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LOOKING FOR RILKE

Last fall, in Paris, a friend promised to take me to the café, not far from Rue Monsieur-le-Prince, where Rilke was said to have breakfasted in the early years of the century when he was working as Rodin’s secretary. I was glad for the pilgrimage because, of all poets, Rilke is the hardest to locate in a place. He was born a year after Robert Frost, in 1875, a little too soon to be a young modernist, and the dissimilarity between his work and Frost’s is so great that the fact does not help to anchor for me a sense of his life. The house where he had lived in Prague as a child cannot be seen; it was destroyed during the war. Besides, Prague—“that, God forgive me, miserable city of subordinate existences,” he had written—seemed to explain very little. In his childhood, it was the capital of Bohemia. Rilke’s family belonged to the German-speaking minority that formed the city’s professional class in those years. He was insulted once to be called a German, and, when the speaker corrected himself, “I meant, Austrian,” Rilke said, “Not at all. In 1866, when the Austrians entered Prague, my parents shut their windows.” He had a lifelong sense of his own homelessness.

Anyway, Rilke came to hate his native city. His father was a failed army officer who became a petty clerk for the railroad. His mother, a complicated woman, cold and fervent, driven alternately by a hunger for good society and by pious Roman Catholicism, was an affliction to him. There was probably nothing more suffocating than the life of a genteel, aspiring European household of the late nineteenth century in which failure brooded like a boarder who had to be appeased, or like the giant cockroach which was to appear in another Prague apartment in 1915. All his life Rilke carried that suffocation inside him; and it was very much on my mind because I had just been reading Stephen Mitchell’s fresh, startlingly Rilkean translations of the poems. Here, finally, was a Rilke in English that would last for many generations. Walking through European cities with Mitchell’s Rilke in my ear, trying to see with Rilke’s eyes, I could begin to feel in the new downtowns, in the old city squares like stage sets with their baroque churches by the rivers and restored fortresses on the hills, the geography of that suffocation; it flares in the brilliant anger of the Duino Elegies—in the Fourth, for example, where the images that the world presents to him seem so much like a bad play that he swears he’d prefer a real puppet theater and imagines himself as a kind of demented critic who refuses to leave the theater until something happens:


               Who has not sat, afraid, before his heart’s

               curtain? It rose: the scenery of farewell.

               Easy to recognize. The well-known garden,

               which swayed a little. Then the dancer came.

               Not him. Enough! However lightly he moves,

               he’s costumed, made up—an ordinary man

               who hurries home and walks in through the kitchen.

                         I won’t endure these half-filled human masks;

               better, the puppet. It at least is full.

               I’ll put up with the stuffed skin, the wire, the face

               that is nothing but appearance. Here. I’m waiting.

               Even if the lights go out; even if someone

               tells me, “That’s all”; even if emptiness

               floats toward me in a gray draft from the stage;

               even if not one of my silent ancestors

               stays seated with me, not one woman, not

               the boy with the immovable brown eye—

               I’ll sit here anyway. One can always watch.



Or the Tenth, which envisions adult life as an especially tawdry carnival:


               And the shooting-gallery’s targets of prettified happiness,

               which jump and kick back with a tinny sound

               when hit by some better marksman. From cheers to chance

               he goes staggering on, as booths with all sorts of attractions

               are wooing, drumming, and bawling. For adults only

               there is something special to see: how money multiplies, naked,

               right there on stage, money’s genitals, nothing concealed,

               the whole action—educational, and guaranteed

               to increase your potency …



This anger is probably part of the reason why the Elegies took ten years to complete. Rilke seems to have needed, desperately, the feeling of freedom which he found only in open, windy spaces—Duino, Muzot.

Wandering the empty Sunday-morning warren of streets off Boulevard St.-Michel, remembering how passionately Rilke had argued that the life we live every day is not life, I began to feel that looking for him in this way was actively stupid. There was another friend with us, a Dutch journalist named Fred, who was hungry and could not have cared less where Rilke ate breakfast. It was Fred who asked me if I knew the name of the woman who had loaned Rilke a room in Duino Castle. I did. She was Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe. Trying to imagine what it would mean to have a name like that discouraged me from thinking I would ever understand Rilke’s social milieu. It signified a whole class of people, seen at a distance like brilliantly colored birds, which had been wiped out by the First World War. Fred was in Paris to interview the Rumanian writer E. M. Cioran, who has been called “the last philosopher in Europe,” about the new European peace movement. He pointed out to us the little garret, tucked like a pigeon coop under the roof of a building just off the Place de l’Odéon, where Cioran lives and works, as if he hoped that it would serve as a reasonable substitute, or would at least drag us back to the present. For it was clear that my friend Richard was also looking for something that the memory of his student days in Paris had stirred in him. He had lost some map in his head and felt personally anxious to retrieve it.

