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The overwhelming success of Nickel Creek and, more recently, the Avett Brothers—the latter formed in 2000—might help Athens’ similarly styled Packway Handle Band, who got together only a year later, to break into the major leagues. Even though the Packway Handle Band is a quintet and more visually traditional with its dedication to the bluegrass custom of crowding around two ribbon microphones, the acts share a sense of coloring outside the borders of their genre.  

    The fourth album from this much-lauded and internationally traveled group takes standard bluegrass instrumentation and fashions songs around it that would sound just as impressive in a more plugged-in, pop-oriented format. Sure, there’s the plinky-plunk instrumental interlude, such as this disc’s “Man vs. Technology,” which allows each member to solo. But songs like the nearly six-minute “Outskirts,” a ghostly, lovelorn beauty of a ballad, push the quality of the all-original material way past the predictable. 
   
    Too often with bluegrass, flashy instrumental virtuosity seems to overwhelm the songwriting. Not so with Packway Handle: the waltz-inflected, six-minute “Tired” emphasizes lovely harmonies, emotional lyrics and a languid yet catchy melody that all but eliminates solos for a communal, around-the-campfire vibe that never seems forced. 

   A few ill-advised audience rousers probably work better live, but this band’s strong sense of self, quality tunes and willingness to break some bluegrass rules should help escort Packway Handle through the crossover doors now fortunately cracked open by others. 3 STARS—Hal Horowitz   
