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Rilke was one of the greatest poets
of all time. One might suppose that
we are still too close to him to
judge four.. After all, he was younger than Bertrand Russell who died
in 1970. Still, even in ordinary
times a hundredth birthday should
provide enough perspective, and in
the half-century that has passed
since Rilke's death the world has
changed so much that we can
judge
hut poetry
with
some
assurance.
Rilke has his detractors. I am
willing to make two concessions to
them. First, many of Rilke's poems
are not very good at all. That
would seem to be true of almost
all poets who have left a very large
body of work, and it is meanspirited to crow about their failures. Poets have to be judged by
their best works, and in German
only Goethe has given us as many
top-f light poems as Rilke has.
Secondly, I should admit that,
apart from his poetry, Rilke does
not come across as an exemplary
human being the way Goethe and
Heine or Nietzsche and Freud do.
This is not to say that some people
may not find Rilke more attractive
than the others and less problematic. The point is rather that, apart
from his poetry, Rilke does not
confront us as a representative
figure of almost mythical stature.
Although his only major prose
work, Malte Laurids Brigge (1910),
was a great and revolutionary
work, any claim that he does would
have to be based on Rilke's letters.
They fill many volumes, and some
of the letters are very beautiful.
Yet the person who emerges from
these volumes is weak, frequently
precious, and disconcertingly lack
ing in humour.
Many of his poems are also
marred by affectations, and even
some of the best narrowly miss
self-parody. But they do miss it.
This distinction between RMke as a
human being and his poems may
suggest that my approach is narrowly aesthetic. Yet the point is
not at all that the poems are beautiful quite apart from any human
reality that may find expression in
then*. On the contrary, Rilke's
finest poems have a human dimen-
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Rilke: Nirvana
sion that needs to be felt but is
often ignored.
Poetry has become an object of
study—of graduate study—and
ficult poems are attracting disproportionate attention. The kind of
difficulty that attracts interpreters
and gets taught and written about
most is all too often the kind that
calls for erudition. In line with the
cult of quantity and size that is so
notable in other fields, too, long
poems are often overrated, while
short poems are appreciated insufficiently. In what follows I shall
ignore
Rilke's
Duino
Elegies
(1923), which are relatively long
and have elicited a large body of
exegesis. They strike me as uneven
and might even be accounted a
noble failure if at the last moment,
after Rilke had already considered
the work completed, he had not
written one more poem and substituted it for the original fifth elegy.
Even now, the second, third, and
fourth, and then again the sixth
and seventh elegies do not brook
comparison with the first and the
fifth, the eighth and the ninth. To
understand the Elegies, moreover,
nothing is more helpful than to
understand Rilke's short poems to
which, incidentally, they often
allude.
What makes many of Rilke's
short poems difficult—so much so
that they are probably not often
understood—is that they deal with
experiences that many readers do
not seem to recognize. The range
of the best of them is rather
limited. They are variations on a
single theme that is, however, as
significant as any theme can be. It
is the choice between two modes of
existence that might be called intensity and peace; the creative life
that involves suffering, versus Nirvana ; Eros and Thanatos; or in the
words of Moses: Choose life or
death this day. It cannot be proved
which choice is better, and a poet's
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Robert Lowell, for example, says in
the introduction to his Imitations
in
tone is of course
that
everything. I have been reckless
with literal meaning, and labored
hard to get the tone." Yet has version of the Orpheus poem ends :
. . . the reproachful god of mes-
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business is not with proofs or arguments. He can try to explore
experiences and show us what they
are like. This is what Rilke did
superbly.
Despite the occasionally disturbing artificiality of his style, Rilke's
variations on his central theme are
not contrived. They spring from a
profound need and are anything
but random variations. When they
are considered chronologically, we
Rilke's
understand
begin
to
development as a poet and a
human being.
Compared to Goethe, not to speak
of Rimbaud, Rilke matured late.
Much of his early verse was poor.
But with the appearance of the two
volumes of his Neue
Gedichte
(1907-08) he emerged as one of the
major poets of the twentieth century. These " new p o e m s " have
often been called Ding Gedichte,
but the best of them are not about
things;
they are about human
experiences and revolve again and
again around the central choice
mentioned.
Unfortunately, Rilke is not so
well known that one only needs to
mention the titles of the most relevant p o e m s ; one has to quote at
least a few poems. I shall
myself, almost entirely to poems
that are readily available in a bilingual edition.* All of the translations are mine, including three that
appear here for the first time. The
English versions aim to capture
Rilke's tone as well as his meaning,
the tone being part of his meaning.
A critic once cited Rilke's " Love
Song" (in Neue Gedichte) as an
example of his alleged subversion
of our traditional values. In this
poem " Lovers seek separation, not
union", he said, implying that this
involved a N-ietzscbean revaluation
of all values. Erich Heller made a
major contribution to our understanding of Rilke by noting some
of the important affinities
between
1
Rilke and Nietzsche. Twenty years
have passed since I responded and
developed this suggestion in a very
different,
almost
diametricaHy
3
opposite way.
There is no need
here to return to Rilke's crucial
relationship to Nietzsche; but the
claim that Rilke's " Love Song " inverts our traditional values misses
not only the point of this one
poeir, but Rilke's central concern
with the alternative of Nirvana and
intensity.
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looking round, pushed off again.
His caduceus was Hke a shotgun on
his shoulder.
Rilke's poem ends, repeating two
lines used earlier to describe Eurydice's ascent, which are equally
appropriate to her descent:
with sorrow in his eyes, the god of

