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Our Lady of Sorrows:
An Introduction

On the afternoon I interviewed her in September 1994 (see ‘Conversation’ on pages 189–205), Joni Mitchell was in the most infectious of moods: giggly, garrulous, bordering on flirtatious. When we were done talking, she hammed it up for the photographer on the street, just around the corner from her manager Peter Asher’s office on West Hollywood’s Doheny Drive.

I’ve always felt privileged to have met this genius of North American music, this Canadian prairie maid turned folk poetess turned canyon confessor turned jazzbo hybridiser turned . . . well, never mind the many shapes Mitchell’s shifted over half a century. Let’s just agree she’s peerless and untouchable as a singer-songwriter of intricate lyrics and swoopingly beautiful melodies.

Her words and her ‘weird chords’ you can read about at length in the pieces pulled together in this compendium. Included in Reckless Daughter are some of the most open and thoughtful interviews Mitchell has ever given, as well as some of the finest snapshots of her complex, often spiky personality. Here are reviews of (almost) all her albums – the consensus masterworks, the curate’s eggs – and of live appearances she’s made in tiny clubs and glitzy concert halls. Here are the words of writers who’ve fallen, as I did, under the spell of her piercing honesty, her tingling musical intimacy, her coolly nuanced moods: Americans and Brits alike, men and women who know how uniquely brilliant she is.

Some would say Mitchell has been her own worst enemy – has too often bitten the journalistic hands that stroked her. I choose to think she’s struggled to bear the weight of her talent and intelligence in an arena better disposed to the crass and the facile. True, she might have made life easier by not being quite so savage about the ‘three-chord wonder’ strummers who identify themselves as her disciples – but then why pretend they aren’t mediocrities when so many queue up to crown them the New Jonis? And when an artist has given us ‘The Arrangement’, ‘River’, ‘Car on a Hill’, ‘The Boho Dance’, ‘Amelia’, ‘Dog Eat Dog’, ‘My Secret Place’, ‘The Magdalene Laundries’, ‘Man from Mars’ and ‘If I Had a Heart’ – to offer a random smattering of marvels that span the length and breadth of her work – who are we to judge her character? Many of Mitchell’s songs are great art. Almost all are emotionally complex, musically gripping. From the earliest virginal days of ‘Chelsea Morning’ to the late, husky despair of Turbulent Indigo’s ‘Sex Kills’, Joni’s is a voice that belongs to her alone. So we should excuse her occasional impatience with the received idea that she is godmother to those who do nothing more useful than string together stale chords and trite musings and call them songs.

Granted, Mitchell’s own earliest compositions sound somewhat fey today. ‘Urge For Going’ and ‘Both Sides Now’ have a kind of fluting, pellucid innocence about them, while even she acknowledges that the winsome ‘Circle Game’ only has currency these days as a campfire singalong. The first hint of her defining gravitas came with ‘Woodstock’, a song of starry-eyed hippie faith that, with its shimmery electric piano and curiously yodelled vocals, sounded a simultaneous note of dread. Personally, I go a bundle on the grainy maturity of her vocal persona on such ’90s songs as ‘Passion Play’, ‘Come in from the Cold’ and ‘Nothing Can Be Done’, but they’re not to everybody’s tastes.

In these pages you’ll find the late Paul Williams, acknowledged founder of rock criticism, and Ellen Sander, one of the first women to write about pop. You’ll find Michael Watts and Geoffrey Cannon, subtle British commentators from rock’s first golden age. You’ll find keyboard player Ben Sidran on Joni’s homage to cantankerous jazz maverick Charles Mingus, as well as considered appreciations – not always raves – of Mitchell’s art by Wesley Strick, Susan Whitall, Sandy Robertson, Joel Selvin and others. You’ll get the fine words of Tom Nolan, Loraine Alterman, Mick Brown, Ben Fong-Torres, and many other contributors to Rock’s Backpages.

Here is most of what you could ever want to know about Joni Mitchell, a towering troubadour and sometimes reckless daughter of America’s folk-rock revolution.

