is 

shred guitar
3
, which like other earlier models of guitar virtuosity can signify autonomy, 

power, and technical skill. However, while shredding celebrates virtuosity it does so in a 

way that maintains authenticity by emphasising the heavy amount of technical skill. 

 Connected to the notion of masculine genius, virtuosity is also gendered. This 

reflects the hegemonic gender roles of Western culture, problematically aligning 

masculinity with power, freedom, and potency, and femininity with powerlessness, 

limitation, and impotency. Virtuosity is also associated with the representation of white 

male privilege, mobility, and agency, qualities historically associated with rock culture.  

The complex negotiation of authenticity via masculine signifiers, such as virtuosity, in 

heavy metal was often met with judgements of authenticity within the rock community 

while the lighter glam metal genre and the associated power ballad were frequently 

feminized.  

The ideology of glam rock, which valued theatrics and excess, complemented the 

hedonistic and commercial culture of West Hollywood. As popular culture writer Nick 

Stillman writes, “Outrageous image was the defining commodity of the decade, and 

eighties flamboyance is an enduring source of camp entertainment” (2011). As a 

development of pre-existing styles, glam metal blends glam rock visual aesthetics with 

                                                 
3
 Shred guitar is usually heavily distorted and fast style of electric lead guitar featuring finger tapping and 

heavy use of the whammy bar. A famous example of this is Eddie Van Halen’s solo in “Eruption” from 

Van Halen’s 1978 self-titled album, which is considered to be a pioneer of shred guitar. 
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heavy metal musical aesthetics: "[t]he glam sensibility had to do with overt displays of 

sexuality, irony, a self-conscious emphasis' on the artifice of show-biz ‘glamour,’ and 

excess: ‘more hair, more height, more glitter, more guitars, more drugs…Moderation has 

ceased to exist’ (Novick and Middles 140)" (Auslander 2006, 50). The genre’s emphasis 

on theatrics and spectacle, and its celebration of artifice, were epitomized in the radically 

feminized caricature of the glam metal performer, which as we will see functioned as a 

kind of hypermasculinity. As Klosterman puts it:  

This generation of glam groups had a different set of priorities [than past 

generations]. Their two descriptions of success were (a) creating buzz, and (b) 

getting paid. The musical product was secondary to being able to get gigs where 

you could be seen (and hopefully be seen again). Style was beating substance, and 

this time it was on purpose. (2001, 56) 

 

3.4 The Queering Potential of Glam Metal 

Power is often characterized as the dominant appeal of heavy metal to its audience. 

Walser (1993) and Weinstein (1991) assert that the heavy metal audience in the 1980s 

was primarily adolescent, male, and lacking in economic, social and/or physical power. 

In a world that highly values masculine power, so the argument goes, heavy metal could 

provide such individuals with a medium for the negotiation of gender anxieties. While the 

heavy metal audience in the 1980s was predominantly adolescent, male, and working 

class, this generalization treats power as monolithic and undermines the dynamic and 

complex nature of subjective experience, for in reality heavy metal can have many  

meanings for various people. Important here is the distinction of subgenre, for by 1990 

the audience of glam metal was predominantly female, while those of classical/traditional 

heavy metal as well as thrash/speed remained predominantly male (Weinstein 1991, 281). 

 The androgyny specific to the glam subgenre follows a historical lineage within  
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rock music where performers overtly draw attention to their sexuality via visual style, 

following the tradition of Elvis Presley, Liberace, David Bowie, and even Little Richard, 

who performed in heavy makeup. Consider the following quote:  

Similar observations could be made about Marc Bolan, David Bowie, Mick 

Jagger, and the larger-than-life stars of heavy metal—not least such bands as Kiss, 

Mötley Crüe, and Poison. While it would be easy to suggest that identification 

relates strongly to their androgynous images, it is nevertheless evident that they 

also provide multiple possibilities of what it means to be male in our culture—one 

image may be used for gay men, another by heterosexual men. For women, they 

can equally provoke both desire and/or identification. As fantasy figures they 

bring them a whole range of possibilities and, notably, the potential to queer the 

heterosexual bias of popular music. (Whiteley 2006, 249-50) 

 

However while Whiteley correctly identifies the significance of the growing range of 

acceptable masculinities within popular rock music, the fact that glam metal is a form of 

sexist cock rock is not mentioned. Glam metal does provide a less restrictive performance 

of masculinity than conventional rock ideology cares to easily embrace, yet it still falls 

under the Law-of-the-Father. Auslander explains how, 

[T]he emphasis on the application of makeup in the transformation of male 

images into feminine or androgynous ones demystifies the glam image itself and 

emphasizes the constructed nature of glam masculinity. It is also important that 

most glam rockers used cosmetics to create neither the illusion of female identity 

nor that of a seamless, androgynous blending of masculine and feminine. Unlike 

countercultural unisex fashion, the combination of masculine and feminine codes 

in glam costuming and makeup did not blur distinctions between men and 

women: glam rockers were clearly men who had adopted feminine decoration. 

(2006, 62) 

 

Walser also sees androgyny in heavy metal not as a radical undoing of binary ideas of 

gender and sex, but as an effort by male musicians to “appropriate the visual signs of 

feminine identity in order to claim the power of specularity for themselves” (Walser 

1993, 128-9). Here again, we see how the glam aspect of metal signifies power and 

sovereignty.  
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Glam metal “deviants were wearing spandex bodysuits and lipstick. Right in the 

middle of a period that was particularly suspicious of art that challenged the status quo, 

hair metal managed to be a popular mainstream cross-dressing movement without stirring 

up much of a controversy. How was this possible?” (Stillman 2011). Glam metal’s 

unique blending of feminine camp and tough black leather even entailed full on cross 

dressing at times, yet the heterosexuality of glam metal performers was generally not 

questioned by those within the glam community, although at times it was certainly 

questioned by those outside the scene and unfamiliar with the codes of the genre. Susan 

Sontag’s 1964 essay “Notes on ‘Camp’” provides a clarification of the notion of camp 

which proves insightful into the nature of glam metal. Sontag explains how the femininity 

of virile men can be their most beautiful aspect, and that androgyny is integral to camp 

sensibility. “In fact, there’s a distinct lineage, from Elvis to Liberace to Bowie to the 

Dolls to hair metal, that points not just to a historical acceptance of androgyny in rock 

and roll but to its equation with masculine virility” (Stillman 2011).   

Female glam metal fans were casually referred to as groupies by musicians and 

fans alike and were commonly commemorated in lyrics and music videos, with the 

groupie being on the bottom of the rock social hierarchy (Press and Reynolds 1995, 261). 

The term “groupie” connotes a female willing to provide sexual services to gain access to 

a musician/group, illustrating how the participation of females in the glam metal scene 

was predominantly limited to the catering to heterosexual male desire, rather than their 

own (Weinstein 1991, 67). Mötley Crüe frontman Vince Neil explains how at concerts, 

“[c]hicks are flashing all the time, and it’s just for our entertainment. I like to think of it 

as a salute. It’s a private saluting the general” (Spitznagel 2009). He then continues to 
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explain that if a male were to expose his sexual organs in a similar fashion that would be 

ground for being thrown out of the concert. This double-standard clearly indicates whose 

desires are being catered to: those of the heterosexual male. These particular sexualized 

female images are available to heterosexual male desire and not lesbian desire because of 

the way in which females are not permitted to have their own sexual agency within glam 

metal culture. It is always the desire of the straight male that is addressed and answered 

to, as it is these men who are creating and starring in these enactments of fantasies in 

glam metal. This is evident in the scantily clad women who appear in glam metal music 

videos, album artwork, and at live performances. They are most often depicted as eager 

to please or under the control of the male musicians. Neil elaborates how the women 

onstage at Crüe shows follow the male pornographic imagination: “they’re naughty 

nurses, naughty cops, naughty parking attendants, naughty whatever” (Spitznagel 2009). 

 Glam metal had become one of the dominant forms of popular rock music by the 

mid-1980s and remained so until as late as 1991, and its more commercial manifestations 

drew much criticism from rock writers (Klosterman 2001, 218). Pejorative synonyms for 

the genre included pop metal, nerf metal, hair metal, and poodle metal, with the  

performers labelled as poseurs (Weinstein 1991, 46). It is through the power and  

authority of the dominant ideologies that such words become pejorative. Even the genre 

of glam metal became a pejorative term because of the authority and power of the more 

dominant rock ideology, which represented the Law-of-the-Father. In order to maintain  

gender hegemony, that which defies the acceptable mainstream roles is made to have  

undesirable denotations and connotations. 

There are still those who are able to enjoy glam metal for what it is, without  
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denigrating for its “lack of authenticity” as prescribed by the larger rock community. 

Once representing power to its fans, glam metal has sometimes been relegated to the role 

of hedonistic music to be enjoyed for its blatant inauthenticity: 

Ever since hair metal's demise in popularity, mainstream rock music has garnered 

a reputation as being angsty and miserable. People often mistake happy music for 

cheesy music. This is not always the case. OK, it is the case most of the time. But, 

given a choice between cheese and angst, I'd rather have melted cheese on toast 

anyday. (Redd_dymond 2011) 

 

Some fans of glam metal enjoy the very fact that the genre isn’t trying to live up to 

standards that exists outside of the genre, while many acknowledge that they have been 

influenced by these standards. It isn’t trying to be authentic in the traditional rock 

ideology sense, nor is it attempting to garner artistic respect. Another fan explains how 

“[a] bit of perspective and wisdom has exposed much of the metal in the 80s for what it 

was -- shallow, candy-coated pop. But man, did it taste good at the time. And I know you 

still love listening to these songs, even if it's only when no one else is around” (Robert 

the Radish 2009). 

Glam metal was condemned as appealing to popular and vulgar taste, as "[f]rom 

the mid-1980s and into the 1990s, baby boomers embraced a 1960s-inspired, cause-

oriented rock that provided a stark contrast to the entertaining, glossy, sexy images on 

MTV" (Szatmary 2010, 278). Stephen Holden wrote that “[t]he moment pop was 

absorbed by television, a medium that reduces everything it embraces into competing 

commercial images, it lost the higher moral ground it had long claimed for itself” (1994). 

What is significant with this quote is the perceived artifice, and thus femininity, of the 

music video and glam metal’s concurrent commercialization. 

This was epitomized in the feminization of the heavy metal ballad. A common  
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musical form during glam metal's popular music reign, this form was the mark of 

commercialization in 1980s heavy metal and was considered by its critics to be the 

antithesis of authentic metal. The power ballad, appealing to popular taste through its 

crossover appeal to a pop audience, characteristically featured themes of romance rather 

than the hypermasculine themes of sexual fantasy and misogyny commonly found in 

metal. Ian Christe illustrates this bias: "If image was the crucial selling point, the ultimate 

sellout was the power ballad—usually a maudlin, pseudo-acoustic love song complete 

with weepy guitar solo and lovelorn sing-along chorus. After the phenomenal popularity 

of Mötley Crüe's 'Home Sweet Home' [1987] doubled the band's audience size, power 

ballads warped Hollywood metal in a major way" (2003, 155). Other notable glam metal 

bands that released hit power ballads include Poison, Skid Row, Warrant, White Lion, 

and L.A. Guns, to name a few. 

 Many critics seem to take issue with the power ballad specifically because it is 

associated with glam metal. Speaking of glam metal bands such as Mötley Crüe, Poison, 

and Twisted Sister, critic John Darnielle writes that "most critics were fairly well 

appalled by the bands, and not without reason; Nelson in particular seemed to many at the 

time like the surest sign imaginable that the fiery and horrible end of the earth was 

imminent" (2004, 326-7). A fan asserts that, 

[B]y the end of the decade, metal's unique sound had mutated. The genre was fast 

becoming diluted by pop/rock bands calling themselves metal bands, who blow-

dried and teased their long hair and wore pants so tight their spleens were spilling 

out. KISS wore make-up; these guys wore lip gloss. […] Ripped from the throats 

of REO Speedwagon and Journey, the power ballad nailed the lid on metal's 

coffin by making 'metal' accessible to everyone, including your little sister and all 

her friends. (Hausknect, Helium)  

 

Some musicians resent the genre of glam because they believe they are sometimes  

http://music.helium.com/topic/7064-reo-speedwagon
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unfairly lumped into the same category. This is demonstrated in the following statement 

by Ronnie James Dio: 

You suddenly had the hair bands coming up. It was only about what they looked 

like, and how many parties they could have, and how many fourteen year old girls 

they could pull after the show. And the music was rubbish and they destroyed 

what the rest of us created because everybody got lumped in together with it. That 

should be an emblem somewhere, you know, ‘Poison killed everything.’ (Zed35 

2010) 

 

The conflation of glam music with the constructed inauthentic femininity of pop music, 

and its supposed mutual exclusivity relative to “authentic” masculine rock music, have 

created a situation where many glam musicians publicly repudiated some of their own 

glam music. Warrant singer Jani Lane shares his retrospective feelings regarding the 

band’s best-selling single “Cherry Pie” (1990):  

I hate that song. I had no intention of writing that song. The record was done. 

