
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication


To Eric and Bebe Weisbard, who always kept the light on as I wandered,

and to Jacob Ganz, who helped me become the kind of writer

who could risk a trip like this
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A Note on Naming


Joni Mitchell wanted to rethink the way music moved from her mouth to others’ ears, to fill songs, even anthems, with the breath of the personal. Her art marks her as both a kind of seer and a friend. These roles require different titles. Throughout her life, she would be “Joni Mitchell” in public, “Joan” to close friends and “Joni” when the textual or musical encounter was public but felt more private—sometimes in interviews, very occasionally in hip-sounding ad copy, but most of all to her fans, in those moments when they spoke their love for her.

I feel comfortable calling Mitchell “Joni” as I consider both the revered figure she has become and the character she has crafted for herself in her music. But what of the artist who deserves serious critical attention? To call her “Joni” can, at times, feel somewhat trivializing. People often address creative women by their first names to make them approachable, cute, like your sister or your mom. Until Joni, no one called Shakespeare “Willy the Shake.” (Well, except Lord Buckley, the jazz comic from whom she borrowed the term for “Talk To Me.”) Yet when I put “Joni” aside and write “Mitchell,” that can feel diminishing, too. Without “Joni,” it’s almost generic. It’s a stage name, a divorced 1960s wife’s name. It lacks her essence.

I decided the truest thing to do when it came to my slippery subject was to use “Joni” or “Mitchell” interchangeably, as the occasion demanded. This allowed for me to signal how I was thinking and feeling at different points, and also to make an argument Joni’s own music makes. That the personal can be timeless. That the intimate speaks to the world.

Throughout these pages I call her by both or either name, following my intuition. Some aspects of her story feel more internal; others take place on bigger stages. I want to think about “Joni” and “Mitchell” in fruitful dialogue, the self-invented woman engaging with a masculinized inheritance. Women still wonder all the time if they should change their names. Sometimes the solution is to claim two.





Introduction

Drawing the Maps

I write this so many times in my head, it’s tattooed there, like a song. What you are about to read is not a standard account of the life and work of Joni Mitchell. Instead, it’s a tale of long journeying through a life that changed popular music: of a homesick wanderer forging ahead on routes of her own invention, and of me on her trail, heading toward the ringing of her voice.

I’m not a biographer, in the usual definition of that term; something in me instinctively opposes the idea that one person can sort through all the facts of another’s life and come up with anything close to that stranger’s true story. Instead, I’m a critic. A kind of mapmaker, as I see it, setting down lines meant to guide others along the trajectories of artists who are always one step ahead of me. In Mitchell I found an inexhaustible subject, one who never let me put down my pen and declare my maps complete.

As I tried to keep up, I had to embrace a new way of writing that made room for gaps, inconsistencies and contradictions, honoring those unstable elements as essential to a story well told. I am on a lonely road, and I am traveling, traveling, traveling, traveling, Mitchell sings in “All I Want,” the opening track on her most revered album, Blue. I love that lyric because of the word she repeats at its end. Every “traveling” is different—determined, anxious, liberated, driven—as Joni extends her breath and clips it, finding a rhythm and immediately pushing away its constraints. So much ground covered in so little time. The line perfectly describes my experience writing this book. As I immersed myself in the landscapes and soundscapes where Mitchell landed and made her music, I had to keep uprooting myself, rejecting any settled stances about who this woman is and why her music is so special. I needed to keep moving because that’s what she’s always done.

What often happens to legends like Mitchell, not as people necessarily but as subjects of the world’s impassioned interest, is that they get stuck within the edifice of fame. In some ways, they become monuments themselves—solid structures built from the aspects of themselves that others love most. Joni Mitchell the misunderstood musical genius, the emblematic free woman, the sad girl’s or boy’s best imaginary friend, has solidified into a series of qualities and traits rather than remaining a dynamic force running on both magic and flaws. She is: open tunings, confessional songwriting, jazz-rock. She is: a gamine old crone, a childless mother, a true blue lover leaving before the sun comes up. She is: always in her own category, so relatable, ultimately unknowable. In truth she’s all of these things, but reducing her to any of them turns her into stone.

Mitchell’s music chases and challenges society’s assumptions about what a woman and an artist can be. Any singular view of her artistry, and her influence, diminishes it. I’m taking Mitchell’s lead on this: “I feel sometimes like I’m a multiphrenic person,” she once said, apparently inventing a term psychologists would later use to describe the condition of having “many selves and self-representations that conflict.” Mitchell put it more plainly: “Will the real me stand up, you know.”

My goal has been to follow Joni Mitchell as she’s drifted and flown and to chart the rhythms of her inquiries. Her self-conception begins in movement: When asked to define herself, she rarely calls herself a musician first, saying that since she was a child she’s been a dancer. And a painter. Shimmying with the boys and the bad girls in a Saskatoon dive, wrecking her stockings. Reaching her arms overhead to make brushstrokes on a canvas, opening up unimagined vistas with a smear of paint. A portrait hardens and becomes lifeless when its maker loses track of the breath, the living presence of her subject—a constantly shifting thing, blurry then focused then dissolving then clear, then different, the light has changed—and strives for something absolute. A mapmaker must be open to new routes. People are not definitive; neither is any one story. That is the point of Mitchell’s songs. Life is stranger and bigger than that. And people, even geniuses, are smaller: human, always incomplete. Every legend is also one of us.

EMBARKING

Many years ago, I was standing in my front yard looking suspiciously at some gathering clouds when a New York editor called me and said, “I just really want to read you on Joni.” My first reaction was to pull the phone away from my face and laugh. Of course the woman music critic should write about the woman demigod. Why didn’t anyone ever say to me, “I really want to read you on the Beatles?” In fact, I knew why. With thirty years and tens of thousands of words behind me, I’d made contemplating what it means to be called a “woman in music” the heart of my work. Somewhere buried in a trunk at the back of my office closet is a clothbound notebook from my eighteenth year with I LOVE WOMEN! scrawled in blue ink halfway through and some gushing thoughts on Kate Bush, Chrissie Hynde, Debbie Harry, the artists of my New Wave generation; those renegades showed me that music could be the vehicle for my questions about what it means to move in a body gendered female through spaces dominated by men. Also in there is a typewritten talk I once gave on Joni Mitchell’s Blue. I have, at times, given in to the inevitable, recognizing her brilliance. I just never lingered long in its proximity.

I took a breath, put the phone to my ear again. There was really nothing strange about someone thinking that a woman like me—white, raised middle-class, fancies herself a bohemian, loves a great ballad, grew up in the north but considers California a second home, can passably play the guitar—should be interested in Joni Mitchell. Yet my feelings about Mitchell and her music were more abstract than ardent. The fact is that I’ve always found her a daunting figure, difficult to identify with. Yes, I can hear the perfection in Blue, and the reach of Hejira. I recognize her innovations as a guitarist, her studio wizardry, the diamond shine of her voice. But at some point I got tired of hearing not only about how great Joni Mitchell is, but that she’d never been fully acknowledged as such.

