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Note

Born on December 4, 1875, in Prague—then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire—to a middle-class family in the German-speaking minority of that city, Rilke was a sensitive and introspective child. René (later Rainer) Maria Rilke experienced the fracturing of his parents’ marriage in 1884. He remained with his father, who believed that his son would benefit from the discipline and rigors of a military school, where he was sent from 1886 to 1891. An illness led to Rilke’s withdrawal, and he later attended a trade school. Thereafter, he attended a business school and studied with private tutors, and his interest in writing grew into a serious pursuit. He published his first book of poetry in 1894: Life and Songs (Leben und Lieder). Rilke attended universities in Prague, Munich, and Berlin (1896–1899), immersing himself in the immensely appealing worlds of art and literature.

In 1897, Rilke met the worldly Lou Andreas-Salomé (it was she who suggested that he change his name from René to Rainer), an author and psychoanalyst who had studied with Freud. She was fifteen years his senior and was the wife of a university professor. Rilke and Salomé formed a close bond, and their relationship—accepted by her husband, with whom Rilke and Lou traveled to Italy—lasted until his death. Salomé was the daughter of a Russian general, and she and Rilke made two visits to Russia, in 1899 and 1900, where Rilke met Tolstoy and other writers, as well as painters. He wholeheartedly embraced Russian culture, as well as its language, which he attempted to learn.

From 1900 to 1902, Rilke lived at Worpswede, an artists’ colony in eastern Germany, where he met Clara Westhoff, a sculptor. They married in 1901, and their daughter, Ruth, was born later that year. The couple lived apart for most of the time, while maintaining a cordial relationship. Rilke relocated to Paris in 1902 in order to write about the sculptor Auguste Rodin (Clara joined him there—she had studied with Rodin). He recounted some of his experiences in Paris—a city for which he had conflicted feelings—in novelistic form in The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, published in 1910. Traveling around Europe, he continued to devote himself to his writing, and a major development occurred when he was invited by Princess Marie of Thurn und Taxis to stay as her guest at her castle in Duino, near Trieste. It was here, in 1922, that Rilke began his major poetic work, Duino Elegies. He did not complete the collection until ten years later, in 1922, and it was published in 1923 in Germany. Rilke also began his Sonnets to Orpheus in 1922, moved by the death of his daughter’s friend, Wera Knoop, at the age of nineteen. The work, dedicated to Wera’s memory, consists of fifty-five sonnets. The Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice forms the framework for the poems, evoking the tragic loss of Eurydice when Orpheus, permitted to lead his wife out of the underworld, loses her again when he turns around to glimpse her.

Toward the end of his life, Rilke wrote most of his poetry in French, influenced by Paul Valéry, whose work he translated into German. Rilke’s final years were difficult, as he had developed leukemia, which led to frequent hospitalizations. Rainer Maria Rilke died in 1926, at the age of fifty-one, at his chateau in Switzerland.

Letters to a Young Poet (Briefe an einen jungen Dichter) came about as an attempt by a nineteen-year-old aspiring poet, Franz Xaver Kappus (1883–1966), to solicit the advice of a much-more seasoned author, Rainer Maria Rilke. Kappus, coincidentally, was a student at the same military academy that Rilke had attended as a teenager near Vienna, and it was one of Kappus’s professors who, upon discovering his student reading a volume of Rilke, commented: “So then the pupil René Rilke has become a poet.” Kappus’s dilemma was whether to continue on in the military, or to follow his aspirations for a literary career. Ultimately, Kappus chose the military route, serving as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army. However, he did not abandon writing, working as a journalist and writing poetry, short stories, and novels, as well as screenplays.

The translator of the present volume states that Rilke was the “postal confessor . . . of a large number of young people.” Franz Xaver Kappus first contacted Rilke in 1902, sending him his poetry in the hope of receiving a critique from the popular author. Kappus states in “Introduction by the Young Poet”: “My verses came to be accompanied by a covering letter in which I revealed myself without reserve as I have never done before or since to another human being.” Kappus did, indeed, receive a reply from Rilke; he collected ten of Rilke’s letters in Letters to a Young Poet, which was published in 1929 (Kappus did not include his own letters), three years after Rilke’s death.

In his first letter, written to Kappus from Paris in February 1903, Rilke offers positive comments, but continues, “All the same, the poems are not yet anything in themselves.” He urges Kappus to cease asking others for their opinions—“looking outwards”—as it is most important that he “go inside” himself. According to Rilke, if the aspiring poet can affirm that he must write, then he ought to continue his efforts, avoiding familiar forms such as love poems in favor of depicting his own, unique “sorrows and desires.” Throughout the remaining nine letters in the collection, Rilke shares his literary interests; recommends solitude to enable personal growth; again urges Kappus to “pay attention to what arises within you, and set it above everything that you notice about you”; advises that even though love is difficult, it should be sought out with the understanding that it must be based on “the relationship between one human being and another, no longer between man and wife”; and advises the young lieutenant that, ultimately, choosing the life of a poet is a “solitary and courageous” act. Kappus and Rilke corresponded regularly until 1908; the two never met.
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Translator’s Preface

I HAVE THOUGHT it best to group all the explanations which any letters of Rilke necessarily involve, at the end of the book and out of the way; indeed, no harm will be done if the ordinary reader ignores them altogether, and enjoys the letters simply for what they are. But the student will probably care to pursue further some of the astonishing wealth of ideas which the poet here raises.

