
 

 

“Your Holiest Inspiration”: 

Literature and the Experience of Death 

 

and  your  ho l iest   insp i rat ion  

i s  our   in t imate  companion,  Death .  

Ra in ier  Mar ia  R i lke ,  Ninth  Du ino  E legy  

 

In  Apr i l  1975   I   sat  a lone   in  my apartment   in  Ga inesv i l le ,  F lor ida ,   read ing .   I  had  

asked  my  Introduct ion   to  L i terature  c lass   to   read   for   the   fo l lowing  day  a  poem which  

I  had  myse l f  never  understood,  Wal lace  Stevens ’  “Sunday  Morn ing ,”  and   i t   seemed 

on ly   reasonab le   that  before   I   taught   i t   to   them  I   shou ld   f ina l ly   f igure  out  what   i t  

sa id .  As  o f ten  happens  with   the  most  d i f f i cu l t  poems,  my knowledge  of   i t  had  over  

the  years   increased   incrementa l ly  w i th  each   read ing  unt i l   the  day  had   f ina l ly  arr ived  

when the  poem became transparent :  words   long  opaque and  obscure  became c lear  

and   I  heard   the  vo ice ,  exper ienced   the  mind  beneath  and  beh ind .  

I  he ld   in  my hands  a  d ia logue  between a  woman and   the  poet  h imse l f  

concern ing   fa i th  and  doubt ,  earth  and  heaven,   l i fe  and  death ,  a  d ia logue  which  

comes  down  fu l l   square  on   the  s ide  of   th is  wor ld ,   that   teaches   that  Earth  may  wel l  be  

“a l l  o f  parad ise   that  we sha l l  know.”  And   in   i t s   fourth  and   f i f th  s tanza   I  d i scovered,  

overcome by   that  “ fe l t   change  of  consc iousness”   ( the  phrase   i s  Owen Barf ie ld ’s )  

which  poetry  can  de l iver   so  powerfu l ly ,   l ines  so  mind‐expanding   that   i t   seemed  I  

cou ld  not  poss ib le  have   read   them before :  

 

Death   i s   the  mother  o f  beauty ;  hence   f rom her ,  

A lone,   sha l l   come  fu l f i l lment   to  our  dreams 

And our  des i res .   .   .   .  

 

Death   i s   the  mother  o f  beauty  myst ica l  

In  whose  burn ing  bosom we dev ise  

Our  earth ly  mothers  wa i t ing ,   s leep less ly .  

 

On  my rented  sofa ,   the  F lor ida  sun  sh in ing  br ight ly   through  my open  window,  

the  word  “death”   in  S tevens ’  poem,  so  he lp  me,  became Death ,  became my death .   I  

fe l t  myse l f  dy ing ;  my sou l  ebbed  out  o f  my body,  and   the  cares  and  cont ingenc ies  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and doubts  and   fears  and  ego  mechan isms   ( I  am the  owner  o f  a   s i zeab le  menager ie  o f  

such)  d ispersed ,  evaporated ,  and   I  g l impsed   for  a  moment   the  “beauty  myst ica l”  o f  a  

wor ld  beyond the  conf ines  o f   the  ego ,  a  wor ld—as  v i r tua l ly  a l l   re l ig ions  had  correct ly  

ident i f ied   i t—of   l ight .  A  knock  on   the  door  brought  me out  o f   i t ,  a  v i s i tor   f rom 

Por lock   in   the   form of  a  newspaper  boy  co l lected  h is  due.  

The  next  day ,   I   taught  my c lass  w i th  a  v i s ionary  g leam  in  my eye ,  but   I  must  

have  sounded a   l i t t le   l i ke   the  man who escapes   f rom the  cave   in  P lato ’s  a l legory  

report ing  back   to   those   in   love  with  shadows about   the   rea l  wor ld  outs ide .   I  don’t  

th ink   I  was  understood.  But   the  memory  s tays  w ith  me to   th is  day .  My encounter  

w ith  poetry  as  Near  Death  Exper ience  wi l l   s tay  w ith  me unt i l   the  day   I  d ie .  

 

ARTISTS,  S IGMUND FREUD ADMITTTED,  d i scovered  and  co lon ized   the  unconsc ious  

mind,  gu ided  by   the  nav igat ion  of   the  creat ive   imag inat ion ,   long  before  

psychoana lys i s  had  even  reached   i t s   shore .  

