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The Politics of Rammstein’s Sound

Decoding a Production Aesthetic

ABSTRACT Germany’s premier rock music export Rammstein has been controversial since its formation in

1994. This article analyzes Rammstein’s sonic signature from the perspective of the “art of record

production.” It decodes the politics of Rammstein’s sound, which is inextricably linked to the

exaggeration of German attributes and the associations attached to them. The findings suggest that

although Rammstein productions emphasize some specific German stereotypes in their sound, their

overall aesthetic is international. This carefully crafted fine line between exotic otherness and

conformity to pop standards has made Rammstein successful on the global pop music market for more

than two decades. The production aesthetic must be understood against the background of the band’s

experience of German reunification. Rammstein were founded as a means for the band members to come

to terms with their new “German” identity. Initially, the band dealt with the shock of reunification and the

realities of Western capitalist societies. Later the band pursued two further goals: to improve the history of

their country in foreign perception and to help the Germans make peace with their nation’s past. These

goals are achieved by adopting strategies of industrial music for their course, such as provocation,

ambiguity, contrast, recontextualization, and humor.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

When Rammstein released their debut album Herzeleid in 1995 , it triggered strong
reactions, ranging from outrage to euphoria. Their industrial metal sound with German
lyrics was new, exciting, and provocative. Rammstein were in an odd situation in their
home country, Germany, where their albums were indexed as unsuitable for minors while
being at the top of the charts. Abroad, in the two main markets for German popular
music, the USA and Great Britain, the reception was initially different. The American
audience quickly discovered Rammstein. Their second album, Sehnsucht (1997), sold
more than a million copies and climbed to number forty-five in the Billboard charts.
In the UK, it took Rammstein a third album, Mutter (2001), to win the nation over.
Since then, each of their studio albums has climbed to a higher position in the charts,
culminating at number three with their latest output, Rammstein, in 2019 .

Since Rammstein’s inception, they polarized with their exaggerated portrayal of Ger-
manness and the associated fascist aesthetics reminiscent of the Nazi era. In 2001 , the
Washington Post wrote, “With jackboot rhythms and plenty of Teutonic rage, the sextet
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[ . . . ] marched out of Germany in 1993 and has been blitzkrieging charts around the
globe.”1 According to Klypchak,2 Reed3, and Nye,4 it is precisely for this stereotypical
militaristic impression the American audience enjoys Rammstein’s music. The British
reception was more reserved in the beginning, yet the tropes quickly became similar, as
a Kerrang! review demonstrates: “They may be as German as two pounds of Bratwurst
squeezed into a pair of Lederhosen but that’s where Rammstein’s real appeal lies—the
cold, blunt tones of their mother tongue couldn’t have found a more suitable soundtrack
in their sublime and regimented sound.”5 In Germany, Rammstein’s extreme aesthetic
was not particularly well-received, and the newspaper Die Welt lamented that the band’s
exoticizing strategy might even work: “The American lust for the warlike Teuton is well
known. Rammstein’s biggest disadvantage [ . . . ] is, at the same time, their biggest advan-
tage: they sound incredibly German. Too German, as many think.”6 But to their dismay,
Rammstein’s scandalous sound was successful in provocatively capitalizing on stereotyp-
ical notions of Germany.

If one characteristic can be attributed to Rammstein, it is ambiguity. Although they refused
to explain their lyrics for a long time, they eventually did so. They claimed to be apolitical yet
seem to have social and personal intentions. These are grounded in Rammstein’s experience of
growing up in the socialist German Democratic Republic (GDR), Germany’s reunification in
1990 , and the shock of becoming part of Western capitalist society. Furthermore, the strong
media reactions to Rammstein’s aesthetic make them, whether they like it or not, political. It
links them, 75 years after the end of the Second World War, to the gruesome history of
Germany and the ongoing process of coming to terms with the past.

It is due to the uneasiness about Germany’s history that most research on Ramm-
stein was carried out by non-German, mostly North American, or emigrated German
scholars. Most of these studies have been conducted from the perspective of German
studies,7 media studies,8 or exile studies,9 but there is relatively little musicological
research.10 Hence the focus of research has been on the interpretation of lyrics and

1 . David Segal, “Heavy-Metal Rammstein Stakes Its Claim to Flame,” Washington Post, 30 July 2001 , https://
www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/2001/07/30/heavy-metal-rammstein-stakes-its-claim-to-flame/
390e2c05-ea45-4b18-a837-a16f511b5b32 .

2 . Brad Klypchak, “Über Alles,” in Rammstein on Fire, ed. John Littlejohn and Michael Putnam (Jefferson:
McFarland, 2013).

3 . Alexander S. Reed, “‘Coolifying’ Germany’s Past and Present,” 2007 , http://salexanderreed.com/coolifying-
germanys-past-and-present.

4 . Sean Nye, “What is Teutonic? – An Update on the German Question.” In Böse Macht Musik, ed. Katharina
Wisotzki and Sarah Falke (Bielefeld: transcript); Sean Nye. Teutonic time-slip. (Ph.D. thesis, 2013 , University of
Minnesota).

5 . Ben Myers, “Industrial Revolution,” Kerrang! 855 (2001), 40 .
6 . Andrea Nieradzik, “Am Anfang war das Feuer,” Metal Hammer 2 (1998), 23 (translation).
7 . Ulrich Adelt, “’Ich bin der Rock’n’Roll-Übermensch,’” Popular Music and Society 28 , no. 3 (2005); Corinna

Kahnke, “Transnationale Teutonen,” Journal of Popular Music Studies 25 , no. 2 (2013).
8 . Melanie Schiller, “Heino, Rammstein and the Double-Ironic Melancholia of Germanness,” European Journal

of Cultural Studies (2018), https://doi.org/10 .1177%2F1367549418810100 .
9 . Nye, “What is Teutonic?”; Nye, Teutonic time-slip.
10 . Reed, “‘Coolifying’ Germany’s Past and Present”; Robert Burns, “German Symbolism in Rock Music,”

Popular Music 27 , no. 3 (2008).

52 J O U R N A L O F P O P U L A R M U S I C S T U D I E S J U N E 2 0 2 1

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/2001/07/30/heavy-metal-rammstein-stakes-its-claim-to-flame/390e2c05-ea45-4b18-a837-a16f511b5b32
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/2001/07/30/heavy-metal-rammstein-stakes-its-claim-to-flame/390e2c05-ea45-4b18-a837-a16f511b5b32
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/2001/07/30/heavy-metal-rammstein-stakes-its-claim-to-flame/390e2c05-ea45-4b18-a837-a16f511b5b32
http://salexanderreed.com/coolifying-germanys-past-and-present
http://salexanderreed.com/coolifying-germanys-past-and-present
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1367549418810100
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1367549418810100


vocal expression, masculinity, and stage performance, and the band’s spectacular live
shows and music videos have often taken precedence over the music. The band, how-
ever, have frequently emphasized that their music is as important as their live shows.

This research offers an alternative to those cultural studies approaches prevalent in
popular music studies. Rammstein’s sound aesthetic will be analyzed from the perspective
of the “art of record production.” The study aims to decode the politics of Rammstein’s
sonic signature, which is inextricably linked to the exaggeration of German attributes and
the associations attached to them. The investigation combines musicology, critical listen-
ing, and the analysis of music artefacts. Band interviews and articles found in music
magazines in Germany, Great Britain, and the USA, unauthorized remix stems, the
released songs, and video interviews and masterclasses with the band’s producer, form
the data.