And it was clear that he wasn’t going to find it. The transience of our most vivid experience is the burden of another of Rilke’s complaints, the one in the Second Elegy where he compares humans with angels:


               But we, when moved by deep feeling, evaporate; we

               breathe ourselves out and away; from moment to moment

               our emotion grows fainter, like a perfume. Though someone may tell us:

               “Yes, you’ve entered my bloodstream, the room, the whole springtime

               is filled with you …”—what does it matter? he can’t contain us,

               we vanish inside him and around him. And those who are beautiful,

               oh who can retain them? Appearance ceaselessly rises

               in their face, and is gone. Like dew from the morning grass,

               what is ours floats into the air, like steam from a dish

               of hot food. O smile, where are you going? O upturned glance:

               new warm receding wave on the sea of the heart …

               alas, but that is what we are. Does the infinite space

               we dissolve into, taste of us then?



We abandoned the search, standing in front of a bar called King Kong, where Richard may have had breakfast in a former life of the establishment twenty years before and Rilke fifty years before that. The morning had begun to warm up, and the streets filled with people. Like many other young artists at the turn of the century, Rilke was drawn to Paris, and there, under the tutelage of Rodin, he began to be a great writer in the poems of Neue Gedichte, but he didn’t altogether like the city, either its poverty or its glamour, both of which shocked him at first and saddened him later. It was hard, watching the street come alive with shopkeepers, students in long scarves, professors in sleek jackets solemnly lecturing companions of the previous night who walked shivering beside them, shoppers already out and armed with that French look of fanatic skepticism, not to set beside the scene the annihilating glimpse of the city in the Fifth Elegy:


               Squares, oh square in Paris, infinite showplace

               where the milliner Madame Lamort

               twists and winds the restless paths of the earth,

               those endless ribbons, and, from them, designs

               new bows, frills, flowers, ruffles, artificial fruits—, all

               falsely colored, —for the cheap

               winter bonnets of Fate.



The Duino Elegies are an argument against our lived, ordinary lives. And it is not surprising that they are. Rilke’s special gift as a poet is that he does not seem to speak from the middle of life, that he is always calling us away from it. His poems have the feeling of being written from a great depth in himself. What makes them so seductive is that they also speak to the reader so intimately. They seem whispered or crooned into our inmost ear, insinuating us toward the same depth in ourselves. The effect can be hypnotic. When Rilke was dying in 1926—of a rare and particularly agonizing blood disease—he received a letter from the young Russian poet Marina Tsvetayeva. “You are not the poet I love most,” she wrote to him. “ ‘Most’ already implies comparison. You are poetry itself.” And one knows that this is not hyperbole. That voice of Rilke’s poems, calling us out of ourselves, or calling us into the deepest places in ourselves, is very near to what people mean by poetry. It is also what makes him difficult to read thoughtfully. He induces a kind of trance, as soon as the whispering begins:


               Yes—the springtimes needed you. Often a star

               was waiting for you to notice it. A wave rolled toward you

               out of the distant past, or as you walked

               under an open window, a violin

               yielded itself to your hearing. All this was mission.

               But could you accomplish it? Weren’t you always

               distracted by expectation, as if every event

               announced a beloved? (Where can you find a place

               to keep her, with all the huge strange thoughts inside you

               going and coming and often staying all night.)



Look at how he bores into us. That caressing voice seems to be speaking to the solitary walker in each of us who is moved by springtimes, stars, oceans, the sound of music. And then he reminds us that those things touch off in us a deeper longing. First, there is the surprising statement that the world is a mission, and the more surprising question about our fitness for it. Then, with another question, he brings us to his intimacy with our deeper hunger. And then he goes below that, to the still more solitary self with its huge strange thoughts. It is as if he were peeling off layers of the apparent richness of the self, arguing us back to the poverty of a great, raw, objectless longing.

This is why the argument of the Elegies is against ordinary life. Nor does it admit, as comfort, any easy idea of transcendence. “Who, if I cried out,” the poems begin, “would hear me among the angels’ hierarchies?” And the implicit answer is “No one.” The great, stormy movements of those poems that seem to open out and open out really aim to close in, to narrow, to limit: to bring us up against the huge nakedness and poverty of human longing. He himself did not necessarily see this project of his art clearly. The Elegies were begun in 1912 and he did not complete them until 1922. The last of them, the Fifth, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth and Tenth, were not composed until after he was visited, suddenly, by the early Sonnets to Orpheus. In the first of them, he speaks of the mythic project of Orpheus:


                         And where there had been

               just a makeshift hut to receive the music,




               a shelter nailed up out of their darkest longing,

               with an entryway that shuddered in the wind—

               you built a temple deep inside their hearing.



