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Imagine it’s 1968 and you’re trying to create a perfectly
balanced rock group, one capable of a wide stylistic
range whilst remaining instantly recognisable, appealing
to both mainstream and cult audiences, playing to the
head and the heart and the space in between, expressing
both the fears and the joys and the hopes of the times.
A magic band, no less.

Since it is 1968 you’re given as a starter one of the
new breed, only available in the aftermath of Dylan and
67, a west coast folkie — David Crosby, recently ejected
from the Byrds for onstage politics and a giant ego.
Other assets besides the unique Californian synthesis of
joy and articulation include a rhythm guitarist with few
equals and one of the sweetest harmony voices around.

To add spread and balance at least two others are
necessary. One will have to have a higher harmony voice,
a melodic touch practised in the art of writing a string
of hit singles, and preferably an engaging simplicity to
root the west coast folkie tendency to ramble. An
Englishman would do.

In that case the third member would obviously
need some sense of discipline and a corresponding hint
of desperation, preferably schooled in the more austere
east coast folkie world, and able to play everything but
the rhythm guitar and sing in a bluesier style. Not too
many applicants for that one.

And so CSN were born, one night round at Joni’s
place.

The CSN album was a tour de force of harmony singing,
mostly over acoustic or light electric backing. It came
out about the time the term °‘laid back’ passed into
common usage, and even the apocalyptic fears of
‘Wooden Ships’ and ‘Long Time Gone’ were almost
smoothed away by the beauty of the performances. All
the songs sounded like love songs.

The group maybe felt that this was something of a
problem. It also meant they couldn’t even produce the
light electric sound on stage without hiring a band. In
the end they solved both problems with the one
solution.

The addition of Neil Young made the blend
complete. As a fine lead guitarist he provided the
possibility of long electric improvisations on the lines
laid out by the British rock-blues groups of the late 60s.
He also added personally a harder counterpoint to the
sweetness and a touch of darkness to the music of light
a melancholy anger which provided the steel behind
the softer romanticism of the Californian world-view.

The only studio album the four produced, ‘Deja
Vu’, went a long way towards justifying the blend.

Crosby’s ‘Almost Cut My Hair’ featured the same raw
vocal as ‘Long Time Gone’, but the difference in the
music was immense. The former had just had an accom-
paniment, the latter boasted guitar-playing from Stills
and Young that said as much, if not more, than the
lyric. ‘Carry On’ was an exhaltation that never lost its
grip on reality, from Crosby and Nash’s glorious
“rejoice, rejoice, we have no choice” to Stills’ “question
of a thousand dreams”, from Crosby’s thumping rhythm
to Stills’ tortured lead. ‘Deja Vu’ as an album seemed to
bring turn of the decade America into some sort of
rocking focus.

On stage they were even better. Not since the
Beatles had four such well-defined personalities bounced
off each others’ talents with such enthusiasm.

But such magic was bound to be a tightrope affair
and the boys tended at times to try and push each
other off. Rumours of the old fights which had split
Hollies, Byrds and the Springfield filtered out. “We
were all guilty” as Crosby said recently.

And as the egos sparred and the needs for self-
expression became incompatible so the magic dissolved.
Without it the hopes of ‘Carry On’ and ‘Teach Your
Children’ began to sound rather empty. While the
national guard was shooting students and the war went
on, rock’s politics acquired a hollow ring. If one wasn’t
making magic or changing the world, then what was all
this money for? The perils and guilts of stardom were
to bedevil at least three of the four in the years to come.
The group’s dissolution in 1970 left the four to do what
they pleased with no money worries. Graham Nash
looked like he’d be the hardest hit. Without any
instrumental virtuosity to speak of, essentially a
harmony rather than lead singer, he had only a proven
ability to write good melodies and good lyries. And that
proved quite enough on the first solo album. ‘Songs for
Beginners’ was, surprisingly to many who saw him as the
group lightweight, one of the most satisfying of the solo
projects. Many of the songs were lovely little slices of
soul-baring that were both accessible and perceptive.
The mixing (another of Nash’s specialities) and the
choice of instrumentation all added up to a fine album.

The track ‘Simple Man’ was a standout example of
Nash’s talents, piano and solo violin, lyric and melody
of stark simplicity:

“I am a simple man, I sing a simple song

I’ve never been so much in love and hurt so bad

at the same time

I just want to hold you, don’t want to hold you

down......”

On the other hand a song like ‘Chicago’, which in



concert produced enough enthusiasm to outdo the
the weakness of the lyric, on record sounded less convinc
the weakness of the lyric, on record sounded less
convincing.

