
REFLECTIONS

SOME NOTES ON ATTUNEMENT
A ÿlovage aromldJoni Mitchell.

BY ZADIE SMITH

Elide had that telltale rasp in her throat,
finking her, in the Smith mind, m Tina
Turner or Della Reese. We had no galte
Bush records, or even the slightest hint
of Stevie Nicks, rasD, though she may
be. The fi,ÿt time 1 was aware of Deb-
bie Han)/s existence, l was in eoUege.
We had Joan Armatrading and Aretha
and Blllie and Ella. What did we need
with white women?

The first time I heard her I didn'thear her at all. My parents did not
prepare me. (The natural thing in these
situations is to blaine the parents.) She
was nowhere to be found on their fou>
foot-tall wood-veneer hi-fi. Given the
v'ariety of voices you got to hear on that
contraption, her absence was a little
slxange. Burning Spear and the Beatles;
Made),, natunllly, and Chaka Khan; Bix
Bdderbecke, Louis Armstrong, I)uke
Etlington, and James Taylor; Luther
\;andross, Anita Baker, Alexander
O'Neal. And Dylan, always Dylan, Yet
nothing of the Canadian with rbe open-
tuned guitar. I don't see how she could
have been unkimwn to them--it was
her peculiar curse to never really be un-
known. Though maybe they had hmtrd.
her ,'rod simply misunderstood,

My parents loved music, as I love
music, but you couldn't call any of us
wtÿatever the plural of"mnso" is. The
Smiths owned no rare tracks, ,to ÿisei-
nating B-sides (and no records by the
Smiths). We veanted mng*a that made us
dance, Laugh, or cry. The o@ thing that
was in ÿmy way unusual about the collec-
tion ÿ,ts the manner in which it con>
bined, in one crate, the taste of a young
black woman and an old white man. It
had ar least that nmch edectidsm m it.
However, we did not rend to listen to
wl'fite women singing very often, Those
parrlcular voices were surplus to require-
menrs, somehow, having no natxn'al de-
mographic within the household, A
singer llke Elkie Brooks (really Elaine
Bookbinder--a Jewish girl, from SaP
ford) was the closest we got, though

It was the kind of college gatheringwhere I kept sneaking Blackstreet
lind Aaliy,'th albums into the CD dt,'awcr,
and friends kept replacing them with
other thinga. And then there she ÿ,as,
suddenly: a piercing sound, a sort of
\ÿallingIa whlte woman, xwailing, pick-
ing out notes in a non-sequence. Out of

rune--or out of anything t understood
at the time as"rune." 1 picked up the C1)
cover and t)owned at it: a skimay blonde
with heavy b,'mgs, covered in bhle. My
good fi.iend Tamam--a read singer, seri-
ous about ntusic--looked over at me,

confiased. Yottdon'ltikeJom?i mrned the
CD over dlsdalnlaully, squinted at the
track llst. Oh, qz, m thalJom? And very
likely went on to say something fÿce-
tious about white-girl music, the kind of
comment 1 had heard, inverted, when I
found myself called upon to defend
black men wearing into a microphone.
Another friend, Jessica, pressed me
again: You don'l tikeJonÿ She dosed her
eyes and s..mg a few lines ofMtat I now
know to be "Catitbrnia." That is, she
sang pleasing, not uninteresting words,
but in a strange, smmgulated lÿlsettcÿ-
a kind of lÿdkaesque "piping"--which I
considered odd, coming out of Jess,
whom I knew to have, ordinarily, a
beautifial, black voice. A soul voice. You
don't like Joni? I do not li 'ke green eÿs an,l
ham. Ida nol like thent, Sam-I-am,

Perhaps this is only a story about
philistinism. A qualib0 ,'dxÿ9's easier to
note in other people than to detect in
yourself. Aged twenty, 1 listened to Joni
Mitchell--a singer whom millions
enjoy, who does not, alter all, make an
especially unusual or esoteric sound--
and found her incomprehensible. Could
not even really recognize her piping as
"singing." It was just lmise. And, with- ==
out troubling over it much, I placed her 2=
piping alongside all the interesting ÿg
noises we hear in the wodd but choose, z
through habit or policy, to separate
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from music. What elm you call that but
philistinism? You don't likeJoni? My
friends had pit), in their eyes. The same
look the thithful tend to give you as you
hand them back their "fiteramre" and
cloÿ the door in their £ÿces,

