
 1 

 

Holy and Broken—The Poetry and Music of Leonard Cohen 
 
 
Last Dance at the Four Penny 
 
Layton, when we dance our freilach 

under the ghostly handkerchief, 

the miracle rabbis of Prague and Vina 

resume their sawdust thrones,  

and angels and men, asleep so long 

in the cold palaces of disbelief, 

gather in sausage-hung kitchens 

to quarrel deliciously and debate 

the sounds of the Ineffable Name.  

 

Layton, my friend Lazarovitch, 

no Jew was ever lost 

while we two dance joyously 

in this French province, 

cold and oceans west of the temple, 

the snow canyoned on the twigs 

like forbidden Sabbath manna; 

I say no Jew was ever lost  

while we weave and billow the handkerchief 

into a burning cloud, 

measuring all of heaven 

with our stitching thumbs 

 

Reb Israel Lazarovitch, 

You no-good Romanian, you’re right! 

Who cares whether or not  

The Messiah is a Litvak? 

As for the cynical, 

such as we were yesterday, 

let them step with us or rot 

in their logical shrouds. 

We’ve raised a bright white flag, 

and here’s our battered fathers’ cup of wine, 

and now is music 
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until morning and the morning prayers 

lay us down again, 

we who dance so beautifully 

though we know that freilachs end.  

 

 

Out of the Land of Heaven 

by Leonard Cohen 

For Marc Chagall 

 

Out of the land of heaven 

Down comes the warm Sabbath sun 

Into the spice-box of earth. 

The Queen will make every Jew her lover. 

In a white silk coat 

Our rabbi dances up the street, 

Wearing our lawns like a green prayer-shawl, 

Brandishing houses like silver flags. 

Behind him dance his pupils, 

Dancing not so high 

And chanting the rabbi’s prayer, 

But not so sweet. 

And who waits for him 

On a throne at the end of the street 

But the Sabbath Queen. 

Down go his hands 

Into the spice-box of earth, 

And there he finds the fragrant sun 

For a wedding ring, 

And draws her wedding finger through. 

Now back down the street they go, 

Dancing higher than the silver flags. 

His pupils somewhere have found wives too, 

And all are chanting the rabbi’s song 
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And leaping high in the perfumed air. 

Who calls him Rabbi? 

Cart-horse and dogs call him Rabbi, 

And he tells them: 

The Queen makes every Jew her lover. 

And gathering on their green lawns 

The people call him Rabbi, 

And fill their mouths with good bread 

And his happy song. 

 
I. The Sacred and the Sensual 
 
Song of Songs 7:9 
And oh, may your breasts be like clusters 
of grapes on a vine, the scent 
of your breath like apricots, 
your mouth good wine- 
That pleases my lover, rousing him 
even from sleep. 
 
Yehudah Halevi, “Why My Darling” 
Why, my darling, have you barred all news 
From one who aches for you inside the bars of his own ribs? 
Surely you know a lover’s thoughts 
Care only for the sound of your hellos! 
 
O swear by Love that you remember days of embraces 
As I remember nights crammed with your kisses 
 
from Suzanne (Songs of Leonard Cohen,  1967)  
Now, Suzanne takes your hand and she leads you to the river 
She's wearing rags and feathers from Salvation Army counters 
And the sun pours down like honey on our lady of the harbor 
And she shows you where to look among the garbage and the flowers 
There are heroes in the seaweed, there are children in the morning 
They are leaning out for love and they will lean that way forever 
While Suzanne holds her mirror 
And you want to travel with her, and you want to travel blind 
And you know that you can trust her 
For she's touched your perfect body with her mind 
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II. The Butcher and the Offering 
 
Chad Gadaya (Haggadah) 
Then came the butcher who slew the ox. . .  
 
Genesis 22 
After these things God tested Abraham.  God said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, 
“Here I am.” 2 God said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go 
to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the 
mountains that I shall show you.”  . . . 6 Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering 
and laid it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two 
of them walked on together.7 Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he said, 
“Here I am, my son.” He said, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb 
for a burnt offering?”8 Abraham said, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt 
offering, my son.” So the two of them walked on together. 
 
The Story of Isaac (Songs from a Room, 1969)  
The door it opened slowly,  
My father he came in,  
I was nine years old.  
And he stood so tall above me,  
His blue eyes they were shining  
And his voice was very cold.  
He said, "I've had a vision  
And you know I'm strong and holy,  
I must do what I've been told."  
So he started up the mountain,  
I was running, he was walking,  
And his axe was made of gold. 
 