As I saw it, she’d had more advantages than most. Her inestimable talent, of course, but also her prom queen looks, her close connections to powerful men like the Davids (Crosby, Geffen) and the canny charm that instantly won over the same people who often regarded her female peers as silly and excessive. The minute Mitchell stepped onto the musical stage she found critical approval and a devoted audience, and even when her career took inevitable downturns, she remained the spirit guide of so many listeners’ hearts. I preferred underdogs. Even the rock and soul queens I loved best, like Janis Joplin and Aretha Franklin, were messier than Mitchell. Her svelte, swanlike cool felt so distant from my own way of being.

Hold on, I said to the editor, let me call you back in a minute. I needed time to walk around the block and fret a bit. To mull over the possibility of entering the Joni congregation. Devotees and scholars, mostly inseparable from one another, have documented her every guitar tuning, road trip and close encounter. Women and men alike have rhapsodized about her as both a soulmate and an unmatchable ideal. Joni conquered so many hearts and was called “genius” so many times that the slant rhyme between her name and that word is embedded in her story, its principal signpost. All the Joni worship freaked me out, frankly—it’s so intense and uncompromising. To so many, she can do no wrong. I have never felt comfortable around the popular kids.

I took another breath. I did have to admit that there were times when Joni got to me, too. When I’d managed to push away all of this baggage and really listen to her music, I heard someone I could recognize. A striver, restlessly curious. A soul acknowledging its own brokenness. A lady who loved a good joke. And certainly a brilliant musician, one who like most innovators could turn her shortcomings into strengths and process the dominant artistic conversations of her time through her own filters until they sounded unique. I’d spent enough time with Mitchell’s full recorded catalog to know that she pulled this off many times—she didn’t settle into her achievements, instead always wanting something different. Her songs themselves formed an argument against her being treated like a sacred cow. This made me wonder if I could find another Joni Mitchell, one less worshipped but better understood.

So I called back and said okay. I’d take a trip with Joni, make her life and work the center of my world for a while. Little did I know, as I set forth with her in mind, that this journey would take me into so many complicated spaces.

ECHOLOCATION

When it comes to art, I don’t believe in anything timeless, but I do trust resonances, the echoes that intensify the impact of specific songs (or books, or paintings) in their moment and then carry them across the years. I fell in love with rock and roll as a kid because of the way the sound waves hit me, making me feel every inch of my body and the heat and freedom and joy people felt when it enraptured them. That’s resonance in its most visceral form. I didn’t want to be lifted into some celestial realm; I needed to know my own world better. Music always put me right in the middle of things. And the words of the songs I loved, which spoke so directly and demanded a response, enhanced the feeling that its present tense could be all-encompassing.

Later I came to realize that resonance is also a cultural thing. Great artists don’t transcend their historical circumstances; they live deeply in specific times and places. They are also deeply themselves. Their gift is being able to figure out what elements from unsorted experience can make the jump beyond the moment they’re generated, forming stories, sounds and images that vibrate and expand. A year or a century later, someone can encounter a great artist’s work and recognize her own voice in its reverberations.

Joni Mitchell has a metaphor for this kind of connectivity. It came to her in the spring of 1976, when she was driving through the West and saw some military planes flying in formation, an encounter that could have only happened in the Space Age but which put her in mind of ancient things, of pilgrimage and prophecy. She used the image in her song “Amelia,” invoking her favorite form of divination, the I Ching: in the hexagram of the heavens, she wrote, she saw the strings of my guitar. And then when she recorded the song she asked jazz guitarist Larry Carlton to put down swooping lines that reinforced her words, showing them to be about dreaming, about modernity, about the way people’s lofty concepts of the universal are always grounded in what their own hands and minds can grasp.

That’s resonance. It’s personal; it’s here and now; it’s ancient. A hippie like Joni might say it’s all about those vibes, linking total strangers by making them feel what they have in common in their bones. A vision experienced alone becomes a song that rings forth into the universe and survives there, its original meanings multiplying as it moves through time and space. I wanted to track these sound waves in Joni’s story, navigating by echolocation.

To do this, I had to follow the molecules colliding and forming patterns within Mitchell’s life and work. That meant staying light on my feet. Though this book proceeds chronologically, I didn’t write it that way. Instead of trudging along the timeline of her life from childhood to venerable old age, I sought out the turning points that shaped her and worked to understand how she made those turns central within her music. I started my explorations where I most easily found her, at the turn of the 1970s, when Clouds and Blue made Mitchell the avatar for a new kind of writerly openness. I learned as much as I could about the communities that formed her, as a folkie first and then as a California seeker reinventing that genre under the influence of Hollywood, jazz and the counterculture. Tracking down her friends and collaborators, I explored what it meant for her to deal with that quintessential problem for women working in creative fields: being female in scenes defined by men. Pushing up my sleeves in the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame archives and reading every early copy of Rolling Stone magazine helped me understand how she became the role model for a certain kind of liberated woman in the wake of a feminist movement she never endorsed.

Joni’s resonances began filling my head as I continued to think, read, listen and write. I started to recognize how the matters that preoccupied her fit within the changing contexts through which she was living. Certain subjects emerged: childhood as an imaginary terrain where singer-songwriters could express their ideals and idiosyncrasies; sadness as a complicated form of women’s liberation; side roads and retreats as the secret sources of an artist’s strengths. And traveling, always traveling, the paradoxical grounding principle of her life.

By the time I hit the late 1970s, Joni was no longer an abstraction to me. The figure ossified by fame fell away bit by bit, and the full shape of a woman emerged. This Joni Mitchell was neither the abject bearer of women’s sorrows nor a pop goddess beyond comprehension. She was a goofball, fast with a joke, a satirist casting a sharp eye on the haute-hippie pretensions that sometimes sucked her in. She threw herself into love affairs and spiritual pursuits with an openhearted enthusiasm that felt familiar. She’s always said that at heart she’s a real rock and roller, and her rebel spirit further won me over. I also valued her growing commitment to jazz, the dedication she brought to becoming the best musical collaborator and most inventive player and singer she could be. I became absorbed by the music and lore of the jazz-rock milieu where she then moved, invigorated by the curiosity that compelled her to push beyond easy definitions. That same spirit characterized her often undervalued 1980s work, and learning about her pursuit of new technologies and themes helped me better understand the sounds of that time, the era of my own youth.

The third act of Mitchell’s life presented different narrative challenges. After age fifty, she retreated for long periods; she struggled with illness. Her reunion with Kilauren Gibb, the daughter she’d entrusted in adoption shortly after birth, answered some central questions about her life and work, but as an adoptive mother myself I felt hesitant to make any conjectures about this most intimate connection. Every adoption story is different, and I firmly believe it belongs only to those who’ve lived it. I would not pry; my resistance to doing so is one reason I’ll never call myself a biographer. Eventually, though, I found I could follow Mitchell’s signals as she moved into middle age and beyond. Learning to manage her new public identity as a mother, she found spiritual daughters, too, musicians and writers who craved her blessing. She played with her legacy in fascinating ways. And she began to build her archive just as doing so became a primary focus for musicians of her generation, and a matter of central importance within popular music itself.

