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Introduction


 


Rilke’s letters to a young poet
Franz Xaver Kappus, written between 1902 and 1908, were first published by
Kappus in 1929. A cadet at the Austrian military academy the lower school of
which Rilke had attended in the 1890’s, the young man went on to pursue an
extended military career, as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian army, afterwards
working as a journalist, editor, writer, and politician. These letters, dating
from the early period of Rilke’s own poetic development, offered advice and
insight to the younger man, while also revealing Rilke’s ideas and attitudes
regarding creative poetic effort and life itself. The two men never met in
person, but, thanks to Kappus, these letters to him were preserved, and help to
illuminate Rilke’s own achievements in the art, as well as providing a source
of inspiration and guidance to poets in general. 


 










Letter I: Paris,
17th February 1903


 


Dear Sir,


 


I received your letter just a few
days ago. I wish to thank you for the great and precious trust you place in me.
I am unable to do more. I cannot enter deeply into the nature of your verse, since
any attempt at criticism is alien to me. Nothing touches on a work of art as
little as words of criticism: from them arise more or less unfortunate
misunderstandings. Things are not as comprehensible and sayable as we are
commonly led to believe; most of our experiences are unsayable; occurring in a
space that no word has ever entered, while most unsayable of all are works of
art, mysterious existents whose life endures alongside our own transient life. 


          With these words as
introduction, I must simply tell you that your verses lack a style of their own
yet, quietly and covertly, they approach the personal.  I feel this most
clearly in the last poem ‘My Soul’. Something of its own wishes to express
wisdom and word. And in the beautiful poem ‘To Leopardi’, a sort of kinship
with that great, solitary spirit emerges. Nonetheless, the poems are not as yet
anything in themselves, not yet independent creations, not even the last, nor
the one concerning Leopardi. Your kind letter, accompanying them, succeeded in
clarifying the many shortcomings which I felt on reading them, without being
able to name them.


          You ask if your verses
are good. You ask me this, and have asked others before me. You send them to journals.
You compare them with other poems, and are anxious when certain editors reject
your efforts. Now (since you would have me advise you) I beg you to forego all
this. You are looking outwards, and that above all things you should avoid right
now. No one can advise or help you, no one. There is but the one remedy. Go
within. Find the reason that you write; see if its roots lie deep in your heart,
confess to yourself you would die if you could not write. This above all, ask
yourself in the silence of night: must I write? Dig deep for an answer. And if
it should be in the affirmative, if you can meet this solemn question with a
strong and simple I must, then construct your life in accord with that
need; your life in its most trivial, its least important hour, must be sign and
witness to this urge. 


Then draw closer to Nature. Then,
seek to say, as if you were the very first to do so, what you see, experience,
love, and lose. Don’t write love poems; avoid those forms that are too common
and ordinary; they are the hardest, since it takes great and mature strength to
create something of one’s own where a fine and brilliant tradition already
exists. Deliver yourself from these general themes and choose those that your
own life offers you, day by day; describe your sorrows and desires, your
passing thoughts and belief in some kind of beauty – describe all these, with
quiet, humble, heartfelt sincerity, and use the things around you to express
yourself, the images from your dreams, and the objects of your memory. If your
everyday life seems impoverished, don’t blame it; blame yourself, say to
yourself that you are not enough of a poet to invoke its riches; since for the
creative there is no such thing as poverty, no poor or indifferent place. And
even if you found yourself in prison, one whose walls prevented all sound
reaching you from the outside world – would you not still possess your
childhood, that precious wealth, that store-house of memories? Turn your
attention there. Try to raise the sunken sensations of that gigantic past; your
personality will grow stronger, your solitude will expand and become a twilit
dwelling where the noise others make will pass by, far away. And if from this
turning within, from this immersion in your own world, poems arise, you will
not even think to ask if your verses are good. You will not even seek to
interest the journals in your work: since you will see them as your own dear
natural possession, a part of your life, a voice therein. A work of art is good
if it is born of necessity. It can only be judged by such an origin: and in no
other way. That is why, my dear sir, I have only this advice: go into yourself
and view the depths from which your life springs; there at the source you will
find the answer to the question of whether you must create. Accept that
answer as it is given, without seeking to interpret it. Perhaps you will find
your calling as an artist. Take that fate upon yourself, then, and bear its
burden and its greatness, without ever asking what reward might come from
outside. For the creator must be a world unto themself, and find everything
there within the self, and in that Nature to which they are connected. 