Maria Rilke was born on
Deetmber 4, 1B75. This drawing
by Etnil Orlik shows him in 1917.
Perhaps none of Rilke's poems is
more famous than bis evocation of
a caged panther in the Paris zoo.
THE

PANTHER

IN THE JARDIN DES PLANTES, PARIS

His glance, worn by the passing of
the bars,
has grown so weary it has lost its
hold.
It seems to him, there are a thousand bars,
and then behind a thousand bars
no world.
The soft gadt of the supple, forceful paces,
revolving in a circle almost nil,
is like a dance of power that
embraces
a core containing, dazed, a mighty
will.

Rarely the pupil's curtain, soundlessly,
is raised"—and then an Image
enters him,
goes through the silent tension of
the limbs—
and in his heart ceases to be.
Many readers would agree that, at
least in the original, this is a perfect poem, and that it would be
silly to suggest that Rilke's poems
are designed merely to make a
point. But the mistake made much
more often in reading Rilke is to
overlook that many of his poems
also explore a particular experience and raise questions. The
panther in his cage has found
peace; but is peace really desirable ? We are thrown back upon
our central theme.
LOVE SONG
" Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes " Is
How could 1 keep my soul so that a very much longer poem, but no
it might
less
beautiful
than
" The
not touch on yours ? How could I Panther"; and it deals with the
elevate
same alternative. The great poet,
it over you to reach to other the unequalled master of the sweet
things ?
song, descends to the underworld to
Oh, I would like to hide it out of bring back from the dead his wife—
sight
with something lost in endless The one so loved that from a
single lyre
darkenings,
in some remote, still place, so wails came surpassing any wadding
women;
desolate
it does not sing whenever your that out of wails a world arose in
which
depth sings.
Yet all that touches us, myself and all things were there again . . .
But Eurydice has found peace.
you,
takes us together like a violin bow
Hermes accompanies the poet, and
that draws a single voice out of on the way back walks with Eurytwo strings.
dice. Rilke's poem describes the
Upon what instrument have we ascent. Rilke accepts the tradition
been strung ?
that if the poet looks back even
And who is playing with us in his once, his wife must return to the
hand ?
realm of death. The pioem is woven
Sweet is the song.
around the contrast between the
What the poet seeks is peace. But poet's intensity of which his art is
he is far from deaf to the beauty born and the total peace of Eurythat can come of lack of peace, of dice. Orpheus
an intensity that is scarcely endur- . . . looked ahead in silence and
able. " Sweet is the song." The
impatience.
experience of love as a source of His paces, without chewing, gulped
suffering is by no means new,
the
way
although it has been emphasized in outsized swallows ; . . .
far less in the West than in Buddhism. The Budd'ha became peace Eurydice
incarnate and taught that love and . . . walked at the hand of this
attachment breed suffering.
The
great god,
first volume of Neue Gedichte con- her striding straightened by the
tains
two
poems
entitled
grave's
long
wraps,
" Buddha ", and the second volume uncertain, soft, and void of all imyet another with the title " Buddha
patience.
in the Glory" (two of the three
are included in Twenty-five Ger- She has found peace, and anyone
man Poets). In his longing for who brought her back into this
peace, Rilke returned
to the world would not do her a favour.
Rilke's evocation of the other
Buddha again and again.
world in which—I still hear Marian
*With three exceptions that are Anderson singing those words in a
clearly indicated, all of Rilke's spiritual—•'all is p e a c e " has never
verse cited here will be found in been surpassed. Though long, the
Twenty-five German Poets: A Bilin- poem is not too l o n g ; it sustains
gual Collection, edited, translated, its mood and central contrast withand introduced by Walter Kauf- out flagging and ends beautifully.
mann. New York: W. W. Norton,
Even so those who come to Rilke
1975. The publisher's kind permis- with entirely different experiences
sion is acknowledged gratefully.
and problems often miss his theme.
I

