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For Suzanne and Adam, with all my love






Hallelujah is a Hebrew word which means “Glory to the Lord.” The song explains that many kinds of hallelujahs do exist. I say all the perfect and broken hallelujahs have an equal value. It’s a desire to affirm my faith in life, not in some formal religious way, but with enthusiasm, with emotion.

—Leonard Cohen

Whoever listens carefully to “Hallelujah” will discover that it is a song about sex, about love, about life on earth. The hallelujah is not an homage to a worshipped person, idol, or god, but the hallelujah of the orgasm. It’s an ode to life and love.

—Jeff Buckley








“HALLELUJAH” Words and Music by Leonard Cohen



I’ve heard there was a secret chord

that David played to please the Lord

but you don’t really care for music, do you?

It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth

the minor fall, the major lift;

the baffled king composing Hallelujah!

Your faith was strong but you needed proof.

You saw her bathing on the roof;

her beauty and the moonlight overthrew you.

She tied you to a kitchen chair

she broke your throne, she cut your hair,

and from your lips she drew the Hallelujah!

You say I took the Name in vain;

I don’t even know the name.

But if I did, well, really, what’s it to you?

There’s a blaze of light in every word;

it doesn’t matter which you heard,

the holy, or the broken Hallelujah!

I did my best; it wasn’t much.

I couldn’t feel, so I learned to touch.

I’ve told the truth, I didn’t come to fool you.

And even though it all went wrong,

I’ll stand before the Lord of Song

with nothing on my lips but Hallelujah!

(Additional verses)

Baby, I’ve been here before.

I know this room, I’ve walked this floor.

I used to live alone before I knew you.

I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch,

but love is not a victory march,

it’s a cold and it’s a broken Hallelujah!

There was a time you let me know

what’s really going on below

but now you never show it to me, do you?

I remember when I moved in you,

and the holy dove was moving too,

and every breath we drew was Hallelujah!

Now maybe there’s a God above

but all I ever learned from love

is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.

And it’s no complaint you hear tonight,

and it’s not some pilgrim who’s seen the light—

it’s a cold and it’s a broken Hallelujah!








FOREWORD


Tuesday night is writing night at Saturday Night Live. So on Tuesday, November 8, 2016, the staff started the evening working on some sketches based on the assumption that Hillary Clinton would win that day’s presidential election. As the long night wore on, though, it became more and more apparent that they would need to recalibrate for that week’s show.

Once the writers knew that Donald Trump had triumphed in the electoral college and would become the forty-fifth president of the United States, they were scrambling for how to handle the emotion of the country, of their viewers, of their cast. They delayed dealing with the famous SNL “cold open,” which would set the tone for the episode. “There was no way to know what the country will be feeling like on Saturday, let alone Thursday or Friday,” said writer Chris Kelly.

Dave Chappelle hosted the show that week, and he took some of the writers aside and told them, “If it feels real, if it feels like something true you want to put out there at this moment, it doesn’t matter if it’s funny. Just trust what you want to put out there.” They started kicking around the idea of having some of the women in the cast address the audience, speak to some of the pain and questions raised by the week and the election results, and maybe also having Kate McKinnon, in her ongoing role portraying Clinton, sing a song.

Then on Thursday, November 10, it was revealed that singer-songwriter Leonard Cohen had died in his sleep three days earlier at the age of eighty-two. The SNL writers had already been toying with the idea of having McKinnon perform “Hallelujah,” Cohen’s most celebrated composition, but they were concerned that it might feel too somber. SNL creator and executive producer Lorne Michaels—like Cohen, a Canadian by birth—suggested that they should follow their instincts and consider using the song.

Writers Kelly, Kent Sublette, and Sarah Schneider frantically started listening to as many covers of “Hallelujah” as they could find and researching the different lyrics and multiple configurations of verses that had been utilized since the song’s initial release on Cohen’s Various Positions album in 1984. The SNL staffers described stumbling across a verse that’s not usually included in interpretations of the song—Jeff Buckley didn’t use it in his 1994 version, which ultimately introduced “Hallelujah” to much of the world—and hearing it for the first time:


I did my best; it wasn’t much.

I couldn’t feel, so I learned to touch.

I told the truth, I didn’t come to fool you

And even though it all went wrong,

I’ll stand before the Lord of song

With nothing on my lips but Hallelujah!



“It really felt like the perfect distillation of what we wanted to say,” Schneider told Dayna Goldfine and Dan Geller, the directors of the documentary Hallelujah: Leonard Cohen, a Journey, a Song (which was inspired by this book). They sent the verse to McKinnon—who, though she described “Hallelujah” as “the most beautiful song ever written, one of my top three songs of all time my whole life,” also wasn’t familiar with these lines, and actually asked if Schneider had written them for the Hillary character. Still, they worried that at this moment of such raw emotion for the country, the song would feel “too sad, too defeated.”

At one o’clock in the morning on Saturday—now officially show day, less than twenty-four hours before Saturday Night Live would go live—the three writers and McKinnon went down to the set and let “Hillary” sit at the piano and run through the song. And they knew immediately that, though the show had almost never opened with a song in its forty-plus-year history, this was the right way to go.

