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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

I 

This i s a  psychologica l stud y o f Raine r Mari a Rilke' s lif e an d writings . 
Beginning with hi s novel , The  Notebooks  of  Make  Laurids  Brigge,  pub -
lished i n 1910 , I  explor e th e relationshi p betwee n illnes s an d geniu s i n 
the poe t an d hi s work , a  subjec t t o whic h h e returne d tim e an d again . 
His letter s describing his experiences when h e firs t cam e to Pari s in 190 2 
reveal tha t th e anxietie s whic h brin g Make , th e mai n characte r o f th e 
novel, clos e t o psychosis , plague d Rilk e himself . Th e letter s an d The 
Notebooks sho w tha t Rilk e fel t tha t h e was losing his sanity . In th e sum -
mer o f 190 3 he wrote t o Lo u Andreas-Salome , hi s ol d friend , lover , an d 
acknowledged surrogat e mother , implorin g he r t o hel p him , declarin g 
that sh e alon e kne w wh o h e wa s an d coul d tel l hi m wha t h e nee d an d 
need no t fear . Salom e had cu t of f al l communication whe n h e decided t o 
marry i n Februar y 1901 , but sh e ha d als o promised tha t sh e would hel p 
him i f h e shoul d b e i n dir e nee d a t som e tim e i n th e future . Answerin g 
his appeal , sh e expresse d surpris e a t th e maturit y o f th e gift s an d skill s 
revealed b y hi s description s o f hi s frightenin g experience s i n Paris . Sh e 
assured hi m h e was mistaken i n believing tha t h e would b e destroyed b y 
mental illness . Th e mastery , artisti c cunning , an d understandin g whic h 
his letter s disclose d clearl y distinguishe d hi m fro m th e helples s victim s 
of illnes s with who m h e was identifying himself . In th e first  fe w month s 
of th e followin g year , encourage d b y he r praise , Rilke bega n The  Note-
books, drawin g upo n th e experience s h e ha d describe d i n hi s letter s t o 
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2 INTRODUCTIO N 

her. Som e passage s o f thi s memorabl e nove l diffe r bu t littl e fro m thos e 
anguished letters . 

The Notebooks  expresse s th e belie f tha t i t migh t b e necessar y fo r 
"every meaning " t o "dissolv e like a  cloud an d fal l dow n lik e rain," nec -
essary, tha t is , t o endur e somethin g lik e menta l disintegratio n o r dyin g 
to b e abl e t o "se e everythin g differently. " A  poe t migh t hav e t o ris k 
undergoing a  proces s o f fragmentatio n closel y resemblin g th e onse t o f 
psychosis (w e woul d sa y "schizophrenia, " bu t th e ter m wa s no t intro -
duced unti l 1911 , the yea r afte r Rilk e complete d hi s novel) 1 befor e hi s 
hand woul d "writ e word s tha t ar e no t mine, " "tha t othe r interpreta -
tion."2 Suc h experience s gav e ris e t o "agony " an d "disconsolations" ; 
they were also sources o f "mos t painfu l insights " and " a negativ e mold " 
from whic h th e poet hope d t o cas t "rea l stil l things," works o f art , "tha t 
it i s serenit y an d freedo m t o creat e an d fro m which , whe n the y exist , 
reassurance emanates . . . . " 3 

Obviously thes e idea s rais e question s fo r anyon e writin g a  stud y o f 
Rilke an d hi s work , o r intereste d i n th e psycholog y o f hi s genius . Wit h 
such question s i n min d an d wit h hel p fro m a  numbe r o f psychologist s 
and psychoanalysts, I attempt to define the nature of the emotional illness 
which ofte n preoccupie d th e poet , it s comple x relatio n t o hi s genius , it s 
origins i n hi s childhood , an d it s development . 

Studies o f creativit y hav e mad e m e war y o f th e ol d myt h tha t ha s 
"great wit s . . . t o madnes s nea r allied " an d poet s "ma d a s th e mis t an d 
snow."4 Artist s ofte n revea l exceptionall y stron g capacitie s fo r organi -
zation an d contro l which ar e absent o r weak i n insanity . But psycholog -
ical analyses o f th e creativ e process als o suggest tha t ther e ar e significan t 
affinities betwee n certai n kind s o f menta l illnes s an d talen t o r geniu s i n 
art an d science . I n subsequen t chapter s I  refe r t o a  numbe r o f thes e 
findings, fo r example , Anton Ehrenzweig' s argumen t in The  Hidden  Or-
der of  Art  concernin g th e strikin g similaritie s an d essentia l difference s 
between Picasso' s painting and Joyce's writing and schizophreni c ar t an d 
language. Hi s comparativ e analysi s applies , a s well , t o The  Notebooks, 
with it s fragmentar y form , it s dreamlik e scene s an d images , and it s por -
trayal o f a  breakdown i n menta l integratio n an d i n th e abilit y t o differ -
entiate sel f fro m worl d an d fantas y fro m reality. 5 

Writing t o Lo u i n th e summe r o f 1903 , Rilke expresse d th e fea r tha t 
he "woul d belon g irretrievabl y t o th e los t i f som e passer-b y merel y 
looked a t m e an d hal f unconsciousl y counte d m e wit h them " {Letters 
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INTRODUCTION 3 

1:111). H e fel t tha t a  stranger' s unspoke n judgmen t coul d chang e hi m 
into an outcast, a dehumanized, broken thing , empty of mind an d feeling , 
living o n dust . Imaginin g tha t h e wa s i n dange r o f becomin g on e o f 
"those who n o longe r hea r thei r will s goin g in th e noise " o f th e city , h e 
thought h e understoo d th e fea r tha t seeme d t o hav e "grown " "over " 
Parisians wh o wer e "beginnin g t o rea d thing s differentl y fro m th e wa y 
they were meant" {Letters  1:110-11) . A s his sense of self, distinctive iden-
tity, an d autonom y becam e painfull y uncertai n an d th e "noise " o f th e 
city threatened t o engulf him , he began to doubt hi s ability to distinguis h 
fantasy fro m objectiv e reality . 

Writing th e nove l fo r whic h thes e experience s provide d ra w materia l 
helped th e poe t t o maste r the m an d thu s t o defen d himsel f agains t th e 
illness that was threatening to destroy his sanity. In retrospect he believed 
the boo k wa s "somethin g lik e a n underpinning " fo r al l th e wor k tha t 
followed. I t ha d opene d u p " a whol e octave " o f poetr y i n him . A s a 
result o f hi s writing The  Notebooks,  "everythin g reache s farther up " an d 
"almost al l songs ar e possible" {Letters  1:361) . 

Having receive d a  commission t o write a  monograph o n August e Ro -
din, Rilk e cam e t o Pari s lat e i n Augus t 190 2 t o mee t th e sculptor . Hi s 
two essay s on th e Frenchman (publishe d i n 190 3 and 190 7 as parts 1  and 
2 o f a  boo k entitle d Rodin)  stud y Rodin' s decomposition s an d recon -
structions o f th e physica l worl d an d illuminat e hi s fascinatio n wit h Ro -
din's ar t a t th e tim e h e wa s havin g th e fantasie s o f disintegratio n 
described i n th e letter s an d i n The  Notebooks.  I n thi s sculptur e h e dis -
covered tha t th e "artis t ha s the righ t t o mak e one thing ou t o f man y an d 
a worl d ou t o f th e smalles t par t o f a  thing." 6 Thi s mode l licensed , in -
spired, and shaped his fictional evocation s of the fantasies which had bee n 
so frightenin g t o him . Thus , a  sculptor becam e hi s "master " durin g th e 
years in which hi s writing matured an d establishe d hi s place among lead -
ing moder n writer s wit h th e completio n o f th e New  Poems  (190 7 an d 
1908) and The  Notebooks  (1910) , though Rodin' s persona l hold o n Rilk e 
began t o declin e afte r a  temporar y ruptur e i n th e relationshi p i n Ma y 
1906. This par t o f th e stor y i s tol d i n chapte r 8 . 

