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CHAPTER 8 

Rodin 

I 

In th e summe r o f 1905 , not havin g see n hi s ol d frien d an d "master " fo r 
more tha n tw o years , Rilk e aske d i f h e migh t pa y Rodi n a  visit . Th e 
sculptor telegraphe d a  welcome an d ha d hi s secretar y write , invitin g th e 
poet t o live with hi m a t Meudon fo r th e duration o f Rilke' s stay in Paris , 
adding tha t th e Frenchma n wa s lookin g forwar d t o th e opportunit y 
which thi s visi t would giv e them t o talk . Ful l o f excitemen t a t thi s pros -
pect, eagerl y anticipatin g bein g "allowe d t o shar e al l his days, " the poe t 
wrote t o a  frien d tha t "th e grea t man " wa s "dea r a s a  father " {Letters 
1:188 an d 190) . The relationshi p wit h thi s secon d fathe r wa s n o les s im -
portant tha n th e on e with Salome . During th e year s i n whic h i t evolve d 
we se e extraordinar y change s i n Rilke . H e cam e t o Pari s i n 190 2 a s a 
poet o f obviou s talen t an d technica l skill . But , a s h e himsel f realized , 
most o f hi s work, howeve r promising , was superficial , unorigina l i n feel -
ing an d thought , an d facil e i n it s music . Durin g th e nex t fou r year s h e 
developed int o th e autho r o f th e New  Poems  an d The  Notebooks,  th e 
first book s which place him among the twentieth century' s major writers . 
A number o f factor s contribute d t o the changes in Rilke; the relationshi p 
with th e sculpto r wa s a  centra l shapin g influence . 

E. M . Butle r tell s u s tha t Rilk e wa s introduce d t o Rodin' s sculptur e 
as earl y a s 1897. 1 Th e poet' s estee m fo r th e sculpto r i s reflecte d i n hi s 
early diaries kept a t Schmargendorf (1898-1900 ) and Worpswede (1900). 2 

Clara, Rilke' s wife , ha d studie d wit h Rodin , an d th e poet' s marriag e 
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166 RODI N 

probably intensifie d hi s interes t i n th e sculpto r an d augmente d hi s 
knowledge o f th e man an d hi s work. I n September 1902 , having receive d 
a commission t o d o a  monograph o n th e sculptor , Rilk e went t o Franc e 
to mee t him . 

Rodin wa s on e o f th e giant s o f moder n art . Hi s creativ e energie s an d 
the abundan t productivit y o f hi s geniu s hav e bee n rivale d b y relativel y 
few grea t artists . Bu t Rilke' s idealizatio n o f th e sculpto r ofte n seem s t o 
exaggerate hi s greatnes s wel l beyon d an y realisti c assessment , an d some -
times, i n it s excesses , th e poet' s overestimatio n o f hi s "master " ap -
proaches absurdity . 

One ha s onl y t o rea d a  few sentence s o f Rilke' s letter s t o Rodi n an d 
his letters about the "master" to realize that his idealization o f thi s fathe r 
figure wen t beyon d th e admiratio n justifie d b y th e sculptor' s grea t gift s 
and hi s accomplishments. Even before meetin g Rodin in September 1902 , 
Rilke expresse d th e belie f tha t h e migh t b e the greates t o f al l living men : 
"Does anyon e exist , I  wonder , wh o i s a s grea t a s h e an d ye t i s stil l 
living... . I  have the feeling that , quite aside from hi s art, he is a synthesis 
of greatness and power, a  future century , a man without contemporaries " 
(Letters 1:76) . A  lette r t o Clara , writte n mor e tha n thre e year s later , 
shows tha t thos e year s o f intermitten t closenes s t o Rodi n ha d i n no wa y 
diminished th e sculptor' s statur e i n Rilke' s mind : "Hi s exampl e i s s o 
without equal , hi s greatnes s rise s u p befor e on e lik e a  ver y nea r 
tower . . . . H e i s everything . . . fa r an d wide . . . . [H] e show s on e every -
thing" (Septembe r 20 , 1905 ; Letters 1:192-93) . 

Rilke compares Rodin t o "a n easter n god enthroned, " undisturbed b y 
anything an d anyon e aroun d him , completel y self-containe d an d self -
sufficient, th e narcissist' s idea l fantasy o f self-realization , th e antipod e o f 
the neuroti c narcissist' s feeling s o f empt y an d barre n isolation . I n th e 
same letter Rilke says , "He move s like a  star. He i s beyond al l measure " 
(Letters 1:191) . Writing thi s letter , Rilk e ma y hav e bee n thinkin g o f th e 
effigy o f Buddh a whic h stoo d o n a  little hill near Rodin' s hous e in Meu -
don. Th e New  Poems  whic h expres s th e poet' s fascinatio n wit h Buddh a 
focus upo n som e o f th e same qualities attribute d her e t o th e easter n go d 
and t o Rodin . Rilk e tol d th e sculpto r tha t h e though t o f thi s statu e a s 
the cente r o f th e world (Letters  1:194) . Rodin wa s th e cente r o f hi s ow n 
world and , a t times , to a  large extent , o f Rilke's . 

In a n August 190 3 letter to Salom e the poet associate s Rodin with th e 
divine Creator i n Genesis : "when h e fashions a  hand, i t i s alone in space , 
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and ther e i s nothin g beside s a  hand ; an d i n si x day s Go d mad e onl y a 
hand an d poure d ou t th e water s aroun d i t an d ben t th e heaven s abov e 
it; and reste d ove r i t when al l was finished , an d i t was a  glory o f a  hand " 
(Letters 1:118) . 

These effusion s concernin g th e sculptor' s godlik e natur e ar e ofte n 
joined wit h th e poet' s radicall y contraste d sens e o f himself . Th e "ver y 
near tower" who "show s on e everything" was a  strong protector a s well 
as a  neede d guide , teacher , an d model , wh o fille d al l o f thes e paterna l 
roles superbl y whe n Jose f Rilk e coul d n o longe r d o so . Apar t fro m hi s 
"master," i n 190 2 an d 1903 , Rilke fel t "scattere d lik e som e dea d ma n i n 
an ol d grave, " a s he wrot e t o Lo u (Augus t 10 , 1903 ; Letters 1:124) . 

Rilke's respons e t o Rodi n a s a  towe r o f strengt h mus t b e see n i n 
relation t o th e illness , the fears , th e nea r madnes s o f thos e earl y day s i n 
Paris. Letters t o Lo u writte n tha t summe r an d fal l stres s Rilke's inabilit y 
to work , hi s weariness , hi s anxiety , hi s sens e tha t h e i s movin g i n a n 
inescapable circl e rathe r tha n advancing , tha t hi s connection s wit h th e 
past ar e disintegratin g an d th e futur e i s a  void . Hi s lif e i s fille d wit h 
uncertainty (Novembe r 1903 ; Letters 1:133-34) . 

From th e firs t Rilk e sa w Rodi n a s a  shelte r fro m hi s fear s an d a s 
someone wh o offere d directio n t o hi m whe n h e fel t homeles s an d los t 
(Letters 1:9 4 an d 117) . If you rea d these letters, written in 190 2 and 1903 , 
you ca n se e tha t th e poe t foun d wit h th e sculptor , i f onl y temporarily , 
a hom e whic h coul d fulfil l hi s lon g frustrate d an d resiste d nee d fo r on e 
that coul d tak e th e plac e o f th e parenta l hom e whic h h e ha d los t whe n 
his mothe r lef t hi s fathe r an d h e wa s sen t t o militar y school . (H e ha d 
tried an d faile d t o creat e suc h a  hom e i n hi s marriag e wit h Clara. ) Re -
member th e longing s h e expresse d t o Paul a Becke r i n Octobe r 1900 , 
suggesting tha t seekin g a  home was, for him , inseparably connected wit h 
his continuing searc h fo r a  mother (Letters  146) . For muc h o f hi s life h e 
could no t fin d on e without th e other . Curiously , fo r a  time, the sculpto r 
supplied bot h needs . 

In Rodin Rilk e felt h e had discovere d a  man who ha d becom e a  home 
and a  complete world t o himself . "Deep i n himself h e bore th e darkness , 
shelter, an d peac e o f a  house , an d h e himsel f ha d becom e sk y abov e it , 
and woo d aroun d it " (Letters  1:118) . These images and metaphor s evok e 
the sculptor' s powe r a s th e mode l o f th e existenc e whic h Rilk e wishe d 
to achiev e fo r himself , partl y throug h associatio n wit h th e "master, " 
studying an d emulatin g him . They als o suppor t th e conclusio n tha t Ro -
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din wa s a  materna l a s wel l a s a  paternal figure  fo r th e poet . Writin g t o 
Clara i n Septembe r 1905 , after returnin g t o Meudo n t o liv e a t Rodin's , 
Rilke compare d hi s receptio n b y "th e master' ' t o "th e wa y a  belove d 
place receive s one. " H e elaborate s thi s metaphor : th e sculpto r become s 
"a spring " that sings and mirrors , "a grove, " a rose-lined "path " (Letters 
1:191). Lik e th e image s o f th e sculpto r a s "shelter, " "house, " an d 
"wood" i n th e lette r t o Lou , her e th e mirrorin g spring , th e grove , an d 
the rose-line d pat h o f th e "belove d place " associat e hi s hos t wit h femi -
nine an d materna l qualities , an d thi s associatio n i s reinforce d a s Rilk e 
tells Clar a tha t Rodi n ha d "th e smil e o f a  woman. " 

In hi s nex t lette r t o Clara , Rilke asks , "[W]hat ar e al l times o f rest , al l 
days i n wood an d sea , . . . an d th e thought s o f al l this : what ar e they . . . 
against th e indescribabl y confiden t repos e i n hi s holdin g an d carryin g 
glance . . . " (Letters  1:192) . This "holdin g an d carryin g glance, " whic h 
gave res t an d healt h an d assuranc e mor e powerfull y tha n anythin g els e 
the poe t coul d thin k of , bring s t o min d th e benevolen t mothe r wh o de -
fends th e chil d agains t nocturna l fear s i n The  Notebooks  an d th e Thir d 
Elegy. I t recall s the mirroring gaz e of th e "goo d enough " mother which , 
as D . W . Winnicot t observed , confirm s th e child' s self-lov e an d self -
esteem, supportin g hi s sens e o f hi s ow n realit y an d value , calmin g fea r 
and doubt , assurin g such a  sense of well-being and confidenc e a s nothing 
else ca n give. 3 Wa s thi s "holdin g an d carryin g glance " a n unconsciou s 
memory o f Rilke' s mothe r projecte d ont o Rodin ? Was i t an unconsciou s 
fantasy o f a  benevolen t mothe r ( a wis h fulfillment ) projected ? W e ca n 
only rais e thes e questions . Bu t tha t Rodi n wa s bot h mothe r an d fathe r 
to Rilk e i n a n eve n mor e fundamenta l sens e i s mad e clea r i n a n earl y 
letter from th e poet t o hi s new "master " in which h e expresse s gratitud e 
for th e gif t o f rebirt h (Letters  1:88) . 

Rilke's sublimina l associatio n o f Rodi n wit h a  mothe r ha s anothe r 
kind o f meaning . I t remind s u s tha t Phi a wa s th e origina l forc e behin d 
Rene's aspiratio n t o becom e a n artist , a s sh e rea d hi m poetr y an d en -
couraged hi m t o writ e it. 4 Hi s fathe r offere d Ren e ver y differen t idea l 
images of male power, success , and glory . For Rilke Rodin embodie d th e 
realization o f Phia' s aspiration s an d ambition s fo r hersel f an d he r son , 
while a t th e sam e time , though h e was no t a  victorious general , he epit -
omized ideal s o f masculin e mastery , achievement , an d renown . I n thes e 
terms on e ca n understan d th e poet' s respons e t o th e sculpto r a s "a n 
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example given to m y life , t o m y art " {Letters  1:88) . Though hi s mother' s 
esteem for poet s an d poetry ultimatel y had greate r contro l ove r his min d 
and lif e than hi s father's idea l o f a n officer' s career , his letters an d poem s 
show tha t th e latte r di d hav e a  stron g influenc e upo n th e poet . Whil e 
Phia dresse d Ren e a s a  little gir l an d encourage d hi m t o pla y th e par t o f 
a daughter , Jose f drille d hi m lik e a  soldier . Surely , th e conflic t betwee n 
the parents ' attempt s t o defin e thei r son' s aspiration s contribute d t o th e 
confusion i n Rene' s min d abou t hi s sexua l identity . I n Ro y Schafer' s 
terms, th e parent s confronte d Ren e wit h "model s fo r identification " 
which mad e "i t har d fo r [their ] son t o integrat e hi s own masculinit y an d 
femininity."5 Rilke' s discover y o f a  secon d fathe r correspondin g t o th e 
ideal notio n o f himsel f a s a  grea t artis t whic h originate d wit h Phi a mus t 
have helpe d th e youn g poe t t o resolv e th e deepl y disturbin g conflic t 
between th e fantasie s o f self-fulfillmen t whic h hi s mothe r ha d fostere d 
and the sense of himself a s a male rooted i n childhood identificatio n wit h 
his father . 

While Josef Rilk e was pressing hi s son t o tak e a n ordinary job , Rodi n 
was urgin g th e poe t t o immers e himsel f i n hi s chose n work . Rejectin g 
the kin d o f jo b hi s fathe r ha d i n min d a s a  for m o f deat h i n life , h e 
eagerly accepted th e sculptor' s notio n tha t devotin g himsel f t o th e labor s 
of hi s vocatio n al l day , da y afte r day , wa s th e wa y i n whic h t o fre e 
himself fro m a  life dependent on unpredictable fits  of inspiration. He ha d 
come to Rodi n t o as k "[H]o w mus t on e live? " The Frenchman' s answe r 
was t o urg e hi m t o immers e himsel f i n work . Th e youn g poet , wh o ha d 
found tha t a  life dependen t upo n infrequen t inspiratio n wa s ofte n pain -
fully empty , began to think tha t "t o wor k i s to live without dying. " This 
discovery, mad e durin g hi s first  day s wit h Rodin , brough t wit h i t th e 
delighted sens e o f rebirt h whic h I  have mentione d {Letters  1:88 , 82 , and 
84). In hi s book o n Rodin , Rilk e mention s tha t th e sculpto r ha d worke d 
for a  decorator an d the n fo r Carrier e Belleus e a t Sevres . His beginning s 
as a  labore r an d a  craftsman ha d discipline d hi m an d forme d hi s value s 
and attitude s {WSR y 143) . 

Obviously ther e wa s a  vas t differenc e betwee n th e constan t labo r 
which th e sculpto r urge d upo n hi s discipl e an d th e bourgeoi s jo b whic h 
his fathe r offere d t o find  him . Bu t ther e ma y wel l hav e bee n a n uncon -
scious associatio n i n th e poet' s min d betwee n Jose f Rilke' s advic e an d 
example an d Rodin's . Di d Rodin , a s a  paternal embodimen t o f a n idea l 
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of th e sel f whic h ha d bee n fostere d b y Rilke' s mother , provid e a  way o f 
reconciling tha t idea l wit h value s an d attitude s concernin g productiv e 
work whic h th e fathe r ha d urge d upo n hi s son ? 

As Rodi n oppose d hi s lif e o f constan t labo r t o dependenc e o n fitfu l 
inspiration, Jose f Rilk e no t onl y advocate d a  regula r jo b bu t fough t 
against th e erratic , fitfu l emotiona l excitemen t whic h h e though t Phi a 
fueled i n he r son . Obviously , Rodi n wa s a  ma n muc h give n t o passio n 
and impulse . Bu t i t wa s th e othe r sid e o f him , th e stead y worker , disci -
plined originall y by poverty an d jobs as a craftsman-laborer, whic h Rilk e 
emphasized i n writing abou t him , observin g tha t th e sculpto r denie d th e 
existence o f inspiration. 6 Rilke' s respons e t o hi s secon d father' s opinio n 
on thi s poin t suggest s unconsciou s identificatio n wit h attitude s o f Jose f 
which h e consciousl y rejected . I n an y event , fo r mos t o f th e res t o f hi s 
life, as various commentators have pointed out , he was not abl e to follo w 
Rodin's exampl e an d advice , apar t fro m a  few period s o f sustaine d pro -
ductivity, suc h a s th e year s i n whic h h e wrot e mos t o f th e New  Poems 
and The  Notebooks  ( i 906-1910). A t thi s tim e Rodin' s exampl e loome d 
large i n hi s mind . 

