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            A BEAUTIFUL LOSER

         

         
            ‘Back then I was very self-confident. I had no doubts that my work would penetrate the world painlessly. I believed I was among the great.’
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               Leonard Cohen, at a party thrown by publishers McClelland and Stewart in honour of himself and Irving Layton, Toronto, March 1973.

            

         

         Not many musicians with five decades of record-industry success behind them began writing songs because their poems and novels failed to find an audience. But – in art as in life – Leonard Cohen always displayed an admirable devotion to walking the road less travelled. When he signed with Columbia Records in 1967, having attracted the attention of the legendary producer John Hammond, many eyebrows were raised within the company at the prospects of success for a thirty-three-year-old Canadian poet who nobody seemed to have heard of. 
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               Marianne Ihlen, followed by Leonard and others, on a mule ride in Hydra, 1960.

            

         

         Montreal

         Cohen had, in fact, already achieved a degree of literary recognition in Canada, where he had been born in Montreal, Quebec on 21 September 1934. Leonard had a privileged early life, growing up in the well-to-do district of Westmount. Although there were certainly wealthier families in the area, few could match his own in terms of status. The Cohens were one of the most prominent Orthodox Jewish families in Montreal. Leonard’s father Nathan was a successful businessman, the owner of a high-end clothing store in Montreal, whose ancestors had built synagogues and founded several newspapers when settling in Canada. His mother Masha was a Rabbi’s daughter of Russian descent, and only a recent immigrant from Lithuania when she married Nathan. Leonard would never deny that his was a fortunate childhood, with the family’s staff including a nanny (who he and his sister Esther called ‘Nursie’), an Irish maid named Mary, and an African-American gardener-cum-chauffeur called Kerry. It was a close-knit family: the Cohens and their relatives would gather together regularly – most often at the home of his paternal grandmother – for ‘tea parties’, as Cohen would later describe in his first novel, the semi-autobiographical The Favourite Game.

         The security of this comfortable family life would be abruptly shattered when Leonard was just nine years old. In 1944, his father Nathan passed away following a long illness. Leonard would describe what happened in two unpublished short stories, ‘Ceremonies’ and ‘My Sister’s Birthday’, written around fourteen years later. Nursie had broken the news to the Cohen children early in the morning. They should be quiet, she said, as their mother was still asleep. The funeral would take place the following day. But that couldn’t be right, thought Leonard, for tomorrow was his sister’s birthday. Significantly, at no point could Leonard remember crying. In fact, he would admit he wept more when his dog Tinkie died a few years later: ‘I didn’t feel a profound sense of loss … maybe because he was very ill throughout my entire childhood. It seemed natural that he died. He was weak and he died. Maybe my heart is cold.’

         Whilst Cohen might have outwardly professed this, however, the very fact that he would continually return to his father’s death in his writing calls his claims of emotional detachment into question. Years later, in The Favourite Game, Leonard would recall taking one of his father’s bow-ties, slicing it open, and hiding a small piece of paper inside on which he’d written something, before burying it in the back garden. He said he had no recollection of what he had written and that he had been looking for his buried note for years. There can be little doubt that Nathan’s death was integral in shaping the character of the young Leonard, leaving him with a self-confessed ‘morbidly melancholy’ outlook that would stay with him for the rest of his life.

         An emotional catalyst of a very different kind occurred in Leonard’s early teens, when his sudden adolescent obsession with girls coincided with the development of his interest in a rather more unusual field: hypnotism. His guide was the grandly titled 25 Lessons in Hypnotism: How to Become an Expert Operator by M. Young, of which the first two lessons in particular might have been written as advice to the performer Cohen would become: ‘Your features should be set, firm, and stern. Be quiet in all your actions … Let your voice grow lower, lower, until just above a whisper. Pause a moment or two. You will fail if you try to hurry.’

         Undoubtedly nurturing pubescent fantasies about Mary, the family maid, Leonard embarked on a bizarre plan of seduction. Emboldened by what he had learnt from Young’s handbook, he hypnotised her, and ordered her to undress. As he would recall in The Favourite Game via his alter-ego Lawrence Breavman, it was his first sight of a naked woman. Whether he had indeed mastered hypnotic powers, or the young maidservant was instead a fully conscious, compliant partner in the exercise, is open to conjecture. Regardless, after a time, Mary ‘awoke’, just as Leonard had begun to panic that his mother might return home, and find her employee au naturel with her teenage son. For the youthful Cohen, the whole episode was an early confirmation of the power of gentle persuasion – be it via the hocus-pocus repetition of the hypnotist, or the eloquence of the written word.

         From the age of thirteen, Leonard would wander the streets of Montreal at night, getting a taste of the seedy nightlife of music, drink and casual sex that was still a grown-up world, out of his reach. These nocturnal ramblings were most often undertaken alone, although as he grew older he began to be regularly accompanied by his best friend, Mort Rosengarten. The two had first met back in 1944 at summer camp, just five months before the death of Leonard’s father. By the time they attended junior high school together, at Westmount High, they were bosom buddies.

