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Abstract: This essay deals with the nature of love in the work of Leonard Cohen and its

relation to Kabbalah, Zen Buddhism, Christian mysticism, and the alchemical wedding
coniunctio oppositorum Love is seen as pulsating between agape, the unconditional love of

G-d and humanity, and eros, the insatiable desire for bodily pleasures. In both senses, it has
certain accompanying attributes, according to
“bond,” “wound,” and *“suffering.viewedhsdondingt er ar \
for divine love, exploring prayer, solitude, and carnal love as a means of spiritual
nourishment leading to the purification of the soul. Moreover, his work is characterised by a

liturgical language, which he uses in order to glorify thenost profane features of our human

nature and to highlight the potential of the body to serve as an instrument to reach the

sacred.
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What is love according to Leonard Cohen?

“1t i's in love that we are made; / I n | ovi
having been abandoned by the “Crown of Light,
a momentary wunion (“Boogie Street?”). Ltove 1is
serve it (“Love Calls You by Your Name”) ; it



Journalof Pgular Romance Studie2018) 7

his existence (“Dance Me to the End of Love”)
both masculine and feminine forcesanngtoisde hi
earthly existence (“There Ain’t No Cure for L
“through the window, /| straight from the sun
opens the door towards the Divine (“Love Itse

In an almod liturgical language, as we shall see, Cohen describes the receiving of love
through prayer, repentance, and bodily pleasures. Yet he is also afraid of lpas he sings in
a cover version of Frederick Knighove &aBai hot
Moreover, Cohen presents himself as a slave to both Divine and Human love, a man who
continuously fails in his faithfulness to each. His work propounds that the profane does not
exclude the sacred in the language of love and that the human bodnd lust for it, may
anticipate the attainment of Divine | ove (“Li

Divine Love and Mysticism

I n the song “Love Calls You by Your Name,"’”
one i s between two uns peleief/ beawden the larthmreask:and But h
the stain, / between the ocean and your open vein, / between the snowman and the rain, /

once again, once again, [/ |l ove calls you by vy
is revealed neither when one is aliver dead. It is somewhere between, in the liminal space,
on the margins of daily |ife. One receives it
house, / then you climb, you climb intotheframé |t appears when we are
human existerce behind, or when we are capable to forget our self and let the soul escape
into some ~“Tohererl dwueameomes and calls us by our

that it recognizes us, but also that it recognizes us as worthy of love.

Here one may askbut where is the other person to give and accept love? Cohen does
not portray love in such a way. To Cohen, love is not limited to the relationship between two
partners. Indeed, in the very same song, he sings that he has to leave the woman for some

other kind of | ove: “ | eave the | ady meditatir
cam”Me even describes the “bandage,” the symbo
are you, Judy, where are you, Annmesstfiewentemn ch s o

who had hurt him and who can no longer hold him back from his thirst for the spiritual form

of love. (This is one of the reasons for ending the relationship with Marianne Ihlen, described

in the song “So Long, Magr i “alnonvee ) C4l1lll]s Hoowve viey
suggests that the physical love prepares the singer for the attainment of the Divine love. The

chorus then reveals that this attainment is temporary and that the whole experience will

repeat and thus prove its cyclical natue : “Once again, once again,
name. "’

Throughout Cohen’s wor Kk, the word “name” s
di stinct, therefore, from “The NadeAsihmamhi ch i
Biblical stories, fom Abram / Abraham and Sarai / Sarah onward, a change of name in
Cohen’s work thus implies a change of sel f, e
relationship to | ove, both human and divine.

Cohen pesents a dialogue between himself and the Fatherdin a variety of religious and
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mystical idioms, in this case with both Biblical and Islamic (Sufi) references, and much of
their conversation concerns the si nigleved s
The first verses of the song go: “1 .4
As the subsequent l yrics reveal, i n ord
overcome his bodily desires antfhttheyhhave brought
him. This is corroborated by the Father@& r esponding to the s
body, [/ | meant it as a kind of trial” (“Love
Cohen’s plea for t haplea&mettingghmseouliesgpe anchreturreta | 1 t vy,
the Father Gd. Sufi teaching refers to this version of repentance d@awba, which entails
regretting of the past sins and the return to @l and to that which is inherently good (cf.
Khalil). As Sylvie Smmas attest s, Cohen studied the Sufi
“lover” in this song’as the humanwisgert each ofavhoen sibget h G
“l over, |l over, |l over, |l over, | over, |l over, I
thoughtt Al t hough the Sufis in general di stingui sh
lover is a human being, Beloved represents-&— this dichotomy is to be overcome once the
|l over and the Beloved become one. The repeti
overcoming of the dichotomy, and the rhythmic, incantatory quality of this refrain, when
sung by Cohen, recal | s {t[4 ene o theacreeds of slang justdsL a i |
the ecstatic music of the song resembles the musical accompaniment gama, the ritual
ceremony during which the Sufis of the Mevlevi order perform their whirling dance. The
dance results not only in the reenactment the death of their ego and rebirth, but also in the
attainment of Divine love and wisdom through the uniorwith the Creator on the vertical axis
spanning between the Earth and Heavens (cf. Friedlander). (On a more Judaic note, the
sevent i mes repeated word “lover” may speak of tt
with emphasis on love as a creative foeecharacterising each day, and finally the seventh day
celebrated as Sabbath.)
Such a union and the subsequent rebirth is also portrayed in another song, this time

