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. INTERVIEW: KRISTINE McKENNA

USED TO love Joni
Mitchell’s music but I stopped
listening to it once I realised that
The Dream girls get raised on
wasn't good for me. I can’t say
that I've replaced it with a
better dream, but that one was a
definite dead end, and it was all
I was hearing in Mitchell’s
music.

So, around 1972 — after ‘Blue’ — I
shifted my allegiance elsewhere.

Then, over the next ten years, while I
wasn't watehing, Joni made some drastic
revisions in her telling of The Dream. Her
thoughts on the white picket fence happy
ending became increasingly convoluted and
oblique, and a lot more interesting.

One of the major stars to emerge from
the '60s, Mitchell was the quintessential
folk-rock old lady of the Woodstock era; her
persona as a sweet beauty on a quest for
spiritual growth sent her reeling in and out
of ill-fated romances.

Simplicity and eandour were admired
qualities in the Dylanesque ‘60s, and
Mitchell’s confessional writing style
coupled with her imaginative melodic ear,
vielded some of the most popular standards
of the folk-rock canon. An exquisitely
controlled vocalist capable of yodelling
octave leaps, Mitchell accompanied herself
on exotically tuned guitars. She sounded
unique and pretty, so that when her debut
collection of dainty warblings from the
battlefront of love came out in 1968, she
was an instant star.

The sunny childhood of Mitchell’s career
culminated in 1971 with ‘Blue’, considered
by many to be her finest work. Although
she scored three hit singles with her 1974
release ‘Court And Spark', she'd already
begun to tinker with the lucrative song
formula she'd perfected and was edging out
of the glaring pop spotlight and into the
world of jazz. h

Her music began to streteh out and took on
more air and space. Structurally her albums
evolved from being collections of songs, into
fluid, interwoven symphonie compe
cinematic feel; ethereal music embell!
ethnic rhythms and flourishes of jazz, floating
around a loosely sketched s i

Her melodies were now
creatures thal required speci
survive. Her contemporaries stopped covering
her compositions becanse who else but Mitchell
could sing them? Her voice, too, had become so
elegant and arch it was downright air
conditioned.

This phase peaked in 1975 with *The Hissing Of
Summer Lawns', Mitche t album to reach
the Top Ten. The musical equivalent of & story
by Ann Beattie, ‘Hissing' was an essay on the

spiritual bankruptey of America’s upper middle

class, and a work of jarring disillusionment.
The wide-eyed lass of Lhe '60s who'd penned
such anthems of hope 18 ‘Woodstoek' had clearly

seen a lot in the intervening years.

B

Mitchell's involvement in jazz deepened, while
the eynicism she expressed on “The Hissing Of
Summer Lawng' subsided into just plain
weariness on her next albums, ‘Helira' and ‘Don
Juan's Reckless Daughter’, which dealt with
escape, lost innocence and the parched purity of
the American Southwest.

Mitchell completed her transition from pop
singer Lo jazz vocalist in 1978, when she

collaborated on an album with jazz great Charles
Mingus, which was his last work prior to his
death in 1979,

Gone in rambling across the musical map for

nigh on seven years, Mitchell had let that white
picket fence get a mite run down and had
completely estranged herself from her early
fans. Joni, we hardly knew ye, they moaned . . .

Mitchell's new album “Wild Things Run Fast”
should help quiet the grumblings of fans who've
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been anxiously awaiting her return to the pop
song format. It's easily the most mainstream
work she's done in years, including a vocal duet.
with Lione] Richie, and a version of Lieberand
Stoller’s (You're So Square) Baby 1 Don't Care’,
which has been released as a single. She's
preaently in the midst of preparing for an
extensive tour — her first in three yeurs —
which kicks off in Japan in February, takes her
through New Zeulund, Australia, Eurape and
concludes in Ameriea in mid-'83.

As Mitchell herself puts it, she's most.
definitely “back in the harneas”,

{interviewed her one afternoon at her
manager's office on Sunset Boulevard,
Expecting a cool, aloof rock stur, I was
pleusantly surprised to find a4 warm und open
woman of impressive Intelligence. Mitehall
sdmits that The Dream didn't turn out to be as
simple 25 we'd onee hoped, but even betier, she
loughs about it.

