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Facing Time and Other Thieves: Meaning as Freedom 

in Joni Mitchell's Hejira *
David Crosby has said of Joni Mitchell: "She can distill an experience or a feeling into song better than anyone."1  Indeed, when she is at her best, Mitchell's music is the product of a creative alchemy that is distinctly double-edged, for she is not only adept at representing her own emotional world in her compositions and performance (or at least the world of the surrogate songstress who intones her first-person lyrical narratives), but she also demonstrates an uncanny ability to reflect the meaning of many of her listeners' lives as well.  Her friend and fellow musician, Malka Marom, recalls first hearing Mitchell perform "I Had a King": "I don't know what it was about that song.  [It was] a new way of conveying existential reality.  She sang it so real … as if she was singing for me.  She was my voice, you know.  She was everybody's voice.  She was a universal voice."2
One of the experiential motifs that Mitchell has often sought to convey in her musical work is that of travel, movement, and flight -- themes that begin to appear in some of her earliest published compositions, such as "Urge for Going" and "Song to a Seagull."  Most of her 1971 album, Blue, was written during a journey across Europe, a trip in part the result of the songwriter's need to escape the stress of the recording industry and her freshly acquired celebrity, as well as the emotional intensity of her personal life at that time.  Blue's opening track "All I Want" begins: "I am on a lonely road / And I am traveling, traveling, traveling, traveling / Looking for the key to set me free."3  Mitchell's 1972 work, For the Roses, composed chiefly during a solitary stay in a cabin on the Pacific coastline of British Columbia, is another by-product of travel and the need to get away.  But her ninth album, Hejira, most of which was composed in 1976 for release later that year, is not merely a manifestation of travel-inspired and travel-infused themes and emotions, but it is an analysis of, and a musical reflection on those themes and emotions.  Originally called Travelling,4 the album's later title, Hejira, and cover art (to which I'll return in a few minutes) announce unambiguously the central theme of Mitchell's project and, as the listener soon discovers, it is a theme colored by the frequent concerns of her earlier music -- love, loneliness, and passion -- rather than vice versa.

I'd like to examine Hejira briefly this morning, both from a general perspective and through a closer look at one of the album's tracks.  I'd like to explore how the meaning of travel and flight on the CD manifests itself as a poetic and musical revelation of a particular ongoing exercise of existential freedom, a universal experience that the artist articulates in such a way as to touch, seemingly, the intellectual and emotional souls of the listeners who follow her on this journey.

Hejira, in its general sense, denotes a departure from one's home and friends, an exodus, a migration.  Hence, it is no surprise that the most common images on Mitchell's album are those of travel, modes of transportation, going somewhere.  They appear in all nine songs, from the hitchhiking prisoner of the freeway in "Coyote," the CD's opening track, to the overloaded, "westbound and rolling" vehicle in the concluding "Refuge of the Roads."  In between, we hear about the aviator, Amelia Earhart, a shiny limousine in Memphis, a strange boy on a yellow skateboard, the singer "travelling in some vehicle … porous with travel fever," the Staten Island ferry, a "black crow flying," and "road maps from two dozen states" -- to name only a few figures of travel and locomotion that occur in Mitchell's lyrics.5  Hejira's narrator also sings of fleeing and flight in six tracks -- most notably perhaps in "Amelia," "Hejira," "Black Crow," and "Refuge of the Roads" -- and of freedom in five songs, both explicitly and implicitly and, most interestingly perhaps, in "Amelia," when she not only sings of Earhart's dreams to fly, but invokes a potent earlier evocation of personal freedom when she "pulls into the Cactus Tree Motel" (listeners may recall the woman in Mitchell's tune, "Cactus Tree," who is somewhere "so busy being free").  Other common themes worth mentioning are: ascent, solitude and loneliness, fire and smoke, the color blue, time, dancing, and dreams.

Mitchell would later openly claim the influence of Friedrich Nietzsche on her writing, an influence that, in retrospect, dates back to seventh grade in which Arthur Kratzman, an iconoclastic teacher at the Queen Elizabeth Public School in Saskatoon, exhorted her to "write in [her] own blood!"6  The idea comes from Nietzsche's Thus Spoke Zarathustra, an aphoristic and poetic philosophical work in which the Nietzschean hero, at the age of thirty, leaves his home to live at altitude, in the mountains.  His credo (or anti-credo, perhaps) is one of staunch, ethical individualism in which one must seek continually to overcome oneself, to re-evaluate one's relationship to the world and others, to understand that values should and must be created, and constantly recreated, through one's own initiative, through inquiry and courage.  Although charges of nihilism have often been leveled against Nietzsche, his Zarathustra is a work of hyper-responsible, but unfettered joy, of philosophical dancing.  "I would believe only in a god who could dance," says Zarathustra, and later: "I have learned to walk: ever since, I let myself run.  I have learned to fly: ever since, I do not want to be pushed before moving along … Now I am light, now I fly, now I see myself beneath myself, now a god dances through me."7  Also from this chapter of Zarathustra, entitled "On Reading and Writing," we hear: "this cloud which I see beneath me, this blackness and gravity at which I laugh -- this is your thunderhead."8  Finally, in a chapter called, appropriately, "The Wanderer," we read: "I am a wanderer … it seems I cannot sit still for long … What returns, what finally comes home to me, is my own self."9

