
   [image: Cover: Conversations with Rilke by Maurice Betz]


   
      
         i

         
            ‘A creative spirit and a friend to all creative spirits… an ornament to literary France… an artist with words, lovable and worthy of love’

            THOMAS MANN

            ‘The Betz translation of The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge constituted a conversation, even a confidence… a translation from heart to heart’

            JEAN CASSOU

         

         ii

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            CONVERSATIONS

WITH RILKE

            MAURICE

BETZ

            TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH

BY WILL STONE

         

         
            PUSHKIN PRESS CLASSICS

         

      

   


   
      
         
v
            CONVERSATIONS

WITH RILKE

         

      

   


   
      
         vi

         
            [image: ]

         

         Maurice Betz on the fifth-floor balcony at 1, rue de Médicis, Paris 

      

   


   
      
         
vii
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page 

                  	Introduction  

                  	Translator’s Note  

                  	On the Discovery of Rilke 

                  	I The Book of Images, Civilization, 500,000 Shells 

                  	II Dada, Malraux, Cocteau, Harden 

                  	III First Letters from Muzot 

                  	IV Paris, the French Language, Berg am Irchel 

                  	V Émile-Paul, Jaloux, Benveniste 

                  	VI Les Cahiers du mois, Sternheim, Valéry 

                  	VII The Luxembourg, the Hôtel Biron, Muzot 

                  	VIII Mornings Working on The Notebooks of Malte 

                  	IX The Lost Pages of The Notebooks of Malte 

                  	X In the Environs of the Princess 

                  	XI Lou Andreas-Salomé, Gorki, Tolstoy 

                  	XII Rodin, de Max, Isadora Duncan 

                  	XIII Roses, Cats and Dogs 

                  	XIV Bettina von Arnim, Lina Poletti and Eleonora Duse 

                  	XV Giraudoux, Gide, Max Picard 

                  	XVI Spain, Provence, Venice 

                  	XVII  ‘Fate has these holes where we disappear’  

                  	XVIII  Malte, Vergers, Reconnaissance à Rilke  

                  	XIX The Last Summer of Rainer Maria Rilke 

                  	Rilke Alive 

                  	Maurice Betz—A Poet and Literary Translator in Paris  

                  	Translator’s Acknowledgements

                  	More Rilke from Pushkin Press

                  	Available and Coming Soon from Pushkin Press Classics 

                  	About the Authors 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Introduction

         

         
            ‘Paris afforded Rilke a feeling of firmness, lending a certain clarity to his form, of which he also became aware in the presence of the work of Rodin. Ultimately, Paris and France were for him a landscape of the human…’

            maurice betz

         

         I

         Though a gifted writer in his own right, Maurice Betz (1898–1946) is best known today as the most celebrated translator of Rainer Maria Rilke into French. Betz was fortunate to be alive at the same time as his author and in the same city, so was able to spend crucial hours in his company working on the manuscript that would further endorse Rilke’s name in the Parisian literary world and beyond. Over long weeks in the spring of 1925, Betz received the poet almost daily at his home on rue de Médicis, romantically sited opposite the north-east corner of the Jardin du Luxembourg, to discuss the manuscript of Rilke’s great prose work, informed by his former years in Paris, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, first published in German in 1910. Following Rilke’s death on 29 December 1926, Betz honoured the memory of his friend with many further translations of his poetry, essays, stories and letters. 

         In 1937, to commemorate the tenth anniversary of Rilke’s death, Betz published, under the title Rilke vivant, souvenirs, lettres, entretiens, memories of his correspondence and regular meetings with Rilke during the spring of 1925. Rilke vivant was published by Émile-Paul xFrères, based at 14, rue de l’Abbaye in the sixth arrondissement of Paris, a publishing house that sadly no longer exists but will be forever linked to the name of Rilke in French translation. During the inter-war years Betz became the in-house editor and advisor to Émile-Paul for translations from the German language. By 1937 Émile-Paul had racked up an impressive list of Rilke in translation. From the landmark appearance of Les Cahiers de Malte Laurids Brigge in 1926, Betz supplied a raft of further translations, with almost one Rilke appearing annually until the year of his death. He also undertook the translation of the important memoirs Souvenirs sur Rainer Maria Rilke, by Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis, which appeared with Émile-Paul in 1936, and supplemented Rilke vivant with his Rilke à Paris, which appeared in 1939.