The article situates Rammstein in the historical context of Germany, the economic
situation of the recording industry at the time of Rammstein’s formation, and the band’s
ideological forebears. On that basis, it explains how the past is projected onto Rammstein
in public perception and how they are perceived by German, Central European, and
Anglo-American audiences. The detailed analysis of Rammstein’s sonic signature finally
shows a complex aesthetic that borrows from and references various artists and cultural
traditions from Germany and abroad. The analysis suggests that although Rammstein
productions emphasize some specific German stereotypes in their sound, their overall
aesthetic is rather international. This carefully crafted fine line between deliberate exotic
otherness and conformity to pop standards distinguishes Rammstein from more conven-
tional rock and metal bands, which has made them successful in the global pop music
market for more than two decades. High visibility due to their success enables Rammstein
to communicate their political agenda effectively.

M U S I C P R O D U C T I O N I N S O C I A L I S T S O C I E T Y A N D R A M M S T E I N ’ S E A S T

G E R M A N P A S T

It is important to consider the rock music scene in the German Democratic Republic to
understand Rammstein. In this communist-leaning country, musicians needed a license to
perform live, which was only granted for music with German lyrics conforming to
socialist ideology.11 Censorship by the state was common practice, which however was
thwarted by subversive ambiguity among artists.12 With only one state-owned record
label, few recording studios and producers existed, let alone those specializing in metal
music.13 Rock music from the capitalist West was only obtainable through tape-trading
and radio stations from beyond the Wall. One must acknowledge this background to
understand Rammstein’s aesthetics, as the band members have stressed on many occa-
sions. Rammstein guitarist Richard Kruspe once stated:

11 . Ulf Lüdeke, Am Anfang war das Feuer (München: riva, 2016), 18�20 .
12 . Wolf-Georg Zaddach, Heavy Metal in der DDR (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2018).
13 . Ian Fortnam, “Nude Power Generation,” Kerrang! 726 (1998), 41 .
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I think my style would have been very different as we didn’t have access to much
Western music. We only had tapes, no vinyl, plus there was a lot of Russian- and
Eastern-influenced music. I was more drawn to Western music, but everything you
hear affects you and is part of your upbringing. I think for sure growing up in West
Germany would have been very different.14

This upbringing led to a totalitarian aesthetic in Rammstein’s work, according to Kruspe,
“If you grew up in the East and were confronted with real socialism, at some point you
realize that certain structures of totalitarian aesthetics were carried out in the GDR. It’s
simply an aesthetic that we grew up with.”15 The fall of the Berlin Wall and the
reunification meant a drastic change for musicians from East Germany. During the GDR,
musicians subversively criticized the state, but with this enemy gone, most bands suddenly
lacked musical inspiration. Furthermore, the audience from the West could hardly relate
to such music, as Rammstein keyboardist Christian “Flake” Lorenz recalled, “A GDR
band that thinks it’s the light of day. If you played the music to a musician from the West,
he would think: What’s the point?”16 Rammstein’s early reasoning was to develop an
individual, provocative style that would set them apart. Drummer Christoph Schneider
explained, “For us, the musical image of the West looked like this: There are a bunch of
good musicians, all trying to copy American and English bands, but few really original
bands.”17 Rammstein’s sound, an industrial style of metal with German lyrics and hyper-
German, military-like rhythmic articulation, the media soon described as Neue Deutsche
Härte (new German hardness). At a time when metal was in crisis worldwide, when pop-
punk and grunge dominated the airtime, Rammstein provided music for “a young gen-
eration trying to escape everyday life and career pressures through uncompromising lyrics
and hard music.”18 In Germany, the domestic music industry was in serious decline, and
Polygram President Wolf-D. Gramatke saw the solution in internationally successful
bands, “What we need in the future are new artists who are capable of making it into
the national and international charts and who have sufficient staying power in the long
term.”19 Rammstein seemed to be the most promising contender for this role, according
to Petra Husemann, the artist and repertoire manager, who signed the band, “It was never
a question whether Rammstein would have foreign success. The question was whether
a label could be found which would recognize Rammstein’s potential and be willing to
handle a band which doesn’t get so much radio or TV exposure.”20 Rejecting the capitalist
West, the musicians were nonetheless determined to get away from their punk

14 . Mark McStea, “Rammstein’s Richard Kruspe on Riffs, Gear, Creativity and Emigrate’s Hot New Album,
‘A Million Degrees,’” Guitar World, 18 April 2019 , https://www.guitarworld.com/artists/rammsteins-richard-
kruspe-on-riffs-gear-creativity-and-emigrates-hot-new-album-a-million-degrees.

15 . Peter Wicke, Rammstein. 100 Seiten (Ditzingen: Reclam, 2019), 64 (translation).
16 . Michael Pilz, “Der Rammstein-Mann und die Liebe zur DDR,” Die Welt (19 February 2008), https://www.

welt.de/kultur/article1691071/Der-Rammstein-Mann-und-die-Liebe-zur-DDR.html (translation).
17 . Lüdeke, Am Anfang war das Feuer, 30 (translation).
18 . Doug Reece and Wolfgang Spahr, “Rammstein Hits U.S.,” Billboard (1 August 1988), 13 , 84 .
19 . Wolfgang Spahr, “Homegrown Heroes,” Billboard (6 December 1997), 47 .
20 . Wolfgang Spahr, “Motor Music to Drop Live Rammstein Set Worldwide,” Billboard (7 August 1999),

11 , 77 .
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background and make Rammstein a commercial success.21 It is this biographical back-
ground, the changes caused by the German reunification, and the economic struggles of
the recording industry against which Rammstein’s oeuvre must be interpreted.

I D E O L O G I C A L F O R E B E A R S : I N D U S T R I A L M U S I C A N D L A I B A C H

Before we turn to the politics of German popular music, it is important to place Ramm-
stein in a broader ideological and artistic context. Rammstein’s prototypical Neue
Deutsche Härte style is partly based on industrial music. In his critical history of industrial
music, Alexander Reed22 draws on the French situationist Guy Debord to explain one of
the genre’s central strategies for social criticism, détournement, which is used to turn “the
words, symbols, and actions of authorities back on themselves, recontextualized.” Détour-
nement is employed to free societies from unwritten rules by revealing and breaking
them.23 Debord argues that détournement “has a peculiar power which [ . . . ] stems from
the double meaning, from the enrichment of most of the terms by the coexistence within
them of their old and new senses.”24 He further claims that the “distortions introduced in
the detourned elements must be as simplified as possible, since the main impact of
a détournement is directly related to the conscious or semiconscious recollection of the
original contexts of the elements.”25 One of the main effects of using détournement in
industrial music is ambiguity, essentially in terms of politics and attitudes towards tech-
nology. The criticism expressed in industrial music is embedded in extreme aesthetics,
which are usually fascist and totalitarian. Musically, a totalitarian aesthetic is often
realized through quantized marching rhythms, disturbing lyrics, and samples of political
recordings.26 Ambiguity is the key, and most industrial music aims to criticize authority
without proposing a substitute, since dictating meaning, interpretation, or action would
violate the principle of industrial music to empower its listeners to think for themselves.27

The Slovenian avant-garde rock band Laibach is one of the biggest inspirations for
Rammstein. They established the blueprint of a comprehensive totalitarian aesthetic in
their music, videos, and live performance, which Rammstein and other representatives of
the Neue Deutsche Härte were eventually to adopt. Although Laibach are not limited to
the industrial genre, they criticized the Yugoslav authoritarian state with strategies em-
ployed by industrial artists, such as hyper-ambiguity, alienation, mirroring its ideology in
exaggerated form,28 and adopting totalitarian elements, such as anonymity and
collectivism.

21 . Kathrin Großer, “Wir wollen nur provozieren,” Rock Hard 4 (2001), 26 (translation).
22 . Alexander Reed. Assimilate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 9ff.
23 . Ibid., 9ff.
24 . Guy Debord, “Detournement as Negation and Prelude (1959),” in Situationist International Anthology, ed.

