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Canadian pop star Sarah McLachlan occupies a special, demographic-straddling place in the pop music world, somewhere between mainstream and the hip stream. The 42-year-old artist has been making albums since 1988, and scored pop hits and three Grammy awards, and exerting her personal warmth and easy-does-it energy and balladry along the way 

Any seeming contradictions or "scene straddling' tendencies appear to have given way, lately, to the general sense of her just being who she is, a confident-voiced pop artist with elements of gospel, folk, rock, navel-gazing and hook-slinging. That was the prevailing impression, in any case, when Ms. McLachlan made one of her periodic local appearances, Thursday at the Chumash Casino. 

Her course has also included efforts beyond her own life and music, through philanthropic interests and also in organizing the influential all-female artist Lilith Fair festival. And Ms. McLachlan's current tour projects a spirit of revitalization, in the wake of her strong latest record, "Laws of Illusion," her first album of new material in seven years. Live, new tunes like "Awakenings" "Forgiveness" and "Rivers of Love" were instantly winning and winsome, signs of renewed artistic life. 

But Thursday's show, with Ms. McLachlan on guitar and piano, at the helm of a strong six-piece band, 

also suggested a moveable feast or a mini-festival on-the-go. As part of the "Sarah and Friends" tour agenda, the leader generously shared the spotlight with two "band members" who are also fine singer-songwriters in their own right. Bassist Butterfly Boucher, an Australian now living in Nashville, stepped forward to sing pleasingly quirky songs, somewhat reminiscent of Sam Philips' work, and guitarist Melissa McLelland had her own particular patois, chugging in swampy rock mode on "Passenger 24." 

In a sense, Ms. McLachlan also turned the spotlight on her loving audience, as well, by plucking questions which had been place in a hat before the show and "conversing" with us, once removed. At one point, she addressed the question of where and at what time she would want to be, saying "I want to live right here, right now, where I am." Right answers. 

Warm gushing sensations of familiarity wafted into the Samala Showroom as Ms. McLachlan launched into some of her bigger hits, such as "I Will Remember You" and "Angel," her first encore. Capping off the show, the boss and her two female singers teamed up with the crowd itself in singing the sweet refrain to the song "Ice Cream." 

All in all, it added up to a satisfying evening with an unpretentious pop phenom, who has found her groove again. Her music is still dressed to impress, whatever it may be called and whatever categorical box it fits in. 


