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Remarks -

My setting of Rainer Maria Rilke's third Duino elegy could be regarded as a kind of sung recitation, in which
the music determines pitch, rhythm and principal dynamic levels but few of those qualities which characterize an
interpretation truly reflective of the meaning of the poetry. Although these qualities were certainly considered in
composing the music, their examples are so numerous and subtle that they defy indication and, in any case, are
probably best left to the soloist, who, if he has studied Rilke's text in any depth, will prefer to develop his own ideas of
how the observer-commentator who speaks out of the poem should be portrayed. To guide the singer in this task a
literal translation is provided below, one that retains both Rilke's idiosyncratic punctuation and as much of the word
order as English will allow. For truly idiomatic and poetic translations one would do better to read those by J.B.
Leishman and Stephen Spender, published by W.W. Norton & Co., Inc., and by C.F. MacIntyre, published by the
University of California Press. No attempt has been or should be made to provide this setting with a practical translation
since it is my wish that it be sung only in its original language.

Allen Brings

ELEGY

It is one thing to sing of the beloved. Another, alas, of that hidden, guilty river-god of the blood. He whom she
knows from a distance, her young lover, what does he know of the lord of desire, he who often out of his loneliness,
before the girl even put him at ease, often also as if she were not there, oh, dripping from what unknown, raised his
godhead, arousing the night to endless ferment. O Neptune of the blood, O his frightening trident. O the dark wind of
his breast from the tortuous mussel. Listen, how the night digs itself troughs and hollows itself. You stars, doesn't the
lover's desire for the beloved's face originate in you? Doesn't he have the deep insight into her pure face from the pure
star?

You did not, alas, nor did his mother bend the bow of his brow thus to expectancy. Not to you, girl feeling
him, not toward you did his lip bend to fruitful expression. Do you really mean, your lightly approaching steps could
have upset him so, you, who wander like an early wind? It is true you terrified his heart; still older terrors shot into him
at the moment of touching contact. Call him . . . you do not call him completely from gloomy discourse. Truly, he
wants to, he does escape; relieved, he makes himself at home in your secret heart and takes and begins himself. But did
he really begin himself? Mother, you made him small, you it was, who began him; to you he was new, you bent over
his new eyes the friendly world and defended him from the strange. Oh, where are the years when with your slender
figure you simply took the place of roiling chaos for him? You hid much from him then; the nightly suspicious room
you rendered harmless, from your heart full of refuge you mixed a more human space with his nightspace. Not in the
darkness, no, in your closer presence you placed the nightlight, and it shone as from friendship. Nowhere a creak, that,
smiling, you did not explain, as if you knew for a long time, when the floorboard behaves that way . . . And he listened
and was consoled. So much was your getting up tenderly capable of doing; behind the 
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closet his fate, tall in a coat, stepped, and into the folds of the curtain, which were lightly rearranging themselves, his
restless future fitted itself.

And he himself, as he lay, one at ease, under the drowsy eyelids of your light figure, sweetly surrendering to
the approach of needed sleep—: seemed one guarded . . . But within: who restrained, impeded the floods of origin within
him? Ah, there was no caution in the sleeping youth; sleeping, but dreaming, but in a fever: how he gave in. He, the
new, the shy one, how he was snared by the increasingly grasping tendrils of the event within twisted already into
patterns, to strangling growth, to animal-like preying shapes. How he gave in to it—. Loved. Loved his inner self, the
wildness of his inner self, the primeval forest in him, on the mute ruins of which his heart stood lit green. Loved. It left,
went into its own roots and out into a powerful source, where his little birth was already outlived. Lovingly, he climbed
down into the older blood, into the ravines, where the terrible lay, still sated with the fathers. And each terror
recognized him, winked, was as if well-informed. Yes, the horrible smiled . . . You rarely smiled so tenderly, Mother.
How could he not love it, when it smiled at him. Before you he loved it, then, when you already bore him, it was
dissolved in the water, that makes the sprouting seed buoyant.

See, we do not love, like the flowers, for a single year; this sap from time immemorial makes its way up into
our arms, where we love. O girl, this: that we loved in ourselves not one, one to come, but one fermenting limitlessly; not
a single child but the fathers, who like the fragments of a mountain rest in our depths; but the dry riverbed of former
mothers—; but the entire silent landscape beneath  cloudy or clear destiny—: this, girl, anticipated you.

And you yourself, what do you know—, you conjured up times past in your lover. What feelings were stirred
up out of bygone beings. What women hated you then. What kind of morose men did you stir up in the veins of the
youth? Dead children wanted to reach you. . . Oh, gently, gently, do in his company a loving, a dependable day's work,—
lead him close to the garden, give him a preponderance of nights . . .

    Restrain him . . .
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Ad maiorem gloriam Dei

Wilton, April 2, 1991
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