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Introduction

Oral biography is an imperfect genre. It relies almost entirely on human memory, which is notoriously fallible. On the page, it frequently juxtaposes one confident viewpoint with another, completely contradictory, but no less confident, viewpoint—and then with a third, which might offer an entirely different perspective. The result tends to leave readers a little confused about who to believe, or what version of events to trust. Instead of a convenient, unified, well-argued thesis, it offers no thesis whatsoever, convenient, unified, or otherwise. It thus imposes the tyranny of choice—and some will resist.

On the other hand, memory is always suspect, even in conventional biographies. Moreover, in oral history’s typical incarnation—the multidimensional story of important cultural figures or events—the ostensible liabilities may become assets. Readers are exposed to a wider range of opinion than they might encounter in a traditional, authorial narrative. Points of view conflict, but those very conflicts collectively offer a closer approximation of reality, something more nuanced, more faithful to the chiaroscuro complexity of truth. Reconstructing history is not unlike putting a jigsaw puzzle together; the more pieces that are available, the greater the likelihood that a more complete, more accurate picture will emerge.

Oral biography confers another advantage, particularly relevant in the case of Leonard Cohen, the cultural figure who has occupied my attention these last several years: it collates and amalgamates memories and observations before they would be lost forever. Cohen passed away in November 2016 at the age of eighty-two. Inevitably, many of his contemporaries, men and women who knew him best, are—or were—also senior citizens, skiing the perilous downslope of life. Indeed, since I began research on this project, twenty-seven interviewees have also died.

One of these was the late American poet Jack Hirschman, who passed away in August 2021, at the age of eighty-seven. I met him only briefly—a long, delightful conversation in San Francisco’s historic Caffe Trieste, his daily breakfast nook. In many respects, he and Cohen were light-years apart. Jack was a committed social activist; Cohen could barely be persuaded to sign an SPCA petition, let only carry a political protest sign. Until his final breath, Jack was an unrepentant socialist, if not a card-carrying Communist; Cohen carried another membership card—the National Rifle Association’s—and his own ideological instincts, at least on issues of foreign policy, defence, and security, tilted decidedly to the right, however well he may have concealed them. It should also be said that, aside from the six months that Hirschman and his then wife, Ruth Seymour, spent on Hydra in 1965, he and Cohen were not particularly close. Still, there was an implicit and genuine bond between them, and mutual respect. It was essentially a cultural connection; they were, as Jews say, lantzmen.

When Hirschman heard news of Cohen’s passing, he wrote a poem, “The 4 Questions Arcane.” It’s a kind of digest of their relationship, such as it was. The “four questions” allude to a ritual part of the Passover seder—he and Cohen had celebrated the Jewish holiday together on Hydra in 1965. “Arcane,” of course, means hidden—Hirschman’s recognition that, at the heart of the Leonard Cohen story, lies an unsolved mystery. What was it that lifted Cohen’s work so far above virtually all of his fellow workers in song? What secret formula did he have access to? Cohen himself seemed not to know the answer. As he said many times, “If I knew where the good songs came from, I’d go there more often.”

Attempting to explain the essential genius of both Cohen and Bob Dylan, music executive Don Was likes to invoke the notion of creative ether—inspirational strands, floating through some imaginary troposphere. “You reach up and pull ideas out,” he says. “The best stuff is way up there, and a couple [people] can reach the very top. That’s Bob and Leonard.”

Jack Hirschman only saw Cohen onstage once, at Oakland’s Paramount Theatre in 2013. “I forgave him everything when I saw him perform,” he told me, savouring his morning bagel with cream cheese. The “everything” would have pertained to the political gulf between them. A reference to that performance concludes his poem:


I realized from

the way you literally

ran from wings to mic

at center-stage you

were a great showman able

to lift your hat like

the tip of a poem,

your singing Being itself,

in the beginning, so,

so long, Leonard Cohen,

your genius voice that set

a table of poems /

rooted in scripture

and blues of affirmation

across the decades

ears will never stop

feasting on, rest assured,

dear Label. Yours, Yankel.



The “great showman” represents only one of the incarnations of Leonard Cohen we encounter in this third and final volume of Untold Stories. The first book, The Early Years, chronicles his childhood, adolescence, and emergence as the golden boy of Canadian letters—effectively, a portrait of the artist as a young man—ending with his ambitious segue from literature to music in 1970. The second book, From This Broken Hill, documents Cohen’s turbulent middle years—juxtaposing commercial success, especially in Europe, with his creative struggles, his relentless pursuit of women, his immersion in Zen Buddhism, the burdens of fatherhood, his fractured “marriage,” and his chronic battle with depression.

In That’s How the Light Gets In, we accompany Cohen on the roller-coaster ride of his last thirty years. After resurrecting his moribund career in the late 1980s, he nevertheless remains profoundly broken. Sex, alcohol, psychotherapy, hard drugs, pills of every conceivable kind—he tries everything to shake the black dogs gnawing at his psyche. Nothing works. On the cusp of sixty, walking away from an engagement to actress Rebecca De Mornay, he enters the rigorous Rinzai-Ji monastery on Mount Baldy, east of Los Angeles, surrendering to the ministry of his longtime Zen master, Joshu Sasaki Roshi, arguably the single most important relationship of his life. In the end, even submission and asceticism are unavailing. The endless hours of meditation, all the wisdom of Zen, cannot fill the hole inside of him.

Then, miraculously, after exploring the world of Advaita Vedanta Hinduism—six trips to India over five years starting in the late 1990s—light pierces the veritable crack: Cohen begins to notice that his dark incubus is slowly dissolving. Ironically, the lifting of his depression coincides with the discovery that five million dollars, much of his life savings, has also evaporated, allegedly spent by his trusted friend, one-time lover, and personal manager, Kelley Lynch. Ironic on another level as well—the private life of this most private of men unavoidably splashes across newspapers and magazines.

And then the final, more delicious irony. The lurid Lynch saga becomes the catalyst for his hugely successful return to the concert stage—more than three hundred sold-out performances over six years that, in the words of promoter Rob Hallett, replaces all of his financial losses, “and then some. And then a lot some.” During this period, Cohen also manages to complete two new albums, and, after illness strikes, yet another—one last, searing confrontation with God, You Want It Darker, as well as a book of poetry, The Flame, issued posthumously. If there’s another artist that has crafted such a productive and illustrious last chapter of his life, I’m not aware of it.

Inevitably, That’s How the Light Gets In also documents his challenging final years, a decline he bears with characteristic grace, stoic resolve, and sardonic humour. The “old jalopy” is breaking down, he confides to friends, white-knuckling himself through the pain of crushed discs and leukaemia. “Often in the garage for repairs.” Knowledge of his condition is closely held; there will be no public display of suffering. When friends come to visit in those final months, they find him in his signature garb (suit, tie, hat), and his first instinct—as always, and sick as he was—is, “What can I get you to eat or drink?” When he eventually shares the grim diagnosis, his friend, Professor Robert Faggen, gulps and says, “That’s terminal.” To which Cohen replies, “Yes… Of course, life is terminal.”

Cohen himself disparaged the likelihood of his leaving a meaningful creative legacy. Once, flipping through The Oxford Book of English Verse, he noted that such giants as Donne, Milton, and Wordsworth had only merited a few pages—Shakespeare, a mere dozen or so. “I’ll be lucky,” he told his friend Barrie Wexler, “if I’m a footnote.”

I’m not convinced. Poetry no longer commands our attention as it once did. The power of the Word itself, in technological societies increasingly dominated by algorithms, is in serious decline. But music remains as much a universal language as math, and far more accessible. At its summit, where Cohen resides, music connects us more directly with what he liked to call the human predicament. As the late critic George Steiner put it, “Is there a lie, anywhere, in Mozart?” One might ask the same of the Cohenian canon. Indeed, as Leonard himself observed, “The singer must die for the lie in his voice.”

Which leaves us with the questions arcane—the abiding mysteries. It’s my hope that this book, and the two that preceded it, will begin to provide some additional clues to the life Cohen actually led and, in turn, help chart a course to some deeper understanding of the man and his work. Let the journey begin.






CHAPTER ONE Back on Boogie Street



I think I was… really just born to be his conduit… to be an instrument that he played… to bring the inner sound of what he did out. That’s it. I’m like the waitress. I’m bringing the food. [It] was like walking around an attic, shining a flashlight on unrecognized gems…. It said to people, “Have you forgotten what’s beautiful?” I’ll show you.

—Jennifer Warnes

What was he? He wasn’t a pop star, a singer, a poet, a thinker. He was all of those things and more. His temperament was unique. There was always a dimension of irony. He was never not himself for a single second in his whole life. There’s nobody like him. Nobody. He’s sui generis.

—Leon Wieseltier



It’s not precisely clear what tea leaves Jennifer Warnes might have been reading on New Year’s Eve 1985 in Los Angeles, when she and Leonard Cohen enjoyed the night together. But the auguries proved auspicious. Both of their languishing careers were about to receive a boost, thanks to Warnes’s cover album, Famous Blue Raincoat: The Songs of Leonard Cohen. The idea had been hatched seven years earlier when she toured with Cohen and Roscoe Beck.

ROSCOE BECK: We’d perform these songs every night and could hear other possibilities. We said, “Wouldn’t it be great to do a record of Leonard’s music and present it in a different way?”

SHARON WEISZ: I first heard the idea in 1980. Jennifer had just returned from the tour. She said she was desperate to make an album of Leonard’s songs—a pretty obscure prospect at that point.

Indeed, as Warnes later told journalist Bob Mersereau, “It was unsalable, a waste of time and money. We just felt so spiritually called to do it, nobody could talk us out of it.”

SHARON WEISZ: Then, in 1986, Craig Sussman was starting Cypress Records. His first project is Famous Blue Raincoat. I was hired to launch the project.

ROSCOE BECK: It took seven years of her being laughed at.

Sussman, who had worked in business affairs at CBS Records, had met Cohen at international conventions.

LORI NAFSHUN: Craig had this really interesting idea about marketing to baby boomers—get away from big-money projects and keep it simple. You could sell forty thousand units and still make money. We had a little recording studio in West LA—the Complex.

CRAIG SUSSMAN: I thought, “What if name-brand artists made albums their record companies didn’t want them to make, using digitally recorded music?” My wife and I invested our life savings—about $150,000. The 24-track machine alone cost $100,000. I didn’t have any creative background. I knew how to make the numbers work, build the team. Jennifer had name recognition and a core audience. I wasn’t looking for a home run—just a single. I knew nothing about Cohen’s music. I did research and found he had a huge international following. I thought, “Even if it did nothing [in North America], maybe internationally we’d have something special.” I had zero creative input. I was smart enough to stay away.

