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	PART ONE


	I.
	A tree sprang into life


	II.
	And it was almost a girl


	III.
	A god can do it


	IV.
	O you delicate ones


	V.
	Raise no memorial stone


	VI.
	Does he live among us?


	VII.
	To praise is foremost!


	VIII.
	Only in the realm of praising


	IX.
	Only one who has raised the lyre


	X.
	I welcome you, ancient coffins


	XI.
	Look at the sky


	XII.
	I cheer the spirit


	XIII.
	Fat apple, banana, gooseberry


	XIV.
	We are absorbed in blossom


	XV.
	Wait. It tastes good


	XVI.
	You, my friend, you are lonely


	XVII.
	Way down under the old


	XVIII.
	Master, do you hear?


	XIX.
	Although the world quickly changes form


	XX.
	What can I dedicate to you, lord?


	XXI.
	Spring has come again


	XXII.
	We drive on


	XXIII.
	Only on a day when flight


	XXIV.
	Shall we reject our ancient friendship?


	XXV.
	But you whom I knew like a flower


	XXVI.
	You, holy Orpheus, poet


	 
	 


	
	PART TWO


	I.
	Breath, you invisible poem!


	II.
	Just as the master’s genuine brushstroke


	III.
	Mirrors


	IV.
	O here you have the beast


	V.
	Flower muscle of the anemone


	VI.
	Rose on your throne


	VII.
	Flowers, sisters


	VIII.
	O you few playmates


	IX.
	Judges, don’t brag


	X.
	All we have gained, the machine threatens


	XI.
	Many calmly ordered rules of death


	XII.
	Will transformation


	XIII.
	Be ahead of all leaving


	XIV.
	Observe these flowers


	XV.
	O fountain mouth


	XVI.
	Orpheus, whom we have torn apart


	XVII.
	Where, in what blissful watered gardens


	XVIII.
	Dancer, O you translation


	XIX.
	Gold lives somewhere


	XX.
	Between the stars


	XXI.
	My heart, sing about gardens


	XXII.
	O despite fate


	XXIII.
	Summon me


	XXIV.
	O this joy always new


	XXV.
	Listen


	XXVI.
	How the cry of a bird


	XXVII.
	Does time destroyer


	XXVIII.
	O come and go


	XXIX.
	Silent friend of many distances
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I recall the one person I’ve known who knew Rilke: an old Quaker lady who owned the hotel Reina Victoria in the medieval Andalusian city of Ronda in Spain. When in 1952 I spent a few nights at her place, she spoke about the poet who lived the winter of 1913 in her book-filled inn overlooking the beautiful and dangerous barranca at the edge of the city. There he composed most of his sixth Duino elegy.


INTRODUCTION: RILKE AND THE ECSTASY OF CREATION

An Outsider Writer

RAINER MARIA RILKE is one of those major outsider writers like Franz Kafka, also from Prague, and Paul Celan, a Romanian Jew—each born in a city with a German-speaking element on the periphery of the Austro-German empires. All three writers died young. Kafka perished of tuberculosis, a month short of his forty-first birthday. Celan had the Holocaust to blacken his youth, and, despite early recognition for his amazingly inventive speech, later desolation led him at age fifty to walk into the black solitude of the Seine river.1 Rilke, a friend of rivers, mountains, and meadows, suffered through his existence, mixing joy into his darknesses. Leukemia wasted him in the first days of his fifty-first year. Like Kafka and Celan, Rilke gave us a new language, an idiolect, which though hermetic at first glance, like Emily Dickinson’s idiolect, turned out to be fresh and inevitable. Communication was intuitive, with a hammer of new faith in the invented word and in its new precisions. One must learn their tongues. Rilke is sometimes a transcendent Jakob Boehme evoking the tin spheres of heaven, or a lucidly objective Charles Baudelaire detailing figures who inhabit the nether life of Paris. The unparalleled Russian poet Marina Tsvetaeva, while still a young exile in Paris, wrote Rilke when he was dying. She got it right when she said, “You are poetry itself.”

