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Clouds (released May 1969) 

 

 

1 On the Joni Mitchell website, her biography, written by Wally Breese, says:  
Roberta Joan Anderson was born on November 7, 1943, in Fort Macleod, Alberta, Canada. Her parents, 
Bill and Myrtle (Her father was a grocer, and her mother a schoolteacher), moved with their young 
daughter to North Battleford, Saskatchewan after the end of World War II. When she was 9 years old, 
Joni and her family moved to Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, the "city of bridges," which Joni has since 
referred to as her hometown…. At the age of 9, along with many other children at that time, Joni 

contracted polio. As she convalesced, she says she truly developed an artistic sensitivity; "A great sorrow 
hath humanized me." Thanks mostly to her mother's loving attention, she recovered from the often fatal 
disease, and returned to her life in Saskatoon.” 

2 Lyrics © 1967 Gandalf Publishing Co. Printed from JoniMitchell.com. In Wikipedia under 
“Both Sides Now” it quotes Joni Mitchell when she describes the context when she got the idea for the 
song: “I was reading Saul Bellow's ‘Henderson the Rain King’ on a plane, and early in the book 
Henderson the Rain King is also up in a plane. He's on his way to Africa and he looks down and sees these 
clouds. I put down the book, looked out the window and saw clouds too, and I immediately started 
writing the song. I had no idea that the song would become as popular as it did.” 
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Wikipedia – Roberta Joan "Joni" Mitchell CC (née Anderson; born November 7, 1943) 
is a Canadian singer-songwriter and painter. Drawing from folk, pop, rock, classical, and 
jazz, Mitchell's songs often reflect on social and philosophical ideals as well as her 

feelings about romance, womanhood, disillusionment, and joy. She has received 
many accolades, including nine Grammy Awards and induction into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame in 1997. Rolling Stone magazine called her "one of the greatest songwriters 
ever", and AllMusic has stated, "When the dust settles, Joni Mitchell may stand as the 
most important and influential female recording artist of the late 20th century". 
 
“Joni thought of herself as a painter first, a musician second. But Joni the painter went 
against all the trends in art school. Really, the only twentieth-century painter she loved 
was Picasso. Her own draftsmanship looked back further—to Van Gogh, to Rembrandt. 
Yet her music looked forward, taking Dylan, Cohen, Ellington, Piaf, Holiday, Miles, and 
so on and creating something new.” [Yaffe, David. Reckless Daughter (p. 86). Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux. Kindle Edition.] 
 
From Apple Music Notes – Joni Mitchell’s second album, Clouds (1969) is the first 
collection of the Joni with whom fans fell in love. Her first album had left off songs she'd 
written that had been successful covers for other artists (such as “Tin Angel,” “Chelsea 
Morning," and “Both Sides Now” – [released first by Judy Collins]), but here she 
reclaims them as her own. Writing of the uncertainties of young love (“I Don’t Know 
Where I Stand”), mental illness (“I Think I Understand”), the allure of "wild ones" 
(“That Song About the Midway”), and even American military actions (“The Fiddle and 
the Drum”), Mitchell, with unusual harmonic and instrumental skills, proved herself a 
remarkable and superior talent. 
 
Wikipedia – In March 1970, Clouds [released in May 1969] produced her first 

Grammy Award for Best Folk Performance. The following month, Reprise released 
her third album, Ladies of the Canyon. Mitchell's sound was already beginning to expand 
beyond the confines of acoustic folk music and toward pop and rock, with more 
overdubs, percussion, and backing vocals, and for the first time, many songs composed 
on piano, which became a hallmark of Mitchell's style in her most popular era. Her own 
version of "Woodstock", slower than the cover by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, was 
performed solo on a Wurlitzer electric piano. The album also included the already-
familiar song "The Circle Game" and the environmental anthem "Big Yellow Taxi", with 
its now-famous line, "they paved paradise and put up a parking lot." 
 
From Apple Music Notes regarding her album, Both Sides Now (released in 2000, when 
Joni was 57-years old) – It seems as if all unique vocalists must at some point try their 
hands at torch songs and jazz standards. Working with her ex-husband Larry Klein and 
orchestra arranger and conductor Vince Mendoza, Joni Mitchell here explored songs 
that she felt “traced the progress of the modern relationship.” Naturally, Mitchell excels 
at songs where love has hit on a blue mood, while touches of joy are felt in the 
restructuring of two Mitchell classics, “A Case of You” and “Both Sides Now.” The 
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album won two Grammy Awards in 2001: Best Traditional Pop Vocal Album and, for 
the title track, Best Instrumental Arrangement Accompanying Vocalist(s). 
 