Rodin's exampl e ma y hav e helpe d Rilk e t o discover , o r a t leas t t o 
accept, th e fragmentar y for m o f hi s novel , th e fracture d personalit y o f 
his central character , and th e apparen t incoherenc e of a  life presented "a s 
if on e foun d disordere d paper s i n a  drawer " {Letters  1:362) . A  simila r 
influence o n The  Notebooks  wa s Paul Cezanne , whose painting also pro-
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4 INTRODUCTIO N 

vided inspiration and guidance for som e of the New Poems.  I n 192 4 Rilke 
wrote tha t "fro m 190 6 on " Cezanne' s paintin g wa s hi s "mos t forcefu l 
model" {Letters  2:334) . The precise nature o f thi s influenc e i s delineate d 
in a  number o f letters , including th e eloquen t one s writte n t o th e poet' s 
wife, Clara , in October 190 7 when Rilk e saw the Cezannes on exhibitio n 
in th e Salo n d'Automne . Picass o painte d Les  Demoiselles  d'Avignon  i n 
1907, an d Braqu e wa s doin g cubis t landscape s i n 1908 . Bu t I  hav e no t 
seen any evidence that Rilke was aware of thei r work tha t early . He ma y 
have know n abou t som e o f th e ne w idea s i n scienc e an d psycholog y 
which wer e inspirin g a  revolution i n painting an d sculptur e a s they rad -
ically change d conception s o f natur e an d th e mind—relativit y theory , 
quantum physics , non-Euclidea n geometry , an d th e psycholog y o f th e 
unconscious. All made i t necessary to "lear n t o see " (Make's phrase ) th e 
world an d sel f a s they ha d neve r bee n see n o r dream t o f i n earlie r times . 
These ne w idea s dismembere d nature , converte d soli d matte r int o vola -
tile, moving energy , demolishe d th e ol d Newtonia n assumptio n tha t th e 
behavior o f individua l entitie s wa s a s predictabl e a s clockwork , formu -
lated ne w relationship s betwee n spac e an d tim e an d betwee n th e spec -
tator an d what h e or sh e sees, and proposed tha t a  large part o f th e min d 
was a  mas s o f seemingl y chaoti c unconsciou s energies , emotions , an d 
ideas, shapin g consciou s though t an d precariousl y restraine d b y fragil e 
defenses fro m engulfin g it . A number o f passages in The  Notebooks  rais e 
the possibilit y tha t Rilk e ha d a  vagu e awarenes s o f som e o f th e ne w 
theories i n physics , mathematics , an d psycholog y whe n h e wrot e hi s 
novel. But I  know o f n o compellin g evidenc e from hi s letters , from bio -
graphies, or from recollection s o f friends an d acquaintance s which show s 
that a t this time he had an y precise knowledge o f th e revolutionary idea s 
in thes e disciplines. 7 

It would b e absurd t o classif y Rilk e a s a schizophrenic, bu t th e anxietie s 
and fantasie s w e find  i n hi s writing s abou t hi s first  yea r i n Pari s closel y 
resemble som e o f thos e characteristi c o f thi s disease . According t o Har -
old Searles , a  widely respecte d authorit y o n thi s for m o f menta l illness , 
the schizophreni c "feel s tha t hi s bod y i s no t his. " 8  Part s o f i t separat e 
themselves an d ac t autonomously . Alie n personalities an d object s invad e 
him an d ar e experience d a s "foreig n bodie s withi n hi s personality, " 
which threate n t o devou r o r t o annihilat e him. 9 H e ma y b e sucke d in , 
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INTRODUCTION 5 

enveloped, o r obliterate d b y th e personality , mind , o r wil l o f anothe r 
person, o r b y som e animate d par t o f hi s environment . (I n a simila r ex-
perience, a s a boy, looking a t himsel f i n a  mirror , Mak e feel s engulfe d 
by a  suffocating , inescapabl e mas k an d costume. ) Relationship s wit h 
other people threaten to obliterate all traces of his own face and to replace 
it wit h on e responsive t o thei r needs , closel y resemblin g theirs . I n thi s 
fantasy th e face i s felt t o be synonymous wit h th e sense o f self . I n The 
Nonhuman Environment,  Searle s analyze s th e motives fo r th e desire t o 
turn onesel f int o a  dehumanized objec t an d the inclination to turn othe r 
people int o suc h objects , tendencie s whic h appea r frequentl y i n The 
Notebooks. 

Studies o f closel y relate d form s o f narcissisti c an d borderlin e illnes s 
by Hein z Kohut , R . D. Laing , an d D. W. Winnicott hav e enlarge d m y 
understanding o f wha t Rilk e wa s going throug h whe n h e firs t cam e t o 
Paris. Lik e th e poe t a t thi s time , lik e Make , thei r patient s fel t s o ill -
defined an d uncertain o f thei r differentiatio n fro m th e world an d fro m 
other people tha t mer e contact with other s ofte n threatene d to transfor m 
them int o helples s response s o r imitations . Sustained relationship s coul d 
be engulfing . Th e contours o f th e body , th e basi s graduall y discovere d 
in infanc y fo r one' s sens e of one' s separat e self , failed t o hold agains t an 
impinging, invading , or "imploding" world. On e defense agains t engul f -
ment o r invasion i s "schizoid," splittin g int o a  "true" inne r cor e o f the 
self an d a false, compliant , imitative oute r sel f o r selves, which shiel d the 
inner sel f agains t th e danger s o f alteratio n o r annihilatio n b y other s o r 
by a n impinging environment . 

In Rilk e suc h defense s wer e crippling , bu t they als o becam e creative . 
In subsequen t chapter s I  discus s th e self-protective, self-concealin g per -
sonas which Rilk e developed an d consider thei r origins in his childhood . 
In thi s par t o f m y commentar y I  refe r t o Winnicott' s an d Laing' s con -
cepts o f th e false sel f i n schizoi d illnes s an d Winnicott' s argumen t tha t 
this has a healthy counterpart , th e socially complian t facade s whic h pro -
tect the inner cor e of the self i n the experience of most mentall y health y 
people. Rilke' s conception s o f fac e an d mask see m t o hav e evolve d ou t 
of interval s o f illness . Bu t Rilke , lik e Nietzsche , wa s convince d tha t 
masking protect s th e gifte d artist' s cultivatio n an d nurturin g o f hi s o r 
her depth , power , an d ar t fro m intrusion , distraction , an d adulteration . 
The poet' s writings , lik e Nietzsche' s an d Kierkegaard's , may be seen as 
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6 INTRODUCTIO N 

masks which concea l a s much a s they reveal . They fulfille d "th e urgen t 
need t o communicat e an d th e stil l mor e urgen t nee d no t t o b e found " 
which Winnicott observe d i n artists. 10 

Rilke's illness also became creative in another way. As the hard reality 
of things around him invades his body and drives him out of it, Make tries 
to defend himself b y passing his fingers ove r his face in an effort t o rees-
tablish his sense  of hi s boundaries . Make is overwhelmed particularly by 
the multitude of unbearable phenomena that seem to press in on him. Ex-
ternal realities invade, overflow, drown , and suffocate him . Driven out of 
himself, he is squashed like "a beetle" underfoot (The Notebooks, 74) . But 
Rilke's bout s o f boundar y los s evolve d int o a n ability t o releas e himsel f 
from the trap of separateness and opposition between subject and object in 
which most of us find ourselves caught by rigid defensiveness. In 1913 he 
went through an experience in which the boundaries between "inner" and 
"outer" dissolved as he felt "within him the gentle presence of th e stars" 
("An Experience, " WSR,  36) . O n thi s occasio n Rilk e close d hi s eye s t o 
keep out of mind the contours of his body, a response which seems to be 
the opposite of Make's reaction to the threat of invasion. At other times he 
experienced th e "inviolabl e presentness an d simultaneity " of everythin g 
which in ordinary consciousness comes to us as "mere 'sequence* " (Let-
ters 2:342). Distinctions between past, present, and future faded. So did the 
common sens e oppositio n betwee n th e living an d the dead, for th e dead 
continue to exist for us and "we are incessantly flowing ove r and over to 
those who preceded us, to our origins" (Letters 2:373) . Such experiences of 
what Rilke called "das Offne" ("the open") seem to have grown out of the 
kinds of fragmentation and boundary loss described in his letters and fic-
tion. Yet they mak e "normal " ideas and perceptions o f time , space , self , 
and worl d see m fragmentar y i n comparison . The y mus t hav e occurre d 
during interval s o f eg o strengt h an d healt h (wholeness , integration ) be -
tween stretches of barrenness, emotional illness, and depression. 

