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For Suzanne and Adam,
with all my love


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

—Leonard Cohen

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

—Jeff Buckley


“HALLELUJAH”

Words and Music by Leonard Cohen

I’ve heard there was a secret chord

that David played to please the Lord

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

It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth

the minor fall, the major lift;

the baffled king composing Hallelujah!

Your faith was strong but you needed proof.

You saw her bathing on the roof;

her beauty and the moonlight overthrew you.

She tied you to a kitchen chair

she broke your throne, she cut your hair,

and from your lips she drew the Hallelujah!

You say I took the Name in vain;

I don’t even know the name.

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

There’s a blaze of light in every word;

it doesn’t matter which you heard,

the holy, or the broken Hallelujah!

I did my best; it wasn’t much.

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

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

And even though it all went wrong,

I’ll stand before the Lord of Song

with nothing on my lips but Hallelujah!

(Additional verses)

Baby, I’ve been here before.

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

I used to live alone before I knew you.

I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch,

but love is not a victory march,

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

There was a time you let me know

what’s really going on below

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

I remember when I moved in you,

and the holy dove was moving too,

and every breath we drew was Hallelujah!

Now maybe there’s a God above

but all I ever learned from love

is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.

And it’s no complaint you hear tonight,

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

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



    INTRODUCTION


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•   •   •

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

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

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

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

•   •   •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•   •   •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•   •   •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



    CHAPTER ONE


Allen Ginsberg once said, “Dylan blew everybody’s mind, except Leonard’s.”

Comparisons are often drawn between Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan. There are books devoted to comparing and contrasting the two towering singer-songwriters; in early 2012, someone even released a “Cohen and Dylan” app, documenting their recordings and set lists for comparative purposes, complete with “quiz mode.” (One especially free-thinking soul—who revealed only that his last name is also Cohen—even devoted a website, WhoWroteHallelujah.com, to a detailed “musical conspiracy” theory alleging that Dylan was the primary author of Cohen’s best-known song; even in the Wild West of the Internet, the site didn’t stay up for long.)

The two artists have in fact crossed paths many times. They were both signed to Columbia Records by the legendary A&R executive John Hammond; both lived in New York’s Chelsea Hotel, and later wrote about it in song; both recorded in Nashville. Dylan sang backup on “Don’t Go Home with Your Hard-On,” from Cohen’s 1977 Death of a Ladies’ Man album. In December 1975, when Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue tour played in Montreal, he dedicated the night’s performance of “Isis” to hometown hero Cohen, who was in the audience—and then delivered the definitive rendition of the song, as documented in the 1978 film Renaldo and Clara.

So it isn’t too surprising that when Cohen and Dylan were both on tour in the mid-1980s and found themselves in Paris at the same time, they decided to meet at a café. At this impromptu summit, Dylan expressed his admiration for one of Cohen’s new songs, the largely unknown “Hallelujah.” The discussion that followed has passed into myth among fans of both singers, and the details frequently change in the retellings over the years, but here’s the way Cohen recounted it in an interview with Paul Zollo in 1992:

“Dylan and I were having coffee the day after his concert in Paris a few years ago . . . and he asked me how long it took to write [‘Hallelujah’]. And I told him a couple of years. I lied, actually. It was more than a couple of years.

“Then I praised a song of his, ‘I and I,’ and asked him how long it had taken and he said, ‘Fifteen minutes.’ ”

Although clearly a story told for laughs, playing on the contrast between Cohen’s meticulous, obsessive lyric writing and Dylan’s notorious impatience, there seems to be a good bit of truth to it: Over the years, Cohen has repeatedly described the agony that this one composition gave him. “I filled two notebooks,” he once said, “and I remember being in the Royalton Hotel [in New York], on the carpet in my underwear, banging my head on the floor and saying, ‘I can’t finish this song.’ ”

When Old Ideas came out in 2012, Cohen chose not to do interviews to promote the album. Instead, he appeared at a few listening events in major cities before the release date, allowing journalists to hear the album in full and then taking questions for a brief session. In London, the playback was held in the basement of a Mayfair hotel, and Jarvis Cocker, debonair front man of the band Pulp, served as the moderator. These many years later, Cohen was still talking about the torment that “Hallelujah” caused him.

“I wrote ‘Hallelujah’ over the space of at least four years,” he said (elsewhere, he has also said that it was “at least five years”). “I wrote many, many verses. I don’t know if it was eighty, maybe more or a little less.

“The trouble—it’s not the world’s trouble, and it’s a tiny trouble, I don’t want you to think that this is a significant trouble—my tiny trouble is that before I can discard a verse, I have to write it. I have to work on it, and I have to polish it and bring it to as close to finished as I can. It’s only then that I can discard it.”

This doesn’t seem to be an uncommon situation for Cohen. In the one extensive interview he consented to prior to the release of Old Ideas, for the British music magazine Mojo, he told Sylvie Simmons, who was also in the process of writing her Cohen biography, I’m Your Man, of an unfinished song that he had been working on for years. “I’ve got the melody, and it’s a guitar tune, a really good tune, and I have tried year after year to find the right words,” he said. “The song bothers me so much that I’ve actually started a journal chronicling my failures to address this obsessive concern with this melody. I would really like to have it on the next record, but I felt that for the past two or three records, maybe four.”

Cohen played another melody for Simmons on the synthesizer, saying it was something he had been struggling with for “five or ten years.” He told her that the new song “The Treaty” has been around “easily for fifteen years,” while he had been working on another, “Born in Chains,” since 1988.

“It’s not the siege of Stalingrad,” he said, “but these are hard nuts to crack.”

•   •   •

By the time he was torturing himself with “Hallelujah,” Leonard Cohen already had a long, storied, and somewhat baffling career. Cohen was born in 1934 and raised in the prosperous Westmount section of Montreal, the son of a successful clothing retailer who died when Leonard was nine years old.

“I wasn’t terribly interested in music,” he told Simmons. “I liked the music in the synagogue. And my mother sang beautifully. . . . I first started to get interested in song when I came across the Socialist folk singers around Montreal.” In 1951, he began attending McGill University; during his college years, he formed a country-western trio called the Buckskin Boys, in addition to serving as president of the debating union and of the Jewish fraternity Zeta Beta Tau.

My father was a classmate of Cohen’s at McGill. Though his own premed studies didn’t lead him to cross paths with Cohen in a poetry class, he makes it sound like everyone—certainly everyone among the small Jewish community, limited at the time by strict admissions quotas—knew the burgeoning campus celebrity. It was hard to miss one of their own who was straddling two worlds, receiving honors at school and performing at the local coffeehouses.

At McGill, Cohen won the Chester MacNaughton Prize for Creative Writing, for a series of four poems titled “Thoughts of a Landsman.” He graduated in 1955, and his first book of poetry, Let Us Compare Mythologies, was published the following year.

Over the next decade, he moved to New York (where he hung around the edges of Andy Warhol’s “Factory” scene), then back to Montreal. In 1960 he bought a house—with no electricity, plumbing, or telephone—on the Greek island of Hydra, living off of his inheritance while writing poetry and fiction. Cohen’s 1966 novel Beautiful Losers was perhaps his best-known work, partly because of the book’s explicit sex scenes. “James Joyce is not dead. He is living in Montreal under the name of Cohen,” wrote the Boston Globe, while the Toronto Star’s Robert Fulford called Losers “the most revolting book ever written in Canada . . . an important failure. At the same time it is probably the most interesting Canadian book of the year.”

Still, the book only sold a few thousand copies. Frustrated by his lack of success as a writer, in 1967 Cohen decided to take his shot at a profession in music. He planned to move to Nashville, but stopped in New York City along the way to meet with a potential manager named Mary Martin, a fellow Canadian who had been working with Dylan’s manager, Albert Grossman. Martin introduced Cohen to a singer named Judy Collins, and he sang her a song he had written called “Suzanne.” She quickly recorded it, in what would turn out to be the first of many versions of this composition.

“He told Mary that he had written some songs, and now he wanted to come down to New York and ask me if I thought that they were songs,” Collins said in 2010, prior to singing “Suzanne” as part of the ceremony inducting Cohen into the Songwriters Hall of Fame. “So he sat down and he said, ‘I can’t sing and I can’t play the guitar and I don’t know if this is a song.’ So he played it for me, and I said, ‘Well, Leonard, it is a song, and I’m recording it tomorrow.’ ”

Bolstered by this vote of confidence, Cohen recorded a demo tape in Martin’s bathroom, which she took to John Hammond at Columbia Records. Hammond had worked with everyone from Count Basie to Billie Holiday to, later, Bruce Springsteen and Stevie Ray Vaughan; when Dylan’s first album flopped, he was known around the Columbia offices as “Hammond’s Folly.” In 1967, Hammond signed Cohen, who was already on the far side of thirty years old, to the label and brought him into the studio.

Cohen clashed with producer John Simon about the arrangements, and it ultimately took multiple producers, three studios, and six months to get the first album completed. He recorded twenty-five songs, ten of which made the album, nine of which still remain unreleased. Songs of Leonard Cohen came out in the final week of 1967. It contained several of the songs with which Cohen’s reputation was made, including “Sisters of Mercy” and “So Long, Marianne,” and illustrated that from the beginning, the meeting points between the sacred and the physical were central to his songwriting. (Nor was the sexuality in Cohen’s songs purely literary: Over the years, he has been linked to numerous women, including such eminences as Joni Mitchell, Janis Joplin, and the actress Rebecca De Mornay.)

The album grazed the Top 100 in the U.S., and eventually became his only gold-certified non-compilation album, but it more solidly established Cohen in Europe, reaching the Top 20 in the UK. Many years later, music critic Tom Moon would include Songs of Leonard Cohen in the best-selling book 1,000 Recordings to Hear Before You Die. “He transforms a common songwriter conceit—romance as a path to enlightenment, if not redemption—into an urgent, revelatory, all-consuming epic quest,” Moon wrote.

Though his vocal range is limited—a deep murmur suited to dirges and lamentations—Cohen’s songs were strikingly evocative and literary, with hints of cabaret, the dramatic French chansonnier style, and religious melodies. His brooding image and dark humor added to his allure, both personal and public. In addition to Collins, who would record numerous Cohen songs over the years, artists including Roberta Flack and Fairport Convention soon cut some of his material, which introduced Cohen’s work to a much wider audience.

The next few years were the most prolific time in Cohen’s career. In addition to touring for the first time—among these early shows was a hard-fought set in the middle of the night at the 1970 Isle of Wight Festival, during which he struggled to calm and focus a crowd on the verge of rioting (documented on a remarkable DVD released in 2009)—he released two albums that secured his standing as one of the leading songwriters of his generation. Both 1969’s Songs from a Room and 1971’s Songs of Love and Hate were produced by Bob Johnston, who had worked with Dylan and Johnny Cash, and he stripped Cohen’s sound down to a spare and riveting intimacy.

Such classic songs as “Bird on the Wire” and “Famous Blue Raincoat,” melodically simple but direct, with finely etched lyrics capturing precise yet profound emotions, defined him as a true songwriter’s songwriter; the themes could be bleak—somewhere in here his songs were given the tag “music to slit your wrists by,” which he has never been fully able to shake. Writing in the New Yorker in 1993, Leon Wieseltier, the literary editor of the New Republic and a National Book Award finalist, memorably labeled Cohen “the Prince of Bummers.” But the accessible eloquence of the language, with a detail that’s resonant but never showy, was stunning, timeless, and without peer.

Not surprisingly, Cohen has always dismissed the perception of his work as being dour. “I never thought of myself as a particularly solemn person, and I don’t think my friends think of me that way,” he said. “I understand over the years I acquired this reputation for being a somber chap, and of course we all go through periods where, you know, it’s not that funny. But I think there’s always been a perspective of letting a little light in somewhere.”

As for the low, near-monotone rumble of Cohen’s singing, it was certainly an acquired taste—in her best-selling chronicle of female singer-songwriters, Girls Like Us, Sheila Weller called it a “brazenly unmusical drone of a voice”—but he found his following. In one of his final columns for Vanity Fair, controversial essayist Christopher Hitchens wrote about the power of the human voice, even as he was losing his own to the cancer that would soon take his life: “Leonard Cohen is unimaginable without, and indissoluble from, his voice.” British columnist/novelist Howard Jacobson wrote, specifically of “Hallelujah,” that only Cohen “has a voice bruised enough to express its bittersweet lacerations.”

It is a poet’s voice, a sound of experience and reflection. What Cohen lacks in range is more than compensated for by his inflections and nuances. He gives little ground to pop arrangements, but his lyrics can bear the weight. Listening to his own performances is certainly more demanding than listening to others sing his words, but it is generally more rewarding as well. Producer Hal Willner, who organized an acclaimed series of Cohen tribute concerts around the world between 2003 and 2005, said, “I compare hearing Leonard to the first time you drink whiskey or beer. It’s a little weird at first.”

Cohen himself has been known to poke fun at his own vocal limitations. In the letter-perfect “Tower of Song,” from 1988’s I’m Your Man, he sings, “I was born like this, I had no choice / I was born with the gift of a golden voice.” A few years later, he accepted a Canadian music award with the quip, “Only in Canada could someone with a voice like mine win Vocalist of the Year.”

So while Cohen’s early albums were hardly easy listening, the second and third became Top Five hits in the UK, and Songs of Love and Hate charted throughout Europe. (“I think my rise in the marketplace will be considered an interesting curiosity, that’s all,” he said at the time.) His star seemed to keep rising when director Robert Altman scored the 1971 film McCabe and Mrs. Miller entirely with Cohen songs. But as the 1970s progressed, Cohen’s direction became less clear.

In the aftermath of the lunacy that closed out the ’60s, singer-songwriters had become purveyors of a more personal, intimate, and reassuring expression in pop music. James Taylor and Carole King were selling records by the truckload; even such challenging writers as Paul Simon and Neil Young had become arena-filling acts. Cohen’s fellow Canadian and former girlfriend Joni Mitchell created one of the masterworks of the genre in 1971 with Blue; several of the songs made oblique reference to Cohen, and his influence on her writing was evident.

Though his work may not be as accessible as that of any of these other singer-songwriters, this might have been Cohen’s best moment to strike. But his next album wouldn’t come until 1974, and it took a different musical direction. He met John Lissauer when the producer was working with a Cohen protégé named Lewis Furey in Montreal; Lissauer described the album he made with Furey as “the first punk record ever recorded, like tango-punk.” Furey was playing at the Nelson Hotel. Cohen attended one night, introduced himself to Lissauer, and invited him to come to New York. After an audition for John Hammond, they set to work on a new record.

The resulting eleven songs on New Skin for the Old Ceremony were more orchestrated than Cohen’s earlier music, with strings, horns, and a banjo, and more prominent use of (mostly female) backup vocalists. Despite such remarkable songs as “Chelsea Hotel #2” and “Who by Fire,” with lyrics based on a prayer from the Yom Kippur service, New Skin seemed to confuse some of Cohen’s limited but devoted fan base. Reviews were a bit less glowing than he was used to. It was his first album that failed to reach the U.S. charts at all, and sales slipped in other countries.

He toured throughout 1974 and 1975, first in Europe and then in the U.S. and Canada, with a band led by Lissauer. “We did this big tour, which was really successful,” said Lissauer. “Then Leonard said, ‘Let’s write a record together,’ so we wrote a bunch of songs, went on the road again doing those songs plus the other stuff, and went in the studio and got half an album done. And then Leonard disappeared.”

Without so much as a word to Lissauer, Cohen put out a Best of collection in 1975, and returned to the road with a new band. He continued trying out new material, then went back into the studio in the unlikeliest of settings. Heading to Los Angeles, he began work on a new project with brilliant, demented producer Phil Spector; Lissauer maintains that the pairing was part of a larger deal with Columbia made by Cohen’s manager at the time, Marty Machat.

Things got off to a rousing start when Cohen and Spector wrote a dozen songs together over the course of three alcohol-fueled weeks. But once the recording sessions started, it all fell apart—culminating with Spector allegedly threatening his collaborator with a firearm. (He reportedly brandished guns in the studio with John Lennon and the Ramones, as well, and was sentenced to prison in 2009 following his conviction in the shooting death of actress Lana Clarkson at his home.)

“I was flipped out at the time,” Cohen said later, “and he certainly was flipped out. For me, the expression was withdrawal and melancholy, and for him, megalomania and insanity and a devotion to armaments that was really intolerable. In the state that he found himself, which was post-Wagnerian, I would say Hitlerian, the atmosphere was one of guns—the music was a subsidiary enterprise. . . .

“At a certain point Phil approached me with a bottle of kosher red wine in one hand and a .45 in the other, put his arm around my shoulder and shoved the revolver into my neck and said, ‘Leonard, I love you.’ I said, ‘I hope you do, Phil.’ ”

They argued about songs and arrangements, and Spector eventually barred Cohen from the studio and mixed the album by himself. He buried Cohen’s voice under his signature “Wall of Sound” production, resulting in an incongruous, if sometimes fascinating, mess. When Death of a Ladies’ Man was released in 1977, Cohen called the album “grotesque” and a “catastrophe.” Rolling Stone’s review was titled “Leonard Cohen’s Doo-Wop Nightmare”; critic Paul Nelson, long a missionary when it came to Cohen’s work, struggled to defend the album, describing it as “the world’s most flamboyant extrovert producing and arranging the world’s most fatalistic introvert.”

Cohen retrenched coming off this debacle. With 1979’s Recent Songs, he received coproduction credit for the first time. This set of songs added more international sounds, such as an oud, a Gypsy violin, and a mariachi band. Cohen’s current touring band, the jazz-fusion group Passenger, played on four of the tracks. The album included one song, “Came So Far for Beauty,” that was a finished recording from the abandoned second album with John Lissauer, and two others (“The Traitor” and “The Smokey Life”) that had been started during those sessions.

It was an interesting midpoint for Cohen to attempt, poised between the overblown Spector arrangements and the starkness of his earlier work. The lyrics were more ironic and bemused than those of the past few albums, which had been so full of bitterness. But while the Gypsy-style instrumentation added some interest, the melodies on Recent Songs were not his strongest, and the album seemed to lack the confidence and momentum of his best work.

The album won back some of the sympathetic press, but Cohen still felt out of step with the times. “People forget that it was against the law to listen to Leonard in the days of punk,” said Bono, who recalled wanting to attend a Cohen concert as a teenager but being unable to afford a ticket. “Some of the most brutal, eye-gouging music criticism was directed at him in those years.”

He soldiered on with more touring, and then a few side projects—Night Magic, a musical cowritten with Lewis Furey, and an album of poetry recitation that was never finished. Five years passed after Recent Songs; time was stretching longer and longer between new Leonard Cohen releases, a pattern that would continue for the remainder of his career. And then in 1984, after he hadn’t heard from Cohen in eight years or so, John Lissauer’s phone rang. “Hey, man,” purred the voice on the other end of the line. “Wanna work?”



    CHAPTER TWO


In June 1984, Cohen and Lissauer recorded the album that would become Various Positions in New York’s Quadrasonic Sound studios. In the album’s arrangements, for the first time on Cohen’s recordings, synthesizers were prominent; they would come to define his sound more and more in the years to come. A group of musicians from Tulsa provided the backbone of the arrangements. Sid McGinnis—who joined the band at Late Night with David Letterman that same year and has remained with the show ever since, in addition to recording with the likes of Bob Dylan, David Bowie, and Dire Straits—provided additional guitar parts.

Jennifer Warnes, who had sung backup with Cohen on previous albums and tours, was brought further into the spotlight as a featured vocalist, a counterpoint to the limited parameters of Cohen’s voice. Hawaiian-born Anjani Thomas was one of the backup singers on these sessions; she would go on to become Cohen’s longtime companion, and he produced an album of her singing his songs, Blue Alert, in 2006.

Lissauer, a Yale graduate who has gone on to a successful career scoring films, beamed when he spoke of these sessions that took place almost thirty years earlier. Seated in the larger of the two studio rooms he operates from his thirty-five-acre farm about an hour north of Manhattan, he described working on Various Positions as pure pleasure. “I’ve never had a more rewarding experience,” he said. “It was so much fun; we had a great time. Leonard and I got along so well it’s almost scary. There were no roadblocks, no disasters; it was great start to finish—it was high art, it was just thrilling.”

The songs included several of Cohen’s most lasting compositions. The selections that ultimately opened and closed the album, “Dance Me to the End of Love” and “If It Be Your Will,” stand among his best-loved work.

Midway through the sessions—Lissauer can’t remember the precise sequence, but it wasn’t near the beginning or the end—Cohen brought in “Hallelujah” to record. Whatever torment he’d been going through with the song’s lyrics over the previous months and years, he showed no sign of confusion or indecision in the studio. “I think it was as it was,” said the producer. “There was no ‘Should we do this verse?’—I don’t think there was even a question of the order of verses, any ‘Which should come first?’ And had he had a question about it, I think he would’ve resolved it himself.

“He’s not one to share his struggles,” Lissauer continued. “If he wasn’t up to recording, if he was still working on something, then we just wouldn’t go in. But he’d never go in and act out the tormented, struggling artist.”

Leanne Ungar, who engineered Various Positions and has remained part of Cohen’s production team ever since, said that there was a pragmatic reason he would not have been experimenting with lyrics during the recording. “He wouldn’t bring extra verses to the studio because of time pressure,” she said. “The meter is running there.”

It seems that the breakthrough in Cohen’s editing—the vision that allowed him to bring the eighty written verses down to the four that he ultimately recorded—was reaching a decision about how much to foreground the religious element of the song. “It had references to the Bible in it, although these references became more and more remote as the song went from the beginning to the end,” he once said. “Finally I understood that it was not necessary to refer to the Bible anymore. And I rewrote this song; this is the ‘secular’ ‘Hallelujah.’ ”

“Hallelujah” as it exists on Various Positions is both opaque and direct. Each verse ends with the word that gives the song its title, which is then repeated four times, giving the song its signature prayer-like incantation. The word hallelujah has slightly different implications in the Old and New Testaments. In the Hebrew Bible, it is a compound word, from hallelu, meaning “to praise joyously,” and yah, a shortened form of the unspoken name of God. So this “hallelujah” is an active imperative, an instruction to the listener or congregation to sing tribute to the Lord.

In the Christian tradition, “hallelujah” is a word of praise rather than a direction to offer praise—which became the more common colloquial use of the word as an expression of joy or relief, a synonym for “Praise the Lord,” rather than a prompting to action. The most dramatic use of “hallelujah” in the New Testament is as the keynote of the song sung by the great multitude in heaven in Revelation, celebrating God’s triumph over the Whore of Babylon.

Cohen’s song begins with an image of the Bible’s musically identified King David, recounting the heroic harpist’s “secret chord,” with its special spiritual power (“And it came to pass, when the evil spirit from God was upon Saul, that David took a harp, and played with his hand: so Saul was refreshed, and was well, and the evil spirit departed from him”—1 Samuel 16:23). It was his musicianship that first earned David a spot in the royal court, the first step toward his rise to power and uniting the Jewish people.

“As a student of the sound, I understood the resonances of his incantation and invocation of David,” said Bono, who added that he immediately responded to the “vaingloriousness and hubris” of the lyric. “I’ve thought a lot about David in my life. He was a harp player, and the first God heckler—as well as shouting praises to God, he was also shouting admonishment. ‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’ That’s the beginning of the blues.”

But this first verse almost instantly undercuts its own solemnity; after offering such an inspiring image in the opening lines, Cohen remembers whom he’s speaking to, and reminds his listener that “you don’t really care for music, do you?”

“One of the funny things about ‘Hallelujah,’ ” said Bill Flanagan, “is that it’s got this profound opening couplet about King David, and then immediately it has this Woody Allen–type line of, ‘You don’t really care for music, do you?’ I remember it striking me the first time I heard the song as being really funny in a Philip Roth, exasperated kind of way—‘I built this beautiful thing, but the girl only cares about the guy with a nice car.’ ”

Cohen then describes, quite literally, the harmonic progression of the verse: “It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth / the minor fall, the major lift.” This is an explanation of the song’s structure (the basic chord progression of most pop and blues songs goes from the “one” chord, the root, up three steps to the “four,” then up another to the “five,” and then resolves back to the “one”), followed by a reference to the conventional contrast between a major (happy) key and a minor (sad) key. He ends the first verse with “the baffled king composing Hallelujah!”—a comment on the unknowable nature of artistic creation, or of romantic love, or both. In the song’s earliest moments, he has placed us in a time of ancient legend, and peeled back the spiritual power of music and art to reveal the concrete components, reducing even literal musical royalty to the role of simple craftsman.

The second verse of “Hallelujah” shifts to the second person—“Your faith was strong but you needed proof.” Apparently the narrator is now addressing the character who was described in the first verse, since the next lines invoke another incident in the David story, when the king discovers and is tempted by Bathsheba. (“And it came to pass in an eveningtide, that David arose from off his bed, and walked upon the roof of the king’s house: and from the roof he saw a woman washing herself; and the woman was very beautiful to look upon”—2 Samuel 11:2.)

In a July 2011 service at St. Paul’s Presbyterian Church in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, the reading of this story was accompanied by a performance of “Hallelujah.” The Reverend Dr. R. M. A. “Sandy” Scott delivered a sermon with his explication of the David story and its usage in the song.

“The story of David and Bathsheba is about the abuse of power in the name of lust, which leads to murder, intrigue, and brokenness,” said Reverend Scott. He recounted that until this point, David had been a brave and gifted leader, but that he now “began to believe his own propaganda—he did what critics predicted, he began to take what he wanted.”

Reverend Scott calls the choice of the word baffled to describe this David “an obvious understatement on Cohen’s part. David is God’s chosen one, the righteous king who would rule Israel as God’s servant. The great King David becomes no more than a baffled king when he starts to live for himself.

“But even after the drama, the grasping, conniving, sinful King David is still Israel’s greatest poet, warrior and hope,” Scott continued. “There is so much brokenness in David’s life, only God can redeem and reconcile this complicated personality. That is why the baffled and wounded David lifts up to God a painful hallelujah.”

Following the David and Bathsheba reference, the sexuality of the lyrics is drawn further forward and then reinforced in an image of torture and lust taken from the story of Samson and Delilah—“She tied you to a kitchen chair / she broke your throne, she cut your hair”—before resolving with a vision of sexual release: “and from your lips she drew the Hallelujah!” Both biblical heroes are brought down to earth, and risk surrendering their authority, because of the allure of forbidden love. Even for larger-than-life figures and leaders of nations, the greatest physical pleasure can lead to disaster.

“The power of David and the strength of Samson are cut away; the two are stripped of their facile certainties, and their promising lives topple into the dust,” wrote Reverend Thomas G. Casey, S.J., a professor of philosophy at the Pontifical Gregorian University, of these first two verses. “The man who composed songs of praise with such aplomb and the man whose strength was the envy of all now find themselves in a stark and barren place.”

Lisle Dalton, an associate professor of religious studies at Hartwick College, noted the many levels on which Cohen’s linking of David and Samson works. “Both are heroes that are undone by misbegotten relationships with women. Both are adulterers. Both are poets—Samson breaks into verse right after smiting the Philistines. Both repent and seek divine favor after their transgressions.

“I don’t know a lot about Cohen’s personal life,” Dalton continued, “but he seems to be blending these two figures together with, we presume, some of his own experiences. There’s no ‘kitchen chair’ in the Bible! There’s a biblical irony that highlights the tendency of even the most heroic characters to suffer a reversal of fortunes, even destruction, because they cannot overcome their sinful natures. The related tendency, and the moral message, is for the character to seek some kind of atonement.”

In the third verse of “Hallelujah,” Cohen’s deadpan wit returns, offering a rebuttal to the religious challenge presented in the previous lines. “You say I took the Name in vain,” he sings. “I don’t even know the name.” He then builds to the song’s central premise—the value, even the necessity of the song of praise in the face of confusion, doubt, or dread. “There’s a blaze of light in every word; / it doesn’t matter which you heard, / the holy, or the broken Hallelujah!”

“A blaze of light in every word.” That’s an amazing line. Every word, holy or broken—this is the fulcrum of the song as Cohen first wrote it. Like our forefathers, and the Bible heroes who formed the foundation of Western ethics and principles, we will be hurt, tested, and challenged. Love will break our hearts, music will offer solace that we may or may not hear, we will be faced with joy and with pain. But Cohen is telling us, without resorting to sentimentality, not to surrender to despair or nihilism. Critics may have fixated on the gloom and doom of his lyrics, but this is his offering of hope and perseverance in the face of a cruel world. Holy or broken, there is still hallelujah.

Finally, the remarkable fourth verse drives this point home, starting with an all-too-human shrug: “I did my best; it wasn’t much.” Cohen reinforces his fallibility, his limits, but also his good intentions, singing, “I’ve told the truth, I didn’t come to fool you.”

And as he brings the song to a conclusion, Cohen shows that for a composition that has often come to be considered a signifier of sorrowful resistance, “Hallelujah” was in fact inspired by a more positive feeling. “It’s a rather joyous song,” Cohen said when Various Positions was released. “I like very much the last verse—‘And even though it all went wrong, / I’ll stand before the Lord of Song / with nothing on my lips but Hallelujah!’ ” (While the published lyrics read “nothing on my lips,” Cohen has actually almost always sung “nothing on my tongue” in this line.) Though subsequent interpreters didn’t always retain this verse, its significance to Cohen has never waned: Decades later, when he was inducted into the Songwriters Hall of Fame, he recited this full last verse as the bulk of his acceptance speech.

“I wanted to push the Hallelujah deep into the secular world, into the ordinary world,” he once said. “The Hallelujah, the David’s Hallelujah, was still a religious song. So I wanted to indicate that Hallelujah can come out of things that have nothing to do with religion.”

“He’s rescued the word hallelujah from being just a religious word,” said the Right Reverend Nick Baines, Bishop of Croydon, in the BBC radio documentary. “We’re broken human beings, all of us, so stop pretending, and we can all use the word hallelujah because what it comes from is being open and transparent before God and the world and saying, ‘This is how it is, mate.’ ”

In the New Yorker, Leon Wieseltier would refer to the song as “a wryer sort of contemporary psalm with an unforgettable chorus.” As Salman Rushdie would many years later, he also noted that “only Cohen would rhyme ‘Hallelujah’ with ‘what’s it to ya?’ ” In fact, every verse is built around the central not-quite-rhyme of “you” and “Hallelujah,” as if the pronunciation of “you” that’s necessary is a recurrent punch line built into the rhythm of the song. (“They are really false rhymes,” Cohen has said, “but they are close enough that the ear is not violated.”)

“I always picked up on at least two levels that Leonard’s lyrics worked on,” said Lissauer. “The obvious, the sexual undertones of so many of his things, and the alienation and loneliness that’s often there. Plus, he was able to find unusual ways to talk about subjects that are not unusual. ‘Hallelujah’ had this unstoppable focus to it, and I knew right away that it was a cornerstone in his career.”

Though almost everyone immediately concentrates on Cohen’s lyrics, of course we wouldn’t still be talking about “Hallelujah” without its simple yet unforgettable melody. It sways, gentle but propulsive, a barely perceptible waltz rhythm adding complexity to a singsongy lilt. “I might have contributed a little bit in that department,” said Lissauer with a grin. “You can hear that it’s not like a lot of things Leonard’s ever done. He had a little help with the chords and the direction of the melody—we had worked together before and gotten comfortable doing that. But it’s his song, I’ve always made that clear. And when we started to get the voicings and the chords and the melody, then it became blessed.”

For some of the inheritors of “Hallelujah,” it is explicitly the melody that speaks most strongly. Jake Shimabukuro is a young, Hawaiian-born ukulele virtuoso. He has built a huge online following through such mind-blowing, fleet-fingered performances as solo uke arrangements of “Bohemian Rhapsody” and “While My Guitar Gently Weeps”; Guitar Player magazine called him “the Jimi Hendrix of the ukulele.” But one of the highlights of his live show, and one of his more popular YouTube clips, is a simple, direct instrumental rendition of “Hallelujah.”

“To me, it’s not about the lyrics at all,” said Shimabukuro. “I really think that it has a lot to do with the chord progression in the song. There are these very simple lines that are constantly happening . . . ” and though we were seated in the restaurant of a midtown Manhattan hotel, he had to stop to get his ukulele out of its case and demonstrate.

As he ran through the song’s chords, he said, “What I like about it is it picks me up. It’s very uplifting, and I think it’s the way that the melody moves, the way that the chords move. This is the line that made me want to cover this song on ukulele”—he played the melody for the second half of the verse, like the lines “It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth / the minor fall, the major lift; / the baffled king composing Hallelujah!”—“that ascending line just does something to me internally that makes me feel good. You’re just playing the scale going up, that’s all it is, but there’s something about that combination of notes . . . ”

“The way the melody is structured is quite genius,” said David Miller of the popular classical crossover group Il Divo. “It builds, it lifts, then there’s always the one word coming back down. It’s almost like sex—it builds, it builds, there’s that moment, and then the afterglow. To go on that journey, the whole thing taken as an experience, is wonderful.”

