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  IN THE early summer of 1914, Rilke was once more in the grip of the old restlessness and unease of living characteristic of him—as of many artists, perhaps, when they are not absorbed in a specific piece of work. That the stupidity of war, the cruelty, and especially the confusion of it, the visionlessness of political leaders as to what was to come after, should have contributed to this state of mind, is not surprising. From the constant dilemma of unproductivity he seems to have found some release in correspondence; a note left among his papers states that he saw no objection to the publication, after his death, of such of this material as might be available, since for many years he had “when occasion offered carried on a part of his productivity in letters.”


  On the basis of timeliness it would have been simple enough to select for the present volume a group of letters recording Rilke’s wartime reactions and reflections. A few pages are enough to show the rapid change he underwent after his first response to the excitement of the war-activity surrounding him; and it was inevitable that he should voice over and over his dismay at what he calls “the whole sad man-made complication” that helped to render him speechless for many years. But more significant for us today, it seems to me, are those letters which record his tenacity of the foundations of his artist’s creed, the wisdom of the poet and humanitarian, fundamental for all time. Rilke was not to be blinded or carried away by war and post-war violences, but, his deepest convictions untouched and steady under all the disorder and distress, he retained, in spite of everything, his belief in the individual and in the capacity of humanity to create for itself a better future.


  All the letters here translated (including those selections which appeared in the first issue of Twice a Year) are taken from the fifth volume of the series of Letters published by Insel-Verlag, save those of July–December, 1921, which appear in the sixth volume, “From Muzot”, and the letters to Anton Kippenberg, from the volume “To his Publisher”. As Rilke seldom refers to the events of his own daily life and it has been the policy of his editors to withhold many personal passages during the life-time of his correspondents, such biographical details as it has been possible to gather from reliable published sources have been assembled in the Notes, which endeavor to provide a sort of biographical commentary for the letters.


  Once again I am grateful to three friends for their stalwart assistance: to Frieda Planck Clarke for the generosity of her interest as special consultant throughout the whole work of translation; to Hermann Weyl for fruitful discussion of some of the most difficult passages; to Philip Horton for his vigorous criticism of the English text.


  New York, April, 1940
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  1. August 15, 1914, from Munich, to Thankmar Freiherr von Münchhausen


  Your mother could have done nothing kinder than to send me the envelope, in which I now hastily enclose this greeting, with a couple of verses from the early days of this appalling August.


  … I had already learned of the fine chance for you to take part as ensign in the activity of this world-year; nobody has it harder than the man who remains behind inactive: will he be at all able to grasp the new time to come afterwards, that will be so different?—


  Now your unsettled plans have been taken off your shoulders by a settled common destiny—I can imagine that this is an unforgettable joy, thus all at once to be involved in One power and One emotion, especially after the many-minded times that have long since confused and wearied all of us.


  2. On the same day, to the young man’s mother, Anna Freifrau von Münchhausen


  Who: who would have thought it! And now one thinks nothing but this, and everything former has become as it were immemorial, separated from one through abysses and heights of no longer feelable feeling.…


  The high heart of all those who are out there must sustain us over the still water of not-knowing and not-grasping which sometimes threatens to engulf even me.


  3. August 29, 1914, from Irschenhausen, to the same


  … Could I but soon again send him something from a more uplifted heart; he is riding forth there so bold and gloriously-young, really it is wonderful, this ancient knight’s destiny upon a young man of today, unawares.


  I am gradually beginning to find my having stayed behind in the rear of so much break-up bewildering and vexatious: in the first days my spirit went along with the general current, could in its own way join in; then, as one unspeakably isolated, I remembered myself, my old heart as it had been hitherto (which I cannot give up), and now I am having a very hard time to find, by myself, across this span, the valid and if possible somehow fruitful attitude towards the monstrous generality. Happy those that are in it, carried away by it, drowned out by it.


  Until now I have, in spite of circumstances, lived according to my plans; was in Munich to confer with and be treated by my doctor, came out here Monday on his advice; but this is now the most unendurable of all, to side with unsuspecting Nature and take care of one’s self. While I am trying it, an impatience and a discontent are growing in my breast which I shall not long be able to stand. Probably I shall go back to Munich after all and then to Bohemia to my friends there: to see if I can’t make myself somewhat useful from there and leave “convalescing” and “getting strong” for later, until we (when?) are across the terrible mountain-range in the unforeseeable future which no one can imagine to himself.


  The Hölderlin volume is a comfort now; wonderful, that these poems live and reach to one’s heart through all the tangle of apprehension. I read the Hyperion too with keenest participation: how much it sounds like what is happening to us, and yet from the start goes far beyond it, forming pure clouds above the war and above love.


  4. September 9, 1914, from Irschenhausen, to Lou Andreas-Salomé


  How often, dear Lou, in this monstrous August, I knew that there was just one place where one might really survive it: with you, in your garden; for if one can imagine two people for whom this unsuspected time provides exactly the same suffering, the same daily horror, we are they—how could we help it?


  Thus I felt your telegram and understood it more deeply than I can say, but still I don’t at all know how to answer its questions right away, so little have I yet considered what one might go on to do of one’s own initiative. Since this fortnight out here in the country I have really been hesitating, from the very beginning, only between two decisions: going back to the city, or, if it is really a matter of recuperating, taking the cure at Ebenhausen, where at least baths, sunbaths, etc., would be at my disposal. Just staying in the country is this year particularly a half-hearted business, since one lacks the simplicity of mind to be with Nature; her influence, her quiet penetrating presence is out-weighed from the start through the mere thought of the nameless human doom that is happening unceasingly day and night. I would almost have gone back to Munich; but then Clara wrote that she wanted in any case to come back with Ruth for the opening of school, which would be around the end of this week—and so I hesitate, for she hasn’t much money and if I am to help her I can soonest do it from here, where I need little for myself and each week exactly the same. My arrangements with Insel-Verlag, which looked so comforting, are not exactly canceled, but, as Kippenberg told me in the end, they only hold “when possible”. That of course is already a good deal, for how much has not become simply impossible. Freiburg, for example: a gleam of probability finally fell upon the plan, when we were considering everything in Leipzig, that I should attempt certain studies there in the Schwarzwald air, not too far from Paris, near Colmar and other lovely places. I would like, even now, to choose my next abode with these intentions in mind—which incidentally, imagine it, greatly surprised and pleased Stauffenberg, who had silently wanted and planned something very similar for me. The good man had prepared himself for me as honestly and fully as it is possible to do through my books and from his own sympathetic attitude,—so that what we said seemed merely the continuation of all the inner intercourse with me which had been natural to him for some time. Against this background it was not easy, in the continually disturbed present, to find the state of mind for our talks, but the time he always found, whole hours, even when work in the hospital was piling up around him on all sides; then he would come to me or we would quickly agree on a walk together.—The result? He kept trying to get at the region in which he believes he has particular power, and we did touch upon it now and again, only that all digging and hoeing and real work there remained out of the question. With terror I sometimes felt a sort of spiritual nausea which he was trying to bring on; it would be awful to throw up one’s childhood like that in fragments, awful for a person who is not committed to resolving the unconquered part of it within himself but quite particularly exists for the purpose of using it up in converted form, in discoveries and feelings, in things, in animals—in what not?—if need be, in monstrosities.—At one of his thorough examinations Stauffenberg discovered an old pulmonary lesion, harmless and unimportant in its way, and from then on there was at least something definite to warrant his dealing strictly physically with me, which made things easier for both of us.…


  Dear Lou, this is about how things stand with me. Write me about yourself, what you may be thinking. Herewith a few pages written in August, fitting in with the universal theme. How one’s own looks among it, what it will become because of it, I am but slowly understanding—I keep thinking, as with approval, of those who have died in these last years, and that they no longer had to grasp all this from here.—Write me; meanwhile I shall see better what is to be done.


  5. September 17, 1914, from Irschenhausen, to Thankmar Freiherr von Münchhausen


  … Your dear mother writes me that you never got [my letter]. I have been considering whether I would copy the poems for you again, and cannot bring myself to do it; for they date from those very first August days. (Where are they?) Then we all threw ourselves into that suddenly set-up and opened universal heart; now—wherever each separate one of us may be—we have probably to survive and endure the contrary: the rebound from the universal heart into our surrendered, deserted, unutterably own heart. I am filled and shaken by the thought, my dear fellow, how much all our positions may be the same,—yours, restlessly riding out there, and ours, restless, here. For what is apparent external security when there is all this life and death extremity in one’s innermost being?


  I have as yet seen no one who understands, save Lou, in whose letter day before yesterday were a few lines of divining insight, by which I am now trying to go on, alas, to feel my way.


  My dear boy, we shall survive it! And then it will be one power more in us, and our heart shall have grown more mighty through it and all that we can feel more holy and more pure and more obligating.


  6. October 4, 1914, from Munich, to Prince Alexander von Thurn und Taxis, on the death of his mother


  … Her quiet going falls in a time that drowns out everything; perhaps a sort of consolation may involuntarily proceed from the fact that in these days of monstrously accelerated dying the sorrowful natural event comes about in a way that is by nature milder.


  How much my thoughts have been at Lautschin in these months and are now particularly so; to write the Princess was one of my strongest impulses—but one hears oneself living so little, as though one stood day and night beside the noisiest waterfall; those out there are in the great sweep of rushing events—a person like me, who is only standing beside it, waits, keeps silent, hoping that in the end a word, a feeling, an insight, may ripen in his soul that might be useful at the moment when the exhausted war collapses into itself, leaving the immense spaces it takes up to emptiness, stillness, a future that is to be begun anew.… When?


  7. October 12, 1914, from Munich, to Alfred Walther von Heymel


  … Today I read your letters … and read them aloud. How often in August, when this movement with its unforeseeable end arose, did I think of you as one of those for whom this had to come, so that he might make full use of himself and get about everywhere in his own heart; how very right I was in this opinion appears almost overwhelmingly from your hearty and happy letters, my dear friend; a frame of mind that embraces heaven and earth speaks out of them—God grant us all sometime to be of such a heart. Perhaps these changing destinies are leading us also, each individual one of us that is left behind, to make most unheard-of demands upon ourselves; perhaps they are preparing us too for a new presence of mind and presence of heart—this much everyone feels, that life is cut to allow for growth and that one may vigorously put on weight before one fills it out entirely.


  8. October 21, 1914, from Munich, to Frau Helene von Nostitz


  When was it (I often ask myself) that I had Johannes Kalckreuth show me your house—I still see its quiet street and how simply it showed its face out of the garden—when was it? A few days later fate broke out of the foggy world, this world-noise which overnight drowned out one’s thinking back and on beyond which no one is yet able to think. Not even now when so much dreadful accomplishment and progress has been going on on all sides. Who might say what is really happening to us now and as what sort of people those who survive this year will later show themselves. To me it is an unspeakable suffering and for weeks I have been understanding and envying those who died before it, that they have no longer had to experience it from here; for somewhere in space there will surely be places from which this monstrosity still appears natural, as one of the rhythmic convulsions of the universe which is assured in its existence, even where we go under. And indeed we are going under, into the midst of it, into the most existent—here one must look upon the fullness of destruction and suddenly know something of death. Perhaps this is what is meant by the terrible war, perhaps this experiment is going on before some unsuspected observer, if it is conceivable that there are unconfused eyes, the seeing, experienced eyes of the investigator who is examining this like a hardest sort of stone, and confirming the existence of a further degree of hardness of life under this up-boiling death.


  9. November 6, 1914, from Munich, to Karl and Elisabeth von der Heydt


  … You ask after me with affectionate concern. So I will just quickly relate that, without presentiment, I left Paris on the 20th of July; for two months, as I thought, leaving all my possessions behind me in customary fashion. These I have long since and freely abandoned to fate, since it is absolutely not for me to take possession literally. Two or three things, it is true—the daguerreotype of my father, an old picture of Christ that I have had standing before me since boyhood, and certain letters and particular irreplaceable books among all my several hundred—still follow me from afar and wave farewell, and I wave to them. But that will pass and, as one simply has to learn, the individual absolutely does not matter, even if I do not see the common bonds that might matter; it probably does not matter at all anyway, but instead fate is right and behind fate the all-surviving stars. Everything visible has simply been cast once again into the boiling abysses, to be melted down. The past remains behind, the future hesitates, the present is without foundation; but hearts, ought they not to possess the power of soaring and maintain themselves among the great clouds? In the first days of August the phenomenon of the war, of the war-god, seized me (in the Insel War-Almanack you will find a few poems that came out of this experience); now the war has long since become invisible to me, a spirit of tribulation, no longer a god but the unchaining of a god over the peoples. Nor is more to be achieved now, than the soul’s endurance, and misery and evil are perhaps not any more present than before, only more graspable, more active, more apparent. For the misery in which mankind has daily lived since the beginning is really not to be increased through any circumstances. But increases of insight there surely are in the unspeakable misery of being man and perhaps all this is leading to them; so much decline—as though new ascents sought—distance and space for their running off.


  … I hope we shall see each other soon in days when we can breathe again; perhaps we are all learners, and if we hold through there will afterwards be heart-holidays as never yet.


  10. November 18, 1914, from Frankfurt a.M., to Clara Rilke (as postscript to a letter written the day before)


  Last evening too I heard a singularly moving story from an officer of Hussars, who was among the first to be wounded before Longwy—it does matter, hearing real voices—and the Cornet is touchingly interwoven with it all—the Hussar officer, not knowing who I was, asked me, did I know this ballad …?! And then what recognition, that it should be I myself that wrote it.


  11. January 4, 1915, from Berlin, to Anton Kippenberg


  … The new year was no perceptible division at all for me either; since after all the year of war in which we are living continues and cancels all other calendars, far into the season. I spent the night in solitude with many an inner settling of accounts and finally, by the light of my Christmas-tree, which I had lit once more, read the Psalms, one of the few books in which one can ensconce every bit of oneself, however distraught and disordered and bothered one may be.…


  12. January 29, 1915, from Munich, to Frau Hanna Wolff


  … I would have been so glad to see you … but: I must consistently and strictly sequester myself, after a month and a half in Berlin have brought me much strain and confusion; physically exhausted and unprecise in thought I came back here to be silent, to keep myself absolutely hidden, nothing else. My sequestration is still too new to bear an exception already, so it is safer for me to decline and go to bed following my rule at 8:30.


  The uncertainty out there, this flickering world in which one can place no object, no word even, without its casting such unquiet shadows, most unconditionally obliges me to draw myself in; perhaps thus one may arrive at some further inward place, where one has never oneself been, and from there out be stable.… Who would have thought, when in the beginning of August we strolled from the Englischer Garten through the excited city, that for so many months the anomaly then beginning would still be unresolved over us and right. Right for how long—and so much that is wrong! …


  13. February 4, 1915, from Munich, to Anna Freifrau von Münchhausen


  … more and more, the longer this anomaly in our life continues, am I losing the inner connection with my nature, and this condition leads to a silentness inwardly and outwardly, to an insensibility, of which I daily complain and which I still cannot overcome. So I am silent towards you too. But when news of you comes, like the card recently and now your good letter, I feel it in all my apathy as one of the signs by which one survives …


  14. February 8, 1915, from Irschenhausen, to Ludwig von Ficker


  … I would have written you long ago, did not the weight of the time lie upon the slightest communication and expression, so that I cannot write a word without disproportionate effort: from this I would not shy off if I did not have to fear that such striving against intangible and unsurveyable obstacles cancels and outweighs, as it were, the very content of what is written; since after all there is present no inner single-minded impulse which would force the laboriously achieved exercise into a clean expression, the mere ability to write being phenomenon enough.


  So I kept silence. But I am grateful to you for yourself breaking silence in order to remind me of my promised contribution to the “Brenner”. I could send you something at once from among my papers, a few verses; meantime as I still have ten days’ grace, or at least a week’s, I will let it depend on whether some poem or other may not come into being, a new one, for now,—even though it be no more than the noise with which a piece of silence breaks off from the great dumb mass inside me …


  15. March 6, 1915, from Munich, to Thankmar Freiherr von Münchhausen


  … The Cornet was being performed in Leipzig with music … I could not positively advise [your mother] to go, for this reciting to music is a running-along of one art beside the other as though it depended on which won: and only one does actually win.… So, my dear boy, I quite unexpectedly find myself among the authors of this exceptional year, my voice of fifteen years ago speaks into the attentive ear of the people who have been frightened for months—mine? The voice of that one distant night of my youth in which I wrote the Cornet, excited to it by clouds passing in strange flight high across the moon.…


  But from the fact that Christopher Rilke is thus being turned to account today you may notice again and again how dumb we have grown here. I am sure everyone is so at heart; even if a few must hear themselves and pluck their strings with this thought and that, there is no one who can draw sounds from the air that sweeps through him, not even to lament,—it is a silence of halted, interrupted hearts. I am certain no one loves in these days; however much one or another heart may achieve, it acts out of some sort of universal stores of human kindness, warmth, willingness and devotion, it does not give what is its own, but behind every act primeval store-rooms of human need are opened up; even you out there act and struggle out of such strengths as were hoarded up in some sort of barns of involuntary fellowship. It seems to me as though the heart in each of us were only passing things on, confined to gazing in astonishment at the store that is going through its hands.


  What we are doing here, so far as reading still counts as doing (for who could achieve a contemplative mood?), is to read Hölderlin (over and over), I for my part Strindberg, Montaigne, Flaubert, the Bible.… There are some new Werfel poems, one tries them and yet is elsewhere and cannot get back into the tone of day before yesterday.…


  16. March 18, 1915, from Munich, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  … For the time being, of course, I have to stay in Munich … God help me. Shall probably have to await enlistment here too, in case it is true (as I read recently in the Corriere della Sera) that Austria is calling men up to 42. There would be little sense in making plans before one knows how the die will fall.


  17. June 10, 1915, from Munich, to the same


  I have not seen a newspaper for a week or ten days—yesterday one was brought me in which were the names Monfalcone, Sagrado, Duino; I do not know how far the demolition reported there will prove true. But everything that is called destruction is possible now of course—so to speak taken for granted from the start, probably. It is with these names that for the first time since the war a single event has struck me so directly to the heart.


  Dear, dear friend, had I but written all the Elegies at Duino, were they but unspeakably more beautiful than they are—. (All this that is irretrievable!) What weight, what obligation now falls on things that survive a little more.…


  18. June 28, 1915, from Munich, to Thankmar Freiherr von Münchhausen


  … For such a good thing as meeting again must [in these times] have a sweetness one would not otherwise ascribe to it; the appalling calamity creates a new scale of sensation, since it reaches so deep down, it also rises higher; is it more too, what we feel? Or do we simply read life’s degrees in Fahrenheit instead of the usual Réaumur?


  Such as we, my dear friend, who have remained so entirely non-combatant have much time for doubting: probably, such as we say to ourselves, all misery is always there and all distress even to the extremest. The whole of distress is always in use among men, all there is of it, a constant, as there is also a constant of happiness; only the distribution varies. Anyone who may not have known there was so much distress—it would be his turn now to be shocked. But who, truly alive, has not known that? Wonderfully manifest indeed is the endurance, the acceptance, the carrying through of so much distress on every side, among all. Greatness comes to light, steadfastness, strength, a standing-up-to-life quand-même—, but in such behavior how much is bitter constraint, is desperation, is (already already) habit? And that such greatness appears and holds good, can that at all in any way diminish the pain over the fact that such confusion, such not-knowing-which-way-to-turn, the whole sad man-made complication of this provoked fate, that exactly this incurably bad condition of things was necessary to force out evidences of whole-hearted courage, devotion and bigness? While we, the arts, the theater, called nothing forth in these very same people, brought nothing to rise and flower, were unable to change anyone. What is our métier but purely and largely and freely to set forth opportunities for change,—did we do this so badly, so half-way, so little convinced and convincing? That has been the question, that has been the suffering for almost a year, and the problem is to do it more forcefully, more unrelentingly. How?!


  Dear Thankmar, that’s how things look with me, inwardly. Outwardly I am preparing to go to the country, if I can find a little cottage (for me alone) such as I am looking for; meanwhile sitting here in the apartment of friends (who have gone to the country) with the finest Picasso (the “Saltimbanques”), in which there is so much Paris that, for moments, I forget.


  19. July 9, 1915, from Munich, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  … Thank God, I said, thought, felt at the news about Duino and still dared not answer Thank God aloud to you, for so long as havoc is in the world, who may breathe freely, who may consider anything safe, protected, rescued? In personal matters as well as in general it is a giving up, an offering of all possession, at what cost? At what cost; if only there were not that question, who would not cast off everything that was his and himself into the bargain, if he but understood, if he but guessed, that, sheerly surviving, a thing needs such underpinnings in order to rise up further?—We, some of us, have long been feeling continuities that have nothing in common with the course of history; even over the present vicissitude the furthest past and the furthest future will come to an understanding, but we, constrained between yesterday and tomorrow, shall we ever again simply, quietly, serenely take part in the swing of great affairs? Or remain frightened below with the stamp of a period on our shoulders, co-knowers of unforgettable details, co-responsible for the big as for the merely fearful, used up by this endurance and performance and persistence—; shall we not then later too, as we are learning to do now, defer all understanding, hold what is human to be inextricable, history to be a primeval forest to the soil of which we never reach because it lies, layer on layer, unendingly, upon tumbled stuff, an apparition on the back of destruction—?


  Are you reading, and what? I have been busy with Hermann Keyserling, besides Strindberg, the Strindberg of the truly incredible “Ghost Sonata”, … the most important dung in the theater besides Georg Büchner’s “Wozzek”, which the Hoftheater … generously came out with. A monstrous affair, written more than eighty years ago … nothing but the fate of a common soldier (around 1848) who stabs his faithless sweetheart, but powerfully setting forth how, around the most trivial existence, for which even the uniform of a common infantryman seems too wide and too much emphasized, how even around the recruit Wozzek all the greatness of existence stands, how he cannot prevent, now here, now there, before, behind, beside his dull soul, horizons being torn open onto violence, immensity, the infinite; an incomparable play, the way this misused person in his stable-jacket stands in universal space, malgré lui, in the infinite relationship of the stars. That is theater, that is what theater could be like …


  20. July 12, 1915, from Munich, to Frau Helene von Nostitz


  … Yesterday, Sunday, came your letter. I should have answered it that same evening, but before I can persuade my pen—writing now means somehow prevailing over oneself, for what to write when everything one touches is unspeakable, unrecognizable, when nothing belongs to one, no feeling, no hope; when an enormous provision, gotten I know not where, of suffering, despair, sacrifice and misery is used up in large amounts, as though everybody were somewhere in the whole mass, and the single person nowhere; nowhere any longer is the measure of the individual heart applicable which used to be the unit of the earth and the heavens and all expanses and abysses. What used the cry of a drowning man to mean—even if it was the village idiot, who with a suddenly sharper cry reached out of the water, everybody flew to the scene and was on his side and against his sinking, and the swiftest risked his life for him. How immemorial everything has become, Heiligendamm, times, like childhood itself, so remote and innocent—who will ever feel them again!? You say that “one now feels Beethoven and the stars more deeply and more overpoweringly”; that is perhaps because (as you write) a personal sorrow has come to you out of the continuously common lot—perhaps that helps. It is not so with me; for me all that, all that is biggest and most stirring, remains attached to the other world, the earlier, the former world, in which I had long been a sufferer, but never a numb person, never an emptied-out person, never a person shouted at who does not understand. The longer it lasts,—the disturbing thing is not the fact of this war, but that it is being used and exploited in a business-ridden, a nothing but human world, that the god himself, once someone has flung it into that world, cannot call it back, because people cling to it greedily, with all the weight of their heavy conscience. Man-work, as everything has been man-work in the last decades, bad work, work for profit, save for a few painful voices and pictures, save for a few warning figures, a few zealous individuals who clung to their own hearts, which stood against the stream. Rodin, how often, as always, repeated words of disapprobation, mistrust for the course of things; it was even too much for me that he always did it with the same expressions. I took it for weariness and yet it was judgment. And Cézanne, the old man, when one told him of what was going on, and he could break out in the quiet streets of Aix and shriek at his companion: “Le monde, c’est terrible …” As of a prophet one thinks of him, and longs for one who will cry and howl like that—but they all went away beforehand, those old men who would have had the power to weep now before the peoples.…


  21. July 19, 1915, from Munich, to Frau Elsa Bruckmann


  … Since our understanding on the telephone, I have been discovering more and more thoroughly that I aroused your kind enthusiasm with the most irresponsible precipitancy—: we must give up the reading we had planned or at least postpone it over the summer; I am really in no condition now to undertake it. I wrote you, as the impulse came up, at a time when I chanced to be reading the “Stundenbuch”, but this very impulse, as spontaneous as it was unforeseen, is not easily transposed and gathered together for a particular evening, at least not as I see things at present. What I was appealing to with that recent reading was the multitude in me and it is before this and no other whatsoever that I shall have to conduct and to acquit myself. Of this I have only gradually become aware in the last few days, and by way of the realization that I could read scarcely a third of the “Stundenbuch” before an invited public without letting myself in for a few preliminary explanations about the inner occasion for this reading. Considering how this introduction would have to be shaped up, I set in motion such a mass of carefully saved, hitherto unlooked-at ideas and feelings, that I saw at once the ordering of a few words would make necessary a prodigious reordering and rearranging in myself, a process so laborious and multifarious that I could only dare to undertake it independently of any date or purpose. But even assuming it were carried out, under pressure, within this week and that I could cast some of its results into my address, then this in turn would become something else than a mere explanation of the “Stundenbuch”; it would, even if it did not presume to touch upon present conditions, nevertheless bring up such implicit contradictions to them, one after another, that it would have small chance to avoid offending the censor; to speak out in terms trimmed to suit the censor would be painful to me, while on the other hand it would, of course, hardly become me to let things come to the point of inveighing against such a situation. Because even proceeding from my innermost and to me most immediate convictions, still I know I am entirely unauthorized to give out such impulses otherwise than enclosed in the hardest production, where, God willing, they are men removed from every censorship in the world and are of such ungraspable influence that no hand can halt their working. Until then—until I have got so far—I am (it is clear to me again) assigned to that resolute silence which for many months has been my business, my most special business. It was more than a velleity which allowed me to disturb you, it was a strong wish to take part with others and in their fate at least momentarily, but on looking at it more closely I have to take wishes of this sort as not exactly mine. Forgive me, then I shall not come to the war-relief tomorrow …


  22. August 2, 1915, from Munich, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  How should I not constantly with all my heart be with you, when participation in what you suffer and hope is so thoroughly natural to me. I do not understand the present hell, but how you bear it and go through with it I do understand. There are few constants in human affairs, and how many have changed, have become incomprehensible—have taken on the color of a time that could not itself say whether it has a color, a time that I believe is going on at some still undiscovered point of the spectrum, in an ultra-red that goes beyond our senses.…


  Munich is getting empty, I imagine it has just about its usual summer appearance. I have outwardly the most even days, but inwardly it’s an abyss, one is living on the edge, and below there lie, perhaps in pieces, who knows, the things of one’s former life. Was it that? I say to myself a hundred times, was it that, which in these last years has been lying upon us as a monstrous pressure, this frightful future that now constitutes our cruel present? I have to think of how I one day said to Marthe: Marthe, il n’y aura devant moi que des désastres, des terreurs, d’angoisses indicibles; c’est avec vous que finissent les bontés de ma vie—, it came out of me just like that, as though in the midst of a calm the impact of a storm had torn it out of me. I pricked up my ears as I heard myself say it, I was thinking only of my own curiously collapsing destiny and did not guess that the world as a whole would be bringing forth destruction. And Marthe made an unforgettable gesture of taking-me-under-protection. Now for the first time do I realize, it was just like that that those two powerful old men went around, Tolstoi and Cézanne, and uttered warnings and threats, like prophets of an ancient covenant that is soon to be broken—and they did not want to live to see that break. Whatever comes, the worst of it is that a certain innocence of life in which after all we grew up, will never exist for any of us again. The years ahead of us, many as they are—what will it be but, with trembling knees, a descent from this mountain of pain, up which we are still being dragged ever farther.…


  You are reading Balzac, I have always stuck to Flaubert, read a wonderfully fresh early version of the Education Sentimentale which has scarcely anything in common with the later novel: for the latter is highly deliberative, spontaneous sentiment occurs in it only as in rich savory translation. And then Strindberg. They are giving the Dance of Death here, after the incredible Ghost Sonata, and these dramas have almost reconciled me to the theater which for years has given me nothing. At first it seems so hopelessly obstinate to present humanity’s disconsolation as its absolute condition, but when someone like this has power over even the most disconsolate, there hovers above the whole, unspoken, a concept of illimitable human greatness. And a desperate love.


  23. Monday, August?, 1915, from Munich, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  … Your letters belong for me among the very very few things that signify a continuity between what has been and what is to be. I hold onto them, so to speak, in crossing over—if I only knew whither. My not having written comes from this very reserve and reluctance of my nature, from which I can wrest nothing, unless it be a misgiving or a complaint, and how should I want to come to you with such things! Even to come in joy over the so far good condition of Duino has no sense—for … sense will come back into our rejoicing and hoping and suffering when we once more have to do with more comprehensible, more human matters. Ah, Princess, a few years earlier and I might have been able to bring up in my heart, then not yet so downfallen, visions that would have withstood even such a time, a Stundenbuch state of mind that would have had the power to treat the simply incomprehensible like that which in its essence transcends all understanding; for what do I seek more than the one point, that of the Old Testament, at which the terrible coincides with the greatest, and to show it up now—, that would have been like the lifting of a monstrance over all those who, stumbling and falling, again and again get up. For even though no one cares to admit it openly, consolations would be needed, the great inexhaustible consolations, the possibilities of which I have often felt at the bottom of my heart, almost frightened to be containing them, the boundless, in so limited a vessel. It is certain that the divinest consolation is contained in humanity itself—we would not be able to do much with the consolation of a god; only that our eye would have to be a trace more seeing, our ear more receptive, the taste of a fruit would have to penetrate us more completely, we would have to endure more odor, and in touching and being touched be more aware and less forgetful—: in order promptly to absorb out of our immediate experiences consolations that would be more convincing, more preponderant, more true than all the suffering that can ever shake us to our very depths. Not in the sense of the “Unknown”, probably, but in a still much freer, less detached sense do we live, belonging within the most tremendous tides; I often have to turn, asking what force is perhaps now passing there behind me to its work, each to its work, and the way of so many leads through the center of our heart (qui n’est pas une auberge, mais un fameux carrefour quand-même—). Dear Princess, how have I not misused this heart of mine, that it now gives no witness of our consolableness! I have so often in these last years spoken complainingly to you of this heart, revilingly, degrading it among the least—, but still always too kindly, still always too hopefully. Could I say of it that it overflows with bitterness, that it is numb with pain; but no,—as though its contents were simply balled into formless lumps, thus do I carry it about. There is a way out, to call this sick, and some days too I am nothing but that, sick, that is a small matter, and I imagine that the good Stauffenberg might have been able to change that; for it was to that end after all that I came here. A year ago,—this year! You can see, beloved Princess, today I am not to be borne with, I wish we were sitting in your boudoir in Duino or up in the retreat in the chapel, where I read aloud to you out of my pocket note-book, for to groan orally does still show consideration, but to groan on paper is cowardly, I know—and yet …


  Princess, I have been puzzling in silence like all the world over the common future, that of all of us, although I am committed to fewer assumptions than any man on the street, for history is dark to me; also I suspect that it is not history at all that one might know and draw conclusions from, but an odd selection from the fortuitous and the systematic, in which man recognizes himself because the continual confusion of the two is his most intimate emotion. But now it is so suddenly, overtakingly autumn, here at least. I see from unfamiliar windows the tree-covered banks of the Isar turning yellow, and the yellows, under the cold rain, are not increasing gradually but next-to-last tones are almost there, then will come the falling of the leaves. These rainy nights and this winter at the threshold—, and the widespread need suddenly contracts into my very own, into helplessness before my own tomorrow and day-after-tomorrow,—whither, whither? One Munich year is over, I have not done much with it. On the contrary, I seem to myself to have retrogressed in every respect, how shall I now do better? My inner world is so inhospitable that I simply cannot undertake to lead you about in it, yes it is probably obstructed and impassable,—restons dehors. My whole cognizance is limited to the highly negative realization that I should no longer stay in Munich, the people here make too many demands on one, one has to be finished or pass one-self off as such,—et moi, si j’ai encore quelque avenir, ce sera en recommençant humblement que j’y parviendrai; for whatever in my books may count as (to a certain extent) finished, that too is over for me, since five years ago, since Malte Laurids closed himself to behind me, I stand here as a beginner, as one, to be sure, who is not beginning. So to begin—but how?! …


  My situation has become in a way still more real through my learning, day before yesterday, that I really have lost all my Paris belongings, that is, practically everything I possessed: the whole contents of my apartment was auctioned off in April! You know that I do not take this hard, I had long been inclined to regard everything that had collected around me during those twelve years in Paris as M. L. Brigge’s estate, and perhaps with all these things that know what I know and books and the few heirlooms, the obsession of this figure, which I was sincerely determined to dismiss finally from my mind, has been taken from me. And yet, dear friend, to you I may confess it, since that news from Paris I have been going around with a curious feeling, rather like one who has stumbled, got up again unhurt, and yet somehow cannot rid himself of the suspicion that a belated pain may suddenly break out in his insides and make him cry aloud. By and large I had long ago given up everything and practiced testing my renunciation by my consciousness of the few objects that meant the most to me—, it worked; but now I see that they were nevertheless still there; since I know that everything is gone a singular fear has been stirring in me, as though it were conceivable that one might suddenly be gripped by the recollection of one of those lost objects that is absolutely indispensable, a little piece of paper, perhaps, a picture, a letter in one of the hundred packets of letters, or whatever—as though something insignificant but dear could have got lost that was linked to the center of one’s life by a light fine thread that is now broken.… Ah, Princess, how singular, how unpredictable all experience is; I am only writing this down because it surprises me and makes me feel something I would never have invented in this way or attributed to anybody. Now I am of course detached enough to assume that this singular feeling can be quickly overcome; perhaps it is already so inasmuch as I am taking account of it here. Also it would probably never have arisen if my belongings had been really wiped out, for with annihilation we are indeed most tangibly related and at one, but this having lost one’s own things, most characteristically one’s own at that, to people, to strangers, has something extraordinarily reproachful about it. I cannot imagine at all what happens to a box full of letters and papers in such a case—?


