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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A leading Canadian periodical has described Leonard 

Cohen's concerns as sex, LSD, pot, poetry, and the expand

ing consciousness; his status as the best young poet in 

Canada; his finances as chaotic; and his posture as Byronic. 

These observations will perhaps be prefatory to the charac

ter of Leonard Cohen. 

Leonard Norman Cohen, poet, novelist, and folk-rock 

singer and composer, was born September 21, 19 34, in 

Montreal, Canada. He is the son of a wealthy Jewish cloth

ing merchant who died when Cohen was nine and the grandson 

of a rabbi. He grew up in Westmount, Montreal's well-to-do 

suburb, where he graduated from Westmount Secondary School. 

In 19 55 he graduated from McGill University, Montreal, with 

a B.A. in English; he was also captain of the debating team. 

After graduation Cohen made a half-hearted attempt at the 

family business; however, he chose writing instead. Many 

of Cohen's rock music devotees are occasionally surprised 

to learn that he has been writing and singing for a long 

time, longer even than Bob Dylan. Because of a family in

heritance of seven hundred and fifty dollars per year, which 

guarantees him an income he can exist on, Cohen bought a 

hilltop cottage on the island of Hydra, off the coast of 

/ 



Greece, and went there to write his poetry and novels; 

therefore, few people got a chance to hear his jirasic. He 

now divides his time between Hydra and K̂ GV/ York, and infre

quently he visits Montreal, to renew, as he says, his neu

rotic affiliations. 

In addition to the family inheritance, Cohen makes 

more money than the average poet. In 19G4 he earned 

$17,000, which he spent mostly on travel. Cohon's untypi

cal wealth as a poet, his unconventional life style with 

LSD, pot and other drugs, his adventures with girls, and 

his wandering around the world have earned him the reputa

tion of Canada's enfant terrible; he has been described as 

outrageous, controversial, disrespectful, egomaniacal, and 

Byronic. But perhaps this is what he intends, for as with 

Byron, it has been suggested that Cohen's behavior is a 

conscious desire to create a certain public image. In keep

ing with his unconventionality, Cohen lives on Hydra with a 

Norwegian girl named Marianne; they are not married, and 

with them is her son, Axel, by a previous marriage. 

Immediately after Cohen completed his second novel 

Beautiful Losers, he lost his appetite and fasted for twelve 

days until he reached an hallucinated state and his body tem

perature soared to 104 degrees. Cohen maintains that while 

hallucinated he experienced spiritual revelations that 

brought about many changes in his life. He noted that "it 



ended a lot of things. I would like to say that it made 

me saintly." Tne fast and hallucinations came after a 

period of intense concentration to finish the novel, and 

Cohen commented that "there are certain times in your life 

when, if you don't stop, tnings just stop for you. You 

get a fantastic singlc.uindedness v;hen you are lying in one 

place hallucinating." 

Cohen says that he has been an outlaw since he was 

fifteen: "I had something in common with the beatniks, 

and even more things volth the hippies. The next thing may 

be even closer to where I am." In William Klooman's opin

ion, it is hard to say v/here Cohen is: "he seems to be a 

man totally devoid of social defenses. A member of a 

highly sensitized species whose hope for survival lies in 

its openness to every shade of human experience. Vulner

ability is his art form, and his armor." 

Cohen reveals himself perhaps better than anyone else 

when he says: 

Everybody I meet wipes me out. Here are all these 
people plugging away at their roles. Being pro
ducers and policeman and bishops. It knocks me 
out, and all I can do is get down on my knees. I 
don't even think of myself as a writer, singer,-
or whatever. The occupation of being a man is so 
much more. 

It is the man, Leonard Cohen, and his work, which this 

thesis will explore. 



Leonard Cohen is, and has been for the past seventeen 

years, regarded as one of the most promising and affirma

tive voices of today's "now generation." He is not, how

ever, to be isolated and pigeon-holed along with tiiat 

cliched group of beatniks and hippies who imiucdiatcly come 

to mind when the term "today's youth" is mentioned. Very 

often this group really seems to be only concerned with 

"today"; this is Cohen's concern too, but he is also con

cerned, and perhaps more so, v/ith what today irieans and how 

it decides the future. Of course, this concept is nothing 

so earthshakingly original on Cohen's part, bnt it seems 

that so many writers today are v/allowing in their own and 

society's despair. Not so with Cohen. 

Although recent attention has been focused on Cohen's 

ability as a singer and songwriter, he started his career 

as a real poet, only lately becoming a songwriter and 

singer. This is the reverse of tha general trend among 

folk-rock singers. This group, including Bob Dylan, Paul 

Simon, John Lennon, Paul McCartney, and others, seems to 

succeed in music, and then aspires to poetry, v/hich, more 

often than not, does not succeed when lyric is separated 

from tune. Cohen was first poet; then he aspired to be a 

singer. He succeeds. 

Most of those who admire Cohen as a singer and song

writer do not know that he was a highly respected poet In 



the literary circles oT Canada prior to his discovery by 

the flower children; that he has a degree from McGill Uni

versity where he won the MacNaughton Prize in creative 

writing; that he studied law at Columbia University; that 

he received Canadian Council Grants for writing in 1960 

and 1961; that he was â /arded the Quebec Prize for Liter

ature in 1964; and that he won a Governor-General's Award 

for his poetry in 1969. 

Cohen's list of publications is quite distinguished 

and accounts for the attention attributed him by the 

Canadian literati. His five volumes of poetry are Let Us 

Compare Mythologies (1956), The Spice-Box of Earth (1961), 

Flowers for Hitler (196 1) , Parasites of Heaven (1966), and 

Selected Poems 1956-1968 (1968), in which appear twenty 

"new poems" previously unpublished. In addition, he has 

published two novels. The Favourite Game (196 3) and Beauti-
2 

ful Losers (1966). 

Most of the youthful crowd of Cohen followers, however, 

if aware of these credentials, remain unimpressed. It is 

not that they do not care, it is simply that their concept 

of poetry and the milieu in which it should naturally 

flourish hardly coincides with the conventional view of 

"English lit. majors" and poets-in-residence. They instead 

take their Cohen, not from the printed page, but from 

record albums. To this generation, Leonard Cohen is not the 



distinguished Canadian poet, not the respected Canadian 

novelist—he is something grander; he is Leonard Cohen the 
3 

folk-rock singer and songwriter. 

Cohen was "discovered" (more than ten years after his 

debut as a poet) when he made his first important public 

appearance as a musical performer at the 1967 Newport Folk 

Festival. Shortly thereafter his first album. Songs of 

Leonard Cohen, was released, and it is still selling at the 
4 

rate of three thousand copies per week. Since then he has 

released two additional albums, Songs from a Room (1969) 

and Songs of Love and Hate (1971). In 1970 Cohen entered a 

new realm when he wrote the musical score for a major motion 

picture, McCabe and Mrs. Miller. 

All of this perhaps points up an important fact—that a 

"traditional" poet can capture the attention and imagination 

of both scholar and today's idealistic youth. It is not 

only the record-buying young who follow Cohen but also the 

readers of the major literary journals of Canada and of 

various semi-scholarly journals in this country. His books 

of poetry have enjoyed sustained popularity as evidenced by 

his volume of Selected Poems, selling fifteen thousand 

copies in Canada the first year and becoming a "best seller" 

in the United States. His two novels have received major 

attention from both Canadian and American critics. 



Daniel Stern noted in Saturday Review that Cohen's 

first novel. The Favourite Game, was a "kind of interior-

picaresque novel, extraordinarily rich in lang.^age, sensi-

bility, and humor." John Wain commented that Beautiful 

Losers, Cohen's second novel, "emerges both as a personal 

tragedy and a judgment of Canadian life. . . . r.r. Cohen 

has a real theme, the frightening vacuum of modern Canada 

and the Canadian's uncertainty as to who he is and where 

his allegiances lie, both historically and in idie 

present." 

In reviewing Selected Poems, Peter Gellatly observed 

that Cohen "speaks with flowing and vaguely old-fashioned 

eloquence about such things as love, rebellion, suffering, 

joy; but always the wry smile appears . . . that places 
o 

man—zap--right in the middle of the present day." 

Desmond Pacey, in naming Cohen a "phenomenon," says he 

is motivated in doing so by the "quantity, quality and 

variety of his achievement. . . . The best of his poems have 

lyrical grace and verbal inevitability; his two novels are 

as perceptive in content and as sophisticated in technique 

as any that have appeared in English since the Second World 

War; and his voice has a magic incantatory quality which 

hypnotizes his audiences, and especially teenage audiences, 
9 

into a state of bliss if not grace." Mr. Pacey believes 

Cohen's second novel, Beautiful Losers, is "the most 



8 

intricate, erudite, and fascinating Canadian novel ever 

written." 

If further proof be needed that Cohen has bridged the 

so-called literary gap that English piofessors tradition

ally encounter with undergraduates, Co'::on is probably alone 

in claiming the distinction of being iui:li3hed both in The 

Oxford Book of Canadian Verse and Rollrng Stone. the San 

Francisco rock-music chronicle. 

Previously it was suggested that Cohen is to be con

sidered apart from the stereotyped ful] -rock poet/singers. 

What is strangely unique about him? Everyone v;riting today 

seems to be questioning, but Cohen seerns to be one of the 

few who at least offers some answers or alternatives. 