On the Crosby/Nash album Graham’s songs were
rather overshadowed by Crosby’s and for a while he
seemed to be running short of either new ideas for love
songs or targets for castigation. But this year ‘Wild Tales’
came out and was undeservedly the first album by the
four not to make the charts. Several songs were out-
standing, including the ‘Prison Song’ which he’s been
performing on this tour. The overall mood though was
rather down, one of the lines being “Is the money I
make worth the price that I pay”. Others were having
similar thoughts.

If any of the four has become justifiably obsessed with
stardom over the last few years it’s Neil Young. He’s
now made seven solo albums, as many as the other three
put together, and he’s suffered critical rejection of the
last five. This must be at least partly due to the ex-
pectations he arouses because he’s still putting out some
of the most challenging music of the 70s.

He came to the fore in the late 60s with a stance
and a style that was completely in tone with the
dominant feelings of his audience’s times — knowing
where to go but not how to overcome the barriers
without and within. He was the loner in search of
sharing, a sad voice in a wilderness of social madness
and all too real repression.

His songs have always been a bridge between ‘out
there’ and ‘in here’ because they’re about how the
world impinges on him, whether it be the trap of role-
playing in relationships (‘A Man Needs A Maid’) or the
friend going under to junk (‘Needle And The Damage
Done’). He doesn’t write songs about idealised relation-
ships or pop sociology, instead relying on an emotional
honesty of an almost Old Testament fervour. He’s
maybe a moralist, but the moral’s clear — ““don’t be
denied”.

After ‘Goldrush’ he seemed to be abandoning the

heavy electric sound in favour of a more countryish
approach but the release of ‘Time Fades Away’ last
year saw him bringing the two together, creating a
vehicle for his lead guitar and Ben Keith’s pedal steel to
aid and abet each other in rousing up the storm on
tracks like ‘LA’ and the epic 9-minute ‘Last Dance’.

This year he’s gone even further afield with the
bluesy-folky ‘On the Beach’, an album extraordinary for
not carrying a single love song. The standout ‘Revolu-
tion Blues’, which CSN & Y hafe been playing across
the States, takes Neil’s views on stardom to some sort
of logical conclusion. Disguised as a Manson-like figure
he growls out:—

“well I hear that Laurel Canyon is full of famous

stars

but i hate them worse than lepers and I'll kill them

in their cars”

Crosby, unlike Young, has never had a reputation for
Dylanesque intensity to live up to. He’s always been an
energy source as the west coast happy hippie he clearly
enjoys being. When he and Nash went out on tour after
the break it was hard to tell who was the more stoned
of the two. They played gentle loving music and talked
a lot and sent everyone home feeling good.

His solo album reflected this softer side of Cali-
fornian music, nothing jarring, peacefully and
melodically introspective. It contained no songs of
flashing power but just flowed from start to finish, full
of harmony and soft voices. On the Crosby/Nash album
he went one better, without losing any of the first
album’s serenity he produced some songs of compelling
power. On ‘Whole Cloth’ he looked at those who,
having said the dream was over, were now getting
round to questioning the integrity of the dreamers. And
And he got rather angry —

“and I always though that I meant what I said

but you know lately I've read

we were lying, all of us lying

just making it up, yeah.....

In this and other songs he really comes to grips with




things, infusing the ghostly smoothness of his melodies
and vocals with a sharp awareness.

In the last two years he hasn’t made any records
of his own. He was part of the rather disappointing
Byrds reunion album and he’s helped out friends like
Joni and Graham, Neil and Jackson Browne, with their
albums. He’s also been spending quite a lot of time with
his other love, the ocean, who “doesn’t know who you
are and doesn’t care”.

Of the four Stephen Stills has adventured furthest into
other musical fields, adding latin and country styles to
his folk and rock repertoire. He’s toured with the
Memphis Horns and with Manassas, the latter built up
out of Old Burritos and others.

The content of his songs hasn’t changed much
since Springfield days. There’s the same quiet and
desperate determination to see himself and the world
through troubled times in politics and love, the frequent
admission of how hard it is, and the often felt need
despite this to assert that “we are not helpless”. “The
Raven’ suite on ‘Manassas’ is a long trip through the
empty politics of love, through the jet set phonies and
personal ups and downs, to guitars and piano rocking
joyously away behind:

I’m going to try again, don’t matter if I win or lose

Gonna try again ...... anyway

Despite the abuse that’s been heaped on Stills
over the years for his political rantings and his dis-
concerting way of saying what he thinks without
considering how it’ll look in print, there’s not too
many people who have consistently produced one of
the best songs of the year. ‘For What It’s Worth’,
‘Suite: Judy Blue Eyes’, ‘Carry On’, ‘Love The One
You’re With’, ‘Sugar Babe’, ‘So Begins The Task’, .....
it’s an impressive list. Each song a musical gem and also
something of an anthem that hasn’t dated one little
bit. From the most recent — -

““all of these cages must and shall be set aside

they can only keep us from the knowing

actors and stages now fall before the truth

as the love shared between remains growing......

