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Abstract
The creation of interior escape worlds is a major pre-
"occupation in the poetry of Leonard Cohen. A study of this
preoccupation provides an insight to the world view and basic
philosophy of the poet and gives meaning to what on the sur-
face appears to be an aimless wandering thréugh life. This
study also increases the relevance of ngenlsﬂartmbymggylica-
‘fjlngwthe.many themes that relsaste to the'étruggle of modézg

man in a v1olent and dehumanizing society.

3

. e
\5\ ~The- formatlon of Cohen's world view- beglns 1n Let Us

ythologles upon which man basges hlS\\\

fvarlgasm;éiigﬁons and philosophies. @HE/HIEIEEEE cdﬁgfagion
wCehen draws from this questioning” is 1n1t1a11y an acceptance
of the "elaborate lie" that rationalizes the violence of life
and death. There is, however, the growing desire on the
poet's part to escape this violence. This escape takes the
form of the passive acceptance of reality and the creation
of escape worlds dominated by love in which the poet becones
a Messiah-like figure controlling his and his lover's des-

tiny. The communication between Cohen and his loved one is

exceptionally important and results in qiﬁiéua31 rellglous 3

state of rrace. This experience becomes for Cohen a means

by which, as he claims, "to rise to the chaos" around him.
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His state of grace also becomes a vital means of communicating

with God. This book is particularly important with regard to

this study, for from t@}§wpgigtwon"mpst,ofmCohen'spretry,re-
flects themes established here.

In The Spice-Dox of Earth love becomes the principal

o
L

ﬂﬂé”can escape the violence of the real world. In this book
his craftsmanship as a poet reaches its highest level. Here
he sees himself as a high priest of love, his poems become

his liturgy and his lovers become disciples gpreading the holy
word. Paralleling the themes of this book are the experiences

Cohen records in his first novel, The Fevorite Game. 1In many

cases passages in the novel aid in an understanding of parti-
cular incidents related in the poetry.
To further escape the brutality of a society that is

creatédwby its own violence Cohen occasionally adopts a stance
- o e e T . . M\‘

of passive acceptance that allows him to function as a member

of society, yet to ignore its violence. In Flowers for Hitler

this stance provides Cohen the opportunity to examine the out-
side world and to investigate and expose the inner recesses

of his own mind::'?thresulting discovery of violence ﬁithin
himself makes éscape far more difficult than it had béen earlier.

Now in many of the poems of this book and in his second novel,

Beautiful Losers, the poet plunges into the depths of his being

2

theme as Cohen continues to create interior worlds in which i~



in the hope of finding armeans to a rebirth and a renewed and
purified vision 6f the world.

In Parasites of Heaven, following the disintegrative
Journey into his personal "underworld", Cohen appears to have
returned with his desired purified vision, put his world is
still dominated by a stance of passive accepfance. He is
still unable to confront the violence of reality. His re-
newed vision is governed by a sense of numbness and the masses
around him appear as a "lost generation" with no future. For
himself, Cohen is locked in a state of limbo; his renewed
view of the world makes escape impossible and even love and
fantasy dreams begin to lose their protective powers. The
poet now sees himself as merely a "tourist" in the world and
he can escape thevharshness of reality only by remaining
uninvolved. !

The new poems in Selected Poemg: 1956-1968 seem to indi-

cate that Cohen'e search for meaning in life is over, but he
has, in fact, attained a2 sense of innocence through exper-
ience. He has returned to his initial state of innocence and
naitveté. He is careful, however, to caution his readers that
his poetry only records his personalrexperiences and that
they should not blindly ac;ept his solutions. Py
At this point in Cohen's céreer his art takes & new direc-

tion as he turns from poetry to songwriting and singing. 1In

his first recording there is still an emphasis upon the

vi



intrinsic meaning and thematic depth of his verses. The
second recording, however shows a marked decline in the em-
phasis upon themes in his poetry with an increased emphasis
upon the sound of the words rather than upon their meéning.
He no longer appears concerned with creating escape worlds
— 2T IR _

within his art but seems to be attempting to gain acceptance

in a society that he previously rejected.
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Introduction

With four volumes of poetry, a volume of selected works
including twentv new poems, two novels and two recordings of
his own songs, Leonard Cohen has become one of Canada's best
known and most important writers., His works apneal to an aud-
ience ranging from the sub-literate to the academic and in most
cases his readers find the themes of his voetrv exceptionally
releyant to their own oredicament in modern society. Further-
more his love poetry, as well as being gener&lly moving, exores-
ses with a simplicity yet venetrating depth the widespread de-
sire to overcome the feelings of sevarateness or alienation so
common in the world today. Criticism of Cohen's works covers
an equallv large range from exaltation on one hand to damnation
on the other. But audiences and criticism have, until recently,

had little bearing on Cohen's art. He is, above all, an intense-

ly personal poet whose works reflect the inner turmoil of a sen-

sitive artist in conflict with a violent, dehumanizing and over-

mechanized society.

\

0 Cohen's poetry is influenced most strongly by his Jewi sh
heritape, for Jewish literary traditions, both written and oral,
have contributed to the formation of many elements of his writ-
ing style. Morebver, the suffering his people have encountered
throughout their history forms an integral part of his world
view,

Cohen has been further influenced by the impressively:

large body of Jewish-Canacian writers. Among these writers



A.M. Klein is the most obvious of Cohen's mentors. Klein's

> personal aporoach to God in his po?try recurs as an imnortant
theme in Cohen's work. Irving Léyton, a close friend of Cohen,
has been a further major influence in the formation of Cohen's
style.

While attending university Cohen also had such eminent

Canadian writers as Frank Scott and Louis Dudek for teachers.
Ducdek, in fact, took a personal interest in Cohen's early work

and first published Jet Us Compare I'ythologies in the MMcGill

Poetry Series.
These influences combined with his own naturel lyric tal-
ents have allowed Cohen to develop & personal writing style

that most accurately translates his deevest sentiments into
N

o

""thHe printed word. His words, in turn, describe for the reader
! N }
3 el oo b

the intensity of the voet's love for a woman, his praise of God | 3
and his fear of the violence of modern societv. ,_J

| An important aspect of poetry is the poet's unique statement

of his individual response to situations that many people have
experienced before;)\Similarly much of Cohen's imvportance lies

in his ability to translete his resvonses to given situations

into words, images and thenes that reldte to the. experlggces of

.......

tense~yf“brsonal poet whose life style end statements made out-

Cat\\hiawuorksfls to concentrate uoon the thematic development



of his works and the ways in which he attempts to solve the

problems fac1ng the individual in a violent, destructive and

s
o

impersonal world.

Let gg Compare Mythologies is the most important of Cohen's

books in which to study the development of his art and philo-

sophy. This one volume of poetry shows many of the sources of

Cohen's later images and themes. Here he compares the classical,
Hebrew and Christian mythologies that have contributed to the

formation of the "elaborate lie™, the ratlonullzat1on that allows

- e

man to accept and believe in his own v1olence.//Here also the'

i e s

R, I

poet's desire to flee from this violence begins and he can be %

seen creating his interior worlds of escape. |The creation of

these worlds dominated by love or by passive acceptance is a

ma jor preoccupation in all of Cohen's works. A %tgaz”of the--

. thematic” develonment of this-preoccupati Gﬁ’fﬁfbughout the cycle

of Cohen's works will emphasize the relevance of his works to
readers who find themselves sharing his world view. This study
will further give an insight into the life and philosophy of

Leonard Cohen the lover, poet and singer.



Chapter 1

Let Us Compare Mythologies

"Then let us compare mythologies.
I have learned my elaborate lie..."



In a review of Cohen's first volume of poetry, Let Us

Comvare Mvthologies, Desmond Pacey viewed the poet as a Thurs-

day's child and avntly claimed "he certainly hes far to go."l
Pacey's foresight was even further demonstratecd in the con-
tent of the review, for he concentrated unon a theme of this
book that was to become one of the main points of interest

in all of Cohen's work:

He is not merely a sensuous lyric noet, however--he

is oreoccunied with violence, narticulerly the sacrifi-
cial deaths of pgods, and more narticularly with the
crucifixion of Christ, an event whichk occurs and recurs
throughout his book as a2 tkematic motif. Cohen's vision
of the world is of a place of violent contrasts, whsre
gentleness is in constant collision with brutality.

1Desmond Pacey, "A Groun of Seven", Tueen's Tuarterlv,
S LYIIT, 3 (Autumn 1956), 438,

2Tbid., 439.




6
_Cohen's vision of the world as "a place of violent con-
trasts" begins Qith "Flegy", the first poem of this volume,
r/ri;be‘ar'e the shredded body that cannot be found in "brittle moun-
tain streams", "angry rivers" or Munder shore stones"? vivid-
ly recalls the fate of Orpheus, the voet-musician of classical
mythology. Oroheus, brutally dismembered and cast into the
river Hebrus by a grouo of Maenads, found escepe from the
- cruelties of his 1life not in self~-imposed exile nor exclu-
sively in death but in a re§urrection or rebirth in a world
enchanted by his art. Coné;nuently, the first six lines
indicate to the reader thet the true nature of Orpheus or of
Cohen himself will not be found in the harsh external world.
Do not look for him
In brittle mountain streems:
They are too cold for any god;
Ancd do not examine the angry rivers
For shreds of his soft body )
Or turn the shore stones for his blood;LP
Cohen claims that the essence of the poet will be found in
an inner world of his own creation, a2 world of rebirth and
escave, a world of beauty and gentleness in art. This inner

world is vortrayed in the concluding seven lines:

But in the warm salt ocean

He is descending through cliffs
Of slow green water

And the hovering coloured fish

3Leonard Coten, Let Us Comnare Mvtholories (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1966) p.13. THereaiter cited as liytholories),

L1nia.



Kiss his snow-bruised body

And build their secret nests

In his fluttering winding—sheet.5
Here the hostility of the "brittle mountain streams" is re-
placed by the serenity of the womb-like "warm salt ocean" and
the tumult of the "angry rivers" is supplanted by the trancuil-
ity of "slow green water" and "secret nests". The beautyv of
this "other" world lies primarily in its gentleness ancd its
escape from brutality and it i1s made aesthetically pleasing
bv the visual images of "slow'green water" and "hovering col-
oured fish'",

| In this first poem then, Cohen introduces the paradoxical

idea of escane from the violence of reality through what is an

essentially violent act in itself, death by drowning. Though

~excentionally well handled, this is not a varticularly unicue

-

ﬁheme, for there are many recurrences in the history of liter-
ature of the Orpheus or dead and drowned archetyne. The most
famous example of the drowvned npoet in English poetry is Milton's
"Lycidas". Superficially, "Lycicas” is an elegy for “ilton's
friend, Edward King, but in depth the noem tells us much more

about the noet himself. Lycidas and in effect Milton are

5Cohen, Mythologies, n.13,




simply vassing through a state of symbolic death and like
Orpheus and Cohen should not be mourned, for they will be

reborn in a new world of artistic beauty.6

Weeo no more, woeful shenherds, ween no more,
For Lycidas, your sorrow, is not dead,

Sunk though he be beneath the watery floor.

So sinks the day-star in the ocean bed,

And vet anon revairs his drooning head,

And tricks his beams, and with new-snangled ore
Flames in the forehead of the morning shy./

This drowned noet theme was first exolored in Canadian noetry
by Duncan Camnbell Scott in "The Piver of Arll". Here the
death of the noet, like thet of Orpheus or Lycicas, is agein
not an event to be mourned, for the piper and his ghostly
shipmates are not forever lost but rest in a tranouil, surreal-
istic world where drowning brings beautyv rather than a tradi-

tional idea of death.

Tmnearled within the ourvle heart

Of the great sea for ave and aye.

Their eves are ruby in the green

Long shaft of sun that spreads and ravys,
And uowarc with a wizard sheen

A fan of sea-light leavs and olays.
Tendrils of or and azure creep,

And flotes of amber light are rolled,
And in the gloaming of the deep

Their eyes are staring nits of gold.8

6William ¥mpson, cuoted in "William Fmpson and Catepgorical
. Criticism", The Armed Vision (New York: Vintage Roo%s, 1955),
00259~ )

: 7John‘Ni1t0n, "Lvcidas", The Comnlete “orks of John Milton,
ed. Douglas Bush (Boston: Houghton Tifflin CTo., 19657, p.IL7.

8Duncan Camobell Scott, "The Piver of Arll", The Poems of
Duncan Campbell Scott (Toronto: MeClelland and Stewart. 102A) n
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A.M. Klein later made more svecific reference to the link
between the noet and the symbolic dying.or drovning. In
"pPortrait of the Poet as Landscape" he begins by viewing the
unknown poet as a "shelved Lycidas"9 and concludes with him
living anonymously and alone where "his secret shines/ like
phosphorus. At the bottom of thgmsea."lo Though similar
in attitude to these'forerunners?%éohen's poem appears to ex-
hibit the increased sense of existential aloneness of modern
man in a technological and deversonalizing society, man against
universe, art against reality.
b—*“; The view of the world held by Orpheus in his distressed

yvears after the loss of Eurydice is described in "Twilight"
by Cohen in a manner paralleling his own often-portrayed view
of life in contemporary society.

Those days were just the twilight

And soon the poems and the songs

Were only associations

Edged with bitterness

Focussed into nain

By paintings in a minor key
Remembered on warn nightsll

During this time prior to his death, Orpheus was unable to be-

come interested in women, for the memorv of Furydice plagued

94.M. Klein, "Portrait of the Poet as Landsczne", The
Rocking Chair (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1948), p.56.

101pi4d.

11Cohen, I"'vtholories, p.53.
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his mind. His previous powers with poetrv and music neant
little to him, but they too lingered in his mind and haunted
his life.

When he made love to strangers

And he would struggle through old words

Unable to forget he once created new onesl?
As death anoroached, the memories of lost youth, lost love and
a wasted life were of little solace for a man to whon

like fire-twisted shadows of dancers

Alternatives would array themselves

Around his wicker chair

And he regretted everything13
At this vpoint in his life "alternatives" are only what could
have besn in the vast and the nast cannot change. The alter-
natives to the continuation of a miserable, nainful life lead
only to death. But even if Crpheus "regretted evervthing",
he does not fear the inevitable in his future. Cohen through
Orpheus in these two poems avnears to see a release or oromise
~in death that allows a stoic acceptence of the trials of the
present.

In séveral noems, Cohen's concern with death and the
escave it nrovides goes far bevond the Orpheus or drowned noet

motif. In many of these cases death is a solace from the

12¢ohen, lythologies, p.53.

131bid.

\
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afflictions of life. In "Rites" the poet discusses the death
of his father and the release it offered a men who spent the
last days of his life

++.0n a blood-sooved villow,

his heart half rotted

and his throat dry with regret,lk
To Cohen, death in this case '"seemed so obvious" and "cuite so
necessary", but the other relatives &t the bedside do not appear
to share his view. His uncles, for examnle,

prophesied wildly,

npromising life like frantic oracles;

and they only stcoped in the morning,

after he had died.l5
To the uncles, deeth is the end of life end Eﬁ/ébnsecuently to
be feared..ﬁgghegwgggsbdeath at this noint ih the father's
W;ifgxas a necessery and welcone end to pain and suffering.
Here,ras with the drowned poet, death should not be & ceuse for
mourning, for it merely signals an end to life in this world
with the hovne of a new life in a world beyond the realm of
"reality". This death further signals a new life or new world
for the son who "had begun to shout" at the end of the vnoem.
The son now inherits the father's "world" and pre-emnts the

father's role as head of the family.

licohen, Mythologies, n.19.

15Ibid.
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The mixed blessing of death as an end to life and escape
from reality reaches an extreme bordering on the absurd in
- "Ttem™, Here death for the still-born eagle is truly an

escape from life and is possibly a painless way to avoid the

d‘”w}qu;;@

Let the still-born eagle demonstrate R
how he avoided the arrow
with its oredicament of death.l6

hunter's arrow.

But death can only afford solace if the pain of living is
known. The logic of the sentiment involved in the lines

"Let him teach how wise/ was his early death” 17 leaves much
to be desired, for the death of the eagle does not signal its
transvort into another world. The lesson to be taught however
is by example. "The heroes with their promised swords" are
the ones who should benefit from this seeming insignificant
death, They are the ones who must consider the "darker battle™,
the pvain of dying, the pain of inflicting death, and the fear
or acceptance of the unknown that lies beyond their world of
violence. In the concluding lines, Cohen avpnears to indicate
that death should not be feared, for he feelsAthese heroes
should "remember the still-born eagle/ and the young bird

bones which do not hurt or rattle™,l® The still-born eagle is,

16Cohen,’ Mythologies, p.24.

171vid.
18144,
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for example, much better off than the veteran in the following
poem, "City Christ". Here, the man who could once have been
one of the heroes from the previous poem mﬁst nov patiently
await an unglorious de&ath.

BRlinded and hovelessly lame.,

He endures the morning streetcars

And counts ages in a Peel Street room.19
The people he once defended now have little vnlace for him and
"He is kept in his vlace like a court jew/ To consult on
plagues or hurricanes."%0 Here, as with the still-born eagle,
death again seems to offer a solace from a cruel and insensi-wﬂ
tive world.

The exemplary death of the still-born eagle is onlv of
minor imvortance when it is considered in relation to the
ma jor death theme running through the book which, as Pacey

il 1 WY wil iy (=

claims, is concerned with the "sacrificial deaths of gods,

anc¢ more narticularly with the crucifixion of Christ.m?l “For (U= -

Wilf and his House" begins Cohen's examination of sacrificial
death and martyrdom. Here he finds that part of the violence
that he so often wishes to escape from lies within his own

people.