Ken Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2002), 67 .
25 . Guy Debord and Gil Wolman, “A User’s Guide to Detournement (1956),” in Situationist International

Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2002), 17 .
26 . Reed, Assimilate, 185 .
27 . Ibid., 189 .
28 . Nye, Teutonic time-slip, 243 ; see Alexei Monroe, Interrogation Machine (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005).
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Laibach and other industrial bands experimenting with electronic sounds and drum
machines influenced Rammstein by their use of repetitive rhythms as a sonic signifier of
mass culture, which Laibach criticized. Rammstein made this mechanical, stiff rhythm
part of their signature sound, without adopting Laibach’s critical, academic stance.
Another influence on Rammstein, according to Nye, is Laibach’s play on the Anglo-
American and European prejudice of German bad taste: “Laibach’s use of the German
text in an exaggerated, proto-Death metal voice is a shocking satire of Teutonic stereo-
types of bad taste, where the German tongue is imagined to possess guttural, disgusting,
militaristic sounds utterly unsuited for Anglo-American light pop entertainment.”29 As
Nye argues, this exaggeration of the Germanic is “the most extreme use of the ugly to
critique the beautiful.”30 This strategy follows the extreme aesthetics of industrial music,
in which the German language and various forms of bad taste are deliberately used—
something that Rammstein adopted on their first album and have kept ever since. The
most blatant signifier is Rammstein’s adoption of Laibach’s use of the German LTI
(“Lingua Tertii Imperii” or “Language of the Third Reich“), expressed by the trilled
Hitlerian “Rs.”31 The associations with Nazi Germany resemble the extreme aesthetics
of industrial music. Rammstein built on Laibach’s avant-garde aesthetics and some strat-
egies of industrial music. Notwithstanding all their extremism and totalitarian aesthetics
in sound, imagery, and stage presentation, there are scholars seeing Rammstein’s political
intention as less serious than those of their forbears. Lukes32 claims that politics is only an
occasional interest, and Nye33 argues that Rammstein’s “totalitarian desires in a spectacle
of Hollywood theatricality [ . . . ] is not supposed to have consequences.” Laibach sup-
porter Žižek, however, does not agree with this assessment, claiming that Rammstein
“undermine totalitarian ideology not with an ironic distance towards the rituals they
imitate, but by directly confronting us with its obscene materiality and thereby suspend-
ing its efficacy.”34 Rammstein detourne in a simple manner that clearly juxtaposes the old
with the new sense. In using similar means to Laibach to criticize totalitarian ideology, the
band may be more political than Lukes and Nye acknowledge. Whether it is political
intentions or pure commercial strategy that motivate Rammstein to use German signifiers
and fascist aesthetics in their music will be discussed in the subsequent investigation.

T H E P O L I T I C S O F G E R M A N P O P U L A R M U S I C A N D T H E P R O J E C T I O N S U R F A C E

R A M M S T E I N

Most interviews and media reports about Rammstein in Germany deal with the political
views of the band and Germany’s past. In one of these interviews, Landers stated:

29 . Ibid., 249f.
30 . Ibid., 251 .
31 . Ibid., 242f, 259 .
32 . Daniel Lukes, “Rammstein Are Laibach for Adolescents and Laibach are Rammstein for Grown-Ups,” in

Rammstein on Fire, ed. John Littlejohn and Michael Putnam (Jefferson: McFarland, 2013).
33 . Nye, Teutonic time-slip, 261 .
34 . Slavoj Žižek, Living in the End Times (London: Verso, 2010), 387 .

56 J O U R N A L O F P O P U L A R M U S I C S T U D I E S J U N E 2 0 2 1



I wouldn’t always mention German and the Third Reich in the same breath. Goethe,
Schiller, Mozart, and Ernst Busch are also German, and they have nothing to do with
the Third Reich. I firmly reject the assertion that most Germans think that being
German always means the Third Reich. [ . . . ] Alright, if you need to put a label on us:
We make evil German marching music. [ . . .] If it reminds you of that, so be it. But the
question is, when is music right-wing without lyrics? Can a note be right-wing? Can
a note be German? How much German can one be?35

This quotation raises two questions. First, what is the smallest “musical unit” perceived as
political? On a purely structural level, a single note will not be sufficient, yet depending on
its sound, it could have political undertones. Attali36 reminds us of the political power of
music and noise, which is employed strategically in industrial music. The second question
concerns the common right-wing association of a German sound; in what way may
musicians emphasize their German identity?

When West German metal bands created their own interpretation of the genre from
the 1980s onwards, many musicians and producers did not mind using “Teutonic stereo-
types” despite the derogative connotations of bluntness, rigidity, and hardness.37 Produ-
cers such as Karl Bauerfeind deliberately developed a “Teutonic metal sound” based on
their imagination of the militaristic sound of the Prussian Empire, associated with
marching music and marching in lockstep.38 This aesthetic involved engineering and
production decisions to emphasize rhythmic precision.39 The resulting sound was not
particularly popular in the Anglophone world, but no major West German metal band
has ever been accused of right-wing leanings except for Accept, who were criticized in
France for the characteristic camouflage dress of singer Udo Dirkschneider. Generally,
German metal with English lyrics, corresponding to the traditional themes of metal
music, was perceived as stale but did not cause any issues.40

At the heart of the controversies surrounding Rammstein is the emphasis on their
German identity in their music, lyrics, and performances in the form of an exaggerated
totalitarian aesthetic reminiscent of the Nazi era. Rammstein claim to be still searching
for their identity, even thirty years after Germany’s reunification. These struggles become
apparent in the opening track “Deutschland” on their latest album. In a Metal Hammer
interview Christoph Schneider explained the motivation for the song:

For me, the song is about the ambivalent emotional relationship with this country.
People from my generation can understand that. First it was two countries, suddenly

35 . Warschauer, “Kann eine Note Rechts sein?,” 6 March 2008 , http://www.till-lindemann-fan-forum.de/
t249f14-RE-Interviews.html (translation).

36 . Jacques Attali, Noise (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1985).
37 . Christian Rulfs, “Lachen über Deutschland,” Motor, 10 July 2013 , http://motor.de/lachen-ueber-

deutschland.
38 . Jan-Peter Herbst and Karl Bauerfeind, “Teutonic metal. Effects of place- and mythology-based labels on

record production.” International Journal for the Sociology of Leisure. https://doi.org/10 .1007/s41978-021-
00084-5 .

39 . Herbst, “Culture-specific production and performance characteristics. An interview study with ‘Teutonic’
metal producers,” Metal Music Studies 7 , no. 3 (2021).

