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Introduction



A Year with Rilke is a full, rounded basket of passages spanning the poet’s productive life. Drawn from his letters and journals as well as his prose and especially his poetry, the days in this book bring Rilke into our company in richly varied ways.

Celebrated as the greatest lyric poet of the twentieth century, Rainer Maria Rilke was born to German parents in Prague in December 1875 and died in Switzerland in December 1926 at the age of fifty-one. At twenty-three, he was already creating the poems of The Book of Hours, which would first win him an appreciative audience across Europe. This volume includes not only those early poems but also the last sonnet he wrote, days before his death from leukemia.

The intervening decades were entirely devoted to his calling as a poet. This central task of his life took priority over family and financial stability, to say nothing of his passionate love affairs. Driven by an inner necessity to sustain, as best his could, a single-minded focus on his art, Rilke sought and accepted the support of wealthy patrons. His poems and letters originate in places as dispersed as Sweden, Trieste, and Spain. An inveterate walker, he experienced the raw, crowded pressures of Paris and Rome, and for the last four years of his life took refuge in the idyllic wine country of the Valais in the upper Rhone Valley.

The depth of Rilke’s friendships with women inspired him to explore and express his most idiosyncratic responses to existence. The two friendships that thread most consistently through his life are with Lou Andreas-Salomé and Clara Westhoff. Lou’s involvement with the poet survived their passionate affair that began when he, fifteen years younger, was twenty-one. She could be said to stand at the fountainhead of his oeuvre, so profound was her impact, igniting his identification with nature and his confident masculine strength as a poet. His name change from René to Rainer was at her behest.

Clara Westhoff, a gifted and committed sculptor who had studied with Rodin, was Rilke’s wife and the mother of his only child, Ruth. Their domestic life together dissolved soon after Ruth’s birth, as the poet recognized the impossibility of foregoing the solitude he found essential to his work. His voluminous correspondence with Clara testifies to their enduring companionship and mutual respect as artists.

Two men in particular were instrumental to Rilke’s early development as a poet: the great sculptor Auguste Rodin and a virtually unknown military cadet, Franz Kappus. While serving as Rodin’s secretary in Paris, exposure to the sculptor’s personality and self-discipline gave Rilke a model for taking himself seriously as an artist and directing his attention to the living world around him.

Rilke never met Franz Kappus, the military student who sent him some poems seeking his advice, but Rilke’s responses over a span of five years spurred his self-examination as a creative artist. These stunning reflections became Letters to a Young Poet, perhaps his most widely quoted work. The themes and insights they articulate remain at the core of Rilke’s vision throughout his life.

We have chosen the poems and passages here for their beauty and for the love of life they convey. Our selections were also made for their relevance to our historical moment. Although Rilke lived and worked in only the first quarter of the twentieth century, his intuitions about the time in which we are now living were extraordinarily prescient. He foresaw the costs exacted by mechanization and a profit-driven economy: the moral degradation, the wasting of life, the sense of ending.


In the face of our collective condition of danger and pervasive loss, Rilke summons us to be present to our world in all its exquisite fragility. He reminds us that there is not a more important gift we can make to life on Earth. Knowing our own vulnerability is essential, both to the artist and to all who would awaken to the miracle of what is.

Rilke’s grasp of the transient nature of all things is critical to his capacity to praise and to cherish. The vibrant acuity of his perception of detail—the pacing of the caged panther, the way a gazelle moves, the gesture of a beggar in the street—is ever informed by the poet’s understanding of impermanence. He points out that we cannot be “used” by what is eternal if we are ourselves everlasting. Our very embodiment and the evanescent, cyclical character of all that surrounds us allow for what is infinite to express itself. Were that not so, there would be nothing but primal unity rather than the abundance that Rilke describes over and over and names “the things.”

In the face of impermanence and death, it takes courage to love the things of this world and to believe that praising them is our noblest calling. Rilke’s is not a conditional courage, dependent on an afterlife. Nor is it a stoic courage, keeping a stiff upper lip when shattered by loss. It is courage born of the ever-unexpected discovery that acceptance of mortality yields an expansion of being. In naming what is doomed to disappear, naming the way it keeps streaming through our hands, we can hear the song that streaming makes.

