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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 2010

A singer must cry: Bird on a Wire on DVD  

 

Leonard Cohen’s recent return to the world’s stages after a decade 

and a half of relative reclusion has, among other things, served to 
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remind us just how magnetic a presence the soon-to-be 76 year 

old troubadour can be. Few performers combine Cohen’s 

particular blend of humility and authority, gravity and humour—

he’s a consummate showman who seems metabolically incapable 

of taking his audience’s adoration for granted. Yet Cohen, who 

only began his career as a recording artist in his mid-30s, who 

insisted on singing his own material despite the limitations of his 

voice, whose musical styles have only intermittently dovetailed in 

any way with the transitory fashions of that have marked his 40+ 

years in music, has also at times revealed a deep personal 

ambivalence to touring—which might help explain the hiatus. The 

tension between Cohen the showman and Cohen the tender, at 

times mercurial poet obsessed with communion and 

not “cheating” his audience, his band, or himself with anything 

less than emotional honesty is very much a part of what makes his 

concerts as riveting and even transcendental. This tension is 

eloquently captured in Tony Palmer’s documentary Bird on a 

Wire.

 

 

The 1972 European tour, which ended in Israel and was plagued 

by technical problems, which featured Cohen’s famed producer 

Bob Johnston on organ and the angelic Jennifer Warnes sharing 

back-up vocals with Donna Washburn, possesses a certain 

mythical status in Cohen’s biography. I’d read many years ago 

about the final concert in Jerusalem where Cohen dropped acid 

and wept on stage during a performance of ‘So Long, Marianne.’ 

The story always had this apocryphal tinge to it. I never believed 

I’d actually see the event on film, but here it is. It almost wasn’t. 

After getting a limited release in a reportedly messily assembled 

version unauthorized by Palmer in 1974, Bird on a Wire vanished. 

It was only in 2009 that 294 rolls of original film were discovered, 

re-assembled and restored by Palmer for its new, first-ever DVD 
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release from Conveyer.  

 

 

Cohen was 37 then, at one of many career peaks, and clearly 

magnetic on a number of levels—we actually see him decline 

invitations from not one but two different Euro-babes who 

approach him after a performance. He initially seems rather 

serious but soon enough regains his trademark deadpan humour 

and sense of mischief and camaraderie. He improvises an ode to a 

speaker that refuses to stop emitting some galactic-sounding 

feedback. He invites audience members to come up on stage to 

hear the music better when the PA shuts down completely. He 

improvises a self-satirizing introduction for himself: “Leonard 

Cohen is going to sing songs of anguish and despair… The skulls 

appear… They’re lowered by wires by a man above the stage…”  

 

Once the songs are properly begun they’re all of them magic. A 

rendition of ‘Suzanne’ with spectral organ and bubbling bass is 

especially buoyant. He and the band imbue ‘Story of Isaac’ with 

an extra layer of portent. ‘Please Don’t Pass Me By’ is used as a 

sort of call to arms. And of course there’s ‘Marianne.’ Cohen had 

already left the stage once that night, apologizing profusely but 

insisting that things just weren’t working. Yet the audience, many 

of them teenagers, won’t have it. At one point they offer to sing to 

him if he’d just come back out. There’s a hilarious bit where, while 

backstage and still uncertain he can continue, Cohen convinces 

himself that what he really needs is to shave, and shave he does—

if he can only stop laughing. Most impressively, he doesn't cut 

himself. It’s unclear whether or not he ever actually confessed to 

the audience that he was already deep in the throes of his LSD 

trip.  
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Palmer’s career as a filmmaker—he’s also worked in theatre and 

opera and as a critic—has been grounded in an interest not only in 

music but also portraiture. His eclectic range of subjects have 

included Cream, Maria Callas, the Beatles, Ginger Baker, and 

Benjamin Britten. His most famous film is probably the 1971 batty 

satirical rock flick 200 Motels, co-written and co-directed by its 

featured performer, Frank Zappa. Bird on a Wire benefits as 

much from Palmer’s obvious facility with gaining superb coverage 

of musical performances with apparently skeletal resources as it 

does from its wide-ranging access to off-stage business and 

Cohen’s personal transparency. All of the original coverage, 

photographed by Les Young, looks terrific, particularly for its 

distinctive framing of strikingly lit faces during the performances. 