“I’d always understood ‘Hallelujah’ in the context of a romantic relationship, as had most of us,” said McKinnon. “And then this verse—in this moment when it was so emotional for everyone in the country, when no matter what side you were on, it was a moment of surprise and high-octane emotion—I suddenly understood it in a new light. It’s about love, and how love is a slog but it’s worth it.”

She started to cry before she continued. “I suddenly understood it as, like, the love of this idea that is America. That all people are created equal, and that’s the most beautiful idea in the world, but the execution has been long and tough and we’re still just trying to get it right. But that it’s worth it, and that it will always be worth it.”

The nuanced layers of “Hallelujah,” the sense of both sorrow and triumph, of spiritual yearning and real-life struggle, all came flowing out as McKinnon delivered the song in the middle of the night on an empty set in 30 Rock. “I think the great thing,” said Sublette, “was that it acknowledged that we’re not where we want to be right now, but the world’s not going anywhere, and we have to move on.”

“That was the tone that we wanted to set,” added Kelly. “We didn’t want to just come out and be like, ‘Wow, this sucks. This is so sad. Everything is terrible.’ We wanted it to acknowledge the sadness in the air for a lot of people, but have it be hopeful. And the song kind of takes you on that journey. It feels like it’s about grief or sadness, but it also feels joyous. And at the end, singing [the word] ‘hallelujah’ eight times, it feels like you go on the journey of grieving this loss, and saying, ‘But it’s okay.’ The song didn’t end in a way where it felt like a bummer; there was no sad finality to it.”

When 11:30 p.m. in New York City on Saturday, November 12, approached, the three writers gathered on the floor of NBC’s Studio 8H to watch the cold open—something they didn’t often do. “Once you’re at the show for a while,” said Kelly, “you’re so busy and you’re running around all the time, so it’s very rare to go stand on the floor and watch a sketch that you write live. Usually you’re running to the next thing, or you’re checking cards from your sketch, or you’ve just seen it a thousand times so you’ll watch it on the monitor. But that was one where we were like, ‘Let’s go down and observe this moment.’ ”

Dressed in her signature Hillary Clinton wig and white pantsuit, McKinnon (who said she was mostly concentrating on not messing up the piano accompaniment) flawlessly delivered a three-verse edit of “Hallelujah.” At the end, she faced the camera, tears glimmering in her eyes, and she winked, and said, “I’m not giving up, and neither should you.”

“That was all Kate,” said Schneider. “She wanted to say that, and felt strongly that we needed a message of ‘What’s next?’ She definitely could have sung that song and cried and been upset, but there was such a hope and a determination and a feeling of tribute and strength in the performance; it felt like moving forward.”

It was a stunning moment. In three minutes, the performance captured the shock and horror so much of the nation (and, presumably, most of the Saturday Night Live viewership) was feeling, without wallowing in self-pity. It also allowed McKinnon and the writers to honor their relationship with a woman they had been representing in the show for many months. “It was very personal to us who had written Hillary for over a year and had been on this journey with Kate where she had really become this person,” said Schneider. And it simultaneously paid tribute to the revered songwriter whose death, in light of a country in crisis, seemed all too real that week.

The episode earned the show its highest ratings in almost four years. NBC posted a clip of the “Hallelujah” performance to social media before the show had even finished, and Twitter reaction was predictably ecstatic; Lena Dunham tweeted that it was “the most beautiful thing to ever happen ever.”

“In my tenure at the show,” said McKinnon, “I got the most response about this one thing.”

Writing in the Hollywood Reporter, Daniel Fienberg noted that “McKinnon wasn’t really ‘doing’ her Hillary impression, but she was filtering Cohen’s haunting song through an image of Clinton.” No doubt pleasing the SNL writing team, he singled out the “I did my best, it wasn’t much” verse.

“McKinnon’s voice was cracking slightly as she sang, but I don’t even know how she did that well,” he wrote, adding that he watched the “Hallelujah” performance three times before proceeding with the rest of the episode. “If SNL had been rewriting the song to speculate on Clinton’s most personal, internal reaction to her election defeat, you’d have thought that verse was too on-the-nose, but coming directly from Cohen and through McKinnon, it was almost too perfect.”

In a 2017 appearance on The Tonight Show, Hillary Clinton herself admitted that she teared up watching McKinnon’s performance. “I wish I had her talent. She’s just an amazing person,” said the former secretary of state. “And she sat there playing ‘Hallelujah’—that was hard, that was really hard.”

Chris Kelly looked back on the decision to rely on “Hallelujah,” by itself, for the post-election cold open with a slight sense of wonder. “There were so many people watching and we had so many things we wanted to say, and you felt like you had to say everything,” he said. “And if you said one thing wrong, it could be misinterpreted. There was so much pressure, and maybe we put that on ourselves, but what do you do after this insane week?

“And then when we watched it live, in retrospect it was sort of sweet how we tried to make it more than just the song. Because it shouldn’t have ever been more than that.”



When it was needed, “Hallelujah” was there. This was a story that I was told, again and again, when I was writing The Holy or the Broken. The miraculous tale of this song—initially ignored, gradually discovered, finally embraced around the world—was indicative of the undiminished power that a piece of music can have.

Working in and around the music industry day in and day out, it becomes very easy to turn cynical, jaded; to believe that things aren’t like they used to be, that new technologies have cheapened and watered down our relationship to music; that it doesn’t play the central, foundational role in people’s lives that it once did. But hearing the stories about “Hallelujah” and its constant, recurring place in modern human experience was absolutely humbling and constantly inspiring.

