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            Introduction

         

         When he died in 1926 Rainer Maria Rilke was the greatest poet in German. His reinvention of the lyric language had made the age-old themes of love, death and solitude strange and enchanting, and brought him readers all over Europe and across the United States. His translators into English met him, and his translator into Polish corresponded with him personally. Publishers clamoured to bring out his work, including the Duino Elegies, which was one of two final collections he published in his lifetime.

         Born in Prague, then still part of the Austrian Empire, in 1875, Rilke led a difficult life. From 1901 he was married, with a child, but for the rest of his career he moved from rented address to address for the sake of his work. He was slight, mostly very short of money and worried 8about his health. On and off for many years he lived in Paris, but when that city exhausted him he travelled to quiet spots elsewhere in Europe. Once he went to Egypt. Invitations from wealthy well-wishers to stay in gentler circumstances were always welcome, and one of those refuges offered to him was the castle at Duino, on the Italian Adriatic coast near Trieste.

         It belonged to the princely German Thurn und Taxis family, and after Christmas 1911 they left Rilke in solitude to practise his art in their bleak fortress, with just a couple of servants in tow. Filling his first days alone with correspondence and walks—he wrote many letters, which have also become part of his legacy—he suddenly found his mark, and by mid-February 1912 the first two of the ten Duino Elegies were written, and a third begun. It is because Rilke didn’t complete the cycle until 1922 (by which time he was staying in another castle) that the Elegies have come to be thought of as a late work and the culmination of his career. But they weave and develop many themes that preoccupied him for more than twenty years.

         The opening lines are famous:

         
            
               Who would give ear, among the angelic host,

               Were I to cry aloud? And even if one

               Amongst them took me swiftly to his heart,9

               I should dissolve before his strength of being.

               For beauty’s nothing but the birth of terror,

               Which we endure but barely, and, enduring,

               Must wonder at it, in that it disdains

               To compass our destruction. Every angel

               Is terrible.

            

         

         Yet these well-known lines are relatively unfamiliar in the 1931 version by Edward and Vita Sackville-West. Though the Sackville-Wests were the first to publish a complete English translation,1 their book soon disappeared from currency, which the evident quality on display here shows to have been a mistake.

         The first thing to note is how immediately intelligible and gripping these English lines are, giving the lie to Rilke’s reputation as a difficult poet. He needn’t be. The second is that here is a translation into blank verse, the most traditional and versatile of English metres. Straight away it carries the narrative forward, as poetry and confession and story. To my knowledge, all the later translators of the Duino Elegies through the twentieth century opted for a more modern-sounding free verse to accommodate Rilke’s rich and startling imagery. But Rilke was writing when literary forms—here more or less regular syllabic patterns—were still precious artistic resources. He took 10liberties with received templates, as all artists do. But the reader should know, and be able to feel, that the original Duino Elegies were intensely rhythmic and closely worked. Rilke’s aim, in part, was to create the feel of legends.

         The ten poems vary one from another, and within themselves, and they overlap. The first and second, with their angelic motif, are deserved favourites. They evoke an ethereal life that might yet be ours but eludes our grasp even as we try to imagine it:

         
            
               How strange it is to live no more on earth;

               To make no further use of customs learnt;

               No longer to attribute to the rose

               Or anything of fair especial promise

               A metaphor of human destiny.

            

         

         So too the ninth and the tenth elegies settle readily in the memory, the ninth with its thunderous affirmation of living in the present moment, and the tenth with its haunting visit to the Land of the Plaints, people who may be other selves for all of us, since they have loved and lost. The third and fourth elegies, by contrast, are like fragments of intimate autobiography, sensual and tormented, but also faintly Proustian, as the poet remembers his mother. Rilke’s reworking in the fifth of Picasso’s Les 11Saltimbanques, after he stayed in a grand Munich apartment where the original was hanging, is another monument within the cycle. It merges that tableau of resting acrobats with the memory of a troupe of street performers Rilke used to watch in Paris, and the result is a marvellous verbal tapestry in which the looping exercises the artistes perform are matched by the words on the page.

         All the poems exude Rilke’s tender love of animals and his admiration for their superior skill in simple living, contrasted with our own. As he continues in the first elegy:

         
            
               Every angel

               Is terrible, and thus in self-control

               I crush the appeal that rises with my sobs.

               Of whom, alas, of whom shall we have need?

               Neither of angels nor of men: already

               The sagacious animals have found us out,

               How little at ease we live and move

               In this intelligible world.

