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Introduction

Today, Franz Kafka (1883–1924) is the most internationally recognizable writer of the German language. But to call him a ‘German writer’ would be an unhelpful simplification, obscuring much of the distinctiveness of Central European cultural life around the turn of the twentieth century.

Born a subject of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Kafka died a citizen of Czechoslovakia a few years after the imperial collapse of 1918. He spent most of his life in Prague – initially one of the provincial imperial centres, and eventually the capital of the new republic. His secularized Jewish family did not engage in religious life beyond the big celebrations, but later in life Franz developed a keen interest in various forms of Jewish culture, in particular Yiddish-language theatre from Poland, and modern Hebrew, as spoken in Mandatory Palestine. The main two languages of his own life were German and Czech: he likely first picked up Czech from the Czech women working at his parents’ house, but was later sent to German-language schools, and in this way moulded into a ‘German writer’ – in the sense that German became his dominant language, and the German literary tradition the main point of reference for his own artistic endeavours. In his family and friendship circles, as well as at work, he remained surrounded by both languages, even if German predominated. Of his four serious relationships, three were with Jewish women – each from a different country and social class – and one with a Catholic Czech woman, Milena Jesenská, who was a writer herself, and became his first translator. Despite dreaming of independence from his family, preferably as a writer in Berlin, and despite several engagements, Kafka never married and spent most of his life living with his parents and three younger sisters. Kafka saw bourgeois family life as fundamentally incompatible with the business of writing but felt unable to break out of convention: for many years, he wrote mainly during sleepless nights, and during the day worked as a respected lawyer at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute, until his declining health forced him into early retirement in 1922. Already very ill with tuberculosis, he finally managed to move to Berlin – but only for a few months. He died in a sanatorium in Austria.

This account of Franz Kafka’s life is of particular interest to readers of The Metamorphosis because his living arrangements, family relationships and work pressures provided inspiration for his most famous story, one of only a handful of book-length works that he published during his lifetime.

The Metamorphosis begins with one of the most iconic opening sentences in the history of European literature: ‘When Gregor Samsa woke from troubled dreams one morning, he found himself in bed transformed into an enormous bug.’ This sentence is difficult to translate, not least because of the three key terms – ‘ungeheuer’ (‘enormous’), ‘Ungeziefer’ (‘bug’), and ‘verwandelt’ (‘transformed’) – which, due to the demands of the German syntax, come as the last three words in the original sentence: its culmination. Let’s start with the last one. In German, the verb ‘verwandeln’ and the noun ‘Verwandlung’ – the title of the story – come from the same lexical family, which is Germanic in origin, unlike the English words ‘metamorphosis’ and ‘transformation’, which come from Greek and Latin, respectively. This allowed Kafka to introduce his theme through strictly everyday language, whereas English readers encounter it in a linguistically elevated guise. ‘Ungeziefer’ is even more interesting. The word emerged in the Middle Ages to denote animals unfit for ritual sacrifice; by Kafka’s time, this uncountable noun had come to mean ‘pest’ or ‘vermin’, and was sometimes used as an anti-Semitic slur. Even though subsequent descriptions make it clear that what Gregor Samsa has turned into is a giant insect, the very first mention of this creature is much less specific, not least because it is grammatically a negation, starting with the prefix ‘un-’, which is emphasized because the associated German adjective ‘ungeheuer’ starts with it too. When combined, these two German words convey above all visceral feelings of disgust, abjection, social taboo and fear.

For most of the story, Gregor is trapped in his bedroom, behind closed doors, while his family – father, mother and younger sister Grete – attempt to go on with their lives. Since Gregor used to be the family’s breadwinner, his transformation into an insect brings about a transformation of family life too. The ailing father seems to regain his strength, and by the end of the story, Grete’s metamorphosis from a child into a young woman is complete. But it is the position of the son that is Kafka’s primary concern, as emphasized by his attempt to include The Metamorphosis alongside two other stories in a trilogy titled The Sons. One of Kafka’s many influential biographies, by Peter-André Alt, carries the subtitle ‘The Eternal Son’. One can easily see why: The Metamorphosis was published in 1915, when Kafka was in his early thirties; while other men of his generation were at war, with wives and children awaiting their return at home, Franz had been exempted from serving in the army and was still living with his parents. The layout of the Samsa apartment, in fact, is closely modelled on the real-life home of the Kafka family. In an earlier autobiographical piece titled ‘Great Noise’, Kafka called his bedroom ‘the headquarters of noise of the entire apartment’, evocatively describing the manifold disruptions of family life – from the slamming of doors to the calls of his sister and the trilling of caged birds. At the end of that piece, he imagined another human-to-animal transformation, although still in a tentative manner: the piece ends with the speaker wondering whether he could slither out through a crack in the door, ‘snake-like’, to ask for silence.

In The Metamorphosis, the transformation into an unpleasant animal does take place – overnight or, more precisely, after a night of ‘troubled dreams’. The reader would be excused for assuming that everything that follows is one long, elaborate nightmare – but already in the second paragraph of the story, we are assured that ‘it wasn’t a dream’. And so Gregor’s concerns turn to his daytime existence: his demanding job as a travelling salesman. There is a great deal of humour in Kafka’s deadpan description of his protagonist’s attempts to control his new, unwieldy body, and his preoccupation with the practicalities of getting to work on time, rather than the shock of his transformation. The reading experience hinges on this contrast. On the one hand, Gregor’s titular metamorphosis remains unexplained, and no character in the story shows any interest in seeking an explanation, which compels us to suspend our disbelief too. On the other hand, Gregor and the other characters are all eager to respond in logical, rational and pragmatic ways to the aftermath of his transformation, imbuing the tale with a realistic, at times even naturalistic, flavour, as when Grete works out that, as an insect, Gregor will find rotting food appealing.