  Dear Princess, my heart has emptied itself out again, voyez quel débris—, perhaps I shall go to a small university, perhaps to Berlin, perhaps to Janowitz … it is so hard to make up one’s mind, because of course I know it is a matter of winning an inner abiding place, only that an impressionable person like me continually assumes that the right outer condition could help up the inner. Je suis un enfant qui ne voudrait autour que des enfances toujours plus adultes—


  24. August 22, 1915, from Munich, to Fräulein A. Baumgarten


  … You will, if you remember the young man you once met, be able to imagine that the homeless and in many ways aging person he has become cannot manage to find himself to rights in a world almost entirely canceled, crumbled, tearing itself to pieces! The contemplation he ought to arrive at is so deep, so thorough, he would have to come so far through all his childhood back to himself again, everything that he had been would have to be present in him, indeed he would have to be allowed in an unheard-of sense to take possession of his entire heart in order not to notice the losses, in order to have in himself the center that once again is world-center and not just any place inside of a hundred restrictions. With certain prisoners of whom history knows, things went so that in the days of complete external privation they strove for and won, in the depths of their being, both themselves and the most inexhaustible freedom—if that could be done now; but then again, being shut off from one’s environment is not prison enough to win such great contemplation in; even for him who has no part in that environment, it is too imminently fateful, too uncertain and restless, too much shot through with pain and hope, too full of premonition, too agitated and too unhappy. And while one admits it is all this, one is almost tempted to complain that it is not enough so. How much hushing-up in the cities, how much dissipation of the worst sort, what hypocrisy in living on undisfigured, supported by gain-greedy literature and pitiable theater and flattered by the irritating press, which surely is much at fault for this war and even more at fault for duplicity and lying and falsification making this monstrous event into a sickness, where it might have been allowed to be a pure frenzy. But news reported overhastily, falsely, in a spirit of hate and without the least responsibility—, surely the wicked lie has for the past year often been the cause of actual happenings, lies by the hundred have put facts by the thousand into the world, and now the grandeur, the sacrifice, the resolution, that is continually happening, is tied in to the welter of misery and untruth, swallowed up by the “enterprise” of this war, which must bring gain—fame? Oh no, all these conceptions have grown meaningless in newspaper use,—the world has fallen into the hands of men.


  25. October 10, 1915, from Munich, to Ellen Delp


  … I must leave these rooms tomorrow, as the owner is returning from the country, and with them the glorious big Picasso beside which I have been living for almost four months now. Four months—what times are passing and how? For me with always more dismal insight into the in-sanity and non-sense into which everything is incorrigibly pressing on, using man’s energy and man’s existence, which were there for what is beyond all naming, as names for something arbitrary and imposed and overdone. What a helplessness this will make afterwards, when all the accepted orthodox concepts are taken off the pedestals upon which they have been exhibited, and the bewildered survivors will want to attach themselves again to the abandoned laws of innermost being. Can no one then check and prevent it? Why are there not a few, three, five, ten, who stand together and cry in the public squares: Enough! and who will be shot down and at least have given their lives that it should be enough, while those out there are now succumbing only so that the frightful thing shall go on and on and there shall be no taking account of destruction. Why is there not one who cannot endure it any more, will not endure it any more; did he but cry out for one night in the midst of the untrue, flag-hung city, cry out and not let himself be pacified, who might therefore call him liar? How many are holding this cry back with difficulty,—or no? If I am mistaken and there are not many who could cry like that, then I do not understand human beings and am not one myself and have nothing in common with them.


  Forgive me, Ellen, but I have felt like this for nearly a year, I storm it out against you because you are a girl and looking towards high things and moreover in your inmost feelings full of equilibrium after your rides through the radiance of autumn into its new opennesses … So you will be able to stand it all right if one’s bitterest heart overflows.


  26. October 27, 1915, from Munich, to the same


  Ellen—happy Ellen, were you not so secure in having gone through and come through the almost impenetrable present, I would have to reproach myself for having brought up again, in my recent letter, the vast impending doom in all its strength and persistence. But it has not done you any harm, I feel, since “through the thick of it” (as you say) you have come on to open ground again, in the deep surviving world of Nature, with which your whole being is in harmony.


  Was this way possible for me as well? I also am pushing on, but I linger all too much on my way through, Nature behind things docs not draw me enough, “tree, beast and season”, all that no longer has the immediate magic for me which at times, like a sheer decree to be happy, could still prevail over my heart, however much entangled. “Working after Nature” has in such a high degree made that which is into a task for me, that only very rarely now, as by mistake, does a thing speak to me, granting and giving without demanding that I reproduce it equivalently and significantly in myself. The Spanish landscape (the last I experienced to the utmost)—Toledo—drove this attitude of mine to its extreme: since there the external thing itself—tower, hill, bridge—already possessed the incredible, unsurpassable intensity of the inner equivalents through which one might have been able to represent it. External world and vision everywhere coincided as it were in the object; in each a whole inner world was displayed, as though an angel who embraces space were blind and gazing into himself. This world, seen no longer with the eyes of men, but in the angel, is perhaps my real task—at least all my earlier experiments would come together in it; but to begin that task, Ellen, how protected and resolved one would have to be!


  27. November 8, 1915, from Munich, to L. H.


  Your letter, L. H., may be taken up from so many angles, almost every sentence calls for ten letters—not that one need answer everything in it that is question (and what in it is not question?), no, but of course these are all the questions that have always been covered up again with more questions or (at best) showed more transparent under the influence of other self-illuminating questions—; they are the great question-dynasties—who then has ever answered?


  What is expressed in the suffering that is written into Malte Laurids Brigge (forgive me if I mention this book again when we have just discussed it) is really only this, with every means and always anew and by every manifestation this, This: how is it possible to live when after all the elements of this life are utterly incomprehensible to us? If we are continually inadequate in love, uncertain in decision and impotent in the face of death, how is it possible to exist? In this book, achieved under the deepest obligation, I did not manage to express all of my astonishment over the fact that men have had for thousands of years to deal with life (not to mention God), and yet towards these first most immediate problems—strictly speaking, these only problems (for what else have we to do, today still and for how long to come?)—they remain such helpless novices, so between fright and subterfuge, so miserable. Isn’t that incomprehensible? My astonishment over this fact, whenever I yield to it, drives me first into the greatest dismay and then into a sort of horror, but behind the horror again there is something else and again something else, something so intensive that I cannot tell by the feeling whether it is white-hot or icy. I tried once before, years ago, to write about Malte, to someone who had been frightened by the book, that I myself sometimes thought of it as a hollow form, a negative mold, all the grooves and indentations of which are agony, disconsolations and most painful insights, but the casting from which, were it possible to make one (as with a bronze the positive figure one would get out of it), would perhaps be happiness, assent,—most perfect and most certain bliss. Who knows, I ask myself, whether we do not always approach the gods so to speak from behind, separated from their sublimely radiant face through nothing but themselves, quite near to the expression we yearn for, only just standing behind it—but what does that mean save that our countenance and the divine face are looking out in the same direction, are at one; and this being so, how are we to approach the god from the space that lies in front of him?


  Does it perplex you, my saying God and gods and for the sake of completeness haunting you with these dogmatic terms (just as with a ghost), thinking that they must immediately mean something to you? But assume the metaphysical. Let us agree that since his earliest beginnings man has made gods in whom here and there only the dead and threatening and destructive and frightful, violence, anger—unexplained powers in whose grip he felt himself—were contained, tied up as it were into a tight knot of malice: the alien, if you like, but, already to some extent implied in this alien, the admission that one was aware of it, endured it, yes, acknowledged it for the sake of a sure, secret relationship and connection: [for] we were these too, only that so far we have not known what to do with this side of our experience; they were too big, too dangerous, too many-sided, they grew beyond us to an exaggerated significance; it was not possible, in addition to the many demands of existence, set up for use and performance, always to treat with these unmanageable and ungraspable states; and so one agreed to put them outside now and then.—But since they were excess—the strongest, indeed the too strong, the powerful, indeed the violent, the incomprehensible, often the monstrous—how should they not, brought together in one place, exercise influence, effect, force, superiority? And, remember, from the outside now. Could one not treat the history of God as a part, never before broached, of the human mind, a part always postponed, saved up, and at last let slip, for which there was once a time of decision and calm, and which—there where it had been pushed aside—gradually grew into a tension against which the impulse of the individual, ever again scattered and pettily wounded of heart, hardly counts any more.


  And so you see, it was the same with death. Experienced, and yet in its reality not to be experienced, knowing better than we all the time and yet never rightly admitted by us, hurting and from the start outstripping the meaning of life; it too, so that it should not continually interrupt us in the search for this meaning, was dismissed, pushed out; death, which is probably so near us that we cannot at all determine the distance between it and the life-center within us without its becoming something external, daily held further from us, lurking somewhere in the void in order to attack this one and that according to its evil choice—; more and more death became suspected of being the contradiction, the opponent, the invisible antagonism in the air, that which shrivels up our joys, the dangerous glass of our happiness, out of which we may be spilled at any instant.


  God and death were now outside, were the other, the one being our life that now, at the cost of this elimination, seemed to become human, friendly, possible, achievable, in a firm sense ours. But since in this life-course for beginners, as it were, this preparatory class in life, the things to be classified and understood were still innumerable, and really strict distinctions could not be made between problems solved and problems only temporarily passed over, there resulted, even in this restricted form, no straight and reliable progress; instead one just lived along, as it came, on real profits and wrong additions, and in the total result there was bound in the end to reappear as fundamental error that very condition upon the assumption of which this whole experiment in existence was set up; that is, while from every accepted meaning God and death seemed to have been subtracted (as something not concretely present, but later, elsewhere and different), the smaller cycle of only the concrete present revolved faster and faster, the so-called progress happened in a world self-preoccupied and forgetful that, however it might exert itself, it was beaten from the start by death and God. Now this might still have made a kind of sense had we been able to keep God and death at a distance, as mere ideas in the realm of mind; but Nature knew nothing of this removal we had somehow accomplished—if a tree blossoms, death blossoms in it as well as life, and the field is full of death, which from its reclining face sends out a rich expression of life, and the beasts go patiently from one [to the] other—and everywhere about us death is still at home and he watches us out of the cracks in things, and a rusty nail, sticking up somewhere out of a plank, does nothing day and night but rejoice over death.


  And love too, which mixes the ciphers between people to introduce a game of near and far in which we always line up only to a certain distance, as though the universe were full and space nowhere save in us;—love too takes no heed of our divisions, but sweeps us, trembling as we are, into an endless consciousness of the whole. Lovers do not live out of the detached concrete present; as though no division had ever been undertaken, they enter into the enormous possessions of their heart, of them one may say that God becomes real to them and that death does not harm them: for being full of life, they are full of death.


  But of the experiencing of life we need not speak here; it is a secret, not one that locks itself away, not one that demands to be hidden; it is the secret that is sure of itself, that stands open like a temple, whose entrances glory in being entrances, singing between gigantic pillars that they are the portals.


  But (and with this, Fräulein H., I come back to your letter again) how do we manage to be properly prepared for that experiencing of life which at some time or other, in human relations, in our work, in suffering, seizes upon us and for which we must not be casual because it is itself never an accident, but exact, so exact that we can only meet in inverse correspondence; you have discovered various ways of learning for yourself, and one feels that you have gone about it attentively and reflectively. So even the shocks of which you write have shaken you more closely together and have not shattered you—I would like to support you all I can in your preoccupation with death, both from the biological approach (recommending Wilhelm Fliess and his very remarkable investigations: I shall send you a little book of his shortly) and in calling to your attention a few important people who have reflected more cleanly, calmly and grandly about death. One first of all: Tolstoi.


  There is a story of his called the Death of Ivan Ilyitch; the evening your letter came, as a matter of fact, I felt a strong urge to read those extraordinary pages again,—I did so, and, thinking of you, I almost read them aloud to you.… Can you get hold of it? I wish you might get hold of a lot of Tolstoi, the two volumes “Steps of Life”, the Cossacks, Polikushka, the Linen-measurer, Three Deaths: his enormous experience of Nature (I hardly know anyone who so passionately devoted himself to studying Nature) made him astonishingly able to think from a sense of the whole and to write out of a feeling for life which was so permeated with the finest particles of death, that death seemed to be contained everywhere in it as an odd spice in the strong flavor of life—, but for that very reason this man could be so deeply, so frantically frightened when he discovered that somewhere there was pure death, that bottle full of death or that hideous cup with the handle broken off and the senseless inscription “Faith, love, hope”, out of which one was compelled to drink bitterness of undiluted death. This man observed in himself and in others many kinds of fear of death, for through his natural calm it was given him to be the observer even of his own fear, and his relationship to death will to the last have been a fear permeated with grandeur, a fugue of fear, as it were, a gigantic structure, a tower of fear with corridors and flights of stairs and railless projections and sheer edges on all sides—only that the force with which he experienced and admitted the very extravagance of his own fear may—who knows—at the last moment have changed over into unapproachable reality, was suddenly this tower’s sure foundation, landscape and sky and the wind and a flight of birds around it—…


  28. November 26, 1915, from Munich, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  … How many memories [your letter] stirred in me, how many questions; I often feel now as though everything one had formerly experienced should be lived out in one even more fully, as though, in impatience for the next and again the next or in covetousness towards oneself, one had never made full use of it and, while one helped oneself, still left most of it in the dish. When you say Saonara, what a flood of memories: things upon which no emphasis formerly fell now all at once come to themselves—in me, for example, a morning hour early on the second day, in the little salon next the billiard-room, no one had yet come down, I was reading a hymn of a poeta ignoto (I have just opened to it at the first turn in my little pocket note-book—still the same one as in those days, so little gets entered now—), was reading and full of composure and serene in mind; the park outside—everything was in unison with me, one of those hours, not made at all but as it were saved up, as though things drew close together and made room, a space untouched as the inside of a rose, an angelic space in which one keeps still; I forgot this moment at the time, it was in no way decisive for the whole day, but here it stands in me now in a strength and survival of its own, as though it had been of a higher grade of being. I know of two or three such moments in recent years (once, beautiful beyond anything, in Córdoba, I told you about it), it seems to me that they suffice to fill my inner world with a clear—an even radiance, they are just like lamps in it, quiet lamps—, and the more I ponder them in memory and in attentively feeling them through again, the more these experiences, contentless in a present sense, seem to me to belong in a higher experience-unity. But what a beginner I am in them: for what definitive changes in one’s life should issue from a single such experience.


  Oh yes, I remember the drive to Saonara too (Marthe’s letter is among the lost ones), all our lovely drives in those days—what an innocence of living, as though all that had been a great childhood, compared to the evil present.


  Since I have been here in this quieter, more remote house, I have remembered many things, have inwardly lived back through and beyond much, and then work was very near, indeed it was actually here, two or three things I might read you. But now: news!: I am between two examinations, imagine it, and the first has resulted in my being ordered to Turnau on January 4th. Now of course my physical capacity, especially with the approach of winter, is so minimal and precarious that possibly the next examination will correct this first result again. Nothing remains but to wait. That I wish God might leave me to my work as long as possible, especially now that I have just had the taste of it on my lips again, no one will hold against me who knows how I stand towards that work and who realizes that in it I am a power and a glory and outside of it not even a little force. So God help us to our proper use.…


  29. February 15, 1916, from Munich, to Anton Kippenberg


  … To add a brief account of personal matters: [In Vienna] from December 13th on, I finally achieved, shortly before enlistment, not having to go to Turnau (even that was very hard to achieve!). Called up on the 4th [of January], I joined in almost three weeks’ duty and training in barracks; my physical inability to go on fortunately coincided with a new summons to the War-Archives; thither I was ordered the end of January. My situation there (office hours from nine to three) is now outwardly better and more comfortable, but probably untenable if I do not succeed in being transferred to purely mechanical copy or registration work; for the fiction-service at which these gentlemen have been practicing for a year and a half is utterly impossible for me. I cannot describe it, it is very paltry and ambiguous in nature and the stoppage of all intellectual functions (as was the case in barracks) seems enviable alongside this crooked and irresponsible misuse of writing activity. The gentlemen themselves call it “hairdressing the hero”; for a long time they shuddered at the thought, but now they have overcome their objections and turn it out with a flick of the wrist. There will certainly be lots of difficulties,—for the moment, they do not know what to do with me and are keeping me in that incalculable idleness which belongs to the most intense military experiences. The being spent and weary, as it came over me in the period in barracks, has understandably enough not been removed by the new position; at three I get out of the office, eat, go home by trolley-car (i.e., Parkhotel, Hopfner, Hietzing, Vienna XIII) and yet am not in a condition to give the little remainder of the day its own stamp and its own meaning. For that I am too full of rolling stones from the mountains of strangeness that have fallen over me. I taste, if I try myself for a moment, nothing but patience, patience in which nothing is dissolved, pure, colorless patience….


  You ask about my work. Almost—no, certainly—the most provoking thing is that a fortnight before the muster here, in which my lot was drawn, I was in a rapid ascent of work, a fore-storm of work, some curious single poems, the Elegies, everything mounted and flowed, and the stores of Michelangelo increased from day to day in a manner indescribably surpassing myself. Never before have I written down such strong and accurate and clean translations. I already thought the freest prospects were ahead, when the gray army cloth fell before my clarified vision.


  30. March 28, 1916, from Vienna, to Hugo von Hofmannsthal


  You cannot know (or do you feel it?) how I reproached myself—that same afternoon—for having been so talkative about a lot of my own affairs, old ones in part, wholly worth forgetting—, this having let myself go really calls for a special apology. But I have so often in the last months wished for a talk with you and imagined, in feeling, that no one could understand my position better than you yourself—so that my tongue at last just ran away with me and I couldn’t stop it.


  Not to continue this outpouring, on the contrary to relieve you of the last afterthought concerning it, I will just tell you what happened yesterday. The most important seems to me that Lieut.-Colonel V. sent for me, asked about my situation and finally instructed me to have the Munich Headquarters release sent to the War-Archives. It would have been called in already had they known exactly where to ask for it. Once the document was there, he would see what could be done with it, and he hopes in this way to get me entirely free. So from this side everything possible will surely be done. This interest of my superiors is extraordinary and it goes without saying that I no longer complain of remaining idle here either, since it is only an expression of this same tendency to eliminate me from the whole apparatus until I am fully discharged.


  So I beg you, my dear Hofmannsthal, not to worry about me, also not to tell anyone of my complaint, for now that this extremely well-intentioned effort is impending I must of course admit that my position is bearable, no worse than any time of waiting. I am still not yielding to too great confidence, to be sure—who knows how far the Munich decree is still alive—but if the War-Archives administration’s plan doesn’t succeed, one may be sure nobody’s would have.


  Troublesome as I may have made myself the other day, to me the hours with you were extraordinarily delightful and at a distance so pleasantly linked with those first ones years ago. It was all most enjoyable and of your Picasso I think with amazement.…


  31. All Saints’ Day (November 1), 1916, from Munich, to Countess Aline Dietrichstein


  … It was just this that contact with Mogens and Frau Fönss and other works of Jacobsen’s aroused in me nineteen years ago, this amazement you describe, this amazed delight in finding such things felt and given form, and an almost incredulous expectation of similar and of quite different products of imagination in which the world was shown and understood as richer and more akin than one had yet suspected. This is being young: this fundamental trust in the loveliest surprises, this delight of daily discovery. Just keep me well posted on the way your thoughts run so that from time to time I can really contribute a little, recommending or introducing the right thing to you at the right time.


  The question whether art is to be experienced as a great forgetting or as a greater insight is perhaps only apparently to be answered in one sense or the other; one could imagine both might be correct, in that a certain abandonment reaching to the point of forgetfulness could constitute the first step to new insights, as though the shift were to a higher plane of life, where a riper larger awareness, a seeing with rested, fresh eyes, then begins. To remain in forgetfulness would of course be entirely wrong. I believe that many people often give nothing but a comfortable abandon to those arts that strongly overwhelm (music for example), indeed it is this, I fear, that most people really understand by the “enjoyment” of art, a laziness at the expense of those abundancies that make the work of art effective: here begins the comical misunderstanding of the worthy citizen who promptly settles down where he sees more has been achieved than he understands. In the end it will be a matter of intellectual conscience how far one may succumb to an artistic impression or, standing in it, must keep one’s eyes open. Music could often bring me mere “forgetfulness”, but the more receptive I have become to pictures, sculpture and books, often by long processes, the better prepared have I become for music too, the less is it able to set me entirely under water and delude me with a transformation in which, the music over, I should after all not be able to keep my bearings.…


  32. November 13, 1916, from Munich, to Thankmar Freiherr von Münchhausen


  … Däubler. Oh, oh. His evening took place a week later and is one of the densest events I can remember. The impression of his poems once more the same avalanche; as when in arranging books the top rows already filled come down on one’s head and shoulders, among them really big volumes, encyclopedias, and always one more. Yet this catastrophe is produced by an obviously kindly and capable creature; one has a liking for this mountain-god who cannot do differently—, only I would not have known what to say to him, so I avoided making his acquaintance afterwards. Strange, he throws no light at all over his things, nowhere makes them translucent, only repeats them, personal, heavy. Today Goltz hung out a placard announcing the whole “New Youth” of Berlin, himself, Däubler, the Lasker-Schüler, Becher, George Gross and Herzfelde, who have grabbed an evening for themselves all together on the 17th. I fear I am not up to that.…


  P.S. Tonight Frl. Bierkowski of the Hoftheater is having a Rilke evening at which I shall naturally not be present.


  33. February 20, 1917, from Munich, to Imma Freiin von Ehrenfels, the fiancée of Norbert von Hellingrath, who had fallen before Verdun, December 14, 1916


  Since the shocking certainty has been with us, I have daily felt the urge to write you, and daily denied myself; for how inadequate must every word of communication be to you. Today I have at last wrung from my own inner muteness a few lines to Frau von Hellingrath, and now to you I want to add at least the assurance that I think of you and through being so deeply stricken am placed as close to you as you may be willing to permit a person whom you have not often seen.


  I knew Norbert so well and had so much affection and veneration for him, that from my relation to him I can well appreciate your position. It is both harder and more creative than that of his mother and sister. Where these two may rest under the burden of sorrow in long remembrance of things past and realized, of you, from whom things promised and to come seem withdrawn, a limitless poise is demanded: but for this very reason you alone are able to develop into a purely spiritual experience that for which sorrow is no sufficient name, in order to take into your own hands as a very great, immeasurable inheritance that which but now was future.


  It lies in the nature of every finally perfect love that sooner or later it may no longer reach the loved one save in the infinite. May your youth and the deep spiritual community with Norbert help you to see in your destiny not really a contradiction but only this extreme, greatest—, this exhaustless task.


  The only thing for which I have words, Baroness Imma, is to beg you, for the sake of the memory I hold dear, to let me keep some touch with you throughout the years.


  34. April 15, 1917, from Munich, to Anton Kippenberg


  … About myself I would rather not report until conditions are better. I have unfortunately been right during these difficult months in my fear that the Vienna interruption would not be so easily overcome. With the fatal resemblance of its circumstances to that most difficult stratum of life at the military school it has, as I am only now properly realizing, inflicted on me something like what a tree would have to undergo that found itself upside down for a while, with its crown buried below in the bad and stubborn soil out of which, a tree’s age ago, it had with the most unspeakable effort grown up to the light. To which must be added that this crown just at the instant of being buried stood full of new sap, ready to blossom and bear as it had not been for a long time … Now fortunately one knows the almost unlimited endurance and renewal of Nature, but one also knows that she works slowly and protractedly—. So I am proceeding but very slowly along the course of the translations, and the attempts to continue my own very particular work, interrupted by the enlistment, have simply moved into daily experience a torturesome inability to work. Those broken surfaces have gone hard and cold and the warmth of simple joy is lacking to melt them, and how should not the so much greater condition for the happiness of producing something new be all the more unattainable to the mind dispossessed!


  How I wish for you, dear friend, an easy return to what is yours. Even what is mine, though it now seems that I was not kept from it all this long time, will be able to count on me again only in a healing world. But then it will be a new, determined, clean beginning for all of us.


  P.S. At Hofmannsthal’s lecture last week I had a chance to shake Hans Carossa’s hand; he was here on a short leave after a long time. Kassner, who sends greetings, I see nearly every week.


  35. April 18, 1917, from Munich, to Clara Rilke


  My letter-writing mood has been so poor all this time that I answered your two good letters only by telegram; but then I went day before yesterday to meet Ruth, who was an hour late. I was surprised how well and country-fresh and rested she looked, even after so few days of better conditions; also she was in a radiant mood, quite revived by the comfortable and pleasant night journey; the Schaffner had been very attentive, made her coffee in the morning,—she was enchanted to find the independent life can have such genteel sides. Unfortunately our day was not as comfortable. Right at the station the deficiencies in present conditions made themselves felt, we stood for half an hour, neither auto nor cab, save a few that were thrice pre-empted as they drew near, so that in the end “No. 9” and a porter offered the only solution. Cold in addition and rainy snow … and as Anna wasn’t there either, a cold apartment awaited us. No matter, Ruth changed her clothes usptairs and packed her bags for Dachau, whereupon we ate very well, warm and in peace, at the Odeon-Bar. Thence to the Police, the Post Office to telegraph you, and once more it was time, by means of porter and tram again, to fetch the bags. … I took the precaution of going along and did well, for in the train, which was all third class, there was such an unimaginable crowd of soldiers, farmers, workmen and townswomen—, the cold and the tram-rides and then the miserable journey had depressed us both a bit. … At the Gans’s they were expecting two cows shortly, so there will be milk in plenty, and otherwise they don’t seem to be short of anything.… All promised to go pleasantly and well: I believe you can go on working with your mind at rest.…


  Frau Petrassy looked after me very well and amply at Easter. Thanks for the three eggs and the delicious, much desired honey. I got 5 pounds of nuts from Brantenberg that unfortunately weren’t anything special. Chocolate there was none, honey was still to come.…


  36. May 18, 1917, from Munich, to Elisabeth Taubmann


  … How long I have left you without an answer. By this I clearly see the degree of my numbness and apathy. The present time with all its hindrances and its activity gone to the most frightful ruin is like lead poured around me—, I cannot move, not outwardly and not far inwardly. And should there still be some life in the inmost of me, I am too blunt and too untransparent to feel and recognize myself in it.


  After our meetings in Paris I completely absorbed only Cézanne’s work; later paintings, with the exception of a few Henri Rousseaus, did not claim my full attention, on the one hand because Cézanne still seemed to me the biggest and most modern, then also because long journeys had, as is their way, filled me with pictures and demands which, without the misfortune of the war, I would have developed and worked up within myself. Only in the “exile” in which I live here did I begin, more out of désoeuvrement than receptivity, to look about me again, and here I began to get a feeling for Picasso (as certain pictures chanced to come through here, and other important ones are privately owned in Munich). Among the Germans it was Franz Marc, who fell in the war, that interested me particularly; sculptors none—and if you ask me how I feel about these artists, I am really embarrassed to give an answer that would be useful and to the point; for what-all else imposes itself upon our eyes that purports to be art and often in fact carries a certain strength and conviction. Directions and individuals, of yesterday and today—no, I could not say how many of them are in the right, within the law—I do not know. I must assume that our experiences are shifting always further into the invisible, into the bacillary and microscopic: and thus it is possible to understand the absurd violence with which painting, like the stage, comes to display its magnified and extorted objects. What violence here too, how little Nature, how little peace.


  Ah, I would counsel you, Frau Elisawetta, to work heart and soul from the stores of life, out of the savings of only your own experiences, without trying to orient yourself too much with regard to other contemporaries, at most in connection with a few reliable experiences with the really great. Too bad you did not stick to painting.… But now you are a sculptor. And at the same time hold livable life in your sure hands. Do let me sometimes watch and listen, even should I prove unfit as an adviser, cut off as I now am from everything.


  37. July 5, 1917, from Munich, to Anton Kippenberg


  The days at the Chiemsee did me good physically, though they also proved to me again that no natural benefit of any kind can effectively penetrate one’s inner being. What could counterbalance there the perpetual weight of the time? You yourself will often have thought with concern how heavily it presses on my own mind and spirit and distorts all that I inwardly possess. If I turn up my most fruitful memories—I hardly know one that is not as though scratched out and canceled. What is the use of anything that makes sense, if, contrary to all sense, a universal bewilderment was prepared for us?


  One thing more, dear friend. Don’t be disappointed if I do not send you an Elegy for the Almanack. These poems must be allowed to remain my inner possession until the whole group is in visible form and we publish it in one. Making it known any earlier would, believe me, be unfair to this work, and what is worse, would diminish my own inner tension towards it …


  38. July 19, 1917, from Berlin (Hotel Esplanade), to Elisabeth Taubmann


  Your letters are tied up, together with all correspondence worth saving, in a trunk of letters which I packed along with other trunks and boxes (who knows now for how long).… Just think, we might have seen each other again here for a brief moment! I don’t know whether I should think of it or whether the mere imagining of it does not already conjure up too much that is irrevocable, for how could we see each other without Paris at least within reach? The painful longing would perhaps be stronger than all actuality, and I should get in addition an unbearable yearning for myself, for my heart of those days, feeling so much and creating and for an instant so moved towards you and so tender towards you, Lisawetta. Tender with an infinite understanding of life, with all Nature and the world, as my heart in those days absorbed them out of everything—tender, tender for the sake of the spot on which you stood, your inner spot, which somehow lay in shadow and on which you stood waiting, obstinate and gentle at the same time, like a child on its inexplicable favorite spot. Could it ever be like that again—? What have we since become? The years, alas, have cramped my spirit badly and made me much less susceptible to people—and then came the war and did this and that to hamper me, lock me in, confute me.


  And you too have long been another—your hand must have become more accurate and sure, your personality itself, dominating the gait and behavior of such strong and willful animals, must have grown less yielding, grown more masterly and determined, quite confirmed indeed by tests of daring, resoluteness, presence of mind, which for years you were able to give yourself.


  If you were only able to be in your artistic output all this and the other earlier things too, for in art there really is room for all contrasts in inner make-up, only in art; I now understand better what you have to suffer from “technique”, but remember how it was in riding, after all, what technique meant there; was it, in actual use, something so separate, so distinct in itself; was it not rather the right impulse clearly understood, sheer action and counter-action? So it must be in painting too; one should, in the application, hardly be conscious any more of the method as such; practicing is one thing, executing another; probably in riding, too, one who does not lack the spirit of riding has the right hand and the right position when often he could not possibly have acquired them yet; one has to rely on that, at least where it is a question of “having to”.…


  39. August 9, 1917, from Gut Boeckel, to Countess Maria Gneisenau


  … I am startled by the contents of your letter; in recent years whenever I thought of you, I saw you in the center of a circle animated by you and in turn understanding and confirming you, busy, full of interests and wishes the greater part of which remained not unregarded—in short, in a state which, if I avoid calling it “happy”, appears to me the more surely pleasant and agreeable.… And now you disavow all this through the admission that you have been “suffering”. “For years”, as you say, from a feeling of “dying off”, of “becoming a stranger to yourself and empty”. Here I should answer admission with admission, for I know just that so painfully well, and am only too often in the position of marveling how everything used to be lively and remarkable to me and how I now stand here in the world so indifferent and hard to move (since when?)—, yes: but neither should we forget in what a world. These states of rigidity may easily be transformations, inner alterations, to be followed by renewed existence and awareness of ourselves when the alteration is done—perhaps it is already done, that is possible—; but what shall something thus completed do when it finds no environment, nothing but downfalls and collapses? Might you not justly attribute a large part of your condition to the time, which is impossible and full to the brim with doom, mistakes, ill-will and confusion? I am myself just realizing how much, with all my aloofness, my feeling and what I produced were based on the silent assumption that they were going on in an evenly regulated, evenly striving world: today’s air and attitude of mind contradicts and confutes me in the inmost recesses of my mind, even far into my memories—how much that is beautiful and big, how much that I have felt and thought, opens up, when I try to recall it, like a page crossed and criss-crossed out. It will be similar with you, dear Countess; what you call “emptiness” is simply everything that has become invalid, been retracted: for you too have assumed a human world, in which you loved and felt, different from this one which now sullenly and angrily admits to all the opposites of kindness, joy and an open future.


  The people around you are “hostile”, you write; dear me, what people? The populace? And yet it is so easy now to be on good terms with them, since one wants less than ever to be counted among the “upper ones”; rather, in suffering one stands lower than the lowest, poorer, more restricted than they, afflicted with if possible still more penetrating injustice. Or are they people you yourself have called to you? Then away with them. What shall I quickly advise you to read? Bettina: read the correspondence with a child again. And of present-day books, Gustav Sack’s “Ein verbummelter Student” (Fischer), and write me again.…


  40. September 14, 1917, from Gut Boeckel, to Dr. Wolf Przygode


  You have occasion to think me forgetful, but still you would do me an injustice with any such reproach. I have not neglected my promise; beside the slowness caused me by the impediments of the time, it was only my extreme solicitude about making a really appropriate choice that so greatly delayed me. But now here are five poems which I believe I may lay before you with a better satisfied conscience. If their inner connection seems to you very vague, I beg you to consider that they were supposed in a measure to show the distant boundary-marks of my newer lyric output, and this would naturally produce a merely peripheral relationship. The order in which you will find the poems enclosed is the one most favorable to this view; they are all unpublished with exception of the last; this Höllenfahrt appeared in the Insel Almanack in 1914. To me it is altogether the most important of the five contributions, as it is in this one that my lyric work up to now will be recognized at its highest (although it was written in 1913, in Spain).…


  41. September 19, 1917, from Gut Boeckel, to Marietta Freiin von Nordeck zur Rabenau


  … For the moment I am bad at answering, for the terrible, incomprehensible world-conditions … have let me grow inwardly numb so that almost only by violence can I force myself to say anything. But when I think how much salvation and relief will have set in in my spirit at the moment when the great healing process of this wounded world can be begun, then I believe that not only shall I be allowed to give myself once again more vigorously and happily, but also I foresee a point of time at which, in an irrestrainable reaction of dispossessed humanity, all things and all people will again strive towards us and concur with us, more strongly, more passionately, more unconditionally, than was the case in those so re markably tense years before 1914.… I sometimes think that every day the war still lasts in creases the obligation of humanity towards a great better-intentioned common future, for what could be more productive of obligation man the suffering augmented beyond all measure, which must after all join millions of people in all countries more closely together. Ah, then it will be possible to speak again, and every word of love or of art will find a new acoustic, a more open air and a wider space—, I grant you that only for the price of this prospect do I care to live on; without it everything that happens must remain like a mountain lying over us.