Rilke expresses his keen sensitivity to the natural world in terms of a simple and eloquent belonging, which erases the distortions that centuries of anthropocentrism have imposed upon the human mind. Escaping the traps of sentimentality or appropriation, the poet articulates a vision in harmony with what has come to be known as deep ecology, where each life form is recognized as worthy, if not sacred, in its own right. Earth’s vitality takes on a noetic quality, which can inform, guide, and radically alter those able to enter it.


“If we surrendered

to Earth’s intelligence

we could rise up rooted, like trees.




“Instead we entangle ourselves

in knots of our own making

and struggle, lonely and confused.”

(The Book of Hours II, 16)



Given Rilke’s awareness of the ecological roots of consciousness, it is not surprising that he saw the dangers inherent in what he called “the Machine.” To an extent still rare among poets, he understands the toll exacted by industrial technology. The Machine, as Rilke sees it, assaults us with its clamor and takes over so much of life that we humans are diminished, robbed of our strength and our dignity. Furthermore, the poet is bold to perceive the extent to which the Machine requires and, in turn, produces massive concentrations of capital, giving unprecedented power to the abstraction we call money. The Machine gives us the illusion of control and helps us hide from our pain.

But perhaps the most distinctive aspect of Rilke’s poetry resides in his fearless confrontation with the fact of suffering. His capacity to embrace the dark and to acknowledge loss brings comfort to the reader because nothing of life is left out. There is nothing that cannot be redeemed. No degree of hopelessness, such as that of prisoners, beggars, abandoned animals, or inmates of asylums, is outside the scope of the poet’s respectful attention. He allows us to see that the bestowal of such pure attention is in itself a triumph of the spirit.


This quality of beholding—of taking into oneself what one beholds—is to Rilke the central task of our being. From the outset, our engagement with the world around us is presented as reciprocal.


“All becoming has needed me.

My looking ripens things

and they come toward me, to meet and be met.”

(The Book of Hours I, 1)


There is a great promise in such mutuality. As Rilke’s experience unfolds through the years, these encounters become increasingly transformative, almost alchemical, where each party is the agent of the other’s transfiguration.


“Can you feel now how we are changing places?

My king, my king, what is heavy turns to spirit.

If we just keep hold of each other,

you grasping the young one and I the old,

we could revolve together like stars.”

(David Sings before Saul, Book of Images)


Our very relationship to the living Earth, to the larger whole of which we are a part, offers, indeed, the same possibility. The poet’s realization of this occurs most memorably in a kind of epiphany in the Ninth Duino Elegy. In this poem, Rilke affirms that the purpose and meaning of our existence is the transformation we can bring forth through our seeing and naming of the world.


“Earth, isn’t this what you want? To arise in us, invisible?

Is it not your dream, to enter us so wholly

there’s nothing left outside us to see?


What, if not transformation,

is your deepest purpose?”

(The Ninth Duino Elegy)



The quality of presence that allows such deep change to occur cannot be found amidst social duties and distractions. The reader will note in these pages the frequency of the poet’s call to solitude and his emphasis on the pearl of developing our capacity to be alone so that we can more fully know what we are seeing and feeling. This solitude is not a withdrawal from the world but an occasion for utter receptivity.

Rilke would teach us to accept death as well as life, and in so doing to recognize that they belong together as two halves of the same circle: “I am not saying that we should love death, but that we should love life so generously, without picking and choosing, that we automatically include it (life’s other half) in our love.” (Letter to Countess Margot Sizzo-Noris-Crouy)

He summons us to accept our mortality and to free ourselves from compulsions to conquer or transcend it. The very fact that we are bound to die can be cause for gratitude, for it delivers us into the immediacy and fullness of life. To Rilke, Orpheus is the one who confronts death and comes back singing. His journey to reclaim his beloved becomes the journey each of us takes to embrace our finitude and, at the same time, discover our essential identity with the source of life.


“Be forever dead in Eurydice, and climb back singing.

Climb praising as you return to connection.

Here among the disappearing, in the realm of the transient,

be a ringing glass that shatters as it rings.


Be. And know as well the need to not be:

let that ground of all that changes

bring you to completion now.”

(Sonnets to Orpheus, II, 13)



The God who figures so frequently in Rilke’s work does not stand in opposition to suffering and death. Stripped of heavenly glories and hosts of angels, this God is “dark and like a web,/ a hundred roots silently drinking.” The poet evokes him in images and metaphors from nature—a drifting mist, apple bark, islands on the horizon, a coastline.


“Often when I imagine you

your wholeness cascades into many shapes.

