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Herbie Hancock has

confession to make: For the
Iungt:sl time, he ignurﬂi the
i:fl'i(:s IJFT}]E s:ungs ]:1!: pl.l:l.'l:.‘d 1.
Asked if he considered the lyrics
when he assembled his poll-
topping Crershonts World album,
he says, “Not acall,” and spreads
his hands before his face as if he
Wore Pll.’i-hllﬂg [hl: “'l'.l‘l'l.ii .lfiidl‘ 50
he could focus on the music.

What's peculiar about
this confession is thar the
veteran pianist makes itin a
midtown Manhattan hotel
while sieting next to one of
the great American |}'ri-:ists
of the late 20th century. Joni
Micchell. Mirchell, wearing
a h]:lCL' i:{C]'H:E over a |U“'—C'th
black dress and balancing an
omnipresent cigarerte between
hl:l' ]HI'IH ﬁi'.lgt.‘r.'h dUt’ﬁﬂ‘[ seem
offended. In fact, she seems
amused that her longtime friend
and collaborator approaches
MUsIC 50 diﬂ:t_‘!'t'ntii}'. Harcock,
wmring a black shirt beneath a
black jacker with a leather collar,
tries to articulate just whar that
approach is.

“| never p;lid attention to
l}'TiEE,H he says, “because 1 wasn'’t
used o duing it. That's very
typical of jazz instrumentalists;
we're so dazeled by melody,
h.lfmﬂn'l.'. rextunes, .J." []lUSC
kinds of nuances, that when
we hear a vocal in English it
mi.gj']t as well be in Polish. [ can't
understand the lyrics as they're
sung by anybody. | have to shove
f]'][: !TII.ISi.L' Out [o lil'ﬁdfrﬁtiind
that it’s English, and [ have a
hard time gﬂing that because
the music pulls me in like a
ﬂ'!.'lgT'lC[..l



4R

Mitchell, who still wears her <ignawure blonde bangs and shoulder-
length hair, has just released Shine, her first album of new songs in

nearly 10 years. Like all of her recordings, this one is word-drunk, a
totrent of metaphor, imagery and run-on verse. She even adaprs other
literary sources—Rudyard Kiplings poem "If” and Tennessee Williams'
play “The Night of the lguana®—into song. Several songs make angry
denunciations of the ecological damage inflicted on our planet.

I'he title track, though, offers a somber prayer for the planers healing
by asking'the sun to shine down oo everything from “Frankenstein
technologies” 1o “ferrile farmland.” Singing aver Brian Blade’s rumbling
drums, James Taylor's patient acoustic guitar and her own armospheric
synth, Mitchell begins with evenly counted lines. Bt by the second
verse she has so much o say thar she bursts the bounds of meter o get
it all in, relving on Blade's flexibility to make it work. Words arc still thax
umportant o her. Yer after a long carcer during which the press and fans
have focused obsessively on her lyrics and ignored her music, she seems
tlarrered thar Hancock has the exacr oppasice mke on her songs,

For all his willful obliviousness to the words, Hancock has repearedly
worked with this most literary of songwriters. The keyboardist hrst
played with Mirchell on her 1979 project Mimgns, which combined her
lyries with Charles Mingus' music, Hancock rejoined her for the two
orchestral albums, 20005 Sorh Seder Now and 2002% Travelogue, and
invited her o sing two songs on 1998% Gersfuiny Worldl Bur it wasa’y
until he devored his new album, River: The foni Lesters, to her music that
he sat down and came to terms with her lyrics.

“With Cersfneins World" confesses Hancock, sporting purple shades
and a trim Afro, *I didn't pay attention 1o any of the lyrics. In thar sense
it was business as usual for me. There were ather challenges, but thar was
never an e, Even with Joni's earlier albums, whar anracted me was all
the other stufk: the melody, the harmony; the texture, This i the first time
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lvrics have ever been an issue with me.”
Oddly Hancock's

breakthrough came not on one of his

enough.

new album’s six vocal numbers, which
showcase the singers Morah Jones, Tina
Turner, Corinne Bailey Rae, Luciana
Souza, Leonard Cohen and Mitchell
herself. Instead, it came on one of
the four instrumental numbers, his
arrangement of “Both Sides Now.”
It begins with two minutes of spare,
impressionistic solo piano before Dave
Holland's bass and Vinnie Colaiura's
brushes join in. The familiar melody
isnt heard until five minutes into the
picce, when Wayne Shorters tenor sax
finally voices i, bur the whole piece
radiates the feeling of looking ar cvery
musical phrase, every feeling, from ar
least rwo sides,

“Something happened when [ was
trying to figure out what w do with that
song,” he cxplains. He demonstrates by
spreading his fingers and pounding them
on the white tablecloth as if looking for
a new chord, “1 swrted following what
| was feeling, and it was getting more
and more interesting. I said, “Iv would
naturally go here, bue | want it w go
somewhere its not expected to go. |
wricd something and 1 said, 'Oh, wow, that's a surprise.’

“Bur then I thoughe, "Wait o minute, these are Joni's words. | havent
really looked at them to see if what I'm doing makes sense in werms of
the words.” S0 1 went back and looked at the words. 1d read two lines
and I'd have 1o stop, I'd go, "She didn’e say char, did she? How could she
come up with that?” Finally, 1 said, "The meaning as | feel it seems 1o say
its OK for me to do this.

“Yeah." Mirchell agrees enthusiastically, “because it's a discourse on

fantasy and reality”

IF MITCHELL SEEMS CHARMED thar Hancock thinks of her as
a musician first and as a lyricise second, he seems equally charmed thay
she doesn't care whether he sticks to the jazz rradition or nor. They have
wound up side by side in the no man’s land between jazz and modern
pop, even though they arrived from vasdly different starting poins.

She was born 64 years ago as Roberta Joan Anderson on Canada’s
western prairie. She gor her start singing solo with her acoustic guitar in
folk coffechouses and had her debur album produced by California rock
star Dhavid Croshy. But in 1975, after six studio albums had established
her as the leading female singer-songwriter in the folk-rock scene,
she challenged her audience—and subsequendy lost many in ie—by
recording jure-influenced armangements with jazz musicians,

Hancock was born 67 years ago in urban Chicago; he was 2 classical-
piano prodigy who was playing with such jaze figures as Donald Byrd
and Phil Woods while he was still in college. He was only 23 when he
wats invited into the Miles Davis Quinter. Bur after playing a prominent
role on some of Davis' most enduring reconds and releasing his own
solo projects such as 1965's Madden Vopage, Hancock left Blue Note
Records in 1969 and risked his repuration as the best jazz pranist of his
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