To those who know Hejira well, the majority of which was composed when Mitchell was thirty-two, this should all sound very familiar, even down to the tone of arrogant self-realization -- as David Crosby once opined, Mitchell is about "as humble as Mussolini."10  But Crosby also maintains that throughout her work: "there is an effort to make the music be sky-bound, to relieve the body of temporality … a need for release and transcendence … to ride above the culture … to reflect."11  I would argue that this quest to transcend time, to realize personal, cultural, and existential freedom, and to communicate the very terms and landmarks of this journey is particularly evident in Hejira.  It is, in fact, the heart of Mitchell's 1976 project.

While the songs "Hejira" and "Refuge of the Roads" serve perhaps as the cornerstones of this concept album, given their positions as concluding tracks on both sides of the original vinyl, their complementary summation of the record's themes, and the reinvocation of "Hejira"'s verse in Jaco Pastorius's fading bass line at the very conclusion of "Refuge of the Roads" and, consequently, the entire album, I'd like to turn your attention to what might be considered a more marginal track, but one that illuminates very well certain facets of the artist's struggle to create her life's meaning through a keen awareness of existential freedom, as well as exposing her Nietzschean intellectual roots.

Mitchell opens "Black Crow," a piece positioned as the second track on side two of the record, with a rocking acoustic rhythm guitar riff on a modal E-flat minor chord.  Mitchell's idiosyncratic tunings produce such "chords of inquiry," as she terms them,12 and, in this case, the tuning itself prefigures the mood and message of the lyric.  With the broad lower E-string tuned down three full steps to B-flat,13 Mitchell's aggressive strum produces significant vibration in the guitar's lower register, prefiguring not only the diving of the crow, but the very recklessness of its plummet.  Mitchell's voice then enters from on high with a soaring initial note on the words "There's a crow flying / Black and ragged / Tree to tree."  The singer's identification with the bird is established in the refrain in which we hear: "I feel like that black crow / Flying / In a blue sky."  In "Black Crow," the notions of travel and flight are fused emphatically in the recap of a particularly hectic day in the wanderer's journey: "I took a ferry to the highway / Then I drove to a pontoon plane / I took a plane to a taxi / And a taxi to a train … I feel like that black crow flying."  Mitchell's voice rings plaintive on such lines as the weary "I've been travelling so long" and her regretful "Diving down to pick up on every shiny thing."  The lofty, careening note with which she opens the first line after the low and reckless guitar intro is thematically resolved in the third verse in which she, like the crow, is "diving, diving, diving, diving / Diving down to pick up on every shiny thing."  The singer's musical flight is frequently punctuated by Larry Carlton's harsh electric guitar licks, and Pastorius's bopping bass line underscores the movement of alternately soaring and swooping flight, although its rhythm is perhaps more suggestive of the coyote's running play with another bird, a hawk, in the CD's opening tune, at which he "was jumping straight up and making passes."  It is also important to remark that the cover art for the album points to "Black Crow" as pivotal piece for the entire Hejira project.  The black-winged cape on the flying/skating artist (not to mention the black headgear and skates -- crow's head and talons?) link the traveler with the crow and with the artist herself.  As if in answer to a wish from her Blue period, Mitchell seemingly does now have a river she can skate away on -- but at what cost?

In the final verse, the singer looks at "her haggard face" in a bathroom mirror, presumably at the type of "Blue Motel" she'll sing about in the following song.  She wearily stares out the window at her "ragged" crow/soul taking off again.  Indeed, Mitchell's "Black Crow" is an allegorical musical tale of an existential traveller battling to live up to Zarathustrian ideals -- to run rather than walk, then to fly rather than run, and not to let herself be "pushed before moving along."  Her dream is to fly, to skate away, with gods dancing through her and to remain sky-bound, high above the fray, outside the limiting reach of others who would strive to undermine her freedom, to compromise her being.  But realization of this primal existential desire is impossible, of course.  The subject always descends, always compromises herself, always falls victim to the Other in spite of her efforts to wriggle free of the being-in-itself, the object-ness that others would impose upon her.  As Hejira's first-person speaker tells Amelia: "I've spent my whole life in clouds at icy altitudes / And looking down on everything / I crashed into his arms / Amelia, it was just a false alarm."

  Nonetheless, the flight is worth reprising, the attempt at ceaseless self-overcoming is worth the struggle.  In the words of French philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre: "It is by thrusting myself towards my possibles that I escape fear to the extent that I shall consider my object-ness as non-essential."14  Complete realization of one's subjectivity, relentless transcendence of the limits to one's individual freedom can only be approached asymptotically, but Mitchell has committed herself to this endless, difficult journey of inquiry, "running like a white-assed deer," as she puts it near the conclusion of the album.  To the extent that the voice on the CD is "my voice … everybody's voice, a universal voice," it is this fundamental existential truth to which we all bear witness in Hejira.

* Paper presented at the 13th Biennial Conference of the International Association for the Study of Popular Music, Rome, Italy, July 2005.
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