using Christian 1 magery: “Joan of Arc.b® The s
accept divine love only after the trial period of unfulfilled longing and solitude. The soul is

portrayed as a lonely “bride” represdasnheed by
bridegroom represented by t he romfthe eoheetionTipeur s ui n
Energyof Slaves Cohen acknowledges that he is “the ¢

the possibility that the soul described is his own. In addition, on the back cover of his first

album, Songs of Leonard Cohethnere is a pcture of her engulfed in flames. Ira Nadel says

that Cohen found this picture as a postcard in a Mexican magic store and felt that he was this
woman | ooking for an escape f rl85n THetChrigstianc hai ns
concept ofanima solg a ®ul burning in purgatory and waiting for salvation is quite apt for

this description. Therefore, the song portrays a purifying annihilation in the arms of the Lord
represented by the flame.
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Anima Sola, Prayer Card. Public domain.

Joan of Arc, the soulsitired of the war; in other words, she is tired of living a solitary life

seen as a kind of warfare against love and her body because she is a virgin. Now she is longing

for “a wedding dress or somet hi ng Wérslitude / t o v
and pride are to be abandoned before she will be consumed by love and born once again.

However, Cohen does not rely only on Biblical and Islamic symbolism in order to
portray the soul’™s purification prowcmgse | n t
how Jewish symbolism collides with Cohen’s Ze
Nadel points out, the journey which the cowboy undertakes to find his mare follows to some
extent an ol d ©Oki Hegdai hegx tRA26),tvihiehallsstrate$ @2 5
stages of Zen practice.[4] In this song, then, the soul is not a woman longing for purification
nor a man longing to return to his Lover / Father @l, but rathera mare pursued by a cowboy:

a spiritual seeker looking for an elusive, redeeming Beloved who is ultimately an aspect of
himself.

Asinthe traditionalOxh er di ng narrative, the seeker in
trying to attain enlightenment—a completon of self that is also, paradoxically, a loss of se
through taming the animal. For us, the most important of the series is the eighth picture in
which the tamer and the bull both disappear in their union. Yet Cohen changes the narrative,
both in its imagery and in its plot. First, he turns the image of a masculine bull into a mare: a
shift that does as much to Westernize the parablethe soul is represented as feminine in
most Western traditions—as his displacement of the story to an idyllic American stng.
Having made these shifOgs, €olbey aant hewuwghl ith
Unl i ke the firsOxpiseuresjni bheht dbenthe bull
cannot be tamed, Cohen signals that the cowboy once kept thare close to him and is about
to depart to find her again.

As the song begins, the cowboy is injured, and his loss makes him solitary and
repenting: a motif familiar from the songs | have discussed so far. Then, suddenly, the mare
gr ows t amerh,erset amhdeirneg t“hte | i ght and the dar kne
Mare”). This |iminal space recalls those | ist:
difference: where Cohen once again speaks about the threshold between the life and death,

4
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he does so here by invoking Biblical imagery, specifically from the creation story in Genesis,
as though we had returned to a moment outside of space and time. This biblical echo is

reinforced by Cohen’s having the aehgwyor quot e
t he mare. “He | eans on her neck / And he whi s
( KJ Ruth 1:16). Un | i-ik-aw Raomi,ihoweved—and ery muchh her |
i n keeplng with Buddhi st tteisuaidniwil lie#¥ipdrneanenti nger i

which is one of his most consistent statements:

Now the clasp of this union

who fastens it tight?