They prepared for an d shaped the thinking and imagery of th e Duino 
Elegies, and The  Sonnets to Orpheus.  The y seeme d t o th e poe t t o brin g 
an interchang e o f bein g betwee n hi m an d th e surroundin g world , i n 
which metamorphosing world and self were continually re-created, as he 
tells us, quietly rejoicing, in the first and last sonnets of the second cycle . 

Fantasies o f engulfment , impingement , an d depersonalization, which w e 
find i n Rilke' s letter s an d The  Notebooks,  ofte n lea d t o defensiv e isola -
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INTRODUCTION 7 

tion. The  Notebooks  demonstrate s th e danger s o f isolatio n suc h a s 
Make's, which feed s th e demon s o f diseas e i t i s meant t o defen d against . 
Make's solitud e i s extreme . H e ha s n o relationship s i n th e presen t tim e 
of th e novel . Thi s wa s no t tru e o f Rilke . Bu t th e poe t wa s almos t ob -
sessively devoted t o a n ideal of solitude , as his letters, fiction, an d poetr y 
show. I f psychologica l infirmitie s wer e a n acknowledge d sourc e o f hi s 
need t o b e alone , nineteenth-centur y thinkers , suc h a s Nietzsch e an d 
Kierkegaard, strongl y supporte d hi s belie f tha t solitud e wa s a  necessar y 
condition fo r creativ e work . Hi s contemporar y an d fello w nativ e o f 
Prague, Fran z Kafka , equall y influence d b y thes e philosophers , empha -
sized th e sam e them e i n hi s diarie s an d letters . 

Rilke wa s ofte n wit h othe r people . H e complaine d tha t bein g wit h 
them di d hi m littl e goo d an d muc h harm , shuttin g of f th e source s o f hi s 
poetry. Beginnin g wit h th e "boundlessl y frightfu l pain s o f childhood, " 
solitude ha d give n hi m "al l tha t wa s greatest " (Letters  2:106-7) . Ye t th e 
severe anxietie s whic h isolatio n fostere d ofte n le d hi m t o see k compan y 
and t o los e th e poe t i n himsel f amon g friend s an d acquaintances . Hi s 
relationships wit h Lo u Andreas-Salom e an d August e Rodin , whic h I  in -
terpret i n chapters 5  and 8 , reveal the psychodynamics o f hi s dependenc e 
on other s i n it s mos t extrem e forms . 

The insight s o f Harol d Searles , Hein z Kohut , R . D . Laing , D . W . 
Winnicott, an d Arnol d Model l hav e helpe d m e t o elucidat e Rilke' s de -
pendence o n Salom e an d Rodi n an d hi s extravagan t idealizatio n o f thes e 
two surrogat e parents. 11 I f w e ca n trus t hi s memory , hi s extrem e needi -
ness i n bot h relationship s wa s du e largel y t o hi s mother' s an d father' s 
failings, whic h ar e ampl y describe d i n hi s letters , fiction,  an d poetry . 
He feare d tha t h e ha d inherite d hi s mother' s disconnectednes s an d un -
reality. H e complaine d bitterl y abou t Phi a Rilke' s dishonest y wit h her -
self, narcissisti c self-absorption , blindnes s t o hi s rea l qualities , an d 
inability t o lov e hi m fo r wha t h e was . Hi s father' s failur e t o fulfil l hi s 
aspirations t o a  career a s a n arm y office r weighe d heavil y o n Ren e dur -
ing hi s childhood . Th e poe t wa s haunte d b y Josef' s emotiona l con -
striction, hi s expectatio n tha t hi s so n woul d vicariousl y fulfil l hi s ow n 
frustrated ambitions , hi s disappointmen t a t Rene' s leavin g militar y 
school an d rejectin g a  militar y career , an d hi s anxiet y abou t th e poet' s 
unwillingness t o find a  jo b whic h woul d protec t him , hi s wife , an d 
daughter fro m shamefu l povert y an d giv e the m a  respectabl e plac e i n 
society. Bu t Rilk e wa s abl e t o se e o r imagin e generosit y an d a n incli -
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8 INTRODUCTIO N 

nation to love i n his father, struggling agains t such narrow-minded anx -
iety an d rigidity . 

Psychoanalysts wh o hav e studie d narcissisti c illnes s theoriz e tha t th e 
kinds o f failure s i n motherin g an d fatherin g whic h Rilk e attribute d t o 
his parents often leav e the psyche severel y impaired. As a n adult a  child 
of suc h parent s ma y loo k fo r surrogate s wh o wil l provid e th e empath -
etically responsiv e materna l "mirroring " required t o strengthe n a  sense 
of sel f whic h remain s wea k becaus e th e individua l di d no t receiv e ade -
quate "mirroring" in early childhood. He may also seek a surrogate who 
can be investe d wit h th e fantastica l omnipotenc e ascribe d t o parent s b y 
small children , becaus e o f thei r need , i n thei r sens e o f thei r ow n help -
lessness an d fragility , t o participate , throug h identification , i n suc h 
power. Having failed as a child to internalize idealized parents who cal m 
anxiety, foste r th e toleranc e o f unsatisfie d cravings , provide model s an d 
guidance, distinguis h realit y fro m fantasy , mak e possibl e accommoda -
tions with environmental realities, and offer love and admiration, an adult 
suffering fro m narcissisti c illness ma y seek such parents in other people, 
idealizing the m s o tha t the y ca n supply thes e needs , which persis t wit h 
an infantile intensity . My chapters on Salome and Rodin show how the y 
fulfilled suc h needs i n Rilke . 

Analysts hav e als o written abou t th e way s i n which th e impairment s 
and injurie s characteristi c o f narcissisti c illnes s ca n b e repaire d an d 
healed. This i s an important part of m y subject . My chapter s on Salome, 
Clara Rilke , th e poet' s father , an d Rodi n sho w how , throug h hi s rela -
tionships with them and through his work, which he called "nothing but 
a self-treatmen t o f th e sam e sort " a s analysis , h e mastere d th e severes t 
forms of his anxieties and developed a  remarkable ability to move, some-
times swiftly , sometime s gradually , fro m fear , despair , an d nea r menta l 
paralysis t o th e writing o f hi s greates t poems (Letters  2:42) . 

Writing t o hi s wif e i n Apri l 1903 , Rilke defende d th e distanc e betwee n 
them with th e argumen t tha t hi s work wa s th e cente r o f hi s life , whic h 
he mus t find  agai n i f h e wa s t o b e abl e t o mak e progres s towar d th e 
realization of hi s gifts . To d o thi s he said, he must be alone , unwatched , 
unselfconscious. He must be solitary long enough to enable his loneliness 
to becom e "fir m an d secur e agai n lik e a n untrodde n woo d tha t i s no t 
afraid o f footsteps. " The worst thin g tha t could happe n to hi m was "t o 
become unaccustomed t o loneliness " (Letters 1:105-6) . Thoug h the poe t 

This content downloaded from 
�������������58.97.216.184 on Thu, 05 Sep 2024 08:57:45 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



INTRODUCTION 9 

did rediscove r th e cente r o f hi s lif e i n hi s wor k recurrentl y (th e lon g 
period o f sustaine d creativit y betwee n 190 6 an d 1910 , whe n h e wrot e 
many o f th e New  Poems  an d complete d The  Notebooks,  wa s especiall y 
gratifying), the problem tha t he defined i n this letter remained very muc h 
alive fo r hi m unti l th e completio n o f th e Elegies  an d th e writin g o f th e 
Sonnets a t Muzo t i n Februar y 1922 . 

D. W. Winnicott's observation s abou t "th e capacity to be alone" seem 
especially relevan t t o Rilke . Winnicot t see s thi s capacit y a s "on e o f th e 
most importan t sign s o f maturit y i n emotiona l development. " H e argue s 
that fro m "thi s positio n everythin g i s creative/' 12 I n chapte r 9  I  tak e a 
close look a t Winnicott' s idea s o n thi s subjec t a s I  discuss Rilke' s attain -
ment o f hi s long-sought hom e i n isolation durin g th e winter o f 1921-22 . 