All of what appears to be new post-production work however—the 

titles, the cutaways to home movies, the recycling of scenes from 

Don Owen’s 1965 film Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. Leonard 

Cohen, or most especially the images of violence in Vietnam—look 

comparatively hokey, at times in poor taste, and, above all, 

unnecessary. The image and sound captured during the actual 

tour easily stand on their own without this additional 

contextualizing. Thankfully, the original material is about 95% of 

what we get here, which makes Bird on a Wire essential viewing 

for fans of Cohen and of tour documentaries in general. 
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� near-death experience (2)  

� Nebraska (1)  

� neo-noir (12)  

� Nestor Almendros (2)  

� New Orleans (5)  

� Nicholas Musaraca (1)  

� Nicholas Ray (3)  

� Nick Cave (7)  

� Nico (1)  

� Nicolas Cage (7)  

� Nicolas Roeg (3)  

� Nicole Kidman (2)  

� Nietzsche (1)  

� Nightmare Alley (1)  

� Nina Simone (2)  

� ninja (1)  

� No Country For Old Men (3)  

� Noel Baker (1)  

� Northless (1)  

� Nuri Bilge Ceylan (1)  

� NYC (19)  

� occult geometries (3)  

� Octavio Paz (1)  

� oil (4)  

� Old Joy (2)  

� Olivier Assayas (4)  

� orphans (12)  

� Otto Preminger (2)  

� Ozu (1)  

� Panama (1)  

� pancakes (1)  

� Pandora in the Congo (1)  

� panties (2)  

� pants (3)  

� Paranoid Park (5)  

� Paris Texas (3)  

� Paul Auster (7)  

� Paul Bowles (3)  
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� Paul Newman (1)  

� Paul Schneider (3)  

� Paul Schrader (5)  

� Paul Thomas Anderson (1)  

� pedophilia (2)  

� pee (6)  

� performance (3)  

� Persona (2)  

� perverts (4)  

� Peter Falk (1)  

� Peter Fonda (1)  

� Philip Baker Hall (1)  

� Philip Glass (1)  

� Philip K Dick (7)  

� Philip Seymour Hoffman (3)  

� Philip Yordan (1)  

� photography (11)  

� Pigs and Battleships (1)  

� plastic surgery (3)  

� Point Blank (2)  

� Pontypool (2)  

� poo (1)  

� Popul Vuh (1)  

� pork chops (2)  

� porn stars (5)  

� pornography (9)  

� Portland (2)  

� potato naming (1)  

� pregnancy (7)  

� prison (9)  

� prostitution (16)  

� psychedelic animal 
communication (3)  

� Psycho (4)  

� psychoanalysis (9)  

� public sex (4)  

� Pål Sletaune (1)  

� Quebec (3)  

� Race with the Devil (1)  

� radio (3)  

� Radiohead (1)  

� Raging Bull (1)  

� Rainer Werner Fassbinder (

1)  

� Ralph Eugene Meatyard (1)  

� Random Harvest (1)  

� rape (14)  

� Rashomon (3)  

� Ray Winstone (1)  

� Raymond Carver (1)  

� Raymond Chandler (1)  
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� re-enactments (2)  

� real estate (1)  

� Rear Window (1)  

� Rebecca Miller (1)  

� Rebel Without a Cause (1)  

� Red Deer (1)  

� Red Desert (1)  

� Red Psalm (1)  

� Reinhold Messner (1)  

� religion (33)  

� remakes (6)  

� Rich (1)  

� Richard Gere (3)  

� Richard Stark (2)  

� Richard Widmark (4)  

� Rigoberto Pérezcano (1)  

� Rio Bravo (1)  

� Rip Torn (2)  

� River's Edge (1)  

� Rivka Glachen (1)  

� Road House (2)  

� road movies (14)  

� Robert Altman (5)  

� Robert De Niro (4)  

� Robert Downey Jr. (2)  

� Robert Elswit (2)  

� Robert Mitchum (3)  

� Robert Oppenheimer (1)  

� Robert Ryan (1)  

� Robert Wise (1)  

� Roberto Bolaño (6)  

� Robin Wright Penn (2)  

� robots (6)  

� Rocco and his Brothers (1)  

� Roger Deakins (1)  

� Roman Polanski (2)  

� Romy Schneider (2)  

� Roque (1)  