It is that hut I want to call attention to. It is how Rilke saw our unformed inner lives—what he is always telling us about ourselves. He was not, in the end, interested in Paris. There is very little evidence that he was interested in breakfasts (except for one occasion when he first discovered in 1901 a California health food—Quaker Oats—and enthusiastically sent a packet to his future wife, with the recipe—Boil water, add oats.) He is always arguing against the world of days and habits, our blurred and blurring desires, “a makeshift hut to receive the music, / a shelter nailed up out of our darkest longing, / with an entryway that shuddered in the wind.” This hut is the place one means when one says that Rilke wrote from a great depth in himself, and it is, I believe, what Marina Tsvetayeva meant when she said that Rilke was poetry. His work begins and ends with this conviction of an inner emptiness. It is what he says at the very beginning of the Elegies:


               Don’t you know yet? Fling the emptiness out of your arms

               into the spaces we breathe; perhaps the birds

               will feel the expanded air with more passionate flying.



It even provides a clue to the odd fact that Rilke started writing in French just before his death. The only explanation for it he ever offered was to say that he found the language useful, since there was “in German no exact equivalent for the French word absence, in the great positive sense with which Paul Valéry used it.” For what Orpheus has done is to turn the hut of our emptiness into something positive, into a temple, and that is also apparently what Rilke felt Valéry had done. The project of his poetry, then, was to find, in art, a way to transform the emptiness, the radical deficiency, of human longing into something else.

This project was, to some extent, an inheritance—it recapitulates many currents in European poetry in the nineteenth century. The romantic poets at the beginning of it opened up the territory. Hölderlin spoke of a new poetry, almost overwhelmed by the discovery of an infinite human inwardness. And Wordsworth had said that poets had to give that inwardness a local habitation and a name. It is important to remember that when he said this he was still a political radical, sympathetic to the French revolution, who believed that the social and artistic projects were parallel, because after the failed European revolutions of 1848, those two projects were divorced. For Baudelaire, nature had become a temple where one only read symbolic meanings, and the poet, like an albatross, was understood to be hopelessly ungainly on the ground of social life and graceful only in the air. Poets trafficked with the infinite. In the work of Mallarmé, this led to a changed notion of poetry itself. As the poet pulled away from the social world the words in a poem pulled away from referential meaning. Poetry was an art near to music. It did not reach down to the mere world of objects. It made a music which lifted the traces of objects where they half survived in the referential meaning of words—street, apple, tree—toward a place where they lived a little in the eternal stillness of the poem. Something like this idea—it went by the name of symbolism—was inherited by the last, decadent or Parnassian, generation of nineteenth-century poets. The poem was to have as little commerce as possible with the middle-class world, and the poet, in his isolation, served only his art, which was itself in the service of beauty.

If there is any doubt that this ambience was felt by the young Rilke, it is dispelled by a description of him in provincial Prague at the age of twenty-one. “He went about,” one of his contemporaries wrote, “wearing an old-world frock coat, black cravat, and broad-brimmed black hat, clasping a long-stemmed iris and smiling, oblivious of the passersby, a forlorn smile into ineffable horizons.” His attachment to the role of decadent and aesthete was qualified, however, by his interest in Nietzsche, particularly Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, who had given a name to the yearning place that the young poet had already hollowed out in himself: the death of God. And it was Nietzsche who had defined the task of art: God-making. This interest of Rilke’s was intensified by one of the important events in his life; he met a remarkable older writer, Lou Andreas-Salomé. She was thirty-four at the time. When she was eighteen, Nietzsche had fallen in love with her and proposed marriage. It was already part of her legend that her refusal of him was responsible for the philosopher’s derangement. Later, she would become an associate of Sigmund Freud’s. In 1913 she brought Rilke, who was terrified by the idea of mental health, to a Psycho-analytic Congress and introduced him to Freud, an experience which issued in Rilke’s own descent into what he called “the mother experience” in the Third Duino Elegy. But in 1899, she took the young poet for a lover and, in that year and the next, accompanied him on a pair of trips to Russia.

His first readable work, the prose Tales of God and The Book of Hours, comes out of his experience of Russia and Nietzsche and Lou. The poems are written, appropriately enough, in the persona of a young Russian monk. A young monk because that could stand for Rilke’s sense of his own apprenticeship and for the God who he felt was only just coming into being. Russian because it was on this trip, in the immense open spaces of the Russian countryside and in the bell-ringing churches of old Moscow, that Rilke first discovered a landscape which he felt corresponded to the size and terror and hushed stillnesses of his own inner life. The poems themselves are a beginning—they already have the qualities of Rilke’s mind and imagination, but formally they belong to the dreamy, musical mold of the symbolist lyric. This is a reason why, I think, they sometimes seem more interesting in English translation than they really are. Here is an example. To understand the point I’m trying to make, the reader without German has to attend to it anyway and try reading the poem out loud, noticing the tinkling regularity of the meter and the neat finality of the rhymes, Abendbrot and tot, geht and steht.