40 . Herbst, “German Metal Attack.”
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one was gone. There were also times when I couldn’t get the word “Germany” over my
lips. There was the Federal Republic of Germany, and the German Democratic
Republic, not Germany. I’m coping better with it now. It’s a topic that’s occupied us
for ages. German lyrics with hard music—that’s what we stand for. And now we have
managed to make a song about Germany, this is a big step for the band.41

Growing up in the East or West, before or after reunification, determines how Germans
perceive their country, yet the problem of identification is nothing new. In the nineteenth
century, German culture was subject to significant changes, which led to the unified
German Empire in 1871 . In this context, popular music composers dealt with the ques-
tion of nationality. Richard Wagner attempted to create an image of Germany in his
writings “Was ist Deutsch?” (What Is German?) and Deutsche Kunst und deutsche Politik
(German Art and German Politics). His deliberations on a united Germany culminated
in the music drama Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (1867), an “attempt to forge collec-
tive memory” and the “very emblem of a nation.”42 This pronounced national image and
the work’s popularity prompted the Nazis to adopt the Meistersinger for their ideology in
the years before the Second World War. In a radio broadcast in 1933 , German Reich
Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels described it as “the incarnation of our national
identity,”43 and from 1935 , Hitler politicized it further by demanding it as a regular
feature of the Nuremberg party rallies.44

Wagner’s engagement with German identity and his work’s misappropriation show
several parallels to Rammstein. According to various interview statements, one of Ramm-
stein’s main motivations is to overcome the inglorious history of their nation, not only for
themselves but for the German people. But their political intentions shifted throughout
their career. Initially, Rammstein’s provocative style was intended to criticize the capitalist
West, as Landers expressed, “You probably didn’t really like the GDR because you lived in
it. It was the same for me. Then I saw the whole superficial surface in the West and
thought, ‘You have to destroy that.’”45 Later, their focus shifted to united Germany and
coping with its problematic past. As per Landers, “The German has an identification
problem due to the crimes committed by the Nazis. [ . . .] This also means that there is no
longer a normal way of dealing with life before and after.”46 This and similar statements
by the band show a clear parallel to Laibach’s use of industrial strategies and Žižek’s
reading of Rammstein, according to which the band undermine totalitarian ideology
through confrontation with its “obscene materiality.”47 Rammstein want to encourage
a “natural dealing with our past and reasonable dealing with this country”48 by using

41 . Thorsten Zahn, “Auf großer Flamme,” Metal Hammer 6 (2019), 20 (translation).
42 . Stephen McClatchie, “Performing Germany in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg.” In The

Cambridge Companion to Wagner, ed. Thomas Grey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 134 .
43 . Ibid., 134 .
44 . Pamela Potter, “Wagner and the Third Reich: myths and realities” in The Cambridge Companion to

Wagner, ed. Thomas Grey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 241 .
45 . Wicke, Rammstein, 87 (translation).
46 . Ibid., 88 .
47 . Žižek, Living in the End Times, 387 .
48 . Großer, “Wir wollen nur provozieren,” 27 (translation).
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extreme fascist aesthetics and exaggerating their Germanness to the point of provoca-
tion.49 It is not intended for the Germans to forget about the past but to make peace with
it and acknowledge the rich cultural heritage of music, literature, and art, whose refer-
ences they covertly weave into their music.50 But just as the Nazis appropriated Wagner’s
popular work for their right-wing propaganda, Rammstein’s ambiguity, popularity, and
populist themes made them vulnerable to appropriations by right-wing groups, especially
in East Germany.

There are further parallels to Wagner in the aural and visual representation of the
band. Kahnke reads Rammstein as a Gesamtkunstwerk,51 a Wagnerian concept in which
every aspect of music, stage, and show is meticulously designed and aligned. The resulting
aesthetic has been described in German research as Ästhetik der Überwältigung (aesthetics
of overwhelming).52 According to Wicke, Rammstein perfected this aesthetic, which
captivates the listener with the immense power of sound and showmanship.53 Although
Wicke does not make this connection, it could be argued that the negative reception in
Germany is caused by “overwhelming media” that is reminiscent of Nazi propaganda
because of their manipulating effect, reinforced by the rolled “R” of singer Till Linde-
mann, which was characteristic of Hitler and Goebbels in their addresses to the public.
This aesthetic was a “media spectacle” and still widely evokes traumatic memories.54 Just
as rhetoric can be abused, a captivating sound resulting from high-quality music produc-
tion can make people enjoy the sound of music whose lyrics contradict their beliefs. This
juxtaposition of pleasurable, captivating sound and disturbing lyrics fits the extreme
aesthetic of industrial music to stimulate or enforce reflection, as Laibach have
demonstrated.

Rammstein’s style is a special case in terms of political associations in popular music.
According to the German Metal Hammer’s editor Robert Müller, political messages are
usually presented in musical styles that are not too controversial themselves. That does
not apply to Neue Deutsche Härte because it was “automatically not politically correct
since it received its aesthetic appeal through German elements in its sound.”55 A sound
emphasizing German qualities was per se politically inappropriate in public perception in
Germany after the Second World War. Müller’s assessment shows the Germans’ unease
with their past, which Rammstein intend to break.

The importance of differentiating between audiences is apparent in the fact that it is
precisely this controversial and exaggerated form of Germanness that Anglo-American
listeners enjoy,56 without necessarily perceiving Rammstein’s aesthetic as overly political.
As for Rammstein’s appeal to an Anglophone audience, Nye theorizes the fascination of

49 . Kahnke, “Transnationale Teutonen”; Schiller, “Heino”.
50 . Wicke, Rammstein, 89ff.
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53 . Wicke, Rammstein, 73 .
54 . Nye, Teutonic time-slip, 239 .
55 . Wolf-Rüdiger Mühlmann, Letzte Ausfahrt: Germania (Berlin: Iron Press, 1999), 264 (translation).
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exaggerated Germanness with the term “Teutonic,” which for him is less a distinct style
than a complex aesthetic that encompasses a range of ideologies and media.57 The term
goes way back to nineteenth-century England. It has ever since been used for anything
Germanic, especially in connection with the imperialist ambitions of a reunified Ger-
many, the strength of the Prussian military, and Wilhelmine and Nazi Germany, all of
which challenged the British Empire. Nye understands the Anglo-American fascination
with the “Teutonic” as a “special kind of Occidentalism within the Occident,” taking the
form of an “exotic representation of German nationality or a German cultural product
[ . . . ] as something alternatively dangerous, perverse, violent, inhuman and/or en-
igmatic.”58 English and American war propaganda during both wars accounted for the
connotation of the “Teutonic” as evil. Nye argues that the “Teutonic” aesthetic still lives
on but “has shifted from a demonization of the German per se to a trope in which the
Anglo-American world articulates a range of fears and anxieties about its own political
and cultural position in the world since 1945 .”59 Consequently, Nye explains the Anglo-
American attraction to Rammstein with their desire for an experience of exoticism and
otherness, coupled with Rammstein’s adherence to the German stereotype of “bad taste.”
This reading of the “Teutonic” suggests that bands like Rammstein, who capitalize on
their “Teutonic identity” or Germanness, are not perceived too politically by an Anglo-
American audience. By the thrill of the exotic otherness without being too different,
Rammstein appeals to audiences in the Global North.

With his interpretation of Rammstein’s single “Du Hast” (1997), Reed60 gives some
insights into why an American audience enjoys the song precisely because of its distinctly
German character. For him, four qualities—epic, military, romantic, and technological—
are essential to the North American experience of Germanness. Rammstein’s epic quality
results from a variety of spatial and compositional means, such as the reverberated room
quality of a cathedral and the vocal arrangements, both of which he associates with
Romantic and Classical music. The romantic quality he sees in structural elements, such
as the “Wagnerian leaps of sixths.” The military quality is achieved through a marching
style rhythm in which the emphasis is on the first beat of each measure, particularly in the
drum playing, which contrasts with the upbeat accentuation typical of Anglo-American
rock music. This militaristic sense of rhythm is supported by the phrasing of the guitars
and the unpitched and rhythmically accentuated singing that overemphasizes the hard
consonants. The synchronization of the drums, guitars, and vocals create an emotionally
harsh sound associated with military orders. That not only accords with the aesthetic
strategies of West German “Teutonic metal” but also with interpretations of Linde-
mann’s vocal style by other American scholars.61 The fourth distinct German quality is
technological. Reed argues that the distorted guitar “resembles the sound of scraped or
pounded metal,” which leads him to equate this guitar sound with the sound of machines.

57 . Ibid., 115f.
58 . Ibid., 117f.
59 . Ibid., 120 .
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61 . Burns, “German Symbolism.”