Admittedly, Cohen doubts, quite often and deeply; however, 

throughout his poetry, his novels, and his songs, he is 

never without hope. And where does the basis for his hope 

lie? Cohen is in that tradition of the mystic romantic 

to which Blake, Wordsworth, and Gibran belong. He is more ^°^^ 

akin, however, in this respect to Blake and Gibran; for 

unlike Wordsworth, Cohen has no problem in naming that 

spirit which so deeply interfuses the universe. For Cohen, 

his hope lies in religion, and in that "remote human possi

bility" of sainthood achieved through a "state of grace" or 

union with God. In one sense Cohen's state of grace is his 

"Beatific vision." By Cohen's definition, religion is: 



A technique for strength and for making the uni-
v&r.se hospitable. I think there is really a 
.pov7er to tune in on. It's easy for me to call 
that power God. Some people find it difficult. 
You mention the word God to them and they go 
Liirough a lot of difficult reactions, they just 
don't like it. I mean that there's certainly 
no doubt about it, that the name has fallen on 
evil days. But it doesn't have those evil asso
ciations for me. It's easier for me to say God 
than "some unnameable mystery power that moti
vates all living things." The word God for me 
is very simple and useable. And even to use 
the masculine pronouns He and Him, it doesn't 
oCfend me as it offends many; so that I can 
say "to be close to Him is to feel His grace" 
becciuse I have felt it.-^^ 

It is evident that Cohen has felt the grace of God, 

for it is that grace which Cohen is attempting to communi

cate, he has been on an eloquent search through his poetry 

and novels and music and has found grace, which to him 

means achieving a state of harmony with the rest of creation 

A state of grace is that kind of balance with 
which you rise to the chaos you find around 
you. -"--̂  

And one who has found that state of grace or ability to re

tain his balance in the midst of the chaos is a "saint": 

A saint is someone who has achieved a remote human 
possibility. It is impossible to say wliat that 
possibility is. I think it has somethi ig to do 
with the energy of love. Contact with -his energy 
results in the exercise of a kind of balance in 
the chaos of existence. A saint does not dis
solve the chaos; if he did the world would have 
changed long ago. I do not think that a saint 
dissolves the chaos even for himself, fo;r there 
is something arrogant and warlike in the notion 
of a man setting the universe in order. It is a 
kind of balance that is his glory. He rides the 
drifts like an escaped ski. His course is the 
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caress of the hill. . . . Something in him so 
loves the world that he gives himself to the laws 
of gravity and chance. Far from flying with the 
angels, he traces with the fidelity of a seismo
graph needle the state of the solid bloody land
scape. His house is dangerous and finite, but he 
is at home in the world. He can love the shapes 
of the heart. It is good to have among us such 
men, such balancing monsters of love. 

(Beautiful Losers, pp. 95-96) 

In his search for meaning and identity, Cohen often 

appears to be closely aligned with social protest; however, 

in a sense this is only his point of departure. Actually 

his search lies much deeper than the law, or social protest; 

and he returns to the basis of our culture for an answer: 

The thing we find unpalatable about the law is 
that it is there to protect property, not the 
spirit. It is no longer holy lav7. We rebel. 
But what we've been calling a revolution we 
should call a return. As soon as the old law 
is dead--as soon as everything becomes possi
ble—you suddenly learn the necessity of law. 
So we will write a new law. One which is very 
meaningful to us. A very pedestrian law about 
how to behave with one another.-*-̂  

This new law, or answer to twentieth-century Western man's 

dilemma, is to be found in a reexamination of his own ethnic 

and cultural past, and not in the mysticism of the Far East, 

as so many of his contemporaries have suggested. Cohen 

explains: 

People keep saying India, India, India. But the 
Indian vocabulary is much too precise for us. 
Our natural vocabulary is Judeo-Christian. That 
is our blood myth. We have to rediscover the 
law from inside our own heritage, and we have to 
rediscover the crucifixion. The crucifixion will 
again be understood as a universal symbol, not 
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as just an experiment in sadism or masochism or 
arrogance. It will have to be rediscovered 
because that's where our man is at. On the 
cross.1^ 

Therefore, Cohen looks for the means of how to behave with 

one another under a new law which is to come from a redis

covery and a new understanding of the Crucifixion, from 

our own "blood myth." 

In Cohen's scheme the key to the new law, as has been 

demonstrated, is love; and as we shall see in his work, he 

believes in all kinds of love relationships, both hetero

sexual and homosexual, "provided that the sexual activity 
-I /r 

does not involve outright cruelty or murder." The lover 

must assume the role of the Creator, or God; the lover 

must know the woman 
so completely that she becomes, in effect, his 
own creation. He has molded the shape of her 
limbs, distilled her smell. This is the only 
kind of successful sexual love: the love of the 
creator for his creation. In other words, the 
love of the creator for himself. This love can 
never change. (The Favourite Game, p. 9 0) 

The lover must love himself in order to love successfully, 

just as God loves man because he loves himself; for man is 

not in the universe at God's expense, but at his pleasure. 

This is what Cohen means by rediscovering the meaning of 

the Crucifixion: God redeemed man through the Sacrifice— 

and man must love his fellow man in a way as closely 

imitative of this as he can. 
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Love, then, is the theme which courses through the 

bulk of Leonard Cohen's work, whether it be poetry, prose, 

or song lyric. The burden of this thesis will be to ex

plore, and in some instances explicate or amplify, the 

numerous ways in which Cohen approaches his interpretation 

of the world, with "love" as his touchstone. One will 

find that he uses a vast number of symbols and motifs in 

his work; and at times it appears that he has digressed 

completely from anything closely resembling a love theme, 

but he is never very far off course. Typically, since he 

is unconventional, his methods are more often than not un

conventional, as his often bizarre use of traditional 

symbols and images will reveal. The achievement of saint

hood as discussed in Chapter IV is, at present, Cohen's 

ultimate goal. Everything in life, if lived according to 

Cohen's ideas, should focus upon that "remote human possi

bility." But getting there takes time, and that is what 

Cohen's work is about—getting there. 



CHAPTER II 

THE FUNCTIONS OF EROTIC LOVE 

For Leonard Cohen, there are two basic functions of 

erotic love. One is simply the satisfaction of physical 

desire, an expression of the lustful nature of man; the 

other is that through the satisfaction of physical desire 

man is able to see into the very core of spiritual love. 

Cohen believes that only through a fulfillment of physical 

desire can man come close to a glimpse of the love God has 

for man. 

Cohen's work is concerned with the kind of physical 

relationships which further the quest for spiritual insight, 

for union with Being, for communion with God, for achieving 

a state of grace. It is perhaps even superfluous to sepa

rate Cohen's theory of love into these categories since the 

first leads necessarily into the second, higher form; how

ever, since some poems are more obviously to be interpreted 
2 

as steps up the ladder of love toward God than others, the 

two categories serve a significant purpose. The ways in 

which religious myth is used to come to a fulfillment of 

these two qualities of erotic love will be discussed in 
Chapter III. 

Cohen begins his twin quests for God and sexual ful

fillment in his first book, Let Us Compare Mythologies. 

13 
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This first book of poetry is chiefly concerned with the 

similarities and differences between the Hebrew mythology 

of his family and the Christian mythology of his environ

ment and how he can come to a fuller understanding of man's 

present state which is a result of these "mythologies." 

The title of this first book is a fairly good key to the 

whole of Cohen's work. Throughout the scope of his poetry 

and prose, Cohen is interested in the magic associated 

with religious myths and in the imaginative means man has 

used throughout time to give interest, order, meaning and 

direction to his universe. In Cohen's work, as in more 

ancient mythologies, religion and sex are closely asso

ciated. As Desmond Pacey has observed: "This association 

reaches its culmination in Beautiful Losers, but it is 
r — 

embryonically present in this first book of verse. ""* 

Cohen's quest for God and for sexual fulfillment are very 

often motivated by the recognition uf the individual's vul

nerability. This loneliness is present in Mythologies in 

"Summer Night" in which city lovers invade the countryside 

but are unable to find comfort in love. They know they are 

"Intruders. Worse. Intruders / unnoticed and undespised," 

for nothing instills loneliness more acutely than to be 

ignored. The lovers "ran naked into the river" but their 

"flesh insulted the thick slow water." They tried to sit 

"naked on the stones, / but they were cold" and the lovers 
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soon dressed. The invaders, in their alienation from them

selves, are unable to find union with nature: 

And the girl in my arms 
broke suddenly away, and shouted for us all. 
Help] Helpl I am alone. But then all subtlety 

was gone 
and it was stupid to be obvious before the 

field and sky, 
experts in simplicity. So we iled on the highways g 
in our armoured cars, back to air-conditioned homes. 

The loneliness theme is picked up again, perhaps ex

pressed with greater restraint but at the sa-ne time with 

more impact in "I Wonder How Many People In This City: 

I wonder how many people in this city 
live in furnished rooms. 
Late at night when I look out at the buildings 
I swear I see a face in every vrindow 
looking back at me, 
and when I turn away 
I wonder how many go back to their desks 

and write this down. 

For the unfulfilled lover, his loneliness is not shared, 

no matter how crowded his world or how many beds he has 

shared. This intensifies his pain. It is the longing for 

the loss of loneliness that prompts involvement. Only 

through personal commitment to another can the lover begin 

his journey or quest toward oneness with God. As long as 

he possesses his "strangerhood" and is alone, he must strug

gle against anonymity, lean from his window and wonder how 

many others his actions mirror, knowing that "It is foolish 

to impute pain / to the intense sky" ("It Is Late After

noon," Spice-Box, p. 12). 
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Often losing the loneliness can be quite as painful 

as the loneliness itself, but it is a necessary step; the 

intrusion must be made, as is evident in Parasites of 

8 
Heaven: 

0 love intrude into this strangerhood 
Like a bloodblack river 
Drive a stain of living colour 
Through leper drifts of winter sleep. 

Cohen makes his most pained plea against loneliness 

and desolation in the three line "Marita": 

MARITA 
PLEASE FIND ME 
1 AM ALMOST 30. 

(Selected Poems, p. 239) 

The quest for love, once entered upon requires help 

and guidance, for it is once again not a journey to be 

undertaken alone. In a sense, the house of love and the 

house of religion are one even at this early stage of 

development: 

Let me cry Help beside you. Teacher. 
I have entered under this dark roof 
as fearlessly as an honoured son 
enters his father's house. 

("To A Teacher," Spice-Box, p. 20) 

The "teacher" plays an important role in Cohen's work. 

As we shall see later in the discussion of "Suzanne," 

Suzanne becomes the consummate teacher of the union of 

physical and spiritual love. F. and Edith are also teach

ers who lead the persona of the novel designated as "I" 
9 

to "sainthood" in Beautiful Losers. In this special 
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relationship betv7een the initiate-lover and his teacher, 

an analogy may be drawn to T. S. Eliot's Waste Land in 

which the poet-priest is on a similar quest or is at least 

attemptm-g to corr.e to terms with his cultural environment 

so that he can move toward affirmation in Ash Wednesday. 

Cohen's lover-teacher relationship, however, is more 

closely akin to Dante's tour through the spiritual world 

-1 , • . 1 1 

and iîf- eventual "grace" in the Paradise. 

