
Totentanz Text and Translation 
 
Distler: TotenTanz (SATB, 30 min, with recitation) 

1. Erster Spruch 
2. Der Tod 
3. Zweiter Spruch 
4. Der Kaiser 
5. Der Tod 
6. Dritter Spruch 
7. Der Bischof 
8. Der Tod 
9. Vierter Spruch 
10. Der Edelmann 
11. Der Tod 
12. Fünfter Spruch 
13. Der Arzt 
14. Der Tod 
15. Sechster Spruch 
16. Der Kaufmann 
17. Der Tod 
18. Siebter Spruch 
19. Der Landsknecht 
20. Der Tod 
21. Achter Spruch 
22. Der Schiffer 
23. Der Tod 
24. Neunter Spruch 
25. Der Kausner 
26. Der Tod 
27. Zehnter Spruch 
28. Der Bauer 
29. Der Tod 
30. Elfter Spruch 
31. Die Junfrau 
32. Der Tod 
33. Zwölfter Spruch 
34. Der Greis 
35. Der Tod 
36. Dreizehnter Spruch 
37. Das Kind 
38. Der Tod 
39. Vierzehnter Spruch 

 
 
Totentanz 



Text: Aphorisms by Angelus Silesius from The Cherubic Pilgrim. Dialogue texts by 
Johannes Klöckling after the Lübeck Dance of Death. English translation by David 
Kosviner. 
 
Track times refer to the recording posted on the members’ page on the S&P website 
 
0:00-1:52 – Erster Spruch:  
Laß alles, was du hast, auf daß du alles nehmst!  
Verschmäh die Welt, daß du sie tausendfach bekömmst!  
Im Himmel ist der Tag, im Abgrund ist die Nacht.  
Hier ist die Dämmerung: Wohl dem, der's recht betracht!  
 
First Aphorism: 
Leave all that you have, that you may take all! 
Spurn the world, that you may receive it a thousandfold! 
In heaven it is day, in the abyss it is night. 
Here it is twilight: Blessed is he who understands it well! 
 
1:52-2:30 – Death:  
For the dance, for the dance take your places: 
Emperor, Bishop, Citizen, Farmer, 
poor and rich and large and small, 
come to me! Grief is useless. 
Blessed is he who took care in good time 
to do many good deeds, 
to cast off his sins – 
Today you dance to my tune! 
 
2:31-3:45 – Zweiter Spruch:  
Mensch, die Figur der Welt vergehet mit der Zeit.  
Was trotz'st du dann so viel auf ihre Herrlichkeit? 
 
Second Aphorism: 
Man, the shape of the world decays in time. 
Why do you defy so much its splendor? 
 
3:47-5:01 – The Emperor: 
Oh Death, your sudden appearance 
freezes the marrow in my bones. 
Did not kings, princes, noblemen 
have to bow before me and honor me, 
how should I now become, without mercy, 
just like you, Death, slime of the earth? 
I was the people’s leader and protector – 
And you make me into food for worms. 
 



Death: 
Lord Emperor, you were the highest here, 
you shall lead the dance next to me. 
The sword of justice was yours, 
to settle disputes and alleviate suffering; but 
your obsession with fame and honor blinded you, 
you did not see your own great sinfulness. 
Hence my call falls heavy your senses. – 
Halt, Bishop, the dance begins! 
 
5:03-5:40 – Dritter Spruch:  
Wann du willst gradeswegs ins ew'ge Leben gehn,  
so laß die Welt und dich zur linken Seite stehn!  
 
Third Aphorism: 
If you wish to go directly into eternal life, 
then leave the world and yourself by the wayside! 
 
5:41-6:51 – The Bishop: 
Oh dear Master, where must I flee to? 
I cannot escape from you anywhere. 
Whether I look before or behind me, 
I always feel you standing beside me, Death. 
What does my devout position count before you? 
I must leave everything that I accumulated, 
and at this time am despised 
like a filthy stinking hound. 
 
Death: 
You should know better than all others 
that all men must die! 
You lived in earthly kingdom 
an equal to God’s apostles; 
but with arrogant manners 
you rode on a high horse. 
Now your pride has turned to fear. – 
Nobleman, give me your hand! 
 
6:52-7:46 – Vierter Spruch:  
O Sünder, wann du wohl bedächtst das kurze Nun,  
und dann die Ewigkeit: Du würdst nicht Böses tun!  
 
Fourth Aphorism: 
O Sinner, if you were to contemplate how short the Now is, 
and then Eternity: you would no evil! 
 



7:49-9:10 – The Nobleman: 
Death, I beg you, desist! 
Let me take a breather before you act! 
I have spent my time vilely, 
have thought little of dying. 
I only cared for drinking and splurging, 
plagued and tormented my servants. 
Now I must travel, although I do not want to 
and do not know the destination of my journey. 
 
