AFGHAN WHIGS

From the cultural wasteland of Cin-
cinnati—home of racist Reds owner
Marge Schott, gay rights repeals, public
outcry over exhibits of Robert Mapple-
thorpe, hardcore legends Sluggo and, of
course, WKRP—comes the Afghan
Whigs. While each album has seen a
gradual streamlining of their blend of
punk and 70s rock (with a dash of Mo-
town reverence) into a more darkly-
hued, increasingly-melodicbeast, there’s
always been a soulful passion at the
fore, mainly from vocalist/ guitarist Greg
Dulli’s tobacco-stained, raspy emotional
outpouring and heart-tearing lyricism.
Their latest album, “Gentlemen,” is the
sound of emotional despair and dark-
ness. Somber, but, at the same time,
cathartic in its rush of slowly-revealing
melodies. Previous to “Gentlemen,”
their Elektra debut, came three albums:
the self-released, hopelessly-out-of-print
“Big Top Halloween,” then, from Sub
Pop, “Up In It” and “Congregation,”
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which showed aleap-yearstylisticjump.
There have also been many singles and
EP’s from Sub Pop, as well. The other
Whigs are drummer Steve Earle, guitar-
ist Rick McCollum and bassist John
Curley, who I interviewed over the
phone from Texas...

SV: Cincinnati seems like a really conserva-
tive, culturally-oppressive place...

John: ‘Cause it is!

SV:Causeitis. How did you guys manage to
evolve beyond what must have been such a
constricting environment?

John: I guess it maybe was that itself that
inspired us. Anywhere that is known as a
conservative place is going to have a sort of
anti element. That’s the part of the popula-
tion that we belong to, anyway. There’s
peoplethere that try but, unfortunately, what
therest of the country hears about is a minor-
ity of people who get the majority of the bad
press. But most of the people, it’s not their
problem.

SV: Yeah, I mean, I just saw in the paper that

people are wondering if the new mayorisa
lesbian and there was just a gay rights ordi-
nance that got overturned. It just seems a
horrible place in some ways.

John: It’s terrible. There’s a few right-wing
community values types there and anti-
smoking types. I don’t smoke, but it’s just
ridiculous the extent that people will go to
get their point across.

SV: Where are they going to outlaw smok-
ing? In all public places?

John: They were going to outlaw it at the
stadium. Can you believe that?

SV: Good luck enforcing it.

John: Hey, in Cincinnati they would.

SV: Are there any plans to reissue your first
album?

John:No. We went as far as we were going to
go, with that, and we put some of the tracks
from it on the “Up In It” CD. So that’s about

. as much as anyone’s going to hear of that.
' There were only 1000 of those ever made.

SV:Ineverheard it. Wasitradically different
from “Up In It"?

John: No, not radically, but it sounds kind of
like a demo tape. We were getting our feet
wet, pretty much.

SV: I have the LP of “Up In It,” with the
original cover, before it was changed, rela-
tively quickly. Why was that?

John: My reason for wanting to change it
rightaway was they used that ugly neon and
orange stuff, which Ijust think is an aesthetic
offense to humanity. It was a good idea, but
it didn’t really say anything about us and
that silly picture on the back of that woman
with the lights and stuff. We made a mistake
in letting them...we thought, wow, Sub Pop
can make us a cool cover and learned a
valuable lesson early on.

SV: You took things into your own hands for
“Congregation.” You did the photography
for the cover, right?

John: Yeah, me and my neighbor, Dave.
SV: Who's the woman and the baby?

John: Her name is Tamika and she’s a friend
of ours from Cincinnati, a bartender and the
kid is Dave’s kid.

SV: Any deep meaning to the cover, at all.
John: Itwasa coolimage. But that’snot tosay
that someone can’t derive meaning from it,
‘cause there’s a couple of different things
that you could apply to it.

SV: Racial harmony.

John: Yeah, that’s an obvious one. Or the
birth of white music from black music is one
that I heard. I think songs and record covers
and something like that, it’s nice if you can
do something that applies to a lot of people
in a lot of different ways, so that two people
can hear it and walk away with two totally
different things.

SV: Yeah, the imagery you use on the covers
and in the video are kind of oblique and
don’t necessarily lend themselves to obvi-
ous interpretation. So what was the concept
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behind the new album cover and the images
in the “Debonair” video?

John: That's pretty much working out some
demons from pre-adolesence, I think. The
scenes and a lot of the stuff like that were sort
of images of our teenage years. A lotof it was
filmed in Greg’s neighborhood, where he
grew up.

SV: Did you all grow up in the Cincinnati
area?