Who snaps it asunder

the very next night

Some say the rider

Some say the mare (“Ballad of the Absent M

We do not knowwhether the union will be broken by the cowboy or the mare, but we know
that, as the Zen series portrays, the rupture begins a new circle in which the cowboy will
once again be alone, and the initiatory experience of the annihilation / rebirth of the soulill
repeat.
I n another song that fuses Biblical and Ze
close detail the experience of solitude as a necessary means to attain Divine union. After his
return from the Zen Monastery in 2001 he commented that thiseng portrays a
experience of dissolution of self"”:

| was sitting in a sunny room, watching the motes of dust, and accepted their

graceful invitation to join in their activity and forget who | was, or remember

who | was . It s that rare experience of C
examination of self hat | usually work with. | played it for a couple of brother

monks and sister nuns and they said it was better thasesshir—a sevenday

session of intense meditation (rpt. in Burger 484).

I n the lyrics, an entity Cohlgandisccarhpbredtdligho ve 1 t

“Rays of | ove” enter the singer’s “little roo
one’'s heart. The |ight coming into this room
moment of enlightenment, the singer ses them dancing in the air. Out of this dust, he sings,

“the Nameless makes / A Name for one | i ke me,’
“the «desctreates him as in the biblicat+andtory o
thus gives meaningto his existence. In a more peaceful version of the scenes described in

“Love Calls You by Your Name,” the singer bec
cal l him by his “real” name. As in theéeatfBall a
initiatory experience which | asts for a whil e
the song concludes: “Love went e/Mhealodeltgelh / Unt

/ Love ltself was gone’[5]

The al bum on swhif ¢ h depNewseng®001), returns to this Zen
experience and the momentary union described above, often giving them a more Cabbalistic
touch. I n the first verses of the song, “Boog
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Light, O Darkee d One, [ | never thought we’ d meet . [/
|l " m back on Boogie Street.” In his commentary
singer depicts a state after being uintehatpect ed
it glistens in the radiance of its darkness”’

revelation of light in Kabbalah, which springs out from its hiding place and is only to be seen

thanks to its “concealing and.cl ot Mang i9tlgel f

names for the divine here—* Cr own o f Light, O Darkened One”

Sefirah in the Kabbalistic systemKeter or Crown, the infinite, boundless orEin Sof Each

verse of the song offers an initiatory and ghemeral experience of love taking place outside

the ordinary world, and each returns the spea
One final instance wil|l show the compl exi

Christian symbolism all at once. It he song “The Wi ndow, "’ Cohen

journey of the soul in three stages: solitude, suffering, and the final union in which she is

anni hilated. “Why do you stand by the window,

Abandoned to beauty and pride

The thorn of the night in your bosom

The spear of the age in your side

Lost in the rages of fragrance

Lost in the rags of remorse (“The Window”)

The soul depicted is in the state between two worlds: the primordial darkness of creation
and the secular world. The windowsymbolises the threshold between the two worlds. The

fact that the soul is described as having a t
[ her] side” gives the song a Christian cast,

spear of the Romarsoldier piercing the side of Christ. Yet the soul is further described as

“lost in the rages of fragrance,” which call s

end of the Sabbath, during which observant Jews smell fragrant spices in remembrance of
the departing Sabbath Spirit. In this imagery the soul would seem to be suffering from the
|l oss of the Sabbath’s peac beslmmahyeehab-althoughr a Sab
this perhaps also recalls Chri st ’'esdyimgonthee of Db
Cross (cf. Matthew 27:46 and Mark 15:34). In both cases, we can see the song as describing
the return of the soul to the body as something painful and difficult.
The singer then pleads for Love the Saviour to come and gentle this suffersmul, but
Love, too, is described in bewildering series of ways:

O chosen love, O frozen love

O tangle of matter and ghost.

O darling of angels, demons and saints

and the whole brokenhearted host—

Gentle this soul (“The Wi ndow”) .

First, Love the Savioui s portrayed as “frozen | ove” which
and unchanging~but “frozen” also suggests something
is also described as “a tangle of matter and
ofthe fl esh and soul,” which points to the fact

6
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the Divine soul—but also suggests Christ (born of matter and the Holy Spirit or Holy
Ghost ). “bTrhoek ewnmhohleear t ed host”™ | i kewiaig®, stands
Christ, but also all of those who suffer, since-&is said to be close to those who have a
broken heart (Psalm 34:18).