As is true in most if not in all learning experiences, 

the initi.ate-lover must be willing to learn; the desire 

for progress or change must be present. The teacher can 

only point the way, can only show him what can be done; 

but it is only the lover who can act. Just as Beatrice 

does not accompany Dante to the center of the rose for a 

glimpse of the Godhead, so the teacher of Cohen's pilgrim 

cannot force an understanding of spiritual love through 

physical love. She can only show him that by first knowing 

and loving himself, and then by extending that love to an

other, can he ever come to union with God's love. The 

capacity for this divine love is inherent in the novice; 

however, he must exercise his will to cause it to mature. 
12 

He must look within himself. In a song, "Teachers," 

Cohen explores this idea. The initiate-lover encounters 

many "teachers" in his search, each giving him ambiguous 

and elusive answers to his questioning. He asks a wise 
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old man about love, and the old man answers, "'Follow me' 

. . . / but he walked behind." The initiate-lover enters 

a hospital "Where none was sick and none was well" to 

learn of love, but he finds he cannot "walk" when the 

nurses are gone at night. A scalpel appears beside the 

silver spoon on his dinner tray, obviously for the purpose 

of dissecting love. He uses the scalpel which results only 

in finding a broken heart. He eats of love, and when he 

asks, "'How much do these suppers cost?'" the reply is 

"'We'll take it out in hate,'" suggesting that to know of 

love, one must also know of hatred. Only through payment 

in hatred, yearning for love, and practicing can the 

initiate-lover learn: 

I spent my hatred every place 
On every work, on every face; 
Someone gave me wishes 
And I wished for an embrace. 

Several girls embraced me, then 
I was embraced by men; 
"Is my passion perfect?" 
"No, do it once again." 

("Teachers," Songs of Leonard Cohen) 

At the end of his search, he realizes that ultimately 

he must be his own teacher, and only he himself will know 

when he has learned enough of love and his lessons are 
finished: 

Who is it whom I address? 
Who takes down what I confess? 
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"Teachers, are my lessons done? 
I cannot do another one." 
They laughed and laughed and said, 
"Well, child, are your lessons done? 
Are your lessons done? 
Are your lessons done?" 

("Teachers") 

The mimicry of the teachers causes him to reflect upon him

self and ask if his lessons are done. He is also like the 
13 stranger in "Stranger Song" who 

Like any dealer, he was watching for the card 
that is so high and wild 

He'll never need to deal another. 
He was just some Joseph looking for a manger— 
He was just some Joseph looking for a manger. 

He is looking for the essence of life which will put an end 

to his search. The essence, which has to be the love of 
V 

God, will give meaning to his life as the manger took a 

nameless Joseph from his carpenter's shop and thrust him 

into the mainstream of history and "sainthood." Thus the 

initiate-lover is looking for his identity, to be pulled 

from obscurity into meaning, individuality. 

The "teacher of love" theme is treated again in "Sis-
14 ters of Mercy," in which Cohen fuses a very important and 

powerful image. The "sisters of mercy" are at once nuns 

and prostitutes, thus making physical love holy, because 

"When you're not feeling holy / Your loneliness says that 

you've sinned." If the lover suffers from loneliness, then 

he has sinned because he is not committed to anyone. To 

Cohen, loneliness is perhaps the greatest sin of all 
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because it is selfish. But the sisters of mercy are not 

real lovers; they are instead simply teachers of the two 

sides of love; each group is "professional": the nuns are 

purely spiritual, the prostitutes purely physical, but 

together they constitute the whole of love: 

They lay dov;n beside me, 
I made my confession to them. 
They touched both my eyes 
And I touched the dew on their hems. 
If your life is a leaf 
That the seasons tear off and condemn. 
They will bind you with love 
That is graceful and green as a stem. 

When I left they were sleeping, 
I hope you run into them soon. 
Don't turn on the lights, 
You can read their address by the moonr 
And you won't make me jealous 
If I hear that they sweetened your night 
We weren't lovers like that 
And besides it would still be all right. 

("Sisters of Mercy") 

The idea of the nun as a teacher of lovce is later to 

be found in a passage from The Favourite Gamxe. The act 

of making a bed for a night of love becomes la ritual. 

Breavman, the protagonist of the novel, watdhes as his mis

tress performs the task: 

It struck Breavman that they were the hiands of a 
nun, bleached, reddened by convent chorees; he 
had always thought them so delicate. Her body 
was like that. . . . The nostrils of her face 
over-widened just far enough to destroy the first 
impression of exquisite harmony and alL'OW for 
lust. She worked quickly, a kind of si(de-to-side 
harvest dance, and the sheets flew as If they were 
part of her own dress. He knew that on.ly she 
could change the chore into a ritual. 

(The Favourite Game, pp. 127-128) 
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The lover learns of the physical side of love and its 

function as pleasure from his teachers, for this is 

Cohen's beginning of the journey to a vision of God's cos

mic love. In the midst of his seriousness, Cohen never 

tails to insert wit and humor which add variety and con

trast to his perceptability. In "It Swings, Jocko," 

which is an apostrophe to his own phallus, one gets an in

sight into the poet's ability to handle with cleverness 

and wit what could be a "problem" subject, or one that few 

would consider worthy of poetry. He is concerned here with 

only the physical side of love, simply sex for pleasure. 

Cohen's initiate-lover has become adept at the physical 

nature of love: 

It swings. Jocko, 
but we do not want too much flesh in it. 
Make it like fifteenth-century prayers, 
love with no climax, 
constant love, 
and passion without flesh. 

(Draw those out, Jocko, 
like the snake from Moses' arm; 
how he must have screamed 
to see a snake come out of him; 
no wonder he never felt holy: 
we want that scream tonight.) 

I want to be hungry, 
hungry for food, 
for love, for flesh; 

Now if you want to stand up, 
stand up lightly, 
we'll march around the city. 
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I'm behind you, man 
and the streets are spread with chicks and palms, 
white branches and summer arms. 

("It Swings, Jocko," Spice-B^.x, p. 22) 

Irony is also rich in Cohen's poetry, for he never 

loses sight of the fact that man is a finite part of the 

universe and that an essential step to individuality and 

fulfillment is for man to admit the comic n- tare of himself. 

"The Fly" is typical Cohen irony as he hints, at man's own 

inadequacies: 

In his black armour 
the house-fly marched the field 

of Freia's sleeping thighs, 
undisturbed by the soft hand 

which vaguely moved to end his plea? are. 

And it ruined my day— 
this fly which never planned 

to charm her or to please 
should walk boldly on that ground 

I tried so hard 
to lay my trembling knees. 

(Selected Poems, p. 30) 

The exploration of the theme of erotic love for plea

sure is seen again in such poems as "Song" CSpice-Box, p. 

61), which ends with forceful imagery: "I live with the 

mortal ring / Of flesh on flesh in dark." "'Ring" here 

carries a double meaning of sound, possibly a death knell, 

and of sexual intercourse. Mortal flesh con as of naught by 

itself, to Cohen's way of thinking, and if this is where 

man dwells permanently, in the world of flesh, he forever 

remains in darkness, condemned to loneliness. 



23 

An attempt to sidestep the spiritual and dwell only in 

the realm of the physical is found in Cohen's poem about a 

mechanical mistress, "The Girl Toy," which points forward 

to the Danish Vibrator of Beautiful Losers. The "toy" is 

at once frightening and alluring. The poem, through its 

allusions to W. B. Yeats' "Sailing to Byzantium"•'•̂  ("famous 

golden birds" and "hammered figures"), suggests that Cohen 

is providing an addendum to Yeats' work: in Yeats' poem 

he tries to escape into the realm of the spirit while ignor

ing the physical; Cohen, with Yeats' poem as background, 

seems to be suggesting that the reverse will not hold either 

The spiritual cannot be ignored merely by making love with 

a "toy" that has no spirit. 

By this time, Cohen's pilgrim is beginning to under

stand that there are the two sides of erotic love, but he 

is still seme distance from knowing the desirability of 

combining spiritual vision with physical ecstasy. In an 

effort to unite physical and spiritual love, Cohen intro

duces a supernatural creature, an angel, which becomes an 

important image. The angel essentially takes over the role 

of the teacher. It appears to be an extension of the fused 

image of the nun/prostitute; however, the angel is a real 

spirit who returns to the physical world. The angel appears 

in "One of the Nights I Didn't Kill Myself" (Selected Poems, 

p. 172) , but Cohen uses the angel to his fullest purpose in 
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"Dead Song." After the orgasm and physical love is spent, 

a momentary glimpse of spiritual beauty is caught; and in 

this case the physical, momentarily, seems to triumph over 

spirit: 

As I lay dead 
In my love-soaked bed. 
Angels came to kiss my head. 

I caught one gown 
And wrestled her down 
To be my girl in death town. 

She will not fly. 
She has promised to die. 
What a clever corpse am I! 

("Dead Song," Spice-Box, p. 48) 

But at least the initiate-lover has seen that there is 

something more to erotic love than its physical nature; he 

has had a brief vision beyond physical ecstasy even if he 

does not understand or take advantage of it. The angel is 

seen in this role in "Angels" where the lover tries to con

vince himself that the world's riches, "garnets," are 

"brighter than angels": 
But how he loved the golden feathers 
Which fluttered through the cage; 
How he loved the golden shadows 
When they covered up his face. 

("Angels," Spice-Box, p. 40) 

The understanding that the physically erotic is the 

means to the spiritually erotic gradually becomes evident 

to the initiate-lover. He is at last on the threshold of 

learning that at the very center of the spiritual is the 
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pleasure of the flesh. Cohen supports the idea that the 

orgasm and the passion felt at the moment of climax is the 

closest insight man has to a worldly glimpse of the Godhead. 

Desmond Pacey has observed, "The love play celebrated with 

such hypnotic tenderness in 'You Have the Lovers' is com

pared to a ritual, and the loss of self-consciousness in the 

17 sexual union become a paradigm of a mystical ephiphany." 

The lovers in the poem fuse into one: 

She is uncertain whether her shoulder 
has given or received the kiss. 

; w 
He carries his fingers along her waist 
and feels his own waist caressed. 
She holds him closer and his own arms tighten 

around her. 

