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DeVotchKa, Yard Dogs Road Show, Fillmore Auditorium, Denver, October 27, 2007. 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

My perspective on innovative Denver band DeVotchKa is forever warped. My first DeVotchKa 

show was their “Day of the Dead Gala” at the Fillmore Auditorium in Denver on October 27 and 

I’m afraid that any of the band’s regular gigs would probably pale next to this surreal experience. 

Between the plethora of bizarre costumes in the audience and the otherworldly happenings on 

stage, the visuals alone were entertaining indeed. 

 

But let’s also add that DeVotchKa’s music is challenging. It’s a tricky blend of eastern European 

and western influences. When I talk about western, I mean far western and south as frequent 

Mariachi references were prominent. It’s a flavorful music- lead vocalist Nick Urata’s fragile 

crooning backed up by a core band of drums, violin, tuba/bass as well as a full string section and 

horns at times.  

 

Despite the stage full of musicians, it took DeVotchKa quite a while to get things revved up. 

They didn’t come on with a bang, but built the set slowly, finally kicking into overdrive towards 

the end, the audience responding by bobbing quickly up and down in the air.  

 

The whole thing began at the back of the auditorium, a conga line of musicians winding their 

way through the crowd, following a leering, four-eyed skeleton figure being held aloft in a chair. 

After making their way to the stage, Urata was brought on in a wooden coffin, his hand inching 

its way out of the box, finally thrusting a bottle into the air before climbing out. Then the band 

made deliberate progress through a range of music that had a kind of unwashed guttural quality 

at times, as well a sense of refinement at other times- especially when the strings were featured 

in the ever-shifting arrangements. 

 

Small but key moments occurred during DeVotchKa’s set when Urata backed off the mike and 

started pounding the hell out of the stage boards with his heels- a rhythmic stomping like a 

flamenco dancer on a barroom tabletop somewhere in Siberia. This was key because out in the 

audience, I witnessed many of the dancers doing exactly that- stomping the hell out of the floor 

in rhythm to the music and evidently getting a lot of angst release as a result. This dance move 

seemed to connect DeVotchKa’s hybrid ethnic music back to some kind of primal, dramatic 

physical response. 

 

Rhythm was also a major element in Urata’s guitar playing- at times he was a frantic and intense 

strummer. This created a rhythmic flavor that was separate from everything else, often bringing 

the whole ensemble together in a flurry. 

 

For the event, all the members of DeVotchKa had painted their faces, some spooky decorations 

were strewn around the stage and the lighting cooperated in making this an unusual scene.  But it 

was the infrequent appearances of a matching set of female acrobats that made this set out of the 

ordinary in terms of stage action. Whether undulating up and down long ribbons of fabric, or 



twisting around together on a hoop suspended right next to Urata’s mike, the women added 

plenty to make this into something more than just a concert.  

 

I wouldn’t say that DeVotchKa particularly worked the crowd and didn’t seem interested in 

rabble-rousing as such. The music- and the visuals- had to suffice in creating that effect- and it 

did that if the stomping in the audience was any indication. 

 

Besides, the Yard Dogs Road Show provided plenty of the rabble rousing before DeVotchKa hit 

the stage. Their energy level was on high from the moment they arrived in a flurry of shouting, 

stage action and blazing electric rock. The Yard Dogs Road Show is a gritty kind of carnival side 

show, blasting its way through various stunts and numbers by three dancers in various skimpy or 

nearly non existent costumes. The sword swallower- at one point sticking a lit orange tube down 

his throat- was a popular part of the show, but the crowd whooped and cheered every time the 

ladies appeared. The Yard Dogs barker was properly maniacal, other members of the band were 

all dressed in distinctive rock and roll hobo style, add some horns, a little gargle singing, some 

unusual percussion instruments and lots of movement everywhere on stage and you are starting 

to get the picture. 

 

Opening the whole deal was the Benevento-Russo Duo- an instrumental jam jazz fusion unit, 

high on energy and apparently determined to make the most of the fast pace by layering sounds- 

both expected as well as unexpected- into the groove. There was nothing visual or circus-like for 

this pair- just straight jamming music with the occasional hard tweak. 

 

Put together, DeVotchKa’s “Day of the Dead” gala was a rush of sensory excitement- the music 

itself not being the least of it. But I’m not sure where that leaves me with DeVotchKa in the 

future- I mean, after all, it is not Halloween all year round, but that’s what I’m going to always 

associate with this band- a very vivid night to remember. 