In th e las t year o f hi s life , Rilke wrote t o a  young frien d tha t Rodin' s 
influence ha d helpe d hi m t o overcom e superficialit y i n hi s poetr y b y 
placing hi m unde r "th e obligatio n t o wor k lik e a  painte r o r a  sculpto r 
before nature , understanding an d copyin g inexorably." 7 I n th e first  par t 
of hi s Rodin,  Rilk e give s hig h prais e t o th e Frenchman' s extraordinar y 
powers o f observation . "Keepin g hi s ey e constantl y o n th e mode l an d 
leaving the paper entirel y t o hi s experience d an d rapi d hand , h e drew a n 
immense numbe r o f movement s whic h til l the n ha d bee n neithe r see n 
nor recorded , an d i t turne d ou t the y ha d a  vitality o f expressio n whic h 
was tremendous " (WSR,  114) . 

Following his master's example , the young poet began to observe peo-
ple an d thing s carefully . Thi s wa s par t o f th e proces s o f learnin g t o se e 
which becam e a  majo r them e o f The  Notebooks.  Th e emphasi s upo n 
accurate observatio n o f th e externa l world , whic h h e develope d unde r 
Rodin's influence , markedl y change d th e natur e o f Rilke' s poetry , a s 
scholars hav e noted , wit h th e adven t o f th e New  Poems.  E . M . Butle r 
argues tha t befor e h e wen t t o Paris , "th e mai n impressio n produce d b y 
[Rilke's] letters, diaries and poetry is that of a  mind in love with unrealit y 
and o f a  man evadin g as far a s possible the insurgent claim s of rea l life." 8 

Butler says that these tendencies came from Phia . Sieber, who knew Phia , 
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and Lo u Andreas-Salome , who me t her , confirm he r son' s judgment tha t 
she live d ami d unrealities—self-deceptions , counterfei t o r inauthenti c 
feelings an d pieties , illusor y perception s o f he r son , affectation s o f reli -
giosity, an d pretension s t o a n aristocrati c style. 9 

The crucia l encouragement which Rodi n gav e to Rilke, in turning hi m 
outward, i n makin g him look closel y a t things i n the externa l world, an d 
the result s a s we find  the m i n th e New Poems,  brin g t o min d th e obser -
vations o f psychologist s wh o argu e tha t earl y in lif e the father' s presenc e 
encourages th e chil d t o emerg e fro m th e narcissistic , symbiotic relation -
ship wit h th e mothe r an d t o com e int o contac t wit h th e worl d aroun d 
him. I O Th e influenc e o f Rodin , th e artis t "dea r a s a  father, " ma y hav e 
evolved ou t of , buil t upon , draw n strengt h an d energ y from , a n early , 
now unconscious associatio n o f the father wit h interes t in external realit y 
and wit h emergenc e fro m th e highl y subjectiv e wom b o f infantil e nar -
cissism int o th e multifariou s surround . 

11 

Contrasting himsel f wit h Rodin , Rilk e wrot e t o Lo u i n Augus t 1903 , 
asking, "D o I  lac k th e strength ? I s m y wil l sick? " Th e lette r expresse s 
his feelin g tha t "ther e i s nothin g rea l abou t m e . . . I  divid e agai n an d 
again an d flow  apart " (Letters  1:122) . He describe s Rodi n a s a  man wh o 
"has lef t nothin g in uncertainty and has given reality to everything" (Let-
ters 1:123) . On e ca n se e th e appea l o f suc h a  fantas y o f Rodi n t o th e 
young poet , plague d b y a  sens e o f hi s ow n unreality , b y uncertainty , 
self-division, sever e anxieties , and th e threa t o f psychi c disintegratio n i n 
the alie n chao s o f Paris . T o Rilke , wh o fel t a t thi s tim e tha t h e lacke d 
vitality, energy , direction , an d eve n the knowledge o f ho w t o live , Rodin 
seemed, a s h e late r wrot e t o Clara , t o sen d a  "rus h o f force s streamin g 
into one " an d t o exemplif y "a n abilit y t o liv e o f whic h I  ha d n o idea " 
(Letters 1:192) . 

What ar e the origin s o f hi s idealizatio n o f th e sculptor ? Th e first  sec -
tion o f thi s chapte r suggest s the way i n which Rodi n becam e a  father fo r 
the youn g poe t an d also , subliminally , a  materna l figure.  H e embodie d 
unconscious projection s o f childhoo d image s an d fantasie s o f bot h 
Rilke's parent s an d wa s th e objec t o f feeling s transferre d fro m thes e 
highly subjectiv e childhoo d figures  i n th e poet' s unconscious. 1 
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Can w e describe an d define th e parental figure  o f childhoo d fantas y 
which Rilk e projecte d ont o Rodin ? I n doin g so , I shal l avai l mysel f o f 
Heinz Kohut' s insights . In The  Analysis of  the Self  (1971 ) and The Res-
toration of  the Self  (1977) , Kohu t studie s form s o f what h e calls narcis -
sistic illnes s i n whic h "th e sel f ha s not bee n solidl y established, " wit h 
the consequenc e tha t "it s cohesion an d firmness  depen d o n the presence 
of a  self-object (o r the development o f a  self-object transference)." 2 B y 
"self-object" Kohu t mean s "object s whic h are themselves experienced as 
part o f the self," as the mother i s in infancy. Thes e ar e "archaic object s 
cathected with narcissistic libido . .. which are still in intimate connectio n 
with the archaic self" of infancy an d early childhood . One such "archai c 
self-object," accordin g t o Kohut , i s th e highl y idealize d imag e o f th e 
parent a s an omnipotent , perfec t figure,  whic h th e "archaic self " is mo-
tivated t o creat e partl y b y its need t o preserve it s own primitive narcis -
sism an d omnipotenc e b y sharin g i n th e idealize d parent' s powe r an d 
perfection. The archaic sel f can feel all-powerful , lovable , and valuable in 
its fantas y o f unity wit h thi s highl y idealize d parenta l figure.  Hence , as 
Kohut argues , it s idealizatio n o f th e paren t i s narcissistic , th e motiva -
tional energ y come s fro m th e infant' s nee d fo r omnipotence , love , and 
self-esteem. Accordin g to Kohut , a  child o r an adult experience s anothe r 
person fro m th e perspectiv e o f narcissisti c feeling s an d fantasie s whe n 
the "expecte d contro l ove r suc h (self-object ) other s i s . . . close r t o the 
concept o f th e contro l whic h a  grownup expect s t o hav e ove r hi s own 
body an d mind tha n h e expects t o have ove r others." 3 

Kohut trace s th e extreme idealizatio n o f othe r peopl e b y adult s suf -
fering fro m wha t h e call s narcissisti c illnes s bac k t o th e beginning s o f 
mental-emotional developmen t i n infancy . Ver y earl y i n ou r lives , h e 
says, "afte r bein g expose d t o the disturbance o f the psychological equi -
librium o f primary narcissism , th e psyche save s a  part o f the lost expe -
rience o f globa l narcissisti c perfectio n t o a n archaic , rudimentar y 
(transitional) self-object , th e idealized imago. " At thi s stag e o f develop -
ment, "al l power an d bliss reside in the idealized object. " Consequently , 
"the chil d feel s empt y an d powerless whe n h e is separated fro m i t and 
he attempts , therefore , t o maintai n continuou s unio n wit h it." 4 Adult s 
afflicted wit h narcissisti c illnes s suffe r fro m thi s infantil e experienc e o f 
emptiness and powerlessness in the absence of a surrogate for the "ideal-
ized paren t imago. " Rilke fel t unreal , and he was plagued b y self-doubt , 
uncertainty, self-division, and childhood fears in those early days in Paris. 
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He wa s draw n t o Rodi n b y th e feelin g tha t th e "master" , "dea r a s a 
father," conferre d realit y an d certaint y o n everythin g aroun d him , sen t 
his vitality into one like a mighty "rush o f forces," held one in his "hold -
ing an d carryin g glance, " which bestowe d incomparabl e peac e an d rest , 
calm and shelter , and taugh t one , in one' s helples s ignorance , how t o liv e 
and ho w t o work . 

Often, accordin g t o Kohut , th e unconsciou s fantas y underlyin g th e 
relationship betwee n th e sel f an d th e idealize d parenta l figure  ma y b e 
formulated a s "Yo u ar e perfect , bu t I  a m par t o f you. " Th e adul t wh o 
projects th e godlik e perfectio n o f a n idealize d paren t ont o a  surrogat e 
feels tha t h e ca n partak e o f th e latter' s omnipotence . Surel y thi s wa s i n 
large par t th e sourc e o f Rodin' s effec t upo n Rilk e whe n h e first  cam e t o 
Paris. 

Normally, durin g childhood , throug h timely , unexcessive disappoint -
ment an d frustration , th e idealizatio n o f th e paren t diminishes . Kohu t 
suggests that , a s thi s happens , th e chil d redirect s hi s idealizin g lov e an d 
esteem towar d th e superego . Th e supereg o thu s become s investe d wit h 
this idealizin g lov e an d esteem , whic h hel p t o establis h it s powe r an d 
authority ove r us . "Traumatic disappointment " with parents , such a s the 
sharp an d bitte r disillusionmen t whic h Rilk e appear s t o hav e suffere d 
with bot h hi s parents a s a  child, may undermin e an d disrup t th e proces s 
by which the idealization of the parent imagoes is shifted t o the superego. 

Phia Rilke' s "unreality, " blin d narcissism , an d self-absorbe d religios -
ity, which h e repeatedl y complaine d abou t i n hi s letters ; her withdrawa l 
from he r husban d an d so n a s he r marriag e deteriorated ; he r separatio n 
from the m i n 188 4 when Ren e wa s nine ; he r acceptanc e o f Josef' s deci -
sion t o sen d Ren e t o militar y school , whic h seeme d t o hi m a  kin d o f 
hell; his father's extrem e stiffness an d steril e conventionality; his crushin g 
failure t o find  somethin g bette r tha n a  jo b a s a  railwa y official , whic h 
was such a come-down from hi s aspirations to a career as an army officer , 
suitable fo r a  man whos e famil y claime d nobl e ancestry ; the parents ' lif e 
of self-deception ; thei r vulga r pretenses , whic h thei r so n loathed—al l 
these factors were , as the poet' s letter s reveal , sources o f extremel y pain -
ful disillusionment . Rilk e recalle d tha t "th e wors t coddling " i n hi s in -
fancy an d early childhood mad e subsequent injuries an d disappointment s 
even more traumati c tha n the y migh t otherwis e hav e bee n {Letters  1:99) . 

Kohut observe s tha t the child whose redirection o f idealizing love and 
esteem to th e supereg o ha s bee n undermined o r disrupte d grow s int o a n 
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adult who continues t o "search fo r externa l idea l figure s fro m who m h e 
wants t o obtai n th e approva l an d leadershi p whic h hi s insufficientl y 
idealized supereg o canno t provide. " Suc h figure s ma y b e experience d 
through transferenc e a s th e "archai c self-objects " require d fo r mental , 
emotional equilibrium. 5 

Rilke's poem s an d letter s giv e th e impression tha t Phia , lackin g em -
pathetic responsiveness , fel l fa r short o f adequate materna l mirroring , an 
early an d necessary sourc e o f the sense o f the self's realit y an d identity , 
of body-sel f cohesion , of self-esteem, an d of the capacity for controllin g 
anxiety. Kohu t theorize s tha t "traumati c disappointments " in the "mir -
roring self-object " an d the "idealize d self-object " ma y impai r essentia l 
ego functions , whic h develo p throug h introjectio n of , an d identificatio n 
with, parents . Thes e includ e th e capacity fo r soothin g oneself , defense s 
against excessiv e and threatening stimuli , and the ability bot h t o contro l 
and to gratify primitiv e (drive) impulses, thus relieving accumulating ten -
sion an d anxiety. 6 

Traumatic disillusionment , Kohu t argues , frequently cause s repressio n 
of th e idealized paren t imag o int o th e unconscious . O r i t ma y be spli t 
off, isolate d fro m an d disavowed b y rational , realisti c thinkin g an d per -
ception. Lackin g a n adequatel y idealize d supereg o an d cripple d b y the 
impairment o f ego functions, th e child remain s dependen t o n this (ofte n 
unconscious) parenta l presenc e fo r approval , esteem , an d guidance , fo r 
confirmation o f his reality, identity, and psychic coherence , and for pro-
tection agains t danger s an d demands fro m withi n an d from outside . He 
must see k someon e i n the external world t o embody th e "idealized self -
object." 

For a n adul t wh o is stil l "fixated " o n suc h a  figure th e absence o f a 
surrogate ma y create " a threa t t o the organization o f the self," "variou s 
regressions," "fragmentation," an d exposure to the terrors o f childhood , 
among them "disintegration anxiety, " the fear of annihilation, and related 
fears o f merging and being engulfed. 7 Suc h anxietie s and dangers aboun d 
in The  Notebooks  an d i n Rilke' s 190 3 letters appealin g fo r hel p t o his 
onetime mothe r surrogate , Lou Andreas-Salome . 

Kohut's relevanc e t o my analysi s o f Rilke' s initia l respons e t o Rodi n 
may b e summed u p in a few words. An adult sufferin g fro m th e kind of 
illness whic h Rilk e portraye d autobiographicall y i n Mak e need s a  sur -
rogate "self-object, " suc h as the one Rodin becam e for Rilke, to provide 
"the psychologica l cemen t tha t [maintains ] th e cohesion o f the self." I n 
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this way th e surrogat e help s th e narcissisticall y il l person defen d himsel f 
against anxietie s such a s those Kohu t describes , including the hypochon -
driacal fantasies resultin g from fragmentation , i n which on e may feel tha t 
"various part s o f hi s bod y [are ] isolating themselve s an d [are ] beginnin g 
to b e experience d a s strang e an d foreign." 8 Late r i n thi s chapte r I  shal l 
explore th e relationshi p betwee n suc h frightenin g fantasie s i n Mak e an d 
Rilke's excitemen t o n findin g tha t Rodi n coul d giv e a n isolate d par t o f 
a body, such as a hand, "the independence and completeness of a  whole," 
and i n s o doin g creat e a  grea t wor k o f ar t (WSR,  105 ; Rodin, par t 1) . 

In Object  Love  and  Reality,  Arnol d Model l develop s another , closel y 
related explanatio n o f th e kin d o f high-flyin g idealizatio n w e mee t i n 
Rilke's letter s to and abou t Rodi n an d i n his book o n th e sculptor . Orig -
inally, Model l says , th e chil d invest s on e o r bot h parent s wit h omnipo -
tence. Then h e identifie s wit h th e parent(s ) who m h e ha s endowe d wit h 
this quality . "Th e earlies t cor e o f identificatio n tha t w e ca n uncove r i n 
the analysi s o f adul t patient s i s a  cor e tha t i s organize d aroun d suc h 
omnipotent fantasies." 9 Th e chil d create s an d identifie s wit h a n omni -
potent paren t figur e a s a  response t o anxiet y an d helplessness , accordin g 
to Modell . The child' s sens e o f havin g mad e th e parent' s omnipotenc e a 
part o f himsel f i s magical thinking . "Th e essenc e o f magica l belie f i s tha t 
the acknowledge d perceptua l separatio n o f object s i s mer e appearance . 
The magica l objec t create d b y th e subjec t becomes , i n turn , par t o f th e 
subject's ow n ego." 10 

In projectin g thes e earl y parenta l figure s upo n othe r people , Model l 
notes, a n adul t experience s th e latte r a s symboli c object s an d thu s be -
comes immerse d i n anothe r dimensio n o f magica l thinking , identifyin g 
the symbo l wit h th e objec t whic h i t represents . Fo r Rilke , Rodi n wa s a 
symbol, i n thi s sens e o f th e word , representin g th e highl y idealize d pa -
rental figure s th e poe t ha d create d a s a  child . Rilk e unconsciousl y ex -
perienced Rodi n a s bein g identifie d wit h th e godlik e fathe r an d mothe r 
whom h e symbolized . 