("You Have the Lovers," Spice-Box, p. 2 8) 

In "The Priest Says Goodbye" (Spice-Box, p. 36), a 

poem rich with religious allusion, Cohen has a priest ex

plore the region between physical and spiritual love. 

Pierre Abelard, a twelfth-century French philosopher and 

theologian, is referred to as proving "how bright could be / 

the bed between the hermitage and nunnery." The priest 

knows that no one can capture lust to be read and enjoyed at 

a later time, "nor can you seize this firm erotic grace." 

However, lust "like eternal fire in Moses' bush" burns 

"like fire in a holy tree." Together the priest and his 

lover will "learn / how desert trees ignite and branches 

burn," presumably because they will enter into the tran

scendent state described in "You Have the Lovers." 
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For Cohen the state of sexual fulfillment is synony

mous with what he calls the "state of grace." Once the 

lover achieves this status, he feels himself to be a part 

of universal harmony. Love brings contentment, satisfac

tion and oneness with all in nature, the physical manifes

tation of God. The lover is robbed of his "strangerhood" 

and no longer has any place to go in an effort to rid him

self of loneliness. He is at peace not only with himself 

but also with all that is part of his world. Cohen ex

presses this best in "Owning Everything": 

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

With your body and your speaking 
you have spoken for everything 
robbed me of my strangerhood, 
made me one, 
with the root and gull and stone, 
and because I sleep so near to you 
I cannot embrace 
or have my private love with them. 

You worry that I will leave you. 
I will not leave you. 
Only strangers travel. 
Owning everything, 
I have nowhere to go. 

(Spice-Box, p. 33) 

The moment of love is still a transitory one—one that 

escapes. Even though the lovers can experience the loss of 

self-consciousness through erotic love, they fear losing 

what they have so newly found. Cohen captures the 
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evanescence of the moment and the lovers' apprehension 

over the mystical experience in "Had \ve Nothing to Prove": 

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. 

(Mytholo/ica, p. 50) 

The culmination of Leonard Cohen's "saIvation-through-

sex" myth is found in his highly celebrated song, "Suzanne." 

The song is demonstrative proof of the potential the popu

lar song has as an art form. The lyrics, vd;en separated 

from their music are no less successful, but no hear Cohen 

sing the song in his dreamlike, incantatory voice is to 

feel the emotion of the lyrics through the h;̂ .jnting melody 

which is laden with eroticism and Christian allusion. The 

song, and poem, is based rather loosely upon the apocryphal 

story of Daniel and Susanna. According to the Apocrypha 

and Douay Bible, Daniel 13, two Hebrew elders lusted after 

the beautiful and virtuous Susanna. They hid in her garden, 

watched her bathe, sought to seduce her; and then when her 

maids came in response to her cries, the elders accused 

Susanna of unchastity. Because the elders were judges, 

their charges were believed and Susanna was sentenced to 

death. The prophet Daniel disproved the charges by sepa

rating the elders who gave conflicting accounts of the epi

sode. The elders, therefore, were executed instead of 

Susanna. 
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Cohen uses this story as background for "Suzanne," 

which is also reminiscent of V7allace Stevens ' "Peter Quinoe 

at the Clavier." Like Stevens, Cohen believes iii the ideal 

of love; it is not simply physical lust and passion, but an 

ideal: 

In its immortality, it plays 
On the clear viol of her memory. 

And makes a constant sacrament of praise. 

By the fusion of the physical aspect of love with the spir

itual, man gains an insight into the cosmic love of God, 

echoing W. B. Yeats' statement on the same subject in 
20 "Crazy Jane on the Day of Judgment": 

Love is all 
Unsatisfied 
That cannot take the whole 

Body and soul. 

The structure of Cohen's song is of particular signifi

cance. The song is divided into three sections or verse-

paragraphs, each taking the initiate-lover progressively 

closer to ideal love with Suzanne. In "Suzanne" Cohen sum.s 

up his theory of the two qualities of love v/b.ich are essen

tial to the union of the physical and the spiritual. The 

lover is led to spiritual love through a "rediscovery of 
21 the crucifixion"; however, he has not made the union of 

the physical and spiritual. They must be united into a 

perfect whole. 

Suzanne is also a culmination of physical and spiritual 

love in another sense, because she is a blend of the 
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essential v;o}r.an. She is a teacher. She has fused the 

qualities of bo:dn the nun and the prostitute. She is the 

angel, and she is also Beatrice; and in a very real sense 

she is the Virgin, for "the sun pours down like honey / On 

our lady of t̂ ie harbour." 

The first verse-paragraph presents Suzanne in much the 

same manner as Susanna of the biblical story. She is de

sired by her lo'jer v;ho is compelled only by his physical 

lust. He doea not see beyond the flesh, although he does 

realize there is something mysterious about her that he 

does not fully understand. After he has made love to her 

at "her place near the river," he is ready to tell her he 

has no spiritual love to give her. Then she communicates 

with his soul, or gets him "on her wavelength / And she 

lets the river answer / That you've always been her lover." 

In his present condition of self-love he cannot comprehend 

this girl who is "half crazy," who feeds him "tea and 

oranges / That come all the way from China." He has yet to 

learn that to have love he must also give it. He has 

Suzanne's trust because she loves on both the level of the 

mind and the body, and even now he has "touched her perfect 

body with [his] mind." 

Paragraph two presents the perfect union of physical 

love and spiritual love, with Jesus as the manifestation or 

incarnation of God's cosmic love for man. However, all too 
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often man's wisdom and logic cause Jesus, or God's love, to 

sink "like a stone." The love between man and woman, in 

many respects must be accepted by faith and trust in that 

person, much like man must accept God's love, not fully 

understanding. Suzanne's lover, after experiencing God's 

redemptive grace or love through Jesus, who became "almost 

human" to make all men "sailors," is now willing to put his 

trust in someone other than himself: "For he's touched 

your perfect body with his mind." 

Now that the initiate-lover has learned, through Jesus, 

that love is both spiritual and physical and at the same 

time mystical, not to be reasoned, he can return to Suzanne 

for the full flowering of human love, that closest imitation 

of God's love. 

In the third verse-paragraph Suzanne leads her lover 

back to thv? river, the place where their love began on a 

physical plane. Suzanne and ideal love become then the 

source of all that is beautiful, a beauty that can be 

amidst the ugly: "She shov/s you where to look / Among the 

garbage and the flowers." Everywhere people, children are 

"leaning out for love / While Suzanne holds the mirror" up 

to life which tells them life is where love is to be found. 

The refrain has now come full turn from the physical love 

of the first section, through the mystical experience of 

salvation and grace in the second, and finally to the point 
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in the third where he can trust her: "For she's touched 

22 your perfect body with her mind." 

Through Suzanne's guidance, the initiate-lover is now 

in Cohen's "state of grace." He has experienced salvation 

through sexual fulfillment, and he has experienced holy 

love which frees him from loneliness. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF RELIGIOUS MYTHOLOGY 

AS A MEANS TO SPIRITUAL LOVE 

The suggestion was made in Chapter II that Cohen uses 

religious mythology as a means to show the attainment of 

spiritual love, or pure love, through the erotic or lustful 

nature of man. Just as ritual is the concrete manifesta

tion of man's attempt to have a spiritual relationship with 

God, so the act of physical love, in Cohen's theory, be

comes a ritual which is also a means of attaining union 

with God. 

In his first book of Poetry, Let Us Compare Mytholo

gies , Cohen explores the ways man has used myth or magic 

as an imaginative means of arriving at an understanding of 

his relationship with the force behind the universe, 

whether it be pagan, Hebraic, or Christian, The search for 

an understanding of these myths is a chief concern through-
2 

out Cohen's work, and the myths merge in Beautiful Losers. 
3 

Collectively the myths, like Yeats' anima mundi, provide 

man's life with direction and meaning. 

Closely associated with the system of myths is Cohen's 

idea that sex and religion are intricately related. The 

idea has its basis, in part, in all religions from ancient 

times to the present. In pagan societies the fairest and 

32 
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most desirous maidens were sacrificed to the pleasure or 

appeasement of the gods. Phallus worship v/as an integral 

part of the ceremonies of ancient Rome. Circumcision is 

a religious rite among male members of Judaism and also 

has come to mean "spiritual purification." Christianity 

places great emphasis upon the virgin birth of Jesus. The 

Virgin Mary is revered for her virginity. Historically 

priests and nuns of Catholicism and certain other religious 

sects are not allowed to marry or otherwise engage in sex

ual activity. Cohen, however, departs from this teaching 

and makes sex a means to salvation. In Cohen's work the 

sexual, the phallic, the act of love are never negations; 

they are always affirmations of the love God has for man. 

Cohen's Jewish heritage and his close association 

with Hebraic tradition through his rabbi grandfather causes 

Cohen to struggle with the guilt inflicted upon him by his 

4 

Christian environment. "For Wilf and His House" demon

strates Cohen's juxtaposition of mythologies. Which myth 

is real and which is false; which will provide meaning and 

direction in Cohen's search for oneness with the energy of 

love which is God? The comparison begins: 

When young the Christians told me 
how we pinned Jesus 
like a beautiful butterfly against the v7ood 
and I wept beside paintings of Calvary 
at velvet wounds 
and delicate twisted feet. 

(Selected Poems, p. 3) 
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Confusion reigns in the mind of the young Jew. He haS' 

been exposed to the idea of the crucifixion for the first 

time, but he is far from understanding that the passion of 

Christ is actually the manifestation of God's love for man. 

All the youth sees are the "velvet wounds" and the "deli

cate twisted feet." He feels shame that it is his birth

right to be among those who killed the "lovely butterfly." 

However, he does not find gentleness and comfort in Chris

tian mythology, for Christ is not allowed to "hang softly 

long." Even Christ's blood must be atoned. With "God on 
5 

their side" Christians condemn the Jews and all who do not 

accept the tenets of Christianity. They crusade 

so proud with bugles 
bending the flowers with their silver stain . . . 
the meadow of running flesh turned sour. 

(Selected Poems, p. 3) 

As a youth he was "innocent of the spiked wish," the nail-

pierced, thorn-crowned Christ, and he could sing his 

"heathen tears / between the summersaults and chestnut bat

tles. " Now he must face his heritage, or at least begin to 

decipher meaning from it. This is Cohen's point of depar

ture in the last stanza of "For Wilf and His House," the 

beginning of his quest: 
Then let us compare mythologies 

I have learned my elaborate lie 
of soaring crosses and poisoned thorns 
and how my fathers nailed him 
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like a bat against a barn 
to greet the autumn and late hungry ravens 
as a hollow yellow sign. 

