
Sparks and Solar Fire
By PETER  BAL'M 

COURT AND SPARK • Joni
Mill hell
SOLAR FIR E  - Manfred Mann'f 
Earth Band

So what if January  was the 
worst economic month in twenty- 
five years. After all, you can't 
expect the likes of Czar Simon tc 
realize that MUSIC IS A GAS too! 
What with Dylan back together in 
fairly good shape, the individual 
Beatles contemplating reunion 
(remember, you heard it here 
eighteenth), and Russell Dean 
and Hawkwind not expected to 
reco rd  for m onths, TH ER E 
WILL BE NO MUSICAL 
RECESSION IN 1974! If the 
recent releases by Joni Mitchell 
and Manfred M ann's E arth  Band 
are any indication of things to 
come, this optimistic forecast 
may not be a s  ludicrous as it 
sounds, for here a re  already two 
superb recordings for your 1974 
listings.

Joni Mitchell has never been a 
particular favorite of mine, but 
with her new album. Court and 

Spark, she has completely won 
me over. Ms. Mitchell has always 
been an extremely insightful 
writer on the subject of human 
emotions and relations as well as 
a true musical stylist, but some 
of her past performing and vocal 
habits had discouraged many 
rock-orien ted  lis ten e rs  like 
m yself from  d irec ting  much 
a tten tio n  to her. H owever, 
Mitchell has refined her vocal 
technique over her last few 
albums and on Court and Spark 
her performance finally matches 
her exquisite songwriting. In 
add ition , the supporting  
musicians a re  used to better 
ad v an tag e  than on previous 
recordings; the arrangem ents 
and production absolutely shine. 
Thematically, the album deals 
with the unresolved problems 
Joni Mitchell observes in herself 
as well as in others during "the 
search for love that doesn't seem

to cea se ”  ( “ The Sam e 
Situation” ). As on past albums, 
she is still tom between her need 
for love and her need for in
dependence, complicated by the

je c ts , cu lm in a tin g  w ith the 
rea liza tio n  of unreso lvab le  
ambivalence on “ Down to You.” 
With this statem ent made, the 
writer can become more free and

J o n i  M i tc h e l l

demands of fame i “F ree  Man in 
P aris” I and a bewildering social 
scene in which “ Som e a re  
friendly-some are  cutting-Some 
are watching it frotn the wings- 
Some are  standing in the centre- 
G iving to  get so m eth in g "  
( “ P eo p le 's  P a r t ie s ” ). Y et. 
Mitchell is a bit more capable of 
overcoming her conflicts and 
dissatisfactions this tune, and 
th is is re flec ted  in the 
programming of the album 's 
selections. The early songs deal 
with the aforementioned sub

loose. “ 1 used to count lovers like 
railroad ca rs ...la te ly  I don't 
count on nothing. I just let things 
slide (" Ju s t lik e  This T rain” ). 
With the last three cuts. Mitchell 
is able to fantasize joyfully 
( “ Raised on Robbery” I and even 
laugh at the collective craziness 
of us all in the m asterful tran 
sition from ' ‘Trouble Child" to 
Ross & G rey 's “Twisted." The 
album is a rare  blend of thought, 
feeling, and style that succeeds 
on every level.

On th e ir  new Solar F ire .
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Manfred Mann’s E arth  Band 
dazzles musically as Joni Mit
chell does lyrically. Mann, one of 
the original British invaders ( in 
1964 w ith  the legendary  
“ m essage" song, “ Do Wah Diddy 
Diddy"), has been lurking in the 
shadows for years with various 
progressive rock projects, such 
as the “ jazz-rock" band Chapter 
Three. With this fourth E arth  
Band album, Mann should be 
back on top for the first time 
since one of his Dylan renditions, 
"The Mighty Quinn," hit in 1968. 
As the title and cover design 
indicate, the E arth  Band has 
become a bit less earthy this time 
out. The com positions a re  
ethereal but within the range of 
ths most musical of hard rock, 
spacey  w ithout being in
com prehensib le  like Amon I 
Duul’s "space-rock" or plod
dingly excessive  like Hawk- 
wind's. Mann is a m asterful 
keyboard player who. like Rick 
W akem an, is not so m uch 
distinguished by his solo work as 
by his ability to fill out the group I 
sound to  a lm ost o rc h e s tra l 
p roportions. U nlike the 
preceding "G et Your Rocks Off" 
LP, Solar Fire features a good 
deal of synthesizer, which Mann 
plays with zest as well as with 
taste. The instrum ental "Pluto 
the Dog" is successful in the use 
of the synthesizer as solo in
strument. Mick Rogers handles 
the leads on guitar and vocals 
beau tifu lly , p a rt ic u la r ly  on 
“ M ercury" and “ Joybringer.” 
the latter being the album 's most 
accessible cut, sure to please all 
listeners. The album can be best 
described as music for the head 
as well as the body, which the 
best of rock should always be.
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