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Wilco - Kicking Television: Live In Chicago Review

With the release of this record, Wilco could match the grandiose-but-understandable statement that The Clash made years ago: of being “the only band that matters.”


Kicking Television: Live in Chicago finds Wilco releasing their first-ever official live album, and it’s loaded -- twenty-three songs on two CDs, recorded between May 4th and 7th ‘05 in Chicago’s Vic Theatre. 

On this smattering of live performances, the band has chosen to lean heavily on songs from their two latest albums, A Ghost Is Born and Yankee Hotel Foxtrot, much to the enjoyment of their multiplying numbers of new fans. 

The record kicks off strong with “Misunderstood” off of the band’s country-to-rock transition album Being There.  The fuck-off track ends with Jeff Tweedy screaming “I’d like to thank you all for nothing!” 39 times over jerky piano and drums explosions.  Seems like a nice way to welcome fans to a gig, right?  But the crowd eats it up and they’re shouting along by the end.  The strangely mixed sentiment of “I’m-dying-to-be-here with I-was-probably-itching-to-run-off-stage-five-minutes-ago” is actually a pretty fitting way to start a Wilco concert album.

Most of the first disk does fall short however.  “I am trying to break your heart” sounds like a group of talented musicians trying to play badly, which worked better in the studio than it does here.  Some songs off Ghost, like “Handshake Drugs,” “Company in my Back,” and “The Late Greats” are flat recreations from the record.   “Hell Is Chrome” and “At Least That’s What You Said” receive beefed-up guitar solos courtesy of an unhinged Nels Clines, but the tracks seem to lose some of the tense spark that made them so vibrant on the album.

Or maybe the tracks just sound like a band warming up.  By the time Wilco gets to “Jesus Etc.,” at the bottom of the first disk, everything’s in place.  The fan favorite seamlessly blends Tweedy’s love of country twang and Motown swing and it sounds, more so on this record than it did in the studio, like something beautiful and transcendent filling your lungs. 

The rest of the record is stuffed with plenty of georgous surprises and vivid transformations of the group’s best-known tracks.  Songs off Yankee Hotel Foxtrot are expanded to fit a full six-person band and numbers from A Ghost is Born, which were written with the full band in mind, have been given free range to flex their muscles on stage.


“Radio Cure” becomes an un-tuned, breathless gem here thanks to the child-like plastic keyboard sounds of Pat Sansone.

“I’m The Man Who Loves You” practically explodes out of the speakers and groves like nothing the band has yet put to record.  Tweedy starts the song off by snaking up his guitar neck, sounding more like five Gibson SGs than one, cherishing the suspense before plowing into the song like a fat kid going head first off a diving board.  The song jives and jerks atop a Stevie Wonder Vox boogie until its thrilling crescendo leaves the audience floored.


“Muzzle Of Bees” a romantic, breezy, but flat track on Ghost, finds it’s soul on this record with caringly plucked guitar strings and an extended, distorted solo provided by Neils Cline.  It’s true message, of an older man remembering a childhood where his “sleaves have come unstitched / from climbing your tree” comes through heart-breakingly.

Many songs have been reworked or just given that live, full feeling that makes you fall in love with music and musicians.  The greatest song on the record, and one that will be lauded by long-time fans, is “Airline To Heaven,” a Woody Guthrie/Wilco track about God and technology sung over a folk-country guitar. Here the song brilliantly rockets over the crowd, following Tweedy’s voice out past the back gates and up over the clouds.  


Where songs really come alive is on the second disk. Starting with “Via Chicago (Summer Teeth)” the band interjects the acoustic-folk song off Summer Teeth with total-noise trash for an inspirational collision. “One By One,” from Mermaid Ave. is so pretty that it hurts.  The most surprising track on the album, “Ashes of American Flags,” has been turned from a down-tempo musing on American culture, into an adventurous and up-lifting jam session.  Phish-fans would be proud but Wilco fans will be delighted.


And while all of these songs will make you happy that you bought the album, “Heavy Metal Drummer” is the song that makes you wish you had actually been at the gig. With the well-known two/four beat kicking from the speakers, the song erupts out of your stereo with all the force of an 80s workout video in full florescent neon.  Tweedy is restrained behind the huge sound, letting the backup vocals and synthesisers take the lead.  At the end, the screaming fans take care of the rest.


It’s safe to say few people left this show disappointed and fans, especially newer ones, who buy this album won’t be disappointed either.  Now, lets hope for a Jeff Tweedy solo album soon for the die-hards.

