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Review of Janis Joplin Pearl
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Gavin James Campbell

goooooooooood

Sometimes the hardest thing in the world is to find
agood CD. Even a store full of thousands of CDs by
hundreds of different artists is often no help —how are
you going to find something new that won’t be a waste of
your money? Where do you start?

Let me recommend going back to some roots.

Let me recommend Pearl.

Pearl was the last record Janis
Joplin ever made. Recorded in 1970,
she never actually completed the
whole album, because she died of a
heroine overdose at age 27 before
recording the vocals for “Buried
Alive in the Blues.” But even in its
incomplete state, Pearl is without
question Janis Joplin’s most mature
recording and one that secures her
reputation as one of rock music's
greatest voices.

Pearl represents an artistic
coming-of-age that began in the
psychedelic hippie rock of the late
1960s San Francisco music scene.
Over several years and with several
bands she experimented with blues,
country and western, and soul, but it's on Pearl that she
cemented these elements into something impressive and
coherent and uniquely her own. On previous recordings
her voice often overwhelmed the band, but on Pear/ she
and the Full Tilt Boogie band work together beautifully,
alternating sizzling grooves on one track, and death-
defying heartbreak on the next.

Even casual fans will recognize —and sing along with
— Joplin’s version of “Me and Bobby McGee,” a easy-
going tune that carries an equally easy-going message:
“freedom is just another word for nothing left to lose.”
But there’s much more to Pearl than just this famous
song. Beginning with “Move Over,” Joplin sets the tone,
singing about heartbreak and loneliness and the ability to
rise above both. Throughout the recording she main-
tains firm control of her material, working it to an
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emotional climax by exercising an astonishing emotional
control over her voice. And it's always that voice —how can
you explain it? It's everything all at once, containing in its
cracks and its bulk every pain we've ever known, but that
somehow she expresses better than any of us. The new CD
release from Columbia includes some bonus tracks taken
from a live performance in 1970 that shows that she’s as
electric on stage as in the studio.
She begins by telling the band and
the audience “I'm ready man,” and
she’s not kidding. By the time she
hits the CDs final live track, “Cry
Baby,” her voice is ragged and
tired, but she pushes it to a chilling
start, straining to go higher and
higher. She drains herself of every-
thing she has and by the end we’'ve
learned a lot of Janis Joplin. But
we're not just spectators; she also
forces us to dig more deeply into
ourselves.

Every once in a while you
should step out of the whirlwind
that moves pop music forward and
take a look back. Pearl is an exce-
llent place to take refuge. Shout “I'm ready man!” and push
the play button.
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