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Carly’s rock flies,
Joni’s jazz fizzles

Reviewed by MARSHALL FINE
Entertainment Editor
<At one time, Carly Simon and
Joni Mitchell were among the pre
maer singer-songwriters of popular
music
= 0n new albums, Ms Simon edges
ipto rock while Ms Mitchell em
braces jazz wholeheartedly in a
eomplex. challenging project
“Ms. Mitchell's record is the more
daring and the more disappointing
of the two Titled “Mingus’ Asy
lam SE-303), it is comprised of col-
flaborations between Ms. Mitchell
and the late jazz great Charles
Mingus. who wrote the music to
which Ms. Mitchell has set her
lyrics

The album completes a cycle Ms
Mitchell began in 1974 with her
ajbum, “*Court and Spark " At that
time. she wedded her romantic vi-
§ton to the upbeat studio jazz
strains of Tom Scott and his L A
Express: since then she has experi
mented with progressively more
dissonant and diffuse jazz forms,
least satistyingly on her self-con
scious 1977 release, “Don Juan's
Reckless Daughter.”

Ms. Mitchell is no less reckless on
“Mingus™; il's just that she’s trav-
eling in faster company here
Mingus, who died in January, was a
musical pioneer. experimenting
with rthythm and melody in all his
work

1t's not a new practice to take a
jazz solo and put words to it. But
most of these Mingus compositions
are hetter left as instrumentals
While the words can convey an in-
teresting interpretation of the com
poser’'s intent, they seem to anchor
and hinder what should be a free
flowing musical form

The languorous, exploratory
tempi and tunes of most of these
songs simply don't lend themselves
1o vocal interpretation. There will
probably be those also who question
Ms. Mitchell's credentials in pre
suming to add something to the art

of Charles Mingus

The latter question is partigularly
pertinent to the point-of-view she
expresses in the songs. Numbers
like “God Must Be a Boogie Man"
tone of two for which she wrote both
lyrics and melody on this album)
and “Goodbye Pork Pie Hat™ are
written from the viewpoint of a
black musician and seem almost
condescending in their stereotypi-
cal depiction of that milieu

The opening of the latter song. a
tribute to saxman Lester Young,
seems overstated and presumptu-
ous, as though Ms. Mitchell is lee-
turing an audience that is unaware
of Mingus or the bebop era:

When Charlie speaks of Lester
You know someone great has gone
The sweetest swinging music man
Had a Porkie Pig hat on
A bright star

In a dark age

And do we really need Joni Mitchell
to tell us that the black jazz musi-
cians of the 1940s and 1950s suffered
discrimination? She does so on
“Pork Pie Hat,” making this clas-
sic jazz soliloquy into a trite recol-
lection of injustices past

When the bandstands had a thou
sand ways

Of refusing a black man admis-
sion

Black musician

In those days they put him in an
underdog position

As if they don't today

The only song on this album that
moves with the spirit of Mingus is
“The Dry Cleaner from Des
Moines,” a funny, bouncy tune
about one man's luck and another's
lack of it

Ms. Mitchell has able assistance
from her backup musicians: Jaco
Pastorius and Wayne Shorter of
Weather Report, electric pianist
Herbie Hancock and even a chorus
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Carly Simon

of wolves. But her voice always
seems extraneous to the song, an
addition that has not merged with
the music. ““Mingus"' is an interest-
ing idea, but one that never comes
to true fruition on this record

Carly Simon's intents are
simpler. While she continues to ex-
plore the themes of marriage and
fidelity in her songs. she has added
a rockier feeling, thanks to pro-
ducer Arif Mardin

The album is called “*Spy”” | Elek-
tra 5E-506) and it op: with Ms
Simon's disco entry, **Vengeance,’
a sweet little number about a
healthy give-and-take of acidic feel
ings in a relationship

Ms. Simon's sense of romantic
irony, too, is intact. A new song
“We're S0 Close,” recalls the twists
of her first hit, “That's The Way |
Always Heard It Should Be." It de-
scribes a couple who drift farther
apart, claiming that each lost inti-
macy was unnecessary to begin
with:

He says: we're beyond flowers

He says: we're beyond compli-
ments—

We're so close we can dispense with
love

We don't need love at all

There's nothing surprising or un-
usual about this album lyrically
Musically, Ms. Simon rocks harder
under Mardin's guiding hand,
whether it's the loping beat of “Just
Like You Do." the independence ex
pressed in the growl of ““Pure Sin
or the undercover lover of the
album’s title tune

Like Ms. Mitchell. Ms. Simon em
ploys a brace of studio jazz players,

Joni Mitchell

though she takes them into the
mainstream. Guitarist David Spin-
ozza. saxophonist David Sanborn,
flutist Hubert Laws, vibraphonist
Mike Mainieri and pianist Richard
Tee all put in stellar appearances
on the album

Hundreds of |
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