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PREFACE  
 
 
Art is a human activity, consisting in this, that one man consciously, by means 
of external signs, hands on to others feelings he has worked through, and other 
people are infected by these feelings and also experience them – Leo Tolstoy 

 
 

Since my earliest contact with German Literature I have been especially 

drawn to the poems of Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926).  With the passage of time 

I find that this initial fascination has not diminished.  Quite to the contrary it has, 

not unlike Rilke’s many metaphors and poetic images, grown and evolved into 

something quite different from that which it originally set out to be.  This 

dissertation is surely a product of this ongoing interest in Rilke and it is motivated 

most clearly by what I see to be the philosophical dimension of Rilke’s work.   

 The degree and popularity of Rilke’s poetry never ceases to astonish me.  

Rilke’s cross-cultural and cross-generational appeal is especially striking in my 

own personal experience.  In my teaching of German to undergraduate students I 

often notice that they cite Rilke as the one German poet that they not only have 

heard of but also have actually read and enjoy.  Something in Rilke seems to 

speak to them on a very personal level1.  I recently offered an English translation 

of the Letters to a Young Poet to a Korean friend as a gift.  She replied, “Oh 

Rilke!  I’ve read him.  His poems are very popular in Korea.”  This also seems to 

be the case in Japan.2  These examples are of course personal and anecdotal, 

however, it is not my purpose to account for Rilke’s popularity.  My point is that I 

see a genuine and apparently translatable interest in Rilke’s work not shared on 

such a global scale by other German-speaking poets of his time.  And it is my 

                                                 
1 For Rilke’s pop-culture appeal in the U.S. see John Mood’s “From Cheers to Change” – The Pop 
Rilke in Bauschinger and Cocalis’ Rilke-Rezeptionen, Rilke Reconsidered, 1995. 
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opinion that this fascination can be traced back, not to the beauty or innovation of 

his language (often lost in translation3) but to the force, relevance and 

accessibility of his ideas and images.  I believe that it is the philosophical 

dimension of these ideas and images related to Gnostic ideas, and in particular the 

modern character of those Gnostic ideas, that makes Rilke so interesting for so 

many different people across so many different cultures.  It is in any event the 

primary impetus for this dissertation and the motivation for my thoughts and ideas 

on the subject. 

 My earliest discussions with Dr. Lars Gustafsson at the University of 

Texas about Rilke centered not only on specific historical-philosophical questions 

but also on the particular philosophical disposition that seems to emanate from the 

poems and their lyrical subject.  There are numerous treatments of Rilke’s poetry 

that offer interpretations according to individual philosophers or specific schools 

of thought.  But as Dr. Gustafsson has queried on many an occasion, “if Rilke 

poses the “same” philosophical question as another poet or thinker, can it really 

be entirely the same question?”  I do not propose to find the exact thought that 

Rilke has in mind, however, Dr. Gustafsson’s observation lies at the heart of this 

study and it distinguishes it from other studies that have connected Rilke to 

philosophy.  I believe that Rilke’s philosophical expression is unique and that it is 

fueled by certain not-so-unique Gnostic influences namely by the Gnostic notion 

of the Deus absconditus. However, before I can demonstrate this more clearly it is 

necessary to address the assumption that Rilke’s poetry does indeed have a 

philosophical dimension containing an identifiable structure.  This seems to be an 

assumption that not everyone is prepared to make.  This fact can be illustrated 

                                                                                                                                     
2 For more on the popularity of Rilke in Asia see Mitzue Motoyoshi’s „Rilke in Japan und Japan 
in Rilke“ in Manfred Engel and Dieter Lamping’s Rilke und die Welt Literature, 1999. 
3 For some insightful discussions on the difficulty of translating Rilke as well as a review of many 
of the English translations of Rilke’s poetry see William H. Gass’ Reading Rilke:  Reflections on 
the Problems of Translation, 1999. 
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with the celebrated example of Romano Guardini’s interpretation and Hans-Georg 

Gadamer’s criticism of it, which is the starting point of this dissertation.  
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This dissertation looks at the philosophical impact of the religious and 

historical phenomenon known as Gnosticism on the poetry and thought of Rainer 

Maria Rilke.  At the center of Gnostic ideology and myth is a view of human 

existence as driven by a profound dualism, a dualism which is the result of 

warring opposites, often characterized in terms of good and evil and of the 

spiritual and the material.  This perspective on the human condition is a defining 

moment for the secularization process, modern thought and modern aesthetics. 

Rilke’s re-incorporation of Gnostic motifs is not simply an adoption of the 

dualistic Gnostic world-view but represents a reaction to it within the greater 

development and articulation of modern consciousness.  Both the intellectual 

climate of Rilke’s age and his own assimilation of certain tropes and motifs reveal 

a structural affinity with Gnostic ideology and myth.  It is the Gnostic Deus 
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absconditus that drives the thought behind the three connected figures of God, the 

angels, and Orpheus. 

This study looks at these favored tropes in light of the Gnostic tendencies 

that found their way into the culture of turn of the century Europe via philosophy. 

It offers a perspective on Rilke as a truly modern poet regarding the content and 

dynamic of his ideas. This project presents a cultural-philosophical approach 

toward Rilke, which differs from previous studies in its attempt to link the 

dynamic of philosophical ideas and cultural reception through the evolution of 

connected poetic figures.  Unlike other studies that often assume a pre-existing 

philosophical context from which to view Rilke, this study seeks to define a 

philosophical context through Gnosticism and its relationship to notions of 

modernity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

RILKE AND PHILOSOPHY 
 

There is no need to prove that the literary work of Rilke is not only an 
object of literary criticism, but, for those living today, also an object of 
genuine philosophical study, that is, an occasion for self-reflection and for 
an analysis of the poet’s interpretation of the world.  The proof lies in the 
immense number of writings devoted to the study of Rilke.  For what 
speaks to us from these innumerable books is no longer simply an 
aesthetic-literary interest. - Hans-Georg Gadamer (Guardini139). 
 

There exists a modern philosophical fascination with the works of Rainer 

Maria Rilke that suggests a deep-seated connection between the poet’s subject 

matter and the ideas that abound in modern philosophical thought.4  This is the 

guiding premise of this dissertation, whose interpretive method relies on the 

notion that ideas are assimilated into a collective cultural consciousness and 

expressed via the arts, in this case through poetry. Furthermore, this assimilation 

of ideas and concepts, no matter how complicated or systematic, need not be 

viewed solely as the product of philosophical discourse.  The cultural 

transmission of philosophical ideas can offer fruitful insight and reflection into 

the reception of modern thought as well as into the dynamic existing between 

                                                 
4 For a detailed up to date account of the current philosophical fascination with Rilke’s work in the 
post-modern age see:  Kathleen L. Komar, “Rethinking Rilke’s Duineser Elegien at the End of the 
Millennium” in Erika and Michael Metzger:  A companion to the works of Rainer Maria Rilke, 
2001. 
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ideology and culture.  Herein lies the rationale of this study’s attempt to highlight 

the connection between literature and philosophical ideas through the example of 

Rilke’s Deus absconditus and the philosophical problems posed by modernism.   

Gadamer’s assessment of the philosophical import of Rilke’s work as an 

occasion for philosophical reflection was formulated in response to Romano 

Guardini’s religious interpretation of the Duino Elegies in his 1953 book Rainer 

Maria Rilkes Deutung des Daseins.  It is in many ways indicative of the modern 

fascination with Rilke. Gadamer points out that there are no shortages of works 

dealing with the philosophical and even theological aspects of Rilke’s creative 

production.  In literary scholarship Rilke is no longer simply a l’art pour l’art 

aesthetic poet.  However as the subject of Gadamer’s criticism of Guardini might 

imply, the question of Rilke’s role as philosopher-poet and or poet-philosopher 

becomes problematic for those wishing to connect poetic expression and 

systematic philosophical thought.  Gadamer’s main criticism of Guardini’s style 

of interpretation is not the fact that he takes Rilke philosophically seriously, but 

that there exists in his treatment an incompatibility of philosophical truth with 

poetic truth.  And without transposing the subject matter at hand into Gadamer’s 

own particular hermeneutical realm of interest5 his question remains a valid one.  

On a similar note Eckehard Heftrich has pointed out additional questions 

regarding the possible philosophical content of Rilke’s poetry in his review of 

Rilke’s philosophical interpreters in his 1962 work Die Philosophie und Rilke:  

 
Eine Abhandlung über die philosophischen Interpretationen von Rilkes 
Dichtung sagt durch ihren Titel zunächst einmal, daß es Interpretationen 
gibt, die, ausdrücklich oder zumindest in der Intention, Philosophie zum 
Grund der Deutung haben oder sie als Mittel verwenden.  Nimmt man den 
Titel als Problem, so ergibt sich eine Kette von Fragen, etwa nach dem 

                                                                                                                                     
 
5 For Gadamer’s own interpretation see his hermenutical approach to Rilke in the essay 
“Mythopoietic Reversal in Rilke’s Duino Elegies” in the volume Literature and Philosophy in 
Dialogue. 
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Verhältnis von Philosophie und Dichtung, nach dem Wesen der 
Interpretation, nach ihrer inneren Beziehung zur Philosophie, nach der 
Grenze von Philosophie als Weltentwurf und Interpretation als Deutung 
einer im dichterischen Wort entworfenen Welt. (8). 

 

Heftrich’s questions are significant for those looking at poetry in the light of 

philosophical ideas and are worth addressing as methodological considerations.  

As Heftrich’s introduction makes clear, an important methodological question that 

arises when dealing with poetry and philosophy is the question of prominence.  

Are we doing philosophy and simply using poetry as an illustration or poetic 

representation of that philosophy whenever we endeavor to interpret a work? Or 

are we looking at poetry as philosophy itself, which expresses essential thoughts 

and outlooks, otherwise inexpressible by methodical philosophical discourse?  

What is our goal with regard to each respective discipline?  Do we wish to gain 

new insights into poetry or into philosophy?  And what is the role played by 

culture that regulates the interaction of the two?  Which discipline is the more 

prominent, leaving its mark on the interpretation?  Connected to this question of 

prominence, also addressed by Gadamer, is the question of authority.  One may 

easily question Rilke’s own aptitude for philosophical thought as well as any 

authoritative claim to truth content other than poetic truth. And the history of 

Rilke reception regarding these points is as varied as it is long.   

The earliest Rilke scholarship, which began during the poet’s lifetime, saw 

in Rilke a kind of prophet extolling a new kind of religion and religiosity in the 

face of the modern abandonment of genuine spirituality.6  Most of this early 

reception of Rilke’s work, which is speculative in character, defines Rilke as 

                                                 
6 For a select overview of these early religious interpretations see Eudo Mason’s  Rilke’s 
Apotheosis – a survey of representative recent publications on the work and life of R. M. Rilke.  
Oxford, 1938, which also includes discussions of  the earliest philosophical interpretations.  For a 
more up to date overview of the earliest Rilke reception see the introductory chapter to Erika and 
Michael Metzger’s.  A Companion to the Works of Rainer Maria Rilke, 2001, which provides an 
excellent succinct account of the various phases of Rilke scholarship up to the present.      
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something that he certainly was not, namely a religious visionary laying out his 

system of thought via the medium of poetry.  The almost Nietzsche-like figure 

that arose from this early treatment then underwent a kind of secularization 

process, removing the religious nuance and transposing Rilke into the realm of 

more modern philosophy most notably under the auspices of proponents of 

Husserl, Heidegger, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard.7  However the systematic 

underpinnings of such interpretations remained influential in Rilke scholarship, 

often regulating Rilke to the realm of systematic philosophy in the shadow of 

modern philosophical schools and traditions.  Such treatments of Rilke seem to 

say more about the philosophies that these post-war scholars wished to elucidate 

and less about Rilke and his poetic expression.  Dr. Gustafsson’s question about 

the unique and individual nature of philosophical reflection is well placed in this 

context. These interpretations use Rilke as a tool for understanding philosophical 

systems divorced from larger discussions of the role of cultural and personal 

dynamics.  Like the early religious interpretations, these early post-war 

philosophical approaches also depicted Rilke as something that he was not, 

namely as a traditional philosopher striving to articulate a system via poetry. 

From the 1960s on many critics began to avoid philosophical discussions 

by means of biographical approaches and by distancing the poet from particular 

schools of thought.  Eudo C. Mason, as the English-speaking world’s foremost 

authority on Rilke in his time, paved the way for much of this biographical type 

work, which sought to interpret Rilke from the standpoint of artistic production 

and the writing process.8  Many critics followed Mason’s lead “…reducing all the 

apparent complexities and contradictions to the single theme of Rilke’s own 

                                                 
7 Eckhard Heftrich’s book Die Philosophie und Rilke offers the best review of these post-war 
philosophical interpretations that were most concerned with linking Rilke and Heidegger and that 
were fueled more by philosophers than Germanists.  Guardini is included and is in many ways 
responsible for the new found philosophical interest in Rilke.  
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understanding of himself as artist” (Casey 2).  These types of interpretations, 

however, deny Rilke any philosophical dimension that would reach beyond his 

own identity as an artist, and by doing so these interpretations reduce Rilke’s 

work to the story of one man coming to grips with his artistic destiny.  I find this 

reductionist approach incapable of explaining the modern appeal of Rilke’s 

poetry.  The cult of the person is not enough to make Rilke the focus of 

germanists, comparativists, and philosophers of modernity to say nothing of his 

popular reception.   

It cannot, however, be said that there are now two definite, clearly defined 

schools of thought in Rilke scholarship regarding philosophical interpretations.  

There are not two camps, one recognizing Rilke’s philosophical validity with the 

other denying it and granting the poet only biographical or structural-aesthetic 

relevance.  In fact one might easily maintain that these two approaches often 

overlap and intersect one another and are used eclectically according to the focus 

and intent of the interpreter.  Nonetheless we can identify two seemingly 

incompatible tendencies regarding the philosophical treatment of Rilke’s work. 

The reason for this treatment of Rilke is perhaps a result of the particular 

history of Rilke reception itself more than of any reason grounded within the 

poet’s work (Metzger 3).   That is to say that Rilke scholarship with regard to 

philosophical ideas has reacted to itself more than it has to the actual object of its 

inquiry, neglecting the inherent philosophical side of the work, as Gadamer would 

surely agree.  The biographical approaches distance themselves from particular 

schools of thought by distancing Rilke from philosophy entirely.  The 

philosophers, in turn, approach Rilke in order to breathe new life into certain 

philosophical discussions making them more accessible and explicable with 

                                                                                                                                     
8 For more discussion of Mason see Timothy J. Casey’s Rainer Maria Rilke A Centenary Essay, 
which also offers insightful views into other strains of Rilke scholarship including the 
philosophical schools centered around Heidegger.   
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poetic elegance, an elegance that I consider to be rejected by many as an invalid 

projection of philosophical ideas onto an unwitting poet.   

However one could hardly imagine a critic distancing Brecht from Marxist 

philosophy on the grounds that Brecht was not a philosopher, perhaps did not 

understand the intricacies of Marxist or Hegelian philosophy, or because one 

cannot express Marxist truth claims systematically through the medium of art as 

poetic truth.  Similarly is it unimaginable that one would divorce Goethe, the 

romantics or any author from their respective intellectual climate, which can be 

informed by philosophical ideas and trends that set the tone of whole epochs (and 

this is certainly true of Rilke’s philosophically informed milieu).  Indeed, 

philosophy and literature together can provide useful insights by virtue of the 

cultural dynamic relating the two to one another.  It is my opinion that 

philosophic inquiry and literature need not be incompatible, that they may even 

offer critical and insightful views not only into individual works and authors like 

Rilke but also into the dynamic existing between ideas and culture, which, to 

paraphrase Gadamer, offers an occasion for self-reflection as well as for reflection 

on the world and the history out of which that world arises. 

Erich Heller has commented on the trend to separate philosophical thought 

from poetic creativity, which is worth quoting at length:   

Dichten ist Denken.  Gewiß ist es nicht nur Denken; aber “Nur-Denken” 
gibt es nicht, abgesehen von  den Operationen der reinen Logik und 
Mathematik. (...) Die Dichtkunst lebt nicht, wie Goethe in jenem Gespräch 
mit Eckermann meint, in Feindschaft mit “Ideen”, noch gibt sie, wie Eliot 
sagt, bloß das “emotionale Äquivalent” des Gedankens.  Wenn Dante, 
Shakespeare, Goethe, Rilke und T. S. Eliot dichten, so haben sie Ideen; 
und sie denken.  In Wahrheit ist jedes geformte Gefühl schon Gedanke, 
und Denken das ordende Prinzip, welches das, was geschieht, zum 
Geschehen macht.  Gewiß ist Dantes Denken von den Gedanken des 
heiligen Thomas inspiriert worden; es ist deshalb nicht weniger Dantes 
Denken – und nicht nur dank dem Einfühlungs- und 
Assimilationsvermögens der Phantasie.  Es ist Dantes Eigentum durch das 
Recht der Geburt.  Er hat es poetisch wiedergeboren.  Denn Poesie ist 
nicht das Kleid des Gedankens, noch ist sie des Gedankens ästhetischer 
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Schatten.  Sie ist eine bestimmte Art des Denkens, eine Art freilich, die 
ihrer selbst nicht sicher werden kann in einer Zeit, in welcher Denken 
„nur“ Denken ist und Poesie „nur“ Poesie... (96-97). 
 

Heller asserts that poetry is a complex whole consisting of both thought and 

feeling and cannot be dissected in such a mechanical manner elucidating each part 

as if it were a machine.  Heller’s thoughts here seem to be driven by the idea that 

a holistic approach toward ideas in poetry is preferable to a crude autopsy that 

necessarily robs poetry of its complexity and relevance.  Rilke’s ideas are in his 

poetry and his poetry is in his ideas and to separate them is to destroy their unity 

and their claim to meaning and significance (Heller 101).   

Out of these considerations it seems well advised to leave Rilke’s claim, 

not to systematic philosophical authority, but his claim to thoughtful 

meaningfulness and philosophical reflection intact; not reducing his work to a 

mere aesthetic game without the slightest connection to both the history of ideas, 

their reception in his time, or their reception in the present.  The answer to Dr. 

Gustafsson’s question in this context is quite simply that Rilke’s philosophical 

concerns are different from those already posed by philosophers by virtue of the 

fact that Rilke, and not another, is posing them.  This may also be said of the 

reception of those questions through the reader.  Philosophical reflection in this 

instance is not a system but a context.   

 

THE PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXTS OF RILKE SCHOLARSHIP 

 
I have stated and cannot reiterate enough that a philosophical dimension to 

Rilke’s poetry does exist.  But as the renowned Rilke scholar Käthe Hamburger 

noted, this is not enough to declare Rilke ein Gedankenlyriker: 
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Die Unvergleichbarkeit seiner Lyrik mit jeder anderen beruht mit darauf, 
daß sie so beschaffen ist, um auf philosophische Fragestellungen 
antworten zu können – und dies gerade deshalb, weil sie keine 
philosophische, keine Ideenlyrik ist ( Struktur 83). 
 

Rilke’s status as a poet, not as a systematic thinker, should not be a hindrance to 

philosophical approaches toward his poetry.  In fact the opposite is true; it is a 

facilitator of philosophical reflection.  The implication of Hamburber’s statement 

is, however, decisive for determining “How” one should approach Rilke and 

philosophical reflection.  If Rilke is not a systematic thinker then systematic 

philosophy may not be the ideal way of approaching his work, at least if one’s 

intent is to understand Rilke and the ideas motivating his poetic output.  If we 

look at the body of Rilke scholarship dealing with philosophical approaches we 

can see the difference that the earlier systematic approaches made. 

Rilke scholarship with regard to philosophy and theology has a history 

almost as old as the poetry itself9.  As I have already mentioned this scholarship 

began with subjective religious interpretations aimed at a theological 

understanding and gradually developed into approaches aimed more at systematic 

philosophy.  A good representative example of the early religious interpretations 

is Eva Wernick’s 1926 work entitled Die Religiosität des Stundenbuches von 

Rilke.  I will come back to Wernick in chapter II of this study but for now let it 

suffice to say that these early evaluations of Rilke are now largely regarded by 

today’s scholars as deeply flawed and most of them are discussed only in terms of 

their historical worth and their early popularizing effect on Rilke (Metzger 5).  

For this reason I will not discuss them at length but it is worth noting that the 

reason for their lack of modern relevance is in my opinion traceable to their 

assumptions regarding what Rilke was and what he intended to achieve with his 

                                                 
9 Some scholarly works on Rilke with philosophical dimensions go back as far as the early years 
of the twentieth century.  A good example is Heinrich Scholz’s 1914 work Rainer Maria Rilke:  
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poetry.  As I have mentioned they saw in him a kind of new age theologian.  This 

remained, in my view, a problem that we also encounter with philosophical 

treatments of Rilke that imposed ideas upon him that he surely did not understand 

in quite the same way as his philosopher contemporaries. 

 The theological characterizations gave way to philosophical ones after the 

Second World War that were equally guilty of the same kind of projections of 

content.  In principle of course, these interpretations are legitimate.  Ultimately 

however, they use Rilke as a tool for understanding philosophical and theological 

ideas.  I do not believe that they deepen our understanding of Rilke and his poetry 

or of Rilke’s historical context.  They also provide little insight into the relation of 

philosophical thought (in general) and poetic expression.  What they do succeed 

in doing is to use literature as an occasion to think and reflect upon their systems 

of philosophy and religion.  

 Eckhard Heftrich refers to these approaches as following from a view of 

poetry as absolute Dichtung (11), a term that he takes from Fritz Kaufmann a 

former student of Husserl (13).  The notion behind absolute poetry is that 

language is not a descriptive tool but rather a “creation” itself that must be treated 

as having its own existence (Heftrich 13).  Without dwelling of the claims or 

legitimacy of absolute poetry we can already see the philosophical assumptions 

that go hand in hand with such interpretations.  These interpretations of “absolute 

poetry” are more about theories of what poetry is on a meta-level than they are 

about the ideas of individual poets.  A good and much celebrated example of that 

kind of approach is Martin Heidegger. 

 Martin Heidegger’s Rilke interpretations10 are easily classifiable as 

formulations of his own philosophical thoughts.  As Heftrich reminds us 

Heidegger’s thought after Sein und Zeit is concerned with three basic areas:  an 

                                                                                                                                     
Ein Beitrag zur Erkenntnis und Würdigung des dichterischen Pantheismus der Gegenwart written 
well before the completion of the elegies and sonnets. 
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interpretation of the history of philosophy, an analysis of the manifestations of 

metaphysics in that history, and discussions of the nature of poetry as a new kind 

of metaphysics (110).  As was the case with his Hölderlin commentaries and his 

readings of Mörike and Trakl, Heidegger is not as much concerned with 

understanding the individual poets as he is with using them to demonstrate his 

own philosophical thought regarding these three areas of interest.  I believe this is 

no secret and it is of course a perfectly legitimate and interesting way for a 

philosopher to engage a poet.  It is, however, a far cry from a genuine 

understanding of the ideas and philosophical questions that the poet himself was 

concerned with.  Käthe Hamburger’s point here is well taken that Rilke as a poet 

invites the thought of a philosopher like Heidegger.  But this says little about 

Rilke and more about Heidegger.  Rilke becomes a vessel for Heidegger’s 

thought.  Nonetheless Heidegger’s interpretations have spawned a great deal of 

scholarship that follows in his footsteps. 

 Else Buddeberg is perhaps one of the most consistent Heidegger-

interpreters of Rilke.  Her 1953 work Heidegger und die Dichtung examines the 

philosopher’s use of both Hölderlin and Rilke.  This work is to be understood as a 

companion or commentary to Heidegger’s readings and it is clear that not the 

poets rather the philosopher is its main focus.  That was followed by the 1954 

publication of Rainer Maria Rilke:  Eine innere Biographie.  Buddeberg 

maintains that because the outward circumstances of Rilke’s life were not only 

uninteresting but also irrelevant to a better understanding of his work an inner 

biography is necessary (v).  This inner biography offers the reader a cross 

between a conventional biography, laden with facts, dates, letters, etc. and an 

interpretation of his work as expression of an inner life.  Buddeberg’s treatment of 

such interpretations nonetheless stands in the shadow of her Heidegger 

commentary given the topics that she chooses to define Rilke’s inner life.   

                                                                                                                                     
10 Most noteably those contained in his 1950 Holzwege. 
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Her next book was the 1956 Denken und Dichten des Seins:  Heidegger, 

Rilke.  Here we see an attempt to remove Heidegger as focus and give Rilke equal 

treatment.  Buddeberg attempts to show how a thinker and a poet can both be 

looking for the same thing (5).  Her desire to show a parallel development of 

similar ideas, however, is unconvincing due to the fact that the ideas and concepts 

used to demonstrate a shared vision stem from Heidegger.  Heidegger’s 

terminology, previously used to describe Hölderlin and Rilke, reappears.  Even 

poetic concepts like Rilke’s Dinge (9) or his use of words like Auftrag (86) are 

looked at from the Heidegger-perspective.  Buddeberg’s book ends as a criticism 

of Heidegger’s Rilke understanding but offers little in the way of a Rilke 

understanding free of Heidegger’s influence. 

 Another study indebted to Heidegger is Otto Friedrich Bollonow’s 1951 

Rilke.  Bollonow does not concentrate solely on Heidegger.  That is to say that his 

interpretation does not follow from the specific terminology and train of thought 

as evidenced in Heidegger’s reading of Rilke.  But Bollonow does offer a view of 

Rilke from the vantage point of Existentialism.  He is of the opinion that Rilke’s 

place in intellectual history is best understood as belonging to the tradition of 

existentialism (19).  According to Bollonow existentialism is a general term 

referring to an intellectual movement that best sums up Rilke’s historical climate.  

Bollonow also maintains that this intellectual climate was of a unified nature, a 

nature that he seems to equate with Heidegger.  He reminds us that Heidegger’s 

once said that his own philosophy was simply the analytical development of what 

Rilke expressed poetically (20).  Even if we ignore the questionable blanket 

statements that existentialism can sum up an epoch and that the epoch was 

embodied by a unified intellectual sentiment we are still left with Bollonow’s 

deeply Heideggarian-existentialist view of Rilke. 

 Franz Josef Brecht’s earlier 1949 work Schicksal und Auftrag des 

Menschen:  Philosophische Interpretationen zu Rainer Maria Rilkes Duineser 
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Elegien is more of a religious interpretation but stands nonetheless in the shadow 

of Heidegger.  Brecht sees Rilke’s elegies not as a doctrine but as a message of 

hope for a new type of secularized faith.  Heftrich sees this “Theologie einer 

Ersatzreligion” as the result of a mixture of Heidegger and Rilke and ultimately 

also as a misunderstanding of both (25).  Brecht’s work, which was actually 

written during the war, is filled with curious usages of Heidegger’s terminology in 

an attempt to render an existentialist-religious understanding of Rilke, which is far 

from the picture offered by modern Rilke- scholarship.  However this flawed 

attempt at a religious interpretation brings us closer to the famous religious 

interpretation of the elegies by Romano Guardini.   

 Guardini’s 1953 Rainer Maria Rilke’s Deutung des Daseins is in many 

ways responsible for renewed interest in Rilke in terms of philosophy.  Unlike the 

others it does not rely on Heidegger for its terminology or its train of thought.  I 

have already discussed the interest that it provoked especially for Hans-Georg 

Gadamer.  Guardini maintains that his book was written not for religious purposes 

but with philosophical intentions (23).  This is a disclaimer that purports not to be 

concerned with literary questions.  The philosophical context that Guardini 

employs is theological in nature (he was a theologian and a priest) but by his own 

admission he attempts to understand Rilke neither as a poet nor as a thinker in a 

cultural context.  Guardini is more concerned with bouncing his theological ideas 

off of Rilke’s elegies.  He interprets the elegies against the backdrop of a world-

view informed by faith.  This too is a perfectly legitimate way of engaging poetry, 

but it offers little insight into a better understanding of the ideas that fueled the 

poetry’s inception. 

 The Rilke-scholarship that I have described here, which covers mainly the 

1940s through the 1950’s, is indicative of philosophers’ fascination with and use 

of Rilke’s poetry.  As I have already mentioned a certain distancing occurred in 

the later 1960’s and early 1970’s regarding Rilke and philosophy.  However, this 
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soon gave way to a renewed interest in Rilke and philosophy but this time from 

the perspective of literature.  It is my observation that the increased debates 

surrounding modernity and post-modernity have led in part to this scholarly 

interest in Rilke and philosophy.  The rise of post-modernism as a topic of 

discussion and scholarly writing has led to a reevaluation of what modernity is 

and what characterizes it.  It is from within this philosophically indebted 

framework that renewed interest in Rilke, as a modern poet, has been reborn. 

 The early interest of philosophers in Rilke was a phenomenon that 

concentrated on different schools of thought most notably on Heidegger.  These 

concerns gradually caught the interest of scholars of literature who began to 

reevaluate notions of modernity.  This focus on modernity led to renewed interest 

in the thinkers of modernity.  Some of the thinkers that are perceived to be 

important in shaping modern thought were among others Schopenhauer, 

Nietzsche, and of course Heidegger.  However unlike the Heidegger-inspired 

scholarship just mentioned this new interest in Heidegger was characterized by 

more critical distance to the philosophers in question.  This new interest was 

driven by an interest in characterizing modern thought and its influence and not 

applying its thought to poetry on a meta-level.  It was aimed at a historical-

contextualized understanding of what is unique in modern thought and art and 

what it is concerned with. 

 Both Heidegger and his former student Gadamer were in many ways 

responsible for popularizing notions of the postmodern even though they never 

used the term in their works (Calinescu 272).  Their philosophies led to heated 

debates about the nature of modernity.  Jürgen Habermas’ criticism of 

deconstructionists, French post-structuralists, and his defense of Marxist notions 

of modernity sparked a great deal of polemic and debate as to what modernity 

really is or was (Calinescu 273).  These reevaluations of modernity in light of 

notions of post modernity had a profound effect on literary scholarship and of 
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course on approaches to Rilke, which were previously looked at very much in 

terms of Heidegger.  

 The postmodernist background toward Rilke of course began much earlier 

than Habermas’ criticism.  As I have already mentioned, Gadamer began not only 

to criticize Guardini’s approach but also to use Rilke as an example of his new 

hermeneutical method.  Building on the ideas found in his 1960 Wahrheit und 

Methode Gadamer treats Rilke as a springboard for his own method.  His notion 

of mythopoietic reversal is used as a key for understanding Rilke, “…a procedure 

by which the critic can translate into his own conceptual categories whatever is 

poetically reflected in this way (reversal 171).”  Once again we remain in the 

realm of Gadamer’s method and not in Rilke’s.  However the debate that both 

Guardini and then Gadamer started, regarding the nature of Rilke’s poetry 

(especially the elegies), opened the door to new philosophical approaches free of 

the specific Heidegger background.  What followed were numerous studies that 

tried to establish a unique meaning for Rilke’s work and that did so in light of 

notions of a reevaluated modernity. 

 The renewed interest in modernity is responsible both for a renewed 

interest in Rilke’s poetry as well as in that poetry’s place in literary history.  As 

Hamburger notes in her introduction to her 1971 collection of essays by different 

authors Rilke in neuer Sicht, Rilke who was once lumped together with George 

and Hofmannsthal, has since emerged as a poet of modernity of much greater 

stature than his contemporaries (7).  This new appraisal of Rilke in light of his 

modern (and modern philosophical) relevance has led to numerous works that 

take philosophical approaches into account.  They are designed to localize his 

place among modern poets.  This is often done not by reading Rilke though 

Heideggerian lenses as in the past, but by demonstrating structural or conceptual 

parallels between Rilke and modern thinkers.  This is often the story of 

philosophical influences but can also be seen as an expression of philosophical 
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parallelism as is the case with Hamburger and her phenomenological study of 

Rilke. 

 At this point it must be stated that since the early scholarship of the 40s 

and 50s there has not been a comprehensive study linking Rilke and modern 

philosophy.  What we do observe are either the isolated treatments of aspects of 

Rilke’s thought that have a philosophical dimension or treatments that wish to 

shed light on Rilke’s modernist connection via certain modernist thinkers.  These 

studies differ from mine in that they are not primarily concerned with identifying 

the motivations of Rilke’s philosophical thought.  They are centered on isolated 

questions, tropes, or even individual poems that might reflect a modernist 

tendency or a reaction against modernist tendencies.  It would be impossible to 

list all of the studies that deal with Rilke and philosophy in part.  As Gadamer and 

Hamburger have stated, Rilke has an almost unavoidable philosophical 

dimension.  It would be very difficult to offer studies that neglect this dimension 

entirely.  I will offer but a few that are more directly related to philosophy than 

others. 

 Some examples of philosophical parallelism include Keith M. May’s 1988 

work Nietzsche and Modern Literature.  Keith’s chapter on Rilke tries to show the 

similarities between the idea of Rilke’s angel and Nietzsche’s Übermensch.  His 

other chapters deal with other authors (Yeats, Mann, Lawrence) and other 

Nietzsche topics in a similar way.  The idea is to show how Nietzsche and his 

ideas as modern thought appear in modern literature.  May’s study approaches 

Nietzsche’s thought in poetry as a traceable motif.  This is also the case with 

Roland Ruffini’s 1989 work Das Apollinische und das Dionysische bei Rainer 

Maria Rilke.  Here the premise is the same but the focus is narrower.  Ruffini 

looks at a philosophical motif in terms of Rilke’s individual poems.  Another 

Niezsche based study is Peter Por’s 1997 Die orphische Figur:  Zur Poetik von 

Rilkes “Neuen Gedichten“.  Although this is more of a structural study of Rilke’s 

 15



poetry it takes as its starting point Rilke’s engagement with Nietzsche as influence 

upon his poetic expression.  And Erich Heller’s older 1975 book Nirgends wird 

Welt sein als innen with the chapter entitiled „Rilke und Nietzsche mit einem 

Diskurs über Denken, Glauben und Dichten“ is also a case of philosophical 

parallelism.  In my opinion all of these Nietzsche-related studies aim at a newer 

modern-oriented view of Rilke by virtue of Nietzsche’s connection to discussions 

of modernity.  This can also be seen with Heidegger. 

 Véronique M. Fóte’s Heidegger and the poets from 1992 accomplishes a 

similar goal as May did with Nietzsche.  She deals with Heidegger’s readings of 

Mörike, Trakl, Hölderlin, Celan and Rilke.  Although this work is in many ways a 

revisiting of the old Heidegger-based commentaries of Buddeberg and of Joachim 

W. Storck’s 1976 essay “Rilke und Heidegger”, Fóte’s study does offer more 

critical distance putting literature on equal footing with Heidegger.  It also seems 

to be more concerned with an overall understanding of modern thinking with 

regard to these authors instead of merely explicating the ideas of one philosopher 

in relation to the poets.  The same may also be said of Giorgio Guzzoni’s 

Dichtung und Metaphysik am Beispiel Rilke from 1986.  It is also concerned with 

the modern aspects of Rilke but it is also deeply indebted to the 

phenomenological approach.  And as the title implies, Rilke is merely an 

example, a demonstrative tool in understanding the nature of the modern approach 

toward metaphysics.   

 This brings us to examples of Rilke scholarship that use philosophy as a 

kind of compass to establish Rilke’s place in modernity via individual thinkers.  

They regard these philosophical influences as historical markers of modern 

thought or as expressions of modern tendencies.  I will refer to many of these in 

this dissertation due to their relationship to Gnosticism.  For this reason a detailed 

discussion of them will be reserved for individual chapters in which they appear.  

They include Wolfgang G. Müller’s „Rilke, Husserl und die Dinglyrik der 
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Moderne“ 1999, Martin Davies’ „‚Eine Reinkultur des Todestriebes’ – Rilke’s 

poetry and the end of history 1990“, Ute Faath’s „Rainer Maria Rilke und Georg 

Simmel:  Wechselwirkung zwischen Philosophie und Literatur“ 2000, Hans 

Holzkamp:  „Ältere Schrecken.  Zu den Beziehungen zwischen Rilke und Alfred 

Schüler“ 2000, the older 1960 work by Gerhart Mayer Rilke und Kassner eine 

geistige Begegnung, Irna Frowen’s „Nietzsches Bedeutung für Rilkes frühe 

Kunstauffassung” from 1987, as well as certain chapters from Hermann 

Kunisch’s 1975 book Rainer Maria Rilke:  Dasein und Dichtung, which does in 

part deal with philosophical motifs in his understanding of Rilke’s poetry from the 

perspective of Kierkegaardian existentialism.   

 As this select review of Rilke-scholarship shows, there is no study dealing 

with a possible philosophical motivation for Rilke’s poetry from a cultural-

historical standpoint.  There is also no treatment of philosophical motifs or 

structures in Rilke divorced from the traditions of individual thinkers, whose 

motivations may or may not be so closely related to Rilke’s.  And there is no 

comprehensive study dealing with Rilke’s poetic figures, like God, the angels and 

Orpheus, as connected figures pointing to any sort of philosophical thought.  The 

studies that I have mentioned are not necessarily flawed.  I believe many of them 

reach their goals quite successfully.  However they do not offer a satisfactory non-

systematic philosophical context from which one might view Rilke’s work.  That 

is to say that no studies exist that make a connection between Rilke’s meaningful 

poetic thought (and his philosophical questioning) and modern thought via his 

poetical figures.   

Rilke’s questions and reflections are products of a philosophical context 

and exhibit a philosophical dimension because of that context.  This study offers 

not a definitive method for interpreting Rilke or for pinpointing systematic 

thought but rather for defining a relevant philosophical context.  This study thus 

offers an alternative to traditional philosophical interpretations of Rilke.  It takes 
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ideas, poetry and the philosophical-historical contexts that bind them into 

consideration.  It relates these factors to one another from the perspective of 

Gnostic modernity as a focus of non-systematic philosophical refection.  This 

notion of non-systematic philosophical thought and Rilke’s tropes bring us to the 

question of method and back to Romano Guardini. 

 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS  
 

Like Gadamer before him, Christoph Hollender has written a brief 

criticism of Romano Guardini’s theological interpretation of the elegies 

comparing it to Heidegger’s ontological interpretation.  I choose to discuss 

Hollender’s ideas regarding the “best” approach toward Rilke because they 

highlight very poignantly methodological considerations important to this study.  

My view of the nature of Rilke’s philosophical thought implies the necessity of 

dealing with his poetry differently than other studies relating Rilke to individual 

philosophers have done.  Hollender touches upon this in his treatment of the ever-

controversial Guardini and the ever-popular Heidegger. 

In his essay Hollender maintains that the key to understanding Rilke’s 

elegies is an understanding of what the angels are (305).  In analyzing the main 

representative theological and ontological interpretations of Rilke, namely 

Heidegger and Guardini, Hollender asserts that such interpretations fall short of a 

real understanding of the poetic process.  Hollender’s criticisms are worth quoting 

here at length: 

 
One problem with interpretations like those by Heidegger and Guardini is 
that their own completed systems of thought are very much present, 
highlighting their own differences with Rilke’s poetry, and thus erecting a 
barrier for understanding Rilke.  Another problem is that they put rather 
narrow limits on the context in which they try to embed Rilke’s poetic 
thought:  Heidegger cites Pascal for the idea of inner space, Nietzsche for 
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the metaphysics of will, and Parmenides for the notion of Being; Guardini 
allows as context nothing but the Bible and the church fathers.  My point 
is that both Heidegger and Guardini, both the ontological and the 
theological interpretation neglect the transformations effected throughout 
a history of intellectual and artistic thought.  Their common attempt to 
bridge the time span between Rilke’s poems and what they regard as his 
ancient ‘sources’ fails, as they negate the mediating historical processes 
between antiquity and modernity, thus changing the grounds of history 
into an Abgrund, an abysmal nothingness.  For the poetic motif is 
something that occurs at the intersection of the development of the poet’s 
use of a notion and of its cultural, or trans-cultural development; and it 
cannot be fully understood without regard to both its ‘personal’ and its 
‘cultural’ history.  Heidegger’s and Guardini’s interpretations of the 
Elegies and of the angel motif, though they are clearly more refined than 
those of Rilke’s earlier critics, are still insufficient, because they exclude 
this historical dimension (308). 

 

Hollender’s concise criticism, although insightful, remains superficial and 

unsatisfying when taken as a whole.  Hollender’s notion of “fully understanding” 

a poetic motif seems to entail a comprehensive study of the entire history of that 

motif in human civilization.  One has to ask whether such an ambitious project, if 

at all feasible, would mean anything concretely for Rilke’s specific use of the 

motif in individual poems.  It seems patently false to assume that the narrowing of 

the context in which one can embed poetic thought will ultimately yield no useful 

insights into that thought.  Narrowing may even present the only feasible way to 

avoid losing a particular focus altogether. 

Hollender also appears to suffer under the misconception that both 

Heidegger and Guardini are in fact aiming at a “full understanding” of Rilke’s 

poetic motifs.  It seems quite clear that both thinkers are simply using Rilke’s 

poetry as an instance of reflection with regard to their systems.  And this is of 

course a completely legitimate form of poetic analysis.  Very few approaches 

toward literature and especially poetry are so objective as to eliminate the amount 

of systematic thought that is brought to the work by the critic.  Hollender is 

calling for a kind of historical objectivity that cannot possibly exist, as his own 
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view of what constitutes full understanding (perhaps a kind of historical dialectic 

process?) is injected into Rilke’s work as well.   

It is also never clear what he means by “full understanding”.  Is a poem or 

a work ever “fully understandable”?  He seems to be hinting at some definitive 

interpretation of Rilke that would put a decisive end to any and all philosophical 

discussion that may arise from reading poetry.  This is hermeneutically speaking 

not exactly the most desirable goal when approaching complex works of 

literature.  But despite these unfounded generalizations and the basic lack of 

concrete suggestions as to how to “fully understand” a poetic motif, Hollender 

does touch on a point that is very useful when considering a motif in light of 

ideas, in particular Rilke’s God, angels and his Orpheus.   

Hollender introduces the notion of cultural and trans-cultural 

developments of motifs as well as the idea of a motif’s ‘personal’ and ‘cultural’ 

history.  This is in my opinion a very useful way of looking at Rilke’s motifs.  

Poetry unlike prose is by nature associative and lives from a particular kind of 

dynamic existing between the images in the poem itself (as the history of those 

images) and the personal associations that the poet and reader bring to the poem, 

which may or may not be related to a historical development.  This is especially 

true regarding figures and motifs like the angels that, independent of Rilke’s use, 

have a very distinct history of associations and meanings.   

For the purpose of elucidating the philosophical dimensions of such 

figures both aspects of personal and cultural history are of great importance.  In 

fact it may be said that this is indeed the best way of looking at poetic motifs 

when one seeks to shed light on the history of ideas and their interaction with 

culture.  Rilke’s own use and interpretation of the angel for example, as a motif 

does not act in a vacuum.  It unfolds in tandem with both the history of that motif 

and consequently with the reception of that history within the poem by the poet in 
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his time as well as by the reader.  Perhaps it is for this reason that Rilke himself 

when asked to interpret his work prefaced his answer with the following:  

 

Und bin ich es, der den Elegien die richtige Erklärung geben darf?  Sie 
reichen unendlich über mich hinaus (Briefe 3: 896).   
 

It is because of the multi-dimensionality of Rilke’s motifs and the less than 

systematic nature of his philosophical reflection that I choose Gnosticism and 

secularization as perspectives from which to view them. Gnosticism is the 

philosophical context from which I will view the “cultural history” of God, the 

angels and Orpheus.  The historical phenomenon of the Deus absconditus offers 

not the only, but perhaps the most efficient way of bridging Hollender’s historical 

abyss with regard to the history of philosophy and Rilke’s assimilated poetic 

thought. 

Rilke’s philosophical reflection is not systematic in nature and it is 

expressed in many ways through the multi-dimensional aspects of tropes like 

God, the angels, and Orpheus.  One thing that all of these figures have in 

common, independent of Rilke’s use, is their historical Gnostic background, a 

shared culture.  In addition to this fact, Gnosticism as a historical phenomenon is 

also lacking in systematic expression, a characteristic that it shares with poetic 

thought.  I would venture to say that Gnosticism is a very poetic world-view that 

chooses imagery and metaphor as its most profound tools of expression.  In fact it 

is precisely its resistance to systematic thought and its reliance on myth that has 

made it so viable as a historical influence.  It has been integrated into various 

belief systems and philosophies throughout the ages because of its mythical 

flexibility.   

As Michael Pauen suggests in his book on Gnosticism in modern 

philosophy and aesthetics, Gnosticism’s syncretic adaptation of other world-views 

has allowed it to be not the cause of modern philosophical thought but rather a 
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moment of crystallization for modern thought and culture.  That is to say that 

Gnosticism acts as a kind of focal point for certain philosophical problems that 

are characteristic of the modern (and ancient) mindset (Pauen 127).  Both Rilke’s 

world-view and the modern thought of his age share structural affinities with the 

Gnostic outlook.  The nature of Gnosticism, which will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter I of this study, provides a non-systematic historical-philosophical context 

from which we can view Rilke’s thought without confusing it with the individual 

systematic thought of particular philosophers or philosophical schools.  And 

because of Gnosticism’s influence and role in both the secularization process and 

in the development of modern philosophy in the Western tradition it is also an 

extremely relevant context from which to draw on. 

 

GNOSTICISM AS METHOD 
 

There are no studies dealing with Rilke and Gnosticism or Gnostic-

inspired thought.  There are of course studies dealing with Gnosticism and other 

authors.  With Harold Bloom’s popular writings on Gnosticism as a method of 

literary criticism Gnosticism has emerged as a popular topic.  Bloom details the 

Gnostic elements of modernity and especially in modern U.S. culture, most 

notably in his 1996 book Omens of Millennium:  The Gnosis of Angels, Dreams, 

and Resurrection.  Bloom’s endorsement of Gnosticism as a method has not gone 

unrecognized.  It has found resonance in particular in English Studies.  Canonical 

authors as well as more modern ones have been dealt with using Gnosticism as a 

context.  Some authors include Milton, Yeats, Dickens, Conrad, and Pynchon to 

name but a few.  Proust and Valéry have also been dealt with using Gnosticism.  

And some German-speaking authors said to write within Gnostic structures 

include Kafka, Thomas Mann, and Gottfried Benn.   
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Jefferson Humphries’ 1983 book The Otherness within:  Gnostic Readings 

in Marcel Proust, Flannery O’Connor, and Francois Villon is a good example of 

Gnosticism applied to modern literature.  Humphries work, which concentrates 

mostly on Proust (a Rilke contemporary), is concerned with connecting the 

themes in modern literature with the notion of antithetical knowledge (12).  As 

Humphries states in his introduction, he feels that the nature of his subject could 

not be satisfactorily treated in terms of “…more traditional scholarly apparatus, 

which could only be intimated, glimpsed, through an eclectic application of some 

of the most recent critical strategies (1).”   

His idea is that Gnosticism as a bearer of mythical structures is more 

suited to the context of artistic creation than more traditional approaches.  He 

even relates this to philosophy when he describes both Proust and Gnosticism as 

tapping into notions of knowledge and time already made popular by philosophers 

like Henri Bergson and William James (11).  However, by employing Gnosticism 

instead of Bergson and James as a context I believe that Humphries has indeed 

succeeded in finding a more suitable tool for dealing with the poet as thinker.  

Humpries examines his chosen authors via structural parallels that offer rich 

insights into the motivations of poetic thought and not into philosophical systems.  

Perhaps a weakness in Humpries’ book is its lack of detailed engagement of the 

nature of Gnosticism.  He fails to clearly define his understanding of Gnosticism 

in historical terms.  It is not clear what kind of Gnosticism it is that he sees in 

modern literature or how it has found its way into the works of these authors. 

Regina Weber’s 1983 work Gottfried Benn zwischen Christentum und 

Gnosis also deals with a Rilke-contemporary and fellow German-language poet 

with Gnosticism as background.  Weber does incorporate a better historical 

understanding of Gnosticism in her analysis but remains indebted to more 

antiquated views of what Gnosticism is, namely Hegel and Christian Bauer’s 

understanding of the phenomenon (23).  However, unlike my study Weber 
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chooses a more religious context wishing to locate Benn’s ideas somewhere 

between Christian mythical structures and those employed by Gnosticism.  Her 

method is similar in its desire to demonstrate the structure of Gnostic myth in 

Benn but it relies too heavily on modern philosophy’s understanding and 

interpretation of Gnosis.  In my opinion modern philosophy is itself an expression 

of Gnostic structures and sentiments.  Weber remains critically unreflective 

regarding this connection. 

John Finlay’s collection of essays from 1994 entitled Hermetic Light:  

Essays on the Gnostic Spirit in Modern Literature and Thought are written in the 

same vein as Humpries’ work.  The author says of his approach: 

 

It is not a systematic or historical study of the Deus absconditus in modern 
literature.  There is, in fact, a deliberate randomness in my approach to the 
subject.  I thought that such an approach might stand a better chance than 
others of capturing the elusive gnostic spirit, which, after all, frequently 
exists only in the indirections and implications of what the writer 
“publicly” says (16). 

 

Finlay’s essays do indeed have a random character but I suspect that they are not 

as random as he seems to think.  They are organized thematically according to 

elements of Gnostic myth and similar themes found in the works of modern 

writers.  The chapter on Valéry for example deals with the poet’s use of 

“otherness” and its relation to the Gnostic notion of “otherness”.  Similarly we see 

the motif of patricide in Nietzsche, Freud and Kafka placed along side the version 

in Gnostic myth.  Finlay’s approach is similar to mine in that it concentrates on 

the Deus absconditus as the catalyst of motifs in modern literature.  And that 

Gnostic element is not just a coincidence but rather a component part of what it 

means to be modern.  The difference lies in the lack of historical grounding and 

the absence of a philosophical dimension as carrier of Gnostic influences.  I 

would also take issue with Finlay’s claim that the Gnostic spirit only exists in 
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public statements of the author.  If true, Finlay’s statement would render his 

observations and indeed his entire work futile. 

My final example of more recent Gnostic studies involving Rilke 

contemporaries is Kirsten J. Grimstad’s very interesting study from 2002 The 

Modern Revival of Gnosticism and Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus.  Grimstad’s 

book is a very detailed account that does a much better job than the others of 

defining historically what she understands Gnosticism to be and how she will use 

it with Thomas Mann.  It differs from my study in that its focus is neither Rilke 

nor philosophy as a carrier of Gnostic thought.  In Grimstad’s account of the 

revival of Gnosticism in Mann’s time she neglects the role played by assimilated 

philosophical thought.  This is perhaps understandable because she is not trying to 

establish a philosophical context for Mann.  Thomas Mann is very much indebted 

to Nietzsche and Schopenhauer (in a way that Rilke was not) by his own 

admission and Thomas Mann-scholarship does not lack a legitimate and relevant 

philosophical understanding of his work11.   

These works demonstrate the validity and advantage of using Gnosticism 

as a critical tool, especially with poets and authors of the turn of the century.  In 

establishing a philosophical context for Rilke’s thought Gnosticism proves to be 

more fruitful than individual philosophers like Heidegger.  Harold Bloom reminds 

us that the Heideggerian revision of ontology and epistemology is itself very 

Gnostic.  Its influence on modern critical thought, like that of Deconstruction, is 

also problematic.  As Bloom notes about the Heideggerian revisions: 

 

…the Heideggerian revision, in its aesthetic implications, has fostered the 
capable critical school of Deconstruction, which has touched its limit 
precisely in the tracing of any poem’s genuinely epistemological or 
negative moments.  To get beyond that critical dilemma or aporia or limit 
of interpretability, I suggest that we abandon Heidegger for Valentius and 

                                                 
11 See the philosophical contributions in Das Thomas Mann Handbuch edited by Helmut 
Koopman, 1995. 
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Luria.  “Poetic knowledge” may be an oxymoron, but it has more in 
common with Gnosis than it does with philosophy.  Both are modes of 
antithetical knowledge, which means of knowledge both negative and 
evasive, or knowledge not acceptable as such to epistemologists of any 
school (Time 60-61). 
 

Bloom’s suggestion to abandon Heidegger in favor of a method more akin to the 

nature of the poet is well taken.  Gnosticism is that method. I will use Gnosticism 

and the secularization process as a philosophical context from which to view 

Rilke vis-à-vis the modernism of his time. 

For this reason my dissertation Deus Absconditus:  Gnosticism, the 

Secularization Process, and Philosophical Modernity in the Works of Rainer 

Maria Rilke focuses on the multiple levels of interaction between literary 

representation and religious and philosophical ideas using Gnosticism as a 

context.  Rilke’s use of Gnostic imagery embodies this interaction, most notably 

with regard to his use of God, the hierarchy of angels, and Orpheus in his poetry.  

I will use both Gnosticism and notions of secularization to help illustrate the 

interaction and assimilation of philosophical ideas into his poetic expression.   

Using the context of Gnosticism and secularization I will focus on the 

Gnostic structures of Rilke’s poetry.  In each instance I will first focus on the 

“cultural history” of the trope in question relating it to its Gnostic antecedents in 

the history of religion, philosophy, and in the arts.  Then I will treat the same 

trope in light of the Gnostic structures found in its “personal history”, that is in its 

treatment in Rilke’s work.  In doing so I will make clear not only the Gnostic 

structure (or Gnostic-inspired structure) of Rilke’s poetic thought but I will also 

demonstrate the unity of the three figures as an expression of philosophical 

reflection.  It is my contention that Rilke’s choice of such Gnostic figures is 

indicative of an evolving world-view that is ultimately trying to come to terms 

with modernity and its Deus absconditus.  Building on the theoretical framework 

in Hans Blumenberg’s and Odo Marquard’s analysis of modernity’s particular 
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development as anti-Gnostic, I will link Rilke’s philosophical expression to the 

idea that aspects of modern consciousness can be traced to an attempt to 

reevaluate man’s place in the universe via God or His absence.  Rilke’s poetic 

thought is reactionary vis-à-vis Gnosticism. 

The modern rediscovery of Gnostic motifs manifests itself not simply as 

an adoption of the Gnostic world-view but may also arise as a reaction against it 

within the greater development of modern consciousness as reflected through art.  

According to Blumenberg modernity is not a secularized version of Gnosticism 

but a reconfiguring of philosophical ideas that arose in response to Gnostic 

tendencies.  Both the intellectual climate of Rilke’s age as well as his own 

particular assimilation of tropes and motifs, reveal a structural affinity with the 

general philosophical tendencies and dispositions common to the religious, 

historical and cultural ideas inspired by Gnosticism.   

This study will thus offer a bridge between Rilke’s unique poetic 

expression and the cultural dynamic of philosophical ideas occasioning a 

reflection on Rilke’s status as a poet of modernity.  I will concentrate especially 

on Rilke’s gradual development of Gnostic inspired ideas in his poetry with 

special concentration placed on the role of God, the Angels and the Orphic figure 

beginning in the Das Stundenbuch and culminating in the elegies and the sonnets.   

This dissertation will begin with a discussion of Gnosticism and secularization, 

which I will deal with from within a historical-philosophical context in chapter I, 

followed by a textual analysis of Rilke’s poetry in chapters II –IV, which include 

discussions of the personal and cultural historical development of the tropes he 

uses.  The work will conclude with a discussion of Rilke’s place in the tradition of 

modernism in chapter V. 
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A NEW PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT:  GNOSTICISM AND SECULARIZATION 

 

Gnosticism 
 

Die Forschungsgeschichte der Gnosis läßt sich in zweifacher Weise lesen.  
Sie gilt erstens und vornehmlich dem Studium der spätantiken Gnosis.  Sie 
kann aber auch palimpsetisch als Ortsbestimmung der Gegenwart gelesen 
werden. – Jacob Taubes (Taubes 9)  

 

The term Gnosticism refers in general to the belief that there exists a 

fundamental dualism of opposing forces that not only governs the universe, but 

that is also ultimately responsible for its destiny.  In its general and ancient 

theological forms Gnosticism recognizes two battling deities vying for 

dominance.  One deity is the creator of this world and all things material 

including man’s concrete physical reality.  The other deity is alien to this world 

and shares an affinity with the true inner self or soul of man.  Man’s destiny thus 

unfolds as a struggle between the two.  The very nature of man is of a creature 

torn between two opposite forces that equally make up his consciousness and 

influence his experience or reality.   

The most common expression of this struggle is recognized in the more 

modern mind/body problem or in a somewhat older form as a spiritual/material 

dualism. The realization that man’s destiny is involved in this eternal struggle, as 

well as the acceptance of man’s need to be reunited with the good alien deity, is 

the knowledge or Gnosis which is integral to his salvation from this evil material 

world and its creator.  The Gnosis in question is seen as a revealed truth, an 

esoteric knowledge and internal sense or feeling that the alien deity selectively 

imparts to the individual soul from within and that is both separate from material 

reality and necessary for salvation from it. 
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 This general description of the Gnostic world-view is however 

symptomatic of a larger more general perspective than it is of a specific theology 

or philosophical system. Unlike most religions Gnosticism knew no established 

orthodoxy, normative theological principles or single central dogmas.  As Kurt 

Rudolf reminds us in his study on the nature and history of Gnosticism, the 

outward varieties of Gnostic teachings were so varied and multi-form as to merit a 

comparison by the early church fathers with the many-headed hydra of Greek 

myth (53).  And indeed this lack of uniformity is much less accidental than it is 

integral to the very nature of Gnostic thought.  Early Gnostic writings 

intentionally utilized the interpretive methods of allegory and symbolism freely so 

as to encourage the deeper esoteric nature of their message while incorporating 

elements of already existing literary traditions.  As Rudolph points out: 

 

This method of exegesis is in Gnosis a chief means of producing one’s 
own ideas under the cloak of the older literature – above all the sacred and 
canonical…A further peculiarity of the Gnostic tradition, connected with 
this, lies in the fact that it frequently draws its material from the most 
varied existing traditions, attaches itself to it, and at the same time sets it 
in a new frame by which this material takes on a new character and a 
completely new significance.  Seen from the outside, the Gnostic 
documents are often compositions and even compilations from the 
mythological or religious ideas of the most varied regions of religion and 
culture:  from Greek, Jewish, Iranian, Christian (in Manicheism also 
Indian and from the Far East) (54). 
 

 
In this way Gnosticism’s general tendencies and structures have managed, 

in one form or another, not only to survive the centuries, they have also been able 

to infiltrate and persist from within religious, philosophical, aesthetic and general 

cultural traditions sometimes effecting them in rather fundamental ways.   The 

almost parasitic nature of Gnostic tendencies, which retain a certain continuity 

through Gnostic myth, allows it to appropriate alien traditions in order to match 

its own basic conception.  Gnostic “Kunstmythen” are, as Rudolph points out, 
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“…not at all a case of ‘artificial’ and fundamentally unimportant compilations, 

but of illustrations of existential situations of the Gnostic view of the world. (54).” 

 For the purpose of my study linking Rilke’s literary figures to those that 

abound in the Gnostic world-view it is necessary to distinguish between specific 

forms of Gnosis and Gnosticism and the more general manifestations mentioned 

above.  Avoiding an expansive study into the history of individual Gnostic sects 

and movements (primarily ancient ones) as well as the controversies surrounding 

sources, this study will confine itself to the more generalized manifestations of 

Gnostic thought that are widely recognized and agreed upon by scholars of 

Gnosticism.   

Definition and Nature of Gnosticism and Gnosis  
 

As noted by many scholars as well as agreed upon by the Congress on the 

Origins of Gnosticism in Messina in 1966 there exists a distinction between the 

terms Gnosis and Gnosticism.  Gnosis denotes “knowledge of the divine 

mysteries reserved for an elite” and Gnosticism as “a divine spark in man, 

deriving from the divine realm, fallen into this world of fate, birth and death, and 

needing to be awakened by the divine counterpart of the self in order to be finally 

reintegrated (Bianchi xxvi-xxix).” My study will refer to these terms in this 

context with special emphasis placed on the structural aspects of the Gnostic 

system that articulated a world-view and that residually transported that view into 

other traditions by virtue of the syncretism mentioned above.   

   

Central Ideas and Beliefs of the Gnostic Worldview 
 

The underlying common denominator of individual Gnostic movements 

consists of central ideas or myths, which articulate the structure of Gnostic 

 30



thought and Gnostic systems.  Central to this mythical structure are basic ideas 

and concepts, which include theological and philosophical problems, that have 

persisted well into the modern era and that are the focal point of Rilke’s poetry.  

Kurt Rudolph, following the consensus of the Messina conference localizes a 

finite number of “connected characteristics” common to most Gnostic traditions 

making up their general framework. 

Ontology and Theology 
 

Rudolph points to the central idea of Gnostic thought as springing from a 

very particular ontology in which as he puts it is “…based on the conception of a 

downward development of the divine whose periphery (…) has fatally fallen 

victim to a crisis and must – even if only indirectly – produce this world, in which 

it then cannot be disinterested, in that it must once again recover the divine 

‘spark’ (often designated as pneuma, ‘spirit’) (57).  This conception of the divine 

lies at the heart of Gnostic cosmology and implies not only a theology void of the 

notion of omnipotence, opening the door to a decidedly dualistic world-view, but 

is also the source of a crisis-motif that runs through much of modern thought.  

