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BOTH BAD RELIGION’S SUCCESS AND THE LIVES OF

ITS MEMBERS SEEM INEXTRICABLY WRAPPED UP IN

PUNK ROCK'S COMING OF AGE.

DAvID GRAD TRAVELS TO GE

“1 feel guilty welling these kids not o want all the
benefits of an affluent society. But then maybe it's good
to tell them that there's no happiness in that dream.”

Bad Religion's Greg Graffin surveys the ragged awdi-
ence before a show in Leipzig, a dying industrial town in
the heart of what used 1o be East Germany. These kids
are the heirs to the socialist dream turned nightmare.
When the Berlin Wall came down, people left Leipzig in
droves for the supposed riches of the West, only to find
unemployment and further disillusionment. For this
Leipzig audience, when it comes to saying, "There's no
future,” it's no punk affectation, it's the real thing.

The replacement of statues of Lenin with McDonald's
Golden Arches seems to only accentuate the former East
Germany's moral decay, and tonight, in an aging instita-
tional-green auditorium, the kids are making an ideology
out of despair by enthusiastically embracing punk’s rage.
Bad Religion seem to instantly bond with the crowd's

primal anger, performing one of their best shows of the

tour, Graffin even seems to forget that his voice has been
on the verge of giving out and harangues the crowd with
characteristic masterful abandon.

Ironically. the very forces that caused such an
upheaval in these Kids' world are what brought Bad
Religion to Leipzig in the first place. The band is touring
on hehalf of its new CD, Stranger Than Fiction, its tenth
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Meanwhile, the decaying Stalinist
architecture in Leipzig is a long way
from the band's origins in the aflluent
San Fernando valley ouiside of LA
Stretching out on the tour bus prior
o tonight’s shaow, Graflin talks about
how a conservative-looking, all-
American guy got inta punk rock in
the first place

"I grew up in Wisconsin and was
your average Wisconsin kid,” he
explains. "I played a lot of sports
and ate a lot of ice cream but an
eleven | moved to LA, You can imag
ine the shock of moving to the
Walley' right at the height of pot
smoking, rock-and-roll culture,
where people inmy Jumior High were
getting wasted right before class. |
really felt like a total outcast. My

."'._rl

bt

idea of fun was sledding with the
neighborhood kids or going o the
state fair. What saved me was that
I'd always loved music, and moving
o LA, Tforced me to establish my
musical identity. | looked for other
types of music that weren't pot-relat-
ed. That's how | found punk rock.”
Graffin's punk and antidrug
association may leave those Tamiliar
with Darby Crash (lead singer of the
Germs who died ol o heroim over-
dosel scratching their heads, But he's
right that bands like the Germs, Black
Flag and the Circle Jerks created an
alternative o the burned-out, hippe
yvouth culture that had been firmly
entrenched in LA, since the Gos
These and many other legendary

purik bands put an edee ol resent

ment and seething anger back into
music, and created a vibrant under-
ground that prided itsell on instilling
fear in all good God-fearing folk.

Bur outside of Hollywood it
remained a select fraternity. Jay
Bentley, Graffin's best friend in high
school, claims that aside from the two
of them, there were only about ten
other despised punks in the Valley, an
area encompassing six million people.
“By the time | was lilteen,” Graffin
explains, "1 had cut my hair, | was
hanging out in Hollywood every nigh,
and in the alternoons | played in a
wand, which we had formed in gEo
under the siege of persecution,” he
adds wryly. That band would become
Bad Religion, and contained Bentley

on bhass and Graffin on vocals. They

were joined by guitarist Brett
Gurewitz and drummer Jay Tiskrout,
punk converis who had disbanded
their new-wave combo the Quarks
upen hearing the Ramones

When it comes 1o the source of
Bad Religion's brand of rage, Bentley
gives what has now become an
almost classic description of teenage
despair in the American wasteland
“What were we so pissed about?
Ohviously, we weren't getting beaten
every day or eating government
cheese, so maybe we were just pissed
off about the sterility of it all, How
everyhody lived in the same type of
middle-class tract howsing, went 1o
work, came home, drank their marti
nis, and went to shop at the mall.”