As for the sound of Cohen’s “Hallelujah” recording, producer Lissauer had a clear vision of his own. He had written the arrangement and the orchestration, and those didn’t change after they got into the studio. “It was effortless to record; it almost recorded itself,” he said. “The great records usually do. The ones that you have to go and beat to death and get clever and do this and that, somehow they just don’t have that flow.”

Though the song potentially lent itself to a grand, anthemic treatment, and a note on the actual score indicates that the musicians were to perform the song in a gospel style, the producer wanted to hold it back. The drummer, Richard Crooks, played with brushes, not sticks; “we had to get strength without bashing,” Lissauer said. The producer felt that a regular bass wasn’t a big enough sound to match Cohen’s vocals, low even by his usual standards, so he crafted a synthesizer bass part.

“We didn’t want it to be huge,” said Lissauer. “I didn’t want to have a big gospel choir and strings and all that kind of stuff, so even when it got large it always had restraint to it. We decided to do this modified choir that was not gospel, not children; it was just sort of a people choir. We brought everyone in—the band came and sang, my ex-wife came and sang, I sang on it. In a way we were trying to get it to be a community choir sound, very humble.

“We didn’t go for overpowering, hit-record-making strings and key changes, or any of the things that would’ve tweaked it. It got its strength from its sincerity and its focus. We just wanted it to be sort of everyman. And I still stand by that being what it was about—it wasn’t about slickness or a gospel-y hallelujah; it was about the real hallelujah.”

While this may have seemed like a simple undertaking to the album’s producer, to Leanne Ungar, the recording engineer, this approach presented its own complications. “I think John knew just how special it was, because he took such care and extra time with every aspect of the arrangement and mix,” she said. “For me, that song was a real struggle. I remember Leonard kept asking me to put more and more reverb on his voice. I love hearing the texture of his unadorned voice and I didn’t want to do it. So I’ve never liked listening back to that recording, because I don’t like the solution I arrived at.

“I remember wanting John to replace the synthesized guitar with a real one,” she went on. “I also remember wishing we could record a large choir instead of layers of small groups. We wanted the song to keep growing bigger and bigger each chorus, but there are limitations of dynamic range on a recording, so the mix was very challenging.”

Between the choir, the ’80s-era synthesizer, and Cohen’s studied performance, the studio “Hallelujah” is certainly dramatic, though, as with many of his recordings, it flirts with cheesiness. The production hits the goals it was aiming for, but there’s a scope, a theatricality to the arrangement that puts it at a bit of a distance—as is often the case, Cohen’s work feels a bit sui generis, something that a listener either gets or doesn’t, and going back to this original recording, it’s difficult to hear what would make the song connect to a universal audience.

For all of its elements, the most striking aspect of the original “Hallelujah” recording, beyond the lyrics, is Leonard Cohen’s own vocal performance. Such lines as “I don’t even know the name” or “I did my best; it wasn’t much” are delivered with a wry, weary humor, creating a real tension between the verses and the soaring, one-word chorus. Those who know the song only through the covers that followed, many of which don’t include this section, would be surprised by the additional complexities in the original. The singing creates the sense of struggle, conflict, and resignation that then pays off in the song’s climactic, closing lines.

“This world is full of conflicts and full of things that cannot be reconciled,” Cohen has said, “but there are moments when we can transcend the dualistic system and reconcile and embrace the whole mess, and that’s what I mean by ‘Hallelujah.’ That regardless of what the impossibility of the situation is, there is a moment when you open your mouth and you throw open your arms and you embrace the thing and you just say, ‘Hallelujah! Blessed is the name.’ . . .

“The only moment that you can live here comfortably in these absolutely irreconcilable conflicts is in this moment when you embrace it all and you say, ‘Look, I don’t understand a fucking thing at all—Hallelujah!’ That’s the only moment that we live here fully as human beings.”

They finished recording the song, and the rest of the Various Positions album. “I said, ‘Man, we’re on top of this, this is really going to do it,’ ” John Lissauer recalled. “ ‘This is gonna be the breakthrough, this record is really going to be important.’ ‘Hallelujah’ just jumped out at you, plus there was a lot of other great stuff on the album.

“And it went to Walter Yetnikoff, who was the president of CBS Records, and he said, ‘What is this? This isn’t pop music. We’re not releasing it. This is a disaster.’ ”

•   •   •

Famous and infamous, music industry legend Yetnikoff had risen from the label’s legal department to run the company, which he did from 1975 to 1990. His career (which is documented in Fredric Dannen’s definitive study of the record business, Hit Men, and in his own freewheeling autobiography, Howling at the Moon) was marked by such earth-shattering triumphs as Michael Jackson’s Thriller and Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the U.S.A., alongside a litany of accusations and allegations about his shady cohorts and abrasive style.

As Cohen recounted the story, when Yetnikoff told him that he was rejecting Various Positions, he said, “Leonard, we know you’re great, but we don’t know if you’re any good.”

Lissauer suggests that perhaps the executives at Columbia (a division of CBS; soon to become part of the Sony Corporation) were expecting something more pop-oriented, based on the early reports from the sessions. “The ’80s was an awful period for real, artistic singer-songwriters,” he said. “The ’70s had everything from Paul Simon’s solo stuff, James Taylor, Joni, even Randy Newman. But the ’80s was all bands and MTV, and Yetnikoff might actually have been looking for a way to weed out the Leonards of the world.”

Ungar believes that the rejection of the album was less strategic than that. “I think it was the usual reason—they didn’t hear a single.”

Many years later, in a 2009 interview with the Canadian Broadcasting Company about the ongoing success of “Hallelujah,” Cohen was sanguine about Columbia’s decision. “There are certain ironic and amusing sidebars,” he said, “because the record that it came from . . . Sony wouldn’t put it out, they didn’t think it was good enough. It had songs like ‘Dance Me to the End of Love,’ ‘Hallelujah,’ ‘If It Be Your Will’—but it wasn’t considered good enough for the American market. So there’s a certain mild sense of revenge that arose in my heart.”

But without the benefit of hindsight, consider Walter Yetnikoff’s position. In September 1984, Leonard Cohen would turn fifty. Each of his last three albums—covering a time span that reached back a full decade—had sold less than its predecessor, even in the scattered countries around the world where he did have a following. He had never placed an album in the U.S. Top Ten.

Meanwhile, as Cohen was in the studio recording Various Positions, the summer of 1984 was perhaps the biggest season in the history of the record business. Over the course of a few months, Prince’s Purple Rain, Springsteen’s Born in the U.S.A., and Madonna’s Like a Virgin were all released, and each went on to sell over ten million copies. Michael Jackson’s game-changing Thriller was still riding high on the charts, more than a year after it first came out. Since its launch in 1981, MTV had become the dominant force in pop music marketing, with a reach and an impact unlike anything the industry had seen before, and now the world’s biggest superstars had figured out how to take advantage of the exposure and opportunities that it offered.

There could be no arguing that record sales had become very big business, and were getting bigger by the day. Stakes were high. And against that backdrop, it’s not hard to imagine that a record company might have had a difficult time knowing what to do with a middle-aged artist, of an elite but very limited stature, at this precise moment in music history. It’s perhaps even more difficult to see a label executive being able to hear clearly enough to believe that the simple song with the Bible stories and the one-word chorus might go on to some success of its own. And, to be honest, while the synthesizer sounds were considered state-of-the-art in 1984, they weren’t edgy enough to win over younger listeners, and they soon sounded somewhat dated.

Various Positions was released overseas, and two months after CBS passed on it, the independent label PVC Records put it out in the U.S., at the end of 1984. (Columbia would later buy back the rights to the album when it rereleased Cohen’s catalogue on compact disc.) But still, once the album reached the public, hardly anyone seemed to notice “Hallelujah,” the first song on the LP’s second side. Don Shewey’s album review in Rolling Stone didn’t mention the song, though it noted the album’s “surprising country & western flavor” and singled out “John Lissauer’s lucid and beautiful production.”

Lissauer had never even seen that review until I sent it to him after our interview. In fact, he had no idea that Various Positions had actually been released in the U.S. until four or five years after it happened. When Cohen’s manager at the time, Marty Machat, broke the news to the producer that the record had been turned down, he said that it wasn’t worth bothering to execute their contract—and so, to this day, Lissauer has never seen a single cent in royalties for his work on “Hallelujah,” about which he seems curiously at peace. “I still survive, everything is fine,” he said, “but it would be nice to actually get royalties for an album with the most-recorded song in fifty years on it.”

The experience essentially ended Lissauer’s producing career. Baffled by the label’s response to a project that he felt so positive about, he switched gears and turned to making music for films, which he feels has all turned out for the best. But he does express regret that the outcome of the Various Positions saga effectively meant the end of his relationship with Cohen.

“Once they went out on tour and then we got word that the record was a non-record, I didn’t see him for fifteen years,” he said. “I think we were both so embarrassed. I felt horrible. I felt like I’d ruined his career.”



    CHAPTER THREE


In June 1988, Bob Dylan began his “Never-Ending Tour,” his return to a regular presence on the road after decades of inconsistent touring. He has continued this approach ever since, in one form or another, playing about a hundred shows a year, or more, every year for almost twenty-five years and counting. Besides experimenting with the endless selections from his own catalogue, he has tossed in a mix of covers on occasion, often country or gospel standards but sometimes songs by his peers, including, in two shows that summer—in July in Montreal and in August in Los Angeles—the Leonard Cohen song he had recently praised to its author.

“The only person who seemed to recognize the song was Dylan,” Cohen has said. Dylan apparently expressed particular admiration for the concluding verse of “Hallelujah,” with its “rather joyous” sensibility. His performances, as heard on bootleg recordings, hew closely to the Various Positions recording—he gets some of the lyrics out of order, he leans into the rhymes more aggressively than does Cohen, with his sly elision, and the swing is a bit leaden, but Dylan’s “Hallelujah” certainly conveys a sense of celebration and praise.

The interpretation is far from definitive (some, in fact, have listed it among the versions that butcher the song), but it has a clear sense of purpose, with additional resonance coming at the moment of Dylan’s reemergence as a stage performer. And there’s no way to overstate the significance of any song’s first real endorsement coming from Bob Dylan.

But by the time Dylan took his shot at the song, “Hallelujah” had already begun to change dramatically. Cohen began touring behind Various Positions in 1985, and he soon started reconsidering the song’s lyrics. He experimented with adding back and swapping out some of the verses that he had excised from the original sprawling manuscript.

Lissauer wonders if the modifications might have been a result of the album’s rejection and commercial disappointment. “Leonard may well have said, ‘Jeez, why was this not successful? I love this song . . . ’ and started to condense his process,” he said.

According to Ungar, the lyric revisions are actually not so uncommon for Cohen. “I think he’s toying with verses for years afterward on many songs,” she said. “He was singing different lyrics to ‘Bird on the Wire’ during the 2008–10 tour.”

By the time the song was recorded in Austin, Texas, on October 31, 1988, as part of a taping for the Austin City Limits public television series (it was not included in the episode, further evidence of its continued obscurity, but the recording was used on 1994’s Cohen Live album), it had been transformed almost completely. It is considerably slower and runs twice as long as the original studio version. Though this appearance came just a few months after Bob Dylan’s performances of “Hallelujah,” only the final verse remains the same as that arrangement; the first three verses are all new, and express something quite different from the experienced wisdom and fortitude of Cohen’s earlier rendition.

This version of “Hallelujah” has a much darker and more sexual edge. The David and Samson references are gone, replaced by a more caustic depiction of love. The mystery of the “secret chord” is gone; the song now opens:

Baby, I’ve been here before.

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

I used to live alone before I knew ya.

Yeah, I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch,

but this love, love is not some kind of victory march,

No, it’s a cold and it’s a very broken Hallelujah!

As a very different kind of hit from the ’80s put it, love is a battlefield: “I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch,” Cohen sings, “but this love, love is not some kind of victory march.” (London’s Marble Arch was initially built as the ceremonial entrance to the courtyard at Buckingham Palace.) And the hallelujah itself is now “cold and very broken.”

Cohen’s vocals aren’t as low and sermonizing as they were in the studio; there’s more melody to this rendition, a range that moves outside of the singsongy tune. With two backup singers replacing the choir, this “Hallelujah” feels smaller in scale and more intimate, and the arrangement is less theatrical and more human and personal.

The second and third verses get more carnal, and more bitter. The person he’s addressing no longer shows him “what’s really going on below,” not like she used to. “I remember when I moved in you, / and the holy dove was moving too, / and every breath we drew was Hallelujah!”—sex and salvation are one, but it’s just a memory now.

Most cynical, in the third verse, he allows that “maybe there’s a God above,” but confesses that “all I ever learned from love / is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.” These aren’t the words of a true believer, not “the laughter of someone who’s claimed to have seen the light,” but of someone who’s been burned and accepted that love is a competition like everything else. The duality of the “holy or the broken” hallelujah on the studio version has been cracked. Here, Cohen sings again of the “cold and lonely” hallelujah.

After a guitar solo by Bob Metzger, he reaches that fourth and final verse, with lyrics intact from the studio version, and the joyousness that Dylan responded to now feels much more like resignation than triumph. The previous stanzas do indeed make it seem like “it all went wrong,” but what else can ya do? He shakes his head and turns up his palms and says what the hell—“with nothing on my tongue but Hallelujah.”

It’s still a powerful piece of writing, and the slowed-down tempo was an appropriate choice for the retooled sentiment. But this “Hallelujah” is something more straightforward than the original—less ambitious, perhaps, if more precise. If the Various Positions lyrics were about faith as a response to life’s brutality, including the ravages and mysteries of love, this edit foregrounded the pains of sex and romance, offering hope as a more defensive protection against defeat, a backstop to prevent us from giving in to despair. The more accessible, if sometimes more pedestrian arrangement, mirrored this pulling of “Hallelujah” back down to earth.

Meanwhile, as Cohen was continuing to tinker with this song, his visibility had begun to increase. In 1986, at the urging of his son, Adam, he made a hilarious cameo appearance on an episode of Miami Vice titled “French Twist” in the role of “Francois Zolan,” a senior executive in the French Secret Service engaged in an illegal operation to blow up Greenpeace boats. He filmed a larger part, but his contribution was cut down to two brief scenes, not quite sixty seconds of Cohen murmuring in French into a telephone. The following year, his featured vocalist Jennifer Warnes recorded a gorgeous and critically celebrated album of Cohen covers titled Famous Blue Raincoat (once again, tellingly, “Hallelujah” was not among the songs she recorded).

Most important, the 1988 release of the I’m Your Man album—which brought him back into the Columbia Records fold, whether because Walter Yetnikoff saw the error of his ways or because he heard something more commercial this time around—was considered a career highlight for Cohen, raising his profile and critical standing following a full decade in which the underachieving Various Positions was his only new music. The synthesizers that Lissauer had introduced were now the foundation of the arrangements, creating a sleeker, sexy Euro-pop sound. I’m Your Man introduced such undeniable classics as “Tower of Song” and “Everybody Knows,” and it became something of a blueprint for the rest of Cohen’s releases to date.

He embarked on a widely acclaimed tour of the United States, and became more visible in the press. The hour-long Austin City Limits performance was his first major appearance on national television in the U.S., and in 1989, he also performed on NBC’s remarkable, short-lived music program Night Music (including an astonishing duet with saxophonist Sonny Rollins on “Who by Fire”). “Everybody Knows” turned up as the theme song for young rebel Christian Slater’s pirate radio station in the film Pump Up the Volume. In Norway, I’m Your Man topped the charts for seventeen weeks, becoming his first-ever Number One album anywhere in the world.

It seemed that Leonard Cohen was finding a place in the global pop community in a way that had eluded him for almost twenty years. Still, when Columbia presented him with an award for the international success of the new album, he wryly thanked the label with the comment “I have always been touched by the modesty of their interest in my work.”

•   •   •

Reflecting this resurgence, in 1991 the first in what would be a number of Cohen tribute albums was assembled by the French music magazine Les Inrockuptibles. The punk rejection of Cohen during the 1970s that Bono described had receded, and I’m Your Fan illustrated the impact that Cohen had quietly exerted on the alternative rock movement that had emerged throughout the 1980s and was on the verge of exploding via the grunge revolution. Such bands as R.E.M., the Pixies, and Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds recorded new versions of Cohen songs for this collection.

“Any attention I get, I’m grateful for,” Cohen told the British music magazine Q. “I never believe anyone when they say that they want to pay tribute to me. Jennifer Warnes was saying for years that she wanted to do an album of my songs and I always took that as an expression of friendship. I never expected her to go ahead and make it. Same with [editor] Christian Fevret, who has put this thing together.

“He presented me with the idea and we ran through some group names. I didn’t know all of them, but I knew Ian McCulloch, whom I’ve met on several occasions, and R.E.M. and the Pixies and Lloyd Cole and John Cale. It seemed like a really nice thing but I said, ‘Yeah, seems like a great idea. Goodbye and good luck.’ I never thought I’d hear from him again.”

Listening to the album with writer Adrian Deevoy, Cohen singled out the performances by Nick Cave on “Tower of Song” (“I love that. It’s weird, but it’s a really intelligent approach”) and the Pixies doing “I Can’t Forget” (“Hear the conviction in that?”). The version of “Suzanne” by Geoffrey Oryema, a Ugandan musician signed to Peter Gabriel’s Real World label, stopped him cold. “When you hear a guy singing a song like this . . . it gives you a good feeling,” Cohen said.

But it would be the contribution from John Cale, who came to (a certain sort of) prominence as one of the founding members of the groundbreaking Velvet Underground, that would ultimately make the biggest impact. Cale had begun his career as an avant-garde classical musician, working with such giants as Aaron Copland, John Cage, and La Monte Young. Following his years in the ’60s with the pioneering, proto-punk Velvets, he embarked on a solo career that ranged from more delicate folk-pop to disturbingly intense, confrontational rock, culminating in an infamous gig during which he chopped off the head of a dead chicken with a meat cleaver on stage. He also produced influential albums by the likes of Patti Smith, the Stooges, and the Modern Lovers. Cale was also a longtime Leonard Cohen devotee, and his inclusion on I’m Your Fan, singing “Hallelujah” in a solo piano arrangement, offered a bit of an elder’s blessing to the younger indie rockers on the album.

Cale has not spoken much about his “Hallelujah” over the years, but in an Australian radio interview in 2010, he explained his selection. “I remember going to see Leonard at the Beacon, in New York, and I hadn’t heard [‘Hallelujah’] before and it just knocked me sideways.”

Cale said in this same interview that he had not only known Cohen’s music, but also the man himself for a long time: “He’s a droll character . . . amazing.” Yet he was unfamiliar with the recorded “Hallelujah,” further proof of Various Positions’ standing, or lack thereof, even among Cohen’s devoted following. And so, Cale later told the Boston Globe, “I called and asked [Cohen] to send the lyrics. I had one of those old fax machines. I went out to dinner and my floor was covered in paper.”

In different tellings, Cale has said that Cohen faxed him fifteen verses or, truer to the author’s account of the song’s initial length, fifteen pages full of verses. “Some of them, I couldn’t sing myself,” said Cale. “Some of them are about Yahweh, about religion, and reflecting Leonard’s background. So I took the cheeky verses.”

Whatever he was initially working with, Cale’s solution was quite simple. Whether he realized it or not, he began his edit with the first two verses of the Various Positions version, the verses that begin “I’ve heard there was a secret chord,” and “Your faith was strong but you needed proof,” and then added the three verses that started the arrangement documented on the Cohen Live album. For the final verse, Cale chose something very different from Cohen’s more spiritual conclusion:

Maybe there’s a God above

all I ever learned from love

is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.

And it’s not a cry you can hear at night,

it’s not somebody who’s seen the light—

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

Despite his implication that he avoided the spiritual dimension of the song, Cale sensed the elemental power of the biblical stories and languages, and returned them to the position of the song’s entry point, but then undercut them with the lyrics focused on sexual longing and tragic romance.

The juxtaposition of the Samson story (“she broke your throne, she cut your hair”) followed by the assertion that “love is not a victory march” is a particularly inspired bit of soldering by Cale. The shift in perspective that resulted from this edit is also intriguing—clearly the “you” who was overthrown by her beauty and the moonlight is not the same “you” who the singer “moved in.” Like a Cubist painting, the lyric now surrounds the listener from multiple points of view.

Most notably, the conclusion was completely transformed. On Cohen Live, Cohen held on to the notion of the transcendent hallelujah “even though it all went wrong,” retaining those final lines even as he jettisoned the rest of the lyrics. Cale, instead, ends his “Hallelujah” with the idea that “maybe there’s a God above,” but that the “cold and broken” hallelujah is “not a cry you can hear at night / it’s not somebody who’s seen the light.” It is bleaker and more despondent, a hallelujah purged of joy.

A few subtle but significant alterations to the lyric—where Cohen sang, “it’s not a complaint,” Cale said, “it’s not a cry”; Cohen’s “lonely Hallelujah” is replaced by a “broken Hallelujah”—only reinforce this sense of desolation. Cale has kept a backdrop of spirituality, with the David and Samson stories and the “holy dove,” but has turned it into a lover’s lament. If the song started its life by making a sacred concept into something tangible and physical, Cale now turned it on its head and made sex sacred.

This edit would prove to be a pivot point for the song’s embrace by the next generation, even if that didn’t happen through Cale’s own recording. Amanda Palmer—make it “Amanda Fucking Palmer,” as her fans would call her—is a powerful performer given to wearing corsets and combat boots onstage. Palmer began singing “Hallelujah” as an encore with her band the Dresden Dolls and retained it as a highlight of her set when she felt the occasion called for something special—like one of her spontaneous “ninja gigs” in Australia in 2011, when she led a DIY bicycle gang through the streets and ended her set with a sing-along to the song in a driving rainstorm.

Palmer explained why she thinks Cale’s restructuring truly cracked the code of the song, and it has to do with the emotional momentum that he created. For Palmer, the line “all I ever learned from love / is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you” always leads to tears. “And then,” she said, “if it’s an especially heated environment, or a perfect night, or I’m really feeling it, or if the room is really on fire—smolderingly, quietly, on fire—that emotion will stick, will plateau right through the last verse.”

Just as significant, Cale’s musical accompaniment replaced Cohen’s choir-and-synthesizers with stark piano arpeggios, sped up from the pace of the original; it was, as writer John S. W. MacDonald put it in the Jewish webzine Tablet, “an arrangement that perfectly suited the song’s tale of human frailty.” The Welsh-born Cale’s clipped, steady delivery gave the song an edge that stripped away any excessive sentiment. “Cale’s version has menace in it,” noted Bill Flanagan. “What for Leonard was resignation, in Cale is kind of like a drunk call at 2 a.m. to the ex-wife—there’s a certain amount of ‘Remember this? Remember this? Remember when I moved in you?’ ”

Cale created a more perfect union out of Cohen’s unnerving marriage of the divine and the damaged, but it came at the cost of a spiritual payoff. Between the reassembled lyrics and the simple arrangement, he truly humanized the song, arguably flattening out the emotional ambiguity but allowing it to retain the mystery and majesty of its imagery. NME called Cale’s recording “a thing of wondrous, savage beauty.”

Cale’s selection of “Hallelujah” and the stripped-down presentation he gave to it also seem meaningful in light of his own work at the time: Following a solo career marked by music that was often abrasive and brutal, he had taken a few years away from music after his daughter was born. This recording was part of a period of gentler and more reflective work, including a collaboration with Lou Reed, his estranged former cofounder of the Velvet Underground, and even a brief Velvets reunion in 1993.

Cale’s “Hallelujah,” which was the final track on the I’m Your Fan album, forever altered the possibilities for this strange, elusive song. Cohen himself began to base his live performances of the song on the lyrics as Cale had edited them—though crucially, he never let go of the redemptive final verse. The tribute record, a provocative but very mixed bag creatively, was hardly a commercial blockbuster, but John Cale’s performance planted the seeds for the “Hallelujah” explosion that would follow.



    CHAPTER FOUR


It’s a little hard to describe Hal Willner. He’s a record producer who has worked with such iconoclasts as Lou Reed (including on Reed’s widely reviled 2011 collaboration with Metallica, Lulu) and Marianne Faithfull. He is a longtime staffer at Saturday Night Live, where he oversees all of the incidental music used in the show’s sketches. Mostly, though, Willner assembles things—over the years, he has put together surprising and enlightening tribute records showcasing the music of Nino Rota, Charles Mingus (on which Leonard Cohen appears), Kurt Weill, and the songs from Walt Disney films, and assembled concerts celebrating such artists as Neil Young, Randy Newman, and Cohen. As a producer of the short-lived, long-lamented Night Music, he was the one who matched Cohen with jazz titan Sonny Rollins on national television.

The same year that I’m Your Fan was released, Willner organized a concert commemorating the late, singular singer-songwriter Tim Buckley. The event, held on April 26, 1991, at St. Ann’s Church in Brooklyn Heights, brought together more than twenty musicians to perform Buckley’s genre-defying, free-form songs. (In 1989, St. Ann’s had been the site of John Cale’s reunion with Lou Reed; they performed Songs for Drella, their song cycle about Andy Warhol, who had brought them together in the Velvet Underground.)

Leonard Cohen had known Tim Buckley in the 1960s—both were loosely grouped with the revolutionary new generation of folksingers, but where Cohen was pushing the boundaries of poetry and lyric sophistication within a musical setting, Buckley was exploring the possibilities for the place where folk, pop, and jazz all meet. After Buckley died of a drug overdose at age twenty-eight in 1975, a small but fervent cult solidified around his music.

It was the avant-garde side of Buckley’s work that was highlighted at the “Greetings from Tim Buckley” show. Performers included the punk pioneer Richard Hell, the charmingly oddball singer Syd Straw, and groupings of as many as five guitarists at a time. But the guest everyone walked away from the show talking about was a young man identified as “Jeff Scott Buckley”—the singer’s then twenty-four-year-old son, who had actually met his late father only once. In his New York Times review of the evening, Stephen Holden wrote that the younger Buckley “delivered his first public performances of several of his father’s songs in a high droning voice that echoed his father’s keening timbre.”

Jeff Buckley had grown up in Southern California, raised by his mother and known as Scotty Moorhead, after his stepfather, Ron Moorhead. His musical ambitions mostly revolved around his guitar playing—he had taken classes at the Musicians Institute, learning music theory and flashy heavy metal licks. He had been kicking around in various bands, playing on recording sessions, rooming at one point with Chris Dowd of the funk-punk band Fishbone. He had already tried moving to New York once, but had gone back to Los Angeles to record a demo tape, when Willner invited him to the St. Ann’s show—a star-making moment about which Buckley later expressed ambivalence.

“When my father died, I was not invited to the funeral, and that kind of gnawed at me,” he would tell Ray Rogers of Interview magazine. “I figured that if I went to this tribute, sang, and paid my respects, I could be done with it. I didn’t want my appearance to be misconstrued, so I said, ‘I don’t want to be billed; I just want to walk on. I don’t want to get anywhere for doing this. It’s something really private to me.’ ”

Though he actually sang four of his father’s songs at the tribute, including a memorable performance of “Once I Was” that closed the show, he only talked to Rogers about one of them. “I sang Tim’s song ‘I Never Asked to Be Your Mountain,’ ” he said. “It was about him having to take the gypsy life over a regular one. I’m mentioned in the song, as is his girlfriend at the time—my mom. It’s a beautiful song. I both admired it and hated it, so that’s what I sang.

“There are all of these expectations that come with this ‘ ’60s offspring’ bullshit, but I can’t tell you how little he had to do with my music. I met him one time when I was eight; other than that, there was nothing.”

Yet former Captain Beefheart guitarist Gary Lucas—who met Jeff at the St. Ann’s show, and who would become his partner in a band called Gods and Monsters—noted that the elder Buckley played a much stronger role in Jeff’s music than he allowed. “Tim Buckley was the major influence on Jeff,” he said, “and, in fact, he knew his father’s catalog backwards and forwards and could sing any of the songs just like his dad if he wanted.”

After the St. Ann’s show, Jeff Buckley went back to Los Angeles. But he didn’t stay there for long. Working as a roadie and guitar tech for Glen Hansard, who would become a star fifteen years later with the indie film phenomenon Once, he found a job that took him on the road with a rock and roll band—or at least a cinematic re-creation of one.

Hansard got his first big break when he was cast in The Commitments. Playing the role of Outspan Foster, the guitarist in a hardscrabble band with dreams of bringing real soul music to Dublin, Hansard got to see the world. The 1991 movie may not have won him the accolades that Once did—“Falling Slowly” was honored with the Academy Award for Best Song, and the film led to a Broadway musical that won eight Tony Awards—but it did win the BAFTA Award for Best Film, and the soundtrack album reached Number Eight on the U.S. charts.

To promote the film, after each media screening in the States, the Commitments played a set at a party. This mini-tour started in L.A., where a young aspiring musician signed on for work as a roadie and guitar tech. Hansard befriended the kid. “We shared amps and guitars, fixed each other’s gear, went to record shops,” he recalled. “We were both big Dylan fans, so we connected on that level.” One night in a Chicago hotel room, Hansard sang Tim Buckley’s “Once I Was” and his friend said, “You know he was my dad, right?” Hansard had no idea.

When they got to New York, all that Hansard and Buckley wanted to do was knock around Greenwich Village and retrace Bob Dylan’s footsteps. After returning to his midtown hotel, Hansard got a call from an old friend from Ireland named Shane Doyle, who had opened a café bar in the East Village called Sin-é (which translates from the Gaelic as “that’s it”). He asked the guitarist if he could persuade the Commitments to come down and play; Hansard said he didn’t know where everyone was, but he and his friend Jeff would love to stop by. Doyle penciled them in for a midnight set, and they were thrilled to have an actual gig in the Village.

“I remember singing ‘Sweet Thing’ by Van Morrison,” said Hansard, “and Jeff came up and started singing the second verse. He got really into it and just started going—the café was packed, people were stopping and looking in through the windows from the street to see what was happening. He was instantly a star in that moment.”

It was Buckley’s first visit to Sin-é, a place that would assume mythic proportions in his legend. Sin-é had no more than a couple dozen scattered tables, and no real stage, just a small cleared space where a couple of musicians or poets could set up. As the name indicated, the bar, which Doyle and Karl Geary opened in 1989, was initially a haven for New York’s young Irish community; U2 and Gabriel Byrne were known to visit, and Sinéad O’Connor, at the height of her fame, could sometimes be found cleaning things up behind the bar.

Hansard recalled that after the set Buckley “stayed and hung out at Sin-é, washing dishes—he always liked the idea of doing that before he went on, he felt like it grounded him before going onstage.” He told Hansard that he wasn’t going to continue with the Commitments tour—that this time he wanted to stay in New York.

Buckley was twenty-five years old, strikingly handsome, and eager for experience. He threw himself fully and immediately into the city and its music community. He played and wrote with Lucas, but by early 1992, he was stepping out on his own, performing solo shows with an electric guitar at such downtown clubs as the Knitting Factory and Cornelia Street Café. Most notably, he was given a regular Monday night slot at Sin-é.

Intimate but low-key, the club was an ideal place for an emerging artist to work. As Buckley began meeting more people, discovering and exploring music from numerous, disparate sources, his Sin-é performances often seemed more like public rehearsals, with the singer trying out material by a lengthy and far-reaching list of artists—Van Morrison, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, Bad Brains, Nina Simone, Robert Johnson—and revealing an astonishing vocal range. The two-disc, expanded version of the live EP recorded at the club documents the boundless energy and rapid-fire, free-associating humor that defined his Monday night shows.

“He was trying songs all the time,” said Hal Willner. “Certain Dylan tunes, Edith Piaf—he did ‘They’re Coming to Take Me Away, Ha-Haaa’ one night. He just became an amoeba, a jellyfish; he was like a Tex Avery character all of a sudden. He swallowed everything—he was enthusiastic about everything. Mine was one of the record collections that he had access to, and it was great because he was just so hungry at that particular time to listen.”

The two women who ran the arts series at St. Ann’s, artistic director Susan Feldman and program director Janine Nichols, became very close to Buckley. “On the deepest level, Jeff was like a little brother to me,” said Nichols, who preceded Willner in the SNL job and now performs as a jazz singer. “Susan and I took him under our wing, to the extent that he would allow it. At the very beginning, Jeff was the most unboundaried person I ever met—he trusted everyone. It was pure luck that we were trustworthy people, and off he went into the world.”

At one point, Nichols and her family went out of town for a few days, and Buckley stayed at their apartment in Park Slope, Brooklyn, to take care of their cat. While he was there, he pulled the I’m Your Fan record from her shelves, and apparently for the first time, heard a song called “Hallelujah.”

Nichols also lent Buckley the Fender Telecaster guitar that became his signature instrument; on the credits to his Live at Sin-é EP, he thanked “Janine Nichols for her guitar, and Susan Feldman for everything.” Looking back, she said, “I’m kind of knocked out by this influence I had on his musical life, with absolutely no intent to do so.”