(Selected Poems, p. 3) 

Cohen also explores the proximity of sex to religion 

through the Hebrew myth in a passage from "It Swings, 
/r 

Jocko," He compares the phallus. Jocko, to the rod which 

Moses turned into a snake as a sign to Pharoah that God 

was on the side of the Israelites. By reversing the image, 

Moses is horrified that he, a holy man of God, can have an 

erection and fleshly desires. With subtle irony Cohen sup

poses: "No wonder he never felt holy." Cohen believes, 

however, that the sexual experience is holy. Moses' horri

fied scream then becomes an antithesis to the ecstasy of 

the orgasm; it is something to be desired: "We want that 

scream tonight." 

In "The Priest Says Goodbye" Cohen again refers to 

Moses, this time to the burning bush. Love burns 

Like eternal fire in Moses' bush. 
Some things live with honour. I will see 
lust burn like fire in a holy tree. 

(Spice-Box, p. 36) 

Physical love, the insight into spiritual love, is to be 

honored, to be proclaimed as holy. The priest, in praising 

the beauty of his lover, alludes to the Babylonian exile. 

Cohen's use of the image intensifies the depth of the 
priest's love as he bids her goodbye: 
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. . . I will sing beside 
rivers where longing Hebrews cried. 
As separate exiles we can learn 
how desert trees ignite and branches burn. 

At certain crossroads we will win 
the harvest of our discipline. 
Swollen flesh, minds fed on wilderness— 
O what a blaze of love our bodies press. 

(Spice-Box, p. 36) 

The "certain crossroads" are the acts of love, the "harvest" 

of the fruits of the "holy tree." Cohen seems to feel that 

Moses missed the point. 

In the last stanza of "It Swings, Jocko" the persona 

walks "around the city" with his erection, in a manner which 

is reminiscent of the battle of Jericho, to conquer "chicks 

and palms," "white branches and summer arms," He and his 

erection tiptoe "like monks before the Virgin's statue," 

The line points forward to a passage in Beautiful Losers: 

"The Mass is undermined with nipple dream. . , . For all 

minds are pursuing for extraordinary nipple" (p, 60), The 

holy orders of monks and priests are celibate, denying 

physical pleasures in preference to spiritual ecstasy 

through marriage to the Church and, to Cohen's notion, 

meditation on the Virgin, 

Cohen utilizes the biblical episodes of the wisdom of 

Solomon and the expulsion from the garden in "The Adulter

ous Wives of Solomon," Solomon's wives, though lying with 

the members of the king's court behind "filigree doors," 

should not be considered adulterous. Although they "betray" 
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Solomon, "they love and honour him." Solomon is cautioned 

and reminded in an interpolation of the expulsion account 

that perhaps Eve was expelled from Eden not because she had 

been tempted by the serpent but because she had had an 

angel for a lover. Eve then becomes the first mortal to 

combine the physical and the spiritual elements of love: 

O Solomon . . , 
You remember the angels in that garden. 
After the man and woman had been expelled. 
Lying under the holy trees while their swords 

burnt out. 
And Eve was in some distant branches. 
Calling for her lover, and doubled up with pain. 

(Spice-Box, p. 31) 

Cohen's account of Eve's experience with a divine being 

also brings to mind the classical myth of the union between 

Leda and Zeus in the form of a swan, as well as giving new 
7 

insight into the "Immaculate Conception" of the Virgin from 

the Christian myth. How "immaculate" is the Virgin if Eve's 

"original sin" was to have sexual intercourse with a spiri

tual being—the same act, with the Holy Spirit, for which 

the Virgin is adored and glorified? 

In a vision of the "new Jerusalem" Cohen uses the proph

ecy of Isaiah in his poem "Isaiah", What did Isaiah rage 

about; why did he predict the ruin of Jerusalem? Cohen be

lieves it was to bring about the "new law," the one to be 

founded on love. This is why the prophet, "smelling vaguely 

of wilderness himself" shouted, "Your country is desolate." 
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There was no love in spite of the fact that outwardly 

Jerusalem had never been more glorious. With love, how

ever, the city is changed to holiness, it is no longer des

olate, a waste land. Ritual is abolished because of the 

union which man has, through love, with God. Once the 

union is complete, ritual becomes superfluous: 

Now plunged in unutterable love 
Isaiah wanders, chosen, stumbling . . . 
He reels beyond 

the falling dust of spires and domes, 
obliterating ritual: the Holy Name, half-spoken, 
is lost on the cantor's tongue . . . 
And while Isaiah gently hums a sound 
to make the guilty country uncondemned, 

all men, truthfully desolate and lonely, 
as though witnessing a miracle, 
behold in beauty the faces of one another. 

(Spice-Box, p. 73) 

Beauty then is to be seen not in the glitter of the city 

but in the holiness of love, one man for another. 

Affirmation is found in "Prayer for Messiah" when 

Cohen compares the love of God to the love of man. It is a 

prayer for the Messiah to come, to point the way toward 

love, to impart a portion of the love of God to man: 

O break from your branches a green branch of love 
after the raven has died for the dove. 

(Selected Poems, p. 4) 

Physical love, the raven, must be sacrificed or put aside 

for spiritual love, the dove; however, man must "send out 
the raven ahead of the dove." Man will not always allow 

God's love to permeate his daily life. God is fine to 
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turn to in loneliness and trouble, but he never imposes 

himself--man himself must recognize the need for spiritual 

ecstasy. Cohen examines this idea in "City Christ": 

He has returned from countless wars 
Blinded and hopelessly lame. 
He endures the morning streetcars 
And counts ages in a Peel Street room. 

He is kept in his place like a court jew. 
To consult on plagues or hurricanes. 
And he never walks with them on the sea 
Or joins their lonely sidewalk games. 

(Selected Poems, p. 8) 

The love of God cannot keep company with loneliness, and 

love is not a "sidewalk game." It is to be undertaken, to 

continue the metaphor, on the playing field of life. 

Cohen again applies a biblical account to the search 

for unified love in "I Am Too Loud Without You." The 

estranged lover compares himself to "John the Baptist, 

cheated by mere water / and merciful love." Without the 

one he loves, he is nothing but a voice crying in the 

wilderness: 

I am diminished, I peddle versions of the Word 
that don't survive the tablets broken stone 
I am alone when you are gone. 

(Selected Poems, p. 195) 

The "Word" is synonymous with the energy of love, the love 

God has for man manifest in Christ--the love which man must 

share with a fellow creature for complete union with God. 

Cohen expresses this idea in a passage from the novel. The 

•... ^ 8 Favourite Game: 
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A friendship between a man and a woman which is 
not based on sex is either hypocrisy or 
masochism. When I see a woman's face trans
formed by the orgasm we have reached together, 
then I know v7e have met. Anything else is 
fiction (p. 112). 

Cohen merges element.-̂  of both pagan and Judeo-

Christian mythologies in "Celebration" (Spice-Box, p. 54), 

identifying the interrelation of sex and religion. Util

izing phallus worship of the ancient Romans, fellatio be

comes a sacred ritual, and semen is the "blessing" at the 

end of the "celebration" (suggesting the Mass). During the 

ceremony in which the orgasm is the key to transcending 

human bounds, the persona becomes a god who towers a thou

sand feet over the kneeling acolyte. The allusion to Samson 

suggests that here, as in Beautiful Losers, Cohen is dealing 

with the "loss of self" theme. Samson destroyed himself in 

service of God's love; the persona of "Celebration," for a 

brief instant, loses himself. He has a glimpse of godliness 

at the moment of the orgasm as he topples "with a groan": 

When you kneel below me 
and in both your hands 
hold my manhood like a sceptre. 

When you wrap your tongue 
about the amber jewel 
and urge my blessing, 

I understand those Roman girls 
who danced around a shaft of stone 
and kissed it till the stone was warm. 

Kneel, love, a thousand feet below me, 
so far I can barely see your mouth and hands 
perform the ceremony, 
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Kneel till I topple to your back 
with a groan, like tliose gods on the roof 
that Samson pulled down. 

The ritual described in "Celebration" appears fre-
9 

quently in Cohen's v/ork. "Streetcars" supports his theory 

that the priestliood is married to spiritual ecstasy and 

that masturbation is in a sense a religious ritual: 

A thin young priest 
folds his soiiLen in a kleenex 
his face glov/ing 
in the passing gold 
as the world returns. 

(Flovzers for Hitler, p. 12 3) 

Briefly the priest has been elevated to another world, be

yond reality. In Beautiful Losers "I", the persona of the 

novel, pays homage to his "teachers in the orphanage of 

downtown Montreal who smelled of semen and incense" (p. 

100), binding the "teacher" imagery previously discussed 

in Chapter II with the religious. Elsewhere in the novel 

Cohen uses semen as a symbol for not only the beginning of 

all things but also the end: "The viscous blob of come in 

my palm thinning and clearing like the end of Creation 

when all matter returns to water" (p. 64). 

"Celebration" also foreshadows an important passage in 

Beautiful Losers (pp. 91-94) in which masturbation, or 

phallus worship, is used as a means of attaining a state of 

grace and detachment from self. The scene is F. and "I" 

speeding along the highway. Edith, "I"'s wife, and F. as 
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"teachers of love" have devised an elaborate scheme to 

teach "I" one way to find union with God. F, will begin 

masturbating, which will excite "I", "I" wants to help F., 

but F. shouts, "No! This is between me and God!" Frus

trated, "I" begins to masturbate. F. times the speed of 

the car so that at the moment "I" is to have his orgasm, a 

wall appears in front of the racing car and "I" thinks he 

will be killed in the crash. Actually the wall is a scrim 

of painted silk. The purpose is to let "I", at the moment 

he believes he is to die, experience emptiness and freedom 

for a brief instant through the ecstasy of the orgasm. For 

F., and for Cohen, the orgasm is the gateway to a vision of 

10 God, what Cohen calls "the eternal moment." The emptiness 

and freedom which "I" is to sense is not loneliness, but 

rather detachment from the bounds of humanity. As F, and 

"I" hurtle through the night they "existed in some eye for 

a second , . . blinded by a mechanical mounting ecstasy 

. . . two swelling pricks pointing at eternity," and as they 

hover on the edge of orgasm, they transcend time and in a 

brief transfiguration get a vision of God. Thus the sex 

organ is the means, or the "visionary instrument" as F. 

calls it, by which man may paradoxically escape the flesh. 

