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Chasing Cohen 

My journey in modern Montreal through the footsteps of Leonard Cohen’s life—revisiting the poet’s old haunts, grappling with love and heartbreak, and uncovering how his life, legacy and art forge a path toward self-discovery

Written by Thomas Achille Festa 

Thomas Achille Festa is a 21-year-old writer, business student, and lifelong admirer of Leonard Cohen’s work. He is the author of The Quest for Time, a self-published book blending personal reflection and creativity. Based in Rome, Italy, Thomas finds inspiration in writing, music, and playing amateur football in his vibrant hometown. As the product of two cultures—Italian and American—he draws on his diverse heritage to shape his ever-evolving perspective and storytelling.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PREFACE

[image: ]




Seven years ago, as the haunting final chords of Leonard Cohen’s 'Hallelujah' echoed in my headphones, I realized he held the secret to healing the wounds of my soul—wounds I never thought could be mended. That night, I vowed to uncover his secrets. Now, seven years later, I finally have the chance to chase the Lord of Song.
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"Before the Departure"

Song: "By the River’s Dark"

I am about to embark on the next significant chapter of my life. I am going on a new journey, or, as you may read from the title, a new chase. I will be spending the next four months of my life in Montreal, Canada, or better yet, Montreal, Quebec. Today is Friday, August 23rd, and I sit in my bedroom in Rome, Italy with my laptop on my lap, preparing to type my next book. My plane leaves on Monday the 26th.

This is my second book attempt. The first one, The Quest For Time (which I self-published and is currently delisted), is an autobiographical tale that mixes personal experience with my love for art, music, and cinema.

In the final chapter, I discuss my favorite song: “Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen. I have always felt a special connection to this song. Whenever I feel like I have hit rock bottom, I listen to it and feel the magic of life again. Explaining what the magic of life is, remains an impossible task. Nevertheless, when I listen to the 1984 masterpiece, I experience an unprecedented outburst of optimism. I see beauty all around.

“Hallelujah” transports me to late-night Rome—where the air is cool and damp, the streetlights cast long shadows on cobblestones, and my footsteps echo down the deserted Via del Corso as I wander with dreams as foggy as the dim light posts. Then again, I believe that sense of magic infuses nearly all of Cohen’s music. Nevertheless, “Hallelujah” has an even more important attribute: it is a song that perfectly deals with the harsh beauty that the complex feeling of love holds.

The song touches on the topic of failed love with extreme sensitivity and aligns perfectly with my atheism towards the religion of “the one that got away.” This concept is a foolish one because if that girl was “the one,” she wouldn’t be the one who got away. My view on this is quite extreme; I even believe that Mia and Sebastian were not soulmates in La La Land. You know who Mia’s soulmate was in La La Land? Her husband. He was her soulmate because he’s the one she married. Obviously, life is much more complicated than this black-and-white vision I’m giving it, yet I must clarify this as it’s a recurring theme throughout the chase.

“Hallelujah” brought me to Leonard, and over the years I have developed a cult following of the author. In March, I discovered my college exchange semester would be in Montreal, and all the pieces of the puzzle magically came together.

Two forces guide the start of this book. The foremost is my reverence for Leonard Cohen. He is more than a favorite artist—his art continually exceeds my expectations. As I listen to “A Thousand Kisses Deep” right now, I am awestruck by his lyrics and the rough, weathered quality of his voice. It feels as though his experience and vulnerability hold secrets to the universe.

Through his songs, poems, and books, I’ve always sensed he possessed a hidden knowledge—something the rest of us have yet to discover.

At the same time, his voice, along with Mark Knopfler’s guitar, is the most significant relic of a century that no longer exists. Cohen grew up and gained popularity in a tormented era. There was political and social unrest, but most importantly, there was an existential drought.

A few years prior, the brilliant minds of Camus and Sartre had tried to fill the void and offer explanations through the lens of existentialism.

Nevertheless, I have always found this more of a starting point than a destination. How do we navigate absurdity? I believe Cohen, through his art, gave us the tools. His songs about love, religion, and life in general outline a road we could follow: there is beauty in suffering. Through Cohen, we learn that from heartache, emptiness, and depression, we can make something beautiful out of life and live it to the fullest. And that is incredible.

Thus, the first and most important goal of this book is to find those hidden lessons Cohen tried to teach us through his life, reflecting on what he left to the world and the era he lived in—and even more importantly, what the era he lived in left him.

I believe the solution lies at the roots of his life. That’s why I will explore Montreal—the city where Leonard Cohen grew up and which he loved most. I do not have a rigid plan, but I will try my best to do Cohen justice. He is, for me, the greatest author of all time, and this is an ode to him.