Soon, Buckley began adding “Hallelujah” to his repertoire. Steve Berkowitz was an A&R executive at Columbia Records in 1992 when he ran into Hal Willner on the street one night; Willner was on his way to see Buckley at Sin-é, and Berkowitz joined him.

“When I first saw Jeff, he was already doing the song,” he said. “From that very first time I heard his version, it was basically as we know it now, fully formed in the way he would deliver it—this tempo, this pace, and, like most songs he did, it was his immediately, not a copy of anybody’s version.”

Yet Berkowitz added that Buckley was always striving to get even further inside the song, that he wasn’t just satisfied by finding an approach that worked and sticking with it. “I thought of Jeff kind of like a jazz musician. Each performance was unique, according to his feelings that day. He’d play with a different pitch, in a different key. He would play a song with a slide one night, and then maybe never do it again. Feel, performance, emotion is what he was tinkering with. So he kept adding, shaping, reworking ‘Hallelujah.’ ”

“I remember the first time I heard Jeff sing it,” said Bill Flanagan, who at the time was the editor of Musician magazine. “It might have been at Sin-é, or it might have been at the Knitting Factory or someplace—but the first time I heard him sing it, I remember saying to him afterwards, ‘Hey, you did the Leonard Cohen song, that was a good call.’ And he said, ‘I haven’t heard Leonard Cohen’s version. I know it by John Cale.’

“I think a lot of people didn’t know the song, and just assumed Jeff had written it. And then it very quickly became the real high point in Jeff’s show; it became his signature pretty early. It was the perfect song for him—because of his voice, but also because of how he looked singing it. It’s a song that begins with King David, and Jeff kind of looked like Michelangelo’s David. And when he sang it, it was as if a Renaissance painting had come to life.”

Ben Schafer, now an executive editor for Da Capo Press, was working as Allen Ginsberg’s assistant in the early 1990s. He went with the poet to a low-scale benefit for a food co-op in the East Village, at which one of the performers was Michael Portnoy, who would later rise to infamy as Bob Dylan’s Grammy stage crasher “Soy Bomb,” and whose routine that night consisted of shooting a carrot out of his ass.

Portnoy was followed by a young singer Schafer did not recognize, “with close-cropped hair and model-like good looks.” He started to stomp and clap, building a beat, and eventually broke into a cover of Nina Simone’s “Be My Husband.” An audience member began to hoot along with him, and Buckley thought that the guy was making fun of him. “In the middle of the song,” said Schafer, “he seethed in the man’s direction, ‘You don’t have to like it, but you don’t have to be a dick about it.’ ”

Buckley then played two more covers, “Lilac Wine,” another Simone song, and “Hallelujah,” which Schafer recognized from Cale’s I’m Your Fan version. “I was absolutely floored,” he said. “I felt my hair stand up, nearly shaking, breathless, couldn’t believe the vocals and the guitar playing. Bear in mind that I did not even know Buckley’s name at this point—I didn’t know he was Tim Buckley’s son, nothing. It remains perhaps the most single and pure musical experience of my life. I was actually spooked, in a way—it was that otherworldly.”

Ginsberg read a poem and invited Buckley to accompany him. “He was reacting to the lines with little musical hiccups and accents,” said Schafer. “He was listening intently to the words and letting them inform his improvised music. It was extraordinary, and it breaks my heart that this impromptu collaboration wasn’t recorded.”

After the show, Ginsberg and Schafer went to the much-beloved Kiev diner on Second Avenue, and ran into Buckley having dinner with Penny Arcade from Andy Warhol’s Factory, who had been the MC at the benefit. “Allen had a funny, sometimes inappropriate way of asking very direct questions,” said Schafer, “and he immediately lit into Jeff—‘That guy hooting during your first song wasn’t making fun of you. He was enjoying it, doing a call-and-response kind of thing. You seem very edgy. Are you on amphetamines?’ ”

Schafer felt that Buckley was already feeling the pressure, the sense that all eyes were on him. “Throughout the dinner,” Schafer recalls, “Jeff seemed distracted, nervous, edgy, like a guy with a lot on his mind. I felt like you needed to be careful with him.”

•   •   •

It didn’t take long for word to spread through the music industry about Jeff Buckley. Soon, every Monday night, limos and town cars blocked the traffic on St. Mark’s Place—at the time, still perhaps the global epicenter of cool—and tiny Sin-é was packed with label execs, journalists, and hangers-on. Everyone knew that something special was happening; critic Tom Moon wrote that Buckley’s voice was “kissed with equal helpings of angelic purity and demon lust . . . a singer forever in search of unattainable ecstasy,” and with his virtuosic, swooping tones and smoldering sexuality, Buckley and his eclectic musical sensibility became the subject of an intense bidding war among several record labels. In October 1992, Buckley signed with Columbia Records—the home of both Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan.

As the time came to go into the studio, though, it wasn’t immediately evident what kind of album Buckley should record. “We were not certain what the album was supposed to be,” said producer Andy Wallace. “He didn’t have a band—he was the darling of the East Village as a solo performer. A lot of people thought the album should capture that, but I didn’t feel that way, and neither did Jeff. He wanted it to be a band record.”

The choice of Wallace was an indication of Buckley’s intention. The producer had worked almost exclusively with heavy rock bands; he’d helmed records by Slayer and White Zombie, and had mixed albums by Rage Against the Machine, the Cult, and, most notable of all, Nirvana—on their earth-shattering 1991 breakthrough, Nevermind.

In addition to continuing to write, so that he had enough material to actually make an album, the former metalhead Buckley also needed to settle on a band that could help make his rock dreams come true. Bassist Mick Grøndahl and drummer Matt Johnson were the eventual choices, with Gary Lucas on a couple of tracks and rhythm guitarist Michael Tighe joining later, for the record’s final sessions.

In the fall of 1993, the Buckley team went into the famed Bearsville Studios, located outside of Woodstock, New York. Albert Grossman, Dylan’s manager, had opened the rustic Bearsville facility in 1970, and it had been the site of work by such legends as the Band, the Rolling Stones, and R.E.M.

Though the band had been playing shows and rehearsing to get in shape for such ambitious, big-screen Buckley compositions as “Grace” (which would become the title track) and “Mojo Pin,” everyone also agreed that the album should retain some connection to the solo work that first attracted such attention. To allow for maximum spontaneity, Wallace had set up an “acoustic area” separate from the band placement in the studio, which was ready to go whenever Buckley felt the urge to wander over and play by himself.

“After dinner or whenever, Jeff would just come in and run through his set,” said the producer. “We tried to have some semblance of an audience, maybe six or twelve people around, so there was no temptation to stop, but just to play it all through. I wanted to record him as intimately as possible, so it felt like you were sitting two feet in front of him, which was the best place to see him in those tiny clubs.”

“We didn’t do ‘recording sessions,’ ” said Steve Berkowitz, who was the executive producer overseeing the making of the album that came to be called Grace. “Jeff played the songs, and they got recorded. We tried hard not to have a barrier, just let him play, just be in it. To give him an atmosphere, an immediacy—like Dylan or Miles Davis, just to make music. Andy can make himself invisible, so when Jeff would go over and start to play, he wouldn’t say anything, just, ‘Get the mic into position and let’s go.’

“The process was so developmental, no one knew what the record was going to be,” said Berkowitz. “There was such a deep well of possibilities to choose from, it was such a tough task for Jeff.” As the sessions continued to evolve, it was clear that Buckley needed to keep things going in the studio longer than planned. He left for a while to tour, returning for final sessions in early 1994, now with guitarist Tighe as part of the studio band. A four-song EP, recorded live at Sin-é, was released in December of 1993 as a stopgap to buy some more time.

Buckley continued to accumulate more and more material, but there was never any doubt that “Hallelujah” would be a leading contender for the final album. “There were a lot of these solo songs to sort through,” said Wallace, who didn’t know the song prior to his work with Buckley and had not heard the Cohen recording, “but there was never any question about this one going on the album, that it was something special. It had a magic to it, and that was there from the beginning.”

Buckley returned to the song again and again in the studio; by some accounts, he recorded more than twenty takes of “Hallelujah” over the course of the sessions. Wallace recalls one version that began with an extended minor-key introduction. The final recording is actually a composite created from multiple takes, though memories differ as to how extensive the patchwork actually is: The producer thinks it was “pretty much straight-ahead,” mostly one version with some fixes, while Berkowitz remembers a more elaborate process that stitched together a bunch of parts. “Even when we thought it was done, and we were doing the final mix, Jeff decided he needed to do one more overdub,” he said.

The variations and refinements weren’t dramatic; they represented Buckley searching for the subtleties and nuances he wanted, for a precise shading in the ultimate delivery of this song that he had come to inhabit so fully. A pause here, a breath there, a guitar fill—he was teasing out the slight changes that would express the feelings he was striving to communicate. “He didn’t rearrange the words,” said Berkowitz. “He simply Buckley-ized them.”

“By the time he recorded it, he’d sung the song a hundred times, maybe three hundred times,” said Flanagan. “He knew what he was going for; he knew what was in it. I think in a lot of ways it was the song he was struggling to write himself, and here he found that someone had written it for him.”

The nearly seven-minute-long recording of “Hallelujah” that appears on Grace opens, unforgettably, with the sound of Buckley exhaling, immediately establishing a romantic sense of drama and intimacy. (Berkowitz noted that the breath came from Buckley’s exhaustion after playing for several hours, not because he was just sitting down and starting cold.) He begins with a gentle, rolling introduction on his guitar that establishes a mood instantly, a riveting sense of focus and intensity; on the BBC, Guy Garvey noted that Buckley’s instrumental introduction “moves from sorrow and uncertainty into confident, joyful chords before he has even sung a word.” Sticking with Cale’s five-verse structure, Buckley’s guitar accompaniment slowed down Cale’s piano arpeggios and built a subtly propulsive arrangement that was tender yet powerful: A full decade after its initial recording, “Hallelujah” was finally given a melodic framework to match its masterful lyrics.

Buckley’s magnificent, soaring voice radically altered the feel of the song; he himself called the song “a hallelujah to the orgasm . . . an ode to life and love.” Where the older Cohen and Cale sang the words with a sense of experience and perseverance, of hard lessons won, this rising star delivered the lyrics with swooning emotion, both fragile and indomitable. By balancing this slightly melodramatic reading with the simple, stripped-down sound of a solo guitar, he also avoided having the whole thing become too over-wrought and risk collapsing under its own weight.

In Buckley’s hands, “Hallelujah” was transformed into a youthful vision of romantic agony and sexual triumph. (Buckley actually expressed some doubts about the emotional liberties taken by his rendition, saying that he hoped Cohen wouldn’t hear it.) In her book examining Grace as part of the 33⅓ series, in which each volume is dedicated to the consideration of a single rock album, Princeton professor Daphne Brooks called Buckley’s performance “gospel music with sex, desire, and love tangled together and representing the keys to existential revelation and resurrection.”

“When you hear the Jeff Buckley version,” said ukulele virtuoso Jake Shimabukuro, “it’s so intimate it’s almost like you’re invading his personal space, or you’re listening to something that you weren’t supposed to hear.”

“It’s a hymn to being alive,” Buckley said in 1994. “It’s a hymn to love lost. To love. Even the pain of existence, which ties you to being human, should receive an amen—or a hallelujah.”

Glen Hansard—a lifelong Cohen fan, who remembers going to a Cohen concert when he was a teenager in Dublin—compares the two interpretations by way of a 1978 prose piece by Cohen titled “How to Speak Poetry.” Closely paraphrasing the original text, Hansard said that Cohen’s instruction was to “deliver the line and step aside. Don’t lift your shoulders when you say the word butterfly—you are a vessel that’s about delivering the words.”

“So Leonard’s version is typical of what he would do, but Jeff gave it wings, he lifted his chest. He gave us the version we hoped Leonard would emote, and he wasn’t afraid to sing it with absolute reverence. Jeff sang it back to Leonard as a love song to what he achieved, and in doing so, Jeff made it his own. Leonard penned it, but Jeff owned it.”

This interpretation came with a price, though. The dry humor of Cohen’s original was gone; there was no room for this sardonic maturity in such an earnest performance. (Seattle-based music writer Michael Barthel would later lament the “sad-sack miserabilism” of Buckley’s interpretation.) Buckley was exactly half Cohen’s age at the time they each recorded the song, at a stage where “all I ever learned from love” added up to a very different set of lessons.

“Jeff was a very unironic guy, and Leonard’s very ironic,” said Flanagan. “So Jeff may or may not have thought about the fact that some of the lines had been intended ironically, or with some humor, but it didn’t matter. Not when he did it. Jeff’s version was—I don’t want to say naïve, but it had an innocence to it.

“Leonard’s reading was kind of an old man looking back, but when Jeff did it, it was turned around,” he continued. “It was suddenly like a young man’s first discovery of the power of sex and the power of love, and the connection between sexuality and spirituality, which is David’s theme, isn’t it? That’s the theme of the Psalms. And so you have a song that really was transformed.”

Even if Buckley’s “Hallelujah” didn’t deliver all of the layers that Cohen’s words contained—maybe no one else’s rendition could—the passion and power of his performance are undeniable, irresistible. He polished the song to a perfect shape, in a way that allowed it to connect with a much different kind of listener than the cult of sophisticates who were devoted to Cohen’s less inviting sound.

“Jeff made more of a Fabergé egg out of the song,” said Janine Nichols. “It’s so focused and beautiful—nothing repeats, it’s so full of ideas, just an incontrovertible thing of beauty. . . . It’s like the song was lying there, waiting for someone to see what it could be.”

•   •   •

Jeff Buckley’s Grace album was released by Columbia Records in August 1994, amid a flurry of hype. The final song selection included seven songs written or cowritten by Buckley; three of his wide range of covers also made the cut, illustrating his sprawling tastes and influences. The album’s fourth track is Nina Simone’s “Lilac Wine,” a staple of his live show. A version of Benjamin Britten’s “Corpus Christi Carol” comes near the record’s end. Right at the album’s center sits “Hallelujah,” the set’s longest track.

For all the high expectations, though, and the mystique it would later acquire, Grace was a flop; it didn’t make the Top 100 on the U.S. charts, and only one single, “Last Goodbye,” made any kind of dent on rock radio. (Buckley did, however, make the list of People magazine’s 50 Most Beautiful People in 1995.) Like Leonard Cohen before him, Buckley made more of an impact overseas: Grace nicked the Top 50 of the charts in the UK and France.

Even within the limited attention that the album did receive, “Hallelujah” was far from being the focal point. Four songs were eventually released as singles from Grace (the title track, “Last Goodbye,” “So Real,” and “Eternal Life”); there was actually talk of releasing “Hallelujah” as yet another single, but by that time, sales had slowed to the point where Columbia decided instead to drop its promotional efforts. Feature stories and interviews with Buckley hardly mentioned the song, and its reception by the critics was mixed.

In Rolling Stone, Stephanie Zacharek wrote that “the young Buckley’s vocals don’t always stand up: He doesn’t sound battered or desperate enough to carry off Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah.’ ” A year-end wrap-up in the New York Times offered a different perspective, though. Stephen Holden (who had covered the St. Ann’s show for the newspaper) wrote that the recording “may be the single most powerful performance of a Cohen song outside of Mr. Cohen’s own versions.”

Some reviews for Grace were downright negative: The influential “dean of American rock critics,” Robert Christgau, listed the album in his 1994 “Turkey Shoot” in the Village Voice, writing, “It’s wrong to peg him as the unwelcome ghost of his overwrought dad. Young Jeff is a syncretic asshole. . . . Let us pray the force of hype blows him all the way to Uranus.” But, despite its commercial failure, when the smoke cleared, Grace appeared on many critics’ lists of the year’s best albums in the U.S., the UK, and France.

More significantly, Jeff Buckley was celebrated by the rock and roll elite: Paul McCartney, Jimmy Page, Elvis Costello, and Eddie Vedder were among the stars who raved about the young singer. If he didn’t quite turn into the pop star he was supposed to be, Buckley was at least a top-shelf underground celebrity. And among young listeners, especially those who were dreaming about making music themselves, “Hallelujah” was a song that was attracting some notice.

Almost a decade before her debut, Come Away with Me, sold ten million copies and won five Grammy Awards, Norah Jones stumbled across Grace as a high school student in Texas. “I went to the CD store, it was on display and it looked interesting,” she said. “But I remember thinking, ‘Is this a Christian album? It’s called Grace, it has songs called “Hallelujah” and “Corpus Christi Carol” on it—that’s not what I came here to buy.’ But I listened to a little and it sounded kind of cool. This was when it first came out, and nobody really knew about it—hey, does that make me cool?”

She soon discovered “Hallelujah,” and couldn’t stop listening to it; in 2012, it was her answer in the category “First Song That I Was Obsessed With” in an interview with Entertainment Weekly. “It’s just stunning, it’s one of the most beautiful things ever recorded,” she said. “I believe every word he says. I had a boom box with a CD player and a repeat button, and I’d play it over and over. I’d fall asleep to it, but when he hits that high note, every time it would wake me up, so I’d wake up every four minutes.”

For Brandi Carlile, growing up in Washington State, the religious overtones of the song had a more specific resonance. “It was really the song from Grace that most jumped out,” she said, during a conversation in her Manhattan hotel room, a few hours before a sold-out show at Town Hall. “Somebody played that song for me and I fell head over heels in love with it. I was having really complicated faith struggles during that time. I just had an instant connection to it based on that.”

So there was the substance of the song, and for some listeners, that was the key. But there was also that indescribable essence that Buckley was trying to conjure in take after take during the sessions. The fans that reacted so strongly to this song were connecting directly with Jeff Buckley, to an intangible intimacy that certain recordings convey and a clarity that he seized on and never let go.

“A lot of musicians talk about it, but there really is something to a magic performance—it’s a rare thing,” said Patrick Stump of the pop-punk band Fall Out Boy, who would later incorporate part of “Hallelujah” into a song of their own titled “Hum Hallelujah,” which would in turn become a favorite of their own fans. “The thing about the Jeff Buckley version of ‘Hallelujah’ that gave it another life was that it was just a magical performance. There really are very few of those in music history, recordings that are just dead-on—something like Otis Redding’s ‘These Arms of Mine.’

“Jeff Buckley had that quality, and even he couldn’t have performed the song that same way again. [Cohen’s] original was so produced, and Buckley’s is so small, just a guy and his guitar, and he makes it so personal. . . . He was able to find so many different things in that lyric—sex, passion, darkness, beauty are all in his voice. In the end it lends itself to Jeff Buckley’s legacy as much as Leonard Cohen’s.”

“Hallelujah” has become an unexpected staple in the live act of heavy metal band Alter Bridge, initially an offshoot of the mega-selling hard rock band Creed. (Coincidentally, on my way to meet up with Alter Bridge singer Myles Kennedy prior to a concert by his band, a cellist was playing “Hallelujah” in the Union Square subway station.)

In a downstairs lounge under the Best Buy Theater, in the heart of Times Square, Kennedy (who also sings in a band led by guitarist Slash, and filled in for Axl Rose when Guns N’ Roses were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2012) recalled the first time he heard Buckley’s recording of the song, saying, “It was one of those life-changing moments. I was in my house in Spokane, Washington, I think it was January of ’95. I had just gotten the Grace record and sat down and was listening to it, and that song came on and I was completely dumbfounded. Then I got to see him perform it about five months later in Seattle.

“The thing about Jeff’s interpretation is that there’s a certain melancholy, a certain longing. What I got out of it was the idea of surrendering, just total surrender to this thing called love. The vibe I get in reading that lyric, or in singing it, is that it’s not necessarily perfect; it’s painful. But surrendering nonetheless. And it’s beautiful.”

Amanda Palmer, who has often performed “Hallelujah” live, takes a bit of a contrary view (as she does with most things); she said that she appreciates Buckley’s interpretation more than she loves it, and finds his reading more calculated than truly organic. “I think Jeff Buckley was brilliant, but his version of the song always struck me as too technical,” she said. “But I get totally why that version hooked people, because he also knows what you can’t do with that song, which is that you can’t get so overwrought that you lose the plot. You’ve got to deliver it just right, and he’s got this angelic, fantastic, otherworldly voice.

“I think the other important part of that song is you don’t fucking over-orchestrate it. You don’t put swelling strings and a symphony behind it. That song works best when it’s just stripped down.”

Jeff Buckley’s following may not have been as big as Columbia Records had hoped for, but it was certainly fervent. And as these listeners discovered Buckley, some of them were also being introduced to the older Canadian gentleman who had a songwriting credit on the album. While Buckley didn’t know Cohen’s work when he first started performing “Hallelujah,” by the time Grace was released, he had become a student of the man’s music.

“He developed a tremendous respect and reverence for all things Leonard,” said Steve Berkowitz. “Like Dylan, Led Zeppelin, Miles Davis, James Brown—they were all of the highest order to Jeff.” Buckley was photographed holding a banana in tribute to the cover of Cohen’s I’m Your Man, and in the booklet for the expanded reissue of Grace, there’s a shot of him holding a copy of the Various Positions LP.

“The reason I did ‘Hallelujah’ was because of the song, and not because of Leonard,” he told MTV’s 120 Minutes alternative video show. “But you can’t help but admire him.”

When Norah Jones first heard “Hallelujah,” she didn’t know that it was a cover. “Then I also realized Leonard Cohen wrote ‘Everybody Knows,’ which I knew from Concrete Blonde doing it on the Pump Up the Volume soundtrack,” she said. “I also used to listen to Nina Simone’s version of ‘Suzanne,’ so then I was like, ‘Who is this guy?’ ”

•   •   •

If Leonard Cohen was the author of “Hallelujah” and John Cale was its editor, Jeff Buckley was the song’s ultimate performer. A decade after its original recording, the song had found its defining voice, and the Grace recording would essentially become the version against which future versions would be measured.

To this new generation of cool kids, “Hallelujah” belonged to Jeff Buckley. Having honed his performance of the song in tiny Manhattan clubs, he was ready to take it out to the world with complete confidence. Often even a famous artist will offer deference or defensiveness when covering someone else’s composition, but not Jeff Buckley. (“Jeff was never intimidated by a song,” said Glen Hansard. “That’s kind of what made him great.”) He was delivering “Hallelujah” with an intensity that was almost mystic, and a very different manifestation of the ecstatic, “holy hallelujah” in Cohen’s original.

Just how much he had taken on a new and specific meaning for his “Hallelujah” was evident in the razor-edged, street-romantic way Buckley introduced the song onstage in Germany in 1995. “It’s not the bottle,” he said. “It’s not the pills. It’s not the face of strangers who will offer you their lines and hot needles. It’s not the time you were together in their place—so perfect, like a second home. And it’s not from the Bible. It’s not from angels. Not from preachers who are chaste and understanding of nothing that is human in this world. It’s for people who are lovers. It’s for people who have been lovers. You are at last somewhere. Until then it’s hallelujah.”



    CHAPTER FIVE


The same year that Grace was released, Leonard Cohen disappeared. In 1992, his ninth album, The Future, came out. Released following the riots in Los Angeles in the aftermath of the Rodney King verdict—Cohen could see the fires from his house—the record expressed some of his bleakest sentiments; “I’ve seen the future, baby: / it is murder,” he sneered on the title track, and “Give me crack and anal sex / Take the only tree that’s left / and stuff it up the hole / in your culture.”

The album was more scriptural, more apocalyptic, even by Cohen’s standards. But it also contained some of his most profound struggling for hope—in one of his most celebrated lines, on “Anthem,” he sang, “There is a crack in everything / That’s how the light gets in.”

“I write the songs when I get to the place where I can’t be dishonest about what I’m doing,” Cohen told Anthony DeCurtis in Rolling Stone. “The record is there for keeps. There’s flesh and blood attached to it. I did what was necessary, and I sit here kind of wrecked.”

Most of the interviews he did around the album’s release still did not mention “Hallelujah,” even within lists of his best-known compositions. (In fact, even a Cohen biography published in 1996 with the title Various Positions did not include a single reference to the song.) In 1993, Cohen published a collection of his lyrics and poetry titled Stranger Music, which he had spent several years assembling. “Hallelujah” was included with the four verses as recorded on Various Positions, and then the other lyrics from the Cale/Buckley version listed as “additional verses.”

The Future gave Cohen his greatest commercial success in years—it went double platinum in Canada and reached the Top 40 in the UK—though it still did not chart in the U.S. Following a 1993 tour, he withdrew from the public eye and began a period during which he spent years in isolated study at a Zen monastery in the San Gabriel Mountains outside of Los Angeles.

According to its website, the Mt. Baldy Zen Center, founded in a former Boy Scout camp by Kyozan Joshu Sasaki Roshi (who is still the center’s teacher today, at age 105), “enables ordained priests and lay students to train together in a formal, but rustic setting—designed to help us realize fundamental insights into our nature, and to manifest these insights in everyday life.” For the remainder of the 1990s, as he turned sixty and beyond, the Canadian Jew mostly stayed 6,500 feet up Mt. Baldy, learning from the elderly Zen master, whom he had first met in 1969. This grandson of a rabbi, who has said that he has explored spiritual directions “from Scientology to delusions of [himself] as the High Priest rebuilding the Temple,” was embracing a life of intensive reflection: Cohen performed ritual tasks, spoke little, and wrote only for himself. In time, he would be ordained a Rinzai Buddhist monk and given the name “Jikan,” meaning “Ordinary Silence.”

“There was no sense of dissatisfaction with my career,” Cohen later said to writer Mikal Gilmore of his time at the monastery. “On the contrary. If anything, it was like, ‘Well, so this is what it’s like to succeed.’ I had the respect of my peers and another generation or two, and people were writing kindly about me.” He said that when he decided to study with Roshi, it was “with the feeling of, ‘If this works, I’ll stay.’ I didn’t put a limit on it, but I knew I was going to be there for a while.”

In the absence of any new recordings, Columbia Records spent the rest of the 1990s exploring Cohen’s back catalogue. In 1994, Cohen Live came out—a compilation of concert performances over the years, including the Austin City Limits version of “Hallelujah” from 1988. That same year, Trent Reznor, the front man of Nine Inch Nails, assembled the soundtrack for Oliver Stone’s film Natural Born Killers, and included three Cohen songs (two on the soundtrack album)—an endorsement of Cohen’s eternal cool by two new-school rebels that introduced him to yet another audience. (This came on the heels of the shout-out to Cohen by Nirvana, then perhaps the biggest band in the world, on the 1993 song “Pennyroyal Tea.”)

More tribute albums were recorded in Cohen’s honor, in the Czech Republic and Spain. In an interview with KCRW’s Chris Douridas, Cohen said that when these records “landed in the mailbox,” he was “very impressed by the performances and the treatment, and I thought, ‘Who can I turn to, to let people hear this?’ ” He and his team decided to help assemble a tribute project of their own.

Titled Tower of Song, the 1995 collection reflected the fact that Cohen’s star had risen considerably in a few years; it featured bigger names than the indie rockers on I’m Your Fan, including Elton John, Sting, and Peter Gabriel. The subject himself told Douridas that “whenever I hear anybody do one of my songs my critical judgments go into immediate suspended animation. I’m just knocked out when anybody does a cover of mine. . . . First of all, I am happy that someone has heard the song and is moved to cover it. Second of all, it gives me a completely fresh take on the song and I can then enter it into my own judgmental process.” He singled out Billy Joel’s version of “Light as a Breeze” as a particular favorite: “I think it’s a much, much better version of the one I came up with.”

On Tower of Song, “Hallelujah” was interpreted by one of the biggest names of all—that onetime teenage Leonard Cohen fan who goes by the name Bono, in a very rare solo foray away from the rest of U2.

Bill Flanagan remembers playing Cohen’s version of “Hallelujah” for Bono on a homemade cassette during a drive in New Zealand in the fall of 1993, while he was on tour with the band reporting what would become the book U2: At the End of the World. As he mentions in the book, when the song reached the lines “You say I took the Name in vain; / I don’t even know the name,” Bono cracked up.

“His admiration for Leonard is tremendous,” said Flanagan. “He sees him as a standard to shoot for, and one he still feels he hasn’t matched.”

“He’s an extraordinary talent, and anyone who’s interested in music has got to be interested in him,” Bono would later tell MTV regarding Cohen. “Anyone who’s interested in words needs to be interested in him. He’s the original rapper, you know, if you’re interested in hip-hop. He’s a sexy man who made sexy music, who made music asking questions about God and girls and everything. Any question that I’ve wanted to ask, I’ve found in his mouth first.”

In the film that ran as part of Cohen’s induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, the U2 front man said, “I’ve been humbled and humiliated as a fan of Leonard Cohen’s, particularly by the song ‘Hallelujah.’ ”

Bono’s “Hallelujah” on the Tower of Song album includes lyrics from both the Various Positions version of the song and the Cale/Buckley edit—five verses in all, reshuffled so that the “even though it all went wrong, / I’ll stand before the Lord of Song” lines come in the middle and the “cold and broken Hallelujah” serves as the conclusion. It’s an interesting sleight of hand, offering up a sense of hope and then snatching it away.

That alone might have made for a compelling take on the song—if it weren’t for the fact that Bono’s “Hallelujah” is, unfortunately, just awful. While there might seem to be no singer as well equipped to handle the song’s balance of the earthly and the spiritual—whose own lyrics have frequently grappled with the same issues—for this recording, Bono opted for a lumbering trip-hop arrangement, produced by noted Scottish remixer Howie B. The singer mutters the verses over a limp beat (perhaps in tribute to his notion of Cohen as the “original rapper”) and a darting trombone, with his voice leaping into a falsetto for the chorus that feels forced and passionless.

When Bono called from his home in Dublin to talk about “Hallelujah,” his first words to me were, “I wasn’t sure why I agreed to do this interview, but then I remembered that I needed to apologize to the world—I didn’t just let myself down, or my parents, I let the whole school down.

“The lyric explains it best. There’s the holy and the broken hallelujah, and mine was definitely the broken one. It was one of those moments—desperate, even wretched, and I was in desperate need of these words, and that’s the only excuse. If you’re that desperate to hear it, you sing it. It was a snapshot, a Polaroid, of a place I was in, but you really shouldn’t go putting these things out when they’re done in such a private way. Intimacy was the currency of the occasion.”

U2 had been galvanized by the alternative and industrial rock movements of the early ’90s, resulting in some of the band’s finest work (the 1991 masterpiece Achtung Baby and the resultant Zoo TV tour) and some of its more daring but least convincing (the rapidly recorded follow-up Zooropa in 1993 and the Original Soundtracks ambient side project with producer Brian Eno, for which they billed themselves as the Passengers). Bono’s rendition of “Hallelujah” seems very much of its moment, looking to electronic accompaniment for hip credibility and novelty rather than for what best served the song.

The generous reading is that at least Bono was trying for something different and challenging. It was too soon to compete with Buckley’s version—Bono was an active champion of the young artist, once telling Mojo magazine that “Jeff Buckley was a pure drop in an ocean of noise”—and this reading, however flawed, does at least acknowledge the layered complexity of the song’s images.

“I don’t really remember being conscious of the Jeff Buckley version at the time, though maybe that’s why I did the whisper,” said Bono. “If you can’t take true flight and do his kind of Sufi singing, maybe stick to recitation. So I did it as beat poetry, with my fat-lady voice coming in in falsetto—it’s remarkable I could even get up to that at the time.

“I think trip-hop was an interesting approach,” he continued. “People would never think of Leonard Cohen in that way, even if it was more trip than hop, or we were tripping over the hop. I just remember wanting to fit in as much of the text as possible, really making it about the text. And I think it was reverent in all the right ways.”

So let’s be kind—where better to risk an experiment than on an overly sincere, second-time-around tribute album, anyway?

Around the release of the Tower of Song album, Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times interviewed Cohen in his room at Mt. Baldy. “I stay here and do my work and help look after Roshi, who is the old teacher,” Cohen said. “He’s eighty-eight, and three or four of us are charged with doing that. Cooking is my contribution.”

“The sixty-one-year-old songwriter and poet hasn’t turned his back on the world,” wrote Hilburn. “He frequently heads down the mountain to Los Angeles in his four-wheel-drive vehicle, either to visit an affiliated Zen center, to visit his daughter in the Mid-Wilshire area or meet with Kelley Lynch, his manager.

“Cohen has plenty of time here to devote to his writing. At present, he’s working on an illustrated book of poems and songs for a future album. His workroom contains a primitive Macintosh computer and a synthesizer, tools for his music and his graphic art. There is also a radio in the room, but no CD or cassette player. He has to go out to his vehicle to play a CD.”

Leonard Cohen might have removed himself from society, but even on the quiet mountaintop, he hadn’t stopped working.

•   •   •

Meanwhile, Jeff Buckley spent much of 1995 and 1996 touring the world—making an endless loop around the United States, Europe, Australia, and Japan, from which various shows were recorded that have been released as albums and DVDs over the years. “Hallelujah” was his regular closing song, the emotional climax of his set every night, reducing his audiences to silence at the conclusion of an often frenzied evening.

