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DIE ERSTE ELEGIE

[ am, by nature, not a religious person, and as such, the fact that I have long been so drawn to
Rilke’s poetry remains for me an enduring mystery. Yet, it remains a fact. Over the years, |
have read through hundreds, if not thousands of poems, always with an eye to whether the poem
is a good candidate for music — and quite frequently I have passed by an otherwise good poem
only because of a passing mention of the word “god” in it — a term which I have always believed
to be more subject to misunderstanding and abuse than any single other word in English (or in
any other language).

Yet, despite the omnipresence of God and Angels in his elegies, for some reason that I have
never quite been able to elucidate to myself, I remain drawn to these poems in a powerful way,
different from the work of any other poet. As I read the words, it seems to me that when Rilke
says “God” or “angel” he is perhaps referencing something disembodied that is entirely different
than the intention of any other writer using the same words. Of course, I have no real idea
whether or not Rilke himself was religious in the ordinary sense. I am no expert on Rilke. I
just read his words and take away from them whatever it is they indicate to me.

I am, without any shreds of doubt, an atheist, and believe neither in god or angels. Yet, when I
read those words in Rilke’s poems, I understand them to mean (for me) something that is very
palpable and real — in feeling — about the nature of ourselves and our place in the world. I know
that the world around us that we can see and hear and touch is only a fragment of reality,
serving only to mask an immense invisible world that is closed to our senses. The world we call
“real” is the least real aspect of the world of which we are a part. The “real” world is one we
cannot fathom, except indirectly, in a limited way, through mathematics and science.

It is Rilke, more so than any other poet with whom I am familiar, who writes about the invisible
world around us. Other poets describe the beauties (or the terrors) of the world we can see, but
Rilke uses words that may be rooted in that world only to leave it and open a door beyond that
to what we cannot fathom. Although I do not believe that angels, in the ordinary meaning of
that word, exist, I had an immediate visceral, gut acceptance of Rilke’s words when I read
“Every Angel is terrifying.” It reminded me of my love of studying stars when I was a child,
and the terror that I felt when I began to understand, in a small way, the immeasurably vast
distances between stars and how minute in comparison to the scale of the universe we all are
(despite our species’ limitless capacity for self-aggrandizement). That terrifying realization put a
quick end to that line of study for me. And he does, at least to my understanding, clearly
describe how in the face of that vastness, humans shut themselves down, to shield themselves
from the enormity of what surrounds us in order to protect ourselves. His opening line of the
first elegy so powerfully expresses this — “Who, if I cried out would hear me among the Angels’
Orders? and even if one of them pressed me suddenly to his heart: I'd be consumed in his more
potent being.”

But, more than an expression of humanity’s relationship to the infinite, invisible world, the
poems are elegies — laments for the dead. But it is not just the dead that concern Rilke, but the
relationship that the living have to those who have left the world of the living. The perhaps
inevitable result of the too early death of my own father, this subject has never been far from my
mind. How it is that we can bear such grief of loss is at the heart of these poems. While most
people seem to me to find ways to ignore their mortality, or push it down to some deep place
where they can avoid thinking about it, that has never been the case for me. And, as I grow
older, it becomes still harder to ignore. The division between the living and dead is always
present for me, and that, perhaps, is the thing that attracts me to Rilke’s ten elegies and his
Sonnets to Orpheus. What better symbol than the Orpheus myth to explore the subject of the
relationship between the living and the dead?

Despite my love of these poems, they never seemed right to me for music — too long, too
abstruse, too rambling. But, during the month of September, as we approached the anniversary
of my mother-in-law’s death and the birth of our first grandchild, a time that brought back
painful memories of the death of my own mother just a week after the birth of my son nearly
forty years ago, I found myself reading and re-reading the first elegy - and a definite idea for
how to express it musically grew in my mind. In the midst of this raging pandemic, my wife
and I packed for a long visit to our son’s home, to help out in the weeks before and after the
birth of our lovely granddaughter. And, there I found myself spending hours writing, laying
out the sections of the poem, finding the movement in the words as Rilke carries through on his
train of thought, seeking in music to describe the ineffable that cannot be put into words.
Returning home after the new parents were settled into life with their new baby, I kept writing,
completing in November what turned into music I began to think of as a concerto for voice and
orchestra.

November, 2020.



Wer, wenn ich schriee, horte mich denn aus der Engel
Ordnungen? und gesetzt selbst, es nihme

einer mich plétzlich ans Herz: ich verginge von seinem
stirkeren Dasein. Denn das Schoéne ist nichts

als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den wir noch grade ertragen,
und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen verschmiht,

uns zu zerstoren. Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich.

