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On many a Thursday night at the Chumash Casino, bands of various sizes and styles — mostly retro, country, Spanish language, or R&B — put on a "show," summoning up their big sound and ladling out their well-rehearsed sets for 90 minutes or so, entertaining the visiting troops in the house. This Thursday's soiree in the Samala Showroom, however, moved in a different direction. Here we had two middle-aged white guys — a Texan and Hoosier — just sittin' around talking, casually calling up songs from their respective songbooks, and filling a fascinating two-plus-hour evening of song, armed with just acoustic guitars, distinctive voices, their wits and songbooks bursting with wonder.

Of course, the rousing success of the night had much to do with the artistic prowess of the two guys, Lyle Lovett and John Hiatt, who have been doing shows together going back to 1989. We've seen the pairing before locally, but in the expanded company of Joe Ely and Guy Clark, twice before at the Arlington. But somehow, the Lovett/Hiatt pairing is a riper and more focused package, and an occasion for waves of mutual admiration, onstage and off.

This was a night full of familiar hits, sensitive balladry (including murder ballads), rocking or country-bluesy grooves and consummate songwriting. They make for complementary but definitely contrasting foils. Mr. Lovett sat stoically and with a certain Southern gentleman politesse in his manner, in fancier garb, his chiseled chin, tilting mouth and bushel of hair on top, while Mr. Hiatt dressed down in his Friday afternoon best, looking like Neil Young's younger brother. Mr. Lovett has a crisp, dry Texan wit, sometimes waiting a beat or three or four before a well-formed punchline or observation, while his partner onstage is a looser and more rambling, ambling presence onstage, circling around an idea or a joke, and sometimes landing there.

But they get along famously, and once again proved that they are a pair of America's finest songmakers, something that becomes clear in this stripped-down, spontaneous format. As Mr. Lovett explained to the crowd, "this isn't a show, in the premeditated sense. It's really up to you folks."

Apart from the high-caliber musical content here, they made wry and sincere commentary on each others' songs, part of the charm of the setting. They joked about misinterpretations of their songs, including wayward sexual readings of Mr. Hiatt's catchy "Drive South" (made a country hit by Suzy Bogguss) and Mr. Lovett's "Which Way Does that Old Pony Run."

They also slipped into the not-incidental poignant corners of their songbooks (Mr. Lovett, in particular, is a king of the well-written sad song). Mr. Lovett followed Mr. Hiatt's gothic cool "Crossing Muddy Water" with the comment "I love that one, John. It takes me away." He then fell into a long silence, apparently taken away, but eased into his dark beauty "Don't Cry a Tear."

All was not sensitivity-trained artfulness on this Thursday, though. Mr. Lovett's humor came through on his "She's No Lady," a winking tribute to Mr. Hiatt's pending 25th anniversary with his wife, back home in Nashville, and the rather perversely infectious "One-Eyed Fiona." Mr. Hiatt talked up that song's potential as a major hit: "It should be the lead track on Lady Gaga's �Born That Way.' " Mr. Lovett, who we guess isn't plugged into the latest and greatest pop culture hits sensations, deadpanned: "to be associated with that sort of pop relevance is quite a compliment."

These are by-now veteran songwriters of note for whom the muse is still very much in touch. We got a good taste of the fresh relevance of their new material, including a strong, brand-new song by the onetime Los Angeleno Mr. Hiatt, "Adios to California" (with the telling chorus refrain "I always thought there was someone coming for you / Only way you'll leave this town").

In Mr. Lovett's case, the title track to his latest album, last year's fine "Natural Forces," is another great example of his deceptively simple-seeming mastery of songcraft. This tune somehow manages, without pretension, to cross-reference the inspiration of a beer commercial, respects for members of the armed forces in harm's way ("I hope I'm worth fighting for," he sings at one point), and his deep, abiding love for what he called "equine" culture, conveyed in the key line "home is where my horse is." It belongs in the growing list of great songs from the Lovett quill.

During the show, Mr. Lovett, who proudly lives on his family ranch in Texas and has a passion for equestrian culture, expressed his great admiration for the Santa Ynez Valley, where he mentioned that one of his prized horses was bred. Apparently, he feels a kind of homecoming, by extension, when he plays in this neck of the woods.

For an encore, Mr. Hiatt eased into one of his best-known tunes, the redemption-seeking anthem "Have a Little Faith." He gave it a brilliant, slow-building, gospel-fired intensity with his vocal treatment, issuing potent ornaments and reminding us of Al Green as the song modulates into his climactic last section.

Without a doubt, this was the emotive climax of a show with no real low points. It was almost a relief that the evening capped off with Mr. Lovett's light-hearted swing ditty "My Baby Don't Tolerate" to send us out on a breezier note. This may not have been a "show" in the traditional sense, but it dug deep and titillated and lulled and rocked in all the right ways.
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Lyle Lovett, left, and John Hiatt, who have been doing shows together going back to 1989, brought their singer-songwriting mastery to the Samala Room at the Chumash Casino Thursday night in a show rich with sentiment and charm. �
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