� Rosemary's Baby (1)  

� running (2)  

� Russell Banks (1)  

� Russian neighbours (3)  

� Ryan Fleck (2)  

� RZA (1)  

� Sacha Guitry (1)  

� Sacha Vierny (1)  

� salacious French Canadians (

2)  

� Salamandra (1)  

� Sally Hawkins (2)  

� Sally Mann (1)  
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� Sam Fuller (2)  

� Sam Leavitt (1)  

� Sam Peckinpah (2)  

� Sam Rockwell (5)  

� Sam Shepard (5)  

� Samantha Morton (1)  

� Samuel Beckett (1)  

� Samuel L Jackson (4)  

� Saraband (1)  

� Sasquatch (1)  

� Satan (4)  

� Saturday Night Fever (1)  

� Saul Bass (2)  

� Sawdust and Tinsel (1)  

� Scenes From a Marriage (1)  

� Sean Penn (2)  

� Sergei Parajanov (1)  

� sex addiction (5)  

� shampoo (2)  

� Sharon Tate (1)  

� Shatnerism (1)  

� Shelley Leedahl (1)  

� Shelly Duvall (1)  

� shirtless chauvinist (2)  

� shit blows up (16)  

� Shohei Imamura (3)  

� Sidney Lumet (2)  

� Silent Light (3)  

� Silver Jews (1)  

� Silvia Pinal (1)  

� Silvina Ocampo (1)  

� Sissy Spacek (3)  

� Slavoj Zizek (4)  

� sleaze (5)  

� Sleepwalking (1)  

� sleepy handjob (1)  

� smarty-pants (2)  

� Smog (1)  

� smoking kids (2)  

� snow (12)  

� Solaris (1)  

� Sonic Youth (1)  

� Soul Power (1)  

� space (1)  

� Spain (9)  

� Spellbound (1)  

� Spirit of the Beehive (2)  

� sports (3)  

� Stagger Lee (1)  

� Stanley Kubrick (3)  
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� Stanley Tucci (1)  

� Stay Hungry (1)  

� Stephen Frears (1)  

� Stephen King (1)  

� Stephen McHattie (1)  

� Steve Coogan (3)  

� Steve Martin (2)  

� Steven Soderbergh (5)  

� sticky nowhereness (1)  

� Still Life (2)  

� Stranger Than Paradise (3)  

� Straw Dogs (2)  

� Styx (1)  

� submarine (1)  

� suburbs (5)  

� subway (1)  

� Sugar (2)  

� suicidal penguin (1)  

� suicide (34)  

� Summer Hours (4)  

� Sunset Blvd (2)  

� surrealism (1)  

� Susan Sarandon (2)  

� Susan Sontag (3)  

� Sven Nykvist (2)  

� sweaty man love (2)  

� Synecdoche NY (3)  

� Takashi Shimura (3)  

� Take Aim at the Police Van (
1)  

� Talking Heads (4)  

� Tampopo (1)  

� taxi cabs (3)  

� Taxi Driver (6)  

� telenovela (2)  

� television (3)  

� Terrence Malick (5)  

� Terrence Stamp (1)  

� terrorism (11)  

� Terry O'Quinn (1)  

� Terry Zwigoff (1)  

� Texas (9)  

� thanatophobia (2)  

� The Atrocity Exhibition (1)  

� The Ballad of Narayama (1)  

� The Band's Visit (1)  

� The Big Lebowski (3)  

� The Birds (1)  

� The Clash (1)  

� The Class (3)  

� The Color of Money (1)  
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� The Dark Glow of the 

Mountains (1)  

� The Day the Earth Stood Still
(2)  

� The Dead Zone (3)  

� The Deer Hunter (2)  

� The Doors of Perception (1)  

� The Exiles (2)  

� The Exorcism of Emily Rose 

(1)  

� The Fountain (2)  

� The French (19)  

� The Furies (2)  

� The Godfather (1)  

� The Headless Woman (2)  

� The Hunter (1)  

� the illusion of choice (2)  

� The Innocents (1)  

� The Invention of Morel (2)  

� The Jugger (2)  

� The Killers (1)  

� The Last Mistress (1)  

� The Long Goodbye (1)  

� The Man Who Wasn't There 
(1)  

� The Mother and the Whore (
1)  

� The Moviegoer (1)  