               Manchmal steht einer auf beim Abendbrot

               und geht hinaus und geht und geht und geht,—

               weil eine Kirche wo im Osten steht.




               Und seine Kinder segnen ihn wie tot.




               Und einer, welcher stirbt in seinem Haus,

               bleibt drinnen wohnen, bleibt in Tisch und Glas,

               so dass die Kinder in die Welt hinaus

               zu jener Kirche ziehn, die er vergass.



Here is the poem in the vigorous, unrhymed, unmetered translation of Robert Bly:


               Sometimes a man stands up during supper

               and walks outdoors, and keeps on walking,

               because of a church that stands somewhere in the East.




               And his children say blessings on him as if he were dead.




               And another man, who remains inside his own house,

               stays there, inside the dishes and in the glasses,

               so that his children have to go far out into the world

               toward that same church, which he forgot.



Rilke’s theme is already present, the abandonment of ordinary life for the sake of a spiritual quest. And so is his intensity. Robert Bly has muted it, by having the father stay rather than die in the house, but in either case the poem insists that the spirit will have no rest until the quest is undertaken, which is probably Rilke’s understanding of his relationship to his own father. But the poem has a feeling of being too neat, too pat, which disappears, I think, in the English translation. A way to hear this might be to look at an English poem on a similar theme. Yeats’s “Lake Isle of Innisfree” is a little more luxuriant, but it has the same end-of-the-century music and the same desire to escape:


               I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

               And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:

               Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honeybee,

               And live alone in the bee-loud glade.



Imagine if you can a translation of this stanza into twentieth-century free verse:


               I’m going to get up now, and go west to Innisfree,

               and I’ll build a small cabin there out of reeds and clay.

               I’ll make nine rows of beans and a hive for honeybees

               and I’ll live by myself in that bee-loud valley.



What goes are the wistfulness and the music. They are replaced by a sense of active will and specificity, which aren’t really in the original poem.

There is something else to notice in this comparison. In both Yeats and Rilke, the spiritual search or the aim of art does not occur inside life, but somewhere eise. For Yeats and his readers, Innisfree could stand for the wild naturalness of the west of Ireland and for Irish nationalism and for the elsewhere of symbolist art. In Rilke’s poem, a comfortably symbolic “church in the East” does similar work. It is easy to see, biographically, how potent a symbol it was for him. It combined the experience of Russia, his Nietzschean spiritual strivings, his artistic vocation, and his first serious love affair. Heady stuff. But a church in the East is a long way from that tattered hut in the first Sonnet to Orpheus. In order to get there, Rilke had to descend into the terrible and painful sense of his own emptiness, which lay behind the hunger for the ideal. That, finally, is why The Book of Hours seems like apprentice work and why it seems so limited by the dexterity and gracefulness of its writing.

Rilke needed to think less about art as visionary recital and more about it as a practice. The next phase of his development gave him a chance to do that. It took him, almost directly upon his return from Russia, to Worpswede, an artists’ colony in the fen country near Bremen. The atmosphere combined fresh air, the sensibility of the English arts-and-crafts movement, and landscape painting—it was here that Rilke developed his enthusiasm for Quaker Oats. The place brought him into contact with the plastic arts and with two women who played a large part in his life, the sculptor Clara Westhoff, whom he married, and the painter Paula Modersohn-Becker. The prose that grew out of these associations—“On Landscape,” Worpswede, Auguste Rodin—deal with the visual arts and lent him both the title and the spirit of his next volume of poems, The Book of Pictures. It contains the poems through which many readers of Rilke first discover him. The religious tonality of The Book of Hours is gone, replaced by solitude and majestic sadness. These are the poems of invitation, of seductive intimacy, calling us away from ordinary life. Wer du auch seist, whoever you are, one of them begins, am Abend tritt hinaus, in the evening go outside, aus deiner Stube, out of your room, drin du alles weisst, where you know everything. The language is clear, calm, only slightly poetic. (The room, for example, is Stube, whereas Gregor Samsa suffers his domestic embarrassment in a more modern and neutral Zimmer.) Many of them are gorgeous, especially “Autumn Day,” with the sad, rich cadence of its final lines:


               Whoever has no house now, will never have one.

               Whoever is alone will stay alone,

               will sit, read, write long letters through the evening,

               and wander on the boulevards, up and down,

               restlessly, while the dry leaves are blowing.