“Amelia” on Hejira (1976) 
 

“Amelia Earhart (1897-1937)” by Debra Michals, Ph.D. (2015) for National 

Women’s History Museum – 
 
She never reached her fortieth birthday, but in her brief life, Amelia Earhart 
became a record-breaking female aviator whose international fame improved 
public acceptance of aviation and paved the way for other women in commercial 
flight. 
 
Amelia Mary Earhart was born on July 24, 1897 in Atchison, Kansas to Amy Otis 
Earhart and Edwin Stanton Earhart, followed in 1899 by her sister Muriel. The 
family moved from Kansas to Iowa to Minnesota to Illinois, where Earhart 
graduated from high school. During World War I, she left college to work at a 
Canadian military hospital, where she met aviators and became intrigued with 
flying. 
 
After the war, Earhart completed a semester at Columbia University, then the 
University of Southern California. With her first plane ride in 1920, she realized 
her true passion and began flying lessons with female aviator Neta Snook. On her 
twenty-fifth birthday, Earhart purchased a Kinner Airster biplane. She flew it, in 
1922, when she set the women’s altitude record of 14,000 feet. 
… 
Earhart’s life changed dramatically in 1928, when publisher George Putnam—
seeking to expand on public enthusiasm for Charles Lindbergh’s 
transcontinental flight a year earlier—tapped Earhart to become the first woman 
to cross the Atlantic by plane. She succeeded, albeit, as a passenger. But when 
the flight from Newfoundland landed in Wales on June 17, 1928, Earhart became 
a media sensation and symbol of what women could achieve. 
… 
In 1932, she became the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic—as a 
pilot. Her awards included the American Distinguished Flying Cross and the 
Cross of the French Legion of Honor. In 1929, Earhart helped found the Ninety-
Nines, an organization of female aviators.  
 
In 1935, Purdue University hired Earhart as aviation advisor and career 
counselor for women and purchased the Lockheed plane she dubbed her “flying 
laboratory.” On June 1, 1937, she left Miami with navigator Fred Noonan, 
seeking to become the first woman to fly around the world. With 7,000 miles 
remaining, the plane lost radio contact near the Howland Islands. It was never 
found, despite an extensive search that continued for decades. 
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A couple of the stanzas from that lyric about “Amelia” -   
 

A ghost of aviation 
She was swallowed by the sky 
Or by the sea like me she had a dream to fly 
Like Icarus ascending 
On beautiful foolish arms 
Amelia, it was just a false alarm 
 
Maybe I've never really loved 
I guess that is the truth 
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 

 

NOTES ABOUT THIS SONG 

 

 
As of 2021, this song has been “covered” (recorded) by 1,474 musicians.3 
 
Wally Breese’s online biography of Joni at the Joni Mitchell website, and here 

referring to her “1968-1970 – Emerging Popular Artist” –  
 

At Elliot's suggestion, she moved to southern California late in 1967, and moved 
in with David [Crosby, formerly of the Byrds], who became an enthusiastic 
promoter of Joni's and had her play at the homes of his Hollywood friends, 
where she got noticed by press and radio people, who in turn wrote and spoke of 
her talent 
 
She played the Troubadour in L.A.4, getting raves from the crowds and critics; 
she was also a big hit in London at the Royal Festival Hall in September, and at 

 
3 See: https://jonimitchell.com/music/song.cfm?id=83.  

4 About the enormously significant Troubadour venue in West Hollywood, see: 
https://troubadour.com/history/. For example, the Troubadour opens in 1957. 1964: Bob Dylan makes 
an impromptu appearance just as he was about to shift from Folk to Rock. 1965: The Byrds perform for 
the first time Dylan’s “Tambourine Man”. 1966: Buffalo Springfield make their live debut. 1968: Joni 
Mitchell makes her Los Angeles debut. 1968: Gordon Lightfoot (a Canadian too, as was Joni) makes his 
US debut. 1969: Steve Martin debuts with his Banjo. 1969: Neil Young plays his debut solo show in LA. 
1969: James Taylor makes his solo debut. November 1970: He performs “You’ve Got a Friend”, with his 
friend Carole King on the piano, for the first time. 
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the Miami Pop Festival on the last weekend of 1968. Accompanying her at the 
fest was Hollies singer-songwriter Graham Nash, whom Joni had met through 
their mutual friend, David Crosby.  
 
