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      When Bat Out Of Hell: The Musical opened at the Coliseum Theatre in London on 5 June 2017, almost 40 years had passed since the release of the original album. Although he wasn’t in the show, the original singer was in attendance to give his blessing. With the aid of a walking stick, he went on stage and paid tribute to the songwriter whom he had first met some 44 years earlier. Unfortunately, the songwriter was too ill to attend; he had been confined to a wheelchair following a stroke. Unlike the singer, however, his name appeared on the marquee fronting the theatre as the author of the songs and story the audience were about to witness. The 69-year-old singer, himself, was not in the best of health, but it was smiles all round when he posed for photos with the cast members, most of whom were not even born when Bat Out Of Hell was released.

      The most recent collaboration between the singer and the songwriter had been the Braver Than We Are album, released the previous September. During the North American tour of 2016, the singer collapsed on stage in Edmonton, and although he struggled through several subsequent performances, the tour was eventually abandoned. Optimistically, in interviews, he talked of recording further songs from the pen of the songwriter, but it was not to be. Braver Than We Are would prove to be their collaborative swansong.
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      Despite worldwide sales exceeding 43 million and counting, Bat Out Of Hell has often been maligned and misunderstood. Musically, it defies categorisation, being a hybrid of mainstream, progressive and hard rock, musical theatre, opera and good old-fashioned rock ‘n’ roll, laced with pop sensibilities and orchestral flourishes. Jim Steinman and Meat Loaf were the creators of Bat Out Of Hell, a monster of an album in every sense that cast a giant shadow over their subsequent careers.

      The Beatles and Pink Floyd released seven albums apiece before producing their respective masterworks, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and The Dark Side Of The Moon. Bat Out Of Hell, on the other hand, was a debut album; producing a worthy successor was an almost impossible task. They would go on to release several fine albums – together and apart – including Bat Out Of Hell II and III, but none matched the phenomenal success of their debut.

      Bat Out Of Hell – which, henceforth, I will refer to as Bat – was released in the Autumn of 1977. In terms of commercial recognition, it was a slow starter, particularly in America, its country of origin, but by the following summer, it had taken the rock world by storm. There had not been a debut album like it, and arguably, there has never been one since, and sales of Bat continue to flourish.

      This book traces the phenomenon of Bat from its inspiration and creation to its success, legacy and enduring appeal that remains undiminished to this day. In conducting my research, I’m indebted to two excellent and authoritative books in particular – Meat Loaf’s To Hell And Back: An Autobiography and Like A Bat Out Of Hell by author and journalist Mick Wall.

      The hub of this book is a detailed analysis of the album and the songs. The story begins, however, with its principal creators – Meat Loaf and Jim Steinman – the singer and the songwriter who formed an unlikely but fruitful alliance. Their backstories are key to the development of Bat, and neither would have perceived that the repercussions of its success would have a significant impact on both of their lives.
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      He had genuine presence and charisma and acting ability. And he had a great upper Heldentenor voice. He had a really great operatic voice.

      Jim Steinman speaking to writer Mick Wall

      

      Born on 27 September 1947, the singer was christened Marvin Lee Aday, but due to his above-average size and weight, his father Orvis Wesley Aday dubbed him ‘Meat Loaf’. He was an only child, and in the family home in Dallas, Texas, his mother Wilma Artie Aday was the stabilising influence. She was a schoolteacher and came from a musical family, and together with her sister; she was a member of the Vo-di-o-do Girls vocal quartet that regularly performed on Bing Crosby’s radio show. She was a loving mother, but had scant regard for her son’s early attempts at singing, telling him: ‘You can’t hold a tune in a bucket’. His father was something of a loose cannon and would disappear on drunken binges for several days at a time. During the Second World War, Orvis had served in Europe, where he was wounded, and following his discharge, he joined the Dallas police force, and, later, was a salesman in the family-run business.

      To be likened to a lump of ground meat at an early age did little for Meat’s self-esteem and as he advanced in years, he grew exponentially in size and weight. He was a sensitive boy, which continued into his adult life, often leading to conflict with those around him. He was also accident-prone and particularly susceptible to head injuries – on and off the sports field – and concussions, which would also dog his adult life. He had an aversion to Levi jeans thanks to a TV advertising jingle that went, ‘Poor fat Marvin can’t wear Levi’s’, and, as a result, he vowed he would one day change his name. In 1984, he legally became Michael Aday.

      There’s a saying that those of a certain age can remember where they were and what they were doing the day that US President John F. Kennedy was assassinated. In his autobiography, Meat vividly recalled the events in Dallas on 22 November 1963. He and two high school friends witnessed, close at hand, the president’s car leaving the airport and later, after hearing news of the shooting on the radio, they were outside Parkland Hospital when Kennedy’s body arrived. Meat also believed there were elements of truth in the conspiracy theories that followed.

      Tragic events closer to home would haunt Meat for the rest of his life and play an unanticipated part in shaping his future. In the Spring of 1967, his mother was seriously ill in hospital, having been diagnosed with breast cancer; in a state of distress, Meat packed his bags and flew to Los Angeles. He was adapting to the bohemian lifestyle when he received news that his mother had died. He returned home for the funeral, which was an emotional experience. His father’s drinking got worse, and one evening, he came home and attacked Meat with a butcher’s knife. He managed to escape and after hiding out in a Turtle Park apartment for three months, Meat eventually returned to Los Angeles. He would never return home or see his father, who died in 1974.

      Meat’s acting and vocal talents had become apparent In high school, performing in plays and musicals, and after witnessing several bands in L.A., he felt he had the ability to front his own band. In 1968, he formed Meat Loaf Soul – later renamed Floating Circus before evolving into psychedelic rockers Popcorn Blizzard – and recorded a handful of songs which never saw the light of day. They developed a following around L.A. and later Michigan, playing support to notable acts like Big Brother and the Holding Company with Janis Joplin, Chicago Transit Authority, Dr. John, Grateful Dead, MC5 and, from the UK, The Who and The Grease Band featuring Joe Cocker. In his autobiography, Meat said of MC5: ‘Rob Tyner was a fantastic vocalist, but it was [guitarist Wayne] Kramer who stole the show. I would go as far as saying that he was the biggest influence in my life as far as my live performances go’.

      Unable to secure a recording contract, the band broke up in 1969 and Meat auditioned successfully for the rock musical Hair, which had opened off-Broadway in 1967. Hair was a product of the 1960s counterculture and played in packed theatres in America and London, thanks to a winning combination of catchy tunes and nudity. Meat performed in Detroit, belting out the show’s signature song ‘Aquarius’, although he refused to join the rest of the cast – or ‘tribe’ as they were known – and appear naked.
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