But it is possible to make an argument against these poems, to say that they are the first pleasant face of everything that is terrible and painful about human loneliness. Later, in the First Elegy, Rilke will say it: “Beauty is nothing but the beginning of terror …” Here, though, the poems—just slightly—tend to congratulate the poet and his reader for having feelings and experiencing beauty. Partly this was a matter of Rilke’s temperament, but it is also partly a matter of symbolist aesthetics.

Let us locate the moment. Rilke arrived in Paris in 1902. His wife had been a student of Rodin’s and through her he came to know the sculptor, then at the height of his fame, and eventually became his secretary. During this time, from 1902 to 1906, he worked on The Book of Pictures, but as early as 1903, another projeet, inspired by Rodin, was forming in his mind. What impressed him about Rodin was how hard he worked. Rilke’s ideas of art had been based on the symbolist myth of solitary inspiration, in which the artist was a passive receptor of intimations of large spiritual realities. But Rodin made things, working hard for long hours with a great concentration of energy. And Rilke, following his example, began to think about a different kind of poem. He wanted to write poems, he said, “not about feelings, but about things he had felt.” Ding-Gedichte, thing-poems, he called them, poems about looking at animals, people, sculptures, paintings, in which the focus was thrown off the lyrical speaker of the poem and onto the thing seen. From this experiment came New Poems, work done between 1903 and 1908.

And it is poetry of a different order. Phenomenal changes were in the air in the decade before the First World War. Apollinaire was also in Paris, writing the poems of Alcools. “Zone,” in fact, with its twentieth-century freshness, seemed to be inventing the new age:


               After all you are weary of this ancient world.




               Shepherdess O Eiffel Tower your flock of bridges is bleating this morning.




               You have had enough of living in a Greek and Roman antiquity.



In London, Ezra Pound was on the verge of writing the first imagist poem, a vision of the Paris Métro. Osip Mandelstam was also in Paris in 1906, an awkward high school boy with funny ears. He would return to Russia and write a manifesto in 1910, “The Morning of Acmeism,” which declared that symbolism with its theurgy and its Gothic yearning had come to an end. Pablo Picasso had startled the world, though the world didn’t know it yet, with his Demoiselles d’Avignon. New Poems marks Rilke’s participation in this great shift in sensibility. But, in fact, he never made himself over into a modernist poet. His work came to have, through Rodin, a feeling of being actively made, but it does not have that modernist sense of the active and refreshing presence of the world. He was not deeply touched by the explosion of German expressionism in 1911. His Picasso is the painter of the pink and blue periods, as the Fifth of the Elegies shows, the painter of melancholy and isolated saltimbanques. It is possible to see him, for all these reasons, as the last symbolist. He takes a great deal from the eyes and the working methods of Rodin, but he takes it on his own terms. For all their objectivity, Neue Gedichte are profoundly inward poems.

Inward and almost savage. When Rilke began to look at things, the first thing he looked at was a caged animal. “The Panther” is a much celebrated poem. It is also a terrifying one. In it Rilke says something to himself that he hasn’t quite said before; he discovers, looking at the big cat pacing behind the bars in the Paris zoo, that the world is not for him a series of symbols of the infinite but a cage. The shock of that discovery initiates the poem, which is half a self-portrait, half the recognition of some profound otherness, difference, emptiness, power in the animal he might have liked, ideally and comfortably, to become:


               His vision, from the constantly passing bars,

               has grown so weary that it cannot hold

               anything else. It seems to him there are

               a thousand bars; and behind the bars, no world.




               As he paces in cramped circles, over and over,

               the movement of his powerful soft strides

               is like a ritual dance around a center

               in which a mighty will stands paralyzed.




               Only at times, the curtain of the pupils

               lifts, quietly—. An image enters in,

               rushes down through the tensed, arrested muscles,

               plunges into the heart and is gone.



There is a second shock for me in those last lines—after all the concentration and furious accuracy in the articulation of the poem: nothing. The question is, Where does that image go? Or, to put it another way, What is in that animal’s heart? The answer seems to be “Nowhere, nothing.” Is that good or bad? Does the image disappear because the animal is so magnificently self-contained that he doesn’t need it? Or does it die because he is encaged and can’t use it? The answer seems to be “Both and neither.” The poem doesn’t answer a philosophical question, it presents or enacts a moment at which a will pacing around a center sees at the center nothing, and renders in that recognition a sudden, not at all pleasant, sense of liberation. Analogous poems may be helpful. The ones that occur to me are Buddhist. Basho, walking in the mountains in a storm, wrote: “Hailstones / on the rocks / at Stony Pass.” Hard things striking hard things in a hard place: it is a poem about nothingness. Again, famously, he wrote the poem that invented haiku: “An old pond; / frog jumps in, / plop.” Where did the frog go? Where the image taken in by the panther went. Rilke, deciding to write poems about really seeing, wrote immediately a poem about the exhaustion of seeing. It took him to a much deeper place, and stripped away entirely the lyrical ego of his early poems.