60 J O U R N A L O F P O P U L A R M U S I C S T U D I E S J U N E 2 0 2 1



Similarly, he views the distorted drum sound and the cold synthesizer sound as an
abstraction from humanly produced sound, which makes Rammstein’s aesthetic indus-
trial and inhuman. This argument fits Nye’s reading of the “Teutonic” perception
among Anglo-Americans as the German being robotic, hyperrational, and rigid.62 Rel-
evant in the context of Rammstein’s sonic signature is that Reed highlights the pro-
duction as the crucial element in staging Germanness in their music since it affects the
sonic space, performance qualities, and the sound of instruments, vocals, and the record
as a whole.

R A M M S T E I N ’ S M U S I C A L D E V E L O P M E N T

Rammstein’s style has changed throughout their twenty-five-year career. Although pio-
neering the sound of Neue Deutsche Härte, they built on an older tradition. The US-
American industrial metal band Ministry showed Rammstein how to commercialize
Laibach’s concept in a metal aesthetic. Inspirational crossover metal bands from West
Germany include Die Krupps and Oomph!, who partly sang in German and combined
EBM beats with catchy keyboard melodies and aggressive guitars.63 Die Krupps, named
after Germany’s most important weapons manufacturer in both world wars, also dealt
with their country’s past, albeit less ambiguously than Rammstein to avoid right-wing
accusations.64 The German Neue Deutsche Welle band Deutsch Amerikanische
Freundschaft (D.A.F.) inspired combining synthesizer pads and pumping beats with new
wave.65

Rammstein preferred European artists. Kraftwerk served as a role model, not only for
their techno-mechanical Teutonic rhythm, but also for their political reception, as Kruspe
explained:

When you talk to people today about German bands abroad, one name always comes
up: Kraftwerk. They had the same problem as we did, to be pushed into this right
corner, simply because they were German and had created their own music. I see many
parallels between Kraftwerk and Rammstein. Today Kraftwerk is the German model
band. It would be crazy if we could achieve that.66

The first two Rammstein albums, Herzeleid (1995) and Sehnsucht (1997), most clearly
pay homage to Germany’s electronic history, which is why they should be treated differ-
ently from the band’s later sound. Crucial for the two sounds was the production team
that changed between Sehnsucht and Mutter (2001). Not familiar with the role of
a producer because, according to Lorenz, they simply did not exist in the East German
rock music scene,67 Rammstein’s only criterion for the role was that he or she did not
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come from West Germany.68 The finally chosen Swede Jacob Hellner proved to be
decisive for Rammstein’s characteristic Tanz-Metall (dance metal) style.69 Similarly influ-
ential was the Belgian mixing engineer Roland Prent (Def Leppard, Iron Maiden, Queen-
srÿche), who claims to have created the “early Rammstein sound.”70 The sound of their
third album, Mutter (2001), changed with a new vision of a less electronic and more
sophisticated arrangement,71 was mixed by the relatively unknown Swede Stefan Glau-
mann. Although Rammstein (2019) was created with a new production team, Tom
Dalgety (Ghost, Royal Blood) and Olsen Involtini (Rammstein’s live audio engineer),
the sound is relatively similar to that of their previous albums. Considering Rammstein’s
musical development, all albums except Herzeleid and Sehnsucht are considered in the
following analysis of the Rammstein signature.

R A M M S T E I N ’ S S O N I C S I G N A T U R E

In keeping with the band’s socialist upbringing, each Rammstein song is a collective doing
of all six members.72 As the band stated in several interviews, all instrumentalists compose
and record song elements that are shared and developed. The guitar riff is the center of
the creative process, and the lyrics are written to the finished music.73 Once the songs are
written, the band enters a lengthy pre-production phase of one to two years.74 The band
rehearses the performance and improves the arrangement under the guidance of their
producer, who provides regular feedback in the last months before the recording.75

During this time, the number of songs is reduced from about thirty to eighteen. Accord-
ing to Hellner, this pre-production time spent in the rehearsal room is the most impor-
tant phase in the creation of a Rammstein album.76 Unlike many other artists,
Rammstein enter the studio with fully arranged songs and rehearsed performances.77

At the end of pre-production, all electronic elements are finished, and what remains
doing is to replace the guide tracks with the real recordings. This way, the band has a clear
idea of how the record will sound before they enter the studio.78 During the recording
process, eleven of the eighteen tracks are chosen, the programmatic number on each
Rammstein album. The ones sorted out did not capture the desired feeling in a high-

68 . agenttud27 , “Jacob Hellner - Behind ‘Ich tu dir weh’ and its production process,” YouTube, 8 September
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quality, recorded format. In this respect, Rammstein’s production approach is much more
tradition-conscious than one might expect.

Audio engineering is crucial to the sound of a metal record. In the global trend of
creating hyper-real impressions, the focus is on mixing rather than recording.79 Given the
transgressive image of Rammstein, it is surprising that they rely on conventional engi-
neering and emphasize the recording stage. In most metal productions the producer takes
on all engineering tasks. Rammstein, however, follow the traditional model. The creative
oversight is the producer’s role and the recording, editing, mixing, and mastering that of
specialized engineers.80

Drums are the instrument in metal music that is most processed towards hyper-reality
by enhancing or replacing the acoustic sounds with pre-processed samples, usually from
other drum kits.81 In a video-recorded masterclass, Hellner explains the recording and
production process of “Ich Tu Dir Weh” (2009), demonstrating a meticulous but
traditional production approach.82 The main drum sound is captured with a combination
of a wide AB overhead microphone setup, supported by three stereo room tracks at
different distances from the kit, and another chamber stereo track. The kick is recorded
with microphones inside and outside the resonance head, a sub-kick tunnel microphone,
and a trigger clip for computer-based sample enhancement. The snare is captured from
the top, bottom, the air pressure hole, and with a more distanced “dirt microphone.” Both
the kick and snare tracks are duplicated for parallel processing to achieve a more natural
sound. The four toms are neither gated nor edited so that the spill from the rest of the
drum kit remains on the tracks. The actual tom hits are reinforced with samples. The two
hi-hats and the ride cymbal have spot microphones. This setup amounts to a total of 39

drum channels. The main drum sound, sticking to traditional engineering practice, comes
from the overheads, arranged in a way that the kick and snare drum are in the stereo
center for maximum power. The drums are not panned as wide as typical in metal83 thus
not setting the vertical boundaries of the band’s wall of sound.84 Similarly, the overhead
and room tracks dominating over the close-microphoned drum instruments create
a sound that is less direct than in most contemporary metal productions.85

Hellner does not replace drum instruments with external samples but reinforces
specific notes with sampled hits from the original drum kit. The samples are recorded
at multiple volumes and played with both hands to capture their velocities and the place
the batter head is struck. This high degree of sound detail is unusual in metal music
production but, for Hellner, it makes the drum sound “less mechanical.” To reduce the
mechanical impression even further, he does not enhance the drums in sparsely arranged
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form parts that contain many ghost notes, only in dense form parts like the chorus, where
the drums compete with the wall of guitar.

This unexpected tradition-conscious recording approach and Hellner’s concern for
natural, non-mechanic drum sounds is remarkable, given the rigid rhythmical qualities
crucial to Rammstein’s stereotypical German aesthetic. Figure 1 shows a screenshot of the
original kick and snare drum of “Waidmanns Heil” (2009). The drum instruments are
rigidly quantized to a sixteenth note grid, which creates one of Rammstein’s characteristic
ambiguities: a natural and rather traditional sounding drum kit that is played as rigidly to
the grid like a drum computer. The stiff, quantized performance corresponds to the
centuries-old rhythmic stereotypes of German music.86 Even “Du Hast” (1997) from
Rammstein’s second album is similarly quantized, which is astonishing since Pro Tools’s
quantization tool Beat Detective was only introduced in 2000 . This observation con-
firms drastic manual editing as part of the Rammstein production aesthetic based on
audio evidence.

