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PRAISE FOR THE ENGLISH EDITION


“A literary masterpiece—the seminal, comprehensive biography of a multitalented man who wrote more than his share of literary masterpieces himself.” — Jeff Fleischer, Foreword Reviews


“Luminous and unconventional … this is a book to get lost in.” June Sawyers, Booklist


“Rhapsodic and fluidly written … This big biography of Cohen will appeal to a wide variety of readers, especially the philosophically minded.” — Frederick J Augustyn Jr, Library Journal


PRAISE FOR THE FRENCH EDITION


“The best book about Leonard Cohen.” — Jean-Luc Porquet, Le Canard enchainé


“Combining scholarly biography, luminous exegesis, and metaphysics of the broken heart, this is the Summa Cohenia we needed. With Gilles Tordjman’s book, this is the best homage to the work of the Christ-loving Jewish poet.” — Bernard Loupias, Le Nouvel Observateur


“An erudite and amorous page-turner on the wandering Canadian, that reaches beyond dates and facts.” — Emmanuel Dosda, Poly


“An extraordinary piece of work, at every level … It’s the biographical denouement that Leonard deserves…. Takes Cohenian biography to another level.” — Michael Posner, author of Leonard Cohen, Untold Stories: The Early Years


“Cohen ceaselessly questions the world, as Christophe Lebold brilliantly demonstrates in Leonard Cohen : L’Homme qui voyait tomber les anges, a learned, vibrant, and inspired study devoted to the immortal creator of ‘Hallelujah.’” — Myriam Perfetti, Marianne


“With wide-angle shots of the Cohen constellation and clever close-ups on this loved woman or that inhabited place. This work is a treasure: the wind of rock has blown there and vibration rhymes with erudition.” — Vincent Dussol, Transatlantica


“Cohen under the surgeon’s scalpel: a book that retraces Leonard Cohen’s unique poetic odyssey, and combines liveliness and passion with a scholarly twist. The inspired biographer crystallizes the different avatars of ‘the man who saw the angels fall’ and takes us along on the poet’s existential quest.” — Dernières Nouvelles d’Alsace “It’s marvelous and highly recommended. Crammed with photos, footnotes, a blizzard of evidence, of fantastic research and opinion: this is ESSENTIAL.” — Jim Devlin, author of Leonard Cohen: In His Own Words and In Every Style of Passion: The Works of Leonard Cohen


“Christophe Lebold devotes to the poet a marvelous volume, which opens with a triptych on gravity, wandering, and the broken heart.” — Daniel Bougnoux, La Croix


“An impressive piece of work: Christophe Lebold has chosen a literary form for his homage and succeeds. The book rises to the level of its subject and that is not saying little.” — Eric Naulleau, literary critic


“A great and very stylish book that makes you feel the poet’s soul.” — Pierre Charpilloz, Réservoir (culture)


“I am deeply respectful of the mind that has produced this book.” — Leonard Cohen, private email
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Every heart to love will come,


But like a refugee.


— LEONARD COHEN, “ANTHEM”


To Leonard Cohen and Yoshin David Radin, For their immense hearts and infinite kindness. With my gratitude and a thousand gasshos.









PROLOGUE


THREE PORTRAITS OF LEONARD COHEN


This prologue presents three portraits of Leonard Cohen, each a point of entry into his universe. They can be read in sequence as appetizers or separately as the reader peruses the book.









FIRST POINT OF ENTRY


THE MAN WHO SAW THE ANGELS FALL


But love is strong as gravity


And everyone must fall


At first it’s from the apple tree


Then from the western wall.


— LEONARD COHEN, “GRAVITY”1
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IVAN GIESEN | A. MANZANO COLLECTION


Leonard Cohen, Barcelona, May 1993





Leonard Cohen’s art derives from a very specific visual acuity: he sees men fall. And, with them, women, saints, and angels. Hence, a fascination for falling bodies and a career devoted to a methodical and quasi-amorous exploration of the laws of gravity. His subject: how and why we fall, from what heights, along what trajectories. His stated goal: to assert, with the required rigor, the unfathomable beauty of falling bodies and to explain why men — unremittingly — fall.


Operating first as a poet and novelist, then as an international troubadour, Cohen observed everywhere — in Montreal, on the Greek island of Hydra, in New York hotels, and the Luberon vineyards — the infinite variations of gravity at work: tragic downfalls here, jumps into inner abysses there, and in all places, slapstick slips on the banana peels of life. Armed with the visionary force that alone makes you see the world exactly as it is, he sharpened his tools along the way — a voice so deep it leaves us charred; a terse and increasingly lethal writing style; and his unique combination of angst, Jewish mysticism, and Christian and Buddhist flirtations. Along the way, he fashioned a world that is uniquely his own yet a lot like ours: the world of Leonard Cohen, where men step into avalanches and saints fall in love with Fire.


Quite predictably, the result is ferocious: songs that comfort us with little waltzes but are also spiritual weapons that aim for the heart and never miss. What do they say? What we already know — the invincible gravity of existence. That we die. That our heart cooks and sizzles like shish kebab in our breasts. That the apocalypse has begun and the Flood has already happened. That God has summoned us for a game of hide-and-seek that He clearly intends to win. That men and women are forever attracted to each other but that their embrace is a fire that leaves only ashes behind. In a word: that we hang dangerously between gravity and grace. Our fate: to fall from high. Our patron saint: Icarus. The gospel according to Leonard.


THE PROPHET OF GRAVITY


Leonard had felt the grip of gravity early on in his life and he soon discovered that he had a great talent for falling. First, for falling in love, which he did ceaselessly. Sometimes for the night, sometimes for a decade and most often with saints. With Saint Kateri Tekakwitha, a seventeenth-century Iroquois Virgin. With Saint Suzanne, to whom he wrote a famous ode. With Saint Nico of Köln, whose iciness he endured. With Joan of Arc, who was burnt at the stake. And with a thousand others. “Men have hearts of puppies,” he once told a Swedish TV sexologist interviewing him in bed; “they fall in love every second.”2


In adolescence, Cohen also started falling into abysses, with the bouts of depression that initiated him into what is blackest in life and later earned him his reputation as a great poet of personal doom. A few times also, he simply fell down, quite literally. In Tony Palmer’s documentary Bird on a Wire, he can be seen lying flat on the stage of Frankfurt’s Jahrhunderthalle on April 7, 1972, huddled in the arms of spectators in the first row. It was the last day of Passover, as Jews around the world were celebrating the parting of the Red Sea, a parting that had obviously not happened for him. His filmed comment the next day was eloquent: “I disgraced myself.” In other words, “I fell from grace.”3 Another fall occurred to the audience’s great panic almost four decades later, during a concert in Valencia, Spain, on September 18, 2009, three days before the singer’s seventy-fifth birthday. The footage is painful to watch: a few minutes into the show, Leonard Cohen collapses. First on his knees, then flat on his face — defeated by gravity.4 And, seven years later, when the poet died peacefully in his sleep, it was after a fall in his apartment, his last taste of gravity.


So, at some point, in a life spent collecting and studying falls, as he wrote book after book about the fall of man (like Beautiful Losers) or impossible elevations (like Parasites of Heaven) or songs that say, “I fell with my angel down the chain of command,”5 things — necessarily — must have gotten clearer. At some unspecified point, Leonard Cohen must have understood — maybe after observing once more through his hotel room window what was falling from the sky (rain, snow, or angels) — that essential truth: that gravity is the absolute law that rules our lives, but also the only place where those lives can truly be lived. That it is only in our falls that we can truly enjoy having a weight.


Hence an improbable wager — arguably more dangerous than Pascal’s — the great Cohenian wager: that frivolity bores us and eventually cheapens life but that a great joy awaits us in the heart of gravity. In other words, he bets that gravity is grace.


It is impossible, of course, to tell when that wager was made: like all conversions, that type of event happens silently and deep in the soul. But at some point, his mission as a poet must have stood clear in front of him: to take our falls seriously.


We don’t want a frivolous life. We don’t want a superficial life. […] Seriousness is something voluptuous that we are deeply hungry for, and very few people allow themselves the luxury of it. So life becomes shallow and the heart tends to shut down in a kind of despair that is intolerable.6


In other words, frivolity sucks; gravity heals. Hence the poet’s mission: to be the prophet and pedagogue of gravity, to write “manuals for living with defeat” that will help us locate in ourselves a centre of gravity that will sanctify our lives. Now, what better place for that than four-minute pop songs?


THE ART OF FALLING FROM HIGH


Late 1968. Arpeggios on a Spanish guitar, a waltz melody, discreet strings, and female voices that rise like angels: Leonard Cohen kicks off his singing career with “Suzanne,” a song whose celestial beauty seems to launch an assault on Heaven. The lyrics, however, are about falling angels and how poignant and beautiful all things — an afternoon, a sunbeam, a lover — become when they disappear.


We know the story: Suzanne is half-crazy; she feeds you tea and oranges and sees heroes in the seaweed. You want to travel with her but eventually you won’t, and Jesus sinks beneath your wisdom like a stone. In the context of LSD, student rebellion, and Jimi Hendrix’s guitar solos, Leonard Cohen uses “Suzanne” as a triple reminder to the youth of 1968: sainthood, he warns, has a price; it can be attained only through falling; and the laws of gravity are not negotiable. In the next decade, most of his songs will be concerned in some way with the art of falling, and in one of them a choir of children asks:


Wasn’t it a long way down?


Wasn’t it a strange way down?7


This is the first phase of the singer’s career, a phase of diagnosis. Its metaphysical conclusion is Leonard’s first teaching: no one escapes gravity. We are not Homo sapiens, but Homo cadens — falling men.


Fifteen years later, the setting has changed: Leonard had relocated to Los Angeles — the City of Angels, where else? — and he wore double-breasted pinstriped suits, mafioso style. His idea of fantasy: charcoal grey. His favourite leisure: to quit smoking. His idea of a prophet’s job: to sing deeper every year. The year was 1992. After twenty years of Zen practice, the singer has gained in humour and vocal depth. In a voice now so low it can cause minor seismic incidents, he dispensed instructions on the proper conduct after falling on the highway, namely: stay put, don’t complain, and wait “for the miracle.”8 That’s his second lesson in metaphysics: our falls must be fully accepted and even loved — and with good reason: they are the doorways to our true lives.