You run like a herd of luminous deer

and I am dark, I am forest.




You are a wheel at which I stand,

whose dark spokes sometimes catch me up,

revolve me nearer to the center.”

(The Book of Hours I, 45)



Rilke’s God is an intimate partner, beyond all dualism of matter and spirit. We see him everywhere and, in order to exist, he needs to be seen. After The Book of Hours and Letters to a Young Poet, God is infrequently named but is nonetheless affirmed explicitly and repeatedly in the creative importance Rilke assigns to the Unsayable, the Invisible. As we hearken and give expression to the unsayable and invisible dimensions within ourselves, we are, in fact, creating God. Each time we apprehend a singular detail of the world’s beauty, we are building God. Hence, he is the Coming One, unfolding through us as the future unfolds.


This brave and poignant theology is reflected in Rilke’s treatment of traditional religious and mythological themes. Whether inviting us into stories from the biblical and Greek mythos or presenting the figures of the Buddha or Mohammed, Rilke points to the sacred as inseparable from the relations and processes of life.

Rilke was such a keen observer of his own creative process that he could articulate, to a most unusual degree, its nature and requirements. For Rilke, what is needed to produce a work of art is not only solitude but also a conscious transparency. The artist must stand at the threshold between the Invisible and the visible, the Unsayable and the sayable, Non-being and Being. As translators we have, from the outset of our work with The Book of Hours, committed ourselves to conveying the poet’s native lucidity.

In pursuing that goal, we have been immeasurably aided by the way we work together. The translation of every poem and passage in this book has been a wholly collaborative adventure. Our method is dialogical: speaking the lines aloud back and forth, first in the original German and then in successive versions of their meaning and sound in English. From the time we began translating together in 1993, there has been no distinction between our roles, and the order in which our names appear is not to indicate any priority or differentiation.

Our interactive process has engendered courage in many ways. We have been able to reach together for the luminous simplicity at the heart of a given passage. And we have emboldened each other in the choices we have made about what in Rilke’s opus is most relevant to readers of the twenty-first century.

We want to express our gratitude to all who made this book possible, beginning with our agent, Richard Morris, who first suggested it to us. We thank our editor, Cynthia DiTiberio, for her faith in this project and her trust in our judgment. We thank Viva Barrows-Friedman for her dedication and vigilance in accurately assembling the many ingredients of this feast we have prepared. Finally, our most profound appreciation goes to Rainer Maria Rilke, for the honing of his gifts and for his lonely devotion to the realities he allowed to speak through him. The privilege of translating his words has enriched our lives beyond all expectation.

—Joanna Macy and Anita Barrows









JANUARY 1

I Choose to Begin



I love all beginnings, despite their anxiousness and their uncertainty, which belong to every commencement. If I have earned a pleasure or a reward, or if I wish that something had not happened; if I doubt the worth of an experience and remain in my past—then I choose to begin at this very second.

Begin what? I begin. I have already thus begun a thousand lives.

Early Journals








JANUARY 2

Lifting My Eyes




Lifting my eyes from the book, from the tightly sequenced lines

to the full and perfect night:

Oh how like the stars my buried feelings break free,

as if a bouquet of wildflowers

had come untied:




The upswing of the light ones, the bowing sway of the heavy ones

and the delicate ones’ timid curve.

Everywhere joy in relation and nowhere grasping;

world in abundance and earth enough.

Uncollected Poems









JANUARY 3

Entering




Whoever you may be: step into the evening.

Step out of the room where everything is known.

Whoever you are,

your house is the last before the far-off.

With your eyes, which are almost too tired

to free themselves from the familiar,

you slowly take one black tree

and set it against the sky: slender, alone.

And you have made a world.

It is big

and like a word, still ripening in silence.

And though your mind would fabricate its meaning,

your eyes tenderly let go of what they see.

Book of Images









JANUARY 4

Life’s Bestowal of Riches



You might notice that in some ways the effects of our winter experiences are similar. You write of a constant sense of fullness, an almost overabundance of inner being, which from the outset counterbalances and compensates all deprivations and losses that might possibly come. In the course of my work this last long winter, I have experienced a truth more completely than ever before: that life’s bestowal of riches already surpasses any subsequent impoverishment. What, then, remains to be feared? Only that we might forget this! But around and within us, how much it helps to remember!