The following stanza (which includes some
bel ow) is an i nvocat mohaboflilpaonfihement, whizhuenadblesitas c e n t
more advanced form of existence:

And come forth from the cloud of unknowing

and kiss the cheek of the moon,;

the New Jerusalem glowing [the code of solitude broken]
why tarry all night in the ruin? [why tarry confused and alone?]
And leave no word of discomfort,

and leave no observer to mourn,

but climb on your tears and be silent

|l i ke a rose on its |l adder of thorns (“The
The “cloud of u mdferenceto a A" century boak ot Ghrsttean mysticism
called The Cloud of UnknowingThe book is, in reality, a manual for a young adept who
embarks on a spiritual journey. Entering the
sensory perceptions Only in this state caused by deep meditation and prayer one may leave
the notion of one’s self behind and all ow the
The phrase “kiss the cheek of the moon” se:¢

with the lunar / feminine power. Here, it is apt to mention the masculine and feminine
qualities of the Gdhead. Jewish, Christian, and even Islamic mysticism in general speaks
about the nature of Gd as both masculine and feminine.[6] Without going deeper into these
issues, o may simply state that &l is not dual but its nature is masculine and feminine at
once, at least to the mystic poets.

“The New Jerusalem glowing” symbolises the
complete annihilation and rebirth. The referencecoll al so i mply that this
is the fulfilment of the covenant that manif e:
says: “And | saw the holy <city-dottbfbeaverlike Jer us

a bride beautifully dressed®r her husband” (NLT 21:2). There
stand for a purified soul that is to descend back to the Earth into the human body.

I n a compl ementary veStranger dusiced d iercdg i iom, Ca he
Jerusalem” I $hexwbadgédototude,” which means
l'ived by “Joan of Arc” is to be abandoned in

The soul is urged to climb on its suffering like a rose which climbs on its thorns before
it blooms.[7] The* t hor n” i n the poem epitomizes human
the way for the higher ascent and the appear.:
Christianity represents the drops of Christ”
contemporary notion stands obviously for passion and the fire of love. However, most
importantly, it stands for life and death as it implies annihilation in love and rebirth. The
descent of the soul i's described as ilteshr.ébir
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Then lay your rose on the fire;

the fire give up to the sun;

the sun give over to splendour

in the arms of the High Holy One

For the holy one dreams of a letter,
dreams of a—Iletter
oh bless the continuous stutter

of the word beingmadeinb fl esh (“The Wi ndow”) .

s death

In order for the rose / soul to bloom, she must pass through the period of solitude and
l onging and give herself to the fire, as in t
might be seen as the instruction to the soul nab linger in the worldly realm but to ascend
into the arms of the High Holy One, which echoes Kabbalah. The rest of the stanza indicates
t hat the purified soul wi || be returned back
stutter” i s noeesstisineveremling b&chusesloveptniggers continuous rebirth,
even as each individual instance of rebirth (each syllable in the stutter) also ends at some
point.

Rudmrt , the medi eval Sufi mystic whom Cohen
the continuousrebirth by saying:

In the slaughter house of love, they kill

only the best, none of the weak or deformed.
Don’t run away from th
Whoever’'s not killed f

i ng.
ve Ii's dead meat

Il n other words, |l ove ahdvéheswihéipgeesgatiové
el ect, not of “the weak or deformed.” The Suf
| ove and thus strive to have our souls purifi
action.
In the above aalysis of a few songs lyrics we have seen how Cohen portrays the union
with G-d through various religious systems and how he uses symbolism coming from these
religions in order to describe this divine phenomenon, which is not normally to be expressed
in words but revealed to the initiates in sacred rites. Such is the case with the attainment of
the new name, which, every time after being bestowed, stands for a renewed life which is
one step higher than the previous existence. The next part of the essaylvdlcus closely on
the soul, its bodily sojourn, and the metaphor of its ascent through the imagery coming from
the Kabbalistic and Alchemical teachings.

Kabbalah and Alchemy

Leonard Cohen has dedicated a great deal of work to portraying a man whose self and
soul are divided and tormented, struggling against one another. This theme appeared in full
in the book of psalms calledook of MercyIn psalm Ill, Cohen offers a parabl@ which his
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soul is singing against him and the effort of the self to reach that singing soul is painful and
in vain:

| heard my soul singing behind a leaf, plucked the leaf, but then | heard it
singing behind a vell. | tore the veil, but then | heard singing behind a wall. |
broke the wall, and | heard my soul singing against me. | built up the wall,
mended the curtain, but | could not put back the leaf. | held it in my hand and
| heard my soul singing mightily against me.

