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A Note on Using This eBook

    This is a dual language edition. To be brought to the corresponding original German text, simply click or tap on the English-language heading at the beginning of each elegy or sonnet. To return to the translation, simply tap or click on the German heading. Notes for the foreword and selected explanatory notes for phrases in the text as well as more general notes are provided in English. To access the notes, again, simply tap or click on the link Notes (Notizen)  at the end of each verse. These are blind notes, referring to a particular phrase; references to words and phrases in the poems also include line numbers; by tapping those, you will be returned to place you left off reading.


Foreword

The Duino Elegies are widely acknowledged to be the greatest poem of the twentieth century; The Sonnets to Orpheus, in their subtler way (string quartets to the Elegies’ full orchestra), are at least as great. Is it possible to speak of them and not speak in superlatives? “I have always found the Elegies hard to compare or even read with our own best poems,” Robert Lowell once said.

Entire books have been written about each of these masterpieces. My job here is to write a brief foreword telling the story of their composition. The most useful place to begin is with the angel of the Elegies.

Rilke wrote about angels all his life. His earlier angels are lovely: supple-meaninged and light-winged, as even the most graceful Leonardo or Raphael angel can’t be, since, rather than in the gravitas of paint, these angels are embodied in the invisible element of words. The most charming of the early angels is the speaker in a poem called “Annunciation” (it is Gabriel, of course, though Rilke doesn’t name him). Standing in front of Mary in the little room that has suddenly overflowed with his presence, the angel is so enchanted by her ripening beauty that he forgets the message he was sent to announce.

But even in these poems there are hints of the later Rilkean angel. The strongest hint appears in “The Angel,” from New Poems. Like Jacob’s angel, the figure here is the embodiment of challenge, who “with tilted brow dismisses / anything that circumscribes or binds.” The poem ends with an image of life-transforming and self-shattering confrontation. If you were to give yourself over to this angel, Rilke tells the reader, some day, some night, the angel’s light hands


    kämen denn … dich ringender zu prüfen,

    und gingen wie Erzürnte durch das Haus

    und griffen dich als ob sie dich erschüfen

    und brächen dich aus deiner Form heraus.




    would come more fiercely to interrogate you,

    and rush to seize you blazing like a star,

    and bend you as if trying to create you,

    and break you open, out of who you are.



But it is in the Elegies that the image of the angel becomes truly awe-inspiring. Once you begin to live inside the poem, Rilke’s angels seem more and more stunningly authentic. You have the sense that they are not a mere literary symbol, that whatever reality it is that sings its dark music through the classical German dactyls of the verse, it is something that Rilke has penetrated into, not invented.

Rilke had always been a prolific poet. But the completion of his famous novel, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, in Paris in 1910, had left him shattered and hollow. The book had immersed his imagination in the most difficult realities that he associated with big-city life: loneliness, poverty, alienation, illness, paranoia, despair. His hero’s, and his own, sense of ego boundaries grew so paper-thin that, in a weird variation of the Golden Rule, he found himself involuntarily taking on the spiritual devastation of his neighbors, of the whole city. By the time he had finished, he was exhausted. He wandered around Europe for two years, confused, more restless and unhappy than usual, terminally stuck. He wrote a few poems, but they were nothing much. He thought of giving up poetry, of enrolling in medical school. Nothing seemed to make sense.

Then, in the winter of 1912, he received an invitation from a wealthy friend, Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe, to spend a few months at one of her homes, Duino Castle on the Adriatic Sea. She stayed for a while with a large party of family, guests, and servants then left him there alone.