Winnicott suggest s tha t w e achiev e "th e abilit y t o b e trul y alone " b y 
internalizing an "ego-supportive mother. " Suc h a mother, empatheticall y 
responsive t o he r infant' s needs , creates a  sense o f a  "protective environ -
ment."13 The introjection o f this maternal figure ma y enable one to main -
tain a  strong , i f unconscious , sens e o f suc h a n environmen t throughou t 
one's life . This i s essentia l t o th e artis t especiall y becaus e h e need s t o b e 
able t o laps e int o th e strang e an d ofte n frightenin g unintegrated , undif -
ferentiated stat e of min d i n which h e is open t o normally represse d idea s 
and feeling s an d t o alie n structure s o f thought . Rilke' s letter s mak e i t 
clear tha t h e needed t o b e alon e i n orde r t o fal l int o suc h a  condition, t o 
exist solitar y i n a n imagine d cocoo n s o tha t h e coul d com e apar t befor e 
coming togethe r again . I n thi s raw , naked , fragmentar y stat e o f min d h e 
felt bot h to o vulnerabl e an d to o repulsiv e t o b e nea r anyone , excep t a 
servant. Hi s attempt s t o liv e wit h motherin g women—abov e all , Lo u 
Andreas-Salome—usually resulte d i n painfu l failure . 

Chapter 9  brings to a  conclusion m y study o f the ways in which Rilk e 
attempted, i n hi s fiction , hi s poetry , an d a  numbe r o f hi s relationships , 
to creat e the benevolent , supportive , protective, mirroring mothe r h e fel t 
Phia ha d no t bee n fo r him . Fro m th e tim e tha t h e wrot e The  Book  of 
Hours (1899 , 1901 , and 1903 , revise d i n 1905) , wit h it s praye r tha t h e 
might be granted a  hermaphroditic nature as a mothering male , his work s 
and letter s revea l a  fascination wit h th e ide a tha t he  migh t b e bot h ma n 
and woman , mothe r an d son , brothe r an d sister , love r an d beloved . Th e 
painful memorie s o f hi s mother' s game s during th e first five  year s o f hi s 
life, i n which sh e had converte d hi m int o a  little girl , a  substitute fo r hi s 
sister, wh o ha d die d befor e h e wa s born , wer e pu t t o goo d us e i n hi s 
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io INTRODUCTIO N 

fiction an d poetry . I n chapte r 9  I  consider th e poems which , beginnin g 
with "Turning " (Jun e 1914) , sho w th e evolutio n o f a n inne r belove d 
woman or female presence. This process culminates in his transformatio n 
of Ver a Knoop , a  young dancer , artist , an d musician , th e daughte r o f 
friends, wh o ha d recentl y die d a t nineteen , int o th e inne r woman , "al -
most a girl" ("fast ein Madchen"), who inspired The  Sonnets to Orpheus, 
as the poems, themselves, their dedication, and his letters about them tell 
us. I n th e secon d sonne t h e imagine s tha t sh e ha s mad e he r be d withi n 
his ea r and slep t ther e an d tha t her slee p within hi s "auditor y imagina -
tion" included the world and brought it within him, allowing him at last 
to hea r the Orphi c lyr e resoundin g i n hi s ordinaril y "unhear d center. " 
(The "auditor y imagination " is T . S . Eliot' s concept . "Unhear d center " 
["unerhorte mitte" ] comes from th e twenty-eighth sonne t o f th e secon d 
cycle, which i s clearly abou t Vera, though sh e i s not named , an d whic h 
is dedicate d t o her. ) With thi s figure  in th e Sonnets,  with th e silent , in -
visible femal e frien d o f th e Sevent h Duin o Elegy , an d with th e belove d 
Earth in the Ninth Elegy , whom h e imagines yearnin g to becom e invis -
ible withi n him , Rilk e brough t t o perfectio n hi s effort s t o giv e vivid , 
compelling life and form to the loving, "mirroring" maternal figure, pres-
ent in The Notebooks an d in so many of his poems. In the young woman, 
"almost a  girl, " o f th e Sonnets  thi s menta l presenc e foun d a  disguis e 
which concealed its real, felt meaning from the poet as well as his readers. 

By givin g suc h evocative , i f disguised , form s o f existenc e t o th e be -
loved materna l figure within hi m h e was abl e t o conver t narcissisti c ill -
ness int o creativ e narcissis m an d t o find  i n hi s isolatio n a t Muzo t th e 
wholeness an d fertile , poten t self-sufficienc y tha t mad e i t possibl e fo r 
him to complete the Elegies  and to write the Sonnets. The writing o f th e 
Sonnets and the final Elegies brough t th e psychological processe s whic h 
I have described t o completion . 

Although a  number of biographie s have been published, only on e earlier 
book ha s answere d th e nee d fo r a  psychologica l stud y o f thi s grea t 
poet—Erich Simenauer's Rainer Maria  Rilke: Legende und  Mythos, pub -
lished i n 195 3 an d neve r translate d int o English . I  a m indebte d t o Si -
menauer for hi s perceptive readings of Rilke' s works an d his letters . But 
his boo k i s limite d b y it s narro w relianc e o n earl y Freudia n concepts . 
His "classical " analysi s focuse s o n th e consequence s o f a  "fixation" i n 
the "oedipa l stage"  with it s murderou s hatre d o f th e fathe r an d inces -
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INTRODUCTION I I 

tuous longing s fo r th e mother . H e i s concerned wit h th e largel y uncon -
scious role s whic h "id, " "ego, " an d "superego " pla y i n th e poet' s 
"oedipus complex, " includin g th e ego' s response s t o th e supereg o an d 
its defenses agains t the id, such as "repression" and "reactio n formation " 
(unconscious exaggeratio n o f a  feeling o r wis h i n consciousnes s i n orde r 
to reinforc e repressio n o f it s opposite) . Fo r th e mos t part , Simenaue r 
classifies aspect s o f th e poet' s psycholog y accordin g t o th e taxonom y o f 
primitive Freudia n orthodoxy . 

I dra w upo n th e sam e se t o f concepts , but , a s this introductio n make s 
clear, I  als o mov e beyon d the m t o psychologica l theor y an d knowledg e 
concerned wit h th e child' s pre-oedipa l experienc e an d it s long-ter m ef -
fects. Discussion s o f narcissistic , borderline , schizoid , an d schizophreni c 
forms o f menta l illnes s an d thei r origin s i n thi s earlie r perio d o f child -
hood hav e bee n helpfu l i n m y stud y o f Rilke' s lif e an d writings . M y 
interpretations reflec t a n interes t i n works concerne d wit h th e formatio n 
and developmen t o f eg o an d identity ; th e evolutio n o f th e sens e o f self , 
its separatio n an d integration ; th e experienc e o f "th e non-huma n envi -
ronment" ("Things " fo r Rilke ) i n menta l healt h an d illness ; the fea r o f 
death an d th e variet y o f way s i n whic h i t ma y b e mastered ; th e psy -
chology o f th e creativ e process ; comparison s an d contrast s o f languag e 
and though t i n literature an d schizophreni c speec h an d writing ; and ne w 
conceptions o f "identification, " "introjection, " an d "incorporation " 
which hav e helpe d m e t o elucidat e Rilke' s conceptio n o f relationship s 
between the living and the dead, his notion o f the woman within himself , 
and th e idea s abou t internalizatio n an d transformatio n whic h for m th e 
central "argument " o f th e sevent h an d nint h Duin o Elegies . 

