The Church – An Intimate Space – 30th Anniversary Acoustic North American Tour 2010
            One show begins with a request for courtesy, phones off, no chat etc followed by a sales pitch for limited edition Church Wine (When You Were Vine or Bordeaux-lo ?) on a night when you’re going to hear ‘Already Yesterday’, ‘Tear It All Away’ and see the guitarist play drums, the drummer play piano and go home with a free EP containing some of the finest non album tracks in their history and a free anniversary program. Welcome to the randomness of world Church. The wine is an appropriate analogy of the band – Australia arguably produces the finest in the world, it gets better as it gets older, you can get addicted to it and intoxicated by it and it achieves a broad range of varieties by mixing up the variable ingredients.

              The format is semi-electric / semi-acoustic i.e. no electric guitars and past experiences have shown that this by no means puts limits on the dynamic scopes they can achieve. Forget a tranquil folky strum through the material, this is punchy, fully rounded rock. 

        Playing one song from every album (which includes the two acoustic albums and ‘Back With Two Beasts’ but classes ‘Besides Themselves’ and ‘Quick Smoke At Spots’ as compilations presumably) in reverse chronological order, (I don’t know if wardrobe changes appropriate to the era are to take place too). Narrowing it down to one track from an album of 10-14 tracks may sound like the difficult part, the difficulty is more in finding something to follow the previous track in a manner that gives the set a balance and flow that is so difficult to structure well at the best of times. So some tough choices in a number of ways, expect the unexpected perhaps.

        From ‘Untitled #23’ is ‘Pangaea’, pretty much expected, perhaps ‘Operetta’ would have fitted the format but  ‘Pangaea’ is warm, robust with its far reaching vocal hook not the most ideal opener dynamically but an assured quality one. 
     From ‘Uninvited Like The Clouds’ , a surprise in ‘Space Needle’. ‘Day 5’ would have been on most peoples ‘expected’ list, ‘Block’ or ‘Easy’ maybe considering how well they worked on the previous semi acoustic tour. But last time shmast time, this is what they do mix it up and surprise us. It’s a very welcome surprise, a twist, something different. It really rocks with frantic soaring guitar, busy drums and multiple vocals helping it reach skywards. A piano solo adds further colour to the palate before the energy diminishes for a gentle play out. The energy of the song has helped the tricky act the band have in putting the set together, following ‘Pangaea’ with ‘Day 5’ may have been just a little too low tempo an opening.

       ‘El Momento Siguente’ is counted as an album from which the ‘Jazzy Reptile’ is selected. Cynics would suggest it’s a way of sneaking more ‘Starfish’ into the set, but no it’s a bonifide choice being so different anyway. Very much piano orientated with a swing beat and an admirable acoustic guitar take on one of the solos.
         ‘Ionian Blues’ the chillingly atmospheric song from ‘Back With Two Beasts’ is significantly different to the original version. Whereas on the recorded version the introduction of a simple piano melody sends shivers down the spine, here the piano is present throughout in more of a rolling style. Multiple vocals combine and thicken the atmosphere.

         The ‘El Momento Descuidado’ version of ‘The Unguarded Moment’ follows or rather the live semi-acoustic variation of it, fitting that the song is present tonight.

         From ‘Forget Yourself’ is Peter’s vocal ‘Appalatia’ also featuring atmospheric Mandolin. Next is the upwards slope of intensity that is ‘Invisible’, so different to its recorded form on ‘After Everything Now This’, that has often closed sets, such is its lingering impact being hard to follow. From ‘Hologram Of Baal’ is ‘Louisiana’, not ‘Buffalo’ as many would have expected. Rarely played and surprisingly overlooked for ‘Siguente’ though the similarity to its recorded form may render re-recording it acoustically unnecessary, however it benefits from an interesting twist as Marty takes on the 2nd verse and shares the 2nd chorus, so maybe one for ‘El Momento Triplemente’.
           ‘The Times of Darkness’ (‘Magician Among The Spirits’) are represented ironically by its brightest light ‘Comedown’. Breezy and incisive, the intensity is admirable as they test the formats dynamic boundaries on a song that never fails to excite. From ‘Sometime Anywhere’ is ‘My Little Problem’, again a choice that’s both fitting to the format yet still a surprise with the virtually permanent ‘Two Places At Once’ a more likely option. These alternative inclusions are what makes the set so refreshing, Steve and Marty played this acoustically many times but here it is fleshed out and rounded by Peter and Tim, bringing a three dimensional feel to it.

