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Srylistic Contexts 

Every singer-songwriter who has gained a broad following has drawn on a 
variety of musical styles, and Joni Mitchell is no exception. Because she has 
thus engaged "classical,,,l folk, rock, blues, jazz, and ethnic traditions, it 
would be misleading to interpret all of her music in the context of a single 
set of stylistic norms. However, at any given point in a song, some style or 
range of styles will usually be evident. The elements of the style( s) include 
certain norms that in turn create a context for interpreting the significance 
of some musical events. For example, if a song draws most of its notes 
from a scale that is familiar within a style, a chord that uses other notes 
may convey a different perspective, a sense of surprise or disruption, or a 
need for resolution. Similarly, if most of a song uses a single meter (as is 
the case within most styles), the insertion of a measure in a different meter 
might convey a sense of extension, uncertainty, instability, or contempla­
tion. (Often the ideas expressed in the text will affect the listener's inter­
pretation of such an event.) 

These examples illustrate divergences from norms that styles might es­
tablish within a song, but comparable observations might be made about 
events that conform to a stylistic norm. For example, if four-measure 
phrases are present in the beginning of a song, a continuation of that pat­
tern might convey simplicity, stability, inevitability, security, and the like. 
Or if a particular chord is established in the beginning of a song as a stable 
sound, ending the song on that chord might indicate finality, resolution, 
certainty, and so on. 
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All of these effects tend to be most common and pronounced when the 
norm is one that is common in one or many styles with which the listener 
is familiar apart from the song in question. This is the case for all the 
examples of norms that have been given-emphasis on a particular scale, 
consistent use of a single meter, normative use of four-measure phrases, 
and establishment of a harmony as central or stable are all common within 
many styles. There are many other such norms, especially when one consid­
ers norms that are more specific to certain styles, such as certain twelve-bar 
harmonic patterns within blues music. 

Some of these stylistic norms are simple enough that their significance is 
obvious as a song is being discussed. This is often the case in the realm of 
temporal elements such as rhythm or meter (for example, establishment of 
a normative meter within a song) or in the realm of arrangement (for 
example, establishment of a basic group of instruments with respect to 
which an added instrument might playa distinct role). Many other norms 
are not engaged in the discussions of Mitchell's music in this book. But 
there are several, particularly in the realm of pitch-notes, scales, harmo­
nies, keys-that bear some explanation here, particularly for readers unfa­
miliar with music analysis, so as to clarify their significance when they arise 
in the discussion of specific songs. 

TONIC PITCH AND HARMONY 

Probably the most common and the most fundamental of these is the 
establishment of a specific pitch as central and stable. When a song or 
other musical composition is said to be in a particular key, the note named 
fills this role-if a song is in the key of G major, G is the central pitch. Or­
dinarily this note gives the greatest sense of closure and stability at the end 
of a song, and the melody lines of the vast majority of folk songs, hymns, 
simple popular songs, and similar pieces end on it. This note is technically 
called the tonic note (although the discussions that follow may refer to it 
more descriptively, as the "central," "stable," or "home" pitch, for 
example).2 

If a simple song consists of harmonies as well as a melody line, it will 
normally end on a harmony that is based on the tonic note. This, at its 
most complete, will consist of a chord that includes the tonic note, a note 
two steps above the tonic note (in the case of G, this would be B, since 
the musical alphabet returns to A after reaching G) and a third note two 
steps above the second (this would be D). Such a group of three notes is 
called a triad, and the triad that is thus constructed on the tonic note is 
called the tonic triad. When the chord is played in a song, there may be 
several of each of the notes, but to be a completely satisfying ending, the 
chord must use the tonic note as both the bass note (meaning the lowest 
note, regardless of the instrument playing it) and the most prominent 
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melodic note. (The simplest and most common way of fingering a G chord 
on a regularly tuned guitar to conclude a song in G would include these 
notes, from lowest to highest: GBDGBG; two other common fingerings 
that provide equally satisfYing conclusions produce the slightly different 
GBDGDG and GDGBDG.) 

