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The Apoliteic Specter of Neofolk in Germany (A Cautious Reassessment)

Mirko M. Hall, Converse College

Neofolk has become an enduring feature of the dark alternative music scene in Germany over the past thirty years. Drawing upon Germanic neo-paganism, Romanticism, völkisch mysticism, and anti-modernist imagery (including National Socialism), this post-punk musical genre is often associated with a complex web of right-wing ideologies. Although many German bands are active in the scene, they are—to riff on Alfred North Whitehead—merely a series of footnotes to their fabled progenitors, Death in June. Hailing from England, the band and its charismatic front man Douglas P. remain idolized by German neofolk fans. Their supposed use of (crypto-/proto-)fascist aesthetics and thematics is a highly charged source of debate for fans, antifascist activists, and scholars of political science and sociology: opinions of the band range from “dangerously racist to entirely innocuous” [Stéphane François]. On the one hand, a largely academic field has argued that—unlike the Slovenian band Laibach, for example—the band’s use of völkisch images and tropes is a veiled philosophical program to create acceptable social spaces for fascist cultural ideals. On the other hand, many fans insist that the band simply harnesses contradictory right-wing messages (if at all) as a form of aesthetic creativity and provocation. Unfortunately, both of these analyses foreclose a more nuanced reading by foregrounding the absoluteness of two key questions: Are they Nazis or not? Is this art or not? My paper seeks to investigate some of the National Socialist references within Death in Junes’ oeuvre to problematize previous attempts to unequivocally characterize neofolk as “hipster-fascism” [Alexander Reid Ross]. I would like to explore whether a band might have völkisch affinities without engendering the specter of an aestheticization of politics. Drawing upon the work of Anton Shekhovtsov, Peter Webb, and Maciej Zurowski, I attempt to answer this question by undertaking a close rhetorical reading of interviews with Douglas P. as well as contextualizing the band’s reception in Germany.


Mirko M. Hall is Associate Professor of German Studies and Chair of Languages, Cultures, and Literatures at Converse College. He is the author of Musical Revolutions in German Culture: Musicking against the Grain, 1800–1980 and a number of essays on the aesthetics and intellectual history of music.
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