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Figure 1. Expressive oppositions in Joni Mitchell’s music

Physical, actual

Social, virtual

immobility

mind

the independent artist       

Diagnosed with polio in 1953 at age ten

Paralysis  

Otherness, Isolation, Distance

mobility

body

human connection, love       



Example 1. Joni Mitchell, “Blue” (Blue, 1971) 



From a low point…

Emerging with clarity…

Transfigured

“Acid, booze, and ass; Needles, guns, and grass; Lots of laughs…”

  
  
“Everybody’s saying that hell’s the hippest way to go; Well I don’t think so…”

“There is your song from me.”

Emergent narrative



Example 2. Joni Mitchell, “River” (Blue, 1971)

a. Final verse

“It’s coming on Christmas…”   “I wish I had a river…”   “skate away…”    Coda
C major: I vi V          G major  F major  D minor

A minor: (   i VII  )

b. Ending
from “Jingle Bells” (F major) 

D minor



Example 3. Joni Mitchell, “Cold Blue Steel and Sweet Fire” (For the Roses, 1972)



Dual oppositions in the verse

“Cold blue steel”    “Sweet fire”
Outward subjectivity    Interiority
The real world    Shadow of Lady Release
Rhythmic groove    Sensuality
Vocal follows highest note in guitar  Vocal follows lowest note in guitar 
Centered on C (lowest guitar string)  Centered on G (upper guitar strings)
Drones on low C and high D   Open fifth “power chords”
Subdominant     Tonic





Example 4. Joni Mitchell, “Down to You” (Court and Spark, 1974)

Example 7. Joni Mitchell, “Down to You” (Court and Spark, 1974) 
 
Formal outline 

   
0:33 
1:19 

Intro 
Verse 1 
“The pickup station” 

E 
D (major pentatonic) 
D (minor pentatonic) 

 
Everything comes and goes 
You go down to the pick-up station 

2:00 
2:30 

Verse 2 
Orchestral interlude 

D (major pentatonic) 
C 

In the morning… Love is gone! 

4:37 
5:10 

Verse 3 
Ending 

D 
E 

Everything comes and goes 
It all comes down to you. 



Example 5. Joni Mitchell, “Paprika Plains” (Don Juan’s Restless Daughter, 1977) 

a. Intro

b. Verse beginning (0:32) 

c. Verse ending (2:07)



d. Part 3 (bass enters)



e. Final chord with bass solo



Example 6. Joni Mitchell, “Amelia” (Hejira, 1976). Guitar reduction

V b 43 44 43 44...œœœ
...œœœ

C|-------------------------5-----------------------------------------------------5----------5-------|                        
G|-------------------------5-----------------------------------------------------5----------5-------|
E|-----1----3---------5----5---6---5---6--5-----------------1----3----------5----5----------6-------|
C|-----2----4---------5----5---5---5---5--5-----------------2----4----------5----5----------5-------|                   
G|-----------------------------7---5---7--5--------0----------------------------------------7-------|                    
C|-----2----4---------5----5---5---5---5--5--------0--------2----4----------5----5----------5-------|
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V b ....
œœœœn J

œœœœœ ˙̇˙˙̇
C|--7---------7-------------------7------------------10-------10----------------10------------------|                        
G|------------7-------------------7---------------------------10----------------10------------0-----|
E|--7---------8-------------------7------------------10-------11----------------10------------0-----|
C|--7---------7-------------------7------------------10-------10----------------10------------0-----|                   
G|------------9-----------------------------------------------12------------------------------------|                    
C|--7-----------------------------7------------------10-------------------------10------------0-----|

 I was driving across the burning desert...                       When I spotted six jet planes...

 
Leaving six white vapor trails across the bleak terrain.

G C 2/E wwwwwn
+3 parallel shift

G ....
œœœœ J

œœœœœb ˙̇˙˙̇
B b E b2/G .....

˙̇̇̇
˙ œœœœ
B b C

V b wwww
C|----------------------------------------------7---------7------------------------------------------|                        
G|--------------------------------------------------------7------------------------------------------|
E|--8--------------------10---------------------7---------8-----------------------------------0------|
C|--9--------------------11---------------------7---------7-----------------------------------0------|                   
G|--9--------------------11-------------------------------9------------------------------------------|                    
C|--9--------------------11---------------------7----------------------------------------------------|

A m wwwwnn#
+2
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œœœœn J
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C

V b wwww
C|-----------------------------------------------------------------------5--------5-----------------|                        
G|--0--------------------------------------------------------------------5--------5-----------------|
E|--0-----------------------10----------8---------8--------7--------5----5--------6---------5-------|
C|--0-----------4-----------11----------9---------9--------7--------5----5--------5---------5-------|                   
G|--------------4-----------11----------9-----------------------------------------7---------5-------|                    
C|--0-----------4-----------11----------9---------9--------7--------5----5--------5---------5-------|

It was the hexagram of the heavens, it was the strings of my guitar.                     Amelia, it was just a false alarm.
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Ascending trajectory   I

V   Descending trajectory                                                                                              I

Intro

Verse    



Example 7. Joni Mitchell, “Both Sides Now” 

a. Clouds, 1969

b. Both Sides Now, 2000 (reduction)

c. Live performance at the Newport Folk Festival with Brandi Carlisle (2022)



Example 7. Joni Mitchell, “Both Sides Now” 

c. Live performance at the Newport Folk Festival with Brandi Carlisle (2022)
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