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The Making of the Elegies 

 

 Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926) is the most translated into English of twentieth century 

poets.  He has attracted, and continues to attract, scores of translators and poets who have set 

themselves the task to English separate poems or whole books.  Duino Elegies is the single most 

frequently translated twentieth century book into English.   Since James Blair Leishman (1902-

1963) and Stephen Spenderôs (1909-1995) translation was published in 1939, the book has 

always been in print in English, currently (ninety years after their original publication) with at 

least a dozen versions in print.   Perhaps only Homer and Dante sustain similar translation 

intensity.   No modern poet does, not Lorca, Baudelaire, Valery, Montale, Pasternak, 

Akhmatova, Elitis, Seferis or even Neruda.  What justification then for another Rilke volume?   

 A tremendously seductive mystique surrounds Rilkeôs writing of Duino Elegies.  It is a 

story that he fostered and repeated in numerous letters.  Readers, teachers and commentators 

continue to relish and embellish it. 

 Briefly, thenðonce upon a timeðwell, actually in 1912ðas guest to Princess Marie von 

Thurn-und-Taxis (1855-1934) , Rilke stayed at the small castle of Duino in what is now Slovenia 

along the eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

 

 
Castle Duino 

 

During a storm one winter night, with waves lashing the cliffs beneath the castle, as he stood 

outside on a balcony, he felt a voice dictating the opening lines of the First Elegy. 

 

  Wer, wenn ich schriee, hörte mich denn aus der Engel 

  Ordnungen?    

     

 

Who, if I cried, would hear me among the Orders 

of the angels? 

(ñFirst Elegy,ò 1-2) 
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Within days he had completely written the first two elegies and part of a third which he later 

rejected.  After that powerful and mysterious moment of impassioned ñdictationò and creativity, 

he awaited the continuation and completion of what he always believed to be a much bigger 

work.  He often lamented it would ever come and that his ñgreat workò would be a failed 

fragment.  Ten years later, in 1922, at Cháteau de Muzot a small Swiss tower near Sierre which 

had been bought by Werner Reinhart, a Swiss patron, for Rilkeôs permanent residence, he 

finished the ten elegies in a second feverish and all-engrossing period of a few days, and went on 

in the next few days to write two cycles of sonnets, Sonnets to Orpheus.  During the decade 

between Duino and Muzot, he had endured wandering across war-torn Europe in search of the 

privacy and calm which alone, he believed, might foster the receptiveness to finish the project so 

mysteriously begun. 

 Princess Marieôs patronage and support was unbroken and they shared a voluminous 

correspondence that includes some of Rilkeôs most revelatory and profound letters.  In his mind, 

were they ever to be completed, Princess Marie was the elegiesô owner and immediately upon 

completion of the set, he wrote to her: 

 

       11. February, evening 

  At last, 

       Princess, 

at last the blessed, how blessed day, when the completionðas far as I can 

seeðof the  

Elegies  

can be announced to you: Ten!  My hand is still trembling 

with the last, great one . . .  

(Letters of Rainer Maria Rilke and Princess Marie 

von Thurn-und-Taxis, 214)  

 

Princess Marie recognized the achievement, shared his joy in an outpouring of celebratory 

letters, and by late spring travelled from Czechoslovakia to Switzerland to spend a day in his 

small Muzot study as Rilke stood at his reading lectern and recited the elegies to her in his 

inimitable spellbinding declamation.  As he finished the final lines, he handed her a meticulously 

hand copied manuscript of the book which he said was already always hers. 

 

         
           Cháteau de Muzot       Rilke 
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 Between 1912 and 1922 his letters refer again and again to the desire to resume the 

elegies and again and again he despaired that he might not be able to do so.   Although he wrote 

much during the intervening decade, little was published.  His reputation, which was enormous 

during these years, rested on the work of his Paris years (1902-1913) and before. 

 Despite the almost fairytale aura of castles and a princess, amid twentieth century 

modernismôs debunking of romanticism, the story of the elegies brings together many of 

romanticismôs most cherished notions to recast them with a renewed veracity: moments of 

heightened creative and inspired production scarcely needing revision; the artistôs need to suffer 

in misunderstood isolation; the superhuman production of transcendent masterworks as reward 

for isolation, suffering and inner turmoil and self-doubt; and belated recognition and acclaim.  

That readers have believed and trusted Rilkeôs story of the elegiesô creation is as much a part of 

their grip on our imaginations as is the story itself.  As recent as 2010, Kathleen Komar, a 

leading authority on the Elegies,  although surely she knows better, states: 

 

Written between 1912 and 1922 in two burst of creative activity separated by the 

trauma of the First World War, Rilkeôs Duino Elegies simultaneously record his creation 

of a poetics and exemplify that poetics.  (82) 

 

 But the real story of the elegies is rather less magical, though no less heuristic.   Between 

1912 and 1922, Rilkeôs attention rarely strayed far from the materials of the elegies.  His restless 

travels sought a settled space to live where work on them might resume and flourish.  When he 

was not drafting fragments that he associated directly with them, frequently the themes 

associated with the final work were touched peripherally in other poemsðor in lettersðsome of 

which actually predate the Duino epiphany.  For instance he wrote three memorial requiems 

(ñFor a Friendò and ñFor Wolf Graf von Kalckreuthò published in a single volume, Requiem, in 

1909; and ñFor a Boyò written in November 1915 but not published until 1953 (English 

translation, 1959).  The first two are poems of breadth and structure with the assured cadences, 

swerves and veering and the incomparable elegiac tone that we associate with the Duino set.  

Despite the highly personal occasion of each, they belong to the slow process of making the 

elegies.  ñFor a Boyò has specific affinities with the Fourth Elegy.  Besides the three requiems, 

the great elegiac tropes of angels and lovers, are explored in poem after poem and fragment upon 

fragment during these years. 

 By 1918, Rilke had collected a packet of elegy related materials, and despairing that he 

might ever finish the project, he entrusted the set to his publisher, Anton Kippenberg, with the 

title Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien (Beginnings and Fragments from the 

Thematic Material of the Elegies).   The significance to him of the set is manifest by his 

collecting it as he did, and apparently he even imagined a small volume with these materials as 

an appendage to the two original completed elegies.  At this time they were simply Elegies for 

the name Duino was added at the time of their completion. 

 The story that the 1912-1922 decade was essentially barren is refuted by the large number 

of poems and fragments that were published in 1953 as Gedichte 1906 bis 1926 and updated with 

a few additions in Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band in 1957.  Although Rilke published no new 

books between Das Marien-Leben (1913) and Duino Elegies (1923), he was far from mute as 

Gedichte 1906 bis 1926 attests.  One thread running through the many uncollected poems and 

fragments is the packet Rilke called Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of 

the Elegies.  
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In February 1922 when he celebrates the achievement of the Tenth Elegy, there is a back-

story to his crowing letter to Princess Marie, for only days before he had announced completion 

of the cycle to Anton Kippenberg, but his letter described a distinctly different set.  He told 

Kippenberg that he envisioned a two-part volume: nine elegies in part one and collections of 

ñbeginnings and fragmentsò at part two.  Further, ñGegen-Strophenò (ñAntistrophesò) was the 

Fifth Elegy.  The notion of a ñbookò consisting in part of fragments was not necessarily seen as a 

failed project.  Friedrich Hölderlinôs (1770-1843) fragmentary late elegies had become canonical 

and much studied, and Franz Schubertôs (1797-1828) Eighth Symphony and Anton Brucknerôs 

(1824-1896) Ninth Symphony were performed as unfinished but ñwholeò works.  Perhaps more 

to the point, Gustav Mahlerôs Tenth Symphony (1860-1911) was premiered in 1923 after his 

death in a performance edition made by Ernst Krenek (1900-1991) at Mahlerôs widowôs request 

as a single movement Adagio; it is still often performed as a magnificent ñfragment.ò  During the 

same period Krenek was briefly married to Mahlerôs daughter and received support from Swiss 

patron Werner Reinhart (1884-1951) who also helped Rilke with the purchase of Muzot.  Might 

Rilke have envisioned something like a poetic Mahlerôs Tenth? On 11 February, such 

considerations became moot. His ñhand . . . still trembling with the last, great one,ò the Tenth, 

and a new Fifth Elegy to replace ñGegen-Strophen,ò the cycle was complete as he long 

envisioned itðnothing tentative, no mere ñbeginning,ò no fragments. 

J. B. Leishman worked closely with the German editor, Ernst Zinn, to produce a complete 

translation of these uncollected materials entitled Poems 1906 to 1926 which has remained the 

standard English version for over fifty years.  Leishmanôs long introductory essay makes a strong 

case for the indispensable value to our picture of Rilkeôs lifeôs work of these materials.  As he 

struggles with the many problems of concept, image, diction and word-invention which 

characterize Rilkeôs poetry, Leishmanôs translations are often felicitous, and are always 

engaging.  The depth of my appreciation of Rilkeôs language-world has been built on careful 

comparison of Leishmanôs English with the original German.  More than any other translator, his 

way of translating taught me how to read Rilke.  I remain in his debt.  It is no exaggeration to say 

that I speak for thousands of readers when I say were it not for Leishmanôs Englished Rilke, we 

would have a smaller Rilke, and the ontology for us of what poetry is would be also diminished.   

Nevertheless, there are compelling reasons to do again in English some of the materials he first 

translated over fifty years ago.   

First, the elegies are now well into a fourth generation of translations in English.  Page by 

page comparisons of the early translators with the most recent reveal a trend that revises the 

Rilke we thought we knew.  I find crisper, tighter rhythms, a tendency toward more concrete 

word choices, and a shift away from the early translatorsô invention of gerund noun plurals and 

hyphenated word-inventions.  The diction of late Victorian symbolism has definitely shifted to 

modernist colloquialism and concreteness.  As much as I have long admired Leishmanôs massive 

labors, on many occasions I crave a more incisive English poem, something that captures the 

shift of diction and hardness of image which Rilke exploited in the Neue Gedichte (1907-1908) 

and carried forward into his later years.   Leishman is sometimes more ethereal, prolix and 

obscure than Rilke deserves.  Not only is there a vast enterprise in translating Rilke, unlike 

almost any other poet he has inspired deep reflections on the problems of translating poetry. 

William H.  Gassôs (b.1924) Reading Rilke: Reflections on the Problems of Translation (1999) is 

almost unique in its reflective intensity. 

Second, to my knowledge the materials associated with the elegies have never been 

presented in English as a group.   Both Zinn and Leishman print the uncollected materials in 
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chronological order of composition but separate what Zinn considers ñfinishedò poems in one 

section from ñfragmentsò in a later section.  With both editors, one must do considerable digging 

and cross-referencing to find the items Rilke packaged as Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem 

Umkreis der Elegien.  Even then, the job is only partial, since materials which were actually 

incorporated into final elegies are not printed separately at the chronological point when they 

were first written in either Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band or Poems 1902-1926.  For instance 

the lines produced in winter and spring 1913 at Ronda and Paris that later became part of the 

Sixth Elegy are not printed next to items labeled Anfänge und Fragmente such as ñUnwissend 

vor dem Himmel meines Lebens . . .ò (item 18) written near the same time. With Zinn and 

Leishman, it is impossible for a reader imaginatively to embrace the text Rilke entrusted to 

Kippenberg in 1918, which means we canôt embrace the conception-process of the elegies as 

they occurred in real time.  Of course, when the elegies came to full fruition in 1922, the need for 

a set of Anfänge und Fragmente for Rilke was moot; in fact, had they been published while he 

was alive, they would have undermined his story of ñpossessionò and ñdictation,ò hiatus, despair 

and suddenly eventual ñachievement.ò 

Third, as the impact of Duino Elegies on successive generations of readers and poets is 

unabated, the Anfänge und Fragmente might now have an urgency that neither Zinn nor 

Leishman would have appreciated, simply because a chronology of the writing of the Elegies is 

beneficial to understanding them. After all, up to the last days before the cycle took final shape, 

Rilke himself considered the Beginnings and Fragments worthy of publication and integral to the 

completed cycle of nine. Reading the materials associated with the elegies in chronological order 

presents us with a different vision of how the elegies were written, and in significant ways 

undercuts the much cherished story of the double moments of possession and dictation at Duino 

and Muzot separated by ten years in the wilderness.  From a chronological reading, two facts 

drive that undercutting.  Rilke was never far from the elegies during the alleged silent decade and 

by the time the set of ten was assembled in February 1922, much more than just the first two 

were already accomplished.   As Leishman long ago explained: 

What, exactly, did the ócompletionô of the Elegies involve?  The first four, as we 

have seen, were already there, and all but the last ten lines of the Sixth; the Fifth, Seventh, 

and Eighth were written entirely at Muzot, together with all but the first six and the last 

three lines of the ninth, and all but the first twelve lines of the Tenth.  (Elegies, 13) 

Later scholarship has adjusted his account somewhat as this book shows, but as early as 1939, 

Rilke readers in English should have been aware that the 1912-1922 decade was neither mute nor 

lost.  It was intermittent with flashes of powerful and insightful writing, sometimes in fits and 

starts that seemed to be groping toward an as yet unimagined totality which did not take final 

shape until Muzot in 1922.   

 I have not found it easy to know what to include in this book   The 1912-1922 materials, 

whether completed poems or fragments and drafts, often overlap themes in the elegies: 

childhood, dolls, angels, the smile, night, lovers and heroes.   Doubtless, these poems all played a 

part in building up the language-world out of which the elegies were ultimately constructed and 

articulated.   I have made my choices using four criteria.  

1. All the materials that Rilke included in Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis 

der Elegien as identified by Zinn and Leishman.  There are the six items he 

labeled as Anfänge plus lines and sections that later were incorporated into 

finished elegies as well as the elegies fully complete before he put together the 

manuscript for Kippenberg in 1919. 



13 | P a g e 

 

2. The rejected versions of the Fifth and Tenth Elegies. 

3. A few separate poems such as ñTo the Angelò which are so close in composition 

to elegy materials that the relationship is self-evident and compelling. 

I have further included all Rilkeôs inscriptions that have been found in gift copies of 

Duineser Elegien after its publication in 1923.  These short poems resonate with the elegies in 

illuminating ways and deepen our overall understanding of them.  Finally, I end with the 

exchange of poems between Rilke and the young Russian poet Marina Tsvetaeva (1892-1941) in 

1926.  His poem to her is named Elegy, his only use of that word in a title outside the Duino set, 

which led her to refer to it as the Eleventh Elegy. 

A short heading introduces each item with identification of date and its relation to the 

elegies.  My hope is that through this volume, readers who have come to know Duino Elegies 

will find their pleasures of that remarkable book to be enhanced and renewed, and that I have 

justified yet another Rilke in English. 

Finally in a peculiar reversal of Rilkeôs diptych arrangement proposed to Kippenberg 

shortly before the final completion of the Elegies, after the items that constitute the Beginnings 

and Fragments, I include the full cycle of the ten Duino Elegies.  As readers explore Beginnings 

and Fragments they can reference the elegies without needing to find another source. 

A word about my notion of translation.  German syntax differs from English.  Many 

translations from German to English, especially prose, simply cast the German word order aside 

and devise sound idiomatic English sentences.  To do otherwise can create ugly contortions.  For 

poetry, however, and especially for Rilke, this approach is a problem.  Rilkeôs thought flow is 

temporal and inseparable to his syntax, what William Waters describes as his ñkinetic motion or 

ridesò (60).  This can sometimes be unconventional and startling even in Germanðsuch that to 

English the syntax as one might prose severely distorts the ñrideò of his thought.  Rilkeôs syntax 

withholds key words and spreads syntactic relations across intervening phrases and other 

modifiers, in order to perform a sense of ideas and images discovering themselves as it were.  

The ñkinetic motionò of is poems perform a temporal drama that sets him apart from many poets.  

As the order in which images and verbs arrive to a readerôs consciousness, the ñrideò is integral 

to their meaning.   In this he is most like Shakespeare in English, for like Shakespeare, we await 

and then arrive at words often after extended syntactic suspensions, halts and interruptions.  My 

approach to translating Rilke has been to be faithful to the temporal drama of his syntax while 

not falling into such non-idiomatic English constructions as to be unreadable.  My goal is to 

make a poem that ñworksò in English.  With these priorities, I therefore have not attempted to 

replicate meters and rhymes. 

  Don Mager 

Charlotte, NC 1991-1992, 2010 
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1 

After the astonishment of the ñdictationò experience at Duino and the completion of two 

elegies in January-February 1912, despite his despair of finishing the project, mind 

changes regarding the order of later elegies, additions, revisions and deletions, Rilke 

unswervingly identified this as ñDie erste Elegie.ñ   

  

Die erste Elegie 

   

Wer, wenn ich schriee, hörte mich denn aus der Engel  

       Ordnungen? und gesetzt selbst, es nähme  

      einer mich plötzlich ans Herz: ich verginge von seinem  

       stärkeren Dasein.  Denn das Schöne ist nichts  

       als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den wir noch grade ertragen,  

      und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen verschmäht,  

       uns zu zerstören.  Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich.  