Over and over, I found people who described how this song was there to serve them at their most personal, important moments—births, deaths, weddings. It has functioned the same way at significant events for the larger community, at benefits and telethons and times of national mourning or celebration. I wish I could say I was such a resourceful reporter that I dug up these stories through complicated investigations and old-school digging. But the fact is that “Hallelujah” was everywhere I looked; virtually everyone I mentioned the song to had some story about its presence in their own lives. And at these critical moments, no one talks about what show was on TV or what movie they were watching—what they remember, and what they reach for, is a song.

What is unique about “Hallelujah” is the emotional range that it’s able to cover. The journey that Kate McKinnon and the Saturday Night Live team took with the song during those few days in 2016 is in fact a striking encapsulation of the broad-stroke progression of “Hallelujah” in the larger world. They started from a sense that the song was melancholy, almost tragic, and centered on romantic love. Looking closer, though, they found a sense of hope and perseverance, something resembling triumph in the face of life’s challenges and disappointments.

Though Leonard Cohen could be reluctant to talk about what his songs “meant,” this tension was what he said lay at the heart of “Hallelujah.” And the slightly abstract duality of the lyrics, the simultaneous feeling of sorrow and uplift, is of course why the song resonates in times of joy and of grief. With different edits of the words, different emphases in the tone, it works at a wedding or at a funeral; its mutability allows for more options than other songs, no matter how brilliant or powerful they might be.

On August 27, 2020—the final night of the Republican National Convention—a startling mirror image of the Saturday Night Live performance materialized. As described by Jayson Greene in a Pitchfork story titled “How Leonard Cohen Haunted the Trump Era,” President Donald Trump and his family “stood on a patch of blood-red carpeting at the bottom of the White House steps and gazed up at a Long Island tenor named Christopher Macchio. As he gesticulated with his swollen hands, Macchio gazed off in the distance, his mouth tugging at the corners into a Trumpian smirk. The song he was singing was Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah.’ ”

And that wasn’t all. That same night, during a fireworks display over the National Mall to conclude the convention, the song played yet again, this time a recording by pop singer Tori Kelly.

The following day, Brian J. Monaco, president and global chief marketing officer of SONY/ATV Music Publishing, issued a statement simply stating: “On the eve of the finale of the convention, representatives from the Republican National Committee contacted us regarding obtaining permission for a live performance of Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah.’ We declined their request.”

The Cohen Estate released a statement, as well. “We are surprised and dismayed that the RNC would proceed knowing that the Cohen Estate had specifically declined the RNC’s use request,” said Michelle L. Rice, legal representative of the Cohen Estate, “and their rather brazen attempt to politicize and exploit in such an egregious manner ‘Hallelujah,’ one of the most important songs in the Cohen song catalogue. We are exploring our legal options.

“Had the RNC requested another song, ‘You Want It Darker,’ for which Leonard won a posthumous Grammy in 2017, we might have considered approval of that song.”

But there would be yet another twist during that most excruciating political season. The night before Joe Biden’s inauguration, “Hallelujah” appeared once more. On January 19, 2021, at the reflecting pool by the Lincoln Memorial, gospel singer Yolanda Adams, standing alongside President-Elect Biden and Vice President–Elect Kamala Harris, concluded a somber memorial to the more than 400,000 Americans dead of COVID-19 with the song (altering the line “maybe there’s a God above” to “I know that there’s a God above”).

And each time, with each usage, there were commentators weighing in, complaining that Cohen’s composition was being misunderstood, misinterpreted, yanked out of context. Following the inauguration, in a story titled “It’s Not a Hymn!,” the Daily Mail wrote that the song “has been widely regarded as a spiritual hymn and has become a popular choice to sing at funeral and memorial services,” but that “it’s actually a sexual song—and people should stop trying to make it into something it’s not.” Writer Karen Ruiz quotes film critic Lindsay Ellis saying, “I’m starting to suspect that no one knows what ‘Hallelujah’ is actually about.”

There is, of course, no easy answer to what these enigmatic lyrics are “about.” The database on the leonardcohenfiles.com website currently lists almost six hundred versions of “Hallelujah,” in dozens of languages. It’s been recorded by heavy metal bands and included on Christmas records. Scarcely a week goes by that some new rendition doesn’t go viral—a performance in Yiddish, in Gaelic, by a grade-school chorus or the Soweto Gospel Choir.

When I spoke to Paul Simon in 2011, he talked about writing “Bridge over Troubled Water,” one of the few post–rock and roll standards that could be compared to “Hallelujah” in its impact and reach. He noted that it surprised him how “Bridge” became a song that was “permanently there” in the culture. Both songs, he said, had “found a purpose” and will “stay there, serving that purpose, until [they’re] no longer needed.”

Almost ten years later, “Hallelujah” continues to hold that position; if “Bridge over Troubled Water” and John Lennon’s “Imagine” were among its few precedents in offering a universal feeling of gravity and empathy, nothing has risen up in the last decade to take its place. It seems inevitable that eventually something will, but maybe a playlist-driven music community has become too fragmented for a song to cut through and connect with so many disparate listeners. For now, as much as some pundits complain that the song has become too obvious or clichéd or overused, “Hallelujah” remains the go-to choice for times of strongest emotion.