Rammstein’s drum sound differs from that of West German metal bands, which
tend to tune their kick and snare drums as low as possible. In the aesthetic of those
bands, the kick emphasizes the downbeat similar to Prussian marches. The deep snare
sound follows the aesthetic of the two most influential rock bands in Germany, The
Scorpions and Accept. This combination of “cannon” (kick) and “shotgun” (snare),
according to Bauerfeind,87 is decisive for the militaristic aesthetic of the West German
interpretation of a “Teutonic metal sound.” Rammstein also strived for a deep drum
sound, yet, as Hellner explained in his masterclass, the wall of guitars makes it impos-
sible. Their drum tuning is thus closer to a British metal sound, which tends to be
pitched higher than the West German sound, but lower than the drum sound of many
US-metal bands.88

Besides the characteristic voice of singer Till Lindemann and the mechanical drums,
the guitars are an iconic sonic element of Rammstein,89 forming the powerful wall of
sound in the choruses that many artists and producers have tried to copy. Speculations on
online message boards have it that Rammstein’s rhythm guitar sound is created by the

FIGURE 1. Drums quantized rigidly to a 16
th note grid in “Waidmanns Heil”
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layering of twenty-four tracks.90 “Ich Tu Dir Weh” may not be representative of all
Rammstein songs, but together with Hellner’s explanations, it offers some insight. Most
songs contain four main rhythm guitar performances, two from each guitarist, which has
been the standard in metal music production since the 2000s.91 As is generally known,
Kruspe plays an analog Mesa Boogie Rectifier tube amplifier, while Landers plays a digital
Tech 21 SansAmp. On the record, the signal of each guitarist is recorded through both
amplifiers, totaling in eight main rhythm guitar tracks. According to Hellner, this blend
of amplifiers and the way they are placed in the stereo field is one of the “secrets” of
Rammstein’s guitar sound. The analog circuit of the Rectifier reacts more slowly than the
digital SansAmp, which sits lower in frequency in the mix. Typically, bass frequencies are
slower than higher frequencies, but this unique combination of guitar amplification
technology allows the full spectrum to sound simultaneously, increasing the power of
the guitar wall. This spectrally homogenous impression is supported structurally since
both guitarists tend to play the riffs in unison. For the guitars to sound big on a record,
the width can be artificially increased. This processing, however, affects phase correlation,
resulting in poorer translation on FM radio, laptop speakers, and mobile phones. Due to
this commercial reason, the guitars seem not artificially widened. The alternative of
widening the image naturally with different guitar sounds on both channels is neither
true, as Figure 2 shows. Both guitars are presented as one unit, and no guitarist can be
distinguished. Essential for the stereotypical German impression is the accentuation of
rhythm over the spectral qualities of the guitar work.

The second “secret” of Rammstein’s guitar sound, according to Hellner, is the arrange-
ment, since this is from where the power comes.92 The form of most Rammstein songs
follows conventional verse, chorus, and bridge structures,93 but worth mentioning is the
instrumentation. As Landers explained in an interview, most verses are calm to the point

FIGURE 2. Frequencies of the guitars on the left and right stereo channels
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of being boring. Thinning out the instrumentation not only improves the intelligibility of
the lyrics but creates a more emotionally intensive wall of sound when transitioning to
the chorus.94 In their arrangements, the sectional contrast is higher than in productions of
many other metal bands, thereby captivating the listener with an impressive wall of sound.
The effect is intensified by the fact that in many songs the vocals and instruments
accentuate the same rhythm, which also contributes to Rammstein’s militaristic
impression.95

Guitarists agree that there are British and American amplifiers.96 Rammstein’s signa-
ture is based on the Mesa Boogie Dual Rectifier, one of the most iconic American-
sounding amplifiers. This choice of amplifier is noteworthy in that most metal bands
from West Germany willingly accepted an endorsement by the German manufacturer
Engl and in doing so created a distinctive German guitar sound.97 Rammstein decided
against this aesthetic. The chosen amplifier impacts profoundly on Rammstein’s produc-
tion practice since the recorded guitar tracks, just like the drums, are hardly processed.
The sounds are created in the traditional way of positioning the microphones to achieve
the desired tone at source. For ultimate control, Rammstein use a microphone robot that
allows them to store three-dimensional coordinates and select and modify their guitar
sounds without touching any processing device.98 It usually takes three days to find the
right microphone positions. As far as the recording chain is concerned, Rammstein use
vintage German Neumann large-diaphragm microphones (M49 , M149 , U47 , U67)
through a British Neve 1081 pre-amplifier.99 Once again, this recording approach is far
from transgressive and not particularly “German,” apart from the fact that condenser
microphones made in Germany were more common in Europe than in America before
the 1980s.

Because of the guitar’s central role, Hellner does not thin out its spectrum to make
space for the drums but instead uses samples to help the drums cut through. In many
Rammstein songs, the bass serves merely as a support for the guitars, which is common
practice in the metal genre. For Rammstein’s aesthetic, the bass in the heavy form parts is
reduced to support the guitars in a lower octave (fig. 3).100 Often only a direct injection
(DI) track with a bass amplifier simulation plugin, or simply equalization and compres-
sion, shapes the sound. While many metal productions add an amplifier sound to the DI
track or distort the middle and higher frequencies for character,101 Rammstein rarely do
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this. Merely in the sparsely arranged form parts, such as verses and interludes, does the
bass get a distinct character, but overall Rammstein’s bass sound is unremarkable.

Of Rammstein’s musical features, the vocals have received most academic attention
because they are the most stereotypical and controversial German trait. Nye emphasizes
the “Language of the Third Reich” aesthetic that Rammstein adopted from Laibach,
which Victor Klemperer102 characterizes as jagged, nappy, and rigid: “A firm military
greeting is rigid. An order or an announcement can be rigid. Rigid signifies the exertion of
organized discipline.” In a similar vein, Reed points out that the predominance of strong-
weak vowel patterns means that Rammstein’s lyrical phrases often begin on musical
downbeats, giving their singing an aggressive, technological, and industrial feel.103 Much
has been written about Till Lindemann’s masculine, deep, resonant bass register, his
trilled “Rs,” brief sentences with guttural sounds, and his use of the half-spoken Sprech-
stimme (speech voice), which traces back to Wagner’s operas and was less common in the
Anglophone world.104 The Sprechstimme style requires from vocalists to follow a com-
posed rhythm and pitch while singing but leaves it to them to change pitch during spoken
passages.105 This vocal style has two effects on Rammstein’s music. First, according to an
interview statement by Lindemann, the high degree of rhythmicality of this vocal style
affects the guitar work, making it more “march-like.”106 Second, Rammstein’s treatment
of pitch is unique in the metal genre. According to Hellner, Lindemann is a “great singer,
but he can’t really sing, that’s what makes him unique.”107 As Hellner further elaborates,
due to the lack of any formal training, Lindemann has an original sense of melody and
sings notes that do not “exist” in Western music. Yet, these are an essential part of his

FIGURE 3. Frequency of the guitars (blue) and bass (orange) in the chorus of “Ich Tu Dir
Weh”
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unique personality and Rammstein’s sound. The analysis of Lindemann’s singing in
“Waidmanns Heil” with the vocal tuning software Celemony Melodyne confirms that
Lindemann’s voice is neither tuned with spoken nor with sung articulation, and not even
individual notes seem to have been touched (fig. 4). From a commercial point of view, it
is remarkable that the vocals are mostly out of tune, and still Rammstein’s albums have
chart success. This achievement proves that Rammstein have succeeded in establishing an
original vocal aesthetic despite not meeting international standards of pop production,
where German lyrics and untuned vocals are an oddity.

