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The hissing of
summer lawns
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When Jond Mitchell thinks about
confession, two things come to mind:
witeh hunts and Catholle priests, To
be held up &8s the exemplar of confies-
sional songwriting is not her prefer-
ence, This somes through In
Michelle Mercer's study "Wl You
Take: Me gz T Am: Joni Mitehell's Blue
Period,” considering Mitchell's caresr
Irom the release of her album "Bhue” in
1971 through the 1976 release of “Heji-
me

What distinguishes this work from
standard celebrity profiles is that it
reads like & collection of cultural es-

We learn shout Mitchell's Cana-
dian childhood alongside an examing-
tion of how landscape afferts musical
style. Mitchell’s relatlonship with
Lennard Cohen comes during an anal-
yals of the difference between songs
and postry. We see how Mitchells
chilihood bout with pofio led to her

ereation of unconveniional chord ar-

ts, her “chards of Inquiry.” A
discussion of 5t Augustine s used to
demonsteate her thoughts on confes-
shonal songwriting.

"Wl Yiou Take Me™ I8 als a work of
literary criticism. Mercer references
Plato's allegary of the cave and Sylvia
Plath, James Joyes and Annke Dillard,
She does not shy away from tangents,
some suceessful, as when she links the
dogmia of folk tradition to T'S. Elint's
eriticism; and some not so. such as
dips into associstive logic and Fou-
cault. As she explores the distinetions
among corfessional, autobiographical
and . Mercer uses har
subject’s own words (she conducted a
trove of interyviews with Mitehell) to i1
lustrate Ier thesis that Mitchell
halped make the personal songwriters
af the late "80s and early 'Tis the liter-
WFY SUACEREOTE L0 the Bagls,

Mercer plays with the jdes of
Mitchell as modern-diy St Augus-
tine, deseribing how they both take on
dual rokes of protegonist and narrator,
A recurring themse is that Mitchell has
suffered from her audience's inability
to separate these identities. A coexist-
ence of wisdom and misanthropy, ex-
emplified when Mitehell reveals she

Pibe granin

COMPLEX WOMAN: Joni Mitchell's artistic output from “Blue" in
1571 through 1876°s “Hejira” is essayed in “Will You Take Me as 1 Am.”

hates Augustine, ts characteristie of
the persona she develops here. At one
paoint, Mitehell mentions the impetus
behind her revelations in song io
ahow fans “who they're worshiping.”
Mitehel, who has a reputation as
belng somewhil mperious, seems ir-
ritated that the world may never rec-
ognize her work 85 an incarnation of
the Cireat American Novel However,
the question of lack of humility canmot.
hedp bart invobve her identity as a wom-
an. Many men who are notably pomp-
ous are often seen as charming —
Mick Jagger, Kanye West,
Mailer — but Mitchell's ego can come

across 88 irksome. For example, she
attributes her nabllity to remember
peopie’s names to not having encugh
room in her mind for proper nouns be-
eaiise of all her (deas,

In general, gender appears to be a
fraught ares for Mitehell, she | espe-
cially critical of other female artists.
Memeer  describes  how  differently
Mitchell was treated when engaged in
the same pursuits ss her mek eon-
temporanies. There is a tension in the
binnk betwesn not wanting Mitchell to
be seen as the female maseot of her
generation and Mitchell's continual
desire to be “one of the boys™: Graham

Mash, James Taylor, Leonard Cohen,
Jackson Browne and Nell Young. But
alihough Mitehell insists on being
seer i & slimple toimboy whe prefers
the company of men. her more than
platonie relationships with many of
the “boys" complicates the issue, Mear-
eer seems to imply that Mitchell used
the loss of man's love s her muase,

Mereer's role is inconsistent in &
wuy thst serves almost as a formal
tribute to Mitehell. The author fluctu-
ates between being absent from the
text, objectively relating events, and
belng very present, Interjecting per-
sondl narrabive and subjective oritl-
clam. A tale of a camping trip Merer
toak with an ex-boyfrend and his fa-
ther becomes noscreed against Dan
Fogelberg as some kind of sellout bo-
gy, Mercer clearly enjoys lan
guage play and appreciates Mitchell's
lyries; sometimes the author's meta-
phors are so strange as to be strikingly
effietive: The somy “Sisotowbell Lane"
has “the atmosphers of Louisa May
Aleott’s 'Little Women' crashing s
Dungeons & Dregons game.” With few
expeptions, Mercer stays true to her
Intention to focus on the lterary merit
af Mitehsll's fores of lyric and melody.

Fortunately, Mercer doesrt take
her subject or hersell too seriously.
Bhe addresses nuances of Mitchell's
#FL that have not been adequately ree-
ognized but does not Hondze her
Rather, Mitehell is revenled s a com-
plieated womnn for whom betng wide
Iy liked is both anathema and & great
need, It's not chear whether Mitchell
doesm't enre how you take her or cares
too much.

Dabey is a Los Angeles-based writer.
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