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lOra MITCHELL'S album "Mingus" is going
/ to catch considerable flak for being ponder-
ous where the late Charles Mingus was light-
hearted, for being tight to uptight where he
was loose, and for being un-Mingus-like in
general. And the flak launchers will be right,
in their own context. I'm no Mingus expert,
but my impression is that, in addition to being
something of a mystic off the stage, he was a
catalyst for improvisation and a sort of bridge
between traditional and "modern" (as in far-
out) jazzmen on the stage. No doubt this is
connected with his having worked with Louis
"Satchmo" Armstrong on the one end and
Charlie "Bird" Parker on the other. Mingus
kept the layman from getting lost while giving
his instrumentalists all the improvisational
freedom they needed, but Joni's "memorial"
album has danged near no improvisation.

But then it is not supposed to be a Charles
Mingus album. It is a Joni Mitchell album for
which Mingus wrote four melodies and doubt-
less provided inspiration. Mitchell, candid to
a fault, would be the first to tell us she does
not have an easy relationship with spontanei-
ty. In fact she does tell us, in the notes, "I
was trying to please Charlie and still be true to
myself. I cut each song three or four times."

"Mingus" seems mainly a continuation of
the course Joni has been on (with a partly
folkie hiatus in "Hegira") ever since "The
Hissing of Summer Lawns." She's been look-
ing for a way to grow, and jazz, a very broad
category indeed, has seemed to offer her the
greater possibilities.

It seems to me that her experimentation
these last few years -has been good for her as a
vocalist but has narrowed her scope as a writ-
er. Her lyrics had much more insight in the
"For the Roses" mode. The ballad tradition
as modified by her (and Bob Dylan and Gor-
don Lightfoot and Jackson Browne and pre-
cious few others, actually) is a better format
for her Joyce Carol Oates/Woody Allen/soap-
opera commentary on relationships than one
can readily wring from the conventions of
jazz, which puts several things above lyrics.

Musically, Joni's been toying with sound
effects more than with melodies, and she still
is in "Mingus." The four that Mingus wrote
would serve fine as take -off points for im-
provisation, but instead of stretching them
she has merely decorated them. The two mel-
odies she wrote, those for God Must Be a
Boogie Man and The Wolf That Lives in Lind-
sey, are themselves sketchy sound -effects
hangers rather than the old swoops and
sweeps of her folkie days.

But as a vocalist Joni has grown tremen-
dously in the last few albums. Where she used
to dart self-consciously into and out of falset-
to, like changing gears in an old MG, she now
glides with confidence over a remarkable
number of notes and makes no big deal of it; it
seems normal and effortless. Her voice has
become, as jazz likes its voices to become, an
instrument.

I find "Mingus" more listenable than "Don
Juan's Restless Daughter," although not by
much. It is too bad she couldn't have loos-
ened up the way Mingus himself would have.
The thing is bound to lose her some of her
more casual fans, who were attracted to a
nice folk singer from Canada, but, like Ingmar
Bergman, she has a number of diehard fans
who'll hang in there, and I guess that includes
me (I don't know whether I'm bragging or
complaining). The most "accessible" song is
probably The Dry Cleaner from Des Moines,
which unfortunately catches Joni getting a lit-
tle too cute with the lyrics. The song is about
luck; just before it there's a taped comment
by Mingus about how good his had generally
been, but Joni's lyrics, tongue-in-cheek or
not, are about how bad hers is.

In her liner notes, Joni gives credit to the
musicians involved in the out -takes (surely a
first in the giving -credit department); these in-
cluded John McLaughlin and Gerry Mulligan.
Of those who made it to the finals, so to
speak, only Wayne Shorter truly seems to
matter. Mingus having been a bassist, you'd
think the bass of Jaco Pastorius (of Weather
Report) would have a leading role, but here
it's just another bass. On the other hand,
there's something to be said for putting this
tight a rein on Herbie Hancock.

