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            Leonard Cohen on songwriting:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is a mysterious process; it involves perseverance and perspiration, and sometimes, by some grace, something stands out and invites you to elaborate or animate it. These are sacred mechanics and you have to be careful analysing them as you would never write a line again. If you looked too deeply into the process, you’d end up in a state of paralysis.

        Irish Times, 2012

      

      

      

      
        
        I think it’s a good thing for anyone to be a brilliant failure. I can’t stand success. It’s obscene.

        Leonard Cohen, 1963
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      Back in the heady days of 1967/1968, the Underground was at its peak. The music scene had exploded into a vast array of genres and styles – folk, country, psychedelic, jazz fusion, heavy metal, acid rock, prog rock, soul, electronic, avant-garde, experimental, blues, r&b, Indian, reggae, ethnic, brass and strings all competed for the ears of the discerning. Music was serious stuff: the expression of a generation, the voice of the 1960s revolution. Everything was mixed up in some glorious musical goulash. The festivals were garnished with the spice of diversity. A solo singer-songwriter like Roy Harper might sit next to a psychedelic band like Pink Floyd, followed by the heavy guitar of Jimi Hendrix, the blues of Pete Green’s Fleetwood Mac, the stringed pieces of the Third Ear Band and mad capers of The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band. They were all part of the rich collage of sound that fed the wide-open minds of the audience. Back then, we were tribal but unified, open-minded and receptive, always on the lookout for something new.

      In 1968, the music industry was homing in on the burgeoning underground scene. CBS, like other labels, was trying to break into this lucrative new market. They came up with a snazzy ploy. They released a cut-price sampler album to highlight their latest acquisitions. These new underground acts were hoping to break through. They put a track from each of the acts together on one album called The Rock Machine Turns You On and put it out for 14 shillings and 11 pence – 75p. Apart from well-established acts like Bob Dylan, The Byrds and Simon & Garfunkel, it featured a number of new acts. We were introduced to the wonders of Roy Harper, Taj Mahal, Tim Rose, Moby Grape, Spirit, The Peanut Butter Conspiracy, Electric Flag and Blood Sweat and Tears. It provided us with an intriguing glimpse. I purchased a number of albums on the basis of those tantalising tracks.

      One of the stand-out numbers was Leonard Cohen’s ‘Sisters Of Mercy’. I found myself instantly drawn to the song. Everything about it was different. The arrangement sounded simple, yet it was not even in the style of the new contemporary folk. The vocal was rich, full of melancholy, and felt ‘worldly’ and detached. Then there were the lyrics – poetic and enigmatic. Leonard was painting a story, but it was an intriguing, unique story that sucked me in. I already had a few of the albums highlighted, such as Roy Harper’s Come Out Fighting Ghenghis Smith, The Byrds’ Notorious Byrd Brothers, Simon and Garfunkel’s Parsley Sage Rosemary & Thyme and Tim Rose’s Tim Rose. My first port of call was to purchase that Cohen album –The Songs Of Leonard Cohen. That was it – the start of a lifetime’s enthralling enjoyment.

      So, who is this most unlikely of rock stars? There are probably as many views on Leonard as there are people. He’s certainly no working-class hero, no peoples’ poet, no suicidal lamenter of doom or purveyor of pop songs; the truth is much more complex than that. Indeed, throughout the whole of his life, there are the juxtapositions of the most unlikely life choices and influences. Leonard Norman Cohen is probably the most improbable, bohemian, intellectual singer-songwriter ever. Leonard himself, in his 2008 induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, acknowledged this, wittily altering Jon Landau’s comment on Bruce Springsteen: ‘I have seen the future of rock ‘n’ roll and it is not Leonard Cohen.’ To have fashioned this mishmash of ideas, styles and influences into a successful, long-lasting career in the field of popular music is nothing short of bizarre. It should never have happened.