Time went by and my Joni atlas grew. I took on a role that I’d never wanted: I became a kind of Joni expert. “Joni wrote about that,” I’d pipe up in pop-trivia discussions. “Check out verse two of ‘Cactus Tree.’” Or, “Joni used that synthesizer,” “Joni played that club,” “that guitarist toured with Joni in 1979.” Friends tolerated my habitual flexing; they knew I’d been doing the work. But then they’d ask the inevitable question. “So, did you talk to her yet?” No, I’d say, and here’s why.

I knew Joni Mitchell was a great interview—once she got going, she’d let it all hang out, when she wasn’t lambasting her interlocutor for some opinion she found ridiculous. She once signed a contract to write an autobiography, but as of this writing she hasn’t published one; instead, she laid it down through others’ pens. A growing literature exists documenting her garrulous conversations. Its lodestone is Malka Marom’s book-length collection of interviews Joni Mitchell: In Her Own Words. That collaboration with Mitchell’s longtime friend, a fellow Canadian folk singer and public radio personality, is the most casually revealing document she has helped produce. And throughout her life, Mitchell welcomed many other writers into her home, their tape recorders discreetly activated.

These encounters became invaluable to me. Michelle Mercer’s 2009 study of Mitchell’s “blue period,” Will You Take Me As I Am, was enriched by warm talk over white wine with Joni in her Sunshine Coast backyard. It did much to dispel widespread myths about her, including that she was ever glamorously aloof. David Yaffe’s 2017 biography, Reckless Daughter, jumped off from a series of hours-long conversations punctuated by communication breakdowns; Yaffe emerged from those conflicts perhaps too eager to stay in Joni’s good graces, but his book is powerful, especially when it comes to rich musical analysis, because it’s grounded in that meaningful exchange. Marom’s volume most convincingly conveys Mitchell’s personality; teased and comforted and, occasionally, challenged by a genuine friend in discussions staged across several decades, Mitchell lets her thoughts detonate and scatter in revelatory ways, even if her streams of consciousness sometimes run over inconvenient truths. Waves of uncensored musings also characterize Mitchell’s interviews in publications like Rolling Stone and Vanity Fair and preserved in anthologies edited by esteemed journalists like Barney Hoskyns and Susan Whitall. Sitting next to a bookshelf heaving with Joni’s words, I never felt lacking for her insights.

In 2015, Mitchell suffered a debilitating aneurysm. For several years, it was unclear if she would ever speak in public again. I wrote much of this book during this time of her silence. When she finally did reemerge, at first as the honored guest at various tributes to her art, and then as a tentative but determined performer herself, I considered attempting a connection. I quickly decided against it, not only because her condition remained unclear but because, in truth, I feared what would happen if I sought her blessing.

Was I being cowardly? Perhaps. As someone who’s spent years engaged in the weird dance between artists and their chroniclers, I knew that even a little intimacy can create the desire for more. The more beloved the artist, the more potent the craving. Despite her sometimes gleeful arrogance, maybe partly because of it, something about Joni Mitchell screams to know her is to love her—and to emphatically believe in her. Her supercharged appeal is a problem if clarity is your goal. It seduces. Mitchell’s biographers know this; they have always wrestled with her potential disapproval. “I knew she would turn on me, that she would cast me out,” Yaffe said in an interview after he’d published his book, and, indeed, she did reject him at certain points, though she would let him back in and cast him out again.

The problem he faced, now mine, is that, like anyone, Mitchell the woman has a firm idea of what her story means, even though over the years she’s contradicted herself and filtered things through her own strong perspective. Memory is always tricky; its power lies in the conviction of the teller. And after decades of being mined and guarded like a treasure, Mitchell the legend (if not the woman; it’s hard to tell) can’t bear too much heavy questioning. “Joni Mitchell never lies,” the rapper Q-Tip famously intoned in Janet Jackson’s hit “Got ’Til It’s Gone.” That itself is a lie. We all fudge things, omit and embellish. I didn’t want to reinforce a myth. I wanted to be able to raise the kinds of questions that could cause Mitchell to cast me out. So I chose to rely on the words she’d already offered and steer clear of the tenuous bond an interview creates.

Resonances don’t register accurately if you’re too close. I know what it’s like to feel overly committed to an artist and lose critical perspective. It’s a side effect of what Joni famously called the “star maker machinery,” the process through which fame becomes grounded in the exchange of a celebrity’s private life and inner thoughts for the price of a concert ticket, an album, a magazine. Fans think they know their favorite stars, and in a personal encounter the rush of instant familiarity can distort everything. Journalists are supposed to be different from fans, but we are people, full of the longing for acceptance. I don’t want to seek Joni Mitchell’s acceptance. I want to bring as wide a perspective as I can manage to her world, and I can do that only by maintaining some distance. In this way, I remain a witness, not a friend.

A PHASE

Others have not felt the same need for distance. The novelist Zadie Smith described the onset of her passion for Joni Mitchell almost as a physical affliction. “This is the effect that listening to Joni Mitchell has on me these days: uncontrollable tears,” she wrote in the New Yorker in 2012. “An emotional overcoming, disconcertingly distant from happiness, more like joy—if joy is the recognition of an almost intolerable beauty. It’s not a very civilized emotion.” Smith’s experience, no matter how intense, is typical for fans who become devoted to Joni. In her deeply subjective argument for Mitchell’s inimitability, “The Joni Mitchell Problem,” the essayist Meghan Daum recounts that after realizing her life goal of meeting Mitchell and making a chatty connection with her, she lost the singer’s phone number. “After everything—after the dinner, after the art exhibit, after the decades spent with my own private Joni as she piloted me through the indignities of adolescence and the indecision of early adulthood and the parting clouds of middle adulthood—I let the woman herself slip away like a dream burned into abstraction by the glare of wakefulness.” Her not-that-wakeful dream of Mitchell could not be disturbed by the reality of an actual person. To these famous fans, as for many people, introspective encounters with Mitchell’s voice are so powerful and unique that they cannot be shared with others—even their source. Coming to love her is akin to achieving enlightenment: a shocking moment of insight that transforms the world.

Yet so many also talk about the experience as a phase. You know, like a “punk phase,” when you had a Mohawk, or a “Dylan phase” that a cardboard box of bad undergrad poetry exposes. The Joni Mitchell phase is distinctive in its stunning impact and the feeling that lingers of being intertwined with her words and voice. The critic Ron Rosenbaum once wrote an ode to her song “Amelia” in which he described his relationship to it as a bout of musical addiction, “periods when I get tangled up . . . and play it over and over again for hours, sometimes days at a time.” Even lifelong fans, like the musician Dan Bejar, use temporal language to describe listening to her: “I guess I’m going through something of a phase . . . that’s lasted six or seven years now,” he admitted a few years ago.