         Cohen had attended Roslyn Elementary School until he was fourteen, followed by Westmount High. It was at the latter that he began to take a particular interest in the arts, literature and music, developing a fondness for the work of the Spanish poet and playwright, Federico Garcia Lorca. ‘When I was a young man’, Cohen recalled, ‘I could not find a voice. It was only when I read, even in translation, the works of Lorca that I understood there was a voice. He gave me permission to find a voice, to locate a voice; that is, to locate a self, a self that is not fixed, a self that struggles for its own existence.’

         Around the same time, Leonard began to teach himself the rudiments of playing a guitar on a second-hand Spanish acoustic he bought from a pawnshop for $12. He had met a young Spanish busker in Murray Hill Park, who gave him three lessons on the six chords found in all flamenco music. When Cohen returned for his fourth lesson, however, it was to discover that his teacher had tragically committed suicide. Leonard had never even learned his name. Cohen later expressed a great affinity for Spanish culture and remarked, ‘It was that guitar pattern that has been the basis of all my songs and all my music.’ Although it would be some years before the two disciplines came together in any meaningful way, the die was cast: words and music would be central to Leonard’s evolution as a creative artist.

         The notion of music as a vehicle for storytelling and the expression of ideas was brought home to Cohen in 1950, when he worked briefly as a voluntary counsellor at a community summer camp for underprivileged children. There, he came across a copy of The People’s Songbook, a well-known collection of folk songs first published in 1948. This discovery sparked an interest in the music of Lead Belly, Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger, which would inform his development as a self-accompanied singer. It also led to his first foray into making music on a semi-professional level: in 1952, he and two friends formed the Buckskin Boys, a country and folk trio. Cohen fondly remembered how the group would perform ‘in church basements and high school auditoria’, playing traditional country songs for barn-dancing socials.

         Student

         By that time, Cohen was a student at McGill University in Montreal. He had enrolled in September 1951, and during his first year there he studied general arts, followed by maths, commerce, political science and law. Academically, however, he was a distinct under-achiever. Like many a student before and since, Leonard entered the fray of university life enthusiastically, but more for the sense of freedom it offered than any desire for academic success. He admitted early on that his aim was for ‘wine, women and song’.

         The attractions of student bohemia far outweighed those of the lecture theatre: ‘The disadvantage was that you had no way of knowing what you were going to be … I hardly went to any of the classes. Nobody really cared whether you turned up or not.’

         Instead, he preferred the sleazy ambience of downtown Montreal, where he and Mort Rosengarten would tour the bars around rue Sainte-Catherine, checking out the latest sounds of rhythm and blues and country music emanating from dozens of jukebox dives.

         In lieu of studying, Cohen chose to make his mark within the college precincts as a member of the drama group, and as president of the Debating Union. Then, during his third year at McGill, Cohen enrolled for a three-times-a-week literature course conducted by the eminent Polish-Canadian poet Louis Dudek. Studying the work of Tolstoy, Goethe, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and James Joyce – among others – the course energised Leonard’s interest in literature. By the end of the sessions, he was even said to have been ‘knighted’ by Dudek using a rolled-up copy of one of Leonard’s poems. By that time, Cohen was convinced he was destined for literary greatness: ‘Back then I was very self-confident. I had no doubts that my work would penetrate the world painlessly. I believed I was among the great.’ 
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               Hydra 1960, with other ex-pats including Charmian Clift (right).

            

         

         In 1953, Leonard made his first trip across the border to America, where he spent a month at an experimental poetry course at Harvard University in Massachusetts. This first venture away from home was an essential coming-of-age experience, and when he returned to Montreal he moved out of the family home into an apartment on bustling Stanley Street, which he shared with his teenage accomplice Mort. According to Rosengarten, the two didn’t live there permanently, but used it to hang out and entertain friends – including, inevitably, members of the opposite sex.

         In the somewhat refined world of poets and poetry, it was the era of the ‘little magazine’. In the absence of bookstores stocking the work of local poets – as was the case in most cities across North America and Europe – dozens of hand-printed magazines sprung up. One such publication was the mimeographed CIV/n, which was where Leonard Cohen’s first published works – ‘Le Vieux’, ‘Folk Song’ and ‘Satan in Westmount’ – appeared in 1954. Indeed, that edition of CIV/n featured a cover picture of Leonard with his guitar entertaining a ‘party of poets at Mort Rosengarten’s house’ – likely the flat in Stanley Street.

         The same year, Cohen won first prize in the Chester Macnaghten Literary Competition at McGill for ‘Sparrows’ and a series of four poems under the title ‘Thoughts of a Landsman’. The latter included ‘For Wilf And His House’, a surprisingly mature work for a twenty-year-old, one of the first of Cohen’s poems to feature the allusions to religion that would be a characteristic of his writing for the rest of his career.