Letter to Lisa Heise
 May 19, 1922








JANUARY 5

The Impermanence We Are




It seems

our own impermanence is concealed from us.

The trees stand firm, the houses we live in

are still there. We alone

flow past it all, an exchange of air.




Everything conspires to silence us,

partly with shame,

partly with unspeakable hope.

From the Second Duino Elegy










JANUARY 6

Our Closest Friend



Our effort, I suggest, can be dedicated to this: to assume the unity of Life and Death and let it be progressively demonstrated to us. So long as we stand in opposition to Death we will disfigure it. Believe me, my dear Countess, Death is our friend, our closest friend, perhaps the only friend who can never be misled by our ploys and vacillations. And I do not mean that in the sentimental, romantic sense of distrusting or renouncing life. Death is our friend precisely because it brings us into absolute and passionate presence with all that is here, that is natural, that is love…. Life always says Yes and No simultaneously. Death (I implore you to believe) is the true Yea-sayer. It stands before eternity and says only: Yes.

Letter to Countess Margot Sizzo-Noris-Crouy
 Epiphany, 1923








JANUARY 7

The Vastness of Connection




Bereft of knowledge before the heavens of my life,

I stand astonished. Oh the great stars.

Their rising and their setting. How quiet.

As if I did not exist. Am I taking part? Do I discount

their pure power? Does it rule the movement

of my blood? I will yearn for no closer connections

and accustom my heart to its farthest reaches.

Better it live with the spine-chilling stars

than with the pretense of some protection hovering near.

Uncollected Poems









JANUARY 8

Balance




Oh trees of life, when is your wintertime?

We are not in balance. Not in agreement

as migrating birds are. Late and overtaken,

we hurriedly try to catch the wind

and fall into a random swamp.

To bloom and to wilt is all the same to us.

Somewhere lions still walk the earth.

As long as their majesty endures, so does their power.

From the Fourth Duino Elegy









JANUARY 9

Overflow




Thus the overflow from things

pours into you.

Just as a fountain’s higher basins

spill down like strands of loosened hair

into the lowest vessel,

so streams the fullness into you,

when things and thoughts cannot contain it.

From The Book of Hours II, 10










JANUARY 10

To Praise




Praise, my dear one.

Let us disappear into praising.

Nothing belongs to us.

Uncollected Poems

(From Elegy to Marina Tsvetayeva-Efron)










JANUARY 11

To Be in Nature Now



A solitary sojourn in the country is, especially at this moment, only half real, because the sense of harmlessness in being with nature is lost to us. The influence on us of nature’s quiet, insistent presence is, from the start, overwhelmed by our knowledge of the unspeakable human fate that, night and day, irrevocably unfolds.

Letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé
 September 9, 1914








JANUARY 12

The Panther




His gaze, forever blocked by bars,

is so exhausted it takes in nothing else.

All that exists for him are a thousand bars.

Beyond the thousand bars, no world.




The strong, supple pacing

moves in narrowing circles.

It is a dance at whose center

a great will is imprisoned.




Now and again the veil over his pupils

silently lifts. An image enters,

pierces the numbness,

and dies away in his heart.

New Poems









JANUARY 13

Be Ahead of All Parting




Be ahead of all parting, as if it had already happened,

like winter, which even now is passing.

For beneath the winter is a winter so endless

that to survive it at all is a triumph of the heart.




Be forever dead in Eurydice, and climb back singing.

Climb praising as you return to connection.

Here among the disappearing, in the realm of the transient,

be a ringing glass that shatters as it rings.




Be. And know as well the need to not be:

let that ground of all that changes

bring you to completion now.




To all that has run its course, and to the vast unsayable

numbers of beings abounding in Nature,

add yourself gladly, and cancel the cost.

Sonnets to Orpheus II, 13









JANUARY 14

What Lies Ahead



Nothing alien happens to us, but only what has long been our own. We have already had to rethink so many concepts about motion; now we must also begin to learn that what we call fate comes not from outside us but from within…. Just as for so long we were mistaken about the movement of the sun, we are still mistaken about what lies ahead of us in time.

 Borgeby gärd, Sweden, August 12, 1904
 Letters to a Young Poet








JANUARY 15

Through All That Happens



As you unfold as an artist, just keep on, quietly and earnestly, growing through all that happens to you. You cannot disrupt this process more violently than by looking outside yourself for answers that may only be found by attending to your innermost feeling.