Rilke reaches us as few poets can. He drifts through his countries, in depression or ecstasy, as a homeless failure or a solitary secular angel hoping for a creative breakthrough. He lives exclusively and often self-destructively for his art. He looks everywhere, inspired or dispirited, and then changes location again. He appears in a German art colony, a dismal Paris room, a Russian monastery, a cold Swiss château. He seeks out Rodin as the supreme working artist, Cézanne for his underlying planes, and Greco for the faces with sky-staring eyes. In books he finds deep companions. He goes from woman to woman, each of whom he loves and leaves, and women, not men, are his confidantes and closest friends. He leaves them not because eros cannot compete with spirit, mind, or meditation, or is weak. None of that. Eros drives him from lips to lips, from passionate love letter to passionate love letter, and in 1915 he even writes a quasi-secret series of phallic poems, a diverting literary pornography à l’Apollinaire. But ultimately eros gives way to Rilke’s enduring religion, which is the creation of art, the writing of the poem. He makes titanic efforts to complete the Duino Elegies, and especially during a decade of failure and anxiety (1912–1922), creation demands no less than complete solitude, a room to work in, and spans of uninterrupted time.

Eros succumbs to creation and the religion of the poem.

Finally, there are external happenings in the poet’s life, such as the terrible world war that leaves him twisted and creatively stunned. Or, much later and but a few years from his own death, the knowledge of the death of a young woman (once his daughter’s playmate) who wakes in him an explosion of words and images that will culminate in the Sonnets to Orpheus.

Wherever he is, and especially when he retreats into solitude and remembers, Rilke may, with luck, come upon images and overheard words to recount his own interior landscape, its absences and emptiness. Then we are with the poet in his disturbed cosmic garden.

Morning in Prague

Born in 1875 in Prague, then a city in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Rilke was given the birth name René Karl Wilhelm Johann Joseph Maria Rilke. Later, in 1897, his lifelong friend Lou Andreas-Salomé urged him to change his first name from René to Rainer, “a more masculine and German-sounding name,” she said, and he agreed. René had an unhappy childhood and a miserable adolescence. Ultra sensitive—at once man, woman, and child—all these vaguely defining categories of being entered his interior absorption and self-interrogation. His earliest years were clouded by his mother, Phia, a tall, distinguished woman from a highly respected family that had immigrated to Prague from French-speaking Alsace, bringing a French element into Rilke’s mix in the diversity of Prague. Her great-grandmother, Theresia Mayerhof, was a Jew. Phia (née Sophie Entz) was pious and domineering and did not give him tranquility. Having lost a daughter a year before her son was conceived, which was devastating to her, Phia wanted another daughter. When a son was born, she called him “Sophie” after herself, curled his hair, and until the age of seven dressed him as a girl. “I had to wear beautiful long dresses . . . and until I started school, I went about like a little girl. I think my mother played with me as if I were a big doll.”2 When her son was sick, she overwhelmed him with care. Throughout his life—and she outlived him—he could not bear his mother, though he still sought her approval and visited her at decent intervals. He saw her as stupid and intrusive, and despised her religiosity. In one poem he says that though he built a stone wall around himself, she inevitably showed up and tore him down. Phia was the stubborn ghost of his life, and in reaction he became an isolated escapee, which was to fit his later poetic semblance.

But that ghost of harsh judgment had her own dreams and was capable of acting on them. While Rilke was still a child, Phia split from her unsuccessful husband, Josef, whom she had not loved, and went off to live with her lover in Vienna. Recent commentators have been kinder to her than Rilke was, speaking of her as an emancipated woman for her time, and noting that in 1900 she published her own book of aphorisms, under the title of Ephimereden, dedicated to “her dear son René.”

Phia Rilke’s obsession with status and propriety, with Catholicism and everything related to the Church, from stained-glass windows to images of angels, probably served the poet. He used that religious symbolism to create his antireligion, or at very least the lexicon of his alternate version of essential ideas of time, death, and salvation.

As for formal religion, though born a Catholic, Rilke had and wanted no sectarian orthodoxy. He was certainly not a gnostic and died long before his exact contemporary Carl Jung (1875–1961) helped make the 1945 discovery of the Egyptian Nag Hammadi Library better known in the West. Yet there are deep coincidences between Rilke’s worldview and the main tenets of gnosticism. Rilke’s poems are immersed with landscapes and skyscapes of interior light. He shared with the gnostics a stubborn speculation that turned things around, permitting him to see a demiurge where others found God, to come on dissenting knowledge (gnosis) where others were satisfied with or benumbed by clerical faith. Also like the gnostics, he considered the body, of both sorrow and joy, an impediment he had to wear to find his art.3 He was not concerned with notions of bodily afterlife or vague pantheistic redemption. Rather, like the gnostics and in contrast to traditional religious sects, he looked for spiritual culmination during his hours on earth. It took the form of a transcendence experienced only through artistic creation. Then, he saw unsayable knowledge that he fashioned enigmatically into poems. His life was shaped by the poem. The poem was his god, angel, demiurge, demon, master, mystery, and his gift to us.