That ego did not, of course, disappear. “Archaic Torso of Apollo” is an agonizingly personal poem. Like “The Panther,” it begins from a sense of shock. In this case, the feeling occurs because, looking at a mutilated piece of old Greek sculpture, he suddenly realizes that it is more real than he is—not more perfect but more real. It is even, as he sees it, sexually more alive than he is:


               We cannot know his legendary head

               with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso

               is still suffused with brilliance from inside,

               like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low,




               gleams in all its power. Otherwise

               the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could

               a smile run through the placid hips and thighs

               to that dark center where procreation flared.




               Otherwise this stone would seem defaced

               beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders

               and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur:




               would not, from all the borders of itself,

               burst like a star: for here there is no place

               that does not see you. You must change your life.



Stephen Mitchell’s translation, here as elsewhere, renders exactly Rilke’s own sculptural articulation, so that it becomes possible for English readers to sense his inner, stylistic development. Formally, the main difference between New Poems and Rilke’s earlier work lies in the way he uses the poetic line. In the earlier poems, the line and the image or idea contained in the sentence tend to coincide, as they do in this English version:


               Whoever has no house now, will never have one.

               Whoever is alone will stay alone.



There is a pause at the line-end, and this pause is emphasized by the rhyme. In other words, the ideal paradigm of the poetic form is always emphasized. This physical fact about a poem can express many different things, but in Rilke it tends to say, beneath whatever is actually being said, Look at how the movement of my thought, this flow of tender and melancholy images, is attuned to an ideal shape. There is a sense that the poet, making the poem, is loyal to the ideal rather than the actual. But in “Archaic Torso,” the thought tends to muscle past the line-end to complete itself in a restless pause at mid-line, and then plunge onward. Sculpture provides an analogy. The sculpture of a human body is made up of certain clearly separate parts—the head, the tapering mass of the torso, etc. The delight of looking at it, the presence in it of the energy of its making, comes from the way the parts are seen to be related to one another, which is the sculptor’s particular energy of seeing and creating. In this poem, the rhymes are still present (Bug/trug, Drehen/gehen), but they are de-emphasized by the sinuous movement of the lines. The poem, as a result, seems absolutely given over to the moment of its making. That is why the torso in the poem, luminous, animal, radiantly sexual, feels so present and alive. It is also why, throughout New Poems, one feels that Rilke has made himself over into a twentieth-century poet.

And yet this is what would seem to be a classic nineteenth-century poem: a sonnet about the ideal perfection of a statue. The mere description would have induced nausea in Apollinaire, or the impulse to hang a FOR RENT sign on the sculpture. What makes it more than its subject is partly the furious concentration with which the poem is made, but also the persistent strangeness of Rilke’s imagination. Characteristically, he begins with what is absent. “We cannot know his legendary head …” Absence, more mysterious and hopeful to Rilke than any presence, introduces immediately the idea of growth. “Darin die Augenäpfel reiften”—in which the eye-apples ripened—is the rather startling phrase in German. The ripening that he has imagined passes like light into the body of the Apollo where it becomes both animal and star, animal because it is at home in the world in a way that human beings are not, star because it also belongs to what is distant from us and perfected. In this poem the speaker stands at a midpoint between them, neither one thing nor the other. That is when the eyes come back into the poem. “For here there is no place that does not see you.” It is an odd thing to say. What is seeing him is not there, and yet has passed everywhere into the torso, so that it makes the speaker visible—in the absence of those qualities in himself. That is what, for me, has always made the shock of the poem’s last, imperative sentence almost sickening in its impact. There is a pause in that last line: “die dich nicht sieht. Du musst …” It is as if the brief silence—the heart-pause, Rilke calls it elsewhere—between sieht and Du were a well that filled suddenly with a tormented sense of our human incompleteness, from which leaps the demand for transformation: “You must change your life.” The difference between this and other similar poems is that Rilke does not praise the perfection of art, he suffers it.

But there is also a counter-emotion in the poem, just because the poet is being seen. Rilke had already spoken of this in a little essay, “Concerning Landscape,” that he wrote in 1902:


To see landscape thus, as something distant and foreign, something remote and unloving, something entirely self-contained, was necessary, if it was ever to be a medium and an occasion for an autonomous art; for it had to be distant and very different from us, if it was to be capable of becoming a redemptive symbol for our fate. It had to be almost hostile in its sublime indifference, if it was to give a new meaning to our existence … For we began to understand Nature only when we no longer understood it; when we felt that it was the Other, indifferent toward men, which has no wish to let us enter, then for the first time we stepped outside of Nature, alone, out of the lonely world.



