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Abstract

The poems Rilke wrote during the last years of his life are often read as a

dark musing on the unravelling of culture during the years of the Great War

and the decade that followed. There is an elegiac quality to many of them,

but in the midst of this they give voice to what I call a poetics of praise—

often explicit, as in the Sonnets, but also substantially present, as in the Elegies.

It is this dimension of the latter that this article explores, considering how

Rilke’s notion of the poet’s vocation influenced these poems in particular.

Here, his praise is not directed toward some transcendent deity but rather

toward the world and all that is ‘sayable’ about it. His work as a poet, as he

had come to understand it, was to affirm a unity in this world, in the midst of

the apparent fragmentation and loss that seemed an overwhelming pressure

during this period. Against Wittgenstein’s claim, published within a year of

the Elegies, that ‘the sense of the world must lie beyond the world’, Rilke

insisted that this ‘sense’ or meaning could only rest in the world—or in the

manner in which world in/forms us, an insight captured in his notion of

‘Weltinnenraum’ (‘world/inner/space’). The poet’s purpose, then, is to bear

witness to this unity, and, in a sense, ‘unify’ the world through the posture of

praise by which we take the visible world into our consciousness and come

to recognise an essential inner unity amid the very real brokenness that marks

its ‘outer’ form.

And we, spectators always, everywhere,

turned toward everything and never looking out from within!

All this fills us to overflowing. We arrange it. It falls apart.

We rearrange it, and fall apart ourselves.
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Who has turned us around so that,

no matter what we do, we assume the posture

of one who is always departing?1

With these lines, a hauntingly familiar part of the modernist literary canon,

Rilke closes the eighth of his Duino Elegies. In it and the elegy that follows,

the poet celebrates what he understands as the fundamental wisdom of ani-

mals together with the simple meaning of things in their ‘here-ness’, con-

trasting this with the belaboured form of human consciousness that he saw as

a false and ultimately sterile dimension of modern life. His poetic vocation, as

it emerged during the first decades of the twentieth century, focused on

pursuing a new state of being, which he came to refer to simply as ‘the

Open’,2 a state of being characterised by a vulnerability to the immediacy

of human experience beyond the laboured machinations of reason. This pur-

suit shaped his work during the last decade of his life, evoking his fierce attack

on what one of his interpreters recently described as ‘the urgencies of [our]

imprisonment by forms of perception in our ‘‘interpreted world’’’.3 Put posi-

tively, one might say that Rilke understood the work of ‘imagining human’4

most poignantly in the Elegies and his later writings generally, as a call to turn

‘back’ to the natural world. This conviction stood in stark contrast to the

devastations of his age brought about through the machinations of war and

under the pressures of industrialisation and commerce. Thus, while Erich

Heller is surely right in reading the Elegies as ‘an apocalyptic work’, it is

one in which the revelatory power of the poet’s vision seeks to open a

creative space within and not beyond the world, shaken as it was through

the pressures of a cultural and intellectual dislocation and wracked in the

vortex of political destruction.5

The posture of ‘emphatic affirmations’ (emphatische Bejahungen) that course

through these poems, to recall Anthony Stephens’ characterisation, is but one

facet of the Elegies.6 Of equal significance is the manner in which they are

elegiac in the traditional sense of this term, ‘mourn[ing] a realm of conscious-

ness [Bewußtseinswelt] that no longer exists after the First World War’.7 This

sense of overwhelming loss and disorientation meant, for Rilke, that the sur-

vivors of this desolation had become little more than ‘spectators always, every-

where’, like those who without ever having arrived ‘take the posture of one

who is always departing’. This sense of being fated to mourn a ‘lost world’, of

finding ourselves uprooted and drifting in a kind of ‘homelessness’, as it were,

is a dark and brooding image. Sensing the force of these pressures in the

decade following Rilke’s death, the French philosopher Simone Weil

would write of ‘the need for roots’, though for Rilke the dis-ease of the

times seemed to press for something other than a political response.8 For he
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believed that despite the destitution of the age, we might yet sense something

of the fullness coursing through us, an experience not dependent on the world

that seemed to have passed away.9

Being alert to this sense, and giving it voice, was the poet’s work as Rilke

understood it. As he put it in a poem of 1921 entitled ‘Baudelaire’:

The poet alone unites the world,

which falls asunder in each of its parts.