Although this particularps al m does not specify the—'stoluils s ¢
i's what it is |ike to st udy—theBobkoboMercyemeatddlyi end, ”
describes vain efforts to reach the soul by our own effort and volition, rather than through

the sort of patience which would prove our worthiness to receive love. Comfort and
reassurance comes in those few psalms that show Cohen on more amicable terms with his
suffering, willing to accept the fact that the preparation of the soul entails an almost
unbearable degree of solitude and seclusion. | think here of psalm XVII, in which he

addresses @ with these words: “How strangely you
loneliness before any union could take place); later in the volume, in psalm XLid@esponds

that He is already present in the heart of t*h
ease of my heart, bind me to your Il ove. [ ..] AI
here.” 1 n Cohen’s theol ogpchals that Gohdn stedied, andf al |

perhaps one that comes out o-flisprasentirotiveiheatof per i e |
the believer and to reach Him involves bothsele r i t i ci sm f or one’ s failwu
who speaks t o alim&Ll concludes) anld yhe dspiratisn to be purified, the
ascent of the liberated soul.
In the Sefirotic Tree, liberation is the outcome of reachin§ A § apGint in which other
Sefirot unite or merge. This level allows the human soul, still perceivingsielf as a soul, to
receive the Divine spark and leads it to the most profound state of existence. According to
Gareth Knight,

Da’ at is the highest point of awareness of
(or in other terminologies Higher Self, EvolutionarySelf, etc.) for awareness of

the supernal levels can only be possible to the Spirit or Divine Spark itself. It is

the gateway to what is called Nirvana in the East, and thus represents the point

where a soul has reached the full stature of its evolutiongrdevelopment, has

attained perfect free will and can make the choice between going on to further

evolution in other spheres or remaining to assist in the planetary Hierarchy

(102).

Il n “New Jerusalem Gl owing,” EI i otehRr,aBitsh f son
scholar of Eastern religions, who describes the path of the mystic and his soul in terms of a

bride who is annihilated in love of her Lord. The soul in such a state of existence is, according

to Zaehner, very mucrnaturaiwar e of its “feminine”

Zaehner describes the soul of the mystic in relation to the divine as the bride
who passively receives from the masculine potency of God. The soul
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recogni zes 1its essenti al femininity’ in r
she is annihilated which serves [. . .] as a paradigm of the mystical union
whereby the autonomy of self is negated in the absorption of the soul in the
oneness of being. Zaehner remarks that in this state the soul of the mystic,

limited in his remarks to the male,iscompr abl e to a ‘virgin who f
in | ove and desires nothing so much as to
‘“assimilated’ into the beloved (Wolfson 13

Both of the above quotations seem relevant to the work of Cohen, who in 1974 employed an
engraving from an alchemical tract calledRosarium Philosophorunfpublished in Frankfurt

in 1550) for the cover of his aloumNew Skin for the Old Ceremonyhe tract describes the
alchemical process of transmutation of the human soul and the concrete picturepicts the
union between the King and his Queen, or symbolically between the seeker and his purified
soul.

NEW SKIN FOR THE
OLD CEREMONY

r’/"/;

1 (((
1
,H{(///f

The front ¢ ov e rNevwSkiniGrdhe ©ld Cesema@ohumbia, 1974). The
original engraving was adapted by Teresa Alfieri.

The whole tract contains 20 engravings and an accompanying text describing the process of
spiritual transformation by the means of t he

10



Journalof Pgular Romance Studie2018) 7

scholar, claims that the act depicted aims to portray the union of oppositexdgniunctio
oppositorum) on the physical and also spiritual planes (152), but | would argue that it can

also be read as depicting the return of the purified soul into the body blessed by the Holy

Spirit, as in the third picture of the series, whose textreads Spi ri t us est qui un

SR i
S T N LTI
\\:\A\\Q\\\k\h“‘ &l ﬁ

DRl

=

S
g M&w}

(See Nakonecny 159). Reprinted by permissior

Paul D. MaclLean, who i s @ ulRosaiun philosphdlarascan e € ny '’
process in which the soul leaves the body in order to beupified, causing the body to decay,

but which ultimately leads the soul back to the body: a reunion which restores harmony

bet ween the masculine and feminine divisions
“the New Jerusalem growiNmdonméntyi comengh ae as!| it di
“death” of a grain out of wh [8chesedsatpamtlayegpis a ne:
picture no. 6 of the series, in which the soul is being prepared for the leaving from the body

and its subsequent return

(See Nakonecny 164) . Reprinted by permissior
11
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The return of the purified soul into its body can also be seen in picture no. 10, described by
Na k o n e ¢ lapys phlssophorum,which portrays a hermaphroditic being that has
overcome its own death (as the dragon and serpent suggest) and represents the unity of the
solar and lunar powers.