         But in the whole Betz corpus, Rilke vivant occupies a special place in that it reveals the conversations between translator and writer not just on the manuscript they were painstakingly honing that early spring of 1925, as the trees began to bud in the nearby Jardin du Luxembourg, but on the most varied and unexpected subjects, which were the fruit of their evolving camaraderie and mutual trust. These memoirs constitute a window on to Rilke’s daily life strolling his quartier, the avenues of the Luxembourg, the warren of streets around it and down to the Seine. Despite its evident significance, Rilke vivant lay inexplicably dormant for a staggering eighty-five years before being sensibly republished in 2022 by the publisher Arfuyen as Conversations avec Rilke, the title we have retained for the English edition. The final unnumbered chapter of the Conversations, a sort of epilogue, retains the title ‘Rilke Alive’. Arfuyen is at pains to draw attention to the fact that this was a crucial work in the canon of Rilke secondary literature, too long overlooked and providing a unique insight into Rilke’s final Parisian sojourn of 1925.xi

         On 15th January 1925, Rilke finally returned to the city which had informed some of his greatest works in the decade or so before the First World War. He settled in at the Hôtel Foyot, itself now a legend as the hotel in which Joseph Roth camped out in the 1930s. He would later pen a mournful eulogy as he watched it being demolished from a café terrace on the other side of the rue de Tournon. The Foyot was perfect for Rilke, as it was close to his beloved Jardin du Luxembourg. It was also ideal as it happened to be a short walk from the apartment of his young translator Maurice Betz. But Betz does not lead us swiftly to this long-awaited rendezvous with Rilke in the shadow of the Luxembourg. Rather, in the early chapters he sets the scene for the oncoming fellowship in Paris, allowing the reader to become better acquainted with Maurice Betz, the youthful writer from Alsace who, like many a sensitive young man at age seventeen, is seduced by Rilke’s work and faithfully carries a battered copy of The Book of Images (not the Cornet like the majority!) in his knapsack through the Battles of Aisne and the Marne. This youthful devotion bleeds into the post-1918 literary world of Paris, the shock of the devastating conflict placing urgent demands on young writers, the new more experimental writing emerging around the prolific spirit of Marcel Arland and the Stock publishing house run by Florent Fels.

         In these pages we are treated to an intimate view of the long-since-vanished world of the literary cottage industry within which Betz was deeply embedded, a trusted advisor on German literature who worked his niche and was respected as a specialist. Betz makes his tentative entry as a writer with the poetry collection Scaferlati pour troupes (1921), and we are informed of the dizzying rise of new reviews, led by Fels’s journal Les Contemporains, and on its heels François Berge’s Les Cahiers du mois, all attempting to showcase and contextualize the new, more provocative French xiiand international writing. Here are names who no longer figure, others who have endured, a few now viewed as literary cornerstones. Passing through the anecdotes and stories are the likes of the heavyweights, Malraux, Aragon, Gide, Cocteau, Giraudoux, then the up-and-coming Mac Orlan, Edmond Jaloux, Emmanuel Bove, Raymond Radiguet. Betz relishes summoning these ghosts and resurrecting their interplay, almost as if he is, even by 1937, memorializing a period whose sap is spent. The recollection of acerbic wisecracking German playwright Carl Sternheim attempting to conquer Paris with his family in tow is particularly piquant, revealing Betz as a subtle writer and perceptive observer. This blackly humorous portrait segues into the long-anticipated first meeting with Sternheim’s antithesis, Rilke, in the vestibule of the Foyot.

         II

         This first meeting with Rilke in Paris in early 1925 is the result of a correspondence which began with Betz pluckily writing to Rilke over the winter of 1922–23 to gain permission to translate an excerpt from The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, for inclusion in a special issue of Les Contemporains. From his chosen sequestration, the remote Château de Muzot in the Valais region of Switzerland, Rilke replies positively. This is not a given, since Rilke is very particular about who translates his work and even more so into French, his most treasured language. However, he had been impressed with the poems in Betz’s Scaferlati pour troupes, which the young translator had gamely included with his appeal. Furthermore, Betz, without his knowledge, has also been recommended to Rilke as an able translator from German by one Inga Junghanns, a singer who had not only once performed for Rilke but also had taken it upon herself to translate the Notebooks into her native Danish. Rilke is xiiifurther persuaded when Betz’s translated excerpt in Les Contemporains reaches his hands in July 1923 and appears to honour the original. Endorsed by his author, an exuberant Betz is keen to proceed and translate the remainder of the Notebooks, which hitherto had only received the attention of André Gide.