One morning in late January—the story comes to us from Rilke, through the princess’s memoir of him—he received a troublesome business letter, which he had to take care of right away. Outside, a violent north wind blew, though the sun was shining. He climbed down to the bastions, which, jutting out to the east and west, were connected to the foot of the castle by a narrow pathway along cliffs that dropped off two hundred feet into the sea. He walked back and forth, absorbed in the problem of how to answer the letter. Then, all at once, he stopped. From the raging wind, what seemed to him an inhuman voice, the voice of an angel, was calling: “Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’ hierarchies?” He took out the notebook that he always carried with him and wrote down these words, and a few lines that followed, as if he were taking dictation. Then he climbed back up to his room, set his notebook aside, and (I love this detail) with true Germanic thoroughness, orderly even in the face of cosmic inspiration, first answered the business letter and then continued the poem. By the evening, the whole of “The First Elegy” had been written.

What kind of event was this? That Rilke actually heard the voice of a nonphysical intelligence coming from the storm is possible. That the voice was Rilke’s own is certain: it speaks with the poet’s “I,” in the gorgeous classical rhythms of Rilkean verse. But there is no either/or here. In such intensities of experience, the very idea of outside or inside is irrelevant; psychic resonance spreads through the whole universe of matter; what is given by God is given by the innermost self. Whatever the voice was, angel and self, it came from the depths of life, and it came with an incontrovertible sense of mission. Rilke knew that this poem was to be his own justification.

The angel of the Duino Elegies is a figure of total fulfillment, total innerness. In a letter of 1915, Rilke talks about his experience of the Spanish landscape as his own personal analogy to angelic perception:


There, the external Thing itself—tower, mountain, bridge—already possessed the extraordinary, unsurpassable intensity of those inner equivalents through which one might have wished to represent it. Everywhere appearance and vision merged, as it were, in the object; in each one of them a whole world was revealed, as though an angel who encompassed all space were blind and gazing into himself. This, a world seen no longer from the human point of view, but inside the angel, is perhaps my real task.



“The First Elegy” begins with the voice that Rilke heard in the wind, his own uncried cry of longing and intimation:


    Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’

    hierarchies? and even if one of them pressed me

    suddenly against his heart: I would be consumed

    in that overwhelming existence. For beauty is nothing

    but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,

    and we are so awed because it serenely disdains

    to annihilate us. Every angel is terrifying.



Commenting on this passage in a letter written thirteen years later, Rilke describes the angel in greater detail:


The “angel” of the Elegies has nothing to do with the angel of the Christian heaven (it has more in common with the angel figures of Islam). The angel of the Elegies is that creature in whom the transformation of the visible into the invisible, which we are accomplishing, already appears in its completion. For the angel of the Elegies, all the towers and palaces of the past are existent because they have long been invisible, and the still-standing towers and bridges of our reality are already invisible, although still (for us) physically lasting. The angel of the Elegies is that being who guarantees the recognition in the invisible of a higher order of reality.—Therefore “terrifying” for us, because we, its lovers and transformers, still cling to the visible.—All the worlds in the universe are plunging into the invisible as into their next-deeper reality; a few stars intensify immediately and pass away in the infinite consciousness of the angels—, others are entrusted to beings who slowly and laboriously transform them, in whose terrors and delights they attain their next invisible realization. We, let it be emphasized once more, we, in the sense of the Elegies, are these transformers of the earth; our whole existence, the flights and plunges of our love, everything, qualifies us for this task (beside which there is, essentially, no other).



The primary description of angels in the Elegies—and by far the most beautiful description of them in all literature—appears at the beginning of “The Second Elegy.” (The reference is to the apocryphal Book of Tobit, in which the archangel Raphael, appearing in human form, offers himself as a guide to the young man Tobias on an important journey.)


    Every angel is terrifying. And yet, alas,

    I invoke you, almost deadly birds of the soul,

    knowing about you. Where are the days of Tobias,

    when one of you, veiling his radiance, stood at the front door,

    slightly disguised for the journey, no longer appalling;

    (a young man like the one who curiously peeked through the window).

    But if the archangel now, perilous, from behind the stars

    took even one step down toward us: our own heart, beating

    higher and higher, would beat us to death. Who are you?