In the scat of a car, on the
passenger

sw, y to a ÿs edding. I no longer had the
excuse of youth: I was now the ÿme age
as Christ when he died. I was being
driven west, toward Wales. Passing
throughwoods and copses, a wild green
landscape, heading for the steep and
lofty cllfl;... It is a very long drive to
Wales. The drls, er, being a poet, planned
a pit stop at Tintsm Abbey. His passen-
g% more interested in finding a motor-

ay service station, spoke ti'equently of
her desire tbr a sausage roll. The mood
in the car was not the brightest. And
someflfing else had been bothering roe
for several miles without my being quite
conscious of its source, some persistent
noise  ....  But now I focussed in on it

and realized it was that bloody piping
again, mnglng over oentves, ignoring the
natural, divisions between musical bars,
and generally annoying the hell out of
meÿ like a bee eanght in a wing mizÿor. 1
made a plea Ibr change to the driver,
who gave me a look related to the one
my friends had given me all those years
earlier, though this was a stronger vari-
etalÿ the driver and I being bonded to
each other for llfe by legal eonn .'aes.

"It's Joni Mitehclf. "VVhat is wrong
with you? Listen to it--it's beautiful!
Can't you hear that.ÿ'

I started stabbing at the dashboardÿ
trying to find the button that makes
things stop.

"No, I can't hear it. It's homble. And
that bit's just 'Jingle Bells.' "

I hadn't expected to get anywhere
with this fine, and ÿv, ts surprised to see
my husband smile, and pause tbr a mo-
ment to listen intently: "AcmaUy, that
hit is ÿJinOe Bells'--I never noticed that
before. It's a song about winter.. ,
nÿakes sense]

"Switch it off--I'm begging you."
'Wintern Abbey, next exit," he said,

closed his jaw tightly, and veered to the
left.

"vVe parked; I opened a car door onto
the vast silence era valley. I may not
have had ears, but I had eyes. I wan-
&red inside, which is outside, which is

inside. I stood at the east window, tÿet
on the green grass, eyes to the green
hills, not contuined by a non-building
that has lost all its cawed defenses. Re-
duced to a Gothic skeleton, the abbey is
penetrated by beatlty from above and
below, open to precisely those elements
it had once hoped to frame for pious
young men, as an object for their patient
contemplation. But that form of hoty
concentration has now been gone lon-
ger than it ÿ ever helÿ. It was already
an ancient memory two hundred ),ears
ago, when Wordsworth came by. This-
ties sprout between the stones. The rain
comes in. Roofless, floorless, glassless,
"green to thevery doot':-nowTintem
is forced to accept the holiness that is
everywhere in everything.

And then what? As I remember it,
sun flooded the area; my husband
quoted a line from one of the Lucy
poems; I began humming a strange
piece of music. Something had hap-
pened re me. In all the mess of memo-
des we make each day and lose, I knew
that this one would not be lost. I had
Wordsworth's sensation exactly: "That
in this moment there is life aud
food / For future yeaiÿa." Or thought I
had it. Digging up file poem now, 1 see
that I tort, in some ÿa),sÿ telling the op-
posite story. What struck the author of
"Lines Written a Few Miles Above
°Dntem Abbey" (1798) was a memory
of ecsÿ,'a),: "That time is past, / And all
its aching joys are now no more. / And
all its dizzy raptures." The XNye had
made a deep impression on him when
he*d visited five years earlier. Returning,
he finds that he still loves the area, but
the poem attests to his development, for
now he loves it with a mellowed matu-
fit),. Gone is the wild ades-atiom "t"i'or
nature then / (The coarser pleasures of
in), boyish days, / And their glad animal
movemenÿ -all gone by,) / To me was .At
in all.--I cannot paint / Vqhat then I
was." To be back in Wales was to meet
an earlier version ofhimseÿ he went
there to listen to "the language of my
former heart." And though it's true that
the young man he recalls is in some
senses a stranger, the daim that he"can-
not paind' him is really a humble bnÿg,
because, of course, the poem does ex-
acfly that. It's striking to rite that this
past self should at all times be loved and
appreciated by Wordv, vo(th. He under-

stands that the callow youth was the
basis of the greater man he would be-
come, A natural Peogression: between
the boy Wordsworth and the ntan, be-
tween then and now. His mind is not so
much changed as deepened.

