
RILKE, MODERNISM AND
POETIC TRADITION

If the rise of modernism is the story of a struggle between the bur-
den of tradition and a desire to break free of it, then Rilke’s poetic
development is a key example of this tension at work. Taking a
sceptical view of Rilke’s own myth of himself as a solitary genius,
Judith Ryan reveals how deeply his writing is embedded in the
culture of its day. She traces his often desperate attempts to
grapple with problems of fashion, influence and originality as he
shaped his career during the crucial decades in which modernism
was born. Her book is the first systematic study of Rilke’s trajec-
tory from aestheticism to modernism as seen through the lens of
his engagement with poetic tradition and the visual arts. The
book is full of surprising discoveries about individual poems.
Above all, it shifts the terms of the debate about Rilke’s place in
modern literary history.

Judith Ryan is Harvard College Professor and Robert K. and
Dale J. Weary Professor of German and Comparative Literature
at Harvard University. Her books include The Uncompleted Past:
Postwar German Novels and the Third Reich () and The Vanishing
Subject: Early Psychology and Literary Modernism ().
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Rilke’s poetry always calls forth a response, sometimes sympathetic,
sometimes critical; but it is rare to study a text of his without becoming
fully engaged, one way or the other. While I was working on Rilke,
Modernism and Poetic Tradition, I had the chance to present my thoughts
about Rilke in a variety of different forums. At an early stage in the
project, Paola Mildonian invited me to speak at the International
Comparative Literature conference in Venice. I am grateful to her for
the opportunity to present my reading of Rilke’s poem on Saint Mark’s
cathedral in the watery city itself. Two seminars at the Center for
Literary andCultural Studies atHarvardUniversity invitedme to speak;
in both cases, the audience was lively, perceptive and not inclined to let
me get away with anything. I learned a great deal from those discussions
and have donemy best to incorporate the suggestions that emerged from
them into the book. I am very grateful to the seminar organisers,
Beatrice Hanssen, Nicholas Jenkins, Jesse Matz and Joshua Esty for
inviting me to test my ideas before their groups. At a crucial juncture,
when the book was very close to completion, I was invited to speak at
Oxford University on ‘Rilke, Modernism and Mourning’, where I
received helpful suggestions fromT. J. Reed, RayOckenden, and others
who attended the talk. I owe thanks to Paul Kerry for having mediated
the invitation and made my stay such a delightful one. Finally, a
conference in Mainz on ‘Rilke and World Literature’ in September
, just before I put the finishing touches on my manuscript, affirmed
my sense that this is themoment for amore international vision ofRilke’s
writing. I would like to express my appreciation to the organisers,
Manfred Engel and Dieter Lamping, for inviting me to participate, and
to thank the other speakers andmembers of the audience for broadening
my understanding of Rilke’s manifold links to other literary traditions.
I am grateful to several journals for permission to include here revised

versions of material that first appeared in their pages: Modern Language
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Quarterly, for an adaptation of ‘Dead Poets’ Voices: Rilke’s ‘‘Lost from
the Outset’’ and the Originality Effect’ (volume , , –);
Comparative Literature Studies, for a reworking of ‘The Intertextual Maze:
Rilke’s ‘‘Der Turm’’ and His Relation to Aestheticism’ (volume ,
, –); and PMLA, for a version of ‘More Seductive Than Phryne:
Baudelaire, Gérôme, Rilke, and the Problem of Autonomous Art’ (,
–). I am also grateful to Bulzoni Editore for permitting me to
reprint here in revised form my ‘Pasticcio and the Incrusted Style:
Ruskin, Rilke and SaintMark’s’, in Parodia, Pastiche, Mimetismo, ed. Paola
Mildonian (Rome, ), pp. –.
Students in three graduate seminars at Harvard University suffered

through various stages of my thinking on intertextuality in Rilke; my
dialogue with these groups was invaluable in helping to form the central
ideas of the book, as well as the readings of individual poems. Conversa-
tions with Joseph Metz, Christina Pugh, Daniel Reynolds, and William
Waters have been illuminating and inspiring. Christina Pugh kindly
read a section of the book and made perceptive suggestions for its
improvement. Daniel Reynolds provided valuable research assistance
during my work on the project; Xiaojue Wang and Claudia Bohner
continued this help during the final months of the book’s production.
Colleagues and friends have borne patiently with my enthusiasms

over the years of the book’s gestation. Peter Bloom advised me about
Pászthory’s musical setting of Rilke’s Cornet. Marshall Brown read the
first version of my argument about ‘Lost from the Outset’ with extra-
ordinary care and subtlety. Sharon Copperwheat rescued material from
a seemingly ruined computer disk. Karl S. Guthke provided the clue
that helped me identify Rilke’s Madame Lamort. Ingeborg Hoesterey
reassured me about one of my forays into art history, and helped me
refine my ideas about pastiche. Helmut Leppien took exceptional
trouble with an unannounced visitor to the Hamburger Kunsthalle who
was not even an art historian. Peter Nisbet talked with me about Paul
Klee and Emilie Norris showed me the Klee holdings of the Busch-
Reisinger Museum. Reinhold Grimm, Egon Schwarz, Hans Vaget and
Theodore Ziolkowski were among the earliest supporters of the project.
The two readers of my manuscript at Cambridge University Press
responded encouragingly to my ideas and made a number of crucial
suggestions and corrections. Linda Bree has been a superb guide
through the editorial maze.
James O’Neil showed me photographs from his visit to the mauso-

leum at Halikarnassus and helped me understand more about the
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monument and its location. Vanessa Ryan shared an interest in many
aspects of the book and was always willing to help me think through my
ideas. Antony Ryan cast a critical eye on the penultimate version of the
text and made sure I did not forget that not everyone is as deeply
familiar with the material as I have become. Lawrence A. Joseph read
reams of drafts and continued to remain optimistic even when the
project eluded easy shaping. My mother, Kath O’Neil, who first intro-
duced me to the world of poetry, has been linked in my mind with this
book from the outset; to my great sorrow, she did not live to see its
completion.
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