Af ter  a  century  o f  chart ing   the  he ights  and  depths  o f   the  unconsc ious ,  we  

have   in   i t s   f ina l  decades  now reached  a  peak   in  Dar ien   f rom which  we can  espy  yet  

another  unexp lored  ocean  at   land ’s  end.  S topped  in  our   t racks  at   the   f ina l   f ront ier  o f  

death  certa in   ind iv idua ls  among us—some of  whom are  assembled  here   ton ight—

have   immersed   themselves  at   least   for  a  moment   in   the   long‐dreaded  waters  and  

returned   to  descr ibe   the i r  bapt ism.  Certa in  others—psycho log is ts   (and  

cartographers )   l i ke  Dr .  Moody  and  Dr .  Qu imby—have  sought   to   record  and   to  map 

these  accounts .  But ,  as   in   the  d iscovery  o f   the  unconsc ious ,  ar t i s ts—in  part icu lar   the  

wr i ters—have,   i t   seems,  been   there   f i r s t .  For   l i terature ,   I  want   to  suggest ,   can   i t se l f  

o f fer  a  k ind  of  Near‐Death  exper ience .  

L i terature  has   long  been  a   form of  v icar ious  exper ience .  When the  Athen ian  

government   requ ired  at tendance  at   the  per formance  of   the  great   t raged ies ,   i t  d id  so  

out  o f  a  profound understand ing  of  ar t ’ s  ab i l i ty   to   t ra in   the  mind  and  emot ions   in  

preparat ion   for  exper iences  s t i l l   to  come.  Greek  drama  in  genera l ,   i t  has  been  

observed,  was  “a  concerted  at tempt   to  e levate   the  consc iousness  o f  a  whole  

community ,”  and   t ragedy   in  part icu lar   served  as  an  

 

“ear ly  warn ing  system,”  a  way  of   fac ing   f in i teness  w ithout  neurot ic  

repress ion ,  o f   los ing  your   l i fe   in   imag inat ion   in  order   to   reta in   i t   longer   in  

rea l i ty ,  and  of   s tudy ing   the  consequences  o f  mora l  cho ices   in  dramat ic  

s imulat ion .  Hence  when the   rea l  c r i s i s  comes  you  are   innured  not   to  sc ient i f i c  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disapass ion  but   to   the  emot iona l   res i l ience  and  mora l  courage  demanded by  

l i fe .  

 

We might  ca l l   th is   the   theory  o f  “ l i terature  as   immunizat ion .”  

Now among the  “rea l  c r i ses”  aga inst  which   l i terature  

has   innocu lated  us ,  death   i s ,  o f  course ,   the  most  prominent ,  

and  so   i t   i s  not  surpr is ing   that   the   l i terature  of  death   i s  vast .  

(D . J .  Enr ight ’s  wonderfu l ,  350  page  compendium,  The  Oxford  

Book  of  Death ,  on ly  sk ims   the  cream.)   I f   l i terature  has  

prov ided   ( in  Kenneth  Burke ’s  prec ise   term)  “equ ipment   for  

l i v ing ,”   i t  has   l ikewise  prov ided  “equ ipment   for  dy ing ,”  

equ ipment  which  we seem more  and  more   to   requ ire .  

“ I f  you  don’t  know how to  d ie ,  don’t  

worry ,”  Monta igne  cou ld  s tate  def in i t ive ly   in   the  s ix teenth  century .  

“Nature  wi l l   te l l   you  what   to  do  on   the  spot ,   fu l ly  and  adequate ly .  She  

wi l l  do   th is   job   for  you;  don’t  bother  your  head  about   i t .   .   .   . ”  But   in   the  

age  of   the  se l f ‐he lp  book  such   fa i th   i s   se ldom understood.  Now we need  

E l i zabeth  Kub ler ‐Ross ’s  w ise  a id .  S ix ty  years  ago ,   the  Austr ian  poet  Ra in ier  Mar ia  

R i lke  cou ld   imag ine   the  death  of   the  Chamber la in   in  The  Notebooks  o f  Malte  Laur ids  

