	



	Retooling the Monkee business machine : The Monkees stated its case for seriousness, along with bubblegum cheer, at the Chumash Casino 
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	There they came, walking up the stage. Hey, hey, it was, and is, The Monkees, that made-for-TV sensation of the mid-'60s returning to action, the performers themselves now in their mid-60s. As part of a 45th anniversary tour, three-quarters of The Monkees - Micky Dolenz, Davy Jones and Peter Tork, sans Michael Nesmith - have put together a tight and impressive road show, fortified by an excellent eight-piece band. They stopped to treat a sold-out house at the Chumash Casino to a surprisingly potent night of song and rebuffed memories.

[image: image1.jpg]


It all makes sense, somehow, in this age of comebacks and Boomer nostalgia acts finding a demand for the popular sounds of old. But the story of The Monkees is a unique one, a case of long-overdue respects paid to a manufactured band (call it the Prefab Four) who proved to be much greater than the sum of the entertainment machinery parts it was created for. Respect from peers and critics would have to wait years, but we can hear now how deep a pop phenomenon the band actually has been.

It's not that the formerly teenaged musicians/actors are especially strong singers or musicians, then or now. But they created a lasting and even influential body of work, partly thanks to the strength of the songwriters involved in the project (e.g. Neil Diamond and Carol King, doing some of their better work), session musicians and production circumstances to help the cause. It can almost be startling to revisit the Monkees experience with the benefit of mature senses, and realize how much substance there was surrounding its presumably goofball, bubblegummy persona. In the case of the Monkees, the packaging counts for much, and that's not a bad thing.

Nostalgia is definitely part and parcel of this show, as the aging onstage performers are constantly juxtaposed and cross-referenced with clips and visual mementos on the large screen behind the band. After the backing band (featuring the stellar Nashville-based guitarist Wayne Avis) cranked up an overture covering snippets of familiar Monkees musical morsels, the original group-minus-one appeared, and they had us from the first strains of the great old hit "I'm a Believer." From there, the set moved into various less-traveled corners of the band's fascinating and diverse recorded output, much of which can be found on the wonderful 2003 Rhino compilation, "The Best of the Monkees."

Along the way, there were odd instrumental touches, including a tympani played by Mr. Dolenz on his kooky and Beatle-esque confection "Randy Scouse Git," and Mr. Tork's token smatterings of French horn on the melancholy sweetie "Shades of Gray."

Given the underlying cultural seriousness of this occasion - seriously - it is a shame that the tour lacks the long-acknowledged "brains" of the operation, Michael Nesmith. He opted out of the tour, and doesn't need the money, as heir to the "Liquid Paper" fortune, and he is definitely missed. Even without his bodily and anchoring spiritual presence onstage, though, Mr. Nesmith actually exerted a powerful undercurrent influence on the show - the songbook, having penned its greatest original tune, "Last Train to Clarksville," as well as such impressive songs "Mary, Mary" and "Listen to the Band."

Deep into the show, the band took a trippy detour into the world of "Head," the Bob Rafelson-directed cult flick, which flung the bubbly TV band into a surreal, against-type swirl of cinematic psychedelia. Live, it was a genuine thrill to hear them launch into the offbeat Monkees quirks like the Indo-acid-pop "Can you Dig It" and especially the film's theme song, the mini-epic "Porpoise Song," with its extended, slide guitar-equipped and Pink Floyd-esque final coda.

Then again, the Monkees songbook was often smarter than it was given credit for. Even a seemingly simple hit like "(I'm Not Your) Stepping Stone" has a secret tang of sophistication. It is basically a clever exercise in pop song minimalism, with one line of lyrics and two different rhythms, turned into one of many ear worm moments in the strange, wonderful and underrated corpus of the thing we call The Monkees.

After spending much of Thursday's generous and generally compelling, fun and cheeky show on worthy songs from beneath the hit-single jukebox part of their repertoire, the band launched into a fast succession of its most familiar favorites at show's end, as the Casino crowd thronged in front of the stage (a great tradition at the Samala Showroom at the end of shows here). We then basked in the deeply ingrained strains of "Last Train to Clarksville," the lilting anthem of innocence, "Daydream Believer," and Carol King's pop masterpiece "Pleasant Valley Sunday."

For good measure, the entire band - except for the seat-bound drummer - walked up to form a line at stage front for a reprise of "I'm a Believer" to close. Lest we forgot the comedic side of the act, the three mugged right up to the end of the two-and-a-half hour show, jockeying for the last bow, as if tapping into the spirit of the Three Stooges and the grand old traditions of American vaudeville.


