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“There is so much that has not yet been painted, perhaps everything.” 

– Rainer Maria Rilke, Worpswede – 
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I 

Worpswede 

7th June 1905 
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Murmuring. Dream fragments. The clap of beating wings. Who is that 

speaking? Grey migratory birds are circling a dark tower, their calls a hoarse 

shrieking, songs in incomprehensible languages. Above the moorland and 

heath, over the mirrored surfaces of river and canals, the flight patterns are 

irregular and organic. Or are the whispers trickling in with the irrefutable 

tide of dawn, creeping into the room as if unsure its time has truly come? 

 He gets up, pulls on the midnight-blue robe, part-Japanese-kimono, part-

medieval-gown. The embroidery, a pair of nightingales, billing in a thorny 

thicket, was one of his own designs, as everything that surrounds him here is, 

from the large bed made of polished up birch-wood to the lamps, candelabra 

and wallpaper, down to the matt-white painted wardrobe.  The entire house, 

from the ridge of the roof to the wine cellar, contains no room, and barely any 

object, that he has not had a hand in making or shaping, and the things he has 

not designed himself are placed and arranged in such a way that they 

correspond to his thinking and ideas, imaginings and wishes.  

 He opens the double-doors to the balcony and looks out over the flower 

beds, still in darkness, to the copse of birches from which the house takes its 

name – Barkenhoff. It was he who planted the trees, slender trunk by trunk, 

so that from the road the house appears through a pattern of hatching, as if 

nature is drawing a picture of its own.  But in the twilight the fresh green of 

the leaves is still concealed beneath the grey mildew of night, and the 

gleaming bark merged to black latticework. Is it shutting the world out? Or is 

it shutting him in with his work, his house and his farm, with his wife and 

children and horses and dog and the many guests who come and go?  

 In the garden and out in the fields of the farm he is familiar with every 

tree and bush, pays them a daily visit, helps them to grow, feeds them 

manure and supports them, prunes them and places them in the position 

best-suited to each organism. It all looks so rich, so happily ordered, and the 

fruits ripen, seed themselves, and the trees grow tall and display a mind of 

their own that cannot be helped. So his garden is entwined with reality, a 

work of art that has come to life. And yet the day comes when one is shaken 

out of that dream that has gone on for years, a self-imposed sleeping-beauty’s 

slumber, and starts to realise that rather than an island of harmony and 
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beauty, one has constructed an enclosing prison of hedges and fences, walls 

and bars of birch.  

 Once again he hears the murmuring. Like the soft whispering of women. 

But he knows now it is the larks, their voices carrying from the birches on the 

dew-moist air. What are those voices saying? That it is not yet day, but nor is 

it night? Poets may know of such things perhaps and be able to find words. 

The voices cannot be sketched, nor can the night-breeze that softly ruffles the 

garden and goes round the house on tiptoe, nor indeed can music be drawn.  

 That is one of the reasons why the large painting that has tortured him for 

years is such a failure. It depicts musicians playing, but it has no sound. 

Remains mute. And those listening hear nothing. Are deaf. Which is why 

Concert is a terrible title. In the Festschrift that accompanies the exhibition, 

opening tomorrow, one so-called expert pays tribute to the painting – it was a 

resounding hymn to evening quietude, acutely realistic and free of artifice 

and full of music, full of tender, lyrical sounds, an act of ceremony, the 

internal and pure joy of being alive, removed from the worldly and the 

temporal, a naïve delight. That expert does not speak of what he sees, but of 

what he wants to see; and the way he puts it, in lofty, heightened terms and 

full of lyrical hyperbole, it sounds like a bad parody of the poet who is 

missing from the painting. He should be seated between Paula and Clara as 

he sat between them when he made his appearance at Barkenhoff, a 

mysterious, precocious genius, beneath whose words and gaze the women 

melted. But there, where he should have been sitting, is an empty seat, and so 

perhaps Concert without a Poet would have been the better title for the 

painting.  

