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			Rainer Maria Rilke

			Austrian writer

			
					Born in Prague in 1875

					Died in Montreux (Switzerland) in 1926

					Notable works:	Dream-Crowned (1896), collection of poems

	The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910), novel

	Letters to a Young Poet (1929), collection of letters




			

			Rainer Maria Rilke, born in Prague in 1875, is considered to be one of the greatest German-speaking poets of the Jahrhundertwende (‘turn of the century’). A traveller, a friend of Rodin and an admirer of Cézanne, he was an emblematic figure of artistic dialogue.

			A symbolist author, supporter of the independence of a work of art, and a perceptive and introverted poet, Rilke left a dense body of work to which we can also add his letters and essays on art. He is particularly well-known for his Duino Elegies and his ‘thing-poems’, notably The Panther. He died of leukaemia in 1926.

		


		
			Letters to a Young Poet

			An unusual collection of letters

			
					Genre: collection of letters

					Reference edition: Rilke, R. (2004) Letters to a Young Poet. Trans. Herter Norton, M. D. New York: Norton.

					First edition: 1929

					Themes: poetry, creation, art, pupillage, initiation, learning

			

			The Letters to a Young Poet are replies that Rilke addresses to the letters of the young Franz Xaver Kappus, who is seeking his advice and opinion on his poetry. Rilke encourages him not to worry about other people’s opinions and to learn to look within himself. And so begins their exchange, in which Rilke explains his point of view on art as a way of life.

			This correspondence between the poet and his unknown admirer lasted from 1903 until 1908. It was Kappus himself who posthumously published the letters in 1929 (three years after Rilke’s death), without including those that he himself had sent.

		


		
			Summary

			Letter 1 (Paris, 17 February 1903)

			Rilke replies to Franz Xaver Kappus, who has written to him to send him some poems of his own composition, that his opinion should not be taken into consideration, as criticism does not allow for the correct approach to a work. “Things are not all so comprehensible and expressible as one would mostly have us believe” (p. 17), he says. For Rilke, works are mysterious entities and much of what happens in them is not as it is described.

			He concludes that Kappus’ verse still lacks character, but that he can detect attempts to reach something more personal. Therefore Rilke advises him to stop asking for the opinion of others, and instead to look inside himself and to ask himself what his reasons for writing are, to find a “deep answer”. Personal experience is never too poor a subject for a true poet, and “[a] work of art is good if it has sprung from necessity” (p. 20). On the other hand, simply the realisation of being able to live without writing is enough to have to stop doing it.

			Letters 2 and 3 (Viareggio [Italy], 5 April 1903 and 23 April 1903)

			Rilke recommends the works of Jens Peter Jacobsen (Danish writer, 1847-1885) to Kappus. He and the sculptor Auguste Rodin (French sculptor, 1840-1917) are the two creators from whom he learned the most. In his third letter, as Kappus has started to read Jacobsen’s works, Rilke encourages him to continue reading. He agrees with his unfavourable opinion regarding the critical introduction of There Should Have Been Roses and reminds him not to listen to his own impressions, which must evolve freely and unrestrictedly over time. “Being an artist means, not reckoning and counting, but ripening like the tree which does not force its sap” (p. 30), he explains. In Rilke’s opinion, in creation much like in artistic understanding, patience is essential.

			Letter 4 (Worpswede [Germany], 16 July 1903)

			As Kappus is apparently asking big questions about life and sex, Rilke warns him that nobody can help him, but that he can find peace by holding onto nature and simple things. He must learn to like his questions, and not look for answers that are still inaccessible to him and that would prevent him from experiencing his questions: “And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now” (p. 35). He must always welcome everything that naturally comes from his being and stay faithful to himself, even if it is difficult. Sexuality is difficult, their duty as artists is difficult.

			Sex is a way of fully understanding the world; spiritual fruitfulness is, for that matter, related to bodily fruitfulness. Being an artist is nothing if we do not find continuous confirmations of what we create in the real world, for example the memory of many nights of passion.

			Rilke believes it is possible that one day the mystery of all these occurrences might be unravelled and that a supreme poet might summarise the universal experience of all lovers – an experience which, for Rilke, is perhaps “great motherhood”, as the beauty of women of all ages (and even of men in their [pro]creative capacity) is in their future, present or past motherhood. The advent of this supreme poet is prepared for every day by solitary and enlightened artists.

			Letter 6 (Rome, 23 December 1903)

			Rilke mentions solitude as a state which is favourable to introspection and suggests that Kappus be, in those moments, attentive to what is happening within him more than to what is around him, even if it is difficult, as what is happening deep down inside him is worthy of all his attention. This artistic approach must take priority over everything, even over the worry of finding his place in society and its hierarchies. The artist must stay as close as possible to the things that truly affect him.

			Rilke then proposes a perception of God as a perpetually future being, an extreme and an ideal of artistic creation whose advent is prepared for by men today and by all the beautiful things that they create.