Well, the trees they got much smaller,  
The lake a lady's mirror,  
We stopped to drink some wine.  
Then he threw the bottle over.  
Broke a minute later  
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And he put his hand on mine.  
Thought I saw an eagle  
But it might have been a vulture,  
I never could decide.  
Then my father built an altar,  
He looked once behind his shoulder,  
He knew I would not hide. 
 
You who build these altars now  
To sacrifice these children,  
You must not do it anymore.  
A scheme is not a vision  
And you never have been tempted  
By a demon or a god.  
You who stand above them now,  
Your hatchets blunt and bloody,  
You were not there before,  
When I lay upon a mountain  
And my father's hand was trembling  
With the beauty of the word. 
And if you call me brother now,  
Forgive me if I inquire,  
"just according to whose plan?"  
When it all comes down to dust  
I will kill you if I must,  
I will help you if I can.  
When it all comes down to dust  
I will help you if I must,  
I will kill you if I can.  
And mercy on our uniform,  
Man of peace or man of war,  
The peacock spreads his fan. 
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III.  Who by Fire? 
 
Unetaneh Tokef, from liturgy for the Days of Awe 
On Rosh Hashanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed. 
How many will pass and how many will be created? 
Who will live and who will die? 
Who in their time, and who not in their time? 
Who by fire and who by water? 
Who by sword and who by beast? 
Who by hunger and who by thirst? 
Who by earthquake and who by drowning? 
Who by strangling and who by stoning? 
Who will rest and who will wander? 
Who will be safe and who will be torn? 
Who will be calm and who will be tormented? 
Who will become poor and who will get rich? 
Who will be made humble and who will be raised up? 
But teshuvah and tefillah and tzedakah 
ameliorate the evil of the decree. 
 
Who By Fire? (New Skin for the Old Ceremony, 1974)  
And who by fire, who by water 
Who in the sunshine, who in the night time 
Who by high ordeal, who by common trial 
Who in your merry-merry month of may 
Who by very slow decay 
And who shall I say is calling? 
 
And who in her lonely slip, who by barbiturate 
Who in these realms of love, who by something blunt 
Who by avalanche, who by powder 
Who for his greed, who for his hunger 
And who shall I say is calling? 
 
And who by brave assent, who by accident 
Who in solitude, who in this mirror 
Who by his lady's command, who by his own hand 
Who in mortal chains, who in power 
And who shall I say is calling? 
 
  



 7 

 

V. Holy and Broken 
 
Midrash Leviticus Rabbah 
The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, You will 
not reject (Psalms 51:19)…In a commentary on this verse, Rabbi Abba bar Yudan 
said: What is considered ritually impure in an animal, is permitted in a human being. 
An animal is unfit if it is broken or maimed or with a growth (Lev. 22:22), but in a 
person a broken and contrite heart is considered fit. Rabbi Aexandri said: if an 
ordinary person makes use of a broken vessel, it is a shameful thing. But the Blessed 
Holy One only makes use of broken vessels, as it is written, Adonai is close to the 
broken-hearted (Psalms 34:19). 
 
Shattering of the Vessels and Repairing the World 
At the beginning of time, God’s presence filled the universe. When the Holy One 
decided to bring this world into being, to make room for creation, then God first 
drew in the divine breath, contracting God’s self. From that contraction darkness 
was created. And when God said, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3), the light that came 
into being filled the darkness, and ten holy vessels came forth, each filled with 
primordial light. 

In this way God sent forth those ten vessels, like a fleet of ships, each carrying its 
cargo of light. Had they all arrived intact, the world would have been perfect. But the 
vessels were too fragile to contain such a powerful, divine light. They broke open, 
split asunder, and all the holy sparks were scattered like sand, like seeds, like stars. 
Those sparks fell everywhere, but more fell on the Holy Land than anywhere else. 

That is why we were created — to gather the sparks, no matter where they are 
hidden. God created the world so that the descendants of Jacob could raise up the 
holy sparks. That is why there have been so many exiles — to release the holy 
sparks from the servitude of captivity. In this way the Jewish people will sift all the 
holy sparks from the four corners of the earth. 

