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			Frank Kafka

			Writer of German language novels and short stories

			
					Born in 1883 in Prague

					Died in 1924 near Vienna

					Notable works:	The Metamorphosis (1915), novella 

	The Trial (1925), novel

	The Castle (1926), novel




			

			Franz Kafka (1883-1924) is without a doubt one of the greatest writers of the 20th century. He is an ambiguous author; his works have led to countless commentaries and interpretations. His texts mainly reflect the alienation of the modern man and the mysterious yet relentless societal powers that govern man’s existence, as well as the futile search for answers in an incomprehensible world.

			Kafka, a German-speaking Jew living in Prague, had to settle with mostly writing at night, as he had to spend the day working an office job. His works remained unknown during his life, but gained increasing popularity after his death from tuberculosis in 1924. Amongst them, the most famous works are definitely The Metamorphosis (1915) and The Trial (1925).

		


		
			The Trial

			A multi-faceted novel

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Kafka, F. (2012) The Trial. [online] Trans. Wyllie, D. [Accessed 4 August 2016]. Available from: <http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/7849/pg7849.html>

					First edition: 1925

					Themes: Law, society, debacle, the search to find oneself, the absurd, autocracy

			

			Written between 1914 and 1915, The Trial is Kafka’s second unfinished novel (after Amerika, published in 1927). It tells the story of Josef K.’s initially fierce fight against, and then resignation to, his trial, an unexpected and inexplicable twist in his life. Convinced of his innocence and not even knowing what he is accused of, K. tries to understand and work against the system, but he consistently fails.

			The Trial portrays the debacle of a man forced to fundamentally question himself in order to defend himself, although the latter is impossible. His way of thinking, which is heavily dependent on the norms established by society, leads K. to lose his trial.

		


		
			Summary

			Chapter 1

			On the morning of his 30th birthday, Josef K. is arrested in his apartment despite knowing “he had done nothing wrong”. He demands an explanation, but the guards don’t want to, or can’t, give him one. However, they assure him that it is no mistake, as the organisation that they work for “[doesn’t] go out looking for guilt among the public; it’s the guilt that draws them out”. K. is then questioned by an inspector in his neighbour, Miss Bürstner’s, bedroom. Before leaving, he tells K. that he is not confined to his apartment. 

			After his day at work, K. wants to apologise to Miss Bürstner for the mess in her bedroom, and so he awaits her return. She arrives very late in the evening. K. explains the ordeal to her in detail and the atmosphere becomes ambiguous. He ends up kissing her, before returning to his room as he has awoken a neighbour.

			Chapters 2-3

			K. has to attend his first court hearing; after having found, with difficulty, his way through the building specified, he finds himself in a crowded room that is almost in the roof. Questioned by the judge, he tries to plea against his trial, claiming that there has been a judicial error and denouncing the way in which he was treated during his arrest. But he then realises that the whole public, who he had thought were in his favour, have been won over by the court’s case. He leaves the room furious. 

			The following week, K. finds the same room empty. He talks to the cleaning lady, who turns out to be the wife of the court usher. She offers to help him, in the hope that he can also change things for her. However, a student brings her in front of the judge, who has a weakness for her. K. learns then that her husband, fearing he may lose his place, has resigned himself to accepting his wife’s affairs. He brings K. to visit the court offices, located in the same building. Here, K. sees the defendants who are awaiting trial with extremely submissive attitudes. Soon, he becomes weak from the contaminated air and gets lost in the maze of corridors. Just when he meets the information officer, he has to leave as he feels unwell.

			Chapter 4

			Unable to find Miss Bürstner, K. learns from her friend Miss Montag that she does not consider K. and his attempts for justice to be important at all compared to his previous behaviour. When the neighbour that K. awakened arrives in the communal area and greets Miss Montag, K. feels incapable of being courteous with them. He slips away, suspecting that they would talk about him behind his back.

			Chapter 5

			After a day at work, K. hears a noise coming from a junk room in a corridor near his office. He sees Franz and Willem, the two policemen who arrested him. They are about to be beaten up due to his complaints about them during his hearing. K. tries to bribe their tormentor but he refuses, saying that “this punishment is both just and unavoidable”. K. flees to avoid a scandal while Franz begins to scream as the punishment begins. The following day, as he opens the door to the junk room once more, he discovers exactly the same scene. 

			Chapter 6

			K.’s uncle, having learnt of his nephew’s trial, comes to find him in his office. He takes him to his friend Dr Huld’s house, who is a lawyer for the poor. During the discussion at the sick lawyer’s bedside, K. is the only one not listening. He is only too happy to go and get Dr Huld’s nurse, Leni, as soon as he can. She leads him to the lawyer’s office and immediately woos him. K. readily plays along and after a conversation that is half affectionate, half malicious, she hugs him almost roughly. 

			After leaving Dr Huld’s house, K.’s uncle nags him, saying his has made a disastrous impression on the lawyer and the office director who was also present during their visit. 