It’s still 1992: against a backdrop of gospel singers, Leonard announced that he has seen the future, that the future is murder and that this improbable Christian concept — repentance — was actually never clear to him. In the video that comes with the song (aptly named “The Future”), the deadpan prophet can be seen to improvise a few ironic dance steps — a funky little boogie — in the hall of a luxury hotel, where (strangely enough) it has started to rain. Behind him, images of falling bodies in slow motion: elegant women drowning in water, men in dinner jackets with their heads upside down, some pulled down by the weight of a suitcase, others grabbing a passing ankle, all of them sinking, drawn to the bottom, drowning in the Flood. The beauty of falling bodies once more.9


Of course, this may remind some readers of the philosophical parable that closed Cohen’s first novel, The Favourite Game, in 1963. The page in question describes a winter game that the narrator, Lawrence Breavman, used to play as a child. A friend clutches your arm, you spin him fast until he’s lifted from the ground and, at the crucial moment, you let him go. He is cast out by kinetic energy and tries to fall in the snow in some unpredictable position, preferably with his legs and arms outstretched. Then comes the nice bit: you admire the beauty of the silhouettes imprinted in the snow. Those kids may not be aware of it, but they give us a third metaphysical lesson: our falls are beautiful and you can play with God’s laws. In the process, Breavman and his pals invent the poetics that will inform most of Cohen’s work: to turn our falls into works of art, and to inscribe the Fall of Man in the snow.10


BODHISATTVA, ACT 1


Genius, they say, is the ability to see things exactly as they are, and the public has recognized Leonard Cohen’s vision for what it is: absolute realism. Our hearts are irretrievably broken, our thirst for love cannot be quenched, and our lives are filled with undetectable falls that only saints, holy losers, and angels can see. That’s reality itself, verifiable by all. Paradoxically, there’s something uplifting about this and even good news here: Cohen’s secret gospel of gravity.


His work restores to us the precious things that the dominant culture of infotainment and feel-good psychology had denied: our broken hearts and the true weight of our lives. In Buddhism, awakening your fellow men to their true nature is the task of the bodhisattva.11 It’s an act of empowerment and emancipation: Cohen frees us from the false dreams of perfect lives and from the chore of having to pretend we are not broken. A first significant step towards a lighter, freer life.


THIS HIGH AND NO HIGHER


Of course, gravity is also a property of the singer’s voice and, as a singer, Cohen has often played with the limits imposed by his timbre. Interestingly, he opened his 1984 collection of psalms, Book of Mercy, with a portrait of himself as an angel placed in one of the remote choirs of the celestial court — very far from the divine throne. There he is


A singer in the lower choirs


born fifty years ago


to raise my voice this high and no higher.12


Four years later, he was only half-joking when he declared in “Tower of Song” that:


I was born like this, I had no choice


I was born with the gift of a golden voice.


For yes, indeed, for what Leonard Cohen meant to say (that our lives are broken), his voice was indeed golden, and no, he had no choice: with that timbre, he could only engage with the gravity of the most solemn truths.


That voice has a history, however, a history that features a spectacular drop — almost two octaves — into gravity. On his first record, Songs of Leonard Cohen (1967), Cohen’s voice was still a fragile and delicate baritone that said goodbye to women with a slight trembling and a delicate combination of serenity and angst: a poet’s voice. In the ’80s, toughened by a very strict diet of cigarettes, whisky, and looking into the abyss, the voice had become a seismic bass, vibrant with authority and depth: a prophet’s voice, sometimes used for crooning, sometimes to announce the apocalypse. And at the end of his life, a third, elegantly broken voice invented something that came from beyond the grave: a weightless gravity that was both aerial (it belonged to the sky) and telluric (it shook the earth): an archangel’s voice.


All three voices tell about our exile, very far from Eden, in the world of the Fall, where people and plans crash and fail, but each also asserts the secret pleasures of gravity. As every crooner knows, gravity is a tool for seduction; it is something you can play with. And it is secretly hilarious.


THE COSMIC JOKE


That’s the best news of all, probably. Falling can be fun and gravity voluptuous. Gravity is a game that God plays with us: it is a cosmic joke, and Cohen — obviously — wants us in on it.


So often, when he embodies gravity, he does it like a comedian whose irony warns us that none of the identities he presents — the unrepenting seducer vanquished by Love, the Zen master teaching the dharma, the prophet announcing the Flood, or the ironic crooner that says our hearts are in flame — should be taken entirely seriously. And that’s perhaps the heart of the singer’s artistic gesture: to teach us not to take the tragic too tragically. Gravity is a sacred space where our lives are sanctified, but it is also the place where you can enjoy life to the fullest and laugh with God because we get the joke.


That’s why Leonard reinvented the metaphysical poet in an Armani suit, the troubadour as rock star, and the ironic crooner as gnostic high priest of the heart. His underhand message: things are grave, but that’s an excellent reason to find them funny.









SECOND POINT OF ENTRY


ETERNAL PILGRIM, PERFECT J EW


But the true voyagers set out to sea


Just for the leaving’s sake.


— CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, “VOYAGING”
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ALBERTO MANZANO


Leonard Cohen, Toulouse, November 1980





UNTRACED JOURNEYS


That’s how the Jesuit thinker Michel de Certeau designated lives that are determined by a calling: “untraced journeys.” Journeys towards an unnamed thing that awaits at the end of the road and calls.13 Journeys that transform lives into trajectories and men into pilgrims. And with only three words (“calling,” “trajectory,” and “pilgrim”), that is already an almost sufficient portrait of Leonard Cohen.


Mapping out Cohen’s peregrinations is a hard task. After a first exile in New York in 1956, a second one in London in 1959, and a third on a Greek island the following spring, he became a professional passerby, someone who, like the heroes of his favourite folk song, was “only passing through.”14 In the ’60s, he journeyed back and forth between Greece and Canada and, when he became a singer, he adopted the peripatetic life of the troubadours, with concert tours that kept him on the road for more than seven years in cumulative time. Seven years, therefore, of airports and anonymous rooms. Seven years of the eternal return of the same cities: London, New York, Berlin, Paris, Rome — the world is a hotel and a taxi ride.


Of course, the tours were interrupted by new exiles (in Nashville, the Luberon, or Los Angeles), incessant returns (to Hydra, London, Montreal, and Toronto), regular retreats (in recording studios or monasteries), new itineraries (to Mexico, Morocco, Israel, and India), and by a civilian life that was equally restless.


With the notable exception of six years spent in a monk’s cabin up a mountain northwest of Los Angeles (in the 1990s), it therefore seems that Leonard Cohen never spent more than six months of his adult life in the same place. Which is probably how he found that balance between gravity and grace: he kept moving and offset the vertical axis of the Fall with the horizontal lines that French philosopher Gilles Deleuze called “lines of flight.” His friend Leon Wieseltier called it an “art of wandering,”15 and he was right: Leonard made travelling an art form, and his life grew lighter with every move.


PROFESSION: WANDERING JEW


As many documentaries attest, Leonard Cohen was always a great urban explorer. He can be seen pacing the streets of Montreal in Ladies and Gentlemen … Mr. Leonard Cohen (1965), the streets of Paris and Berlin in Hallelujah in Moll (1985), of Manhattan in Songs from the Life of Leonard Cohen (1988), and he explored Jerusalem and various European cities in Bird on a Wire (1974). As if he only ever put down his suitcases to hit the streets and start walking again.


Leonard actually combined three types of wanderers. To the flâneur that Baudelaire defined as the quintessential man of modernity, at home in constantly renewed crowds and unknown cities and open to every possibility,16 he added a more tragic figure: the existentialist stranger. Inspired by Albert Camus (and featured in songs like “The Stranger Song”), that character is fundamentally alienated: from himself, from others, from the world. In exile, so to speak, from his own life. Dressed in a raincoat, the existentialist stranger is like a metaphysical private eye looking for the meaning of existence, a heroic figure of considerable masculine charm.


The third type of wanderer is of course the wandering Jew, whose task is to roam the world and remain a stranger everywhere. As philosopher and Talmudic scholar André Neher reminds us, a Jew is both a Hebrew — that is an offspring of Abraham (i.e., someone who practises the art of wandering) — and an Israelite, i.e., someone who, like Jacob/Israel, struggles with an angel. An expert in contests and dialectics.17 With his incessant travelling and constant dialogues with women, God, and avalanches, Leonard was therefore an exemplary Jew. But Neher added that, after the first diaspora, Jews had also become exiles and living away from home — as we know — was one of Leonard’s favourite hobbies.18 No wonder, therefore, that he tried his whole life to embody the two paradoxes of the wandering Jew: to stay on the move but never seem lost and to multiply havens but remain a stranger everywhere.


And indeed, Leonard Cohen almost never seemed lost. Perhaps the many callings that set him on his way were so clear that getting lost was impossible to begin with. And perhaps he carried in his suitcase a copy of the Guide for the Perplexed that Moses Maimonides wrote in the twelfth century for all lost Jews. But mostly, you cannot get lost if you don’t have a specific destination in mind. And Leonard actually never had one. His art of wandering was more like a philosophical exercise, an attempt (in his way) to be free, a way of re-attuning himself to the world and to life through constantly encountering new cities, new climates, and new crowds. Hence, a motto that could have been his: veni, vidi, ivi. I came, I saw, I left.


HOST OF HOTELS, HOST OF EMPTINESS


Of course, the easiest way to never appear lost is to feel at home everywhere and for that, multiplying havens is not a bad idea. Which is why hotels were so central in Cohen’s life and imagination. The list of hotels mentioned in his work is impressive. There’s the Penn Terminal, the Henry Hudson, the Royalton, the Algonquin, the Chelsea in New York; the Cluny Square, the Raphael, the Prince de Galles, the Napoleon in Paris; the Regent’s and the Savoy in London; the Hotel de France in Montreal; the Windsor Arms and the King Edward in Toronto; the Landmark and the Chateau Marmont in Los Angeles; the Kemps Corner in Mumbai; the Takawana Prince Hotel in Tokyo; and the Hotel Sainte-Anne in Roussillon. As he explained in 1965:


The hotel room is a temporary sanctuary and therefore all the more delicious. […] In a hotel room, you always have a feeling that you are on the lam, and it’s one of the safe moments in the escape: the door is shut […] and you’re going to have a drink, light a cigarette and take a long time shaving.19


Years on the road had turned Cohen into an expert in hotels: a great connoisseur of rooms and of the activities that rooms are conducive to — writing, courting, and introspection.


And what ultimately matters is what those places had taught Leonard: that we are but hosts in this life. That’s the humble wisdom of travellers: to know that the task of making the world hospitable must be started afresh every day with every new room. Being at home is every man’s responsibility. No wonder, therefore, that a grateful Cohen wished, with the movie I Am a Hotel (1983), to draw his self-portrait as a hotel the way Dylan Thomas drew his as a young dog.


There were also more permanent anchorage points in Cohen’s life: houses rather than hotels, four of which were often featured in photographs and documentaries. His parents’ house in Westmount (where he spent his childhood) looms large in his legend, as do the iconic white house in Hydra (bought at the age of twenty-six), the photogenic grey house in Montreal (bought at the age of thirty-eight), and the anonymous pavilion in Mid-Wilshire, Los Angeles (bought at the age of forty-five).20 There were also lesser-known places where he only stopped over: a cabin surrounded by forests and pheasants twenty miles south of Franklin, Tennessee (he lived there on and off from 1969 to 1971), a monk’s cabin up Mount Baldy in a Mountain Zen centre (where he lived for six years in the 1990s), a caravan in the vineyards in the south of France (where he wrote a book of psalms), and a friend’s house in the fourteenth arrondissement of Paris. And of course, there was an even more secret point of anchorage, which never failed him: the sitting posture in zazen.