•

turned silently to follow back die
form
that even then returned this very
way,
her striding straightened by the
grave's long wraps,
uncertain, soft, and void of all
impatience.
In this poem peace is reaffirmed,
but this is not Rilke's last word.
He kept wrestling with the tension
between creative, painful intensity
and peace.
The Orpheus poem stands near
the end of the first volume of
Neue Gedichte. The second volume
opens with
ARCHAIC TORSO OF APOLLO
We did not know his high
unheard-of head
where his eyes' apples ripened. Yet
his torso has
retained their glowing as
a candelabrum where his vision,
not yet dead,
only turned low, still shines. For
else the breast
could not blind you, nor could we
still discern
the smile that wanders in the loins'
faint turn
to that core which once carried
manhood's crest.
Else would this stone, disfigured
and too small,
stand mute under the shoulders'
-lucid fall,
and not gleam like a great cat's
skin, and not
burst

out
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contours
bright
as a great star: there is no spot
that does not see you. You must
change your Mfe.
Here intensity is celebrated and
desired. The challenge of the
Greek torso is no longer that of
tile Buddha. Our lives are lacking
in intensity.
But intensity is
nothing like busyness ; it is embodied in a headless piece of stone.
Still, the stone is not d e a d ; it is
glowing and introduces the imagery of burning into our theme.
As one turns the page from the
" Archaic T o r s o " one encounters
" Leda", a poem that invites comparison with one of the finest
twentieth-century poems in the
English language, William Butler
Yeats's " Leda and the Swan ", published fifteen years later, in 1923.
Yeats's poem is violent, Leda is
raped, and " T h e broken wall"
brings to mind " t h e burning roof
and tower/And Agamemnon dead ".
The terror of the girl's rape,
extends far beyond her, and as
soon as " the brute blood of the
a i r " has had his pleasure with her
" the indifferent beak could let her
d r o p " ; as soon as the passion is
spent, it is all over and the poem
ends.
Rilke's version of the same myth
is as different as can be. It is
devoid of violence. Even where
that may seem to be called for by
the story, Rilke chooses to dispense
with i t ; and nothing could be more
alien to his tone and temper than a
" shotgun" in the last line of
" Orpheus.
Eurydice.
Herrrtes".
Rilke is soft to a fault. But in
" L e d a " as in the Orpheus poem
and in all of his best verse the
softness is no fault. His " L e d a "
ends:
He came down, smooth and white,
and sliding his neck through her
weakening hand,
he loosed his godhead in her loveliness—
then only felt his feathers' full
delight
and truly became swan in her
caress.
In Rilke's poem the real climax
comes after the sexual climax,
after the passion is spent. The
most intense experience is discovered to be compatible with
peace.
*
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Two years later Rilke published
Malte Laurids Brigge and another
two years later, in 1912, he began
his Elegies but found himself unable to finish them. The First
World War did not, tempt him to
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Nike
(Muzot, on the last day of J a n u a r y , 1922)
As long as you are catching your throws, all
is skill and trivial gain. Only when you
have-suddenly caught in your hands the ball
that an eternal female partner threw
right at your core in a trajectory
,
that is an arch in God's vast edifice—
then is ability to catch, a glory—
not yours, a world's. And if you should possess
the strength and daring to return the shot—
no, still more wonderful, if you forgot
daring and strength and had already hurled
the ball—-(as an old year throws swarms
of migratory birds across the world
that aging warmth tosses to youth-ful
warmth)
then only, in such risks, your playing
matters.
Now you no longer try for easy prizes,
nor do you strain for what is hard and flatters
your prowess. Out of your hands rises
the meteor and speeds into its spaces.

Sonnets to Orpheus I, iii
-

A god can do it. But how can one follow,
mere man, oh, tell me, through the narrow art ?
Man's sense is discord. Where ways of the heart
are crossing stands no temple for Apollo.
Song, as you teach it, does not reach nor yearn,
nor does it woo what is at last attained ;
song is existence. For the god, unstrained.
But when do we exist ? When will he turn,
to help us to exist, the earth and sky ?
It is not this, youth, that you love, although
your voice then opens up your lips—oh, try
forgetting that you ever sang. That flees.
Singing in truth is breath that does not flow.
An aimless breath. Suspense in god. A breeze.