Barney Hoskyns, Rock’s Backpages
London, January 2016


Part One:

Urges for Going (1943–1967)


Beginnings

Nicholas Jennings, from Before the Gold Rush:
Flashbacks to the Dawn of the Canadian Sound
(Toronto: Penguin Canada, 1997)
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In 1958, Joni Mitchell was still Joan Anderson, a fifteen-year-old living in Saskatoon. That year, she purchased her first instrument – a $36 baritone ukulele – with money she earned from modelling. The ukulele was an alternative to a guitar, which her mother had strictly forbidden. But it enabled her to accompany herself singing Kingston Trio songs and other folk material of the day. Coincidentally, Neil Young also received a ukulele from his parents around the same time, while living in Pickering, Ontario. The thirteen-year-old Young, who, like Mitchell, also suffered a childhood case of polio, had been inspired by seeing Elvis perform on TV’s Ed Sullivan Show.

As the only child born to William and Myrtle Anderson in Fort McLeod, Alberta, Roberta Joan had grown up in Saskatoon – not far from [Buffy] Sainte-Marie’s own birthplace on the Cree Indian Piapot Reserve in the Qu’Appelle Valley. A self-described ‘good-time Charlie’, Joni first wrecked her stockings dancing to the jukebox jive of Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley and the Coasters. But at a certain point, like many teenagers in the early ’60s, she traded rock’s ‘jungle rhythms’ for the more cerebral qualities of folk music. ‘Rock’n’roll went through a really dumb, vanilla period,’ she recalled. ‘And during that period, folk came in to fill the hole.’

At parties, Anderson began to lead singalongs, accompanying herself on baritone ukulele with chords she’d learned from a Pete Seeger instruction record. While performing at a local wiener roast in 1961, the eighteen-year-old caught the fancy of some people connected with Prince Albert’s TV station who promptly booked her as a one-time replacement for a late-night moose-hunting show. Two years later, while working as a waitress at Saskatoon’s Louis Riel coffee house, Anderson ventured to the stage during one of the Riel’s weekly ‘hoot nights’. Sitting on a stool, the pigtailed performer screeched into the microphone and plunked away on her ukulele for some puzzled onlookers.

Indeed, her developing taste for folk music left more than a few people bewildered. ‘My friends who knew me as a rock’n’roll dancer found this change kind of hard to relate to,’ she admitted recently. ‘The songs at that time [were] folk songs and English ballads, and English ballads are always [about] “the cruel mother” and there’s a lot of sorrow in them. But they had beautiful melodies, that was the thing, and I always loved melody. Melody is generally melancholy and sad and the text that accompanies it must be the same.’

In the fall of ’63, Anderson enrolled at the Alberta College of Art in Calgary to pursue her interest in painting. But she continued to entertain thoughts of becoming a folk singer and was soon showing up at Calgary’s Depression coffee house. Will Millar, then a budding folk singer and later the leader of the Irish Rovers, recalls: ‘Joni came with her uke and tormented us all with a shrill “Sloop John B” and “I With I Wath an Apple on a Twee”.’ But by the following year, Anderson had improved enough that the Depression paid her $15 to entertain weekend audiences of mostly fellow art students. She even got hired to perform at Edmonton’s Yardbird Suite coffee house, which, along with the Depression and Vancouver’s Bunkhouse, was a major stop on the folk circuit in Western Canada.

With a guitar now in hand, Joni Anderson purchased a one-way train ticket from Calgary to Toronto and set out to attend Mariposa in July ’64. She’d quit art college and, whether she knew it yet or not, was a couple of months pregnant – the result of a love affair with fellow art student Brad MacMath. Somewhere between the Prairies and the Lakehead, she penned her first song, ‘Day by Day’, a bluesy piece written to the rhythm of the train wheels that she later described as a ‘feeling-sorry-for-myself’ song.

Joni arrived in Toronto and took a bus up to Orillia only to find that Mariposa was in trouble. The previous year’s festival had attracted such an unexpected flood of people that the town of Orillia had been overwhelmed. Although it was hardly a disaster of Woodstock proportions, there had been complaints of traffic jams, inadequate facilities and well-publicised acts of drunken debauchery. The local police chief claimed that the festival had given Orillia ‘the worst forty-eight hours in its history’. So even though Mariposa had been granted permission to use nearby farmland for the ’64 festival, a nervous town council blocked the move at the last minute – and the courts upheld the decision just one day before the festival was scheduled to open.

When Anderson and other early birds showed up, organisers were in complete chaos, faced with the monumental task of packing up and moving several tons of equipment and supplies back to Toronto, where the Maple Leaf baseball stadium had been lined up as a last-minute venue. According to the festival’s Martin Onrot, Joni helped to load trucks along with other volunteers. Then, at the stadium by Lake Ontario, she and others braved the rain and cold temperatures to watch performances by blues legends Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee, Mississippi John Hurt and others. In particular, Anderson studied the distinctive vibrato style of Sainte-Marie, who enjoyed no fewer than four standing ovations.