With Cohen’s death in 2016, the song also became cemented forever as the greatest legacy of a remarkable career. When his obituary ran on the front page of the New York Times, the headline identified him simply as “Writer of ‘Hallelujah’ Whose Lyrics Captivated Generations.” His standing has only continued to grow—honors and tribute concerts and even acclaimed posthumous releases of his music and poetry proceed at a steady, ongoing pace—but it is this song with which he will always be identified first.

Nor has the influence of Jeff Buckley—whose 1994 recording of “Hallelujah” on Grace, the one and only album completed in his all-too-brief lifetime, was the linchpin in the song’s wider introduction and embrace—waned in recent years. Since this book was initially published in 2012, three compilation albums, three live albums, and a collection of unreleased studio recordings titled You and I have all come out, in addition to numerous books of photos, a graphic novel biography, and a compendium of his own handwritten letters and journals. He’s still regularly name-checked by pop culture’s cool kids, from Zoë Kravitz to Lana Del Rey. (Despite the explosion of music biopics in the aftermath of Bohemian Rhapsody’s unprecedented box office success, however, the long-awaited, much-rumored, on-and-off official Buckley story seems to remain a nonstarter for now.)

In 2016, not long before Cohen’s death, Bob Dylan—incredibly, the first person to really pick up on the power of “Hallelujah” and cover the song in concert, years before anyone else seemed to notice—spoke to The New Yorker’s David Remnick about his friend and colleague’s writing. When it came to Cohen’s most celebrated song, for all the attention given to the lyrics, Dylan initially singled out the music: “It’s a beautifully constructed melody that steps up, evolves, and slips back, all in quick time.”

It’s a reminder that, as easy as it is to focus exclusively on the evocative language, mysterious imagery, and hard-fought lessons of “Hallelujah,” this is a song we’re talking about. It isn’t a poem, it isn’t just words on a page; it lives or dies on whether people want to hear it and want to sing it. After multiple decades, hundreds of interpretations, and countless appearances in all our lives, that secret chord keeps ringing out.






INTRODUCTION


The John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum sits on the Columbia Point peninsula of Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood. It is housed in a striking I. M. Pei building, situated in dramatic isolation on a reshaped former landfill.

This brisk February Sunday in 2012, President Kennedy’s daughter, Caroline, is opening a ceremony by invoking one of her father’s speeches. “Society must set the artist free to follow his vision wherever it takes him,” she quotes him as saying in a 1963 address at Amherst College, honoring Robert Frost. “The highest duty of the writer, the composer, the artist, is to remain true to himself.”

The occasion is the inaugural presentation of a new award for “Song Lyrics of Literary Excellence,” given by PEN (Poets/Playwrights, Essayists/Editors, Novelists) New England. The award committee, chaired by journalist/novelist/television executive Bill Flanagan, includes Bono, Rosanne Cash, Elvis Costello, Paul Muldoon (poet and poetry editor at the New Yorker), Smokey Robinson, Salman Rushdie, and Paul Simon. The first recipients of the award are Chuck Berry and Leonard Cohen.

The honorees are both dressed in their latter-day uniforms: Berry in a sailor’s cap and windbreaker, Cohen in a dark suit with a gray shirt, topped by a fedora. In truth, the spotlight mostly stays squarely on eighty-five-year-old Berry. Paul Simon presents Berry’s award—which the event program says “reflect[s] our passion for the intelligence, beauty and power of words” and celebrates these songwriters for “their creativity, originality and contribution to literature”—with a heartfelt, slightly rambling speech, reciting some of the rock and roll pioneer’s most evocative lyrics, which Berry admitted at the time he couldn’t hear.

Costello performs an impassioned, slowed-down version of Berry’s “No Particular Place to Go,” and Flanagan reads a congratulatory e-mail from Bob Dylan, who calls Berry “the Shakespeare of rock and roll” (adding, “Say hello to Mr. Leonard, Kafka of the blues”). Instead of making a speech, Berry straps on Costello’s guitar and delivers a haphazard verse of “Johnny B. Goode.” The whole thing winds up with Costello and surprise guest Keith Richards—perhaps Chuck Berry’s greatest acolyte—swaggering through a glorious rendition of “The Promised Land,” with the beaming Rolling Stone reeling off three lengthy, hard-driving guitar solos as his idol pumps his fist in the front row.

In contrast to all that firepower, the presentation to Cohen is quiet and modest. Shawn Colvin sings a delicate, slightly nervous version of “Come Healing,” as Cohen leans forward in his seat and watches closely. At the end of the song, she knocks over her guitar when placing it back in its stand; Cohen graciously bends over and steadies the instrument before leaning in to give Colvin a kiss of gratitude.

Cohen’s own speech is brief and characteristically humble. With Dorchester Bay and the Boston skyline gleaming through the windows behind the podium, the elegant seventy-seven-year-old talks for less than two minutes—exclusively about Chuck Berry. His bass voice scarcely above a murmur, he says that “Roll Over Beethoven” is “the only exclamation in our literature that rivals Walt Whitman declaring his ‘barbaric yawp.’ ” He concludes with the thought that “all of us are just footnotes to the work of Chuck Berry.”