  You wish me courage,—over and over again I have had to conquer infinite hopelessnesses, but now one may hope indeed to be near those decisions through which the spirit will be restored to its own most particular influence. How much it will have to make good and to re-establish everywhere.…


  42. November 4, 1917, from Berlin, to Clara Rilke


  … Daily I have more the impression that on account of all that is happening now we are not moving from the spot, and yet the spot is so cruel that really everybody must be agreed to leave it at any price. “Victories”, however great and successful, lead not a step further, and in one’s inner world one decides in favor of no real changes, everything is appearance and play, always and everywhere the old and the fateful are still betrayed at work, the new forces, insofar as there may be any, impatient, painful, nowhere manage to make use of themselves. In Kühlmann I continue to have confidence, he is certainly the only more far-seeing person among the “ruling”, it is much that he has reached this place, it is always a hope; but even he will hardly be able to do the decisive thing. I am of the opinion that many changes are still ahead before the next development really comes, we must be prepared for much time, misery and darkness; no wonder, for the changes which alone lead on would have to reach to the roots of present conditions; only through one of the biggest and most profound renewals that it has ever been through, will the world be able to rescue and uphold itself. A vague feeling of wanting to see and hear still a little more, has again kept me here another whole week and may perhaps keep me part of next too; it has been worth while inasmuch as Count [Paul] K[eyserlingk], whom it was in many respects important for me to see, is here at last. I hope to see something of him and promise myself to make the most of it, for he is almost the only one of my acquaintances who knew and experienced our former life (I mean Paris and the whole glorious open world) and is now actively engaged in the present, so that I think I can somehow measure and understand my own attitude by his. Unfortunately I am compelled to go out a lot evenings, which I dislike, but I take it a little as a duty and it will have to go on these few days more. Thankmar, who is here again, stands loyally by in everything like an adjutant; [his mother] says very sweetly of him that he “confers” me on the people he occasionally takes me to, herself for example, “like an order”. Von der Heydt often has me to lunch.… Uexküll was staying with him for a few days and in spite of his “pan-German” attitude I felt very friendly with him.


  … You are quite right, whoever now makes himself bigger, freer and more human in his own existence, is doing his part towards peace,—as yet it must be worked at in an inward direction, not until a few have it all big and ready within them can it let itself be brought into the world. To lay a peace egg won’t help as nobody wants to hatch it; one must be able to bring forth a lively young peace out of oneself—unfortunately that means still more than nine months’ gestation and under conditions of the most uneasy and dangerous pregnancy.


  … I am lunching at von der Heydt’s, with the Kaiser’s Wing-Adjutant von Moltke, who has just come from Constantinople, so shall lack neither nourishment nor “news” (alas, alack!).


  43. November 19, 1917, from Berlin, to Clara Rilke


  I was about to write you a little birthday letter yesterday when I got the news of Rodin’s death, and then all my thoughts, you may imagine, were switched over in that direction. My wishes now stand before that background, which you and I still immeasurably share—like me you will be steeped in memories and sorrow and, with Paris and all we have lost in it, will have to go through this now so final loss. I do not know what Rodin’s death would have meant to me in normal circumstances—perhaps something after all reconcilable—; for the present, I am dominated by perplexity that something so close should come to pass without standing out at all sharply defined against the chaos of the time, that behind the unnatural and terrible wall of the war these clearly-known figures sink away from one, somewhere—Verhaeren, Rodin, those great wise friends—their death becomes indistinct and indiscernible …, I only feel that they will not be mere any more when the horrible vapor clears away, and will not be able to stand by those who will have to raise the world up again and nurse it. Yesterday and today I received a few deeply-moved letters about Rodin—if I could only still properly believe in the power of human emotion, in the midst of this predominating inhumanity.


  … I do hope Grandmother has seen to providing the materials for about the right (white flour) sort of birthday cake. I can’t send anything of the sort from here, only occasionally in a private house is one surprised by such desserts.…


  44. February 12, 1918, from Munich, to Bernhard von der Marwitz


  Forgetful towards you I have never been, bad enough that I have carried procrastination to extremes. The copies were to reach you for Christmas, in the new year at latest—that was my intention and was to be my pleasure quite as much as yours; and when I now try to find what has caused my backwardness, I see no important reason save that retardation which permeates my whole life now.


  … The consciousness of the present world, while it repeatedly forms itself in my inner being, shatters all my relationships. It must—since so many endure the most impossible—it must probably be weakness that all I long for is the end of this terrible helpless man-work, and beyond that, before everything is lost, a broad common, well-disposed beginning. In that alone will my heart participate again. Until then I belong among those who are confuted, overcome by the utterly chaotic contradiction, and have nothing to hold on to save here and there the most rebellious words. Of what avail that they are the most human!


  In your good letter, as though you wanted to anticipate my confession of loneliness, you speak of the connection of the poet with his whole living generation. Alas, dear friend, in this I think with the youngest, that we, all of us, who yielded to the current of sustained loftier words, have not made this very connection sufficiently secure. Perhaps it is indeed only to be effected in Tolstoi’s sense, which then to be sure brings with it a renunciation of the most sublime impulses to artistic performance.…


  My letter, dear Herr von der Marwitz, cannot do you much good—as you see. I hope the poems still can as they did on that evening we had together, which I also warmly remember. I have written them in a little book, to be handy for you, and I will ask for it back again if something comes to me that could give you pleasure out there. There is little prospect of that! I haven’t even opened up Claudel yet with real attention: my unconquerably reticent state of mind makes receiving and giving equally difficult for me.…


  45. March 9, 1918, from Munich, to Bernhard von der Marwitz


  At how many times in my life I would have been able to reply in full measure to a letter of the cordiality of yours. To let you take even the smallest part in my life now would mean plunging you into a poverty so great that I have not sufficient means to describe it. What might, under the violent and extraordinary conditions of your present life, make you desirous of getting letters, is surely only the assurance which flows from them that intellectual and spiritual continuity has not been given up in this land of ours. And it is just that for which I cannot produce the least evidence. On the contrary, where I am concerned, all general circumstances and the most difficult personal ones have worked together to interrupt all flow in me and to separate me from the nourishment that otherwise, even in the worst days, rose up to me imperceptibly from unerring roots. The more I felt this fatality, the more I began to look about in the disastrous events of the time, but this very orientation made me always more miserable. For where for us here is the visible of this desperate world? Doesn’t one think one should, laden with the years-long consciousness of whatever of evil is fulfilling itself therein, finally come to some place where people are on their knees and crying out—, this I should understand, I should throw myself down among them and might then have my outcry too under the shelter of theirs. Taking part in the visitation means here in our country reading the newspapers—stuffing oneself with the ambiguous sham-happening that they are daily piling up, and being able at last to think of pain and worry only in the transposition which they impose upon everything. Fearful as the war is in itself, it seems to me still more dreadful that the pressure of it has nowhere contributed to bringing man out more distinctly, to forcing him—the individual or the mass—face to face with God, as great tribulations in earlier times had the power to do. On the plane meanwhile cultivated, on which the newspapers are able to give a conscienceless verbal cross-section of all that happens (a scrimmage in which what is beyond knowing and guessed at stands beside the factual, what is most commercial beside the most incalculable): on this plane an incessant equalizing of all tensions is created and humanity becomes accustomed continually to accept a world of news in place of realities which no one has time or is minded any more to let grow large and heavy within them.


  I never was and cannot any longer become a newspaper reader.…


  46. July 3, 1918, from Munich, to Anton Kippenberg


  … So far as my own activity is concerned, the disturbances have gone too deep for me to be able to go securely ahead. You write that the world-picture, the external as well as the internal, has altered from the ground up. What I am aware of, my dear friend, is still only the disastrous breaking off of a former world, in which I in my own way took part the more intensely as for me it led over into the most open future. The longer the confused interruption lasts, the more I see that my task lies in carrying on the past with absolute constancy of purpose and in inexhaustible remembering; though the conditions out of which I grew may have come to an end, I believe I have understood their mandate so timelessly that I can look upon it even now as inviolable and final.


  I see, if I am not mistaken, some small external progress in the setting up of a new household of my own. Your wife still saw just the after-growth of my possessions standing around me; since then this has warmed up a little with use, even though it makes me realize daily, of course, that it cannot mean a settling down in Munich but just a very transportable world of protection which I hope soon to transfer out of the worry and bustle of life here into more settled surroundings.


  47. September 16, 1918, from Munich, to Joachim von Winterfeldt-Menkin, after the death of von der Marwitz, of wounds, in a field-hospital near Valenciennes, September 8


  Again and again since your letter came, my dear Herr von Winterfeldt, I have taken up my pen and tried and have no command of the words the moment calls for. Which are they? Have we not long since given out all those adapted to the various demands of grief? Anything there might still be to say we would have to break off with a piece of our heart—, it lies beyond exaggeration, beyond any extreme ever possible to words, and the excess of mourning for the dead that threatens to break out presupposes, in order still to be kept within bounds at all, an infinite extension of soul in us which again cannot have developed in such a tangled and chaotic time.


  What shall I say: I know, I feel, you have lost a young friend, the best, the biggest, the incomparable thing that in essence these two words can stand for. Among the thousands of young men who have sacrificed their own, specially intended lives in the impenetrable destiny of the war, Bernard von der Marwitz will remain, to those who knew him, one of the most unforgotten. The memorial you are garnering for him in your heart will have more than personal significance. For the “being young” and the “being friend” of this young man of fine culture and large capacity for emotion was a more than personal manifestation, was in a certain sense standard for that German youth which, without the interruption of such fearful disturbances, would have assured our future in a wide-open spiritual world. The continued and inextricable wrong of the war has called up more and more young people of contradictory mind, who think to deduce the future more cleanly out of the negation of the past. In Marwitz, on the contrary, tradition functioned together with a perfect readiness for intellectually responsible freedom: if a future is to come out of German youth, it must be an attitude very closely related to his that would be determinative for it. So the thought of his survival, it seems to me, is linked with those most intimate hopes that we have yet to direct towards life which is altogether to be rescued.


  I cannot at the moment, dear Herr von Winterfeldt, do more to comfort you than admit with entire conviction the great and unique worth of your friend.


  How indescribably, furthermore, I hold myself a loser you may understand from the circumstance that one of Marwitz’s magnificent letters (written the 9th of August) has not only occupied me continually all these weeks, but (to be truthful) contained for me a human appeal such as has not fallen to my lot from any association for a long time. After that letter (the answering of which I incomprehensibly, tired and frustrated as I am, put off to a more favorable hour—) I was certain of having in young Bernhard von der Marwitz a friend, a close friend, and I regarded this relationship as a possession not yet entered upon, the future productivity of which seemed to me the more precious in that men have seldom sought my intimacy. Thus the number of my hopes, with which I have been left in the lurch, is at least as great as the quantity of your orphaned and interrupted memories: may this maintain a sort of lasting understanding between us, my dear Herr von Winterfeldt.


  Had you not expressed the wish to let me have a look (advisory) into the writings your friend has left, I should have come out with it as a request: in the feeling that this reciprocal, almost unexercised friendship would entitle me, with gentle affection still, to retrieve intimacy I had in a way neglected.


  And now to add a real request. If mere was anyone in his immediate family (it seems to me he spoke particularly of a sister) with whom he had a close understanding, I feel I would like to write that person a few words of sympathy and sorrow, perhaps even a certain assurance of devotion such as would be comprehensible in one left behind with a quite unexpended affection. If you know such a person and advise my writing the letter, I beg you to give me the name and address.


  When we meet again, as I now the more sincerely wish we may, I shall be unable to repress many questions about his last days, as indeed I shall always be grateful to you for everything through which you connect me with his memory, which I love and honor.


  48. September 22, 1918, from Munich, to Marie von Bunsen


  Your new letter is again full of proofs of your lively and unswervable determination: how you can still love the work of men; how you trace the confirmed and insubvertible order in it and, where palaces might give one to reflect, recognize in the simplest farmhouse the achievement and solution of harmonious satisfactions from which spiritual fellowship, from which comfort emanates! How coldly, coldly, in comparison did I journey through Ansbach the other day. Saw, remembered, tried to admire: but through the present malicious confusion I have come to be so suspicious of everything human, even far into the past. I can hardly stand before beautiful old things without being frightened at their forlornness,—how lost they have got, though they still continue to exist, in the midst of people gazing all about them, who beside some beautiful generous, prodigal thing have set up something not by any chance useful even—no: a shameless sign of their exploitation, their non-reality, their nothingness! Doesn’t one seem, I said to myself, to be moving in a world through whose greedy fingers its best inheritances have already been slipping for decades: for it is perhaps something almost imperceptible that gives all heritage its significance; the zero groove that fades on the measuring rod, and the whole scale loses its genius, its rise and fall, its longing and tension and polarity. Is it not so? Would not a something have to vanish, to fall away, out of the proportion of doorframes and windows, out of the sequence of stairs, out of the winding of grilles, before a time like this hopeless one of ours was possible? …


  I long for people through whom the past in its large lines continues to be connected with us, related to us; for how much the future, particularly now—the bolder and more daring one imagines it—is nevertheless still going to depend on whether it falls in with the direction of the deepest traditions and moves and is projected out of them (and not out of negation). The war robbed me of two young friends in August and September, precious ones, whom in the interests of that future we had so hoped for I infinitely deplore, a young Keyserlingk and that fine true young Marwitz from Friedersdorf, whom you may also have known. I was growing very fond of him … Losses, losses … if only each loss were a full pledge and relentless in demanding of us a life more serious, more responsible and more sensitive to mysteries!


  49. October 9, 1918, from Munich, to Countess Aline Dietrichstein


  … I do not want to complain again (and certainly not at this time) of my indescribably benumbed and inhibited state of mind; but this it is with which the time has stricken me—as it has thwarted and interrupted everyone in some way—and through just this condition of inwardly turning to ice, which makes my heart almost inaccessible to me, I am continually shut out from everything: from friends, from Nature, and (most baffling of all) from the happiness and the fullness of my own work. You, my dear Countess, did not know me when this oppression was not yet upon me, when I lived in an open world and more than anyone else (I may well say) was borne along by the currents that carried the great inspirations of a common humanity across all lands and skies. When I now imagine that the day might come again when I could use my natural self, made for gazing and marveling, for acquiescing, for infinite worship, then I rejoice in this future for your sake too. You shall (this too I promised myself that day on the balcony, in the face of the rising thunderstorm), you, Countess Aline, shall always be among the few people who may claim a direct share in my being happy and clear, in my growing powers, as something that belongs to you as naturally as the sun of an open-hearted day, as the feel of a free wind, as a view over the clear valleys of the serene and harmonious landscape.


  All these years I have not asked myself (it would have been imprudent to do so) how much, with all the affliction, confusion and disfigurement of the world, I still believe in the great, in the consummate, far inexhaustible possibilities of life; may your wedding-day be an occasion for me to test myself. And so I confess to you, dear Countess, that I hold life to be a thing of the most inviolable preciousness, and that the entangling of so much doom and horror, the prostituting of such countless destinies, everything that in these last years has been unconquerably growing for us into a still augmenting terror, cannot dissuade me of the fullness and goodness and congeniality of existence. There would be no sense in coming to you with wishes did not the one conviction precede all wishes, that out of subversion and destruction the goods of life spring clean and unspoiled and most deeply desirable; but that I (although myself sad, dejected and bound to a heart I can scarcely unravel) can hold this conviction—may this give my wishes the greatest and truest validity. And if on the one hand I thus stand security for the wonderful provisions of life, on the other I am inwardly convinced that you of all people will know how to value what it bestows at its most fundamental worth.


  The happiness and confidence of a courageous love fills your richly-endowed heart. Amid superficiality and chance you unerringly recognized your destined companion and humbled yourself before the law that is related to those laws by which the stars move. And already this natural honesty and sincerity of yours has rewarded you, in that at one stroke not only was he who loved you loved, but the whole world turned to you differently and was yours. And so on your beautiful wedding-day celebrate the doing right and the being right of your heart!—Celebrate it confidently, even though external confusions and tribulations still surround everything that is personal and of one’s inner world. The moment for an awakening and a turning no longer seems quite out of reach and the happy new beginning and progress of your own life will perhaps soon be borne along by a current of universal awakening and good will.…


  50. November 7, 1918, from Munich, to Clara Rilke, written after the offer of an armistice


  Your letter (of October 28th) with its great free breath blew in ahead of the events. We here in the city have now to go instead through all the ups and downs and the many newspapers, the hundred repugnant rumors—and at every hesitation in the stride of that which finally has come, one’s heart stops as though this future, still going on foot through the crowd, might stumble or turn back again.


  I was so busy watching and listening, and above all hoping, that I overlooked how long it must have been since I had written you both. Now, in face of your telegram, I reproach myself for having made you uneasy by this silence: there was no reason whatever for that.


  … In the last few days Munich has given up some of its emptiness and quiet, the tensions of the moment are noticeable here too, even though between Bavarian temperaments they don’t act in an exactly spiritually elevating manner. Everywhere gatherings in the beer-halls, almost every evening, everywhere speakers, among whom Professor Jaffé is of the first prominence, and where the halls aren’t big enough, gatherings of thousands out of doors. I too was among thousands Monday evening in the Hotel Wagner; Professor Max Weber of Heidelberg, national economist, who is regarded as one of the best minds and as a good speaker, spoke, after him in the discussion the anarchistically overstrained Mühsam, and then students, men who had been four years at the front,—all so simple and frank and of-the-people. And although they sat around the beer-tables and between the tables so that the waitresses only ate their way through the human structure like wood-worms,—it wasn’t at all stifling, not even for breathing; the fumes of beer and smoke and people did not affect one uncomfortably, one hardly noticed them, so important was it and so above all immediately clear that the things could be said of which the turn has come at last, and that the simplest and most valuable of these things, in so far as they were to some extent made easily accessible, were grasped by the enormous multitude with a heavy massive approval. Suddenly a pale young worker stood up, spoke quite simply: “Did you, or you, or you, any of you,” he said, “make the armistice offer? and yet we ought to do that, not those gentlemen up there; if we take possession of a radio station and speak, we common people to the common people yonder, there will be peace at once.” I can’t repeat it half so well as he expressed it; suddenly, when he had said that, a difficulty assailed him, and with a moving gesture towards Weber, Quidde and the other professors who stood by him on the platform, he continued: “Here, these professor gentlemen know French, they will help us to say it right, the way we mean it …” Such moments are wonderful, and how we have had to do without them in this very Germany where only invective found words, or submission, which in its way was after all but a sharing in power of those who submitted.


  Enclosed is a not uncomfortable letter from Grandmama Phia; it speaks for the Czechoslovaks that she feels comparatively calm and protected in the new state …


  P.S. Friday morning early.


  We have a remarkable night behind us. A soldiers’, peasants’ and workers’ council has now been set up here too, with Kurt Eisner as first president. The whole first page of the Münchener Neueste is taken up by a decree he has issued, through which the Bavarian Republic explains that peace and security are assured the inhabitants. The night’s enterprise was preceded by a gathering on the Theresienwiese attended by a hundred and twenty thousand people. Now it only remains to be hoped that this unusual insurrection will en-gender sense in people’s heads and not go on beyond to fatal intoxication. So far everything seems quiet and one cannot but grant that the time is right when it tries to take big steps.


  51. November 11, 1918, from Munich, to Dr. Burschell


  With this morning’s mail the expected letter from the Bernese Legation has at last arrived; I must now get myself ready to travel, possibly earlier than I assumed yesterday. With the increased work this puts on me I cannot think of preparing a talk to the students and so beg you not to instigate anything of the sort for the present.


  If my trip should still not come off, I would seek an opportunity for talking over this plan with you again.


  The morning paper, which brings the reassurance that most businesses are functioning and in order, speaks for the fact that the hour now belongs not so much to words as to quiet confirmation through work.


  52. December 2, 1918, from Munich, to Frau Margarethe Hethey


  You were not mistaken when you assumed that Herr von Kaufmann’s proposals would very much appeal to me: in fact I actually read the interesting pages with the readiest wish that some such establishing of contact might be possible; my past would in that case indicate France for me, and even a fortnight ago an attempt to establish relations with Paris would have seemed not entirely hopeless. Since then, through third parties, I have unfortunately been informed of such a definitely and conclusively irreconcilable attitude that I must fear only time, if not indeed much time, can bring about a gradual amelioration.


  In spite of this I would, since of course I remain in many ways dependent on foreign countries, be very grateful for a chance to confer along these lines with you and through your kindness with Herr von Kaufmann; perhaps something could be arranged for the end of the week (Saturday?)? My time is pretty well taken up until then, and as a number of appointments usually exhaust my powers of absorption, I never dare undertake more than one matter of an afternoon.…


  53. December 17, 1918, from Munich, to the Presidency of the North Austrian Government, Vienna


  The undersigned respectfully begs to call attention to the following:


  When in May of this year he learned through the newspapers that an honor had been most graciously bestowed upon him, he immediately decided to decline it; for it has always been his intention never to accept any decoration that might be designated to him. At that time informed friends called his attention to the fact that since he was still in the army he had no right to exercise such a refusal.


  The official notification of the bestowal of this honor, as well as the order itself, have only now reached the undersigned, at a moment when he is free to act according to his conviction: may he therefore be permitted to return the order together with all the accompanying papers to the office which conferred it.


  It would certainly be unfair to attribute this action of the undersigned to any lack of respect; he declines simply in order to remain personally inconspicuous, as his work as an artist unconditionally obliges him to do.


  R. M. Rilke


  54. December 19, 1918, from Munich, to Dorothea Freifrau von Ledebur


  … Your news, though coming from a house plunged in the deepest mourning, kindly reassures me of your own immediate welfare; quite particularly I can feel with you that the return of Baron Ledebur will at last really permit a life together again! How long it may last no one will dare to say concerning his own case, for whereas before during these last cruel years one had two conceptions—war and peace—everything has now fallen apart in a confusion of anonymous fragments which the individual finds himself unable to piece together.


  I confess that I was able to feel a certain quick and happy confidence in the overturn itself, for ever since I can remember, I have wished humanity nothing more urgently than that it might some time or other be empowered to turn up an entirely new page of the future, on to which the whole wrong additions of the unfortunate past need not be carried over. The revolution seemed to me such a moment bestowed. But it was taken up and carried out by such a casual and profoundly uninspired minority—the spirit did not try to enter and force its way in until afterwards, and even this was spirit only in name and had no youth and no convincing fire in its nature. Perhaps revolutions are possible only in very full-blooded moments, in any case not after a four-year blood-letting. Because we have never seen peace as a whole, but are only picking up the thousand fragments into which, falling from all our hands, it broke, we have each one of us missed the deep breath of relief that seemed to have been promised us. After the indescribable exertions and trials of the war, a moment of security and rest would have been the last thing one could forgo; one does not see how the enormous exertion that is continually needed can now follow upon the intense exertions of the military campaigns. Moreover I understand by revolution the conquering of abuses for the benefit of the deepest tradition, and from this point of view I look upon today and tomorrow, as you may imagine, with the greatest concern. Nevertheless let us, each in our own little spot, plant a sincere hope. My inclination is now more than ever to do what I really can, quite against the call of the time which would like to seduce everyone away from his real ability into a political dilettantism.


  55. December 19, 1918, from Munich, to Anni Mewes


  No, there is no question of any more agreeable news from here; under the pretext of a great overturn the old lack of principle works on and gives itself airs under the red flag. It is terrible to say it: but all this is just as little true as the summonses that exhorted to the war; neither this nor those were made by the spirit.…


  My little confidence in a new clean beginning (for which, to be sure, even the most natural forces are now lacking) is indeed not altogether gone, but still I must nurse it like a highly fragile little plant, in which process I can observe too how cold and sunless my inner climate has become.


  People, who have of course also gathered here now in large numbers, have only frightened me on the whole; individuals, where they spoke out, were often close and moving to me—especially people coming back from the field, cheated of almost every token of homecoming!


  And yet, yet: how hopeful the individual is again and again, how real, how well-intentioned, how rich,—then when one sees the doleful confused multitude, one does not understand how he loses himself in it so tracelessly, as it were.


  … If I look forward to the holidays it is because I hope to settle down more solitarily than most days during these last weeks; if you were here you would have to spend a long evening with me; I should not take it as company but as a dear natural sounding in harmony with me. And surely whichever of us were the sadder would be the more consoling.


  56. January 5, 1919, from Munich, to Elisabeth Freiin Schenk zu Schweinsberg


  If I were to say what binds me to people in the most touching way, it is these tokens of steadfastness that are sometimes, richly as they are undeservedly, given to one: the happy perenniality of a memory that apparently without any care still goes on and survives in the manifold and distracting (alas, in the so indiscriminate) congestion of life and, in the midst of loss, brings a subtle sure permanence to mind in him who a moment ago was still bewildered by a surface of transiency. How one’s thoughts collect at such moments of being remembered as you, charming Caprese of long ago, were able to prepare for me in a few lines, a few pictures! Alas, I too need to remain connected with that past; the longer the exceptional period of the war lasted, the denser and more impenetrable it grew, the more did I take pains not to be separated by it from all that had been, the more did I insist on keeping what was happy, open, guileless in my past, indeed, on nourishing and continuing myself, across the terrible interruption, out of this very past. Practically my only achievement in these dreadfully annihilated years was to believe in what once in the past was mine, in Capri, in Rome, in Paris, in Russia, in Egypt and Tunis—in all the marvelous sheer happenings of my life, to which such a different future seemed to belong. Tell me yourself, how else should I have survived, I especially, to whom the onset and course of all that has happened since 1914 could mean nothing after all but revocation and insanity? But I do not really know whether I have survived? My inner self has shut itself up more and more. As though to protect itself, it has become inaccessible even to me, and so I do not know now whether in my heart’s core there is still the strength to venture upon world-relationships and realize them, or whether only a tombstone of my former spirit has quietly remained there. I still do not know, and have not been able (for how long) to give myself the slightest proof of inner activity; the intersecting point of my forces has lost its starriness, has fallen out of the great constellations that used to shelter and support it in spiritual space.


  And with us it is not at all to be taken for granted that we survive years of unproductiveness, of hindrance—years that somehow leave one out of use. With women it is different. Do you know the letters of Caroline Schlegel-Schelling, two volumes—shall I send them to you? They should become a reinforcement for you in moments when you yourself incline to doubt the fruitfulness and meaning of your own life just because for a few years perhaps it may not lend itself to any entirely gratifying use. Today as formerly, Elisabeth von Schenk, I believe wholly in your riches: if you cannot make full use of them now, that cannot lessen them and ought not to lower their value in your own mind.…


  57. January 5, 1919, from Munich, to Emil Lettré


  Do not think me forgetful: your cuff-links are at my wrists, and were they not, there would still be inner proofs enough of my obligations to you. The Insel Yearbook which goes to you herewith (with four of my contributions) I had taken to the post office at the end of December, but I had to bring it back home again, as well as all my letters, the registration windows being hopelessly crowded for an hour ahead. Hence the unpunctuality! I wish for you what I wish ever more determinedly and ever more desperately for myself: work—possibility, strength and joy for work! May this difficult, and confused, and yet less burdened year grant us that!


  I still have not been to Switzerland. I have just put off the trip again. Beside all the longing to get out and refresh my gaze, dulled by the local scene, in a more open one, I keep feeling the obligation to see that my establishment and my apartment in Munich should first have been of some use. The quarters in which you know I have been since March, have not yet properly benefited me: instead of protecting me they have, I don’t know how, attracted more and more restlessness to me! My inner instability is probably responsible for that; it makes me more susceptible to people and chance happenings, to every sort of distraction, than I have been for years.


  To communicate in writing about what the time has conjured down upon us has little meaning: revolution to me would mean a simple setting-aright of man and the work he gladly would and could do. Every program that does not set this aim as its end seems to me just as hopeless as that of any of the former governments and people in power …


  58. January 23, 1919, from Munich, to Countess Stauffenberg


  Since the end of last year I have been meaning to send you the Insel Almanack: it goes to you so late that it no longer has its own excuse of arriving at the beginning of the year. I would hardly have dared recall myself to you in such an impromptu fashion, had not the selection of my contributions to this calendar been essentially determined by the sad event, now almost a year old, through which I may consider myself bound to you.


  The Comtesse de Noailles’s lovely poem, my two little experiments, but especially the diary-page which I have published under the title “An Experience”—all these, each in its own way, contain approaches to the border-sensations of existence and all strive towards that divinable balance I once found incomparably represented in a fragment of antique music. Romain Rolland, who played it for me, had found it in a Gregorian mass. As I heard it again and again, I had the impression of two scale-pans that, gently ceasing to fluctuate, came to rest opposite each other. I described my sensation to Rolland and only then did he confess that this was an antique grave-inscription, a musical grave-inscription: the most striking confirmation of which certainly was that it could be grasped and understood through such an image.


  What I have called “An Experience” happened to me exactly like that in the garden at Duino (near Trieste), now shot to bits and in ruins; one year after this remarkable incident, while in Spain, I tried to put down the facts with the utmost possible penetration and accuracy, in which process the realm of the sayable did not really seem to suffice. I know I have fallen short—, perhaps I have not even made myself understood. Experiments of such a far-advanced kind may nevertheless lay claim to some indulgence.


  If in the universal turbidity and bewilderment of human affairs, and now particularly of public life, I still see one task set clearly detached before me, it is this: to confirm confidence towards death out of the deepest delights and glories of life: to make death, who never was a stranger, more distinct and palpable again as the silent knowing participant in everything alive.…


  59. February 5, 1919, from Munich, to Countess Stauffenberg


  … For two weeks I have been reading the poems in [Verhaeren’s] “Flammes hautes” and reading them aloud, and in the midst of it I sometimes think it is his energy that drives my voice into the lines and compels me to make known and spread abroad how unswerving, how invincible at that very time (for the book was actually finished, just as it is, in July 1914) was his faith in mankind and in the certainty of that future which, as he believed, would arise—as the tall flame—from human unity, from brotherly agreement! If ever anyone prevailed over himself to apply all confidence struggling, streaming, rushing upwards to God, every demand and every infinite need—in a word, everything that is called faith—; if anyone ever applied all this horizontally, to mankind and only to mankind—at the risk of being left incredibly alone—: this great poet gave such proof of heroic faith in mankind with his whole heart, grown up with God and Nature, as every page in the Flammes hautes consummately testifies.


  As during the whole interruption of life by the war—for me so profoundly frustrating—one’s deepest obligation seemed to be to give up nothing of what mankind had previously gained and acknowledged after honest search, so it is now my passion to fit life, which is eager to go on and better-intentioned now than ever, to the violent ruptures of that fateful month of August, and from among the many pregnant voices of those days to transmit and to glorify the powerful and true voice of my great friend!


  Read … the poem “Au passant d’un soir”: I read it as a heritage, because it gives me back Verhaeren in the intensity of one of his moments and at the same time most lastingly.


  60. February 15, 1919, from Munich, to Countess Stauffenberg


  … Who knows whether we have not the hardest part of confusion and danger to overcome, and whether the next generation may not grow up into a world that is at once of its own accord very future: for the watershed of the war, horribly high as it was, must after all make possible an escape into the farthest and the new; and I tell myself that in the essential nature of upheavals like the one we are at present going through, there must also be at work a most profound Rightness, a resolve of humanity as a whole: which indeed, when it gathers itself together, however clumsily, is always impelled again into the realm of divine powers, as a thing blind, but in all its good intentions blessed!


  61. Wednesday, February?, 1919, from Munich, to Countess M.


  Do you think your youngest … already too grown up and proud to take interest and pleasure in the Freyhold books? If so, I think she will conquer her objections once more when she sees her brothers and sisters and, as I foresee, you yourself gladly occupied with them: surely they are the most delightful picture-books there are, and how few people know them!


  To understand the violent excitement about Rodin in Paris one has to know how strong opposition was in the Chamber when the suggestion was introduced that the Hôtel de Biron be given over permanently to his works as the Musée Rodin: in return the city of Paris was to inherit all these works, but the good citizens were always worrying whether they were really getting enough counter-value by this arrangement; many contested the matter at the time and sought to reduce as far as possible the value of Rodin’s bequest, which the experts had estimated at nearly three million [francs]; now this is the consequence of their efforts! This master, whose first step into the public eye was marked by the accusation that he had made the statue of the Âge d’airain by means of casts from life,—is subjected even after his death to the persecuting rancune that will not admit his enormous capability. A singularly persistent fate.


  It would have been quite possible for forgeries, especially illegitimately reproduced bronzes, to get in among his works (I recall that of his smaller bronzes hardly one ever came back from an exhibition without tell-tale traces of having been misused in secret reproductions), but that a substantial part of his work is not by him must naturally remain a malicious inimical statement. The marbles were carried out to a certain refinement of surface from Rodin’s clay models by M. Lebossé and other praticiens, but still undoubtedly always brought to the last finish by himself; of course certain of these assistants had in the course of years become “his hand” to such a degree that it would also be conceivable that there might be marbles in circulation which he did not even have to touch any more: these were nevertheless perfected entirely under his own supervision, and if he put his name to them he would have done so with the same sense of responsibility in which the masters of great art-periods acknowledged so and so many works that came, filled with their own most characteristic spirit, out of their immediate studio circle. That Rodin did not attack the marble in the block but each time had his clay model transferred into the stone, was a well-known fact he himself never concealed; and even his most powerful antagonists could hardly succeed in representing such a procedure as falsification, since there is probably hardly a sculptor today who would be capable of doing differently. (On the whole again a sad sign of the time-spirit which without more ado believes another, even the greatest, capable of what it would permit itself.)


