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O N  T H E  C O R R E S P O N D E N C E  O F 
Rainer Maria Rilke 
and André Gide
H A N N A H  T E N N A N T- M O O R E

About halfway through a twenty-year cor-
respondence devoid of gossip, romantic 
advice, social or familial considerations, 
confessions about money or sex or diet 
or addiction, Rainer Maria Rilke writes 
to André Gide to thank him for some 
books he’d sent. Rilke signs off by declar-
ing, “How good it is to feel real close-
ness with others.” The nature of this “real 
closeness” is as simple as it is rare: all Rilke 
and Gide do for each other is help each 
other write. So to read these letters—even 
while standing on a packed subway car, one 
sweaty hand gripping a metal pole—is to 
rest in a pretty place where almost noth-
ing happens. 

Fewer than one thousand copies of 
Rainer Maria Rilke/André Gide Correspondance 
1909–1926 were published in 1952, the let-
ters having been gathered and exhaustively 
annotated by a low-profile scholar named 
Renée Lang. The book has never been 
reissued, much less translated into Eng-
lish. I checked Amazon for about a year 
before I found a copy of the book in stock 
for the same price as one reckless week-
end of cocktails. I like Gide just fine, but 
the book’s real draw for me was being able 
to read Rilke in the original French, a rare 
pleasure, given the scarcity of his published 
French letters and the relatively unsatisfy-
ing quality of his French poems. I read his 
letters out loud when my roommate was 
out or sleeping, knowing that the words 
as I read them and the words as he wrote 
them were formed of the same sounds. 
These sounds, rising from frayed, yellowed 
pages, displaced me from the day’s con-
cerns the way old objects do, granting me 
the pause in self-consciousness that comes 
from being confronted with what lasts 
(cutlery, safety pins, your grandmother’s 
butter churn) and what doesn’t (“rage and 
hate and this confusion,” as Rilke put it in 
his poem about Roman sarcophagi). 

Gide and Rilke’s friendship began with 
the concrete literary gift of translation. 
Gide effectively introduced Rilke to French 
readers with his version of The Notebooks 
of Malte Laurids Brigge, which he published 
in the Nouvelle Revue Française in 1911. Rilke 
repaid his gratitude (“I write you, dear 
Gide, with tears in my eyes and tears in my 
heart,” begins his letter of thanks) by doing 
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year break from writing, and Rodin, who 
worked alone for thirteen years after his 
first failed attempt at presenting his work 
publicly, Rilke tells Gide that he trusts in 
“that private slowness that I have come to 
value more and more in my artistic efforts; 
it is through that slowness that I achieve 
an understanding, as it is in that slowness 
that I find some consolation.” Still, it takes 
a lonely kind of bravery to expend one’s 
self on activities invisible to the outside 
world. As Rilke writes of the essayist Max 
Picard, preparing Gide to meet him for the 
first time, “He has the noble timidity of 
one whose courage is forever put in service 
of a great inner battle.” 

It is in part through all they don’t say 
that Rilke and Gide constantly remind 
each other of the value of such demand-
ing inwardness. In a piece for the peri-
odical Inselschiff, solicited by Rilke’s pub-
lisher after the poet’s death, Gide writes, 
“Rilke is one of the people I love most, 
and about whom I have the least to say.” 
It makes sense, based on these letters, that 
Gide would have little to report about a 
relationship free of the interpersonal dra-
mas and anecdotes that lend themselves to 
public conversation. The only story line of 
the Rilke/Gide correspondence is an ever- 
deepening kindness toward each other’s 
most private working selves, a sentiment 
that is nearly impossible, and perhaps 
fruitless, to discuss in the abstract.

The reality of that kindness, however, is 
felt clearly throughout their letters: “What 
profound joy your letter gave me.” “Trust, 
dear friend, in my loyal and abiding affec-

his own translation of Gide’s The Return of 
the Prodigal Son—a fitting foundation for a 
friendship between two men terrified of 
oppressive love and the stagnation of fam-
ily life, which, in his own prodigal-son poem 
several years later, Rilke called, “all this tan-
gledness / that is part of us and yet not ours.” 

But to be entangled is also to be grounded, 
and both Gide and Rilke frequently com-
plain of anxious unrest during their unpro-
ductive periods. “I worked well this summer, 
but now my nerves are terribly on edge once 
again,” Gide writes, explaining his longing 
to travel to northern Africa, where he often 
sought relief from the claustrophobia of the 
self. And Rilke, while vainly pursuing peace 
in the secluded Duino castle, tells Gide, 
“I don’t want to return [to Paris] until my 
nerves are entirely calmed and renewed . . . 
I’m not working, and frankly I feel loath-
some.” Often, these writers refer to work 
as the only reprieve from spiritual struggle, 
a reprieve that was granted to Gide more 
readily than to Rilke. The poet was able 
to withstand his long breaks in tangible 
productivity (a decade elapsed between 
the start of the Duino Elegies and their com-
pletion) only by teaching himself to see 
quiet, faithful patience as a form of work-
ing. When Gide asks for Rilke’s opinion 
of Otto Braun—a young German whose 
posthumously published diary, now all but 
forgotten, was then the rage of Europe’s 
literati—Rilke replies that he is “unsettled” 
by Braun’s “intellectual rapidity, which 
seems determined to surpass even the hur-
ried activity of daily life.” Strengthened by 
the examples of Valéry, who took a twenty-
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O N  S I M O N  G R A Y ’ S 
The Smoking Diaries
A L E X I S  N E L S O N   

Dear diaries: I love you! 
My obsession with reading published dia-

ries began freshman year of college, when I 
took a class in which we did nothing but. I 
went to a small hippie school in California 
where a) it was possible to take classes in 
such highly academic subjects as diaries, and 
b) it was possible to take the same class—
for credit—as many times as you liked. For 
Diaries and me, that meant every time the 
course was offered. Looking back on myself 
at eighteen (and nineteen, and twenty, and 
twenty-one), it’s hard to say what I found 
so addictive about diaries; my passions then 
were as foggy as they were ardent. I often 

tion.” Such deliberateness of expression is 
moving in these times when the unrelent-
ing regularity of communication—via phone, 
e-mail, and Facebook—often dilutes inti-
macy. Leonard Michaels characterized the 
problem with chatting in his story “Jour-
nal”: “He wanted to tell everything to any-
body. But he picked up the phone and dialed 
his girlfriend.” You don’t need to read the 
story to know that he hangs up the phone 
wretched with loneliness. Such inadequacies 
of speech are precisely why these old letters 
matter; they remind us that the restraint of 
writing can rescue the things one most wants 
to say from the rush and self-consciousness 
of spoken communication. 

In his last letter to Rilke, Gide describes 
his joy in reading Rilke’s collection of 
French poems, Orchards, which he calls “the 
most beautiful homage you could have 
made to a country that loves you.” Rilke 
responds with elated gratitude for these 
words that relieve him—“pour l’instant”—
of his “inexplicable malaise,” the onset 
of the leukemia that would kill him six 
months later. Surely Rilke did not believe 
that Gide’s effusion for his sweet French 
poems spoke to their greatness. Rather, 
Gide’s letter reminded Rilke that the 
things he made lived in the world, unbur-
dened by the cost of making them. Alone 
in the large, austere Muzot castle, Rilke 
could imagine Gide holding Orchards in his 
hand, a slim volume bearing, Rilke hoped, 
“the weight of a flower—just heavy enough 
to be felt as it falls.”
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