            

         

         Readers should also look out for Rilke’s love of buildings of all kinds, his homage to the materiality of stone, and his sense of place. He is interested in how we dwell on earth, and his descriptions of nature, village, town and 12home are continuous. We may not live at ease with ourselves, but the forms of shelter, and rest, and togetherness give some clues as to what we’re like. In truth there is not much togetherness in Rilke. Love is usually love that is over. Gestures in the direction of angels, or God, are not answered. But childhood is a memory of closeness and magic, and the young woman Plaint, who takes the poet by the hand at a funfair in the tenth elegy, is a memory of innocence and soaring imagination.

         The Duino Elegies, so rich in detail and in their ever-shifting music, remind me of ten short symphonies by a single composer. They can probably be played in any order, though the tenth, which proposes a kind of resolution, has some entitlement to form an ending. The overarching mood brings Rilke’s Austrian compatriot Gustav Mahler to mind, and because in Mahler too can be found the beauty and the terror, the storms and the ethereal wistfulness which colour Rilke’s work, so the uneasy zeitgeist of the first two decades of the European twentieth century seems to announce itself.

         How the Sackville-Wests came to be the work’s first translators into English is a multi-layered story of celebrities who knew each other and of two people who had a real gift for the task. Vita, novelist, short-story writer and prize-winning poet, was at the height of her career when 13she expressed a wish to translate Rilke. In that same year, 1928, her cousin Edward, a published writer, novelist and musicologist, was spending time abroad improving his German (and, as a gay man, enjoying a riotous sex life in inter-war Berlin). In that same Berlin Vita’s husband, the diplomat Harold Nicolson, was chargé d’affaires at the British Embassy, and Vita (who would far rather have been tending her magnificent garden at Sissinghurst in Kent—her other claim to fame) had gone out briefly to join him.

         Harold, I suppose, had heard of Count Harry Kessler’s project to encourage an English translation of the Duino Elegies. Kessler, Anglo-Irish and German by birth, with a part-English education, was a diplomatic colleague on the German side and a self-appointed ambassador for German culture. He had founded, and was the pioneering director of, Germany’s first modern-minded museum and art school, in Weimar, a provincial town with a rich cultural heritage. Kessler had also created the Cranach Press, which specialised in fine publishing. Finally he was, because of his origins and early life, an anglophile, and his passionate concern was to show to a superior-minded England, especially after the First World War, that Germany too had culture, albeit not Shakespeare.

         In the event a meeting took place in Berlin, with Vita and Edward. Crucially, Vita’s friend and sometime lover 14Virginia Woolf 2 and her husband Leonard came over to join them, and there, one surmises, the deal was struck to produce a limited edition of the Rilke in a Sackville-West translation.3 The Woolfs were writers but they were also publishers, and their Hogarth Press, originally a hand press, was a perfect match for Kessler’s enterprise in Germany.

         How the two named translators went about their task, whether they worked on the five elegies each which they signed separately, or collaborated, we shall probably never know.4 Neither left any record of how they felt about Rilke outside the work in hand. But Edward was a distinguished linguist,5 and Vita had the assistance of her latest lover, Margaret Goldsmith Voigt. Voigt had grown up in Germany and went on to translate many books from German and Dutch.6

         When the handsome edition appeared in 1931, printed on handmade paper and with ornamented lettering by Eric Gill and italic type by Edward Johnson, critics saluted the first full Duino Elegies in English.7 Alec Randall, Germanist and sometime British Ambassador to Denmark, found the Sackville-Wests’ evocation of Rilke’s consciousness “eerie and fascinating”. They achieved just the right atmosphere to convey “the exquisite pleasure… that his writing gives”.8 Their strength, even a 15critic conceded, was “cultured English verse”.9 But then the cavils began. A correspondence ensued in The Times Literary Supplement through the spring of 1932 so lively that Leonard Woolf had to write in to defend his venture. Yet privately Woolf felt defeated, and within a few years he had commissioned a second translation, by James Blair Leishman, to sideline the Sackville-Wests.10 That is why it is such a rare book today, or has been, until the present reprinting. Until the last two decades of the twentieth century the Leishman was the authoritative translation for almost every reader of Rilke in English, even though, as it turned out, Leishman, despite his faintly German-sounding name, was a Scot whose expertise was English metaphysical poetry and whose German was self-taught.11

