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The opening tracks of Erin McCarley's "Love, Save the Empty" (Universal Republic), her debut album released on Tuesday, suggest she fits somewhere between Fiona Apple and Colbie Caillat, a landscape that accommodates pop that's clever as well as cloying and calculated. But if on first blush the disc is too formulaic to be taken very seriously, in time it emerges as something more original and substantial. Ms. McCarley is an interesting songwriter, and as a singer she knows how to use the music that surrounds her.

She is also enveloped by an aggressive marketing campaign. Ms. McCarley was on David Letterman's show Tuesday. The disc's opening track, "Pony (It's OK)," which was available for free on iTunes, will appear in episodes of the TV shows "Ghost Whisperer," "One Tree Hill" and "Privileged." Other songs will turn up in "Grey's Anatomy." The title track is featured in the theatrical trailer for, and a key scene in, the forthcoming "He's Just Not That Into You," starring Jennifer Aniston, Ben Affleck and Scarlett Johansson. Amazon, AOL, MySpace and Clear Channel are celebrating the album's launch.

And the hype is piling high. A remarkably nonsensical sentence that appeared on the online publication Venus Zine -- "She's possibly created a new genre of music" -- is featured prominently in her promo material. Since hearing Ms. McCarley, Universal Republic's president said in a press release, "Our world has never been the same."

Such a rollout is just the kind that turns off thoughtful listeners -- and that would be a shame. Though too coy by half in "Pony (It's OK)," the opening track, Ms. McCarley's vocals have an appealing bite later in the disc, and the punchy arrangements crafted by producer Jamie Kenney and crack Nashville-based musicians give these pop songs a depth that demands repeated investigation. As the album unfolds, we hear the kind of ingenuity that characterized Feist's "The Reminder" and Ms. Apple's "Extraordinary Machine." The Beatles are an influence on several songs, as Mr. Kenney's string and brass arrangements enrich the already catchy tracks; for example, the plucked strings on "Hello/Goodbye" are a delight.

A 29-year-old native of Garrison, Texas, Ms. McCarley began preparing for her solo career in San Diego, singing occasionally in local groups and honing her songwriting skills while working in retail. "I could've released an album four years ago," she told me when we spoke by phone last week. "But songwriter friends told me, 'Don't waste your time on songs that don't feel 100% right. Keep holing up in your house and keep writing.' It was super-frustrating, but I just kept at it."

What eventually became "Love, Save the Empty" began to crystallize when Ms. McCarley met Mr. Kenney at a dinner party in Los Angeles. "He was looking for a project," she said. "He was ready to throw himself at something. We walked to the beach and I played him some of my songs." They began working together, making Nashville their base. "Jamie and I spent two years sitting on the piano bench trying to figure out what to do."

As they cut the record without any outside funding -- Mr. Kenney pulled together a band for the sessions -- Ms. McCarley understood she could have a level of control over her career. "It wasn't a mindless process. It's not like I'm 18. We knew what we wanted." They sent out a six-song sampler to industry insiders and posted some songs on Ms. McCarley's MySpace page. A showcase performance at last year's South by Southwest Festival resulted in a bidding war for her disc.

Having a finished album they could distribute without a major-label marketing push, Ms. McCarley and Mr. Kenney negotiated from a position of strength. "I didn't need a record deal," she said. "I was so vocal in saying [to the label] 'I'm licensing this project to you and I have no intention of splitting these songs apart. If you like it, great, and if you don't, then we're not the right match."

Though she's positioned now as a pop singer with an eye toward a hit single or two, Ms. McCarley's lyrics add an air of gravitas to her work. Heartache and turmoil caused by love's demands seem her favored themes, and even the upbeat tunes reveal that she doesn't take much at face value.

"I write from inspiration, not a sense of duty," she said. "I'm not somebody who tortures myself on purpose, but in my life I feel a bit weathered. I don't get overly excited and go crazy when I hear about the opportunities. I'm trying to relish the moment."

Ms. McCarley may give a better glimpse of her long-range potential when she goes on tour beginning next week. (See www.erinmccarley.com for dates.) She'll be on stage with only two backing musicians. Thus the album's gloss will be stripped away and her songs, as well as her voice, will stand on their own. The bet here is that she'll sound just fine.

Mr. Fusilli is the Journal's rock and pop music critic. Email him at jfusilli@wsj.com.

Printed in The Wall Street Journal, page D7 

