The Lonesome Crowded Midwest

Those of us that live on the coasts, lifers who have been born and raised at least 150 miles away from either the Atlantic or Pacific, may have a hard time understanding just how big the rest of the country is. Although we’d prefer to imagine nothing but open rural landscapes and easy country living, cities like Detroit, Chicago, Louisville and Kansas City are responsible for producing some of the most vibrant and challenging underground music movements, stretching widely across genres as varied as Techno, Indie rock and Hip-hop. Interestingly, if you tripped over some combination of all of it, you’d end up with something that probably sounds a lot like Midwest Product, the lone traditional “band” on the roster of the emerging electronic label Ghostly International. 

Comprised of Ben Mullins (Electronics, Guitars), Chad Pratt (Drums, Electronics) and Drew Schmedling (Bass, Keyboards), Midwest Product can be indirectly linked to the growing list of bands like The Rapture, Radio 4 and even Radiohead, because of their ability to work crisply produced and creatively realized electronics into the traditional framework of the bass/guitar/drums pyramid. But comparisons stop there, especially taking into consideration their first record, Specifics, which has more in common with bands like Devo, Trans Am and Tortoise than with the Brooklyn dance punk acts. “I really like a lot of the dance rock artists, they're all in regular iPod rotation, in fact,” says Ben Mullins.  “As much as I like listening to them, it's not necessarily the music I enjoy writing and playing, though. I think those bands do it far better than we ever could, so it's easiest to just stick to what we do.” 

While Specifics represented an instrumental affair straddling the line between melodic new wave breaks and propulsive post-rock rhythm, their new LP, World Series of Love (a nod to another Midwest influence, Prince), finds the band more confident than ever, exploiting a good natured sense of humor that’s not only present in the album’s name, but in the song titles (“Avant Poop, “Dead Cat”) and in one of their only vocal tracks to date, an anthem to tellers worldwide simply called “Bank.” Why the sudden urge to abuse the vocal chords? “The three of us have somewhat different musical tastes, but Chad (drummer) and I were very much into post-rock and Warp stuff around the time of Specifics,” says Ben, “which we still like a great deal, but all three of us have been listening to more vocal stuff lately.” So does that mean the addition of even more vocals on future releases? “I don't think any of us could pay the bills as session vocalists,” jokes Ben.  “We're exploring ways to utilize voice differently, using different effects and editing techniques.” It's partially motivated by an interest in keeping things exciting, and partially to make our untrained-voices tolerable to the listener.”

From their tiny homestead in Ann Arbor, Michigan, you almost expect that like many of the transplanted bands that end up in New York, San Francisco or Chicago, they too have ideas of moving to a larger scene. But why leave the source of inspiration, the lonesome crowded Midwest? “It's music inspired by, among other things, the lack of resources found in more urban settings,” says Ben.  “A response to depressing small towns and ugly suburban sprawl and long, ugly winters forcing us to stay indoor and react to the season creatively.” Yet with a loyal fan base, a supportive label, and plenty of recent hype, the guys seem happy exactly where they are, although it must be hard being the only band on a label known for minimal Techno (Matthew Dear) and leftfield breaks (Dabrye). ”I think us being a live band adds to Ghostly's interest. We're fans of pretty much everything Ghostly releases.  It’s safe to say we'd be listening to Matt Dear & Dabrye regardless of what label or city they came from.” And they’d probably be listening to Midwest Product. Just like us.
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