        Und so verhalt ich mich denn und verschlucke den Lockruf  

      dunkelen Schluchzens.  Ach, wen vermögen  

      wir denn zu brauchen?  Engel nicht, Menschen nicht,  

     und die findigen Tiere merken es schon,  

     daß wir nicht sehr verläßlich zu Haus sind  

      in der gedeuteten Welt.  Es bleibt uns vielleicht  

     irgend ein Baum an dem Abhang, daß wir ihn täglich  

     wiedersähen; es bleibt uns die Straße 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 zehrtð, wem bliebe sie nicht, die ersehnte,  

      sanft enttäuschende, welche dem einzelnen Herzen  

     mühsam bevorsteht.  Ist sie den Liebenden leichter?  

      Ach, sie verdecken sich nur mit einander ihr Los.  

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

      zu den Räumen hinzu, die wir atmen; vielleicht daß die Vögel  

     die erweiterte Luft fühlen mit innigerm Flug   

      

Ja, die Frühlinge brauchten dich wohl.  Es muteten manche  

      Sterne dir zu, daß du sie spürtest.  Es hob  

      sich eine Woge heran im Vergangenen, oder  

      da du vorüberkamst am geöffneten Fenster,  

      gab eine Geige sich hin.  Das alles war Auftrag.  

      Aber bewältigtest du's?  Warst du nicht immer  

      noch von Erwartung zerstreut, als kündigte alles  

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

      da doch die großen fremden Gedanken bei dir  

      aus und ein gehn und öfters bleiben bei Nacht.)  

  Sehnt es dich aber, so singe die Liebenden; lange  
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1 

January 1912 

 

 

 

 

First Elegy 

 

Who, if I cried, would hear me among the Orders 

of the angels?  and if one suddenly 

holds me to his heart, I will fade from his 

stronger being.   For beauty is nothing 

other than the onset of terror we can still just withstand, 

and we marvel at it so because unperturbed it disdains 

to destroy us.  Each angel is tremendous. 

And so I restrain myself  and swallow the luring call 

  of dark sobbing.  Alas, who then might we 

  be able to use?   Not angels, not men, 

  and already the resourceful animals notice 

  that we are not very secure at home 

  in an explicated world.  There remains for us perhaps 

  a certain tree on the slope that we daily 

  look at; there remains the road from yesterday 

  and the distorted loyalty of a habit 

  that is pleased with us, stays and goes nowhere. 

And, O, the night, the night, when full of outer space the wind 

  devours our facesð, for whom it does not yet stay 

as the longed for, gentle deception that painfully approaches 

  the solitary heart.  Is night easier for lovers? 

  Alas, they only hide their lot from one another. 

   And still donôt you know?  Fling the emptiness from your arms 

  out into the space that we breathe; perhaps then birds 

  wil l feel the expanding air in their intimate flight. 

 

Yes, the springtimes needed you.  Many stars   

  expected you to experience them.  From out of its past 

  a wave rose up toward you,  

or from an open window as you passed by  

a violin gave itself.  All that was your task. 

But were you equal to it?  Were you not always 

  distracted by anticipation as if everything seemed to 

  foretell a beloved?  (Besides, there was nowhere  

to keep her as vast strange thoughts went in and out  

within you,  often remaining overnight.) 

When longing comes over you, then sing the lovers; the fame  
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noch nicht unsterblich genug ist ihr berühmtes Gefühl.  

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 erhält sich der Held, selbst der Untergang war ihm  

      nur ein Vorwand, zu sein: seine letzte Geburt.   

Aber die Liebenden nimmt die erschöpfte Natur  

in sich zurück, als wären nicht zweimal die Kräfte,  

dieses zu leisten.  Hast du der Gaspara Stampa  

denn genügend gedacht, daß irgend ein Mädchen,  

dem der Geliebte entging, am gesteigerten Beispiel  

dieser Liebenden fühlt: daß ich würde wie sie? 

Sollen nicht endlich uns diese ältesten Schmerzen  

      fruchtbarer werden?  Ist es nicht Zeit, daß 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.  Höre, mein Herz, wie sonst nur  

      Heilige hörten: daß sie der riesige Ruf  

  aufhob vom Boden; sie aber knieten,  

      Unmöglich, weiter und achtetens nicht:  

      So waren sie hörend.  Nicht, daß du Gottes ertrügest  

      die Stimme, bei weitem.  Aber das Wehende höre,  

      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 Gebräuche nicht mehr zu üben,  

      Rosen, und andern eigens versprechenden Dingen  

nicht die Bedeutung menschlicher Zukunft zu geben;  
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of their passion is still not immortal enough.  

  You almost envied those who were rejected because 

  you found them more loving than those who were fulfilled.  Always 

  begin again the unattainable praise of them; 

  remember: the hero perseveres, for his downfall 

  was only an excuse to persist: his ultimate birth. 

  But exhausted nature takes the lovers back 

into herself as if there were not enough strength 

to accomplish them twice.  Have you thought enough 

about Gaspara Stampa that any girl
1
 

whose lover left her, from that more extravagant  

example, might feel: could I become like her? 

 Should not these oldest of sufferings finally 

bear more fruit?  Is it not time that in loving  

we freed ourselves from the beloved and, trembling, endured: 

the way an arrow endures the extended string in its launch 

to be more than it itself.  For staying is nowhere. 

 

Voices, voices.  Listen, my heart, as saints 

  alone knew how: until the enormous call 

  lifted them from the ground; yet they still knelt, 

  the impossible ones, paying no notice at all: 

  so hard did they listen.  Not that you could withstand 

  the voice of God, far from it.  But listen to the waves 

  of unbroken messages forming themselves out of silence. 

  They are rustling toward you from all the youthfully dead. 

  Whenever you entered a church in Rome or Naples 

  did they not quietly speak to you of their destinies? 

  Or an inscription sublimely impressed itself on you 

  as lately the slab in Santa Maria Formosa did.
2
   

  What do they want from me?  I must gently remove 

  the look of injustice which sometimes hinders 

a bit the pure movements of their spirits. 

 

True it is strange not to live any longer on earth, 

not any longer to use habits oneôs scarcely learned, 

not to give to roses and other auspicious things 

the significance of a human future; 

                                                 
1
  Gaspara Stampa (1523-1554) whose lover Collatino Count of Collato, Lord of Treviso, after a few years of 

mutual happiness, left for war in France and forgot her. On his return he resumed the relationship but then left her to 

marry another woman.   She wrote some 200 sonnets about her love and abandonment. 
2
  Santa Maria Formosa is a small church in Venice that Rilke, the year before this poem, had visited wiith 

Maria von Thurn-und-Taxis.  An inscription on a marble slab near the right side aisle is thought to be the one to 

which Rilke refers.  In part it reads:   VIXI ALIIS DUM VITA FUIT / POST FUNERA TANDEM / NON PERII 

AT GELIDO / IN MARMORE VIVO MIHI. ñWhile life lasted I lived for others; now, after death, I have not 

perished, but in cold marble live for myself.ò  (qtd. in Leishman and Spender, 93) 
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das, was man war in unendlich ängstlichen Händen,        

nicht mehr zu sein, und selbst den eigenen Namen  

      wegzulassen wie ein zerbrochenes Spielzeug.  

      Seltsam, die Wünsche nicht weiter zu wünschen. Seltsam,  

alles, was sich bezog, so lose im Raume  

      flattern zu sehen.  Und das Totsein ist mühsam  

     und voller Nachholn, daß man allmählich ein wenig  

Ewigkeit spürt.ðAber Lebendige machen  

alle den Fehler, daß sie zu stark unterscheiden.        

Engel (sagt man) wüßten oft nicht, ob sie unter        

Lebenden gehn oder Toten.  Die ewige Strömung  

reißt durch beide Bereiche alle Alter  

immer mit sich und übertönt sie in beiden.   

       Schließlich brauchen sie uns nicht mehr, die Früheentrückten,  

      man entwöhnt sich des Irdischen sanft, wie man den Brüsten  

      milde der Mutter entwächst.  Aber wir, die so große  

      Geheimnisse brauchen, denen aus Trauer so oft  

      seliger Fortschritt entspringtð: könnten wir sein ohne sie?  

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

     wagende erste Musik dürre Erstarrung durchdrang;  

      daß erst im erschrockenen Raum, dem ein beinah göttlicher Jüngling  

     plötzlich für immer enttrat, das Leere in jene 

Schwingung geriet, die uns jetzt hinreißt und tröstet und hilft. 

 

Duino, Januar und Februar 1912 

    (Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 685-688) 
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and with endlessly anxious hands  

no longer to be what once one was  

putting away his own name like a broken toy. 

  Strange not to be making wishes anymore.  Strange 

to see that everything that once connected one 

is fluttering so loosely in space.  And being dead is hard 

and full of catching up until one gradually  

detects a bit of eternity.ðBut the living, they all make 

the mistake of distinguishing too strongly. 

Angels (they say) often do not know whether they 

move among the living or the dead.  The eternal current 

rips through both realms at all times 

and they are forever resounding in both. 

 

At last the early departed have no need for us anymore, 

  one will gently wean himself from the mundane like outgrowing 

  the succor of a motherôs breasts.  But we who so much need 

  the great secrets and for whom blessed progress so often  

  rises out of sorrowðcould we exist without them? 

  The legend is for nothing how once in mourning for Linos
3
 

  the first music penetrated arid indifference 

  so that as an almost godly youth suddenly departed 

into terrible space, emptiness first felt  

those vibrations that charm and comfort and help us.  

 

Duino, January und February 1912 

 

 

  

                                                 
3
  There are many legends about Linos, some contradictory.  A common thread among them is that he died 

young and was associated with music either by a connection to Apollo or to Orpheus.  One version says that the 

origin of music was the song Orpheus created to mourn Linosôs death. 
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2 

Like First Elegy, the Second was completed in January 1912 at Duino.  Its place in the cycle 

was decided then and Rilke seems not to have considered moving it. 

 

Die zweite Elegie 

 

      Jeder Engel ist schrecklich. Und dennoch, weh mir,  

      ansing ich euch, fast tödliche Vögel der Seele,  

      wissend um euch.  Wohin sind die Tage Tobiae,  

      da der Strahlendsten einer stand an der einfachen Haustür,  

      zur Reise ein wenig verkleidet und schon nicht mehr furchtbar;  

      (Jüngling dem Jüngling, wie er neugierig hinaussah).  

      Träte der Erzengel jetzt, der gefährliche, hinter den Sternen  

      eines Schrittes nur nieder und herwärts: hochaufschlagend  

      erschlüg uns das eigene Herz.  Wer seid ihr?  

    

Frühe Geglückte, ihr Verwöhnten der Schöpfung,  

      Höhenzüge, morgenrötliche Grate  

      aller Erschaffung, ðPollen der blühenden Gottheit,  

      Gelenke des Lichtes, Gänge, Treppen, Throne,  

      Räume aus Wesen, Schilde aus Wonne, Tumulte  

      stürmisch entzückten Gefühls und plötzlich, einzeln,  

      Spiegel: die die entströmte eigene Schönheit  

      wiederschöpfen zurück in das eigene Antlitz.  

 

      Denn wir, wo wir fühlen, verflüchtigen; ach wir  

      atmen uns aus und dahin; von Holzglut zu Holzglut  

      geben wir schwächern Geruch.  Da sagt uns wohl einer:  

      ja, du gehst mir ins Blut, dieses Zimmer, der Frühling  

      füllt sich mit dir . . .  Was hilfts, er kann uns nicht halten,  

      wir schwinden in ihm und um ihn. Und jene, die schön sind,  

      o wer hält sie zurück? Unaufhörlich steht Anschein  

      auf in ihrem Gesicht und geht fort.  Wie Tau von dem Frühgras  

      hebt sich das Unsre von uns, wie die Hitze von einem  

      heißen Gericht. O Lächeln, wohin?  O Aufschaun:  

      neue, warme, entgehende Welle des Herzensð-;  

      weh mir: wir sinds doch. Schmeckt denn der Weltraum,  

      in den wir uns lösen, nach uns?  Fangen die Engel  

      wirklich nur Ihriges auf, ihnen Entströmtes,  

      oder ist manchmal, wie aus Versehen, ein wenig  

      unseres Wesens dabei?  Sind wir in ihre  

      Züge soviel nur gemischt wie das Vage in die Gesichter  
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2 

January and February 1912 

 

   Every angel is tremendous.  And still, to my sorrow,  

 I sing to you, near fatal birds of the soul, 

 knowing who you are.   Where are the days of Tobias,
4
 

 when one of the most radiant stood in the simple doorway, 

 a bit disguised for the journey and no longer frightening; 

  (young man to young man curiously looking out). 

 Now if the menacing archangel, behind the stars, 

 strode downwards one step closer, up leaping 

 our own hearts would kill  us.  Who are you? 

 

The early favored ones, darlings of creation, you, 

  mountain peaks, dawn-reddened ridges 

  of all creation, ðpollen of the flowering godhead, 

  sutures of light, halls, stairs, thrones, 

  spaces of being, shields of bliss, outbursts 

  of stormy enthralled emotion and suddenly, separately, 

  mirrors: each recreating its outpouring beauty 

  backwards into its own face.  

 

But we, when we feel, evaporate; ah, how we 

  breathe ourselves out and away; form ember to ember 

  our wood scent grown weaker.   True, someone may say: 

  youóve got in my blood, this room and the spring, 

  indeed are full of you . . .  No use, he cannot hold us, 

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

  who can hold them back?  Incessantly their appearance 

  comes and goes from their faces.  The way early dew on the grass 

  lifts the us-ness from ourselves, the way steam rises  

  from a hot dish.  O smile, where to?  O upcast glance: 

  new, warm wave escaping from the heartð; 

  to my sorrow: thatôs how we are.  Does the outer space 

  into which we lose ourselves, taste us?  Do angels really  

  intercept only themselves, their outpouring, 

  or sometimes, as if by oversight, is a bit of our 

  being also caught?  Among their traits, is a part of us 

  blended, like in the vague looks on the faces 

   

 

    

                                                 
4
  The Book of Tobit in the Apocrypha of the Bible tells the story of an old man fearing death who orders his 

son to travel to reclaim his monies from a foreign land.  As Tobias starts to depart the angel Raphael appears and 

offers to guide him.  Tobias and his dog depart with Raphael but  ñhe knew notò that he was an angel. 
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     schwangerer Frauen? Sie merken es nicht in dem Wirbel  

      ihrer Rückkehr zu sich. (Wie sollten sie's merken?)  

    

Liebende könnten, verstünden sie's, in der Nachtluft  

wunderlich reden. Denn es scheint, daß uns alles  

      verheimlicht.  Siehe, die Bäume sind; die Häuser,  

      die wir bewohnen, bestehn noch.  Wir nur  

      ziehen an allem vorbei wie ein luftiger Austausch.  

      Und alles ist einig, uns zu verschweigen, halb als  

      Schande vielleicht und halb als unsägliche Hoffnung.  

    

Liebende, euch, ihr in einander Genügten,  

      frag ich nach uns. Ihr greift euch. Habt ihr Beweise?  

      Seht, mir geschiehts, daß meine Hände einander  

      inne werden oder daß mein gebrauchtes  

      Gesicht in ihnen sich schont.  Das giebt mir ein wenig  

      Empfindung.  Doch wer wagte darum schon zu sein?  

Ihr aber, die ihr im Entzücken des anderen  

      zunehmt, bis er euch überwältigt  

      anfleht: nicht mehrð; die ihr unter den Händen  

      euch reichlicher werdet wie Traubenjahre;  

      die ihr manchmal vergeht, nur weil der andre  

      ganz überhand nimmt: euch frag ich nach uns. Ich weiß,  

      ihr berührt euch so selig, weil die Liebkosung verhält,  

      weil die Stelle nicht schwindet, die ihr, Zärtliche,  

      zudeckt; weil ihr darunter das reine  

      Dauern verspürt.  So versprecht ihr euch Ewigkeit fast  

      von der Umarmung. Und doch, wenn ihr der ersten  

      Blicke Schrecken besteht und die Sehnsucht am Fenster,  

      und den ersten gemeinsamen Gang, ein Mal durch den Garten:  

      Liebende, seid ihrs dann noch? Wenn ihr einer dem andern  

      euch an den Mund hebt und ansetztð: Getränk an Getränk:  

      o wie entgeht dann der Trinkende seltsam der Handlung.  

    

      Erstaunte euch nicht auf attischen Stelen die Vorsicht  

      menschlicher Geste?  war nicht Liebe und Abschied  

      so leicht auf die Schultern gelegt, als wär es aus anderm  

      Stoffe gemacht als bei uns?  Gedenkt euch der Hände,  

      wie sie drucklos beruhen, obwohl in den Torsen die Kraft steht.  

      Diese Beherrschten wußten damit: so weit sind wirs,  

      dieses ist unser, uns so zu berühren; stärker  

      stemmen die Götter uns an. Doch dies ist Sache der Götter.  

      

Fänden auch wir ein reines, verhaltenes, schmales  

      Menschliches, einen unseren Streifen Fruchtlands  
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of pregnant women?  They donôt even notice it in the vortex 

  of their journey into themselves.  (How should they notice?) 

