
Phil  Vassar:   Traveling Circus

Ov e r  the  co u r s e  of  the  pa s t  de c a d e ,  Ph i l  Va s s a r ’ s  un b o u n d e d  en e r g y  an d  
lim i t l e s s  tal e n t  ha v e  pro v e n  him ,  ag a i n  an d  ag a i n ,  as  on e  of  Na s h v i l l e ’ s  mo s t  
pr o l i f i c  an d  ve r s a t i l e  sta r s .   “You  ha v e  to  we a r  ma n y  ha t s ,”  Ph i l  sa y s ,  “whe n  
you’ r e  wr i t i n g  so n g s ,  pl a y i n g ,  sin g i n g ,  pro d u c i n g .   Bu t  I lov e  be i n g  inv o l v e d  in  al l  
fac e t s  of  mu s i c .”   It  is  th i s  ha n d s- on  ap p r o a c h  tha t’ s  ma d e  Va s s a r  a  ha n d s- do w n  
su c c e s s  as  a  son g w r i t e r ,  sin g e r ,  mu s i c i a n ,  pe r f o r m e r ,  an d  pr o d u c e r .   Hi s  res u m e  
bo a s t s  six  #1  hit s  for  co u n t r y  ar t i s t s  inc l u d i n g  Al a n  Ja c k s o n ,  Tim  Mc G r a w ,  Jo  
De e  Me s s i n a ,  an d  Co l l i n  Ra y e ,  an d  thr e e  mo r e  as  an  art i s t  in  hi s  ow n  rig h t .   He’ s  
be e n  na m e d  the  AS C A P  So n g w r i t e r  of  the  Ye a r  twi c e  an d  ha s  tak e n  top  ho n o r s  
fro m  the  Ac a d e m y  of  Co u n t r y  Mu s i c ,  Billboard an d  MusicRow.  No w  rel e a s i n g  hi s  
six t h  alb u m ,  Traveling Circus, Va s s a r  ap p r o a c h e s  hi s  un i q u e l y  pia n o- ba s e d ,  
rhy t h m  an d  blu e s- inf u s e d ,  inf e c t i o u s l y  bu o y a n t  br a n d  of  co u n t r y  mu s i c  fro m  the  
ba c k- to-ba s i c s  sc h o o l  of  tho u g h t .

A f t e r  co- pro d u c i n g  hi s  br e a k o u t  de b u t  alb u m ,  Phil Vassar, wh i c h  wa s  RI A A  
ce r t i f i e d  go l d  an d  ga v e  ris e  to  hi s  fir s t  #1  hi t  “Jus t  An o t h e r  Da y  In  Pa r a d i s e ”  in  
2000,  Va s s a r  co n t i n u e d  to  wo r k  wi t h  su c h  he a v y w e i g h t  pro d u c e r s  as  By r o n  
Ga l l i m o r e ,  Fr a n k  Ro g e r s ,  Da n  Hu f f  an d  Ma r k  W r i g h t  fo r  hi s  ne x t  thr e e  stu d i o  
alb u m s .   Bu t  wh e n  it  cam e  tim e  to  be g i n  cu t t i n g  son g s  for  the  up c o m i n g  alb u m ,  
Ph i l  fe l t  tha t  the  tim e  wa s  rig h t  to  fly  so l o  fo r  the  fir s t  tim e .   “Th i s  is  my  alb u m ,”  he  
sta t e s .   “Thi s  tim e  aro u n d ,  it’s  jus t  me .   Wr i t i n g ,  mi x i n g ,  ma s t e r i n g ,  pla y i n g — I  wa s  
the r e  for  ev e r y  se c o n d .   It  fee l s  mu c h  mo r e  a  pa r t  of  me.”  

