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Preface





THE Duino Elegies, and indeed Rilke himself, are the victims of their own enormous success. Perhaps no poems in another European language have made so dramatic and sustained an impact on English-speaking readers in this century. But just writing that last sentence comes up with the rub: these echt-Deutsch poems, embodying perhaps the most remarkable leap of the German imagination since the heyday of Romanticism, are known to generations of their admirers in English translations of varying degrees of loyalty to the original. One must be fair about this – some poetry, even the most idiosyncratic, still lives in what you might call the sinopia of its ideas. The Duino Elegies and the poems of Cavafy are prominent examples of such a special shelf-life. The second point to stress is that the Elegies first gained currency in a version of quite special authority – that by Stephen Spender and J.B. Leishman – which has gone on being a steady seller since the Hogarth Press first issued it in the 1930s. Dozens of rival translations have appeared on the scene since this one, but none has replaced it in public esteem. Leishman had been translating Rilke throughout the 1930s and his and Spender’s success owes something to the timing of their publication: the Anglo-Saxon psyche was passing through one of its conversions – away from positivism and towards mysticism, you might say. True, Modernism had been imposed on the British and American consciousness by Eliot and Pound, but that movement was essentially French. Not everyone in these islands or in the States took kindly to such Frenchness, especially when it was filtered through scraps of Provençal and made Dante pre-eminent over Shakespeare, and it became decidedly quirky when the Cantos appeared on the scene. Rilke, dead prematurely in 1926, appeared in his newly-run-up English dress as a Messiah. Here was something different from the ‘aesthetic’ tones of Pound and Eliot: it was almost case-history poetry, it seemed to speak with the accents of Freud (an Austrian voice like the hardly-known Kafka’s or Musil’s). At the same time it was unswervably serious. Perhaps Rilke’s most noticeable stylistic tic to his English-speaking readers was his use of personification. This was not in itself new to English poetry – Shakespeare teems with it – but it amounted in Rilke’s verse, particularly in the Duino Elegies, to a new way of writing. As in dreams, things lost their hard edges, categories leaked into each other – landscape became anthropomorphic. Matched to Rilke’s Tarnhelm-like fluidity was a syntax at once magisterial and serpentine: the German genius for forming and reforming words like carriages coupled to an ever-changing train was turned from a dangerous bore to a newfangled attraction. Perhaps not since Milton or the Arnold of ‘The Scholar Gypsy’ had English readers encountered such a dragon’s-tail to a poem as the one which winds down at the end of the Fifth Elegy. Suddenly, German became the rage.


In Britain the 1930s was the age of Auden as well as the age of Rilke. The influence of Rilke on Auden is a complex subject. Concepts like ‘To settle in the village of the heart, / My darling, can you bear it?’ seem Rilke-like, and there is Auden’s tribute among the knowing couplets of ‘New Year Letter’.






And RILKE, whom die Dinge bless,


The Santa Claus of loneliness.







…


Then, as I start protesting, with


The air of one who understands,


He puts a RILKE in my hands.


‘You know the Elegies, I’m sure –


O Seligkeit der Kreatur


Die immer bleibt im Schoosse – womb


In English is a rhyme to tomb.’








Yet I suspect that the vogue for all things German, Berlin, boys, Brecht, Communism, the mesmerising progress of. Fascism, the cult of sun and undress – which Auden and Isherwood substituted for an obligatory admiration for that French culture which had previously been the intellectual mode among English writers – had more to do with Rilke’s popularity than any practical influence his poetry exerted on English poets. The irony of this popularity would not have been lost on Rilke had he lived to see it. He was, after all, a paid-up Anglophobe; he had lived in Paris and he admired French art. But once Rilke had conquered the Anglo-Saxon imagination his triumph never faltered, and has not done so to this day.


It is not my intention to write an essay on Rilke as a poet but rather to introduce Stephen Cohn’s remarkable English versions of the Duino Elegies. And yet, more must still be said about Rilke’s appeal to readers of English. Why have so many translators addressed themselves to the task of rendering him into English? A sort of new Rilke is reborn in English dress, one not always recognised by German-speakers. I have often mentioned my enthusiasm for Rilke’s poetry to Germans and Austrians only to receive in return their severe reservations about his stature and performance. Had I read Stefan George, Dehmel, Trakl, Morgenstern, Celan, Ingeborg Bachmann, Bobrowski, etc.? Rilke’s German is too difficult for us possessors of opera-German to be able to do more than read him haltingly in the original. But he is not the sort of poet you can consult like a table of logarithms – you must read him headlong, as his syntax and imagination demand that you do. So, willy nilly, you must read him in English. Here an important codicil to the great poetic will should be entered: if poetry is that which gets lost in translation, nevertheless poetic shapes are independent of the quiddities of language. The way Rilke dramatises the Gestalt, though new in English, is just as exciting in our tongue as it is in the German. Freud can do the same. Thus the job of the translator of Rilke is to seek the underlying structure of Rilke’s thought-and-feeling, and only then to cope with its clothing in words. Of course, this secondary task is baffling enough, since Rilke’s German is as rich and involved as a tropical jungle. Rilke’s case is, in this respect, different from Freud’s, of whom it has been said that he writes the most lucid German since Luther. Rilke’s language serves poetic insight and is not ideas-carrying prose. (Much German prose could be described as ideas-concealing.) It is that Rilke’s mind has got into our minds, and thence into our sensibility and language. Hundreds of poets who know little Rilke know ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’ with its injunction, ‘You must change your life’, ‘The Panther’, ‘Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes’, and the famous opening of the First Elegy. ‘Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes’ must have been translated as often as Valéry’s ‘Le Cimetière Marin’ and frequently just as unsatisfactorily. Thus, when we tackle the Duino Elegies we are coming to terms with a set of chimerical shadows, the bits of Rilke which have got into our blood and worked in it like Auden’s ‘filter-passing predators’, as well as attempting a formidable technical task with language.