 Paula has always referred to the painting simply as The Family, but this 

family is crumbling, has already crumbled.  The sweet words of a poet can no 

longer hold it together, have simply the ring of hollow ideologies, the 

sermons of a charlatan. But The Broken Family would not be the right title 

either. The stars are beginning to fade and the receding blue of night is tinged 

in the east by the greenish gleam of a summer’s morning. Would Summer’s 

Evening make a better title? 
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 As if the title mattered! He shrugs his shoulders, yawns, twists his mouth 

into a weary smile, steps back into the room. He strokes the strings of a guitar 

hanging on the wall with a fingernail. It sounds out of tune. When did he stop 

playing it? Out of tune, like so much else in this house, his whole life is out of 

tune.  

 He cannot sleep any more now. He will go for a walk, down to the river, 

out into the morning that is entering the house softly with a rosy gleam and 

will soon increase from a fulsome red to an almost raucous, all-encompassing 

symphony of colours. He pulls on a blue and white striped, rough linen shirt 

and blue calico trousers, regular working clothes that he feels comfortable in.  

 The suit in which he presents himself to the world as a Biedermeier 

Bohemian has grown strange to him, replete with stand-up collar and cravat, 

waistcoat and tailcoat, top hat and walking cane, absurd and embarrassing, 

but because the world expects to see him thus, from tomorrow he will play 

that role for the world once again. The fairy-tale of Worpswede and its fairy-

tale prince. He sells himself as any fairy-tale prince has to who has made his 

home in the middle of a moor, enclosed by roses and birches, and who has 

built, next to the lowering dark timbered farm buildings, a house with white 

walls and bright windows. He has created an entire work of art and placed 

himself at its centre. And thus far he has always delivered what has been 

asked of him, reliable and punctual, tasteful and exquisite, serving himself up 

as the artist into the bargain. Today he will travel to Bremen and onwards 

tomorrow to the Northwest German Exhibition. He will bundle himself up in 

his disguise, his artist-costume, and the grand duchess or grand duke, in their 

gala uniform, also a disguise, will present him with the Grand Golden Medal 

for Art and Science. For the summer’s evening, the concert without a poet, for 

the broken family.  

 He pads bare-foot over the hall, quietly opens the door to the blue room, 

casts an eye into the room where his daughters are sleeping. Almost every 

evening he reads to them when they have gone to bed. Beneath the slanted 

roof, bathed in the comforting blue of the walls the children’s room seems 

like a Bedouin tent, in which the days end with a story, and the nights begin 

with a story, funny and sad stories, short stories and long ones. In those 
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hours between day and dream there is a bright magic at large that turns the 

letters into spoken words and forms an invisible bridge between the 

narrator’s mouth and the listening ears, while the cat, rolled in a ball by one 

of the girls’ feet, purrs his complicit commentary. Sometimes when the girls 

have fallen asleep he reads on a little longer – perhaps to lend some words to 

their dreams, perhaps simply because he does not want to stop reading out 

lout, for something issues from it that silent grown-up reading has lost: 

sound. He learned that from Rilke, who reads out his poems as if they are 

magical incantations or prayers. Except Rilke has no understanding of 

children and wants to know nothing of them – not even of his own daughter.  

 Vogeler moves along to his wife’s bedroom. The curtains are drawn shut. 

He hears her regular breathing in the dark.  He strikes a match. In its faint 

light the green hue of the four-poster bed’s silk canopy reflects on her face 

giving her a sickly appearance. This is not the girl he fell in love with at first 

sight, nor the delicate, enchanting woman he has painted time and again and 

who was to be forever Queen of the Land of Beauty and the most precious 

jewel. That is how he had wished to mould her, to make her his creation. That 

is how he had positioned her in the painting, as the ethereal, dreamy mistress 

of Barkenhoff, staring at some indiscernible point in the middle distance. The 

painting is telling a lie.  It is a monumental lie, one meter and seventy-five 

high, and three metres across. The truth is there before him in the flickering 

of a match. The two births have made Martha stronger and more rustically 

broad, and now the third pregnancy is weighing her down like a heavy, 

greenish sick shadow. Soon she will resemble her mother, who had borne 

child after child in an airless parlour.  

