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M ia Doi Todd is an enigma. 
Her music consistently resists 
all attempts to pigeonhole it 

into any particular genre, instead flirting 
with them all, from folk to jazz to rock to 
reggae. Anyone who hoped that she would 
settle down and become more predictable 
with time will be sorely disappointed 
by La Ninja: Amor & Other Dreams of 
Manzanita. Rather, some of the music 
industry’s more interesting members have 
stepped forward and offered Mia’s multi-
faceted music even more faces. Add to this 
Mia’s haunting cover of Norwegian Wood 
and a few new songs that are beautiful 
enough to rival anything on her previous 
albums, and you have a very interesting 
record indeed. Clare Byrne was lucky 
enough to have the chance to find out a 
little bit more about this intriguing lady 
during a sunny morning chat. 

Your music touches on many genres and you 
could be compared with a wealth of different 
artists. Who are your main influences? 
My main influences are Joni Mitchell, Leonard 
Cohen, the Beatles, Nick Drake, Nina Simone, 
Alice Coltrane, Sinead O’Connor, Prince, 
Fela Kuti…those are the main ones. When I 
was 13, I started listening to the Beatles, and 

then when I was about 15 to Joni Mitchell 
and Leonard Cohen. I think Joni Mitchell and 
Leonard Cohen’s worldviews really shaped 
mine. Joni Mitchell is my greatest influence. 

Metaphor and poetic imagery seem to be 
utterly crucial to your lyrics, as they are 
to Joni Mitchell’s. Is poetry an important 
influence for you as well as music?  
Not really. I’m not a big poetry reader or 
writer. There’s something about singing it 
and the incantation – that’s what it’s about 
for me. I don’t write poetry. Although I 
recently wrote a guitar song and I knew the 
words should be in Spanish but I don’t really 
speak Spanish, so I had the poems that a 
Cuban friend of mine had written and sent 
to me and I was able to set one of those to 
music. That’s the first time I’ve taken a poem 
and translated it into a song, so that was fun. 
It worked – it was a miracle! 

Your songs, particularly the lyrics, often have 
a rawness and honestly that’s completely 
disarming. Do you write mostly from 
personal experience or does fiction play an 
important role?
So far I’ve only written from personal 
experience. I have started to see the advantage 
of fiction as I’ve exhausted a lot of my own 

personal experience in my song-writing and 
I’m not as interested in myself as I used to be 
[laughs]. But I do think that that’s the most 
honest place to start. I’ve realised that a lot 
of my songs are way more honest than a lot 
of songs tend to be, and I get into subject 
matter that one usually stays away from 
[laughs]. My songs often deal with insecurity 
or feelings of self-hatred…a lot of songs do I 
guess but I really cut to the quick on that one. 
Usually people try to create positive images 
of themselves…! 

You are obviously keenly aware of the power 
of art, of music and of words – for instance, 
I’m thinking of this lyric “by gunpoint and 
by penpoint the west was claimed” – and 
you have written songs that are extremely 
political. Is this a conscious intention, or is 
it just symptomatic of the various aspects of 
your life touching your music? 
Both. I think these days living in the modern 
world it’s so hard not to be affected by these 
large political situations that are going on 
around us. So it does affect my personal 
life, but I have written songs with a political 
conscious. For the past few albums, I’ve 
tried to have one political song per album. 
It’s like Pablo Neruda’s Twenty Love Poems 
& A Song of Despair. I try to have one song 
on the album that is more literally political 
– or that is how it has happened, I haven’t 
intentionally focused on that. I haven’t been 
a really political artist. Most of my songs are 
love songs; I haven’t been a protest singer. 
But I’m realising more and more that that 
is an important role that I can and should 
play. And I have to a certain extent, like 
touring…you get the opportunity to have 
contact with a pretty large number of 
people, who are often on the young side. 
Indie rock crowds, some are political but a 
lot are indifferent. A lot of people our age 
have just been so alienated by politics that 
it has turned to disinterest – so in my role 
as a bard and travelling musician I do feel 
it’s important to spread the word on how 
I feel about things. So many things in the 
world are becoming homogenised that even 
if I don’t have a political song, even being 
myself and not Britney Spears or something 
that’s being amplified so loud…to have an 
independent voice is very important right 
now. So, even if it’s not a political song, 
even if it’s dealing with sensitivity…the 
modern world is so insensitive, and peoples’ 
sensitivity is decreasing. I definitely often 
feel like a social worker. I had to deal with 
that a lot last year as I was coming to the 
realisation that I was no longer doing it for 
myself. I used to feel the need to perform, 
for some reason. But then that personal 
reason was no longer present, and touring 
stopped being fun for a while because I 
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couldn’t figure out what it was for. And now 
I’m starting to get the bug again and realise 
what it is or could be. 