Beyond my reverence for Cohen, another force drives this book: heartbreak. While I won’t delve into the painful details out of respect for those involved, I know deep down that this quest is as much about healing my own heart as it is about honoring Cohen’s legacy. Biographies of Cohen abound, but what I seek isn’t another one—it’s the rediscovery of myself through his art.

As I said before, this heartbreak is not final; she was not “the one.” The more I grow up, the more I am convinced “the one” does not exist. Yet it hurts, and as Cohen taught me, even though it’s tough, I can make something beautiful out of this. And this is my effort.

Yesterday, I was walking through Rome with my headphones on, near Sant’Angelo’s Castle. The song “By the River’s Dark” began playing as I shuffled through YouTube. The song is a retelling of Psalm 137. In the Psalm, Israelites exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon lament that they will never find their holy land again.

While walking along the Tiber, I couldn’t stop thinking about two things:

1 I must give my favorite artist the poetic justice he deserves.

2 I felt I was living the very situation he described in the song.

I deserved to get heartbroken; I messed up. I could sit here and complain, but I brought it upon myself. In “By the River’s Dark,” the song refers to a man’s infidelity to a woman. I didn’t do that. 

Nevertheless, as I grew up, I lost my “Israel” and slowly moved into “Babylon”. 

As children, we live in a state of purity—unaware of the stains that adulthood would later impose. Over time, those bright, unblemished days become a distant, almost mythical memory. While writing my first book, The Quest for Time, I yearned to reclaim that innocent self.  Now, I understand: that purity was fleeting, and though its memory glows warmly in my mind, it has vanished from my grasp.

No matter how much I want it, I cannot become the child I was before I grew up, I have left the holy land of pureness and find myself in Babylon. At 21, I am lost, filled with sin, and confused. Though my actions have left scars on others and myself, I cling to the belief that these wounds can reveal unexpected beauty.

I tried to clean my stains in the first book, but this time I will be doing something different, I will embrace them, the same way Cohen would.

I want to begin living “by the River’s dark.”

During these four months in his hometown, I want to explore the places that became Leonard Cohen’s muse and taught him how to shout and afterwards make them mine as I struggle to find my own voice.

In this “Chapter 1,” my trip has yet to begin. For now, I simply have an idea of Leonard Cohen. I know his art but don’t know where it stems from, it’s as if I know the destination but not the route to get there. 

Nevertheless, I walk by the river’s dark, aware of the long journey ahead of me.

With my broken heart echoing Leonard’s melancholic chords, I will chase the man who taught me that the light can shine from our deepest wounds...

And now, as if this were a grand movie, the Tiber slowly becomes the Saint Lawrence.
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"Beautiful Losers"

Song: “That Don’t Make It Junk”

In 12 hours, I will be leaving Rome’s airport, headed toward Montreal, where the unknown awaits me. My mother suggested I write something down to remember how I feel. She said it would be fascinating to look back on these words in 4 months, as I leave Quebec and reflect on how my emotions have evolved throughout the experience.

I would like to write the usual—I am scared and worried—but this book is called Chasing Cohen, so I want to focus on “Cohen-esque” emotions. I just finished reading his book Beautiful Losers. Even though he was 10 years older than I am now when he wrote it, and even though it may sound like blasphemy, I feel like Cohen must have felt.

Young Thomas and Leonard have something in common: They both want to be writers, but they are starting to realize that might not be their calling. The only difference is that young Cohen had an incredible asset—his voice—which I do not have.

If you do a quick search online, you can see how Cohen felt for most of his life: He felt like a loser, like a failure. He had spent years in Hydra trying to write a masterpiece, barely eating and taking amphetamines, and the result was a book that was undersold and ignored.

Believe it or not, I can relate to that sense of futility. I’ve self-published a book myself, and while I’m proud of it, the sales fell far short of my hopes.

Even though I believe writing to be the noblest of arts, no matter how much passion you put into it, you will always want recognition. Writing, at its purest, mirrors falling in love. You offer everything—your soul, your best self—because that’s what we do when love (or inspiration) moves us: we give.

Nevertheless, when we love someone or when we write, we want it to love us back. And if it doesn’t, it’s like heartbreak.

That is why people who suffer from unrequited love and are unsuccessful writers are, quite ironically, “beautiful losers.” Ultimately, you can sugarcoat it all you like, but if your book doesn’t sell or the person you like rejects you, you are a loser. Yet there is a hidden beauty in it, a beauty I believe only people with Cohen’s sensitivity can perceive.