Sussman’s production point person was Lori Nafshun.

LORI NAFSHUN: I was twenty-five and really didn’t understand who Leonard was. Craig played me his music. I was underwhelmed. But because I didn’t know how revered he was, I wasn’t shy, as most women were. He had an animal magnetism—it affected men, too—but it didn’t affect me. In the studio, he was low-key, wallpaper-esque.

CRAIG SUSSMAN: The record took longer than I’d hoped—and a lot more money than I’d expected. What was difficult [was], artists needed it to be great. This was their comeback record. They weren’t going to stop. So it was a process you don’t have total control over.

As they added tracks, Warnes and Beck sensed its potential.

JENNIFER WARNES: About halfway through, we looked at each other and said, “Oh-oh, we got something here. This is a marlin!” At that point, we hired better players, started to work midnight to five a.m.—better studio rates. We just went for broke. “Why not a choir? Why not Stevie Ray Vaughan, Billy Payne, Van Dyke Parks?” That wishful thinking permeated the rest of the album.

For the album, Cohen wrote “Ain’t No Cure for Love” and sang with Warnes on “Joan of Arc.”

LORI NAFSHUN: He wrote [“Cure”] at the Complex. Came in with his little Casio keyboard and played it. I remember thinking, “What is this?”

JENNIFER WARNES: It was a comment [he made] after we both read the LA Weekly [story] about AIDS. We took a walk around the block. I said, “Gee, it’s getting so people can’t even love one another anymore. Just die from it.” And he said, “There ain’t no cure for love.”

In his signature suit, Cohen would arrive at the studio with Courvoisier and pour drinks.

JENNIFER WARNES: We put up “Joan of Arc” and I said, “Do you want to sing that verse?” He said, “Sure.” He was slightly drunk. He said I forced him into doing it, but he sang beautifully.

LORI NAFSHUN: Jennifer, Leonard, and Roscoe had creative control. There was only one moment where we made a suggestion, on “First We Take Manhattan”—to bring up Stevie Ray Vaughan’s guitar solo in the mix. Our working title was Jenny Sings Lenny, but that was for fun. [The album’s liner notes, however, included Cohen’s drawing of a torch being passed, with the caption “Jenny Sings Lenny.”] We were going to release “First We Take Manhattan” as a single, but nobody had any idea of what the song was about. I volunteered to ask him. He very graciously said the song could be about anything I wanted it to be about. Which obviously wasn’t helpful. In terms of Leonard and Jennifer, two things were happening, the artistic and the personal. On the artistic level, he said, “I need you to make my songs groove, because I can’t.”

The Cohen-Warnes romance had long since morphed into a deep friendship, marked by mutual trust and respect. The record itself was released in November 1986 to largely glowing reviews. Soon, Sussman was fielding requests for foreign rights, while domestic sales soared. Of the approximately fifty albums Cypress ultimately produced, Famous Blue Raincoat was among the most critically acclaimed and one of its bestsellers.

CRAIG SUSSMAN: Leonard was cordial, warm, a unique soul. When we launched the record, we did a performance in Munich [Park-Café, April 15, 1987]. Leonard introduced Jennifer. Afterwards, on a high, Leonard and I were in a disco. We drank all night long, hard liquor, and he told stories, none of which I remember.

Cohen also promoted the album in LA. After one interview, Sharon Weisz drove him home.

SHARON WEISZ: It was a Friday night. We get to his duplex and he says, “Would you light the Shabbas candles for me?” It was life-changing—because I was embarrassed that I stumbled over the prayers. I give him credit for my [later] joining a synagogue. The candles had been set up to be lit. I was terrified of him because he was such an icon and I felt so inadequate. But then he’d crack a joke and I thought, “He’s cool.”

When the video for Warnes’s “First We Take Manhattan” was shot, Weisz—shooting still photographs—caught Cohen just after he emerged from an elevator holding a half-eaten banana.

SHARON WEISZ: I ordered an eight-by-ten black-and-white and mailed it. A week later, I get a call. “Sharon, I’ve been looking at the photograph. What would you think if I put it on the cover of my album?” I didn’t even know he was making an album. Of course, I said yes.

Cohen later acknowledged that Warnes’s album had “resurrected my credentials, certainly in the music industry.”

TERESA TUDURY: Jennifer knew the genius, and she redelivered those songs with her lilting, incredible voice. It really pulled him out of that caricature he’d become.

One day, Cohen and Warnes were interviewed on KCRW radio in LA, managed by his friend Ruth Seymour, former wife of poet Jack Hirschman.

RUTH SEYMOUR: He came into the studio with Jenny, and he said, “So, what do you do here, Ruth?” And I had created the station. I could see the shock on Jenny’s face. It gives you a sense of the place of women in this society—that Leonard, who had known me on Hydra, could not even imagine that I would be the boss. But it wasn’t just Leonard. I wasn’t the same person. We had all changed.

Inevitably, there was discussion about a follow-up album, but Cohen discouraged Warnes, suggesting that having his songs covered by several artists was wiser. Ultimately, she agreed, saying, “That might have been a really good decision for him.”

By October 1986, Cohen was in Spain, to attend a Federico García Lorca festival in Grenada and shoot the video for “Take This Waltz.” He visited the house in which Lorca had once resided and, by one account, knelt before a photo of the poet and practiced yoga. Cohen spent the next several months shuttling between Montreal, Paris, New York, and Los Angeles. In New York, he went to see the film Manhunter, directed by Michael Mann, about a serial killer.

KELLEY LYNCH: He told me it was his favourite film. He was obsessed with it.

On January 25, 1987, he had dinner with his manager, Marty Machat, and Machat’s son, Steve.

STEVE MACHAT: Everyone was close to Leonard, but no one knew him. He had issues and no one could get under his skin. My dad would never get in. I was managing the New Edition, and running the fan club out of 1501 Broadway. I had thirty-five people back there. My dad says, “Leonard’s coming in. You can’t have this going on. I don’t want him to think we’re running a circus.” So I go [in] and Leonard is there, legs crossed, talking to the kids, helping with the mail, fully engaged, a big shit-eating grin on his face.

Cohen also reconnected with bass player John Miller at the Howard Johnson’s on Broadway.

JOHN MILLER: My kind of place. His kind of place. Stayed open ’til the wee hours. He’d call—I’d drop what I was doing and we’d continue where we left off [in 1976]. One time, we got into a cab and the driver, thick Russian accent, says, “Are you Leonard Cohen?” Leonard looks at the license tag and says, “Are you the Russian poet?” He says, “Yes.” Leonard says, “How much do you get for the night?”… “Two hundred dollars.”… “Shut the meter. Here’s two hundred dollars. Take us to the best place we should all eat and drink.” Russian place in Brooklyn. Must have been there ’til five in the morning. Russian music. Great food. It was that type of sensibility.

Another day, Miller dropped by Machat’s offices and found Cohen at an Olivetti typewriter.

JOHN MILLER: A stack of papers, two feet high. He’s looking at them, crumpling, looking, crumpling, writing, looking, crumpling. I said, “Leonard, what are you doing?” He said, “I’m looking at ten years of my diary and trying to find one sentence that captures the essence of that year.” I lean over and see “1966, Marianne paints the kitchen red.” Every man can relate to that. It says it all. He was looking for the kernel of truth. Or we’d be driving across the Golden Gate Bridge, and he’d be far more interested in the winos taking a piss under the pier than how beautiful the view was. He was a kindred spirit.

Another day, Cohen’s old friend Barrie Wexler dropped by Cohen’s suite at the Royalton Hotel.

BARRIE WEXLER: I had a really bad headache. I told him a story about a guru showing Baba Ram Dass how to transfer physical discomfort to a clump of trees. Not to be outdone, Cohen launched into his “Point to your pain” routine, to try to make my headache go away. I joked that his spiritual mumbo jumbo wouldn’t work on a confirmed Jewish hypochondriac like me. He shot back that it would if administered by another confirmed Jewish hypochondriac. And it did.

During a visit to Montreal, Cohen spent an evening with his friend Charlie Gurd. He was a client of healer Dawn Bramadat.

DAWN BRAMADAT: Leonard [had] never hit on me, but I had a creepy feeling when Charlie called me at eleven one night and said, “I’m here with Leonard and he wants a session with you, now.” I said no. He couldn’t believe I’d say no. He honestly expected me to jump up and do this because this was Leonard Cohen. Everybody knew Lenny as somebody who hit on everybody. How long you lasted with him depended on how much you were willing to put aside dignity and integrity, and disillusion yourself about your importance. He came across as somebody unstable, somebody who needed anchoring. Wounded men are very attractive. A lot of women felt they were what was keeping him alive, that in some way, they were responsible for his greatness.

Bramadat was conscious of the powerful effect Cohen had on his entourage.

DAWN BRAMADAT: There was a gurudom. It was known. People devoted to Lenny were totally devoted to Lenny. A lot were also extremely talented artists who maybe hoped his allure would rub off. But they were more than a little under his spell. Around Leonard, people became totally different. On some level, he was the good daddy for them. Some people don’t want to talk about him now because of the damage it would do—to bust all these illusions.

By this time, Cohen was hard at work on what would become the I’m Your Man album. Its genesis had occurred a few years earlier.

JEFF FISHER: I’d heard [his] name and the song “Suzanne”—that’s about all. He saw me performing in Paris with Carole Laure and Lewis Furey. I got a call in Montreal shortly after. He hit me with “First We Take Manhattan”—chords and lyrics. I programmed a drum machine and played all the parts. I arranged it, inadvertently gave it some hooks and riffs. It was Sergio Leone–ish. He asked for no modifications. He sent it to Columbia and got a record deal. I liked him. A nice old guy, pretty cool.

Soon, Cohen brought Fisher more songs to arrange, including “Ain’t No Cure.” It had already been recorded by Warnes, but Cohen added several new verses.

JEFF FISHER: He went to LA and changed the drums. He had a woman [Anjani Thomas]—I think they were going out at the time. She was very, very good. She pretty well put together the vocal arrangements.

Thomas, a backup singer on Cohen’s 1985 concert tour, had been an occasional lover and would become his principal liaison after 2000. After the album was complete, Cohen and Fisher had a falling-out.

