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For a brief moment in the late 1970s, Cleveland’s Dead Boys were the greatest rock n’ roll band on the planet. Inspired by the reckless energy of the emerging punk and new wave scene, the band was led by the twin guitar attack of Dead Boys' Cheetah Chrome and Jimmy Zero and the entrancing theatrics of singer Stiv Bators. Live at CBGB’s 1977 is a three-camera professional shoot (purportedly for a network news story that never ran) that captures the band at its high-flying peak. 

You can practically smell the smoke and beer in the air, and even if you've never heard of this band before, you can definitely hear what all the fuss is about. This is a solid ten-song live set that includes many of the Dead Boys’ strongest numbers – from their opening anthem “Sonic Reducer” to the tunes that kicked around the band’s earlier incarnation as Rocket from the Tombs (note: half the band went on to Pere Ubu, the other half to Dead Boys) like “Not Anymore” and “What Love Is.”

It’s terrifically satisfying to have this footage; proof that punk rock was once something far more angry, difficult and fun than the pop-influenced, professionally manicured big business it is today. There’s no question that these are city street punks expressing their youthful aggression without regard to how the world may or may not accept them. 

The audience is worshipful, bopping up and down, swaying along, staring intently at these too-skinny geeks who seem to have landed from outer space. By the time the band crashes through a heart-smashing rendition of Iggy Pop’s “Search & Destroy,” everyone's spent. Johnny Blitz kicks his drums over and the band walk off like the rock stars that, due to poor timing, drugs and an industry aversion to anything punk, they never became.

The DVD comes with several bonus features that are even more interesting than the band’s performance. There are interviews with the late Stiv Bators (who went on to front the Lords of the New Church before being killed in an auto accident in Paris) and the band at the time of the shoot who explain their views on punk rock, which contrary to many people’s notions was all about having fun and not attacking and putting each other down. There’s a promotional clip for the video and additional footage of an absolutely horrible avant-garde performance artist group called The Steel Tips, which may be a good time to run to the bathroom. 

One unannounced bonus occurs during the concert footage: the alternate camera angle from behind Johnny Blitz’s drums, which gives you the cat-bird seat of what it must’ve been like playing from the stage of CBGB. 

But best of all bonus material are the interviews with the band’s manager, Hilly Kristal, who was also the owner of CBGB, and Dead Boys' guitarist Cheetah Chrome, who in his advancing age is both poignant and insightful, proud to have survived drugs and the vagaries of the music business to stand tall after all these years.

As Chrome himself tells it, with Stiv Bators long gone there will never be another Dead Boys reunion (they did briefly reunite in the late '80s and footage of that is available elsewhere). There shouldn’t be, anyway. Not as long as anyone curious can access this DVD.
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