WAITING ON A FRIEND:
Liz Phair and the Weight of Expectations

by Tom Roznowski

gence of one of America’s finer singer-songwriters: Liz Phair.
I own every one of Liz Phair’s albums and I eagerly await the release
of her next one later this year. I’ve spent a fair amount of time
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My personal favorites
among her rockers: “Polyester
Bride”, “Count
On My Love”,
“Love/Hate”,
and “6’1”. Each
of these songs is
a three to four
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minute gem perfectly designed
for heavy radio rotation and Friday night Top 40 countdowns. Since
these media relics no longer influence the way pop music is heard or
delivered, Liz Phair’s A-sides and juke-box hits travel on an alternate
frequency. As with a strong AM signal late at night, static-free reception just tends to find some people.
I should also mention the expansive beauty of her ballads. Great
thoughts on
everything from the weight of past generations (“Uncle Alvarez”)
to the weight of passion without love (“Canary”). “Little Digger” from
her self-titled album
is a heartfelt effort to explain the unexplainable. When her young
son encounters her new lover the morning after, Mom is left to grapple with her guilt, her determination to build a new life, while all the
time crafting a response to the inevitable questions to come. It’s a great
song that amplifies her knowing strength. Liz Phair won’t pretend that
something doesn’t exist just because it happens to make you uncomfortable.
Ultimately, what charms me the most about Liz Phair is the same
thing that hooked me with Brian Wilson. I was a twerpy little Catholic kid living in upstate New York when I discovered the Beach Boys.
It must have been the dead of winter. Through his rockers and ballads, Brian Wilson detailed a small distant universe: high school life
in Hawthorne, California in the summer of 1962. Years later, when I
discovered that it was Dennis Wilson, not Brian, who actually surfed
and drove muscle cars, it illuminated the power of pure imagination
in a way that mere truth-telling never could have. I wasn’t there and
neither was Brian. But he guided me there somehow.
Liz Phair grew up well-heeled, well-educated, and sexually precocious to become, in her own words, an “average, everyday, sick, psycho, super-goddess.” Like Brian Wilson, Liz Phair convinced me that
she’s actually experienced the things she’s been writing about. I hope
she continues to do both as she gets within hailing distance of menopause. I expect to be initially disappointed by her new album this fall,
which only means I’ll have to spend some more time listening to it.
No problem there. I’ll be sticking with my gal. It’s love, baby.
“Exile In Guyville” has been re-released this summer with a companion DVD that features a short documentary film directed by Liz
Phair.
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