But when I think of thatJoni Mirch-
elbhating pilgrim, standing at the east
window, idly wondering wbether she
could persuade her beloved to stop fbr
some kind ofmicrowaved service-station
snack somewhere between here and the
church (Britidl weddings being notorious
in their hte delivery of lunch), I tcoly can-
not understand the kmgmage of my fom-ier
heart. \'Vho was that person? Petulant,
hardly aware that she was hummingJoni,
not yst conscious of the tmnsfomtsfion
she hM already undergone. How is it pos-
sible to hate something so eontpletdy and
then suddenly love it so ur, reasonably?
How does such a dmnge occur?

Sidebar: In 1967, another poet, AllenGindÿetg, stopped at'Dnte,'n Abbey.
He had gone to Wales with his British
publisher, Tom Masehler, to stay in
Maschler's cottage and take acid in the
Black Mountains, Those were the gloty
days of British publishing. Ginsberg
wrote a poem about the trip, "Wales
Visitation." The ground he stood on
\ÿa8 '%town vaglna-moist," and the this-
ties he saw had a "satanic.., horned
symmetry." Iu other words, he had a
typical. Ginsberg epiphany. I llke the
poem best, dlough, not when he's de-
scribing the things he sees but when he's
examining the manner of the seeing;
that is, the sn'nemral dill?fence between
how he nocmally sees and how he saw
that day, attuned, on acld--lVhat didl
notice? ParHeulars/

This is the effect that listaning toJoniMitchell has on me these days: un-
controllable tears. An emotional over-
coming, disconcertingly distant from
happiness, more llke joy--if joy is the
recognition of an almost intolerable
beauty, it's not a very dvilized emotion.
1 can't listen to Joni Mitdtdl in a room
with other people, or on an iPod, walk-
ing the streets. Too risk3'. 1 can never
gxmrantee that l'm going to be able to get
through the song without being made
transparent---to anybody and every-

thing, to the whole world. A ntolÿil}ing
sense of porousness. Although it's con'l-
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tbrting to learn that the feeling I have lis-
tening to these songs is the same feeling
the artist had while creating them: "At
that perlod of nay life, I had no personal
dethnses. I tell like a celloph.'me wtapper
on a pack of cigarettes? That's Mitchell,
speaking of the fruitthl years bev.veen

about her, or understanding what an
open-tuned guitar is, or even by sitting
douqa and lotting myself to listen and re-
listen to her songs. I hated Joni Mitch-
ellÿmd then I loved her. Her voice did
nothing for me--unti! the day it undid
me completely. And ] wonder whether it

Oinsberg at the abbey and 1971, when
her chssic album "Blue" was released.

I should confess at this point thatwhen I'm thilaklng of Joni Mitchell
it's "Blue" l'm thinking ot, really. I can't
even claim to be wsiting about that su-
perior type of muse epiphany which
would at least have the good taste to set-
tie upon one of the "minor" ,'dbu ms that
Joni helÿelf seenis m prefer: "Hejira" or
"The Hissing of Summer Lawns." No,
I'm thinking of the ,album prertT much
eve0, fool ownsÿ no matter how far fi'om
music his llt? has taken hint. And it's
not es, en really the content of the music
flaat interests me here. It's the tramfor-
marion of the llsteNng. I don't wimt to
confuse this phenomenon with a pro-
gressive change in taste. The sensation
of progressive dlange is different in
kind: it usually follows a conscious act of
will. Like most people, I experience
these progressive changes thirly regu-
larly. By tbtÿing myself to reread "Crime
and Punishment," for example, 1 now
adn;ire and appreciate Dostoyes,sky, a
writer whom, well into my late twentieg
I was certain I disliked. During an ÿ-
ploratory season of science fiction, I
checked A1dous Huxley out of the li-
blaw, despite his hideous atrial fl'ÿeories.
And even a writer as alien to my natural
sensibility as Anais Nin wormed her
way into my sympathies last summer,
during a coocerted ettbrt to read writat's
who've made sex their primary concern.