After the festival, the new girl in town had to find a place to crash. She discovered a rooming house in the Annex neighbourhood of the city and to make ends meet landed herself a sales job in ladies’ wear at the Simpson’s department store. Although Anderson must have figured it out by then, her pregnancy was still not evident. Eventually, her weekly wage would enable her to pay the dues required to join the Musicians’ Union. In the meantime, she settled for playing several non-union coffee houses in Yorkville. The first to hire her was the Penny Farthing, which featured novice folk singers in its basement.

That same month, February ’65, Joni Anderson gave birth to a daughter. A month earlier, she had moved out of the Annex rooming house and into an apartment above the nearby Lickin’ Chicken restaurant with Vicky Taylor, another folk singer. Taylor remembers that Joni brought the baby girl home for a couple of weeks. But when she realised she could neither support the child financially nor get on with her singing career, she made the wrenching decision to place her daughter with foster parents. ‘That really tore her apart,’ recalls Taylor. ‘She knew that she couldn’t be a single mum and do anything with her music. It was a really hard decision for her to make.’

The decision haunted Joni for many years. She left clues about the baby, whom she had named Kelly, in some of her songs, including ‘Little Green’ from her Blue album. In a fairy-tale ending worthy of a Disney movie, Mitchell and her daughter, whose adoptive name is Kilauren Gibb, met each other again in March 1997 in an extraordinary, media-hyped reunion.

Above the Lickin’ Chicken Joni began writing songs in earnest. Taylor remembers her getting up in the middle of the night and working, sometimes until dawn. ‘One morning,’ says Taylor, ‘she told me that she’d woken up with a tune going around in her head and couldn’t go back to sleep until she worked it all out.’ That song turned out to be ‘Here Today and Gone Tomorrow’, one of several that she later described as ‘lost-love pieces for a wandering Australian who really did me in’.

By the spring of ’65, Joni Anderson was back struggling to find work as a folk singer. She landed gigs at the Half Beat and the New Gate of Cleve, where Mariposa’s Estelle Klein saw her for the first time. ‘She wasn’t doing all her own material,’ recalled Klein, ‘but she was a nice singer and had a very charming manner.’

Bernie Fiedler [owner of the Riverboat coffeehouse] was not so quickly impressed, offering the folk singer a job in the kitchen when she first inquired about work at the Riverboat. She turned it down. (Fiedler has always denied this story, but she insists it’s true.) Fiedler says he does remember saying to Joni, ‘So, Miss Anderson, I see you’re going for the Baez sound,’ a comment that surely must have rankled her. Truth was, the more she wrote her own material, the less derivative she sounded.

‘Once I began to write,’ she admitted, ‘my vocal style changed. My Joan Baez/Judy Collins influence disappeared. Almost immediately, when I had my own words to sing, my own voice appeared.’

You might say Joni Anderson was on the rebound from losing her daughter or maybe it was the wandering Australian. But when the older and wiser Chuck Mitchell blew into town that June she was clearly vulnerable. He was the ‘star’ folk singer from Detroit, performing upstairs at the Penny Farthing while she was the local girl on the basement stage. When he turned on the charm, the impressionable Joni found him hard to resist. ‘I was at an indecisive time in my life,’ she later admitted, ‘and he was a strong force. He decided he was gonna marry me. So he dragged me across the border, got me some work and we were quickly married.’

Quickly is right. Vicky Taylor remembers the courtship as lasting all of thirty-six hours. The two were married in Mitchell’s parents’ backyard in Rochester, Michigan. ‘I was totally shocked,’ says Taylor, ‘but I figured Joni knew what she was doing.’ She and Chuck moved into a cheap fifth-floor apartment on Detroit’s Wayne university campus and Joni moved into her husband’s world. Chuck was well known on the coffee house circuit and soon their apartment became a crash pad for visiting folkies, from Gordon Lightfoot and Buffy Sainte-Marie to Tom Rush and Eric Andersen. Andersen taught Joni some unusual open tunings on the guitar, which she quickly used to write new songs.