Also, in December of '68, Judy Collins version of "Both Sides Now" peaked in 
the national music charts top ten and brought Joni "lots of those little royalty 
pennies." This songwriting success helped create an eager anticipation for Joni's 
second LP, "Clouds", which was released in April '69. It contained Joni's own 
versions of songs already recorded and being performed by other artists; 
“Chelsea Morning” and “Both Sides Now”, and “Tin Angel.” 5 

 
 
In an interview in 1967, when this song was just three days old, Joni remarked: 
 

Joni: I'll play that one first. It - I should tell people a little bit about it. I was 
reading a book, and I haven't finished it yet, called Henderson the Rain King. And 
there's a line in it that I especially got hung up on that was about when he was 
flying to Africa and searching for something, he said that in an age when people 
could look up and down at clouds, they shouldn't be afraid to die. And so, I got 
this idea 'from both sides now.' There are a lot of sides to everything, and so 
the song is called "From Both Sides, Now."6 

 

Joni introduces the song this way at the White Swan in Leicester, England on 

September 16, 1967.  

 

This is a song that talks about sides to things. In most cases there are both sides 
to things and in a lot of cases there are more than just both. His and a hers. His 
and theirs. But in this song, there are only two sides to things… there’s reality 

and I guess what you might call fantasy. There’s enchantment and dis-

enchantment, what we’re taught to believe things are and what they really 

are. 
 
In late 1967, Joni introduced the song in this way: 
 

So, one day his friends, who were about to leave for Africa on a honeymoon, 
said, "Well, why don't you come along with us?" And, uh, that sounds really 
peculiar, but they were getting married for something like the third time 
themselves. So, he said "Well, I'll go along with you" and he did. And while he 
was up in the plane to Africa to find out what life was all about for him, he 
looked out of the plane window and he said, um, you know, "Look at those 

 
5 See: https://jonimitchell.com/library/view.cfm?id=2041.  

6 See: https://jonimitchell.com/music/song.cfm?id=83.  
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clouds down there; it's very strange to look at the clouds from up above 

them. I remember as a boy having dreamed up at clouds a lot and having seen 

the cloud from both sides now, I suppose I shouldn't really be amazed by 

anything." And I like the idea of clouds from both sides and... (strums) some 
other things from both sides (tunes). I call my song “From Both Sides, Now”. 

 
And in 1968, Joni remarked:  
 

Here's a song that has two names and they're both right: “Clouds”, and “Both 
Sides Now.” 

 
Matthew Jacobs writing in the Huffington Post in December 2018 – 
 

Because its lyrics explore dualities - "give and take," "win and lose," "up and 

down" - the anthem has come to mean different things in different contexts. 
Universality is its appeal, and perhaps its curse: It can be melancholic or hopeful, 
sticky or sweet, a dreamer's optimism or a realist's heartache. The wistful 
current running beneath "Both Sides, Now" italicizes a potency that now risks 
being overplayed. 
 
Joni Mitchell first performed “Both Sides, Now,” which she wrote, as a mid-

tempo guitar ballad during a 1966 concert in Philadelphia, two years before 

her debut album. “I was reading Saul Bellow's Henderson the Rain King on a 
plane, and early in the book Henderson the Rain King is also up in a plane,” 
Mitchell later explained. “He's on his way to Africa and he looks down and sees 
these clouds. I put down the book, looked out the window and saw clouds too, 
and I immediately started writing the song. I had no idea that the song would 
become as popular as it did.” 

 

 
From the Independent (newspaper) – Graeme Ross, “Blue by Joni Mitchell” (22 June 
2021)7 
 

The song – “Both Sides, Now” - that more than any other brought attention to 
Mitchell as a songwriter thanks to Judy Collins’ hit version in 1968, before 
Mitchell released her own version on her second album Clouds, which took its 
title from the line “I’ve looked at clouds from both sides now”. Ranked number 
171 in Rolling Stone’s greatest songs of all time, “Both Sides Now” quickly 
became a standard, the wise-beyond-her-years lyrics with clouds as a metaphor 
for life itself, as Mitchell ruminates on love and loss – themes she would return to 
again and again. It’s Mitchell’s most covered song and she herself poignantly and 

 
7 See: https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/features/joni-mitchell-blue-

best-songs-b1870384.html.  
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masterfully revisited it in 2000, her weathered voice suggesting that only now 
after a life well-lived did she know clouds, love and life. 