			Letter 7 (Rome, 14 May 1904)

			For Rilke, artistic duty is inevitably arduous as the artist addresses difficult matters, such as love, of which he must emphasise the uniqueness. True love is, in his opinion, the ultimate test: it must be learned and necessitates working on oneself in moments of profound solitude in order “to become world for himself for another’s sake” (p. 54), which is a significant challenge.

			But young people are impatient and ignore all these things: they want to benefit from love immediately. This unconsciousness only leads to losses (notably of their uniqueness) and deceptions. They hide away in the omnipresent conventions (marriage, separation) that society has established for them. The artist, however, refuses to hide behind these comforts and explores love not as unison but as the juxtaposition of two solitary beings, and supports all its weight.

			It would be better to consider love without clichés or prejudices, for example concerning women. Rilke thinks that one day they will appear in all their uniqueness, no longer simply as the opposite sex, and that relationships will then become much more human (love from human to human and love between man and woman).

			Letter 8 (Borgeby Gard, Fladie [Sweden], 12 August 1904)

			For Rilke, moments of sadness are “moments when something new has entered into us, something unknown” (p. 64) and where everything in us retreats and is silent. This unknown thing, which sometimes fades before we can even identify it, is digested and changes us imperceptibly. It is in these apparently banal moments that our future begins: it is therefore in the moments of sadness that we must be the most attentive. As, if we open ourselves up to change, to the unknown, later we will be in better harmony with ourselves, when we have truly changed. Our future and our destiny are therefore within us; they do not come from outside.

			The destiny of the artist is to be alone. And when he realises this, his reaction may be extreme, but it is necessary to fully experience this reaction to know ourselves as well as possible. The artist is therefore faced with the most inconceivable things, but he analyses them without being cowardly and attributing responsibility to an external phenomenon. This cowardice of closed-minded men is, moreover, partly responsible for the poverty of human relationships: as people do not want to know each other fully, they are not fully living their relationships, out of fear that something unexpected and potentially dangerous might happen. But, for Rilke, the unknown is not a trap, it is merely natural and deserves our learning to love it. We must love challenges and danger, and not judge ourselves when we feel ourselves changing.

			Letter 9 (Furuborg, Jonsered [Sweden], 4 November 1904)

			Rilke summarises all his advice to help Kappus overcome his difficulty with reconciling his external and internal lives: patiently tolerate and ingenuously believe and trust in what is difficult – notably solitude – and, particularly, let life happen. He must accept all his feelings, as they are not merely fleeting moments of euphoria, they lift him up and make him into a more complete being. Even his doubts can be beneficial if they become conscious and critical.

			The Letters to a Young Poet include, in total, ten replies from Rilke to Kappus. The tenth letter (Paris, 26 December 1908) addresses elements that are already present in the previous letters. Rilke also takes his leave from Kappus by saying that he hopes his stay in the mountains will be beneficial for his future life, and reminding him that art is a way of life.

		


		
			Different perspectives

			Franz Xaver Kappus

			A student at the Military Academy in Vienna, Franz Kappus (1883-1966), a young officer cadet, decides to write to Rilke when one of his professors, the academic tutor Horacek, told him that he was one of his former pupils. Indeed, Rilke’s parents had pushed him to study in a military school in Sankt Pölten in Lower Austria from 1885 (or 17 years before Kappus’ first letter) to become an officer – Rilke, however, stopped his training in 1891 for health reasons.

			Therefore in 1902 Kappus began his letter exchanges with Rilke by sending him his poems and confiding in him. He thus found himself in a situation comparable with that in which his correspondent had once been, having the prospect of a military career as his future and, on the other hand, seriously considering life as a poet and believing these two careers to be incompatible.

			Kappus followed a career in the army and fought in World War I. He then lived off his activity as a journalist and writer, but never became a poet in the same way as Rilke.

			Rilke’s Influence

			An avid fan of art, Rilke was deeply affected by various artists, notably by Auguste Rodin and Jens Peter Jacobsen, whom he cites in his letters to Kappus.

			Auguste Rodin

			Rilke met Rodin for the first time in 1902. Having married Clara Westhoff, a pupil of the sculptor, the year before, he had decided to go to Paris to write a monograph on him. In 1905-1906, Rilke became his secretary, before an argument caused distance

			
			
					his closeness to nature (particularly in his creative process, which Rilke compared to the growth of a tree from a seed)

					his intimate knowledge of shapes and sounds

					the life force of his art which makes anything beautiful, alive and sustainable without the subject really mattering

					the sculptor’s certainty, entirely dedicated to his art.

			

			
			Jens Peter Jacobsen

			
			
			Absolute poetry

			
			
			
					the desire to link an abstract idea to the image the artist associates with it, an image meant to give an idea merely by alluding to it (thus becoming a symbol);

					the exploration of the underlying mysteries of the world through interiority, subjectivity and cooperation in all senses;

					the formal search to best express the abstract idea.
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