Unprecedented is his witness to beauty,

and in celebrating what plagues him,

cleanses what lies in ruins unceasingly:

and even what is destructive becomes world.10

Thus, the poet is a kind of priest bearing witness to something abiding in a

world passing away, calling in his poems to join him in what he came to

understand as the vocation of praise. As he put it in a poem written in

1921:11

Oh say, poet, what you do?

—I praise.

But what about the deadly and monstrous?

How do you keep going, how do you take it all in?

—I praise.

But the nameless and unnamed,

how do you keep calling out to them, poet?

—I praise.

Where does it come from, your claim to be real

in every guise and each mask?

—I praise.

And that the stillness and turbulence

know you like star and storm?

—Because I praise.12

Such a viewpoint says much about how Rilke faced the tumult and transitions

he lived through in the five decades of his life (1875–1926), a span of years that

witnessed the slow but steady unravelling of an epoch before there was any

clarity about what might take its place. In this sense, he is properly a ‘mod-

ernist’, insofar as one understands this term as pointing to those—like Rilke—

who sensed that they were living ‘between the ages’, to recall the title given to

a prominent journal of the time (Zwischen den Zeiten, published in Munich by
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Christian Kaiser Verlag from 1923 to 1933). For as the poet would describe

our plight in the Seventh Elegy:

. . . Our life

goes forth in changing. And always the external

passes away in this diminishing. Where once a solid house stood,

a construed abstraction presses itself upon us, directly, belonging

solely to what is conceivable as if it stood still entirely within our mind.

The spirit of the age gives shape to immense reservoirs of power, formless

as the taut pressure it wrests from everything,

and temples it no longer recognizes.13

The world of Rilke’s childhood, the fin de siècle culture in which he came of

age and pursued his profession as poet, was that of ‘old Europe’ as Hegel

already had described it. But the cultural moorings rooted in traditions shaped

over centuries were steadily unravelling as established cultural inheritance and

political certainties began to crumble under pressure of new ambitions and

anxieties. These shifts found expression across a wide spectrum of changes:

Einstein’s theory of special relativity, which cast aside the enduring logic and

long established certainties of Newtonian order in the natural and cosmic

realms; shifting currents in the arts, under the influence of expressionism in

the visual arts and experimentalism in music and theatre; the emergence of

psychology as a new discipline and private pursuit, shaped by Freud’s epic

charting of the unconscious as the authentic root of human being; the physical

and moral dislocations and devastations brought on by the ‘Great War’, and

the shattering—in Europe above all, and for the moment at least—of estab-

lished notions of empire; and, in the year after Rilke’s death, Heisenberg’s

publication of the uncertainty principle, which staked out the foundations for

later developments in quantum physics and, more recently, chaos theory.

Thus, the Zeitgeist of this epoch was one dominated by change. One might

even say, with Rilke, that this spirit was giving rise to ‘immense reservoirs of

power’—which, however, were as yet both ‘formless’ and yet highly capable

of releasing the ‘taut pressure’ that quivered in every dimension of reality.14

As a young poet, Rilke stood against these tides of change, clinging to the

traditions of pre-industrialism before the age of mechanisation, mass produc-

tion and its attendant commodification of life. In his early writings, indeed, he

seems reluctant to relinquish what he felt as the weakening grip of this passing

age. And yet, perhaps as an instance of this resistance, he begins to gesture in

his later writings—and above all in the Duino Elegies, the Sonnets to Orpheus,

and his remarkable outflow of creative work during the last several years of his

life—toward the need to ‘imagine the human’ in particular ways that appear to

be out of sync with his times. As one of his astute readers, Kathleen Komar,

has recently argued, these writings chart the poet’s attempt to ‘understand
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how human consciousness can relate to such a disorienting world’.15 In and

through them, as she goes on to note, Rilke ‘explores how the individual

human consciousness can respond when confronted with the loss of ordering

principles and of access to any unified transcendent realm’.16

All of this could be said of many artists and intellectuals of his age, struggling

to find a sense of purpose amid the fragmenting pressures of the times. Against

the pressures of such unstable times, the task of seeking some semblance of

coherence amid the clutter and debris of shattered cultural certainties seemed

hopeless, and gave way to increasingly disjointed and fragmented expressions

in the arts. As Rilke depicts this anguished place of transition and confused

longing:

And suddenly, in this belabored nowhere, suddenly

comes the unsayable juncture where the pure too-little

incomprehensibly reverses—, and springs over

into that empty too-much.