 

      Lovers, if you understood them, speak 

strangely in the night air.  For it seems everything 

 conceals us.  Look, the trees exist; the houses 

 where we live still stand.  We only 

 pass by everything as if in an airy interchange. 

 And everything unites to silence us half out of 

 reproach and half out of unspeakable hope. 

 

Lovers, sufficient unto each other, I ask 

 you about us.  You clasp one another.  Have you any proof? 

 Look, it sometimes happens that my hands become aware 

 of each other or that my worn face 

 rests itself in them.  That gives me a bit  

 of sensation.  Yet who dares from that alone to exist?   

 You, though, intensifying in each otherôs  

rapture until overwhelmed, he implores: 

no moreð; you, under each otherôs hands 

growing plentiful like vintage bunches of grapes; 

you fading sometimes only because the other 

so takes the upper hand: I ask you about us.  I know 

you touch each other so blessedly because of a caressôs 

nature, because it does not leave the place that you 

gently cover; and because covered you feel it as 

pure duration. Thus, your embraces almost 

promise eternity.  And yet, when you withstand  

the terror of the first look and the longing at the window 

and that first walk together one time through the garden: 

lovers, are you still the same?  When you lift yourself 

up to a mouth to be joinedðgulp upon gulp: 

O, how strangely the drinker slips out of  his role. 

 

The guarded looks on the faces on ancient attic stelêsð 

were you not astonished?  were not love and farewell 

laid so lightly on shoulders as if made from some substance 

other than with us?  Remember the hands, touching 

weightlessly, even though strength showed through the torsos. 

In their self mastery these knew: we are this far, 

it is ours to touch like this; the gods 

may press us more strenuously.  But thatôs the godsó affair. 

  

If only we also found for ourselves a pure, contained,  

narrowly human strip of orchard between 
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zwischen Strom und Gestein. Denn das eigene Herz übersteigt uns  

      noch immer wie jene.  Und wir können ihm nicht mehr  

      nachschaun in Bilder, die es besänftigen, noch in  

      göttliche Körper, in denen es größer sich mäßigt.  

 

Duino,  Januar und Februar 1912 

 (Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 689-692) 
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stream and rocks.  For our heart outpaces us 

  just as theirs did for them.   And we are no longer able 

  to look back at images that calm it nor at godly bodies 

  in which its largeness is tempered. 

 

Duino, January and February 1912 
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3 

At the time of the initial work on what became Duino Elegies, between the first and second 

elegies, at the end of January 1912, he produced this. 

 

[FRAGMEMNT EINER ELEGIE] 

 

 Soll ich die Städte rühmen, die überlebenden 

 (die ich ansaunte) großen Sternbilder der Erde. 

 Denn nur zum Rühmen noch steht mir das Herz, so gewaltig 

weiß ich die Welt.   Und selbst meine Klage 

wird mir zur Preisung dicht vor dem stöhnenden Herzen. 

Sage mir keiner, daß ich die Gegenwart nicht 

liebe; ich schwinge in ihr; sie trägt mich, sie giebt mir 

diesen geräumigen Tag, den uralten Werktag 

daß ich ihn brauche, und wirft in gewährender Großmut 

über mein Dasein niegewesene Nächte. 

Ihre Hand ist stark über mir and wenn sie im Schicksal 

unten mich hielte, vertaucht, ich müßte versuchen 

unten zu atmen.  Auch bei dem leisesten Auftrag 

säng ich sie gerne.  Doch vermut ich, sie will nur, 

daß ich vibriere wie sie.  Einst tönte der Dichter 

über die Feldschlacht hinaus; was will eine Stimme 

neben dem neuen Gedröhn der metallenen Handlung 

drin diese Zeit sich verringt mit anstürmender Zukunft. 

Auch bedarf sie des Anrufes kaum, ihr eigener Schlachtlärm 

übertönt sich zum Lied.  So laßt mich solange 

vor Vergehendem stehn; anklagend nicht, aber 

noch einmal bewundernd.  Und wo mich eines 

das mir vor Augen versinkt, etwa zur Klage bewegt 

sei es kein Vorwurf für euch.   Was sollen jüngere Völker 

nicht forstürmen von dem was der morschen oft 

rhumloser Abbruch begrub.  Sehet, es wäre  

arg um das Große bestellt, wenn es irgend der Schonung 

bedürfte.  Wem die Paläste oder der Gärten 

Kühnheit nicht mehr, wem Aufstieg und Rückfall 

alter Fontänen nicht mehr, wem das Verhaltene 

in den Bildern oder der Statuen ewiges Dastehn 

nicht mehr die Seele erschreckt und verwandelt, der gehe 

diesem hinaus und tue sein Tagwerk; wo anders 

lauert das Große auf ihn und wird ihn wo anders 

anfalln, das ser sich wehrt. 

 

Duino, Ende Januar 1912 

(Geschrieben zwischen der Ersten under der Zeiten Elegie) 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 385-386) 
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3 

Late January 1912 

 

 

Fragment of an Elegy 

 

Shall I celebrate cities, the long survivors 

(they so astonish me), great constellations of the earth? 

Because only through praise does my heart stand me strong 

enough to know the world.  Even my sorrow itself 

turns me toward praising, closed before my grieving heart. 

Let no one say to me that presence is not 

cherished; it throws me; it carries me, it bestows  

this spacious day upon me, this dayôs primal labor 

that I can use, and in ample abundance it flings 

the not yet used-up night over my being. 

Its hand weighs strong upon me and if it held me down 

inside destiny, submerged, I would have to breathe 

from beneath.   Even so, at its least command 

gladly I would sing it.   I suspect, though, it wants 

only that I vibrate with it.  Once, poets sang out 

about pitched battles; what can a voice do now 

alongside new rumblings of metallic industries 

in which this age shrinks before a storm-charging future? 

Besides, it hardly needs summoning, its own battle alarm 

drowns itself in song.   So let me stand a while longer 

in front of that which passes away; not as accuser, but 

as one who, one more time, admires.   And if something 

sinking away before my eyes moves me to lament 

donôt take it as your rebuke.  What out of this rot, 

this often shameful rupture, should the younger peoples 

not thunder forth to bury.   But look, the stature 

of what is large would be flawed if it needed 

tending at all.   For him who no longer palaces 

nor the audacity of gardens, nor mounting and fall 

of fountains, whom no longer the gesturing 

of pictures nor the eternal thereness of statues 

can astound and transform the soul, he goes 

out into this and does day labor; where, in its otherness 

that which is large watches him and from its otherness 

assaults him in order to wrest him from himself. 

 

Duino,  End of January 1912 

(Written between the first and second Elegies) 
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Items 4, 5 and 6 became sections of the Third Elegy completed in late autumn 1913 (see item 

21).  They were produced at Duino.  The erotic anxiety is related to the phallic eroticism of 

ñSieben Gedichteò (ñSeven Poemsò) (item 33) produced three years later in 1915, but here there 

is boyish shame whereas the ñSeven Poemsò are ecstatic and affirmative. 

 

 Eines ist, die Geliebte zu singen.  Ein anderes, wehe, 

 jenen verborgenen schuldigin Fluß-Gott des Bluts. 

Den sie von weitem erkennt, ihren Jüngling, was weiß er 

selbst von dem Herren der Lust, der aus dem Einsamen oft,  

ehe das Mädchen noch linderte, oft auch als wäre sie nicht, 

ach, von welchem Unkenntlichen triefend, das Gotthaupt 

aufhob, aufrufend die Nacht zu unendlichem Aufruhr. 

O des Blutes Neptun, o sein fruchtbarer Dreizack. 

 

Duino,  Januar 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 693) 
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4 

January 1912 

 

 

 

One thing to sing the beloved.  Another, alas, 

that secretive guilty river-god of the blood. 

Far off she recognizes him but what does her young man know 

of the lord of desire, who out of his loneliness, 

before she could console him, as if she did not even exist, 

frequently from, O such sweat-soaked depths, raised 

the god-head and provoked night to endless agitation. 

O, Neptune of the blood, O, his terrible trident. 

 

Duino, January 1912 
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In the final version of the Third Elegy (item 21), between item 4 and this item is a long passage 

which contrasts the mother and the beloved (ñGeliebteò).  The motherôs impact on the young 

manôs burgeoning sexuality is fraught with an anxiety that colors his openness to accepting a 

Beloved (Geliebte) or girl/maiden (Mªdchen).  In this fragment, the ñyouò of the second line 

refers to the beloved who is identical to girl in item 6. 

  

 Und er selbst, wie er lag, der Erleichterte, unter 

 schläfernden Lidern deiner leichten Gestaltung 

Süße lösend in den gekosteten Vorschlafð: 

schien  ein Gehüteter . . . Aber  innen: wer wehrte, 

hinderte innen in ihm die Fluten der Herkunft? 

 

Duino,  Januar 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 695) 
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January 1912 

 

 

 

 

 

 And he, as he lay there unburdened beneath 

 drowsy eyelids mingling your willowy shapeôs 

 sweetness with the foretaste of approaching sleepð: 

 seemed protected . . . But inside: who could avertð 

 divertð the seminal floods inside him?   

 

Duino,  January 1912 
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The Mädchen (girl or maiden) here is identified with the Geliebte (beloved) of the previous two 

fragments of the Third Elegy. 

 

 Siehe, wir lieben nicht, wie die Blumen, aus einem 

 einzigen Jahr; us steigt, wo wir lieben, 

 unvordenklicher Saft in die Arme.  O Mädchen, 

dies: daß wir liebten in uns, nicht Eines, ein Künftiges, sondern 

das zahllos Brauende; nicht ein einselnes Kind, 

sondern die Väter, die wie Trümmer Gebirgs 

uns im Grunde beruhn; sondern das trockene Flußbett 

einstiger Mütterð; sondern die ganze 

lautlose Landschaft unter dem wolkingen oder 

reinen Verhängnisð; dies kam dir, Mädchen, zuvor. 

 

Duino,  Januar 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 696) 
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January 1912 

  

 

Look, we do not love as flowers do for one 

season only;  when we love, immemorial sap 

surges through our arms.  O girl, 

this: that within us we have loved not just one future  

but countless fomentings; not just one child, 

but fathers who like wreckage of mountains 

rest in our depths and the dry streambeds 

of earlier mothersð; but also the whole of the 

 soundless landscape under its clouded or 

clear fateð; and all this arrived, girl, before you did. 

 

Duino,  January 1912 
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The first ten lines of Tenth Elegy were drafted at Duino early in 1912 but the final decision to 

use them followed first the drafting of (URSPRÜNGLICHE FASSUNG DER ZEHNTEN 

DUINESER ELEGIE) (Fragmentarisch) (ñOriginal Draft Of the Tenth Duino Elegy 

(Fragmentary)ò (item 22) around December 1913 and then the replacement of all but the first 

ten lines with what became the full Tenth Elegy in 1922.  Until then it was not clear that these 

lines would be the Tenth or fall somewhere else in the sequence.  

 

 Dass ich dereinst, an dem Ausgang der grimmigen Einsicht 

 Jubel und Ruhm aufsinge zustimmenden Engeln. 

 Daß von den klar geschlagenen Hämmern des Herzens 

keiner versage an weichen, zweifelnden oder 

jähzornigen Saiten.  Daß mich mein strömendes Antlitz 

glänzender mache; daß das unscheinbare Weinen 

blühe.  O wie werdet ihr dann, Nächte, mir lieb sein, 

gehärmte.  Daß ich euch knieender nicht, untröstliche Schwestern, 

hinnahm, nicht in euer gelöstes 

Haar mich gelöster ergab.  Wir Vergeuder der Schmerzen. 

  

Duino, Frühjahr 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band, 64) 
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Early 1912 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Someday emerging from this grim realization 

 I may lift my voice in joy and praise the assenting angels. 

So that from the clear struck hammers of my heart 

I  may not falter from slack, weakened  nor 

angrily struck piano strings.  So that I may make my
5
 

streaming face gleam; my feeble tears 

bloom. O nights of sorrow, you will then be 

dear to me.  So that I, who did not kneel down to you,  

the inconsolable sisters, may now surrender myself 

to your loosened hair.  We waste our afflictions. 

 

Duino,  Early 1912 

  

                                                 
5
  The 1922 text has ñreiÇenden Saitenò (óripped or torn or frayed stringsò) in place of  ñjªhzornigen Saitenò 

(ñangrily struck stringsò with piano implied).   
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Anton Kippenberg 

 

In 1918, despairing of ever completing the elegies, Rilke entrusted a manuscript with Anton 

Kippenberg his publisher at Insel-Verlag which he called Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem 

Umkreis der Elegien (Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies).  

His hope was that it would be published in the event the set were not completed.  This included 

the first two elegies written at Duino in 1912, portions of others and a number of fragments of 

varying lengths.  Zinnôs Sämtliche Werke identifies these fragments as does Leishmanôs 

translations in Poems 1906-1926, but they are not ordered as a group. They are scattered 

chronologically throughout twenty years of uncollected poems and fragments. This fragment, 

part of the original Duino experience, written in February 1912, is the earliest identified as 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien.  Later in 1922, Rilke suggested a book 

with nine elegies plus the Beginnings and Fragments, as a sort of diptych.  

 

Soll ich noch einmal Frühling haben, noch einmal 

dieses Erdreichs nahe gesicherte Zukunft 

nehmen wie eigenes Los?  O reineres Schicksal 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Duino,  Februar 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 40) 
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February 1912 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Shall I not have spring again, yet again 

 to take in the soilôs approaching certainty of future 

 as a singular loss?   O the purer destiny 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Duino, February 1912 
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These six lines produced in Duino (probably March 1912) eventually became the beginning of 

Ninth Elegy when it was completed in Muzot in February 1922. 

  

Warum, wenn es angeht, also die Frist des Daseins   

hinzubringen, als Lorbeer, ein wenig dunkler als alles   

andere Grün, mit kleinen Wellen an jedem   

Blattrand (wie eines Windes Lächeln) ð: warum dann   

Menschliches müssenðund, Schicksal vermeidend,   

sich sehnen nach Schicksal? 

 

Duino, März 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 717) 
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March 1912 

 

 

 

Why, if this term of existence can be spent 

as a laurel, smewhat darker than all the rest ð 

those other greens, with small ripples on each 

leafôs edge (like the windôs smile) ð: why then 

must we be human ðand, while we shun destiny 

we long for destiny? . . . 

 

Duino, March 1912 
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Produced in Duino in 1912 (probably March) these three lines eventually became the closing 

lines of the ninth Elegy when it was completed in Muzot in February 1922. 

 

Siehe, ich lebe. Woraus?  Weder Kindheit noch Zukunft   

werden weniger . . . . .  Überzähliges Dasein   

entspringt mir im Herzen. 

 

Duino, März 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 720) 
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March 1912 

 

 

 

See, Iôm living.  From what?  Neither childhood nor future 

grow less . . . .  Incalcuable being 

springs up in my heart. 

 

Duino, March 1912 
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This fragment was produced in Venice, early summer 1912. 

 

 Wen aber des Leidens je der Eifer ergriff, wie wenig 

 wüßte der noch aus gelassener Zeit sich das Seine 

sicher zu greifen?  Er, dem ein Gott 

zuchneidet die Stücke der Mahlzeit, 

die ihn zehredn ernährt.   Er leide, er habe 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Wahrscheinlich Venedig, Frühsommer 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 41) 
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Early Summer 1912 

 

 For one who indeed was gripped by the passion of sorrow, 

 does he know anything yet, out of a more settled time,  

about how to grasp being itself?   He, for whom a god 

 carves the servings at a banquet,  

that by feeding on him, feeds him.   Let him sorrow, let him have 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Probably Venice, early summer 1912 
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These lines eventually become the beginning of ñGegen-Strophenò (item 41) completed on 9 

February 1922. 

 

Oh, daß ihr hier, Frauen, einhergeht,  

hier unter uns, leidvoll,  

nicht geschonter als wir und dennoch imstande,  

selig zu machen wie Selige.  

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Venedig,  Sommer 1912 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 136) 
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Summer 1922  

  

 

O women, how you circulate 

  among us full of sorrow, 

  no more protected than we, and still 

  able to bless like the blessed. 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Venice, early summer 1912 
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This poem is not among the Beginnings and Fragments, but while Rilke was at Ronda in Spain, 

he strove to return to the receptiveness that he had experienced a year earlier in Duino.   He made 

strides with what later became the Sixth Elegy.  ñTo the Angelò written in the same period as the 

first parts of the Sixth Elegy is related to the elegy fragments because of the themes of the angel 

and night  

AN DEN ENGEL 

   

  Starker, stiller, and den Rand gestellter 

  Leuchter: oben wird die Nacht genau. 

  Wir ver-geben uns in unerhellter 

  Zögerung an deinem Unterbau. 

 

Unser ist: den Ausgang nicht zu wissen 

aus dem drinnen irrlichen Bezirk, 

du ercheinst auf unsern Hindernissen 

und beglühst sie wie ein Hochgebirg. 