What other kinds of phases are life-changing? Puberty, for one thing. Menopause, for another. The experience of coming to love Joni Mitchell’s music can feel almost biological, hitting in a hormonal wash, and often seems linked to gender. Women hear themselves in those songs, in solidarity with one another, as if no other musician of Mitchell’s stature—including other women artists—could speak of womanhood at once so specifically and so universally. “All girls go through a Joni Mitchell phase,” the singer-songwriter Tift Merritt once said. “If any girl tells you she never did, don’t believe her.” There’s an essentialist sheen to such declarations, which imply that the only way to be truly feminine is to love Joni Mitchell. If you don’t love her, are you not a real woman? I admit that the fact that I’d never fallen headlong for Joni made me wonder for a while if this was a problem I had. Maybe in my heart I’m a gay man? But gay men fall hard for Joni, too, or so the lore reveals. “You don’t meet too many straight guys who love Joni Mitchell,” Annette Bening, playing a lesbian, says to Mark Ruffalo, as her children’s sperm-donating biological dad, who is screwing up her marriage by sleeping with her bisexual partner, in the movie The Kids Are All Right. It’s a nice little encapsulation of the fluid nature of Joni’s actual songwriting, but the joke is all about how Joni belongs to everyone as long as he’s not a captain on the patriarchal home team.

The passionate assertion that women love Joni Mitchell the most—and must love her—reveals certain cultural presumptions about what a woman musician offers. (An aside: I have met cis-het men who are devoted to Mitchell, and they’ve told me that what she gave them was . . . a better understanding of the women in their lives.) Those presumptions may also have contributed to Mitchell’s odd status as an outsider, though she’s undeniably a central figure within popular music history. The musical canon has until very recently maintained a very solid glass ceiling, with even the most beloved women artists still treated as separate, even when equal to men. That’s why, even though everybody agrees that Mitchell is likely the greatest singer-songwriter and also possibly the greatest guitarist, vocalist and producer of her time, she’s also tagged “underappreciated.” It’s also why Mitchell fandom is identified as a “phase,” even though it’s hard to put borders around it. The paradox of the Joni Mitchell phase is that it beats time: it lasts forever.

GENIUS

Artists whose influence vibrates beyond a particular moment have a chance to enter the most elite category available: that of the genius. Talking to people about Joni Mitchell, I heard that word so often that its meaning was dulled. It’s an accolade Mitchell’s friends love to attach to her, especially the men; they usually say it with an oversized air of wonderment. David Crosby and James Taylor both invoked it when I talked to them. Graham Nash, who played the role of Mitchell’s provisional husband during her first burst of fame, wrote in his memoir that “there was pure genius sitting in front of me” when, on the night they met, she played him fifteen of her songs before the first kiss. Her presence bewitched him into doing something he wasn’t used to doing with a woman after midnight: taking her seriously.

Meeting Nash was an important step in Mitchell’s rise to the throne as the queen of Laurel Canyon, a musical community scattered over the hills of West Los Angeles where men supported and competed with one another as they restyled the idea of the rock star, and women mostly took care of the babies and cooked the picnic meals the men consumed as they worked out harmonies in the backyard. Mitchell was not the only woman who focused on her art instead of making sandwiches—there was Carole King, who only entered the scene to work and then returned home to her daughters, and Cass Elliot, who managed to do both. But Mitchell understood that to not be banished to the kitchen, even temporarily, she needed to startle and amaze as only a uniquely gifted person can. The miracles are real—she did write “Woodstock” in an afternoon, did play her guitar in tunings no one had heard or even considered before, did devise melodies barely singable by others and execute them with ease. Yet like most miracles, Mitchell’s can be explained. Her famous tunings, for example, still echoed what she’d learned from Black blues players like Elizabeth Cotten and Richie Havens. She had a lot of Joan Baez in her voice when she started out. She learned key lessons about songwriting from Leonard Cohen. She did have influences and peers.

Even in early interviews, Joni rarely acknowledged these sources, except to say that she was already moving on from them. Instead, she placed herself in the company of history’s number ones: Picasso, Beethoven, Mozart. Also Bob Dylan. Let’s think for just a minute about Dylan’s genius, which most singer-songwriters sought to emulate in the late 1960s. He described it as a motivating impulse somewhat like the urge to vomit. It was a force that made him a channel not only for the moment he embodied but for all of American history. “It’s like a ghost is writing a song,” he’d say upon presenting the world with a classic like 1965’s “Like a Rolling Stone.” Imbued with the authority of his male voice, Dylan could invoke genius and stand for his time. Beethoven, history says, did that, too.

Could a woman do that? Dylan was able to share the spotlight and still own it. He could lock arms with the boys in his band, openly quote his sources, count himself among the greats from whom he borrowed so routinely that many (including Mitchell herself, though she later walked back her comment) have called him a plagiarist. He has long denied such charges, able to present himself as a conduit for history, because his place in it was secure. Joni stood on shakier ground. As a woman she wasn’t granted the power to define anything beyond her own experience and its resonances; listeners may have heard themselves in her disclosures, but they remained specific and private. One early interviewer talked to Mitchell about her music as “like peeping in a window on someone and then discussing with her what you have seen.” That’s very different from sitting down with Dylan and expounding on politics, mythology and the state of the world. A woman genius in those years was not perceived as engaging with the bigger picture. She simply made exquisite pictures of herself and her private life.

This is what often happens to women artists: for them, “genius” isolates and, at times, silences. The ones who figured out how to inhabit it had to take drastic measures. Think of Joni’s role models: Georgia O’Keeffe in her desert, Emily Dickinson shut away upstairs. Only such singular figures embodied the highest apex of artistic expression. And often, they got stuck there, pitied as much as they were revered for their need to stand apart.

Joni Mitchell, I came to realize, was able to stand apart while continuing to move. She carried herself like no other. In many iconic photographs, and in her own paintings, her gaze challenges observers to approach, but with great care and no expectations. In the self-portrait adorning Clouds she holds a prairie lily like a gift, but her eyes are impassive and she does not smile; handing it over, it seems, she’ll immediately walk away. For Hejira, she used collage techniques to alter Norman Seeff’s photograph so that her body, below a face holding another cool gaze, opens up to reveal her soul: an empty highway stretching to infinity. Mitchell’s self-portraits in song reinforce these images of self-containment: the lonely artist living in her paint box in “A Case of You”; the airborne observer in “Both Sides Now,” high enough to see the other side of the sky; the wanderer on the road, away from the horde, in “Woodstock.” At first, I was intimidated by the self-sufficiency Mitchell projected through these images, and by how she so masterfully balanced it with longing, her openness to the touch of others. But I came to see it as revolutionary. So many songs sung by women seduce, cajole, plead, invite. Only a few artists—Billie Holiday, Édith Piaf—were able to create a space where they could simply commune with themselves. Joni’s music showed how that space existed within herself, and then bore it onward with her.

