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- i nature boys -

Fruit Bats For instance, the album-opening “Lives Of
Spelled In Bones Crime” starts quietly, then builds as senti-
{Sub Pop) ments like "You gotta have a heart like a

A bewitching collection of low-key pop, lion" take over, Overall, however, the album is
Fruit Bats' third album, Spelled In Bones,ends  less defined by its passion than by its lightly
with nearly 40 seconds of atmospheric psychedelic introspection, Over a bittersweet
sounds, letting fluttering birds and rustling piano line, “Traveler’s Song” repeats the line
winds bring the album to a close. That's fit- “God's no better than you, just bigger is all,”
ting, since from start to finish, Spelled in until it sounds too sweet to be blasphemous.
Bones strives to entertain without drawing “Legs Of Bees" piles on a Robyn Hitchcack

album'’s worth of nature imagery, imploring

too much attention to itself. That's not to say
that Fruit Bats frontman Erlc Johnson does-
n't know how to write catchy songs; writing
catchy songs seems to come naturally to
him. But he also knows how to make them
burrow Into listeners’ consciousnesses rather
than bludgeoning thelr way in. Spelled In
Bones has more than its share of hooks, but
it’s just as much about letting little lap steel
and banjo passages create a mood. Johnsan
clearly wants listeners to sing along. He just
wants to earn it first.

listeners, “Take your earplugs out [and] hear
what the birds have to say." The band’s inspl-
ration seems to come as much from the out-
side world as from a record collection that
doubtless includes plenty of old Byrds and
Band albums, a smattering of Elephant 6
releases, and some CDs from the Bats’ label-
mate The Shins. It's hard to talk about Fruit
Bats without at least mentioning The Shins,
but that’s mostly because they sound so
philosophically aligned. Both bands discover

a tuneful world of heartbreak and pleas-
i, ant surprises in the 10 square feet around
-*% them. —Kelth Phlpps

: Frmt Bats :
chlcago indie rocker gets off the
sofato write perfect pop songs.
Who Head Fruit Bat Eric Johnson
spent the mid-Nineties “smoking a
lot.of pot, watching movies and
quoting them a lot.” But a stint on
guitar with indie rockers Califone
got him off the sofa, and he
founded Fruit Bats, recruitinga
revolvmg cast of backing players.
Fruit Bats’ Sub Pop debut, 2003’s
Mouthfuls, was an overlooked,
qmet near- masterp:ece, Spelled i in
Bones, out on July 26th, is more
upbeat but equally entrancmg
sound Johnson, 29, slngs heart-
rendmg retro-pop melodres (think
labelmates the Shins) over woodsy
arrangements. Says Johnson, “The
folk and country elements come
from me trying to sound like the

FRUIT BATS

SeeLLen In Bones [Su Pop]

[Fans of Califone, The Shins, and The
Rolling Stones’ Flowers take note.]

bd.6d. 84,6,

Eric Johnson has his twang back. The
ex-Califone member makes his return

with a lovely folk-rock masterpiece

that proves the wait was well worth it.
Spelled In Bones is equally stellar pop
romanticism and string-bending folk. What
was anticipated to be a dark-coated pop
confessional has turned into a bittersweet
symphony of hope and contentment. It's
not to say that Johnson is gloating with
happiness, but songs like “Legs of Bees”
(“Take your earplugs out and hear what
‘the birds have to say”) and the beautiful
waltz roundabout meets Beach Boys-like
harmony of “Everyday That We Wake Up It's
A Beautiful Day” shows an appreciation for
the simpler side of life. Spelled In Bones is
overwhelming with escapism that makes
you want to slide back into your chair and
indulge in the moment. Johnson is a true
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FRUIT BATS
Spelled In Bones o subrop

Since Fruit Bats' rustic and folky debut, Echolocation,
in 2001, the lineup has changed several times and so
has their sound. Constant through all of their releases
is founder and leader Etic Johnsen's quirky lyrics and

Kinks and the Rolling Stones trying
to sound like folk.”