Death: 
If you had used your wealth for the poor 
to be their advocate, you would feel better; 
but who was permitted to mention hardship or 
infirmity before you, the great Lord! 
You were aware of your splendor, 
But not well prepared for my arrival … 
now you are completely distraught. – 
Master Physician, step to the dance! 
 
9:11-9:55 – Fünfter Spruch:  
Dein bester Freund, dein Leib, der ist dein ärgster Feind,  
er bind't und hält dich auf: Dein bester Freund, so gut er's immer meint!  
 
Fifth Aphorism: 
Your body, your best friend, It is your worst enemy,  
It constrains and hinders you: Your best friend, as good as its intentions are! 
 
9:57-11:09 – The Physician: 
I was your antagonist, 
helped many people recover from you, 
who suffered terribly of disease. 
Now you come to me myself, Death, 
Neither skill nor medicine will avail, 
Indeed, I feel my pulse in vain … 
You wish to see all my weaknesses; 
Which judgment will be my fate? 
 
Death: 
You shall have true and fair judgment  
according to your deeds here on earth. 
All your actions are manifest before God: 
you caused mortal danger to many, 
had little respect for the poor and the ailing, 
charged expensively for your knowledge 
and boasted greatly of your learning. – 



Merchant, make haste to ready yourself! 
 
11:11-11:40 – Sechster Spruch:  
Der Reiche dieser Welt, was hat er für Gewinn,  
daß er muß mit Verlust von seinem Reichtum ziehn?  
 
Sixth Aphorism: 
The rich man in this world, what kind of profit does he gain, 
that he must make a loss in departing from his wealth? 
 
11:42-12:57 – The Merchant: 
How should I be ready for you! 
I invested my money in houses, 
my lands are full of corn, 
my wares lie on ships and carriages … 
I myself have made many a hard journey – 
but none as hard as this one. 
If I could tally my accounts clearly 
Death would not cause me so much chagrin. 
 
Death: 
He who is honest in his trading, 
does not mark up more than his due, 
he will experience justice 
when all stand before the Judge. 
If you planned no deceit, 
then your accounts are in good order, 
no numbers need to be added. – 
Come here, Mercenary, I await you! 
 
12:59-14:05 – Siebenter Spruch: 
Freund, Streiten ist nicht g'nug, du mußt auch überwinden,  
wo du willst ew'ge Ruh und ew'gen Frieden finden!  
 
Seventh Aphorism: 
My friend, fighting is not enough, you must also overcome 
if you wish to find eternal rest and eternal peace! 
 
14:07-15:18 – The Mercenary: 
I know Death is addressing me. 
I caused the agony of death others often – 
now the sharp sword 
has turned against me. 
Is there no one to grant me mercy? 
I beg of you Death, let me live longer, 
let me serve God entirely 



whom I forgot in my trade! 
 
Death: 
Come forth, lamenting will not avail you; 
you must carry your burden yourself; 
I believe it is heavy enough. 
Your deeds bear irreproachable witness 
to the good and evil that you did; 
your reward will be measured accordingly. 
No one can redeem you from the judgment. 
Mariner, your time here is over! 
 
15:19-15:22 – Achter Spruch:  
Die Welt ist deine See, der Schiffmann Gottes Geist,  
das Schiff dein Leib, die Seel ist's, die nach Hause reist.  
 
Eighth Aphorism: 
The world is your ocean, God’s spirit is your navigator, 
your body is the ship, it is the soul that is travelling home. 
 
15:24-17:53 – The Mariner: 
I know not, Death, how it could happen – 
I often saw you close to me; 
but when I lived on land 
all mu good resolutions were forgotten. 
The Old Adam, lewd and bold 
Cheated me of my better heritage. 
Now I stand in the affliction of sin, 
help me, dear Lord, by your Death! 
 
Death: 
If from your youth you had kept 
God’s word truly in your mind 
and striven diligently to act accordingly 
you would not feel distressed for yourself now. 
You saw the end face to face often enough; 
Now your remorse is worth but little. 
Lower your sails, leave your possessions! – 
Come, devout man, follow me at leisure! 
 
17:55-18:59 – Neunter Spruch:  
Das überlichte Licht schaut man in diesem Leben  
nicht anders, als wenn man schier ins Dunkle sich begeben.  
 
Ninth Aphorism: 
The light beyond all light can be seen in this mortal life 



only by venturing all the way into the darkness. 
 
19:01-20:15 – The Hermit: 
Death would not be a hardship for me; 
if only I were thoroughly prepared 
and my conscience free and pure! 
Often the Evil One invaded me 
with great and strong temptations. 
Lord, redeem me from my sins! I confess 
and regret them from the bottom of my heart. 
Show mercy to me at my last hour! 
 