She might not like it if I name it such but this is a feminist act. A man can hide within a crowd and reemerge more powerful. But a woman will be distracted by her surroundings, making sure everyone has one of those sandwiches, pressured to be pretty and to please. “I always smile when I’m nervous,” Joni said in early interviews. She had to separate herself—metaphorically, sometimes literally—when she didn’t want to just smile.

What she did so gracefully in her music and painting sometimes turned sour when she tried to talk about it. Mitchell’s desire that others recognize her as a genius was inseparable from her need to distinguish herself from the people around her, especially other women. From the first time she articulated it, this exigency was both deeply felt and strategic. And it worked. “She is fulfilling something of a ‘goddess’ need in American rock, a woman who is more than a woman; a poet who expresses a full range of emotions without embarrassment,” the critic Jacoba Atlas wrote of her in 1970. “Her legend is beginning to obscure her work; because she is virtually without competition (Joan Baez and Judy Collins don’t have the output; Buffy Sainte-Marie doesn’t have the immediate newness), she is without comparison.” Mitchell accepted such problematic compliments.

Becoming exceptional was, for her, a form of self-protection, as the critic Lindsay Zoladz wrote in a 2017 essay on Mitchell and genius, claiming the term helped her resist dismissal and hone “a stainless steel bullshit detector.” She saw what happened to women who didn’t keep a tight rein on how the world regarded them. One of the few women singer-songwriters she named as an influence flopped, in fact, because she couldn’t smell a threat. Laura Nyro had been David Geffen’s primary passion project before he met Joni and became her guide through the music business. But he could never break Nyro to a larger audience. In Joni, he saw what Nyro could never be: a woman who could project power without terrifying people who weren’t used to that.

Not long before Mitchell’s breakthrough, Nyro held the spot she would soon occupy. She was an artist’s artist, her songs covered by many of her peers, her potential dazzling. But Nyro, whose own recordings blended soul, pop and jazz with lush and nearly uncontained abandon, took up space in ways that many listeners found intimidating. She didn’t cultivate the aura of aloofness that genius demands. It’s intriguing to read accounts of Nyro’s live performances around the time that Mitchell also gained public attention. Audiences were awed by her talent, but they also felt uncomfortable. “Laura Nyro Overwhelms,” the headlines read. Nyro, who once said, “When I record, I’m not a human being, I’m not a woman,” nonetheless displayed the excesses always associated with women. She was too public with her emotions, too wide with her swings. Her theatrics failed to impress the throng at the Monterey International Pop Festival; one year later, Mitchell released her first album and women’s genius had a new sound, one to which more people could relate.

Seeing how Nyro became incomprehensible to so many, Mitchell worked harder to make her own status clear. She would stand alone because that was the safest place to be. When other women said she spoke for them, she acknowledged their love, but made sure to say that her songs really represented only her own emotions and experiences. This polite demurral was as strategic as it was sincere. Women artists have so often been reduced to ciphers for all of womankind, as if that category even really existed. As a painter, and one who loved figures more than abstraction, Mitchell would have encountered this prejudice early in her creative life. Male painters could draw the curve of a breast, just as novelists like Gustave Flaubert or John Cheever could write the inner life of a housewife, from a distance that allowed risk and even cruelty. They were never expected to represent a whole gender, even when depicting other men. But women got pushed into that “we.”

I picked up the Margaret Atwood novel Cat’s Eye from my shelf as I was thinking about Joni’s genius and found a passage I remembered: the novel’s difficult heroine, the painter Elaine, is asked by a journalist at her first retrospective why the female body so often looms large in her work. The interviewer was fishing for that universal, for the way Elaine’s work stood for all of womankind. “I’m a painter. Painters paint women,” she replies, exasperated. Critics have written about Mitchell and Atwood as prickly soul sisters; it was the stated assumption in this line of dialogue that got me. Painters paint women. Songwriters like James Taylor, who wrote “You Can Close Your Eyes” for Joni, or Graham Nash, who wrote “Our House” about her, feel confident describing women’s private moments, their longings, their oppression, their deaths. Taylor even closed in on the secret realm of another woman’s suicide in his most famous song, “Fire and Rain”: Suzanne, the plans they made put an end to you.

Men could be discreet by staying discrete, capturing one woman at a time with their brushstrokes, their words. But in the world where Joni emerged, women kept getting pushed into universals against their will. I think Joni perceived the separate sphere of the genius as a sanctuary from generic womanhood. From the beginning of her success, Joni always strove to describe less-than-ideal women, particularly herself, but others, too. Vain beauties and lost girls who might be small-minded or threatening or, though captivating, a little vapid. To be able to express such mixed feelings about other women in a song, Joni would have to be viewed as something other than a woman. In the years when she was first defining herself, people thought of “genius” as synonymous with “man.” So it worked for her. It freed her from the femininity that threatened to hold her back.

Can you tell that I’m a little bit angry at Joni for trying to genius her way beyond gender? I have to acknowledge that her craving to be just herself (and, in that way, not just a woman) is the norm among artists, today as it was in her prime. Though this is changing in the new century, I can’t count the times the musicians I’ve interviewed have cringed at any mention of feminism, much less female solidarity or even identification. Moving beyond such categories can, in fact, be a generative act. It’s one that Mitchell has explored in her songs, even as she’s spoken so profoundly about the particulars of her own experience in a female body. It’s another aspect of her mobility, the way she always shifts perspectives, recognizing that many selves exist inside each of us. And it aligns her with her times: the moment she emerged, the time of songs like her “Cactus Tree”—with its hook, she’s so busy being free—was one in which women across many fields were opening up new spaces, abandoning the stereotypes that had confined them and demanding wider definitions for themselves.

Here’s how I think Joni Mitchell is indeed a genius. There’s a way to think about the word that changes it from an exclusionary term to a gateway. It’s the oldest definition, from the Latin: a guardian spirit associated with a time, place or community. This kind of genius doesn’t float above things. She recognizes the circumstances that call for her to speak and makes them newly audible. In her music and through her presence, Mitchell tapped into the vitality of a space opening up, one that she in part created: a clearing in which women could fully be themselves and claim the power of that wholeness, while also acknowledging the risks and the pain of shaking off old ways. Not only women—people in general, because when one half of a binary changes shape, the whole structure softens, or shatters. In the time and place her music helped define, all kinds of people rethought themselves.

CONFESSION

Mitchell has been called “confessional” even more often than she’s been called a genius. She’s bristled every time. There’s that famous quote in which she corrects those who would dwell on her biography: “If you see me in my songs and wonder about my life, then I’m not doing a good job. If you see yourself, then I’m doing what I was meant to do.” That’s a polite directive to fuck off with the gossip and look within. When Michelle Mercer asked her about being called “confessional,” she offered a more controversial reply. “That’s as close as someone could come to calling me a n–––––,” she snapped.