         Poet

         A year after his graduation, in 1956, Cohen’s debut book of poetry Let Us Compare Mythologies – a collection of forty-four poems, written between the ages of fifteen and twenty – was published as the first book in the McGill Poetry Series. Edited by Louis Dudek, the book was designed by Leonard and included illustrations by his then-girlfriend, the artist Freda Guttman. With a modest first print run of 400 copies, the book was greeted with generally favourable reviews, and in retrospect stands as a monument of something that every artist inevitably loses: the innocence and uncompromising passion of youth. As Leonard would wryly comment some fifty years later: ‘There are some really good poems in that little book; it’s been downhill ever since.’

         The book won the McGill Literary Award, elevating Cohen’s name on the Canadian literary scene, and leading to his participation in a spoken-word album Six Montreal Poets – his first appearance on record – released in 1957 on the highly influential Folkways label. The other five poets represented were Dudek, Irving Layton, A. M. Klein, A. J. M. Smith and F. R. Scott, the leading members of the socalled ‘Montreal Group’ – prestigious company for a young writer. One member of this group in particular, Layton, would go on to be a lifelong friend of, and inspiration to, Cohen.

         A professor at McGill who had befriended Cohen during his degree course, and an editorial board member on CIV/n magazine, Layton was a well-known Canadian poet twenty-two years Leonard’s senior. In spite of their differences in age and background – Layton, in stark contrast to Cohen’s upper class Westmount upbringing, was raised in Saint-Urbain, Montreal’s working class Jewish neighbourhood – the two were immediately drawn to one another. A flamboyant, outspoken character, Layton captured the imagination of the young Cohen as the personification of the larger-than-life bohemian writer, a definitive example of the creative nonconformist that he increasingly aspired to.

         
            ‘I always think of something Irving Layton said about the requirements for a young poet, and I think it goes for a young singer, too, or a beginning singer: “The two qualities most important for a young poet are arrogance and inexperience.” It’s only some very strong self-image that can keep you going in a world that really conspires to silence everyone.’

         

         Layton would act as a quasi-mentor to Cohen, giving him advice that would shape his early artistic endeavours. ‘I always think of something Irving Layton said about the requirements for a young poet’, Cohen would recall. ‘“The two qualities most important for a young poet are arrogance and inexperience.” It’s only some very strong self-image that can keep you going in a world that really conspires to silence everyone.’ Layton was an unapologetic enthusiast for Leonard’s work, calling him ‘a genius from the first moment I saw him’. The dynamic between the two poets was one of mutual admiration, as Layton would attest: ‘I have nothing to teach him. I have doors to open, which I did … The doors of sexual expression, of freedom of expression and so on and so forth. Once the doors were opened, Leonard marched very confidently along a path somewhat different from my own.’

         The small but dedicated circle of poets and writers that Layton represented in Montreal surfaced around the same time as the ‘Beat Generation’ movement, which was developing on opposite coasts of the United States. In San Francisco, Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights Books published Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems in 1956, and the following year Jack Kerouac’s beat odyssey On the Road appeared in print for the first time. One would have expected a would-be free spirit like the young Leonard Cohen to be inspired by the literary and social revolution the ‘Beat’ writers represented, but – stylistically, at least – the Montreal group were of the older order that the Beats were rebelling against. ‘I was writing very rhymed, polished verses and they were in open revolt against that kind of form, which they associated with the oppressive literary establishment’, Cohen recalled, conceding that he nevertheless felt an affinity with the Beats, albeit one that wasn’t reciprocated. ‘I felt close to those guys, and I later bumped into them here and there, although I can’t describe myself remotely as part of their circle.’

         Traveller

         1956 also marked Cohen’s first long-term move out of Montreal, when he commenced post-graduate studies at Columbia University in New York City. Coincidentally, it was at Columbia that beat pioneers Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac had first met and inspired each other in the late 1940s. But much as he threw himself into the bohemia of Manhattan, and the artistic milieu of Greenwich Village – meeting both Kerouac and Ginsberg in the process – the relatively unknown Canadian poet remained just that. He even made a brief attempt at starting a literary magazine, The Phoenix, in order to raise his profile among New York writers, but that was soon aborted due to lack of support.
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               Relaxing in Hydra, October 1960. From left to right are Marianne Ihlen, her son Axel Jensen Jr, LC, an unidentified friend, and married Australian authors George Johnston and Charmian Clift.

            

         

         It was in New York, however, that Leonard met Anne Sherman and began the first in what would become a series of all-consuming romances. Born Georgianna Sherman, she was a tall and beautiful upper-class American, working at Columbia University’s International House where Leonard was lodging as a ‘foreign’ student. The two fell in love almost instantly, and Cohen soon moved to Sherman’s smart apartment in Upper Manhattan. Anne was cool and cultured; she wrote poetry and played the piano, and knew everyone in the City.

         But their relationship would prove short-lived, with Leonard bringing it to an end when things began to feel a little too serious for his liking. Nevertheless, Anne would be the muse for the poem ‘For Anne’ in his next collection, and the character Shell in his on-going novel The Favourite Game.