For Nike
All of
every
as the
to the

(Christmas 1923)
the streams' countless voices,
drop from the rock,
cycle rejoices,
god I give back,

trembling

with weak arms, and glow.

Sudden breezes, though mild,
were for me omen or fright,
every profound
insight
made me again a child—
and I felt that I know.
Oh, I know, I feel sure,
names and their nature and need ;
inside of what is mature
rests the original seed,
only increased

and

illumed.

Hoping for something
divine,
rises, to conjure, the word,
and it refuses to wane,
burning as it is heard,
singing and not

consumed.

compromise himself as so many
others did by writing patriotic
trash. He was devastated and fell
silent. Only the fourth elegy, which
is not one of the better ones, was
written during the war, in 1915. A
few other poems written during the
war were published posthumously.
On the last day of January 1922
the ice finally broke and Rilke's
soul was set free again. Perhaps no
other poet has ever experienced
such a storm of inspiration. In February Rilke was able to complete
his Duino Elegies, writing the fifth,
seventh, and eighth from scratch,
and composing much of the ninth
as well; and between the 2nd and
5th of February he also wrote the
twenty-six Sonnets to Orpheus that
make up Part One, while the
twenty-nine of Part Two were
written between February 15 and
23.

The short poems Rilke wrote
during this period are easily as
remarkable as his Elegies. In fact,
the Elegies were begun in 1912 and
could be offered as a unit although
the material written in February
1922 is generally far superior to
the earlier parts. In the short
poems, however, Rilke found an
altogether new voice that differs
sharply from his earlier poems.
While the Sonnets to Orpheus was
the last volume of German poems
Rilke himself published, he wrote
other short poems in more or less
the same voice until about two
weeks before he died. These late
short poems bring to mind some of
the verse of the old Goethe, even
as the Elegies bring to mind
Nietzsche's
" Dionysus
Dithyrambs " ; but Rilke's style, especially in the short poems, is quite
distinctive. Rather oddly, Gottfried
Benn, whose early poems—for
example Morgue and " Man and
Woman Walk Through the Cancer
Ward " (both 1912)—were about as
different from Rilke as poetry can
be, imitated Rilke's later voice in
his own later poems, beginning in
the late 1930s. But Benn's late
verse is plainly derivative from
Rilke's, which was revolutionary.
Although Rilke found a new
tone, his central theme remains unchanged. To show this one could
cite a very large number of poems,
but it will suffice here to consider
a very few, beginning with the
poem that marks the breakthrough
to the final period. Rilke wrote it
into a collection of his early verse,
as a dedication for Nanny WunderlyVolkart, whom he called Nike. The
poem was published posthumously
and is to be found in Samtliche
Werke, Volume 2, page 132. In
German it begins: "Solang du
Selbstgeworfnes fangst. . . ." My
translation of it appears here for
the first time (above, left).
As so often in Rilke's late short
poems, the syntax and thought are
complex and so different from
what most readers expect to find
in poetry that his verse may seem
inaccessible. But the theme we
have traced here provides an entry.
Forget daring and strength, forget
yourself, cease straining, be ready.
And suddenly the ball may be
yours, and you no longer think,
plan, or exert yourself:
Out of your hands rises
the meteor and speeds into its
spaces.

Komm du, du letzter, den ich anerkenne,
heilloser Schmerz im leiblichen Geweb :
wie ich im Geiste brannte, sieh, ich brenne
in dir; das Holz hat lange
widerstrebt,
der Flamme, die du loderst,
zuzustimmen,
nun aber n'ahr' ich dich und brenn in dir.
Mein hiesig Mildsein wird in deinem
Grimmen
ein Grimm der Holle nicht von hier.
Ganz rein, ganz planlos frei von Zukunft stieg
ich auf des Leidens wirrcn
Scheiterhaufen,
so sicher nirgend Kiinftiges zu kaufen
um dieses Herz, darin der Vorrat schwieg.
Bin ich es noch, der da unkenntlich brennt ?
Erinnerungen
reiss ich nicht herein.
0 Leben, Leben:
Draussensein.
Und ich in Lohe. Niemand der mich kennt.
You are the last I recognize ; return,
pain beyond help that scars the body's cells :
as I burnt in the spirit, see, I burn
in you ; the wood, that for so long rebels
against the flame you kindle, comes of age ;
behold, I nourish you and burn in you.
My earthly mildness changes in your rage
into a rage of hell I never knew.
Quite pure, quite planless, of all future
free,
I climbed the stake of suffering,
resolute
not to acquire what is still to be
to clad this heart whose stores had become mute.
Is it still I that burns there all alone ?
Unrecognizable ? memories denied ?
0 life, o life : being outside.
And I in flames—no one is
left—unknown.