‘show time Fruit Bats’ “Rainbow
sign” popped up on Six Feet Under,
but Johnson has another show in his
sights: “I love The 0.C.1say that
without irony or guilt.” BRIAN HIATT

his unique pop compositional skills. Joined by two of his former bandmates,
Dan Strack and John Byce from Johnson’s | Rowboat days, the trio lays down
twisting, melodic tunes with big harmonies and equally impressive and
experimental arrangements. Spelled In Bones is a highly enjoyable 11-song,
35-minute triumph for Johnson's new Bats. “TV Waves” and “Legs of Bees"
shine particularly bright and with a little luck, S/B should chart a clear flight
out of the dark caverns of obscurity for the Fruit Bats, % Tyson Schuetze
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§ FRUIT BATS Spelled In Bones (SUB POP) % % % %

With just a glance at the band's photo, it is clear the Fruit
Bats can be nothing short of pure indie-pop goodness. And,
well, they are, merging all the sweetness of Beatle-esque
harmonies and arrangements with the gritty pop exhuber-
ance of Squeeze or World Party. This doesn't mean they are simply echo-
ing those who came before them (though in many ways they are), but by
taking the highlights of their elder peers, they are finding fresh outlets
for their brand of joy. Some will call this folk-pop, but for all the acoustic
strumming, lush harmonies, delicate warbling and—at times—ethereal,
trippy lyrics, it is the rich voice of Eric Johnson that keeps the Bats’ wings
flapping. The result is a sunshine-y disc that could have worked as perfect-
ly in the acid-blissed ‘60s ds it does in the less-than-innocent ‘cos. That
said, if anything, this music may be that much more important now.

-GLENN BURNSILVER

FRUIT BATS
Spelled In Bones sub fop

With each successive
release, Eric Johnson
seems to hurtle his
| band further toward
#1 normalcy. Johnson, the
= 1 sole enduring Fruit Bat,
jettisoned the gauzy Chicago experimental-
ism of 2001's Echolocation and now he's
ditched the few remaining rhythm loops of
2003's Mouthfuls, honing in on an ecanomi-
cal cousin to Fleetwood Mac's commercial
heyday (save the pub-rock undercurrents or
siren vocalists). Johnson's reedy voice bears
a resemblance to Lindsey Buckingham, and
he displays a similar ease with high regis-
ters, as he impressively harmonizes with
himself on tracks like the airy, bittersweet
“Canyon Girl." Johnson continues his lyrical
fascination with nature, advising on "Legs of
Bees,” “Take your earplugs out, hear what
the birds have to say." Built equally on piano
and strummed guitar, the breezy, inoffensive
melodies of Bones are just as stinging and
SErene. >>>GLEN SARVADY
Link www./ruitbatsmusic.com
File Under That '70s Flow
RIYL Chartbuster-era Fleetwood Mac,
Sloan, Apples In Stereo

FRUIT BATS
Spailed in
Bones

(Siuh Pop)

.= 7] The Fruit Bats are a
charming band led by a charming fellow
named Eric Johnson. Their latest,
Spelled in Bones, is chock full of breezy
melodies that recall sticky summer nights
spent on your porch staring up at the
stars and that tingling sensation you get
when you first hold someone's hand.
Johnson's consonant delivery brings to
mind Robyn Hitchcock, particularly his
solo work. While the Soft Boy viewed the
world through a quirky, psychedelic lens,
Johnson and his Fruit Bats are un-
abashed romantics, proudly wearing their
hearts on their sleeves. “Legs of Bees"
starts with an optimistic set of la-las that
sound like they're coming from a transis-
tor radio. Johnson goes through a nos-
talgic roll call of being “down at Makeout
Creek” and “up in Lookout Point” But as
in any relationship, along with the good
comes the lumps. In the bittersweet “The
Wind That Blew My Heart Away," Johnson
pleads, “Save yourself, ‘cause I'm sinking
wilh this ship" and part of you goes down
with it. [SUJAN HONG-RAPHAEL]

“Spelied In Bones”
Avaliable: Now » Price: $13.98

Sub Pop, the behemoth of independent
record labels, sirikes again with the Fruit
Bais newest release, “Spelled In Bones.”
We are pleased to be able to count on
Sub Pop to get us through this time of
year’s expecied lull in music releases.