Yes! Joni Mitchell, legendary for her incurably
sick heart, actually has 4 terrific sense of
bumour.

QU HAVE a reputation for being
reluctam to nveet with the preas. Why do yon
dislike being interviewed?

There are many reasons. First of all, the form
doesn't bring out what ! feel are the most
interesting parts of me. I'm full of vignettes and
Atories, but it takes the associative process that's
at work in a conversation b bring them out. In
an interview you're flelding questions aboul
ideas and feelings that you probably haven't
thought through, and your initial responzes
aren’t always accurate. Then you're held to these
impr:lvimioml comments that are often very
stupid.

And the relutlonahip between the interviewer
and interviewee is sometimes kind of Jike a trial.
[ don't know what kind of peer group pressure
Journaliats are subjactad to, but it seems they
often look on the celebrated person with
animosity. You feel like you're going into ewemy
camp, asifit'sa heavy competitive spast or
something, and you've got ta be on gugril all the
time — which obviously doesn't lead to a very
goud exchunge.

I've been in this business ¥ long time and have
noticed Lhis reeurring pattern that goes — if nice
Lhings were 2aid about you lest year, then this
yearit’s your turnto get attacked. I happen to be
atthe point in the cycle where {'m due for nice
things.

As [ recall, your last record ‘Mingue’ got fairly
goud reviews,

They were mixed. There was a tot of
cantroversy around the racard, which is good.
The European press and the jazz press seemed to
have a faitly good understanding of it, although
some jazz eircles thought it was presumptuous

_for a white woman to work with Charles who had
a veputation of being racist — which wasn't true
at all. He was just outapoken about black
problems.

The pop preas didn't know what to do with the
record go they either ignored it, or treated it as
some kind of breach of orthodoxy, asif 1'd beena
cathalic and auddenly became a baptist. They
called it pretentious and a lot of the kinds of
-adjectives that imply, don't you know what you
ure?! It just seems to be human nature to
typecast. Friends even do it ta one another, so
it's not just the prese or record buyers. For an
artist, once your audience realises that change is
part of your style, they sssume an attitude of,
what will he do next? — und then you're home

ree,
1think that finally, after 15 years of making
records, people have adjusted to the fact that [
change and my changes are more comfortable
noW.
Many people see your musie ak befng very
much Interiwlned with the myth of Los
Angeles. Has LA played a prominent role in
shaping your atyle?

No more than New York has, There's a lot of
New York mythology in the songs too. ] was
living in New York when I made my first albums
and that environment inspired many of the songs
~— ‘Chelsea Morring’, Marcie’. Thadn't quite
gotten hold of that city’s wavelength at that
point, und it was a period of disenchantment for
me. Plus, New York's self-csteem as a city was
atalow ebb then.

Do you think there's any truth to the cliches
about Los Angeles?

It's definitely true that the city suffers from a
lack of community, but the geography herve
doean’t allow for that. And yes, it (s a rather
indulged, spolled place but there are good people
here too.

HAT DR} you wee aa the
recurring themes in your music?
Well, there's ecology, although I did throw
cigurette butty out the window the other day sa I

have no right to talk. (Laughing) Of caurse, the
anatomy of the love crime {8 my favaurite
subject. There are many kinds of love and there
doesn't have to be a victim for it to be love, but
the big hurt and the big pay-off seem o be the
most popular form of love. T think that's just a
bad habit this culture has becsuse there ure
cultures where love doesn't work that way.
Your munic is sometimes desctibed nx being
introspertive v the poinl of moroseness, Ig
that a Fair assessment?

Mozt of my writing has dealt with the inner
landscape, and we're living in a time when a lot of
people have become numbed-out adrenalin
addiets. § write about personal, inner intricacies,
and people who prefer not to deal with those
things probably do aee my music as depressing. T
think depression i generally misunderstood
though. [ hate to get poetic on you, but it's sart
of like winter and in necessary for further
blooming.

Do you have 10 be in & winter state of mind to
write?

It helps, because i you're rolling along having
areal good time you're less likely to put yourself
in the isolation that writing demands.

T admit that [ am an overdy-sensitive person. [
have akind of loud antenns and sometimes I pick
Vp too much, to the point that it becomes chaotie,
but [ don't see myself a8 a melancholy person.
My wonder is still intact and I laugh a lot.
‘There’s certainly plenty in life to make us sad
and pensive though. This is kind of 2 weird
anticlimax to the industrial revalution we're
living in?

