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			Dedication

			To you, dear G.

		

		
			Epigraphs

			Could you pinpoint the most important encounter of your life? To what extent did – does – this encounter seem to you the result of random chance? And to what extent of necessity?

			André Breton, Mad Love (1937)

			We would help man if we could open, if not his eye for the writing of others, then at least his ear for his own language, and make him experience again the meanings that, without knowing it, he brings daily to his mouth.

			Karl Kraus, Die Sprache (1921)

		

		
			Introduction

			We have been celebrating the wrong centenary. The crucial event of the year 1924 was not Kafka’s death, which was met with almost total indifference. It was the fact that, in the aftermath of his death, ten writers around the world felt a new sense of mission: to translate him. From that point, Kafka’s books took flight beyond the language and beyond the room in which they had been conceived. The year 2024 marked the centenary not of a death but of a rebirth.

			Since then, Kafka’s name has given rise to a much-misused adjective, while his work has been fetishised and endlessly dissected. So famous has he become that it is hard to imagine a time when he was not on any literary radar. But that time was only a century ago, when he died unheralded and unknown, leaving nothing behind but his will, written in pencil, and a pile of disordered manuscripts. These were his only ID. During his lifetime, his publications amounted to no more than a few short stories. The offices of his first editor, Kurt Wolff, who published The Metamorphosis in 1916, were not located at some chic address in Vienna or Berlin, but in Leipzig.

			Kafka was so far from the centre of things in so many ways that nobody would have been surprised to discover that he came from Mars. His name and photograph did not appear in any reference books. There were no biographies of him, official or otherwise, nor a bibliography of his complete works. What did he look like? His face is now instantly recognisable; it has even been immortalised by Andy Warhol. In 1924, though, Kafka was still a nobody, his corpus treated with no more ceremony than his corpse. A ‘man without qualities’, in the words of Robert Musil. Who was he? Silent in life and dead at forty. A German-speaking Czech Jew from Prague, the capital of a forgotten kingdom in an empire that no longer exists. In what language did he write? What did he think about? Was he a communist, a Freudian, a kabbalist? Did he have a family, followers, friends?

			His first translators did not concern themselves with these questions. The ‘Kafkologists’ did not yet exist.

			It takes a pioneer to recognise another pioneer. Kafka’s first translators were his discoverers. Knowing nothing, or almost nothing, about the man himself, they were content to gather up his work as if it were treasure that had fallen from the sky. They approached it like K, the land surveyor, advancing towards the Castle, wide-eyed with surprise, wondering by which staircase, through which window or door, they might gain entry. They were his prophets, his messengers, vox clamantis in deserto. It took tenacity to knock at the doors of publishing houses, proclaiming the genius of an unknown writer. As Alexandre Vialatte confided to André Gide in 1931: ‘If I talk about Kafka, people will have no idea who I’m talking about. If I add that he’s Austrian, and Jewish, and now Czech, they will be wary of this foreigner, but if I also say that he’s perhaps the greatest writer of the century, they’ll think I’m just some harmless crank.’ This is why the early translations of Kafka were almost all published by the same publishing houses as his translators’ own literary works: Editions Gallimard for Alexandre Vialatte; Rój for Bruno Schulz; Losada for Jorge Luis Borges; Einaudi for Primo Levi; Schocken Books in Israel and the United States.

			In the years since, Kafka’s work has been endlessly translated and retranslated into almost every language on earth. His translators are legion. Here, though, I am only interested in the earliest translations, which have the clumsy charm of all first times.

			And, like all odd couples – for that is what they are – these translations remain impregnable to criticism. They short-circuit the works that will succeed them: these pairings – Kafka–Borges, Kafka–Jesenská, Kafka–Schulz, Kafka–Levi and Kafka–Vialatte – exist irreversibly. Like all verdicts, like all metamorphoses, these translations are indelible, carved into paper and into flesh. The German philosopher Walter Benjamin said of Baudelaire – whom he translated into German – that any reading of The Flowers of Evil incorporated Marcel Proust’s earlier reading. This is true too for the reception of Kafka’s work: our reading of it now inevitably owes something to those who read it first.