The preeminent Gnosticism scholar Hans Jonas has expounded upon the radical 

dualism inherent in the system.  According to Jonas this dualism governs not only 

the relationship of the alien deity to man and to the world but also the relationship 

between man and the world in which he finds himself:   

 
The deity is absolutely transmundane, its nature alien to that of the 
universe, which it neither created nor governs and to which it is the 
complete antithesis:  to the divine realm of light self-contained and 
remote, the cosmos is opposed as the realm of darkness.  The world is the 
work of lowly powers which though they may mediately be descended 
from Him do not know the true God and obstruct the knowledge of Him in 
the cosmos over which they rule.  The genesis of these lower powers, the 
Archons (rulers), and in general that of all the orders of being outside God, 
including the world itself, is a main theme of Gnostic speculation…(42) 
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This less than omnipotent deity, which is subject not only to crisis but also 

to a kind of cosmic destiny, exists however within the framework of a decidedly 

monistic conceptualization.  Monism, by definition, implies a unified reality 

stemming from a single fundamental source.  It is paradoxically the background 

against which Gnostic dualism unfolds.  The alien deity is the source from which 

all creation directly or indirectly flows.  However the Gnostic dualism that ensues 

is the result of the alien deity’s inability to control the creation that emanates from 

him.  Gnostic cosmogony (or creation theory) accounts for man’s present state as 

separated from God through the unruly creation of this material world through the 

lower unchecked powers that originally emanated from the alien deity as a result 

of some state of divine crisis about which we can know nothing because of the 

deity’s hidden nature.    

 This notion of the hidden or unknown God is central to the Gnostic 

concept of divinity, which lies beyond all corporeal senses and encompasses a 

fullness (Pleroma) of higher beings.  These higher beings, including the angels 

and other celestial entities, may manifest themselves as personified ideas and 

abstractions or as hypostases (Rudolph 58).  This hierarchy of being, conforming 

to the notion of the downward evolution of the divine from behind a monistic 

backdrop, figures centrally in the development of Gnostic ideas of cosmogony, 

soteriology, eschatology and anthropology.   

  

Cosmogony and Cosmology 
 

Both Rudolph and Jonas agree that Gnostic cosmogony and cosmology are 

ruled by the central dualism inherent in Gnostic theology and therefore set the 

tone for the remaining integral components of the Gnostic world-view.  The 
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Gnostic cosmos is the realm of the Archons, the lowly powers derived from the 

alien God, and who exercises full control over the created material world.  

According to Jonas creation is often metaphorically expressed in terms of dark-

imagery as opposed to the light of the transcendent God.  The Archonian realm of 

matter is seen as a prison at whose center lies the dungeon of earth or man’s dark 

material existence.  Psychologically this may also be expressed as ignorance or 

forgetfulness as opposed to Gnosis or the knowledge of the true alien deity.  All 

of creation stands between the transcendent God and the divine spark hidden in 

man’s material being.  It is out of this understanding of the created world that 

Gnostic tendencies are decidedly anti-cosmic, a disposition at extreme odds with 

the Hellenistic view of cosmic harmony. 

 

Anthropology, Soteriology and Eschatology 
 

Gnostic anthropology is governed by the notion that man exists as a union 

of flesh, soul and spirit while ultimately being reduced to a mundane and extra-

mundane inception.  The flesh is of course a product of this material world and a 

creation of the lower unruly Archonian powers.  The soul, however, is also seen 

as emanating from the material cosmos.  The soul shapes the body and animates it 

with psychical forces corresponding to appetites and passions or drives, and is 

thus governed by cosmic spheres very much akin to astrological realms of 

influence on the psyche.  The spirit, owing its existence to the alien God and 

embodying the divine spark or pneuma mentioned above, is incased within the 

soul as a portion of the divine substance that has fallen into this world.  It is the 

sole purpose of the lower Archonian powers to hold the spirit captive within the 

soul of man surrounded by the material at all turns (Jonas 45).  The fate of the 

divine spark is the subject of Gnostic soteriology and eschatology, its teachings 

regarding salvation and the end of time. 
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 The Gnostic doctrines of salvation and the end of time revolve around the 

attempt to free the spirit from its cosmic-material prison.  The captive inner-self 

of man is seen as figuratively and literary alienated from the world around him.  

Man’s only hope of salvation from this alienation is the knowledge or 

understanding of his situation.  This makes Gnosis as knowledge the key to that 

salvation.  Thus the motto “know thy self” becomes not only good advice but the 

very secret to freedom from an antagonistic world.   The inherent paradox 

embodied in this notion is that the very situation in which man finds himself in is 

an obstacle to the knowledge needed to free him from it.  For this reason 

revelation is required, a revelation carried forth by a messenger from the divine 

realm of the alien God.   

This messianic vision of a transcendent savior sent into the material realm 

begins before time and runs parallel to history (here the intersection with and 

adaptation of Christianity can hardly be overlooked). And as Hans Jonas points 

out, Gnosticism is not just about describing this situation but also about a practical 

“knowledge of the way”, designed to instruct man as to how to free himself of this 

world and achieve final union with the original divine substance by passing over 

this world and in doing so restoring the deity to its original wholeness and pre-

cosmic fullness.  This is the destiny of man as well as of the cosmos – it is the 

raison d’etre for God’s interest in the world as well as the genesis of Gnostic 

morality.   

 Gnostic morality revolves around man’s destiny and the messianic mission 

of unity with the divine substance.  This salvation-oriented morality is 

characterized by disdain for the world and for all things that tie one to the world.  

However as Jonas and many other Gnosticism scholars have pointed out, this does 

not limit Gnostic morality to simple asceticism but also ironically enough 

includes the opposite, namely libertinism.  Jonas referring to the ascetic and the 

libertine states that “the former deduces from the possession of gnosis the 
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obligation to avoid further contamination by the world and therefore to reduce 

contact with it to a minimum; the latter derives from the same possession the 

privilege of absolute freedom (46)”.  This absolute freedom, often manifesting 

itself as a complete rejection of traditional and societal morality has many 

parallels in modernity that will be elaborated on later in the course of the study. 

 

Gnostic Myth as Structure 
 

These central Gnostic ideas build a basic tendency and structural system 

that has attached itself to different theological, philosophical and intellectual 

traditions throughout the ages.  The content of these Gnostic ideas are not the 

same as those of either Rilke or modern thought.  It is my contention that the 

commonalities that exist here are structural in nature.  The Gnostic influence on 

the history of philosophy has been well documented and this structural affinity 

accounted for (Pauen 11)12.  My goal is to define a philosophical context more 

germane and specific to Rilke and his poetic expression.  This context will then 

highlight the structural commonalities shared with Gnostic thought.  This has yet 

to be done by Rilke scholarship.  Before addressing the Gnostic influenced 

traditions that will serve as a context, I will first elucidate the second key term 

used in this study to link Rilke to philosophical modernity.  This term refers to 

Hans Blumenberg’s particular notion of secularization based on human self-

assertion.   

  

 

                                                 
12 See among others Michael Pauen’s Dithyrambiker des Untergangs:  Gnostizismus in Ästhetik 
und Philosophie der Moderne, 1994 and the volume edited by Peter Koslowski Gnosis und Mystik 
in der Geschichte der Philosophie, 1988. 
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THE SECULARIZATION PROCESS  
 

Blumenberg’s Secularization Theory as Context 
  

 
…der Grundgedanke der Philosophie von Hans Blumenberg schien mir 
und scheint mir der Gedanke der Entlastung vom Absoluten zu sein.  Die 
Menschen halten das Absolute – als Wirklichkeit und als Gott – nicht aus:  
sie müssen Distanz zu ihm gewinnen; und ihr Lebenspensum – die Kultur 
– ist die Arbeit an dieser Distanz, die allemal zugleich die Sänftigung der 
Einfalt durch die Vielfalt ist:  durch die Entlastung von jenem einen 
Absoluten, das wir – als Wirklichkeit und als Gott – in seiner ungeteilten 
Macht nicht aushalten und nur ertragen, indem wir sie durch die Pluralität 
von Umgangsformen distanzieren...“ (Marquard, Entlastung 22)  

 

Odo Marquard’s comments on Hans Blumenberg’s philosophy of relief from the 

metaphysical strain caused by the notion of the absolute and which is linked to the 

human need for self-assertion are central to this study’s approach toward the 

Gnostic inspired tendencies not only in Rilke’s poetry but also in modern thought.  

Modern culture as an expression of the need for this distance from God as an 

absolute is in many ways the leitmotif of Rilke’s work in as far as it embodies 

genuine philosophical reflection on the human condition in the post-secular age.  

It is also the expression of the Gnostic sense of self-assertion and self-

empowerment emerging from a feeling of alienation from God. 

In evoking the term secularization in this study, I choose the formulation 

espoused by Hans Blumenberg in elucidating the origins of certain strains of 

modern philosophical thought from his 1966 work Die Legitimität der Neuzeit. At 

the center of his ruminations on the origins of modernity stands a critique of the 

traditional notion of secularization in the modern age.  Die Neuzeit referred to 

here is the age following the Middle Ages and reaching well into our present time 

from which modernity as a concept has been derived.  There are of course other 
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periodizations of modernity but for the unique purposes of this study 

Blumenberg’s model proves to be the most useful given the importance that it 

places on Gnostic thought in the history of philosophy.  My choice of 

Blumenberg’s model should be understood as a choice of perspective and not 

necessarily as a complete endorsement of Blumenberg’s view of the development 

of Western thought.  Blumenberg’s context is of central importance. 

 

Blumenberg’s Critique 
 

Blumenberg’s rethinking of the substance and dynamic of Western 

philosophical thought and history by no means disavows the influence and impact 

of both Christianity and secularization on the West.  However, he does challenge 

prevalent notions regarding the nature of that process, the ways in which its 

influences took shape, and how it has influenced the nature of an ever-developing 

modern consciousness expressed, according to Marquard, through culture.   

The main objects of Blumenberg’s critique are thinkers like Karl Löwith, 

Eric Voegelin, and Carl Schmitt.  Blumenberg challenges their particular 

historiographical notions on the so-called illegitimacy of the modern age.  Such 

schools of thought see the secularization process as directly and causally 

responsible for modern thought.  Due to modernity’s assumed fundamental 

affinity with religious world-views such thinkers refute the notion that modern 

thought is unique and view modernism as not particularly “modern” at all.   So 

much so that any differences to be found between modern and pre-modern 

dispositions are, according to them, essentially nominal at best.  That is to say 

that, certain ideas central to the conception of modernity, historically unique 

“modern” ideas, such as progress are in fact simply secularized versions of 

medieval Christian conceptions and are thus declared illegitimate, lacking in 

originality and tied irrevocably to an older tradition and consciousness not unlike 
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our own.  Thinkers, like Voegelin and Löwith, see modern ideas such as progress, 

the state, materialism and self-preservation to name but a few, as originating from 

Christian Theology minus a notion of God, or secularized theological concepts 

integrated into current thought systems.  A case in point is the positive view of the 

modern notion of progress (Blumenberg 35-45).  

More simplistic notions of secularization see progress as stemming from 

Christian eschatology or at least from the theological idea of salvation at the end 

of time.  Christianity posits a very clear and well-defined destiny for man.  

Judgment day and man’s reunification with God in paradise are the ultimate goals 

of human destiny.  If we remove God from the equation we are simply left with 

the positive view of man moving forward to some ultimate end, a linear view of 

time.  Man and his material existence replace the transcendent paradise of God 

and relocate paradise on earth in the form of a technologically and scientifically 

advanced existence free of material need.  For this reason technology and man’s 

control over all aspects of life are considered ultimately positive values, often 

requiring little critical reflection.  Herein lies the basis for a rather obvious 

critique of modern life and technology.  

Unlike this more simplistic theory of secularization, Blumenberg’s 

rethinking of the process involves the notion of the repositioning and 

reoccupation of ideas in tandem with historical contexts.  Like chess pieces that 

occupy and reoccupy squares on the board in order to adapt to strategic situations 

and problems in the ever-changing interrelated make-up of the game as a whole, 

ideas such as progress may occupy a space once held by Christian eschatology but 

its function in that space is no longer the same because the face of the board has 

changed.   

For example Marxism may have at its fundament a kind of Christian 

vision of salvation as a conception of happiness that cannot be disappointed by 

concrete experience.  However, this is an indicator of a function of consciousness 
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but not an identity of content.  This is in my opinion also a useful context from 

which to view Rilke and his use of Gnostic structures in his poetry.  It is not a 

simple translation minus the dualistic gods.  It is a more complex process in 

which the content embedded in the fundamental Gnostic structure has changed, a 

kind of repositioning of chess pieces in Rilke’s version of the game.   

According to Blumenberg Christianity was responsible not only for certain 

ideas but also for the emergence of a new kind of modern human self-assertion of 

which progress is to be understood as a mode of implementation.  Blumenberg far 

from reducing history to a process of ideological transference, assesses 

Christianity’s impact as initiating two types of influences:  one resulting from 

human self-assertion and the other resulting from repositioned theological ideas.  

One such idea is theodicy or the question of evil that arose as a philosophical 

question around attempts to neutralize Gnostic heresy in the early history of the 

Church.   

 

Theodicy  
 

Theodicy asks the question:  “How can there be evil in creation if the 

creator is all-powerful, the source of all creation, and at the same time omni-

benevolent?”  The Gnostic answer was a dualistic one.  There exists an evil deity 

of this world and a good deity alien to the world.  Systematic Catholic Theology 

arose to answer Gnosticism by bolstering both omnipotence theology / ontology 

as well as man’s free will (Flasch 285).  This theological posturing was to 

influence the direction of modern Western Philosophy in fundamental ways.  

Gnosticism and the problem of evil, thus, residually influenced philosophical 

positions once held solely by theologians.  Western Philosophy’s chess pieces 

were in effect surrounding a Gnostic king that had long been removed from the 

board.  And a shift or repositioning had occurred.  God and his benevolence were 
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no longer at the center of the debate but man, who by virtue of his free will now 

took full responsibility for his affairs.  This is an example of Blumenberg’s idea 

of the reoccupation of positions.   

When for example the secularization theory depicts the modern orientation 

around future progress (be it social, political or material) as a secularized version 

of Christian eschatology, which sees the culmination of history as the judgment of 

God and the end of time, it postulates a complete subsumation of Christian 

consciousness into a different historical situation void of the same conditions that 

favored that original disposition.  Blumenberg, in contrast, sees progress as 

stemming from a newfound sense of internal human self-assertion in light of 

scientific advances.  Interestingly enough this same sense of self-assertion is also 

at the heart of Gnostic self-empowerment, as a kind of Promethean will against 

God (or a god). What Blumenberg is getting at here is the notion that historical 

contexts and situations influence greatly the way ideas are assimilated into an ever 

changing and essentially immanently self-forming consciousness.  This is also 

true of the ways in which we see Gnostic thought entering into the arts in Rilke’s 

time. 

A general sense of ‘fear’ characterized the mindset of the Middle Ages.  

This fear was inspired by wars, pestilence, social injustice and other instances of 

human suffering perceived to be beyond human control.  This tempered the 

reception of a Christian eschatology that was itself struggling immanently against 

and reacting to doctrines such as Gnosticism.  The idea of ‘progress’ in the 

modern age was situated in a time where the advances and the successes of the 

scientific method led to a toppling of the primacy of Aristotelian models of 

science and enabled a more hopeful self-assertive view of human existence.   

Rather than a process of secularization that would simply remove God 

from any given equation, Blumenberg sees a fundamental change in disposition 

and mentality.  The pessimistic reception of Christian eschatology changes to a 
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reception tempered by self-confidence and new feelings of empowerment and 

self-assertion. This new consciousness could obviously not adopt wholesale a 

completely incompatable medieval outlook.  Nonetheless the eschatological 

concerns of Christian thought grappling with latent Gnostic tendencies, which 

according to Blumenberg were ultimately defeated in the modern age, continued 

to render a marked influence on philosophical systems.  In this way we see 

Blumenberg’s notion of the reoccupation of ideas as a continuity of problems and 

questions embodied in the Christian struggle with Gnosticism and not a simple 

casuistic answer.  We may also adopt this context when looking at Rilke.  It is not 

a matter of determining if Rilke was Gnostic or anti-Gnostic or modern or anti-

modern.  The question what aspects of Rilke’s poetic vision are Gnostic or anti-

Gnostic and what do they imply about his relationship to the modernism of his 

time. 

 

Anti-Gnostic Modernity 
 

Blumenberg’s thesis regarding the context shared by modernity and 

Gnosticism, with radical Gnostic dualism playing a decisive role in the formation 

of modern consciousness, has its roots in the oldest of philosophical schools 

reaching back to Plato and beyond.   However, unlike the secularization theory, 

that postulates a complete homogenous translation of these ideas into the modern 

context, Blumenberg presents and inversion of the notion that the modern age is a 

Gnostic one simply derived from an older form.  He states his thesis clearly when 

he says:   

 
Die Neuzeit ist Überwindung der Gnosis.  Das setzt voraus, daß die 
Überwindung der Gnosis am Anfang des Mittelalters nicht nachhaltig 
gelungen war.  Es schließt ein, daß das Mittelalter als Jahrhunderte 
überspannende Sinnstruktur von der Auseinandersetzung mit der 
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spätantiken und frühchristilichen Gnosis seinen Ausgang genommen hat 
und daß die Einheit seines Systemwillens aus der Bewältigung der 
gnostischen Gegenpositon begriffen werden kann (138). 

 
 

This thesis envisions a two-stage attempt by Christian theology to address and 

effectively overcome the problematic dualism of Gnostic thought.  The first 

attempt to dispel the Gnostic influence occurred during the Christian Middle Ages 

with the second continuing in the Enlightenment.  This has also been the subject 

of some of Odo Marquard’s writings on Blumenberg’s original train of thought.    

 

 

Marquard and Das Gnostische Rezidiv 
 

The God-Cosmos-Man Constellation 
 

Marquard describes in particular the role played by the Enlightenment’s 

perceived need to confront the age-old problem of evil in the world in the face of 

such historical events as confessional wars, revolutions, and natural disaster.  This 

need or obligation stemming from the original medieval confrontation with 

Gnosticism was foreign to the original Greek sensibilities synthesized into the 

Catholic Theology of the Middle Ages, a sensibility, which never saw any need to 

justify the cosmos or God(s).  Blumenberg notes that the contextualized 

constellation God-Cosmos-Man (or Theology-Cosmology-Anthropology) has 

effected the reality perception of an age according to the nature of the three in 

relation to one another (150-158).   The functional framework of this constellation 

is in part responsible for the emergence of a newfound human self-assertion that 

is not entirely based on material empowerment. 

 42



  

Die antike Metaphysik ist noch nicht einmal Kosmodizee, Rechtfertigung 
der Welt, weil die Welt der Rechtfertigung weder bedarf noch fähig ist.  
Kosmos ist alles, was sein kann, und der platonische Mythos vom 
Demiurgen versichert, daß in der Welt die Möglichkeit dessen, was sein 
konnte und wie es sein konnte, in der Nachbildung der Ideen ausgeschöpft 
worden ist (Blumenberg 139). 
 

 
The ancient Greek relationship of god(s), cosmos, and man was a harmonious one 

that did not need justification.  The Gnostic understanding of this constellation 

pitted God against the cosmos with man caught in between.  The modern 

reception of this context can be seen in light of anti-Gnostic dispositions that 

removed (or de-emphasized) God from the equation and forced a new 

configuration requiring justification, especially of man in relationship to the 

cosmos.  Man’s new role required a new justification.  A justification that stems 

from the modern need for distance from God as reflected in the breakdown of the 

original constellation.  Marquard comments extensively on this modern need for 

justification in the wake of divine distance.  

Marquard’s essay “Entlastungen:  Theodizee Motive in der neuzeitlichen 

Philosophie” begins with an attempt to explain the modern tendency, if not 

compulsion, to justify any and all aspects of modern reality.  He locates this 

tendency historically within the tribunal mentality of the French Revolution and 

whose philosophical counterpart is manifested in German transcendental Idealism 

and Kant’s Copernican Revolution, making reason revolve around man’s 

subjectivity and not the reverse.  Kant as Robespierre, dethroning the absolute 

rule of pure reason, is said to have triggered the revolution (furthered by Fichte 

and Hegel) that sought to pass judgment on the faculty of human reason and thus 

legitimize the human subject “scientifically” and historically, a motive stemming 

in part from the justification process surrounding anti-Gnostic Christianity’s 

explanation for the existence of evil in the world.  This context serves as the point 
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of departure for Marquard’s reflections on the nature of this need for justification 

and legitimization, which he identifies as a philosophical motif specific to 

Western modernity.    

 Marquard, working within the Blumenberg-model where philosophical 

ideas form contexts and constellations of motifs in tandem with historical 

situations, sees Leibniz’s problem of evil as a pre-figuration of the tribunal 

mentality of revolutionary France.  God is put on trial with man playing both the 

part of prosecutor and defense attorney within the newfound self-assertion.  This 

self-assertion has been endowed upon him by virtue of pure reason and it results 

from man’s new prominence in the cosmos as well as from God’s distance from it 

(Entlastungen 18).  God stands accused of placing evil in the world.  Kant’s 

transcendental philosophy and Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre also share this trial 

character.  The only difference is the nature of the defendant.  Here the shift is 

from the defense of God (the divine and the transcendent) to the defense of 

Enlightenment reason and the autonomous human subject.  This tribunal 

mentality is therefore recognized as a Theodizeemotiv within the framework of 

modern philosophy.   

Although it is true that the problem of evil existed long before the advent 

of modernity (see the book of Job among others) Marquard postulates a 

difference.  The problem of evil has always been somewhat diffused in times and 

cultures where religion was left intact (see the Islamic world as a modern 

example).  That is to say the problem of evil is less of a problem where faith as 

part of an overall understanding of the individual (a component part of immanent 

self-assertion independent of reason as instance for justification) in relation to the 

world plays a dominant, shaping role.  The unique nature of modernity is one in 

which the integration of man in the world is not accepted as a matter of faith or 

individual existential feeling.  Man’s place in the world has been challenged and 

put under suspicion as a part of the tribunal mentality evident in Western thought 
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spurned on by the confrontation with Gnostic dualism.  As Marquard states:  “Wo 

Theodizee ist, ist Neuzeit; wo Neuzeit ist, ist Theodizee” (Theodizeemotive 14). 

 Marquard’s thesis is that the concrete effects of modernity have made the 

problem of evil possible as a topic of discussion in the first place.  Modern life as 

well as modern thought have delivered the necessary distance with regard to 

physical and metaphysical evils, the perceived evils of finiteness and temporality, 

and in particular individual moral evils and general human suffering.  Where 

humans suffer directly and immanently there is no opportunity to postulate evil 

and its status.  In such contexts the existential individual reacts in order to survive 

from hour to hour and from day to day.  It is only in situations where the pressure 

of suffering and the need for compassion and sympathy in the wake of that 

suffering, have been alleviated to a bearable degree, that one can even begin to 

objectify evil.  Modernity is the age of distance not only to God but also to 

personal experience and its objectification, a very anti-Gnostic disposition.   

 The human experience of modernity has also been one of perceived 

empowerment.  For the first time in human history suffering, sickness and even 

death seem manageable if not conquerable.  Evil is approached, not as a 

supernatural force, which preys upon a powerless humanity, but as a physical 

phenomenon to be controlled and overcome by reason, occasioning a newfound 

sense of self-assertion.  This self-assertion is however not merely the result of the 

biological or economical superiority of man but is representative of an 

understanding of human existence and of its possibilities.  It is a mentality and 

view of human endeavor that has made material empowerment attainable and 

intellectual and theoretical curiosity viable.  

In such an age God as protector and savior seems to be unnecessary.  Man, 

having seemingly determined the nature of evil in the world, and armed with the 

reason necessary to eradicate it, has replaced God with himself as the final 

omnipotent agent in the universe, a reoccupation of man’s position in the universe 
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once held by the God of omnipotence theology.  Herein lies the justification of 

man’s jurisdiction over God and his willingness to hold that God accountable for 

creation.  The Theodizeemotiv represents in essence a coup d’etat, placing man at 

the center of creation not only as the ultimate agency of morality, but also as the 

sole agency capable of dealing with existence in all of its complexities.  Man now 

occupies an older position resulting, however from a very different consciousness 

(Marquard, Entlastungen 18). 

 However, Marquard’s thesis goes further than to simply state that 

modernity has made the debate around the problem of evil possible.  Marquard’s 

understanding of this motif also makes it a necessary component of modernity’s 

existence.  Marquard traces this interdependency between modernity and the 

problem of evil back to the original attempts to overcome Gnostic tendencies in 

pre-modern thought.  In reference to Blumenberg’s work Marquard sees the 

Middle Ages as the first attempt, and modernity as the second to overcome the 

dualism of a Gnostic tradition, which believed in the eternal struggle between a 

benevolent savior and a malevolent creator responsible for an evil world.  Such 

early church fathers as Augustine and Origines were responsible for “God’s alibi” 

with the notion of man’s free will and culpability, an alibi further complicated by 

Luther’s nuanced omnipotence theology and the confessional wars that followed.  

In essence God has to escape culpability by retreating into the role of the hidden 

savior God, a retreat that leaves the door open for man’s occupation of the 

position formerly held by the deity.  Marquard describes God’s exoneration as a 

transformation process ultimately affecting modern thought:   

 

Dieser Belastung weicht er (Gott) aus in der Rolle des fremden und 
verborgenen Erlösergottes, der zugleich in der Welt nichts mehr 
verständlich ordnet, so daß die Menschen sich über Heilsfragen streiten 
müssen, schließlich blutig:  die Konfessionsbürgerkriege machen den 
Schreckensaspekt des heilszieligen Weltendes sinnenfällig; die Erlösung 
von den Übeln präsentiert sich selber als Übel, das – z.B. als 
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Dauerbürgerkriegsgrund – ausgeschaltet werden muß:  die 
Erlösungseschatologie muß neutralisiert werden.  Diese Neutralisierung 
der Erlösungseschatologie ist die Neuzeit.  Sie ist nicht möglich ohne 
Entdringlichung der Erlösung durch Versuch des Nachweises, daß diese 
Welt auch bei ausbleibendem Heilsende aushaltbar ist durch manch ´Rose 
im Kreuz der Gegenwart`: daß also kein böser Gott ihr Schöpfer ist und 
die Welt keine üble Welt (Marqurd, Theodizeemotive 16).  

 
 
  According to Marquard the neutralization of the Christian eschatology of 

salvation formulated in confrontation with Gnostic eschatology, results in a 

repositioning of modern ideas.  This repositioning was in turn tempered by the 

modern need for distance from the absolute in light of the new self-assertion 

gained from the Christian confrontation with Gnosticism. The Gnostic 

conceptualization of the world sees world-alienation and renunciation of the 

world as infinitely positive dispositions.  The response or repositioning of the 

modern age as a result of God’s new role within the modern context is viewed as 

an inversion of that Gnostic value.  The modern age is affirmation of the world by 

means of the rejection of alienation from the world:  “Gnosis ist die Positivierung 

der Weltfremdheit durch Negativierug der Welt…die Neuzeit, die also – 

gegengnostisch – ist:  Positivierung der Welt durch Negativierung der 

Weltfremdheit (Marquard, Rezidiv 31-33).” Germane to Rilke and his context is 

the almost messianic role of art and its attempt to reconcile the disappearance of 

God with the need for transcendence and redemption in a similar repositioning, a 

need that draws heavily from this modern dynamic and the notion of a self-world 

dichotomy and the distance to the absolute.  However in order to better 

understand this shift and its impact on modern philosophical formulations it is 

necessary to first come to a greater understanding of the Gnostic disposition 

referred to so prominently by Blumenberg and Marquard and its effects on 

modern philosophical thought.   
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CHAPTER I – GNOSTICISM, SECULARIZATION, AND 
PHILOSOPHY 

 

 
Eine Freude darüber, daß man was Neues entdeckt, heißt eine über einen 6.000 
jährigen Irrtum – Jean Paul 
 

 

GNOSTICISM AND PHILOSOPHY: A SELECT HISTORY  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Before dealing specifically with Rilke and his era in order to explore more 

closely the effect of Gnosticism on modern thought, I shall first turn to a general 

and select overview of the most important instances of the Gnostic influence on 

the history of philosophy.  These Gnostic influences should not be seen as 

responsible for causal relationships reducing modern thought to a simple chain of 

ideas progressing linearly and producing a singular result.  They are, however, 

meant to offer insight into the persistence and presence of Gnosticism as a 

structural influence on the modern mindset, greatly influencing the dynamic 

between modern thought and cultural representation.  These influences are not 

always direct and often occur as the result of reactions against Gnosticism or as 

formulations of alternative anti-Gnostic paradigms.  
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GNOSTICISM AS PHILOSOPHICAL INSPIRATION:  NOTIONS OF SELF AND 
OTHER 
 

 Gnosticism’s influence on philosophy and the history of ideas takes on the 

character of a disposition, an attitude or a perspective that has served as a focus of 

philosophical reflection.  In many ways this Gnostic outlook represents a basic 

human experience, namely that of alienation and or self-alienation from the 

world.  Worth quoting at length here is Peter Koslowski introduction to Gnosis 

und Mystik in der Geschichte der Philosophie, which offers keen insights into the 

dynamic between the nature of human consciousness and the philosophical 

reflection that it inspires.  Koslowski notes regarding this human experience:  

 

Die mystische und gnostische Philosophie ist Erkenntnis eines 
ganz Anderen, mit dem sich das Selbst in Einheit und durch das es sich 
zugleich in Fremdheit zur Welt erfährt.  Die Welt ist für die Gnosis 
versetztes und gefallenes Sein, ist In-der-Irre-Sein.  Zugleich wird in der 
Gnosis jenseits der gefallenen Welt das ganz Andere sichtbar. 

Die Fremdheitserfahrung der Gnosis in der Welt und die 
Einheitserfahrung der Mystik mit dem Göttlichen entsprechen dem 
Bewußtseinszustand des Menschen am Ende der Moderne.  Der moderne 
Mensch fühlt sich als Fremder in der vom modernen Szientismus und 
Technizismus geprägten Welt und erfährt die von ihm geschaffene Welt in 
zunehmnedem Maße als stählernes Gehäuse seines Selbst (9). 

 

 

This feeling of alienation that Koslowski identifies in modernity and that 

is so indicative of Gnostic inspired thought and myth is in many ways the tone 

setter for a great deal of the theological and philosophical developments of early 

Western thought.  Koslowski even goes as far as to imply that the history of 
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modern philosophy is basically a reaction to this feeling of alienation and arises 

from the necessity to localize the human subject in relation to the world either 

magnifying its place or diminishing it accordingly in terms of a subject / object 

relationship.   

 

Mystik und Gnosis als Ausprägungen der Philosophie entsprechen einem 
Bedürfnis des menschlichen Selbst.  Sie sind Ausdruck der 
Selbsterfahrung und der Sorge des Selbst um sich.  In der Mystik und 
Gnosis findet sich heute nach den Jahrzehnten eines selbst-losen 
Antihumanismus und “wissenschaftlichen” Materialismus das Selbst-
Bewußtsein der Postmoderne wieder.  Die Wiederentdeckung des Selbst 
mußte nach der Periode der Wegerklärung der Innerlichkeit und 
Innendimension des Selbst zwangsläufig erfolgen, weil sich das Selbst im 
Menschen nicht wegleugnen oder herausreduzieren läßt.  Mit der neuen 
Sorge um sich ist die Gefahr der Selbstüberschätzung und des Narzißmus 
gegeben.  Es fällt dem Menschen offenbar schwer, sein Selbst angemessen 
zu begreifen.  Er denkt etweder zu niedrig wie im reduktionischtischen 
Materialismus oder zu hoch wie im idealistischen Narzißmus von sich 
(10).   

 

 What Koslowski highlights here with the “need to grasp the self” is similar 

to Marquard’s contention that modern man cannot tolerate the notion of the 

absolute.  The reason for this inability to accept the divine as absolute is a 

consequence of the self-assertion and re-evaluation of man’s place in the 

universe; part of the individual’s philosophical worries regarding itself.  Both are 

symptomatic of the discovery of the self that seems to demand understanding in 

the modern and postmodern age.  Koslowski’s view that the focus on the self has 

been suppressed by strains of anti-humanistic tendencies in modernity are 

congruent with Blumenberg’s implication that the constellation God-Cosmos-

Man is a necessary and undeniable framework for human self-understanding that 

has been reevaluated from age to age according to ever-changing historical 

criteria.   
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 In fact the very fundamental philosophical impulse that gropes for 

meaning and order in both the universe and in man’s experience of it may be said 

to rest upon this sense of self and other.  The God-Cosmos-Man constellation is a 

broader formulation of the recognition of self in relation to the other or others, of 

subject and object13.  The astonishment and perplexity that comes from this 

recognition represents in many ways the origin of philosophical inquiry as well as 

Gnosis itself.  Karl Jaspers comments on this initial philosophical astonishment 

when he writes:   

 

Die Geschichte der Philosophie als methodisches Denken hat ihre 
Anfänge vor zweieinhalb Jahrtausenden, als mythisches Denken aber viel 
früher. 

Doch Anfang ist etwas anderes als Ursprung.  Der Anfang ist 
historisch und bringt für die Nachfolgenden eine wachsende Menge von 
Voraussetzungen durch die nun schon geleistete Denkarbeit.  Ursprung 
aber ist jederzeit die Quelle, aus der der Antrieb zum Philosophieren 
kommt.  Durch ihn erst wird die je gegenwärtige Philosophie wesentlich, 
die frühere Philosophie verstanden. 

Dieses Ursprüngliche ist vielfach.  Aus dem Staunen folgt die 
Frage und die Erkenntnis, aus dem Zweifel am Erkannten die kritische 
Prüfung und die klare Gewißheit, aus der Erschütterung des Menschen 
und dem Bewußtsein seiner Verlorenheit die Frage nach sich selbst (13-
14).  

 

Jaspers, going on to quote both Plato and Aristotle regarding human astonishment 

as the origin of philosophical inquiry, traces human curiosity, or what 

Blumenberg might call theoretische Neugierde, back to the very heart of Gnostic 

dualism, a dualism that has in one form or another been addressed and 

readdressed from pre-Socratic times until the present and that stems from a kind 

of crisis of the self, what Jaspers would call die Erschütterung des Menschen. 

                                                 
13 For a more psychologically formulated view on this phenomenon one is most readily reminded 
of Jacques Lecan and his mirror-stage theory that deals with a child’s first understanding of itself 
vis-à-vis the realization that the mother (and consequently the rest of the world) is not merely an 
extension of itself. 
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HELLENISTIC INFLUENCES AND ORPHISM 
 

Early Hellenistic cosmology is grounded in a positive harmonious view of 

the universe.  The Gnostic cosmos is its antithesis by virtue of the dualistic cleft 

running through Gnosticism’s very heart.  There are many theories regarding 

when, where and how the Gnostic world view entered into Greek thought and 

then into Jewish, Christian and Moslem belief systems.14   One among many 

Gnostic influences was the cult of Orpheus, which entered the Greek world from 

the Thracian North and which was considered a foreign element in an otherwise 

harmonious Greek body of thought.  The early half poets, half philosophers of the 

pre-Socratic era often sought unifying explanations for the basis of reality as an 

expression of a harmonious monistic cosmos.  The so-called Hylozoism of their 

particular brand of Naturphilosophie was indicative of a view of reality in which 

no distinction between matter and spirit is made.  Typical for these early thinkers 

is a monistic world-view that sees creation as organic, dynamic and capable of 

change.   Early Greek thought knew no dichotomy of being in which 

discrepancies such as mind and body; matter and potential; or substance and form 

posed fundamental philosophical problems.  This stands in marked contrast to the 

experience of the Thracian Orphic cult (Capelle 68). 

 The cult of Orpheus, which had a profound effect on such thinkers as 

Pythagoras and Empedocles and whose thought finally found its way into Plato’s 

writings especially regarding the platonic idea of the soul, developed from a more 

dualistic and decidedly Gnostic view of reality. 

 

                                                 
14 For a overview of these theories see Abraham P. Bos’ “Gnosticism, Judaism and Hellinization:  
Basic Positions” in the volume Hellenization Revisited edited by Wendy E. Helleman. 
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Das Gefühl des feindlichen Gegensatzes zwischen Leib und Seele, die 
tiefe Überzeugung, daß die Seele göttlicher Natur und der Leib für sie nur 
ein Gefängnis ist, in das sie aus ihrem überirdischen Dasein eines Tages 
gestürzt ist – diese, dem älteren Griechentum gänzlich fremde 
Anschauung entwickelt sich in Hellas erst infolge der erschütternden 
Erfahrungen in der religiösen Ekstase, d.h. im orgiastischen Dionysoskult, 
wie er schon lange vor Hesiod von Norden her aus Thrakien in 
Griechenland eingedrungen war.  Dieser Seelenglaube ist von der Orphik, 
deren tiefere Ursprünge ja gleichfalls in Thrakien liegen, voll 
übernommen und weiter ausgebildet worden (Capelle 31). 

 

 This Erschütterung found in religious experience, which Jaspers sees as a 

philosophical catalyst, emerges as the basis of the Orphic cult in pre-Socratic 

times and is also the source of the salvation mentality running through most of 

Gnostic myth.  The pre-Socratic Orphic cult believed in a soul that stems from 

God and that is imprisoned in the body.  The soul is forever trying to escape its 

corporeal dungeon in the hopes of breaking the cycle of becoming.   

This kind of transmigration of souls is bound up in a cosmic destiny 

whose final goal is the reunification of the soul with God.  It is from this old 

orphic tradition that ascetic tendencies developed in Hellenistic thought stressing 

an independence from material constraints and earthly concerns.  Both salvation 

and guilt (as a consequence of indulging in the corporeal) arose as motifs and 

found their way into some of the more prominent philosophies of the ancient 

Greek world most notably in the thought of Pythagoras, Empedocles and 

Parmenides (Capelle 32). 

Pre-Socratic Influences 
 

Among the philosophers that most influenced Plato, three namely 

Pythagoras, Empedocles and Parmenides are without doubt the most Gnostic in 

character by virtue of the Orphic elements that they integrated into their 

respective systems.  Plato most likely came into contact with the disciples of 

 53



Pythagoras and Empedocles throughout his travels and even mentions some by 

name in the platonic dialogue Phaidon, 15 which deals specifically with the notion 

of the immortality of the soul (Vorländer 21).  Pythagoras’ teachings on a kind of 

reincarnation of the soul and on the need for moral codes corresponding to orphic 

asceticism are representative of the latent Gnosticism that found its way into early 

Greek thought.  

 Pythagoras, unlike the traditionally cosmos-friendly Greek thought, saw 

the material universe as fundamentally different from the individual soul.  The 

soul was said to be an independent, personal, and non-material being.  Human 

worth and goodness stems from this spiritual element of man, which is not bound 

to the materiality of the concrete universe. This dichotomy of being marks the 

first real Hellenistic attempt to establish a separate autonomy of spirit along side 

materiality.  The transmigration of souls and reincarnation belief mirror this 

dichotomy in as far as the wandering character of the soul reinforces the notion 

that there exists no real essential connection between the material and spiritual 

aspects of human existence that could bind them together as an indivisible whole, 

an idea carried even further by Empedocles (Vorländer 22). 

Empedocles also held to a belief in transmigration of souls as well as 

cultivating a mystical-religious world-view, in which all souls were somehow 

separated from their celestial home.  However unlike Pythagoras, Empedocles 

believed that the separation of the soul from God occurred as punishment for 

some kind of primordial transgression.  Earthly material existence as well as 

corporality is the sentence passed on man who must spend his existence trying to 

gain forgiveness and redemption through knowledge of his fate as well as through 

acts of purification designed to renounce the material and reunite himself with 

God.  This God, however, is not a personal God but is instead complete spirit, 

                                                 
15 Simmias and Kebes are identifiable as the students of Lysis and Philolaos, direct disciples of 
Pythagoras. 
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unspeakable and more akin to pure thought, omnipresent throughout the cosmos 

(Vorländer 40). 

Like the early natural philosophers of ancient Greece Empedocles did not 

believe in the creation of the universe out of nothing.  And similarly he did not 

believe that something could become nothing.  For Empedocles there was not 

birth and death but rather the combination and separation of things that have 

always existed.  The basis of reality consisted of two separate but eternal 

substances diametrically opposed to one another.  These two substances were love 

and hate.  These two substances were said to be immutable but could be combined 

with or separated from one another thus building the dualistic nature of all things.  

In the beginning all things rested in and were unified by love.  Hate as the second 

unchangeable substance, however, found its way into love and divided it causing 

an individuation that shared qualities of both substances setting the stage for an 

eternal struggle between the two (Vorländer 40).   

The goal of the cosmos is thus the attempt to return love and hate to their 

original states by separating them, which entails the dominance of one over the 

other.  Thus the prerequisite for separating the two is of course a knowledge and 

understanding of what belongs to each one.  This kind of Gnosis as well as the 

dichotomy of being found in Empedocles’ cosmology is the antecedent to many 

tendencies in Plato’s thought and is also reflected in the dichotomy of being and 

appearance as developed by another of Plato’s pre-Socratic influences, 

Parmenides.   

The poetic writings of Parmenides, heavily influenced by both Pythagoras 

and Heraclitus, mark an approach toward ontology that is truly pioneering in 

terms of both its abstraction and its originality of approach (Vorländer 35).  The 

almost “modern” abstract formulation of Parmenidian ontology owes a great deal 

to the dualistic nature of its influences and is, in my opinion, reminiscent of the 

epistemological approaches of modern philosophy in the tradition from Descartes 
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to Wittgenstein.  Parmenides, following the Gnostic distrust of the material, held 

that our senses are incapable of leading us to the truth because they are 

misleading; they reflect only plurality and change.  Only reason or thinking can 

lead one to the truth of things.  Although Parmenides is a monist, believing in one 

ultimate unchanging reality, his understanding of that reality results in a 

discrepancy between what is unchanging and real and what we perceive with our 

senses and which is marked by illusory change.  Only thinking and reason is also 

immutable, unchanging and unmoved and thus capable of grasping what is truly 

real and eternal, ultimate being.  This has survived as the object of most 

philosophical thought up to the present day, namely in the philosophical question, 

“What is real?” or “What is?”  (Vorländer 35) and shares the decidedly Gnostic 

perspective that reality is illusory.  The parallels to the modern philosophies of 

Kant and Schopenhauer are easily identifiable. 

This shift from within metaphysics to a more epistemological oriented 

train of thought is quite evident in both Plato and Aristotle and also represents the 

Gnostic emphasis on knowing as the primary source of metaphysical speculation 

necessary for reaching beyond illusory reality.  It must be pointed out that 

Parmenides’ ontological and epistemological turns both stem from an abstraction 

that would have been completely new if not foreign to traditional Hellenistic 

thought:  Thinking and Being are one in the same and reveal a non-material 

fundament to human reality.  That is to say that Being and Thinking are 

reciprocally determined and limited by one another and not solely reducible to 

empirically knowable data.  That which makes Being, Being and Thinking, 

Thinking and that which makes Non-Being unthinkable by virtue of logical 

necessity is the same thing (Vorländer 36).   

This innovative step in turning philosophy into a discipline primarily 

concerned with Being is in many ways the legacy of the dualism that found its 

way into such pre-Socratic systems.  Despite Parmenides’ monism his ontological 
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curiosity seems to stem from the fundamental dichotomy existing between truth 

and appearance, between materiality as phenomenon and the reality that lies 

beyond or behind it.  Parmenidian ontology is contingent on a Gnostic disposition 

that recognizes a greater unity of things from within a dualistic perspective.  The 

unity of human existence understood though Gnostic eyes will always be 

recognized as consisting of two parts, which cannot be grasped as a whole without 

knowledge of both as well as their interaction with one another. 

The influence of thinkers like Pythagoras, Empedocles and Parmenides on 

Plato’s thought either in the form of inspiration or as a reaction is well 

documented16.  It would be an exaggeration to claim that they are directly 

responsible for Plato’s philosophy.  However, it is easy enough to identify the 

persistence of the dualistic trends stemming from them, which seem to, at least in 

part, account for the particular direction that Plato’s thought takes.  This is 

especially true of Plato’s emphasis on epistemological and ontological questions 

formulated with regard to the dualistic systems set up by his predecessors.   

Pre-Socratic thinkers determined that the basis for reality was to be found 

in one unifying cause or substance and thus turned to nature in order to anchor 

epistemological claims.  The Pythagoreans having located the origin of all reality 

in a number system sought to bolster their epistemology with numeric, 

mathematical principles (Vorländer 24-26).  Plato, however, drawing from the 

dualistic notions of his predecessors in particular from Parmenides was more 

concerned with the discrepancy between ultimate reality and its manifestation as 

material reality.  How does eternal ultimate being interact with ever-changing 

physical reality?  Plato was thus interested in a systematic axiomatic explanation 

of the plurality of phenomena in light of the existence of a postulated absolute and 

                                                 
16 For a more detailed account of such influences especially that of Pythagoras see Konrad 
Gaiser’s “Platons esoerische Lehre” in Gnosis und Mystik in der Geschichte der Philosophie. 
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unchanging being (Gaiser 20).  This is the inspiration of Plato’s theory of the 

forms.   

Platonic Thought 
 

Plato’s theory of the forms is decidedly dualistic in nature.  The form 

theory tries to reconcile Paramenides’ dualism of being and appearance by 

allowing for an interaction between ultimate unchanging reality and the ever-

changing world of material things (Bormann 46).  This however still postulates 

the existence of two distinct realms:  a world of forms that is constant, 

unchanging and real and our everyday world of appearance that is marked by 

constant change only imitating or reflecting the world of the forms.  Our world 

only offers a glimpse of the perfection and real being that exists in the world of 

the forms.   

The Gnostic element here, which is also characteristic of Parmenides, is 

the idea that our world is not all that it seems, sharing a dimension with a 

completely different realm.  Also unlike previous Greek thinkers, Plato’s eternal 

world of the forms is granted existence independent of material reality.  This 

independent existence of the forms strengthens the Platonic duality and privileges 

the idealistic aspects of his philosophy, which sees actual reality as non-material 

in origin.  Although Plato’s theory of the forms does not hold perceived human 

reality to be an illusion per se, it does depict the empirical world as imperfect and 

lacking in greater knowledge of what actually is.  The material world is in fact 

less real than the world of the forms and often obstructs knowledge of the forms.  

This not so accessible knowledge that our world lacks is a kind of Gnosis 

necessary for human well-being.  This Gnosis is Plato’s knowledge of the forms 

and it is the prerequisite for “the good life” (a kind of salvation).  For Plato this 

knowledge of the forms is possible by virtue of a bridge from this world of 
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appearance to the eternal world of the forms, namely by virtue of man’s immortal 

soul, which belongs to the realm of unchanged being.  

Plato’s notion of an immortal soul is easily traceable to his afore 

mentioned predecessors and is striking in its adoption of Gnostic description.  

Any description of this Platonic view contains easily identifiable Gnostic 

elements of Gnostic myth.  We can see, for example, these Gnostic overtones in 

Karl Bormann description of the Platonic concept of man as consisting of a body 

and an immortal soul: 

 

Daß der Leib belebt ist, verdankt er nicht sich selbst, denn die ihn 
konstituierenden Elemente sind nicht belebt.  Es muß also irgendetwas 
geben, das nicht mit dem Leib identisch ist, welches dem Leib aber das 
Leben verleiht.  Dieses Prinzip des Lebens heißt Psyche, Seele.  Solange 
dieses Prinzip im Leibe ist, ist der Leib lebendig.  Der lebendige Mensch 
kann wahrnehmen und denken.  Wenn das aber so ist, dann ist der 
menschliche Leib gar nicht dasjenige, was den Menschen ausmacht.  Was 
den Menschen zum Menschen macht, ist vielmehr die Psyche, ja noch 
mehr:  die Psyche ist der Mensch im eigentlichen Sinne.  Nur der Mensch 
besitzt gegenüber den Pflanzen und Tieren das Vermögen, Einsicht zu 
erlangen in das, was ist.  Einsicht in das, was ist, nennt Platon Noesis oder 
Episteme oder auch Phronesis.  Solche Einsicht ist nicht mit Hilfe der 
Sinne zu erlangen; denn die Sinne täuschen.  Zur Erkenntnis dessen, was 
ist, dringen wir daher nicht mit Hilfe der Sinneswahrnehmung vor, 
sondern nur dann, wenn wir die Wahrnehmung transzendieren und im 
reinen Denken dem, was  ist, nachgehen.  Reines Denken erfordert, daß 
die Seele sich auf sich selbst zurückzieht oder...daß sie sich auf sich selbst 
hin versammelt.  Das sich auf sich selbst hin Versammeln der Seele wird 
nicht nur durch die sinnliche Wahrnehmung gestört, sondern auch und vor 
allem durch Schmerz, Begierde (...) und überhaupt durch alles, was vom 
Leib herrührt (...).  Wer etwas so erkennen will, wie es wirklich ist, muß 
sich vom Leib frei machen und nur mit der Seele selbst die Wirklichkeit 
betrachten (Bormann 44-45).  
      

What Bormann describes here is in the end an articulation of Plato’s 

notion of what philosophy is, namely a striving for death in as far as it is striving 

for a knowledge that is only attainable when body and soul are separated.  That is 

 59



to say that philosophy is concerned with the metaphysical, or that which 

transcends the mere physical and reaches out to what underlies physical 

phenomena (here we see death as a border to, or limiter of human material 

existence, but not of human knowledge or real being).  Here one readily 

recognizes the presence of Gnostic imagery in this albeit more rational 

formulation, which differentiates itself from previous Greek thought not only by 

virtue of its marked dualism but also by its new axiomatic approach toward 

grounding knowledge.  Such descriptions also reveal the decidedly mystic tone of 

Platonism that is so readily and easily picked up by Christian thinkers and mystics 

wishing to ground religion on a philosophical foundation.  Platonic thought marks 

the beginning of a trend that defines philosophy in terms of metaphysical systems 

centered on questions of ontology and epistemology.  This trend is picked up and 

expounded upon by Plato’s pupil Aristotle in response to his teacher’s writings. 

  

Aristotle 
 

One of the main differences between Platonic and Aristotelian 

metaphysics is Aristotle’s approach toward the Platonic notion of participation, or 

to be more precise Aristotle’s refusal to separate the forms so strictly from their 

material manifestations and in effect seeking to overcome the inherent dualism of 

his teacher.  Aristotle’s aim is not to erect a transcendent world but instead to 

explore and know this world thoroughly.  He rejects the notion that preexistent 

principles such as Plato’s forms could account for a completely dependent but 

separate world of material phenomena without being an integral part of that 

concrete material world.  He instead works in reverse and seeks to know the 

forms based on the phenomena of the visible world thus working from the 

particular material to the more general non-material principle (Vorländer 98).   
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Unlike the Platonic model, which is oriented around the unity of all realms 

of being and around all manner of knowing that particular unity, Aristotelian 

thought develops many different sciences designed to explore the specific in order 

to know the general (Vollrath 80).  In this way we can see Aristotelian thought 

emerging as a reaction to the dualism of Platonism and consequently effecting a 

methodological change of approach based on rules of logic and inference 

ultimately calling for a revision of Platonic metaphysics.   

 In many ways Aristotle is a Platonic revisionist who sees Platonism as 

viable only if one gives up his separation of the forms from the material world.  

One could say that this approach is anti-Gnostic in its reduction of dualism to a 

single world in which no Platonic participation is required to bridge realms.  He 

agrees with Plato that without the general representative aspect of the forms 

nothing could be said or known about things in particular.  No knowledge would 

be possible.  However he denies that it is possible to separate that general 

principle from its material manifestation.  From this Aristotle develops his notions 

of form and matter or substance.   

Form and matter belong together.  Form resides in matter and is its 

organizing principle (Nestle xxvi).  Here also arises the Aristotelian notion of 

potential where potential is matter realized by form.  However unlike Plato’s 

realm of the many eternal forms, Aristotle recognizes but one form (which 

mirrors Plato’s form of the good) from which all other forms (as the prerequisite 

for realized matter) come and under which they are all united – God as unmoved 

mover or Demiurge (Vorländer 103).  

 Despite Aristotle’s anti-Gnostic revisions to Platonic thought, his idea of 

an unmoved mover, which is pure, absolute energy or pure form without matter 

and that rests in itself forever contemplating its own being, is the source of yet 

more dualistic tendencies.  God or the Demiurge (also the name for the evil deity 

in many forms of Gnosticism) is itself unmoved or unchanging, eternal and is 
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responsible for setting everything else in motion.  God is absolute realized form 

without matter, unchanging separate from all other things, pure reason and 

contemplation, responsible for all things as first cause but lacking in any ethical 

dimension (Vorländer 103).   

 This very deistic notion of a God separated from the world but having 

initially caused it (but no longer really influencing it) and having a nature that is 

also to be found in all things (at least partially) as form (but not as matter) 

evidences heavy Gnostic overtones and continues to postulates a kind of dualism 

in the form of a non-material entity juxtaposed with an imperfect (not completely 

realized) world of matter, form and potential.  Aristotle’s ultimately unsuccessful 

attempt to overcome Platonic dualism is not only reactionary regarding latent 

Gnostic tendencies but proves itself to carry those tendencies further.  This is 

especially true regarding the reception of both Platonic and Aristotelian thought 

by early Neo-Platonic and Christian thinkers (sometimes vis-à-vis Greek and 

Moslem philosophers), which so profoundly influenced the development of both 

modern philosophy as a discipline as well as modern consciousness.   

 

NEO-PLATONIC AND CHRISTIAN RECEPTION  

 

Hellenization 
 

In the first few centuries after the rise of Christianity Gnosticism began to 

assert itself more clearly as a tendency both in formal Greek Philosophy as well as 

in Christian Theology.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter Gnosticism’s unique 

brand of syncretism began to appropriate Hellenistic and Christian thought so 

successfully that philosophers and theologians alike felt compelled to respond to 
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its ever-growing influence.  And although this conscious polemic was designed to 

distance Gnostic principles from Greek and Christian thought, the result was not 

always so successful regarding more general Gnostic tendencies and dispositions.  

As with Plato and Aristotle the anti-Gnostic movement found itself unwittingly 

incorporating some of the very elements that they sought to eradicate.  For this 

reason Gnosticism emerges as an important force in the development of Christian 

thought as it became more and more “hellenized” during the formative years of 

patristic theology.   

The term hellenization has been defined in many ways.  William V. 

Rowe’s understanding of Adolf von Harnack’s view reflects a process that is 

much more complex than simply the adoption of all things Greek: 

 

Clearly “Hellenistic”, then, is not the same thing as “Greek”, nor is 
“Hellenization” simply the assimilation of Greek things, a bilateral 
relationship between Christianity and Greek ideas or Greek ways of life.  
Rather it is a complex question concerning the relationship between 
Christianity and a Levantine culture in which Hellenic ideas and ways of 
life were only one – albeit the leading – component in a dynamic culture 
incorporating varied motives and traditions.  “Hellenism” signifies a 
complex whose fundamental principles did not call men, women and 
institutions to something Greek, but rather to a panmixia under the leading 
of something Greek (71). 
 

As Rowe points out here, Hellenism and Hellenization are not terms 

denoting the loss of cultural identities at the expense of a Greek identity.   Instead 

Hellenism is a unifying and universalizing force that assembled cultures under the 

banner of pan national principles.  It is for this reason that Hellenistic culture was 

so appealing to both Gnostics (Christian and pagan) and non-Gnostic Christians.  

One of the reasons for early Christianity’s adoption of Greek thought was to 

appeal to more universal or “catholic” sensibilities breaking away from Jewish 

traditions that limited religion to one race and one people’s covenant with God.    

However, this hellenization of Christianity was not simply a moment of 
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identification in which the logos was equated with Christ and in which Christians 

were ultimately saying the same things as Greek philosophers.  Christian thinkers 

were in fact contradicting Greek philosophers, but in order to do this they began 

to philosophize.  That is to say that they adopted the Hellenistic way of thinking 

and argumentation in order to universalize their appeal and formalize their 

approach.  This marked in effect the beginning of philosophically articulated 

dogma as the philosophy of religion (Rowe 79).  A similar if not parallel process 

also occurred regarding Gnosticism in as far as it identified itself either as 

philosophical, Christian or both. 

The Gnostic attempt to universalize itself by means of both Hellenization 

and Christianization resulted in the syncretism so characteristic of its history, 

which also left its own mark on Greek philosophy (as in the Pythagorean legacy) 

as well as on patristic theology.  Many scholars have affirmed that the early 

church, like the Greek philosophers of the second and third centuries, not only 

reacted against Gnosticism but also assimilated some of its ideas through the pan-

Hellenism adopted by both.  An increasing number of scholars in recent years 

have also held to the view that Christianity is an “indispensable basis for a fully 

developed Gnosticism” (Yamauchi 45).  As such we see Gnosticism leaving its 

mark on the Neo-Platonic oriented philosophies of the second and third centuries 

that also served as the basis for the philosophical theology of the Christian church. 

 

Two Types of Dualism 

 
A. H. Armstrong has pointed out how the dualistic aspect of Gnostic 

thought can be seen in the Pythagorean-Platonic tradition as well as the patristic 

of the early Christian Church in one of two ways; either as cosmic dualism 

“which sees the whole nature of things as constituted by the meeting and 

interaction of two opposite principles” or as a two-world dualism “in which there 
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are two cosmoi or levels of reality, that of our normal experience and a higher one 

(which may itself be conceived as complex and many-leveled)” (Armstrong 33).   

Armstrong goes further to characterize the nature of cosmic dualism by 

describing the two forms that it may take.  The two opposite principles in question 

may be both unoriginated, independent and eternally operative in the nature of 

things and can be perceived as either “intrinsically opposed and in perpetual 

conflict” or they “may be conceived as equally independent, but working together 

in harmony. If the first case is true, one is usually qualified as “good” and the 

other “evil”(34).”17 Another possible formulation of cosmic dualism is when the 

second principle is derived from and dependent on the first.  This second principle 

may be either “in revolt against, or at least opposed to, the first principle or 

working in accord and co-operation, at least passive, with it (34).” 

According to Armstrong Pythagorean dualism is a cosmic dualism of the 

first sort in which there is conflict, however, this exists without the “good / evil” 

qualification.  Consistent with the positive Hellenistic view of the cosmos both 

principles were seen as absolutely necessary for the cosmos and resisted the 

“pure” Gnostic pessimism of the good and evil principles.  Gnostic influences 

may have changed this view in the later Pythagorean and Platonists systems of the 

third century.  Plato’s philosophy of the forms also resisted the “evil” 

qualification and only the later Neo-Platonists adopted the “dark” or “evil” 

reference regarding the lower forms and mirrored material reality.  Armstrong 

sees this later Gnostic tendency as responsible for a more pessimistic outlook. 

This view sees this world as the best of all possible material worlds, but not 

absolutely the best.  It is merely as good as possible given the existence of a 

conflicting cosmic dualism (36).  However the so called “evil” occurring in a less 

than perfect world is a relative principle of evil and not the absolute evil attributed 

                                                 
17 Here Armstrong is thinking of some Chinese traditions of thought represented for example by 
the Yang-Yin symbol 
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to it by the pure Gnostic systems that grew up in a hellenized form.  I will return 

to these distinctions later when discussing Rilke’s own expression of Gnostic 

structures. 

 

Plotinus  
 

Because of such Gnostic appropriations of otherwise relative terms like 

“good” and “bad”, which led to an overall distortion of Platonic thought, such 

Greek thinkers like Plotinus felt the need to distance Neo-Platonism from its 

Gnostic influences and began polemics against them despite many shared 

similarities in thought.  Plotinus’ own theodicy work On Providence as well as his 

Against the Gnostics are concerned with what he saw as Gnostic distortions in the 

interpretation of Plato (Armstrong 40).  Similarly Neo-Platonist Christian thinkers 

like St. Augustine while sharing the two-world dualism of Plato and Plotinus 

resisted the more obvious distortions embodied in the cosmic dualism of the early 

Gnostic sects.  

Unlike their Orphic counterparts the Gnostics of the second and third 

centuries began to philosophize in the Hellenistic tradition.  Thus the hellenization 

process affected not only Christian Theology but also Gnostic mythology18.  One 

might even say that both Christianity and Gnosticism underwent parallel 

developments appropriating philosophy as a discourse while at the same time 

reciprocally influencing one another from within that newfound common 

discourse.  Religious belief articulated through a philosophical perspective made 

the Christian / Gnostic dialogue possible.  As I will demonstrate this appropriation 

of discourses continues with modern thought as well.  St. Augustine of Hippo, 

                                                 
18 For a more detailed account of the Gnostic transition from mythos to logos see Hans Jonas’ 
Gnosis und spät antiker Geist Teil 2,1 von der Mythologie zur mystischen Philosophie. 

 66



perhaps more than any other philosopher or theologian of the time, offers a clear 

illustration not only of the Gnostic / Christian encounter but also of its synthesis.   

 

St. Augustine 
 

St. Augustine is in many ways responsible for the popularization of 

philosophy among theologians in explaining church doctrine, especially regarding 

his philosophical treatment of the Doctrine of the Trinity (Plantinga 2).  For 

exactly this reason, however, he is also partially responsible for the persistence of 

Gnostic motifs in both the theology and philosophy of modernity.  The 

hellenization of both Gnostic and Christian discourses lead to their inevitable 

conflict setting the stage for future philosophical debates.  The polemic encounter 

with Christianity allowed Gnostic ideas to wander into Western thought.  

Christianity’s reactionary posture proved to be formative not only for its own 

theology but also for its newly appropriated tool – namely systematic philosophy.  

St. Augustine’s contact and closeness to Gnostic thought eventually lead to the 

preoccupation with certain Gnostic motifs that began with the Neo-Platonists and 

that would persist well into the modern era.  Of these new philosophically 

approachable motifs the problem of evil and divine responsibility became the 

most prominent and pressing for early philosophical Christianity (Pauen 46). 