There are dozens of biographies about the Montreal writer. This book will probably not sell more than twelve copies, but I will see the beauty and the silver lining. If losers win, they become beautiful, and that is what the world needs.

Nevertheless, I do sincerely believe Cohen is a winner—a beautiful one, if I may say so. As I embark on my journey, I read his books and feel his disappointments and disillusionments, as well as how art saved him and made him beautiful.

Cohen has dedicated a significant amount of work to unrequited love. “In My Secret Life” is considered a gem on this topic. Still, there is another song from Ten New Songs that I feel addresses the subject even better.

When Cohen wrote Ten New Songs, the Quebecois artist was riding a wave of fame thanks to I’m Your Man and The Future, which led him to retreat to a Buddhist temple. In my mind, that experience was a return to his origins, guiding him to create a phenomenal album.

Tonight, as I am about to depart, I want to focus on one of those songs, one that I will always cherish: “That Don’t Make It Junk.”

The song is one of my favorites by my favorite artist, so it naturally holds a special place in my heart.

I will later try to confirm my theory, but for now, I’ll explain, as I will do with many songs, what the piece was trying to convey and what it means for me.

I have always seen the lines  of the song as Cohen describing a relationship with a woman to whom he gave his heart, yet they couldn’t make it work. This idea is reinforced by two other essential parts of the song:

As I listen to the song and read the lyrics, I’m more convinced that Cohen is the answer to modern manhood problems in the 21st century.

In my head, the song is about a love interest who gave everything he had but couldn’t be loved back. The first reaction of any human, faced with Cohen’s situation, is anger. That is highly normal and healthy. Yet Cohen offers a new perspective through this song and much of his discography (think of “In My Secret Life”).

We are the same beautiful losers he felt he was when writing the book of the same name (even though the novel is about flying dildos in 17th-century Quebec). It is said he even threw his Olivetti typewriter into the Mediterranean after finishing it.

The author pursued this dichotomy (beautiful and loser) his entire life, using it to resolve some of his deepest pains.

Hence, as he thinks of the woman to whom he gave his all, even though he could be angry, he smiles, aware there was something beautiful there. In the end, where nothing happens, “that don’t make it junk.”

I sip a glass of rum my parents don’t know I have and smile because writing brings back memories. I have felt anger and felt I deserved a “win.” But as minute 2:47 hits on YouTube (the song’s best part), I cannot help but smile. Even though the feelings weren’t reciprocated, it doesn’t mean what I did was junk or worthless.

The same goes for my first book. It did not sell a million copies, but it’s still a book. It’s still there. And who knows—maybe it will be like Beautiful Losers, which debuted to criticism but is now considered a turning point in Canadian literature.

The same applies to my life. Even though I’ve felt like I’ve disappointed myself and made a ton of mistakes, that don’t make it junk. There is a beauty that lingers through the cracks and shines brighter than the sun.

Now, back to the question: How do I feel before leaving for Montreal? The corny answer hasn’t changed: I feel scared and nervous. I can’t help but think, “What if I don’t make friends?” That would be horrible.

What if people don’t accept me for who I am? Well, that don’t make it junk.

“That Don’t Make It Junk” is truly powerful. Like “By the River’s Dark,” I associate it with walking near the river on a cold night, contemplating unrequited love. As I process these emotions, any dissatisfaction or anger dissolves, leaving only the beauty of it all. A friend of mine once told me, “The one who loves always wins,” and I think that’s true. In a certain way, I am a beautiful loser—but I am beautiful.

Even though I’m terrified of what awaits me in Montreal and my pessimistic mind worries it might be a failure, I’m slowly accepting that maybe there’s no such thing as failure because, in loss, there is beauty—a kind of Yin and Yang that Cohen explored through Buddhism (we’ll get there later). And, as in life, the only way to know for sure is to live it.

Though my trip hasn’t started yet, Cohen’s art is already affecting me. God bless art, the medium of unrequited lovers and losers; may we sing forever!
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"Nowhere and Everywhere."

Song: “Tower of Song”

I have always believed—and always will—that towns are living entities that speak to you. There is something magical about them that cannot be explained, a magic intrinsic to the assembly of buildings with different goals, histories, and people. Ironically, the only piece of art I believe truly captures the magic of cities is The Art of Howl’s Moving Castle.