Br igge  as  be ing  so   loud,   so  profound and  rea l   that   i t   cou ld  be  heard  and   fe l t   for  mi les  

around.  Now we  l ive   in  a   t ime  in  which ,   i f   Ivan   I l l i ch ’s—the  soc io log is t ,  not  To ls toy ’s  

character—pred ict ion   i s  correct ,  we  may  soon  d ie   in  pass ive  vo ice ;  our  ob i tuar ies  

may  one  day  announce   that  “Dav id  Lavery  has  been  d ied   today .”  And  yet  a  w ide  and  

wise   reader  would   l ike ly  know much  of  what  Kub ler ‐Ross  has  had   to   remind  us   in  our  

growing   ignorance.  They  might  wel l  even   f ind   the   ins ights  o f  NDE’ers  not  complete ly  

new.  

 

THE DEAD,  SO THE SAYING GOES,   te l l  no   ta les .  But   in   l i terature   the  dead  can  speak  

f rom the  grave .  Cons ider ,   for  example ,  Emi ly  D ick inson’s  “ I  Heard  A  F ly  Buzz  When  I  

D ied”   (1862) .  The  poem’s  speaker   ( I  w i l l  assume  for   the  sake  of  conven ience   that   the  

speaker   i s  a  woman)   i s—as   the   t i t le   ind icates—a recent ly  deceased   ind iv idua l  who 

descr ibes   for  us ,   in  poet ic   sub ject ive  camera ,  her   las t  moments ,  her   f ina l  

percept ions .  

In   the  n ineteenth  century ,  human be ings  se ldom d ied  a lone;   loved  ones ,  

re lat ives ,   f r iends ,  and  ne ighbors  surrounded the  dy ing ,  not  because  of  morb id  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cur ios i ty  but   in   the  hope   that  a  person  ex is t ing  momentar i ly  between two wor lds—

between the  k ingdoms of   the   l iv ing  and   the  dead—might   just  br ing  back  a  message  

f rom the  beyond before   the  end  came.  

“ I  heard  a   f ly  buzz—when  I  d ied—,”   the  poem beg ins ,   though  we do  not  yet  

understand   the  s ign i f i cance  of   such  an  observat ion .  Why shou ld  a  meaning less   image  

be  her  most  v iv id  memory?  Then  we see   the  dy ing ’s   surroundings .  We hear   the  hush ,  

see   the  witnesses  cry ing ,   fee l   the   intake  of  breath  as   they  await   the   f ina l  moment ,  

the  “ last  Onset .”  

 

The  s t i l lness   in   the  Room 

Was   l ike   the  St i l lness   in  A i r— 

Between the  Heaves  o f  S torm— 

 

The  Eyes  around—had wrung   them dry— 

And Breaths  were  gather ing   f i rm 

For   that   las t  Onset—when the  K ing  

Be  witnessed—in   the  Room— 

 

Hav ing  made her   las t  w i l l  and   testament ,  hav ing  “S igned  away/What  port ion  of  me 

be/Ass ignab le—,”   the  dy ing   l ikewise  awaits  her  end.  And  with   the   re l ig ious  

quest ion ing  so   typ ica l  o f  Emi ly  D ick inson,  what  she  sees   i s  hard ly  a  d iv ine  v i s ion .  For  

as  her  eyes  c lose  on   the  wor ld ,  

 

There   interposed  a  F ly— 

 

With  B lue—uncerta in  s tumbl ing  Buzz— 

Between the   l ight—and me— 

 

Her  aud ience  had  hoped”   the  K ing”  would  appear ;  but   i ron ica l ly   the  

dy ing  witnesses  on ly  a   f ly :   instead  of  a  v i s ion  of   l ight ,   l i fe  

ever last ing ,   re lease ,   seren i ty ,  her  dy ing  moment—a second  la ter ,  we  

are   to ld ,   “ the  Windows  fa i led—and then/ I  cou ld  not  see   to  see—“—

revea ls  on ly  a   f igure  of  decay  and  corrupt ion .  As  an   imag ina l  death ,  D ick inson’s  

vers ion—l ike   that  o f  an  NDEer ,  a   report  o f  a   sub ject ive  exper ience  of  be ing  dead—is  

a   t ru ly  b leak  one.  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PERHAPS THE MOST FAMOUS,  PERCEPTIVE,  and  ruth less ly  honest  dep ict ion  of   the  

exper ience  of  death   in  western   l i terature   i s   Leo  To ls toy ’s  “The  