1900hen, yvthologies, p.25.

201bid.

2lpacev, loc. cit.
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When the voung Christians told me

how we pinned Jesus

like a lovely butterfly against the wood,
and I wept beside paintings of Calvary

at velvet wounds ’
and delicate twisted feet ,2?

The word "we" includes the whole Jewish race and this first
stanza develons the idea of the "guilt' of the Jews regarding
the crucifixion of Christ. This guilt is virtually a magnifi-

cation of the warning given [Moses by God.

Keeping mercv for thousands, forgiving inicuity and

transgression and sin, and that will by no means

clear the guiltv; visiting the inicuity of the

fathers unon the children, and upon the children's

children, unto the third and to the fourth generation.
(Exodus 34:7)

Apparently recalling his feelings as a child, Cohen empha-
sizes his horror and guilt by describing his vision of the
crucifixion in a form of plurisignation. The image of a "lovely
butterfly" and the adjectives "velvet" and "delicate" suggest
a scene of sensitive beauty. hen viewed in context, however,
this form of descriotion increases the sense of brutal violence.
His deep concern and sensitivityv forced the poet to reject the

teachings of his feith and to inform his brothers of the ser-

ious inconsistencies he had discovered in their belief.

QZCohen, Mvthologies, n.l4.
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...when I faced the Ark for counting, trembling

underneath the burning oil, the meadow of running

flesh turned sour and I kissed away mg fentle

teachers, warned my younger brothers.j3
But Cohen attributes this fear and skepticism to his youth,
to the age at which he was able to "sing my heathen tears/
between the summersaults and chestnut battles."zh During this
period of his life he had the sensitivity that allowed him to
"love the distant saint/ who fed his arm to flies."%5 He was
able to auestion the laws of life that decreed death and he
was able to "mourn the crushed ant/ and despise the reason of
the heel."26

Life and awareness of pain and death, however, eventually
develop a callousness that comes with maturity.

Raging and weeping are left on the early road.

Now each in his holy hill 5

the glittering and hurting days are almost done.?27
Reaching this level of maturity or, at least, passive accept-

ance, the pnoet can now objectively view hoth the good and the

bad elements of Christianity and Judaism alike.

23Cohen, Mvthologies, v.lh.

2L1bid,

251pbid.

261pid.

271bid., p.l15.
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Then let us comvare nmythologies,

I have learned nmy elaborate lie

of soaring crosses and noisoned thorns

and how my fathers nailed him '

like a bat against a barn

to greet the autumn and lgte hungry ravens

as a hollow yellow sign.2
The "elaborate lie™ allows the voet to accent the nreviously
ouestioned laws of Jlife. Unnatural death and violence can now
to some degree be rationalized to conform to the reacuirements
of his world view. There is now & distance between him and
the sacrificial death and the burden of guilt has been lifted.
The "fathers" are the guilty ones and even their guilt is
lessened as the initial tragic beauty of the crucifix takes on
the avpearance of a scarecrow "to greet the autumn and late
hungry ravens." The death of Christ now becomes a necessary
exemole and symbol of both death and life to Jew and Gentile
alike. The earlier beauty is now described as "a hollow vellow
sign." To the Jews the crucifixion fulfilled the law of God
that demanded the death of a man who presumed to be the son of
God and called himself the {ing of the Jews.

And if a man have committed a sin
‘worthy of death, and he be to be put to death,
and thou shalt hang him on a tree:...

for he that is hanged is accursed of God.
(Deuteronomy 21: 22-23.)

28Cohen, Mythologies, ».1l5.
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To the Christians the crucifixion is a symbol of God's ultim-
ate sacrifice for man; He sent His son into the world "to
give his life as a ransom for many." (Mark 10:45) To Cohen,

- both views renresent the "elaborate lie", on the one hand a
Justified death, on the other & rationalized sacrifice. 1In
either case, however, the loss of a life still exists and this
fact alone anmvears to haunt Cohen's world.

In another voem concerning the crucifixion of Christ,
Cohen indulges in some myth-making of his own. "Ballad"
describes the murder of a man who, supvosedly in the voet's
story, dioned a flower into Christ's wounds in the hope "that
a garden/ would grov in his hand."?? Christ responded with
the éuestions:

'"Will vetals find roots

in the wounds vhere I bhleed?!

'Will minstrels leafn songs

from a tongue which is torn

and sick be made whole

through rents in my skin?'BO
This response frightened the peonle who had crucified Christ,
for they "knew something/ like a god had spoken.“31 In}fear,

the veople killed the man "to honourkthe voice/ with a sacrifice."3%?

2900hen, I"yvthologies, p.42.

3071pid.
3l1bid.

! 32Ibid.
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But in their fear and ignorance the people honoured only the

voice and not the words. 1In essence the words pointed out the
futility of & sacrificial death. Granted, Christ died so that
others might live, but, Cohen asks, would this death actually
bring forth new life, would "petals find roots" in his wounds?
The people heard, but they did not listen. They immediately |

sacrificed another life. To this day people have not learned
t

from the desath of Chrigt; *

hey honour
to view it as an exemplary death or a lesson in futility. 1In
his concluding stanza, Cohen points out how little the words

meant and how needless were the deaths.

And men from Golgotha
assure me that still
gardeners in vain 33
pour blood in that soil.

From the violence within his people Cohen turns to the
violence against his people. "The Song of the Hellenist",
contrary to the title, views the centuries-old conflict between
Hellenism and Hebraism from the point of view of a Hebrew, but
one who sees his people and is himself accepting the inimical
ideals of the Greek alliance of the Decapolis; Although Heb-
raism énd Hellenism are comprised of ineffaceable differences,
the final aim of both ideals is ultimately the same or, as

Matthew Arnold claims in Culture and Anarchy, both try to ach-

ieve "man's perfection or salvation."34 To the holder of

33Cohen, Mythologies, p.43.

34Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1965, [1883]), p.1l65.
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either ideal, however, there usually can be no resolution
between the two. FEven in the poem in cuestion, the poet's
attemot to maintain a veil of irony wears thin as his own
beliefs show through. 1In the years following the conquests
of Alexander the Great in the fourth century B.C. and the
later Roman domination of the Middle East, however, the effects
of Greek, Hellenistic culture were so great that even the
Hebrew veople, with the exceotion of those i1n Palestine, began
to accept the opposing culture.3? With a certain distaste,
Cohen describes the influence of the Greeks uvon the people of
Jerusalem.

O cities of the Decanolis across the Jordan,
you are too great; our young men love vou,

and men in high places have caused gymnasiums
to be built in Jerusalem.,

I tell you, my people, the statues are too tall.

Beside them we are small and ugly,

blemishes on the pedestal.3
So great is this influence that the "men in high places"
(meaning the priests and leaders of the religious community)37
were shifting the emphasis upon worship, study, and obedience

to the Hellenistic ideal of physical prowess and perfection

of the individual. The proportions of the statues of the

35p.A. Mari jnen, ed., The Fncyclovedia of the Bible, trans.
D.R. Welsh (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, I%55), pp.1l02-3.

3600hen, lythologies, p.lb.

37Encvclonedia of the Bible, pn.107-8.
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Greek pods and heroes were causing the Hebrew veople to feel
ohvsically inferior or "small and uglv". Zven the Febrew
names, traditionally of relifious orifin, were being drovped

in favour of common Greek names.

My name is Theodotus, do not call me Jonathan.
My name is Dositheus, do not call me Nath%giel.
Call us Alexander, Demetrius, Nicanor.

The events Cohen has thus far described have an interest-
ing narallel in II Maccabees of the Anocrypha. Here the acc-
ount of Jason, a corrupt high-priest, in his attempt to force
the Jews to adoot the Greek ways adds much validity to the
poet's descriotion of one of the early attempnts to destroy the

sacred heritage of his vpeovle.

He [Jason] lost no time in establishing a svorts-
stadium at the foot of the citadel itself, and he
made the most outstanding of the voung men assune
the Greek athlete's hat. So Hellenism resched a
high noint with the introduction of foreign custons
through the boundless wickecdness of the imnious
Jason, no true high-oriest. As a result, the
priests no longer had any enthusiasm for their
duties at the altar, but despised the temnle and
nerlected the sacrifices; and in defiance cf the
law they eagerl— contributed to the expenses of
the wrestling-school whenever the ovening rong
called them. Theyv nleced no value on their here-
ditary dirnities, but cared atove evervthing for
Hellenic honours. (II Maccabees 4:12-15)39

38Cohen, ythologies, n.l€,

39%he New nelish Eible. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1970), (FerezTter cited as LRB).
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With a peculjar trinle-entendre Cohen manages to bridre
many centuries of Jewish history in one stanza of this noem
while at the same time he further points out the transforma-
tion that affected his people.

'Have you seen mv landsmen in the museums,

the brilliant scholars with the dirty fingernails,

standing before the marble gods,

underneath the lot?!

Among straight noses, natural and carved,

I have said ny clever things thought out before;

jested on the Protocols, the cause of war,

quoted 'Bleistein with a Cigar.'4
The ouestion conteined in the first four lines is, on the
first level, rhetorical. The initial narrator, again with
a feeling of inferioritv, is simnly stating that none of the
scholars from among his peonle can comnare with or even be
considered next to the gods and heroes of the Greeks. On the
second level, the same narrator is pointing out that his nreo-
ple are now teking their n»nlace among the Greeks and continues
throughout the stanza to show how this is being accomnlished.
On the third level, the present day Jew, the "'Bleistein with
a Cigar'", is also asking a rhetorical cuestion but in contrast
to the nuestion on the first level he is now pointing out that
his neople have taken their place among the exaulted Greeks.

The acceptance of Hellenism did very little for the

Hebrew neovle, however, for in centuries to come many of the

4O0Cohen, I'vtholories, 0.16.
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philosophies born in the era in question were to grow into mon-
sters of destruction. The Christian philosopher Arius of Alex-
ander, for examnle, promulgated the heretical theory denying
the preexistence of Christ and denying the coequal role of Christ
with God. Arius admitted that Christ represented God but de-
nied that Christ was in anyv way God's personal presence on earth.
This theory, Arianism, was ultimately a denial of Trinitarianism
in favour of a one-person God. Ironically this theory had many
parallels with the basic Hebrew beliefs, But Arianism was to
become very popular among the Christian German tribes and in
conjunction with a unity of Germanic languages was to contribute
to the formation of a theory of racial unity. This theory later
formed the basis of German National Socialism or Nazism. Nat-
ional Socialism with its emphasis upon unity and order is, in
essence, an extreme form of Hellenism. Consequently the solit
between Hellenism and Hebraism has been carried into modern
times. Cohen emphasizes the irony in the basic parallels between
these divergent ophilosophies when he shows his narrator joking
with the Greek scholars and onhilosophers, or as he calls them
the "Herrenmenschen" (masterminds). The imvlications are many
and the tone can only be described as sardonic when the nar-
rator claims

...,I made them laugh

when the child came in:
'Come I need vou for a Passover Cake. 'l

AlCohen, !ytholories, p.1l7.
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The Hebrew acceptance of Hellenism is here shown in its true
nature and the resulting picture has a vividness and horror

not unlike Gova's renresentation of Saturn devouring his sons.

The mention of the child being cooked in & Passover Ceake is
exceptionally horrible yet ironic when considered in con3iunc-
tion with the ovens of Dachau and Buchenwald.

The concluding stanza of Cohen's poem completes the Jew-
ish accentance of the CGreek culture,

My children vwill boast of their ancestors at Marathon

and under the walls of Troy,

and Attens, my chiefest joy.42

The final line shows the ultimate denial of a sacred past.
VJhere the narrator oreviously asked, "Call us Alexander, Dem-
etrius, Nicenor...", he now completely commits himself person-
ally "0 call me Alexander, Demetrius, Nicanor..."™3 Perhaos
the nronhetic note following the descrintion of the Jews
striving for '"Hellenic honours" in II Maccabees has, as Cohen
indicates in his poem, & far deeper meaning and a fer greater
significance than can be apnreciated in the biblical context..

Because of this, grievous misfortunes heset then,

and the very men whose way of life they strove after

and tried so hard to imitate, turnec out to be their

vindictive enemies. To act ﬁrofanelv arainst God's

laws is no lirht matter, as will become clear in due
time. (NEB, II "accabees L:16-17)

thohen, Mvtholories, n.17

L31vid.
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In a poem simply titled "lovers'", Cohen describes an un-
orthodox love affair taking placet*uring one of the most vio-
lent and destructive of the "grievous misfortunes" to befall
his people. The lovers are portraved "trading" their love
durineg the mass murders of the Jewish peopnle in Poland or
Germany. The woman in this relationshin is obviously Jewish
and the man appears to be a sympathetic soldier or Jewish col-
laborator. Cohen describes the depth of their love as he
relates how

...at the hot ovens they

Cunningly managed a brief

Kiss before the soldier came

To knock out her golden teeth.bb
In a simple descriontion of this horrible event Cohen is voint-
ing out that the love transcending the barriers of race and
religion of these two peovle is far more significant than the
pain of broken jaws and smashed teeth and even more imvortant
than the prevalence of death., The soldier's last attemnt to
demonstrate his love as the flames consume the woman's body
further emphasizes the denth of his love in contrast with the
violence of her death. 1In effect there is contrast between

the fire of his passion and the fire of the furnace.

LhGohen, IMytholopies, p.33.

-
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And in the furnace itself

As the flames flamed hirher,

Ke tried to 2i§s hef bgrniﬂg breasts

s she burned in the fire.

The concluding stanza shows the soldier left woncering "Was
their barter comnleted?"46 The word "barter" relates back to
"trading"” in the first stanza and provides a unity to the ess-
ential idea of the poem. The lovers had traded their love but
the woman had died lecving the soldier with nothing. "While
men around him plundered/ And knew he had been chezated,"&47
While his comrades are gaining materially, the soldier is left
with nothinsg but his initial "history-full of poems"~and the
memory of his dead loved one. The woman, on the other hand,
gains from the transaction of dying with the knowledge that
she is loved. She takes with her the love of the soldier and
leaves him with the burden of pruilt for her dezth. Though
novhere explicitly stated within this poem, there seems to be
an undertone of passive acceptance on the part of the woman.,
This could perhans, in a brocder sense, be a form of passive
acceptance of fated "grievous misfortunes™ on the nart of the
Jewish neople in general, Ferhaps this m™acceptance” is even

further a defiant disregard for the genocidal laws of tvrants

hsCohen, Ywthologies, n.33.
L6

Ibid.

L7Tpid.
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against a race who believe they are the "chosen" neople of God.
The ounishment &nd death that many must face now only serves
to pave the way for future generations to enter the "promised
land".

The motif of vassive accevtance in the face of death
aopears in several noems in this volume and, as in "Lovers",
it always becomes a rationalization for death or an escane from i
the recornition of some form of violence. The poem "lLetter", ;
for example, is based solely upon this idea of acceptance, :
submission or rationalization. The narrator, either male or

i‘emale,[‘“g begins with the callous or dismassionate statement:

4»’/1

hSIn this particular pnoem there is some confusion as to
whether the narrator is male or female. As the narrative
develoos the sneegker annears to be the lover of a king or
ruling generel and the line "the harlots put to the sword"
apnears to indicéete inevitable death for a woman. However,
the statement "when one morning my head/ hangs drinrning with
the other renerals" apnears to indicate that the sneaker is
also a general, a highlv unlikely role for a verson so intim-
ately associated with a king or ruler. Cne logical possibil-
ity can be found in & comparison with the Antony and Cleonatra
love storv as told by John Uryden in the pley All for Love,
In this case the narrator could be either Antonv or Cleonatra;
in fact, one sveech by Cleovatra echoes the same nassive
acceptaence of death, a death made easier by the knowledge that
she once loved and was loved.

Farewell, mv cruel lord!
The annearance is arainst me; and I ro,
unjustified, for ever from your sirht.
How T have loved, vou lmnow; how vet I love,
My only comfort is, I know mvself:
I love vou nore, even now you are unkind,
Than when you loved me most; so well, so truly
I*'1]1 never strive &rainst it; but die pleased,
To think vyou once were mine.

From John Drvden, All For love,ed. Beniamin 'J. Griffith
(New York: Barron's ZducatIonal “eries, 1961), vo.132.
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"How you killed vour familv means nothing to me."49 But this
sentiment is temmered in the next line: "as your mouth moves
across my body."50 Statements showing a recognition of the
cruelties of a war raging around the lovers are negated through-
out the poem by contrasting statements such as: '"these mean
nothing to me", "blood means nothing to me" and "tasting blood
on your tonpgue/ does not shock me." The narrator admits a
complete knowledge of what is ha»pening in the outside world !
and realizes the inevitable outcome of his or her involvement |
in the death and destruction of the war. 4?
Lo not think I do not understand
what hapnens

after the troons have been massacred
and the harlots nut to the sword

L N N

that when one mornings mv head
hangs drioonine with thi other generals
from your house gate.5

The vassive accentence of an unnreventable fate becomes, first
of all, an escape from the horror of the anticination of that
fate. Secondly, in this particular case, the knowledge of

the inevitable becomes a weanon with which the narrator wields

the final blow and, though dead, emerges victorious.

LgCohen, Mythologies, p.36.

501bid.

>lihid., p.37.
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...l write this only to rob you

. L . . . . . . . . . L] L] . » .