 
 

READING THE LYRICS 

 

I REALLY DON’T KNOW CLOUDS 

 
 
Rows and floes8 of angel hair9 
And ice cream castles in the air10 
And feather canyons11 everywhere 
I've looked at12 clouds that way.13 
 

 
8 “floes” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “floe” – “A sheet of floating ice, of greater or less 

extent; a detached portion of a field of ice.” Her choice of “floe” and “ice cream” evoke a very cold place. 
It looks lovely, but it is cold. Joni would say in interviews that she loved love, but that perhaps she never 
understood it or was very good at it. In her song “Amelia” (Hejira album), she has these lines:  

Maybe I've never really loved 
I guess that is the truth 
I've spent my whole life in clouds at icy altitudes 
And looking down on everything…. 

9 “Cirrus” clouds look like this. They exist above 18,000 feet. 

10 “Cumulus” clouds look like this. They exist below 5,000 feet. Know this about these two kinds 
of clouds already suggests an “up and down” viewing of her context as the plane flies between the cirrus 
clouds above the plane and the cumulus clouds below the plane. 

11 “feather canyons” – A beautiful poetic use of “feather”. It suggests birds in flight through the 
spaces between clouds, while also suggesting “lighter than air.” But whereas such an image might suggest 
a “soaring freedom” from the heaviness of Earth, here, Joni conveys a sense of “fancy” of a “wishing” life 
that is not “grounded.” 

12 “looked at” – Notice the past tense. 

13 “that way” - In other words, this is what the clouds, and the airy and dreamy world they 
constitute, appears to her to be like as the plane she is on flies there.  
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But now14 they only block15 the sun 
They rain and snow on everyone16 
So many things I would have done 
But clouds got in my way17 
 
I've looked at18 clouds from both sides now19 
From up and down,20 and still somehow 

 
14 “now” - The adverb “now” plays a significant role in this song. Notice how Joni Mitchell 

punctuates (on her official website) the title of this song, “Both sides, now.” Remember that “now” 
modifies the associated verb, and not the noun phrase “both sides.” In other words, “I’ve looked at [up to 
this point in her life] … [but] now.” The Oxford English Dictionary at “now” – “At the present time or 
moment. Sometimes strengthened by even, just, or right (see also these words).” 

15 “block” – Such wonderful diction, this monosyllabic verb that suggests someone or something 
that is being deliberately intrusive and, perhaps, controlling. The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb “to 

block” – “transitive. To obstruct or close with obstacles (a passage). Predicated either of the personal 
agent, or of the obstructions. Also, figurative.” 

16 “on everyone” – This “natural” fact about clouds indicates a much larger pattern of life than 
the merely human. When the clouds “block” the sun or send down “rain and snow” (by turning these 
nouns into verbs, she personalizes the clouds), this affects everyone on Earth, and so it should not be 
personalized – “Why is this happening to me?!” Instead, such things remind us that we dwell in a much 
broader context than the merely human. 

17 “but clouds got in my way” - The question is how can these clouds “get in the way” of the 
things that Joni “would have done”? I think that she means that “clouds” in this sense block the Light, that 
in her which allows her artistic vision to operate effectively. They keep her from seeing through or beyond 
the obstructive clouds. Perhaps one can read into this line irritation and impatience with things that are 
getting in her way. 

18 “looked at” – To look at something or someone is not the same as to be engaged with or 
involved with or inside the personal reality of the other. In the immediate context of this song, Joni is 
locked inside of a metal tube – an airplane – and so she can only “look at” things outside of the window. 

19 “clouds from both sides now” – This is the direct reference to Saul Bellow’s novel, Henderson 
the Rain King (published January 1959) about which the Amazon Notes: “Saul Bellow evokes all the rich 
colors and exotic customs of a highly imaginary Africa in this acclaimed comic novel about a middle-aged 
American millionaire who, seeking a new, more rewarding life, descends upon an African tribe. 
Henderson's awesome feats of strength and his unbridled passion for life win him the admiration of the 
tribe - but it is his gift for making rain that turns him from mere hero into messiah. A hilarious, often 
ribald story, Henderson the Rain King is also a profound look at the forces that drive a man through life.” 

