
636

         Journal Of the Iraqia University 62-2(30-9) September(2023) 

 

 

ISSN(Print): 1813-4521 OnIine ISSN:2663-7502 

Journal Of the Iraqia University 
available online at: https://www.iasj.net/iasj/issue/2776 

 

Mystical Themes in the Poetry of Leonard Cohen: 

His Spiritual and Philosophical Influences 

Assist. Prof. Dr. Widad Allawi Saddam 

Doctor of philosophy English Literature 
dr.wedad.allawi@ibnsina.edu.iq 

Ibn Sina University of Medical and Pharmaceutical 

Sciences College of Dentistry 

 تأثيراته الروحية والفلسفية: الصوفية في شعر ليونارد كوهين لقضاياا

 الأستاذ المساعد الدكتور وداد علاوي صدام 
 دكتوراه في الأدب الإنجليزي

 جامعة ابن سينا للعلوم الطبية والصيدلانية كلية طب الأسنان
DOI 10.58564/MABDAA.62.2.2023.319 

Abstract  

This study aims to explore the mystical themes present in the poetry of Leonard Cohen and to examine the 

spiritual and philosophical influences that shaped his literary works. Leonard Cohen, a celebrated poet and 

musician, was known for his deep and introspective poetry that delved into themes of love, spirituality, and 

the human condition. His work has been compared to that of mystics and spiritual leaders, such as Rumi 

and Kabbalists, and this study seeks to identify and analyze the mystical elements in his poetry. Through 

an examination of his life, influences, and literary works, this study aims to provide insight into the spiritual 

and philosophical dimensions of Cohen's poetry, highlighting its relevance to contemporary discussions on 

spirituality, mysticism, and the human experience.Key words: spiritual leaders, mysticism , Leonard Cohen 

 الملخص
تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى استكشاف المواضيع الصوفية الموجودة في شعر ليونارد كوهين ودراسة التأثيرات الروحية والفلسفية التي شكلت  

اعر والموسيقي المشهور، معروفًا بشعره العميق والتفكيري الذي تناول مواضيع الحب والروحانية كان ليونارد كوهين، الش.  أعماله الأدبية
تقارن الدراسة أعمال كوهين بأعمال الصوفيين والزعماء الروحيين مثل الرومي والقباليين، وتسعى هذه الدراسة إلى تحديد  .  والحالة الإنسانية

تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى تقديم رؤية للأبعاد .  ك من خلال فحص حياته وتأثيراته وأعماله الأدبيةيتم ذل.  وتحليل العناصر الصوفية في شعره
الكلمات .الروحية والفلسفية لشعر كوهين، مسلطة الضوء على أهميته في المناقشات المعاصرة حول الروحانية والصوفية وتجربة الإنسان

 نالقادة الروحيون، التصوف، ليونارد كوهي: المفتاحية
Introduction  

Leonard Cohen, a Canadian poet, singer-songwriter, and novelist, gained recognition for his artistic 

creations that delve into subjects such as spirituality, love, and human connections. His poetry is often 

described as mystical because it deals with abstract concepts and seeks to transcend the boundaries of 

rational thought and language. The mystical themes in Cohen's poetry are closely linked to his spiritual and 

philosophical influences. Cohen's artistic journey was profoundly shaped by Jewish mysticism, specifically 

the teachings of the Kabbalah. Additionally, his exposure to Buddhist philosophy during his stay at a Zen 

monastery in California left a lasting impact on him. Buddhist philosophy highlights the transient nature 

of existence and the significance of embracing the present moment (Freedman 2021). This philosophy is 
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reflected in Cohen's poetry, which often deals with themes of impermanence, change, and the search for 

meaning in life. Cohen's poetry also reflects his interest in the works of the Spanish mystic St. John of the 

Cross, who wrote about the experience of union with God through contemplation and spiritual discipline. 

Cohen's poetry often explores similar themes of spiritual longing and transcendence, and his use of 

language is often deeply metaphorical and symbolic. Generally, the mystical themes in Leonard Cohen's 

poetry reflect his deep interest in spirituality and philosophy, and his search for meaning in a world that 

often seems chaotic and uncertain.  

Cohen's fascination with philosophy, specifically the idea of impermanence, as outlined in Buddhist 

philosophy, has greatly impacted his poetry. This influence has motivated him to delve into the ephemeral 

aspects of life and emphasize the significance of embracing the present moment. This theory suggests that 

Cohen's poetry reflects his interest in Buddhist teachings on mindfulness and the search for inner peace. 