.+.all this was anticivated

and so vou will know that it meant nothing to me, 2%
Ultimately the sexual-spiritual encounter has become more
destructive than death and, in effect, it has become more impor-
tant, for it has provided a solace from the harshness of reality. —

Cohen himself avpvears at times to believe strongly.in the
paradox of escane through submission to, or nassive acceotance
of the trials of life in modern society. In "Jingle" he dem-
onstrates an attitude of mental submission to the fate of sim-
vply being involved in a world that man himself has made far too
complicated. He begins by descriting the death and dissection
of a2 small animal at the hands of curious Vdung boys. The ex-
posure of the "fat brain" is nortraved as '"the final clever
thrill/ of summer lads,."®3 1In the second stanza the noet
offers his own brain for society to use as it wishes.

So here is nine,

torn and stretched for the sun,

to be used for a drum or a tambourine,

to be scratched with voetryv
by ¥afka's machine.

5?'Cohen, "vthologies, n.37.

531bid., ».59.
Sb1hid.

g~ e
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The juxtaposition of the two stanzas of this voem forms an
elaborate metaphor the tenor of which is simoly submission.///f
The olirht of the animal in the first stanza indirectly becomes
that of the poet in the second stanza. The main idea oproduced
is that of helnlessness in the face of destruction. The "sum-
mer lads" of the first stanza have the vower over the aniral
that "¥afka's machine", or contemporary society, has over the
voet in the second stanza. The noet submits his brain to be
used for "a drum or & tambourine," to resound with whate&er
sound the masses desire. His submission oroduces a Kafka-like
feeling of total futility in a world that man has created but
cannot control. Submission is, however, an escane; it offers
the noet the oprnortunity to evoid a fight that he cannot vos-
sibly win.

In "Story", Cohen further develons the theme of passive

accentance as he considers his role in the life of an unnamed

woman. The woman aonears to be constantly preoccuvied with

.

thoughts of death and continously relates the story of a child
killed in a traffic accident. But the poet clains,

Fach time T visit her

she reveats the story of the child to me,

I never cuesticn her. It is irportant

to understand one's vart in & legend.>>

He does not try to change her outlook or her wav of life, for

he knows it is her wav of accepting her fate and, like him,

55Cohen, Mvtholories, p.63.
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she does not fight the inevitable. The vnoem concludes with
both the poet and the woman calmly and passively awaiting
whatever their destiny may be.

I take my nlace

among the paner fish and make-believe clocks,

naming the flowers she has dreawvn,

smiling while she paints my head on large clay coins,

and makine a so:t of courtly love to her
wvhen she contemplates her own traffic death, 56

The poet's escane from the violence of reality is of\en

———

accomplished throurh a sexual-spiritual relationship with
";;ﬁe; who appear out of step with contemporary society. "Song
;f Patience”" is the first of many of Cohen's voems that dwell
upon the theme of the "madwoman®™. In the first lines he claims
"For a lovely instent I thought she would grow mad/ and end

the reason's fever."?/ This first sentence nroduces a cormlex
raradox, but one, however, that is essential to an understanding
of the madwoman theme. Madness avnpears at first to bte a violent
state, but it is in many c&ses only an inability to conform to
the ways of a society that is itself essentially violent. Con-

seruently, madness may often be an escape from external hostil-

ity to an 1nward serenity. The external world abounds with

56Cohen, ivtholories, p.63.

>71Ibid., n.26.
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"reason's fever" or a madness of its own. The introversion

“or escave of the so-called madwoman brings a harmony of mind
and body as seen very clearly in the later sonp of the same
theme, "Suzanne". Here Cohen claims it is the madwoman he can
trust to lead him away from "reason's fever™", for she has found
the harmony of mind and body thet has heen lost to man for so
long. Suzanne had, he claims, "touched her verfect body/ with
her mind."58 1In "Song, of Patience™" the voet allows himself to
be cormnletelv possessed by the woman who he claims "wove intri-
cate initials in my throat."59 The noet's more conservative
friends fear the woman is a witch and warn him to "'Journey
with a silver bullet,'" or "'Conceal a steke inside your
pocket.'"60 But the poet knows they ccnnot understand the
purvose of his wWilling submission in this relationshin &nd he
can only "smile as they misconstrue your insane letters/ and
my embroidered throat."61 The noet wished others could share
the beauty he has found in the madwoman's world. He wishes

to tell others

5800hen, Parasites of Heeven (Toronto: I'cClelland and
Stewart, 1966), n.71.

59cohen, Mytholories, n.26.

601414,

61l1bid.

-
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...to love vou carefullyv;

to honour you with shells and coloured bottles;

to keeo from vour face the f2llinr sand

and from vour human &zrm the time-charred beetle;

to teach vou new stories about lightning

and let you run sorietimes barefoot on the shore.62
When the next lover a2lso has the myvstic initials woven in his
throat then he too will "...know how beautiful it is/ to be
loved by a madworian. "3  Time will destroy the oresent logic
of the madwoman's words, however, and the noet claims he will
not "gladly wait the years" until the time when "my finger-
nails are long enourh/ to tear the stiches fron my throat."éh

Madness does not always lead to beauty, however. For
examole, in "Ballad" {"My lady was found mutilated") Cohen turns
to a look at the destruction ancd violence in the needless mur-
der of a loved one at the hands of a sex-crazed maniac. Here
the poet rapidly dericts the murder scene and e-nhesizes its
horror and repulsion through the use of contrasting descriotions.
He . describes the women in life as:

...a tall slender love,

like one of Tennvson's rirls,

and vou alwavs imarined her erect on & thoroughbred
in someone's private forest.c

6200hen, Mytholories, n.26,

637hid.

Sh1bid.
65Ibid., p.4b.
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Immediately Cohen's "lady" is pictured as the wanton huntress

of Tennyson's 1£30 work simply titled "Sonnet":

...1like a master »nainting where she stood
JL.ooked some new goddess of an English vood.b

Tennvson's Ynglish Diana cast an air of beauty on the death

around her,

AN

Made auiet deeth so beautiful to see
That Death lent grace to Life and Life t

8 Death
And in one imege Life and DLeath renosed. 7

Cohen's mutilated lady, on the other hand, becomes a grotesque

image of violent death made more hideous by the juxtarosed

description of her maimed body.

But there she was,
naked on an old bed, knife slashes

across her breagts, legs badlv cut un:
Dead two days.6
The voet lists several vossible suspects, yet knows the murder-

er will never be discovered, for

There are so many cities!
so many knew of my lady and her beauty.69

66Alfred, Lord Tennvson, "Sonnet", in The lNorton fAntholorv
of Engplish Literature (New York: %.,W. Norton and Co., 1967], D.18L4E.

671bid,
68Cohen, Mvthologies, p.LE.

691bid., n.47.
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The humour of the following four lines contrasts sharnly with
the mood of pathos developed in the nreceding stanzas.
Perhaps he came from Toronto, a half-crazed man
looking for some Sunday love;
or a vicious noet stranded too long in VWinniveg;
or a Nova Scotian fleeing from the rocks and preachers.70
Here again Cohen is emphasing the violence of the death by
juxtavosing horror on one hand with the ironies of possible
murderers on the other. The serious tone is restored in‘the
next stanza as he again metaphorically describes the beauty
of his lady. The concluding two stanzas are unusual in the
context of this poem, for they are in the form of rhyming lyric
poetry.
We buried her in Spring-time.
The sparrows in the air
wept that we should hide with earth
the face of one so fair.
The flowers they were roses
and such sweet fragrance gave

that all my friends were lovers
and we danced uvon her grave.

o

Though written in a rather loose iambic trimeter with rhyming /’///
second lines, this conclusion becomes the ultimate poetic

final tribute to a woman the poet found so beautiful.

70Cohen, Mytholories, p.47.

7libid.
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The sparrows mentioned in the conclusion of "Ballad" can
relate to an earlier noem called "The Spmarrows". Here the
poet and verhaps the same woman are avoiding the gloom of a
winter's day by pretending that the snarrows who never seem to
migrate are heralds of annroaching sorineg. The other birds
have left for the winter or as the poet says "the traitor birds
have deserted us."’® The counle in this poem are briefly
unsure as to what their attitude toward the sovarrows should be.

+..should we pnlant our vards with breadcrumbs

or mark them with the black persistent crows

whom we hate and stone.
But finallv it is the svarrows who orovide "the dimmest flutter
of a coloured wing" that "excites all our favourite streets/
to delirht in imaginary soring."74

"The Snarrows" indicates a traditional apovroach to soring,
but when it comes Cohen apnears to share the attitude of T.S.
Eliot toward this season. "A vainful rededication, this
Snring",75 the first line of "Rhededication", reveats the senti-

ment of "April is the cruelest month,” the first line of Eliot's

72Cohen, I'vthologies, p.22.

731bid., p.23.
"h1pid.

75Tbid., v.20.
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"The Waste Land". Eliot's comnlex image of a spniritual waste
land is echoed by Cohen as he views a world in which "we are
almost too tired to begin apain".76 Eliot claims, "Winter

kept us warm, covering/ Earth in forgetful snow." Similarly
Cohen recounts: "le had learned a dignity in late winter,/

from austere trees and dry brown bushes."’7 To Cohen ", ..Spring
aisturbs us like the mor'ningr."78 There is no hope in rebirth
here; the onlv hope is for the imvossible, the hope "for no
October",79 for no Fall and for no "inter death. Spring is

no longer the season of joy and renewed life. It now only
signifies the nain of birth and rebirth into a world that Eliot
pictured as "stony rubbish" with the "Unreal City/ Under the
brown fog of a winter davn," a world that Cohen fecels is tyo-
ified by a scene in which "The Cadillacs go creeping down/
Through the night and the poison gas."8o In Cohen's real world
Spring ultimately signifies that "The age of lust is giving

birth.n8l

7600hen, I"vthologies, p.20.

771bid.

781hid.

791bid.

80Cohen, "Stories of the Street", Songs of lLeonard Cohen
(New York: Collier Books, 1969), p.45. “—

81l1pid.
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In a world so harsh and uply even the simnle beauty of
a sunset becomes a violent event. Cohen's "Prayer for Sunset"
denicts the brilliant chiaroscuro of black branches against
the flaming sun as a scene of death.

The sun is tangled

in black branches,
raving like Absalom
between sky and water,

struggling through the dark gerebinth

to commit its daily suicide. 2
The wav in which the sun apnears to be tangled in the tree re-
calls the fate of Absalom.

And Absalom rode uoon & mule, and the mule went under

the thick boughs of a great oak, and his head caught

hold of the oak, and he was taken uo between the

heaven and the earth; and the mule that was under

him went away. (II Samuel 18:9)
As the sun passes below the horizon the sea annears to consume
the sun but not without injury to itself. The last traces of
light and colour apvnear as

e plistening wound

on the w&ater, g
a red scar on the horizon.t3

82Cohen, Mvthologies, pn.4l.

837Tbid.



38

The sounds of the darkness are far from comforting to the poet,
for he claims he is
terrified bv the clash of wind on grass
and the victory cry of weeds and water.gh
The once gentle sounds of nature are now sounds of battle and
the clash of Biblical armies nersists in the poet's mind as
he concludes with a continuation of the story of Absalonm.
Is there no Joab for tomorrow night,
with three darts
and a pgreat hean of stones?85
The mention of Joab comopletes an elaborate analogyv between
the sunset and the death of Abssalon.
Then said Joab, I mav not tarry thus with thee. And
he took three darts in his hand, and thrust them

through the heart of Absalom, while he was vet alive
in the midst of the oak. ’

And they took Absalom, and cast him into a ‘great pit
in the wood, and laid a very great hean of stones
uoon him: and all Israel fled every one to his tent.
(IT Samuel 18: 14&17.)
Ultimately, Cohen's oreyer is for a sunset for the following

night, & orayer that can only be phrased in terms of violence,

for even nature apnears to reflect the viplence that man has

ghCohen, I"'vtholosies, p.4l.

R5Thid.
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created in his world.

Though Cohen's world view seems generally pessimistic,
there are the occasional notes of optimism. In "Prayer for
Messiah" the vpoet says, "0 send out the raven ahead of the
dove".86 Though suverficially alluding to the raven Noah first
sent out in an attemont to find dry land, Cohen is claiming
that an age of violence symbolized by the raven must orecede
an age of vneace symbolized by the dove and ultimately signify
the coming of the Messiah. There can be no way of telling
when this Messiah will come but the noem concludes with the
vapuely ootimistic note:

0 break from vour brapches & freen bragch of love

after the raven has died for the dove.&7

Cohen's art is not always concerned with death, destruc-
tion and violence, but often leads him to a peaceful internal
world and a solace from the things he fears in the outside
world. His poem "Soneg" ("The naked weeping girl") demonstrates
his belief in the solace onrovided by love., Here love, both
physical and spiritual, creates an environment or world in
which both the ooetgand his loved one are safe from the hostil-
ities of the external world. The lover's beauty is orotected

by gentle thoughts in the noet's mind:

86Cohen, Mytholories, pn.18,

87Ibid.
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May soft birds

soft as a story to her eyes
protect her facg

from my enemies 8

The lover's room or the peaceful, imaginary world in which V//
they live is guarded by the noet's ability to create defences
in words that are described as "vicious birds". He believes
that these birds "Whose sharo wings/ were forged in metal
oceans" will "Guard her room/ from my assassins".89 Cohen
finds more than love and veace in this varticular new wdrld,
however, for there is an overall sense of the attainment of
immortality if onlv in the mind of the lover as she

is thinking of my name

turning my bronze name

over and over

with the thousand fingers

of her body

anointing her shoulders

with the re embered odour

of my skin0
His name and the love between them will "grow brighter with
her weeping! until the voet is

...fixed like a galaxy

and memorized
in her secret and fragile skies,91

88Cohen, Mythologies, n.30,

891bid.

PO1pid.
911bid.
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Cohen's desire to achieve neace and immortality has an
even greater significance if the implications of the meaning
of the second stanza are considered.

0 I am the general

in her history

over the fields

driving +he great horses

dressed in gold cloth

wind on my breag&plate

sun in my belly
These lines could relate svecifically to the Jewish concept of

Messianic identification. FHere Cohen places himself in the

role of a Messiah who, as David Bakan in Sigmund Freud and the

Jewish !"vstical Tradition claims,

would be a warrior, a military hero in the fullest
sense, and who would eventually be killed., This
Messiah, when he arose, would with great might
vanquish all enemis; and prevere the way for the
"essiah-ben-David,

¥With this concept in mind, the word "assassins" in stanza three
can take on a very literal interoretation. A more fipurative
than literal meaning should be maintained, however, to allow
the poem to retain its introspective tone. If Cohen wished to

become a Messiah it is only in that small world poonulated by

92Cohen, I'vtholopies, p.30.

93pavid Bakan, Siemund Freud and the Jewish lMystical
Tradition (New York: Schocken Books, 196%), p.l71.
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him and his loved one. This microcosmic world is ruled by
Cohen's concept of "a state of grace". The poet's own defini-
tion of this state further substantiates the introsnection of
the pboem in ouestion and will exvlain many aspects of later

works.

A state of grace is that kind of balance with which
you rise to the chaos you find around you. It's not
a matter of resolving the chaos, because there is
something arroggﬂt and warlike about vutting the
world in order,

-t

-
Cohen's state of grace transforms the sex act into a vital -

form of communication. It is the ultimate exchange of emotion

between two human beings. In his first published novel Cohen

points out how important this communication is to him.,

"A friendshin between a man and & woman which is

not based on sex is either hvpocrisy or masochism. e
When I see a woman's face transformed by the orgasnm e
we have reached together, then I know we have met.

Anything else is fiction. That's the vocabulary

we speak in today. It's the onlv language left."95

This "language" is the only meaningful language in the noet's
inner world. It is a language that exists beyond the score

of his noetry, for noetry at best can only give a sunerficial

941 eonard Cohen, cuoted bv Jon Kuddy, in lfaclean's lapazine,
October 1, 1966, p.l#,

95Cohen, The Favourite Game (London: Secker and ‘arberg,
1963), ».l12.
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imoression and, even then, it is coloured by the vocabulary
of the reader. As Cohen says:

Poetry is a verdict, not an occuration.... The

poem is a dirty, bloody, burning thing that has

to be grabbed first with bare hands. Once the

fire celebrated Light, the dirt Humility, the

blood Sacrifice. Now the poets are professional

fire-eaters, free-lancing at any carnival. The

fire noegédown easilv and honours no one in par-

ticular.”
The poem that "honours no one in particular" only has full
meaning in the vpoet's world and this world orovides the noet
with his desired escape. A.V. Purdy once recornized Cohen's
ability to isolate himself or to withdraw from the external
world when he claimed,

Perhavs in Cohen's world the things he writes

about exist, but only rarely cdo they touch on my

personal existence, I admire the noems tremen-

dously; they are the work of a master craftsman, who

must simoly ge living in another time dimension

than mv own. 7

In Cohen's world the state of grace or sexual encounter
often becomes a nuasi-religious experience. Meny of his love
or sexually oriented noems can assume a religious nature very

similar to the love vpoems of John Donne or the Song of Songs

in the Bible. In "On Certain Incredible Nights" the noet wor-

96Cohen, Favourite Game, p.162.

97A. W. Purdy, "Leonard Cohen: A Personal look", Canadian
Literature, no. 23, Winter 1965, p.10.
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shins his loved one in a manner not unlike that of Solomon.
The similarities between the following vassages could lead to

similar interpretations:

Cn certain incredible nights,

VVhen vour flesh is drenched with moon

And the windows are wide oven:

Your hreasts are sculntured

From the soft inside of darkness

And your belly a fragment of a great bright flask.98

How beautiful are your sandalled feet, O vrince's daurhter !
The curves of vour thighs are like wewels

the work of a skilled craftsman.

Your navel is a rounded goblet

that never shall went for sviced wine.

Your bellv is a heao of wheat

fenced in by lilies.