     After the intermission the first album is ‘Priest = Aura’, there’s something fitting with it being a kind of watershed time. ‘Mistress’ may be familiar from Steve and Marty’s acoustic shows but it’s rare to hear it from a four piece like this. Tim’s drums inject a refreshed momentum to it whilst bright piano illuminates it further.

             ‘Metropolis’ represents ‘Gold Afternoon Fix’ in a blend of the ‘Descuidado’ version and original. The flamenco style of the Descuidado versions verses is paired with a more up-tempo chorus closer to the original. And you were expecting ‘Grind’? Oh well, you never know though….

       ‘Under The Milky Way’ fends off ‘Hotel Womb’ as the choice for ‘Starfish’, a 30th anniversary show without it wouldn’t seem right somehow. A sprightly assault on the chorus brings an air of freshness to proceedings. Energetic piano playing, a harmonica solo, punchy drumming and Marty’s backing vocals all give it a unique and likeable feel, which can be welcome with such an often played / heard song. 

      One of the real raised eyebrow moments when looking at the set lists is ‘Already Yesterday’. A song I bracket along with another single from ‘Heyday’ - ‘Disenchanted’, you never really know what the band think of the pair – rarely played live and overshadowed by ‘Tantalized’, ‘Columbus’ and the non singles ‘Tristesse’ and ‘Myrrh’. There’s a calm vocal and piano intro and a mellow overall feel as the song oozes delightfully off the stage. Great to hear something different, it maybe a little lightweight dynamically for electric shows but as a slice of ‘pretty’ 60’s style pop it comes over in a similar manner to the re-working of ‘Electric Lash’ as a timeless gem that can be plucked out of the past and re-introduced.
            ‘Remote Luxury’, the album conceived from a combination of the ‘Persia’ and ‘Remote Luxury’ E.P.’s, is represented by Marty’s lead vocal ‘10,000 Miles’. Typically busy with soaring guitar work and its call and respond style vocals of the chorus, always effective in this environment.

            ‘Fly’ has significant atmosphere and charm, I always find it frustrating live, not because of its teasing short length but because I can always hear the intro to ‘One Day’ kicking in straight after in my head. Maybe, one day. From ‘Séance’, ‘It’s no Reason’ and ‘Electric Lash’ have been revisited in recent years but ‘Fly’ particularly following the energy of ‘10’000 Miles’ serves its purpose well.

          ‘Almost With You’ has light percussion in place of the drums for its first half until Peter’s solo, which in this format comes eerily close to the original sound. Gathering momentum it ends much more substantially intense than the first half of it, an intelligent alternative arrangement.

            From the first album ‘Of Skins & Heart’ with ‘The Unguarded Moment’ already played it’s an incredibly rare outing for ‘Tear It All Away’. The opening guitar refrain has the arm hairs standing and as the song continues there’s just the right blend of melodic charm, dynamic peaks and troughs and muscular energy. Not only is it years since they played it, it’s a first in this form, the extreme opposite to a ‘safe bet’ but much appreciated.
              Into the encores and another rarity, the Smashing Pumpkins cover ‘Disarm’. Fairly explosive and dramatic, a surprise and appropriate encore material. ‘Space Saviour’, another from the latest album always had ‘End Of the Night’ written all over it, a sweat soaked, climb and explode with similar intensity to the end section of ‘Numbers’ and the fast version of ‘Invisible’ taking things as fast as they’ll go and just about holding together at its peak. A stunning energy sapping closer for band and audience alike.

              But there’s more, ‘Grind’, a song that has in recent years been a stunning spectacle in both the semi-acoustic or electric shows takes its place here as the final encore. Marty’s soaring soloing stands out as always, even the once cursed piano part is executed faultlessly. A great way to end, a proper last encore – is there anything they could come back on with to top that? 
               A long night, generous in length and content, the opposite to lazy – as several less obvious choices are re-introduced and others are re-structured with intelligence making it, as it always is, a new show for a new tour.