 He flinches as the match, almost burned down, singes his thumb and 

forefinger. How temperamental, how inexplicably capricious life was.  He 

finds it harder to grasp each day why he is living at this precise moment, why 

not earlier or later. Why he came into existence at all.  He has been given a life 

he had not asked for, and it will be taken from him, again without his asking. 

Is his yearning for life not always particularly acute when, as now, he feels he 

has lost direction?  Is there anything he still desires? Does he not have 

everything in abundance? He hearkens to the quickening rhythms of his 
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heartbeat. Life is more powerful than art, the everyday swamps anything 

fashioned. Now, that it is almost finished, his house is crammed with sated-

ness and convention, indolence and routine.  Now at the height of his early, 

far too early success, his art appears to him flat and empty, his lovely, far too 

lovely, life is springing cracks like the craquelures on an oil painting.   

 Down in the vestibule he slips on his clogs. Next to the dresser with its 

pewter jugs and silver candelabra, blue and yellow-flowered crockery, on the 

ochre-yellow wall a still life hangs.  One of Paula’s. White, silver-grey shades 

of a tablecloth, a water glass, and a bottle. The intense black of a frying pan 

with fried eggs. The warm yellow of those eggs. Beneath it the cold yellow of 

a halved lemon. Simple. Honest. Clear. You can almost smell the aroma of the 

fried eggs, almost taste the freshness of the lemon. Paula can paint smells. 

Perhaps she could even paint music, a concert not only for the eyes, but also, 

seemingly, for the ears. A painting’s power does not lie in what one paints, 

but rather in what surrounds the brushstrokes and forms, that something 

that weaves around them like an invisible net, something that is absent and 

thus especially present – like the absent poet. Yes, Paula makes the boldest 

and best paintings ever painted here in Worpswede.  And there is no painting 

in the exhibition by Paula of all people … 

 Over the garden steps with their side-wards curves, on between the urns 

on the balustrades, he strolls down towards the river, looks back at the 

perfectly composed symmetry of the house. The urns on both sides of the 

gable correspond with the empire urns of the steps, rise up out of the grey 

morning haze, pale as death, and the receding night tugs away one lingering 

star over the roof. The windows gape like dark eye sockets and, from the still 

sleeping garden, the house stands there so coldly as if all its zestful harmony 

has frozen stiff, or died. The steps that make up the staircase, usually exuding 

such an inviting and anticipatory welcome, or that is the intention, ascend 

dismissively. What should they be anticipating anyway? A miracle?  

 Shivering, he hunches his shoulders. Like a worm in an apple on one of 

the trees he has tended and cared for, doubts have started to nag at him. He 

senses the inadequacy of his attempts to erect an idyllic world against the 

backdrop of Barkenhoff, and to simulate harmony. There is a crack running 
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down the middle of his created world. He has built a house the side of which 

with the splendid curving staircase going down to the garden is a façade and 

it seems a sham. But in the old part of the house, in the farm’s timbers, his 

love for simple things lives on, for the honesty of manual work, and for the 

clarity and straightforwardness present also in Paula’s work.   

 Over the marsh meadows, past birches, oak trees and gorse lining the 

ditches and banks, he reaches the landing stage where his boat is tied up. He 

settles on the rowing bench, his elbows on his knees and his head in his 

hands. The dark marsh-river presses gently, gurgling round the bow. From 

the reeds and high grasses come the rustlings of water birds. The green of the 

horizon merges with a golden shimmer, which fans out over the countryside. 

The meadows stir with life.  Peewits, black and white, start up with laborious 

splashing wing-beats, but once in their element shoot free and weightless 

through the sky. Somewhere a scythe is being sharpened.  

  He grabs the oars, steers the boat between high flowering rushes and 

water-lilies, through cane brake and reeds, rows aimlessly for a time, no fixed 

destination until he comes to the tumbledown hut with its damaged thatched 

roof overgrown with moss. The poets and painters always liked coming here, 

the painters with their models particularly so.  They camped on the grassy 

bank, strung up rope between the birch trunks and hung bright paper 

lanterns, and bright clothes flashed in the blue nights and sometimes the 

white of naked skin.  