All those places were inhabited with the lightness of someone who is about to leave. And if the various lodgings have struck observers by their simplicity — bare rooms, bare walls — it’s mostly because Leonard never intended to stay anywhere long (uncluttered spaces are easier to leave) and because he wanted to live at home as though he was travelling still. His ideal: to be everywhere just the guest of an empty room.21


Many photographs have immortalized the singer in situ and intra muros and the intensity and ascetic strength that emanates from those pictures of Leonard in his various houses is quite striking. We see a man in dark suits surrounded by white walls, but also a very precise way of inhabiting the world. Like a perfect host, with an intense lightness.22 A cleverly edited sequence in the CBC documentary Summer Festival shows Leonard in his Montreal house in the winter of 1989. We follow him from room to room: he prepares a working table, plays his guitar, looks out of a window. Several successive fade-outs make the poet disappear and reappear in another corner of the room. What is filmed, of course, is a metaphysical operation: intra muros poeta evanescit. Between four walls, the poet disappears. How light can life get?


QUO VADIS, LEONARD? THE TRIPLE CALLING OF THE WORLD


Of course, leaving places is easier when something calls you. In this regard, Leonard was lucky: like Abraham, he was called three times. First, by his own name, which defined a very clear mission. Then by the women that he pursued everywhere, and of course, by the life that he wanted to live. But the first calling was in the name. As we know, kohen (kohanim in the plural form) means priest in Hebrew and the priest’s role is to bless the community and serve as an intercessor. The priest reconnects us to our hearts and to the mysteries lodged inside those hearts called “God” or “Love.” With that patronym (which he took very seriously), Cohen inherited a fundamental rabbinical disposition: the desire to assert the meaning of existence and our irrepressible thirst for gravity.


Equally urgent — as we will see — was the calling of a life asking to be lived and an oeuvre asking to be written. Cohen had decided early on that his life would be a poet’s life, and since his grandfather, a Talmudist, had been the “Prince of Grammarians,” he could not just be the poet next door: he had to be the prince of poets and the absolute bohemian. Hence, a very precise life and a specific program: writing books and igniting souls, following impulses and following masters, collecting cities, women, and passports.


The third calling, of course, was what would transform Leonard into the professional romantic that seduced the world: the calling of the beauty of women, a form of beauty he could never resist.


ALL JEWISH HEROES AT ONCE


That triple calling determined a triple career: that of high-priest, ladies’ man, and poet. The result is a life whose hero is Leonard Cohen. A life that was of course improvised (like all lives) but one that was so naturally dramatic that it seems to have been scripted. Nothing is missing from the plot of that life, not even the necessary obstacle, namely the incessant struggle with that abyss which William Styron (quoting Milton) had called — in a forceful essay on depression — “darkness visible.”23


Along his comings and goings, Cohen indeed enjoyed the privilege of being the protagonist of four simultaneous novels and all Jewish heroes at once. Like Abraham, he travelled the world and tried to be at home everywhere — that was the first novel: Leonard’s wanderings. Like King David, he sang psalms to heaven and burnt for all women — the novel of desire and irrepressible attractions. Like Jonas, he engaged in a game of hide-and-seek with his Creator but was never closer to Him than when he thought himself perfectly hidden — the (sometimes comical) novel of Leonard’s spiritual quest. And like Jacob, he struggled with an angel (the black angel of melancholy) hoping not to win but to be blessed in the morning, wounded but not vanquished — the epic novel of Leonard’s struggle with darkness.


With a thousand twists and turns, with women and angels at every corner, that quadruple novel is the blueprint of Cohen’s life and the matrix of his whole work. At the heart of it, an undercover poet who tried to revive mass culture and rock music with the art of King David. An exemplary Jew.









THIRD POINT OF ENTRY


LEONARD COHEN, METAPHYSICIAN OF THE BROKEN HEART
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ALBERTO MANZANO


Leonard Cohen and his daughter, Lorca, in Hydra, January 1981





KAMASUTRAS AND RAZOR BLADES


In the late ’70s, when punk was at its height, the name Leonard Cohen (as the singer knew full well) was used essentially for comic relief.24 The punks — who obviously had not read Beautiful Losers — had decreed that any work sustained by a strong poetical vision involved a denial of reality. And yet, in some respects, Leonard was a closet punk, who could give pogo dancers lessons in realism. Five years before safety pins became de rigueur on leather jackets, he had published a poetry book called The Energy of Slaves, which sought lyricism in hatred and featured a silhouetted razor blade on every page — Johnny Rotten must have taken notes.25 And five years before that (as flower power was in full swing), he claimed to be “cold as a new razor blade”26 and made explicit his project of de-sentimentalizing the love song with Songs of Love and Hate — Sid Vicious was listening.


The razor blade is a recurring motif in Cohen’s late ’60s work and it could be seen as a metaphor for a poetical vision so sharp that it cuts through appearances to the core of reality.27 It just so happens that for Cohen, reality is ultimately metaphysical. Beneath the social and psychological surface of our lives, interior dramas are silently played out, weaving the thread of a second, “secret” life that no one can escape: the life of the heart.28


Cohen’s work is essentially an exploration of that secret life and for more than six decades, he documented it in hundreds of black notebooks. The result is 140 songs, two novels, and more than a thousand pages of uncompromising poetry. Taken together, that oeuvre — a vast inquiry into the heart — contains (among other things) a fragmented spiritual autobiography, a seducer’s diary, an Ars Amatoria in the tradition of Ovid, several Kamasutras, and a modern Anatomy of Melancholy. Its central theme concerns us all, whether we are punks or not: what to do with that heart of ours, with its infinite aptitude for despair and its constant hunger for love.29


THE SCIENCE OF THE HEART


But you cannot just ad-lib your way into being a “prophet of the heart.”30 To actually simply look at what is inside — to just look at the fire within and determine what exactly is burning — takes courage and lucidity, but also method and patience. And method and patience (as well as scalpels and razor blades) is what Leonard Cohen proceeded with — like a scientist. As we know, modern science is based on observation, experimentation, and hypothesis and in that respect, Leonard was very modern.31


So for years, he observed the heart — that thing that burns in our chest, the mind — a restless monkey who jumps from branch to branch, and the ego — a fragile thing that dissolves ten times a day. For years, he put every twinge of our inner life (every desire or attraction, every pang of pain, hope, or despair) to the test of various esoteric traditions: Jewish Kabbalah, Sufi poetry, Christian mysticism, Scientology, the I Ching, Zen Buddhism, and — when nothing else had worked — Kamasutras of all kinds. For years, he practised prayer and courtship like exact sciences, seduced women, angels, and God, and betrayed them all. In his love life, he multiplied both victories and failures and explored all facets of love: short idylls and long enslavements, adulterine triangles and unilateral passions, irrepressible desires and chaste alliances, and, of course, solitudes of all kinds. The ones that drive you mad, the ones that bring you bliss.


His conclusion? Never overlook the obvious. For the obvious is true: men and women are indeed each other’s joy and their union is the dark centre of the divine plan (that’s the very story of Adam and Eve32). Sparks of light will ignite in our hearts at any moment and set our lives on fire (a central idea in Lurianic Kabbalah). And in the amorous triangle formed by man, woman, and God, there is indeed always a cuckold and a loser. All of which are easily observable facts that can be confirmed by all.


GROUNDWORK FOR A METAPHYSICS OF THE HEART


The result is Cohen’s poetic theology of love, which rests on just a handful of principles. The first is a simple truth and the foundational axiom in Cohen’s metaphysics: we are all broken. The heart’s function is to break and, until it does, it “cooks and sizzles like shish kebab in our breast” on a furnace called love.33 Love — that’s Cohen’s second axiom — is therefore no fortuitous accident but our true condition, and therefore without remedy (ergo: there ain’t no cure for love). The third principle — famously featured in “Anthem” — is that light gets into our lives only through cracks and that our broken hearts are therefore vehicles of grace. In other words, only losers are beautiful.34 And that’s pretty much it.


Of course, there are a few weirder observations — a quantum physics of love — which claim that matter turns into light when it manifests in the body of a naked woman. That lovers disappear in the erotic embrace and reappear only after kisses have ceased. And that the attracting centre of all desires is an empty centre and the locus of an absent God. Nothing much beyond that. Three axioms and a few observations. Just enough for Cohen to build — via four-minute pop songs — a humble but very luminous literature of spiritual instruction. What it teaches us: the thousand ways in which love is a fall and in which falls bring salvation.


THE SONGWRITER AS KABBALIST


Last question: why do that in songs? Why did the song form become Cohen’s vehicle of choice? The answer is of course biographical: Leonard has always sung. As a child in the synagogue, as a teenager in the Montreal cafés, as a student in a country music band, and as a young poet whenever someone listened. He was therefore always aware of the multi-layered redemptive power of songs.


But to really understand the deeper mystical resonance that songs took on for the teenager Cohen, a small detour is necessary. A detour via the sixteenth century and the provocative theology of the father of contemporary Kabbalah, Isaac Luria (1534–1572).


Luria contended that Creation was in part a catastrophe. After retiring “from himself into himself ” to generate a void where Creation could fit in (the so-called tsimtsum theory), God immediately reinvested that void with the light beams of His love. But that light — originally contained in clay vases — exploded these vessels and flung back to its source, leaving countless sparks scattered in the world. Since then, gathering the sparks (and thus re-assembling the light of God) has been every Jew’s task — an act called tikkun or great reparation.35 Now, with its insistence on brokenness and on a love so strong it destroys everything, its explosion of God, and its quest around the world, Luria’s theology seems tailor-made for Leonard Cohen. Especially when we know that Hasidism — to a great extent a popular tradition derived from Lurianic Kabbalah — later granted a special role to songs and singing in the accomplishment of the tikkun.


Those ideas — familiar to Leonard since Hebrew school36 — were confirmed in the early ’50s on the jukeboxes of Montreal, when the teenage Cohen discovered the country-and-western songs of Hank Williams and the lamentations of a black Orpheus called Ray Charles who seemed, with his suave swing and the fire in his voice, eager to bring solace to the whole universe. And every crooner of the day (including Leonard’s favourite Frankie Lane) actually tried the same thing. So, on these jukeboxes, the young Cohen must have understood the singer’s true mission: to accomplish single-handedly and unilaterally (at least for the duration of the song) the great tikkun, the impossible redemption of our lives and of the world. In other words, to be the metaphysician of the broken heart. All it takes, as Leonard would explain later, is three or four chords and a “golden voice.”


A good song exists in modest and in Himalayan terms. It’s a modest thing that gets you through the dishes or provides a soundtrack for your courting or your solitude. But it also provides deep solace and courage and stimulation. […] Songs are for deep things. For summoning Love. For healing broken nights.37


So a song can bring salvation. How is that done? It’s a simple process: the melody connects you to your emotions, enabling you to enjoy even the sad ones. The singer’s voice speaks to you directly and dissolves your solitude. The lyrics say in three or four minutes all there is to say: we live, we love, we burn, we die. And throughout, the sonic harmony makes you forget everything that alienates you from the world.


And the whole of Leonard Cohen’s songwriting career rests on that fundamental belief: songs are spiritual weapons that break open our hearts but also immaterial talismans that we carry with us everywhere we go. And sanctuaries where we stand consoled — spaces of deep and true consolation.