Death: 
You may indeed dance joyfully, 
you will be resurrected in heaven. 
Such work, as you have done 
lends wings to the soul. 
Your example would benefit many people, 
would not have caused them hardship; 
but now they stand there, very sour. – 
Come join the round dance, farmer of the soil! 
 
20:16-20:57 – Zehnter Spruch:  
Freund, wer in jener Welt will lauter Rosen brechen,  
den müssen z'vor allhier die Dornen g'nugsam stechen.  
 
Tenth Aphorism: 
My friend, he who wishes to only pick roses in the other world, 
must first be pricked by thorns enough in this world. 
 
21:00-22:20 – The Farmer: 
I know nothing of dancing, 
I spent my entire life 
working very hard, 
toiling and worrying by day and night, 
how I could get the fields 
to produce plentiful harvest. 
I was always afraid for the tithe and the lease; 
and never gave you any thought. 
 
Death: 
When I look at your day’s work 
I think God will not reject you. 
Your sowing is, just as on the field, 
in good order in heaven. 
God will also reward all your trouble 



on high in His heavenly halls. 
Therefore, do not be too afraid. – 
Beautiful Maiden, I desire you! 
 
22:21-23:08 – Elfter Spruch:  
Auf, auf, der Bräut'gam kömmt: Man geht mit ihm nicht ein,  
wo man des Augenblicks nicht kann bereitet sein.  
 
Eleventh Aphorism: 
Arise, arise, the bridegroom comes: No one will enter with him 
who cannot be prepared at the right moment. 
 
23:10-24:31 – The Maiden: 
If only I could spurn you, 
Stay young and beautiful and live a bit longer! 
I am only beginning to taste the pleasures of the 
world: who could have imagined a worse time? 
Shame, that you have deceived me, 
and caught me in your net! 
Oh let me taste more of the earthly delights! 
I will become devout in my old age. 
 
Death: 
Doing the rounds at night, just like thieves, 
that is my true and real pleasure. 
The young should turn inward in good time! 
Human desires are very deceptive. 
No one has a permanent home here; 
you will soon weary of worldly delights. 
So dance willingly to my tune! – 
Go, arise from your bed, Old Man! 
 
24:32-25:18 – Zwölfter Spruch:  
Mensch, wenn dir auf der Welt zu lang wird Weil und Zeit  
so kehr dich nur zu Gott ins Nun der Ewigkeit.  
 
Twelfth Aphorism: 
Man, if your sojourn and time in this world become too long, 
then turn around towards God into the Now of Eternity. 
 
25:20-26:36 – The Old Man: 
Oh Death, how long I have waited for you! 
My journey of suffering was all too long. 
Could you not find this poor old man? 
Were you commanded to punish my sins? 
Illness is indeed a sever affliction, 



I do not want to see how the world fares today. 
So may God forgive my shortcomings 
and allow me to enter His eternal life. 
 
Death: 
Come, Old Man, take my hand, 
you will now travel to the other land. 
You will soon forget your suffering, 
when you sit at the feet of God. 
There, the angels’ melodies 
will beautifully charm your ears; 
all conflict will be resolved in harmony. – 
Follow now, little child in the cradle! 
 
26:37-27:18 – Dreizehnter Spruch:  
Die Seele, welche hier noch kleiner ist als klein,  
wird in dem Himmelreich der schönste Engel sein.  
 
Thirteenth Aphorism: 
The soul which here is still smaller than small 
Will be the most beautiful angel in the Heavenly Kingdom. 
 
27:21-28:50 – The Child: 
Oh Death, how should I understand this? 
I must dance and cannot even walk? 
How should this raise your reputation, 
that I should die before I have arrived, 
be taken before I was properly given? 
How terrible my mother weeps! 
Oh, give me back to the earth! 
 
Death: 
God knows why He sends me to pipe my tune 
and whom He takes back without any sins. 
God knows, why He lets both saints and sinners 
make either a long or a short sofourn here. 
I pipe for your peace, 
I pipe for your torment, 
I pipe you into God’s eternal halls. 
I pipe so loudly that everyone hears me. – 
Who is it who returns to God? 
 
28:51-31:22 – Vierzehnter Spruch:  
Die Seele, weil sie ist geborn zur Ewigkeit,  
hat keine wahre Ruh in Dingen dieser Zeit.  
Drum ist's verwunderlich, daß du die Welt so liebst,  



und aufs Vergängliche dich allzusehr begibst. 
 
Fourteenth Aphorism: 
The soul, since it is born for eternity, 
has no true rest in the matters of this time. 
Hence it is astonishing that you should love the world so much 
and concentrate too much on ephemeral matters. 
 
 