And when enough holy sparks have been gathered, the broken vessels will be 
restored, and tikkun olam, the repair of the world, awaited so long, will finally be 
complete. Therefore it should be the aim of everyone to raise these sparks from 
wherever they are imprisoned and to elevate them to holiness by the power of their 
soul. 
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from Hallelujah (Various Positions, 1984) 
 
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 her kitchen chair 
She broke your throne and 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 
 
There was a time you let me know 
What’s really going on below 
Ah, but now you never show it to me, do you? 
Remember when I moved in you 
The holy dove was moving, too 
And every breath we drew was hallelujah 
 
I did my best, it wasn't much 
I couldn't feel, so I tried 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 tongue but hallelujah 
 
from If It Be Your Will (Various Positions, 1984) 
Live in London, Webb Sisters  
If it be your will 
That I speak no more 
And my voice be still 
As it was before 
I will speak no more 
I shall abide until 
I am spoken for 
If it be your will 
 
If it be your will 
That a voice be true 
From this broken hill 
I will sing to you 
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From this broken hill 
All your praises they shall ring 
If it be your will 
To let me sing 
From this broken hill 
All your praises they shall ring 
 
If it be your will 
If there is a choice 
Let the rivers fill 
Let the hills rejoice 
Let your mercy spill 
On all these burning hearts in hell 
If it be your will 
To make us well 
 
And draw us near 
And bind us tight 
All your children here 
In their rags of light 
In our rags of light 
All dressed to kill 
And end this night 
If it be your will 
If it be your will 
 
 
 
from Anthem (The Future, 1992) 
Live in London 
You can add up the parts 
You won't have the sum 
You can strike up the march 
On your little broken drum 
Every heart, every heart to love will come 
But like a refugee 
Ring the bells that still can ring 
Forget your perfect offering 
There is a crack, a crack in everything (there is a crack in everything) 
That's how the light gets in 
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VI. A Manual for Living With Defeat 
 
Samuel Beckett: Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better. 
Talmud Gittin 43a:  One cannot acquire Torah who has not failed at it. 
 
Talmud Sanhedrin 98a: Where shall we look for the Messiah? Rabbi Joshua ben 
Levi put this question to no less an authority than the prophet Elijah himself. 
“Where shall I find the Messiah?” he asked, and the prophet replied: “At the gates of 
Rome.” “But how shall I recognize him?” “He sits among the lepers.” Rabbi Joshua 
was startled and exclaimed: “Among the lepers? What is he doing there?” “He 
changes their bandages,” Elijah replied, “He changes their bandages one by one.” 

So Rabbi Joshua went among the diseased poor and confronted the Messiah: 
“When, Master, will you come?” “Today.” Elated, Rabbi Joshua departed. But as the 
sun set, the Messiah had not yet come. Elijah appeared and asked. “What did he tell 
you?” “Surely he was lying to me,” Rabbi Joshua answered, “for the day is over and 
he has not arrived.” “You are mistaken,” Elijah said, “for the Messiah was merely 
quoting Scripture to you: ‘Today … if only you would listen to my voice…’ (Psalm 
95:7)” 

 
 
from Come Healing (Old Ideas, 2012)  
O gather up the brokenness 
And bring it to me now 
The fragrance of those promises 
You never dared to vow 
The splinters that you carry 
The cross you left behind 
Come healing of the body 
Come healing of the mind 
And let the heavens hear it 
The penitential hymn 
Come healing of the spirit 
Come healing of the limb 
 
Behold the gates of mercy 
In arbitrary space 
And none of us deserving 
The cruelty or the grace 
O solitude of longing 
Where love has been confined 
Come healing of the body 
Come healing of the mind 
O see the darkness yielding 
That tore the light apart 
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Come healing of the reason 
Come healing of the heart 
 
O troubled dust concealing 
An undivided love 
The heart beneath is teaching 
To the broken heart above 
Let the heavens falter 
Let the earth proclaim 
Come healing of the altar 
Come healing of the name 
 
O longing of the branches 
To lift the little bud 
O longing of the arteries 
To purify the blood 
And let the heavens hear it 
The penitential hymn 
Come healing of the spirit 
Come healing of the limb 
 
 
You Want It Darker (You Want It Darker, 2016)  
If you are the dealer, I'm out of the game 
If you are the healer, it means I'm broken and lame 
If thine is the glory then mine must be the shame 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
 
Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name 
Vilified, crucified, in the human frame 
A million candles burning for the help that never came 
You want it darker 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 
 
There's a lover in the story 
But the story's still the same 
There's a lullaby for suffering 
And a paradox to blame 
But it's written in the scriptures 
And it's not some idle claim 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
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They're lining up the prisoners 
And the guards are taking aim 
I struggled with some demons 
They were middle class and tame 
I didn't know I had permission to murder and to maim 
You want it darker 
 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 
 
Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name 
Vilified, crucified, in the human frame 
A million candles burning for the love that never came 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
 
If you are the dealer, let me out of the game 
If you are the healer, I'm broken and lame 
If thine is the glory, mine must be the shame 
You want it darker 
Hineni, hineni 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 