The idea that the act of love is religious is demon

strated in two of Cohen's songs. In "Teacheirs" the 

initiate-lover asks, "Who takes down what I confess?" 
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Since he is learning about love, and since in Cohen's 

philosophy loneliness is one of the greatest sins, the con

fession, or sexual intercourse, is the end of loneliness, 

12 

The notion is perhaps clearer in "Sisters of Mercy" in 

which the teachers are nun-like prostitutes: "They lay 

down beside me / I made my confession to them," The 

"sisters of mercy" acting as confessors who give absolution, 

receive the "confession" of the initiate-lover as he admits 

to his guilt of loneliness. 

Cohen introduces a new mythology in Flowers for Hitler. 

It could perhaps be called the Anti-Semitic myth with 

Hitler, Goebbles, Goering and Eichmann as the "gods" of the 

mythological system. Recurring symbols—rather than crosses, 

chalices, lambs and stars--are Dachau, pogroms, ovens and 

decomposed bodies. The basis for Cohen's new myth is simi

lar to Bauvdelaire' s philosophical theory expressed in Les 

Fleurs du Ma3. Cohen insists upon the relativity of evil. 

Hitler is "ordinary," Eichmann is "medium." Sandra Dwja 

has observed that "In this perspective, irrational evil is 

accepted as a normal part of the human make-up which can 
13 even come to have a certain attractiveness." 

The tone of Flowers for Hitler is set in A NOTE ON THE 

TITLE: "A / while ago / this book would / have been called 

/ SUNSHINE FOR NAPOLEON, / and still earlier it / would 

have been / called / WALLS FOR GENGHIS KHAN." Cohen 
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presents the idea that moments of beauty cannot come into 

being until evil is first admitted. In the first poem of 

this volume, "What I'm Doing Here," Cohen urges "each one 

of you to confess" as he has: 

I have lied . . . 
I have conspired against love . . . 

I have tortured. (Selected Poems, p. 87) 

However, he refuses to accept the "universal alibi"; he 

accepts man's evil nature and confesses it so that he m.ay 

achieve beauty in living. His confession demands that the 

individual accept "personal responsibility for evil as the 
14 natural corollary for being human." "All There Is To 

Know About Adolph Eichmann" is Cohen's attempt to show 

that evil is the "natural corollary for being human": 

Eyes: Medium 
Hair: Medium 
Weight . . . . Medium 
Height Medium 
Distinguishing Features None 
Number of Fingers Ten 
Number of Toes , . . Ten 
Intelligence Medium 

What did you expect? 
Talons? 
Oversize incisors? 
Green saliva? 
Madness? 

(Selected Poems, p. 122) 

The effect is chilling but the point is made. 

In "Hitler" (Flowers for Hitler, p. 125) Cohen requests 

that Hitler be allowed to "go to sleep with history." The 

hatredness of the Fuhrer and his "Cadres of SS" must not be 
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allowed to poison the world forever. Hatred will only kill 

those who feed upon it; Jews must not continue to "staff 

the microphones with old chaotic flowers / from a bed which 

rapidly exhausts itself." Rather, the torture should bring 

a new appreciation for freedom and beauty; let the torture 

return as "poppies / beside the tombs and libraries of the 

real world." Out of acceptance for evil Cohen believes 

that absolution for guilt will be replaced by man's ability 

to enter into a state of grace and achieve sainthood. 

Magic is the mythology in which Cohen is most apt to 

place his confidence as he comes to a fusion of ideas in 

Beautiful Losers. All mythologies meld into magical power, 

which is the strongest power of this second novel. The 

magic theme is present, however, in the first novel. The 

Favourite Game. Breavman's concept of himself is that of 

a sort of magician, miracle-worker, and hypnotist. After 

he hypnotizes his childhood girlfriend, he notices there 

is something strange and special about his voice. After 

his father's death he felt that he had had a touch of mys

tery, a contact with the unknown. He could speak with 

extra authority on God and Hell. The magic of hypnotism 

allows him to place his mother's maid in a trance and cause 

her to make love to him. 

Cohen places great emphasis on movies âs the chief con

temporary expression of the magical process or myth. The 
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magical quality of movies is their capacity to confer 

immortality. The camera transfigures reality, intensifies 

experience. Desmond Pacey, in a comraent about Cohen's the

ory of the magical process of film, remarks that "Cohen's 

belief is that the truly magical view is not attained by 

looking at the world through the still frames of scientific 

categories, but by examining as closely as possible the par-

15 ticular tulip." 

In Beautiful Losers Cohen stresses the power of the 

cinema as being magical. Naturally, the goddesses of the 

myth are Marilyn Monroe and Bridgett Bardot. For Cohen 

film has the magical powers to heighten reality, preserve 

the past, stimulate passion, and excite imagination. The 

theater thus becomes a cathedral in which the ritual is 

performed that permits a means of temporary escape from 

this world. 

The movie as a means of achieving cosmic harmony is 

apparent near the end of the novel when the "old man" is 

at the theater, but he only sees a black screen. Others 

in the audience shift their eyes continuously, and when 

their eyes contain exactly the same image, ""they make a 

noise in unison." At last he understands: 

The movie was invisible to him. His eyes were 
blinking at the same rate as the shutter in the 
projector, times per second, and therefore the 
screen was merely black. . . . For the first 
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time in his life the old man relaxed totally. 
. . . Tlie old man smiled as the flashlight beam 
v/ent through him (p. 236). 

He is in perfect union with oneness; he has transcended 

reality througi- the magic of film. 

The cul.'iiination of magic and religion as the real 

powers in the world comes in the now famous passage of the 

novel. F. makes a plea to "I" based upon his "whole expe

rience: do not be a magician, be magic" (p. 164): 

God is alive. Magic is afoot. God is alive. 
Magic is afoot. God is afoot. Magic is alive. 
Alive is afoot. Magic never died. God never 
sickened. Many poor men lied. Many sick men 
lied. i:agic never weakened. Magic never hid. 
Magic al\7ays ruled. God is afoot. God never 
died. God was ruler though his funeral 
lengthened. Though his mourners thickened 
Magic never fled. . . . Though laws were carved 
in marble they could not shelter men. Though 
altars built in parliaments they could not 
order men. . . . But Magic is not instrument. 
Magic is the end. . . . This I mean to whisper 
to my mind. This I mean to laugh with in my 
mind. This I mean my mind to serve till ser
vice is but Magic moving through the world, 
and mind itself is Magic coursing through the 
flesh, and flesh itself is Magic dancing on a 
clock, and time itself is the Magic Length of 
God (pp. 157-158). 

Magic then will be the power by which "sainthood," 

that "remote human possibility" is achieved, the status 

toward which Cohen's work is focused. 



CHAPTER IV 

BEAUTIFUL LOSERS: "ACHIEVE.ypNT 

OF SAINTHOOD" 

Susan Sontag in her article "The Pornoprapliio Imagi

nation" remarks, "The religious imagination survWes for 

most people today as not just the primary bu:t virtaaally 

the only credible instance of an imagination., working in a 

total way." This total experience is what Leonard Cohen 

means when he defines a saint as "someone who has achieved 

2 a remote human possibility." In his novel Beautiful 

Losers both religion and sexuality may be viewed as a meta-

phoric means of achieving such a possibility. The possi

bility, as Cohen says, has something to do v ith the energy 

of love. To achieve sainthood, then, one must come into 

contact with the energy of.love, defined by Cohen as the 

love of God made manifest through Christ in the crucifixion. 

In the preceding chapters of this study we have seen 

the several ways in which Cohen fuses the physical and spir

itual aspects of love in order for man to understand the 

cosmic love of God. However, the fusion of physical and 

spiritual love alone does not bring one into a meaningful 

relationship with the energy of love. Desmond Pacey pro-
3 

poses that "voluntary loss of self for some higher cause" 

is the means by which one is brought into cc:>ntact with the 
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energy of love, the "higher cause." A saint, therefore, 

is one v/ho has given up self, denying all that is of this 

v7orld, to come into contact with love's source of power. 

It is not to be presumed that all who enjoin physical and 

spiritual love come to Cohen's "sainthood." There is one 

step further to be taken: the would-be saint must sacri

fice self in the service of God just as have all "canonized" 

saints of the Church. 

Beautiful Losers is Leonard Cohen's statement upon the 

achievement of sainthood through the loss of self. The 

title of the novel itself implies that those who voluntarily 

surrender their selves and the ordinary world achieve a 

beauty through the loss--a beauty higher and more sublime 

than either singularly physical or spiritual. The entire 

novel is concerned with the protagonist, designated as "I", 

and his quest for sainthood, "I" is an anthropologist and 

folklorist v7ho specializes in a nearly extinct tribe of 

Indians, the A s, whose name is also the word for corpse 

of all neighboring tribes. The novel is a continuing inves-

4 tigation of the meaning of the life of Catherine Tekakwitha 

through the assistance of "I"'s best friend F,, with whom 

he has had a continuing homosexual affair since schooldays, 

and his wife Edith, who also has an affair with F, F, and 

Edith become "teachers" in the Cohen sense to bring "I" to 

final apotheosis, or sainthood. 
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The first paragraph of the novel reveals the propin

quity of religion and sex as "I" contemplates the nature 

of Catherine Tekakwitha, the Iroquois Virgin: "I want to 

know what goes on under that rosy blanket. . . . God knows 

hov7 far up your moccasins were laced" (p. 3). When "I" 

asks F. how to make contact with the energy of love, F. 

tells him to "go down on a saint." "I" wonders how by 

having a relationship with a saint he will be drawn any 

closer to sainthood. He asks, "How do I get close to a 

dead saint? The pursuit seems like such nonsense" (p. 96). 

Plowever, it is far from nonsense to Cohen. To make contact 

with a saint is to know God's love at second-hand. The 

saint has knowledge of the energy of love given upon the 

achievement of the state of grace. It is this experience 

that makes him a saint. He has willingly renounced him

self and all that is material to become a "beautiful loser." 