Since I’ve known her (basically since I exited her stomach), my mother has been obsessed with the band Journey and the state of California. Growing up, she told me about her many trips to visit her brother, who graduated from UCLA. At the same time—she must have passed down the music gene to me—and with it a strong passion for the band Journey. I have fallen in love with the band and particularly enjoy “Ask the Lonely” and “Separate Ways.” Nevertheless, my mother has never been as keen on those songs as I am; she has always had one that she would love more than the others: “Lights.”

“Lights” is a love letter to San Francisco and, along with “Don’t Stop Believin’,” stands as one of Journey’s most iconic tracks. When I was 12, my parents took me and my brother to California. When our rental car’s tires touched the Golden Gate Bridge, the random radio station we were listening to started playing “Lights.” It was a magical moment we will always cherish, a testament to my belief that cities have a magic all their own.

I’m mentioning this because I just experienced a similar moment a few hours ago.

I have been in Montreal for two days, and fate, God, the city, or whatever you want to call it has already given me a taste of its magic. I’ve toured Montreal and its gems: the park, the Leonard Cohen mural (which I’ll discuss later), Old Town, the market, Little Italy, the biodome, various churches—and a few hours ago, I arrived at the famous Basilique de Notre-Dame.

My mother and I (who joined me for the first five days of this adventure) expected to admire the architecture and grandeur of the cathedral. However, destiny had a different plan for us. The moment we entered the church, the young performer singing a French song switched tracks, and guess what she performed?

“Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen.

It was a mystical moment; I stood there powerless, disarmed by the beauty of what I was witnessing. It felt like a gift—a gift from the city of Montreal. Regardless of how my exchange student experience or this chase goes, I’ll forever be grateful that Montreal greeted me in this way.

As time goes on, I realize this is how the universe rewards me. I experienced it in San Francisco, in Rome (when I heard “I migliori anni della nostra vita” while saying goodbye to my high school friends), and now in Montreal.

I wish the universe would grant me a million dollars, but I can’t complain; this is pretty cool.

Even so, in my mind, this isn’t a gift from Montreal but from Leonard Cohen... but maybe I’m just nuts.

Anyway, back to what I promised: chasing Cohen.

When I arrived, I realized I needed to organize this chase somehow. The best way to start is by describing the city that shaped him. I firmly believe our hometown has a stronger impact on us than we realize. Its streets, habits, and people define us in ways nothing else can, which is both haunting and beautiful.

I’ll explore Montreal more thoroughly and update my description as I go, but I can already confirm that, from what I’ve seen, Montreal is Cohen, and Cohen is Montreal.

I believe this is the perfect place for the chase.

This concept is tricky to explain, but Montreal is a living contradiction.

Rome wears its history on its sleeve, enchanting visitors with millennia of stories and starlit nights. Paris wears art and romance. Montreal, on the other hand, doesn’t project just one identity. Instead, it’s defined by its contradictions.

The most obvious contradiction is language. I’ve never been to such a bilingual city in my life. Language profoundly influences our daily existence; for many, it shapes identity—we all have that friend whose voice we recognize by their accent alone. Yet in Montreal, the mix of languages and accents fosters excitement and near-constant surprise: which language will the person in front of me speak?

If you look closer, you’ll see contrasts everywhere, especially in the architecture. The city began as multiple villages, so it lacks a singular identity. You can jump from Latin neighborhoods to Little Portugal to Little Italy—different continents—in just 15 minutes. Like the language issue, this variety stokes excitement. What will I see next? What will I feel?

Montreal’s architecture is full of contrasts—similar to Boston. One moment you’re walking along Rue Robert Bourassa, characterized by a distinctly North American style. Turn a corner, and you feel a lingering French colonial influence. These dualities spark excitement and adventure but can also obscure a city’s identity.

It’s peculiar, but I personally think Montreal is the perfect city to live in, not necessarily to visit. As a tourist destination, I’m not sure I’d recommend it above others, but if I had a family, I would move here instantly.

These contradictions create a sense of vibrancy and life that is unique, yet it can also become very comfortable. It’s a curse and a blessing. Montreal is a “mess” in terms of its layout (though “mess” isn’t exactly the right word), yet it’s peacefully livable. Rome is the opposite: it’s chaotic to live in but architecturally harmonious (and the best city in the world in that regard).

These contradictions shaped Cohen’s life—often messy—but also gave his art the ability to strike us at our core. Artists need contrast. They thrive on it. Cohen’s life was a constant pursuit of peace for the senses, to find it he even joined a Buddhist temple in Los Angeles.

Religion also plays a major role here (no surprise). His most famous song is “Hallelujah.” Montreal clearly struggles with this too, as it’s loaded with religious buildings, while the fast-paced life leaves little space for deep spirituality.