What i s the motivatin g nee d responsibl e fo r thi s kin d o f transference , 
according t o Modell ? H e observe s tha t adult s wh o creat e omnipoten t 
parent surrogate s ofte n d o s o becaus e the y lac k th e "cohesiv e sens e o f 
identity" which enable s u s t o fee l rea l and aliv e and well-integrated . Th e 
lack o f thi s nucleu s o f th e health y adul t psych e goe s bac k t o childhoo d 
failures i n a  person's relationship s wit h hi s parents , suc h a s those I  hav e 
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explored. Model l posit s tha t a  "cohesiv e sens e o f identity " i s roote d i n 
introjections of , an d identification s with , "goo d enough " parents , thos e 
who ar e wel l integrate d an d intelligentl y empatheti c i n thei r lov e an d i n 
the guidanc e an d contro l the y provid e i n respons e t o th e infant' s needs . 

Early identifications wit h suc h parents develop a  capacity for self-lov e 
and self-estee m an d "facilitate " th e essentia l function s o f "eg o control " 
that I  define d whil e explorin g Kohut' s ideas . Parent s whos e failing s ar e 
as marked an d significan t a s those Rilke ascribes to his father an d mothe r 
deprive their child of the opportunity t o develop these essential capacitie s 
through identificatio n wit h them . Consequently , Model l tell s us , th e 
child may "remain slavishly dependent" upon othe r people (a s Rilke was 
dependent upo n Lo u Andreas-Salom e an d Rodin ) "t o perfor m certai n 
functions tha t hav e no t bee n incorporate d int o thei r ow n egos." 11 

I hav e explaine d th e wa y i n whic h a n adul t wit h suc h needs , experi -
encing a child's helplessness, uncertainty, and anxiety , because of his fail -
ure t o develo p sufficien t psychi c healt h an d strength , wil l projec t ont o 
other adult s infantil e fantasie s o f perfect , godlik e parent s wh o hav e th e 
power, wisdom , an d generosit y t o giv e him everythin g h e needs , includ -
ing affection ; refug e an d protectio n fro m dangers ; confirmatio n o f hi s 
reality, achievements , an d value ; an d trustworth y model s fo r livin g an d 
working. 

In thi s kind o f transference , a s Modell points out , on e person endeav -
ors unconsciousl y t o gai n powe r ove r another , t o brin g th e othe r indi -
vidual int o accor d wit h hi s ow n need s an d desires . He feels , a s h e doe s 
this, tha t h e i s tryin g t o contro l an d manipulat e a  paren t o r a  parenta l 
figure. Model l compare s transferenc e i n suc h a  relationshi p t o a  child' s 
use of "transitiona l objects " which symboliz e it s mother . Hi s exampl e is 
taken fro m Freud . I n Beyond  the  Pleasure  Principle,  Freu d describe s a 
game which h e watched a  little bo y pla y wit h a  yo-yo. The boy , whos e 
age was on e an d a  half, would thro w th e ree l ove r th e edg e o f it s co t s o 
that i t disappeared , whil e h e hel d ont o th e string . A t th e disappearanc e 
of th e reel , th e chil d le t ou t a  lou d soun d whic h Freu d an d th e littl e 
boy's mothe r interprete d a s meanin g "gone. " Then th e chil d pulle d th e 
reel bac k int o sigh t an d said , wit h apparen t delight , "There." 12 Freu d 
says the bo y i s mastering hi s anxiety ove r hi s mother' s absenc e by prov -
ing t o himsel f tha t h e ca n brin g th e spoo l bac k a t will . Th e spoo l i s a 
symbolic o r transitiona l object , an d th e boy' s thinkin g i n th e gam e i s 
magical i n th e sens e tha t h e feel s tha t hi s master y ove r th e spool , whic h 
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in his unconscious i s identified wit h hi s mother , establishe s mastery ove r 
her. 

I have argued tha t Rilk e experienced Rodi n a s a symbolic object , con -
sciously seein g hi m a s a  dear father , unconsciousl y identifyin g hi m wit h 
both parent s a s idealized, omnipoten t figures.  Th e young poe t calle d th e 
sculptor "master. " Bu t hi s unconsciou s aim , simila r t o tha t o f th e bo y 
with th e spool , was t o gai n mastery ove r Rodin , t o us e him magicall y a s 
a symboli c objec t i n orde r t o participat e i n hi s (illusory ) omnipotenc e 
and hi s apparen t master y ove r hi s lif e an d work , an d thu s t o contro l hi s 
own (th e poet's ) anxiet y an d t o defen d himsel f agains t th e threa t o f 
disintegration. 

The ultimat e for m o f suc h master y ove r th e symboli c objec t an d th e 
parental imagoe s wit h whic h h e i s unconsciousl y identifie d i s incorpo -
ration, total absorption. Through identificatio n wit h the older man, Rilke 
hoped t o mak e th e sculpto r a  part o f himself , t o tak e Rodin' s grea t mas -
tery an d creativ e power int o himself , to absor b an d incorporat e the m b y 
means o f closeness , study , an d emulation . Th e tw o essay s o n Rodin , 
especially th e first  one , an d th e letter s abou t Rilke' s attempt s t o stud y 
him closely support thi s impression. The vivid, precisely detailed descrip -
tions an d al l th e energ y o f though t tha t wen t int o understandin g th e 
sculptor a s a  man an d a s a n artis t revea l th e effor t t o maste r Rodi n an d 
thus t o engul f an d incorporat e hi m wit h th e hoped-fo r resul t o f becom -
ing lik e hi m (or , i n fantasy , o f becomin g him , ye t remainin g oneself) , 
and thu s overcomin g al l th e miser y an d fea r an d illness , th e sens e o f 
unreality, uncertainty, and self-divisio n tha t plagued th e poet a t the time. 

In hi s effort s t o maste r th e sculptor , Rilk e ha d a s hi s mode l Rodin' s 
endeavors t o obtai n ful l an d precis e impression s o f suc h subject s a s Bal -
zac an d Victo r Hugo . Writin g abou t Rodin' s preparation s fo r hi s figure 
of Hugo , Rilk e say s th e sculpto r woul d hid e himsel f i n a  window nich e 
in a  Paris Hotel t o watch the French poet a t his receptions, getting dow n 
on pape r "hundred s upo n hundreds " o f Hugo' s motion s an d facia l 
expressions (WSR,  120) . 

Ill 

The feelin g o f insecurity , self-division , an d unrealit y whic h Rilk e expe -
rienced durin g the years 1902- 3 an d th e perception o f Rodi n a s someon e 
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who possesse d th e sens e o f realit y an d psychi c strength , unity , an d vi -
tality which h e lacked dre w th e poet t o th e sculptor . Bu t thi s contras t i n 
Rilke's min d ha d negativ e effects , a s well . The Frenchman' s strength s a t 
times intensifie d Rilke' s alread y painfu l sens e o f hi s ow n psychi c weak -
ness an d instability . Writing t o Lo u tha t Rodi n "ha s lef t nothin g i n un -
certainty an d ha s give n realit y t o everything, " the young poe t wondere d 
if hi s ow n wil l was sick , lamenting t o Lo u tha t ther e was "nothin g real " 
about hi m an d tha t h e wa s continuall y divide d fro m himsel f (Letters 
1:123 a n d I 2 2 ) -

He confirm s Salome' s insigh t tha t Rodi n wa s a n overwhelmin g ex -
ample. The "fearfulness " arisin g fro m thi s relationshi p seeme d t o focu s 
on "th e close proximity o f something too hard, too stony, too big" (Let-
ters 1:123) . Following classica l Freudian analysis , I  a m incline d t o inter -
pret Rilke' s languag e her e a s an expressio n o f a n unconscious sens e o f a 
father's immensel y superio r phallus . A  subsequen t passag e i n th e sam e 
letter support s thi s interpretation. Rilk e says that hi s lack o f the essentia l 
gifts whic h h e attribute s t o Rodi n impel s hi m t o tr y t o discove r "th e 
tool o f m y art , the hammer , m y hammer , s o tha t i t may becom e master " 
(Letters 1:124) . In dreams , folklore, work songs , literature, and th e visual 
arts, tool s an d weapon s ma y expres s unconsciou s association s wit h th e 
phallus. As Norma n Hollan d indicate s in The  Dynamics  of  Literary  Re-
sponse, it may also become identified wit h the capacity for using language 
and various kinds of potency which follow from that . The example which 
Holland choose s is from Two  Gentlemen  of  Verona:  "That man that hat h 
a tongue , I  say , i s no man/I f wit h hi s tongu e h e canno t wi n a  woman. " 
Here wi t consciousl y make s th e tongu e phallic. 1 

Dreams, whic h expres s throug h displacemen t an d condensatio n un -
conscious connection s betwee n th e phallu s an d weapon s o r tools , ofte n 
reflect th e tendenc y o f youn g childre n t o fee l tha t th e father' s phallu s i s 
frightening i n its size and power. Rilke' s painful sens e that his own mor e 
abstract mediu m di d no t hav e th e vita l physica l presenc e o f Rodin' s 
sculpture an d hi s feeling tha t h e lacked "th e too l o f m y art , the hammer , 
my hammer " sugges t tha t i n hi s min d hi s impotenc e a s a n artis t wa s 
unconsciously connecte d wit h a  fear o f sexua l and emotiona l impotence , 
which closenes s t o th e father-maste r i n Pari s intensified . 

These fantasie s i n th e poe t remin d m e o f th e Letter  to  His  Father 
written b y hi s contemporar y an d compatrio t Fran z Kafka , i n whic h a 
son remember s hi s feeling s a s a  bo y when , o n a  swimmin g expeditio n 
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with hi s father , the y cam e ou t o f th e cabi n fo r changin g clothes . H e 
compares hi s ow n bod y t o a  skeleto n i n it s pitifu l contras t wit h hi s fa -
ther's large , strong, powerful physiqu e an d recall s hi s humiliating inabil -
ity t o lear n ho w t o swi m despit e hi s father' s effort s t o teac h him . Th e 
father persiste d an d th e anguishe d so n fel t increasingl y desperat e a s h e 
continued t o fail. 2 Her e we find ope n expressio n o f th e sense of physica l 
impotence i n relatio n t o th e fathe r whic h i s latent an d obliqu e i n Rilke' s 
writings abou t Rodin . 

Later i n th e lette r Kafk a connect s hi s fundamenta l uncertaintie s con -
cerning hi s ver y existence , hi s wort h a s a  person , an d hi s abilitie s wit h 
his doubt s abou t hi s body . Hi s nee d "t o b e provide d a t ever y instan t 
with a  ne w confirmatio n o f m y existence " i s th e cravin g a t th e cor e o f 
so muc h o f Kafka' s writing , beginnin g wit h th e Conversation  with  a 
Supplicant, i n whic h th e supplican t explain s tha t h e need s t o b e see n i n 
order t o fee l tha t h e exists. 3 I n th e lette r Kafk a trace s th e sens e o f bein g 
physically an d psychicall y nothing , nonexistent , bac k t o a  terrifying ex -
perience i n whic h hi s seemingl y giganti c fathe r cam e int o hi s roo m a t 
night whe n Fran z wa s a  smal l child , carrie d hi m ou t ont o th e balcony , 
and lef t hi m there , makin g th e chil d fee l tha t h e counte d fo r nothin g i n 
his father' s eyes. 4 

Surely, th e feeling s expresse d i n Rilke' s lette r abou t th e impossibilit y 
of makin g thing s physically , th e pai n i n hi s bod y create d b y thi s impo -
tence, and th e sense o f bein g up agains t somethin g "to o hard , too stony , 
too big " wer e closel y linke d wit h hi s fantas y tha t "ther e i s nothing rea l 
about me, " i n muc h th e sam e way tha t Kafka' s feeling s abou t hi s body , 
his sens e o f it s skeleta l insubstantialit y an d smallness , wer e connecte d 
with hi s fantas y o f hi s ow n nothingness . Althoug h ther e wer e larg e dif -
ferences betwee n th e tw o olde r me n an d th e tw o relationships , Rodin' s 
negative effect s upo n Rilk e fo r severa l years , a s describe d i n th e poet' s 
letters, ar e comparabl e t o Herman n Kafka' s effect s upo n hi s son . 

Rilke's medium , language , seeme d s o muc h les s rea l i n it s essentia l 
abstractness and in its greater distance from th e world o f physical objects , 
than Rodin' s sculpture . The highl y subjectiv e natur e o f th e young poet' s 
early work ma y hav e exacerbate d hi s sense , when h e firs t cam e t o Paris , 
of th e unrealit y o f hi s languag e i n compariso n wit h Rodin' s objets.  Thi s 
painful sens e o f th e contras t betwee n th e tw o medi a was connected wit h 
the poet' s anguis h ove r hi s comparativ e lac k o f fluenc y i n Frenc h whe n 
he firs t arrived . I n a  lette r writte n t o Rodi n shortl y afte r hi s arrival , h e 
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begins b y equatin g hi s Frenc h wit h "sickness. " Hi s words , h e says , ar e 
"dead" (Letters  1:87) . In hi s roo m h e meditate d o n th e languag e tha t h e 
would us e wit h Rodin , wh o coul d understan d littl e o r n o German , bu t 
in th e master' s presenc e h e foun d himsel f impoten t i n hi s ow n medium , 
at a  los s fo r words . Eventuall y h e wa s t o maste r Frenc h t o th e exten t 
that h e coul d writ e poetr y i n it . An d b y 1905- 6 h e wa s doin g Rodin' s 
correspondence fo r him . 

The argument of this section can be brought to a focus with the insight 
that Rilke's dependence on Rodin for hi s sense of his own reality at times 
intensified hi s anxious feeling tha t he was unreal. This i s one unfortunat e 
consequence o f suc h fantasie s o f ontologica l dependenc e upo n others . 

IV 

In th e secon d par t o f Rodin,  Rilk e discusse s th e child' s earlies t posses -
sions i n a  passage which anticipate s hi s essa y o n dolls . He i s attemptin g 
to clarif y hi s specia l us e o f th e wor d "things. " H e ask s th e reader , an d 
perhaps himself , t o summo n u p t o min d som e objec t fro m hi s o r he r 
childhood which , i n memory , seem s t o hav e bee n singularl y close , kind , 
just, necessary, not frightening , no t confusing , an d h e wonders i f we ow e 
to just suc h a n objec t an y "confidenc e an d th e sense of no t bein g alone " 
felt durin g earl y childhoo d (WSR,  131) . Here , a s i n th e essa y o n dolls , 
which wa s writte n year s late r i n 1914 , Rilke' s thinkin g bring s t o min d 
Winnicott's concep t o f transitiona l objects. 1 The poet's description of th e 
child's experienc e suggest s tha t th e cherishe d objec t i s unconsciousl y 
identified wit h a  benevolent , lovin g mother , lik e th e on e w e fin d i n th e 
Third Eleg y an d The  Notebooks,  protectin g the chil d from hi s own fear s 
at night . 