The mystical themes in the poetry of Leonard Cohen are closely related to his spiritual and philosophical 

influences, and that his poetry reflects his deep interest in exploring the nature of the self, the world, and 

the divine (Freeman 2021 13-15). His poetry is known for its lyrical beauty and its ability to evoke a sense 

of spiritual transcendence. In addition, Cohen's poetry reflects his interest in spiritual and philosophical 

concepts, including Jewish mysticism, Buddhist philosophy, and mystical union with the divine. All of 

these influences are expressed through his use of language, and his poetry invites readers to explore these 

themes and ideas in a profound and meaningful way. 

The poem  "Suzanne," which was later turned into a song, is perhaps one of Cohen's most famous 

works. It tells the story of a woman named Suzanne who takes the speaker on a journey through the city 

and to the river. It is a mystical poem that explores the complexities of love, desire, and spirituality. 

Suzanne, the titular character, is a symbol of both the divine and the earthly. The boats passing by represent 

the passage of time and the journey of life. The speaker is drawn to Suzanne's madness because it represents 

a kind of spiritual awakening, an escape from the mundane. The poem is filled with religious and spiritual 

imagery, including references to Jesus and Buddha, and it explores themes of love, beauty, and 

transcendence.  

You can hear the boats go by 

You can spend the night beside her 

And you know that she's half crazy 

But that's why you want to be there (2-5) 

 

In the song "Suzanne," the sound of passing boats fills the air. It is possible to spend the night with Suzanne, 

even though she may be a bit eccentric. However, it's precisely her unconventional nature that draws you 

to her. She nourishes you with tea and oranges, imported from distant China. Just when you're about to 

admit that you can't offer her love, she manages to understand you perfectly. She allows the river to 

respond, affirming that you have always been her beloved. The poem explores the theme of the divine 

feminine through the character of Suzanne. The speaker is drawn to her despite her supposed madness, and 

she provides him with nourishment and exotic gifts. When the speaker tries to distance himself emotionally, 

Suzanne brings him back into her embrace, revealing a deeper spiritual connection between them. 

Artistically, the song’s brilliance lies in its pairing of a spare, hypnotic melody with evocative lyrics: “Now 

Suzanne takes you down/To her place near the river/You can hear the boats go by/You can spend the night 

beside her/And you know she’s half crazy.” This poem suggests that imperfection and brokenness are 

necessary for spiritual growth and enlightenment (Freeland 2019). The cracks in our lives allow us to see 

the light that shines through them, and we should not strive for perfection but instead embrace our flaws 

and weaknesses.  

 

"The Window" by Leonard Cohen contains several mystical and spiritual themes that invite readers to 

explore deeper layers of existence and contemplate the nature of the divine."The song 'The Window' is 

intricate, featuring poetic symbols that aren't readily apparent in their meaning.(Cohen 2009). 

 

The poem opens with the image of someone standing by the window, seemingly absorbed by the external 

beauty. This person represents the seeker who is captivated by the outer world, symbolizing the 

conventional understanding of reality. However, the poem quickly reveals that this beauty is accompanied 
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by pain and suffering, represented by the "thorn of the night" and the "spear of the age." This juxtaposition 

suggests that the material world is intertwined with challenges and hardships. 

Why do you stand by the window 

Abandoned to beauty and pride 

The thorn of the night in your bosom 

The spear of the age in your side 

Lost in the rages of fragrance 

Lost in the rags of remorse 

Lost in the waves of a sickness 

That loosens the high silver nerves (1-8) 

 

As the poem progresses, the person is described as being lost in various emotions and experiences, such as 

the "rages of fragrance" and the "rags of remorse." These images suggest the limitations and entanglements 

of worldly attachments and desires, highlighting the transient and illusory nature of such experiences. The 

poem addresses the person as "chosen love" and "frozen love," indicating a deeper, spiritual aspect of their 

being. It acknowledges the complexity and paradoxical nature of love, which can simultaneously inspire 

and constrain. The line "Oh tangle of matter and ghost" further emphasizes the intertwining of the physical 

and spiritual realms, suggesting that true understanding lies beyond the material world. The speaker then 

calls upon the person to emerge from the "cloud of unknowing" and make contact with something divine. 

The act of kissing the cheek of the moon and the reference to the New Jerusalem, a symbol of spiritual 

perfection, signify a longing for transcendence and union with the divine. It suggests that true fulfilment 

and understanding can be found by transcending the limitations of the material world and embracing a 

spiritual path. 