			In the decades that followed, the translation of Kafka became a more professional operation. In fact, it became a discipline in its own right. Newcomers would examine and analyse the first translations, leaving their fingerprints all over them. Dictionaries at hand, they would compare them line by line with the original, highlighting every inaccuracy, every misinterpretation contained in the first translations. The French philosopher Jean de La Bruyère wrote that we only truly love once – our first love – since ‘the loves that follow are far less involuntary’. The same is true for retranslations: they are far less ‘involuntary’ than the ones that came before. Ironically, later translators always reproach their predecessors for being too free.

			In 1924, no translator took up Kafka’s work by chance or because they had been commissioned to do so. It was something they felt compelled to do; a radical, urgent need. The first translators had no time to lose. They worked in a frenzy, swept along by Kafka’s words before their life was swept away by something else: blindness (Borges), a fatal fall (Levi), a dive into the Seine (Celan), a concentration camp (Milena, the Russian dissidents), a bullet in the back of the neck (Schulz) or exile (Jolas).

			Translation is a job that requires discretion; you must not overshadow the writer you are translating. With the exception of his lover, Milena Jesenská, Kafka did not meet any of his translators. Five of them were victims of the Holocaust. Paul Celan and Primo Levi, who survived the camps, never escaped the trauma of those years. To be more specific, they suffered from survivor’s guilt. Perhaps they became translators for this reason: so that they could disappear, withdraw, if only for the length of a translation.

			Every translator gives himself, body and soul, to his work. As the Romanian philosopher Emil Cioran wrote in On the Heights of Despair (1934), a translation ‘preserves a whiff of flesh and blood, and I prefer a thousand times an idea rising from sexual tension or nervous depression to an empty abstraction’. Kafka’s first translators knew, deep in the fibre of their being, what it meant to be transported from one language to another. A return trip between two shores: the land of the living and the land of the dead; between the land of fiction and the land of reality. Flaubert always liked to remind people: ‘Madame Bovary, c’est moi.’ The twentieth century gave Kafka’s translators every reason to cry out: ‘Ich bin Josef K.’

			The parallels between Kafka’s fate and the fates of his characters and his translators are numerous, tangled and disturbing. Brought together in a Jackson Pollock painting, their paths would look like a single homogenous whole – but this is an illusion. His translators were not all cut from the same cloth. They managed to be faithful both to Kafka and to themselves. Each of them, in their own way, reflected Kafka and, at the same time, projected themselves into his work. It would take a chart as complex as Mendeleev’s periodic table to render the singular nature of each encounter.

			In the modern periodic table, element number ten is in the top right corner: neon. Isn’t this a providential metaphor for ten translators who all moved through the night with Kafka as their only guiding light? Neon is Greek for ‘new’. Etymologically, it is a new light. Kafka appears to us here in the light of his first translators. There are ten of them, like the ten electrons in every neon atom, microscopic fireflies whirling around the same nucleus. Each electron, like each translator, possesses its own autonomous existence. And the same is true for each of the chapters that follow. But they are all caught in the same field of attraction, the force André Breton called ‘that indestructible nucleus of the night’.

		

		
			Kafka

			In the Land of the Soviets

			Even when you’re in the prisoner’s dock, it’s always interesting to hear people talking about you.

			Albert Camus, L’Étranger (1942)

			The worst is behind the window.

			Kafka, Diaries (1922)

			In 1883, Franz Kafka’s birth coincided with Marx’s death. In 1924, his death coincided with Lenin’s. In the eyes of the Soviets, this suspicious chronology did not bode well. From the 1930s on, Kafka’s books were banned in the USSR. In 1962, in the literary magazine Novy Mir, the Soviet writer Viktor Nekrasov recounted a somewhat embarrassing anecdote: a few years earlier, the Italian novelist Alberto Moravia had asked him, during an interview in Leningrad, what he thought of Franz Kafka. ‘Who?’ Nekrasov had said. ‘Kafka? Never heard of him.’