Where the many-sided accounting

begins without numbers.17

This sense of an ‘empty too-much’ (jenes leere Zuviel) placed Rilke and his

contemporaries squarely before the question of what kind of creative work

could be done in the face of ‘this belabored nowhere’ of modern life. How

was one to be and how and toward what ends might one create amid the

currents of a period that Auden would later characterise as ‘an age of anx-

iety’?18 What path could be found that steered between the ‘pure too-little’ of

the familiar world in its passing, on the one hand, and an ‘empty too-much’ of

an undiscovered new order—or disorder—that seemed to be pressing forth,

on the other?19

Rilke’s early poetics seemed pressured by a quite despairing assessment, to

be sure, one that many of his contemporaries would have accepted without

argument. Many joined him in interpreting their age as an ‘unsayable junc-

ture’ following what seemed to be the passing of an epoch. The poet’s near-

contemporary, the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955),

gave voice to this disturbing tension in his El Tema de Nuestro Tiempo, ap-

pearing a year after both the Duino Elegies and the Sonnets to Orpheus were

published. Ortega y Gasset voiced the conviction that the old values were

falling away without any clarity about what might replace them. Precisely at

this uncertain juncture, however, Rilke’s writings followed another course: he

took it upon himself to offer, with a fierce clarity, a constructive path through

these thickets, one buoyed by ‘an emphatic affirmation’ of life (Stephens) and

giving voice to the poet’s distinctive poetics of praise.20 Against the more

despairing prophets of his age, Rilke stood as a witness to beauty amid ‘the

ruins’, such that even what had come to be destructive he saw as bearing the
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potentiality of becoming ‘world’ again. The poet, in this view, is not a ma-

gician, but something close to a healer in and through his art. Nowhere does

this vocation, as he experienced and articulated it, become more evident than

in the later poems, and above all in the Duino Elegies and Sonnets to Orpheus.

It is to the former that I turn my attention in this article in order to trace the

way this conviction takes form in these poems. For, as elegies, they mourn the

losses of an age that was passing while at the same time voicing an invocation

to a posture he hoped would shape human experience in this time of emer-

gence: namely, one leading to or shaped by a unitive consciousness, his at-

tempt to establish the imagination as the medium for a poetics of praise. We

will come back to this; for now, it is important to recall that these poems

belong to the defining works in the modernist canon. In them we find the

poet—as Komar puts it—‘simultaneously record[ing] his creation of a poetics

and exemplify[ing] that poetics’. ‘In these poems,’ she goes on to say, ‘Rilke

wrestles with the problem of isolated self-conscious humans in search of a new

unity of existence.’21

Precisely herein lies the challenge, as Rilke construed it: how might an artist

locate what Rilke thought of as a ‘new unity of existence’, particularly within

a culture that had been torn asunder by the dislocations of war and the

unravelling of long-held cultural and religious traditions? What was one to

do, as a poet, given the uncertainties that seemed to have bankrupted the

intellectual inheritance of the West during the early 1920s? What reliable

language could still be offered in response to the crisis—at once intellectual,

spiritual, and moral—which Rilke faced with his generation, one that sug-

gested the world to be ‘fall[ing] asunder in each of its parts’? To explore the

startling character of Rilke’s response in the form of a poetics of praise, it is

necessary to locate more carefully the intellectual world in which Rilke and

his contemporaries lived and created as artists.

It is striking that 1921, just as Rilke was completing his Duino Elegies, was

the year his slightly younger contemporary Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)

published his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.22 Both of these treatises, although

having nothing in common in terms of genre and form, could be read as

sketches—in a far more indirect manner in the case of Wittgenstein—for what

it meant to be human given the tumult of the times. Near the end of the

Tractatus, the philosopher contends that ‘the sense of the world [der Sinn der

Welt] must lie beyond the world’, just as he could also here claim that ‘the

solution to life’s puzzle in time and space lies beyond both time and space’.23

What he meant by such claims can certainly be read as a response to the

devastations, both physical and cultural, wrought during the preceding

decade.