I read that you spent a year in Japan studying 
Butoh dance – do you perform it at all? Is it 
completely separate from your music? 
I sometimes perform it. It has taken a backseat 
to my music. I tried for a long time to keep 
them separate, just for my own personal sake, 
to understand dance. And I train with a group 
here in LA called BodyWeather Laboratory, 
some years more than others. I have been in 
some group performances with them. And 
also I’ve done five solo dance performances 
over ten years. It’s quite an obscure esoteric 
thing, although in the international dance 
scene Butoh has had a large impact. It started 
in Tokyo in the 1960s when all the student 
protest movements were going on around the 
world. This street theatre took place, and it 
was a reaction against Americanisation and 
the American occupation. In the aftermath 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, culture was so 
threatened in Japan. So Butoh wanted to 
call upon the inner darkness of mankind, of 
indigenous Japanese culture. They started 

these weird dance performance happenings. 
In the 1960s those kind of happenings were 
happening everywhere, so it was part of an 
international movement but Butoh carried 
on as a dance form. I studied with Min 
Tanaka and Kazuo Ohno, among others; Min 
Tanaka started something from Butoh called 
BodyWeather. That year I lived in Japan, most 
of it was spent in Tokyo but for the summer 
I did his summer program. He started a farm 
in 1986, an organic dance commune farm. I 
studied there; you dance five hours a day and 
work in the fields four or five hours a day. That 
was the first time I’d really grown the food that 
I ate and it was a really formative experience. 
Actually I just spent a couple of weeks at 
Green Gulch Farm – it’s a Zen Buddhist 
monastery just north of San Francisco, and 
it’s also farming. That’s something I want to 
get into for my life. I’m planning to quit the 
city and grow the food for my family and 
my neighbours. That doesn’t have to do with 
Butoh but it’s a whole worldview. Hopefully 
in the next five years I’ll do that. 

You have obviously been exposed to a wealth of 
different cultures – from the cosmopolitanism 

of LA to the fact that your mother was Japanese 
and you have lived in Japan. It is hard not to 
align that with the genre-defying music that 
you make. What role do you think culture 
plays in your music? 
Being someone of mixed ethnicity…for me it 
has really made race an issue in my life from 
when I was really young. Looking different 
from your family really sets you apart and 
makes you search for your cultural identity. 
So that led me to be very interested in 
Japanese things. My cousins, who are full-
blooded Japanese, are maybe more American 
than I am and it’s not so important to them to 
understand their Japaneseness. But for me it 
was really important. In college I was an East 
Asian studies major. I went to Japan a bunch 
of times and I do think I’m very Japanese in 
parts of my personality and my aesthetic. 
But my mom said…well, my dad’s Irish, and 
I also have this Irish side…the bard and the 
singer. So that also has an influence. I’ve been 
to Ireland a few times. I really love Japanese 
music, and there’s a lot of space in it. It’s very 
slow oftentimes, much slower than most 
music, and that space, which is also in the 
visual arts, and just the general aesthetic of 
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the negative space being as important as the 
positive space…I try to find that balance in 
music. One strange thing is that there are 
so few Asians in pop music, and indie music 
is just about completely white, so I have felt 
some issues with not identifying completely 
or it not identifying with me, and not being 
a part of that exactly. So in retrospect, after 
having been in the music business for like ten 
years, I can see things that I was subject to. 
And I think being a bit different from other 
people who would get into music sets you 
off on a different course. So I explored Ravi 
Shankar and Japanese music and things that I 
felt maybe I could identify with. 

Your voice is incredibly strong and unusual; 
what formal vocal training have you had? 
My next-door neighbour when I was a 
teenager was an opera teacher. So he gave 
me lessons once a week singing in the classic, 
operatic, Italian method of voice training. 
That is what shaped my voice. At a certain 
point I decided to find my own voice, because 
I don’t really have the strength that you need 
for opera. So it was good to break from that. 
And I also sang in choirs all through high 
school and college, and it was good to break 
from that also, because solo singing is very 
different. So when I was like 19 or 20 I really 
started to find my own voice. 

How did you discover that music was what 
you wanted to do? 
It was accidental. It was kind of inevitable that 
I would become an artist because my dad is a 
sculptor and I grew up around art and artists. 
I tried to stay away from it; I didn’t major in it 
in college. Although now I wish I had been a 
music major in college…it would have been so 
much more useful! I went to an all girls school 
for high school, I didn’t know any boys. We 
started going to this all ages indie rock club 
in LA called Jabberjaw and I met this guy 
in a band and I started going out with him 
[laughs]. And that’s what got me into music – I 
started writing songs and then their label put 
out my first album in 1997. It just happened 
quite accidentally. But if it hadn’t been that 
it might have been something else. I wanted 
to be an actress at one point. But I felt that 
there would be no roles for someone who was 
like me…kind of in between. Now with Halle 
Berry winning the Oscar…the climate has 
changed. But ten years ago, if you didn’t fall 
into some specific category racially, there was 
not a place for you. But that is changing and 
that’s awesome. 

