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Blind Melon: Free Spirits for Nineties
Minds

By Beppe Riva
Translated by Andrew Serio

(Article originally appeared in Italian in the December, 1993 issue of Rockerilla, an
ltalian music and movie monthly magazine.)

To dedicate time writing about Blind Melon these days, in light of their surprising success in
America, is definitely not a risk. However, Rockerilla cannot be called opportunists, considering
that we wrote a lengthy article on them last February, when frankly, the thought of their album
rising to the number three position on the Billboard charts seemed almost impossible. Back then,
Blind Melon’s “psychedelic-bluesy-hard rock,” infused with Southern essence didn’t claim much
attention from the press and was all but ignored by the public, and not only in Italy.

But that which seemed to be an almost invisible debut would explode about a year later.

The most well-known protagonists in a story of “late” success in recent times, were Guns N’
Roses, whose “Appetite for Destruction” conquered the number one spot exactly twelve months
after its release (August 87-’88). It’s normal that one would mention these two cases together,
considering that Shannon Hoon, singer of Blind Melon, contributed to GnR’s much celebrated
video, “Don’t Cry.” It’s unrealistic though, in my opinion, to attribute Blind Melon’s success to
this connection, since the public isn’t really interested in the connections between its favorite
stars.

A more realistic theory would be to refer to the band’s attitude when performing live, to the
band’s desire to install a sense of complicity with the audience, generating a true “word of
mouth” sensation among its fans. The band has built a solid fan base, and this isn’t something
that happened immediately, but rather over a long period of time spent on the road. Like often
happens, it was for a lucky turn of events that the fascination of the audience was turned on. The
second single, “No Rain,” which is played insistently on the radio, is an aural acoustic
combination of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young and The Allman Brothers, and has benefited by the
constant support of MTV, thanks to a video which features a young girl dancer dressed like a bee.

The same image is depicted on the album cover, (it’s a little ugly if you’ll allow me that opinion)
but evidently the Yankees (Americans) don’t agree. If it’s true that the bee-girl was instrumental
to the success of the album, it was also because of the fantastic and inebriating songs such as
“Soak the Sin,” “I Wonder,” and “Holy Man.” It’s comforting to know that the band keeps their
distance from these methods of persuasion, as they recently declared in an interview, “If a
dancing bee-girl can help promote Blind Melon, we hope our fans aren’t so ignorant that they
think it was our idea...” This controversial note relaunches an age-old debate: the role of the



group in handling the promotional aspect as opposed to that of the label. It’s a detail, however,
that doesn’t affect the integrity of Blind Melon, who are able to express themselves without a
true commercial appeal, and who are able to avoid jumping on the Grunge bandwagon and that
of other, too-common crossover genres.

It is thanks to this type of attitude that the spirit of genuine Rock n Roll is reemerging, after
having had to endure the attack of boredom brought on by Morrisey and his depressing ex-new
wave contemporaries which have been finally driven off the front pages of the rock magazines.

Speaking with Brad Smith (bass) and Rogers Stevens (guitar), two founding members that gave
life to Blind Melon after having moved from West Point, MS to Los Angeles, one doesn’t get the
impression that these are your typical musicians who moved to the West Coast to follow the
mirage of success

B.M.: We think the public is really changing, even in L.A. and that they are looking for
something that goes beyond just a “look™: long, crazy hair and Heavy Metal. Today people are
looking for more authenticity, for music that makes them think and is closer to real life. People
are tired of listening to the same Hollywood bullshit from someone who is just trying to become
a star and is only concerned with easy women and fast cars.

-Even with respect to these cliches, the success of Blind Melon is kind of surprising, and
doesn’t seem to be owed to any current trend. How do you explain it?

B.M.: Even before MTV began to play our video “No Rain,” we did a tour of clubs where we
played for between 500-1000 people that lasted about a year. Even before the release of our
album we could count on a nice following in the USA. We were always able to add more tour
dates and we owed this to the popularity we had gained form the shows that we’d already played.
We feel all of this is because of our decision to play live for the people. People realized that this
wasn’t about a forced routine, but rather a spontaneous feeling. Then when the album was
released, people knew they could trust us when buying it. Later, we were made an offer to tour in
support of Neal Young, with Soundgarden and Pearl Jam.

-You have often been mentioned with Pearl Jam. Might you, in a way, represent an
alternative to Seattle Grunge?

B.M.: In our opinion, Grunge is closely related to the area that it represents, and it reflects that
environment, the climate of Seattle and the Northwest of the U.S.A. We feel profoundly
different. 3/5 of Blind Melon come from Mississippi, and so our sound is more closely
associated with the South, starting with bands like the Allman Brothers. As far as more recent
bands, we prefer to be associated with Jane’s Addiction, for our acoustic components and our
intricate arrangements. Those who associate us with Pearl Jam or even Alice in Chains are
maybe too lazy to find out who we really are.