It’s never okay for a white person to use that vile epithet, but her blurting it out does reveal just how deeply she dislikes others telling her what to do. She’d once said to another writer asking a similar question that she preferred “penitent” to “confessional.” Okay, that’s basically a fancier synonym. It does exert more power—the penitent chooses to expose herself, while confessions are often coerced. For a moment, though, I’m going to argue for the confessional, not as a celebration of self-involvement but as both an excavation and a ritual exchange. And as a central aspect and cultural product of rock and roll. The critic M. L. Rosenthal connected it to poetry in 1959, just as rock and roll was giving America a fever of the personal. The women poets most often labeled this way, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, were in many ways the literary equivalent of the rockers barnstorming through the teenage nation. Mitchell has always fought against an association with them, considering them needlessly provocative, yet if it’s possible to separate those women from their suicides and the ensuing mythification of their lives, their poems can be reread as pulsing with the energy of electrified sound. Sexton even fronted a sort of jazz fusion band at one point. “It’s better than a poem! Music beats us,” she told a journalist once.

Music gives the confessional approach a better engine for its rituals of self-exposure than poetry can provide. That’s because it’s sung, it’s rhythmic, it can get loud. David Shumway notes in his study of Mitchell as a confessional rock star that her music creates “an emotional immediacy that makes us believe we are experiencing truth rather than art.” It breaks down distance with an irresistible magnetism. Joni felt this; she said, “I have a compulsion to be honest with my audience.” Anne Sexton wrote in her poem “Music Swims Back To Me,” “Music pours over the sense / and in a funny way / music sees more than I.” Music is an electric shock that restores the mind instead of numbing it.

Acknowledging the potential shock of the confessional allows us to understand the singer-songwriter movement that Joni joined and led as radical and subversive, rather than in the way most people talk about it now, as “mellow.” Is Taylor’s “Fire and Rain,” the ultimate soft-rock song, truly soft? It’s about depression and suicide. Is Joni’s For the Roses mellow? Its songs are about heroin addiction and sexual betrayal and episodes of mania. Mitchell may have been suspicious of Plath’s and Sexton’s posturing, as she called it, but she’s always shared their mix of glamour and grit. Thin, nervous women, chic as hell—what they had to say isn’t pretty. Sexton and Plath wrote about menstruation, childbirth, masturbation, cutting. Mitchell’s blunt side exposed loneliness, neediness and the refusal to fill others’ needs and an impulse toward independence that left damage in its wake.

“Thus the frightened little girl became a flamboyant and provocative woman; the timid child who skulked in closets burst forth as an exhibitionist,” the poet Maxine Kumin said of Sexton, her close friend. Joni has said of the days when she was making Blue that she felt “like my guts were on the outside.” Spiritual sisters, despite objections.

So I do want to revive the notion of the confessional artist but make it more dynamic. The intimacy of the relationship between a singer-songwriter and her audience is unrivaled within popular music. It resembles the transference of psychotherapy, or the grace that comes from fervent prayer: a mystical connection through which one being opens to another and their perspectives become indistinguishable. Who is speaking? Who is listening? The singer-songwriter’s insights are just seeds until they grow within listeners’ minds.

In 1970, the writer Jon Landau called the music of Mitchell and her fellow singer-songwriters “the new uterus of popular music.” Wow, talk about a bloody metaphor. “I was in the womb all along,” Anne Sexton wrote in 1968, at forty, contemplating her waning fertility. She wasn’t just being cute and saying poems are babies. She was making the connection between going inside to create and literally getting visceral. Joni offered her own penitent’s prayer, remembering what a middle school teacher who had similar sensibilities once told her: “I . . . would be punished by circumstance if I didn’t write from my own blood.”

Women learn young to mask their own blood. We pad our panties and hope it doesn’t smell, shove bleached cotton up into ourselves and pray the dam doesn’t break. The fear of women spilling over is fundamental within sexist society; applied to art, it morphs into the assumption that everything women create tumbles unprocessed from their innards, paired with the contradictory belief that women can’t be trusted, are unreliable witnesses to their own lives. Confessional songwriting is often misunderstood as a soft art, wimpier than confrontational rock and roll. But Joni and the other women who were central to inventing the form found in this personal art a way to talk about things they were otherwise directed to tamp down. A famous early response Joni faced, sharing her music, came from one of the scene’s young patriarchs, Kris Kristofferson, who said after hearing Blue (at least she said he said it), “Oh, Joni, save something for yourself.” That Mitchell shared this comment with interviewers, making sure it became part of her lore, says a lot about how she understood the power of the confessional even as she pooh-poohed the term. What really bothered Kristofferson—and, according to her, men around her in general, who often felt uncomfortable with her acts of exposure—was that Joni didn’t save him from parts of herself that he didn’t want to acknowledge. Because showing those parts, voicing her confessions, revealed the sanitized version of things as a lie.

BEAUTY

Joni Mitchell is a beauty for the ages. Amazement at her model’s bone structure and lithe bikini body greeted her from the first days of her career well into her peak years. She bewitched people, awed them, knocked them out. “They were glad to be sheep,” an early reviewer wrote of her rapt audience. The same mood overtakes people today when they encounter Mitchell as a young woman inside the time machine of the Internet. A few years ago the filmmaker Martin Scorsese released a documentary about Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue tour, which she’d joined for sixteen dates in 1975. Soon, a clip went viral: it showed Joni at her old friend Gordon Lightfoot’s house, teaching Dylan and Byrds guitarist Roger McGuinn her new song “Coyote.” “Astonishing,” people said, watching Joni unfurl its pulsing chords with jovial ease. “She leaves those boys in the dust.” Performances like this one make me put aside all doubts about Joni’s exceptional status. From the deftness of her fingers on the fretboard to the absolutely casual, slightly shy air with which she shares the song’s loving and acerbic lyrics— inspired by the tour’s official chronicler, the playwright Sam Shepard, as the boys clearly knew—it’s a rare chance to witness a woman’s spontaneous and total ownership of a room full of sheepishly awestruck men.

The online comments, though, quickly turned away from praising Joni’s musical gifts and toward her pulchritude. Good God, has there ever been a woman more beautiful? The camera encourages this conflation of skill and sex appeal. It focuses briefly on her fingers shaping the strange changes of “Coyote” on the guitar, then pulls in on her face, cheekbones rouged in a perfect autumn shade, flaxen hair artfully arranged beneath a black beret. Forty-five years of women’s liberation under the bridge since she made that clip, and Joni’s beauty still rivals her music for attention.

I wonder if the astonishment men regularly expressed at the young Mitchell’s musical prowess largely sprang from their inability to register that a woman could be both alluring and as—more—talented than they were. “She was like a storm,” her early mentor and lover Leonard Cohen once said, trying to process the elemental combination she represented. The ad guys at her first record label capitalized on this charisma, promoting her as a “fragile, unique beauty” in antique dresses and presenting her to the editors in chief at Glamour and Vogue. One critic wrote in 1976: she is “the possessor of two of the finest instruments in popular music, a great set of pipes and those wonderful, vulnerable cheekbones.” Stop it with the cheekbones! Focus on the music, feminists and other serious people said. But let’s be honest: virtually no one did. One of Mitchell’s biographers, Katherine Monk, called for “no judgment” regarding Joni’s deployment of her assets. “That’s the way the world worked in the 1960s,” she wrote, as if it works differently today. It does not. Beauty still reads as virtue, as excellence. Any discussion of Joni Mitchell as singular among her musical peers must also acknowledge that in one crucial way, she was very much like nearly every pop star: she fit the physical requirements of fame.