The establishment of a tonic pitch and harmony is common across the 
vast majority of styles upon which singer-songwriters such as Mitchell draw. 
Such central sounds can thus provide a context for musical significance 
apart from any more specific stylistic expectations. For example, if a song 
ends on a note other than the tonic note or a harmony other than the 
tonic harmony (as occurs in many instances in Mitchell's music-for exam­
ple, nontonic note in "Sweet Bird," nontonic harmony in "Otis and Mar­
lena," and nontonic note and harmony in "Willy"), or if it avoids the 
tonic harmony throughout (as is the case in "Impossible Dreamer"), the 
music will create particular implications for the text. (Other examples, 
relating to text in varying ways, include "Blue Boy," "Blue," "The Mag­
dalene Laundries," "Yvette in English," and "Man from Mars.") 

PRIMARY SCALE 

Most popular songs establish not only a central pitch and harmony, but 
also a primary scale. The scale is a set of notes with a structure that is 
determined by the distances (called "intervals") that separate them from 
one another and from the tonic note. The most common of these is the 
major scale, which can be seen in the white keys on a piano with the note 
C as the tonic note. The intervals that separate neighboring notes in this 
scale from one another are either whole steps (seen on the piano keyboard 
where a black key is found between two adjacent white scale keys) or half 
steps (seen where no black key intervenes between adjacent white scale 
keys), and the specific sequence of whole and half steps relative to C 
defines the major scale. (A major scale can be formed starting on any pitch, 
but the same sequence of whole and half steps must be maintained, which 
makes it necessary to substitute one or more black keys for white keys.) 

It is quite common for songs to use primary scales other than major 
scales; those found most often in Mitchell's music are modal scales, or 
"modes." These use the same sequence of whole and half steps found in 
major scales, but the tonic note is located in a different position within this 
sequence. The sequence (again, as found in the notes played by the white 
keys of a piano) is generally called diatonic; the two modes most com­
monly used by Mitchell (or within urban-folk-pop in general) are the 
Aeolian mode, in which the tonic note would be located on A within the 
white keys, and the Mixolydian mode, in which the tonic note would 
be located on G within the white keys. Each of these scales most distinc­
tively differs from a commonly heard "classical" scale in that it includes a 
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whole step, rather than a half step, below the tonic note-the Mixolydian 
scale differs from the major scale in this way, and the Aeolian scale differs 
from classical minor keys in this way. For this reason, the prominent use of 
the note a whole step below the tonic note, whether in the melody or 
in a harmony, is often said to sound "modal." (Unlike some singer­
songwriters, Mitchell hardly ever uses a true minor key, preferring instead 
Aeolian; as an example, if she were writing such a song with a tonic note 
of A, she would be much more likely to use E minor chords, which include 
G naturals-lying a whole step below A-than to use E major chords, 
which include G sharps that lie a half step below A, as would be the prac­
tice in classical music.)3 

In addition to major scales and diatonic modal scales, one other kind of 
scale should be mentioned in connection with Mitchell's music; this is the 
pentatonic scale. As its name suggests, the scale includes just five notes that 
differ from one another (as opposed to the seven in a diatonic scale). Such 
scales might exhibit several different interval structures, but the structure 
that is most common by far in Western folk music, and the one that applies 
occasionally to Mitchell's music, is exemplified by the black keys on a piano 
(the significance of this for Mitchell is discussed with reference to "Wood­
stock"). The same interval structure could be drawn from white keys 
(combinations would include CDEGA, FGACD, and GABDE) or from a 
combination of white and black keys; such a scale is often called "minor 
pentatonic" if its tonal center is located a whole and half step below the 
next pitch in the scale, and "major pentatonic" if pitches in the scale are 
found one and two whole steps above the tonal center. 