The record was called Uncle Tom’s Cabin and [Sony executive] Don Ienner 

called up and said, 'I don't hear a single. You have to give me a fucking single 

like 'Love in an Elevator.’ So that night, I wrote 'Cherry Pie.' He looked at it, 

and all of a sudden the album is called Cherry Pie. I'm doing cherry pie eating 

contests. The single is 'Cherry Pie.' My legacy is 'Cherry Pie.' Everything 

about me is 'Cherry Pie.' I'm the 'Cherry Pie' guy. I could shoot myself in the 

fucking head for writing that song. (ROOKTABULA 2009) 

 

Chuck Klosterman elaborates on the same issue,  

Part of the reason '80s hard rock will never get respect—even kitschy 

respect—is because so many of the major players have retroactively tried to 

disassociate themselves from all their peers. […] The reason so many metal 

groups hate being lumped into the same category is that writers often turn the 

phrase 'heavy metal' into 'glam metal,' which is used interchangeably with 

'hair metal,' a term that purposefully ignores musical ability and classifies a 

band by its follicle volume. […] Somehow, there was a working-class 

credibility in ugliness. (2001, 29) 

 

As we will see, this strategy of accruing cultural capital through a de-emphasis of visual 

glamour would play a huge part in grunge ideology. 
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3.5 Sexuality in Glam Metal and Misogyny as Compensatory Strategy 

Walser notes that in heavy metal, women are often depicted as the mysterious Other, and 

a threat to male power and control, through narrative, visual and musical imagery (1993, 

119). Misogyny is a way to express masculine dominance over the threat of the feminine 

Other, who has the potential to have control over his desires, thus emasculating or 

castrating him. For a man to exert dominance over the feminized Other, the woman, is to 

assert his own masculinity, to give him the sense that he is in possession of the always 

unattainable Phallus. Perhaps if social conventional gender polarities were not so 

entrenched in our culture, gender anxieties would be decreased and so would the display 

of misogyny as a compensatory expression of masculine power and control. Earlier glam 

rock faced similar issues upon the genre’s popularization in the Unites States. Philip 

Aulander explains, "American glam artists and their supporters, apparently experiencing 

a measure of homosexual panic, were at pains to insist that any tendency to dress lavishly 

and use of makeup should not be taken as signs of sexual abnormality" (Auslander 2006, 

49). British culture seems to have historically been more open to effeminate male gender 

roles, evident in the cultures of mods and dandyism which had influenced the 

development of glam rock. However, in America glam metal celebrated its sexism. While 

discussing the misogyny of Mötley Crüe’s music, singer Vince Neil explains 

unapologetically that “[w]e’re guys. We’re rock musicians. We treat girls like shit. That’s 

just the way it is” (Spitznagel 2009). 

 Walser notes that metal’s depiction of the mysterious female as a threat to 

masculinity is also appealing to a female audience, which has grown with the 

popularization of glam metal in the 1980s (2003, 119). Walser states that the appeal for 
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women is in their identification with the empowerment through the appearance that 

females are socialized to internalize, and it is through glam metal that they may identify 

with the power of the female Other over male desire (2003, 120-1). Paradoxically, it is 

this control over male desire that instigates misogyny. For men are socialized through the 

Law of the Father to aim for the possession of the unattainable Phallus, which represents 

the center of power. If a man were to desire a woman who does not reciprocate this 

desire, he could consequently feel powerless, meaning feminized. To regain the illusion 

of the possession of the Phallus, the man may resort to misogyny, as a way to reassert his 

own dominance as well as to reaffirm the woman’s place as subordinate to the man. 

Walser explain that, 

Heavy metal, is inevitably, a discourse shaped by patriarchy. Circulating in the 

contexts of Western capitalist and patriarchal societies, for much of its history 

metal has been appreciated and supported primarily by a teenage male audience. 

(1993, 116) 

 

The sexism of glam is reflective of male desire to assert their power and control over 

women, in order to secure their masculinity by enforcing women’s femininity, which is 

necessary in the maintenance of conventional Western gender binaries and hegemony. 

This is not to imply that sexism and misogyny are inevitable, but to try to understand 

reasons for their prevalence in heavy metal music. The feminization of glam metal by the 

dominant rock culture fuels compensatory strategies such as female objectification in  

order to reaffirm the masculinity of the male glam culture. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

Rock authenticity is generally judged by how well the artist hides the inevitable artifice 

inherent in performance, devaluing the postmodern address and its characteristics 
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including parody, irony, and camp. The dominant rock ideology largely influenced by the 

1960s counterculture, which was in turn influenced by Romanticism, continues to 

devalue rock genres which openly embrace artificiality via the adoption of blatantly 

constructed personae, while valuing performers who pretend they have no persona. This 

ideology fails to adopt to postmodernism, however, and does not take into account the 

values of the glam subgenre and its culture concerning authenticity. Lawrence Grossberg 

(1988, 43) describes a type of pervasive and purely ironic postmodern authenticity as 

"authentic inauthenticity" (qtd in Dettmar and Richey 1999,39-40). My argument is that 

all performance is just that: performance. This is not to negate the importance and 

significant of the experience of both the performer and the audience and of the emotion 

and meaning involved in this process, but to stress the way in which this performance is 

inevitably mediated. 

 The romantic notion of artistic genius plays into this mediation, influencing a 

culture that values auteurship, creativity, originality, and virtuosity, creating a gendered 

hierarchy of genre that cannot be separated from its history of elitism. So the idea is that 

authenticity is gained and maintained by the musician enacting a performance of genre-

specific authenticity. Being openly self-aware of the artifice of performance is 

characteristic of postmodern music in general, which often incorporates irony, satire, or 

parody. This historically seems to work only on a subcultural level, and inevitably 

becomes standardized upon commercialization, thus undermining the subversive effects 

of such performances and influencing the fragmentation of the original subgenre into 

both commercial and underground styles. 
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Chapter Four: Grunge 

I will now go through the construction of masculinity in grunge culture as of 1994, as I 

did for glam in the previous chapter. I will outline the historical development of the genre 

while discussing its important differences and similarities relative to glam metal, starting 

with grunge’s ideological and music influences: punk rock and the American indie scene 

of the 1980s. 

 

4.1 Punk Rock and the American Indie Scene 

In the 1980s, punk was closely related to the American indie scene, with both being 

important precursor to the grunge movement. Related bands include Black Flag, the 

Pixies and Hüsker Dü, and the ethos, musical sound, and culture in general were among 

grunge’s greatest influences, especially through the infrastructure of independent record 

labels and radio stations that had emerged through these genres. 

 While the indie music scene created certain conditions that were necessary for the 

grunge movement as we know it to emerge, what is important here are the differences 

that occurred with grunge. The alternative scene as represented by punk predominantly 

featured the reinscription of a hegemonic masculinity. The scene, especially with the 

early wave of hardcore bands, tended towards the macho and sexist, often excluding 

women both as performers and as active audience members. This is an important contrast 

to the anti-sexism and anti-homophobia that was a significant part of grunge culture. 

There were, of course, notable exceptions even within punk and hardcore such as the 

band Fugazi, formed by former Minor Threat frontman Ian MacKaye. MacKaye was a 

pioneer for the “straight edge” movement of the early 1980s, renouncing the alcohol, 
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drugs, and sexism that had become a part of the hardcore scene (Sutherland 1996). 

Amanda Hess describes how Fugazi’s anti-rape anthem “Suggestion” (1998) addresses 

the various ways in which women are systematically trivialized and denigrated. She 

states that the song, 

clearly articulates the connection between all the flavors of harassment inflicted 

against women, from street harassment (‘suffer your words’), to objectification 

through the male gaze (‘suffer your eyes’), to physical sexual assault (‘suffer your 

hands’). In the song, all contribute to a social structure that devalues women. 

(2010) 

 

Describing “Suggestion,” and what Fugazi represented, grunge musician Kathleen Hanna 

stated that “it was the first time I heard men in the punk scene say, ‘I give a shit about 

sexism.’ And it meant a lot to me and made me feel very supported. It made me feel like I 

was wanted in their audience” (Hanna 2005). The song in question is told from the 

perspective of a female, but sung by a male, creating another layer of meaning in which 

the singer is both embracing the feminine and expressing further sympathy for the 

devaluation of the feminine. The influence of the straightedge hardcore scene on the later 

development of the indie music will be illustrated throughout this chapter by highlighting 

the gender roles enacted in grunge. 

 

4.2 The Development of Grunge 

Grunge originated as a local subculture in Seattle, Washington in the early 1980s with 

groups such as Green River, the Melvins, and Soundgarden. The grunge musical 

movement famously evolved around the independent record labels Sub Pop and K 

Records, who fostered many of the early influential proto-grunge and grunge bands. 

Shaped by the aforementioned American independent rock and punk scenes, grunge in 
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part also generally rejected glam metal aesthetics and ethos. Producer Steve Albini 

explains how, 

The heavy metal tradition always had a kind of emphasis on virtuosity or on 

vulgar exhibitionist musical tendencies. There was always a kind of flamboyance, 

a kind of camp element to heavy metal and the grunge bands were all much more 

straightforward in their presentation. There wasn’t a fireworks show, there wasn’t 

a wall of Marshall amplifiers, there wasn’t a massive drum kit and in a lot of 

cases the musicianship was not necessarily, rudimentary is the wrong way to put 

it, it was functional musicianship. […] All that hairspray music was just a total 

fucking joke to us. (“Grunge,” Metal Evolution 2012) 

 

The notable exceptions embraced a more theatrical and campy side of grunge, borrowing 

from glam sources such as Aerosmith, Queen, Elton John, and Kiss. For example The 

Melvins, who were widely influential in the early Seattle grunge scene, featured their 

own brand of theatricality. Also of note is the androgynous Andrew Wood’s influence of 

the early grunge scene, through his work with bands Malfunkshun and Mother Love 

Bone (Prato). Active during the 1980s, Malfunkshun featured frontman Andrew Wood, 

aka Landrew the Love Child, with a “dynamic stage presence as a hippie, glammed-out 

rock & roll god, equal parts Marc Bolan and Jim Morrison” (Tinelli). By 1988 the band 

fell apart and Wood, along with former Green River band members (and future Pearl Jam 

members) Jeff Ament and Stone Gossard, formed the group Mother Love Bone, who 

would be very influential in the Seattle grunge scene. 

The grunge subgenre of rock emphasized a rejection of many of the musical and 

cultural values of glam metal. Musically, the genre shows its punk rock influence in part 

through its stripped down aesthetic and rejection of the virtuosity that had become 

popular in glam metal. Grunge incorporated guitar down-tuning, slower tempos, and 

more dissonant harmonies in terms of being more harsh and discordant. The term 

“grunge,” denoting dirt and grime, appropriately describes the heavy guitar timbre typical 
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of the genre, achieved with higher levels of distortion, feedback, and fuzz guitar effects. 

This is echoed in the terms used to describe the music, such as sludgy, murky, and dirty.  

 The relative social isolation of Seattle was important in the formation of grunge 

music and culture. The bright lights and night life that are associated with LA culture, 

and which influenced the theatrics and hedonism of glam, is a huge contrast to grunge’s 

birthplace. The Pacific Northwest is known for its rainy, isolated, and more understated 

culture, especially in comparison to the busy and fast Sunset Strip where glam metal 

originated. The North West is frequently depicted as desolate, relatively secluded, and as 

experiencing enough constant bad weather as to encourage staying indoors most of the 

time (Hype! 1996). The boredom, confinement, and social alienation expressed by teens 

in the Pacific Northwest are apparent in grunge’s musical content and are characteristic 

of the genre. An important factor here is also the region's high divorce rate, meaning that 

many of this post-baby-boom generation (aka Generation X) were growing up in broken 

homes for the first time (Szatmary 2010, 311). It has also been suggested that the social 

effects of this unprecedented divorce rate were exacerbated by a significant level of 

parental alcoholism and drug abuse (Nehring 1997, 83). The following quote by pop 

music writer Lana Cooper illustrates a bias towards the serious lyrical themes of grunge 

over the hedonism of glam metal: 

Due to a new cycle of music that began in 1991, by 1995 many of the bands I had 

grown up listening to had become a punchline and others simply faded into 

obscurity. Flannel had replaced spandex as the fabric of choice and music turned 

away from simple topics such as having fun and partying to much more complex 

social issues and angst. (2011) 

 

While glam metal lyrics lauded hedonism, grunge’s emphasized confessional subjectivity 

and a nihilistic, apathetic, cynical, or generally dissatisfied approach, even featuring 
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socially conscious lyrics about rape, abortion, women’s rights, domestic violence, mental 

illness, suicidal tendencies, and substance abuse. The socially conscious message of the 

song is typical of some grunge and coincides with the popular representation of 

Generation X in general, as well as of the North West/Seattle scene. Another popular 

representation was that of the apathetic slacker. Generation X is often synonymous with 

"the slacker generation," which depicted youth in the early 1990s as unmotivated, 

nihilistic and apathetic. 

As a rejection of glam metal’s focus on persona and flashy costumes, members of 

grunge culture dressed down. Featuring a laid back style of ripped jeans, baggy plaid 

shirts, and long, unkempt hair, the grunge style followed a punk ethos where the 

audience/performer gap was minimized, whereas glam metal costume functioned to 

maximize this gap and to elevate the performer to a grandiose god-like status. The 

dressing down of musicians can signify a seriousness, credibility, and a masculine 

naturalness by keeping the focus on the music itself. At the same time, grunge fashion is 

also representative of the slacker image described in the previous paragraph. This created 

a layered meaning wherein the artists signified authenticity and serious credibility fused 

with a dry and self-effacing sense of humour. 

Grunge rejected stage theatrics and the separation of performance and audience 

that was inherent in glam, effectively further minimizing the grunge audience/performer 

divide. Early grunge bands for the most part developed from groups of friends playing 

music together for largely recreational purposes, and the early scene took part in small 

music clubs and house parties. Grunge very community-oriented, and importantly also 

often featured music that was not technically impressive as a way of rejecting the values 
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of genius and virtuosity that are coded as a masculine domain. Grunge does not value 

showmanship or flashy musical performance, as these are regarded as artificial and 

excessive. Producer Steve Albini demonstrates this ideological dichotomy when he 

characterizes heavy metal as “always having an emphasis on virtuosity, vulgar 

exhibitionist musical tendencies, flamboyance, camp element vs. grunge bands being 

straightforward, more functional musicianship” (“Grunge,” Metal Evolution 2012). 