      Born on 21 September 1934 in Montreal, Quebec, he was already ancient by 1968 when he first introduced himself to the vagaries of the rock business. In this time of acid-drenched psychedelic bands, earnest blues groups, heavy metal and progressive rock, youth ruled. The 1960s underground scene had become mainstream. Being over 30 meant being part of the ‘other side’. The 1960s were the time of protest, civil rights struggles, the Vietnam War and the raising of awareness of women’s rights and environmentalism. But it was also the time of acoustic folk and the age of the new singer-songwriter. Tastes had widened. Tolerance of novel sounds, along with a willingness to give it a chance, was at its peak. Leonard benefitted from this new receptiveness. An audience was open to something different. Leonard was certainly different.

      In 1968, Leonard neither looked the part, acted the part, nor reflected the attitudes of the age; yet, in a way, he did. He brought an already rich bohemian life, a wealth of experience, an established body of work in the form of poetry and prose and a great hunger to succeed. His experience and different background provided him with a unique perspective.

      He says he never intended to be a rock star; he just wanted to earn enough to support his meagre lifestyle. He was living an unconventional, creative life in Greece, which was quite idyllic, really, writing his poems and novels, but it wasn’t enough. He was not being sufficiently recognised, nor was he making any money or reaping success. Leonard craved more. He was ambitious. The opportunity to put some of his poetry to music appealed to him. He had tried it before and thought he could do it again. He needed to make a living. I doubt that he imagined it would go anywhere. He gave up his relationship, his friendships and his lifestyle to go in search of something more. He discovered an unlikely career.

      The story started boringly enough. Leonard was normal. At school, he was a clarinet and ice hockey-playing unspectacular product of a middle-class Jewish family. His engineer father, who mainly worked in the family clothing business, had been badly injured in the First World War and suffered badly from his injuries. A key moment in Leonard’s life came in 1944 at the age of nine when his father died. The bereft boy wrote a verse, wrapped it in his father’s bow tie and buried it in the garden. This heartfelt totem was of significance; it combined poetry, emotion and mysticism with ritual.

      At the age of 15, three other unusual events collided. He became smitten with the poetry of Garcia Lorca, saw the folk-blues singer Josh White and bought his first battered acoustic guitar for $12 from a pawn shop. Little did that 15-year-old boy guess how that might all come together.

      Leonard was no longer normal. He possessed no desire to insert himself into the family business. In 1957, at the age of 23, The nascent poet not only had his first book of poems published but made his way to the top of Mount Royal, the mountain overlooking the city of Montreal, to dose himself with the psychedelic peyote cactus and seek visions. This obsession with the mystical, the nature of reality, hallucinogens and Zen Buddhism never left him. The quest remained central to his life and work.

      As a person, a writer and a storyteller, Leonard was meticulous. Every detail was honed. This extended to his hair, clothes and even the Olivetti typewriter he used to write on. He crafted his appearance and persona to explain his choices and actions. He would have us believe that he chose to take himself off to live on a Greek island after seeing the suntan on a London bank clerk and that his long-term relationship with his Zen Master Roshi was founded over a bottle of cognac. Truth? Glib press statements? Fanciful asides? Or well- contrived stories? Who knows? It sure makes for a good story, though.

      The roots of Leonard’s personality can be traced back to his upbringing. Right from the start, the family did not quite fit in. Speaking English and not Yiddish put them apart from the Jewish community and being Jewish meant they were treated with suspicion by the Christians. On top of that, Montreal was extremely Francophile, with a good proportion speaking French. Antisemitism was still rife. True outsiders. However, the family were highly successful, could even afford servants and were highly respected. The success of the clothing business, coupled with the lineage to his grandfather’s rabbinical status, saw to that. His father, Nathan, ran a conservative household based on smartness and order. Conscious of the image he was projecting, he always wore a suit complete with spats and often set off with a rather ostentatious monocle. Quite an image. This evidently had an impact on Leonard, who adopted this attention to detail into his own dress sense, work habits and lifestyle. He might have veered into an artistic bohemian life, but the base of meticulousness was always there.

      Leonard’s Nanny also had a big influence on him, introducing him to the rituals of the Catholic Church. This fascination with religion – Jewish, Catholic, Buddhist and other mystical perspectives – became an important component in his various art forms. One of his many other interests was hypnotism and he supposedly became quite proficient at it, on one occasion inducing one of the maids to fully undress for him to inspect her body.