This album gets off to a raucous start
with its opening track, “Lives Of Crime.”
With iyrical candy the album lures you in
and takes you for an emotional, opti-
risiic ride, culminating with the seventh
wack, “The Earthquake of 73, in which
vocalist Eric Johnson pleas: “So Il do my
pari/Not to break your heart/And, baby,
please don't break mine.” This song is
begging us to listen to it. Over and over
And again.

We can't help but comparz this band to
The Shins, and somce of the wracks and am-
bient effects hark back to the good-feeling
days of The Beatles. That's right, The
Beaties. (We're not afraid to say it, either.)

Music this rousing should come with
some sort of warning label.

106 september 2005 celifestyles.com
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FRUIT BATS #**4
Spelled In Bones [sus pop]
Former Califone utitlity man fuses Shins
wordplay with Sir Paul’s songeraft
Eric Johnson and his revolving cast of
Chi-town cohorts set out to follow
their spacious, indie-folk-rock gem,
Mouthfuls, by making a “dark bummer
record with shades of optimism.” But
as Johnson worked on the slightly
more-polished Spelled In Bones, his life
=y started getting bet-
i ter, he admits. So
# ! things turned out
i | inverted—a hopeful
| record with gusts of
- melancholy.

Given the autumnal acoustic
strums that begin opener “Lives of
Crime,” it feels like Bomes—both
musically and mood-wise—picks up
where Mouthfuls left off. And while it
certairly builds on that foundation,
this time the Fruit Bats dust off the
’60s-pop handbook, coasting
McCartney-style melodies and spinc-
tingling two-part harmonics over
pretty-as-a-pillbox-hat chord changes.

While Bones isn't as instantly acces-
sible as its predecessor, it certainly
provides more to mull over. Like

FILTER mune
Fruit Bats

Spelled in Bones 88%

Sub Pop

labelmate James Mercer of The Shins,
Johnson’s penchant for clever, offbeat
word choice breathes life into even
the most tired themes. Steve LgBate

ntertainmean

FRUIT BATS
SPELLED INBONES

Eric Johnson has a subscription
to National Geographic and he's
not afraid to use it. On the band’s
first record in two years, Johnson's
Fruit Bats complement their
usual country-inflected pop with
plenty of natural imagery—bees'
legs, earthquakes, the sea, etc.
Plus, it has your usual poppy love
songs and hand claps. Bones is
less experimental than previous
Bats atbums, but their quirky
confidence remains.

B MARIA CREGG
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Fruit Bats

Spelled in Bones
Sub Pop

Eric Johnson’s affinity for
the earth (as in soil) has seem-
ingly deepened after trekking to
Seattle to record his band's third
long-player at fellow Fruit Bat
Dan Strack’s S.0.D Studio.
Hunkering down in the Pacific
Northwest’s rainy, loamy envi-
rons cannot help but influsnce
the musical makeup of a project.
Spelled in Bones is a warm and
inviting record, topped off by
Eno-inspired reptilian and bee-
buzz guitars (“Lives of Crime,”
“Silent Life,” “Traveler’s Song"),
humming analog synths
(“Canyon Girl," “Legs of Bees”),
and pedal stesl guitar (“Born in
the ‘70s”). The yearning har-
monies, hand claps, tam-
bourines, and the occasional
well-flexed falsetto are all taste-
fully applied, resulting in stripped
down, unfussy accompani-
ments. The best qualities of the
‘70s are on display not only in
several song titles, but in the
hushed and sparse tone, the
gentleness of the melodies, and
the languid production style.