What meteor ? The poem. It is no
longer your poem, your work, but
a cosmic explosion—a spark that
nature struck from you, but suddenly it is not some small spark
but something vast that leaves your
hands and stuns large numbers of
people whom you never knew.
Rilke had lived with the symbol
of the ball for a long time. We
encounter it, for example, in one
of the finest poems in his early
volume, Das Buch der
Bilder
(1902), in "The Song of the
Idiot":
Look at that ball, isn't it fair—
red and round as an everywhere.
Good you created the ball.
Whether it comes when we call?
Only an idiot would think that it
does, and Rilke had long learnt to
his sorrow how it does not come
by being summoned or craved. But
when it did come, he was ready for
it.
*

*

*

In Sonnets to Orpheus our theme
remains central. In the third sonnet it is particularly accessible.
Of the many other sonnets in
which this theme is developed it
will suffice to mention the twelfth
of Part Two, which begins:
Choose to be changed. Oh experience the rapture of fire
in which a life is concealed, exulting in change as it burns ;
and the projecting spirit who is
master of the entire
earth loves the figure's flight less
than the point where it turns.

•

.
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Here the motif of burning is fused
with the imagery of flight and conversion, and the poem ends:
And Daphne, since her transforms,
, .lion
into a baytree, desires that you
choose to be changed into wind.
Still, you must change your life
and choose to be changed—but not
into something in particular that
you desire. Rather it is a matter of
not locking yourself up, of not
being rigid, of becoming fluid and
squandering yourself. The last
words of the two sonnets cited
here are the same in the original
German: Wind. The meaning of that
image is spelt out in a dedicatory poem of 1924: having no hiding place; being shelterless, living
dangerously without any preconceived goal. In these late poems
the fusion of peace and intensity is
attained.
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lines; and the whole poem may be
seen as a prelude to die last entry
in Rilke's last notebook, prohahiy
written in mid-December 1926.
about two weeks before Rilke3 died
of leukemia on December 29. Here
his abandonment has become total;
there is no hiding place, no shelter,
no effort, no memories, as the poet
burns to death, singing.
There are many poems about
death, many kinds of death, not
many poems about cancer, none
like this. It was born of a lifelong
exploration of one of the greatest
themes with which a poet could
deal: the tension between peace
and intensity, between the serenity
of the Buddha and the challenge
of an archaic torso of Apollo. And
when nature hurled leukemia at
the poet, he was ready and responded (Komm du, du letzter, den
ich
anerkenne
:
below,
left).
'
There is much that a " new
could tell us about this
Both the Elegies and the Sonnets critic"
poem
while
ignoring
the
fact
that
were published in 1923, and at the it was written by a dying man,
end of the year Rilke wrote Rilke's mannerism may even invite
another dedication for " N i k e " into an excessively aesthetic approach.
a copy of the Elegies. The German But I have tried to show that his
text, which begins "Alle die last poem as well as the others
Stimmen der Bache " appears in cited here have a dimension too
Samtliche Werke, Volume 2, page often ignored by Rilke's readers. In
25Gf. My translation appears here a book on Tragedy and Philosophy
for the first time.
(1968) I called it the philosophical
dimension. What is needed is the
It may be possible to read this discovery
of the poet's experience
poem, especially in the German of life, through
his
works
which
original, without even noticing the need to be seen as stages in a
image that seems crucial to me. In development.
" Komm du, du
German the poem ends:
letzter, den ich anerkenne" marks
aber, statt dass es schwinde,
the end of a road. And one understeht es im Gliihn der Erhbrung stands the poem better when one
has followed this road.
singend und unversehrt.
This is surely an allusion to the
story of Moses and the burning 1. "Rilke and Nietzsche" in The
bush: " t h e bush was burning, yet Disinherited Mind (1952).
it was not consumed ".
2. " Nietzsche and Rilke " and "Art,
Line ten borders on self-parody : Tradition, and Truth"—both pub" u n d ich fuhlte: ich weiss". In- lished originally in 1955 and
deed, this poem was not written all reprinted in From Shakespeare to
at once. The first twelve lines had Existentialism (1959). The British
been completed in the first days of edition was entitled The Owl and
February 1922, and the rest had the Nightingale.
been added just before Christmas 3. Samtliche Werke, Volume 2,
1923. To my mind the bulk of this page 511. My translation appears
poem is a prelude to the last two here for the first time.
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