 

Deine Lust is über unserm Reiche, 

und wir fassen kaum den Niederschlag; 

wie die reine Nacht der Frülingsgleiche 

stehst du teilend zwischen Tag und Tag. 

 

Wer vermöchte je dir einzuflößen 

von der Mischung, die uns heimlich trübt? 

Du hast Herrlichkeit von allen Größen, 

und wir sind am Kleinlichsten geübt. 

 

Wenn wir weinen, sind wir nichts als rührend, 

wo wir anschaun sind wir höchstens wach; 

unser Lächeln ist nicht weit verführend, 

und verführt es selbst, wer geht ihm nach? 

 

Irgendeiner.   Engel, klag ich, klag ich? 

Doch wie ware denn die Klage mein? 

Ach, ich schreie, mit zwei Hölzern schlag ich 

und ich meine nicht, gehört zu sein. 

 

Daß ich lärme, wird an dir nicht lauter, 

wenn  du mich nicht fühltest, weit ich bin. 

Leuchte, leuchte!  Mach mich angeschauter 

bei den Sternen.  Denn ich schwinde hin. 

 

Ronda, Spanien, 14. Januar 1913 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 48-9) 
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14 January 1913 

 

 

 

To The Angel 

 

  Stronger, stiller, at the edge of the more 

  fixed lights: night above suffices. 

  We give ourselves up to obscure 

  hesitation at your lowly base. 

 

  For us: no way out will show 

  from inside the madness of the place, 

  while on our hindrances you glow 

  from your high summitôs face. 

 

  Your rejoicing is above our reach, 

  we scarcely catch the dregs that scatter; 

  like nights of vernal equinox, your breach 

  is a pure divide that marks there from here. 

 

  Could any disturb the way you float 

  amid the mess that darkly troubles us? 

  Your amplitude extends a brilliant glow 

  and we use up ourselves in pettiness. 

 

Is our weeping not full of pathos, 

  and our beholding, are we quite awake to it? 

  Our smiling leads us no place  

other than itself and who wants that? 

 

  Just anyone.   Angel, do I fuss and complain? 

  But to you after all what is my complaining? 

  O my drumsticks beat, my voice strains 

  but no one, I believe, is listening. 

 

  Ever louder, my ranting canôt be heard at all 

  if youôve not felt already I am here. 

  Light, light!   Make me as visible 

  as the stars.   Then will I disappear. 

 

Ronda, Spain,  14 January 1913 
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With minor revisions, all but the last thirteen lines of the Sixth Elegy was produced during the 

two month stay (December 1912 and January 1913) at Ronda in Spain.  The first eight lines 

came in December and the ellipsis in the middle of line eight marks a hiatus of several weeks 

before the rest took shape.  The elegy was completed at Muzot in 1922.    Two years earlier in 

January, Rilke visited Egypt and the temples at Karnak.  The trip impacted him deeply  Besides 

the reference here, later in 1919 he wrote two sequences Aus dem Nachluss des Grafen C.W. 

(From the Literary Remains of Count C. W.), not published until 1953. They narrate a fictional 

tour to Egypt.   Egypt shows up in items 26, 30 and of course the final lines of Tenth Elegy.                                                                                               

 

Feigenbaum, seit wie lange schon ists mir bedeutend, 

wie du die Blüte beinah ganz überschlägst 

und hinein in die zeitig entscholssene Frucht, 

ungerühmt, drängst dein reines Geheimnis. 

Wie der Fontäne Rohr treibt dein gebognes Gezweig 

abwärts den Saft und hinan: und er springt aus dem Schlaf, 

fast nicht erwachend, ins Glück seiner süßesten Leistung. 

Sieh: wie der Gott in den Schwan. 

. . . . . Wir aber verweilen, 

ach, uns rühmt es zu blühn, und ins verspätete Innre 

unserer endlichen Frucht gehn wir verraten hinein. 

Wengigen steigt so stark der Andrang des Handelns, 

daß sie schon anstehn und glühn in der Fülle des Herzens, 

wenn die Verführung zum Blühn wie gelinderte Nachtluft 

ihnen die Jugend des Munds, ihnen die Lider berührt: 

Helden vielleicht und den frühe Hinüberbestimmten, 

denen der gärtnernde Tod anders die Adern verbiegt. 

Diese stürzen dahin: dem eigenen Lächeln 

sind sie voran, wie das Rossegespann in den milden 

muldigen Bildern von Karnak dem siegenden König. 

 

Wunderlich nah ist der Held doch den jugendlich Toten.   Dauern 

ficht ihn nicht an.   Sein Aufgang ist Dasein; beständig 

nimmt er sich fort und tritt ins veränderte Sternbild 

seiner steten Gefahr.   Dort fänden ihn wenige.   Aber, 

das uns finster verschweigt, das plötzlich begeisterte Schicksal 

singt ihn hinein in den Sturm seiner aufrauschenden Welt. 

Hör ich doch keinen wie ihn.  Auf einmal durchgeht mich 

mit der strömenden Luft sein verdunkelter Ton. 

 

Dann, wie verbärg ich mich gern vor der Sehnsucht: O wär ich, 

wär ich ein Knabe und dürft es noch werden und säße  

in die künftigen Arme gestürzt und läse von Simson,  

wie sein Mutter erst nichts und dann alles gebar. 

 

Ronda, Spanien,  Dezember 1912 und Januar 1913   (Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 706-707) 
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During December 1912 and January 1913 

 

  

 

 

 Fig tree, for me you have long been remarkable, 

 the way you almost neglect to blossom 

 and then into the precipitous advent of fruit, 

 unheralded, thrust out your pure secret.
6
 

 Like the duct of a fountain, your arched branches drive 

 the sap downward and upward till  it bolts from its sleeping, 

 scarce awake yet, into the bliss of sweetest attainment. 

 Look: like the god into the swan.
7
 

     . . . . . But we, alas, lag behind 

 vaunting our flowering as we pass to our final fruitfulness, 

betrayed by how our innerness dawdles. 

 A few have a drive to action so strong 

that already they stand and glow with full hearts, 

even as the temptation to flower like balmy night air 

touches the youth of their mouths and their eyelids: 

heroes perhaps and those destined to die young, 

the ones whose veins, death the gardener twisted differently. 

They plunge ahead: they precede their own smile 

like the team of horses before the conquering king 

of the weather-hollowed reliefs at Karnak. 

 

How oddly similar is the hero to those who die young.  Endurance 

does not concern him.   His assent is his being; persistent, 

he takes off and plunges toward the changed constellation 

of his relentless risk.   Few find him there.   But, 

secluding us in darkness, destiny, suddenly enraptured 

sings him out into the storm of its roaring world. 

I hear no one like him.   All at once rushing through me 

with a streaming of air, is his muffled sound. 

 

How gladly then would I hide from yearning; O, could I 

again be a boy when it was still possible to rest 

on my future elbows and read about Samson, 

how his mother at first bore nothing, and then everything. 

 

Ronda, Spain, December 1912 and January 1913 

                                                 
6
  The blossoms on figs are almost undetectable theyôre so small and small nubs of fruit often start to form in 

early spring even before the leaves come. 
7
  Zeus transformed himself into a swan in order to ravish Leda. 
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This fragment was produced shortly after Rilke arrived in Paris in late winter 1913 following his 

sojourn in Spain.  Although not incorporated into any of the elegies, the last line was added in 

February 1922 at the time he was going through drafts prior to the astonishing days when he 

completed the elegies in Muzot. 

 

Unwissend vor dem Himmel meines Lebens, 

anstaunend steh ich.  O die großen Sterne. 

Aufgehendes und Niederstieg.  Wie still. 

Als wär ich nicht.   Nehm ich den Teil?  Entriet ich 

dem reinen Einfluß?  Wechselt Flut und Ebbe 

in meinem Blut nach dieser Ordnung?  Abtun 

will ich die Wünsche, jeden andern Anshluß, 

mein Herz gewöhnen an sein Fernstes.  Besser 

es lebt im Schrecken seiner Sterne, als 

zum Schein beshützt, von einer Näh beschwichtigt. 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris, Spätwinter 1913 und Muzot, Februar 1922 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 53) 

 

 

  



51 | P a g e 

 

15 

Late Winter 1913 and February 1922 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ignorant before the heaven of my life 

I stand as a beholder.  O the vast stars. 

The swelling and the sinking.   How still. 

As if I were not here.  Donôt I also partake?  Donôt I 

also enter  the pure inflowing?  Doesnôt the flow and ebb 

in my blood also circulate with regularity?  I will  

do away with the wish to be one in alignment,  

and attune my heart to its own distances.  Better  

for it to live in terror of its own stars, than  

to shelter under pretense of nearness that only seems to appease. 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Paris, late winter 1913 and Muzot, February 1922 
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According to Leishman, items 16, 17 and 18 are closely related.  Item 16 is a draft of both 17 and 

18.  All three were produced in March 1913 in Paris.  Rilke made a distinction between where 

his sensed item 16 might be moving and where item 17 might move, for the two line fragment 

was included in Beginnings and Fragments, but the longer poem (item 18) written a month later 

is the first of a set he called Gedichten an die Nacht (Poems to Night).  The twenty-two items in 

this set range from as small as three lines to longer completed poems.  Rilke copied them in a 

Schreibbuch in 1916 as a gift for his friend, the Viennese philosopher and aestheticism, Rudolf 

Kassner (1873-1959); the Schreibbuch (hand copy) does not arrange them in the order they were 

written.  Eighth Elegy written years later was dedicated to Kassner.  The Kassner Schreibbuch 

opens with ñDie Spanische Trilogieò (ñThe Spanish Trilogyò), a poem as long as some of the 

elegies, written in Ronda 6-14 January 1913.  Work on Poems to Night overlaps the renewed 

work toward the elegies but seems to move in an alternate direction.  Many of the twenty two 

items in Poems to Night might be argued to belong to the broad conception of material related to 

the elegies, especially since the abandoned night series was initiated in early 1913, a time of 

renewed elegy drafts, but Rilke saw them as distinct and packaged Poems of Night and the 

Beginnings and Fragments separately.  Perhaps in his mind, the distinction between them had 

more to do with form than theme.  The final elegies build unrhymed verse paragraphs over a 

flexible and heavily enjambed hexameter structureða form that, with a few notable exceptions 

such as ñGegen-Strophenò (ñAntistrophesò) (item 41), is true of the materials identified as 

Beginnings and Fragments.   The Poems of Night, by contrast, tend to shorter lines and several 

are in rhymed quatrains.  The two groups overlap several themes, most prominently night and the 

angel.  A further overlap between the night and elegy materials is ñDie Grosse Nachtò (ñThe 

Great Nightò) (item 24), which was written in Paris in January 1914 a year after the Ronda 

poems.  Rilke did not package it with either set of materials, but its relationship to both is 

obvious.  Except for item 18, this volume does not include material from Gedichten an die 

Nacht.  It does however include ñDie Grosse Nachtò because the cadence of its hexameters, 

perspective and meditative stance are elegiac in the manner of the elegies; and it illuminates our 

understanding of them. 

 

 Was könnte dein Lächeln mir was mir die Nacht nicht 

gäbe aufdrängen, die hier mit fast schüchternem 

         Anfang an meinem Gesicht 

beginnt und wo wo endet.  In dir hörte ich auf, 

so aber streng ich mein Herz an, ströme, und immer 

hat der Raum nicht genug. 

 

Paris, März 1913 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 392) 
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March 1913 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What could your smile impose on me that night 

 has not already given, and that here with an almost bashful 

     start on my face 

 commences and ends where . . . where.  I could end in you, 

 but instead stretch and surge my heart,  and space is 

 never enough. 

 

Paris, March 1913 
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 Was, was könnte dein Lächeln mir,  

was mir die Nacht nicht 

gäbe, aufdrängen 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris, März 1913 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 54) 
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March 1913 

 

What, that your smile might impose upon me, 

     had not night given 

already to 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Paris, March 1913 
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Überfliessende Himmel verschwendeter Sterne 

prachten über der Kümmernis.  Statt in die Kissen, 

weine hinauf.  Hier, an dem weinenden schon, 

and dem endenden Antlitz, 

um sich greifend, beginnt der hin- 

reißende Weltraum.  Wer unterbricht, 

wenn du dort hin drängst,  

die Strömung?  Keiner.  Es sei denn, 

daß du plötzlich ringst mit der gewaltigen Richtung 

jener Gestirne nach dir.   Atme. 

Atme das Dunkel der Erde und wieder 

aufschau!  Wieder.  Leicht und gesichtlos 

lehnt sich von oben Tiefe dir an.  Das gelöste 

nachtenthaltne Gesicht giebt dem deinigen Raum. 

 

Aus den Gedichten and die Nacht 

 

Paris, April 1913 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 54) 
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April  1913 

 

 The overflowing heaven of squandered stars 

 is resplendent above your affliction   Not buried in cushions 

 but upward, weep.   For those who already weep, 

 those whose faces are near an end 

 clutched into themselves, here the outward- 

 flooding universe commences.  Who interrupts 

 when you press out 

 into that stream?  No one.  So let it be you 

suddenly to wrestle with the tremendous impulse 

of the stars distantly sweeping toward you.  Breathe. 

 Breathe the darkness of earth and again 

 cast your eyes upward.  Again.  Sightless and easy 

 a depth from above leans toward you.  The receding 

night-transformed face gives way to a space of your own. 

 

From the Poems to Night 

 

Paris, April 1913 
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Ich bins, Nachtigall, ich, den du singst, 

hier, mi im Herzen, wird diese Stimme Gewalt, 

nicht länger vermeidlich 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris, Mai 1913 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 61) 
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May 1913 

 

 

 I, nightingale, Iôm the one whom you sing, 

 here in my heart, the violence of this voice 

 becomes inescapable 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Paris, May 1913 
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These lines were produced in late autumn 1913 in Paris and included in the final version of Sixth 

Elegy as the final three lines. 

 

Denn hinstürmte der Held durch Aufenthalte der Liebe, 

jeder hob ihn hinaus, jeder ihn meinende Herzschlag, 

abgewendet schon, stand er am Ende der Lächeln, anders. 

 

Paris,  Spätherbst 1913 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 708) 
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Late Autumn 1913 

 

 

 

 For whenever the hero stormed through loveôs endings, 

 each heartbeat intended for him, raised him above it; 

 and already turning away, he stands at the end of smiles, transformed. 

 

Paris, late autumn 1913 
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The three fragments produced at Duino in 1912 (items 4, 5 and 6) were completed as the Third 

Elegy in Paris during the late autumn of 1913. 

 

Die Drirtte Elegie 

 

Eines ist, die Geliebte zu singen.  Ein anderes, wehe, 

jenen verborgenen schuldigen Fluß-Gott des Bluts. 

Den sie von weitem erkennt, ihren Jüngling, was weiß er 

selbst von dem Herren der Lust, der aus dem Einsamen oft, 

ehe das Mädchen noch linderte, oft auch als wäre sie nicht, 

ach, von welchem Unkenntlichen triefend, das Gotthaupt 

aufhob, aufrufend die Nacht zu unendlichem Aufruhr. 

O des Blutes Neptun, o sein furchtbarer Dreizack. 

O der dunkele Wind seiner Brust aus gewundener Muschel. 

Horch, wie die Nacht sich muldet und höhlt. Ihr Sterne, 

stammt nicht von euch des Liebenden Lust zu dem Antlitz 

seiner Geliebten?  Hat er die innige Einsicht 

in ihr reines Gesicht nicht aus dem reinen Gestirn?  

 

Du nicht hast ihm, wehe, nicht seine Mutter 

hat ihm die Bogen der Braun so zur Erwartung gespannt. 

Nicht an dir, ihn fühlendes Mädchen, an dir nicht 

bog seine Lippe sich zum fruchtbarern Ausdruck. 

Meinst du wirklich, ihn hätte dein leichter Auftritt 

also erschüttert, du, die wandelt wie Frühwind? 

Zwar du erschrakst ihm das Herz; doch ältere Schrecken 

stürzten in ihn bei dem berührenden Anstoß. 

Ruf ihn . . . du rufst ihn nicht ganz aus dunkelem Umgang.  

Freilich, er will,  er entspringt; erleichtert gewöhnt er 

sich in dein heimliches Herz und nimmt und beginnt sich.
8
 

Aber begann er sich je? 

Mutter, du machtest ihn klein, du warsts, die ihn anfing; 

dir war er neu, du beugtest über die neuen 

Augen die freundliche Welt und wehrtest der fremden. 

Wo, ach, hin sind die Jahre, da du ihm einfach 

mit der schlanken Gestalt wallendes Chaos vertratst? 

Vieles verbargst du ihm so; das nächtlich-verdächtige Zimmer 

machtest du harmlos, aus deinem Herzen voll Zuflucht 

mischtest du menschlichern Raum seinem Nacht-Raum hinzu. 

Nicht in die Finsternis, nein, in dein näheres Dasein 

hast du das Nachtlicht gestellt, und es schien wie aus Freundschaft. 

