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MUS 111

Concert Review


On the nineteenth of January Billy Joel played the TD Bank North Garden.  I was there.  22 days later, Bo Diddley played the Regatta Bar in the Charles Ballroom.  I was there.  March 28, Ray Davies played the Orpheum Theater.  I was there.  This was all homework; probably the best assignment in 5 years of college.


It is a cold Thursday night in the middle of January.  Two college boys emerge from a crowded Burger King (all the bars were at capacity), gearing up for a long night of homework.  Walking back to the T they hear the familiar cry of “Tickets, tickets, anybody need tickets?”  5 minutes later they are on their way into the Garden with no more money in their pockets.  The venue was large with a minimalist stage set up.  The seats wrapped around with fans surrounding the stage on all angles.  The lights go out.  A hush comes over the audience.  Joel and his piano rise up from a large trap door in center stage.  The crowd is on their feet applauding.

This was the beginning of his US tour and it showed.  While for the most part the lighting effects were good (although a little obvious, transitions from red to white during “Scenes from an Italian Restaurant”) there were times when the lighting crew missed their cues and came in seconds too late, spoiling the effect.  Also, based on previous experience at Billy Joel concerts, the lighting for “Pressure” was just plain disappointing.  At another point in the show Joel left his piano to move to keyboards that were placed on the far ends of the stage.  From my vantage point, I believe it was his drummer who was finally able to let Joel know that they were still a couple of songs away from the set change.  I am still not sure if this was just a slip up by the performer, or whether or not he was too drunk to know what he was doing.  The Drunk Theory can be supported by the offhand comments he made between songs.  About four songs in he looks at the set list to see what to play next.  He then turns to his band and asks, “Can we play that here?”  After some cheering from the crowd and band deliberation, Joel decides that he can play anything he wants and begins “New York State of Mind.”

The show was filled with little quips from the star.  It was enough to keep the mood light and humorous between songs.  With the slow paced nature of the piano music and informal side comments by Joel, the crowd was kept entertained and into the show the whole night.  There was cheering when there was supposed to be cheering, laughing when there was supposed to be laughing.  With seven songs to go the infamous Piano Man left the bench and strapped on a guitar to play “We Didn't Start the Fire.”  From here until the end of the show (not including the encore) he kept the tempo and spirits up.  After the fast paced history lesson he continued to sing fast paced songs without piano accompaniment.  During this set he danced around the stage playing with the microphone stand, twirling and throwing it in the air as well as shadow boxing with it.  His skill and coordination during this part of the show was impressive, especially considering how drunk he seemed just a little bit earlier in the evening.  Some of the members of the crowd were out of their seats but not a lot.  Seeing as the median age was about 45, it wasn’t terribly surprising that they were so reluctant to stand.  It was reported that during this section of the show in his other concerts, he had brought a roadie out on stage to sing the AC/DC hit “Highway to Hell.”  Even without that extra bonus for our show, he did an excellent job as a performer keeping us entertained.

As stated above, Joel played a grand piano in the center stage for most of the concert, switching to keyboards that flanked the stage for a couple of songs and a guitar for one.  Wherever he was he was the main focus of the show.  He had a medium sized backup band with him.  A drummer kept the beat for him.  A horn section created harmony.  
…
The full band along with the piano gave the music a full feel throughout the performance.  The sound people were either more talented than the lighting personal, or their flubs were less noticeable.  Either way, Billy sounded good for the entire show.  Whether he was banging away on the keys and belting out lyrics or chatting amicably with the audience, the sound levels were just right.  

a. Instrumentation

b. Dynamics/Inflection

The Regatta Bar is a small club.  It probably seats about 500 people, all seated at tables of four.  It is set inside a posh looking Cambridge hotel minutes away from Harvard Square.  Pretzels cost $3.50 but you could only order them if you were lucky to have a waitress who was willing to condescend to waiting a table of 20 year olds.  It is the perfect place to see a lounge act or some smooth jazz.  Not Bo Diddley.  Bo belongs in a small blues bar, playing with a pickup band.  His Harper’s Ferry show a few years back had a much better atmosphere.  

Like the Billy Joel show, the audience was a little on the older side, with the average age probably being in the high 40’s or low 50’s.  With all the tables and waitresses in the small room it was hard to stand comfortably during the show.  Also, the stage was not raised, or if it were, it wasn’t more than a foot, so it would have made it impossible to see the performers.  That being said, the crowd was very into the show and would clap during the beginning and end of each song, culminating in a standing ovation at the end.

After being in the music business for over 50 years has its benefits.  Diddley looked as comfortable as could be on stage.  Between songs he told the crowd stories with the easy pace of a grandfather talking with his grandkids.  Diddley (who is in his early 80’s) took it easy and sat in a chair for the concert.  Midway through the show he explained the need of the chair as a result of osteoporosis and recommended that we all get enough calcium while we can. This isn’t to imply that he isn’t a dirty old man, because he is.  Many of the stories were too raunchy for any grandfather.  They culminated with a classic dirty joke involving loose women, a confessional, and a priest who asks too many questions.  In short, he had the audience eating out of his hands.  

As good as he was, Diddley’s band was a little disappointing.  He had a drummer, a bassist, and a maraca player with him.  The drummer was good, and had an enjoyable solo near the end (accompanied by Diddley who slapped the symbol with his bare hand).  The maraca player sang some vocals, but seemed rather superfluous, she really didn’t add too much to the texture.  The bass player was bland annoying.  Diddley does not need band mates to try to add color commentary to the show.  She also looked out of place with her bee-hive hairdo on stage.  Obviously, Diddley played rhythm guitar and sang. 

The songs had an overall sparse characteristic to them.  The guitar playing was full and engaging.  It provided a nice counterpoint to Diddley’s low pitched voice.  He played as loud as he could 
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Overall, I’d have to say that my favorite performance would have to be Ray Davies.  This is probably due to the fact that I have seen both of the other performers on previous tours.  They were both better the first time I saw them.  Davies on the other hand caused me to go out and buy three of his albums in the next couple of weeks.  This isn’t to say that all three performers weren’t giving it their all.  It was easy to tell that they all were having a good time on stage and enjoyed the crowd reaction.  By pointing out how horrible the Village Green Preservation Society did in the charts as an introduction to “Village Green” (“And now something off of the worst selling album of all time!”), Davies clearly showed his appreciation for the fans.  

Davies’ show seems to have been faster paced than the other two.  Diddley really took his time and created an informal atmosphere that was fun to be apart of.  Having the Joel show in such a large sports stadium caused the show to have an impersonal feel that the other didn’t have.