‘What aspect of your carser have you found
mast, diffleult?

I love the behind the scenes processes and go
willingly to a canvag or recording studio, but it is
hard for me to work up enthusiasm for touring
and doing intevviews, So, T guean I find the more
public aspects hard.

AS FAME forced you telead an
inzulated life?

No, on the contrary. But then, that's kind of 2
hasty thing to say.

Fame does cause you w geL very unnstural

from people. Somebody will cull you an
asshole in 8 public place, then someune tells that
person wha you are and they light up like a
Christmas tyee.

1 receive an inordinate amount of affection,
whlch is alovely thing, but sometimes,

g on your owh unduluting patterns of
self—eo{eem it can be terrifying. l{your
self-esteem is at a low ebb and you're being
showered with affection it seems out of whack.
It's like someone you feel nothing for Lelling you
they love yan. It's » weird feeling.

Iwas very maladjusted to fame in the
beginning, and it’s taken me ten years to learn to
deal withit. It was easily the biggest upheaval in
my life and when it first hit, it was so extreme
that when people looked at me I wunted to
shrivel up. T just couldn’t get used to people
sucking in their breath when 1 walked by, But 1
ingist on my *ight Lo move about the world and [
goa lot of places by myself — 38 a writer, you
have ta.

Every few years I take off on u long car trip by
myself and [ encounter people in little
reatuvrants in the boonies who know me, and 'm
as eapabie of being comfortable with that as they
are. My relationships really sort of depend on
how comtortable the other person is with my
career. If thay're toa im) by me what
usually happens is, the firat time I show any
vigns of heing human they're disappointed and
they attack! (Laughing)

You know, ane of the things that attracted me
to the jazz world was the fact that a lot of jazz
people didn't know who I was and there was no
phenomenon surrounding me there — [ found
thut delicious. [ also lika the fast that the jaze
world allows you to grow old gracefully, whereas
pop rmusle is completely aligned with youth.

wumhmcw-yw vedane 1got
the Lmpresaabon that you d jazz to be
the auperior [orm compared with pop.

1 have to admit that ‘Nefferttiti', and same of
Miles Davis' romantic musie is something I've
always revered and looked to as ‘the real ghit". To
e il hud Incredible contours, depth, whimsy —
it had everythlng. Miles had the ful] musical
talent: a gift of cornpurition, shading, emotion,
everything was there.

At the time when that music came into my life,
pop was in & formularised, simplistic phase. [t
had fallen into the hands of producers and been
packaged for commerce, and a ot of it was very
sterile. Of eourse, that happens to every musical
form at one time vt snother, and thena
temporary messiah comes along und revitalises
it. The Beatles brought new blood to reek’n"roll
after a very bland period, and punk brought
same new textures in a8 well. Punk interested
me gs an act of revolution, but its strength was in
soeial rather than musical ideas. T keep hoping
that something mosical will flawer out of it,

You once commanted that Eambert,
Hendricks And Ross’ “The Hotteal New Saund
In Jazz' was your ‘Meet The Bealles’ — the
First music that completely thrilled you. What
was |1 about that music you found so
8ppealing?

[t just had & sassiness and dexLerity that I
Toved. People talk about punk having un atlitude
but that music really had attitude! It was
suphisticated, wry, and it just really swung. The
harmonies were g0 far out ['d sit there thinking,
Wow! How cin they do that?

ID YOU grow up in a liberal,
bohemian atmosphere?

Not really. I recently went home ta this sort of
ctass reunion and met 2 man I didn’t remember
a5 a child, hut whe lived seross the street from
my best friend Frankie. Frankie was a piano
pradigy who could play the church organ when he
was saven years old, and [ thought he was just
splendid. He and I were the only amst;. in wbnt
was b Iy a real jock

This man I met never tiked Frlnk)e and
wouldn't play with him when they were kids, and
at this reunion he said to me, You know, you and
Frankie were the only creative people in a town
where everyone threw balls and stones. So,
liberal? No.

Have there been pivotal epizodes in your life
that shaped you ag an artist?