Catherine becomes the Iroquois Virgin by renouncing the 

ownership of her own body: 

And as she thus disclaimed the ownership of her 
flesh she sensed a minute knowledge of his inno
cence, a tiny awareness of the beauty cf the 
faces circled round the crackling fires of the 
village. As the pain eased, the torn flesh she 
finally did not own healed in its freedom, and 
a new description of herself, so brutally 
earned, forced itself into her heart: she was 
Virgin (p. 51). 

Catherine models herself upon the Virgin; she has 

pledged herself to that higher cause. She takes the Oath 
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of Virginity of the Church, offering her body to "the 

Saviour and His Mother," and physically brands herself with 

hot coals to become a "slave to Jesus." Shortly thereafter 

Catherine dies in agony of slow starvation and self-torture. 

She has given herself totally to the energy of love, 

achieving that remote human possibility through renunciation 

of the flesh. 

It is obvious that all the women of the novel—Edith, 

Catherine, Isis, the Virgin, and Mary Voolnd—are the same 

character; together they become the Eternal Mother and 

serve as intercessor and comforter to all mankind. Edith 

is revealed as the Eternal Mother after she has taken F., 

who has made himself up to look like Hitler, and "cradled 

his famous head against her breast" (p. 183), forgiving him 
5 

his evil. F. asks Edith, "Who are you?" She replies in 

Greek: 

I am Isis born, of all things, both what is and 
what shall be, and no mortal has ever lifted my 
robe (p. 183), 

It is important to understand the role of Isis, the Egyp

tian goddess. Her husband Osiris annually died and was 

resurrected as the personification of the self-renewing 

vitality and fertility of nature, Isis was credited with 

the power by which Osiris was restored. Isis was revered 

for her agency of effecting immortality of the soul and 

renewal of life. By having Edith, who is also Catherine, 
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say that she is Isis, we understand that all the women of 

the novel a.re one. She is the Virgin: no mortal has ever 

lifted her robe or looked under the rosy blanket except the 

energy of love, the Holy Spirit. It is important to recall 

here "The Adulterous Wives of Solomon." The implication 

in the poem is that Eve was not expelled from the garden 

for eating of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good 

and Evil but because she had sexual intimacy with a divine 

being, an angel. Did Eve sacrifice her place in the Garden 

of Eden for the "higher cause"—contact with the energy of 

love through an angel? Following Cohen's philosophy, there

fore, we suspect that Eve was the first "saint." 

In the same way that Catherine sacrifices herself to 

God, F, and Edith become religious acolytes, preparing elab

orate rituals and initiations for another's fulfillment, 
q 

thus sacrificing themselves to "I", The im.portance of 

complete submission to the will of God in order to achieve 

sainthood is evident in F, and Edith's sex orgy with the 

Danish Vibrator, This sequence further emphasizes the role 

that sex and religion play in the novel, Cohen refers to 

the sex machine by its initials, suggesting that F, and 

Edith's acquiescence to the machine is synonymous with sub

mitting to the will of God (Deo volente), Iheir wills 
9 

"become utterly transparent, as the saint's is to God," 
Edith, brought to the edge of orgasm by F., is unable to 
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achieve climax. It is significant to renienil)er here that 

Edith is Catherine and also the Virgin, that she cannot 

achieve sexual fulfillment with a mortal. F. plugs in the 

D.V. which performs upon Edith's complc-tely submissive body. 

After what is in reality a "divine orgy" tho D.V., un

plugged and under its own power, makes its ^ay to the beach 

and enters the ocean. Edith, still filled vith ecstasy 

asks r. if it will come back. His reply is an intimation 

of what the D.V. is: "It doesn't matter. It's in the 

world" (p. 180). The will of God, having found expression 

in man, permeates the universe. 

At another time F. and Edith are "shooting up" on 

what "I" thinks to be heroine. What they hatve actually 

been "main-lining" is a mixture of waters from the "mirac

ulous fountain at Lourdes: the exact spot v.diere St. 

Bernadette saw the vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary!" and 

from Catherine Tekakwitha's Spring. The holy v/ater in

jected into their veins enables them to have visions of the 

life of Tekakwitha. The ecstasy is so great that a week 

later Edith commits "suicide" to enter into "sainthood"--

she came into contact, second-hand through the Iroquois 

Virgin, with the energy of love. Through her voluntary 

suicide, Edith shows "I" that the denial of individuality 

is the way to make contact with divine energy. 
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An idea in Beautiful Losers which F. calls "the 

nourishing anonymity of the climax" (p. 33) , is similar to 

that expressed in the poem "You Have the Lovers" (ypice-

Box, p. 28). As the lovers of the poem become one through 

the loss of self-consciousness in the act of love, so the 

saint must lose himself in order to make his religious 

response, F. declares that "all parts of the body are 

erotogenic. . . . All flesh can come" (p. 32)! Through 

this anonymity and loss of self, one comes into harmony 

12 

with the music of the spheres; the lovers iiear the "ordi

nary eternal machinery like the grinding of the s tars" 

(p. 33). 

F.'s sacrifice to "I" is perhaps more painfull and 

effectual than is Edith's. Edith comes to sainthood and 

knows the power of love. F., however, only receives a 

glimpse of it. Describing the experience w.i ch the Danish 

Vibrator, F. says: 

Oh, Edith, something is beginning in my heart, 
a whisper of rare love, but I will never be 
able to fulfill it. It is my prayer that your 
husband ["I"] will (p, 181). 

At the end of the middle division of the novel labeled 

"A Long Letter from F.," F. ends the "letter": 

And this is your lover, F., finishing the joy
ous letter which I promised. God bless you! 
Oh darling, be what I want to be (p. 22 3). 

At last "I" is to become what F. wanted to be, F. knew how 

to become a saint but could not achieve the -goal. He tells 
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13 I" not to be a magician but to be magic. As F. lies m • I T II 

a hospital dying ravaged by veneral disease, he reveals 

that sex is the way to become magic. The ohalius is the 

"visionary instrument" which will bear the saint "from 

world to world, from sky to sky" (p. 149) . 

Book Three of the novel, significantly called "An 

Epilogue in the Third Person," is an indistinguishable 

amalgam of "I" and F., which in one sense booomes IF, "I" 

becoming what F. wanted to be—a remote hurvan possibility. 

The protagonist of this part of the novel, iaost liJ.ely "I", 

becomes a saint by exiling himself in the Vvilderness to 

purge himself of pride and selfishness. He "aecomes an 

empty vessel to receive fulfillment of divine love. Earlier 

in the novel, "I" makes a plea to God as he ;.->egs: 

Please let me be empty, if I'm empty, then I can 
receive, if I can receive it means it comes from 
somewhere outside of me, if it comes from out
side of me I'm not alone! I cannot bear the 
loneliness. Above all it is loneliness. I don't 
want to be a star, merely dying. I want to be 
hungry (p, 39), 

I I X »« I Edith's suicide and F,'s death have made possible "I 

final apotheosis. He knows how to rid himself of loneliness, 

and he is ready to receive divine energy. "I" undergoes 

that transfiguration which makes him a saint. He denies 

himself and becomes like an hourglass, "strongest where it 

is smallest" because "at that point where he was most 

absent" is where "the future streams through . . , going 
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both ways, , . . That is the beautiful waist of the hour

glass! That is the point of Clear Light" (p, 241)! The 

Clear Light is the source of love that changes "forever 

what we do' not knov/!" (p, 241) the love of God, going 

both ways, with the saint in the middle as translator. 

The saint has something of both God and man in him that 

allows him to keep balance in the chaos of existence. He 

is "a balancing monster of love" (p, 96). 

In the final paragraph of Beautiful Losers "I" is 

seen playing the role of mediator between God and man. He 

is the suffering servant who has gone through agony to gain 

passion, "I" is a Christ-figure, pleading from his "elec

trical tower" in the same manner as Jesus watches from his 

14 "lonely wooden tower" in "Suzanne." The power of divine 

love has filled the empty vessel of the new saint. In his 

joy he will infuse the power of love into the world. "I" 

explains: 

I will plead from my electrical tower. I will 
plead from the turret of plane. He will uncover 
His face. He will not leave me alone. I will 
spread His name in Parliament. I will welcome 
His silence in pain, I have come through the 
fire of family and love, I smoke with my 
darling, I sleep with my friend. We talk of 
the poor men, broken and fled. Alone with my 
radio I lift up my hands. Welcome to you who 
read me today. Welcome to you who put my 
heart down. Welcome to you, darling, and 
friend, who miss me forever in your trip to the 
end (p, 2 43), 
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The fulfillment of "I" can be described as the dis

persal of self. The self has voluntarily been given up 

and is at the will of God. God puts the sanctified self 

back into the world to be intercessor between himself and 

ordinary men. Stephen Scobie suggests that the loss of 

self as the "higher cause" for which self is sacrificed 

may be "viewed as an answer to, rather than an escape from, 
15 the human predicament." Modern society assumes that to 

answer the human predicament man must first accept his re

sponsibility as an individual. "I", and Leonard Cohen, 

seems to respond by annihilating that responsibility, and 

in doing so, actually is rewarded by a higher status as 

intercessor between God and man. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Throughout this study, the concentration has been upon 

Leonard Cohen's affirmative solution to the problem con

fronting a chaotic age. For man to find meaning in his 

life without loneliness, -Cohen proposes that he must first 

be committed to something. He must make contact with a 

force that will give direction to his existence. For Cohen 

this force is the energy of love, or God. 

To begin the search for God man must begin on the 

level most familiar to him, which is the physical. The most 

effectual expression of the physical love of man is through 

sexual relationships with others, both with the opposite 

and the same sex. Man must love his fellow man with a 

degree of intensity as closely imitative to that with which 

God loves man as is possible. The expression of the sexual 

becomes the key to an understanding of the spiritual. 

Once man has satisfied his physical desires, he is 

prepared to begin his search for communion with spiritual 

love. Since religion has traditionally been the means by 

which man has sought to establish a relationship with the 

spiritual world, Cohen explores the myths, both of the 

ancient and modern Western worlds, which have molded the 

present society. Through an understanding of one's 
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religious heritage, Cohen believes man can establish a 

more intimate relationship with the energy of love. 

When man has received a glimpse of God's love through 

the orgasm of physical love, he is ready for "sainthood." 

