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Leonard Cohen and Glenn Gould. 
Two opposites, from two different 
worlds? 

Maybe not. 

Maybe, instead of seeing the classical 
pianist, in intense communion with his 
Bach, and the popular troubadour, en-

tertaining thousands in some rock and roll pleasure 
palace, we choose to see the artists within, solitary, 
unique, alone. Canadian. 

Start with the accident of their birth. !e two 
are virtual contemporaries – born just two years 
apart, and on almost the same day of the year, 
Gould on September 25; Cohen, September 21. 
But, astrologically, of two di"erent signs. One, a 
Virgo, a perfectionist, organized and planned; the 
other, a Libra, passionate, always searching for 
love. A fascinating explanation for their varying 
personalities. 

Except – it’s backwards. Cohen is the perfection-
ist, organized Virgo, Gould the passionate lover, 
the Libra. Which just means that either astrology 
is nonsense or meaningful in a much more subtle 
way than we imagine.

However, if we turn to a less fanciful world, 
Gould’s and Cohen’s cultural similarity, one might 
even say, identity, becomes inescapable. Both were 
born into a Canada they both helped dismantle 
– a childish cultural adolescent just aching to 
burst its colonially restrictive bonds. Both did so, 
spectacularly, with international consequences. 

Both changed the de#nition of what it meant to be 
a practitioner in their respective artistic #eld.  Both 
used the developing technology of recording to 
spread their message.  And most signi#cantly, both 
established a dialogue with the world of the spirit 
that has resonated, and continues to do so, with 
millions of people around the globe. Opposites? 
More like separated at birth. 

And their approach to that deeper world is remark-
ably similar. !ey are men of spiritual simplicity, 
carving out of the welter of experience the simple, 
the essential, the one word or note which has the 
weight of stone and the lightness of air simultane-
ously. Both had to struggle with the temptation 
of virtuosity – Glenn always chafed when people 
downplayed his astounding technical skills, Co-
hen, a willing teenage prodigy with words – but 
both were drawn to the realization that it is in a 
moment of quiet, a moment poised on the edge of 
eternity,  that the real stu" of art is made.

Of course there are di"erences. Glenn looked 
through the prism of an older art – classical mu-
sic – to de#ne his present and create his future, 
while Leonard married his ancient poetic cra$ to 
the raucous, johnny-come-lately artistic world of 
popular music. And helped transform that world. 
Leonard Cohen’s fabulous career proves, among 
other things, how extremely varied and multi-
faceted the supposed monochromatic and narrow 
world of pop music actually is. Cohen forced upon 
this world a mythical, rabbinical, lyrically poetic, 
sexually-charged universe which was a revelation 
to its audiences – they loved him, and still do, with 
a reverence that is partly religious, partly erotic, 
making him a unique combination of Elvis, Kahlil 
Gibran, and Lord Byron. Not bad for a Jewish kid 
from Montreal. 
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If there’s a fundamental di!erence between Leon-
ard and Glenn, it was that Leonard needed to go 
on the road to "nd his destiny and understanding, 
while Glenn never really needed to venture fur-
ther than Fran’s across the street from his apart-
ment, maybe all the way up to the family cottage 
at Uptergrove. Leonard saw the world – Greece, 
California, India – and brought that world into his 
art – he is a living re#ection of the internation-
alism that the world of technology he embraced 
allowed him to create.   Both he and Gould were 
celebrities in this world of omnipresent celebrity, 
but each created the near impossibility with that 
celebrity – turned it on the wheel of their own 
individuality so that their character was never 
drowned by the sea of publicity in which they 
were inundated. 

For Gould to do this in the world of classical 
music was admirable; for Leonard Cohen to be 
able to achieve this in the burning neon glare of 
popular culture is almost beyond comprehension. 
Great strength is needed for this, as well as great 
skill, a bit of mischievousness, an ability to create 
mystery, mystique – that most elusive elixir of ce-
lebrity. Cohen has it, as does, let’s see, what other 
famous Canadian musician with a world-wide 
reputation?  Oh, what’s his name, that classical 
guy, always wore his overcoat, never shook hands?  

Glenn Gould and Leonard Cohen: two pioneers, 
two unique artists, two men who conquered their 
artistic worlds but who never really le$ home. 
Who have never stopped being Canadian. 

And, by the way, who could both be screamingly 
funny.  With the same mordant, slightly turned, 
slightly sly humour that you can "nd in a Mar-
garet Atwood, a Marshall McCluhan, even if you 

look carefully, a Northrop Frye. But unlike those 
others, Gould’s and Cohen’s humour is almost 
always turned against themselves, as sort of an un-
conscious mechanism of psychic balance. Maybe 
it’s Gould "nding himself at a loss to defend his 
Mozart tempi selection from one of his many 
hilarious alter egos, an enraged Sir Nigel Twitt-
%ornwaite, Editor-in-Chief of “Field and %eme: 
A Country Gentleman’s Guide to Music and the 
Garden.” Maybe it’s Leonard Cohen telling readers 
of the Chinese edition of “Beautiful Losers” that 
the volume they were about to read was written in 
a Grecian summer without the authour having the 
bene"t of a hat, so it was “more a sunstroke than 
a book”, and they should feel con"dent in dipping 
into it at random, at will. An artist, like Gould, 
slyly poking fun at himself and his work. It’s as 
though both these men, through a native instinct 
of artistic survival, toyed ever so slightly with their 
public image so it never entangled them, prevent-
ing them from traveling their spiritual paths more 
"rmly, more deliberately, more completely.

It makes you wonder. Maybe we’re all wrong about 
ourselves. Maybe we’re not a timid, tightly con-
trolled, fearful people, trapped between Empires, 
hesitant and icy. Maybe we’re what Gould and 
Cohen both were and are – passionate, powerful, 
ironic, yes – you can’t live in this climate without 
irony – but with something immensely valuable 
the world responds to. An understanding of 
depth, of the bedrock of feeling, a Canadian Shield 
of soul that is quiet and contemplative, enduring.

Because Glenn Gould has endured. And Leonard 
Cohen will surely endure as well.