         The relationship between Rilke and Gide is worthy of a book in itself, and their correspondence between 1909 and 1926 offers a wealth of insights. In these always cordial and genuinely respectful exchanges both men show interest, at least on the surface, in translating each other’s works, but in practice this endeavour was barely consummated and was perhaps more of a token effort, an authentic desire lacking application. Perceptive to the work’s credentials as an opulent contribution to early-twentieth-century literature rather than a vestige of nineteenth-century romanticism, Gide had published several pages of his own translation of the Notebooks in La Nouvelle Revue française in 1911. Rilke was thrilled and impressed with Gide’s effort and returned the favour by translating the Frenchman’s short story of 1907, ‘Le Retour de l’enfant prodigue’. The act of literary translation always underscored the friendship and mutual respect between these two writers of stature. This collegiality extended into Rilke’s early years at Muzot and beyond. Gide expressed a desire for Rilke and no other to translate his prose poem Nourritures terrestres from 1897, but Rilke was obliged to tactfully decline as he was then fully engaged with completing the Duino Elegies and could not afford to be distracted. Furthermore, he had the previous autumn started translating the poems of Paul Valéry. Though his letters to Gide allowed Rilke to develop his command of the French language, in the end his long-term correspondent was usurped by Valéry, who latterly won Rilke’s devotion as a translator. It was in any case Gide’s disinclination to return to Malte which paved the way for Betz.xiv

         The young Alsatian arrived at the apposite moment, and to Rilke appeared to possess the required sensitivity to bring his cherished prose work into the language he knew by now more intimately than any. Yet Rilke would not relinquish all control and would be very much present through the process as a guiding force, respectfully but firmly proffering his counsel.

         The first, long-anticipated encounter between Rilke and Betz in Paris connects the warm correspondence to the collaborative work which proceeds during the spring months of 1925. The account of this first meeting is typical of so many of Betz’s clear-eyed observations, which capture the complex subtleties of his revered subject’s demeanour and only apply any mild criticism judicially. ‘He approached me with outstretched hand, with an eagerness dictated by his natural politeness, but where a true joyfulness broke through…’ One can’t help but be reminded of a similar recollection of an enamoured Stefan Zweig meeting the Belgian poet Émile Verhaeren for the first time. The first impression of the other in the act of welcome appears to leave a powerful imprint on the psyche which resists deterioration over time. Betz lingers over Rilke’s distinctive appearance and clothing:

         
            Rilke had this somewhat strange silhouette which I would become accustomed to seeing over the months that followed and which barely changed during his stay in Paris. He sported a grey felt hat, with round brim and flat base, light gaiters, suede gloves and a grey cloth overcoat…

         

         Betz recalls that the two men quickly leave the lounge of the Foyot, where the presence of an English woman busy writing letters unsettles the ambiance. This passing remark, which could almost go unnoticed, is, in fact, revealing. For it sets the two men as an xvarticle and brings them together in their own conspiratorial entity; the outside world, represented by the English woman, perhaps a tourist writing letters home or postcards, is the Paris they wish to avoid. On the walk that follows down to the Seine they return by rue de Grenelle, a route which leads to a highly significant moment for Rilke. At no. 5 were the offices of the Gallimard publishing house, from whose basement Rilke, with Betz at his side, collects a box of his possessions and papers. These were the few things which Gide, through protracted and strenuous efforts, had managed to reclaim from Rilke’s flat when Rilke, sojourning in Germany in the summer of 1914, was unable to return to Paris due to the outbreak of war. The loss of his possessions, abandoned in the flat at 14, rue Campagne-Première in Montparnasse, dealt a terrible blow. In Vienna Rilke had lamented his catastrophic loss to Stefan Zweig, who immediately galvanized his network of contacts to come to Rilke’s aid. He contacted Romain Rolland, who in turn contacted Gide, still in Paris. Gide leapt into action but by then the bulk of Rilke’s possessions had been auctioned off, having earlier been seized by the city authorities, who would have had few scruples when it came to the belongings of an enemy alien. However, he was able to procure from the concierge a box or two of Rilke’s papers which had been overlooked. It was these precious documents and effects that Rilke was finally reacquainted with in the basement of the Gallimard offices.