This could be the chorus to a thou

“I rgally felt like a total ollkast. My idea of fun was
sledding with the neighborlfood kids or going to the

state fair. What saved me was that I'd alwa

s loved

music, and moving to L.A. forced me to establish my
musical identity. I looked for other types of music that
weren’t pot-related. That’s how I found punk rock.”
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sand punk nes, yer Bad Religion
would go on b0 pul a umigue slant on
their callow alienathon

By the early 'Hos, punk had

evalved into hardeore stripped-
down siyle and avowed purpose of
putting the guitar solo on the endan
wered species list are just some of the
genre’s fine qualities, but offering a
surplus of verbal agility isn't one of
them. Bad Religion were an exception
o the rule, Graffin's voice s excep

tonally cle and resonam, perfect

for enunciating the polysyllabic
words that both he and Gurewitz
sprinkied amidst their tunes. For
arguably doubling rock's vocabulary,
they have been dubbed the Fathers of
Thissaurus Rock,

Mot surprisingly, though hoth
Gurewitz and Graffin are hesitant 1o
wlmit i, they were suypical adoles
cents. Pick up elther of their first two
eleases and vou'll ask voursell,
What the hell were these fifteen
viear-olds regdine?” Just check o
the Iyvrics 1o " We're All Gonna Die”
trom Mow Cowdld Hell Be Amy Waorse?
Larly man walked away as modern
wan took contral/Thelr minds
wieren 'l quite the same, 1o Conguer
wias his goal/So he built his oreat

cvmpire and slauvehiered his own

Eind/Then he died o confused man,
killied himsell with his own mind ”
That was about the time | oread
artre and started experimenting
with existentialism,” Gralfin says. 7l
o lost interest bicapse | thowght
thas whole thing was pretty nidicoloos

s Cisil

it 1 still think there wasre
ileas there, | was also eeading o lad
pospralar soience literature amd i
eeper amd deeper into stadying evo
lintdanre. Hicliard Lealty & Dasoks af il
aee are perfect; the whole concept of
CXUNCTon i% viory roadiniie
Gurowits was also no slacker
when it came o mental improve
ment, and when | ask him the same
guestion during a phone interview
from Epitaph, he replies, "1 was
reading what was typical for a
reenaeer with a yvearming and a
searching personality-—all the great
philosophers, Spinoza, Kant
Mietzsche, Lao-tru. Alsa an that point
in my life | was heavily inflloenced

l;u-,' Kurt Vonnegut™

Both Graffin and Gurewitz
ignored the pressures of hardcore's
misguided anti-elitist orthodoxy,
where reasonably well-educaied peo
plie wrone byrics that read like the rav
ings of simpletons. The very idea
behind the band, implicit in their
name, wis o oppose doema of any
kind and demand that people think
lor themselves, This nonconformism
naturally extendid beyond thetr lyrics
to the musical form of the songs them-
selves, which integrated a sense of
harmony into hardeore's ritual pound-
ing. Mever constrained by punk’s
exclusively hard-edeed prejudices,
they brought a pop sensibility inwo
their music. Gurewitz points o the
odd combination of Darhy Crash. and
Eltan John's lyricist Bernie Taupin as
major influences. With a passing ref
crence 1o his childhood passion for
Todd Bundygren, Grallin adds, "In et
rospect, | can say that | was pretty
influenced by folk music. My mom’s
side of the family is from rural Indiana
where music s a big par of life. Those
sones alked abowt relevant issues and
there is simple basic Gocompaniment
and simple harmonies and vsoally a
o] devvinge bear”

Bad Eeligion's unigque sonic for
muli first went over the airwaves in
g, when Cirgle Jerks founder Greg
Hetson premiered the band's demos
s @ guest on “Rodney on the RO,
thee most inflluential punk show on
LA, radio at the time. In keeping with
the do-it-yoursell spirit that remains
one of hardeore’s mose lastine leei
civs, Ouirewil? horrowed o iowsand
bucks Trom his Tather 1o press Bad
Rerlingionmn's First EF oo thieir ovwn Labael
The record solil onn its g0 copies
apueickly, andl havs sioee Become a valo
able collectors item. A& Tull-lemeth
album, Mow Cowld Hell Be Any
Worse?, (ollowed in ig#z, and the
band was amazed thar within a year
it had sold over 10,000 copies, almost
a gold record by the limited punk
standlards of the day