Deena Weinstein explains that "[i]n folk culture, the distinction between artist and fan is 

blurred. The performer is not a member of a specialized occupation group, but merely a 

more talented audience member" (1991, 95). The commemoration of the audience in 

early grunge media was echoed by Sub Pop co-founder Bruce Pavitt when he expressed 

that “one of the keys to Sub Pop’s marketing was the conscious decision to celebrate the 

fans as well as the bands” (Pelly 2014). This notion of authenticity, resembling a form of 

folk music authenticity, is inherent in grunge music from the genre’s roots in the 

alternative music scene as previously discussed. Along with Sub Pop, K Records in 

Olympia, Washington was influential in the development of grunge music. The 

independent record label was founded along the anti-corporate goal of simply sharing the 

music of the local scene. The DIY, or “do-it-yourself” and anti-commercial culture of 

punk music manifested itself in this independent record label structure, and allowed for 

an independent music scene to thrive in Washington. Both these record labels owe much 

to the aforementioned independent music infrastructure that was created in the alternative 

rock scene in the 1980s. 

 However, it is important to note that the celebration of fans was a conscious 

marketing by Sub Pop to create hype. While earlier grunge music is usually depicted by 
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historical accounts as an authentic subculture untainted by commercialism, in actuality 

grunge was marketed with mainstream goals from very early on. The Sub Pop label, 

while representing a genre that aspired to be the antithesis of commercial music, actually 

intentionally created a look and sound, as well as strived for commercial success. The 

label marketed a downtrodden metal/punk look regarded as unique to the Pacific 

Northwest, signing bands dressed in T-shirts or flannel, baggy shorts or ripped and faded 

jeans, tennis shoes or worn out boots, often with woolen caps over long hair. Sub Pop 

paid for a visit from a Melody Maker journalist in 1989, and Sub Pop cofounder Jonathan 

Poneman even penned an essay for Vogue magazine about grunge/Northwest fashion in 

1992 (Szatmary 2010, 309). This contrived assemblage seems to contradict the authentic 

ideology associated with grunge culture and its valuing of artistic autonomy and self-

expression. 

In some instances this fan-centric perspective led to conflict with other 

stakeholders in the music industry, such as in 1994 when Pearl Jam entered into a legal 

battle against Ticketmaster’s monopolistic business practices, which resulted in the band 

being denied any performances at many larger venues in the U.S. “The battle and the 

band were emblematic of the social-consciousness zeitgeist and desire by some 

alternative rock bands to give back to their fans in an era when concert ticket prices were 

reaching the $100 mark” (Friedlander 1996, 283).   

This was a drastic change from glam metal’s idolatry of performers, who were 

hailed as virtuosic gods and placed on the literal pedestal of the stage. Also significant in 

the early stages of grunge was a close-knit scene in which many musicians were friends 

and bands regularly attended each other’s shows. This was not a culture where band 
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popularity and competition for an audience were goals, but instead one where fellow 

bands supported one another.  

 

4.3 Riot-grrrl: A New Possibility for Gender Identities 

The influence of punk and indie rock ethos is evident in grunge’s emphasis on anti-

commercialism, anti-selling out, and nihilism. However, as I touched on early on in this 

chapter, grunge featured a new avenue for gender performativity through anti-sexism and 

anti-homophobia. The grunge culture saw new roles for female musicians that had 

previously not existed. An underground feminist movement closely related to the grunge 

scene developed in the early 1990s called Riot grrrl. This movement was a feminist punk 

subculture that focused on issues such as domestic violence, patriarchy, racism, and rape, 

and featured an entire associated culture of art, politics, and activism. The movement 

began when females in the thriving DIY scene in Washington, D.C., used the resources 

available to them for voicing their feminist ideas, thoughts, and desires, especially 

through the many fanzines that were an important and defining part of the Riot grrrl 

movement. 

The spelling of “grrrl” combines “girl” with the growl of an animal, and is used to 

represent an aggressive/strong, independent female. The spelling adopted by the feminist 

movement allows for a description of female masculinity that operates outside of the 

dominant male vocabulary, allowing a claim on an identity that incorporates the 

hegemonically masculine traits of strength, aggression, and independence (Jarman-Ivens, 

2007, 7). Thus a new gender identity is labelled and normalized within its own 

subculture, outside of the same Law-of-the-Father that dictated the meanings of existing  
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through the male-dominated vocabulary from which they wished to distance themselves. 

As both fans and performers, women were allowed to participate in a different 

way in the grunge scene than they had been able to in glam metal culture, where sexism 

had been common. However, the anti-sexism of grunge allowed for women to achieve 

more equal participation as audience members. While the few female musicians in glam 

rock did not transcend their roles as objects of lust, female grunge artists were able to 

carve out a new gender performance in which their own desires and ideas could be 

voiced. Lita Ford (ex-Runaways guitarist) attained commercial success only following 

the sexualisation of her act, and the same was true, on smaller levels, for Femme Fatale, 

Vixen, and Poison Dollies (Blush 2006, 26). 

The Riot grrrl scene featured female artists and groups such as Bikini Kill, 

Bratmobile, and L7, the latter of which played a huge role in the grunge movement. 

Labelled tomboys, the band L7 managed “to combine overt feminism with an austere 

hard-rock from which every trace of femininity had been expunged” (Press and Reynolds 

1995, 247). This has been identified as a macha stance, an imitation of male machismo 

(Press and Reynolds 1995, 244). Just like its machismo counterpart, the macha position 

functions to hide vulnerability and feelings (other than aggression and anger) behind a 

mask of coolness. 

Compared to groups like L7, Courtney Love of Hole and Kim Gordon of Sonic 

Youth, both considered godmother figures for the Riot grrrl movement, opted instead for 

a “playful but confrontational reclamation of stereotypes and feminine glamour” (Press 

and Reynolds 1995, 325). These women, along with grunge singer Kathleen Hanna of 

Bikini Kill, would do things like write sexist slogans (such as “slut”) on their bodies with 
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lipstick in an effort to reclaim the word and expose the double standard of promiscuity 

for men and women. Love combined heavy and messy makeup with torn dresses that 

looked like they were children’s clothing. The “juxtaposition of an image of (violated) 

innocence with songs that graphically explored adult female sexuality was in part an 

attempt to rub audiences’ faces in the virgin/whore dichotomy” (Press and Reynolds 

1995, 262). These women effectively claimed identities outside of the conventional 

female masculine role in rock music that, while falling under the hegemonic gender role 

that would most grant them socio-cultural access. This would ultimately have proved 

unsatisfactory to their specific feminist goals as it still gives valued only to the masculine, 

and does not subvert the devaluation of the feminine. The role of riot grrrl is significant 

in examining gender roles in grunge culture as solidarity with the aforementioned 

alternative femininities is a significant attribute for grunge masculinity. 

Several prominent grunge musicians openly spoke out against violence against 

women, and some actively supported causes which sought to address it. After the 1993 

rape and murder of Mia Zapata, member of the local Seattle band The Grits, a non-profit 

collective called Home Alive was founded by several women in the punk and grunge 

scenes. The organization aimed to raise awareness against domestic violence and other 

crimes against women, as well as to teach females self defense. Home Alive organized 

several compilations and concerts to raise funds, receiving support from many bands 

including Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden, and Joan Jett and the Blackhearts. One of 

Nirvana’s final performances in Seattle was a benefit concert organized to fund a private 

investigator to help find Zapata’s killer (Yarm 2011, 418). L7 was also overtly politically 

aware and supported feminist causes, even playing several Pro-Choice benefit concerts.  
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Grunge allowed for a much different representation of masculinity compared to 

most in rock culture, and allowed for the expression of some conventionally feminine 

feelings and emotions that glam metal had denied. Grunge culture was significantly more 

gender egalitarian than was glam metal, and celebrated aspects of femininity through the 

incorporation of several of these aspects in the accepted masculine identity. Grunge 

performers sometimes cross-dressed, two notable instances being Nirvana's music video 

for “In Bloom,” and their live performance of "Dive" in Rio de Janeiro on January 23, 

1992, in which frontman Kurt Cobain wore a low-cut black lace dress and a crown, and 

drummer Dave Grohl wore a black bra and a backwards baseball cap. There was also the 

episode on MTV’s Headbanger’s Ball in which Cobain appeared in a women’s dress, 

“thereby providing the final death blow to the metal ideology” (Klosterman 2001, 19). 

This is much different than the appropriation of feminine dress in glam rock, which I 

interpret more as a symbol of power and male prerogative. The cross-dressing in grunge 

represents a more gender-equal culture where masculine identities do not need to 

compensate for the incorporation of aspects of feminine dress with sexism.  

Grunge featured many expressions of an allegiance to the feminine beyond 

clothing style. Kathleen Hanna was close friends with Nirvana frontman Kurt Cobain. 

This friendship is demonstrative of the way in which women were able to participate with 

a more equal footing. In an example of the feminism of the scene, Hanna recounts an 

incident in which she and Cobain decided to graffiti a place that was calling itself an 

abortion clinic but which would in fact condemn females who went there for help by 

telling them they would go to hell. Hanna wrote “FAKE ABORTION CLINIC, 

EVERYONE” on the building, with Cobain adding “GOD IS GAY” (Yarm 2011, 285-6). 
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This protest, expressed through a form of teenage-style rebellion congruent with punk 

and rock music archetypes, provides a look into the pro-choice, and thus anti-sexist, 

ideology that was a part of grunge culture. 

While in cock rock aggression is projected outwardly, for both male and female 

performers of grunge aggression is often focused inwardly, becoming self-consuming. 

This is linked to the self-destructive tendencies of grunge musicians as expressed through 

escapism in music, drugs, and alcohol. This is a renouncing by the grunge culture of the 

macho characteristics of sovereignty and emotional self-sufficiency assumed in the 

substance use within glam metal. I perceive the drug and alcohol use in glam metal 

culture also as self-destructive and escapist, however the lifestyle of success and 

hedonism as celebrated in the music and personas of the artists tends to downplay this 

aspect. This is a contrast to the apathy and de-emphasis of excess and success of the 

archetypal grunge culture adherent. 

 

4.4 Mainstream Success 

Having now begun to establish markers of grunge masculinity, I will remind the reader to 

keep in mind my thesis regarding the interplay of glam and grunge masculinities and how 

their compatibilities and incompatibilities influenced the “grunge killed glam” narrative. 

While I have focused largely on the differences of representations of gender within these 

genres, I will examine their similarities and compatibilities as well. The following  

sections will examine the interrelated issues of authenticity, commerciality, and concept 

of cool in relation to the mainstream success of grunge. It is this commercial competition 

that created a situation where the incompatibilities of glam and grunge masculinities lead  
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to the popularization and perpetuation of the “grunge killed ‘80s metal” narrative. 

 Grunge grew in popularity in the late 1980s and achieved mainstream success in 

around early 1991 with Soundgarden’s 10 and Nirvana’s Nevermind. This was followed 

by success for Mudhoney and Alice and Chains. This caused the genre to be hit with 

accusation of “selling out” by fans and critics: 

Bolstered by the success of Nirvana, 'grunge' underwent a rapid transformation 

from the underground sound of the Pacific Northwest to the Next Big Thing, 

supplanting metal as the popular rock music of choice. But it didn’t last very long. 

Within just a few years, hardly anyone was letting their flannel fly. Having been 

hyped by the music industry machine and pigeonholed by the media, grunge was 

over almost as soon as it began. (Suarez 2011) 

 

Producer Jack Endino, who is closely associated with the grunge movement and the Sub 

Pop label, adds that following the commercial explosion of grunge, “all you had left was 

a handful of commercial business entities. Bands, basically, who were now part of the 

major label machine continuing on with their business plans into the ‘90s” (“Grunge,” 

Metal Evolution 2012). Mike Arm, of Green River and Mudhoney, commented that,  

The first thing that happened was that Alice and Chains record went gold [Man in 

the Box]. And then Nevermind came out and then that was quickly followed by 

Pearl Jam’s Ten. You know, once that happened it was obvious it was mainstream 

and then it went to this next level thing where people from local bands are on the 

cover of Time magazine. (“Grunge,” Metal Evolution 2012) 

 

These quotes reflect the complex negotiation between commercial success and ascribed 

authenticity in grunge culture, with successful artists constantly needing to defend 

themselves against accusations of selling out. This is also evident in an article in Time 

magazine on Pearl Jam’s Eddie Vedder, which states: “Does he refuse to adopt the 

trappings of a rock star, thus demonstrating that he's such a genuine article he doesn't 

need stardom? Absolutely. Is he happy to be on the cover of Time? No way" (Humphrey 

1995, 194). This shows a perpetuation of grunge authenticity, as does the following quote  
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on Nirvana which describes the band as, 

[O]ften situated in terms that foreground Cobain's resistance to 

commercialization, thus ensuring a dialogue between mass distribution of a 

cultural text, and the ability, through a discourse of permission centered primarily 

around Cobain, to make that music personally significant and subjective 

performative. (Wiseman-Trowse 2008, 84) 

 

Grunge’s representation of authenticity appealed to audiences who had become 

disenchanted with the greed and excess of the 1980s, and specifically with the music 

industry. This is why its audience lamented its increasing mainstream popularity.  

 Grunge culture is most often considered to have come to a final end on April 5, 

1994, with the shotgun suicide of Nirvana frontman Kurt Cobain, considered to be 

perhaps the most important spokesperson of the grunge movement. This event seemed to 

epitomize the conflicted position of grunge values in the face of mainstream success. 

From the time the band reached number one in the record charts until Cobain's suicide 

two years later, he was,  

[H]ounded by the obsession of both mainstream and alternative music journalists, 

as well as fans, with the prospect of Nirvana being ruined by the embrace of a 

corporate record label. The single unrelenting theme of coverage of Nirvana 

concerned the supposedly tormenting dilemma of retaining one's integrity while 

selling a large number of records. (Nehring 1997, 90) 

 

This reflects the value of authenticity present in rock culture that is a focus of my 

dissertation. Critics and fans alike attributed Cobain’s suicide to the anguish of 

commercial success: 

[T]here was often the implication that Cobain's death was somehow symbolic. By 

placing his suicide into the context of an insidiously corrupting 'mainstream' 

Cobain became the personification of the struggle over incorporation, 

appropriation and 'selling out' that were ideological mainstays of indie rock 

culture in the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, while Cobain's mental health problems 

were widely reported they were often posited as a 'rational' response to his 

particular material conditions. (Leonard 2007, 70-1) 
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 However, the relationship of Cobain to Nirvana’s fame is much more nuanced 

than this initial account suggests, with Cobain stating “I don't blame the average 

seventeen-year-old punk-rock kid for calling me a sellout…I understand that. Maybe 

when they grow up a little bit, they'll realize there's more things to life than living out 

your rock & roll identity so righteously" (Nehring 1997, 94). Nirvana often purposely 

added mainstream appeal to their music, and even at times, although with some degree of 

irony, openly embraced their fame and fortune (Beebe et al. 2002, 16). While Nirvana’s 

debut album Bleach, released by Sub Pop in 1988, was more punk sounding in its raw 

and rough music, the band’s subsequent release, the groundbreaking Nevermind, featured 

a conscious effort on Cobain’s part to create a more Beatles-esque, pop-driven, melodic 

sound (Szatmary 2010, 309).  