Yet these internal conflicts and contradictions are what made Cohen great. Consider “In My Secret Life.” There is a profound contrast—the love given versus the indifference received. It’s a powerful tension, one that pains us but also makes us feel something, enabling the expression of something so beautiful it’s beyond words.

If a painting were just a big green canvas, we wouldn’t look at it twice, but if it’s multicolored with varying facets, we tend to love it.

It’s not a coincidence that the beautiful city mural that pays homage to Cohen overlooks Crescent Street, a lively hub of youth.

Because of his later popularity, we often associate Cohen with the image of an older man. From the moment he entered the commercial music scene, his incisive take on life was evident. Even if you listen to Cohen’s music, you wouldn’t label it “young people’s music.” It’s highly sophisticated and creative, almost beyond the grasp of our generation. Yet Cohen actually represents youth better than any other artist, mirroring his city perfectly. Montreal is a young city—it brims with emotion, love, rebellion, and strength. While riding the subway, I’ve never seen so many people my age (early 20s) in one place. Montreal is a student city; exit any random metro stop, and you’ll often end up in an underground college campus. If you look into these students’ eyes, you see their joy and excitement for the future, but also their fear, heartbreak, and insecurities. You don’t live as intensely at any other age as you do in your 20s. The emotions you felt as a teen merged with the rush of independence are incomparable, and it’s not surprising some men spend their lives chasing that feeling.

Yet the most crucial part of these years is the awareness of life dynamics you gain. Cohen wrote and sang about that sort of awareness, and Montreal’s streets echo it.

When I say awareness, I mean the heartbreak you get in your 20s—the one that teaches you that the peace you always sought may never come. The youth of Montreal has begun feeling that awareness, so the streets become a stage for their stories and their bravery, with their greatest songwriter watching over them.

From a distance, Montreal appears calm and efficient, but in the meantime, stories unfold, plenty of weed is smoked, and dreams are pursued.

Cohen and Montreal represent the age I’m living through, which is why I’m here. This is what I’m trying to chase. How do you make heartbreak beautiful? I know I might just be a foolish young man, full of pride and lacking understanding of life. Yet how Cohen turned some of humanity’s most devastating emotions into paintings of human beauty is surreal to me.

And the song where he does this best is “Tower of Song.” The story of how he wrote it is a testament to Montreal’s influence. Cohen had nearly finished the piece but lacked the final details to complete it. While in Montreal, he discovered those missing pieces and recorded them overnight. The city had a lot to do with it.

The song’s opening already makes a strong statement. The singer says he aches for love but doesn’t get it. Some claim Cohen is referencing his womanizing past and how the charisma he once had faded with age. I’m not fully sure about that; watch his Live in London performance and you’ll see a man with more charisma than most 20-year-olds.

Cohen’s fascination with women is fascinating in itself. It’s no coincidence I noticed how many beautiful women there are in this city. What Cohen did in his life mirrors what many young adults do: he elevated love to something larger than life—a call to experience, a quest to be completed, which conceals hidden beauty in its labyrinthine depths.

In a way, Leonard never settled into a lifelong partnership, and “Tower of Song” gives us a clue as to why.

Storytelling and love go hand in hand. I personally would say Montreal does as well.

In “Tower of Song,” the author reflects on how art and love cure loneliness, which I find fantastic. Seeing life through poems grants a new dimension and lets us treasure our moments.

Montreal is teaching me that. The other day, I walked through Little Portugal (where Cohen lived), and street performers were everywhere. I could see life through their eyes.

Music is a superpower and has taught me much about love. The other day, I was talking to a close female friend about my Leonard Cohen project; as soon as I mentioned his name, she exclaimed, “Suzanne!” For a moment, I thought she was referring to my mom, whose name is also Suzanne. Then I realized she was talking about the song. This friend and I have known each other a long time; she’s wonderful, and I’ve never felt a romantic inclination toward her. But when she said “Suzanne,” I suddenly saw her beauty—not as a friend or potential partner, just as a person. I saw her intelligence, kindness, and everything that made her amazing. In that fleeting moment, I did. That’s Cohen’s power; his songs cast new light on people. That’s the power of storytelling—a way to reach love and life’s beauty, which is precisely what I’m aiming for here.

Some of you might ask what that has to do with Montreal. Well, while I strolled—and I say this with absolute sincerity—I think I saw what Cohen saw when he finished “Tower of Song.”

I observed couples holding hands, artists singing with a crowd of young people watching, and realized maybe this is the mindset I need to begin my chase with—the mindset of love and songwriting, of seeking beauty.