Although Augustine like Plotinus before him resisted Gnostic cosmic 

dualism he still formulated a position oriented around the Gnostic attempt to 

explain the problem of evil, never fully escaping the parameters of the argument 

as initiated by the Gnostic sects.  Both Augustine and his Neo-Platonic models 

resisted the pessimism of a cosmic duality that postulates a failure on the part of 

the good deity (Armstrong, 45).  The unacceptable notion of a less than 

omnipotent deity residing in a less than harmonious cosmos offended both Greek 

and Christian sensibilities.  The cosmic optimism of the Hellenic mindset and the 
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ultimate optimism of Christian redemption left no room for a pessimism that 

envisioned a God helpless to counter an equally powerful principle of evil in the 

world.   

For Augustine and the Neo-Platonist evil was not equal, as a principle, to 

the good.  In fact in keeping with the Pythagorean and Platonic tradition, it did not 

even exist fully.  Christian theology began to see evil as an absence of good or a 

distance from God.  The Good is “Good” and the “most real” by virtue of its full 

participation with the highest form of the Good or God.  Therefore an absence of 

good implies an absence of God or Being itself.  Evil is a parhypostasis having no 

real existence.  The material world is only good in as far as it is the God-made 

icon of eternal glory reflecting its creator and thus pure Being (Armstrong, 48).  

However despite this refusal to grant evil independence and volition Augustine 

still holds on to many dualistic tendencies that remain both in his philosophy as 

well as in his theology. 

Evil as a lack of Good and Being, or as a lack of participation in the Good, 

began to take on the character of the fall, or of the original sin motif.  Evil as a 

distance or remoteness from God was often explained through the fall of the 

angels who were also initially seen as hypostasis or principles rather than 

protagonists19.  These principles however turned into the protagonists of hell or 

the region totally removed from the principle of the Good and not mere 

manifestations of divine attributes.   

Augustine similar to Origen furthered the view that there was no fault or 

failing on the part of God but that God through the Logos envisioned creation and 

the creative process as one of redemption, education and purification that will 

ultimately result in the bringing back of all spirits from their chosen fall from 

grace (Armstrong, 49).  In this sense evil is justified as a necessary instrument of 
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divine planning and is ultimately conjured up by the material world choosing its 

remoteness from God (God having accounted for human free will as part of an 

educational process of redemption).  Here we can see the influence of the Gnostic 

notion of redemption through Gnosis on the Christian doctrine of the forgiveness 

of sin through Christ as well as the basis for Augustine’s civitas dei, civitas 

diaboli dualism (Armstrong, 50-51). 

Augustine’s former affiliation with the Manichean sects accounts for a 

great deal of the assimilated Gnostic thought found in his philosophy.  The 

Augustinian concept of the civitas dei and the civitas diaboli envisions the kind of 

dualistic juxtaposition of good and evil common to Gnostic thought providing for 

a spiritual struggle between man’s divine nature and the infernal (Pauen 46).  It 

must be noted, however, that this is not pure Gnosticism of the cosmic sort.  The 

Augustinian conception sees both realms as subject to the omnipotence of the one 

true God.  However the problem of evil and divine responsibility still remain a 

philosophical problem and clearly owe a great deal to the mythical world of the 

Manicheans.  Augustine’s answer was to locate evil in the will of men.  

Nevertheless this evil will become like the fallen angels a hypostasis achieving 

independence from God (as well as volition) and thus threatening any claims to 

divine omnipotence (Pauen 46); a quandary that will persist well throughout the 

middle ages and lasting up until the renewed theodicy debates of Leibniz in the 

early modern era.   

In addition to the Gnostic inspired problem of evil wandering into Western 

philosophical discourse via Augustinian theology, we can see the church fathers’ 

latent Manichean ideas surrounding the individual subject.  In formulating his 

teachings on the soul in response to the Gnostic idea, Augustine concentrates on 

the human subject in an unprecedented fashion.  Augustine’s emphasis on the 

                                                                                                                                     
19 For a more detailed explanation of the origin of angels as hypostases see chapter III of this 
dissertation on Rilke’s angels as well as Saul M. Olyan’s A Thousand Thousands Served Him:  
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human soul’s affinity with God (the precursor to Eckhart’s and the mystics’ 

göttliche Funke) is directly relatable to the Manichean practice of spiritual 

purification through subjective introspection (Pauen 48).  This Gnostic inspired 

concentration on subjectivity and spiritual inwardness as the key to salvation (as a 

kind of Gnosis) not only paved the way for the mysticism of the Middle Ages but 

also for the modern focus on the individual subject as the source for grounding 

epistemological claims.   

Augustine while refuting the core of cosmic Gnostic dualism still managed 

to assimilate and retain certain Gnostic motifs and approaches toward philosophy 

that have persisted well into the present.  Although Augustine, in keeping with the 

positive aspects of the Hellenistic and Christian worldviews, saw God as 

omnipotent and his creation as infinitely positive, his emphasis on the power of 

evil in the world as well as man’s double good / evil nature effected not only a 

preservation of Gnostic duality but also shifted the focus of philosophical inquiry 

from God’s creation to man’s individual subjectivity (Pauen, 48).  Augustine’s 

influence in furthering the philosophical fascination with the self can in many 

ways be seen as a paradigm shift in Western thought if not a bridge between the 

cosmic oriented thinking of antiquity to the subject oriented thinking of 

modernity.  The confrontation with Gnosticism initiated this shift and sustained it 

well into the modern era; a shift which began to crystallize in the Middle Ages. 

 

The Middle Ages 
 

The Hellenization that served Christianity in the form of a unifying 

cultural force continued to serve the medieval church as a great synthesizer of 

thoughts and systems in the form of a rigorous philosophic method.     The 

                                                                                                                                     
Exegesis and the Naming of Angels in Ancient Judaism. 
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Augustinian tradition of philosophical theology found its apotheosis in the 

scholastic philosophy of the Middle Ages.  But more than simply being reduced to 

the “handmaiden of theology”, philosophy served to highlight inconsistencies in 

Christian thought, it developed formal techniques for settling conflict through 

interpretation and hermeneutical reception, it produced systematic criteria for 

arriving at analytic judgments, it suppressed the more magical and fantastic 

elements of religion, spiritualized the concept of God, and through its reception of 

antiquity it articulated the self-consciousness of the age.  And in doing so it 

unified the mentality and consciousness of a Christian world composed of an 

array of diverse cultures, traditions, languages and ethnicities (Flasch 30-32).   

This medieval consciousness was shaped greatly by Augustine’s civitas dei and 

civitas diaboli dualism and by the more general Christian eschatological 

structures providing for this world and the salvation to be found beyond it.     

 The medieval worldview was based on the rift existing between this world 

and the next, between heaven and earth.  The existential tension that this produced 

was the hallmark of medieval consciousness and polarized a constant conflict 

between world affirmation on the one hand (as God’s creation) and world denial 

on the other (as an obstacle separating God from man.  A great deal of medieval 

thought, its aesthetics, as well as its symbolic character is an expression of the 

dualistic struggle of the human condition.  Church ritual was the elevation of the 

mundane to the divine via the symbolic transposition of spiritual content 

(Huizinga 30).  This highly developed spiritual representation of worldly 

experience expressed through a rigid formalism was highly compatible with the 

Neo-Platonic tendencies alive and well in the Augustinian tradition. 

 St. Paul’s understanding of man’s experience of the world (videmus nunc 

per speculum in aenigmate, tunc autem facie ad faciem) was a fundamental part 

of the medieval worldview.  The biblical justification of a symbolic interpretation 

of the world was formative for pre-modern consciousness and very much in 
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keeping with the Gnostic view of the visible world as an illusion hiding a true 

reality from man.  As J. Huizinga notes:   

 

The Middle Ages never forgot that all things would be absurd, if their meaning 
were exhausted in their function and their place in the phenomenal world, if by 
their essence they did not reach into a world beyond this” (183).   
 

The idea that the world harbors a deeper meaning from within its mundane 

manifestations procures one of two general reactions:  either a macabre 

suppressed obsession with the solution of this riddle or the opposite, a comfort at 

the thought of one’s own life as being an immediate and essential part of a greater 

existence and cosmic order; man understood as having a place in the universe 

(Huizinga 183).  This is paradoxically the opposite of Gnosticism’s cosmic 

pessimism as well as modernity’s denial of the grand narrative view of man’s 

position in relation to the rest of the universe.  The result is a decidedly anti-

Gnostic formulation that refutes cosmic dualism by way of the less extreme two-

world dualism employed by the Neo-Platonic tradition of the patristic. 

 

Neo-Platonism  
 

The Neo-Platonic tradition was easily integrated into the symbol world of 

Christianity.  The symbolic assimilation rests on the idea that general attributes 

are inherent in all things, that they are essential to things in the philosophical 

sense.  All of reality shares a common essence.  This Neo-Platonic outlook played 

not only an important role in shaping the medieval church but also in preparing a 

fertile ground for mystic speculation.  As Dinzelbacher points out in his 

Wörterbuch der Mystik: 
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Der Neoplatonismus war wichtig fuers Christentum in Bezug auf 
seine negative Theologie, die Ethik, Kosmologie, Seelenlehre, und die 
Lehre von den Dämonen bzw. von den Engeln.  Die Gottheit ist für den 
Neuplatonismus jenseits allen menschlichen Erkenntnisvermögens.  Gott 
durchwaltet das ganze Sein als das gute Prinzip, demgegenüber Böses 
allenfalls ein auf Vergessen des göttlichen Ursprungs beruhender 
wesenloser Irrtum ist, nach manchen Neuplatoniker überhaupt nicht als 
existent angesehen werden kann.  Gott erschafft die Welt nicht, sondern 
lässt sie überströmend aus sich in Stufen (Emanationen) heraustreten.  Als 
solche sind auch die Ideen, Gottheiten und Einzelseelen zu verstehen.  
Kennzeichend für die Lehre des Neuplatonismus ist die Höherwertigkeit 
des Geistlichen vor dem Materillen.  Die Einzelseele trägt in sich die 
Weltseele.  Sie soll sich dessen bewusst werden und versuchen, sich 
wieder mit dem göttlichen Ursprung zu vereinen (375). 

 

These mystic elements, while existing within the framework of a monistic 

worldview, reveal a great affinity for Gnostic myth and imagery revitalizing the 

deep-rooted symbolism of dualistic Neo-Platonic tropes.  Platonic two-world 

dualism arises again from within the Augustinian tradition and becomes once 

again the object of Aristotelian revisionism through the synthesizing project of St. 

Thomas Aquinas.   

 

St. Thomas Aquinas 
 

Seeking to achieve a synthesis of both the Augustinian reception of Plato 

and the more recently rediscovered Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas’s philosophy 

functioned much like the hellenization of the early church fathers.  Aquinas 

sought to yet again unify church doctrine and expel from it interpretive 

distortions, many of which stemmed from latent Gnostic influences.  As Peter 

Kreeft has remarked on his achievement and relevance for medieval and even 

modern thinking: 
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St. Thomas was crucial for the medieval era.  He fulfilled more 
than anyone else the essential medieval program of a marriage of faith and 
reason, revelation and philosophy, the Biblical and the classical 
inheritances.  In so doing, he held together for another century the 
medieval civilization’s intellectual soul, which in his century was 
threatening to break up like a ship battered by huge waves of division, 
caused mainly by the rediscovery of the works of Aristotle and the 
polarization of reactions into the fearful heresy-hunting of traditionalists, 
and the fashionable compromising of modernists (13). 

 

St. Thomas’s use of Aristotle was in many ways similar to Aristotle’s own 

reaction to his teacher’s dualism regarding the Platonic forms.  Like Augustine St. 

Thomas held to the Platonic idea of the forms.  However at the same time, taking 

the Aristotelian point of view, he saw human knowledge as beginning with the 

senses and with the aid of reason leading to God and the forms.   This decidedly 

anti-Gnostic turn decentralized the isolated existential individual subject and 

reaffirmed the primacy of reason as man’s primary bridge to God.  In doing so St. 

Thomas rejected the notion that man had innate knowledge of God.  The soul has 

access to the senses and sense experience, which could be interpreted by the 

reflective power of reason and contemplation as witnessed in the human faculty 

for abstracting universal truths from individual forms in the passive intellect 

(Luscombe, 104).  This process reveals God to man and provides an integrated 

view of body and mind, as well as of the spiritual and material realms. 

According to St. Thomas the human intellect can only understand things 

as they are related by the senses.  This knowledge is viewed as reliable and not 

subject to any Parmidian-like illusions.  From this sensory data one could extract 

abstract concepts and establish cause and effect relationships.  God could not be 

known directly but only indirectly through his work.  And this divine work was 

intelligible as well as harmoniously ordered and not the product of an antagonistic 

cosmos.  Thus Thomism sought to reconcile philosophical and theological truths 

showing that an understanding of the material world led to an understanding of 
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God and the spiritual world.  The only direct knowledge of God came from divine 

revelation (Luscombe, 101).  St. Thomas’s description of the interaction between 

body and soul (via the intellect) as necessary for knowledge of God sought to 

reincorporate the spiritual and material aspects of human experience much in the 

same way as did Aristotle.  Not only did this serve to counter Gnostic and mystic 

tendencies, which denied the necessity of the material, it also paved the way for 

the more modern rationalistic and empirical oriented philosophies that were to 

arise in the early modern era.  However the Neo-Platonic tendencies in Christian 

thought were hardly deterred by the medieval synthesis.  The underlying 

philosophies of many mystics also contain residual traces of Gnostic myth. 

 

Mysticism 
 

Gnostic oriented Neo-Platonism dominated in many strains of Christian 

and Jewish mystic traditions.  Such mystic philosophers like Meister Eckhart, 

Angelus Silesius, Isaak Lurias, and Jakob Böhme carried forth elements of 

Gnostic myth and imagery in their writings.  Eckhart, being one of the more 

influential German mystics whose writings became even more popular in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, made the distinction between the 

“uneigentlicher Gott” and the “Erlösergott”.  He was also responsible for the 

notion of the “göttliche Funke” that saw in man a divine essence different from 

his material body that made the unio mystica possible (Pauen 52-53). 

 As the term unio mystica would imply the goal of mystical experience is 

union with God.  The divine is characterized by a lack of definition and 

differentiation as unmoved mover and is pure form in the scholastic model.  All 

things should strive to mirror this divine reality.  The union with God thus entails 

a process of freeing oneself from the differentiated and the defined, or more 

simply put, from the self.  Mysticism like pantheism, seeks to undo the principium 
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individuationis in order to make the self more receptive to God, unencumbered by 

the interference of the material (this includes the psyche in Gnostic myth, which is 

not identical with the soul).  Because the concept of the self results from 

individuation and is a product of finite reality, the self and its individual will in 

time are seen as a hindrance to unification with the infinite nature of God.  Two 

separate realms are postulated here.  What is implied is that hidden beneath the 

self rests the göttliche Funke, which is the true nature of man and the bridge to 

God.   Mystical speech and thought are for this reason marked by a paradox in 

which the lack of differentiation itself represents metaphorically the indefinable 

and the unspeakable nature of an infinite God integrated into concrete finite 

reality through the divine spark of man (Egerding 45).  

 This however implies a radical opposition to the world and its concrete 

material manifestations.  This is similar to Böhme whose dualistic tendencies are 

apparent in his differentiation between two qualities:  a good and an evil quality 

that exist as one entity in all worldly and celestial elements as well as in all living 

things.  All creatures are marked by these two qualities.  But such qualities 

underlie reality and are indicative of the illusory nature of sensory perception.  

Although mystic thought lacks the evil Gnostic Demiurge it does further the body 

/ soul opposition and requires the renunciation of the material for any true union 

with God. 

Mysticism is, still definitely distinguishable from Gnosticism through its 

insistence on humility and subservience to the will to God (Pauen, 54-55).  

Paradoxically enough the road to the unio mystica is essentially introspection, 

which entails (in Augustinian fashion) an emphasis on the existential individual 

and not on Thomist rationality.  It must be said, however, that such mystics as 

Eckhart worked from within the framework of the scholastic method, never totally 

abandoning Thomist theology (Seppänen 103).  Nonetheless mystic thought is 

often identified as a precursor of pietistic and protestant theology as well as the 
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humanism of the Enlightenment.  Evident from this Gnostic encounter is the 

synthesis of mystic religious feeling and scholastic method that paved the way for 

modern secularized philosophy with both its shift to the individual subject as well 

as the primacy of human reason as opposed to the faith of revelation. 

 

 THE MODERN ERA 
 

 Both the ordered hierarchical world of the scholastics as well as the 

harmonious Neo-Platonic cosmos found a place for mankind in the universe in 

relation to God.  However, as the focus of philosophical thought turned more and 

more toward man and less and less toward the cosmos as the outer world, the 

more unsure man’s place in the cosmos became.  The impetus of the Neo-Platonic 

and mystic emphasis on the individual as göttliche Funke led in part to a renewed 

interest in the human subject.  At the same time the scholastic focus on 

understanding the material world through the senses paved the way for the 

relevance of scientific inquiry.  As Stefan Otto reminds us: 

 

Historiker der sogenannten ´exakten Wissenschaften` pflegen 
häufig die Ansicht zu äußern, Neuzeit beginne erst mit jener 
wissenschaftlichen Revolution, die Galilei eingeleitet habe, also mit einem 
zur festumrissenen Methode erhobenen Verfahren der apriorischen 
Hypothesensetzung zur Erprobung eines mechanistischen Weltbildes.  
Dieses mechanistische Weltbild zerstöre die aristotelisierende Auffassung 
der Welt als Kosmos und Ordnungszusammenhang, eine Auffassung, die 
nicht nur das Mittelalter, sondern auch noch die Renaissance mitsamnt 
ihrem antikisierenden Naturbegriff beherrscht habe (11). 

 

Whether or not the scientific method is primarily responsible for the 

decline of the Aristotelian view of the cosmos is another issue.  What is clear and 

what Otto is drawing attention to is the influence of the Renaissance world view, 

from which Galileo clearly operated, and which was directly influence not only 
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by Scholasticism but also by such Renaissance thinkers as Valla, Manetti, Ficino, 

Pico and Giordano Bruno.  Such thinkers began polemics against traditional 

philosophy and theology and called for a reevaluation of the human subject.  

Some such as Valla championed a new faith separate from philosophy, a kind of 

Gnosis as empowering subject.  Others like Ficino saw the human soul as “the 

greatest miracle of nature”.  While still others like Pico went as far as to profess 

the necessity of man to find his own place in the universe; not to relieve God of 

responsibility for evil in the world but in order to provide for human self-

determination and to establish mankind as a second kind of god (Pauen, 58-60).   

 Regardless of the degree of self-determination involved, a new world-view 

oriented around man was visible on the horizon and its consequence was a new 

“ontologische Ortlosigkeit” in the modern era.  Man’s sense of belonging to a 

greater whole began to be dwarfed not only by political and social unrest but also 

by philosophical views and scientific advances that could no longer be placed 

neatly into the Neo-Platonic hierarchy of being.  Man relieved of his place in the 

harmonious order of the universe suddenly found himself at its center owing his 

new place to a newly discovered freedom.  This new sense of human autonomy 

served not only to bolster material advancement but also philosophical and 

creative independence.  Friedrich Gaede reminds us of the literature of the time: 

Die sich seit dem spätscholastischen Nominalismus durchsetzende 
Trennung von Subjekt und Objekt subjektiviert die Vernunft, bannt sie aus 
dem Gesamtzusammenhang der Welt in das Denken des Einzelnen.  
Solange der vernünftige Weltzusammenhang vorausgesetzt wird, hat der 
Einzelne darin seinen durch die Vernunft vermittelten festen Ort, der ihm 
Lebensinn und Weltorientierung gibt.  Ist der Zusammenhang zerbrochen 
und die Trennung durchgeführt, dann wird das Verhältnis von Ich und 
Welt problematisch und als Krise zum Thema der Literatur (9). 

 

Gaede’s crisis as the subject of literature is the same crisis that Hans Blumenberg 

localizes in the Theodicy problem at the beginning of the modern philosophical 

era of Descartes.   
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Descartes and Leibniz 
 

Descartes is often seen as the first modern philosopher and his greatest 

innovation stems not as much from his actual philosophy but from his contention 

that everyone must for himself search out and discover the truth in the face of 

existential doubt (Byrne, 57).  Descartes famous cogito ergo sum is a paraphrase 

of Augustine’s fallor ergo sum (I err, therefore I am).  While both share the 

existential perspective on being (Augustine’s in relation to God), Descartes also 

provides a kind of method for scientific investigation aimed at knowledge of man 

and of the world (Byrne, 58).  Descartes’ system, while containing a religious and 

dualistic metaphysics, is clearly the father of continental rationalism and idealism 

as well as influencing empiricism and materialism as they formulated responses to 

it.  But his truly modern element is his treatment of the subject.  Lars Gustafsson 

makes an even larger connection regarding the history of European ideas: 

 

Die Verwandschaft zwischen der Art, wie Descartes in 
Abhandlung über die Methode argumentiert, und der von Augustinus, 
nämlich in seinen Büchern Über den Gottesstaat und Über den freien 
Willen, ist mehrfach von verschiedenen Philosophiehistorikern 
hervorgehoben worden,...(.)  Dieser Zusammenhang erklärt auch etwas 
von der Verbindung mit Martin Luther.   

Wir haben es hier mit einer der großen, fundamentalen 
Ideentraditionen der europäischen Geschichte zu tun. 

Die Freiheit gilt hier nicht als etwas, das in einem bestimmten, 
mehr oder weniger natürlichen Kontext verwirklicht werden kann oder 
nicht, sondern als abstrakte Eigenschaft eines nackten Ichs, das ungeachtet 
dessen, was immer es will oder unternimmt, stets logisch unabhängig von 
einer Außenwelt bleibt, die es nur fragmentarisch berühren kann (Freiheit 
155). 

 
The great European idea that Gustafsson is referring to here is related to the two-

world dualism that provides a fundamental difference between man’s internal 
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consciousness and the external world about him.  It is the hallmark of the modern 

autonomous existential self and is the locus of Blumenberg’s immanent self-

assertion that appears in the early modern era culminating most noticeably in 

Leibniz. 

 As Blumenberg notes: 

 

Ein wesentlicher Zug der Argumentation von Lebniz, durch den er sich 
von Augustinus unterscheidet, ist die Integration der Übel an der Welt in 
den Schöpfungszweck.  Auch der durch sein Werk zu rechtfertigende Gott 
darf die physischen Übel in dem Maße selbst mit hervorbringen, in 
welchem sie zur Erreichung des optimalen Gesamtzwecks unvermeidlich 
sind.  Ein Zusammenhang zwischen  diesen Übeln und dem menschlichen 
Handeln, auf das sie sich als Vergeltungen beziehen, besteht nicht mehr.  
Die ´Theodizee` von Leibniz qualifiziert das Übel in der Welt nicht mehr 
moralisch, sondern instrumental.  Leo Strauß hat gerade hierin das 
Moment der ´Säkularisierung` gesehen, daß nicht nur die Vorsehung für 
die Vernunft ihr Geheimnis verloren habe, sondern zugleich auch der 
absolute Anspruch der göttlichen Gesetze überlagert worden sei durch die 
Rechtfertigung verwerflicher Mittel mit der Erhabenheit des 
Gesamtzwecks.  Insofern arbeitet die ´Theodizee` dem modernen 
Geschichtsbegriff vor, indem sie die Rationalität des absoluten Zwecks am 
göttlichen Model demonstriet (Blumenberg 65). 

 

According to Blumenberg Leibniz’ model transforms the ‘evil’ principle into an 

instrument of rationality and not an independent autonomous principle.  He goes 

further by linking the modern understanding of philosophical freedom to this 

understanding of ‘evil’.  ‘Evil’ is no longer an act punishable by distance from 

God (in hell) but a justifiable tool in the workings of a rational harmonious 

cosmos.  As such man’s ability to serve rationality is his ability to serve a God 

who is no longer ‘culpable’ for man’s suffering through ‘evil’. 

 

Die ‘Theodizee’ ist alles andere als ein theologisches Werk, nicht einmal 
das mögliche Säkularisat eines solchen.  Aus einem einsichtigen Grunde:  
die Rechtfertigung Gottes ist für Leibniz die Sicherung des radikalsten 
Prinzips der philosophischen Autonomie, das sich denken läßt, des 
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Prinzips vom zureichenden Grunde.  Die einzige mögliche Anwendung 
dieses Vernunftprinzips besteht darin, daß die Voraussetzung, die beste 
aller möglichen Welten sei verwirklicht, auf jede denkbare Frage die 
Antwort abzuleiten erlaubt (Blumenberg, 65). 

 

What Blumenberg localizes as the crystallization point of the secularization 

process is at the same time a result of the theological and philosophical 

confrontation with Gnostic dualism.  Although dualism as a philosophical 

problem still persists, its original cosmic form has finally disappeared after 

centuries of influence in both Greek and Christian thought.  The modern shift to 

the autonomy of the individual subject removed the culpability of a God or gods 

from the realm of philosophical speculation.  The result however was a new free 

human subject and the relationship of that subject to the indifferent universe about 

him. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The uniquely modern treatment of the existential individual subject, born 

out of the spirit of human self-assertion that Gnosticism helped inspire, gave rise 

to two distinct tendencies in modern philosophy.  Idealism and materialism fought 

out philosophical battles culminating in the zeitgeist that was fin de siecle Europe.  

The intellectual climate that Rilke grew into as an artist was deeply effected by 

the philosophies of the preceding centuries and helped to shape not only the 

political landscapes but of course the artistic and aesthetic ones as well.  I have 

traced the influence of Gnosticism in a selection of relevant philosophical systems 

in order to provide a background and context for understanding the Gnostic 

structures of Rilke’s poetry.   

The following three chapters offer a more detailed look at Rilke’s own 

poetic treatment and assimilation of the ideas introduced in chapter I.  I will, 
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however, return to some of the concepts introduced in this chapter in dealing with 

Rilke’s relationship to modernism.  Gnosticism as a perspective serves as focal 

point for certain strains of modern thinking.  Gnosticism’s concentration on 

notions of temporality and history, its emphasis on a return to origin, its 

understanding of the radical “other”, its obsession with the subject and the self, as 

well as its different manifestations as cosmic dualism or two-world dualism are 

central to the philosophical problems raised by the modern thinkers and artist of 

Rilke’s time.  I will revisit these problems with reference to Chapter throughout 

the dissertation especially with regard to Rilke’s three Gnostic tropes:  God, the 

Angels and Orpheus. 
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CHAPTER II – GOD 

 

In the nineteenth century the religious idea is undergoing a crisis.  We are 
unlearning certain things, and we do well, provided that while unlearning one 
thing we are learning another.  No vacuum in the human heart!  Certain forms 
are torn down, and it is well that they should be, but on condition that they are 
followed by reconstruction.  – Victor Hugo, Les Misérables 

 

RILKE’S REWORKING OF GNOSTIC IDEAS AND IMAGERY 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

None of Rilke’s poetic figures reflect Gnostic imagery and the Gnostic 

inspired idea of the Deus absconditus discussed in the previous chapters more 

poignantly than do his depictions of God, the hierarchy of angels and Orpheus.  

Taken as a whole, these figures express Rilke’s poetic reflection and the 

motivation behind that reflection.  Examined in isolation, each figure has a story 

to tell about a phase of the poet’s work and artistic thought.  Seen as an evolution 

of an idea, they help establish a context for Rilke’s poetic reflection from a 

philosophical point of view.  The following chapters are designed to look at these 

Gnostic inspired figures as expressions of Rilke’s particular reception of the 

Gnostic Deus absconditus.  The figures in question will be looked at from within 

the context of the poems in which they predominate as well as from within the 

structure of Gnostic myth and the history of philosophy.  The chapters will offer 

insights into the nature and function of these figures with regard to Rilke’s greater 
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poetic expression and offer a possible perspective from which to view Rilke’s in 

relation to modernism, which I will discuss in Chapter IV.  We begin with the 

early works most notably Das Stundenbuch and its relationship to both the 

philosophical and overall intellectual climate of its time. 

 

DAS STUNDENBUCH AS GENESIS OF AN IDEA 
 

  

Although considered his first mature work many modern readers and 

scholars deride Das Stundenbuch as dilettante and adolescent in nature, pale 

compared to the later masterpieces.  However, for this study we are not concerned 

with an artistic appraisal of the poetic merits of the work.  The fact remains that 

Das Stundenbuch is clearly an early articulation of the ideas contained in the later 

works.  In his essay “Das Stunden-Buch and Das Buch der Bilder:  Harbingers of 

Rilke’s Maturity“, Ralph Freedman argues that these early works indicate the path 

that Rilke will eventually take poetically.  They are indicative of a “spiritual 

presence” that recognizes in poetry a kind of knowledge (90-91).  It is this vision 

of poetry as Gnosis that connects the early work with the later poetry. 

And indeed regardless of the criticism one may level at the cycles for 

being overly sentimental, amateurish and romantic the ideas that lay beneath the 

style reveal an astonishing continuity with the themes of the much-celebrated later 

works.  As the poet himself once explained to his Polish translator regarding the 

Duino Elegies, these ideas mark the beginning of a larger poetic vision that 

reaches its fruition in the later works: 

 

Ich halte sie für eine weitere Ausgstaltung jener wesentlichen 
Voraussetzung, die schon im Stundenbuch gegeben waren, die sich, in den 
beiden Teilen der Neuen Gedichte des Weltbildes spielend und 
versuchend bedienen und die dann im Malte, konflikthaft 
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zusammengezogen, ins Leben zurückschlagen und dort beinah zum 
Beweis führen, dass dieses so ins Bodenlose gehängte Leben unmöglich 
sei (Briefe 3: 896).   
 

And indeed there exists a deep-seated connection between the youthful Book of 

Hours revolving around God, the very angelic elegies and the pagan orphic 

sonnets.   Just as angels imply a deity, so does Das Stundenbuch imply the later 

masterpieces.  The three works are intrinsically linked to one another not only by 

virtue of the ideas that abound in them but also by the imagery that binds them 

together and gives a thematic face to their poetic evolution.  The greater 

contextual unity connecting the three figures with Gnostic religious imagery 

begins to reveal itself most prominently in the 1899-1901 Das Stundenbuch and in 

the cultural climate out of which it arose.  The intellectual climate of turn of the 

century Europe is the backdrop of the philosophical motivations connected to the 

idea of the Deus absconditus.  It is central for Rilke’s particular reworking of 

Gnostic mythic in the form of his Russian God. 

 

MATERIALISM VS. IDEALISM – MODERNITY’S WARRING UTOPIAS AS 
GNOSTIC-CONTEXT  
 
 
 The dominant intellectual climate at the time of Rilke’s first mature works 

was one marked by a profound sense of crisis.  The age-old philosophical struggle 

between Idealism and Materialism had come to the fore (Valentin 497).  The 

German ideal of a humanistic Bürgerkultur built on the once solid foundations of 

German Idealism was threatening to collapse under the weight of an ever-

encroaching materialist oriented world-view.  Many German realists authors of 

the time  (Raabe, Fontane, Keller, Friedländer among others) were already 

bemoaning the eroding effects of modernity and modern life on humanist ideals.  
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The imperialistic capitalism of big industry, the economic pragmatism of 

technological progress, the political power of rising nationalism, the mobilization 

of the masses, the urbanization of large segments of society, the faith in material 

progress and above all the new positivistic enlightenment of the natural sciences 

coupled with Darwinism and socialism propelled a culture built largely upon the 

pillars of German Idealism into a profound state of crisis and marked cultural 

pessimism (Martini 448).  The era of Schopenhauer had dawned and with it the 

conscious struggle of modernism against modernity.   

The concrete effects of modernity, which at the time were rash and 

seemingly unstoppable in their development, confronted European society and its 

thinkers with a host of new problems and situations.  It was perhaps not as much 

the confrontation with social change, which was long in the making, that was so 

daunting, rather the rapidity with which that change suddenly became evident and 

the practical urgency that it inspired20.  The ensuing lack of orientation around 

ideas and outlooks, which had for so long been the very foundations upon which 

European culture had been built, as well the absence of satisfying alternatives 

resulted in a crisis mentality felt by many at the end of the nineteenth century.   

However, unlike the realists, the new generation would no longer hold on 

to the vestiges of older world-views in light of the realities created by modern 

existence. This profound sense of cultural decay left no room for faith in a unity 

of existence bound by a deeper far reaching, if not transcendent, meaning and 

opened the door to more radical responses.  This younger generation accepted the 

Deus absconditus as a fact of history.  They protested against the present 

conditions that could no longer be seen as products of a greater cosmic order.  The 

search for a new order of existence had begun (Martini 449).  In many ways the 

story of modernism is the story of this search and its many attempts to make sense 

                                                 
20 Arnold Zweig’s memoirs Die Welt von Gestern offer a vivid account of the sense of rapid 
change and crisis that many perceived at the time. 

 86



of the sudden loss of God and cosmic unity.  The struggle around modernity is in 

essence a struggle for meaning; a new meaning to replace the old lost in the 

secularization process. 

 

Materialist Utopia 

 
The materialist oriented ideologies of the time were reactions against the 

vacuum of meaning left in the wake of modernization.  And as such the 

modernists are modernity’s greatest and most profound challengers.  For 

materialistic thinkers the world was a grand social power struggle, a reality 

determined by the morality of the strong over the weak and resulting in a ruthless 

battle for supremacy.  The materialistic historicism of Karl Marx, the atheism of 

Ludwig Feuerbach and the positivism of Auguste Comte and Charles Darwin 

combined, had joined together not to embrace this self-described reality but to 

actively combat it in the form of a promised utopia poised to break the vicious 

cycle of history imposed on a helplessly receptive mankind (Martini 449).  And as 

is common to utopias the specter of crisis looms large among its catalysts. 

As Lars Gustafsson has noted regarding the nature of utopian thought: 

 

Schon seit Thomas Morus beginnt die Bezeichnung des Begriffs – 
´Utopie´ - mit einer Negation, und das hat einiges für sich.  Trotz ihrer 
Verschiedenheiten haben doch alle utopischen Texte etwas Gemeinsames:  
sie handeln von Fiktionen, also mit anderen Worten, sie beschreiben mit 
einem unterschiedlichen Mass an Klarheit, Detail und Dichte einen 
Zustand, den es gegeben haben könnte, den man vielleicht verwirklichen 
kann, der sich aber unter keinen Umständen in der heutigen Welt 
verwirklichen läßt...Ob Utopia nun existiert haben soll, ... oder ob es sich 
um etwas handelt,  das entsteht, wenn bestimmte Bedingungen erfüllt 
werden, es muss sich immer der Negation als wichtigster logischer 
Operation bedienen...( Negation 280). 
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 What Gustafsson is touching upon here is not only characteristic of 

utopian thought but also sheds light on the crisis mentality that often precedes 

utopian sentiment.  Crisis arises from negation, that is to say that it is the result of 

a negative confrontation with a particular reality or state of affairs, a refusal or 

inability to accept a certain reality, a need or will to negate it.  Just as Gnosticism 

negates the material world in favor of a more acceptable world beyond the 

material, so does a proposed utopia deny the present in favor of a possible future 

or a preferred past (Vietta 114).  Gnosticism responded to the question of evil as a 

crisis.  The modernists in turn responded to the crisis of modern reality with 

utopias, both occasioning two-world-dualistic oppositions feeding off one another 

for meaning.   

However, utopian thought may manifest itself not only as a kind of 

negative mirror criticizing reality through alternative and often times through 

contrary examples but may also by means of its own inability to realize itself as 

alternative express the hopelessness of a given situation, resulting in a sustained 

sense of crisis.  This sense of hopelessness is the fertile soil out of which the crisis 

mentality of an age often grows.  And although the materialistic schools of 

thought never intended their respective utopian visions to be perceived as 

unattainable they did, however, in failing to address whole aspects of the human 

condition leave many with the sense of an empty promise falling short of an ideal 

state of affairs that would save man from his unsatisfactory lot.  In essence the 

promise of materialistic world-views arose as urgent reactions to an unacceptable 

modern state of affairs.  However as the proposed remedy turned more and more 

utopian with regard to its viability, it in turn inspired reactions and alternatives 

equally concerned with man’s “modern” problems.  

  Although Rilke’s work has repeatedly resisted attempts at classification 

(Höhler 48), it is clear that among literary movements the poet stood intellectually 

much closer to those schools of thought that formed as a conscious reaction 
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against realism and above all against naturalism both as an aesthetic and as a 

world-view (Webb 3).   Naturalism, which had reached its most poignant 

expressions in France with Emile Zola, brought to bear a vision of man informed 

by the assumption that all of human existence is unavoidably bound to and thus 

determined by environmental and hereditary conditions paving the way for an 

abandonment of a freedom based on idealistic and moral principles and confining 

the realm of human existence to social situations and psycho-biological heredity 

(Martini 450).  Naturalism expressed aesthetically what its philosophical 

counterparts did politically and scientifically in the form of logical positivism and 

Marxist ideology, which swept across Europe with enormous scope and wide 

reaching influence reflecting the emergence of radical change in the face of 

perceived crisis. 

 Although Marxism and positivism differ in some fundamental regards21 

they do share a basic foundation, which served as a general philosophical model 

for many of the materialist schools of thought circulating at the turn of the 

century.  Comte’s view of human consciousness, passing through stages of 

development which culminate in positivism and which disavows metaphysics and 

any notion of transcendence, is indicative of the utopian preoccupation with 

evolutionary development resulting in a final preferred state22.  The positivistic 

world-view, in disregarding the metaphysical along with any notions of 

transcendence, shares with Marxism the famous dictum “das Sein bestimmt das 

Bewußtsein”.  Although Comte denies the validity of any metaphysical thought 

whereas Marxism is decidedly based upon a reinterpretation of Hegelian 

                                                 
21 Most notably in the positivistic denial of subject mediation.  Marx’ Hegelian influence appears 
most poignantly with the ideas related to substance and subject / object relationships. 
22 See Auguste Comte’s Discours sur l’espirit positif 1844 in which Comte explains the human 
tendency to first explain reality based on the supernatural (religion), then in abstract terms 
(metaphysics) and then finally as the result of scientific experimentation ultimately leading to a 
kind of utopia founded on the notion of progress.  Comte is a logical successor to the legacy of the 
Enlightenment. 
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metaphysics, the resulting world-views are quite compatible.  Matter has primacy 

over the spirit, over consciousness, and over the individual.   

The marriage of Comte’s positivism with Marxian political and social 

doctrine resulted in the transposition of scientific principles onto the social 

sciences, which reflected Comte’s belief in the hierarchical unification of the 

sciences with empirical inquiry at the head.  Positivism exercised a profound 

influence on the historicism of the Marxian world-view through this tacit 

assumption.  Marx looked at society not only historically but also in keeping with 

the notion that society functions according to a few basic “natural” laws just as 

the universe functions according to the immutable laws of physics.  These 

immutable laws were in turn set into motion by one eternal force, namely class 

struggle and the belief that this struggle evolved according to a pre-determined 

historical succession of classes.  The predestination theology of Augustine, the 

French Jansenists, Luther and Calvin found an unlikely successor in the rigid 

causality of their materialist counterparts. The new faith however was progress.  

The new god was science.  

The positivistic and Marxian explanations of religion, which largely 

informed the intellectual climate of the time, were of course atheistic by nature 

and saw religion as a superstition grown ripe out of ignorance and man’s own 

self-alienation.  Hegel was seen as the last bastion of secularized religious 

sentiment that clung to a false notion of metaphysical transcendence. The utopian 

promise of science and progress would render the need for religion and 

metaphysics obsolete.  Despite the use of Hegelian ideas the new philosophies 

were ready to break with the past on a fundamental level (Mann179).  The utopian 

sentiment believed in solving the current crisis of modernity by guiding the social 

“laws” that govern it via scientific models.  This was the guiding force that 

disregarded any and all religious feeling and with it any individual notions of 

transcendence or internal spiritual reality.  The radical negation of both religion 

 90



and philosophy in favor of a new materialist oriented consciousness translates into 

a vast project of reductionism. This reductionism is the reformulation the God-

Cosmos-Man paradigm only in terms of Man.   

The new modern struggle was concerned with establishing material 

meaning now that spiritual meaning had been sufficiently explained away.  The 

critique of heaven became a critique of the earth, the critique of religion became a 

critique of law and the critique of theology became a critique of the body politic 

(Mann 180).  This Marxian reductionism sought an end to the age-old dualism of 

theology and philosophy as well as Descartes’ mind / body problem by simply 

doing away with one half of it.  Man is no longer an existential creature torn 

between a double nature, seeking on the one hand to provide for his material 

existence while on the other searching for a greater meaning beyond that 

existence, which would transcend mere physical needs and their amelioration.  

The Marxian program felt confident in achieving what Hegel had set out to do 

namely the reconciliation of human consciousness with human reality.  However 

for many artists and intellectuals at the turn of the century this reconciliation was 

yet to come.  The radical attempt to reconcile the outer world of man at the 

expense of the inner was for many no solution at all and merely part of a much 

larger and much older problem.  

 

The Jugendstil Utopia 
  

Rilke’s art as well as his critical body of work written about art may in 

many ways be understood as an articulation of a world-view at odds with the 

positivistic aspects of the period that included materialism, a purely scientific 

view of humanity and the unstoppable progress of technology (Dischner 185).  

The spirit that Rilke embodied shared a great affinity with the anti-naturalist 
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literary movements of the time.  Neo-Romanticism, Symbolism, Impressionism 

and Jugendstil were among the movements that arose in opposition to naturalism 

championing the internal world of the individual subject against an external world 

that threatened to devour it (Lenning 368).  As Rüdiger Görner has noted 

regarding the period:  

 

Für das, was man „Zeitgeist“ nennen kann, ist es nicht  
unerheblich, dass der mögliche Zusammenhang zwischen Selbstfindung 
und Dingwelt nicht nur Gegenstand des lyrischen Schaffens dieser Jahre 
gewesen war, sondern auch, wenngleich um knapp ein Jahrzehnt versetzt, 
der philosophischen Reflexion.  „Ich will mich innehaben“, so schrieb 
Ernst Bloch zu Beginn seines Kapitels „Selbstbegegnung“ im >Geist der 
Utopie<.  Und diese Absicht verbindet sich auch bei Bloch mit Dingen, 
mit Glas und Krug, mit Gebrauchsgegenständen, die, wie er ausdrücklich 
vermerkt, „nichts Künstlerisches an sich haben“.  Diese wirkungsvolle 
Unauffälligkeit nun wünscht sich Bloch für das Kusntwerk.  Dabei hatte 
Bloch die Annäherung an den „Geist der Utopie“ im Sinn, also die 
Bestimmung des existentiellen Ortes im Ortlosen (388). 

 
Görner cites Ernst Bloch’s early work, especially with regard to the 

writings leading up to Geist der Utopie, as an example of this call to self-

possession that philosophically preceded the poetic production of the epoch.  The 

Bloch-example is also indicative of the process that was the hallmark of Rilke’s 

lyrics despite very different motivations (Bloch being informed by a Marxist 

world-view).  What both Bloch and Rilke are referencing is the modernist 

approach to the age-old subject-object dualism localized in art and artistic 

expression that became such an urgent issue at the turn of the century within the 

frame work of modern man’s increasing sense of self-alienation.   

The materialist schools of thought sought to un-alienate man from his 

external surroundings by doing away with the notions of the internal subjectivity 

that split human consciousness in two.  However, the movements that Rilke stood 

intellectually closest to sought conversely to transform that external reality into a 

more integrated part of the internal self (Webb 3).   Bloch’s Marxist conception of 
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art found the worth of individual material things in either their historicity or in 

their materiality in relation to the subject, Rilke however literally sought this 

internal consciousness or Innewerdung in every individual thing (Görner 388-

389).  What we begin to see with Bloch and Rilke is the same problem complex 

accompanied by different approaches.  Rilke like many of his contemporaries 

sought internal utopia as the realization of the desired unity of the internal and 

external realities of man.  Art was the bridge, the means by which a new unity of 

consciousness could be formed.  One of these concrete aesthetic bridges to 

internal utopia was Jugendstil.  Jugendstil cultivates a view of life that is in 

essence an expression of existential unity and thus an internal harmony, an 

internal utopia (Walter122).  Many scholars like Kurt Bauch see Jugendstil as one 

of the main influences on the early Rilke.  The authors and thinkers of the time 

assimilated the ideas, expressive power, and style of the movement in their work 

(292). 

However, regardless as to whether or not the young Rilke can be totally 

understood in terms of Jugendstil the fact remains that he stood very near to the 

movement in his early years and that he undoubtedly received impetus from it.  

The assimilation of aspects of Jugendstil into Rilke’s works is well documented.  

As Ferenc Szász has noted, despite the lack of a clear type of artist manifesto a 

particular kind of Lebenshaltung is readily recognizable in the literary 

manifestations of Jugendstil, a world-view, which Rilke evidently shared in part 

(Szász 11).  

 Jugendstil went beyond French symbolism.  It sought to overcome 

classicism and historicism as well as naturalism and materialism without the 

romanticism of the past.  It sought a new direction oriented around a new all-

encompassing unity (Bauch 292).  And at the center of that desire for unity was a 

new style fueled in part by the attempt to reconcile man with the world around 

him, a world which in pre-modern times was held together by God, now absent.  
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Rilke’s connection to Jugenstil is reflective of the belief that the unity of man with 

God has been lost and the modern living is in some way responsible for that loss 

(Szász 13).  

Consequently, the new style that artists like Rilke integrated into their 

work sought a liberation of material things from their lifeless materialist contexts, 

that is to say a perspective and posturing of the artistic eye in relation to the 

external world that would reflect a unity of subject and object, a unity not found 

in materialist conceptions of art.  As Ferenc Szász notes: 

 

Auf der geistigen Ebene entsprachen der industriellen Entwicklung 
die mechanisch-materialistische Weltanschauung des Positivismus und die 
sich in den Details verlierende künstlerische Dartsellungsweise des 
Naturalismus bzw. in den bildenden Künsten die Malerei des 
Impressionismus.  Diese philosophischen und künstlerischen Strömungen 
vermochten aber auf die Frage des Individuums keine beruhigende 
Antwort zu geben, sondern haben statt der Beseitigung des Gefühls der 
Entfremdung  dieses Gefühl vertieft.  Es mußte eine neue Weltsicht 
entstehen, die das Chaotische ordnet.  Diese neue Weltanschauung wurde 
erkenntnis-theoretisch in der Geistesgeschichte, künstlerisch im Jugendstil 
formuliert (17). 
 

This retreat into subjectivity accompanied by a perspective of the external 

world determined from the inside out can be understood as a reaction against the 

materialist approach.  However it shares with that approach a similar thirst for 

utopia.  The difference lies in a utopian vision driven by an internal crisis of unity 

as opposed to an external one.  The negative operation here is of an internal 

subjective nature akin to the internal negation of Gnosticism driven by the 

incompatibility of inner and outer reality.  As a result of this utopian drive artists 

like Rilke often sought adamantly models upon which to base their inner visions 

of utopia.  Whereas the materialist projected their utopias into the future as an 

expression of progress, the counter movements often looked for their ideals in the 

past.  And because modernity along with its capitalism was held responsible for a 
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great deal of man’s alienation, pre-capitalistic societies became the focal point.  

But rather than seeking a pre-capitalist ideal in history, many in Western Europe 

desiring a modern break with the past, chose a model much closer to home.  They 

looked to a place still alive and breathing the all-encompassing spiritual unity that 

they envisioned.  For Rilke Russia embodied this ideal. 

The Russian God as Utopia and Deus Absconditus 
 

The question, which often arises when exploring Das Stundenbuch, widely 

regarded as Rilke’s first mature work, is his fascination with Russia and the 

mystic religiosity that he ascribes to its people and culture.  Although the 

influence of Lou Andreas Salomé should not be overlooked, it is obvious that 

Russia also holds a very particular and unique attraction for the young poet.  As 

he states in the essay Russische Kunst:   

 

Der Westen hat sich in der Renaissance, in der Reformation, in Revolution 
und Königreichen, wie in einem einzigen Augenblick entfaltet, in die 
Dämmerungen seiner Übergänge sprangen die raschen Raketen seiner 
Schönheit – und er hat Jahrhunderte gehabt, während neben ihm, in dem 
Reiche Ruriks, noch der erste Tag dauert, der Tag Gottes, der 
Schöpfungstag. (Werke 4: 152-153)    

 

Russia embodies a kind of pre-fall-from-grace-innocence, against which Rilke set 

Western modernity, or at least to which he contrasted modernity’s particular 

historical development.  For Rilke Russia is untouched by the kind of modernity 

that Western thinkers were concerned with.  Russia’s history and the mentality of 

its people were far removed from the enlightenment of the west with its tendency 

toward atheism.  Rilke’s view of the Russian people was one that romanticized 

their understanding of life as an expression of unity with God.  They seemed to 

Rilke to live in harmony with the world.  The “Russian soul” was still deeply 
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connected to God on a personal existential level.  The Russian character was not 

like that of Western Europeans, searching for meaning in the wake of a Deus 

absconditus (Werke 2: 734)    

The aspect of Rilke’s view of Russia, which is of particular modern 

philosophical interest, is the sense of loss that is implied in the contrast with the 

West.  Rilke seems to identify a kind of metaphorical “fall from grace” from 

within the particular process of Western “modernization”.  And much like his 

contemporaries Nietzsche and Heidegger, he seems to imply that the particular 

Western manner of philosophizing and rationalizing has altered our modern 

consciousness and made it incapable of grasping life as a complete phenomenon.  

And much like Nietzsche and Heidegger, Rilke traces philosophy to its original 

states, back to theology, religion and finally to personal religious feeling, in 

essence an undoing of the secularization process.  This view, however, is absent 

of Nietzsche and Heidegger’s philosophical discourse.  After all it is that very 

discourse that Rilke is lamenting as an alienating force.  As Wolfgang Leppmann 

reminds us in his biography regarding Rilke’s association of the Russian people 

with a particular concept of God:   

 

...diese Menschen gelten ihm,...als Träger und Verkörperung eines 
Gottesbegriffs, der sich durchaus von dem des westlichen und weltlichen 
Christentums unterscheidet.  Der russische Gott ist unbestimmt und 
unscheinbar, ein kommender, noch im Wachsen begrifflicher Gott, der 
vorzüglich in Bauern und Bettlern, in den Kindern, den Tieren und den 
Dingen wohnt:  in allem, was den Zwiespalt der Bewusstwerdung, das 
Auseinanderfallen in Ich und Welt noch nicht erlitten hat, was noch naiv 
ist und unreflektiert, der Natur verbunden und bereit, sich ihren Gesetzen 
zu fügen, besonderes dem Gesetz der Demut als einer Art Schwerkraft der 
Seele, die alles in Gott hineinfallen läßt wie in das Zentrum der 
Schöpfung.  Ein Gott der Ahnung und des Gefühls also, nicht des 
Verstands, und am allerweinigsten der Theologie (138). 
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This Theo-centric dimension of the early poetry is connected to Rilke’s reworking 

of Gnostic motifs and to the particular development that it takes as an expression 

of a modern poetic vision.  It is the genesis of the Gnostic Deus absconditus 

motive that will eventually evolve into the angels and Orpheus. 

 

 

THE GNOSTIC-INSPIRED RELIGIOSITY OF DAS STUNDENBUCH  
 

Das Stundenbuch whose poetic subject is initially embodied by the figure 

of a Russian monk and icon maker (combining both religion and art in one figure) 

occasions a series of prayers to God.  Rilke’s choice of a book of hours as the 

setting for his first mature work is of course significant given the traditional 

nature of the books in question.   The book of hours arose in the fifteenth century 

France (livre d’heures), which evolved out of the monastic cycle of prayer 

consisting of a regiment of prayers said at different times of the day, (Matins, 

Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, Nones, Comline and Vespers)  (Hähnel 31).  Two 

aspects that make the choice particularly suitable for Rilke characterize the book. 

The first is its integral use of art as a catalyst and conveyor of religious 

activity.  The books usually begin with an illuminated miniature that compliments 

prayer and is designed to stimulate contemplation and meditation in the reader.  

The second is the private nature of the prayers in question.  The book of hours 

was primarily reserved for private use outside of church services and communal 

worship.  This private communication with God separated from a greater sense of 

community underscores the individual internalization process of human 

experience as independent of society as well as the Gnostic and mystic notions of 

man’s personal union with God by virtue of his divine spark, man’s ultimate 

destiny.  This personalized process of internalization directed at the visual arts 
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embodies one of the earliest forms of Rilke’s ever reoccurring and developing 

Ding-Mystik.   

Rilke’s Ding-Mystik is related to the premise of a book of hours in as far 

as they are both expressions of an internalization process in which concrete 

empirical experience and subjectively perceived phenomena are focused upon, 

assimilated and transformed into a unified internal reality aesthetically, 

embodying a poetic world-view.  The author himself comments upon this much 

later when describing the Elegies which by his own admission is a further 

formulation of the ideas set forth in Das Stundenbuch: 

 

Die Natur, die Dinge unseres Umgangs und Gebrauchs, sind 
Vorläufigkeiten und Hinfälligkeiten; aber sie sind, solang wir hier sind, 
unser Besitz und unsere Freundschaft, Mitwisser unserer Not und Froheit, 
wie sie schon die Vertrauten unserer Vorfahren gewesen sind.  So gilt es, 
alles Hiesige nicht nur nicht schlecht zu machen und herabzusetzen, 
sondern gerade, um seiner Vorläufigkeit willen, die es mit uns teilt, sollen 
diese Erscheinungnen und Dinge von uns in einem inngsten Verstande 
begriffen und verwandelt werden.  Verwandelt?  Ja, denn unsere Aufgabe 
ist es, diese vorläufige, hinfällige Erde uns so tief, so leidend und 
leidenschaftlich einzuprägen, daß ihr Wesen in uns ´unsichtbar` wider 
aufersteht.  Wir sind die Bienen des Unsichtbaren (Briefe 3: 898). 

 

The religious imagery that Rilke employs and which generally took hold of his 

creative production at the time of his Russian journeys shares more than just 

symbolic aspects with his poetic notions of transcendence.  It is an expression of 

the remoteness of God (Stahl 87).  

The very nature of religious expression embodies an attempt to give form 

and structure to otherwise very personal religious experience and thus religious 

consciousness.  Religious ceremony, rites, practices, etc. are in essence a 

translation process by which internal personal experience is externalized and 

expressed symbolically and formally only then itself in its reception to be re-

internalized anew.  The external expression of personal religious experience in set 
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forms (i.e. in prayer and rite) is designed to re-inspire and facilitate religious 

experience in the practitioner, an attempt to transcend the physical mundane 

world by expressing the super-physical reality beyond it albeit in the terms of 

earth-bound human consciousness; a mode of expression which unavoidably 

employs a more poetic and associative system of signification aimed at tempering 

consciousness just as medieval consciousness was in part formed by its symbolic 

world23 .  Rilke seems to have identified a similar dynamic occurring in his own 

version of a Kunst-Dialektik, in which artistic expression is seen as the means by 

which internal reality achieves form and thus presence.  For this reason the 

individual objects of this artistic expression take on a mystical dimension much 

like the theological notions behind the icons of Eastern Orthodoxy.  However this 

internal reality is depicted in relation to a God that is far away.  The need for art 

implies the need to reach Him. 

The iconography of the East (especially that of Russia, Greece and the 

Balkan countries), which does not suggest a realistic rendering of physical reality 

for accuracy’s sake and which thus does not utilize the central perspective 

technique so common in the Western tradition since the Renaissance, is also 

reflective of this approach toward religious consciousness.  The theology of 

Eastern iconography is one in which the icon is often identified directly with that 

which it represents.  A kind of coincidence of divine essence and physical 

representation occurs around the icon by virtue of the prayer and meditation 

focused upon it.  Thus the invisible inner world achieves both form and presence.  

The infinite eternal nature of the divine super-mundane realm is made present in 

the temporal world through the internalization of external phenomena.   This 

notion is heavily dependent on the idea that there does in fact exist a dichotomy of 

internal / external reality and that it is indeed possible to bridge the two by virtue 

of an implied interdependence.  However the necessity for such a bridge also 

                                                 
23 See Chapter I on the middle ages 
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implies a distance.  The fusion of the two realms aims at a more holistic 

understanding of human consciousness, which is not divided into a body/soul 

dualism and which is irrevocably tied to notions of temporality.  For Rilke the 

decisive element of human consciousness, and thus human experience rendering 

this internalization process possible, is temporality, a view shared by the 

theological and philosophical traditions preceding him.   

The existence of God in a world-view invariably affects any possible 

understanding of human existence.  When contrasted with an infinite eternal deity 

man’s finite nature is emphasized with regard to but one aspect of his being.  

Consequently both orthodox Christianity as well as Gnosticism recognize an 

affinity with the deity, which implies an eternal aspect or fundamental component 

part of man’s existence independent of temporality and essential for unity and 

identification with that deity.  Gnosticism’s divine spark is a part of the good 

deity and not of the finite world governed by time just as in Christian thought 

man’s soul is eternal and will go on even after the material body has perished.  As 

a result man’s timelessness is localized in an eternal existence of the soul 

removed from notions of temporality.  Man’s infinite dimension is an inner one 

contrasted against an outer one, which is decidedly temporal in character, subject 

to all of nature’s laws.   The temporal character of material consciousness 

coexisting with an extra-temporal understanding of the self is a crucial dynamic 

indicative of a world-view informed by faith.   

Modernity’s anti-Gnostic mindset seeks to neutralize all traces of 

perceived dualisms, and has occasioned a reduction of inner and outer existences 

(that is to say finite and infinite, temporal and eternal dimensions) by abolishing 

the transcendent and recognizing but one reality, a reality ultimately unsatisfying 

to Rilke and many thinkers of his age.  The iconography that influenced Rilke is 

expressive of what August Stahl calls a “Form der Vergegenwärtigung des 

Abwesenden…” and as “Raum auch für die schöpferische Sehnsucht (89).”  It 
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lives from the idea of a duality and from the idea that the “other side” is hard to 

bridge. 

Nonetheless, Rilke’s understanding of human existence is one tempered 

by the need for an inner reality, which transcends mere materiality.  With the Das 

Stundenbuch we see Rilke’s view of art as a means through which inner reality 

achieves a presence in outer reality.  Rilke embodies this idea poetically in the 

figure of the angels and Orpheus, as I will demonstrate later.  With this new 

notion of immanent transcendence and the idea of the Deus absconditus let us 

look at Rilke’s Das Stundenbuch and how it is directly tied to both the nature and 

function of his God.   

 

THE DIALECTICS OF GOD AND ART OR HUMAN TEMPORALITY VS. ARTISTIC 
ETERNITY 

 

 

Das Stundenbuch, which is often subtitled, as prayers to God, does not 

begin with God; rather it begins by placing the cycle of poems within the 

framework of the human temporality.  The book begins with a reference to time.  

A particular hour approaches (perhaps daybreak) and is signaled by the metallic 

chimes of a monastery clock.  The rhythm of the clockwork is reflected by the 

rhythm of the poem as well as the texture of the words employed within it.  Time 

seems to reach out of the confines of the clock and touch the narrator.  Time 

(expressed here in terms of motion, extension in space and sound) has existential 

meaning for the narrator.  It calls his senses to life and inspires him to face the 

day, which is described as malleable, requiring form and shaping from a source 

beyond itself.   

 

Da neigt sich die Stunde und rührt mich an 
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mit klarem, metallenem Schlag: 
mir zittern die Sinne, Ich fühle:  ich kann – 
und ich fasse den plastischen Tag (Werke 1: 157). 

   

What we see here is the contextualization of the lyrical subject of the poem within 

time.  Before God enters the picture and before art and artistic expression are 

mentioned, time appears.  The opening strophe, which serves as the focal point of 

departure for the entire cycle, presents time much as it appears in human 

perception.  One the one hand time is measured and thus symbolized by the 

means of its measurement in the form of a mechanical clock.  All timepieces are 

grand symbols of time relating the phenomena in terms of change or to be more 

precise in terms of motion.  The metallic chime touches the lyrical subject both 

literally (as the metallic vibrations of the chime reach his senses) as well as 

figuratively.  The more metaphorical aspect of time touching our subject is 

however much more pertinent to the philosophical import of the cycle, which it 

shares with Gnostic paradigms in the form of a consciousness of human mortality. 

 Time reaches out and inspires this priestly artist in his secluded cell of 

individuality.  That is to say that temporality, or man’s consciousness as formed 

by temporality, is the catalyst for an artistic production that seeks to reach out 

beyond time, in this case to an infinite God.   If for Descartes cogito ergo sum is 

the proper formula for the beginnings of modern thought, then for Rilke’s Russian 

monk sentio ergo creo is the motto of the modern artist seeking to express internal 

reality with aesthetic production.  The punctuation in the first strophe is very 

telling as to the relationship between feeling, ability and creation.  First comes the 

Ich fühle.   

This implies not merely the external senses.  Temporality, or the 

awareness of human finiteness (mortality) in the form of the chime causes the 

senses to tremble, to become unbalanced, and shaken from their normal function.  

A new kind of sense is juxtaposed with the Sinne, namely feeling, but not of the 
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tactile sort.  This new feeling shaken up by a sudden sense for human temporality 

is followed not by a comma but by a colon.  This serves a concluding as well as a 

declarative purpose.  From this sense of internal feeling the resolve to create 

arises.  And the object of that creation is the plastic day that is plastic in the sense 

of formable and malleable.  Here we see den plastischen Tag as a metaphor for 

reality, human reality, which is shaped not only by our temporality but also by our 

resolve to form it according to our internal perception.  Here is the aesthetic 

attempt to bridge the external and internal worlds of man; here is the poetic 

expression of Kant’s Ding an sich and Schopenhauer’s will and representation in 

poetic form.  Here is the first expression of the desire to resolve the Gnostic 

struggle between a God of the soul and a God of the body. 