 Some scene members disdained their loss of exclusivity through grunge’s 

mainstream success, so much that they 

[P]redicted (or even hoped) that the end of Nirvana would finally end the Seattle-

rock media mania. […] The best Seattle bands rock hard without being 

pretentious or slaves to fashion. They speak directly to people in a way that no 

groomed-for-stardom act can. Even the biggest acts in the scene speak toward a 

post-Hollywood era, when art and entertainment are wrested from centralized 

corporations to become direct expressions of people's hearts. (Humphrey 1995, 

199) 

 

This clearly demonstrates a desire to reclaim a status of cool. This is integral to my main 

argument as it is this constructed status of cool exclusivity in grunge ideology that 

contributed to the genre’s incompatibility with glam masculinity. However the 

exclusivity of cool became a mainstream commodity in a process that I will show below. 

As I previously mentioned, this commodification meant that glam and grunge were 

competitors with the same marketplace, thus allowing for the “grunge killed glam”  
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narrative to emerge. 

The manufacture of exclusive and discerning taste is one of the driving forces of 

capitalism, as is argued by Heath and Potter (2004). Heath and Potter deconstruct the 

myth that legitimate, real, alternative, authentic cultures exist outside of the capitalist 

system. The authors contend that there is no such thing as selling out, because the relative 

positioning of subcultural versus mainstream ideology on which exclusive subcultures 

depend is already, in the first instance, of inherent use in fostering capitalist 

consumerism. As Frith puts it “[g]enres initially flourish on a sense of exclusivity” (Frith 

1996, 88). Due to its connection with capitalism and commodification, major commercial 

success for rock bands is usually met with criticisms of selling out, which implies 

appealing to a more commercial audience and thus impairing artistic integrity. However, 

I will show that such accusations are misguided as even “authentic” subcultures do not 

exist outside of the system of capitalism.  

Catherine Strong states that what grunge had at stake was their “symbolic 

capital,” gained through the resistance to commercial and corporate success (2011, 43). 

This led many successful grunge bands to negotiate their authenticity through the 

negation of their success. This was seen in Nirvana’s attempts to reclaim symbolic capital 

following the popularity of Nevermind after its release in 1991. Although, as I previously 

discussed, Nevermind had been a conscious attempt at a more pop-flavoured and mass 

appealing sound, the allegations of selling out after the album’s commercial success 

made it extremely difficult for the band to maintain the status of authenticity within their  

own genre. There were many reports around the band’s following album, In Utero, that 

involve disputes with their record label over the artistic direction of the album, which 
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Nirvana reportedly aimed to make less appealing to mass audiences (Strong 2011, 43). 

The band also hired Steve Albini, a hardcore punk rock producer, in an attempt to ensure 

the music would not be commercially comprised (Nehring 1997, 90). Nirvana’s 

negotiation of authenticity made them at times justify their fame and other times actively 

take steps to hinder it. Cobain states that being able to reach as many people as possible 

may be more important and is "pretty much my excuse for not feeling guilty about why 

I'm on a major label, [rather than] denying everything commercial and sticking to my 

own little world" (Nehring 1997, 94). This is demonstrative of the difficulty that popular 

grunge artists faced while attempting to claim signifiers of masculinity. This negotiation 

is one that is a consequence of the progress of an “authentic” subculture, as an everyday 

lived experience, to a mainstream culture in which a pre-existing formula is adopted by 

others. This change in performance model is particularly important for grunge’s ethos, in 

comparison to a genre like glam metal which always celebrated fame and exposure. 

There is an important link between the commercially successful grunge 

musician’s negotiation of authenticity and the Lacanian concept of the feminine 

masquerade described earlier in this thesis. The way in which a grunge artist such as 

Cobain constantly needed to position himself as a reluctant rock star and idol reflects this 

feminine masquerade. He is openly performing a role of authenticity, rather than  

asserting a claim to authenticity as is the case with cock rock. This performance is 

integral to grunge masculinity. 

While grunge could not maintain authenticity while gaining mass appeal, the  

masculinity of grunge culture remained generally consistent. It is grunge’s 

commercialization that created a situation where its representations of masculinities 
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became incompatible with those of glam metal. Their competition as the dominant form 

of rock as a commodity within the consumer marketplace made it so their non-compatible 

representations of masculinity could come into direct conflict within the popular 

imagination. Had grunge remained a subculture it would not have denigrated glam metal 

culture nor turned the musicians into caricatures. Grunge’s commercialization is one 

important reason why it makes sense to compare the masculinities of both genres, for 

their competition as the dominant form of popular rock music in the early/mid 1990s 

represents a fight for authority. The fact that glam metal began to look ridiculous and 

inauthentic when glam and grunge began to compete directly in the same marketplace is 

one of the strongest factors underlying the “grunge killed glam metal” narrative.  

While Heath and Potter’s argument does illustrate how both glam metal and grunge 

culture construct their masculinities and authenticity in a manner consistent with 

capitalist agendas, grunge nonetheless offered a new kind of masculinity that was less 

restrictive, and also included new gender roles for females. What emerges through 

grunge’s commercialization is a paradigm shift in acceptable gender roles, with a less 

macho code for masculinity becoming hegemonically accepted and a celebration of 

aspects of femininity.  

Returning to the simplified Lacan-inspired theoretical vocabulary discussed earlier, 

we might say that the masculinity performed in grunge allowed members of that culture 

to access feminine jouissance through its acknowledgment that the paternal metaphor is a 

fraud, thus subverting the power of the Law-of-the-Father. By transgressing the social 

tendency of patriarchy, grunge masculinity provides new modes of masculine 

performativity that do not require the subjugation of the feminine as was characteristic of 
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glam metal. The anti-female posturing of heavy metal stars relates less to misogyny than 

to a rejection of the cultural values associated with femininity. Theodore Gracyk explains 

how by the 1960s, "as a form of sexual expression and sexual control, rock had become 

synonymous with a male-defined sexuality that sees women in light of a demeaning 

ideology of subordinate Other" (Gracyk 2001, 172). Sovereignty is closely related to the 

macho rock star archetype, exemplifying the excess and hedonism that has historically 

been a signifier of male privilege. Grunge culture’s disavowal of the patriarchy 

perpetuated by glam metal cock rock undermined the very Law which situated the 

performance model of 1980s glam metal masculinity. Through their performance models, 

grunge culture exposed the mask of conventional masculinity that was worn by glam 

metal culture. 

Glam metal represents an enactment of phallic/masculine jouissance that appears 

to be threatened by the feminine jouissance that grunge masculinity entails, thus the 

incompatibility between the respective genre’s gender representations. The glam 

musicians’ patriarchal access to jouissance, and thus their masculinity, was exposed as a 

fraud in the wake of the popularization of the masculinity performed in grunge culture. 

Grunge culture allowed for a feminine jouissance within their performance of 

masculinity, not transgressive to the Law but existing outside of it by challenging gender 

hegemony.  

However, grunge nonetheless represents a continuation, albeit a variation, of the 

archetype of the long-institutionalized rock rebel who has the desire and freedom to 

express his or her discontentment. Critics of grunge have labelled this same performance 

of masculinity as miserable, depressing, angsty, and as having a “holier-than-thou 
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attitude” (Morales 2007; Davidson 2010). This critical perception of grunge masculinity 

is in part a result of the historical masculinity that does not allow for the expression of 

emotions other than anger and aggression. This rather one-dimensional gender role aligns 

masculinity with self-sufficiency, virility, and excess, as demonstrated through the 

concept of sovereignty.  

In Western culture, as feminist scholars have noted, masculinity and femininity 

are dichotomous and mutually opposed cultural forms into which men and women are 

generally expected to fit. Men are supposed to be powerful, tough, and strong, whereas 

women are supposed to be delicate and weak (Weinstein 1991, 67). Grunge masculinity 

allowed for a new masculine identity within rock music that had room for an 

unprecedented amount of sensitivity and introspection. This was a drastic change, 

especially from the sovereign rock god persona of glam metal, and allowed for the 

grunge archetype of the self-doubting, even weak, man who was driven by inner torment. 

The following quote on more current indie music is certainly applicable to issues of 

gender in grunge: 

American punk and hardcore music […] attempts, awkwardly at times, to 

reconcile the long-established codes of masculinity—musical representations of 

aggression, pomp, stoicism, misogyny, and determination—with more 

multifaceted human expressions of heartache, weakness, longing, and loss. 

(Jarman-Ivens 2007,146) 

 

This negotiation of gender represents a slow shift in the restrictive role of masculinity  

that has conventionally been required for easy access to the social resources historically 

reserved for the hegemonic masculine subject. The juxtaposition of vulnerability and 

insecurity with aggression that is represented in grunge music by both males and females 

introduces a fascinating new realm of acceptable gender identities.  
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In the following chapter, I will go through a closer reading of specific glam metal 

and grunge textual signifiers in the form of a critical analysis to further illustrate the 

aforementioned theoretical points. 
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Chapter Five: Critical Reading 

This chapter will elaborate on the themes discussed in previous chapters through a close 

reading of individual texts. By critically analysing the distinctive features of these texts, I 

will illuminate the general trends and issues that have so far been the focus of this thesis. 

My close reading aims to provide further in-depth examples of the interplay of genre and 

gender within the layered meanings of the varied mediums of the album cover, the live 

performance, and the music video. 

For my critical readings of glam metal and grunge, I will look at an album cover, 

a live performance, and a music video from each genre. My glam metal examples are the 

album artwork for Mötley Crüe's 1981 Too Fast for Love, Warrant's 1991 live 

performance of "Mr. Rainmaker" in Japan, and Guns N' Roses' 1992 music video for 

"November Rain." My grunge examples are the cover art of Mudhoney’s 1988 EP 

Superfuzz Bigmuff (Sub Pop Records), Nirvana’s 1992 performance of “Breed” at the 

Reading Festival, and Pearl Jam's 1992 music video for "Jeremy." 

I will note that in many cases the glam metal and grunge texts share significant 

similarities in terms of their constructions of masculinity and in other areas, for example 

the Christian symbolism present in both of my music video texts. A reason for the present 

similarities is that both genres are commercial products that are produced for overlapping 

audiences. Another important factor is that, while the genres have differing 

representations of gender, they are both articulating kinds of rock masculinity. In this 

critical reading I am choosing to emphasize differences rather than similarities as it is 

these very differences that will help me draw out the issues at hand. The sometimes 

subtle contrasts are given great cultural weight in the particular type of insider/outsider 
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discussion that is central to this thesis, as heavily invested cultural insiders often place far 

more focus on these differences than an outsider would. 

 

5.1 Critical Analysis of Glam Metal Examples 

5.1a Mötley Crüe’s Too Fast for Love (1981) 

This album cover provides an example of the interplay of glam metal signifiers in the 

context of album artwork (see Figure 5-1, below). I will discuss the presence of Satanic 

signifiers, and how the individualistic nature of the overall message and the emphasis on 

sexuality and pleasure coincide with glam metal values. I will also analyze the leather, 

biker, rocker, and neo-cowboy fashion styles alluded to by the fashion choices and how 

these subcultures have historically represented male sovereignty and power. Also under 

discussion will be the leather culture/BDSM associations of the fashion, representing a 

struggle against normalcy yet in context of the cock rockism of the genre, also 

representing male sexual privilege. I will also analyze the use of umlauts in the band’s 

name, and the DIY aspect of some of the imagery.  

Photographed by Michael Pinter in 1981, the cover of Mötley Crüe’s debut album 

is a parody of the Rolling Stones' 1971 album Sticky Fingers (see Figure 5-2, below). 

While the first release of Too Fast for Love (Leathür Records 1981) featured black and 

white imagery, all subsequent releases featured the band name and album title coloured in 

bright red, making it even more similar to Sticky Fingers. By parodying an album by such 

a famous and successful band as the Rolling Stones, Mötley Crüe are placed self-

consciously within the lineage of rock stars. 
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Figure 5-1 Mötley Crüe’s Too Fast for Love album cover (1981) 

 
 

 

Figure 5-2 Rolling Stones’ Sticky Fingers album cover (1971) 

 
 

The front cover is a close-up of singer Vince Neil’s groin area and both his hands.  

The right hand is positioned in what is recognizable as the “devil’s horns” heavy metal 

hand sign. However, Crüe frontman Vince Neil claims that, 

Everybody always asks me about the ‘double meaning’ of how my right hand 

is positioned. Some people say I’m making the sign of the devil, aka the sign 
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of rock ‘n’ roll. The truth is, I don’t even know what the so-called devil sign 

even means. Ronnie James Dio is the one who started it. Does it mean I’m 

giving you the evil eye or something? Am I casting a spell or whatever? Other 

people insist I’m forming American Sign Language symbol for “I love you.” 

