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Introduction

In this dissertation my object is twofold: to examine
where and how Rilke used the motif of the window, and also
to discover the meaning this had for him. To this end, I
propose to briefly review the chronology of the major
window-poems and the broad background to them in Chapter
I. This will in itself reveal just how significant the
motif is and where it occurs. The following chapters will
be given over to detailed analyses of those poems most
significant to the second object of my investigation.
Therefore, Chapter II will deal entirely with the earliest
of these, '"Die Fensterrose'", Chapter III with the cycle

Les Fenétres, and Chapter IV with that poem which 'sums

up' what Rilke wrote on the window, "LANGST, von uns
Wohnenden fort,...". Finally, a conclusion will not only
summarize my findings, but also indicate the development

to the final vision of the window.




I. Chronology and Background.

Rainer Maria Rilke's examination in his poetry of the nature and
quality of existence led him to use certain significant and frequently
recurring object-motifs as a means to aid in, and concentrate, the
findings of such an examination., Of these, one of the most significant,

1)

and yet less frequently commented upon than most, is the window, Al=

ready in Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge, the importance

of the window, both to Rilke himself and to his poetry, becomes clearly
evident: "Aber es ist ein anderer Dichter, den ich lese, ...Ein gliick=
licher Dichter, der von seinem Fenster erzZhlt und von den Glastiiren
seines Bilicherschrankes, die eine liebe, einsame Weite nachdenklich
spiegeln. Gerade der Dichter ist es, der ich hdtte werden wollen..."a)
and "...ich wiinschte manchmal, mir so ein volles Schaufenster zu kaufen
und mich mit einem Hund dahinterzusetzen fiir zwanzig Jahre."B)

The desirability of the window as an observation post on the world,
which is manifested here in Malte, can be seen to have become a reality
by virtue alone of the frequent recurrence of the motif in Rilke's worke.
Quite apart from the great number of lyrics in which the window is

)

merely mentioned or serves as a point of observation, there are no
fewer than three independent poems in German, one complete cycle and
three cycle fragments in French, in all of which the window has a pri-
mary significance. Interestingly enough, it was not until about the
8th of July, 1906, a mere three years after he began to write Malte,
and while still in the process of writing the novel, that Rilke com~
posed the first poem in which the window figures as a primary image.

5)

This was the sonnet "Die Fensterrose", a "Dinggedicht" in which Rilke




De

examines the symbolism and meaning of the rose-windows of a mediaeval

cathedral,

Little more than a year later, on the 19th of July, 1907, Rilke
wrote "Bé&guinage", a two part poem, in which the window plays a highly

6)

significant role. In this poem, he observes the daily life and wor-
ship of a closed community of nuns, the bé&guines. He conceives that
their houses provide a shelter, a place of concealment, for each bé-
guine and that their small windows reflect the restricted world of the

béguinage, indicators of the solitary life within the confines of the

convent.

In "Béguinage" (II), the window of the b&guines' church is seen from
the outside. The thousand panes of this window are considered as reflec=-
ting the quiet life of the bé&guinage. These reflections and counter-
reflections mingle, "drink each other up" and age fantastically, like
an old wine. Rilke then enlarges upon the effect of this window. The
leaded panes have been there and unused for so long that the dust and
grime of ages has formed, layer upon layer, on them, so that they are
"growing blind", Nobody knows on which side these layers have been for-
med, yet some panes, indeed, are already darke. In these darkening layers
on the window, Rilke sees time and eternity showing. He indicates speci-
fically, in the third strophe, that the grey of an old winter still lies
under the reflection of a summer's day. This seems to him as if someone
who has been waiting for a long time stands motionless behind the window,
and another person waits, crying, in front of it. The "sanftgesinnter/

7 might be seen as the figure of Christ and

8)

langmiitig lange Wartender"

that of "eine weinend Wartende" as a bé&guine nun. This configuration
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