Most or all of the notes in a song's melody will be drawn from the pri­
mary scale, as will most of the notes in the chords of the song. It is often 
the case that a simple folk song in a major key restricts itself entirely to the 
notes of its scale; on the other hand, almost any classical composition in a 
major key beyond the simplest child's piano piece would draw on notes 
outside the scale. Much jazz music draws freely enough on various notes 
that it would be difficult to specifY a precise collection of notes as "the" 
scale (although this is not the case for all jazz). In the much more frequent 
cases in which a primary scale is clearly projected, however, notes outside 
the scale are commonly called chromatic, and their effect is often either to 
present a striking contrast or to place temporary emphasis on a pitch other 
than the tonic note-for example, a chromatic F#, used instead of the dia­
tonic Fq in the key of C major, might tend to place emphasis on G-or 
both effects might be simultaneously achieved. Few of Mitchell's songs 
restrict themselves in melody and accompaniment to the notes in a single 
major scale or mode (two exceptions that use a major scale are "River" 
and "Strong and Wrong"), and so the discussions of the songs in this 
book will often refer to chromaticism that is achieving one or both of these 
ends. 
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HARMONIC STRUCTURE 

It is important to understand not only the pitches that are used in songs 
such as these but also the ways that the harmonies they form are deployed 
within a song. This has already been discussed with respect to the tonic 
harmony, which implies a kind of stability that can be used as a point of ar­
rival or a point from which a passage can depart . The degree to which 
other harmonies are significant varies from passage to passage and from 
artist to artist. In some cases, the choice of harmonies might principally re­
side in their general quality (for example, very dissonant or very chro­
matic), while their specific succession seems rather arbitrary; in others, the 
placement of harmonies with respect to one another might be very clearly 
significant. 

There are certainly some passages in Joni Mitchell's music in which the 
succession itself is not particularly noteworthy. For example, the collection 
of chords in general might be consistent with other elements of the pas­
sage that are more significant. In such a case, little attention is paid to the 
succession within the discussion of the passage. 

It is very often the case, however, that the specific choices Mitchell 
makes are quite significant. She herself has certainly believed that this is 
the case: in a (characteristically assertive) discussion of her stature as com­
pared with that of other female singer-songwriters in 1990, she said: 
"They don't have any chordal sense. Most of them don't have any idea of 
architecture in their chordal movement. . . . When it comes to knowing 
where to put the chords, how to tell a story and how to build a chorus, 
none of them can touch me.,,4 In order for these choices to be effective, a 
listener need not have a formal knowledge of music theory; he or she 
needs only to be familiar with the style or styles upon which a passage is 
drawing, so as to base his or her understanding of the significance of spe­
cific choices on the customary expectations for harmonic motion in the 
style. Therefore, the interpretation of Mitchell's harmonic treatment 
depends on an understanding of the customary harmonic principles in the 
styles that apply to her work. These fall in four categories: classical-music 
norms, the importance of bass motion, situations that modifY or partially 
incorporate classical-music norms, and the ways that the mechanics of gui­
tar tunings and fingerings might interact with all of these. 

CLASSICAL MUSIC NORMS 

Specific patterns ordinarily govern the way that the harmonies in classical 
music progress to one another. These patterns do not by any means always 
apply in popular music, but when they are present, they convey a purpose­
ful sense of motion; in the discussions to follow, such conformity to classi­
cal norms might be described as moving forward in a "strong" way, or the 
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like. (When the patterns are not present, the music may not have such a 
sense of propulsion, or such motion may be achieved in some other way.) 

These patterns are ordinarily described in terms of root motion. The fun­
damental harmonies in classical music are ordinarily conceived as being tri­
ads, such as the tonic triad described above as being constructed on G. 
Such a triad can be constructed on any note of the scale; for example, the 
scale of G major consists of the notes G-A-B-C-D-E-Fw-G, and can con­
tinue in both directions-... D-E-FW-G-A-B-C-D-E-Fw-G-A-B-C ... -and 
so one could construct a triad, for example, on D (skipping notes as was 
done with G): D-FW-A. The note on which the triad is constructed is called 
the root, and chords are usually identified by their roots' locations in the 
scale, with a Roman numeral that indicates order position: in the key of G 
major, with the given scale, the tonic triad built on G is identified as "I," 
the triad built on A (A-C-E) as "ii," that built on B (B-D-Fw) as "iii," and 
so on. (Upper- or lower-case Roman numerals indicate that the triads are 
"major" or "minor," respectively, as determined by their interval struc­
tures: the lower two notes of a major triad are separated by two whole 
steps and the upper two by a whole step and a half step, while a minor 
triad reverses this pattern.) 