         Following the meeting at the Foyot, Rilke makes a preliminary visit to the apartment of Betz and his wife, and is enraptured by the romantic view of a still-bare, wintry Luxembourg from the fifth-floor balcony. Betz notes how Rilke clearly felt the attraction of being at a high vantage point, almost floating over the city, above the throng:xvi

         
            He also liked that the apartment was separated from the street below by the balcony which ran along the entire façade, so that we could imagine ourselves raised aloft above the city, to a great height, as in a balloon basket, and that even leaving the windows open we enjoyed a feeling of isolation and intimacy.

         

         On the next visit they get down to work. Each day, unless he happened to be ill-disposed through sickness, fatigue or some pressing obligation elsewhere, for he was much in demand, Rilke would arrive in Betz’s apartment around 10 a.m. They would then spend a few hours together, sitting at either side of a small card table until lunchtime, poring over the manuscript of the Notebooks until it was time to carefully place the marker at a certain page and resume their labours the following day.

         The relationship between Rilke and Betz is undeniably companionable, sympathetic, and their friendship clearly burgeons over these months of close proximity, enhanced perhaps by the strong element of trust and mutual accord necessary to achieve the translation. However, the work on Malte presents a considerable number of challenges due to Rilke’s fastidiousness with a language of which he possesses the most extensive knowledge outside of his own. As Betz confesses here, offering what we must presume are only selective examples, Rilke is wont to pull his young translator up for not quite grasping the nuance or intention behind a certain phrase or image, by choosing a word which, though technically accurate or even artful, might give way to a more convincing alternative. These are the customary difficult choices for the translator, those necessary refinements which affect the long-term stability and endurance of a translation, but which are not always visible to the naked eye of the translator, however skilful. Betz treats the reader to a number of examples of these fiendishly tricky areas xviiof debate, though due to the three-way language exchange of German, French and English, this is somewhat harder to follow in an English translation. (Please refer to the Notes.) Rilke more often highlights an issue, something he is uncomfortable with, then provides an alternative word or phrase which Betz almost always obediently accepts. Yet Rilke also offers praise for sections where he senses Betz has transmitted the rhythm and texture of the original with sympathy. Of course, it is very difficult for the layman to know to what extent Betz may have blundered or excelled, as we only have his word for it, and clearly he is not going to sully his reputation by his own hand. It is important to understand that Betz saw himself increasingly as the authorized translator of Rilke into French and, looking back, self-evidently wished to justify his first translation. His all but unbroken run of subsequent translations and generally accepted position as chief ambassador for Rilke in France is an endorsement of this covetous position.

         But any Rilke/Betz symbiosis should not be romanticized; Rilke left behind an unpublished collection entitled ‘Remarques à la suite de la traduction des Cahiers de M. L. Brigge’, now in the archive of the Colmar public library, and it is from this extraordinarily detailed document that Betz sources most of the problems of translation he cites here. However, it has also been argued by critics and more recent translators of the Notebooks into French, perhaps more vociferously to condone the necessity of their new version, that Betz knowingly suppressed the most serious criticisms laid at his feet by Rilke in this document in order to justify his translation. Whatever the case, it seems unquestionable that Rilke genuinely believed Betz to be more than capable of undertaking the translation of the Notebooks based on a range of evidence, and doubtless a good measure of intuition. Rilke’s respect for the translator who would conjure his work into the xviiilanguage he most admired was indisputable. But, any camaraderie aside, Rilke held to exacting standards and his knowledge not just of the historical subject matter, but also the subtleties of his images was always going to exceed that of the younger man. Anyone, however inspired, intuitive and skilful they might be, would, in my view as a translator myself, have had to bow to and benefit from Rilke’s encroachment and augmentation. One thing we can be sure of is that the two men had forged a special bond by working together so intimately on the manuscript, for with no one else had Rilke worked so intensely and protractedly on his own writing. Betz, a young man in his twenties, had been permitted entry into a poetically complex interior world which few had witnessed at such close range, working at the rich seam itself, within the text, not only the mysterious sources and formations of the original being made manifest, but with the author of that text sat alongside him—verifying, endorsing, underlining, explaining, suggesting. Betz must have felt a tremendous responsibility and at the same time experienced a feeling of exclusivity in his privileged ‘pioneering’ position.

         III

         Whilst the evolution of the Notebooks in the productive alliance of its author and translator forms the core of the book, a plethora of other scenes in the life of Rilke, as recounted to Betz, both in Paris and at Muzot, have their place. Particularly intriguing for its cast of theatrical personalities and ensuing dramas is the period Rilke lodged at the Hôtel Biron, recommended by his wife Clara, to which Rodin was a late incumbent. The fiasco of the de Max affair, when the tenants were sent packing, is tellingly captured by Betz, who always keeps Rilke, the odd man out in such a milieu, in xixhis lens, showing how the behaviour of these dandies and posturers impinged on his precarious unconventional existence.