Th r o w i n g  con v e n t i o n  to  the  wi n d  an d  sta y i n g  tru e  to  hi s  ow n  tas t e ,  Ph i l  by p a s s e d  
tra d i t i o n a l  Mu s i c  Ci t y  se s s i o n  pla y e r s  an d  hi r e d  hi s  roa d  ba n d  to  pla y  on  
Traveling Circus.  Wh i l e  the  ba n d  ha d  pl a y e d  on  so m e  of  Ph i l’ s  Greatest Hits: 
Vol. 1 al b u m ,  an d  ha d  be c o m e  hi s  go- to  gu y s  for  de m o  wo r k ,  ne v e r  be f o r e  ha d  
Ph i l  us e d  the m  for  a  fu l l  al b u m  of  or i g i n a l  ma t e r i a l .   “I jus t  alw a y s  lov e d  the  wa y  
my  de m o s  sou n d e d ,  an d  I lov e  my  gu y s .   Th e y ’ r e  the  be s t ,”  Ph i l  ex p l a i n s .   “Plu s ,  
the r e ’ s  so m e t h i n g  I alw a y s  lik e d  ab o u t  Br u c e  Sp r i n g s t e e n  an d  the  E  St r e e t  Ba n d ,  
the  El t o n  Joh n  Ba n d ,  the s e  gu y s  wh o  re a l l y  stu c k  tog e t h e r  an d  we r e  loy a l  to  the i r  
ba n d  in  an d  ou t  of  the  st u d i o .   I res p e c t  tha t.”   Wh a t ’ s  mo r e ,  Ph i l  fou n d  tha t  hi s  
ro a d  ba n d ,  wh o  con t r i b u t e  so  mu c h  to  the  fre n e t i c  cre a t i v e  en e r g y  of  hi s  
leg e n d a r y  liv e  sho w s ,  we r e  mu c h  be t t e r  eq u i p p e d  to  cap t u r e  hi s  co n c e r t  so u n d  
tha n  hi r e d  se s s i o n  mu s i c i a n s  wo u l d  be.   

W i t h  hi s  ro a d  ba n d ,  an d  fri e n d s ,  on  bo a r d ,  Va s s a r  ha d  the  op p o r t u n i t y ,  fo r  the  
fir s t  tim e  in  hi s  ca r e e r ,  to  rea l l y  ge t  los t  in  the  stu d i o .   Ov e r  the  cou r s e  of  fiv e  



mo n t h s ,  Ph i l — e n a m o r e d  wi t h  the  ki l l e r  dr u m  an d  ba s s  ac o u s t i c s — b o o k e d  Qu a d  
Stu d i o s  in  Na s h v i l l e  fo r  da y s  at  a  tim e .   Fr e e  of  tic k i n g  tim e  clo c k s ,  Ph i l  wa s  ab l e  
to  cu t  se v e r a l  so n g s ,  1 1  of  wh i c h  ult i m a t e l y  ma d e  the  alb u m .   “My  gu y s  re a l l y  
wa n t e d  to  be  the r e ,”  Ph i l  sa y s ,  “the y  re a l l y  wa n t e d  to  pla y .   So  we  ha d  the  
cha n c e  to  ex p e r i m e n t  a  lot.   So m e t i m e s  th i n g s  did n’ t  wo r k  an d  so m e t i m e  the y  
did;  in  ot h e r  pl a c e s  we  rea l l y  hi t  ou r  st r i d e .”   Lo o k i n g  ba c k ,  Ph i l  rec o g n i z e s  thi s  
re c o r d i n g  ex p e r i e n c e  as  on e  of  the  mo s t  rew a r d i n g  of  his  ca r e e r .   Ab o v e  al l,  he  
en j o y e d  an  un p r e c e d e n t e d  lev e l  of  co n t r o l — r i g h t  do w n  to  the  sin g l e  se l e c t i o n .

Le a d  sin g l e  “Bob b i  Wi t h  An  I,” an  un u s u a l  de p i c t i o n  of  an  ou t r a g e o u s  sm a l l- tow n  
cro s s- dr e s s i n g  lin e b a c k e r ,  “wo u l d  ne v e r  ha v e  ma d e  it  to  cou n t r y  ra d i o  if  I ha d n ’ t  
sen t  it  ou t  my s e l f ,”  Ph i l  sa y s .   A  lon g t i m e  fav o r i t e  at  liv e  sh o w s ,  the  so n g  me t  wi t h  
ea r l y  en t h u s i a s m  at  ra d i o ,  va l i d a t i n g  Ph i l’ s  hu n c h  tha t  “eve r y o n e ’ s  sic k  of  he a r i n g  
ab o u t  the  ec o n o m y .   We  al l  kn o w  it’s  ba d .   Le t’ s  jus t  lig h t e n  up,  ha v e  som e  fun …
at  lea s t  fo r  the  sum m e r .”   Th e  so n g  is  ind e e d  pu r e  fun,  ins p i r e d  by  a  re a l- life  
ac q u a i n t a n c e  of  Ph i l’ s  wh o  “sho w e d  up  at  a  clu b  on e  nig h t  dre s s e d  as  a  gi r l.   It  
wa s  jus t  a  fun n y  wa y  to  pi c k  up  ch i c k s .   An d  wo m e n  we r e  al l  ov e r  him!” Ph i l  
lau g h s .   “So  of t e n  in  cou n t r y  mu s i c  yo u  he a r  ‘I’m  so  cou n t r y ,’  ‘She’ s  so  cou n t r y ’ —
ev e r y b o d y  wa n t s  to  de f i n e  wh a t  ‘co u n t r y ’  is,  an d  if  you’ r e  di f f e r e n t  fro m  tha t ,  
you’ r e  a  fre a k .   I do n’ t  th i n k  it  ha s  to  be  tha t  wa y ,”  he  sa y s .   “So  we  liv e  an d  let  
liv e/Th a t ’ s  ho w  it  is/No b o d y  gi v e s  a  se c o n d  tho u g h t  the s e  da y s”  go e s  the  so n g ,  
pr o m o t i n g  a  me s s a g e  of  tol e r a n c e  an d  ac c e p t a n c e  tha t’ s  wi n n i n g  ov e r  a  br o a d  
spe c t r u m  of  co u n t r y  mu s i c  fan s  fro m  al l  wa l k s  of  life.