Salman Rushdie’s presentation to Cohen is a bit more expansive. “When we were kids, he taught us something about how it might be to be grown up,” the novelist says. He quotes a few lines from Cohen’s songs, and sums up his admiration by saying, “If I could write like that, I would.”

Several times, Rushdie speaks of the song for which Cohen is now best known, calling it simply “the great ‘Hallelujah.’ ” He describes the song as “something anthemic and hymnlike, but if you listen closely you hear the wit and jaundiced comedy.” He gets a laugh from the audience when, with a grin, he notes Cohen’s rhyme of “hallelujah” with “what’s it to ya,” alongside the lyric’s “other rhymes equally non-sacred.” Rushdie compares this “playfulness” with the work of poets W. H. Auden and James Fenton, and describes the song’s “melancholy and exaltation, desire and loss.”

When the hour-long ceremony is over, and the thousand or so audience members have filed out of the auditorium, perhaps Leonard Cohen allows himself a moment to smile and consider the irony. This song, which tormented him for years, only to wind up included on the lone album of his career that his record company refused to release, is now held up as “exemplify[ing] the highest standards of literary achievement.” What’s more, this turn of events is far from the most unlikely thing that has happened to “Hallelujah” along its almost three-decade-long journey.



“Give me a Leonard Cohen afterworld / So I can sigh eternally,” Kurt Cobain once sang in tribute to the only songwriter, many believe, who belongs in a class with Bob Dylan. But “Hallelujah,” which first appeared on Cohen’s 1984 album Various Positions, has already had one of the most remarkable afterlives in pop music history. The song has become one of the most loved, most performed, and most misunderstood compositions of its time. Salman Rushdie’s description of the contrasts in the lyric holds true: Joyous and despondent, a celebration and a lament, a juxtaposition of dark Old Testament imagery with an irresistibly uplifting chorus, “Hallelujah” is an open-ended meditation on love and faith—and certainly not a song that would easily be pegged as an international anthem.

“Hallelujah,” however, has been performed and recorded by hundreds of artists—from U2 to Justin Timberlake, from Bon Jovi to Celine Dion, from Willie Nelson to numerous contestants on American Idol. It has been sung by opera stars and punk bands. Decades after its creation, it became a Top Ten hit throughout Europe. In 2008, different versions simultaneously held the Number One and Number Two positions on the UK singles chart, with Cohen’s original climbing into the Top 40 at the same time.

“Hallelujah” has been named to lists of the greatest Canadian songs of all time and the greatest Jewish songs of all time (though in writing about the song for America: The National Catholic Weekly website, one minister mused that the singer’s melancholic worldview might indicate that he “has some Irish blood”). It plays every Saturday night on the Israeli Defense Forces’ radio network. It made the list of Rolling Stone’s 500 Greatest Songs of All Time, and, in a poll of songwriters by the British music magazine Q, was named one of the Top Ten Greatest Tracks of all time, alongside the likes of “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Born to Run,” and “Strawberry Fields Forever.”

According to Bono, who has performed “Hallelujah” on his own and with U2, “it might be the most perfect song in the world.”



It’s impossible to determine how many people have listened to a single given song. One way to gauge popularity these days is to look at views on YouTube, which has become the world’s leading on-demand music service. Totaling up the number of times “Hallelujah” has been watched on the site, it’s clear that we’re looking at a figure in the hundreds of millions: Performances by three different acts (Jeff Buckley, an all-star quartet of Norwegian singers, and Rufus Wainwright) have each been viewed roughly fifty million times. Cohen’s own renditions of the song have another thirty million views, and four more singers top out with over ten million apiece. The YouTube onslaught is participatory, as well—instrumental versions, for karaoke, have another ten million views.

“Hallelujah” served as a balm to a grieving nation when Jeff Buckley’s much-revered version was used for VH1’s official post-9/11 tribute video; as a statement of national pride at the opening ceremonies of the 2010 Olympic Games in Vancouver; and as the centerpiece of the benefit telethon that followed the earthquake in Haiti.

These occasions are not always a comfortable fit for such a complex and ambiguous set of lyrics. The verses—four in Cohen’s original, five in Buckley’s 1994 rendition that is often considered definitive—touch on the biblical stories of King David and Samson, though they are far from pious, offering such charged language as “I remember when I moved in you, / and the holy dove was moving too” and “all I ever learned from love / is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.” Yet it also returns and lands, each time, on the reassurance and celebration of the title, which serves as a repeated, single-word chorus. The focus given to the hymnlike incantation of “hallelujah,” in contrast to the romantic and spiritual challenges evoked by the verses, raises an eternal pop music dilemma: Are people really paying attention to all the words, and does it matter?

Australian composer Andrew Ford expressed his reservations about the “ubiquity” of the song. He singled out its use at the memorial service for victims of the Black Saturday bushfires in 2009, when 173 people died and more than four hundred were injured as a result of fires in the state of Victoria. “Who knows why?” he wrote of the choice. “Perhaps because its one-word chorus sits in the context of a song that includes the line ‘Maybe there’s a God above’ it offered reassurance amidst doubt. Still, to have that response you would have to ignore most of the other words, and particularly those about spying a naked woman bathing on the roof, being tied ‘to a kitchen chair,’ and the verse about orgasm.”