But such a reading would be to interpret Wittgenstein in too narrow and

flat-footed a manner. He was not seeking some flight into a metaphysics that
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offered ‘answers’ to life’s intractable problems, nor was he seeking an intel-

lectual escape from ‘reality’ into an abstracted transcendence. Rather, the

point of the philosopher’s claims lay in his conviction that the meaning or

sense of the world—der Sinn der Welt—could not be reduced to a directly

experiential or empirical basis. Further, he builds his argument against any

resort to scepticism, surely an ‘easier’ path in such times, calling it ‘nonsensical’

(unsinnig) because it ‘doubts at the point where one can no longer question’.24

Yet precisely at this juncture, the philosopher points to a realisation which he

simply calls something ‘inexpressible’ (Unaussprechliches), an awareness that

somehow ‘shows’ itself—and which he famously calls ‘the mystical’.25 And

thus, as he goes on to claim in the familiar last line of this treatise: ‘That of

which one cannot speak must be kept silent.’26 This should not be construed

as a hidden affirmation of praise, but it is surely a refusal of scepticism and a

stand against turning from what cannot be rationally known.

Rilke’s approach to this question, his way of ‘imagining human’, as it were,

presses further, and moves in a quite different direction. Against the grain of

Wittgenstein’s assertion, the poet suggests—or, perhaps better said, ‘shows’, in

the Elegies and in his later works generally—that the ‘sense’ of the world,

despite all appearances to the contrary, is still to found within the world. More

importantly, he takes this a step further, and here we encounter one of the

most peculiar and, I would suggest, magnificent, dimensions of Rilke’s poetic

accomplishment: namely, his invocation of praise. In bearing witness to this

path, as heard in the sentence preceding the passage quoted above from the

seventh Elegy, Rilke could claim: ‘Nowhere, Love, will the world be other

than within’ (Nirgends, Geliebte, wird Welt sein, als innen). For, as earlier noted,

Rilke goes on to suggest as this elegy unfolds that ‘[t]he spirit of the age is

giving shape to immense reservoirs of power, formless / as the taut pressure it

wrests from everything’.27

What Rilke means with this is gathered together in a single, ultimately

untranslatable German word that we find him using for the first time in a

poem published in 1914: Weltinnenraum, a compound word which Judith

Ryan renders as ‘worldinnerspace’, which is literally what this word says—a

word made by compounding the nouns ‘world’ and ‘room’ (or ‘space’) with

the mediating preposition ‘within’ (innen).28 It is one of those distinctively

Rilkean words that begs a more spacious interpretation than a single word is

able to provide, as Judith Ryan ably demonstrates in her study of Rilke,

Modernism and Poetic Tradition. She goes on to describe here the early mani-

festations of this conviction in Rilke’s writings from the pre-war period by

suggesting—astutely, it seems to me—that Rilke construed there to be ‘an

imaginary space that is at once inside and outside, enfolded in the human

psyche and projected into outer space—the world, in other words, of the

creative imagination’.29
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The imagination or, more properly, the praising imagination, builds a con-

nection by constructing what Rilke perceives as a ‘new unity of existence’, to

recall Kathleen Komar’s apt expression. This new unity binds the inner and

the outer, self and world, immanence and transcendence, but Rilke goes

further than this: he senses what we might conceive as an elasticity involved

in what it means to ‘imagine’ human existence (or, the ‘imagining human’),

locating this ‘unity’ not as some hidden dimension within reality itself, as if we

could ever had any direct experience of this, but rather as an expression of

human imagining and, more to the point, through the vehicle of human praise.

On this point, unexpectedly, Rilke’s poetics only seems to stand against

Wittgenstein’s claim that life’s meaning must lie ‘beyond the world’, since

this ‘sense’ of the world (der Sinn der Welt) lies properly speaking within the

human and not in the world itself.

This is a crucial distinction, and not simply a poet’s clever play on words.

