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A Tribute to Joni Mitchell

Assembling a cover of Joni Mitchell’s “Free Man in Paris” required more than a few musical somersaults. Who can possibly surmount Joni’s rollercoaster vocal lines with all those odd syntaxes and off beat pronunciations? My final attempt was less homage and more deconstruction, unfortunately. But I was most unprepared for one unlikely obstacle: David Geffen. 

The song is built around one long speech tag, attributed to Geffen, laid out verbatim, extracted, perhaps, from some offhand remark he let slip in passing: a complaint about the headaches of the music industry. If taken at his word, Geffen comes off as wary of the work and responsibilities of the entertainment business, pining for a romantic vacation in Paris. The obvious irony, of course, is that Geffen’s indignation is aimed at the very industry he helped create. His imprint on the business spans from discovering celebrated songwriters (including Joni Mitchell herself) to producing movie blockbusters (like “Risky Business”) to fashioning one of the largest new Hollywood film companies (DreamWorks), making him one of the most successful men in the industry. 

Self-righteously, perhaps, I pretend not to understand Geffen’s point of view on matters of the music business. I consider myself part of the New Populist Approach, in which artists no longer rely on the “star-stoking machinery” of the music industry, and instead focus on more sustainable means motivated by modesty, autonomy, community, loyalty (and other benign abstractions). I’ve embodied the voices of presidents, writers, and killer clowns, but David Geffen seemed like a stretch. What could we possibly have in common? 

Probably more than I’d like to admit. On closer inspection, I came to find the song is not so much a pretentious tirade but more a simple gripe. It summarizes a universal predilection of the workingman: The Day Job. Even a job in music can be tedious, drudging, infuriating, and monotonous. Haven’t we all grown wary of phone calls? Wouldn’t we all love to outrun the marathon of work schedules and business calendars? Haven’t we all objectified the cobbled streets, the cafes and cabarets of Paris? 

In this light, my approach became less an exercise in empathy, and more an experiment of the imagination. What would it sound like if David Geffen had, in fact, left the humdrum of the music industry for a fantasy weekend getaway to Paris? I decided to conjure up a party song, with strings and trumpets and trombones and vibraphones marching in a parade down the Champs Elysees to the Arc de Triomphe, all lit up with fireworks. Wouldn’t we all like to be there right now, dancing around bare-foot, tipping a glass of Champagne?

—Sufjan Stevens

It is hard to even begin to talk about what Joni Mitchell means to me.
The first record of hers I discovered was Don Juan´s Daughter; I was around fourteen, fifteen and I knew it by heart (still do, every instrument, every noise, every word). I would love to cover sometime some of the songs of that album but they might be too sacred for me, too immaculate for me even to be able to suggest that they might be done in any other way. At that age my love for her was very intuitive and limitless with total ignorance of her meaning in North America in the hippy era, for example. I guess now later when I am a bit more knowledgeable about foreigners and history and context and such things I understand better her importance to the world and why she made such an impact on a teenage girl in Iceland (who had never left the island at that point, actually).
 
In a music-world ruled by males she continues to be the only one (except perhaps Kate Bush) who created an all-female universe with intuition, wisdom, intelligence, craftsmanship, and courage: had the guts to set up a world driven by extreme female emotion, almost any other female out there is fronting an already male-made sensibility. Joni got a group of musicians to play with her but they were following a female heart. This might not be the place to go into details; I could write pages about it…for example her chord progression is very chromatic and grows like a plant, unpredictable and growing in all different directions (as you all know, she tuned her guitar strings very differently than others)…not the white Christian male c-g-f rock, boy-scout chords that are clean and square and

deny the existence of nature. And there is no space to even go into her lyrics here, which are heavyweight literature,

especially in the context of popular music.

 
And as I grow older I am forced to admit a very, very sad truth (something I promised I would never do, but…): we are living in a rock white male world and because of this Joni is being ignored while someone like Bob Dylan for instance has become a saint.
 
This album has gathered musicians together to show a little of their love and respect for Joni Mitchell.
 
Let’s hope it takes part in inspiring the respect she deserves.
—Björk

It was an American friend named David Linger who suggested that I pay attention to this woman Joni Mitchell and her music. This was in London, where I lived in exile for two-and-a-half years. Soon I was standing pretty close to the stage of the Isle of Wight Festival, seeing the young lady David had talked about, a dulcimer on her lap, reacting to an overexcited fan in the audience to “give us some respect”, then resuming her singing with this incredible high pitched voice. Later I heard recordings that showed how miraculously musical that voice was. Back in Brazil, eventually I was amazed by her Mingus record, filled with loose guitar strings that seemed to x-ray Mingus’s bass timbers. Over the years, through choice or chance, I would go back to her musical personality.

Once I read in a newspaper here that she had been in Rio, incognito. Soon there was “Dreamland” with Canada seen from Brazil. When I had the honor to be invited to join those paying homage to her in a record, I immediately thought of “Dreamland”. I asked my son Moreno to help me work on it. I knew what I wanted to do but was terrified with the difficulty of the many words that floated over the percussion. 