Much o f th e psychological theor y an d knowledg e which I  have foun d 
helpful postdate s th e publicatio n o f Simenauer' s study . I  hav e als o ben -
efited fro m recen t biographie s o f Rilk e by Wolfgan g Leppmann , Donal d 
Prater, an d J . F . Hendry , a s wel l a s a  wealt h o f scholarshi p an d com -
mentary writte n sinc e 1953. 14 

How woul d th e poet, himself , have responded t o th e news tha t some -
one ha d writte n a  psychoanalyti c stud y o f hi s lif e an d work ? Hi s con -
flicting feeling s abou t psychoanalysi s ar e clearl y expresse d i n hi s letters . 
Rejecting hi s wife' s advic e tha t h e g o int o analysis , on January 14 , 1912 , 
when th e first  Duino Eleg y had just come to him, he wrote to the Freud -
ian therapist, Emil Baron von Gebsattel , a friend o f Lou Andreas-Salome , 
expressing th e fea r tha t suc h a  system o f classificatio n woul d distur b th e 
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12 INTRODUCTIO N 

"much highe r order " o f hi s imagination (Letters  2:43) . Ten day s late r h e 
wrote t o Salom e an d agai n t o Gebsattel , sayin g that , wit h th e exorcis m 
of hi s devils , hi s angel s to o migh t leave . A  Januar y 2 0 lette r t o Salom e 
acknowledges tha t th e ide a o f undergoin g psychoanalysi s occurre d t o 
him fro m tim e t o time . I f h e foun d Freud' s writing s "uncongenial, " 
nonetheless, h e coul d "conceiv e o f GebsatteP s usin g i t [psychoanalysis ] 
with discretio n an d influence " (Letters  2:44) . I n thi s lette r h e give s a 
detailed accoun t o f his imprisoning, hypochondriacal misery . But his fea r 
that analysis might result in "a disinfected soul, " "a monstrosity," a mind 
like a  student noteboo k pag e covered wit h corrections— a fantas y whic h 
he acknowledged wa s "silly" and "false"—kep t hi m from enterin g treat -
ment (Letters  2:44 , 43) . Repelle d an d fascinate d b y th e ne w idea s an d 
therapies o f th e depth psychologists , suffering ofte n fro m uncontrollabl e 
anxieties an d a n inabilit y t o sustai n a  lovin g relationship , a  recurren t 
inability to work, cruel depression, and a  sense of his unreality, he sough t 
explanations and therapeutic advice from Salome , whose growing knowl -
edge of Freudian theory and eccentric devotion to it after 191 1 influence d 
her interpretation s o f hi s illnes s an d hi s writing s i n he r letter s t o him , 
their conversations , an d he r ow n books , includin g he r stud y o f Rilk e 
(1928), The  Freud  Journal  of  Lou-Andreas  Salome,  whic h sh e kep t i n 
1912 and 191 3 (Aus der  Schule bei  Freud), an d her memoir , A Look  Back 
at Life  (Lebensriickblick). 15 

II 

In a  recent essa y o n Rilke , "Paris/Childhood : Th e Fragmente d Bod y i n 
Rilke's Notebooks of  Malte  Laurids  Brigge,"  publishe d i n Modernity and 
the Text:  Revisions  of  German  Modernism  (1989) , Andreas Huysse n ob -
serves tha t "th e insight s o f psychoanalysi s hav e b y an d larg e bee n 
shunned b y Rilk e scholar s a s irrelevant fo r th e literar y an d aestheti c as -
sessment o f th e novel." 1 Mos t o f m y boo k wa s complet e befor e I  dis -
covered Huyssen' s essay , bu t w e dra w upo n som e o f th e sam e 
psychological concept s and share a sense of the ways in which psychoan -
alytic approache s t o literar y criticis m hav e change d substantiall y sinc e 
the day s whe n al l to o man y reductive , simplisti c psychologica l exegese s 
of poetry , fiction,  an d dram a provide d ampl e justification fo r th e antag -
onism o f literary scholars and critics . Huyssen als o discusses Rilke's por -
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INTRODUCTION 1 3 

trayal o f Make' s reaction s t o Pari s fro m a  sociologica l perspective , i n 
relation t o Walte r Benjamin' s an d Geor g SimmeP s account s o f th e bi g 
city's effect s o n th e individua l an d o n moder n literatur e (i n Simmel' s 
essay "Th e Metropoli s an d Menta l Life " an d Benjamin's , "Som e Motif s 
in Baudelaire") . This par t o f Huyssen' s analysi s indicate s a  directio n i n 
which interpretation s o f Rilke' s fiction shoul d b e developing. At th e en d 
of m y revie w o f recen t Rilk e criticis m I  shal l sa y mor e abou t thi s ap -
proach, i n m y reflection s o n Brigitt e Bradley' s stud y o f The  Notebooks. 

A numbe r o f recen t commentator s o n Rilke' s wor k continu e t o di -
vorce the poetry fro m th e poet's life , a s if any attemp t t o rea d th e Duino 
Elegies, The  Sonnets  to  Orpheus,  an d othe r grea t poem s b y Rilk e wit h 
understanding enhance d b y consideratio n o f hi s lif e an d b y psychoan -
alytic insight s demean s th e poetr y an d deprive s i t o f prope r aestheti c 
appreciation. Som e critics , Huysse n argues , se e Rilk e a s representin g " a 
modernism o f disembodie d subjectivity , metaphysica l negativity , an d 
textual closure , th e classicis m o f th e twentiet h century." 2 Suc h criticis m 
may develo p perceptiv e reading s o f individua l poem s an d passages , bu t 
it ofte n suppresse s muc h o f th e emotiona l an d intellectua l complexity , 
vitality, richness , and subtlet y o f Rilke' s work . 

One o f th e stronges t statement s o f antipath y t o psychoanalyti c an d 
biographical criticis m amon g Rilk e scholar s i s t o b e foun d i n th e fore -
word t o Jacob Steiner' s boo k Rilkes  Duineser  Elegien  (196 2 an d 1969) . 
Steiner goe s t o th e extrem e o f insistin g tha t th e mor e boldl y th e bio -
graphical " I " o f th e poet stand s ou t i n th e " i " of th e work, s o much th e 
worse i s the poetry ("Abe r e s lasst sich vermuten, dass das biographisch e 
Ich de s Dichter s ums o starke r durc h da s ich  de s Werk s hervortritt , j e 
schlechter di e Dichtun g ist"). 3 Attackin g Simenauer' s analysis , Steine r 
says h e forget s tha t "th e privat e perso n Rilk e i s no t ye t th e poe t i n hi s 
productive hour s an d tha t . . . fro m th e productiv e poe t t o hi s produc t 
there i s a  distance t o b e overcom e whos e breadth , unfathomabl e depth , 
and complexit y hav e no t bee n measure d u p t o th e presen t time " ("Abe r 
er vergisst dabei , dass die private Perso n Rilk e noch nich t de r Dichte r i n 
seinen producktive n Stunde n is t un d das s auc h vo m producktive n Di -
chter z u seine n Produk t ei n Abstan d z u iiberwinde n ist , desse n Weite , 
Abgriindigkeit un d Komplexita t bishe r nich t ermesse n worde n sind"). 4 

This doctrin e foreshadow s mor e sophisticate d an d carefull y argue d 
attempts t o defin e an d justif y th e critica l concep t o f "da s lyrisch e Ich " 
(the lyri c I ) i n eac h poem , suc h a s Kat e Hamburger' s i n Die  Logik  der 
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14 INTRODUCTIO N 

Dichtung (1968 ) and Anthony Stephens' s in Rainer Maria  Rilke's  "Ged-
ichte an  die  Nacbt"  (1972) , whic h ar e reminiscen t o f earlie r endeavor s 
by th e Englis h an d American New Critic s t o analyz e th e narrative per-
sona i n a  poem o r a  work o f fictio n withou t referenc e t o th e lif e an d 
personality o f th e poe t o r th e novelist . Steiner' s desir e t o separat e an d 
distance "th e productive poet " from th e person an d hi s puris t Aesthet -
icism in arguing that the reflection in the "I" of the poem of the "private 
person" in his nonproductiv e hour s make s for a  bad poem see m wildl y 
defensive an d curiously naive. In her very perceptive study Transcending 
Angels: Rainer Maria  Rilke's Duino Elegies  (1987), Kathleen Komar finds 
even Steine r guilt y o f digressin g int o th e persona l an d th e biographical , 
when h e remarks that a  passage in Elegy I V reflects Rilke' s relationshi p 
with his father (though he immediately qualifie s thi s observation , sayin g 
that th e relationshi p betwee n fathe r an d so n i s s o full y generalize d i n 
these line s o f th e Eleg y tha t referenc e t o a  biography woul d mak e n o 
further contributio n t o a n understanding o f th e poem). Noting that , "as 
Steiner points out , th e passage concernin g th e fathe r ma y wel l hav e bi -
ographical overtone s concernin g hi s bureaucratic-militar y father' s ques -
tioning o f Rilke' s poeti c vocation, " Koma r remarks , "th e mor e genera l 
implications for the male and female factors of human life provide a more 
fruitful focu s fo r ou r discussion o f th e Elegies"*  The  clums y vaguenes s 
of thi s commen t suggest s a n evasive , skittis h respons e t o th e persona l 
and psychological dimension s o f Rilke' s poetry , a  response whic h flaw s 
and limits a n otherwise excellen t book . 