And now they’re back together again for who knows
how long. Maybe just the summer’s touring and the

projected album.

It’s hard to overestimate their importance to the
rock scene. Once the great groups of the mid-60s had
done their demolition work on the culture we grew up
in, it became both possible and necessary to create a
musical mainstream that sifted out the real hopes for a
new culture and society from the wild and impossible
dreams. CSN & Y were at the centre of that main-
stream, making music that balanced the fears and the
hopes without negating the reality of either.

And the magic they have made, on record and on
stage, is as potent a weapon as it is good to hear.

Carry on ........

Dave Downing

DISCOGRAPHY
1968 Neil Young  Neil Young
1969 CSN CSN
Neil Young  Everybody Knows This Is
Nowhere
1970 CSN&Y Deja Vu
Neil Young  After The Goldrush

Stephen Stills Stephen Stills

1971 Graham Nash Songs for Beginners
David Crosby If I Could Only Remember My
Name
CSN&Y Four-Way Street
Stephen Stills Stephen Stills I1
1972 Neil Young  Harvest
Crosby/Nash Crosby/Nash
Stills/Manassas Stills/Manassas
Neil Young  Journey Throught The Past
1973 Stills/Manassas Down The Road
Neil Young  Time Fades Away
1974 Graham Nash Wild Tales
Neil Young  On The Beach
CSN&Y So Far
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RIGCRELL.

“She is destined to paint with words”, her teacher is said
to have remarked on a school report and never has any-
one described Joni Mitchell’s very special talent more
appropriately. For despite Joni’s acknowledged status
within rock music she is far more than just a ‘rock’
artist and certainly more than just another singer-
songwriter in what has become a traditional pop mould.
She has transcended these terminological limitations to
produce work of the kind of maturity and relevance
that the rock world, even after ten years of Bob Dylan’s
music, still has difficulty fully appreciating. A painter
with words, a fine melodist, a skilled and accomplished
musician and a pleasantly idiosyncratic singer — Joni is
all this and more, a clear light of creativity in a business
where all too often mere professionalism is regarded as
the be-all and end-all.

Joni Mitchell was born in Alberta, Canada, the
daughter of a grocer and a primary school teacher.
Despite developing an interest in folk music in her teens
and often playing the local coffee houses, she went
straight from school to art college with the idea of
eventually becoming a professional illustrator. It was at
a big folk festival the following year that she took the
decision to give up painting in favour of a musical
career, a decision much influenced by the growing
popularity of Dylan and the new political movements
led by folk singers Joan Baez and Pete Seeger. It was in
Yorkville, Toronto’s very own bohemian quarter, that
Joni first began playing and singing on a professional
basis and it was there that she met and married first
husband Chuck Mitchell. The marriage broke up because
of outside pressures, mainly due to the two of them
being constantly on the road gigging up and down the
American east coast where a folk club circuit had
recently been established.

From the start she had a great deal going for her.
She had the good fortune to be noticed by Judy Collins
who recorded her ‘Both Sides Now’ while the composer
was still a relative unknown. She was given a recording
contract by Reprise after signing a management deal
with Elliot Roberts, and her first album was produced
by David Crosby — a move that guaranteed critical
interest. Warner-Reprise was at this time slowly but
surely nurturing a deserved reputation for staking a lot
on musicians who did not have obvious sales potential
and Joni was one of the company’s first new-wave
successes. Singer-songwriters became, in fact, a Warner
specialty but Joni differed from most of her label’s
stablemates in one important respect: Randy Newman,
Jim Webb, Kenny Young had all begun their careers by
working on the proverbial Tin Pan Alley writing com-
mercial pop hits for established artists. Having mastered
the skills of their trade and having been provided,
because of their training, with an innate sense of
craftsmanship and a respect for traditional forms, they






could then move on — once the musical climate was
right —to produce material of greater artistic merit. Joni
Mitchell, though, didn’t have this background and so
her skills developed and matured in a different way. Pop
disciplines can be as limiting as they can be beneficial
depending on the personalities involved, and so from the
start she avoided having to adapt herself to accepted
commercial norms.