         
            Rilke had as neighbours Jean Cocteau, the actor de Max and the Count of Osnowicine, who organized sometimes noisy nocturnal parties. One day de Max, who took great pleasure in sumptuous fantasies, had the idea of installing a bathroom in the sacristy of the disused chapel belonging to the Hôtel. This lit the touchpaper for a scandal which ultimately forced the administration to dismiss the most recently installed tenants of the Hôtel Biron.

         

         Other memorable sections include the finely painted scene of a put-upon Rilke, during lunch at the Foyot, forced to answer the public telephone, since he refuses to have the intrusive device in his room, and being obliged to stand in a draughty hallway as cleaners pass and pairs of polished shoes are seized by unseen hands. The shivering poet, desperate to bring the conversation to a close, must endure the laborious and superfluous chat of a princess or countess stretched languidly on her divan, cosy and warm, before repairing to his room to find his lunch cold and the pages of the letter he was reading scattered over the table by a draught.

         Betz includes the touching account in Chapter XIV of the renowned Italian actress Eleonora Duse, or ‘Duse’, as she was known, whose melancholy demise on an ill-advised tour across an America alien to her European sensibility affected Rilke deeply. Rilke captures the extraordinary sensitivity of Eleonora Duse in anecdotes recounted to Betz. These are scenes of tragi-comedy, where we witness the hyper-dramatic reactions of the actress to any infringement of peace, such as the raucous call of a peacock during a country outing or the buzzing of a fly in a friend’s apartment. But xxwhilst the rest chortled or sighed, Rilke knew that such responses were the result of her all-consuming inhabiting of the dramatic, that her temperament, her passion could expand boundlessly, that she was, in a sense, possessed. This total commitment to art reflected Rilke’s own preoccupation and the dangers inherent when such a disposition collided with the rigours of earthly life.

         Betz also excels in revealing how Rilke, especially during the Muzot period when he was saturated with solitude, both needed stimulating contact and yet quickly faded under the wearying demands of social connections. Betz compares the Rilke of 1925 with that of 1905, the one barely off the platform before he is besieged by those seeking his presence at some social event, the other stepping off the train into anonymity. Betz also touches on Rilke’s arcane and uncanny presence at such society gatherings and the myriad, often negative reactions Rilke provokes amongst perplexed socialites and literary hangers-on faced with his enigmatic behaviour. Betz shows how Rilke’s fragile health, his delicate equilibrium, could be adversely affected if any form of potential nourishment became too prolonged or oppressive. Even unbroken solitude, which he nominally sought, could prove corrosive, especially when combined with physical malaise. In 1926, following a monotonous round of treatments and periods of convalescence at the Val-Mont clinic above Montreux for an illness which was ultimately diagnosed as leukaemia, Rilke was increasingly determined, as his letters belie, and as Betz and others attest, to close up Muzot and spend the winter in Provence or Toulon.

         Finally, Betz shows us a Rilke who when amongst friends and socially at ease tells wonderful stories, dishing out memories of his travels both moving and comedic; a Rilke who laughs cheerfully and like anyone else relishes good food and a fine wine. The scene of their celebratory meal together with Betz’s wife to honour the xxipublishing of the Notebooks is lovingly captured. This final section of the book also concerns the publishing of Rilke’s French poems, the last poignant meetings between Rilke and Valéry at Thonon on Lake Geneva, the growing realization by some of Rilke’s serious health condition, the initial hope when Gide, Edmond Jaloux, Pierre Jean Jouve and others are gathered in sombre attendance in the studio of Baladine Klossowska in Paris and learn from a telegram of his move back to Val-Mont. They erroneously interpret this as a positive sign, because on every other occasion their friend has left the clinic and returned to Muzot. Then later that month, Betz must ascend to Klossowska’s studio again to receive the dread announcement. ‘I just couldn’t take it in; I still refused to accept it as I climbed the narrow staircase that led to the studio. I knock, the door opens. “How is Rilke?” He was dead.’ Betz reveals his regret that he had never visited Rilke at Muzot, despite being invited on numerous occasions. It remains a mystery why Betz never made the pilgrimage so many others did, up the hill from Sierre train station to the hamlet of Veyras, thence Muzot, but he had to be content with a posthumous visit to Rilke’s tomb at Raron churchyard instead and there maintain a silent vigil. Later, after learning of its state of neglect, Betz personally ensured the maintenance of Rilke’s grave, and the planting of a rose bush to echo the now-legendary epitaph. Rose, oh reiner Widerspruch, Lust, Niemandes Schlaf zu sein unter soviel Lidern. (Rose, oh pure contradiction, desire, to be no one’s sleep amongst so many lids.)