Your two breasts are like two fawns,

twin fawns of a gazelle. (NZIB, Song "of Songs 7:1-3)

In both cases the love between the man and woman or bride and
bridegroom can have an allegorical interpretation which shows

the love between God and the peonle of Israel, between Christ

and the Church, or between God and the individual soul.?9

>
e

Cohen continues his poem in a more secular vein, however, by
thanking God for "a peninsula of sheet across vour waist/ [that]

Imprisons vou upon my bed.”1C0 5o intense is Cohen's feeling

98Cohen, Mythologies, n.58.

99The Fncvclonedia of the Bible, 0.226.

100¢onen, I'vtholories, p.58.
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for his loved one that he is afraid to look away for a moment
in case she should suddenly vanish.

0 not toward the glory

0f the beautifully infested outside skies,

Uhere girls of light are floatine un from every room,

Would T a moment turn my head,

As other men have 1nnocentlv done'lOl

Love or sex alone are not enough to comnlete the feeling
of harmonv in the noet's world that is so much a part of his
staté-of grace; the two are inseparable. In "Had We Nothing
to Prove" Cohen claims,

Had we nothing to prove but love

we might have leaned all night in that window,

merely beside each other,102
But love alone is not sufficient to nrrovide a complete feeling
of unity between the lovers and the noet continues with the
overly objective statement :

but there were oblirations, the formalities

of passion; so we sealed the shutters
and were expedient in the brevity of nipht. 103

The rest of the night is spent in a state of ecstasy where

both of us anxious and shazking the nirht,
with all ny arm, she with fingers and yeniéﬁ
no hove for silver leaves in the morning.

10lcohen, Mvthologies, p.58.

1021pid., p.50.
1031pig.

TV, TS A
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Morning and the end of their communion brings a mood not unlike
that found in John Donne's "The Sunne Rising" or "Breake of
day". In the former poem for example, Donne begins with the
statement:

Busie old foole, 'nruly Sunne,

Why dost thou thus, .

Through windowes, and through curtaines call on us? !

Must to thy motions lovers seasons run?
Similarly Cohen laments the intrusion of the cares of day in
his concluding lines:

And always a glance for the brightening window,

a suspension of breath for the hearing of birds

and incantations to the sun

which stirs in dust behind stone horizons.105

The fear of morning, however, is not as great as the fear
of losing his loved one to another. "Poem" ("I heard of a man"™)
exagrerates the poet's fear of some unknown Lothario but shows
how much he values his love and the solace it orovides.

I heard of & man

vho says words so beautifully

that if he only speaks their name

women give themselves to him.

If I am dumb beside vour bodyv

while silence blossoms like tumors on our lips

it is because I hear a man climb stairs
and cleer his throat outside our door.106

IOSCohen, Mythologies, p.50.

1061bid., p.55.
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Cohen wirites also of the woman who cannot return his love
and can therefore not share the solace of his world. "Folk
Song" begins by describing the beauty of the poet's love in an
elaborate metaphor.

The ancient craftsman smiled

when I asked him to blow a bottle
to keep your tears in.
And he smiled and humnied in rhythm with his hands
as he carved delicate glass
and stained it with the ouIBIe
of a drifting evening sky. 7
But the love is wasted and lost, for the loved one could not

share his emotion: "but the bottle is lost in a corner of my

house/ How could I know you could not cry’?"l08

As in "Song" ("The naked weeping girl");the first love
poem discussed, in his own private world the poet often views
himself as & Messiah or superncetural figure. In "These Heroics"
Cohen feels that if he were really a Messiah or some other
great figure, his voetry and the world of his love would become
unnecessary. He believes that if he were like Jloses and "had
a shining head", like Proteus and “could3stretch my body/
through the bright water" or 1like Icagus and "could ruin my
feathers/ in flight before the sun" all else would be unimpor-

1C9

tant. The fantasy worlds thzt he must nowv create would be

lo7Cohe1’1, liythologies, n.29.

108114,

1091hid., n.21.
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comnletely abandoned if he could become a real "hero". .

do you think that I would remain in this room,

reciting poems to you,

and making outrareous dreams

with the smallest movements of your mouth?110
But this is, of course, impossible and the vnoet must remain
the Messiah of his own world. "Pagans", for examonle, shows the
poet assuming a god-like control over the events of his imagin-
ary world and, in effect, creating the people he wishes to
have share this world with him, for he claims, "I perverted
the Colem formula/ and fashioned you from grass."lll The
Golem formula Cohen mentions comes from Hebrew folklore in
which the story is told of the medieval mystic Rabbi Loew of
Prague who wrote the unspeakable name of God or Yahweh on parch-
ment and placed it in the mouths of androids to bring them to
life. PRemoval of the enchanted varchkment would render the
androids lifeless again.ll2 The poet in his private world has
powers similar to those of Rabbi Loew. He is further a ilessiah,
Creator and pagan god who receives the apnroval of other gods.

O pass bv, I challenged vou

and gods in aporoval

rustled my hair with marble hands.113

llOCohen, I'vthologries, p.28,

1111pid., p.38.

112pussell Ames, "The Dictionary of Mysticism", Occult,
I, 1 (Februarvy 1970), 109.

113Cohen, Mytholopies, p.3f.
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To create is easyv for the self-made MMessiah, but the people
he allows to enter his world do not always remain hapony there,
I know how our coarse grass
mutilates your feet,

[ ] L) . . . L] . . . L] . L4 L]

and how you lean for hi&ﬂs
at the cemetery gates.

Because his world is totally mental, however, the self-made
Messiah finds it nearly impossible to release or to destroy

his creations.

eeo] fear T will never find

the formula to let you die,115

In effect, Cohen is here disturbed by the nersistence of mem-

ory. Those’he has once loved and shared his life with remain
in his mind as lovers even when in reality they are gone,
Cohen knows that worlds he creates are imaginary and
serve only to provide an escave from the violence of the nre-
sent day. But this is the violence preceding the veace of the
ﬁromised Messiah, the violence of the raven sent out ahead of
the dove.l16 The peace and safety the poet finds in his inner
world is only a temmorary substitute for the peace that he ex-

pects in the real world with the coming of the llessiah. After

lll“Johen, Ivthologies, p.38.
115

Ibid.
1161hid., n.ln,
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examining the violence of his contemnorary world and after
avoiding this violence through death, recopnition and love,
Cohen concludes with a noem that shows the hone he has for an
end to the world as we know it, a world "of violent contrasts,
where fentleness is in constant collision with bfutality."ll7
Here, in "Beside the OShenherd", he describes a world in which
the prophesv of Isaiah is fulfilled. VWhen "finally it has
happened",l18 when the true lMessiah has finally come, then
peace will truly come to the world. This will be the time
when, as Cohen says, "beside the shevherd dreams the beast/
Of laving down with lions."119 This total peace and fentleness
will complete Isaiah's oronhesy that claimed,

...with righteousness shall he judre

the poor, and revrove with eocuity for
the meek of the earth.

The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb,
and the leovard shall lie down with

the kid; ana the calf anc the voung lion
and the fatling together; and & little
child shall lead them. (Isaiah 11:4,6€)

With the coming of the I’essiah, man will again be able to see

and communicate with his fellow man or, as stated by Isaiah,

117Pacey, loc. cit.

118Cohen, l'vtholosies, n,70.

1191piq.
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The people that walked in darkness have
seen a ereat lirght: thev that dwell
in the land of the shadow of death,
upon them the lifght shined. (Isaiah 9:2)
To Cohen the beginning of this new are will be like the dawn

of a new day in the onromised land and "the gorgeous fallen

sun/ Rolls slowly on the promised city,"120

12000hen, I'vtholories, n.70.
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Chapter II

The Spice-Box of Earth

"Lovers of my beloved,
watch how my words put on her lips like clothes,
how they wear her body like a rare shawl."
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The Spice-Box of Earth, Cohen's second volume of poetry,

demonstrates tiae poet's mastery of his craft. Though far less
varied in subject, mood, and tone, the voems of this volume are
carefully wrought statements relating primarily to the poet's
view of his inner world. Stylistically Cohen is now a far more
accomplished poet and can gamble with his virtuousity. He can
write poems about himself writing poems, "I Wonder How lany
People in this City"; about the moth that drowned in his urine
"Inquiry into the Nature of Cruelty"; and light-hearted lyrics
about catching angels, "Dead Song". He can also create songs
and ballads with a definite Elizabethan or Seventeenth Century
flair such as "Go By Brooks" and "Song" ("when with lust 1 am

smitten"). But, by far the most importznt aspect of Cohen's
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poetry in this volume is his philosophy of love.
In the years between the publication of Let Us Compare

Mythologies and that of The Spice-~Pox of Earth Cohen appeared

to find some of the peace for which he so ardently sougnt in

his early works. In The Spice-fox of Earth Cohen still appears

painfully aware of the violence in the outside world, but he
is now, for the most part, able to dismiss it from his world.
Pain and suffering, however, are never far from his zind, nor
are the

...wounds &and relics,

or conbs of iron, 1

or bodies wraosped and burnt in scrolls!

He could never completely forget the Jews of Dachau
who were forced to

ee.lie down in lime

with twisted limvs

and bloated pzin 5
no mind can understend.

r)

But the majority of the poems in this volume arp\primarily a

celebration of life and love. In the first book Cohen examined

1cohen, The Spice-Tox of Earth (Toronto: McClelland and
Stewart, 1961), p.22. (Hereafter cited as Spice-lox).

21bid., ».79.
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and compared the mythologies of man and the "elaborate lie"
that allows man to accept the destruction that he inflicts
upon himself. Unable to lie to himself in this way, Cohen then
began to form his own religious beliefs, his own mythology
based on his concept of love.

As with the first book, here the title is again signifi- X
cant. The sacredness of the spice-box that sanctifies the
synagogue prior to Sabbath prayers is transplanted by Cphen to
sanctify the book containing his personal philosophies and
prayers. Cohen does not presume to create a new religion but
émphasizes the secular nature of his approach to God by point-
ing out that his spice-box is of earth rather than of heaven.

The secular nature of Cohen's telief can be seen most
clearly in "Out of the Land of Heaven". Here the poet des-
cribes how "Down comes the warm Sabbath sun/Into the spice-
box of earth.? In other words, Cohen i§ confident in the
validity of his faith, for he is sure God will provide His
blessing. The emphasis Conhen places upon love is related in
& marrizge between the rabbi, assumed to be Cbhen, and tae
Sabvpath Queen or the woman who enters with him into the state

of grace:

3Cohen, Spice-30x, p.T71l.
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Down go his hands

Into the spice-box of earth,

And there he finds the fragraznt sun

For a wedding ring,

And draws her wedding finger through.4
The secular nature of Cohen's faith is further emphasized in
the lines "Who calls him Rabbi?/Cart-horse and dogs call him
Rabbi."5 He is the rabbi of earth rather than heaven and his
followers are the creatures of the earth.

Although it is now somewhat faded, Cohen retains much of
his inherited fazith as can be seen in poems of such simple
beauty as "After the Szbbath Prayers". In this work he relates -
a story describing the immuteble beauty of an object of nature
in a menner not unlike many of the tales of the Baal Shem Tov.

But the object of his story becomes directly related to him-—
self rather than pointing out an artigle of faith and he con-
cludes in a tone of questioning sarcasn.

And how truly great

A miracle this is, thet I,

¥ho this morning saw the Baal Shem's butterfly

Doing its glory in the sun,

Should spend this night in darkness,
Hands pocketed against the flies and cold.®

4Cohen, Svpice-Dox, p.T7l.
SIbid.

6Ibid. p.2.
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The hope that Cohen earlier placed upon the coming of the
Messiah seems also to have faded as his own belief strengthened.
In "Absurd Prayer" he claims that society causes the individual
enough pain and should God expect more he will willingly die
first and remain that way.

I disdain God's suffering.

Men command sufficient pain.

I'l1l keep to my tomb

Though the iessiah come.

Though He summon every corpse

To throng the final Throne,

One heap shall remain

Immovable as stone./

While alive, however, Cohen intends to honour God in
. whatever wey he finds possible. &4s mentioned in the previous
chapter many of his love or sexually oriented poems are, lixe
" those of John Donne before him, basically religious in nature.
The object of his love, for exesaple, can simply be & physical
substitute for God and the physicel encounters he describes
produce the state of grace or ecstasy that brings him as close

as possible to a union or communication with God. In The art

0f Loving Erich Fromm claims,

7Cohen, Spice-Box, p.73
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the basis of our need to love lies in the exper-

ience of separateness and the resulting need to

overcome the anxiety of separateness by the exper-

ience of union. The religious form of love, that

which is called the love of God, is psychologically

speaking, not different. It springs from the need

to overcome separateness and to achieve union.8

Cohen's "experience of separateness" is a facet of his
world view that is often expressed in works that portray a
sense of existential aloneness. "Twilight" in his first
volume gives tne clearest expression of a man's feeling of
separateness in modern society. In this second voluame this
feeling is again considered in "It Is Late 4Afternoon". Here
the poet descrives his aloneness and his inability to cast
off the pain of this aloneness.

It is late zfternoon.

I have put Beethoven on.

It is foolish to impute pain

to the intense sky

but that is what I have done.

And I will iapute loneliness

to the appearing moon.3

This sense of separateness and pain pervades Cohen's works

and he has been quoted as saying at readings and concerts,

(

8Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving (New York: Bantam Books,
1956), p.53.
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"the person here in the most pain is me."l0 His friends
believe that "he actually does see himself as a constant
wanderer, as a kind of travelling body of pain."ll The
poet feels that he is, like the moon, driftin; alone in the
universe and that little can be done to change this situa-
tion.

I walk on Murray Hill.

The moon needs no legend.

It proclaius its interesv

in time, in the immediate night.
I decide to leave it alone.l

He does, however, conclude with a slightly optimistic note.

In my room

the music is turning

because I expect a friend.1l3

The arrival of the friend should, first of all, put an
end to his feeling of separateness. Secondly, union with the
friend, either sexual or spiritual, will bring them closer

to & communication with God. Ultimately, a sexual union will

induce a state of grace and a feeling of narmony and oneness

lOJack Batten, "Leonard Cohen: The Poet as Hero",
Saturday Night, XXCIV (June, 1969), p.25.

iy

111pid.
12Cohen, Spice-Box, p.l2.

131vi4.
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with the world. In "Owning Everything" the poet describes
the development of this feeling of harmony. The presence of

the lover initially dispels his separateness.

Because you are close,
everything that men make, observe
or plant is close, is mine.l4

The physical encounter brings complete fulfillment and a com-

plete feeling of oneness with all things.

With your body and your speaxing
you have spoken for everything,
robved me of wy strangerhood,

made me one

with the root and gull and stone,
and because 1 sleep so near to you

I cannot embrace

or have my private love with them.l5

This harmony brings total peace to Cohen's world and, if only
temporarily, he feels he no longer nas to wander through life
alone.

You worry that I will leave you.

I will not leave you.

Only strangers travel.

Owning everything, 6
I have nowhere to go.l

14Cohen, Spice-Box, p.34.
151pid., p.35.
161bid. \
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Cohen is no longer forced to travel alone in his search
for peace and communication with God. But once he achieves
his goal he shows a growing ambivalence toward his security
and he wonders if it would be possible to reach God on his
own, to not have to share his world with another person, or
"to love alone." The poem "Travel" initially raises these
questions.

Loving you, flesh to flesh, I often thought

Of travelling penniless to some mud throne

Where a master might instruct me how to plot

My life away from pain, to love alone

In the bruiseless embrace of stone and lake.l7
But his questioning brings him unexpected answers and unex-
pected insight into the very nature of love itself.

Now

T know why many men have stopped and wept

Half-way between the loves they leave and ngk,

And wondered if travel leads them anywhere.

The insight Cohen gains within his personal world allows
him to identify with the experiences of lovers both in and
beyond his immediate situation. This insight and identifi-
cation periodically give Cohen a whitmanesque sense of
"oversoul". In Leaves of Grass, for example, Whitman examined

the life of America by feeling that his soul could travel

through the land and unite with all other souls it encountered.

/

17Cohen, 3pice-box, p.52.

RS S
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Ultimately, this remarkable zbility allowed the poet to
totally identify with or to "become" all things he examined.
In "Song of iiyself" Whitman begen with the statement,

I celebrate myself;

and what I assume you shall assune;

For every atom belonging to me, as good belongs to you.19
Total assumption such as this a2llowed the poet to figuratively
pass through America and to become, know, and thereby under-
stand all elements of life. Cohen adovnts & similar "oversoul"
stance in his examination of love in "You iHave thé Lovers".

In this particular poem he is not celebrating his own love-
making but standing back, objectively making notes as the
lovers perform before him. After many years the lover's room
or their own private world "has become a dense garden,/full of
colours, smells, sounds you have never known".20 On the sur-
face this is the external beauty of the love the two people

share but within it represents the memories and emotions that

only they and the poet with his insight can know. The poem

becomes a [Hasters and Johnson examination of emotion as the
lovers perform what the reader is told to pretend is only a

ritual.?l The poet identifies so totally with the lovers

19Valt Wnitman, Leaves of urass, The Dortable Walt
Whitman [859 intro. .«rk Van Doren (ilew [OTK:
The Viking Press, 1945), p.6l.

'2QCohen, Spice-Box, p.Z29.
2l Ipid.
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that he believes it is possible to become a part of their

ritual.

You stand beside the bed, weeping with happiness,

you carefully peel away the sheets

from the slow-moving bodies.

Your eyes are filled with tears, you barely mzke out
the lovers.

As you undress you sing out, and your voice is
magnificent

because now you believe it is the first human voice

heard in that roomn.

The garments you let fall grow into vines.

You climb into bed and recover the flesh.

You close your eyes and allow them to be_sewn shut.