In Texas, the same sign stands for ‘Hook ‘em Horns!’ the slogan and hand 

signal employed by fans at UT, Austin. […] To tell you the truth, I’m more 

interested to hear what you think about the songs. You can interpret the hand 

signal however you want. Maybe my finger was itching at that moment and I 

went to scratch it on my belt, thus making it curl under in a weird way. Maybe 

I had a bet going on the UT game that day? (A lot less likely back then, 

though a good possibility today.) And all I can say is this: Why doesn’t 

anyone ever think to ask me about what my other hand is doing? (Neil & 

Sager 2010, 187-8)  

 

This quote illustrates how the intention of the artist can be completely irrelevant to the 

audience interpretation. The point is that processes of signification are to a great degree 

subjective and can vary immensely. For an audience member, this can signify power 

through a sign that denotes rebellion and Satanism. Of course, the appropriation of 

Satanic imagery does not at all imply that the band nor the general audience were 

Satanists, merely that the use of these symbols associates the band and its music with 

rebellion as well as "energy, power, and sexuality, […] vitality, pleasure, and hedonism" 

(Roleff 2002, 6), values which are openly embraced and celebrated in glam metal culture. 

Also, since Satanism is about self-worship, the nature of the religion is extremely 

individualistic and therefore one Satanist's beliefs may differ greatly from the next. The 

religion often attracts teenage "dabblers," temporary practitioners who are reacting in 

rebellion against their family or greater society (Roleff 2002, 6-7). There can be an allure 

in the deviance associated with Satanism, whose followers are often pejoratively labelled 

as dangerous, sick, amoral, criminal, unhealthy, and disturbed (Lowney 1995, 453-4). 

Neil’s right hand could also be a reference to the emblematic thumb-hitched-in-jeans look 

of 70s soft rock which, like glam metal, was associated with the L.A. scene. 
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Neil states in his recently published autobiography, “as we’ve well established, 

it’s my leather-encased junk adorning the front cover of Too Fast for Love. I am wearing 

the black lace-ups that Leah/Lovey [an ex-girlfriend] had bought me a couple years 

before” (Neil and Sager 2010, 187). Vince is dressed in form-fitting, black leather lace-up 

pants, a black zip-up shirt, and two belts: a black leather studded belt and buckle, and a 

black leather handcuff belt. His right hand features a myriad of metal bracelets, one of 

which has “VINCE” engraved on it, as well as a demonic and archaic looking ornate 

silver ring on his ring finger. On his left hand is a black leather biking glove that says 

“CRUE” and a black leather spiked bracelet.  

 Neil’s attire shows the direct stylistic influence of various genres on glam metal’s  

visual imagery. The black leather and metal style can be linked to leather, biker, rocker, 

and neo-cowboy fashion styles. The appropriation of fashion from these cultures spans 

several subgenres of rock, and can carry varied meanings within each genre context. 

Seventies shock rocker transvestite Alice Cooper, who was mentioned briefly in my 

history of glam rock in Chapter Three, was an important influence on the development of 

glam metal fashion and theatricality. Since their start in ‘75, punk-metal band Motörhead 

has also adopted elements of leather culture into their style, most notably the black 

leather studded leather belts that would later become a fashion staple for various 

subgenres of heavy metal. Throughout the 1980s, thrash bands adopted leather fashion, 

and this would continue to influence subsequent subgenres of hard rock. 

Queen frontman Freddy Mercury and Judas Priest frontman Rob Halford used a 

sadomasochism-connotated style such as "[b]lack leather jackets; heavy studded leather 

belts; chains, thongs, and straps; heavy boots; and black leather jeans or chaps that 
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exposed the flesh eroticized the body, drawing into the association both bikers and 

sadomasochism" (Whiteley 2006, 258). Rob Halford pioneered the gay leather culture 

and the BDSM community-inspired fashion. However, although some fans claim this 

connection was obvious, to others it was not. Halford, did not publicly come out as a 

homosexual until about twenty years after his initial musical debut, so the general public 

was not privy to the implications of his leather outfits at the time. Explains Whitely, 

While the connotations may have been ignored by the straight audience, the fact 

that Rob Halford did not come out as gay until the early 1990s does suggest that 

he was fully aware of the homophobia associated with the metal scene and its 

implications if he were to be formally ‘outed.’ Clearly, the queering of metal by 

Halford can be interpreted as simply an ironic gesture—en exaggeration of metal's 

hypermasculinity—and T-shirts with logos such as ‘I've been whipped by Rob 

Halford’ can be taken as either an acknowledgement of the leather and 

sadomasochism connotations or as a part of the underlying humor inherent in the  

metal scene. (2006, 258-9) 

 

This created the potential for an insider/outsider power relationship in which leather 

culture/BDSM style of dress can function to create a situation where the cultural outsider 

is unknowingly a part of some sort of perverse sexual act or fantasy. Halford as an 

exhibitionist chose to dress in leather bondage clothing in public, thus forcing those 

around him into this fantasy.  

In terms of the album cover’s posturing, Neil’s spread-leg stance is assertive and 

resolute. This, along with the leather imagery and its signification, comes across to me as 

very sexually aggressive, representative of glam masculinity. In a study on subcultures, 

Kathleen S. Lowney found sexual vocabulary could be used to "confound, embarrass, and 

worry the larger social world. […] The sexual innuendos, however, clearly functioned as  

a source of power over non-members” (1995, 470). This illustrates how sexual 

references, even alluded to through glam metal leather clothing, can be a source of power 
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by functioning to make the outsiders uncomfortable. To a predominantly unknowing, 

heterosexual male audience, this imagery also functioned to signify the power, 

sovereignty, and male privilege celebrated in metal culture. The biker, rocker, and neo-

biker styles also implied in glam leather fashion further emphasize the appropriation of 

status through subcultural signifiers. Specifically, the biker connotation of the leather 

deserves a mention, as it plays into the aforementioned sovereignty and male privilege. 

While not all biker gangs are outlaws, the motorcycle subculture is popularly associated 

with organized crime and the drug trade, and to its members represents freedom, gang 

loyalty, and a rejection of mainstream culture. While nowadays it is more common in the 

biker subculture for females and non-white members to be included, in the past the 

exclusion of non-whites and the victimization of women were commonplace. These 

ideological characteristics bear similarities to the glam metal culture, especially in terms 

of male and female gender roles. 

Vince Neil’s left hand is placed on the upper left thigh, directly adjacent to his 

crotch. Mike Sager, co-author of Neil’s autobiography, discusses the different memorable 

visual representations of Vince Neil, one of them being “his leather-encased crotch on the 

cover of their inaugural album Too Fast for Love, his left thumb applying pressure to the 

clearly visible outline of his penis” (Neil & Sager 2010, 24). I see this as signifying male 

sexual privilege and power.  

 Mötley Crüe has stated that the umlauts in the band name were suggested by 

Vince Neil after a favorite drink of the band's, the German beer Löwenbräu (Howe 2010). 

Explain Neil, 

When we came up with the name, we didn’t even know what umlauts were. I 

can remember it like it was yesterday. We were drinking Löwenbräu, and 
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when we decided to call ourselves Mötley Crüe, we put some umlauts in there 

because we thought it made us look European. We had no idea that it was a 

pronunciation thing. When we finally went to Germany, the crowds were 

chanting, 'Mutley Cruh! Mutley Cruh!' We couldn’t figure out why the fuck 

they were doing that. (Spitznagel 2009) 

 

Within the context of heavy metal and hard rock culture, umlauts have been used by 

many notable bands such as Blue Öyster Cult, Motörhead, Queensrÿche, Hüsker Dü, and 

Beowülf. Decorative and gratuitous use of umlauts in hard rock and heavy metal is 

parodied in the 1984 rock music mockumentary T is is    n al Ta . In the case of Blue 

Öyster Cult, band members Richard Meltzer and Sandy Pearlman decided to rename their 

band in 1971, with Meltzer stating "metal had a Wagnerian aspect anyway" (Gidley 2000, 

11). In 1975, Motörhead also adopted the umlaut in their band name, along with the often 

associated blackletter font style. When asked about the umlaut in the band's name, 

frontman Lemmy Kilminster replied "I only put it in there to look mean" ("Motorhead 

Madman” 2006). Queensrÿche band member Geoff Tate professes a love-hate 

relationship with the umlauts that the band adopted along with their name in 1981 . He 

stated that "The umlaut over the 'y' has haunted us for years. We spent 11 years trying to 

explain how to pronounce it" (Gidley 2000, 11). Mötley Crüe, also named in 1981, 

positioned themselves within the lineage of metal umlauts.  

 Pop culture writer and appropriately named Zoë Street Howe explains how the 

very countries from which this Teutonic lettering style originated can find this strange, 

quoting a writer on the TV Tropes website: "'Metal umlauts look very silly to Finnish-

speakers because we know how to pronounce umlauted letters. I'd imagine the same is 

true for speakers of German … Umlauts are seen as weaker versions of their parent 

vowel" (Howe 2010). Not meant to alter the pronunciation of the band name, metal 
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umlauts evoke the "devil's horns" rock hand sign, mystery, the occult, and Gothic 

imagery. Metal umlauts are commonly used in collaboration with dense blackletter style 

script, and also connote stereotypes of power, strength, and bravery often accredited to 

various peoples of ancient Northern Europe such as the Goths and the Vikings (Howe 

2010). Gratuitous use of umlauts also emphasizes a visual element that constitutes a 

major element of heavy metal culture. 

 The inner sleeve of the album has the song lyrics printed on one side, and a black 

and white photo of the band posing among Satanic/occult imagery. The band is standing 

below a large pentagram, the upside-down placement of which directly denotes Satanism. 

The inverted pentagram, also called an upside-down five-pointed star, is a symbol of 

white magic (Roleff 2002, 9). It is important to note that white magic is usually 

understood as oppositional to Satantic black magic. The tendency for heavy metal to 

feature signifiers from either practice could indicate the appropriation of these symbols 

without regard to their nuances and potential contradictions. Incorporated into a glam 

metal context, they can signify power and agency to glam audiences without carrying 

their original meaning. There are the elaborate candelabras, four skulls on sticks, and 

smoke along the floor as well as coming out of something in Nikki Sixx's outstretched 

hand. Neil is holding a sword to Mick Mars' willing neck. All four band members are 

dressed in full glam, complete with tight leather clothing and teased hair.  

 The back cover of the album also features a black and white photo with the text in 

red (see Figure 5-3, below). This photo is a full length photo of the four Mötley Crüe 

band members, all with high-heeled boots, form-fitting attire, and teased hair. There is a 

pair of sunglasses in the middle of the back cover, between the band members. 
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Figure 5-3 Mötley Crüe’s Too Fast For Love, back cover (1981) 

 
 

Neil is wearing white knee-high boots, a mostly unzipped black t-shirt, a scarf around his 

neck, more arm bands around both upper-arms and bleach blonde hair. His expression 

looks fairly stoic. Bassist and songwriter Sixx is wearing a black outfit with what looks 

like a DIY duct tape addition around his leg and arm, and is holding two electric bass 

guitars. His facial expression pouty and aggressive, evoking contrived glamour. Guitarist 

Mars, wearing black leather pants and jacket, is posed as if he is about to smash his 

guitar. This can also be linked to the band's self-conscious association with rock and roll 

lineage through their use of signifiers denoting rock legend, ritual, or myth. The guitar 

itself has the distinctive angles and style characteristic of the heavy metal electric guitar. 

Drummer Tommy Lee is wearing black and white pants, several belts, and biker gloves. 

His stance is assertive, with his arms crossed across his chest, and the way he is resting 

mostly on one leg draws attention to his hips and his feminine pose.  

 This photo also reveals that the front photo is a close-up of Neil. It is significant 

that the front cover is symbolically not tied in particular to glam metal, as other subgenres 

of rock such as hardcore metal and punk also share this leather style. The lack of visible 
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glam signifiers is also unusual in the context of all of the other Mötley Crüe imagery of 

their Too Fast for Love days. This is significant because to many fans and journalists, this 

album has come to symbolize the earlier, less-commercial stage of the band's career. This 

album is the only Crüe album that is not eclipsed by the debauchery, self-destructive 

behaviour, excess, and decadence characteristic of the rest of their career. Originally self-

produced on their own label which the band owned with their original manager Allan 

Coffman, Leathür Records, the album was later reproduced and rereleased through 

Electra. Explains Vince Neil, “At first we thought—I don’t know what we thought. I 

guess we thought they’d simply re-release Too Fast for Love as we’d recorded it. We 

thought it was perfect. Everybody loved it. That shitty little studio had given it just the 

right amount of reverb and rawness to make the sound unique” (Neil & Sager 2010, 186). 

The album stands out as uniquely new and raw, in contrast to their later more mainstream 

sounding releases. This punk rock-like sound can be credited to the underground status of 

the band at the time, and the lack of money the band members had while trying to make it 

big on the Sunset Strip. Continues Neil, 

 The studio was a dump. Just a total dive, with all these tiny rooms. Funny to 

think that later, with all the rising egos, politics, demands, and intervening 

circumstances, it would take almost a year and hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to make most of the rest of our albums. Life was simpler then, to be 

sure. There were no real distractions. No demons to elude. We couldn’t afford 

a lot of studio time. We just got right down to the music and did it. We were 

purer then, I suppose. Things were so much less complicated. We were 

motivated only by the music. (Neil & Sager 2010, 152) 

 

This builds on the myth of stardom and the authentic nature of the underground and 

alternative music scenes, fueling the allegations of the mutual exclusivity of creative 

artistry and commercial success. 
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5.1b Warrant's Live Performance of "Mr. Rainmaker" in Japan (1981) 

 

This video recording of Warrant’s performance of “Mr. Rainmaker” will provide a look 

at how elements that typify glam metal masculinity are given a more nuanced meaning 

within the context of the live performance. I will examine the theatricality of the 

performance, its grandiose nature, the choreography, virtuosity, and Warrant’s self-

positioning within rock star lineage. While this text reading is shorter than the one 

preceding, it will still provide insight into glam metal signifiers as well as be a good 

comparison to the later reading of a live grunge performance. 