For Rilke’s notion of ‘world-inner-space’ points to what he considered our

fundamental purpose as humans, which is to say the way we make—and not

‘find’—meaning in our lives. The inner organ of the imagination brings this

unity of inner and outer together, but in such a way that the creative poten-

tiality of the human becomes what is decisive in finding a unifying experience

of life, and not some unified dimension as a given within that life. To return to

Wittgenstein to clarify this point: for Rilke, the meaning of the world, which

lies within the human, is thus neither ‘outside the world’ (Wittgenstein) nor

somehow within it. This, at least, was Rilke’s notion as it took shape during

the years immediately prior to the war. As he had put it most notably, in a

poem of 1914:

Through all being, a single space suffices:

World/inner/space. The birds fly silently

through and through us. O, if I wish to grow,

I must look about, and the tree grows within me.30

The description has a quite precise force when Rilke, having made his point in

the opening sentence, clarifies what he means by means of a complex meta-

phor: in this case, his strange suggestion that a bird in flight travels through us,

and a tree that we observe somehow grows within us in the act of creative

perception—which is to say through a new consciousness brought about by

our act of imagining and, as it were, ‘embodying’ the ‘life-force’ within us.

What is so interesting in this notion, as Rilke develops and employs it in his

later Elegies, is his suggestion that the imagining human—or human imagining—

is what ultimately brings ‘sense’ or ‘meaning’ or ‘purpose’, all gathered into

the stubbornly difficult to translate German word Sinn. And it is precisely this

consciousness, a sense that attests to an outer/inner unity or Weltinnenraum in
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the ways we perceive the world, which brings about a kind of ‘unity’ amid the

world’s fragmentation.

What Rilke is not suggesting here is that our experience of the (external)

world is unimportant, nor is he saying that the ‘sense’ of the world lies within

the world and in some sense transcendent or ‘beyond’ or ‘outside’ of us. His

primary objective is rather to show how our sense of the world takes shape

through the imaginative ways we ‘create’—or ‘re-create’—the observed world

within us. We are the locus for a ‘new unity of existence’, ours and—according

to Rilke’s peculiar perception—that of the world as well. In this sense, the

‘world’ as Rilke understood it—and by this he means all that we perceive as

‘being’ outside of us—is ultimately able to ‘happen’ within us, within the

‘space’ of our interior life. That is, Rilke’s notion of ‘world’ is not an object that

stands apart from us, but something more like a subject which comes to life—or

into a unified state of being—within us, through our imagining and, most

poignantly, in our answer: viz., in the act of praise.

Here, Rilke joins Wittgenstein in arguing against any notion that ‘empirical

experience’ alone could suffice to create or support a sufficiently spacious

sense of the world, or a proper sense of our own selves as creative beings.

Not the imagination, whatever that might finally mean, but rather our act of

imagining is what steers us toward this ‘new unity of existence’, to return to

Kathleen Komar’s perceptive insight into Rilke’s Elegies. Imagining human is

what we are ultimately made for, according to the poet, and he envisions—

and, more to the point, poetically enacts—this elegantly, if often mysteriously,

in passages like these in the late Elegies.

For it is here that we find Rilke directing us, as readers, toward a sense that

the world provides us an opportunity to discover ourselves differently. We have

the creative potential, the imaginative capacity, to ‘look out from within’—not

simply from within ourselves, but rather from within the things in the world

about us. It is his call to ‘indwell’ the world, to recall the word Heidegger later

used in leaning on Rilke to describe the poet’s vocation. This is an indwelling

that enables us to experience ourselves as creative actors, as imaginative

‘players’, in the theatre of the world. Or, to approach this from the vantage

point of our creative inner consciousness, or Weltinnenraum, ours is the task of

bringing about a unity of consciousness that connects the world around us

with our sense that this outside world is one we are able to transform through

an imagining within us. The world ‘needs’ the imagining human, strangely, to

come to itself, or to fulfill its own inherent ‘vocation’ in and through the

‘imagining human’.

All this, for Rilke, steers beyond a sense that we must seek meaning from

outside the world, or beyond our experience, in our desire to find some

unifying sense of purpose to shape our existence. Now, for Rilke this

‘Sinn’—i.e. sense or meaning—of life lies within us. It has to do with our
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ability to constitute this unifying sense in a way that joins outer and inner,

world and self, space and time. In and through the daring of this act, we find

ourselves ‘going forth in the changing’, as Rilke puts it in the seventh Elegy.