      The serious, scholarly, intellectual aspects of Leonard’s persona probably date back to the tragic death of his father. In Jewish culture, at the age of nine, he became ‘the man’ of the house. A heavyweight made even heavier at the age of 13 when, following his Bar Mitzvah, he was officially recognised as a man. The responsibility became too much, and in 1953, he caused some consternation with his mother when he chose to move out and share rooms with his friend Mort Rosengarten – a move that provided him with more freedom.

      The late 1950s saw a sea change in youth culture, with changing social mores and outlooks. As a typical horny youth, Leonard was obsessed with girls. His short height became a problem. He sought refuge in music and poetry, cultivating his intellectual persona as a strategy to attract the opposite sex.

      Being a junior leader at summer camp brought him under the influence of staunch socialist youth leader Lenny Breau, who introduced him to the songs of Woody Guthrie and the radical Wobblies. That fitted in with his love of Lorca, who was shot by the fascists in the Spanish Civil War for his staunch political beliefs. That appealed to Leonard. He even learnt flamenco guitar – though his Spanish, non-English speaking teacher, having taught him the six chords on which he was to base all his future songs, committed suicide after just three sessions! The young Leonard carried his guitar around with him as part of his image. At this time, in the intellectual milieu of Montreal, the instrument was seen as arty, which he liked. It set him apart.

      In high school, he became an active member of the debating society, enjoying pitting his wits against others, sparring and developing his oratory and cultivating his image as a serious nonconformist.

      At McGill University, where he was ostensibly meant to be studying accounting and commercial law with a view to a future career in the family business, he made use of the freedom to spend time in the library immersed in Yeats and developing his own poetry, which he tried to use as a means of impressing the girls. This brought him into the orbit of a Montreal Literary magazine called CIV/n (a name taken from Ezra Pound’s shorthand for civilisation), in which he mixed with older established poets and began to aspire to become a serious poet himself. One of these older poets, Irving Layton, gave him encouragement and proved instrumental in him becoming published. Layton urged him to introduce the rhythms of Jewish scripture incantations into his writing, a practice, along with biblical themes, that was to long continue into his songwriting.

      Eager to impress the ladies in whatever way possible and earn a little cash on the side, he incongruously formed a little C&W trio called ‘The Buckskin Boys’, performing cover versions at local dances. In a more lofty enterprise, he also – being ever experimental and entrepreneurial – followed in Kerouac’s footsteps by putting some of his poetry to musical backing, using piano, guitar and jazz musicians. All of these ventures paved the way for his future career and also had the added benefit of gaining attention from the opposite sex, so much so that he began to develop a reputation as a ladies’ man.

      The poems were also gaining traction, and with Layton’s assistance, he secured a publishing deal for his first anthology of poems entitled Let Us Compare Mythologies. With its themes of religion and sex, it created quite a stir in the small English-speaking enclave of Montreal intellectuals and sold out its first print run. It elicited some shocked and dismayed reactions from the stuffy Canadian old guard, but in reality, the poems hardly stacked up against the more extreme Beat poetry sweeping America under the spell of Ginsberg and Kerouac.

      Having achieved moderate academic success, Leonard was able to move on to post-graduate work, thus putting off the dreaded day of having to gain a career. He chose to study at Columbia University, which had the attraction of placing him smack bang in the Centre of New York where, in 1956/57, it was all beginning to happen – poetry readings in coffee houses, Beat poetry magazines, Ginsberg and Kerouac leading the Beat Movement of new anti- establishment poetry. Leonard had hopes of crashing the scene, but once again, he found himself being treated like an outsider. His middle-class, Jewish/Canadian background did not cut it in New York and his poetry was not wild enough. According to the Cohen archivist Allan Showalter, Leonard commented: ‘I was never accepted by the bohemians because it was felt that I came from the wrong side of the tracks. I was too middle-class.’ He did get to meet a drunken Jack Kerouac at a party under a table, though. That was something.