Bad Religion's refusal to fit into
any neal mold led to an almost Laal

turn in their history, the aptly titled

alboumi, feetis the Drekmveraer, [t all by
when Gurewnz purchased a Roland
Jumi £ synilsizers Tor the band in the

hope that Grallin would use it (o
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“What were we so pissed about? Obviously, we weren’t
getting beaten every day or eating government cheese, so
maybe we were just pissed off about the sterility of it all.
How everybody lived in the same type of middle-class
tract housing, went to work, came home, drank their
martinis, and went to shop at the mall.”

write arrangements. Graffin unex-
pectedly started writing entire sones
for the symth, complerely changing
the band’s sound. Bentley quit before
they had finished recording the first
song. The rest of the band soon evap-
arated after s release,

Graffin attributes this initial dis-
illusion of the band to more than
musical differences. "It wasnt as sim-
ple as that,” he explains, "People
were starting to go in different direc-
tions. We were seventeen and eigh-
teen years old, and that's a time in
one's life when you have to start
making some decisions. For me it was
easy, | was just zoing 1o 2o 1w college
and do Bad Religion part time, You
have to understand that the Bad
Religion catalogue demarcates a his-
tory that is unigue, because we start-
ed when we were fifteen years old
and each record is a slice of time in
our growing up. People always talk
ahowt how a band maiures, but here
we are talking about individuals
maturing as well.”

50 Graffin went to the
University of Wisconsin, Gurewitz
started a career as a sound engi-
neer, them-drummer Peter Finestone
went o England for a while, and
Bentley proceeded o live a life of
rock-and-roll dissipation as a mem-
ber of Wasted Youth and TS0L A
year later, Graffin was back in LA,
after the University kicked him oun
once the administration discovered
he wasn't a legal resident of
Wisconsin, After registering at UCLA,
he reformed a truncated version of
Bad Religion.

For the next year, the band
included a high school friend on
hass, Circle Jerks guitarist Greg
Hetson, and Finestone. They did
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shows on weekends, performing
songs from the first EP and album,
They recorded the Back o the Known
EP, not their best work, but one that
reminded their fans that they were
still around. This low point in the
band's history occurred when the ini-
tial creative surge of hardeore had
definitely passed. Bands had broken
up (Minor Threat) or evalved into
other things (Black Flag), and there
were the first ominous stirrings of
the specd-metal/hardcore fusion in
MNew York City hardcore.

In 1986, Bentley returned alter
playing a few shows with Bad
Religion, remembering “how much
fum it was to still play with these
euys.” The lollowing year Gurewitz
rejoined the band, but after some ini-
tial resistance. "Brett was a com-
pletely changed man,” Graffin
explains, “but he wanted 1o make
Epitaph a real record label and
thought, "'What better way to do it
than do another Bad Religion
record® Up to then Bretn was con-
vinced that there wasnt a future for
Bad Religion. We had 1o prove it 1o
him by making him play a couple of
shows, Cnee he rejoined, Suffer was
written in five months,”

The band members agree that
Suffer. and the two albums which fol-
lowed, No Control and Against the
Grain, comprise their most creative
period o date, Gurewitz points to
one of the reasons: 71 had been lis-
tening to so many good and innova-
tive groups coming through the
studio, bands like
and Thelonious

recording
Clawhammer
Monster, and | had also worked on
country records and Tunk records,
Through constant exposure (o

arrangements and different genres, |
discovered what worked. | hadn't
been writing songs for a few years,
so there was a wellspring of musical
that had
untapped, and ready to come our.”
Conseguently, Bad Religion’s

ideas lain dormamnt,

songs were more structured and the
addition of Hetson's second euitar
gave the band added punch. Growing
maturity also worked for a band so
reliant on impudently smart Iyrics.
On No Comtral the title cut begins,
“Culwre was the seed of proliferation
but it has gotten welded into an
inharmonic whole,
album stands as Thesaurus Rock's
towering achievement.