The ecstasy of the sexual act is but a momentary sensation 

of what it is like to be in constant communion with God as 

a saint. To become a saint, in Cohen's philosophy, it is 

necessary to deny the self and surrender completely to the 

will of God. Therefore, the function of physical love is 

to give man a glimpse into the love he can experience if 

he is willing to sacrifice himself completely to the energy 

of love. God's love for man is expressed in the Crucifixion; 

man, therefore, must show his love for God in a similar 

manner by sacrificing himself to God. This sacrificial act 

of man is seen as one of translation into communion with 

God, 

In Beautiful Losers Leonard Cohen defines prayer as 

"translation, A man translates himself into a child asking 

for all there is in a language he has barely mastered," and 

Leonard Cohen is a child asking for all there is, as far as 

he is concerned—to be granted the status of "sainthood" 

through a "state of grace," 

His poetiry, lyrics, and particularly his novels, are 

not easily understood, Cohen utilizes personal images and 
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symbols because he doesn't feel he is writing for any par

ticular group; however, he does explain: 

When love, as a cultural phenomenon, caime out, 
my work was used som.ahow to demonstrate- it. On 
the contrary, I thought we were on the edge of 
a very violent periĉ d, I still do. Psychic 
violence, . . . if not physical violence. That 
aspect of "defining a generation" may very well 
be reflected in my [work] because deep in myself 
I know that I'm the same as everyone else and 
what I really want to do is tune on my sameness, 
rather than on my dirfeiences.1 

Indeed, this is the very reason for Cohen's popularity. 

He is "defining a generation," one that is as complex as any 

that has ever existed. It is this chaos which Cohen's work 

reflects. Cohen is as much a descendant of the Modernist 

Poets of the earlier part of this century as. anyone writing 

in English today. His poeury fulfills the requirement, as 

defined by T. S. Eliot, that a confused and complicated age 
2 

requires comparable expression, not a false simplification. 

One can hardly say that Cohen's answer is a simplifica

tion. It is one which requires that the imdividual come 

to terms with his own individuality. The proper method of 

doing this is through complete surrender to the energy of 

love, which finds its expression in the sexuality of mankind 

Only through involvement with others can one find his indi

viduality; once he comes to terms with himse^lf, he must deny 

his individuality for that "higher cause"—communion with 

God. 
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4 
Desmond Pacey, "The Phenomenon of Leonard Cohen," 

Canadian Literature, No. 34 (Autumn 1967), p. 5. 
5 
Ibid., p. 6. 

Leonard Cohen, "Summer Night," Selected Poems, 1956-
196 8 (New York: The Viking Press, 196 8), p. 28. All sub
sequent references are to this edition, hereafter cited 
as Selected Poems. 
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7 
Leonard Cohen, The Spice-Box of Earth (Toronto: 

McClelland and Stewart, 1961), p. 11. All subsequent ref
erences are to this edition, hereafter cited as Spice-Box. 

o 
Leonard Cohen, "O Love Intrude," Parasites of Heaven 

(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, Ltd., 1966), p. 25. A T I 
subsequent references are to this edition, hereafter cited 
as Parasites. 

9 
Leonard Cohen, Beautiful Losers (New York: The Viking 

Press, 1966). All subsequent references are to this edition. 

The notion that Cohen's initiate-lover is travelling 
through a "waste land" is perhaps more evident in his third 
volume. Flowers for Hitler (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1964) , than elsewhere in his work. All subsequent ref-
ferences to Flowers for Hitler are to this edition. 

Suzanne is readily identifiable with Beatrice as is 
Edith in Beautiful Losers, since she, like Dante's guide 
through Paradise, represents divine revelation and leads the 
initiate-lover from physical love to the love of God because 
man alone, without grace, cannot approach God. 

1 2 
"Teachers" appears in Cohen's first album. Songs of 

Leonard Cohen (Columbia, CS 9533). The song was first pub-
lished in a slightly different form in Parasites under the 
title "I Met A Woman Long Ago." 

•^^"Stranger Song" appears in Songs of Leonard Cohen. 

•^^"Sisters of Mercy" appears in Songs of Leonard Cohen. 

"^^Leonard Cohen, The Favourite Game (London: Seeker 
and Warburg, 1963) . All subsequent references are to this 
edition. 

•̂ T̂he Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats, p. 191. 

Pacey, p. 7. 

•̂ Ŝee Cohen's definition of the "state of grace" above. 
Chapter I, p. 9. 

•^^Wallace Stevens, "Peter Quince At T^e Clavier," 
Modern American Poetry, Louis Untermeyer, ed. (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1962), p. 240. 

20 
The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats, p. 252. 
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21 
See Cohen's statement on the crucifixion above. 

Chapter I, p. 11. 
22 
The lesson taught the initiate-lover by Suzanne is 

perhaps similar to a teaching by Laotse in the Book of Tao: 
To yield is to be preserved whole. 
To be bent is to become straight. 
To be hollow is to be filled. 
To be tattered is to be renewed. 
To be in want is to possess. 

"Futility of Contention," trans. Lin 
Yutang, Homer Hogan, ed., Poetry of 
Relevance (Toronto: Methuen, 19 70), 
p. 174. 

And Suzanne herself is not only patterned after Susanna but 
also reminds one of the "Phantom of delight" so praised by 
William Wordsworth: 

A Creature not too bright or good 
For human nature's daily food; 
For transient sorrows, simple wiles. 
Praise, blame, love, kisses, tears and smiles. 

A perfect Woman, nobly planned. 
To warn, comfort, and command; 
And yet a Spirit still, and bright 
With something of angelic light. 

"She Was A Phantom of Delight," 
Wordsworth: Poetical Works, ed. 
Thomas Hutchinson, rev. Ernest 
De Selincourt (190 4; rpt. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1969), 
p. 148. 

CHAPTER III 

(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, Ltd., 1956). All 
subsequent references are to this edition, nereafter cited 
as Mythologies. 

2 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1966). All subsequent 

references are to this edition. 
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3 
Anima Mundi is W. B. Yeats' term for the collective 

memory of man. See W. B. Yeats, The Autobiography (New 
York: Macmillan, 1938). 

4 
Selected Poems, 1956-1968 (New York: The Viking 

Press, 1968) ,'"p. 4. All subsequent references are to this 
edition, hereafter cited as Selected Poems. 

5 
Bob Dylan expresses a similar idea in his song "With 

God on Our Side": 

Oh, the history books tell it. 
They tell it so well. 
The calvaries charged. 
The Indians fell. 
The calvaries charged, 
The Indians died, 
Oh the country was young 
With God on its side. 

When the Second V7orld War 
Came to an end, 

• We forgave the Germans 
And we were friends. 
Though they murdered six million 
In the ovens they fried. 
The Germans now too 
Have God on their side. 

The Bob Dylan Song Book (New York: 
M. Witmark and Sons, 1965), p. 40. 

The Spice-Box of Earth (Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart, 1961), p. 22. All subsequent references are to 
this edition, hereafter cited as Spice-Box. 

7 
The doctrine that the Virgin Mary was conceived in 

her mother's womb free from all stain of original sin. 
p 
(London: Seeker and Warburg, 196 3). All subsequent 

references are to this edition. 
9 
Flowers for Hitler (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 

1964), p. 123. All subsequent references are to this 
edition. 

Selected Poems, p. 131. 
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"Teachers" appears in Songs of Leonard Cohen 
(Columbia, CS 9533). 

12 
"Sisters of Mercy" appears in Songs of Leonard 

Cohen. 
13 
Sandra Dwja, "Black Romantic," Canadian Literature, 

No. 34 (Autumn 1967), p. 34. 
14 
Ibid., p. 35. 

15 
Desmond Pacey, "The Phenomenon of Leonard Cohen," 

Canadian Literature, No. 34 (Autumn 1967), pp. 12-13. 
CHAPTER IV 

In Stephen Scobie, "Magic, Not Magicians: Beautiful 
Losers and Story of 0," Canadian Literature, No. 4 5 
(Summer 1970), p. 58. 

2 
Beautiful Losers (New York: The Viking Press, 1966), 

p. 95. All subsequent references are to this edition. 
3 
Desmond Pacey, "The Phenomenon of Leonard Cohen," 

Canadian Literature, No. 34 (Autumn 1967), p. 8. 
4 
Catherine, or Kateri, Tekakwitha (1656-1680) was an 

Iroquois Indian nun. Many miracles were reported performed 
in her name, and she appeared in visions several times 
following her death. The Jesuits began a movement to have 
Catherine canonized a saint; and in 1943 she was venerated, 
the first step toward canonization by the Roman Catholic 
Church. 

The acceptance of evil as an inevitable part of the 
human condition is discussed above. Chapter III, pp. 43-44. 

For further information concerning the Isis Cult see 
Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, rev. Ivor H. Evans 
(1817; rev. New York: Harper and Row, 19 70) . 

7 
Leonard Cohen, The Spice-Box of Earth (Toronto: 

McClelland and Stewart, Ltd., 1961), p. 31. All subsequent 
references are to this edition, hereafter cited as Spice-Box 

q 

Scobie, p. 59. 
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9 
Ibid., p. 58. 

"Shooting up" and "main-lining" are slang terms 
among members of the drug culture for injecting narcotics, 
especially heroine, directly into a major vein. 

11 
Edith's voluntary death is a "suicide" in a very 

special way since in the act of sacrificing her physical 
self, she, like Catherine Tekakwitha, comes into the full 
meaning of life which is "sainthood." 

12 
The "music of the spheres" is the belief, which can 

be traced from ancient literature through the Renaissance, 
that one who is at peace with himself and with the gods, 
or God, is also at peace with the Universe; therefore, he 
is able to hear the divine music of the heavens. 

13 
By being "magic" F. means to come to be one with the 

energy of love. This is closely associated with the "God 
is alive. Magic is afoot" passage quoted above. Chapter 
III, p. 47. 

•̂ "̂ Pacey, pp. 18, 20. 

15 
Scobie, p. 58. 

CHAPTER V 

•'"Leonard Cohen quoted by Michael Harris, "Leonard 
Cohen: The Poet As Hero-2," Saturday Night, June 1969, 
p. 30. 

^Martin S. Day, History of English Literature, 1837 
to the Present (New York: Doubleday, 196 4), p. 311. 
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