 The following strophe is a continuation of the Renaissance idea of man 

standing at the center of God’s creation and the imago dei painting a world as if it 

were a canvas filled from the center perspective outward. 

 

Nichts war noch vollendet, eh ich es erschaut, 
ein jedes Werden stand still. 
Meine Blicke sind reif, und wie eine Braut 
kommt jedem das Ding, das er will (Werke 1: 157). 

 

This malleable reality of man is seen as complete only in so far as it is 

based on man’s inner God-given perspective.  External reality stands still, caught 

in the gaze of the subject, who joins himself to it just as a bride and a groom unite 

to become one. Time is brought to a stand still through artistic sight.  Man (the 

artist) completes.  It is his perspective that gives his surroundings order, shape, 

and form.  Becoming (temporality as measured by change) ceases with artistic 

production.  Memory, imagination and creativity encompass time and hold it 

steady as reflection, a quasi transcendence of temporality.  The narrator’s 

perspective is ripe and ready to give, as a projection of his will to create.  This 
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creation is furthered by the bride imagery, a sexual connotation denoting passion 

and creative fertility. 

This is immediately followed by the artistic activity of the icon painter 

establishing a relational nexus between temporal human consciousness, which is 

finite, and the will to express that consciousness in artistic production, which 

serves to bridge the two by virtue of art’s eternal dimension – vita brevis ars 

longa.  Here is the beginning of the cycle’s reflection on its two main questions:  

What is the nature of the creative process and what is the nature of God (Brodsky 

59).  And perhaps more to the point of this study:  How are the two related? 

 

Nichts ist mir zu klein und ich lieb es trotzdem 
und mal es auf Goldgrund und groß, 
und halte es hoch, und ich weiß nicht wem 
löst es die Seele los... (Werke 1: 157) 

 

The third strophe brings us closer to the artistic object of the narrator’s 

creativity, namely a Russian Icon.  The iconography technique expressed here 

implies the dialectic nature existing between the work of art and the observer of 

that art, seen here as the inspirational nature of the icon, which touches the 

believer, almost bearing and transmitting the holiness of God.  A particular kind 

of Kunst-Dialektik is expressed here in the vision of the icon painter creating a 

work inspired by internal reality, which will perhaps engender a similar response 

in the viewer, in this case the faithful who perceive a divine coincidence in the 

icon.  This is a pre-figuration of the same thought as expressed in a later poem of 

Rilke’s in the Neue Gedichte (1908), the famous “Archaïscher Torso Apollos”:   

 

Wir kannten nicht sein unerhörtes Haupt, 
darin die Augenäpfel reiften.  Aber 
sein Torso glüht noch wie ein Kadelaber, 
in dem sein Schauen, nur zurückgeschraubt, 
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sich hält und glänzt.  Sonst könnte nicht der Bug 
der Brust dich blenden, und im leisen Drehen 
der Lenden könnte nicht ein Lächeln gehen 
zu jener Mitte, die die Zeugung trug. 

 
Sonst stünde dieser Stein entstellt und kurz 
unter der Schultern durchsichtigem Sturz 
und flimmerte nicht so wie Raubtierfell; 

 
und brächte nicht aus allen seinen Rändern 
aus wie ein Stern:  denn da ist keine Stelle, 
die dich nicht sieht.  Du mußt dein Leben ändern (Werke 1: 513). 

 

The Kunst-Dialektik we see here is a much more refined articulation of the 

thoughts contained in the first strophe of “Das Buch vom mönchischen Leben”.  

Here the lyrical subject is not the artist but the observer of the artwork, who 

reconstructs the fragmentary object in question, the torso plastic of a youth from 

Milet from the Louvre.  However, it is not simply a matter of the lyrical subject 

imposing his will onto the art object as in Bloch’s aesthetics.   

This reconstruction process engenders a kind of communication between 

observing subject and observed object, which ultimately results in a role reversal.  

Suddenly the watcher becomes the watched as the object receives agency 

exercising a dialectical influence upon its counterpart.  This dialectic influence, 

which culminates in the call to change one’s life, corresponds roughly to the end 

of the first Stundenbuch strophe (…ich weiß nicht wem löst es die Seele los…).  In 

this sense we can begin to see Rilke’s understanding of Eastern iconography as an 

embodiment of the communication and dialectical interaction between subject and 

(art) object and of his nuanced expression of an internal utopia thus reconciling 

the internal human subject with the material world around him through a Kunst-

dialektik. It is this idea that logically guides Rilke’s Stundenbuch (as well as many 

aspects of Jugendstil aesthetics) in the direction of the Gnostic God.  Jugendstil 
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works live from this same dichotomy existing between Geist und Leben (Webb 

64). 

 As Bert Herzog contends in his essay on the “Theologie des Jugendstils” 

in Das Stundenbuch:   

 

Anscheinend wußte Rilke damals selbst noch nicht, was Gott für ihn war.  
Er schien erst zu wissen, was Gott nicht mehr war:  kein christlicher Gott 
mehr, kein persönlicher Gott, kein Gott der Offenbarung.  Es war alles 
noch ein Tasten im Nebel, ein irgendwie noch Ausgespartes, eine 
Erweichung der alten Substanz ins Gefühlige, ein Sich-entzücken an 
schwebenden Dingen, ein religiöser Lyrismus, der sich enthusiasmierte, 
der aber, wie Bullow richtig gesagt hat, weder von Lebenskraft noch 
Lebenslust überschäumte, sondern einem müden Zug nachgab, aus der 
Sehnsucht nach dem Leben geboren (377). 

 

Herzog’s assessment of Rilke’s view of God sheds some light on the beginnings 

of the evolution of a figure that will eventually pass through its angelic stage and 

culminate in the mythical figure of Orpheus.  Rilke is searching for his god.  He 

has not found him yet.  It is not yet a concrete idea rather a question.  However, 

the fact that Rilke even bothers to ask a question about God, or to incorporate 

Him into ideas on art suggests His importance for Rilke’s understanding.  The end 

of the first strophe of the first poem of the first cycle of poems in Das 

Stundenbuch signals the beginning of Rilke’s divine experiment.   

The ellipsis at the end of the poem mark the start of the search for Rilke’s 

poetically expressed God, which has much more to do with a general notion of 

internal human reality and subjectivity than it does with a well-defined 

theological construct.  Nonetheless Rilke’s poetic experiments with the notion of 

God live from a rich Gnostic imagery, without which it could not stand.  The 

Gnostic structure of Rilke’s use of God implies his need for a notion of some kind 

of God.  First having framed the God / man relationship in terms of the infinite 

and the finite, Rilke begins to unfold his God. 
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ICH KREISE UM GOTT – THE NECESSITY OF RILKE’S GOD 
 

 The figure of God that first emerges in Das Buch vom mönchischen Leben 

corresponds to Herzog’s via negationis notion of Rilke’s God with regard to its 

lack of orthodoxy.  Rilke’s conceptualization is indeed vague if not enigmatic in 

its formulation.  Rilke seems to be unsure of his God, experimenting with a very 

supple, organic concept that grows, develops and expands beyond itself with each 

passing poem.  But in what way is Rilke’s God really, as Herzog says, 

impersonal?  The answer lies in these first poems and has a growing significance 

for Rilke’s poetic program. 

 The second poem of the first book consists of two strophes, one still 

concerned with the lyrical subject, the second introducing for the first time the 

God, to whom the poems are supposedly dedicated. 

 

Ich lebe mein Leben in wachsenden Ringen, 
die sich über die Dinge ziehn. 
Ich werde den letzten vielleicht nicht vollbringen, 
aber versuchen will ich ihn. 

 
Ich kreise um Gott, um den uralten Turm, 
und ich kreise jahrtausendlang; 
und ich weiß noch nicht:  bin ich ein Falke, ein Sturm 
oder ein großer Gesang (Werke 1: 157). 

 
 

Here we see the individual life like a stone cast into the pond of reality.  From the 

point of contact ripples of every growing circumference expand outward reaching 

points far from their origin.  Man is thrust into life and touches and is touched in 

his development by all that he encounters.  The things that the rings encompass 

are like the contents of life.  They receive existential importance only when 
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reached, filled and eventually surpassed by the rings, a kind of metaphor for the 

reach and circumference of human consciousness.  The narrator seems intent upon 

developing the ouertmost possible ring, following his development and expanding 

his consciousness to its furthest point.  Thus God is the ultimate limit of human 

consciousness. 

 God is mentioned for the first time in the second strophe.  The ring-like 

development described at the start of the poem is said to take place around God, 

the last ring mentioned.  The circling of the lyrical subject almost like a kind of 

thematic enjambment connects the two strophes, linking the final ring to God.  

The way in which the poetic subject lives its life is (in the form of an ever-

expanding ring-like consciousness) moving toward the notion of God.  The lyrical 

subject orbits the concept of God.  God is the sun around which consciousness 

moves and thus changes and develops.  Here we begin to see the role that God 

plays in Rilke’s poetic conception of human consciousness.   

God also receives architectonic attributes as He is compared to an ancient 

tower.  The spatial, architectonic expression of God once again mirrors the 

Renaissance view that man creates reality and fills space like a builder of 

buildings.  Only now we see God as the structure around which the narrator 

develops himself.  The only question is what form does the narrator assume in 

relation to this God?  Is he the loyal falcon that always returns to his master, a 

destructive storm that seeks to topple the tower, or a great song, singing to and 

praising the towering structure from below?  Before we address this question let 

us turn to a poem from Rilke’s middle period that finished the thought begun in 

Das Stundenbuch. 

The poem “Gott im Mittelalter” from the Neue Gedichte (1907) 

compliments the concept of God offered in Rilke’s earlier works only in a 

negative fashion.  It is always helpful to keep Bert Herzog’s words in mind with 

regard to Rilke’s ever-changing idea of God.  Rilke is searching for a concept of 
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God in the early poems and seems to be more certain of the role that that concept 

must play in poetic expression than he is about the actual nature of that concept.  

“Gott im Mittelalter” is another example of Rilke’s almost mystic via negationis 

method for approaching a possible notion of God. 

 

Und sie hatten Ihm in sich erspart 
und sie wollten, daß er sei und richte,  
und sie hängten schließlich wie Gewichte 
(zu verhindern seine Himmelfahrt) 
 
an ihn ihrer großen Kathedralen 
Last und Masse.  Und er sollte nur 
über seine grenzenlosen Zahlen 
zeigend kreisen und wie eine Uhr 
 
Zeichen geben ihrem Tun und Tagwerk. 
Aber plötzlich kam er ganz in Gang, 
und die Leute der entsetzten Stadt 
 
ließen ihn, vor seiner Stimme bang, 
weitergehn  mit ausgehängtem Schlagwerk 
und entflohen vor seinem Zifferblatt (Werke 1: 467).  

 

What we see here is a critique of a particular concept of the divine that 

relates to both the temporal as well as the architectonic images embarked upon in 

Das Stundenbuch.  The poem critiques an anthropomorphic view of God that 

defines and limits divinity to a marker of a more mechanical almost Newtonian 

worldview.  A more apart form of deism seems to determine the individual 

subject’s relationship to the divine.  The critique offered here is directed at the 

particular development of the anthropomorphic conceptualization of God that 

began in the middle ages and ultimately informed modern consciousness as early 

as Descartes and the Enlightenment.   

The poem begins by offering a very internalized view of God.  God is 

preserved within the subject as an immanent God (ein seiender Gott) but 
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ultimately becomes externalized and anthropomorphically constructed, as the 

cathedral metaphor would imply.  This man-made God thus ceases to become an 

integrated part of the subject.  It is no longer the outermost ring around which the 

subject orbits.  Instead it becomes an object removed and externalized from the 

subject, in this case in the form of the cathedral or a clock tower.  God ceases to 

engender the Kunst-Dialektik that was demonstrated in both the icon and the 

archaic torso of Apollo.  God is the object of man’s construction and never 

becomes a subject offering the kind of interactive bridge transcending the subject-

object relationship (there is no call to change one’s life).  As such God reverts to 

an impersonal philosophical construct, in this case one, which regulates time.   

God becomes the measurement of time, a clock if you will, a kind of 

stopwatch for human mortality.  God has no existential meaning.  He is reduced to 

an object against which man defines his mortality, finiteness and isolated place in 

the universe.  This startling development is depicted in the final lines of the poem 

as a source of fear and expresses modern man’s obsession both philosophically 

and existentially with death, a fleeing from time.  Once God has been objectified 

He proves unsettling in His new role and thus abandonable.  This objectification 

of God as temporal measure is in many ways a forethought to Heidegger’s view 

of human mortality and it’s defining character regarding human consciousness 

and experience, notions that also have their antecedents with Schopenhauer, 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, but which are uniquely Rilke.    

Rilke’s view of God, however, is a personal one neither in the sense of the 

personal Christian God nor as the symbolic metaphysical God of philosophy.  The 

cryptic perspective of God that Rilke is darkly groping after is defined not by its 

nature rather by its function in relation to the artistic subject. God is the 

metaphysical mirror that we gaze upon only to see an image of ourselves reflected 

back at us, but not impersonally.  This reflection, which determines not only our 

sense of reality but also our subjective sense of ourselves, acts upon the subject 
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and transcends the mere subject-object dichotomy.  The role of Rilke’s God is a 

bridge, a wall-breaker, and a path clearer that facilitates a way of seeing.   

This perspective differs from the modern path, where man by virtue of his 

new situation perceives himself as isolated and separated from any sense of 

greater unity and held captive by a cold and impersonal sense of his ultimate 

demise.  The modern perspective envisions man as subject, opposed to his 

concrete reality, his object.  The God of the Das Stundenbuch is the agent for 

reconciling Sein and Bewußtsein, a re-orientation around the age-old poles of God 

and Cosmos.  And in order to accomplish this, God must be a fluid organic 

concept and not an impersonal postulate incapable of reflecting human 

subjectivity.  Having elucidated the general necessity of Rilke’s God as subjective 

touchstone and metaphysical mirror for the lyrical subject we now turn to the 

implications of that necessity for the nature of Rike’s God. 

 

THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF GOD AND MAN: RILKE’S HALF GNOSTIC GOD 
 

Rilke’s God shares a greater internal unity with the individual subject 

much like the Gnostic/mystic conception of the divine spark.  The Gnosis that 

informs man of his true origin and that is ultimately responsible for his salvation 

is metaphorically not unlike the poetic Gnosis of inspiration, which is reserved for 

the select few, the artist set apart from society and the disparate world about him.  

But what are the implications of such an esoteric God?  The functional aspects of 

Rilke’s God with regard to the individual provide a host of clues that point to a 

concept of God that draws heavily from traditional Western philosophy and 

theology.   Rilke’s God seems to be riddled with mystic dimensions and Gnostic 

overtones.  But is this God truly Gnostic in nature?  How does Rilke understand 

and utilize this poetic figure philosophically?   
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The religious interpretations of Rilke, which I discussed in the 

introduction to this study, offered a traditionally mystic understanding of Rilke’s 

God.  The Gnostic connection to the mystic tradition that was discussed in the 

previous chapter is the point of departure for many of these interpretations.  But in 

what way does Rilke reflect this tradition and what impact does it have on his 

concept of God in light of the modernist turn away from Gnosticism?   In order to 

answer this let us return to “Das Buch vom mönchischen Leben” and see how 

Rilke expresses his concept of God poetically. 

The third poem in the cycle offers not a notion of what God is, rather what 

he is not.  The references here to the South allude to the opposition between the 

Russian art of the monk and that of the Italian Renaissance.  The “Southern” art 

paints human Madonnas.  This refers to its anthropomorphic tendencies of the 

West in depicting the divine (141 Naumann).  The second strophe contrasts the 

narrator’s God with that of his brothers by stressing his darkness and lack of set 

form.  Here we encounter for the first time the tree metaphor, the living God, 

which grows and reaches infinitely deep into the earth and nourishes Himself 

from life itself, human life.  The narrator knows of himself only that he arose 

from His warmth.  The connotation is that he is but a manifestation of an inward, 

internal growth, whose roots are so deep as to be unfathomable.  Man as the 

growth of a dark, subterranean God. 

 

Ich habe viele Brüder in Sutanen 
im Süden, wo in Klöstern Lorbeer steht. 
Ich weiß, wie menschlich sie Madonnen planen, 
und träume oft von jungen Tizianen, 
durch die der Gott in Gluten geht. 
 
Doch wie ich mich auch in mich selber neige: 
Mein Gott ist dunkel und wie ein Gewebe 
von hundert Wurzeln, welche schweigsam trinken, 
Nur, daß ich mich aus seiner Wärme hebe, 
mehr weiß ich nicht, weil alle meine Zweige  
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tief unten ruhn und nur im Winde winken (Werke 1: 157-158). 
 

The thought that this strophe begins, and which is strengthened in later 

poems, is the interdependence that exists between God and man.  Not only is man 

seen as emerging from God, but God too is seen as nurturing Himself from man. 

The organic imagery reinforces this dynamic interdependent unity in the form of 

the tree that needs the soil to grow and the soil that is enriched by the growth of 

the tree.  The personal pronouns Mein and Sein are italicized emphasizing the 

existential relevance of this unity for individual human consciousness.  God is 

compared to a Gewebe, which has not only the organic connotation of a kind of 

living tissue but also an artistic one like a woven, crafted material spread over 

human experience.   

God is painted with a very Gnostic brush.  He is dark, a murky internal 

manifestation that grows within us, we who are encased within the tomb of the 

material earth.  Darkness is seen as positive and juxtaposed against the bright God 

of the anthropomorphic tradition, where God is well defined and corrupted by the 

light of definition, a reflection of worldliness, in Rilke’s case a symptom of 

modernity’s objectification of life experience and the alienation that it incurs.   

Man reaches out from his subterranean consciousness via the tree-God that grows 

out of him rising out of the earth.  The picture that begins to form utilizes Gnostic 

imagery as a symbol for the dualism that must be overcome, a dualism which 

modernity has bolstered. 

The next poem is an appeal to curtail the anthropomorphic tendencies 

forced upon the image of God as well as an allusion to the form-consciousness of 

Russian iconography.  God is characterized as the Dämmernde, a further allusion 

to His veiled, mysterious and dark, undefined nature.  Morning and daytime as the 

world of appearance and phenomenon (as seen by man) arises from this dawning 

God.  Man perceives and creates from a divine source.  God as symbol of 

transcendent inner perception is the catalyst for human creativity.  The artist is 
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said to paint God with the same means employed by the saint, who, by being 

silent about the nature of God, gives Him the greatest expression.  In these poems 

God unfolds much less as an entity and much more as a condition for seeing.     

The second strophe refers to the iconostas, which is a three-door wall 

decorated with icons, which is in front of an altar covering the holiest of holies 

and separating the seat of the divine from the parishioners.  It is also the claim 

that by defining God through set images we separate ourselves from his true 

nature, and by virtue of our connectedness to Him, from our true nature as well.  

Modern self-alienation begins with alienation from that which God represents.  

The following poem explores what God means for the individual subject through 

a variety of connected images. 

 
Ich liebe meines Wesens Dunkelstunden,  
in welchen meine Sinne sich vertiefen; 
in  ihnen hab ich, wie in alten Briefen, 
mein täglich Leben schon gelebt gefunden 
und wie Legende weit und überwunden. 
 
Aus ihnen kommt mir Wissen, daß ich Raum  
zu einem zweiten zeitlos breiten Leben habe. 
 
Und manchmal bin ich wie der Baum, 
der, reif und rauschend, über einem Grabe 
den Traum erfüllt, den der vergangene Knabe  
(um den sich seine warmen Wurzeln drängen) 
verlor in Traurigkeiten und Gesängen (Werke 1: 158). 

 

God is associated with darkness, darkness symbolizing both lack of 

definition, inwardness (that which lies darkly beneath), as well as infiniteness due 

to its all-encompassing nature and lack of boarders.  The dark aspect brings us 

back to the dark God, which is the source of inner life.  The dark hours of being 

referred to here are thus a peculiar mix of the infinite nature of God with human 

temporality.  The Gnostic notion of a divine spark buried deep within man comes 
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to life and enables a deepening of the senses.  This deepening is akin to artistic 

inspiration.  A sense for the divine in man, that is to say, that an understanding of 

human consciousness in light of the infinite and transcendent aspects of inner 

perception are the prerequisites for expanding that consciousness and 

experiencing human existence more holistically, in this case facilitated through 

art.  This view understands eternity as the quality of life processes with existential 

experience as fundament.  The dark hour of being is comparable to this eternal 

aspect of life.  We also see this dark inner life transposed into spatial dimensions 

and juxtaposed with time.  The artist has room to create like God on a timeless 

plain, a realm independent of the inhibitions of temporal confinement.   

 

Wenn es nur einmal so ganz stille wäre. 
Wenn das  Zufällige und Ungefähre 
Verstummte und das nachbarliche Lachen, 
mich nicht so sehr verhinderte am Wachen -: 
 
Dann könnte ich in einem tausendfachen  
Gedanken bis an deinen Rand dich denken 
Und dich besitzen (nur ein Lächeln lang), 
um dich an alles Leben zu verschenken 
wie einen Dank (Werke 1: 159-160). 

 
 
The noise here is in reference to the empirical senses and to the every day 

events of the mundane world.  The stillness is a reference to the ability to 

concentrate on the internal reality of individual artistic expression.  This enables 

an understanding of God, a brief encounter with the nature of the divinity, with 

the infinite.  This is however a fleeting moment and not indicative of everyday 

human consciousness.  It lasts but a smile long.  The artistic challenge is to 

broaden the material bound nature of human consciousness into an expanded 

realm of transcendent reality.  This relates an almost savior-like quality in art that 

is very expressive of the Gnostic notion of worldly denial for salvation.  However 
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in this sense the denial is not of a totally negative nature.  The shutting out of the 

worldly noise is much less an escape from all things material than it is the Ding-

Mystik of the icon and the archaic Apollo previously mentioned.  It refers to a 

translation of material reality into the terms of a non-material perception.  The 

dark God that can only be glimpsed in moments of inspiration paves the road to 

holistic seeing, and to a human subject reconciled with the world in which he 

finds himself.  But is this the same aim of traditional Gnostic-inspired mysticism? 

As Werner Kohlschmidt notes in his essay on Rilke’s use of the word God 

and its relationship to more traditional forms of mysticism:   

 

Nicht Mystik, sondern Pseudo-Mystik liegt hier vor.  Die echte 
Mystik beruht auf der neuplatonischen Stufenlehre zu Gott hin.  In 
verschiedenen Graden kann der Mystiker, indem er Welt und Irdisches 
abstößt, sich Gott nähern mit dem Endziel der Identifikation.  Je mehr der 
Mystiker in sich Welt überwindet (und das heißt auch abstößt), um so 
reiner und fähiger wird er für ein schließliches Aufgehen in Gott.  Mystik 
beruht also auf dem Gegensatz von Materie (Welt) und Geist.  Nicht so bei 
Rilke.  Dieser erkennt dergleichen Antithesen nicht an.  Seine 
Verwandlung der Erde aus dem Sichtbaren ins Unsichtbare in uns ist 
nichts als eine Verschiebung  innerhalb des Sinnlichen.  Das Grob-
Materielle (das Sichtbare) verwandelt sich in eine andere Daseinsform:  
das Unsichtbare in uns.  Das ist kein Substanzwandel, sondern nur ein 
Funktionswandel ein und derselben Sache, des “Hiesigen“.  Ob sichtbar 
oder unsichtbar, es bleibt derselbe Stoff.  Eine Vergeistigung wird nur 
durch das Mittel der Usurpation mystischen Sprachgebrauchs 
vorgetäuscht.  Das Irdisch-Weltliche, das der echte Mystiker zu vernichten 
(annihilieren) hat, erfährt in der Pseudo-Mystik des späten Rilke gerade 
eine Vertiefung durch seine Verwandlung im Menscheninnern.  Und nicht 
umsonst bleibt ja auch der Gegensatz Sichtbar-Unsichtbar auf Sinnen-
Ebene (81-82). 
 

 

Kohlschmidt’s observations here are highly significant both for Rilke’s choice of 

language and imagery as well as for the ideas that they express. 
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 This metaphorical law of the conservation of matter that Kohlschmidt is 

referring to here is pivotal for Rilke’s reworking of Gnostic imagery.  The 

dualistic opposition of world and spirit drives Gnosticism, which lives on in the 

form of Islamic Sufism, Jewish Kabala, and Christian Mysticism.  Gnosticism 

lives from the meaning generated from the Gnosis that the material is to be denied 

because we are alien to this world.  Rilke clearly employs this imagery in Das 

Stundenbuch if for no other reason then by virtue of his choice of a hidden God as 

the object of his cycle; least we forget that the poems are often subtitled as 

prayers to God.  When such early interpretations of Das Stundenbuch proclaim an 

implied theology they refer mainly to the imagery.  Eva Wernick’s 1926 work on 

Rilke’s Religiosity, for example, explores not how Rilke uses the figure of God as 

reflective of the human subject, rather how the human subject is reflective of God.  

The functionality that Kohlschmidt points out is missing in Wernick’s assessment 

of Rilke’s “theology”.  Kohlschmidt is right that Rilke is no real mystic in the 

traditional sense. 

Theology is the study of God.  And although many theologians undertake 

this study in ignorance of God and proceed across a via negationis that begins 

with our knowledge of man and thus tell us what God is not, these undertakings 

are still aimed at God.  What Rilke demonstrates again and again is 

Kohlschmidt’s Copernican Verschiebung, his shift from within the category of the 

earthly and worldly.  For Rilke there is no dichotomy between heaven and earth.  

But there is a dichotomy of self and other localized in the worldly.  We do not 

discover negatively the nature of God by exploring man’s temporality; rather we 

discover the nature of man by exploring God’s eternity (once again Blumenbergs 

God-Cosmos-Man paradigm).  God needs man just as much as man needs God in 

the sense that one is not comprehensible without the other: 

 

Was wirst du tun, Gott, wenn ich sterbe? 
Ich bin dein Krug (wenn ich zerscherbe?) 
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Ich bin dein Trank (wenn ich verderbe?) 
Bin dein Gewand und dein Gewerbe, 
mit mir verlierst du deinen Sinn. 
 
Nach mir hast du kein Haus, darin 
Dich Worte, nah und warm, begrüßen. 
Es fällt von deinen müden Füßen 
Die Samtsandale, die ich bin. 
 
Dein großer Mantel läßt dich los. 
Dein Blick, den ich mit meiner Wange 
Warm, wie mit einem Pfühl, empfange, 
wird kommen, wird mich suchen, lange – 
und legt beim Sonnenuntergange 
sich fremden Steinen in den Schoß. 
 
Was wirst du tun, Gott?  Ich bin bange (Werke 1: 176). 

 

Just as light is not fully understandable without its opposite, so does temporality 

seem less graspable without eternity.  In order to do justice to human 

consciousness it must be understood in terms of what it is and is not.  This 

dichotomy must be joined in a unity of expression.  The Gnostic, mystical unity 

with God deals with man denying the corporeal, material world in order to break 

through to the spiritual God that rules an entirely separate realm.  Man as far as he 

represents a part of this material world is fully irrelevant.  Mystic theology aims at 

Gnosis through a denial of man and his worldly individuality in favor of God’s 

greater spiritual unity, a reversal of the principium individuationis in which the 

spirit of God has fallen into materiality out of error.    

 As both Helmut Naumann and Rudolf Eppelsheimer have observed 

Rilke’s god in Das Stundenbuch has two faces.  God is expressed on the one hand 

as a “…vorgefundene Gott, der von Ewigkeit zu Ewigkeit Urgrund allen Lebens 

ist (Naumann 153).”  At the same time he embodies the idea of „ein werdender 

Gott”, ever evolving with the world (Eppelshiemer 190). Man helps to creat this 

god.  The artist uses him as impetus and as a focus of art (Naumann 153), a 
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necessity for Kunstdialektik.  The reason for this seeming paradox is the shift that 

Kohlschmidt identifies.  Rilke’s point of departure is what Otto Olzien refers to as 

the ontological tradition since St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, which he 

sees not merely as a part of systematic philosophy but as a world-view (7).  That 

God is the “seiende Gott”, the “Ding der Dinge” (47).  But the Gnostic god 

gradually influences that ontological God.  The monistic God as origin of all 

things yields to the mysticism of a Gnostic-entity that is not quite as omnipotent 

as the above quoted poem shows.   

 Rilke’s God is not quite Gnostic and not quite traditional.  His god lives 

in a realm somewhere between the two.  Rilke’s Gnosticism is not a cosmic 

Gnosticism but a two-world Gnosticism.  The mystic gives up his subjectivity to 

become part of God, to become God’s object.  The poet intensifies his subjectivity 

by turning God into an object, das Ding der Dinge, which is more in keeping with 

the Gnostic view placing man on the same level as God.  Rilke’s religiosity 

involves an integration of transcendence (as an experience of human subjectivity) 

into finite human immanence.  It is this notion of immanent transcendence that is 

the hallmark of Rilke’s God and that makes statements such as this one from 

Albert Schäfer’s 1938 book on Rilke’s concept of God only half right:    

 

Die Beziehung Gottes zum Ich wird enger, inniger die 
Verbundenheit, das Ich wird schließlich Teil der Gottheit.  Das zeigt sich 
in jenen mystischen Beziehungsmetaphern, die das Ich in eine 
fortwährende Teilnahme am Göttlichen bringen...(46). 

 

The relationship metaphors that Schäfer references here are correctly assessed 

regarding their nature but not regarding their ultimate effect.  It is not the subject 

that becomes part of God, rather God that becomes part of the subject.  Rilke is 

using God to express an ontological aspect of subjective human experience.  He is 

appropriating a Gnostic structure to express a poetic anti-Gnostic thought.  It is an 

extension of human consciousness incorporating the human experience of 
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transcendence with physical reality.  As Kohlschmidt maintains regarding the 

function of God in Das Stundenbuch: 

 

Wahlweise war hier Gott das Ding oder als „werdender“ eine 
Bildung des Menschen, das heißt eine subjektive Wirklichkeit, selber 
Geschöpf und nicht Schöpfergott...Das Ding als Gott ist Geschöpf dieser 
Einbildungskraft.  Die Wirklichkeit dieses Gottesbegriffs reicht also nicht 
über einen psychologischen Vorgang im Menschen hinaus.  Ein solcher ist 
aber auch der „werdender Gott“; Vorgang in uns, die an ihm „bauen“, ihn 
ausgestalten in einem freilich nie enden sollenden Prozeß.  So erklärt sich, 
daß im Stundenbuch der Mensch zugleich der Architekt ist, der den Dom 
Gott baut (also dessen Schöpfer) und um „Gott, um den uralten Turm“ 
kreist...(84). 

 

What Kohlschmidt argues is that the subjective reality, which creates the medium 

for God’s presence, is still confined to this world in the form of a psychological 

process from within individual human consciousness.  Kohlschmidt sees Rilke’s 

God as a symbol for subjective reality that in the end denies all metaphysics just 

as materialist oriented thought does.  Kohlschmidt concludes: 

 

Man fragt sich, wozu denn dann das Wort ´Gott` als Bezeichnung, 
Umschreibung, Metapher überhaupt?  Man wird kaum auf eine andere 
Auskunft verfallen können als die, daß dem Leser beim jungen wie beim 
späten Rilke ein nur in verschiedenen Tonarten gehaltenes trunkenes Spiel 
vorgeführt wird, l`art pour l`art.  Aber es vermeidet  sorgfälltig den 
offenen Ästhetizismus Stefan Georges.  Es will sich nicht identifizieren 
lassen mit dem Ästhetischen, das es ist und bleibt.  Das Ergebnis ist eine 
raffinierte Seelen-Irreführung durch das Medium einer pseudoreligiösen 
Sprache, deren Aufgabe es ist, dem Dichter wie seinem Leser das krasse 
materialistische Fundament zu verschleiern.  Rilke hat keine Theologie 
anzubieten, sondern lediglich eine Ontologie, die er in zugegebenen 
hohem dichterischen Spiel als Theologie erscheinen lassen möchte.  Der 
innere Vorgang ist der einer fast modelhaften Säkularisierung des Wortes 
´Gott`. (85). 

 

 120



 Kohlschmidt’s assumption that Rilke’s use of God is nothing but a word 

game designed to hide a crude materialist fundament is an oversimplification and 

an unfounded account of Rilke’s “unconscious” intention.  There is no explicit 

evidence supporting the notion that Rilke was actually trying to pass off his 

poetry as theology either for himself or for others.  Furthermore it seems pertinent 

to ask the question, what is the relationship between theology and ontology?  

Theology as well as philosophy is in essence very much a question of ontology, as 

Olzien contends (6).  And the very notion of God as understood in most religions 

and traditions is one that is inherently connected to questions of Being.  The very 

name of the Judeo-Christian God is an expression of ontology.  Regardless of 

Rilke’s “unconscious tendencies” one fact remains clear:  Rilke’s incorporation of 

God as poetic figure into his poetry carries with it a dimension that cannot simply 

be written off as an aesthetic word game.  Kohlschmidt never answers his own 

question other than to assume that Rilke was not being honest with himself.  If 

Rilke were so crassly materialistic wouldn’t his work easily resist attempts at 

deeper analysis?  And more to the point Kohlschmidt neglects the possibility that 

Rilke chooses God as an expression of the experience of subjective human 

consciousness because he sees the concept of God as integral to its articulation 

even if the end result is a secularization process.  Rilke reception is laden with 

serious attempts at dealing with Rilke’s ontological expressions, which have 

grown out of religion questions. 

 

RILKE’S GOD AS EXPRESSION OF AESTHETICMODERNITY 

 
As Ulrich Fülleborn’s excellent account of the main modern approaches 

toward content in Rilke’s Das Stundenbuch attests, there is more than just 

Jugendstil ornamentation at play.  Fülleborn localizes six main approaches toward 
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the content of ideas in the work:  1.  It is an example of genuine religiosity 2. It 

represents the Weltanschauung-poetry of Lebensphilosophie via a pseudo-

religious imagery 3.  It is for the most part an expression of the art / artist problem 

4. It is an expression of existentialist philosophy 5.  It is an expression of a type of 

Heideggerian ontology and similar such modern philosophical approaches 6.  It is 

an expression of psychoanalytical content (Fülleborn, Perspektive 80).  All of 

these approaches toward idea-content have something in common according to 

Fülleborn.  They all take place within the context of aesthetic modernity and do 

not go beyond it into the realm of the so called post-modern.  As Fülleborn points 

out when comparing Rilke to Kafka and which is worth quoting at length: 

 

Für Rilke hingegen steht bereits seit der Jahrhundertwende – seit 
der Begegnung mit Lou Andreas-Salomé und seiner frühen Nietzsche-
Rezeption – fest, daß der Gott der christlich-abendländischen Tradition 
´tot` ist und daß damit auch die alte Metaphysik in ihren verschiedenen 
Ausprägungen ihr fortzeugendes Leben verloren hat.  Für ihn gibt es 
sozusagen nichts mehr zu destruieren oder zu dekonstruieren.  Vielmehr 
sucht er den durch Nietzsche leergemachten geistigen Raum mit dem 
Stunden-Buch auf neue Weise zu füllen.  Wir haben das Problematische 
und in sich Widersprüchliche weniger des Konzepts als der Realisierung 
wahrgenommen...Während nun Kafka Gleichnisse als moderne Parabeln 
der Sinnverweigerung schreibt, gibt Rilke das sinnproduzierende 
Vermögen des Menschengeistes nicht auf.  Doch indem er eine Vielzahl 
möglicher und einander widersprechender Sinngebungen zu integralen 
Bestandteilen autonomer poetischer Gebilde macht, d.h. indem er mit 
seinen Werken dichterische Sinnfiguren schafft, die dagegen gefeit sein 
sollen, als Religionsersatz oder bequeme Ideologie gebraucht zu werden, 
verläßt er nicht den Boden der ästhetischen Moderne.  Mit dem Blick auf 
Kafka und Rilke läßt sich also sagen:  Moderne Dichtung generiert bewußt 
die Differenz zwischen einer textimmanenten Zeichenwelt und einer ihr 
zugehörigen Transzendenz – eine Differenz, die seit der Jahrhundertwende 
nicht mehr dualistisch in der Tradition der Onto-Theologie gedacht wird, 
sondern empahtisch als ´Transzendenz der Immanenz`. (Fülleborn, 
Perspektive 86-87) 
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And indeed this modern turn of the century difference, with its tendency away 

from the dualistic tradition of onto-theology, is what Rilke’s ambivalent Gnostic 

god is struggling with.  Kohlschmidt is correct when he claims that Rilke’s 

transcendence occurs from within.  However his charge that Rilke’s mystic 

expression is therefore meaningless, like an aesthetic game, is unfounded.  It is 

motivated by what Fülleborn correctly identifies as a tendency of aesthetic 

modernity to guard against the dualistic traditions of the metaphysics of the past.  

The Gnostic-laden history of philosophy covered in chapter I is the catalyst for 

this kind of modern aesthetics.   

Rilke’s ambivalence regarding his Gnostic and traditional imagery of his 

god is an expression of the development of this modernist break with the past.  

The reason for Kohlschmidt’s misunderstanding can be traced back to what 

Eppelsheimer sees as a failure to recognize what Das Stundenbuch really is:  a 

prolog for the ideas that he will develop in his later work (188).  The vague 

experimental character of Rilke’s god is in keeping with the modernist outlook at 

the turn of the century.  Rilke’s attempt to produce a new understanding of 

transcendence, while still hanging on to God as Deus absconditus, appears in Das 

Stundenbuch with its proclamation not to obscure meaning but to create it anew in 

a new age. 

 

   Ich lebe grad, da das Jahrhundert geht. 

Man fühlt den Wind von einem großen Blatt, 
das Gott und du und ich beschrieben hat 
und das sich hoch in fremden Händen dreht. 

 
Man fühlt den Glanz von einer neuen Seite, 
auf der noch Alles werden kann. 

 
Die stillen Kräfte prüfen ihre Breite 
Und sehn einander dunkel an (Werke 1: 160). 
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The turning of the century refers not only to the turn of Rilke’s century but 

to the beginning of a new age, a new way of seeing and living, in this case 

modernity in the wake of philosophical modernism.  The allusion here is to the 

particular history of modern consciousness that has been profoundly influenced 

by the concept of God and the Gnostic remnant.  The new age is described as 

undecided and capable of any development.  Nietzsche’s famous declaration of 

God’s death is a similar new-age proclamation searching for new life.  The quite 

forces are man’s new expression.  Fülleborn’s idea of aesthetic modernity lacking 

the dualism created by Western onto-theology is this aspect of Rilke’s use of 

Gnostic imagery that makes his modernity so pregnant and not mere 

ornamentation.   

The disappearance of the dualism in western onto-theology in modern 

philosophical thought signals a decidedly anti-Gnostic and thus modern turn in 

Rilke’s poetic program, a turn which crystallizes itself more and more, in the 

figure of the angels.  It is a gradual but steady reduction of the Gnostic elements 

as Rilke enters the later stages of his poetic production.  The Gnostic-mysticism 

that is introduced in Das Stundenbuch will gradually give way to a more modern 

understanding of immanent-transcendence.  The Gnostic Deus absconditus is an 

expression of the modernist shift.  As some of the final lines of Das Buch vom 

mönchischen Leben declare of God: 

 
So blieb das Dunkel dir allein, 
und, wachsend in die leere Lichte, 
erhob sich eine Weltgeschichte 
aus immer blinderem Gestein. 
Ist einer noch, der daran baut? 
Die Massen wollen wieder Massen, 
die Steine sind wie losgelassen 

 
und keiner ist von dir behauen... (Werke 1: 195) 
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CONCLUSION 
 
  

The intellectual climate that informed Rilke’s poetic production was one 

that saw the intensification of the philosophical debate surrounding man’s 

alienation as a result of the incompatibility between human consciousness and the 

material realities that influenced that consciousness.  The rapidly changing 

conditions governing modern life were largely responsible for the crisis mentality 

of the age.  The materialist world-views reacted to this perceived crisis by 

reducing the age-old dualisms of mind and body, spiritual and material by 

declaring the material the source of both and seeking to control the one in order to 

ensure the other.  Many philosophical and literary movements arose in opposition 

to the materialist perspective and Rilke stood intellectually close to many of them 

and received much inspiration from them and their Gnostic origins.  These 

movements like their materialist counterparts sought solutions in manmade 

utopias.  For Rilke, ages and peoples, who had not yet been corrupted by the 

tradition of Western thinking, which bolstered the remnants of Gnostic ideology 

in the form of dualistic onto-theologies and philosophies, embodied this utopian 

sentiment.  The religiosity of the Russian people symbolizes for Rilke this attempt 

to see the world anew but from within the meaning structures of modern 

aesthetics.  For this reason Rilke chose the figure of the Russian God around 

which he could center his poetic program.  However, this choice embodies much 

more than merely an attempt to veil materialism.  Rilke’s choice of God as a trope 

reflects a necessity in using dualistic thought structures for expressing modern 

aesthetics. 
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 The figure of God that unfolds in Rilke’s first mature work does not 

reflect a new age theology.  Rilke’s God emerges as a prerequisite for 

understanding human consciousness and for reconciling it with concrete reality.  

This is very much reflective of Blumenberg’s God-Cosmos-Man triad as a 

prerequisite for meaning generation in the tradition of the modern era.  Rilke’s use 

of mystic imagery is a very refined choice of symbols.  Mysticism, which is 

inspired by Gnostic ideology, lives from the opposition of body and soul, the 

secular and the divine, in short from the two-world dichotomy.  Rilke’s reworking 

of that imagery to produce not a via negationis for discovering God but for 

defining man in terms of a unity of internal and external reality is a profoundly 

modern philosophical statement, a kind of onto-anthropology, which is 

nonetheless expressed via the two-world dualism of the Neo-Platonic tradition.  

The decidedly anti-Gnostic position is one in keeping with the reductionist 

tendencies of modern philosophical thought away from traditional metaphysics, 

and away from any notion of cosmic-dualism, or transcendence without 

immanence.  However, it remains deeply indebted to the past in the form of a 

Gnostic expression of this idea.  In essence Rilke is expressing an anti-dualistic 

understanding of the human condition via a dualistic paradigm.  This is the first 

expression of this thought that will eventually evolve through the figures of the 

angels and Orpheus. 

Rilke’s poetic expression and metaphorical reworking of Gnostic imagery 

in Das Stundenbuch are indicative of a modern approach toward meaning still 

vastly different from the approach of post-modern writers.  Despite the attempted 

departure from traditional metaphysical structures Rilke’s poetic ontology 

remains within the framework of modernist aesthetics.  He never manages to 

break free from ontological formulations or from traditional meaning-laden 

images.  The poetic use of God and the connotations that such a figure carries 

with it are further developed in the next stage of Rilke’s reworking of Gnostic 
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ideology within the modern Gnostic-philosophical paradigm, namely in the figure 

of the angels.   

Rilke’s God is more indebted to Gnostic ideas than it is a product of them.  

Nonetheless Rilke’s God is still a figure fueled by the notion of the Deus 

absconditus.  Rilke is reacting to that influence with his Gnostic-inspired tropes.  

His tropes undergo gradual transformations from expressions of dichotomies of 

the past to expressions of unity (especially regarding human consciousness and its 

ability to create art).  Rilke leaves the Stundenbuch period behind, which is still 

very Gnostic in its expression, and allows his poetic world-view to develop 

further with the angelic figures.  Mirroring the history of philosophy and the 

secularization process, the poet seeks to express meaning and cosmic belonging 

from within the unity of his own imagination and consciousness transcending 

both the physical and the spiritual like an arch bridge; not unlike the angels – the 

transcendent messengers of God to earthbound men.   
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CHAPTER III – THE ANGELS 

 
Queste sustanzie, poiché fur gioconde 
Della faccia di Dio, non volser viso 
Da essa, da cui nulla si nasconde. 
Peró non hanno vedere interciso 
Da nuovo obbietto, e peró non bisogna 
Rimemorar per concetto diviso. 
Sí che laggiú non dormendo si sogna, 
Credendo e non credendo dicer vero; 
Ma nell’uno é piú colpa e piú vergogna. 
Voi non andate giú per un sentiero 
Filosofando, tanto vi trasporta 
L’amor dell’apparenza e il suo pensiero. 
 
Dante – Paradiso, CantoVentesimonono 
 
 
 
3.  GOtt kan allein vergnuegen. 
 
Weg weg jhr Seraphim jhr koent mich nicht erquikken: 
Weg weg jhr Engel all; und was an euch thut blikken: 
Jch wil nun eurer nicht; ich werffe mich allein / 
Jns ungeschaffne Meer der blossen GOttheit ein. 
 
Angelus Silesius – Cherubinischer Wandersmann 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 The previous chapter focused on the intellectual climate out of which 

Rilke’s early poetry arose and the relationship of that climate to Gnostic dualism 

in the form of the materialist / idealist debates.  Within this context Rilke’s early 

poetry may be seen as a reaction to reductionist attempts to reconcile man’s 
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consciousness with his material reality.  In keeping with Blumenberg and 

Marquard’s notion that modernism (as a reaction to modernity) is in essence a 

movement away from a world-view and a consciousness informed by a 

fundamental duality, the previous chapter has established Rilke’s earliest work as 

an attempt to formulate a poetic vision addressing this “modern” problem with a 

more holistic approach while remaining within the framework of aesthetic 

modernity. 

Far from being merely a l’art pour l’art aesthete wishing to disguise an 

essentially materialist fundament underneath a sophisticated aestheticism, Rilke’s 

use of religious and Gnostic imagery in Das Stundenbuch is an expression of a 

unique poetic ontology that exists between the material and the spiritual and that 

ultimately serves as a bridge between the two.  This kind of inner utopia as 

Zwischenwelt der Poesie is markedly different from both the orthodox religious 

interpretations of his work as well as those interpretations (i.e. Kohlschmidt) that 

see in Rilke simple stylized aesthetics devoid of philosophical statements or 

meaningful expressions concerning the human condition.  The goal of this chapter 

is to continue this line of reasoning by following the development of Rilke’s most 

favored poetic figure, the angel, as a continuation of the re-worked Gnostic God 

of the Das Stundenbuch.   

 

THE ANGEL OF TRADITION 
 

Mortimer J. Adler’s The Great Ideas, A Syntopicon of Great Books of the 

Western World carries the following entry under angel: 

 

Influenced by a long tradition of religious symbolism in painting 
and poetry, our imagination responds to the word “angel” by picturing a 
winged figure robed in dazzling white and having the bodily aspect of a 
human being. 
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This image, common to believers and unbelievers, contains 
features which represent some of the elements of meaning in the abstract 
conception of angels as this is found in the writings of Jewish and 
Christian theologians and in related discussions by the philosophers.  The 
human appearance suggests that angels, like men, are persons; that they 
are most essentially characterized by their intelligence.  The wings suggest 
the function of angels – their service as messengers from God to man.  
The aura of light which surrounds them signifies, according to established 
conventions of symbolism, the spirituality of angels.  It suggests that to 
imagine angels with bodies is to use a pictorial metaphor.   

Another interpretation might be put upon this aura of light if one 
considers the role which the notion of angel has played in the history of 
thought.  Wherever that notion has entered into discussions of God and 
man, of matter, mind, and soul, of knowledge and love, and even time, 
space, and motion, it has cast light upon these other topics.  The 
illumination which has been and can be derived from the idea of angels as 
a special kind of being or nature is in no way affected by doubts or denials 
of their existence  

Whether such beings exist or not, the fact that they are conceivable 
has significance for theory and analysis.  Those who do not believe in 
utopias nevertheless regard them as fictions useful analytically in 
appraising accepted realities (…).  What sort of being an angel would be if 
one existed can likewise serve as an hypothesis in the examination of a 
wide variety of theoretical problems. 

The idea of angels does in fact serve in precisely this way as an 
analytical tool.  It sharpens our understanding of what man is, how his 
mind operates, what the soul is, what manner of existence and action 
anything would have apart from matter.  Hence it suggests how matter and 
its motions in time and space determine the characteristics of corporeal 
existence (I, 1).    
 

The thought expressed here, and with which Rilke was surely acquainted 

as a connoisseur of Western literature, is the reflecting aspect of angelic nature 

and symbolism.  The interest in angelology has always been the result of a much 

greater interest in something else.  The angel, as its name alludes (from the Greek 

angeloi meaning messenger) is a creature that moves between two worlds, a 

creature that bridges two different realms of existence.  To know something about 

an angel is to know something about these two realms, namely about the realm of 
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God and of man.  And it is this second-hand knowing that characterizes the first 

descriptions of angels in ancient thought and places them in the vicinity of 

Blumenberg’s God-Cosmos-Man constellation.   

The earliest depictions of angels come to us from ancient Persian sources 

most notably via Zoroastrianism.  The similarities found between Jewish, 

Christian and Muslim angelology can be traced back to the Babylonian exile of 

Jewish tribes in Persia, which fell under the influence of the prophet Zoroaster 

(Panati 98).  Zoroastrianism was a deeply Gnostic religion that saw in human 

existence the fundamental struggle between good (embodied in the god of 

wisdom Ahura Mazda) and evil (the spirit Ahriman) and between truth and lie 

(the deities Ascha and Druj respectively) (Panati 252).  The angelology of the 

Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions developed largely from the initial influence 

of this Gnostic source as well as from a host of other Gnostic influences that 

spread throughout the ancient world and entered and reentered religious traditions 

from age to age.  As evidenced in chapter I a large portion of the history of 

western religion and philosophy has been articulated as a reaction to these Gnostic 

influences.  Ancient Judaism’s angelology addresses in particular the need to 

stress its own monotheism in light of the influential duality of Persian Gnosticism. 

As stated in chapter I the cosmic dualism inherent in Gnostic systems such 

as the one that influenced Judaism during the Babylonian exile provides for a less 

than omnipotent alien deity, subject not only to crisis but also to a kind of cosmic 

destiny from within the framework of a decidedly monistic conceptualization.  

The alien deity is the source from which all creation directly or indirectly flows.  

Gnostic dualism ensues from the alien deity’s inability to control the creation, 

which emanates from him.  The angels make up a large part of this unruly 

creation.   

This sometimes-uncontrolled hierarchy of being that emanates from the 

alien deity conforms to the notion of the downward evolution of the divine from 
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behind a monistic backdrop and is a component part of Gnostic cosmology. The 

Gnostic cosmos is the realm of the Archons.  These lowly powers derived from 

the alien God exercise full control over the created material world.  These beings, 

which include the angels and other celestial entities, are often times depicted as 

willful creatures that may or may not serve the alien deity.  Here is the obvious 

link to the origins of the devil and fallen angels that constitute a heavenly 

rebellion.  These Gnostic residues live on in the angelology of all three of the 

major monotheistic religions.  However they are but residual traces.  Each 

religious tradition in turn sought to minimize the effects of Gnostic dualism by 

integrating the angel into a more consistent theological monism than the one 

offered by Gnosticism. 

Judaism sought to relativize the dualism posed by the existence of the 

angels by stressing their being as part of the emanation of God from which they 

are derived.  In Jarl E. Fossum’s book The Name of God and the Angel of the 

Lord, which deals with the origins of Gnosticism within Judaism, the concept of 

the divine name of God is cited as a major difference between the Jewish and 

Gnostic conceptions of the angels.  Fossum’s research deals mainly with the 

controversy surrounding a possible Jewish origin of Gnosticism, which he refutes.  

More germane to this study, however, is his explanation of “Jewish ideas about 

the creative agency of the hypostasized divine Name and of the Angel of the 

Lord” (iii). 

Fossum points out that the angel especially in ancient Judaism is to be 

understood in relation to the concept of the divine name of God.  He uses the 

example of the child: 

 

The very young child does not remember when or under which 
circumstances he first heard the name of things and persons whose names 
he knows; he believes that he came to know them by looking at them, and 
that the name came into being with the object.  The name therefore 
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expresses the object; it actually is a quality of the object, situated within it 
as it were (84). 
 

Fossum elaborates further noting that the name is a central part of identity 

with regard to the personality.  This also holds true for ancient perceptions of the 

divine.  An image can be a material representation of the spirit or essence of the 

divine.  A name, however, functions as an immaterial representation of the spirit 

or essence (84).  Therefore in the Old Testament to act in the name of God was to 

be regarded as an extension of that name-essence thus solving the problem of how 

a transcendent God could be with his earthly people (85).  In some instances the 

name itself (YHWH) gains independence from God becoming, like the angel, a 

kind of hypostasis.  Fossum offers a further example of the connection between 

the divine name as hypostasis and the angel from the book of Exodus: 

 

When God promises to send his angel carrying his own Name in 
order to guide Israel to the land he has appointed them, this means that he 
has put his power into the angel and thus will be with his people through 
the agency of the angel.  The Angel of the Lord is an extension of 
YHWH’s personality, because the proper Name of God signifies the 
divine nature.  Thus, the Angel of the Lord has full divine authority by 
virtue of possessing God’s Name:  he has the power to withhold the 
absolution of sins.  (…) To be true, in the Bible, the Divine Name which is 
localized permanently in the temple has no personal carrier, but both Jews 
and Samaritans came to conceive of this hypostasis as an angel, even the 
Angel of the Lord (86-87). 
 

A further aspect of this view of angelic nature is reflected in Saul M. 

Olyan’s book A Thousand Thousands Served Him:  Exegesis and the Naming of 

Angels in Ancient Judaism.  Olyan reminds us that the hypostasis-nature of the 

angel as an attribute of God was also reflective of their individual names and 

functions.  One seemingly contradictory characteristic of angels is that despite the 

fact that they live without any real will or noticeable personality they all have 

specific names reflective of a certain degree of individuality.  Olyan accounts for 
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this in noting that individual angelic names were simply derived from the 

particular divine attribute whose essence they expressed (88).  Seen in this way 

angels were not named to accentuate their individuality rather the degree to which 

a divine trait could attain its own independent being.  The angels (names) were 

thus the words for divine anger, indignation, wrath, face, presence, etc (88).   

This hypostatization led to the formation of angelic images in ancient 

times that were then further developed in Christian and Islamic traditions, 

reflective of angelic hierarchies, and that overlapped with Gnostic tendencies and 

developments in western philosophy as discussed in chapter I.  This is a very 

import notion when looking at Rilke’s angels and the role they play in his poetic 

vision because his poetic use of the angel, consciously or unconsciously, mirrors 

this hypostatization.  However before discussing Rilke’s poetic use of the angel as 

a further example of a kind of immaterial hypostatization, let us consider briefly 

the image of the angel in the medieval traditions of Western thought that most 

noticeably shaped the reception of the image in Rilke’s day.  

Stephan Bemrose offers an excellent account of the Western image 

(literary and philosophical) of the angel in his book Dante’s Angelic Intelligences, 

Their Importance in the Cosmos and in Pre-Christian Religion.  Bemrose traces 

Dante’s angel image, with which Rilke was familiar (Schnack 1: 152), back to 

thirteenth-century angelology’s reception of Aristotle.  Keeping in mind the 

Gnostic, dualistic elements of Aristotelian cosmology mentioned in chapter I, we 

can see Bemrose as a confirmation of the thesis that angelology was an area of 

medieval theology where a great deal of Aristotle and Christian doctrine were 

assimilated (Bemrose 21), and consequently also the latent Gnostic tendencies 

alive in both.  

The medieval synthesis brought together the Aristotelian idea of the 

unmoved mover or Demiurge and the Gnostic-Christian idea of the angel.  The 

unmoved mover or Demiurge is akin to God transferring by its own impetus 
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motion and life to the rest of the universe.  This initial motion accounts for the 

movement of other movers that in turn move other spheres of being (Bemrose 23).  

God is the original cause but not necessarily the direct cause of all things, a very 

Gnostic notion.   The secondary movers, so to speak, are akin to the angels and 

are purely intellectual substances distinct from matter.  Bemrose explains the 

“angels” in terms of Aristotelian cosmology: 

 

In accordance with his teleological view of causality in general, 
Aristotle (so it appears) conceives them to move not as efficient causes 
(imparting a force in some active way) but as final causes (in that they are 
the object of a desire).  Efficient causality would not in his view be an 
appropriate causal mode for the Unmoved Mover, since he cannot allow 
that its transcendence should be affected in any way.  (An efficient 
moving cause in some sense comes into contact with what it moves, and 
this involves a reaction; it cannot remain unaffected by its won causal 
activity).  So the Unmoved Mover causes the first heaven to move because 
this heaven loves and desires its pure intellectuality.  Similarly the other 
Movers must, we presume, move the lower spheres as the objects of these 
spheres’ desire (23-24). 
 

As such these lower movers are like the unruly angels of Gnostic myth 

who were responsible for the creation of a world alien to the original good God of 

the immaterial.  The Christian assimilation brought with it the obedience of the 

angels save the bright one, Lucifer and his followers.  However it was the neo-

platonic philosophies, which preceded this assimilation of Christian thought (most 

notably through Muslim thinkers like Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes) that 

adopted the Aristotelian idea of celestial movers as incorporeal and separate 

intelligences creating an angelic ontology “linked in a hierarchical emanation-

series and identified with religious tradition” (Bemrose 28-30).  It was this 

tradition that the Christian West of the thirteenth-century inherited.   

As Bemrose points out, before the assimilation of Aristotle, the Judeo-

Christian angels remained simple messengers of God and anthropomorphic 
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theophanies or mythical descriptions of the actions of God (Bemrose 32).  These 

are similar to the hypostasis-nature mention by Olyan and Fossum.  Later under 

the influence of hellinization they began to represent natural forces as in the 

polytheistic tradition of the Greco-Roman world (Bemrose 32).  It is of course 

with the advent of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite’s De coelesti hierarchia that 

Aristotelian cosmology and its Arabic reception became fully integrated into 

Christian angelology.  

Pseudo-Dionysius is best known for his identification of a hierarchical 

system of intelligences with the angels of the Judeo-Christian tradition as found in 

the Old and New Testaments.  Dionysius is responsible for the ordering of the 

angelic hierarchies into Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones; Dominations, Virtues, 

Powers; Principalities, Archangels, and Angels (Bemrose 35).  For Dionysius the 

angel is incorporeal, immaterial and intelligible.  And angelic knowledge is quite 

different from that of humans. Bemrose explains that:  

 

The mode of angelic knowledge is utterly different from ours.  The 
angelic Intelligences do not posses an intellection that is fragmented, or 
dependent on sensation; nor do they use discursive reasoning or subsume 
knowledge under universal concepts.  Rather, they grasp divine 
intelligibles in a way that is intellectual, immaterial and unitive.  Whereas 
human knowledge always involves exteriority (in that we remain outside 
the object of our intellection), the angels, like God Himself, possess a 
certain cognitional interiority (in that their knowing involves an intellect-
object unity) (35-36). 
 

A note regarding their function follows Bemrose’s explanation of the 

nature of Dionysius’ angels.  The angels illuminate both one another as well as 

the whole of the transcendent world of God.  They shed light on this world for the 

benefit of man who lives in the dark world of materiality (Bemrose 36)(also a 

Gnostic residual).  It is this image of the angel that entrenched itself in 

Christianity and Western philosophy most notably through St. Thomas Aquinas’ 
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use of Pseudo-Dionysius in his Summa Theologica (Bemrose 51), which in turn 

deeply influenced Dante in his La Divina Commedia and the literary image of the 

angel from Milton to Rilke.  Before comparing the traditional image of the angel 

as Gnostic-inspired motif let us first turn to the angel as it appears in Rilke’s 

poetry. 

 

 

RILKE’S ANGEL 

 

The early poems 
 

Rilke’s use of the angel-motif can be traced back as far as the 1897 cycle 

entitled Mir zur Feier (most notably in the “Engellieder”)24, however, it is a far 

cry from the angel that first appears in his Book of Hours, continues to develop in 

the poems of his middle period, and which finally emerges in the elegies.  While 

the angel of Rilke’s early poems embodies a simpler kind of melancholic longing 

more akin to the Jenseitssehnsucht of nineteenth century romanticism, the angel 

of the elegies represents something quite different.   If we compare the first of the 

“Engellieder” from Mir zur Feier with the opening of the first of the Duino 

Elegies we are struck by the difference: 

 

 
Ich ließ meinen Engel lange nicht los, 
und er verarmte mir in den Armen 
und wurde klein, und ich wurde groß: 

                                                 
24 Mir zur Feier actually marks the beginning of several reoccurring Rilke motifs including God, 
Maria, the young girl, and night.  These motifs like the angel are also developed more intricately 
in the poets middle and later periods of production.  None however, are as ultimately significant 
for Rilke’s poetic vision and as synonomous with his work as the angel. 
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und auf einmal war ich das Erbarmen, 
und er eine zitternde Bitte bloß. 

 
Da hab ich ihm seine Himmel gegeben,- 
und er ließ mir das Nahe, daraus er entschwand; 
er lernte das Schweben, ich lernte das Leben, 
und wir haben langsam einander erkannt... (Werke 2: 73) 

 

 

Die erste Elegie 
 

 Wer, wenn ich schriee, hörte mich denn aus der Engel 
 Ordnungen?  und gesetzt selbst, es nähme  
 einer mich plötzlich ans Herz:  ich verginge von seinem 
 stärkeren Dasein.  Denn das Schöne ist nichts 
 als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den wir noch grade ertragen, 
 und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen verschmäht,  
 uns zu zerstören.  Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich... (Werke 
2: 201) 

 

It is obvious that a significant transformation has occurred in Rilke’s angel 

imagery.  The angel of Mir zur Feier is embraced and absorbed by the individual, 

almost cuddled like a little cherub.  The lyrical subject (as seen through the 

perspective of a child’s consciousness) feeds off of the angel and grows as it is 

diminished.  The angel is allowed to transcend, is let go, and set free from the 

mundane after having infiltrated it thoroughly, it learns to hover.  The subject and 

the angel, although inhabiting different realms, interact in some way, discovering 

a strange kind of unforeseen commensalism, free of obligation and dependence.  

