Kieran Halpin – THE DEVIL AND HIS DEALING (SOS Records SOS.021)

I probably say this every time Kieran releases a new album, but his latest offering is invariably perfectly consistent in quality with all that’s gone before in his long career: Kieran’s singing voice is immediately recognisable, as are the distinctive traits of his personal expression and musical idiom. It’s not an easy trick to pull off time and again when it could easily become so predictable, but Kieran always manages to ring the changes and keep the listener’s interest even when exploring familiar themes in his songwriting. This time round, the devil’s even more in the detail, so to speak: for this set of brand new songs has a well-defined sound, contemporary acoustic with a strong electric contingent that enhances rather than swamps essential elements. As ever, Kieran is adept at surrounding himself with a crack backing crew – here headed by the amazing guitarist Jimmy Smith (playing both nylon-strung and electric models), with long-term collaborator percussionist Yogi Jockusch, with Percy Pursglove (double bass), Manfred Leuchter (accordion) and Marion Fleetwood (backing vocals) in tow. The songs themselves radiate Kieran’s typically assured demeanour, his solid, unflinching and yet supremely sensitive stance; inevitably there’s still a hefty measure of anger and aggression (largely at the state of the world) that’s to be worked through, and the opening pair of songs kinda gets it out of the system, by railing against the lack of viable alternatives (the title track) and an anthemic expression of our understandable lack of faith (God Has No Plan). Kieran so often voices one’s own innermost feelings in language that’s so simple we wonder why we’ve not written the songs ourselves, but it’s Kieran’s skill as a songwriter that makes something special out of these reactions, beliefs and experiences. This applies whether Kieran’s examining political issues or helping us to come to terms with romance, relationships and “real life”, and he’s almost always able to derive a measure of comfort from adversity. Several songs are air-punching homilies that make optimum use of devices such as repetition, staccato rhythms and smart rhymes to get their messages across. Then, on the other side of Kieran’s songwriting coin, we find the powerful, world-weary rueful remembrances of October Moon and New Year’s Day and the tender entreaties of Year After Year. It’s All Up To You is another confidence-builder much in the vein of (I May Not Have) All The Answers, contrasting with the helpless acceptance of an unexplainable turnround situation that produces a Persona Non Grata. Finally, the enigmatic pairing of Long Lost Friends (distant cousin of that Angel Of Paradise?) with an uncredited bonus cut (a tasty jazzy revisit of Heart & Soul from Mission Street) closes the disc stylishly. Yes, sometimes it can feel like it’s always Closing Time In Paradise, and there are still occasions where a series of thoughts and ideas is left hanging in the ether after two verses and could be developed more, but invariably Kieran’s songs still make you think and leave you thinking, which is never a bad thing. Long may Kieran keep coming up with provocative new songs to make you think again and over again.
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