KELLEY LYNCH: I thought it came down to money, egos, and proper credit.

JEFF FISHER: Sometimes he thought it was worth it and sometimes he thought I overcharged. He had his ego and was quiet about expressing stuff. I was young and had a lot more ego then. He had hypoglycaemia and sometimes he’d space out. It affected him. On one song, we had some good takes with the rhythm section, but he was quiet about it. In retrospect, he was pissed because he didn’t get the take he wanted. But he’d still send me a box of dates at Christmas.

KELLEY LYNCH: That’s what I witnessed—a war of silence and Cohen’s paranoia over whatever happened. Cohen was very seriously depressed in the mid-eighties. Something awful was going on. He was having a very difficult time with Fisher and other people. He rallied himself for the tours.

A few years later, Cohen sent Fisher a “Let’s make up” letter, which Fisher had laminated and hung in his home studio.

JEFF FISHER: This is so Leonard, because we would both disappear into our little bubbles. He writes, “Dear Jeff, you are as crazy as I am. I go into hiding. You go into hiding. I guess this is the price of genius. In any case, why don’t we do some more songs together?… You will be rewarded handsomely. Let’s make that fairly handsomely. Fraternally, Leonard Cohen.” That sums it up.

Among the album’s most popular tracks was “Everybody Knows,” a song for which Sharon Robinson provided the tune. It was not the start of their fruitful collaboration; in a hotel lobby in Israel, in 1980, she played him a melody she’d written. In half an hour or less, he had scripted the lyrics to “Summertime,” later recorded by Diana Ross. Cohen told an NPR interviewer that, in “Everybody Knows,” “[I was] somebody you couldn’t put anything over on. I’m incredibly gullible in my ordinary civilian life.” With I’m Your Man, Cohen graduated from his original Casio keyboard to more sophisticated Technics models.

JEFF FISHER: He had a whole rack of them in his Montreal home, five or six. He told me, “If I hit a couple notes and it gives me a rhythm section and gives me a song, it’s paid for itself.”

Cohen bought his first Technics from Montreal dealer George Klaus. He was the right guy to ask about keyboards; he’d been responsible for miniaturizing the B3 organ. For Cohen, the machine was love at first note. “I hit the sustain button on a bass note,” he said. “It was exactly what I was looking for. Sustain has always been a very important element to me. I like to sing to a sustained chord, a drone. So I bought it.”

GEORGE KLAUS: It had drums, rhythm, backup, accompaniment, all kinds of things, a top-of-the-line machine. It was good for writing. He could experiment. He wanted to learn how to use it better and came a couple of times, in the evening, always in a grey, three-piece, pin-striped suit, no tie. He was very low-key, very friendly, straight to the point.

Cohen saw synthesizers as a critical part of his musical development. “They changed my approach,” he later told the BBC. “At a certain point, I couldn’t gain the respect of musicians I was working with, because I couldn’t get my ideas across. I didn’t know the musical vocabulary…. With the [keyboard, I was able] to materialize my ideas much more easily.”

TOM MCMORRAN: That sound was so perfect. He played one chord with one finger. It all became very endearing. The cheap plastic quality of it, in combination with his low voice and the words, was haunting, completely disarming. It’s not how many tools you have in the toolbox. It’s do you have the ones you need? He did. But he never considered himself much of a singer. He’d say, “If I want to hear a singer, I’ll go to the Met.”

BARRIE WEXLER: If Leonard wanted to hear great singing, he’d put on an album of Eastern European cantors, [like] Joseph Rosenblatt or Gershon Sirota. Near his house, you’d sometimes hear a chazzan in competition with a neighbour’s radio playing rebetiko. These were hard-to-find recordings. At one point, he brought a couple of them back to Montreal, where they met an ignoble end—he left them on the car dashboard, and they melted in the summer heat.

BOBBY FURGO: These cheesy-sounding [instruments] really fit what he was up to. I wondered how much of a smile he had inside his soul when he’d play that thing. He loved it. Everyone was forbidden in his family to touch his keyboard. He was furious one time with [his son] Adam, because Adam had the audacity to play it without permission. That was the only thing he was protective over.

In Montreal, Cohen hired Michel Robidoux, co-writer of music for Passe-Partout, the Quebec Sesame Street, and engineer Roger Guerin to work on three tracks.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: It was so spontaneous, the way we were with each other, nice and easy does it. It was like we’d known each other a long time. “Let’s try this, let’s try that,” but no questions. Never “Oh, my God, where are we going with that?” We went straight to work on “I’m Your Man,” “Everybody Knows,” and another one not included on the album. I’m not sure we finished the third song.

ROGER GUERIN: We went to his house—painted white, everywhere. In the living room, no couch, wooden table, two chairs, not much else. No paintings that I recall. No books. Maybe a rug. Kitchen—same thing, super basic.

One line from “Everybody Knows” may have come from a conversation with Gabriela Valenzuela, the Costa Rican model and journalist he’d romanced through most of the early 1980s.

GABRIELA VALENZUELA: We had made love and were having a heated quarrel in bed about fidelity. “You have encounters with other women and I never inquire about them. But you’re envious whether I do or don’t.” He exclaimed, “Ahhh! You may be discreet, but you can’t help but meet people without your clothes.” And he quickly turned around and scribbled it down on the small pad on his nightstand. The exaggeration bothered me. Especially when I was still attempting to shake my conservative Costa Rican roots and was a devoted lover to him.

LINDA BOOK: “There were so many people you just had to meet without your clothes on.” That’s a bitter man.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: This guy could really share everything. He’s openhearted. That’s a big quality for an artist. One Friday, he had a friend, maybe Hazel Field, and there was a ceremony with the candles and the little hat [kippah]. He asked me to join—wow. It was already prepared, the food. Always in a three-piece suit with the hat. This is his look, his uniform. What an elegant man.

What Robidoux heard first were Cohen’s basic keyboard versions—no arrangements.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: He sang them for me. I already had an idea of where I was going to go, mostly keyboard. There was no rush. Forget the budget. He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. He asked me if I wanted cash or a percentage of sales. I took the cash because I was broke and the offer was so generous.

In the end, Cohen and Robidoux did the basic tracks at Klaus’s studio on Notre-Dame Street in Old Montreal.

GEORGE KLAUS: He didn’t want anyone to know he was even there. I put a curtain on the studio window to the hallway.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: We spent a lot of time together. We went to Greek restaurants—he spoke Greek very well. We talked about everything—life, politics—I found him very knowledgeable, well informed. He was very focused, in the groove, you know? I asked if he’d mind if I stayed for the voice-overs, and he was touched and surprised—nobody had ever asked for that. I encouraged him to be a little more swinging. We changed nothing on the melody, just worked on the arrangement, on the keyboards. I was thinking Beatles—with strings, more British than American.

ROGER GUERIN: He’d pay for lunch, every time. The career was at a low point, but we did not discuss it. He was a fantastic storyteller. I remember only one, about a film director in Germany—he proposed a film and it had been refused, when Hitler was in power. He presented it again and the same person rejected it. He tried again after the war to the same person and it was accepted. The power of persistence. Leonard talked about current events. His politics were humane, more international. We’d be eating and the women would come to the table, well-bred, refined women, and say they appreciated his work. He knew his public needed his presence and would take time for them. He was between lovers. He was not a cheerful, happy-go-lucky guy, but not depressed.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: There were a few visits by women. I don’t know who they were. He’s a woman’s guy and I don’t blame the girls.

Eventually, Cohen cut three cheques for Robidoux, one for each song.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: When I cashed the second cheque, it bounced. It was drawn on a Bank Laurentian on St.-Lawrence. I told Leonard. He says, “Bring the cheque, please.” Very calm. He says somebody was asleep at the switch, a guy who didn’t know who Leonard was, and did not check for another account. Anybody [else] would have known to take [funds] from another account, because he had an unlimited budget. That was so funny. If I’d been rich, I’d have had the cheque framed.

ROGER GUERIN: Until the last day, he was humble and appreciative, never raised his voice, no ego. Everything was “It’s fine, it’s fine.” His main interest was his voice. It was the kind of voice you put any microphone to and it sounds great—good, low tone, heavy, raspiness. It can obscure your reference for rhythm and pitch, but it worked for him. He had a good musical memory. He knew what the note should be and how to control his voice.

Some months later, Robidoux bumped into Cohen on the street.

MICHEL ROBIDOUX: He told me he had something to talk about, a new project, but it didn’t happen. It was like meeting an old friend. He was a gift I happen to have had from life—just a passage—but these are the most precious gifts.

That fall, Cohen’s friend, writer Peter Lindforss, interviewed him by phone for a Swedish radio show. Asked about “First We Take Manhattan,” Cohen said, “I think the song is about looking at every extremist position with irony…. It is not about a call to change the state of affairs, but about naming and affirming a certain courage, posed in the status quo. Immutability… [It’s] about us actually having to do something, but not necessarily within the political landscape…. It’s about personal training. It is a lifelong task because, like the political landscape, the inner landscape is unstable.” Asked to reflect on the turbulent 1960s, Cohen said the era was “a double-edged sword. Many died…. Drug use was insane. Personal relationships became very irresponsible. This lack of responsibility in the name of freedom was valuable to some and catastrophic for others. I’m not the least bit nostalgic about that decade.”

Cohen decided to do backup vocals and the mixes in LA.

GEORGE KLAUS: Roger was very astute, but a bit too careful as an engineer. Leonard wanted more energy. Roger’s levels were probably too low for Leonard’s taste and he was a bit frustrated. He told me about halfway through the session. I didn’t get involved.

ROGER GUERIN: It was surprising to hear the final mix because the oud was not ours. We had talked about the symbolism we were proposing. It determined a distinct nationality, very Middle Eastern, which gives it another dimension, but went against what we’d talked about. We weren’t consulted. Our philosophy was to convince him it was too much folklore, specific to a region that had no connection to the text.

Other album tracks were produced by Roscoe Beck in LA and Jean-Michel Reusser in Paris.

JEAN-MICHEL REUSSER: I remember a phone call in the middle of the night. They were in the studio, adding to “Take This Waltz”—Jennifer Warnes and a violin, which were not on the original. Leonard passed me to the sound engineer, who wanted to know what treatments I’d used on the strings of Jean-Philippe Rykiel’s version, because they couldn’t duplicate them.

Warnes had invited a friend, singer-songwriter Jude Johnstone, to sing backup.