It’s embarrassing to admit it now, but her beauty is one thing that stopped what should have been my own youthful Joni Mitchell phase. I was an ordinary-looking kid. I gaped at Joni’s golden visage, her lithe body unclothed in the gatefold photo of For the Roses, and felt that old surge of envy and exclusion the popular girls have raised in me since third grade. My musical heroines were lookers, too, but they messed with what genetics gave them. Remember, I was a New Waver. Women in that scene also possessed great cheekbones and doe eyes, but they came up in the wake of the women’s movement and had been schooled in its critique of beauty standards. Debbie Harry smeared her lipstick and ripped her dress; Kate Bush costumed herself as a lion or a bat and grimaced as she danced. I could hang with those queens, in my mind at least, because they sneered at the advantages they could claim, even if they also benefited from them.

Beauty is real. Beauty is constructed. Beauty is the friend of the fabulous and the enemy of the real. Like everyone else, sucking on its sugar, I believe it communicates some ultimate truth; it’s just a matter of whose beauty I can tolerate and experience as a promise and not a threat. It took time and intensive listening to recognize that even if she never smeared her makeup or snarled into a microphone, Mitchell’s music offered its own critique of what she and her generation called “sex appeal.”

Tracing her trajectories, I came to understand that beauty was a problem for Joni, too. By the time she appeared nude in that Joel Bernstein shot on her fifth album, the social battle over sex appeal’s value was fully raging. The action that ignited the second wave of women’s liberation was a 1968 rally against the Miss America Pageant where activists sang, “Ain’t she sweet, making profit off her meat.” Two years later, Toni Morrison published her debut novel The Bluest Eye, in which the white beauty ideal coupled with sexual abuse drives a young Black girl mad. Despite these protests, women’s power even in progressive circles often was attached to beauty. “Women? I guess they ought to exercise Pussy Power?” the Black Panther Party leader Eldridge Cleaver quipped around that time. Betty Friedan wasn’t beautiful, and wrote about the tyranny of cosmetics in The Feminine Mystique; Gloria Steinem was beautiful, and put on giant sunglasses to alleviate the glare of others’ eyes upon her. Trying to find her own definition, the Black feminist pioneer Michele Wallace wore an Afro to Black Power rallies, but worried that it would shrivel in the rain. (“Despite Blackness,” she wrote, “Black men still didn’t like short hair.”) Joni did feel this conflict. “People’s Parties,” from 1974, tells of a “Photo Beauty” who’s a little pathetic, but can still make her feel like an ugly duckling. Cry for us all, Beauty, she sings. She’s making fun of the girl and protesting the concept.

The rock and roll scene that Mitchell inhabited had its own familiar forms of beauty worship, not that different from the ones her suburban mother had instilled in her. The only thing it did differently was emphasize that men can be objects of desire, as it staged a hot boy parade attended by a horde of screaming teenage girls. A few Black women and white brunettes did challenge the blonde norm: Tina Turner, Aretha Franklin, Janis Joplin and the de-debutanted Grace Slick were sensual powerhouses who would have likely never made the prom court. But all those fair ladies were still around. Joni was a queen in her scene; still, men ran the music industry, and they fought against any alterations of the beauty standard. “The groupies were generally better looking than the singers,” Slick said about Laurel Canyon. Women’s determination to assert themselves as artists had to be balanced by their efforts to direct and sustain the male gaze.

Joni had to feel this pressure. She made it to the cover of Rolling Stone as early as 1969, but earlier that year the magazine had turned away from artists long enough to devote an entire issue, later turned into a book, to the groupie phenomenon, focusing on the muses and helpmeets who’d devoted themselves to keeping male artists comfortable and satiated. No shade to dynamic and creative women like Pamela Des Barres and Christine Frka, who actually had their own band, the GTO’s, and made art of the everyday as they turned their star consorts on to the fashion, literature, politics and even musical influences that infused their recordings. But the culture of classic rock inarguably valued women as companions first and artists second. Another Rolling Stone feature: the “Beatle wives,” the Fab Four’s then–domestic partners and one sister, all Joni-style long-haired blondes, in clothes from the band’s own Apple Boutique. That’s the environment in which “the Beautiful People” became a feminized metonym for callously decadent wealth, those people at parties whom Joni simultaneously skewered and celebrated.

The singer-songwriter scene was the prettiest one of all. Inner beauty, the focus of the 1970s self-help movement, merely made model standards seem more natural. Joni’s physicality had always seemed to me like an afterthought, something she didn’t really have to tend. But as I got deeper into her songwriting, I could hear that she was fighting, too. Another beauty could always crowd her out.

It could have been Joni that Simone de Beauvoir was writing about in her 1949 proto-feminist manifesto The Second Sex when she observed the kept women of Parisian high society. “Even the most beautiful is never sure of tomorrow, for her weapons are magical, and magic is capricious.” In her early songs, Joni is often waiting for men—the married flirt in “Conversation,” the roving rogue in “Car on a Hill,” the honey-dripping charmer of “See You Sometime.” Later she became more interested in making them wait. But to quote another of her songs, it was always the same situation: A pretty girl in your bathroom, checking out her sex appeal.

Listening to this song as I pondered Joni’s beauty, I was struck by the precarity of her position. No amount of primping can stop the face in the mirror from becoming an adversary. It’s just a matter of time. What happens, I began to ask myself, when a beautiful woman sings of ugly things? When that ugliness surfaces within herself? In her songs Joni feels out of place among the Beautiful People, though in her glory days few may have noticed her sense of dislocation. She continually wondered if she could maintain the power others granted her even as they insisted it emanated from within. What is beauty? Real, constructed, deceptive, true: Mitchell wrote her way deep into this maze. Hers is a mind ill at ease in a body full of grace.

Beauty bites back. “Ah Joni,” a fan once wrote to her in a letter, after devoting hundreds of words to an analysis of one of her songs, “you’ve got all Dostoevsky’s brilliance, plus a beautiful ass.”

A STORIED LIFE

Biography was invented to celebrate heroes—or, really, to organize such creatures into being. One living master of the form, Hermione Lee, calls it “a process of making up, or making over.” Making up: composing, turning a person’s disconnected experiences into a collection of verses and choruses that capture others’ ears. Making over: as in a hairstyle, shaping what’s available. Lee sees this process of restructuring as essential to getting a life to cohere on paper. Working against this is the messiness of memories, and of facts. “They do exist,” Lee writes, “and lie around biographers in huge piles and boxes, waiting to be turned into story.” Also lurking nearby, whether living or dead, is the biographer’s subject, constantly objecting; that’s how it feels, anyway. You’re getting it all wrong, she hisses. You’re lost. Her friends and enemies and others who’ve tried to speak her life shout their own objections in the distance. For every bit of essential guidance the biographer obtains, another leads her down a road that goes nowhere. It’s in following those roads that the biographer becomes a mapmaker, charting a route through terrain that could be crossed in countless ways.