 The reeds are so high here that from the banks the person sitting in the 

boat cannot be seen, and from the boat only the patchy roof of the hut is 

visible. He takes his pipe out of his pocket, stuffs it gingerly, somewhat 

laboriously, and just as he is about to strike a match and light the tobacco, he 

suddenly hears a voice. Quiet, incomprehensible murmuring. Singsong. 

Rhapsodic babble. A voice that sounds like incense, the voice of one at 

prayer…  

 

-------------------- 
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“…he bedet all wedder.”* 

 Lina the housekeeper, old as the hills, felt a shyness bordering on horror 

around the peculiar guest who had turned up at Barkenhoff after a sojourn in 

Russia towards the end of that enchanted summer. He stayed in the gable 

room that looked out onto the working yard. When he went out into the 

garden dressed in his belted rubashka and shod in his red appliqué Tartar 

boots, holding a notebook as a pastor might a prayer book, murmuring aloud 

to himself, his voice rising and falling, sometimes stopping stock-still to 

scribble something down in his book, Lina would be beset with the fear that 

perhaps his whisperings were not prayers, but rather enchanted talk, magic 

incantations, spells, or curses.  

 Perhaps she simply feared that the strange holy man in his exotic garb 

might go into the village and bring Barkenhoff into ill repute, set the gossips’ 

tongues wagging. Since artists had started coming to Worpswede and making 

it their own, receiving their friends from big cities and far-flung places, 

Worpswede had witnessed all kinds of carnival-esque goings-on and 

dramatic acts, but Rilke took the biscuit.  

 Lina was entirely indignant. “De Keerl let jo dat Hemd over sin Büx 

hangen.”† 

 And when he then returned to his room, his shirt still hanging out, and 

pounded back and forth, those red Russian boots sounded a dull, irregular 

rhythm on the floorboards and his voice would suddenly become so loud that 

it carried through the beams to where Lina stood in the scullery, and she 

would listen perturbed and point up at the ceiling with her work-worn, lined 

hand.  

 “He deit ton leev Heiland proten,” she whispered. ``He bedet alltied.”‡  

 Vogeler laughed, and patted her reassuringly on the shoulder. “He is not 

praying, Lina. He’s composing poetry. Herr Rilke is composing poetry, 

nothing more.” 

---------------------- 

                                                        
* “He’s at his prayers again.” 
† “The fellow’s shirt is hanging out over his trousers.” 
‡ “He is speaking with the beloved Redeemer. He is always praying.” 
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Back then, five years ago, when Rilke completed “the Barkenhoff Family”. 

Vogeler had no idea that this poet did more than simply compose poetry. Now he 

understands that Rilke treats his talent, his gift with such relentless seriousness 

that he regards his work as his fate, a kind of self-imposed slavery.  The only 

clemency he finds, happy-making, blessed, and sacred clemency, is his creating, 

his work, and unproductive phases are not restorative times for him, nor a time 

to relax the constantly over-tightened strings of his self. The notion that 

sometimes empty moments are necessary in order to create, that even boredom 

has its place so that one can gather one’s spirits again and be productive, is an 

alien concept to Rilke. That art can also arise from play and incidental 

improvisation, openness to a vivid moment or a fragment overheard, that is 

something this poet knows nothing of, or refuses to recognise.  

He is suspicious of the idler. And he fears idleness for he is essentially an 

idler, who even when doing nothing forces himself to act as though he is steeped 

in serious work. Rilke’s poet’s costume goes far deeper than his Russian smock, 

which he has cast aside meantime, far deeper than Vogeler’s Biedermeier 

masquerade. Rilke acts the poet even when inspiration has fled, plays a part to 

the world that has become an inseparable part of his person.  

Fritz Mackensen once said with his cynical, alcohol-infused scurrilous 

humour that Rilke would make up ditties even in the shithouse and scribble 

them on the paper there. Whether what he is muttering to himself on this bright 

morning is mere whistling in the dark, or an attempt to coax inspiration, or a 

pretence at work, a babbling to drive away his panic-fuelled fear of the void, or 

whether in this moment one of his meltingly beautiful poems hovering between 

kitsch and profoundness really is issuing from his lips – how is Vogeler to know? 