Nirgends ein Knistern, das du nicht lächelnd erklärtest, 

 

 

                                                 
8
  Zinn prints a typo ñbeginntsichò which I correct to ñbeginnt sichò as in other editions (Erte Band, 694). 



63 | P a g e 

 

21 

Late autumn 1913 

 

 

Third Elegy 

 

One thing to sing the beloved.  Another, alas, 

that secretive guilty river-god of the blood. 

Far off she recognizes him but what does her young man know 

of the lord of desire, who out of his loneliness, 

before she could console him, as if she did not even exist, 

frequently from, O such sweat-soaked depths, raised 

the god-head and provoked night to endless agitation. 

O, Neptune of the blood, O, his terrible trident. 

O the dark wind of his breast from the curves of the conch. 

Hear how night is emptied and hollow.  You, stars, 

the loverôs delight in the face of the loved one, 

doesnôt it come from you?  Doesnôt the inner insight 

into her purity of face come from the purity of stars? 

 

You, his mother were not, alas, the one 

who arched his creased brow in expectation. 

You, sympathizing girl, were not the one 

for whom his lips were pregnant with meaning. 

You, shifting like morning breezes, could  

your light step really have so deeply shaken him? 

It is true you terrified his heart; but older terrors 

rushed upon him when your touch unsettled him. 

Call him . . . but you canôt call him away from the dark companions 

all at once.  Truly he wants to, and does escape them; relieved 

he starts to live in your secret heart and accepts and begins himself. 

But did he really begin himself? 

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

when he was new to you, you bent the friendly world 

over his new eyes and fended off strangeness. 

Ah where have the years gone when your slender presence 

so easily withstood the welling chaos? 

Much you concealed from him; you made the night-dreading  

room harmless and from your heartôs refuge 

you mingled a more human space with his night-space. 

Not out in the dark, no, but in your closer presence 

you placed the night light, and it beamed as in friendship. 

No creaking could your smile not explain, as if all along 
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so als wüßtest du längst, wann sich die Diele benimmt . . .  

Und er horchte und linderte sich.  So vieles vermochte 

zärtlich dein Aufstehn; hinter den Schrank trat 

hoch im Mantel sein Schicksal, und in die Falten des Vorhangs 

paßte, die leicht sich verschob, seine unruhige Zukunft. 

 
Und er selbst, wie er lag, der Erleichterte, unter 

schläfernden Lidern deiner leichten Gestaltung 

Süße lösend in den gekosteten Vorschlaf ð: 

schien  ein Gehüteter . . .  Aber innen: wer wehrte, 

hinderte innen in ihm die Fluten der Herkunft? 

Ach, da war keine Vorsicht im Schlafenden; schlafend, 

aber träumend, aber in Fiebern: wie er sich ein-ließ. 

Er, der Neue, Scheuende, wie er verstrickt war, 

mit des innern Geschehns weiterschlagenden Ranken 

schon zu Mustern verschlungen, zu würgendem Wachstum, zu tierhaft 

jagenden Formen.  Wie er sich hingab ð.  Liebte. 

Liebte sein Inneres, seines Inneren Wildnis, 

diesen Urwald in ihm, auf dessen stummem Gestürztsein 

lichtgrün sein Herz stand.  Liebte.  Verließ es, ging die 

eigenen Wurzeln hinaus in gewaltigen Ursprung, 

wo seine kleine Geburt schon überlebt war.  Liebend 

stieg er hinab in das ältere Blut, in die Schluchten, 

wo das Furchtbare lag, noch satt von den Vätern.  Und jedes 

Schreckliche kannte ihn, blinzelte, war wie verständigt. 

Ja, das Entsetzliche lächelte . . .  Selten 

hast du so zärtlich gelächelt, Mutter.  Wie sollte 

er es nicht lieben, da es ihm lächelte. Vor dir 

hat ers geliebt, denn, da du ihn trugst schon, 

war es im Wasser gelöst, das den Keimenden leicht macht. 

 
Siehe, wir lieben nicht, wie die Blumen, aus einem 

einzigen Jahr; uns steigt, wo wir lieben, 

unvordenklicher Saft in die Arme.  O Mädchen, 

dies:  daß wir liebten in  uns, nicht Eines, ein Künftiges, sondern 

das zahllos Brauende; nicht ein einzelnes Kind, 

sondern die Väter, die wie Trümmer Gebirgs 

uns im Grunde beruhn; sondern das trockene Flußbett 

einstiger Mütter ð; sondern die ganze 

lautlose Landschaft unter dem wolkigen oder 

reinen Verhängnis ð: dies kam dir, Mädchen, zuvor.  

 

Und du selber, was weißt du  ð, du locktest 

Vorzeit empor in dem Liebenden.  Welche Gefühle 
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you knew when the floorboards would act up . . . 

and he listened and was soothed.  Your getting up 

made possible such tenderness that tall in its robe, 

destiny slipped behind the dresser, and into the folds 

of the curtain, its easily postponed and hid the restless future. 

 

And he, as he lay there unburdened beneath 

 drowsy eyelids mingling your willowy shapeôs 

 sweetness with the foretaste of approaching sleepð: 

 seemed protected . . . But inside: who could avertð 

 divertðthe seminal floods inside him?   

There was no caution, alas, in the sleeper; sleeping, 

but dreaming and feverish: what did he not let in. 

New and shy, how he was entangled 

in the encroaching tendrils of inner events 

already entwined into patterns, into choking growth, into bestial 

preying forms.  How he abandoned himselfð.  Loved. 

Loved his innerness, his inner wildness, 

that primal forest within him, in which mute submissiveness 

stood pale green in his heart.  Loved.  Left it, passing on 

into his own roots and out in the powerful origin 

where his small birth was already outlived.  Loving  

he descended to the older blood, into ravines 

where monstrosity lurked, still glutted with father.  And each 

horror recognized him and winked as if in agreement. 

Yes that ghastliness smiled . . .   Rarely, 

mother, have you smiled as tenderly.  How should he not 

love them when they smiled so.  Before you ever were, 

he loved them, because when you carried him, already 

he was lightly adrift in the seminal waters. 

 

Look, we do not love as flowers do for one 

season only;  when we love, immemorial sap 

surges through our arms.  O girl, 

this: that within us we have loved not just one future  

but countless fomentings; not just one child, 

but fathers who like wreckage of mountains 

rest in our depths and the dry streambeds 

of earlier mothersð; but also the whole of the 

 soundless landscape under its clouded or 

clear fateð; and all this arrived, girl, before you did. 

 

And you yourself how would you know ð, you enticed 

 the primordial in the lover.  What feelings 
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wühlten herauf aus entwandelten Wesen.  Welche 

Frauen haßten dich da.  Was für finstere Männer
9
 

regtest du auf im Geäder des Jünglings?  Tote 

Kinder wollten zu dir . . .  O leise, leise, 

tu ein liebes vor ihm, ein verläßliches Tagwerk, ð führ ihn 

nah an den Garten heran, gieb ihm der Nächte 

Übergewicht . . . . . . 

    Verhalt ihn . . . . . .  

 

Paris,  Spätherbst 1913 

  

(Sämtliche Werke: Erste Band , 693-696) 

 

  

  

                                                 
9
  Zinn prints a typo ñWasfürò which I correct to ñWas fürò as in other editions (Erte Band, 696). 
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rutted up out of beings long past.  What 

 women hated you then.  What sinister men 

 were stirred up in his youthful veins?  Dead 

 children reached for you . . .  Gently, gently, 

 out of love for him, perform real work, ðlead him 

 near to the garden, give him the ascendance 

 of nights . . . . . .  

Restrain him. 

 

Paris, late autumn 1913 
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The first ten lines of Tenth Elegy were drafted at Duino early in 1912.   Additions to that draft 

were produced at the end of 1913 in Paris.  With minor differences, the first twelve and a half 

lines became the beginning of the final version of the Tenth Elegy as produced at Muzot in 1922.  

Rilke rejected and  the remaining lines of this 1913 draft. 

 

(URSPRÜNGLICHE FASSUNG 

DER ZEHNTEN DUINESER ELEGIE) 

(Fragmentarisch) 

 

 Dass ich dereinst, an dem Ausgang der grimmigen Einsicht 

 Jubel und Ruhm aufsinge zustimmenden Engeln. 

 Daß von den klar geschlagenen Hämmern des Herzens 

keiner versage an weichen, zweifelnden oder 

jähzornigen Saiten.  Daß mich mein strömendes Antlitz
10

 

glänzender mache; daß das unscheinbare Weinen 

blühe.  O wie werdet ihr dann, Nächte, mir lieb sein, 

gehärmte.  Daß ich euch knieender nicht, untröstliche Schwestern, 

hinnahm, nicht in euer gelöstes 

Haar mich gelöster ergab.  Wir Vergeuder der Schmerzen.
11

 

Wie wir sie absehn voraus in die trauige Dauer,
12

 

ob sie nicht enden vielleicht.  Sie aber sind ja
13

 

Zeiten von uns, unser winter- 

währiges Laubwerk, Wiessen, Teiche, angeborene Landschaft, 

von Geschöpfen im Schilf und vor Vögeln bewohnt. 

 

Oben, der hohen, steht nicht die Hälfte der Himmel 

über der Wehmut in uns, der bemühten Natur? 

Denk, du beträtest nicht mehr dein verwildertes Leidtum, 

sähest die Sterne night mehr durch das herbere Blättern 

schwärzlichen Schmerzlaubs, und die Trümmer von Schicksal 

böte dir höher nicht mehr der vergrößernde Mondschein, 

daß du an ihnen dich fühlst wie ein einstiges Volk? 

Lächeln auch wäre nicht mehr, das zehrende derer, 

die du hinüberverlorestð, so wenig gewaltsam,  

eben an dir nur vorbei, traten sie rein in dein Leid. 

(Fast wie das Mädchen, das grade dem Freier sich zusprach, 

der sie seit Wochen bedrängt, und sie bringt ihn erschocken 

an das Gitter ds Gartens, den Mann, der frohlockt und ungern 

fortgeht: da stört sie ein Schritt in dem neueren Abschied, 

                                                 
10

  The 1922 text has ñreiÇenden Saitenò in place of ñjªhzornigen Saiten.ò 
11

  The 1922 text has a comma after ñWir.ò 
12

  The 1922 text  has a comma after ñvoraus.ò 
13

  After ñvielleicht,ò the 1922 text is new and the remainder of the ñOriginal Draftò was replaced. 
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22 

Circa December 1913 

 

(Original Draft 

Of the Tenth Duino Elegy) 

(Fragmentary) 

 

Someday emerging from this terrifying realization 

 I may lift my voice in joy and praise the assenting angels. 

So that from the clear struck hammers of my heart 

I  may not falter from slack, weakened  nor 

angrily struck piano strings.  So that I may make my
14

 

streaming face gleam; my feeble tears 

bloom. O nights of sorrow, you will then be 

dear to me.  So that I, who did not kneel down to you,  

the inconsolable sisters, may now surrender myself 

to your loosened hair.  We wasters of our afflictions. 

How we stare past them into sad endurance 

as if their end were not in sight.   But indeed they are   

seasons of ourselves, our winter- 

surviving leaves, meadows, pools, and the inborn landscape 

of creatures and birds who inhabit the rushes. 

 

Above in its heights, does not half the sky 

stand over the sadness in us, the troubled nature in us? 

Can you imagine no longer trespassing upon your wild Sorrowdom, 

nor seeing the stars through the acrid foliage 

of blackened Pain-Leaves, can you imagine the waxing moonlight  

no longer offers you the wreckage of destiny 

so that through it you feel like an erstwhile people? 

Smiles too might no longer exist, the ones that live off 

those who are distantly lostð, so minimally forceful, 

they approached only as far as you, as far as your sorrow. 

(Like one still almost a girl, who has just taken a suitor, 

one who presses her for weeks until anxiously she leads him 

to the garden trellisðexultant and so reluctant to part 

from her; but, in the newness of his parting, as a footstep bestirs her, 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
14

  The 1922 text has ñreiÇenden Saitenò (óripped or torn or frayed stringsò) in place of  ñjªhzornigen Saitenò 

(ñangrily struck stringsò with piano implied).   
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und sie wartet und steht und da trifft ihr vollzähliges Aufschaun 

ganz in das Aufschaun des Fremden, das Aufschaun der Jungfrau, 

die ihn unendlich begreift, den draußen, der ihr bestimmt war, 

draußen den wandernden Andern, der ihr ewig bestimmt war. 

Hallend geht er vorbei.)  So immer verlorst du; 

als ein Besitzender nicht: wie sterbend einer, 

vorgebeugt in die feucht herwehende Märznacht, 

ach, den Frühling verliert in die Kehlen der Vögel 

 

Viel zu weit gehºrst du inôs Leiden.   VergªÇest 

du die geringste der maßlos erschmerzten Gestalten, 

riefest du, schrieest, hoffend auf frühere Neugier, 

einen der Engel herbei, der mühsam verdunkelten Ausdrucks 

leidunmächtig, immer wieder versuchend,  

dir dein Schluchzen damals, um jene, beschriebe. 

Engel wie wars?  Und er ahmte dir nach und verstünde 

nicht daß es Schmerz sei, wie man dem rufenden Vogel 

nachformt, die ihn erfüllt, die schuldlose Stimme. 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris,  Ende 1913 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 64-66) 
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she lingers and waits, until her full gaze lights on the gaze of a stranger,  

for hers is the gaze of a virgin who forever seeks to comprehend 

one who is outside her, for whom sheôs intended, 

the transient other, outside her, for whom sheôs intended forever. 

He passes by echoingly.)   Your loss has always been so; 

not as one who owns things: you are like one whoôs dying, 

bent forward in the damp gusts of a March night, 

and who, alas, abandons spring to the throats of the birds. 

 

Much too far has sorrow possessed you.  Were you to forget 

even the smallest of the boundlessly pain-wracked forms, 

you would callðscreamðhoping for a younger inquisitiveness, 

so that one of the angels, with his labored and dark utterance, 

not yet faint from sorrow, again and again attempting it, 

might describe, for you, at last your sobbing over them. 

 Angel, what was it?  But he would simply mimic you, 

 not understanding it was grief, the way a birdôs calling, 

 from out of its own fullness, repeats its guileless voice.  

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Paris, end of 1913 
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23 

Although not printed with materials from late 1913 and early 1914, Boney states that this elegy 

fragment was produced circa 1913-1914 (Duinesian Elegies, 87).  It uses the figure of the puppet 

which is so central to the Fourth Elegy produced in 1915 (item 36).  See the head note of item 34 

for a discussion of translating ñdie Puppeò  These lines were incorporated into 

ûUNVOLLENDETE ELEGIEü ûLetzte Stufe des Entfurfsü (Uncompleted Elegy: Last stages of a 

draft) produced in December 1920 (item 39).  They come in the second to last verse paragraph. 

 

     O Puppe, 

 Fernste Figur ð, wie die Sterne am Abstand 

 sich zu Welten erziehn, machst du das Kind zum Gistirn. 

 Ist es dem Welt-Raum zu klein: Raum der Gefühle 

 Spannt ihr erstaunt zwischen euch, den gesteigerten Raum. 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris, Winter 1913-1914 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 459) 
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23 

Circa 1913-1914 

 

 

 

 

     O puppet 

 most distant figure ð, the way stars upon distance 

 mature into worlds, you make the child into a star. 

 Because outer space is too small for it, you stretch between 

 you in the astonishing space of feeling, an even vaster space. 

 

Beginnings and Fragments from the Thematic Material of the Elegies 

 

Paris, winter 1913-1914 
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23 

This poem written in Paris in January 1914 is discussed in the headnote to item 16 (see also item 

15).  It is linked to themes in the Beginnings and Fragments package, the Poems to Night series 

assembled for Rudolf Kassner and Duino Elegies. However, unlike much of those materials, it is 

a fully achieved poem not a fragmentðand an astonishing one. 

 

DIE GROSSE NACHT 

 

Oft anstaunt ich dich, stand an gestern begonnenem Fenster, 

stand und staunte dich one.  Noch war mir die neue 

Stadt wie verwehrt, und die unüberredete Landschaft 

finsterte hin, also wäre  ich nicht.  Nicht gaben die nächsten 

Dinge sich Müh, mir verständlich zu sein.  And der Laterne 

drängte die Gasse herauf: ich sah, daß sie fremd war. 

Drübenðein Zimmer, mitfühlbar, geklärt in der Lampeð,  

schon  nahm ich teil; sie emfandens, schlossen die Läden. 

Stand.  Und dann weinte ein Kind.  Ich wußte die Mütter 

rings in den Häusern, was sie vermögenð, und wußte 

alles Weinens zugleich die untröstlichen Gründe. 