As before, Bad Religion's for-

and the entire

tunes both creative and otherwise
seemed tied o the overall state of
punk rock. Suffer and Epitaph’s
rebirth appeared at the very hegin-
ning of punk's second wind, when
the indie revolution™ was just gath-
erimg its forces. By the time Against
the Grain was released in 1990,
“alterpative” was set to storm the
mainstream. But it was Nirvana's
“Teen Spirit” and met “Twenty-First

Century (Digital BEoy)” that led the
charge. Bad Religion's album sold
J0,000 copies in the Tirst year, but
that still wasn't enough for the boys
to quit their day jobs. The lesson
wasn't lost on them that you needed
thie support of major-label distribu
tion 1o break into the mainstrean.
And so they got on with their
lives. While Gurewitz focused on
expanding his label, Graffin stared
work on his Ph.D.
Cornell University, doing research Tor
a dissertation concerning the similir-
ities between the bone tissue of

in biology at

ancient vertebrates and that found in
their modern descendents. The two
albums from this period. Generator
and Recipe for Hate, bear the marks

of a band whose principal members

are on separate coasts and involved
in very different pursuits, The albums
have high points, and Bobhy Schayer
raking over the drum stoal in oz
made for a more complex rhythmic
approach, bt otherwise the intense
focus of the previous period seems to
be missing. Referring to the haste
with which
recorded, Bentley says, "We would
press the red button and if we didn't

these albums were

make a mistake we kept it”

Though nobody in Bad Religion
has said as much, it would have been
foolish to expect thar the band could
continue 1o survive as a side project
indefinitely, especially since key
members were married and starting
families. At the time, Epitaph, like
most independent labels, didnt have
the distribution that could really
make the band a self-supporting enti-
ty. For example Graffin says, “Ithaca
Iwhere Cornell University is based] is
a town where go,ooo students live
Bast the mall, where evieryone shops,
dicn’t stock our records,”

When asked whether in light of
Epitaph's later breakthrough with the
Offspring. such a thing might have
been possible with Bad Religion,
Gurewitz replies, “Yes, at the time |
suspected it might be hut 1 wasn't
sure enough o sell my band on a
dream and then let them down.”
There is of course the argument that
somehow making a living off one's
miuskc is "mot punk rock,” but you will
often find that those who make this
argument are rarely muosicians. As a




result, Bad Religion officially signed
o Atlantic in 1993 The charge of
corporate sell-om” was as immedi
e as it was predictable.

Sl the band understands that
punk's hostility towards “corporate
k™ has a legitimate basis. “Back in
the "Bos,” Greg Herson notes, a
mijor label wouldn't even talk to a
punk band muoch less sien them, so
that gave foel to the "evil major
Lihels" thine. But people who grew up
with punk rock and independent
music are now in responsible posi-
s at o lot of the labels, and that's

aneged a lot of things.”

A Rabel owner himself, Gurewinz

i a unigue position to judege the
dilferences between independent
nd major labels. He still recom
cnds that all young bands avail
emselves of the creative Ireedom
ound on an indie label, while he
delends Bad Religion's decision 1o
g with Atlantic. °1 think music is

i, and 1 think it's the artisis who
lislime themselves, not the company
o puts them out. We had a body of
irk with seven Tull-leneth records

| made our mark. We'd delined

a= iy .||I|-\.1||.|||'.-' anél 1!lrl:'lf1-'\.'\.|l.:lr:
and at that point the change was

a big earthshaker. 1t's simply
Ty lit's mowe (o somebody who has

widder distribution to see what hap
vs e that lewed.™

When Gralfin discusses the

ol Tl oout” dssue, lis usual, men
il sechalarly tone beiriays a hind ol
1 Hi pvinnts o Seeanger N
wch o

i and says There s

thing as selling out. For imstance, if
YOU COMPromise your arl or you
COMPromise your crall jusl I thie
sake of money, bot that's nod et
Bid Religion ever cid. All i akes is
one listen to the rew redcord: even
thouwh it"s on o mapor Labwel, it sl
has the same inteerity and spicit as
everything we have ever domae
Graffin visibly heats up on the
subject when he discusses subse
quent purist attacks on the hand by
Mlaximem RockNEoll, the Berkeley
based lanzine thit secs el as the
PC keeper of the punk rock [hame
To comtimue their religien or cull

they have 1o have this nebulows wia

woing on between “Us’ and 'Them,'
and the Them' are these casy-to-con
ceive-of bur difficuli-to-finger ene-
mies, like The Government’ or "Big
Business.” Why do | say they are hard
to fineer? Because anyone who
points o them as enemies, obviously
has 1o rely on them 1o some degree