It’s clear in the dark flamenco waltzes of the singer’s early career and in the electro songs of wisdom he composed later: songs have healing powers and can accomplish our salvation. At least for four minutes.


All we need to do now is to show how Leonard’s life made him such a great a master in that art.









CHAPTER 1


GENESIS


AUTOPSY OF LEONARD COHEN THE YOUNGER


I know this can’t be me


Must be my double.


— LEONARD COHEN, “I CAN’T FORGET”
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COURTESY OF LEONARD COHEN


Leonard Cohen, self-portrait, 2003





LEONARD COHEN’S FACE BEFORE HE WAS BORN


“What was your face before your parents were born?” You can trust Zen koans to ask questions that nobody was asking just to dissolve everything you thought you knew, offering nothing in exchange but the infinite mystery of things. The koan above — often called the koan of the “original face” — can forever change your relationship to mirrors and seriously impede their ability to confirm every morning that you are still yourself. For if you had a face before you were born, whose face exactly is looking back right now? Certainly not your “true” face for, as the question implies, there is no origin to “identity” and nothing stable to call “me” to begin with. So, like a mirror, the koan confronts us with the only thing that we are not: what we think we are. Which is more or less what Zen master Joshu Sasaki Roshi told Leonard in his pidgin English the first time they met as master and disciple: “Me not Japanese, you not Jewish.”


For Leonard Cohen, this idea of the face as enigma was always concrete. As she aged, his mother Masha often repeated that it was no longer her true face looking back in the mirror, that she had left her face in Russia when she was young. Leonard himself often said that he distrusted mirrors: he warned us in a poem that they wear out when “overused,” just as he sometimes explained to journalists (via Jim Harrison’s novel Dalva) that some Native American tribes refused mirrors because your face is not for you but for others to look at.1 And yet, in the early 2000s, Cohen often started the day in front of a mirror for a self-portrait done on his computer. Inspired by Zenga art — the traditional self-portraits of Zen masters — the cartoons in question (many of which have been published since) are accompanied by the poet’s signature seal and a humorous comment. They expose the instability of a sixty-five-year-old face which, despite an incontestable gravitas, has its good and its bad days.2 With wit and good humour, Cohen makes us see how aging and the laws of gravity plot against a face that is constantly on the verge of collapse (with sagging eyes and drooping cheeks) but also how the same face always rebuilds itself around glaring eyes and miens so solemn they amaze the artist himself.3


So every day for several years, Leonard Cohen dramatized the ravages of time and displayed his fine flair for ironic captions, but he also suggested that one’s face (and therefore one’s ego) is essentially a vast joke. A faithful companion, of course (it is there every morning), but fundamentally an unstable entity: never exactly the same, never really confirming the idealized vision of ourselves that re-emerges as soon as there is no mirror around. The face stubbornly resists whatever we want it to be. Another poet had warned us before: “I is another.”


These remarks are necessary because, in narrating Leonard Cohen’s life, we will be holding up a mirror. But what will that mirror reflect? Our own lives leave little trace: a few photographs and maybe a couple of stories. But where exactly is our teenage self or the baby we once were? And if our own past escapes us, how can we presume to recover someone else’s, especially when that person is as elusive as Leonard Cohen?


Here again, it’s the poet himself who suggests an answer when he describes a typical Leonard Cohen day in the song “I Can’t Forget” (1988):


I stumbled out of bed,


I got ready for the struggle,


I smoked a cigarette


And I tightened up my guts.


And then everything stops because the poet has an insight:


I know this can’t be me


Must be my double.


So Leonard Cohen warns us: he’s not the one who has lived his life — his double has. And we concur: Leonard Cohen will not be present here. But we will investigate a few interesting doubles.


SYNOPSIS: THE LIFE OF THE DOUBLE


Prologue in Paradise: God said, “Let Leonard Be” and a little Eliezer Nehemias Leonard Norman Cohen was, in a family of entrepreneurs, philanthropists, and rabbis. The year is 1934, the place Montreal, and the child receives three thousand years of Judaism, an anthology of English poetry, and a very good eye for male elegance — he is well-armed for what ensues.


When his father dies (Leonard is nine), the child buries a scribbled paper in an old bowtie: his first poem and the first intuition that writing can name the things that have no name. The boy inherits a handgun and hears that his family name means “priest” in Hebrew, a fact he takes very seriously. Attracted by hypnosis and García Lorca, he devotes his teenage years to the world’s mysteries: Montreal jukeboxes, the naked bodies of women, and the first attacks of black bile. After only three lessons, his flamenco teacher commits suicide, but 1954 brings Leonard the ultimate recognition: a disciple of Ezra Pound appoints him “poet.” He publishes a book (Let Us Compare Mythologies, 1956) and things accelerate: government grants, peer recognition, and reading tours strike the end of act 1 — a career has begun. Leonard Cohen is ready to launch an assault on the ’60s.


After another poetry book (The Spice-Box of Earth, 1961) and a bildungsroman partly written in London (The Favourite Game, 1963), Leonard settles on a Greek island where he plays Saint Francis of Assisi in a house without electricity. He speaks to daisies but meets Marianne, a “Madonna with child” of astounding beauty. From the island, he sends flowers to Hitler (Flowers for Hitler, 1964) and brings to Canada a second novel full of pornographic mysticism (Beautiful Losers, 1966), inventing as he proceeds the concept of the “beautiful loser” — a good move for what comes next.


What comes next is New York and the Chelsea Hotel, where he will meet angels in hotel lifts and Joan of Arc in a nightclub. He quits the literary world, becomes an international troubadour, and invents existentialist folk with his first record (Songs of Leonard Cohen, 1968), which establishes his style: well-cut lyrics, low-key waltzes, minor chords on acoustic guitars, and celestial female voices. But the baby boomers are many and Dylan is their prophet, so Cohen becomes his generation’s poet laureate. He conquers Europe on the back of “Suzanne,” says “So Long” to Marianne, and the poet becomes a star (Songs from a Room, 1969).


Third act: Cohen steps into an avalanche, it covers up his soul and someone steals his famous blue raincoat (Songs of Love and Hate, 1971). Hence a depression, a quasi-marriage, two children, and the nagging suspicion that the Apocalypse has begun. He stays in Buddhist monasteries where an old Zen master hits him with a stick and with a few paradoxes. He writes anti-poems with a razor blade (The Energy of Slaves, 1972), enlists in the Sinai War, tries his hand at compulsive seduction, adds drums to his songs but to no avail: his record sales plummet (New Skin for the Old Ceremony, 1974) and his career slowly evaporates. Things get worse when a megalomaniac producer disguised as Wagner points a handgun at his head while Leonard hears his wife making love to a stranger in the hotel room next to his. The ’70s come to an end, it’s the Death of a Ladies’ Man (1977).


Fourth act: adagio. A slow redemption through Zen practice, the book of psalms and ferocious melodies played on an oud (Recent Songs, 1979). Leonard has a breakdown in Montreal and a breakthrough in Los Angeles. With his new French girlfriend, he buys dark double-breasted suits and a Casio keyboard and spends four years writing “Hallelujah” (Various Positions, 1985). His record company no longer answers his phone calls, but time is on his side: his devotees are devoted and he reaches cult status. After fifty ferocious psalms (Book of Mercy, 1984), he creates a clandestine spiritual order (the Order of the Unified Heart), smokes fifty thousand cigarettes, and re-reads Ezekiel. His goal: to sing two octaves deeper.


Then comes a miracle: Leonard Cohen is half a century old and has a commercial strategy. In love with sunglasses, bananas, and cool totalitarianism, he poses as the absolute playboy on ironic album covers (I’m Your Man, 1988) and speaks of taking world capitals with God knows what army. In between poignant prayers and tongue-in-cheek crooner songs, he gives poetry lessons to Miami Vice fans and hits the top of the charts in Norway. The following years are busy: he rewrites the Bible, brings down the Berlin Wall, gives Prozac a try, and plans the apocalypse (The Future, 1993). Having finally converted the Western world to his militant pessimism and seriously depressed Kurt Cobain, he retires to a monastery, defeated at last by a lengthy tour and vintage Bordeaux wine. That was the fifth act.


We find him again in the thirteenth century, drinking ginger sake on a mountain with his Zen master Joshu Sasaki Roshi. But the Roshi doesn’t speak English, so they meditate on the beauty of paradox and spend a few years waiting for the miracle. An angel passes, another one does, and then a thousand invade the sky. Leonard leaves for India where he apparently starts a new life as a refugee on the other side of depression. Disguised as a very humble and elegant bodhisattva, he travels the world once more and publishes celestial synthetic songs that secretly change the listener’s life (Ten New Songs, 2001).


After a semi-retirement comes the seventh act. Defrauded by his manager, the young poet (now aged seventy-five) spends a few years conducting spiritual experiments in the world’s concert halls: every night, he reinvents the ironic crooner as a fedora-hatted high priest of the heart and becomes, for three hours, the audience’s guardian angel and Zen master. He disappears once more and, while the world expects the eighth act or the final dissolution, he comes up with a string of albums (Old Ideas, 2012; Popular Problems, 2014; You Want It Darker, 2016) that reinvent the blues and make the spiritual sexy again, proving you can face death with your sense of humour intact. He has not been seen since November 2016.


So that’s the usual story, the framework rock critics use to talk about Leonard Cohen’s life. Of course, none of it is true. Rather than a neat heroic story, Cohen’s life was — like all lives — caught in a web of improvisation, complexity, chance, and chaos, as we will amply see. We must therefore question the narrative and interrogate everything that is too heroic or neatly mythological about Leonard Cohen’s life. And yet, there is definitely something in that life that seems determined, driven, and inherently dramatic. Something that makes that life a perfect novel. Something that touches our hearts so very deeply.


THE BIOGRAPHER’S VERTIGO


Like any portraitist, the biographer must learn to look at his model. And for this, a “theory” — in other words, a point of view — is necessary.4 Just sticking to facts is impossible, if only because facts are elusive and opaque to begin with and besides, a life is not just made of facts.


This was actually Cohen’s advice to his first systematic biographer, Ira Nadel: “Don’t let the facts get in the way of the truth.” Nadel therefore consulted the archives, conducted interviews, established chronologies, but his book Various Positions (1996) rested on a theory: Leonard is an embodied paradox, someone who devotes his life to the reconciliation of opposites: poet and rock star, ladies’ man and monk, joker and melancholy. For her book I’m Your Man (2012), Sylvie Simmons decided to let the facts tell the story. Some readers will find her volume — and its impeccable research — a little soulless, as if the life described there had been lived in absentia, in Leonard’s absence, or as if the author had chosen not to engage with the deeper dynamics that animated that life. We will not be so shy, for we have invented Leonard Cohen: he is the man we described in the prologue, who sees angels fall and restores the gravity of our lives, and it is that man’s story that we are going to tell — the life of the double.