You create an embrace and fall into it.22

This is not unlike Whitman's passage through a similar bedroom
when he claimed,

I turned the bridegroom out of bed, and stay with the

bride myself; 5

I tighten her all night to my thighs and lips.2?
But Cohen is concerned only with the lovers and their ritual
rather than the characteristics of a nation. After supposedly
joining the lovers he briefly questions the universality of

the ritual and its attendant emotions.

22bohen,‘SQice—Box, D. 30.
23

whitman, Leaves of Grass, p.106.
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There is only one moment of pain or doubt
as you wonder how many multitudes are lying beside
your body,

but a mouth kisses and a hand soothes the moment away.24
The answer is, of course, obvious, for he knows through the
experience he has just described that love can provide solace
and an escape into a world of its own. Consequently, his con-
clusion is not derived from the experience but stated at the
outset:

You have the lovers,

they are nameless, their histories only for each
other,25

]
The solace or escape from the dangers of the outside

worldrthat love provides was thoroughly examined in "Song"
{"The naked weeping girl") from the first volume. Now, in a
poem appropriately titled "Credo", Cohen re-—examines the
security of his world, but in an historical context. The
poet tells a story of love in Egypt during the days of the
Exodus. The lovers lie safe in the seclusion of ferns and
grass and safe in the strength of their love. [ieanwhile,

clouds of grasshoppers devour any vegetation that had not

been previously destroyed by the hail wrought by God upon

24Cohen, Spice-Box, p.30.
251pid., p-25.
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the Egyptians. (Exodus 10:5) The poet thinks briefly of the
destruction of Igypt,

.+..0f pyramids overturned,

of Pharaoh hanging bg the feet,

his body smeared--.<2
But his lovemaking is at present far more important and he

claims,

Then my love drew me down

to conclude what I had begun.Z7
As the people of Israel bvegin their Exodus the poet is tempted
either "to leave my love/ and join their wandering" or to
"take my love/ to the city they had fled".28 But either
opportunity "could not tempt us from each other."29 Since
the poet could join the Exodus but would be forced to leave
his love behind, obviously he is an Israelite and she an
Egyptian. Their love, like that of the aide or soldier and

Jdewish girl in "Lovers" from Let Us Connare kythologies,

transcends the barriers of race and religion. But in this

case both partners gain from the experience. Cohen claims

26Cohen, Spice-tox, p.25.
2T1vid.

28;_‘919_. » D.26.

291vid.
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Our ordinary morning lust

claimed my body figst

and made me sane.-
His sanity is the knowledge of the security in their love
for one another away from the afflictions of Egypt and away
from the trials of the Israelites as they set out upon their
journey. The place where the lovers lie is described as a
"small oasis". This description suits the security of their
spiritual world also, for their love rises like e flowéred
oasis in a desert of natred, fear and destruction. &oven if
this love and security will last "only for a time", the poet
and his loved one have discovered the safety in living
"between/ a ruined house of bondage/ and a holy promised
land.“31

Cohen appeezrs at times to regard himself as a high
priest of love. Perhaps, in his world, he is. His religion
is taught and communicated throush the sexual encounter. In
"The Priest Says Goodbye'" he shows how quickly his pupils
learn from him.

My love, the song is less than sung
when with your lips you teke it from my tongue--.32

30¢ohen, Spice-Box, p.26
1via.

321pid., p.37.
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The love he teaches is not found in eroticism alone: "nor
cen you seize this from erotic grace".33 Erotic love alone
lacks the depth and intensity that Cohen seeks. Eric Fromm,
in his discussion concerning erotic love, appropriately de-
fines the type of relationship that Cohen is attempting to

avoid.

After the stranger has become an intimately known
person there are no more barriers to be overcome,
there is no more sudden closeness to be achieved.
The "loved" person becomes &s well known as oneself.
Or, perhzps I should better say as little known.

If there were more depth in the experience of the
other person, if one could experience the infinite-
ness of his personality, the other person would
never be so Tamiliar--and the miracle of overcoming
the barriers might occur every day anew. But for
most people their own person, as well as others, is
soon explored and soon exhausted. For them intim-
acy is established primarily through sexual contact.
Since they experience the separateness of the other
person primarily as physical separateness, physical
union meesns overcoming separateness.

Granted erotic love does briefly overcome feelings of separ-
ateness, but erotic practices and fetishes without the
accompaniment of sensitivity or compassion cannot teach the

harmony of mind and body or "absolute ballet" of Cohen's

love.

33Cohen, Spice-Dox, p.37.

34Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving, pp.44~45.
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Harry can't his face in Sally's crotch,

nor Tom, who only loves when neighbours watch--

one mistakes tiae ballet for the chart, 35

one hopes that rossip will perform like art.
In a peculiarly unromantic stanza Cohen points out that in
his world when sexual excitement has abated love or friend-
ship still remain.

And what of art? Vvhen passion dies

friendship hovers round our flesh lixe flies,

and we name beautiful the smells -

that corpses give and immortelles.-®
But, as seen in many of Cohen's works, the lovers are compelled
to part and there is a distinct impression in this particular
poem that the parting is necessary to further learn and spread
the high-priest's gospel. "As separcte exiles we can learn/
how desert trees ignite and branches dburn."37

His disciples are able to communicate nis teachings

through their own future sexual encounters. "You All in White"

shows one of the poet's lovers furthering his holy doctrine.

Strangers in your bed,

excluded by our grief,

listening to sleep-whisvering,

will hear their passion beautifully explained.38

35Cohen, Spice-Box, p-3T.

~r
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361pia.

3TIbid., p.38.
381bid., p.9.
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Cohen is careful to point out that it is specifically his words
that enable the woman to explain their passion.

Lovers of my beloved,

watch how my words put on her lips like c%gthes,

how they wear her body like 2 rare shawl.

When Cohen himself is speaking as lover and poet the re-
sult is some of the most beautiful and most intense poetry in
this volume. The second stanza of "when I Uncovered Your Body"
shows the poet worshipping the body of his loved one with words
that he indicates are hardly sufficient to describe her beauty.

..s.the real and violent proportions of your body

made obsolete o0ld treaties of excellence,

measures and poems,

ahd clamoured with a single chellenge of personal beauty,

which cannot be interpreted or praised:

it must be met.40

The theme and mood of this particular poem parallels a simi-

lar incident in his first novel, The Favourite Game. 1In the

scene in question the would-be poet Lawrence Breavman is writ-
ing love poetry to Shell, the woman he is living with. The
description of Breavman's adoration of Shell's body is a prose-

poem that is almost a direct paraphrase of this poemn.

39Cohen, Spice~Box, p.9.
401pid., p.31.
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He would fold the sheet away from her to watch
her while she slept. There was unothing in the room
but her uncovered flesh. He didn't have to compare
it with anything. To kneel beside her and run his
fingers on her lips, follow every shape, was to
annihilate sunsets he couldn't touch. Ambition, de-~
mands of excellence were happily lost as he rested
in her. She was most excellent. But she had to
feel herself whole., A goddess mustn't fidget. So
he must work to make her joyous and still. She
learned the conventional instrument of climax, which
for a woman is the beginning of pride and stillness.4l

Breavman and Shell are living in a world of their own, a world
dominated by their love and a world isolated from the confu-
sion of a society they cannot cope witn.

Coincidently, at this point in the novel Breavman is sup-
posedly writing "Beneath My Hands", one of Cohen's most deli-
cate, ultimate tributes to the woman he loves. Using unusual
animal imagery Cohen praises his loved one's breasts.

Beneath my hands

your small breasts

are the upturned bellies

of breathing falling sparrows.

Wherever you move

I hear the sounds gf closing wings

of falling wings.4
Her breasts assume the fragile beauty and independent life of

small birds and her movements can only be described with the

4lcohen, The Favourite Game, p.l162.

4200hen, Spice-iox, p.57.
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softness and gentleness of feathers. The loved one has a typ-
ically feminine lack of confidence and false modesty. Thus,
this poem is intended in part to testify against her, to
assuage her doubts, to restore her self-confidence.

When you call me close

to tell me

your body is not beautiful

I want to summon

the eyes and hidden mouths

of stone and light and water

to testify against you.

I want my body and my hands

to be pools

for your looking and laughing.43

Other than the fact that this is such a deeply personal
poen, there is no indication of the peace and desired isola-
tion the poet feels at this time. In the novel, however, as
Breavman is writing this poem and watching Shell &as she was
sleeping a cry from the street penetrated the seclusion of
their room. Breavman thought it sounded like something dying
but decided he did not care what was happening in the outside
world. Ee and Shell have peace and security in their room,

in their love, in their world. Srezvman concludes that the

45Cohen, spice-Box, pp.57-58.
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only care he has for the outside world is a "cool condolence

for the women less beautiful than she, for the men less lucky

than he, "44

Friends from the outside world may at times be allowed
to enter the lovers' world but, as Cohen says in "Now of

Sleeping", they must promise to leave when they are no longer

wanted.

Well-wishers and her true lover

may stay to watch ay Annie

sleeping like a perfect lady

under her grandmother's patcawork quilt
but they must promise to wnhisper

and to vanish by morning--

all but her one true lover.4>

Annie appears again in one of Cohen's tenderest odes to
his loved one, "For Anne'.

With Annie gone,

whose eyes to compare

With the morning sun?

Not that 1 did compare,

But I do compare 6

Now that she's gone.4
This short ode reminiscent of the lyrics of seventeentn cen-

tury poets such as Andrew lMarvell and Ilenry Veughan was once

44Cohen, Pavourite Game, p.l65.

45Cohen, Spice-lox, p.6l
461pid.
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chosen by Cohen as his favourite poem. 1i1is reason for choos-
ing this particular poem from such a broad selection of works
was:

I want to write and read poems filled with terror and

music that change laws and lives. @This isn't one of

;ﬁiﬁ. ngt itthas stucﬁ ziti gi'logg enzygh, like &

y ne, to sugges at it's true.
But "For Anne" is written from within Cohen's world; to write
poems filled with terror he must look beyond the immediate
security and harmony of love into the ever-present "real™
world of violence and hatred.

Through this "real" world the poet's ancestors have per-
sisted in their tortured quest for the peace of the promised
land. Cohen can partizlly find this peace within himself but
he can never forget or deny the violence inflicted upon his
people. In "Lines from My Grandfather's Journal" he concludes
his songs of celebration and love by moving beyond his spice-
box, beyond his interior world, into the reconstructed reminis-
cences of of his grandfather. In this elaborzte prose-poem
the poet shows how deep are the wounds of his people, yet how
unfailing is their faith in God. The choice between torture

or life in ghettos and the feeble attempts to fight back with

47Cohen, quoted in Poet's Choice, ed. Paul Zngle and
Joseph Langland (New York: Delta Books, 1962), p. 29.
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"patriotic arrogance" always results in death.48 Recollec-
tion of the past is always painful and the atrocities of the
"Belsen heap" are never far away.49 Faith in the teachings
of the past may be shaken and the poet claims his grandfather

may have been

Doubting everything that I was made to write. My
dictionaries groaning with lies. Driven back to
Genesis. Doubting where every word bvegan. Vhat
saint had shifted & meaning to illustrate a parable.
Even beyond Genesis, until I stood outside my com-
munity, like the man who took too many steps on Sab-
bath. PFaced a desolation which was unheroic, unbib-
lical, no dramatic beasts.

The real deserts are outside of tradition. 0

But, however deserted and aloue the grandfather and the poet
himself may feel, there is the final note of faith in God and
that He will ultimately

Lead your priest

from grave to vineyard.

Lay him down 51
where 2ir is sweet.

48 Ccohen, Spice-Lox, p.8l.
491pid., p.85.
%01pid., p.84.

51 1pid., p.86.



Chapter III

Flowers for Hitler

"But I am not lost

any more than leaves are lost

or buried vases

This is not my tinme

I would only give you second thoughts"




76

In Cohen's third volume of voetry, Flowers for Hitler,

there is a combination of his earlier phases of outlook and a
great range of stvles. Through his first two volumes the poet
can be seen progressing from & nhase of outward aquestioning of
the rationale that allows violence to dominate the world to a
phase of inward isolation and escape from that violence. His
style also ranges from clumsy attemots to mimic seventeenth
century lyrics such as seen in "The Fly"l to the beautifully

2

chiselled verses in noems such as "Song for Abraham Xlein".

Particularly noticeable in Flowers for llitler is the serious

lCohen, Mytholories, p.60.

2Cohen, Srice-Box, n.67.
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examination of the outside world complemented by the exnosure
of the inner recesses of the poet's mind and personal world.

To svan so great a scoone of thousght, feeling and ideas, Cohen's
style here ranges from banal to sensuously descriptive,

In examining Cohen's writing at its worst one cannot over-
look the poem titled "A Mipgrating Dialogue™. Here Cohen anpears
to abandon all subtlety as he records the thoughts passing
through his mind. 'ith some control or direction this form of
writing can produce extremely effective insights into the life
and psyche of the poet, but at its worst, as in the following
stanza, the result can only be described as banal:

Don't bite vour nails, I told him.

Don't eat carvets,

Be careful of the rabbits.

Be cute.

Don't stay uvn all night wetching

parades on the Very Very Vervy lLate Show.

Don't ka-ka in your uniform.3
Too many of the voems in this book give evidence of a total
lack of editing. The vnoet may have a message for the reader or
for himself in "Opium and Hitler", but doggerel is far too cute
a medium in which to be serious. The first few stanzas, for

exampnle, shift the emphasis from what the poet is attempting

to say about Hitler to a facetious descriotion of an ovium

3Cohen, Flowers for Hitler (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart;
1964), p.72. {Hereafter cited as Flowers).
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dream.

Several faiths
bid him leapn--
opium and Hitler
let him sleep.

A Negress with
an appetite
helped him think
he wasn't white.

Opium and Hitler
made him sure
the world was glass,
There was no cure
for matter
disarmed as this:
the state rose on
a festered kiss.k
Cohen is, however, at his best in the few works in which
he uses his art to its fullest advantage as & vehicle of descrip-

tion, Noticeably, with verhans a few left-over sentiments

from The Spice-Box of Xarth, the few love noems in this volume

contain some of his most beautiful and most sensuous descrio-
tive lines. In the conclusion of "One of the Nights I Didn't
Kill Myself" his loved-one's breasts are indirectly comnared
to the radiant beauty of a sunset.

and I will kiss again the slope of a breast

little nipnle above me
like a sunset.

LCohen, Flowers, p.1l20.
5Ibid., v.52.
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Also in his tribute to the woman who plaved so important a
role in his life, "For Marianne", Cohen describes his love for
her with a delicate simplicity coupled with an inclusive depth,

It's so simple

to wake up beside your ears

and count the pearls

with my two heads.
Here again is the security of the lovers' world. Their bed is
the center of their world and life is at its simpnlest when they
are together there. The poet worshiovs his loved-one's beauty
or, as he says, "count the pearls/ with my two heads". His
"two heads" are his eyes; they have, in a sense, replaced his
mind, for all that is important is happening within his sight.

Less pleasant but certainly unique are some of Cohen's
extremes of description. 1In a poem appropriately titled "Style",
for example, he develops an elaborate metaphor to effectively
portray the image of a blood-red dawn cutting between the
blackness of the sky and the horizon.

Now & rooster with a razor

plants the haemophilia gash across
the soft black sky.6

In "Congratulations" Cohen develops another unique and in this

5Cohen, Flowers, p.52.
61bid., v.27.
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case ironic metaphor,

Here we are eating the sacred mushrooms

out of the Japenese heaven

eating the flower

in the sands of Nevada’

Here he points out that man is continually poisoning himself
by eating the radio-active fallout from the atmospheric tests
of nuclear bombs similar to the ones that destroyed Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. It is ironic that man should slowly kill him-
self by exverimenting with weapons developed to destroy others.
It is equally as ironic that he should further plot his own
destruction through the underground tests of these weapons in
the deserts of Nevada.

The only justification for this extreme range in Cohen's
style can perhaps be found in the meaning of the word style
itself. If style is "th; arrangement of words in a manner
which at once best expresses the individuality of the author
and the idea and intent in his mind"g, then there is some ex-
planation for the poet's inconsistencies. Ironic, unique and

sensuous styles do express Cohen's ideas but no rationalization

cen account for the banal. Perhaps the poet, Michael Ondasatie,

7Cohen, Flowers, n.l5.

8william F. Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook to
Literature (New York: the Odyssey Press, 19607, p. .
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was close to an exnlanation when he claimed about Cohen,

layton has rade it fashionable to orint &ll, saving

time will pick the rood poems anyway, but it seems

pointless to waste everyone's time with noems that

are obviouslv »oor or obviously ‘ust private jokes.9

As with the first two volumes the title of this book is
also significant. There is of course considerable irony in the
idea that a Jewish noet should dedicate a book to the dictator
who was responsible for the deaths of nillions of Jewish people.
Rut Cohen is not directlv attemnting to use his noetry as &
medium for nassing judgement unon neoole such as Hitler. "All
There is to ¥now about Adolph Eichmann", for examvnle, shows
that one of Hitler's executioners was, physically at least,
Just an average human being. In what can hardly be considered
a poem Cohen lists Eichmann's »hysical characteristics and finds
that thev are all "medium". The man, one would exvect to have
fiendish characteristics to ratch his heinous actions, has ten
fingers, ten toes and no distinguishing features. Coﬁén con-
cludes his list with & series of rhetorical nuestions that

further point out that Eichmann was really not unlike anyone

el se,

91 chael Ondaat je, Teonard Cohen, (Canadian “Writers Number
5, New Canadian Library), (loronto: llcCle’land and Stewart, 1970),
p.h3.
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Vhet did vou expect?
Talons?

