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Such an extensive release would have
been unthinkable a quarter of a cenbury ago.

In the early “Bos, Epitaph was a place for
Gurewitz to release music by his own hard-
core band and ki punk-rock friends.

The labe] exploded and became a house-
hald name in 1994 when the Offspring's pop-
punk breakout *Smash” dominated MTV and
radio airwaves, and Epitaph followed that re
lease with Rancid's career-defining “And Crut
Come the Wolves.”

Wihen punk rock was no longer trendy, Epi-
taph had relationships with blues label Far
Passum, Sweden's garage-rock label Burning
Heart, ska/street punk offshoot Hellcat Records and a budding
adult:leaning imprint in Anfi-.

Antk-, no ;n:ngr-r home 1o just Waits, won & Grammy Award
far Salomon Burke's acclaimed 2002 goul albam, ° Do’
Up on Me.” and has since released albums from alt-country’s
Mekn Case, country hera Merle Haggard and political rapact the
Cowp, among many athers

But even as Anth- has expanded Epitaph's catalog
soul. REB, hip-hop and country, it hasn't altered the pebellions,
anything-goes, punk aesthetic upon which Ephaph was |

Andy Kaulkin, who oversees the Anli- imprint, says, “The lab=|
s for artists whoare not trying todo something that's tremdy. They're
Eul]nwi.ng thesir own palh. and they have an understandimg of music
histary without belng behalden to it 1t doesn1 i
it i=. You can do that in any genre, and you can do that at any 2

Kaulkin's comment could almost serve as a mission statement
For the entire lahel,
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'THAT RECORD PUT US ON THE MAP
Epitaph's story may begin with Bad Religion. but the Offspring
is moat certainly its first major plot point. The Latber's 19904 sin
gle “Come Out and Play” could have been a barely heard anti
gun rant if it weren't for its still-unforgettable chorus hook, the
simple, spoken-word refrain of *You gotta keep ‘covseparated.”

Influential modern rock radso station KR
Los Angeles took to playing the song. and the
rest of the country soon followed swit. The Off-
-;'p]'ing and Ep'it,aph wold eventmally -||1!i1 ina
bétter divorce, but nat before the band's overnight
success turned Epitaph into one of the largest independent la-
bels in the world.

*That record-—and thank youw very muach, Offspring—put
uE on the map,” Gurewitz says, “ltopened doors, | could get
ameeting with whoever, Upuntil that time, we had to scrasch
and claw our way into whasever nooks and cranmies we could
lvwasn't eapy for an indie 10 get a record imto a chain stare
Indies were second-clase citizens back then, bat from that
day forward we could sell any of aur titles in any chain in the
couniry. Everything changed.”

And Gurewitz went from rocking in his punk band to dedlin:
ing interview requests with Forbes magazine.

“Hut he's always gniu.g to be the Bad Religion guy.” Rancid
lesder Tim Armstrong says. “He was punk before us, He toured
i a van before ue. He's the one guy we all really Haten 10"

While the name Epiaph dates back to 1981, it dkdn’t become
a fully functioning label until around 1987, when Gurewitz ran
Epitaph out of a recording studio he had opened. Key releases
in that period were Bad Religion's "Suffer.” long regarded as one
of hardcore's finest moments, and rock band L7.

Yet it was the relationship that Gurewitz struck with Arme-
strong that would become one of the longest and mast pivotal
in the label's history,

Armstrong's first hand. Operation lvy, released only one album,
“Energy,” which was a blistering mix of gka and punk recorded in
1990 for Berkeley. Calif.-based Lookout Reconds. Gurewits was a
fan and set his sighﬂs on bringing Armstrong into the Epitaph fold.

“When | heard Operation Ivy broke up, 1 called Tim and said,
“Whatever your next band i that you do. | don't have 1o hear
them, | don't have to know what you sound like, but | will sign
yonn,” * Gurewitz recalls,

The stary is true, Armstrong says, but it didn't happen quite
s romantically. Looking back, Armstrong remembers Gurewitz
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having to send him a bit of a wake-up call before he was actually
able to get Rancid together

“1don't know if Brett remembers this, but | was having a hard
firme g{tring sober, and 1 told him a few times | was getting 2
new band together.” Armetrong says, °1 remember him telling
me, “Send me your new tape, but I'm not golng bo hald miy brestih.*
It bart my Ff-th:ngs.. but | needed to hear that. Fll never fnrgr-r
that, and now 1've used iton people.”

Thee album cover for Rancid's "Let's Gal” is tattooed on Gure-
witz's shoubder, and the det was rebeased two months before the
Offspring s “Smash_" If no ane could predict that the two albums
would suddenly turn Epitaph into the hottest label in America,
Gurewitz knew they wiould at least be Epitaph's bigpest releases.