         Woolf retreated too soon. The 1931 edition of Duineser Elegien: Elegies from the Castle of Duino marked the moment when “Rilkean studies and influence in England entered a new phase”.12 Rilke would have an almost immeasurable influence on English poets subsequently, and some were already reading him immediately after his death. By design, Hogarth “publish[ed] at low prices short works of merit, in prose or poetry, which could not, because of their merits, appeal to a very large public. The whole process of printing and production is done by ourselves… and the editions are necessarily extremely small, not 16exceeding 300 copies.”13 First in 1931 came Rilke’s only novel, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, translated by John Linton, and the Duinese Elegies—to translate the first part of the Hogarth title—followed, in a catalogue that included Katherine Mansfield, T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf herself.14

         In the history of Rilke translation no version has proved entirely satisfactory to bilingual critics. The translator and poet Michael Hofmann has mapped out the difficulties of a poet who “may well be the apotheosis of the German language…[and] who writes in ‘the language of word-kernels’ for which it is so particularly well-suited”.15 Ruth Speirs, like Hofmann a native German speaker, launched her own versions in the 1940s off the back of furious denouncements of Leishman’s work. The professor sapped the life from Rilke, she cried. His surname reminded her of the German word for “corpse” (Leichnam).16 From about that time it became fashionable, and sometimes justified, to denounce Leishman as too abstract and Latinate in his diction, and sometimes rushed (for, in the end, he translated and published almost every poem Rilke wrote). Yet all subsequent translators remain indebted to him, for his versions, some very fine, and his critical insights.

         One apparent problem, though perhaps not the real one, for translators from German into English has always 17been how to deal with “ideas” in English poetry. T.S. Eliot first raised it as a “problem” in 1921.17 He also never took to Rilke. W.H. Auden wrote in the context of reading the Leishman Duino Elegies that “One of the constant problems of the poet is how to express abstract ideas in concrete terms.”18

         Yet the Sackville-Wests show so clearly that Rilke was not a difficult philosophical poet who needed to be feared for his lack of immediacy.19 He was the author of that dashing tale of military heroism and chivalry The Lay of the Love and Death of Cornet Christof Rilke, which first made him famous in Germany, and of a wonderfully familiar, simple and unalienated treatment of religious curiosity in his Tales of Dear Father God—the prose precursor of the quasi-religious themes in the Elegies. Rilke relished colours and textures and tangible things, and had a marvellous sense of atmosphere—all things that were good relics of a happy childhood.

         Another way in which the Sackville-Wests were able to tune into the actual Rilke was in trying to convey that simple “curiosity” about God. He was not a believer, but the starting point for many of his themes, including in the Duino Elegies, was partly fantastical, partly biblical and occasionally liturgical. Vita in her Afterword rightly suggested that Rilke’s sensibility was Roman Catholic.20 18

         What Rilke did believe in was his high artistic task, and again the Sackville-Wests were of a generation, close to his own, still attuned to that mission. The elements of late-nineteenth-century formality they brought to their Rilke—the inverted word order, for instance, that would vanish in the next generation—can be read today, I think, as their way of recognising the vast scope of his literary ambition. Like his own, their diction can still capture hieratic feeling as an enchanted and mysterious echo in a secular world that, not ten years after Rilke’s death, had almost stopped listening to it.

         The Sackville-Wests missed, like nearly all translators, Rilke’s occasional moments of sly humour, but they took the sudden and almost surreal shifts of register in their stride. I’m thinking, in the tenth elegy, of the purchase made by an angel of a worldly building. He/she was bound to be disappointed by the spiritually deflated state of our world:

         
            
               The church she bought, neat, ready-made, and clean,

               Shut up and disappointed,—

               Looking like a post-office on Sunday!

            

         

         Here was just what Auden would take from Rilke and bring into English poetry, namely the courage to juxtapose 19the sublime and the prosaic. Ahead of their time, the Sackville-Wests rendered it faithfully. A few other images they understood less well, but hardly enough to mar the whole.21

         In sum, these two aristocrat-littérateurs were gifted translators, and they were much closer to Rilke in time, and manner, than any translator who followed. Vita and Rilke shared a sense of the aristocratic heritage as giving a few people a vivid sense of their place and responsibility in the world. It was something of a fantasy in Rilke’s case—much as he longed for it—but in Vita’s it rested on a very real sense of heritage, patronage and property. Incredibly for us today, each of these early Rilke translators owned a castle, and this could only have impressed Rilke, for whom aristocracy and poetry—as they were for Proust—were two bulwarks against disinherited modern life. I am myself impressed, and I can confidently recommend the rediscovery of their Duino Elegies, and the spirit in which this translation was conceived, as a marvellous read. 20

         
            Notes

            1 Entitled Elegies from the Castle at Duino.

            2 A Change of Perspective: The Letters of Virginia Woolf (1923–28), vol. 3 (London, 1975), p. 469, to Vita Sackville-West (6 March 1928): “For God’s sake, translate Rilke; only be sure of your rights; also that there’s no other in English. I read some (prose) in French and thought it good up to a point; subtle, melodious; but not quite getting over the obstacle [of translation?]. His poetry may be better; probably, from what they say, it is.”