Death  of   Ivan   I ly ich”   (1886) .  The  s tory  o f  a  minor  Russ ian  

bureaucrat  and   judge  who d ies  o f   the   long   term ef fects  o f  a  

curta in   rod  acc identa l ly   jammed  into  h is   s ide ,  To ls toy ’s  nove l la  

met icu lous ly   t races   the  or ig ina l  den ia l ,   subsequent  anger ,  

rebe l l ion ,  barga in ing ,  and  eventua l   res ignat ion  of  To ls toy ’s  

everyman  in  a  s tory   that ,   i f  Kub ler ‐Ross ’s  had  not  wr i t ten  over  

e ighty  years   la ter ,  would  seem to  have  been  consc ious ly  

p lotted   in   imitat ion  of  her   f ive  s tage   theory .  

L ike  a l l  o f  us ,   Ivan   I ly ich  knows   that  he  wi l l  d ie ,  and  yet ,  numbed by   fear ,  he  

has  never   rea l i zed   i t .   In  a   famous  passage  To ls toy   te l l s  us   that ,  as  a   schoolboy ,   Ivan  

had   learned   the  s tandard  sy l log ism “Ca ius   i s  a  man,  men are  morta l ,   therefore  Ca ius  

i s  morta l”  w i thout   rea l ly  grasp ing   i t s   s ign i f i cance .  For   the  sy l log ism of fends  h is  

sub ject iv i ty ,  h i s  part icu lar i ty .  

 

I t  had  a lways  seemed to  h im correct  as  app l ied   to  Ca ius ,  but  certa in ly  not  as  

app l ied   to  h imse l f .  That  Ca ius—man  in   the  abstract—was  morta l ,  was  

per fect ly  correct ,  but  he  was  not  Ca ius ,  not  an  abstract  man,  but  a  c reature  

qu i te ,  qu i te  separate   f rom a l l  o thers .  

 

Man,   the  ex is tent ia l i s ts  have   taught  us ,   i s   “be ing   toward  death” ;  we  are   the  spec ies  

which  knows  that  we morta l ,   c reat ing  whatever  meaning  we can   f ind  and   lead ing  as  

authent ic  a   l i fe  as  we are  ab le   in   the   face  of   impending  death .  But   Ivan ’s  

sent imenta l i sm,  mani fest ing   i t se l f   in  a   ser ies  o f   rhetor ica l  quest ions  which  serve  as  a  

sh ie ld  aga inst   the   rea l i ty  o f  h is  cond i t ion ,  makes  h im unab le   to  understand   that  each  

ind iv idua l—himse l f   inc luded—is   l ikewise  a  be ing   toward  death .  

 

He  had  been   l i t t le  Vanya ,  w i th  a  mamma and  a  papa,  w i th  Mitya  and  Vo lodya ,  

w i th   the   toys ,  a  coachman and  a  nurse .   .   .   .  What  d id  Ca ius  know of   the  smel l  

o f   that   s t r iped   leather  ba l l  Vanya  had  been  so   fond  of?  Had  Ca ius  k i ssed  h is  

mother ’s  hand   l ike   that ,  and   the  s i lk  o f  her  dress   rust le  so   for  Ca ius?  Had  he  

r ioted   l ike   that  at   school  when the  pastry  was  bad?  Had  Ca ius  been   in   love  

l ike   that?  Cou ld  Ca ius  pres ide  at  a   sess ion  as  he  d id?  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“Ca ius ,”   Ivan  manages   to  conv ince  h imse l f ,   “ rea l ly  was  morta l ,  and   i t  was   r ight   for  

h im to  d ie ,”  but  he   i s  an  except ion   to   the   ru le—the  f i r s t   in   the  h is tory  o f   the   race :  

 

but   for  me,   l i t t le  Vanya ,   Ivan   I ly ich ,  w i th  my thoughts  and  emot ions ,   i t ’ s  

a l together  a  d i f ferent  matter .   I t   cannot  be   that   I  ought   to  d ie .  That  would  be  

too   terr ib le .  