  The Isenheim visit—may I beg for still further postponement?; this spring air overcomes me with a sheerly unconquerable fatigue; but even so I am doing my daily stint, even if creepingly so to speak, which for the moment consists in translations from the Italian. So hour after hour goes by until, as early as nine o’clock, I resign myself to well-earned rest.


  62. March 1, 1919, from Munich, to Freifrau Heyl zu Herrnsheim


  … As for me, there predominates in me, with all my worry, a broad confidence that looks out over and beyond this utmost urgency, a feeling I never knew towards the phenomenon of the war. Only now have ideals really become clear—the most human and most irresistible ideals—and we should not be misled by the fact that the multitude stands up for them so ponderously and awkwardly and helplessly; it knows no better. And on the other hand we should not be misled by the fact that those who do not yet want to raise the question of the maturity of this multitude for its rights, try to secure themselves by all the antiquated means of opposition; did there not flow between the parties the lying flood of the press, out of which the most deceptive vapor clouds constantly arise, perhaps an understanding would be comparatively near in sight.


  The war could be nothing other than an ending; it was an extreme, following its own inner anomalousness, a breaking off of humanity from itself. Only a new beginning of existence could set in after it. In this beginning we now are, and it is of course the first condition of the future that it cannot be easy: how could it be?


  A hard, hard beginning. Nothing new for me; I have felt, ever since I can remember, like a beginner.


  63. March 20, 1919, from Munich, to Elisabeth von der Heydt


  . . . Just quickly a word about Ruth. For two months now she has been, so to speak, a farmhand; that was her way of taking the revolution; she longed to work and only the most practical would satisfy her. On the 15th of January she started in, just when it was coldest, moved into a little maid’s room to the north, without a stove, began her day’s work in all seriousness at 6 o’clock, and sank dead tired into her coarse checkered peasant’s bed at half past eight. Dead tired and happy beyond words. Never have I had gayer letters from her. When I approached her after a few weeks with another proposal, she thought it over and then turned it down: for, she wrote, it was just this that satisfied her—to be doing not anything like school-work any more but something wholly real, belonging in life-sized life; being necessary in this little spot was giving her an indescribable, pure joy,—and as there were not exactly too many happy people just now, she was the more determined to keep her happiness.—Can one experience that more delightfully?


  I naturally hope it will take its course: but then this intermezzo will have been a better training than any imaginable school, and as it had such intensity of joy and life it will acquire the significance of those great things that happen to us, which one cannot provide for oneself and no one can provide for anyone else.


  64. May 22, 1919, from Munich, to Anton Kippenberg, after the overthrow of a soviet republic established in Munich on April 6


  … The embargo on mail, externally long since lifted, still continues in me; for who would not rather remain silent about the experiences we had here in April, and particularly about those other infringements and interferences that have been going on since the first of May. “Poison” and “antidote”; but the right medicine is nowhere being used, sore though the moment confesses itself to be.


  From a purely domestic, housekeeping point of view we have not had to suffer much, thanks to Rosa’s foresight, but one’s spirit has been damaged. Since my lingering cold I have not gained much in health either, my body longs for helpful change and everything suspended and watchful in me is indescribably ready to think that it is right. So I grasped the friendly hand, offered me again yesterday in a telegram from Switzerland, with an affirmative answer. It now seems possible to get in through the Hottingen reading circle, perhaps the permission will follow in a few days.…


  At present I doubt whether later, on my return, I shall keep my Munich quarters; one hears and sees nothing but departures; many of the most permanent residents are giving up their houses, here and there great moving vans spend the night before their gates; for most people believe that from now on innocent Munich may continue to be a bad and uneasy spot, and that, worse luck, not because of the temperament, but because of the sluggishness of the mass now that it has been set in motion. Who knows, dear friend, but I may choose Leipzig for next fall and winter; I turn over the idea often …


  65. August 6, 1919, from Soglio (Bergell, Graubünden), Switzerland, to Countess Aline Dietrichstein


  … You wrote me on the 14th of June—three days earlier I had gone to Switzerland, an undertaking long hoped for, finally realized when I hardly thought of it any more, and which I am now in the midst of. Well, you can imagine that I needed to get away from Munich: really and actually one did not have to suffer too much, the newspapers, in their way, exaggerated a lot—, but emotionally it was an indescribable and, worst of all, in the end a futile tension in every direction. For behind so much upset, racket and malicious crowding there was after all no will to real change and renewal, to share and to take part in which one would have been only too ready. The intellectual would of course have to be from the start an opponent and disavower of revolutions; he of all people knows how slowly all changes of lasting significance are accomplished, how inconspicuous they are and, through their very slowness, almost imperceptible, and how Nature, in her constructive zeal, hardly anywhere lets intellectual forces come to the fore. And yet on the other hand it is the same intellectual who, by force of his insight, grows impatient when he sees in what miscarried and muddled conditions human things are content and persist: indeed, we are all continually experiencing the fact that this and that—almost everything—needs changing (and that at the root): life, this infinitely rich, infinitely generous life, that is permitted to be cruel only by very reason of its inexhaustibility: life itself—in how many instances it simply cannot make itself effective any more, pushed aside as it is by a lot of secondary institutions, grown lazy by their continuance,—who would not often wish for a great storm that would tear down everything obstructive and infirm, to make room for the again creative infinitely young, infinitely benevolent forces. There is no doubt that many such clean and forceful impulses took part in the birth of the revolution: for the only thinkable counterweight to the dreadful war would have been if a new state of mind on humanity’s part, prepared to be different, had here and there arisen and penetrated various parts of the shocked and bewildered world. For a moment one hoped. But the preponderance of material aspirations and inferior, if not indeed evil and vengeful impulses, almost in its first hours destroyed the cleaner future of this forward drive, joyful at first, but later desperate and finally totally senseless—in the whirlpools of which many innocent persons went under and almost all those who thought to carry ahead a vision of humanity, impatient indeed, but noble. Strictly speaking, the unswerving intellectual could side with neither party in this chaotically confused struggle which the poison of the stagnated war—turned back as it was into the country—further and further provoked; neither with those who drove ruthlessly ahead nor with those who met the often criminal outbreaks of this insanity with old and no less unjust and inhuman means: the future lay with neither, and to it the intellectual is after all allied and sworn, not in the sense of the revolutionary, who would presume to create from one day to the next a humanity freed (what is freedom?) and happy (what is happiness?), but in that other patient understanding that he is preparing in people’s hearts those subtle, secret, tremulous transformations out of which alone will proceed the agreements and unities of a more clarified future. If now, my dear Countess, you will measure against these thoughts of mine the sad and from day to day more hopeless events that have taken place since November, and take into account also with how little foresight and reflection, how witlessly they have been combatted—, then you will understand how much I am likely to have suffered. Not so much under privation and uncertainty as under this very disappointment and worry that reaches out beyond one’s own life and its realizations. But finally I did have to think once more about this life too, mine, and the tasks that have, after all, been set it, and before which it has stood for five years hampered and paralyzed, without collecting itself for its own inmost function. And so from day to day the wish grew for some thorough external change, such as has always had most acute influence on me—for a journey into some foreign country not directly affected by the war, for its landscapes, cities, streams, bridges, woodlands: since what I have suffered most in losing during these painful last years has been just this very contact of mine with Nature, usually so close. I could no longer succeed in making it. The human being of this war, and every one of his contemporaries, I myself, seemed to me so far removed from the world of Nature—, it seemed to me arbitrary and untrue to have recourse to a tree, a field, the clemency of evening, for what did the tree, the field, the evening landscape know of this hapless, devastating, killing human being? It is true that neither have these things fundamentally any share in one kindly disposed, constructive, blessed, but still there is an inexpressible connection between a person peacefully working, creating, and Nature busying herself in holy and thorough fashion.


  … so here too (for my consciousness) a rift had become apparent, to which I was the more sensitive since that secret unison, that being in tune with the natural, as I know better all the time, somehow belongs to the premises of my productiveness, even of my daily life itself. If man would only cease to invoke the cruelty in Nature to excuse his own! He forgets how infinitely innocently even the most terrible happens in Nature; she does not watch it happen—she hasn’t the perspective for that; she is wholly in the most dreadful, even her fruitfulness is in it, her generosity—it is, if one must put it that way, nothing other than an expression of her fullness. Her consciousness consists in her completeness; because she contains everything, she contains the cruel too;—but man, who will never be able to encompass everything, is never sure, where he chooses the terrible—let us say murder—of already containing the opposite of this abyss, and so his choice, in the very moment of making him an exception, condemns him to be an isolated, one-sided creature who is no longer connected with the whole. The good, the straightly determined, capable man would not be able to exclude evil, fatality, suffering, harm, death from those inter-relationships; but where one of them struck him or he became the cause of it, there would he stand exactly as one afflicted amid Nature, or, afflicting against his will, he would be like the devastating brook, swelled with those tumbling freshets whose influx into itself it is not able to shut out.…


  But now you ask about me in connection with Switzerland. Indeed, it is not so easy to travel after five years of immobility! At first it looked as though I didn’t know how any more. … I felt the need to take advantage of my “freedom” and see the country, which in other years, it is true, I always regarded as merely a country of transit, in a sort of mistrust of its too famous, too obvious, too pretentious “beauty.” Mountains are just naturally difficult for me to grasp,—I was able to see the Pyrenees, the Atlas Mountains in North Africa belong to my grandest recollections, and when I read about the Caucasus in Tolstoi I had the indescribable fever of its immensity. But these Swiss mountains? They seem to me something of an obstacle anyhow, there are so appallingly many of them. Their shapes cancel each other; that somewhere a contour runs out clean against the sky, I can indeed establish with satisfaction,—but I lack, how shall I express it, the image, the inner sensible parallel to it which alone makes the impression into an experience. First I had a little to do with the cities: Geneva … then Bern: and that was very very lovely. An old, enduring city, still quite unspoiled in many parts, with all the characteristics of a dependable and active citizenry, even to quite a high self-assurance expressing itself in like-minded houses that towards the street bear themselves with a certain reserve above their arcades, but towards the Aar in their pretty garden fronts are of more communicative and open mind. Luckily I had Bernese friends there with fine old inherited houses of this sort, and that removed at one stroke the hotel atmosphere for me and helped me very much to experience the nature of the country, even where, as now once more displaced among strangers, I have to find myself to rights again from their level. About Zurich, that politically turbid city, there is hardly anything to say—, it made me very anxious to get out of the cities: country and, if possible, southern skies over it—that was in my mind’s eye—, and that has now come to fulfillment for a while here, in a special manner. A map of Switzerland will easily show you the situation of Bergell, the haste of this valley to reach Italy; above the valley, halfway up the mountain, lies this little gneisstile-covered nest, on the declivity a church (unfortunately Protestant and therefore empty), quite narrow streets; I am living in the very midst of it, in the old ancestral house of the Salis (Soglio line), even among their old furniture, and into the bargain the palazzo has a French terrace-garden with the old stone balustrades, traditionally cut box-hedges and between them a profusion of the gayest summer flowers. But I must tell you another time of the chestnut woods that extend down the slopes, towards the Italian side, in grandiose beauty.…


  P.S. next morning: If only I had a certain book here: I would have liked to send it to you right away, in response to your inquiry about books; at the moment it is not to be had in Switzerland either, as the second edition was quickly sold out. I am now placing an order with the publisher to send it along to you in my name when it appears again, for the Austrian book business may be still slower now than it was anyway in the old days.—The book in question is Count Hermann Keyserling’s “Travel Diary of a Philosopher”. A trip around the world by this excellent writer, which ended shortly before the war, is reflected in these everywhere fruitful note-books, which, though they move in a wholly intellectual sphere, are still thoroughly effective for all they sense and see, the book of a man of the world in the rarest and most aristocratic sense, oriented in all directions, greatly assenting and approving, and at the same time mobile, accurate and of the most perfect tact of feeling and conviction. Some six hundred pages, grand for reading aloud to each other in the garden or later before the fire! …


  66. August 13, 1919, from Soglio, to Countess M.


  
    … Need I tell you that [my thanks] are heartfelt and a little homesick? For a moment, when you referred to it, I heard the stillness at R. and in it realized how well off I would have been there with you all. I picture this to myself actually and palpably, not in my mind but somewhere in my heart’s range of vision—and life seems really to be crowding and wasting itself on me in offering both these things for one summer, Switzerland and R.,—quand-même, la vie toute dépourvue qu’elle semble, a encore d’étonnantes générosités—! My letter, the one of August 4, will meantime have described to you where I am living—and now to be sure the prospect of this summer bringing me to you has closed in. Even here it will have been much much too short for me! That is due in part to my slowness, which is not to be exaggerated. I must be allowed to begin a life anywhere and give myself up to imagining that at this place or that, if it is to become even to some extent favorable and friendly to me, infinite pasts have gone on, which with one branch at least seek to grow towards me and into me, as though they were my own or those of my family. It was already like that before the war, in Spain, in so acute a way that I left after six months with reluctance,—and it is like that here now in this very special mountain nest.… Old houses, old things can acquire the most compelling power over me, the smell of old cupboards and drawers is so familial to the nostrils. But I told you what a lot of this sort of thing is around me here—I described the wood- and stucco-work and my four-poster, didn’t I? and the old garden in whose trimmed box-frames all the wild bloom of summer renews and obtrudes itself. But at that time I had not yet encountered the most seductive of all: just think what was yet to reveal itself: an old room full of books, not usually accessible to guests, the old Salis library still preserved here in its entirety! An old-fashioned room, quiet, facing the garden (which now shines and buzzes in through the little open windows), over the mantel a huge coat-of-arms of the Salis willow, before it an old spinet, in the middle a solid square seventeenth-century table, opposite that a high and mighty easy-chair, Louis-Quatorze, with the old embroidered upholstery; at one of the three windows a real iron chest (the gigantic, much-bearded key lies on top of it)—and for the rest? Books, books, books. Rows of them and cupboards full. Books of the seventeenth century, even many pigskin volumes, large and small, of the sixteenth (among them some Aldus and Elzevir); the memoir-literature of the eighteenth in enchanting leather bindings, a complete Linnaeus and naturally many volumes relating to Switzerland and the Confederacy, also the poets: Albrecht von Haller, whom I read in the daytime … and Salis-Seewis (in the 1800 edition)—where else should one read him!—whom I reserve for the evening hours in case one of them should prove of a slightly more sentimental mood. Then I read him aloud, the forgotten one, in this room of books, and I am touched at the way he comes to voice, not exactly great, but still in the loveliest, purest lines, so pathetic and nightingalish, as befits that time and the garden, surviving out there, more surviving than the poet once inspired by eternity. So now you understand that I am doomed. How could I resist this room, in which I still make discoveries every day—, and then the garden calls me, and then the chestnut woods come to mind: there is no getting through and no finishing. But you will understand. The moment is so delightful, this Venusberg encircling me—in which a tangled rosebush is the Venus and books shine out like the alluring ore inside the mountain—has me in its power, I do not want to plan beyond it, let alone even to think of the winter, for which I can imagine neither place nor mode of life. I am not really thinking of Munich at all for that purpose—, but whither? Whither?


    67. August 14, 1919, from Soglio, to Elisabeth von Schmidt-Pauli.


    That mountain of joys, Sister Elisabeth, from which you run breathlessly down into my expectation, always wide open for you—that mountain of joys is evidently higher than anything I have before me here,—its summit is suffused enduringly with the divine, and so I rejoice to know you full of blessings and full of inner tasks! May you succeed in much, and succeed imperiously, in the same spirit in which it has been laid upon you. All work on the present world is in vain that compromises with it; the absolutely-different must be presented to it, and even though this is at home in another sphere, one must move it down and into this world, implant it and naturalize it, even against the world’s will. Now you know this just as well as I, only one should repeat over and over to oneself that compromising has no sense at this turning-point. Not between man and man, and not in general and absolutely not within one’s own discussions with oneself.

  


  … Switzerland [is] certainly no country for me; it strikes me like one of those painted or modeled nudes intended to make apparent all the “beauties” of many women in a single figure; that is, if I mistake not, the aesthetic of Switzerland—for us an abominable one; which is also why her artists so quickly turn pedagogical, for where examples of every type are present together, what remains but to point to them, to consider them picture-books and to educate through them. Bern, which is one of the most beautiful cities, first helped as a focal point to give me an idea of the old life-permeating force of these states; Swiss history, in which the forces of Nature (not the outward forms of these interior countries) have proceeded along a straight line, is unified and easy to survey, is beautiful; this variety, contradictory and running to intensest exaggerations, could only grow into an entity in man, and the Swiss, however differently the separate cantons may have developed him, carries the consciousness of all his federated landscapes in a singularly prepared and fruitful spot in an otherwise not easily penetrated mind.…


  All through this letter I have avoided speaking of impressions. Even were this landscape less eclectic, I would be unable to take any in. Spain was the last “impression”. Since then my nature has been worked from inside (travail repoussé), so strongly and steadily that it cannot be “impressed” any more. From all this you may understand what I am hoping from the winter. The beginning of that retirement granted somehow at last, for which I would now fully have the conscience, however much one ought on the other hand to be mere for other people. Indeed I should then properly be there, infinitely more positive and able to hold out!


  68. September 12, 1919, from Soglio, to Anni Mewes


  … It seems to me I have already known the Vogeler pamphlet you send, in a somewhat different, obviously earlier form; in those days it did not yet bear the title “The Silver Steeds”, but was called Expressionism of Love, one being as incomprehensible as the other. The incentive I can well understand, who would not have it?—who would not wish for the making-good, the making-different, the sincerest and most widely-shared resolve towards humanity? But this resolve has not been taken, either in Russia or elsewhere, and it probably couldn’t be taken because no god stands behind it who would urge it forward. What clothes itself with the pretext of this new brotherhood is really still the war, the destructive element let loose and far from quieted: grown meaningless years ago, this desperation holds up a slogan over its head, shouts “Brotherhood”, and yet itself contradicts it at every instant; for it is still the subsidence of war, the after-storm of those years, the revenge of misused and ravaged powers that now, since they have become ungovernable, think themselves busy in a larger service and yet are only overturning, as though a train leaping its tracks were a picture of freedom. Vogeler is anything but consistent, he is easy to refute, and I am sure conditions round about him refute him every day. Yet I, who have for so many years been privileged to be his friend, am moved by this outbreak of his calm and really shy nature: what shocks, what crashes, what earthquakes must have gone on in this man so variously and daintily entangled in his reveries, that he felt the need thus to cry out and use his influence? This sentence grips me repeatedly: “A condition never known to man is in process of becoming: peace”. In this declaration the sincerity of the former Heinrich Vogeler is increased by something infinite: by an actual having-suffered, by a having-been-in-hell and thereafter hoping—indeed, it is out of an immense reality of emotional experience that these words go forth, as though spoken by one resurrected, who is no longer to be misled, even though he comes out of a sepulchral moment and arises staggering into a chaos. All these voices can hardly help. The expressionist, that inner-man become explosive, who pours the lava of his boiling mood over all things, to insist that the chance form in which the crust hardens is the new, the coming, the valid outline of existence, is simply a desperate man and one may let the honest ones among them go ahead and blow off steam. Perhaps through these striking and importunate manifestations (which become utterly repulsive only in their commercial utilization) men’s eyes will be diverted from the delicate growth of that which really, little by little, will show itself as the future. It is so understandable that people have become impatient,—and yet, what is more needed now than patience; wounds require time and do not heal by having flags planted in them. In some other way must the world enter into a stable consciousness, and perhaps that by which it first finds itself again will be something quite inconspicuous, in any case something inexpressible! To me the least thing seems building-up, which each individual attempts in his own place, the carpenter simply planing again, the smith hammering again, the merchant again reckoning and reflecting: these are the progressives, these are the pure revolutionaries, the more they strive, the more quietly and busily and lovingly they work, each in his place.


  69. September 12, 1919, from Soglio, to Gertrud Ouckama Knoop


  … Picture to yourself that being “abroad” was almost a strain at first. One didn’t quite know how any more, one spent half days (or was it only I?) in front of the perfumers’ reading the names of Houbigant, Roger and Gallet and Pinaud; yes, for a little moment freedom was called so,—who would have thought that possible? The pastry shops did not impress me nearly as much and so far I haven’t yet bought any chocolate, but soaps fascinated me, I was really defenseless against one of those clean overfilled show-windows in Zurich’s Bahnhofstrasse. By such roundabout ways, however ridiculous they may have been, I arrived slowly at the rest: at the French bookshops and art-galleries, at the bustle of the streets and traffic, even, with some effort, at Nature. Too bad that in Switzerland Nature seems to me to occur only in exaggerations; what demands these lakes and mountains make, how there is always something too much about them, they have been broken of the habit of simple moments. The admiration of our grand- and great-grand-parents seems to have collaborated on these regions; they came traveling along out of their own countries where there was, so to speak, “nothing” and here there was “everything”, in de-luxe editions. Good heavens: a drawing-room-table Nature, a Nature with ups and downs, full of excess, full of duplication, full of underlined objects. A mountain? save us, a dozen on every side, one behind the other. A lake: certainly, but then at once a magnificent lake, of the best quality, with reflections of purest water, with a gallery of reflections and the good Lord, as custodian, explaining them one after the other—when he doesn’t happen to be busy as stage-director turning the searchlights of evening’s red glow towards the mountains, whence all day the snow hangs down into the summer, so that one may have all the “beauties” so nicely together. For winter of course has its own beauty, and so the most perfect thing is not to be deprived of it while feeling secure among the warmed enjoyments of the opposite … I can’t help it, I reach this assorted Nature most easily with my irony, yes, and I remember the lovely times when, traveling through here, I used to draw to the curtains of the coupé, where-upon the rest of the travelers in the corridors greedily devoured my share of view with theirs—I am sure there was none left over.


  Now you are saying: how ungrateful this fellow has become at every turn, wantonly ungrateful! He is ungrateful towards Munich, which after all did provide him in such insuperable times with a not unfriendly refuge, and now he is ungrateful even about his new enviable freedom, which he mocks instead of humbly recuperating through it. No, it really isn’t as bad as that with me: I even believe I am beginning to understand Switzerland, in her singular penetrativeness and hereditary unity. This I owe Bern, where the most hospitable weeks were prepared for me, and whence these lands that Nature has built out of boundaries and obstacles become distinct in a remarkable clarity and transparency. Switzerland’s history is full of natural force; the people, wherever they came together here as a mass, had something of the consistency and hardness of the mountains and their impetuous will has in the most decisive moments been a continuation of that irresistibility with which her torrents arrive in the valleys. And to what an exact and well-formed self-assurance this experienced and proven force has developed in the expressive cities: how unanimous Bern stands there, every house above its fretted stone arcades, which draw in even the traffic under their protection too, so that outside there remain only the markets and the wonderfully picturesque fountains that make even the water into a good citizen! One readily decides to explain the Swiss himself as a part of this security: that is the easiest way of understanding his outline and his structure, the ground material of which seems indeed to have been kneaded from the most homogeneous mass and cut from the whole: so that in each individual the nation is present (what we miss so at home, where we always have to do with the obtuse or even the amorphous, or else are confronted by the individual as an exception). Singular, by the way: psychoanalysis takes on the most incisive forms here: almost all these perfectly clean and angular young people get analyzed—, now think that out for yourself: one of those sterilized Swiss, in whom all corners are swept and scoured—, what sort of an inner life can take place in his mind, which is germ-free and shadowlessly lighted like an operating room! … I have been here six weeks; only, how slow! really to come to my senses, sojourn and season would have to be granted me indefinitely. And in the end I still ask: Munich? What does it promise? How will the winter be? (which will surely have to become my winter too).…


  70. September 26, 1919, from Begnins sur Gland (Vaud), to Countess M.


  Soglio is far behind me now. … I am writing you from Begnins, a village above Nyon, where there is a pension installed in a little château with which I had a cursory acquaintance, and where I am today to meet a young girl from Paris. I am curiously excited: Marthe, whom I found in the last stage of destitution when she was seventeen, was my protégée, a working girl, but of that spontaneous geniality of heart and mind that is probably to be found only among French girls. What surprises, what indescribable, yes, overflowing happiness she gave me in certain years through her wide-awake understanding of the greatest and most perfect, which surpassed my own. I do not know if any human being has ever similarly shown me what a spirit can spontaneously unfold into if one gives it a little room to live in, a little quiet, a little bit of good climate. It will be almost a return to Paris for me, the meeting with this creature who knows about me with the deepest conviction; through her—even if it is only a few days I can spend with her—I shall soonest be able once more to heal on to the ruptured surface of my former life; Marthe’s hands will hold the fractured end and the new beginning tenderly against each other.


  … When I think it over, I would say you are entirely right, Munich had long since become only depressing for me, and when I think of the return to Germany—, it would be a relief to return elsewhere. … I almost wish you would give up the city …, for the winter will be in many ways more tolerable and more natural in the country, from all they say and fear.…


  Leaving Soglio was not easy. Many inner workings were thereby interrupted. And what began as joy—finding the little library so suitable and so made for me—had to pass away in melancholy: some day to have such a room for a long, long time, and all the solitude of a house and garden with it—God provide it for me. This only and nothing else.…


  71. December 2, 1919, from Hôtel Baur au Lac, Zurich, to Anton Kippenberg


  … Since the 27th of October (the day of my first Zurich reading; I read there twice) I have been on a regular tour: St. Gall, Lucerne, Basel, Bern, Winterthur followed one upon the other, in all seven evenings. All good, some surprising for everyone concerned. I hit upon a curious procedure which proved most persuasive to the Swiss, who are stolid, often arid, and hard to penetrate. I did not simply read poems but began with a general introduction which was about the same everywhere I went,—whereas I led off the second part of the evening with an absolutely impromptu causerie, flexibly adapted to the particular place, which led back over various subjects (… in Winterthur finally, where excellent pictures had been assembled, I centered my observations around Cézanne) to my work and, quite imperceptibly, prepared and explained it in such a way that even very personal and “difficult” poems were then unusually well received. I did not even hesitate occasionally to set up little platforms of understanding before the individual poems too; all this in a lively, spontaneous way, letting the moment suggest what was appropriate. With Italian or French translations I first read the text of the original, which was quite the right thing for the Swiss, who are mostly polylingual. I probably owe it to this simple idea that, as they tell me, even Geneva papers and especially the Gazette de Lausanne commented favorably on my readings: I myself read, as is my custom, no press opinions …


  I made many and valuable friends: in Basel particularly one of the finest and most admired houses (of the patrician Burghardts) was and still is open to me as more than a guest—a friend. But do not, dear friend, expect a financial return; the societies that engaged me are in part newly founded and poor, in part abstrusely avaricious; living was expensive everywhere, and the stopping-places so far apart that I had pretty well used up the fee for one lecture by the next; by roundabout ways there will certainly be some income, for the booksellers, whom I also see, are quite dizzy with the sale of my books.


  … The next number [of the Inselschiff ] will meanwhile contain nothing of mine, for December is here, the issue is probably already completed,—and for me these weeks were too restless to write anything down; they also required continuous, uninterrupted outgiving; not through the lectures alone, but because they brought people to me everywhere, and I took it seriously, trying not to appear parsimonious, so far as genuine giving was expected.…


  72. December 29, 1919, from Pension Villa Muralto, Locarno (Tessin), to Anton Kippenberg


  … Order and protection! Dear friends, when will that be granted me for my greater tasks, and where?! For once in my life a year removed from all chance intrusion and intercourse, in the quiet of the country, steady, regular, in an immediate environment that is congenial at all times. I can assure you that with each day I know better what I need, but the conditions grow continually more precise and in the end are not to be bargained with. Look at Soglio! You felt right away, before I told you, what a head-start it gave me from one day to the next. And there it was just the room and a garden path; much was lacking—solitude, the right care—and yet … ! …


  A still (to my shame) unanswered letter from Dr. Hünich suggested that I might offer the Inselschiff that general introduction by means of which I thought I ought to help establish a rapport with my readings; but all that my papers contained were a few large-written catchwords: and what held them together under the inspiration of the moment that called them forth has vanished again, and I should be glad to have paid the price of its transitoriness. For what pleases me is just this: that so far it has appeared only as the spoken word, as such possessing the whole tension that is so essentially different from the stored energy of the written word.


  I must also, dear friend, still keep you waiting for the article on the Aksakov Chronicle. Up at Soglio I could have written it (had the summer there only been three times as long!). Now I would rather not tackle it until I have leafed through my old Russian Aksakov again. Then the warmth of so many old memories would enter into the work too.


  And the “Bibliotheca Mundi”—but, dear friend, what would we not have to take up and discuss. The tower room becomes urgent. And I believe that only there will the monstrous “interval” be ended which we, from that purely contemplative spot, saw dawn with all its fatalities. If I could only move in there soon for a few days’ confident companionship! That is one of my wishes, just as it is one of yours—we are agreed; and agreed in so many ways, dear loyal friend, that we may wish each other many things. For that is of course the assumption upon which, mutually wishing, one is neither mistaken nor deceived. We may take that risk …


  73. January 12, 1920, from Locarno, to Prince Schönburg


  … I hoped, when I left Soglio and the old Salis palace, to find somewhere a quiet old garden pavilion with old furniture, in which I might live more or less in retirement. After the upset and ruthless interferences and interruptions of these last years I need nothing so much as the quiet of a daily equable inner reflection, something of the sort I was once allowed to find for months in poor destroyed Duino; if that is a disgrace—well, then I just am ashamed to be so entirely dependent on externals. I can’t change it, I know I shall not be able to take up my work in full measure until some such refuge comes to my assistance; contact with people has now, more than ever, something confusing about it, in which a lot of situations are discussed that no one has a clear conception of, so that one remains reduced to repetitions and phrases,—and my work was always so much inspired by being alone, that I must for its sake, quite positively and not just out of shyness of people, wish for quiet, especially where there is still so much impediment and fright to make good inwardly. And my wishing for old things about me, that is not aesthetic affectation and being fussy either; what humaneness have they not brought me (how often have I experienced it!) in the very times when all intercourse had been given up: how much they tell, how much destiny passes from them to one who since childhood has held with things. That I have done since away back with eagerness and absorption.


  But a refuge of this sort, with this preliminary condition of most rigorous solitude, is hard to find—, and I am indeed aware, one may not seek it: it must remain to the dispensation of chance to bring along such a privilege.…


  What you say of the region of Fribourg made me prick up my ears. … If you would sometime, my dear Prince, think of mentioning the places that struck you as so very quiet and secluded, I would at any rate enter them in my note-book; but I shall also entirely understand if you keep them to yourself, for doesn’t one already abolish a third of the secludedness of a region when one reveals it to someone? …


  How homeless we all are! Dr. Kassner, who is sitting in Oberstdorf for the present and published a very important book just before Christmas, laments to me about the destruction of Austria too; even staying on his brother’s estate in Moravia has become quite different, he writes, since Vienna is no longer what it was. Where shall one go? In Germany particularly people like us will feel themselves strangers—I know how little I was in my element in Munich.…


  74. January 75, 1920, from Locarno, to Dorothea Freifrau von Ledebur


  … It began to snow heavily here on the 23rd so that the probability of Christmas, which had just before been very slight, rose to that degree of incomparable expectancy that is characteristic of this festival. How many lonely recollections I have had for years now of this evening, which I was very often obliged to spend in hotel rooms, in Tunis one year, in southern Spain once, in little hotels in Paris, then later in my apartment there, and now here in a Tessin pension,—and always, often at the last moment and malgré moi, it became Christmas, often just because the wood in the stove crackled and one had to interpret that so furtively-festively, whether one wanted to or not. What power this insistent festival has, I believe we have it in our blood, like something elemental, like ebb and flow, like the seasons, like the constellations—, and it is the influence of a star too, at that.


  … It would hardly be wise for you to move to Austria when everyone there, aside from want and distress, is being made to feel homelessness. Austria’s walls have fallen in and now the wind blows over her as over the scene of a conflagration, and all her things lie there exposed, laid bare, and have that improbable disproportioned look that household goods take on when they land in the open! Even I, though I have never really made the most of being an Austrian subject, feel this shelterlessness with singular intensity and the Whither? stands before me with so large a “W” (Woe) and so gigantic a question-mark that it is not for a moment to be overlooked. A little cowardly, I have, as you see, not yet dared trust myself back across the frontier, although Switzerland is not without restrictions and since those summer weeks in the old house at Soglio I have not found any other place that was protective and beneficial for me. But then I am uncommonly demanding. It grows always clearer to me what I would need in order to conquer the tremendous, cruel interruption in me and really to hold my future work so closely to those painful, broken surfaces of 1914 that it would heal on there: this would need at least six months of the most protected solitude, congenial conditions of the most equable and healthy sort—in a word, extraordinarily much. And no people all that time, not one,—not out of defensiveness and shyness of people, but just simply so that my inner reflection might be complete, without break or tear—, only work, every day, and the influence of Nature and, as in Soglio, a few old things in my immediate surroundings which can replace all intercourse through their ample knowledge of that sorrow and joy that are just simply human, without really being personal. For that I long and for that I am waiting as one—well, as one waits for a miracle. So many little country churches, quite deserted on weekdays, lie here among the hill-vineyards, rural settlements in which a Saint George or Laurence lives carefree on the capital of the being-believed-in which the piety of so many generations has accumulated for him; I sit in one, now here, now there, and sometimes the tears come into my eyes for sheer joy over the pure serene silence in these churches; such silence, it seems to me, I must be allowed to have around me for a year, to become aware of myself again and of that little spring of renewal in the middle of me which is the secret of every life and which was for so long drowned out and cloudy.


