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NRBQ has made a career of treating rock 'n' roll like the joke that, well, it often is. On one hand, Terry Adams, Joey Spampinato and Al Anderson -- no longer with the band -- have written gorgeous pop songs like "Rain at the Drive-In" and driving rock songs like "Me and the Boys." The band's first album also included a cover of avant-garde jazz composer Sun Ra's "Rocket No. 9" and they've written a number of deliberately juvenile songs, the most sublime being "Here Comes Terry," the verse made up of nothing but the phrases, "Here comes Terry, here comes Joey, here comes Tommy, here comes Al." 

The 'Q's live shows were once notorious for the band passing around a box for the audience's requests, made with an eye on stumping the band. One New Orleans show at Jimmy's started with an hour of the band's peskiest material, pianist Adams frequently switching to drums to smash the cymbals through shambling versions of lounge songs. Once the audience was thoroughly tested and the musical tourists chased out, they then delivered the sort of rock 'n' roll dance party set that has kept fans loyal for over 30 years. In short, NRBQ has always seemed to have a complex relationship with rock 'n' roll. 

One in a Million captures the band live in 1989 with guitarist Al Anderson, and it's NRBQ at its most crowd-pleasing. The set list leans toward rockabilly, opening with a rollicking version of "Rocket in My Pocket" and closing with "Shake, Rattle and Roll," the latter with an occasionally visible Peter Holsapple on second guitar. Adams' clowning shtick leaves you wondering at times if he's condescending to play rock 'n' roll, particularly when he brings a Thelonious Monk-like sense of rhythm and melody to his solos. On the other hand, he's right in the pocket playing verses and choruses on the clavinet, and is as responsible for the loose groove as drummer Tommy Ardonlino. 

Dummy, the new album, is more political than a 'Q fan might expect, the title track a jab at the media and "Misguided Missiles" is an anti-war song that, in NRBQ fashion, can't resist showing off its brains, starting every line with the syllable "mis." Perhaps the state of the country has the band a little riled, but the sense of humor is similarly aggressive this time around, "Hey Punkin Head" beginning with a warning to duck before Adams knocks you down. 

All the craft and whimsy that makes for a good NRBQ album is here, but it feels a little forced, and only "Call of the Wild" shows the band at its recorded best. Brimming with hooks that fit together seamlessly, the track opens with a saccharine synthesizer line, then moves to a reverb-heavy, guitar-driven verse. That's followed by a sweet chorus that's too pretty to come next, but it does, complete with spot-on harmonies. It resolves with a lovely melody, all in a song about trying to get laid. Played straight, it shows the band's subversive humor and intelligence; unfortunately, much of the album jokes too broadly, going for boffo yoks instead. 

- Alex Rawls