Yet to Canadian country/pop chanteuse k. d. lang, one of the most celebrated interpreters of “Hallelujah,” the song has entered another realm, in which the public plays a more active role in its meaning. When she was asked to perform the song at the Vancouver Olympics, she recalls her own family’s response.

“My mom is eighty-eight years old,” said lang. “She lives in a seniors’ apartment and all her friends were like, ‘Oh, I love that song!’ I said, ‘Mom, do they know what the lyrics are about?’ And she goes, ‘I don’t think they listen to the lyrics; I think they just listen to the refrain.’ I think it’s very indicative of spirituality in general, that something as simple as saying ‘hallelujah’ over and over again, really beautifully, can redeem all the verses.

“Ultimately,” she concluded, “it’s a piece of music and it belongs to culture. It doesn’t belong to Leonard, it doesn’t belong to me, it doesn’t belong to anybody.”

The earliest manifestation of “Hallelujah,” however, could not have been more humble: When Cohen submitted the Various Positions album, on which “Hallelujah” appears, to Columbia Records in 1984, they refused to put it out. When the record was eventually released, the song was still generally ignored. To complicate things even further, Cohen immediately began changing and reworking the song in concert, confusing those few fans who were aware of it.

For a full ten years after its release, it gained extremely limited exposure through a few scattered cover versions. Jeff Buckley’s interpretation on his 1994 album, Grace, ultimately served as the pivot point for the song’s popularity, but even that recording took a number of years before it truly started to capture the public’s imagination.

Yet by the time “Hallelujah” had become a staple for such sentimental moments as the 2011 Emmy Awards “In Memoriam” segment (performed by the Canadian Tenors), for some it was a “Hallelujah” too far. New York magazine’s website live-blogged, “ ‘Hallelujah’ is on the artistic ban list. Sorry, Emmys.” A story on Salon.com decried the “criminal overuse of ‘Hallelujah.’ ” Indeed, the song has been included in so many movies and television shows over the years—The West Wing, ER, The O.C., House, on and on—that in 2009 Cohen himself suggested a moratorium on further soundtrack placements. “I think it’s a good song,” he said, “but too many people sing it.”

By 2012, he was a bit more circumspect about the situation. “Once or twice I’ve felt maybe I should lend my voice to silencing it,” he said to England’s Guardian newspaper, “but on second thought no, I’m very happy that it’s being sung.”

Somewhere along the way, “Hallelujah” reached the kind of rarefied status that only a handful of contemporary songs—“Imagine,” “A Change Is Gonna Come”—have achieved. Its presence in the world reaches far beyond the song itself, and serves as shorthand for some greater idea or emotion.

Paul Simon wrote another one of these modern hymns. “I would not have predicted that ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ would be a song that would be kind of permanently there,” said Simon, sitting in the lobby of the Capitol Theatre in Port Chester, New York, on a break from rehearsal for his 2011 tour supporting the So Beautiful or So What album. “People used to play it at their weddings, and now they play it at their funerals, state funerals—I heard it played when Ronald Reagan died. So that song has found a purpose and it will stay there, serving that purpose, until it’s no longer needed.”

Over the years, Simon noticed that Cohen’s composition gradually began to play a similar role, in its popularity and its uses. “ ‘Hallelujah’ started to be the ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ alternative,” he said. “His song has that feel, but it’s also got somebody being tied down and having their hair cut off. But it moves people in the same way that ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ does, and I’ve heard it sung by a lot of different people, really beautifully. It’s part of the mystery, that there are songs that are like that, and if you’re lucky enough to be the writer of the song—well, in a certain sense, if there’s such a thing as immortality, then there’s a little bit of immortality attached to that.”



Many latter-day “Hallelujah” fans, though, actually have no idea it’s a Leonard Cohen song; they assume that it was written by Jeff Buckley. Others think that it’s an ancient liturgical song, and are shocked when informed that it was written in the 1980s. Because it has reached so many more listeners through interpretation rather than through the author’s own performances, now it mostly just seems like it’s always been here.

Whether listeners know its origin or not, however, the mysterious imagery of “Hallelujah”—like many of Cohen’s writings, a blend of the sacred and the sensual—has rendered the song something of a musical Rorschach test. Singer-songwriter Brandi Carlile, who does not hesitate to refer to “Hallelujah” as “the greatest song ever written,” said that it provided her with the key for reconciling her Christian faith and her homosexuality. Carlile went through a period during which she slept with a boom box next to her bed at night; she would leave Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah” on repeat and let it play for eight or nine hours at a time.

“To me, it really outlined how people tend to misconstrue religion versus faith,” she said. “I felt that this song was, in a really pure, realistic way, describing what ‘hallelujah’ actually is. ‘It’s not a cry that you hear at night, / It’s not somebody that’s seen the light’—‘hallelujah’ is not something that you shout out on Sunday in a happy voice; it’s something that happens in a way that’s cold and broken and lonely. And that’s how I was feeling at the time.”

For Alexandra Burke, winner of the 2008 X Factor in the UK, “to anyone who’s a Christian, that word hallelujah—full stop, that’s what you’re going to hear.” To the acclaimed, offbeat singer-songwriter Regina Spektor, “he’s using traditional Jewish stories and history, and having gone to yeshiva and studied those stories, all the biblical things are an extra place for my mind to go.”