         Returning to Montreal in 1957, he worked in various odd jobs to support his literary ambitions, which would eventually go one step nearer to being fulfilled with the publication of his next book of poems, The Spice-Box of Earth, in 1961. Before then, however, he had quit the routine of casual jobs, concentrating on his writing – including work on a never-to-be-published novel, titled A Ballet of Lepers, which Cohen felt in hindsight was a better work than his debut The Favourite Game.

         His closest ally Mort was now in London studying sculpture, so Leonard was spending even more time with Irving Layton, whilst at the same time applying for various scholarships to grant him enough money for some serious travelling. He proposed a trip that would take him to London, Athens, Jerusalem and Rome, based on which he would write a novel. In 1959, he received a grant of $2,000 from the Canada Council for the Arts, which saw him on his way to London at the end of the year.

         After a few months in London where he continued to work on his first novel, The Favourite Game, Cohen began to tire of the persistently dreary weather. Although well-accustomed to the cold, having grown up in snowy Montreal, Leonard couldn’t acclimatise to the dampness and lack of heating. In a now-famous string of events, Cohen walked into a Bank of Greece after a visit to the dentist. ‘There was a young man, one of the tellers, and he had a suntan, he was smiling. And I said, “How did you get that expression? Everyone else is white and sad.”’ Upon hearing that the teller had returned from a sunny Grecian island, Leonard immediately bought a plane ticket that took him first to Israel, and on to Greece – not the capital Athens, as planned, but the small island of Hydra, which he instantly fell in love with. With its narrow streets, sun-bleached white houses and a semi-circular harbour full of fishing boats, it was the archetypal Aegean island paradise. More importantly, for a romantic like Leonard, it represented a retreat from the mechanised vulgarities of urban life; there were scarcely any cars, little electricity and few telephones. And television, ubiquitous in modern society, was non-existent.

         Leonard soon discovered a thriving community of like-minded ex-pats – artists, writers and would-be intellectuals – eager, like himself, to pursue their dream of creative freedom in a simple, away-from-it-all environment. Among them were George Johnston and his wife Charmian Clift, both Australian ex-journalists who had lived on Hydra since 1954. They first met Leonard on the day of his arrival, gave him a place to stay the night, and fixed him up with somewhere to rent. The new arrival soon became a regular face in the waterfront bars and cafes, living the romantic idyll to the full.

         In September 1960, with a modest inheritance from his grandmother of $1,500, he bought a house on the island, an ancient whitewashed three-storey building with five rooms that had no electricity or running water. Years later, he declared that it was the smartest decision he had ever made.

         And it was on Hydra that he met Marianne Ihlen, the muse who would inspire the defining track on his debut album. She and her husband Axel Jensen, both Norwegian, had arrived on the island three years before Leonard. By the time Cohen first met her, the couple had broken up, reunited, got married, had a son and separated again. In later years, Marianne recalled how Leonard had ‘enormous compassion’ for both her and her child: ‘I remember well that when my eyes met his eyes I felt it throughout my body’. Leonard was enraptured by the Norwegian beauty, describing her in a letter to Irving Layton as simply ‘perfect’.

         ‘There wasn’t a man that wasn’t interested in Marianne. There was no one that wasn’t interested in approaching that beauty and that generosity, because it wasn’t just that she was a traditional Nordic beauty – that was indisputable – but she was also very kind, and she was one of the most modest people about her beauty’, Cohen recounted. ‘And she had that other side too, where she drank wine and danced and became wild and beautiful, and threatening and dangerous if you were a man with her.’

         Although Leonard and Marianne both felt an instant attraction to the other, their friendship would blossom slowly on Hydra. It wasn’t until Cohen’s return to Montreal that each realised the depth of their feelings. Marianne received a telegram from Canada – ‘Have house, all I need is my woman and her son. Love Leonard’ – and emigrated, beginning a love affair that would last most of the decade. Cohen would go on to write several songs inspired by his ‘muse’, including ‘Hey, That’s No Way to Say Goodbye’ and – of course – ‘So Long, Marianne’.

         In March 1961, inspired by both his favourite poet Garcia Lorca and the recent revolution that had ousted an American-backed dictatorship, Leonard flew from Montreal to Havana, Cuba. It was a visit that romantic idealists all over the world would have wished to make, and the impulsive twenty-six-year-old simply upped and went. Lorca had visited the Caribbean island before the 1959 uprising led by Fidel Castro, as had Leonard’s sister Esther when she honeymooned there. But now there was a distinctly radical edge to any North American vacationing in Havana; indeed, an embargo on any United States citizens visiting had already been put in place by the Nixon administration, and even a Canadian making the trip was controversial to say the least.

         Leonard wanted to experience things for himself, identifying with the new Cuba of Castro, Che Guevara and their compadres to such an extent that he roamed the streets and bars of the capital in the de rigueur uniform of beret, khaki fatigues and newly-grown beard. But on the diplomatic front, tensions were escalating between Cuba and their US neighbours. It was only weeks before the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion attempt, backed by the new US president John F. Kennedy. When the ‘invasion’ took place, on 17 April, officials of the Canadian embassy contacted Cohen – prompted, it turns out, by his anxious mother, via a cousin who was a Canadian senator – and arranged for him to join a flight home as soon as possible.