          But it may be that even
after this descent into yourself and your solitude you will have to forgo
becoming a poet (it is enough, as I said, to feel one could live without
writing to make one forbid oneself to try) Nonetheless, the self-contemplation
I asked of you would not prove in vain. Thereafter your life will still find
its own path, and that it may be fine, and broad, and full of richness, I wish
for you more than I can say.


          What else can I tell
you? Everything seems to me to require its own proper emphasis; so finally, I
would simply advise you to keep on growing throughout your development, quietly
and earnestly. You cannot disturb that development more violently than by
looking outside and expecting an answer from outside to those questions that
only your innermost feelings might answer perhaps, in your quietest hour. 


          It was a pleasure to
meet with the name of Professor Horacek in your letter; I have a great
admiration for that gracious and learned man, and a gratitude that has endured
the years. Please tell him of my feelings; it is very kind of him to still
think of me, and I appreciate it greatly.


          With that I return to
you the poems you have kindly entrusted to me. And I thank you once more for
the magnitude and warmth of your trust in me, of which I have sought to render
myself somewhat worthier than I, 


through an honest answer giving
of the best of my wisdom, can, as a mere stranger, truly be. 


 


Yours most sincerely,


 


Rainer Maria Rilke


 


 










Letter II: Viareggio, near Pisa (Italy), April 5th
1903


 


You must forgive me, my dear sir,
for only now recalling your letter of February 24th, yet with thanks. I have
been in a state of suffering all this while; not ill exactly, but oppressed by
a flu-like languor that rendered me incapable of anything. And finally, since
there was no improvement, I drove to this southern shore whose beneficence has
helped me once before. Yet I am still unwell. I find it hard to write, and so
you must accept these few lines in lieu of more. 


          Of course, you must
know that every letter of yours pleases me, and be indulgent towards my reply,
which must often leave you empty-handed, since fundamentally, and particularly
in the deepest and most serious matters, we are unspeakably alone, and in order
to advise or even help another much must happen, must go right, a whole
constellation of things must arise, for it to succeed. 


          Today I wish to say two
things to you. Irony: don’t let it dominate you, especially in your
unproductive moments. In creative times try to use it as one more way of
grasping hold of life. Used purely it too is pure, and nothing to be ashamed
of; and if you feel yourself becoming too familiar with it, if you fear a
growing intimacy with it, then turn to large and serious aims before which it
becomes small and helpless. Seek the depth in things: irony never reaches that
far – and if you reach the borders of greatness, you will simultaneously test
whether this way of apprehending the world arises from your inner need, since
under the influence of the serious it will either drop from you (if it is
merely accidental) or else (if it is truly innate and belongs to you) it will grow
stronger and become a serious tool, and take its place among the instruments of
your art.


          And the second thing I
want to speak of today is this. Of all my library, only a few books are
indispensable to me, and two are always with me, wherever I am. They are beside
me here; the Bible, and the books of the great Danish poet Jens Peter Jacobsen.
I wonder if you know his works. You can easily obtain them, since some have
appeared in the Reclam Universal Library in a very fine translation. Get the
little volume of ‘Six Novellas’ by J. P. Jacobsen and his novel ‘Niels Lyhne’
and begin with the first novella of the former, which is entitled ‘Mogens’. A
whole world will embrace you, the happiness, the riches, the incomprehensible
greatness of a world. Live for a while in these books. Learn from them what you
think worth learning, but, above all, love them. This love will be repaid a
thousand thousandfold and, whatever your life may become, I am certain it will
weave through the fabric of that becoming as one of the most vital threads
among all the threads of your experiences, all the
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