Patti Smith invited Buckley to guest on her Gone Again album. During those sessions, he met guitarist Tom Verlaine, cofounder of the pioneering punk band Television, and asked Verlaine if he would produce his next album, which Buckley had decided would be called My Sweetheart the Drunk. In the middle of 1996, Buckley and his band started recording with Verlaine in New York, but the singer wasn’t satisfied with the results they were getting.

In late 1996, Buckley did a “phantom solo tour” of the northeastern states, returning to the one-man approach and billed under a series of aliases. “There was a time in my life not too long ago when I could show up in a café and simply do what I do, make music, learn from performing my music, explore what it means to me, i.e., have fun while I irritate and/or entertain an audience who don’t know me or what I am about,” he wrote in an explanatory online Christmas message to his fans. “In this situation I have that precious and irreplaceable luxury of failure, of risk, of surrender. I worked very hard to get this kind of thing together, this work forum. I loved it and then I missed it when it disappeared. All I am doing is reclaiming it.”

He gathered the band for another session with Verlaine in early 1997, but again was frustrated with how things were going. At the suggestion of his friend Dave Shouse from the scuzzy blues-punk band the Grifters, Buckley decided to try changing his surroundings: He moved to Memphis, Tennessee, rented a shotgun house, and set up shop at Easley McCain Recording studio, where such alt-rock royalty as Pavement and Sonic Youth had recently recorded. In February, Buckley and band did a third session with Verlaine but, still unhappy, the singer called Andy Wallace to discuss his taking over the production.

Buckley continued working on his new material the best way he knew, playing frequently at a downtown Memphis bar called Barrister’s, even going so far as to take a weekly residency there, just like the old days at Sin-é. He was looking for a sound, and for a purpose—he often visited the Memphis Zoo and talked about volunteering there (there’s now a plaque at the zoo commemorating him, purchased by Buckley fans around the world); he got around the city by bicycle; he let the grass grow at his house but meticulously sanded the floors. He was recording demos of the new songs on his own four-track recorder and sending them up to his band members in New York, who were scheduled to return to Memphis for rehearsals and recording sessions on May 29.

Penny Arcade, the former Andy Warhol superstar who had befriended Buckley during his early days in New York, wrote an online account of his final show at Barrister’s on Monday, May 26. Tim Taylor, the lead singer in the cult favorite synth-punk band Brainiac, had died in a car crash. Buckley’s first words on stage were “Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead, he’s fucking dead, the guy from Brainiac is fucking dead. I want this to mean something to every fucking one of you.”

Arcade writes that he “began to play ‘Terminal Cancer,’ a song that includes the line ‘The world has eternal cancer’—‘I guess that’s how the guy from Brainiac felt,’ he continued as he segued into ‘Hallelujah’ in requiem for Taylor.” Later, when he performed “Corpus Christi Carol,” a song he hadn’t played live in over two years, Buckley said to the small crowd, “Is that how you like your rock heroes—dead?”

Three nights later, when the band arrived, Buckley and his friend and roadie Keith Foti were heading to the rehearsal studio and got lost. When the ever-impulsive singer figured out that they had ended up downtown, he suggested that they swing by the river—there was a spot in the Wolf River, a tributary of the Mississippi, where he had gone swimming, and he wanted to go back in. Though the water in the Wolf seems calm, natives know that its undercurrents can be deceptive.

Buckley waded in, still wearing his clothes and combat boots, and started singing Led Zeppelin’s “Whole Lotta Love.” At about nine-fifteen, after Jeff had been in the water for fifteen minutes, Foti saw a tugboat pass and called to Buckley to get out of the water. As the water got choppier, Foti got up to move his boom box so it wouldn’t get splashed. When he turned back around, he didn’t see Buckley.

Foti called the police, who began a search process. Boats, helicopters, and scuba divers all scoured the river and its banks, but after several hours, the efforts were called off. Six days later, on June 4, a riverboat passenger caught sight of something in the water. It was the body of Jeff Buckley.

The medical examiner at the University of Tennessee in Memphis announced that Buckley had tested negative for drugs, and that his blood alcohol level was insignificant, the equivalent of a glass of wine. The official cause of death was accidental drowning with “no evidence of other injuries.” Buckley was thirty years old—two years older than his father had been when he died. His immense potential, his quest for transcendence through music, was stilled. But in ways no one could have anticipated, Jeff Buckley’s popularity and influence would only expand in the years to come.



    CHAPTER SIX


Following his passing, like those of other beautiful stars who died young, from James Dean to Tupac Shakur, Jeff Buckley’s legend began to ascend. On June 7, 1997, just a few days after Buckley’s body was found, U2 appeared at the second annual Tibetan Freedom benefit concert, organized by the Beastie Boys and held on New York City’s Randall’s Island. They closed their set with a churning version of “Please,” a song from Pop, their most recent album, about the violence in Northern Ireland. This day, the band added a brief coda—a few delicate turns through the chorus of “Hallelujah,” which stilled the crowd. Before walking off, Bono quietly said, “Jeff Buckley.”

Numerous other friends and admirers—PJ Harvey, Chris Cornell, Rufus Wainwright, Aimee Mann, Glen Hansard—would also soon pay tribute to Buckley in song. Over time, Grace has sold more than three million copies worldwide, eventually earning gold sales status in the U.S. The album is platinum six times over in Australia. In Europe especially, a very dedicated Jeff Buckley cult began to arise. In 1998, Q magazine readers voted Grace the seventy-fifth greatest album of all time, and its standing would continue to rise as the years passed—as would the sense that this album, in truth a major commercial disappointment upon its release, had had a much bigger impact at the time than it actually did.

A batch of the demos and work tapes for the second album was released in 1998 under the title Sketches for My Sweetheart the Drunk, and a steady stream of unfinished recordings, outtakes, alternate takes, and live material would follow over the years. Nothing, though, would ever truly reveal where the promise of Grace, Buckley’s one and only finished album, might have led. He is forever fixed as a wildly gifted, underappreciated artist beginning to bloom. We are left to imagine where his talents could have taken him, able only to project our own desires onto this blank screen.

After the publication of several books—most notably David Browne’s dual biography of Tim and Jeff Buckley, Dream Brother—and the release of multiple documentaries about the singer, there has been a constant stream of rumors and struggles over the film rights to his story, which has been closely guarded by his mother, Mary Guibert. Brad Pitt has been among the Hollywood A-listers who fought unsuccessfully to assemble the Jeff Buckley story. (James Franco and Twilight’s Robert Pattinson are some of the other names that have been tossed around as possible on-screen Buckleys over the years.)

One film—Greetings from Tim Buckley, focusing primarily on Tim’s story, and culminating with the appearance by Jeff (played by Gossip Girl’s Penn Badgley) at the St. Ann’s show—enjoyed a well-received premiere at the Toronto International Film Festival in September 2012. In summer of 2011, it was announced that Jake Scott would be directing and Reeve Carney would be starring as Jeff in Mystery White Boy, the official biopic, sanctioned by Guibert; a year later, production had not started and Scott was replaced by Amy Berg, with reports that Carney may also be off the project.

No element of Buckley’s history, though, has received more attention than his recording of “Hallelujah.” The combination of the tragic young Buckley; Cohen, the revered songwriters’ songwriter, recently endorsed by Bono, Reznor, and Cobain; and the haunting, mournful delivery of the prayer-like words proved irresistibly alluring for listeners.

It rippled out to the world, resonating as if Jeff Buckley had written his own epitaph. Years later, NPR said that the song “sounds almost ghostly—a fitting statement for a singer who’s still finding new fans from beyond the grave.” The association with a life cut too short further solidified the song as an expression of melancholy, rather than hard-won celebration.

After Buckley’s death, “Hallelujah” took on an almost mythic stature. It was an insiders’ secret for those who already knew about him, and an accessible pop song if it was functioning as an introduction. It now served as an elegy that went above and beyond actual words and music.

•   •   •

A decade after Buckley’s death, at the 2007 Experience Music Project (EMP) conference in Seattle, an annual gathering of pop music academia, writer Michael Barthel presented a paper that was a landmark in “Hallelujah” studies. Titled “It Doesn’t Matter Which You Heard: The Curious Cultural Journey of Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah,’ ” the presentation chronicled (complete with charts and graphs) the steady rise in visibility and popularity of the song. In the paper, Barthel described the transformation that occurred following Buckley’s passing.

“However you come to the song, it’s got an aura around it,” he wrote. “If it’s through Buckley, well, he’s this beautiful dead boy with an apparently ‘ethereal’ voice, and he’s singing this song that sounds like a long-ago thing. Cohen himself is distant enough at this point to be symbolically equivalent to an old blues guy: mysterious, wise, world-weary.”

The bulk of Barthel’s fascinating EMP presentation was an analysis of the cover versions and, especially, the film and television soundtrack uses of the song over the years to that point. An examination of the information that he assembled illustrates that starting in 1995—post-Grace, even prior to Buckley’s death—the song begins turning up with increasing frequency. However misguided Bono’s interpretation may have been, it seems like he had his finger on the pulse after all: In the second half of the 1990s, the flow of covers turns steady—there were three or four or five new versions a year, each year. Most of these early versions came from Europe; singers in Denmark, Spain, Finland, Germany, Holland, and the Czech Republic all recorded “Hallelujah” during this time.

Even more notable, however, is the development that would most dramatically define the standing of “Hallelujah” in the pop universe—the first uses of the song on movie soundtracks. Though these appearances did follow the release of Grace, they didn’t initially focus on Buckley’s recording. John Cale’s version appears under the end credits in the 1996 film Basquiat, painter Julian Schnabel’s dream-like biography of the graffiti writer–turned–art star Jean-Michel Basquiat. (Given Basquiat’s connection to Andy Warhol, played by David Bowie in the movie, and Warhol’s relationship to the Velvet Underground, Cale’s former band, this choice was a subtle but significant one.)

“Hallelujah” then turned up in a few Australian movies over the next several years. Though Buckley had—and has to this day—an especially passionate fan base in Australia, these soundtracks utilized versions by local singers. Simon Austin, a former member of the popular band Frente!, sang it for River Street, and jazz trumpeter Vince Jones performed it for Siam Sunset.

In 1999, Sheryl Crow sang “Hallelujah” on the public television music series Sessions at West 54th. Barefoot and perched on a tall bar stool, she performed a sped-up rendition of Buckley’s arrangement. Crow adds a nice, finger-picked guitar solo before the final verse, but she stumbles in the first few lines (“It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth / the minor third and the major fifth,” she sings, taking the lesson in harmony a step too far—obviously the song was not yet so familiar that these lines were permanently burned into every young singer-songwriter’s brain).

A pattern was being established. With all of these covers and soundtracks, every year saw a half-dozen or so new impressions of “Hallelujah.” Immediately obvious, too, was that its use behind dramatic scenes was effective: The mood and melody, the backstory, the chorus, and (less crucial, or at least selectively important) the lyrics added a powerful emotional jolt to a scripted scene. Directors and music supervisors discovered that, as with all good soundtrack songs, “Hallelujah” provided a shortcut—to feelings of contemplation, loss, solitude—in just a few bars.

As Leonard Cohen remained in isolation, a second collection of his best-known songs (it’s a bit hard to say “Greatest Hits” for an artist who has never actually had any hits), titled More Best of Leonard Cohen, came out in October 1997. Though most of the set was drawn from I’m Your Man and The Future, plus two previously unreleased tracks, this time “Hallelujah” was most certainly included—the Cohen Live version, in the construction that inspired John Cale, closer in spirit to the Jeff Buckley cover that was now the song’s calling card.

From the monastery atop Mt. Baldy, Leonard Cohen might have wondered why more and more royalty checks started coming in from around the world for this one composition—though, as we’ll soon see, perhaps he wasn’t actually informed of this development. It’s unclear how aware he was of the Jeff Buckley cover. Bill Flanagan recalls speaking to Cohen a number of years ago and bringing up Buckley’s “Hallelujah.”

“I got the impression that Leonard was actually not that familiar with it—like he might have heard Jeff’s version, but he didn’t know that much about it,” said Flanagan. “I remember he asked me, ‘He was the son of Tim Buckley. Did he die the same way?’ ”

In 1999, Cohen came down the mountain and quietly returned to his home in Los Angeles. He had already begun e-mailing poems, drawings, and new song lyrics to the Leonard Cohen Files fan website (these writings can still be found on the site, in a section titled “The Blackening Pages”). Whether or not the rise of “Hallelujah” entered into his thinking, Cohen’s spiritual retreat had ended, and he was creating for an audience again, in time for a new millennium to begin.



    CHAPTER SEVEN


In 2001, “Hallelujah” was seventeen years old—almost a full generation in the real world, and thoroughly ancient in the pop universe. Its author, now nearing seventy years old, had barely been seen in public for almost a decade.

Meanwhile, since the advent of the Napster peer-to-peer file-sharing service in 1999, the music business was being turned upside down. Though the year 2000, driven by the teen-pop bonanza, represented a high-water mark for record sales—no fewer than five albums that year sold over a million copies during their first week of release—the digital revolution would soon cause the bottom to fall out of the industry, and the economics and culture of music were in the midst of a radical recalibration.

Yet, in 2001, “Hallelujah” would undergo a shift, in which it would no longer just be a song but also become a phenomenon, and would illustrate the power and impact that a piece of music could still have in the twenty-first century, however listeners were buying or consuming recordings. Several events—silly events alongside incomprehensibly tragic events—occurred within a few months of each other that altered the stature and meaning of this song forever.

In 1991, Steven Spielberg had bought the rights to a new children’s book by William Steig titled Shrek!, the story of a loner ogre who finds true love. For years, the project languished in development hell. When the DreamWorks studio was founded, the story was brought to Jeffrey Katzenberg’s attention; in the mid-nineties, he acquired the rights and put the film into production.

From the very beginning, the making of Shrek was fraught with complications. Codirector Andrew Adamson immediately clashed with Katzenberg over how far the movie could push its humor into adult territory. Saturday Night Live’s latest breakout star, Chris Farley, had recorded almost all of his dialogue as the voice of Shrek when he died in December 1997. Farley’s SNL predecessor Mike Myers, now a movie star thanks to Wayne’s World and Austin Powers, was given the role, but he insisted on a complete rewrite.

After recording his entire part, Myers asked to rerecord all of his lines in a Scottish accent that reminded him of his parents telling him bedtime stories. Meanwhile, Janeane Garofalo, who had been cast as the voice of Princess Fiona opposite Farley, was abruptly fired (“I was never told why,” she said later. “I assume because I sound like a man sometimes?”), and ultimately replaced by Cameron Diaz.

“The movie was very much a bastard child of the studio,” said Adamson from Australia when I spoke to him over the phone. “But it led to people being bolder and braver, being willing to take more chances and just go with it.”

One way in which the filmmakers took some risks was in the prominent inclusion of rock and pop songs—not the usual accompaniment to a fairy tale. Songs by Smash Mouth (whose slots opening and closing the film may be the greatest legacy in their largely forgettable career), Joan Jett, and the Proclaimers were given significant placements in Shrek.

The most surprising musical selection came at the movie’s emotional climax. Shrek has rescued Princess Fiona from her isolated castle and is on his way to deliver her to her future husband, Lord Farquaad. Their feelings for each other are growing when Shrek misinterprets part of an overheard conversation and thinks Fiona is disgusted with him. When morning comes, Shrek has brought Lord Farquaad and his troops to collect Fiona. The couple heads for his castle, while a devastated Shrek retreats alone to his now-vacated swamp.

A montage follows, with scenes of Shrek pining for Fiona while the princess joylessly prepares for her wedding. Behind this action, music plays: John Cale singing an abbreviated, three-verse “Hallelujah.”

And somehow, as weird and unlikely as the choice may be, it works—the sorrowful but unsentimental tone fits the sophistication of a cartoon that features fart jokes and not-so-subtle sexual innuendo. A few of the lines (“I used to live alone before I knew you,” “love is not a victory march”) even manage to line up nicely with the narrative. With words courtesy of the Prince of Bummers, and vocals by the man who snarled “Fear Is a Man’s Best Friend,” the musical moment proved unforgettable.

The scene served as evidence once and for all that this song held an irresistible emotional impact that transcended generations. Even for the adults in the audience, who might find more irony in the scene than their kids, the song had to live or die on the feeling it presented—at the time, very few viewers would have been familiar with “Hallelujah” in any of its extant recordings, so it couldn’t rely on associations the listeners might already have had with the song in order to generate a reaction.

Codirector Adamson was a longtime Cohen fan, but even he had been unaware of “Hallelujah” until he heard Cale’s version on the Basquiat soundtrack. “I came from outside the animation world, and the movie was very much under the radar at DreamWorks,” he said. “At the early stages of Shrek, we were temping it with music by Tom Waits and a number of other people I just liked—definitely not what you would expect in an animated film—and people started reacting to that. We would sit in a room with our favorite songs and start putting them up against different scenes.”

Adamson’s codirector, Vicky Jenson, had the Cale recording in her collection, so they tried it in the separation scene, and then also considered the versions by Cohen and Buckley. “For that scene, the Cale version just seemed to have the right feel of longing,” said Adamson. “I actually thought Buckley’s might have a better feeling given the tone, but it didn’t—it’s amazing, it’s such a reinterpretation with a more contemporary feel, but it still wasn’t better.

“The song came at a moment of emotional irony, taking something that’s a celebration and playing against itself. It’s a sad moment, after he’s been through this huge experience, with a sense of how it’s better to have loved and lost.”

An even bigger shock was the positive response that the directors received to their unconventional choice. “People reacted immediately, which, to be honest, surprised me,” said Adamson. “I expected that the studio would push me to do something more popular, which they often do, but the emotion really outweighed the expectation.

“I think there’s a sense that Leonard Cohen songs are for grown-ups, for people who are melancholy, yet if they’re presented to an audience in a different way, they react to the emotion. This was Shrek’s voice, his path it was tracking. It became his song, and it didn’t carry that baggage.” Listeners encountering the song cold, in such an unexpected context, didn’t have to get past the fact that it was written by a “difficult” adult artist; they just responded to the feelings they got from the music.

In May of 2001, after almost five years of production, Shrek was released. The movie would become the third-highest-grossing film of the year, and go on to take in almost $500 million worldwide and win the first-ever Academy Award for Best Animated Feature. The franchise flourished over the following decade, spawning three sequels, several television specials, a Broadway musical, and numerous video games.

Yet when Shrek fans young and old picked up the soundtrack album—which reached the Top 30 of the U.S. album charts, and was nominated for a Grammy Award—“Hallelujah” was there, but John Cale was nowhere to be found. In the name of corporate synergy, it was decided that if the soundtrack to a DreamWorks movie was coming out on DreamWorks Records, it should include only artists who were signed to the label. So it came to pass that an acclaimed, widely buzzed-about young singer named Rufus Wainwright performed the song on the album, adding yet another rendition to the “Hallelujah” canon—a version that would become one of the most popular of all.

Though Wainwright—who was raised in Cohen’s native Montreal—was well aware of Cohen’s work, and moved in many of the same New York City circles as Jeff Buckley (and, like Buckley, had a father who was a well-respected singer-songwriter, Loudon Wainwright III), he claims that he was not really familiar with “Hallelujah” at the time. “Initially, I was never really attuned to its significance,” he said over a vegetarian Chinese lunch at a midtown Manhattan recording studio, during a break from work on his 2012 album Out of the Game. “Mainly because when I covered it, a) I hadn’t heard the Jeff Buckley version, and b) even at that point, his was the only real substantial one. Even Leonard’s was considered kind of a throwaway track. I learned it from the John Cale version, which is very beautiful.”

Wainwright laughed as he recounted how his own jealousy had prevented him from paying much attention to Buckley in the ’90s. “We’d kind of been in the same environment for a while. All those places like Sin-é and Fez, I would bring my demos by and they would always refuse them, and Jeff would be up there cavorting. So I was very jealous and spiteful. And then, lo and behold, he died—and then, of course, listening to his music after the fact, he was incredibly talented.”

He recalled the epiphany that later enabled him to make peace with Buckley’s memory, and with his performance of “Hallelujah.” “I was in Montreal,” said Wainwright, “and I was alone and probably on something. I put his version of the song on, and it was this kind of cosmic communion. It kind of hit me how great he was, and how fabulous the song is, and how foolish I had been for being so petty and having this jealousy thing with him. I really felt like he was visiting me cosmically, in some strange way.”

In 2004, Wainwright included the song “Memphis Skyline” on his Want Two album, the bulk of which was recorded at Bearsville Studios. It was his tribute to Jeff Buckley. “Always hated him for the way he looked / in the gaslight of the morning,” he sang. “Then came Hallelujah, sounding like mad Ophelia / for me in my room living.” He sometimes performed the song immediately following “Hallelujah” in concert.

Maybe it was his initial resistance to Buckley, though, that allowed Wainwright’s “Hallelujah” to find its own path. The arrangement as included on the Shrek soundtrack is clearly modeled on Cale’s solo piano approach, but Wainwright is able to find a mood that reveals yet another facet of the song, more a pure celebration of the melody than the struggle present in the previous renditions. “I do a pretty good version of it,” Wainwright said with typical cheekiness. “It has that emotional quality, but I don’t belabor that fact; I don’t wallow in a lot of that stuff. I go through it in a simple way, and it’s a little more streamlined.” With the most conventionally grand singing voice of the “Hallelujah” interpreters to date, Wainwright puts more focus on the sound and flow of the song than on the complexities of its meaning.

“If I had to go out there and sing it half as fast, and always have to pretend like I’m about to kill myself, then that would be another story. But I can do it in a nice, quick way where it’s more intimate, almost laissez-faire in a sense, which I think works well with the song.”

While Wainwright’s inclusion on the Shrek record may have been a corporate decision, ultimately it proved to be one more lucky break in the “Hallelujah” saga. Cale’s dolorous, bitter-edged version lent gravity and emotional weight to the scene in the movie, but Wainwright’s lighter, melodic take was more accessible standing on its own, easier listening for the kids around the world playing and replaying the soundtrack. (Andrew Adamson said that the filmmakers did try the Wainwright recording with the scene, but still preferred Cale’s version.)

“Shrek launched into popular culture so quickly, in a way I never expected,” said Adamson. “I had no sense of how much the characters would become part of popular culture. Suddenly you had six-year-old kids singing ‘Hallelujah’—it definitely reached a very different audience. But kids just accept it as the song from Shrek.”

Indeed, for millions of millennial kids, “Hallelujah” had simply become “the Shrek song;” a quick skim through the countless homemade YouTube videos of the song reveals numerous clips listed with this subtitle. It started to enter the realm of summer-camp sing-alongs and school talent shows. Introduced in the context of the movie, which established its emotional heft, then reinforced with the easier-to-swallow soundtrack version, the basic core of the song (if not its every nuance) was resonating more and more universally.

But even as “Hallelujah” was becoming permanently associated with a giant green cartoon character, history had other plans for Leonard Cohen’s composition, and for Jeff Buckley’s voice.

•   •   •

When terrorists hijacked four airplanes on September 11, 2001, and killed nearly three thousand people, there was no time to prepare a reaction. During the hours and days that followed the destruction of that morning, people were struggling for ways to process or address the tragedy. The media scrambled to make sense of senseless events, improvising what coverage was necessary, what statements were appropriate.

Around the world, viewers were glued to their television sets, looking for information or explanation. And these same issues had to be addressed at the entertainment broadcasters—maybe the stakes weren’t as high for MTV as they were for CNN, but the network still had choices to make about how best to serve its viewers at such an unprecedented moment of crisis for the United States.

Within the music community, songs were being written, benefit concerts were being organized, lyrics and video images were taking on new overtones. Radio titan Clear Channel Communications sent out a controversial memo to its stations pointing out songs with “questionable lyrics” for this charged moment, which ranged from the Gap Band’s “You Dropped a Bomb on Me” and the Bangles’ “Walk Like an Egyptian” to the songs of Rage Against the Machine and John Lennon’s “Imagine.”

Fred Graver was an executive producer for VH1 at the time. The network was winnowing down its video playlist in the aftermath of the attacks: He remembers looking at his screen and seeing the clip for the Goo Goo Dolls’ hit “Iris,” from the film City of Angels, and watching a shot of Nicolas Cage jumping from a building and realizing that it was another video that had to be dropped. As soon as possible, he wanted to make sure to get a special tribute of some kind on the air, honoring the victims and the rescue workers.

“There were two bits of tape that we had in the twenty-four hours after,” he said. “There was a crew shooting for a producer named Steve Rosenbaum, who ran something called City TV. They picked up their cameras when the planes hit, and while everybody was running out of the towers, they ran in—it was devastating, all the dust and ruins and people running. An editor placed a song that the band Live had put up [“Overcome”] behind that. And then our news crew just went around to places like Union Square, everywhere people were gathering. So we took all this footage and cut it down to a three- or four-minute thing.”

Scattered VH1 staffers who were in the office saw the clip, and some weighed in with thoughts on what music should accompany this footage. Sarah Lewitinn was working at the time as the assistant to Michael Hirschorn, head of the network’s news operations. More widely known by her online pseudonym “Ultragrrrl,” Lewitinn would soon begin a full-time juggling act as a record producer, party promoter, DJ, and blogger, and in 2006, be named one of the most influential people in music by New York magazine. (She started her career as an intern at Spin magazine while I was the publication’s editor in chief.) According to Graver, “it was Sarah who said, ‘What you want here is Jeff Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah.” ’ ”

Asked if she remembers making this suggestion, Lewitinn said that she has mostly erased the days around September 11 from her memory. To jog her recollections, she wrote to her brother Lawrence to see what he could remember from that traumatic time. She then sent me the following message, which is slightly edited and with IM names redacted:

lawrence: I remember it well

lawrence: you suggested it at a meeting

lawrence: VH1 people acted confused

lawrence: they wanted to use something else

lawrence: something lame

lawrence: You thought the Buckley version was good

ultragrrrl: the only thing i remember from that time was watching the buildings fall. I don’t even remember the VH1 meetings.

lawrence: You thought the way it was sung was the perfect tempo

lawrence: Plus, Buckley was a tragic person himself

lawrence: At the time, no one really knew the Buckley version at VH1, either

lawrence: You did because you were a fan.

lawrence: Wait, does that mean it’s your fault that song is now on every season of American Idol?

ultragrrrl: yup

lawrence: jerk

“Lots of people did not know it,” confirmed Graver. “I’m a huge Leonard Cohen fan, but I didn’t know Buckley’s version. But that long, languorous guitar lead-in, those pliant, beautiful notes—it was perfect. The song is open to a lot of interpretations, but Buckley’s sounds like it comes from one person’s broken heart, broken spirit—it drives straight through.

“If you really listen to the song, it doesn’t quite fit what was happening,” Graver pointed out. “But if you talk to a songwriter, or even someone making TV, they’ll say, ‘I create an emotion, people react to it, they rarely hear the whole thing.’ And the reaction was instantaneous. We basically turned the network over completely to tributes, videos that fit the mood, for the entire weekend.”

“I came into the office on September 12 and Fred said, ‘Come take a look at this,’ ” said Bill Flanagan. “It had just been delivered to him, and we watched footage of the smoking World Trade Center over ‘Hallelujah’ by Jeff Buckley. He said, ‘We’re going to put this right into rotation; we’re going to play it every hour.’ And I said, ‘You know, that’s not really what the song is about.’ And he said, ‘It doesn’t matter.’

“And he was right: It didn’t matter. The song had become something—it had already become something, but I think that was the first time that I realized that it really wasn’t a song about regret and the waning of sexual desire and all that stuff. It had become a spiritual.”

Heard against the horrifying, bewildering, inspiring footage of the rubble, of the rescue workers and the vigils, of the tears and rage, the yearning physicality of Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah” had precisely the necessary tone for the moment—the feelings of love and loss, of mystic confusion that didn’t surrender to despair.

The video played constantly on VH1 in the days that followed September 11. In his 2010 novel Evening’s Empire, Flanagan wrote of the days after the attacks that “Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’ in all its incarnations became an anthem that month.”

Whether serving as consolation for a lovesick ogre or as a balm for a scarred and grieving nation, over the course of a few months “Hallelujah” had solidified its place as a modern-day hymn. It felt like something larger now, a connection to a broader kind of spirituality than the personal, one-on-one relationships its interpreters had been expressing; that chorus and its calming melody had been thrust even more front and center. Millions of new listeners, from multiple generations, were introduced to the song, with indelible feelings attached to it. What had been an insiders’ favorite for music aficionados now belonged to the general public in a way that very few songs ever have. As Fred Graver said, referencing Robert Frost, “A poem is going to get up and walk away and it’s not yours anymore.”

•   •   •

On top of the surge in attention that “Hallelujah” was receiving in 2001, that October Leonard Cohen returned from seven years of self-imposed exile with the acclaimed Ten New Songs album. The record was a triumphant if understated effort from an artist who had seemed as if he might fade into the realm of pure myth. Praise from such outlets as the indie rock hub Pitchfork.com proved Cohen’s hipster cred was still thriving.

Since it came out, coincidentally, just a few weeks after Bob Dylan’s Love and Theft album (which had a street date of September 11, lending an eerie weight to his end-of-days lines about “Sky full of fire, pain pourin’ down” or “Coffins droppin’ in the street / Like balloons made out of lead”), the two songwriting giants were sometimes even reviewed together—a boost in visibility and reputation that certainly helped Cohen’s profile.

Recorded in collaboration with backup singer Sharon Robinson, Ten New Songs marked a new sense of sparseness and austerity for Cohen, with minimal music settings and a voice that rarely rose above a murmur. Recorded at Cohen and Robinson’s home studios, the basic synthesizer arrangements may have sounded “like an orchestra” to Cohen, though for some they registered as little more than a monotone; in an excellent aside, Mireille Silcott wrote in the Canadian magazine Saturday Night that a friend of hers said that the album “sounds like a guy in the subway with a keyboard who decided to burn a CD.”

The lyrics were reflective and weary, less spiky and less grand than those on I’m Your Man and The Future—perhaps not surprising for a man who had spent most of the previous decade in a Zen monastery. Cohen said in interviews that a lengthy depression had lifted two years earlier, accounting for the calm and clarity of the new lyrics. Some of the Ten New Songs would be covered by artists from Eric Burdon of the Animals to the jam band Widespread Panic, and a few years later, our old friend John Cale would select the album’s “Alexandra Leaving” as one of his “Desert Island Discs” for the BBC.

Whether it was a direct result of the nascent “Hallelujah”-mania or not, Ten New Songs was also a commercial peak for Cohen. He returned to the U.S. album charts (a relatively modest Number 143, but still) for the first time since 1973. The disc went Top Five in Israel and Italy, hit Number Four in Canada, and reached Number One in Norway, Denmark, and Poland.

Cohen did quite a bit of press around the release of the album. Apparently, though, it was still too soon after the Shrek and VH1 usages of the song to feel the impact, because only a few interviews so much as made mention of “Hallelujah.”

At least one writer picked up on the rumblings, though. In a November 18, 2001, feature in the Denver Post, Steven Rosen recounted “Leonard Cohen’s Unlikely Debt to a Famous Green Ogre,” noting that “Hallelujah” had been “taking on a life apart from Cohen’s recording,” walking through the song’s history via Dylan, Cale, Buckley, and September 11. “For Shrek’s help in making this song a recognizable contemporary standard, one can only say Hallelujah!” wrote Rosen. Cohen declined an interview request for the story.

Though most cultural observers hadn’t noticed it yet, everything was now in place for “Hallelujah” to sweep through the pop landscape. It was a song that had multiple strong, emotional connections with millions of listeners. Its mood was both fixed and malleable, universal and specific. It was familiar enough to resonate, obscure enough to remain cool. Though its most celebrated performer was gone forever, its mysterious creator had come back to the spotlight just in time.

After 2001, whether it signified an individual’s solitude (human or monster or otherwise) or a population in mourning, “Hallelujah”—now far removed from Leonard Cohen’s initial, “rather joyous” intent—was established as the definitive representation of sadness for a new generation.



    CHAPTER EIGHT


Sony/ATV Music Publishing is the publishing company for the songs of both Leonard Cohen and Jeff Buckley. The company’s job is to monitor the uses of the compositions in its catalogue and to find new placements and possibilities for these songs—and if the media had not fully caught on to what was happening with “Hallelujah,” the publishers certainly knew, and they realized that an opportunity like this was too good to pass up. They made sure that “Hallelujah” was in front of the executives who put together soundtracks and musical scores for movies and television. They were obviously savvy about their work, but even they couldn’t fully anticipate what was coming.

In 2001, John Cale’s version showed up in the first season of Zach Braff’s medical sitcom, Scrubs. The next year, Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah” appeared in an episode of The West Wing, and twice in the first season of the teen soap opera The O.C.—including a highly visible slot at the conclusion of the show’s season finale.

Alexandra Patsavas is one of the most prominent music supervisors in film and television. She played a crucial role in helping to make placements in TV dramas a powerful tool in promoting and breaking new songs and artists, especially during a time of radio consolidation and the deemphasizing of music video at the TV music channels. She has worked on such shows as Grey’s Anatomy and Gossip Girl, and films including the Twilight series.