         Leonard stuck it out in Havana until 26 April, by which times things were getting more chaotic for anyone wishing to leave the country. He joined a line of foreign nationals at the airport, awaiting a seat on a flight out, but just as he was about to board an aircraft his name was called, requesting he report to the security desk. Searching his bag, officials had found a photograph of Cohen posing with a couple of revolutionary soldiers, and – suspecting he might be a Cuban trying to escape the country – put him under an armed guard. Luckily, a scuffle broke out on the runway, and Leonard’s guard rushed to see what was going on, omitting to lock the door first. Leonard casually walked out, went through the departure gate, and boarded the awaiting plane.

         In hindsight, he would admit his political motives were naïve: ‘I thought maybe this was my Spanish civil war, but it was a shabby kind of support. It was really mostly curiosity and a sense of adventure.’ Nevertheless, the experience inspired at least one poem, written during his Havana sojourn, ‘The Last Tourist in Havana Turns His Thoughts Homeward’, which appeared in his 1964 collection of poetry, Flowers for Hitler.

         The Spice Box of Earth

         Leonard hardly had time to settle back into ‘normal’ life after his Cuban adventure when, at the end of May 1961, The Spice-Box of Earth was published. He had collated the poems in 1959, and, at Layton’s recommendation, submitted it to the Canadian publishers McClelland & Stewart. Jack McClelland was so impressed with the book that he accepted it on the spot. The title of the eighty-eight-poem collection was taken from the decorative wooden box of spices used during the Jewish ceremony that marks the end of the Sabbath, but Leonard had concocted an earthly spice box, fluctuating between the sacred and the secular. As he put it himself in a radio interview at the time: ‘I wanted to designate a kind of variety of experience. I wanted this book to be the kind of book that you could dig into and find many kinds of emotions and many kinds of encounters.’
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               Leonard working on a poem, August 1967.
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               Typewritten pages from an early draft of Beautiful Losers

            

         

         These ‘encounters’ ranged from those with real-life individuals including Irving Layton and the painter Marc Chagall, to religious references citing biblical plagues, the wives of Solomon, Samson’s destruction of the pagan temple (‘Celebration’) and even Cohen’s Rabbi grandfather (‘Lines From My Grandfather’s Journal’). There were poems dedicated to his muses, including Marianne in ‘Beneath My Hands’, and his earlier love, Anne Sherman, in ‘I Long To Hold Some Lady’ and the critically lauded ‘For Anne’.

         The book was met with very favourable reviews, with the Toronto Daily Star’s Robert Weaver declaring that Leonard was ‘probably the best young poet in English Canada right now’. Arnold Edinborough, writing in the Canadian Churchman, agreed, proclaiming that Layton had lost his crown to his younger friend. It was certainly the work of a seemingly mature writer, with an air of assurance that belied his comparative youth. And right from the opening poem in the book, ‘A Kite Is A Victim’, Cohen’s own perspective was paramount as the ultimately lone voice of the poet. Selling out its first printing in three months, while not elevating Leonard Cohen to any kind of literary stardom, The Spice-Box of Earth certainly marked him as a writer of serious potential.

         The Favourite Game

         After much writing and re-writing over the previous few years – and having run through a variety of possible titles including ‘The Mist Leaves No Scar’, ‘No Flesh So Perfect’, ‘Fields Of Hair’ and ‘The Perfect Jukebox’ – Leonard’s first novel finally appeared as The Favourite Game. The book had been rejected back in 1960 by his publishers, McClelland & Stewart, with company executive Jack McClelland urging Cohen to stick to poetry. McClelland found the style humdrum and egotistical, with an uncomfortable preoccupation with sex. Major revisions would need to be made, he told Cohen, and even then, he couldn’t guarantee that he would publish it. Foreign publishers were much more receptive. It would first be published by Secker and Warburg in England, in the fall of 1963, and then by Viking in the US the following year.

         The Favourite Game is a bildungsroman of sexual and romantic experience, reading almost as a biography of Leonard, written by Leonard. Central to the text was the stand-in protagonist Lawrence Breavman, who had the same family and friends, love affairs and experiences as Cohen, with only the names of the characters changed. Most of the formative moments from Cohen’s youth are featured, including Breavman’s hypnotising and undressing of the family maid, the attempts of he and his friend Krantz (Mort Rosengarten) to pick up girls around Montreal, his father’s death, and his romance with Shell (Anne Sherman). Structurally and stylistically, the unconventional form resembles that of a film more than a traditional novel. Each chapter is presented as a separate scene from a film, which the author films, directs and stars in, while at the same time he observes, as if from the back row of a cinema.