Und so verhalt ich mich denn und verschlucke den Lockruf
dunkelen Schluchzens. Ach, wen vermogen

wir denn zu brauchen? Engel nicht, Menschen nicht,

und die findigen Tiere merken es schon,

dal} wir nicht sehr verlidBlich zu Haus sind

in der gedeuteten Welt. Es bleibt uns vielleicht

irgend ein Baum an dem Abhang, da3 wir ihn tiglich
wiedersihen; es bleibt uns die Stralle von gestern

und das verzogene Treusein einer Gewohnheit,

der es bei uns gefiel, und so blieb sie und ging nicht.

O und die Nacht, die Nacht, wenn der Wind voller Weltraum
uns am Angesicht zehrt —, wem bliebe sie nicht, die ersehnte,
sanft enttiuschende, welche dem einzelnen Herzen

miihsam bevorsteht. Ist sie den Liebenden leichter?

Ach, sie verdecken sich nur mit einander ihr Los.

Weilit du's noch nicht? Wirf aus den Armen die Leere

zu den Rdumen hinzu, die wir atmen; vielleicht daB} die Vogel
die erweiterte Luft fiihlen mit innigerm Flug.

Ja, die Friihlinge brauchten dich wohl. Es muteten manche
Sterne dir zu, daB du sie spiirtest. Es hob

sich eine Woge heran im Vergangenen, oder

da du voriiberkamst am getttheten Fenster,

gab eine Geige sich hin. Das alles war Auftrag.

Aber bewiltigtest du's? Warst du nicht immer

noch von Erwartung zerstreut, als kiindigte alles

eine Geliebte dir an? (Wo willst du sie bergen,

da doch die groBen fremden Gedanken bei dir

aus und ein gehn und o6fters bleiben bei Nacht.)

Sehnt es dich aber, so singe die Liebenden; lange

noch nicht unsterblich genug ist ihr beriihmtes Gefiihl.
Jene, du neidest sie fast, Verlassenen, die du

so viel liebender fandst als die Gestillten. Beginn

immer von neuem die nie zu erreichende Preisung;

denk: es erhilt sich der Held, selbst der Untergang war ihm
nur ein Vorwand, zu sein: seine letzte Geburt.

Aber die Liebenden nimmt die erschopfte Natur

in sich zuriick, als wiren nicht zweimal die Krifte,

dieses zu leisten. Hast du der Gaspara Stampa

denn geniigend gedacht, daB irgend ein Médchen,

dem der Geliebte entging, am gesteigerten Beispiel

dieser Liebenden fiihlt: daB ich wiirde wie sie?

Sollen nicht endlich uns diese dltesten Schmerzen
fruchtbarer werden? Ist es nicht Zeit, da} wir liebend

uns vom Geliebten befrein und es bebend bestehn:

wie der Pfeil die Sehne besteht, um gesammelt im Absprung
mehr zu sein als er selbst. Denn Bleiben ist nirgends.

Stimmen, Stimmen. Hore, mein Herz, wie sonst nur
Heilige horten: dal3 sie der riesige Ruf

aufhob vom Boden; sie aber knieten,

Unmogliche, weiter und achtetens nicht:

So waren sie horend. Nicht, daBl du Gotfes ertriigest
die Stimme, bel weitem. Aber das Wehende hore,
die ununterbrochene Nachricht, die aus Stille sich bildet.
Es rauscht jetzt von jenen jungen Toten zu dir.
Wo immer du eintratst, redete nicht in Kirchen

zu Rom und Neapel ruhig ihr Schicksal dich an?
Oder es trug eine Inschrift sich erhaben dir auf,

wie neulich die Tafel in Santa Maria Formosa.

Was sie mir wollen? leise soll ich des Unrechts
Anschein abtun, der ihrer Geister

reine Bewegung manchmal ein wenig behindert.



Freilich ist es seltsam, die Erde nicht mehr zu bewohnen,
kaum erlernte Gebriuche nicht mehr zu iiben,

Rosen, und andern eigens versprechenden Dingen

nicht die Bedeutung menschlicher Zukunft zu geben;
das, was man war in unendlich dngstlichen Hénden,
nicht mehr zu sein, und selbst den eigenen Namen
wegzulassen wie ein zerbrochenes Spielzeug.

Seltsam, die Wiinsche nicht weiter zu wiinschen. Seltsam,
alles, was sich bezog, so lose im Raume

flattern zu sehen. Und das Totsein ist miihsam

und voller Nachholn, da3 man allméhlich ein wenig
Ewigkeit spiirt. — Aber Lebendige machen

alle den Fehler, dal} sie zu stark unterscheiden.

Engel (sagt man) wiiBBten oft nicht, ob sie unter
Lebenden gehn oder Toten. Die ewige Stromung

reifit durch beide Bereiche alle Alter

immer mit sich und iibertont sie in beiden.

SchlieBlich brauchen sie uns nicht mehr, die Friiheentriickten,

man entwohnt sich des Irdischen sanft, wie man den Briisten

milde der Mutter entwichst. Aber wir, die so grof3e

Geheimnisse brauchen, denen aus Trauer so oft

seliger Fortschritt entspringt — konnten wir sein ohne sie?