20 “up and down” – This is the first of three important “opposites” that Joni uses in the song to 
make her point. This geometry is important in this song: “up and down” (notice how this said in strophe 
three; it is then repeated in the closing strophe of the song). This pattern refers, I think, to “above and 
below” the clouds, or, on the one hand, to the life of vision and dreams and beauty (above) and, on the 
other, to the concrete reality of life lived on Earth (below). But at the root of Mitchell’s purpose is not 
geometry, but dialectic – a commitment to dwell inside “both sides” – of what is real; of what eventually 
proves itself to be not real. Living “both sides” is what gains her the insight she is writing about in this 
song. 
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It's cloud illusions21 I recall22 
I really don't know23 clouds at all24 
 

I REALLY DON’T KNOW LOVE 

 

 
Moons and Junes and Ferris wheels25 
The dizzy dancing way you feel26 

 
21 “cloud illusions” – She places two nouns together (“cloud”) is not an adjective. What she 

means is that a person with a good imagination can “make” the clouds mean all sorts of things as he or she, 
lying on fresh grass on a summer afternoon, “sees” in the clouds all sorts of shapes. Well and good. But 
what Joni is getting at is that what a thing reminds one of is not the same as what a thing is in itself.  

22 “I recall” – This is another reminder how reflective this song is, how reflective Joni is. She has 
not just piled up a batch of stimulating experiences, but she has really thought about them and what they 
meant. Notice that it is not the clouds themselves that she recalls, but the illusions that clouds create. That 
is, from above in the plane clouds look so lovely and magical; from below on Earth, she experiences the 
clouds for what they actually are: sources of rain and snow … and things that block the Sun’s light and 
warmth. Or perhaps what she is saying is that her commitment to live within dreamy visions (“the dizzy 
dancing way you feel”), preferring them to the grit of reality “here below,” kept her from accomplishing 
important things in her actual life. Notice that she writes “I would have done” rather than “I could have 
done.” Such “illusions” deeply penetrate the romantic pattern of love – “the dizzy dancing way you feel” – 
and must learn how actually to do good friendship with a beloved. 

23 “I really don’t know” - We need to be careful about how we hear “I don’t know” in this song. I 
think that we must guard against assuming that this statement is cynical. In fact, “not knowing” what we 
thought that we had known is an expression of humility in the face of new experiences that challenge what 
we had thought was true. It is not easy for a person to be disabused of a cherished conviction about 
reality. People would rather, it seems, make reality correspond to their convictions, making themselves live 
an illusion rather than to accept a transformation of their viewpoint. 

24 “at all” - It is not clear to me what it is that she does “not know” about clouds “at all.” But “at 
all” is an intense expression of conviction. We usually associate such an emphasis with persons whom we 
thought that we knew but whose present behavior forces me to admit “I don’t know him/her … at all!” It 
is not true of course, but what is being expression is a startled awareness that I only know “in part.” 

25 “Moons and Junes and Ferris wheels” – All of this meant to evoke summertime when one is 
more free – when a teenager especially – to “fall in love”. The romantic Moon; June before the terrible 
humidity of hot summer happens; Ferris wheels when I and my romantic friend get to be alone together, 
away from the crowd, and “forced” to sit close together (oh joy!). The following reference to “dizzy” 
always evokes certain points in the circling of the Ferris wheel. 

26 “the dizzy dancing way you feel” – This is a beautiful poetic line. It captures with such 
sweetness, and exactness, the experience of falling in love when one is still young. Something innocent 
still, and free and demonstrative that Joni captures here. 



NOTES BY RICHARD GANZ 10 

 

As every fairy tale comes real27 
I've looked at love that way28 
  
But now it's just another show29 
You leave 'em laughing when you go30 
And if you care, don't let them know31 
Don't give yourself away32 

 
27 “As every fairy tale comes real” – “as” in the sense of “when” or “to the degree that”. What she 

means is that the “dizzy, dancing way you feel” happens when and to the degree that one can make one’s 
fantasies (about love and relationship) actually happen. 

28 “I’ve looked at love that way” – Notice this disarming vulnerability Joni is in her honest 
assessment of herself. She reaches out in such a conversational, trusting way to her hearers. 