Oder es sang eine Stimme und reichte ein Stück weit 

aus der Erwartung heraus, oder es husterte unten 

voller Vorwurf ein Alter, als ob sein Körper im Recht sei 

wider die mildere Welt.  Dann schlug eine Stundeð, 

aber ich zählte zu spat, sie fiel mir vorüber. ð 

Wie ein Knabe, ein fremder, wenn man endlich ihn zuläßt, 

doch den Ball nicht fängt und keines der Spiele 

kann, die die andern so leicht an einander betrieben, 

dasteht und wegschaut, ðwohin ð? : stand ich und plötzlich, 

daß du umgehst mit mir, spielest, begriff ich, erwachsene 

Nacht, un staunte dich an.  Wo die Türme 

zürnten, wo abgewendeten Schicksals 

eine Stadt mich umstand und nicht zu erratende Berge 

wider mich lagen, und im gennäherten Umkreis 

hungernde Fremdheit umzog das zufällige Flackern 

meiner Gefühle ð: da war es, du Hohe, 

keine Schande für dich, daß du mich kanntest.  Dein Atem 

ging über mich.  Dein auf weite Ernste verteiltes 

Lächeln trat in mich ein. 

 

Paris, Januar 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 74-75) 
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24 

January 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

The Great Night 

 

Often I stare at you, standing at a window begun yesterday, 

stand  and stare at you.  The new city was still 

forbidding to me, its uncongenial landscape 

brooded as if I werenôt there.  The closest things 

made no effort for me to understand them.  The street pressed 

upward toward the lampposts; I saw that it was strange. 

Upstairsða room, sympathetic, clear in the lamplightð, 

as soon as I took it to me; they, sensing me, slammed the shutters. 

I stand.  Then a child cried.  I know the mothers 

and how their household rounds ran their courseð, and know 

at the same time the inconsolable ground of all weeping. 

Or a voice would sing reaching slightly further 

than expected, or downstairs an old one 

full of grudges would cough, as if his body were right 

to oppose a gentler world.   Then the hour would strikeð, 

but I counted too late and it fell past me. ð 

Like a boy, a stranger, who when finally invited to play 

still cannot catch a ball and join the game 

which others manage with such ease, 

so he just stands and looks far off,  ðwhere ð?  Standing and all at once 

I grasp that you have been inviting me to join in your playing, 

you, the fully adult Night, and I stare at you.   Where towers 

had glowered, where destiny was evaded. 

The city stood around me unresponsive to the mountains 

that lay opposite, and in tightening circles 

a hungry strangeness cast erratic flashes 

across my emotionsð: then there you were, pure height, 

without shame to acknowledge me.  Your breath 

passed over me.  Your vast sobriety 

shed a smile and entered me. 

 

Paris, January 1914 
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Not packaged with Beginnings and Fragments, this fragment according to Leishman is the 

earliest appearance in a poem of the theme of the insect in the womb that is developed near the 

end of Eighth Elegy (181).  There the insect is ñder M¿ckeò (midge, gnat, or mosquito); here it is 

generic, insect.  In a letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé written (1861-1937) a couple months earlier, 

Rilke wrote about nature as a womb in very similar terms; see item 26.  

 

Siehe das leichte Insekt, wie es spielt, nie entriet es 

dem geborgenen Schooß. 

Die es, entworfen, emfing, trug es aus und erträgts 

die Natur, und im gleichen 

Mutter-Raum triebt es under west 

seine innige Zeit, hüpfend im freudigen 

Leib wie der kleine Johannes. 

Schon das säugende Tier im erweiterten Aug 

staunt 

 

Paris, Frühsommer 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 416-7) 
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24 

Early Summer 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Look at the trivial insect, how it plays, how it never 

 breaks from the sheltering womb. 

 It is sheðnatureðwho designed, conceived, bore it from herself,  

and bears it; and in that same 

 motherspace drives it forward and yet is 

 its own inner time, leaping inside the joyful 

 womb like a little John the Baptist. 

 The sucking creature already stares from an enlarged  

 eye 

 

Paris, early summer 1914 
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26 

This item predates the previous item by a couple of months and is an early attempt at an idea that 

eventually became part of Eighth Elegy.   In a letter of 5 December 1913, Rilkeôs long time 

friend and lover from thirteen years earlier, the psychoanalyst and novelist, Lou Andreas-Salomé 

mentions a work sheôd just finished Drei Briefe an einen Knaben (Three Letters to a Boy) and 

sent him the manuscript.  On 20 February 1914 he responded at length to a passage in her second 

letter.   She wrote the letters between December 1907 and the fall of 1913 to Reinhold 

Klingenberg, the son of a friend.  Published later as a book in 1917, they came to over 70 pages.  

They are actually essays.  Letters two and three respond compassionately with remarkable 

insight to a boyôs embarrassment at his ñdirty secretò and offer frank discussions of pubescent 

sexuality and a boyôs discovery of his body.  When Andreas-Salomé published them as a book 

she included a long paragraph from Rilkeôs letter as a footnote.   Here is his paragraph as printed 

by her.  Rilkeôs only novel, The Notebook of Malte Laurids Brigge, is a story of a boyôs coming 

of age and was dedicated to Andreas-Salomé.  It was started in 1903 during their affair but not 

finished until 1910 

 

Schön hab ichôs aufgefaÇt, wie mirôs noch nei sich darstellte: dieses immer weiter 

Hineinverlegtsein des entstehenden Geschöpfs aus der Welt in die Innenwelt.  Daher die 

reizende Lage des Vogels auf diesem Wege nach Innen; sein Nest ist ja fast ein von der 

Natur ihm bewilligter äußerer Mutterleib, den er nur ausstattet und zudeckt, statt ihn ganz 

zu entfalten.  So ist er dasjenige von den Tieren, das zur Außenwelt eine ganz besondere 

Gefühlszutraulichkeit hat, als wüßte er sich mit ihr im innigsten Geheimnis.  Darum singt 

er in ihr, als sänge er in seinem Innern, darum fassen wir einen Vogellaut so leicht ins 

Innere auf, es scheint uns, als übersetzten wir ihn, ohne Rest, in unser Gefühl, ja er kann 

uns, für einen Augenblick, die ganze Welt, zum Innenraum machen, weil wir fühlen, daß 

der Vogel nicht unterscheidet zwischen seinem Herzen und ihrem. ð Einerseits wird 

num dem Tierischen und Menschlichen viel zugenommen durch die Hineinverlegung des 

ausreifenden Lebens in einen Mutterleib: denn er wird un soviel mehr Welt, als draußen 

die Welt Beleiligung an diesen Vorgängen einbüßt (als wäre sie unsicherer geworden, hat 

manôs ihr fortgenommen, ð) anderseits: (aus meinem Taschenbuche, voriges Jahr 

eingeschrieben, in Spanien, ð Du wirst es erinnern, die Frage:) ĂWoher stammt die 

Innigkeit der Kreatur?  aus diesem Nicht-im-Leibe-herangereiftsein der übrigen, das es 

mit sich bringt, daß sie eigentlich den schützenden Leib nie verläßt (lebenslang ein 

Schoßverhªltnis hat).ñ        (Andreas-Salomé, 36)   

   

This however is the sole portion of his letter to be published during his life, for Rilke did not 

publish his letters to Andreas-Salomé.  Their complete correspondence was published as a book 

by Insel-Verlag in 1975 which Edward Snow and Michael Winkler published in English in 2006 

(W.W. Norton).  This is their version of this letter.    

 

Paris, 17 rue Campagne Première,                                                                                

February 20, 1914 

 

Dear Lou, 

I have just read your three ñLetters,ò completely gripped by them, I had no idea 

that one could say so much to someone this age, and yet it is, as a letter to a boy, only the 
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starting point for the beginning of true utterance.  Many things pass through oneôs soul as 

one readsð, could I, at Reinholdôs age, have grasped it the way you present it to him?  

Can he grasp it only because he grew up in these days and not back thenð, above all, 

you yourself could not have said it back then: and so one finds oneself where one is, and 

oneôs own childhood seems more puzzling for having been outgrown. 

[This paragraph briefly mentions the first letter about Father Christmas, then 

moves to the theme of Nature.]   And that, indeed, is the common theme that runs through 

all three letters: this onrush and subsequent receding of Nature, which however never 

really recedes but only observes us intently from one flood to the next. 

In place of anything coherent I shall only jot down a few notions as they came to 

me while reading, all of them pointing beyond the frame of the letters at us, at me. 

It was beautiful to grasp, in a way that I never before envisioned it: how the 

creature, as it evolves, is transposed further and further inward, out of the world and into 

the inner world.   Hence the exquisite position of the bird on this inward journey; its nest 

is indeed almost an external womb granted it by Nature, a womb it only furnishes and 

covers instead of containing wholly within itself.  Thus it is the one creature that enjoys a 

very special feeling of familiarity with the outer world, as though it knew itself to share 

in the worldôs innermost secret.  That is why it sings in it as if it sang in its own interior 

being, that is why a birdôs note glides so easily into our own inner depths, we seem to be 

translating it without residue into our feelings, indeed, for a moment it can run the entire 

world into an inner space, because we feel that the bird does not distinguish between its 

heart and the worldôs.  ðOn the one hand animals and humans gain greatly by the 

transposition of the ripening life into a womb: for the womb becomes more intensely 

world when the world outside forfeits its share in the maturing processes (and then, 

having lost this share, grows more insecureð); on the other hand (you will remember 

that question, from my pocket notebook, written last year, in Spain): ñWhence comes the 

intense inwardness of the simplest creaturesò (those other ones): from the fact of their not 

having matured inside the body, such that they never really have to leave the sheltering 

body at all.  (Remain in lifelong contact with the womb.)
15

 

Very beautiful is the passage about the ñtwo secreciesò: the one secrecy protecting 

what is within, the other secrecy excluding what is without. 

And whatôs shown there so beautifully about the plant-worldðhow it makes no 

secret of its secret, knowing, as it were, that it could exist no other way but in perfect 

safetyðthat, can you imagine, is exactly what I felt in Egypt standing before the 

sculptures there, and what I have always felt since then standing before things Egyptian: 

this open mystery, this laying-bare of the secret which is so through and through, so at 

every point secret, that there is no need to hide it.  And perhaps everything phallic (how 

strongly this entered my mind in the Temple at Karnak, though I could not at that time 

think it) is only the human ñprivately secretò translated into the terms of the ñopening 

secretò of Nature.  I can never call to mind the smile of the Egyptian gods without the 

word ñBl¿tenstaubò [pollen] occurring to me.
16

 

                                                 
15

  This fourth paragraph is the one quoted by Andreas-Salomé in Drei Briefe. 
16

  This paragraph provides an interesting link between the notion of ñnature as wombò in Eighth Elegy and 

the Karnak passage in Sixth Elegy (item 5), but also the ñphallic hymnsò (ñSieben Gedichteò item 25) with their 

connection to the sexual abjection of Third Elegy, and the recurrent trope of the mystery of ñthe smileò in Elegies 2, 

5 and 6.  Five short paragraphs and two postscripts on other topics follow this paragraph to end the letter. 
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27 

 
Lou Andreus-Salomé (early 1900s) 

 

Items 27, 28 and 29 are related in different ways both to ñDer Grosse Nachtò (item 24) and 

Eighth Elegy.  Rilke saw the writing of ñWendungò (ñTurning Pointò) (items 28 and 29) as 

extremely significant.  On 20 June 1914, the day he wrote it, in a letter to Lou Andreus-Salomé, 

he stated ña remarkable poem, written this morning . . . which I instinctively entitled óTurning-

Point,ô because it portrays the turn which must come if I am to live, and you will  understand 

what it signifiedò (in Prater 249).  ñWaldteich, weicher, in sich eingekehrter . . .ò was begun  the 

day before and finished the same day as ñWendung,ò  Item 28 is the first draft of ñWendung,ò 

and as Leishman says ñreveals the transitionò from the first to the third of this group of three 

items (Poems 1960-1926, 194). 

 

Waldteich, weicher, in sich eingekehrterð, 

draußen ringt das ganze Meer und braust, 

aufgeregte Fernen drücken Schwerter 

jedem Sturmstoß in die Faustð, 

während du aus dunkler unversehrter 

Tiefe.  Spiele der Libellen schaust. 

 

Was dort jenseits eingebeugter Bäume 

Überstürzung ist und Drang und Schwung, 

spiegelt sich in deine Innenräume  

als verhaltene Verdüsterung; 

ungebogen steht um dich der Wald 

voll von steigendem Verschweigen. 

Oben nur, im Wipfel-Ausblick, zeigen 

Wolken sagenhafte Kampfgestalt. 

 

Dann: im teilnahmslosen Zimmer sein, 

einer sein, der beides weiß. 

O der Kerze kleiner Kreis, 

und die Menschennacht bricht ein 

und vielleicht ein Schmerz im Körper innen. 

Soll ich mich des Sturmmeers jetzt entsinnen 

oder Bild des Teichs in mir behüten 
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27 

19-20 June 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smooth faced woodland pool, turned in upon yourselfð, 

  distantly  the whole sea strives and thrusts, 

the agitated distance drives down swords 

with every storm-lash of its fistsð 

while you rest unscathed in your dark 

depths.   And gaze at playful dragon-fl ies. 

 

Beyond these swaying trees, whateverôs 

rushing forward or striving or rash 

is reflected on your inner-spaces 

as only a passive gloominess; 

your forest stands unbowed around you 

full of growing circumspection. 

The treetop-vistas alone show the clouds  

in mythic battle-formations. 

 

Later: in the indifferent room, 

I am one who has known both extremes. 

Into the candleôs small circle, 

the  human-night intrudes 

or perhaps a pain in the body. 

Should I recall the storm-seaôs wrack 

or the image of the sheltered pool,  

 

  



82 | P a g e 

 

oder, weil mir beide gleich entrinnen, 

Blüten denkenð, jenes Gartens Blütenð? 

Ach wer kennt, was in ihm überwiegt. 

Mildheit?  Schrecken?  Blicke, Stimmen, Bücher? 

Und das alles nur wie stille Tücher 

Schultern einer Kindheit angeschmiegt, 

welche schläft in dieses Lebens Wirrn. 

Daß mich Eines ganz ergreifen möge. 

Schauernd berg ich meine Stirn, 

den ich weiß: die Liebe überwöge. 

 

Wo ist einer, der sie kann? 

Wenn ich innig mich zusammenfaßte 

vor die unvereinlichsten Kontraste: 

weiter kam ich nicht: ich schaute an; 

blieb das Angeschaute sich entziehend, 

schaut ich unbedingter, schaute knieend, 

bis ich es in mich gewann. 

 

Fand es in mir Liebe vor? 

Tröstung für das aufgegebne Freie, 

wenn es sich aus seiner Weltenreihe 

wie mit unterdrücktem Schreie 

in den unbekannten Geist verlor? 

 

Hab ich das Errungene gekränkt, 

nichts bedenkend, als wie ich mirs finge, 

und die großgewohnten Dinge 

im gedrängten Herzen eingeschränkt? 

Faßt ich sie wie dieses Zimmer mich, 

dieses fremede Zimmer mich und meine 

Seele faßt?  

       O hab ich keine Haine 

in der Brust?  Kein Wehen?  Keine 

Stille, atemleicht und frühlinglich? 

 

Bilder, Zeichen, dringend aufgelesen, 

hat es euch, in mir zu sein, gereut? ð 

éééééééééééééééé. 

Oh, ich habe zu der Welt kein Wesen, 

wenn sich nicht da draußen die Erscheinung, 

wie in leichter vorgefaßter Meinung, 

weither heiter in mich freut. 

 

Paris, 19-20. Juni 1914 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 79-82) 
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or, since equally they fail, consider 

the flowersð, a certain garden in bloomð? 

Ah,  but who knows which will prevail. 

Calm?  Terror?  Glances, voices, books?  

All of them are little more than sheets 

clinging to the shoulders of childhood 

asleep amid the tangled threads of life. 

If only a single thing would take hold of me.   

Shuddering I hold my forehead 

for now I comprehend: love does prevail. 

 

Who is equal to what love can attain? 

I clasped together in myself 

these irreconcilable contrasts: 

beyond them I could not go: and just beheld; 

if I became distracted in my beholding 

I gazed harder, I gazed, kneeling, 

until I won it into myself. 

 

Could it find love in me? 

Is the comfort of its promised release, 

like a stifled cry losing 

its place in the worldôs order 

lost to an unknowing mind? 

 

Have I let my successes sicken, 

as if, unthinking, I myself were caught, 

and the splendid multiform of things   

were shrunk in a constricted heart? 

Have I taken them in only as this room 

takes me in, this strange room, taking me  

and my soul in?   

   Have I no sheltering woodland 

in my breast?  No breeze? No deep 

stillness, breath-light and full of spring? 

 

Image, symbol, urgently gleaned, 

do you regret having been in me? ð 

éééééééééééééééé. 

 Alas, I have no existence to the world, 

 unless out beyond appearance, 

 its effortless foreordained intention   

 were serenely to enter me. 

 

Paris, 19-20 June 1914 
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28 

 

 

(ERSTER ENTWURF ZU WENDUNG) 

  

  Denn dies ist mein Wesen zur Welt: 

  daß sich draußen Erscheinung 

wie auf ein stillen Gerücht hin, 

[in mich innen] 

weither in mich hineinfreut. 

 

Lange errange erôs im Anschaun 

Sterne brachen ins Knie 

unter dem zwingenden Aufblick 

Oder er anschaunte knieend 

und seiner Innigkeit Duft 

machte ein Göttliches müd 

daß es ihm lächelt im Halbschlaf 

Thürne schaute er so, 

daß sie erschraken, 

wiedergebaut, unauf- 

haltsam, plötzlich in einem 

 

Daß dieses leerzehrende Aus mir hinausschaun 

abgelöst werde durch ein liebvolles Bemühtsein 

um die innere Fülle. 

