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The Dark Side of the Clouds

Picture an arena packed with fans dressed in black, their faces illuminated by pulsing
strobe lights. The bass drops, trap beats pound, and harsh, distorted vocals roar through the
speakers. No, this isn’t a classic goth show from the 80s. Instead, it’s an iconic performance by
Ghostemane, a modern artist who blends goth’s darkness with hip-hop’s energy. Tracks like
“Mercury: Retrograde” combine goth’s despair with trap’s aggression, demonstrating just how
far the genre has come since its post-punk beginnings. Yet this evolution isn’t all about sound: it
also demonstrates broader cultural implications. By shifting from its post-punk origins to an
electronic, genre-blending form, goth music reflects society’s push toward raising mental health
awareness and increasing diversity.

The music emerged from the post-punk scene of the late 70s when punk’s rebellious spirit
started to evolve. As its raw and aggressive energy faded, post-punk bands adopted darker
themes, more complex sounds, and more introspective lyrics. This movement laid the
groundwork for goth music, as post-punk centered around minimalistic arrangements, heavy bass
lines, and eerie atmospheres. Bands like Joy Division, Siouxsie and the Banshees, and The Cure
played important roles in this early transition. While one could argue that their music wasn’t
strictly “goth,” they incorporated elements that would become central to the genre, such as bleak
lyrics, haunting vocals, and slow-driving rhythms that evoke melancholy and isolation in the

listener (“The Melancholy of Sounds™).
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But if one song could capture the genesis of goth, it would have to be Bauhaus’s “Bela
Lugosi’s Dead” (“The Melancholy of Sounds”). The song features nine minutes of a sparse,
almost hypnotic rthythm. As one could expect, for such a long song, there won’t be quite as many
lyrics, which is the case here: most of it is just simple, slow beats. When the occasional vocals
come in, they mostly repeat the phrase “Bela Lugosi’s Dead.” For reference, Bela Lugosi was the
iconic actor who portrayed Dracula (1931). This song then served to commemorate his death and
his contributions to the horror genre. We can see how even in its early stages, goth already blends
horror themes with romantic tragedy—two elements that would become fundamental to its
aesthetic. Droning guitars, deep basslines, and eerie sound effects all exemplify the genre’s
foundation: a stripped-down approach that prioritizes atmosphere and mood. As a result, it
allowed goth to distance itself from punk’s aggression and focus instead on darker and more
nuanced expressions of alienation and despair. The song also speaks to the goth subculture’s
early identity as a space for outsiders—those who found resonance in exploring the darker
aspects of life often ignored by mainstream society. “Bela Lugosi’s Dead” doesn’t directly
address the artist’s inner struggles but rather uses the symbolism of a decaying figure to capture
the sense of isolation and detachment that many early goth fans felt. In this way, the song aligns
with goth music’s original role to escape from alienation.

The music’s initial popularity was heavily rooted in the United Kingdom, where social
and economic turmoil caused young people to feel disillusioned. With factors like
unemployment, social unrest, and political tensions going on, it’s no wonder people wanted to
clear their minds. Early artists shared those feelings, inspiring them to create goth music. While

the lyrics focused on themes of death, unrequited love, and existential dread, the music tried to
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evoke images of abandoned cemeteries, foggy streets, and lonely fields—1980s Britain in a
nutshell (Hammer). Goth music provided listeners with the relief they wanted.

It’s not just the British either—Americans struggled with the same thing. Consider 45
Grave, a Los Angeles-based band that emerged in the late 1970s. Known for their eerie sound
and dark, provocative lyrics, 45 Grave combined punk energy with goth’s macabre aesthetic.
Their song “Partytime” encapsulates the uncertainty of life. On the surface, it appears upbeat,
but the lyrics reveal a darker reality. The song tells a story of a five-year-old girl who was
abused, raped, and killed by her friends and mother. Lines like “Death came quick for the girl””
and “It’s party time / She never had a chance” emphasize how life can be unpredictable and
often unfair. This juxtaposition of celebratory language with tragic lyrics makes the song
unsettling, reminding listeners how quickly things can change and how fragile life really is.

As goth music progressed from its early roots in the 1980s, it broadened its sound and
appeal by adopting a wider range of influences. Most notable was the integration of electronic
elements, synthesizers, and digital production techniques—Ieading to new subgenres like
darkwave, industrial, and electronic body music. With this small addition, goth music changed
drastically.

First, it became increasingly vocal in addressing mental health: it provided a way for
people to express their emotions and raised awareness about their psychological struggles.
Historically, goth music talked about loneliness and existential dread, while in recent years, the
topics have steered toward depression and anxiety. The connection is particularly evident in
contemporary artists like Billie Eilish, whose music incorporates goth and emo aesthetics while
also addressing self-harm, isolation, and inner demons. In “Bury a Friend,” Eilish’s whispered

vocals and unsettling (and nearly lack of) beats create a haunting, claustrophobic atmosphere that



Tang 4

resembles goth’s dark nature. Her lyrics, “What do you want from me? Why don 't you run from
me?” and “Like I wanna end me,” show that she’s actively grappling with her own thoughts and
questions her self-worth. Putting these thoughts in lyrical form brings listeners into her personal
turmoil and creates a relatable experience for anyone who’s faced similar battles. The lyrics not
only create striking mental images but also let listeners connect intimately with the emotional
weight of the song. Being 17 at the time of recording, Eilish naturally appeals to the younger
audience who may be experiencing goth’s themes of darkness and introspection for the first time.
Her being open about mental health challenges demonstrates a shift in cultural attitudes, where
previous stigmatized topics are now part of public conversation.