Oversize incisors?
Green Saliva?

Madness?10

That Fichmann wes merely human emphasizes the irony of the title.
Cohen believes that Hitler too was human, though perhans evil

to a grreater degree than most of his counterparts. He sends

his flowers to Hitler. Though we are all guilty, Hitler is only
the scaperoat for a world that needs someone to blame for its
own violence. lMankind is essentiallyv violent and Hitler is
merely the epitome of that violence.

Surprisingly, Cohen's most significant statement ccncern-
ing Hitler comes from one of the poems that should have been
omitted from this book. In the conclusion of "A Migrating
Dialogue" Cohen emphasizes his telief in Hitler's humanity

when he sees Der Fuhrer as a being capnable of loving.

Braun, Raubal and him

(I have some exnerience in these matters),

these three humans,

I can't get their nude and loving bodies out of my mind .11

But Hitler and the vpeople and the atrocities associated with

10cohen, Flowers, n.66.
1l7bid., n.7k.
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him are now all a part of vpast historv. His name alone, how-
ever, can strike fear into the hearts of many people. Cohen
points out how strong this fear can be in "Cn Hearing a Name
Long Unspoken."

Listen to a name

so pnrivate it can burn

hear it said aloud

and learn and learnl?
He further voints out thet history only oreserves the best or
worst qualities of a man or nation.

History is a needle

for putting men asleep

anointed with the poison

of all they want to keeol
To Cohen, there is enough violence and hatred in the real and
present world and the fear of Hitler should be allowed to die
out on its own.

Now let him pgo to sleevo with historvy,

the real skeleton stinking of gasoline,

the mutt and jeff henchmen beside him:

let them sleen among our precious poppies.lh

But the lesson to be learned from historv is lost in a society

that thrives upon violence. In the poem "Hitler" Cohen claims that

12Cohen, Flowers, p.25.

131bi4d.

14Tbid., p.125.
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the memories of a horrible past "turn up as popnies/ beside
the tombs and libraries of the real world."l5 Yet, history
seems always to revmeat itself, for "the leader's vast design,
the tilt of his chin/ seem excessively familiar to minds at
peace."16 tVthere societv is always ready to scorn the events
of the past, Cohen appears now to be saying that we should forget
the past and concern ourselves with the vresent to avoid & rep-
etition of that past.

A.M. Klein wrote the ultimate, Canadian, poetic denuncia-

tion of Hitler in his The Hitleriad. A mock-evic, similar in

some respects to Alexander Pove's Dunciad, The Hitleriad is an

extremely bitter, witty and satirical poem attacking Hitler,
"a seig-heil'd deity," and his evil "crew unto their leader
like "17 At the time it was written this work was very topical
and Xlein was openly attempting to write virulent satire against
a man &nd a nation engaged in the genocide of the Jewish people.
Klein did not ask his rmuse to guide him toward poetic nerfection,
but in the last lines of his invocation stated his purvpose
cuite plainlyv:

Wherefore; 0 MUSe; I do invoke thy aid, .

Not for the light and sweetness of the trade,

But seeing I draw a true bill of Goth,
For the full fire of thy heavenly wrath 18

15cohen, Flowers, p.l125.
161114,

17p.M. Klein, The litleriad (New York: New Directions, 1944),

p.5.
18yhia  n A
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With the vast cushion of time to protect his senses,
Cohen cannot view Hitler with quite the same depree of indig-
nation. At his most critical, Cohen can only assume what it
must have been like to live in Nazi Germanvy. From tﬁis stance
the worst he can do is see Hitler as a brain-mole., "Hitler
the Brain Mole" gives a surrealistic description of the forma-
tion of a man-machine built to serve the Third Reich.

Hitler the brain-mole looks out of my eyes

Goering boils ingots of gold in my bowels

My Adam's apnle bulges with the whole head of Goebbelsl9
In other words, the German people had their intellect domin-
ated by Hitler, the veryv bowels of their industry controlled
by the industrialist, Goering, and the rhetoric and rationali-
zation for their actions provided by the intellectual, Goebbels,

The latter receives special treatment in "Goebbels Abandons
His Novel and Joins the Party". Here the voet examines the
tvoe of man who could create Nazi nropaganda, who could, in
effect, create the Hitler myth, and who could encourage Hitler
himself to the most expedient methods possible in exterminating
the German-Jewish population. Ironically, Cohen sees this man

initially as a poet, a poet whose

19ohen, Flowers, p.43.
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..slast love poem

broke in the harbour
vhere swearing blondes
loaded scrap

into rusted submarines,<0

But he also sees him as the man so ldcking in conscience he

...remembered perfectly
how he sprung
his father's heart attack
and left his mother
in a pit

memory white from loss of gtuilt.21

To Cohen Goebbels was truly a "Doctor of Reason', a reason so
often called "right reason", yet a reason that can convince
millions of people that violence and power lead to the better-
ment of nankind. Finally, Cohen asks what power has the beauty of
poetry against the power of propaganda of hate.

Ah my darling pupils

do you think there exists a hand

so bestial in beauty so ruthless

that can switch off

his relifious electric exlax 1ight?22
The concluding lines form an exceptionally complex metaphor
describing Goebbhels'! propaganda as religious dogma that is like

a light that cannot be shut off and as verbal diarrhea that can-

not be stonned. The latter is an excellent descriotion of the

20cohen, Flowers, n.28,
211hid., p.29.
221hid.
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writings of the Minister of FEnlifhtenment and Culture for the
Third Reich who, in addition to his propeganda writing, is be-
lieved to have written a 70,000 page personal diary during the
two hectic vears of 1942 and 1943.

Goebbels' propaganda can be accepted as merely the ration-
alizations and subtle lies of a twisted mind. But any coherent
statement of a belief can itself be a form of provaganda. 1In
the poem "Propaganda™, for example, Cohen contrasts the coher-
ent statements concerning the beliefs of two generations. The
poet's father is concerned with

«+..the nature of religion and

the nrogggss of lust in the twentieth
century.

whereas, the poet himself claims,

I mvself have several
statements of a competitive
coherence which I intend to soread
around at no little expense. 1
love the eternal moment, for
instance.?k

@

Neither point of view is necessarily "right", but both are
firmly held beliefs that hold a certain amount of truth and

validity for the believer. Any two opposing beliefs, however,

2300hen, Ylovers, p.78.

2LThid,
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generally contain some lies. The "elaborate lie" that once
allowed the poet to accept the laws of life and the rationali-
zation of death began to lose its validity as Cohen progressed

through The Soice-Box of Farth. Now, in the first poem of this

bodk, "VWhat I'm Doing Here", he claims, "I do not know if the
world has lied/ I have lied".%5 He now completely refuses to
accept the "elaborate lie" or, as he claims, "I refuse the uni-
versal alibi".26 He concludes this confessional-poem with the
demand that his readers search their own souls and enter with
him into a brotherhood in which lies, conspiracy, torture &and
hatred are no longer mere facts of life. His concluding lines,
however, contain a pessimistic note as he claims, "I wait for
each one of you to confess",27

Cohen's honesty in his confessions may at times be ques-
tioned, for often he apvears to be posing or playing a role.
In this volume there are, however, several poems in which he
looks beyond himself and considers the goals and destiny of his
country. A trip to Cuba in 1961 inspired a retrospective exam-
ination of Canada's multiple problems and a resulting poetic
list of suggestions, many facetious, to solve these problems.

"The Cnlv Tourist in Havana Turns His Thoughts Homeward" mayv

25Cohen, Flowers, p.13.
261bid.

271bid.
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not nrovide the fruide-book to finding Canada's national identi-
ty, but the noet is serious when he claims,

Come, mv brothers

let us govern Canada,

let us find our serious heads.Z28

In a further comic mood, Cohen indulges in a satiric con-
sideration of the vettiness of Canadian politics. "Business
as Usual" describes what the poet sees as a typical cay in the
Canadian Parliament with the elected vpoliticians "hunchbacked/
from climbing on each other's heads."29 The most immortant
item of business on this day avpears to be the entertainment of
"an enti.:» sled-load of Miss fGanada losers".30 Serious problems
interfere with business and, for example,

Some fool (how did he get in) who

wants Jiobs for evervone and says

so in French is cuickly interred

under a choice piece of the cornice

and likes it,31

As humourous as it might seem the last stanza of this poem is
not far from the truth, but the poet's seriousness is likely to

be lost in the levity of the overall mood.

28Cohen, Flowers, p.38.
292219" p.17,

301bid.

311bid.




90

Don't cry, Miss Canada,
it's not as though the country's
in their hands.
And next vear we're voining
Congressional proceedings
direct from 'lashington--
all they'll have_to do
is make divorces,

The poem "Cherry Orchards™ is far more serious in tone than
the above works and here Cohen makes some positive statements
concerning Canada's destiny. The opening lines do not partic-
ularly advocate war and insurrection, but suggest that Canada
needs something to unify her people in their quest for naticn-
hood and indenendence.

Canada some wars are waiting for you

some thresats

some torn flags

Inheritance is not enough

Faces must be forged under the hammer
of savage ideas
Mailboxes will exvlode

in the cherry orchards33
Cohen, like most Canadians, is sure that Canaca could have a
future. Cohen, unlike most Canadians hoviever, feels that some-
thing must be done to create that future, for it will not just
happen on its own.

There's a story out there boys

Canada could vou hear sgne folk songs
about freedom and death L

320ohen, Flowers, p.le.

331pid., ».122.
3hThiA
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Despite his insights into Canada's ailments, Cohen does

? not apvear willing to attempt any kind of cure. In "Montreal
; 196L" he discusses the spreading disease of urbanization in
fontreal but then states,

Canada is a dying animal

I will not be fastened to a dying animal

That 's the sort of thing to say, that's good,

that will change my life,3

Fortunately for Cohen he c&n escape the "dying animal" by
retreating to his adopted home in Greece. There he can live a
far simpler life than can ever be found in iontreal, the city
to which he occasionally returns to "renew neurotic affiliations".
Life in lMontreal, or any large city, is dominated by the viclence
of motion and noise, the violence of man's daily, industrial
life.

ask a man for the time

your voice is ruined with static:

What a racket ! VVhat strange dials!

Only Civil Viar can fuse it shut--

the mouth of the glorious impatient

ventriloouist performing behind our deily lives 36
In contrast, life in Greece, specifically on the island of

Hydra is ruled by cuietness and peace. Cohen describes this

peace in his poem "Hydra 1960",

35Cohen, Flowers, n.35.
36Ibid.

(Note: to ''renew reurotic afflilations™ is a phrase
often used by Cohen to describe lMontreal.)
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Anything that moves is white,

a gull, a wave, a sail,

and moves too purely to be aped.37
The dominance of the colour white and the purity of motion pnor-
tray the feeling of trancuility in a world in which violence
enters only in terms of sharp contrasts. These contrasts the
poet claims are

...ruthless: rooster shriek,

bleached goat skull.,

Scalpels grow with poppies

if you see them truly red.38

WVhen trapped within a city and tortured by the pressures
of modern society, Cohen can escape into one of his internal
worlds. The solace provided by the sexual-spiritual encounter
can still be seen in the few love poems in this book. As men-
tioned earlier, "For Marianne™ comes fror the depth of his
internalized world, that earlier was dominated only by love.
The ultimate expression of this love and its importance in
Cohen's world is portraved in "Promise" where he states

To love you

is to live

my ideal diary

which I have

promised my body
I will never write 139

37Cohen, Flovers, p.54.
38Ibid., p.55.
39Ibid., P.57.
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Cohen's solace in love can be further seen in "The Rest is
Dross" as he examines the relationship between lovers who are
"ot each other's/ but lovers still".40 He concludes this
study of the beauties of a clandestine affair with the declar-
ation:

God I'm haopy we've forgotten nothing

?SS ﬁan loye iich'ot?gil

years in e world
Here "world" carries a two-fold meaning. It is, first 6f all,
the real, external world in which theyv can continue everyday
life, yet carry the secret knowledge of their love. Segondly,
and perhaps most important, it refers to phe secret internal
world of escape from thet real world that only they as lovers
know and which only exists for them.

At this point in his career escape apvears to become more
important to Cohen and a new phase in his writing can be seen
developing. !Many of his poems now appear to be inspired by his
use of drugs. At times he seems to have heightened insights
regarding the world around him, but these insights are admittedly
lost in the transformation from thoughts to written words. In
"T Had It for a Moment™ he states his inabilitv to express what
he feels for his loved-one. He begins by claiming "J hed it for

a moment/ T knew why I must thank you",42 but then a remotely

LOcohen, Flowers, p.76.
“! To1d.
42Tpid., p.81.
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related vision interruots his train of thought. He knows he
is "losins why I must thank you",h3 but the visions continually
crowd out the urgency of his purpose until finally he claims,
"I've lost why I began this™, kb

In "On the Sickness of My love" Cohen takes this inability
to translate his feelings to an exaggerated extreme.

Poens ! break out !

break my head!

What good's a skull?

Helo ! help !

I need you ! 45
The end result he admits is not a poem and perhaps not even
what he intended to produce at the outset:

You're no poenm

you're a visa .46

This phase of drug inspired poetrv is closely related to
Cohen's earlier escape through passive acceptance. Now he ap-
pears to be comnletely submitting himself to the whims of so-
ciety while at the same time examining end exposing the inner
recesses of his mind. "O0ld Dialopue™ states explicitly how

Cohen's art and life are carrying hinm toward some unknown foal.

hBCohen, Flowers, p.8l.

bh1pid., p.e2,
451bid., p.51.
4O1pid,
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~-Has this new life deepened vour perceptions?
-1 suppose so.

-Then you are being trained correctly.

-For what?

-If you knew we could not train vou.47

Initially driven bv society to seek refuge in self-mede fantasy
worlds, Cohen now attemnts to escape further and to deepen his
artistic perceotions through the use of hallucinogenic drugs.

He claims, however, that these drugs have had no effect uvon

him,

I don't get high with LSD., I see people hallu-
cinating all around me, but I don't get high, I
don't mean to say that I got there first, but I 3just
know that vision. You know, I find it very familiar.
It's one that I'm in most of the time. Taking LSD
for me was not the most significant spiritual exmer-
ience. T don't want to put it down--it has done
beautiful things for a lot of veople. But for ne
it was just revisiting somewhere that I am anyway.Z+8

If what Cohen says is true, then "Sick Alone" must describe

a very terrifying physical-mental ailment.

Nurserv giant hordes return

wading in the clue taste of bile
You ate too much kitchen

went green on the lone loovtheloop
It will not let vou off to sleev
It is too fast. Jt is too steepo
Crash past a squashed srroun

of bible animals lion child kitten
YVhere where is your demonic smile
You vomit when you want to burnk

47¢ohen Flowers, n,107.

hSCohen, quoted by Jon Ruddy, in laclean's lMagazine,
October 1, 1966, v.33.

49Cohen, FldwE£§, p.40.
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Similarly, "On the Death of an Uncharted Planet" certainly
describes an abnormal feeling not unlike a hangover, but the

accompanying hallucination is similar to those often induced

by "mind~-expanding" drugs.

t/hen suddenly I

I knew it died

Clean blazing death
So bright

50 irrelevant

Puff it went

Ten times the

Weight of the world
Lost to nobody

New meteors

New collisions

What comfort

At my stomach gnawed
The divine emptiness

In "Nursery Rhyme"™ Tohen mentions being in a cocktail lounge
but the images he proceeds to describe are not those normally

created by alcochol.

I have seen angels pulsing
through the veined atmosnhere
I am alone with a window
full of bones and wrinkles
0 terrible eyes
0 perfect mouth
my fantasy shipwrecked
on the metal of your heir
Your beauty rides a wet flower
like a sail above a deep old hull
I need to touch you
with my fleshy calipers
Desire is the last church
and the ashtrays
are singing with hungerbl

- 50¢ohen, Flowers, p.23.

51Tbid., 1.106.
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In fact, there is a strong similarity here to the pulsing sky
and animated objects often seen bv the users of mescaline and
peyote.

With "Leviathan" Cohen takes the ultimate vlunge into the
depths of his tortured mind., Whether induced by drugs or not,
the result is a phantasmagoria of terrifving images emanating

from the oreviously hidden recesses of the noet's mind.

I learn nothing
because my mind is stuffed with bodies:
blurred narades, hosts of soft lead wings,
tragic heaned holes of the starved,

the tangled closer than snakes,
swarming symneésiums,
refuse of hospitals compose mv mind:
no neat cells,
limbs, rumps, fetuses compose mv mind.

It reels like Leviathan in oldtime cuts,
a nation writhing:
mothers, statues, madonnas, ruins--
I'm stripped, suckled, weaned,
I leap, love, anonvmous as insect,
There is no beauty to choose here:
some mutilated, some whole, some verfect severed thirhs,
embryos, dried skin:
the mass so vast some scales, some linuid never meeting.

Languare is gone,
squeezed out in food, kisses.
Arithmetic, power, cities never were.
God knows what they've built todav.
Cnly the echo I cast in worla offices
returns to damn me ifnorant--
as if I can hear in the screech of flesh
or talk back with riouth of hair.?

52Cohen, Flowers, nn.55-56.



98

As Cohen's imares spew forth his poetry becomes like trapnings
in the hottom of a sieve. He claims "language is rone" but so
is the beauty and sensitivity he was once able to cepture. At
this point in his career Cohen is beginning the "wipe-out" be-
fore the "renewal",53 the archetypal descent of the artist into
the underground prior to the rebirth with a renewed and nurified
vision of the world.