 This performance is from the band’s Cherry Pie tour with fellow glam metal band 

Poison, which ended in January 1991. The costumes, posturing, lighting, and grandiose 

style of the performance serve to enforce the audience/performer divide discussed at 

length in Chapter Four. This all contributes to the overall theatricality of the performance, 

which is also demonstrated in the choreography. Before beginning to sing, vocalist Jani 

Lane flips his microphone in the air and turns around in what appears to be a  

choreographed stage move. It is also worth noting that his microphone is wireless, 

allowing him to move around the stage freely to add to the visual and physical element of 

his performance (see Figure 5-4, below).  

The virtuosity that within glam metal signifies masculine authenticity is 

emphasized in this performance. The song begins with a solo by guitarist Joey Allen, 

with two more throughout the song as well as additional soloing near the very end. 

Throughout the solos, Allen is often seen standing in once place and leaning backwards. 

This posturing is often intentionally used along with cock rock virtuosity to connote 

masculine virility and technical ability. This virtuosity is also representative of the  
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Figure 5-4 Jani Lane performing “Mr. Rainmaker” in 1991 

 
 

excess, sonic as well as visual, that glam metal valued. The way the camera focuses in on 

the performers at an upwards angle creates a visual effect where they are made to look 

“larger than life,” further emphasizing the rock god status desired by glam metal 

musicians. The camera angles could even be a way to give the viewer a sense of being in 

the audience and literally, as well as figuratively, looking up to the members of Warrant. 

The song ends with an incorporation of the main riff from Cream’s 1967 song 

“Sunshine of Your Love.”  This could be interpreted as a choice by the band to 

intentionally align themselves with the lineage of prestigious rock stars, renowned for 

their artistic creativity and authenticity.  

 

5.1c Guns N’ Roses Music Video for “November Rain” (1992)  

 

“November Rain” as a text provides a basis for understanding how the lyrical and visual 

narratives interact with star personas to provide multi-layered meanings. My analysis of 

the music video’s high production values, and the reaction by fans and critics, 

demonstrates the dichotomy of pop and rock music within the popular imagination. I will 

examine how the video narrative and filming effects serve to emphasize many 
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components of cock rock ideology, such as the grandiose persona of performers. I will 

also look at the Satanic/gothic imagery, the homosocial elements of the visual narrative, 

and the appropriation of queer representation and how these aspects reflect glam metal 

masculinity within the context of the music video. The length and detail of my reading is 

motivated by the sheer popularity of this video, and how it has been widely perceived as 

symbolic of both the band and of the genre. 

L.A. hard rock/glam metal band Guns N' Roses released the video for "November 

Rain" in 1992, from the 1991 album Use Your Illusion I. Directed by Andy Morahan, the 

video is part of a video trilogy of power ballads dealing with themes of romance, 

violence, and death. Although lionized in popular rock music history for their debut 

album Appetite for Destruction in 1987, Guns N' Roses did receive much criticism for 

their appeal to popular taste later on in their career through increased production values 

and the release of power ballads. The intention was that the videos would eventually be 

played together as a 22-minute mini-movie. However, the amount of self-consciousness 

involved in the approach can ultimately contribute to inauthenticity, as in the case of 

Guns N' Roses, as the video trilogy was criticized by music critics and fans for being 

excessive and self-indulgent. Accused of selling out, their choice to release three ballads 

as connected, conceptual singles was also seen as self-indulgent and pretentious. The 

tactic of concept albums and likewise, concept projects, may reflect a performer's desire  

to align their music with high culture, intellectualism, and masculine authenticity. 

However, due to the negotiation of success and authenticity which was extensively 

covered in the previous chapter, the band’s perceived pandering to a pop audience  

ultimately discredited their rock authenticity in the eyes of many critics and fans. 
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The video begins like a mini-movie, and in the first scene Axl Rose's character is 

seen putting out a cigarette while sitting in a darkened, gothic looking room (see Figure 

5-5, below). We see a bottle of alcohol and he takes an unmeasured handful of pills. This 

is a convention of many 1980s rock music video narratives, showing the male lead 

character as tormented and frustrated. This is linked to the romantic notion of the tortured 

genius from whom creative and original art flows. We hear rain, further darkening the 

mood. The song begins as the scene cuts to a concert setting. 

 

Figure 5-5 Opening scene of “November Rain” 

 

Depictions of live performances are also typical of rock music videos, demonstrating the 

power and musical capability of the (male) performer. The concert setting in particular is 

quite formal, with a full orchestra accompanying the band. This is obviously not an actual 

live concert, but one staged solely for the purpose of the music video. The idolatry of the 

musician is supported by the power dynamics inherent to the concert setting, with the 

audience facing the performer, who is literally elevated as if on a pedestal.  Lighting 

techniques, pyrotechnics, stage gestures, costumes, and sweeping camera motions all 

contribute to the audience idolization of the performer and to emphasize the 
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audience/performer divide. This “performer as god” is inherent in cock rock, as was 

previously discussed in Chapter Three.  

 To illustrate how the nature of gesture and setting in "November Rain" may be 

taken as inauthentic and excessive, Klosterman explains that, 

[t]hey are performing with a symphony, and Rose is at the piano doing his 

best Elton John impersonation. This setting is supposed to make concrete the 

Homeric nature of this endeavour, but it was a bad decision; critics who had 

already begun criticizing GNR for being a bloated '80s dinosaur ripped this 

video to shreds. There is one especially silly silhouette of Duff McKagan 

holding his arms in the air in a Jesus Christ pose. 'November Rain' is probably 

the most unpunk video ever made. (2001, 221-2)  

 

By contrasting the video with a punk ethos, Klosterman brings up the purported lack of 

authenticity in the video by drawing attention to the excess, overindulgence, and the 

band’s use of imagery to self-position themselves as epic rock gods. 

 There are two relationships to be read into in this video, firstly the romantic 

relationship between Axl and his bride, and secondly the relationship between Axl and 

Slash. The video narrative focuses on Axl Rose's flashback to his wedding. In the first 

section of the song, there are scenes of a happy wedding reception featuring the bride's 

iconic wedding dress. The second section of "November Rain" is contrasted by a change 

in mood and key. As the song begins to modulate into a minor key, the mood darkens. 

Rain begins to fall at the wedding reception, and a guest inexplicably dives into the 

wedding cake. We are at the bride's funeral, the cause of her death left unexplained. Her 

casket has half of her face hidden by a vertical mirror, a practice usually employed by  

undertakers to give the illusion of a full face in cases of head trauma.  A tragic death is 

implied here, and as in the video for "Don't Cry," the first and preceding video in the 

trilogy, there is a portrayal of domestic violence between the characters of Axl Rose and 
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Stephanie Seymour. As is stated in text during the end of "November Rain," the video is 

based on a short story by Del James titled "Without You," (later published in the 1995 

book The Language of Fear with an introduction by Axl Rose), about a rock artist 

mourning the suicide of his girlfriend.  

Axl Rose's star-text would certainly frame these videos in such a way as to allude 

to a tragic, and possibly violent, death of Seymour's character. His widely publicized 

aggression and violence towards the women in his life contribute to the meaning of the 

song and video narrative. The most interesting part of the narrative to me is that Axl's 

real-life girlfriend, model Stephanie Seymour, as the female lead for the trilogy. This 

gave him a sort of legitimacy, blurring the lines between the persona and the real person. 

Elaborates Ian Christe, 

Unlike the party rock of Poison, Guns N' Roses spat out scathing social 

commentary from the perspective of Rose, a self-obsessed narcissist and top-

notch rock star. As their real-life drugs, sex, and violence made National 

Inquirer headlines, the band wove its exploits into the self-referential story 

lines of a stream of MTV videos. (2003, 164) 

 

This has to do with the band's star-text, specifically Axl Rose as he is the frontman for 

the group. This is clearly evident with the focus on Axl's personal life by the band's 

audience and critics. The music video narrative signifies a continuation of glam metal’s 

subjugation of women, and also to the “boy’s club” nature of the genre, the latter of 

which is represented by the second relationship in the video narrative: that of Axl and 

Slash. 

There are three guitar solos in "November Rain." The solos are constructed in the 

video as epic moments, and while within the genre of heavy metal they signify masculine 

power and virtuosity, the epic setting and gestures have been so conventionalized through 
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commercialization that any authenticity claims made for them are ultimately undermined. 

The first solo is led up to by Axl and Seymour being pronounced man and wife followed 

by their first kiss, during which Slash walked from the wedding party at the front of the 

church, down the aisle, to the outside. In both of the first two guitar solos, Slash's electric 

guitar is obviously not actually amplified. In this scene, he is in a field, in front of an old  

church (see Figure 5-4, below). His position and mood seem to signify torment, further 

signified by the setting sun and nightfall of the second solo. The sweeping camera 

movements and Slash’s placement in the middle of a large, desolate space emphasize his 

isolation. If this is read in relation to Axl’s wedding, it can be seen to represent a man  

feeling the loss of his best friend to marriage. Rose has publicly labelled his relationship 

with Slash to be marriage-like ("Interview Magazine Talks to Axl Rose" 1992). 

 

Figure 5-6 Slash in “November Rain” 

 
 

  Something crucial worth noting in the inter-male element that the “November 

Rain” music video plays out is the way that Rose and Slash’s relationship alludes to the 

many cases of infamous male relationships between lead singers and lead guitarists in 

rock bands. Examples include Mick Jagger and Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones, 
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Jimmy Page and Robert Plant of Led Zeppelin, Paul McCartney and John Lennon of the 

Beatles, and Steven Tyler and Joe Perry of Aerosmith. The mythical nature of these 

relationships enforces the male camaraderie of rock music and the legend and mystery 

surrounding the creation of their music, as it fits into the notions of the romantic genius 

that have influenced rock ideology. This homo-social aspect of the music video is 

representative of the male privilege that had long been a part of rock music. Along with 

the violence to Seymour’s characters, the video narrative can be read as enforcing the 

boys club nature of cock rock. This is demonstrated also in the video by the fact that, 

although there are female members visible in the orchestra, the only females onstage are 

three provocatively dressed backup singers. This portrays the female musicians as in a 

position of subjugation by the male musicians, who are starring and leading in the song. 

This third and final guitar solo occurs during the contrasting minor key section at 

the end of the song. It links the song to progressive rock and masculine virtuosity in its 

structure, with the multiple sections and the contrast of major and minor key, which also 

functions to evoke sadness corresponding to the bride’s death. Following scenes of the 

Seymour in the casket, Slash climbs into the grand piano that Axl is playing (see Figure 

5-5, below). Slash’s demeanor and posturing is different in this solo. His bodily 

movements come across as commanding and as if he is a leader to the orchestra, who are 

facing him and creating the musical build up to his solo. Slash even does a kind of back 

and forth assertive dance-like move as he and the orchestra are building up to the final 

solo. Slash evokes a ritual leader both musically and emotionally, and the piano creates a 

pedestal for him to be displayed on. There are shots of Axl in a different scene, 

presumably at the funeral, looking upwards despondently. This is cut to Slash up on the  
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Figure 5-7 Slash and Axl Rose in “November Rain” 

 
 

piano, creating the idea that Axl is looking to Slash for direction or comfort. Axl’s sounds 

of torment are heard over the solo, further demonstrating the interplay between the two 

characters. 

There are also several Satantic/gothic elements to this song, which incorporate my 

earlier discussion of Mötley Crüe and Satanism. Examples of this in “November Rain” 

include the gothic room in which Axl finds himself during the first scene, the black mass-

like way the women are dressed at the wedding, the gothic feel of the casket scene, and 

the ritualistic overtones of the orchestral concert. These ritualistic overtones also 

influence the aforementioned reading of Slash as a ritual leader during the third guitar 

solo. This adds to the aforementioned themes of masculine leadership, control, and 

power. 

The music video also contains scenes of the band and their girlfriends hanging out 

at the Rainbow, a bar on Sunset Strip in Los Angeles where GNR and many other glam 

bands got their start. This reference to the birthplace of glam metal associates the band 

with credible roots and authentic lineage. However, as I stated earlier, the authenticity 

claims of the band were ultimately undermined by the early 1990s with the band's self- 
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indulgence, excess, and commercial success. As John Pareles puts it, 

There's a fine line between rebelliousness and self-indulgence. […] Mr. Rose 

has started shows two hours late, ranted on stage about his perceived enemies, 

inadvertently sparked a riot in St. Louis by cutting a show short, and 

intimidated the Los Angeles Police Department out of giving his chauffeur a 

traffic ticket by threatening to cancel a concert. For all their supposed 

iconoclasm, Guns 'n' Roses have played along with MTV, lately with a live 

performance and a contest giving away Mr. Rose's former apartment. And for 

a band professing 'we built a world out of anarchy,' it is virtually paranoid 

about controlling its image. One reason Mr. Rose stopped the St. Louis 

concert was that he spotted an unauthorized camera in the audience. And early 

this year the band demanded that interviewers sign a contract that gave them 

copyright ownership and approval of whatever was published. (The contract  

was withdrawn after embarrassing publicity.) (1991) 

 

This type of behaviour signifies grandiosity and entitlement, and creates a drastic divide 

between performer and audience. Rose, as frontman for the band, might be perceived as 

believing that as a rock god he merits such behaviour. While this type of behaviour was 

glorified in the 1980s during glam metal’s heyday, after its decline from popularity 

alongside the rise of alternative and grunge music, this came across as ultimately an 

inauthentic display of masculinity.  

 My final point regarding this video has to do with Rose’s emulation of Elton John 

in the orchestral scene, especially through the use of a grand piano, the style of Rose’s 

glasses, and the brightly coloured suit he is wearing. This is a very interesting 

construction of masculinity and sexuality, with John being openly homosexual and often 

a flamboyant dresser while Rose has publicly been perceived as homophobic. In the 1988 

song “One in a Million” from the album G N’ R Lies, Rose sang homophobic lyrics such 

as “Immigrants and faggots make no sense to me. They come to our country and think 

they’ll do as they please. Like start some mini Iran or spread some fucking disease.” In 

terms of gender roles, this creates a complex interpretation of Rose’s choice to emulate a 
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gay singer such as Elton John, who represents a glam image. As an infamously 

homophobic and misogynistic artist, for Rose to draw upon performative and visual style 

with strong roots with female and gay artists could be read as another example of male 

appropriation and power. As I mentioned in Chapter Three, while glam rock has ties with 

the queer community and with women, upon the appropriation of their visual style by 

glam metal such meaning was superseded by macho ideology. I therefore read Rose’s use 

of this imagery as one that undermines its association with female and gay musicians, 

potentially making Rose’s appropriation a representation of heterosexual male 

entitlement and freedom. 