  In what region will you be newly settling? Munich is not at all congenial to me, and moreover I now hold it against the place that I was there in the war, as the convalescent loathes the room that is associated with a long illness.…


  75. January 21, 1920, from Locarno, to Leopold von Schlözer


  … these linkings-up-again on all sides—Switzerland has granted me many, also some really remarkable connections with Capri and Rome days—are so far the only symptoms of the healing I so badly needed. For me, so far as myself is concerned, nothing remains but to hold myself so long and so closely to my sudden anguished ruptures of 1914 that I heal to them; in those days I began (from 1912 on) my big, perhaps biggest and most decisive works; the war reduced the sheltered place where I began them to a heap of ruins over countless soldiers’ graves: the old castle of Duino (near Trieste) where I could do such grand days and nights of work. All that is gone, and with it Paris, to me so indispensable—and yet I do not want to, I cannot give it up, nothing, none of it. Within the last five years there is not a single point I can hold on at, not one, the precipice was so steep for me that I cannot root at its edge; also there is over it neither air nor Nature nor sky, nothing but a dense mist of doom.… During almost all the war years I was, par hasard plutôt, waiting in Munich, always thinking it must come to an end, not understanding, not understanding, not understanding! Not to understand: yes, that was my entire occupation in these years, I can assure you it was not simple! For me the open world was the only possible one, I knew no other: what did I not owe Russia—it made me what I am, from there the inner me went forth, all my instinct’s homeland, all my inner origin is there! What do I not owe Paris, and will never cease to be grateful to it for. And the other countries! I can, I could take nothing back, not an instant, in no direction reject or hate or despise. The exceptionalness of the general situation has dictated to all an exceptionless attitude: no one nation may be particularly considered to have gone beyond the bounds, for this rashness has its basis in the helpless lostness of all. Who is helping? On all sides only exploiters of the turbid, nowhere a helper, nowhere a leader, nowhere a great superior individual. There may indeed have been such periods before, full of destructions, but were they equally formless? With no figure to draw all this around itself and expand it away from itself—this way tensions and counter-tensions are set up without a central point that first makes them into constellations, into orders, at least orders of destruction. My part in all this is only suffering. Suffering with and suffering before-hand and suffering after. Soon I cannot stand it any more. Please, do not believe what Pater says about the “bestiality” of the French in the Rhine-provinces—we must stop making anyone out bad—it is the confusion that now here, now there, creates excesses and turbulences, it is no one’s fault. C’est le monde qui est malade, et le reste c’est de la souffrance! Since June I have been in Switzerland now here, now there, without a place. Shall wait another two months on Swiss soil, then back—but whither? Even though I never made the most of being an Austrian subject, still I am now aware of the homelessness of the Austrian. I have done no work. My heart had stopped like a clock, the pendulum had somewhere bumped against the hand of misery and stood still.


  76. Easter Sunday [April 4], 1920, from Schönenberg bei Pratteln, to Dory von der Mühll


  … I am struggling daily with all sorts of distress and chiefly with the influences of a quite unbearable fatigue; and I haven’t even got so far as to find out to what extent the fatal effect of this condition has its root in the body or whether it just overpowers the body as it were out of an exhausted spirit. I know myself well enough to know that indispositions of this sort take their time, and much as one’s will may work against them, it is in the end through money-orders to patience that they are best paid off.


  It really is perfectly wonderful that in these weeks no one is demanding anything special of me; the living-room and its long even days give me all freedom for that seemingly unimportant activity that withdraws itself into one’s inmost recesses. To judge by the pleasure I take in reading, I still think something must be stirring in me under so much laziness; for the moment, reading takes the place of almost all exercise and when it begins to tire me, the view from my window does more than the needful.…


  The Sunday choral below also has set in, as it was bound to; how much it already belongs for me to the mood and quite particularly to the stillness of Sundays here.


  Since we have a real postman a great deal of correspondence has come for me again,—alas, none of it answered yet, every outward gesture costs me so much effort now.


  77. June 25, 1920, from Palazzo Valmarana a San Vio, Venice, to Countess M.


  … This charm of the Venetian mezzanini: nowhere can low rooms be so large, so spacious, so harmonious in their proportions (for all spaciousness, as in life—also the inner—is in the last analysis a question of proportion), as though out of abundance they had imposed upon themselves the limitation of being low. And the Princess, who has since childhood continued to belong to Venice, has decorated this pied-à-terre with special sympathy and feeling. I myself in 1913, at the time of my long stay here, had contributed a few little things, as occasion chanced,—a few pieces of glass, a little Italian library in uniform dixhuitiéme bindings, even the desk at which I am writing you. It was like a dream to touch these forgotten things again; I noticed then how great my inner renunciation in general had been: I had to take back, to recall, a gesture of resignation in myself, in order to admit again the existence of these things. Strange, it is all as it was, and as I sit here I could without more ado agree with my surroundings, with the noises and with the air itself, upon the date being 1914; even the Countess Valmarana upstairs (who at once received me naturally in continuation of the old friendship) involuntarily speaks of l’année passée every time she thinks of my last stay in the mezzanino. So if I hoped to find everything unchanged this wish has, I must admit, been fulfilled with that precision with which the fairies sometimes astonish mortals, in that they fulfill more than was humanly foreseeable. In fairytales the wish is always something hasty, rash—so was mine: for I did not suppose that I would find myself too so entirely unchanged toward all these things. My life, stopped and disconnected deep inside by conditions, must have undergone a real petrification (I wanted it that way, it was my only means of surviving the general, invasive disfigurement!), but now it is indeed hard to be seven years further along, older, more worn, without those proofs of consecutive inner transformations that in the last analysis constitute being alive. Perhaps I am mistaken about the degree to which I have stayed the same—and yet I am different somehow, it remains to be seen how. Since I have been alone here now I live always on the verge of repetition, everything does finally manage to make itself present, but coupled with too close a cousinage with the old days! In spite of this, how happy I am to have broken out of Switzerland, which, more and more, I really can take only for a waiting-room on the four walls of which a few Swiss views have been hung up.…


  78. July 1, 1920, from Venice, to Anton Kippenberg


  … Dear friend, I seem to be very much divided: I long so to be out in the world, among the images I was accustomed to receive from it, in foreign-speaking regions where no one knows me and where language, my own language, again flashes out in steady relief as the material of my work. On the other hand, the waiting-time quality of my Swiss sojourn has grown ever clearer to me, and I see that from this spring-board I shall for the present get no further into the open, but must go “back”—, if only the objective were more definite and more natural, I should not have let myself in for so many delays. Incidentally it has not even been possible to return to Munich—: news did not reach me until I got here that the energetic influence of a friend … has obtained a residence permit for me. But meanwhile I have sublet my apartment, so I can only use it as an accommodation; nor would I like anything better than to leave a place which for me will long remain part of the conditions of the war years, which was never really of use to me, and which at the end also provided plenty of other causes for dislike.


  I do not quite see myself actually taking refuge at the Fürstenbergs’; the thought of being under obligation to new and entirely unknown people rather oppresses me, just as I shall always fear every expenditure of energy that must be wasted in adjusting myself to something not precisely suitable. But the place I would need—in strict accord with my conscience, not out of fastidiousness—is it to be found in the present crowded Germany? …


  79. July 23, 1920, from Schönenberg bei Pratteln, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  … Oddly enough, this time my stay in Venice began with a high-point—our meeting again, which I found so extraordinarily good and was so completely grateful for from day to day,—but after your departure, after I had to experience and to connect up with only my own life there, every variation was lacking, not a trace of more or less,—a complete uniformity, like the warmth itself of all those weeks in which there was scarcely a fluctuation; and no finish to it because all proportion was lacking—like an always even ribbon running through one’s senses … Only for this reason was it so hard to go away, for this singular continuity, somnolent as it was, and yet not without invitation to dreaming, could be given up at any point and still did not have to be. It was one of those external conditions that merge without delimitation into a state of mind which they only attract rather than produce,—perhaps I went too far in supposing this even flow must finally diminish or increase, and a moment must come that would introduce a before and after into something so undifferentiable. Nothing of the sort. Only later, when sometime it will be possible to take account of one’s reflections, shall I be able to see what this time in Venice after your departure could really have been. As yet I only observe that life cannot be joined on to the broken surfaces of pre-war days in the way I had thought—, after all everything is changed, and the sort of traveling for “pleasure”, to be taken simply and always rather leisurely—in short the traveling of the “cultured” traveler will once and for all have run its course. It will “go empty” in future, which of course will not prevent many from continuing it without taking account of the desuetude of their undertaking. I believe that all aesthetic observation that is not immediate accomplishment will be impossible from now on,—basically impossible, for example, to “admire pictures” in a church, or not unless, open through sorrow or exaltation, one is again swept away before this one or frightened and blessed by that. You would not believe at all, Princess, how different, how different the world is become, the point is to understand that. Whoever thinks he can live from now on as he was “accustomed” to live, will find himself continually facing the sheerest repetition, the bare once-again and its whole desperate unfruitfulness.


  The biography of Dostoievski, written by his daughter and translated into German from the French manuscript, was awaiting me here. I will have the book sent you tomorrow.… Even in the short introduction, Mlle. Dostoievskaia, living on among her father’s slavophile associations, gives what would be the most wonderful and forward-looking interpretation of conditions in Russia today:—the Russian moujhik, the inexhaustibly surviving and constructive element of Russia, is, in her belief, already at work, is creating big and deep contacts towards the East and is using Bolshevism only “as a scarecrow” to keep off the Westerners and their dogmatic and disturbing interference. Even if it does not yet look so today, I am sure Liubov Dostoievski is only telling ahead of time, through her father’s eyes, what is bound sooner or later to have its turn, else the whole world must stand still. Among its next movements, however, this will be the grandest and the most just.


  80. August 3, 1920, evening, from Zurich en route [to Geneva], to Oswald von Kutschera


  … I communicated with no one [from Venice]. So incredible did the ground seem to me on which I was living, that I feared it might vanish from under me as soon as I should mention its name, and so little was accomplished with the mere being there. Paris, the last and actual breaking-point before the turbulent years, I might perhaps, if I could get there, really fasten and grow on to: Venice was not an altogether natural spot in the body of my old life, and every time I wanted to test and experience the continuation of what had been earlier, it turned out something else by a hair’s breadth: mere repetition, intentional and in itself unfruitful. That is, I didn’t really experience it, but was always passing very close to it and only the finding of one’s friends unchanged, well-wishing and affectionate all over again, prevented the entering in of the iteration that constantly threatened out of things and situations. Perhaps one had also lost much of one’s readiness and alacrity in meeting with lively and spontaneous comprehension what offered itself at times. One is so slow in confiding and the new has made itself in every way so questionable to us that we almost prefer recognition of something earlier to being surprised, though such recognition, where instant readiness fails it, is petrified and then simply enters into our consciousness after a slight hesitation merely as repetition.


  How difficult anyway to find oneself to rights again!


  I see … that your illness still gives you a good many troublesome days and keeps you from activity and work you want to do, which puts your patience to a long test. But, my dear boy, I say to myself at the same time, hasn’t it its good side, since it has to be, the spending of this particular period in a certain disconnectedness; wherever you might now be taking an active part, you would weary of the helplessness and groundlessness gaping under every province—, all the many letters I get give forth a unanimous lament, because for all intellectually striving persons, the foundation is lacking, the confidence in their being protected and necessary and therewith also the final conclusive desire to consider themselves necessary.… Surely a world so sore and everywhere uneasy can give the independently working individual no guarantees; it makes him dependent without for that reason being able to define the degree and the nature of this dependence.


  81. August 19, 1920, from Geneva, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  I am enormously reckless—in Geneva a fortnight and cannot tear myself away. Four—four days I had allowed myself for leavetaking, but there is always an excuse for adding on another, and always a tendency on my part to give in. It is not Geneva alone, it is everything here that recalls Paris and almost makes it real: the playing gray light in which bright clothes and the planes of a face take on the same sweet haziness that makes many a time of year in Paris so fatally attractive. This must actually be true, Geneva was so lovely, the open lake with the lateen sails, the quays and along the shores the great Genevan “campagnes” with their magnificent trees. I don’t quite know why, I feel I ought to be so indescribably open to it all, as though it were to be the last for a long time; for the return seems to me, God help me, a somber picture, much as I try to save out the little house and Lautschin in general from the rest of the dismal background. … It is a tour de force for God to keep his hand so long over my little house,—surely he has already let it go and some worthy man is living in it with whom I cannot stand comparison. I am prepared to have trifled away this lovely prospect, and, j’en conviens, I deserve nothing else. What does Kassner say to my not coming? …


  I see Pitoeff almost every day. You know, the Russian who has set up the wonderful theater here, whose experiment and success I am so keen about. For the first time I recognize the “work” of the actor as exactly as central, independent and big as, in another realm of art, Rodin’s work was in its magnificence and utter independence; and one always experiences the same happiness in seeing how an ability thoroughly realized at one point takes the whole world in an unexpected manner into its possession and from that center out renders it inexhaustible. Yesterday we went through a very fine play, and one ought to see Pitoeff—with what vision he penetrates an author’s scenery and words: he emphasizes something, and suddenly the imaginary bench from which he has just risen, the wall from which he moves away, are right there before his eyes. That is theater, I have never known anything like it. If I could arrange it I would work near Pitoeff for a year, attend all his rehearsals—, genius is after all the only thing that really grips us and matters to us; how much one is ready to forgive the world if only at some one spot a single unswerving determination of this sort is happily at work. By and large, in the outside world the bungling of recent years continues—, I hope you are not too much aware of it. The children will have come home meanwhile … and everything will surely go well according to program—only my numbers have had to be canceled until further notice. All the more do I want news, Princess, please news, so that at least in spirit and endeavor I can count myself included.


  82. October 12, 1920, from Geneva (Hôtel des Bergues), to Hans von der Mühll


  You will hardly, I imagine, have recovered from the astonishment you may have felt at my notification (for it really couldn’t be called a letter) concerning the sudden prospect of Paris (a sort of key-hole prospect for the present, like that through the door-lock of the Villa de Malte in Rome of the cupola of St. Peter’s), before another of my surprises came to hand: that telegram from Sierre. How beautiful this Valais really is. The impressions of Sion and Sierre have at one stroke made my Swiss recollections, already so various, more complete by much, as always happens whenever I get to the Rhone—: its banks smile at me with a wonderful friendliness—as though this stream more than any other, had the power to make its own the lands that it refreshes: Vaucluse, Avignon, the Ile de Bartelasse and this uncanny Jonction here: all of them are related by marriage and akin through the spirit of this river—and now at last, in the generous valleys of the Valais, what room it has to spread out and be itself in every curve. I have seen not one among the beautiful valleys of Switzerland that was more spacious: the Valais is a plain a long way from the mountains; and these are themselves no more than a background, conveying no effect of weight and with slopes so hazy that at times they seem imaginary, like the mountains pictured in a reflection. And most spacious in perspective too are the gradations of the hills in the foreground with the accent and inflection of their progressively upward-climbing villages.… Sion was surprising in every way: we had the right day for it—and I understood from step to step this choice of Hofmannsthal’s, and how in the great picture-book of Switzerland he likes to turn up this page above all others.


  … I will be with you Saturday at the latest … though this time, to be sure, only until the moment I am permitted to leave the country, and this, so as not to be in Paris too late, I shall do everything I can to hasten: for this your support and Frau von der Mühll’s will be much in demand,—who knows how much. Will it be possible for me to board the Paris train early next week!?


  83. October 27, 1920, from Hôtel Foyot, rue de Tournon, Paris, to Countess M.


  You will not, I believe, be nearly astonished enough, my dear Countess, when you read this address—? You have always believed me capable of progress of this sort, the most extensive! But just look, just look!: what shall I say, everything is absolutely, absolutely all right; for the first time since the dreadful years I am feeling the continuity of my existence again, which I had been ready to renounce; for even Switzerland only prolonged the interruptions (more mildly, more pleasantly, under cover, if you will—), but here, here: la même plénitude de vie, le même intensité, la même justesse même dans de mal—: by and large everything has remained independent of political stewings and doings and is pressing, stirring, glowing, shimmering: October days: you know them.


  I fit at all the broken spots, yes and now I hardly feel it any more. If I could remain here, I should have my life tomorrow, all its dangers, all its blessings: my entire life: ma vie, depuis toujours mienne--- But, the exchange prevents that: it will have been only four or five days,—but even so it is right with me and I like it: I now know again, my consciousness has given over its constraints, the standing-still-in-one-spot has stopped, I am again revolving in my consciousness. One hour here, the first, would have sufficed for that. And after all I have had hundreds, days, nights—and every step was an arrival.…


  In haste: for outside is the Luxembourg, shimmering: so how can I hold out any longer at my desk? …


  84. November 19, 1920, from Schloss Berg on the Irchel, Canton Zurich, Switzerland, to Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe


  de grâce: if I am not yet entirely lost to you (I slip through fingers like … “desert sand”) and you have not yet thoroughly denounced me for failing to come, then lose yourself awhile in this little picture: even if I don’t really deserve it. For now the dice, which pointed with all their spots towards you, have been picked up once more and thrown anew—and the result, I am continuing to stay in hospitable Switzerland and, as you can almost see by this [card], Schloss Berg on the Irchel … is to be my abode for the next months, perhaps for the winter. Under conditions somewhat resembling those in Duino: that was what settled it for me. I live alone in the solid, centuries-old stone house, alone with a housekeeper who cares for me as silently as I silently let myself be cared for; a deserted park opening on the quiet landscape, no railway station in the neighborhood and for the present, furthermore, a lot of roads closed on account of foot-and-mouth disease—done, retraite absolue.


  It happened so suddenly, without my doing the least thing about it, simply offered itself, I could not resist. More particularly as the choice was put to me at a remarkable moment. I came—you will not guess from where—dear Princess—I came from Paris, where I had just as unexpectedly spent six days, indescribable autumn days, glorious ones,—and it was … to an extent that far exceeded all expectation—my Paris, the one of former days, I would like to say: the eternal Paris. Anyone now visiting chiefly the rive droite, dependent on personal connections and altogether on society and conversation, would certainly have to admit many sad and disfiguring changes. But I have the singular good fortune to live through things, and so far as any influence came to me from them and from the intensive air, it was the old, indescribable one, the same to which almost twenty years ago I owed my best and most resolute frame of mind. I cannot say (but you will guess!) with what emotion I enjoyed these contacts, how I held myself against a hundred intimate broken surfaces, the healing on to which remained but a matter of self-abandonment. And that, believe me! I did not lack. Only now have I the hope again of carrying on, really continuing my work, and I came back with a real impatience for it—, then Schloss Berg offered itself. And instead of handing myself over and delivering myself up to a long journey, to the tasks that would have awaited me in Munich, and so and so many unforeseen things that I would have had to attend to before Lautschin, I drove blindly from Geneva hither and closed my old oaken doors. Now I have been here a week, and the experiment speaks for my staying on. Dear Princess: absolution. More: your blessing on it! …


  85. November 22, 1920, from Berg, to R. S., who, in sending Rilke some manuscripts, called special attention to his having gone blind


  Dear Sir:


  Your letter of October 16th went a long way round to reach me; so my delay is not quite so great as it might seem.


  Now as to my answer, it is more concerned with your letter than with the work you enclosed. My conscience does not allow me to express “judgment”, since I know how much I lack the movable yardsticks for appraising the more or less in artistic endeavors; I have no link with the manifestations of art other than that of admiration, and so I am in every way made, while I live, to be pupil to the greatest and their acknowledger, rather than finding myself able to act as adviser to those who have not yet truly found their way into the essential nature of their tasks. For these I may only wish that they hold joyfully to the road of longest learning, until there comes to them that deep hidden self-assuredness which—without their having to ask anyone about it—pure necessity, that is, irrepressibility and thoroughness of their work secures to them. To hold our innermost conscience alert, which with every fully formed experience tells us whether it is thus, as it now stands, altogether to be answered for in its truthfulness and integrity: that is the foundation of every artistic production, which ought to be laid even there where an inspiration kept in suspense can, so to speak, do without the ground.


  Great decisive misfortune, such as has been your lot, is singularly enticing to those winged inspirations that like to settle down wherever a privation has become greater than any possession we can imagine. You could not help simply setting this consummate misfortune, of which you noticed how attractive it is to the invisible and spiritual, in the center of your rearranged consciousness; it remains, rightly, the unshiftable point from which all distances and movements of your experience and your mind are to be measured. But now that this arrangement has once been hit upon, your quiet practice should be directed towards enduring this central misfortune more and more without any special name, and this would manifest itself in your artistic efforts somewhat in this way: that nowhere any more would it be possible to recognize in them what limitless restriction is the occasion for your laying claim in the earnest entreaty of your work to limitless compensation. Art can proceed only from a purely anonymous center. But for your life too (whatever else it may be destined to bring forth) such work seems to me decisive; it would be the real kernel of your resignation. While you bore your misfortune as a nameless and then at last unnamable suffering, you would be preparing for it the freedom of being at certain moments not misfortune alone but: dispensation (—who can see that far—): privilege. Unequivocal destinies of that sort have their god and are thereby forever distinguished from those variously complicative fates whose privations are not deep enough and not closely enough joined to serve as negative mold for the casting of such a greatly responsible form.


  86. November 25, 1920, from Berg, to Countess M.


  … How shall I hasten to impart to you the incomprehensible thing that has befallen me? Imagine, the same privilege that allowed me to go to Paris has, so to speak, had a second act in that, at the moment of my return, the remote little old Schlösschen Berg was offered me (to me, all alone!) as an abode for the winter. You can see it fairly well on the enclosed card: a solid old house of hewn stone, dating back in its last form to the seventeenth century, with a set-back gable roof seen from the side,—in the front a somewhat neglected park, in which high trimmed beech alleys mark out right and left the unbordered pièce d’eau, in the center of which, day and night, like a playing tree (un arbre de luxe) the fountain-figure stands slim. (And this, with its continually modulated cascade, is indeed the measure of all sounds, seldom can anything be heard above it!) Looking in the opposite direction to that the card gives, out of one of the windows (mine are those on the ground floor) into the garden, one sees it in the background, beyond the wide-set alley of old chestnuts, running on into the landscape, into meadows which, in gentlest ascent, reach up to the foot of the Irchel, that wooded hill which gives way, as it were, closing the picture without perceptibly shutting it in.—My rooms are fine, large, full of sympathetic old things—big tile stoves, in addition to the fireplace, provide the heating—and whenever the sun is out it shines radiantly in at all my windows. A quiet sensible housekeeper looks after me, exactly as I need to be looked after, and doesn’t seem to show any particular surprise at my being silent and reserved (for so I must be in order to get at work!)— — I’ve been telling a fairytale, have I not? Well, what do you say to my being the center of that tale, unexpectedly? Am I really happy? No, my heart beats with worry over whether I shall be able to wrest from these conditions, to the last degree favorable and congenial, that which they now at last really allow and which I (after all the distractions and disturbances of the last years) must urgently, unrelentingly expect of myself. Now there’s no excuse! Shall I be able to do it? Shall I be strong, clean, fruitful, productive?: the having seen Paris again, which was so healing, obliges me to be, and here this obligation is now really so clearly and unambiguously set up round about me—, if I fail this time, here, at Schloss Berg—then there is no help for me. The first thing a stranger walking in here would say is: How one must be able to work here! Shall I be able to do it? My fear (my cowardice, if you want to call it that) is just as great as my joy,—but that joy is really immense.


  From a place like this … I can measure doubly well how sad it must be for you to give up your Carinthian estate: it is true, an indescribable amount of life goes into a piece of permanent property one has built up, and that cannot be pulled out when one gets into the position of giving the place away. Here the Escher portraits, such as have remained in the château, still predominate over everything that the Zieglers, despite four children grown up here, have been able to impose upon the surroundings!


  The mourning border on your letter I explained to myself at once, even before I read it—, in the sense of that great near loss that had unfortunately lain not outside the realm of a certain expectation. It is true, one must, particularly under the present bottomless conditions, muster a sort of reconciliation with the going of those who would not have been able to endure such great changes without continual amazement and suffering. I myself could scarcely get possession of myself or get at my work if I had to notice too much of the helplessnesses that everywhere don’t want to admit they are that, but in the form of false certainties, would like to overpower the world.


  Had I been able to “profit” by the exchange in Switzerland I would perhaps have become strong enough to acquire your Carinthian estate—I say that jokingly, of course—but still with the thought in the back of my mind that perhaps the original home of the family, which I have never learned to know, would be the country where a comparatively homelike striking of roots (should I ever get to it) would come to me not unnaturally.


  For the spring I am thinking of Paris anyway—to continue the life there would seem to me the most perfectly straightforward thing that could happen to me. But, in any case, as I remain dependent on Insel-Verlag as concerns my income, it is not exactly to be foreseen how the disastrous German exchange is to serve me in the realization of this plan.


  No—I was not longer in Paris, six days. It was so perfect that duration played no role. My heart, my mind, my passionate remembrance of what had there been achieved and fought for were so magnificently and surely satisfied in the very first hour, that when that was over I might have left without any real deprivation. I long ago accustomed myself to take given things according to their intensity, without, so far as that is humanly achievable, worrying about duration; that is perhaps the best and discreetest way of expecting everything from them—even duration. If one begins with that demand, one spoils and falsifies every experience, indeed, one hinders it in its own inmost inventiveness and fruitfulness. Something that is really not to be got by entreaty, can never be but an extra gift,—and I was just thinking that often in life things seem to depend only on the longest patience! … That I ever should have grumbled!


  87. December 9, 1920, from Berg, to MajorGeneral von Sedlakowitz


  Your letter and its duplicate were forwarded to me by the Insel-Verlag as soon as I was again to be reached at a more permanent address, after several months on the move.


  Had I acted on the feeling aroused by your remote recollection, I must have thanked you at once—, and you thought it a little strange too, as the repetition of your letter shows, not to get any answer from me.


  Meanwhile the emotion that agitated me was so complex that I had to let a few weeks pass, comprehending it, as it were, if my thanks were not to be superficial and, in a certain sense, embarrassed,—which would in no way have satisfied your sincere wish to renew acquaintance.


  A voice that appeals to those most distant years (it is the only such voice that ever sought to find me!) was bound at first—you will pardon the directness of my expression—to be incredible. I would not, I believe, have been able to realize my life—that which I may now, without taking it in the whole, go ahead and call so—had I not, for decades, denied and suppressed all recollection of those five years of my military training; what, indeed, have I not done for the sake of that suppression! There were times when the slightest influence out of that rejected past would have disintegrated that new and fruitful consciousness of my own that I was struggling for—, and when sometimes it inwardly obtruded itself, I had to lift myself out over it, as over something belonging to a most alien, a quite unrecognizable life.—But later too, when I found myself more surrounded and protected in a life increasingly my own, that affliction of my childhood, long and violent and far beyond my age at the time, seemed incomprehensible to me—, and I was able to understand its impenetrable fatality just as little as the miracle that finally—perhaps at the last moment—came to free me from the abyss of undeserved misery.


  If you, Sir, find exaggerated the embitterment without which even today still I cannot so much as count up those facts of my early life,—I beg you to consider for a moment that when I left the military college, I stood as one exhausted, physically and spiritually misused, retarded, at sixteen, before my life’s enormous tasks, defrauded of the most spontaneous part of my energy and at the same time of that preparation, never again retrievable, which would have built me clean steps for an ascent that, weakened and damaged, I had now to begin before the steepest walls of my future.


  You hear me state all this and you will ask, how then was it conceivable to retrieve these indescribable things I had missed and head into the paths along which my original instincts could still drive me ahead, weary as I was: this question it probably was which made you doubt for so long my identity as the “pupil René Rilke”. I cannot tell how such a thing could have happened either. Life is very singularly made to surprise us (where it does not utterly appall us). Of course I looked around for help in those years of dismay; much as I remained apart—for my contemporaries were in a normal and incomparably clearer position and did not come into consideration as companions for me—I was not spared the drawing of comparisons and the realizing ever anew what entirely different preliminaries I might have expected for my talent. That did not help me. But it is present to me even now, how, in my moroseness, I found a kind of help in those five evil and anxious years of my childhood having been so utterly cruel, without a single mitigation.


  Dear Sir, do not think me unjust: I imagine I have achieved a certain degree of fairness and I wish for nothing more than some day to be allowed to recognize even in the boundless suffering of those years those brighter spots in which—because there was no longer any other way—some kindness befell me as if by chance. For the workings of Nature penetrate far into the unnatural, and an attempt at striking a balance might occasionally take place even there.—But how slight that was measured against the daily despair of a ten-, a twelve-, a fourteen-year-old boy.


  So—for individual later moments of my youth—I had to be granted the support of including that which happened so long ago in the feeling of one single terrible damnation, out of which I was cast up merely as out of a sea that is stirred to its depths with destructive intent and is not even concerned whether it leaves here and there upon its devastated shore a live thing or a dead.


  When in more reflective years (for how late I arrived at a state where I could read calmly, not just to make up for lost time, but purely receptively!) Dostoievski’s Memoirs of a Death-house first came into my hands, it seemed to me that since my tenth year I had been admitted into all the terrors and despairs of the convict prison! Please take all the pathos out of this statement. It means to express nothing but a simple recognition of an inner state the external causes of which—I will admit at once—were different enough from the surroundings of Siberian convicts. But Dostoievski, when he endured the unendurable, was a young man, a grown man; to the mind of a child the prison walls of St. Pölten could, if he used the measure of his helplessly abandoned heart, take on pretty much the same dimensions.


  Twenty years ago it was, I spent some time in Russia. An insight, prepared only in a very general way by the reading of Dostoievski’s works, developed, in that country where I felt so at home, into a most penetrating clarity; it is hard to formulate. Something like this, perhaps: The Russian showed me in so many examples how even a servitude and affliction continually overpowering all forces of resistance need not necessarily bring about the destruction of the soul. There is here, at least for the slavic soul, a degree of subjection that deserves to be called so consummate that, even under the most ponderous and burdensome oppression, it provides the soul with something like a secret playroom, a fourth dimension of its existence, in which, however crushing conditions become, a new, endless and truly independent freedom begins for it.


  Was it immodest of me to imagine that I had, instinctively, achieved a similar complete submission and resignation in those earliest years, when that block of impenetrable misery had been rolled over the tenderest first shoots of my nature? I had, it seems to me, some right (with an altered standard naturally) to assume something of the sort, since indeed of any other endurance of disproportionate, over-lifesize wrong there is nowhere any indication.


  So I hope you realize that even a long time ago I undertook to enter upon a certain reconciliation with my older destinies. As they had not destroyed me they must at some time have been laid upon the scales of my life as additional weights—, and the counterweights that were destined to bring the other side into balance could be made up only of the purest performance, to which, too, I found myself determined after those days of mine in Russia.


  If thus I no longer suppressed altogether the old days in military school, I still could admit them only in the large and in general, somewhere behind me. For an examination or even a reconstruction of details my energies, otherwise busy in any case and working towards the future, would never have sufficed.


  So that when you speak to me of some particular recollection, as happens in your letter, I should have difficulty in unexpectedly describing such memories, never having cultivated them.


  The irony you manifested for my writings must have been a highly justified and educational one,—even that fragment from the later letter of 1892 (!) shows indeed how very right one would have been even then in strictly and severely trimming the ragged and crinkled edges of my expression!


  That you incidentally kept that letter among your papers and were even able to find it again, fills me, my dear teacher, with a peculiar emotion, which I may hide the less as nowhere in these brusque remarks have I yet thanked you for your new sympathetic communication. It is done at this point, believe me, without any reservation.


  Must I, in conclusion, reproach myself for having gone into so much detail and above all to such a length? Should I have taken the renewal of acquaintance in your kind letter more “unconcernedly”?—No; I believe that for me there was only the choice, either to remain silent or really to let you take part in the emotion which the only voice that has ever come across to me from thence was bound to arouse in me.


  If you, Sir, can take this unusual answer in a sense as just as it is forbearing, then you will also feel that I cannot close in any other way than with the expression of sincere wishes for your welfare. How should I not see a special privilege in your remembrance ever having afforded me the pleasure of expressing them!


  88. December 21, 1920, from Berg, to Carl Burckhardt


  . . It came to the point where my life at Berg—I may safely refer to it by so inclusive a word, for right away it was of a peculiar validity and realization—where this life at once took on the dimensions of work—, whereby my letter-pen, so to say, fell under the supervision of its stricter sister dedicated to production and only now and then obtains a little freedom to let itself go for a few light pages.


  For the same reason—because everything here was at once so conducive that from the second or third moment the most serious things became unpostponable and the deeper work of inward absorption set in (for the true and uninterruptible taking up of which no house has been solid and remote enough for me during these last years)—I did not go to Basel either, after all. To the friendly understanding of your sister and the ever active kindness of your mother I owe the sending over of my things; and with the arrival of these trunks, boxes and baskets my existence here has been complete; entirely shut off and remote as it was from the start, the sudden snowfall has as it were moved house and park still further off, and should even that not suffice, the regulations that have been issued on account of foot-and-mouth disease see to it that the strictly closed roads not only make any coming here to me, but also my going out, practically impossible. My inner confusion, into which so much disturbance had penetrated during the world-disasters needs such a shutting-off for a while—exaggerated, if you will—to set itself in order; I must really be able to be sure that for a long time nothing—save what may come from Nature or be engendered through incommensurable activities inside oneself—that nothing comes up, if I am to get through at all with everything that fills my mind to overflowing; not because it would be too much, but because I would not have the strength to put it by in obedient and significant form. So I best sum up my present condition when I say that it answers to all my inclinations; what might somehow be disturbing about it would at most be this, that the wonderful congeniality of it lays upon me the extreme obligation to produce; but as of course I want nothing but that—this bringing to completion at last of interrupted and imperiled tasks—, we will manage (so far as human strength suffices) to come to terms on this point too.