It has taken Stephen Cohn more than three years of hard work and constant revision to complete his translation. During this period I have had many sessions with him, going over certain passages again and again seeking eloquent English for Rilke’s elusive poetic vision. The real Rilke poem seems to hover before you like Plato’s already-existing ideal form. Conjuring it down on the page becomes the job of a shaman. One thing you cannot do – and some of Rilke’s translators have done it – is to find a loosely colloquial Procrustean form – say, unrhymed three-line stanzas – and pour all the protean poetry of the Elegies into these containers like a confectioner making sweets. Your translation must have grandeur, essential size in its component parts, and speed to catch the marvellous twists of Rilke’s imagination. Seeking an English form for each Elegy which reproduces the technical devices of the German will not work. On the other hand, the English should match the German at least in outline, and should not diminish or over-elaborate. Cohn has met all these requirements, in my view, and has added a natural eloquence of his own which makes his versions of the Elegies the most flowing and organic of those I have read. The rhythms are difficult: how to match Rilke’s ‘onwardness’ in a language which does not dovetail together as happily as German does. Grinding dissonances and rhythmical thumps are strong drawbacks in the Spender/Leishman translations. And he has made sense of those weird German yokings which if translated literally sound like Bedlam-in-the-computer in English. He has the first and most valuable of qualifications as a translator: he fell in love with the poems and wanted to remake them in his own diurnal language. German was his first tongue, and it is to that loved but rejecting culture he has returned on a pilgrimage in these translations.


There are notes on the translations provided at the back of this book, and I shall confine myself to making only a few points here. In the First Elegy, the translator’s solution to the conflict of possibilities when rendering the famous opening provides a key to his method throughout the poems. At no time is Rilke’s meaning betrayed, yet this meaning comes to us in a nimbus of light. Rilke is curiously argumentative for a poet, and Cohn gives him to us in his full combativeness, but never at the expense of that eloquence which is argument’s other. And there is no fudging of Rilke’s Angels: they are present in full Pentecostal dress. Nor are Rilke’s romantic exhortations denied their oracular bossiness. Strangeness is made natural but not neutered – you will find ‘the young man, the one sired by a neck on a nun’ in his proper place in the Fifth Elegy, and you will wonder at the beautifully gentle winding down at the end of this incomparable poem:






And suppose they found it;


suppose they found it with an audience around them


of the un-numberable and silent dead:


would not those dead then scatter


their last, their carefully-hoarded ever-kept-secret


coins of happiness – eternal legal tender –


upon that couple who at last


are truthfully smiling, upon that ineffable carpet


… finally stilled?








For the numinous Eighth Elegy – Rilke’s summoning of ‘the sadness of the creatures’ and of their beauty also – Cohn employs iambic pentameter, the most natural of English metres, since Rilke uses it too. English iambics sound different from German, but his matching is both felicitous and precise. The Tenth Elegy, the bitterest, finds him ready to catch Rilke’s humour, as in the ‘Sex Life of Money’ section. The apotheosis of this extraordinary poem is splendidly rendered.


No matter how many versions of the Duino Elegies you have you will need Cohn’s. I cannot quite parody Goethe and state that here the untranslatable is at last translated, but it is almost the case. These are fine poems in English, and they are Rilkean poems too. The Elegies belonged from the start to the German-speaking world and were not just the property of the Princess of Thurn and Taxis. We English-speakers have claimed them as a bequest to us as well.




 





Peter Porter






















Introduction





ON A day in January 1912, preoccupied and pacing the bastions of Castle Duino, the wind howling and the Adriatic raging beneath him, Rilke seemed to hear a voice which called to him from the storm:






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


Who, if I cried out, would hear me – among the Angel hierarchies?








He copied these words into his notebook and from this dramatic moment his life’s mission, as he saw it, truly began. The First and Second Elegies followed immediately, but the Elegy cycle was not to be completed until 1922. Rilke believed that the Elegies were his Auftrag: the work he had been given to perform in life. For ten bitter years it must have seemed that he might never complete them.