This shows everywhere in her work but particularly
in the candour with which she approaches her chosen
subject matter. Nothing is as clear-cut as girl meets boy,
girl loses boy, she writes her songs straight out of her
own experience and although those experiences may be
particular she interprets them in her lyrics in more
universal terms. In ‘People’s Parties’, for instance, on
‘Court and Spark’, she speaks for us all. The song is one
of the most acute pictures of the rock generation’s
disillusionment and consequent lack of direction since
Don McLean’s ‘American Pie’. It speaks volumes about
facile hipness, the shallowness behind the new American
attitude of eat, drink and sneer for tomorrow we die
which manifests itself in cults for ‘decadence’ and a
self-conscious glorification of amateurism. In the song
she goes to a party and finds herself both numbed and
frightened by a scene populated by people who have
obviously seen better times. She wishes she could, like
everybody else, just “laugh it all away”. But somehow
the real issue — the capacity to care — has been lost,
replaced by a self-obsessed inertia personified by the
figure of Photo Beauty, the centre of attention:

“One minute she’s so happy

Then she’s crying on someone’s knee
Saying laughing and crying

You know it’s the same release”

Like a lot of her contemporaries — including the
four who make up Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young —
Jdoni Mitchell could be described as a sixties person
adrift in the seventies, a survivor of the so-called
Woodstock generation who, from folk singing virgin to
mature Laurel Canyon superstar, has seen a collapse of
values of sorts. She was one of the first to articulate the
hope that the Woodstock spirit would last forever and
and in her work she has constantly mirrored the failure
in her work she has constantly mirrored the failure
of that particular version of the American dream against
her own personal failure to find satisfaction in emotional
relationships.

Her first three albums, made during the Woodstock
period, spotlighted a direct concern with the alternative
period, spotlighted a direct concern with the alternative
lifestyle the youth culture in America was trying to
promote. These were heady days, a period of conflict
but also of a great deal of optimism. “We are stardust,
we are golden/ and we’ve got to get ourselves back to
the garden”, she sang in ‘Woodstock’, the song designed
as a rallying cry for what Charles A. Reich came to
came to define as ‘The Greening of America’. Rarely was
define as ‘The Greening of America’. Rarely was Joni as
specific as she was in that song but her inherent philo-
sophy came through in everything she wrote at the time,
from the bright-eyed celebration of ‘Chelsea Morning’ to
the sly dig at industrial development that was ‘Big
Yellow Taxi’.

By the time she came to record ‘Blue’, however, a
lot had changed. The festival experiment in fusing love,



peace and music had turned sour at Altamont and the
shootings at Kent State had shocked American youth
into a state of political inertia. The Vietnam war had
not been brought to a close and artists in Joni’s position
were finally having to face up to the paradox of their
existence: millionaires and superstars in a culture that
had supposedly rejected the trappings of show business.
In ‘California’ on that album she referred to the ‘dream’
as no more than just that: “....they won’t give peace a
chance/ that was just a dream some of us had”. It was
left to John Lennon to formally announce that “the
Dream is over and it’s time to get down to so-called
reality”’.

And, in many ways, that is precisely what Joni
Mitchell has done, although even in her earliest recorded
work her idealism was always tempered by a cool, clear
grasp of the reality of her own situation and of her
own emotional shortcomings. Primarily a writer of love
songs, the key to her art is still her self-awareness,
which is not to be confused with mere self-expression as
she is not only speaking for herself. ‘Court and Spark’,
her latest album, continues her old themes and casts her
in no new role: she’s still caught up in that same
paradox of wanting freedom but needing security but
has given up looking for ideal answers. She has replaced
vision with a clearer sense of reality. It is an album of
contrasting moods but not in the conventional sense,
i.e. the contrasts are apparent within the individual
songs themselves, not from song to song. This is best
illustrated by four bitter-sweet lines in “Help Me””:
“Both of us flirting around
Flirting and flirting, hurting too
We love our loving
But not like we love our freedom”

Hers is the voice of a woman neither cynical or em-
bittered but simply dissatisfied, going through the
motions of love one more time.

Musically as well as lyrically real development can
can be traced in Joni’s work since she started recording
be traced in Joni’s work since she started recording. This
is where the ‘rock’ tag has proved increasingly irrelevant,
the many jazz inflections on ‘Court and Spark’ — and
particularly the inclusion of her own version of the
Annie Ross jazz standard, ‘Twisted’ — suggesting that, if
anything, Joni is moving away from conventional rock
accompaniments. On a broader level it is becoming clear
that musicians and songwriters generally are breaking
out of the old rock confines and are looking to other,
older musical styles in which to work out and express
new ideas — Paul Simon and Randy Newman are just
two singer-songwriters who have forsaken rock to ex-
plore the worlds of gospel, reggae, vaudeville and the
blues. Joni Mitchell is another, belonging to what can
only be termed the world of progressive popular music.
As the rock revolution dies down it is this kind of
stylistic innovation that popular music must next move
towards, accompanying the maturity of outlook that the
rock generation has come to enjoy. Ms Miichell has
already started and it will be interesting to see who
follows her lead.

Stephen Barnard

-_

DISCOGRAPHY

1968 Songs To A Seagull
1969 Clouds

1970 Ladies Of The Canyon
1971 Blue

1972 For The Roses

1974 Court and Spark
































