Chuck and Joni began touring together, playing Detroit’s Chess Mate coffee house and New York’s Gaslight Café. Recalled Joni, ‘I wasn’t very good, and I had a lot of trouble with the audience booing and hissing and saying, “Take your clothes off, sweetheart.” Things like that really shook me up because I didn’t know how to counter or act. I thought I’d bombed.’ Larry LeBlanc, writing in Rolling Stone in 1971, described the Chuck and Joni show as a variety act, with him performing very theatrical Brechtian shtick and Joni doing her own folky thing. When they did team up on duets the songs they sang were often Lightfoot’s.

During the spring of ’65, while Chuck and Joni were touring the 4D Club circuit, Joni started adding some of her own material into her sets, including ‘Both Sides Now’, a song she’d written about growing up. One night, after playing at Winnipeg’s 4D, a tall kid with a Beatle haircut shuffled up, introduced himself as Neil Young and told her he’d written his own coming-of-age song. Later, as the café was closing, Neil played Joni the bittersweet ‘Sugar Mountain’, which he’d written on his nineteenth birthday. Moved by its tale of a boy too old for the fairground, Joni wrote a response – ‘The Circle Game’. In her song, which cleverly echoes the carnival imagery of ‘Sugar Mountain’, she assures the boy that ‘there’ll be new dreams, maybe better dreams and plenty’.

In August 1965 Joni took her new material to Mariposa, held for the first time at Innis Lake north-west of Toronto. On a weekend hit by heavy thunderstorms, she made her last appearance as Joni Anderson, sharing the stage with Ian & Sylvia, Phil Ochs, bluesman Son House and the Dirty Shames (during a power failure one night, Ochs had to sing through a megaphone while illuminated by car headlights).

Joni went over well, both in concert and at a songwriters’ workshop. But she insisted on singing only her own songs, which at that point were precious few apart from ‘Both Sides Now’ and ‘The Circle Game’. Some people complained, Estelle Klein recalled. ‘They said, “She’s really nice, but she’s singing the same thing over and over again.” So when I invited her back for the next year, I said, “Joni, I really like what you do, but could you expand your repertoire a little?”’

In the car ride back to Toronto from Mariposa in August 1965, Joni wrote a new lyric: ‘It’s like running for a train that left the station hours ago/I’ve got the urge for going.’ Although she has explained that the song was written about the changing folk scene and the need for moving on, it also reflected what was happening in her relationship with Chuck.

‘It was not a marriage made in heaven,’ she admitted. ‘He was relatively well-educated and in contempt of my lack of education. I was developing as an original, unschooled thinker [with] the gift of the blarney [and] the gift of metaphor. But he ridiculed me in the same way that Pierre Trudeau ridiculed his wife Margaret when she wrote her book. [Trudeau] said, “My wife is the only writer I know who’s written more books than she’s read.” So there was this educated pride versus the uneducated and the marriage didn’t last very long.’ Still, Chuck did give Joni something other than a married name. He advised her to protect her songwriting by forming her own publishing company, something she still gives him credit for.

Her marriage on the rocks, Mitchell ran into more chauvinism in October when she appeared on CTV’s Let’s Sing Out program with US folk singers Dave Van Ronk and Patrick Sky. Mitchell felt inferior alongside these experienced performers and was looking to them for encouragement. But as she recalled, she didn’t get it. ‘Van Ronk was saying things like, “Joni, you’ve got groovy taste in clothes, why don’t you become a fashion model?”’ she said. ‘And Sky was saying, “It sucks.”’ But, she added, ‘David did like “Urge for Going” and he asked me for it, I remember. I wondered what ulterior motive he had in mind after saying all those dreadful things to me. I thought, he must just want to laugh at it or something. I was that insecure about my writing.’

Despite that insecurity – or maybe because of it – Mitchell threw herself into songwriting with a vengeance. At the same time, other artists began recording her songs. First ‘Urge for Going’ got a country treatment by George Hamilton IV, followed by versions by Tom Rush, Judy Collins and Van Ronk. Then Ian & Sylvia and Buffy Sainte-Marie covered ‘The Circle Game’. Suddenly, Joni Mitchell’s name was known on the US coffee house circuit and her songs were earning her a tidy income to boot.

Joni Mitchell faced a much more receptive crowd at Mariposa that summer (1966). In fact, Mitchell returned to the festival as one of its most popular attractions, joining a line-up that included Gordon Lightfoot, Doc Watson and the New Lost City Ramblers.

Dressed in paisley and accompanied by guitarist David Rea, Mitchell captivated audiences at both her evening and afternoon performances. This time she brought a suitcase full of new songs, including ‘Both Sides Now’ and ‘Night in the City’, which she told her audience was inspired by Yorkville. ‘Music comes spilling out into the street,’ she sang. ‘Colours go flashing in time.’