Of course, we have put that double to the test of the facts: we have consulted the archives (the public ones at the University of Toronto and the private ones that were kindly opened for us), studied the books, watched dozens of hours of sometimes unpublished films, attended concerts, ceaselessly cross-checked information, read, and reread, and read again the hundreds of interviews that the poet — an unparalleled raconteur — has used to compose an improvised oral autobiography. And when all that was not enough, we have entered Leonard’s life on tiptoes. For after corresponding with him for a few years, I sat with Leonard Cohen and walked with him and talked to him in Los Angeles, where he was kind enough to let me watch him live a little and where, among other things, for a few incandescent days, we were like old friends. We spoke buddy to buddy, and Buddha to Buddha. Or perhaps we just hung out and considered together the mystery of our respective lives.


With that research came two unsurprising conclusions. First, Leonard Cohen does not escape the common rule: his life was lived by himself only and its precise unfolding is known only to him.5 It’s easy to know what day he gave a concert in Berlin, but who knows what happened after he left the stage? What woman or what loneliness did he join? And what about the silent days in Leonard Cohen’s life? The many days without witnesses, the days spent writing or struggling with angels, or observing the mist on Mount Baldy or the snow in Montreal? Maybe a life truly lived is, by definition, always already lost in the moment it is lived. Maybe all that is ever available is apocryphal stories,6 but one thing is for sure: facts and witnesses will only get you so far. To know what living that life felt like, to know what it felt like being Leonard C., the necessary gateway is what happened when Leonard turned that life into Logos: the songs, the poems, the novels.7


The second observation is that, even as a biographer, you cannot escape Leonard Cohen’s masks. Already during the poet’s first career in Canada, he had created an intriguing media persona, half-melancholy Don Juan, half-wandering Jew, and agent provocateur. This was both an artist’s mask (to better say what he had to say) and a stand-in or a double that the poet had — perhaps unwittingly and mechanically — created as a vehicle to live his life with greater acuity.8


From a certain angle, charged as it was with drama and meaning, this persona, this double was more real than the man himself and, perhaps, the double is who really lived Leonard Cohen’s life. Mishima had called his autobiography Confessions of a Mask. He knew — like Oscar Wilde before him — that a mask is required to tell the truth or maybe even to be truly oneself. Leonard knew that as well.


KOSHER PARADISE AND LEONARD’S TRICYCLE


Another question, of greater technicality, is where to start the narrative of a life. In Various Positions, Ira Nadel chose to begin with the great-grandfathers and their arrival on the continent in the late nineteenth century, placing Leonard Cohen in the history of the Jewish diaspora.9 A tinge academic, perhaps, but it makes full sense. Tim Footman began another book (Leonard Cohen: Hallelujah) with a lie: “Leonard Cohen was born in 1949,” i.e., the year he bought his first guitar, attended his first blues concert (Josh White for those keeping score), and discovered the poetry of García Lorca.10 But is this really where the story begins or just a well-written sentence? I propose to resume instead our original line of questioning with the Zen koan: what was Leonard Cohen’s face before he was born? Or, to rephrase the question: how far should we go back in time to speak of a poet who dreams of falling men?


Maybe to his first fall. And here, the biographer can only hypothesize. But for this data is available. For example, an eight-millimetre home movie shot at the end of the 1930s which shows a four- or five-year-old Leonard falling in Montreal. He is on skis, a little stiff, and slides down a small slope, as in slow motion, seeming unsure of what to do with his ski poles. Then things accelerate, and bang! Leonard Cohen has fallen down. A comedy scene, obviously, of the burlesque kind, but a tiny catastrophe as well: it happens to a child. Is this how it begins? In that opulent Montreal park behind the family house?11 Or should we go back further to 1935 and imagine the young Eliezer Leonard Norman Cohen taking his first steps maybe under the watch of his great comrade, the fox terrier Kelef, and see how, like every toddler, he discovers the laws of gravity through trial and error and endless falls? Is he already attentive? Probably not. Things must have crystallized later when he saw loved ones decline and sink: his father into illness and death (Leonard is nine), his mother into depression, nostalgia, and a perpetual Jewish mother act (Leonard is seventeen), his loved grandfather into senility (Leonard is twenty). Another hypothesis involves the book of Isaiah. It is the beginning of the 1950s and the said grandfather, probably tired but still a gifted Talmudist, has moved in with his daughter for a year. A good opportunity to initiate his grandson to the Scriptures. His bar mitzvah is behind him, but it is never too late. On the menu: the grandfather’s favourite prophet — Isaiah. Cohen has often told how the old man would fall asleep during the lesson, how he would wake up and start over, again fall asleep, and begin once more. The eternal recurrence of the same commentary. Is it too much to imagine that this fateful page in Isaiah may have been the lamentation on the fall of kings and stars in chapter 14: “How art thou fallen from Heaven, O Lucifer, how art thou cut down to the ground which didst weaken the nations?” (Isaiah 14:12). Is this how Leonard Cohen learnt to see men fall?


It is, of course, impossible to know, but the answer to our original question now seems obvious. How far should we go back in time to speak of a poet in love with the Fall of Man? To the Garden of Eden. And for Leonard, that garden has a name: Westmount, Montreal. It is an anglophone district on a hill to the western side of the city where, much later, mailboxes will explode during the “Quiet Revolution.” And for Leonard, that paradise is kosher. In a poem published in 1979, he declared his firm intention “not to go back to the Garden” but thanks to his father we can go back for him.12 An amateur photographer with a passion for images, Nathan Cohen had bought an eight-millimetre Kodak camera in the mid-’30s. With it, he filmed his children and family on holidays in three-minute film spools. Around the same time, Eva Braun did the same on the other side of the Atlantic. With the same jerky and slightly accelerated flow of images, the same grainy quality so typical of pre-war home movies. On one side, Adolf Hitler in a tweed jacket relaxing on his terrace at Berchtesgaden with his henchmen and innocent blond children. On the other, a tiny future poet who will later throw flowers at the Nazi leader with Flowers for Hitler, but who for now simply discovers the pleasures of a paradise that will soon be lost: Westmount, Montreal.


A second film from Paradise appears in various documentaries. A smiling little cutie pedals like a madman on his tricycle, with the energy of a little boy who knows he is being filmed. He runs past the camera with a smile bigger than himself. An explosion of joy: Leonard Cohen is four years old and he is wearing a tie. Little does he know that sixty years later, he will interview his Zen master for a Buddhist magazine called Tricycle.13


Another well-known image, reproduced in several books and magazines, shows what must be a five-year-old Leonard Cohen posing with his sister, two years his senior, at the end of the 1930s.14 Standing side by side, the two children are beaming with elegance and joy. The Cohen family is in the clothing industry and you can tell: the coats are well-cut, their leather shoes are shined, and anyone can guess these kids will never like what’s cheap. The young Leonard wears short trousers. He is laughing, his face slightly turned to the ground with one eye almost closed, as if blinded by the sun. His sister, who is laughing as well, is staring at the camera, very steadily but evidently happy to have her picture taken with her brother. A touching detail: Leonard wears a small Band-Aid crosswise on his knee — one of childhood’s innumerable wounds. The Second World War is about to begin; his father (who probably takes the picture) will die soon and the five-year-old Leonard does not know it. What matters right now is having his picture taken with his sister.


So, all it takes to imagine Leonard Cohen happy is to go back to Paradise. Salman Rushdie said, “The past is a country from which we have all emigrated and its loss is part of our common humanity.”15 In other words, we are all refugees from the lost paradise of childhood. We have all lived in Westmount, Montreal.


A PROPHET’S CHILDHOOD: DRAMATIS PERSONAE


After the images, the facts. Inevitably less universal. Leonard’s childhood, as we know, was rather well-off. The Montreal Cohens were a line of philanthropic industrialists typical of the late nineteenth century: “Victorian gentlemen of Hebrew persuasion,” as the singer would later describe them.16 With his rabbi brother, the great-grandfather Lazarus had emigrated from Lithuania in 1869, making his fortune in river drainage and the coal trade. He later founded W.R. Cuthbert and Co., a brass foundry which he passed on to his sons and the Shaar Hashomayim synagogue in Montreal, the first Ashkenazi temple in Canada. It was there, under the high ceiling, that his great-grandson Leonard would later shudder from the third row when the rabbi held up the Torah scrolls high above the assembly. Leonard would learn to pray (or, as he preferred to say, “speak to the boss”17) in Hebrew there and receive his bar mitzvah. There again — or perhaps in the adjoining building — he provocatively declared to the community in 1963 that there were no prophets left among Montreal Jews and that their God was “the horrible distortion of a great idea,” provoking the next day one of those hilariously concise headlines cherished by the Anglo-Saxon press: “Poet Novelist Says Judaism Betrayed.”18 There also, a tree was planted in his honour in the early 1960s to celebrate the birth of a Jewish poet.


The grandfather, Lyon Cohen, was an equally extraordinary man: a community leader and business tycoon. He took over his father’s foundry and bought the Freedman Company (1906), which he quickly turned into one of the largest clothing corporations in Quebec (its specialty: the manufacture and shipment of men’s suits and coats). He did not know, of course, that fifty years later, his grandson, then a budding poet, would briefly work in the two family factories (by day in the textile business, by night in the foundry) nor that he would (much later still) give sartorial lessons to three generations of rock fans.


A charismatic man and a tireless philanthropist, Lyon was indeed a pillar of the Montreal Jewish community: the president of the synagogue founded by his father, he also created a Hebrew school, the first Jewish newspaper in the country (The Jewish Times), a free loan company, and a sanatorium. He helped found and often presided over several national Jewish and Zionist institutions, like the local branch of the Baron de Hirsh Institute or the Canadian Jewish Congress.19 Between 1900 and the 1930s, as the Jewish population of Canada was multiplied by ten, he was a key member in many networks that helped Jewish immigrants and often welcomed them on the Montreal docks.20 His grandson once described the man to me as the “local Jewish Don Corleone, someone people would go to.”


But Lyon Cohen was also a patriotic Canadian and a passionate anglophone, very proud when his two eldest sons Nathan and Horace (respectively Leonard’s father and uncle) joined the Canadian Army to serve in the First World War. He narrowly missed being presented to the Pope and, in his later years, was invited to join the race for Parliament, but he declined: he had worked hard already and was eager to retire in his house on Rosemont Avenue, a house adorned with a Star of David. His three sons took over: the two eldest in the textile corporation (Nathan in the factory office and Horace at public relations) and the youngest, Lawrence, in the foundry. All of them (as well as their sister Sylvia) had sons and daughters: Leonard’s countless cousins whom he saw every Friday night at the synagogue and every Saturday afternoon at the grandfather’s house and soon (after Lyon died when the boy was three) at his grandmother’s apartment, on high-class Sherbrooke Street.