Since each note of the major scale can serve as the root of a different 
triad, seven triads can be constructed from these diatonic notes. Further­
more, any of the triads can be further embellished by adding an additional 
note above (still skipping notes) to create a "seventh" and/or even a 
"ninth"-for example, based on D-Fw-A, such chords would be D-FW-A-C 
and D-F.-A-C-E, respectively. These added notes create dissonances whose 
need for resolution fosters forward motion to other chords; in classical 
music, then, they are rarely used with the stable tonic chord (and ninth 
chords are also fairly uncommon in classical music). 

A few kinds of motion among these chords are most common and 
strongest in classical contexts (and these tendencies are the same for triads 
and seventh and ninth chords, so the following discussion will focus on tri­
ads for simplicity). Strongest of all is a concluding motion from V (D-Fw-A 
in this key) to I (G-B-D); the V harmony is called the dominant harmony, 
and motion from it to the tonic chord is called descending fifth motion 
because the roots encompass five scale steps. The model of the descending 
fifth can also be seen in strong motion from ii (A-C-E) to V and from vi 
(E-G-B) to ii. 

A second common root motion is that of an ascending second, most fre­
quently seen in motion from N (C-E-G) to V and from V to vi. It is quite 
common that a classical phrase will work its way from I through N and/or 
ii to V before the V harmony returns strongly to I, and Mitchell occasion­
ally draws on this pattern (one example, in the key of C major, is the intro­
duction to "Willy," which adheres rather closely to classical norms 
throughout). The N chord, with a root located a fifth below that of the 
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tonic chord, is called the subdominant harmony and often has a "softer" 
association than that of the dominant chord because it does not imply such 
immediate dynamic motion to the tonic chord. The three chords involved 
when one refers to a "three-chord" folk song or rock song are I, IV, and 
V in the song's key (although they don't necessarily follow the sequence 
that I have described; for example, one very typical blues pattern customar­
ily follows V with IV). Motion from V to vi is often called "deceptive," in 
that it subverts or delays eventual motion from V to I (some examples of 
this are found in "Willy," "Cherokee Louise," "Sunny Sunday," "The Sire 
of Sorrow (Job's Sad Song)," and "Shine"). 

A third common type of root motion is that of a descending third, and 
this is most commonly found in classical music between any two chords on 
the chain I-vi-IV-ii-viio-V.5 One can see from the IV-ii segment of this 
set of possibilities that both of these chords, in that order, might precede 
the V chord. (Although any of these descending-third pairs might appear 
without the whole chain, one can find a rather large segment of the chain, 
followed by two descending-fifth moves, in the progression G-Em9-C­
Am-D-G (I-vi9-IV-ii-V-I), from "Shiny Toys.") Motion of an ascending 
third is not common in classical music, and this is why a passage that fluc­
tuates back and forth between two chords with roots a third apart, as often 
happens in Mitchell's music, will tend to seem static. 

This discussion of harmonic motion has so far focused on "diatonic" 
harmonies, that is, harmonies formed entirely from notes within a (major, 
in this case) key. As has been mentioned above, "chromatic" notes-those 
that are not found within the key-can also be used, and they usually place 
emphasis on another pitch and/or add color. Often a raised pitch in a 
chord will emphasize another pitch. For example, in the key of G, a ii 
chord, A-C-E, might be altered to A-O-E; it would still lead to a V chord 
(D-F#-A), but the raised 0 would lead even more strongly to D, the root 
of that chord. One way of thinking of this is that the altered chord would 
be the strong V harmony in the key of D, and so D is being treated mo­
mentarily like a stable tonic. The earlier discussion of descending-fifth 
motion implied that a classical passage could move by what is called a 
"circle" of descending fifths among diatonic chords (vi-ii-V-I, that is, E­
G-B to A-C-E to D-F#-A to G-B-D). Chromatic alterations could revise 
the first two chords to become E-Q-B and A-C#-E, respectively. (Various 
references to diatonic and chromatic circles of fifths are discussed, for 
example, with respect to "Chelsea Morning," "Rainy Night House," "See 
You Sometime," "This Place," "Hana," and "Strong and Wrong.") 