JUDE JOHNSTONE: I can hear my voice on three or four tracks, but I was only credited for one—typical of the time. It was all done in one day. I really enjoyed working with Leonard, liked the way that he was. He talked to me about his earlier days, when Columbia ignored him. He said, “Listen, this is what it is. These people don’t care about you. So don’t listen to any of it. Just do what you do, as good as you can do it. It’s fun to read the beautiful reviews, but if you’re gonna read that, you have to read the other ones that say you’ve dried up. What I choose to do is keep my head down and do the greatest work I know how, and whether the record company is interested or not, none of that means anything. The gift you have doesn’t really matter.” That was great advice. None of it is real. I was also reaching for [recognition]. I knew he knew that. It was him who made me [understand there] will always be another beautiful melody, another gorgeous lyric. That was what he taught me. His message was, don’t pay attention to any of it. He was wicked funny, super intellectual, a very sensual cat, extremely charismatic, definitely able to get the girls. But he was [also] a gifted philosopher.

At the time, Johnstone, just twenty-two, was a smoker.

JUDE JOHNSTONE: He used to go, “Can I borrow a cigarette?” Like, he was going to give it back to me later. I’d go, “But you said you quit.” And he’d go, “I did…. Can I borrow a cigarette?” He was a cinematic character. I thought he was a movie star, with his freakin’ sharkskin, gorgeous, made-in-Italy suit.

In Paris, Reusser collaborated with Cohen on other songs, which later appeared on The Future album, with completely different arrangements.

JEAN-MICHEL REUSSER: I wasn’t pissed at all. This is something I understand perfectly from an artist. Some tracks [though] deserved to be released. There was a version of “The Future” which was a total, dark, Pink Floydian version.

Among the songs in Cohen’s archive is one he apparently never wanted to release.

JEAN-MICHEL REUSSER: He played it twice when we were demoing—“There’s a Light in Jamaica.” It would have been a number one hit all over the world. It was a tribute to Bob Marley.

CHARMAINE DUNN: I introduced him to Bob Marley and reggae music. He liked it. He later told me he wrote a song for Marley. I don’t know what happened to it.

JEAN-MICHEL REUSSER: Every time we bumped into each other, I said, “Leonard, let’s do ‘There’s a Light in Jamaica.’ ” His last answer was “I’ve lost the lyrics,” which I absolutely didn’t believe. But at some point, you have to stop insisting. Jean-Philippe looked everywhere, as did I. We have thousands and thousands of hours. Maybe it will pop up one day.

JORGE CALDERÓN: I went into a studio in Hollywood with David Lindley and Leonard to record two songs. One of them was definitely reggae. It might have been about Jamaica.

Arguably the album’s most unusual track is “Jazz Police.” It sprang from his 1979 tour with the fusion band Passenger. “My songs are deliberately made with very simple chords, just triads,” Cohen told Matt Zimbel in 1988. “These guys… would often try to slip in an augmented chord or a diminished chord, and I’d always call them on it. It became a kind of cat-and-mouse game. I became known as the jazz police. I wanted a song that had the freedom and wit of jazz.”

SARAH KRAMER: Anjani Thomas used to tease him that, while he was a great composer, he wasn’t an authentic jazz musician. Leonard told her, “I’m Charlie Parker”—that he got jazz in a different way. That conversation is where the song began.

Never entirely happy with the lyric, Cohen did think it captured the mood of the period—“This kind of fragmented absurdity. I was living that.” Jeff Fisher provided the melody.

JEFF FISHER: We more or less wrote it on the telephone. Rap was just in its infancy and he said, “Let’s do a rap song.” That’s what it was meant to be. I was coming from the seventies’ prog rock mentality. There were five-eight fills and even-eight fills, staggered. Ian Terry [the engineer] had to cut the tape out to make it an even four-four. It ended up sounding nothing like any other Cohen song. He’s on record as saying he was not sure he liked it. But he did perform it. It’s very tongue-in-cheek. There were other, pseudo-sexual lyrics that didn’t make it into the song.

Again, Fisher clashed with Cohen over money.

JEFF FISHER: I wasn’t charging a fortune, nothing close, but for him it was—because I had to do overdubs and bring a bunch of equipment, have it shipped, etc. The whole relationship wasn’t steady. I’d hear about [things] only after the fact.

GISELA GETTY: “Jazz Police” is ambiguous because one’s self contains inner contradictions. Leonard could be very self-ironic, because he knew his own dark side and contradictions, and brought many projections back to himself. Some want clear positions, good [or] bad. But if you show that what we point at as bad is actually yourself, it gets uncomfortable.

Included in the song’s lyrics was a reference to J. Paul Getty II; a decade earlier in LA, Cohen had befriended Gisela and her husband, J. Paul Getty III. They had been introduced by folk singer David Blue and met again when both were living at the Chateau Marmont. “For a while, we were almost inseparable,” she says. “He wanted me to learn about jazz and took me to little clubs. I took him to new wave music.” Cohen, she insists, was “very sweet” with John Paul. “He saw that Paul was very troubled. I think that’s why he asked us to take [Joshu Sasaki] Roshi to [see] doctors, so Paul might get a connection to him.” Getty also befriended and stayed in touch with Suzanne Elrod.

GISELA GETTY: She left him because she didn’t like him anymore. She told me some stories, but these are her stories. She told me he was mean.

In June, taking a break from recording, Cohen and his friend Steve Sanfield attended a Zen retreat at Bodhi Manda in Jemez Springs, New Mexico. One day, they went to visit poet John Brandi in Corrales, an hour away.

JOHN BRANDI: Steve was one of my best friends. We were haiku correspondents. Steve told me Leonard was really fascinated by that whole way of communicating. He had tremendous respect for Leonard. He was very proud and very protective of that relationship. He wrote about him more than he talked about him.

Like others in Cohen’s orbit, Sanfield tried to emulate him.

JOHN BRANDI: Steve would buy expensive clothes like Cohen. When Leonard put on sunglasses to go out, Steve would, too. Steve was always on death row because of his health, very fragile. He drank heavily at one point. There was a book coming out—very important to Steve. He wanted cover blurbs by Cohen and Gary Snyder. Cohen was a sure bet—he’d write something for Steve. Gary wouldn’t. There were difficulties in their friendship, but Steve always said Leonard came right from the heart. He had a way of communicating with people. He had a trust based on insight and a poet’s eye. He was always caught between the Apollonian and the Dionysian, being on the mountain or being with the woman. Given all that, he handled it pretty well.

Cohen’s blurb said that Sanfield “writes about the small things which stand for all things.”

JOHN BRANDI: That day, a really beautiful day, we prepared a meal outside. Leonard told me about “Take This Waltz.” I had published a book containing a translation of Lorca’s poem, “Pequeño vals Vienés.” Leonard sat on the ground under a huge cottonwood tree and said, “Why don’t you read the lines”—Lorca’s poem in Spanish—“and I’ll play.” He didn’t actually sing it. He strummed his guitar and said the song as a poem. One line in Spanish from me, then his English version, and maybe five or six lines more. We had this very wonderful moment together, as poets. It gave me a chance to see the seriousness of how he worked. He thought it was a complete honour to translate Lorca into English, because this was the poet that turned him on when he was a teenager. But the point is, Leonard saw something in me that caused him to get that guitar. He had human trust, based on insight.

That same day—“by some karma,” as Brandi put it—Buffy Sainte-Marie was at an after-party for a Father’s Day concert she had given at the Corrales Community Library.

JOHN BRANDI: When I mentioned it, Leonard said, “Oh, I have a present for her,” and wrapped it up. I was instructed to take it to her. She opened it and it was a snakebite kit. Was it a birthday present? Did it relate to some past occasion between them? Some relationship? Then I remembered she had a song “Groundhog” that had [the word] “rattlesnake” in it. I thought the kit was referring to that song. Or did he just grab something he’d packed because he was going to be in New Mexico, where there were rattlesnakes? I loved the whole surreal aspect of that gift.

BUFFY SAINTE-MARIE: I have no recollection of the gift.

Gearing up for the release of I’m Your Man, Cohen flew to London to meet Columbia Records’ Paul Burger, VP of marketing and sales in Europe.

PAUL BURGER: There was a lot of love for him, but sales were on a downward trajectory. We had lunch—Leonard, myself, my head of promotion, in a Chinese restaurant in Mayfair—our first serious discussion. I told him I’d guarantee him the full backing of the European office. I only wanted one thing in return—to promote the heck out of this record, go on TV and perform, which he’d not done much of before. He looked at me in his inimitable way, and said, “Paul, you seem like an honourable man. I’m inclined to go with your request on one condition.”… “What’s that?”… “If it doesn’t work, this will be my last record.” I think he meant on Columbia. I thought, nothing like dropping a ten-ton bomb. I said, “I’ll take your challenge.” The rest is history—the record reinvigorated his career. We sold over a million records in Europe, about five times what Various Positions had done. He became a superstar in countries as diverse as Poland and Norway. But at that lunch, I felt I was in the presence of greatness. His knowledge, his awareness of so many things in so many spheres, about how the world moved, was spectacular.

The next week, in Paris, Cohen’s relationship with Dominique Issermann, long under strain, came to an end—at least temporarily.

JOAN BUCK: He’s staying with Dominique, and suddenly he calls. He tells me at my apartment on La rue Guénégaud, then we went to lunch at Chez Benoit [now Ducasse], and his sadness is this solid thing around him. He is devastated—completely devastated. It’s the first time we didn’t connect because I was high, about to publish my second novel, and he was so sad that he could barely lift his arms to eat. His sadness is overwhelming. Of course, we’d always explored the dark side together, loss and death and despair. We talked of it endlessly, but he was in the middle of it. It was all over him. It was physical. He could hardly walk. He could hardly talk. He wasn’t there. He said, “It’s over,” but he didn’t tell me anything about it. I couldn’t do anything for him. He was wearing a white shirt, which didn’t go at all.

ROBERT FAGGEN: It was a tempestuous relationship with Dominique. She is wicked smart, blunt, and does not suffer fools lightly. She can smell stuff. I got the impression she bounced Leonard on his head. She threw him out.

DON LOWE: Perhaps she was just fed up with women throwing themselves at him.

ANN DIAMOND: I think she got tired of the games.

DIANNE SEGHESIO: Everybody knew that that’s who Leonard was, so don’t come into the picture thinking that you were going to be the one to change him.

KELLEY LYNCH: Of course, she knew Cohen cheated on her. They broke up over that.