 

Paris, 20. Juni 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 417) 
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28 

20 June 1914 

 

(First Draft of ñTurning Pointò) 

 

  This then is my being to the world: 

  that the external appearances 

  as if hushed whispers 

  [within me] 

were arriving from afar with their gladness.  

 

  Long had his beholding been winning 

  Stars broke onto their knees 

  coercing him to look upward 

  Or kneeling he beheld them 

  and the aroma of his intimacy 

  made godliness weary 

  so that half-asleep it smiled on him 

  He beheld the towers so long, 

  that they became terrifying, 

  incessantly rebuilding them- 

  selves over and over again 

 

To achieve an inner completion, let my emptied outward-beholding 

be unlocked through the love-filled striving  

of inner fullness. 

 

Paris, 20 June 1914 
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29 

ñWendungò (ñTurning Pointò) takes its epigraph from Rudolf Kassner, the dedicatee of Eighth 

Elegy.  Paul Bishop identifies the source as Kassnerôs essay, ñFrom the Sayings of the Yogi,ò 

and notes that when Kassner ñformulated [it] with the poet [Rilke] in mindò (161).  An important 

Viennese philosopher, he shared a warm friendship with Rilke.  Both  admired and followed the 

otherôs work, both were friends of Princess Marie von-Thurn-und-Taxis who provided them 

patronage, both met in her salons and were given artistic sanctuary at her estates, and both in fact 

had resided in the seclusion of Duino, not however at the same time,  producing important work 

at that iconic site.   

 

WENDUNG 

 

Der Weg von der Innigkeit zur Größe 

geht durch das Opfer.            Kassner 

 

Lange errang ers im Anschaun. 

Sterne brachen ins Knie 

unter dem ringenden Aufblick. 

Oder er anschaute knieend, 

und seines Instands Duft 

machte ein Göttliches müd,  

daß es ihm lächelte schlafend. 

 

Türme schaute er so, 

daß sie erschraken: 

wieder sie bauend, hinan, plötzlich, in Einem! 

Aber wie oft, die vom Tag 

überladene Landschaft 

ruhete hin in sein stilles Gewahren, abends. 

 

Tiere traten getrost 

in den offenen Blick, weidende, 

und die gefangenen Löwen 

starrten hinein wie in unbegreifliche Freiheit; 

Vögel druchflogen ihn grad, 

den gemütigen; Blumen 

wiederschauten in ihn 

groß wie in Kinder. 

 

Und das Gerücht, daß ein Schauender sei, 

rührte die minder, 

fraglicher Sichtbaren, 

rührte die Frauen. 
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29 

20 June 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Turning Point 

The way from intimacy to greatness 

passes through sacrifice.    Kassner 

 

Long had his beholding been winning. 

  Stars broke onto their knees 

  wrestling him to look upward. 

  Or kneeling he beheld them, 

  and the aroma of his recovery 

  made godliness weary, 

  so that it smiled on him as it slept. 

 

  He beheld the towers so long, 

  that they became terrifying: 

  quickly they built themselves back up! 

  But as often the dayôs  

  overcharged landscape had rested  

in his calm notice at dusk. 

 

Pasturing animals trustingly  

entered into his open glance, 

and the caged lions stared out 

as onto incomprehensible freedom. 

Birds flew straight through him, 

magnanimous ones; flowers 

gazed back into him 

as large as into children. 

 

And news that a beholder was there 

did not distract the less, 

more questionably visible ones,  

the women. 
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Schauend wie lang? 

Seit wie lange schon inning entbehrend, 

flehend im Grunde des Blicks? 

 

Wenn er, ein Wartender, saß in der Fremde; des Gasthofs 

zerstreutes, abgewendetes Zimmer 

mürrisch um sich, und im vermiedenen Spiegel 

wieder das Zimmer 

und später vom quälenden Bett aus 

wieder: 

da beriets in der Luft, 

unfaßbar beriet es 

über sein fühlbares Herz, 

über sein durch den schmerzhaft verschütteten Körper 

dennoch fühlbares Herz 

beriet es und richtete: 

daß es der Liebe nicht habe. 

 

(Und verwherte ihm weitere Weihen.) 

 

Denn des Anschauns, siehe, ist eine Grenze. 

Und die geschautere Welt 

will in der Liebe gedeihn. 

 

Werk des Gesichts ist getan, 

tue nun Herz-Werk 

an den Bildern in dir, jenen gefangenen; denn du 

überwältigtest sie: aber nun kennst du sie nicht. 

Siehe, innerer Mann, dein inneres Mädchen, 

dieses errungene aus 

tausend Naturen, dieses 

erst nur errungene, nie 

noch geliebte Geschöpf. 

 

Paris, Juli 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 82-4) 
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Beholding how long? 

Already how long has inner deprivation 

sought the grounding of one glance? 

 

When he sat as a foreigner waiting;  

the guesthouseôs distracted, unfocussed room 

morosely around him, and in the avoided mirrors 

again just the room 

and later from the bedôs obsessions 

again,  

the room: 

while the air deliberated, 

above his perceptible heart 

above his still, through throes of bodily emissions, 

his still perceptible heart, 

deliberated and judged that: 

he had not Love. 

 

(Any further consecrations are withheld from him.) 

 

Look, beholding has its limit. 

And the gazed upon world 

wants to thrive in Love. 

 

Your labor of looking is done, 

now you must do heart-work 

on the images inside you, each imprisoned; for you 

who tamed them, know none of them yet. 

See within your manhood, the girl within you, 

the one wrested from 

a thousand phenomena, the one 

only just wrested, 

a creature not yet loved. 

 

Paris, July 1914  
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30 

 

This incomplete poem intersects with the at least three elegies.  Like the Karnak fragment (item 

14) and items 26 and 30, it shares an Egyptian context with Sixth Elegy.  Like the opening lines 

of the Third Elegy (item 21) and ñSieben Gedichteò (item 33), it speaks the dread of sexual 

abjection.  And the trope of ñthe smileò occurs in the Second, Fifth and Sixth Elegies as well as 

items 14, 20, 22, 26, 37 and 38.  Started in Paris in July 1914, Rilke attempted to finish it in 

Munich late that autumn (item 32) but the outbreak of war changed his focus for awhile.  The 

last five lines of that failed continuation were later used as the opening lines of ñGegen-

Strophenò (item 41), written at Muzot in February 1922 and originally intended to be the Fifth 

Elegy.   Rilke took the opening line from Grossmanôs Altorientalische Texte und Bilder zum 

Alten Testament (Ancient Middle Eastern Textual and Pictorial Analogs to the Old Testament), 

1909, p.201.  Leishman adds further context by quoting from E. A. Wallisôs book in English, The 

Teaching of Amen-Apt, p. 59, published in 1924: 

 

If thou wishest to maintain a permanent friendship in the house to which thou art in the 

habit of going . . . strive against associating with the women . . .  A thousand men seeking 

what is beautiful are destroyed by them.  A man is made a fool of by the shining limbs, 

but they turn into things that are harder than quartzite sandstone.   The pleasure is only 

for a little moment, and it (passes) like a dream and a man at the end thereof finds death 

through knowing it [i.e. the pleasure].  (1906-1926, 186) 

 

üMANN MUSS STERBEN WEIL MAN SIE KENNTû   

(üPapyrus Prisseû.  Aus den Sprüchen des Ptah-hetep, Handscrift um 2000 v. Ch.) 

 

 üMan muÇ sterben weil man sie kennt.û  Sterben 

an der unsäglichen Blüte des Lächelns.  Sterben 

an ihren leichten Händen.  Sterben 

an Frauen. 

 

Singe der Jüngling die tödlichen, 

wenn sie ihm hoch durch den Herzraum 

wandeln.  Aus seiner blühenden Brust 

sing er sie an: 

unerreichbare!  Ach, wie sie fremd sind. 

Über den Gipfeln 

seines Gefühls gehn sie hervor und ergießen 

süß verwandelte Nacht ins verlassene 

Tal seiner Arme.  Es rauscht 

Wind ihres Aufgangs im Laub seines Leibes.   Es glänzen 

seine Bäche dahin. 

 

Aber der Mann 

schweige  erschütterter.  Er, der 

pfadlos die Nacht im Gebirg 

seiner Gefühle geirrt hat: 
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30 

July 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñOne Must Die Because He Knew Themò   

(Papyrus Prisse.  From the sayings of Ptah-hetep, manuscript c.2000 B.C.E.) 

 

 ñOne must die because he knew them.ò  Die 

of  the unspeakable bloom of their smiles.  Die 

of  the lightness of their hands.  Die 

of women. 

 

The young man sings of those doomed to death 

as they pass through him 

high in his heart-space.   He sings them 

from his flowering breast: 

out of reach!  Alas, how strange they are. 

Above the summit 

of his feelings they ascend and pour down 

a sweetly transformed night  

into the lost valley of his arms.   The wind 

of their ascent rustles the leaves of his body.   His brooks 

glisten with them. 

 

But the mature man 

is silently shaken.   The pathless 

night in the mountains of his feelings 

has misled him: 
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schweige. 

 

Wie der Seemann schweigt, der ältere, 

und die bestandenen 

Schrecken spielen in ihm wie in zitternden Käfigen. 

 

Paris, Juli 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 85) 
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be silent. 

 

  The way an aging sailor grows silent  

  from the terrors heôs withstood 

  playing within him like rattling cages. 

 

Paris, July 1914 
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31 

This is one of several fragments that turns on the trope of the angel. 

 

Wo wir uns hier, in einander drängend, nicht 

nie finden: beginnen die Engel 

sich zu gewahren, und durch die tiefere Näh 

in heiligem Eilschritt wandeln sie endlos sich an. 

 

Anfänge und Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien 

 

Paris, nach Spät-Juli 1914 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 86) 
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31 

After mid-July 1914 

 

 Here, where we are pressing into one another here, never 

finding ourselves: the angels begin 

to take notice, and through deeper proximity 

continually change into each other in sacred haste. 

 

Paris, after mid-July 1914 
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32 

Rilke returned to work on ñMAN MUSS STERBEN . . .ò (ñOne must die . . .ò) (item 30) 

sometime soon after settling in Munich.  He had to leave Paris and return to Germany because of 

outbreak of war.  In August he wrote the much-discussed ñFünf Gesängeò (ñFive Hymnsò) with 

their uncharacteristic patriotic fervor.  They mark a significant change in focus from his quest for 

inward affirmations that typify so much of the work of 1912 through spring of 1914.  The 

continuation of ñMANN MUSS STERBEN . . .ò  marks his attempt to reach back across the 

chasm of the onset of war and his forced relocation from Paris to resume his faltering course 

toward the elegies.  As noted, the last five lines of the continuation, which was never finished, 

became the opening lines to ñGegen-Strophenò (ñAntistrophesò) (item 41).  When he wrote 

ñGegen-Strophenò in February 1922 in Muzot, he intended it to be the Fifth Elegy.  In the 

continuation of ñMANN MUSS STERBEN . . .ò the four bracketed lines were crossed out in the 

manuscript, and two words are illegible at the end of line seven. 

 

üMANN MUSS STERBEN WEIL MAN SIE KENNTû   

ûEntwurf zur Fortsetzungü 

 

Wie der Seemann schweigt, der ältere, 

und die bestandendenen 

Schrecken spielen in ihm wie in zitternden Käfigen. 

 

[Wär ich der Geist eines Königs so sang ich sie 

nächtens einsam über den Ebenen, 

da noch die Hirten gehn. 

Siehe, wer sind sie?  Sind sie nicht . . . . . . . . . ] 

 

Höchstens ein Einsamer singe es auf in den heiligen 

Ebenen, wo noch die Hirten gehn. 

O ihr, 

[ihr] die ihr [weilt] wohnt unter uns 

leidvoll, 

nicht geschonter als wir und dennoch imstande, 

selig zu machen wie Selige. 

  

München, wahrscheinlich: Herbst 1914 

 

 (Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 423-4) 
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32 

Autumn 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñOne Must Die Because He Knew Themò  

(Draft of a continuation) 

 

The way an aging sailor grows silent  

 from the terrors heôs withstood 

 playing within him like rattling cages. 

 

[Were I the ghost of a king I would sing them 

at night alone above the plain 

where shepherds still wander. 

Look, who are they?  Are they not . . . . . . . . . ] 

 

At most a loner sings it out in the sacred 

 plain, where shepherds still wander. 

 O you, 

 [you] you who [live] dwell among us 

 full of sorrow, 

 are no more restful than us, and yet 

 able to bless like the blessed ones. 

  

Munich, probably Autumn 1914 
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33 

This sequence is related to the elegy work of Fall 1915 in Munich.  Siegfried Unseld (1924-

2002) in his book-length study of these poems finds that they mark a new freedom through an 

affirmation of the ordinary world and the contingencies of adult sexuality (Prater 271).  As Jacob 

Steiner  

 

has remarked, the ñSeven Poemsò were nothing less than a continuation and 

intensification of Rilkeôs hymn to the ñ[contorted] guilty river-god of the bloodò in his 

Third Elegy [see item 21], bringing the mythical directly into the realm of the body, the 

ñterrible tridentò of the ñNeptune of the Blood,ò ñinciting the night to riot,ò expressed 

now in precise anatomical terms (qtd. in Prater 271). 

 

In letters to Lou Andreas-Salomé, Rilke calls them ñphallic hymnsò (403).  Due to the outbreak 

of war, Rilke was stranded in Munich, unable to retrieve belongings from Paris and under threat 

of conscription for military service.   Initially the war thrilled him, but fervor quickly recoiled 

into anxiety and  depression.  The Munich period is one of his most fretful as letters amply 

testify; however, during Fall 1915, writing took on renewed vitality, and he produced significant 

items related to the elegies.   In a letter to Elsa Jaffé, he described this period as a ñgood, 

powerful rush of workò (Prater 271).  Within the same month, between ñSeven Poemsò and 

Fourth Elegy, he wrote ñRequiem on the Death of a Boyò in response to the death of Jafféôs eight 

year old son in October (items 34 and 35).  ñSeven Poemsò was a decisive step toward that 

achievement.  Sections I-III were written between 14 and 27 October, section IV between 27 

October and 1 November, and section V-VII  between 1 and 9 November.   The last five lines of 

section II (in brackets) were later cancelled as well as the word ñlindenò (dulcet, delectable, 

luscious) in line 4.    

 

ûSIEBEN GEDICHTEü 

ûSpätherbst 1915ü 

 

 ûIü 

Auf einmal faßt die Rosenpflückerin 

die volle Knospe seines Lebensgliedes, 

und an dem Schreck des Unterschiedes 

schwinden die [linden] Gärten in ihr hin. 

 

ûIIü 

Du hast mir, Sommer, der du plötzlich bist, 

zum jähen Baum den Samen aufgezogen. 

(Innen Geräumige, fühl in dir den Bogen 

der Nacht, in der er mündig ist.) 

Nun hob er sich und wächst zum Firmament, 

ein Spiegelbild das neben Bäumen steht. 

O stürz ihn, daß er, umgedreht 

in deinen Schooß, den Gegen-Himmel kennt, 

in den er wirklich bäumt und wirklich ragt. 

Gewagte Landschaft, wie sie Seherinnen 



99 | P a g e 

 

33 

Around 1 November 1914 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seven Poems 

(Late autumn 1915) 

 

ûIü 

  All at once the rose-gatherer grasps 

  the full bud of his vital-parts 

  and startled at his differentness 

  the [delectable] garden within her melts. 

 

 

ûIIü 

Summer, you have suddenly drawn me up, 

drawn up my seed to an abrupt tree.  

(Inside the spaciousness, feel in yourself 

the arch of night that ripeness fills.) 

Now it lifts and swells toward the firmament, 

a mirror-reflection alongside trees. 

O fell it, so that overturned 

in your womb it knows the skyôs opposite 

toward which it is surely erecting and swelling. 

The landscapeôs clouded  like that which  
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in Kugeln schauen.   Jenes Innen 

in das das Draußensein der Sterne jagt. 

[Dort tagt der Tod, der draußen nächtig scheint. 

Und dort sind alle, welche waren, 

mit allen Künftigen vereint 

und Scharen scharen sich um Scharen 

wie es der Engel meint.] 

 

ûIIIü 

Mit unsern Blicken schließen wir den Kreis, 

daÇ weiÇ in ihm ûdieü wirre Spannung schmºlze. 

Schon richtet dein unwissendes Geheiß 

die Säule auf in meinem Schamgehölze. 

 

Von dir gestiftet steht des Gottes Bild 

am leisen Kreuzweg unter meinem Kleide; 

mein ganzer Körper heißt nach ihm.  Wir beide 

sind wie ein Gau darin sein Zauber gilt. 

 

Doch Hain zu sein und Himmel um die Herme 

das ist an dir.   Gieb nach.  Damit 

der freie Gott inmitten seiner Schwärme 

aus der entsückt zerstörten Säule tritt. 