			Chapter 7

			K. sits in his office, lost in his thoughts, and ponders the efforts made by Dr Huld, the lawyer. He feels that they are insufficient. He recalls his long explanations about the trial proceedings. K. begins to fall behind at work, neglecting the customers at the bank because he is worrying about his trial (which he now realises he has to take seriously). One of the customers, who is remarkably up to date, recommends that he goes to see Titorelli, the court portrait artist. 

			In his studio, Titorelli explains to K. that the court will never change its mind regarding his guilt. If he is innocent, his case only has three possible escape routes: absolute acquittal, which in reality is a myth; apparent acquittal, of some unknown duration; and deferment. K., disheartened by these alternatives, buys several paintings to thank him.

			Chapter 8

			K. returns to his lawyer’s house to let him know that he is now planning to pass on the offer of his services. He meets another client, Block, a tradesman, and talks to him as he waits to be called in by Leni. Then, once he has been welcomed by the lawyer, K. announces his decision. At first, Dr Huld tries to reason with him but then decides to show him that until now, he has been treated very leniently, indulgently even, which is not always the case especially as the trial progresses. He calls Block in and begins to humiliate and manipulate him like a show dog in front of K. Disgusted, K. cannot understand why the lawyer thinks that a scene like this would make him change his mind. 

			Chapter 9

			K. is given the task of visiting an important client in the city. Having prepared himself, he waits for this client in vain for more than half an hour in the cathedral, where they had arranged to meet. Suddenly, a priest calls to him from the top of a pulpit. This priest is also an employee of the court. He warns K. that his trial is not playing out in his favour and that he is wrong about the court. He then tells K the parable of a man who waits his whole life in front of the Gate of the Law for the head guard to authorise him to enter and learns just before his death that the door will be closed as it was only meant for him. K.’s first reaction is to beat the guardian of the door, but the priest warns him against any hateful or distorted interpretation. This leads to a discussion about the meaning of this story, which tires K. out more than it inspires him. 

			Chapter 10

			The evening before K.’s birthday, two executioners come to find him at his home. He barely even resists as they lead him out of town to an abandoned quarry. He seems aware that his hour has come and wants to show that his trial has made him a more enlightened man. Despite this, he is filled with doubt just before the fatal moment, and wonders whether he has done everything possible to defend himself. Then, one of the executioners plunges a butcher’s knife into his heart and K. dies: “it was as if the shame of it should outlive him”.

		


		
			Character study

			Josef K.

			“The chief clerk in a large bank” (Chapter 2), this young executive, whose full surname is unknown, does not think he is just anybody. Unintentionally arrogant, he is very aware of hierarchical relationships and tends to look down on his employees as well as the court employees that he meets, as they are of a lower rank than him. He is sure of himself and of what he deserves. Moreover, K. is absolutely convinced of his innocence. 

			Despite the fact that K. is very stubborn, his trial weakens his self-confidence. At first, K. wants to believe, and pretends that he takes it all as a big joke; however, the trouble that follows makes him aware that he is not invincible. K. is continually forced to lower his expectations, which doesn’t stop him from reassuring himself by overestimating his abilities once again. 

			Focused on his goal, K. always thinks in terms of how to achieve it (and therefore seems somewhat self-centred). Nevertheless, the torments of his trial highlight several of his weaknesses: 

			
					He is worn out and/or on edge due to anxiety, which causes him to do many involuntary acts, such as make mistakes at the bank, even when he is trying to protect his reputation; 

					He sometimes thinks completely irrationally (for example he tries to legitimise the fact that he is being seduced by women by convincing himself that they will be able to help with his case) or unrealistically; 

					His trial causes him to become increasingly paranoid due to the rumours that circulate about him. 

			

			His ordinary attitude and way of thinking, which are typically bourgeois, as well as his self-importance, mean that K. is caught totally off guard by an inexplicable event. He seems to be a man who doesn’t know himself, and who struggles against the higher powers when his mundane life is interrupted by the trial. From the start, he reminds himself of his professional successes to prove that he is capable of resolving any situation. He doesn’t realise

			The court employees

			
			
			
			
					The low-ranking employees, such as Franz and Willem, the guards, find ways to earn some extra money and make ends meet; 

					The judges are described as vain and spiteful, sometimes childish. The accused are at the mercy; the crucial decisions depend on their mood and, after that, nobody is ever acquitted.

			

			
			The women

			
			
					Miss Bürstner: K.’s neighbour, who is not particularly attracted to him but when he flirts with her, she is too tired to act firmly; 

					The court usher’s wife: she is favoured by the men of the court and says that the wants to change this. She tries to seduce K. so that they can help each other. He almost agrees so that he can confront the judges’ authority, but he ends up realising that she is a hypocrite and a nymphomaniac (which her husband confirms); 

					Leni: a seemingly outstanding nurse to Dr Huld, K. meets her at the lawyer’s house. She systematically falls in love with the men who seem guilty, which makes her the lawyer’s ideal sidekick. When K. sees her fickle character, he decides he no long trusts her. 

			

			Dr Huld, the lawyer
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