GALE ZOE GARNETT: Fidelity? Not a chance on the longest day you live, even if he is in love with you. If he can walk, he’s going to walk with an erection. If there’s no longer an erection, he’ll think of something. If you don’t know that, you are not bright.

CAROLE LAURE: Maybe she broke it off. She’s a strong seductive woman, as strong and seductive as he is. But he’s a man of women. Like it’s written in Night Magic, “I want them all.” She stayed friends with him. He had a bunch of widows. They all fell deeply in love with him.

ARMELLE BRUSQ: When they met, Dominique was already famous, a powerful and independent woman. She would not be the kind to beg for love. There were two artists, ready to live [at] some distance, with freedom in the relationship. That’s maybe why the affair could turn into a deep friendship.

CHRISTOPHE LEBOLD: You read the notebooks for 1986 and 1987, and he’s just suffering his heart out. You see where the songs come from. You see how deep he went into exploring and accepting the pain.

CAROL ZEMEL: It’s impossible to imagine Leonard bereft, because there was always a coterie, a lineup of women around him.

The precise timing is unclear, but it’s possible that, as with Gabriela Valenzuela, who traumatically aborted their daughter in 1986, an abortion may also have factored into the breakup.

SANDRA ZEMOR: Dominique was pregnant from him.

Among Cohen’s friends, Issermann had been a favourite.

DON LOWE: Of all [his] women, I liked Dominique the best. She’d come down to Kamini beach to swim. An artist lady, somebody you could spend time with, talk to.

VALERIE LLOYD SIDAWAY: She had a calmness around her, yet was always friendly and chatty. Leonard seemed more relaxed when he was with her. Everyone liked her.

RICHARD COHEN: I met other women he was with, but I always thought she was the best. They really loved each other. They interacted as equals, admired each other, and had great chemistry.

PERLA BATALLA: I always felt Dominique was the love of his life. Rebecca [De Mornay] was charming and fun, but Dominique—their connection was deep, very honest, and always loving. I always felt it when I was with them.

JEAN-MICHEL REUSSER: That was a very strong story, that relationship. But she is strong—ooh la, la, la. Completely mad. “Give me more grey—no, it’s too grey. Give me more black—no, it’s too this.” But a great photographer. [The breakup] was very difficult for Dominique.

IRINI MOLFESSI: They were very compatible. I thought she was good for him—straightforward, intelligent. I was hoping he could hold it together. I didn’t want him to fall into the attraction of other situations. He needed to be with Dominique, but it was very easy for him to follow something else. I didn’t want to be part of the temptation. He was interested. I was, too. I was desperately in love, but I just wanted what I considered was good for him.

KELLEY LYNCH: Leonard used to refer to Dominique as Hitler. She’s a businesswoman, very controlling, negotiating the money. I witnessed his meltdown over that issue.

BARRIE WEXLER: When things got rough, Cohen sometimes resorted to Hitlerian imagery when it came to women.

GABRIELA VALENZUELA: I had no idea if Dominique and Leonard were in a relationship or having an affair. He would laugh while describing her as a woman like the Gestapo. Her career as a photographer was the only thing he ever praised about her. He was fond of her style, the perfection of her black-and-white photographs, and her distinctive storytelling. I took it for granted that they were working together on a project as a team. Finding out later on in life that she had a liaison with him at the same time I was baffled me. Leonard loved deeply. Reading her depiction of him writing in his underwear on the hotel room floor forced me to believe she was also close with him.

The rupture seems to have catalyzed another descent into depression. Back in LA, Cohen called Tudury.

TERESA TUDURY: I’d never seen him that bad. It was causing him great distress, and he was longing deeply for a connection he didn’t really want. The yearning was so cavernous that, had it been filled by someone, I don’t think we would have had the art. It was a spiritual malaise—it had nothing to do with the woman. It was an honour that he would let me in—these were late-night calls. “I need help.” I was really concerned, but all I had to offer was the Course in Miracles. “Maybe you’d like to go to a lecture with me.” He said, “I’ll think about it.” He was seeking deeply. He had to find something or I thought we’d lose him. But there was a real resilience, too. This was his terrain—the crisis, the deep yearning, the insatiable longing, his relentless courage. That’s his landscape. This was a guy who never flinched. He’s holding that tension between the beauty and the horror, like a fulcrum that he rides. He’s reporting from the field.

BARRIE WEXLER: Early on, Leonard told me to think of yourself as a foreign correspondent filing a report, especially when writing in the first person. He was at once a black hole, whose magnetism nothing could escape, and a white hole, where nothing can enter from the outside, though information issues from it. His real home, though, was the artistic tension between the two. The split caught him in the middle of those polarities. Not long after, we had breakfast at the Mayflower Hotel—one of the few times I ever saw him truly brokenhearted.

In his memoir, Eric Lerner confirms that Cohen “was the most ripped apart I’d ever seen him…. He said he couldn’t, wouldn’t, and shouldn’t relocate to Paris for her; she couldn’t, wouldn’t, and shouldn’t relocate to LA for him. He kept using the word ‘impossible.’ The word took on a special meaning for us, a category of difficulty beyond all others.” The women who followed Issermann, Lerner noted, “weren’t very kind to him or appreciative.”

ERIC LERNER: I forgive them entirely now for their misbehaviour. He made it all too clear that they’d never get what they wanted… even as he smothered their objections with his solicitude and generosity… I don’t think he came clean with any of them.

At the same time, as Cohen told Lerner more than once, “It was hell having dinner alone.”

KELLEY LYNCH: Years later, we went to the beach in Malibu. Dominique asked me, “Have you ever had sex with Leonard?” I said, “No, I’ve never had sex with Leonard.” These women were jealous of one another. He liked everyone being jealous. I can’t explain how compartmentalized Cohen’s life was. He told people what they needed to know and what he wanted them to hear.

That autumn, Cohen celebrated Sasaki Roshi’s twenty-fifth anniversary in America at the Biltmore Hotel, underwriting the costs of the evening and a book about Roshi’s life. As a boy in Japan, Sasaki Roshi had read about German-American financier Jacob Schiff, who helped finance Japan in the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War.

MYOSHO GINNY MATTHEWS: Roshi remembered Schiff’s name because it sounded like his own family name, something like Shufu. Flying to America, he hoped he’d meet a nice Jewish philanthropist like Schiff.

On January 14, 1988, Cohen underwent knee surgery in Toronto. By one account, he had torn his meniscus—the cartilage under the knee bone—doing a yoga exercise. By another, he had torn both menisci a decade earlier, running across a mountain at night, hitting a stone wall and tripping. Unable to sit in meditation, Cohen had then begun an intense study of Judaism, reading ancient texts, reciting morning prayers, and putting on tefillin.

LARRY SLOMAN: He told me how he almost destroyed his knees [in sesshin]. But even doing all this, he never turned his back on Judaism.

CHARMAINE DUNN: I tried to encourage him to practice yoga routinely, in order to sit without pain during meditations. Zen’s philosophy is in the mind. My thought was you had to control the body before you could control the mind. We argued this point, numerous times. I failed him once—that knee operation. I said, “I’ll get you from the hospital.” His answer was he didn’t need me to pick him up. Lo and behold, I’m living in Bowmanville [Ontario] without a telephone, and my mother has to drive all the way out and say, “Leonard wants you to get him at the hospital.” I wasn’t there by the time the message [was relayed]. I saw him later.

Dunn also attempted to introduce Cohen to the customs of Africa’s Senufo people.

CHARMAINE DUNN: I’d been at a Senufo initiation ceremony in the Ivory Coast and had this little mahogany flute that fits in the palm of your hand. It’s in the shape of a penis. Leonard wouldn’t touch it. He said—I remember precisely—it was black magic. And it is black magic, used in that ceremony when they walk on fire to put themselves in a trance. He went to reach for it, brought his hand back, and said, “No.” He made a reference to Judaism, in relation to black magic. He wouldn’t even touch it.

BARRIE WEXLER: Cohen tended to take creative license with Talmudic prohibitions. The Talmud wouldn’t exactly sanction his collection of Greek Orthodox icons and images of Catholic saints. He often cherry-picked the Kohenic distance between himself and what he viewed as taboo. But these very contradictions and ironies are part of what made Leonard Leonard, and, artfully juxtaposed, informed the basis of much of his humour and writing.

Cohen didn’t need the instrument to make flute sounds—he made his own.

CHARMAINE DUNN: Leonard would put his hands together and make flute noises—like a whistle. He was constantly doing that.

BARRIE WEXLER: He’d cup his hands and blow into the hollow. He had quite a range, at least one octave, maybe more. Once, on Rosh Hashanah, in his kitchen on Hydra, he blew what was the unmistakable tekiah, shevarim, teruah sounds you hear in shul.

After knee surgery, Cohen flew to France to shoot a video for “First We Take Manhattan” on the beach in Trouville-sur-Mer, in Normandy. There, he and Issermann—she directed—were reunited as a couple. Many years later, seeing Issermann’s videos for the first time, Gabriela Valenzuela noted their “peculiar” similarity to a dream she had recounted to Cohen. Elements of her dream had been incorporated into both the 1985 video for “Dance Me to the End of Love” and the new video.

GABRIELA VALENZUELA: In the dream, I was on a train carrying my mother’s old valise. Upon arrival, I find Leonard’s corpse in a medical ward. That scene is in the 1985 video. I then began to rush down the hall for an escape. At last, I find a wooden stairway down to the beach. As I run to the shore, more women appear, also toting bags. We are metaphorically experiencing the same thing. I burst into tears. To end this, I let the water take me in. After seeing those videos, I felt conned. Visually speaking, they portray my dream. Did Leonard tell her these details? How else would they get into a video so seamlessly? I wanted to know—were we a creative threesome? Was he harvesting things from our meetings for artistic advantage, revealing my intimacies to Dominique, an outsider?

It did not help that both Susan Hauser—the model cast as the Young Woman in the 1985 video—and the model in the 1988 video, looked remarkably like Valenzuela. And there was another grievance.

GABRIELA VALENZUELA: Leonard often told me he was dedicating the I’m Your Man album to me. It was harrowing to read the liner note that said, “D. I. this is for you.”

Issermann herself offered a different explanation of the video.