Ist die Sage umsonst, daB einst in der Klage um Linos

wagende erste Musik diirre Erstarrung durchdrang;

dalB erst im erschrockenen Raum, dem ein beinah gottlicher Jingling
plotzlich fiir immer enttrat, das Leere in jene

Schwingung geriet, die uns jetzt hinreiit und trostet und hilft.
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A}Cew words about (anci Bg} the composer

Raised in the Pronx, Stan has been obsessed with music since the age of six, when his mother took him
to Camcgic Ha” and he was astonished and awestruck by a Pchormancc of | a Mer.” V\/hilc that
obsession first took the form of P|a3ing Piano atevery Possiblc moment (whcn not otherwise cngagcc] in
activities tgPical of a kid growing up in the Pronx of the 1950’s and ‘60s), it was Stan’s music t}weory
studies at the Manhattan School of Music that converted that obsession to writing music — and to

Fincling his own musical voice.

He learned the craft from extraoréinarg musicians: among others - Kobert Tﬂelps, Leon Kus‘*mer,
Ursula Mamlok and Joscph Frostakoicic. Stan‘s Passion for medieval and Renaissance music has
grcatb influenced his writing - a contemporary expression of agelcss tcc}miqucs based on mclodg,
modal harmonies, and contrapuntaL extended, interweaving lines. T wo main themes permeate many of
his works - music comPoscd inan attempt to translate somcthing about the nature of the Physical worlcl,

and music compose& to insPire and Promote world peace.

Stan’s music has been Per{ormed the world over — from [© cuador to Poland; T oulouse to Tokyo;
Brooklyn to Vienna — }33 such artists as (amerata Fhﬂadclphia, (Camerata Arkos, Englcwinds, the
Far\c{ohcis (onsort, the Bronx Arts Ensemblc, One Worlc{ ngphony, violists Brctt Dcubncr and
RaIPl’l FFarris, and violinist Jorge Avila. Major works include three sgmplﬁonf@s, ten string quartets, a

nonet, concerti for violin, viola and cello, and numerous song cyclcs forvoice and various instruments.

Stan’s c]iscographg includes “afterwards...” with the (amerata Fhilac{clphia string quartet, “and ] Paint
stars with wings” with (Camerata Fl’lila&elphia, “Rustling Fligl’lts of Wings” with soprano Nancy Allen
Lundg, Pianist Stepl’len Gos!ing and violinist Ralplﬁ Farris and “ At the Center of All Thfngs” with
music Pchormcd bg the Diderot String Quartet.

“As [ see it, as much as we strive to find reason and purpose i our /73v/ng been born into this amazing,
mysterious and a Wc~//75/o/r/hg universe, that attempt /s /arge/ﬂ futile. [tis however, the best part of our
nature that o[)/{gcs us to make the attcmlot, t/70ug/7 the most we can /70Ioc foris to ga/n some small
c/egree of unc/erstand/ng of the world around us, and, more /mportant/ , of ourselves. | o achieve this,
we each approac/*z the /oro/y/em in our own wag, un/’quc/ﬂ s/za/occ/ /)ﬂ our cultural /Dac,égrounc/, innate
talents and aél’//ﬁcs, education and so on. [Forsome, science may be the window L‘/7f‘oug/7 which t/:cy
best /ocrcc/ve and /ntcr/prei' the Wor/d, for of/7@r5, re//gfon. /: or those to whom the world seems to
express jtself most C/car/y and 5631}1‘/’2[11//5 t/7/‘oug/7 sound, music is the voice that slocaks to us and
t/zroug/z which we, /i1 turn, best express ourselves. /\/ow, / can write notes that will make /oretiy music
because Jve been trained to do so — but the best of my music has arrived, rather /ncxlo//caé/y, as part of
a /ocrsona/ etfort to understand the world and myse/f /t /s, /na way, an act of translation. 777@ world
says 50/7761!’/7//75, / try to understand it, and then translate it into musical /anguagc. 7 he /oarficu/ar
musical /anguagc which / Spca,é, /s, of course, a loroc/ucf of my conservatory training and /DC/‘SOHB/
musical tastes, but /70/oei[u// j, the outcome, /mpcn[ecl'a translation as it may bc, will convey to others
somct/ﬁng of its or{g/'na/ intent.”

Stan‘s music is mc|odic, modal, contrapuntaL characterized bg extended, interweaving lines. His musical

influences span the centuries, and include Machaut, Josquin, Palestrina, Monteverdi, | assus, Pritten,

lves, Vaugl’m Williams and Slﬁostakoviclﬁ.

Comp!ete scores are available at www.s’cangri“composcr.com. Stan Grill is a member of ASCAF.
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