 The close reading of glam metal texts reveals how various media add layers of 

meaning to glam signifiers. More importantly, detailed examples have been provided to 

establish how masculinity is produced and reiterated within various contexts. This is 

integral to comparing the masculinities of glam and grunge. 

 

5.2 Critical Analysis of Grunge Examples 

I will now provide a close reading of grunge texts, so as to demonstrate how grunge 

masculinity was represented within a variety of contexts. This will help in achieving my 

main goal of illustrating the compatibilities and incompatibles of the genre’s masculinity 

with that of glam. 

 

5.2a Mudhoney’s Superfuzz Bigmuff (1988) 

Having analyzed a glam metal album cover from the genre’s early days, I will now look 

at one from grunge’s early days as well. The Superfuzz Bigmuff EP, released in 1988 by 
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Mudhoney, contains many significant grunge signifiers (see figure 5-8, below). These 

include the lack of divide between performers and audience members as demonstrated 

through the fashion, performance venue, and photography. I will focus on how various 

elements give a nod to psychedelia and punk rock through a DIY aesthetic. This reading 

will also delve into the androgynous element of grunge as represented on this album 

cover, as well as the punk-ethos of anti-commercialism that was so influential to the 

development of grunge masculinity. 

 

Figure 5-8 Mudhoney’s Superfuzz Bigmuff album cover (1988) 

 

The album cover is a photo taken by famed Seattle scene and Sub Pop 

photographer Charles Peterson. The photo, taken at an early Mudhoney show, has 

retroactively become iconic of the early Seattle music scene: 

They say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, but this record’s sleeve speaks 

volumes, Charles Peterson’s legendary black and white photograph capturing 

Mudhoney’s Mark Arm and Steve Turner in messy mid-song collision, thrift-store 

guitars at jagged cross-purposes, greasy manes shaken at the camera lens, 

perfectly suggesting the chaotic rock thrills contained within." (Chick 2009a) 

 

The reviewer goes on to state that "[t]rue Mudhoney devotees, however, will also want to  



 

 

 

80 

own this bare-bones vinyl reissue, if only for its eminently frame-worthy sleeve” (Chick 

2009a). I see this as an example of the grunge ethos of the anti-commercialism and 

countercultural folk-romantic idealization of art vs. commerce.  

 Charles Peterson is famous for his work with Sub Pop and his iconic photography 

of the Northwest grunge scene in the late 1980s and early 1990s. He worked with bands 

such as Mudhoney, Nirvana, Soundgarden, Pearl Jam, and Alice in Chains from their 

earlier small club gigs to their larger arena performances. His trademark style features 

black-and-white film, often uncropped shots, with artful, action-capturing blurs, and his 

work was featured on so many album and single covers that became it Sub Pop’s 

aesthetic look (Been & Letkemann 2011). 

 The influence and importance of Mudhoney in the development of early grunge is 

often overshadowed by the media obsession and focus on Nirvana. Explains an online 

reviewer of the album, 

Nirvana may have been the best known of the Seattle grunge bands to come 

out of the ’90s but Mudhoney, with their ’60s garage-band-inspired chaos, 

were the ones that built the template into which others poured their music. The 

model is found on Superfuzz Bigmuff. […] Lettered in a cramped hippie-poster 

style, the cover is rife with a world of chaotic musical references: the 

psychedelia of the ’60s, the punk rock of the ’70s and the emerging grunge of 

the ’80s. A classic cover surrounding classic music. (Verity, “Awesome 

Album Covers: Mudhoney And ‘Supermuff Bigfuzz’”) 

 

This quote references several significant cultural signifiers on the album cover: 1960s 

psychedelia, 1970s punk rock, and 1980s early grunge. All three of are often 

romanticized as non-commercial, authentic subcultures in music history. This could be a 

conscious placing of Mudhoney within the lineage of “authenticity.”  

 Mudhoney’s Supermuff Bigfuzz (Sub Pop 1988) is named after two effect pedals 

designed for use with electric guitar. The first is a Univox Super Fuzz, a fuzz box known 

http://www.last.fm/music/Nirvana
http://www.last.fm/music/Mudhoney
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for its octave-doubling tone. The other is the Big Muff, an Electro-Harmonix fuzzbox 

known for its low end frequency response. Both these distortion pedals are often used to 

achieve the heavy grunge tone. Mudhoney is known for their characteristic 1960s-

inspired grunge retro fuzz sound achieved with the use of such effect pedals. The sleeve  

of the album credits bandmembers Mark Arm as "vocals, Superfuzz" and Steve Turner as 

"Bigmuff." As a BBC album reviewer wrote,  

[T]itled in tribute to the old-skool FX pedals the two guitarists so gleefully  

abused to stir up their buzzing, serrated swarm of noise – Superfuzz Bigmuff 

posited Mudhoney as misbegotten garage-rock mavericks, with the muck of 

the thriving American underground scuffing their Converse. While they 

possessed a songwriting knack that betrayed their worship for Lenny Kaye’s 

Nuggets compilation – opener Need boils with adolescent frustration like The 

Sonics, only more psychotic, while slow-burning stalker-anthem If I Think 

evokes a gothic Creedence Clearwater Revival – Mudhoney’s true gift lay in 

their feral, sardonic attack, and their unhinged love of noise […] A faultless 

six-track blast of wild, overdriven noise now recognised as a crucial release in 

the development of Seattle’s underground scene. (Chick 2009a) 

 

Words that are also used to describe the EP's sound include cacophonic, epic, throat-

scourging, gonzo approach, snarl, and crash (Chick 2009a). The band's fuzzy guitar 

effects is due to more than only distortion pedals, as they also often also used single coil 

pickups, producing a fuzzier, dirtier sound in comparison to humbucking pickups. This is 

representative of grunge aesthetics. 

 The back cover, also in black and white, looks like it was taken during a live 

performance (see Figure 5-9, below). In the photo there is a drum kit but drummer Danny 

Peters is not visible, perhaps due to a camera effect or the general disjointed and confused 

aesthetic style of the photo. Peters used a 3/4 size drum kit, which functions to represent a 

rejection of the excess of the glam of the previous decade. Two presumably male heads 

of hair, and two guitar headstocks can be seen. The first is a Fender Precision Bass that is  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/music/artists/16346cf4-4d2b-40ec-8393-0fc7296d92fe
http://www.bbc.co.uk/music/artists/16346cf4-4d2b-40ec-8393-0fc7296d92fe
http://www.bbc.co.uk/music/artists/109958eb-a335-4c5e-907e-597ff4c6af46
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Figure 5-9 Mudhoney’s Superfuzz Bigmuff, back cover (1988) 

 

held by off-camera by bassist Matt Lukin and the other is the guitar visibly held by Steve 

Turner. Frontman Mark Arm is also in the picture. The title tracks are listed in a DIY-

looking white font, which again can be linked to 1960s psychedelic poster art. This DIY 

aspect fits in well with the punk influence of grunge culture. 

 As already noted, the Seattle scene had a unique consistency to its look and 

image, and the front cover of Superfuzz Bigmuff shares a particular likeness with that of 

Nirvana's Bleach, released the following year in 1989. Both EPs were released by Sub 

Pop and had the same local producer, Jack Endino. There is the same style of black and 

white photo and writing, the same psychedelic-inspired font on the back for the track 

listing, the same general anonymity of band members in the photographs, and the same 

focus on the physicality of the music performance. Both were photographed at a 

relatively small-scale performance venue, and both emphasise the lack of 

performer/audience divide (basement or small club). 
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5.2b Nirvana’s Live Performance of "Breed" at the Reading Festival (1992) 

 

As my example for a critical reading of a live grunge performance, Nirvana’s 1992 live  

performance of "Breed" at the Reading Festival
4
 in England will function as a case study  

to demonstrate how grunge signifiers are conveyed in live performance. I will analyze  

how grunge masculinity is portrayed in this video through the humour and parody of the 

pre-song introduction by the band, the punk influence on the more stripped down style of 

grunge, and the street clothing fashion of Nirvana. 

 Nirvana began their headlining slot with the song "Breed" from the album 

Nevermind.  The performance begins with Nirvana bassist Krist Novoselic at the 

microphone while Cobain is wheeled onstage in a wheelchair, wearing a hospital gown 

and long blonde wig. Novoselic declares "There's something I can't say, it's just too 

painful. It's too painful. You're gonna make it man. With the support of his friends and 

family, he's gonna make it." Cobain then weakly stands up at the microphone before 

saying something indecipherable and then collapsing. He then gets up as if in perfect 

health, dons a guitar, beings playing seemingly random feedback (see Figure 5-10, 

below). This progresses into the introduction of "Breed."   

Cobain is wheeled onstage by journalist Everett True, who had been hired by Sub 

Pop a few years earlier to popularize the Seattle scene in the popular media (Szatmary 

2010, 310). Cobain's costume and acting were a parody of the media's representation of 

him as an incompetent heroin user. Specifically, there were rumors of the band not 

performing that night as scheduled due to Cobain's highly publicized health and heroin 

issues (Ellis 2008, 230). Explains the BBC,   

                                                 
4
 Released officially as a CD/DVD in 2009 as Live at Reading. 
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At the beginning of Nirvana's headlining slot, journalist Everett True wheeled 

Kurt Cobain (wearing a blonde wig) in a wheelchair onto the stage. This 

gesture was a quip at the journalists who had accused Kurt of being a useless 

drug addict; the triumphant performance was Nirvana proving to the audience 

and themselves that they were much more than the hype and media coverage 

that surrounded them. The show was performed with an unflinching ferocity 

and became one of their most memorable performances. Dave Grohl 

remembers the 50,000 people in the audience chanting the lyrics to "Lithium" 

- he admitted later that it was one of their biggest moments. ("Nirvana 

headline Reading Festival" 1992)  

 

Much of the journalism and academic writing on Nirvana's Live at Reading label the 

performance as the most celebrated of the band's career (Chick 2009b; Ellis 2008, 230; 

Hilburn 2009). 

 

Figure 5-10 Kurt Cobain performing “Breed” in 1992 

 

This makes Cobain's costume that much more effective as a snub against the media's 

biased representation of him, as the media was implying that Cobain's lack of good health 

due to drug use would prevent the band from performing in the scheduled headlining slot 

at the Reading festival (Chick 2009b). The media comments on Cobain and Love's heroin 

use mostly focused on their (dis)abilities as parents: 

In 1992, Courtney became pregnant and an article in Vanity Fair alleged that 

she had been using heroin early in her pregnancy. After Kurt and Courtney's  

daughter, Frances Bean Cobain, was born, the Los Angeles County 

Department of Children's Services took custody of the child. Subverting the 
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media's portrayal of him as a junkie and unfit father, Kurt rolled onto the stage 

at the U.K.'s 1992 Reading Festival in a wheelchair, fell out of the chair, and 

faked death before popping up and launching into Nevermind's "Breed." He 

then ripped his way through twenty-five songs with Novoselic and Grohl; 

Nirvana ended the show by demolishing their instruments. As the band's road 

manager, Alex MacLeod, explained, "They wanted to stand up, in front of all 

these people who were saying, 'It's over, he's a fuck-up, he's useless,' and say 

to them, 'Fuck you. It's not over.’ (Friedlander 1996, 282) 

 

Novoselic is wearing a sleek black leather jacket, a white dress shirt, and jeans. The 

leather is quite different in style from that of glam metal culture. Novoselic's jacket lacks 

the hard-edge, punk style of much glam leather, and instead looks almost clean cut. Grohl 

is wearing a t-shirt over a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. Although the camera does focus 

on him significantly, his body movements and long hair make it hard to see his face 

clearly, playing into the anonymity implicit in the ethos of grunge. Known for his very 

physical drumming, the camera angles at the 1992 Reading performance function to 

emphasize his distinct style.  

 Cobain's guitar solo is very melodically minimalistic, predominantly featuring a 

constant strumming of a single note per measure, with a few transition notes added. This 

is in tune with the stripped-down type of punk-influenced grunge popularized by Sub-Pop 

records. 

 The audience looks predominantly male, however the androgynous characteristics 

of grunge makes it difficult to distinguish the female demographic of the audience. This 

signifies the musician as "one of the audience," rather than performer-as-god of glam 

metal, as the constructed non-glamour of grunge is integral to its ideology. Another way 

in which the performer/audience divide is minimized is the appearance of Antony 

Hodgkinson, known by Nirvana fans as Dancing Tony (see Figure 5-11, below), who  
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danced with the band in an estimate of nine shows
5
. For the majority of this particular  

song performance he can be seen dancing/flailing around the center of the stage among 

the band “wearing baggy women’s clothes, Chuck Taylors, clownish face paint and a tie, 

convulsing, flapping and pogo-ing to the sound” (Allen 2010). This deemphasized the 

focus on the bandmembers as well as celebrates a non-macho masculinity through his 

costume and makeup. He remains onstage for almost half of the band’s set, during which 

time Novoselic credits him with writing the entirety of Nirvana’s music. This 

demonstrates the light-hearted humour often found in grunge culture and the subversion 

of the auteurism valued by rockist culture. 

 

Figure 5-11 Dancing Tony at Reading Festival in 1992 

 

 

5.2c Pearl Jam's Music Video for "Jeremy" (1992)  

 

For my critical reading of a grunge music video, I have chosen Pearl Jam's 1992 music 

video for "Jeremy," from the group’s 1991 album Ten. This close reading will analyze 

how the visual narrative interplays with that of the audio to signify emotional depth, 

                                                 
5
 According to Hodgkinson himself (Allen 2010). 
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social consciousness, and a punk-inspired DIY element. I will also show how the music 

video to “Jeremy” is a great example of the vulnerable, emotional, and introspective 

masculinity that grunge music made acceptable within the popular music sphere. 