In the February of 1922, at the little Château de Muzot, in the Valais, during an amazing three weeks Rilke experienced a frenzy of achievement: he ‘completed’ the Elegies and then wrote the Elegie des Saltimbanques to replace the original Fifth Elegy. But in addition he began and completed the two sequences of the Sonnets to Orpheus; a total of 55 sonnets (as they now stand) which bear close relation to the Elegies. Rilke felt himself rewarded and achieved. He died soon after, on 29 December 1926.




 





Rilke’s language and imagery and the Rilkean legend have passed into the English literary inheritance. Auden, Rilke’s most influential English disciple, frequently paid homage to him, as in these lines which tell of the Elegies and of their difficult and chancy genesis:






When all our apparatus of report


Confirms the triumph of our enemies,


Our frontier crossed, our forces in retreat,


Violence pandemic like a new disease,







And Wrong a charmer everywhere invited,


When Generosity gets nothing done,


Let us remember those who looked deserted:


Tonight in China let me think of one







Who for ten years of drought and silence waited


Until in Muzot all his powers spoke


And everything was given once for all.







Awed, grateful, tired, content to die, completed,


He went out in the winter night to stroke


That tower as one pets an animal.


                  (W.H. Auden, ‘Sonnets from China’, XIX, 1936)








The Elegies raise a number of questions. What is their subject? Is it primarily the creative act – the life, death, being, transformations of art, of poetry itself? Does Rilke take Life for his subject? Or is it primarily the Life of Art? I believe that the Elegies must be seen as a poem about the experience of being human, which includes the experience of art. To an artist as deeply engaged as Rilke the distinctions fade and Life and Art dissolve in one another. Every salmon is generically a fish: every fish, then, something of a salmon.


How reliable are the Elegies – not as poetry but as a system of belief? Perhaps to question them in this way is to misunderstand their purpose. Certainly, the Elegies preach; but is this their prime intention? The mythic and heroic figures of the Elegies which live in the landscape Rilke provides are no more important than are the birds, bats, chariots, trees, gentians, gnats and violins. They are described as sharing World with Rilke himself and with ourselves – and with Gods and Angels and lovers, as well as with various forms of Terror. ‘We are the bees of the invisible,’ Rilke wrote in the famous letter to Hulewicz, his Polish translator, ‘frantically we gather in the honey of the visible – to store it in the great golden hive of the invisible.’ (Briefeaus Muzot, 1921–1926) It is from a life experience turned inward that Rilke fashions images which are sometimes terrifying; images which themselves become various kinds of truth. The poem shows much; explains little; legislates unreliably if at all.


For the shape of the Elegies is above all dialectical: no sooner does affirmation seem to triumph over despair than the balance is reversed. Life and death. Stasis and transformation. Loss and gain. All things are shown in terms of one another. The tentative synthesis offered at the close of the Tenth Elegy, as if spoken by a kind and visionary child, says some of it. But the greater synthesis is stated by the entire poem, the poem as a whole; implicit in its flux and contradictions; reconciliations. 




 





Rilke has a habit of referring us, not backwards to what has already been explained, but forward towards image and exposition still to come – so that it seems inevitable that there has been so much argument over ‘interpretation’. Again and again he chooses words and patterns of syntax which break the stream of his content into tributaries and sometimes reverse their flow. This is because he belongs to the genus of muse-poets Graves describes in The White Goddess. Rilke distrusts, as every muse-poet, every anti-Apollonian, must, the cerebral, the self-aware, the ‘designed’ or ‘invented’. He elevates the child above the adult, praises the animal at the expense of the human, and apostasises from Christian faith and institutions. His Muse is not the Goddess but the Angel, yet Rilke is without doubt an inheritor of the tradition of invocation, secrecy and magic that Graves describes.




 





Translators of poetry tend either towards the depressive or the manic. On the one hand lies the anxious, the scrupulous, above all the literal dot-for-dot translation of words from their original language. One at a time. Or, on the other hand, a more relaxed, more ‘creative’ attack leads to something that is not quite an original poem, but not quite a translation either.


In this version (it is at the same time ‘version’, ‘translation’, ‘imitation’: it has to be) I have above all attempted to make poetry in English from the German text; to make something that possessed its own integrity and life; something faithful but not something tame. Where I have felt that English asked for an image different from the German, I have first hesitated and then made changes.


The accompanying German text largely follows that of the Sämtliche Werke (Insel Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1955–1966). Rilke’s own intentions in regard to layout and punctuation were not always clear. There are small but important variations between one published edition and another, and I have in seven cases returned to the format of earlier editions.


Line references, in the notes on the translation, are to the German text only. Explanation and discussion of the Elegies themselves has been kept relatively sparse: some degree of difficulty and ambiguity of interpretation in the original is certainly present because that is what Rilke intended. But his Elegies become steadily richer and more meaningful when one returns to them again and again, and at each reading there is less that seems difficult.




 





Stephen Cohn
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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


10 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


irgendein 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 zehrt –, wem bliebe sie nicht, die ersehnte,


20 sanft enttäuschende, welche dem einzelnen Herzen


mühsam bevorsteht. Ist sie den Liebenden leichter?


Ach, sie verdecken sich nur miteinander 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.
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