I don't think it's a coincidence that
most of my progressive changes in taste
tend to have occan'ed in my sole area of
expertise: reading novels, ha this one, ex-
tremely narrow arena I can call myself
more or less a "connoisseur." Meaning
dial i can stoop to consider even file sup-
posed lowliest exaniples of the tbrm
while simultaneously rising to admire die
obscure and the esoteric--and all u4th-
out t?eling any great change in mysell;
Novels are what I "kno\ÿ5 and the novel
door in my personality is ahways wide
open. But I diddt come to love Joni
Mitchell by knowing anything more

is because I ant such a peal'oct foot about
music that the paaadigm shift in my abib
it), to listen to Joel Mitchell became pos-
sible. Maybe a certain kind of ignorance
was the condition, Into the pure noth-
ingness of my non-knowledge some-
thing sublime (an event?) beyond (be-
neath?) consciousness was able to occur.

I just cared myself a connoisseur ofnovels, which stretches the definition
a little: "An expert judge in mattelÿ of
tÿte." I have a deep interest in my two
inches of b.,oÿyÿ but it's a rare connoisseur
who does not seek to be an expert judge
of more than one form. By their good
taste ate they known, and connoisseurs
tend to like a wide area in which to exer-
cise it. I have katovm numy une connois-
seurs, with excellent tastes that range
across the humanities and the culinary
arts--ÿand they never Nil to have a fatal
eta?el on my sell--esteem. When I find
mysetf sitting at dinner next to someone
who know-a just as much about novels as
t do but has somehow also found the
menval space to adore and be knowledge-
able about the oper-aÿ have strong opin-
ions about the relittlve rankings of Re-
naissance painters, an encyclopedic
kJlowhdge of the English ciÿt war, of

French wlnes--i feel an anxiety that
nudges beyond file envious him the e.xis-
tantiaL How did she find the time?

On the Shortness of Life," a screedby Seneca is smart about this
tension between taste and time (al-
though Seneca sympathizes wiflx my
dinner companion, not with me). The
essay takes the tblan oft letter ofadvlce
to his friend Paulinus, who must have
made the mistake of complaining,

within earshot of Seneca, about the
briefness of his days. In this lengthy ri
poste, the philosopher informs Paulinus
that "learning how to live rakes a whole
life," and the sense most of us have that
oor lives ale el'nell), brief is a specious
one: "It is not that we h;rce a short time
to live, but that we waste a lot of it."
Heedless luxui'),, socializing, v/oddly ad-
vancement, fighting, whoring, drinking,
and so on. If you wzaÿt a life that feels
long, he advises, flU it with philosophy.
That way, nor only do you "keep a good

,ttch" over your own lifetime but you
"annex every age" to ).our own: "B), the
toll ofotheea we are let into the presence
of things which have been bronght fi'om
darkness into fight." So make frlendz
with the "high priests oflibehal smdles,"
no matter how distant they are from
you. Zeno, Pythagoras, Democritus,
Aristotle, Tbeophrasrtls: "None of these
will be too busy to see yoo, none of these
will not sand his visitor away happier
and more devosed to hlmselt; none of
these wilt aUow anyone to depart empty-
hauded, They are at home to all mortals
by night and by day."

Well, suse--but you have Idso to be
open m them. Because you needn't h;we
had even a whiffofwhoring in your life
to legitimataly find yourself too busy to
visit Arismde. Bus), changing diapers.
Busy deanlng the sink or going m work.
And since, in the contamporaQ' world,
we have to place in "liberal studies" not
o@, a handRd of ÿmonieal phi!osophelÿ
but also two thousand yeai's ofcultureÿ
plus a bunda of new forms not dreamed
of in Seneca's philosophy (Polish cinema,
hip-hop, canceptuat art)--you c,'m un-
din*rand why many people feel rather
pushed for time. It's tempting to give up
on our liberal studies betbre evan making
the attempt, the better to continue oa our
meny w'ay,fighfing, drinking, and all the
rest. At least, then we have the satisl:ac-
lion ofallttle short-term pleasure instead
era lifetime of feeling inadequate.