He takes up this theme again, more forcibly and strangely, in a wonderful essay about dolls (Puppe, in German—the noun is feminine) written in 1914:


… in a world in which fate and even God himself have become famous above all because they answer us with silence … the doll was the first to inflict on us that tremendous silence (larger than life) which later kept breathing on us out of space, whenever we came to the limits of our existence. It was facing the doll, as it stared at us, that we experienced for the first time (or am I mistaken?) that emptiness of feeling, that heart-pause, in which we could have vanished …



“Archaic Torso” reflects the attitude of the essay on landscape, whereas the fury and dark comedy of “Some Reflections on Dolls” is the tone of the early Elegies. Taken together they suggest the underlying rhythm of the thing-poems.

Looking at things, he saw nothing—or, to paraphrase Wallace Stevens, “the nothing”—that arose from his hunger for a more vivid and permanent world. He had a wonderful eye for almost anything he really looked at, dogs, children, qualities of light, works of art; but in the end he looked at them in order to take them inside himself and transform them: to soak them in his homelessness and spiritual hunger so that when he returned them to the world, they were no more at home in it than he was, and gave off unearthly light. In this dialectic, everything out there only drives him deeper inside himself, into the huge raw wound of his longing and the emptiness that fueled it. It is true that the Apollo answers him. Art answers him, but only by intensifying his desire to pass over into the country it represents. This explains to me why I have always thought that Rilke’s attitude toward art seemed slightly mortuary, Poe-esque. There is something vaguely necrophiliac about it. “Archaic Torso” is primarily, stunningly, a poem about the hunger for life, but its last, darkest echoes carry the suspicion that its true provenance is death.

I think I should report that when I first recognized this impulse in these poems, I had a very strong, divided response. It made me feel, on the one hand, that Rilke was a very great poet, that he had gone deeper than almost any poet of his age and stayed there longer, and I felt, on the other hand, a sudden restless revulsion from the whole tradition of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century poetry, or maybe from lyric poetry as such, because it seemed, finally, to have only one subject, the self, and the self—which is not life; we know this because it is what in us humans stands outside natural processes and says, “That’s life over there”—had one subject, the fact that it was not life and must, therefore, be death, or if not death, death’s bride, or if not death’s bride, its lover and secret. It is not only that this portrait of the self’s true dialectic has terrifying implications for our age—implications which the reader can conjure by imagining my friend Fred in his battered journalist’s trenchcoat patiently interviewing the last philosopher in Europe on the prospects for our imminent and total extermination while the young on Boulevard St.-Michel dye their hair turquoise, dress in black, and wear buttons that say, “No Future” (so much for finding the Rilke of 1908)—but that it also has the effect of making my own self seem like a disease to me. This is very much a case of blaming the messenger. Rilke has clearly not abandoned the symbolist quest for the absolute in New Poems, he has dragged it, like a sick animal, into the twentieth century and brought it alive before us.

What about human relationships? They are more or less what we mean by life, once nature and art have been disposed of. Rilke had marked views on the subject. The short version is that he thought they were distraction and evasion. The purest creatures of his imagination, the angels of the Elegies, don’t need relationship because they are complete as they are. They are “mirrors, which scoop up the beauty that has streamed from their face / and gather it back, into themselves, entire.” In a late poem about childhood, he pictures a child at home by himself, beginning to feel his strange solitariness in the world. Then his parents come home and ruin everything. And in his version of the story of the prodigal son, the young man leaves home because he couldn’t stand the fact that people loved him there, because what that really meant was that they wanted him to be their mirrors. “In their eyes he could see observation and sympathy, expectation, concern; in their presence he couldn’t do anything without giving pleasure or pain. But what he wanted in those days was that profound indifference of heart which sometimes, early in the morning, in the fields, seized him with such purity …” And there is his version of the story of Orpheus and Eurydice. As he tells it, Eurydice is lucky to be in the underworld, where she is finally complete. She is not full of that hungry emptiness that made her open to love. “Her sex had closed / like a young flower at nightfall.” And, in Rilke’s version, Orpheus wants to ruin that, out of his need for her, and bring her back into the transitory world. But she is “no longer that man’s property,” and when Orpheus turns around to look at her, she is saved. The poem is stranger and more beautiful than this summary conveys, and the translation is one of Stephen Mitchell’s triumphs.