Other chromatic harmonies often add color and contrast, especially 
when they involve shifts with respect to chords that they immediately fol­
low or precede. One common example of this is found in major triads 
whose roots are a third apart-for example D major (D-F#-A) and B~ major 
(B~-D-F), in which the FII-Fq shift, combined with the retained D, creates 
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the effect. (Some examples of this are discussed with reference to "Songs 
to Aging Children Come," "Morning Morgantown," "Coyote," and 
"Impossible Dreamer.") An analogous effect can be created by a similar 
juxtaposition of keys; such keys, considered distantly related-as compared 
with closely related situations, in which the tonic chord of each key is a 
diatonic chord in the other-create a striking effect that might emphasize 
two sharply distinguished textual perspectives, for example. The many 
references to chromaticism in the following discussions draw on these prin­
ciples to varying degrees. 

As thus described, ideas drawn from classical music can create a sense of 
harmonic direction in a song. Although this is the case both when some­
what typical classical harmonic motion is present and when it is somehow 
clearly being avoided or contravened, and it is important to understand 
these principles in order to interpret the significance of such passages, in 
much of her music Mitchell either does not draw directly on these princi­
ples or does so only in a very general way (for example, using the V-I 
conclusion or using chromatic principles in a passage that is not other­
wise particularly classical in its harmonic flavor) . There are many other, 
more ad hoc ways of conveying some sense of purpose in harmonic 
motion, but one important element in this regard is clearly projected bass 
motion. 

BASS MOTION 

If there is a perceptible logic to the bass line (which could consist of the 
notes played by the electric or string bass, but also can simply be whatever 
notes are the lowest sounding ones at any particular point), the listener can 
form a clear idea of direction, regardless of the harmonies that are being 
played or the ways they might relate to one another. This is particularly 
important in the case of Mitchell's music, because some of her "unusual" 
harmonies are distinctly characterized by the combination of a harmony 
with a seemingly unrelated bass note.6 One kind of logic would be confor­
mity to classical norms, so that if the bass line follows a typical classical pat­
tern, the listener will tend to accept the significance of that pattern, even if 
the harmonies do not fully reinforce it. For example, in the sample key of 
G, if the bass moves at the end of a phrase from D to G, the listener will 
understand that there is some sense of V-I conclusiveness, even if the 
chord over the D is not a D-F#-A V harmony. 

The bass can convey logic unrelated to classical norms, as well. The sim­
plest example of this would be for the bass to present a predictable pattern 
of motion, and the simplest example of this is stepwise motion in a single 
direction. Such patterns are occasionally pointed out in the discussions of 
songs. In order to follow these points, it is important for the reader to 
know how to tell what notes are sounding in the bass line of a specified 
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harmonic series. In the notation used here, if there is no slash (/) in the 
designation of a chord, or if there is a slash with a number to its right, no 
matter how complex the designation is, the letter given is both the root of 
the chord and the bass note. If a letter name appears to the right of the 
slash, the information to the left of the slash describes the harmony, and 
the letter name to the right specifies the bass note, whether this note 
belongs to the harmony or not. Thus, the bass note is C for all of the fol­
lowing: C, Cm6/9, Csus7, Fmin7/ C, and B~maj7 /e. Sometimes, in fact, 
harmonies over a bass note or bass line are so transient or otherwise rela­
tively insignificant that I will refer to the harmonic situation by the bass 
note, saying, for example, that "E!. chords move to C chords." 

MODIFICATIONS OF CLASSICAL MUSIC HARMONIC PRACTICE 

There are several ways that nonclassical harmonic techniques modifY or 
partially incorporate classical music norms. When a song uses a mode, 
rather than a major scale, it cannot use the same harmonies that are ordi­
narily used in a major scale, but others might take on analogous roles. The 
most common of these situations relates to the V-I arrival motion that 
would occur in a major key. If, instead of using the G major scale (G-A-B­
C-D-E-H-G), a song uses G Mixolydian (G-A-B-C-D-E-F-G) or G Aeolian 
(G-A-B~-C-D-E!.-F-G), each of which includes F, a whole step below G, 
rather than F#, a half step, an arrival on the tonic chord might be preceded 
by a minor triad (v, D-F-A) rather than a major triad (V, D-F#-A), or even 
by a VII triad (F-A-C). In each case, the listener would still understand the 
idea of arrival, but the chord preceding the tonic chord would sound dif­
ferent from the V chord (and might be heard to lead a little less strongly 
than would the V chord, since, in the classical tradition, the half step Ftl-G 
is heard as stronger than the whole step B\-G) . 