In the passage preceding this, we hear the poet offering a vivid example of

how this experience might be conceived:

Being-here is marvelous. You knew this, young girls, even you

who seem bereft of this, submerged—, you, dwelling in

the city’s most horrid alleys, festering there, exposed to the

garbage heap. For each of you there was an hour, or perhaps

not a full hour, an experience hardly accountable by

the measure of time between two instances—, where you had

being. Everything. The veins filled with being.

But we forget so easily that which the laughing neighbor

neither covets nor envies in us. For we want to lift it up

so that others can see what we’ve been given to know of

this most visible happiness, transforming all this within us.31

This sustained metaphor of how one might ‘go forth in transforming’ illus-

trates how far Rilke had come from his dark and despairing ruminations on

urban life as voiced in his earlier novel The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge.

There he had described the dismal horrors of the city as he experienced them

as a young writer living in Paris during the century’s first decade. But from the

time he began this poem cycle, in 1912, to his eventual completion of the

Elegies a decade later, we find him suggesting that our work is not to find a

beautiful world in which to dwell. No, our work is to transform that world

within our own inner experience, and thus to bring about our own transform-

ation, in part by daring to ‘celebrat[e] what plagues him’. In the seventh Elegy,

Rilke voices this spatial and psychological perspective, in the passage above, by

pointing to an experience in time, perhaps only a moment, when we sensed

the abundance of life within us, when we realised that we had ‘everything’, our

‘veins filled with being’. Ours is the task, in our ‘imagining’, to transform the

outer experiences of life, our sense of ‘world’, in that inner ‘Raum’ within

us—Weltinnenraum. And precisely this, according to Rilke, is the ‘most visible

happiness’ we can know, and the gift of ‘being’ we have to share with others.

In the arc of this development in his poetic vocation as we find him giving

it form and substance in the later Elegies, we see how Rilke came to view the

human ‘vocation’, as it were. For his primary interest in the Elegies is to suggest

how we as humans create what he understood as a ‘new consciousness’;

through this unifying sense of self and world, of world in self, or

‘Weltinnenraum’, by means of which both we and the world constitute a

‘whole’. Our vocation, in other words, lies precisely in the power of a uni-

fying imagination, and through the shaping of this consciousness we come to
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know our essential purpose as human beings. The making of this

Weltinnenraum is what gives us a true sense of our lives in the world, and of

the world in our lives (i.e. ‘der Sinn des Lebens’), and it is this that calls us to

praise—not God, or some being transcendent to us, but rather what we might

describe in English as ‘worldself’.

Such a line of thought, or imagining, leads to what I consider the apogee of

the Duino Elegies, where Rilke voices what he comes to believe to be the

ultimate purpose of our lives. This passage is found not in the tenth and last

Elegy, but in the penultimate ninth. Space does not permit more than a sketch

of this denouement, which Rilke carefully elaborates in the form of a warning

and invitation in the final Elegy. It must suffice to say at this juncture that

Rilke’s notion of our vocation, discovered through our experience of a unify-

ing consciousness, finally leads not to contemplative silence (pace Wittgenstein),

which seemed close to the human longing for transcendence as Rilke articulates

this in the opening Elegies. The inner movement he sketches takes him—and

his readers—beyond silence, refusing the indulgence of a defeated acquiescence

to the traumas of the times.32 It comes rather as an invitation to the work of

praise, for it is praise as Rilke understands it that constitutes our sole and proper

response to what is beautiful (das Schöne) amid the shattered fragments of our

lives and world. This is the call that is ours to claim, not in spite of but rather in

the midst of even what is destructive in life. For there is an essential ‘fullness’ of

being, a sense (Sinn) of what our being means for us, and this in spite of the

desolation we find ourselves facing. For ‘[b]eing-here is marvelous’ (Hiersein ist

herrlich) and for this reason praise is our ‘natural’ and given vocation:

Praise the world to the angel, and not the unsayable, because you cannot

impress him anyway with some marvelous sense of fulfillment; in the universe,

where he feels things more fully than you, you’re but a beginner. So show

him what is simple, that which is passed from one generation to the next,

as something that is ours that lies near our touch and within our sight.