“I got the sexuality in the song right away,” said Jon Bon Jovi. “The chorus is like the climax, the rest is like foreplay.” For Rabbi Ruth Gan Kagan, who has included “Hallelujah” in the Yom Kippur service at the Nava Tehila congregation in Jerusalem, “it’s a hymn of the heretic, a piyut [liturgical poem] of a modern, doubtful person.”

For some, it’s this ability of “Hallelujah” to contain multitudes, to embrace contradictions, that gives it such power. “I can’t think of another song that can be done so many different ways,” said Justin Timberlake, who performed it at the “Hope for Haiti Now” benefit telethon. “It’s a testament to the songwriting. The interesting thing that Leonard Cohen is able to do—which equates to some of my favorite actors—is that he never makes you choose what to feel. He just gives you, like, a three-pronged road, and you can take whichever path you like. That’s the beauty of all of his work.”

Maybe punk-cabaret artist Amanda Palmer, formerly of the Dresden Dolls, put it best. “Those verses are like the I Ching of songwriting,” she said, “and the chorus, that word hallelujah, is the ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card.”

When Colin Frangicetto, a guitarist in the band Circa Survive, married his wife, Sam, in 2011, the bride walked down the aisle to a recording of “Hallelujah” performed as an instrumental by a string quartet. “We wanted a nontraditional wedding,” he said, “but there are always family members who are more religious or traditional or whatever, and I felt like this was in a way throwing them a bone, which is ironic. Even when you take away the words, there’s still a magical thing happening in the music. It’s simple, but with an extreme sophistication—and I think that’s the secret to most great songs, complexity hidden inside simplicity.

“It felt so fitting when committing our lives to each other,” Frangicetto continued. “Leonard Cohen said the song represented absolute surrender in a situation you cannot fix or dominate, that sometimes it means saying, ‘I don’t fucking know what’s going on, but it can still be beautiful.’ ”



Along with the rediscovery—more accurately, the discovery—of “Hallelujah” came a reconsideration of Leonard Cohen’s standing in pop music history. After being swindled by a manager and teetering on the edge of bankruptcy, he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2008 (at the ceremony, Lou Reed said that Cohen belonged to the “highest and most influential echelon of songwriters”) and the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2010. He has received the Prince of Asturias Award, the highest literary honor granted by Spain, and the Glenn Gould Prize in his native Canada.

A lengthy world tour, during which he turned seventy-five, saw him sell out stadiums across Europe, headline the massive Glastonbury and Coachella festivals, and play to millions of fans, of all ages. After not performing on stage for fifteen years, between May 2008 and December 2010 Cohen trooped through 246 marathon shows, to rapturous crowds and rave reviews.

In January 2012, Cohen released Old Ideas, his first new studio album in eight years. The record debuted in the Number One position in nine countries, and in the Top Five in eighteen more. In the U.S., where none of his previous albums had ever reached the Top 50 of the charts, Old Ideas debuted at Number Three. Tickets for the tour that he announced for the second half of 2012 sold rapidly across Europe and the States. Propelled in part by the ascendance of “Hallelujah,” Cohen, long considered a cult artist, was finally welcomed into the pantheon of rock stars in his eighth decade.

Like Cohen’s ultimate popular acceptance, the impact of the song was only realized over time. In fact, the trajectory of “Hallelujah” seems unprecedented; it is perhaps the only song that has become a worldwide standard over the course of a gradual climb spanning several decades. Only after former Velvet Underground member John Cale recorded a rearranged version of the song in 1991, which was in turn covered by the tragic young rocker Buckley a few years later, did “Hallelujah” truly begin its improbable, epic voyage.

Furthermore, in becoming Buckley’s signature performance, it eventually helped the gifted but doomed artist earn a legacy commensurate with his talent: While the Grace album, the single studio record he released in his abbreviated life, only peaked at a disappointing Number 149 when it was released in 1994, it was certified gold in 2002 and—as a Buckley cult grew and expanded over the years—has gone on to sell several million copies around the world.

The notion of a “standard”—a song that is freed from its original performance or context and seeps into the general consciousness, where it is interpreted frequently and diversely—defined American pop music for decades. Songs from Broadway shows or Hollywood movies were the basis of most singers’ repertoires, from giants like Bing Crosby or Frank Sinatra to local saloon singers. But this structure was pretty much crushed in the 1960s by the advent of the Beatles and Bob Dylan. Of the numerous upheavals these artists set in motion, perhaps the greatest revolution was the idea that singers should also be songwriters, and that their work expresses something specific and personal to them. (It’s fascinating to see the aging members of rock’s Greatest Generation, the very ones who made up new rules and redefined the job of the pop singer, being drawn to the music that preceded them, and trying on the role of interpretive singers, whether it’s Paul McCartney and Rod Stewart tackling pop songs from the ’40s or Bruce Springsteen and Neil Young recording traditional folk material.)

R&B and country, genres that still largely maintain the traditional separation between singers and songwriters, have continued to produce occasional standards, at least within their own communities; songs such as “I Believe I Can Fly,” “I Hope You Dance,” or “I Will Always Love You” become part of the social fabric, turning up at piano bars, proms, first wedding dances, talent shows. But since such transitional landmarks as “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “Yesterday,” post–rock-and-roll pop music has seen few songs transcend their original recordings. Even “Imagine,” though frequently performed in public settings, will always be so closely tethered to John Lennon’s original recording that it doesn’t have the same freedom and adaptability of older compositions. Furthermore, every one of these examples began spreading through the culture immediately—it was instantly clear that these were special songs that spoke to wide-ranging audiences.