    Early successes, Creation’s pampered favorites,

    mountain-ranges, peaks growing red in the dawn

    of all Beginning,—pollen of the flowering godhead,

    joints of pure light, corridors, stairways, thrones,

    space formed from essence, shields made of ecstasy, storms

    of emotion whirled into rapture, and suddenly, alone,

    mirrors: which scoop up the beauty that has streamed from their face

    and gather it back, into themselves, entire.



Here the angel becomes pure metaphor, protean, lucid, breathless. Critics have written long essays about these glorious lines, with their mixture of love and dread and almost unbearable longing. Ultimately, though, there is not much one can say. One can only point and admire.

“The Second Elegy” was finished by the end of January 1912, along with the first stanza of the Tenth; the next year Rilke wrote three-quarters of the Sixth, and then the Third; and the Fourth in November 1915. But even when the momentum became sporadic and, after 1915, stopped altogether, with only four Elegies completed, the certainty of his task remained. It would be a long, excruciating lesson in patience.

When life occurs at this level of intensity, biography turns into myth. The myth here resembles that of Psyche and Eros. The god appears, then is gone; and the abandoned soul must spend seven years wandering in his traces. Finally, she arrives. The god enters, she is caught up in a fulfillment beyond her most extravagant hope. After this, a happy ending seems unnecessary.

Rilke moved from city to city during and after the war, holding to his certainty and his despair. When at last, at the Château de Muzot, he found the protected solitude he needed in order to plunge back into himself, he had no suspicion that another masterpiece would arise along with the rest of the Elegies, as their prelude and complement.

On February 2, 1922, he disappeared into the god. It was, he later wrote, “a hurricane in the spirit.” For days and nights at a time he stayed in his upstairs room, pacing back and forth, “howling unbelievably vast commands and receiving signals from cosmic space and booming out to them my immense salvos of welcome.” By February 5, he had written the twenty-six poems of the first part of The Sonnets to Orpheus, “the most mysterious, the most enigmatic dictation I have ever endured and achieved; the whole first part was written down in a single breathless obedience.” By February 9, he had finished the Elegies. By February 23, he was left with an additional Elegy that replaced the existing Fifth, the brilliant essay on God and sexuality called “The Young Workman’s Letter,” four shorter poems, and thirty-eight more Sonnets.

This is surely the most astonishing burst of inspiration in the history of literature. Inspiration, because it seems fundamentally different from what other modern poets, even the greatest ones, have known as the process of writing, with all its rawness and groping toward the genuine. There was nothing tentative here. These poems were born perfect; hardly a single word needed to be changed. The whole experience seems to have taken place at an archaic level of consciousness, where the poet is literally the god’s or muse’s scribe. We are in the presence of something so intensely real that all our rational categories are useless. Who can respond to it without a shudder of awe? Rilke himself did. On February 9, he wrote to his publisher:


My dear friend,

late, and though I can barely manage to hold the pen, after several days of huge obedience in the spirit—, you must be told, today, right now, before I try to sleep:

I have climbed the mountain!

At last! The Elegies are here, they exist.…




So.

Dear friend, now I can breathe again and, calmly, go on to something manageable. For this was larger than life—during these days and nights I have howled as I did that time in Duino—but, even after that struggle there, I didn’t know that such a storm out of mind and heart could come over a person! That one has endured it! that one has endured.

Enough. They are here.

I went out into the cold moonlight and stroked the little tower of Muzot as if it were a large animal—the ancient walls that granted this to me.



In a sense, completing the Elegies meant leaving them behind. The tragic gives place to the rhapsodic; lament modulates into ecstatic appreciation of what can be achieved within our human limitations. “Praise this world to the angel,” Rilke says in “The Ninth Elegy,”


        not the unsayable one,

    you can’t impress him with glorious emotion; in the universe

    where he feels more powerfully, you are a novice. So show him

    something simple which, formed over generations,

    lives as our own, near our hand and within our gaze.