Mitchell’s appearance was a resounding triumph. ‘This girl has everything,’ enthused Ruth Jones (the Mariposa founder) in Hoot, the Canadian folk magazine; ‘looks, charm, personality, an inventive mind, excellent guitar and, above all, a voice which ranges from gutsy to sublime. My guess is that she will be a name to reckon with – and soon.’ Only two years earlier, Mitchell had come to Mariposa to hear her heroine Buffy Sainte-Marie. Now she was one of the festival’s major stars.

In November ’66, Joni Mitchell made her debut at Bernie Fiedler’s Riverboat – on the stage, not in the kitchen. It was a triumphant performance, establishing Mitchell as an artist in her own right and a songwriter whose material possessed a distinct Canadian quality. Songs like ‘Urge for Going’, ‘Winter Lady’ and ‘Come to the Sunshine’ that she performed that week were rich in imagery. Each painted a vivid portrait of the changing seasons and owed much to her origins on the Saskatchewan Prairies. Like Tyson and Lightfoot before her, Mitchell was writing songs with a unique sense of place.

Her Riverboat performance was a turning point. Afterwards, Mitchell left her husband and moved to New York where, she hoped, bigger things lay in store. Settling in Manhattan’s Chelsea district, she turned her one-bedroom apartment into what she called her ‘magic princess’ retreat, with bedroom walls covered in tinfoil and door frames lined with crepe paper. There she began writing as many as four songs a week, including the buoyant ‘Chelsea Morning’ (for which US president Bill Clinton and his wife Hillary later named their daughter). ‘I Had a King’ detailed her marriage break-up with its lines about the man who ‘carried me off to his country for marriage too soon’. With $400 in the bank, she told Rolling Stone she thought she was ‘filthy rich’.

But Mitchell was about to become much richer, very quickly. While performing for $15 a night at New York’s Café Au Go Go, then the hottest club in the city, her new friend Buffy Sainte-Marie brought along her manager Elliot Roberts to see her. Although Roberts remembers Mitchell as ‘a jumble of creative clutter with a guitar case full of napkins, road maps and scraps of paper all covered with lyrics,’ he was astonished at her talent – so much so that he promptly quit managing Buffy to handle Joni exclusively.

Leonard Cohen, who would not record his debut album Songs of Leonard Cohen until later that year, stole the show at Newport from Joan Baez and Pete Seeger with his poetic ballads of romantic despair. Meanwhile, backstage, there was an instant attraction between Cohen and Mitchell. Their love affair lasted for part of the summer as their paths crisscrossed on the festival circuit. Ultimately Mitchell would write two songs about their brief affair – ‘The Gallery’ and ‘That Song About the Midway’ – both of which would appear on her Clouds album. On ‘Midway’, Mitchell wrote of Cohen, ‘You stood out like a ruby in a black man’s ear’. She would later refer to Cohen, along with Dylan, as her only real ‘pace-runners’ when it came to songwriting.

Mariposa was something of a love-in itself that summer. Joni Mitchell and Leonard Cohen continued their not-so-secret affair there at Innis Lake north of Toronto. With Mitchell, Cohen, Buffy Sainte-Marie and Murray McLauchlan (making his Mariposa debut), there was a heavy emphasis on Canadian singer-songwriters, now becoming a strong national tradition.

After the summer of ’67, Joni Mitchell left behind her ‘magic princess’ castle in Chelsea to become a lady of California’s Laurel Canyon. Immediately, she began work on her first album with singer David Crosby producing. Crosby remembers ‘a willowy blonde with blue eyes and high cheekbones, singing art songs in a bell-like soprano with a Canadian accent and accompanying herself on acoustic guitar and dulcimer . . . not anyone’s idea of the next big thing.’

But Joni surprised everyone. The self-titled album was a quiet, sparsely produced chronicle of the past year of her life. Side one was titled ‘I Came to the City’ (meaning New York) while side two, featuring songs like ‘The Dawntreader’ – about life on Crosby’s boat – was called ‘Out of the City and Down to the Seaside’ (presumably the Pacific Ocean). The album established Mitchell as an artist in her own right. In December she performed at the Miami Pop Festival before a hundred thousand people, on a bill with Marvin Gaye, Fleetwood Mac, Canned Heat and Three Dog Night. The same month, Judy Collins’s version of Mitchell’s ‘Both Sides Now’ became a major hit.