Similar to the traditional recording methods for drums and guitar, the vocal sound is
created at source. Usually, more than thirty takes of short vocal phrases are recorded to
keep processing to a minimum. The main vocals are not doubled extensively but supple-
mented by various voices in higher or lower registers and with different phrasings, such as
the mixture of noise-like whispers and clean sounds. In the chorus of “Ich Tu Dir Weh,”
this results in a total of seven vocal tracks at the same time. The voice heard on the
finished record is powerful, despite Lindemann’s singing not being loud. Between the
albums, the pre-amplifier changed, but the vocals are always recorded with a vintage
German Neumann M49 microphone and compressed with a Danish hardware broadcast
compressor, which has an unusually fast response time that makes the voice sound close to
the listener.108 As Naomi Cummings, referring to Buddy Holly, notes about vocal engi-
neering, “By altering the balance, dynamic level, and quality of her sounds, the engineers
have effectively created for her a musical ‘body’ and identity ”109 Similarly, the chosen
production approach reinforces Lindemann’s exaggerated German singing style. The
relatively quiet singing in low register, combined with the proximity effect of the micro-
phone, supports crooning, which brings the vocals to the front and creates a menacing
impression. Shouts or whispers panned hard left and right with little reverberation
intensify this effect; for example in “Mein Teil,” where the singer is placed in the listeners’

FIGURE 4. Vocals in the sung pre-chorus of “Waidmanns Heil”
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personal or intimate space,110 disturbing them unexpectedly; a principle at the heart
of the Ästhetik der Überwältigung. The fast reaction time of the compressor amplifies
this intrusion into the personal space and, at the same time, emphasizes German-
language features by bringing out mouth noises, breaths, hard consonants, and the
stereotypical German guttural sounds. While this sound may already be perceived as
threatening by a native German speaker, the effect is likely to be amplified for non-
native speakers. A British review supports this assessment, “Till Lindemann’s author-
itative Teutonic bark [ . . . ] remains both cold and dripping with menace,”111 as does
another American review, “If it’s loud enough, anything German seems menacing,
a truth American bands have known for years.”112. According to Landers, this asso-
ciation is deliberately evoked:

We are lucky that German is such a cool language for bad music. If I were English or
Belgian, I would certainly sing in German. There’s nothing like German for bad, hard
music. English has too much soul; it sounds much too nice. They can turn on the
distortion or shout and scream . . .That leads to the problem that especially the English
have with us. When the people there hear German lyrics, they stand up straight away
and think that bombs are being thrown at them. We first had to explain that we don’t
want to start a war; we just want to sing in German. The English still associate with the
Germans the bombs that fell on London in the Second World War [ . . . ] Rammstein
try to transform the negative image of the Germans in the world into a positive one.
The Reichstag also had a negative image. Since Christo covered it, you think differently
about it [ . . . ] Similarly, we try to communicate that being German can also mean
something good.113

As Corinna Kahnke and Melanie Schiller have shown in terms of vocal style, lyrics,
vocabulary, costumes, videos, live presentation, imagery, and album covers, Rammstein
provocatively exaggerate their Germanness in order to clear negative associations that
Germans and non-Germans have with this country.114 Improving the German image is
one of their political motives, artistically implemented in their production aesthetic to
stimulate reflection, similar to Laibach’s appropriation and critique of Wagner’s Gesamt-
kunstwerk.115 In the tradition of industrial music, Rammstein’s music does not give away
how political aims should be realized. Only through interviews do their possible inten-
tions become more explicit. In keeping with the motto not to forget but to forgive, they
help the German audience to have a “healthier” relationship with their country’s past,
which is more in line with the way the country is perceived abroad nowadays. Although
Rammstein are primarily concerned with commercial success, it appears they address the
international audience to improve the perception of Germany by parodying negative

110 . Allan Moore, Song Means, 184�88 .
111 . Nick Ruskell, “Album Review: Rammstein – ‘Untitled’,” Kerrang! (15 May 2019), https://www.kerrang.

com/reviews/album-review-rammstein-untitled/.
112 . Segal, “Heavy-Metal Rammstein.”
113 . Thorsten Zahn, “Grenzerfahrungen,” Metal Hammer 2 (2002), 65 (translation).
114 . Kahnke, “Transnationale Teutonen”; Schiller, “Heino”.
115 . See Monroe, Interrogation Machine.
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stereotypes such as “bad taste,”116 rigidity, and lack of humor through exaggeration to the
point of satire. Such parody is realized through détournement, juxtaposition, ambiguity,
and extreme aesthetics.

A significant element of Rammstein’s exaggerated Germanness is the stiff sense of
rhythm, which is perceived as controversial in Germany and exotic abroad, as described in
foreign media: “hard-hitting marching rhythms” and “classically Teutonic.”117 Richard
Kruspe explained why Rammstein deliberately strived for this aesthetic, “This was a pro-
ject where we tried to do a ‘German’ style of music. By this I mean a really straightforward
and direct sound, maybe even a little too ‘stiff’ rhythmically, without a lot of loosen-
ess”118. Hellner rejects the prevailing view that this rhythmic precision is created in the
production, claiming that the band simply plays very precisely.119 While this assertion is
consistent with the mythology spread by West German metal producers,120 the previous
analysis of the drum rhythms suggests otherwise, a hyper-precise performance through
editing. In this context, it is striking how the guitars and drums interact. Producer
Bauerfeind regards the West German Gamma Ray as the least “Teutonic-sounding”
Teutonic metal band because of their guitars rushing ahead of the drums for a more
relaxed drum feel.121 A common misconception of Rammstein’s rhythm as per Kruspe
concerns how the instruments interact, “Actually, it’s not the drums that are behind . . .

it’s me playing off the beat. The secret to our sound is him [drummer Christoph
Schneider] being very on the beat. If he’s not, he’ll get edited to on the beat! But I try
to lean back and stay just behind that snare drum, which can give a different feel to
certain riffs.”122 This slightly laid-back guitar feel brings the stiffness of the drums to the
fore and contributes to Rammstein’s characteristic “German” rhythm.

Rammstein capitalize on their difference by deliberately exoticizing themselves.123

They manage to convince an American audience of this unusual sound, “not a country
normally associated with a taste for foreign ‘otherness.’”124 Rammstein succeed in care-
fully balancing exoticism and conformity with quality criteria of the rock and metal genre.
Hence their music is as palatable as possible to predominantly German, Central Euro-
pean, and Anglo-American audiences. Roy Shuker stresses that bands who wish to enter
the North American and British pop music market must ensure that they are perceived as
“local.” He advises against simulating global pop norms,125 or else they would be regarded
as inadequate copies, as happened to many of the West German metal bands.126 Three

116 . Nye, Teutonic time-slip, 249f.
117 . Myers, “Industrial Revolution,” 40 .
118 . Joshua Sindell, “California Über Alles,” Kerrang! 881 (2001), 34 .
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124 . Ian Winwood, “Freaks on a Leash,” Kerrang! 849 (2001), 18 .
125 . Roy Shuker, Understanding Popular Music (London: Routledge, 1994), 68 .
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factors would contribute to a “local” impression: local associations through the band
name and lyrical content, a noticeable vocal accent, and local idioms in the musical style.
Rammstein are named after the US-American Air Base Ramstein near Frankfurt, their
vocals are exaggeratedly “Germanic,” and some stereotypical German idioms like rigid
rhythms are emphasized. With their drum sound and the generally top-class production
quality adhering to international standards, Rammstein are not perceived as too exotic.
While Laibach were successful in parts of Europe127 by selling the “local,” Rammstein are
targeting the Anglo-American world and Central Europe and thus need to fulfil respec-
tive quality criteria that in rock and metal commonly involve a powerful production.128