         Twenty years later, in 1946, Maurice Betz, writer and translator, would himself die alone in a hotel room in Tours, quite unexpectedly. He was only forty-seven years old, four years younger than was Rilke on 29 December 1926.xxii

      

   


   
      
         
xxiii
            Translator’s Note

         

         Maurice Betz wrote his memoirs of Rilke in his native tongue, French, but evidently he was obliged to quote from texts made by Rilke in German, such as excerpts from the famous ‘Riding’ lines of the Cornet at the start of the book. Though of course numerous examples in English exist, ditto the text of Malte, I felt it more consistent and uncluttered to offer up my own working version of these German samples to avoid any confusion and peppering the book with credits to various translators. Any French translation made by Betz from the German is then represented in an English version made by myself from the original.

         Furthermore, Betz is discussing, predominantly in the important fifth chapter, the text of Malte and the challenges of translation, in this case suddenly drawn into the open by Rilke’s criticism. Here I was obliged to don my mechanic’s overalls and mount the English language as a complicating third wheel on to the French and German axle, to ensure that readers without those languages could have some conception of what was going on. This was an exercise which from the outset felt intrinsically precarious and liable to unravel into a spectacular abandonment of cogency and terrible disfigurement at any moment. However, by some miracle that did not occur, and the triumvirate trundled contentedly on. In practical terms, the solution was to include a note for each example, giving the possible English meaning of the word of the German and/or its French equivalent as chosen by Betz or later suggested by Rilke as an alternative.xxiv

         Readers with some knowledge of the languages involved will necessarily be in a position to travel more deeply into this terrain, but those with English alone will at least be able to define features within the panorama. Naturally, any failures in this regard may be gleefully placed by wiseacre critics at my door, though forgive me if I do not open it.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            On the Discovery of Rilke

         

         Neuchâtel, 1915. How can so many days of such clarity and depth melt away without leaving the slightest trace? All then seemed new to our eyes. Events proceeded with a spirited and perilous mobility. Things owed their meaning not to themselves but to the scent of the season, the colour of the air, the suggestion of a lake, to a thought from the sky. In a headlong rush we devoured Taine, Renan, Barrès, and the news of a certain war which was already making itself heard across the world. But of what importance Taine or Renan, what of Verdun or the Marne against the contented crackling of a fire of pine logs in the hearth of a chalet lost in the combes of Chaumont, or beside the puerile pleasure taken by a few friends in ransacking the liqueur trove of some resigned parent, or beside a nocturnal walk at the close of afternoon beneath the trees lining the quay, between the lake of silver and the old château shaken by a passing tram crammed with schoolchildren and young girls?

         To be frank, we were seventeen. To us Rousseau seemed an older brother whom we addressed on first-name terms and to whom we were now making a pilgrimage, crossing over to St Peter’s Island1 upon a flower-bedecked boat filled with young girls and students in velvet berets. We set out in the depths of 2night on the most marvellous and surreal walks, searching out a reflection of ourselves, in the damp orchards of Saint-Blaise, in the gorges of the Areuse or on some lane winding through the vineyards.

         Some mornings our youth weighed less than a desire. In the evening, on occasion, Marcel Hofer—who was yet to be named Lucien Marsaux and had not then written either the Prodigues or Le Carnaval des vendanges2—drew me into his room, whose windows, open to the breath of the Föhn, looked over the port, to read me lines such as these:

         
            
               Oh hazy weather, sky of grey,

               tree that a breath has barely disturbed, 

               innocent sweetness where time invites you, 

               oh hazy weather, sky of grey.

               Quiet afternoon,

               the schoolchildren’s song, oh lost steps 

               below the paths where coming joyfulness 

               gleams in the meek branches…

            

         

         Unless it was this little poem to which a part of our youth clung:

         
            
               To the festival clear and pure 

               Where no women appeared, 

               The white clouds alone were

               (carried on a weak wind),

               invited by spring.

