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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. Rene 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 often 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, where the authentic poet in him begins to make himself heard; various early dramas, stories and sketches, some of these last being of a gothically grisly character; and he had written, in a single night, a piece which was to become his Rachmaninoff C# minor Prelude—his famous prose-poem Cornet.


  Before 1903, when young Kappus first wrote to him, Rilke had been subjected to three further influences which were of decisive importance for his life: Russia, Worpswede, and Rodin. Russia was incomparably the most important: it was then that solitude took on a new and deeper meaning for him, and there that he discovered the Neighbour God. He learnt enough of the language to translate Chekhov and Lermontov, and ever afterwards regarded that “remote and sorrowful land”, with apparent velleity, as his spiritual home. At Worpswede, an artists’ colony near Bremen, he met the “fair-haired painter” Paula Becker, who inspired the most splendid of his Requiems, and the sculptor Clara Westhof, a pupil of Rodin’s, whom he married in 1901, and with whom he settled down to love (and work) in a cottage. But this idyll did not last long: when their daughter was only six months old, Rilke’s allowance from his father suddenly ceased, and he moved to Paris (where Clara later joined him), with a commission to write a monograph on Rodin. He had now published his Stories of God, obviously conceived in Russia, subtle-simple tales told with a humour that occasionally borders on archness ; his Book of Images, containing some of his best lyrics, in which his own poetic voice is unmistakable all through; and he had written the first two parts of his Book of Hours, the Book of Monkish Life and the Book of Pilgrimage, a catena of meditative poems of great power and beauty about the meaning and the longing of man for God, and of God for man.


  He fell heavily under the spell of Rodin; but Paris appalled and terrified him. After the spaciousness and peace of “holy Russia”, the solemn talk of Art at Worpswede, and the months of quiet living in his Westerwede cottage, the noise and squalor and cruelty of a great town were torture to him. Writing a little later to Lou Andreas-Salome, he compared it to the Military Academy—and he could not say worse than that. “ Often before going to sleep I read the thirtieth chapter of the Book of Job, and it was all true of me, word for word” (Letters 1902-1906, p. 98). He had a lifelong horror of machines; he found railway tunnels “agonizing” and had a “deep dread of enormous towns”. He often longed for Russia, which Maurice Baring somewhere sums up as “a plain, a church and a mill”. Years afterwards his horror was distilled in the alembic of Malte Laurids Brigge into descriptions of disease, abjectness, and violence that have their only parallel in the depths of Dostoevsky. He had been in Paris for some five months when the correspondence with Kappus begins, and the young man may now be left to introduce the letters in his own modest fashion.


  INTRODUCTION BY THE YOUNG POET


  It was in the late autumn of 1902—I was sitting in the park of the Military Academy in Wiener-Ncustadt, beneath some ancient chestnut trees, and was reading a book. I was so engrossed in reading that I hardly noticed how I was joined by the only non-officer among our professors, the learned and kind-hearted parson of the Academy, Horaćek. He took the volume out of my hand, looked at the wrapper and shook his head. “Poems by Rainer Maria Rilke?” he asked meditatively. He turned over the leaves here and there, glanced through a few verses, gazed thoughtfully into the distance and finally nodded. “ So then the pupil Rent Rilke has become a poet.”


  And I learnt about the thin, pale-faced boy whom his parents had sent to the Military Unterrealschule in Sankt-Pölten more than fifteen years previously, so that he might later become an officer. At that time Horaćek had been employed there as chaplain, and he still remembered his former pupil distinctly. He depicted him as a quiet, solemn, highly capable boy who liked to keep himself apart, bore the restrictions of a boarder’s life patiently, and after his fourth year moved on with the others to the Military Oberrealschule which was situated in Mährisch-Weisskirchen. There, however, his constitution proved insufficiently resilient, and so his parents removed him from the institution and let him continue his studies at home in Prague. Horaćek could report no further on the course which his outward life had thereafter taken.


  After all this it may be easily understood that I resolved in that very hour to send my poetical efforts to Rainer Maria Rilke and ask for his opinion. Being not yet twenty years old and barely on the threshold of a profession which I felt to be directly opposed to my inclinations, I hoped to find understanding, if anywhere at all, in the writer of the poems To Celebrate Myself. And without my actually having wished it, 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.


  Many weeks went by before an answer came. The blue-sealed communication bore the post mark of Paris, weighed heavy in the hand and shewed on the envelope the same clear, beautiful and firm characters1 in which the text was set down from the first line to the last. With that began my regular correspondence with Rainer Maria Rilke, which lasted until 1908 and then gradually trickled into nothing, since life drove me off into regions against which the poet’s warm, delicate and touching solicitude had really tried to guard me.


  But that is not important. The only thing of importance is the ten letters which here follow, important for the appreciation of the world in which Rainer Maria Rilke lived and worked, and important too for many who are now growing up and developing, today and tomorrow. And where a great and unique man speaks, small men must keep silence.


  FRANZ XAVER KAPPUS

  BERLIN, June 1929


  THE LETTERS


  I


  PARIS, February 17th 1903.


  DEAR SIR,


  your letter reached me only a few days ago. I want to thank you for its great and welcome trust. I can hardly say more. I cannot go into the quality of your verses; for I am too far removed from every kind of critical intention.2 In making contact with a work of art nothing serves so ill as words of criticism: the invariable result is more or less happy misunderstandings. Things are not all so comprehensible and utterable as people would mostly have us believe; most events are unutterable, consummating themselves in a sphere where word has never trod, and more unutterable than them all are works of art, whose life endures by the side of our own that passes away.
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