 

And  yet  on  h is  death  bed,   Ivan   I ly ich  no   longer  sees   through  a  g lass  dark ly ;   taught  by  

death ,  he  sees  death   face‐to‐ face .  The   last  pages  o f  To ls toy ’s   ta le ,   sect ion  X I I ,  a re  an  

overpower ing  emot iona l  exper ience .  To ls toy ’s  v iv id   imag ina l   render ing  of   Ivan ’s   f ina l  

moments  can   i t se l f  become for   the   reader  a  k ind  of  near‐death  exper ience  and  does  

in   fact   share  much   in  common with  a   typ ica l  NDE.  

“For   three  whole  days ,”  To ls toy   te l l s  us ,   “dur ing  which   t ime d id  not  ex is t   for  

h im,”   Ivan   f inds  h imse l f   s t rugg l ing   to  escape   f rom what  he   th inks  o f  as  a  “b lack  sack  

into  which  he  was  be ing   thrust  by  an   inv is ib le   res is t less   force .”   (Th is  “b lack  sack”  o f  

course  ca l l s   to  mind   the   reg ion  of  extreme darkness  o f ten  ment ioned   in  NDE 

accounts . )   “He  s t rugg led ,”  we are   to ld ,   “as  a  man condemned to  death  s t rugg les   in  

the  hands  of   the  execut ioner ,  knowing   that  he  cannot  save  h imse l f .”  But   the  

rea l i zat ion  beg ins   to  dawn on  h im that ,  a t  h is  be ing ’s  core ,  he  actua l ly   longs   to  enter  

in to   i t .  

 

He   fe l t   that  h is  agony  was  due   to  h is  be ing   thrust   in to   that  b lack  ho le  and  s t i l l  

more   to  h is  not  be ing  ab le   to  get   r ight   in to   i t .  

 

And  he  knows  too  what  prevents  h im:  

 

He  was  h indered   f rom gett ing   into   i t  by  h is  conv ic t ion   that  h is   l i fe  had  been  a  

good  one.  That  very   just i f i cat ion  of  h is   l i fe  he ld  h im  fast  and  prevented  

h ismoving   forward ,  and   i t   caused  h im the  most   torment  o f  a l l .  

 

H is  body,  however ,   leaves  h im no  cho ice  which  way   to   turn :  

 

Suddenly  some  force  s t ruck  h im  in   the  chest  and  s ide ,  mak ing   i t   s t i l l  harder   to  

breathe,  and  he   fe l l   through   the  ho le  and   there  at   the  bottom was  a   l ight .  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L ike   those  NDE voyagers  who have  a lso  seen   th is   l ight ,   Ivan   i s  a t t racted   to   i t ;  

he  seeks   to—he needs   to—merge  with   i t :   “At   that  very  moment   Ivan   I ly ich   fe l l  

through  and  caught  s ight  o f   the   l ight .   .   .   . ”  Now  in   the   l ight ,   Ivan  d iscovers  how to  

d ie .  He  comes   to   fee l   sorry   for   the   l iv ing  and  no   longer   for  h imse l f .  He   fee ls  a  

growing  sense  of  peace:  

 

And  suddenly   i t  g rew c lear   to  h im that  what  had  been  oppress ing  h im and  

would  not   leave  h im was  a l l  d ropp ing  away  at  once   f rom two s ides ,   f rom ten  

s ides ,  and   f rom a l l   s ides .   .   .   .   “How good and  how s imple!”  he   thought .   “And  

the  pa in?”  he  asked  h imse l f .   “What  has  become of   i t?  Where  are  you,  pa in?”  

 

Search ing   for  h is   former   fear  o f  death ,   Ivan  d iscovers   that   i t   s imply  does  not  ex is t ;  

that  death ,  as   John  Donne had   l ikewise   foreseen,  can   i t se l f  d ie .  