  What a blessing that I had those days in Paris beforehand! Without this connection with my earlier existence (with all my difficult student years), through which alone my full consciousness was once more set in order and, so to speak, the great cycle of my spiritual breathing was opened again, the retirement at Berg would not have been half so well prepared and provisioned. This time one good thing was added to another and indeed one would not have had enough with only one, after such long association with unkind, malicious, uncongenial and sad things! …


  You remember the forty drawings of my little (twelve-year-old) friend Balthasar Klossowski—The publisher is actually getting them into the bookstores towards spring. And I have begun my work here by sketching out the promised “Préface”, which, just as it lies before me—full of mistakes, I fear—nevertheless pleases me because I wrote it down very rapidly, in one good session, and can assure you I did not translate it in an antechamber of my mind, but, franchement et heureusement, thought it in French. Despite that, this little personal infatuation with an unexpectedly easy success would not justify my forcing this essay upon you (in a copy made for you). Although these pages deal with “Mitsou” the tomcat and will be used as an introduction to the book of that name, yet I also see in them (in reading you will understand why)—since knowing of the death of my friend “Prince”—a kind of little memorial I was unwittingly allowed to put up a few days before he ran into the guns of the guards in the Biningen preserve. I know how this closely attached friend, with his unrestrainable heart, sharing your thoughts and feelings, had a part in many of your recollections, and how much the news of his going must have moved you,—as though one of those understandings were now taken away which, because they do not act “helpful” at all, are more helpful and thoroughgoing than the most give-and-take conversations; and into which life, always discreet, does after all, perhaps, transfer the purest compensations we are allowed to experience outside ourselves.


  What a good companion Prince was to me, you know. Odd how he, who seemed to know that life and death are equally difficult—only so can I ever express what his sigh, that single one on that rainy night in May, seemed to impart to me—was driven into an accessible death, at that singular parting of the ways beyond which growing old would have set him against one of the two, made him unjust towards life and sullen towards death.


  So quite particularly in his, Prince’s, honor, did I intend for you the little piece in the accompanying copy; accept it with the indulgence with which alone such an incidental thing should be taken, and yet also in that larger sense about which, I believe, we agree.…


  P.S. I am searching for Hofmannsthal’s Beethoven lecture, having realized at once how very fine it must have been.


  89. January 5, 1921, from Berg, to Inga Junghanns


  … Yes, how curiously things do happen in life; were there not a bit of arrogance somewhere in it, one would indeed like very much to stand outside, confronting everything, that is, everything that occurs, so as surely not to lose anything—; one would then still remain fixed, perhaps for the first time really so, in the actual center of life, where everything comes together and has no name;—but then again, the names have bewitched us—the titles, the pretenses of life—because the whole is too infinite, and we recover by calling it for a while by the name of one love, much as it is just this impassioned restriction that puts us in the wrong, makes us guilty, kills us …


  90. February 2, 1921, from Berg, to Joachim von Winterfeldt-Menkin


  … I did not know Seckendorff, and … it is really not my custom to write about the plastic arts. Rodin’s case is for me wholly unique. Rodin was, as I might say, my teacher; the example of his powerful work influenced me through many student years, and from the friendly association of so many occasions it was possible finally for a series of notes to precipitate out. Even in the next case, when a painter’s work—that of Cézanne—had the greatest influence on me, I renounced any written statement of my experience, as nothing seems to me less reliable than literary analysis of painting or plastic production. The present condition of the arts on the one hand and on the other the uncommon agility and readiness of the word, oblige one to the greatest economy and caution in expression; even the most responsible writer is today more than ever in danger of exaggerating or at least of prematurely appraising works of art that in any way concern him, since it has not been possible to alter and adjust the divisions of the measuring-scale in such detail as would correspond to the modifications and variety in the flood of art production. My part towards all this is the modest one of keeping silent and this resolve of mine has for years been too much a matter of principle for me not to stick to it even if Seckendorff’s works had been familiar and significant to me.…


  91. March 8, 1921 (Tuesday), from Berg, to Francisca Stoecklin


  I had taken your letter along yesterday on the postroad to Flaach and was reading it again as I walked; as I finished and looked up, my glance involuntarily took in, on the right, in the garden before a farmhouse, a little creature some five years of age. The little girl, scarce looked-at, dropped everything and came hurrying towards me, over her slanting round shoulder an open umbrella (which because of its weight had slid so far back that it made a complete background for her little person),—over to the road, her tiny right hand ready to offer, even from afar, open, so open that the palm was almost convex—, and when it then actually succeeded, when the offer of this generous, eager, very earthy and dirty little hand had been, with quickly hid astonishment, accepted by me, the little girl experienced such deep contentment and her little face radiated so much fulfillment and joy that her whole expression no longer had any relation to the degree of giving that might have been ours at that moment.


  What was it? A mistake of the little person who took me for an acquaintance, perhaps for the vicar of Flaach? (for in general, friendly as children may be in greeting one orally, I have never yet seen one of them take upon itself the charges of such a welcome). Even if this élan was not meant for me, enough to make one happy was still left over, and this it bestowed on me notwithstanding. But now I have a better explanation for it (and for your sake I am telling you the sweet incident). My gaze, as it left your letter, must have been so friendly, so happy, so clarified with universal friendship, that the world now suddenly facing it knew no other way to fill it out than with this pure spontaneous event.


  92. March 10, 1921, from Berg, to Countess M.


  I wanted to write you long, long ago! Now almost two months have passed since the date of your letter—, but I was living under such great pressure that any communication would have been as if distorted. I want to say right away that that did not happen to me of which you so perspicaciously warned me—a forcing, an urging, impatient whether-or-no towards work—, no, not that. You wrote so comfortingly and trustingly: “Your work, your art comes when it will”—yes, and it is that way—, but then around New Year’s, it was there, it was there—, and at the same moment circumstances arose to meet me, urgent, difficult ones—, that needed all of me and to which I had to concede the right on the spot to tear me forth and away from all that was just about to begin—and for which circumstances here were incomparably favorable and prepared. A fatality: in effect exactly like that time in Munich when I was just beginning to reflect and pull myself together,—and I was called up; of course it was no calling up this time, but something just as relentless, against which no protest could be of avail. Everyone, in the last analysis, experiences only one conflict in life, which only disguises itself differently all the time and shows up somewhere else—, mine is, to make life and work agree in a purest sense; where the infinite incommensurable work of the artist is concerned, the two directions are opposed. Many have helped themselves by taking life lightly, surreptitiously snatching from it, so to speak, what they did nevertheless need, or transforming its values into intoxications the murky exaltation of which they then swiftly flung over into art; others had no way out save the turning away from life, asceticism, and this means is surely by far cleaner and truer than that other greedy cheating of life for the benefit of art. But for me this does not come into consideration either. Since in the last analysis my productivity springs from the most direct admiration of life, from the daily inexhaustible marveling at it (how else would I have come to produce?), so I would see a lie in that too, in rejecting at any time the streaming of it towards me; every such renunciation, however much one’s art may potentially gain from it, must finally come to expression in that art as hardness, and have its revenge: for who would be entirely open and acquiescent in such a sensitive domain, if he had a mistrustful, constraining and timid attitude towards life!—So one learns, alas how slowly; life works its way over a lot of “first principles”—to what purpose do we master it a little in the end?


  Rodin often reflected upon this in his old age. Sometimes, at five in the morning, I would find him standing in the garden, sunk in contemplation of the cliffs of Sèvres and St. Cloud that slowly rose out of the wonderful autumn mist of the Seine as though they were now coming, perfectly correctly formed, into being—, there he would stand, the old man, and consider: “To what purpose have I mastered it now, this marveling, the knowing how much a morning like this is …?” And a year later he understood not even this, was not master of it after all, had not been master of it after all, for an influence, a destiny, far below his level, had shrouded him and surrounded him with the most dismal confusions, out of which no glory declared itself!—


  Dear Countess, I only wanted to give you the reasons for my silence—where have I got to? …


  93. March 12, 1921, from Berg, to Countess Maria Viktoria Attems


  … In view of the kind interest I discern in your note, it almost comes hard for me to admit the attitude or prejudice which, to be honest, I must nevertheless confess to in face of your inquiry.


  I do not know to which of my works your artistic ideas have reference,—but fundamentally it holds for all that I am, alas! quite sincerely averse to any accompaniment—musical as well as illustrative—to my works. It is after all my aim to fill with my own creative output the whole artistic space that offers itself to an idea in my mind. I hate to believe (assuming my creation to be successful in a highest sense) that there can be any room left over for another art, which would itself then be interpretative and complementary. I find illustration quite particularly annoying because it dictates certain definite restrictions to the free play of the imagination (of the reader): that the reader should, however, keep his whole special freedom in his reception of an artistically really well-developed work—(one might of course approve of illustration for some slighter, purely entertaining category)—this seems to me to be of the essence of that work’s effect. So that I cannot imagine the individual arts being nearly separated enough; which exaggerated attitude, as I hasten to admit, perhaps has its most sensitive reason in the fact that I myself, with a strong leaning towards expression in painting, had in my youth to decide for one art, to escape distraction—and so this decision happened with a certain impassioned exclusivity. Moreover, in my experience every artist while he is producing must, for the sake of intensity, regard his means as, so to speak, the only ones; for otherwise he might easily come to the conclusion that this or that bit of world was not expressible at all by his means, and would finally fall into the innermost space between the individual arts, which goodness knows gapes wide enough and which only the vital tensity of the great masters of the Renaissance was really able to bridge over. We are faced with the task of each clearly deciding for one, his own, form of expression; and to this creative activity, enclosed in one province, all coming-to-the-rescue on the part of other arts becomes weakening and dangerous.…


  94. The last day of March, 1921, from Berg, to Erwein Freiherr von Aretin


  Let me, since memory allows me, dwell a while in thought of your father.… I can imagine, dear friend, that to the old gentleman the end will not be too hard—easier than to you the thought of losing him. For that generation, strong and active in such vastly different hopes and expectations, the turning away from things as they are today is something final—, it is almost that for us too, since even that least ability still to understand is missing, by which one practiced principally in looking into his inner world might still remain connected with something more universal.—Do not for that reason, therefore, regret the uneventful rural remoteness of your existence,—it offers, perhaps, just as it is, the most favorable conditions for a silent and, in its way, steady connection; be it ever so inactive and without marked ups and downs, it is still confirmed, believe me,—by deepest Nature. Productivity indeed, even the most fertile, only serves to create a certain inner constant, and perhaps art amounts to so much only because certain of its purest creations give a guarantee for the achievement of a more reliable inner attitude—(et encore!). Particularly in our time, when the majority are driven to artistic (or pseudo-artistic) activity by ambition, one cannot insist nearly enough upon this last, this only fundamental in the evaluation of art, which is so deep and hidden that the most inconspicuous service in its behalf should all the more be regarded as equal to that most conspicuous and illustrious service (i.e., of real production).


  Indeed, “my” Paris is not the political one! Those characteristics through which, in the days of my most intense learning, it became in an unsurpassed sense a world to me, probably never had much influence on the behavior of its politicians, but neither, fortunately, could they be destroyed by the mistakes of those politicians. Furthermore, what now appears as the extremest blindest chauvinism and has indeed the effect of such, still does not altogether correspond to that “pan-Germanest Berlin” and the dread that it arouses. The Frenchman has too long been accustomed to consider himself incomparable suddenly to compare himself; his overestimation has so infinitely much memory and tradition that it becomes perfectly delighted with itself, while his every presumption (just like Keyserling’s so often) becomes charming and innocent. Certain temperaments, too, are so apt to see the foreign in the light of something inimical and bad—something irreconcilably “different”; and what, for the Frenchman, has not been simply “different” through all time! I am always reminded how utterly impossible it was to impress on Rodin a foreign, Austrian or Scandinavian name; one might pronounce it for him as often and as accurately as one could—, he heard it differently, and like the French ear the Frenchman’s other senses are altogether unalterable. How many frightful mistakes may have their reason in this limitation. Also the new insight into the real German life could have been successful only in a single very transient moment in recent years; as it did not happen then, the mistakes of the observer on the other side were bound immediately to grow bigger and grosser again, for already the possibility of discerning what the German entity wants to become was diminished—one will obscured the other—, and the Frenchman, as a beginner in looking out and beyond, promptly failed to follow and withdrew into the security of his prejudices which to him were incomparably more palpable and dependable. Even we have no vision capable of grasping and reconciling that whole—mixed rather than chemically combined—as which a nation appears that is at once so shaken and so unawake—: the bearer of this vision would have to be that very stateman whose absence, in face of the need that is demanding him, is almost incomprehensible!


  But where have I got to, on the sixth page of this letter, merely making my Paris, that I once left and now know to be unharmed in its glory, a little more conjecturable to you. It happens to be the only place in the world where, out of temperament and unsupervised impulses, such a cross-section of all the directions and tensions of human life could develop,—one of those hidden foci of that ellipse “life” whose other focus is probably but a mirror-image of a place fixed far above us.


  Dear friend, I will nevertheless go the ten kilometers over to Neuburg and back, at long intervals, to tell you still further about all this: for now I know my whole self again, and no part of it more than that scared momentary cutout with highly uncertain edges, to which I was confined during the war.…


  95. May 1, 1921, from Berg, to Erwein Freiherr von Aretin


  … I am sure you are fully resigned in feeling and under the influence of the pure calm lawfulness that indeed cannot but be mute and indifferent towards our limitation.


  Your mother will find in her faith that deepest consolation that has its source in the very center of sorrow; I only hope you may all feel able to make her having to stay behind gentle and reconcilable.


  For the rest it is our grief’s strange prerogative that there, where it does not appear confused by the contradiction that in individual cases we think a life seems incomplete, interrupted, broken off—, it is allowed to be all learning, all work, purest, most perfect awareness. And nowhere does it more largely manifest itself in this singular challenge to us than in the loss of our father in his old age: which, in a way, obligates us to collect ourselves anew, indeed to a first self-reliance of our inner capacities.


  So long as our father is living, we are naturally as though modeled in relief upon him (hence too the tragedy of the conflicts); this blow it is that first makes us into the full round, free, alas, standing free on all sides … (our mother, of course, courageous creature, from the beginning set us as far out as possible—).…


  96. June 26, 1921, from Le Prieuré d’Etoy, Canton de Vaud, Switzerland, to Rolf Freiherr von Ungern-Sternberg


  … I cannot very well wish myself, for a long time to come, any other occupation than my own and special one, and with it those most quiet, regular conditions that favor it. Schloss Berg was a privilege of this sort,—but although there was six months of it, the period granted was after all still too short to allow me to complete what I had so spaciously begun; also my inward sensibility to fright has grown so great in recent years that any termination set in advance, the until-that-time, would almost be enough to hamper me.


  That I am without a secure living-place is entirely my fault; perhaps, had my family kept their land in the countries in which they had from time immemorial been at home, I would have been able to evolve for myself from that inherited spot as a starting point a useful consciousness of home. The city in which I grew up offered no proper soil for that; in its air I could neither breathe nor plough. So it inevitably happened that I chose places to live in, in the measure in which they answered, that is, I involuntarily feigned a lineage for myself there where the visible in its outer form somehow more closely approached my instinctive need of expression … So long as the world was open and the choice of such a composite homeland unlimited, out of everything thus acquired, something like a floating and yet sufficiently sustaining place actually bụilt itself up, as it were above countries.…


  97. July?, 1921, from Muzot sur Sierre, Valais, Switzerland, to a young girl


  … You know that I am not one of those who neglect the body in order to make of it a sacrificial offering for the soul, since my soul would thoroughly dislike being served in such a fashion. All the soarings of my mind begin in my blood, for which reason I precede my work, through a pure and simple way of life that is free from provocations and stimulants, as with an introductory prelude, so that I cannot be deceived over the true spiritual joy that consists in a concord, happy and as if transfigured, with the whole of Nature.


  … A little time yet, and perhaps I shall no longer grasp all the conditions out of which these songs (the Duino Elegies), begun some time ago, arose. If you know some of these works some day you will understand me better; it is so difficult to say what one means.


  If I look into my conscience I see but one law, relentlessly commanding: to lock myself into myself and in one stretch to end this task that was dictated to me at the very center of my heart. I am obeying.—For you know that being here I have wanted only that, and I have no right whatever to change the direction of my will before I have ended the act of my sacrifice and my obedience.


  I have now done almost all the preparatory work, that is, I have redressed the uncomfortable delays of my correspondence. Think, I have written—I counted them this morning—115 letters, and not one was less than four pages, and many ran to eight, even twelve in close writing. (Naturally I do not count what has gone off to you. That is not writing, that is breathing through the pen.) How many letters! There are so many people who expect of me—I hardly know what: help, advice—from me, who find myself so helpless before the most imperative urgencies of life. And although I know they deceive themselves, are mistaken, still I feel tempted—and I don’t believe it is vanity—to tell them something out of my experiences, some of the fruits of my long hours of loneliness. There are young women as well as young girls terribly deserted even in the bosom of their family. Young married women appalled at what has happened to them. And then all these young working people, mostly revolutionaries, who come out of the state prisons without any orientation whatever, take refuge in literature and write drunken, malicious poetry. What shall I say to them? How raise their despairing hearts, how shape their formless will, which under the violence of events has taken on a borrowed, quite provisional character, and which they now carry in themselves like an unfamiliar strength, the use of which they scarcely know.


  Malte’s experiences oblige me from time to time to answer these writings from people I do not know. He, he, would have done it, if ever a voice had reached him.…


  Furthermore it is he who obliges me to continue this sacrifice, exhorts me to love with all my love’s capacities all things to which I want to give form. That is the irresistible force the usufruct of which he left to me. Imagine to yourself a Malte who should have had a lover or even a friend in that Paris that was so terrible for him. Would he then ever have entered so deep into the confidence of things? For these things (he often told me in our few intimate conversations), whose essential life you want to reproduce, first ask you: Are you free? Are you ready to dedicate your whole love to me? To lie with me, as Saint Julian the hospitable lay with the leper, in that ultimate embrace that can never be fulfilled in an ordinary and fleeting love of one’s neighbor, but has for its impetus love, the whole of love, all love to be found on earth? And if a thing like that sees (so Malte told me), if it sees you busy with even a single line of your own interest, it will close itself to you. It will perhaps bestow a rule upon you with a word, make you some slight sign of friendship, but it will forgo giving you its heart, entrusting you with its patient nature and its starlike steadfastness, which makes it so much resemble the constellations of the sky.


  You must, in order that it shall speak to you, take a thing during a certain time as the only one that exists, as the only phenomenon which through your diligent and exclusive love finds itself set down in the center of the universe and which in this incomparable place on that day the angels serve. What you read here, my friend, is a chapter of those lectures I received from Malte, my only friend during so many years full of suffering and temptations, and I see that you mean the same, absolutely, when you speak of your drawings and paintings, which seem to you valid only because of that infatuation with which brush or pencil carry out the embrace, the tender taking of possession. Don’t be frightened at the expression “fate”, which I used in my last letter. I call fate all external events (illnesses, for example, included) which can inevitably step in to interrupt and annihilate a disposition of mind and training that is by nature solitary. Cézanne must have understood this when during the last years of his life he removed himself from everything that, as he expressed it, might “hook him tight”, and when, religious and given to traditions as he was, he yet gave up going to his mother’s funeral in order not to lose a working day. That went through me like an arrow, when I learned it, but like a flaming arrow that, while it pierced my heart through, left it in a conflagration of clear sight. There are few artists in our day who grasp this stubbornness, this vehement obstinacy. But I believe that without it one remains always at the periphery of art, which is rich enough as it is to allow us pleasant discoveries, but at which, nevertheless, we halt only as a player at the green table who, while he now and again succeeds with a “coup”, remains none the less at the mercy of chance, which is nothing but the docile and dexterous ape of the law.


  I have often had to take away Malte’s writings from young people, forbidding them to read them. For this book, which seems to prove that life is impossible, must so to speak be read against its current. If it contains bitter reproaches, these are absolutely not directed against life. On the contrary, they are the evidences that, for lack of strength, through distraction and inherited errors we lose almost completely the countless earthly riches that were intended for us.


  Try, my dearest friend, to run through the overabundance of those pages in this spirit. This will not spare you tears, but will contribute to giving all your tears a meaning clearer and, so to speak, more transparent.


  98. July?, 1921, from Muzot, to the worker, J. H., who had sent Rilke some poems in manuscript


  … It would have been hard for me—to put it frankly—to speak up for your poems: they move in the language of a time that is perhaps yours, but into the premises of which I look across only from outside and without finding any abiding contact. A person like myself is not to be easily dissuaded from thinking that the seething mass of productivity that inundates us, as it were, does so not out of abundance—, but from trouble and disorder overflows the banks of everything that has been for us not so much limitation as really limit. I do not want to add to your perplexity and depression in a time when the immediate circumstances of existence are hard and refractory for you; still, we really ought to follow through what you yourself involuntarily call forth. I do not know what métier you have learned—, but as a worker there must in any case be in you the experience of a certain ability to do, and the joy of doing something well cannot have remained so entirely unfamiliar to you. If you will look forth for a moment from this good, reliable ground out onto the rolling sea of your writings, it will not escape you how much chance is playing with you there and how little you have trained yourself to use your pen as that which above all it is: an honest, accurately controlled tool for which you are responsible.


  You will surely not find it unfriendly if I answer the sincerity with which you were good enough to turn to me, in the same way—that is, sincerely. For the rest, I have the best and most earnest wishes for you; one may always hope that to those moments that seem utterly hopeless and intolerable the change for the better lies closest. May your heart find not only the endurance to wait for the good, but also the disposition to draw it to you.


  99. September 25, 1921, from Muzot, to Countess Nora Purtscher-Wydenbruck


  … Everything turned out worse than I thought. The preparations for my “exact” winter made all sorts of journeys necessary (within Switzerland to be sure), and even today I do not know whether Muzot can remain my refuge, or whether I should go to visit friends in Canton Aargau; the chief difficulty now is the lack of a reliable housekeeper: to find such a person seems almost impossible, especially for the somewhat difficult conditions she would have to watch over and manage at Muzot. And the time is passing, and my confidence of being able to realize the seclusion so necessary to me, without compromise, in some remote, wholly congenial place (such as that good Berg was a year ago!), grows less with every day. I say that, not to burden you with even a shadow of my worry, but only because I have no other excuse than this true one for replying so late to what you sent me. And this—let me admit it at once—this really troubles me, that I cannot fulfill your wish that I should provide these poems of yours with a foreword. You would go too far, dear Countess, if you thought to see herein an unfavorable opinion of what you have sincerely done: these verses proceed from the most direct experience, and most of them have a strength of their own to justify them; here and there a most characteristically developed line appears, as though that which had been poured in the mold of good tradition had been allowed to perfect itself under a special handiwork of the heart. All this I have thoroughly felt and understood, and I should be speaking contrary to my most natural conviction did I admit less. And yet: it seems to me one of the fatalities of our time that its penetrating and vehement currents sweep avowals of this sort out of desk-drawers, out of the (oh so pervious!) houses—, and whither, whither? To face a publicity overloaded with a lot of half and false and calculated production, which has no time and no disposition to be more attentive and more receptive to something genuine—where in the crush this is borne towards it—than, say, to something that is conspicuous or by some minor means alluring. Would not interiors (I often ask myself) be again more lived-in, warmer and more intimate, if much that is thus displayed in them were to work back into them again? Consider this: how strong, how full is the potential of your verses inside your own four walls: a power, are they not? a fragrance, an incense—, penetrating everywhere, including and enhancing each thing; and how diluted it would become and lost in the wide windy scattering space of publicity. Whether something brought forth from heart and mind belongs out there seems to me always more and more a question of proportion. Naturally nothing that is sincere and authentic is to be taken lightly; but every such manifestation is served by a particular field of force, and perhaps nothing is so much to blame for the anarchy of the world as just the almost total loss of insight into the measure and fitness of the forces at work. These, which if left in their places would become the center of a circuit controlled by them, see themselves slung out into the open, where all sense of proportion promptly leaves them. Never were squanderings worse or more senseless, and thus too the impoverishments make themselves felt in all the enclosed areas, while space does not gain anything from the tensions pilfered from them only to be lost in it. It is already a hereditary misunderstanding to suppose that, save where just simple communications are concerned, one can “publish” a particular embodiment of the spirit. Each thing of that kind is the center of a smaller or larger sphere, and little as one could keep lastingly private and particular some one thing that by its nature has the characteristics and interrelationships of stars, so little does one increase the force and radiation of some other thing by laying it bare and tearing down all the walls around it. This will be the most essential correction to which a world released into publicity will have to subject itself: that it give back every force to its own scope—, else it must all end in the individual forces being dispossessed, in which case, to be sure, what we now call art and intellect would appear to have been abolished, together with all the inside rooms of the mind and all the heart’s equipment.


  The friendly service, dear Countess, which at the publisher’s suggestion you might have accepted from me, is usually considered so simple and easy to obtain that I am ashamed to set up this enormous apparatus instead of lightly consenting. But you see, I didn’t want to take it lightly. What sense would a superficial politeness have had between us and in the end what would it have been good for?


  Then again I must more and more remind myself that my now nearly ten years’ silence lays upon the words with which I want to break it an extraordinary responsibility: those words, indeed all those that I shall ever yet have to form, are made of the stuff of the indescribable hindrances that have been put upon me through the years (and especially since 1914), and they will be heavy and massive by nature. Never was I less in a position to appear with light and pleasant words of an occasional sort. It seems to me as though from now on but one thing, something final and valid, the one thing that is needful, would give me the right to speak.…


  P.S. A private printing of the poems for your friends I would of course fully understand and approve.


  100. November 26, 1921, from Muzot, to Frau Gertrud Ouckama Knoop


  … this Valais (how is it people do not mention it when they enumerate the most famous regions of the earth?) is an incomparable landscape. At first I did not yet truly grasp it because I was comparing it—with the most significant of my memories, with Spain, with Provence (to which in fact it bears a blood-relationship, through the Rhone), and only since I have been gazing at it in amazement entirely for its own sake has it revealed to me its great proportions and within these, recognizable little by little, the sweetest charm and the strongest and most ardent tradition. You remember the evenings when one sat as a child before bound periodicals in which travels were described, perhaps not well, but accompanied by alluring pictures, into which one read the whole significance of what it would someday be possible to experience, together with an almost melancholy impatience at being separated from it by so many years of awakening. Indeed, something much deeper may also have been at work in this abandoned gazing, the inexpressible fear that one might die before all this could be grasped and fulfilled. [And now] these very landscapes, with everything that one put into them, as it were, the very landscapes of those Sunday afternoons and winter evenings are being fulfilled here, think of it! Here are their bridges, their gateways, their beautiful, light roads that yet span the hills around which they are swung like silken ribbons, with here and there bits of rustic fencing to right or left, which the draughtsman gave in such interesting foreshortening, and which, just like the fountains, have remained unforgettable. The hills bear castles, and the very towns themselves can, from a certain distance, be gathered into something proud and stately: not just into a romantic concept, but into a reality beyond all dreams. Chapels, mission-crosses at all crossroads, slopes striped with the rows of the grapevines and later all curly with their foliage, fruit-trees, each with its tender shadow, and (right, oh so right!) single tall-grown poplars set out, exclamation marks of space that say: here!—; and not a figure, not a peasant-woman—dressed in local costume, naturally—that does not count as form in it all, as accent or measure; not a cart, not a mule, not a cat, but through its presence everything becomes more distant, open, airy again by far—; and this air in between things, this nowhere-being-empty of the world, how one senses it, even if one could not yet hear the carillon in it, the blessed carillon, which (berry for berry in one’s ear!) somehow reminds one anew of the grapes!—Goethe came through the Valais, and I imagine there must be sketches of his, observantly sensitive drawings, in which he would have dedicated his attention to this complete presence of the individual object and how it still leads to the next and the next and on down to the farthest distant.


  Perhaps my Muzot occurs—it really ought to—in one of those sketches, not as motif, but as a station on the way to the (stepwise descending) distance, as an interval before the background that is so beautiful, so gentle, so atmospheric, quite without density, almost weightless—although a mountain !—


  So much for the Valais. But all the time I have had in mind that what I really wanted to talk of was why I should find Munich not so useful. For were there a single person close to me, even a very circumspect and retiring person, I would not have been able to depict all this to you in this way. I would be showing it to him and translating it for him, this close friendly person—, and a little would be left over that I could put into form and communicate, but not much.—This (call it weakness if you must) makes it always more impossible for me to live in any place where I might become so fond of people that I give myself out to them too gladly and variously. The rivalry between intercourse and work became almost relentlessly clear to me during the war years—; before that I lived in Paris, where I saw, spread over the years, some eight people (and people who gave rather than received), the natural isolation (ah, and what provisioning at the same time!) of my inner domain. But now it is really true that I must be strict about my expenditures, for life is passing and some might think that the years which the war and post-war period more or less robbed me of should, according to my age and situation, have been my most responsible working years. (And they are empty! Alas, empty: more than full of horror and distress.) I really don’t worry about it in this way. Time and age have grown always less essential to me. Heavens, when I think how the tide comes flowing over the boundaries of my childhood—, and can I say that my youth ever at any time came to an end? And even life and death! How open the roads are to us from one to the other,—how near, how near to the almost-knowing-it,—how nearly expressed in words, this something in which they suddenly become one (in a temporarily nameless unity). So this does not worry me, nor (if one only keeps the grace of giving) the manner of giving, whether to my neighbor, receptive beside me, or in my work—: the difference is perhaps not too distinct in the end. Nevertheless, intercourse with work is still somehow older in me, ineffable memories belong to it in my whole nature,—it stands on its rights and I have indeed to do nothing but yield to it. Now whether the “work” will thereby come to be realized or only the state of mind inwardly corresponding to it in intensity and purity—one would be as much as the other, and the staying alone in my old tower would, in either case, have been to some purpose. For much as the artist in one intends the work, its realization, its existence and its continuation on beyond ourselves—, one will not be really just until one understands that even this most urgent realization of a higher range of vision appears, from an at last ultimate view, only as a means of attaining something once more invisible, wholly of the inner world and perhaps not obvious—a more intact state in the center of one’s own being.…


  101. December 12, 1921, from Muzot, to Xaver von Moos


  … I am inclined to speak first of your poems: to say so at once, I am surprised and pleased by them.… Believe me, it does not often happen that I see myself justified in approving something sent me like this by a younger man: the more pleasing is the exception, when once it may be granted. The happier does it make me, Verhaeren would have written! For happy he was whenever he found something, something that had succeeded; no one who was privileged to experience his grasping of a thing and being moved by it, will have forgotten it; where the mind and vigor of a young artist struck him as convincing he could rejoice over every line standing there clean and firm, and his approval was then unconditional, unshakable, he stood for it bodily, with all his mind, with his whole being. Measure by that what his belief, his approval could do for one! I had the good fortune to receive both in the years of our acquaintance; even though my language was a closed book to him and he could not really know any of my works, he believed in what I was doing and backed it up in me with his powerful personality. And I don’t know but the thing most precious to me was that without any tangible proof, on the basis of what remained inexpressible between us, he had confidence in my work, that it was true, that it was necessary, and treated me accordingly from the first moment. I was indescribably fortified by this great friend and his belief in me bore the more fruit, as it was my lot not to experience masculine friendship until comparatively late. His friendship and Rodin’s therefore infinitely touched and stirred me, and I myself would still be far from able to estimate how these two influences affected and stimulated me.


  My admiration for Verhaeren was considerably older than our acquaintance,—his earlier books, especially the Villes tentaculaires, occupied me constantly in the first years of my (almost twelve-year) stay in Paris. The first of his books, which he came himself to give me, was the volume of Multiple splendeur, which I was at heart prepared to accept as out of the common. From then on we saw each other often and yet (since the relentless fact is there, of having to measure it against our loss) not nearly often enough. He lived outside of Paris, in St. Cloud, and only for a few months each winter: sometimes when his way into town had led him into my neighborhood, he unexpectedly (it suited me every time!) dropped in (and his glorious warmth of heart came sweeping over me): sometimes, following a sudden impulse, I (whose life in Paris was of the loneliest) drove out and pulled the old-fashioned bell-rope on the door of his cramped and yet ever friendly apartment. And what a guest one was, the moment one stepped over the threshold; how all traditions of being a guest awoke in one’s mind; so large, so open, so complete was his reception that one became a great guest, guest from afar, utterly and entirely guest, guest of all guests, simply in order to keep the balance.…


  102. December 24, 1921, from Muzot, to Robert Heinz Heygrodt


  You have sent me (I received it yesterday) through our mutual friend Dr. Hünich a work that deals most exhaustively and painstakingly with my literary output. You have, so to speak, proved the words written about me in this book by the most thoroughgoing deed: so I will assure you at once that I am wanting neither in belief in your kindly disposition towards me nor in the readiest thanks to you.


  Dr. Hünich will have told you that I cannot bring myself to read books and articles that deal with my work; I long held it for a weakness that I could not prevail upon myself to do so, and in part it may actually be nothing else. Meanwhile I have had since about 1907, through an important example (which I shall mention presently), a growing conviction that seems after all singularly to justify this consistent attitude of refusal. For I believe that as soon as an artist has once found the living center of his activity, nothing is so important for him as to remain in it and never to go further away from it (for it is also the center of his personality, his world) than up to the inside wall of what he is quietly and steadily giving forth; his place is never, not even for an instant, alongside the observer and judge. (At least not any more in an environment in which the visible everywhere degenerates into the ambiguous and temporary, into an expedient, into a scaffolding for anything whatever.) And indeed it requires an almost acrobatic skill to leap from that observation-post back into the inner center again, neatly and unharmed (the distances are too great, the places themselves all too shaky for such an eminently inquisitive feat). Most artists today use up their strength in this going back and forth, and not only do they expend themselves in it, they get themselves hopelessly entangled and lose a part of their essential innocence in the sin of having surprised their work from outside, tasted of it, shared in the enjoyment of it! The infinitely grand and moving thing about Cézanne (and I have now come to the “example” mentioned above) is that during almost forty years he remained uninterruptedly within his work, in the innermost center of it—, and I hope someday to show how the incredible freshness and purity of his pictures is due to this obstination: their surface is really like the flesh of a fruit just broken open—, while most painters already stand facing their own pictures enjoying and relishing them, violating them in the very process of the work as onlookers and recipients … (I hope, as I say, someday convincingly to point out this to me absolutely definitive attitude of Cézanne’s; it might act as advice and warning for anyone seriously determined to be an artist.)