 

Moreno not only gave me courage: he told me how in love he himself was with Joni’s music. It had not been me who introduced her work to him. It was Chrissie Hynde, a friend of his who turned him on to it. We spent, Moreno and I, many nights together studying how to face the challenge of “Dreamland” and listening to Blue. It was a dream indeed to hear again those heavenly recordings, this time with my son. In the end we invited Wilson das Neves, master of Rio samba percussion, who brought a genius disciple, and together created a structure for the track according to the way I sang the song. Daniel Carvalho worked all the way through the process, solving the sound problems Moreno and I presented. 

I wanted Brazil to answer to Joni Mitchell’s call. Discretely. Modestly. But passionately. 

—Caetano Veloso

It’s daunting how much you can take from Joni Mitchell every time you listen to her, because every aspect of her music is compelling: Her lyrics and the meaning they convey; the harmony, melody and structure of her songs, her totally unique approach to playing the guitar and piano; or the bands she assembled for various records. I always return to her records because they yield new pleasure and insight after repeated listening.

The singular quality of Joni Mitchell’s singing, viewing her voice purely as an instrument without even considering her lyrics, has influenced me the most directly in my own (more often voiceless) music. Because this project was about Joni Mitchell’s music, I tried to convey that quality in a more conscious way than I usually would for my take on her song here, “Don’t Interrupt The Sorrow”. When a jazz musician interprets the melody of a song, the way that he or she will impart his or her identity on it is to a large degree dependent on the liberties he takes with the rhythm: A great rendering of a standard, sung by someone like Billie Holiday or Dinah Washington, is full of rhythmic deviations from the original written score, and those deviations constitute, in part, their unique styles—it’s where the meat of the music is. Because Joni Mitchell is both songwriter and singer, her songs come to us a bit like some quintessential versions of great standards—except that the interpreter is also the composer. 

Learning to play her music, if you are one, like me, who likes to at least initially show attentive fidelity to the original melody (after years of hearing butchered melodies at jam sessions, where the songs are used merely as improvisational vehicles), is challenging in a similar way, perhaps, to learning some of the great Brazilian standards: Joni Mitchell is like Jobim or Chico Buarque in that, when they are all singing their own songs, if you sit down and listen a bit more analytically, you can imagine a more simple version of the melody that would act as a template of sorts—one that they are happily departing from in their own performance. The trick to playing this music is to split the difference between what you imagine is the ideal melody proper and the version as rendered by the singing composer.

Joni Mitchell’s unique rhythmic approach to melodies has to do, for me, with a total conversational ease that you can really hear on the original version of “Don’t Interrupt The Sorrow”. It’s like she’s talking to you, or talking to herself—a wonderful feeling of casualness that makes the music all the more arresting because there is so much pathos implied in the way she variously clips, staggers, and extends each phrase; in the controlled huskiness of her voice, and in the lyrics themselves. Each verse in this song varies in a different way—she rarely uses the same rhythmic or melodic device in the same way at the same place.

My approach, unconventionally for me, was to try to capture this rhythmic phrasing of her melody more or less literally, and to see how that transfers onto piano. That meant doing a transcription and writing down some stuff. The first thing I noticed was the discrepancy between how Joni’s vocal part looked on the page—complex and unwieldy to play at first—and the way I already knew it sounded—free-spirited, casual yet urgent, and also very funky at times. Finally, for my arrangement, because I kept so closely to the melody itself, more or less playing it as a transcription, I chose to vary everything that surrounded it, and change the accompanying texture of each verse, developing it throughout the song until its resolution, in a way that hopefully captures some of the great feeling of mystery that I’ve always experienced from the original version.

—Brad Mehldau

I pretty much doubt that I would have gone on to become a singer songwriter if I hadn’t encountered Joni Mitchell. The expression of her extraordinary artistic powers gave me the blueprint and inspiration to pursue my own creative calling. (A fairly audacious enterprise indeed.) Joni’s voice and songs have haunted me ever since the moment I first heard them in the early 70s. The poetic genius of her lyrical imagery tangled with my brain, and I was challenged to try to follow suit. Truth be known...there is NO ONE who can come even near. But that’s OK. We all have to find our own authentic voices! I’d like to offer my version of “Ladies of the Canyon” as an homage to you, Joni. Thank you for the gift you have given so eloquently.

—Annie Lennox
Joni’s songs have always seemed to come from a deep personal well, but on “Magdalene Laundries” she channels the poignant voice of another – a young girl, angry and defiant in the face of her tragic short life.  It is an extraordinary tour de force and I’m honored to sing it on this marvelous tribute to one of our greatest, most enduring artists.

—Emmylou Harris

“Edith and the Kingpin” always seemed to me to have a cinematic quality. I tried to write an orchestration that underscored many of the images in the lyric. 

Acknowledging Joni Mitchell’s collaboration with Charles Mingus, there is a musical allusion to Mingus’ “Better Git It In Your Soul” during the verse that begins, “Edith in his bed...”

The arrangement was written eight years ago but the recording was completely live in now the defunct Westside Studio, London. The ensemble; Bass Clarinet, Bb clarinet, Alto Saxophone, Alto Flute, Flugel Horn, French Horns, Double Bass, and Vibraphone was conducted by myself, as I sang the song. You can probably tell that I did not use a baton!

—Elvis Costello
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