Komar bracket s of f th e poet' s lif e i n a  thre e pag e "Biographica l 
Sketch" that appears as an appendix at the end of her study. Her decision 
to exclud e th e lif e fro m th e res t o f he r book impose s substantia l limita -
tions upo n he r valuable, detailed analyse s o f conten t an d form. An d th e 
more's th e pity. For , her elucidations o f verba l nuances , multiple mean-
ings, an d th e connection s amon g passage s an d poem s whic h contribut e 
to th e integrity o f eac h Elegy an d to th e coherence an d development o f 
the cycl e ar e th e wor k o f a n exceptionall y gifte d an d knowledgeabl e 
interpreter. 

Richard Exne r an d Ingri d Stip a argu e that psychoanalytic interpreta -
tion i s largely irrelevant in reading Rilke's late r poetry, i n anothe r valu-
able recen t contributio n t o Rilk e criticism : "Da s Phanome n de r 
Androgynie de s Schaffenprozesses i m spaten Rilke: Das Beispiel . 'Solan g 
du Selbstgeworfne s fangs t . . . , ' " (Th e Phenomeno n o f th e Androgyn y 
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of th e Creativ e Proces s i n Lat e Rilke : Example , "A s lon g a s yo u catc h 
what yo u yoursel f hav e throw n . . . ") , published i n Rainer  Maria  Rilke, 
as part o f th e "Weg e de r Forschung " serie s (1987) . Referring t o Simen -
auer's contras t betwee n th e archaic , analyzable , comparatively unforme d 
perceptions o f Rilke' s earlie r work an d th e form-giving harmonie s o f th e 
later poetry , Exne r an d Stip a conclud e tha t th e creativ e processe s re -
sponsible fo r th e latte r wer e grounded , t o a  large extent , i n "bewusste n 
Denkvorgange" ("consciou s though t processes") , which thes e critic s se e 
as providing "logisch e Ausdrucksformen zu r Kommunikation " ("logica l 
forms o f expressio n fo r communication"). 6 On e ca n fin d suppor t i n 
Rilke's wor k fo r thei r hypothesi s tha t poetr y shoul d no t b e rea d pri -
marily a s an expression o f th e complex an d largel y unknown psychi c lif e 
of th e poet , fo r example , in Sonnet  to  Orpheus  1.3 , which tell s us , "Ge -
sang ist Dasein," "Ein Hauch um nichts" ("Song i s existence," "A breat h 
without purpos e o r object") . Bu t thei r choic e o f a  foca l example , "A s 
long as you catch what you yoursel f hav e thrown . . . , " i s unintentionall y 
ironic. Thi s poe m suggest s tha t th e writin g o f grea t poetr y i s a  pro -
foundly mysteriou s proces s an d experience , i n whic h suddenl y th e poe t 
becomes th e on e wh o catche s th e bal l throw n t o him , t o hi s center , b y 
an eterna l femal e partner . I n thi s experienc e al l consciou s courag e an d 
power, al l conscious calculation , ar e gone , an d th e poe m seem s t o com e 
from hi m o f it s ow n accord , lik e a  meteor leavin g hi s hand s an d ragin g 
into it s ow n spaces . Thi s i s onl y a  partia l paraphrase , bu t i t suffice s t o 
show tha t th e creativ e processes th e poe m envision s ar e very largel y un -
conscious, unknown, mysterious. 7 

Exner an d Stip a maintai n tha t i n "Solan g d u Selbstgeworfne s fangs t 
. . . " Rilk e conceive s o f poetr y a s arisin g ou t o f it s ow n logi c an d lan -
guage, a s i f i t wer e largel y o r entirel y disconnecte d fro m th e poet' s un -
conscious though t processes . The y us e th e wor d "poetologische " 
("poetological") t o labe l thi s purel y self-sufficien t logi c an d process . 
Though thei r critica l methods an d concept s are very different fro m Jaco b 
Steiner's, thei r affirmatio n o f rarefie d aestheticism , lik e his , seem s 
strangely naiv e an d psychologicall y defensive . Lik e s o man y othe r Rilk e 
scholars, the y ar e defendin g th e purit y o f poem s whic h w e al l valu e a s 
great treasures . Bu t th e poem s d o no t becom e les s extraordinar y i f w e 
see them in relation to the poet's lif e and with th e help of psychoanalyti c 
insights. Exner' s an d Stipa' s metho d o f definin g th e "poetological " pro -
cesses an d result s i s t o identif y "lexisch e Faden " ("lexica l strings " o r 
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16 INTRODUCTIO N 

"threads"), "lexische Gewebe" ("lexical webs" or "wefts" or "textures") , 
and "Wortfelder" ("wor d fields")  i n a poem or a series of selected poems. 
This mod e o f operation s enable s the m t o trac e th e developmen t o f con -
nected theme s an d closel y relate d word s an d image s throug h quit e a 
number o f poem s writte n i n differen t stage s o f Rilke' s creativ e life . An d 
although a t times their terminology seems a pseudoscientific jargon , thei r 
careful tracing s o f "lexica l strings " o r "threads " an d "wor d fields"  d o 
accumulate a  large, persuasive picture o f th e developin g relationshi p be -
tween Rilke' s evolvin g sens e o f himself , hi s feeling s an d thought s abou t 
androgyny, an d hi s conception o f th e poet's (especiall y his own) creativ e 
processes.8 

One canno t hel p bein g draw n t o th e argumen t tha t thi s ver y grea t 
poet mus t have become increasingly self-awar e i n his shaping o f hi s ow n 
work, a s h e becam e eve r mor e skillfu l an d knowledgeable . But , i f yo u 
postulate, a s Exne r an d Stip a do , tha t th e earlie r wor k i s shape d b y 
Rilke's unconscious , a s Simenaue r an d Lo u Andreas-Salom e describ e it , 
you wil l have a  hard tim e makin g th e cas e that th e late r work someho w 
floats completel y fre e o f th e poet' s psychi c depths , a s i f i t ha d n o con -
nection wit h it s antecedents . And if , a t times , as in th e lin e from Sonne t 
I.3, quote d abov e ("Gesan g is t Dasein " ["Son g i s existence"]) , Rilk e 
seems t o resembl e othe r purist s o f modernis t Aestheticism , such a s Mal-
larme, much o f hi s prose an d poetry , including the Duino Elegies,  shows 
affinities wit h work s o f nineteenth - an d earl y twentieth-centur y litera -
ture, philosophy , an d psycholog y whic h weig h heavil y agains t suc h a 
position. Amon g th e writer s an d thinker s mos t importan t t o Rilk e wer e 
Kleist, Jen s Jacobsen , Kierkegaard , Dostoevsky , Flaubert , Baudelaire , 
Nietzsche, Freud , an d Lo u Andreas-Salome . 