“The song has so much depth on its own that it’s really important it be paired with a very emotional scene or a very pivotal scene, because it can lend so much depth,” Patsavas has said, explaining her multiple uses of “Hallelujah” on The O.C. “It’s not something you would sync lightly—sync means to pair with picture, synchronize—because of how much more it could make a scene feel.”

According to Michael Barthel’s EMP paper, the song’s use in movie and TV soundtracks went from one appearance in 2002 to five in 2003 to seven in 2004. Shows such as The L Word and House continued to keep the song in network rotation (usually Buckley’s recording, occasionally Cale’s or Wainwright’s, and never one of the Cohen versions), even after all of these other placements started piling up. Apparently, the song’s impact was rising as it became more familiar, rather than becoming dulled through increased exposure.

“ ‘Hallelujah’ can be joyous or bittersweet, depending on what part of it you use,” said Sony/ATV’s Kathy Coleman. “It’s one of those rare songs that the more it gets used, the more people want to use it.”

As late as 2004—which was actually the year that the number of soundtrack placements reached its peak—Time magazine took note of the “Hallelujah” explosion; “because it covers so much emotional ground and is not (yet) a painfully obvious choice,” the story said, “it has become the go-to track whenever a TV show wants to create instant mood.”

Writer Josh Tyrangiel added that “some shows use just a snippet, but The West Wing and Without a Trace let it play for minutes over their season finales, a tacit admission that neither the writers nor the actors could convey their characters’ emotions as well as Buckley.”

But make no mistake: While it is absolutely correct that the song “can be joyous or bittersweet” and that “it covers so much emotional ground,” its use on virtually all of these soundtracks was to do one thing—to provide the feeling of people being sad.

On The West Wing, “Hallelujah” plays when the press secretary’s secret service guard (and love interest) is gunned down trying to stop a robbery at a convenience store while the president and his staff are attending an opera. In the final moments of an ER season finale, it plays under cuts between scenes from multiple pain-ridden story lines: Sarah’s grandparents driving onto the highway, taking her away from Gates, who has lost his custody battle; Ray being taken home in an ambulance with his mother, after having his legs amputated; and Neela attending an antiwar rally that later erupts into chaos.

This point was the crux of Barthel’s EMP presentation and, complete with video examples, he made an airtight case for the codification of “Hallelujah,” its compression into a single mood. “What’s fascinating about all this is not simply the song’s ubiquity on TV dramas—it’s that it’s used in the exact same way every time,” he said. “Songs can be used sincerely, ironically, as background shading, as subtle comment, as product placement. But ‘Hallelujah’ always appears as people are being sad, quietly sitting and staring into space or ostentatiously crying, and always as a way of tying together the sadness of different characters in different places. In short, it’s always used as part of a ‘sad montage.’ ”

Barthel compared the use of the song to the “emotional shorthand” of a silent film actress holding the back of her hand to her forehead to express despair. But like that gesture, the song is indirect, never explicitly proclaiming its sense of sorrow. The ambiguity of Cohen’s words can “both reinforce and counterpoint” the feeling of the scene.

The ultimate effect, he argues, is that the repeated use of “Hallelujah” for identical dramatic purpose has “erased the line-by-line, verse-by-verse meaning and replaced it with an overall feeling of sadness. You hear those opening chords now and the words hardly matter. The visual emotions it was used to counterpoint have overtaken the lyrical content.” With the benefit of hindsight, maybe his point is a little overstated, but it’s true at heart—during this phase, the association with these tragic dramatic scenes was so strong, and the repetitions so frequent, that it was difficult to hear the actual words and meaning of the song itself.

As each of these popular shows introduced the song to millions more listeners, these impressions accrued and continually fed on one another. Soon, the song had truly become a fully functional narrative device, cueing up a response from viewers as instantaneously as “Walking on Sunshine” represents carefree joy or “Born to Be Wild” signifies badass abandon.

The money generated from these usages was not insignificant, either: A rough estimate of the price for a television placement is somewhere in the mid five figures. If we assume a $50,000 fee, that sum is then carved up into two halves, for the recording and for the songwriter. Each $25,000 would then be divided again, between the artist and the record company, and between the writer and his publisher. For each licensing of Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah,” then, Buckley’s estate, Cohen, Columbia Records, and Sony/ATV Publishing each walk away with $12,500—which can start to add up over dozens of placements.

Following the explosion in the use of (mostly) Buckley’s performance of the song, the next advance in soundtrack placement involved generating new versions to be employed as on-screen accompaniment. After The O.C. utilized Buckley in its first season finale in 2004, Patsavas put British singer Imogen Heap’s “Hide and Seek” under the climax of the second season. For the third season, the show went full-on high-concept and asked Heap to record a new “Hallelujah” for the closing episode.

“There was so much pressure on the song, and I was kind of terrified at the thought of having to do it,” said Heap. “I worried that I wasn’t doing it for the right reasons, plus I was in the middle of touring, really busy, so I had to find a way to carve out the time and space to make it something meaningful.

“I had actually just sent an e-mail to the show saying I was sorry, but I wouldn’t be able to give this the time it requires. I was in the shower and feeling a bit sad about it, and I started singing it and thought, ‘Why don’t I just do it this way—do it a cappella, with no music or production, as if I were singing in the shower?’ So I got out and I sent them another e-mail back, saying what if I do this, but not have it totally empty, maybe go on my balcony and record the sound of the city, the sound of London, around it. Then I had found the connection that I needed, and I created this scene, up in a council flat.”

Heap, who first came to the public’s attention through a different soundtrack placement—when Zach Braff used a song by her band, Frou Frou, on the influential soundtrack to the 2004 movie Garden State—expected that it would be easy to knock out a solo vocal of the two verses she chose from “Hallelujah,” but it ended up taking a few days to get it right.

“I’d never done anything like that, where I take on a character and then let it speak for itself,” she said. “In the scene, this character, Marissa, had been killed, and there were images of the funeral. I never actually saw the scene, but they described it to me. I thought these were the right verses, though some people were annoyed at me for not doing the whole track. It was a good challenge, and an emotional experience.”

Casting Heap to record the song was a bit of a stunt, but the placement seemed to work well for the show’s fans (and lives on, courtesy of YouTube). Music supervisor Patsavas said that “Imogen’s voice, the use of ‘Hallelujah,’ and then those things together combined to make a special sort of extra-O.C. ending.”

Kate Voegele’s relationship to “Hallelujah” was very different from Imogen Heap’s when she performed the song on One Tree Hill, another teen drama. Voegele, a young musician and actress, played the role of singer-songwriter Mia Catalano on the series. She first heard the song when she was in high school in Ohio and grew “obsessed” with Jeff Buckley, and taught herself to play it during her freshman year at college.

“My friends were all like, ‘You’ve got to play that song out!’ ” she said, “and I was like, ‘No, I can’t touch it—it’s an untouchable song.’ But eventually I decided to say screw it and do it anyways. People were always receptive and cool at my shows, but there were always a bunch of drunk college kids, and when I played that song, I remember it freaked me out how quiet everybody was.”

Voegele left Miami University after two years, made her first record, and started touring on a package with several other singer-songwriters. “Before one show I was going through my set list,” she recalls, “and I was like, ‘Oh, I think I’m going to play “Hallelujah.” ’ And one of the other singers, Cary Brothers, was like, ‘No, you’re not. Don’t touch that song. Nobody can touch that song.’ I was young, I was nervous, I wanted to take everybody’s advice. But I got up there, and I looked out at the crowd and I was like, ‘You know what? I’m just going to play this song.’

“I told the story onstage and said, ‘Listen, I don’t know if everybody’s going to hate on me for this, because I know that a lot of hipster people feel like this song is overdone, but I think it’s so beautiful and it deserves to be heard, so I’m going to play it.’ I sold so many records that night—I didn’t even have the song on my record, but just because I won people over with that song. I teased Cary about it for the rest of the tour, and I played it every night.”

Soon, she was cast in her recurring role on One Tree Hill, which featured several of her own compositions, sung in character, through the show’s fifth season in 2008. As the season reached its end, though, and the dramatic stakes were getting higher, it was time to pull out the big guns and have Voegele sing “Hallelujah.” The penultimate episode’s waning moments were given over to almost a full five minutes of the song—all five of the Cale/Buckley version’s verses—as scenes jumped across story arcs from a fight at a high school basketball game to a newborn intensive care nursery.

“What’s so beautiful about ‘Hallelujah’ is that it’s a song for when you don’t have answers,” Voegele said.

Released as a single, her “Hallelujah” actually achieved something that none of the previous versions had—it reached the pop charts, climbing to Number 68 in the U.S. and Number 53 in the UK. Voegele’s performance also remains one of the most popular on YouTube, where it has garnered over fifteen million total views.

“The show essentially did for me what radio might do for an artist with a big song,” she said. “But it was a cool feeling that people trusted me with it.”

•   •   •

Concurrent with the rising popularity of “Hallelujah” as a soundtrack selection, more and more singers were recording their own versions of the song. In 2001, five covers of the song were released; the next year, that number almost tripled, to fourteen covers; and in 2004, no fewer than twenty different versions came out.

This initial wave of covers—most of them, to be accurate, were covers of Buckley’s cover of Cale’s cover—came from artists who were still emerging or not very well-known. The song still felt like a discovery, a gem that could be unearthed and used to lend gravitas and taste to a developing career. This was the phase when, as Bill Flanagan recalls, “every time you walked into a showcase at the South by Southwest festival it was like, ‘Here’s two songs I wrote and “Hallelujah.” ’ ” In her early days breaking into the business, Brandi Carlile remembers playing at the Hotel Café, a premier showcase spot for young singer-songwriters in Los Angeles, and seeing a sign taped to the wall behind the soundboard that read, PLEASE DO NOT SING “HALLELUJAH.”

Some of the artists who tackled the song during the first few years of the decade were the young English band Starsailor (named, probably not coincidentally, after a Tim Buckley song), jazz-pop trumpeter Chris Botti, and Canadian singer-songwriter Allison Crowe, whose version demonstrated surprising longevity and also became a YouTube favorite. A close look at the staggering and ever-expanding list of covers as documented on the Leonard Cohen Files website also reveals a bunch of recordings from Scandinavia and Germany.

Another Canadian, alt-country singer Fred Eaglesmith, recorded the song for a Country Music Television Christmas record. Oversize guitar shredder Popa Chubby, better known for Jimi Hendrix covers and other blues-bar favorites, added a spiky version of “Hallelujah” to his set, where it remains to this day.

Acclaimed singer-songwriter Regina Spektor chose the song as her contribution to a concert for the Jewish Heritage Festival in September 2005, an annual event at which Jewish performers sing material written by Jewish composers. Russian-born, Bronx-raised Spektor first heard Grace when she was in college, and assumed that Buckley had written the song. (“Now I just get annoyed at those people, but I was one of those people!” she said.) When she first heard Cohen’s recording at a friend’s apartment, she asked, “Why did he add all this other stuff?”

As she came to learn more about Cohen’s work, though, Spektor became entranced. “The production on his records reminds me of old Russian movies,” she said. “It feels like you’re in a restaurant in the ’70s—the decade has a melancholy vibe to it, a certain color scheme.”

She thought that “Hallelujah” seemed like the appropriate choice for a celebration of Jewish art. “Cohen writes a lot with biblical symbolism at the forefront of his mind,” she said. “Having gone to yeshiva and studied those stories, I know that all the biblical things are so unique lyrically, and he uses them so freely, but you don’t have to know the stories to appreciate the song.”

Spektor relates the Bible stories “Hallelujah” invokes not only to the characters and language, but also to the song’s sense of searching and ambivalence. “The Torah is used to help translate emotions—it’s like a compass for getting through life. For something from 500 B.C., it’s pretty fucking modern,” she said. “However literal or philosophical, it’s still a blueprint for something, and he’s using those stories and traditional Jewish history. The king was conflicted, so he’s using that for his own blueprint.”

Spektor was twenty-five when she performed the song; she had only recently made the leap from the downtown “anti-folk” scene to a major label, and her commercial breakthrough, the Top 20 Begin to Hope album, wouldn’t be released until the next year. Her performance of “Hallelujah” is fascinating—her voice seems tentative, almost quizzical at times, then leaping into celebratory release. Accompanied only by a cello, she seems to be feeling her way through the song, and as an almost inadvertent result, attains some of the triumphant confusion that Cohen intended.

Five years later, with much more experience under her belt, Spektor sang the song for a Haitian relief benefit, delivering it with much more confidence and force. The contrast between these readings is telling: Though technically a “better” performance, the 2010 version is ultimately not as compelling as the 2005 rendition.

“It’s an ever-changing and transporting song,” she said. “You go somewhere every time you hear ‘Hallelujah.’ You never stay put. That song is the pillar of everything.”

The best-known singer to take on “Hallelujah” during the first half of the 2000s, though, was yet another Canadian, k. d. lang. In 2004, the year she released Hymns of the 49th Parallel, lang was one of the most respected vocalists in the world. She had won four Grammy Awards since her 1987 U.S. debut, Angel with a Lariat. In 1999, she was ranked number thirty-three on VH1’s “100 Greatest Women in Rock & Roll,” and three years later, she came in at number twenty-six on CMT’s “40 Greatest Women in Country Music”—making her one of only eight women to appear on both lists.

The Hymns album was made up of covers of songs by Canadian writers Joni Mitchell, Neil Young, Jane Siberry, Bruce Cockburn, Ron Sexsmith, and Leonard Cohen (plus one original). The Cohen selections were “Bird on the Wire” and “Hallelujah.”

“The concept of the album was the spiritual nature of the Canadian songwriter,” said lang. “I wanted to make a modern, conceptual hymn record. I think with all of these writers, there’s a heavy spiritual thread, and an equanimity and a compassion running through the lyrics in a way that’s totally available to the listener, without any sort of guidance of the moral of the story; it’s always up to you. And I think that in general Canadians are pretty open in terms of that.

“I don’t know why Canadians are that way. I don’t know if it’s being sandwiched between the European and the American cultures, I don’t know if it’s because we have to live through winter every year, or because we have such a huge amount of space to live with. We have a totally different relationship to the environment. That’s what the Hymns record was about.”

Growing up in the province of Alberta, lang heard Cohen’s records and was familiar with his “Hallelujah,” though she said that Buckley’s recording “defined the song in popular culture.” She believes that the lyrics grew out of Cohen’s sense of “the irony of being a human being and looking for the religion in sex”—a concise summary of the dichotomy at the heart of the song, and central to much of Cohen’s work.

In lang’s analysis, Buckley picked up on and emphasized the aspect of the song focused on desire, but she thinks that its ongoing resonance actually comes from its spiritual essence.

“Leonard is a Buddhist, I’m a Buddhist,” she said. “I know he wasn’t Buddhist when he wrote it, but he has that sensibility. I think spirituality in general in our society has been diffused into some sort of relationship between the pop culture and our own personal pillars that we create for ourselves. As culture moved forward, we were counting on God less, and people settled into some sort of spirituality that they created themselves, and a lot of it has to do with incorporating their own human desire. We’re greatly craving some sort of spirituality in music.

“It’s a song for meditating, for pondering bigger issues, moral issues. I think that’s why it has such an impact on today’s society—because we’re mulling over a lot, we’re not being rammed with somebody else’s doctrine down our throat, we’re coming up with our own. It’s less structured, less guided, and more individual, more personal.”

When she first chose “Hallelujah” for inclusion on Hymns of the 49th Parallel, however, lang wasn’t thinking as much about the song’s cultural or spiritual significance as she was about its musicality—maybe because, at the time, it hadn’t yet fully ascended to universal status. She’s quick to point out that the aesthetic element is as crucial as the content to the song’s legacy.

“ ‘Hallelujah’ has a lot to gravitate toward as a singer,” she said. “The structure of the song, the melody of the refrain; it gives you a lot to work with. I think when I first recorded it, I was more into the melodic structure, the flow of the song, and then as I performed it live and lived the cinematic, narrative nature of the song, it became infinitely interesting to me. I never get tired of living the experience of the emotional scenario—the ironic resolve in getting to the chorus and acquiescing to the fact that the very nature of being human is desire itself.

“It’s up to interpretation. It just boils down to that. It’s applicable to whatever you need it to be applicable to.”

The version of “Hallelujah” that lang recorded is leisurely, expansive. It retains the contemplative nature of the lyric, but the sheer force and clarity of her voice give it a triumphal power. It’s much closer to a public shout to the heavens than Buckley’s solitary incantation, and if lang’s delivery lacks the humor and irony of Cohen’s, she adds a melodic pull and sense of purpose. Where Jeff Buckley’s is the “Hallelujah” of a sullen, lustful adolescent, and Leonard Cohen’s conjures the hard-fought wisdom of a surviving elder, k. d. lang’s “Hallelujah” is that of a thoughtful, searching, mature adult.

Cohen has often praised lang’s rendition of the song over the years. His companion/collaborator Anjani Thomas said that after hearing lang perform “Hallelujah” at the Canadian Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2006, “we looked at each other and said, ‘Well, I think we can lay that song to rest now! It’s really been done to its ultimate, blissful state of perfection.’ ”

•   •   •

As both the soundtrack usages and the covers of “Hallelujah” were becoming pervasive, one thing becoming evident was that the song had a peculiar advantage over and above its compositional merits. Since its best-known version was already a cover, and the song’s author had himself altered the lyrics almost immediately after recording it, it was somehow understood that the words were never truly considered fixed or set in stone. With Cohen’s tacit approval, and Buckley not around to object, verses could be cut, lyrics could be changed, with no real sense of betraying the song’s meaning.

For a song as weird as “Hallelujah,” this open invitation to experiment and adjust is perhaps its greatest allure. Depending on preference and context, the different elements—religion, sex, hope, despair, love, death—can be turned up or down at will. Certainly, the “I remember when I moved in you” verse was often abandoned, especially for religious or charitable uses. Sometimes even “She tied you to a kitchen chair” was a little too much for the setting. But with its abstract and disconnected imagery, the song’s contradictions and nuances could easily be elided, which gave “Hallelujah” a versatility that went beyond its ambiguities.

“I tend to be a wordy person, and I think every verse is so beautiful that I just couldn’t part with one of them,” said Kate Voegele. “But I think the song has this unbelievable ability to take a personal concept and elevate it to the universal. So I think people pick and choose the verses because they’re all sort of little stories within themselves, and no matter what order you sing them in or hear them in, it means something.”

“It’s very open to interpretation,” said Lee DeWyze, the 2010 American Idol champion. DeWyze sang one highly abbreviated edit of the song on the show, when the stakes were high and the contest had come down to three finalists, but he has altered the choice of lyrics on his own subsequent tours. “The only other song like it would be the national anthem. Because there’s no one national anthem that everyone’s like, ‘That’s the one.’ People just do it however they want. ‘Hallelujah’ is one of those songs that doesn’t feel like it has an owner. When people sing it now, it’s almost like, ‘This is my song.’ ”

Some artists offer more practical reasons for the revisions of the lyric. “I’ll drop the fourth verse if I’m running out of time,” said Brandi Carlile. “A lot of times, I close with it, so if I’m playing a union hall and I have six minutes before it goes into overtime pay, I’ve got to drop a verse.” This ability to truncate would prove invaluable as the song became a staple of televised singing competitions.

The impressionistic composition of the verses, with shifting perspective and nonlinear narrative, means that there’s no functional loss or disruption in meaning if verses are skipped or moved. “I think with that song,” said Rufus Wainwright, “as is the case with a lot of Leonard’s work, there are certain phrases that really jump out and hit you in different ways, and mean different things to different people—‘learn to shoot at someone who outdrew you.’ I think it’s more about those tiny nuggets of words than any broad meaning, but then once ‘hallelujah,’ that word, is placed in there, it kind of gathers up all of these elements, which is the essence of existence anyway: There’s no general theme for the world—it’s all little tiny pieces.”

Consider the contrast with one of the few songs that goes on a list with “Hallelujah” as a modern-day anthem—John Lennon’s “Imagine.” Yoko Ono has said that she constantly has to turn down requests for people who want to record the song and change just one word. The possible uses for “Imagine” multiply dramatically if she would allow singers to modify the line “Nothing to kill or die for / And no religion, too”—which she refuses to let them do, feeling that a change to the less radical “And one religion, too” would interfere with the song’s message and intentions too much.

CeeLo Green performed “Imagine” on NBC’s 2012 New Year’s Eve broadcast from Times Square, changing the lyric to “And all religion’s true.” Predictably, Lennon loyalists, especially in the online world, immediately went nuts: Rolling Stone reported a typical tweet, from @geekysteven, which read, “The whole point of that lyric is that religion causes harm. If ‘all religion’s true’ it would be a pretty bleak place.”

In the end, though, Lennon’s recording of “Imagine” is so iconic it can never truly be challenged, or even fully reimagined, by a cover; as with “Bridge over Troubled Water,” with Art Garfunkel’s distinct vocal, any new performance is instantly, however subconsciously, assessed in relation to the original. And, as CeeLo learned, any alteration of the lyric dramatically changes the song’s message in ways that many listeners are unwilling to accept.

“Hallelujah,” on the other hand, isn’t fixed and formalized in the same way. Before it had even penetrated the general population’s consciousness, it had demonstrated that it is capable of withstanding multiple modifications, possibly resulting in a change of its emphasis, but not its essence. This fluidity helped open countless doors for the song over the years.

•   •   •

In October 2004, Leonard Cohen released a new album, titled Dear Heather. It had been only three years since his last album—the shortest time between new music from him since the 1970s. Though the record contains some affecting moments, it has a bit of a patchwork feel and in the end is one of Cohen’s least satisfying albums. Nonetheless, Dear Heather reached Number 131 on the Billboard charts—Cohen’s highest ranking since Songs from a Room in 1969.

Newfound appreciation for Cohen was also apparent in a series of tribute concerts assembled by the producer Hal Willner, titled “Came So Far for Beauty.” The 2005 Australian production of the show—which included such unassailably über-hip artists as Nick Cave, Beth Orton, Jarvis Cocker, and more—would later become the foundation for a documentary by Lian Lunson called I’m Your Man. The film also included such star turns as U2 backing Cohen on a performance of “Tower of Song,” filmed in a tiny New York nightclub.

In the film, Rufus Wainwright reprised his version of “Hallelujah,” as he did at most of the “Came So Far for Beauty” shows, accompanied by his sister Martha. The “Hallelujah” performance Willner now seems proudest of, however, came at the 2006 show in Dublin, when Wainwright couldn’t make the trip.

“We thought, ‘Oh, man, what are we going to do with this now? Wait a minute, let’s break this down, let’s look at it differently,’ ” he said. “I’d heard a number of versions, and I thought it was time to give it a different look.” For this show, he matched Irish post-punk singer-songwriter Gavin Friday with eccentric Canadian vocalist Mary Margaret O’Hara for a cacophonous, irreverent “Hallelujah” that polarized the audience.

“It was this outrageous, two-sided thing,” said Willner, who has always championed a slightly cockeyed approach to his tribute projects, preferring provocation over canonization. “We weren’t being funny, we were just incorporating something else, and the reactions were unbelievable. I think Leonard would have loved it, but I always said that if the artist hears what we’re doing and likes it, we didn’t do our job.”

Meantime, the cult and the myth of Jeff Buckley were continuing to grow. In 2004, Buckley’s “Hallelujah” was included as number 259 in Rolling Stone’s list of the 500 Greatest Songs of All Time. In 2006, the Q magazine readers’ poll that had previously placed Grace at number seventy-five on the list of Greatest Albums of All Time was taken again—and this time Grace ranked thirteenth. The same year, Mojo magazine named Grace its #1 “Modern Classic.”

This ongoing discovery and reevaluation of Buckley’s music was being matched by a steady stream of new product. The Grace material was repackaged and extended with the release of the Grace EPs box set and then of a two-disc “Legacy Edition” of the album. In 2000, the Mystery White Boy album collected live performances from 1995 and ’96 by Buckley with his band, recorded around the world. “Hallelujah,” played in Seattle as a medley with the Smiths’ “I Know It’s Over,” closed the album.

Perhaps most important, the Legacy Edition of Live at Sin-é was released in 2003, expanding the original EP’s four songs to two full CDs, and giving a true sense of the now-legendary, freewheeling Monday night sessions on St. Mark’s Place. This package also concluded with “Hallelujah”—a riveting, nine-plus-minute solo excursion, full of wailing incantation and guitar wizardry that certainly confirms the grasp Buckley had of the song before he took it into the recording studio.

For better or worse, following the song’s initial burst into the public imagination, the years from 2001 to 2005 solidified the standing of “Hallelujah” in numerous ways, and broadened its reach. Having fanned out across the globe, and conquered the small and large screens, the song was increasingly becoming part of pop’s common vocabulary, and the momentum it was gaining showed no signs of slowing down.



    CHAPTER NINE


While the “Hallelujah” industry was expanding, it turned out that Leonard Cohen himself was not fully able to reap the benefits. In 2004, he discovered that for years, his manager, Kelley Lynch, had been defrauding him of millions of dollars, siphoning off a large amount of money that he presumed was being amassed for his retirement. The situation turned into a legal nightmare when Lynch simply disappeared. Cohen, now seventy, sued Lynch, accusing her of stealing $5 million from his personal accounts and investments while he lived at Mt. Baldy.

“It was a long, ongoing problem of a disastrous and relentless indifference to my financial situation,” he told the New York Times. “I didn’t even know where the bank was.”

In March 2006, a judge granted Cohen a default judgment in the case, ordering Lynch to pay $9.5 million. She ignored the suit and did not respond to a subpoena issued for her financial records. It was generally assumed that Cohen would never be able to collect the awarded amount, nor any of the money with which Lynch absconded. He suddenly found himself needing to make decisions about his career based on economics, which didn’t seem to sit well with the usual pace of his output.

As much of a disaster as Cohen’s financial situation was, it turned out that things with Lynch actually got much uglier than anyone suspected. Years later, it emerged that after he dismissed her as his manager, she began calling and e-mailing him with hostile, sometimes threatening messages. Cohen obtained numerous restraining orders against her in California and in Colorado, where she had moved. Lynch’s actions continued to escalate until, in 2012, Cohen pressed charges against her—five counts of violating protective orders and two counts of repeatedly contacting Cohen with the intent to annoy or harass.

When the trial opened in April, Cohen was the first witness to appear in Los Angeles County Superior Court. He testified that he and Lynch had a business and personal relationship for about seventeen years; she had been an assistant to his former manager, Marty Machat, and took over in the role when Machat died, in 1988. He said that at one point, they had a “brief” intimate relationship.

Cohen said that as soon as he fired Lynch as his manager, the threatening messages began, with some voice mails lasting up to ten minutes and e-mails that ran as long as fifty pages. “It started with just a few now and then, but it eventually accelerated to twenty or thirty a day,” he said. The caller leveled accusations and threats at him and said that he “needed to be taken down and shot.”

“It makes me feel very conscious about my surroundings,” Cohen said. “Every time I see a car slow down, I get worried.” He added, “My sense of alarm has increased over the years as the volume of e-mails has increased.” (The case focused specifically on messages left between February 2011 and January 2012.)

Over several days, prosecutors played voice mails said to be from Lynch, peppered with obscenities, sexual references, and accusations that Cohen was abusing drugs. Many of the calls were said to have been made when Lynch was intoxicated. Prosecutors also displayed ten binders filled with printed e-mails sent to Cohen, his attorneys, and others.

According to the Los Angeles Times, Lynch, who pleaded not guilty, “occasionally smiled as voice mails from 2011 were played for jurors.” In his opening statements, Michael Kelly, a public defender representing Lynch, said the case was “very much about relationships and how relationships oftentimes get messy.” He said Cohen’s attorneys had “done everything in their power” to undermine his client’s credibility.

As time went on, it seems that Lynch grew bolder in her actions, in recent years writing lengthy screeds not only to Cohen, but also to various bloggers, journalists, and government officials. A series of Facebook messages signed by Kelley Lynch and sent to writer Mikal Gilmore, who has profiled Cohen several times (once for a story I assigned at Spin magazine in 2001), were posted under the name “Cyber Terrorism” to a site called River Deep, which is devoted mostly to the elaborate and passionate defense of producer Phil Spector against his murder charge and all other alleged misdeeds—and if these are representative of the messages Cohen was receiving, they are creepy stuff indeed.

The writer repeatedly and obsessively attempts to refute Cohen’s story that Spector had a gun in the studio during the Death of a Ladies’ Man sessions. In a message posted May 28, 2011, the writer calls Cohen “a great liar; fraud; and con artist” and later says he is “an out of control lunatic and his history of mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, etc. does not help.” She claims that he made the accusation against Spector because “Cohen committed serious criminal tax fraud (with penalties & interest in the amount of $30 million) and thought perhaps the District Attorney could help him and visa versa [sic].”

Another message, posted that same day, says that “Phil Spector thinks Cohen is a closet Partridge Family groupie and he and I both believe Cohen is a porn artist with biblical references.” The writer says that “we were never lovers although he repeatedly attempted to have sex with me when I would visit him on Mt. Baldy,” and implies that Cohen “molested” his own daughter. A message posted the following day, May 29, finds the writer claiming that “this man has stolen from me; destroyed my life; permitted me to end up homeless; had his lawyer file a declaration in my son’s custody matter . . . and recently had his unconscionable thug lawyers threaten to have me arrested when I requested information I require for a complete forensic accounting in order to amend my federal tax returns and determine the amount of the theft.”

Presented with numerous communications like this, the jury reached a guilty verdict against Lynch within hours of receiving the case. A week later, she was sentenced to eighteen months in jail (though she will likely spend much less time behind bars because of prison overcrowding in California), plus five years’ probation, and was ordered to attend anger-management sessions, psychological training, and alcohol education sessions.

Prior to the sentencing, Lynch blamed prosecutors for carrying out a “vicious attack” on her, though she added, “I do believe that I have engaged in excessive and unauthorized rambling.”

“It gives me no pleasure . . . to see my onetime friend shackled to a chair in a court of law,” said Cohen, “her considerable gifts bent to the service of darkness, deceit, and revenge.”

With this harassment as a backdrop, and faced with the reality of having only a few hundred thousand dollars saved, in 2005, the seventy-one-year-old Cohen had little choice but to get back to work; he had already begun to sell off his assets and had taken out a mortgage on his house. In May of 2006, he released a collection of poetry and drawings titled Book of Longing, which topped the best-seller lists in Canada. That same month, his backup singer and current girlfriend, Anjani Thomas—whom he first met when she participated in the Various Positions sessions in 1984—put out the album Blue Alert, which was made up entirely of songs cowritten by Cohen, many of them constructed from writings they found in his notebooks that he had never completed.

“Finances were a huge factor,” Thomas said. “It was like, ‘We’ve got to make a record, make some money.’ It was a terribly pressurized situation, full of shock and awe and disbelief—so in the midst of that, running to the studio and banging on a piano was the fun part.”

The album, a pleasant, almost smooth-jazz take on Leonard Cohen, was well reviewed. The release of the album and the book also roughly coincided with the general release of the I’m Your Man documentary. Cohen even made a couple of rare appearances on stage, performing a few songs with Anjani in New York and Paris. It proved to be a fine confluence of activities for an artist who needed a quick infusion of both income and visibility.

“I’m happy that all these events came to completion around the same time,” Cohen told me in 2006 for a New York Times story. “It’s useful in a certain way—since I’m not in the marketplace that often, it creates a certain possible invitation to listen.”

As he did a slate of promotion for these various projects, journalists were finally starting to ask Cohen about the resurgence of “Hallelujah.” In a March 2006 interview for CBS Sunday Morning (which was filmed but never aired), he addressed the ongoing interest in the song.

“It’s wonderful,” he said. “The path of that song has been so curious to me, because when I first put that song out, perhaps my own version of it was not distinguished—it certainly doesn’t compare to the subsequent versions of it. But when I put the record out, no one remarked on the song. And then, years later, it started to appear.”

He mentioned that Cale’s version had been used in Shrek, and continued, “Then suddenly many, many people were using it. It seems to have discovered its place. I was very, very surprised at how it was resurrected, because it really was lost.”

Cohen recognized that there was an interest in “Hallelujah.” What he may not yet have fully realized, though, was the extent to which the song would prove the key to offering the larger world an “invitation to listen” to his work.

•   •   •

By this time, “Hallelujah” was no longer just a song that young artists could present as a new discovery and deploy as a way to prove how deep they were or increase their credibility. In 2007, a poll of fifty songwriters conducted by Q magazine listed Buckley’s “Hallelujah” among the all-time Top Ten Greatest Tracks. In the entry for the song, R&B singer John Legend called it “as near perfect as you can get . . . one of the most beautiful pieces of recorded music I’ve ever heard.”

Now it was firmly carved into the Mt. Rushmore of contemporary song—a challenge for established rock stars to tackle, and demonstrate that they, too, were hip enough to draw from the power of this composition. In the next few years, veteran artists such as Willie Nelson and former Doobie Brother Michael McDonald would record “Hallelujah.”