      Back in Montreal, money became a problem, and once again, Leonard was left floundering, torn between having to gain a career in order to earn enough to live and the artistic, bohemian lifestyle that he craved. Rather than slink back into the family business, he desperately applied for all manner of exotic posts – a detective in the Pinkerton Detective Agency and a policeman in Hong Kong. None came through for him, owing to a police arrest for riotous behaviour (that he claimed was a mistake; he had been a passive onlooker). Imagine Leonard in police uniform chasing criminals through the streets of Hong Kong or sleuthing around as a detective – that arrest, justified or not, probably did everyone a good turn.

      Throughout this time, he was still honing his poetry and performing in Montreal. He set up a literary magazine called ‘The Phoenix’ and helped run an Art Gallery (until it was burnt down). Then things began to happen. He attracted the attention of a more prestigious Toronto publisher – McClelland & Stewart – and a second book of poetry was on the way. The Spice-Box Of Earth was accepted, but it took time to actually achieve a release date. It still left him needing cash. He was saved by the offer of a $3000 scholarship. He now had the means to support himself for a while. The question was, where? He could stay in Montreal and continue his limited provincial activities, writing and performing with the family business as a backup, or split to New York and have another go at crashing the Beat poet scene. On a whim, with the lure of the land of Shakespeare, Milton and Chaucer, in December 1959, he decided to head for London in search of literary inspiration. His romantic image was shattered in the cold drear of post-war Britain. He wrote: ‘Living in England is like living in a cabbage.’ He did find some rays of warmth in the exotic Caribbean nightclubs, alive with their pre-reggae r&b and redolent with the heady aroma of marijuana. By day, he started writing his first novel, originally titled Stars For Neatness, then Beauty At Close Quarters, Beauty Up Close: An Anthology, Buried Snows, Wandering Fires, Winged With Vain Desires, Fields Of Hair and The Moving Toyshop before finally evolving into its final incarnation as The Favorite Game. By night, he hung out with Michael X and the Caribbean crew. He’d found a temporary niche.

      One particularly gloomy day, he emerged from the subway into the rain and found himself in the Bank of Greece, where a suntanned teller wearing sunglasses extolled the virtues of Greek sunshine and the bohemian lifestyle to be found on the Greek islands. He did not need much persuasion. He’d already been attracted to and immersed in Greek classical culture. In mid- April, Leonard set off for Greece and the isolated artistic colony that had set up its home on Hydra. That was it. There was an immediate bond. ‘I felt no culture shock; on the contrary, I felt that everywhere else I’d been was a culture shock, and this was home.’

      Life in the artistic colony felt like paradise to Leonard. The amenities were primitive: travel was limited to donkeys, water was drawn from the well and there was intermittent electricity, but the food and wine were incredibly cheap and good, there was a plentiful supply of drugs of all descriptions and the colony of writers, musicians and artists was afire with energy aplenty. The bohemian idyll was being lived to the full. This was the 1960s before the 1960s had happened. Leonard threw himself into the rounds of casual sex, loud arguments and rants ranging over all manner of religious, artistic, social and political matters, drinking and drugs. There was even a little energy left for the writing and his Olivetti typewriter was put to use.

      His life settled a little when he formed a relationship with a Norwegian beauty named Marianne Ihlen. She had a son with the novelist Axel Jensen, but when he moved on, she fell in love and set up a home with Leonard, who purchased a three-story house on Hydra with $1500 left to him from the death of his grandmother. They became a family.

      Leonard settled down to write his poems, work on his novel and listen to country and western, r&b and Greek music. He took large amounts of hash, speed and LSD, which he saw more as a sacrament, a tool to open his mind to creativity, than just mere pleasure.

      Although life on Hydra was incredibly cheap and they lived frugally – ‘We were living on $1100 a year’ – there was no income. His second book of poetry took time to come out, and the publishers were very sniffy about him writing prose and remained ambiguous about publishing The Favorite Game. At intervals, he had to return to Canada in order to earn money, working as a lift monkey, an office worker or a journalist. He said that he suffered ‘convulsions of anxiety when I had to go back to Canada to make some money’. The situation was schizophrenic. He straddled two worlds. Part of the time, he’d be living the bohemian creative dream; the rest of the time would be spent earning a living in the bourgeois world.