The sounds Rilke makes when he is composing are a language beyond anyone’s 

ken. Does Rilke understand it himself?  

 

----------------------- 
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Once they were standing next to each other in front of a painting by Arnold 

Böcklin. A faun lounging with crossed legs and outstretched arms in the grass, 

whistling at a blackbird through puckered lips. The bird is perched on a slender 

branch that arches over the faun’s head. But the flute and the manuscript paper, 

it might also be a fountain pen and leaves of a manuscript, are lying next to the 

faun in the grass.  

 “Exquisite painting,” Vogeler remarked in admiring tones, a little envious 

of the idea of the motif and Böcklin’s technical mastery and painterly force.  

 Rilke stroked his moustache, wrinkled his brow and squinted, as if 

disgusted. “It is certainly well-done,” he said eventually in a strict voice, “but it is 

false.” 

 Vogeler was surprised for Rilke was an ardent admirer of Böcklin’s work. 

“What do you mean, my dear fellow? False, how so?” 

 “The faun may have a feeling for art, but he is no artist. He is a lazybones. 

He does no work.” And so saying, Rilke pulled his notebook out of his jacket 

pocket and, his lips forming soundless words, noted something down.  

 Vogeler had the feeling that Rilke was teaching him a lesson, wanted to 

rub something in, and would have liked to contradict him, but no riposte came to 

him. When they had left the museum and were walking through the sun-dappled 

park it suddenly did. He puckered his lips, and whistled a little melody: “If I were 

a little bird…” 

  Rilke did not smile, but gave him one of his half-melancholic, half-

censorious, reproachful looks. How long was it since Rilke had last smiled? Had 

he ever laughed? Or at the very least whistled?  

 

------------------------ 

 

Should Rilke see him now sitting in a rowing boat, not with a sketchbook but 

with a pipe in his hand, lethargic and relaxed, taking in the morning ambience on 

the river, the gentle flow of the current, without attempting to capture this mood 

nor wishing to give it form, Rilke will despise him more than he already does.  He 

does not say as much to his face, of course, but behind his back words are 
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exchanged and letters written, gossip and tittle-tattle, as is normal in all families 

–especially in a family that is crumbling and broken.  

Vogeler’s art, Rilke once said to his wife, who repeated it to Paula who passed it 

on in a whisper to Martha, who relayed it in almost accusing tones to her 

husband, Vogeler’s art was all decorative trumpery, all surface, and increasingly 

dithery, lacking a strong point-of-view, entirely dependent on the caprice of 

playful ideas, at a remove from things, and that deep seriousness that was all-

important was something he had never possessed.  

 There might be a speck of truth in that, Vogeler concedes. He is vain, and 

is aware of his vanity, With his growing dissatisfaction with his own work he is 

no stranger to self-doubt. But the fact that Rilke sprinkles his poison into the 

fountain of the “Family” depresses Vogeler. When he thinks of all he has done for 

Rilke and Clara over the years … 

 As if he can read Vogeler’s thoughts, at that very moment Rilke’s 

rhapsodic monologue ceases. Vogeler straightens up gingerly from his rowing 

seat, careful not to lose his balance. Now his head is well above the reeds, rushes 

and meadow foxtail and he looks over at the hut, its windows obscured by dust 

and the overgrown surroundings, the grass grown tall. Rilke has his back turned 

to him and is standing with legs apart by the trunk of one of the birches. Vogeler 

realises he is passing water, is startled by his unintended indiscretion, ducks 

back down behind the curtain of rushes, and waits a while for the poetic 

muttering to strike up again.  

 The stillness is broken by the wheezing wing flap of a lapwing, its call of 

peee-wit, peee-wit carrying over the river’s surface. There is no sound from Rilke 

now; he must have moved on. But when Vogeler straightens up again, Rilke is 

still at his place looking out towards the river as if he had long expected Vogeler. 

When their eyes meet, Rilke shows no surprise at this vision of him, chest and 

head only, growing up out of the water like the reeds.  

 “What a beautiful morning. Greetings, Herr Rilke.” The unintentional 

comedy of their situation makes Vogeler twinkle.  

