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Ombra adorata!*

E.T.A. Hoffmann

trans. John Louis Miller

As aurdy as music is mankind' s most wonderful achievement, so surdly can mankind never fully
plumb its degpest secretd! -- But does't music live in the human soul itsdf? Does't it so fill the heart
with its blessed manifestations that the whole being turnsto it and finds new, transfigured life there?
Doesn't music lift one from one s daily tail, from the denigrating torments of the earthly? Yed Oneis
filled with divine strength, just as the gpprentice, chancing to read aloud his master’s magica
incantations, cdled forth wonderful entities from indde himself, found himsdf spesking the occult
language of that secret, romantic spirit-world. Just so, with childlike, humble spirit, one surrenders to
the soirit within. One joins these wonderful entitiesin their shining dance of life--and those with eyesto
see this dance are forever filled with nameless, unquenchable longing.

How oppressed | felt as | walked into that concert hall! How burdened by sordid, worthless

annoyances  Like stinging, poisonous insects these irritations, Sngling out the artist, making hislife so

Hoffmann’s note): Who doesn’t know Crescentini’s magnificent aria, Ombra adorata,
[“Adored Shadow”] composed for Zingarelli’s Romeo e Giulietta, and performed in a manner all his
own?

(Trandator’s note): Girolamo Crescentini (Italian, 1762-1846) was the last great castrato.
Niccol0 Zingarelli (1752-1837) composed more than 30 operas before 1811, when he turned to church
music. The operain question was composed in 1796.



miserable that finaly the sngle stroke that ends dl earthly pain seems preferable to the interminable,
prickling torment. Y ou, my loyd friend, understood the mournful glance | threw your way, and | thank
you a hundred times over for taking my place at the keyboard, |etting me seek refuge in the furthermost
corner of the hal. What pretext did you find; how did you manage to subgtitute a modest, short
overture by afledgling composer for Beethoven's great C-minor Symphony? For that, too, | thank you
from the bottom of my heart. If Beethoven’s mighty spirit had taken hold of me as| wasfeding at that
moment, had seized mein its burning, sted embrace, if those thundering tones had swept me into that
redlm of invincible heroes, how could | have borneit, feding, as| was, dmost crushed by the
mundane?

The overture ended in akind of juvenile exuberance, with trumpets and tympani, and an interva
of dlence followed, asif in expectation of something quite specid. | found that soothing; | closed my
eyes, seeking amore pleasant place ingde mysdlf than that which surrounded me, forgetting the concert
and with it the fact that | was supposed to be at the keyboard.

The pause must have lagted quite some time, when findly theritornello of an ariabegan. In
gentle, sugtained tones, with utmost smplicity it seemed to spesk the very language of longing, touching
the core of one' s being, lifting the devout soul to heaven, restoring the beloved things one had been
robbed of here bdlow. — Then, likeadivinelight, the bell-clear voice of awoman soared over the
orchestra: Tranquillo io sono, fra poco teco saro mio vital?

Who could describe the fedings that surged through me? — How the gnawing pain indde me

dissolved into melancholy yearning, as though a divine balsam had washed over my inner wounds. —

24| am content; soon | will be with you, my life!”



Everything was forgotten and, enthralled, | heard only those tones from another world, enfolding me,
consoling me.

The theme of the ariathat followed, Ombra adorata, was as Smple astherecitative
sugtained, soulful, touching the innermost spirit, lifting it above earthly pain, expressing hope for blessed
fulfillment in ahigher, better world. How naturdly, how unpretentioudy everything dignsitsdf in that
ample compostion. The phrases move only between tonic and dominant--no jarring chrometic
excursions, no contrived figurations; the song flows like a slver-bright stream between iridescent
flowers. But ign't that precisdy the occult formulathe Magter has at his command? --To givethe
samplest melody, the most artless structure the power to reach areceptive spirit? Ason swift wingsthe
soul flies through shining clouds in those wonderful, bright, clear tones. 1t isthe jubilant celebration of
transfigured spirits.

As does every compogtion arising from the deepest fedings of its creetor, this composition cdls
for degp undergtanding from the performer--I might go so far asto say it cdlsfor arefined intuition that
transforms feding into a supersensible union with that which the melody contains within itsdf. The
genius of Itdian song cdlsfor certain embdlishments, in the recitetive aswel asthe arig, but it is
unpardonable to add bizarre, unstylistic curlicues and twists to the melody. That great master of song,
Crescentini, showed the way through his performances, defined the tradition of beautiful Snging and
ornamentation. — With what understanding Crescentini enlivened the whole with his occasiond
ornamentsl These are the sparkling jewels that add their beauty to that of abeoved face, causng the
eyesto flash more brightly, heightening the crimson of lips and cheeks.

But what can | say about you, plendid snger? — With the burning enthusasm of the Itdians



| call out to you: “Y ou, kissed by the Gods!™ for it is a gift from heaven that lets your fervent soul pedl
forth in magnificent, shining music. Y our tones caressed me like chaste spirit-beings, each one saying:
“Lift your head, troubled one!’ Come with us to that faraway land where there are no painful, bleeding
wounds, where the breast wells with exquisite longing, with ddights for which there are no words!”

| shdl never hear you again, but whenever I'm awash in mediocrity, when that slly, run-of-the-
mill pack triesto pull me down to its level, when the mob mocks me, tries to wound me down with its
poisonous barbs, when I'm dmost overcome by my surroundings, then, in your tones a ghostly voice
will comfort me, whioering, Tranquillo io sono, fra poco teco saro mia vital

In rapture such as never fet before | shal soar up on mighty wings, over the humiliation of dl
earthly. All those tones, frozen in thiswounded heart, shal find new life, shal bestir themsdlves, soaring
forth like glittering sdlamanders, and | will be able to touch them, to hold them, to bring them together in

abundle of fire, aflaming image of your song--glorified, transfigured.

3(Hoffmann’s note): The Itaians called out to our German soprano, [Charlotte] Haser, now
unfortunately retired, “ Che sei benedetta dal cielo” [*May heaven blessyou’].