 

IN  A  SHORT STORY ENTITLED   “The  Secret  Mirac le ,”   Jorge  Lu is  Borges   imag ines  a  

Jewish  wr i ter  named Jarmomir  H lad ik ,   sentenced  by   the  Naz is   to   face  a   f i r ing  squad  

in  Prague,  1939,   terr i f ied   in   the   face  of  death .  “ In  va in ,”  Borges   te l l s  us ,  

 

he   repeated   to  h imse l f   that   the  pure  and  

genera l  act  o f  dy ing ,  not   the  concrete  

c i rcumstances ,  was   the  dreadfu l   fact .  He  

d id  not  grow weary  o f   imag in ing   these  

c i rcumstances :  he  absurd ly   t r ied   to  exhaust  

a l l   the  var iat ions .  He   in f in i te ly  ant ic ipated  

the  process ,   f rom the  s leep less  dawn to   the  

myster ious  d ischarge  of   the   r i f les .   .   .   .  he  

d ied  hundreds  o f  deaths ,   in  courtyards  

whose  shapes  and  ang les  def ied  geometry ,  

shot  down by  changeab le  so ld iers  whose  

number  var ied  and  who somet imes  put  an  

end   to  h im  f rom c lose  up  and  somet imes   f rom far  away.  He   faced   these  

imag inary  execut ions  w ith   t rue   terror   (perhaps  with   t rue  courage) .  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What  most  d ismays  h im as  he   imag ines  h is  end   i s ,  however ,  h is   fa i lure  as  a  wr i ter .  

None of  h is  works  p lease  h im;  none,  he   i s  conv inced,  w i l l  guarantee  h im  l i terary  

immorta l i ty .  At   the   t ime of   sentenc ing ,  he  had  been  at  work  on  a  p lay  ent i t led  The  

Enemies ,  but  now he  has  no   t ime to  complete   i t .  

The  n ight  before  h is  death ,  H lad ik  prays   to  God that  he  might  be  granted   the  

t ime to   f in i sh  h is  work‐ in ‐progress :   “ In  order   to  br ing   th is  drama,  which  may  serve   to  

just i fy  you , ”  he  p leads ,  “ I  need  one  more  year .  Grant  me that  year ,  you   to  whom 

be long   the  centur ies  and  a l l   t ime . ”   In  a  Kabba l i s t ic  dream  in  which  he  searches  

through  a l l   the   le t ters  on  a l l   the  pages   in   the  C lement ine   l ibrary ’s  400 ,000  vo lumes,  

a  “ub iqu i tous  vo ice”  announces   that  “The   t ime  for  your  work  has  been  granted.”  

The  next  morn ing ,  as  he   faces   the   f i r ing  squad,  h is  prayers  are  answered,  h is  

dreams come true;  h is  barga in ing  ach ieves   i t  end.  As   the   r i f les   that  are   to  s lay  h im 

are   lowered,  “ the  phys ica l  un iverse  s tood  s t i l l ” :  German  lead  would  k i l l  h im,  at   the  

determined  hour ,  but   in  h is  mind  a  year  would  e lapse  between the  command to   f i re  

and   the  execut ion .”  H ladek  not ices   that  “Upon a  courtyard   f lagstone  a  bee  cast  a  

s tat ionary  shadow.”  H is   surroundings  become very   l ike  a  pa inted  p ic ture .  A  droop  of  

ra in  water   f reezes  on  h is  cheek .   In  h is  mind,  he   f in ishes  h is  p lay ;  he  wr i tes  and  

rewr i tes  and  rev ises :  

 

Met icu lous ,  unmoving ,   secret ive ,  he  wove  h is   lo f ty   inv is ib le   labyr inth   in   t ime.  

He  worked   the   th i rd  act  over   tw ice .  He  e l iminated  some rather‐ too‐obv ious  

symbols .   .   .   .  There  were  no  c i rcumstances   to  constra in  h im.  He  omitted ,  

condensed,  ampl i f ied .   .   .   .  He  brought  h is  drama to  a  conc lus ion:  he   lacked  a  

s ing le  ep i thet .  He   found  i t :   the  drop  of  water  s l id  down h is  check .  

 

H is  work  complete ,   the   r i f le  b lasts   f ina l ly  h i t  home.  H ladek  d ies .  Perhaps  a l l  o f  us ,   in  

the   t imelessness  o f  our   f ina l  moment ,  have  a  s imi lar   sense  of   in f in i te  poss ib i l i ty ,  o f  

c reat iv i ty .  Thanks   to   the   imag inat ion ’s  ab i l i ty   to  probe   the  Near  Death  Exper ience ,  

Borges ,   too ,  has  he lped   teach  us  how to  d ie .  For   in  h is   secret  mirac le ,  H ladek  has  

come to   rea l i ze  w ith   the  ph i losopher  Wit tgenste in   that  

 

Death   i s  not  an  event  o f   l i fe .  Death   i s  not   l i ved   through.   I f  by  etern i ty   i s  

understood  not  end less   tempora l  durat ion  but   t imelessness ,   then  he   l ives  

eterna l ly  who  l ives   in   the  present .  Our   l i fe   i s  end less   in   the  way   that  our  

v i sua l   f ie ld   i s  w i thout   l im it .  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“The  Secret  Mirac le”   i s  a   s tory  about  death ’s  c reat ive  poss ib i l i t ies .  