And in The Sonnets to Orpheus he sings in utter acceptance of everything that is alive and earthly. Have there ever been poems so radiant with sensuous experience? The taste of an apple, a horse galloping across a meadow, a flower opening at dawn—all are so intensely present in their ephemeral beauty that outer turns into inner, sense into spirit. The wholeness, the transfigured body of these poems, is a return to the simplest human experiences of seeing and breathing, beyond thought: the immense, vibrant, dangerous world that every child lives in. Though it is transcendence, it leaves nothing behind. It is pure precisely because it goes nowhere.

Rilke’s angels, those desolating perfections, are not central to the later Elegies, and in the Sonnets they don’t appear at all. They were no longer necessary. Through his long years of patience, he had exorcised them. By the end of the Sonnets, Rilke is no longer addressing Orpheus, the primal poet. He has become Orpheus and can speak to his personal self from the center of the universe. The cycle is completed. Life resolves in a single breath, and the tree of song that sprang up in the first line of the first Sonnet is transformed into the serene, rooted I am that is the Sonnets’ last word, the word uttered at every moment by each particular form, and also the name of God.




Notes





Duino Elegies

    (1923)

    The property of Princess Marie von Thum und Taxis-Hohenlohe
(1912/1922)




THE FIRST ELEGY


Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’

hierarchies? and even if one of them pressed me

suddenly against his heart: I would be consumed

in that overwhelming existence. For beauty is nothing

but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,

and we are so awed because it serenely disdains

to annihilate us. Every angel is terrifying.

    And so I hold myself back and swallow the call-note

of my dark sobbing. Ah, whom can we ever turn to

in our need? Not angels, not humans,

and already the knowing animals are aware

that we are not really at home in

our interpreted world. Perhaps there remains for us

some tree on a hillside, which every day we can take

into our vision; there remains for us yesterday’s street

and the loyalty of a habit so much at ease

when it stayed with us that it moved in and never left.

    Oh and night: there is night, when a wind full of infinite space

gnaws at our faces. Whom would it not remain for—that longed-after,

mildly disillusioning presence, which the solitary heart

so painfully meets. Is it any less difficult for lovers?

But they keep on using each other to hide their own fate.

    Don’t you know yet? Fling the emptiness out of your arms

into the spaces we breathe; perhaps the birds

will feel the expanded air with more passionate flying.




Yes—the springtimes needed you. Often a star

was waiting for you to notice it. A wave rolled toward you

out of the distant past, or as you walked

under an open window, a violin

yielded itself to your hearing. All this was mission.

But could you accomplish it? Weren’t you always

distracted by expectation, as if every event

announced a beloved? (Where can you find a place

to keep her, with all the huge strange thoughts inside you

going and coming and often staying all night.)

But when you feel longing, sing of women in love;

for their famous passion is still not immortal. Sing

of women abandoned and desolate (you envy them, almost)

who could love so much more purely than those who were gratified.

Begin again and again the never-attainable praising;

remember: the hero lives on; even his downfall was

merely a pretext for achieving his final birth.

But Nature, spent and exhausted, takes lovers back

into herself, as if there were not enough strength

to create them a second time. Have you imagined

Gaspara Stampa intensely enough so that any girl

deserted by her beloved might be inspired

by that fierce example of soaring, objectless love

and might say to herself, “Perhaps I can be like her”?

Shouldn’t this most ancient of sufferings finally grow

more fruitful for us? Isn’t it time that we lovingly

freed ourselves from the beloved and, quivering, endured:

as the arrow endures the bowstring’s tension, so that

gathered in the snap of release it can be more than

itself. For there is no place where we can remain.




Voices. Voices. Listen, my heart, as only

saints have listened: until the gigantic call lifted them

off the ground; yet they kept on, impossibly,

kneeling and didn’t notice at all:

so complete was their listening. Not that you could endure

God’s voice—far from it. But listen to the voice of the wind

and the ceaseless message that forms itself out of silence.

It is murmuring toward you now from those who died young.