29 “it’s just another show” – This transition seems so unexpected, moving from a tender 
vulnerability about her search for true love – what it means; how to do it; with whom to do it – to anger at 
the phoniness of the stage and the performance she offers the crowd. Yet, I think that there is a definite 
emotional connection between what she said before and what now she states. When one is giving from 
the very center of one’s Art, it IS an act of love and the offer of an intimate relationship with those who 
receive one’s gift. It really hurts when people receive what one gives as a “performance”, something to 
consume, rather than the offer of love to them through one’s greatest gift. When this keeps happening, and 
for a long time through one’s life, one feels tempted at times to withdraw, not to offer oneself to others in 
this intimate way – “Don’t give yourself away.” 

30 “leave ‘em laughing” – People often remark on the bell-like beauty of Joni’s laugh. But this 
line suggests the performance craft of an Artist, who works to “seduce” her audience, putting them under 
her spell. An Artist may sometime come to doubt herself: “Am I singing to them, so that they will affirm 
my life, so that they will love what I offer them? Or am I singing to them, because I must share what I love, 
because doing so is what makes me whole?” The phrase “leave em’ laughing” bespeaks a kind of 
“technique” one has with audiences. But this line was one that Bongo the Silent Clown performed by 
(News-Times, July 2006) – John Mackiewicz has devoted the majority of his life to making people smile. 
"My motto is 'Leave 'em laughing,'" Mackiewicz said. Thanks to his alter ego, Bongo the Silent Clown, 
Mackiewicz, 55, has been doing just that for 22 years…. From then on, he began collecting clown 
costumes and props, and slowly but surely Bongo the Silent Clown was born. "I don't talk in my shows, so 
I'm not competing with the audience. They have to pay attention," he explained.” 

31 “don’t let them know” – To let someone know that you really care about something, or him or 
her, is a continuance of vulnerability, which Joni is feeling is no longer safe or good to show others. There 
is bitterness here that anyone understands who gives much of himself or herself to others, and at a high 
level of competence. Here is the riddle: for an artist to perform her songs, and in the way that she means 
them and from which experiences of life that she wrote them, she must care for those to whom she is 
singing them. For her not to care for her audience or not need them to understand the truth and beauty 
she seeks to give them, is unworthy of her own creations. Yet through her long experience on the road, 
and through so many performances, she wonders whether it is worth feeling the hurt of crowds who want 
to escape from life down here, retreating into “clouds” of illusion up there – escaping into the music – 
rather than being in communion with the artist, really knowing what she means in her songs. 

32 “Don’t give yourself away” - What she appears to refer to here in these two strophes is what it 
felt like when she first started to perform her songs for crowds, and remembering the applause she 
received, and how all of that approbation made her feel. But now she knows that it is a demanding life to 
live a Gift, performing her songs, knowing that the crowd never really knows her, the artist, at all … and 
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I've looked at love33 from both sides now 
From give and take,34 and still somehow 
It's love's illusions I recall35 
I really don't know love at all36 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

honestly, they do not really want to know her. Instead, the crowd wants to be entertained (I think of that 
exilic Psalm, “Our captors said … play us again those songs of Zion!”), or to be caught up in someone 
else’s greatness … so that they do not have to become great themselves. But for certain, they do not want to 
grasp the price of her life’s experiences, what she had to be willing to pay to write her music and lyrics – to 
tell the truth. I am thinking of a lyric here that she might have been thinking about in relation to the lack 
of real care in the people who listen to her performances: “They really, really don’t know me … at all.” 

33 “I’ve looked at love” – Joni was a romantic, who was powerfully attracted to the Myth of 
Romantic Love (see Robert A. Johnson, We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love (originally 
published in January 1983). 

34 “From give and take” is now the second statement of importance (the first was “from up and 
down” in the third strophe). This “give and take” expresses for Mitchell the riddle of Love for her as a 
writer and performer of her music. That is, what is she to do with the fact that she gives so much of herself 
to others in her songs and her performance of them, and yet she experiences her audiences as simply 
taking, and unceasingly taking what she offers them … and giving in return not themselves, but only 
applause. Should she continue, she wonders, “to care … to give herself away,” not counting the cost, or 
should she not do that, protecting herself from disillusionment – “don’t give yourself away.” 