            

         

         It was on an afternoon in that ageless season, perhaps a rainy day, certainly a spring day, that I was paying a visit to an old Alsatian friend, indulgent to our youth to the extent of fostering our 3vague literary curiosities: Professor Schneegans. The library of this scholarly specialist in literature of the Middle Ages included not only the classic texts of the Bibliotheca Romanica,3 to which he guides us with such intelligence, but still the best authors of the Mercure de France4 and La Nouvelle Revue française.5 Taking advantage of the permission he had granted, I would go over from time to time and draw from its shelves a Claudel, a Francis Jammes, an André Gide or a Remy de Gourmont.

         By what stroke of fate could it be that a slight cardboard chapbook, its German title printed in gothic script, found itself that day squeezed between two volumes which carried as watermark the Symbolist caduceus? As if the significance of that discovery I was about to make, without realizing it, had gifted me in that moment with the power to record more clearly, I see with utmost precision the study lined with books, the shelf I explored that day, the reflection that emanated from the glass door of the corridor, and even now I can sense at my fingertips how the rib felt protruding from the solid spine of that little volume.

         Then I remember nothing, except that, beneath the green and white cover, flowering like a design from a tapestry, this little book bore a strange title: Chant de l’amour et de la mort du Cornette Christoph Rilke.6 I took it, along with a Laforgue or a Suarès, only opening it a few weeks later.

         In which of the furnished apartments which we had successively occupied in this Swiss city (moving on to a more stable set-up, awaiting the end of the war which we persisted in believing was imminent) did I read this poem by Rainer Maria Rilke for the first time? Was it avenue du Premier-Mars, where our neighbour was an elderly, virtually deaf German professor who introduced his students to Sophocles and Euripides, raising his voice (which he himself barely heard any more) to declaim these verses from 4Sophocles’ Antigone—‘Shaft of the sun, fairest light of all that have dawned on Thebes of the seven gates, you have shone forth at last, eye of golden day, advancing over Dirce’s streams!’ Or perhaps it was at the corner of rue du Musée, where from my window I would sometimes spy J.-H. Rosny aîné7 strolling along the lake with his distracted faun-like face shaded by a beard? I no longer remember. But I know that when finally, one evening, I opened this little book, the distant ride of Cornet Christoph Rilke across the plains of Hungary suddenly seemed more real to me than the war which shook Europe to its core:

         
            Riding, riding, riding, through the day, through the night, through the day… 

            Ride, ride, ride.

            And courage is so wearied and the longing remains so great. There are no mountains now, barely even a tree. Nothing dares to stand up. Strange huts squat thirstily near marshy wells. Not a tower anywhere. Always the same view. You have two eyes too many. Only at night sometimes you imagine you know the way. Perhaps at night we always return to the piece of land we laboriously won under a foreign sun? That may be. The sun is heavy here, as at home in mid-summer. But it was summertime when we said our farewells. The dresses of the women shone for a long while out of the green. And it’s so long we have been riding. It must be autumn. At least yonder the sorrowful women know us…

         

         So there was this strange country where young soldiers withered like flowers on their velvet saddles, then came to life breathing a rose or recollecting a song. Between the fires of the bivouacs beat the heart of a world that we had always sensed and whose existence was finally revealed to us. Horses were carried away, music was lost in a park, there was wine, there was blood. There were also clouds, as in the sky of our own springtime, and the night 5sometimes leant over these images, fresh as a woman. Yes it was a dream, but it was more: life, more real, more disturbing than we could have ever imagined. And someone had seen these shimmering figures pass over clouds, one evening, in his room, someone, a poet, perhaps a young man, who had that somewhat strange name which we heard for the first time: Rainer Maria Rilke.

         I read this book in one sitting and Marcel Hofer read it after me. Then, very rapidly, other works by Rilke began to surround it on my desk. These were The Book of Images, The Book of Hours, New Poems…

         As long as one is young, one is capable of an enthusiasm so powerful, so absolute, that one can make room in one’s life for a writer even knowing barely anything about him. Ignorant of Rilke himself, we indulged in his poetry with an even greater appetite. Had we known that one day he would pass by this lake and a few years later in those nearby mountains come to die,8 it would have moved us no doubt, but we would not have loved him any the greater. More than from any of the sources on which we had been nourished until then, it seemed to us that we were feeling in these pages the very presence of poetry. Our life was changed.