Still, I admire Seneca's idealism, and
believe in his central a'gument, even ifi
have applied it haphazardly in my own
life: "We are in the habit of saying that
it ÿ,ras not in our power to choose die
parents who were allotted to us, that
they were given to us by chance. But we
can dtoose whose children we would
like to be." Early on, for better or worse,
I chose whose child 1 wanted to be: the
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NATIVITY

At the conchrslon of nine months'
silent communion,
interrupted on occasion
by long one-sided cortversations
oft teary and somewhat excessively candid nature,
and tffter some very loud mutual scmamlng,
the two were at last introduced. A shadow

of-cast wings passed across them,
in a manner of spea!dng: he slept, the
smaU bud of£tce unclenched. Later on,
still drowsing, he ÿ'#.l s relatively certain
he had at some point overheard her claim
that wlfile naming he never stopped staring
into her eyes, which was thir eb.ough; but
when she added that she felt like she was being judged,
fight astray he sensed tlfings getting out of hand.
That night he lay mx,ake pondering
the matter for many hmn% contpelled at last
m find her accusatinnjejune, massively
unanbstantiated, unwimessed by anyone
but the aesuser, pathetically, and tinged with paranoia--
not a tntk, htcidentdly, you are happy to see
in the pelion with whom you'll t>e sharing the next couple

decades.
I have done no such thing, he concluded,
In addition, while she remained perfecdy fi'ee
to t:all in line with the morea and hews handed down
by the sheep who eÿxist, his own adamÿmt intent was
to go on waiting for word fiwm his god, who did not.
"And," he muttered irritably, "I want a harmonica."

wonderful title: "More Songs About
Buildings and Food?' You will probably
da'ead.,,, ÿow who it was by--i didn't.
Talking Heads. As I stopped m admire
it, 1 ÿas tg"ipped by melanchol); similar
perhaps m the feelhtg a certain kind of
man gets while sitting with his with on
a train ptatfonn as a beantiful girÿ
diflhrent in ,dl aspects from his wife--
walks by. 77ÿeregoes my otherlife. Is it too
late to get into Talking Heads? Do I
hm,e the time? What kind of person
would I be ifi knew this album at all, or
well? Ifrd been shaped nor by At Green
and Steele Wonder but by Da4d Byme
and KrÿHverk? What if I'd been the
type dperson who had somehow found
the time to love and know evel}nhing
about AI Green, Steele Wonder, David
Byme, and Kraftwerk? What a delight
it would be m have so many "parents"[
How long and fmitfial life would seem!

child of the novel. Almost everyflfing
else ÿls subjugated to this ruling pas-
sion, reading stories. As a consequenceÿ
I can barely add a column of double dig-
its, I have not the slightest idea of how
a plane flies, I can't draw an)" better than
a five-year-old. One of the motivations
for writing nove|s myself is the small
window of opportunity it affords for a
bit of e.-m,ÿeurricular study. I learned a
little about genetics writing my first
novel, and went quite tier with Rem-
brandt during my third. But these are
only little pockets of knowledge, here
and there. I think Seneca is right: life
feels longer the more you engage vrith
it. (Look how short llfe felt to the poet
Larkin. Look howllttle he did with it.)
I should be loving sculpture[ But I have
not gone deeply into sculpture, lnswad,
having been utterly insensitive to seulp-

--Franz Wright

rare, I fill the time that might have been
usefillly devoted to sculpture widi daings
like drinking and searing into space.

Nowhere do I have this sensation of
loss as acutely as with music. I had it re-
cently while being guided round an un-
derground record shop, ia Vaoeouver,
by a young man from my Canadian
publishers who xÿanted m show me this
fine example of the local cultnral scene
(and also to buy tickets for a heavy-
metal concert he planned to attend with
his wife). I wandered through daas shop,
as 1 always do in record shops, depressed
by my iÿaorance and drawn toward the
finnllias. After fifteen shiftless minutes,
I picked up a hip-hop magazine and
considered a Billle Holiday album that
could not possibly contain any track l
did not already own. Iwas prepÿ'ÿring to
leave when I spotted an album with a

I will admit that in the past, when thave met connolsseut% i've found it a
bit hard to end@ believe in them. Pb.J-
llsfinlsrn offer* comes with a side order of
distrust. How can this person possibly
love as many things as she appears to
love? Sometimes, in a sour spirit, I am
tempted to thel that my connoisseur
friends have the time for all this liberal
smdybecause they hav-e no children. But
that is tbe easy ÿay out. Tree connois-
semÿ were like that back when we were
all twenty years old; t ÿs ahvays nar-
rower and more resistant. For some peo-

ple, the door is wide open, and pretty
muda eveDching--on the condition that
it's good--gets a hearing. And t am in-
debted to my friends of this kind who
have, after all, mamtged to etÿct some
difficult mad arduous daanges in mytaste.
I'm gratefnl for the reeducation, while
still feadng that my life will never be long
enough to give sedous consideration to
,all the diflbrent kinds of wine that can be
squeeaed out of different kinds ofga ,'apes.