John: I didn’t. Greg and Steve both grew up
in the Cincinatti area. Rick grew up in Lou-
isvilleand I grew up in Washington, DC. But
thatguy’s house, the POW-MIA house, that’s
real. He runs a museum. He was in Vietnam
and that’s how he deals with it. Then, like the
bowling alley and the fight, that’s kind of
teenage angst. Basically, the idea with the
videos is to do something kind of freaky and
interesting. If you've got to do them, you
might as well make them good.

(talk about the CM] panel where there was a
hypothetical marketing plan developed for
the Afghan Whigs)

SV: What do you think about your “art”
being bandied about as acommodity, which
was the impression I received after seeing
that panel.

John: That’s reality. If you hope tosurvive on
your art, you'd better get used to that. We've
always wanted to, so...I don’t think we're
whores or anything. There’s some things
that we won’t do.

SV: Yeah, one of the sugges-
tions that the panel made was
having youdoa promotional
tour and play acoustically in
record stores or radiostations
and the guy from Elektra said
you wouldn’t do that.

John: No. Shit, there’s acous-
tic guitar on maybe two or
three songs a record. God,
that’s a pretty self-indulgent
thing to do, I think. But, like
being on TV and stuff like
that...as long as they leave us

SV: Greg's involved in the
videos and I've heard he’s a
filmmaker. Whatsortof work
has he done?

John: He’sbeenina couple of
movies thathaven’tbeenout,
yet. Mostly independent
films that friends of his have
made. He’s working on de-

John: Idon’t know. Hopefully, a couple of us
will beinitand we'll probably all work on it.
I hope to, anyway.

SV: What made you decide to make the step
from-Sub Pop to the major label?

John: “Cause the major labels came around
saying they’d give us all this money. They
pretty much came to us. We weren’t looking
to leave or anything like that and, all of a
sudden, a lot of shit happened all at once.
The major labels were looking for independ-
ent bands, all of a sudden.

SV: Feeding frenzy.

John: Yeah, kind of. Greg and I both have a
pretty good bullshit detector and we’re able
to weed out the people that we really didn’t
need to hang out with or talk to. Fortunately,
we were on tour and I say fortunately, be-
cause we didn’t have time to deal with a lot
of that schmoozing stuff. And if you blow
somebody off and they’re really interested,
they’re going to come back, anyway. We
spent a long time deciding to sign with El-
ektra. So far, it’s been good, I think.

SV: What's the reaction been like with Love
Jones?

John: They’re fucking comedians that play
musicand they putona greatshow and their
songs are really good, too. They play kind of
like Tito Puente /lounge music/conga thing.
Usually, people will stand for the fist song
with their mouths open but by the end of the

second song, they’re clapping, laughing and
everyone's really into it.

SV:Iwonder if any wise-asses are asking for
Squirrel Bait covers.

John: I'm sure they're being dealt with hand-
ily by Ben Daughtrey, if they are.

SV: Why did you have Marcy from Scrawl
sing “My Curse”?

John: She’s a fellow Buckeye. That’s a song
that’s been around for a long time that we
wrote, before we were even on Sub Pop.
Marcy had sang on our first Sub Pop single,
aswell. We've donestuff with her before. We
did a single with her, under the name of
Ornament, on No. 6.

SV: You guys seem to have a heavy 60s,
R&B/Motown influence, especially on the
EP that came out after “Congregation.” Was
that stuff that inspired you?

John: Yeah, definitely. All of us listened to
the radio for years before we started buying
records and that was all the type of stuff that
was on although, when we started buying
records, we didn’t exercise the same good
taste. It took us a few years to get back to it.
SV: Why did you decide to record at Ardent
studios?

John: We had met Jody Stephens, the Big Star
drummer and itturned out thathe knew a lot
of the same people we knew and finally, we
met. We were talking and he said we should
go see him at the studio if we're in Memphis.
A few weeks later, we were
in Memphis and we took
him up on it. It was a really
niceplaceand whenitcame
time torecord, they seemed
like nice people and it
seemed like a good place to
doit.Ithad agood vibe. We
got to see the Big Star mas-
ter tape collection.
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veloping a screenplay from a
book that he read. I would
tell youwhich one,butIdon’t

think Ican, yet. Buthe’s writ- CRu
ten a screenplay of his own of
that we got money from the
record company to produce.
SV: Is it going to tie into the
band or beindependentofit?
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(talk about a rowdy Sub
Pop/Touch & Go boat
party a few years back in
New York)

John: It was crazy. It was
sponsored by Jaegermeis-
ter. That’s a sick joke. Have
a bunch of bands and un-
limited Jaegermeister.
What were they thinking?
Greg got so fucked up that
night, we couldn’t even
play. He disappeared be-
fore the show and, some-
how, he madeitback to the
hotel. That’s like having an
AA convention sponsored
by Budweiser.