Alexei Monroe observes how Laibach’s otherness has made them more attractive to
a Western audience:

Paradoxically, the use of Slovene and German national symbolism in Laibach’s music
was one of the key aspects of the group’s appeal in the West, offering the novelty of
a distinctive national form within popular music. Laibach’s totalitarian discourse and
visual signifiers also seemed to offer an “Eastern” authenticity, creating a “unique selling
point” in the Western market.129

Similarly, Rammstein benefit to some extent from the marketing of Eastern ideologies
and aesthetics adopted from Laibach and legitimized by their GDR background. But their
main attraction, as Nye argues, lies in their selling of “Occidentalism within the
Occident.”130 In doing so, however, Rammstein fail to include all audiences, as their
sound and semiotic sphere are overwhelmingly male and white in the tradition of
industrial music and the “Teutonic” aesthetic. By exploiting the “Teutonic” as a hyper-
masculine and extreme form of “whiteness,” Rammstein’s lyrics, their sound on the
record, their videos and live performances ignore women and non-binary gender, degrade
them, or display extreme forms of perversion from a male perspective.131 Race is rarely
addressed. Despite all their cosmopolitanism, Rammstein’s ignorance of the Global South
and their pro-European and anti-US American taste could be read as anti-black. While
Rammstein mix German, European, and North American sounds and performance
characteristics in their production, they deliberately ignore black influences in popular
music, such as off-beat accentuation132 or a swinging groove. Rammstein’s success in the
Anglo-American world and Central Europe is built on exaggerated Germanness, which
virtually excludes black musical features. The conservative yet nuanced and admired
production style makes their sound internationally outstanding in terms of technical
standard, but it is highly exclusive. It remains unclear whether their success in the
Western world is based on the exclusion of non-white and non-male listeners or whether

127 . Monroe, Interrogation Machine, 242 .
128 . Mynett, Metal Music Manual.
129 . Monroe, Interrogation Machine, 242 .
130 . Nye, “What is Teutonic?” 117f.
131 . Ibid.
132 . Reed, “‘Coolifying’ Germany’s Past and Present.”
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Rammstein are losing potential audiences by ignoring them in their programmatic restric-
tion by the “Teutonic.“

C O N C L U S I O N

Rammstein’s success and controversy lie in their exaggerated portrayal of Germanness.
One of Rammstein’s motivations for this stereotypical impression stems from their goal
of helping Germans and the world in dealing with German identity in a more relaxed
manner, not limiting Germany to its cruel past but acknowledging its rich culture.133 At
the same time, Rammstein’s oeuvre is influenced by their biography, primarily through
their loss of identity with the reunification of Germany. Spectacular live performances
and videos help them achieve their goals, but Rammstein’s sound aesthetics have often
been overlooked. While non-compliance with international standards in audio-visual art
is comparatively easy to accomplish because of its immersion qualities, commercial success
is much more challenging to achieve in a purely sonic medium. Patricia Anne Simpson
concludes that “Rammstein’s simultaneous foregrounding of their German national iden-
tity and the international appeal present a [ . . . ] challenge.”134 Rammstein’s sound is
a carefully crafted mixture of various cultural elements from the Global North. There are
unmistakable German signifiers, such as language and vocal articulation, made even more
effective through deliberate production techniques. The stiff German rhythm is another
obvious signifier with its impression deliberately induced by emphasizing the manufac-
tured rhythm while maintaining a natural acoustic sound. A drum sound closer to a drum
computer, rhythmically mechanical and sonically one-dimensional, would have matched
with the German electronic tradition of Kraftwerk and techno but might have been too
extreme to appeal to a broader audience. Among Rammstein’s musical characteristics,
only a few are exaggeratedly German; most sounds are culturally neutral within the
dominant (white) pop discourse. As Robinson has argued about Rammstein’s political
position, their work can be read in many ways in a metamodern sense.135 The band
reasoned their refusal to elaborate on their art with making it open to interpretation.
Ambiguity, after all, is what constitutes Rammstein’s appeal and ensures addressing
various audiences. Following Dave Everley, Rammstein are “simultaneously the most and
least German band imaginable; a thoroughly alien concept in a world that rejects anything
it doesn’t recognise.”136 The balance between conformity and unique otherness in their
sound sets Rammstein apart from more conventional rock and metal bands. They play
with all too apparent German stereotypes but carefully weave them into an international
sound of the highest quality, one that many envy. This exceptional production standard

133 . This is reflected in the many references to classic German literature in Rammstein’s lyrics; see Nick Henry
and Juliane Schicker. “Heimatsehnsucht: Rammstein and the Search for Cultural Identity.” In Rammstein on Fire,
ed. John Littlejohn and Michael Putnam (Jefferson: McFarland, 2013).

134 . David Robinson, “Metamodernist Form, ‘Reader-Response’ and the Politics of Rammstein.” In Rammstein
on Fire, ed. John Littlejohn and Michael Putnam (Jefferson: McFarland, 2013), 38 .

135 . Patricia Anne Simpson, “Industrial Humor and Rammstein’s Postmodern Politics,” In Rammstein on Fire,
ed. John Littlejohn and Michael Putnam (Jefferson: McFarland, 2013), 14 .

136 . Dave Everley, “Germanic Street Preachers,” Kerrang! 847 (2001), 44–45 .
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alone would probably have brought them chart success in the rock and metal world but
what makes them a major player in the general popular music charts is this distinct exotic
element. The fact that provocation sells is hardly new, but it requires excellent crafts-
manship. Rammstein consist of outstanding performers, the arrangements are rich in
detail, and the production is of exceptional quality. Despite the clear German signifiers in
their sound, Rammstein take particular care not to let the German sound dominate.
Except for a few carefully selected exotic elements, they have an international, perhaps
even American sound to which German, Central European, British, and North American
listeners are accustomed. Considering the difficult situation of the German recording
industry in the 1990s and the economic motives during the time of their formation in
1994 , one can see a clear marketing strategy that worked and turned Rammstein into one
of the internationally most successful German artists ever.

In their twenty-five-year career, Rammstein seem to have achieved one of their three
goals: improving the foreign perception of Germany after the Second World War
through their music. In 1998 , Kruspe dreamed of following in Kraftwerk’s footsteps and
transforming Rammstein into a role model for German popular music.137 Their global
success is proof of this achievement. A feature in the British Kerrang! magazine reports
that they have “wipe[d] clean the slate for both themselves and their country’s entire
musical history.”138 Although this statement is undoubtedly exaggerated, there is reason
to believe that Rammstein have contributed to a better image of German popular music.
For example, an article in the German newspaper Die Welt titled “It’s a fortune for
Germany that Rammstein exist” concludes that in 2019 “Rammstein are not only the
most influential but also the best ambassador Germany can imagine abroad.”139 Their
second goal, to personally come to terms with the effects of German unification, is
making progress. As the song “Deutschland” on their latest album and recent interviews
suggest, Rammstein slowly accept the world is changing. The music helped them process
their worries and hopes. Rammstein’s third goal that Germans may find peace with their
nation’s past has not yet been fully achieved. Germany remains sensitive about its identity,
as can be seen in the manner the ambiguity in Rammstein’s aesthetic is often interpreted.
What many people fail to understand is that the humoristic and provocative contrasts in
Rammstein’s concept are intended to stimulate reflection. For this reason, Rammstein
combine ambivalent elements such as immersive sounds and catchy melodies with evil
lyrics and fascist provocation, and contentious sounds with references to classical litera-
ture.140 That Rammstein is still being debated proves that this strategy works, but also
that their ultimate goal has not yet been achieved.
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