Though I’ve compared Rome to Montreal throughout this book, there’s one important similarity I haven’t highlighted—something I haven’t noticed in a city like Milan: geography.

Both Montreal and Rome are quite hilly. Walking along Rue Sainte-Catherine, if you turn your head left, you can see these hills rising up, as though protecting the city, forming a magical land where anything is possible. If you ever visit Rome and look at the Collina di Monte Mario, you’ll see it’s the same.

However, I interpret the hills differently. They symbolize realms of possibilities. As I mentioned, Cohen’s music often puts the listener into a young adult mindset—a space of hopes and possibilities.

To make it clearer, let me borrow a reference from another artist: “Your Love” by The Outfield. In that iconic ’80s song, Tony Lewis (27 at the time) describes his desire to have a fling with someone a year older than him. The thrill and adrenaline of that possibility give the song its upbeat energy, evoking the hot summer nights of youth.

Walking by those hills, you feel captivated in the best way—like you’ve stumbled into a different world, an escape from reality where adventure and dreams await. This is the same feeling you get when you consider sleeping with someone a year older than you: a realm of the unknown that infuses your mind with excitement.

As I look at those green slopes, my imagination runs wild: What lies ahead? What adventures, dreams, possibilities? That unknown realm gives our minds the freedom to fly, making life beautiful.

While writing, I can’t help but recall how many pretty women I’ve seen.

The love between two people is the greatest thing ever. The unity, the ability to connect, have fun, and grow as individuals is remarkable. Love changes you, and being loved changes you even more.

Behind everything in life are two fundamental things: love and stories. They’re the guiding forces. In Montreal, it’s easy to get swept up in lust. As I walk the streets and turn my head, I’m mesmerized by the beauty of the people beside me.

Ultimately, what I’ve learned in these early days is that Montreal is Cohen, and Cohen is Montreal. There’s a dichotomy between the two—an unbreakable bond.

Montreal is Cohen’s first and most important muse.
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"The Chase"

Song: “Traveling Light”

Before the chase begins, I want to explain what we’re doing here. I believe in the concept of the soul—that invisible part of us where we are completely bare, our truest essence. Society bombards us with ideas of who and what we should be, endlessly reshaping our beliefs and behavior.

Many people believe there is nothing beneath us; we’re simply animals shaped by our environment. I do agree with that theory about 99%. But inside of us, I know—and I can feel it as I write this—there is something bigger than life itself; it’s in our essence.

Writing a biography, especially about an artist, grants a glimpse into that artist’s soul through their work. I obviously won’t be able to see 100% of the writer’s soul, nor even 10%; if I’m lucky, maybe 1%.

But why now? Why embark on this soul-searching journey for Cohen specifically? Why not Bob Dylan or Oasis (who, as I speak, might be reuniting)? I’ve already mentioned the answer: heartbreak.

I know I’ve complained about it plenty, but until I heal, you’re stuck hearing about it. By “heartbreak,” I don’t only mean romance—maybe that’s just 0.01% of it. Heartbreak lurks in fading dreams, the loss of loved ones, and every disappointment that stings. No one captures that particular ache quite like Leonard Cohen.

For centuries, Western art has told stories of winners and losers. In this incredible split between black and white, I believe Cohen has created a new category for the first time: those born to sing the blues (Steve Perry would call them that).

Looking at it in a very isolated way, this is really just another self-improvement book. But at the same time, it isn’t. Our generation and our times have made everything about self-improvement for a simple reason: it gives us a sense of movement. Even though physically we’ve become sedentary animals, we remain nomads at heart. A human being cannot stay still; his mind or body has to be going somewhere. This thinking has infused even our most existential questions. If God isn’t real and was merely invented, a question I can’t answer, the reasoning is obvious: doing things for a future reward, for something bigger, or for something that’s judging us, gives a sense of movement. Would you walk down a street that ends in a dead end? Probably not. We need to keep moving to keep living.

That is why self-improvement has become such a hit in the modern world. Self-improvement, like going to the gym, makes us feel we’re going somewhere—toward a “promised land” of betterment. Ultimately, we discover we don’t love who we become, but rather what we do to become it.

We realize it’s not about who we end up being, but the process that takes us there. So when a friend brags about hitting the gym for a “better body,” remind him it’s not the physique he’s chasing; it’s the feeling that life itself has value.

In an ironic twist, moving and never thinking about being alive makes us feel as if we are alive. To live, we have to avoid overthinking it. It’s a paradox, but a sad one. Still, this constant movement has evolved—or perhaps always has been—a push toward what we’ve always desired: popularity.