Speak the things to him. Then he’ll stand in greater wonder, just as you stood

watching a rope-maker in Rome, or a potter along the Nile.33

In chronicling several moments he had experienced years earlier, compressed

memories he had carried within him since an earlier visit in Rome and trip to

Egypt, Rilke suggests how the outward things we experience become truly

ours in the remembering. Or, more to the point, he points to how it is we

stand in awe of them for the radiance to be found in their ordinariness, in this

case otherwise unremarkable encounters with an Italian rope-maker and an

Egyptian potter. Such experiences exemplify what it is Rilke has just claimed,

addressing us as readers as if to say: pay attention to what is happening to you

in the unremarkable moments of life and in the world all about you. And, in

doing so, prepare yourself to bear witness to them in the form of praise. For
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we are made to praise the world about us, and in so doing to unify our world

within us—Weltinnenraum.

This, then, is the crowning achievement and the consequential outcome of

Rilke’s poetic work. Praise, he finally comes to see, is our proper work, steering

us toward our vocation as ‘artists of being’. For it is through praise that we find the

means by which we find ourselves able to constitute a ‘new unity of existence’,

recalling his affirmation of the poet as one who ‘unites the world / which falls

apart in each of its parts’. In praising, the poet does not ‘make sense’ of a shattered

world, but bears witness to ‘the beautiful’ in a manner unprecedented and other-

wise indefensible. In so doing, the poet gives voice to an inward seeing, one that

‘cleanses what lies in ruins’ to the point that even ‘the destructive becomes world’

within us—that is, as Weltinnenraum. How is this to occur? Through praise, or as

he puts it in one of the later ‘Sonnets to Orpheus’, and ultimately this means

through song, since song is ‘the ‘pressing task’ by which the earth finds its

fulfillment: ‘Song is being’ (Gesang ist Dasein). Praise is a form of song, and

song a way of praising, one Hermann Kunisch has pointed to as a way of

‘transforming’ the world in our experience such that the Elegies stand as what

he aptly calls ‘a hymnic utterance’.34

No longer does Rilke look to God, or a higher being, to effect this longed-

for unity in a world shattered by the agonies of war and unsettled by the

shifting of long established cultural moorings. For him, the poet has come to

take on this role as a restorer of what was lost, through an interior ‘making’ of

world. And, if unity is the goal, praise is the ‘pressing means’ of this ‘change’

(Verwandlung). Thus, while Judith Ryan is surely correct in pointing to Rilke’s

understanding of the task of art ‘not so much as that of representing reality, but

of transforming it into what he termed ‘das Unsichtbare’ (the invisible)’,35 the

arc of meaning in his late poems suggests that Rilke extends the movement

from visibility to invisibility, from outer to inner, in order to point to a further

denouement in the audibility of praise. It is not a divine word Rilke longs for,

but rather a human word capable of renewing this lost unity, and Rilke

imagines this occurring, first, within the poet and only then through the

poetic word within us, in and through the world. Weltinnenraum.

From the vantage point of this achievement, it is no more than the whisper

of a dream to arrive at the claim Rilke proffers in the Elegies: namely, that all of

this expresses nothing less than the world’s ‘desire’ to complete the circle of

human creativity, giving audible form to the world’s ‘will’, as Rilke under-

stood it, to participate and indeed delight in bringing about a lost unity, to

effect what he had described as a ‘new consciousness’. Here, the language is

that of awe and gratitude, and it is ultimately this conviction that gives a sense

of purpose to Rilke’s ‘poetics of praise’, lending both form and substance to

his vocation as he comes to express it in the post-war poems and above all in

the Elegies and Sonnets. Thus, from the dark sense of the shattered and lost
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unity with which the poet and his contemporaries faced their world, Rilke

comes to claim his vocation as one who enables the world ‘to arrive invisibly

within’, a path voiced as praise by which he experiences ‘an immeasurable

sense of being / well[ing] up in [his] heart’:

Earth, isn’t this what you want, to arise invisibly

within us?—Isn’t this your dream,

to be for once invisible?—Earth! invisible!

What, if not transformation, is your pressing task?

Earth, you Love, I will. Oh believe that I don’t need more

of your springtimes to win me over to you—one,

ah, a single spring is already too much for my blood.

Namelessly, I am now betrothed to you, across the distances.

You were always in the right, and your sacred imagining

brings us finally to our trustworthy death.

Look, I’m alive now. And for what, then? Neither childhood nor the future

can diminish me. . . . An immeasurable sense of being

wells up in my heart.36
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