      In 1959, Fidel Castro led a coup in Cuba, overthrowing the corrupt mafia- backed, US capitalist-backed dictator Baptista to set up a peoples’ communist state. While the US was not enthralled, Leonard was. Like his idol, the poet Lorca, who had taken an idealistic stand against fascism in the Spanish Civil War for which he had been executed, Leonard idealistically wanted to see what the Cuban revolution was all about and daringly put himself in the middle of it. In the 1965 documentary Ladies And Gentlemen... Mr. Leonard Cohen, he explained: ‘The real reason was a deep interest in violence. I was very interested in what it really meant for men to carry arms and kill other men.’ He added: ‘The real truth was that I wanted to kill or be killed.’

      His trip coincided with the proofs for his second book – The Spice-Box Of Earth – needing a final reading and correction before publishing. They weren’t happy with him being in Cuba. Neither was Leonard. Once again, his romantic dreams were being shattered. The revolution had shut down the bars and brothels, so the nightlife had dried up – there wasn’t even the distraction of a good time. His trip coincided with an attempted invasion fiasco by the US in The Bay of Pigs, so all ‘yanquis’ (Americans) were held in great suspicion. Being Canadian was just a little better, but the situation was still fraught and dangerous. Leonard first found himself arrested as a US spy and, having talked his way out of that, was then accused of being a Cuban military defector using a forged passport. He was fortunate to get out alive. The experience severely dented his idealism. He saw that Castro was just another dictator, the socialist dream unrealised.

      Back in Hydra, he added opium to his list of drug sacraments, having been introduced to it by the writer Alexander Trocchi. The early 1960s found him exploring spirituality outside of the realms of Judaism and Catholicism. His interests in the Book Of The Dead and I-Ching pre-empted the later hippie culture of the 1960s. He gave up eating meat, though perversely gave up on vegetarianism when he turned to Buddhism in 1968.

      The Spice-Box Of Earth was finally released and well received, but McClelland & Stewart passed on The Favorite Game. However, a London publisher – Secker & Warburg – was interested, but they demanded that he move to London in order to knock it into shape. Reluctantly, he left Hydra’s delights to move back to the gloom of Hampstead. However, it wasn’t all miserable, as the book moved through its many titles before settling on The Favorite Game. Leonard resumed his acquaintance with London nightlife and the lively West Indian scene.

      On its release, the book received mixed reviews. Although Leonard denied that it was autobiographical, the parallels are hard to deny. The background, family, friends and lovers are all there; the incidents from his life – the hypnotism, trying to be taller by placing tissues in his shoes and the Summer Camp all ring true. It is hard not to see his central character as the young Leonard on his quest for sexual and spiritual fulfilment, though this is somewhat disguised by the rather pretentious name checks, literary quotes and cultural references. The eroticism, sex and violence, coupled with the quest for spiritual enlightenment, were destined to cause controversy (this being the early 1960s). While being far from brilliant and unavailable in Canada until 1970, it did win the Prix Litteraire De Quebec worth $4000. That must have been some compensation for the effort.

      Leonard was on the rise as a young poet and writer, so much so that, in 1963, the National Film Board of Canada were filming a tour of poetry readings by a number of poems and they chose to focus solely on Leonard and exclude the others. The documentary – Ladies And Gentlemen… Mr Leonard Cohen – portrayed him as a dangerous character living an unconventional existence on the outskirts of society. Leonard’s poetry was becoming sharper and more controversial by the minute. McClelland & Stewart were becoming a little wary of this new style but agreed to publish his third anthology of poems, controversially first entitled Opium For Hitler, which later became Flowers For Hitler. Leonard was confidently moving into the same visceral rage occupied by the Beat poets, with Ginsberg’s ‘Howl’ released in 1955. He was on the loose.

      Unlike the painful four-year birth pains of The Favorite Game, his next novel came together in concentrated spurts during the years 1964 and 1965. Using prodigious quantities of amphetamine, going for days without sleeping or eating, he pounded it out on his faithful Olivetti with Ray Charles pounding away in the background. The effort was so intense that on sending the completed manuscript to McClelland & Stewart, he promptly collapsed from a combination of exhaustion and heat stroke. Leonard later explained:

      

      Beautiful Losers was written outside on a table set among rocks, weeds and daisies behind my house in Hydra, an island in the Aegean Sea. I lived there years ago. It was a blazing hot summer. I never covered my head. What you have in your hands is more sunstroke than a book.