Today, biography often has another function: to render fully naked the already overexposed. In 1683 John Dryden called life writing the practice of presenting historical figures in their undress; now, that undress is more extreme than ever. “Masturbation, dental work, body odour, menstruation, gonorrhea, addictions and sexual preferences,” as Lee writes, are the details that turn our favorite artists, athletes and politicians into characters worthy of the bestseller list. Readers crave these details, having already likely tasted them through mass-mediated gossip, reality television or even the subject’s own social media feeds.

Mitchell’s partly to blame for this, if only indirectly. Her breath on listeners’ ears helped change the way people understand artists. She recalibrated music’s frame, using care and craft to elevate the art of self-exposure. As she did so, she actually did save much for herself, choosing exactly which parts of her heartache and longing and desire to expose. Yet she managed to seem like she was giving everything. That made people want even more from her.

Joni herself soon grew impatient with what she and her fellow singer-songwriters had wrought. After Blue, she wanted to make music about new subjects, to be an observer and a collaborator and not just that woman looking you in the eye. Still writing from her own experience, she longed to be recognized for her thoughts about other things. Instead of a walking embodiment, she became a raconteur, and then a prophet, and sometimes a translator. Is this what an older woman had to do, fighting invisibility, no longer able to hold the gaze of the public merely by existing? I want to honor this Joni Mitchell, too, who reached for more, and was labeled “difficult” for doing so.

I came to love the pricklier Joni Mitchell. Over time, I realized that she was always there, waiting for me to understand. Even the Joni that people adore isn’t really a role model. She’s a morose girl who can’t adjust her emotions properly. An anxious talker who needs a therapist. An unmoored soul who keeps leaving those who love her, because she fears they will leave her first. The unworthy Joni. All of her worries, her snark, her admissions of weakness, her vanity, make her human, alive. Her tormenting concern about her place in the hierarchy of artists, her fear of being alone, her need to push others away, her occasional but significant bigotry and lapses of cultural judgment, her preoccupation with men, her competitiveness with women, her racial entitlement, her tendency to exaggerate, her unhealthy drive to just keep working, her sad and serious doubts that anything she does is worth it. Running down these ambiguities, I found the Joni who can breathe into my ear.

This book is a record of deep research and of listening and of many encounters with people who have encountered Mitchell, as friend or lover, collaborator or competitor, embodiment of a moment that has passed and inspiration whose presence feels timeless. But it’s really the story of an approach, or a series of approaches, toward a subject that in many ways felt unapproachable. Joni Mitchell: aside from Aretha Franklin, the most critically lauded woman in contemporary music; the most intensely embraced by her fans; the only popular musician who gets away with being on a first-name basis with Ludwig B. and Willy the Shake. A woman whose story everyone who cares about music knows, because she told it so well herself in her songs. There is a clear way up the mountain of Joni Mitchell’s mythic life. I did not want to take it, though.

Instead, I wanted to think about the byways, the roads where she had wandered unnoticed. Turning down a main road, I wanted to walk a little differently. I wanted to trace the shape of Mitchell’s art myself, through encounters that mostly remain unmapped. I knew it would be difficult. Stars drown in the received wisdom of those who uphold their greatness. This is an attempt at recovery. Some, maybe Mitchell herself, may consider my charting revisionist. I have tried to resist or at least question common assumptions about an artist whom so many believe they know so well. On occasion, I hope I’ve transgressed. That’s what a self-made original like Mitchell would respect, I tell myself.

Joni Mitchell is a real person who recorded more than twenty albums over the course of nearly forty years, wrote at least a dozen songs that many people consider classics, changed rock guitar playing and pop songwriting and the way women talked in public about themselves. She is also an embodiment of freedom and singularity, of sorrow and of play. She is a touchstone connecting different musical styles and the people who created them. For some, she is a life force offering succor and inspiration. For others, a standard that will never be met. Joni Mitchell cannot be biographized because she is still living—literally, right now, but in another sense forever, through her defiantly fluid music. She cannot be captured wholly because, always moving beyond her own life story, she never rests. She has often been the object of others’ obsessions, but as a subject, she cannot be owned. I can only follow her and call her name, again and again.





1

Childish Things

I begin my Joni Mitchell journey in the only place that makes sense, sitting by my stereo, listening to her music. Put the needle on the vinyl, press play and enter the stream. Tune in to the first songs that made most anyone think Joni Mitchell was an artist to discover—the same songs that lead many listeners to her today. “Both Sides Now,” “The Circle Game” and, more as an echo, “Urge for Going.” What do they have in common? Each conjures childhood from the viewpoint of an adult, looking back on simpler beginnings through the complexities of young womanhood.

Building a backstory, they establish a character, Joni Mitchell, by introducing her as a girl. This girl was a real person, one who’d lain on prairie grass and gazed at the wide sky, an explorer in her own backyard who soon knew she’d have to flee far beyond it. But she is also a device. Young Roberta Joan, the girl who walks behind Joni, her shadow. Something runs through these songs, the same thing that often draws listeners to Mitchell’s music now: an instantly clear sense of self, made dynamic by unresolved yearning. The feeling, in real time, of growing up. I want to understand the girl they evoke, in the way that Mitchell herself did.

FIRST, THE FACTS. JONI WAS BORN ROBERTA JOAN ANDERSON IN 1943 TO MYRTLE AND Bill Anderson, a grocery store manager and a homemaker, and grew up mostly in Saskatoon, the chilly center of Canada’s Prairie Provinces. The only child of somewhat distant parents, she was a popular kid who also spent a lot of time alone. She loved dress-up games and reading Rudyard Kipling stories and listening to the jazz her dad played on the gramophone. A normal kid, though dreamy. At nine, she contracted polio during one of that disease’s epidemic surges and lost the ability to walk; she fought back and regained it. This experience pushed her toward becoming an artist instead of the athlete she’d assumed she would be, given her early fondness for outdoor fun, playing cowboy games and chasing after wild things. Remembering these years, she described herself in one song as a wild seed wanting the wind to carry her.

For a time, the Andersons lived in a house nestled into a cul-de-sac, and she would venture beyond the edge of the suburban development, letting herself get lost in the adjacent fields. This is where she would often place herself later, when she turned her recollections into the verses so many now know. Young Roberta Joan survived within Joni Mitchell as a figure in wide open space.

SKATING

Fast-forward for a moment to 1976. In my favorite photograph of Mitchell, that solitary girl reemerges. A woman glides toward the center of a vast expanse. Black skates, black tights, black coat and hat. Her skirt hangs past her knees, a flutter. She could be a crone. Yet her movement shows no signs of age
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