They part easily, each having given to the other.  The subject gives the angel his 

heaven and the angel gives transcending dreams (Steiner, Rilke 151). 

In marked contrast, the angel of the first elegy seems to embody almost 

the opposite.  Not only is the angel not held (to say nothing of childlike cuddling), 

but that embrace would surely mean the demise of the lyrical subject seeking to 

embrace it.  In fact the entire lamenting, plaintive character of the elegy is based 
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on this fact.  One cannot reach out to the angels.  The subject’s cries go unheard 

by these creatures, so cold and indifferent to man’s fate.  No relationship is 

possible.  No man can feed off of the angel for strength.  Even the slightest 

attempt would consume him.  And as the sixth line of the first strophe implies, the 

angel is so indifferent that it even refuses to destroy us.  Out of disdain for our 

lack of angel-like existence the angel does not give man a single thought.  There 

is no harmonious recognition of one another, only a terrible indifference.  Angels 

are horrifying.  What has happened to Rilke’s angel?  Let us turn to its first 

appearance in Das Stundenbuch. 

  The angels appear in Das Stundenbuch in the midst of a series of poems 

that describe God (here in architectonic terms), which is significant because like 

the traditional understanding throughout the history of various religious traditions, 

angels have only really been seen in terms of their relationship to God and 

consequently to man.  This is very reminiscent of Blumenberg’s God, Cosmos, 

Man constellation.  The angel is conventionally understood as belonging to the 

realm of the cosmos (especially in Gnostic myth) and as a necessary and 

contingent bridge between God and man.   

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the function of the God imagery in 

Das Stundenbuch is highly comparative in nature ultimately saying more about 

man than about God and depicting God as a necessary conduit for the articulation 

of human consciousness.  In a modern reversal of the scholastic attempt to 

understand God and the angels through a via negationis, we see Rilke using God 

and the angels as a mirror through which one may understand the nature of man. 

Man’s temporality is understood in terms of its opposite, God’s eternity.  God’s 

ultimate being and central relevance in the cosmos as creator is also used to 

understand man’s position in the universe: 

 

   Du bist so groß, daß ich schon nicht mehr bin, 
   wenn ich mich nur in deine Nähe stelle. 
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   Du bist so dunkel; meine kleine Helle 
   an deinem Saum hat keinen Sinn. 
   Deine Wille geht wie eine Welle 
   und jeder Tag ertrinkt darin. (Werke 1: 171) 
 
 
           The first strophe is a very different kind of statement about man than the 

vision in the “Engellieder”.  Odo Marquard’s characterization of Blumenberg’s 

philosophy as Entlastung vom Absoluten (the contention that man cannot endure 

the idea of the absolute no matter what form it may assume despite its apparent 

necessity for self understanding) springs immediately to mind.  God’s greatness or 

more philosophically stated God’s absoluteness makes man by comparison 

insignificant if not irrelevant.  Diminishing the psychological need for distance 

from the absolute, man’s importance in the universe according to religion is 

established through a personal relevance for God.  In Gnostic tradition this is the 

divine spark in man.  In more orthodox religions this is the love of God for His 

creation.  In Christianity Christ is the corporeal embodiment of that love.  The 

modern moment of secularization which Blumenberg sees most poignantly 

formulated in Leibniz’ instrumentalization of evil (and perhaps also of love) 

reduces God to a rational principle of cosmic order.  This changes significantly 

the role of man when seen through the perspective of a philosophical God.   

Rilke compares man to a kind of imperfect angel in Das Stundenbuch.  

The juxtaposition God / Man obscures man’s existence to the point of oblivion.  

The final line suggests that God’s will drowns the day as time.  The temporality 

that is constitutive of man’s consciousness is devoured in comparison with God’s 

eternity.  Rilke is problematizing the new philosophical God / Man relationship in 

a way that no traditional mystic would.  The very goal of mystic contemplation is 

to be enveloped by God’s absolute nature, to give up the self in God’s greater 

being like a lover giving himself to the beloved.  What we see here is more akin to 

fear of unity with God.  The lyrical subject is afraid of losing its individuality in 
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the face of God’s all consuming being.  Rilke’s image here is more like 

Blumenberg’s drive toward Entlastung vom Absoluten, as he ushers in the first 

appearance of the angels:   

 

 

                         Nur meine Sehnsucht ragt dir bis ans Kinn 
   und steht  vor dir wie aller Engel größter: 
   ein fremder, bleicher und noch unerlöster, 
   und hält dir seine Flügel hin. 
 

Er will nicht mehr den uferlosen Flug, 
an dem die Monde blaß  vorüberschwammen, 
und von den Welten weiß er längst genug. 
Mit seinen Flügeln will er  wie mit Flammen 
vor deinem schattigen  Gesichte stehn 
und will bei ihrem weißen Scheine sehn, 
ob deine grauen Brauen ihn verdammen. (Werke 1: 171) 

 
 

The lyrical subject, after having contrasted his existence to God’s, 

compares himself to the angels.  God’s absolute being dwarfs man’s.  However, 

one aspect of human consciousness that does share proximity with God is human 

longing.  Human longing (as a kind of love) brings man close to God and invites 

the comparison with the angel.  As noted in the previous chapter Rilke’s God (not 

unlike Nietzsche’s use of the word) reflects transcendence and or the human 

experience and understanding of transcendence.  The God of Western theologies 

and philosophies as depicted in the arts is the focal point of that human longing 

for transcendence, which is in essence a struggle to reconcile internal human 

reality with its external counterpart.  Rilke far from denying the validity or 

legitimacy of such expression is searching for a modern equivalent25.  Human 

longing brings that equivalent in sight in the form of poetic expression. 

                                                 
25 See the poems of Das Buch vom mönchischen Leben that immediately follow the appearance of 
the angels.  They depict the art of the Renaissance (especially that of Michelangelo) as legitimate 
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Traditionally angels are the creatures that are closest to God.  They 

surround Him and bask in His absoluteness as emanations of His pure being.  

They are so dependent upon that absolute being that they sometimes appear as 

pure manifestations of God’s will or incarnations of His divine attributes.  That 

absolute being, which Rilke sees as a problem when compared to modern man’s 

new place in the universe, is untouchable by man.    

The old God-Cosmos-Man triad provided a harmony and focus for human 

longing.  With modern consciousness this venue is suddenly perceived as closed.  

An absolute being that has turned into a philosophical construct residing in a cold 

and indifferent cosmos renders human existence small and insignificant.  The 

closeness of the former relationship (which Rilke clearly identifies in Russian 

religiosity) is gone and only its framework remains, ultimately unsatisfying and 

beyond reach.  The angel at this stage of Rilke’s poetic vision offers therefore an 

apt comparison with man as a creature destined to worship God from a distance 

while at the same time inconceivable without Him.     

Very characteristic of Rilke’s angel depictions in his middle an early 

period is the notion that angels are needy and incomplete creatures lacking that 

certain something that makes human beings so special26.  Humans have individual 

souls loved by God and they strive toward unity with God.  The angel knows no 

such human desire, no such longing to be loved.  That reciprocal love between 

God and man is what had established man’s special place in the universe.  

Without it man is indeed more like an imperfect angel, a cog on one of the many 

wheels of the universe.  

 The second strophe describes man as one of these angels but somehow 

different, pale, unredeemed, wanting more than an existence glorifying God and 

more than the mundane, of which he has grown tired.  This creature seeks not to 

                                                                                                                                     
in its time but no longer corresponding to modern sensibilities despite its enormous artistic 
achievement. 
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glorify God but to test its own existence through God.  The final line implies this 

test.  If he finds God, will God’s existence affirm him or negate him?  Rilke’s 

comparison mixes men’s and angels’ natures and obscures their relationship to 

God.  The effect, when looked at in the light of Gnostic myth (which is the real 

source of most angelology), is a removal of man from the realm of God and into 

the realm of the cosmos reserved for the angel in Gnostic myth.  The angel in 

orthodox Judeo-Christian and Muslim traditions is the mediator between God and 

his like creation.  However, we should keep in mind the negative view of the 

cosmos in Gnostic myth that pits man and God against the cosmos.  Rilke’s 

mixture turns man into the mediator between God and world, and God into the 

impersonal embodiment of cosmic timelessness and infinity.  The poem that 

immediately follows this first appearance of the angels in Das Stundenbuch 

explores this comparison further.   

 

  So viele Engel suchen dich im Lichte 
und stoßen mit den Stirnen nach den Sternen 
und wollen dich aus jedem Glanze lernen. 
Mir aber ist, sooft ich von dir dichte, 
daß sie mit abgewendetem Gesichte 
von deines Mantels Falten sich entfernen. 

 
Denn du warst selber nur ein Gast des Golds. 
Nur einer Zeit zuliebe, die dich flehte 
in ihre klaren marmornen Gebete, 
erschienst du wie der König der Komete, 
auf deiner Stirne Strahlenströme stolz. 

 
Du kehrtest heim, da jene Zeit zerschmolz. 

 
Ganz dunkel ist dein Mund, von dem ich wehte, 
und deine Hände sind von Ebenholz. (Werke 1: 171-172) 

 

                                                                                                                                     
26 See in particular the poem Die Engel from Das Buch der Bilder, Part One, Book One. 
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Rilke highlights the differences between the traditional angel and his new 

angel-like poet.  When the poet writes of God the traditional angels disappear.  

The traditional depiction of both God and the angels belong to the past.  The 

second strophe reminds us of medieval and Renaissance images of God both in art 

and thought.  With the passing of these ages and this consciousness God seems to 

revert to an older darker image.  Rilke’s description is a Gnostic one revealing the 

dark God of the individual soul.  The poems that follow contrast the 

anthropomorphic view of God in the West with the more Gnostic image of God in 

Russian iconography.  Later on in “Das Buch vom mönchischen Leben” this 

comparison of the poet with the angels and the image of the dark Gnostic God is 

repeated. 

The lyrical subject describes his poetic inspiration once again invoking 

God and the angels as the metaphysical touchstones of existence. 

 

Ich komme aus meinen Schwingen heim, 
mit denen ich mich verlor. 
Ich war Gesang, und Gott, der Reim, 
rauscht noch in meinem Ohr. 

 
Ich werde still und schlicht, 
und meine Stimme steht; 
es senkte sich mein Angesicht 
zu besserem Gebet. 
Den andern war ich wie ein Wind, 
da ich sie rüttelnd rief. 
Weit war ich, wo die Engel sind, 
hoch, wo das Licht in Nichts zerrinnt – 
Gott aber dunkel tief. (Werke 1: 185) 

 

The moment of poetic inspiration is not unlike the rapture of the mystic.  As if 

borne on the wings of angels the poet, speaking through the Russian monk, loses 

himself and transcends his own individual voice.  That voice becomes Gesang 

and God is the rhyme that carries it.  The poem describes a kind of mystical 
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ecstasy inspired by God, or at least by that which God represents, transcendence 

of the mundane.  The poetic moment lifts individual consciousness to a different 

plane of understanding and expression.  This quasi out-of-body experience brings 

the poet into the dark invisible wind-like realm of the angels where God lies.  He 

describes the angels further finally conjuring up the most Gnostic of all Christian 

figures, the devil. 

 

Die Engel sind das letzte Wehn 
an seines Wipfels Saum; 
daß sie aus seinen Ästen gehn, 
ist ihnen wie ein Traum. 
Sie glauben dort dem Lichte mehr 
als Gottes schwarzer Kraft, 
es flüchtete sich Lucifer 
in ihre Nachbarschaft. 

 

Er ist der Fürst im Land des Lichts, 
und seine Stirne steht 
so steil am großen Glanz des Nichts, 
daß er, versengten Angesichts, 
nach Finsternissen fleht. 
Er ist der helle Gott der Zeit, 
zu dem sie laut erwacht, 
und weil er oft in Schmerzen schreit 
und oft in Schmerzen lacht, 
glaubt sie an seine Seligkeit 
und hangt an seiner Macht. (Werke 1: 185-186) 

 

In perhaps one of the most Gnostic inspired poems of the entire cycle 

Rilke introduces clearly the idea that God and the angels do not comprise a 

harmonious whole.  Man (or, in Rilke’s sense, the poet) is closer to God as 

mediator than the angels.  Rilke’s imagery parallels closely that of Gnostic myth.  

The angels belong to this world, where time and temporality rule material being, 

and man belongs to the dark alien God whose greatness is separated from the 
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deceptive world of human suffering.  Lucifer, the brightest of the angels, is ruler 

of an entirely different realm.  His realm is that of temporality.  Time comes alive 

in the material world.  This world believes in the holiness of the devil, a devil that 

cries out as well as laughs in pain.  This is the quintessence of Gnostic myth.   

The material world as ruled by time and thus marked by man’s mortality is 

the source of both worldly pleasure as well as human suffering and pain, the flesh 

is ultimately negative.  Only the union with the deity, free of time, and free of the 

desires and constraints of the material world will bring man peace.  This is the 

Gnosis that translates into man’s salvation.  Rilke turns it into a poetic Gnosis of 

inspiration that transcends the mundane and unites man with his inner God-like 

self.  Art is the active expression of religious sentiment.  It is, as Schleiermacher 

would say “Sinn und Geschmack fürs Unendliche” (Schleiermacher, 51), minus 

the notion of a romantic harmonious universe.  This odd mixture of cosmic 

duality and the mystic transcendence of an ultimately unsatisfying empirical 

world of the senses is a unique integration of Gnostic and mystic/romantic 

imagery into a poetic vision.  The poem concludes with the almost pantheistic 

notion that this divinity is to be found in all things. 

 

 

Die Zeit ist wie ein welker Rand 
an einem Buchenblatt. 
Sie ist das glänzende Gewand, 
das Gott verworfen hat, 
als Er, der immer Tiefe war, 
ermüdete des Fluges 
und sich verbarg vor jedem Jahr, 
bis ihm sein wurzelhaftes Haar 
durch alle Dinge wuchs. (Werke 1: 186) 
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This is the groundwork for Rilke’s later Dingmystik that seeks to transcend the 

mundane through the mundane.  Rilke is in effect projecting the duality of 

Gnostic myth onto the world of empirically perceived things, giving all existence 

a two-fold nature, refusing to abandon the God-Man-World constellation.  There 

exists a material world and there are the material things in that world in which lies 

the potential for transcendence, a union with the dark God of all that is unseen and 

residing within man, man as the angelic mediator between the seen and the 

unseen.  Rilke’s God as call to transcendence through creativity appears once 

again a few poems later with reference to the angels. 

 

   Und Gott befiehlt mir, daß ich schriebe: 
   Den Königen sei Grausamkeit. 
   Sie ist der Engel vor der Liebe, 
   und ohne diesen Bogen bliebe  
   mir keine Brücke in die Zeit. (Werke 1: 187) 
  

God as transcendence orders the poet to write.  The reference here to kings has 

often been interpreted as worldliness (the kings throughout history as rulers of 

their times) (Werke I, 760) and the ill-contented response to the material world is 

Grausamkeit.  The poet writes that this unsatisfactory state of being is the angel 

before love and without that love there is no bridge between him and the temporal 

world.  Without that personal relationship to God the angel is cruel and brings no 

unity to man and the world around him.  Already in Das Stundenbuch we begin to 

see the transformation of the angel into something terrible. It is no longer the 

happy mediator in a harmonious cosmos.  An increasing distance between God 

and angel is becoming apparent, a distance that marks the disappearance of God 

in Rilke’s later poetry.   

 The ever-growing distance between the elements of Blumenberg’s God-

Cosmos-Man triad (as well as its reconstitution) begins to evolve in Das 

Stundenbuch and is expressed via religion, art and even love.  Rilke characterizes 

 147



religion as the art of non-artists.  For Rilke the artist is an active believer.  Those 

who practice religion are inactive artists.  Artists are creative believers.  Rilke 

believed in a perpetual cycle of religion and art (in form, not unlike Comte’s 

schema for logical positivism) in which one generation finds God, the next 

confines him by building elaborate structures out of him, and the third 

impoverishes him by dismantling that structure, one stone at a time erecting 

wanton edifices in its place.  These three generations are followed by those, who 

must search for God anew (like Dante, Botticelli and the artists of the 

Renaissance) (Steiner, Gott 151-152).  The Gedankenwelt of Das Stundenbuch is 

permeated by this sentiment.  Religion as a formalized, stylized and ritualized 

celebration of the harmonious God-Cosmos-Man nexus is indicative of the first 

generation, Western theology of the second, and modern philosophy of the third.  

The modern artist, following these stages, serves as the renewer, the searcher, and 

the visionary bringer of Gnosis.   

 The coming of a new age atmosphere present in Das Stundenbuch reflects 

this cyclical progression as a necessary and contingent part of human 

consciousness.  This pendelum-like movement to and from God is not unlike the 

eternal Gnostic struggle to find the alien God from within the hostile world 

around us.  The ever-growing distance between God-Cosmos-(the angels)-Man is 

indicative of this pattern.   Unconventional religion, art and human love, all 

recognized as forms of creativity, are the tools of human consciousness necessary 

for finding God again.  This mixture is evident in one of Das Stundenbuch’s most 

frequently quoted poems, one that was actually inspired by Rilke’s love affair 

with Lou Andreas Salomé, but is however equally comprehensibe a mystic 

outpouring of love for God. 

 

   Lösch mir die Augen aus:  ich kann dich sehn, 
   wirf mir die Ohren zu:  ich kann dich hören, 
   und ohne Füße kann ich zu dir gehn, 
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   und ohne Mund noch kann ich dich beschwören. 
   Brich mir die Arme ab, ich fasse dich 
   mit meinem Herzen wie mit einer Hand, 
   halt mir das Herz zu, und mein Hirn wird schlagen, 
   und wirfst du in mein Hirn den Brand, 
   so werd ich dich auf meinem Blute tragen. (Werke 1: 207) 
 

With this poem we see religious fervor and increased artistic creativity expressed 

as a quasi-mystic religious moment, unraveling the limits of the physical to reveal 

the God at its core.  God is given shape, structure and form by the artist, the lover 

and the mystic.  This semi-pantheistic God found at the core of all things, more 

akin to process theology than orthodox Christianity, is the clay of the artist, and 

the mistress of the lover.  And such a distant God begging to be found and shaped 

again is necessary in the never-ending reevaluation of the God-Cosmos-Man 

constellation necessary in articulating human self-understanding.   

 Rilke’s God, who slowly disappears after Das Stundenbuch and who is 

eventually replaced entirely as a motif by the angels and Orpheus, clamors to be 

found anew but from within the confines of the objects of everyday human 

experience.  As a further appearance of the angels in Das Stundenbuch implies:   

 

   Ein jedes Ding ist überwacht 
   von einer flugbereiten Güte 
   wie jeder Stein und jede Blüte 
   und jedes kleine Kind bei Nacht. 
   Nur wir, in unsrer Hoffahrt, drängen 
   aus einigen Zusammenhängen 
   in einer Freiheit leeren Raum, 
   statt, klugen Kräften hingegeben, 
   uns aufzuheben wie ein Baum. 
   Statt in die weitesten Geleise 
   sich still und willig einzureihn, 
   verknüpft man sich auf manche Weise, - 
   und wer sich ausschließt jedem Kreise, 
   ist jetzt so namenlos allein. 
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   Da muß er lernen von den Dingen, 
   anfangen wieder wie ein Kind, 
   weil sie, die Gott am Herzen hingen, 
   nicht von ihm fortgegangen sind. 
   Eins muß er wieder können:  fallen, 
   geduldig in der Schwere ruhn, 
   der sich vermaß, den Vögeln allen 
   im Fliegen es zuvorzutun. 
 

   (Denn auch die Engel fliegen nicht mehr. 
   Schweren Vögeln gleichen die Seraphim, 
   welche um ihn sitzen und sinnen; 
   Trümmern von Vögeln, Pinguinen 
   gleichen sie, wie sie verkümmern...) (Werke 1: 214) 
 

In using gravity as an image Rilke stresses a new understanding of transcendence.  

All things although held physically to the earth by gravity are nonetheless capable 

of flight.  Human beings must learn to fall; they must learn to make peace with 

the force that binds us to this earth. In a daring and innovative choice of imagery 

that brings man once again closer to the angel by comparison and here in a 

parenthetical afterthought, Rilke compares the angels (the Seraphim) to “heavy” 

birds incapable of flight.  The almost comical figure of the penguin emerges as a 

decadent symbol of spiritual strength in atrophy.  And like the large birds that 

cannot fly, the angels surround God and waste away unable to reach Him.  And 

unlike the rest of Das Stundenbuch, which never tires of mentioning God, ihn is 

the only hint of the increasingly taciturn deity, a departure from the world of the 

Russian monk to the world of Rodin and the Dinggedichte of the middle period. 

 However, preceding the Neue Gedichte of the middle period is the 

collection of poems included in Das Buch der Bilder written between 1902 and 

1906.  Among these poems “Der Schutzengel” and “Verkündigung” offer further 

examples of Rilke´s ever-changing angel.  “Der Schutzengel” is at first 

reminiscent of the angel imagery in “Die Engellieder”, by virtue of the 

 150



romanticized guardian angel motif suggested by the title.  This however soon 

yields to a very different sort of image. 

 

   Du bist der Vogel, dessen Flügel kamen, 
   wenn ich erwachte in der Nacht und rief. 
   Nur mit den Armen rief ich, denn dein Namen 
   Ist wie ein Abgrund, tausend Nächte tief. 
   Du bist der Schatten, drin ich still entschlief, 
   und jeden Traum ersinnt in mir dein Samen, - 
   du bist das Bild, ich aber bin der Rahmen, 
   der dich ergänzt in glänzendem Relief. (Werke 1: 265) 
 

The opening of the poem is evocative of the first elegy and is but a small 

step away from its desperate existential scream to the angelic hierarchies.  In 

place of a verbalized scream, however, we encounter a silent call articulated with 

outstretched arms, perhaps inviting the embrace of the “Engellieder”.   And once 

again we see the bird imagery as before but minus the almost comic connotation 

of the penguin.  This time the bird in question flies in the dark sky of dreams 

where (like a hummingbird) the angel pollinates the imagination of the sleeper.  

The angel provides an image, a picture and the dreamer the form, the canvass.  

Here the angel appears as a nameless muse, invisible and inhabiting the realm of 

unreality.   

 

   Wie nenn ich dich?  Sieh, meine Lippen lahmen. 
   Du bist der Anfang, der sich groß ergießt, 
   ich bin das langsame und bange Amen, 
   das deine Schönheit scheu beschließt. 
 
   Du hast mich oft aus dunklem Ruhn gerissen, 
   wenn mir das Schlafen wie ein Grab erschien 
   und wie Verlorengehen und Entfliehn, - 
   da hobst du mich aus Herzensfinsternissen 
   und wolltest mich auf allen Türmen hissen 
   wie Scharlachfahnen und wie Draperien. 
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   Du:  der von Wundern redet wie vom Wissen 
   und von den Menschen wie von Melodien 
   und von den Rosen: von Ereignissen, 
   die flammend sich in deinem Blick vollziehn, - 
   du Seliger, wann nennst du einmal Ihn, 
   aus dessen siebentem und letztem Tage 
   noch immer Glanz auf deinem Flügelschlage 
   verloren liegt... 
   Befiehlst du, dass ich frage? (Werke 1: 265-266) 
 

Again Rilke injects elements of the Stundenbuch-world into the poem recalling 

the prayer-like nature of artistic inspiration, the God/tower imagery, and the call 

to transcendence.  The radiance of God’s day of rest, the day after creation, lies 

upon angelic wings but it implies a remnant.  The Gnostic separation of God and 

angel is suggested by the loss of the full divine brilliance upon the angelic 

apparition.  And once again God is not named.  Ihn returns as the trigger of the 

question that ends the poem.  In Das Stundenbuch God orders the artist to create.  

Here the displaced angel (perhaps?) demands that the artist ask about the God in 

whose presence the angel no longer basks.  The angel is losing its way and turning 

into a creature removed from God but strangely reminiscent of that God without 

whom his existence is nonsensical.  “Verkündigung” makes this point even more 

expressively. 

 

 

 

    Verkündigung 
    Die Worte des Engels 
 

   Du bist nicht näher an Gott als wir; 
   wir sind ihm alle weit. 
   Aber wunderbar sind dir 
   die Hände beneidet.  
   So reifen sie bei keiner Frau, 
   so schimmernd aus dem Saum: 
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   ich bin der Tag, ich bin der Tau, 
   du aber bist der Baum. 
 

   Ich bin jetzt matt, mein Weg war weit, 
   vergieb mir, ich vergaß, 
   was Er, der groß in Goldgeschmied 
   wie in der Sonne saß, 
   dir künden ließ, du Sinnende, 
   (verwirrt hat mich der Raum). 
   Sieh:  ich bin das Beginnende, 
   du aber bist der Baum. (Werke 1: 291) 
 

As the title might imply the poem deals with the visitation of Mary by the angel 

Gabriel to announce her divine conception.  However, unlike the biblical account 

Rilke not only maintains the anonymity of the angel but also makes him forget 

why he even sought out the young virgin.  Instead of greeting Mary with honor 

and praise the angel begins with an almost reproachful reminder that she is not 

nearer to God than the angels but equally far from Him.  This is a further 

strengthening of the ever-increasing remoteness of God to the angelic hosts.  

Furthermore the journey that the angel has undertaken was so long and arduous 

that he has forgotten why he came.  He blames the corporality and by implication 

the temporality of Mary’s world for his confusion, but is nevertheless struck by 

Mary’s ability to grow and create, an allusion to her motherhood.  The reference 

to the tree, (a reoccurring image in Rilke’s poetic world) which in Das 

Stundenbuch is often synonymous with God, is suggestive of the capacity for 

growth, fertility, creation and transcendence (from the depths of the earth rising 

high into the heavens) that man possesses despite the distance from God.  This is 

then once again related to the angel as a kind of muse inspiring to transcend, an 

idea or potential in need of form and realization. 

 

   Die Engel alle bangen so, 
   lassen einander los: 
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   noch nie war das Verlangen so, 
   so ungewiß und groß. 
   Vielleicht, daß Etwas bald geschieht, 
   das du im Traum begreifst. 
   Gegrüßt sei, meine Seele sieht: 
   du bist bereit und reifst. 
   Du bist ein großes, hohes Tor, 
   und aufgehen wirst du bald. 
   Du, mein Liedes liebstes Ohr, 
   jetzt fühle ich:  mein Wort verlor 
   sich in dir wie im Wald. 
 

  So kam ich und vollendete 
  dir tausendeinen Traum. 
  Gott sah mich an; er blendete... 
 

  Du aber bist der Baum. (Werke 1: 292) 

 

 

 

What we see here is the reinforcement of the idea of the angel as helpless muse 

capable of inspiring but not creating.  The thousand and one dreams solidify the 

artistic connotation by connecting it to The Arabian Nights, a model of artistic 

imagination and exotic dream-like fancy.  The poems of the early period set the 

stage for the middle period, most notably in the Neue Gedichte (1907-1908), 

written in the shadow of August Rodin. 

 

The Angel of the Middle Period  
 

In the years 1903-1907 Rilke began to write differently.  A perspective 

change came about in Rilke’s writing; different from the tone and outlook of his 

earlier works, and resulting in his major prose work die Aufzeichnungen des 
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Malte Laurids Brigge (Steiner, Gott 156).  Inspired by Cézanne’s art and 

Baudelaire’s poetry and deeply changed by his experience of Parisian city life as 

Rodin’s private secretary, he began to confront suffering, sickness and death in 

Malte in a way more focused, more precise and less romantic than before.  This 

artistic turning point, formulated in and experimented with in Malte, carried over 

into his poetry marking the beginning of his more mature works, most manifest in 

his Dinggedichte (Steiner, Gott 156).   

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Rilke’s Dingmystik is in many ways 

an attempt to find a place for subjective human consciousness in a world 

seemingly devoid of any connection to the human condition.  The rapidly 

shrinking relevance of the God-Cosmos-Man constellation has as a result the 

orphaning of human experience in an indifferent world.  Rilke’s injection of 

human consciousness into things is an attempt to find a new home for human 

consciousness.  Around 1902 Rilke began developing this idea under the 

influence of Baudelaire  (Dischner 165) (Holthusen, 75-76), particularly in his 

understanding of one of Baudelaire’s most famous poems “Une Charogne” from 

the 1857 Les Fleurs du Mal. 

 

Rappelez-vous l'objet que nous vîmes, mon âme,  
Ce beau matin d'été si doux:  
Au détour d'un sentier une charogne infâme  
Sur un lit semé de cailloux,  
 
Les jambes en l'air, comme une femme lubrique,  
Brûlante et suant les poisons,  
Ouvrait d'une façon nonchalante et cynique  
Son ventre plein d'exhalaisons.  
 
Le soleil rayonnait sur cette pourriture,  
Comme afin de la cuire à point,  
Et de rendre au centuple à la grande Nature  
Tout ce qu'ensemble elle avait joint;  
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Et le ciel regardait la carcasse superbe  
Comme une fleur s'épanouir.  
La puanteur était si forte, que sur l'herbe  
Vous crûtes vous évanouir.  
 
Les mouches bourdonnaient sur ce ventre putride,  
D'où sortaient de noirs bataillons  
De larves, qui coulaient comme un épais liquide  
Le long de ces vivants haillons.  
 
Tout cela descendait, montait comme une vague,  
Ou s'élançait en pétillant;  
On eût dit que le corps, enflé d'un souffle vague,  
Vivait en se multipliant.  
 
Et ce monde rendait une étrange musique,  
Comme l'eau courante et le vent,  
Ou le grain qu'un vanneur d'un mouvement rhythmique  
Agite et tourne dans son van.  
 
Les formes s'affaçaient et n'étaient plus qu'un rêve,  
Une ébauche lente à venir,  
Sur la toile oubliée, et que l'artiste achève  
Seulement par le souvenir.  
 
Derrière les rochers une chienne inquiète  
Nous regardait d'un oeil fâché,  
Épiant le moment de reprendre au squelette  
Le morceau qu'elle avait lâché.  
 
- Et pourtant vous serez semblable à cette ordure,  
A cette horrible infection,  
Étoile de mes yeux, soleil de ma nature,  
Vous, mon ange et ma passion!  
 
Oui! telle vous serez, ô la reine des grâces,  
Après les derniers sacrements,  
Quand vous irez, sous l'herbe et les floraisons grasses,  
Moisir parmi les ossements.  
 
Alors, ô ma beauté! dites à la vermine  
Qui vous mangera de baisers,  
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Que j'ai gardé la forme et l'essence divine  
De mes amours décomposés! (50-55) 

 

 

In this poem Rilke saw a call to affirm of life.  What Baudelaire (according to 

Rilke) is describing here is the human subject confronted with a vision of death in 

its most horrid and vile manifestation, death as the ugly face of material 

indifference (Holthusen, 76).   

The poem recounts a memory in which a couple, obviously very much in 

love happens upon a rotting carcass.  The couple, lost in the subjectivity of their 

own feelings, is suddenly reminded of life’s transitory nature, a grim memento 

mori in the form of a putrefying mass of animal flesh.  However, after an 

exhausting account of the vileness of material decay, interspersed with poetic 

description, the lyrical subject does not resort to transcendence typical of 

medieval, baroque or even romantic sentiments that calls for man to change his 

ways (or outlook) in light of the world to come in the form of a vanitas mundi 

sentiment.  Despite the indifference of the life process, in which things (beautiful 

or not) come to be, live, die and are again consumed only to be recycled amongst 

the living again, the subject manages to find something of lasting worth beyond 

seemingly fickle matter.   

The divine essence of human consciousness referred to in the final 

strophe, which once existed in that now rotting flesh has been preserved in the 

mind, experience and creativity of another.  It’s essential form and content live 

on.  In keeping with Rilke’s notion that artists are active versions of the religious 

mindset, Baudelaire’s art provides Rilke’s art with transcendence and eternity but 

from within the immanent and the temporal.  Human consciousness and the 

passionate subjective experience of individual life experiences make up the 

underlying essence of being (Holthusen 76).  Rilke’s poet uncovers this being 

even in the face of such “ugly” death.  As Jacob Steiner said „Das Dinggedicht 
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hat also zunächst zum Ziel die immanente Wesenserhellung eines Seienden 

(Steiner, Dinggedicht 190) and it is that immanente Wesenserhellung that begins 

to bloom in Rilke’s middle period.  An example of this offered by Steiner, which 

also contributes to the understanding of Rilke’s angel, is “L´Ange du Méridien” 

from Neue Gedichte, 1907. 

 
L´Ange du Méridien 
Chartres 

 
Im Sturm, der um die starke Kathedrale 
wie ein Verneiner stürzt der denkt und denkt, 
fühlt man sich zärtlicher mit einem Male 
von deinem Lächeln zu dir hingelenkt: 
lächelnder Engel, fühlende Figur, 
mit einem Mund, gemacht aus hundert Munden: 
gewahrst du gar nicht, wie dir unsre Stunden 
abgleiten von der vollen Sonnenuhr, 
auf der des Tages ganze Zahl zugleich, 
gleich wirklich, steht in tiefem Gleichgewichte, 
als wären alle Stunden reif und reich. 
Was weißt du, Steinerner, von unserm Sein? 
und hältst du mit noch seligerm Gesichte 
vielleicht die Tafel in die Nacht hinein? (Werke 1: 462-

463) 
 

  

Steiner maintains that the main topic of the poem is a contrast between the 

transitory temporality of human existence and the completeness of time in which 

the angel is poetically situated (Steiner, Gott 158).  According to Steiner the 

description of the angel’s mouth as sculpted from hundreds of mouths 

demonstrates that the angel here is not individual but transcends individuality and 

represents something much more archetypal.  The angel is thus removed from all 

transitory individuality.  He interprets the sundial imagery used in the poem in 

tandem with this attribute:   
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Das Verhältnis zwischen dem Mund des Engels und den hundert 
vergänglichen Munden erscheint auch temporal als das zwischen der 
ganzen Zahl der vollen Sonnenuhr und unseren davon abgleitenden 
Stunden.  Die Sonnenuhr ist deswegen voll, und die Zahl steht deswegen 
im Singular und ist ganz, weil die Zeit des Engels nicht wie die des 
Menschen an Sukzession gebunden ist und damit die gerade laufende 
Stunde zur wichtigsten und einzig realen stempelt, sondern weil sie 
simultan versammelt ist und daher alle Stunden gleich wirklich sind und 
gleiches Gewicht haben, was in sprachlichem Hinüberspielen in die 
beispielhafte Ausgewogenheit des Daseins als Gleichgewicht bezeichnet 
wird.  Die Zeit ist vollzählig und nicht anthropozentrisch auf die flüchtige 
Gegenwart ausgerichtet (Steiner, Gott 158). 
 

From this Steiner reasons further that because the angel is looked upon 

and approached as a thing, an art object as the stone figure of a cathedral (in the 

true sense of a Dinggedicht) that its remoteness is intensified (Steiner, Gott 159).   

And the angel is, much like the angel of the elegies, asked about our human, 

temporal being.  Once again we see Rilke’s insistence on understanding human 

existence through the God-Cosmos (Angel)-Man constellation.  The human 

condition is always approached in terms of a juxtaposition, a comparison, or a 

relation to its opposite.   

Steiner unites the two possible meanings when he highlights the final line 

of the poem where night appears.  According to Steiner the sundial is symbolic 

for human-time measured in this case by the daylight of the sun.  Night appears as 

its opposite as death, the unseen, and the invisible.  The angel holds our (day) 

time in the form of the sundial toward night because it perhaps as the invisible is 

just as or even more essential from the angelic perspective that transcends 

temporality.  In this sense das Sein is the sum of life and death, a super-polar 

unity that transcends temporality (Steiner, Gott 159).  This is a highly significant 

development in Rilke’s angel imagery because it brings us programmatically 

closer to the angel and the world of the later poetry especially to the world of the 

elegies.  Rilke himself says of the elegies:  
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In den „Elegien“ wird, aus den gleichen Gegebenheiten heraus, das Leben 
wieder möglich, ja es erfährt hier diejenige endgültige Bejahung, zu der es der 
junge Malte, obwohl auf dem richtigen schweren Wege „des longues études“, 
noch nicht führen konnte.  Lebens- und Todesbejahung erweist sich als Eines in 
den „Elegien“ (Rilke, Briefe 3: 896). 

 
Night is the unseen, the invisible, and the shrouded.  And the angel is a 

citizen of the night, the invisible.  Once again we are reminded of Rilke’s own 

description of the angels: 

 

...es gibt weder ein Diesseits noch jenseits, sondern die große Einheit, in 
der die uns übertreffenden Wesen, die „Engel“, zu Hause sind (...)Der Engel der 
Elegien ist dasjenige Geschöpf, in dem die Verwandlung des Sichtbaren in 
Unsichtbares, die wir leisten, schon vollzogen erscheint (Rilke, Briefe 3: 896, 
900). 
 

 

The angel, removed from humanity by virtue of its lack of temporal dependence, 

sees the simultaneity of time and therefore knows more about man than we can 

ever know (Steiner, Gott 160).  But this only describes the nature of the angel and 

tells us little of its relationship to humans.  This is the subject of the Duino 

Elegien and the world that it evokes. 

 

The Angel of the Duino Elegies 

 
When dealing with Rilke’s angel as a Gnostic figure (or in any other way 

for that matter), one cannot omit a discussion of the angel-rich Duino Elegies.  

However before discussing the individual elegies that specifically deal 

extensively or in part with the angels it is worth first looking at Rilke’s “eighth 
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Duino Elegy”, which offers an important glimpse into the human condition 

contrasted so effectively with the angelic world.   

The eighth elegy is of central importance to the cycle in part due to its 

formulation of Rilke’s critique of human consciousness, and thus his conception 

of human existence and being.  Rilke called the eighth “die Stille” and this is 

indicative of the melancholic lamenting nature of its themes (Steiner, Elegien 

186). But unlike earlier elegies which were centered around smaller individual 

instances of human endeavor, with the hope of realizing human existence in a 

more subjective sphere, here the emphasis is on the whole of the human condition 

and its problematic nature.  The eighth also defines most clearly, as Steiner puts 

it, both in thought and in poetic word many concepts central to the understanding 

of the cycle (Steiner, Elegien 185).  Therefore it shall be our point of departure 

before turning specifically to the other elegies where the angels appear. 

From the beginning of the elegy we are dealing with a great contrast 

between man and animal, or the human as opposed to the created world in which 

he has been thrust.  The very first line begins with an introduction of two basic 

concepts, which permeate the entire elegy:  Die Kreatur and das Offene.  With the 

concept of Kreatur we are dealing with an original, natural state of being that is 

further predicated by the second term, das Offene, describing the particular 

perception or consciousness of this type of being.  The animal exists in a world 

that is open, that is, its particular brand of consciousness knows no boundaries.  

This predication becomes clearer when this open perception of the world is 

contrasted to ours i.e. human perception and consciousness marked by a profound 

sense of temporality. 

 

MIT allen Augen sieht die Kreatur  
das Offene. Nur unsre Augen sind  
wie umgekehrt und ganz um sie gestellt  
als Fallen, rings um ihren freien Ausgang.  
Was draußen ist, wir wissens aus des Tiers  
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Antlitz allein; denn schon das frühe Kind  
wenden wir um und zwingens, daß es rückwärts  
Gestaltung sehe, nicht das Offne, das  
im Tiergesicht so tief ist. Frei von Tod.  
Ihn sehen wir allein; das freie Tier  
hat seinen Untergang stets hinter sich  
und vor sich Gott, und wenn es geht, so gehts  
in Ewigkeit, so wie die Brunnen gehen. (Werke 2: 224) 

 

 

Here we see human experience much in the way Kant or Schopenhauer 

would have seen it, as a subject / object relationship.  The human subject sees the 

world in relation to its own existence and its own self-imposed boundaries.  The 

human subject, through the process of abstraction, can only envision the world 

from one perspective:  from the perspective of this juxtaposition.  The human 

subject never lives from within the world, rather across from it, measuring and 

defining it from his own vantage point.  What is implied is a particular spatial 

distance, which is relative or at least determinable according to the human subject, 

but which does not necessarily encompass all possible orientations toward the 

world.  The animal in contrast does not have this perspective, which is limited to 

this one distance or dimension.  The animal is “open”, not restricted by its 

consciousness and mode of perception.  This is an allusion to the central 

perspective tradition in art that began in the Renaissance.  The external 

surroundings of any given picture was always depicted from the point of view of 

one central point, ususaly a human subject.  The rest of the picture is then 

arranged according to that center. This also functions metaphorically as a 

statement on the central importance of man in relation to the world around him, 

man as the measure of all things (Steiner, Elegien186-187).  

Here it is appropriate to mention Rilke’s habit of expressing temporality in 

terms of spatial imagery much like God was expressed in architectonic terms in 

Das Stundenbuch.  Rilke uses this not merely as a poetic device but also to reflect 
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spatiality as a habit of human perception, just as the sciences and our 

comprehension of time are so often expressed in terms of space and motion in 

general.  For the main boundary placed of human consciousness and perception, 

according to Rilke, is human mortality as a dimension of time.   

 In keeping with an almost Heidgeggarian view of human mortality, we see 

death as the decisive factor forming the human perception of life.  Life 

affirmation is at the same time death affirmation because man lives constantly 

(consciously or unconsciously) according to the notion that he will one day die.  

Life understood as a closed unity can only make sense temporally in terms of its 

limits (beginning and end), just as Rilke chooses God and the angels as 

boundaries in order to understand man.  God is man’s limit.  The animal, which 

does not share this consciousness, is free from this limiting view.  This is also the 

case for the consciousness of the child, not yet ripe for such distinctions.  

However, as the elegy points out, the child is very soon turned away from the 

open perspective that he still holds on to by virtue of his proximity to birth and 

thus life in its original pre-conscious form, free of the ever encroaching 

consciousness of the adult in terms of self-definition. The adult is constantly and 

consciously approaching death linearly, on his pre-set, one-dimensional track.  It 

is only in death and dying, when one is near death and thus about to go beyond 

the boundaries of consciousness, that one begins to see thing through the eyes of 

an animal.  “Man starrt hinaus.“  

 Once again we see time in terms of space and thus perception as spatial.  

The animal has its death behind it, meaning, that death is not a Wegweiser, 

leading perception forward.  It has God in front of it, in this case meaning, being 

in its original form.  Here we see not only the concept of God as pure being (see 

here Augustine, Spinoza, Eckhart and the mystics as well as the whole schools of 

Gnostic inspired neo-platonic thought) but also expressed spatially as the absence 

of boundaries and limitations, an open horizon, God as symbol for the infinite 
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number of possibilities of being.  And in addition we encounter once again 

Rilke’s fountain imagery27, conjuring up pictures of eternal, cyclic flowing 

waters, without form, beginning or end. 

 The eighth elegy postulates a momentary opening up of these boundaries 

through the widening experience of love.  Love provides a means in which the 

subject / object relationship is broken with the lover being the loved and visa 

versa.  Lovers tend to feel a particular supra-polar unity with one another and, by 

virtue of this crack in the wall of temporal perception, with the world as creation 

as well.  However this crack is still just a crack, allowing but a tiny bit of light in 

the closed room otherwise darkened by the walls and doors of human 

consciousness.  The lovers are still in the room and can but awe at the new partial 

perspective, seen outside from within. 

 

 

Wir haben nie, nicht einen einzigen Tag,  
den reinen Raum vor uns, in den die Blumen  
unendlich aufgehn. Immer ist es Welt  
und niemals Nirgends ohne Nicht: das Reine,  
Unüberwachte, das man atmet und  
unendlich weiß und nicht begehrt. Als Kind  
verliert sich eins im Stilln an dies und wird  
gerüttelt. Oder jener stirbt und ists.  
Denn nah am Tod sieht man den Tod nicht mehr  
und starrt hinaus, vielleicht mit großem Tierblick.  
Liebende, wäre nicht der andre, der  
die Sicht verstellt, sind nah daran und staunen . . .  
Wie aus Versehn ist ihnen aufgetan  
hinter dem andern . . . Aber über ihn  
kommt keiner fort, und wieder wird ihm Welt.  
Der Schöpfung immer zugewendet, sehn  
wir nur auf ihr die Spiegelung des Frein,  
von uns verdunkelt. Oder daß ein Tier,  

                                                 
27 See in particular das Dinggedicht Römische Fontäne from the Neue Gedichte 1907, which is 
also reminiscent of Conrad Ferdinand Meyers Römischer Brunnen from 1858. 
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ein stummes, aufschaut, ruhig durch uns durch.  
Dieses heißt Schicksal: gegenüber sein  
und nichts als das und immer gegenüber. (Werke 2: 224-
225) 

 
  
 

 At this point the elegy goes on to postulate the possibility of transporting 

our brand of consciousness into the animal.  But this idea is quickly dismissed as 

implausible due to the animal’s lack of abstract temporality.  The animal does not 

reflect on its condition, its future or past, nor does it see anything in these terms.  

And since it is that which distinguishes us from it essentially, such a combination 

would be impossible.  It would be comparable to thinking of the possibility of the 

married bachelor, or perhaps a spatial thing without extension.  And as the 

description of the animal perception as “geheilt für immer” might imply, the 

human subject suffers greatly at the hand of this distinction. 

 

 

Wäre Bewußtheit unsrer Art in dem  
sicheren Tier, das uns entgegenzieht  
in anderer Richtung -, riß es uns herum  
mit seinem Wandel. Doch sein Sein ist ihm  
unendlich, ungefaßt und ohne Blick  
auf seinen Zustand, rein, so wie sein Ausblick.  
Und wo wir Zukunft sehn, dort sieht es Alles  
und sich in Allem und geheilt für immer.  

Und doch ist in dem wachsam warmen Tier  
Gewicht und Sorge einer großen Schwermut.  
Denn ihm auch haftet immer an, was uns  
oft überwältigt, - die Erinnerung,  
als sei schon einmal das, wonach man drängt,  
näher gewesen, treuer und sein Anschluß  
unendlich zärtlich. Hier ist alles Abstand,  
und dort wars Atem. Nach der ersten Heimat  
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ist ihm die zweite zwitterig und windig. (Werke 2: 225) 
 

 

 The one thing which does however, find expression in both the animal and 

human consciousness is memory.  And it is memory, which can provide a kind of 

bridge between past, present, and future; and this is an expression of the process 

of internalization and appropriation of past experience (that which we by virtue of 

our temporality, see as past) into our present consciousness, a kind of eternalizing 

of experience. 

 This type of Innerlichkeit is seen as a possible means to overcome time 

and live closer to life, as it were.  This aspect is extolled in the Mücken-imagery 

that Rilke employs in the last portions of the elegy.  It is the kleine Kreatur that is 

blessed because it remains in the womb.  The warmth, or body temperature of 

insects and other smaller creatures, is determined by their environment not by 

their own internal regulation.  This is in contrast to the body temperature of 

mammals.  Insects such as mosquitoes are born directly into the world and know 

no incubation period either from within a mother or with the warmth of a mother 

brooding over her eggs.  For this reason the insect is seen in perpetual motion, 

existing from within itself, not needing warmth from any source but from within 

itself.  This is compared to the tomb of the Etruscan sharing identity and 

definition as both internal and external aspects.  This metaphor is carried forth to 

the bat, which as a strange creature (a flying mammal), is forced to fly, that is 

forced to, like the insect and perhaps the poet, fly inwards, blind and sporadically, 

crashing into die gedeutete Welt.   

 

O Seligkeit der kleinen Kreatur,  
die immer bleibt im Schooße, der sie austrug;  
o Glück der Mücke, die noch innen hüpft,  
selbst wenn sie Hochzeit hat: denn Schooß ist Alles.  
Und sieh die halbe Sicherheit des Vogels,  
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der beinah beides weiß aus seinem Ursprung,  
als wär er eine Seele der Etrusker,  
aus einem Toten, den ein Raum empfing,  
doch mit der ruhenden Figur als Deckel.  
Und wie bestürzt ist eins, das fliegen muß  
und stammt aus einem Schooß. Wie vor sich selbst  
erschreckt, durchzuckts die Luft, wie wenn ein Sprung  
durch eine Tasse geht. So reißt die Spur  
der Fledermaus durchs Porzellan des Abends. (Werke 2: 
225) 

 

 The elegy ends with a lament of our Umkehr and the eternally departing 

nature of our consciousness, as a constant abstraction of experiences, from which 

we are forced to take leave of as products of a transitory order.  The elegy asks the 

questions “who turned us around?”  Who or what made us such that we must turn 

away from any overview of reality and instead dwell on the partial and the 

fragmentary?  

  

Und wir: Zuschauer, immer, überall,  
dem allen zugewandt und nie hinaus!  
Uns überfüllts. Wir ordnens. Es zerfällt.  
Wir ordnens wieder und zerfallen selbst.  
 
Wer hat uns also umgedreht, daß wir,  
was wir auch tun, in jener Haltung sind  
von einem, welcher fortgeht? Wie er auf  
dem letzten Hügel, der ihm ganz sein Tal  
noch einmal zeigt, sich wendet, anhält, weilt -,  
so leben wir und nehmen immer Abschied. (Werke 2: 226) 

 

 

The picture of the human condition and above all of human consciousness that the 

elegy provides is important when examining the figure of the angel from both the 
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Gnostic perspective as well as in relation to the Gedankenwelt of the elegies taken 

as a whole.  This is especially true in dealing with Rilke’s concept of Das Offene. 

 A possible inspiration for Das Offene can be traced to the influence of 

Alfred Schuler, whom Rilke met in 1915 (Rilke, Werke 2: 676).  Schuler 

belonged to the Munich based group known as the Kosmiker.  Influenced by 

Nietzsche and Bachofen, they developed a critique of modernity that held that 

modern civilization had destroyed the unity of man and cosmos.  Rilke seems to 

have been most drawn toward their notion that the dead are the most real.  That is 

to say that the realm of the dead forms a circular unity with the living that is just 

as real if not more so (Rilke, Werke 2: 677).  Schuler’s group believed that we are 

born from the realm of the dead into life and return there after a short time.  The 

realm of the dead thus appears as the more essential mode of existence free of 

temporal consciousness and indicative of an all-encompassing unity of cosmic 

being.  Rilke seems to have adopted this idea at least poetically in his articulation 

of das Offene.    

The Gnostic overtones here are very clear.  Schuler’s view seems to paint 

modern civilization in Gnostic colors.  The lost cosmic unity and harmony that he 

is bemoaning is more akin to the cosmos friendly outlook of the ancient Greeks.  

Modern civilization, however, takes on a decidedly Gnostic character with its 

alienating influence on man, dividing him from the rest of creation.  Given 

Rilke’s extensive treatment of the human condition throughout his poetry it would 

seem that this Gnostic motif in particular is at the heart of das Offene and of the 

imagery of the elegy world. Having first considered the image of human 

consciousness offered by the eighth elegy let us now return to the fist elegy where 

the angels reappear evolved from their earlier poetic states. 

 As noted at the beginning of this chapter the angels of the first elegy 

emerge as the object of lamentation, terrible apparitions incapable of being 

reached and so far removed from man that their indifference borders on disdain.  
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But what makes them so terrible that their stronger existence would consume 

man?  Rilke’s own words describe the angels as creatures in which the 

transformation of the visible into the invisible has already occurred to the point of 

apotheosis.  Like the apostasies of the ancient world the angels become 

manifestations of a special kind of being.  However instead of reflecting the 

attributes of God, His will or, as in the Gnostic tradition, the rebellious 

emanations of God’s being, the angels are indicative of Rilke’s particular notion 

of transcendence.   

Humans can transform the visible into the invisible in the sense of 

Baudeliare’s carrion, by capturing the essence of a physical, empirically 

transferable experience and indelibly imposing it onto consciousness such that it 

becomes a defining instance, capable of shaping and filtering future experiences, 

in the same manner.  This allows otherwise fleeting moments to transcend the 

temporal instant of their occurrence and attain a lasting incidence.  When this 

translates into artistic production (as the active-religious) a kind of eternity is 

achieved in a vita breve ars longa understanding of aesthetics.   This aesthetic 

realm is the home of the angels.  And it represents a higher plane of reality 

because it is the true essence of human consciousness and the actual goal of 

human endeavor, much in contrast to positivistic views of the human condition as 

a simple expression of biological processes.  Rilke says further: 

 

Alle Welten des Universums stürzen sich ins Unsichtbare, als in ihre 
nächst-tiefere Wirklichkeit; einige Sterne steigern sich unmittelbar und 
vergehen im unendlichen Bewußtsein der Engel -, andere sind auf langsam 
und mühsam sie verwandelnde Wesen angewiesen, in deren Schrecken 
und Entzücken sie ihre nächste unsichtbare Verwirklichung erreichen.  
Wir sind, noch einmal sei’s betont, im Sinne der Elegien, sind wir diese 
Verwandler der Erde, unser ganzens Dasein, die Flüge und Stürze unserer 
Liebe, alles befähigt uns zu dieser Aufgabe (neben der keine andere, 
wesentlich besteht) (Rilke, Briefe 3: 900). 
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Rilke sees the human condition as a constant struggle toward the higher 

realm of the angels, a realm that is, however, in the end unattainable in its purest 

form.  Modern man seems to be particularly challenged in reaching the invisible 

realm of the angels and can only realize such an existence in fleeting moments.  

The condition described in the eighth elegy is the reason for the inaccessibility of 

the angelic world.  According to Rilke we must nonetheless try to make the 

transition from visible to invisible by making cold objective reality a part of our 

deeper consciousness.  But that same consciousness, as described in the eighth, 

prevents us from reaching the angels hence the lamentation.  The level of despair 

is so strong that the opening line is but a hypothetical question in the subjunctive.  

If one were to scream who would or could hear me amongst the hierarchy of 

angels?  The Gnostic separation and incompatibility of the two realms is stressed 

here and immediately turned into the focus, if not the essence of human existence.   

The angel as dweller on the higher plane of reality is connected to the 

artistic production that is at the same time religious and in many ways the Gnosis 

necessary for a kind of cosmic reconciliation. 

 

Denn das Schöne ist nichts  
als des Schrecklichen Anfang, den wir noch grade ertragen,  
und wir bewundern es so, weil es gelassen verschmäht,  
uns zu zerstören. Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich. (Werke 2: 
224) 
     
 

 

The angel is connected to both das Schöne as well as to das Schreckliche.   

Rilke’s angel stands for the already completed transformation of the visible into 

the invisible; it represents the essence of an incorporeal world, a higher reality and 

a higher form of consciousness.  For Rilke the transformation process of the 

visible to the invisible is crucial.  Like Baudlaire’s carrion even the most terrible 

of empirical experiences must be transformed and endowed with a semblance of 
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the realm of human consciousness embodied so purely by the angels. Das 

Schreckliche is that which has not yet been transformed through this process and 

das Schöne is that which has been given concrete form via art (Rilke, Werke 2: 

626), which is an expression of the active-religious element.  Rilke mentions this 

in an early letter to Baron Uexküll dating back to his stay in Paris in 1909. 

 

Glauben Sie nicht, lieber Freund, daß schon das Stunden Buch 
ganz erfüllt war von der Entschlossenheit, in der ich (einseitig, wenn Sie 
wollen) zugenommen habe?  Die Kunst nicht für eine Auswahl aus der 
Welt zu halten, sondern für deren restlose Verwandlung ins Herrliche 
hinein.  Die Bewunderung, mit der sie sich auf die Dinge (alle, ohne 
Ausnahme) stürzt, muß so ungestüm, so stark, so strahlend sein, daß dem 
Gegenstand die Zeit fehlt, sich auf seine Häßlichkeit oder Verworfenheit 
zu besinnen.  Es kann im Schrecklichen nichts so Absagendes und 
Verneinendes geben, daß nicht die multiple Aktion künstlerischer 
Bewältigung es mit einem großen, positiven Überschuß zurückließe, als 
ein Dasein-Aussagendes, Sein-Wollendes: als einen Engel (Rilke, Briefe 
1: 245). 

 

This aesthetic transformation, which is ultimately a positive, life-affirming act, is 

designed to take temporality away from the temporal, give being to the inanimate, 

and infuse the fragmentary object with the unity of the artistic subject.  This is in 

effect Rilke’s attempt at reconciling das Sein with das Bewußtsein, or put in more 

Gnostic terms, reconciling man with an otherwise unfriendly cosmos.  Read 

thusly the angel takes on a very special role in the first elegy. 

 The subject of the first elegy issues a lugubrious cry aimed at the perfect 

incarnation of a higher realm of consciousness where the physical world of man 

has already been perfectly transformed into invisible reality.  But the subject is 

asking a rhetorical question that translates into the query:  “Is this invisible realm 

attainable?”  If one tries to break forth from the physical-temporal prison 

described in the eighth elegy, can one reach the invisible realm of the angels?  

And even if one were to try, would not this invisible world overwhelm him, 
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consuming his being?  This higher plane of reality inhabited by the angels is 

incompatible with man’s all-too practical, visible, and painfully material world.   

Beauty is the process of transforming the visible into the invisible (albeit in an 

imperfect human way incomparable to the transformation already undergone by 

the angels) and this is the beginning of that terribleness that we experience in 

attempting such a transformation.   

The first and second elegies remind us that every angel is terrible.  As 

Rilke says: “Daher ‚schrecklich’ für uns, weil wir, seine Liebenden und 

Verwandler, doch noch am Sichtbaren hängen (Rilke, Briefe 3: 900).“ The angel 

is terrible because the transformation process that Rilke is advocating and that is 

exemplified in his Ding-Mystik is incredibly difficult given the nature and state of 

human consciousness.  This terribleness, however also carries with it the sense of 

awe found in the traditional image of the angel. 

 Peter Krumme notes that despite Rilke’s insistence that the angels have 

little to do with the angels of Christianity (and more with the angels of Islam) it is 

difficult to ignore the tradition that precedes them.  This is especially true given 

the direct references in the elegies to the Bible (the book of Tobit) and the notion 

of archangels and angelic hierarchies found throughout the elegy world (Krumme, 

24).  Furthermore the history of Islamic and Judeo-Christian angelology is so 

intertwined and interdependent, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, that it is 

increasingly difficult to say exactly what it is that Rilke means with his 

differentiation between the angels of Christianity and of Islam, at least from a 

developmental perspective.  Rilke’s statement is therefore perhaps most valid 

regarding the ultimate function of the angels and less so regarding their 

symbolism, connotations, and possible reception as poetic figures.  We see this 

clearly in Rilke’s understanding of the angel as schrecklich. 

  The awe-inspiring aspect of this angelic terror relates to the awe-full and 

at the same time wonderful task of seeing all life experiences in terms of Rilke’s 
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poetic ontology.  This kind of poetic transcendence is tremendous in as far as it 

represents the altering of human consciousness and the discovery of a new world.  

For this reason it seems perfectly apt to employ the traditional biblical image of 

the angel as both a mysterium tremendum and a mysterium fascinosum (Krumme, 

24) as well as exploiting the mediating character of the angel as messenger from 

another world.  The biblical angel can easily destroy man if viewed in its pure 

form.  We also see the hierarchy of angels as an expression of a harmonious 

cosmos and of the totality of divine being (Krumme 24-25).  Rilke’s choice of the 

angel in elucidating the human condition is fitting because they represent 

everything that man is not and have just as much to do with death, pain and 

oblivion as they do with life, happiness and consciousness.  Peter Krumme 

highlights this in his explanation of the angels’ totality: 

 

In den Elegien wird hervorgehoben, daß die Seinsweise der Engel in jeder 
Beziehung derjenigen der Menschen entgegengesetzt ist.  Die Ordnungen 
der Engel sind das Bild einer umfassenden Totalität, die das 
Fassungsvermögen des Menschen radikal übersteigt.  Concettohaft wird 
die antike Vorstellung vom kosmos kalos, der schönen Ordnung, mit der 
jüdisch-christlichen oder auch islamischen Auffassung einer Hierarchie 
der Engel verbunden und so Weltbilder berufen, nach denen sich Welt 
noch als ein geordnetes Ganzes denken ließ.  Solche uralten 
Totalitätsvorstellungen, für welche die Engel stehen, werden in den 
Elegien zurückgewiesen.  Daß der schrei zu den Engeln erhört werden 
könnte, ist nicht mehr zu hoffen.  Das Schöne, die Erscheinungsform der 
Engel, wird der Anfang des Schrecklichen genannt, welches dem 
Menschen unerträglich ist (25-26). 

 

Krumme’s observation here is the Gnostic element evident in Rilke’s particular 

use of such a traditional religious figure like the angel.  Rilke’s use of Gnostic 

tropes is always aimed at a comparison or contrast with man.  Rilke’s 

understanding of human beings seems incomprehensible without God, angels or 

mythical beings like Orpheus. 

 173



 When Krumme equates the image of the angel with images of totality and 

harmony common to pre-modern times, he is pointing directly at a very Gnostic 

motif that is further intensified by Rilke’s exceptional choice of such a Gnostic 

creature like the angel.  The happy harmony of the ancient Greek cosmos gives 

way to the seemingly unbridgeable chasm between Rilke’s modern man and the 

invisible realm of the angels that he so desperately cries out for.  Let us recall that 

the Gnosis of the ancient Gnostic religions was the recognition of the true nature 

of man.  In knowing that man is trapped in an alien world and that he is really a 

part of another, invisible, immaterial world, he can attain salvation.  A life led 

according to this Gnosis is a life in which the visible is always viewed in terms of 

the invisible, and in which a terrible struggle between what man actually is and 

where he is forced to live out what he is takes place.  Rilke’s active-religious 

principle is very similar to the Gnostic understanding of the human condition.  We 

see further evidence of this in the first elegy regarding Rilke’s concept of die 

gedeutete Welt in the fist elegy. 