DOMINIQUE ISSERMANN: I imagined a kind of charismatic leader who could lure crowds, as the Pied Piper of Hamelin. He draws them after him. In the end, he leaves them on the beach and they go nowhere, without anything. [Leonard and I] did not talk about this train story at all. I was looking for ideas. But in Trouville, there’s a train. I like the station platforms, and I wanted the girl to be on a train at some point. All this is very spontaneous.

On the eve of the album’s release, Cohen learned that his manager, Marty Machat, was dying.

MICHAEL MACHAT: I had lunch with my dad in London, December 1987. He had a terrible cough and didn’t know what it was. It wouldn’t go away. He goes back to New York and they tell him he has [lung] cancer. I didn’t think he was going to die in three months.

STEVE MACHAT: They told my father he had a spot on his chest and he didn’t deal with it.

SHARON WEISZ: Leonard told me Marty was dying. It was concerning. This was a man who had all of his business affairs in his head.

According to The Judas Trail, a 1998 memoir by Marty Machat’s mistress, Avril Giacobbi, Cohen was frequently in touch during Machat’s final weeks but was reluctant to visit Machat. Eventually, he flew in from LA to see him—for more than two hours. Afterward, she says, Machat said Cohen had not come to comfort him, but to demand payment of money owed.

KELLEY LYNCH: Leonard [claimed] Marty stole $400,000—his advance on his record deal.

HENRY ZEMEL: I thought it was strange that he turned his money over to Marty. You really have to pay attention and Leonard didn’t. There was purposeful neglect.

ROBERT FAGGEN: Marty apparently stole like crazy from Leonard. That’s what Leonard said.

RONNIE OPPENHEIMER: Marty was good at the game. He’d been Allen Klein’s lawyer, and he picked up stuff from him. When Marty came to London, he stayed at Claridge’s or another top hotel. He’d go into stores and charge his clothes to the hotel—all charged up to Leonard. I know because I was paying the bills from the UK account. He was definitely ripping him off.

BOBBY FURGO: After the fact, Leonard says to me, “I wondered where all the money was going. I always had my credit cards paid, but I never had any money left over. Now that Marty has died, I have money.” You know what he meant by that.

BARRIE WEXLER: Marty was as much a gonif as anyone else in the business. But he truly loved Leonard. For no other reason, I thought the better angels of his nature might have prevailed.

After Cohen’s visit, Machat directed Giacobbi, who had been granted power of attorney, to pay him—$418,000. They went to the bank the next day. According to Kelley Lynch, then still Machat’s assistant, “Leonard’s cheque had actually been deposited into the Machat & Machat escrow account. It was not stolen. Cohen was paid the full amount.”

STEVE MACHAT: Leonard told me he wanted his money. I gave him back his money. I said, “Just give us our commission,” and he didn’t. When I gave him back his money, Leonard said, “I will take care of you and I will never harm you.” I told my then wife, “This guy’s about to fuck me.”

Allegedly, Marty Machat also told Giacobbi that he never wanted to see Cohen again.

STEVE MACHAT: My dad loved Leonard, loved his ability. Leonard became his private poet. But I once asked my father, “Why do you like this guy? He doesn’t look at you.” Ultimately, he said, “You’re right. Fuck, you’re right. Fuck him.”

Still, Steve Machat concedes that he wanted his own relationship with Cohen. “I wanted him to be the brother, the uncle I didn’t have. And he wasn’t capable. [But] I had fun with Leonard. I grew up with Leonard. I discovered my metaphysical existence. Leonard didn’t give a shit about anything. He knew what he was doing.”

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard described a really funny scene—himself, Peter Gabriel, and Phil Collins, all clients, surrounding Marty as he was dying, yelling into his almost-deaf ears, “Marty, Marty, where’s the money?”

PETER GABRIEL: [The story is] not true for me and, I suspect, for Leonard, though in Avril’s book, she says Leonard came to Marty when he was dying, to take back the agreements so his commissions would not fall into the hands of the [Machat] estate.

KELLEY LYNCH: I never heard that Gabriel or Collins were there. Neither were even in New York then. This sounds like pure Cohen. I think I even heard him tell this story. I never heard from [producer Phil] Spector that he felt Marty stole from him. Never heard it from Gabriel. Never heard it from anyone but Cohen.

BARRIE WEXLER: Perhaps it was Phil Collins and another singer. But the anecdote is absolutely what Leonard told me.

STEVE MACHAT: Leonard did not make that story up. Phil Spector stopped talking to my dad around ’85. Phil was with me at his death. Phil said, “Protect my money from Avril.” Never said I am sorry or sad. Spector, in my vibrational field, is pure darkness. Gabriel got caught up with Avril, went to her witchcraft ceremony by, as he said, mistake, and called to warn me about a spell. I told him I wished he never told me, because he became the messenger of Avril’s witchcraft.

Martin J. Machat died on March 19, 1988, age sixty-seven.

STEVE MACHAT: He died the day before I got to New York. Avril let him suffocate on his own phlegm instead of bringing him to the hospital, nine blocks away. We buried him in Connecticut. She took all the limos and left me there without a ride. I went to war with her. When he was dying, there was a liquor store at Madison and Seventy-Ninth—I got a $12,000 bill for vodka. She charged it to me. Leonard had fixed her up with Marty. She was sucking any penis she could get her hands on.

MICHAEL MACHAT: My mom [Roslyn] didn’t like Leonard. She blamed him for breaking up their relationship because when Dad got enamoured with Leonard, he went off in a different direction. That’s how he met Avril. Leonard knew Avril before my dad did. I was mean to Avril. We all were. Steven was the meanest, but we weren’t accepting [the relationship] because my parents never divorced.

KELLEY LYNCH: The shit hit the fan following Marty’s death. I wanted to strangle Avril and did not want to attend the funeral, but did so for Marty only. Leonard didn’t stay for it. He asked Esther [Cohen, his sister] to attend with me—as his representative. I was on my way to see Marty’s casket when an argument between Steven and Avril broke out. I wanted to say goodbye. I lifted up the casket, thought I might get caught, said goodbye, and put the lid down. A man then walked in and flung the casket open, startling the living hell out of me.

Further drama ensued.

KELLEY LYNCH: Cohen’s lawyer, Herschel Weinberg, sent a letter demanding that Machat & Machat release his files. Marty had said, “Let him take whatever he wants.” Cohen called a locksmith and took files from Marty’s office. Some materials were delivered to my apartment.

Another complication surrounded Machat’s wills. There were two—one signed March 2, 1988, and another, two days later. That made the Machats suspicious, as did Avril Giacobbi’s alleged refusal to let the family—except his daughter, Cheryl—visit their father. However, Machat’s second will actually increased the allotment to his children from 30 to 50 percent.

KELLEY LYNCH: The drama surrounding Marty’s death was surreal. The DA even called me in to ask if I thought Avril murdered Marty, using vanilla extract.

Indeed, detectives did ask Giacobbi why she kept vanilla essence in the apartment; it can be used to hide evidence of arsenic. Machat’s body was subsequently exhumed, but tests showed that he had died of lung cancer, not poisoning.

KELLEY LYNCH: Marty changed his will and personally asked me to witness it. I think he knew the estate would be a mess and that Steven would ultimately sort it all out.

STEVE MACHAT: Avril got rid of me with a fake will. The whole thing was fucked-up. She had my dad on morphine, and the will is signed “Marty Machat.” My dad was never Marty, always Martin. She requested fifty death certificates. I said to her, “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but guess what? Game’s over. I’m taking the game board.”

MICHAEL MACHAT: My dad’s [death] was so unexpected that there were no arrangements for what to do next. Leonard came to the office afterward, because the Rolodex disappeared. We figured the only one who would have taken it was Kelley.

KELLEY LYNCH: I think Cohen gave it to me with instructions to give it to Peter Shukat [the lawyer], who represented Cohen and Steven. Did Peter give it to Cohen? That’s entirely possible.

MICHAEL MACHAT: I went into [Marty’s] Fifth Avenue apartment looking for papers, the will. There was some nice artwork there. I don’t know what happened to it. I guess Avril took it. There was a bunch of money in the Channel Islands, but the trustees of the Jersey trust never divulged what was in there.

Subsequent legal proceedings disclosed that, not including his Connecticut house and his art collection, Machat left assets of about $1 million. His estranged wife eventually sued to annul their 1984 separation agreement and moved, with her children, to deny probate of the will. The case dragged through the courts for more than three years, pitting the Machat family against Giacobbi. Later, they became allies against the US government’s attempt to recover unpaid estate taxes.

MICHAEL MACHAT: The estate became a huge protracted litigation. The lawyers made a lot of money. But Avril ended up with a big tax bill because when the IRS got involved, it sued us all. We got out of it because our money came from a [separate] malpractice suit.

KELLEY LYNCH: Avril had a fifty percent claim per the will, but New York is a community property state, and Roslyn and Marty were still married at the time of his death, posing major issues. I don’t think Steven wanted Avril to have five cents. Her conduct during Marty’s illness and death was appalling.

Giacobbi’s memoir was reissued after Cohen’s death in 2016. Steve Machat maintains that Giacobbi’s son, John, an intellectual property lawyer in London, published it; Giacobbi herself, he insists, had died. Others claim she is hiding from the IRS.

TONY BRAMWELL: I’m still in touch with her. She’s alive and ticking, living in France.

TONY PALMER: According to a mutual friend—not Bramwell—she’s alive.

There was also an issue about unregistered bearer bonds—effectively, paper money often used to conceal ownership and, with it, tax liabilities.

KELLEY LYNCH: Mark Cristini [a lawyer who rented space in Machat’s offices] advised Steven that bearer bonds were in Marty’s office before his death. Steven was questioning their whereabouts.

STEVE MACHAT: The next day they disappeared. Cohen denied any knowledge of these bonds. I was unsure if they existed or were part of my father’s schemes, cooked up to conceal Leonard’s money. But my father was not that stupid. There’s no way he’d have an open-ended bearer bond. He’d put it in his name in a heartbeat. Why would you leave it blank? There may have been bonds to R&M Productions—[my mother] Roz and Marty. That’s not the same thing.

MICHAEL MACHAT: I looked for them, but never saw them. Steven insisted they existed, but the whole concept seemed absurd. Why would anyone buy bearer bonds?

Sixteen years later, Lynch claims, she flipped open a file in Cohen’s LA flat; inside was a bearer bond made payable to R&M Productions, the company that received publishing royalties. The estate was entitled to those royalties because when Marty Machat set up Cohen’s publishing company, Stranger Music, in 1970, he had retained a 15 percent equity stake. Both Lynch and Steve Machat claim Cohen never paid the royalties owed.