			Kafka was not completely unknown in the Soviet Union, but Russian translations of his work circulated only in the form of samizdat, clandestine publications, on the fringes of the literary world. These books were printed in basements and secretly passed from hand to hand until the mid-1960s. We know nothing about the earliest Russian translators of Kafka because they did not put their names to their work. Even today, no biographical information about them is available. These translators left no fingerprints. They are like Josef K in The Trial, or K in The Castle, figures barely identified by a single initial. As for Karl Rossmann (another K), the protagonist of Amerika, he leaves behind his name, his past and himself as he travels from East to West.

			The self-effacement that the translator traditionally accepted in the West, be it out of vanity or out of deference to the author, meant something else in the East. The translator’s discretion was not merely a tribute to the source text, but a survival tactic. Kafka’s first Soviet translators are the perfect illustration of a line by the French philosopher Paul Ricœur: ‘Translation is equivalence without identity.’ Because there was certainly an equivalence between the imaginary fate of Josef K and the fates of his Russian translators. They were all dissolved in absolute anonymity, and it was this that united them.

			So, for a long time, the first Russian readers of Kafka, few as they were, believed that his stories were the work of some Soviet dissident publishing under a pseudonym. In 1984, in the catalogue for the exhibition Kafka’s Century at the Pompidou Centre, the Russian writer Efim Etkind,himself a translator and theorist of translation, exiled in Paris, recalled: ‘I read Kafka for the first time in Leningrad, in the 1960s. I thought it was a text written by a Russian author who wished to conceal his real name. It’s an astonishing mix of prose and poetry, very similar to Bulgakov, who also blends everyday reality with the fantastical.’

			But what did Kafka do to the Soviet authorities to trigger their animosity? What strange power did the censors detect in his works? What motivated the Glavlit – the General Directorate for the Protection of State Secrets in the Press, founded in 1922 – to ban this writer?

			At the time of writing, the Glavlit’s files, archived in Moscow, were not accessible to me. So I know nothing about the trial of The Trial. I am left to picture a group of mustachioed censors leaning over a dog-eared copy of the book, all of its suspect passages underlined. Did one of them dare to acknowledge that there was some sort of parallel between this novel and the purges orchestrated in the Lubyanka building next door? Could one of those comrades have argued – as the French critic Roger Caillois later did in 1946, in response to a French magazine’s provocation – that Kafka, ‘with the mysterious judges of The Trial, with the invisible bureaucrats of The Castle, with the nature of their verdicts – unexpected, irrevocable, incomprehensible yet incontestable, one might even say transcendent – was describing nothing other than the Communist Party’?

			Tell me whom you have banned and I will tell you who you are. The hostility towards Kafka is just as instructive as the reverence he attracts. This is what unites intellectuals, despots and saints: they tend to exaggerate the harms and the benefits to the human mind of any given work. They grant books a power that they don’t actually possess.

			Despite this, it would be simplistic to believe that Kafka’s works were forbidden in the Soviet Union only because of a thematic affinity with the totalitarian system. Such a charge would have required improbable perspicacity from the censors. Imagine that a communist dignitary were to recognise himself in one of the characters unflatteringly portrayed in a Kafka novel, if he were to admit this to himself: he would instantly cease to be the figure depicted.

			The most widely accepted theory is that nobody understood Kafka better than the communists, and that nobody understood the communists better than Kafka. I believe that the opposite is true: Kafka had no desire to know or understand them. And, to paraphrase the writer Sándor Márai, Kafka’s first Hungarian translator, nothing irritates the authorities as much as a silence that denies their existence.

			It wasn’t because Kafka had any special insight into the nature of the USSR’s workings that his works were banned there, but rather because his language was too elusive to be assimilated, and therefore translated, into revolutionary prose. The man and his style were hermetically sealed off from the communists’ emotional bombast.

			Soon after Lenin asked What Is to Be Done?, Kafka’s protagonists replied simply: ‘Nothing.’ He did not take part in confrontation. While communism was striving to mould human existence in the service of a single end, Kafka was calmly demonstrating that there was no end. This was the biggest sticking point for the Soviets: Kafka could not care less about creating a brighter tomorrow.