The most extraordinary poem Rilke ever wrote on this theme is the “Requiem” of 1908. Its occasion was the death of his friend, one of the great German painters of the early part of the century, Paula Modersohn-Becker. Rilke met her, as we have seen, with Clara Westhoff at Worpswede, and he seems to have fallen in love with them both. Shortly after Paula became engaged to the painter Otto Modersohn, Rilke proposed marriage to Clara. They lived together only for a year or so, long enough to have a child and for Rilke to discover his unsuitability for domestic life. After that, they decided to give themselves the freedom they felt they needed as artists. Paula’s life with Otto Modersohn had a different outcome. He was the director of Worpswede, a much more famous painter than she, and her life in his shadow became filled with domestic tasks. Eventually, she took a year off and went to Paris to be by herself and paint. During that year she was importuned with letters from her husband and her parents, urging her to return to Germany and take up the duties of a wife. Almost as soon as she did so, she became pregnant, and in the winter of 1907 she gave birth to a child and died shortly afterward. She is a very moving and original painter. Rilke, though he loved her company in the year at Worpswede and talked to her long hours about the idea of art (he wrote letters to Clara, one biographer observed, and poems to Paula), seems not to have understood her work while she was alive. It was apparently in the summer after her death, when he attended the Cézanne retrospective in Paris, that he realized, looking at Cézanne’s late work, what a great painter she had been. Her death was a profound shock to him. “It stood in front of me,” he wrote to a friend, “so huge and close that I could not shut my eyes.” “Requiem” was written in the fall of that year. It was begun, appropriately enough, on the eve of All Hallows.

Part of its appeal is that it is so raw and personal a poem. It is not Rilke onstage, not the great necromancer of the Elegies with the seductive voice and the breathtaking shifts of argument which leap from image to surprising image. This poem, written in blank-verse paragraphs, proceeds in bursts: it has the awkwardness of grief, which seems to exhaust itself and then breaks out again. It is also full of awkward ideas, contrary emotions. For all these reasons, it is a poem that is probably more revealing and less self-preoccupied than anything else Rilke ever wrote. The opening lines address Paula’s ghost. The anxiety that they express is not feigned.


               I have my dead, and I have let them go,

               and was amazed to see them so contented,

               so soon at home in being dead, so cheerful,

               so unlike their reputation. Only you

               return; brush past me, loiter, try to knock

               against something, so that the sound reveals

               your presence. Oh don’t take from me what I

               am slowly learning. I’m sure you have gone astray

               if you are moved to homesickness for anything

               in this dimension. We transform these Things;

               they aren’t real, they are only the reflections

               upon the polished surface of our being.



The fascination of these opening lines is the depth of Rilke’s identification of art with death. I should confess that it is what put me off reading the poem for many years. It seemed like the poet at his most morbid and talky. It was not until this brilliant translation by Stephen Mitchell taught me to hear the nakedness of the voice in which the poem is spoken that I could even get through it. And when I did, it stunned me. Still, it is very peculiar: this is an Orpheus talking Eurydice back down into the underworld, telling her how wonderful it is to be dead:


               … that you too were frightened, and even now

               pulse with your fear, where fear can have no meaning;

               that you have lost even the smallest fragment

               of your eternity, Paula, and have entered

               here, where nothing yet exists; that out there,

               bewildered for the first time, inattentive,

               you didn’t grasp the splendor of the infinite

               forces, as on earth you grasped each Thing …



The key to this is the idea of mirroring. He imagines the artist as a polished surface, disinterested (and, in that, unlike the face of a parent or a lover), which mirrors the world back to itself and, by wanting nothing of it, makes it real. This is how he sees Paula Becker’s calm self-portraits:


               And at last, you saw yourself as a fruit, you stepped

               out of your clothes and brought your naked body

               before the mirror, you let yourself inside

               down to your gaze; which stayed in front, immense,

               and didn’t say: I am that; no: this is.

               So free of curiosity your gaze

               had become, so unpossessive, of such true

               poverty, it had no desire even

               for you yourself; it wanted nothing: holy.



I don’t think Rilke ever made a plainer statement of what he wanted art to be: cessation of desire; a place where our inner emptiness stops generating that need for things which mutilates the world and turns it into badly handled objects, where it becomes instead a pure, active, becalmed absence:


                         And that is how I have cherished you—deep inside

               the mirror, where you put yourself, far away

               from all the world. Why have you come like this

               and so denied yourself?



The stubbornness of Rilke’s conviction—and the wholeness of his imagination—only dawns on us when we see, later in




























































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/Rilk_9780307787545_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE SELECTED POETRY OF

RAINER MARIA

RILKE

EDITED AND TRANSLATED
BY STEPHEN MITCHELL

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY ROBERT HASS

VINTAGE INTERNATIONAL
VINTAGE BOOKS
A DIVISION OF RANDOM HOUSE, INC. ~ NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Rilk_9780307787545_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Rilk_9780307787545_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Selected Poetry of
Rainer Maria Rilke

STEPHEN MITCHELL








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