KELLEY LYNCH: Cohen stole their share of Stranger Music, and was fearful Steven would sue him.

STEVE MACHAT: He owed me fifteen percent. He walked away with it. Because everyone stole. Everyone steals. Everyone wants their candy. It’s really fucked-up, the world we live in. I didn’t give a shit because I don’t live in the past.

Steve Machat declined to pursue Cohen for another reason: any royalties he received would have to have been shared with Giacobbi.

STEVE MACHAT: There was a problem—Avril. Leonard used to get his rocks off inside her occasionally. I protected Leonard because I couldn’t stand Avril. I found her beneath any decency. I was not going to fight Cohen to give Avril money. He knew I would never sue him—he knew it better than me. Most people think—how can you walk away from fifteen percent of Stranger? But what’s the cost to keep it and who else is going to be attached? Avril claimed it. She claimed she owned my father. I thought, “Dad, what the fuck did you do to me?”

For Cohen, the timing of Machat’s death could scarcely have been worse. I’m Your Man had just been released, and he was about to commence a fifty-nine-concert European tour that required negotiations with various promoters. There were already problems with Danish promoter Flemming Schmidt.

STEVE MACHAT: Cohen claimed Flemming extorted $100,000 from him, asking for a twenty percent managerial commission, in addition to promoter’s fees. Cohen said Schmidt thought he was doing extra work.

KELLEY LYNCH: Schmidt believed his role was not simply limited to promotion, so Cohen paid him an additional $100K. Schmidt drove the record company insane.

STEVE MACHAT: Everyone rips everyone off, but you know something—everyone works. Leonard’s view was that if you weren’t doing it for nothing, you were ripping him off. Did he mean it in a bad way? No.

ROB HALLETT: I don’t like talking ill of the dead [Schmidt died in 2013], but Lorca [Cohen] showed me the contracts. They were seventy to thirty in favour of Leonard, but Marty made Flemming the European [tour] manager, and he took twenty percent of the seventy percent as a manager fee, and thirty percent as a promoter’s fee. I went, “What? That’s thievery.” It’s one of the reasons Leonard stopped being interested in touring. He said, “I’ve toured all my life and never made a penny.” I wouldn’t be surprised if there had been some financial arrangements between the two gentlemen [Machat and Schmidt]. Leonard woke up and realized that he wasn’t as wealthy as he should have been. Leonard never paid attention.

ALBERT INSINGER: Leonard had a naiveté about anything to do with money. He wanted to disassociate himself from the material world so he could get as close as possible to the spiritual.

More urgently, Cohen needed a new manager. Realistically, he had three possible choices: Machat’s son, Steven; Kelley Lynch; or someone completely new.

KELLEY LYNCH: Steven later informed me that [Marty’s daughter] Cheryl [Dorskind] was upset because she wanted to manage Cohen. Cheryl was never a candidate and never discussed this with Cohen. Cheryl apparently thought she and I would manage Cohen, although we never discussed that. It would have been fine with me.

Dorskind’s candidacy, if such it was, may have been clouded by an incident that allegedly occurred years earlier.

KELLEY LYNCH: What Cheryl explained was [she was] a teenager and was showering at Cohen’s [house] or hotel. She walked out of the shower naked into Cohen’s room. I believe she said they had sex. Cheryl told me she was in therapy for years.

Steve Machat insists he had no interest in managing Cohen, and it’s not clear he was ever asked. In the end, without much discussion, Cohen chose Lynch as his personal manager.

KELLEY LYNCH: It wasn’t conditional. We never thought we’d need a formal agreement. Later, the Shukat law firm began preparing a personal management agreement. It was far too complicated. Our agreement was simply the standard fifteen percent commission on all income and royalties, paid in perpetuity for all products including artwork, book publishing, etc.

Many people thought Cohen had made a terrible mistake.

MICHAEL MACHAT: I knew Kelley before I knew Leonard. She was wild. I didn’t think it was a good idea that my dad had hired her, because I didn’t trust her. I do think she slept with Leonard while my dad was alive.

STEVE MACHAT: He stole my secretary [Lynch], straight up. I said, “What are you doing? Listen to me. She will fuck you. I promise you.” He took her anyway. Why did I say that? Because that’s what she does. She’s a spider. She makes a web. She gets you in there. She is what she is. He got everything he deserved physically, and metaphysically everything he earned. He knew what she was.

BARRIE WEXLER: When I asked Leonard what made him go with Kelley, he said something flip, about her knowing where Marty kept the files. Leonard wasn’t naive, but he had a romantic streak he couldn’t shake or didn’t want to, even when it came to things that had nothing to do with sentiment, such as business. I advised him to go with a seasoned management firm. But he didn’t listen until after the whole thing with Kelley imploded.

GALE ZOE GARNETT: Kelley was the person you called to find out where Leonard was. She called him “our little man.” “Our little man is with Roshi. Our little man is in Vienna.”

RACHEL TERRY: I told him, “I don’t like this woman.” She was afraid of me, I think, and always cold to me. I don’t understand what he found in these characters—Kelley, Roshi.

MOSES ZNAIMER: She was a nutbar of the highest order and a drinker, and became a whole other person under that influence. She was deep into Tibetan Buddhism and would go on and on about the lineages.

AVIVA LAYTON: My husband, Leon [Whiteson], took one look at Kelley and said, “I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her. There’s something absolutely wrong.” He just sniffed it.

ROBERT FAGGEN: This is a woman of demonic intelligence, with ferocious energy and a steel-trap mind. Armed and dangerous, very cunning, and absolutely relentless. Kelley was like a nasty Irish grifter, with overlays of Tibetan mumbo jumbo. Leonard told me she had learned the Tibetan language and it impressed him. But he liked that edge in her. He was kind of turned on. He thought if he was going to have a business manager, he should have a shark, which is what he had in Marty. He liked Kelley because she was a shark. But Rebecca De Mornay never liked Kelley, and she has pretty good intuitions about people. Kelley probably knew she was not liked.

GABRIELA VALENZUELA: She had been Marty’s secretary, performing duties beyond the usual secretarial tasks, from getting coffee to being a legal clerk. She had an edge—commanding attention with her strong voice, though always attentive, professional, efficient, respectful. She always treated me well.

STEVE MEADOR: Kelley was very attractive and she knew it, but very manipulative.

BOBBY FURGO: Kelley, none of us liked. Leonard always had management that was wrong. He was the good guy and he’d always have a hatchet person. He probably felt he needed that. There was such a yin and yang to him.

LARRY SLOMAN: Kelley wasn’t a manager. He shtupped her and then he gave her a job.

Amid the chaos that followed Marty Machat’s death, and the appointment of Kelley Lynch, Cohen prepared for his European tour. It must have been a very welcome distraction.






CHAPTER TWO Lift Up a Stone



I don’t think he ever called me Linda. He always called me “darling.” He called everyone “darling,” probably because he had so many women he couldn’t remember their names.

—Linda Clark

Did you know there was an app that when you opened it, it said, “Hello, darling” in a Leonard Cohen voice?

—Sarah Kramer



To help assemble his 1988 band, Cohen tapped bass guitarist Roscoe Beck, with whom he had toured in 1979–80. One of Beck’s first calls was to Julie Christensen. When she arrived for her audition at Cohen’s Tremaine Avenue home in LA, they were rehearsing “Suzanne.” Leonard said, “We’re in the middle of lowering the keys, darling, because I’ve been smoking again.”

JULIE CHRISTENSEN: Roscoe handed me the guitar and I had not played the guitar since college. I thought, “Jesus, I’m sunk now.” So I start and of course I sing, “Takes you down to her place by the river,” instead of “near the river.” And the way I play chords is not anything like the way Leonard plays chords. About four bars in, Leonard goes, “That’s wrong, darling, but let’s go have lunch.” We all went to Mel’s Drive-In [on North Highland] and had a grilled cheese sandwich. He must have been charmed or something. He was really twinkly. Everyone thinks you hand out razor blades and he’s morose, but he’s really quite elfin, sweet and charming and funny. But he levelled a look over our sandwich and said, “This is going to be a gruelling tour, darling. Four or five nights a week in different towns, moving every night.” I’d just come off the road with my punk band, changing clothes in gas stations. I said, “How hard can it be?” So we shook hands, him having heard me sing four bars of “Suzanne.”

Christensen, in turn, recommended Perla Batalla.

PERLA BATALLA: Roscoe said, “Don’t prepare anything. It’s more [about] what Leonard feels.” I’d bought his CDs, but he auditioned us on I’m Your Man. I couldn’t even get [the album]. I sang “Ain’t No Cure for Love” and had to sing the high C. My vision of what to wear was all white. Leonard was in all black. He said, “Darling, this is a match made in heaven.” Roscoe winked and said, “I could tell he loved you.” I got home and got the call. Rehearsals started the next day. I quit my job at Princess Cruises. And my life changed forever.

Christensen also arranged an audition for her then boyfriend, keyboard player Tom McMorran. Until then, he had only a vague idea of who Leonard Cohen was.

TOM MCMORRAN: Being a jazzer, I wasn’t really excited about playing three chords for the next couple of years. Bill Ginn was supposed to do the tour, but he was having substance-abuse issues.

STEVE ZIRKEL: Roscoe says, “You wanna go on tour with Leonard Cohen?” I say, “Who’s that?” I didn’t even know who he was. I was playing Latin jazz, Weather Report, Jaco Pastorius. Mitch Watkins told me, “You’re going to learn to play burning half notes, how to play with space.” I met Leonard third day of rehearsal—droll. I’d heard enough of his music to know he wasn’t a Chatty Cathy.

The final band included McMorran on keyboards, Zirkel on trumpet, keyboards, and bass. Bobby Furgo on violin, Bob Metzger on guitar and pedal steel, and John Bilezikjian on oud. One day, the band had an unexpected treat.

STEVE ZIRKEL: This tall, thin woman in a black pantsuit, broadband Spanish hat, and a cigarette holder walks in. Leonard says, “Let’s take five and we’ll come back and play for my friend Joni.” [Among] my peers, Joni [Mitchell] is one of the four gods in the pantheon. She’s sitting there, ice-cold, and we have to pass her to go to the washroom and then play for her. Terrifying.

It took time for the musicians to get a read on Cohen.