  So much for this first point. But there is another thing Dr. Hünich will not have kept from you: how strongly I resist and oppose all dragging forth and explaining of my so-called “early period”. In so far as you have started from this point I must disagree with your presentation. Those unfortunately extant experiments cannot really be made use of for anything, they are not, in any, any way the beginning of my work, far rather the most private end of my childish and youthful helplessness. If I ever have the pleasure of meeting you some day or of writing you in more detail, I shall perhaps try to lay before you the reasons for this situation, which are not only specifically Austrian but also markedly dated as to time: I have no doubt that you will then be inclined to agree with me.


  Now I did leaf through just these pages about the “young Rilke” a little bit last evening. Too bad. I remembered the reproach that Stefan George (about 1899, the only time we met, in Florence) thought it well to impress upon me so explicitly: that I had published too early. How very, very right he was! But even this publishing … well, let us leave that for another time.—Around page thirty of your book there are a lot of actually untrue statements. Just as one would be wrong in working Malte Laurids Brigge (as I warned Dr. Hünich) as a mine of biographical material, one should not translate those wretched little stories of which you occasionally make use into a personal record. No, those intérieurs did not reproduce the milieu of the boy René’s surroundings!—Here, as was unavoidable, mistakes and wrong conclusions pile up, the accents are all over the wrong vowels. The military school: its enormous significance, since it became the early and sole occasion for the “turning around”, the way inward even to the inmost center! In short, all the emphasis here should have been different. But how, naturally, and whence to draw the indications for it, since those impotent little products were only mental pictures, little white lies for the purpose of asserting and sustaining oneself against those who were so entirely unable to help one to one’s own self-assertion.


  You understand, my dear Herr Heygrodt, that with all this no reproach is intended. If I were to read the things that deal with me in relation to my life, how many corrections would have to be made! But so far as your book is concerned I am quite sure that, aside from these incidental mistakes, it contains much insight, much understanding and above all much joy in the work as you did it. And that in itself should in any case win out.


  Thank you! …


  103. December 28, 1921, from Muzot, to Ilse Blumenthal-Weiss


  So far as the influence of my books is concerned, surely you greatly overestimate its power and effect on you; no book, any more than a helpful word, can do anything decisive if the person concerned is not already prepared through quite invisible influences for a deeper receptivity and absorption, if his hour of self-communion has not come anyway. To move this hour into the center of one’s consciousness some one thing suffices: sometimes a book or art-object, sometimes the glancing up of a child, the voice of a person or a bird, even, in certain circumstances, the sound of the wind, a cracking in the floor,—or, when we still used to sit before open fires (which from time to time I have done in my life), a gazing into the changing flames. All this and many slighter things, apparently accidental, can cause and confirm a finding of oneself or a finding-of-oneself-again (such as you are celebrating!). The poets—yes, now and again even they too may be among these good inducements … Not out of modesty, not at all, but because his indescribably penetrating art has meant so much to me through the years and has so often led me to collect my own inner faculties, I am inclined to believe that Jacobsen deserves much, much more credit for your delightful, happy experiences and progress. Give him the honor; and your dear child … and, if you absolutely insist, me too, but as one nameless among a hundred unnamable influences. Belief!—there is no such thing, I almost said. There is only—love. The forcing of the heart to hold this and that for true, which we commonly call belief, has no sense. First one has to find God somewhere, experience him as so infinitely, so utterly, so enormously present; then whatever one feels towards him—be it fear, be it astonishment, be it breathlessness, be it after all love—it hardly matters any more. But for belief, that compulsion to God, there is no room where one has begun with the discovery of God, in which there is then no stopping any more, at whatever point one may have begun.—And you, as a Jewess, with so much most spontaneous experience of God, with such ancient fear of God in your blood, should not have to bother about a “belief”. But simply to feel his presence in yours: and where He, Jehovah, wanted to be feared—it was after all only because in many instances there was no other means of contact between man and God except just fear. And fear before God is only, so to speak, the rind of a condition, the inside of which does not taste of fear, but can ripen to the most ineffable namelessness and sweetness for him who loses himself within it.—You have, do not forget, one of the greatest gods of the universe in your descent, a God to whom one cannot just be converted at any time as to that Christian God, but a God to whom one belongs, through one’s people, because from time immemorial he made one and formed one in one’s forefathers, so that every Jew has been established in Him (and in the one whom none may dare to name), ineradicably planted in Him, with the root of his tongue!


  I have an indescribable confidence in those peoples that have not come to God through belief but have experienced God through their own race, in their own stock. Like the Jews, the Arabs, to a certain degree the orthodox Russians—and then, in another way, the peoples of the East and of ancient Mexico. To them God is origin, and therefore future as well. To the others he is something deduced, something away from which and towards which they strive as really strangers or as people who have grown estranged—and so they are always needing the intercessor, the mediator, him who translates their blood, the idiom of their blood into the language of the godhead. What these peoples achieve then is indeed “belief”; they must conquer and train themselves to hold for true that which is a true thing for the God-descended, and for this reason their religions slip so easily into the ethical,—whereas a God originally experienced does not separate and distinguish good and evil in relation to men but for his own sake, passionately concerned over their being-near-to-him, over their holding- and belonging-to-him and over nothing else! Religion is something infinitely simple, ingenuous. It is not knowledge, not content of feeling (for all content is admitted from the start, where a man comes to terms with life), it is not duty and not renunciation, it is not restriction: but in the infinite extent of the universe it is a direction of the heart. However a man may proceed, wandering to right or to left, and stumble and fall and get up, and do wrong here and suffer wrong there, and here be mistreated and over there himself miswish and mistreat and misunderstand: all this passes into the great religions and upholds and enriches in them the God that is their center. Even the man who lives on the last periphery of such a circle belongs to this mighty center, though he may but once, perhaps in dying, have turned his face to it. The Arab’s turning to the East at certain hours and casting himself down, that is religion. It is hardly “belief”. It has no opposite. It is a natural being-set-in-motion inside an existence through which God’s wind sweeps three times daily, since this at least we are: pliant.


  I think you must understand and feel how I mean this,—and so may it somehow enter into the calm and open frame of mind you call your convalescence, and there work on to your security and joy!


  104. December 29, 1921, from Muzot, to Lou Andreas-Salomé


  … Well, it has just been possible to arrange that I am to sit in my strong little tower until further notice; I am really only just beginning to turn its protection, its silence to account, and wish for nothing but a good spell of seclusion and that it may be long and uninterrupted.


  Though one cannot escape a certain sense of immobility, still one feels the wholesomeness of neutral territory very much here and added to that this magnificent landscape (reminding me of Spain and Provence). I have done everything to hold myself in it; and in reinforcing this effort the old masonry walls within which I sit have been not unessential.…


  But above all the quiet winter must first have come and gone. If I am allowed a long and uninterrupted one, I hope to get a little further than last year in Berg,—if not to catch up with myself altogether, still so far that I can see myself walking on ahead of myself with space enough between to fetch longer breaths. The interruptions of the war years have left me with an incredible difficulty in concentrating, so that I cannot manage to get through without the support of this most literal being alone. More than ever, every communication becomes for me a rival to my work, which probably comes to be the case with everyone who more and more has in mind only one thing and thus in giving, whether to himself or to the world, gives out this same one thing. A few days ago I was offered a dog; you can imagine what a temptation that was, especially as the lonely situation of the house makes the presence of a watchdog quite advisable. But I felt at once that even this would result in much too much relationship, through my interest in such a housemate; everything alive, that makes demands, hits upon an infinite desire in me to agree with it, from the consequences of which I must then painfully disengage myself again when I realize that they are using me up completely.


  Are you in Vienna, dear Lou? then greetings to Freud—: I see with pleasure how his work is now beginning to have an important effect in France which has so long turned a deaf ear. Not much reaches me thence, save now and then a word from Gide; only the poetry of Paul Valéry really astonishes me, whose “Le Cimetière marin” I managed to translate with an equivalence I scarcely thought could be achieved between the two languages. When I am a little more certain in my own work, I hope to have a try at his prose too; there is a glorious dialogue, “Eupalinos”—, like all Valéry’s few works of a serenity, a calm and equanimity of language that you too would entirely appreciate. Paul Valéry stems from Mallarmé; about twenty-five years ago a remarkable article appeared (L’Introduction à la méthode de Léonard de Vinci), which he has now—1919—published with an extraordinarily beautiful introduction; but starting from Mallarmé meant with the next half step landing in silence, dans un silence d’Art très pur, and so it was too: Valèry kept silent and worked at mathematics. Only recently, during the war, 1915 or 1916, did the need for artistic expression arise again, so much the purer, in the man of fifty: and what has since come from him is of the greatest distinction and significance.…


  I think of you a great deal, it is the time between the two Christmases, the first and the Russian … That you could get news from there: it almost seems incredible that the one over there is still alive and can still communicate itself to us here.…


  P.S. A brood of little ladybugs is wintering with me (which might somehow have happened in Schmargendorf too); one, a particularly successful one—they don’t all turn out equally well in this parlor-winter—has just wandered across the paper: take it for a good omen!


  105. December 30, 1921, from Muzot, to Xaver von Moos


  … No, I am not in the least disappointed that you “extremely seldom” write down any poetry and do not give yourself over to hopes of achieving something final and perfect in this field. On the contrary, I am glad to see this restraint in you at a time when the barriers against the realm of artistic achievement have almost all been torn and trodden down by those who want to have everything in common. The taking up of some other definite particular profession (to which will you want to belong?) will surely not prevent you (in whom the tools of constructive language seem already assured and prepared) from confidently producing, when the hour has come, something responsible and necessary. I would like to emphasize that my confidence in you in this respect is extraordinarily sure. And of course you have examples enough, if you needed any, of there being no harm in performing, in a subsidiary office, this, the most glorious high mass of the soul: think of Mallarmé—, or, what lies much closer, of your great Spitteler, whose most enduring poems, if I am not mistaken, were written at a time when he was still far from putting all his energy into this powerful service. And Paul Valéry, who was altogether silent for something like twenty years and, I believe, worked at mathematics, besides carrying on some civil-service job as well,—does he perhaps not owe the repose and finality of his poetic word to this long-suffering abstention?


  When my father in his day expected me to carry on as an avocation (alongside the profession of officer or of lawyer) the art to which I felt myself destined, I did indeed rebel most violently and persistently, but that was entirely because of our Austrian conditions and the rather narrow milieu in which I grew up; to put through, with divided energy, anything artistically true and distinctive in such a milieu, with its furthermore so close proximity to the artistic dilutions of the ’80s of the last century, would have been entirely un-thinkable—, indeed, I had, in order to begin at all, to free myself completely from the conditions of family and home; belonging to those who, only later, in homes of their own choosing, could test the strength and bearing capacity of their blood. Since then so much has changed. Much pioneer work has been done, art has been freed, there was air and room enough (at least before the war) for everyone who inwardly needed them … And as I myself have time and again regretted not being in a daily profession which, independent of the currents of grace, can always be carried on, simply, every day, so I would also advise every young person at least to live his way far into tasks of that sort before wholly identifying his existence with the relentless demands of being an artist.
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  Notes

  


  


  Rilke was born in Prague, December 4, 1875, and died at Valmont, near Glion, Switzerland, December 29, 1926.


  N.B. Since the six-volume edition of the Collected Works (Gesammelte Werke, Insel-Verlag, 1930) is for the time being unobtainable and the publishers have issued a two-volume Selected Works (Ausgewählte Werke, 1938), reference to both is given save where the work occurs only in the former. Abbreviations read: G.W., Gesammelte Werke; A.W., Ausgewählte Werke; N.G., Neue Gedichte; S.G., Späte Gedichte.


  The outbreak of the World War found Rilke staying with his publisher, Anton Kippenberg, in Leipzig. His headquarters had for some years been in Paris, but since the end of February, 1914, he had been moving about in his usual restless fashion: Berlin, Munich, Paris, Duino, Venice, Assisi, Milan, Paris again, Göttingen. On July 9 he wrote Herr Kippenberg that he was working regularly, scarcely leaving his room “except for a little exercise under the depressing trees of the Luxembourg which since the last hot-spell stand there quite parboiled and almost leafless”, and Frau Kippenberg reports that when he arrived in Leipzig he did not look well. They paid a visit to the Book Fair. One evening he read the parts of the Duino Elegies that had already been written. Then came the news of Russia’s mobilization, of which Rilke, “like the political child he was,” remarked that it was “surely just a gesture.” Next day Germany was under arms. While they waited for Herr Kippenberg to bring further news from the city that night, Rilke fetched his Bible and read aloud “about Elijah, from the Book of Kings, hesitatingly, softly and with long pauses.”


  As an Austrian, Rilke risked internment if he returned to Paris. On August first, accordingly, he left instead for Munich.


  LETTERS 1 AND 2


  Written from Hotel Marienbad “on the Day of the Assumption.”


  Thankmar, son of the poet Börries von Münchhausen, was a lieutenant of Hussars.


  The verses were two of the Fünf Gesänge, August 1914, which first appeared in the Insel Almanack for 1915 (G.W., III, 389; A.W., I, 322). Rilke wrote down these five songs in the volume of Hölderlin (see Letter 3) which he carried about with him at Irschenhausen (together with a sixth, “Dich will Ich rühmen, Fahne,” not included in the first published edition nor in G.W., but now given in S.G., 36, and A.W., I, 328). As Frau Kippenberg suggests, the excitement of Rilke’s departure from Leipzig—the crowds, the bulletins and rumors, the first sight of soldiers on the move—and what he saw in that day’s journey across southern Germany—the armed men, the singing, the farewells of women, old farmers hastening near to wave their caps to the soldiers in the passing train—these must have swept him into the current of exalted excitement and caused him to give vent to these only—and quickly deprecated—war poems.


  LETTER 3


  Written from Pension Landhaus Schönblick, Irschenhausen (P.O. Ebenhausen on the Isarthal R.R.), where Rilke was spending three weeks on the advice of his physician, Dr. Emil von Stauffenberg.


  Friends in Bohemia: Prince and Princess Alexander von Thurn und Taxis.


  The “Hölderlin volume” was a privately circulated selection from Vol. IV of von Hellingrath’s edition of Hölderlin. In it Rilke also wrote down the lines “An Hölderlin” (now S.G., 37; A.W., I, 328). Rilke had written Norbert von Hellingrath (July 24) that Hölderlin’s “influence on me is large and generous as only that of the richest and inwardly most powerful can be.”


  LETTER 4


  Rilke’s friendship with Frau Lou Andreas-Salomé, a brilliant woman some years older than himself, whose husband was professor of oriental languages at Göttingen, was an important influence in his life, especially in his younger years.


  Clara: Rilke’s wife, Clara Westhoff, the sculptress. After little more than a year of married life Rilke’s compulsion to solitude had driven him forth on the continual restless search for the right living-conditions, the first stage being Paris and the beginning of Die Aufzeichnung des Malte Laurids Brigge (see note to Letter 23), but throughout his roving existence he kept in touch with his wife by correspondence.


  Ruth: his daughter, at this time a child of twelve, today Frau Carl Sieber, co-editor with her husband of the Rilke letters.


  Arrangements with Insel-Verlag: see note to Letter 30.


  Freiburg: time and again, over a period of many years, this idea of studying at a small university occurs in Rilke’s letters (see note to Letter 10; also the closing paragraph of Letter 23).


  Pages written in August: again the five war-poems.


  It is evident that Rilke still distrusted psychoanalysis lest “in driving out his devils it offend his angels,” as he had written to Dr. von Gebsattel in 1912.


  LETTER 6


  This and the following letters from Munich were written from Pension Pfanner, Finkenstrasse 2.


  Lautschin (Loučeň): the Thurn und Taxis estate, near the village of that name, not far from Prague.


  LETTER 7


  Von Heymel, the poet (Gesammelte Gedichte, Leipzig, 1914)—at one time editor of the Insel Almanack, and known for a remarkably accurate and able translation of Marlowe’s Edward II—died on November 26. From Berlin, whither he had hastened at the news that Heymel was dying, Rilke wrote Hans Carossa on the evening of November 24, describing in some detail the sick man’s condition and treatment. At the beginning of the war, Heymel had temporarily triumphed over a spreading tubercular infection, served for five weeks, on horseback—“and there the end eluded him, only to eat him away so horribly here.… Dear Carossa, do you sit at such bedsides!?”


  Carossa gives an account of his own first meeting with Rilke in these early war days in Munich, at the studio of Lulu Lazard, where Rilke spent his afternoons (see note to Letter 30): “One needed to be with him only a quarter of an hour to sense with what a good conscience he of all people could reveal his own course and speak of his own effort. For this reason too one felt so free in his presence; he did not teach, demand or urge; he had long ago been through all his struggles in lonely hours, and the guest at his table saw only the splendor and riches of the conquered provinces.” Carossa and others describe Rilke at this time as one would meet him on the street, inconspicuous, walking a little hurriedly, wearing a dark-blue suit (his clothes were always of good quality and neat, but comfortable), gray spats and hat, carrying a cane; his slender figure stooped slightly; his eyes, prominent and blue, could sparkle like sunlight; his fair moustache had an almost Chinese droop; his hands, in buckskin gloves, gestured quietly.


  LETTER 8


  Frau von Nostitz-Wallwitz (born von Hindenburg), wife of the chief magistrate in Auerbach in the Saxonian Vogtland, was also an author; her Aus dem alten Europa (1925) mentions Rilke (pp. 150–151).


  Johannes Kalkreuth: son of the painter Leopold Kalkreuth.


  LETTER 9


  In April 1915, at the instigation of his Paris landlord, all Rilke’s belongings were auctioned off and scattered (see Letter 23)—“not maliciously,—he simply wanted to get his rent, for no one could assure him that I still existed and would pay.” Friends managed to reassemble a few boxes. The daguerreotype of his father, which is the subject of the poem “Jugendbildnis meines Vaters” (N.G., I, G.W., III, 69), was restored to him after the war and is now in the Rilke Archive at Weimar.


  Part I of the Neue Gedichte, published late in 1907, was dedicated to the von der Heydts.


  LETTER 10


  Written from the Hotel Englischer Hof as postscript to a letter of the preceding day. Rilke was on his way to Würzburg with the thought of studying there (see note to Letter 4).


  The Cornet: The narrative prose-poem, Die Weise von Liebe und Tod des Cornets Christoph Rilke (The Tale of the Love and Death of Cornet Christopher Rilke, translated by M. D. Herter Norton, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1932), though written in 1899, was not published until 1906 (see note to Letter 15).


  LETTER 11


  “I, who for years have not harbored one, have a large Christmas tree,” he had written Anton Kippenberg on December 28 (also from Bendlerstrasse 6, the address of this letter), “as though a child were invisibly here or I should rejoice like a child—; dear friends did this for me, and I took possession of it, was aware of it in my heart’s purview, into which nothing enters very easily these days.” (See also Letter 74 and note for Rilke’s feeling about Christmas.) He had also “taken courage once more to go into the shops, and was finally able to make up a very nice package for Ruth”.


  LETTER 14


  A week later, as nothing fresh had come to his mind, Rilke sent von Ficker, who was editor of the Brenner Verlag’s fortnightly publication, the lines from his notebook opening “So angestrengt wider die starke Nacht” (G.W., III, 398), saying he had hesitated over a title and finally let it go, and asking that particular attention be paid to his punctuation marks and to the lower-case letters at the beginning of lines.


  In the same issue of the “Brenner” appeared the last poems of the young Georg Trakl (1887–1914), who had died “after the most terrible suffering in the garrison hospital at Cracow, in the very midst of the evil foreign disaster, and yet perhaps sunken into the roots of his own suffering that still brought up and cast off a few blossoms.” Rilke was sufficiently interested in Trakl’s work to wish (1916) that he might arrange a Trakl evening. He found it extraordinary that this fleeting figure could “give evidence in such exact pictures of the weight of his continuous decay”, and thought his whole work resembled the death of Li Tai Po (the Chinese poet is said to have fallen from a boat and drowned in an attempt to embrace the moon’s reflection): “here as there the falling is a pretext for most irresistible ascension.” To Max Darnbacher, acknowledging receipt of his book, Vom Wesen der Dichterphantasie (Siebener Verlag, Frankfurt, 1921), Rilke writes (April 16, 1921) expressing “great admiration” for Georg Heym (1887–1912: principal work Umbra Vitae, poems, 1912); thanks him for his praise of Spitteler; and would like to see Darnbacher deal with various subjects—“for example, the singularly systematic brokenness in the verses of Georg Trakl who belongs, if unfortunately often to the incomprehensible ones, still nowhere to the ‘importunate’ [‘Pressanten’].”


  Von Ficker had on some previous occasion divided between Trakl and Rilke a not inconsiderable sum of money turned over to him for distribution among poets by a wealthy young Austrian, who wished to remain anonymous.


  LETTER 15


  This setting of the Cornet with music by Kasimir von Paszthory (Kistner und Siegel, Leipzig) was performed at Leipzig, “once before a large number of people, the other time at a little Schlösschen near L.,” and again in Vienna (in the palace of Prince Franz Auersperg). Rilke never had any use for such interpretations, although he speaks of Paszthory’s “distinctive (entschieden empfundene)” music. Of the Cornet itself he says (in the letter of September 12, 1916, to Countess Aline Dietrichstein) that he never thinks “these earliest works good for anything save at most to give me evidence of my having been young, when the present heaviness and slowness of my mind makes me just too unable to remember myself.” And when he learned that a first edition of the Neue Gedichte, not yet out of print, had brought 370 marks at the Heymel auction and the “old Cornet” three times that amount, he remarked that “people are simply crazy in this respect too” (to Clara Rilke, November 4, 1917).


  LETTERS l6 AND 17


  Princess Marie was an Austrian (born Hohenlohe, in Venice when it still belonged to Austria) with close Italian associations, a grande dame of the highest mind and spirit. Her charming Erinnerungen an Rilke were published in 1932. It was at her old family castle of Duino, near Nabresina on the Austrian littoral, above Trieste and below. Monfalcone and Sagrado, that the Duino Elegies (English translation by J. B. Leishman and Stephen Spender, New York, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1938) were begun in the winter of 1911–12; hence their dedication.


  LETTER l8


  Rilke was “most temporarily” at 32 III Widenmayerstrasse, the address of Frau Hertha Koenig, owner of the Picasso picture, to whom he had written a week or ten days earlier asking whether, while waiting to find the right little house in the country, he might stay there for a short time: “I would beg for a bed in the guestroom for myself, a bed for my housekeeper, the kitchen, and permission to work at your magnificent desk—; everything else would remain locked up; at most I would on some afternoon sit for a long time before the Picasso, which gives me courage for this beginning, just as the certainty does that in your good rooms perhaps in a hand’s turn I would fall into that disposition to work which I have not known for months. I could also go to work in the Picasso-room, near the balcony, that would be indescribably glorious—and the balcony itself: it would be glory most complete. I could take my meals in the big front hall. You see, I am dreaming hard; wake me with a firm grip, I suspect it won’t be possible.… Forgive this immodest phantasy … forgive this Presto furioso of your warmly devoted—Rilke.” He was able to remain here until after the 10th of October. The picture is reproduced in Werner Wolff’s Rainer Maria Rilke Duinese Elegien (Heidelberg, 1937) and in the English translation.


  LETTER 19


  The castle of Duino was later severely injured. The Princess returned to it in 1918 to find “it was but a phantom.”


  The Wozzek of Georg Büchner (1813–1851), one of the creators of German expressionist drama, provided the text for Alban Berg’s opera of that name, performed in Philadelphia and New York in 1930 under the direction of Leopold Stokowski.


  LETTER 20


  The previous summer (July–August, 1913), Rilke had spent some time at Heiligendamm, the old watering-place near Mecklenburg, in the company of Herr and Frau von Nostitz.


  LETTER 21


  Rilke had written Frau Bruckmann (July 13) that his own rereading of the Stundenbuch (The Book of Hours, written 1899–1903, now G.W., II; A.W., I) had so “lifted and built him up” that he thought it might, if he could read it “resolutely and convincingly,” be of similar influence on others now.


  LETTER 22


  Marthe remains a mystery for us. She was a factory girl whom Rilke had taken under his protection in Paris. The Princess records that when he first saw Marthe again in Paris in 1913 he wrote of the touching delight of this young girl in the meeting, of their wanderings together through the city, and of his concern for her future: “I don’t know how to advise her, I am neither experienced nor am I the lover guided by the inspirations of his heart”; and she notes (1920) that all his letters about her have a tone she finds nowhere else.


  LETTER 23


  The “Unknown (die Unbekannte)”: the reference is to the spirit of an unknown woman which appears to have taken a conspicuous part in some planchette experiments in which Rilke was much interested, described by the Princess in her reminiscences.


  Malte Laurids Brigge: the protagonist of Die Aufzeichnung (published in 1910, known in English as The Journal of My Other Self, translated by M. D. Herter Norton and John Linton, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1930).


  Paris belongings: see note to Letter 9.


  Small university: see notes to Letters 4 and 10.


  Janowitz: the estate of a friend, Baroness Sidonie Nadherny, at Selcan, in Bohemia.


  LETTER 24


  It may be well to remind ourselves of what went on in these times by reading an account of the press reports manufactured by all the warring nations, like that in Joseph Ward Swain’s Beginning the Twentieth Century (pp. 454–456).


  LETTER 25


  Rilke is obliged to remain in Munich waiting for his class to be called up: “nothing is more torturesome to me.” This letter is the first from Keferstrasse 11, the villa of Frau Renée Alberti, in Schwabing, near the Englischer Garten, whither he moved on leaving Widenmayerstrasse.


  LETTER 26


  Rilke had been in Spain from October, 1912, to February, 1913.


  LETTER 27


  This letter was first published, together with one to an imaginary worker of the post-war period, in the little volume Über Gott (Insel-Verlag, Leipzig, 1933).


  The Fliess book: probably Vom Leben und Tod, Lectures in Biology (2nd ed., 1914), by William Fliess. Fliess evolved a theory about the numerically determinable periodicity of certain dates important to the course of people’s lives. His principal work was Ablauf des Lebens (1906).


  The “hideous cup” recalls the poem “Der Tod” (G.W., III, 413; A.W., I, 339), which was written at this time (November, 1915).


  LETTER 28


  Saonara: the villa of a Countess V., near Padua, whither the Princess had driven Rilke on one of their numerous delightful expeditions from Duino, in September, 1912.


  Turnau: in German Bohemia, where, as Rilke was born in Prague, he might presumably have been sent for his military training.


  LETTER 29


  Rilke was now on four days’ leave from Vienna (where he had stayed until the middle of January with his “extremely kind and helpful friends the Taxis’” in the Victor-gasse), to find some 70 letters piled up on his desk in Munich, the accumulation of two months’ correspondence. According to his military pass, the examination in Munich on November 24 had shown him, contrary to all expectation and much to the concern of his friends, fit for armed service in the reserve. At the subsequent examination in Vienna (February 15) his physical unfitness was acknowledged, but only after the barracks experience. Finally, at the instigation of Frau Kippenberg, who, in the name of the Insel-Verlag, sent to the Austrian ministries of war and defense a petition signed by many well-known intellectuals, he was granted indefinite leave of absence from service (June 9, 1916). Frau Kippenberg reports that during this period he struck perhaps the lowest point of his life’s curve: in his discouragement he wanted to give up writing and again seriously considered becoming a doctor.


  Michelangelo: Rilke’s translations of the Sonnets of Michelangelo (G.W., VI, 213–271; A.W, II contains only two; also separately published in No. 496 of the Insel-Bücherei). See also note to Letter 44.


  LETTER 30


  Written from the Hietzing address given in the preceding letter. Frau Kippenberg writes that “when Hofmannsthal heard of Rilke’s plight … he exclaimed with wonderful sympathy ‘the poor child, the poor child!’, striking to the black depths of the situation as only poets can.”


  Your Picasso: the picture—an early self-portrait, high in color, on a blue background—still belongs to von Hofmannsthal’s daughter, Frau Christiane Zimmer.


  On June 2 Rilke wrote to his nephew, Oswald von Kutschera, that his friend Frau Lou Albert-Lazard had taken him up on an old promise and he was sitting to her for his portrait, a task more “consuming” than any occupation, the immobility only contributing to his nervous condition. The picture, which is in the painter’s possession, is the one reproduced in Rainer Maria Rilke: Poèmes, Trad. de Lou Albert-Lazard, Ed. Paul de Montaignac, Paris, 1937 (a photograph is in the Rilke Archive). “We are living in the sympathetic old hostelry of Stelzer (at Rodaun outside Vienna) … next us, most cordial neighbors, are the Hofmannsthals in their beautiful house.” (Hofmannsthal, who was Rilke’s senior by some two years only, died in 1929.)


  Rilke returned to Munich (Keferstrasse 11) in July, writing to his wife on the 22nd: “How I longed for the rooms I knew more clearly in Vienna than I am aware here for the time being; they were inherently for winter living and now I must first evolve the summer relationship to them, perhaps beginning with the little cabinet which is now fully installed and in which I drink my breakfast coffee.… Until now I haven’t done much except unpack, arrange, bathe my two old cork penholders and take off Vienna, wherever I still find a thread of it on me. Salutations are quite time-robbing too, as at Honsell’s [the hairdresser], and the handshakes and embraces of commissionaires on various corners!”


  On September 18 he writes Anton Kippenberg that the “seven months of disconnection” have so fundamentally unsettled him that he may have, somewhat reluctantly, to seek a change of place, perhaps offer his services to Insel-Verlag in Leipzig, though his hopes still cling to “this desk and the three folders of MS in a certain drawer.”


  On October 23 he tells Herr Kippenberg that he has still not got much done: many visitors have been passing through, among them young von Münchhausen from the front, and Herr Richard von Kühlmann, who had been councillor of the German Embassy in London for the six years preceding the war (see note to Letter 42); and he has a swollen cheek which means a long siege with the dentist. In answer to a reassuring letter from Herr Kippenberg, with remittance enclosed, he writes: “I have been thanking you for years and yet never repeat myself because your understanding support is itself always new and has the freshness of utter conviction.”


  Rilke’s relations with his publisher constitute a pleasant and mutually profitable record. The monthly allowance from Insel-Verlag (it was Herr Kippenberg who, on becoming head of the firm, bought over earlier books from other publishers and gradually built up Rilke’s work) provided the major portion of his income in all these unproductive years; but Rilke also looked to this great friend for approval of all his plans; for advice about his daughter’s education, books, presents, pocket-money; for help with his income-tax; while Herr Kippenberg kept him supplied with books, Insel books and others, Rilke in turn suggesting books and MSS that seemed to him good publishing projects. In February, 1921, Rilke wrote to Guido von Salis-Seewis (of the Soglio family), after one of Herr Kippenberg’s visits: “My ‘fatherly friend’ only did me good and left behind no odor but that of a few strong cigars. Seldom, I imagine, has a publisher had such calming influence as this one of mine to whom I have been able to offer no work for a whole decade. He even consoles me over it (so far as I have consolable spots). It makes him so sincerely proud that the old books are alive, that for instance that naïve little youthful work, the Cornet Rilke, is in its 200,000s, he glories in that with such sweet joy—and has calculated out for himself that if one stood up all these copies end to end it would take me more than a quarter of an hour, walking briskly, to go by them—, past a single one of my books! ‘Practical’ as I am (!) I thought at once: would that be a means of warming my cold feet?”


  LETTER 31


  This letter, like those that follow, was written from Keferstrasse 11.


  Some months earlier (March 14, apparently after hearing Schönberg’s setting of Jacobsen’s “Gurrelieder”, which he had himself at one time begun to translate from the original Danish, as MSS 541–549 in the Weimar Archive show), Rilke had written in a similar vein that his old admiration for Jacobsen was still young and had kept him young.


  Theodor Däubler (1876–1934); Else Lasker-Schüler (1876–); Johannes Robert Becher (1891–); George Gross (possibly Grosz, the painter, who like Ernst Barlach, the sculptor, figured in these circles).


  Rilke had returned with much anticipation to Munich, but found it full of restlessness and distraction. He looked about for some place in the country, for a time considering Burghausen on the Salzach, “an uncommonly picturesque old city close to the Austrian border”, where he spent a few days at the end of November. He was so interested in Burghausen that he proposed to the society for the beautification of the town to give a tree, preferably a linden, to be planted in a particular spot, recalling that “in the court of his great-grandfather’s Schloss a famous linden had stood.” After Rilke’s death the society informed his family that a linden had been planted at the designated spot.


  LETTER 33


  Von Hellingrath: see note to Letter 3.


  LETTER 34


  Rilke had spent five years of his life at military schools: September, 1886, to September, 1890, at St. Pölten, September, 1890, to April, 1891, at Mährisch-Weisskirchen. See Letter 87; also Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet (Translated by M. D. Herter Norton, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1934).


  Translations: presumably of the Michelangelo Sonnets (see Letter 29).


  Kassner: Rudolf Kassner (1873–), critic, essayist, philosopher, physiognomist, author of many books, brought out his Buck der Erinnerung in 1934 (Insel) in which there are recollections of Rilke and a charming account of the Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe.


  LETTER 36


  Franz Marc, the German painter, born in 1880, is perhaps best known in this country for his Red Horses (about 1909), shown with other works of his at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1931.


  LETTER 37


  Chiemsee: Rilke had spent the last two weeks of June at this Bavarian lake, and had made up his mind to give up his Munich apartment and go for the rest of the summer to Gut Boeckel bei Bieren, Westphalia, the estate of Frau Koenig, owner of the Picasso in the Widenmayerstrasse apartment.


  The Elegies: Over a year later (September, 1918) Rilke gave the MS of what there was of the Elegies to Herr Kippenberg for safekeeping, remarking that he would probably never finish them. The Princess Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe reports that when she saw him in June, 1921, at Rolle, in Switzerland, he read her some further fragments, new to her though written some time ago, and that in his profound discouragement he had almost decided to let Insel-Verlag publish the material as it was.


  LETTER 39


  In earlier letters (1906–7) Rilke mentions the Countess’s books, Aus dem Tale der Sehnsucht and Der Tod des Adrian Guldenkrone.


  Bettina: Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child, Bettina (Brentano) von Arnim.


  Gustave Sack, born 1885, fell in Romania in 1916.