Oh chosen love, Oh frozen love 

Oh tangle of matter and ghost 

Oh darling of angels, demons and saints 

And the whole broken-hearted host 

Gentle this soul (9-13) 

 

The poem questions why the person remains in a state of ruin and suffering without expressing their 

discomfort. This inquiry invites reflection on the necessity of acknowledging and confronting one's pain in 

order to embark on a spiritual journey. The metaphor of climbing on tears and being silent like a rose on a 

ladder of thorns implies the need to endure suffering without succumbing to despair, as it may be a 

transformative process leading to spiritual growth. 

And come forth from the cloud of unknowing 

And kiss the cheek of the moon 

The New Jerusalem glowing 

Why tarry all night in the ruin 

And leave no word of discomfort 

And leave no observer to mourn 

But climb on your tears and be silent 

Like a rose on its ladder of thorns 

Oh chosen love, Oh frozen love (14-22) 

 

In the final stanza, the poem suggests a path of spiritual purification and transformation. The person is 

encouraged to lay their rose (symbolic of their existence) on the fire, representing a willingness to surrender 

and let go of attachments. The fire then gives itself up to the sun, symbolizing the process of enlightenment 

and union with the divine. This transformation culminates in the embrace of the "high holy one," signifying 

a mystical union and transcendent experience. 

Then lay your rose on the fire 

The fire give up to the sun 

The sun give over to splendour 

In the arms of the high holy one 
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For the holy one dreams of a letter 

Dreams of a letter's death 

Oh bless thee continuous stutter 

Of the word being made into flesh 

Oh chosen love, Oh frozen love (23-32) 

 

It can be realized that "The Window" explores mystical and spiritual themes by contrasting the superficial 

beauty of the material world with the deeper yearning for spiritual fulfilment. It invites readers to reflect 

on the limitations of worldly attachments and the transformative potential of embracing a spiritual path. 

“The window in this poem is open to a reality beyond this world, beyond death, bringing light for those 

willing to see it.” (Cohen 2009). The poem suggests that true understanding, peace, and union with the 

divine can be attained by transcending the constraints of the material realm and seeking a mystical 

connection with the higher reality. 

 

In “The Stranger Song,” Cohen delves into the human experience of pursuing spiritual fulfillment amidst 

the trials of worldly life. The central character is an unfamiliar figure on a quest to discover meaning in a 

world characterized by deceit and disillusionment. The mention of "dealers" implies that the protagonist 

has been let down by individuals who promised spiritual enlightenment but instead took advantage of him. 

The imagery of reaching for the sky while surrendering reflects the protagonist's inner conflict between his 

spiritual aspirations and the limitations imposed by his physical existence. The poem concludes by 

acknowledging the scarcity of reliable support in the face of such challenges. However, it suggests that 

despite the difficulties, the pursuit of spiritual enlightenment remains a worthwhile endeavor. 

 

It's true that all the men you knew were dealers 

Who said they were through with dealing 

Every time you gave them shelter 

I know that kind of man, it's hard to hold the hand of anyone 

Who is reaching for the sky just to surrender 

Who is reaching for the sky just to surrender1-6) 

 

And then leaning on your window sill, he'll say one day you caused his will 

To weaken with your love and warmth and shelter 

And then taking from his wallet an old schedule of trains, he'll say 

"I told you when I came I was a stranger 

I told you when I came I was a stranger"(7-11) 

 

The stranger mentioned in the poem represents a figure who wants the listener to disregard their own 

dreams and spiritual aspirations. This could be seen as an external force or influence that distracts the 

seeker from their own inner path to enlightenment. The stranger's desire for shelter suggests a longing for 

security and comfort, which can be seen as a desire for worldly attachments and a retreat from the demands 

of spiritual exploration. 

The reference to the "golden arm dispatching cards" can be understood as a symbol of the seeker's 

previous confidence and success in navigating the spiritual realm. However, the rusted arm from the elbow 

to the finger signifies a loss of spiritual power or a decline in the seeker's connection to the divine. The 

mention of the dealers, who claim to have given up their deceptive ways, but constantly seek shelter, can 

represent the challenges and temptations faced on the spiritual path. These dealers may symbolize false 

prophets or individuals who exploit the seeker's vulnerability for personal gain. 

 

The closing lines speak to the difficulty of forming a genuine connection with someone who is constantly 

reaching for the sky, only to surrender. In the context of mysticism, this can be seen as a cautionary message 

about the challenge of finding true spiritual companionship or guidance. It suggests that it is hard to 

establish a deep connection with individuals who lack the perseverance or commitment to transcend earthly 

limitations and fully embrace the mystical journey.These lines reflect the obstacles and pitfalls encountered 
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on the path of mysticism, reminding the seeker to be discerning, stay true to their own spiritual aspirations, 

and be cautious of external influences that may distract or mislead them. 