If you ever get the chance, listen to Josh Radnor’s “Ink Talk.” We, especially in the United States—and especially as artists—crave popularity. We must be loved and appreciated. We must show the world what we are worth and prove our value. On a primal level, we want to be the best in our village.

We believe the streets will have our answers. By setting out, we think we’ll find a solution, that we’ll get the closure on life we’ve always searched for. That was precisely my mindset when I wrote my first book. I thought I could save myself through an artistic exploit.

And isn’t that exactly what Cohen talks about in “Tower of Song”? Yet, I didn’t find salvation in my first book, and I’m slowly beginning to think we’re never truly saved. I guess it’s true—we’ve got to learn how to survive where we are.

So is traveling worth it? Is being on the road, writing, and creating art worth it if there’s really just a blank wall at the end, no “God of Song” as Cohen sang about?

How do you deal with life when the inspiration of your youth slips away? Well, Cohen, through his lyrics, I believe, gives us the answer: “There is a crack in everything; that’s how the light gets in.” That line from “Anthem” contrasts with his otherwise dark view.

Before departing for Montreal, I researched Cohen extensively. What I noticed is that this man is completely different from me. I won’t lie; it was somewhat disappointing. I’d always wanted an artistic guide who could metaphorically help me through my struggles—a Shifu to my Kung Fu Panda. But he wasn’t like me. He was everything I wish I were: confident, a storyteller, and audacious.

I am different, or here’s the tricky part—I was different. There’s an incredible paper by Natalia Vesselova called “The Past is Perfect,” which I’ll reference often. It takes its name from Cohen’s poem “Streetcars,” which literally contains the phrase: “The past is perfect.”

Though Cohen doesn’t address the past philosophically as such, he does address what I’ve been grappling with: the passage of time. As Vesselova says in her opening pages, Cohen loves writing about youthful beauty and strength escaping our bodies as we age.

My favorite type of story—and I plan to write one in this style—centers on two people who loved each other when they were young and meet again years later. A tale as old as time.

Anyway, back to Cohen. I believe every great artist communicates something unique. This is exclusive to the greatest of artists. For example, my second-favorite song of all time (after “Hallelujah”) is “Sultans of Swing” by Dire Straits. “Sultans of Swing” and many Dire Straits songs evoke nights out, the joy of being together in youth.

And what does Cohen evoke for me? The essence of life—the melancholy of time passing, regrets (I have few), broken love, and, most importantly, the light—the light that shines through.

The idea of chasing the light is fascinating, almost idealistic. It’s at the core of every great story ever told. This concept is deeply ingrained in Cohen’s work because, in many ways, he’s a Beat author.

I’m dying to explore his college years and see how Kerouac and Burroughs influenced him, but not yet.

It’s important to emphasize the Beat influence. In Leonard’s stories and songs, there’s always a sense of movement—an odyssey of the soul—characteristic of the generation that came of age in the 1960s.

In my own way, I’ve set off on my own “On the Road.” Every country reveals your soul in its own way; in Canada’s case, the path is charted by its vast, untamed landscapes.

Cohen’s relationship with Canada is fascinating, especially evident in his poem “The Only Tourist in Canada,” which reveals his bond with Canadian traditions and the country’s struggle for a solid national identity.

I consider Cohen both a Canadian and, in spirit, a Northeastern American. Despite Quebec’s distinct French influence, its culture and geography share deep connections with the northeastern United States—just as much of eastern Canada does. In many ways, the northeastern U.S. and southeastern Canada feel like siblings.

Take Todd Rundgren from Philadelphia, for example. His themes and styles differ, but there’s a kinship in spirit that ties him to Cohen. It stems from that powerful geographical influence—an almost primordial call to nature—that shapes our instincts and informs our art. We can disguise our instincts and souls in many ways, but in art, something greater shines through. You find it between the words, in the brushstrokes, and in the frames—where the soul becomes visible.

So, through Canada’s immense forests, I began my own soul-searching. My first stops were Toronto and Niagara Falls. For the first time in ages, I took the time to reflect as I traveled and walked.

Authors are kids trying to reconcile with themselves. If you read Maria Isabel Sanchez Vergara’s book about Leonard Cohen, the most interesting detail is how young Leonard loved running around the world, smiling at and through the plants around him. This enjoyment of life—a big part of the soul I wrote about—is a compelling muse for anyone who has ever written.

When you love life as a child, you grow up and keep what made you appreciate life: an attachment to the moments that make it special. But adulthood isn’t all sunshine; the corruption, changes, and uncertainties that come with it reflect the heartaches we see in Cohen’s work.