(See Nakonecny 170). Reprinted by permissior

Here, we may remember the notion of the invisible sdprah $ A § whidh means that the soul
at this stage has reached the limits of its evolutionary possibilities. However, Cohen, by using
the eleventh picture of the series for his album cover, suggests that he wants to go further.
Accordi ng t oisddrginuationeofthe gscenttofiihe soul symbolizes transpersonal
|l ove towar ds one’-&(172).aHaridinyngnd witlathis, Gohen pootnays t&o
angelic figures which are not going to undertake physica@oniunctiobecause the Queen does
not allow the King to lie between her legs. Although naked and lying on the top of one
another, no penetration seems implied; rather, they seem primarily a reflection of one
another. Eros in the picture is transmuted into another form of love, characterised by
guenching bodily desires and nourishing the spiritual ones. Both represent the harmonic
relationship between the purified soul and its reborn body.
With all of this in mind, the title and cover image ofNew Skin for the Old Ceremony
become available for avariety of complementary meanings. From the Jewish point of view,
the “old ceremony” i1 mplied in the very title ¢
sign of a bond between the (male) Jewandd®s. The presence of “new ski
presages a new pact. one based on the human experience with love, betrayal, and

12
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surrenderingtoGd’ s power as detailed in the songs on
covenant. The songs themselveswhi ch i nclude “Lover, Lover, |
along with the famous “Chel sea Hot el #2, 7" “ Wh
ot hers—speak by turns about |l ove bet ween t wo
abandonment of one’s own s ed lhut ah arelframed bythe n g n e s s
single image of the album s cover, which cast:

that includes both the spiritual and the carnal. In the next section we will see how Cohen
acknowledges his own desire for the female body and what happerie love when he
succumbs to it.

Human Love

Love portrayed by Cohen has for the ultimate goal to reach Divine union. However,
he does not attain this union only through the spiritual exercise, but also through the sexual
act. With regard to the union of pposites that we saw inRosarium philosophorunand its
physical description of spiritual processes, we may interpret sexual love and the subsequent
“decay” of the body to be a precursor to the
which characterizes it. However, the work of the singer has not been consistent with this
theme, as the spiritual exercise and sex interchange one another in a regular, cyclical way.

I n the Key Arena in Seattle in 2012, Cohen
forL,ove,” acknowledged that sexual desire has be

| studied religious values. | actually bound myself to the mast of nen
attachment, but the storms of desire snapped my bounds like a spoon through
noodl es (“Ai n’ tliveNouTGoe)r e f or Love”,

“Ain"t No Cure for Love” is a song that was i
goes that Jenifer Warnes was walking with Cohen one day around his neighbourhood and

they were discussing the fact that people would not stop nking love with one another.

Cohen ended the conversation by saying that *“t
is no cure for people wanting to make love. Several weeks later he finished the lyrics and

Warnes recorded the song for her albunFamaus Blue Raincoain 1987 (Nadel 244). Cohen

released his own recording ofitor) 6 i 9 T eJollewid year.

The fact that this song portrays longing for the woman, rather than for Divine love, is
supported by the foll owibwagandlseeym snthebus/Iseee vy ou
you lying down with me, | see you waking up / | see your hand, | see your hair / Your
bracelets and your brush [/ And | cal |”Theo you,
feminine character to whom he addreses these words is unresponsive. Then the singer
wanders to an “empty church” and realises the
greatness as hislongingford ( “ Ain’t No Cure for Love”).

Cohen sings that he longs for nakedness, notonlyoftbeo dy but al so of tt
love to see you naked / In your body and your thought He refuses a brotherly form of
attachment (philos) “ don’t want your brother | ove [/
that he is not going to give up on his longi. However, in this song a longing for physical
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union and the longing for union with Gd do not exclude each other and, if our supposition
about the rebirth of the soul is right, we see a circle of constant purification and rebirth of
which the sexual actmight indeed be the first step. As discussed above, the sexual act ends

the physical or interpersonal |l onging and com
the soul could ascedand be puri fied. The end of the son
heard t he angels declare it from above [/ There
no cure for | ove,” thus ensuring us that the
sanctifiedbyGd Hi msel f (“Ain’t No Cure for Love”).
“Dance Me ft oLowhwe” Emanobe read in the simileé