Ultimately, the next novel, Beautiful lLosers, became the

culmination of this wipe-out, descent, or disintegration.
Going one stev beyond writers such as Allen Ginsberg, 'Jilliam
Burroughs and Jean Paul Sartre, who have descended into their
own dark recesses to attempt to find the sickness of modern
society, Cohen examines the rotting core of modern technologi-
cal man. Further, Cohen himself claims,

In that book T tried to wrestle with all the deities

that are extant now--the idea of saintliness, »urity,

pop, McLuhanism, evil, the irrational--all the gods
we set up for ourselves.ok

In essence, Beautiful lLosers becomes a mirror image of modern

society, a society in which we are all losers and have condern-
ed ourselves to the varying degrees of punishment of living in

our own evil world.

5300hen, quote by Sandra Djwa, in The llbyssey, Friday,
February 3, 1967, v.2.

Shpid.
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The only indication Cohen gives in his poetry that there
may be a return for him is contained in the apnropriately tit-

led poem "The ‘Jay Back™".

But I am not lost

any more than leaves are lost

or buried vases

This is not my time

I would only give you second thoughts>5

The poet claims we must all make the same inward journey into

our own worlds and even that may change nothing.

I wait for you at an

unexpected place in vour journev
like the rusted key

or the feather vou do not pick up
until the way back

after it is clear

the remote and painful destiggtion
changed nothing in your life

55Cohen, Flowers, p.62.

561bhid.
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Chapter 1V

Parasites of Heaven

"I am very alone from aiming songs

at God for

I thought that beside me there was no one
Solomon"

100
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Although published in the same year as Beautiful losers,
Cohen's fourth velume of voetry, Parasites of Heaven, oresents
a very different world view. The poens in this book are col-
lected from over a period of ten years but &re united in a com-
mon rangins outlook that would seem to follow after Cohen's

disintegrative journey in his novel. Vith Parasites of Heaven

Cohen retains and intensifies his stance of passive acceptance,
yet he seems &lso to have attained his renewed cr vurified
vision of life,

Many of the poems in this book appear to be rancdom
thougﬁs written in either poetry or nrose ancd consequently

all are untitled. Further, Cohen is generallr &« very personal

— S T

-poet. and in this book he often avvears to be carrying on a
dialorue with rimself. In the first poem, for example, he

questions himself,
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S0 you're the kind of vegetarian

that only eats roses

Is that what vou mean

with your Beautiful Losersl
At other times he writes as though he were someone else writing
about Leonard Cohen.

Leonard hasn't been the same

since he wandered from his name?
These internal dialogues and exterior views of himself tend to
heighten the personal aspect of Cohen's writing while at the
same time giving the reader a deeper insight into the poet's
view of his world. %he reader can easily speculate that suc-
cess will change the outlook of a poet so that he writes to
please his audience but a statement such as the one guoted
above shows that the poet himself realizes this change.

Success and change in Cohen's case may have made him more
aware of his audience but it has also contributed tc his desire
to withdraw further into his escape worlds. _His voetry still

shows & concern for the violence in the world but his passiye

acceptance of that violence allcws him to be totallv aware, vet
h..\\

at the same time he can ignore its horrors and step out_of the

lCohen, "So vou're the kind of vepetarian", Paracites of
Heaven (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1966), p.I1l. (Hereafter
cited as Parasites).

2"Nancy lies in London grass™, ibid., p.23.
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harSQEEEE/Qﬁwrea}§$y~in“§§§»way one would leave a room.

e T

The nightmares do not suddenly
develop happy endings
I merely step out of then
as a five year old scientist
leaves the room
where he has disected an alarm clock?

Cohen still seces the ugliness and stagnation in the world
around him but it is as if he himself is numb to it. Here a
poem written several years earlier is now appropriate to des-
cribe his growing disinterest in life and those thiangs that
once held great meaning for him.

One nigzht I burned the house I loved,

It 1it a perfect ring

In which I saw some weeds and stone

Beyond--not anything.4
Blackness describes even the world of his escape as his with-
drawal becomes almost oppressive. .

Now I sail from sky to sky

And all the blackness sings

Against the boat that I have nade
Of mutilated wings.?

3Cohen, "The nightmares do not suddenly", Parasites, p.13.
4“’Ome night I burned the house I loved", ibid., p.18.

> Ibid.
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The totality of the "wasteland" has filled Cohen with a feel-
ing that everything is now insignificant.

when I paid the sun to run

It ran and I sat down end cried

The sun I spent my money on

Went round and round inside

The world all at once

Charged with insignificance6

The masses Cohen observes are all members of a "lost gen-
eration" reminiscent of that of the between-war years, but
far more widespread. Modern life in North America has becone
a self-indulgent perpetual picnic with shallow relationshiovs
and decaying morals. Dut Cohen continues to display his pas-
sive acceptance of this life and of his own situation in it.

It's not too late for goodbyes

That's what I want to tell you all

who are waiting with indifferent expressions

between me and the honey flies”
The "real" world that Cohen sees appears to him as a long,
slow, grey parade of lifeless puppets doomed to a vacuous end.

Lifetine staircase people .

we're drifting together

There's nothing in store
for the doomed armada of wooden steps8

6Cohen, "Wnen I paid the sun to run'", Parasites, p.Z24.
7T"You know there was honey in my system", ibid., p.21l.

8"Desperate sexual admirals", ibid., p.32.
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There is no longer real love between people in the gen-
eration Cohen views, only hatred for the role-playing of

others and perhaps of themselves.

And all my friends are fast asleep
in places that are high and steep
their bodies torn on crosses

that their visions meant to leap

And in between their dreams they hate
the company they keep9

Cohen realizes that he lives in an age of role—pléying
and that we 2ll wear masks. His world view is not unlike that
of many artists before him. Hemingwey and Fitzgerzld wandered
in and out of their own "lost generation" and wrote taeir
impressions of its people and values. However, the assessaent
of the predicament of twentieth-century man and the dilemma of
the artist that is most penetrating and that corresponds most

closely to Cohen'c views is that of Luigi Pirandello in ais

book Umorismo:

In certain moments of interior silence, in which
our spirit divests itself of its habitual pretences
and our eyes become sharper and more venetrating, wve
see ourselves in life, and life itself, as if in a
sterile nudity, and we are troubled; we feel ourselves
assaulted by a strange impression, as if, in a flash,
a different reality from that wihich we normally per-
ceive were clarifying itself, a living reality veyond
human sizht, outside the forms of human reason. At
such times the fabric of daily existence, almost sus-
pended in the void of our interior silence, appears

9Cohen, "Hancy lies in London grass", Parasites, p.33.
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with blinding clarity to be without sense and purpose;
and as all our habitual sham connections for senti-
ments and images are disjointed and broken up, the
new reality seems horrible in its impassive and mys-
terious severity. The inward void gets larger, goes
beyond the limits of our body, becomes a void around
us, a strange emptiness, like a pause in time and in
life, as if our interior silence were sinking into

the abysses of mystery. With a supreme effort we try
to re-acquire our normal consciousness of things, to
re-establish the usual ties between them, to re-
connect ideas, to feel ourselves alive again in the
normal way, as before. But in this normal conscious-
ness, in these re-connected ideas, in this habitual
sense of life, we can no longer have faith because

by now we know that they comprise a deception for -
the purpose of living, that at the cost of dying or
going mad. The whole experience has taken only an
instant, but its impression endures in us for a lorng
time, like a dizziness to which is contrasted the
stability, however unresl in actuality, of things--
ambitious, paltry appearances. The life that wanders
about, small and habitual, among these appearances seemns
almost to be no longer real, to be a mechanical fantes-
magoria. How can we give it importance? How can wve
respect it?10

In 2 poem written in 1964 Cohen indicates that he wes
searching for the way back from his disintegrative journey
before it began, that he was even then attempting to "re-
acquire his normal consciousness".

Did I have leisure time

before I started to reconstruct

every one of your nignts?
Did I yawn? :

10Luigi Pirandello, "From Umorismo", in Anthony Caputi,
ed., Modern Dremz (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1966), p.475.
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Did I take walks without

looking for bodieg?

Did I believe conversation?

Was music as necessary?

Did I love Euclig?

Was the air big?

Did I like surprises‘?ll
Cohen is locked in the void Pirandello describes. PFrom this
state of limbo he searches for meanings and reasons and tries
to remember what life was like before his bitterness engulfed
him. The drug experience and the continual examination of the
sordidness of reality have only heightened his awareness of
the never—-ending violence of life.

Love and fantasy dreams had once provided Cohen with an
effective escape from reality, but now even they have begun
to lose their protective powers, for he clainms,

Love wears out

like overused mirrors unsilvering

and parts of your faces
make room for the wall behindl2

Because love is so closely associated with Cohen's approach to

God he is now becoming disillusioned with this attempt to form

a belief or hope in God.

1 oohen, "What did I do with uy breath", Parasites,o.36.

12“The nightmares do not suddenly", ibid., p.l3.
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I am very alone from aiming songs
at God for
I thought that beside me there was no one

Solomonl3
But there is still a faint glimmer of hope as he likens his
prayers to those of Solomon. Here a poem from the past comes
forward to become a direct communication with God.

O God as I called you before

when I was my father's father

It is thy world again

0 God you are a souvenir of Lourdes

I am not ashamed to be a tourist

in the milky worldl4

As Cohen accepts his role as merely a "tourist" in the
world he is able to escape the harshness of reality by renmazin-
ing uninvolved. He can see his past as exactly that, a past.
The experiences, good and bad, the bitterness brought on by
his clear-eyed look at reality end the escape-route of drugs
have taught him that he is now just beginning. He has achieved
his rebirth. He is now, rather than obsessed with the slime of
a stagnating, granite planet, being bombarded by molecules of

life. Again, a poem written several years earlier describes

his new directionless journey.

I am anointed with directions

Trees and shios

see me stagger

like a fish in a shoci of underwater dynamite

13Cohen, "When I hear you sing", Parasites, p.4l.

14u0 God as I called you before", ibid., p.44.
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Blessed by the end of the world

I spin without wobbling

among the weathervanes

which hover like homeless helicopters
over the endless landing feastlb

The conclusion of another poem, later recorded as a song,

accents tae poet's feeling of a new beginning and rebirth.

Teachers, are my lessons done,

or must I do another one?

They laughed and laughed

Child, you've just begun.l6

At this point Cohen's work has completed a full cycle

and he has returned to the state of innocence with which he

began his questioning in Let Us Compare Mythologies. His

whole journey through the cycle is summarized in the follow-

ing poem:

-—

I've seen some lonely history

The heart cannot explore

I've scratched some empty blackboards
They have no teachers for

I trailed my meagre demons
From Jerusalem to Rome

I had an invitaetion

But the host weas not at home

There were contagious armies
That spread their uniform

To all parts of my body
Except where 1 was warnm

15Cohen, "I am anointed with directions", Parasites, p.55.

16w met a woman long ago", ibid.,p.57.
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And so I wore a helmet

With a secret neon sign

That 1it up all the boundaries
50 I could toe the line

My bYoots got very tired

Like a sentry's never should
I was walking on a tightrope
That was buried in the mud

Standing at the drugstore

It was very hard to learn

Though my name was everywhere

I had to wait my turn e

I'm standing here before you

I don't know what I bring

If you can hear the music

Why don't you help me singl/

The last stanza of this poem is especially important to
an understanding of Cohen's priest-like role for a large nua-
ber of readers. He claims not that he is creating the role, but
that he is created by his audience and his writing.

I've always wanted to be created just like the priest

creates the prayer for the mass for the congregation.

It's not the idea of imposing a prayer but that he

creates the finest part of themselves. It's that

job more than anything else that I'm interested in.18

Ultimately, he is not writing a philosophy but recounting his
impressions of his journey through life. The journey itself

has metamorphosized Cohexn not singular incidents along the wvway.

17Cohen, "I've seen some lonely history", Parasites, p.59.

18Cohen, quoted by Sendra Djwa in The Ubvssey, rriday, - ;
February 3, 1967, p.8. |
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No disease or age makes the flesh unwind

but some strange unity of flesh and mind.

Your body's like those ships men must enpty

of gold and oil to ride an unweaned sea,

boat of rib and skin, nothing that can bleed

or seas can suck or even death could need,

proving throuzh the stark holds you bear and bring
that the voyage itself wes everything.l1l9

The change in Cohen's view of life is apparent in the few

poems that followed Parasites of Heaven. "Xew Poems" in "Jel-

ected Poems": 1956~1968 demonstrate in part an overzll. gentle-

ness of tone and a return to the sensuality of The 3S»nice-Zox

of EBarth. There is a brief mention of the lost generation in
"She Sings So liice".

She sings so nice

there's no desire in her voice

She sings alone

to tell us &ll

that we heve not veen foundZ0
Although there is still a feeling of aimlessness in this parti-
cular poem the remaining works generzlly give an impression of
security. The short plea in "iarita",

MARITA

PLEASE FIND NE
I AM ALNOST 32021

19Cohen, "I'o disease or age makes the flesh unwind",
Parasites, p.60.(;

2¢Cohen, Selected Poems: 1956-1968 (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1968), p.231. (Hereafter cited as Selected Poems).

a

2l1pid., p.239.
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rings with a feeling of desperation, yet this feeling is com-
pletely overshadowed by the peace and security of poems such
as "This Is for You". This poem appears to be one of Colhean's
sincerest love poems. It does not celebrate the accomplish-
ments of the poet nor does it seek an escape into an interior

worldz instead it is directed to the woman he loves.

This is for you

it is my full heart

it is the book I meant to read you
when we were 0ld22

Here love, rather than providing escape, gives Cohen some

direction in life.

I long for the boundaries
of my wandering

and 1 move

with the energy of your prayer
and I move :
in the direction of your prayer
for you are kneeling

like a bouquet

in a cave of bone

behind my forehead

and I move toward a love

you have dreamed for me<>

In the final poem of this book, "He Studies to Describe',

Cohen portrays the plight of the poet-~lover.

22Cohen, Selected Poems, p.221.

231pid., p.222.
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He studies to describe
the lover he cannot become
failing the widest dreams of ghe nind
& settling for visions of God 4
His words are always far beyond his capabilities and he must
settle for success in his previously established worlds of

vision and fantasy. He concludes with a note of warning not

unlike the caveat emptor he writes on the wall in the filn,

Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. Leonard Cohen.

He does not know how

to trade himself for your love

Do not trust him

unless you love him??
This warning is directed not so much to his lovers as to his
readers. Through all of his poetry ne has recorded personal
experience. He has shown the reader how he, Leonard Cohen,
responds to a world that seems to be in a constant state of

chaos. But he cautions his readers not to accept his solu-

tions unless they believe and trust him.

24Cohen, Selected Poems, p.239,

251piq.
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Chapter V

Songwriting and Music

" My idea of poetry was as a singer."

114
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The latest nhase of Coken's art has led him away from pure-
ly literary methods of expression into songwriting anc singing.
His recordings have beccme excellent examples of the contemvor-
ary poet utiligzing modern electronic media to present his poetic
sentiments to a wider sudience than could be reached with writ-

ten voetry. In Songs from a Room, Coken's second recording,

there is, however, a marked decline in the thematic depth of

his poetry. He no longer appears to be concerned entirelv with
what he is sayving but with how he is saying it. For example,
the intensity of the poet's aloneness and separateness in noems

such as "Twilight'" in Let Us Compare 'fvtholories and "It Is

Late Afternoon” in The Snice-Box of Tarth has given way to the

melodious but simple lament in "Bird on the Yire",
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Like a bird on the wire

Like a drunk in a midnight choir
I have tried in my way to be free

Like a baby stillborn

Like a beast with his horn

I have torn everyone who reached out for mel

The reasons for tris new direction in Cohen's writing are
almost imvossible to establish but two logical conclusions can
be assumed. The first, and most cynical assumotion, is. that
Cohen is sacrificing his art in order to pander to popular ap-
peal. He has admitted himself that he wants to be created by
his audience and "whatever sounds I project when I'm away I
feel reach the marketvlace."? Secondly, and certainlyv more
complex, is the belief that we are living in an age of ravidly
changing values and technologies and that literature as we know
it is soon to disappear to be reolaced br more primitive, yet
paradoxically more sophisticated and more immediate, means of
communication. That Cohen himself should become the ideal ex-
ample of the destructiveness of modern technology upon the art-
ist is extremely interesting, for this has been a recurring

theme in his own works,

lcohen, Songs of Leonard Cohen, ed. Harvey Vinson (New
York: Collier Books I96G], p.30. (Hereafter cited @s Songs).

2Cohen, auoted bv Michael Harris in "An Interview with
Leonard Cohen, Duel, I, (Winter 1969}, .93,
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Contemvorary poetry reveals a renewed emnhasis uron the
sooken word. This trend in twentieth century writing is a move
away from literature as an essentiallyv visuelly oriented enti-
ty on the nrinted page toward, as Northrop Frye claims, "the
direct verbal expression of kinetic emotion." Poets are be-
coming performers; they must now present their art as immediate
exverience. Cohen, for one, has slowly developed from poet to
reader to singer as his personal need to communicate his feelings
to his audience has increascd. This movement in his and other
poets' works away from the previous strongly emphasized visual
qualities and linear functions of literature may result in the
destruction of the values of both the written and the spoken
word as an art form. But it may &lso mean a return to a balance
in the manipulation of the five bodily senses in man's creative
expressions, a state in which, as Dylan Thomas said, "all my
five and countrv senses see.™

Coincidentally, Thomas is an interesting forerunner of the
oral poetry renaissance. But Thomas is not a conscious hersld
of the "oral-electronic™ age, for his poetry has its own roots
in the past Welsh pre-literate oral tradition. Welsh bardic
poetry with its emohasis unon meter and harmonv or "cynrhanhedd"
(the emohasis upon alliteration, consonance and comnlicated

rhyme patterns)forms a natural basis for his art. A consequent

3Morthrop Frve, Anatornyv of Criticism (New York: Atheneum,
1967), p.328,
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result is the decline in emnhasis on the visual qualities,
thourh they still exist, and an increased expression of oral-
aural values, A poet such as Dylan Thomas is an interesting
study in his relationshin to the past tribal, oral traditions
and in his perhaps naive or unknowing anticination of the im-
pending rebirth of these traditions.