-LARRY O. DEAN

1 Sub Pop has become the de facto home of
sublime, homespun folk-pop, so it’s no surprise that

Fruit Bats’ Spelled i Bones oozes hazy, delicate beauty

HEAVY ROTATION
WHAT’S BLASTING FROM THE
SPIN OFFICES THIS MONTH

from its pores. “Silent Life” would make for a great
soundtrack to Thoreau’s Walden; the banjo-effect in
“Canyon Girl” is like some strange fruit that begs to be
picked. Try filing this record next to your Folk Implosion
and Death Cab for Cutie—you’ll go batty for it.

CHI TUNG

Fruit Bats

Spelled in Bones (Sub Pop)

On his band's third album of catchy folk pop, Eric
Johnson writes the kind of '60s coh-ahh melodies
and comfy harmionies that would've fit nicely on the
Rushmore soundtrack. (Caryn Ganz, associate editor)
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courtesy sub pop records

Fruit Bats’ Eric Johnson

Shins Member Brngs His Own Band to Muddy
Waters

Thursday, Jannary 29, 2009

By Aly Comingore

For Enc Johnson, the past few years have beent a wihidwind of
sorts. A longtime frnend and fellow music maker of Shins frontman
James Mercer, Johnson was asked to join The Shms in early 2007.
directly after contributing to tharr Grammy-nommated third album,
Wincing the Night Away As the lone stable entity behind the
Chicago-based Fruil Bats, Johnson was more than Lhrilled to take
Mercer’s offer—but not at the cost of his own musical baby

“When | got the job wath The Shins, I had a lot of peopie say to
me, ‘Congratulations, man," Johnson recalled "1 was sort of like,
“Why? What did 1 do” | yust got hared in somebody's band.”

There was kind of this 1dea that people wese like. *Well now you
don’t have to do that Frust Bats thing anymore. Good for you!
You're off the hook!” It was this American ez of, as long as
youreon TV It's not really just about creating stufl 1t's sort of
about visibility, or whatever. | absolutely love being n [The
Shins], but [ like wnting my own music too—it’s really fun.”

While not always upbeat, one can tell by listening to Johnson's
music that he has fun making 1t. With threc Frurt Bats albums
(2001 °s Echolocation, 2003's Mouthfuls; 2005°s Spelled in Bones)
and a record deal with Sub Pop under his bell, Johnson sesms to
have mastered the an of upbeat, guitar-drrven folk. His songs vary
from sirmghtforward sing-a-longs 10 abstract bluesy jams to
country-tinged indie pop without ever sounding unapproachable

And it’s with a whole new bag of tncks that Johnson has gathered
(and reorgamzed) brs fellow Frun Bats (Graeme Gibson, Chns

Sherman, Ron Lewrs, Sam Wagsier] and booked an || -date West
Coast tour, which rolls nto this lown an Simday, February | The

outing will be the Bats' first i three years_ and an opportumty for
Johnson and Co. to flesh out a whole slew of new tracks.

"The most important reason for this tour 1s (hat we're recandmg
Titerally like a week and a half afier we'rc done with it Johnson
explained “This 15 like the working the kinks out of the songs
thing, which I"ve never been able 1o do IU's always, go mio the
studia, fiv by the seat of your pants, amd hope this works. This 1s

going 10 be [2 venture] where everytiung is really blueprinted out -

S0 the band will not he amving empry-handed Followng a
“erazy, frenzied” | 5-hour-l i
back, Johnson emerged with five bra

Following that, fohnson re-icamed wy
second round of recordmg. Fram 1,

panking new songs
s Chicagn eobonts for a
s Treniman,

together a full-length deme of soris, which he prowmises will be up
for grabs dunng this first leg. of lounng