         Much like his poetry, the novel was critically well-received, although this was not reflected in its sales figures. The US Saturday Review described it as ‘interior-picaresque, extraordinarily rich in language, sensibility and humour’, while in the UK, The Guardian declared it ‘a song of a book, a lyrical and exploratory bit of semi autobiography’. It was even reviewed positively in the prestigious Times Literary Supplement, earning a short yet favourable critique in the ‘Other New Novels’ round-up. The Favourite Game has continued to receive positive critical attention into the 21st century, even being referred to as Canada’s Catcher in the Rye. Yet for years the book was only available in Canada as an import, until McClelland & Stewart finally published it in 1970, after Cohen had achieved international fame as a singer and performer.

         Flowers for Hitler

         Through the early 1960s, Leonard was commuting between Hydra and Montreal. Marianne still occupied the house on the Greek island while, in Canada, Cohen had rented a furnished duplex on the west side of Montreal. Though leading the life of the bohemian writer, the fruits of literary success were still to elude Leonard, and negotiating the next pay cheque or (mainly elusive) book deal necessitated him spending most of his time in Canada. So, once more, he was a regular denizen of the bars and literary cafes of his hometown, including Le Bistro, where most of the writer crowd congregated, and the 5th Dimension, a coffee house and folk music venue.

         By this time, his relationship with Marianne was flexible to say the least. Even when she visited Montreal, there were other girlfriends, some of whom she would meet. As Erica Pomerance, a would-be folk singer with whom Leonard had a brief relationship, would recall: ‘I think they must have had an understanding … Marianne was his common-law wife, his muse, the queen … but I think she probably put up with a lot to remain with him.’

         As a follow-up to The Spice Box of Earth, McClelland & Stewart published Leonard’s next collection of poetry, Flowers for Hitler, in 1964. Cohen had originally intended to call the book ‘Opium and Hitler’, but Jack McClelland objected to the title, and made it plain to Cohen that he wasn’t entirely happy with the material within. Cohen’s response was defiant: ‘There has never been a book like this, prose or poetry, written in Canada.’ In the end, McClelland told Cohen he would publish it anyway – ‘because you are Leonard Cohen’. After some fractious exchanges between the two, with Leonard conceding a little here and digging his heels in there, they agreed on a selection of fifty new poems.

         
            ‘There is no difference between a poem and a song. Some were songs first and some were poems first and some were situations. All of my writings has guitars behind it, even the novels.’

         

         The themes of the collection were broadly similar to those of his two previous poetry books: matters of the heart, mankind’s cruelty to man, and the usual dedications to friends and lovers. But with their much looser, less rigid style, the poems had an intensity previously only hinted at, whether in reference to humanity’s darkest hours or his own personal passions. To many, the poetry came across as being deliberately confrontational in its stark tastelessness, Cohen wilfully destroying the image of himself as a sweet romantic.

         Reviews were mixed, with some controversy over accusations of exploitation of sensitive subject matter – specifically the Holocaust – but that didn’t prevent the Toronto Quarterly critic Milton Wilson calling Cohen ‘potentially the most important writer that Canadian poetry has produced since 1950 … not merely the most talented, but also I would guess, the most professionally committed to making the most of his talent’. Given that one of Spice Box’s poems, ‘New Step’, would later be staged as a theatrical ballet on CBC TV in 1972, and another, ‘Queen Victoria and Me’, would become a song on his 1973 album Live Songs, this claim proved somewhat prophetic.

         Beautiful Losers

         Published in the spring of 1966, Beautiful Losers was very much a novel of its time, a literary indulgence involving a complex plot laced with mysticism and radical ideas. The ambitions of the author, for nothing less than a ‘great’ novel, were evident on every page, with language replete with rich imagery and graphic descriptions of sexual excess. Cohen wrote the book in two eight-month sessions on Hydra, in 1964 and 1965, in what can only be described as a self-conscious attempt at spontaneous creativity.

         Perhaps hoping to emulate the famous account of Jack Kerouac writing On the Road as a three-week stream-of-consciousness aided by pills and bebop jazz, Leonard fasted and ingested amphetamines, to a background of his favourite Ray Charles album, The Genius Sings the Blues. It was an early instance of a long involvement with drugs, in which he recognised their dangers as much as their benefits: ‘The recreational, the obsessional and the pharmaceutical – I’ve tried them all. I would be enthusiastically promoting any one of them if they worked.’

         The novel, divided into three books, interweaves the story of 17th century Native Canadian Mohawk saint Kateri Tekakwitha with the love triangle between ‘I’, an unnamed Canadian folklorist, his Native wife Edith (who committed suicide by sitting at the bottom of an elevator shaft), and his friend ‘F’, a Member of Parliament and a leader in the Quebec separatist movement, who is in hospital dying from syphilis. So convoluted is the interrelationship between all three that, at times, they appear to be the same person. A sprawling, surreal narrative, Beautiful Losers has come to be seen as having introduced postmodernism into Canadian literature. It has since sold over three million copies, and is widely considered a part of the Canadian literary canon. The UK Guardian acknowledged this in 2008: ‘Cohen’s work as a novelist may be an acquired taste, but his experimental work Beautiful Losers is increasingly seen as a classic (and, as novels by musicians go, it’s substantially more interesting than [Bob Dylan’s] Tarantula)’.