In addition, longitudinal studies indicate that goth music often attracts individuals already
dealing with psychological challenges. For instance, researchers found that “preferring goth at
the dawn of emerging adulthood (age 19) negatively correlates with life satisfaction at age 30”
(McConnell et al.). While this doesn’t prove goth music causes low life satisfaction, it suggests
there might be a connection. For adults who identify with the goth culture, these results show it
might affect their happiness later in life, possibly due to personal struggles and the genre’s focus
on dark and alienating themes. Especially as goth music becomes more popular with the youth, it
may connect with those who already feel unhappy and make those feelings stronger over time.

Another study found that young people who somewhat identified as goth were 1.6 times
more likely than their non-goth peers to have depression scores within the clinical range by age
18, while those who strongly identified as goth were over three times more likely to fall within
this range (Bowes et al.). These findings reveal a striking correlation between goth identification
and mental health struggles, suggesting that goth music may not only attract those facing

psychological difficulties but might also contribute to sustaining these challenges. While it’s
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difficult to pinpoint a direct causal relationship, these statistics could indicate that a larger
societal context is driving the youth toward darker, introspective music as a way of coping with
or expressing discontent with their surroundings.

The themes prevalent in goth music, such as existential dread, isolation, and alienation,
resonate with listeners in a world that can often feel increasingly fragmented and uncertain. The
rise in mental health concerns, especially among young people, may also reflect broader societal
issues, such as social disconnection, economic instability, and cultural pressures. As these factors
become more pronounced, goth music’s focus on intense emotional experiences may appeal to
listeners as an outlet to let out their frustrations and anxieties. Yet, for those who strongly
identify with goth, these themes could risk amplifying feelings of depression or loneliness by
immersing them in a musical environment that constantly reflects and validates these darker
aspects of the human experience. Therefore, the genre can provide comfort to those looking for
empathy, but it also risks making psychological struggles worse, especially as more young
people turn to it to deal with tough emotions and frustrations with the world.

Goth’s expansion into various genres has also increased the diversity of the subculture
itself. In its early years, goth was mostly a British phenomenon closely tied to its social and
economic context. As such, the original goth scene was relatively homogeneous in its musical
influences and audience—predominantly white and centered around a specific cultural aesthetic.
However, once goth merged with other musical styles, its reach extended across different
cultures and social groups and began to reflect a broader spectrum of identities and experiences.

As noted earlier, the rise of electronic subgenres like darkwave and industrial have slowly
seeped into the hip-hop and pop music industry, bringing fans from various racial, ethnic, and

socioeconomic backgrounds. Take Ghostemane’s “Mercury: Retrograde,” which combines trap
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beats with goth’s signature themes of darkness and nihilism. Ghostemane wrote this song in
response to a disrespectful statement, so it’s not surprising that his anger and pain could be felt
through lyrics like “...you re so dead to me, I dug a hole for you to lie in.” Furthermore,
Ghostemane notes that he is “7Tryna keep [his] wrists closed,” hinting at self-harm and his
difficulty in resisting these impulses. Nationally, the suicide rates have been trending up since the
2000s, with the male demographic sitting at four times as many suicides as females (Vankar). As
such, this track resonates deeply with those who suffer from psychological distress—one of
goth’s main themes. In a language familiar to hip-hop and trap fans, Ghostemane brings goth
themes of mental anguish and resilience into a contemporary space. For listeners who may have
never found goth relatable, Ghostemane’s approach provides that familiar format for them to
connect with goth’s introspective themes. For those who do, it reassures them that others are
struggling in similar situations and that they’re all in this together.

Ghostemane’s use of trap beats and rap flow also highlights how goth has evolved to
incorporate diverse musical influences. Through drawing on the rhythmic structures and
aggressive energy of hip-hop, he concocts goth music in a more modern flavor. This fusion of
goth’s emotional depth and hip-hop’s intensity creates a unique soundscape appealing to all kinds
of fans. Ghostemane has shown that goth is no longer bound by a single sound or aesthetic. By
expanding the genre to accommodate different musical tastes and perspectives, artists like
Ghostemane help goth stay relevant and inclusive, demonstrating a broader societal push toward
accepting diversity—not only through race and ethnicity but also in musical taste and self-
expression.

The evolution of goth music from its post-punk origins to a broad genre-blending form

demonstrates two significant shifts: an increased focus on mental health awareness and a move
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toward greater diversity and inclusivity. In adopting new sounds and integrating them into
various musical genres, goth music made itself accessible to a wider range of listeners. As the
music continues to evolve, it remains a space for those who wish to explore the complexities of
identity, mental well-being, and personal expression, solidifying its place both as a musical genre

and cultural movement.
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