Yet “Hallelujah” is different. Against all odds, it is now unquestionably a modern standard, perhaps the only song that has truly earned that designation in the past few decades. It appears in heavy metal shows and homemade videos by grade-schoolers, cartoons and action movies, Dancing with the Stars and religious services. It has reached a place where, for better or for worse, it is universal—even, as Paul Simon noted, immortal.

Rufus Wainwright, whose recording of the song is one of the most popular of them all, compared “Hallelujah” to compositions with an even longer history than those of the Great American Songbook, like classics by George Gershwin or Cole Porter. “With something like Stephen Foster’s song ‘Hard Times,’ it kind of shoots out and becomes this timeless ballad that is very appropriate at all times. And I think ‘Hallelujah’ has that ability to be released from its shackles, and every songwriter aims for that.

“It might seem odd to most people,” Wainwright continued, “but for me, being a classical music fanatic, it’s kind of the way things went. Schubert’s ‘The Trout’ or Ravel’s ‘Boléro’—they didn’t have records back then, and people had to disseminate sheet music and sing it or play it themselves. In a strange way, ‘Hallelujah’ followed a very traditional path that songs used to take. It’s encouraging that certain songs can still have their own lives and that they don’t have to be necessarily attached to a persona, because there was a time when the songwriter wasn’t necessarily the front man. I think that’s the way things should be—I’m a songwriter, so I’m on the song’s side.”

Wainwright also pointed out that, of course, the title and chorus of the song connect it to traditions and emotions going back to some of our earliest written history. “ ‘Hallelujah’ has been a pretty popular thing for a long time,” he said, “whether it’s the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ or Ray Charles’s ‘Hallelujah, I Love Her So.’ It has deep, deep roots in the human psyche. So I think it can relate a lot to different situations, whether it’s about war, about peace or love or hate or whatever; it’s this unifying expression of human existence, in a weird way—hallelujah—it’s just life, in a sense.”

“In a lot of ways, musicians covering ‘Hallelujah’ feel the way doing the ‘To be or not to be’ speech would feel for an actor,” said Regina Spektor. “You become part of a tradition. The words are so expressive, the melody is so transcendent, you get to be in this incredible soliloquy and have this incredible moment. It’s not like, ‘Oh, Laurence Olivier did that, so no one else can.’ ”

How did this unconventional song attain such popularity, in such an incremental fashion, over such an extended period of time? Why did it go from being a forgotten album cut by a respected but generally unknown singer-songwriter to a track on Susan Boyle’s 2010 Christmas record?

Appropriately enough, I started to think about “Hallelujah,” which seems to me to be, at its heart, a challenge to personal and spiritual commitment, on Yom Kippur. Congregation Beit Simchat Torah (CBST) hosts perhaps the largest High Holiday gathering in New York City: The gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender synagogue is one of the last congregations in Manhattan that hold open services on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, not requiring attendees to purchase an annual membership, or even advance tickets, to attend. As a result, lots of stray Jews, music and arts professionals, journalists, and the like find their way there, and the 2010 Kol Nidre service, held in the enormous Jacob Javits Convention Center on the west side of Manhattan, drew some four thousand people.

Kol Nidre is the introductory service on the holiest day of the Jewish year, the Day of Atonement. CBST Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum—one of Newsweek’s “50 Most Influential Rabbis in America” and always a remarkable speaker, who particularly rises to the challenge of the major holidays and events—gave her sermon, focusing on an interview that Woody Allen had given that week to the New York Times in which he said that he wished he could be a spiritual person, because it would make his life easier. After challenging the filmmaker on this premise, the rabbi ceded the stage to the CBST choir, led by Cantor Magda Fishman, which delivered a stunning version of “Hallelujah.”

The unique composition of the congregation made it a little less weird to hear “She tied you to a kitchen chair / she broke your throne, she cut your hair” in this sacred context. But the notion of this song serving as the emotional peak of the service, crackling through thousands of listeners—who were clearly familiar with the song, many weeping as it crescendoed—made it eminently clear that “Hallelujah” had reached a singular altitude, and was a phenomenon worthy of some extended consideration.

When I approached Leonard Cohen about this project, he gave me his blessing to proceed through his manager, but declined requests to talk about “Hallelujah.” And really, who can blame him? Aside from the fact that he seldom does interviews, even on the rare occasions when he has an album to promote, why would he want to disturb the mythology around this song? Having watched his composition unexpectedly attain such iconic status, largely without his own involvement, Cohen is wise to allow the song to retain as much mystery as possible.

In a 2008 BBC Radio 2 documentary about “Hallelujah” titled The Fourth, The Fifth, The Minor Fall, Guy Garvey of the British band Elbow recalled watching Cohen perform the song at the Glastonbury Festival. From his spot on the side of the stage, Garvey said that just before starting the introduction, Cohen turned to his band and said, “Let her go!” And that’s just what’s he’s done with this astonishing song—he’s let it go, to find its own way, through one of the most unexpected and triumphant sagas in the history of popular music.
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