Winnicott observe s tha t "transitiona l objects " ma y stan d fo r th e 
mother's breast , though , a t th e sam e time , th e chil d i s awar e tha t th e 
blanket, fo r example , i s no t th e breast . Th e belove d blanke t i s pervade d 
with subjectivity , experience d a s par t o f th e child , ye t als o fel t t o b e 
something else , a  possession. I t i s neve r completel y subjec t t o "magica l 
control," unlike an "interna l object, " suc h as a conscious o r unconsciou s 
representation o f th e mothe r i n th e mind . Bu t i t i s not fel t t o b e beyon d 
control i n th e way tha t th e chil d come s to experienc e "th e rea l mother. " 
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If al l goe s well , th e child' s sens e o f contro l ove r a  "transitiona l object " 
diminishes gradually , a s th e objec t graduall y lose s th e meanin g i t ha s 
acquired throug h transference , an d th e aur a o f projecte d subjectivit y 
fades. I n Rilke' s 191 4 essa y o n doll s ("Puppen")  thi s los s i s a s painfu l 
and devastatin g a s the experienc e o f Phia' s withdrawa l an d desertion . I n 
this respec t th e strang e reflection s o n doll s revea l a  process o f develop -
ment which contrast s sharpl y wit h th e gentl e diffusion an d dispersio n o f 
the soothing , satisfying, reassurin g experience of transitiona l object s that , 
according to Winnicott, ordinarily leads to mental health in children. The 
brilliant piece on dolls , which ma y have been influenced b y Kleist' s essa y 
"On th e Marionette Theater," i s one o f Rilke' s writings i n which we ca n 
see clearl y th e intersectio n o f geniu s an d abnormality . Whe n th e poe t 
read th e essa y t o Magd a vo n Hattingberg , hi s "Benvenuta, " sh e coul d 
not bea r it. 2 

In Rodin,  Rilk e goe s o n t o mak e anothe r poin t abou t thos e thing s 
which ar e s o meaningfu l t o u s i n childhood . Tha t earl y object , becaus e 
it comes t o represen t i n th e child' s fantasie s "an y an d everything, " help s 
to prepar e hi m fo r "contact s wit h th e world " (WSR,  131) . Winnicot t 
observes tha t transitiona l phenomena , i n whic h subjectiv e an d objectiv e 
realities fuse , reshapin g eac h other , giv e th e chil d a  sens e o f hi s powe r 
and freedo m t o creat e (mor e precisely , t o re-create ) th e worl d aroun d 
him.3 Lik e Winnicott, Rilke saw the cherished object s o f earl y childhoo d 
as the prototypes o f works of art . He was interested particularly in thing s 
which, like the child' s deares t possessions , demand dedication , trust , an d 
love fro m th e artist s wh o mak e the m (se e WSR,  132) . 

Central in his study o f the sculptor i s the idea that through th e figure s 
which h e create d Rodi n assume d contro l an d too k "possessio n o f th e 
world" (WSRy  143) . For Rilke , who i n 190 2 and 190 3 felt tha t h e lacke d 
reality and tha t he might be misreading, to an alarming extent, his strang e 
new surroundings , a s did othe r los t people i n the chaoti c street s o f Paris , 
the master' s abilit y to possess the world throug h hi s sculpture mus t hav e 
seemed enviable . 

As I  hav e indicated , th e term s th e poe t use s t o describ e th e child' s 
experience of hi s early possessions reveal that Rilke had a n intuitive sense 
of th e fac t tha t th e chil d unconsciousl y identifie s thes e thing s wit h hi s 
mother. Th e curiou s corollar y o f th e argumen t tha t suc h thing s ar e th e 
precursors o f th e object s artist s creat e i s tha t th e latte r ca n giv e thei r 
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maker th e "confidence " an d "th e sens e o f no t bein g alone " which orig -
inally shoul d com e fro m a  mother . Fo r thi s artis t nothin g els e wa s s o 
close, intimately known , an d necessar y a s his ow n poems . 

In these terms we can understand Rilke' s vision o f Rodin : surrounde d 
by hi s ow n creations , enjoyin g thei r extraordinar y life , whic h mirrore d 
his own , an d thei r responsivenes s t o him , th e sculpto r wa s constantl y 
delighting in such kindness, devotion, and affection a s transitional object s 
can giv e t o a  child , i n who m the y ar e unconsciousl y identifie d wit h a 
benevolent mother . Wit h thes e idea s i n min d w e ca n gras p Rilke' s sens e 
of th e sculptor' s jo y an d o f Rodin' s belie f tha t lif e wa s miraculou s (se e 
WSR, 147) . 

Rilke imagine d tha t on e o f th e mos t importan t function s o f Rodin' s 
sculpture wa s t o ac t a s a  protection agains t al l disturbanc e an d danger . 
"His wor k stand s lik e a  grea t ange l besid e hi m an d protect s hi m . . . hi s 
great work! " (Letters  1:85) . H e live d i n hi s sculptur e a s i n a  shelterin g 
wood (Letters  1:121) . In thi s respec t on e ca n se e a t leas t a n unconsciou s 
association betwee n th e sculptor' s wor k an d a  protective mothe r suc h a s 
the on e Rilk e describe s i n The  Notebooks  passag e concerning th e child' s 
nocturnal fears . T o a  poet plague d b y th e anxietie s whic h h e depict s i n 
Make, deepl y trouble d throug h muc h o f hi s lif e b y hi s mother' s with -
drawal, i t seeme d tha t th e abilit y t o produc e work s o f ar t offere d on e a 
way o f masterin g th e fear s whic h threatene d t o tea r hi m t o piece s whe n 
he first cam e to Paris . Rodin epitomize d thi s means of masterin g anxiety . 
The Frenchma n ha d create d a  whole worl d wit h hi s sculpture , a  worl d 
in whic h h e coul d b e completel y a t hom e an d sheltered . 

Rilke's inabilit y t o produc e wor k h e coul d valu e durin g certai n pe -
riods o f hi s lif e wa s linke d i n hi s min d wit h hi s failur e t o maste r hi s 
worst fear s (o f disintegratio n an d annihilation) . I f onl y h e coul d writ e 
worthy poem s o r prose , he would no t fal l prey t o anxiety , he would no t 
disintegrate. H e yearne d fo r th e abilit y t o conver t hi s fear s int o work s 
of art , "real , still things that i t is serenity and freedom t o create and fro m 
which, whe n the y exist , reassuranc e emanate s [s o that ] nothin g woul d 
have happened t o me" (Letters  1:115) . Reading the letters to Salome writ -
ten i n th e summe r an d fal l o f 1903 , we ca n se e tha t hi s failur e a t time s 
to creat e suc h "real , stil l things " a s Rodi n wa s constantl y producin g 
resembled a  child' s inability , whe n frightene d b y hi s mother' s absences , 
to demonstrat e hi s master y t o himsel f wit h th e hel p o f suc h object s a s 
the boy' s spoo l i n Freud' s Beyond  the  Pleasure  Principle. 
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The poe t decide d tha t Rodin' s repudiatio n o f hi s belie f i n inspiratio n 
ironically arose from th e never diminishing strength o f th e divine afflatu s 
in th e sculptor , hi s "uninterrupte d fertility " (WSR y 143 ) Thi s argumen t 
suggests a n unconsciou s fantas y tha t th e benevolen t materna l presenc e 
Rilke desperatel y neede d a t time s wa s alway s ther e fo r th e sculptor . I n 
Rilke's fantasy Rodi n ha d mad e a  fertile mothe r a n essentia l part o f him -
self and had thus attained to the hermaphroditic motherhood which Rilk e 
yearned fo r i n The  Book  of  Hours.  Th e "master " wa s a  ma n endlessl y 
capable o f materna l procreation , wh o wa s als o blesse d wit h a n endurin g 
capacity fo r motherin g himself , fo r defendin g himsel f agains t al l dange r 
and fea r an d loneliness . 

Rilke's conceptio n o f th e artist' s wor k (th e activity ) an d hi s work s (th e 
objects) a s defenses agains t disturbanc e an d anxiet y take s variou s forms . 
He imagine s himsel f liftin g hi s whol e lif e "int o a  peace, a  solitude , int o 
the stillnes s o f dee p workdays " (Letters  1:126) . In a  related fantasy , cre -
ative activit y become s "th e powerfu l flo w o f a  stream " wit h a  "grea t 
roar," which would no t allo w any of the external or internal disturbance s 
that hav e plague d hi m t o b e hear d o r t o ge t through . A s thi s massiv e 
stream o f creative energy, ideas, activity, and achievemen t would provid e 
undeniable confirmatio n o f hi s ow n reality , vitality , an d value , whic h 
human relationship s ha d faile d t o giv e him , h e coul d affor d t o neglec t 
the latte r an d leav e behin d th e sens e o f hi s unrealit y an d impotence , th e 
anxieties, and the illness which hi s entanglements with othe r people ofte n 
seemed t o intensify . Watchin g Rodin , h e conclude d tha t man y grea t art -
ists ha d largel y discarde d thei r ordinar y live s t o liv e i n thei r wor k (se e 
Letters 1:8 4 an d 126) . 

The sculpto r ha d sai d t o him , "[L]e s ami s s'empechent . I I es t mieu x 
d'etre seul" (Letters 1:84) . This is from a  letter which Rilke wrote to Clara , 
soon afte r h e lef t he r an d Rut h t o com e t o Paris . And i t i s clea r tha t h e 
understood thes e feelings . I n hi s conversatio n wit h th e Frenchman , th e 
poet spoke of hi s sadness a t separation from hi s daughter. But he was ob -
viously gratifie d t o hav e foun d a  "master " wh o gav e hi m th e stronges t 
possible support for choosing his work ove r his life as husband an d fathe r 
in Westerwede. And t o Lou, his lifelong friend , onc e his lover, for year s a 
surrogate mother, he wrote, expressing a belief which he thought Rodin' s 
life validated, "[I]n one of my poems that is successful, there is much mor e 
reality than in any relationship or affection tha t I  feel" (Letters  1:121) . 
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Through emulatio n an d identification , b y masterin g th e maste r an d 
making Rodi n par t o f himself , by modelin g hi s own lif e upo n th e sculp -
tor's, h e coul d fre e himsel f fro m th e lon g period s whe n inspiratio n an d 
fertility wer e absent , an d als o enabl e himsel f t o produc e work s o f ar t 
which migh t perfor m th e primitiv e function s o f transitiona l objects . H e 
too migh t experienc e th e jo y whic h belonge d t o th e sculpto r bu t ofte n 
eluded him , a s i t doe s mos t o f us . Hi s ow n wor k woul d affor d hi m th e 
only companionshi p h e woul d need , a s a n infan t need s an d desire s n o 
one bu t it s mothe r o r th e objec t (doll , bi t o f blanket , rockin g horse ) 
which take s he r place . 

Rilke's letters and various accounts of his life show that he used his wor k 
as a n excus e fo r a  solitude whic h coul d b e conduciv e t o creativity , a s i t 
was a t Duin o i n 191 2 and a t Muzo t i n 1922 , and tha t a t time s th e wor k 
could provid e suc h satisfactio n an d fulfillmen t a s huma n relationship s 
rarely or never gave him. But, as I have shown, his frequent self-isolatio n 
and hi s distancin g o f othe r peopl e als o aggravate d hi s sens e o f hi s un -
reality and barrenness at times when his poetry, fiction,  essays , and letter s 
would no t com e an d coul d no t hel p him . I n thi s respect , obviously , h e 
differed fro m Rodin . 

Rilke sa w Rodin' s sculpture , lik e it s maker , a s a n idea l imag e o f th e 
solitary self-sufficienc y whic h h e longe d t o develop . A  wor k o f art , h e 
argued, should be "untouchable , sacrosanct , separated from th e influenc e 
of acciden t o r time " (WSR,  94) . I  hav e mentione d th e poet' s likenin g o f 
his "Maitre " t o a n easter n god , hi s implici t associatio n o f th e ol d ma n 
with th e effig y o f Buddha , o n a  hil l nea r th e Vill a i n Meudon , an d hi s 
New Poems  o n th e Buddh a wit h thei r idealizatio n o f perfec t self -
containment. Rilke' s desir e t o creat e object s endowe d wit h thi s qualit y 
is evident i n Rodin  an d th e letter s t o an d abou t th e sculptor . Underlyin g 
his longing t o writ e poems whic h woul d radiat e such perfection wa s th e 
fantasy tha t the poet, through identification wit h his poems, would attai n 
to th e idea l qualitie s o f th e work s h e created , a s i t seeme d t o hi m tha t 
Rodin ha d done . I n hi s fantasie s Rilk e share d th e assumption s o f man y 
great artists , who se e themselves in the mirror o f thei r works, associatin g 
themselves wit h th e "immortality " o f thei r creations . 

The earl y diarie s includ e a  meditation , writte n befor e h e me t Rodin , 
in which Rilk e observe s tha t a  figure  b y th e Frenc h maste r stay s alway s 
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within an uncrossable magic circle. As with reflected image s in a fountain , 
the spectato r canno t approac h neare r tha n a  certai n distanc e i f h e doe s 
not wis h t o los e sigh t o f th e object. 4 Th e metapho r o f th e magi c circle , 
separating an d distancin g an y spectato r fro m th e statue , an d th e notio n 
that an y attemp t t o com e close r wil l onl y concea l th e essentia l myster y 
of th e objec t ma y b e see n a s displacement s o f Rilke' s nee d t o preven t 
anyone els e from comin g to o clos e t o hi m o r seein g hi m to o clearly . 

According t o Arnol d Modell , th e fantas y o f complet e self-sufficienc y 
in isolation , reflecte d i n Rilke' s thought s abou t Rodin' s sculpture , ma y 
arise from a  need to deny dependency upon othe r human being s in orde r 
to defen d onesel f fro m th e fear o f losin g th e persons o n who m on e feel s 
most dependent . I n Rilk e th e sourc e o f suc h fear s mus t hav e bee n th e 
memory o r fantas y o f earl y parenta l neglec t an d emotiona l withdrawal . 
Modell argue s tha t thi s defensiv e fantas y o f perfec t self-sufficienc y ma y 
also be a reaction to the intense emotions aroused and the tensions cause d 
by contac t wit h others . Thi s analysi s focuse s upo n schizoi d illnes s an d 
recalls Rilke's notion tha t " a dark, deceptive vapour'' separated him fro m 
other peopl e an d hi s closel y relate d imag e o f th e bir d feeder s i n The 
Notebooks, "wit h a  large transparen t spac e aroun d them , a s i f the y wer e 
standing unde r a  glas s dome " (78). * 

Modell observe s tha t schizoi d individuals ' illusion s o f self-sufficienc y 
and protective encapsulation "rest upon a belief in their own omnipotence . 
That i s to say , they ca n be an omnipoten t objec t t o themselves ; they ca n 
provide al l the sources o f gratification , creat e thei r ow n protectiv e shiel d 
against the dangers of the environment. They can be a transitional object to 
themselves."6 O r the y ma y imagin e tha t the y ca n creat e th e transitiona l 
objects which would assur e their narcissistic self-sufficiency an d omnipo -
tence. I have traced a  network o f suc h fantasies i n Rilke's thoughts abou t 
Rodin an d hi s ar t an d hav e show n tha t the y ar e self-referential , tha t h e 
projected ont o the "master" and his sculpture a state of existence to which 
he wished to attain through his own creativity . 

v 
The relationshi p betwee n Rilk e an d Rodi n entere d a  new phase when, a t 
the sculptor' s invitation , th e poe t decide d t o liv e wit h hi m a t Meudon , 
beginning i n Septembe r 1905 . Fro m the n unti l Ma y 190 6 h e dedicate d 
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much o f hi s tim e t o helpin g hi s friend , writin g hi s correspondenc e fo r 
him. Eve n whe n h e wa s awa y fro m Meudo n durin g thi s period , Rilk e 
was ofte n preoccupie d wit h Rodin , lecturin g abou t hi m an d hi s art . 

Writing t o th e sculpto r fro m Pragu e in Octobe r 1905 , Rilke cast him -
self i n th e rol e o f a n apostl e preachin g hi s Master' s savin g Gospel : "al l 
who liv e need you , th e goo d new s o f you r existenc e i s the Gospel." 1 A t 
home in Meudon and abroad, during this period the poet showed loyalty , 
love, and devotion tha t were al l any surrogate father coul d hav e dreame d 
of receivin g fro m a  son . 

While i n Pragu e t o giv e hi s lecture , he visited hi s agin g father fo r th e 
last time . Hi s relationship s wit h th e tw o father s wer e neve r mor e ob -
viously connected . Th e burdensom e task s whic h h e performe d fo r th e 
sculptor wer e a n indirec t an d magica l way , throug h unconsciou s trans -
ference, o f showin g devotion an d loyalty to Josef. His idealization o f th e 
dear fathe r i n Meudo n mus t hav e helped hi m redee m an d restor e Josef s 
faded, frayed , an d muc h diminishe d imag e i n hi s ow n mind . 