As we know, the poet will abandon that world of Montreal businessmen to become a bohemian. But he was highly aware of (and grateful for) his lineage, as is evidenced in a 1961 poem where he reclaimed all Jewish stereotypes:


For you


I will be a banker Jew


and bring to ruin


a proud old hunting king


and end his line.21


A PROPHET’S CHILDHOOD: SETTING AND CHARACTERS


What does a house look like in Westmount, Paradise? With two storeys and a beautiful porch, the father’s house (later the mother’s house) was large enough for the paterfamilias to have his private study, but small enough for that study to be converted into a bedroom when Leonard’s young sister-in-law moved in after the mother remarried in the 1950s. The house adjoined Murray Hill Park — then known as George VI Park — which Leonard wrote about in his first novel and in which he can be seen to roam wistfully in the 1965 documentary Ladies and Gentlemen … Mr. Leonard Cohen. As a child, Welsh poet Dylan Thomas had declared himself “the prince of the apple towns”; Leonard Cohen would be the more urban monarch of Murray Hill Park, a place that will witness his many debuts in life: as a Jewish mother’s only son, as a brooding orphan, as a solitary poet, and — one imagines — as a Westmount teenage Casanova. It is also here that he will later meet the Spanish musician who taught him the rudiments of flamenco that got him through much of his songwriting career. A rich child’s territory is a small place indeed: the father’s house, the park, the school two blocks away, the synagogue just down the street, and the stage is set. Enter the characters.


First comes the father, Nathaniel Bernard Cohen, a.k.a. Nathan, who will stay only for the first act. In spite of his fragile health (a heart complaint made worse by his weight problems), he was a bit of a dandy, his elegance slightly old-fashioned: a tailcoat and a monocle for evenings out and, in case of rain or snow, spats for the office. In the available photographs, Nathan has thick jowls and his son’s anxious eyes. In The Favourite Game, Leonard described his hero’s father as “the persecuted brother, the near-poet, […] the sighing judge who listens but does not sentence,” a description confirmed by what comes across in the photographs: kindness, stiffness, fatigue.22 Leonard would see this sick father struggle every day: struggling to finish the Sunday afternoon walks, struggling to make it upstairs to his room, struggling to make it to the end of the books he read. A struggling father. As the son retrospectively observed, somewhat cruelly: “When he was up and walking, he lied.”23


If you ask for the mother in the Cohen family, a Chekhovian character appears: Masha, freshly arrived from Lithuania with a Russian accent and a heart filled with nostalgia. Nathan had married below his social class, to a nurse sixteen years his junior. As for Masha, she simply married the son of her father’s benefactor. Perhaps she even fell in love with Nathan for a minute.24 She later sank into chronic depression, wild mood swings, unstoppable monologues, and a hysterical relationship with her son, and is described at least by one witness as “raving mad.”25 But she was the daughter of Rabbi Solomon Klonitzki-Kline, the brilliant author of a dictionary of Talmudic interpretations and the head of a Yeshiva in Kovno, who soon made a name for himself in the Yiddish world of New York. He belonged to a very old world, that of the Ashkenazi shtetl. Said Leonard, ready to take over from the Talmudist:


For you


I will be a ghetto Jew


and dance


and put white stockings


on my twisted limbs


and poison wells


across the town.26


This double lineage is a strange mixture. On one side, the Cohens of Montreal — the local Rockefellers: integrated, patriotic, liberal. On the other, the world of Chagall: rabbis flying over the snow with angels, violins, and singing brides — the Klonitzki-Klines of Kovno. The name of the crossbreed: Leonard Cohen.


THE DOG KELEF AND BUDDHA NATURE


Enter also Esther, the older, wiser, and complicit sister (she will be later become a librarian and marry a New York businessman also called Cohen) and — for a while — two servants: a tall Black chauffeur and gardener called Kerry (visibly adored by the children, to judge by the home movies) and a maid (actually several successive maids, one of whom later taught Leonard ukulele and — probably — more intimate arts as well27). When the children were small, there was also an Irish nanny who would take them to the Catholic churches of Montreal. A fateful discovery for little Leonard: Jesus on the cross, the statues of saints, the poignant kitsch of popular piety, the mineral sensuality of the churches, and each footstep — including his own — filling the whole space with echo. The future poet thereby fell in love with Catholicism and there were few women that he was more faithful to than the Virgin Mary. When I visited him in Los Angeles seventy years later, he invited me to offer the Virgin incense (he had a little statuette in his study) and he also showed me a secret shrine to her and to other saints in one of his kitchen cupboards. But in the late ’30s, no one could imagine that the mischievous-looking little boy with a neat side-part would one day write about Christ sinking beneath the wisdom of men, nor that he would invent a world where desperate seekers want to “fuck” a seventeenth-century Iroquois saint. But it starts here, with the nanny, in the churches of Montreal.28


Perhaps the greatest heroes of that childhood were the dogs. First, a white fox terrier called Kelef, who is shown on the lawn in an adorable photograph next to a baby Leonard in diapers. It is summer; the day seems very hot and the dog is exactly the same size as the future poet. They are friends and you can tell — preparing for a life where he will be photographed a lot, Leonard looks straight at the lens while the dog looks at the ball laid in front of his little master. He seems to be pondering the famous question asked by a monk to Master Zhaozhou in a thirteenth-century book of koans known as The Gateless Gate: “Does a dog have Buddha-nature?”29


Kelef is soon replaced by Tomavitch, a.k.a. Tinkie, another fox terrier — a black one this time — who will follow his young master to school every day and sleep under his bed every night for fifteen years. No doubt the animal felt that Leonard’s heroic life could begin at any moment, and that constant watching over was therefore required. He was the four-legged La Boétie of the little Jewish Montaigne of Westmount: together they discovered the power of elective affinities and the eloquence of shared silence. Cohen has spoken at length about this dog’s death in the early 1950s, a moment he has always presented as a lesson in dignity and compassion. One winter evening, the poor sick animal went out and died under the piles of the house next door to reappear only when the snow had melted the following spring, as everyone, including his young master (who was away from town), was ready for the unacceptable. So, does a dog have Buddha-nature? In the Gateless Gate, Master Zhaozhou’s answer is “Mu!” — a great negation which literally means “no” in Japanese, but which in fact dissolves the question and transforms the Buddha who utters it into a barking dog that goes “Mu! Mu! Mu!” It is a “no” that means “yes” and that transcends dualist thinking. In any case, twenty-five years before he met Sasaki Roshi, Leonard took his first Zen lesson as he left childhood — a lesson given by a dog: know how to disappear with grace. Later, the poet would greatly admire Saint Francis of Assisi for preaching to birds, and when singer Rufus Wainwright first met him, Leonard was in his underpants, feeding a wounded bird. The lessons in compassion had been well learnt.30


JEWISH DIALECTICS AND DOUBLE-BREASTED SUITS


By cross-checking the interviews and Leonard’s novel, we get a good idea of the tempo of his childhood: an endless parade of family parties, Ashkenazi synagogues, well-cut clothes, Russian songs, and American comics. With the book of Isaiah as guest star. That childhood raises a question that is crucial for the future: what do you learn when you are brought up like Leonard Cohen?


The first thing you learn is that you were not born on September 21, 1934, at 6:45 a.m., but on a Shabbat in the month of Tishri in the year 5695. In other words, you learn that you are Jewish, that Judaism belongs to you, and that you can — should you wish to — avail yourself of a whole liturgy of daily life, a grammar of rites, gestures, and words that gives your existence a structure called the practice of Judaism.


For the time being, Leonard (a.k.a. Eliezer Ben Nissan Cohen) is just a child, but he finds himself trembling in the third row of the synagogue when the Torah is lifted or when he is told that, by virtue of his name, he is the heir of the high priests of the Temple. He discovers a collection of stories and motifs that he instantly recognizes as his own: a world created by God’s Word, a Flood sent to destroy it, a burning bush and sparks of light scattered in the universe, not to mention life itself defined as a metaphysical game of hide-and-seek with the Creator. The boy immediately saw that this was not just a legacy connecting him to the past, but also a crucible of living parables that could boost your inner life. We said above that Leonard Cohen inherited Judaism, and that is correct: three thousand years of Judaism were placed in his hands so that he could play with it and transform Jewish mythologies into a poetic vision available to all. His claim fifty-five years later that he was “the little Jew who wrote the Bible” may have been a wee bit exaggerated, but the fact remains that a tradition exists only when you keep it alive, which means you have to reinvent that tradition every day.


So like all Jews, Leonard Cohen is not so much the heir as the author of Judaism. His initiation to Talmudic practice and exegesis in Hebrew school taught him exactly that: to “make the Torah sing” and to put every text, every belief, and even the Law into question.31 Hence the ease with which Leonard later passed from one master to the next, hence also that biographical truth which he loved to recall: that he never rebelled against tradition because no tradition was ever imposed on him. So, for most of his life, every Friday night, Leonard lit the menorah candles (except when he did not), he recited the prayers (unless he forgot), and he observed a day of rest (unless he chose to work). He did this dressed as a beatnik, as an Orthodox Jew, as a Zen monk, or as a rock star and was always eager to see if the menorah candles shone with extra brilliance somewhere else — in Greece, Paris or Los Angeles, or in a Buddhist monastery in the mountains. As early as 1961, he had predicted his many apostasies:


For you


I will be an apostate Jew


and tell the Spanish priest


of the blood vow


in the Talmud


and where the bones


of the child are hid.32


The second thing you learn when you are raised like Leonard Cohen is discipline — a term the singer has pronounced with unconcealed delight his whole life. In the Cohen household, jackets were worn at dinner, children were quiet at table, and their shoes were neatly lined up under the bed. Leonard escaped the military school his father had in mind for him, but he discovered the virtues of work and order. So that it later seemed natural to him to work on song lyrics for years, just as he was immune to the cheapest clichés of rock rebellion. His childhood had taught him that you never really were the Lizard King who “can do anything” and that when you jump off Rimbaud’s drunken boat, there is a price to pay. To the Swedish journalist Stina Dabrowski he would later explain that his education brought him something even more precious than discipline: good manners. It taught him life could also be lived in the minor mode without endlessly hammering your ego against the world.


And of course, when you are raised like Leonard Cohen, you learn to dress. “I was born in a suit” is what he later told Sylvie Simmons,33 but it’s almost as if the suits brought him up. The 1930s’ religion of well-cut tailored clothes and his visits to the family factory taught the poet that in matters of dress as in all things important, precision is king. How a jacket fits, the exact width of a lapel, how the crease of trousers breaks on the shoe are details that will make your presence luminous. Or not. Cohen frequented tailors his whole life and — as countless pictures attest — he knew that a well-cut bespoke suit envelops the wearer in the joyful majesty of the right form.34 His elegance, which started in childhood, was not the extravagant elegance of dandies, but a humble elegance, almost a philosophical exercise, and a virtuous practice that affirms, in the face of the disordered and chaotic character of our lives, our dignity and the inalienable beauty of the right form. In a famous poem, Baudelaire invites us to a kingdom (that we must rebuild every day) where “all is order and beauty / calm, voluptuousness and luxury.”35 For Leonard Cohen, the double-breasted tailored suit is that kingdom: a realized utopia and every man’s best friend.


Judaism as a structure of daily life and the classic double-breasted suit are therefore two “forms” (to which he would later add the sitting posture in zazen) that Leonard will explore his whole adult life to try to inhabit the world as precisely as possible. As a poet of course, he cherished another form: the poetic system of classicism (the stanza-rhyme-meter system), which he always used like a tailor uses scissors: to give his thoughts a clean, precise, and frank form. And perhaps that’s the only thing that Leonard Cohen inherited as a child: a love of form.