Rilke spent much of his childhood mainly with his father, Josef, a sickly former military officer who had failed to advance in rank. After ten years in the military, he was an official in the Turnau-Kralup-Prague Railway, and then, most of his life, a station manager and warehouse inspector. In a letter to Rilke’s friend Ellen Key written in 1903, the poet describes his Prague background with no frills or pretension:

My childhood home was a cramped rented flat in Prague . . . our small household, in reality lower middle class, was supposed to give the appearance of abundance, our clothes were supposed to fool people, and certain lies were considered routine. I do not know how I felt about it. I had to wear very fancy clothes and until it was time for school went around dressed like a little girl.4

His parents chose to send him to a German grammar school run by the Piarist Fathers. Even at this time, Phia, who escorted the little boy, now in his blue sailor suit, to and from school, commonly spoke French to him before the other schoolboys. Already a loner and supersensitive, Rilke began his instruction, which included “Bohemian,” as Czech was called in those days. When the boy was ten—by then his mother was virtually never around—his father enrolled him in the Imperial Royal Junior Military Academy in St. Pölten. Four years later, the adolescent went to the Senior Military Academy at Mährisch-Weisskirchen. René saw these years as service in an inferno. And later when his old teacher Major General von Sedlakowitz wrote him a letter in 1920 congratulating him on his great literary career, Rilke responded that he had survived by suppressing memory of those years, which he compared to Dostoyevsky’s House of the Dead, and to a monstrous affliction of his childhood. On record, at least, he did exceedingly well in the schools, receiving high marks in industry, temperament, and all courses except for athletics and fencing. In class he was asked to recite poems that were the earliest that he composed. What was most lacking in his education, because of the military emphasis, was that grounding in the major works of German and Western culture that served contemporaries like Thomas Mann. Later Rilke had to absorb these masterworks on his own. He also did not receive the early training in English that other German and Austrian writers commonly had. His knowledge of English was rudimentary, his readings in English and American literatures insignificant. As an adult he made efforts to read Keats and Browning in English with a tutor, but did not get far.

His father always had good intentions and supported his son financially as best he could, even after the son’s brief marriage, but his effect on Rilke, in contrast to that of Rilke’s own mother, was minimal. He was neither model nor guide, and certainly not a ghost to shove aside and bury. The father died young. The haunting mother lived on.

After the military schools, Rilke attended a business college in Linz, and in 1892 he apparently had his first sexual experience. He met a young woman, and when he became too involved he fled from Linz, but he was in the company of an older schoolteacher with whom he stayed for a while in a hotel in Vienna. He returned to Prague where, with private tutors and money left him from his uncle Jaroslav, he studied for three years to obtain a diploma, “with distinction,” from the Graben Gymnasium, which permitted him to enroll in diverse courses at the University of Prague. In 1894 he published his first book of poems—he was only eighteen—called Life and Songs, his sentimental “music box” lyrics that he later rejected in all ways. But from the beginning he used what contacts he had, along with great industry, to find publication. Only in late midlife, as we will see, would he cease to publish his outstanding work, which he rejected and neglected, yet kept writing while waiting through years for a few days when he would fulfill his great project of the Duino Elegies.

Soon he set out on an unsettled life of wandering among friends, cities, and countries. He was a lifelong drifter. He never possessed a home of his own. At the university he did not stay long enough to satisfy his desire for learning. But periodically he did set for himself ambitious tasks of self-education in ancient and modern literature, history, and philosophy. Since his brief stint at the university gave him neither a trade nor profession for making a living, his life was to be one of need and of an overt and embarrassing dependency on others. He did freelance writing and got some moneys for his books and a family allowance, but the poet was constantly broke. The very last few years were better, but never without concern. As a rule he walked away from money, if seeking it meant that he couldn’t work in his art. His profession was poetry. No steady income, but that was his life commitment. Even when he was paralyzed in doubt and unable to write, at least he had time, and eventually he managed to work his way through the block. Without his unquestioning commitment to poetry, whatever the cost to security and pride, Rilke’s output would have been much diminished.