V a s s a r ’ s  st a t u s  as  som e w h a t  of  a  cou n t r y  mu s i c  ou t s i d e r  ma k e s  him  a  fit t i n g  
am b a s s a d o r  for  su c h  a  me s s a g e .   “Whe n  I wa s  try i n g  to  ma k e  it,” Ph i l  re c a l l s ,  “I  
ha d  lab e l  he a d s  lite r a l l y  te l l  me  I wo u l d  ha v e  to  pu t  on  a  ha t  an d  sta r t  pl a y i n g  
gu i t a r ,  bu t  I alw a y s  stu c k  to  my  gu n s .   Pi a n o  so u n d s  ar e  ve r y  imp o r t a n t  to  me,  
an d  I’ve  al w a y s  wa n t e d  to  pu t  the m  ou t  fro n t .”   Wi t h  Traveling Circus, an d  
es p e c i a l l y  the  clo s i n g  tra c k  “Whe r e  Ha v e  Al l  Th e  Pi a n o s  Go n e ,”  Ph i l  en j o y s  the  
las t  lau g h  as  Na s h v i l l e ’ s  pr e e m i n e n t  pia n o  ma n .   Co- wr i t t e n  an d  pe r f o r m e d  wi t h  
Jam e s  Sl a t e r ,  the  tun e  lam e n t s  the  lac k  of  Bi l l y  Jo e l s ,  St e v i e  Wo n d e r s ,  El t o n  
Joh n s  an d  Ra y  Ch a r l e s e s  in  co n t e m p o r a r y  mu s i c ,  rem i n i s c i n g  ho w  su c h  mu s i c  
“Spo k e  to  me  wi t h  sou l  an d  a  me l o d y/T h e  rhy m e  an d  the  rhy t h m ,  I’d  sin g  alo n g  
wi t h  ‘em/On  my  ba c k  po r c h ,  I ca r r i e d  the  tor c h .”   Va s s a r  con t i n u e s  to  ca r r y  the  
tor c h  th r o u g h o u t  Traveling Circus, hi s  pa s s i o n  fo r  pi a n o  de c i d e d l y  un r e s t r a i n e d .  
An d  at  th i s  st a g e  in  hi s  life  an d  ca r e e r ,  Ph i l’ s  cle a r l y  en j o y i n g  hi m s e l f .

W h i l e  wr i t i n g  an d  rec o r d i n g  hi s  pre v i o u s  al b u m ,  Prayer Of A Common Man, 
Va s s a r  wa s  ex p e r i e n c i n g  the  he a r t a c h e  of  di v o r c e ,  wh i c h  su r f a c e d  in  the  al b u m ’ s  
da r k e r ,  mo r e  int r o s p e c t i v e  mo o d .   “You  wr i t e  wh e r e  you  ar e  in  yo u r  life,”  Ph i l  
sa y s .   “Thi n g s  fes t e r ,  an d  ine v i t a b l y  sh o w  up  in  yo u r  wr i t i n g .   Bu t  yo u  ev e n t u a l l y  
mo v e  pa s t  thi n g s ,  an d  the  ne w  alb u m  has  a  gre a t e r  sen s e  of  pe a c e  to  it.”  A  
Cr a i g  W i s e m a n  co-wr i t e ,  “A  Ye a r  Fr o m  No w ,”  ep i t o m i z e s  tha t .   Lo o k i n g  be y o n d  
the  tur m o i l  of  a  br e a k- up  to  “A  yea r  fro m  no w  I’ll  th i n k  ab o u t  the  be s t  of  tim e s/A n d  



no t  the  lov e  we  lef t  be h i n d  ev e r y  tim e  yo u  cro s s  my  mi n d ,”  the  son g  of f e r s  a  
re f r e s h i n g l y  po s i t i v e  sp i n  on  the  los s  of  a  re l a t i o n s h i p .