The biggest challenge for the reader is to keep the staggering fact of Gregor’s transformation front of mind without giving in to the temptation to explain it away by means of a single allegorical interpretation. Over the years, there have been many attempts to interpret Gregor’s transformation as expressive of Kafka’s religious experience, his relationship with his father, his feeling of entrapment at home and at work, or even as expressive of the human condition as such. It is a testament to the power of this story that so many meanings could attach to it over the years – and continue to do so; during the Covid-19 pandemic, many readers saw in it a parable for our collective experience of illness and isolation. The Metamorphosis attracts meanings like moths drawn to a flame, but they invariably go up in a puff of smoke without ever penetrating to the heart of Kafka’s enigmatic tale.

Why should it be so? Unlike a typical parable, The Metamorphosis is full of vivid details that do not all point in the same direction. On the very first page of the story, for example, we are told that Gregor is a travelling salesman dealing in fabrics. In the very same sentence, the narrator mentions a picture adorning one of the walls of Gregor’s bedroom: a ‘picture that he had recently cut from an illustrated magazine and put in a pretty gilded frame’, showing ‘a lady with a fur hat and a fur stole, sitting upright and holding towards the viewer a heavy fur muff into which her arm disappeared entirely’. The reader may notice the strange mismatch between the magazine cutout and an elaborate frame, and perhaps even ask themselves what kind of magazine the picture came from, and how to interpret the woman’s pose; but as the picture hangs directly above Gregor’s collection of fabric samples, and the narrative swiftly moves on, one might assume that it simply reflects his professional interest in textiles. When the picture reappears later in the story, however, it is shown in a very different light. This time, Grete and her mother are removing furniture from Gregor’s room, much to his alarm. Upon noticing ‘the picture of the lady dressed entirely in furs, [Gregor] crept quickly up and pressed himself to the glass, which held him fast and felt good against his hot belly. At least this picture, which Gregor now covered completely, was not going to be taken away.’ We now know for sure that the lady is wearing nothing but furs; is this in fact a pornographic image, perhaps evoking the infamous novella Venus in Furs (1870) by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, the Austrian writer whose name gave rise to the noun ‘masochism’? The mention of Gregor’s pleasure as he presses his ‘hot belly’ against the cool glass certainly carries sexual undertones. Are we to infer that the story of Gregor’s transformation into an abject animal is an allegory of sexual repression? But a different interpretation is also possible. It is during an attempt to preserve the last vestiges of his humanity – represented by the furnishings of his room, now being forcibly removed by his mother and sister – that Gregor finds himself drawn to the picture. Since the woman is entirely covered in furs, he may see her as a fellow human being trapped inside an animal hide. Is he attracted to her, or does he see himself in her? The picture is part of an intricate web of meaning, adding a fetishistic edge to Gregor’s job as a seller of textiles and evoking an unfulfilled sexual desire, while also probing the boundary between the human and the animal, putting pressure on Gregor’s identity.

Another feature of The Metamorphosis that can easily be overlooked if one focuses on a search for an overarching allegorical meaning is its humour. Here too Kafka’s eye for detail plays a decisive role. Towards the end of the story, the family rents out a spare bedroom to three lodgers – three ‘serious gentlemen’ obsessed with cleanliness. The men’s seriousness contrasts sharply with the physical comedy that they introduce into the story, always acting in unison, except when ‘the one sitting in the middle and who seemed to be considered an authority by the other two’ takes the lead. But physical comedy does not exhaust the meaning of the three lodgers within the story. They are taken in to at least partially make up for the loss of income that Gregor’s transformation has meant for the family. In this way they can be seen as replacing him. At the same time, the trio becomes a foil for another set of three characters in the story: Gregor’s father, mother and sister. The lodgers’ overt obsession with cleanliness acts as a catalyst for the family’s covert belief that Gregor’s hidden presence contaminates their home. Kafka has an uncanny ability to move seamlessly between these seemingly contrasting registers of silly comedy and utter seriousness. At one point, Gregor listens as the lodgers take their meal:

‘It seemed strange to Gregor that out of all the many sounds of eating, the most conspicuous was their chewing teeth, as if Gregor had to be shown that one needs teeth to eat, and that one can do nothing even with the most beautiful toothless jaws. “I have an appetite,” Gregor said to himself uneasily, “but not for these things. How these lodgers eat, while I am expiring!”’

The comedic contrast between the emphatically loud chompers and Gregor’s ‘most beautiful toothless jaws’ is undercut with Gregor’s ‘uneasy’ reflection, which anticipates Kafka’s later writings. Two years after the publication of The Metamorphosis, he would be diagnosed with tuberculosis, which ultimately spread to his throat. Kafka lost much weight and by the end of his life was barely able to take in any food at all. In 1922, he published a story called ‘A Hunger Artist’, whose protagonist fasts in front of spectators. The hunger artist’s last words mirror Gregor’s reflection in The Metamorphosis: he had to fast, he explains cryptically, because he couldn’t find any food that he liked. Like the later hunger artist, Gregor becomes a tragic, ascetic hero. In the end, he sacrifices himself for his family: ‘He thought back to his family with emotion and love. His conviction that he had to disappear was perhaps even more resolute than his sister’s.’ Soon he breathes his last breath, and




OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/imprint_logo.jpg
MACMILLAN COLLECTOR’S LIBRARY





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/9781035072378.jpg
I

i

T

T






