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Mitchell’s not a prophet
.but a witness to my times’

BY CHRIS DAFOE
Special to The Globe and Mall

reer that has spanned
20 years and 15 al-
bums and has ven-
tured into pop, folk and jazz —
including a collaboration with the
great bassist Charlie Mingus —

I A RECORDING ca-

Joni Mitchell has earned a repu-
tation as a literate and muslcally
adventurous artist.

But “major cultural ﬂgure of
the last half of the twentieth cen.
tury?”  “Prophet?”  Mitchell
pauses to contemplate the man.
tles thrust in her direction at a
press conference this week in
Toronto. A querulous smile cross-
es her angular face (the most
prominent angle formed by that
unforgettable overbite).
looking around, as if for someone
to save her, Mitchell protests
i genug' “I don't think that it

. be healthy to think of your.
self that way, Bob Dylan may be

a major cultural figure. I think of

%mlo aslmtlnaaon?once—

lmmortallty'“

Noted for her impatience with
interviews and interviewers,
Mitchell, 44, seems relaxed and
amiable as she sips coffee,
smokes cigarets and answersg

. questions about her new album,
gmmmmanainswrm.

She talks about a career that has -

e the Tom(o folk
scene (‘“‘eve 80ngs
tified with ...

they were i
hands-off songs ... eventually
had to write your own"),
out — a naive T
from the Prairies — with Crosby,
Stilis, Nash and Y mcmcrgnl-l
to

Noses, 1 didn’t know what that
meant”’), and collaborations with
partners ranging from Mingus to
L.A. sax player Tom Scott and
synth-whiz Thomas Dolby.
Mitchell’s influence on others
has .also been considerable and
diverse: her 1975 album The His.
sing of Summer Lawns is said to
. be a favorite of Prince's; her
journey from folk to more idio-

Sibbery; the influence of her ear-
material can be seen in the

work of modern urban folkies

such as Suzanne Vega.

Chalk Marks is hier most ambi-
tious collaboration to date, fea-
tuw cast that includes Peter
Gabriel, Willle Nelson, former
Eagle Don Henley, former Car
Ben Orr, sax tgl:ym- Wayne Short-

-erand — surprise of many
~—Bﬂlyldolandhlsgultaﬂst
Steve Stevens.

Mitchell doesn’t think her host
of co-stars remarkable: “I just
did what I always do: you run
into someone at the coffee ma-
chine in the studio and you ask
what they’re doing; that's how

v|ll
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Joni Mitchell in Toronto: ‘I think of what | do as
neutral reporting — telling a story which is neither
negative or positive; I'm not passing judgment.’

most of the people got involved. I
fﬁ.ﬂed Willie Nelson and Billy

“I cast voices just like I would
cast faces for a film.”

Recorded in a number of stu-
dios in Britain and the United
States, Chalk Marks began at
Gabriel's Ashcombe House studio
in Bath in 1986. While Mitchell
was locked in the studio — she
insisted on setting the direction
for the album before anyone,
even husband and co-producer
Larry Klien, could ‘“cross the
threshold” — the world outside
was in turmoil. A radioactive
cloud from the Chernoby! reactor
was floating over Northern Eu-
rope, Across the valley from
Gabriel's studio was the airfield
from which the United States
launched its bombing raid on

“‘We were s0 close we could see
the orange light from the run-
way,” Mitchell recalls. “And we
realized that if there was going to
be any retaliation we might be
affected. All our thinking turned
to war; the globe seemed so
small and we seemed so fragile.
You realize that nothing is ‘way
over there.’

That sense of a fragile world is
carried through in Chalk Mark’s
topical songs. Although there’s
nothing quite as blunt as Tax

Free, a pointed attack on TV
evangelists from her 1985 album ~
Dog Eat Dog, Mitchell has includ- "
ed a couple of songs set against: -
the backdrop of war — The Tea-
Leaf Prophesy (Lay Down Your -
Arms), which takes place in the .
Second World War and The Beat.-
of Black wm%q. the story of of-
Killer Kyle, a bitter Vietnam vet.. |
She also takes a few shots at her’
ambitious contemporaries in °
songs such as Number One,.
Snakes and Ladders and The
Dream. .

Asked about the ¢negative’:
tone of her recent albumsg, Mit-
chell says she’s been misunders-
tood. “I think there’s a lot of
black humor and love of lan.

ge, but a lot of it is trying to -

a witness to my times. We live -
in troubled times — perhaps we. -
d}“ell; in hg: we loolt(r:lt it. I think:
of what I do as neut rﬂ:ﬁ
— I'm telling a story wi l.em’ch
neither negative or positive; I’'m
not passing judgment.

“The last album was percelved'
as negative, but I think it was
quite realistic. Now the seeds are .
up out of the ground and songs
abou the corruption of evange- -
lists and the corruption of govern. :
ment, once perceived as nega- -
tive, now seem like common
sense.” .
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