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Rainer Maria Rilke

home in Prague: What path his career had taken after that
Horaéek was unable to say.

Given all this it is probably not difficult to understand that 1
decided that very hour to send my poetic efforts to Rainer Maria
Rilke and ask him for his verdict. Not yet twenty years old and on
the verge of going into a profession which I felt was directly opposed
to my true inclinations, I thought that if anyone was going to
understand my situation it was the author of the book To Cele-
brate Myself. And without its being my express intention, my
verses were accompanied by a letter in which I revealed myself
more unreservedly than to anyone ever before, or to anyone since.

Many weeks went by before an answer came. The letier with its
blue seal bore a Paris postmark, weighed heavy in the hand and
displayed on the envelope the same clarity, beauty and assurance
of hand with which the content itself was written from the first line
to the last. And so my regular correspondence with Rainer Maria
Rilke began, lasting until 1908 and then gradually petering out
because life forced me into domains which the poet’s warm, tender
and moving concern had precisely wanted to protect me from.

But that is unimportant. The only important thing is the ten
letters that follow, important for the insight they give into the
world in which Rainer Maria Rilke lived and worked, and
important too for many people engaged in growth and change,
today and in the future. And where a great and unique person
speaks, the rest of us should be silent.

Franz Xaver Kappus
Berlin, Fune 1929

Paris, 17 February 1903
Dear Sir,

Your letter only reached me a few days ago. Let me thank
you for the great and endearing trust it shows. There is
little more I can do. I cannot go into the nature of your
verses, for any critical intention is too remote from me.
There is nothing less apt to touch a work of art than crit-
ical words: all we end up with there is more or less
felicitous misunderstandings. Things are not all as grasp-
able and sayable as on the whole we are led to believe;
most events are unsayable, occur in a space that no word
has ever penetrated, and most unsayable of all are works
of art, mysterious existences whose life endures alongside
ours, which passes away.

Having begun with this preliminary remark, all I will
go on to say is that your verses have no identity of their
own, though they do have tacit and concealed hints of
something personal. I feel that most clearly in the last
poem, ‘My Soul’. There something individual is trying
to come into words, to find its manner. And in the lovely
poem ‘To Leopardi’ perhaps a kind of affinity with this
great and solitary man develops. Still, the poems are not
yet anything in themselves, nothing self-sufficient, not
even the last one and the one to Leopardi. The kind letter
you wrote accompanying them does not fail to make
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many of the shortcomings I sensed in reading your verses
explicable, without for all that being able to give them a
name.

You ask whether your verses are good. You ask me that.
You have asked others, before. You send them to maga-
zines. You compare them with other poems, and you
worry when certain editors turn your efforts down. Now
(since you have allowed me to offer you advice) let me
ask you to give up all that. You are looking to the outside,
and that above all you should not be doing now. Nobody
can advise you and help you, nobody. There is only one
way. Go into yourself. Examine the reason that bids you
to write; check whether it reaches its roots into the deep-
est region of your heart, admit to yourself whether you
would die if it should be denied you to write. This above
all: ask yourself in your night’s quietest hour: must 1
write? Dig down into yourself for a deep answer. And if
it should be affirmative, if it is given to you to respond
to this serious question with a loud and simple ‘I must’,
then construct your life according to this necessity; your
life right into its most inconsequential and slightest hour
must become a sign and witness of this urge. Then
approach nature. Then try, like the first human being, to
say what you see and experience and love and lose. Don’t
write love poems; avoid at first those forms which are too
familiar and habitual: they are the hardest, for you need
great maturity and strength to produce something of your
own in a domain where good and sometimes brilliant
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examples have been handed down to us in abundance.
For this reason, flee general subjects and take refuge in
those offered by your own day-to-day life; depict your
sadnesses and desires, passing thoughts and faith in some
kind of beauty — depict all this with intense, quiet, hum-
ble sincerity and make use of whatever you find about
you to express yourself, the images from your dreams
and the things in your memory. If your everyday life
seems to lack material, do not blame it; blame yourself,
tell yourself that you are not poet enough to summon up
its riches, for there is no lack for him who creates and no
poor, trivial place. And even if you were in a prison whose
walls did not let any of the sounds of the world outside
reach your senses — would you' not have your childhood
still, this marvellous, lavish source, this treasure-house
of memories? Turn your attention towards that. Attempt
to raise the sunken sensations of this distant past; your
sclf will become the stronger for it, your loneliness will
open up and become a twilit dwelling in which the noise
other people make is only heard far off. And if from this
turn inwards, from this submersion in your own world,
there come verses, then it will not occur to you to ask
anyone whether they are good verses. Nor will you
attempt to interest magazines in these bits of work: for
in them you will see your beloved natural possessions, a
piece, and a voice, of your life. A work of art is good if it
has arisen out of necessity. The verdict on it lies in this
nature of its origin: there is no other. For this reason, my
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dear Sir, the-only advice I have is thisi.to go into yourself
and to examine the depths from which your life springs;
at its source you will find the answer to the question of
whether you kave to write. Accept this answer as it is,
without seeking to interpret it. Perhaps it will turn out
that you are called to be an artist. Then assume this fate
and bear it, its burden and its greatness, without ever
asking after the rewards that may come from outside. For
he who creates must be a world of his own and find every-
thing within himself and in the natural world that he
has elected to follow.