“I'm not Mr, Prolific.” said Johnson, laughing, “Sometimes
people will wnile me and say, ‘Can you put a SOME on my
compilation™ or ‘Can you do 2 seven-inch for my Iahel™ and I'm
always like, ‘Uh, [ don’t really have anything " So, it's been long
enaugh now that Tactually do have some odds and ends—but I'm
keeping “em for myself,” he said. “They'll be for the folks who
come out and come to these shows. ™

While it's doubtful Johnson wall have a tough time packmg the

Y clubs he's sched ta play, one has to
wonder what the tmnsiton will be like. Following the release of
Wincing back 1 January of "07, the Shins were booking nearly
every festival i sight, not to mention venues the size of San
Francisco’s Greek Theatre and ourown 5.8 Bowl

“I have no llusions,” Johnson asserted “Of course | was having a
blast with those guys, but | was rezliy fantasizing about the off-the-
cuff {aspect of songwriting] the whole ime. But the Brass 15 always
greencr [l probably miss the incredibly lavish backsiage cheese
platters when ['m on this tour.” he joked ~You want to have Hall”

And while Johnson may not have 1 all just vet, few would contest
the notion that he's come 2 mighty | 1g way Since forming the
Frunt Bats m 1999, he's persevered through numerous in-band
pemsonnel changes, joined one of the most famous imdic acts i the
warld, and all the while still manages to find tme 10 pursec his

Own sangwnting career. Not too shabby for a folk rockes from
Chicago

Followng their West Coast jaunt and studio sesh, the Frunt Bats
plan 1o refease their fourth album and 1ake 1o the road for a Full-
blown tour But "t then, Johnson remaims humbrled by the prospect
of what the future might bold I have no idea who's COMING oul
[te these shows] anymore.” he said. “It's beena long tme simee
we've been on tour T'm cautiously Optimstc ™

PROFILE

CAREER COUNSELING WITH

E_._mn you're about to read 1s a joke
Partially. It's a ruse. Mostly.

The reason the following 15 to be taken
lightly 15 because the man you're about to
encounter 1s a highly gifted artist. He is not
2 sidewalk poet who pockets loose change
or a hardscrabble lost cause of 3 wiiter who
couldn’t scribble his way out of a paper sack
He is no hobbyist: he does not moonlight.

But he does aspire big, if he says so himself
If he hunted. it would be for the largest game
out there—skyscraper-sized elephants and ste-
rord-ed lions and gorillas And if he gambled
he would be all In—the house. the farm. and
the inhentance He wonders about hss hmits
and capabilities. Like most, he questions If his
life is well spent and not frittered on fnvaiity,
a diversion, Unlike most. he has an answer to
that preponderance of doubt.

“I've been thinking | have to do something
with my lile, but | haven't been to college so !
decided 1 should just set some unrealistic goals.’
explams Fruit Bats songwriter Eric Johnson

He's gone so far as to wmte a thousand-
word essay entitled, “My Other Career Options
if This Whole Music Thing Doesn't Eventually
Pan Out’ posting it on the band's Web site
He spotlights six of the choicest occupations

o

| Catch the Fruit Bats sn tevr in September...5/5:
Baim, Nowrchax, 97 Set Laka Ciy, Killay Coun Gollery: 9/9:
“Danyas, Lorimer Lounge; 9/11: Chicage, Emply Butdy; 9/12:
Bleomingi, Sacond Stary; 9/13: Hewpon, Seuthgats House;
9/14: Asa Arbo, Bbed Pig; 9/15: State Colloge; Zenais: 9/17:
Hore Yok, owary Beronm; 3/1%: Woshington 0.C,, Bleck fen;
8728 Charlotte, Tasbali ot Rermont Munic Holl; /71
Lsingin, The Dama; T/TE 50 Lo, Bhuwbery Hill: 5/73:

ncluding being an official bikini inspector and
a compelitive eater Then he goes on with a
freeform list of the followsng: “In addition to
the preceding choices, 1t seems just as reason-
able that | could aiso become a NASA Mission
Control guy. subststence farmer, toy inventor.
taxidermist. hot dog vendor, search and rescue
SCUBA diver, garbage man. hippie, beloved
character actor Washington State Ferry
operator. cheese maker, percussionist, Naval
Officer. consultant (spintual or fashion) to
the stars. fish breeder, TV show creator, exotic
plant breeder. food styhst. political analyst,
therapist, founder of a Thar fast food chain
(called ‘All Thaid Up'), founder of a Mexican
fast foad chaim (cailed “El Serprente Peligroso’),
owner of an art house movie theatre, police
photographer. baseball announcer, holistic
healer. astronomer. mammalogst.,