 

IN  A  POEM ENTITLED   “Couplets  20 ,”   in   l ines  which  would  appear   to  a l lude  

spec i f i ca l ly   to  D ick inson’s  poem and   to  answer  her  doubts ,   the  contemporary  poet  

Robert  Mezey  prov ides  a  k ind  of  phenomenology  of   the  dy ing  process ,   cast   in   the  

form of  a   set  o f  poet ic   inst ruct ions .  

“Don’t  be  a f ra id  o f  dy ing ,”  Mezey  counse ls ,   for   the   ind iv idua l  consc iousness   i s  

a lways   ready   to   return   to  consc iousness‐at ‐ large ;   the  part icu lar   sou l  g lad ly   reun i tes  

w ith   the  Oversou l ,  once   the  ego   i s  gone.  “ the  g lass  o f  water ,”  Mezey  exp la ins ,   “ i s  

qu ick ly  poured   into   the  wai t ing  gob let .”  

In  death ,  

 

Your   face   that  w i l l  be  o f  no   further  use   to  mirrors  

Grows  more  and  more   t ransparent ,  noth ing   i s  h idden.  

 

When “ I t ’ s  n ight   in   the   remotest  prov inces  o f   the  bra in ,”  Mezey   te l l s  us ,   in   imagery  

evocat ive  o f   the  NDE,  “See ing   fa l l s  back   into   the  great   sea  of   l ight .”  Even  D ick inson’s  

ominous   f ly  can  br ing  no   fear :  

 

How strange   to  see   that  g l i t ter ing  green   f ly  

Walk   in to   the  eyeba l l ,   rubb ing   i t s  hands  and  pray ing .  

 

There   i s ,   in   fact ,  no  cause   for   fear ;   for  death   i s  an  eterna l  

return :  

 

Don’t  be  a f ra id ,  you ’re  go ing   to  where  you  were  

Before  b i r th  pushed  you   into   th is  co ld   l ight .  

 

Death ’s   l ight ,  Mezey  assures  us ,   l i ke  To ls toy ’s   Ivan   I ly ich ,   l i ke   that  o f  many  who have  

undergone   the  NDE,   i s  warm,  welcoming  and  she l ter ing .   I t   i s   the   l ight  o f  home.  

 

IT  WAS THE ANNOUNCED GOAL,  THE  L IFE ’S  WORK,  o f  Ra in ier  Mar ia  R i lke   (1875‐1926)  

to  speak   the  word  “death”  w ithout  negat ion .  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In   January ,  1912,  whi le  so journ ing  at  Du ino  Cast le  near  Tr ieste  on   the  

Adr iat ic ,  R i lke  wa lked  out  onto   the  cast le ’s  bast ions   in to  a  howl ing  wind  and  br ight  

sun l ight .  Menta l ly   fa t igued   f rom agoniz ing  over  an  unf in ished   let ter ,  he  would  not  

seem to  have  been   in   the  proper  mood  for   insp i rat ion ,  and  yet  as  he  s tood   look ing  

out  at   the  sea  he  heard  a  vo ice  speak ing   to  h im the  words  which  would   la ter  become 

the   f i r s t   l ine  o f   the  Duino  E leg ies :   “Who,   i f   I   c r ied ,  would  hear  me among the  

ange ls ’ /h ierarch ies?”  

