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BODEANS Summer festivals and “pavilions” are the natu-
ral habitat of this Milwaukee institution, which is pushing a
new album, the two-CD set Homebrewed: Live at the Pabst
(Back Porch). The record collects their greatest hits in a way
that’s so frighteningly slick that it doesn’t sound “live” so
much as “high-definition”—anthem after anthem arrives in
wave after climactic wave. Listening to two discs straight left
me feeling seasick. Los Lobos opens. a 7:30 PM, Charter
One Pavilion, Northerly Island at Burnham Harbor, 312-540-
2000 or 312-559-1212, $39.50. A —Monica Kendrick

GRAFTON The term “hard rock” has been too tainted by
half-assed radio acts to mean what it once did, but hard rock,
in its proper form, is just what these Ohioans play: sped-up,
wall-crawling blues licks, 70s boogie sounds unfiltered by the
rose-colored headphones of nostalgia, and street-level acces-
sibility. They’re touring behind a limited-edition vinyl-only
EP, Majesty Shakes (Dead Canary). The Its headline and the
Rebel Angels open. a 10 PM, Beat Kitchen, 2100 W.
Belmont, 773-281-4444, 18+, $8. —Monica Kendrick

cMONOLAKE Although Polygon Cities
(Monolake/Imbalance Computer Music) was made

with the assistance of a fellow calling himself T++ (aka
Torsten Profrock), it still sounds very much like the solo
work of Berliner Robert Henke, who’s been releasing chilly
techno records as Monolake for nearly a decade. His sleek,
twitching electronic grooves have flashes of the digital
glitchery that was all the rage in the late 90s, but Henke
often looks farther back for inspiration. On the opener,
“Pipeline,” he layers cold synth washes over a steely robotic
groove, and despite the dense rhythm track the song 
wouldn’t feel out of place on an early-90s Warp Records
comp. Henke’s MO still consists of layering ghostly ambient
textures over repetitive, crystalline beats and stuttery elec-
tronic bass tones, and though the songs subtly morph, what
ultimately distinguishes Monolake’s music is its stubborn
minimalism. Polygon Cities is the aural equivalent of a
glass-and-steel skyscraper, and I’m repeatedly sucked in by
its grandeur. DJs Kate Simko, Chris Widman, and Dave
Siska open. a 9 PM, Sonotheque, 1444 W. Chicago, 312-
226-7600, $10. —Peter Margasak

THE SEA, LIKE LEAD; SHARKS & SEALS
Guitarists Todd Mattei and Joe Tricoli, who first played
together as two of the many revolving-door members of Tim
Kinsella’s bands Joan of Arc and Friend/Enemy, formed
SHARKS & SEALS as an outlet for their own improvisations.
Clearly they felt that the melodic fragments they came up
with were fit to be saved for posterity, but most of the dozen
pieces on their debut, It Used to Be Knobs and Machines
and Now It’s Numbers and Light (Brilliante), sound unfin-
ished. Their guitar landscapes—acoustic arpeggios, jagged
string scrapes, warm elongated electric lines, volume-pedal
washes—are consistently interesting and detail-packed, and
Mattei’s digital processing adds some additional colors and
rhythms. The problem is Tricoli’s tepid, shapeless singing—
he often comes across like a kid making up a tune off the top
of his head, and Kinsella’s assured guest vocals on
“Argentine” only make him sound worse. For this perform-
ance the two are joined by upright-bass player Dave Osborn
and computer musician Rick Gribenas. —Peter Margasak

Ever since Hurl and Don Caballero shoved off for
Chicago, Pittsburgh hasn’t produced much in the way of
muscular rock. But THE SEA, LIKE LEAD (the name comes
from a Juno song) sticks close to the template of epic drones
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When Chris Mills entered down-
town’s Wall to Wall studio in
January, he had a lot to do and

not much time to do it. He’d hired 16
musicians to help make his fourth
album, the orch-pop opus The Wall to
Wall Sessions, and was planning to have
it finished—entirely recorded and
mixed—in just three days. Cost consider-
ations were part of the reason, but he
also wanted to thumb his nose at
modern recording methods, which he
says prize technical precision over the
spirit of the performance. “If you listen to
old Atlantic R & B from the 50s, even the

early Elvis
records, they
just sound
good,” Mills
says. “It’s
only a couple
mikes and a
couple guys
in a room—a
really rudi-
mentary
recording
setup. The

vocals distort and overdrive and every-
thing—and that’s the take they keep.
Whereas today, somebody would go into
Pro Tools and redraw the shape of a wave
form to take the distortion out. I just
wanted to go in the complete opposite
direction from that.”

Starting in the mid-90s Mills was a
regular performer around town, both as a
solo artist and in groups like the Fruit
Bats and the Pine Valley Cosmonauts.
But in the summer of 2003, after fin-
ishing a tour behind his 2002 album, The
Silver Line, he moved to New York City.
(“For a girl,” he says, “the same reason you
do anything, really.”) He spent the next
year there writing songs, playing the
occasional gig, and working at Music
Together, a Brooklyn music school. 

