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'Alright Guy’ gets a little serious

Major life events forced Todd Snider to take on darker subjects.

By ALAN SCULLY

Special to The Star
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The most unnerving moment on Todd Snider’s 2004 “East Nashville Skyline” CD came on the song ironically titled “Sunshine.”

Opening with the lines “Standing out on the edge of a building/Watching the traffic below/Drinking a beer and thinking of jumping/Not far from ready to go” it took a seemingly personal look at the idea of suicide.

This is hardly uncharted lyrical territory for rock ’n’ roll, but it was new from Snider, who performs Thursday at the Wakarusa Festival in Lawrence. Starting with “Songs for the Daily Planet” in 1994, he established himself as the guy with a sharp, self-deprecating sense of humor who skewered everything from record companies to recording acts but always with a sunny disposition.

Cuts like “Alright Guy,” “Talkin’ Seattle Grunge Rock Blues” and “Beer Run” became upbeat fan favorites.

Yet “Sunshine” fits comfortably on “East Nashville Skyline” because the album has its share of dark subject matter — all laced with humor that is particularly edgy even by Snider’s standards. He said it was made at a time when he was in a more serious place.

First came the death of Snider’s best friend, Skip Litz. A sound engineer and musician by trade, Litz had gained legendary status around East Nashville, where Snider lives with his wife, Melita.

“He had this weird cult of personality. I don’t know what it was,” Snider said. “Before he died, like everyone called him the Clown Prince of East Nashville and the Mayor.

“He was always called the Mayor. Then when he died, it just seemed like our community got really tight. All these people who were like, ‘We all know each other through this guy.’ All of us, I don’t know how this guy knows all of us, but we all go, ‘We were all introduced to each other by this same guy.’ Now there are pictures of him all over, like in East Nashville, there are pictures of him in every bar.”

Then Snider faced up to an addiction to drugs and pills that had grown more severe as he indulged in the same pills Litz was taking for pain relief.

“I would say ‘When this whole thing is over, I’ll stop.’ Like within a week after he died, I reserved one of those rehab places, and I was going to come there at the end of a tour,” Snider said. “And then I went to Florida, and I like had a drug overdose. I woke up at home in the (rehab) place that I was going to go to anyway. It was like ‘Oh, we’re doing this now.’ ”

Despite the profound effect these events had on Snider’s life, he doesn’t write or sing about either topic directly. Even a song that one might assume is autobiographical — “Alcohol and Pills” — looks at the evils of drugs through the premature demise of music legends such as Hank Williams, Elvis Presley and Janis Joplin.

Musically, Snider is continuing to shift slightly away from the plugged-in pop rock sound of such early albums as “Songs for the Daily Planet.” His current music is more rootsy, mixing barrelhouse country with spare acoustic tunes. His next record, “The Devil You Know,” will be released in August (it’s available now on iTunes).

“I feel like every year that I keep doing it, I get a little less precious or whatever,” he said. “This time, more than any time, I was just like, ‘Look, just hear it. I’m going to play it, you guys play along and then we’ll go eat.’ I’ve always wanted to do that, and I guess just never had the nerve.

“I feel like this is looser, a lot more relaxed,” Snider said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Todd Snider 

Snider (toddsnider.net) performs at 1:15 p.m. Thursday at the Wakarusa Festival Thursday through Sunday in Lawrence. Tickets are still available for $119. For more information see Thursday’s Preview section and Wakarusa.com.

