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2&4 Sarah Verney Caird 
 

The Text 
From my first introduction to Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies I realised that he was an exceptional 

poet. In 1999 I lent my treasured copy of it to my dauter Sefa, who is a fine poet herself. Inspired by this she 
went out and bought a translation of the Sonnets to Orpheus, but later gave it to me as she could not make 
head or tail of it. 

I couldn’t either. It was written in linguistically-tortured American which probably thought of itself as, and 
indeed may well pass for, poetry in US academic circles. But fortunately the original german was printed 
alongside, and so in order to see beyond the opacity of the translation to Rilke’s intended meanings I began to 
meditate on each poem and then to paraphrase it in a way which captured what I felt to be Rilke’s poetic 
intention rather than plodding literally throu every word. Out of these I selected the 12 poems which I 
considered most successful as a group. 

Rilke’s german is of the highest intricacy, and I found the tautness of its construction daunting at first: thus 
the earlier ones are quite loose, almost in the manner of sketches, but as I progrest I found myself able to 
attune myself more closely into the poet’s mind -or perhaps that of Orpheus- and by the time I reached last 
two sonnets (2.27 & 2.29) I found myself able to echo Rilke’s technical proficiency without it intimidating 
me. 

Rilke wrote his 45 Sonnets in 1922, just as he was completing the Duino Elegies, which had occupied for 
him for nearly 12 years. He considered the sonnets ‘perhaps the most mysterious … in the way they came up 
and entrusted themselves to me, the most enigmatic dictation I have ever sustained and fulfilled; the whole 
first part [26 poems] was written down in a single breathless act of obedience, between 2-5 February, without 
one word being doubtful or having to be changed.’ 

The trigger for this flood of composition seems to have been the death of a young Russian called Vera 
Knoop, of which he had heard at Christmas. Condoling with her mother Rilke had responded that the qualities 
in Vera which might have lasted a lifetime had suddenly burnt up, and ‘there now arose this excess of light in 
the girl’s heart, and in it appear so infinitely illumined the two extremes of her pure insight: this, that pain is 
a mistake, [which] drives its stony wedge into the unity of heaven and earth – and on the other side a 
harmonious atonement in her heart’ that seemed to accept and transform everything that she suffered into a 
series of experiences that were at once ephemerally unique yet also archetypally memorable. ‘Oh how, how 
she loved, how she reached with her heart’s antennæ beyond’ what mere mortals may know and touch, when 
‘in those sweet hovering pauses in pain that, full of the dream of recovery, were still granted her …’ 

Rainer Maria Rilke himself was to die four years later, at the age of 51. It is evident from the Elegies that 
questions of death and transcendence were never far the poet’s mind, and thus in the second set of 29 sonnets, 
completed a mere fortnight after the first, there is a complete acceptance of the interpenetration of spirit and 
matter. These two great volumes of sustained in-spirit-ation show that Rilke had reached a point depth in 
himself where he could no longer, or no longer needed to, differentiate between his own creative personality 
and that of a mystical ‘otherness’ whose reality was as vivid to him as his own physical existence. To him 
there was, and had only ever been, one poet in the whole of time - Orpheus - and this poetic spirit simply chose 
to inhabit certain individuals from time: thus to Rilke there was only one true poetry, whose footfall was the 
heartbeat of life, to which every poet throu history has contributed according to the measure of hir ability to 
hear beyond hir own physical heartbeat to the primordial echo of the great gods themselves. 

The greatness of any poet is that we re-cognize in his poetry a fuller realisation of feelings which we had 
dimly cognized for ourselves but not been able to draw fully into the light of consciousness. To experience 
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the closeness of union and purpose with the poet Orpheus-Rilke that I have been privileged to reach in this 
project has felt to me like a direct encounter with some god-like or transpersonal force where I, like Rilke, felt 
I had only to be a secretary to the ‘enigmatic dictation’ which wishes to makes itself heard in the world. 

The Music 
In late 2000 Sarah Verney Caird asked me to write her a song. After some reflexion I decided to set one of 

my paraphrases: but after considering what musical context I wished to address, and coming up with the 
specified instrumentation I realised that homage to Rilke’s greatness of heart demanded a response on a similar 
scale. I composed the cycle of 12 during February and March 2001, not knowing that this so exactly mirrored 
the period of the poet’s original composition 79 years earlier. The dates given at the head of each piece are 
those on which the conceptual dream of each movement came to me even tho the full realisation and computer-
scoring took many further weeks. 

Stylistically the unity of the conceptual framework of the music should be fairly clear, for it exists solely 
to assist the expression of the poetry by the singer; thus it requires a fluidity of (re)creative response where 
the players must move effortlessly from an expressively classical (rhythmically flexible) approach to the wit 
of a jazz-like beat placing and even, in #4 & #6, to a solid rock-like beat. The performance style needs to 
locate itself somewhere in the nexus between these three facets.  