But perhaps even after this descent into yourself and
into your solitariness you will have to give up the idea of
becoming a poet (the feeling that one could live without
writing is enough, as I said, to make it something one
should never do). But even then, to have taken pause in
the way I am asking you to will not have been in vain.
Whatever happens, your life will find its own pathsfrom
that point on, and that they may be good, productive
and far-reaching is something I wish for you more than
I can say.

What else should I say to you? I think everything has
been emphasized as it should be; and all I wanted to do
in the end was advise you to go through your develop-
ment quietly and seriously; you cannot disrupt it more
than by looking outwards and expecting answers from
without to questions that only your innermost instinct in
your quietest moments will perhaps be able to answer.

6

Letters to a Young Poet

I was delighted to find Professor Horac¢ek’s name in
your letter; I retain a great admiration for this kind-
hearted scholar, a gratitude that has endured over the
years. Could you please pass on these sentiments to him;
it is very kind of him still to remember me, and I much
appreciate it.

The verses you were so good as to entrust me with I
am sending back to you along with this letter. Thank you
again for the extent and the warmth of your trust — as
well as I can, I have attempted with this sincere reply to
make myself a little worthier of it than, as a stranger, I
really am.

With all devotion and sympathy,

Rainer Maria Rilke



Viareggio near Pisa (Italy), 5 April 1903

You must forgive me, my dear Sir, for only attending to
your letter of 24 February today: the whole time I have
been under the weather, not ill exactly but oppressed by
an influenza-like feebleness which has made me incapable
of anything. And in the end, when all else had failed, I
travelled down to this southern coast, whose beneficial
effects have helped me in the past. But I'm still not well
again, writing is difficult, and so you must take these few
lines as if there were more of them.

First of all you should know that every letter from you
will always be a pleasure, and you only need to be under-
standing with regard to the replies, which often, maybe,
will leave you with empty hands; for at bottom, and par-
ticularly in the decpest and most important things, we
are unutterably alone, and for one person to be able to
advise, let alone help, another, a great deal must come
about, a great deal must come right, a whole constellation
of things must concur for it to be possible at all.

There are just two things I wanted to say to you today:

Irony: don’t let yourself be ruled by it, especially not
in uncreative moments. In creative ones try to make use
of it as one means among many to get a grasp on lifc.
Used purely, it too is pure, and there is no neced to be
ashamed of it; and if you feel too familiar with it, if you
fear your intimacy is growing too much, then turn
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towards great and serious subjects, next to which irony
becomes small and helpless. Seek out the depths of
things: irony will never reach down there — and if in so
doing you come up against something truly great, inquire
whether this way of relating to things originates in a
necessary part of your being. For under the influence of
serious things irony will either fall away (if it is something
incidental) or on the contrary (if it really belongs to you
in a native way) it will gain strength and so become a
serious tool and take its place among the means with
which you will be bound to create your art.

And the second thing I wanted to tell you today is this:

Of all my books there are only a few I cannot do with-
out, and two are always among my effects, wherever 1
am. I have them with me here: the Bible, and the books
of the great Danish writer Jens Peter Jacobsen. 1 wonder
whether you know his works. They are easy to get hold
of, because a number of them are available in good trans-
lations in Reclam’s Universal-Bibliothek. Get hold of the
little volume Six Novellas by J. P. Jacobsen, and his novel
Niels Lyhne, and begin with the first story in the first of
these volumes which is called ‘Mogens’. A world will
come over you, the joy, the richness, the incomprehen-
sible greatness of a new world. Live in these books for a
while, learn from them what seems to be worth learning,
but above all love them. This love will be repaid you
thousands and thousands of times, and however your life
may turn out — this love, I am sure of it, will run through
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