 

ûIVü 

Schwindende, du kennst die Türme nicht. 

Doch nun sollst du einen Turm gewahren 

mit dem wunderbaren 

Raum in dir. Verschließ dein Angesicht. 

Aufgerichtet hast du ihn 

ahnungslos mit Blick und Wink un Wendung. 

Plötzlich start er von Vollendung, 

und ich, Seliger, darf ihn beziehn. 

Ach wie bin ich eng darin. 

Schmeichle mir, zur Kuppel auszutreten: 

um in deine weichen Nächte hin 

mit dem Schwung schooßblendender Raketen 

mehr Gefühl zu schleudern, als ich bin. 
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a crystal ball gazer looks into.  That Insideness 

is what the starsô Outsideness stalks. 

[There death, which shines outside at night, dawns. 

And there, all that was is yoked  

to all that ever will be 

where throngs throng themselves in throngs 

exactly as the angel intends.] 

 

ûIIIü 

  With our glances we close the circle 

that melts the whitely tense bewilderment. 

Already your naive behest summons 

a pillar from the shame hiding in its bush. 

 

Bestowed for you, the godôs image gently 

waits its stations of the cross beneath my gown; 

my entire body bears his name.   We both 

are a region that his spell legitimates. 

 

It is yours to be grove and sky surrounding 

the sacred herm.  Submit then.  And the god,
17

 

at last, from the midst of his abundance, free, 

out of the ravished ejecting pillar, bursts. 

 

ûIVü 

If you cringe youôll not know the tower. 

But now you are able to recognize  

a towerôs wonderful 

space within you.  Shut down your face. 

You have erected it, 

with unaffected wink and glance and averted eyes. 

Toward consummation, suddenly stiffening, 

I, still more blest, Iôm able to reach it. 

O how constricted I am. 

Coax me upward to your cupola: 

and then into your soft night, out 

with soaring womb-blinding rockets, 

to shoot with spasms greater than any Iôve known. 

   

  

                                                 
17

  In ancient Greece, a herm was a square pillar surmounted by a bust or head of a god, often Hermes.  In 

neoclassical architectural styles, herms included busts of emperors, ancient poets, and even modern ñgreatsò robed 

like Romans. 
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ûVü 

Wie hat uns der zu weite Raum verdünnt. 

Plötzlich besinnen sich die Überflüsse. 

Nun sickert durch das stille Sieb der Küsse 

des bittren Wesens Alsem un Absynth. 

 

Was sind wir viel, aus meinenm Körper hebt 

ein neuer Baum die überfüllte Krone 

und ragt nach dir: denn sieh, was ist er ohne 

den Sommer, der in deinem Schooße schwebt. 

Bist duôs bin ichôs, den wir so sehr begl¿cken? 

Wer sagt es, da wir schwinden.  Vielleicht steht 

im Zimmer eine Säule aus Entzücken, 

die Wölbung trägt und langsamer vergeht. 

 

ûVIü 

Wem sind wir nah?  Dem Tode oder dem, 

was noch nicht ist?  Was wäre Lehm an Lehm, 

formte der Gott nicht fühlend die Figur, 

der zwischen uns erwächst.  Begriefe nur: 

das ist mein Körper, welcher aufersteht. 

Nun hilf ihm leise aus dem heißen Grabe 

in jenen Himmel, den ich in dir habe: 

daß kühn aus ihm das Überleben geht.  

Du junger Ort der tiefen Himmelfahrt. 

Du dunkle Luft voll sommerlicher Pollen. 

Wenn ihre tausend Geister in dir tollen, 

wird meine steife Leiche wieder zart. 

 

ûVIIü 

Wie reif ich dich.  Das sind die stummen Rufe, 

die in mir süß  geworden sind. 

Nun stoß ich in dich Stufe ein um Stufe 

und heiter steigt mein Samen wie ein Kind. 

Du Urgebirg der Lust: auf einmal springt 

er atemlos zu deinem innern Grate. 

O gieb dich hin, zu fühlen wie er nahte;  

den du wirst stürzen, wenn er oben winkt. 

 

München, um den 1. November 1915 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 435-438) 
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ûVü 

How vast space has diminished us. 

The sudden overflow recalls itself. 

Now through the hushed mesh of our kisses 

the sharp alum and absinth of existence seeps. 

 

How full we are; from my body 

a new-tree raises its top-heavy crown 

towering toward you: and even now  

without summer it is drawn to your womb. 

Are you, am I, the one so greatly pleasured? 

Neither can say, drained as we are.  Perhaps inside 

the room, a pillar might yet bear, enthralled, 

its arch and die away more gradually. 

 

ûVIü 

  Whom do we approach?  Death, or the one 

  who does not exist yet?  What does dust to dust mean 

  if the god felt nothing in shaping the figure 

  that is growing between us.  Just grasp it: 

  this is my resurrected body. 

  Help it gently rise from feverish grave now 

  to the sky which in you I possess: 

  so boldly that its survival is assured. 

  You, young place of deep sky-journey. 

  You, dark air full of summerôs pollen.  

  When a thousand spirits are frisking about 

  within you, my stiff corpse will again soften. 

 

ûVIIü 

  How I called you.  The mute calls 

  have become sweet within me. 

  Now I drive thrust upon thrust  

  and my semen rises as bright as a child. 

  You, the first peaks of joy: and all at once 

  breathless it springs to your inner edge. 

  O give yourself up to feel how it approaches; 

  for you plunge while it beckons from above. 

 

Munich, around 1 November 1915 
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34 

A full year falls between the previous item and this one. Peter Jaffé  was the eight year old son of 

Elsa and Professor Edgar Jaffé.  He died in Munich in 1915.  In 1918, Jaffé became Finance 

Minister for the short-lived Bavarian Socialist Revolutionary Government, and as such helped 

Rilke obtain a visa to travel to Switzerland.  Rilke had engaged in intermittent correspondence 

with the Jaffés and was deeply provoked by the death of Peter.  Item 35 is the original 

continuation of óREQUIEM AUF DEN TOD EINES KNABENô (ñRequiem on the Death of a 

Boyò).  The memorial poem to young Peter shows Rilkeôs return to elegy themes as the post-

armistice turmoil in Germany worsened and its contemporaneity with the drafting of Fourth 

Elegy is no significant, for both poems look at experience through the eyes and voice of a child 

in ways that bring into relief adult deficiencies. .  In 1909, Insel-Verlag issued Requiem, a book 

that contained ñRequiem für ein Freundinò a memorial to his close friend the painter Paula 

Modersohn-Becker (1876-1907) and ñRequiem für Wolf Graf von Kalckreuth.ò  The first edition 

of Insel-Verlagôs Gesammelete Werke, 1927 (Collected Works) grouped ñRequiem auf den Tod 

eines Knabenò with the two earlier memorial poems but without the continuation (item 35); 

however, in important ways it is unlike the earlier requiems.  Editions of the now definitive 

Sämtliche Werke (Collected Works)  place the first part of ñRequiem auf den Tod eines Knabenò 

in the section Gedichte 1906 bis 1926 but the continuation among the Entwürfe (Fragments), and 

neither with the poems of Requiem (1909).     

 

REQUIEM 

AUF DEN TOD EINES KNABEN 

 

Was hab ich mir für Namen eingeprägt 

und Hund und Kuh und Elephant 

nun schon so lang und ganz von weit erkannt, 

und dann das Zebrað, ach, wozu? 

       Der mich jetzt trägt, 

steigt wie ein Wasserstand 

über das Alles.  Ist das Ruh, 

zu wissen, daß man war, wenn man sich nicht 

durch zärtliche und harte Gegenstände  

durchdrängte ins begreifende Gesicht? 

 

Und diese angefangnen Händeð 

 

Ihr sagtet  manchmal: er verspricht . . . 

Ja, ich versprach, doch was ich Euch versprach, 

das macht mir jetzt nicht bange. 

Zuweilen, dicht am Hause, saß ich lange 

und schaute einem Vogel nach. 

Hätt ich das werden dürfen, dieses Schaun! 

Das trug, das hob mich, meine Augenbraun 
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13 November 1915 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Requiem 

On the Death of a Boy 

 

What names I pressed into my memory 

until dog and cow and elephant 

well known for so long 

reach now to zebraðbut, why? 

       Whoever carries me now 

rises above everything else    

like the high tide.   Is there peace in knowing 

that one once lived, if he 

through soft and hard resistance, 

never reached through to a sympathetic face? 

 

And these hands just getting startedð 

 

You often said: he makes promises . . . 

Yes, I promised, yet what I promised you 

is not what makes me fearful. 

Sometimes, I sat close by the house 

for hours beholding a single bird. 

If only Iôd entirely become just beholding! 

It lifted, it bore me up, my eyebrows raised 
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waren ganz oben.  Keinen hatt ich lieb. 

Liebhaben war doch Angstð, begreifst du, dann 

war ich nicht wir 

und war viel größer als ein Mann 

und war  

als wär ich selber die Gefahr, 

und drin in ihr 

war ich den Kern. 

 

Ein kleiner Kern; ich gönne ihn den Straßen, 

ich gönne ihn dem Wind.  Ich geb ihn fort. 

Denn daß wir alle so beisammen saßen,  

das hab ich nie geglaubt.  Mein Ehrenwort. 

Ihr spracht, ihr lachtet, dennoch war ein jeder 

im Sprechen nicht and nicht im Lachen.  Nein. 

So wie ihr alle schwanktet, schwankte weder 

die Zuckerdose, noch das Glas voll Wein. 

Der Apfel lag.  Wie gut das manchmal war, 

den festen vollen Apfel anzufassen, 

den starken Tisch, die stillen Frühstückstassen, 

die guten, wie beruhigten sie das Jahr. 

Und auch mein Spielzeug war mir manchmal gut. 

Es konnte beinah wie die andern Sachen 

verläßlich sein; nur nicht so ausgeruht. 

So stand es in beständigem Erwachen 

wie mitten zwischen mir und meinem Hut. 

Da war ein Pferd aus Holz, da war ein Hahn, 

da war die Puppe mit nur einem Bein; 

ich habe viel für sie getan. 

Den Himmel klein gemacht, wenn sie ihn sahn,ð 

denn das begriff ich frühe: wie allein 

ein Holzpferd ist.  Daß man das machen kann: 

ein Pferd aus Holz in irgend einer Größe. 

Es wird bemalt, und später zieht man dran, 

und es bekommt vom echten Weg die Stöße. 

Warum war das nicht Lüge, wenn man dies 

üPferdû nannte?  Weil man selbst ein wenig 

als Pferd sich fühlte, mähnig, sehnig, 

vierbeinig wurdeð(um einmal ein Mann 

zu werden?)  Aber war man nicht 

ein wenig Holz zugleich um seinetwillen 

under wurde hart im Stillen 

und machtet ein vermindertes Gesicht? 

 

Jetzt mein ich fast, wir haben stets getauscht. 

Sah ich den Bach, wie hab ich da gerauscht, 
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to full openness.  I loved no one. 

Having to love was pure anguishð, can you grasp that 

then I was not we 

and was much bigger than a man 

and was 

as if I were my own danger 

and inside it 

I were the seed. 

 

Just a small seed: Iôd release it into the street, 

out to the wind.  I let it loose. 

Because I never believed that we ever 

all sat in togetherness.  I swear! 

You talked and you laughed, but not everyone 

was included in the talking and in the laughing.  No. 

And the way your laughter shook you was 

neither as a sugar bowl nor glass of wine shakes. 

The apple lay.  How good it was sometimes 

to grasp a firm full apple, the strong table,  

the still breakfast cups, for their goodness 

helped calm the year down. 

My toys too were often good to me. 

They could be almost like the other  

objects; only not quite as calming. 

So in perpetual wakefulness,  

it stood between me and my hat. 

I had a wooden horse, a rooster, 

a puppet with only one leg; 

I have done much for them. 

I made the sky small when they looked at it,ð 

I was quick to understand  how alone 

a wooden horse is.   And how one can make it 

into something grand.  

It gets painted and later as it gets tugged along 

it takes the jolts of the narrow path. 

Why is it not a lie to name this 

a ñhorseò?  Because one feels himself 

to be a bit like a horse, maney, sinewy, 

four-leggedð(until he at last becomes 

a man?)  But was one not a bit wooden 

united with it for its sake 

becoming quietly hard  

and making a shrunken face? 

 

It seems now we kept trading places. 

If I saw a brook, how I would babble, 
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rauschte der Bach, so bin ich hingesprungen. 

Wo ich ein Klingen sah, hab ich geklungen, 

und wo es klang, war ich davon der Grund. 

 

So hab ich mich dem Allen augedrängt. 

Und ward doch Alles ohne mich zufrieden 

und wurde trauriger, mit mir behängt. 

 

Nun bin ich plötzlich ab-geschieden. 

Fängt 

ein neues Lernen an, ein neues Fragen? 

Oder soll ich jetzt sagen, 

wie alles bei euch ist? ð Da ängst ich mich. 

Das Haus?  Ich hab es nie so recht verstanden. 

Die Stuben?  Ach da war so viel vorhanden. 

. . . . . Du Mutter, wer war eigentlich 

der Hund? 

Und selbst, daß wir im Walde Beeren fanden, 

erscheint mir jetzt ein wunderlicher Fund 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

Da müssen ja doch tote Kinder sein, 

die mit mir spielen kommen.  Sind doch immer 

welche gestorben.  Lagen erst im Zimmer, 

so wie ich lag, und wurden nicht gesund. 

 

Gesund . . .  Wie das hier klingt.  Hat das noch Sinn? 

Dort, wo ich bin, 

ist, glaub ich, niemand krank. 

Seit meinem Halsweh, das ist schon so lang ð 

 

Hier ist ein jeder wie ein frischer Trank. 

 

Noch hab ich, die uns trinken, nicht gesehen 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

München, 13. November 1915 

 

(Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 104-107) 
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and as it babbled, I galloped alongside. 

Where I saw it trickle, I made a trickling sound, 

and where it trickled I was the cause. 

 

So I pushed myself into everything. 

And yet everything was content without me, 

and grew sadder with my intrusion. 

 

Now suddenly I am cut off. 

does 

a new learning start, a new questioning? 

Or should I simply say 

how is it with each of you?ðIt worries me. 

The house?  Iôve never rightly understood it. 

The rooms?  O how many there were. 

. . . . .  You, mother, who exactly 

was the dog? 

And that we found berries in the woods 

seems to me an amazing discovery now 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

But of course there must be dead children 

who will come play with me.  They are always 

dying.  First they lie in their rooms, 

just as I did, and never get well. 

 

Health . . .  How odd that sounds here.  Does it still make sense? 

   Here, where I am, 

   I believe no one is sick. 

Since my sore throat, already so long agoð 

 

Here everyone is like a fresh drink. 

 

I have still not seen the ones who are drinking us. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

Munich, 13 November 1915 

 

  



110 | P a g e 

 

35 

 

 

ûREQUIEM AUF DEN TOD EINES KNABENü 

ûUrsprünglicher Schlußü 

 

ûIü 

Chor der Engel 

 

Da stürzen wir dem Knaben zum Empfang. 

Da nehmen wir von seinem Leib das Gehen 

und geben im der Flügel Überschwang. 

 

Da geht von ihm der Schwingen erstes Wehen 

und wie es weich in unsre Stürme drang 

ist er in uns, sind wir in ihm geschehen. 

 

ûIIü 

Wehen, nicht Worte nur Wehen 

keine Spur mehr von Dingen. 

Nur rein Durchdringen.  Nur ein Geschehen 

Ein Gelingen von Sternen 

und ich Knabe mitten darin. 

[Werde ich das jemals verstehen?] 

Weiterwehen statt sehen 

Alle gewohnt sich zu schwingen 

und die vergingen, bestehen. 

Werd ich das jemals erlernen 

Wissen, wer ich bin? 

 

Ach hier würden die Meisten 

ratlos stumm und klein, 

selbst die Weitgereisten 

wüßten nicht aus und ein 

Was soll da ein Kind? 

 

München, 13.  November 1915 

 

 (Sämtliche Werke: Zweiter Band , 439-440) 
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35 

13 November 1915 

 

Requiem on the Death of a Boy 

(Original Closing) 

 

ûIü 

Angelsô Chorus 

 

   Upon the boy we hurl welcoming. 

   Then we take from his body its walking 

   and give him the abundance of wings. 

 

   The first contractions from spreading them 

   gently yield to the press of our storm 

   as he happens into us, we into him. 

 

ûIIü 

   Spreading, not words, just spreading 

   and no trace of things any more. 

   Only pure interpenetration.   Only happening 

   thatôs achieved like the stars 

   and I, a boy, in the middle of them all. 

   [Will I be understood by anyone?] 

   Spreading wider instead of seeing 

   Everything accustoms itself to contract 

   and all that perishes, endures. 

   Will I ever learn how 

to know who I am? 

    

   But here even the greatest 

   become perplexed, mute and small, 

   even the ones who journey farthest 

   understand nothing at all 

What then should a child? 

 

Munich, 13 November 1915 

  