The vocal part is intended for a bel canto trained singer. Some people may wish to use a microphone for 
some parts, such as #4, others may not. It requires the emotional range associated with a big voice, but the 
vocal precision of a microphone voice. 

While composing the bass part I had in mind a fretless 4 string or Pastorius-style 6 string electric bass, but 
reviewing it afterwards I felt that a stand-up bass would also work well. Either way it wants to be a rich 
amplified sound underpinning the ensemble. I have scored the bass at sounding pitch, but the part can be 
printed in the conventional way. The ghost of Nils-Henning Ørsted-Pedersen hovered over me while I 
composed, as did Jan Garbarek. The saxes part requires a technical mastery which enables the player to range 
from a delicate french woodwind timbre to a raucous reed-chewing blast.  

The percussion part is relatively straightforward, given a player of insight and sensitivity. The whole 
enterprise of course rests on the shoulders -or fingers- of the pianist, for whom a familiarity with 
accompanying in all styles is essential … as are large hands! Attention needs to be paid to the octava signs 
which, I'm sorry to say are not as clear as they should be. 

It is worth pointing out that in #10, b35, this flutter-tongue passage is intended to evoke the very curious 
gutteral rising song of the curlew. Until I researched it I had imagined that the curlew vocalised in a way 
similar to the poetic phrases evoked by Peter Warlock’s eponymous song-cycle or Britten’s Curlew River … 
but not a bit of it. 

 

Specification 
Soprano: Ab2(G2)–B4 
Saxes: Soprano 2,7,9,11: Alto 4,10,12: Tenor 1,3,6: Baritone 5,8.  
Percussion: Vibraphone (F2–F5), Marimba (C2–C4), Glockenspiel (C4–C6) 

Cymbals: varying sizes suspended, riveted. Crotales, pair. Gongs 3. Tams 3. Drums to include Toms and 
Bass Drum. 

Approximate Durations: 1 5’, 2 2’30”, 3 2’10, 4 4’15, 5 3’20”, 6 5’30”, 7 3’50”, 8 2’20”, 9 3’40”, 10 
5’15”, 11 2’30”, 12 4’. Total time including pauses c.52’. 
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SONNETS TO ORPHEUS 
1 The magic from his chorded lyre 
2 For a god it's easy 
3 So my soft darling, step occasionally 
4 Hail to the spirit that unites us. 
5 Beneath all, the primordial roots 
6 Shall we reject those ageless companions of our youth, 
7 Mirror, never yet has one who truly knows 
8 All our gains some machine now threatens 
9 Call me into that within your life 
10 The cry of a curlew echoes in the mind. 
11 The mystery at the heart of time 
12 Silent companion of the empty spaces 

 

 
 

1 (1.2) 
The magic from his chorded lyre  
emerged with feminine delicacy 
radiant throu the veil of vernal 
freshness, and nestled soft within 
 
my ear - her sleep a world of healing. 
The mysterious wood remote 
yet ever-present, the living meadow - 
all these and everything enthralled me. 
 
Aware in her sleeping beauty, how 
-O singing god- did she not crave 
her own consciousness? Yet see – 
 
she stands, an undying muse whom you 
must now invent before she flies as 
sun on dew - so nearly human. 
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2 (1.3) 
For a god it’s easy 
but how shall I, mere man, fly out 
between the lyre’s narrow strings? 
Duality traps my mind – 
 
no temple for Apollo 
whose song, rich as time, differs 
from my half-hearted ballads. Easy 
for him – but for us …? 
 
Whose are the careless stars? 
Are they youth’s, with parted lips? 
Or is their sudden song 
 
heard only when time is past – 
a deeper breath singing throu us, 
the air a trembling god? 

 

3 (1.4) 
So my soft darling, step occasionally 
into this little-heeding breath of mine; 
let me shudder as you stroke my cheek, 
leave me glowing as you pass beyond. 
 
O holy one, O blessed wholeness, 
envoy of the heart’s voyage, 
bow for my arrow, my arrows’ target … 
ever-loving tear-stained smile. 
 
Take no notice of your present suffering. 
Lay your heaviness with the earth – 
Can you weigh the mountains or the ocean? 
 
Even the trees you planted as saplings 
have long since grown too heavy for you to bear. 
Ah, but that breeze … 
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4 (1.12) 
Hail to the Spirit that unites us – 
for are we not two: self and shadow self? 
Can you hear the escapement ticking off 
the seconds from our allotted timespan? 
 
Uncertain of our true place in the world 
we still seek truth in our relationships 
and using sixth sense intuition find 
others of like mind amid the chaos. 
 
Balance of probabilities, tension of 
opposites - this is the natural world’s  
harmony drowning out our transient fears. 
 
For all a farmer’s work and worry the seed 
will ripen to a harvest - even if  
he never lives to see the soil’s gift. 