only the union of two lovers but also the ascent of the soul to-& The song is explained in
this way through two accompanying videos. The first video, directed by Dominique
Issermannin1® 5, emphasizes the way that interhuman
progress. It depicts, in a rather disconcerting manner, a woman who comes to the hospital
to say the last goodbye to her male lover, played by Cohen himself. Only a moment later,
Chen’s ghost pursues the woman, both physical
wards in the hospital, and then, in a dreantike leap, watching her pose like a classical statue
in a white shroud on a stage) and through his pleading voice. In the tgzart of the film, as
Cohen sings, the woman disappears behind her shroud, as though breaking the bond of
desire that held the singer to her, freeing him to move on to the next stage in his ascent. While
this video emphasises love as a mystical union,ttee cond pi ece—made i n 19
the live album Leonard Cohen in Conce#i s concerned with a sent.i
romantic love between men and women. Featuring a multiracial set of couples at various
ages—some older couples waltz in front of ovesized portraits of themselves in their youth;
one older woman waltzes alone in front of the picture of a man we assume is her lost lover,
and other solitary figures gaze sadly at an empty chairthe video repeatedly cuts to a
dapper, suited Cohen singingwih hi s band and backup singers,
rather than a spiritual seeker. Inviting these two contrasting visual interpretations, the song
itself can be seen as portraying both divine and physical love, as though there were no
necessary contadiction between them.

On the other hand, Cohen has criticised unrestrained human love that does not lead
to the purification of the soul and which is characterised by inordinate lust and satisfaction

of the basest instincts. He presented this criticismih he song “Cl osing Ti me,
areverieinacountryl i ke setting, with “Johnny Wal ker wi
character of the song is described as the mis
thigh.” The whole binge is gaig to lead to its end sooner or later but before it happens, Cohen

sings: ®“all the women tear their blouses off |
it’s partner found and it’'s partner | ost [/ a

CLOSING TIMEEach stanza ends with the symbolic *“C
reverie is going to end soon. We do not know what happens later, whether the end will be
revelatory or whether it will be a fall to an even profounder mire of bodily desiresCohen

speaks about the liminality, the threshold that we mentioned before, on which the whole

event takes place: “1 just don’t care what ha
death / i1it’s something in bdadkernal onguesGl dsi
seems a portrait of frustration, since the si
gates of | ove they budged an inch” but *“[he] ¢

context of the full alboum on which it appears(The Futurg, however, the song reads

14
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differently. The bleak present and future that the songs here sometimes describe, in which

“the blizzard of the world / Has crossed the |
the soul ,” i s opdorubity farfarfiddhe drige toussek rederaption. As Cohen
sings on the album s central track “Anthem:”
but I i ke a refugee.” Love (divine Love, in thi

turn to come to it when other bonds and connections, romantic or political, have failed: when,
like refugees, we do not have any other option.
The celebration of the union between two human lovers is a distinctive feature of

Cohen’ s oeuvr e. Aangsithgt we Hawe quotadiso fariome ankrits a special
attention: the song “Hallelujah,” which portr
The song addresses a “you” i nspired by the B
mixed in) who in his piety let himself to be conquered by desire for the female body. In the
chorus, Cohen consoles us that “There’s a bl a

which you heard / The holy or tday bereackeeln Hal
through sacred meditation or through sex as both lead to the union with Him. In the last
stanza, the singer conf e s-sfeekthetditiretiovewhedadtohe <cou
“touch” the female body: “1 did mydtb®sh”, it ow
Even if he fails in his devotion to &l and later to his female partner as he confesses, he will

be summoned by the Lord: “and even though [/ |
of Song / With nothing on my tongue but Hallelujali The song suggests that there is no

difference between attaining Divine love through spiritual exercise or physical union. In one

of the verses that Cohen occasionally sung live, he made this supposition quite clear:
“remember when | mo vieddve was mgviaguoo / Andavety btedthewe h o

drew was hallelujah [9]

Order of the Unified Heart

Although he is better known as a songwriter, poet, and novelist, Cohen was also a
visual artist. In order to promote the concept of a union between Divine and Human forms
of | ove, Cohen created a symbol for hrd 1 magi
David made out of two intertwined hearts. These hearts stand as opposites to each other and
are mutually dependent. One points to the Heavens while the other one points to the Earth.
This motif first appeared on the cover of the collection of Psaln8ook of Mercy
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\J‘\\ 5 . r qal
% BOORL

OF MERCY

The front cover of the Book of Mercy (1984). Used by permission of McClelland & Stewart,
a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited.