  

Und so verhalt ich mich denn und verschlucke den Lockruf  
dunkelen Schluchzens. Ach, wen vermögen  
wir denn zu brauchen? Engel nicht, Menschen nicht,  
und die findigen Tiere merken es schon,  
daß wir nicht sehr verläßlich zu Haus sind  
in der gedeuteten Welt. Es bleibt uns vielleicht  
irgend ein Baum an dem Abhang, daß wir ihn täglich  
wiedersähen; es bleibt uns die Straße von gestern  
und das verzogene Treusein einer Gewohnheit,  
der es bei uns gefiel, und so blieb sie und ging nicht. (Werke 2: 
224) 

 

 

The subject, having recognized the nature of the angel, consigns himself to his 

fate (und so verhalte ich mich suggests a stance toward life or a behavior) and 

asks yet another rhetorical question:  To whom can we turn?  The question 
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answers itself.  Neither the world of man nor the world of the angel seems to offer 

solace.  Die findigen Tiere are a reminder that man possesses a kind of hybrid 

consciousness that is neither the pure spirit of the angel nor pure instinct like the 

animal.  Like the image of das freie Tier in the eighth elegy, animal consciousness 

is contrasted to human consciousness.  The animal, unrestricted by the abstraction 

of thought in contemplating its own mortality is representative of das Offene.  

Human consciousness not only restricts its view linearly toward death but also in 

doing so also restricts its perspective on life.  

 Modern human understanding of the world is based on concepts, 

categories, and genres.  The effect of such a rational understanding is like a 

snapshot that captures the moment but gives no real sense of a living dynamic.  

The “explaining-away” of the world never allows us to experience it like the 

animal that has no objective distance.  The animal lives in the world as a part of it, 

it experiences das Offene.  Humans are always aware of the outermost limit of 

life, death.   We define life through its opposite.  Life is only understandable as 

the opposite of death.  We never understand life as an independent whole.  The 

idea of deuten as a means of interpreting the world is thus connected to a linear 

understanding of time.  Our lives move forward toward death.  We understand life 

this way as a definition.  Life is what occurs between birth and death (Steiner, 

Elegien 21). 

  This supra-polar unity of life and death, which is hindered by the linear 

form of temporality in human consciousness, is crucial to the understanding of the 

angels.  The angels embody this unity of life and death.  As the elegy points out 

they do not know if they are walking among the living or the dead (another 

allusion to Alfred Schuler’s Kosmiker) because both life and death are 

experienced as one.  Krumme connects this aspect of angelic being to their 

function in the elegies. 
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Mit den Engeln erscheint die Vision einer Totalität der Zeit; als 
zeitumfassende Wesen sind in ihnen die Aufspaltung von Vergangenheit, 
Gegenwart und Zukunft und ebenso die Dichotomie von Leben und Tod, 
Diesseits und Jenseits, Sein und Nichts aufgehoben.  In dieser Funktion 
sind sie poetischer Ausdruck eines metaphysischen Grundbedürfnisses des 
Menschen, sofern in ihnen die Alternitive vorgestellt wird, Zeit nicht als 
linearen Ablauf zu fassen, sondern als Zeit-Raum, in dem Sein zeitlos 
möglich ist.  (...) Daher ist der Engel als Repräsentant einer solchen 
Einheit schrecklich.  Vor ihm beklagt das moderne Bewußtsein den 
Verlust der alten metaphysichen Gewißheit und bestimmt die eigene 
Position als eine zutiefst ungesicherte und orientierungslose.  Vor der so 
viel stärkeren Daseinsform des Engels tritt die Nichtigkeit der 
menschlichen Existenz deutlich hervor (Krumme, 13, 27). 
 

 

According to Krumme the angels are totality incarnate.  They represent an 

all-encompassing unity of experience.  The angel knows no dichotomy of life and 

death; heaven and earth; or of being and non-being; or of the trichotomy of 

temporality expressed in the perception of past, present and future (Krumme 27).  

In the elegies we see the angel as a representation of a non-Gnostic view of 

existence.  In other words the angel is oblivious of any and all forms of dualism.  

The angelic mode of existence is more akin to the classic Hellenic and orthodox 

Christian models of a harmonious unified cosmos beyond division.  There is no 

struggle of opposing forces, no Gnostic inspired dualism, and no evil demiurge 

bent on causing strife in the universe.  Seen in this way Rilke’s angel embodies 

the opposite of its Gnostic origin, namely a monism of being. 

However, as Krumme points out this representation of a monistic cosmos 

appears schrecklich to modern man.  This reminds us once again of Marquard’s 

characterization of Blumenberg’s thought as Entlastung vom Absoluten.  Man 

cannot bear God’s absoluteness (das stärkere Dasein) because in comparison to 

the fullness of divine being human existence appears as empty and 

inconsequential.  Before the secularization process separated the unity and 

connection of man with God this realization served psychologically as 
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consolation.  In secularized modernity (for example in deism) this realization 

becomes philosophically if not psychologically unendurable.   

Interestingly enough this now unendurable juxtaposition of man and God 

(via an indifferent cosmos) is expressed philosophically by such systems as 

Leibniz’ in which God, good, evil, and humanity are instrumentalized in the 

service of explaining the existence of evil in the world to “justify” God, ultimately 

justifying Him right out of the sphere of personal relevance.  However as already 

mentioned in chapter I, this rationalization of good and evil has as its result the 

removal of man from a greater unity of creation, leaving him to compete only 

with nature for control of his own destiny in an otherwise rationally conceivable 

but coldly impersonal universe.  Man’s existence, once firmly anchored to God, 

loses its special place in the world leaving human self-understanding orphaned, 

without destiny, and unsure (Krumme 27).  Man is no longer the beloved creation 

of God but a simple biological occurrence incorporated into the machine-like 

workings of a rationalized, mechanical universe. 

Ironically enough Rilke uses the angel (traditionally a Gnostic figure and 

thus a representative of a kind of dualism) to express a non-Gnostic being, or at 

least a non-Gnostic sentiment i.e. a unity of experience.  However, this being is 

then put side by side with man (as the representative of the opposite, namely a 

consciousness expressed almost exclusively through perceived polarities and 

dichotomies).  In so doing Rilke expresses the incompatibility of the two by 

contrast.  This in turn creates a new poetic dualism, a dualism driven by its own 

dialectic.  The irony of this particular dualism is the existential need of a 

dualistically oriented consciousness for an experience grounded in a monistic 

conceptualization of being.  The old metaphysical harmony and the new 

fragmented sense of the modern human condition together comprise an altogether 

new kind of dualism, one not necessarily connected to notions of actual 
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transcendence but which are rooted within human experience and a historically 

formed consciousness.  

Rilke hints at the hope for the reconciliation of the two in the lament of the 

first elegy.  Once again it is Rilke’s notion of transforming the visible into the 

invisible as an act of quasi-transcendence via his special brand of Ding-Mystik 

that lies at the heart of this hope.  In an allusion to the God imagery of Das 

Stundenbuch Rilke invokes the image of the tree as an example and possible point 

of departure for his process of poetic transformation. 

 
Es bleibt uns vielleicht  

irgend ein Baum an dem Abhang, daß wir ihn täglich  
wiedersähen; es bleibt uns die Straße von gestern  
und das verzogene Treusein einer Gewohnheit,  
der es bei uns gefiel, und so blieb sie und ging nicht.  
    O und die Nacht, die Nacht, wenn der Wind voller 
Weltraum  
uns am Angesicht zehrt -, wem bliebe sie nicht, die 
ersehnte,  
sanft enttäuschende, welche dem einzelnen Herzen  
mühsam bevorsteht. Ist sie den Liebenden leichter? (Werke 
2: 201) 

 

Rilke’s notion of indelibly marking life experience into human 

consciousness via an active-religious-poetic process is mirrored through the 

anchoring effect of memory and habit.  These two phenomena as constitutive of 

human perception and experience now appear as the pillars of the continuity of 

self-experience and the bridge to the external world.  This now takes the place of 

a human consciousness formed by a feeling of unity and belonging with God and 

the universe by means of transcendence independent of the confines of human 

perception.  Among such memory builders, unity generators, and anchors of the 

self is the human experience of love.  However, the staying power of such a 

feeling is seriously questioned. 
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Ach, sie verdecken sich nur mit einander ihr Los.  
Weißt du's noch nicht? Wirf aus den Armen die Leere  
zu den Räumen hinzu, die wir atmen; vielleicht daß  
die Vögel  
die erweiterte Luft fühlen mit innigerm Flug. (Werke 2: 
201) 

 
 

Love lifts the barriers between subject and object and transcends both time 

and individual being.  This is also a sentiment shared by Baudelaire when he 

equates the creative imagination with philosophical activity.   Imagination is the 

essence of our temporality in as far as it is an expression of our desire to give our 

consciousness shape and form through images.  It is through this desire for form 

that we transcend ourselves through the images that we create.  Those images take 

on an existence of their own.  They cease to be only objects of our desire for 

form.  Through them we see ourselves injected into the external world around us 

(Paz 40).  Love acts in a similar way.  The beloved exists in the lover’s self as 

desire and as an expression of otherness.  This desire, very similar to the desire 

for form, also serves as inspiration toward self-transcendence and a supra-polar 

unity of being.  Two individuals transcend their individuality to become united as 

one.  Imagination as the desire to give temporality a concrete, subjective form is 

the same root of the human erotic experience that depends on the physical 

expression of internal emotional desire.  However the elegy questions the lasting 

effect of human love to achieve the same as poetic imagination. 

 
Ja, die Frühlinge brauchten dich wohl. Es muteten manche  
Sterne dir zu, daß du sie spürtest. Es hob  
sich eine Woge heran im Vergangenen, oder  
da du vorüberkamst am geöffneten Fenster,  
gab eine Geige sich hin. Das alles war Auftrag.  
Aber bewältigtest du's? Warst du nicht immer  
noch von Erwartung zerstreut, als kündigte alles  
eine Geliebte dir an? (Wo willst du sie bergen,  
da doch die großen fremden Gedanken bei dir  
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aus und ein gehn und öfters bleiben bei Nacht.)  
Sehnt es dich aber, so singe die Liebenden; lange  
noch nicht unsterblich genug ist ihr berühmtes Gefühl. 
(Werke 2: 201-202) 
 

The figure of the Venetian poet Gaspara Stampa is given as an example of 

the only love that truly survives, unrequited love.  The ability of the lovers to 

transcend their individuality and overcome the subject / object perspective of the 

world around them is only temporary.  Pervasive individual human subjectivity 

eventually returns to its original state as alienated outsider looking in (or out as 

the case may be).  It is the experience of unrequited love, however, not as unifier, 

but as a means of passionately marking human experience with a subjective-

poetic consciousness that generates continuity of being and anchors the self.  The 

pain, suffering and intense passion of the unloved lover intensifies the experience 

and strengthens the understanding of the self unlike the temporary relinquishing 

of the self in the arms of the beloved.   

Once again the religious, poetic, and erotic aspects of human experience 

appear as a link to the holistic realm of the angels and man’s fragmented 

condition.  This view of love and the lovers persists through much of the elegies 

and is marked by its unfulfilled character.  We see in it Rilke’s call to transform 

the visibly external into the internal invisible world of the angelic hosts.  It is only 

in this way that one can truly realize the self and come closer to a more holistic 

understanding of human existence.  The necessity for intense human experiences 

to awaken one to life and to transcend those very experiences bringing 

consciousness to a new level is compared to the bow and arrow.  In an almost 

Nietzschian moment we see such painful experience as vital for self-

transcendence in the wake of the unattainable angels.  Bleiben ist nirgends. 

 

Denk: es erhält sich der Held, selbst der Untergang war ihm  
nur ein Vorwand, zu sein: seine letzte Geburt.  
Aber die Liebenden nimmt die erschöpfte Natur  
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in sich zurück, als wären nicht zweimal die Kräfte,  
dieses zu leisten. Hast du der Gaspara Stampa  
denn genügend gedacht, daß irgend ein Mädchen,  
dem der Geliebte entging, am gesteigerten Beispiel  
dieser Liebenden fühlt: daß ich würde wie sie?  
Sollen nicht endlich uns diese ältesten Schmerzen  
fruchtbarer werden? Ist es nicht Zeit, daß wir liebend  
uns vom Geliebten befrein und es bebend bestehn:  
wie der Pfeil die Sehne besteht, um gesammelt im 
Absprung  
mehr zu sein als er selbst. Denn Bleiben ist nirgends. 
(Werke 2: 202) 

 
 

Life experiences such as love, pain, sorrow, joy, habit, and the lasting 

memory that they generate constitute the self and propel it forward like the bow 

launching the arrow.  This movement is, in the sense that only this kind of inner 

movement constitutes actually being.  Stagnation and motionlessness are not.  

Rilke is poetically anchoring the self neither in the unattainable world of the 

angels, nor in the fleeting external material world but in the Zwischenwelt of 

human consciousness.  And here we see the beginnings of the orphic imagery to 

come as the figure that travels from one realm to the next. 

  Orpheus is the hero who becomes by dying and whose art is resurrected 

and lives on after his demise, overcoming his own existence.  One must note, 

however, that the sonnets avoid the particular connotation of any kind of Christ-

imagery, rather resorting to the pagan image of Orpheus.  This paradigm shift 

from the monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam to the 

polytheistic background of Orpheus is significant and will dealt with in more 

depth in the next chapter.  What is important for Rilke’s elegy world is the 

anticipation and preparation of the poetic arrival of Orpheus as logical successor 

to the angel.  We see this in the first of the sonnets. 
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The sounds of voices, like the orphic song penetrating the wood, resound 

in the first elegy and again invoke the holy men and the God of Das Stundenbuch.   

 

Stimmen, Stimmen. Höre, mein Herz, wie sonst nur  
Heilige hörten: daß die der riesige Ruf  
aufhob vom Boden; sie aber knieten,  
Unmögliche, weiter und achtetens nicht:  
So waren sie hörend. Nicht, daß du Gottes ertrügest  
die Stimme, bei weitem. Aber das Wehende höre,  
die ununterbrochene Nachricht, die aus Stille sich bildet.  
Es rauscht jetzt von jenen jungen Toten zu dir. (Werke 2: 
202) 

 
 

Compare this passage with the first of the sonnets: 

 

Da stieg ein Baum. O reine Übersteigung!  
O Orpheus singt! O hoher Baum im Ohr!  
Und alles schwieg. Doch selbst in der Verschweigung  
ging neuer Anfang, Wink und Wandlung vor.  
 
Tiere aus Stille drangen aus dem klaren  
gelösten Wald von Lager und Genist;  
und da ergab sich, daß sie nicht aus List  
und nicht aus Angst in sich so leise waren,  
 
sondern aus Hören. Brüllen, Schrei, Geröhr  
schien klein in ihren Herzen. Und wo eben  
kaum eine Hütte war, dies zu empfangen,  
 
ein Unterschlupf aus dunkelstem Verlangen  
mit einem Zugang, dessen Pfosten beben, -  
da schufst du ihnen Tempel im Gehör. (Werke 2: 241) 
 

 

As the first elegy demonstrates the themes and images of the elegies 

anticipate those of the sonnets.  In many ways the sonnets are the brighter 

responses to the dark questions posed in the elegies.  The sound imagery in the 
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first elegy, the voices, the sacred listening, the call, runs parallel to the image of 

Orpheus in the first sonnet.  Orpheus is the musical god, acting as a voice, a call, 

and a mesmerizer.    However, unlike the God that cannot be endured in the elegy, 

Orpheus is the god that creates a temple in the ear, a poetic-musical and very 

concrete version of Rilke’s internalization process.  I will deal with the Orpheus 

figure in the following chapter but let it suffice for the moment to point out the 

contrast between the dark God of Das Stundenbuch, the unattainable surrogate 

gods (the angels) of the elegies, and the very accessible pagan god of Orpheus as 

interconnected Gnostic-images.  This contrast is also very significant when 

looking at the view of the dead offered in the first elegy and the resurrected figure 

of Orpheus in the later sonnets. 

The elegy states that one cannot endure the voice of God (another 

reminder of Blumenberg’s Entlastung).  The voices of the dead, however, call 

regardless.  Keeping in Rilke’s notion boarder states of human existence that 

approximate aspects of the angelic realm, we are again reminded of Alfred 

Schuler and the Munich based Kosmiker.  The Kosmiker believed that the dead 

and the realm of the dead are more real than our existence due to their 

understanding of existence as a larger unity in which human life makes up but a 

small part is again reflected in the strophe following the orphic overtones. 

 

Freilich ist es seltsam, die Erde nicht mehr zu bewohnen,  
kaum erlernte Gebräuche nicht mehr zu üben,  
Rosen, und andern eigens versprechenden Dingen  
nicht die Bedeutung menschlicher Zukunft zu geben;  
das, was man war in unendlich ängstlichen Händen,  
nicht mehr zu sein, und selbst den eigenen Namen  
wegzulassen wie ein zerbrochenes Spielzeug.  
Seltsam, die Wünsche nicht weiterzuwünschen. Seltsam,  
alles, was sich bezog, so lose im Raume  
flattern zu sehen. Und das Totsein ist mühsam  
und voller Nachholn, daß man allmählich ein wenig  
Ewigkeit spürt. – (Werke 2: 203) 
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The connection to the angels becomes clear as the strophe continues: 

 
Aber Lebendige machen  

alle den Fehler, daß sie zu stark unterscheiden.  
Engel (sagt man) wüßten oft nicht, ob sie unter  
Lebenden gehn oder Toten. Die ewige Strömung  
reißt durch beide Bereiche alle Alter  
immer mit sich und übertönt sie in beiden. (Werke 2: 203) 

 

Rilke uses the angels to show what man is not however he also uses 

images connected to human experience to represent borderline states of being 

more comparable to the angelic world.   These include the figures of the child, 

unrequited lovers, the hero and the young dead (Werke 2: 614).  All of these 

demonstrate human experiences that approach the unified being of the angel.  The 

child, still close to birth and far from individuation and exemplifying das Offene, 

the self-transcendence of the lovers and the hero through the passion of extreme 

feeling and achievement, and the young dead who like the child enter into the 

more real realm of the dead with a greater sense of das Offene (Werke 2: 614) 

The first elegy deals with the realm of the dead, the invisible world where 

the essence of being is captured through the memory of life.  This image, like the 

angel, is a reinforcement of the new dualism of being beyond the Blumenberg 

God-Cosmos-Man-model.  Man cannot endure God as transcendence but he can 

root himself in an invisible that also encompasses his own death.  Unlike the 

Heideggerian Angst zum Tode, the death of the young explored in the elegy is not 

an inhibiting force.  This invisible realm has no need for the fear of death 

exemplified in human consciousness. 

 

Schließlich brauchen sie uns nicht mehr, die 
Früheentrückten,  
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man entwöhnt sich des Irdischen sanft, wie man den 
Brüsten  
milde der Mutter entwächst. Aber wir, die so große  
Geheimnisse brauchen, denen aus Trauer so oft  
seliger Fortschritt entspringt -: könnten wir sein ohne sie?  
Ist die Sage umsonst, daß einst in der Klage um Linos  
wagende erste Musik dürre Erstarrung durchdrang;  
daß erst im erschrockenen Raum, dem ein beinah göttlicher 
Jüngling  
plötzlich für immer enttrat, die Leere in jene  
Schwingung geriet, die uns jetzt hinreißt und tröstet und 
hilft. (Werke 2: 203-204) 

 
With an eye on the Greek music of Orpheus the elegy closes with the demigod 

Linos whose early death and elegiac lament serves as a reminder of the ability of 

art to transform pain and horror into consolation and aid (Werke 2: 629).  The first 

elegy offers us the angels as contrast, certain human states and experiences as 

bridges, and art as the means of connecting and immortalizing the two.  These 

themes in connection with the angels are continued in the second and forth 

elegies. 

 Like the first elegy the second also offers a greater understanding of 

Rilke’s angel.  The structure of the second mirrors the first in that it also initially 

offers us the angel as a contrast to the human mode of existence and then 

compares one of the afore mentioned boarder-states of being, which come close to 

the angelic state, with the angel.  In the second it is again the lovers, mingled with 

the tree imagery (reminiscent of Das Stundenbuch), that introduce the allusions to 

Greek antiquity that close the elegy in the spirit of the sonnets.  In essence we are 

dealing with variations on the themes offered in the first elegy (Werke 2: 630). 

  

THE ROLE OF THE ANGEL 
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Without interpreting the entire elegy in all of its many facetted aspects as 

has been done by so many scholars before, we can still relate these themes to the 

role played by the Gnostic (or anti-Gnostic) figure of the angel.  The Gnostic 

elements of the angel as seen in the opening of the elegies will occur and reoccur 

in varied form as a kind of leitmotif running throughout the elegies in an almost 

cyclical fashion.  Eudo C. Mason alluded to this in his discussion of the role of the 

angel in the elegies. 

 

In den Duineser Elegien fällt dem Engel zunächst eine strukturell-
formale Aufgabe zu.  Ohne ihn hätten sie den verhältnismäßig amorphen 
Charakter rein persönlich-konfessioneller Gedanken- und Gefühlslyrik 
gehabt, was Rilke gewiß nie genügt hätte.  Durch den Engel erhalten die 
Duineser Elegien mythische Kontur und auch so etwas wie eine Handlung 
mit dramatischer Spannung, insofern sie uns nicht bloß die unbegrenzten 
wogenden inneren Probleme des Dichters, sondern auch die Beziehung 
zwischen ihm und dem Engel vorsetzen, eine Beziehung, die noch dazu 
eine entscheidende Peripetie durchmacht.  Es bleibt noch immer Rilkes 
großes Anliegen, der Innerlichkeit Monumentalität zu verleihen (Mason, 
Rilke 211-212). 

 

Mason’s analysis of the function of the angels sees them as a dramatic element 

but as more than simply a stylized poetic trick.  The angels instead make clear the 

conflict of the poet by placing that conflict on a mytho-poetic level, endowing it 

with a dimension that transcends the individual and which is thus not solely 

applicable to the situation of the poet but clearly also indicative of the human 

condition in general as a philosophical problem. 

 Like many scholars Mason, however, interprets Rilke’s work as an 

expression of the particular problematic of the artist.  This is surely true but it 

reaches beyond that, encompassing a much greater cultural and philosophical 

context that may also account for Rilke’s appeal to many different readers coming 

from so many different cultures.  Mason himself says as much. 
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Die früheren Elegien werfen nicht wirklich eine Anzahl 
bestimmter philosophischer Fragen auf, die dann in den späteren alle 
beantwortet werden.  Sie beschwören eine Situation allseitiger 
Verzweiflung, in der alles problematisch erscheint, aber dann, in der 
siebenten und neunten Elegie, erhebt sich aus diesem endlosen 
Problemknäuel ein einiges Problem, als ob, wenn nur dieses eine gelöst 
wäre, alle anderen, insbesondere das Todesproblem, entweder gleichzeitig 
mit gelöst wären oder nicht mehr ins Gewicht fielen (Mason, Rilke 221).   

 
 

The problem to be solved is, according to Mason, modern man’s alienation in a 

modern world ruled by technology and its dehumanizing effects on the individual 

(Mason, Rilke 221).  There is certainly nothing to object to in that general 

conclusion, however, given Rilke’s view of the artist as active-religious it stands 

to reason that the general situation of human alienation that the elegies express are 

symptomatic of the human condition as a whole and not confined to artistic and 

poetic natures alone.  Mason is correct is assuming that an exact philosophical 

formulation is not to be found in the elegies, however, the general philosophical 

disposition of the elegy world must have, if it is to remain meaningful and 

relevant, a philosophical question at its core.  Mason disputes this idea despite his 

overall interpretation of the elegies. 

 

Es kommt nur etwas ungereimtes dabei heraus, wenn man sie (die 
Elegien) auf die gesamte Menschheit zu beziehen versucht.  Wenn man 
nur durch Verwandlung der sichtbaren Außenwelt in Innerlichkeit erlöst 
werden kann, so sind unstreitig fast alle Menschen verdammt – ein Urteil, 
dem Rilke allerdings wohl aus vollem Herzen zustimmen würde.  Diese 
Verinnerlichungsbotschaft ist aber durchaus verständlich als Rilkes 
Antwort auf die quälende Frage nach der Existenzberechtigung des 
Dichters, und es ist im wesentlichen die gleiche Antwort, die er schon im 
Stundenbuch gegeben hatte, als es hieß, die Künstler machen das 
unvergänglich, was Gott nur vergänglich erschuf (Mason, Rilke 222). 

 

Mason, despite the privileged view into Rilke’s heart that he claims to have, 

makes an astounding jump from interpreting the elegies as a lament on the 
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condition of modern man to the solipsistic perspective effecting only poets.  It is 

not at all clear why Mason assumes that only poets can internalize experience.  In 

fact one wonders how human thought or feeling could be at all possible without a 

process of internalization.  And for a critic that denies Rilke religious and 

philosophical dimensions, as least as a point of critical discussion or fruitful 

exploration (Mason, Lebenshaltung IX), Mason readily employs words like 

Botschaft, unvergänglich and verdammt that seem to portray Rilke as a kind of 

poetic messiah speaking esoterically to himself and any other artistic geniuses that 

might be listening.  And in mentioning Das Stundenbuch as origin of this poet-

salvation Mason completely ignores its other elements that Rilke so carefully 

wove into his poetry.   

The main element that makes Rilke’s elegies so profound is the active 

religious notion that offers a poetic view of the world that is not restricted to 

artists.  It is no accident that Rilke chooses a simple Russian monk as his 

mouthpiece and glorifies the even simpler world of the still pre-modern pious 

Russian peasant to develop his ideas.  Mason’s view completely ignores Rilke’s 

intuitive figures such as the child, animals, lovers etc. who share the perspective 

of the poet but who are certainly not in any way involved in his 

Existenzberechtigung.  Although it is possible to look at the elegies as a comment 

on the particular situation of the artist it is by no means limited to that view.  The 

complexity and reach of their content goes beyond such a narrow interpretation. 

 Mason’s idea of Rilke as poet with a message for poets lacking any real 

religious or philosophical dimension beyond that is a part of an older criticism 

moving away (and rightly so) from the idea of Rilke’s poetry as Religionsersatz.  

But despite its many useful aspects, it goes too far.  As Christopher Middleton 

noted in his homage to Rilke: 

 

Nun ist Rilke oft genung als Dichter mit einer großen Botschaft 
gefeiert worden.  Über äußerst delikate Erlebnisbereiche hat er 
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Wesentliches und Schwieriges ausgesagt.  Doch basieren viele seiner 
besten Gedichte auf Fragen; oder sie basieren auf den Konjunktiv, und 
letzten Endes auf Grundfiguren, die sich kaum in Begriffe umsetzen 
lassen.  Diese geheimnisvollen Grundfiguren sind auch fragmentarisch 
geblieben.  Man könnte sagen:  solche Figuren sind reine Zeichen eines im 
Wesen fragmenthaften Weltbildes (Middleton 296-297). 

 

 Middleton’s point is well taken that Rilke’s poetic matter lies embedded in 

questions, fragmentary world-views (in the philosophical sense), and their poetic 

expression and not a concrete description of how one should act in accordance to 

a well-defined view of existence.  However, a fragmented world-view implies a 

world-view of sorts that is worth exploring.  The philosophical questions that 

Rilke raises (answered or not) are poetic expressions with an underlying mode of 

thought that is quite clearly accessible and understandable to those who share 

them and who are not necessarily artists.  Rilke utilizes mythical dimensions of 

common human experience to express the sometimes-inexpressible human 

condition.  The Gnostic figure of the angel plays an important role in that 

expression. 

 The second elegy, like the first, offers that situation of despair that 

Middleton spoke of in its depiction of the angels but despite Mason’s claim with 

religion-specific imagery. 

 

JEDER Engel ist schrecklich. Und dennoch, weh mir,  
ansing ich euch, fast tödliche Vögel der Seele,  
wissend um euch. Wohin sind die Tage Tobiae,  
da der Strahlendsten einer stand an der einfachen Haustür,  
zur Reise ein wenig verkleidet und schon nicht mehr 
furchtbar;  
(Jüngling dem Jüngling, wie er neugierig hinaussah).  
Träte der Erzengel jetzt, der gefährliche, hinter den Sternen  
eines Schrittes nur nieder und herwärts: hochauf-  
schlagend erschlüg uns das eigene Herz. Wer seid ihr? 
(Werke 2: 205) 
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Despite Rilke’s own denial of a Judeo-Christian view of the angels we encounter 

both the angel imagery of the Old Testament as well as the angel of Christian 

church fathers.  In the book of Tobit the angel of God appears before Tobias 

disguised as a travel companion for a long journey.  Only at the end does the 

mysterious traveler reveal his true identity to be the archangel Raphael.  

Raphael’s name, which translates as “the shining one who heals” (Godwin 46), is 

the guardian of the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden, healer of the earth, 

and is often described as one of the friendliest and most approachable angels in 

his depicted dealings with humans (Godwin 48). 

 The second elegy laments the passing of the days of Tobias when the 

angel was so accessible and ready to accompany one on a long journey, 

attainable, in appearance human, and not so terrible.  The biblical allusion is of 

course unmistakable as well as the implied contrast of pre-modern human 

consciousness with the modern human situation.  If we recall the traditional image 

of the angel, which Rilke forces us to confront with the apocryphal book of Tobit, 

we are reminded of its hierarchical role as cosmic intelligence.  Their interactions 

with men are indicative of an orderly harmonious universe and man’s recognized 

place in that universe.  The terrible aspect that Rilke describes as hiding behind 

the stars implies that the angel has become horrible through its disappearance.  

Middleton’s subjunctive appears again as the elegy asks how we would react if 

they were to emerge once again from behind their cosmic hiding place.  This 

hidden angel, which itself is also but a reflection of a hidden God, suggests of a 

shift that has taken place in the God-Cosmos-Man constellation.  Raphael the 

familiar approachable angel of the book of Tobit is contrasted with the terrible 

hidden angel that the elegy entreats in the name of man. 

 As Mason mentioned the angels lend the internal experience of the elegies 

a mytho-poetic character by contrast.  This depiction, however, begs for an 

answer to the question that the elegy itself poses:  Wer seid ihr?  Who are these 
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new more dangerous angels hidden behind the stars and why can we not reach 

them?  The beginnings of the answer contain an imagery of transition, mediation, 

and spatiality that is ironically enough also reminiscent of the angelic hierarchies 

of Pseudo-Dionysius.    

 

Frühe Geglückte, ihr Verwöhnten der Schöpfung,  
Höhenzüge, morgenrötliche Grate  
aller Erschaffung, - Pollen der blühenden Gottheit,  
Gelenke des Lichtes, Gänge, Treppen, Throne,  
Räume aus Wesen, Schilde aus Wonne, Tumulte  
stürmisch entzückten Gefühls und plötzlich, einzeln,  
Spiegel: die die entströmte eigene Schönheit  
wiederschöpfen zurück in das eigene Antlitz. (Werke 2: 205) 

 

The second elegy’s use of the step, throne, and light reflecting and refracting 

imagery is an unavoidable reminder of Pseudo-Dionysius characterization.  But it 

adds yet more to that imagery.   

 Rilke mixes the worlds of light (Licht) and being (Wesen), which are 

associations of the spirit world and the bodiless spirit-creature of the Christian 

tradition with corporeal almost biological / sexual imagery associated with pollen, 

bliss, and tumultuous rapture.  This is not simply a mixture but an articulation of 

an anti-dualistic conceptualization of the unity of body and spirit (Werke 2: 631).  

When seen in this way Mason’s interpretation of the angel as a symbol of artistic 

perfection receives an added deeper dimension.   

Rilke’s unity of body and spirit is not merely an expression of a particular 

perspective reserved for the poet.  The active-religious concept, which Mason 

neglects, is that aspect of the artist-nature that represents the ability to articulate 

what the simplest of Russian peasants experiences when viewing an icon, namely 

the contrast between human existence and the feeling and experience of human 

self-transcendence of which art is but an active kind of Formgebung and articulate 

bridge aimed at concrete unification of Sein and Bewußtsein, subject and object.  
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The artistic idea of perfection, of the eternal and the experience of the absolute 

can be found in human experience, both in religious, aesthetic, and existential 

expressions of it.   

The Gnostic figure of the angel is a mythical representation and 

embodiment of those experiences or at least of the object of that experience, 

which Masons correctly calls the idea of perfect art (Mason, Rilke 212) but which 

may also be a more general and a more common expression of self-transcendence.  

The angel is much like the Platonic form, an idea that one aspires to, seeking to 

participate in, but destine never to attain, much like the ideas of God, love, and 

beauty.  Rilke’s view of transcendence and internalization is not just for poets.   

Kathleen Komar has expanded upon this general idea with the thesis that Rilke 

has adopted an understanding of consciousness from Heinrich von Kleist’s essay 

“Über das Marionettentheater” from 1810. 

 

Rilke and Kleist 
 

Komar points out Rilke’s discovery of Kleist especially during the writing 

of the elegies (Komar, transcending 9).  Kleist’s essay deals with a particular 

model of a progression of consciousness that Komar believes to have been 

incorporated by Rilke into the elegies as a structuring principle via the elegy 

models of Hölderlin and Goethe (Komar, transcending 20).  Other scholars easily 

support Komar’s reflections on the connection to Kleist28, but she uniquely 

highlights a Gnostic structure to the elegies that is worth exploring here in more 

depth. 

The influences of the elements of Kleist’s essay are visible as early as the 

mirror-episode in Rilke’s major prose work Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte 

                                                 
28 Most notably in Jacob Steiner’s essay „Das Motiv der Puppe bei Rilke.“ 
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Laurids Brigge (1910) and reflect a crisis stage in Rilke’s poetic production 

(Komar, transcending 17).  It was only after a long period of struggle following 

Malte that Rilke began to write again.  And he began with the Elegies.  The 

connection between the crisis stage of Malte and the angel of the elegies can be 

seen in both. 

The mirror-episode in Malte is a childhood memory, which the narrator 

relates in sickness, a state of isolation, in which one is confronted with one’s 

mortality and thus with a unique sense of self.  It brings him back into the world 

of family and social pressures, and, like most childhood memories, seems to 

formulate an attempt to isolate important pivotal instances of identity 

construction, relevant to the his present state of being.  Brigge vocalizes many 

such recollections of these formative years, characteristic of the novel’s aesthetic 

intent.  This particular episode seems to convey the tension existing between 

outward behavior and inner experience.  It is out of this discrepancy that the 

necessity for “eines bildlichen Ersatzes” arises.   

  It is during a moment void of parental supervision, and thus also of 

convention that Brigge slips into a corner room to try on the exotic costumes, 

uniforms, and a traditional old dress that he finds in the many dark wardrobes.  He 

describes the stiff robes as headless marionettes.  This allusion reminds us of 

Kleist.  The reference to theater and play is obvious. According to Kleist the 

puppet exhibits the unimpeded operation of the law of gravity.  By analogy it also 

demonstrates man’s unselfconscious grace before the fall from grace, before the 

separation of man from God and nature (also an allusion to Blumenberg’s triad).  

This represents the first stage of man’s development.   

The second is the human attempt (to dance) to achieve grace (an ethos 

inspired by the aesthetic experience and the feeling of incompleteness, which 

arises from it).  Kleist portrays this stage as ineffectual due to conscious self-

reflection, which is counter to the intuitive grace of nature.  This stage most 
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closely reflects a kind of mirror stage.  Kleist even employs the example of a 

youth trying to perfect an affected image in front of mirror, as to capture an 

expression seen in a work of art, but to no avail.  This is also reminiscent of the 

depiction of the angels as mirrors in which we gaze in the second elegy. The third 

stage is the development of art and man’s own spiritual awareness.  Self-

reflection yields self-transcendence and effects a fusion of man’s finite being with 

the infinite consciousness of God and the perfect co-ordination and coincidence of 

physical and spiritual planes.  Its appearance combining grace and beauty is said 

to be Grazie.29 

The encounter begins with Brigge in control of the situation much like a 

puppeteer.  His demeanor as he is trying on the different articles of clothing is 

evocative of sexual imagery (hastig, neugierig, aufgeregt, hinreissend, zitternd).  

Brigge controls the images that he creates.  They are initially malleable and 

Brigge guides them.  He feels as though he has control of the images that are 

reflected in the mirror. He even compares it to teaching the clothes how to speak.  

The more Brigge is able to dictate this new self through the clothes the more 

confident he becomes. 

However, this dominion over his new images changes after he starts trying 

on masks.  Brigge describes a kind of disdain for “unechte Verkleidung”.  By this 

he means costumes, which are obviously costumes.  His fascination is for the 

formless, which allows for greater invention and a more complete transformation 

without boundaries.  The formlessness of the spacious coats, veils, scarves and 

robes intoxicates him.  One is here again reminded of the center of gravity and 

lightness of Kleist’s Marionette.  Such garments represent “unendliche 

bewegliche Möglichkeiten”.  The infinite possibilities are related to the endless 

freedom to create within the realms of art and as such provide contact with 

                                                 
29 This mirror-stage aspect may also be seen in Jacques Lacan’s theories regarding child 
development and the building of personal identity by contrasting it (self) with the “other”. 
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infinity.  But Brigge’s gestures, mirroring a conjuror, or magician of sorts, 

suddenly dictated to him by the persona reflected in the costume and mask, trigger 

his identity crisis. 

 After turning away to clean up the mess that he made in disturbing the 

objects in the room during play, he suddenly catches a glance of his new image in 

the mirror afresh.  Here he realizes that he has in fact conjured up a new being, 

like a god, in his image, one that he can no longer control or influence.  He 

suddenly feels trapped inside the mask and robes.  He can’t find his way around 

his suddenly unfamiliar surroundings (like wie die findigen Tiere, die merken, 

dass wir nicht zu Hause sind).  The mask not only prevents him from seeing 

properly (intuitively with Grazie) but when he runs away in panic and runs into 

Sieversens he cannot be understood.  His mask prevents him from speaking 

properly.  Here we have a kind of Sprachkrise immediately followed by 

Ohnmacht  (another Kleist motif), and an inability or impotence to communicate 

and act.  His innermost emotions are trapped inside.  He cries and his tears are 

caught behind the mask and dry up there, only to be replaced by new ones.  In the 

end he lies helpless on the ground and feels “wie ein Stück in den Tüchern – rein 

wie ein Stück”. 

 The mirror-episode not only embodies Rilke’s aesthetic ideas but also 

represent the problems faced by the artistic individual in modernity, caught 

between two worlds, which he cannot reconcile.  The Deus absconditus is a 

central trigger in that crisis.  Beyond this crisis moment in Malte Komar relates 

the Kleist idea to Rilke’s own triadic adaptation, identifiable in literary and 

religious motifs (Komar, transcending 9), most clearly in Gnosticism and as such 

goes beyond the artist-problematic.  Komar observes:   

 
What makes Kleist’s essay unusual is his focus on the interactive nature of 
the unconscious and super-conscious realm.  Similar in their lack of self-
conscious paralysis, the puppet and the God share the ability to participate 
in a unified existence from which self-conscious human beings are always 
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excluded.  The puppet and God can interact because they share a 
privileged, unalienated position in existence.  (…) Kleist does not suggest 
that the puppet and the god are the same (since the puppet is unconscious 
and the god all-conscious), but that they share a unity with their 
environments that self-conscious humans cannot attain.  The puppet and 
the god (or in the Elegies, the Angel) can therefore interact.  Or as Rilke 
puts it in his fourth Elegy, “Angel and puppet:  then there is finally a play.  
Then what we separated by our very presence can come together.”  The 
puppet and the god thus exist on a plain in which “self” and world are 
unified, whereas self-conscious man is always alienated from the world 
(Komar, transcending 10). 

 

Komar’s understanding of Rilke’s adaptation of Kleist is of central importance 

because it reveals not only a clear Gnostic structure as exemplified by the 

different realms but also shows its accessibility beyond the isolated and even 

solipsistic experience of the artist.  Rilke’s notion of the active-religious gains 

importance in light of the other border-states of being that can approach the 

angelic / puppet realm.  Human consciousness expresses a Gnostic disposition or 

at least experiences a Gnostic condition as a gulf between realms.  The contrasted 

border-states of being (animals, insects, children, the lovers, etc.) offer a more 

unified perspective.   If the poet wishes to approach the realm of the angels he 

must go beyond the self-conscious stage in Kleist’s model (Komar transcending 

29). 

The angel is for Komar like God in Kleist’s model a symbol for super-

consciousness and thus on a similar level as the puppet.  They meet in the forth 

elegy.  The puppet (the unconscious) and the angel (the super-conscious) merge 

into a unity in the forth elegy.  This offers man an indirect path to the angel via 

das Ding.  Unconscious physical existence brought to life by creativity is the 

point of access (Komar transcending 42).  And we see this in the fourth elegy.  

Beyond the artistic activity of the puppet theater the art objects (die Dinge) guided 

by the super-conscious angel, transcendence itself, is the key to real unity of Sein 

and Bewußtsein. 
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Ich will nicht diese halbgefüllten Masken,  
lieber die Puppe. Die ist voll. Ich will  
den Balg aushalten und den Draht und ihr  
Gesicht aus Aussehn. Hier. Ich bin davor.  
Wenn auch die Lampen ausgehn, wenn mir auch  
gesagt wird: Nichts mehr -, wenn auch von der Bühne  
das Leere herkommt mit dem grauen Luftzug,  
wenn auch von meinen stillen Vorfahrn keiner  
mehr mit mir dasitzt, keine Frau, sogar  
der Knabe nicht mehr mit dem braunen Schielaug:  
Ich bleibe dennoch. Es giebt immer Zuschaun.  
 
 
 ...wenn mir zumut ist,  
zu warten vor der Puppenbühne, nein,  
so völlig hinzuschaun, daß, um mein Schauen  
am Ende aufzuwiegen, dort als Spieler  
ein Engel hinmuß, der die Bälge hochreißt.  
Engel und Puppe: dann ist endlich Schauspiel.  
Dann kommt zusammen, was wir immerfort  
entzwein, indem wir da sind. Dann entsteht  
aus unsern Jahreszeiten erst der Umkreis  
des ganzen Wandelns. Über uns hinüber  
spielt dann der Engel. Sieh, die Sterbenden,  
sollten sie nicht vermuten, wie voll Vorwand  
das alles ist, was wir hier leisten. Alles  
ist nicht es selbst. O Stunden in der Kindheit,  
da hinter den Figuren mehr als nur  
Vergangnes war und vor uns nicht die Zukunft. (Werke 2: 211-
212) 
 
  

 

The call to transcendence is clear.  Everything is not only that which we 

experience in the visible world.  And once again it is the child’s perspective, das 

Offene that unites the past and future of temporality into the unity of now.  Komar 

comments on Rilke’s description of the angel as mirror in the second elegy, which 

is connected to the idea of angel as invisible puppeteer. 
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In Rilke’s image, however, the mirror (and by extension the angel) 
is both initiator or projector and mediator or reflector.  The mirror projects 
beauty of itself and also reflects and recaptures it; it forms a closed, self-
sufficient, completed circle of an image in which disjointed interaction of 
object and consciousness usually exists.  (…) Rilke tackles the logically 
impossible task of describing transcendent beings by disrupting logic 
itself.  By merging categories by which we distinguish objects and state, 
by destroying boundaries between the internal and the external, 
consciousness and object, man and nature, the finite and the infinite, Rilke 
produces a description of the angels that does indeed succeed in 
surpassing the normal bounds of our linguistic world (Komar transcending 
48). 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The angel is not only a cornerstone in Rilke’s adaptation of Kleist’s model 

of consciousness but integral to Rilke’s Ding-Mystik as transformation process 

from the visible to the invisible, moreover it reveals the underlying Gnostic 

structure of Rilke’s view of the human consciousness and the human condition.  

Kleist’s model is very present in the Christian tradition and this is foregrounded 

by the angel (Komar, transcending 14).  The Gnostic overtones in this model of 

progression toward a kind of Gnosis as super-consciousness are also evident.  

Gnosticism’s driving force is the Gnosis (a kind of self-realization) that man 

needs in order to transcend his material state and re-unify himself with the super-

consciousness of God.  Rilke’s choice of the angels as a symbol of that 

unattainable world is indicative of the suitability of Gnostic imagery for his 

philosophical disposition.   

The angel is one step removed from the super-consciousness of God.  The 

angel is according to non-Gnostic traditions a manifestation of a divine attribute 

and a mediator of divinity.  According to Gnosticism the angel is an emanation of 

the divine gone wrong and either opposed to God (in the service of another god) 
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or subservient to Him.  Rilke’s use of the angel mixes the Gnostic, anti-Gnostic, 

and reworked Gnostic angelic attributes (of the monotheistic religions); giving it 

its particular modern twist.  Some have described that dim area of consciousness 

as depth psychology, the new Gnosis30.  Others might see in it the origins of the 

new age movment and esoteric spirituality.  For Rilke the angel is at the center of 

the overall Gnostic structure of his elegies.  It is also thematically as well as 

developmentally, in the middle of his ever-progressing triad of figures.   

Rilke’s angel represents a shift.  It is the expression of the gradual 

disapperence of God.  The angel is the poetic expression of the reorganization of 

Blumenberg’s constellation.  The angel as point of reference (by way of contrast) 

for an understanding of man is a shift away from God.  Man is not contrasted to 

God but to his surrogate.  The angel is a focal point of the crisis unleased by the 

disapperance of God.  The puppet and the Ding-Mystik is an attempt to reach the 

angel as the remenant of God indirectly.  The completion or refinement of this 

thought emerges in the mythical and pagan figure of Orpheus.  Orpheus is a non-

Christian figure with Gnostic origins that can finally achieve the harmony of 

Rilke’s dualism. 

 

                                                 
30 See Roberts Avens’ book The New Gnosis, which explores the connection between ancient 
Gnostic structures and Gnostic myth and modern psychology as well as June Singer’s book Seeing 
Through the Visible World:  Jung, Gnosis, and Chaos 
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CHAPTER IV – ORPHEUS 

 
 
Wie an dem Tag, der dich der Welt verliehen, 
Die Sonne stand zum Gruße der Planeten, 
Bist alsobald und fort und fort gediehen 
Nach dem Gesetz, wonach du angetreten. 
So mußt du sein, dir kannst du nicht entfliehen, 
So sagten schon Sybillen, so Propheten; 
Und keine Zeit und keine Macht zerstückelt 
Geprägte Form, die lebend sich entwickelt. 

 
- Urworte.  Orphisch Dämon – Goethe 
 
 
  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The history and reception of the figure of Orpheus in Western (and 

Eastern) culture are as rich and varied as they are long.  Orpheus as trope, symbol, 

and as a focal point for a broad field of connotations and associations also 

represents a complex array of converging traditions and receptions.  True to this 

circumstance is the double role played by Orpheus as both a possible real 

historical figure, influencing a real historical religion, and as a mythical 

protagonist in the equally influential world of Greek mythology that has tempered 

his reception in literature and especially in poetry.   

 I have already discussed the origins of Orphic myth and its connection to 

Gnosticism in chapter I as well as its influence upon Western philosophy via 

Pythagoras, Empedocles and others who directly or indirectly shaped Socratic 

thought and its gradual development throughout the history of ideas.  Dispensing 
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with a longer and, for the purposes of this dissertation, unnecessary account of the 

history and details of the Orphic religion (which generally speaking shares its 

basic outlook with Gnosticism as described in chapter I), I will instead give a 

brief but representative account of both the religion and the basic legend as found 

in Greek mythology and comment in more detail upon its reception as a trope in 

literature with a heavy emphasis on the German tradition that most likely shaped 

Rilke’s initial exposure to the material. 

 

THE ORPHIC RELIGION 

 
 As John Warden has pointed out in his introduction to the collection of 

essays dedicated to Orphic myth entitled Orpheus the Metamorphoses of a Myth, 

the Orphic religion seems to have developed quite independently from the legends 

surrounding the figure of Orpheus.  The Orphic religion is based on the Rhapsodic 

Theogony from which Orphic mythology is derived and consists of a complex mix 

of symbolic and mytho-poetic elements (ix).  It is worth quoting Warden here at 

length, as his account of the basic elements of Orphic mythology is not only 

accurate but also very succinct and lends itself readily to commentary. 

 
In the beginning was water and slime; and out of the water and 

slime was born Chronos (Time), brooding over the universe, a serpent 
with the head of a bull and a lion at the side and the face of a god between.  
‘Of this Chronos, the ageless one…was born Aither [the bright shining air] 
and a great yawning gulf’ and in the ‘divine aither great Chronos 
fashioned a silvery egg.’  The egg split open, and from it hatches Phanes, 
the first creator deity who is called Erikepaios, Eros (Love), Dionysus, 
Zeus, or Protogonos (first-born).  Phanes is the shining one, the revealer; 
he has ‘four eyes looking this way and that…golden wings moving this 
way and that…and he utters the voice of a bull and of a glaring lion.’  He 
is ‘the key of mind’ who ‘cherishes in his heart swift and sightless Love.’  
He is bisexual, beyond difference, a ‘very whole animal.’  As ‘female and 
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father’ he brings forth Night; darkness and light unite to produce Heaven 
and Earth (Uranos and Ge).  At this point normal ‘Hesiodic’ mythology 
takes over with the tale of the mutilation of Uranus, the birth of the Titans, 
and the struggles of Zeus with his father Kronos.  Zeus establishes himself 
as ruler and in a rather remarkable manner re-creates the world.  
(…)’Engulfing the might of Erikepaios, he held the body of all things in 
the hollow of his own belly; and he mingled with his own limbs the power 
and strength of the god.  Therefore together with him all things in Zeus 
were created anew.’  By thus reabsorbing the world into himself and re-
creating it, Zeus makes it his own.  

(…) Zeus begets Dionysus, whose birth brings to a close the 
process of Theogony.  The Titans, of the generation older than Zeus, 
jealous of his power and of his son, beguile the young Dionysus with toys 
and mirror, and while he is thus distracted they tear him apart.  His heart is 
saved by the goddess Athena, and from it Dionysus is brought back to life.  
The Titans who have eaten the flesh of Dionysus are burnt to cinders by 
the thunderbolt of Zeus.  From their ashes man is born. 

Man then is of twofold nature, the Titanic and the Dionysiac, the 
earthly and the divine.  The aim of the Orphic life is by purification, 
asceticism, and ritual to purge away the Titanic part of us and to prepare 
ourselves to become fully divine.  The body is the source of evil and 
contamination.  It is a tomb from which the soul of the Orphic initiate will 
finally be released to find the true life.  The body is also seen as a prison 
house, and life is a period of rebirths and thousand-year cycles in order to 
be freed at last from the wheel of birth.  At each death he is tried before 
the three judges of the underworld.  Those who are initiated in the Orphic 
mysteries are sent to the fields of Bliss; the uninitiated are to lie up to their 
necks in ‘a mass a mud and ever-flowing filth.’  When the soul is finally 
purified it is ‘brought to the life of blessedness’ - the divine in man rejoins 
the divine (ix-x).   

 

 We see here the Gnostic connection very clearly.  However as W. K.C. 

Guthrie reminds us in his preeminent and often quoted study on Orpheus and 

Greek religion, religion as a term can only be applied to Orphism limitedly.  

Orpheus remains true to the tendency of Gnosticism as a kind of parasitic 

influence that attaches itself to already existent belief systems, altering and 

influencing them accordingly.  Orphism arises as an element in Greek (Hesiodic) 

mythology and religion, which in and of itself could not stand alone as a religion 
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(8).  As is the case with Gnosticism there is very little direct evidence that 

Orphism existed as a distinct, and individual form of religion wholly 

distinguishable from any ancient ‘orthodox’ Greek religion.  Like the Gnostic 

influence on Judaism, Christianity, and Islam worshipers may have practiced their 

religions in an Orphic manner lending it mystic-orphic character.  This would be 

reflected in the living of an “Orphic” life and placing an Orphic emphasis on 

Hesiodic myth and practice but may not have been at all distinguishable from 

‘mainstream’ beliefs (9).  This is also very evident in Warden’s account of Orphic 

Theogony. 

 As Warden clearly demonstrates the Orphic mysteries are incorporated 

into the Hesiodic narrative and they become an integrated part of Greek Religion 

with a decided Gnostic emphasis.  The Orphic elements are easily identifiable in 

the prelude-like background to the story of Zeus and his battle against the Titans.  

In fact it is also quite clear that Zeus at some point was identified as Eros and 

even as Dionysus and that the Orphic protagonists were revised to fit more 

cohesively with traditional Greek myth.  More important however than the 

appropriation of Greek myth by Orphic myth are the actually Orphic mysteries 

themselves and their Gnostic infrastructure.   

 The mysteries begin with elemental reality existing before any god or 

Titan (water and slime).  This is perhaps in keeping with the earlier tradition of 

pre-Socratic natural Greek philosophies that locate ultimate reality in material 

elements such as earth, water, fire, and air.  From this notion materiality Chronos 

arises.  Consistent with Greek conceptualizations Chronos is the personification 

or embodiment of time.  Chronos as the first of the Titans is indicative of the deep 

philosophical dimension of Orphic mythology.  Rather than a philosophical 

discourse on the phenomenon of time (the likes of which we do not see until 

Augustine’s Confessions) we encounter time as a prerequisite for experience and 

as an independent entity brooding over the entire cosmos.  Time sets the stage and 
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is in many ways (as in Gnostic thought) the catalyst and instigator of man’s 

conflicted existence.  Time is the root of all evil so to speak, a depiction that 

places temporality in a decidedly modern light in the Heideggerian sense. 

 Time signals a great process of individuation in which the heavens 

(Aither), the earth, and eventually (in the form of an egg) Zeus and the gods are 

brought forth.  At this stage Zeus hardly resembles the Zeus of Greek mythology.  

He is called Phanes and resembles a fantastic creature and has great power as the 

creator of love and the key to the mind.  This is the root of the Gnostic duality of 

Orphic myth.  Chronos is not an all-powerful creator God responsible for the 

cosmos; rather he is produced somehow from an already existent material cosmos.  

He creates the gods, but they rival him in ability and power initiating a cosmic 

struggle of Titans against gods for dominion over a cosmos that neither created.  

It is at this point that Orphic mythology yields to the traditional Hesiodic 

narrative. 

 Zeus re-creates the world by absorbing it into himself making it an 

extension of his being and thus providing for a new kind of divine creation.  Zeus 

thus becomes the father of all.  This however is far from an actual creator divinity.  

Zeus appears more like a usurper and appropriator of the Titanic cosmos.  This is 

an odd mixture and incorporation of Gnostic elements that normally describe an 

unruly creation breaking away from the creator and initiating evil in the world.  

Here we have an atypical reversal.  The unruly creation (Zeus) breaks away and 

re-creates the world along with men while the original creator becomes the 

outsider, the alien that is evil.   

Dionysus, according to traditional Greek mythology, is the offspring of 

Zeus and Semele.  He has many attributes such as the god of wine and ecstasy.  

But these aspects of the figure were added later, for example by Homer and 

Hesiod, who viewed the foreign, un-Greek god with mistrust because of its 

eastern origins and Orphic overtones that were incompatible with the harmonious 
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outlook of Hellenistic culture (Grant 125).  The Dionysus that we encounter in 

Orphic myth is of a different nature and as previously mentioned often identified 

with Zeus as a powerful god in battle against the Titans.   

 Dionysus was torn to pieces by his Titan enemies and devoured except for 

his heart, which was saved and used to bring him back to life.  The parallels with 

Orpheus here are unmistakable.  Dionysus, according to the older legends, also 

saved his mother Semele from the underworld (Grant 125).  The most important 

aspect about the Orphic Dionysus is his resurrection.  Like Orpheus Dionysus 

appears (as does Christ) as a being that not only travels freely between the world 

of the living and the dead but that can also overcome both.  Orpheus follows in 

this tradition as the greatest disciple of Dionysus and as messianic figure bearing 

the Gnosis transmitted by the mysteries of the Orphic rites. The birth of man is 

also woven into the myth of the death and resurrection of Dionysus. 

 Zeus destroys the Titans who had dismembered and devoured Dionysus, 

with a lightning bolt turning them into ash.  From these ashes men are created.  

Man is therefore both of Titanic and divine origin.  That is to say that man has 

both the material, cosmic, pre-divine nature of Chronos (time), and the divine 

element (through the digested parts of Dionysus) that is free of time and thus 

death having destroyed them both and come back from death as an immortal.  The 

Orphic life is therefore an attempt to cleanse man of the Titanic side, the material, 

and the temporal and to cultivate the divine Dionysus-like element of their 

origins.  It is evident that many layers of Gnostic dualism run deep in Orphic 

mythology.  It should not surprise that Hellenic sensibilities, looking upon the 

cosmos as harmonious, found it so alien and foreign.  It is from this Orphic 

tradition that we now turn to the classical legend of Orpheus and its subsequent 

influence upon literature and eventually upon Rilke’s own reworking of the trope.   

 As Walter A. Strauss has pointed out there are three episodes in the 

Orpheus myth that have most influenced its reception especially in the Western 
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literary tradition.  They include the story of Orpheus and the Argonauts that 

recounts how Orpheus saved Jason and his crew from the deadly voices of the 

Sirens by drowning them out with his music; Orpheus’ descent into Hades to 

rescue Eurydice; and the story of Orpheus’ death and dismemberment at the hands 

of the Maenads and his subsequent resurrection in the form of his immortal 

singing voice (6).  As Erika Nelson has shown Rilke was most likely exposed to 

the these episodes (most notably the final two) in his reading of Fabre D’Olivet’s 

1813 study The Golden Verses of Pythagoras (41).  Rilke’s exposure to the 

Orphic myths remains confined to the ancient legend and its treatment by the 

classical Latin poets. 

  

THE ORPHEUS OF THE LATIN POETS 

 
Rilke-scholarship has established the fact that Rilke’s knowledge of the 

traditions of classical antiquity was superficial, dating back mostly to his school 

days (Tschiedel 286).  This may also be said of Rilke’s reception of the myth 

through German and French sources, which he was perhaps aware of but did not 

emulate in his own work stylistically (Strauss140).  For this reason I will limit the 

treatment of the Orphic myth in literature to the classical sources with which 

Rilke was at least somewhat familiar.  There is a long tradition of the myth in the 

German and French traditions31 but their influence on Rilke is not supported.  It is 

also not the purpose of this study to compare the varying styles of Orphic poetry 

or to offer a comparative study of the myth across traditions.  My main intent is to 

examine the myth and its most familiar poetic renderings for Gnostic parallels.  

                                                 
31 For the German tradition of the Orpheus figure see Manuela Speiser’s 1992 work entitled 
Orpheusdarstellung im Kontext poetischer Programme.  For the French Walter A. Strauss offers 
an excellent account, which also includes Rilke and Novalis, in his 1971 Descent and Return:  The 
Orphic Theme in Modern Literature 
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The Orpheus figure of the classical Latin poets (Virgil, Ovid, and Horace) is the 

basis of the modern humanistic reception of the figure (Speiser 13).  They 

represent the most important literary adaptations of the basic Greek episodes 

following Homer, Hesiod, Plato, and Pindar.   

 Virgil’s Orpheus appears in his Georgica (36-29 B.C.) and tells the story 

of Orpheus and Eurydice.  Orpheus’ young wife Eurydice, while fleeing from an 

unwanted suitor, steps on a poisonous water snake and dies from the bite.  

Orpheus is inconsolable and enters fearlessly into the underworld kingdom of 

Hades to retrieve her by appealing to the gods of the dead.  Orpheus, who is a 

skilled musician on the lyre, uses song inspired by grief and sorrow to pacify such 

underworld figures as the monstrous guard dog Cerberus and the ferryman of the 

river Styx Charon and of course Pluto and Proserpine the rulers of the dark realm.  

However, Pluto, despite being so moved by Orpheus’ song, stipulates that 

Eurydice may go free but only if Orpheus does not at any point during his ascent 

from Hades turn back to look upon her.  Needless to say, Orpheus does exactly 

that as he first catches sight of the light of day and in uncontrolled anticipation 

and impatience turns to look upon his beloved.  He thus loses her and returns to 

the world alone.  He mourns her for seven months rejecting all other women but 

sees his power for song increased.  His music has a powerful and subduing effect 

upon wild animals.  It also controls the trees and plants of the forest.  His music 

seems to inspire all of nature but his refusal to have any other women in 

Eurydice’s place insults the neglected Bacchantes that follow Dionysus.  So they 

tear him to pieces during one of their nightly orgies (Grant 315).  This familiar 

version of the legend, also mentioned by Plato in his Symposium, is retold by 

Ovid in his Metamorphoses. 

 Ovid’s version is notable not as much for its reworking of certain details 

but more for the slightly different statement that it makes.  Like Virgil, Ovid 

recounts the story of Eurydice’s death by snake venom and Orpheus’ descent into 

 207



the underworld after her.  However as Speiser notes Ovid’s tone is much more of 

a mocking nature and seems therefore to be an attempt to downplay the Virgilian 

pathos (Speiser 14).  Ovid presents Orpheus musical and poetic power as a 

manifestation of eloquence and persuasion similar to that of a lawyer pleading the 

case of his client before the court of Hades.  Orpheus argues his case with 

reasoning rather than moving his listeners with inspiration, emotion, and art.  The 

shift from feeling to reason is evident.   

 Eurydice is thus released because of her husband’s rhetoric and eloquence 

and Pluto and Proserpine seem to act in accordance with a respect for law and 

justice more than out of a sense of compassion or feeling.  As in the Virgilian 

version Orpheus turns around to look at his bride and loses her but unlike Virgil, 

Ovid does not emphasis Orpheus’ culpability.  The Virgilian Orpheus is a figure 

tormented not only by sorrow and longing but also by the recognition of his own 

guilt (also a more Gnostic feature reminiscent of a kind of original sin or fall from 

grace).  Ovid, however, has Orpheus turn back out of love and concern for 

Eurydice, not out of impatience and lack of foresight (Tschiedel 293-294).   

