On Tuesday 16 September A Perfect Circle released their sophomore album Thirteenth Step. While Rolling Stone magazine writes it off as, “that rare supergroup: A collective of veteran musicians that actually adds up to more, not less, than the sum of its parts,” the album is in my opinion, hands down the best rock album of the year.

The band went through a number of changes since their debut album Mer de Noms (French for Sea of Names for my bilingually challenged audience). The original line up consisted of; composer and guitar player Billy Howerdel, lyricist and leas singer Maynard James Keenan (Tool), drummer Josh Freese (the Vandals), guitar player Troy van Leeuwen and bassist/violinist Paz Lechantin. 
Between Mer de Noms and Thirteenth Step Troy and Paz left the band for Queens of the Stone Age and Zwan, respectively. They were replaced by former Marylin Manson bass player Jeordie White (a.k.a. Twiggy Ramirez), and former Smashing Pumpkins guitar player James Iha (Iha actually joined after the album was recorded). What the critics fail to realize is that all the material is composed by Billie Howerdel who’s only previous claim to fame was his job as a roadie for Nine Inch Nails. While the lyrics are written by Tool lead singer Maynard, this hardly classifies the band as a supergroup. Billy and Maynard also display their musical talents by producing the album. Regardless of the band’s classification, you have to break the album down song-by-song to get a good feel of what the album is actually about. 
1) The Package:  While an odd opener this song clocks in at almost eight minutes, this song reminds me of an epic Tool song more than any other APC song. There is an amazing segue between a mellow drum based song and a hard guitar driven song. Troy also lends his guitar playing skills to the song leading one to believe that it was written before he left the band.
2) Weak and Powerles:  The first single off the album is a definite radio friendly expression of quality A Perfect Circle material. There is some speculation that this song is talking about the dangers of drugs.
3) The Noose:  This may be my favorite song on the album. Danny Lohner from Nine Inch Nails helped produce this song and lent his guitar playing abilities. The CD liner also says that Jarboe does vocals on that song. My best guess would be that they are speaking of The Living Jarboe (see thelivingjarboe.com for more info). Maynard displays his soothing vocals that have won him a spot on stage with the likes of Tori Amos on this incredibily moving song that I would speculate came from his thoughts after the death of his mother. William Howerdel and Maj Christian Michael Lohner also recently died so for the group to write a song about death makes a lot of sense.
4) Blue: This song is another solid APC song that I would speculate is about a woman in Maynard’s life.
5) Vanishing:  Troy lends his guitar playing skills to this very mellow song that aurally holds up to its name.
6) A Stranger:  This song is also mellow. If anyone paid attention to the reworked acoustic versions of the songs off Mer de Noms they would have expected material like this to be on their follow up album. Danny Lohner helped produce this song and The Section Quartet also let their musical talents to the song.
7) The Outsider:  This very solid song was originally supposed to be the first single off the album and will most likely end up being the second single. 
8) Crimes:  This is the only song on the CD written by the new line up. All of the new members of the band sans Iha lend their song writing skills to this interlude.
9) The Nurse Who Loved Me:  This is actually a cover of a song originally done by a band called Failure. It was written by Greg Edwards and Ken Andrews. Former APC guitarist Troy van Leeuwen was also a member of Failure. This is probably the most unique song on the album. Accomplished pianist K Patrick Warren who has worked with Liz Phair, Lisa Marie Presley, and Tracy Chapman among others and multi-talented musician and producer Jon Brion who has worked with Perry Farrell, The Crystal Method, Fiona Apple, and Macy Gray helped on the instrumentation. The Section Quartet once again let their musical talents to the song and Danny helped produce this song
10) Pet:  Jeordie, Josh and the one and only Devo lent their vocals to this amazing song that once again displays the variations in musical styles that can occur within the body of one song. Danny also helped produce this song.
11) Lullaby:  Jarboe once again lends her vocals on this interesting interlude that lives up to its name.
12) Gravity:  This song was actually written by the original APC line up, which makes me wish they had stayed together and recorded a whole album. The two things this album lacks that this song shows is Troy’s unique guitar style and Paz’s violin. Troy plays guitar on this song but Paz’s violin is still missing. We can only hope that with the disbandment of Zwan Paz will come back into the fold as a full time violinist. My advice to you is to either buy the CD or listen to my radio show Sunday nights from 8-10 on 88.9 FM to hear selections from the album.