These performances both proved surprising. At this point, you might expect that such old hands would give the song a stately, sober reading, using the melody to showcase their distinctive, weathered voices. But both singers gave “Hallelujah” unexpected spins, and both clearly approached it as a Leonard Cohen song rather than as a Jeff Buckley song.

Nelson recorded it on his Songbird album, an inspired if ultimately disappointing experiment that matched him with young gun country rocker Ryan Adams. Adams picked the material, which included songs by Fleetwood Mac and Gram Parsons, as well as some Nelson classics and “Amazing Grace.”

In the arrangement Adams did for “Hallelujah,” Nelson sings the verses from Various Positions, with a pedal steel guitar and a harmonica adding a bluesy feel. Rather than explode into the chorus, Nelson sings the payoff word almost perfunctorily, tossing it off twice rather than the usual four times—there’s nothing celebratory here; he presents it as something of an afterthought. Only toward the end, when a choir somewhat incongruously takes over the chorus, does Shotgun Willie’s “Hallelujah” surrender to the song’s most obvious sentiments.

As for McDonald, he took the song in an even more surprising direction. On the Soul Speak album—which encompassed covers ranging from Van Morrison to Bob Marley—he sings the lyrics from the Cohen Live arrangement, opening with the “Baby, I’ve been here before” verse rather than the now-iconic “secret chord” verse. He performs a soul-jazz version of the song, and bravely takes liberties with the melody, opening up the standard singsong simplicity and moving away from the waltz feel underpinning almost every other rendition.

McDonald’s throaty, oft-parodied baritone, as always, is a matter of taste, but he definitely gets points for ambition. Like Nelson’s, his “Hallelujah” is the song of a survivor, not a young romantic.

McDonald had been asked to participate in a Cohen tribute at UCLA by his friend, longtime Cohen backup singer Perla Batalla. Other performers on the bill included Jackson Browne, Don Was, and rediscovered soul titan Howard Tate. Batalla sent McDonald some material to choose from, and he was drawn to “Hallelujah,” a song he didn’t previously know.

“I came up with this idea for a classic R&B 6/8 feel, changed the key, and voiced the chords a little differently,” he said. He also let the introduction go longer, pulling the melody up front for a while before getting to the words. “I strove to loosen it up a bit and let the lyrics fall in a wider space—on the records, the words come in really soon.”

The show came in the middle of the sessions for his Soul Speak album, and when he returned to the studio the morning after the performance, he decided that he should record the song. “It’s one of the most beautiful, honest lyrics ever written about love,” he said. “It stands apart in its honesty, in addressing the part of love that’s lonesome, desperate. Love isn’t just a pink cloud that you ride around on—love is what it is, and hallelujah for that. Don’t have grand notions or huge expectations because then you miss what love really is, you miss the real gift of it.”

The recording that Batalla had initially sent him was indeed the “Hallelujah” from Cohen Live, and McDonald said that even after he listened to the studio versions, he chose to stick with the less-conventional edit of the lyrics. “I just preferred the verses I heard on the live album,” he said. “The way the conversation started was so much more personal and honest, it really set up the whole idea of the song.”

As for the familiar opening lines, he claims that he just doesn’t miss them. “Not that I didn’t like that verse,” he said. “I thought it was clever wordplay, but it didn’t hold the same emotional feel for me.”

McDonald has kept “Hallelujah” in his live set ever since, and stripped it down more and more as time goes on. “It’s a song you can’t take down to the bare essence enough,” he said. On his most recent tour, he and co-headliner Boz Scaggs performed it as the show’s encore, accompanied by just piano and guitar. “No matter how many times I do the song, it goes deeper every time,” he said. “It’s like a good book—three hundred times later, you feel like you’re just getting it for the first time. You could never really exhaust the feeling of that song.

“I love that it took this iconic, religious word and returned it to its actual meaning—that love is above and beyond all other things, it transcends all things on the planet. No matter how beat up I am by the world around me, as long as I recognize love and give it its due, hallelujah.”

Moving further up the celebrity chain, Bon Jovi performed the song on an Unplugged session and for a live DVD—though Jon Bon Jovi confesses that when he first heard “Hallelujah,” he was among the many people who thought that Jeff Buckley had written it.

“I saw Buckley at a club called the Saint in Asbury Park that couldn’t have held more than a hundred people,” he said. “I heard him sing ‘Hallelujah’ and I said, ‘That’s the hit!’ And somebody said, ‘Nice going, genius—that’s a Leonard Cohen song.’ And I said, ‘Well, it’s the only song [Buckley’s] got.’ ”

Bon Jovi may not have known who wrote “Hallelujah,” but he said that he instantly keyed in to the intention of the lyrics, which he believes many interpreters miss. “I got the meaning of ‘Hallelujah’ right away,” he said. “I got the irony, got the sexuality. I won’t name the artists who have no clue of what’s inside those words, but I’ve often said that people in America know the chorus to that song, people in the rest of the world know the verses.”

Bon Jovi started performing the song in smaller settings and at private events. Initially, it seemed listeners didn’t know the song and assumed it was an original, but by the time he had it in rotation for the 2007 Lost Highway tour, his audience knew the song not only from his band’s own version, but also from all the other covers.

As for the song’s popularity, he said, “I can only guess, but maybe it’s the simplicity of the chorus—sometimes simplicity gets people’s attention. How many Dylan songs are there that we’re amazed by, but they don’t do that?” But, he’s quick to add, that directness is contrasted with the complexity of the verses, including the explication of the chord sequence in the opening lines. “If you were really trying to write simple, you wouldn’t engage the audience in music theory in the first verse,” he said. “It shows that he’s an instinctual writer; he’s just saying it.

“When you get to that last verse, I can’t even explain it to somebody who hasn’t stood in my spot and looked out—you zero in and deliver that to somebody, and you will see an electrical charge. . . . I’m being polite with the language.”

Bon Jovi guitarist Richie Sambora added that for him, the message of “Hallelujah” doesn’t feel far from the intentions of the band’s own songs. “Look at ‘Livin’ on a Prayer,’ ” he said. “Our songs are all optimistic, in a world that has a lot of problems, so a song like ‘Hallelujah’ fits into what we’re doing. It’s kind of a perfect song, to bring spirituality into everyday life and relationships like that.

“Just to tackle that word hallelujah is daunting, and to bring so much culture and sociology into a song is pretty strange. But there’s a spirituality in Leonard Cohen that he found in relationships, human being to human being, and as songwriters, that’s something we’re all trying to conjure.”

Much to the dismay of many Leonard Cohen and Jeff Buckley fans—who routinely rate Bon Jovi’s “Hallelujah” as the worst version of the song, or use it as an example of its most inappropriate interpretations—Cohen himself has expressed his admiration for the band’s take; when Rolling Stone asked him for his favorite “Hallelujah” covers, he mentioned k. d. lang and Bon Jovi.

Jon Bon Jovi’s vocal is certainly more melodramatic than most, closer to a brawny power ballad and not as “cold and broken,” but after listening to a lot of weepy and fragile deliveries of the lyric, there’s something bracing about hearing it sung with some muscle. He feels no obligation to step delicately through these words; he hits them hard and sells them like a real rock song. It may not be an especially profound reading, but it certainly shows that the song can hold up to a stadium crowd and still pack an emotional punch.

Members of Cohen’s generation, or maybe, like Jon Bon Jovi, the next age group down, weren’t the only ones taking “Hallelujah” to bigger audiences. Popular young rock bands Fall Out Boy and Paramore found a different way to pay homage to the song, working references to “Hallelujah” into their own originals.

Paramore, fronted by charismatic redhead Hayley Williams, was nominated for the Best New Artist Grammy Award in 2007, losing to Amy Winehouse. On their platinum-selling 2007 album Riot!, the band recorded a straight-ahead upbeat love song of their own called “Hallelujah” (“This time we’re not giving up / Let’s make it last forever”). When they played the song live, though, they worked a section of the Cohen song into the performance, as documented on the gold-certified live album and DVD The Final Riot!

The performance opens with the guitarist playing the familiar, Buckley-esque intro figure, followed by Williams delivering a full-throated pass at Cohen’s first verse. The shrieks of the audience are audible when she begins, and the crowd takes over the chorus when it comes; it’s clear that Paramore’s young fans already know this song. After the chorus, the band kicks into their original—with no particular connection to the other “Hallelujah” beyond the title, but with the points already scored for connecting to something familiar yet unexpected, with the history and sentiment these young fans carried with them from Shrek and their favorite TV dramas.

Fall Out Boy, a pop-punk band who took their name from a fictional comic book character referred to on The Simpsons, make a more subtle use of “Hallelujah,” but one that is apparently just as effective. Singer Patrick Stump recalls that it was an odd set of circumstances that landed a piece of Cohen’s composition into their song.

Stump writes all of Fall Out Boy’s music, while bass player Pete Wentz writes the lyrics. Their usual method is that Wentz hands over notebooks full of poems, lines, and ideas, and Stump pulls out the words or sections that inspire ideas for melodies.

“I was going through his stuff,” said Stump, “and I saw a line about ‘Hum Hallelujah.’ Pete had a more religious upbringing than me, so I think he meant a literal church hallelujah, but I liked it being ambiguous, and it kept evoking the ‘Hallelujah’ melody. We were working on the bridge and couldn’t think what we were doing, and I sang the [Cohen] melody, really kind of as a joke, over the instrumental. I really had no intention of using it, but Pete came in right then and he said, ‘That was awesome! What is that?’ So I had to explain it to him.

“But the funny thing was, he was like, ‘I know that, it’s an old church song.’ And I had to tell him that no, it isn’t. He knew that it was familiar, it was just something in music history at this point—and this is before American Idol and all that.”

Stump routinely used the Buckley version of the song when he was singing for himself or warming up his voice; he claims that he probably sang it “a thousand times,” but had never thought to use it in the context of the band, and was wary when the idea presented itself.

“There’s a real responsibility,” he said. “I respect the music that I care about, and I didn’t want to miscontextualize something that people hold near and dear, or butcher somebody else’s masterwork. When we decided to use that melody, I thought, ‘Well, now this has to be a good song.’ That section kept a sheen of beauty—borrowed beauty—over the whole thing. It added reverence to what would have been a cheeky pop-punk song.”

Fall Out Boy’s audience reacted immediately to the inclusion of the chorus of “Hallelujah” as the bridge in “Hum Hallelujah.” Though the song wasn’t released as a single, it consistently received one of the biggest responses in the band’s live set.

“No one ever told me about ‘Hallelujah,’ ” said Stump. “I had to do a little bit of investigative work to get to it myself, to find Buckley’s album, and then Leonard Cohen’s. So one of the biggest surprises was when our audience flipped out at that song every night.

“People keep finding the song in new ways. It has a really enduring life. I’ve had kids talk to me about ‘Hallelujah’ as if they were the only ones who knew about it—it’s a cult classic, like the world’s biggest sleeper hit. It’s like joining a club.”

That club extended far beyond the borders of the U.S. and the UK. In some of the countries that had embraced Jeff Buckley most enthusiastically while he was alive, “Hallelujah” was now breaking away from his body of work and gaining even more momentum. In 2006, an all-star Norwegian quartet of Espen Lind (a former Artist of the Year winner at the Norwegian Grammys, and cowriter of such hits as Beyoncé’s “Irreplaceable” and Train’s “Hey Soul Sister”), Kurt Nilsen (winner of the World Idol competition), Chilean-born Alejandro Fuentes, and Askil Holm released a cover of the song, which became the fastest-selling hit in Norway’s history.

Their “Hallelujah” reached Number One on the country’s singles chart, going ten times platinum in two weeks and eventually selling more than 250,000 copies (twenty-five times platinum). The song stayed in the Norwegian Top 20 for thirty-seven weeks, and gave its title to the foursome’s Hallelujah Live album, which also went to Number One. Incredibly, the video for their pleasant, only occasionally overwrought “Hallelujah” has been watched on YouTube almost exactly the same number of times as all of the Jeff Buckley clips combined—a staggering fifty million views.

•   •   •

As the tenth anniversary of Buckley’s death approached, his following seemed to keep growing every year, and to become more formalized. In 2007, there were tribute events held around the world—in Australia, Iceland, France, Macedonia, and many more countries. (Currently, there are two ongoing, annual Jeff Buckley tribute events: Chicago’s twoday event at Uncommon Ground and a yearly New York City tribute called “An Evening with Jeff Buckley.”)

Incredibly, Buckley’s own thirteen-year-old recording of “Hallelujah,” which had never been released as a single, began to show up on European pop charts itself. In 2006, on the heels of the Lind/Nilsen/Fuentes/Holm hit, it went to Number Seven in Norway, meaning that the song reached the Top Ten in two different versions in one year. The next year, it hit Number Five in Sweden.

During the week of March 15, 2008, “Hallelujah” was the single most downloaded song in France. Eleven years after his death, Jeff Buckley had his first Number One hit.



    CHAPTER TEN


For the next phase of “Hallelujah”-mania, once again, Northern Europe got there early. In 2007, Amanda Jenssen sang “Hallelujah” in the semifinals of the Swedish edition of Idol. She eventually lost the championship vote by a few percentage points, but her version of the song became an online hit, and when her debut album was released, it went to Number One.

This performance was a harbinger of things to come. The year 2008 would prove to be yet another landmark in the journey of “Hallelujah,” this time through a different kind of usage on television. It was the year in which the singing competitions discovered the song and, yet again, propelled it to new levels of visibility and popularity.

In the U.S., Jason Castro performed the song during the round of sixteen on American Idol, which was devoted to songs from the 1980s. (Its inclusion may have been a surprise to any of the viewers who knew it only through Buckley’s 1994 recording.) The dreadlocked Colombian-American singer gave a simple performance, almost shockingly clean amid the overwrought melismas of most Idol singers. He gave an especially nice vocal wink on the “you don’t really care for music, do ya?” line. Though Castro played guitar, and even ukulele, on other episodes of the show, this time he sang with no instrument in his hands.

It’s kind of alarming to go back and watch single-song clips from Idol in isolation, and realize just how brief these performances are. Castro sings for barely ninety seconds, enough to get through the song’s first verse and the “marble arch” verse. It’s quite a tribute to the resilience of this lyric—this edit removes virtually all of the spirituality and every bit of the sexuality of Cohen’s words, leaving just a vague sense of romantic yearning. In Castro’s “Hallelujah,” the central line becomes “love is not a victory march,” which is a strong idea but not the song’s usual focal point.

Still, he used his time well and, whatever the limitations, he made an impression; judge Randy Jackson registered his fondness for the Cohen and Buckley recordings, and said that following them was “a tall order, because they really did it, they worked it out.” Idol majordomo Simon Cowell, who would become a key figure in the progress of “Hallelujah,” called Castro’s performance “absolutely brilliant.”

It left its mark with the public as well. Later, MTV.com proclaimed Castro’s “Hallelujah” to be “one of the best Idol performances of all time.” Castro would eventually finish fourth in that year’s contest, and he included a recording of “Hallelujah” on his 2010 debut album, which reached the Top 20.

More surprising, though, was that immediately following Castro’s performance, Buckley’s recording of the song skyrocketed on iTunes. His “Hallelujah” sold 178,000 digital downloads in the week following Castro’s performance—the highest boost in sales a song had ever received from an Idol cover—to debut at Number One on Billboard’s “Hot Digital Songs” chart. It was the first time Buckley’s version of the song reached any Billboard chart, as well as his first-ever U.S. Number One. Within a matter of weeks, the single was certified gold, and then platinum.

Later in the year, Simon Cowell would make good on the fact that he had called “Hallelujah” (specifying the Buckley recording) “one of [his] favorite songs of all time” when a twenty-year-old R&B singer named Alexandra Burke reached the finals of the 2008 edition of The X Factor in England. After Cowell and the show’s producers told her that the song she would be singing in the final would be “Hallelujah,” Burke said that, initially, she was “gutted.”

“I thought, ‘Cor, I’ve lost already, I’m never gonna do a justifiable version of that song,’ ” said Burke a few years later, on the phone from London. “My mum has been in the business for a long time, and when I was told that was the song chosen, I called her and said, ‘I’m not going to win, that song is never going to suit me.’ But my mum said, ‘Calm down, listen to the song, and call me back.’

“I grew up listening to Motown and soul records, and I realized that there were all these different versions of ‘Hallelujah,’ but there wasn’t a soulful one, and maybe that was my way to put my own spin on it. I called my mum back and told her that I was going to Whitney-fy it, really make it soulful, and she burst into tears on the phone.”

Still, Burke had questions. She heard the different verses used in the different recordings, and she said that she asked the producers, “Hang on, which version are we doing?” Maybe because it was the final round, a little more time could be given over to the actual music, so she was presented with an edit that had three verses—in addition to the first and last of the Buckley version, she also sang the “She tied you to a kitchen chair” verse (which also perhaps displayed a bit more confidence in the sophistication of European, as opposed to American, viewers).

“When they picked the verses, the whole meaning came clear to me,” said Burke. “I had asked my mum, ‘Explain to me what the song means.’ And she said, ‘Yes, it’s dark, but people take in their own kind of meaning, and it’s also loving.’ The ‘maybe there’s a God above’ verse, that’s my favorite. That boils down to my religion, which for me is really the whole meaning.”

No doubt, Burke’s “Hallelujah” is a powerhouse. On her X Factor performance and then on the subsequent studio recording, the first two verses come relatively straight, with little embellishment against a simple arrangement. But there’s definitely a sense of calm before the storm. After the second chorus, there’s a brief instrumental break, and then Burke explodes into the final verse—on the show, you can see the audience starting to go wild—backed by a gospel choir. It is, in fact, reminiscent of dramatic Whitney Houston ballads like “I Will Always Love You,” in which Houston famously built in a brief pause before the roof-raising climax.

Burke digs into that final verse, delivering “Hallelujah” as salvation. “It’s not a cry that you hear at night / it’s not someone who’s seen the light”—hers is a hallelujah that is open to all, a reward for faith rather than a resigned surrender. Ironically, in some ways it was a return to the spirit of celebration that was intended, but came to be so easily overlooked, in the Various Positions version.

Burke might not offer all of the meanings that Cohen wrote into these words, but she sings with a clear sense of purpose and a passionate drive. Her take may flatten out the poetry, but it’s damn near irresistible.

The reaction from the public was staggering. More than eight million votes were cast by UK viewers, and Burke was crowned X Factor champion. “Hallelujah” was instantly released as the “winner’s single.” The song, offering a spirit of joy and uplift in time for the holiday season, became the all-time European record holder for single sales over a period of twenty-four hours, selling 105,000 copies in one day on its way to becoming the top-selling song of the year in the UK. By January 2009, sales of Burke’s “Hallelujah” had passed one million copies, which made her the first British female solo artist to reach that milestone.

There is an odd tradition in the UK of making a very big deal out of which song is the country’s Number One hit on Christmas Day. In recent years, there have been campaigns to whip up support for old Rage Against the Machine songs and even John Cage’s silent 4’33” in a bid for them to come in as the Christmas Number One.

When Jeff Buckley fans, upset by the commercial delivery and slick production of Burke’s “Hallelujah,” saw the instant popularity and rocket-fueled sales of the record, they responded with a campaign to promote Buckley’s version on the Christmas charts. In the end, Buckley’s single rose all the way to Number Two—though almost a half a million copies behind Burke—while, for good measure, Leonard Cohen’s 1984 original came in at Number 36.

It marked the first time in more than forty years that the same composition held the top two spots on the singles chart. Martin Talbot, managing director of the Official Charts Company, noted that the positions were “remarkable for a twenty-five-year-old song which has never previously reached the Top 40.”

The fact that the popularity of “Hallelujah” was reaching new heights in the aftermath of exposure on a televised singing contest may have been improbable, but at least it was understandable. (It was also sung on Canadian Idol and recorded, in another hit version, by the Dutch X Factor champion.) More incredible, though, was the way in which this resurgence continued after these phenomena had died down, and the ripples continued to be felt around the world.

In such countries as Sweden, Austria, and Switzerland, Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah” reached the singles charts separate times in 2008, 2009, and 2010. In 2009, the Buckley track was ranked number three on the Australian radio station Triple J’s “Hottest 1001 of All Time,” a listener poll held every decade.

On yet another end of the musical spectrum, Simon Cowell found a different outlet for the song with his multinational “operatic pop” group Il Divo. In late 2008, the quartet—composed of singers from France, Spain, Switzerland, and the U.S.—included “Hallelujah” on its fourth album, The Promise. Where the song provided a showstopping moment for most of the singer-songwriters, solo vocalists, and rock bands who performed it, for this bravura set of voices, it marked a new level of subtlety.

According to Il Divo’s David Miller, his fellow group member Sebastien Izambard had been advocating for “Hallelujah” for a while, but it took the song’s success on Idol and X Factor to convince mentor Cowell to let them try it. Tellingly, Miller noted that it was one of the rare songs that all four of the singers were already familiar with: “We come from radically different countries, so if we all know a song, then probably everyone knows it.”

They translated the lyrics into Spanish, taking some liberties with the words, and constructed an arrangement that Miller calls “delicate and intimate,” in contrast to their usual grand presentations and big finishes. “When we listened back, we knew it was something special, unlike anything we’d ever done,” he said—so much so that it was a challenge to find the right place for “Hallelujah” in Il Divo’s live set. “It always has an impact with the audience, but it can be difficult to program it,” he said. “After a huge song, it can almost be jarring for us to go so quiet, or it might be too much of a lullaby after too many quiet songs.”

Regardless, it connected with Il Divo’s listeners just as it had with so many others. The Promise went to Number One in the UK and Number Five in the U.S. “That word hallelujah means something to everyone,” said Miller. “The release of joy in that word, everyone has experienced that at some point.”

Even before Il Divo’s recording, numerous vocal groups had been giving the song a more formal, traditional arrangement—and so, in addition to infiltrating the poppunk world, the song was now a regular part of the light classical repertoire. Every set of National Tenors or opera-trained crooners seemed to perform “Hallelujah,” and it had also become a staple for college a cappella groups and glee clubs.

It’s rare but not unprecedented to see a song return to public awareness years after its day has passed, often owing to use on a soundtrack (think of Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody” and its resurgence after the Wayne’s World movie). It’s quite possible, though, that no song has ever scaled those heights after such a long time, and then done it again and again, with little sense of either nostalgia or novelty, and somehow still managed to feel at once so familiar and so fresh.

•   •   •

At the end of 2007, Leonard Cohen was voted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. This was followed, a few weeks later, by the singer’s own bit of news—like an old trouper, Cohen announced in January of 2008 that he would be touring, getting back on the boards after fifteen years away. He made no secret of the fact that the tour was primarily motivated by financial reasons, an attempt to struggle back to security following the Lynch disaster.

At the Hall of Fame induction ceremony on March 10, Lou Reed introduced Cohen. He recalled the two of them meeting in the ’60s at the Chelsea Hotel and at the nightclub Max’s Kansas City. He compared Cohen’s Beautiful Losers to the writings of William F. Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, and Hubert Selby. “We’re so lucky to be alive at the same time Leonard Cohen is,” said the notoriously acerbic Reed.

Cohen’s brief speech was followed by the young Irish singer/songwriter Damien Rice performing, inevitably, a solo and very Buckley-ish “Hallelujah.” It is probable that very few people noticed that this particular set of lyrics was not one that Cohen had ever sung himself.

The next day, the first leg of the tour was announced. The trek began on May 11 at the 709-seat Playhouse in Fredericton, New Brunswick, and ran for eighty-five dates, concluding at England’s twenty-thousand-capacity Manchester Arena. There was no way of knowing that demand would run so high for these shows that the tour would continue, relatively uninterrupted other than the first half of 2010, for more than two and a half years. In the end, Cohen played almost 250 dates around the world—mostly marathon, almost three-hour sets—from Australia to Israel to the Czech Republic, to rapturous reviews; one New Zealand critic said simply, “This was the best show I have ever seen.”

Skipping on and off the stage; tipping his fedora in deference to the musicians when they took a solo; grinning in admiration as his backup singers, the Webb Sisters, turned a unison cartwheel mid-show, Cohen was a radiant presence in these concerts. Though it had been a few years since he said that his depression had lifted, the Prince of Bummers now truly presented a paternal, grateful demeanor. Given the functional motivation for the tour, it could have been something genuinely pathetic. Instead, as Cohen returned for encore after encore each night, it was proving to be his long-overdue victory lap.

One indication of the phenomenon that was developing around the tour came at England’s Glastonbury Festival in June. The big controversy around the event this time was the fact that Jay-Z was the headliner, the first time a hiphop artist was given that coveted slot. Noel Gallagher from Oasis expressed his disapproval, to which Jay-Z responded by opening his set with a cover of the band’s “Wonderwall,” ending with him smashing a guitar. But one of the most memorable performances came from Cohen on the festival’s closing night.

“Veteran singer/songwriter Leonard Cohen inspired a Glastonbury ‘moment’ when he played his legendary song ‘Hallelujah’ during his Pyramid Stage slot at Glastonbury tonight,” wrote NME.com. “The star started the song just as the sun was setting, and further delighted the massive crowd when he changed the lyric ‘I told the truth, I didn’t come here to fool ya’ to ‘I told the truth, I didn’t come to Glastonbury to fool ya.’ The crowd sang every chorus with Cohen, and gave him a massive ovation at the end.”

Glastonbury’s official website singled out the performance in its recap of the 2008 festival. “Leonard Cohen stole the entire weekend in dapper style, leading the crowd in an astonishing chorus of ‘Hallelujah,’ and performing a taut set of his greatest hits as the sun went down on the Festival’s final day.”

A few weeks after Glastonbury, Cohen’s performance at the sold-out O2 Arena was filmed for the Live in London DVD and double-CD set. In the ever-shifting world of dwindling record sales, the album was Cohen’s highest-charting in the U.S. since 1969, and, in a now-familiar pattern, hit the Top Ten in various European nations. Entertainment Weekly wrote that the set was “a reminder that Cohen is as gifted a performer as he is a songwriter.”

As documented on the DVD, “Hallelujah” had settled into a standardized, fail-safe arrangement, complete with organ solo by Neil Larsen and, as noted above, the insertion of the host city into the “I didn’t come to fool you” line. Cohen was now more carefully enunciating “you,” rather than “ya,” in every verse (a modification that Rufus Wainwright suspects he might have inspired). The line most people know (from covers starting with Cale’s and Buckley’s) as “it’s not somebody who’s seen the light” has evolved in Cohen’s performances into the more precise, more skeptical “it’s not some pilgrim who claims to have seen the light.”

Keeping in mind that these were Cohen’s first performances of the song since the “Hallelujah” explosion, it’s important that his own rendition still crescendoed with the “I’ll stand before the Lord of Song / with nothing on my tongue but Hallelujah!” verse—lines that were unknown to fans who came to the song through Jeff Buckley, whose version concluded with the “all I ever learned from love / is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you” verse. Indeed, the tour program, which included excerpts from the lyrics to some of Cohen’s best-known songs, contained the first verse and the two final verses of the original text. Whether this was intended to differentiate Cohen’s song from Buckley’s cover, or simply to emphasize his own priorities in the lyrics, the statement was significant.

A February 2009 appearance at New York’s Beacon Theatre for fans and media served as the launch announcement for the next installment of the tour. It was intended to create—or amplify—buzz for the tour, and was the first time most of the NYC press witnessed the warmth of Cohen’s new elder statesman persona. Whether it came from all the years of Zen study or from having a song that had taken over the public’s consciousness, his mood and the impeccable caliber of his performance were stunning.

One highlight of the U.S. dates was an April performance at the Coachella Festival in Indio, California; Cohen was an inspired booking for this annual gathering of the hipster elite. Stacey Anderson was part of the team covering Coachella for Spin.com that year. “Only a few minutes from the start time of Cohen’s set, I was able to walk up and almost reach the barrier,” she said. “But the momentum started when they rolled out the carpet and the brocade chairs. It was very regal, and everyone saw that something special—something very different from the normal, sweaty, Ray-Bans-wearing bands—was happening. And when he started, there was this magnetic pull toward his stage.”

Cohen played “Hallelujah” toward the end of his set, after the desert sun had gone down. “In the first few notes, I heard gasps around me,” Anderson remembered. “No one thought he would hold it back, but just like the urgency of the song is such a surprise each time you hear it, so was the experience of ‘I’m about to hear him sing this song.’ I wasn’t prepared for it, and I knew it was coming.

“The song started very minimally, and built so quickly to the audience overpowering him as they sang along. There was no separation between his rendition of the song and the audience’s—they intervened immediately. I remember seeing a look of genuine surprise come over his face, and he took off his fedora and put it to his chest and nodded in appreciation, with tears in his eyes.”

From “Hallelujah” on, she said, the audience stayed at Cohen’s stage, transfixed, rather than moving along to other bands playing at the same time. “Usually at Coachella, people are waiting to hear the hit, or whatever song is in the Honda commercial that week, but no one left after that,” she said. “I think everyone left that set really enraptured with him.”

Amanda Palmer performed at Coachella that year, and planted herself by the stage to watch Cohen. When he started “Hallelujah,” she recalls, “everyone that I could see shut up. It was a cultural agreement to have a moment of silence. Then everyone sang along with the choruses. It felt like church—it was fantastic.”

Palmer said that her admiration for Cohen’s accomplishment at the festival grew when she went from his stage to watch Morrissey’s set. “It was like, have you ever done a sauna and got into a cold plunge? Morrissey [an outspoken vegetarian] was in a bad mood, because he was pissed about the meat carts. Leonard Cohen’s set would have been profound anyway, but it gave me such an intense appreciation for what a fantastic showman he is.”

On Spin’s website, Cohen’s performance was tagged the “Best Set” of the day. “How fitting that Leonard Cohen’s performance of ‘Hallelujah,’ his most famous song, would still come as a glorious shock,” wrote Anderson. “After all, that’s what the melody does: It seeps into your heart and lies dormant—then erupts as pure emotion. . . . When the keys kicked up the first strains of ‘Hallelujah,’ those ascending notes led a seismic reaction—offstage, as an ecstatic audience sang every word back in hymnal, and onstage, where Cohen removed his hat and peered out into the audience with reverent, brimming tears.”

Coachella was a remarkable moment for Cohen. It’s one thing to thrill an audience made up of old fans, who have been waiting for over a decade to see you onstage. Even Glastonbury, though certainly a triumph, took place in a country (and in a part of the world) where Cohen has long been a much better known and admired figure. But winning over the hearts and minds of tens of thousands of young, jaded Americans—this was truly new territory.

“When he took off his hat to the audience, it struck me as such a pure moment, and I wondered what it looked like to him,” said Anderson. “What must it look like for that crowd, so young and sweat-soaked, to be singing the song back to him?” Clearly, it was meaningful: When Cohen assembled a second DVD from the tour—Songs from the Road, which collected performances from different concerts around the world—the version of “Hallelujah” he included was the Coachella performance.

Needless to say, the song was now a climax in every show, received like holy scripture. It belonged in a category with seeing Bob Dylan sing “Like a Rolling Stone” or watching Bruce Springsteen perform “Born to Run”—it was an event that people simply wanted to witness, to say they had seen. It took on a power that had to do with the song’s history first, its feeling second, and its details hardly at all. Every performance carried with it a sense of where this song had been, who had sung it, where and how every listener had first encountered it; it had reached a place where it was something to be experienced, rather than listened to. In the notes to Songs from the Road, producer Ed Sanders said that the song was “a rather predictable bet . . . [to] peg the nightly applause meter.”

In these concerts, “Hallelujah” was triumphant and valedictory, but it was never dumbed down. It’s probably impossible to be ironic when twenty thousand people are singing along with you; as Bill Flanagan noted, “It’s kind of like ‘Born in the U.S.A.’—you can say people misunderstood it as a patriotic anthem, but really, if you’re standing up in front of a football stadium singing, ‘Born in the U.S.A., born in the U.S.A.,’ it is kind of a patriotic anthem.”

But night after night, Cohen never betrayed the complexities of “Hallelujah.” It’s as if these performances were a culmination of all the years and all the interpretations of the song—like he absorbed all of these elements, and emerged with a comprehensive and unassailable version.

“I noticed that when Leonard was singing it this last time I saw him, it was like he was trying to take it back,” said Bono, “trying to remind us of the irony, the humor in it, take some of the portentousness out and bring it back to his original humility, bring it back to earth. He performed it like Lucky in Waiting for Godot, taking off his hat.

“It had all of its richness without any robes, any grandeur. He was wrestling it back to earth, like one of Blake’s angels that’s tethered to the ground. That song is not meant to be up with the angels—the thing to watch for is when people make it too lofty.”

The tour rolled on—in 2010, Cohen did a final, fifty-six-show run, starting in Zagreb, Croatia, and finally winding up in Las Vegas in December. Cohen’s 2009 tour earned a reported $9.5 million. The 2010 dates sold 375,000 tickets and took in an astonishing $40 million around the world, making it one of the thirty biggest tours of the year—ahead of such artists as Elton John, Alicia Keys, Carrie Underwood, and Rod Stewart, and with an average nightly gross higher than those of John Mayer and Justin Bieber.