PERLA BATALLA: [Leonard] had a sense of how he wanted certain things to sound, and he didn’t always put that into words. He’d just say, “No, it’s not happening” and become angry. That was a powerful, frightening thing. The energy changes and he becomes very dark. A wall comes at you. Maybe he could not find a way musically to relate it to us. But I also believe he wanted it to happen in a very organic, Zen way. We all wanted to do right by him. Some rehearsals were very long. I’d break down in tears afterward—not often, but I remember those moments because they were very painful.

PICO IYER: I remember interviewing Julie and Perla for the first piece I wrote on Leonard. He had reduced band members to tears with his three-hour rehearsals, so anxious was he to get it right. And in the ancient concert halls of Europe, they said, you really felt you had to tell the truth. Singing backup with him was like being pressed against a wall: How are you going to rise to a better self? I recall Julie saying, “I can’t begin to explain it because if I did, it would mean I am bigger than it. And it was so much bigger than I am.” I think he had a rare sense that one’s lot in life was beyond explanation.

BOBBY FURGO: He used sexual analogies to explain how he wanted things. He’d say, “Don’t come right away.” In other words, don’t climax too soon. He’d say, “Play with it, toy with it. If you climax at the end of the show, that might be the perfect time.” And channel everything through him. Even if you’re doing an instrumental solo, keep your eyes on him. That puts the focus on where it needs to be. If we stood alone and showed off to the audience—that you did not want to do.

Honouring his commitment to Sony, Cohen ran the gauntlet of media interviews to promote the album. Matt Zimbel saw him in Toronto for Wired, a music show, and came away believing Cohen had revealed “stuff he’d never said before.” Zimbel subsequently learned that the same lines had been used in other interviews.

MATT ZIMBEL: That didn’t diminish the experience. I felt we did have a connection as musicians. He was very warm. He wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere. I was impressed with his use of language. A tour is “an enterprise.” He spoke very slowly. The lesson Leonard teaches is that when you speak slowly, it gives you time to reflect on what word to use next. It brings people in. People hung on to almost every one of his words.

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard repeatedly used the same lines with lovers, too, only modifying them over time. I know of at least two former girlfriends of his who ran into each other, compared notes, and walked away somewhat disillusioned.

In the US, Cohen hired Sharon Weisz to do publicity.

SHARON WEISZ: It wasn’t as easy as one would think. The critics loved him, but audiences didn’t know who he was. Among Columbia’s publicity people, I met incredible indifference. He knew it was an uphill battle. I had a list of radio people and we decided Leonard would write a letter on Leonard stationery and introduce his record and suggest they help promote it. And, in case they needed incentive, we put in a crisp one-dollar bill—payola. And we’d say, “There’s more where that came from,” if they promoted the album. He composed it and hand-signed each one. Billboard gave it coverage. We were desperate at that point. That was his humour, acerbic and subversive—the letter was dated April 1. But some recipients sent the money back.

At Cohen’s LA home, Larry Sloman interviewed him for a magazine profile. They warmed up TV dinners and watched Morton Downey Jr.’s TV show.

LARRY SLOMAN: Leonard was beyond ecstatic, watching that show, like a pig in shit. Most of the time, we talked about spirituality. We talked about Jesus, because of Bob [Dylan’s conversion to Christianity]. He told me how he loved the Sermon on the Mount, the greatest single piece of writing. He was emphatic that this is it—this life. Nothing after. This is it. He told me how obsessed with sex he was. Walking down the street, all he’d see would be breasts and asses.

Sloman later coined a word for Cohen’s legions of female admirers—schtuppies.

LARRY SLOMAN: Of all the guys I’ve come in contact with, Leonard was the most down-to-earth—a mensch, an amazing, gracious gentleman. That alone was something women would flip over.

Cohen also confessed to Sloman that he had essentially failed in his mission to “spread light and enlighten my world.” On the religious road, he noted, stronger, braver, nobler, kinder, more generous men of high achievements had “burnt to a crisp. Once you start dealing with sacred material, you’re gonna get creamed.”

To prepare for the tour, Cohen once again quit smoking—for about twenty minutes.

KELLEY LYNCH: My father had cancer. Cohen quit smoking immediately after hearing this story. He used to smoke Gauloises and liked to visit the tobacco shop in Beverly Hills. I accompanied him frequently, which is how we ended up at Cartier, and he offered to buy me a $50,000 solid-gold watch. I refused, but agreed, as a Christmas gift, to a lovely $4,000 watch that I wore every day. He also liked Sherman’s [Magic Tobacco], and sometimes would buy me artful, gold-filtered cigarettes in a variety of fun colours.

In late March, after a week of rehearsal, the entourage flew to Germany. The tour formally began April 5, 1988.

STEVE ZIRKEL: Leonard had two suits, two pairs of boots, five charcoal-grey T-shirts, and a bunch of underwear. He wore the same damn thing every day. For long flights, we’d wear sweats, but he’d have a suit on. I said, “Why aren’t you wearing something comfy?” And he said, “You’ll see.” We got off the plane in Frankfurt—photographers, everybody—and I realize he has to be Leonard Cohen every minute of every day. He’s not going to be caught dead in anything less than what he was wearing on the cover of I’m Your Man.

TOM MCMORRAN: We get off the plane in Germany and Leonard whispers to me, “Just don’t mention the war.” That was Leonard—always something smart and funny to say.

STEVE ZIRKEL: Before the first show [in Mainz], he drank half a bottle of tequila, and was still shaking. Like, “Dude, are you okay?” And he was, “You guys don’t understand. I haven’t been on a stage in seven years.” Not exactly true—it had been three. So he smoked and drank, but told us he only smoked and drank on tour. He called it “going to war.”

TOM MCMORRAN: He was drinking and took bennies [Benzedrine, an amphetamine] to stay awake. I did see him angry once, with me. We get to Frankfurt and I still hadn’t memorized the music. He said, “How long do you think it’ll be before you memorize the book?” I said, “I don’t know. I’ll put more effort into it.” He was right. If you’re in a band, you [need] to get inside the songs.

BOBBY FURGO: There were a couple weeks I’m sure I was disappointing him, because I didn’t sound like [his previous violinist], Raffi [Hakopian]. I became an open target for everyone to tell me how to play. Finally, I decided to open up and jam the way I like to play and he said, “That’s it, that’s it!”

STEVE ZIRKEL: I saw Leonard not in a suit two times in my life, once at breakfast in LA in 1989, and once when we went to swim in Stuttgart. That’s the single most important thing on a tour—trying to stay in shape. He swam and then we took a sauna. Leonard said what my mom said—exercise is the only cure. We had played a show the night before [at the Kongresszentrum Liederhalle] and, man, we just sank in the sauna. He was sitting cross-legged, doing the Buddhist thing.

TOM MCMORRAN: I realized it was going to be like a chamber orchestra thing, where we all tried to be very supportive of Leonard. I learned so much from playing with him. That low, resonant, gorgeous-sounding voice—I loved it. That’s when I realized what a genius lyric writer he was. I thought “Hallelujah” was the best song ever written. It’s universal, the perfect hymn song. We’d sing it a capella in these European concert halls and the sound would bounce off the back of the room.

PERLA BATALLA: Leonard and I both liked to walk at this crazy-fast speed. We took many walks, just the two of us, and had a lot of talks. He loved to tease. He’d want to know what my boyfriends were like. I never gave him the time of day. “I’m not talking with you about this.” He thought that was very funny.

In Antwerp, an order of nuns briefly joined the tour.

STEVE MEADOR: Four or five of them would stand in the dressing room, off to the side. Leonard said it was okay. They were there just to let us tell them what to do. Like, “I need a hot towel.” We played this gig and I said, “I’m craving peanut butter and jelly and milk.” I told them what kind and they showed up with a jar of peanut butter, a gallon of milk, and grape jelly. Me, Perla, and Julie went to Leonard’s room and had peanut butter and jelly.

On April 20, during a night off in Aarhus, Denmark, Christensen asked Cohen if he wanted to attend a poetry reading.

JULIE CHRISTENSEN: He said, “I don’t really like poetry, darling. I just got into it to get girls.” I’d ask him what some song was about, and he’d say, “They’re all about sex, darling.” He had a charming way of putting that and still being the consummate gentleman.

STEVE ZIRKEL: He actually said, “I hate poetry.”

TOM MCMORRAN: In Aarhus, I’m having problems with my sinuses. Julie gave me capsules, but neglected to tell me they were cayenne pepper, a potent purgative. One of the first songs was “Who by Fire.” Leonard’s doing one of those long intros where he strums his guitar and raps with the audience, but it’s one chord on the keyboard. I had to go to the restroom like you wouldn’t believe, and knew I wouldn’t make it [until the end of the song]. So I duct-taped my sustain pedal to the floor so the note would hold out, and told Meador if I wasn’t back by the time the tune was to start, to rip off the tape. Fortunately, I made it back, seconds before we started playing.

After his appearance in Gothenburg, a critic called Cohen “a sad old priest.” The next night, in Stockholm, Cohen demurred. “That’s not true,” he said. “I’m a sad, middle-aged priest.” In Amsterdam, recalls Furgo, “We walked by a homeless guy and Leonard said, ‘Excuse me, friends,’ walked into a McDonald’s, and bought him a meal. He wouldn’t take limos and didn’t want special treatment. We stayed at high-end places like the Ritz or the Four Seasons, each with private rooms.” Frank Mutter, who had met Cohen on Hydra, reconnected with him in Amsterdam.

FRANK MUTTER: I was working at their hotel. His telephone bill was astronomical. Maybe a thousand guilders—a lot. We went to McDonald’s and he took everyone’s order, all the band members and the bus driver, and he served them. If someone had a name on a badge, he’d always address them by their name. I walked with him to the concert hall. He gave money to a busker who didn’t even know who he was. He said, “I get money from music, so I give money for music.”

STEVE ZIRKEL: The cool thing was, whatever he did for the band, he did for the crew. There was no one excluded. If he bought us jackets, he bought the crew jackets—beautiful bespoke jackets made of remnants of different leathers. He bought Swiss Army Knives for everyone. Thirty years later, I use that thing almost every day. Best present I ever got.

STEVE MEADOR: The knives were in Paris at the airport. He bought thirty of them, a hundred bucks apiece.

ANDY CHARD: I was the truck driver and hit it off with Leonard from the start. One of his favourite tricks was when a local promoter asked him out for dinner, he’d bring the whole band and crew, which sometimes came as a surprise.

The morning after the Amsterdam show, Zirkel met Cohen for coffee.
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