         We knew already that poetry is only created out of clear ideas, happy assemblages of words or rhymes, assonances and feelings. But these verses taught us much more: a way of naming things and, through them, to penetrate into ourselves, a means to participate in life, in what is most impressive within it, most mysterious, most poignant, a state of passionate and painful contemplation, an exaltation that raised us out of ourselves. This was poetry; it was the experience of all this, become blood, glance, gesture and transmitted in the subtlest ways. This was a poet. His image, like a circle on a pond, could in our eyes widen without needing to be clarified… 6

         When I happen to reopen these books that I’ve never been able to separate entirely from the landscape of pines, the lake in summer, the umbelliferous herbs in the wind, of youth and pastures, where I welcomed them for the first time, I find on their endpapers dates and places such as ‘Neuchâtel, 1916’, ‘Lugano 1916’, ‘Lausanne 1917’ and in one of them—a small German edition of The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge9 with green covers where I had inscribed hastily in pencil: ‘January 1916’—I read a little further down this dedication which Rilke, having ten years later found the volume on my table in Paris, had there inscribed in his beautiful and restful handwriting:

         
            To Maurice Betz, confirmed through the prolonged and active possession of this book which he acquired better than any other. With all friendly gratitude. R.M. Rilke. Paris, in June 1925.

         

         
            NOTES

            1 St Peter’s Island is situated in Lake Biel at the foot of the Jura Mountains in western Switzerland. The island-turned-peninsula measures 5km in length and just less than 1km at its widest point. Jean-Jacques Rousseau sought refuge here in 1765, finding a place of rare peace and serenity. Today pilgrims still arrive by boat across the lake to enjoy the scenery and follow the winding path Rousseau took around the island.

            2 Marcel Hofer (1896–1978) was a French-speaking Swiss writer who bore the pseudonym of Lucien Marsaux. Hofer began his career in law but switched to literature, leaving behind a large body of work of some twenty-five volumes. Those mentioned by Betz are Le Carnaval des vendanges and Les Prodigues, published by Plon in 1929 and 1930 respectively.

            3 The edition Bibliotheca Romanica or Bibliothèque française was published in Strasbourg and edited by J.H. Heitz. The series included classic French texts and was distributed throughout Europe and as far as New York.

            4 The Mercure de France originated as a literary magazine in the seventeenth century and, following various metamorphoses, experienced a renaissance in the 1890s when it took to publishing books alongside the review. Since 1995, it has been part of the Gallimard group.

            5 Commonly known as the NRF, La Nouvelle Revue française is a prominent literary magazine in France dating from 1909. The NRF’s aim was to remain impartial and beyond any faction or creed. Between the world wars, under the legendary editorships of Jacques Rivière and Jean Paulhan, it established itself as the country’s leading literary journal. In 1940, under a new editor, it took a pro-fascist line and ceased publication in 1943. After due sentence for collaboration it was revived in 1953, with Paulhan back at the helm, and eventually became a quarterly. Today the editor is Antoine Gallimard, whose famous publishing house was originally an offshoot of the magazine.

            6 Die Weise von Liebe und Tod des Cornets Christoph Rilke is a poem in prose which Rilke wrote apparently over a single night in 1899 and published in 1906. When it was revised and republished in 1912 it was a runaway success, selling out almost immediately and bringing Rilke’s name to the 182fore. This tale of a soldier from the Austro-Turkish wars of the 1660s struck a chord with modern soldiers and many would include a copy in their packs when they were drawn into a European war a few years later. The first French edition was duly translated by Betz and published by Émile-Paul Frères in 1940.

            7 J.-H. Rosny aîné was a pseudonym for Joseph Henri Honoré Boex (1856–1940), a Brussels-born author who wrote in French. After 1909 Joseph Henri began using ‘senior’ (‘aîné’) after his name so that his works would not be confused with publications of a similar vein written by his younger brother Séraphin Justin François Boex, or J.-H. Rosny jeune. J.-H. Rosny aîné is considered to be amongst the founders of modern science fiction.

            8 Betz presumably refers to the alpine ranges above the valley of the Rhône and the region of the Valais where Rilke lived during the last years of his life at Muzot, and where, on 29 December 1926, Rilke died at the sanatorium of Val-Mont, perched above Montreux on Lake Geneva.

            9 Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge or, as it was originally known, ‘the journal of my other self’, was Rilke’s great prose work, published in 1910, translated by Betz as Les Cahiers de Malte Laurids Brigge and published in France in 1926, the year of Rilke’s death. It is the book which Rilke and his French translator worked on together during the spring of 1925 in Betz’s apartment near the Luxembourg in Paris, the memories of which are recounted in the pages of this book.
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