I hav e mentione d Anthon y Stephens' s study , Rainer  Maria  Rilke 's 
"Gedicbte an  die  Nacht" (1972) , a nonpsychoanalytic commentary whic h 
shows a n intelligen t opennes s t o a  variety o f approache s t o Rilke' s ex -
traordinarily complex , problematic , an d elusiv e writings . Stephen s finds 
that th e "intellectua l structures " of th e "Gedicht e a n die Nacht" [Poem s 
to th e Night] , written i n 1913-14 , "hav e thei r root s determine d largel y 
by emotion. " Quotin g Rilke' s earl y definitio n o f hi s ai m i n writin g po -
etry—"Bilder z u finden  fu r mein e Verwandlungen" ("t o find  image s fo r 
my transformations")—Stephen s propose s tha t "i n hi s late r wor k intel -
lectual structure s [o f huma n experience ] ma y functio n precisel y a s im-
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INTRODUCTION 1 7 

ages." (Amon g th e structure s whic h see m mos t importan t t o hi m i n 
Rilke's poem s i s "Gegenstandlichkeit, " th e radicall y alie n qualit y an d 
opacity o f externa l object s fo r th e perso n wh o feel s unrelate d t o the m 
and feel s tha t h e i s no t a t al l a t hom e i n a  worl d i n whic h h e i s lik e a 
tenant constantl y i n dange r o f eviction . Oppose d t o "Gegenstandli -
chkeit" i n Rilke' s thinkin g an d writin g i s "Weltinnenraum, " a  ter m 
which Stephen s an d othe r critic s rea d a s a  mean s o f conceptualizin g " a 
feeling o f participatio n an d emotiona l identificatio n wit h th e object s o f 
experience." I n othe r words , "Th e concep t o f 'Weltinnenraum ' i s base d 
on a  feelin g o f th e homogeneit y o f inne r an d oute r world s an d o n th e 
absence o f an y barrier s t o emotiona l identification." 9 Th e argumen t tha t 
such concepts function i n Rilke's poetry a s images rather tha n a s rationa l 
abstractions i n logica l relationshi p t o on e anothe r lead s Stephen s t o th e 
following conclusion : "Wha t determine d th e successio n o f Rilke' s 'Ver -
wandlungen' ("transformations" ) i s a  psychologica l questio n an d henc e 
unanswerable withi n th e framewor k o f thi s book." 10 Tha t i s to say , on e 
should no t stud y th e transformation s o f "Gegenstandlichkeit " int o 
"Weltinnenraum" in exclusively logical , metaphysical, or epistemologica l 
terms i f on e want s t o giv e a  clea r an d ful l analysi s o f th e work s whic h 
represent an d realiz e them . Suc h transformation s i n Rilke' s poetr y in -
volve complexitie s o f feelin g an d though t whic h nee d hel p from psycho -
logical insight s i f w e ar e t o understan d them . 

But I  d o no t wan t t o giv e th e impressio n tha t Stephen s i s a n avi d 
supporter o f psychoanalyti c criticism . H e fault s bot h Ulric h Fullebor n 
and the "Freudian" critics for approache s to Rilke which try to fi t poetr y 
to " a priori " assumptions , absolut e preconceptions ; i f "thes e condition s 
do no t appea r t o pertain , the n th e 'Synthesi s a  priori ' supplie s the m i n 
terms o f wha t ought  t o b e ther e i f th e presupposition s ar e correct. " Ste -
phens show s tha t thi s i s th e cas e with Fulleborn , bu t doe s no t mentio n 
any "Freudian " critic s specifically , a s example s o f thi s failing. 11 

My interpretation s o f Rilke' s work i n The  Beginning  of  Terror  resem -
ble Stephens' s questionin g approac h t o th e work , hi s emphasi s o n th e 
problematic natur e o f th e poetry , hi s sens e o f it s grea t complexity , sub -
tlety, an d richness , as well a s its difficulty an d elusiveness , and hi s belie f 
that, possesse d o f thes e qualities , i t invite s a  variety o f critica l perspec -
tives. The  Beginning  of  Terror  shun s th e kin d o f prescriptiv e " a priori " 
narrowness foun d i n som e primitive , reductiv e psychoanalyti c criticism . 
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18 INTRODUCTIO N 

For the most perceptive literar y critic s and psychoanalysts shar e a  sense 
of th e fertil e overdeterminatio n o f meanin g i n th e metaphors , images , 
and formal pattern s o f grea t poems an d other works o f art . 

In hi s concludin g chapter , "A n Approac h t o Rilke, " Stephen s dis -
cusses "tw o opposin g tendencies , o r attitudes , or techniques" in Rilke' s 
work, focusin g o n "th e poe m a s a  close d syste m an d th e poe m a s a 
reaching ou t beyon d th e limits of give n experience." 12 Stephens i s inter-
ested in the interaction between these two tendencies and opposing views 
of poetr y i n Rilke' s work , an d i n th e poet' s oscillatin g emphases , no w 
on th e one , now o n th e other . The  former view ma y b e associated wit h 
the poet' s inclination , i n hi s studie s o f Rodi n an d hi s letter s abou t Ro -
din's sculpture, to magnify ar t into something that has an absolute value, 
something, lik e a  god, unapproachable , magical , untouchable , an d i n it s 
essence incomprehensible . A s Stephen s point s out , Rilk e inherite d thi s 
idealization of the work o f ar t and the artist from the Romantics. In The 
Beginning of Terror  I explore this tendency in Rilke's thought an d work 
at length, especially in my discussion of th e poet's relationship with Ro-
din (se e chapter 8) . Describing th e opposin g tendency , Stephen s focuse s 
on Rilke' s lecture , Moderne  Lyrik  (1898) , wher e th e poe t say s tha t th e 
"specifically moder n impuls e i s . . . t o penetrat e t o th e furthes t region s 
of the self and express the result in poetry." An excerpt from that lecture 
makes the sam e point i n the poet's words: 

Sehen Sie : seit de n erste n Versuche n de s Einzelnen , unte r de r Flu t fliichtige r 
Ereignisse sicb selbst zu finden, seit dem ersten Bestreben, mitten im Gelarm des 
Tages hineinzuhorchen bi s in die tiefsten Einsamkeiten des eigenen Wesens,— 
giebt es eine Moderne Lyrik. iy 

Look: since the first attempts of the individual, amid the flood of fleeting events, 
to find himself  since th e first endeavors, ami d th e nois e o f th e day , t o liste n 
within down to the deepest solitudes of his own being—there [has been] a Mod-
ern Poetry. 

Stephens argues persuasively that this early association of modern poetry 
with "a n exploratio n o f th e sel f an d it s relatio n t o th e world " i s a n 
enduring and central concern of Rilke' s writings. In my chapters on The 
Notebooks of  Make Laurids  Brigge and my studies of Rilke's later poems, 
including the Duino Elegies  and The  Sonnets to Orpheus,  wit h question s 
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INTRODUCTION 1 9 

and suggestion s arisin g fro m th e insight s o f a  numbe r o f analyst s an d 
from Rilke' s ow n writings , I  examin e thi s aspec t o f hi s work . 

Chapters 2 , 3 , an d 4  o f thi s boo k ar e largel y concerne d wit h The 
Notebooks. On e o f th e most valuable recen t studies o f th e novel , Brigitt e 
L. Bradley' s "Die  Aufzeicknungen  des  Make  Laurids  Brigge:  Thematis -
ierte Krise des literarischen Selbstvertandnisses" {The Notebooks of  Make 
Laurids Brigge:  Thematicize d Crisi s o f Literar y Self-Understanding ) 
(1980), reveal s clos e affinitie s wit h Andrea s Huyssen' s attemp t t o inte -
grate psychological an d sociologica l perspective s o n Rilke' s work . Brad -
ley argue s tha t Make' s response s t o Pari s reflec t th e conflic t i n Rilk e 
between hi s earl y interes t i n th e oppressivenes s o f th e moder n urban , 
technological, industrialize d environment , wit h it s crowde d livin g con -
ditions, an d hi s belie f tha t a  writer corrupt s an d degrade s hi s work i f h e 
allows i t t o b e shape d b y a n ideolog y o r b y political , sociological , an d 
economic ends . 

Bradley argue s tha t a  numbe r o f passage s i n The  Notebooks  reflec t 
Rilke's sens e o f th e ways i n which th e ol d idea l o f individuality , accord -
ing t o whic h a  perso n coul d hop e t o becom e maste r o f hi s o r he r cir -
cumstances, rathe r tha n b e mastere d b y them , ha d bee n undermine d b y 
modern method s o f mas s productio n an d th e pervasio n o f huma n exis -
tence by technology, commercialization, and huge bureaucracies . Bradley 
points ou t tha t i n a  number o f episodes , such a s the one s in which Mak e 
encounters th e blin d selle r o f cauliflower s an d th e blin d newspape r ven -
dor, Rilk e focuse s o n huma n figure s wh o ma y b e see n a s example s o f 
social problems, "a s representativ e o f alienatio n conditione d b y th e eco -
nomic syste m o f productio n i n relatio n t o th e spher e o f work " ("al s 
reprasentativ fu r di e vo m okonomische n Produktionssyste m bedingt e 
Entfremdung de m Arbeitsbereic h gegeniiber"). 14 

Bradley analyze s th e comple x relationshi p betwee n Make' s response s 
to these aspects of modern urban lif e and hi s efforts t o rediscover himsel f 
as a writer i n his new environment . Make has broken awa y from hi s pas t 
life, work, an d sens e of himsel f s o completely , i t seems to him , a s he sit s 
in hi s room, tha t h e i s "nothing. " "An d ye t thi s nothing begin s t o thin k 
and thinks , five flights  up , o n a  gra y Pari s afternoon , thes e thoughts " 
{The Notebooks,  22) . In hi s letter s Rilk e define s Make' s ultimat e failur e 
as a  write r i n term s o f hi s inabilit y t o achieve , excep t i n on e o r tw o 
sections o f The  Notebooks,  wha t th e poe t call s "anonymou s work " an d 
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20 INTRODUCTIO N 

"objective expression, " exemplifie d b y Flaubert' s fiction , Baudelaire' s 
poems, an d Cezanne' s painting s (Letters  1:31 1 an d 314-16) . 