The translation is designedly very literal, and the nature of German prose is such that an English rendering which aims—as this does—at close correspondence rather than happy paraphrase, can hardly avoid displaying at times a certain stiffness in the joints; but I have thought it right to reproduce Rilke’s oddities of expression and punctuation, which are no less curious in the original than they must seem here; and never to succumb to the temptation to write pretty-sounding English just because it is a poet that speaks. Rilke is a master of the unlikely, but poetically true, word; and a cunning employer of alliteration, personification, and hypallage.

The frontispiece portrait of Rilke is here reproduced by kind permission of Frau M. Weininger, who took the snapshot near Muzot, Switzerland, in 1925. The photographs of the poet hitherto published in England have represented him in moods varying from dogged seriousness to the profoundest dejection, and I take pleasure in producing this evidence that Rilke knew how to smile.

I wish to express my gratitude for the generous and scholarly help afforded me by Dr. Julian Hirsch, who has taught me much German.

R. S.


Translator’s Introduction

SINCE RILKE’S DEATH in 1926 the publication of his letters has proceeded steadily, in a somewhat haphazard way (the number of letters to a volume varying between two and two hundred), until well over a thousand in all have been given, mainly by his publisher Kippenberg and his son-in-law Carl Sieber, to the world. The central collection contains varied correspondence covering the years 1899–1926 (the time of his first Russian visit to his last days at Muzot); there are the letters to his publisher, covering twenty years’ friendly business association; there are the numerous letters quoted, wholly or in part, in various memoirs; and finally, two small collections, the ten early Letters to a Young Poet here translated, and the nine later Letters to a Young Woman. These last two volumes are examples of the care and solicitude which he always shewed to unknown correspondents; Rilke was the postal confessor, for at least a quarter of a century, of a large number of young people. The recipients of the letters in the main series number more than two hundred, and there are many private bundles of letters—beautifully phrased, beautifully penned, intimate talks to people he had never seen—that will in all probability never be published. The poet himself stated, at the end of his life, that he had put into his letters a part of his creative genius; and certainly he is with the great poet letter-writers of European literature, with Goethe and Shelley—almost with Keats. The Letters to a Young Poet illustrate perfectly the kindliness, the complexity, and at the same time the impersonality and remoteness of Rilke’s manner with unknown correspondents. He talks repeatedly of his “dear Herr Kappus,” but he is really speaking at, not to, the young man; he is thinking aloud, meditating his own problem, spinning—as always, and as he counsels his young poet to do—his web of creation from his own inwards. A young man or woman had only to write him a letter containing the words art, or work, or love, or death, or God (and young people find it very difficult to keep these words out of their letters) in order to touch Rilke into activity. In such letters he always displays modesty, gentleness and a desire to yield, as well as accept, the secrets of the heart; his advice is usually very sound, and a constant feature of his homiletics is his moral sure-footedness. Of the ten letters that follow, nine were written within the space of eighteen months, which were also months of important development for Rilke himself. It is here that much of their interest lies: they contain the leitmotivs that were to appear later in his greatest poetry, and nearly all orders in the Rilkean creation are represented, except the angels and the youthfully dead—here, at least, are Solitude, and Difficult Love, and Seeing, and Things, and the Building of God.

It will be well to recapitulate, as briefly as possible, the events in the poet’s life that preceded his first letter to a young lieutenant in the Austrian army. René Rilke was born at Prague in 1875, the delicate seven-months’ child of a father who fussed and a mother who coddled him; yet he was destined from birth to be a soldier. From the age of ten he spent four years at a junior, and six months at a senior, Military Academy, where he was bullied and unhappy, and first began to build his defence-works of solitude. He finished his studies at home, where he published his earliest verses, which are musical, cleverly rhymed and glib in the Humbert Wolfe manner. Stefan George, on the single occasion of their meeting in Florence, told him that he had published too early; “how very very right he was there!” Rilke later wrote (Letters 1921–1926, p. 61). All the conceptions which were to prove most fertile for his art seem to have their origin before 1900: maidenhood, solitude, private death, and God as created not creator. By the turn of the century, and his twenty-fifth birthday, he had published Laral Offering, Heinesque and bitter-sweet verses largely concerned with Prague; Dream Crowned, where he begins to brood over death; Advent, which shews new literary influences, including those of Jacobsen and Dehmel; To Celebrate Myself,
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