Yes: [ was an only child, 1 had a lot of
childhood illnesses, and we maved alot. Yaou can
see in early pictures of me that T started out ss
an extroverted, hammy kid. But a number of
moves, then polio, searlet fever, chicken pox
bordering on smaflpox, nearly dying with
measles — ali that isolsled me a lot. Every
summer all the kide that threw balls and stones
would hang out at the lake, but my family wauld
pile into the car and drive someplace like
Minnesota.

Do you see your new record &2 a step back in
the direction of pop?

I don't see it & a step back, but rather aga
synthesis of a lot of things I've done, Thereisa
return to rock steady rhythme which 1'd
sbandoned for a while gimply because I was sick
of the backbeat, but { think the music is quite
progressive. And there ia still a lot of jazz in the
vocal phrasing.

What sorl af rules and boundaries do you set
for yoursell when you work?

During the making of an album I become zort
of musically narrow minded, yet open at the
same time. I'm kind of hard to please because I'm
looking for something frexh that J haven't heard
before, but ! can't usk for it because I don't know
what it is — yet.

[ like to hear avery mugician play with a ripe,
blooming personality rather than lock theminto u
military drill. The records are very much a
coltaboration between myself and the musiciuns 1
work with. A musical talent is a complex thing
and there aren't many peopie who have all of its
faveis. There are players who have power,
dexterity and technique, byt perhaps aren't
aware of subtlaties in structure, Or maybe they
don’t listen to the Lyrics and play licks instead of
moods, and I'll have to lead them to shade the
song in a particular way.

Generally 'm very pleased with the new
record because I think the musicians did play
more than just notes.

What sord of thinga do you keep in mind in
laylng down a vocal track?

Unless a song means gomething ta you you're
not gonna get any magic, and that's all there is to
it. L have an acute sensitivity to false sexuality or
falae emotion in a voice. Mouns and =
OK if they're stylised to the point of parody, but
if it'a trying to pass itself off as real heart, it
uensally just seems like bad acting.

De you think moet people have a finely tuned
enough ear that they re able to detect that kind
of falsity?

Yes, I think pe«:il;hmr music more
comprehensively they know, bu it varics
how much a person will connect what he senses

to his intellect. For le, on
‘Shadows Arnd Light’ there's a spot where 26
voices are overdubbed and they're all tangled up
together. One of the voices was really vut of
tune, bat the way we'd wurked up the place made
il impossible for us to correct it. David Geffen
came Lo hear the ong at a playback &nd when it
hit that note he noticeably started, asif a doctor
had hit his knee to check his reflexes. After the
thing was over [ asked him if he'd heard a sharp
note and he said no. T told him your mind may
aot've heard it but your body did!

Yes, [ think they do have that quality. I should
preface this by saying that I think of the elbum
ax a modern form comparsble to s symphony or
ronata. Maest of todsy's suriods muzicians aren’t
guing inta classical music, they're getting into
the popular recording industry, so T think it has
to be taken seriously. As far ag the cipematle
qualities in my nusic, there's one technigue in
particular that [ use that's sart of like sticking
clipe of old newsreels in u film.

For instance, in ‘Harry's House’, a song on
“The Hissing Of Sutnmer Lawns', Linserted 3
passage of ‘Centerpicee’, which is an obd
Lamberl, Hendricks And Ross song. On the new
album there’s a song called ‘Chinese Cafe’, that
ineludes bits of *Unchained Melody' and ‘Will You
Still Love Me Tomorrow'.

Does the idea of having hit singles still interest
ou?
¥ As we were making this ulbum we found
ourselves suying, Gee, that sounds like a single.
But I really don't know what a single in 1982 is.
I'm interezted in musieal trends so I listen ta the
radio a lot and most of what they play reminds of
that bana) spel! in the early 60y when music went
through a very anti-intellectiut phase.

I really think thut Bobby Dylan and that
movement — we did our part in growing up the
American pop song, but I don't find much deep
thought in the musie on the radio right now. And
by dewp I don’t mean it has to be down — there
isn't even much wit in current popular music.

T know you're presently very involved in .
your work az a visual artist. If your earcerasa
painter took off would you be tontent to leave
music in the past?