But, as a good Zen student, Cohen knew that forms are not ends in themselves: they are by nature empty and valuable only for their ability to concentrate and clarify life, as tools to make all things sharp — your looks, your thoughts, your days.36


So Leonard began his apprenticeship of the virtues of form as a child in Westmount, Montreal. In paradise, so to speak. But paradise is a place we all have to leave.


NINE YEARS OLD


January 1944: when his father dies, Leonard suddenly leaves paradise to plunge into ice-cold water. Fifty years later, he began the narration of a CBC documentary on the Tibetan Book of the Dead with these ominous words: “Death is real, it strikes without warning and it cannot be escaped.”37


Back in 1944, death seemed to have given fair warning with Nathan Cohen’s prolonged ill health, but a father’s coffin remains a violent incursion of reality into the life of a nine-year-old boy and Leonard was deeply affected by the funeral.38 And since incursions of reality call for symbolic responses, the little boy invents a ritual that, perhaps, did seal his fate. Some time after the funeral, he wrote a message for his dead father, slipped it into the seam of one of Nathan’s bow ties, and buried the tie in the garden. It was not exactly the Tibetan Book of the Dead and no one noted it then, but in 1944 in a Montreal garden, a little genius reinvented the elegy, the act of mourning, and death itself, which he had transformed into a buried butterfly.


Later, when he told the tale of that first poetic act, he always specified two things: first, that had he decided to climb a mountain, he would have become a mountaineer; second, that his whole oeuvre was perhaps just the extension of that first poetic gesture: a symbolical attempt to exhume that first poem. What is certain is that this buried butterfly established a secret covenant between little Leonard and the Logos: the recognition that mysterious circumstances require acts and words that are stronger in impact and more charged with meaning than ordinary speech or behaviour. “Heightened speech” is what he often called it.


Twenty-five years later, Leonard would write a song about Genesis 22, the sacrifice of Isaac. The biblical story is well known. God says to Abraham, “Kill me a Son,” preferably in a ritual offering, and preferably now. But at the crucial moment, God sends an angel to stop old Abe, thereon forbidding human sacrifices. Cohen’s song presented the episode from the son’s point of view, who saw his father enter his bedroom:


The door it opened slowly


My father he came in


I was nine years old


And he stood so tall above me


His blue eyes they were shining


and his voice was very cold


he said “I’ve had a vision


and you know I’m strong and holy


I must do what I’ve been told.”


In the context of Leonard’s life, the episode takes on a different resonance. Is the father who appears at the door — suddenly so tall and cold — the father who has just died? Was dying his holy mission? The equation seems quite simple: Isaac is nine years old, like Leonard in January 1944. Ergo: the death of the father is Leonard’s great sacrifice and only voices of angels will be able to console him: of female angels, if possible. Hence, the innumerable future girlfriends, the female voices on his records, and the backing singers that always stood beside him on stage.


For the moment, however, the consequences of Nathan’s death are more immediate: after 1944, Leonard, not yet ten years old, is the man of the household. He will now cut the meat at the table, inherit his father’s gun39 and his poetry books (he will read them all), and get a pension from his uncles. And since the book of Ecclesiastes promises “woe to the city whose king is a child,” he stops being one. Another consequence, of course, is that he will never have to explain to a father that he will not take over the family factory and that he will be a poet instead. He is now also surrounded by the mystery that blossoms where death has passed (a fact not entirely lost on his schoolfellows, especially girls). When death took his father away, it actually offered Leonard something in return: it made him understand that the past exists, that it lives within us, and that some things — a dead father, for example — must be remembered.


The following year brought a second fall from grace and the definitive exit from Paradise. Leonard is ten years old and stumbles on the sealed photographic insert that a Montreal newspaper had devoted to Auschwitz. Around the same time, he hears a familiar religious term in a new context, a word he will no longer be able to forget: holocaust. He thus discovers that the Jews are (as he would later put it) “the professionals of suffering” and his inner life becomes a little clearer.40 In The Favourite Game, the hero and his little friends liked to play Nazis during the war, because Nazis were the perfect villains. We know what will follow: countless poems about the camps, flowers sent to Hitler, a cover of a French resistance song, and a scathing “Wolt Ihr den Totallen Krieg?” thrown to the Berlin Sportpalast public in April 1972, exactly twenty-eight years after the same question had been asked from the same stage by a certain Joseph Goebbels. In his poem about Jewish masks, Leonard concluded:


For you


I will be a Dachau Jew


and lie down in lime


with twisted limbs


and bloated pain


no mind can understand.41


He has just lost his innocence.


HYPNOSIS AND FLAMENCO: NOTHING SPECIAL


But Holocaust and death of father aside, all is well. As they say in Zen: nothing special, life itself. Leonard’s youth is a normal, almost exquisite youth by some aspects: he lives with his dog in a small bedroom with a view on the park. He attends Roslyn School a few hundred yards from his home, the Hebrew school three times a week, and Westmount High not much further. He is very popular at high school and is elected president of the student council. Big deal. In the summer, he usually goes to Jewish summer camps in the Laurentian Mountains, first as a camper and then, from the age of sixteen, as a counsellor.


There, he meets Morton Rosengarten and makes a friend for life, with whom he soon begins to scour the city’s bars and the Catholic nightclubs.42 True, the young man is not very tall: he allegedly needs a stool to be able to read the Torah for his bar mitzvah. That small size is his first hang-up: he slips Kleenexes in his shoes for parties and, for a while, considers hormonal treatment.43 In adolescence, things get trickier. As evidenced by many photographs, the teenager’s weight varies a lot: he gets plump, starves himself, loses weight, gets plump again. Not exactly an Adonis. Hence the idea that hypnosis might be a safer way to seduce girls. And lo and behold, he has just stumbled on a Victorian manual on the subject: 25 Lessons in Hypnotism or How to Become an Expert. Soon, he practises on everything that moves (his dog, his friends, his sister, the maid), apparently with some success. When he hypnotizes the maid, he allegedly asks her to undress and touches her body.44


Around the same time, the fourteen-year-old Cohen — probably tired of his piano and clarinet lessons — decides that he should not enter the ’50s without a guitar. So he buys one second-hand for twelve dollars. The crime scene: Craig Street, Montreal. The year: 1949. The same year, his mother remarries, with a pharmacist who soon develops multiple sclerosis and begins a series of depression.


Nothing extraordinary, therefore; nothing that seems decisive: the average youth of an offspring of the local Jewish bourgeoisie. Perhaps somewhere, the father’s death brews in, perhaps a sharper sense of beauty, but nothing yet that predicts the immensity of what is to come. No running away à la Rimbaud, no great Baudelairian storms, no electric shocks à la Lou Reed. With Mort and his good friend Robert Hershorn, Leonard cobbles together a semblance of bohemia: he hangs out in cafés at night and flirts with the waitresses among jukeboxes and junkies. He also tries busking on street corners and he sits in bistros in the afternoon writing. At night, he and Morton drive in and around Montreal in a borrowed car looking for girls and, like all teenagers, they talk each other blind. Nothing decisive. The quasi-ordinary adolescence of a gifted boy with a bit of the poet in him.


In many artist biographies, the question of vocation is seriously underrated. Something highly enigmatic — a calling — becomes something banal and predictable: just an inclination, a taste that gradually asserts itself and leads to a choice of lifestyle. Leonard Cohen buys a guitar, he receives an anthology of poetry, starts a country music band, and becomes a poet rather than a lawyer.


But we’re talking about far more urgent calls, about lives that are ripped open, about departures with no way back. We’re talking about Isaiah, who sees an angel fly down from God’s throne to purify his lips with a burning coal so that he may answer: “Here I am — Hineni — send me!” (Isaiah 6:6–8). We’re talking about Ezekiel who, after seeing the Lord’s face (apparently made of pure light), is made to eat a scroll of Scripture that tastes sweeter than honey, and then hears God say to him: “Son of Man, fill thy bowels [and] go to the house of Israel and speak” (Ezekiel 3:1–4). We’re talking about Jeremiah who argues that he is “too young” but has no choice: God touches his mouth and — bang! — he is a prophet (Jeremiah 1:6–10).


Of course, in Leonard Cohen’s teenage years, the heavens were not ripped open by the divine chariot — or if they were, he never said so, which would be very out of character. But that’s simply because outside the Bible, the calls are more discreet. But they are just as precise, and just as strong. Like many artists, Leonard’s adolescence was an echo chamber where solemn calls resounded — some in tune with the career plan (law studies, the uncle’s factories, a ready-made career as the family lawyer), others pulling towards the uncharted path, the untraced journey. It’s not very hard to imagine which calls Leonard — a future disciple of Joan of Arc — chose to follow.


EVERY INCH OF YOU


There are two stages in every vocation: first, a revelation tells you something exists, then the actual calling tells you the thing exists for you. And for a poet, the thing that calls is always the infinite mystery of the world.


In Leonard’s case that mystery, as we saw, made a violent intrusion with his father’s coffin. It then manifested in sweeter ways in the magnetic attraction that female bodies started to exert on him. Whether this started with the little girls with whom he climbed trees as a child, with the female counsellors at summer camp, or with his first high-school flirts, is of course impossible to say. He once told a friend that the first woman he fell in love with was the “Sun-Maid girl” in a 1916 California advertisement for a brand of raisins, obviously modelled on the iconography of the Virgin Mary. We know that he had high-school flirts and that one was a dancer; another, the “blondest and tallest girl” of class.45 We know that the girl who “initiated” him was probably the maid from Alberta who also taught him ukulele. And we know that his first “official” fiancée was the art student and left-wing activist Freda Guttman, who had “God knows how long” legs and with whom he formed the hippest couple at college.46
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DOMINIQUE ISSERMANN


From the video “Moments of Old Ideas” (2012)





But the calling happened much before that. Pampered by an angst-ridden mother, a loving sister and a retinue of nannies and maids, that fatherless young man must have perceived very early on a mystery he could not resist in the voices, gestures, and moods of women. As he started getting intimate with girls, he discovered in the female naked body — whether that nakedness was just fantasized, accidentally glimpsed at, or amorously revealed — a miracle and an epiphany of light. And of course an urgent invitation to poetry. Hair strewn upon the pillow? No, a “sleepy golden storm.” The curve of an unveiled breast? No, the “upturned bellies of fallen sparrows.”47


During Leonard’s late teenage years, women became an obsession but also muses, playmates, and allies on the path to knowledge. When they let themselves be kissed or touched by him, they became the embodied Song of Songs and taught him everything he would later read about in the Kabbalah: that a kiss on the mouth is an exchange of souls, that you can touch a perfect body with your mind, that beauty is an unfathomable mystery and a necessary nourishment of the soul, that the union of man and woman is a joyful alchemical dissolution. Hence the following statement, in an unpublished early essay on love:


The important thing is not to approach anyone too close because the next day you may have become pure light.48


That sentence sounds like the heretic proposition of a Father of the Church intent on making the contemplation of naked women a philosophical exercise. As the teenager Cohen soon found out, the lover is by nature a philosopher (he interprets signs and bodies) just as philosophy — the art of looking at naked truth — is an erotic science. And that is indeed the task the young man set out for himself in those early years: to be a lover and a philosopher. If possible a great one. To contemplate all things in general — and female bodies in particular — in their nakedness. Several decades later, he would put it like this: “I’ll examine every inch of you.”49 He once explained that scopic obsession:


I don’t think a man ever gets over that first sight of the naked woman. That’s Eve standing over him, that’s the dawn, and the dew on her skin. And I think that’s the major content of every man’s imagination. All the sad adventures in pornography and love and song are just steps on the path towards that holy vision.50


Back in his teenage years, it must have happened like this: an empty room, a girl with no clothes on (most likely the house maid), and the irreducible mystery of the divine plan that created Man “male and female” (Genesis 1:27).51 And, immediately, Leonard must have known. That women would be the main topic of his forthcoming oeuvre. That he would therefore have to pursue in secret a second career beside his career as a poet, one he has often downplayed in later life: that of a “ladies’ man.” This was no mean task. It meant collecting ladies (in bedrooms, in notebooks, in memories) and earnestly and honestly studying what really happens when men and women have to meet without their clothes.