“It's easy to understand why

all of their readers start 1o realize
that the issues aren’t so simple, who
is going 1o buy the magazine? In that
respect i just looks like self-preser-
vation. But my major problem with
their perspective s that it opposes
everything which Bad Religion has
always stood for, and thar is a spirit

of independence, sell-motivated

you have to appeal to sometimes, |
say to you, il you only like a band
because of the label they're on,
maybe you're a fool,”

When it was announced that
Gurewitz would not be touring with
the band becawse of his “increased
work load at Epitaph.” according 1o a

representalive al Atlantic Records,

Maximnun RockNRoll would erect an
Us" and "Them' scenario hecause

they want 1o retain a readership. 11

thought, and the antithesis of dogma
For all those lowest comman denom-

inators out there, who unfortunately

one wirs that he opposcd the move

BAD RELIGIO

BAD RELIGION EP

HOW COULD HELL BE ANY WORSE?
(Epitaph, 1982]
Brett: That a bunch of teenagers who pulled a rabbit oot

of a hat, We didn't know that w recond

Just did it It was the blind leading the blind

INTO THE UNKNOWN MINI-LP
|Epitaph, 1983)
Brett: A wart on the face of Bad Relig

lIi'!|r: | waalked out in the middle of recarding this, | thoaseht, 7l
dan’t wiint 10 be dn the front of this | dont wane oo be carry-
ing the weed-cater on this one,”

Greg: Don't mistake the marketing plan of Epitaph with the
opinions af the rest of the band. Brem wanted 1o conceal that
record and 30 does Jay bat it's not a5 embarrassing

would have you bilieve.

BACK TO THE KNOWN EP

{Ep :

Greg: I'd been back in For a year playing with He

Finestene and Tim Galages on bass and we just decided 1o put
aul an EP. [t was an obvious title after the last one because
we were playing a lotof the early punk c

SUFFER

{Epitaph, 19

Jay: That was when everything clicked in with Bad Rel
again It was the band it was when we were playing in the
gitrage at Greg Gralfin's house.

Gres: In o hundred years if you look b
purk and grunge and all that, you v

Suf a starting point. That red

this erik at

prople’s hopes in hardeore

s Bad Religion's first EP, How Could Hell Be Any

e C0 enticled Bad &

NO CONTROL
(Epitaph, 1989}
Bredt: My §

Greg: The high point of thesaurus rock. Some people
applaud that and U'm wiful Tar that, but ather people are

offiended by in

AGAINST THE GRAIN
{Epitaph, 1 |

Brett: The high
don't think it w
i it hiad thr

oints surpassed any other record but |

ent. It would be my favorive record

ORIT EXCTImED
[ and to see if this ha ¢ music which we cul-
tivated all these yiars had a shot at popal
GENERATOR
{Epitaph, 1992)
re experimental than our other rec

were attempting o maintain the hardcore inten

till make semething that sounds and modern

STRANGER THAN FICTION

[Atlantie, 1994)

Greg: We definively wanted 1o make sure that it retained a

punk Intensity because we knew than oor fms were QOing Lo

sCrutinize i a lot more than others. We wanted 1o immedi

ately squelch their fears that it was going 1o be a commercial

siell-ourt.

Greg Hetson: W
nt reles

at band tsn't going o tell you thar dheir

n't their best?
wd Back o the Known were asedd o

ot Epitaph.

wt Ho-8s al
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repeated and most easily disprow

rumaors began to fly. The most

ed

[11]

49



“50 cofitinue |[MRR’s] religid'}irur cult,
they have to have thig nebulous wat

going on between ‘Us’ and ‘Them,’
and the ‘Them’ are these easy-to-
conceive-of but ditticult-to-tinger
enemies, like ‘The Government’ or
‘Big Business.” Why do I say they are
hard to finger? Because anyone who
points to them as enemies, obviously
has to rely on them to some degree.”

50 JAN 1995 AP

Atlamtic. When it was clear that he
had formally quit the band, the
remaining members maintained thay
Gurewitz had been unhappy with
touring for several years because of
his responsibilities at Epitaph
Gurewitz says on the contrary, "1
alwarys enjoyed mysell on the road. |
am a complicaved individual and
even thowgh | enjoy doing business ag
Epitaph, | am also a creative person,
and Epitaph docsn’t always allow me
enough time for composing. writing
ancl reading. When | am on the road |
can do those things. Most of my lyrics
for Straveer Than Fiotion wiere wielt
e while touring.”