-There is a fact that can’t be ignored: the producer of your debut album was Rick
Parashar (he of “Ten” by Pearl Jam, and also of Temple of the Dog)...

B.M.: But that doesn’t mean that we have to be labelled a grunge band! We would never criticize
Pearl Jam, it’s just that it’s important to us to highlight the difference between us and them. Our
sound is more complex instrumentally, and it’s probably less accessible. Pearl Jam’s rock is more
direct, quite often, “in your face,” Blind Melon is without a doubt more melodic. You can tell the
difference. We don’t deny that we have much in common, for example a natural and intense
approach to the music. As far as the production by Rick Parashar is concerned, we believe that
his work in the studio was good, but not exceptional. This may be because we prefer the “live”
sound of the band as compared to the recorded sound on the record. We probably won’t go to
him for our next album, not because we don’t want a repeat of the first album, but more because
we like to become enriched by new experiences.

-Your “free spirit” is often attributed to the pioneers of Rock of the late ‘60s early 70s.
Outside of musical influences, where did this attitude come from?

B.M.: It’s not something we really talk about, we never worried about being the “heirs.” We just
feel like normal people, who shared the same experiences with many other people before this
success changed things for us. We play in a band because we feel connected to our music, but we
don’t harbor the same ambitions as a lot of other would-be musicians in the big cities. The
notoriety that we have achieved hasn’t caused us to lose sight of what is important in life,
especially our relationships with our families, because we are still just simple boys from the
South! Maybe that is our true “free spirit.”

-But in order to get where you are, you had to head for Los Angeles!

B.M.: “And that made us realize even more the importance of the peaceful life in our home city,
West Point. When we go home we feel cleansed of the pressure and chaos of a big metropolis
like L.A. It is this kind of purification that we allude to in “Soak the Sin,” the opening track of
the album: arrive at home and hug your family in order to exorcise the negative vibes that had
been transmitted to you during your life in the big city. Most likely the situations in life that are
the biggest causes of stress will be reflected in our upcoming songs, but it’s certain that there is
no recording studio “strategy” that will prepare us for writing songs as much as real life will.”

-Did your home town and upbringing contribute to your passion for Rock music?

B.M.: (Brad) “As far as I’'m concerned, it all started thanks to my neighbors. They were
musicians and I grew up in that environment. I also became passionate about music because my
mom had an interesting record collection. She listened to Neal Young, [ron Butterfly, Led
Zeppelin...”



-Do you feel a part of the “Retro-Rock” movement that has been influenced by the Golden
Age of Rock, such as some of the other artists that we’ve already mentioned?

B.M.: “The late ‘60s and early ‘70s will be remembered as one of the most important periods of
Rock n Roll, and one that has given us some immortal artists. Blind Melon doesn’t intend to
imitate or copy what they did, but if “Retro Rock” means to express oneself in a creative way
and to free oneself from the homogenous commercialism of the ‘80s, well then yes, we are part
of that movement. We feel that it doesn’t make sense that a song or album should be limited to
fall under a certain standard, or in a pre-fixed style based on a repetitive and listenable melody.
Art 1s not an assembly line, but the desire to experiment has been gone since the late “70s. We
love to change around our songs, especially when performing live. We like to play improvised
pieces and to extend our songs by way of spontaneous jams, without worrying about how they
will end.”

-We thought we’d see you in Italy on tour with Guns N’ Roses, with whom you did a
European tour...

B.M.: “We’ll come to Italy while on your with Lenny Kravitz. We hope the combination of us
and him works well. The experience with Guns was a positive one, there were no problems at all,
even though we consider “Appetite for Destruction” to be the only album that represents them
for who they really are.”

-A year after the release of your debut, do you have any material ready for your next
album? Has the release date been planned yet?

B.M: “We are always composing new material, it’s impossible not to; it’s an important part of
playing together. We always try to create a musical atmosphere around the lyrics, or else we’ll
improvise around a common theme. Each one of us will develop his part, changing it often over
the course of time. We really can’t say that we have a clear cut idea of how we bring a song to
life. We feel that recording sessions will sometimes produce something different from what we
had during our rough draft. For sure, the next Blind Melon album will be significantly different
from the first: in the first album we tried to create a harmony between hard and soft, resulting in
a continuous theme. In the future, we’ll be able to extend this idea, for example, actualizing the
dichotomy between aggressive and intimate moments which will result in contrasts. In this way
we’ll be able to effectively disorient people and confuse the critics! Most likely the second album
won’t be released before the end of 94, because we have to finish our tours in Europe, Japan and
Australia. Our priority is to perform live; for now we are happy to meet new audiences, and we
now we have that opportunity. We are not concerned with having another Top Five hit, because
none of us deludes themselves with the thought that this success will last forever.”

Yes, the members of Blind Melon are definitely realistic southern boys.