No doub t h e fel t tha t h e ha d lon g neglecte d hi s sic k an d agin g fathe r 
in Prague . The task s h e performed fo r Rodi n wer e probably als o mean s 
of undoin g o r expiatin g thi s neglect . The defens e o f "undoing " involve s 
a kind o f magica l thinking . Lik e many ritual s o f expiation , i t i s based o n 
fantasies o f causa l connection s betwee n act s whic h ar e no t causall y re -
lated. In thi s case the task o f "undoing " involved projectio n o f a  father' s 
image onto anothe r ma n an d transferenc e o f feeling s fro m th e one t o th e 
other. Th e ultimat e aim s o f "undoing " ar e t o dissolv e al l injury don e i n 
fact o r fantasy , t o release one from guilt , and t o allow one to believe tha t 
the person he thinks he harmed no longer blames him and will not punis h 
him. Often , mos t o r al l o f thes e thought s ar e unconscious. 2 

The relationshi p betwee n Rilk e and Rodi n brok e apar t o n Ma y 11 , 1906, 
when th e sculpto r dismisse d hi m fro m hi s correspondence-writin g task s 
and sen t hi m packing "lik e a  thieving servant, " the poet' s compariso n i n 
his farewell lette r to the Master, written the following da y (Letters  1:211) . 
The heav y burde n o f Rilke' s secretaria l labor s an d hi s responsibilit y fo r 
constantly remindin g Rodi n o f distastefu l obligation s ha d create d ten -
sions betwee n th e tw o me n (se e Letters  2:359) . Rodin wa s i n a  rage be -
cause, withou t consultin g him , Rilk e ha d sen t answer s t o tw o o f th e 
sculptor's correspondents , who ha d addresse d letter s t o th e poet . I n on e 
of thes e exchanges , Rilk e ha d adde d a  postscrip t t o a  lette r prepare d i n 
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consultation wit h th e sculptor . Hi s crime s wer e miniscule . Rodi n ha d 
introduced Rilk e a s a  friend, no t a s hi s secretary , t o on e o f thes e corre -
spondents, William Rothenstein . Deeply hurt , the poet complaine d i n hi s 
farewell t o Rodin , writte n th e da y afte r hi s dismissal , tha t h e ha d bee n 
invited t o Meudo n ou t o f friendship , tha t th e sculptor' s suggestio n h e 
perform som e o f th e task s a  secretary migh t do , a s Rodin ha d explaine d 
it, ha d bee n a  wa y o f providin g hi m wit h som e tim e o f hi s ow n t o d o 
his writing. 3 

Probably Rilke was eager to leave Rodin when he returned t o Meudo n 
at th e en d o f Marc h 1906 , two week s afte r hi s father' s death . O n Apri l 
7 h e wrot e th e lette r t o Kar l vo n de r Heydt , a  frien d an d benefactor , 
from whic h I  quoted i n the preceding chapter , saying that he lacked onl y 
the libert y t o b e himself an d wa s ready an d eage r to write , believing tha t 
he migh t b e abl e t o d o "somethin g tha t ma y perhap s neve r com e agai n 
like this " (Letters  1:202) . Hi s lac k o f privac y an d hi s task s a t Meudo n 
were suffocating him. 4 I t seems very likely tha t Josef's deat h fostere d th e 
poet's desir e t o get  awa y fro m Rodin . 

Eliza M. Butler argues persuasively that Rilke's correspondence durin g 
the months o f service to Rodin reveals an increasing sense of self-sacrific e 
approaching martyrdom, and this may have shown itsel f in his demeanor , 
irritating th e Maste r an d finally  provokin g hi m t o hi s outburs t i n Ma y 
1906.5 H e suspecte d tha t h e ha d communicate d hi s nee d fo r liberatio n 
to Rodin . O n Ma y 1 1 he wrot e t o Clara , sayin g tha t Rodi n mus t hav e 
understood wha t h e was goin g throug h (Letters  1:209) . 

When Rilk e returne d t o Rodi n afte r hi s father' s death , h e appear s t o 
have bee n move d b y a  curious mi x o f conflictin g feelings . Afte r vo n de r 
Heydt, respondin g t o hi s expresse d needs , offere d t o suppor t hi m fo r a 
year an d le t th e poe t liv e o n on e o f hi s estates , he wrot e t o sa y tha t h e 
could no t leav e th e ol d sculpto r i n hi s sicknes s an d wearines s (Letters 
1:204). Abandoning hi s secon d father , il l an d wear y a s h e was , s o soo n 
after Jose f Rilke' s death , woul d hav e intensifie d an y guil t th e poe t fel t 
about no t havin g care d fo r Jose f durin g hi s ol d age . I n givin g u p hi s 
work for Rodin , he would als o be ending this means of undoing whateve r 
injury h e had inflicte d upo n hi s father b y neglectin g him an d b y causin g 
him suc h painfu l disappointmen t an d anxiet y fo r s o man y years . 

But thes e motivatin g force s conflicte d wit h other s equall y stron g o r 
stronger. Josef Rilke' s death probably mad e Rainer feel tha t he no longe r 
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needed a  fathe r an d n o longe r wante d t o b e an y father' s son . Make' s 
reaction t o hi s father' s deat h an d t o th e perforatio n o f hi s heart , take n 
together wit h th e passages concerning father s i n The  Book  of  Hours  tha t 
I explore d i n th e precedin g chapter , support s thi s conclusion . 

The nee d t o resolv e guil t an d und o har m throug h th e transferenc e 
relationship with th e sculptor ma y have diminished becaus e of th e poet' s 
efforts towar d th e en d o f Josef's lif e t o wi n hi s father' s approva l an d t o 
inspire hi s confidenc e an d hop e tha t hi s so n woul d b e a  great succes s i n 
his chose n profession . 

The change s i n Rilk e durin g th e year s 1902- 6 an d hi s respons e t o hi s 
father's aging , illness , an d deat h sugges t tha t Rodin' s supportive , con -
firming, affectionat e fatherin g ha d provide d hi m wit h a n idea l mode l o f 
a father a s a  highly successful , gifte d artist , whom h e could introjec t an d 
with whom he could identify himself . As a result he had gained a stronger 
sense o f hi s ow n identity , value , an d directio n a s a n artist , a s wel l a s 
greater confidenc e i n hi s ow n inne r guidance . B y Ma y 1906 , a s I  hav e 
pointed out , h e ha d writte n a  few o f th e finest  o f th e New  Poems  an d 
was burstin g wit h readines s t o d o ne w work . 

Considering hi s stat e of min d whe n h e had com e t o Pari s in 1902 , we 
can se e ho w muc h h e ha d develope d throug h th e transferenc e relation -
ship wit h Rodin . Al l th e inne r strengt h an d maturit y h e ha d gaine d 
through thi s relationship ha d mad e him read y t o accep t the loss o f Josef, 
the finality  o f hi s father' s separatenes s an d absenc e i n death . A s h e re -
alized tha t h e ha d reache d thi s point , h e mus t hav e understoo d tha t h e 
was also ready to accept the separateness and the loss of the second fathe r 
whom h e ha d s o desperatel y neede d whe n h e cam e t o Paris . Offerin g 
insights whic h clarif y thi s chang e i n Rilke , Model l observe s tha t th e in -
ternalization o f a n affectionat e paren t ca n enable a  person t o love and b e 
a parent t o himself , an d tha t thes e developments , alon g with th e growt h 
of a  person's sens e o f hi s differentiation , ca n foste r hi s abilit y t o accep t 
the los s o f person s h e loves , particularly parents. 6 Model l als o remark s 
that wher e strengt h an d healt h ar e lacking , du e t o childhoo d failur e t o 
identify wit h "goo d enough " parents , psychoanalytic therap y "ca n pro -
vide i n par t th e experienc e o f 'goo d enough ' parenta l care , and a n iden -
tification wit h th e analys t ca n becom e a  permanent par t o f th e patient' s 
ego."7 I  suggest tha t something like this happened i n Rilke's transferenc e 
with Rodin . An d perhap s Josef's deat h enable d th e poe t t o fee l tha t th e 
psychological "work " whic h ha d s o badl y neede d doin g whe n h e first 
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met Rodi n ha d bee n accomplishe d throug h hi s intimat e an d evolvin g 
relationship wit h th e Master . 

In June 1906 , a  few month s afte r hi s father' s death , th e mont h afte r hi s 
break wit h Rodin , Rilk e wrot e a  poe m entitle d "Th e Departur e o f th e 
Prodigal Son " ("De r Auszu g de s verlorenen Sohnes") . I t reveal s tha t th e 
poet wa s no t i n a  triumphan t moo d o f expectatio n a t th e time . I n th e 
poem th e speake r long s t o get  awa y fro m a  confused existenc e i n whic h 
what ha s seeme d hi s an d stil l stick s t o hi m lik e thorn s reall y doe s no t 
belong to him. He feels incapable of understanding and incomprehensibl e 
to others . Realizin g tha t hi s journe y wil l mak e hi s existenc e mor e un -
certain an d precarious , h e nonetheles s long s fo r a  distan t lan d wher e 
nothing ha s an y familia r relationshi p t o hi m an d t o wha t h e ha s know n 
and hope s tha t thi s lan d wil l provide hi m wit h a n environmen t whic h i s 
free fro m emotiona l involvemen t i n anythin g h e does . This , h e knows , 
will mea n takin g a  grea t dea l upo n himself . Ultimately , i t ma y mea n 
dying alone . I t ma y forc e o r allo w hi m t o le t g o o f al l tha t h e ha s hel d 
as possessio n and/o r a s oppressiv e burden . Anticipatin g hi s menta l an d 
physical journey , th e speake r ca n onl y as k i f i t ma y affor d hi m acces s t o 
a ne w life , i n whic h h e wil l b e abl e t o perceiv e wit h sudde n clarit y an d 
nearness, a s i f beginnin g again , i n a  moo d o f reconciliation , thing s t o 
which h e ha s bee n blinde d b y familiarity . Her e i s th e poe m i n German : 

Der Auszug des verlorenen Sohnes 

Nun fortzugeh n vo n alledem Verworrnen, 
das unser is t und uns doch nicht gehort , 
das, wie das Wasser in den alten Bornen, 
uns zitternd spiegel t und da s Bild zerstort ; 
von allem diesen, das sich wie mit Dornen 
noch einmal an uns anhangt—fortzugeh n 
und Da s und Den , 
die man schon nicht mehr sah 
(so taglich waren sie und s o gewohnlich), 
auf einmal anzuschauen: sanft, versohnlic h 
und wie an einem Anfang und von nah; 
und ahnen d einzusehn , wie unpersonlich, 
wie uber all e hin das Leid geschah , 
von dem die Kindheit voll war bis zum Rand—: 
Und dan n doch fortzugehen, Han d au s Hand , 
als ob man ein Geheiltes neu zerrisse, 
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und fortzugehn: wohin? Ins Ungewisse, 
weit in ein unverwandtes warmes Land, 
das hinter allem Handeln wie Kulisse 
gleichgiiltig sein wird: Garten oder Wand; 
und fortzugehn: warum? Aus Drang, aus Artung, 
aus Ungeduld, aus dunkler Erwartung , 
aus Unverstandlichkeit und Unverstand : 

Dies alles auf sich nehmen und vergebens 
vielleicht Gehaltnes fallen lassen , um 
allein zu sterben, wissend nich t warum— 

1st das der Eingang eines neuen Lebens? 
(WDB 1:247-48) 

It seem s likel y tha t "De r Auszu g de s verlorene n Sohnes " reflect s 
Rilke's sens e o f hi s relationshi p wit h Rodi n a t th e tim e i t wa s written . 
The titl e connect s i t with hi s version o f th e Prodiga l So n parable i n The 
Notebooks. Thi s connectio n suggest s tha t th e threa t o f engulfmen t an d 
and th e kin d o f impingemen t Rilk e fel t whil e living close to Rodi n ech o 
in hi s conceptio n o f th e Prodiga l Son' s experienc e with hi s family a t th e 
end o f th e novel . Th e culminatin g sectio n o f The  Notebooks  precisel y 
defines th e way s i n whic h a  family ca n produc e th e blindnes s an d con -
fusion o f whic h th e poe m speaks . The chil d ca n completel y submi t an d 
become on e o f them , losin g al l sens e o f wha t spontaneou s impulse , in -
tuition, and reason tel l him is true perception, authentic feeling, and hon -
est thought . H e ca n tr y t o mas k himsel f an d constantl y divid e himsel f 
between tru e sel f an d false . Bu t this , a s Mak e suggests , thi s constan t 
deception o f famil y an d friend s ma y see m a  for m o f corruption . Psy -
chologists tel l us i t may als o produce sever e mental illness if the false sel f 
becomes compulsive , i f th e self-divisio n amplifie s int o a  pervasive struc -
ture o f th e psyche . O r th e chil d ca n g o fa r away , a s Mak e an d th e so n 
in th e poem do , t o liv e a s mor e o r les s a  solitary . 

VI 

Rilke was eage r t o ge t awa y fro m Rodi n i n Apri l an d Ma y o f 1906 . But 
once th e brea k came , he trie d t o suppres s hi s resentmen t an d t o protec t 
his admiration and affection fo r th e old man. Reading the letters he wrote 
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at thi s time , on e canno t hel p seein g tha t h e neede d t o believ e tha t th e 
breach woul d b e healed . H e wante d t o protec t th e imag e o f th e artist -
master-father wh o ha d playe d suc h a  crucia l rol e i n fosterin g hi s devel -
opment a s a man and a s an writer. No doub t he stil l felt closel y identifie d 
with th e grea t sculptor . 

Insofar a s it had strengthene d hi s self-esteem an d hi s sense of hi s iden-
tity, purpose , an d direction , th e relationshi p wit h Rodi n ha d helpe d t o 
free hi m from infantil e dependenc e o n hi s father an d from infantil e ange r 
toward Josef. Though a t first  Rodi n ha d fulfille d a  desire fo r a  powerfu l 
father, a s th e relationshi p fostere d Rilke' s maturit y and , thus , hi s inde -
pendence, it enabled him to allow Josef t o be himself i n all his limitations, 
and t o lov e hi m nonetheless . The poet' s desir e t o preserv e th e redeeme d 
and restore d imag e o f Jose f afte r hi s death , whic h surface s i n numerou s 
letters, must hav e impelled hi m t o suppres s negativ e feelings towar d Ro -
din, a s the tw o father s wer e intimatel y connecte d i n hi s mind . 

I hav e quoted th e letter Rilke wrote t o Clar a th e day Rodi n dismisse d 
him (Ma y 11 , 1906), when h e sa w hi s expulsio n fro m Meudo n a s a n ac t 
motivated b y intuitiv e understanding . The nex t day , writing t o Rodi n a s 
"My Master, " after complainin g that he had been sent away "like a thiev-
ing servant " th e poe t wen t o n t o justif y th e ol d man' s behavio r a s par t 
of hi s instinctiv e wisdo m i n repellin g whateve r "seem s harmful. " Th e 
language her e reflect s Rilke' s ambivalence . Th e "seems " cast s doub t o n 
the sculptor' s judgment . Th e disciple' s justificatio n o f hi s Master' s be -
havior i s two-edged; i t i s preceded b y assertion s o f selfles s devotio n an d 
self-sacrifice whic h mak e Rodin' s self-protectivenes s loo k extremel y un -
grateful, a s the poe t recall s al l the tim e h e ha s give n u p fo r th e sculptor , 
while neglectin g hi s ow n work . 

In thi s farewel l messag e he als o protested tha t h e was mor e loya l an d 
devoted t o Rodi n tha n anyon e els e an d tha t ther e wa s n o on e els e hi s 
age anywher e mor e capabl e o f understandin g th e ol d man . An d h e di d 
his bes t t o defen d himsel f an d th e sculpto r fro m th e resentmen t eviden t 
in the letter with an absurd, if familiar, piece of idealization, an apotheosi s 
of th e Maste r i n whic h h e compare s Rodi n t o Chris t an d himsel f t o th e 
apostles lef t behin d o n eart h withou t thei r Savio r {Letters  1:211-12) . 