You’ve been affiliated with quite a few 
different record labels over the years – you 
created your own label to record your third 
album, then following that you recorded 
The Golden State with Sony/Columbia and 

then Manzanita and La Ninja are both with 
Plug Research. Was the major label thing a 
positive or negative experience for you?  
It was both negative and positive. In total, it 
was definitely positive. I learned a lot from 
it. Working with Mitchell Froom, this really 
experienced producer, I learned so much 
about the decision making that needs to 
happen constantly in producing a record. Now, 
on the other hand, working with people who 
had much more experience and were so much 
older than myself, I don’t feel like I was given 
full respect. If I had been a man I might have 
gotten more respect…if I had been any other 
thing, or maybe had a different personality 
than I do. I didn’t feel like I was working 
with my peers, so that was not necessarily 
positive. I did not have big expectations from 
it. I was very glad to be among the stars, to 
be among the great constellations…to be on 
the same record label that Bob Dylan and 
Leonard Cohen had been on. It was good also 
financially, it helped me continue with music, 
whereas if other things had happened I might 
have had to quit and do something else. It 
gave me a lot of validation with my family, 
which was important. And Sony is a Japanese 
company, you know [laughs]. It was important 
for me to get that validation as an artist in 
order to make a real commitment to it, and 
now I’m too far gone to go back. And in my 
family’s eyes it’s all good. 

What inspired you to put together your new 
remix album? 
Well, I write songs usually and complete 
the song before ever thinking of recording 
it. I might even play it live 100 times before 
recording it, and probably sing it 100 more 
times. So there are an infinite number of ways 
that any one song can be performed. So to 
record it in just one small way is so limiting. 
If you get it just right and feel great about it 
that’s wonderful, but in making the remix 
album I was looking forward to working with 
a lot of people I’ve been wanting to work with, 
but also to give that idea that a song can be so 
many ways. Plug Research, the label that it’s 
on, started as a dance and electronica label. 
Now with me they’ve been branching out. So 
when I decided to give them Manzanita, the 
album before the remix album, it was almost 
already in mind that we would make a remix 
album. It was a fun project to work on with 
my friends and see what would come up. 

Were you surprised by any of the inter-
pretations of your songs for La Ninja? 
They all sound so natural. I think the one that 
was most a surprise, because I didn’t ask him 
to do it, he just made it and presented it to 
me, was the Flying Lotus My Room Is White. 
It’s the most dancey and it’s so great. I’ve 
always wanted to make dance music but I 

haven’t really managed to, but he managed to 
make this gorgeous thing. 

Where does the title ‘La Ninja’ come from? 
It’s many things. ‘Manzanita’ could be ‘little 
girl of Manzanar’, which was one of the 
internment camps. And the landscape that I 
drew for the cover of La Ninja [she pronounces 
it niña, neen-ya], that is out in the desert. My 
family weren’t actually at Manzanar, they were 
at another camp called Tule Lake, but there’s 
a reference to California and Manzanar. A 
ninja is a Japanese fighter. But niña means 
‘girl’ in Spanish. California’s really a meeting 
place of many different cultures, so La Ninja 
is a reference to many things. I feel as if I was 
taking a little Manga character, as if I were 
Princess Mononoke or something like that 
[laughs]. Doing these remixes is something to 
do with that. 

Is there anyone else out there that you would 
like to work with? 
Ooh, a lot of people. I’d like to work with 
Prefuse 73, we’ve been talking about it for 
a long time. His music’s really interesting, 
especially the Savath and Savalas stuff. I 
wrote one of the songs for his Surrounded By 
Silence album, the one that Kazu from Blonde 
Redhead sings, because she would only do it 
if it was already written. That was a strange 
project. So I have worked with him a little 
bit but not in the way that would have been 
obvious. Who else? Prince! Prince is here in 
LA [laughs]. I like Kruder and Dorfmeister, I 
don’t know what they’re doing these days but 
I used to want to work with them. 

So what’s next for you? 
I’ve been working on new songs. I’ve also 
been working on instrumental music, more 
improvisational…almost like ragga, but very 
simple and not virtuosic. I’ve been working 
with a percussionist. I bought a harmonium 
recently, so I’ve been playing that…and a tin 
whistle! I should have an album next year, 
maybe in the fall, but I don’t have a label 
or any idea about the music business. At 
new years, I was ready to give it up, but I’ve 
come back around. I’ve really burnt out on 
unappreciative audiences. I did so much 
touring last year…and I did a tour opening 
for Dungen. I love their music and I felt 
like it was a good match, but in retrospect 
maybe it wasn’t ideal because they’re a really 
psychedelic rock band and I was opening for 
them acoustic, and people were so excited 
to see them. They talked a lot when I was 
playing and I just felt very alienated. That 
was a time when I really had the realisation 
of how white indie rock is, and I felt very 
alienated from the audiences. So it’s easy to 
get really discouraged, but I imagine I will 
continue to make music. I can’t help it! n




