Karen Klein

On Hearing the Borromeo Quartet Play Beethoven's “Heiliger
Dankgesang”

|. First, the chords.

Their sound humbles adjectives--
stately, sonorous, majestic, resonant--
exposes the words’ inadequacy.

The measured progression
hones our attention,
makes us wait, expectant.

The diapason calls forth the presence
of an absent organ, as if it were the instrument
not a mere string quartet.

I1. Then, the melodic phrase.

It enters with full humility
through the second violin,
the first too grand for its modest approach.

Yet it returns again, plaintive, and again,
its repetitive insistence like a child’s why
that never gets an answer.

I11. Finally, the melodic phrase.

This time in the first violin—its timbre firm,
Beethoven after his near-fatal illness,
the composition a product of his recovery._

But this is no "holy song of thanks."
The certitude he brought back
becomes an urgent plea

that when the Dark Angel closes in,
his wings will obliterate fear,
his embrace be compassionate.
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