By the fall of 2004 Mills had a batch
of new songs and was itching to record
again. But he’d begun to move away from
the charmingly melancholy—if occasion-
ally mopey—alt-country of his previous
records; he was studying songwriters like
George Gershwin and Cole Porter, and
thinking of ways to integrate their styles
with the aesthetic of modern bands he
enjoyed like Neutral Milk Hotel and the
Flaming Lips. The new material seemed
to demand a more orchestral sound, but
because Mills was planning to finance
the record himself he didn’t have the
money for hours of recording, multi-
tracking, and mixing. He also didn’t have
the inclination, given his experience
making The Silver Line. 

“I found the whole process of mixing
the record, poring over the tracks, and
nudging this one dB this way and that

consistently epic sweep to the tracks.
Mills paid for the recording of The

Silver Line himself and released it on 
his own label, Powerless Pop Recorders,
at a cost of about $25,000; the album
sold approximately 3,500 copies, 
which Mills says wasn’t quite enough to
cover recording, label, and publicity
costs. So he began pursuing outside
labels for The Wall to Wall Sessions, but
he initially met with some resistance.
“When you’re pitching someone a live
record by a 17-piece band, the first ques-
tion that comes up is ‘How are you
gonna tour it and what kind of support
are you looking for?’”

In the meantime he applied to per-
form at the CMJ Music Marathon, and
the disc fell into the hands of Peter
D’Angelo, a talent booker for the fest
and co-owner of a Brooklyn label,
Ernest Jenning Record Co. D’Angelo
flipped over the record, and in May he
and Mills struck a deal to put out the
album in October as a joint release with
Powerless Pop. “We were ready to take
the plunge and try something bigger,”
D’Angelo says. “Chris seemed like the
perfect artist to do that with.”

Since then Mills has signed on 
with a new booking agent, and he’s
just returned from a five-city tour of
England, where “Chris Mills Is Living
the Dream” is enjoying some airplay 
on BBC2. (Circus65 Records, a label
founded by Mills’s UK booking agent,
will release the album in Europe.) 
For Saturday’s Schubas gig he’ll be
backed by a ten-piece band; he’ll 
spend the rest of September opening 
for Lucero on their U.S. tour with a
three-piece and expects to spend the
next year on the road as well.

Shortly after returning from the UK,
Mills moved out of his Brooklyn apart-
ment and put his possessions into
storage. He’s not sure where he’ll settle
after he’s done touring, but he wants his
next album to be another live and loose
affair. “I really like doing things that
way,” he says. “I just think you can feel
the excitement of the players when
everybody’s in it together and the red
light is on—you get a little more amped
up and put a little extra into it.”

Mills is as surprised as anyone that
he was able to pull it off. “I was prepared
to come away empty-handed,” he says. 
“I never dreamed I would get a whole
album out of the sessions, much less
something I think is my best record.”  v

way entirely tedious,” he says. “You
spend a lot of time doing things that
really aren’t gonna matter to anyone
and don’t have that much to do with the
songs, or with what you’re trying to get
across. In fact it can stand between the
listener and the music, as opposed to
connecting them. Instead I wanted to get
a big group of talented musicians that I
loved, put ’em all in one room, and just
lay it down. I wanted to release a record
exactly as it was played and let the songs
and the arrangements do the talking.”

After seeing Wall to Wall’s 850-
square-foot main room during a visit last
September, Mills was sold on recording
the new album back in Chicago. He
gathered up the core members of his old
backing band, the City That Works—
drummer Gerald Dowd, bassist Ryan
Hembrey, cellist Fred Lonberg-Holm,
and multi-instrumentalist Dave Max
Crawford—and began soliciting local
brass and string players, percussionists,
and vocalists. In advance of the three-day
session, Mills put together what he calls
“a sort of fake version of the record with
cheap MIDI samples” with New York-
based arranger David Nagler and sent
the demos to the players.

Mills scheduled two days of
rehearsals at Wall to Wall with the full
band, but he arrived in town in the midst
of a snowstorm that kept many of the
musicians homebound; no more than six
players wound up making it to either of
the practices. Mills was understandably
nervous when the full band gathered a
few days later for the first recording date,
as was studio owner Dan Dietrich—he’d
never engineered such a large live session
before. “He was joking that he wasn’t
gonna show up,” Mills says.

With Mills, Kelly Hogan, and Nora
O’Connor holed up in the vocal booth
and the rest of the band on the main
floor, the group recorded live to two-
track. They cut no more than five takes
of each song, usually nailing it on the
second or third pass. “It was entirely
mixed on the fly,” Mills says. “No over-
dubs—just two little edits on the entire
disc. Essentially every second and every
note that you hear was played and
mixed simultaneously.”

The Wall to Wall Sessions is Mills’s
finest album to date, and much of the
credit does have to go to the recording
method—there’s a thrilling immediacy to
the organic, live performances. But the
ten songs on the album also show his
growth as a songwriter. The mood con-
stantly shifts—the stark opener, “Chris
Mills Is Living the Dream,” is an existen-
tial anthem that opens with the image of
Richard Pryor running down the Sunset
Strip in flames, “You Are My Favorite
Song” is jaunty jazz pop—but there’s a
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Chris Mills

themeter@chicagoreader.com
www.chicagoreader.com/TheMeter

Chris Mills &
the City That
Works Orchestra, 
Lesser Birds 
of Paradise
WHEN Sat 9/3, 10 PM
WHERE Schubas, 
3159 N. Southport
PRICE $12
INFO 773-525-2508

Orch Pop on the Cheap
Chris Mills had big ambitions for his latest 
album but only three days to record it.
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