 

5 (1.17) 
Beneath all, the primordial roots 
gnarled and tangled in the earth 
supporting the broad-leafed canopy  
unseen and secret source of life. 
 
Helmet and huntsman’s horn, ancient 
wisdom of a desperate race, 
men in savage harmony, 
their women-folk fair as lutes, 
 
branches springing from crowded trunk 
all linked in one unending chain 
save one … climb, o climb 
 
even as they break – climb 
till the very topmost bough 
at last bows to form a lyre. 
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6 (1.24) 
Shall we reject those ageless companions of our youth, 
the great and undemanding gods, because the systems 
we are now creating cannot be programmed  
to recognize them? Where are they in our modern schemes, 
 
these powerful friends who silently take the dead from us?  
They are outside our busy materialistic world. 
We no longer gather at the ancient places  
and their messengers, now too slow, we bypass.  
 
Lonelier now, wholly dependent on ourselves  
yet not knowing one another, we no longer  
tread the twisting paths but rush straight ahead.  
 
But the elemental forces we’ve unleashed  
cannot be checked, and are driving us into a future  
wherein we, mere humans, diminish in scale and power. 

 

7 (2.3) 
Mirror -  never yet has one who truly knows 
reached into the heart of your mystery – 
that interstellar space where certainty evaporates 
and we find only what reflects our preconceptions: 
 
You - who squander the silences of the empty hall 
when twilight steals into you from the naked woods, 
until some dazed admirer lights the glittering lustre 
of a chandelier in your impenetrable depths. 
 
Sometimes you’re choked with beauty like a painting, 
occasionally it seems you truly are one, 
elsetimes you let reflexions slip right throu you. 
 
Yet ever within your haunting depths remains a sleeping 
beauty, pure until your dream-Narcissus comes 
to plant an awakening kiss upon your virgin cheek.  
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8 (2.10) 
All our gains some machine now threatens. 
Once our servant it now drives us. 
Who bothers still with craftsmanship 
when mass production’s cheap and quick. 
 
No part of modern life’s untouched. 
Quietly ticking in the corner of 
a factory which it plans to automate 
machinery hums and plots and waits. 
 
Yet still to us existence is 
enchanted, pure as once in Eden -  
who can feel it and not kneel? 
 
As we sense its meaning language 
fades away to music, and the  
fragile temple forms within us. 

 

 

9 (2.23) 
Call me into that within your life  
which most resists you - when inspiration fails 
as most you need it, when feelings will not flow, 
or when you think youve won another’s heart 
 
only to find it suddenly withdrawn. 
What is denied is yours for ever. 
Now youre free. For what youd hoped to grasp 
can only be possessed if you release it. 
 
O how hard it is to trust our feelings,  
we who are too young for what is old, 
too old for what may never have existed - 
 
each minute vulnerable as new-born infants, 
we are also the yeoman’s axe, fulfilment, 
and the sweet ambivalence of danger. 
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10 (2.26) 
The cry of a curlew echoes in the mind. 
Any sound once uttered lasts for ever - 
even children playing in the open 
air are heard for all eternity. 
 
Randomly sounds enter that half lit gap 
between reality and dream: the curlew’s 
song is audible in interstellar space 
down the tubes and worm-holes of time. 
 
Alas, where are we in all of this? 
Ever freer, soaring like runaway kites 
in the clear sky, our fluttering edges 
 
a half-heard laughter. Create meaning in this 
you singing god - that our heads awaken  
to the current connecting the heart and the lyre. 

 

11 (2.27) 
The mystery at the heart of time: 
Why now, on the sleeping hill, 
falls the castle - or this heart of mine 
besieged by a stormier will? 
 
The vulnerablity of childhood 
is the source of later joy, 
the heart a fountain of wild blood 
dancing unpredictably.  
 
Among us transient spectres pass, 
clouding our lives like smoky glass - 
we are both viewers and the viewed: 
beyond the pane we sometimes glimpse, 
seeing the mighty gods as pimps 
and we their wretched livelihood. 
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12 (2.29) 
Silent companion of the endless spaces 
feel your breath expand the lonely night - 
your-self the bell you toll in shadowy belfries 
to celebrate the dawning of the light. 
 
You are at once the soil and the seed - 
your business is with transformation. 
What are the areas of your greatest need? 
See in them the source of your salvation. 
 
At darkest point of night, to find your power 
to generate the dawn you must locate 
the crossroads of your senses and their signature; 
 
and if, friendless within this strange encounter, 
you feel yourself forgotten, dedicate 
to earth your flow - your inmost self to water. 
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" Ŷ ^
. # . #Q

& .#Q .# . #Q . #Q
aY ^

BSx

25

&
aY ^ .

!!% . .O . .
.Q
& .#

! ^Y ^ .# . #O . # . # . #O . #O
aY ^

Pc & .Q . .
F
.
!!
F

.
F
.
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à

Vox &
à
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à

Pno
i&
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