
A Critical Study of Duino Elegies 1: The Call to
Transformation
Rainer Maria Rilke's Duino Elegies, written between 1912 and 1922, are a
profound meditation on the human condition and our place in the universe.
The first elegy, in particular, serves as a powerful call to transformation and
a reminder of our potential for greatness.

The elegy opens with a series of questions that establish the tone for the
rest of the work: "Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the celestial
orders? / And even if one of them took me suddenly to his heart, / I would
be consumed by his stronger existence." These questions express the
speaker's feelings of insignificance and isolation in the face of the vastness
of the universe. He wonders if anyone would care if he called out for help,
and even if someone did, he fears that he would be overwhelmed by their
power.
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The speaker then goes on to describe the angels, who he sees as beings
of pure spirit. He marvels at their ability to see beyond the physical world
and to perceive the true nature of things. The angels represent the ideal
that the speaker strives for, but he knows that he is not yet ready to
become like them. He must first undergo a transformation of his own.

The call to transformation is made explicit in the fourth stanza: "Change
your life." It is a simple but powerful command, and it is one that the
speaker knows he must obey. He realizes that he cannot continue to live
the same way; he must break free from his old habits and ways of thinking.
The transformation will not be easy, but it is necessary if he wants to reach
his full potential.

The rest of the elegy describes the challenges that the speaker faces on
his journey of transformation. He must confront his own mortality, his fears,
and his doubts. He must learn to let go of the things that hold him back and
to embrace the unknown. The journey will be difficult, but the speaker is
determined to succeed.

The first elegy of the Duino Elegies closes with a sense of hope and
possibility. The speaker has accepted the call to transformation, and he is
ready to face the challenges that lie ahead. He knows that the journey will
be difficult, but he is confident that he will emerge from it as a new and
better person.

Symbolism and Archetypes

Duino Elegies 1 is rich in symbolism and archetypes that help to convey the
speaker's message. The most important symbol is the angel. Angels are
often seen as messengers from God or higher powers, and in the elegy,



they represent the ideal that the speaker strives for. They are pure spirits
who are not bound by the limitations of the physical world.

Another important symbol is the Orpheus figure. Orpheus was a legendary
musician who could charm all living creatures with his music. In the elegy,
Orpheus represents the power of art and poetry to transform the world. The
speaker believes that art can help us to see the true nature of things and to
find meaning in our lives.

The elegy also draws on a number of archetypal images, such as the
journey, the underworld, and the rebirth. The journey represents the
speaker's transformation, while the underworld represents the challenges
that he must face along the way. The rebirth represents the new life that the
speaker is striving for.

Themes

Duino Elegies 1 explores a number of important themes, including:

Transformation: The elegy is a call to transformation. The speaker
must break free from his old habits and ways of thinking and become a
new and better person.

Mortality: The speaker is acutely aware of his own mortality. He
knows that he will die someday, and he wonders what will happen to
him after he dies. This awareness of death motivates him to live his life
to the fullest.

Art: The speaker believes that art has the power to transform the
world. He sees art as a way to express our deepest emotions and to
find meaning in our lives.



Hope: Despite the challenges that he faces, the speaker ends the
elegy with a sense of hope. He believes that he can achieve his goal of
transformation and that he will emerge from it as a new and better
person.

Duino Elegies 1 is a powerful and moving poem that explores the human
condition and our place in the universe. The poem is a call to
transformation, and it reminds us of our potential for greatness. The poem
is also rich in symbolism and archetypes, which help to convey the
speaker's message. The themes of transformation, mortality, art, and hope
are explored in depth, making the poem a timeless work of art that
continues to resonate with readers today.
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