Didn’t their fate, whenever you stepped into a church

in Naples or Rome, quietly come to address you?

Or high up, some eulogy entrusted you with a mission,

as, last year, on the plaque in Santa Maria Formosa.

What they want of me is that I gently remove the appearance

of injustice about their death—which at times

slightly hinders their souls from proceeding onward.




Of course, it is strange to inhabit the earth no longer,

to give up customs one barely had time to learn,

not to see roses and other promising Things

in terms of a human future; no longer to be

what one was in infinitely anxious hands; to leave

even one’s own first name behind, forgetting it

as easily as a child abandons a broken toy.

Strange to no longer desire one’s desires. Strange

to see meanings that clung together once, floating away

in every direction. And being dead is hard work

and full of retrieval before one can gradually feel

a trace of eternity.—Though the living are wrong to believe

in the too-sharp distinctions which they themselves have created.

Angels (they say) don’t know whether it is the living

they are moving among, or the dead. The eternal torrent

whirls all ages along in it, through both realms

forever, and their voices are drowned out in its thunderous roar.




In the end, those who were carried off early no longer need us:

they are weaned from earth’s sorrows and joys, as gently as children

outgrow the soft breasts of their mothers. But we, who do need

such great mysteries, we for whom grief is so often

the source of our spirit’s growth—: could we exist without them?

Is the legend meaningless that tells how, in the lament for Linus,

the daring first notes of song pierced through the barren numbness;

and then in the startled space which a youth as lovely as a god

had suddenly left forever, the Void felt for the first time

that harmony which now enraptures and comforts and helps us.






Notes




THE SECOND ELEGY


Every angel is terrifying. And yet, alas,

I invoke you, almost deadly birds of the soul,

knowing about you. Where are the days of Tobias,

when one of you, veiling his radiance, stood at the front door,

slightly disguised for the journey, no longer appalling;

(a young man like the one who curiously peeked through the window).

But if the archangel now, perilous, from behind the stars

took even one step down toward us: our own heart, beating

higher and higher, would beat us to death. Who are you?




Early successes, Creation’s pampered favorites,

mountain-ranges, peaks growing red in the dawn

of all Beginning,—pollen of the flowering godhead,

joints of pure light, corridors, stairways, thrones,

space formed from essence, shields made of ecstasy, storms

of emotion whirled into rapture, and suddenly, alone,

mirrors: which scoop up the beauty that has streamed from their face

and gather it back, into themselves, entire.




But we, when moved by deep feeling, evaporate; we

breathe ourselves out and away; from moment to moment

our emotion grows fainter, like a perfume. Though someone may tell us:

“Yes, you’ve entered my bloodstream, the room, the whole springtime

is filled with you …”—what does it matter? he can’t contain us,

we vanish inside him and around him. And those who are beautiful,

oh who can retain them? Appearance ceaselessly rises

in their face, and is gone. Like dew from the morning grass,

what is ours floats into the air, like steam from a dish

of hot food. O smile, where are you going? O upturned glance:

new warm receding wave on the sea of the heart …

alas, but that is what we are. Does the infinite space

we dissolve into, taste of us then? Do the angels really

reabsorb only the radiance that streamed out from themselves, or

sometimes, as if by an oversight, is there a trace

of our essence in it as well? Are we mixed in with their

features even as slightly as that vague look

in the faces of pregnant women? They do not notice it

(how could they notice) in their swirling return to themselves.




Lovers, if they knew how, might utter strange, marvelous

words in the night air. For it seems that everything

hides us. Look: trees do exist; the houses

that we live in still stand. We alone

fly past all things, as fugitive as the wind.

And all things conspire to keep silent about us, half

out of shame perhaps, half as unutterable hope.




Lovers, gratified in each other, I am asking you

about us. You hold each other. Where is your proof?

Look, sometimes I find that my hands have become aware

of each other, or that my time-worn face

shelters itself inside them. That gives me a slight

sensation. But who would dare to exist, just for that?