I'm there already. I've ulways considered
myself u painter first and a musician second. My
ynain drive is (o paint and sinee I turned this
recorad in I've had no desire to pick up an
instrument. When I made this album [ wanted it
o be my swan gong becanse ina way it
summarises everything I've got to say about
love. Tt was to be my lust record for ElekLra, but
5 it turns out, it’s the first of five records 11l do
for Geffen Records —and thare are days when [

regret making that commitment.

David's pretty good with me though. We're
fricnds — we lived together for a few years. He
knows | wanted to guit sa [ don't think he'll
pressure me. But T'm sort of like 2 goud girlin
that when I make 2 ¢ammitment I pressure
myself, and T told him look, if I sign up for five
years I'll be baek vnder the harness and I'l] make
myself do it.

Why did you make that cornmitment if your
heart ie in painting?

COut of some kind of vhedience I guess, There is
=ome logic to the decision though. The new atbum
i3 good and hax the potential of reaching a lot of
people and I haven't made an album too many
prople conld relate to in a long time, So the ides
ts to get a Jot of mileage out of it and then [ can
afford to drop back.

Does it frusirate you that you're knownusa
musician rather than as a painter?

No, because I haven't come into my talent asa
painter yet. I've been puinting all my life, but T
haven't reached my stride and the work is really
Jjust beginning to ripen.

Will your career in pop work for or agalnst you
in trying to break into the fine arts world?

Rasically, I've got twa strikes against me.
First, 2 woman has to be twice as good as & man
tn make it in the 2rt world. Second, coming into
the fine art world from the pop field, you've got
dilettante written all over you. My friends in
New York have told me that if I show my
paintings in Los Angeles first, I'll be categorised
as a movie star painter like Henry Fonda, or Red
Skelton, whe paints clowns.

RE YOU looking forward to
touring again?
T'm logk forward to munng, but I'm dreading
the ret 1, Idon't hing! T don't

You've always d to get by prod
your own alhums. Is producing an mrntzd
skill?

[ onee tried working with a producer on a song
for my second album and it nearly broke my
heart. He was ro fusey about his sound that if 1
closed my eyes and swayed off the microphone
he had a fit. The guy was constantly hitting the
button and he made me a narvous wreek.

David Crosby did produce my first album, but
he did it with the idea that he’d keep producers
off me,

For the most part, producers are spirit
bruisers. They're formula people who usually
anly know what's been before. They hire a player
for what he’s played befaye and I don't want a
musician who recycles old licks. It's not going to
thrill me untess he comes up with something that
swrprises him too.

What step in the music making process is moat
likely to prove the undoing of a recurd?

Cocaine! There are entire albuma that would
probably be different if that drug didn't exist.
Caoraine seals of f the heart and creater a very
intellestual mood. It takes all vour energy out of
your spine and sends it right up to your brain,

OUR RECORDS are somelimes
deseribed a8 being clnematie, Do you think
that's an accurate desexiption?

even ber the titlen of some of the 20ngs on
the new album. The pust is the past. My manager
Elliot Roberts geve me s pep talk the other day
Run Joan! Swim Joan! He says that when you're
pushing £0 you have o run buck and forth Jike
Mick Jagger. I told him to just push me autina
wheel chwr and I'd do the whole set sitting down.
Whe is yaur audience now? What sorts of
people do expect will cume to the shows?

Eliiot tells me that most of my andience is dead
already! (Laughing) I expect that kids who are
unfamiliar with my music will make up the bulk
of the audience for these concerts because there
seem ta be Jarge numbers of kids turning out
right now 1o see the old guard perform before
they erpak!

‘What sort of show do you plan?

I don't know — maybe I'l] just go out there and
throw paint at a canvas and hum.

You seem to be in a prelty good frame of mind
about the tour, and things In general.

Yeuh, Tthink I'm learning to secept life. You
Jjusl get up every day and try to make the most of
it, Hopefully you'll see or feel something in the
course of that day that makes it worthwhile,
There have been times when I feared I might be
done in by the confliet around me, but I think
Liat the major crises of my life are behind me
now. And every time I flirt with one of tham
again I get the dreaded feeling it's going to latch
on and stick Lo me, but it naver does, This isn't to
imply that I've safved anything, becanse nothing
is ever dealt with and done with, and buman
belngx are always in conflict. And foran artist,

10 run away from conflict is the kiss of death.
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