VVÿth Joni, it ÿs,'as all so easy. In aense, it took no time. Instanta-
neous. InvoMng no progressive change
but, instead, a leap of faith. A sndde n, un-
expected attunement. Or a retuning from
nothing, or from a negatis% into some-
thing soaring and positive and sublime, it
will perhaps insult sincerely reliÿoua peo-
ple that I should compare somethiog mlÿ
and precious, the "leap of l:aith," to some-

THE bÿc.W ÿ'OAII(IÿR. DECIÿNIIÿR IT, '20ÿ2



thing as banal as realizing that "Blue," by
Joni Mitchell, is a great album, but to a
person like me, who has never known
God (who has only read and written a
lot of words about other people who
have known God), the st.xacture of the
sensation, if not the content, seems to
be unavoidably related. I am thinking
particularly of Kierkegaard's "Fear and
Trembllng;' and, even more particularly,
of the "Fo:ordium" ("Atmnement") that
opens that mange book, and whith man),
people (including me) usually skip, in
confusion, to get to the meat of the
"Probleman,d' The 'qÿxordlum" is like a
weird little novel. In it, Kierkegaard sum-
mona up a character: a simple, t}tithtbl
mau,"not a thinker.., not an exegetical
scholar," who is obsessed with the Bibli-
cal tale of Abrah,'un and Isaac but finds
that he cannot understand it. So he tells
it to himself tbur times, in diff':rent ver-
sions, as if it were an ond £firy tale that
mutates dightly ÿsÿth each retelling.

The basic derails stay" the same. (In
,all versions, the nmb and not Isaac, gets
killed.) The variation exists in the reac-

fions of Abraham and Isaac. In the first
iteration, Ab,-aham, in order to preserve
his sons faith in God, pretends that he,
Abraham, hates Isaac and ÿmts him
killed. In the second, evelytlfing goes
according to pl,'m except that Abraham
can't tbrgive or tbrget what God just
asked him to do, and so all joy leaks
fi'ona his life. In the third, Abraham
can't bell eve how he can possibb, be tbr-
given for something that was so clearly
a sin. In the finalve,ÿion, it's Isaac who
loses his fifi th: how could hls filther have
considered the terrible crime, even for a
moment? Following each of these re-
tellings, there is a small paragraph of
analogy to a quite different situation,
that of a mother weaning her child:

When the child is to be lyeaoed, d*e
mother blackens her breast, It would be hard
to have the breast [oak inviting when the
dfi[d must not have it. So the child believes
that tile breast has changed, hat tile motlÿer--
she is still the same, her gaze is tender and
loving as ever, How fortunate the one who
did not riced more terrible means to wean
tile dfihl!

That's the ve,sion foltoWmg the fi,st

"Before we can conte in, zoas any part of your home produced in a
facility that alto handles ÿoheat, milk, nuts, eggs, o)'soy?"

sin,2,,, the one ha which Ab,.'aham tries
to take the mp for the Lord. In these
pecullar breast-feeding anecdotes it is
not always obvious where the analogy
lies. Professional philosophetÿ spend
much th-ne arguing over the precise
synthollc links. Is God the mother? Is
Isaac the baby? Or is Abraham the
mother, Isaac the beby, and God the
breast? I really haven't the slightest
idea. But in each velÿion a fonn of de-
fense is surely ottÿced, some kind of ex-
planation, a means of comprehending.
It's not that my nwther is refushtg me
milk; it's that l don'l warn it anymore,
because her breast is black, Ilk not tba!
God £ÿ asÿng somelhhtg inc.xÿlitabh,; itÿ
that *nÿ, father wants me dead. Alt the
versions the simple man tells himself
are ho,vible in some way, but they are
at least comprehensible, which is more
than you can say Ibr tile paradoxical
n'uth: God told me I would be ffuitfial
through my son, and yet God is telling
tale to kill my son. (Or: my mother
loves me and wants to gfve me milk, yet
my mother is reflasing to give me milk.)
And after tehearslng these various ra-
tionalizations the simple man stiU iliads
himself confounded by the original
Biblical sto,y "He sank down wearily,
fblded his hands, and said, 'No one was
as great as Abraham. Who is able to
understand him?"