Many poets, more contemvorary than Thomas, are consciously
adopting oral technicues as a means of expression. Allen Gins-
berg, for example, tours North America giving readings wherever
people will listen; his words, counled with a personal charisma,
create a mystical atmosnhere of personal involvement. Ginsberg's
poems in this way assume greater meaning for a particivnating
audience than for the noninvolved reader. Even more extreme are
the poets cun singers or singers cum poéts, who are using every
possible electronic device to bombard the human sensorium with
their "oral-electronic" poetry. These oral voets of the present
"global tribe" are accompanied by music, sound, light, and
colour, to effect a total saturation of sensation or artificially
induced synesthesia.

As a well-established poet who has turned to music and re-
cordings to exnress his feelings, Cohen plays an integral role
in this current nhase of contermorary voetry. Like Thomas,
thourgh in a more superficial sense, he is a link with a past

oral tradition; like Ginsberg he exploits his personality in
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order to reach his audience and in a rather moderate sense he
has become one of the "oral-electronic" poets.

In terms of a link with the past, throurhout his nroetry
Cohen has drawn heavilv from his Jewish heritage in creating
his escane worlds and in delivering his message to a contempor-

ary audience. In Parasites of Heaven, for example, he stated

explicitly, "claim me, blood, if you have a story/ to tell with
my Jewish face."™ This cultural continuation has manifested
itself in many ways. Cohen sveaks of his past as "an emptiness
of history which I must seize/ and occupy, calm and full in this
confine."> His poetry has been to a large extent insvired by

a Jewish literary tradition that extends back to David and the
early psalmists and by a Jewish-Canadian literary establishment
that has raonidlv mushroomed into a considerable and impressive
body of writers. Like much of his voetry, some of Cohen's

songs such as '"The Story of Isaac" are directly related to themes
from the Torah and the Bible, yet he always includes secular
overtonas that shift the emphasis from the religious-historical
context to present day society. The story of Abraham and Isaac
suddenlv takes on a new meaning when Abraham is seen as rodern

society making schemes which will result in the death of its

hCohen, "Claim me, blood,...", Parasites, p.bk.

°Ibid.
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offspring, mankind,

You who build the altars now
To sacrifice these children
You must not do it any more.

A scheme is not a vision
And you never have been tempted
By a demon or a2 god.

You who stand above them now
Your hatchets blunt and blgody,
You were not there before.

Cohen's music, or his desire to sing his words, has an im-
mense antecedence in Jewish history also stemming back to David,
the semi-legendary king who '"combined in his person the gift of
the orofessional prophet with that of the born poet and musician."’
Throughout their historv the Jews have been noted for their songs
and nmusic. Their folk songs record much of their history and
their religious ceremonies contain song as an integral part of

their praise of God. Cohen in his youth would certainlv have

been exvosed to the simnle psalmody sung by a synagogue cantor

and to resvonse in which the cantor sings one line and the con-
gregation renlies with another.8 1In fect, when once asked how

he thought of himself in regard to the role of ngin or singer

6Cohen, sones, p.5l.
7fric Vlerner, "The Jewish Contribution to Music", in The
Jews: Their Historv, Culture, and Religion, ed. louis Finkelstein

(Z vols.; Ilew York: Harver and Kow, 1960, II, p.l12¢9.
81pid., p.1298,
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of the people, Cohen renlied,

Everybody has a sense that they are in their own cav-
sule and the one that I have always been in, for want
of a better word, is that of cantor--a nriest of a cat-
acomb religion that is underground, just beginning,

and I am one of the manv singers, one of the many,

manyv priests, not by any means a high pnriest, but one
of the creators of the llturyv that will create the
church.,

Added to these influences is Cohen's natural lyric ability so

apparent in many of the poems in The Snice-Box of Farth. Poems

such as "I Long to Hold Some Lady", "As the Mist Leaves lo Scar",
and two works appropriately titled "Song" ("When with lust I
am smitten" and "I almost went to bed") reveal a lyricism and
internal harmony that seem closely related to ballads ancd folk-
music. Cohen himself claims,

.+.] always had an invisible guitar

in my heaa when I vrote Snice- Box,
My jdea of poetry was as a singer, 0

In his first recording, Songs of Leonard Cohen, the songs
) — ’

are poetry and still retain much of the thematic deoth and in-
tensity of mood found in his earlier works. "Suzanne'", "Stories
of the Street", "Hey, that's No Way to Say Goodbye" and "Teachers"

all demonstrate a continuation of Cohen's concern for using his

9Pohen nuoted by Sandra Djwa in The Ubvssey, Friday, Feb-

lOCohen, quoted by Paul Grescoe in "Poet, ‘riter, Singer,
ILover: Cohen", The Canadian M agazine, February lO 1968 0.2,
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poetry as a vehicle of vpersonal statement. lowever, the second

recording, Songs from a Hoom, with a few notable exceptions

such as "The O0ld HRevolution™ and "Story of Isaac'", shows a def-
inite concern with sound and music rather than poetic sentiment,
The title of this album would appear to indicate that its songs
come from the depths of one of Cohen's interior world. Rut
songs such as "A Bunch of Lonesome Heroes"™ are so lacking in
theme and noetic statement that there is virtually no relation-
ship between them and any of the poetry that has gone before.
The first stanza of this particular song, for example, has
virtually no meaning as either poetry or song.
A bunch of lonesome and very quarrelsome heroes
Were smoking out alcng the open road;
The night was very dark and thick between them
Fach man beneath his ordinary load.
"I'd like to tell nyv storv,"
Said one of them so young and bold;
"I'd like to tell my Stiiy’
Before I turn to gold."
In another song, "Dress Rehearsal Rag", as vet unrecorded, Cohen
aprears to be attempting to emulate Bob Dvlan but to no avail,
for again the words contain little meaning and apvear to be no-
thing more than a vehicle for carrying aporopriate sound patterns.
Got un some time in the &fternoon
And yvou didn't feel lilke ruch.

Said to vourself, "/here are you, Golden Fov
Vhere is your femous golden touch?

llCohen, Songs, .39,
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I thought you knew where all the elenhants lie dovn
I thought vou wire the crown orince of all the wheels in
Ivory town.," 2
Fortunately some of Cohen's sung poems are effective. 4
Marshall McLuhan claims, "song is the slowing dovm of speech in
order to savour nuance"l3 and this is precisély the case with
some of the noetry Cohen has put to music. "Suzanne" from the
ouzanns
first recording is a beautiful and moving noem as a print orien-
ted entity. When heard sung, however, the aural sense dominates
and stimulates vpreviously dormant feelings within the sensorium.
In other words, the emotion excited by merely reading the poem
is heightened upon hearing the words vocalized by the poet. The
fact that the poet-singer is the actual comvoser of the song
increzses the feeling of versonal emotion and the song itself
becomes far more poignant. The effect thus created is not
unlike that of tle heart-rending ballads of the French chanson-

——

nier and the overall sound or tune is very similar. Further,
—;;M"Suzanne" there is an &dditional imoortance in the scund
patterns of the song. The uncdulating rhythm increases the vis-
ual image of the "place near the river," for the sound imitates

that of lapving water. With "Suzanne" and more particularly

12Cohen, "Dress Rehearsal Rag", The Poetry of Rock, ed.
Richard Goldstein (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1563G), p.I28.

131arshall Mcluhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1962), pv.l43.




124
"Master Song", "Stories of the Street", and "Teachers™, the em-
phasis upon chant approaches the monotone, repetitive chant of
«m

e

the previously mentioned religious ceremonies. A sound pattern

R

e

such 4s this is common in many recent compositions by other
writers of the rapidly developing oral-electronic age. This is
the obvious link with past oral traditions and a sign of rebirth
of these traditions. The recurrent rhythm and regular opulsating
meter cof Cchen's songs is & particular feature of what Northrop
Frye has described as "the organizing rhyvthm in gggg."lh This
term is further described by Frye as '"the literary genre in which
the radical of presentation is the author or minstrel as oral
reciter; with a listening audience in front of him.ﬁ15

Should the rebirth and secularization of epos take place,
the contemporary oral poets such as Cohen will play an imovor-
tant role in its development. But many of the new vpoet-singers
lose contact with their audiences by demanding too much in terms
of sensory resvonse. The words become secondary to the total
performance and there is a loss of art for the sake of ccrmrier=-
cial apneal., This seems to be what has happened to the thematic
qualitv of Cohen's poetry on his latest recording but the rea-
sons are not at all similar. Further, Cohen may also lose con-
tact with a large portion of his earlier audience because of the
monotony and repetitiveness_of his songs. The principle that

demands this repetitiveness is based on contrafact.,

1I*Fr'ye, Anatomy, p.251.
151bid., p.365.

AN
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This technique can be traced back through the history df music,
and, although "the use of the contrafact is orobably as old
as mankind, the first records of its being employed are found
in the Psalms,"16 Consequently, another root in Jewish relig-
ious traditions is apparent. Basically, "contrafact is the use
of a familiar melody for a new text".l7 The idea involved is
to introduce new or impoertant thoyg
harmony in order to rapidly establish the listener's perception.
Cohen reuses variations of many of his own tunes in this man-
ner and also borrows freely from recognizable folk and country
and western idioms. The htistorical precedent Cohen is perhaps
unconsciously working from is the Jewish use of secular music
with new lyrics containing religious significance or even for
Martin Luther to take "'songs from the streets and to use them
(with sacred texts) in the church. Why should the devil have
all the fine tunes?'"18

In his personal life, particularly that presented as his
public image, Cohen displays a versonality that is in many ways
similar to the exploited, exaggerated eccentricities of Byron,

Poe, and Baudelaire. Frye describes this type of involvement

l@Werner, "Jewish Music", p.1290,

1871pid.
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that Cohen has between poet and persona as a development of
the dichotomy between literature and verbal expression:
The further we go in this direction, the more likely
the author is to be, or to pretend to be, emotionally
involved with his subjeet, so tha* wvhat he exhorts us

to embrace or avoid_is in part a projection from his
own emotional life.l9

Frye further carries the progression of the split between
written and oral expression to the point at which there may
occur the disappearance of words altogether "...and we are

back to a primitive language of screams and gestures and sighs."20
This a very apt description of the supnosedly avant-garde
non-verbal poetry. Fortunately, Cohen was originally concerned
with the human values of art rather than its dehumanization.
From his earliest works he was primarily concerned with human-
ity and the inner sufferings of a sensitive man in conflict
with the cruelties of 1life, whether rezl or imagined. And
rather than continuously expounding upon the ills of society,
he has sought means of escaping those ills and further he has

displayed himself as an example of the oppressive effects of

modern technology upon the orivate self of the artist and man.

l()Frye,/matomv, p.328,
“O1bid.
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He felt he lived in a world in which he was forced to conform
to the restrictions of a dehumanizing overmechanization.

eeel wore a helmet

With a secret neon sign

That 1lit up all the boundaries

So I could toe the line,

His only means of escane from the destructiveness of modern
society would be to censtruct a fantasy world in which he could
return to the innocence of a2 pnastoral world.

0, come with me my little one

And we will find that farm

And grow us pgrass and apples there

To keep all the animals warm,

The declining quality of Cohen's latest verse, however,
seems to indicate a changing sense of values or a submission
to the previously feared dehumanization of technology upon art
and the artist. At this point Frye's progression of the writ-
ten and oral dichotomy to the "primitive language of screams
and gestures and sighs" assumes an added importance. This
statement is, of course, applicable to many of the "oral-
electronic" poets or "folk-rock"™ singers. Non-verbal verse is
not, however, particularly unique to the poets and song-writers

of today, for there are certainly many examnles of nonsense verse

21Cohen, "I've seen sore lonely history", Parasites,p.59.

22Cohen, "Stories of the Street", Songs, p.45
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being used in songs tco translate various emotional states.
Countfy and western and "cowboy"™ music seem to have almost
their own non=-verbal vocabulary and’children's songs have al-
ways been composed of mény passages qf sounds.

But, with this in mind, what can be said about the con-
- cluding sounds of Cohen's songs "One of Us Cannot Be Wrong"

from the first recording and "Tonight VWill Fine®™ Irom tThe

<

o

second recording? Do these sounds represent simply a common
musical "filling" device, are they a return to a2 primitive
language, or are they related in some way to Ginsberg's trans-
planted “oms" of Eastern religions? Perhaps Cohen &nc the more
progressive "oral-electronic" poets are not regressing but
progressing., The ultimate goal could here also have an unack-
nowledged precedent in Jewish religion: the wordless hymn. The
chanting of single words of vraise of the Divine Being such as
Hallel led to the Christian "Hallelujah"23 and Hasidism with
its joyous'approach to life brought increases importance to

these wordless tributes.

Among the Hasidim it was called Niggun, and many
of these ecstatic, wordless tunes have come down

2BWer.ner, "Jewish Music", p.1299.
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To us. They were freacuently composed by the
Hasidic Saddikim (Saints) as & means to attain the
highest transnort, hitpashtut hagashmid, disembodi-
ment, :

This is, of course, not unlike the "om™ and vperhaps their origins

are the same in Fastern religions.

"Tonipht V1ill Be Fine" apnears at first to be little more
than a loosely adavnted "cowboy" song with a wordless refrain at
the conclusion. But there is an increased sense of sexual ex-

citement in the last verse:

Sometimes I see her

Undressing for me,

She's the soft naked lady

Love meant her to be

And she's moving her body

So brave and so free,

If I've got to remember

That's a fine memorvy.

But I know from your eyes

And I know from vour smile

That tonight will be fine, will be fine
¥ill be fine, will be fine for a while,?5

This is followed, actually ocuite logically, with the wordless
verse, for the sexual image developed would lead to Cohen's
"state of grace” in which the sexual act completes the poet's
concent of a secular-religious unity. Through this seemingly
simole song, then, the poet has attained "the highest transoort”

or a comnlete sense of ecstasy. Conseacuently, what at first

2AWerner, "Jewish Music™, p.1299.

v-25Cohen, "Tonight will be Fine", Sonps, p.”R7.

st
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appears to be a decline in the quality of Cohen's art, mav
ultimately be an attempt to translate earlier, more complex
sentiments into far simpnler statements suitzble to "orel-elec-
tronic™ media. Perhaps Cohen and the other "oral-electronic”
poets have already transcended the restrictions of the poetic
metaphor to the state in which their works have become ''the
direct verbal expression of kinetic emotion". Perhans thevy
have at the same time transcended the boundaries of cormorehen-

sion leaving the listener with'only "sounds from an empty

roon",
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Conclusion

Cohen's poetry has completed a full cycle from innocence
to experience and back to a state of apparént innocence.
Throughout this cycle the creation of escape worlds has been
his major preoccupation. His need to escape the violence of
a society that seems bent on self-destruction is not unlike
that of nearly every member of that society. Consequently,
Cohen's imvortance lies in his relevance to the pnlight of mod-
ern man and in his ability to describe his impressions of the
harshness of reality and how to escape that harshness, yet
still function as a member of society.

In Let Us Compare I'vthologies Cohen began his investiga-

tion of man's violence and began to search for wavs to escape.
Love with its attendant state of grace became part of his most
important escape world. In the absence of love, passive accept-
ance of reality became another means of escape.

Al

The Spice-Box of Farth was Cohen's deepest examination of

Sove in its many forms. Many of the voems in this volume achiev-
éd a relevance to nost rea@ers that few poets can attain. Here
Cohen not only praised his loved one and the escape provided

by love but he also delved into the feelings of sevnarateness
and alienation that can only be overcome through physical or
spiritual union with &another person. There was, however, a
growing feeling of ambivalence on Cohen's nart toward love

"when it reacnéd its comnlete fulfillment. ‘/hen his world was

complete he always seemed ready to start the search over again.
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With Flowers for Hitler Cohen partially ignored the solace

that love had been able to provide for him and began a thorough
investigation of escape through passive acceptance., This in-
vestigation led Cohen into the deepest recesses of his being;
a complete Jjourney into the underground. His journey culminated

in his novel BReautiful losers,

The renewed and purified vision expected on the return
from the journev resulted in merely a clear-eyed look at realitv,

Consequently, in Parasites of Heaven Cohen continued his escape

through passive acceptance but he was then able to look more
closely at the world he was attempting to escape from. The

new poems in his Selected Poems: 1956-196¢ were the return to

his initial naive questioning and completed the cycle of his
works.,
At this point in his career Cohen's writing is heading in

a new direction, songwriting. The reason for this new direction

%

is perhaps related to the ambivalence that arose when Cohen
found completion in love. ‘ith his poetry finally forming a
complete cvcle and in many ways providing an escape in itself,
perhans Cohen now feels compelled to resume his search for
escape but in a new direction. This new direction allows Cohen
to reach & far larper audience than he could with written poetry

alone., But to continue to reach this audience he must vander

to its demands rather than to his own. No longer can he create

escape worlds within his art, His confidence in his art has

diminished as more people have paid attention to it. Consequent-
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ly, his initial sensitivity must now become showmanship &nd the
relevance of his work is created by the audience itself.
Perhaps with success there is a new tyne of escape for
Cohen that can only be attained by continuing to M"reach the
marketplace”". This tyve of escape; however, negates his past
artistic integrity and thrusts him into the midst of the world

he previously rejected.
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