PLAY3\CK

| By Sean Moeller

the subject’s been the cause of past agtation.
he's asked to elaborate "It's kid of what music’s
become. A lot of people have gotten stuck on,
"What's your sound?" Sometimes | think it's shit-
tyand temble, but things have played themselves
out in music. People recycle things, | definitely
have recycled lots of things’

Johnson can eat with his lyrics They're his
chopsticks. His well-developed non sequrturs
become sequenced mto lovely folk tales that
couldn't sound like platitudes if they tned. They
are glorified 1n 2 syrupy poppiness that Robert
Schnerder of Apples in Stereo or Miles Kurosky
of Beulah wourld lick to the last drop from ther
sticky hands if things got messy

“t think slowly, as bme has gone by, I've
grown more brave 1n what | wnte about,”
Johnson sard "When | first started writing, | did

all this imagery stuff. When 1 look

monk rdio personahty, owner “PYE BEEN back now, with my current sell
of a chic New Orleans eatery. or THIRKING | HAVE it sounds impersonal I've started
a samurar.” TO DO SOMETHING to be more persanal And | mean
“[Rushmore's Max Fisher] 1s  WITH MY UFE, BUT  persanal m a unversal way I've

3 character that's very similar to | HAVER'Y BEEN succeeded in dong that more
myself," johnson said “1 was 21 T0 COLLEGE S0 | "I think to get noticed. vou
or 22 when that movie came out, DECIDER | SHOULD have to wate real English grad

JUST SET SOME ;

and | remember thinkmg that | ics and stick out ke that. My lyncs
' UNREALISTIC i i
wasn't so far removed from fum | GOALS..” aren't literate though They're kind

was not really very good in school
because | was so preoccupied with
all these little projects ™

Said projects have not been good resume
builders should he eventually have to tum to
fish breeding—were it absolutely necessary
financrally—but they've stationed him on
solid footing musically 2001°s Echolocation
was recorded on a four-track and encouraged
by fellow Chicagoans Tim Rutihi and Ben
Massarella. who happened to be members
of Califone and operators of the independent
label Perishable Records, A giant leap forward
came two years fater in the form of the band’s
Sub Pop debut, Mouthfuls The gleeful melo-
dies and absorbent Iyrics were so abundant
that they could have submerged a submanne
The newest offering. Spelled m Bones. 1s
another big harvest that shows Johnson Iving
by the pen. not the pick

“I liked haw you talked about the '60s and
"70s sound for a second and then immediately
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of subtle. I've never heard anyone
say, Your're literate * My stuff 1s nor
like that I'm almost hterary ™
He's a colleague to those who are consid-
ered the bookish types, though far from being
complete nerd-o-rama bookophiles like the
Decemberists’ Colin Meloy. But James Mercer
of the Shins and the rest of the cream from the
Sub Pop camp aren’t much for plotting
“I've never had a conversation about
songwritmg with another songwnter, We talk
about arbitrary and more fun things.” he said
“With James [Mercer], we once talked about
how everyone seems to think that he loves the
Beach Boys even though he doesn't really like
them as much as people think he does | have
that same problem. [i's not like | have confer
ence calls with Iron & Wine or Rogue Wave *
And if they did. they'd all likely just talk
about how close they were getting to just say-
ing, “I'm through." and becoming a taxider-
mist or opening that art-house movie theater

S SO