But now another stranger seems to want you to ignore his dreams 

As though they were the burden of some other 

O you've seen that man before, his golden arm dispatching cards 

But now it's rusted from the elbow to the finger 

And he wants to trade the game he plays for shelter 

Yes, he wants to trade the game he knows for shelter (21-26) 

The song "Hallelujah" is a meditation on the power of music to express and evoke spiritual experiences. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines hallelujah as “a song or shout of praise to God,” but biblical scholars 

will tell you it’s actually a smash-up of two Hebrew words: “hallel” meaning “to praise” and “jah” meaning 

Yahweh, or God. (Netburn 2021) The song opens by alluding to King David from the Bible, highlighting 

how his skillful harp playing could calm Saul. This serves as the foundation for David's ascent to power 

and the uniting of the Jewish community. The initial verse also acknowledges the listener's lack of interest 

in music. The reference to David playing a secret chord that pleased the Lord is a biblical allusion to the 

idea that music has the power to transcend human experience and connect us to the divine.  

Now I've heard there was a secret chord 

That David played, and it pleased the Lord 

But you dont really care for music, do you? 

It goes like this, the fourth, the fifth 

The minor falls, the major lifts 

The baffled king composing Hallelujah 

Hallelujah, Hallelujah 

Hallelujah, Hallelujah (1-8) 

 

The use of the musical terminology, such as the fourth and fifth, suggests a technical appreciation for music, 

but also highlights the complexity of the emotional and spiritual experiences that can be expressed through 

music. The reference to the baffled king composing Hallelujah suggests that the search for spiritual 

fulfilment is often accompanied by feelings of confusion and uncertainty, but the use of the word Hallelujah 

suggests that the ultimate goal is to achieve a state of joyful praise and gratitude. First, they highlight the 

power of music to express and evoke spiritual experiences, which is a recurring theme in Cohen's poetry. 

Second, the reference to the "secret chord" that pleased the Lord can be seen as an allusion to the mystical 

and transcendent nature of spiritual experience, which is often shrouded in mystery and hidden from 

ordinary perception. Finally, the image of the "baffled king composing Hallelujah" suggests that the pursuit 

of spiritual enlightenment can be a confusing and challenging process, but ultimately leads to a state of 

joyful praise and gratitude. 

The poem illustrates the complex interplay between the material and spiritual worlds in Cohen's poetry, 

and the importance of art and music in expressing and accessing the transcendent. They also underscore 

the central themes of spiritual longing and quest for enlightenment that run throughout Cohen's work. 

“Hallelujah” is both straightforward and cryptic in its meaning. Each verse ends with the word "hallelujah," 

which is repeated four times, creating a prayer-like chant. The word "hallelujah" has different connotations 

in the Old and New Testaments. In the Hebrew Bible, it is a compound word meaning "to praise joyously" 

and refers to singing praises to God. In the Christian tradition, "hallelujah" is a word of praise rather than 

a directive to praise. 

However, the song quickly undercuts its own seriousness by highlighting the listener's indifference towards 

music. This juxtaposition adds a touch of humor to the song. Cohen then describes the harmonic 

progression of the song and the contrast between minor and major keys. He ends the verse with the line 

"the baffled king composing Hallelujah!" which reflects the mysterious and enigmatic nature of artistic 

creation and romantic love. By referencing the unknowable aspects of music and reducing even revered 

figures like King David to mere craftsmen, Cohen offers a deeper perspective on the nature of art and its 

power. 

Conclusion  
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 Leonard Cohen's poetry is infused with mystical and spiritual themes that reflect his deep engagement 

with Jewish mysticism, Zen Buddhism, and Christian theology. His poems explore the human condition of 

seeking meaning and transcendence in a world that often feels confusing and uncertain. Through his use of 

rich imagery and symbolism, Cohen creates a mystical atmosphere that invites the reader to contemplate 

the deeper aspects of life and the universe. Whether it is through the haunting melodies of his songs or the 

thought-provoking lyrics of his poems, Cohen's artistry continues to inspire and challenge audiences to 

seek a deeper understanding of the mysteries of existence. 

Leonard Cohen's poetry is marked by mystical and spiritual themes that reflect his deep engagement with 

a variety of philosophical and religious traditions. Through his poems, Cohen offers meditations on the 

human condition and the search for spiritual fulfillment in a complex and often chaotic world. His work 

explores the tensions between the material and spiritual realms, and the quest for transcendence in the face 

of human limitations. Through his use of imagery, metaphor, and allusion, Cohen offers a poetic language 

for expressing the ineffable experiences of the soul, and his work remains a powerful testament to the 

enduring human quest for meaning and purpose. 
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