 The video introduction features the typewriter-like font reading "an affluent 

suburb," then "3:30 in the afternoon" on what looks like crumpled paper with constant 

flashes of newspaper headlines. Many are unreadable, but some notable ones are "4 Teen-

Agers Shot," and "Girl in Torture in Indiana." The typewriter-like font reads "64 degree 

and cloudy" and later "the White House declined comment." This has already established 

the setting as the United States, with references to the U.S. state of Indiana, the White 

House, and the use of Fahrenheit. During the song intro we hear abrasive sounds such as 

television static, alarm bells, news reporting, and U.S. president George H. W. Bush. 

Thus far there is a contrived unpolished element to the music video, to give it a punk-

ethos-inspired feel of grunge authenticity. This also comes through in the DIY style of 

collage, pasting and cutting (see Figure 5-12, below). Although the video has high 

production values, which would work against a DIY aesthetic, the introduction’s red, 

white, and black collage of newspaper articles, etc. work to signify a punk DIY aesthetic, 

associating the images with a romanticized, countercultural punk culture. There is an 

emphasis on political images, words, and issues, framing the band as socially conscious.  

 The song and video for "Jeremy" provide an example of a band singing about the 

exact issues that have been presented by cultural analysts and some generation Xers 

themselves as problems of their generation: debt, divorce, broken homes, parental  

neglect, and general dysfunction (Ellis 2008, 221; Nehring 1997, 83). Pearl Jam frontman 

Eddy Vedder,   
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[G]rew up believing that his biological father was his uncle, wrote about similar 

feelings of parental neglect in 'Jeremy.' 'I think the seventies and eighties were a 

really weird time for parenting, especially in the middle class,' reasoned Vedder. 

'Was that the 'My Generation' or something? Parents were looking for their things, 

which meant a lot of kids got left behind.' (Szatmary 2010, 311) 

 

The ways in which the music video adds layers of meaning to the song lyrics include the 

camera angles circling around Jeremy and Vedder near the end of the video, which imply 

that they are the same person or at least Vedder relates deeply to the boy. This signifies 

introspection and vulnerability, and a grunge masculinity that was discussed in Chapter 

Four. 

 

Figure 5-12 DIY aesthetic in “Jeremy” 

 

 The song introduction relates to its predominantly young audience through the 

images of the words “affluent suburb,” “teen-agers,” and “girls.” The song’s title is 

written in child-like print, signifying youth as well as a DIY aesthetic. During the video’s 

second verse, we are shown images of the words “peer,” “bored,” and “ignored.” These 

are words that can be associated with the experience of adolescence.   

The video shows the lyric’s protagonist, Jeremy, playing in a forest. The boy, 

approximately 12 years old, runs through the forest while various imagery is shown. 

When Vedder sings “Daddy didn’t give attention to the fact that mommy didn’t care,” 
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Jeremy runs past a picture of a business suit, placed as if on an adult male, except there is 

no person there. We then see also a women’s red dress, sans mother (see Figure 5-13, 

below). This signifies parental alienation and emotional neglect. We then see the boy 

crouched down in a fetal, defensive position in front of a large image of a wolf’s 

attacking mouth. It looks like he is symbolically about to be consumed. The second time 

this lyrics is sung, Jeremy is in front of mannequin-like models of his parents. They are 

lifeless, while he tries in vain to get their attention. We can see scenes of Jeremy in his 

classroom with his peers. All his classmates are frozen in place, pointing, taunting, and 

laughing at him, while he is in real time and looks mentally tormented. 

Figure 5-13 Imagery in “Jeremy” 

 

The narrative is interwoven with shots of singer Eddie Vedder. He is the only band 

member shown in the video. His facial expressions and body gestures connote personal 

anguish and masculine vulnerability (see Figure 5-14, below). It is significant that the 

video does not show the entire band in a live performance, as had been typical of rock 

music video in the previous decade to signify authenticity through the emotional 

subjectivity of the singer. 

 Virtuosity is important to mention, for it brings up both similarities and  
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differences between glam metal and grunge. Glam metal features electric guitar 

virtuosity, such as Slash’s three solos in “November Rain” in the glam music video 

comparison. 

 

Figure 5-14 Eddie Vedder in “Jeremy” 

 

The vocal virtuosity often present in grunge, as exemplified by Vedder in “Jeremy,” 

could be interpreted as similar to that of the guitar in glam metal. However, within the 

context of grunge I see it to more likely signify sincerity, vulnerability, and emotional 

directness rather than the masculine technical skill and virility signified by glam metal 

virtuosity. 

The second verse begins with the lyrics “Clearly I remember picking on the boy. 

Seemed a harmless little fuck, but we unleashed a lion, gnashed his teeth.” Along with 

the video imagery and the tragic event which inspired the song, this signifies the 

psychological breakdown of the bullied protagonist, Jeremy. We can see scenes of 

Jeremy in his classroom with his peers. While his taunting peers are frozen, Jeremy 

shows his anguish in real-time. The words “numb,” “disturb,” “problem,” and “wicked,” 

emphasis the mental anguish that Jeremy is subject to. A shirtless Jeremy, hands raised in 

a Christ-like pose, in front of a huge wall of fire, connotes the desire for salvation. We 
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then see Jeremy in front of the fire, wrapped in an American flag (see Figure 5-15, 

below).  

 

Figure 5-15 Jeremy dons the American flag 

 

The camera circles around Jeremy, who is in an unclean, unfinished room with his 

drawing taped to the walls. The circling camera and flashing white light effect draws the 

viewer into his subjectivity. The camera technique is used similarly with Vedder, creating 

the implication that Vedder shares the subjective pain of the child, perhaps empathizing 

from his own childhood experiences. 

We see the phrase “unclean spirit entered,” and the word “erase” as Jeremy’s 

sadness and pain escalates to aggression and anger. The climax of this scene is when he 

again raises his hands in the Christ-like salvation pose, and then begins violently bashing 

pieces of wood against a tree trunk. Jeremy enters the classroom of his peers. His lack of 

shirt signifies naturalness in comparison to the suppressive, homogenizing symbolism of 

the school uniforms worn by his classmates. Looking eerily calm, Jeremy stands at the 

front of the room with a gun. We do not see the violence first hand, but we see the second 

hand effects on his classmates, who are again frozen in place. Many of the children’s 

hands are half-raised, in attempts to shield eyes from the explicit nature of the violence. 
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There is blood splattered all over their white school uniform shirts and their horrified, 

faces (see Figure 5-16, below) 

 

Figure 5-16 Jeremy’s classmates  

 

What strikes me the most about this video is the way the narrative focuses on 

someone outside the band.  The song is turned into a social message to fans to be mindful 

and aware of the effects of neglect and bullying, and to persevere in the face of 

negativity. In a radio interview, Vedder explained that,  

Some kid did this. I didn't make that up and that's a fact. It came from a small 

paragraph in a paper which means you kill yourself and you make a big old sacrifice 

and try to get your revenge. That all you're gonna end up with is a paragraph in a 

newspaper. Sixty-three degrees and cloudy in a suburban neighborhood. That's the 

beginning of the video and that's the same thing is that in the end, it does nothing … 

nothing changes. The world goes on and you're gone. The best revenge is to live on 

and prove yourself. Be stronger than those people. And then you can come back. 

That's kinda what I did. Now all those people who were my enemies want to be my 

friends. They don't understand why, uh, I don't respond to them. (Downs 1993) 

 

In contrast to Guns N’ Roses’ “November Rain,” which tells the stories of bandmembers 

Rose and Slash, Pearl Jam’s “Jeremy” is based on a true event that occurred to others, 

with the lyrics and video being a re-enactment of what might have happened. This adds 

meaning to “Jeremy” of outward focus and a sense of caring and community that had 

been a part of early grunge through its influences from alternative and punk rock music. 
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5.3 Critical Reading Conclusion 

 

The close readings of various texts presented in this chapter provide a useful way to gain 

insight into the interactions of specific mediums with individual signifiers. The 

masculinities represented in both glam metal and grunge texts exemplify acceptable 

masculine personas in their respective genres. One detail of my selection of texts is 

important to note in particular: the selected album and EP covers are from each genre’s 

earlier days, while the music videos represent a much more commercialized version of 

the genres, evident in part through their high production values. The albums Too Fast for 

Love and Bleach both have visual and musical elements that can signify the more 

subcultural version of the genres, prior to their mainstream success. While the visual 

elements have been analyzed earlier in this chapter, I would like the reader to consider 

that both recordings are of much lower production values than the follow up albums from 

Mötley Crüe and Nirvana. This of course is because of the lack of money available for 

the bands earlier on in their careers. Regardless, the low-fi nature of their debut albums 

signifies an anti-commercial credibility as, 

Not simply a case of technology but of technique, lo-fi has been used further to 

describe those musical performances marked by amateurish playing (often on 

minimal instrumentation), off-key singing, and a certain casualness in delivery. 

This dual aspect of amateurism (in terms of performance) and primitivism or 

minimalism (in terms of equipment and recording processes) initially set the tone 

for what constitutes lo-fi, leading discussion in the music press to something of a 

binary between art and commerce: to what extent has lo-fi been a question of 

either aesthetics of economics, a matter of choice or necessity (Beebe et al. 2002, 

233-4) 

 

Crüe singer Vince Neil sings off key in much of Too Fast for Love, and the entire album 

has a much lower quality production than every Crüe album to follow. Bleach features a 

distinct punk-influenced amateur/minimalistic sound, casual vocal delivery, and a general 
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lo-fi audio quality in comparison to their follow up album Nevermind. These lo-fi 

signifiers represent a sonically oppositional strategy towards capital, aestheticism, and 

technology that lend credibility to the recordings. This is an important similarity between 

the masculinities of glam and grunge. 

This critical reading provides a look into the masculinities of glam metal and 

grunge that have been previously discussed at length throughout this thesis. Both genres 

had their own degrees of commercial potential in their own times, and shared a certain 

commercial viability due to some similarities between them. These include both genres 

being representations of masculinity, which has historically always been the focus of the 

popular rock sphere. However, while glam metal was a form of cock rock, grunge 

allowed for an incorporation of conventionally feminine qualities into its masculinity. 

The incompatible nature of these masculinities only became an issue when grunge gained 

mainstream popularity and displaced glam metal as the most popular form of rock music.  
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Chapter Six: Afterword 

What emerges throughout this dissertation is a look at the power structures that provide 

various meanings to signifiers of masculinity and authenticity within different contexts. It 

is clear that subcultures appropriate and invent signifiers with varying results and 

intentions: to subvert a more mainstream culture, to remove the subversive nature of a 

signifier, or to adopt the signifier along with its existing connotations. This brings me to 

an issue that merits further research: a look at the current state of both genres. The focus 

of my dissertation was, from my position as a graduate music student in 2014, to analyze 

glam metal and grunge as of the year 1995. However, since that time there has been a 

continued trend towards hybridity in emerging genres, often making it a difficult feat to 

easily categorize certain types of music. This has also created a culture in which there 

continue to be many popular genres of music at once, even within a single audience 

demographic. Many of these hybrid genres are based in part on grunge, glam, or a 

combination of the two, and the subsequent history of their masculinities in these new 

contexts deserves attention. 

I have discussed the concept of the loss of exclusivity and ascribed authenticity 

that occurs with the commercialization of music. With the democratization of technology 

in the Western world, there continue to be huge changes in the infrastructure of the 

popular music industry. There has been a shift away from the physical album and a move 

towards the single-based MP3 format, and even further towards a culture of music 

streaming. No longer is the popularity of artists based almost entirely on the resources of 

major labels, as people of varying ages can access music from all over the world through 

the internet. There is an unprecedented amount of music being produced and shared 
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globally, and the record labels no longer have the same monopoly on what is heard by 

consumers. I believe it would be a worthwhile contribution for future research to examine 

whether new possibilities exist for subcultures to be appropriated by the mainstream 

while at the same time maintaining their subversive power. As I have discussed in this 

dissertation, popular genres of rock music tend to revert to cock rock and to traditional 

masculine forms of pleasure and privilege, while subcultures are often more transgressive 

in terms of access to feminine alternatives. An issue that deserves further research is that 

of the development of an “authentic” subculture that is lived everyday by its members to 

a pre-existing formula adopted by others. The analysis and comparison of the 

performance models of subcultures and their mainstream representations would provide 

insight into the process of signification and the power relations involved.  

The “grunge killed ‘80s metal” narrative reflects one important gendered 

construction of authenticity in rock music culture, revealing a dominant romantic 

countercultural ideology that devalues popular music (most particularly in its 

manifestation as "pop"). I have argued that the popularization and the perpetuation of the 

“grunge killed ‘80s metal” narrative reflects the gendered power relations at work in the 

process of signification within the popular music sphere. The most significant theme to 

be taken away from this dissertation is the possibility of less patriarchally defined popular 

representations of gender. Cultural discourse both structures and reproduces social 

relations, allowing for certain representations of gender to be widely acceptable while 

encouraging others to remain in the background to be ignored (or feminized if they 

threaten the status quo). The trend towards more fluid gender roles which has from time 

to time emerged, as in the example of grunge masculinity, significantly alleviates the 
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amount of pressure on both men and women to perform a prescribed role. The access of 

men to the feminine masquerade and that of women to the mask of masculinity is a 

possibility that allowed the individual far more flexibility in their identity, and which 

could potentially decrease gender anxiety. Such a situation also leaves us better able to 

conceptualize gender, moving away from patriarchal and conventional notions of the 

female as being at best a signifier for the phallus, and of males as hopelessly driven by a 

need to possess the phallus. Gender is social construction that depends on cultural 

signifiers being reproduced and reiterated. The aforementioned trend towards less 

restrictive gender roles allows for more people to be comfortable with their own identity, 

rather than struggling with a masquerade or mask that was predetermined for them at 

birth. 
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