 Orpheus mourns his bride on the shores of the river Styx for seven days 

and then returns home.  There he also notices his increased powers and influence 

upon nature and especially upon women, whom he rejects in memory of Eurydice.  

He favors the company of young boys.  This behavior incites the jealousy and 

outrage of the Maenads.  They drown out his song and tear him to pieces.  All of 

nature mourns his death and his head and lyre are thrown in the river Hebrus 

where they eventually wash up on the shores of the island of Lesbos.   Bacchus or 

Dionysus, however, is enraged at the loss of his high priest and turns the Maenads 

into trees.  Orpheus’ shadow is happily united with Eurydice in Hades where he 

may look upon her whenever he wishes.  Ovid thus reverses the Virgilian tragedy 

with a happy ending.  Death no longer represents eternal separation but rather 

eternal unity (Speiser 15).   
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The difference between Ovid and Virgil is expressed in conflicting views 

of the human condition.  Virgil’s version understands human beings as powerless 

creatures unable to change their situation.  Orpheus cannot fight against the order 

of things and is forced to lose his love and succumb to the will of greater powers.  

Ovid, however, offers a more positive and hopeful view.  Love inspires to great 

deeds and in the end triumphs even against death and the power of the gods 

(Speiser 17).  Whereas these two stories of Orpheus illustrate world-views that 

exemplify the human condition in an archetypal fashion, the version offered by 

Horace is the first in which Orpheus is directly related to the idea of a poet and 

artist. 

Horace’s version of the Orpheus myth marks a new use of the figure as a 

symbol of the artist and his connection to the divine as priest and visionary.  

Horace emphasizes Orpheus’ ability to tame the wild as an expression of the 

humanizing and civilizing effect of art upon the world.  Orpheus emerges as an 

image of rising humanism and Western culture (Speiser 18), an image that will 

accompany the figure well into the modern era.  His association with both Apollo 

and Dionysus (as son of Apollo and as follower of Dionysus) planted the seeds of 

the Nietzschian conception of art as a dualistic (Gnostic) phenomenon 

encompassing a balance of opposing internal forces (Speiser 19).  This dual 

aspect of the figure (and of the nature of art) as well as its resurrection-character 

also proved to be important in its reception in the Middle Ages and in the Baroque 

period.   

The obvious parallels that exist between Christ and the Orpheus figure 

were used to Christianize the figure in the art of the Middle Ages and in the 

Baroque period.  The image of Orpheus among tamed animals reminded of 
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depictions of paradise and of St. Francis of Assisi32.  Orpheus was compared to 

David, who saved Saul from an evil spirit with his lyre, and to Lot, who lost his 

wife by looking back upon her as he left Sodom and Gomorrah.  And of course 

because of his ability to go into the underworld and return after a specific period 

of time he was compared to Christ who rose on the third day (this is also true of 

Orpheus’s ability to live on in song after being killed by the Maenads).  This 

aspect of Orpheus as a pre-figuration of Christ and other biblical figures (the new 

Orpheus and tamer of men) enjoyed wide reception in the art of the Middle Ages 

as well as in medieval and Baroque literature.  All of these exemplify the new 

guiding image behind the portrayal of the figure, namely that of art and the poet in 

the service of Christianity and humanism.  The new focus on Christian 

individuality and humanistic ideals eventually led to the intensification of 

Orpheus as a symbol for the poet, especially with regard to his divine calling.  

Orpheus as the ideal representation of the poet also figures heavily in Rilke’s 

portrayal. 

 

RILKE’S ORPHEUS 
 

Rilkes 1907 poem Orpheus.  Eurydike.  Hermes from the first part of the 

Neue Gedichte begins not unlike Archaischer Torso Apollos as a kind of 

Dinggedicht.   The poem describes a relief in Naples depicting the Orpheus 

legend.  Like the description of the incomplete torso of Apollo as living, dynamic 

and growing out of lifeless stone, this poem also begins with raw, concrete 

material and describes how the figures come alive as if rising from the rock.  This 

is not only an allusion to Orpheus as traveler between the world of the living the 

                                                 
32 Rudolf Eppelsheimer makes a connection between the St. Francis image in Das Stundenbuch 
and the Orphic figure of the sonnets using this line of reasoning – see Rilkes Larische Landschaft:  
eine Werkdeutung, 1975. 
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dead, but is an interesting metaphor, that brings to life Rilke’s understanding of 

life, art, and history.  Orpheus is rising out of the cold dead stone created by an 

artist long since dead.  The people and culture that produced this relief have 

disappeared but they rise again as if from the dead to engage the observer.  

Rilke’s vivid depiction of the relief reflects modern sensibilities regarding the 

influence of the past.  In it Rilke’s ambivalence toward classical figures and their 

not-so-classical reworking into modern poetry is palpable.  Rilke’s poem unfolds 

as a highly internalized and thus personalized rendering of the Orphic legend 

(Tschiedel 286). 

  
Das war der Seelen wunderliches Bergwerk.  
Wie stille Silbererze gingen sie  
als Adern durch sein Dunkel. Zwischen Wurzeln  
entsprang das Blut, das fortgeht zu den Menschen,  
und schwer wie Porphyr sah es aus im Dunkel.  
Sonst war nichts Rotes.  
 
 

The second strophe begins with a description of the underworld.  Hans-Jürgen 

Tschiedel has pointed out that this description of the Hades does without 

traditional imagery (Tschiedel 288).   

 
Felsen waren da  
und wesenlose Wälder. Brücken über Leeres  
und jener große graue blinde Teich,  
der über seinem fernen Grunde hing  
wie Regenhimmel über einer Landschaft.  
Und zwischen Wiesen, sanft und voller Langmut,  
erschien des einen Weges blasser Streifen,  
wie eine lange Bleiche hingelegt. (Werke 1: 500)  
 
 
  
 

The imagery lacks a mythical presence.  Rilke’s description is not of the Hades of 

Greek myth but of death as a realm without life.  There are barren cliffs, the 
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forests are lifeless, bridges stand over emptiness, and the landscape is depicted as 

gray, pale, and almost weary in its eternal endurance.  The effect is very modern 

in its ability to transport a traditional myth into a familiar setting that then 

becomes unfamiliar because of its lifelessness (Tschiedel 288).  This modern 

depiction also has helps to communicate Rilke’s understanding of death. 

 The realm of the dead, not unlike the realm that Schuler and the Kosmiker 

believed in, is not a separate transcendent realm for Rilke in this poem.  Death is 

an extension of being.  It is neither completely removed from life (the world 

above) nor is it quite the same.  It is an expression of “otherness” by virtue of its 

radically different perspective.  It is like the other side of the mirror gazing back 

at the observer.  If we take the backgrounds of the relief and the archaic torso of 

Apollo poem into account this becomes all the more understandable as, what 

Baudelaire would call, “the other side of art” (or in Rilke’s case the other side of 

life).   

Here the poem begins to describe Orpheus’ path from the underworld, his 

posture and demeanor upon leading Eurydice into the light.  Each figure is then 

described in turn, much as it would have appeared on the relief.  Orpheus stands 

furthest from the underworld, leading the way for Eurydice and is followed by 

Hermes who is holding on to Eurydice (Guthrie 30).  The poem begins with a 

description of Orpheus, jumps back to Hermes and then forward to Eurydice.  The 

descriptions remain true to the basic story of the Orpheus legend but are not 

concerned with details.  They recount the events as if in descriptive snapshots of 

the individual figures.     

 
 
Und dieses einen Weges kamen sie.  
 
Voran der schlanke Mann im blauen Mantel,  
der stumm und ungeduldig vor sich aussah.  
Ohne zu kauen fraß sein Schritt den Weg  
in großen Bissen; seine Hände hingen  
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schwer und verschlossen aus dem Fall der Falten  
und wußten nicht mehr von der leichten Leier,  
die in die Linke eingewachsen war  
wie Rosenranken in den Ast des Ölbaums.  
Und seine Sinne waren wie entzweit:  
indes der Blick ihm wie ein Hund vorauslief,  
umkehrte, kam und immer wieder weit  
und wartend an der nächsten Wendung stand, -  
blieb sein Gehör wie ein Geruch zurück.  
Manchmal erschien es ihm als reichte es  
bis an das Gehen jener beiden andern,  
die folgen sollten diesen ganzen Aufstieg.  
Dann wieder wars nur seines Steigens Nachklang  
und seines Mantels Wind was hinter ihm war.  
Er aber sagte sich, sie kämen doch;  
sagte es laut und hörte sich verhallen.  
Sie kämen doch, nur wärens zwei  
die furchtbar leise gingen. Dürfte er  
sich einmal wenden (wäre das Zurückschaun  
nicht die Zersetzung dieses ganzen Werkes,  
das erst vollbracht wird), müßte er sie sehen,  
die beiden Leisen, die ihm schweigend nachgehn:  
 
 
 

This is Orpheus.  He is described as impatient.  His pace is hurried and he even 

forgets about the lyre that he holds mechanically in his left hand.  He is constantly 

hearing or feeling Eurydice and Hermes behind him but he knows that he cannot 

turn around.  If we think of Rilke’s eighth elegy and the concept of Das Offene 

this depiction becomes more than just an internalized depiction of a relief.  Death 

is behind Orpheus.  Every hurried step that he takes is made with the knowledge 

that the underworld is behind him.  He forgets about his lyre.  The lyre is the 

symbol of his art.  His ability to create and to achieve the kind of art that will 

survive him is inhibited by his preoccupation with what lies behind him.  If only 

he would look ahead to Das Offene, he could easily escape the underworld with 

his love Eurydice.  Orpheus’s rushed linear path is indicative of modern 
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consciousness.  Life is a constant fleeing not only from death but from the past as 

well.  Orpheus exemplifies the half of being that is life – life as modern man. 

 
Den Gott des Ganges und der weiten Botschaft,  
die Reisehaube über hellen Augen,  
den schlanken Stab hertragend vor dem Leibe  
und flügelschlagend an den Fußgelenken;  
und seiner linken Hand gegeben: sie.  
 
Die So-geliebte, daß aus einer Leier  
mehr Klage kam als je aus Klagefrauen;  
daß eine Welt aus Klage ward, in der  
alles noch einmal da war: Wald und Tal  
und Weg und Ortschaft, Feld und Fluß und Tier;  
und daß um diese Klage-Welt, ganz so  
wie um die andre Erde, eine Sonne  
und ein gestirnter stiller Himmel ging,  
ein Klage-Himmel mit entstellten Sternen - :  
Diese So-geliebte. (Werke 1: 501-502) 
 
  
 

The poem then jumps backward to Hermes.  He is easily identifiable 

through his attributes as messenger god and as the god of travelers.  Hermes as 

messenger god is also (not unlike the angels of tradition) a figure that can travel 

between the realm of gods and men (Grant 203).  And Hermes holds Eurydice’s 

hand, standing between her and the underworld.  The brief description of Hermes 

is followed not by a description of Eurydice but by a description of what she 

inspires.  Her loss will prompt Orpheus to use the lyre that he has momentarily 

forgotten.  And from his lyre he will create whole worlds with other earths, suns, 

and stars and in doing so he himself will become immortalized in the stars as a 

constellation.  Hermes the god that travels between two worlds holds the hand of 

the love that inspires to create an invisible world just as real as the world of the 

dead. 
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 At this point the poem changes its focus from Orpheus and Hermes to 

Eurydice.  Eurydice is depicted differently from Orpheus.  Orpheus is the Orpheus 

of the legend and of Ovid, consumed with love, devotion, and feeling for his 

bride.  The preceding strophes spoke of the greatness that Orpheus’s love would 

inspire.  Art is the fruit of an incomplete being.  Orpheus is not complete without 

Eurydice.  Her absence produces the longing, lamenting song of the lyre.  The 

artist is depicted as one who creates new worlds to make up for a lack of unity in 

his own partial world.  Eurydice is in contrast shown as complete.   

Eurydice does not need.  She does not long the way that Orpheus does.  

She gains wholeness through her death.  That is to say her existence in the 

netherworld completes her, makes her whole.  She is free as an individual and has 

become something new with the potential for even more growth.  Her 

individuality and her individual consciousness has become a part of a greater 

unity of being (Tschiedel 292).  Rilke reverts to the Stundenbuch imagery of the 

tree and the deep subterranean root that once described the Russian God.   

 
 
 
Sie aber ging an jenes Gottes Hand,  
den Schrittbeschränkt von langen Leichenbändern,  
unsicher, sanft und ohne Ungeduld.  
Sie war in sich, wie Eine hoher Hoffnung,  
und dachte nicht des Mannes, der voranging,  
und nicht des Weges, der ins Leben aufstieg.  
Sie war in sich. Und ihr Gestorbensein  
erfüllte sie wie Fülle.  
Wie eine Frucht von Süßigkeit und Dunkel,  
so war sie voll von ihrem großen Tode,  
der also neu war, daß sie nichts begriff.  
 
Sie war in einem neuen Mädchentum  
und unberührbar; ihr Geschlecht war zu  
wie eine junge Blume gegen Abend,  
und ihre Hände waren der Vermählung  
so sehr entwöhnt, daß selbst des leichten Gottes  
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unendlich leise, leitende Berührung  
sie kränkte wie zu sehr Vertraulichkeit.  
 
 

 The Eurydice that Rilke describes is almost the exact opposite of Orpheus.  

She is not hurried but patient.  She is not full of passionate longing, but comforted 

by a confident hope.  She is not consumed with desire and longing for Orpheus.  

She rests in herself and needs no earthly bond to be complete.  She is complete in 

her death.  And this fullness of being is not conscious.  She does not comprehend 

it as a philosopher would.  Her fullness is described as a new childhood.  I 

understand this in the sense of the eighth elegy that places childhood in the same 

category as death.   

Childhood, because it is so close to birth, is still in the vicinity of 

unreflective being.  It is closer to the “real” realm of Schuler’s Totenreich.  And 

as such Eurydice has the unselfconscious nature of a child.  She is not used to the 

habits that result from age and individuation.  Her being is not like the divided 

nature of Orpheus, seeking wholeness in the opposition of subject and world.  

Eurydice knows no such dichotomy.  For this reason she is insulted by Hermes 

light touch.  She desires no deeper connection to others because she is already 

connected to herself fully.  She needs no other bridge. 

 
Sie war schon nicht mehr diese blonde Frau,  
die in des Dichters Liedern manchmal anklang,  
nicht mehr des breiten Bettes Duft und Eiland  
und jenes Mannes Eigentum nicht mehr.  
 
Sie war schon aufgelöst wie langes Haar  
und hingegeben wie gefallner Regen  
und ausgeteilt wie hundertfacher Vorrat.  
 
Sie war schon Wurzel. (Werke 1 : 503) 
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This mixing of the subterranean root imagery of das Stundenbuch with the 

Orpheus legend is a good example of the transformation of Rilke’s tropes and 

image-world from the early period to the Sonnets.  In keeping with Gnostic 

imagery new gods are created, hidden gods, self-empowering gods free of notions 

of destiny.  Eurydice now possesses a kind of Gnosis, knowledge granted to her 

by her death.  It is the death that we encounter in Das Stundenbuch with its 

“zweites zeitlos breites Leben” (Tschiedel 295). It is the other side of life, a 

second more encompassing experience.  Eurydice exists in an atemporal state.  

She too has made a journey from the surface world into the underworld.  Gnostic 

imagery often utilizes the metaphor of journey or descent to describe the gaining 

of Gnosis.  Eurydice’s time in the underworld is like a deep descent into the 

invisible world of the self.  This is her moment of self-empowerment that makes 

her indifferent to her fate.  She has no special desire to return to her former mode 

of existence.  She is hardly aware of Hermes decree.  

 
 
Und als plötzlich jäh  
der Gott sie anhielt und mit Schmerz im Ausruf  
die Worte sprach: Er hat sich umgewendet -,  
begriff sie nichts und sagte leise: Wer?  
 
Fern aber, dunkel vor dem klaren Ausgang,  
stand irgend jemand, dessen Angesicht  
nicht zu erkennen war. Er stand und sah,  
wie auf dem Streifen eines Wiesenpfades  
mit trauervollem Blick der Gott der Botschaft  
sich schweigend wandte, der Gestalt zu folgen,  
die schon zurückging dieses selben Weges,  
den Schritt beschränkt von langen Leichenbändern,  
unsicher, sanft und ohne Ungeduld. (Werke 1: 503) 
 
 

  
Eurydice, in an interesting variation from all previous versions of the Orpheus 

myth, leads Hermes.  It is not the messenger god who must take a heart broken 
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Eurydice back to the underworld rather an impatient Eurydice that takes the 

initiative.  She no longer desires the fragmented nature of earthly life.  She wants 

the wholeness of death that has made her forget Orpheus and all earthly 

connections.  She does not even really recognize Orpheus.  Death as changed her 

completely.  Death is a state of complete “otherness” that is alienating when 

compared to that of the living.   

This early depiction of the Orpheus myth is a prefiguration of the Sonnet 

world in which the focus shifts from Eurydice to Orpheus.  The poem ends with 

Orpheus left behind in the material world and Eurydice leading Hermes back into 

the underworld.  In Ovid Orpheus is overwhelmed by emotion and looks upon 

Eurydice.  In Virgil fear makes him turn back.  In Boethius it is guilt.  In Rilke it 

is self-conscious observation.  This self-consciousness is the opposite of Das 

Offene.  It is also the opposite of Eurydice now experiences in the realm of the 

dead (Oppenheimer 53).   

The title of the poem presents the figures, as they are encountered left to 

right on the relief. The periods help reinforce the isolated treatment of each figure.  

Eurydice emerges as the center and focus of both the relief and the poem.  The 

poem is really about her as one among the dead.  The poem gives us an 

understanding of Rilke’s view of death through Eurydice.  Hermes is an incidental 

figure whose role is perfunctory at best.  He is a witness, an impartial divine 

observer of the connected halves of life and death.  Orpheus, as in the title of the 

poem, is isolated.  He not only cannot physically reach Eurydice anymore, he is 

also unable to understand her.  Her otherness in death is the ultimate divide.  

Orpheus is left behind, sad, confused, and incomplete.  He has been abandon by 

death and god, left to ponder his life in solitude.   

At this point in the legend Orpheus has not yet received increased power 

of song.  It is only after his descent to find Eurydice that he becomes the poet of 

poets and leads a different life, an existence that Eurydice already leads amongst 
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the dead.  This is perhaps an image inspired by Alfred Schuler as a student of 

Bachofen (Tschiedel 299).  The Gnostic imagery is unmistakable and depicts a 

self-empowering, god-creating dimension that comes with the knowledge of the 

“underworld.”  Rilke, as early as 1907, is pointing toward a transformation of the 

God/Angel imagery into a modern Orpheus reflecting the reception of the figure 

previously discussed but with decidedly Gnostic undertones in the modern-

philosophical sense.   This idea comes to fruition in Die Sonette an Orpheus from 

1922. 

 The Sonnets begin with a description of Orpheus much different that that 

encountered in the 1907 Orpheus.  Eurydike.  Hermes. 

 
 
  

Da stieg ein Baum. O reine Übersteigung!  
O Orpheus singt! O hoher Baum im Ohr!  
Und alles schwieg. Doch selbst in der Verschweigung  
ging neuer Anfang, Wink und Wandlung vor.  
 
Tiere aus Stille drangen aus dem klaren  
gelösten Wald von Lager und Genist;  
und da ergab sich, daß sie nicht aus List  
und nicht aus Angst in sich so leise waren,  
 
sondern aus Hören. Brüllen, Schrei, Geröhr  
schien klein in ihren Herzen. Und wo eben  
kaum eine Hütte war, dies zu empfangen,  
 
ein Unterschlupf aus dunkelstem Verlangen  
mit einem Zugang, dessen Pfosten beben, -  
da schufst du ihnen Tempel im Gehör. (Werke 2 : 241) 

 

 

 

Rilke picks up the Orpheus story where he left off in the 1907 poem.  But this is 

no longer the sad, confused and lonely figure abandoned by Eurydice.  Orpheus 
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was a man, silent and isolated at the loss of his beloved.  Now he is a god.  Rilke 

retains the elements of the Orpheus myth regarding his magical powers over 

animals and all of nature but the triumphal aspect of the figure stands in great 

contrast to the sad figure left behind by a detached Eurydice.  Rilke once again 

takes a familiar figure and a familiar story and places them in an unfamiliar 

context (Gerok-Reiter 22).  The root that Eurydice became in the underworld 

gives rise to the great tree of Orpheus growing up from beneath, exercising his 

newfound talent for poetic song.  The first song of that new found lyrical voice is 

a call for transcendence. 

 The figure of Orpheus, the traveler between the realms of the living and 

the dead, the visible and the invisible, the knower of the greater unity of life and 

death, finds his home in the ear of the poet.  The imagery of the tree, which was a 

part of the Stundenbuch-world and of the Russian God, becomes a kind of inner 

voice, an inner transcendence within the poet, resting in the senses, who through 

Orpheus (the new god) understands the unity of life and death.  The song of 

Orpheus pacifies not only wild animals but also the material world for which they 

stand.  We are reminded of Rilke’s findige Tiere from the elegies and the contrast 

that they make with men who no longer have a sense of das Offene.  Orpheus 

silences their noise only to provoke a new transformation in the wake of that 

silence.  This notion is continued in the second sonnet.   

 

 
Und schlief in mir. Und alles war ihr Schlaf.  
Die Bäume, die ich je bewundert, diese  
fühlbare Ferne, die gefühlte Wiese  
und jedes Staunen, das mich selbst betraf.  
 
Sie schlief die Welt. Singender Gott, wie hast  
du sie vollendet, daß sie nicht begehrte,  
erst wach zu sein? Sieh, sie erstand und schlief.  
 
Wo ist ihr Tod? O, wirst du dies Motiv  
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erfinden noch, eh sich dein Lied verzehrte? -  
Wo sinkt sie hin aus mir? ... Ein Mädchen fast ... (Werke 2 : 241) 

 
 

 Orpheus pacifies the world.  The ancient deep-felt Gnostic discrepancy 

between outer and inner worlds suddenly seems to disappear.  The lyrical subject 

addressing Orpheus the singing god asks how he prevented the world from rising 

out of dormancy to dominance or to enmity.  The implication is that the world is 

like a wild animal whose desires must be tamed.  These wild desires are linked to 

a sense of mortality, what Schopenhauer would attribute to the will and its sense 

of self-preservation and what Heidegger would later focus on as the fear of death 

that drives human consciousness.  The lyrical subject asks if Orpheus can indeed 

establish an aesthetics of death as a motif in the hopes that even death may be 

dealt with through art.  This can also be traced back to Rilke’s notion that the 

things of this world are dead.  Rilke’s diagnosis of modernity, as Annette Gerok-

Reiter calls it, is one that includes a loss of image.  The images of modernity lack 

sensuality and a personal, human connection.  They are “ein Tun ohne Bild”.  The 

question that is posed in the second sonnet is if Orpheus can lend an image to the 

things of this world (Gerok-Reiter 106). 

The question remains unanswered and its underlying doubt is reinforced 

by the query about the world sinking away from the subject.  The world as the 

Vorstellung of a perceiving subject driven by a will is easily imaginable in this 

line.  With or without a Schopenhauerian subtext, Rilke’s imagery supports the 

idea of a Gnostic dichotomy of world/subject.  The third sonnet addresses the 

questions asked in the second and provides insight into the nature of Rilke’s 

Orpheus. 

 

Ein Gott vermags. Wie aber, sag mir, soll  
ein Mann ihm folgen durch die schmale Leier?  
Sein Sinn ist Zwiespalt. An der Kreuzung zweier  
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Herzwege steht kein Tempel für Apoll.  
 
Gesang, wie du ihn lehrst, ist nicht Begehr,  
nicht Werbung um ein endlich noch Erreichtes;  
Gesang ist Dasein. Für den Gott ein Leichtes.  
Wann aber sind wir? Und wann wendet er  
 
an unser Sein die Erde und die Sterne?  
Dies ists nicht, Jüngling, daß du liebst, wenn auch  
die Stimme dann den Mund dir aufstößt, - lerne  
 
vergessen, daß du aufsangst. Das verrinnt.  
In Wahrheit singen, ist ein andrer Hauch.  
Ein Hauch um nichts. Ein Wehn im Gott. Ein Wind. (Werke 2 : 
242) 

 

 

 The third sonnet notes that a god can transcend both realms with divine art 

but how can a mortal achieve the same.  The Gnostic idea of man as torn between 

two natures (or as in the Orphic mysteries as being part Titan and part god) is the 

reason for the skepticism expressed by the subject.  Man is lacking the 

stewardship of Apollo both as god of music and bearer of wisdom (Gnosis).  The 

lyrical subject doubts man’s ability to accomplish the same kind of song as 

Orpheus and Apollo, the symbols of the poet.  The possibility of such a Gnosis is 

questioned because of what the subject declares song to be.   

 Gesang ist Dasein.  This definition of Orpheus’s art is different from the 

older romantic conceptualization.  It is not a desire to achieve a finite goal, as was 

Schlegel’s notion of a progressive Universalpoesie.  Song is Being.  Art is a way 

of existing, perceiving, it is a kind of consciousness that has no telos but is itself 

(like God) an expression of Being not requiring further qualification.  Orpheus 

will ideally save the “things” of this world (Mason 178) but this is not a goal but a 

by-product.  But once again the subject questions man’s ability to act as a god.  

Man’s nature is not easily released from the constraints of earthly existence.  Here 
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again is the familiar Gnostic structure in which the God-Cosmos-Man 

constellation is questioned and man is juxtaposed against the earth and the stars as 

having a different kind of existence, perhaps unable to benefit from Orpheus’s 

“magic arts”.  For men art is transitory like a wind blowing in God.  But the fifth 

sonnet acts as an answer to the doubts raised about Orpheus in the third. 

 

Errichtet keinen Denkstein. Laßt die Rose  
nur jedes Jahr zu seinen Gunsten blühn.  
Denn Orpheus ists. Seine Metamorphose  
in dem und dem. Wir sollen uns nicht mühn  
 
um andre Namen. Ein für alle Male  
ists Orpheus, wenn es singt. Er kommt und geht.  
Ists nicht schon viel, wenn er die Rosenschale  
um ein paar Tage manchmal übersteht?  
 
O wie er schwinden muß, daß ihrs begrifft!  
Und wenn ihm selbst auch bangte, daß er schwände.  
Indem sein Wort das Hiersein übertrifft,  
 
ist er schon dort, wohin ihrs nicht begleitet.  
Der Leier Gitter zwangt ihm nicht die Hände.  
Und er gehorcht, indem er überschreitet. (Werke 2 : 243) 

 

 

 Orpheus is named positively as the “unseen soul of things” much as in 

Kandinsky’s view of art.  Here the function of the Orpheus figure, with regard to 

notions of transcendence and the finite, is transitory nature of human experience.  

If we keep Rilke’s words to his Polish translator as well as his reaction to 

Baudelaire’s poem “Une Charogne” in mind, we can see how Rilke’s notion of 

passionately engraving experience into human consciousness in order to gain a 

sense of permanence is connected to the symbolism of the Orpheus figure.  As in 

the poem “Orpheus.  Eurydike.  Hermes” the descent into the underworld takes on 

a psychological dimension as an inner journey into the self, a notion also used to 
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connect Gnosis and depth psychology.33  The result is a strengthening of the self 

as individual subject.  In Orpheus’s case he rises again as a god (ein Gott 

vermags).   

This Gnostic sense of self-empowerment requires a journey to “the other” 

in the other world, the world of the good god, the invisible world of the inner soul 

trapped in the material world of the body.  Orpheus’s journey to the invisible 

world (the same realm once inhabited by the angels and now absent of God) is a 

mythical representation of Rilke’s process of Verinnerlichung, his Ding-Mystik as 

expression of immanent transcendence.  As a result, Orpheus now occupies an 

ideal space between the two realms.  Orpheus exists in Das Offene where the 

animals (Das Kreatürliche), which he controls, exist without self-consciousness.  

This pure space is not contaminated by the human understanding of time.  

Orpheus is transported into this zwischenwelt, this Weltinnenraum (Parry 215).  

This newfound divine world in man is not unlike the Gnostic divine spark.  

Rilke believed that the marginalization of God and death to the periphery of 

human existence was the main reason for human feelings of isolation and 

alienation in the world (Parry 219).  The Deus absconditus is this marginalization 

that Rilke’s Orpheus brings back in the form of this new poetic reality.  Rilke sees 

the exile of God as a closing of consciousness that modern life has brought about.  

A rediscovery of God translates into a process of self-discovery.  God lives in 

man as the strength or force behind life, just as a work of art lives somewhere in a 

block of marble (Parry 219).  Rilke’s Orpheus is an attempt to regain what was 

lost with the death of God. 

     Just as Gnostic structures are the focal point of certain philosophical 

problems, it is possible to see Rilke’s use of Gnostic structures to focus on the 

same types of issues.  These modern problems include the disappearance of God 

and the need to recreate the God-Cosmos-Man constellation of Blumenberg’s 

                                                 
33 See Robert Avens’ The New Gnosis. 
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secularization model anew in order to rediscover a lost aspect of human 

consciousness.  Orpheus emerges as the Mytho-Gnostic vehicle of that focus in 

Rilke’s late work.  The sixth sonnet expounds on the nature of that vehicle with a 

question that is immediately answered. 

 

 

Ist er ein Hiesiger? Nein, aus beiden  
Reichen erwuchs seine weite Natur.  
Kundiger böge die Zweige der Weiden,  
wer die Wurzeln der Weiden erfuhr.  
 
Geht ihr zu Bette, so laßt auf dem Tische  
Brot nicht und Milch nicht; die Toten ziehts -.  
Aber er, der Beschwörende, mische  
unter der Milde des Augenlids  
 
ihre Erscheinung in alles Geschaute;  
und der Zauber von Erdrauch und Raute  
sei ihm so wahr wie der klarste Bezug.  
 
Nichts kann das gültige Bild ihm verschlimmern;  
sei es aus Gräbern, sei es aus Zimmern,  
rühme er Fingerring, Spange und Krug. (Werke 2: 243) 

 
 
 
Orpheus is not from one realm alone but is a product of both the here and the 

there.  He is not like Eurydice who does not understand the living.  The Weiden 

are another reference to das Offene of the elegies.  Orpheus is familiar with the 

open spaces from which he forges his art.  He is not like the dead who exist 

without interaction and know only das Offene.  He penetrates both worlds.  He 

mingles with the things of this world.  Everything that can be seen is a potential 

dwelling for Orpheus.  Nothing can distract him from the true image of things.  

He can view the graves that house the past or the rooms of the houses of the living 

and still see them as united.  It is as if the knowledge of das Offene and of das 
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Hiesige together grants him the Gnosis necessary to penetrate into the soul of 

things. 

Orpheus is conjured up by the artist and like Kandinsky’s soul of things he 

is at the center of all things viewed by the perceiving artistic subject (a nod to 

Schopenhauer’s special role for art in knowledge).  Orpheus is the soul and the 

god of the Ding-Mystik.  The viewer, the subject, the artist seeks a unio mystica 

with him, the two-fold soul of all things.  He is der Retter der Dinge because he is 

able to grant them the sensuality and presence that they need in order to transcend 

mere empirical being.  The seventh sonnet deals with the reason for the poet’s 

invocation of Orpheus. 

 

 

Rühmen, das ists! Ein zum Rühmen Bestellter,  
ging er hervor wie das Erz aus des Steins  
Schweigen. Sein Herz, o vergängliche Kelter  
eines den Menschen unendlichen Weins.  
 
Nie versagt ihm die Stimme am Staube,  
wenn ihn das göttliche Beispiel ergreift.  
Alles wird Weinberg, alles wird Traube,  
in seinem fühlenden Süden gereift.  
 
Nicht in den Grüften der Könige Moder  
straft ihm die Rühmung lügen, oder  
daß von den Göttern ein Schatten fällt.  
 
Er ist einer der bleibenden Boten,  
der noch weit in die Türen der Toten  
Schalen mit rühmlichen Früchten hält. (Werke 2 : 244) 

 

 

 

The first line is evocative of the “Orpheus. Eurydike. Hermes” poem of 1907.  

Orpheus springs forth from dead rock like his figure in the relief.  The rock alone 
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is silent.  Orpheus speaks.  The material thing is but a container, a form for the 

god within.  This god from within is like a wine that never ceases to flow from its 

container.  It is the wine of Dionysus and the cult of Orpheus, the inspiration of 

intoxication, and uninhibited soul of creativity.  This wine provokes song and that 

song is Orpheus’s main task. 

Orpheus’ function as the soul of all things is Rühmen, to sing praises, to 

extol, to laude.  Orpheus rises like rich ore from within an otherwise useless rock 

to praise and give voice to the material.  The mining imagery, like the wine 

hidden in its container, is, of course, reminiscent of Gnostic light/dark and depth-

imagery and the journey of the soul but more importantly the praises that Orpheus 

brings with him are eternal.  They are not made invalid by the passage of time or 

the transitory nature of human existence.  And not even the shadow of the gods 

fall upon his praises.  They survive death and the will of the gods in a typically 

Gnostic, Promethean defiance.  The Orphic independence from the shadow of the 

past is also palpable.  The modern immediacy of Orphic song and verse is soul 

that arises from otherwise cold, dead things.  Orpheus connects spontaneous 

present with stagnate past. 

Orpheus, the soul of all material things, is the vehicle through which 

transcendence occurs by way of artistic creation in the invisible realm.  Human 

consciousness is impressed upon material things through Orpheus, through 

Gesang.  That song is Being, born of the material world in unison with the 

invisible world of human consciousness.  The new god is a hybrid achieving 

eternity through the finite and thus seeking to bridge the gap between two worlds.  

The ninth sonnet reminds us that the two worlds can be mixed. 

 

 
Nur wer mit Toten vom Mohn  
aß, von dem ihren,  
wird nicht den leisesten Ton  
wieder verlieren.  
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Mag auch die Spieglung im Teich  
oft uns verschwimmen:  
Wisse das Bild.  
Erst in dem Doppelbereich  
werden die Stimmen  
ewig und mild. (Werke 2 : 245) 
 

 
 
 
The invisible world of the dead (the realm of angels and the super-real world of 

Schuler’s Kosmiker) and the illusory, transitory world of the living as seen in the 

pond-imagery are Gnostic to an extreme.  The Schopenhaurian view of human 

perception as illusory and subjective is reflected in the pond.  The dead in the 

underworld represent the realm of “the other”.  The double realm of art and of the 

artistic world-view are in Orpheus and his calming, eternal song.  The isolation 

and irreconcilability of the 1907 Orpheus poem is missing here.  The double 

realm is now presented as the place where harmony and calm rules.  Rilke’s 

Orpheus although born of Gnostic imagery emerges as a reconciliatory figure 

capable of ending the eternal strife of the Gnostic gods.  The poem is his olive 

branch. 

 
Atmen, du unsichtbares Gedicht!  
Immerfort um das eigne  
Sein rein eingetauschter Weltraum. Gegengewicht,  
in dem ich mich rhythmisch ereigne.  
 
Einzige Welle, deren  
allmähliches Meer ich bin;  
sparsamstes du von allen möglichen Meeren, -  
Raumgewinn.  
 
Wieviele von diesen Stellen der Raume waren schon  
innen in mir. Manche Winde  
sind wie mein Sohn.  
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Erkennst du mich, Luft, du, voll noch einst meiniger Orte?  
Du, einmal glatte Rinde,  
Rundung und Blatt meiner Worte. (Werke 2: 257) 

 
 
 
Orpheus as living poetry creates a new space.  The space that Orpheus inhabits is 

new.  It is this new double realm previously uninhabited by gods like Hermes or 

the dead like Eurydice.  They knew of both realms but they did not mingle in 

both.  Orpheus is a synthesizer.  One may experience this orphic space through 

imagination.  Human imagination synthesizes the external world and silences 

temporality in the process (Gerok-Reiter 295).  This process is Rilke’s 

transcendence.  It is a part of the productive activity of memory and imagination 

united in a kind of poetic epiphany (Gerok-Reiter 298).  Rilke’s poetic world-

view thus emerges as a process of internalization followed by an instance of 

outward projection resulting in the notions described to the Polish translator.   

Like Eurydice before him Orpheus is fulfilled.  This happens, however, 

not through death but through his art.  One-sided Being is made whole in a unity 

of life and death, of the spiritual and the material, and of transcendence and 

immanence.  The poem is the source, the unifying instance of individual 

realization and Gnostic self-empowerment in the face of an otherwise 

schizophrenic existence.  Art and the aesthetic world-view as a new kind of 

perception of immanent transcendence are gifts of the new Orpheus.  The poet is 

the space in which Orpheus exists as synthesizer (Parry (222).  But the unifying 

message of Orpheus is not delivered without warning.  The old dividing nature of 

modern man turned away from das Offene threatens the coming of the new god.  

The tenth sonnet of the second part reflects this: 

 
Alles Erworbne bedroht die Maschine, solange  
sie sich erdreistet, im Geist, statt im Gehorchen, zu sein.  
Daß nicht der herrlichen Hand schöneres Zögern mehr prange,  
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zu dem entschlossenern Bau schneidet sie steifer den Stein.  
 
Nirgends bleibt sie zurück, daß wir ihr ein Mal entrönnen  
und sie in stiller Fabrik ölend sich selber gehört.  
Sie ist das Leben, - sie meint es am besten zu können,  
die mit dem gleichen Entschluß ordnet und schafft und zerstört.  
 
Aber noch ist uns das Dasein verzaubert; an hundert  
Stellen ist es noch Ursprung. Ein Spielen von reinen  
Kräften, die keiner berührt, der nicht kniet und bewundert.  
 
Worte gehen noch zart am Unsäglichen aus...  
Und die Musik, immer neu, aus den bebendsten Steinen,  
baut im unbrauchbaren Raum ihr vergöttlichtes Haus. (Werke 2 : 
261-262) 

 
 

Rilke shares the Kultur- and Zivilisationskritik of his age.  The poet’s famed 

aversion to technology and the dehumanizing effects of industrialization 

(Holzkamp 198) come alive in an anti-modern sentiment against the 

mechanization of human consciousness.  The machine kills the soul of things.  

Here we see life as the enemy.  Life is the machine, the unrelenting march of 

progress and technological advancement.  The machine as life is similar to 

Schopenhauer’s will.  It is the enemy.  It threatens everything that Orpheus can 

gain.  This kind of progress is akin to time.  Where das Offene is missing is a 

linear understanding of time and human history.  In place of the open Orphic 

space there is only the closing of consciousness in the form of a machine.  The 

machines and science of progress demystify the world.  They push God and death 

to the margins.  God becomes a faceless science and death a cold medical fact.  

Because God is origin, this marginalization is part of the Deus absconditus motif 

of Gnosticism. 

Like the Gnostic elements found in Baudelaire the call to Orphic-Being is 

marked by the notion that the soul of things represents origin.  The fall from 

original grace is evident in the almost sacred imagery used to describe the purity 
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of things as they were and may still be.  The Gnostic structure is strong in the 

warning character of the sonnets call to return to the original state of things, 

namely to Orpheus as unity of body and soul.  Orpheus represents the Gnosis 

necessary for transformation.  And this transformation is the Gnostic journey into 

the self.  It is Eurydice’s journey in death and Orpheus descent and return.  It is 

the journey that the poet must make for the sake of his art. 

 
 

Wolle die Wandlung. O sei für die Flamme begeistert,  
drin sich ein Ding dir entzieht, das mit Verwandlungen prunkt;  
jener entwerfende Geist, welcher das Irdische meistert,  
liebt in dem Schwung der Figur nichts wie den  
wendenden Punkt.  
 
Was sich ins Bleiben verschließt, schon ists das Erstarrte;  
wähnt es sich sicher im Schutz des unscheinbaren  
Grau's?  
Warte, ein Härtestes warnt aus der Ferne das Harte.  
Wehe -: abwesender Hammer holt aus!  
 
Wer sich als Quelle ergießt, den erkennt die Erkennung;  
und sie fuhrt ihn entzückt durch das heiter Geschaffne,  
das mit Anfang oft schließt und mit Ende beginnt.  
 
Jeder glückliche Raum ist Kind oder Enkel von  
Trennung,  
den sie staunend durchgehn. Und die verwandelte  
Daphne  
will, seit sie lorbeern fühlt, daß du dich wandelst in  
Wind. (Werke 2: 263) 

 
 

 Rilke has a notion of Gnosis that is necessary for transformation.  This 

knowledge is like the Gnosis of the Gnostics.  We do not acquire it.  It acquires 

us.  We receive knowledge through a kind of posture or attitude toward life.  This 

attitude is found in the realm of the invisible.  It is the new Orphic space.  Joyful 

existence is the grandchild of separation.  The knowledge that one has been 
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separated from origin is this new realm.  Orpheus lives from the Deus 

absconditus.  Orpheus is, because god was. The Orphic life and the knowledge 

that it brings lead to the epiphany necessary for independence from the material 

world.  Eurydice’s independence from all need and from the desire to complete 

herself through another reflects that Gnostic self-empowerment through 

independence.  Daphne was transformed into a laurel tree, the symbol of the poet.  

She knows that the essence of poetry is transformation via the Orphic process.  It 

is this Orphic transformation that does battle with the ultimate Gnostic enemy, the 

enemy of time as the twenty-seventh sonnet of the second part reminds us. 

  

 
Giebt es wirklich die Zeit, die zerstörende?  
Wann, auf dem ruhenden Berg, zerbricht sie die Burg?  
Dieses Herz, das unendlich den Göttern gehörende,  
wann vergewaltigts der Demiurg?  
 
Sind wir wirklich so ängstlich Zerbrechliche,  
wie das Schicksal uns wahr machen will?  
Ist die Kindheit, die tiefe, versprechliche,  
in den Wurzeln - später - still?  
 
Ach, das Gespenst des Vergänglichen,  
durch den arglos Empfänglichen  
geht es, als wär es ein Rauch.  
 
Als die, die wir sind, als die Treibenden,  
gelten wir doch bei bleibenden  
Kräften als göttlicher Brauch. (Werke 2: 271) 

 
 
 
The Gnostic Demiurge is mentioned for the first time by name.  He is personified 

as time itself, the defining moment of material existence.  This new Kronos as 

Gnostic Demiurge is the root of all evil, fear, and eventual decay.  But with the 

defiant voice of the modern Gnostic the Demiurge is powerless in the face of 
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Orphic transformation.  Time and history are overcome in the moment of 

transformation from transitory material creature to the eternal praise of art, 

immortalizing the once fleeting moments of time in the immanent transcendence 

of the Orphic eye.   

Rilke’s modernist identification of time, of history, as the enemy is easily 

felt in the role of the Demiurge.  The heart of Orpheus belongs to the gods but the 

Demiurge wants to violate it.  This is an allusion to the Orphic myth that 

introduced this chapter.  Rilke leaves the realm of the classical Orpheus and 

returns to the ancient Orphic religion.  This Gnostic origin of Orpheus is the 

context of a question.  Are we, Die Treibenden:  modern men and women of 

progress moving, working, and pushing further along history’s line of time, of 

divine origin?  The answer is not given but a hope is expressed.  It is possible if 

bleibende Kräfte make up our perspective.  The remaining power is the god, the 

Orpheus behind the thing.  It is the resurrection of the visible as invisible being 

inside human consciousness. 

 The imagery and themes that Rilke offers in the sonnets are unmistakably 

Gnostic in origin and appear as part of the modern fascination with Gnosticism as 

the focal point of certain philosophical problems.  Rilke’s Orpheus incorporates 

many aspects of both the myth and the philosophical dimensions of its Gnostic 

origins.  These philosophical dimensions are also reflected in the philosophy, art, 

and literature of Rilke’s time and offer a greater contextual understanding of 

Rilke’s literary modernity. 
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GNOSTIC-INSPIRED PHILOSOPHY, ART AND LITERATURE AS REFLECTION OF 
LITERARY MODERNITY 
 

 

 Chapter I dealt with the development of Western Philosophy in light of 

Gnostic tendencies.  Chapter II has explored the intellectual climate that Rilke 

entered as he began writing Das Stundenbuch, especially with regard to idealist 

and materialist debates and the Jugendstil movement.  These previous chapters 

have explored in great detail the far reaching historical influences and 

philosophical contexts that made Rilke’s specific treatment possible.  I shall now 

offer a brief discussion of the immediate artistic and intellectual activity in Rilke’s 

time.  These influences are reflections not only of Gnosticism but can also be seen 

as expressions of modernism.   

  

Gnostic-inspired Philosophy and modernity 
 

 The idealist and materialist debates emerging in the art and literature of 

Rilke’s time grew out of the modern tradition of philosophy since Descartes.  The 

debates surrounding idealist and materialist conceptualizations of the world 

eventually developed into continental rationalism and British empiricism as 

opposing schools of thought.  As I have pointed out in Chapter I, the role played 

by Gnostic influences in the history of philosophy was not small.  Rationalism 

was at odds with the duality inherent in the mind-body problem whereas the 

empiricists sought to overcome this dualism by declaring all human-related 

phenomena explainable through sensory data and tangible scientific observation 

thus reducing this dualism to monism.  This debate reached a synthesizing 

moment with Kant’s critical philosophy. 

 234



Kant 
 

Kant’s reception of the empirically based philosophy of David Hume 

ultimately led to his own highly influential critical philosophy and to his trio of 

critiques dealing with pure reason, practical reason and judgment.  Kant’s critical 

program was designed to demonstrate the boundaries of human reason from 

within the perceiving subject.  It also sought to avoid all reliance on external 

metaphysical assumptions.  In doing so, however, Kant was far from overcoming 

the dualism that modern philosophy had inherited from its ancient sources.  

Although Kant showed that many rationalist assumptions regarding metaphysical 

claims are unknowable he at the same time asserted the impossibility of 

completely objective empirical claims about reality.  Kant’s synthesis of 

rationalist and empirical philosophy resulted in many more questions than 

answers.  Kant’s notion of das Ding an sich became the focal point of the German 

idealist philosophies that followed him. 

 Kant showed that human knowledge and epistemological claims are 

always dependent on factors that lie beyond human experience.  In fact human 

experience itself is not thinkable without certain a priori modes of perception that 

unify experience and make it possible.  These transcendental unities include 

notions of time, space and causality.  No experience is imaginable without a sense 

of time, spatiality and of cause and effect, which all precede experience and 

without which nothing could be coherently thought.  In highlighting this aspect of 

human experience Kant changed the attitude of philosophers regarding the nature 

of human knowledge.   

Kant showed that empirical claims are not completely objective because 

they are dependent on subjective faculties that filter sense data and interpret 

experience through the structures of time, space and causality.  At the same time 

he showed that knowledge about “unfiltered reality”, that is the thing in and of 
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itself before it is perceived by a subject, is not knowable as it truly is.  That is to 

say that one never perceives reality in its pure form, rather it is always interpreted 

or filtered by elements introduced by an independent subject.  This aspect of 

Kantian philosophy changed the focus of modern philosophy from more 

speculative metaphysics to subject-oriented epistemology.   

This focus signaled a renewed interest in the understanding of modern 

man as being a part of a subject-object relationship with the world around him (a 

revised version of the God-Cosmos-Man constellation).  This revised form of the 

ancient dualism (albeit in a new form minus God) coincided with the growing 

sense of loss felt by many of the romantics who heavily criticized the empirical 

tendencies of the enlightenment.  But, more importantly, it also fueled the sense 

of Gnostic metaphysical opposition that began to arise in subsequent 

philosophies, most notably in the work of Arthur Schopenhauer. 

 

Arthur Schopenhauer  
 

The romantic understanding of the human condition saw a need for man to 

be reunited with his origin and to bridge the subject-object relationship, a return to 

the old triad constellation.  Romantic metaphysics provided for an undoing of the 

principium individuationis and a return to an original monistic form of reality.  

Arthur Schopenhauer did not share this unifying outlook.  Often identified as the 

first philosopher to inspire modern sensibilities (Pauen 67) (as well as a whole 

generation of modernist thinkers and artists including Nietzsche and Wagner) 

Schopenhauer emerges as a Kantian revisionist but a Kantian nonetheless. 

Schopenhauer’s reception of Kant’s critical philosophy concentrates on its 

Gnostic potential and utilizes this dimension as the basis for a decidedly dualistic 

understanding of the human condition in the antagonistic-Gnostic sense.  

Schopenhauer is operating from a basic Kantian position, however his revisions 
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reveal the influence of the Eastern thought that he incorporated into his 

philosophy.  In his World as Will and Representation Schopenhauer sees Kant’s 

greatest achievement as the Transcendental Aesthetic, in which he had proven that 

all that we perceive is phenomenal.  This phenomenon is different from the thing 

itself.  For Schopenhauer, these together give us the ground for arguing that the 

two fundamental aspects of the world are separate, but related in a determined 

way.  That is to say that the representation stands to the will as phenomenon to    

the thing in itself. 

 Schopenhauer wishes to avoid the problems generated by the Kantian 

dichotomy between subject and object.  For Schopenhauer, the subject is not 

something in the world, but a precondition of its very existence.  Objects exist 

only insofar as they are known.  Subjects exist only insofar as they are knowers.  

Outside of this context nothing can be said of either.  These are the reciprocal 

limits of the world as representation.  With such a context, issues of ethics and 

knowledge are seen from the perspective of the individual existential subject.  The 

sphere of facts and the sphere of values, which in Kant were distinct but by no 

means separate, come to be separated widely in the philosophy of Schopenhauer 

(Janik 150-157).  This is the decidedly Gnostic fundament of Schopenhauer’s 

philosophy. 

 Schopenhauer’s understanding of the world (phenomena) as a 

representation of will establishes a dualism of the cosmic sort that has not been 

seen in the history of philosophy and religion since the times of the ancient 

Gnostic and Orphic cults.   Schopenhauer does not see the subject as a part of the 

world rather as a condition for the world’s existence.  This implies the basic 

structure of Gnostic cosmic dualism as well as a host of other Gnostic structural 

principles.  Michael Pauen has commented extensively about such structures in 

relationship to Schopenhauer and the trends in modern thought and art that he 
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stimulated in his 1994 book Dithyrambiker des Untergangs:  Gnostizismus in 

Ästhetik und Philosophie der Moderne. 

 Pauen notes the diabolical tone used by Schopenhauer in describing the 

will that is responsible for determining our representation of the world.  Pauen 

describes the modern turn toward Gnostic structures (in the cosmic-dualistic 

sense) as beginning with Schopenhauer.  Schopenhauer’s will is like the demiurge 

and he represents himself as a kind of wise man capable of seeing through the 

deceptions of the evil god (67).  The paradigm shift that Pauen observes in 

Schopenhauer is not only expressed in his good-and-evil tone with regard to the 

will but also in his apparent claim to have discovered the fundamental principle of 

the cosmos.   

 Schopenhauer equates Kant’s Ding an sich with the will, which he holds 

responsible for the entire cosmos, a cosmos that is a diabolically deceptive 

construct at best.  The will drives life forth and produces nothing but suffering 

and misery.  The will, especially as it is expressed in the self-preservation and 

procreation drives, is the cause not only of the continued existence of the universe 

but also the source of all pain.  As Pauen notes, Schopenhauer’s will is but a more 

mysterious expression of the Gnostic Demiurge that forever deceives mankind 

through the unreliable senses leading him to misery.  This is Schopenhauer’s Veil 

of the Maja (68).  Schopenhauer ties the unknowability of das Ding an sich to the 

enigmatic nature of the will, that merely renders a distorted illusory view of itself 

through the transcendental unities of time, space and causality.   

 Oddly enough Schopenhauer claims nonetheless to know about the will by 

recognizing it in part through its various manifestations.  This parallels exactly the 

Gnostic idea of an imparted Gnosis necessary for salvation (in this case from 

suffering) and possessed by an elite few.  The major paradigm shift that Pauen 

identifies in Schopenhauer also occurs as part of the emphasis that Schopenhauer 

places on aesthetics as a part of the Gnosis necessary for salvation.  According to 
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Schopenhauer the sciences are illusory in nature because they deal with the same 

blind deception propagated by the will.  Aesthetic experience however offers a 

chance to deny the will freeing the subject from the suffering that it causes.  This 

is albeit a temporary state but one that has soteriological significance as a means 

of gaining Gnosis and escaping the influence of the will (68).  Music is especially 

important for Schopenhauer but art and aesthetic expression in general make up 

the other side of the dichotomy established in the subject-object relationship.  

Therefore it is aesthetic and even the ecstatic expression of artistic production and 

appreciation that allow for a victory over the evil will (68) (evil is for 

Schopenhauer synonymous with suffering).  What we see here regarding art, 

scientific knowledge, the role of the artist, and aesthetic approaches toward reality 

is in stark contrast to the aesthetic theories and philosophical programs of the past.  

Schopenhauer’s philosophy provides a very special place for art in the 

epistemological realm that used to be reserved solely for philosophy. 

  Not only does art take on a new soteriological meaning turning the artist 

(like Orpheus) into a messianic figure but art’s new role as savior also determines 

its expression.  If the illusory world of material things is the manifestation of a 

will that leads only to suffering then the kind of art that saves us from that misery 

is ideally more abstract in nature.  Schopenhauer’s emphasis on music as the 

supreme form of messianic art points in this direction.  If that which actually is 

(das Ding an sich) cannot be known by empirical observation and description and 

is but illusory in nature then it stands to reason that abstract forms of 

representation are more adept at exposing the essence of things as manifestations 

of the will.  Pauen sees this rightfully so as the connection between the Gnostic 

tendencies of philosophical modernity and the aesthetic expression of modern 

artists.  Gnosticism’s anti-cosmic disposition and its distrust of the senses as a 

result of that disposition have contributed to the anti-mimetic principle in modern 

aesthetics.  This is observable both in poetry (Baudelaire and Mallarmé for 
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example) as well as in the visual arts (Gauguin, Mondrian, Worringer and 

Kandinsky) (66). 

Nietzsche 
 

Pauen highlights several important elements of the Gnostic-modern view 

of art.  Not only is an anti-mimetic outlook central to modern art but the anti-

mimetic artist attempting to express the essence of things as they really are 

receives messianic attributes.  This kind of artistic Gnosis remains unavailable to 

the scientist.  The artist, as high priest sent to reveal the essence of being, 

struggled not only with the deceptions of conventional language but also with 

social conventions themselves that propagated their use.  Here is also the Kultur- 

and Zivilisationskritik of Gnostic-inspired modernity emerging from a 

Schopenhauerian cosmic dualism and the Gnostic sense of self-empowerment, 

two tendencies that also appear prominently in Nietzsche.  

 Nietzsche’s early works, especially The Birth of Tragedy, owe a great deal 

to Bachofen’s ideas regarding such dichotomies as patriarchal / matriarchal, orient 

/ occident, material / spirit, and of course Dionysian / Apollonian (Pauen 85).  

Bachofen’s dichotomies added to Nietzsche’s early reception of Schopenhauer 

and reveal not only the Gnostic fundament of Nietzsche’s thought but also its 

pronounced criticism of modern culture, values, and conventions.  Nietzsche’s 

treatment of Schopenhauer’s metaphysical pessimism turns into Kulturkritik with 

a focus on the role of history as a kind of fall from grace.  Nietzsche’s reflects the 

Gnostic dimension of this primordial crisis that has blinded man and led him 

away from the right path.  History is seen as an enemy because it is the story of a 

metaphysical Irrweg (88).    

 

This romanticizing of the past as part of a history “gone wrong” is 

important because it parallels the Gnostic notion of crisis and the need to correct 
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an ancient error (i.e. the original separation of man and God through the physical 

world).  Nietzsche’s demonization of both Christianity and Socratism (as blinding 

diabolical forces) is combined with (Orpheus-like) notions of Dionysus and 

Zarathustra as the coming god and/or supermen.  They will reverse this historical 

error.  Such ideas are very much indebted to Gnostic structures.  However as 

Pauen points out Nietzsche does not share Schopenhauer’s pessimism entirely. 

  Nietzsche sees the error as reversible.  Dionystic art is the Gnosis that 

prepares the way to salvation. The difference between the paradigm shift that 

Schopenhauer began and that Nietzsche solidified is Nietzsche’s practical 

program calling for immediate change and renewal (Pauen 90).  Another 

difference can be seen in Nietzsche’s attempt to avoid the dualism of his 

predecessors by slowly developing his own brand of perspectivism, which will 

become characteristic of modern thought and which is clearly indebted to the 

Gnostic-inspired philosophical tradition. 

 However, what remains constant in both Nietzsche and Schopenhauer are 

the typical Gnostic sense of self-empowerment, the bold Promethean revolt 

against the gods, and the desire to create one’s own gods.  This self-proclaimed 

messianism with its aesthetic component is the driving impulse behind the 

modern search for new gods, new civilizations, new world orders, and new ways 

of expressing the aesthetic Gnosis of an age bend on correcting an ancient error.  

According to Blumenberg’s secularization theory this is an attempt to rearrange 

the God-Cosmos-Man constellation.  The Gnostic disposition seems to be 

obsessed with creating a constellation that aptly reflects the self-understanding of 

mankind and the human condition, a theme also advanced by the poets of Rilke’s 

time. 
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Gnostic-Inspired Modern Poetics  

 

Baudelaire  
 

In his renowned work on the structure of modern poetry Hugo Friedrich 

cites Charles Baudelaire as the first of the poets of modernity (35).  This is a 

fitting characterization given the modern disposition of Baudelaire’s poetic 

production.  Schopenhauer, Bachofen and Nietzsche, all of whom were familiar 

with Gnosticism from their philological studies in ancient cultures, foreground 

notions of illusion, decay, decadence, destruction and eventual (or partial) 

renewal as part of the Gnostic idea that man is not at home in his world and 

suffers under the illusion that he is a healthy part of that world and that he must 

strive for salvation.  Baudelaire, also familiar with Gnosticism and Gnostic ideas 

(Friedrich 47), tackles similar themes poetically signaling an entirely new 

direction in modern lyrics. 

 Friedrich identifies several modern aspects about Baudelaire that mark 

him as the first of the modernist poets and demonstrate commonalities with the 

structures of Gnostic thought.  According to Friedrich Baudelaire deals with the 

viability of poetry in a commercialized and mechanized world (35).  This 

identification of a poetic crisis of sorts stems from the recognition that man and 

his aesthetic expression are no longer a part of a unified whole.  As in the 

philosophy of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, Baudelaire makes it the duty of the 

artist to express this new modern sensibility that has resulted from historical 

alienation.  This is what sets Baudelaire apart from the romantics.   

 

Mit Baudelaire beginnt die Entpesönlichung der modernen Lyrik, 
mindestens in dem Sinne, daß das lyrische Wort nicht mehr aus der 
Einheit von Dichtung und empirischer Person hervorgeht, wie dies, zum 
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Unterschied von vielen Jahrhunderten früherer Lyrik, die Romantiker 
angestrebt hatten (36). 

 

 Baudelaire’s depersonalization is symptomatic of the antagonistic 

relationship between modern man and the world around him and the need to 

express that alienation via a concentrated impersonal subject.  Baudelaire, like 

Rilke, creates a distance from the banality of reality and focuses on an intangible 

sphere, mysterious in nature and created from the tension existing between man 

and the world around him (35).  As such Baudelaire’s themes include the aspects 

of modern life that stand under the pressure of modern living, existential fears, 

hopelessness, disillusionment, and ideals lost in the face of a concrete reality out 

of touch with man’s actual state of being (37).   As Friedrich articulates it: 

 

Die wenigen Themen Baudelaires lassen sich verstehen als Träger, 
Varianten, Metamorphosen einer Grundspannung, die wir verkürzt 
bezeichnen können als Spannung zwischen Satanismus und Idealität.  Die 
Spannung beibt ungelöst (38). 

 

This fundamental tension is itself also fundamentally Gnostic in spirit and origin. 

Art emerges from this messianic conception that understands itself as an attempt 

not only at gaining Gnosis through expression but also as a recipe for salvation, or 

at least relief from that fundamental tension.  This eschatological character is 

highly visible in Baudelaire’s other themes as well. 

 Friedrich locates the beginning of apocalyptic sentiments in modern 

poetry in Baudelaire and sees it as an outgrowth of the sense of loss and the 

pessimism emanating from the modern condition.  Decadence in the form of an 

atrophy of the spirit and resulting in the trivialization of progress (of both social 

and material progress) appears as a major motif in Baudelaire accompanied by his 

Satanism and his famous Ästhetik des Häßlichen (this connection to Rilke in the 

form of the poem “Une Charogne” has already been discussed in Chapter III).   
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These motifs are, according to Friedrich outgrowths of a Gnostic outlook in 

reaction to traditional Christianity.  The modern mindset is of a double nature 

consisting of angelic and demonic poles.  The desire to cater to both in order to 

experience something akin to eternity becomes urgent.  Orthodox Christianity as 

anti-Gnostic structure does not address such dualistic identities.  The satanic need 

of the modern poet requires a modern intellectuality that shares commonalities 

with the thought of ancient pre-Christian man (46).  Friedrich’s notion that 

Gnosticism appeals to the schizophrenic nature of modern intellectuality is also 

the root of the antagonistic relationship between modern sensibilities and Western 

Christianity.   