Interest in Cohen also led to the release of some revelatory historical material. His tense, moving 1970 appearance at England’s Isle of Wight Festival was issued as a CD and a DVD. A controversial, long-out-of-print documentary of his 1972 tour, Bird on a Wire, was also given a DVD release; the movie is built around two concerts in Israel at which an exhausted Cohen tries to maintain order amidst security and technical disasters.

Following the Kelley Lynch debacle, the septuagenarian Cohen had put himself back into financial security. What’s more, by the end of the tour, his show included four new songs, and he indicated that he had another seven or eight written, with plans to return to the studio early in 2011. If he would never be able to reclaim all of the money due for the latter-day success of “Hallelujah,” he was certainly able to use its popularity wisely, and keep looking to the future.

In fact, by this time Cohen himself had started expressing some “Hallelujah” fatigue. He told the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in 2009, “I was just reading a review of a movie called Watchmen that uses it and the reviewer said, ‘Can we please have a moratorium on “Hallelujah” in movies and television shows?’ And I kind of feel the same way.”

Ironically, this divisive adaptation of the revered, disturbing graphic novel was one of the very few soundtracks to use Cohen’s recording and not Buckley’s. And the Watchmen scene scored by the song, in which two former superheroes who were unable to perform sexually in their civilian clothes put on their costumes and make love, may not work dramatically (it was, in fact, a sequence that some reviewers singled out for attack), but in some ways, it gets at the song’s uncertain muddle of spirituality and eroticism more precisely than most of the more glib usages.

Cohen’s own objections notwithstanding, in 2009, when both Alexandra Burke’s and Jeff Buckley’s versions of the song were riding high on the charts, and Leonard Cohen’s tour was conquering the world, Martin Bandier, the chairman and CEO of Sony/ATV Music Publishing, spoke to Billboard about “Hallelujah.” At a time when record sales and revenues had plummeted, publishing looked like the best bet in the music business, since these companies profited from every soundtrack placement, cover, and commercial use of a song.

“This is one of those songs that we very carefully guard in terms of how it’s used and who it’s licensed to for product endorsement and anything like that,” Bandier said. “I think that there are wonderful things that are out there where the song can be used. We’re not against it, but I do think that we carefully watch it.

“To put it in today’s parlance,” said Bandier, “it’s protecting the brand. ‘Hallelujah’ is a brand.”



    CHAPTER ELEVEN


The children of Shrek were growing up. And as they continued to encounter “Hallelujah” in the music of the bands they liked, and in the foreground and background of the television shows they watched, they were also hearing it, and singing it, in settings closer to home. The impact of the song was extending beyond music culture, and into culture itself. It’s quite remarkable, in fact, how often “Hallelujah” has figured into the everyday lives of my own friends and acquaintances, as I discovered once I started casually asking around.

Brian Glickman was working as a counselor and music director at North Star Camp for Boys in Hayward, Wisconsin. In the winter of 2005, one of the camp’s other counselors, Alex, became stricken with encephalitis during a vacation in Hawaii. He was in a coma at one point, and remains in a wheelchair today.

Glickman loved Buckley’s “Hallelujah,” and, having learned it at home, decided to play the song at the 2006 pre-camp staff show and dedicate it to Alex. “I wasn’t sure I would make it through it,” he said. “I started to strum the chords and either closed my eyes as I sang or looked at the floor. I knew that if I made eye contact with any of my friends, I would most likely start to cry.”

When he looked up, he saw a counselor named Jake curled up in a corner of the room, weeping. “That actually made me smile, if only because Jake was a big, macho football player and I had reduced him to a puddle of tears,” Glickman said.

After that night, he was asked to perform the song at the first campfire of the season, and then it became a staple of the summer (minus the second, “kitchen chair” verse, which he “didn’t think would fly with the directors”). Glickman sang “Hallelujah” all the way through the season, including on the last night of camp, which was “request night,” and each time, the kids all sang along.

Camp sing-alongs marked one rite of passage, but “Hallelujah” had also started to appear in another new, more formal context: Increasingly, the song was being used in religious ceremonies—weddings and funerals, but also regular services, across the Judeo-Christian spectrum. If, as k. d. lang pointed out, we live in a time when people are looking for spiritual connections that feel authentic, “Hallelujah” was one of the conduits providing an opportunity to make that link.

Reverend Sandy Scott of St. Paul’s Presbyterian Church in Saskatchewan singled out two Canadian artists, Cohen and Sarah McLachlan, as the most frequent additions to his congregation’s events. “When planning worship services . . . more and more are requesting popular songs to be used in place of hymns,” he said, while noting a bit skeptically that “the music is written from the perspective of human experience, and less as a reflection on scripture and the work of the Holy Spirit in the world.”

With Cohen’s work, though, the Reverend pointed out that there was a fit that went beyond a fuzzy spiritual feeling. “The music and poems of Leonard Cohen were not written for the synagogue or the church, and he does start with human experience, but some of his poetry and music engages in an exchange or conversation with scripture.” Noting that in Jewish tradition, the Cohen surname indicates a member of the priestly class, Reverend Scott went on to offer his thoughts on the reasons that people wanted to bring “Hallelujah” into the church.

“The hallelujah being declared is not from a confident and victorious believer who has seen the light, has the answers to everything, and is entitled to God’s blessing and salvation,” he said. “I think it is a song of praise for those who have experienced loss, pain, and sin in life and yet still believe God can reconcile and even redeem the things that we cannot.

“There are days, I am sure, when you and I and even the great King David could only muster a cold and lonely Hallelujah. It may be that the cold and lonely Hallelujah is a turning point that marks our salvation, because we know only God can save us from some of the situations we find ourselves in. The cold and lonely Hallelujah is a surrender to the mystery and backhanded glory of God.”

Hartwick College professor Lisle Dalton explains that there is extensive precedent for bringing popular song into worship. Churches have used songs from musical theater dating at least back to Gilbert and Sullivan, and a few contemporary hymnals actually include songs by the likes of Rodgers and Hammerstein and Andrew Lloyd Webber. “There are lots of other genres that have been ‘baptized’ as well, including rock, folk, country, and even punk,” said Dalton. “That ‘Hallelujah’ has biblical allusions is probably seen as a bonus, but it’s not absolutely necessary in this type of music.”

Of course, the specifics of the “Hallelujah” lyric, and the options it allows, do seem to lead the song to places other compositions can’t go. Consider this post, which Dalton found on an online wedding forum thread from someone with the username “winter bridezilla”:

“I love hallelujah, fab song and would love it sang at the wedding . . . but maybe a sensored [sic] version if one exists. what do people think? totally inapprorpiate [sic] or would be lovely. . . .”

Responses ranged from people saying that they had sung it in church but took out anything “offensive” to a suggestion to play the instrumental of the verse and just sing the chorus. But, Dalton points out, other religious usages have stuck with the original lyrics, believing that they are obscure or ambiguous enough to lend themselves to varied interpretation.

“You could look at the more sexually suggestive lyrics, like ‘I remember when I moved in you’ in a nonsexual way—‘moved’ connoting an emotional change of heart or a spiritual change,” he said. “I’m sure there are many congregations that even like that the song has multiple layers, and appreciate Cohen’s efforts to link his own personal struggles to biblical characters and themes.”

Rabbi Ruth Gan Kagan of Jerusalem’s Nava Tehila synagogue has utilized the song in a number of different ceremonies. Her daughter chose to sing it at her bat mitzvah. (“She was singing about the heartbreak of a sixty-year-old man!” Kagan said with amusement. “But it was her choice.”) A distant relative of Kagan’s asked her to officiate at his wedding. The bride and the groom were both musicians, and didn’t want a religious ceremony, but wanted “a certain enchantment.” She suggested they start with a niggun—a mostly wordless, hummed melody—but they couldn’t agree on what to sing.

She tossed out the idea of using “Hallelujah,” and they “lit up like Hanukkah candles,” she said. “For a secular Israeli crowd, this is like a holy chant. And they had four hundred guests, young and old, and everybody was singing.”

The most codified use of “Hallelujah” Rabbi Kagan has attempted came when she introduced “Hallelujah” into the Yom Kippur service at Nava Tehila in 2009, a month after Leonard Cohen played a concert in Tel Aviv to benefit Palestinian and Israeli peace groups (“everybody was still under his spell,” she recalled). Kagan, a lifelong Cohen fan, had previously used his “If It Be Your Will” as a Day of Atonement prayer.

“In the beginning of the Kol Nidre service, we say three times ‘Al da’at ha-Makom’—a prayer saying we hereby make it permissible to pray with the wrongdoers,” she said. “It doesn’t mean there are some black sheep and they can come, too. It means bringing our whole self, including the wrongdoer inside ourself, even the piece that maybe doesn’t want to be there or doesn’t believe. ‘Hallelujah’ is not a hymn of the believer—it’s a hymn of the one who is full of doubt, a hymn of the heretic. In Hebrew, the word heretic shares the same root as kippur, ‘atonement.’ So the song is an opportunity to bring that heretical part in—not just the one who is ready for repenting, but the part that is doubting.”

Asked how she can reconcile this skeptical sensibility, and the language of Cohen’s song, with the more traditional aspects of the High Holidays, Kagan answered immediately. “I don’t want to reconcile!” she said. “The whole reason of bringing it in was that it doesn’t reconcile.

“Yom Kippur is not an easy day. That confusion is good, and it works better to admit that. Maybe I’m not sure I want to ask forgiveness—and who from, anyway? We should bring the poems that reflect this more complex relationship with God into the service. This is not the only poem of Cohen’s with this question, but it also has that ‘Hallelujah,’ which is a good answer.

“One young man who used to be religious came to the service, and it was the first time he came to Yom Kippur after ten or fifteen years. He told me, ‘I was sitting there all in knots, thinking, This isn’t the place for me, why did I come? And as soon as you started singing “Hallelujah,” I relaxed. I thought, There’s room for me here.’ ”

Kagan said that people have told her to edit or alter the lyrics, but she refuses to do it. “People say it’s too dirty for children, but I prefer to give honor to the words—otherwise don’t sing them at all,” she said. “I saw a rabbi who set the words of Psalm 150 to the melody of ‘Hallelujah,’ but for me that’s a little kitschy. I don’t like to kill that heretical message of the poem. I don’t want to be tricked into believing that he’s saying everything is going to be okay.”

Taking the opposite approach, Helen Hamilton led the congregation of the Holy Trinity Church in Jersey, the largest of the Channel Islands off the coast of Normandy, France, in a rendition of “Amazing Grace” set to the melody of “Hallelujah.” In the sermon that followed, she explained that she always felt the tune was “crying out” for Christian words.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she said, “I love Leonard Cohen’s words, set in the Old Testament from David’s point of view . . . but it’s not the whole story, is it? Leonard Cohen obviously didn’t find it enough. He converted from Judaism to Buddhism and spent five years in a Buddhist monastery. No wonder he talks about broken, cold, and lonely hallelujahs.”

So Hamilton (whose sermon also stated her fondness for Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah”) married the song’s melody and chorus to the immortal lyrics of “Amazing Grace,” and in doing so, she presented the salvation offered by Jesus Christ as a counter to the idea that “it all went wrong.” That, for Hamilton, completed Cohen’s narrative—“we will be able to stand there, at the end of time, with nothing on our lips but hallelujah. Not through anything we have done, but through amazing grace.”

Looking at these different usages of “Hallelujah,” one thing that stands out is not only how the song remains so open to interpretation and flexible in meaning and construction, but also how easily it fits into services and celebrations of multiple faiths. Though the song’s language, and the chorus itself, derive from specific sources, the words composed by the Jewish Buddhist travel easily from church to synagogue, and from wedding chapel to graveyard.

“There’s a universality to the word hallelujah,” said Cantor Jen Cohen of Temple Beth Sholom in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. “Someone gave me the advice long ago that whenever a Jewish clergy person or choir is called upon to participate in an interfaith service, any prayer or psalm or song with ‘hallelujah’ in it will always work. People are overjoyed to share that word with other faith traditions.”

Cohen chaperones a trip to Israel every year with a crop of tenth-graders. In 2010, the group visited the underground City of David water tunnels. Outside the tunnels, they had a view of the crowded rooftops of East Jerusalem, and their guide said that this could have been the very spot where King David saw Bathsheba “bathing on the roof.” Picking up on the reference, Cohen started to sing “Hallelujah,” and all of the kids joined her for the choruses. (“Whatever one thinks of the Hebrew Bible and its status as the greatest fiction ever,” she said, “I love when those moments happen in Israel.”)

The song turned up at the wedding of Amanda Palmer to superstar fantasy writer Neil Gaiman (The Sandman, Coraline) on the day after New Year’s 2011. The event took place at the San Francisco home of writer Michael Chabon, with guests including Armistead Maupin and Daniel Handler, best known for the children’s books he’s written under the name Lemony Snicket. After a takeout Mexican dinner, every one started to drink and sing.

“Pretty much everyone except the kids was drunk,” recalled Palmer, “and someone suggested, ‘We’ve got to sing “Hallelujah.” ’ It’s a great party song—but it’s not a ‘beginning of the night’ party song, it’s an ‘end of the night, everybody’s drunk, somebody’s got a guitar, that’s the song you sing’ song. And because I know that, or because I don’t, I don’t always remember every verse. So I started playing the chords on the piano and Daniel Handler had an accordion, and we all folked it up and played it, and it was actually Michael Chabon’s teenage daughter that remembered the first line of every verse.”

Another couple that used the song in their wedding was Mirjam van Emden (my own sister’s husband’s sister—my sister-in-law-in-law?) and her husband, Daniel Elzas, who made it the first dance when they were married in Amsterdam in 2011. Like many people his age, Daniel first heard “Hallelujah” in Shrek, and when Mirjam was an exchange student at the University of Michigan in 2004, the choir of the local Hillel performed it. “In my ears, they were able to keep so many musical layers in there with just their voices,” she said.

The decision to include the song at the wedding had more to do with the melody than with the words, though Mirjam’s own interpretation of the lyrics also made it feel relevant to the occasion. “It talks about unevenness in a relationship,” she said, “especially about lack of communication, which I think exists in certain periods and to a certain extent in every relationship, even though you try to do your best together. By the end, the communication seems to revive, even if it doesn’t seem to repair the relationship. The word hallelujah seems to symbolize the connection between the two and the times when it was or it will be better—a word of hope, future, dreams, and wishes, which are quite appropriate to a wedding.”

Not that the song had entirely transformed into a song of celebration. In September of 2005, newborn Danielle Burigsay died on her fifth day of life. Her parents made a video for the memorial service at Santos-Robinson Mortuary in San Leandro, California, with accompanying music including Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah.”

“I don’t really know why I picked it,” said Danielle’s mother, Ann Burigsay. “I honestly never really knew what the song was even about. The song has always seemed sad but powerful, and has an impact on my heart that I can’t explain. Maybe it felt like a final send-off and a blessing? For me, I guess the melody and the chorus is what I respond to most, not trying to decipher or make sense of the lyrics.”

This kind of use might have seemed logical when “Hallelujah” was serving as the anthem of sorrow and romantic ache popularized through Scrubs and The West Wing. At that time, in fact, it would have been very difficult to imagine choosing the song as part of a celebration or happy occasion. In time, however, it became clear that “Hallelujah” could convey different moods than those established by the intimacy and longing that defined Jeff Buckley’s performance.

Yet as “Hallelujah” proved itself to be just as powerful expressing triumph as it was expressing loss, or desire, or perseverance, history has seen this ambiguity turned into the song’s great strength. Those who want or need it to serve as a hymn, a balm, can find that sense of soaring grace, and those who respond to its sense of struggle and confusion can present that as the song’s backbone. There is no “right” way to sing “Hallelujah.”

•   •   •

As time went by, those listeners who had discovered “Hallelujah” earlier in its existence now had more complex relationships to the song. Many old-school Cohen and Buckley fans felt that it had been corrupted by all the licensing and Idol worship. Others found that the journey the song had taken was something that mirrored their own experiences.

Back in the early 1990s, James Talerico was in a bad way. He had graduated from college and was spending his time traveling, drifting through Europe and the Middle East. At one point, he wound up on the Greek island of Santorini, where he fell in with a group of friends, including another American named Todd, a guitar player who was busking and tending bar in the town of Thera.

Todd was “committed to what he felt were the great unrecognized songwriters of American music,” said Talerico, who is now the creative director for a digital advertising agency in New York City. Todd would play his friends tapes of Tom Waits, Rickie Lee Jones, Bob Dylan B-sides, and a Canadian singer Talerico was unfamiliar with named Leonard Cohen—who, as it happens, had lived for a number of years on one of the Greek islands himself.

Todd would tend bar and play these cassettes and Talerico would drink, and then closing time would come, and their friends would usually all wind up hanging out on the porch of the house Talerico was renting on the town’s main drag. “We would sit out there, smoke a lot of black hash, and listen to music,” he said.

Todd played Cohen’s “Hallelujah” over and over. Talerico thinks they were listening to a live version from a bootleg recording. “That song had percolated up in his consciousness,” said Talerico. “Particularly the opening verse—this idea of a secret chord, of there being some transcendent element, if only you could hold on to it.”

“Hallelujah” began to lodge itself in Talerico’s brain as well. “My initial relationship to the song was kind of morose. It wasn’t the most optimistic part of my life. I drank a lot, I did a lot of drugs—and it was actually a lovely place to do it, you’re in the sun—but it was a hard slog night after night, and I wasn’t very healthy emotionally. And listening to it again and again, it was like a sad kind of testament—it felt like he was talking about no matter how hard you tried, it almost didn’t matter. The ‘secret chord,’ ‘you don’t really care for music’—there were all of these overtures to our mangy little efforts at something transcendent, and it falling or not holding fast, which felt pretty consistent with where I was at.”

Talerico made a tape of his own favorites from Todd’s collection, including “Hallelujah,” and he listened to it through the rest of his travels—through Italy, concluding in London before returning to the U.S. the following year. “It was part of my soundtrack of being alone and pessimistic,” he said.

Talerico eventually made his way to New York, moving to the East Village and reconnecting with a musician friend he had met along the way. His friend told him about a young singer named Jeff Buckley, whom he had seen play at Sidewalk Café, a little club in the neighborhood. Other friends were talking about Buckley, too, and about the wide range of covers that he performed, including the Leonard Cohen song that Talerico liked.

Things had begun to turn around for Talerico. He started out working at a job that he hated, but then he met someone with whom he would start a new business. He also met the woman he would eventually marry, though she was still with someone else. “I was still coming out of those years of not feeling right, but I had just started to gain some momentum,” he said.

Talerico went to the late, lamented Tower Records store on Broadway and East Fourth Street and bought Grace. He heard Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah”—the young singer’s impossibly expressive, angelic voice heightening the sense of sensuality, with some different verses, and some that he recognized from the live Cohen bootlegs—and now he picked up on something different in the song.

“It felt like being able to have that aspiration, to be able to commit yourself to transcendence—whether it’s recognized or not, and no matter how small it was—that was beautiful. And I think that actually came through Buckley’s interpretation, which is heavenly, like he carries you up with it.

“Cohen gave me this really solid baseline on which I settled a lot of these grievances against the planet,” Talerico continued, “and it reinforced a sense of pessimism that I had. Buckley just turned it upside down for me.” The new recording of the song became his “personal anthem” through an exhilarating, tumultuous time, as he began dating music publicist Shawn McCormack and, just three months later, married her.

Each of the two different renditions of “Hallelujah” came to define a formative moment in this one life. “I love having these two different relationships with this one song,” said Talerico, “particularly because each one really was where I was as a person—like, if I were in a more optimistic place, might I have found the hopefulness in Cohen’s version initially? Maybe I would have. Within the lyrics there are so many opportunities to go either way—the Samson and Delilah reference, the ‘cold and broken Hallelujah’—is there hope in there, is it death, is it despair? You’re allowed to bring to it what you will. But it took Jeff Buckley’s glorious voice to bring it out to me, and for me to be open to it at the same time.

“You know the end of [T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred] Prufrock’? He’s like, ‘I’ve heard the mermaids singing . . . I do not think that they will sing to me’—that despair, that’s really consistent with how I heard ‘Hallelujah’ in the beginning. It was like, there’s something there, and it wasn’t for me, and all my aspirations toward it were meaningless. But then, with that soaring finish that Buckley puts on, it became something else. It could be cold, it could be broken, your hair could be cut off, but maybe there is a little bit of it for me.”

When Talerico got married, the understanding was that he and Shawn were not going to have children. As time went on, though, they started to reconsider. “We had all of this love,” he said, “and we felt we had enough love for another human being.” Conversations, first casual and then less so, naturally turned to what they might name a baby, and Talerico had an idea. They could call her Hallelujah.

“I was like, ‘Wouldn’t that be brilliant? We could take all of that joy and put it into this name.’ And Shawn laughed; she was like, ‘Oh, my God, don’t do that to your child.’ ” But Talerico held on to the idea, and kept it at the bottom of the list of potential names. Shawn got pregnant and they learned that the baby would be a girl, which reduced the options, and down to the end, there were just a couple of names left in play—and Hallelujah was still one of them. The father-to-be would play the song to the baby growing in his wife’s belly.

Shawn had a very difficult pregnancy and was bedridden much of the time, but on August 8, 2001—in between the release of Shrek and the events of September 11—a new person arrived at the birthing center at St. Luke’s Hospital. “The baby comes out and I catch her and I hold her up, and she’s slimy and gross and bloody, like a little pterodactyl,” said Talerico. “The nurse leaves, and I’m like, ‘Well, what do you want to do?’ And Shawn said, ‘Let’s call her Hallelujah.’

“It was the only thing that we felt was representative of the experience. We thought it was such an incredible thing that we had found each other and brought this life onto the planet, and we never thought we would. I never thought that I would meet the love of my life and marry her and she would give birth to this beautiful, beautiful piece of life. And the only thing that I could think to name her was this word, and it was tied to my own transformation, and it came along with the transformation of how I looked at the song.”

When they wrote the name down on the birth certificate form, the nurse asked if they were sure. “I was like, ‘Yes, I’m really sure,’ ” Talerico said with a laugh.

They brought the baby home the next day. Talerico had kept the Buckley album cued up in the CD player just in case. They laid her in the bassinet and played the song.

At that moment, he said, “she became the embodiment of this idea, this little tiny hope that I had. So, in a way, my daughter functions as my daughter and this human and this great personality, but she also functions as a symbol. The verse about the ‘cold and broken Hallelujah’—cold and broken, but still beautiful and transcendent—she kind of took it all on in this human form.”

Hallelujah Talerico is now eleven years old. She usually goes by the name Lulu. She plays the guitar, and every once in a while, if her father asks really nicely, she will sing the song that gave her her name. Her own favorite version of “Hallelujah” is not performed by Leonard Cohen or by Jeff Buckley, but by a Bulgarian-born artist she found on the Internet named Geri X.

Talerico said that reaction to the name tends to be all or nothing. “People love it, they think it’s the most beautiful thing, or they’re just aghast that we would do that to a child—that maybe it’s too much weight, too much to handle for a child’s name.” He does note that it tends to get an enthusiastic response from clerical workers and office administrators, which has helped the family navigate the New York City public school system.

His daughter’s own relationship to her name changes. “There was a while when she wanted to change her name to, like, Joan,” he said. “Now she’s playing with different nicknames—she said that when she goes to middle school, she wants to call herself Hallie. But I do love it when she introduces herself as Hallelujah. It’s a rare occasion. But when she does, it’s just great to hear that word coming out of her mouth.”



    CHAPTER TWELVE


In 2010, the “Hallelujah” brand was thriving. The song was everywhere.

On January 22, ten days after the catastrophic earthquake in Haiti, MTV Networks produced the all-star telethon “Hope for Haiti Now: A Global Benefit for Earthquake Relief.” The musical lineup was pop royalty, top to bottom: Bruce Springsteen, Shakira, Dave Matthews, Taylor Swift. Bono and the Edge teamed up with Jay-Z and Rihanna in London; in Los Angeles, Kid Rock, Keith Urban, and Sheryl Crow joined forces. All the performances were made available for download on iTunes immediately, and between pledges and sales, the event raised north of $60 million to aid in the relief efforts.

At this point, it was probably inevitable that “Hallelujah” would make an appearance, but it was still a bit of a surprise when a close-up of fingers on a piano pulled back to reveal Justin Timberlake beginning a slow and prayer-like performance of the song. With his friend and collaborator Matt Morris playing acoustic guitar and singing harmony and Charlie Sexton (a longtime member of Bob Dylan’s band, among many credits) adding electric guitar washes behind them, it was more ragged and more powerful than anything you might expect from the former ’N Sync-er. It was the broken hallelujah in full force.

In a phone call during a break on a movie set, Timberlake (who grew up in Memphis) explained that he is a “huge” Jeff Buckley fan: He named his dog after the singer, and he and his friends would sometimes go down to the spot on the Mississippi where Buckley drowned to try to retrace his final footsteps. He has messed around with “Hallelujah” at home, on guitar and piano, “a million times,” and he often uses it when he’s making films. “If a scene is moody or haunting, I’ll listen to it in between takes.”

Timberlake batted around a few ideas with Morris when the producers of the Haiti telethon called and asked him to participate. “Matt had a version of ‘Help!’ by the Beatles that was just unbelievable,” he said, “but ‘Hallelujah’ became the front-runner because I started toying around with modifying the voicings on the piano.” By altering the construction of the chords, Timberlake stumbled on a sound that shifted the mood of the song. “I found something that made it feel more uplifting,” he said. “There were clusters of notes that made the choruses feel less descending and more rising.

“So I called them back and said that we had this beautiful version of ‘Hallelujah,’ but obviously it’s so long, we had to cut it down to the three verses that we thought were appropriate for this moment. We only figured it out a day or two before—we were just kind of freewheeling it.”

Once again, the take-what-you-want nature of the lyrics proved essential to the song’s use, and success. “It was easier to find the verses that shouldn’t be there—‘remember when I moved in you,’ that was way too intimate for something like this,” Timberlake said. “But ‘maybe there’s a God above,’ that seemed universally appropriate for what was happening, to question a higher power. The figurative nature of that seemed right. There are some dark verses in there, but to me it’s not about retribution. It’s ironic, in a dark and haunting way, and I thought we were able to give it a different context.”

Despite the license to take liberties with the song, and his own interest in Leonard Cohen’s work, the most intimidating part of “Hallelujah” for Timberlake was definitely coming up against Jeff Buckley’s legacy. “We got there and were like, ‘Is this sacrilegious? We might be committing suicide here—we really have to be careful right now.’

“I was nervous because I was so in love with Jeff’s version,” he went on. “But then I wonder how he felt, what he knew about it when he sang it.”

Critics seemed unprepared for the poignancy of Timberlake’s “Hallelujah”; New York magazine’s website called it “the biggest surprise, and arguably the best performance of the night.” The song shot up the iTunes chart, selling more downloads than any of the other telethon material, reaching the Number One slot over the weekend following the broadcast. Between YouTube and the MTV site, the video was viewed more than a million times during those few days.

If Timberlake put the song in front of young listeners, a few weeks later, it was their moms’ turn to hear a new take. On February 10, immediately before the opening of the Winter Olympics in Vancouver, Oprah Winfrey featured the Canadian Tenors on her talk show. As the Tenors sang a harmonically immaculate, emotionally flat “Hallelujah,” which they had recorded on their debut album, they were joined by a surprise guest—a surprise even to the group, who had to continue singing as they registered what was happening. Before the last verse, Celine Dion (another Canadian) strode onstage for a genuine “Oprah moment,” and added some responses and filigrees to the final section that were relatively free of her usual histrionics. The audience, naturally, went bananas.

The opening ceremonies for the Olympics came two days later. A somber mood hung over the festivities: A Georgian luger had died earlier in the day during a training run. Following a slate of performances that included songs by such Canadian stars as Bryan Adams, Nelly Furtado, and Sarah McLachlan, the opening remarks were delivered, beginning with the president of the International Olympic Committee and ending with Michaëlle Jean, the governor-general of Canada.

And then came the chance for Cohen’s song to reach the global masses. Wearing a white three-piece suit over a white shirt, k. d. lang was given a truly once-in-a-lifetime shot at “Hallelujah,” which was presented, somewhat inexplicably, as a “song of peace.”

“The producer asked me to sing it, and I couldn’t fucking believe it,” said lang. “That’s like being handed a golden egg and saying, ‘Do you want this?’ But I said, ‘The only way I’m going to do this is if I get to sing live,’ which was either really stupid or really brave.

“I said, ‘Well, am I going to get to sing the verses I want to sing?’ And they ran it by the committee and they all said yes. They signed off, there was no back-and-forth—I mean, I don’t sing the one where ‘I moved in you’ and stuff like that, so it’s not that bad.”

For the Olympics, lang said that in her choice of lyrics and in her delivery, she was looking for something that would translate around the world, a feeling that was “more of an empathetic reaching out of the hands to the universal selves, to embrace the fact that we all share the same emotional structure.”

And what a delivery it was. lang’s performance was stunning, a huge, bravura vocal that never lost the song’s fundamental intimacy, never turned overblown. With the added pathos of the athlete’s death that same day, this “Hallelujah” was a song of survival and hard-fought perseverance. While lang was singing, images of doves were projected on the stage floor, and then rose to the ceiling via columns to symbolize their release (which still wasn’t enough to get her to include the lines “I remember when I moved in you / and the holy dove was moving too”).

In the course of a few weeks, in front of two global audiences, the extremes of “Hallelujah” were defined. If Justin Timberlake was able to use the song to respond to a natural disaster, offering the confusion and pain of the broken hallelujah, k. d. lang had countered with the holy hallelujah, the universal feelings of struggle and reward that were also contained in the words.

The Olympic opening ceremonies were watched by a reported three billion people around the world. A single of lang’s “Hallelujah” was released, which reached Number Two on the Canadian charts and Number 61 on the U.S. charts. More than twenty-five years after its unheralded release, a phenomenon that had already happened in Europe now reached North America—multiple versions of the song were simultaneously among the most popular recordings on the continent.

k. d. lang has sung “Hallelujah” at countless concerts, benefits, and ceremonies, but she doesn’t hesitate when asked what her favorite performance was. “The Olympics really took it to a new level for me,” she said. “Singing that song, in Canada, for the world—it’s a pretty big, pretty beautiful opportunity.”

•   •   •

Cover versions of all kinds continued to appear throughout 2010. Another vocal group, Celtic Thunder, weighed in with the blunt force implied by their name. Neil Diamond included a version on Dreams, an album of his “all-time favorite songs of the rock era,” alongside selections by the Beatles, the Eagles, and Randy Newman. The album was self-produced (following two albums that Diamond recorded with mega-producer Rick Rubin), and reveals impressive restraint from “the Jewish Elvis”—“Hallelujah” in particular is given a simple arrangement, far from Diamond’s usual theatrics, and even if his vocal can’t fully resist some melodrama, it is nonetheless an effective reading.

Still, the heat started to turn up a bit on a simmering “Hallelujah” backlash. The review in England’s Guardian newspaper described the song as “dulled by ubiquity,” while acknowledging that Diamond “presented [it] in a new light.”

Jake Shimabukuro, the young ukulele wizard, included the song on his 2011 Peace Love Ukulele record, where it acts as a kind of counterbalance to the album’s other cover, his blistering version of “Bohemian Rhapsody.” After the multitude of other “Hallelujah”s, it’s invigorating to hear it played as an instrumental, to step away from the poetry and the voices and just listen to this stunning, simple melody.

“You can get the same satisfaction by singing it alone in your living room as you can onstage in front of an audience,” said Shimabukuro. “It’s a song that you sing for yourself, not necessarily for anyone else.

“With this song, people have such a strong personal connection that they can fill in the blanks—the more space you leave, the more they’re going to fill in their own interpretation, their own lives, their own memories. And maybe that’s what makes it so great as a live, performing song, because everyone in your audience becomes a part of your band, part of your choir or your orchestra, and it’s because they’re all bringing just as much to the song as you are as a performer.”

If Justin Timberlake and k. d. lang articulated the extreme emotions that “Hallelujah” could still carry, the song’s outermost musical possibilities may have been defined by Shimabukuro’s solo ukulele on one side and opera superstar Renée Fleming’s performance of the song as an orchestrated epic on the other. Fleming, one of the world’s most acclaimed sopranos, included “Hallelujah” on her controversial album Dark Hope, on which she interpreted a carefully curated set of pop material that favored more obscure indie-rock songs by the likes of Death Cab for Cutie and the Mars Volta.

In an enormous photo studio along Manhattan’s West Side Highway, where she was filming some promotional material for the album, Fleming explained how the song, which didn’t exactly fit the project’s concept, ended up on the album. “We did ‘Hallelujah,’ and it was just supposed to be a test,” she said. “It came up somehow in conversation with David [Kahne, the album’s producer] and he said, ‘Just so I can get to know your voice, why don’t you come in and do that, since you’re familiar with it already?’ So then everybody said, ‘Wow, we like this, we want to keep it,’ and eventually it morphed into a version where we decided to do all seven verses.”