As I have indicated, Bradley discusses Make's failure and Rilke's aban -
donment o f attempt s t o writ e prose fictio n a s reactions t o a n unsolvabl e 
conflict betwee n tw o opposin g set s o f aestheti c values . Sh e point s t o 
Rilke's 189 8 lecture , Moderne Lyrik,  mentione d abov e i n m y discussio n 
of Stephens' s book , a s on e mean s o f understandin g thi s conflict . Wha t 
interests Bradle y i n tha t lectur e i s th e poet' s argumen t tha t writin g o r 
painting whic h find s it s justificatio n i n usefulnes s an d whic h cling s t o 
topics an d phenomen a o f curren t interes t o r place s itsel f "i n th e servic e 
of 'politica l o r socia l factiona l interests ' "  ("i n de n Diens t 'politische r 
oder soziale r Parteiinteressen ' " ) is not art , but journalism. 15 Oppose d i n 
Rilke's min d t o suc h corrupte d form s o f writing , painting , o r sculptur e 
are "autonomou s art " an d th e self-sufficien t work . Bradle y link s thes e 
concepts t o Jugendstil ar t an d th e Frenc h symbolists , and say s that Rilk e 
came int o close r contac t wit h th e aestheti c idea s o f th e latte r throug h 
Rodin, durin g 190 2 an d 1903. 16 

Bradley find s tha t Make' s attempt s t o describ e th e blin d newspape r 
vendor revea l th e underlyin g cause s o f hi s ultimat e failur e t o achiev e a 
new, clea r understandin g o f himsel f an d hi s tas k a s a  writer . Make' s 
accounts o f th e vendo r creat e a  doubl e perspectiv e o n tha t blin d man . 
Reading thes e passage s i n The  Notebooks,  on e ca n se e hi m a s a n exem -
plary consequenc e o f dehumanizin g socia l and economi c conditions , bu t 
he ca n als o b e see n a s a  man , "ful l o f resignation " ("ergebungsvoll") , 
who bear s his condition "a s a  misfortune ordaine d b y fate" ("als ei n vom 
Schicksal verhangte s Ungluck"). 17 When , afte r painfu l failure , Mak e a t 
last feel s hi s portrai t o f th e newspape r vendo r successfull y portray s th e 
man, h e take s thi s a s proof o f God' s existence , which place s hi m unde r 
"a hug e obligation. " An d h e imagine s th e Creato r take s pleasur e fro m 
his (Make's) belief tha t his experience in struggling to portray th e vendo r 
has taugh t hi m "Tha t w e shoul d lear n t o endur e everythin g an d neve r 
to judge " (The  Notebooks,  211) . Bradle y observe s tha t Make' s conclu -
sions curiousl y alienat e hi s wor k (th e portrait ) fro m himself . I n thi s re -
spect h e reveal s a  laten t affinit y wit h hi s subject , th e vendor , wh o i s 
obviously alienate d fro m hi s task , sellin g newspaper s whic h h e canno t 
read. 

Bradley als o see s a  connectio n betwee n a n earlie r episode , i n whic h 
Make's fathe r force s himsel f t o endur e th e terrifyin g visi t o f a  ghos t 
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without questioning , and Make' s belie f tha t hi s success in doing th e por -
trait o f th e vendo r a t las t ha s taugh t hi m t o endur e everythin g withou t 
ever judging o r questioning , a s the vendor , too , suffer s hi s fate . Retreat -
ing fro m "th e positio n o f socia l an d ideologica l criticis m int o whic h h e 
has ventured, " Mak e seem s frightene d b y thi s "functio n o f th e writer " 
into whic h h e ha s bee n draw n ( " . . . Mak e vo r de r gesellschafts - un d 
ideologiekritischen Position , i n di e e r sic h begebe n hat , zuriickschreck t 
bzw. das s e r sich mi t eine r sogeartete n Funktio n de s Schriftsteller s nich t 
identifizieren kann"). 18 Incapabl e o f developin g suc h critica l perception s 
in hi s work , h e seem s unabl e t o realiz e th e powe r whic h comes , a s h e 
has understood, from "n o longe r bein g anybody' s son " {The  Notebooks, 
189). I f w e accep t Bradley' s connections , w e ca n follo w he r argumen t 
that h e i s unabl e t o fre e himsel f fro m attitude s an d behavio r obviousl y 
learned fro m hi s father . Here , a s elsewhere , her essa y reflect s a n attemp t 
to integrat e sociologica l an d psychologica l insights . 

Bradley see s Rilke abandonin g pros e fictio n fo r poetr y becaus e in th e 
latter he could resolv e the conflict betwee n opposing sets of values whic h 
ultimately keep s Mak e fro m redefinin g an d re-creatin g himsel f a s a 
writer. Free d fro m th e "goal-directe d semantic s o f everyda y o r com -
monplace idiom " i n a n "economically-minde d society, " Rilk e coul d 
make hi s poetr y "a n affirmation " o f hi s concep t o f "autonomou s art " 
("von de r zweckgerichtete n Semanti k de s Alkagsidioms . . . . ein e Beja -
hung de r autonome n Kunst"). 19 

Some o f Rilke' s late r poem s d o sho w a n interes t i n social , political , 
and economi c matters , bu t thes e ar e usually o f secondar y importance , a t 
best. A  salien t exampl e i s Sonne t II . 19, whic h implicitl y attack s bour -
geois, capitalis t societ y fo r it s obsessio n wit h mone y an d it s neglec t o f 
the poor . Bu t eve n i n tha t poem , th e poe t i s no t primaril y intereste d i n 
the blin d begga r becaus e o f th e social , economic , an d politica l failure s 
which he represents. He see s the beggar as "the silen t one" ("der Schwei -
gende"), standin g i n th e breathin g pause s o f pampere d money , hi s han d 
held ou t b y fate . An d th e poe t wishe s tha t someon e seein g thi s "lumi -
nous, miserable, endlessly destructible" hand ("hell , elend, unendlich zer -
storbar") might , i n wonder , prais e it s enduranc e i n son g whic h onl y a 
god coul d hear. 20 

Although Bradley' s analysi s o f The  Notebooks  offer s a  ver y partia l 
and limite d readin g o f Make' s effort s t o achiev e a  clear understanding o f 
his tas k a s a  writer a s he respond s t o hi s ne w environment , I  have give n 
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22 INTRODUCTIO N 

it this lengthy summary in my review of recent criticism because I believe 
that i t serves as a valuable theoretical complement to my own exploratio n 
of th e novel' s psychodynamics . I t als o point s th e wa y towar d th e kin d 
of complex , sophisticated discussio n o f Rilke' s work, i n literary criticis m 
with historica l an d sociologica l dimensions , which stil l needs t o b e done . 
And i t provide s a n encouragin g counterbalanc e t o Ego n Schwarz' s 
heavy-handed attempt , in Das verschluckte Schluchzen:  Poesie  und Politik 
bei Rainer  Maria  Rilke  (Th e Swallowe d Sobbing : Poetry an d Politic s i n 
Rainer Mari a Rilke' s Writings ) (1972), 21 t o interpre t Rilke' s wor k an d 
thought i n term s o f th e admiratio n fo r Mussolin i whic h th e poe t ex -
pressed in correspondence with the Duchess Aurelia Gallarati-Scotti , and 
other expression s o f th e poet's idea s and attitude s which Schwar z sees  as 
repellently right-wing . 
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