
ROYAL BLOOD
Small band, big sound

In 2014, I went to see Arctic Monkeys 
at Finsbury Park in London. As you might 
also do, I researched the supporting 
bands before going, to see if I’d like any of 
them. Those on offer were Tame Impala 
(by now approaching the stardom they’re 
currently at), Miles Kane and little-
known Royal Blood, a hard-rock duo 
from Brighton. While I felt fairly alone 
in the crowd in recognising their tracks, 
I’m quite sure several people in the 
crowd went home and totally immersed 
themselves in the four tracks that they 
had published on Spotify at the time.

Fast-forward five years, Royal Blood have 
released two albums, the latter of which, 
How Did We Get So Dark?, concluded 
touring in 2018. Like their self-titled 
debut, their follow-up album was hugely 
successful. They’ve supported Foo 
Fighters, become friends with rock god 
Jimmy Page and played on the Pyramid 
Stage at Glastonbury. They’ll also be a 
pre-headline act at 2019’s Reading and 
Leeds Festival.

Out of the black
Mike Kerr - pictured above - (vocals, 
bass, keyboards)  and Ben Thatcher 
(drums) formed Royal Blood in 2013. The 
Brighton Electric studios and practice 
rooms helped them hone their sound and 
within a year they signed to Warner, and 
had released their first ever single, “Out 
of the Black.” They released their second 
single, “Little Monster”, three months 
later. During this time, Arctic Monkeys’ 
drummer, Matt Helders was seen at 
Glastonbury wearing a Royal Blood 
t-shirt. Quite an endorsement for a band 
who had not even released their debut 
album. This led to them gaining some 
serious attention prior to the release of 
album #1, Royal Blood.

But for all the hype, nobody could have 
anticipated just how popular this album 
would be. It debuted at number one on 
the UK albums chart, and became the 
fastest-selling British rock debut in the 
UK for three years. It received huge 
critical acclaim and the pair won the 
BRIT award for Best British Group in 
2015. A lengthy tour followed, and the 
band had played over 200 tour dates 
over two years before finishing in Austin, 
Texas in October 2015.

After a well-earned long break, they 
announced How Did We Get So Dark? 
in April 2017, which was released two 
months later. Again, critical and fanbase 
acclaim followed.

“ Cause I’m a thousand miles 
from danger if I make a better 

stranger of you”
Royal Blood - Better Strangers

Pushing the boundaries
Royal Blood’s sound is nothing short 
of phenomenal when considering they 
are just two men with a bass guitar and 
a drum kit. The amount of preparation 
and skill needed to do their studio work 
justice when performing live is huge. 
Kerr, the frontman, sings while playing 
the sole melodic instrument which 
is connected to up to four different 
amplifiers, with several clever effects 
pedals transforming the sound of his bass 
guitars into that of a Jack White-esque 
guitar tone.

They make themselves sound like a 
5-piece, two guitar band, and it takes 
a staggering amount of dexterity to do 
what Mike Kerr does (I’ve tried it). The 
importance of Ben Thatcher’s drumming 
should not be underestimated either, with 
his thunderous style providing the hip-
shaking beats which make Royal Blood 
sound so cavernous.

Working with what you’ve got
They have limitations though; their lack 
of other instruments makes it difficult 
to create truly layered tracks, or for Kerr 
to play solos. However, they turn these 
strict guidelines to their advantage, 
creating a minimal sound which has one 
dynamic - loud. They know what they can 
and cannot do, and don’t bother trying 
things that are beyond them. No frills, no 
pretence.
Sure, there have been other bands with 
two members. The guitar/bass and 
drum duo formula has been done before, 

and successfully, but never before have 
groups like this sounded so rounded 
dynamically. Upon first listen it’s not 
even thinkable that it could be just two 
people. That makes them unique. Other 
two-pieces either lack sonically, or 
require extra help to perform live.

The White Stripes, for example, always 
sounded great on the album but severely 
lacked live due to the way their songs are 
constructed with more than one melodic 
instrument. The White Stripes attempted 
to replicate this live without any extra 
musicians, which meant gaping holes in 
their sound makeup.

The Black Keys, another two-piece, rely 
on two other musicians to support them 
live, due to the nature of their studio 
material. Death From Above 1979 fare 
slightly better but again, don’t have the 
members to fully replicate their album 
sound.

Royal Blood trump these artists live 
because they didn’t do too much in the 
studio. In this day and age of music, live 
performance is such an important part of 
a band’s repertoire, and the Brighton duo 
have fully embraced this.

Noise and poise
Their sound is a rich blend of hard 
rock riffs, noticeably influenced by 
Muse, Queens of the Stone Age and Led 
Zeppelin, with technical and powerful 
drums and Kerr’s blues rock vocal 
growl. Their tracks are not particularly 
innovative or new, but the way they 
present them is fresh and has influenced 
other new rock bands. 

Their stage presence is also impressive 
for two people. Kerr spends the duration 
of each show prowling the stage, despite 
needing to be anchored behind a 
microphone and pedalboard for much 
of each track. His swagger is infectious 
and suits the music so well. Thatcher 
abuses his drum kit like a feral animal. 
It’s a wonder you see the same kit twice 
considering the beatings he gives them.

Their charisma and charm endear them 
to their audience and are a huge part 
of their personality on stage. While 
technically excellent musicians, Royal 
Blood are also masters at drawing out a 
live performance and reinventing what 
you can do with a limited ensemble. They 
are truly unique.
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The power of two: the short history of rock’s hardest-working duo