Paris, February 17, 1903
 Letters to a Young Poet








JANUARY 16

Not by Grasping




A god can do it. But tell me how

a person can flow like that through the slender lyre.

Our mind is split. At the crossroads in our heart

stands no temple for Apollo.




Song, as you teach us, is not a grasping,

not a seeking for some final consummation.

To sing is to be. Easy for a god.

But when do we simply be? When do we




become one with earth and stars?

It is not achieved, young friend, by being in love,

however vibrant that makes your voice.




Learn to forget you sang like that. It passes.

Truly to sing takes another kind of breath.

A breath in the void. A shudder in God. A wind.

Sonnets to Orpheus I, 3










JANUARY 17

The Lute




I am the lute. When you describe my body,

its beautiful curving lines,

speak as if speaking of a ripely

curving fruit. Exaggerate the darkness you glimpse in me.




It was Tullia’s darkness, which at first was hidden

in her most secret place. The brightness of her hair

was like a sun-filled hall. At moments

some tone from within me




was reflected in her face

and she would sing to me.

Then I arched myself against her softness

and what was within me entered her at last.

New Poems









JANUARY 18

And Everything Matters



The tasks that have been entrusted to us are often difficult. Almost everything that matters is difficult, and everything matters.

Worpswede, July 16, 1903
 Letters to a Young Poet








JANUARY 19

Your Singing Continues




As swiftly as the world is changing,

like racing clouds,

all that is finished

falls home to the ancient source.




Above the change and the loss,

farther and freer,

your singing continues,

god of the lyre.




How can we embrace our sorrows

or learn how to love,

or see what we lose




when we die? Only your song

over the earth

honors our life and makes it holy.

Sonnets to Orpheus I, 19









JANUARY 20

God Speaks




I am, you anxious one.




Don’t you sense me, ready to break

into being at your touch?

My murmurings surround you like shadowy wings.

Can’t you see me standing before you

cloaked in stillness?

Hasn’t my longing ripened in you

from the beginning

as fruit ripens on a branch?




I am the dream you are dreaming.

When you want to awaken, I am waiting.

I grow strong in the beauty you behold.

And with the silence of stars I enfold

your cities made by time.

The Book of Hours I, 19









JANUARY 21

The Man Watching (II)




What we triumph over is so small,

and the victory makes us small too.

The eternal and uncommon

refuses to be bent by us.

Like the angel who appeared

to the wrestler in the Old Testament:

when his opponent’s sinews

grow hard as metal in the struggle,

they feel to his fingers like strings

on which to play a depthless melody.




Whoever is conquered by this angel

when the angel does not refuse to fight

walks away erect and ennobled,

strengthened by that fierce hand

that, like a sculptor’s, shaped him.

Winning does not tempt that man.

His growth is this: to be defeated

by ever greater forces.

Book of Images










JANUARY 22

If I Cried Out




If I cried out, who

in the hierarchies of angels

would hear me?




And if one of them should suddenly

take me to his heart,

I would perish in the power of his being.

For beauty is but the beginning of terror.

We can barely endure it

and are awed

when it declines to destroy us.

From the First Duino Elegy









JANUARY 23

Sing, My Heart




Sing, my heart, the gardens you never walked,

like gardens sealed in glass balls, unreachable.

Sing the waters and roses of Isfahan and Shiraz;

praise them, lush beyond compare.




Swear, my heart, that you will never give them up.

That the figs they ripened ripened for you.

That you could tell by its fragrance

each blossoming branch.




Don’t imagine you could ever let them go

once they made the daring choice: to be!

Like a silken thread, you entered the weaving.




Whatever image you take within you deeply,

even for a moment in a lifetime of pain,

see how it reveals the whole—the great tapestry.

Sonnets to Orpheus II, 21









JANUARY 24

A Deeper Reality



All the worlds of the universe plunge into the Invisible as into a yet deeper reality. Certain stars increase in intensity and extinguish themselves in the angels’ endless awareness. Others move toward transformation slowly and with great effort, and their next self-realization occurs in fear and terror.

 

We are the transformers of Earth. Our whole being, and the flights and falls of our love, enable us to undertake this task.

Letter to Witold Hulewicz
 November 13, 1925








JANUARY 25

The Beauty of You




In deep nights I dig for you like treasure.

For all I have seen

that clutters the surface of my world

is poor and paltry substitute

for the beauty of you

that has not happened yet….

From The Book of Hours II, 34
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