Other harmonic techniques involve the use of nonclassical harmonies. 
Dissonant and/ or chromatic harmonies convey a general sense of style­
often, especially in the first half of Mitchell's career, they (along with other 
elements) provide something of an index of where a song falls on the folk­
to-jazz continuum (in general, the more dissonant or chromatic, the more 
toward the jazz end). But they can also playa more functional role within 
a song, in that motion from consonant and/or diatonic to dissonant and/ 
or chromatic can provide a kind of contrast that is analogous to the con­
trast between different keys, and thus can relate to textual contrast in the 
same kinds of ways. In such cases, often the more consonant and/ or dia­
tonic harmonies are most naturally associated with stable or resolved situa­
tions, while more dissonant and/or chromatic harmonies might be 
associated with turmoil or uncertainty-but such common practices can 
certainly be varied. 
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GUITAR TUNINGS AND FINGERINGS 

A final consideration with respect to Mitchell's incorporation of various 
musical styles into her music is the way that her distinctive guitar tunings 
and fingerings intersect with the styles upon which she draws. The follow­
ing discussions of individual songs will reveal some ways that these tunings 
can affect how they are projected and shaped. However, it is appropriate to 
make a few observations here as the tunings relate to the principles dis­
cussed in the chapter? 

As examples in the discussions will show, a particular tuning usually 
implies a particular tonic note. Most often the pitch to which the lowest 
note on the guitar is tuned will fill this role. Often, though, the tuning can 
also establish an unusual tonic harmony as well . As a simple example, while 
classical music will always use either a major triad or a minor triad as the 
tonic harmony, the open (unfingered) strings of the guitar might form a 
complex, dissonant chord, which Mitchell may use as the central, touch­
stone harmony to which the song relates, perhaps beginning and/or end­
ing with this sound, as a classical song would do with its tonic chord. 

This principle can be extended further. Having selected a tuning, Mitch­
ell often settles on a limited number of chords in addition to that projected 
by the open strings. These are often formed by favored, simple fingering 
positions. The simplest of all of these is an unelaborated "barre," in which 
a single finger is laid across the neck of the guitar at a particular fret; this 
reproduces the open-string harmony at a different pitch level. Mitchell has 
other favored fingerings as well--configurations that remain the same as 
tunings vary, indicating that, when experimenting with new tunings, she 
has often tended to tryout these familiar fingerings and gravitate toward 
tunings in which the resulting sounds seem potentially fruitful to her.8 

Once a limited number of (usually relatively unusual) chords has been 
selected for a song, Mitchell may well use them in a way that is analogous 
to the way the most common diatonic chords are used in a classical piece.9 

The open-string chord might serve a tonic function, as already suggested, 
but others might have functions that vary similarly to the way that ii, IV, 
or V chords' functions vary in classical music. The exact way that these 
functions relate to one another would be quite different from that which is 
evident in classical music. To give two examples: 

1. The fact that Mitchell often relocates a single finger configuration 
along the neck of the guitar to create different chords often gives 
rise to more "parallel motion"-all notes moving in the same 
direction from one chord to another-than is customary in classical 
music. 

2. The fact that many of her fingerings let some open strings ring of­
ten results in several complex chords sharing several pitches. 
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These rather straightforward examples only hint at further variations; for 
example, the tonic-like chord is often not simply the open strings of the 
guitar, in which case many of the principles related in the previous two 
paragraphs would remain but would be reconfigured. Of course, such com­
plexities are only a microcosm of the complexities that come into play 
when all of these music-stylistic considerations interact. The discussions 
that follow will give some examples of how this can happen. However, I 
must acknowledge that it is not possible for me to come close to exhaust­
ing the observations that can be made about this music, and therefore I 
hope to provide the reader with some means to embark on many fruitful 
further investigations. 