      

      The book continued the themes of sex, violence and spiritual quest, but the style was greatly different. The story was less coherent and linear, wrapped up in the abstract and fragmented by diversions, monologues and idiosyncratic punctuation – a post-modern journey.

      Reviews were mixed, reacting to the coarseness of the language. The Toronto Star actually called it ‘The most revolting book ever published in Canada.’ A couple of years earlier, this alone might have propelled it towards great notoriety, but following the likes of D H Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover trials, the power of sex and shock had ceased to garnish the same level of attention it once had. A few years later, it would have hit the surge of the 1960s underground movement. The novel fell between times.

      The book did not sell anywhere as much as he had hoped. In a 1993 interview, Leonard expressed how he had come to a crossroads, his disillusionment with a career in writing and a realisation that he might have to seek a living elsewhere: ‘It became clear that I couldn’t make a living as a writer.’ It was time to try something else. The lack of success of his fourth book of lacklustre poems, Parasites Of Heaven, hammered the last nail in. His literary phase was over.

      Leonard decided to return to the ventures he had started back in the 1950s and adapt his poems into songs. He headed back to New York and set up camp in the legendary Chelsea Hotel. While still technically in a relationship with Marianne, who, along with her son, had taken up residence on the Lower East Side, It did not hinder his pursuit of other women. He was attracted to the German model star of Andy Warhol’s ‘Chelsea Girls’, Nico, who spurned his advances, and then there was Janis Joplin.

      This is where Mary Martin comes into the picture. She was a Canadian music executive currently working for Dylan’s manager, Albert Grossman. While she was none too impressed with Leonard’s vocal skills, she was taken with his songs and put him in touch with Judy Collins. A crucial piece of the jigsaw. Although the folk music boom was over, singer-songwriters were still going strong. Judy was an exception. She did not write her own material and relied on deploying her fine voice in interpreting other people’s songs, always on the lookout for new talent. She was immediately smitten with Leonard’s songs, recognising their quality. After instructing him to work on them a little more, she included both ‘Suzanne’ and ‘Dress Rehearsal Rag’ on her forthcoming album In My Life. The ball was in motion. She then provided the final touch. Unlike Mary Martin, she recognised a quality in Len’s voice and encouraged him to perform his songs.

      On 30 April 1967, she brought Leonard out onto the stage as a guest performer at an anti-nuclear benefit show. It made a splash. He had no sooner started to play ‘Suzanne’ when he stopped and walked off. It is unclear whether this was due to a broken string, bad guitar tuning or simply stage fright; however, fortunately for all of us, she coaxed him back out and he proved to be a storming success.

      Judy then recorded three more Cohen songs on her next album, Wildflowers – ‘Bird On The Wire’, ‘Hey That’s No Way To Say Goodbye’ and ‘Priests’. It did not stop there. Judy then secured him a spot at the 1968 Newport Folk Festival Workshop alongside such luminaries as Joni Mitchell (with whom, in typical Cohen style, he was having a fling), Janis Ian and Tom Paxton. It was not quite all one-sided. Leonard did do Judy a favour by encouraging her to write her own songs.

      By this time, Mary Martin had been won over and introduced Len to John Hammond, a big executive at the prestigious Colombia Records. Despite obvious musical limitations, Leonard did have a number of things going for him: apart from the quality of the lyrics, his musical naivety and the timbre of his voice made him unique. What his voice and playing lacked in technical proficiency was more than made up for in character and authenticity. At the advanced age of 33, Leonard Cohen was about to launch a career.