 “Ah, my dear Vogeler,” replies Rilke in solemn earnest. “How long has it 

been since we last saw each other?” He hastily reaches into his jacket pocket and 
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pulls out his notebook, in case Vogeler should have the crazy notion that Rilke is 

being inactive. 

 With his slightly bulging pale-green eyes, the thick dark-blond hair falling 

over the high forehead, the moustache drooping melancholically over the 

corners of his mouth and the goatee, fashioned on the Russian style, Rilke is 

hardly what one would refer to as a handsome man. But he radiates that 

especially alluring blend of delicate gentleman and vulnerability, arrogant self-

confidence and boyish shyness, both a severity and an indefinable something 

that has the women swooning and makes them smitten with him. He is wearing a 

light-coloured, crumpled linen suit and a white collarless shirt. He has pushed 

the trouser legs up to his knees and is not wearing any shoes. Walking barefoot is 

one of his obsessions – every one has his quirks§, as Mackensen once quipped.  

 “I can’t come in to shore,” Vogeler says, somewhat apologetically.  

“There’s nowhere for me to tie her up, and the reeds are too dense.”  

 Rilke raises his head, as though considering Vogeler’s words, murmurs 

“no place to land, the reeds fiercely bend” to himself and scribbles the words in 

his notebook. Then he walks over to the bank so that the two men are only a few 

steps from each other. A frog, startled by Rilke, leaps from the grass into the 

water with a splash.  

 Standing up in the boat, Vogeler struggles to keep his balance. “I thought 

you were still in Berlin,” he remarks, “Didn’t you plan to …” 

 “Berlin?” It sounds like a question and Rilke gestures dismissively. “Cities 

like that, you know yourself, are tricky because they lack depth. Cities lie. I mean, 

after taking the trouble of taking the waters at Dresden I don’t feel up to the city 

of Berlin. Ah, my dear Vogeler, you have no idea of the cost of such cures, and not 

only in material terms. I mean, rather, how these cures can weigh on the soul.” 

 Vogeler gives the most cautious of nods, so as not to upset his balance. 

The stresses of spa cures? Since when has Rilke considered recovery a burden?   

It is true he likes invoking litanies of suffering, complains of exhaustion, being all 

dried up, of toothache, rheumatic pains, eye-strain, throat catarrh and flu 

symptoms, and general aches and pains, to counter which he not only goes 

barefoot through the fields, but also follows Bircher-Benner cures, pine-needle 

                                                        
§ “Macken” in German means “quirks” or “foibles” 
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air-baths, water-treading, or, to galvanise the nerves, takes phytinum liquidum 

and other medicines with exotic names unfamiliar to Vogeler. If they are 

medicines and not magical incantations? Yet whatever the situation is with 

rheumatic pains or frayed nerves – in the society of ill-disposed flaneurs and 

hypochondriac, anemic women with a penchant for poetry Rilke positively 

blossoms. The stresses of taking cures, eh? Well, nothing is of any value to him 

that does not come under the rubric of “work”.  And he is not up to Berlin? Not 

up to Lou, he means. Probably he had not been allowed to get as close to that 

woman as he had wished.  

 “Tell me about you instead,” Rilke says. “As I understand it, you have been 

in Paris.” 

 “We were visiting Paula,” Vogeler says. “She is getting better and better, 

Paris is good for her. And I also saw splendid paintings by Gauguin, Seurat, van 

Gogh, Matisse. And it made me think about my own work and a possible different 

…” 

 “And Rodin?” Rilke interrupts urgently. “Did you visit Rodin? Have you 

seen Rodin?” 

 Rodin, Rodin, Rodin. Vogeler is fed up of hearing the name. It has been 

Rilke’s repetitive refrain for years now. Rodin is Rilke’s god, and he demands that 

everyone worships him and makes sacrifices to him, and he has no patience for 

lesser interloping gods, not for Gauguin, nor van Gogh, let alone for Paula 

Moderssohn-Becker, and obviously not for a mere decorative talent such as 

Vogeler’s. 

 “No,” he says. “We did not visit Rodin. We had too little time 

unfortunately.” 