Prior to the sessions, Fleming was unfamiliar with most of the new songs she recorded, but she was well aware of the challenges surrounding yet another new “Hallelujah” at this point—and they felt familiar. “Obviously, it’s a song that’s been covered a lot, even recently, so it has to be interesting or there would be no reason to redo it,” she said. “But that’s also doubly true of classical music, because the same piece has been sung the same way for hundreds of years, so what are you going to bring to it?

“It’s funny, I’ve decided ‘Hallelujah’ is kind of a Rorschach test for people, because everyone has a different reaction to it and to what I’m doing. I just sang it, and whatever came out was just natural and spontaneous and maybe that’s the best thing, because there’s kind of an enigma, both in the meaning of the words and the way Leonard Cohen said them, that catches people’s attention.”

The response to Dark Hope was largely muted. Though it was generally acknowledged that Fleming was attempting something far more ambitious than the usual “classical crossover” lite-pop travesties, most critics felt there was a lack of connection to the material. Fleming sang far lower than her signature soprano, and she had to get used to singing closely into a microphone rather than projecting to the back of the Metropolitan Opera House; producer Kahne likened the change required in her vocal power to “a Ferrari going through a school zone.”

Though technically flawless, Fleming’s “Hallelujah” is also bloodless. Losing both humor and sex, she finds neither the intimacy nor the communal power that the lyrics had repeatedly demonstrated. In the New York Times, Jon Pareles called the song’s arrangement “too plush and fussy.” (In a conspicuously snarky review of Dark Hope on NPR, correspondent Linda Holmes referred to “Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah,’ which apparently everyone has to cover,” and classical music critic Tom Huizenga replied, “Yes, even I’m working up a cover of that now.”)

And while it was well-intentioned to record all seven of the verses covered between the Cohen and Buckley versions of the song, the truth is that it doesn’t work as well as either edit—it loses the focus that gives Cohen’s rendition its spiritual questing and Buckley’s its erotic intensity. It was certainly a mistake to sing Cohen’s climactic “I’ll stand before the Lord of Song” verse in the middle of the lyrics—as Bono’s version had demonstrated, there’s really no way to follow that. Nonetheless, Fleming thought enough of her “Hallelujah” to make it the only song from Dark Hope included on her 2012 anthology, The Art of Renée Fleming.

Fleming was shooting for the sublime, but “Hallelujah” also dwelled among the ridiculous. Scottish hausfrau-turned-Britain’s-Got-Talent-sensation Susan Boyle included “Hallelujah” on her enormously successful 2010 Christmas album, The Gift. Given that the Jewish Irving Berlin wrote “White Christmas,” perhaps it shouldn’t be so shocking to see a song rooted in Old Testament imagery, composed by a Jewish Buddhist, embraced as modern Christmas material. It did, however, apparently require even more elision than usual of some of the lyrics, including cutting a verse in half for no discernible reason, so that the final line she sings before the concluding chorus is “I used to live alone before I knew you,” which makes no sense at all.

Boyle slows every line to a pious, painful crawl, and adds a quivering melisma at seemingly arbitrary points. Irony, sex, confusion, experience—any of the elements that give the song its depth are simply erased, leaving verses that simply fill up the space between those Big Moment Choruses.

Naming Boyle’s recording one of the “20 Worst Songs of 2010” in the Village Voice, Maura Johnston (an ardent “Hallelujah” tracker over the years) wrote that Boyle’s “overly-enunciated, hollow singing of each word that doesn’t mean ‘praise God’ makes you wonder if she was actually given phonetic instruction in the studio.” Jon Bon Jovi put it more succinctly. “Who is the stupid fuck A&R guy who allowed that to happen? What executive who thinks he belongs in this business would do that?” (The Gift did reach Number One in the U.S. and the UK, though, and received a Grammy nomination—so in truth, Boyle’s A&R executive probably got a bonus that year.)

In October, soft rock/R&B balladeer Michael Bolton filled in for an ailing Susan Boyle to perform the song, backed by a choir, on Dancing with the Stars, one of the highest-rated shows on television at the time, up there with American Idol and Monday Night Football. The biggest emotional charge here came from the fact that Bolton had previously been an unsuccessful contestant on the show—any lingering sense of spirituality fully gave way to pure, old-fashioned, show-business drama.

Bolton said that he was only vaguely familiar with the song prior to his stint competing on the show. “It was on [his dance partner] Chelsie Hightower’s favorite tape to stretch and warm up to. She had a version of two guys doing an acoustic version. She played that a lot, and I started to listen a little more closely.

“Then, after I was off the show and back on tour, I got this weird call out of nowhere, saying that they had a cancellation from Susan Boyle. I was in South Dakota or somewhere. I said. ‘Are you asking me to come back and sing on the show? I’d love to do that—that’s what I should have been doing all along.’ We flew out Monday, shot on Tuesday, and I flew back on Wednesday, and the only time I had the lyric sheet in front of me was right before the show. They had already cut the backing track with the children’s choir and I was trying to see if I could match the key, to make everything easier. That was the first time I actually read the lyrics, and I’ve never seen or heard the same set of lyrics twice.”

Bolton said that the best take he did was the first one, but because of a technical issue, they had to redo it. The version as it was broadcast—though Dancing with the Stars fans would presumably disagree—plays awfully close to parody. For Bolton, a singer prone to bombast (and self-aware enough to lampoon his own style on Saturday Night Live), the vocal is relatively dialed back, but it’s still a big, clarion delivery. With applause breaking out at inopportune times in the lyric—either for couples in formalwear spinning and dipping, or for the appearance of a children’s choir, or for the familiar notes of the chorus—the whole thing feels ridiculous.

Whatever one’s own reaction to the clip, Bolton has certainly put some thought into the structure and meaning of the song. “I think of ‘Hallelujah’ as ‘thank God,’ when something phenomenal or life-altering happens that saves you,” he said. “There’s a positive power in that word, some sort of saving grace.

“When you get to ‘I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch,’ there’s a kind of defiance, a shift that happens. I love that lyric; love and mercy aren’t what you think they’re about, it’s not about waving the victory flag. It really makes it so human and humble.”

After the Dancing with the Stars performance, Bolton kept “Hallelujah” in his repertoire. He sang it in Italy, in front of a full orchestra and children’s choir at a Christmas concert in the basilica of St. Francis of Assisi, for broadcast on Univision in Europe, and he included a recording with “MB’s Children’s Choir” on the 2011 duets album Gems, alongside songs with the likes of Seal, A.R. Rahman, and Rascal Flatts.

Also in 2011, Bolton sang “Hallelujah” to close the “Ein Herz für Kinder” telethon in Germany. “I was thinking I should do a big vocal, a powerhouse hook, but they asked for this song,” he said. “So I did it and people were crying and the cameras went to the face of the Princess of Monaco, with tears streaming down her face. The host, Thomas, is someone I’ve known for twenty years and wouldn’t describe as the most emotional guy, he’s crying. And they raised 14 million euros. It was an amazing finale, this song with a chorus that’s lower than some points in the verse. It was one of the most powerful experiences I’ve ever had on stage.”

You might think that after all of this exposure, the televised singing contests would start to leave “Hallelujah” alone. But it seems that for these shows, familiarity breeds opportunity; even after all of these appearances, use of the song only increased. A fifteen-year-old boy performed the song on the Australia’s Got Talent television show, and made it all the way to the finals of the competition.

In the 2010 season of American Idol, “Hallelujah” turned up not once, but twice—performed first by Tim Urban, and then by eventual champion Lee DeWyze. At this point, in fact, conspiracy theorists started to posit that Simon Cowell had some financial stake in the song, and that was why he kept returning to it on his series; Cowell actually had to issue a statement that he has no special interest in the composition or its publishing rights.

Urban did the song in full contemplative mode—alone, with his guitar—and impressed the judges. Ellen DeGeneres, who served as one of the panelists that year, came out from behind their table and hugged him. But it would be DeWyze who, later in the season, used “Hallelujah” to propel himself into the Idol stratosphere.

In the summer of the following year, before The Voice and The X Factor had watered down the show’s impact as the only singing game in town, Idol mania still ran sufficiently rampant that a line of overexcited fans with signs and T-shirts circled the block outside New York City’s Gramercy Theatre when I met DeWyze in a downstairs lounge to talk about the song.

“We got to one of the final weeks and they were going over all these songs with me they were thinking about having me sing,” said DeWyze. “I got to sit down with Simon Cowell in his trailer, and out of nowhere he was just like, ‘What about “Hallelujah”?’ Jason Castro had done it the year before, and Tim Urban did it that season, so when they picked it for me and I was like, ‘Uh, guys, we did this already this year, and last year.’ But Simon said, ‘I want to hear your voice sing this song.’ ”

Once the selection was made, DeWyze started by listening to “probably eight different versions” of the song, and tried to come up with an arrangement that fit. “I really wanted to do something that was a little more me, put my spin on it,” he said. “I went on the show and I had a little gospel choir with me, which was cool. It’s a very waltzy gospel song.”

He opened solo with his guitar, before a string section came in behind him. At the first chorus, a choir entered from backstage. By the second and final verse of this performance (the “marble arch” verse), a full orchestra had joined for a roof-raising finish. The judges called the rendition “unbelievable” and “stunning”; DeWyze expressed that he was initially a little skeptical of Cowell’s choice, and thanked him for making the call.

Post-Idol, DeWyze has used the song as the encore in his concerts, experimenting with different combinations of verses. “My favorite is, ‘I heard that there’s a God above / but all I ever learned from love / was how to shoot at someone who outdrew you. / But it’s not a cry that you hear at night’—all that. For me, it’s like all of these things that are kind of bad are happening, and what that verse said to me is that your faith is going to come down to a broken plea to God.”

After DeWyze’s Idol performance, MTV.com ran a story titled “Why American Idol Needs to Retire ‘Hallelujah’ as Soon as Possible.” The site’s Idol correspondent, Kyle Anderson, wrote, “As songwriting goes, it’s pretty close to perfect. But that’s just the problem, as too many people are able to make it sound too good. . . . No performance moving forward will top [Jason] Castro’s, but there will also never be a bad version of it. Singing ‘Hallelujah’ proves absolutely nothing.”

•   •   •

Meanwhile, the “Hallelujah” train kept a-rollin’. On July 9, 2011, in Montreal, U2 played a section of the song as an introduction to “Where the Streets Have No Name,” presumably in tribute to the author’s hometown. They skipped it at the next show, in Toronto, but then kept this segment in the set for the final six shows of the record-setting 360° tour, including the concluding night, July 30, in Moncton, New Brunswick—ironically, the province where Cohen had launched his own tour.

Bono was uncharacteristically vague when talking about the decision to add “Hallelujah” to the set list. “Often how U2 works is that we do something by accident and if it connects, we’ll try it again until it stops,” he said. He noted that he’s often turned to the word hallelujah over the years while searching for something to stabilize himself mid-performance. “Onstage, you have all kinds of distracting thoughts, sometimes dark thoughts—some of the brightest moments of clarity I’ve ever had have been onstage, and I’ve also had some terrible times performing, so I’ve always used that word if it seems to fit in a place.”

The singer adds, though, that the position of “Hallelujah” leading into “Where the Streets Have No Name” is significant. “That song is one of those invitations where you say to the audience, ‘Do you want to go someplace else? Shall we go there together?’ I’ve even, in a way that some would find obnoxious, used the Psalms in that slot. So ‘Hallelujah’ is such a powerful thought there, such a great way in.”

The following month, “Hallelujah” attained yet another landmark in its public use; the song served as part of the state funeral for Canada’s New Democratic Party leader Jack Layton. Tens of thousands of people gathered in Toronto on August 27 for the public farewell to the country’s much-loved opposition leader. Steven Page, the former lead singer of Canadian folk-pop band Barenaked Ladies, delivered a stark, dry reading of the song, backed by just a piano and cello, standing next to the flag-covered casket in Roy Thomson Hall.

Fitting for an iconoclastic figure like Layton, Page’s powerful performance included an unexpurgated version of the lyrics, through all seven verses—ending with Cohen’s concluding “even though it all went wrong” lines. It was a successful incorporation of both of the song’s defining edits, but one that had been attempted surprisingly few times.

And just when it seemed the TV singing shows might give it a rest for a while, “Hallelujah” turned up yet again, on the semifinal show of the 2011 X Factor season. This time it was former burrito slinger Josh Krajcik alone at the piano, singing the song one more time, and moving Paula Abdul to tears.

Regardless of the burgeoning “Hallelujah” exhaustion expressed by some critics, of course, there’s no going back. Even if the film and TV placements stop and the flood of cover versions slows to a trickle—which is presumably inevitable, given the way pop appetites work—the impact and legacy of “Hallelujah” are now permanent. What the sprawling range of recordings and performances in 2010 and 2011 reveal is that its meanings are still shifting, still up for grabs.

Jeff Buckley’s version established the meaning of “Hallelujah” for a while: His expression of romantic sorrow was solidified on September 11, 2001, and then disseminated through The O.C. and House and One Tree Hill and all the other TV dramas that knew they could put that particular emotion to work. But Susan Boyle’s atrocious reading of the song in a Christmas context, or k. d. lang’s soaring rendition to kick off the Olympic Games, or the song’s appearance at my Yom Kippur services have as little to do with Buckley’s interpretation as with Cohen’s original. Listening to the song has turned into a public event rather than a private moment.

“Hallelujah” has persevered, mutated, expanded over the decades, accruing more and more attached memories through all of these interpretations and deployments. And as it was being presented by Leonard Cohen to adoring audiences in Tel Aviv and Moscow and Las Vegas night after night, it found yet another life. For now, at least, it has become a song of survival, a song of triumph.



    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


So what is it about this song?

    Many dedicated followers of Leonard Cohen would argue that “Hallelujah” is not even this one songwriter’s greatest achievement. “Dance Me to the End of Love,” “Bird on the Wire,” “Suzanne,” or “Tower of Song” might all place higher in a poll of fan favorites. In a list of his favorite Cohen songs for the 2010 Rolling Stone “Playlist” issue, Rufus Wainwright didn’t even put “Hallelujah” in his top ten. (Wainwright became even more deeply associated with Cohen when Lorca Cohen gave birth to Viva Katherine Wainwright Cohen, her daughter and Cohen’s second grandchild in 2011. Given Wainwright’s touring schedule, Lorca is raising Viva, though Rufus and Rufus’ husband visit as often as possible.)

The singers who have performed Cohen’s work most frequently, such as Jennifer Warnes and Judy Collins, have tended to avoid the song. Until recently, most major magazine and newspaper profiles of Cohen didn’t so much as mention “Hallelujah” when they reviewed the highlights of his career.

“I had no idea at all that this would become a historic song, and I’m still baffled,” said Cohen’s longtime engineer and producer Leanne Ungar. “Yes, it is an incredible song, but Leonard has written so many worthy songs. Why this one and not ‘Anthem,’ ‘Ain’t No Cure for Love,’ ‘In My Secret Life,’ ‘The Future,’ or a dozen more?”

As we’ve seen, though, there are several elements that distinguish “Hallelujah” not only from Cohen’s own body of work, but also from other crowning moments in pop music. If, as k. d. lang posited, people are hungry for spirituality in music—or, at least, are hungry for spirituality, which music is able to provide—then “Hallelujah” provides a sure-fire solution. In a world polarized by the black-and-white politicization of religion, the song offers a rare example of both reassurance and doubt. Obviously it has a recurrent prayerful element, but it’s also evident in even the most superficial reading that the verses undercut any sense of simple, blind faith.

Unlike the breathtaking precision of some of Cohen’s songs mentioned above, the lyrics to “Hallelujah” are confusing, slightly out of focus. Perspective shifts between verses. Images from different stories are crosscut, adding up to a mood more than a single coherent narrative. The effect is that, whether you hear it on your iPod or in a wedding ceremony, it can be as “religious” a song as you want it to be—a contemporary hymn or just something with a vague aura of holiness.

“Hallelujah” has continued to demonstrate its ability to fit the changing mood, and needs, of its listeners over time. In the alternative-rock ’90s, gloom was chic. In the aftermath of September 11, survival and defiance were the order of the day. It’s not surprising that the popular songs of each moment would reflect each mood. The exceptional thing this time is that one song was malleable enough to sustain for the whole ride.

Of course it helps that certain lines and even whole verses of “Hallelujah” are often simply jettisoned because they don’t neatly line up with the message the singer is choosing to deliver. “I remember when I moved in you” clearly wasn’t going to make the cut for Susan Boyle’s version. “She tied you to a kitchen chair” doesn’t fit all of the circumstances into which “Hallelujah” is now thrown, though it’s actually surprising how often, and in which contexts, it is retained. Only have ninety seconds to put a song across on television? Slice it down to two verses and you still have something substantial to sink your teeth into.

Though Cohen has given his unspoken approval regarding whatever choices each singer makes, and indeed was modifying the song himself from the day it first came out, some argue that these alterations are a betrayal of the song. Others feel that the one-dimensional overuse of “Hallelujah” in formulaic TV dramas flattened the song’s real impact in a way that can never be recovered.

In the end, though, isn’t this what pop songs do? Once a track has been released, the public takes it and goes with it, or they don’t. If it succeeds, it will resonate with fans in ways the songwriter may have never imagined.

An interpretation, by listeners or by another artist, can permanently alter the world’s impression of a song, whether the composer likes it or not—“Born in the U.S.A.” is still the most obvious example, but ask R.E.M. about “The One I Love” or Sting about “Every Breath You Take.” This lack of control over how his songs were heard and utilized was one of the factors that literally drove Kurt Cobain to an early grave. This inherent ambiguity is only amplified for a song like “Hallelujah,” which so adamantly refuses to connect all the dots.

•   •   •

When the Canadian Tenors appeared at the 2011 Emmy Awards and sang “Hallelujah” during the mandatory annual video tribute to television industry people who passed away during the year, it triggered the loudest “Hallelujah” backlash to date. Salon.com wrote after the Emmys that “ ‘Hallelujah’ has become to music supervisors what ‘At Last’ is to lazy wedding DJs—cheap emotional shorthand for overwhelming spiritual feelings. And in the process, a beautiful, mysterious song has been turned into a tacky karaoke number, and become so common that it’s been drained of its power to move.” Writer David Daley added that the awards show montage “represented the victory of sentiment over meaning.”

Kenny Mellman of the drag cabaret duo Kiki and Herb tweeted, “Just because Leonard Cohen’s song has ‘hallelujah’ in it, doesn’t mean that it is an appropriate song for the people who died tribute.” (One of the responses to Mellman read, “I bet he regrets writing it now.”) The Jewish online magazine Jewcy.com put it another way a few days later, on the occasion of Cohen’s seventy-seventh birthday. To honor the event, they wrote, “We’d like to go ahead and ask people to stop doing awful covers of ‘Hallelujah.’ If possible, we’d keep it to the John Cale version, the Jeff Buckley one, and of course, the one by the master himself.”

To the general public, though, these concerns didn’t register, and the song seemed to score yet another bull’s-eye: According to a press release the group’s label issued, “Following the broadcast, sales of The Canadian Tenors’ self-titled debut album soared over 2500%, landing them on the Top 10 of Amazon.com, while downloads of their single for ‘Hallelujah’ jumped an amazing 15,000%.”

It’s a bit surprising that no one has created a devastating “Hallelujah” parody yet. You would think that after all this time, and no shortage of ludicrous usages, there’s an opportunity for comedy—maybe not the full “Weird Al” Yankovic treatment, but at least a gentle poke at its ubiquity. The few, inevitable YouTube spoofs include such choruses as “I Don’t Like Tuna” or the Indian dinner celebration “My Lamb Bhuna” (food is the eternal go-to in the world of parody lyrics—just ask Weird Al). For now, though, the song still seems too sacred to spoof.

Not long after the Emmy awards, Saturday Night Live presented a sketch that showed the “In Memoriam” montage from the “Adult Video Awards,” paying mock tribute to the fallen veterans in the porn industry. SNL’s Hal Willner said that there was talk of playing “Hallelujah” under the video, but it was voted down; instead, the show used the “inspirational” instrumental “Eclipse” by Jay Price.

If “Hallelujah” continues to swing back from Buckley’s introspective, passionate take to a more open and inspirational reading, it will be interesting to see if Cohen’s original lyrics will become more popular. Since the song’s resurgence, the older artists have leaned toward his verses while the younger interpreters have stuck with the Cale/Buckley cut. But increasingly, it seems like what the performers of the song are striving for would be better served by a lyric that returns to the Lord of Song at the end, and offers a hallelujah of redemption rather than ending on a cold and broken hallelujah.

A quite beautiful version of the song was posted to the Christian website Godvine.com in April 2012 by three young women from North Pole, Alaska, named Jodi, Alana, and Morgan. Over a solo piano, but at a slower tempo than the one that propels the forceful attack of Cale’s playing, they sing the first three verses associated with Buckley’s recording, but then end on Cohen’s, concluding “I did my best; it wasn’t much” verse rather than the “how to shoot at someone who outdrew you” verse.

This cut makes for yet another layer of meaning in this song—focusing on the religious imagery, losing the doubt of “maybe there’s a God above” and “I don’t even know the name,” but also adding an element of physical desire with the “love is not a victory march” line. Church choirs and other singers who respond to the song from a religious perspective should take note.

Its unknowable essence leaves “Hallelujah” wide open for interpretation, but crucially, it isn’t vague or flimsy. For every line that might get dropped or glossed over, there are also several lines that always provide strong landing points, regardless of the singer or which version brought them to the song. “I’ve seen your flag on the marble arch, / but love is not a victory march” is a knockout no matter which message it is you’re conveying, and even singers with a hazy understanding of the themes can find something in “all I ever learned from love / is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.”

The core of the song, its tense conviction, remains intact. There are good versions and bad versions, performances that are shallow and reductive and others that are revelations, but the magnificent thing is that the song stands strong and conveys undeniable feeling. The structure is rock-solid—it bends but does not break.

It is easily exploited, but it has evolved and adapted and become imbued with its own legacy. “Hallelujah” may not mean the same thing to Jon Bon Jovi and Justin Timberlake, to Rufus Wainwright and the various American Idol contestants, but the feeling it gives to each of them is genuine and rooted in the same fundamental concepts—spirituality, struggle, perseverance.

“ ‘Hallelujah’ has a powerful mood,” said Regina Spektor. “It’s in the DNA of the song. It makes anybody feel amazing to sing it. So many songs you have to sing a certain way, or at the right emotional temperature, or they just collapse. This song is pretty much indestructible.”

Glen Hansard believes that all of the covers and licenses and seemingly endless uses of “Hallelujah” have not diminished its power in any way. “There are very few perfect songs in the world, but it’s really like a Hank Williams song—it’s strong enough to withstand any treatment.” Hansard said that he has sung it various times over the years with other people, but refuses to tackle it on his own. “It’s such an incredible holy grail of a song,” he said, “I just won’t touch it.”

Somehow, no matter how frequently it appears, “Hallelujah” has maintained its ineffable aura of cool. The combination of Leonard Cohen and Jeff Buckley—the brooding poet and the doomed golden boy, the visionary artist and the gorgeous prodigy, two icons of love and sex and mystery for multiple generations—is a magical pairing. Buckley’s recording may not have registered with the public at first, but he was the ideal conduit to relay the song to the world. Even as both artists have become more familiar over time, identifying yourself as a fan of either singer, much less both of them, still holds an untarnished allure, an insider’s hipness.

“Now it looks like it was so obvious, but there are lots of instances of people walking by something extremely special and not stopping to take note,” said Bono. “Like with a great painting, like a Rothko—you can sit in that room in the Tate Gallery and just go, ‘Well, there ya go, there’s a nice feeling in here,’ and not realize that this is a really important moment for you, and it was really hard-won by the artist to get here and find you. If you didn’t stop and just think ‘Okay, that’s a great lyric,’ you might miss the complexity. But in the end, this kind of thing just does come through.”

David Miller of Il Divo thinks that it took time for the world to discover “Hallelujah” because it was so out of step with the era in which it was first created. “I think people just weren’t ready to hear it,” he said. “It’s so in tune with an ethereal vibration, and the ’80s was not an especially ethereal time. But then a bit of a shift happened, and people realized that maybe there’s more to it than the house, car, computer, the things they own, and they were ready to hear different things.

“It’s the same reason young people don’t generally go to the opera—they haven’t lived enough. You have to feel that bruising of your heart to relate to the tragedy in opera, to these big, huge emotions on the stage. It’s really for people who have lived forty, fifty, sixty years, and gotten to the point in life where you realize its brevity, and the importance of relationships and family. That’s the fragile and tender place where songs like ‘Hallelujah’ come from.” The world might have needed to catch up with “Hallelujah,” but unlike opera, this “fragile and tender” core of the song resonates—and this was the magic of Jeff Buckley’s interpretation—with youth as well.

“It’s welcome proof that a great song will endure somehow,” said Michael McDonald. “Even if it doesn’t get the attention at first, it can capture the public imagination if the right artist can do it. Sometimes it takes the right combination to come along and make that connection.”

“The song keeps coming up, and every time it’s like it’s brand-new,” said Patrick Stump of Fall Out Boy. “It sounds new every time you hear it. It’s a rare example of a true modern folk song. I was reading about ‘La Cucaracha,’ which is this folk nursery rhyme from the 1500s. There are hundreds of thousands of iterations, as a political song or a kids’ song, it evolves and gets employed in all these different ways. That’s how a lot of folk standards happen, but not a lot of modern songs do that.”

The artists who are singing “Hallelujah,” and not only the ones you might initially expect, are usually very aware of its transformation. They know from experience that as the song has penetrated deeper and deeper into public consciousness, the personal baggage it gathers, the associations and affiliations, all have an impact on the way it is received.

“I think that the point of the song has maybe gotten lost a little bit along the way,” said Lee DeWyze. “But it’s one of those songs that really evokes emotions in people, whether they’re religious or not. So many people say to me, ‘I’m not a religious person, but when you play that song, I feel like you’re connecting spiritually with everybody here,’ or ‘We had your version played at my father’s funeral,’ ‘We had your version played at our son’s baptism,’ things like that. The song really means a lot to them.”

Though Alexandra Burke was initially skeptical about performing “Hallelujah” on The X Factor, since her history-making success with it, she has learned firsthand both the power of the song and the contradictions it embodies. “My pastor recently asked me to perform ‘Hallelujah’ for New Year’s, and I wondered what he was hearing in it,” she said. “It is a dark, deep song, but because of that word, certain people will only notice and concentrate on that.”

A composer like Leonard Cohen invites a very close consideration of his lyrics, but it’s usually a melody that first connects with most listeners. So let’s give the final word to the magical tune of this song. As befits Cohen’s limited vocal range, “Hallelujah” is easy to sing. The song is built on a simple, gentle ascending and descending figure (“the minor fall, the major lift”). There’s plenty of room for more gifted singers (Renée Fleming) to explore, but nothing to intimidate a less-conventional vocalist (Willie Nelson).

Listening to all those kids who filmed themselves for YouTube, or people singing it in languages I don’t speak a word of, it quickly becomes apparent that unless a singer takes a genuinely risky approach to reworking the arrangement—see Bono and Susan Boyle, an odd couple if ever there was one—as long as he or she has any voice at all, it’s very hard to make “Hallelujah” sound bad.

“It almost doesn’t matter who’s doing it; it’s always nice to hear the song,” said Norah Jones, who performed it once in 2003 at a charity event organized by Don Henley. “Yeah, it’s overdone, but it doesn’t really matter. The melody is so beautiful you just don’t want to interpret too much.”

“There’s a lot of simplicity in the tune,” said Jake Shimabukuro, “a lot of space, which for me as a player is inviting, because there’s room to add things without compromising the melody or the spirit of the tune. There’s a lot of space for contemplation, a lot of space for whoever wants to be a part of the song. And that’s a very rare thing. A song like ‘Hallelujah’ takes you off the grid and gives you back some of that space that we’re all missing in our lives.”

And there is simply no getting around the power of that chorus: one word, charged with centuries of meaning, delivered ironically or solemnly or both. It serves as a prayer, perhaps the great prayer of the modern age, regardless of one’s relationship to God. One look at the tears streaming down the faces of a sea of kids singing along with Leonard Cohen at the Coachella Festival demonstrates the ability of this song, with one age-old word at its center, to transport listeners in a way that organized religion has largely failed to do for this generation.

“It’s an amazing word to say,” said Bono. “It’s its own kind of mouth music just singing it. Praising God, Yah, Yahweh—it’s a very powerful word, a big idea, and I’ve hung on to it very tightly over the years.”

•   •   •

Are there any more places for “Hallelujah” to travel, any more worlds still left for this song to conquer? In March 2012, Leonard Cohen, flush with the success of the Old Ideas album, announced that he would be returning to the road, with a tour beginning in Europe in August and then heading to North America in the fall. Having traversed the globe from 2008 to 2010 as a means to secure his retirement, he decided that he didn’t want to retire, after all—that he enjoyed the rhythm of touring and would like to give it another go.

“I hadn’t done anything for fifteen years,” he said at the London playback of Old Ideas. “I was sort of like Ronald Reagan. In his declining years he remembered he’d had a good role. He’d played the role of a president in a movie. I kind of felt that somewhere I’d been a singer. Being back on the road reestablished me as a worker in the world, and that was a very satisfactory feeling.” As of the most recent tour schedule, Cohen’s seventy-eighth birthday falls in between dates in Istanbul and Bucharest.

The major piece left to be determined in Jeff Buckley’s legacy is whether the biopic ever actually gets made. If there is still a project that could launch “Hallelujah” to yet another altitude in any sort of predictable way, the long-delayed film would be it. There’s no way to know when or how or if it will be completed, but a draft of the Mystery White Boy script by screenwriter Ryan Jaffe reveals the song turning up at two key moments in the movie.

Early on, Buckley sings it in a Sin-é-esque café during a power outage. “A friend played me John Cale’s version of this song and I fell in love with it,” he says, “so I thought I’d play you my version.” He gives a revelatory performance that the script describes as “a discovery for Jeff as much as the audience—he’s got it.”

Later in the film, he’s annoyed by constant requests for the song, but plays it in Australia to honor drummer Matt Johnson’s final show. He sits behind the drum and plays the beat with his foot and then starts the guitar part. He plays, Jaffe writes, “the saddest and loneliest version of the song you can imagine. Almost an anti-‘Hallelujah.’ ” Buckley yells at the crowd to sing along: “You’ve been shouting for it all goddamn night. Sing it loud next time. Hit me. Hit me. Hallelujah!”

Maybe “Hallelujah” has plateaued; k. d. lang announced over lunch that she was going to quit performing it within the year. “Everyone’s singing it, so maybe it’s time to let it go,” she said. “You know what it’s like? It’s like that scene in Of Mice and Men where the guy is petting the mouse and he kills it because he loved it so much. It’s kind of like that.”

Or maybe it will rise again, performed by an artist too unlikely to imagine (Willie notwithstanding, there hasn’t been an authoritative country take on it), or at an event of great triumph or great tragedy, and reach a new audience in a new context that inspires more memories and associations. There’s no way to see the future for this song, because there is no precedent for the trajectory it has already had.

A venerated creator. An adored, tragic interpreter. An uncomplicated, memorable melody. Ambiguous, evocative words. Faith and uncertainty. Pain and pleasure. A song based in Old Testament language that a teen idol can sing. An erotically charged lyric fit for a Yom Kippur choir or a Christmas collection. Cold. Broken. Holy.

“There is a religious hallelujah, but there are many other ones,” Leonard Cohen once said. “When one looks at the world, there’s only one thing to say, and it’s hallelujah. That’s the way it is.”
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Visit these websites to watch some of the performances of “Hallelujah” discussed in the book.

LEONARD COHEN

http://bit.ly/LeonardCohenSings

O2 Arena, London, 2008

JEFF BUCKLEY

http://bit.ly/JeffBuckleySings

Bearsville Studios, Woodstock, NY, 1993

RUFUS WAINWRIGHT

http://bit.ly/RufusWainwrightSings

The Fillmore, San Francisco, CA, 2004

KATE VOEGELE

http://bit.ly/KateVoegeleSings

Solar Powered Plastic Plant studios, Los Angeles, CA, 2009

BON JOVI

http://bit.ly/BonJoviSings

Chicago, IL, 2007

AMANDA PALMER

http://bit.ly/AmandaPalmerSings

Factory Theatre, Sydney, Australia, 2007

IL DIVO

http://bit.ly/IlDivoSings

Pula Arena, Pula, Croatia, 2008

FALL OUT BOY (“Hum Hallelujah”)

http://bit.ly/FallOutBoySings

UCF Arena, Orlando, FL, 2007

ALEXANDRA BURKE

http://bit.ly/AlexandraBurkeSings

Music Video, 2008
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