            3 The English party had tea with Kessler, who recorded several meetings and the Rilke project in his diary. See Berlin in Lights: The Diaries of Count Harry Kessler, 1918–1937 (The Diaries of a Cosmopolitan: Count Harry Kessler 1918–1937, London, 1971 and New York, 2002), p. 361 (22nd January 1929), p. 362 (10 May 1929), p. 386 (11 May 1930). Neither the Woolfs, who had said they wanted no parties, nor Vita enjoyed themselves, according to Virginia’s sister Vanessa Bell. See Quentin Bell, Virginia Woolf: A Biography, vol. 2, Mrs Woolf 1912–1941 (London, 1972), pp. 141–2.

            4 Vita signed the first, second, fourth, fifth and eighth, and Edward the third, sixth, seventh, ninth and tenth. Victoria Glendinning, in Vita: The Life of Vita Sackville-West (London, 1983), p. 241, writes that the translations were “begun with Margaret Goldsmith Voigt and completed in the end in collaboration with Eddy Sackville-West”.

            5 Nigel Nicolson, Portrait of a Marriage (London, 1973), p. 220. See also p. 20 (from the hand of Vita Sackville-West): “my cousin… ten years younger than I was a genius, and could play Wagner when he was four”. Michael De-La-Noy, Eddy: The Life of Edward Sackville-West (London, 1988) expands on the German period and the character of the man. See also Nigel Nicolson (ed.), A Reflection of the Other Person: The Letters of Virginia Woolf, vol. 4, 1929–1931 21(London, 1978), p. 371. The writer Ronald Blythe commented on E.S.W.’s “good translation of Rilke”, Country Life, 8 December 1988.

            6 Glendinning, Vita, p. 191. Harold Nicolson had also studied German.

            7 The first American translations of the Duino Elegies were by Hester Pickman in the journal Hound and Horn IV, 4 ( July–September 1931).

            8 A.W.G. Randall, TLS, 12th March 1931 and 15th March 1934. In the latter review, Randall felt the Sackville-Wests succeeded more in invoking Rilke’s atmosphere than the subsequent Leishman translation did, although Leishman more accurately captured Rilke’s meaning. The poet and translator from German Christopher Middleton (“Mr Leishman’s Rilke”, TLS, 23rd September 1960), reviewing Leishman’s translations in Selected Works, vol. 2, Poetry, found his versions “not in keeping with the speech level of the original” and exclaimed, “how misleading Mr Leishman can be”.

            9 “Otto Schlapp, University of Edinburgh”, letter to the editor, TLS, 30th March 1933.

            10 See Helen Southworth (ed.), Leonard and Virginia Woolf: The Hogarth Press and the Networks of Modernism (London, 2010), p. 238, p. 245, p. 246.

            11 “James Blair Leishman”, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.

            12 B.J. Morse, “Contemporary English Poets and Rilke”, German Life and Letters, vol. 1 (1947–8), p. 284.

            13 Duncan Heyes “The Hogarth Press” can be downloaded at https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/the-hogarth-press, accessed 29th September 2020.

            14 Rilke was marketed by Hogarth as “the successor to Goethe”.

            15 Michael Hofmann “A Man out of Time and Place”, The Modern Movement: A TLS Companion, ed. John Gross (London, 1992), p. 186. The same volume also reproduces reviews by A.W.G. Randall, though not the pieces referred to above. 22

            16 Introduction, The Rilke of Ruth Speirs, ed. John Pilling and Peter Robinson (Reading, 2015).

            17 Eliot felt that abstraction threatened poetry: his poetry and English poetry in general, unless it could be written with the panache of the Metaphysicals. Poets should “feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose”. See “The Metaphysical Poets”, Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot (London, 1975), p. 64.

            18 New Republic, 4th September 1939.

            19 As Stephen Spender put it: “[Rilke] showed that it is possible for modern poetry to create the experience of traditional values within the setting of a completely modern world, in a way in which past and present are equally concrete.” Quoted in B.J. Morse, “Contemporary English Poets and Rilke”, German Life and Letters, vol. 1(4) (1947–48), p. 285.
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