W'hen i read the "lLxordium," I feel
that Kierkegaard is trying to get me into
a state oftÿadiness tbr a consideration of
the actual Biblical stoO' of Abeaham and
Isaac, which is essentially inexplicable.
The "Exordium" is a rehearsah it laTs
out a sedes of nttional explanations the
better to demonstrate their poverty as
explanations. For nothing can prepare
us for Abntham mad no one can under-
stand hlm--at least, not rationally.
Fa'tth involves an acceptance of absur-
dity. To get us to that point, Kierke-
gaard hopes to "amine" us, systemati-
cally discarding all the usual defenses we
put up in the lace of the absurd.

Of course, loving Jonl MltcheU does
not require an aecepVance of ahsurdiW.
I'm speaking of the minor category of
the aesthetic, not the mommlent of the
religious. But if you want to efl;:ct a
breach in that stofid edifice the humlm
personality I tlfink it helps to calri*-ate
this Kierkegaardian sense of defense-
lessness. Kierkegaard's simple man



makes a simple mistake: he wants to
translate dte mystery of the Biblicÿfl
story hire terms that he can compre-
hend. l-fJs failure has something to
teach us. Somethÿes it is when we stop
hying to understand or interrogate ap-
parendy"absurd" phenmnena--like the
category of the "new" in art--that we
become more open to them.

Put simply: you need to lower )xmr
defenses. ('I don't think it is a coinci-
dence that my Joni epiphany came
through the back door, while my critl-
cat mind lay undefended, focussed on a
quire other form of beauty.) Shaped by
the songs ofnly childhood, I find it hard
to accept the mudcal "new," or even dÿe
"here-to-me." If the same problem does

not arise with literature, that's because i
do not try m deIhnd myself against nm,-
els. They can be written backward or
without any %" or in one long curtain
of text---novels are always welcome.

What created this easy mmsit in the first
place is a mystery; I tÿel I listened to as
many songs in childhood as I read sto-.
des, but in music I seem to have funned
rigid ideas and created defenses around
them, whereas when it came to words I
never did. This is probably what is
meant by that mysterious word "semi-
bility;' the existence of which so often
feels innate. I feel sure that had I, in
1907, popped in onJoyce il! his garret I
would have picked up his notes for
"Ulysses" and been excited by what he
"ÿls cooking up. Yet if, in the same year,
I had pÿfid a call on Picasso in his studio
I would have looked at the canvas of
"Les De no'stiles d Avignon" and been

nonplussed, maybe even a little sclmdal-
ized. It; in my real life of2012, I stand
before this painting in the Museum of
Modem Art, in New York, it seems ob-
viously beautilhl re me. All the dlfficnlt
work ofatmnement and acceptance has
iÿeady been done by othem. Smart crit-
ics, other painters, appreciative ama-
teurs. They kicked the door open almost
a century ago--all I need do is walk
through it.

when we find a diary we xwotej as teen-
agem, or sit at dinner listening to an old
fi'iend tell some story about us ofwhlch
we have no memory, it's an everyday
sensation for most of us, yet it proves if
trick), sort of problem for those people
who hope to make art. For thougil we
kiÿow and recognize discontinuity in our
own livesÿ when it comes to art we are
deeply committed to the idea of conti-
nuity. I find myself to be nidMally dis-
continuous with myself--but how does

ever. The worst possible thing fbr an
artist is to exist as a feature of some-
body else's epiphany.

Finally, those songs, those exquisitesongs! When I listen to them, ] know
1 am in the debt ofbÿauty, andwhen that
happens I tÿel ,an obligation to repay that
debt. With joni, an obvious route reveals
itself. Turns out that while she has been
leading me away front my musio.d home
she has been going oil her own journey,
deep into tiÿe place where Pm from:

Wÿho co tdd have understood Abra-amÿ' t'[e is discontinuous with
himselt[ The giAwho hatedJoni and the
woman who loves her seem to me simi-

- larly divorced fi'om each other, two peo-
ple who happen to have shared the stone
body. It's the feeling we get sometimes

one re-create this principle in fction?
What is a character if not a continuous,
consistent personality? If you put Abnt-
ham in a novel, a lot of people would
throw that novel across the room.