By th e followin g summe r mor e realisti c perception s o f Rodi n ha d 
made inroad s o n th e poet' s idealizatio n o f th e Master . I n Jun e 1907 , 
writing t o Clar a abou t th e lectur e h e ha d first  give n i n th e fal l o f 1905 , 
he said , " I a m alread y beginnin g t o se e too tha t man y o f it s perception s 
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belong perhap s t o th e demand s Rodi n taugh t u s t o make , no t t o thos e 
which hi s work realize s in eac h case" {Letters  1:288). * He ha d jus t com -
pleted the first par t o f the New Poems;  the sense of his own achievement , 
his mastery , mus t hav e helpe d hi m t o se e th e ol d maste r wit h thi s ne w 
intimation o f skepticism . 

In Septembe r 190 6 h e ha d writte n t o Kar l vo n de r Heyd t tha t hi s 
second stud y o f th e sculpto r woul d b e hi s nex t project , bu t ha d bee n 
unable to bring himself t o do i t during the intervening time. Now, a  year 
later, realizin g tha t h e ha d nothin g ne w t o sa y abou t Rodin , h e decide d 
to us e the ol d lectur e with littl e o r n o revision . H e ha d bee n putting hi s 
time an d energ y int o hi s New  Poems.  Bu t h e was als o awar e that , a s h e 
had becom e mor e detache d fro m an d critica l o f Rodin , a  new essa y o n 
the sculpto r migh t see m inconsistent , self-contradictory , a  reflectio n o f 
his confuse d thought s an d feeling s abou t th e ol d ma n {Letters  1:288) . 

Perhaps he also feared tha t a  thorough clarificatio n o f hi s new feeling s 
and idea s abou t Rodi n migh t prov e ver y painful , forcin g hi m t o fac e 
thoughts agains t whic h h e wishe d t o protec t himsel f an d th e father -
sculptor with th e hel p o f hi s confusion . I n achievin g clarit y which coul d 
destroy the image of Rodin he had developed for so many years, he might 
undermine th e strength an d creativit y which tha t image and th e relation -
ship ha d fostered . 

The poe t wa s i n transition . Eve n a s th e extrem e idealizatio n o f th e 
paternal sculpto r wa s deflate d an d a  critical , independent , mor e realisti c 
view o f Rodi n developed , Rilk e defende d th e relationship , th e attitudes , 
and th e viewpoint tha t ha d been , o r seemed , essentia l t o hi s surviva l an d 
his growth . 

Early i n Novembe r 190 7 Rilk e receive d a  lette r fro m Rodi n jus t a s h e 
was abou t t o giv e a  reading o f hi s ow n wor k i n Prague . I  described thi s 
occasion i n a n earlie r chapter . Hi s nativ e cit y depresse d him . H e fel t 
dismay a s h e realize d tha t th e dreadfu l ol d wome n wh o ha d wante d t o 
devour hi m when h e arrived ha d los t thei r appetit e on hearin g hi m read . 
Very likely his misery on thi s occasion centered o n hi s mother , who wa s 
at th e reading ; al l encounter s wit h he r durin g hi s adul t lif e wer e ver y 
painful. 

In these circumstances the first gestur e of rapprochement fro m th e man 
who ha d bee n a  second fathe r t o him an d whom h e had als o experience d 
as a  materna l figur e wa s especiall y welcome . Writin g t o Clara , h e em -
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phasized hi s ow n happines s o n receivin g th e lette r fro m Rodi n {Letters 
1:323). A week later, in Vienna, where he was arranging for th e exhibitio n 
of sixt y o f Rodin' s drawing s i n Hug o Heller' s bookstore , Rilk e go t a 
second messag e from th e old man . The sculpto r ha d rea d a n extract fro m 
part 2  o f Rilke' s Rodin,  whic h ha d jus t bee n reprinte d i n th e magazin e 
Kunst and  Kiinstler,  an d ha d foun d i t "tre s belle. " Thi s ne w lette r wa s 
full o f affection . Delighted , scarcel y abl e t o believ e tha t h e coul d b e th e 
object o f suc h feelin g i n Rodin , h e rea d i t tim e an d again . H e wa s par -
ticularly pleased b y th e Frenchman' s invitatio n to visi t when he returne d 
to Pari s (Letter s 1:328) . 

A yea r an d a  hal f ha d passe d sinc e th e brea k betwee n th e tw o men . 
In tha t tim e ther e ha d bee n a n outpourin g o f th e New Poems.  Strength -
ened i n hi s sens e o f hi s ow n uniqu e genius , th e poe t mus t hav e greete d 
the ol d master' s invitatio n t o com e t o se e him wit h th e knowledg e tha t 
Rodin's strengt h coul d n o longe r threate n t o overwhel m hi s ow n sens e 
of sel f an d hi s artistic independence, that he was no longe r s o susceptibl e 
to manipulatio n o r exploitation . H e wa s no t nearl y s o need y a s h e ha d 
been i n 1902- 3 an d ha d lef t behin d th e helples s dependenc y whic h ha d 
made hi m s o vulnerabl e t o Rodin' s power . Thes e changes , whic h hi s 
earlier relationship with the sculptor had encouraged an d which the brea k 
between the m ha d le t hi m confir m fo r himself , enable d hi m t o respon d 
with lov e an d admiration , fre e fro m anxiety . Hi s repl y als o reveal s th e 
feeling o f equalit y whic h gav e hi m th e confidenc e t o welcom e reconcil -
iation, trustin g tha t h e coul d no w rene w th e friendshi p withou t fea r o f 
being overpowered : " I hav e a n infinite nee d o f yo u an d you r friendship , 
and I  a m proud tha t I  hav e advance d sufficientl y i n m y wor k t o b e abl e 
to shar e you r gloriou s an d simpl e desir e fo r truth." 2 

VII 

Rilke returne d t o Pari s o n Ma y 1 , 1908 , bu t h e pu t of f seein g Rodin , 
writing t o th e sculpto r afte r hi s arriva l tha t h e ha d t o shu t himsel f u p 
with hi s work. 1 O n Augus t 31 , having finishe d th e secon d par t o f New 
Poems an d move d int o quarter s i n th e Hote l Biron , th e Loui s XI V vill a 
which wa s t o becom e th e Muse e Rodin , h e invited hi s frien d t o com e t o 
see him. 2 Describin g thi s visi t t o Clara , h e foresa w tha t i n th e futur e h e 
would b e "a s kin d t o hi m a s I  alway s was " (Letters  1:331) . 
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This accoun t o f hi s meetin g wit h Rodi n reveal s th e complexit y o f 
Rilke's feelings abou t th e sculptor a t the time, his conflicting perception s 
and attitudes . A n emphasi s upo n Rodin' s "dear , earnes t need " o f hi m 
reflects no t onl y th e desir e t o repa y an d t o und o bu t th e wis h t o b e 
needed. Th e poe t focuse d o n th e reversa l o f thei r positions , hi s ow n 
increasing power ove r th e olde r ma n an d th e latter' s los s o f powe r ove r 
him. Late r letter s sho w a  growing consciousnes s o f thes e changes . 

On thi s occasio n Rilk e read Rodi n som e remark s o f Beethove n t o hi s 
friend Bettin a vo n Arnim . Th e compose r ha d tol d vo n Arni m tha t hi s 
must b e a  solitar y life , bu t h e kne w tha t i n hi s ar t Go d wa s singularl y 
close t o hi m an d tha t anyon e wh o trul y understoo d hi s musi c woul d 
become free o f the wretchedness which weighed down othe r people {Let-
ters 1:331-32) . Fo r Rilk e Beethove n ha d becom e a  model : th e poe t as -
pired t o suc h super b confidenc e i n himsel f an d hi s art . The nex t lette r t o 
Clara show s tha t hi s sens e o f himsel f a t thi s time , with th e New  Poems 
completed, wa s scarcel y les s exalte d tha n th e composer's . This lette r ex -
presses the notion tha t h e had alway s been close to "th e divine." He wa s 
anticipating th e tim e whe n h e woul d prepar e a  "potio n i n whic h al l i s 
condensed an d combined , th e mos t poisonou s an d mos t deadly, " an d 
would "tak e i t u p t o God , s o tha t h e ma y quenc h hi s thirs t an d fee l hi s 
splendor streaming through hi s veins" (September 4, 1908; Letters 1:336) . 

Never befor e ha d h e bee n mor e self-confident . Th e ide a tha t huma n 
genius i s the sourc e o f God' s vitalit y an d splendo r ha d evolve d ou t o f a 
number o f sources , amon g the m a  Russia n conceptio n o f th e Deity , a s 
Rilke understood it . According to Leppmann, "thi s God suggeste d rathe r 
than portrayed o n icons" was "waiting to be created by the people them -
selves i n a  stat e o f childlik e naivet e (or , i n moment s o f grace , b y th e 
poet)."3 A s Leppman n point s out , The  Book  of  Hours,  reflect s th e influ -
ence o f thi s idea . I n th e firs t par t o f The  Book  of  Hours  th e speake r 
describes himsel f a s helpin g t o buil d God , a s i f th e Deit y wer e a  grea t 
church.4 

It i s a  commonplace o f psychoanalyti c theor y tha t Go d i s a n uncon -
scious projectio n o f th e superego , a  par t o f th e sel f identifie d wit h th e 
father. Rilk e to o though t o f Go d an d god s a s projections o f part s o f th e 
psyche (se e Letters  2:147-48) . Rilke' s developmen t i n th e Book  of  Hours 
of th e ide a tha t huma n being s buil d o r creat e Go d expresse s a  lingerin g 
reverence fo r th e Deity , which wa s probably reinforce d b y hi s travel s i n 
Russia, bu t i t als o suggest s a  rebellio n agains t th e father' s primac y an d 
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authority. I n thi s respec t i t call s t o min d Simenauer' s explicatio n o f th e 
son's creatio n o f th e father , Kierkegaard' s argumen t tha t a  truly creativ e 
individual mus t becom e hi s ow n father , an d Nietzsche' s belie f tha t suc h 
an individua l mus t becom e hi s ow n creator , give r o f th e law s b y whic h 
he lives, and hi s own ultimate judge, as well as the German philosopher' s 
analyses o f th e huma n creatio n o f Go d an d othe r gods . 

In hi s September 4  letter to Clara , Rilke envisioned makin g Go d "fee l 
his splendo r streamin g throug h hi s veins " b y feedin g Hi m a  "potio n i n 
which al l i s condense d an d combined , th e mos t poisonou s an d mos t 
deadly" (Letters  1:336) . Implici t her e i s a  conceptio n o f ar t indebte d t o 
the influenc e o f Baudelaire' s "Un e Charogne, " Flaubert' s "St . Julie n 
PHospitalier," an d Cezanne' s paintings (se e The  Notebooks,  72 , and Let-
ters 1:314-15) . Bu t th e notio n tha t on e ca n brin g Go d t o lif e an d mak e 
him splendi d agai n b y quenchin g hi s thirs t wit h deadl y poiso n suggest s 
an underlyin g though t tha t a  person mus t kil l th e ol d Go d an d th e ol d 
father i n order to bring new ones to life as a father t o himself, recognizin g 
and ownin g th e divinit y withi n him , creatin g hi s ow n lif e an d character , 
bringing himself t o new birth a s the father o f his work. From the classica l 
psychoanalytic perspectiv e suc h a  fantas y ha s it s root s i n th e oedipa l 
son's desir e t o destro y an d t o supplan t th e father . 

At thi s momen t i n hi s lif e th e poe t though t o f himsel f a s Godlike , a s 
one "sen t o u t . . . t o be amidst th e human," like Christ . As he goes abou t 
his task s o f seein g everythin g an d rejectin g nothin g i n th e world , gath -
ering th e component s o f th e "potion " tha t wil l mak e Go d fee l splendi d 
and vital , "th e tre e trunk s roun d abou t stan d an d worship " (Letters 
1:336). 

Rodin ha d rente d a  larg e par t o f th e groun d floo r o f th e Hote l Biron . 
Responsible fo r th e sculptor' s discover y o f th e place , pleased b y Rodin' s 
immediate respons e t o i t an d b y th e ol d man' s decisio n t o shar e i t wit h 
him an d othe r artists , Rilke rushe d ou t an d bough t a  wooden figur e o f 
St. Christopher . Presentin g hi s gift , h e told Rodin , "C'es t Rodi n portan t 
son oeuvre , toujours plu s lourd, mai s qui tient le monde" (Letters  1:333) . 
("This i s Rodin , bearin g hi s work , eve r heavier , bu t containin g th e 
world.") I t scarcel y needs t o b e said tha t Rilk e was praising hi s old mas -
ter a s th e ma n uniquel y chose n t o carr y God , th e Creator , her e repre -
sented a s the Divin e Child , a s well a s the world . 

If Rodin had nursed an y sour doubts o f Rilke' s continuing admiratio n 
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and esteem , this gif t an d th e praise that went with i t must hav e laid the m 
to rest . Surel y th e feeling s th e poe t expresse d o n thi s occasio n wer e a s 
genuine a s th e lov e an d concer n whic h h e ha d show n fo r hi s fathe r i n 
the las t yea r o f Josefs life . Severa l time s Rilk e wa s t o assur e Rodi n tha t 
the Maste r coul d tak e pleasur e i n hi s younge r friend' s geniu s an d fame , 
as the y were , i n larg e part , du e t o th e sculptor' s exampl e an d teaching . 
Perhaps, thes e assurance s wer e attempt s t o vei l competitivenes s an d t o 
defend himsel f agains t jealous y an d resentment . Bu t seein g the m i n th e 
context o f th e evolvin g relationship , on e canno t reduc e th e generosity , 
filial gratitude , and admiration expressed in the letters a t this time to can t 
or a n unconsciou s defens e agains t opposin g feeling s (i n psychoanalyti c 
terms, " a reactio n formation") . 

The differences betwee n Rilke' s view of women an d Rodin' s contribute d 
to th e poet' s increasin g awarenes s o f th e sculptor' s failing s an d limita -
tions. For Rodin , "woman i s the obstruction, the snare, the trap on thos e 
paths tha t ar e most lonel y an d mos t blessed. " Sh e is "beneath"  th e spir -
itual. Sh e doe s no t wan t anythin g beyon d th e sensua l an d materia l sat -
isfactions whic h sh e demand s an d i s "lik e a  drink whic h flow s throug h 
him fro m tim e t o time : wine" (Letters  1:332) . Rilke cam e to believ e tha t 
this view of women ha d always been an obstacle between them. The poe t 
tried t o persuad e Rodi n tha t h e ha d a  drastically limite d understandin g 
of wome n b y talkin g abou t Mariann a Alcoforad o (1640-1723) , a  Por -
tuguese nu n who m h e mention s i n The  Notebooks  (134 ) a s a n exampl e 
of the intensity of unrequited love , transcending its original object , trans -
figuring th e woma n wh o nurture s i t i n herself . Rilk e translate d eigh t 
grieving letter s though t t o hav e bee n writte n b y he r t o th e unresponsiv e 
Marquis d e Chamilly . He though t o f he r a s "that incomparabl e creature , 
in whos e eigh t heav y letter s woman' s lov e i s fo r th e first  tim e charte d 
from poin t to point, without display , without exaggeratio n o r mitigation , 
drawn a s i f b y th e han d o f a  sibyl" (SP,  318) . She was on e o f th e aban -
doned women , celebrate d i n th e first  Duin o Elegy , "who m yo u foun d 
so muc h mor e lovin g tha n gratified " lovers . Th e poet' s idea s o n thi s 
subject wer e probabl y incredibl e t o th e ol d man . Wha t coul d h e thin k 
of thi s view o f woman' s love , which expresse d a  preference fo r th e kin d 
that grow s int o "ic y magnificence " a s "lamentation " i n lonelines s an d 
rejection? Ho w coul d h e see that th e love in these eigh t sorrowfu l letter s 
soared an d gre w far beyon d it s object , th e contemptibl e (i n Rilke' s eyes ) 
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Marquis de Chamilly, and achieved beauty and majesty? (The  Notebooks, 
134; Letters  1:228) . 