 “Too little time to look in on Rodin?” Rilke shakes his head in disbelief and 

reproach.  

 “If you had been there, or Clara, we would certainly have paid our 

respects,” Vogeler says in conciliatory tones. “But now you are both here again. 

And how are you keeping?” 

 “Oh, dear God, Vogeler.” Rilke sighs plaintively. “How to answer? You 

know what has become of us. You can see how everything we have tried has 

come to naught. You have been in our proximity, we were practically living 
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together, so there is nothing for me to tell, dear friend. You know it all. Clara and 

I are certainly very grateful you have put the little atelier at our disposal. Even if 

is just for the interim, otherwise we would not have know where to turn.  No one 

can stick with me. My child, little Ruth, is living with strangers…” 

 Strangers? Vogeler thinks. They are Ruth’s grandparents for goodness 

sake.  

 “…and my wife, whose work also brings in no income, is dependent on 

others…” 

 On others? Those others are Clara’s parents! 

 “… and I am of no use anywhere and have no idea how to be useful, how 

to acquire something. And my kin may not make reproaches …” 

 Kin? That is how he refers to his wife and child? 

 “… but the reproach hangs there, and the house I must live in meanwhile, 

that a selfless benefactor puts at my disposal… I mean that you, dear Vogeler, 

have so generously provided me with, that house is already brimming over with 

reproach. And I have so much work to do on myself, day and night, that I can be 

almost hostile to my kin who disturb me - it overwhelms me and out it pours, 

although my kin have every right to have access to me.” 

 Well, thinks Vogeler, the words are tumbling out of Rilke again. It is an 

elegy without end. All we need now are rhymes. Or his waxing lyrical on Russia. 

Or both. 

 “You were kind enough to ask about my well-being, my dear Vogeler,” 

Rilke is saying, coughs and picks up in a light declamatory tremolo, as though 

slipping on a costume or taking on a role: “I find myself at one here with the 

Russian people who are asked by ignorant souls to finally grow up and look 

reality in the eye and thus make something of themselves. And then perhaps they 

would achieve something like we have in the West, houses and security, 

education and elegance, for this one and that, one to the other. But whether what 

is desirable above all else would be attained? Do you understand?” 

 Vogeler nods, thoughtfully. “I think perhaps what you are missing…” 

 “Quite right,” Rilke interrupts who knows he has not been understood by 

Vogeler for a long time, “What I am lacking is a stable place in my anchorless 

homelessness, something lasting, something real. But I am not actually planning 
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to do anything to make that a reality. The mere thought that there could be a 

connection between my work and the demands of my daily life has the effect of 

blocking my work. Like all wonderful things, that durable reality must come into 

existence on its own, come to me as a present or gift or from the necessity and 

purity of my connection with Clara…” 

 “Moin, moin, Hinnerk!”** The ringing voice of a farmer punting along with 

ease in his black-tarred peat canoe interrupts Rilke’s rhetorical flourish. 

 “Moin ok, Jan.” Vogeler waves over to the man affably. 

“Wo geiht di dat?” 

“Gaut.” 

“’n beeten an’t Klönen?” 

“Möt woll,” Vogeler says. 

“Jau, den man tau.” 

Rilke stares after the man in the canoe beneath the sail hanging listlessly 

from the mast, as if he were an apparition from another world or a figure from a 

Böcklin painting. Then he turns back to Vogeler.  “What did he say? I mean, what 

were you talking about?” 

Oh, Rilke. The courteous Vogeler shakes his head, but not visibly, just discreetly 

to himself. In his book about the Worpsweder painters, Rilke enthused about the 

language of this region, about the Platt Deutsch with its short, sturdy, colourful 

words that he compared to the strides made by the marshland birds with bent 

wings and long legs . But apart from “moin, moin” Rilke understands not a word 

of this language. Nor does he understand the people who live here. And whether 

he understands the painters’ activities here either is also entirely debatable. 

                                                        
** “Good morning, Heinrich.” 

“And a good morning to you, Jan.” 

“How are you?” 

“Doing well.” 

“Having a bit of a blether?” 

“That’s it.” 

“Good, on you go.” 