 The ruinous Christianity that Friedrich identifies in Baudelaire is 

symptomatic both of the psychological guilt at the heart of Gnosticism (in the 

form of man’s fall from grace) and of the sense that Christianity itself has failed 

to restore that grace.  As with Nietzsche, Christ appears in Baudelaire’s poems as 

a failure, the abandoned one.  Baudelaire’s Satanism thus reveals itself as a rather 

unorthodox way of understanding the totality of being by recognizing both good 

and evil as independent self-sufficient principles.  This is very Gnostic in nature 

and far from traditional Christianity (47).  Friedrich points out the difference 

between the Catholic (Thomist) understanding of the universe as legitimate and 

benevolent and evil as a dependent principle.  For Catholicism evil is not essential 

but rather derived, a non-essential non-entity in the Aristotelian sense.   

Baudelaire’s poetical use of Satanism reveals the opposite, namely a sense for the 

Gnostic duality underlying the cosmos and man’s destiny caught in between. 

 Baudelaire like many contemporaries exemplifies what Michael Pauen 

refers to as the Gnostic Selbstermächtigung des Subjekts.  This self-empowerment 

of the subject is the result of the mandate of the artist as holder of Gnosis to 

provide for his own salvation (or in Schopenhauer’s case his own amelioration) 

through artistic production, an art often related to ecstatic experiences (Pauen 98) 
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very similar to the Orphic cult and certain strains of mysticism.  A continuation of 

this poetic tradition is also evident in the works of Stéphane Mallarmé, Arthur 

Rimbaud, and Stephan George, all identified by Friedrich as founders in the 

tradition of modern poetry and who exercised a great influence upon Rilke 

specifically and modern poetics in general. 

  

Rimbaud and Mallarmé 
 

Rimbaud, following directly in the footsteps of Baudelaire and reacting to 

neo-positivists’ claims of complete knowledge about the universe, plunges head 

first into an unreal world of chaos as a form of salvation from a suffocating and 

creativity stifling reality (Friedrich 60).  Rimbaud operating according to a similar 

Gnostic structure creates transcendent worlds, other realms, and alternative 

realities in his poems.  Friedrich notes the tendency toward an empty 

transcendence that reaches out toward the ‘other’, the ‘antithetical’ and the 

‘unreal’.  These polarities and the desire to “see the unseen and hear the unheard”  

(62) are very reminiscent of Rilke’s notion of making the visible invisible.  But it 

also stands indebted to Baudelaire and the double realm evoked by the Gnostic 

structures in his poetry.  The same may be said of Mallarmé. 

Mallarmé also works toward a similar notion of finding truth beyond the 

empirical world of sensory perception, a kind of mysticism that locates 

absoluteness in nothingness.  Mallarmé argues for a kind of pure poetry negating 

all traces of the material in the form of extreme abstraction.  He seeks to purify 

above all language in order to rid it of distortion.  For Mallarmé this mystic path 

leads ideally to silence (Pauen 101).  This continuation of Baudelaire’s notion of 

élévation as purification-process also leads to the attack of language as social 

convention.  (101).  This kind of crisis of language is the inspiration of many 

similar claims by later writers, scientists and philosophers ranging from Karl 
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Kraus, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, and Fritz Mauthner to Ludwig Wittgenstein.  

Wittgenstein follows a similar train of thought applied to the philosophy of 

language that ends his famous Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus “Wovon man nicht 

sprechen kann, darüber muss man schweigen (Wittgenstein 188).  This is the 

origin of the Sprachkrisen of the turn of the century34.  The Gnostic rebellion 

against empirical reality and its linguistic permeations emerges as aesthetic 

opposition in search of another reality, in search of an “other” (Pauen 102). 

 This is again a manifestation of the Gnostic self-empowerment of the 

subject.  The artist becomes his own god rebelling against a reality in favor of 

another of his own design.  The new aesthetic utopia is placed alongside the 

established order as rival and like Milton’s Lucifer the artist prefers to rule in it 

rather than to serve as a part of a world in which he does not really belong.  This 

conceptualization of “the other” and of “another reality” separate from this one is 

central to modern aesthetics and different from the more unified version of 

romantic thought.  Mallarmé’s philosophy is a part of that conceptualization.  For 

Mallarmé the artist is no longer an imitator of nature but rather its nemesis.  The 

artist is not the representative of God but his counterpart.  Nature is discredited as 

alien to the Gnostic subject.  Pure art must be free of that contamination (104).  

Stefan George and the Georgekreis also exhibits this disposition. 

  

George  

 
George’s claim to pure poetry takes on a utopian dimension and follows in 

the footsteps of Baudelaire and Mallarmé.  George’s poetic utopia has definite 

soteriological character in the form of an artistic paradise, das neue Reich and 

turns into a Gnostic Kulturkritik.  George’s poetics are no longer simply a matter 

                                                 
34 See also Walter Benjamin’s reception of Mallarmé’s writings on the philosophy of language as 

 246



of aesthetics but take on ethical dimensions building yet another bridge from 

literature to philosophy.  George’s contribution to the ever-developing Gnostic 

paradigms eventually grabs the interest of Lukács, Benjamin, Klages, Adorno and 

Heidegger (Pauen 107).  George’s aesthetic utopia, Kulturkritik, and decadence 

motifs also find resonance with poets such as Hofmansthal, Rilke, Benn, Heym 

and even Thomas Mann (Pauen 110).  As Pauen has noted, the relationship 

between literature, philosophy and art in the transmission of Gnostic content is in 

constant flux (130).  Characteristic for the assimilation of Gnostic ideas into 

modern cultural criticisms is its reinforcement first through aesthetic traditions 

(117).  This can be clearly identified in the delayed effect of Gnostic ideas on the 

visual arts in Rilke’s time. 

  

Gnostic structures in modern art 

 

Gauguin, Kandinsky, Klee, Malewitsch and Worringer  

 
The development of Gnostic structures in literature via philosophy also 

occurred in the visual arts.  The Gnostic distrust of the empirical senses paved the 

way for more abstract art.  The mimesis-principle was no longer the standard 

bearer and the spiritual aspect of modern art engendered the idea of “the other” 

(118).  The representatives of „Geistige Kunst“ in Rilke’s time, most notably 

Gauguin and Kandinsky but also such artists as Klee, Malewitsch and Worringer, 

stood under the direct influence not only of Mallarmé’s aesthetics but also of such 

Gnostic-inspired movements like Theosophy, as in the case of Kandinsky (Pauen 

118) as represented by Rudolph Steiner and his followers.  These artists saw a 

“horrible mistake” in naturalism and sought “truth” in the abstraction of art.  

                                                                                                                                     
well as his reception of Baudelaire as modern poet. 
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Many of these artists like Gauguin even used Gnostic symbolism and themes from 

Gnostic myth as subjects of their artistic production.35 Their themes often 

centered on the notion of the homeless outsider, depictions of epiphany and 

knowledge as symbolized by light and ignorance by darkness36, and above all the 

depiction of the “other”.  Kandinsky is the most influential of these artists with 

the appearance of his 1911 work Über das Geistige in der Kunst verbalizing many 

such aesthetic views. 

 Kandinsky often speaks of the “secret soul of things” and calls for a 

turning away from the principle of mimesis not only in art but also away from 

science in general as a paradigm of knowledge.  This mirrors the perspective and 

approach Rilke exemplified in his Dinggedichte and in his Ding-Mystik.  This call 

to reject the concrete effects of the scientific view of life (including industry, the 

industry of knowledge, the bourgeoisie public sphere, and advanced forms of 

capitalism) takes on messianic proportions as it reaches into the ethical realm with 

the artist as possessor and heralder of unseen and empirically useable truth (the 

hidden Gnosis).  The artists of Geistige Kunst appear as prophets or messiahs.  

They alone are in possession of truth.  They alone are the martyrs of the truth, of 

Gnosis (125). 

The idea of the avant-garde artist as prophet mixed with motifs centered 

on “inner knowledge”, light / dark imagery not only as a contrast but as internal 

struggle), and the propagation of the radically “other” as an expression of the 

hidden and unseen reality within things dominates and inspires a lot of artistic 

activity around Rilke’s time.  Rilke’s closeness and receptiveness to the visual 

arts is, of course, well known37 and these similar expressions of shared Gnostic 

outlooks are indicative of the paradigm shift occurring in the intellectual climate 

                                                 
35 See Gauguin’s D´oú venons-nous, que somme-nous, oú allons-nous as based on questions from 
the Valentinian Gnostic traditon (Pauen 119) 
36 See here Klaus Jeziorkowski’s Empor ins Licht:  Gnostizismus und Licht-Symbolik in 
Deutschland um 1900. 
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of Rilke’s time.  Pauen describes this interrelated connection accurately with the 

Kandinsky example and it is worth quoting at length. 

 

Zwar kommt es bei Kandinsky ebensowenig wie bei Marc, 
Gauguin oder Malewitsch zu einer strukturellen Affinität zur Gnosis, 
unnötig dürfte überdies der Vorbehalt sein, daß diese Lehren nur innerhalb 
eines kunst- oder geistesgeschichtlichen Zusammenhang adaptiert werden 
können, der von sich aus dieser Assimilation entgegenkommt.  Das 
gnostische Denken stellt – selbstverständlich – nicht ‘die Ursache’ der 
Ästhetik der Abstraktion dar, vielmehr wird seine Rezeption nur möglich, 
weil es zum Kristilationspunkt von Problemen werden kann, die der 
Entwicklung dieser Ästhetik inhärent sind.  Entscheidend ist dabei, daß 
sich die Emanzipation der Künste vom Mimesisprinzip ebenso wie die 
Neubestimmung der Rolle des sich immer dezidierter von der Tradition 
lossagenden Künstlers in einer originär gnostischen Grundkonstellation 
vollziehen:  Im Spannungsfeld zwischen kruder Wirklichkeit und einer 
Spähre des Wesentlichen, deren Kenntnis der Künstler wie vormals der 
gnostische Wissende für sich in Anspruch nimmt – erst diese 
grundsätzliche Übereinstimmung dürfte die Adaptation gnostischen 
Denkens in dem hier aufgewiesenen Maß ermöglicht haben (127). 

 

This is also true of Rilke and his conscious or unconscious use of 

assimilated Gnostic motifs in his works.  The Gnostic paradigm is the focal point 

of tension between Sein and Bewußtsein, idealism and materialism, and between 

individual existential subject and material objective reality.  Rilke’s reflection 

invites the assimilation of Gnostic perspectives.  The fundamental questions that 

fuel Rilke’s poetic ideas regarding life and art are fueled by the Deus absconditus 

of Gnostic myth.  Gnostic structure evolves slowly but steadily from Rilke’s God 

to the angels and finally crystallizes in his version of the Orpheus myth.  And as 

Speiser points out the new concept of Orphism represents a new style of art that 

reflects not only the reception of Orpheus in Western culture but also Gnostic 

thought as the focal point of the philosophical problematization of the modern 

human subject (88).  For Rilke this evolution of Gnostic thought, so prevalent at 

                                                                                                                                     
37 See Rilke’s Worpswede, Rodin, and his many essays written on modern art. 
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the turn of the century, reaches its most mature reception in his Orpheus of 1907 

and later in the Sonnets to Orpheus of 1922.  The Gnostic impetus that Rilke 

assimilated in his work can also be seen in ideas that he encountered throughout 

his life.  These ideas found their way to Rilke though contemporaries.  These 

influences must be understood, not in terms of systematic thought, but as poetic 

inspirations.   

 

Simmel, Schuler, and Kassner:  Inspiration and Assimilation 
 

Georg Simmel, Alfred Schuler and Rudolf Kassner all exercised influence 

on Rilke.  Their effects on the poet have the assimilation-character that Pauen 

recognizes as a part of artistic visions that foreground the difference between 

inner and outer reality, between Geist und Leben the dichotomie of the age (Webb 

64).  These three obscure thinkers also share a modern character in their thought.  

But unlike the modern thinkers that Pauen discusses in terms of their Gnostic 

structures these thinkers all resisted the traditions of systematic philosophy.  It is 

probably for this reason that their ideas (as Rilke understood them) found a way 

into the poet’s work38.  I turn to them here very briefly in order to offer an 

example of Rilke’s assimilation process.  The modern and Gnostic-modern 

aspects of these figures are expressed poetically in Rilke’s work and are not 

meant to be philosophical formulations of a system.  They are lesser-known 

examples that escape Pauen’s analysis, which is oriented around bigger names in 

the history of philosophy. 

Georg Simmel’s philosophical and sociological writings were widely read 

at the beginning of the twentieth century especially by artists, writers, and 

                                                 
38 Paul Oppenheimer makes a similar point regarding the fashionability of ideas that connects 
Rilke, Freud and Einstein in his 2000 publication „Rilke, Einstein, Freud and the Orpheus 
Mystery.“ 
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thinkers (Faath 51).  Rilke met him as a student at the university of Berlin and 

studied under him at the behest of Lou Andreas-Salomé (Prater 121).   Simmel’s 

philosophical thought is categorized not only by its lack of system but also by its 

anti-systematic approach.  Simmel not unlike James and Bergson examined the 

notion of historical time and the nature of science.  Simmel saw the scientific 

process as a teleological expression of the imagination capable of describing 

internal reality (Schischkoff 666).  However Simmel refused to incorporate the 

systematic aspects of the sociology, epistemology, and the Lebensphilosophie that 

he stood so close to.  As a result his reception in the twentieth-century was taken 

out of context and remained fragmentary and isolated.  Its application to 

sometimes-unrelated philosophical concerns hid his connections to philosophical 

modernity (Faath 51).   

Rilke seems to have been drawn to Simmel’s because of his writings on 

art, in particular of Rodin.  Simmel was concerned with explaining individual 

works of art in terms of the developmental tendencies of the age.  This kind of 

approach toward understanding art as a phenomenon of cultural history reflected 

Simmel’s desire to attention to the problems raised by modernity, to draw 

attention to modernity as a philosophical question (Faath 55).  Simmel draws 

attention to the conflict between the freedom of the individual artist and the 

deterministic aspect of history and culture (Faath 55).  This is also the framework 

of the dichotomy of Kunst und Leben that motivated much of Rilke’s artistic 

production.  This perhaps also explains Simmel’s popularity among writers like 

Bloch, Lukács, Georg Heym, Hofmannsthal, and Robert Musil to name but a few 

(Faath 53).   

Rilke seems to have indirectly developed his idea of an immanent-

transcendence from the inspiration that he received from Simmel.  Rilke’s view is 

that the artist must go beyond himself.  The boundaries of the individual must be 

maintained and at the same time crossed.  Rilke applies the framework of these 
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ideas, which he received from Simmel, to his experience in Rodin’s atelier (Faath 

57).  However, it must be said that Rilke’s understanding of Simmel was not at all 

the product of systematic considerations or direct adaptations.  It is more akin to 

poetic reflection on an idea, a kind of thoughtful inspiration that began to grow in 

Rilke’s work as a poetic thought.  The idea of transcending the subject while 

remaining within the subject has its obvious Gnostic overtones, which are also 

like poetic expressions of a deeper perceived truth.  The Gnostic must also 

overcome his physical reality while holding on to the divine spark of the good god 

that dwells within him.  Rilke’s transcendent-immanence received further 

inspiration through Alfred Schuler. 

I have already mentioned in previous chapter the influence that Schuler 

had on Rilke especially with regard to the idea that the realm of the dead is more 

real than the realm of the living.  Rilke met Schuler while he was living in 

Munich before his military service (Prater 263).  Rilke shared Schuler’s mistrust 

of technical progress (Holzkamp 198) as well as his belief in the great unity of life 

and death but little else (Holzkamp 210).  But once again we are not dealing with 

a direct influence but a poetic inspiration that occurred because of a shared 

Gnostic perspective.  Hans Holzkamp correctly identifies this shared affinity as a 

preoccupation with Ursprung (211).  This is also of course not only an affinity 

that Schuler and Rilke share but also literary modernity.  Simmel’s focus on the 

problem of history is structurally comparable to Schuler and the Kosmiker’s 

obsession with the dead.  This modern obsession with man’s origin belongs to a 

rich tradition reaching back to Rousseau (Holzkamp 211).  Schuler’s Totenkult 

and obsession with antiquity may have been what inspired Rilke to use Orpheus 

to express his poetic unity of life and death (Tschiedel 300). 

Rudolf Kassner’s friendship with Rilke dates back as early as 1907 and 

lasted well into Rilke’s later years.  As I have mentioned in Chapter III the eighth 

elegy was dedicated to Kassner and the image of the Mücke is attributed to 

 252



conversations that the two had.  But as was the case with Simmel and Schuler it is 

not clear to what degree they really understood one another.  Rilke found 

Kassner’s work too difficult to understand and the same was true of Kassner’s 

appraisal of Rilke’s poetry (Mayer 12-13).  Nonetheless Rilke was able to 

poetically assimilate aspects of ideas that he did understand into the elegies. 

Kassner concerned himself with physiognomics, still a very popular 

discipline at the turn of the century.  More nuanced than his predecessors (among 

them Goethe)  (Schischkoff 564), Kassner was not just interested in judging 

character based on physical appearances or in morphological parallels.  Kassner 

was interested in the underlying interaction of the inner and outer worlds of the 

self, which he often applied to works of art39 as physical expressions of internal 

states (Schischkoff 372).  His main goal with such reflection was an attempt to 

understand the greater unity of both phenomena and art’s power to express them.  

This often entailed ideas into the nature and function of human imagination 

(Mayer 14). 

Kassner also offers an account of the development of world history using 

his physiognomic theories.  According to Kassner there were two different eras in 

world history, one was the world of “identity”, which was followed by the world 

of “individuality”.   The world of identity was the world of myth and magic.  The 

world of individuality was the world of the God of the Judeo-Christian tradition.  

In the first world there was no division between subject and object.  There was 

only being.  There was a unity of thinking and being.  Only later did the 

individual emerge to from the division between subject and object (Mayer 16).  

The Gnostic presence in Kassner’s theories is of course palpable.   

 

                                                 
39 See his work from 1900 Die Mystik, die Künstler und das Leben. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

What Rilke and Kassner share, however, are motifs (Mayer 130).  They 

have a common Gnostic outlook that determines the structure of their expression.  

The examples of Simmel, Schuler and Kassner demonstrate that a certain 

inclination toward Gnostic assimilation must be present in an idea before any 

structural incorporation can take place.  Rilke’s ability to assimilate Simmel (the 

problem of history), Schuler (Ursprung and Totenkult), and Kassner (the unity of 

internal and external phenomena), points not only to Rilke’s Gnostic 

receptiveness but also to his modernity.  The history of religion and philosophy 

transmitted the Gnostic structures that Rilke assimilated into his work.  This 

openness to Gnosticism is also the focal point for a particular face of Rilke’s 

modernity that Orpheus reflects.  

In contemplating a possible meaning or function of Rilke’s Orpheus and 

its particular relevance and relation to philosophical modernity, it seems wise to 

first concisely recapitulate the findings of the previous chapters placing them all 

in relation to one another.  In the final chapter I will discuss these findings in light 

of the Gnostic paradigm, Blumenberg’s secularization theory, and finally in light 

of the debates surrounding the nature and face of modernity as a philosophical 

problem.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 254



CHAPTER V – Conclusion – Rilke, Secularization, and 
Philosophical Modernity. 

 

 

Ni el pormenor simbólico 
De reemplazar un tres por un dos 
ni esa metáfora baldía 
que convoca un lapso que muere y otro que surge 
ni el cumplimiento de un proceso atronómico 
aturden y socavan 
la altiplanicie de esta noche 
y nos obligan a esperar 
las doce irreparables companadas. 
La causa verdadera 
es la sospecha general y borrosa 
del enigma del Tiempo; 
es el asombro ante el milagro 
de que a despecho de infinitos azares, 
de que a  despecho de que somos 
las gotas del río de Heráclito, 
perdure algo en nosotros: 
inmóvil. 
 
Final del año – Jorge Luis Borges 
 

 

INTRODUCTION – RILKE’S GOD, ANGELS AND ORPHEUS RECONSIDERED 
 

 The driving argument of this dissertation is that Rilke’s poetry possesses a 

fundamental philosophical dimension focusing on problems common to the 

modernist mindset via a Gnostic disposition.  Any attempt to understand Rilke’s 

poetry, as a meaningful expression of ideas, should be concerned, at least in part, 

with this dimension.  However, because Rilke is not a systematic thinker, 

philosophical interpretations often run the risk of creating systems around Rilke’s 
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poetry that do not exist.  These approaches say more about themselves as systems 

than they do about the particular philosophical focus of the poems.  They neglect 

the unique philosophical character of the work, which is more expression (or 

question) than thought (or answer).  For this reason it is my contention that a 

philosophical treatment of Rilke requires a non-systematic philosophical context 

from which one may come to a better understanding of both the poems and of the 

spirit in which they were written.  This understanding of the poems can also lead 

to a better understanding of the poet’s place in literary history as well as in the 

tradition of modern ideas.  Then, and only then, can one begin to discuss Rilke in 

terms of “philosophy”. Gnosticism offers this opportunity. 

 I have demonstrated Gnosticism to be a non-systematic focal point of 

modern philosophical problems especially during Rilke’s time.  The reason for 

this is, in my opinion, due to the commonalities that it shares with literature as an 

assimilator of ideas, symbols, and associations that retains an open-ended 

structure of meaning.  Judith Ryan says of Rilke and his elegies:     

 

The Duino Elegies speak from an unstable vantage-point that calls forth 
identification with their meditative argument but also overwhelm their 
readers with a proliferation of hermetic metaphors.  Rilke’s use of abstract 
figures has a related effect, allowing us to fill them with our own mental 
associations while implying that they are part of a language we still must 
attempt to master (224). 

 

This is also true of Gnosticism in its appropriation of different religions, 

theologies and philosophies.  It evokes identification with its meditative 

argument, regarding the duality of existence, while allowing its receptors to fill its 

hermetic metaphors with their own associations, an act that begs for interpretation 

and re-interpretation, time after time.   

 The previous chapters have drawn from specific examples in Rilke’s 

poetry (as a personal history of tropes) in order to demonstrate the Gnostic 

 256



structures and Gnostic imagery inherent in the poet’s philosophical expression.  

These examples have also been compared with parallel structures in the history of 

philosophy and with the historical treatment of the tropes in question in art and 

religion as well (their cultural history).  Due to the length and scope of these 

depictions it is advantageous to now reconsider the three figures more succinctly 

in relation to one another and the Gnostic paradigm as a springboard for drawing 

conclusions as to Rilke’s place in and relevance to modern thought.   

  

God 
 

Chapter II dealt with Rilke’s use of God and religious imagery in his early 

works especially in Das Stundenbuch.  Unlike some scholars (Kohlschmidt being 

the representative example), I do not believe that Rilke’s choice of religious 

imagery is an empty poetic device reflective of l’art pour l’art aesthetics and 

sensibilities.  Conversely I also do not believe, as many early Rilke scholars did, 

that Rilke is a religious poet expressing a genuine religious mysticism akin to the 

poetic writings of Juan de la Cruz or Hildegard von Bingen.  Nevertheless I do 

believe that Rilke’s choice of imagery is a conscious one that demonstrates his 

proximity to the kinds of philosophical problems that Gnostic structures are 

focused upon.  The Deus absconditus is the driving force behind his choice of 

images.  This is reflected in his use of those images.  

 Rilke’s choice of God as the subject of Das Stundenbuch is very 

significant.  God as an image has its personal and cultural history.  Its cultural 

history is connected to the notion of an ultimate “other”.  Rilke also uses God as 

an “other”.  Given Rilke’s use of Gnostic imagery in describing not a traditional 

Christian God but rather a very dark, hidden, esoteric, subterranean God of 

Gnosis and inwardness, it is difficult not to see God divorced from notions of the 

“other”.  Here God’s defining instance for mankind is of central importance.  
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God’s personal history for Rilke is bound up in the materialist / idealist debates of 

the time, Jugendstil notions of non-mimetic art forms, the naïve spirituality of the 

Russian people, and in Nietzsche’s death of God as related through Lou Andreas 

Salomé.  Together these two histories reveal the function of Rilke’s god in the 

early works.  God is the ultimate contrast from which man can better understand 

himself. 

 In light of the advanced stages of the secularization process that 

Blumenberg has described, human self-understanding was in need of a new 

orientation.  Pre-modern sensibilities were tempered by a definition of man as part 

of a greater divine whole.  The disappearance of God from this triad of human 

self-understanding in light of material advances has occasioned a necessary re-

constellation.  Gnostic self-empowerment is the analogous structure adopted by 

modern thinking that allows man to determine a new constellation with man and 

man’s creative power at the center of the universe.  This modern self-

empowerment is characterized by a break with tradition and is ultimately the 

result of a kind of modern identity crisis40.   

I will return to this aspect.  Let it suffice to say for now that Rilke’s use of 

God is reflective of a need to experiment with viable alternatives to the old 

constellation and to express those alternatives creatively.  The dark God that we 

encounter in Das Stundenbuch is not Nietzsche’s dead God, rather a new God.  

Like a modern Prometheus the poet takes the God and the Russian monks of the 

past and remakes them in his own aesthetic image.  The transcendence of the 

traditional God is replaced by the immanence of the Gnostic God.  Rilke’s God is 

his first step in creating a new constellation from which he can view human 

consciousness.  The worldview informed by religion sees God creating man and 

the universe and both revolving around Him.  Now we see a God that needs man.  

                                                 
40 For more on this topic see Jacques Le Rider’s 1993 book Modernity and Crises of Identity:  
Culture and Society in Fin-de-Siécle Vienna. 
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Man is the creator who creates from within.  However this is still done from the 

perspective and influence of the old constellation.  Rilke does not yet abandon the 

concept of God.  This takes shape with the figure of the angel. 

 

The Angel 
 

The cultural history of the angel is the story of Gnosticism entering into 

the major monotheistic religions and immortalizing itself through art.  Rilke’s 

personal history of the angel reveals a romantic figure slowly becoming an ersatz 

for God.  Whereas the angel of cultural tradition is either a divine attribute or a 

rebellious emanation, Rilke uses the figure as the last hint of a God that is no 

longer reachable.  While retaining the historical impact of the figure on the reader 

(much as with the God of Das Stundenbuch) Rilke subtlety redefines the angel, 

shifting its role from within the traditional constellation.  The angel is no longer a 

creature of the God that created the cosmos and man but the symbol of what God 

has become for modern man, namely an invisible world of innerness and 

inwardness tied to the remnants of transcendence and duality.   

The God of Das Stundenbuch is dark and hidden, the Deus absconditus.  

He has disappeared all together in the elegies.  Only his one time attributes and 

emanations (the angels) exist as disinterested muses of another world.  God has 

traditionally represented the ultimate “other” from which man has understood 

himself.  The angels offer no such opportunity.  The Gnostic world-view that 

created a cosmic dualism has been redefined in terms of inner and outer worlds 

instead of material and transcendent ones.  The angels are (like the traditional 

hypostases) manifestations of that inner, invisible world, where poetic 

imagination and human consciousness find their home.  The angels, however, are 

inaccessible to man.  They are like the Deus absconditus, unreachable and no 

longer viable in the new constellation, a constellation where only man exists.  A 
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new god is needed to re-establish man’s place in the world.  That new god is a 

mythical one that bridges the material external world of man with the invisible 

world of the angels.  It is Orpheus. 

 

Orpheus 
 

The cultural history of Orpheus lies at the heart of Gnosticism.  Orpheus 

travels between the two worlds and is the god of poets and art.  Rilke’s personal 

history uses this Gnostic aspect to convey the attributes of the new god.  This god 

reorganizes the old order.  The original triad of Christian God, the angels of the 

cosmos, and the men of the earth stood together as a unity.  They are now 

replaced.  Man stands alone and conjures Orpheus up from within his own inner 

underworld, the inner world (Weltinnenraum) of poetic imagination.  This internal 

god, which lives in the ear of the poet, is the medium through which the 

individual subject transcends itself and interjects itself into the outer world.  

Orpheus bridges the gap between subject and object, between internal and 

external, and between Sein and Bewußtsein.  This new dualism is no longer the 

cosmic dualism of pure Gnosticism but is born of the two-world dualism inherent 

in Gnostic structures and evident in modern thought.  Modernity is anti-Gnostic; 

modernism is a reaction against modernity in the form of Gnostic expression 

reborn. 

Thus the development of an idea is reflected through the development of a 

trope.  However Rilke’s Gnostic expression is not the same as his modernist 

contemporaries.  The Gnostic god does not offer balance.  Gnostic dualism is 

based on opposition.  The Gnostic God disappears and becomes the Gnostic 

angel.  That angel is the focus of great questioning and lamenting.  If God is gone 

what can the angel offer?  The answer appears in the anti-Gnostic Orpheus.  If 

Blumenberg’s contention that modernity is anti-Gnostic is correct, then we see 
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Rilke’s tropes reflecting modernist sentiments.  Gnosticism arose as an attempt to 

explain the dualism inherent in the problem of evil and man’s suffering (an 

instance of metaphysical alienation).  Modernist thought seeks a similar 

explanation regarding man’s alienation but in light of rational modernity’s effects 

on life in the modern age.  Rilke’s Gnostic tropes follow the modernist train of 

thought in that they develop away from the reductionist modernity and embrace 

the dichotomies and dualisms of the Gnostic mindset.  However Rilke does this in 

an attempt to find a greater unity of being behind perceived duality.  The question 

of Rilke’s philosophical modernity is for this reason complicated.  Rilke’s poetic 

expression reflects a face of modernism through Gnostic structures but not 

through a pure Gnostic understanding of the world. 

 

A FACE OF MODERNITY 
 

 Matei Calinescu’s book Five Faces of Modernity suggests that modern 

thinking is diverse and far from representing a homogenous body of thought.  It is 

multidimensional, expressing itself in many different ways.  Calinescu points out 

differences between concepts such as modernism, avant-garde, decadence, kitsch, 

and postmodernism.  They are movements within a greater concept of modernity.  

This dissertation is not concerned with exploring the many faces of modernity.  It 

is also not the purpose of this study to offer a definitive depiction of what 

modernism is.  However, a brief discussion of one aspect of modernism, namely 

its relationship to the past, is useful in relating Rilke to the modern dimension of 

his Gnostic God, angels and Orpheus.  This aspect, in my view, is a unifying 

characteristic of modernist attitudes that Rilke shares. 

 As introduced in chapter II of this study I distinguish between the 

sometimes-interchangeable concepts of modernity and modernism.  Modernity, 

according to Silvio Vietta in his 1992 book Die literarische Moderne, refers 
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primarily to what he calls rationalistic modernity, or the new thinking (both 

philosophical and scientific) that arose from the Renaissance and continued in the 

Enlightenment (28).  Calinescu makes a similar distinction between what he calls 

two modernities, in which one modernity is the product of scientific advancement 

and the other is a reaction to the concrete effects of that advancement (41). I also 

look upon modernism as a reaction to the concrete effects of change brought 

about in Blumenberg’s notion of newfound human self-assertion in tandem with 

philosophical independence from theology and scientific discovery.  Gnosticism 

as a similar kind of human self-empowerment in the Promethean sense is part of 

the modernist reaction. 

 Vietta localizes five defining characteristics of rationalistic modernity:  1. 

Rationalistic modernity’s thought is modeled on the exactness and systematic 

structure of mathematics.  2. It is based on the notion of the dominance of the 

subject.  3. Its scientific and philosophical claims are seen as universal.  4.  The 

reflexive and critical stance of rationalistic modernity exercises an emancipating 

effect, a kind of liberation from tradition.  5. Rationalistic modernity initiates a 

new kind of time consciousness in the form of the notion of permanent progress 

(28-30).  As Vietta points out literary modernity (modernism as opposed to 

modernity) is reacting to these basic traits in the form of a criticism (28). 

Vietta links literary modernism (as a criticism of rational modernity) in 

Germany to an initial religious disposition.  This is in essence a continuation of a 

related thought that Heinrich Heine presents in his Zur Religion and Philosophie 

in Deutschland of 1835 with regard to German romanticism41.  As I have 

demonstrated in the previous chapters, I believe that this religiously charged 

literary modernity is in part the product of Gnostic influences transmitted via 

philosophy.  
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Vietta identifies six characteristics of the religious nature of literary 

modernity in Germany that in my opinion also reflect Gnostic origins.  1.  It is 

anti-clerical and against organized religion, representing an undogmatic form of 

religion.  2.  It tends to make the earthly divine cleansing it of its unholy character 

(eine Verdiesseitigung des Göttlichen und eine Heiligung des Diesseitigen) as part 

of a utopian sentiment.  3.  It utilizes myth and syncretism co-opting both 

Christian and ancient sources.  4.  It is known for its vague formulation of religion 

and religious-like experience, for example mysticism as a kind of genre of 

expression or style.  5.  The death of God is used to signal a break with tradition 

and a surpassing of traditional theology and metaphysics.  6.  Literary modernity 

mixes power and metaphysics as a critical depiction of ersatz-religions and their 

ideologies  (114-129).  Let us now compare these characteristics to Rilke and 

Gnosticism. 

Even the religious interpreters of Rilke would admit that the poet is 

decidedly anti-dogmatic and very unorthodox in his use of religious experience 

and religious imagery in his works.  Some would deny Rilke any religiosity but 

his use and appreciation of religiosity cannot be denied, as his treatment of 

Russian spirituality attests.  Rilke’s god is not the God of theology.  This is of 

course also common to Gnosticism as an esoteric, anti-systematic, and anti-

authoritarian tendency.  Gnosticism in rejecting this world also rejects its 

institutions.  And Gnosis as a revealed source of divinity resists the notion of 

teachable and codifiable truth.  Both Gnosticism and modernism contain a strong 

subversive element, resisting the status quo. 

As I have demonstrated in the previous chapters Rilke is also very much 

concerned with the sacred character of this world as opposed to the view that 

divinity is only to be found in a transcendent realm.  Rilke’s Ding-Mystik is the 

                                                                                                                                     
41 Heine believes that German literature, in particular Romanticism, is an outgrowth of religion 
and philosophy.  He also connects religious thought in Germany to Gnostic origins (166) and sees 

 263



poetic expression of this idea.  This special brand of mysticism also corresponds 

to the fourth of Vietta’s characteristics.  The Gnostic aspect of mystic thought in 

the Jewish Kabala, in Pietism and in other forms of Christianity, and in Islamic 

Sufism is well documented42.  The unio mystica is Gnostic in both its private 

relationship with God and in its denial of this world as represented through 

personal will.  The mystic’s only will is to be without will so that he may be filled 

with God.  Paradoxically enough God is found everywhere and in all things 

because the mystic sees only God in the world and the world in God.  Pantheism 

is a logical development out of this seemingly contradictory disposition that 

denies the world while at the same time embracing it as far as it is a complete 

manifestation of God’s greater unity with creation.  The initial mystic impulse has 

a Gnostic dimension; its outgrowth into divine unity and even pantheism is a 

reaction against Gnosticism, ultimately seeking a reduction of duality.  

Rilke’s use of myth and his syncretism are also easily accounted for by his 

use of the angels and Orpheus.  Hollender’s notion of cultural and personal 

history is also an expression of this aspect of Rilke’s religious images.  Rilke’s 

imagery acts in a very Gnostic way in as far as it adapts the symbols, traditions, 

and styles of other traditions while at the same time interfusing those images with 

his own personal connotations that offer a wide interpretive horizon.  Rilke 

appropriates the angels and Orpheus holding on to aspects of their original 

contexts while adding a new, more modern significance to them, which is in 

opposition to their tradition.  This is also the modus operandi of Gnosticism and 

the structures that it has inspired in modern thought. 

  The death of God, as a retreat from traditional metaphysics, is also 

present in the gradual disappearance of God from Rilke’s poetic images.  The 

angels as surrogates and Orpheus as an ultimate replacement for God are very 

                                                                                                                                     
modern German thought as a secularized form of Gnostic Christianity. 
42 See Chapter I. 
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much in the tradition of Lou Andreas Salome’s Nietzsche reception.  However, 

Rilke’s god is not quite as “dead” as Nietzsche’s.  Rilke’s God is more a 

reflection of the Deus absconditus, who is absent but not “dead”.  Gnosticism of 

course lives from the notion of the hidden God.  Man is separated from God.  God 

is absent from this world and the evil god that brought it about holds man captive 

in it.  Nietzsche’s “death of God” is a variation on this theme.  One of the major 

motifs of Gnostic myth is the isolation, alienation, and ultimate sense of cosmic 

loneliness caused by the absence of a benevolent God.  This brings us to Vietta’s 

sixth characteristic, the critical view of ersatz-religions and their ideologies. 

Vietta sees modernity as having a strong inclination either to totalitarian 

political systems (be they right oriented as in fascism or left oriented as in 

communism).  Political utopias become secularized and are new worldly 

religions.  He sees the criticism of these ersatz-religions as a further manifestation 

of the modern tradition, inspired by religion, turning on itself (the subversive 

Gnostic element).  He cites Nietzsche and Kafka as having identified the 

metaphysical side of power.  After the death of God a vacuum of power and 

absoluteness must be filled.  This reveals in my opinion an anti-Gnostic structure 

seeking to unify dualities into one new monism of the totalitarian state.43   

But Rilke does not fit into this final criteria so perfectly. Rilke falls short 

of this aspect of Vietta’s religiously inspired modernity in the same way that his 

god is missing but not quite “dead”.  Rilke is not concerned with political utopias 

aimed at reconciling Gnostic-modern notions of duality.  He seems much more 

concerned with establishing inner utopias.  His writings are void of the kinds of 

allusions to social utopias that one might find by Stephan George (Das neue 

Reich) for example.  The reason for this in my opinion is Rilke’s clinging to the 

past and his preservation of, if not cosmic duality, then a two-world duality as 
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necessary for his understanding of the human condition.  Rilke uses Gnostic 

structures but his underlying idea is anti-Gnostic in nature.  He needs duality to 

express unity.  This dualistic necessity lies in what Calinescu points to as the one 

common intellectual attitude shared by all the faces of modernity, namely the 

problem of time. 

 

The Problem of Time 
 

 In the introduction to his book Calinescu draws attention to the importance 

of time in talking about notions of modernity. 

 

During the last one hundred and fifty years or so, such terms as 
“modern,” “modernity,” and more recently “modernism,” as well as a 
number of related notions, have been used in artistic or literary contexts to 
convey an increasingly sharp sense of historical relativism.  This 
relativism is in itself a form of criticism of tradition.  From the point of 
view of modernity, an artist – whether he likes it or not – is cut off from 
the normative past with its fixed criteria, and tradition has no legitimate 
claim to offer him examples to imitate or directions to follow.  At best, he 
invents a private and essentially modifiable past.  His own awareness of 
the present, seized in its immediacy and irresistible transitoriness, appears 
as his main source of inspiration and creativity.  In this sense it may be 
said that for the modern artist the past imitates the present far more than 
the present imitates the past.  What we have to deal with here is a major 
cultural shift from a time-honored aesthetics of permanence, based on a 
belief in an unchanging and transcendent ideal of beauty, to an aesthetics 
of transitoriness and immanence, whose central values are change and 
novelty (3). 

 

Calinescu is of course talking about aesthetics but he is also talking about a shift 

in perspective of how modern men and women view themselves in the world.  

                                                                                                                                     
43 Erich Voegelin is of course of the opposite opinion.  He sees modern political systems as 
Gnostic.  See his Modernity without Restraint:  The Political Religions among a host of other 
writings that develop his theories on Gnosticism and modernity. 
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The belief in an “unchanging transcendent ideal of beauty” necessarily implies a 

belief in transcendent and unchanging realms.  This shift in belief from the eternal 

to the transitory is bound up in the secularization process and the disappearance of 

God as the foundation of the universe.   

  Calinescu characterizes modernity as the transitory half of art whose 

counterpart is eternity.  “After Baudelaire, the fleeting, ever-changing 

consciousness of modernity as a source of beauty succeeds in prevailing over, and 

finally in eliminating, the “other half” of art (5).”  What he is really talking about 

here is a reduction of Gnostic duality, which favors a two-fold temporality, to a 

unity of consciousness based on an understanding of life as a transitory 

experience.  In one sense modernism is caught up in the opposition between the 

objectified and socially measured time of society and the personal, subjective and 

imaginative time created by the development of the self, individual time versus 

historical time.  This is the source of the modern identity crisis.  Man cannot 

understand himself as individual in relationship to a unified divine cosmos.  At 

the same time he is alienated by the time of history as impersonal and intangible.   

Social and historical time is dehumanized and desacralized; individual time is 

transitory, fleeting (5).  For Rilke both halves of Baudelaire’s notion of art are 

necessary for balance.  Rilke’s Gnostic tendencies hide a greater search for unity. 

As Calinescu points out the modern artist is creating out of a sense of 

immediacy and for this reason we see the past conforming to the present and not 

the reverse.  Hollender’s notion of personal and cultural history can also be 

related to this kind of immediacy.  But is Rilke as cut off from the past as 

Calinescu’s modern artist?  Perhaps we are dealing with Calinescu’s declaration 

that Rilke as a modern artist is cut off from the past whether he likes it or not.  I 

believe that it is the case that he does indeed not like it.  Judith Ryan’s recent 

publication Rilke, Modernism and Poetic Tradition (1999) supports the notion 
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that Rilke’s poetic program was a life-long attempt to restore the lost connection 

to the past. 

Ryan remarks that Rilke did not care for the later Piacsso’s cubist art.  Nor 

did he seem to fully embrace Cézanne, Klee, Dada, or surrealist tendencies in art.  

While finding such movements and individual artists interesting, Rilke seems to 

have nonetheless resisted much of what constituted artistic abstraction and above 

all experimental movements at the turn of the century.  Rilke’s own imagery is 

rarely very surreal (22—223).  Ryan also makes the point that unlike his 

contemporaries Valéry, Eliot and Pound his restorative tendencies were not aimed 

at classical antiquity revealing neo-classical sympathies or the desire to 

completely return to older aesthetic models (224).  Rilke mixes the cultural 

history of images with his own personal history of artistic immediacy.  But unlike 

the extremely abstract or the neo-classicist movements Rilke’s purpose seems to 

be aimed at something different.  Hi is following the path of abstraction away 

from mere empirical experience (224). 

What we see in Rilke’s use of classical, or even in his religiously charged 

imagery, is that “the appellative structures of his poetry mediate between the 

ancient figure of apostrophe and a modern desire to cross the boundary between 

art and life (224).”  What Ryan implies here is, that Rilke poetry is fueled by a 

two-world dualism and not opposed to it.   This duality is one that is characterized 

not only by the realms of the real and the imaginary (the visible and the invisible) 

but also by the duality of past and present (the cultural history of a figure and its 

modern immediacy).  Modern thinkers, like Baudelaire and Nietzsche, formulate 

the parallels between individual human time and the time of mankind differently 

from their predecessors.  The express both a hostility to history as well as reliance 

upon it.   This paradox implies that the modern artist must immerse himself in the 

immediacy and instantaneousness of the present while being conscious of 

historicity (49-50). 
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This seeming contradiction is the reason why Nietzsche sees modernity as 

a philosophical problem.  If an antithesis exists between “history” and “life” and 

true modern life can only be realized through a conscious break with the past as 

Baudelaire suggests, then the artist is facing an almost impossible challenge.  

Being self-conscious about what the past “was” or “is” and what modernism “is” 

is in itself a denial of originality.  Nietzsche’s philosophical problem with 

modernity can best be formulated as the possibility of failing to become original 

despite ones efforts (Gooding-Williams 3).   

I believe this is also Rilke’s problem.  Despite his afore mentioned efforts 

toward abstraction he is still very much bound up in the past, a Gnostic past 

concerned with dualities and monisms.  History’s lack of immediacy is a 

secularized version of divine eternity.  History persists perpetually while 

modernity is in flux.  Rilke’s invisible realm of the hidden Russian God and the 

angels compared to man’s visible world of things is not unlike the invisible reality 

of history juxtaposed with modern “presentness”. 

Rilke is not modern in Blumenberg’s sense.  That is to say that he is 

opposed to rationalistic modernity and its repeated expressions of monistic 

reduction (i.e. scientific materialist models of reality).  Rilke remains in the 

shadow of the Gnostic influence.  He is modernist in keeping with the anti-

modern, Gnostic-reaction to rationalistic modernity.  Rilke does, however, exhibit 

an ambivalent modernism to the extent that although he accepts a two-world 

dualism he does in fact try to find a greater super-polar unity through artistic 

expression.  This search for unity is a residual effect of the past.  This almost 

Ying-Yang understanding of a harmony existing between two realms or aspects of 

one being is expressed through Orpheus.  In Descent and Return the Orphic 

Theme in Modern Literature (1971) Walter A. Strauss compares Mallarmé and 

Rilke’s different approaches toward metaphor.  The difference is clearly Rilke’s 

attempts at unification. 
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Mallarmé uses the metaphor hyperbolically: the image is outward-bound.  
In Rilke, on the other hand, everything moves toward fusion and 
metamorphosis and the image is inward-bound.  The threshold between 
the visible and the invisible is, for Mallarmé, a space of definition.  For 
Rilke it is the locus of redefinition, transformation; hence his insistence on 
Bezug (relationship), Umkehr (reversal), Wandlung (transmutation) – the 
convergence of opposites takes place in this sacred space, the space par 
excellence in which the Orphic metamorphosis of the earth becomes a 
reality here and now (142). 
 

Rilke materializes as a poet with modern sensibilities who just cannot 

break away from the past no matter how hard he tries.  Even his choice of poetry 

as the main genre of his artistic expression is indicative of a certain kind of 

modern move toward the problem of modernism.  Käte Hamburger reminds us in 

her 1957 book Die Logik der Dichtung that because of the subject-object 

relationship as set up in the system of linguistic-literary utterances, poetry is non-

fictional.  It distinguishes itself from the fictional forms of epic and drama.  Epic, 

drama, and prose have a narrative historical character (413).  Modern poetry 

offers a special kind of immediacy that circumvents the past, in Baudelaire’s 

understanding, making it a truly “modern” genre.  Modern poetry is the genre of 

anti-historical immediacy par excellence. 

Nonetheless Rilke never really breaks free of the past.  Ryan notes quite 

correctly that: 

 

Rilke’s process of self-creation was in fact a life-long project of 
restoration.  Avoiding the avant-garde gesture of making a break with the 
past, Rilke revived elements from tradition and recombined them 
according to his own catalytic methods.  Much of his poetry is written as if 
he longed to be one of the ‘early dead’ whom he celebrated in his poetry.  
Their voices infiltrated his poetry, repeatedly causing the self-construction 
project to break down.  In an epoch that tried, sometimes in quite 
paradoxical ways, to control the creative act, loss of control was 
devastating.  The rift between conscious construction and its ever-
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threatening collapse is what makes Rilke such an eloquent witness to the 
first decades of the modernist era (227). 
 

The reason for this failed attempt to break with the past is the Gnostic two-

world duality that lies at the heart of his poetry.  The Schulerian ‘voices of the 

early dead’ are calling to him from the “other side of art”.  They are beckoning to 

him from the realm of the hidden God and his surrogate angels.  They are calling 

out to the poet to conjure up an Orpheus that will set them free into the concrete 

world of material things and of time.  It is their desire to find expression from 

within temporality, the once evil Demiurge, Chronos the creator of this world that 

prevents Rilke from realizing the modernist and postmodernist visions.  Rilke’s 

attempts to bridge visible time with invisible eternity place him in the vicinity of 

Borges’, a poet much closer to our age.   

Borges’s Rilkian Temporality 
 

Ten years after Rilke’s death Jorge Luis Borges wrote his Historia de la 

Eternidad in Argentina.  Recounting the pagan, Christian and modern 

understandings of time, Borges reminds the reader of the Gnostic influence upon 

the Christian understanding of eternity.  The Gnostic belief that God the father 

preceded both the son (the word made flesh) and the spirit nullified the concept of 

the trinity.  The Church’s refutation of this heresy resulted in a new understanding 

of eternity. “Aeternitas est merum hodie, est immediate et lucida fruitio rerum 

infinitarum (eternity is simply today, it is the immediate and lucid enjoyment of 

the things of infinity) (27).  The reason that this notion of eternity is coupled with 

the doctrine of the trinity is quite simple.  If there is no unity of the three, that is if 

Christ is not identifiable with God, then Jesus is but an accident of history.  He 

would be incapable of offering divine redemption.  The whole notion of 

Christianity would lose its timeless eternal character.   
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The trinity creates a notion of eternity in which all three divine aspects are 

an eternal unity not subject to the fleeting nature of time.  All three coincide 

together.  There is no vacant God acting before time. Thus eternity is not just the 

absence of time rather the “contemporary and total intuition of all fractions of 

time (29-30).”  Borges also connects this to the expression of Yahweh in the 

Hebrew Scriptures as “I am who am”, to Boethius’ notion that “aeternitas est 

interminabilis vitae tota et perfect possession” (eternity is all of life perpetual and 

perfect possession), and to the idea that eternity is an attribute of the unlimited 

mind of God (31-32).  Eternity is a product of God’s perception, or even of his 

imagination or possible imagination.  Borges’ irony is not lost on the reader when 

he writes: 

 

El universo requiere la eternidad.  Los teólogos no ignoran que si 
la atención del Señor se desviara un solo segundo de mi derecha mano que 
escribe, ésta recaería en la nada, como si la fulminara un fuego sin luz.  
Por eso afirman que la conservación de este mundo es una perpetua 
creación y que los verbos conservar y crear, tan enemistados aquí, son 
sinónimos en el Cielo (36). 
 

This notion of divine conservation / creation is the same as Rilke’s only it 

has been secularized.  The world is a constant creation of God.  It never ceases.  

Eternity is the ceaseless activity of divine intelligence experiencing all things 

(even the possible) simultaneously.  Borges compares this theological notion to 

the idea that something similar exists for the artist.  Eternity is now the 

contemplation of the artist.  This is like Schopenhauer’s negation of the will (a 

product of time) through art.  It is the Promethean Gnostic wrestling the perpetual 

creativity away from God and granting it to poetic imagination.  This is very 

similar to Rilke’s attempt to make the visible invisible through art, preserving it 

forever.  Gesang ist Dasein and Orpheus is ein zum Rühmen Bestellter.  Rilke is 

conserving the past by bridging it to the immediacy of the present.  Rilke’s 
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Gnostic duality is the necessity of eternity in his universe.  Human eternity is 

poetic imagination.  And that imagination is the unifier (Orpheus) of Sein and 

Bewußtsein.  Marquard contends that modern human beings cannot endure the 

absoluteness of God.  Rilke’s poetry suggests that the artist cannot do without it. 

Borges ends his history of eternity by expressing his own idea in terms of 

a unity of experience.  Eternity, which was once the product of the mind of God, 

is now the product of the poet.  Eternity becomes the invisible perception of unity 

with the world.  As Borges says regarding an intense experience of a place that he 

has not visited in many years:   

 

La escribo, ahora así:  Esa pura representación de hechos 
homogéneos – noche en serenidad, parecita límpida, olor provinciano de la 
madreselva, barro fundemental – no es meramente idéntica a la que hubo 
en esa esquina hace tantos años; es, sin parecidos ni repeticiones, la 
misma.   El tiempo, si podemos intuir esa identidad, es una delusión: la 
indiferencia e inseparabilidad de un momento de su aparente ayer y otro 
de su aparente hoy, bastan para desintegrarlo (43). 
 

Borges locates eternity in the ability to unite past, present and future into 

the immediacy of an intense experience caught in a poetic moment.  This is in 

essence the idea that Rilke conveyed to his Polish translator regarding the elegies 

eleven years earlier in 1925: 

 

Lebens- und Todesbejahung erweist sich als Eines in den “Elegien“.  Das 
eine zuzugeben ohne das Andere, sei, so wird hier erfahren und gefeiert, 
eine schließlich alles Unendliche ausschließende Einschränkung.  Der Tod 
ist die uns abgekehrte, von uns unbeschienene Seite des Lebens:  wir 
müssen versuchen, das größeste Bewußtsein unseres Daseins zu leisten, 
das in beiden unabgegrenzten Bereichen zu Hause ist, aus beiden 
unerschöpflich genährt...Die wahre Lebensgestalt reicht durch beide 
Gebiete, das Blut des größesten Kreislaufs treibt durch beide:  es gibt 
weder ein Diesseits noch Jenseits, sondern die große Einheit, in der die 
uns übertreffenden Wesen, die “Engel“, zu Hause sind (Briefe 3: 896). 
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It is clear that Rilke has a two-world dualism at heart that he wishes to 

unite into one super-polar consciousness.  God no longer inhabits the “other side 

of art”, only the angels remain.  The poet will conjure up Orpheus to join the two.  

The infinite imagination of God that made the universe whole is now the domain 

of the artist and the modern individual that can internalize experience and time 

into personal eternity.  Rilke’s eternity proves impossible without the Gnostic 

isolation, a Deus absconditus of personal time. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Rilke as a poet is capable of creating meaningful philosophical reflection 

through his art.  This however makes it necessary to avoid interpretations aimed at 

“explaining” his poetry according to systematic philosophical criteria.  I have 

offered a non-systematic philosophical context from which one can view Rilke’s 

philosophical dimension and his relevance for modern thought.  Gnosticism as a 

perspective from which one can view literature, philosophy and the arts is neither 

new nor rare.  It has, however, never been applied to Rilke in any context.   

I have shown the underlying Gnostic structures both in Rilke’s work as 

well as in his influences and sources.  I have also demonstrated evolutionary 

development and the underlying connection of his God, angel, and Orpheus 

motifs both as Gnostic figures and as expressions of a philosophical problem.  

And I have used the Gnostic aspect of the figures to relate Rilke to notions of 

modernism.  In doing so I have shown that Rilke is an ambivalent modernist both 

in form as well as in content of ideas, despite tendencies in that direction.  By 

virtue of his Gnosticism he clings to the past and to the necessity of dualities of 

time and being.  He is neither completely a modernist of form nor is he 

completely a modernist of ideas.  He is ultimately unsuccessful in realizing a pure 

modernist approach to art through a break with the past.  Rilke still stands very 
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much in the shadow of secularization and Gnosticism, which according to 

Blumenberg are anti-modern in nature.  Rilke is not the religious poet that the 

early scholarship had made him out to be.  However he is a religious poet in as far 

as the content of his poetic ideas is dependent on a religious structure.  This 

religious structure is the ancient dualism of the Orphic cults, the Persian 

Zarathustra, and the Manicheans.    

Rilke’s poetry is neither systematic philosophical thought implying an 

ethos or a political posture, nor is it an attempt to offer solutions to modern 

problems.  It is rather an expression of ambivalence.  It is the ambivalence of 

modern consciousness wishing to create eternity from temporality.  It implies the 

necessity of duality in understanding the world and the human condition.  

Baudelaire’s “other side of art” is for Rilke also the other side of the human 

condition.  Rilke resists the aspects of modernism that would reduce this duality 

just as he embraces the aspects that would highlight its two sides.  Rilke engages 

in the modernist struggle against the past while conserving the very elements of 

that past that keep that struggle immediate.  This is same mindset of the Gnostic 

who is saved by the knowledge that he is forever engaged in an eternal struggle 

with the past  (the separation from the good deity).  The Gnosis in question is not 

how to win the struggle, but how to continue.  Rilke is a poet caught between the 

past and the present in a perpetual state of vacillation. 

The earliest scholarship saw Rilke as a mystic, then as a poet-philosopher.  

This tempered the view of Rilke that followed, which was dominated by 

Heidegger and the German existentialist tradition.  After this period we can see a 

distance growing between Rilke and philosophy (most likely because of the 

Heideggerian appropriation) in the form of biographical and structural approaches 

toward his work.  Only in more recent times has Rilke emerged as a figure more 

closely associated with modernism.  He has grown in stature leaving 

contemporaries like Hofmannsthal and George behind transcending the German 
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tradition and becoming increasingly more relevant for modernist and 

comparativist studies.  This renewed interest in Rilke has resurrected his 

philosophical dimension especially regarding the philosophical founders of 

modernist thought. 

It is my opinion that Rilke’s relevance for modernist approaches is rooted 

in the philosophical structure of his poetry.  For this reason I believe any 

modernist approach toward Rilke can only benefit from a well-defined 

philosophical context.  However the old Heidegger approaches are not sufficient.  

A new context is needed, not simply a context defined by individual schools of 

systematic thought that have long since become “historical” and are themselves in 

need of a greater modernist context regarding their thought. 

Many modernist approaches toward Rilke deal of course with aspects of 

philosophical questions.  However these remain aspects.  They are often simple 

tools used to interpret individual poems or cycles without a larger more 

comprehensive philosophical focus.  Some studies also run the risk of repeating 

mistakes of past scholarship when they seek to explain aspects of Rilke’s 

philosophical reflection solely in terms of modernist thinkers like Nietzsche.  

Despite more critical distance toward such thinkers and their influence on Rilke 

there is no philosophical approach toward Rilke that seeks to understand his ideas 

independent of such thinkers.  There is no common thought or idea that can relate 

the two without regulating Rilke completely to the influence of the philosopher.  

In short there are no studies that deal directly with Rilke’s independent 

philosophical reflection and its connection to the philosophical framework 

common to modernist thinking.  This dissertation therefore offers a relevant non-

systematic philosophical context for looking at Rilke in terms of modernist 

thinking. 

Following the lead of Harold Bloom among others I have chosen to look 

at Rilke and his philosophical ideas in terms of Gnosticism and secularization.  
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Not unlike Rilke’s poetic expression, Gnosticism does not use systematic 

philosophy to express its world-view.  It is much more akin to poetry and 

literature in its use of symbols, myth, and tropes in expressing its thought.  Also 

not unlike Rilke, it employs a kind of poetic and intellectual syncretism in its 

appropriation and re-working of tropes and ideas found in established traditions of 

thought and belief.  It appropriates the old to express the new.  In doing so it also 

resists systematic thinking and definitive interpretation.  And, like Rilke, in its 

reliance on dualism as a generator of meaning and inspiration (a Gnosis) it is 

possible to link it to modernist thought, which is also inextricably caught up in an 

antagonist relationship with the past and with time in general.  The structure that 

is shared by Gnosticism, Rilke, and tendencies in modernist thought are all driven 

by the Gnostic concept of the Deus absconditus.  Whether addressed or not, God 

provides the historical philosophical framework for their ideas.   

I have carefully defined both my understanding of Gnosticism based on 

the relevant and recognized scholarship done in the field and demonstrated that 

the history of Western thought has acted as a carrier of Gnostic ideas and 

structures.  This idea is not new.  However, I have defined a specific path that is 

most relevant to Rilke’s context and his poetry.  Rilke like other modern writers 

and thinkers assimilated these Gnostic ideas into his poetic expression via the 

popular philosophy of the time and via the arts that it inspired.  This, nevertheless, 

does not constitute a philosophy of his own in the traditional sense.  I have further 

demonstrated that Rilke has chosen Gnostic themes and tropes in his work 

because his poetry is primarily concerned with the Deus absconditus as a defining 

moment of both human consciousness and modern human identity.  Pre-modern 

thought generated meaning, identity, and place for man in the cosmos through a 

God-Cosmos-Man constellation of being.  Secularization, effected deeply by 

Gnosticism, has challenged this structure of identity and understanding. 
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I have shown how God, the angel, and Orpheus as tropes are reflections of 

Rilke’s philosophical assimilation of Gnostic ideas.  Rilke’s modernity is a 

reflection of his Gnostic assimilation process and his indebtedness to its world-

view.  I have offered not a definitive interpretation of his poetry but have sought 

to call attention to a common structure and focus, which is also relevant for 

philosophical modernity.  The scholarship that I have referred to is reflective of 

the philosophical importance of Gnostic ideas when looking at Rilke.  I have 

demonstrated the compatibility of the Gnostic approach with mainstream Rilke 

scholarship.  My goal has not been to offer a synthesis of popular Rilke 

interpretations nor to offer a Gnostic understanding of Rilke’s time and 

contemporaries but to establish the necessity of an accessible philosophical 

context that addresses Rilke’s modernist dimension in terms of thought – not 

structure, biography, history, or politics. 

I have illustrated the Gnostic common denominator in the three figures of 

God, the Angel, and Orpheus and related those figures to the modernist 

preoccupation with temporality, history, and individual human consciousness.  

With this Gnostic reading I see Rilke (philosophically) as a modernist unable to 

break with the past completely.  The Gnostic structure binds Rilke to the God-

Cosmos-Man triad that Blumenberg describes.  He never breaks free of the 

ancient constellation that man has fed upon for meaning and self-definition in the 

universe.  Rilke’s Gnostic-inspired tropes anchor him to a kind of conservationist 

modernism.  He is obsessed with modernist ideas but fails to break free from the 

Gnostic past.  He stands in the shadow of the Deus absconditus.  And as such he 

is far from the Heideggerian and Nietzschian approaches toward philosophy 

despite his engagement with related ideas.  For this reason Rilke is very relevant 

as a transitional figure at the turn of the century.  He reflects the ambivalent 

nature of modernist tendencies in terms of thought content.  This is also what 
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makes him relevant today in popular reception and as a focus of comparativist 

studies. 

This opens a door to Rilke reception beyond the German tradition with 

regard to philosophy.  One of the reasons that I included Borges in the conclusion 

was not only to demonstrate Rilke’s relevance for different ages and traditions but 

also to invite a philosophical comparison with Latin American authors.  

Gnosticism offers a rich perspective from which to view the translation of ideas 

across cultures.  Borges uses Gnostic ideas in his poetry, prose, and critical / 

philosophical writings quite consciously.  And he is not alone.  Octavio Paz is 

another example of a Latin American author intensely interested in the traditions 

of the East as an alternative to Western ways of thinking. 

I believe the contribution of this dissertation to present scholarship lies in 

its ability to offer different approaches toward content of thought especially with 

turn of the century writers.  It is my belief that philosophy must break out of its 

“historical”, calcified role and be redefined in terms of its ability to inspire critical 

and creative thought in artistic expression across time and culture.   
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