35 “It’s love’s illusions I recall” - Why is it, she might wonder, that she tends to remember Love’s 
disappointments more than Love’s gifts in her life? Notice that her statement that “I really don’t know 
love at all” is not necessarily cynical, and probably should not be assumed to be such. Instead, it is a real 
question for her: What is Love? What should I do with the Love that I feel for others, for the world? Why 
is it that Love – the profound self-giving in it – is so often ignored as the gift to others it is, or that is 
simply “consumed” by others and not reciprocated? Why do I think this question that Mitchell asks is not 
cynical? Because the existence of this question appears to us inside this beautiful, self-disclosing song, which 
itself is her act of Love, expressing her willingness to share with her hearers something deep and vulnerable in 
her soul; namely, that “I really don’t know … at all.” 

36 “don’t know love at all” – Obviously, her goal is not to know about love, but to know love. 
Love is not an “idea” (i.e., in its primary meaning) but a mutual indwelling of persons. Sort of like the 
great difference one feels between “I believe in God” and “I believe God.” However, the fact is that Joni 
was a fierce lover … of many men. And so “at all” is not so much about the facts of her life as it is about the 
enduring puzzle of what love actually is, and how it works. 
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I REALLY DON’T KNOW LIFE 

 

 
Tears and fears and feeling proud37 
To say "I love you" right out loud38 
Dreams and schemes and circus39 crowds40 
I've looked at life that way41 
 

 
37 “tears and fears and feeling proud” – Joni’s trenchant observation, and vulnerability here. She 

recognizes that her own “pride” – she scared people by her fierceness and by her sharp observations about 
particular people – was a “cover” for what she actually often felt: “tears and fears.” 

38 “to say ‘I love you” right out loud” - I find this strophe challenging to decipher. I think that 
she is getting at how earlier in her life it was somehow easier for her “to say ‘I love you” right out loud.” 
She did not say it frivolously then, but perhaps she was just too caught up in “tears and fears and feeling 
proud,” and so she did not really understand what actually “I love you” means, and entails. Perhaps now 
she is slower to say “I love you right out loud.” She has learned that people are often not worthy of such a 
gift, and so she has learned to be more circumspect. At the same time, though, we all long to be able to 
say, without hesitation, and with one’s whole heart “I love you” and do so “right out loud” (not ashamed 
to acknowledge this within earshot of others). 

39 “circus” – I think the point here is not the Circus (Barnum and Bailey, etc.) but “the circle 
game”, about people caught in a rut of life and who never realize that they are, and if they do realize it, are 
too afraid to break free of the circling. See Joni’s “The Circle Game” (the last song on Ladies of the 
Canyon, 1970), the chorus of which is: 

And the seasons they go round and round  
And the painted ponies go up and down  
We're captive on the carousel of time  
We can't return we can only look  
Behind from where we came  
And go round and round and round  
In the circle game 

40 “Dreams and schemes and circus crowds” - This line parallels the earlier “Moons and Junes 
and Ferris wheels.” However, “dreams” placed with “schemes” develops her insight; she owns her own 
duplicity – scheming to make dreams happen when they are dreams and should remain that. The Oxford 
English Dictionary at the verb “to scheme” – “intransitive. To lay schemes; to use ingenuity, resort to 
contrivance; to devise plans, esp. underhand or with sinister motive.” 

41 “I’ve looked at life that way” – Again, another “repetition” that is not just a repetition. Among 
other things, we see an important principle about living in Mystery (clouds, love, life): one grows in 
understanding when one recognizes what is not the case about something. “I don’t know what it is, but I 
have learned what it is not.” 
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But now old friends42 are acting strange 
They shake their heads; they say I've changed43 
Well something's lost, but something's gained 
In living44 every day45  
 
I've looked at life from both sides now 46 
From win and lose and still somehow  

 
42 “old friends” – One gains the impression that what Joni is wistfully acknowledging is that they 

are “old” in the sense of former friends. 

43 “they say I’ve changed” – Often in my experience when people say this about someone, what 
they are really expressing is disappointment, or reservation, about the change they see in the other. As 
Plato expressed with such depth, and feeling, in his famous Allegory of the Cave in Book VII of his 
Republic dialogue: a person who has begun to recognize the illusion that so many call “life,” and has finally 
gained the inner strength no longer to accept to live that illusion, is for that person also to accept the loss 
of many friends, even members of his or her own family (Jesus warned about this), who are unable to bear 
the presence of a person who has seen the truth – the “illusions” – and who has begun to live “strangely” 
in their perspective – “they shake their heads; they say I’ve changed.”  