Rodin's disbelie f an d incomprehensio n i n thei r discussion s o f wome n 
established thei r separatenes s i n Rilke' s min d beyon d an y doubt . An d 
then ther e were the consequence s o f Rodin' s incomprehension . Hi s ego -
centric oversimplification o f women was already getting him into troubl e 
and woul d prov e disastrous , woul d leav e thi s go d i n ruins , mak e hi m 
grotesque i n ol d age , tur n hi m int o a  fool . Thoug h thi s ha d no t ye t 
happened i n th e fal l o f 1908 , Rilke sense d wha t th e futur e woul d bring . 
"The momen t wa s sur e t o com e whe n h e woul d se e th e miscalculatio n 
in hi s prodigiou s sums " (Letters  1:332-33) . 

Writing t o Clara , th e prodiga l disciple , no w returne d t o hi s master , 
asserted hi s sens e o f hi s invulnerabl e independenc e an d strength . "An d 
I a m inexorabl e an d yiel d nothin g o f m y Nun. " Hi s distinctiveness , hi s 
independence, hi s separat e realit y ha d a t lon g las t gotte n throug h t o th e 
older man , who bu t a  few years earlie r had overpowere d an d intimidate d 
him and, in self-absorption, ha d scarcely seen him except as a young artis t 
whom h e wa s molding , a s a  reflectio n o f hi s ow n genius . Now , h e 
thought, th e sculpto r ha d hear d wha t h e said , even i f i t could no t chang e 
him (Letters  1:333) . Rilk e nee d n o longe r fea r depersonalizatio n o r en -
gulfment b y th e th e ol d man . Hinting tha t Rodi n wa s in troubl e becaus e 
of hi s blindness t o th e complexit y o f women , he regretted tha t hi s frien d 
would no t benefi t fro m hi s ow n wise r understanding . 

Reducing thi s ol d fathe r surrogat e t o manageabl e size , he sa w hi m a s 
being "lik e a  god o f antiquit y boun d t o th e rite s traditiona l i n him, eve n 
to thos e whic h ar e no t mean t fo r u s an d ye t wer e necessar y fo r th e cul t 
of hi s sou l i n orde r t o mol d him " (Letters  1:33 2 an d 333) . Rodi n i s n o 
longer Chris t o r th e Buddha . H e i s stil l a  god, bu t no t on e o f ou r gods . 
He belong s to the past. He i s not one who molds , but one who i s molded 
by thos e outmode d attitudes , customs , an d pattern s o f behavio r whic h 
Rilke call s "rite s traditiona l i n him. " Th e languag e o f thi s passag e an d 
its context sugges t th e old man' s helplessnes s in th e snare o f hi s blindin g 
misconceptions. 

This metamorphosi s o f th e Maste r int o " a go d o f antiquity, " (an  an -
tiquated god?) , not omnipotent , bu t "bound " t o "rite s . . . whic h ar e no t 
meant fo r us " (becaus e they ar e outdated?) , brings t o min d th e Wagner -
ian perspective o n th e god s i n thei r decline . I t recall s a s well th e passag e 
in the "Boo k o f Pilgrimage " in which Rilk e wonders i f a  father doe s no t 
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mean "pas t years, " "obsolet e gestures, " an d "dea d fashion, " an d con -
cludes, "I f h e wa s a  her o fo r hi s time, / h e i s th e lea f whic h fall s whe n 
we grow." 5 

Once frightene d an d intimidate d b y Rodin , th e poe t bega n t o fee l 
anxiety o n hi s behalf . H e wa s particularl y trouble d b y th e sculptor' s 
relationship wit h a n American-bor n marquise , late r Duchess e d e Choi -
seul, whom Rilk e seem s t o identif y wit h th e vulgarit y o f th e recording s 
of music-hal l performance s whic h sh e playe d fo r th e tw o o f them . Th e 
old man , wh o wa s becomin g increasingl y childlike , neede d he r t o get 
him dow n fro m th e summit s wher e i n earlie r year s h e ha d spen t mos t 
of hi s tim e {Letters  1:352) . 

It i s eas y t o comprehen d som e o f th e motive s behin d th e fantas y o f 
Rodin a s a  dependen t child . Rilke' s extrem e dependenc y o n Rodi n a t 
first, a s wel l a s th e master' s rea l an d imagine d superiority , sometime s 
made th e youn g poe t fee l al l th e weake r an d al l th e mor e uncertain , 
insecure, an d unreal . This childlike , almos t infantil e dependenc e an d th e 
gross overestimatio n whic h accompanie d i t mus t hav e bee n humiliatin g 
and gallin g i n retrospect . Rilke' s sens e o f reversa l wa s a  defens e agains t 
such painfu l memories . 

We have looked a t the letter to Lou in which he admitted being fright -
ened by "the close proximity o f something too hard, too stony , too big. " 
Writing t o Clar a jus t afte r Easte r 1906 , a t a  tim e whe n th e underlyin g 
tension between maste r and disciple was growing , he imagined the sculp -
tor a s a  destroyer, a  bird o f prey . H e wa s describin g Rodin' s wor k o n a 
bust o f Georg e Bernar d Sha w whil e th e playwrigh t sa t fo r thi s portrait . 
Shaw wa s amuse d b y th e sculptor' s "decapitation " o f th e bus t wit h a 
wire. Struck b y Rodin' s extraordinar y swiftnes s a s he graspe d an d mod -
eled on e face ou t o f a  multitude o f impressions , Rilke though t o f hi m a s 
having a  "bird-of-prey-lik e clutch " (postmarke d Apri l 19 , 1906 ; Letters 
1:207). 

"Decapitation" i s humorous . Rilk e show s a n awarenes s o f Shaw' s 
congenial sens e o f iron y an d comedy , an d a t first  hi s ow n accoun t i s 
playful. Bu t th e metapho r o f Rodin' s "bird-of-prey-lik e clutch " leave s 
humor an d iron y behind . Considerin g Rilke' s experienc e wit h Rodi n a t 
this time, the old man' s exploitation of his helpfulness and , perhaps, fore-
shadowings o f the brutality with which he dismissed Rilke ("like a  thiev-
ing servant") , I  suspec t tha t th e lette r reflect s th e poet' s sens e o f th e 
destructiveness i n thi s ol d father . 
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What wa s happenin g i n th e relationshi p betwee n Rodi n an d Rilke , as 
the letter s portra y it , call s t o min d tw o storie s b y tha t othe r nativ e o f 
Prague, Kafka : "Th e Judgment " an d "Th e Metamorphosis/ ' I n "Th e 
Judgment," which was Kafka's firs t majo r story , the once powerful fathe r 
appears t o hav e becom e a n ol d invalid , i n som e way s a s helples s an d 
needy a s a n infant , whil e hi s son , Georg , no w i n charg e o f hi s business , 
makes i t prosper . Suddenly , a s Georg , wh o i s contemplatin g marriage , 
puts hi m t o bed , th e ol d fathe r accuse s hi s so n o f tryin g t o cove r hi m 
up, t o bur y him . Boastin g tha t h e coul d swee p Georg' s brid e fro m hi s 
side, he stands up o n th e bed, a  giant touching th e ceiling , and condemn s 
his son to death for th e sin of wishing to ge t rid o f hi s father, t o supplan t 
him. "Th e Metamorphosis, " writte n th e followin g yea r (1914) , expand s 
upon th e implication s o f "Th e Judgment " an d provide s a  muc h richer , 
multilayered pictur e o f th e psycholog y o f famil y relationships . 

In "Th e Metamorphosis, " Grego r Samsa , the son , support s hi s aging , 
decayed father , hi s mother , an d hi s sister . Gregor' s job engulf s hi m wit h 
its demands. He ha s no source s o f pleasure , except a  picture o f a  woman 
in hi s roo m an d hi s hop e tha t h e wil l b e abl e t o sen d hi s violin-playin g 
sister to a  conservatory. Relief fro m th e crushing burdens o f work come s 
only whe n Grego r turn s int o a n insect . This metamorphosi s reverse s th e 
positions o f fathe r an d son . No w th e son , a s a n insect , i s completel y 
dependent upo n hi s famil y an d a  painfu l burde n t o them . Th e story' s 
interest t o a n interprete r o f Rilke' s relationshi p wit h Rodi n come s fro m 
what i t subtl y reveal s abou t Gregor' s motivatio n i n takin g o n th e enor -
mous burden s o f th e jo b whic h ha s engulfe d him . (Obviously , I  a m 
thinking o f th e task s whic h Rilke' s secretaria l dutie s fo r Rodi n impose d 
upon hi m betwee n Septembe r 190 5 an d Ma y 1906. ) Force d ou t o f hi s 
dependent invali d state , th e fathe r i n th e stor y become s a  murderou s 
figure fo r hi s son . On e ca n wel l understan d th e son' s nee d t o kee p th e 
father a s dependent a s a  child . 

"The Judgment" support s thi s interpretation . I t expresse s a  son's fan -
tasy tha t th e fathe r i s murderous an d tha t th e father' s helpless , childlik e 
dependency allow s th e so n t o prospe r an d t o kee p thi s fathe r unde r 
control, an d thu s t o remov e th e danger . I t contemplate s th e possibilit y 
that thes e lovin g ministration s t o a  helpless, old, invali d fathe r ma y hid e 
a desire t o reduc e hi m stil l further , t o nothing , t o obliterat e him , i f onl y 
because h e i s s o dangerous . 
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. . . Ei n jeder Engel ist schrecklich. 

Who, i f I  cried out , woul d hea r me among th e angels ' 
hierarchies? an d even i f on e o f the m pressed m e 
suddenly agains t his heart : I would b e consume d 
in tha t overwhelming existence . . . . 
. . . Ever y ange l i s terrifying . 
(From th e Firs t Duino eleg y [1912] , SP y 15 0 and 151 ) 

Glaub nicht,  das s ic h werbe. 
Engel, und wiirb ic h dich auch ! Du komms t nicht . Den n mei n 
Anruf is t immer voll Hinweg ; wider s o stark e 
Stromung kanns t du nich t schreiten . Wie ei n gestreckte r 
Arm is t mein Rufen . Un d sein e zu m Greife n 
oben offen e Han d bleib t vor dir 
offen, wi e Abweh r un d Warming , 
Unfasslicher, weitauf . 

Don't thin k tha t I'm wooing . 
Angel, an d even i f I  were, you woul d no t come . For m y cal l 
is always rille d with departure ; against such a  powerful 
current you canno t move . Lik e a n outstretched arm 
is m y call . And it s hand held ope n an d reaching up 
to seize , remains i n front o f you , ope n 

No doubt , th e letter s whic h bea r witnes s t o th e ol d man' s deca y an d 
ruin i n th e nex t fe w years—suc h a s on e writte n i n Novembe r 190 9 
to Clara , describin g Rodi n a s a  chil d wh o mus t b e le d dow n fro m 
the heights , whic h ha d becom e precariou s fo r hi m i n hi s weakness , 
by a  woma n wit h vulga r tastes—thos e letter s expres s genuin e fea r an d 
tenderness fo r th e sculpto r a s wel l a s th e poet' s continuing , i f un -
conscious, nee d t o defen d himsel f fro m th e dangerou s paterna l figure , 
still ver y muc h aliv e i n th e unconsciou s mind , reflecte d i n th e terri -
fying ange l o f th e Firs t an d Secon d Elegies , who m th e poe t ward s of f 
in th e Seventh : 

Wer, wenn ich shriee, horte mich denn aus der Engel 
Ordnungen? und gesetz t selbst, es nahme 
einer mich plotzlich ans Herz: ich verginge von seinem 
starkeren Dasein . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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as if in defense an d warning, 
Ungraspable One , far above . 
(From the Seventh Duino elegy [1922] , SP, 190 and 191 ) 

By th e en d o f 191 1 Rilk e wa s appalle d a t Rodin' s "simpl y goin g 
wrong" a t th e ag e o f seventy . Unharme d b y dozen s o f simila r nemese s 
in th e past , he had bee n s o easil y trappe d b y th e affai r wit h th e Duches s 
that wa s "makin g hi s ol d ag e int o somethin g grotesqu e an d ridiculous " 
(Letters 2:33) . The ma n who m th e poe t ha d mad e hi s model , father , an d 
master ha d becom e a  ruin i n th e snare s o f hi s ow n folly . Wha t ha d hap -
pened t o Rodi n frightene d him : "Wha t a m /  t o say , with th e littl e bi t o f 
work ou t o f whic h I  kee p fallin g completely , i f he  wasn' t saved? " Per -
haps th e fac t tha t a s a  child h e ha d bee n deepl y affecte d b y hi s father' s 
failures an d al l hi s lif e ha d bee n force d t o struggl e wit h the m reinforce d 
the sens e o f dange r h e fel t a s h e witnesse d th e final  stage s o f Rodin' s 
slippery slide . This i s no t t o negat e wha t I  hav e sai d abou t th e desir e t o 
cut the old man down t o human size and about th e way in which Rodin' s 
decay an d hi s nee d fo r hel p an d suppor t wer e welcom e t o Rilke . Op -
posing motive s wer e a t work i n th e poet . 

The relationshi p too k a  tur n fo r th e wors e i n Januar y 191 4 whe n 
Rodin brok e hi s promis e t o le t Clar a d o a  bus t o f him , a  project whic h 
the poet had encourage d i n order t o help his distanced wife . At thi s poin t 
Rilke wa s reluctan t t o se e th e ol d ma n (Letters  2:108) . 

Finally, ther e i s th e retrospectiv e view , fro m a  muc h greate r distance , 
several year s afte r Rodin' s deat h i n 1917 , whe n Rilk e ha d full y com e 
into hi s ow n wit h th e completio n o f th e Elegies  an d th e writin g o f 
The Sonnets  to  Orpheus.  I n a  December 192 2 lette r t o hi s Polis h trans -
lator, Witol d Hulewicz , th e poe t confesse d tha t i n writin g hi s boo k 
on Rodi n (th e first  par t o f th e boo k wa s twent y year s behin d hi m 
and th e secon d nearl y a s fa r away ) h e ha d "lacke d distance. " Lookin g 
back, h e though t tha t i f h e wer e presentl y doin g hi s studie s o f th e 
sculptor, hi s stron g admiratio n woul d hav e t o struggl e agains t hi s sens e 
of Rodin' s deterioratio n an d th e disaster s tha t ha d overwhelme d him . 
His emphasi s i n thes e comment s i s upo n critica l detachmen t an d th e 
difference betwee n hi s yout h ("m y al l to o youthfu l attitude" ) an d late r 
age (Letters  2:312) . 

In Octobe r 192 4 Rilk e mad e a  final  evaluatio n o f Rodin' s influence , 
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which show s th e clarit y an d objectivit y o f distanc e an d supremel y self -
confident mastery . Th e Frenchman' s effec t upo n him , h e said , ha d 
"outweighed" al l literar y influence s an d mad e the m "superfluous. " 
Contrasting Rodi n wit h Tolstoy , wh o ha d abandone d hi s art , Rilk e 
recalled tha t th e sculpto r ha d "assente d full y an d activel y t o th e inne r 
mission o f hi s creativ e genius , th e infinit e divin e play, " s o tha t i t ha d 
"looked fo r a  while " a s i f h e ha d no t onl y mastere d hi s art , but , wit h 
all th e insigh t tha t ha d com e fro m th e interpla y o f hi s shapin g imag -
ination an d wor k wit h th e clay , bronze , an d marble , h e ha d als o take n 
possession o f everythin g h e ha d aspire d t o reach : "An d s o i t ma y b e 
too, no t onl y fo r th e artis t o f highes t intent , bu t fo r th e simpl e crafts -
man, i f onl y h e ha s onc e bitte n ope n th e kerne l o f hi s metier : th e 
intensity arrive d a t withi n hi s characteristi c achievemen t appropriate s 
to hi m . . . everythin g tha t i s an d ha s bee n whic h correspond s t o th e 
same degre e o f intensity " (Letters  2:359-60) . 