You, though, who in the other’s passion

grow until, overwhelmed, he begs you:

“No more …”; you who beneath his hands

swell with abundance, like autumn grapes;

you who may disappear because the other has wholly

emerged: I am asking you about us. I know,

you touch so blissfully because the caress preserves,

because the place you so tenderly cover

does not vanish; because underneath it

you feel pure duration. So you promise eternity, almost,

from the embrace. And yet, when you have survived

the terror of the first glances, the longing at the window,

and the first walk together, once only, through the garden:

lovers, are you the same? When you lift yourselves up

to each other’s mouth and your lips join, drink against drink:

oh how strangely each drinker seeps away from his action.




Weren’t you astonished by the caution of human gestures

on Attic gravestones? wasn’t love and departure

placed so gently on shoulders that it seemed to be made

of a different substance than in our world? Remember the hands,

how weightlessly they rest, though there is power in the torsos.

These self-mastered figures know: “We can go this far,

this is ours, to touch one another this lightly; the gods

can press down harder upon us. But that is the gods’ affair.”




If only we too could discover a pure, contained,

human place, our own strip of fruit-bearing soil

between river and rock. For our own heart always exceeds us,

as theirs did. And we can no longer follow it, gazing

into images that soothe it or into the godlike bodies

where, measured more greatly, it achieves a greater repose.






Notes




THE THIRD ELEGY


It is one thing to sing the beloved. Another, alas,

to invoke that hidden, guilty river-god of the blood.

Her young lover, whom she knows from far away—what does he know of

the lord of desire who often, up from the depths of his solitude,

even before she could soothe him, and as though she didn’t exist,

held up his head, ah, dripping with the unknown,

erect, and summoned the night to an endless uproar.

Oh the Neptune inside our blood, with his appalling trident.

Oh the dark wind from his breast out of that spiraled conch.

Listen to the night as it makes itself hollow. O stars,

isn’t it from you that the lover’s desire for the face

of his beloved arises? Doesn’t his secret insight

into her pure features come from the pure constellations?




Not you, his mother: alas, you were not the one

who bent the arch of his eyebrows into such expectation.

Not for you, girl so aware of him, not for your mouth

did his lips curve themselves into a more fruitful expression.

Do you really think that your gentle steps could have shaken him

with such violence, you who move like the morning breeze?

Yes, you did frighten his heart; but more ancient terrors

plunged into him at the shock of that feeling. Call him …

but you can’t quite call him away from those dark companions.

Of course, he wants to escape, and he does; relieved, he nestles

into your sheltering heart, takes hold, and begins himself.

But did he ever begin himself, really?

Mother, you made him small, it was you who started him;

in your sight he was new, over his new eyes you arched

the friendly world and warded off the world that was alien.

Ah, where are the years when you shielded him just by placing

your slender form between him and the surging abyss?

How much you hid from him then. The room that filled with suspicion

at night: you made it harmless; and out of the refuge of your heart

you mixed a more human space in with his night-space.

And you set down the lamp, not in that darkness, but in

your own nearer presence, and it glowed at him like a friend.

There wasn’t a creak that your smile could not explain,

as though you had long known just when the floor would do that …

And he listened and was soothed. So powerful was your presence

as you tenderly stood by the bed; his fate,

tall and cloaked, retreated behind the wardrobe, and his restless

future, delayed for a while, adapted to the folds of the curtain.




And he himself, as he lay there, relieved, with the sweetness

of the gentle world you had made for him dissolving beneath

his drowsy eyelids, into the foretaste of sleep—:

he seemed protected … But inside: who could ward off,

who could divert, the floods of origin inside him?

Ah, there was no trace of caution in that sleeper; sleeping,

yes but dreaming, but flushed with what fevers: how he threw himself in.

All at once new, trembling, how he was caught up

and entangled in the spreading tendrils of inner event

already twined into patterns, into strangling undergrowth, prowling

bestial shapes. How he submitted—. Loved.