� The Ongoing Moment (1)  

� The Others (1)  

� The Passenger (1)  

� The Passion of Joan of Arc (
2)  

� The Postman Always Rings 
Twice (1)  

� The Proposition (1)  

� The Reckless Moment (3)  

� The Road (3)  

� The Rolling Stones (1)  

� The Seventh Continent (1)  

� The Seventh Seal (1)  

� The Shining (2)  

� The Small Back Room (1)  

� The Sound of Insects (1)  

� The Strangers (2)  

� The Tenant (3)  

� The Terminators (2)  

� The Thin Red Line (1)  

� The Turn of the Screw (3)  

� The Twilight Zone (1)  

� The Unconsoled (1)  

� The Verificationist (1)  

� The Virgin Spring (1)  
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� The Whole Shootin' Match (

2)  

� The Young One (1)  

� theatre (9)  

� Theo Angelopoulos (1)  

� There Will Be Blood (4)  

� Thomas Pynchon (1)  

� Thoreau (1)  

� Tilda Swinton (2)  

� Tim Orr (2)  

� Tim Robbins (1)  

� Tim Roth (2)  

� time travel (4)  

� Tobey Maguire (2)  

� Todd Haynes (2)  

� Tolstoy (5)  

� Tom Cruise (1)  

� Tom Hanks (1)  

� Tom McGuane (2)  

� Tom Skerritt (1)  

� Tom Waits (3)  

� Tommy Lee Jones (2)  

� Tony Danza (1)  

� Tony Leung (2)  

� Tony Manero (2)  

� too much milk (7)  

� Toronto (7)  

� torture (16)  

� Toshiro Mifune (3)  

� trains (10)  

� transfiguration (7)  

� translation (3)  

� translation avalanche (1)  

� Tree of Smoke (3)  

� true crime (5)  

� Turgenev (1)  

� twins (2)  

� Two Lovers (3)  

� Tyson (3)  

� UFOs (1)  

� Ugetsu (1)  

� Uncle Rick (2)  

� underloved books of 1978 (3) 

� Underworld (1)  

� unknowability (14)  

� unreliable narrator (4)  

� untrustworthy leprechauns (
4)  

� unwitting cannibalism (2)  

� Ursula Zürn (1)  

� vagabondism (3)  
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� vaginal (14)  

� Val Lewton (5)  

� vampire (2)  

� Van Gogh (2)  

� Van Heflin (1)  

� Van Morrison (2)  

� Vangelis (1)  

� vegetables (1)  

� Velvet Underground (1)  

� Vertigo (1)  

� Victor Erice (1)  

� Videodrome (2)  

� videotape (5)  

� Vietnam (5)  

� Viggo Mortensen (3)  

� vigilantism (5)  

� Vincent Price (1)  

� vinyl (2)  

� Viridiana (2)  

� Vivre sa vie (1)  

� vomit (5)  

� voyeurism (4)  

� W.G. Sebald (2)  

� Waking Life (1)  

� walking (6)  

� Walter Huston (1)  

� Walter Matthau (2)  

� War and Peace (1)  

� Warren Ellis (2)  

� Warren Oates (3)  

� waste disposal (2)  

� water (6)  

� weather (10)  

� weird sex (11)  

� Wendy and Lucy (4)  

� Werner Herzog (17)  

� Wes Anderson (1)  

� westerns (14)  

� What the Crow Said (1)  

� White Noise (2)  

� wigger (1)  

� wigs (3)  

� Wild Kingdom (1)  

� Will Oldham (3)  

� Willem Dafoe (1)  

� William Blake (1)  

� William Eggleston (1)  

� William H. Macy (1)  

� William Holden (1)  

� William S. Burroughs (7)  
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� William T. Vollmann (1)  

� Wim Wenders (2)  

� Winter Light (1)  

� Wong Kar-Wai (3)  

� Woody Allen (6)  

� work (20)  

� World War II (5)  

� wrestling (7)  

� writers (10)  

� Yo La Tengo (1)  

� yogurt (2)  

� Yukio Mishima (1)  

� yurt cinema (1)  

� Zachary Lazar (1)  

� Zerkalo (1)  

� Zodiac (2)  

� Zola (3)  

� zombie (2)  

� Zooey Deschanel (2)  

Simple template by Josh Peterson. Powered by Blogger.  
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