Part Two:

Our Lady of the Canyon (1968–1972)


Joni Mitchell Sings Own Songs in Debut at Troubadour Nitery

Stephen M. H. Braitman, Van Nuys News (Los Angeles),
7 June 1968

[image: Illustration]

Many of the current crop of popular folk singers today have used the songs of Joni Mitchell in their rise to the top. Now young Miss Mitchell has taken it upon herself to show how her songs should be sung.

On Tuesday evening, she made her performing debut at Doug Weston’s Troubadour and proved herself emotionally and stylistically impressive in her approach to her own numbers.

The Canadian-born songstress has a distinctly individual vocal quality that can be either powerful or gentle, depending on the song she’s singing or the interpretation she places upon it.

Accompanying herself on guitar, Joni rendered the simple melody of her ‘Circle Game’ with tenderness befitting the lyrics, which describe a children’s game.

Other tunes which found the audience highly receptive included ‘Marcie’, ‘Roses Blue’, ‘Michael from Mountains’, ‘I Don’t Know Where I Stand’, ‘Slowing Down’ and ‘Clouds’.


Review of Joni Mitchell  (aka Song to a Seagull)

Paul Williams, from ‘The Way We Are Today’, included in
The Age of Rock, ed. Jonathan Eisen (New York: Vintage, 1969)

[image: Illustration]

Joni Mitchell is a young lady from Saskatchewan, simply an adventurer, off to seek her fortune in the States and meeting all these people and living in these places and having things happen to her. She is very much a peer of the young, of you or me who did or didn’t go to college but anyway were looking for something and also finding things out at the same time – ‘I came to the city and lived like old Crusoe’ – and bumping up against people, which is the part that seemed to make a difference.

I describe her as a peer and will do the same for Pete Rowan of Earth Opera, not because I think I know who you are but because it is unusual these days that ‘rock’ people actually sing about themselves and particularly unusual that they do it in a manner so mixing the general and the specific that it is comfortable and natural to ‘identify’ with them in their songs. It is easy to see what and why Pete Rowan sees in the world he encounters in his album; it seems natural to feel how and what Joni feels of the things that happen in her songs. The very best music can be related to as an immediate reflection of the listener’s life (just as the I Ching is the most personal of books), and even better music is that which reflects you and yet tells you of me.

Joni Mitchell’s particular triumph is that girl singers or girl artists of any kind who have really gotten at what it is to be a woman can be counted on the fingers of one hand (if you’re generous, use some fingers twice) and this record is a profound expression of ‘I, a woman’ – I have yet to meet a girl who doesn’t feel that Joni speaks for her. Most girls think and speak on a fairly simple level but feel on a deeply complex one; a song like ‘Cactus Tree’ may say what anyone would be clever enough to say of themselves (‘but she’s so busy being free’), but in its entirety – the mounting impact of the verses and the change in that line as it is repeated, the way the vocal struts and fumbles the defensiveness and pride, the sound of all those notes and thoughts (have you ever noticed how much more important is the sound of a woman’s voice than what she says with it?) – ‘Cactus Tree’ holds all the fullness and complexity of ‘this is where I am now’, this is what I feel I know, a feeling one achieves in an afternoon alone and might not be able to begin to express in a month of conversations.
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Joni, well, she’s a thousand different people and knows it: she understands everything just up to here and knows nothing at all beyond this point, which is just as it should be. She disclaims nothing, demands no credit, spends her present walking unswervingly into the future, in harmony with her world because she has accepted nothing without first understanding it and has never rejected that part of herself that she did understand; what I’m getting at is she hasn’t tried to choose who she is or who she will be. So she writes songs that are simple and straightforward and enormously perceptive, she makes no presumptions, she really likes people and is quite cautious – careful not to like them for the wrong reasons.