It is also mentioned in the song “Come Heal in
teaching / To the broken Heart above.” The singer
focus of the Priestly Blessing which the Jewish priests bestow upon the community and

which he himself bestowed officially on September 24, 2009 at the Ramat Gan concert in

Israel to an audience of around fifty thousand spectatord.0]

Mer chandi se accompanying Cohen’s worl d t
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The above picture of Cohen’s | atest seal cont
another name for Gd, ShaddaiShi n i s formed by the priest’”s h
and stands in between the two hearts. Therefore, the whole image represents the profane

and sacred form of love at once blessed by the priest and proving that Cohen saw their
intersection as theplace where the Divine is made manifest.

Conclusion

“1 don’t know a thing about | ove, Cohen se
(rpt. in Burger 50). More than twenty years later in 1997, when being interviewed by Stina
Lundberg Dabrowski, he ommented on the full realisation of the human existence in love
and the possibility that it reconciles the opposing forces of our selves and paves the way to
the liberation of the soul:

SLD: What is love to you?

LC: Love is that activity that makes the @wver of man and woman([. . .Jthat

incorporates it into your own heart, where you can embody man and woman,

when you can embody hell and heaven, when you can reconcile gnd.] when

man and woman becomes your content and yol
love.That as | understandislove-t hat ' s t he mechanics (rpt.

We have seen that Leonard Cohen portrays receiving of divine love through solitude and
meditation and sexual intercourse. Love thus attained has the power to purify the soul and
reunite it with its body in a greater spiritual existence. With the help of religious and mystical
motifs, Cohen attributes sacred qualities to the Divine as well as Human love and, finally,
consecrates it in his seal.

Love portrayed in such a way has, of cose, been the subject of many medieval
mystical books and appeared even visually 1in
and philosophical thought across cultures and continents is unsurpassed among the singer
songwriters in the Englishrspeaking woid, and his lyrics and choice of visual art for covers
and merchandise show that he is keen to bring these enduring traditions to the attention of
his audience.

As | have argued at |l ength el sewher e, Cohe
motifs that appear ed i n medi eval | ove poetry, maki n
troubadour.”[11] Like the medieval poets of Provenca and Mndalus, he blurs the division
between the sacred and profane, between the Divine and Human, and between the high and
low forms of art and situates his work in the popular culture.

May this essay contribute to his honour.

[1]“ Wel |l you know that | |l ove to |ive with vy

/ I forget to pray for the angels [/ and ther
Mari anne”™) .
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21 The full Shahada (testi mbammadu yoeasal uall &
(“There is no god except for Al”[)ah. Muhammad

[3] A similar motif can be found in Christian mystical poetry. One may think only of
SanJuandelaCruz (15421 591) and his texts suchantce “ Noclt
espiritual,” and ®“LIl ama de amor viva.’

[4] For an illustrative example, see, for instancd,en Bulls woodcuts by the Japanese
artist Tokuriki Tomikichiro (1902 —1999) in Shigematsu 623.

[5] | have written about love as a phenomenon initiating th singer into the sacred
mysteries el sewhere (Mésic, “The Song of 1l nit

[6] This very ancient idea about norduality of G-d may be found in the texts as old as
P | a Sympasiumfor instance, from which many mystical schools drew. Important for th
Jewish mystics is the verse from Genesis 1:27
i mage of God he created him; / male and femal e
and female beings are the image of-Gbecause He is male and femad¢ once. The Christian
mystics refer to the same verse and some of them even go so far as to give preferences to the
feminine atributes of Gd, such as Julian of Norwich (1342416) in her book Revelations.

Muslims do not assign a gender to Allah. We shalkeep in mind that although the religious
texts often address &l with the use of masculine pronouns, verbs and nouns;d3s regarded

as gender and sexless. In Sufism they avoid using the grammatical gender by using the words
Hu or Huwato speak about tke One.

[7] The rose is a very common symbol in Persian poetry, standing for Paradise and
love (Baldock 142).

[8] This supposition, which appears in Alchemy, seems to be taken from the New
Testament , and i s seen i n verosyeusunlest a grainfoin 12 : 2
wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remai
The death of Jesus brings fruit in the form of a new life multiplied by the number of grain on
the ear: a metaphor for his followes.

[9] It can be heard, for instance, on the 200Bive in Londorrecording.

[10] For the full report, see Jeffay. The video of the blessing may be seen on YouTube:
cf: “Leonard Co-HhRriestlyBlessirgl e i n | srael

[11] Thi s theory was developed in my PhD the
Modern Troubadour”) .
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