Was thi s a  retur n t o th e ol d idealizatio n o f "th e Master" ? I t wa s 
very hig h praise , bu t expresse d i n careful , measure d language . Th e 
phrasing "looke d fo r a  while " tell s u s tha t th e poe t wa s no t sinkin g 
back int o th e uncritica l youthfu l fram e o f min d whic h h e ha d rejecte d 
long ago . I n thi s lette r t o Herman n Pongs , who wa s writin g abou t hi m 
and teachin g hi s work , h e glosse d ove r unpleasan t matters . H e di d no t 
even mentio n tha t Rodi n ha d dismisse d him , bu t explaine d th e brea k 
by sayin g tha t h e ha d bee n place d i n th e positio n o f givin g Rodi n 
"irksome reminders " o f task s suc h a s answerin g letters , an d tha t hi s 
doing s o ha d distorte d thei r friendship . H e transforme d wha t ha d hap -
pened i n Ma y 1906 , saying onl y tha t h e ha d returne d t o Pari s a s maste r 
of hi s ow n life , an d tha t hi s relationshi p wit h th e sculpto r ha d falle n 
"back int o [its ] earlie r channel " (Letters  2:359) . Wa s th e poe t rear -
ranging hi s lif e t o kee p th e painfu l twist s an d turns , th e moment s o f 
weakness, awa y fro m curiou s eyes , becaus e h e though t the y wer e com -
paratively insignifican t i n th e contex t o f th e whol e relationshi p an d al l 
it mean t t o him ? I t doe s no t see m likel y tha t a t thi s tim e h e wa s sup -
pressing al l memor y o f th e actua l events . 

In an y event , i n 192 4 h e n o longe r neede d t o focu s upo n Rodin' s 
decline an d weakness . Wit h complet e confidenc e i n hi s ow n master y 
and achievement , h e coul d rejoic e i n th e relationshi p whic h ha d mean t 
so muc h t o hi m a s a  perso n an d a s a n artist . No w hi s prais e cam e 
not fro m a  weak , sic k man' s nee d t o idealiz e a  ne w fathe r i n orde r 
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to participat e i n hi s omnipotence , bu t fro m th e sens e tha t h e too , lik e 
his ol d master , ha d "assente d full y an d activel y t o th e inne r missio n 
of hi s creativ e genius , th e infinit e divin e play, " wit h awesom e results . 

VIII 

In th e winte r o f 1905- 6 Rilk e wrot e "Davi d sing t vo r Saul " ("Davi d 
Sings befor e Saul") . I  don ' t wis h t o reduc e thi s poe m t o a n allegory . I t 
has a n extraordinar y lif e an d significanc e a s a  wor k o f literatur e whic h 
far excee d whateve r autobiographica l meanin g on e ma y find  i n it . Bu t 
one ca n se e ho w Rilke' s experienc e wit h Rodi n a t thi s tim e consciousl y 
or unconsciousl y shape d th e relationshi p o f th e ol d kin g an d th e youn g 
harper i n th e poem, whic h I  reprin t her e befor e offerin g a n interpretation : 

Konig, hors t du , wi e mei n Saitenspie l 
Fernen wirft , durc h di e wi r un s bewegen : 
Sterne treibe n un s verwirr t entgegen , 
und wi r falle n endlic h wi e ei n Regen , 
und e s bluht , w o diese r Rege n fiel. 

Madchen bluhen , di e d u noc h erkannt , 
die jetz t Fraue n sin d un d mic h verfuhren ; 
den Geruc h de r Jungfraun kanns t d u spiiren , 
und di e Knabe n stehen , angespann t 
schlankt un d atmend , a n verschwiegne n Tiiren . 

Dass mei n Klan g di r alle s wiederbrachte . 
Aber trunke n taumel t mei n Geton : 
Deine Nachte , Konig , dein e Nachte— , 
und wi e waren , di e dei n Schaffe n schwachte , 
o wi e ware n all e Leibe r schon . 

Dein Erinner n glau b ic h z u begleiten , 
weil ic h ahne . Doch au f welche n Saite n 
greif ic h di r ih r dunkle s Lustgestdhn? — 

II 
Konig, de r d u alle s diese s hattes t 
und de r d u mi t laute r Lebe n mic h 
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iiberwaltigest un d iiberschattest : 
komm au s deine m Thron e un d zerbric h 
meine Harfe , di e d u s o ermattest . 

Sie is t wi e ei n abgenommne r Bau m 
durch di e Zweige , die di r Fruch t getragen , 
schaut jetz t ein e Tief e wi e vo n Tage n 
welche kommen— , un d ic h ken n si e kaum . 

Lass mic h nich t meh r be i de r Harf e schlafen ; 
sieh di r dies e Knabenhan d d a an : 
glaubst du , Konig , das s si e di e Oktave n 
eines Leibe s noc h nich t greife n kann ? 

Ill 
Konig, birgs t d u dic h i n Finsternissen , 
und ic h ha b dic h doc h i n de r Gewalt . 
Sieh, mein feste s Lie d is t nich t gerissen , 
und de r Rau m wir d u m un s beid e kalt . 
Mein verwaiste s Her z un d dei n verworrne s 
hangen i n de n Wolke n deine s Zornes , 
wutend ineinande r eingebisse n 
und z u eine m einzige n verkrallt . 

Fiihlst d u jetzt , wi e wi r un s umgestalten ? 
Konig, Konig , da s Gewich t wir d Geist . 
Wenn wi r un s nu r aneinande r halten , 
du a m Jungen, Konig , ic h a m Alten , 
sind wi r fas t wi e ei n Gestir n da s kreist . 

King, d o yo u hea r ho w m y string-musi c cast s 
distances throug h whic h we'r e moving ? 
Confused star s floa t u p t o us , 
and finall y w e fal l lik e rain , 
and flower s com e u p wher e thi s rai n fell . 

Girls blossom , who m yo u kne w once , 
who no w ar e wome n temptin g me ; 
you ca n scen t th e odo r o f virgins , 
and th e boy s stand , tense , 
lean an d breathing , a t secre t doors . 

That m y soun d coul d brin g i t al l bac k t o you ! 
But m y music' s reelin g drunk ; 
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Your nights , King , you r nights— , 
and ho w fai r the y were , th e one s you r creativit y ravished . 
0 ho w beautifu l wer e al l bodies . 

1 believe I  ca n accompan y you r rememberin g 
as I  ca n sens e it . Bu t o n wha t string s 
do I  touc h fo r yo u thei r dar k groanin g pleasure ? 

II 
King, yo u wh o ha d al l thi s 
and wh o wit h lou d lif e 
overpower an d overshado w me : 
come dow n fro m you r thron e an d shatte r 
my harp , which you'r e wearyin g so . 

It's lik e a  tree picked bare : 
through th e branche s whic h bor e you r fruit , 
a depth no w look s a s o f day s 
which ar e coming—, an d I  scarcel y kno w them . 

Let m e slee p n o longe r besid e th e harp ; 
take a  look a t thi s boy' s hand : 
do yo u think , King , tha t i t stil l can' t 
span th e octave s o f a  body ? 

Ill 
King, yo u concea l yoursel f i n darknesses , 
and stil l I  hav e yo u i n m y power . 
Look, m y stron g son g i s no t torn , 
and th e spac e aroun d u s bot h grow s cold . 
My orphane d hear t an d you r confuse d on e 
hang i n th e cloud s o f you r anger , 
raging, bitte n int o eac h other , 
clawed togethe r int o one . 

Do yo u fee l now , ho w w e transfor m eac h other ? 
King, King , weigh t become s spirit . 
If onl y w e clin g t o eac h other , 
you t o youth , King , I  t o age , 
we're almos t lik e a  circling star. 1 

Reading th e poe m wit h th e relationshi p betwee n Rilk e an d Rodi n i n 
mind, I  find  tha t it s conclusio n reflect s th e poet ' s feelin g a t thi s tim e tha t 
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he an d th e sculpto r neede d eac h other , that , a s youth an d age , they ha d 
much t o giv e eac h other . I t reveal s th e younge r man' s desir e t o clin g t o 
the olde r one . Yet th e las t par t o f th e poem als o focuses upo n th e ange r 
in bot h o f them , i n powerfu l images , reminiscen t o f Dante' s Inferno: 
"raging, bitte n int o eac h other/ , an d clawe d togethe r int o one " recall s 
Ugolino an d the Archbishop Ruggier i in cantos 3 2 and 3 3 of the Inferno, 
where Ugolin o gnaw s a t Ruggieri' s brai n i n hatre d an d the y ar e froze n 
together in the ice at the bottom o f Hell , so that one head seems a helmet 
on th e other . I f I  am right i n thinking tha t thi s poem indirectl y expresse s 
Rilke's feelings an d his sense of Rodin's a t the time, the anger and tensio n 
must hav e develope d wel l befor e th e brea k betwee n th e tw o men . 

The lin e "an d stil l I  have you i n m y power " probabl y reflect s Rilke' s 
need t o contro l thi s powerfu l and , a t leas t i n fantasy , destructiv e an d 
dangerous master , whic h ma y hav e bee n par t o f hi s motivatio n fo r en -
during th e heav y burde n o f th e task s h e was give n t o d o a t th e tim e an d 
for focusin g upo n th e sculptor' s needines s an d ag e both the n an d i n th e 
fall o f 1908 . The stor y o f Davi d an d Saul , as it i s interpreted here , work s 
very wel l a s a  mediu m i n whic h th e poe t coul d explor e thes e feeling s 
obliquely, perhap s unconsciously . I n readin g th e poe m w e shoul d re -
member tha t Davi d wa s appointe d b y Go d t o tak e Saul' s place, and tha t 
the kin g was doomed , havin g betraye d hi s God , havin g allowe d himsel f 
to b e corrupted. I n s o many ways the poem suggest s Rilke' s sense of th e 
relationship betwee n himsel f an d th e sculptor . Sau l i s rememberin g hi s 
pleasure wit h th e hel p o f David' s playing . H e conceal s himsel f i n dark -
ness. David ha s hi m i n hi s power . 

"Abisag" (Abishag ) precede s "Davi d Sing s befor e Saul " i n th e New 
Poems. Whe n th e tw o poem s ar e rea d togethe r wit h th e poet' s an d th e 
sculptor's live s in mind , th e forme r seem s to expres s obliquel y a  fantas y 
of Rodin . "Abishag " i s based upo n th e stor y i n th e Firs t Boo k o f King s 
in whic h a  young gir l i s foun d fo r th e ol d king , t o slee p wit h hi m an d 
warm him. But, as the poem emphasizes , the withering man ("de n Welk -
enden") remain s col d an d impoten t whe n th e gir l lie s o n hi m (WDB y 

1:242-44). 
The first  par t o f "Davi d Sing s before Saul " is unusual in Rilke's work , 

which rarel y ha s t o d o wit h explicitl y sexua l competitivenes s betwee n a 
paternal ol d ma n an d a  filial  younger one . Her e th e conflic t i s rendere d 
with delicacy , subtlety , an d originality , an d wit h ambivalence—th e 
young man' s desir e t o brin g bac k b y mean s o f hi s playin g thos e "dar k 
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moans o f pleasure, " a s well a s his deligh t i n th e realizatio n tha t th e girl s 
the kin g onc e kne w ar e th e wome n no w temptin g him , whil e th e ol d 
king ha s onl y hi s memories . 

The secon d par t o f th e poem , afte r affirmin g th e king' s powe r t o 
"overwhelm an d overshadow " the young harpe r with "lou d life " (surel y 
here w e ca n se e Rodin an d Rilke' s reactio n t o him) , reassert s th e youn g 
man's sexua l powe r a s i f th e olde r on e doubt s it : "tak e a  loo k a t thi s 
boyish hand: / d o yo u think , King , tha t i t stil l can't / spa n th e octave s o f 
a body?" 2 

As th e harpis t foresee s th e "day s . . . coming " abou t whic h h e know s 
very little , the poet sense s the approac h o f hi s own ne w life , in which h e 
will b e abl e t o expres s th e ne w dept h whic h h e feel s i n himself . 

But wha t i s th e feelin g behin d th e appea l t o th e kin g t o com e dow n 
from hi s throne an d shatte r th e harp which h e has been exhausting? Thi s 
exhortation call s to mind Rilke' s fatiguing us e of hi s own gift s a s a writer 
in th e servic e o f Rodi n an d hi s rol e a s a  frien d an d companion , dail y 
keeping th e ol d ma n happy , givin g him emotiona l support , a  task whic h 
was wearin g o n th e poet , a s h e fel t th e nee d t o b e alon e t o d o hi s ow n 
work. Durin g thi s perio d (Septembe r 190 5 t o Ma y 1906 ) muc h o f hi s 
imaginative energ y wen t int o th e master' s correspondenc e an d int o hi s 
supportive role . 

It i s a  strang e request , askin g th e kin g t o com e dow n of f hi s thron e 
and t o shatte r th e harp . I t remind s on e tha t Rilk e himsel f seem s t o hav e 
provoked th e rathe r brutal , i f temporary , sunderin g o f th e relationshi p 
by th e sculpto r i n Ma y 1906 . Perhaps , th e violenc e an d destructivenes s 
which th e voic e i n th e poe m i s appealin g fo r reflec t th e poet' s nee d t o 
project ont o Rodi n th e violenc e whic h h e fel t an d hi s ow n desir e t o 
destroy th e relationship . H e displace s thes e impulse s int o th e dram a 
which h e ha s take n fro m th e Bibl e an d project s the m ont o th e figure  i n 
the poe m wh o represent s Rodin , defendin g himsel f fro m guilt . I n th e 
biblical stor y Davi d wa s no t guilt y o f injurin g Saul , o f dethronin g o r 
killing him . 

The relationshi p betwee n th e tw o me n an d Rilke' s feeling s abou t th e 
sculptor ha d gon e throug h a  comple x transformation , whic h probabl y 
remained largel y unconscious durin g the winter o f 1905-6 , and th e resul t 
was no t a n opaqu e dream , bu t a  marvelousl y luci d poem , i n whic h a 
number o f feeling s wer e give n indirec t an d subtle , but als o primitive an d 
powerful, expressio n throug h imag e an d metaphor . 
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One ca n g o o n playin g wit h "Davi d Sing s befor e Saul. " Perhaps , a n 
analyst, readin g th e poem , focusin g o n th e youn g singer' s appea l t o th e 
old Kin g t o destro y hi s harp , migh t sa y tha t ther e i s a n unconsciou s 
desire i n th e oedipa l so n t o hav e th e threatene d fathe r castrat e him , s o 
that h e may no t b e guilty of supplantin g the older man with women. Bu t 
the poe m a s a  whol e i s weighte d agains t an y suc h desire . Clearly , th e 
playing o f th e har p represent s th e devotio n o f th e youn g man' s imagi -
native energ y an d al l hi s gift s t o th e happines s o f hi s ol d master , whos e 
demands an d need s have exhausted an d withered hi s singing and playing . 
It need s t o b e replace d b y anothe r instrument , which , i n par t 2  o f th e 
poem, i s th e woman' s body , whos e octave s th e youn g man' s hand s ca n 
span. 

Did Rilke' s feeling s abou t hi s father' s age , illness , an d approachin g 
death als o hel p t o mol d thi s poem ? I  hav e argue d tha t the y probabl y 
influenced hi s respons e t o th e sculptor , th e secon d father , whos e power , 
sexual possessio n o f man y women , aging , an d arousin g o f intens e am -
bivalence i n Rilk e ar e reflecte d i n th e poem . Th e ambivalence , whos e 
complexity shape d "Davi d Sing s befor e Saul, " was par t o f a  wide rang e 
of feeling s originatin g i n th e relationshi p o f fathe r an d so n durin g th e 
oedipal stage . Aside fro m thi s matter , on e canno t hel p wonderin g i f th e 
father's aging , illness , an d approachin g deat h helpe d t o releas e an d 
strengthen th e kind s o f self-confidenc e represente d i n Davi d an d yet , a t 
the sam e time , provided motivatin g energ y fo r th e harpist' s sens e a t th e 
end o f th e poe m tha t h e need s th e ol d kin g an d that , i f onl y the y coul d 
cling together , the y migh t achiev e th e radiance , glory , an d permanenc e 
of a  star circlin g th e heavens . 