And soon — with the Song of Songs and the Kabbalah as reference — he would develop a mystical vision of sexual union where the lovers initiate a “divine episode” that reconciles opposites and actually brings God into existence, a vision he would stick to his whole life.52 But all mysticism aside, there was also a strongly neurotic element in Cohen’s attraction to women, his need to have them all, which made him, for most of his adult life, sometimes a regular Lothario, sometimes a poet of love and Platonician worshipper, and sometimes just a cynical skirt-chaser. With time, he would learn — though not too quickly — that, try as he might, what he will once call “the magic of womanhood”53 would always partly escape him. Women and love have a habit of escaping and, consequently, there really can never be such a thing as a “great lover.” But for the moment, a great lover is exactly what the teenager Cohen wants to be.54


Of course, something in the way he idealized women and their beauty connects Leonard to twelfth-century troubadours and their conception of love as an initiatory experience.55 Throughout the early ’90s, Cohen kept repeating in interviews that he drank only for professional reasons (the concerts, he claimed, made the wine necessary). He could have made the same joke about women: he approached them only for professional reasons. Because it was his job to reinvent the great poetry of Love, the great tradition of courtly mysticism initiated by the Sufis and the Western troubadours. Except that, in his case, it was more than a job: it was a calling.


So, in the late ’40s, Leonard started to form alliances with women. They were sometimes platonic, sometimes fiery and dangerous, but always temporary. The list of his many girlfriends unfolds a whole geography of love. With Freda, Madeleine, and Erica in Montreal, Anne in New York, Marianne from Oslo, Nico from Köln, Janis from Texas, Joni from the Prairies, Despina in Greece, Suzanne from Miami, Dominique in Paris, Rebecca from California, and Anjani from Honolulu. Not to mention a hundred anonymous others, one in every port and harbour.56


IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE JUKEBOX


After that, it’s just a matter of finding his own weapons to approach the great mystery. As is often the case with Leonard, it all began in the synagogue. There, the little boy discovered, in the prayers and songs of the liturgy, a type of speech that touched him deeply. It seemed to promise something about language itself. That it can achieve our redemption. That it is the appropriate response to our fall.57


Next came the discovery of poetry in the leather-bound books left by his father. Soon, the teenager Cohen carried around an anthology of English poetry, memorizing poems by George Herbert, Lord Byron, Keats, Yeats, and Blake, and reciting them on command — his little party piece. In the process, he discovered that great poems are alive, sometimes very much so. You carry them inside you and they renew your life with the never-before-heard, the never-before-seen, the never-before-felt.58 Cohen has told the story of his true birth to poetry a thousand times. He is fifteen years old, he walks into a second-hand bookstore in Montreal, he randomly picks up a volume and reads these lines by Federico García Lorca:


Cover me up at dawn,


because dawn will throw fistfuls of ants at me.


The Kabbalah says that whenever we feel that a text is really addressing us personally, we give birth to an angel.59 It is not known whether wings were heard flapping in the bookstore that day, but for Leonard, this was what Zen Buddhists call a satori, a sudden moment of awakening. The book threw a handful of ants at him, and the itch to write lasted for the next sixty-seven years. During a concert in Spain in 1988, the singer summarized the García Lorca episode in one sentence: “The guy destroyed my life.”


And then came the songs. It may have started with the Jewish tradition that some prayers must be sung by the eldest son. But more central probably were his mother’s Russian songs, which she sang in the kitchen by day and in restaurants at night, when she sometimes accompanied her teenage son’s retinue of friends for joyful late-night dinners. Before that came the radio, with American country music stations available only at night, and of course the folk songs played by the fire at summer camp.60 Flamenco came later, when Cohen was famously given three guitar lessons by a young Spaniard who decided, before the fourth lesson, to go and play matador with this black bull called Death, committing suicide in his boarding house in Montreal.61 But throughout the poet’s adolescence, songs mostly meant jukeboxes. And apparently, as a teenager, Cohen had an encyclopedic knowledge of all the jukeboxes in Montreal: what songs were in what machine, in what bar, what the number was. The thing is, he loved them all. The doo-wop tunes, the blues and country ballads, the crooner numbers, the boogies, and the early rock and roll. Fats Domino, Frankie Laine, Pat Boone. And of course, his all-time favourites. On his right, a cowboy escaped from a Greek tragedy, a rock-and-roll hero before rock and roll, the author of “Lost Highway,” and the first Elvis: Hank Williams, killed by loneliness and amphetamines in the back of a taxicab one cold morning in 1953 (Leonard was sixteen). On his left, a blind cotton-picking Orpheus, whose warm voice sang the great lament buried in everybody’s heart: Ray Charles, more real to him than Keats or Byron. Both will accompany Leonard his whole life and he will often compare them to his third-favourite songwriter: King David.62 Every day, Buddhist monks around the world pronounce four vows, the third of which goes: “Sentient beings are numberless, I vow to save them all.” That is exactly what Ray Charles and his colleagues seemed to be doing. In the secret of his heart, Leonard vowed to do the same, hence his pledge to uphold yet another Jewish identity: that of the mad Kabbalist intent on mending Creation, even if that means doing it every which way:


For you


I will be a doctor Jew


and search


in all the garbage cans for foreskins


to sew back on again.63


Like Ray Charles and King David, Leonard Cohen vows to save the world. In slots of four minutes.


THIS BROKEN FEELING


With prayer, poetry, and song, Leonard Cohen discovered the forms he will work with. He began to spend his nights writing and he learnt from Irish poet Yeats that that activity consists essentially in the humble task of ceaselessly visiting “the rag-and-bone shop of the heart.”64 One of the young man’s first poems was entitled “Midnight Song” and it may well be his first prayer as well. It was apparently a staple of his early repertoire. He performed a slow version of it for a CBC Radio program in 1958 and a faster one six years later for Ladies and Gentlemen … Mr. Leonard Cohen. The lyrics (published in his second volume of poetry65) mention giving yourself to a “bright light,” or to a “black light” — the great Cohenian temptation already:


Hold me hard light, soft light hold me


Moonlight in your mountains fold me […]


Death light in your darkness wield me.


As the ’50s began, with no Elvis, no Kerouac, and no James Dean in sight on the Canadian horizon, Leonard — as the song attests — began what sixteenth-century alchemists called “nigredo”: a slow infusion of darkness. He was still in high school, but he discovered he had inherited a dark and painful condition from his parents: depression.


Around the same time, he began to see loved ones fall and disappear. As we said, the first to go was his dog, and it took Leonard decades to understand that the grief he felt then was actually universal:


Everybody’s got this broken feeling


Like their father or their dog just died.66


The German romantics call that feeling “Weltschmerz” — the pain of the world — and a great classic of the Kabbalah (the Book of Splendor or Sepher El-Zohar) claims in the chapter devoted to Jeremiah’s Lamentations that singing the pain of the world is the task of the Jews.67 Of course, in the early ’50s, Cohen had not read that book but its message was already understood. Ray Charles (who was not Jewish at all) was delivering it on every jukebox in town.


BIRTH OF A POET


What does that mean? That Leonard Cohen is born? That Leonard Cohen is ready? That this is the end of Genesis? Not quite. But surely with “Midnight Song,” the poet’s artistic journey had indeed started. One more step was necessary however, and uncharacteristically, it would take place in university.


On February 21, 1951, Leonard, aged seventeen, enrolled at McGill University to have literature, law, and business classes to skip, debating clubs to join, and fraternity presidencies to run for. In 1953, after two years of sneaking out of his mother’s house every night, he finally took a room downtown — on Stanley Street near the campus — with his friend Morton for a life of wine, guitars, poetry, and girls. He was nineteen years old and he had finally left his mother’s house. And she was not too happy about it. She wanted to give him all the silverware, plus the tablecloths and the curtains. She would never ever need them again, “not in an empty house.”68 Yet, things were in place for true bohemia to begin and Leonard spent most nights in the downtown bars. In the Mansfield Town at the entrance to the campus. In the Café André (a.k.a. The Shrine). In Dunn’s on Sainte-Catherine (with its jazz club upstairs). In the Swiss Hutt on Sherbrooke, and of course, in every bohemian’s favourite: The Bistro or Chez Lou-Lou where Leonard would later scribble that famous supplication on a wall:


Marita,


please find me,


I am almost thirty.


In addition, there was the Pann-Pann and Ben’s All Night Deli with its “poets’ corner.” That’s a lot of zinc-topped counters, a lot of drinks, a lot of early morning Pekinese soups, and, presumably, a lot of one-night stands.


The student Cohen, still 50 percent Westmount Square, soon formed a 100 percent beatnik couple with Freda Guttman, a beautiful arts student and active member of a communist group. They would love each other on campus, in summer camps, and in rundown hotels, and, if we go by The Favourite Game, they would quarrel a lot, ceaselessly betray each other, and cause one another quite a lot of pain. With two comrades, Terry Davis and Mike Doddman, Leonard also formed the Buckskin Boys, a country-music band that played at high-school dances, fraternity parties, and village fairs. They wore cowboy hats and buckskin jackets and played Appalachian tunes and square dance music (which was all the rage). Do-si-do, do-si-do, do-si-do. It’s far from the blues, far from folk, and very, very far from rock and roll, which has not yet spread to Quebec. It’s not Broadway, of course, but it’s already show business, as Leonard announced in his programmatic poem:


For you


I will be a Broadway Jew


and cry in theatres


for my mother


and sell bargain goods


beneath the counter.69


Then came that day in 1953 or 1954 when Leonard decided to submit one of his poems to Louis Dudek, his literature professor. A bigwig of local Canadian modernism, he edited magazines, published books, and was in contact with Ezra Pound: an ally of choice. But Dudek was not impressed by his student’s efforts. Cohen persisted, however, and his second poem “The Sparrows” (later published by Dudek) caught the professor’s attention. In the corridor, he allegedly asked the young man to kneel and used the manuscript as a sceptre to declare him “poet” in a mock knighthood ceremony (so the story goes). From then on, Leonard would be invited to the soirées where the Montreal poetic avant-garde (a very small group) met and worked. If he could bring along a pretty student or two, so much the better. The poet stood up. His eyes were wide open. It’s official: he was no longer a civilian.70
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