In ‘Michael from Mountains’, she really conveys how and sort of why a woman could love a man and desire a man and that’s no everyday achievement. A great many ladies have their heads so full of all they’ve read and heard and seen about why a man loves a woman that they can think of little save how lovable they are. But Joni even knows that a woman can have a will (‘know that I will know you’) without being unfeminine or unyielding herself. She is also most sensitive to other women (‘Marcie’ is not a song about herself; but you can see her seeing herself in her friend – empathy. Wonderful) and she even knows that there’s no one to blame. No one to name as a traitor here. Harmony. Peace and beauty. Five stars for good vibrations.
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Joni Mitchell’s album (which has a name, Song to a Seagull) is divided in two parts – ‘I Came to the City’ and ‘Out of the City and Down to the Seaside’ – and ten parts: her songs. Each song has a consciousness, each has its clockwork, its secrets, its soul. ‘I Had a King’ tells of a particular old man, a particular event in the history of a life and also a general state in the relationship between men and women:

You know my keys won’t fit the door

You know my thoughts won’t fit the man

– and aren’t those words clever and charming and right? ‘He lives in another time.’ She really perceives things; her words are a delight to be hit over the head with. And the games are played so unobtrusively . . . ‘the queen’s in the [Coconut] Grove till the end of the year’ . . . everything you want is there – and more – and seldom too much, and for all the words you’re still most impressed by the music.

The songs are singable. The melodies are so specific you know she knew just what she wanted and found it every time and was delighted. Everything is a whole, a painting in which paints and colours and subject matter and movement and forms all are one in the act of creation, united through clarity of vision and will. Phrases return, are altered, sing across each other, simple patterns move their quiet movements and leave the touch of fingers on guitar to make announcements. Embellishment is the work of the performer; the composer has done the jobs of framework and appeal. Joni-as-performer appreciates and makes full use of the achievements of her composing self; as a team, these Jonies are as efficient and effective as any playwright-actor team could be.

She plays guitar like someone smiling at you; she knows the communicating impact of every movement each speaking finger makes. Her singing is not quite so clarion; it is harder to listen to your own voice, it takes more years to know; she is learning; she explores and, oh, so often she succeeds. And she is trying, and knows how to try; where to make the effort which means half the battle won. The listener can hear that, cannot help but be pleased, cannot help feeling more-than-content.

And she is pretty, which means her words and voice and face and music and she’s alive, which means the album; it is something you should welcome in your world.


Joni, The Seagull from Saskatoon

Karl Dallas, Melody Maker,
28 September 1968
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Talking to Joni Mitchell about her songs is rather like talking to someone you just met about the most intimate secrets of her life. Like peeping in a window on someone and then discussing with her what you have seen. Her songs are so personal.

They’re honest, too. The girl in the songs on her Reprise album isn’t all sweetness and light and she doesn’t seem to win the wholehearted approval of the writer herself.

‘Her heart is full and hollow like a cactus tree/While she’s so busy being free,’ she sings, in a full round voice that has a lot of Judy Collins in it – which is interesting, since Judy has recorded two of [Joni’s] songs and is putting more on her next album.

‘I’ve always admired Judy ever since I first started singing in Saskatoon, Canada, where I come from. Now we are close friends. But in those days I think I sounded more like Joan Baez. Since I started writing songs the range of my voice has extended downwards something like two octaves, which gives me a lot more freedom in the sort of melodies I’m writing.’

She certainly uses that freedom with long, free-ranging tunes that swoop down and soar up in ways that few except perhaps mesdames Baez and Collins could handle. In this they are unlike the deadpan, almost banal melodies used by her fellow Canadian, Leonard Cohen.

‘My lyrics are influenced by Leonard,’ she admits. ‘We never knew each other in Canada, but after we met at Newport last year we saw a lot of each other. My song “Marcie” has a lot of him in it, and some of Leonard’s religious imagery, which comes from being a Jew in a predominantly Catholic city, seems to have rubbed off on me, too.’

‘Marcie’ is about a girl waiting for a letter that never comes and who walks out of the last verse to go west again. Is Marcie Joni?

‘I suppose so, really. Marcie is a real girl, she lives in London. I used her name because I wanted a two-syllable name. But I’m the girl in all these songs. And the first song in the album, “I Had a King”, is about the breakup of my marriage.’

The album is one of the few I can think of – the others that spring to mind are Sgt. Pepper and the Mothers of Invention LPs – which successfully hangs together as a complete whole.

The title, written so subtly by the wings of flying seagulls on the cover that few people notice it, is Song to a Seagull. The first side is called ‘I Came To The City’ and the second side is called ‘Out of the City and Down to the Seaside’. Both are lines from songs on the second side.

‘The album does tell a story, though not necessarily in chronological order. Certainly the songs aren’t placed in the chronological order that I wrote them. As we were working on it, songs came up that would fit in. And, since it was finished, I’ve written others that could go into the sequence too.’