MNGUS died, as Joni further notes, in Mex-
ico on January 5, 1979, at the age of fifty-six,
and his body was cremated the next day.
"That same day fifty-six sperm whales
beached themselves on the Mexican coastline
and were removed by fire. These are the coin-
cidences that thrill my imagination." Now
that, I think, is 'a Mingus-like observation (or
Jung-like-he called such coincidences "syn-
chronicity"). Where jazz is concerned,
though, I like to think Joni Mitchell is still
working on it, diligently if not always
efficiently, and she's by no means finished.

-Noel Coppage

JONI MITCHELL: Mingus. Joni Mitchell (vo-
cals, guitar); Jaco Pastorius (bass); Wayne
Shorter (soprano sax); Herbie Hancock (elec-
tric piano); other musicians. God Must Be a
Boogie Man; A Chair in the Sky; The Wolf
That Lives in Lindsey; Sweet Sucker Dance;
The Dry Cleaner from Des Moines; Goodbye
Pork Pie Hat. ASYLUM 5E-505 $8.98, 10
5T5-505 $8.98, © 5C5-505 $8.98.

TIM CURRY: Fearless. Tim Curry (vocals);
instrumental accompaniment. Right on the
Money; Hide This Face; I Do the Rock;
S.O.S.; Cold Blue Steel & Sweet Fire; and five
others. A&M SP 4773 $8.98, 0 8T 4773
$8.98, © CS 4773 $8.98.

Performance: Funny but spotty
Recording: Loud

Tim Curry is the demonically energetic Brit-
ish actor who portrayed Dr. Frank N. Furter
in the stage and film versions of The Rocky
Horror Show. He has a gift for accents, and
his tour de force on this second album is I Do
the Rock, which is not a song so much as Noel
Coward -type patter on the political, social,
and jet -set personalities of the day, backed up
by a riff. It is very funny patter, and Curry
runs several accents through it-French, up-
per -crust British, Indian, and a kind of ersatz
Spanish-all of which blend into each other.
The words are unintelligible in spots, but you
can still appreciate his zany brilliance.

Curry is basically unsubtle, however, and
his magic doesn't sustain itself. He is often
entertaining but tends to squander his energy,
sometimes becoming annoying rather than en-
tertaining (Right on the Money, Hide This
Face, Charge It). On a few tracks here he
sings in a ballad style-with an actor's spoken
interjections-but it's evident he's restraining
his energy with some difficulty. The lunatic
comedy will appeal only to a cult audience,
and the ballads and de facto rock-and-roll
suffocate Curry's personality. But there are
some interesting moments. J. V.

RECORDING OF SPECIAL MERIT
EARTH, WIND & FIRE: I Am. Earth, Wind
& Fire (vocals and instrumentals); vocal and
instrumental accompaniment. In the Stone;
Can't Let Go; After the Love Is Gone; Boogie
Wonderland; Star; and four others. Co-
LUMBIA FC 35730 $8.98, FCA 35730 $8.98,
© FCT 35730 $8.98.

Performance: Down to earth
Recording: Very good

As Earth, Wind & Fire have strengthened
their grip on success, the mystical and ex-
traterrestrial emblems adorning their albums
have gained proportionately in grandiosity.
This latest one, with a title echoing the majes-
ty of Jehovah and an inside cover featuring a
portrait of the group costumed and posed as
princes out of fable, is no exception. Such
bombast may be considered forgivable in this
case, however, because of the excellence of
the music on the record.

As usual, this astral outfit blasts off in a
balls -of -fire flurry of rhythm, which is clever-
ly varied through the album, even within se-
lections, without losing its driving thrust.
There is some evidence of capitulation to dis-
co, particularly on Boogie Wonderland, to
which the Emotions lend a few spirited so-
prano embellishments, but the emphasis
throughout is on a dazzling interplay between
precision ensemble voices-employed like
horns-in rapid, robust exchanges with the
group's instruments augmented by a large or-
chestra. The opening track, In the Stone, is
less imaginative than many of Earth, Wind &
Fire's previous efforts, but performing gusto
compensates for the slim substance. My fa-
vorite is After the Love Is Gone, which is
laced with unexpected Wonder-ful progres-
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