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F
our years ago, when Built to Spill

released their sixth album, Ancient

Melodies of the Future, that massive

“WOW!” you didn’t hear was the result of gen-

tly bruised expectations. The album got solid

reviews, but after 1999’s Keep It Like a Secret,

nearly anything was going to feel like a letdown.

Secret was beautiful, catchy and surprisingly

accessible — and, at the time, one of the most

visible releases from a guitar-driven, melodical-

ly meandering band of unassuming guys from

the Northwest clad in plaid shirts and jeans. 

Melodies, on the other hand, was a sleep-

er, the sort of album you only realize you’re

attached to several months after its initial

run in the stereo has ended. One day, the

goofy, lightweight “Fly Around My Pretty

Little Miss” appears on your mental horizon,

loping its way toward the point at which it

sticks, or the melody of “This strange plan/

Is random at best” comes to mind at an

unexpected moment. 

Still, it’s a record that takes work to like. It

hasn’t got the charm of Perfect From Now On,

which leapt ahead of BtS’s earlier jaunty folk-

pop ditties, or the unforgettable sing-along

chorus of “Car,” from There’s Nothing Wrong

With Love. “You get the car/ I’ll get the night

off/ You’ll get the chance/ To take the world

apart and figure out how it works,” Doug

Martsch sang in an earlier era, a younger ver-

sion of his striking, reedy voice leading hope-

ful indie rock kids in an unexpected anthem.

A new Built to Spill record is due this fall;

a note on the band’s website simply says, “The

new songs all rock.” Well, rock how, exactly?

Rock like the last record, sneaky and subtle?

Or rock like only Martsch and his shifting

band of players can, when they want to, when

they stretch a five-minute tune into a ten-

minute epic in the blazing white glow of the

stadium lights at Bumbershoot? The music

scene’s a little different now, after all: Four

years ago, who wouldn’t have laughed at the

idea of a Modest Mouse record landing in the

Billboard Top 20, its first single rapidly

becoming the summer’s theme song?

Modest Mouse and BtS probably share

more common ground than any other two

bands from the Northwest, from reluctant-hero

singer-guitarists with unmistakable voices to a

knack for the tiny, repeated lead guitar line that

locks a song into shape, form and the grooves

in a listener’s brain. Martsch is capable of songs

as catchy as “Float On,” and he’s written them

before. But that’s been done, and BtS have

never been a band that treads a familiar path. 

It’s just that the road might be a little

broader, now, with room for a few more suc-

cess stories. Recent shows in New York have

definitely gotten a positive reaction; those

who were there say the current BtS show is

something of a greatest-hits set, that Martsch

seems revitalized, and that a third guitarist is

helping create a dense wave of sound. Will

this be the last time they play the WOW Hall?

Better safe than sorry, or so the saying goes.

And you won’t be sorry. ew

Future Melodies
of the Recent Past
Built to Spill warm up for the fall release
of their seventh album.
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WOW Hall,
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