Loved his interior world, his interior wilderness,

that primal forest inside him, where among decayed treetrunks

his heart stood, light-green. Loved. Left it, went through

his own roots and out, into the powerful source

where his little birth had already been outlived. Loving,

he waded down into more ancient blood, to ravines

where Horror lay, still glutted with his fathers. And every

Terror knew him, winked at him like an accomplice.

Yes, Atrocity smiled … Seldom

had you smiled so tenderly, mother. How could he help

loving what smiled at him. Even before he knew you,

he had loved it, for already while you carried him inside you, it

was dissolved in the water that makes the embryo weightless.




No, we don’t accomplish our love in a single year

as the flowers do; an immemorial sap

flows up through our arms when we love. Dear girl,

this: that we loved, inside us, not One who would someday appear, but

seething multitudes; not just a single child,

but also the fathers lying in our depths

like fallen mountains; also the dried-up riverbeds

of ancient mothers—; also the whole

soundless landscape under the clouded or clear

sky of its destiny—: all this, my dear, preceded you.




And you yourself, how could you know

what primordial time you stirred in your lover. What passions

welled up inside him from departed beings. What

women hated you there. How many dark

sinister men you aroused in his young veins. Dead

children reached out to touch you … Oh gently, gently,

let him see you performing, with love, some confident daily task,—

lead him out close to the garden, give him what outweighs

the heaviest night
……

                Restrain him
……






Notes




THE FOURTH ELEGY


O trees of life, when does your winter come?

We are not in harmony, our blood does not forewarn us

like migratory birds’. Late, overtaken,

we force ourselves abruptly onto the wind

and fall to earth at some iced-over lake.

Flowering and fading come to us both at once.

And somewhere lions still roam and never know,

in their majestic power, of any weakness.




But we, while we are intent upon one object,

already feel the pull of another. Conflict

is second nature to us. Aren’t lovers

always arriving at each other’s boundaries?—

although they promised vastness, hunting, home.

    As when for some quick sketch, a wide background

of contrast is laboriously prepared

so that we can see more clearly: we never know

the actual, vital contour of our own

emotions—just what forms them from outside.

    Who has not sat, afraid, before his heart’s

curtain? It rose: the scenery of farewell.

Easy to recognize. The well-known garden,

which swayed a little. Then the dancer came.

Not him. Enough! However lightly he moves,

he’s costumed, made up—an ordinary man

who hurries home and walks in through the kitchen.

    I won’t endure these half-filled human masks;

better, the puppet. It at least is full.

I’ll put up with the stuffed skin, the wire, the face

that is nothing but appearance. Here. I’m waiting.

Even if the lights go out; even if someone

tells me “That’s all”; even if emptiness

floats toward me in a gray draft from the stage;

even if not one of my silent ancestors

stays seated with me, not one woman, not

the boy with the immovable brown eye—

I’ll sit here anyway. One can always watch.




Am I not right? You, to whom life tasted

so bitter after you took a sip of mine,

the first, gritty infusion of my will,

Father—who, as I grew up, kept on tasting

and, troubled by the aftertaste of so

strange a future, searched my unfocused gaze—

you who, so often since you died, have trembled

for my well-being, within my deepest hope,

relinquishing that calmness which the dead

feel as their very essence, countless realms

of equanimity, for my scrap of life—

tell me, am I not right? And you, dear women

who must have loved me for my small beginning

of love toward you, which I always turned away from

because the space in your features grew, changed,

even while I loved it, into cosmic space,

where you no longer were—: am I not right

to feel as if I must stay seated, must

wait before the puppet stage, or, rather,

gaze at it so intensely that at last,

to balance my gaze, an angel has to come and

make the stuffed skins startle into life.

Angel and puppet: a real play, finally.

Then what we separate by our very presence

can come together. And only then, the whole

cycle of transformation will arise,

out of our own
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