I realized this while walking beside Niagara Falls—one of the world’s greatest natural wonders—knowing that many visitors were inside the casino. Our souls mirror how we treat the planet, corrupted in small, everyday ways. Yet I’m no better; as we age, we all indulge in comforts and illusions. Ironically, those same complications fuel our survival.

It’s hard to view things objectively. During the trip, I also realized how difficult it will be to truly understand Cohen’s work because life isn’t straightforward. I had this wild thought about dating someone with similar interests. My first reaction was fear—afraid she’d see right through me. Twenty minutes later, I felt excitement: we could collaborate on projects, go to the same concerts, wander the city streets at night like Cohen once did. Then doubt crept back in—would I ever grow if we were too alike? These conflicting thoughts remind me that I’m a walking paradox, always perched on the edge of indecision.

That indecision arises because every artist—whether a successful one like Cohen or an aspiring one like me—thrives on it. Adults who decide not to pursue art accept and embrace the life they have, guided by the structures around them. Meanwhile, the artist fights back and, though the pull to follow those structures is strong, holds onto his childhood intuition to make his own rules. I don’t know every artist on Earth, but I can swear on every penny I have that, as a kid, each one loved to roam and wander, a passion Cohen tried to keep alive.

That’s also why we’re so fixated on broken hearts and failed romances: they echo life itself—the hope, the fleeting moments of joy, and ultimately, the fall.

As I write this paragraph, realizing these ups and downs will never cease, I glimpse what Cohen meant in his work. I see the beauty, almost like a light at the end of a tunnel.

And that’s the outcome of wandering through Canada’s endless forests. Your mind drifts, and I think this is exactly how Cohen must have felt growing up in the vast Canadian landscape. Exploration right in front of him—an odyssey of beauty and discovery. For the first time, I could see it.

During my travels, one song stood out. Even though this is just the start of the chase, like any good book, we start at the end, with a song that hit me hard: “Traveling Light.”

Let me stress this is a chase, not an investigation, so I won’t analyze Cohen’s lyrics literally, line by line.

As I write, I’ve had a rough day—I got stood up by a girl, ruined the carpet in my house, and generally had a crappy day. So my writing has a slightly melancholic tone, which is perfect for chasing the Canadian author.

In a lengthy article titled “Traveling Light,” Anahid Nersessian describes Cohen as an artist who knew what he was doing could never be enough and worked around that reality. She mentions in the same breath that Bob Dylan is a better pick for the Nobel in Literature—an opinion I strongly disagree with.

The song “Traveling Light” explores this theme. Although it first appeared as a poem in 2006, it was one of his last recorded songs—effectively one of his last testaments.

Some interpret it as Cohen’s final artistic farewell to Marianne or a love letter to Hydra. I see it instead as a goodbye to the road itself—a meditation on the impossible task of filling that void he so often circled.

To grasp this, we must compare Cohen to his greatest rival, Bob Dylan.

No one doubts Bob Dylan is among this generation’s greatest voices. He revolutionized literature, inspired an era, and became almost a cultural deity. Yet, for all that grandeur, both Dylan and Cohen revolve around one core question: How do we find ourselves?

Dylan’s soul is that of a wild man, a “sauvage” who flourishes in chaos and whiskey.

Cohen is calmer—more academic, even (he studied at McGill). His quest for the soul is more methodical, precise, and lengthy, like solving a legal case.

Hence, Dylan is freer to dive into the abstract, while Cohen is hemmed in by walls that stop him from seeing beyond the life he’s living. That’s why finding the light is so crucial to Cohen.

Imagine Bob Dylan in an infinite room, describing endless possibilities without ever specifying the room itself. Meanwhile, Cohen is in a 40x40 room—he meticulously catalogues every corner yet senses something beyond the walls. For Dylan, “Like a Rolling Stone” is his raw personal stamp (even more than “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door”), much as “Hallelujah” is for Cohen.

The only way to explore this unknown is to get on the road and travel. I mean traveling not so much literally as spiritually—living, loving, and escaping the traps of our minds and social norms.

“Traveling Light” deals with aging, getting old, and the kind of inexplicable faith only some understand. The lines that strike me most are:

These lyrics, like most of Cohen’s, speak for themselves. They address his aging and set the song’s tone. We see the star traveling through space, arriving at its destination exhausted; perhaps that’s how the singer felt in his final years. Another part of the song also impresses me:

The final lines, which I believe are a love letter to Marianne (one of Cohen’s muses and love interests), also underscore something more important than love: the idea of giving up.
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