Co- wr i t t e n  al o n g s i d e  Je f f r e y  Ste e l e ,  “Eve r y w h e r e  I Go”  ec h o e s  tha t  the m e .  
“Eve n  at  the  en d  of  a  re l a t i o n s h i p ,”  Ph i l  ref l e c t s ,  “you  can  alw a y s  see  the  go o d  
tha t’ s  lef t  be h i n d .   Yo u’ l l  loo k  at  you r  kid s ,  an d  se e  som e  of  yo u r  ex  in  the m ,  an d  
tha t’ s  re a l l y  a  sp e c i a l  th i n g .”   Ph i l’ s  ow n  da u g h t e r s ,  Ha l e y ,  10,  an d  Pr e s l e y ,  5,  
pr o v i d e d  the  ins p i r a t i o n  fo r  “She’ s  On  He r  Wa y ,”  on e  of  the  al b u m ’ s  mo s t  
po i g n a n t  tra c k s .   “I rem e m b e r  si t t i n g  in  the  wa i t i n g  roo m  wh i l e  Ha l e y  wa s  be i n g  
bo r n ,”  Ph i l  sa y s ,  “and  th i s  ol d e r  ma n  ca m e  up  to  me  an d  sa i d ,  ‘Co n g r a t u l a t i o n s .  
Yo u r  da u g h t e r  is  the  on e  wo m a n  you’ r e  go i n g  to  lov e  un c o n d i t i o n a l l y  fo r  the  res t  
of  yo u r  life.’   I cou l d  ha r d l y  ke e p  fro m  ba w l i n g  the  en t i r e  tim e  I wr o t e  thi s  so n g ,  
be c a u s e  he  wa s  ab s o l u t e l y  rig h t .   No  ma t t e r  wh a t  ha p p e n s ,  she’ s  my  da u g h t e r .”

W h i l e  no t  tug g i n g  at  the  he a r t s t r i n g s ,  Va s s a r  jus t  wa n t s  to  ha v e  a  go o d  tim e .  
Se t t i n g  the  mo o d  wi t h  the  fun k y  gr o o v e  of,  “Sav e  To n i g h t  Fo r  Me,”  Ph i l  ma k e s  it  
cle a r  he’s  re a d y  to  ge t  do w n  to  the  bu s i n e s s  of  ha v i n g  so m e  fun.   Wh e t h e r  
tur n i n g  lem o n s  int o  “Lem o n a d e ,”  fo r g e t t i n g  al l  hi s  tro u b l e s  in  “Teq u i l a  To w n”  or  
de a l i n g  wi t h  life’s  my s t e r i e s  in  “Lif e,”  Ph i l’ s  ha v i n g  a  pa r t y  an d  ev e r y o n e ’ s  inv i t e d .  
He  de f i n i t e l y  ha s  so m e t h i n g  to  ce l e b r a t e .   “It’s  be e n  a  lot  of  fun,  go i n g  int o  the  
stu d i o  ag a i n ,  be i n g  cre a t i v e ,  an d  rea l l y  ge t t i n g  my  ha n d s  di r t y .   I sp e n t  a  lot  of  
tim e  on  thi s  alb u m ,  an d  I thi n k  it  sho w s .”   Fir m l y  in  the  dr i v e r ’ s  se a t  of  hi s  ow n  
ca r e e r ,  he  ha s  pe r f e c t e d  hi s  sig n a t u r e  sou n d  wh i l e  ve n t u r i n g  int o  ne w  ter r i t o r y  as  
a  son g w r i t e r ,  an  art i s t ,  an d  pro d u c e r .   “Th i s  is  no t  jus t  an o t h e r  pr o j e c t  fo r  me ,”  
Ph i l  sa y s .   “Thi s  is  my  be s t  alb u m  yet.”
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