\a, qlat's his ntotiÿation? How can he love
Iris son and yet be prepared to kill him?
Abraham is offensive to us. It is by
reading and watching consistent people
on the pageÿ stage, and screen that we
are reinsured of our own consistency.

This instinct in audiences elm some-
times extend to whole artistic careetÿ.
I'd like m believe that I wouldn't hm,e
been one of those infamous British
People who tried to boo Dylan offstage
when he went electric, but on the e\d-
dence of past form i very much fear I
would have. We \want our artists to re -
main as alley were when we fiÿt loved
them. But our artists want to ntove.
Sometimes tile battle becomes so vio-
lent that a pervelÿion in the artist can
occur: these days, Jorfi Mitchell thinks
of herself nmre as a painter than a
singer. Sile is so allerÿe to the expecta-
tions of her attdience that she would
rather be a pertÿcd5' nlce painter than a
singer touched by the sublime. That
kind of anxiety about audience is often
read as contempt, but Mitchell's ÿst-
lessness is only the namt,'at side effbct of
her artmaklng, as it is with Dytan, as
it was with Joyee and Picasso. Jonl
Mitchell doesn't want to live in my
dream, stuck as it is in an eternal
1971--her liÿh has its own time, There
is simply not el'tough time in her life for
her m be the Joni of my memory for-

Fi]r 25 years, the public voice, in particular
tile v, hiw press, lamented the lack of fourÿn-
thc-tloor and nmjor/minor barmony aÿ my
work got more progressive and a bÿo rÿ.¢] oloa.
black ÿadnlre, which is im, vitn ble Ixÿause Ihlve
black muslq Dnke Ellingmn, Miles Davis. Not
that I set Otlt ÿtl Iÿ." ÿ jazzer or that I am a iaÿ.'er,
Most of my friends are in tile lazy. camp. I
know more x-opte in that community, and t
know tie yrics to Forties am Fifties stan-
dards, whereas I don't really know Sixties and
Sevealles pop music, So Pm drawing from a
resource of American music that's very black-
inlliteaced with tiffs little pocket of Irisb and
English ballast% which I b:ar atÿl as I was learn-
inÿ to qay the guilar. Basically, it was like
traiiler wbeels for me, tbat nlusic, But peo ÿ[e
wont to kee ÿ me in nly trainer ',vhcds, whereas
my sasslna lies in Duke F'.llhlgton, more so
than Get-; tw n,t lear ginators,C tar v  arker.
I like ÿa sy C he. The or g nÿ!s in every cain
werÿ ahvays given a hard timÿ,

lwonderwhat it ÿ411 be like to hear file
music of my childliood processed darough
Joni Mitchelrs sensibility? I didn't kiamv
anything about her "black period" until I
started to m'ite this piece lind read some
of her intervleÿ online, ,among them a
long discussion she had with a Texas d.j.
in 1998. Now I mean to seek out dlio later
music and spend some timewith it. Make
dÿe eflbrt. I don't imaÿne it willbe such
.'m efl'bÿ: theÿe days, not now that t tÿel
this deep current running between us. I
drink it must have always been theÿ. All
Joni and I needed x\vs a little atmnement.
Those w'andering notes and bar crossings,
tile key changes dÿat she now finds dull
mad I sill! hear as minÿctt[ons. Her music,
her liih has akvavs been about discontlnu-
ity. The inconsistency of identity, ofper-
somalig,. I daould have had lhith. We were
akÿ,a),s going to tlnd each other:.

I'm contracted for aa autobiogra ÿbÿ; tha
you can t get nly life to go into one booh. So t
want to start, actually, kind of in the middkÿ-
the Don juanÿ l/.eckless Daughter period,
which is a very in ysliÿ[ ÿeriod of my lilÿ and
colorful. Not mystical on bended knee. if 1
was a novdist, 1 would like tbat Io be my first
novel. And it begins widt the line "1 was the
only black tnan a t tlie party." ILaughs) So I've
got my olyening line. #
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