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by joel menally

Joni Mitchell's '‘Mingus'—

An Interesting Collaboration

I have publicly confessed on any number of occasions
that I don’t understand jazz. I am not proud of such a
monumental personal failing. But no one ever taught me
the secret handshake.

Add to that the fact that in recent yun Joni Mitchell
has been getting more and more obscure to the point that
she has nearly succeeded in achieving opaque.

lomemdwnmlmmwﬁummhhglhld
learned from the music of Joni Mitchell. I got bogged
down right after “Joni Mitchell writes long songs.”

When it was announced that both of those forces were
coming together in an album collaboration between Ms.
Mitchell and the late jazz great, Charles Mingus, I ex-
pected the musical equivalent of the stuff Lamont
Cranston used to cloud men's minds.

As it turns out, the new Joni Mitchell album, “Mingus”
(Asylum), is an interesting experience even for a jazz
illiterate.

Most of the songs are collaborations with Joni's words
set to Mingus’ music. The two exceptions — songs that are
100 percent Mitchell — are in keeping with the dark tone of
the rest of the album.

And it is dark. Mingus died last January as this project
was taking shape. Joni writes that he had heard and ap-
proved every song except ““God Must Be A Boogie Man”
which she wrote two days after his death.

Interlaced between the songs are snatches of noisy
conversations with Mingus as he talks about his life and
his death.

‘The album opens with a tape from a noisy, happy bir-
thday party for Mingus — his 53rd or 54th, no one seems
quite sure which. It closes with “Goodbye, Pork Pie Hat.”

In between, there are some long songs. This time there
is little question about the nature of the point they are
making. Especially when the wolves start howling.

That chilling lmpmlmmt goes along with “The
Wnl!Thl(Uvulnundsey The song examines the dark
side of each of us as well as the evil in our collective
society. The tone is set by the malevolent guitar of Ms.

Mitchell.

Other songs are not as blunt, but they are no less
cynical. “Sweet Sucker Dance” sadly describes life as
pretense. “‘The Dry Cleaner from Des Moines” is one of
life's few winners and he is a jerk, a “Midas in a polyester
suit.”

Joni Mitchell's voice wraps itself around those words
and her guitar punctuates them.

Muldaur: The Compleat Pop Performer

Maria Muldaur is the compleat earthy, yaknow?" Muldaurhas a casual, old R&B tune, “That's the Way Love Is,"
vocalist, and one of the most dynamic but strong stage presence and relates by Bobby Blue Bland.
performing singers on the pop scene well to her audience.

A new song, “Wheeler Dealer,” was

today — observations borne out by her  She even played a competent fiddle on dedicated to “all the real estate wheelers

Guerneville concert last weel

‘The *“Midnight all.heOssIs" lndylmn Mountain Home." The songstress then
belted out an electrifying version of an

Marin County came to the River Theater
for two shows Thursday night. Wearing
her trademark white hibiscus in her hair,
black slacks and a loose blouse, Muldaur
ran through an hour's worth of material
that ranged from vintage blues and jazz
tunes to a sampling of songs from her
new album, “Open Your Eyes.”

Muldaur has a pure, powerful voice

that is remarkably adaptable to almost
any type of material she chooses to sing.
And she has fine taste in choosing her
songs.
Opening with Allen Toussaint’s gutsy
“‘Brickyard Blues", she proceeded to do
a Jimmie Rodgers ballad, “Any Old
Time” and a soft, sultry rendition of
Billie Holliday's *‘Lover Man."

After introducing her six-piece band,
which includes ex-Dan Hicks guitarist
John Girton, ace hornman Jim
Rothermel and her younger sister Becky
on backup vocals, Muldaur did the
obligatory act of performing her big 1974
hit “Midnight at the Oasis.”

Someone from the lndlence yelled out,
“What sign are you?"" Without batting an
eye, she : “Virgo. With a Moon
in Libra and Libra rising. We talk real

Maria Muldaur =

Dolly Parton's song ‘“Tennessee and dealers, the ones Lord Buckley

called ‘greed heads’."
Muldaur wound up the show with

Despite the anger and bitterness of Mingus' music,
there are some lighter moments. The recorded con-
versations are worth it just to hear Mingus dare to shatter
amyth about all black jazz and blues singers by allowing
as how "I never had it too herd, you know."

““Goodbye Pork Pie Hat" is a tribute to another jazz
musician whose early career and racial battles paralleled
those of Mingus. With the death of Mingus, it takes on a
different shade of meaning.

In spite of myself, I fam.d the nyk growing on me. Da
doobie, doobie, doobie brothers. .

+ + +

There were a couple of reasons that I wanted to like
John Cougar before I ever even heard him.

One was the sheer audacity of that name. (He is really
John Mellencamp.) The other was that it is about time
there was a big rock star from Seymour, Ind.

‘The best reason of all, though, is listening to his album,
“John Cougar” (Riva).

Here is a big new unknown star on the level of Steve
Forbert and John Hiatt.

Cougar currently has moved to the big city of
Bloomington, Ind., where he writes good urban rock
songs. (Is that legal in Indiana?) He creates hookers
named Punchin’ Judy and urban cowboys named Jeffrey
Jack and they hang out at places like the Sodom and
Gomorrah roadhouse.

He has a good blues edged rock voice that is particularly
good on the sad “Taxi Dancer” and his tribute to “The
Great Midwest” where “they get up on Sunday, go to the
church of their choice, come back home, cook out in the
backyard.”

‘The last major talent to come out of Bloomington, Ind.,
was Bobby Helms singing the legendary “Jingle Bells
Rock.” You may find this hard to believe, but John
Cougar is even better.
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“Heart of Fire," a rather
song from the new LP, Dan Hicks'
“Walking One and Only” and an anti-
disco song, ““There’s No More Dancing in
the Streets.”

Although the audience seemed
satisfied, there were a couple of
problems, thought not with Muldaur's
performance itself.

She did not take the stage until about §
o'clock, a full 1% hours after the an-
nounced 7:30 starting time for the early
show. The opening act, a clown-magician
named Scorby, entertained the
customers for about 45 minutes, then
there was about a half-hour wait before
Muldaur came on. If she had been able to
star sooner, it would have allowed her to
sing a bit longer before she had to stop to
let the crowd file in for the second show.

The other problem was the heat, which
made the theater oppresslvdy warm and
stuffy without any air conditioning or
circulation. But that seems to be a
situation that summer audiences just
have to learn to live with in old theaters
like the River and others.
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