Bashing the Man, Saving the Work

Biographers of Rilke, who praise his art, have delighted in bashing the poet for all kinds of allegedly awful sins, from social climbing to parasitism of the wealthy and noble. Yet I wonder how much, if any, of this is correct, fair, or pertinent. I think very little. His life is of course fascinating to us because he is Rilke. But the true Rilke is the poem. I agree with the Spanish linguist and lifelong companion of the Spanish poet Antonio Machado, who said of don Antonio, “La verdadera biografía de un poeta queda en su obra” (The true biography of a poet remains in his work).5 A writer should be allowed the autonomy of his or her work, and the degree to which interpretation of that work can be based on biographical information is questionable and dangerous.6 An author is obligatorily free to present art as art. Be it Rilke or Robert Frost, when the artist has been reduced to his or her biography or the historicist’s social data, the poet’s moment of art is foolishly constrained, shaped, and subdued to meet an external measure. Only the created voice should be there to speak and be heard.

Sometimes there is a coincidence of life and art, and the voice of the poet may be so intense that it is hard to distinguish, say, between the wild Arthur Rimbaud of his letters and early life and the surreal rage of the speaker in A Season in Hell and in Illuminations. And so there is an inevitable reciprocity between life and work, and the live author of a work slips into our reading or vision. Who can deny that a knowledge of van Gogh’s tumultuous and tragic life does not influence our reception of his expressive paintings? But the poem, canvas, or sonata deserves its own world and voice. One may say that Rilke’s art is escape or transfer or a transcendence of ordinary reality. Such analysis is fair and may add to our causal knowledge of the poem’s formation. But at the end of the day, there is also the poem, which stands alone. Even the history of the poem is not the poem on the page to be read by the solitary reader.

It is easy to moralize about Rilke’s frailties. He openly confesses them, making them available in personal letters and journals, and he himself is his main critic. But what a beating he takes for his openness! It cruelly affects the reading of his art. He is reproached because he stayed in hotels and spas he could not afford, because he ate in good restaurants where he deprived his palate by ordering only salads or fruit, because he took too many taxis and dared to hire a maid to do housework when he had next to nothing in his pocket. Even the immaculately polished shoes and sharply pressed trousers the writer wore when he lived his last six years in his cold stone Muzot château have been cited as inappropriate and perhaps foppish. It is true that in solitary isolation at the end of his life, he would dress formally for dinner. William Gass, in an acute biographical presentation of the poet in his excellent Reading Rilke, hits him hard. He notes: “The course of life was consequently marked and marred by weakness, by giving in, by disappointment, as he ate, loved, schemed for advancement, groveled for money or employment, worried about a roof over his head, while trying to keep that head in the good clouds where it belonged.”7 Rilke has especially been slammed for his involvement with too many lovers, for love affairs that were passionate and too brief, and for his predilection for cultivating friendships with rich princesses. His first major biographer dismisses the latter charges:

Rilke, who admired revolutionaries such as Sophie Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, was no mere snob or social climber determined to sneak into the affections of aristocratic circles by all manner of humbug. When invited to Bad Godesberg by von der Heydt [his banker friend and patron] in the summer of 1907, he begged off and instead spent the hot months in a Paris hotel room working on Malte Laurids Brigge. He did the same with a woman friend in Paris, Princess Madeline de Broglie (the “Madonna” of his letters), whom he expressly asked not to invite him for the time being, and with Marie von Thurn und Taxis, who would have been delighted to have him as a permanent figure of Duino [where he wrote the first and second Duino Elegies] and hoped to take him along with her to Egypt in 1913.8

Rilke himself was almost clinically distraught over the financial dependencies that reduced him to a humbled outsider and the series of erotic entanglements that inevitably bitterly failed. He was not a Don Juan Tenorio undoing wealthy damsels with pleasure and disdain. This poet was too serious, perhaps too Germanic, to enjoy such unserious joy and adventure. Rather, he felt cumulative shame and humiliation for virtually all his erotic, social, and economic failures. While depression and self-torment were relentless, the quest for poetry, time, experience, and a life that would allow his quest, came first, whatever the cost.

