Dir en grey

MEET THE DENSELY POETIC, IMAGE-CONSCIOUS
GOTH-INFLUENCED OUINTET FROM JAPAN THAT LIT UP
LAST YEAR’S FAMILY VALUES TOUR


When Dir en grey went out on the Family Values tour with Korn and the Deftones last August, they were pleased and surprised by the response they got. Please because, even though they were toward the bottom of the bill and their U.S. debut had barely been in stores three months when the tour started, the Japanese quintet nonetheless drew enthusiastic fans every night.

And the surprise? The fans were signing along.

In Japanese.

“It’s very amusing that fans in America will sing along with our songs, even though the lyrics are in Japanese,” says guitarist Kaoru, on speakerphone backstage with his bandmates after the New Year’s Eve show at Namba Hatch in Osaka. “Japanese is a very difficult language.” (He and the rest of the band were speaking to Revolver through a translator.)

Of course, no one in Dir en grey imagines that the kids screaming along to “Beautiful Dirt” or “Kodoku ni Shisu, Yueni Kodoku” really understand what they’re singing. Dir en grey’s lyrics—the work of singer Kyo—aren’t the sort of thing a fan could figure out in a few hours with a Japanese/English dictionary. Full of uncommon vocabulary and untranslatable puns, they’re densely poetic and purposely open to multiple interpretations. As Kaoru admits, “Even Japanese find them confusing at times, so it’s probably very difficult for American fans to understand the lyrics. But it’s great that they get so into the music that they make an effort to understand the lyrics.” He adds, “Because of that, I don’t think there is any real difference between the fans in Japan and the fans in America.”

If that really is the case, Dir en grey ought to be pushing their way into the Billboard charts any day now. These goth rockers have been a major force in Japanese music for nearly a decade, since their second single, the self-release “I’ll,” climbed to No. 7 in the Oricon charts (the Japanese equivalent of Billboard). Back then, the only indie music that ever cracked the Japanese hit parade was teen dance pop, so their success was especially noteworthy.

Also remarkable is the response the band was receiving in the U.S. even before Family Values. When Dir en grey played in Los Angeles in March 2005, fans camped out a full day before the show to ensure they got as close to the stage as possible—and this was three months before their album Withering to Death (their fifth full-length), was in stores.

Although some of that enthusiasm spread through the internet, where fans of Japanese pop culture pick up on trends ages before they’re noticed by mainstream America, the band also had a fervent following in the goth underground. By the time Dir en grey joined the Family Values tour in August, Withering to Death T-shirts were a big seller at Hot Topic, while the video for “Saku,” the creepily enigmatic single from Withering, was converting fans on MTV2. (It was ultimately voted Best Metal Video of 2006 by the viewers of Headbangers Ball.)

It doesn’t hurt that Dir en grey’s sound covers so much ground, from the grinding death-metal thrash of “Saku” to the Bowiesque croon of the synch-spiked Itsohisa wa fuhai nitsuki. Their new album, The Marrow of a Bone (Warcon), pushes the band’s range even further, from the gorgeous, gothic melancholy of “Conceived Sorrow” to the brutal speed and crunch of “The Deeper Vileness” and the sly, electrofunk groove that underpins “Disabled Complexes.”

Asked about the broader musical palette of Marrow, Kaoru—who is the band’s principal composer—essentially shrugs. “It’s the same for every album,” he says. “We write songs on the basis of however we feel, whatever comes to us. Of course, with every album we want to have a challenge and try new things. But whatever the outcome, it just happens. There’s no planning.”

Before Dir en grey, Kaoru and Kyo, along with guitarist Die (pronounces just like in English), and drummer Shinya, were in a band called La:Sadies, playing what the Japanese call bijaru kei or “visual style” rock. When that group called it quits, the four recruited bassist Toshiya and formed Dir en grey in February 1997, which at first continued in the visual style.

Americans tend to dismiss visual rock as more Japanese glam, but that’s not quite correct. Whereas glam offers a definable sound, visual rock—huge in the Nineties, thanks to acts such as Malice Mizer, Sex Machineguns, and the legendary X Japan—has more to do with looks and attitude. And while Dir en grey’s second release and first full-length, Gauze, put three singles in the Japanese Top 10, it was their greatest sense of how to use video (they marketed clips and concert videos along with their records) that made them a force to be reckoned with.

But as Dir en grey’s success increased, the band began to move away from the heavily costumed visual style. For some shows, they’d hit the stage with everyone dressed in suits; for others, they’d be wearing T-shirts and torn jeans. It was a subtle way for them to maintain their sense of showmanship while conveying the message: It’s now how we look; it’s what we do that matters.

Perhaps that’s why the band members have made a point of downplaying their personalities. According to them, they’re just “ordinary guys,” with now particular quirks, obsessions, or even interesting hobbies. “We spend our time just like any other ordinary person,” says Kaoru. “Whatever you do, we do, too.”

Naturally, some people assume that this normalcy is merely a façade. After all, how could mere “ordinary guys” come up with such searingly intense music? Or plan such spectacular shows? So the fans look for clues to what lies beneath, while the band cultivates its air of mystery. 

For instance, Dir en grey have made a great secret of the band members’ real names. All five are known by a single mon/ker only, though fansites maintain that their real names are Toru Nishimura (Kyo), Kaoru Niikura (Kaoru), Daisuke Ando (Die), Toshimasa Hara (Toshiya), and Shinya Terauchi (Shinya), but nothing has been confirmed. Likewise, the band’s name, which exists in no known language, is something of an enigma. “There’s no particular meaning to it,” says Shinya. “We chose the name because of what it sounds like, and it sounds good,” he says.

Judging from the reaction to Dir en grey’s first year in the U.S., it’s possible American fans will prove to be as obsessed as their Japanese counterparts. Though Dir en grey don’t particularly care if they’re a huge hit or just a cult sensation. “Of course we want to go over to America,” says Kaoru. “We want more people to be able to hear our music. So as long as there are people who want us to come over, we’ll definitely come over for concerts.

“But we’re not doing it to become American idols.” J.D. Consoine(sp?)


The Bum’s Rush



As any band that has toured will tell you, being on the road is dirty business, and you’re lucky if you get the chance to take a shower once every few days. But Dir en grey’s standards are a little more rigorous than those of the average band. “In America, it’s very difficult to find a bidet,” complains guitarist Die. Bidets (also knows as washlets) are automated toilet seats that wash and dry the user’s bottom. Although invented in the U.S., they’re more common in Japan. Is having one really important? “It is!” says Die, who clearly appreciates good hygiene. JDC