Gurewitr & own reasons [or his
departure are actually more mun
dane than the rumors. “In the last
couple of years.” he explains, 71 had
NECrWT .||I.II| Iroom several members
of the band.” His relationship with
Bentley, who worked Tor hom an
Epitaph, was complicated by the
Boss-employee dymamid The rela
tonship was stresslul, and as a presi
dent of & record company, | now
know that it's not the greatest idea
to hire your friends.” The depanure
was [ar from casy Tor Gurewitz, and
e readily admits Srraneer Than
Fiction is lyrically the best album |
have ever written. | am truly happy
with all my lyrics and | look back on
them and | can't believe that | wrote
them.” He agrees that his leaving has
a sort of wagie guality. “But then 'm
a romantic,” he confesses, “and the
mare easie the better.” The 5.|:|||I_
however, seems less aerimonious
than most, and he plans 0 continue
toy cobribate sones to the Band

Gurewiiz’s replacement s Brian
Raker, whio started his career in
Mier Threm and continued in in
sich outlits as Government Issue,
the Meatmen and Dag Nasty. Long
time Lans have marveled o the way
b Tresh perspective has seemed 1o
further elecirily a live show which
whs in no immediate danger of
Db called stale, The band mem
bers admit thai they are having
mure fun than they have had in
years, Baker gave up an opporiunity
iy toenir with ROE ™. 1o be in Bad

Religion, so one would expect that



he would be reasonably immone o
the sell-out charges. Mo such luck.
His invelvement in a heavy-metal
combo, Junkyard, who signed o
Geffen in the late 'Bos, has com-
pelled some te label him “punk
rock’'s first sell-out.”

When asked about (1, Baker sighs
and tries to give you a sense of what
it's like to play in a punk-rock band
and then be offered a paying job
doing something you love, "Dag Nasty
had finished their third album for a
very bad independent label, one that
had not followed through on 90 per-
cent of their commitments. I'm in
L.A., our singer is in D.C., our bass
player has quit, the drummer is living
on the foor of my apartment, and
then | run into Chris Gates, who used
1o play in the Big Boys, who says.
‘Hey, we need a guitar player. The
band's name is junkyvard. We sound
like Motorhead and AC/DC and we're
on Geffen,” and | think, "Wow! What a
great idea,’ | had a great time for two
yiears and then the label realized we
weren't going to be the next Guns N
Roses and then dropped us.” Before
joining Bad Religion. Baker was
working at a recording studio making
$6.50 an hour. Now he wonders what
he has to apologize for.

The oversimplification of the
phrase “sell out” becomes apparent
the minute you start interacting with
the punk audience circa 19g94. In
Leipzig, punk may retain its primal
anger, but as the tour moves to the
affluent west of Germany, the well-

serubbed audiences mirror their
alternative-slacker cousins in
America. Aler each show, the band
reenacts a ritual of hanging out and
talking to the kids, keeping in line
with their philosophy that punk rock
is about sharing information. And
every night the kids line up for auto
graphs like they were waiting for
Aerosmith. On a regular basis, the
self-effacing Bobby
Schayer takes hungry, broke kids out
to the local McDonald's afterwards.
Often, it's not until the middle of the
meal that the fans realize that he's in
the band. It's apparent that they re

otherwise

fans in the classic sense of the word,
because although they may know all
the words to the songs, they're still
locked into the conventions of how a
“rock star” should behave,

Graffin feels that this might
change as more of the band's audi-
ence begins to understand Bad
Religion's message of self-reliance
and clear thinking. But in the mean-
time he has no problem with his
music breaking into the mainstréam.
He says, "Punk rock isnt as stigmia-
tized anymore, which means thal
people can listen to it and enjoy it
without thinking that they are listen-
ing 1o something evil. Now people
are realizing that it is a valid form of
music and that it can be as popular
as any other form of music. After all,
we always used 1o say when we were
sitting around in 1980, "Wouldn't it be
great If they plaved good music on
the radio?” Wl