  The house at Boeckel was an old moated Westphalian manor behind a high screen of lindens; the landscape was strange, the weather wet; but Rilke enjoyed his tower-room and its two roomy alcoves with old windows deeply recessed in the masonry walls.


  LETTER 40


  Dr. Przygode was editor of “Die Dichtung,” in the first number of which (Roland-Verlag, Munich, 1918) appear the five poems in question: “Aus einem Frühling (Paris)”, “Die Tauben”, “Mann muss sterben, weil man sie kennt … (altägyptischer Papyros)”, “Klage” (G.W., III, 409–12; only the last A.W., I, 321), and “Christi Höllenfahrt” (G.W., III, 384–5; A.W., I, 330).


  LETTER 42


  Written on the return to Munich. Rilke had “half against his will,” been nine weeks in Berlin “seeing over and over again people of all sorts, in order to take instruction from them in current events and changes which, even if I have to breathe among them, remain for me a theme indescribably inflected.”


  Since the Russian Revolution, unrest had been increasing in Central Europe. Germany’s political system had for some months been giving way under the strain of war. Bethmann-Hollweg had fallen in July. The Center and Majority Socialists had passed a peace resolution in the Reichstag and Kühlmann (see note to Letter 30), who was to fall in June, 1918, over the question of a negotiated peace, had been made foreign minister.


  Rilke’s correspondence with young Count Keyserlingk has unfortunately been lost.


  Uexküll: Baron Jacob J. von Uexküll, the Naturalist.


  LETTER 43


  Rodin, whom Rilke had first met in 1902 (see note to Letter 92), died at Meudon on November 17, 1917.


  Grandmother: Clara’s mother, Frau Westhoff.


  LETTERS 44 AND 45


  Written from the Hotel Continental, while Rilke was arranging for his new apartment, Ainmillerstrasse 34 IV, out in Schwabing and next door to Paul Klee, the painter.


  The journal of the young poet, Bernhard von der Marwitz of Friedersdorf (1890–1918), was published in 1924, and a volume of his letters and war-diaries (edited by Harald von Königswald under the title Stirb und Werde, W. G. Korn, Breslau) in 1931. He greatly admired Hölderlin, Rodin, Rilke, Paul Claudel, and was translating some of Claudel’s poems into German when he was called to the colors.


  Paul Claudel: the French poet and dramatist, more recently Ambassador to the United States.


  The poems in question were probably the translations of the Michelangelo Sonnets (see note to Letter 29), on which Rilke had been working at intervals for some time. “I won’t be hurting anybody by it,” he had written on September 12, 1916, “for since the few masterly translations of Hermann Grimm no attempt of any value has come to anything.” Grimm’s translations are scattered through his Leben Michelangelos (1860–63).


  LETTER 46


  From Ainmillerstrasse 34. The rising cost of living and the exceptional demands of getting settled in his new apartment made very welcome a large money-order from Insel-Verlag, besides which Frau Kippenberg sent a hamper of linen and bedding which delighted the soul of Rosa, the housekeeper.


  LETTER 47


  See Letters 44 and 45; also note to Letter 90.


  LETTER 48


  Marie von Bunsen has written books of travel in the Far East and in Germany, The Lost Courts of Europe, and The World I Used to Know—1860–1912 (in which Rilke is twice mentioned in passing).


  Rilke had been to the beautiful little medieval town of Ansbach in his search for a “protected and lasting refuge,” had even expressly advertised, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, for “a quiet garden apartment or garden pavilion.” But, with his feeling that such a place is better happened upon than sought after, and that the moment had perhaps not come, he was now considering a journey to Switzerland as a way of stirring himself out of his creative immobility. Despite all his efforts to settle down, it was continuously true, as he writes at the close of Letter 49, that “my ‘home’, even the present, new one, is full of transience; whatever home I have is distributed here and there in the consciousness of my friends.”


  Elsewhere in this letter, but apropos “people through whom the past remains connected with us,” Rilke speaks of his regret at having missed some hours with Richard Voss, the dramatist and novelist (1851–1918), and more particularly, the chance of meeting Lady Blennerhasset (Charlotte Julia von Leyden, 1843–1917), whose essays in the history of literature he was just reading and whose steadiness through the difficult years could have helped him, he was sure, if he could only listen to her occasionally for half an hour.


  LETTERS 50 AND 51


  Unrest had been fast increasing in Germany and the request for an armistice led to further chaos, political and mental. Just before the fall of the Imperial Government at Berlin, revolution broke out in Munich. Kurt Eisner, Independent Socialist, was released from prison in time to organize his forces; on November 5 he demanded a republic; on the 6th, while the soldiers’ and workers’ council was being set up, the King of Bavaria fled; on the 7th Eisner formally proclaimed the Bavarian Republic with himself as president.


  Grandmama Phia: Rilke’s mother was still living in Prague, where the Czech national council was setting up the new republic of Czechoslovakia.


  LETTER 52


  Herr von Kaufmann’s proposals had to do with the resumption of personal relations between individuals of the various countries that had been at war.


  LETTER 53


  Concerning Rilke’s military service, see Letter 29 and note.


  LETTER 54


  See note to Letters 50 and 51.


  LETTER 55


  This letter was first published in the Berliner Tageblatt of December 29, 1936. “We have known each other for two years, Anni Mewes,” Rilke wrote on Good Friday, 1918. “Only acquaintance with me has become a sad business, not easily put into effect. My, how I enjoyed you in those days in Vienna, and here too in your rooms in the Pension Romana, where you kept me so protectingly warm!”


  LETTER 56


  With the Baroness Schenk, Rilke had been a guest of Frau Alice Faehndrich in Capri (see note to Letter 75). He had been in Russia in 1899 and in 1900, and in Egypt and Tunis in the winter of 1910–11.


  Caroline Schlegel-Schelling (1763–1809), daughter of Professor Michaelis, oriental scholar at Göttingen, was closely linked with the leaders of the German Romantic school. She married Wilhelm Schlegel, older brother of Friedrich, in 1796, and F. W. J. Schelling in 1803. The book of her letters to which Rilke refers is Caroline, Briefe aus der Frühromantik, enlarged edition, after Georg Waitz, by Erich Schmidt (Leipzig, 1913).


  LETTER 57


  The reference to “your cuff links” would perhaps suggest that the addressee is Emil Lettré, the artist-goldsmith (1876–), author of Kleinodien (1923).


  For the poems in the Almanack see next note.


  LETTER 58


  Sad event: the death of the Countess’s husband, Dr. von Stauffenberg (see note to Letter 3).


  The Insel Almanack for 1919 contains Erlebnis (G.W., IV, 280; A.W., II, 256), the two poems, “Der Tod” (see note to Letter 27) and “Narziss” (G.W., III, 416), and the translation from the Comtesse de Noailles’s Les vivants et les morts: “Tu vis, je bois l’azur” (G.W., VI, 340; A.W., II, 355).


  “An Experience”: Erlebnis (written in 1913) describes a state of mind Rilke experienced—while leaning against a tree in the garden at Duino where, according to his habit, he had been walking up and down with a book—in which he seemed to have “come out on the other side of Nature,” more keenly understanding objects because remote from them, as though in his present embodiment experiencing a kind of return, a looking out over things from the recess of a deserted window.—Carossa recalls that when Rilke was reading this piece aloud to him, in the studio in Munich, the maid coming in with tea-things slipped and the tray crashed; she picked up herself and the pieces, disappeared, and presently returned with a new outlay—the quiet reading never ceased, Rilke seemed never even to have noticed the disturbance.


  One of the few complete examples extant of Greek music is the grave-inscription of Seikilos, near Pralles in Asia Minor, discovered in 1883. The very similar melody of a Gregorian antiphon for Palm Sunday, Hosanna filio David, has been assumed to be not so much a reproduction of it as an adaptation to their own uses, such as would have been entirely natural to later composers, of a melody-type current in antiquity. Perhaps it was this that Rolland played for Rilke?


  LETTER 59


  Emile Verhaeren (1855–1916) met his death in a railway accident in the station at Rouen, November 27, 1916. The poem (in Choix de poèmes, 1916, Mercure de France) opens:


  Dites, quel est le pas


  Des mille pas qui vont et passent


  Sur les grand’routes de 1’espace,


  Dites, quel est le pas


  Qui doucement, un soir, devant ma porte basse


  S’arrêtera?


  A single translation (1919) from Verhaeren, “Die Toten”, appears in A.W., II, 365.


  LETTER 6l


  The violent excitement about Rodin: the acquisition of some bronzes, by a well-known amateur and an artiste parisienne from Rodin’s usual caster, had given rise to the question of the authenticity of the pieces and hence to the “affaire des faux Rodins” (see A propos des faux Rodins, by “un sculpteur”, Revue de Paris, Année 26, no. 6, March 15, 1919).


  On February 9 Rilke wrote Anton Kippenberg that the thirty-sixth volume of his Goethe—the Metamorphosis of Plants—lay open before him “as the happy occupation of my evenings, now at last secure against all goings out.” Elsewhere he had told him that this 1840 edition—“forty lovely little volumes in the pasteboard binding of the period”—exactly filled the top shelf of his bookcase at Ain-millerstrasse.


  LETTER 62


  The socialist republican government of Bavaria had set up a provisional constitution; but on February 21, the day the Diet was to meet, Eisner was shot dead in the street by a reactionary Nationalist officer.


  LETTER 64


  From February to April, Germany was torn by civil war, great strikes taking place in the Ruhr, in Berlin, in Württemberg. In Munich, the murder of Eisner had led to communist uprisings and the establishment on April 6 of a soviet or councils republic (Räte-Republik). This rule lasted until about May first, when it was overthrown after fierce fighting, and the former socialist republican government, with Hoffmann as minister-president, again took charge, a new constitution being laid before the Diet on May 5 and put into effect August 14. During May a sort of White Terror reigned. (Wilhelm Hausenstein, the art-historian, says, in Stimmen der Freunde, ed. by Gert Buchheit, 1931, that Rilke was aroused at five o’clock one morning by the tread of army-boots and the knock of a rifle-butt, and accused of being a “bolshevik,” and that it was this experience that drove him from Munich and from Germany. It has also been reported that Rilke was labeled as a “Czech perverting the German language”, a statement it has not been possible to verify.)


  Before Rilke left for Switzerland early in June he happened on Carossa, returning slightly wounded from the front. Knowing Rilke’s custom of fasting when he did not feel well, the doctor suspected from his appearance that he had had an involuntary overdose of this treatment, and before even examining him as Rilke asked him to do, filled out the formulas necessary for getting seriously sick patients extra allowances of the milk, butter, eggs and flour which Rilke with his “vegetarian” diet might have difficulty in obtaining.


  LETTER 65


  Rilke left Munich about June 11, and the cities he “had to do with” were Geneva, Bern and Zurich. On July 24 he went to visit his friends R. R. Junghanns, the painter, and his wife Inga, his Danish translator, in Sils Baselgia in the Upper Engadine. Frau Junghanns tells how her husband wondered whether Rilke would still be able to laugh, and how, as the first evening wore on in the long and intimate talk of friends reunited, the two men began capping each other’s funny stories about the North German fisherfolk, until they were all laughing “as they had not laughed for three years.” Rilke’s capacity to make people feel at ease is mentioned by many of his friends; and he had a charming and roguish humor, which sometimes found vent in real shaking laughter: even the doctor who took care of him on his deathbed declared that he never lost his sense of humor.


  He left here after four days by the mail-coach, to drive over the Maloja Pass to Soglio in the Bergell, in a southern valley of Graubünden. Here he lived at the Pension Willy, the former Palazzo Salis.


  LETTER 66


  The library was opened to him as a refuge, the quietest part of the Gasthaus, where the playing of children could not reach him.


  The Swiss poets: Albrecht von Haller (1708–1777) and the lyricist Johann Gaudenz, Freiherr von Salis-Seewis (1762–1834).


  LETTER 67


  Elisabeth von Schmidt-Pauli has published Rainer Maria Rilke, ein Gedenkbuch (Basel, Benno Schwabe & Co., 1940).


  LETTER 68


  Heinrich Vogeler, painter and illustrator, to whom he dedicated the Marienleben (1913, English version in Translations from the Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke by M. D. Herter Norton, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1934), was an old friend of Rilke and his wife from the early days among the Worpswede group of artists who form the subject of the profusely illustrated monograph Worpswede (1910). Rilke’s letters to Vogeler are unfortunately lost.


  LETTER 69


  Frau Knoop was the wife of the novelist, Gerhard Julius Ouckama Knoop (1861–1913), and the mother of Vera Ouckama Knoop, the young girl to whose memory the Sonnets to Orpheus (English version by J. B. Leishman, London, Hogarth Press, 1936) are dedicated.


  LETTER 70


  Rilke left Soglio towards the end of September, and after meeting Marthe (see note to Letter 22) at Begnins, went to visit friends in Nyon. But here there were too many people for his taste, and he resumed his wanderings, to Zurich, then Locarno.


  LETTER 71


  On the preceding day Rilke wrote to Countess M. that he had “just put an end to my curious public behavior on Friday in Winterthur, reading in a little old theater, before a green curtain, by the light of two candles, within the frame of an old-fashioned stage-set, flanked right and left by a Biedermeier muse. I broke through this milieu to some extent. … In Bern I read in the great Council Hall from the president’s desk.” Of his “curious procedure” he remarks that “finally in Bern and Winterthur I managed it with keenest attention and had the people in my palm like a four-in-hand.”


  Various plans had fallen through, but he also reports to Anton Kippenberg that his “evenings” have made him some good Swiss friends who are also thinking about his living problem.


  Inselschiff: the quarterly publication of the Insel-Verlag. The October number had contained his article Ur-Geräusch (written at Soglio, August 15: G.W., IV, 285; A.W., II, 274), in which he draws a parallel between the coronal suture of the human skull and the sound-track of a phonograph record, speculating upon what sort of music the former might produce. In the present letter Rilke tells Anton Kippenberg that some critics have shown an interest in this “curiously provocative idea” and wonders what will come of it: “In this matter, of course I do not stand, as in my artistic output, outside the range of reverberation; here I have shouted into the wood: now let an echo come back to me!”


  LETTER 72


  Rilke’s constantly reiterated longing for solitude was no idle complaint: he was by now a well-known person; many people sought interviews or advice; he was not exempt from the attentions of the merely curious; even the women friends who did most for him importuned him sometimes with too-protracted sojourns and solicitudes.


  Dr. Hünich: Fritz Adolf Hünich, author of the Rilke Bibliography (Insel-Verlag, 1935). The introductory talk to Rilke’s reading of his poems before the Hottingen Reading Circle in Zurich (October?) is preserved as MSS 293/4 in the Rilke Archive.


  A German translation of the Russian classic, Sergiei Timofeivitch Aksakov’s Family Chronicle, was published by Insel-Verlag in 1919.


  The Bibliotheca Mundi: a new undertaking of Insel-Verlag to put out books in their original languages.


  When Rilke visited the Kippenbergs at Leipzig, as he had been doing at the outbreak of the war, he always occupied the tower-room.


  LETTER 73


  This and the following letters from Locarno are written from Pension Villa Muralto.


  He is still finding Switzerland a “tight” country (enges Land).


  Kassner’s book: Die Elemente der menschlichen Grösse,


  Writing of his sole desire to “take up again the big work” (the Elegies) begun at Duino in 1912, he had written on Christmas Eve, 1919 (to Frau von der Mühll): “but for that one needs the continuity and inner concentration that the ore has inside the mountain when it gathers itself into crystal. Just yesterday I was thinking: how shall I deserve that of God? What does dumb Creation in the mineral do for him in return that he allows it to be busy, for years, in the law’s midst—and he does not tear it out: it creates, it succeeds!”


  LETTER 74


  The play on the letter and word “W” (Weh), pain or suffering (or woe), is lost in translation.


  Of Rilke’s deep feeling for Christmas there is much evidence. The following passage from a letter to his mother “for six o’clock on Christmas Eve, 1920,” gives expression to his characteristic idea of der Knieende:


  “It is all in all the mystery of man kneeling, kneeling low—so that he is bigger through his spiritual nature than man standing!—that is celebrated in this night. Man kneeling, entirely absorbed in his kneeling, does indeed lose the measure of his surroundings; even if he looked up he could no longer tell what is large and what is small. But even though in this posture he is scarcely as tall as a child, still he is not to be called small, this kneeling man. With him the scale is shifted, for, in obeying the singular weight and force in his knees and taking the position they require, he already belongs to that world in which height—is depth; and if height itself is still un-measurable to our eyes and our instruments—who should measure depth?


  “But this is the night of radiant depth unfolded—: for you, dear Mama, may it be hallowed and blessed. Amen.—René”


  LETTER 75


  Rilke had been in Rome in 1903–4, and in both Rome and Capri in 1907 and again in 1908. Von Schlözer is editor of the little Rainer Maria Rilke auf Capri: Gespräche (Dresden, Wolfgang Jess, 1931).


  LETTER 76


  Rilke stayed at Guthaus Schönenberg bei Pratteln in Basel-Land, at the old family residence of his friends Frau Burckhardt-Schatzmann and Frau Dory von der Mühll-Burckhardt, as their guest.


  Rilke’s visits to Russia in 1899 and 1900 were of great significance for his development. (See Lou Andreas-Salomé’s Rainer Maria Rilke, Insel-Verlag, 1928, and Sophie Brutzer’s Rilkes Russische Reisen, 1934.)


  LETTER 77


  Rilke had gone to stay with the Princess Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe at her apartment in Venice. In a lengthy postscript to this letter, after commenting on the heat, and the lack of conveyances—most people having given up their gondolas and the vaporetti being on strike—Rilke describes the garden of old Mrs. Eaden, one of the last of the lovely Giudecca gardens, which Duse loved, and which he says cannot be described, only experienced, and he adds that this is so of all Venice: “One does not take things up here as with containers and hands but as with mirrors, one does not ‘grasp’ anything, one is simply drawn into the confidence of its illusion. Filled all day with pictures, one could show proof of none, Venice wants to be ‘believed’; when I first saw it, in 1897, it was as the guest of an American! So there was nothing to it anyway, and that a little reality should come into this nothing a mighty and poisonous fly stung me, so that I had to localize myself to some extent around its bite!” Even here he is still only “hiding from the decision” of where to live and work.


  LETTER 78


  Save for the intervention of Count Zech, the Austrian Ambassador, Rilke would have been unable to return to Munich, since through the partition of Austria he had become a citizen of Czechoslovakia.


  Prince Egon Fürstenberg had, at Frau Kippenberg’s instigation, offered Rilke a little house in a park to live in, near Padua, in the Euganean hills.


  LETTER 79


  Rilke stayed on in Venice after his hostess had left, but was now once more at the Burckhardt house in Schönenberg.


  The biography of Dostoievski: Dostojewski geschildert von seiner Tochter (Erlenbach-Zurich, 1920).


  LETTER 80


  Rilke here mentions Paris, but it is not clear whether he had any concrete plan to go there. In fact, as late as August 21, he speaks of his expected return to Munich early in September, begging Herr Kippenberg’s support of this move, as it will in many ways be so difficult for him.


  LETTER 81


  Rilke remained in Geneva for several weeks, one of the attractions that kept him there having been perhaps his friendship with Madame Baladine-Klossowska, the painter, who was living there at the time. While on a visit to Bern during the last ten days of August, he conceived the idea of the window as a symbol, thinking of its forms, its significance, characteristically developing it as he had the fountain, the rose, the mirror. On an expedition to near-by Fribourg he and Madame Klossowska hit upon the plan of an illustrated group of “window”-poems, which in fact appeared some years later as Les Fenêtres (Librairie de France, Paris, 1927, since included in Poèmes français and Gesammelte Gedichte, but in neither G.W. nor A.W.).


  The little house on the Princess’s estate in Bohemia seemed too far out of his present way to be practicable.


  Of George Pitoeff, the Russian director then working in Geneva (d. 1939), Rilke wrote elsewhere: “How I love him, how I admire him,” and expressed the desire to work with him “as secretary or somehow.”


  LETTER 82


  Now at last a new note is struck in Rilke’s feeling for Switzerland, through his enthusiasm for the Valais (see also Letter 100), where he was to live until his death and where, at his express wish, he was buried.


  LETTER 84


  “My departure from Geneva had been set for the 11th even before they had told me that all rooms were taken next day for the League of Nations delegations.… Promptly on the 12th I moved into my new life.” (To Anton Kippenberg, November 17, 1920.)


  At Schloss Berg on the Irchel in an old, vine-covered house in a rather neglected-looking park, “for centuries the country-seat of the Eschers vom Luchs, whose coat-of-arms still occurs all over,” Rilke lived as the guest of Colonel Ziegler and his wife, of Thun.


  In a long letter to Hans Reinhart, brother of Werner Reinhart who owned Muzot, Rilke wrote, also on November 19: “You know the motto: ‘Cella continuata dulcescit’: I read it in spirit over my two doors, and shall not be easily set in motion to go anywhere. … In regard to the lectures, of which you kindly remind me, … I dare not promise anything definite. I must first be allowed for once (who knows, if not for months) to go into myself without looking up or taking part, and I have for so long not done anything in this direction that it is not to be foreseen when and how I shall step out on the other side.”


  Rilke had first gone to live in Paris in August, 1902.


  LETTER 86


  Rilke had been brought up to believe that his was the old Carinthian family whose coat of arms his grandfather used; more recent research seems to have traced Rilke’s ancestry, as far back as the early seventeenth century, to farmer-folk in Saxony.


  LETTER 87


  In his letter (of October 5, 1920), Major-General Sedlakowitz recalls himself to Rilke’s memory as the German-language teacher in the military school at St. Pölten (which Rilke entered at the age of ten; see Letter 34); admits to too much red ink and irony in the marking of Rilke’s compositions, but declares that he had sympathy for the bookworm as well as for the bad gymnast; says that he became aware through a lecture of Ellen Key’s of the rising lyric poet Rilke, that he has enjoyed many of his poems and wishes in spirit to offer his hand and to express his gratitude at having been privileged to encounter the “noble poet” in his “golden youth.”


  The passage in Rilke’s letter of 1892 (December 30) which the General quoted is a good example of what Rilke had to outgrow: “By the way, Friend Poetry is not altogether idle—the strings of my lyre are not rusting, my busy hand awakes in them the reconciling harmony of beautiful sound and it rings purer than ever. (Nebstbei ruht Freundin Poesie nicht ganz aus, die Saiten meiner Leier rosten nicht, die tätige Hand erweckt in ihnen des Wohllautes versöhnende Harmonie, und sie erklingt geläuterte als je.)”


  LETTER 88


  Rilke’s good friend, Professor Carl Burckhardt, later became League of Nations Commissioner for the Free City of Danzig, and was universally respected for his efforts to preserve the peace during the fateful events of the late summer of 1939.


  The drawings—done in secret by the little boy, as a sort of diary, a year after his first great sorrow, the loss of his cat—were published in Mitsou: Quarante images par Baltusz (Préface de Rainer Maria Rilke. Rotapfel-Verlag, Erlenbach-Zurich, 1921).


  Prince: the Burckhardts’s shepherd dog at Schönenberg. That Rilke shared the proper dog-lover’s understanding is manifest not only in his letters (compare the reference in Letter 104) but in poems like the “Song of the Dwarf” (Buch der Bilder, G.W., II, 130) and the sixteenth of the Sonnets to Orpheus (G.W., III, 328; A.W., I, 278), and in the prose-fragment Eine Begegnung (G.W., IV, 233; A.W., II, 251).


  Hofmannsthal’s lecture, given on the occasion of Beethoven’s 150th anniversary, before the Hottingen Reading Circle in Zurich, December 10, 1920 (published only in the Neuer Züricher Zeitung, December 19, 1920, No. 2099, p. 5), later became the basis for his Rede auf Beethoven in Vol. III, Pt. 3 of his Reden und Aufsätze (Zimmer).


  LETTER 89


  Frau Junghanns: see note to Letter 65.


  LETTER 90


  Götz von Seckendorff, the young painter, was killed in the war in August, 1914. In Berlin, in October, 1917, Rilke had attended a “Herrenabend” at the official residence of Herr von Winterfeldt, who was Landesdirektor of the Province of Brandenburg, and had seen a lithograph by Seckendorff, an awakening of Lazarus which seemed to him very close in feeling to his own “Christi Höllenfahrt” of 1913 (see Letter 40). Von der Marwitz notes in his war diary that he is concerned at not hearing anything from Seckendorff: “Were he not to come back, our whole hope would be destroyed.”


  LETTER 91


  In his account of Rainer Maria Rilkes Schweizer Jahre (Huber, Leipzig, 1938), J. R. von Salis notes that, some weeks later, in one of his journal-letters from Etoy to Frau Nanny Wunderly-Volkart, Rilke amused himself with the idea—perhaps inspired by the opening of a correspondence on religious questions by the vicar of Berg—of what it would be like if he, Rilke, were to become “the vicar of Flaach”!


  LETTER 92


  From September, 1905, to May, 1906, Rilke lived in a little house in the garden of the Villa des Brillants at Meudon, acting as secretary to Rodin, then a man of sixty-five.


  LETTER 93


  That Rilke ever took a serious creative interest in painting has not been suggested elsewhere. A number of drawings by the very youthful René have been preserved in the Rilke Archive. Their subjects recall the passage in M. L. Brigge’s Journal, just before the child’s discovery of the mysterious hand under the table, for they are of knights and steeds—preferably in the midst of battle “because then one only had to make the smoke enveloping everything.” He seems also to have had a knack for caricature.


  On April 21 Rilke wrote Countess Attems about a little book, Seelen, illustrated by her: “… more important for all of us than the subjection to the idea, than the representation of what one means and has felt, is of course the métier itself, in which no sujet really occurs at first, or, if you want to express it differently, whose only subject may be a problem of one’s sensuous powers, the achievement of a selection and a balance within the manifold, ruthless visible world that harasses and overwhelms us from all sides—. People like us, who by way of words so easily fall into a ‘literary’ motive-guided appraisal of the plastic arts, must here exercise unremitting strictness over themselves.…”


  LETTER 94


  Neuburg: the monastery of Neuburg on the Kammel.


  LETTER 96


  Von Ungern-Sternberg translated into German the Stances of Jean Moréas (1856–1910), the French symbolist poet, leader of the école romane. In this letter Rilke goes on to discuss some of the verses Ungern had sent him and encloses his own translation (G.W., VI, 351) of No. VI, from Book III, which Ungern included in his publication (Wir-Verlag, Berlin, 1922, 300 copies), dedicated to Rilke.


  About the middle of May someone rented Schloss Berg and Rilke was obliged to leave. Zurich friends drove him to Etoy near Morges on the Lake of Geneva, and here he spent a sort of holiday of several quite happy weeks, in the old house—part of a thirteenth-century Augustinian priory—of a Mademoiselle du Mont, who lived there “alone with a friend, looks after pigeons and bees and discreetly takes in a few pensionnaires”. He read many modern French works at this time, among them A la recherche du temps perdu (in pre-war days he had been one of the first to recognize the importance of Proust), and from now on, in French Switzerland, the language of his diary-notes becomes a mixture of French and German.


  LETTER 97


  In July Rilke had returned to the Valais (see Letters 82 and 100), this time to settle in the ancient little two-story masonry tower known as the château of Muzot, above Sierre. The story of his discovery of this remarkable spot, of his life there and the composition of the Duino Elegies and the Sonnets to Orpheus, properly belongs in the final volume of his letters, the “Letters from Muzot”. Suffice it to know that through the generosity of Herr Werner Reinhart of Winterthur, “Switzerland’s hospitality added a new—perhaps its most singular—chapter”, and Rilke was able to live here in peace until his death.


  This letter was first published in the Nouvelle revue française (vol. 14, no. 161, Feb. 1, 1927), in the French translation of Kilian Kerst, where it is followed by two verses composed for the recipient, “Saturday, while I was walking in the admirable allée of the Château of Hollingen”.


  LETTER 99


  Countess Nora Wydenbruck, wife of the Austrian painter, Aloys Purtscher, niece of Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe, and an author in her own right, collaborated with the present translator in the English translation of Rilke’s early (1900) Geschichten vom lieben Gott (Stories of God, W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1932).


  LETTER 101


  Verhaeren: see Letter 59 and note.


  LETTER 102


  The book in question is Heygrodt’s Die Lyrik Rainer Maria Rilkes: Versuch einer Entwicklungsgeschichte (J. Bielefelds Verlag, Freiburg, 1921).


  Dr. Hünich: see note to Letter 72.


  Rilke never did write the proposed study of Cézanne which was so much in his mind (see Letter 90).


  Writing on February 19, 1919, Rilke had sought to dissuade Herr Hünich from republishing some of the early poems (in the privately printed Aus der Frühzeit R. M. Rilkes. Vers. Prosa. Drama. [1894–1899], Leipziger Bibliophilenabend, 1921), explaining how far he went in “rejecting and repudiating that part of my production which would have to represent my earliest youth. Outward circumstances are to blame for my having been unable in those days either honestly to try or to be true: this probably sums up the judgment that would justify me in opposing every ‘historical’ view and inclusion of those unhappy works. Even in the books that now go by the name of ‘First’ and ‘Early’ poems, I find shamefully many traces of that childish lack of honesty—measure by that how startled I am to learn that you are thinking of resurrecting from its total oblivion even that altogether unfortunate little volume ‘Leben und Lieder’. Here you have to deal with my most instinctive resistances!—I think much more mildly of ‘Wegwarten’, and there you might easily find me more lenient.…” (Both First and Early Poems are included in G.W.—which Rilke himself planned with Herr Kippenberg “even to details of content and typography”—but not in A.W. Leben und Lieder [Life and Songs], dedicated to a youthful love, Valery von David-Rhonfeld, was published by Jung Deutschlands Verlag, G. L. Kattentidt, in 1894. Wegwarten [Wild Chickory] Rilke himself published in Prague in 1895, in a “free” edition of 300 copies, most of which he gave away to hospitals and workers’ guilds and clubs; four of these poems are included among First Poems in G.W., I, pp. 62, 112, 113, 125, the last having originally appeared in Leben und Lieder.)


  LETTER 103


  Rilke’s use here of the simile of the fruit recalls Sonnets XIII–XV in Part I of the Sonnets to Orpheus, as that in Letter 102 recalls “Der Tod des Dichters” (Neue Gedichte, I), while the “berry for berry” of the carillon in Letter 100 brings to mind the last verse of “Quai du Rosaire—Bruges” (Neue Gedichte, I).


  LETTER 104


  The dog: see note to Letter 88, especially Eine Begegnung.


  “Le Cimetière marin” appears as “Der Friedhof am Meer” in Rilke’s translations of poems by Valéry (dedicated to Herr Werner Reinhart “by a grateful guest”) in G.W., VI, 288. Rilke also translated (Insel-Verlag, 1927) Valéry’s Socratic dialogue, Eupalinos, ou l’architecte. Précédé de L’Ame et la danse. He had made the acquaintance of Valéry’s work only in this last spring (1921), but considered him “one of the big ones”.


  The Russian Christmas: It was with Frau Lou that Rilke had gone to Russia in 1899.


  Schmargendorf: Rilke lived at Schmargendorf, near Berlin, from 1892–1900, and he comments at the opening of this letter that his study and small bedroom somehow, “in their lay-out, in their proportions, in something I can’t quite describe, especially towards evening” remind him of his rooms in the Villa Waldfrieden of those days.


  LETTER 1O5


  Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–1898) earned a small income as professor of English in a French college, while Carl Spitteler (1845–1924), the Swiss poet-philosopher, worked as school-teacher and editor until he settled down as an independent writer in 1892.


  · · · ·


  “Nothing makes one happier,” wrote Rilke on January 28, 1922, to Lotti von Wedel, “than when one can really make use of oneself again, whether to the benefit of plans or of memories; best of all, when both work together and there is the enjoyment and the freedom to continue the one in the other.—I am far from this good stage, still; to ‘take down’, so to speak, the hindrances of the war years, to undo them stone by stone from the ring of masonry that seemed to separate me from the past just as much as from everything that might have been yet to come, is still my inconspicuous occupation, I know not for how long; but as perhaps nothing is so necessary to a person like me as patience, I must welcome this pretext too of learning it better.”


  However conscious Rilke may still have been of “the hindrances of the war years”, it was barely ten days later, on February 7, that he sent Frau Ouckama Knoop the Sonnets to Orpheus, which had been “given” him “in a few intensely inspired days, when I really meant to do something else”, while to the Princess Thurn und Taxis and to Lou Andreas-Salomé he announced the completion—“just now, Saturday, the eleventh, at six in the evening” and “all in a few days”—of the Duino Elegies, his last work and perhaps his greatest.
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  RILKE was born in Prague in 1875, the son of a conventional army-officer father and a religious-fanatical mother, who first sent him, most unsuitably, to military school. After that, largely autodidact, he studied philosophy, history, literature, art, in Prague, Munich, Berlin. From his earliest years he wrote verse. In the ’90s both Erste and Frühe Gedichte appeared, short stories, plays. Much of his early work he declined to include in his collected works. In 1899 (which saw the Cornet, first version) came the first of two trips to Russia with Lou Andreas-Salomé (Vom lieben Gott und Anderes, later to be called Geschichten vom Lieben Gott, appeared in December 1900). He married Clara Westhoff in 1901, lived in Worpswede till the birth of their only child, Ruth, moving to Paris in 1902, Clara to work with Rodin, Rilke to write his monograph on him. Between travels in Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Egypt, Scandinavia, and his prodigious letter-writing, the twelve years with Paris as base were productive: Stundenbuch, Buch der Bilder, Neue Gedichte, Notebooks of M. L. Brigge, translations of E. B. Browning, Gide, de Guérin. After the outbreak of World War I he lived mostly in Munich, served briefly in army office work in Vienna, and in 1919 went to Switzerland. Here, in the small stone tower of Muzot, he achieved in 1922 the Duineser Elegien and the Sonette an Orpheus, followed by poems in French and translations of Valéry and others. He died at Valmont near Glion on December 29, 1926, and is buried beside the little church of Raron overlooking the Rhone Valley.
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