			***

			Banning a book in the USSR was not easy. It required constant inspections of imports, bookshops and literary magazines. Wouldn’t it have been simpler for the authorities to declare that Kafka was a Marxist? Or to transform his work into a critique of Austro-Hungarian imperialism? They pulled off a similar sleight of hand with the Czech satirist Jaroslav Hašek, an anarchist and a contemporary of Kafka, whose Good Soldier Švejk (1921–3), quickly translated into Russian, sold several million copies in the Soviet Union.

			Kafka’s writings didn’t specify or attack any particular regime or party, any tyrant or cause. The plots of his books could just as easily take place on the moon: Kafka provided no geographical clues whatsoever. The anonymity of his settings was as important to him as the anonymity of his characters.

			As French writer Julien Gracq once quipped: anyone in possession of a key cannot help considering the book they are reading as its lock. It would have been relatively easy to exploit the ambiguity at the heart of Kafka’s work, the multiplicity of possible interpretations, in order to shape the narratives to the communists’ ends. Couldn’t a Glavlit bureaucrat have argued, quite persuasively, that ‘In the Penal Colony’ was actually a description of servitude in a capitalist hell? Couldn’t he have interpreted The Trial as a denunciation of bourgeois justice? Or depicted The Castle as the confrontation between a working-class man and the aristocracy? And couldn’t he have portrayed Kafka himself as a proletarian hero? After all, Kafka’s day job was in accident insurance law: he spent his whole adult life defending the rights of workers injured in factories.

			***

			To gain a better understanding of Soviet logic, it proves useful, as is often the case, to take a detour through Saint-Germain-des-Prés, the headquarters of Parisian intellectual life. In the postwar years, many French intellectuals were transmitters of Muscovite anxieties. In May 1946, for example, a headline on the front page of the French communist weekly newspaper Action asked: ‘Should we burn Kafka?’

			In a sense, these French communists who wished to destroy the writer’s work might have been honouring his last wishes. For nobody was more eager for The Trial and The Castle to be thrown in the fire than Kafka himself.

			The newspaper had put Kafka on its blacklist, with its writers regarding his work as emblematic of ‘black literature’. What they meant by this was not only that it wasn’t red, but that it was demoralising, depressing; that its author was a sombre-faced killjoy. Pierre Fauchery, the newspaper’s editor, justified his call for book-burning by claiming that ‘society has the right to take defensive measures against a writer if it judges that his activity imperils its essential interests’. Sure, but how could Kafka be a menace to public order from his grave? Fauchery went on: ‘His work expresses, in a contagious way, a certain state of social decomposition. […] By describing manifestly morbid states of mind, it risks awakening or deepening these states in the reader’s mind.’ In other words, Kafka was banished for the same reasons that Gregor Samsa was banished by his own parents after his metamorphosis: out of fear that his appearance would frighten the neighbours. They were less concerned that their son had been transformed into a giant insect than by the scandal it would cause.

			Meanwhile, the French surrealists, who had adopted Kafka as their patron saint immediately after Alexandre Vialatte’s translation of The Metamorphosis was published in 1928, responded to Fauchery’s editorial with a collective declaration of their own, signed by Arthur Adamov, Antonin Artaud and André Breton, among others. How could anyone dare to reproach Kafka for his clear-sightedness, they demanded. ‘One must be both blind and stupid to confuse the darkness of a certain existential literature with Kafka’s dazzling night. It is excessive, to say the least, to ask men crushed by rubble to pay for damage insurance.’

			The Action editorial provoked a flood of responses from readers and writers, among them Francis Ponge, François Mauriac, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Roger Caillois. Their articles on the subject were published throughout the summer of 1946. Not one of them supported the burning of Kafka’s books. Michel Leiris pointed out in passing that the Nazis had already tried doing this.