It could have been otherwise. Since his first books received early fame, had he truly wished a more comfortable life, he need not have gone from 1913 to 1923 without publishing a new volume of poems. And by the time he did publish his last two major works in 1923, Duino Elegies and Sonnets to Orpheus achieved in solitude in Muzot, Switzerland, he was less than three difficult and lonely years away from death. From the abundance of those uncollected poems composed during a ten-year interval before the Sonnets and Duino Elegies, he could have come out with two or three new volumes of splendid poetry, been well paid for his work, and depended less on a few faithful patrons who would lend him places to live where he could be alone to write. But self-denigration, doubt, and lack of careerism would not let him gather his odd poems into collections; his mixed passions held him to an increasingly modest existence and more desperate self-recrimination. Most of the last year of his life, he saw neither family (not his former wife, Clara; his daughter, Ruth; nor his newborn granddaughter), nor his last love, Merline Klossowska, nor even Lou Andreas-Salomé, his lifelong confidante. She was his one lover, who, in one form or another, remained close to him for three decades. He saw a few select new acquaintances, local villagers, and his doctors. His connection with the world was letters to friends.

In a snapshot bio of Rilke’s life, we might say that a young idealized wanderer went from a sometimes carefree life of worldly experience in Prague, Berlin, and Paris to years of brief and sundry foreign residences, and to a final decade that he spent mainly monkishly alone in empty castles or between the stone walls of his last small Swiss château. There he wrote constantly, and in a concentrated torrent of inspiration, created his two singular masterpieces. This feat was followed immediately by years brooding on the sicknesses of his body, an impediment he would wear until—completely alone from his familiar world—the emptiness inside that he transformed into his art became a true physical void, and death seized him.

Lou, Lou, Lou

Let us return to those early years of his formation as a poet, the busy and more worldly ones that he went through to reach his last utterances in contention with a blind, exulting, and terrifying internal angel, the demon messenger of the Duino Elegies.

In Prague he wrote poems, short stories, a few plays, and reviews. He also founded a literary magazine, Chicory Flowers, which came out irregularly for a while, and to make his entrance into literary circles decisive he jointed several literary societies where he met authors. Then in the fall of 1896 he moved to Munich. He found two comfortable rooms at 48 Briennerstrasse, made possible by modest funds from his father and his legacy from Jaroslav. He also enrolled in the University of Munich, where he took a course in aesthetics, which also guaranteed that his educational funding from the late uncle’s estate would not be cut off. But the main gift that Munich offered the young poet was access to important German and Austrian writers, some of whom he would soon know at one level or another, as well as the chance to publish in the prestigious journals in which his work began to appear.

In 1897 Rilke made a brief spring trip to Italy—his first—where he was entranced by Venice, its palaces and layers of history. He pursued them in part through Goethe’s commentary on Venice, though he objected to its failure to capture the city’s mysterious ambience. On the way to Italy, he stopped in the Tyrol and there he ran into Nora Goudstikker, a friend from Munich who owned a photography studio, and he quickly developed a passionate friendship with her. This encounter led to a familiar pattern of many quickly written long letters during the courtship and infatuation, followed by more epistles after the high moments ended. His courtships were selected poems, not long epics.

Back in Munich, his life began for real. In early May of 1897, Rilke met Lou Andreas-Salomé. He was twenty-two, a young poet. Lou was thirty-six, the emigrée daughter of a general in Russian service in the German Calvinist enclave of Saint Petersburg where she was born. She was already accomplished, a well-known German novelist and an essayist on the failure of a conventional God, and she had written the first biography devoted to Friedrich Nietzsche, who earlier asked her to marry him. She was twenty-one and turned him down, which the philosopher did not take lightly. After he calmed down, he was to say, “Lou is by far the smartest person I have known.” She was also the most important woman in the brief, active life of the philosopher, who in 1889 collapsed and spent the rest of his life as a deranged invalid. Her biography, published in 1894, was prescient and did much to establish the philosopher’s initial fame. She is apparently the love figure to whom Nietzsche refers in his brief but stunning collection of poems, Ecce Homo. Later, Lou would be in the circle of Sigmund Freud and of so many leading artists and intellectuals of her time.

Everything about Lou was odd and fascinating. She had been married for some years to Friedrich Carl Andreas, an orientalist and translator of ancient Persian texts, with whom she did not have sex. Her travels, her erotic relationships with men and women, were as much her own and independent of her marriage as were her novels and literary scholarship.

Rilke and Lou met in the Munich apartment of the novelist Jakob Wassermann. The year before, Rilke
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