Joni is not doing too much writing at the moment. ‘I’m too hung up about what’s going on in America politically. I keep thinking, how can I sing “Night in the city looks pretty to me” when I know it’s not pretty at all, with people living in slums and being beaten up by police?

‘It was what happened in Chicago during the Democratic convention that really got me thinking. All those kids being clubbed. If I’d been wearing these Levis, they’d have clubbed me – not for doing anything, but this is the uniform of the enemy. That’s what they are beginning to call the kids today: the enemy. I keep trying to put what I feel into words, but it’s all been said so much better by other people. Strangely enough, a song I wrote at the end of last year, “The Fiddler and the Drum”, expresses what I feel now, though I wasn’t conscious of feeling that way then.’

Because Joni Mitchell was originally a painter – she designed the sleeve for her own album – the things that stick in the mind from her songs are all visual: the king she lost, painting the pastel walls of her home brown thinking of ladies in gingham while she is a girl dressed in leather. Michael, stirring puddles with a stick to change the taffeta patterns of an oil slick. Neon sign colours in the city ‘waltzing in time’. Traffic lights that are red for anger and green for envy. And all through this album, the seagull that wheels above you cries and then is suddenly gone.

I think Joni Mitchell is that seagull.


Memories of Joni

Ellen Sander, Rock’s Backpages, October 2012
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I was driving Stephen Stills to a Crosby, Stills & Nash recording session. It must’ve been 1969 and the subject of Joni Mitchell came up. Nothing unusual about that: ‘everyone’ was talking about her. ‘Every man within fifty feet falls in love with her,’ Stills let loose with that gravelly chortle, and his sideways grin told me that he was probably one of them.

I had occasion to listen to a private collection of some live tracks of Joni Mitchell recently and her voice was just soaring, rippling, traversing octaves, hitting that little yodelly break. From deep in a spiral of memories I fell into the same thrall as when her music was a frequent visitor in the air around me, as sweet as it gets, like seeing a sun rise just for you, pouring through backlit clouds in billowing hues.

I remember when I met her in New York (in Chelsea) and her first album, with that breathy folksy sound. And later exploring her lower register in the second album. After a couple of tours – and she’d moved to LA by then, to Laurel Canyon – she held her sides and told me she felt the muscles around her ribs bulking and remarked that she now understood why opera singers are so barrel-chested.

When I reviewed her first album, Song to a Seagull, for the New York Times (published 29 December 1968), I wrote that ‘Joni Mitchell’s songs are the product of her fascination with changes of heart, changes of mind, changes of season and changes of self . . . The songs about herself are songs for today’s independent young woman . . . “I Had a King” is a sad, backward glance at the artist’s broken marriage, without bitterness or self-reproach. “Cactus Tree” speaks of today’s young divorcee on the rebound “so busy being free”.’

What actually intrigued me, which I didn’t put in writing (because I didn’t know how to admit it), was how she handled a litany of relationships in her songs with such class and unapologetic confessional. Not to mention gorgeous melodies, exquisite lyrics. Nobody ever painted womanhood in such lithe watercolour strokes.

Her loves were also the fodder for reprehensibly gauche notice: Warner Brothers came out with a print ad for the first album with the headline of ‘Joni Mitchell is 90 per cent virgin’. Mitchell’s manager hit the roof and they pulled it immediately. I’m not sure where I actually saw it – perhaps in the trades? Rolling Stone, with a chart identifying her lovers, from rumour and from inference, once named her ‘old lady of the year’. Crude, rude and lewd. A woman articulating the nuances of relationships in explicit detail? And no remorse? I guess no groundbreaking work goes unpunished, even works executed with such poetic skill, dignity and insight.

I know for a fact it upset her very much. But it didn’t faze her, not one bit. Because in addition to her stunning, understated beauty, her extraordinary talents and taste, she’s got courage and lots of it. Personally and musically. She composes in modes few musicians can name, plies vocal lines with unexpected shifts and intervals and has forged a career that is unique.

People analyse her songs all the time to figure out who they are about. I happen to know exactly who ‘stood out like a ruby in a black man’s ear’ in ‘That Song About the Midway’, one of my favourites. And he certainly does. Even now.

She once told me the smartest thing anyone ever said about songwriting. People ask her all the time if a certain song is about such and so a person. She said that if you never tell whom the song is about, everybody thinks it’s them.

And I do. Joni Mitchell writes my life, the part of my life that connects with nature and romantic misadventure and womanhood and language and wondering under the night sky. And yours. What a gift.
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