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October 13 - October 19, 2004
Devo
Live In The Land Of The Rising Sun DVD
(Sick Video/MVD, 2004)

Inspired, as they were, by the National Guard’s 1972 killing of four student Vietnam war protesters at the Kent State campus, it’s no surprise to find Ohio musical pioneers Devo still a relevant force on the art-rock/protest scene—even if they are playing to Japanese audiences. This lovingly packaged, fiery set of de-evolved classics was shot live in “the bowels of Tokyo, Japan” in the summer of 2003, 22 years after the band’s wildly successful—and record-company-supported—first visit to the nation. 

Appearing to have lost none of their geeky, herky-jerky energy, keen wit and genuine rock ’n’ roll attitude, brothers Mark and Bob Mothersbaugh, Gerald and Bob Casale, and drummer David Kendrick here present absolutely scathing run-throughs of rowdy, spud-driven faves like “That’s Good,” “Girl U Want,” “Whip It,” “Satisfaction,” “Uncontrollable Urge,” “Mongoloid,” “Smart Patrol/Slap Yer Mammy,” “Gates Of Steel,” and “Freedom Of Choice.” And while the musical subject matter speaks volumes about its author’s political and social beliefs—the group was founded on the principal that mankind is steadily de-evolving, and will soon involuntarily reach a “Planet Of The Apes”-like state from which there will be no return—it’s the interview segments here that really find our energy-dome-sporting little nerd-rockers spewing some righteous revolutionary rabble-rousing. 

When asked by the Japanese press what they thought of America today, they retorted: “Unfortunately, America right now has taken a bad, bad turn. Everything is bad and ugly and America’s dangerous and America’s stupid and doing all the wrong things. But we (Devo) were what was right about America, because we thought for ourselves, we hated illegitimate authority, and we were anti-stupidity, pro-information. And we didn’t think there was no future (a jab at Johnny Rotten & Co.—and the nihilistic attitude of punk in general), we thought there was a real future and it was ugly and horrible. And we were right! And now we have a retarded cowboy running our country!” The footage then slams back into an absolutely mind-blowing “Blockhead,” presumably a little tribute to our Fearless Leader—just another tweak in a thrill-packed, whirlwind journey through the band’s endearingly twisted mind-set. 

Video montages, stadium-rock quality lighting, and shrieking, buzzing, howling alarms intermingle with the band’s music throughout the set, with the cameras giving equal time to the swarming throngs of frothing, screaming Devo-tees in the audience. The images, the songs and the wildly-dressed group’s antics blend together to create an almost psychedelic vibe, even though the band and its followers are clearly high on the music and the experience alone—an experience which is filled with hippies, preppies, punks, spuds, ninnies, twits, Booji boys, words, war, TOIL IS STUPID, hearts full of worms, “In the beginning was the end ...,” lights, mongo, go up, alarms, buzz, buzz, the band crying out in yellow paper outfits, “Kenichiwa!!” 

Other highlights include a ferociously spastic reading of their de-evolved version of the Stones’ classic, “Satisfaction,” an over-the-top rendition of “Uncontrollable Urge”—oh, yes, these Dexters still get those young foreign schoolgirls all hot an’ bothered—during which the band lays down some serious choreography and the clothing begins to come off in huge swaths. “Mongoloid” is absolutely slammin’, driving the crowd into a mad, raw, totally rock ’n’ roll performance, with Mark Mothersbaugh dropping to all fours and bounding around the stage like a wild dog. As the opening notes of “Jocko Homo” rip out of the amps, the final shreds of the outfits are discarded (like some modern rock version of The Full Monty), and there they are, in all their fiftysomething glory, kickin’ it out loud and proud in their T-shirts, boxers and black garter-socks. The show boils to a head with “Smart Patrol/Mr. DNA” (with guitarist Bob Casale producing a howling, growling axe solo/stage prowl that’s equal parts Angus and Neil Young), an anthemic, crowd-pleasing “Gates Of Steel,” and the oh-so-timely “Freedom Of Choice.” 

Cool extras include “Devo Goes To Japan,” a series of shots of the band riding the subway, shopping, and generally freaking out in Japan, an interview with drummer David Kendrick, and an ultra rare 1980 video of “Gut Feeling.” This package is not only a much-needed confirmation for fans and new initiates that Devo is indeed alive and well in the 21st Century, but also an important documentary of an American band caught in a moment in time—one that may well ultimately define the future of this country altogether. A rare opportunity, as Mothersbaugh is quick to agree in one of the vid’s final interview segments: “This is a pretty rare experience. Very rare. It’s like going to a museum. We would like to just stop doing it, just mow the lawn, but there’s nobody else doing what we used to do, so we have to come out and do it one more time.” Do yourself a favor—make sure you catch ‘em doing it one more time. Twist away those gates of steel, brothers and sisters, and do your duty now for the future—buy Devo on DVD!

by Tom Hallett
