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Demons Dance Alone
[Directed by the Residents]
(Music Video Distributors/Euro Ralph)
The Residents have never done things normally. Their music, their videos and their live shows aren’t normal. Their collective persona and history are about as far from normal as you can get. So it was no surprise to notice that something odd was afoot during the Demons Dance Alone tour. Those who caught the Brooklyn shows might recall that along with the singers, musicians and a dancing, trumpet-playing demon, there was someone else onstage–a figure who just sort of wandered around during the proceedings.
Turns out he was filming the show, and the result is this new DVD. Par for the course, it’s unlike any other performance film you’re likely to see. 
Snippets of past tours have been available for some time, but apart from Disfigured Night (a one-off performance filmed for German television), this is the first full-length Residents tour performance ever released. As they’ve done with so many other things, they’ve taken something as commonplace as "the concert film" and turned it into something darkly magical.
For one thing, being filmed onstage, you never get a sense of how the audience saw the show. There are no static wide shots of the stage. It’s mostly done in close-up, the camera roving about from performer to performer–sometimes it even takes a moment to recognize what you’re looking at. That, together with the occasionally harsh lighting and hazy editing, gives the show an unsettling, hallucinatory quality–more a musical fever dream than a concert film. 
The two singers don simple, anguished masks, the musicians (also masked) are rarely seen at all apart from their hands, and the ever-present demon, in his veined, skin-tight body suit, bears a striking resemblance to a young Richard Widmark.
The 2002 album the show was based on was a beautiful and sad collection of songs about loss and desire, and that sense of melancholy is carried over here. Apart from "The Golden Goat," a rockin’ and nasty non-album cut, the music is rich and melodic, the songs mostly about people whose lives haven’t gone quite the way they’d have liked. 
Underscoring this concept, the show’s three acts are marked by different versions of a song with the refrain, "Life would be wonderful…" The third version is perhaps most touching, as the lead vocalist (in a paisley camouflage tux and what appears to be a stocking cap turban) speaks quite personally about meeting James Brown, the loss of their former collaborator Snakefinger, the frustration of sometimes feeling like a bunch of aging hippies, and what it might take to get the band on the charts. It’s half-cynical, half-heartbreaking.
For more than 30 years, the Residents have been innovators, turning ideas, forms and technologies on their heads. With this release, they’ve done it yet again.
–Jim Knipfel