         However, at the time, sales were poor (although Lou Reed was one of the few who did pick up a copy). It sold better in the US than in Canada, but did not see significant sales until after Cohen achieved success as a singer-songwriter. The novel did, on the other hand, receive plenty of critical attention, and was met with much controversy. Robert Fulford of the Toronto Daily Star called Beautiful Losers ‘the most revolting book ever written in Canada’ while also stating it was ‘an important failure. At the same time, it is probably the most interesting Canadian book of the year’. CBC concurred, describing Beautiful Losers as ‘one of the most radical and extraordinary works of fiction ever published in Canada’. In the US, the Boston Globe declared: ‘James Joyce is not dead. He is living in Montreal.’

         Yet all of this praise meant little to Cohen, due to his by now traditional problem of this not being reflected in the financial rewards. Given how intense an experience writing the book had been, Cohen was truly disillusioned, engaging in a nasty spat with McClelland over who was to blame for the novel’s poor sales figures. Ultimately, his disappointment in the novel’s lack of commercial success proved the catalyst in his move into song writing: ‘I couldn’t make a living as an author. My books weren’t selling, they were receiving very good reviews, but my second novel Beautiful Losers sold about 3000 copies worldwide. The only economic alternative was, I guess, going into teaching or university or getting a job in a bank, like the great Canadian poet Raymond Souster. But I always played the guitar and sang, so it was an economic solution to the problem of making a living and being a writer.’

         For Cohen, going from writing to singing was no great leap, at least artistically. As he told the New York Times in 1969: ‘There is no difference between a poem and a song. Some were songs first and some were poems first and some were situations. All of my writings has guitars behind it, even the novels.’

         The truth of this statement was reflected in his next volume of poetry, Parasites of Heaven (1966). His last book before attaining musical fame, this volume was mainly notable for the first publication of poems that would later become well-known as songs, including ‘Master Song’, ‘Teachers’, ‘Avalanche’, ‘Fingerprints’, and, most significantly, ‘Suzanne Takes You Down’, which would go on to achieve international fame as ‘Suzanne’. Overall, however, Parasites appears the work of a distracted Cohen, whose mind was seemingly elsewhere, and most critics would concur with Tim Footman’s description of it as ‘a half-hearted addition to the Cohen canon, lacking even the shock value of Flowers for Hitler’.

         By this stage, Cohen was clearly more focused on his musical ambitions. Although he harboured no immediate ambitions to become an on-stage performer, as Parasites of Heaven illustrates, his portfolio was already beginning to include verses written specifically as songs.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            SONGS OF LEONARD COHEN

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            ‘There was the economic pressure, I couldn’t just live off literature. In retrospect, it seems madness that I believed I could go to Nashville and become a studio musician or a compositor in order to pay the bills and continue writing. It was not what happened’

         

         
            All songs written by Leonard Cohen.

            
                

            

            Side A

            1. Suzanne

            2. Master Song

            3. Winter Lady

            4. The Stranger Song

            5. Sisters of Mercy

            
                

            

            Side B

            1. So Long, Marianne

            2. Hey, That’s No Way to Say Goodbye

            3. Stories of the Street

            4. Teachers

            5. One of Us Cannot Be Wrong

            
                

            

            Personnel

            Leonard Cohen (vocals, acoustic guitar); Nancy Priddy (vocals); Willie Ruff (bass); Jimmy Lovelace (drums); Chester Crill, Chris Darrow, Solomon Feldthouse, David Lindley (flute, mandolin, Jew’s harp, assorted Middle-Eastern instruments)

            
                

            

            Recorded: October–November 1967, Columbia Records Studio B and E, New York City

            Released: 27 December 1967

            Label: Columbia

            Producer: John Simon
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               Relaxing in a New York City diner, 1968.

            

         

         Leonard Cohen would have been the first to admit that his transformation from struggling writer to internationally famous singer was hardly the result of years of careful planning. On the contrary, there was more than an element of Cohen simply falling into his new career due to the whims of chance. Prior to a planned trip to Nashville, where Leonard hoped to sell his songs to country music publishers, the somewhat disillusioned writer ended up staying in New York City, turning his hand to singer-songwriting almost by accident. ‘I visited some agents and they’d say, “Turn around kid, let’s have a look at you. Aren’t you a little too old for this game?”’ remembered Cohen. ‘I was thirty-two at the time. I think I was eating very little. I was about 116 pounds, and going to all the clubs, and listening and playing and writing. Just the ordinary cliché of a young writer in New York.’

         He had begun hanging out with the Andy Warhol ‘Factory’ crowd – artists, writers, musician and would-be actors all looking for Warhol’s elusive ‘fifteen minutes of fame’ – but Leonard wanted rather more than that. The pop art pioneer always insisted that Cohen’s eventual musical style was influenced by hearing his own protégé Nico, singing with the Velvet Underground in New York clubs at the time – and Leonard was certainly impressed by the icy beauty and stark vocals of the German chanteuse.
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               Joni Mitchell, playing acoustic guitar in a shoot for Vogue.