			***

			For the Soviets, Kafka’s greatest sin was his sobriety. Whatever the Action editorial may have claimed, Kafka was not a sombre writer, but an irredeemably sober one: nothing could intoxicate him. Not the revolution, not women, not ideas. Although he grew up surrounded by the ideologies that left such a mark upon his times – National Socialism, communism, anarchism, Zionism, Freudianism – he remained absolutely indifferent to them. His contemporaries’ romantic fascination with History – which Georges Perec imagined as wielding a ‘big axe’1 – seemed distant, even ridiculous, to Kafka. The only axe he cared about was the one that could shatter ‘the frozen sea inside us’: literature. But you can’t execute the tsar with a story.

			Let us consider, for example, Kafka’s elegant diary entry on 2 August 1914: ‘Germany has declared war on Russia – Swimming in the afternoon.’ Kafka knew how little influence words had upon the world. Better to hold his breath and continue tracing the lines, from one side of his notebook to the other, eyes fixed on the tiles at the bottom of the pool. Over the four years of the First World War, he maintained a correspondence with his sister Ottla. Despite the fact that Ottla’s husband was on the Russian front, Kafka made little mention – in his letters or even in his notebooks – of the war or of the Bolshevik Revolution. He was deaf to the rallying cries of his age. Real life was elsewhere. And the same was true for the war: he was neither a tub-thumper nor a pacifist.

			From 1918 on, the world around Kafka was reconfigured by a series of treaties, as was customary in that part of Europe where pieces of paper held the power of life and death over nations and their populations (think: Trianon, Versailles, Saint-Germain, Brest-Litovsk). The Austro-Hungarian Empire was dismembered. The first Czechoslovak Republic was brought into existence, and its neighbours – Austria, Germany, Russia and Poland – were all changed beyond recognition. Overnight, the centre of the continent was stripped of the bureaucratic apparatus that had supported the coexistence of fifteen different nationalities. The administrative, judicial, social and political systems that Kafka had known all his life crumbled into dust. In their place appeared the first apparatchiks and the first apatrides. The latter were stateless persons, seen as foreigners wherever they went, invisible and indeterminate; undocumented pariahs, regarded by the authorities in the same way that bastard children are regarded by religious communities. The philosopher Hannah Arendt would later describe them as cosmopolitan: people ‘with a passport for every country except their own’. People like Josef K, in other words.

			Was Kafka such a prophet that the world around him began to imitate his imagination? No, but he was a keen observer: the distance that he kept between himself and the world had made him sensitive to details that nobody else seemed to notice. Kafka didn’t need to read newspapers: living in the same apartment as his parents was enough to teach him about self-flagellation and arbitrariness.2 And, as a worker in insurance and a citizen of two different countries (Bohemia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Czechoslovak Republic) in twenty years, Kafka also had ample opportunity to learn about the world of bureaucrats, offices and factories. He was able to observe how bureaucracy enabled an empire or an employer, however decrepit, to keep going.

			In 1906, the German sociologist Alfred Weber, brother of the more famous Max, was the Chief Examiner of the jury for Kafka’s doctorate in law at the University of Prague. During this period, the Weber brothers were creating a new academic discipline – the sociology of organisations. This meant studying bureaucracy ‘from the inside’, i.e. from the point of view of the bureaucrats. Kafka’s characters were sociologists too, in their own way. They studied this same bureaucracy, but ‘from below’, i.e. from the ‘external’ point of view.3 K would never be granted access to the heart of the Castle’s bureaucratic reactor: this was the novel’s conclusion. And a good thing too! the Weber brothers might have replied. The laws that barred the Jews from becoming civil servants would be their salvation, they believed. That way, they would escape enslavement to the machine. This prediction proved overly optimistic, of course, but perhaps it explains, in a very small way, how Kafka eluded all attempts at indoctrination.

			***

			Zionism, anarchism, communism, psychoanalysis, Hasidic Judaism … Kafka did not believe in anything for long. His diary entry of 23 January 1922 reads: ‘As far as I am concerned, there is not a single rule of life that has proved its worth.’

			Kafka did not believe in any kind of ‘great leap forward’. The only one that interested him was ‘the leap out of the killers’ ranks’, as he
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