Other  verses   fo l lowed,   though  not  at  R i lke ’s  b idd ing ,  and  he  wrote   them 

down,  but   then   the  vo ices  s topped.  Conv inced   that   the  d ic tated   l ines  were   f ragments  

o f  a   longer  ser ies  o f  poems,  perhaps  a  song‐cyc le ,  R i lke  wa i ted  pat ient ly   for   the  

vo ices ’   return ,  work ing  sporad ica l ly  and  with   l im ited  success   toward   the i r   forced  

complet ion  unt i l ,  near ly   ten  years   la ter ,  a t  Chateau  de  Muzot   in  Switzer land   in  

February ,  1922,   the  vo ices  began   to  speak  aga in ,  d ic tat ing  over  a  per iod  of  a   few 

days   in  a  “nameless  s torm,  a  hurr icane   in   the  sp i r i t , ”   the   remainder  o f   the  poems 

that  were   to  become the  Duino  E leg ies  and   then,  as  a  “ forestorm” and  an  

“af terb i r th ,”   the  bu lk  o f  The  Sonnets   to  Orpheus .  R i lke  would   la ter   re fer   to   these  

days—dur ing  which ,  he  exp la ined,  “eat ing  was  not   to  be   thought  o f ,  God  knows who 

fed  me”—as   the  “most  en igmat ic  d ic tat ion   I  have  ever  he ld   through  and  ach ieved”  

and  “a  s ing le  breath less  act  o f  obed ience .”  

I t  had  been  “ l ike  a  mut i la t ion  of   [h is ]  heart   that   the  

E leg ies  were  not—here ,”  R i lke  wrote   to  h is  conf idante  Lou‐

Andreas  Sa lome soon  a f ter   the  outburst .  But   thanks   to   th is  

“ i r res is t ib le  act  o f  c reat ion  which  convu lsed   [h im] ,”   f ina l ly   the  

sequence  s tood  complete .  “ I t  was  not  mine  ever ,”  he  wrote   to  

Fra  Wunder ly .   “ I  was  never  more  humble ,  never  more  on  my 

knees :  oh   in f in i te ly !”  

And  at   the  end  of   the  E leg ies ,  he   f inds  a  way   to  say  yes   to  

death .   In   the  c los ing   l ines  o f   the  N inth  E legy ,  R i lke   turns   to   the  Earth   i t se l f   in  poet ic  

d i rect  address ,  and  he  knows at   las t  what   to  say   to  her .   In  poet ic  d i rect  address ,  he  

speaks   to  her  as  a  be ing  at  once  both   lover  and  mother .  He   f inds  a  way  of   say ing  yes  

to   the  wor ld ,  o f  accept ing  at   las t   the  Earth ’s  wooing  of  her  prod iga l   son   to   return .  

 

Earth ,  my  dearest ,   I  w i l l .  Oh  be l ieve  me,  you  no   longer  need  your  spr ingt imes  

to  w in  me over—one of   them,  ah ,  even  one,   i s  a l ready   too  much   for  my b lood.  

Unspeakab ly   I  have  be longed   to  you,   f rom the   f i r s t  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An  obed ient  son ,  he  agrees   to  do  what  she  says :  

 

You  were  a lways   r ight .   .   .   .  

 

And  he   recogn izes  at   long   last   that  

 

your  ho l iest   insp i rat ion  

i s  our   in t imate  companion,  Death .  

 

Three  years  a f ter   th is  astounding  burst  o f  c reat iv i ty ,  R i lke  d iscovered   that  he  

had   leukemia  a f ter  a  cut  caused  by   the  pr ick  o f  a   rose   thorn  would  not  hea l .  As  h is  

cond i t ion  deter iorated ,  dur ing   the  whole  o f  a   long  and  d i f f i cu l t  death ,  he   re fused  

much  of   the  medica l   t reatment   that  was  o f fered  h im.  He  p leaded  with  h is  doctors  not  

to  exp la in  h is   i l lness   to  h im,  preferr ing   to  be l ieve   that  he  was   in   the  possess ion  of  a  

metaphys ica l  and  not  a  mere ly  phys io log ica l  process .   “He lp  me to  my own death ,”  he  

to ld   f r iends ,  “ I  don’t  want   the  doctor ’s  death—I  want  my  f reedom.”  “Don’t  ever  

forget ,”  he   ins i s ted  near   the  end,   that  “ l i fe   i s  a  g lory .”  And   i t s  “ho l iest   insp i rat ion ,”  

as  both   the  NDE and   the   l i terary   imag inat ion  of   the  end  speak  as   i f  w i th  one  vo ice ,  

“ i s  our   in t imate  companion  death .”  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