“We had sent a few things to radio before with no success.”
e says. “1 thought it was geing to explode by being bigger than
Furgazi and Bad Religion. Those were e big bands in my world.”

The label made same efforts to expand before “Smazh” came
ot and Kaulkin, a pmlr-.:sinmil blues pianist wha had worked
at record stores and Careline Distribution, was hired iy 1993
He says he took the Epitaph gig so he could by o new guitar and
planned to quit a few months later. Instead, he helped define the
company s retail and marketing campaign for the Offspring

“1 abways had this philesophy of the retafler heing your best toal

for selling records, mare than any kind of ai rp'laug,I or auh'erri:ing,‘
Baulkin says, “1Tyou have retadl on your gide, you're galng towin.
rikosophy 1 had from working at a record shop.”
.whao iz now Epitaph’'s GM, started at the label
im 1994, He and Kaulkin oversaw teams of young staffers—many
Imerns—who worked the phones from open 1o close. “We had
eight peaple who did nothing but call record stores all day,”
Hanzen remembers. “There were three or four people just in
call distributors. The company’s backbone was in marketi n\g.‘

The Offspring would leave Epitaph a
couple of years after the release of
“Srmaeh.” The two sides atred ot their dil-
ferences in the media, and more than asce
during a three-hour interview Gurewitz
says he regrets the time p-rrinlj and ghe
public airing of his opinlons

Bt as the relationship with the OfF-
spring disintegrated, Gurewitz and Arm
strong became claser, and the rwo plotted
F.pqtaph'n firsi majar expansion,

In 1996, Armsatrong started Helleat
Records, a partnership with Epitaph. and
lefi the Bay Area for Los Angeles. 1n addi-
tion to discovering young talent like the
Droplick Murphys and the Distillers, Hedl-
caf hmughl in the Clash's joe Strommeer
around the same time Gurewitz signed
Wails. These maves confirmed Epitaph’s
status as a label built for the long haul
rather than the mid-"9Ms Pl:lnll: ttp'lng:n;rn..

“My initial concept was that | was golng
to back up my hero with a band 1 come up
with.” Armstrong says. "1t would be my
Hellcat house band, That's not what he
& wanfed. He wanted to make his own
= record, Not to sound like we were his kids
or anything, but we were a label celebrating & style that be pho-
neeted, so it made perfect sense for him to sign with us.”

The CHTspring's departure is nod the only challenge Epitaph
has weathered, A joint venture with Fat Possum ran from 1997
to 2003 and resulted in a legal dispute with Epitaph.

Gurewitz's persenal etraggles with drug addiction in the late

"l have been well-documented. And in another business set-
back. a joint venture with Warner Bros to release the Hives in
America ended after the Swedish garage rockers released one
album, “Weni ¥idi Vicious,” under the deal, [The Hives had
come 1o Epitaph through their relationship with Sweden’s Burn-
Ing Heart Beconds.)

Despile such setbacks, E wuph has maintained Innp, and loyal
u-l-:u.-u.s.l'.l.pa. with the lkes of NOFX and Pennywise, amang
marny others, and keeps attracting a number of artists who have
reached “living legend” status,

In early 2007, the label will issue 2 new albwem from soul singer
Mawis Staples and in the spring will release a new set from Coun-
try Muzic Hall of Fame member Porter Wagoner

And even those who leave sometimes come back,

After a one-albim deal with Warner Bros, for 2003° “Inde-
straciible.” Armairong says Rancid is returning 1o where it staried

*Epitaph is our home,” Armstrong says. =1 want Brett figur-
img ot bow 1o market our records, and | want Bret o be the one
whi decides where we're going.”

The label has alse managed 1o stay relevant in the modern-
rock world. Its pop-punk/emo signings, such as Matchbook Ro-
mance and Motion City Soundtrack, have allowed Epitaph to
keep pace with younger labels. As Epitaph has strayed from its
Southern California punk-rock roots to embrace everything from
hip-Teop 1o today's screarmao bands, Gurewitz has heard plenty of
eriticism—zsome of it from his closest friends.

In response, he offers his detractors some old punk. de-it.
yaurself advice

*1 anticipated criticlam. and 1 got it,” Gurewite says. “Even
with emeo. Punk rockers hate emso. A lot of the srtists.on my label
have given me a 1ot gufabout the new signings. Thiy'll say, ‘Screw
these screaming bands, Brett,”

*Whatever,” ke responds. “They can start thelr own label® ..«
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