            

         

         Leonard first came across Warhol and his hip entourage in Max’s Kansas City, a bar-cum-club that everybody who was anybody used at that time. He’d just seen Nico singing at the Dom club – ‘the perfect Aryan ice queen’ – and was so entranced he followed her to Max’s. Still something of a stranger in town, he lingered at the bar, conscious of the fact he knew none of the important faces who hung out there but hoping for an ‘in’ of some kind – which came in the person of Lou Reed. The Velvet Underground front man approached Cohen, telling Leonard that he recognised him, and was a fan of his book Beautiful Losers.

         Reed invited him to the table where Warhol and the rest were sitting, which was the first time Leonard met Nico. As with his first encounter with Marianne, the Canadian was struck immediately by the statuesque blonde and, soon, she by him.

         Cohen immediately established himself part of the Warhol scene, but only as and when it suited him, and mainly in pursuit of Nico. ‘I was only peripherally involved with the Andy Warhol/Velvet Underground scene. It was really Nico I was in love with.’ He admitted to being besotted – ‘paralysed by her beauty’ as he once put it – and over the next weeks and months spent as much time as possible in her company. Nevertheless the relationship remained, as far as reliable accounts confirm, platonic. ‘Nico eventually told me, “Look, I like young boys. You’re just too old for me.”’

         Judy Collins

         But it was his musical relationship with the folk singer Judy Collins that would prove the catalyst for Cohen’s metamorphosis from poet to professional singer, when Collins successfully covered his song ‘Suzanne’ on her 1966 album, In My Life. The song, which had already been performed by the Stormy Clovers earlier that year, had originally appeared as a poem ‘Suzanne Takes You Down’ in Parasites of Heaven. ‘I sang a few songs for Judy Collins and she liked them’, Cohen explained. ‘Then, I went back to Montreal, and I wrote a number of songs in that period. One of them was “Suzanne”. I phoned Judy Collins, and kind of nestled the telephone between my ear and my shoulder, and I played her “Suzanne”. She said, “I’m going to do that this week, in the studio”.’ Collins quickly became something of a champion of Leonard’s material, which he provided prolifically. ‘He was writing new songs all the time. By that time, I was in so over my head with his material that I was ready to record anything he sent me’, Collins told Cohen biographer Sylvie Simmons. ‘I think there was a Leonard song on practically every album after that.’ Her next album, the 1967 hit Wildflowers, included three Cohen songs.

         Now spending time in both New York – where he now had a room at ‘bohemia central’, the Chelsea Hotel – and Montreal, Cohen began playing gigs in both his home town and on the Greenwich Village folk scene. The latter was largely thanks to Mary Martin, a prominent Canadian-born New York-based artist-manager, through whom Leonard had first come to the attention of Judy Collins.

         Leonard Cohen’s first official live date was at a benefit concert in the Village Theatre on 22 February 1967. He (albeit nervously) appeared in front of 3,000 people in a line-up that included Pete Seeger and Tom Paxton as well as Collins, who introduced him to the crowd during her own performance. And it was through the enthusiastic, almost evangelical, support he was getting from Collins and Martin that his name came to the attention of Columbia Records producer John Hammond, whose impressive track record included jazz, blues and folk artists as diverse as Billie Holiday, Count Basie and Bob Dylan. Hammond took Leonard out for lunch, after which the pair returned to the soon-to-be-legendary Chelsea Hotel, where Cohen was staying, so that he could play the producer some of his material.

         ‘I sang him six or seven songs’, recalled Cohen. ‘He didn’t say anything between them. At the end of those six or seven songs, he said, “You got it, Leonard.” I didn’t quite know whether he meant a contract, or the “gift”, but it certainly made me feel very good.’

         ‘I thought he was enchanting’, said Hammond. ‘Because that’s the only word you can use! He was not like anything I’ve ever heard before. I just feel that I always want a true original, if I can find one, because there are not many in the world; and the young man set his own rules, and he was a really first class poet, which is most important.’

         It wasn’t the first time that John Hammond had taken a chance on undiscovered talent, famously having launched Bob Dylan’s career in the face of company ridicule. As unbelievable as it might seem today, the producer’s signing of the young folk singer was once referred to in the studio as ‘Hammond’s Folly’. Now history was about to repeat itself: ‘They all looked at me at Columbia and said, “What, are you …? A forty-year-old [sic] Canadian poet? How are we going to sell him?” I said, “Listen to him …” and, lo-and-behold, Columbia signed him.’

         Columbia signed Cohen to a four-year contract in April 1967, with an advance of $2,000 on his first album. Preliminary studio sessions started in May, although the actual recording of Cohen’s debut album would not begin in earnest until the fall of 1967, by which time Leonard Cohen had furthered his reputation as a live performer with three key appearances during the summer.

         
            ‘I visited some agents and they’d say, “Turn around kid, let’s have a look at you. Aren’t you a little too old for this game?” I was thirty-two at the time. I think I was eating very little. I was about 116 pounds, and going to all the clubs, and listening and playing and writing. Just the ordinary cliché of a young writer in New York.’
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