      Soon after that, ‘Sisters Of Mercy’, on that sampler album, lured me into the fold. I had to hear more, and that first album proved to be the gateway drug. I was hooked.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Songs Of Leonard Cohen (1967)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Leonard Cohen: vocal and acoustic guitar

      Willie Ruff: upright bass on ‘Stories Of The Street’ and ‘So Long, Marianne’

      Jimmie Lovelace: drums on ‘So Long, Marianne’

      Members of the psychedelic band Kaleidoscope:

      Chester Crill, Chris Darrow, Solomon Feldthouse, David Lindley: mandolin, flute, Jew’s harp, saz, veena, dulcimer, oud, coz, jumbus, dobro on ‘Master Song’, ‘Winter Lady’, ‘Sisters Of Mercy’, ‘So Long, Marianne’, ‘Hey, That’s No Way To Say Goodbye’, ‘Stories Of The Street’, ‘Teachers’. Chester Crill: violin on ‘Suzanne’

      Chris Darrow: mandolin on ‘So Long, Marianne’, bass on ‘Teachers’

      David Lindley: violin on ‘Suzanne’

      Nancy Priddy: backing vocals

      John Simon: string arrangements

      Recorded at Columbia Studio E, New York, between October and November 1967

      Producers: John Hammond and John Simon

      Label: Columbia

      Chart position: US: 83, UK: 13

      

      John Hammond initially took charge of the session. The initial plan was to keep it simple with just Leonard, his acoustic guitar and minimal backing. He brought in the classically trained Willie Ruff on upright bass to underpin the sound. That would have been it: Len’s acoustic, an underlying bass and that voice. It would have been enough. The complex lyrics shone. The delivery had that haunting quality that sent shivers.

      Then, things changed. John Hammond left, giving way to John Simon. John Simon had more grandiose visions for the arrangement, which brought him into conflict with Leonard, who had strong views on how he wanted his songs to sound. Other session musicians began to appear, which spooked Len. At the time, he was still unsure of his abilities. This brought out the insecurity in Leonard. Early in the sessions, he actually had a full-size mirror installed in the studio. He had become used to watching himself play in front of a mirror during rehearsals and the familiarity settled his nerves. That didn’t stop him from being passionate about his music, though. There is some doubt as to why John Hammond bowed out. It might have been illness, friction with Leonard, or frustration with the slow speed at which the sessions were proceeding. There were some heated rows. The relationship with Simon worsened. Unbeknownst to Leonard, Simon introduced a female backing singer (his girlfriend Nancy Priddy), and extra instrumentation and strings were added to Leonard’s basic tracks. Leonard was not at all happy but as the additions had been made on a four-track machine, it proved impossible to remove a lot of Simon’s work.

      A frustrated Leonard Cohen saw the psychedelic band Kaleidoscope play in New York and was incredibly impressed with the musicianship of the multitalented members. He approached them personally to play on the album. Chris Darrow said this to rock journalist Richie Unterberger on 13 April 1999:

      

      He was a great guy. He came to see us perform one night when we were co-billed with Nico at the Scene in NY and asked us to play on his album. He came up to me. And he was this guy who was dressed in a black leather jacket, carrying a briefcase, with short, kinda cropped hair, and said, ‘I’m making an album.’ And this was the sixties – he didn’t look like a guy who would be making a record. We were kind of scruffy, long-haired guys from the West Coast. The East Coast wasn’t as hippie-oriented as the West Coast. So, the next day, we were up in his hotel room working on some of his songs. And he wasn’t a really good guitar player – he was a poet and a novelist – and a lot of people were having a hard time trying to figure out what he was trying to say. And we were all folk musicians, so it was pretty easy for us to read what he was trying to do. We ended up playing on a number of his songs.

      

      The four members of Kaleidoscope were all multitalented musicians who played a multitude of stringed instruments, including a range of unusual Eastern instruments such as the saz, veena, oud, coz and jumbus, as well as the dobro, fiddle, guitars, mandolin, banjo and dulcimer. It was the electrification of these unusual instruments that helped give Kaleidoscope its unique psychedelic sound. Leonard worked out some acoustic arrangements with the band back in his hotel room and then introduced them into the studio to augment the basic tracks (still with a lot of Simon’s additions). As to who actually played what instruments at the sessions remains uncertain. All of them were highly proficient and they swapped around. The use of the various sounds, along with a Jew’s harp, completed the idiosyncratic arrangements. It worked. Leonard and John Simon were pleased with the results, but the Columbia executives, when they were presented with the final product, were underwhelmed. Nonetheless, they scheduled the album for release on 26 December 1967.
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