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Despite the tragic circumstances surrounding 
the album’s origins, Circles Around the Sun’s 
eponymous fourth outing refl ects the fact that 
a great legacy can’t be stilled by the passing of 
one  musician. Guitarist Neal Casal, the original 
instigator of this ad hoc group of skilled players — 
which also includes keyboardist Adam MacDougall, 
bassist Dan Horne and drummer Mark Levy — joined 
his collaborators in the studio one week prior to his 
suicide, and in the wake of his passing, left a note 
asking his bandmates to fi nish the album and carry 
on in his absence. The band agreed, and the result 
is a sumptuous set of instrumentals boasting the 
same sprawl and radiance that has since become 
their calling card. Originally inspired by the original 
music Casal composed for the set breaks during the 
Dead’s 2015 “Fare Thee Well” tour, Circles Around 
the Sun emerged over the succeeding years as an 
exceptional ensemble fully capable of establishing 
an identity all their own. This fi nal outing with Casal 
not only provides the proof, but a fi tting farewell to 
Casal as well. 

The title of veteran musician Gordy Hunt’s latest 
outing, Mood Swings, is something of a misnomer. 
The fact is, most of the moods Hunt conveys within 
this 12-song set are of the energetic and effusive 
variety, ample indication of his ability to fashion 
a near-perfect combination of pop and rock with 
occasional infusions of jam-band fusion and R&B. 
To the casual observer, certain tunes may bring to 
mind the radio-ready ethic of Steely Dan and the 
Doobie Brothers, but that said, these articulate 
arrangements clearly stand on their own. The 
melodies are consistently upbeat and immediately 
accessible, and as a result, the pace never falters. 
Each track is a rallying cry of sorts, a spirited series 
of songs guaranteed to keep their listeners easily 
engaged. Clearly, Hunt is committed to his craft 
and that enthusiasm spills over in ever effort. Mood 
swings are rarely as clear and consistent.

It’s evident from the fi rst strains of pedal steel 
guitar gracing the very fi rst song of their stunning 
eponymous album that the aptly named Sunset 
Canyoneers have effectively captured the very 
essence of the late ‘60s, early ‘70s sound that 
permeated the enclaves of Southern California’s 
legendary Laurel Canyon. The band emulate the 
strains of that hallowed era’s essential folk-rock 
sound, a blend of jangly guitars, wistful harmonies 
and tunes that represent the crossover from rock 
to country in its full fl ourish. Specifi c references 
are easy to identify, from the Byrds to the Burritos, 
with hints of Townes Van Zandt and Simon and 
Garfunkel wafting through those comforting 
confi nes. Granted, it’s a template borne from an 
archival perspective, but it still remains an indelible 
infl uence on those that shelter themselves beneath 
the Americana umbrella even today. Consider the 
Sunset Canyoneers both able disciples and worthy 
successors willing to carry that tasteful torch 
forward.

Bill Scorzari is a master of emotion, although 
by everyone’s admission, he tends to emphasize 
a more downcast disposition. Still, that ought not 

deter prospective listeners. To the contrary, his 
solitary sound is exceedingly affecting, an approach 
that ought to make anyone who feels depressed 
or discouraged realize that they’re far from alone. 
On his ironically titled third album, Now I’m Free, 
he shares his bruised persona and downcast 
disposition in a way that speaks for that evokes 
empathy for all those denied their own means of 
expression. It’s a set of songs as tattered as they 
are tender, sung with a world-weary vocal that 
betrays the wounds heartbreak the world seems 
so ready to infl ict, while showing a resonance and 
resolve that implies he won’t quit easily. Produced 
by Neilson Hubbard, it conveys a wisdom and 
authenticity that’s adroitly summed up in the title 
track which fi nds him insisting “…spending all of our 
time always tryin’ to break through, leaves us no 
time for tryin’ to break free, and it’s time to break 
free.” Those are apt sentiments indeed, indicative 
of the determination that Scorzari conveys so 
convincingly and unapologetically. Consider this a 
mantra for the masses, and an affecting one at that.

Rachel Sage may strike some as a quirky 
character, but in truth she’s an accomplished 
songstress, a successful entrepreneur and a 
mesmerizing entertainer. Her latest album, 
aptly dubbed Character, not only illuminates her 
abilities as a singer and songwriter, but also as 
an artist who opts for nuance over novelty. The 
songs are thoughtful, pensive and fl ush with an 
emotional fl ourish, all carefully considered and 
adeptly executed. Likewise, the arrangements 
are delicate and demure, with Sage supplying the 
bulk of the accompaniment along with special 
guests James Mastro, Doug Yowell, Rebecca 
Loebe and Grace Pettis, among many others. 
The bonus disc, which comes as part of a deluxe 
package, features acoustic versions of the songs 
that grace the original album, but in truth, the 
sublime arrangements simply enhance the original 
renditions. Sage’s take on the CSNY classic “Ohio” 
is particularly telling; rather than emphasize the 
anguish of the original, it provides a soft sway that 
adds more of a mournful quality overall. Her apt 
surname aside named, Sage is simply superb.

Supergroups are sometimes preplanned, but 
more often than not, they happen by chance. 
Such was the case when singer-songwriters Sean 
McConnell, Garrison Starr and Peter Groenwald 
convened at a songwriting retreat and decided that 
they ought not stop at simply collaborating on the 
spot, and instead, carry their efforts forward. The 
result is a superb new namesake EP My Sister, 
My Brother, an abbreviated set of fi ve songs that 
epitomize the fact that they were able to sync their 
skills so precisely. For the most part, the material 
is of the soft, harmony-laden variety, a style that 
fi nds each musician bringing their well-heeled 
efforts effortlessly into the mix. And while each of 
them can claim their own accomplishments, it’s also 
obvious that they’ve managed to mesh their skills 
to effectively accommodate one another as well.  
Consider this self-titled debut a promising start. 
Hopefully there will be more to follow. 
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