44 “in living” – Something clear from the biography of Joni is that she lived her life; she took 
musical risks; she loved in a full-bodied way; she faced her fears. There was nothing in her of a person 
cautious, tentative, always trying to get life figured out first before actually living it. 

45 “Well, something’s lost, but something’s gained / In living every day” - Here is the deepest 
point of wisdom in the song. It seems a small insight, but actually there is something very great in it, 
something that goes very deep to the core of our human personhood, our identity as a being “in-between”; 
as in-between Life and Death; between matter and spirit; between sinner and saint; between the 
unchangeable and constantly changing; between knowing and not knowing; between considering and 
deciding; between being awake and asleep; between being saved and beloved of God and still unaware of 
this fact, not knowing how to embrace what in fact we have been given and then what exactly to do with 
it. 

46 I’ve looked at life” - Suddenly at this point in the song we understand that “looking at life from 
both sides” is what has caused Mitchell to begin to understand what real Life must be. Yet she now knows 
more about what real Life is not, than what it is. And as we know from Philosophy, it is not a small 
advance in knowledge of Life to have learned, up close and personal, what Life is not. Perhaps only then 
does a person begin to ask a real question of God, and of herself – “What is Life?” “How ought one, if she 
discovers the answer to that, to live it?” 
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It's life's illusions I recall47 
I really don't know life at all48 
 
I've looked at life from both sides now 49 
From up and down and still somehow 
It's life's illusions I recall50 
I really don't know life at all. 
 

A CONTRAST – OVER THE RAINBOW 

 

 
“Somewhere Over the Rainbow”, composed by Harold Arlen, sung by Judy Garland in 
The Wizard of Oz (released in 1939).  
 
“Dorothy Gale is swept away from a farm in Kansas to a magical land of Oz in a 
tornado….”  
 
Notice how this song, so longingly, piercingly sung by Judy Garland in the film, never 
gets to the wisdom that Joni Mitchell achieves when the latter sings “Both Sides, Now” 
in her year 2000 album, Both Sides, Now.  
 
Yet, Dorothy’s journey from Kansas to Oz eventually leads her back home to Kansas, 
which is that film’s version of “both sides.” The insight that we need comes when we 
notice, with Dorothy, how her parents and the three farm hands, the Salesman (the 

 
47 “It’s life’s illusions I recall” - For a person to be able to discern how much of illusion is what 

we call “life,” and the price we pay (why would we want to?) to make those cherished illusions remain, is 
a for a person to have come a long way towards understanding the “life” very many people call Life – the 
actual unreality or downright falseness of a “life” like that. And then for that same person to realize that 
she herself invested years of her life in living a life of illusions generates in her a sadness that for a time is 
hard to shake. This is what she implies when she says that now – when she say and wrote the lyrics – “it’s 
life’s illusions I recall.” 

48 “I really don’t know life at all” – Notice Joni’s poetic craft here. She keeps repeating “I really 
don’t know…”. Yet, each time that she “repeats” this, she deepens what “I really don’t know” means. In 
this regard, Joni, as do the great poets, never repeat a phrase; they say it, sing it, mean it slightly differently 
each time. 

49 The wisdom Joni would eventually gain, revealed in the way she sings and orchestrates the 
same song in her album in the year 2000, is expressed in the title. Finally, it is not about deciding between 
the world “above” and the world “below”, but is learning to live the tension, learning that our lives work 
both sides … not one or the other … now. 

50 “somehow” – This telling vulnerability again in Joni. Why is it, she asks herself, that I always 
end up pondering the riddle of love’s illusions more than love’s gifts? 
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Wizard) and Miss Gulch (the Witch) on/around the Gale farm in Kansas were present in 
the land of Oz. So, Oz is not actually another world, but it is Dorothy’s Kansas (the 
farm) perceived from another “side”. 
 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Way up high, 
There's a land that I heard of 
Once in a lullaby. 
 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Skies are blue, 
And the dreams that you dare to dream 
Really do come true. 
 
Someday I'll wish upon a star 
And wake up where the clouds are far 
Behind me. 
Where troubles melt like lemon drops 
Away above the chimney tops 
That's where you'll find me. 
 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Bluebirds fly. 
Birds fly over the rainbow. 
Why then, oh why can't I? 
 
If happy little bluebirds fly 
Beyond the rainbow 
Why, oh why can't I? 
 
 


