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			Franz Kafka

			German-speaking novelist and short story writer

			
					Born in Prague in 1883

					Died near Vienna in 1924

					Notable works:

					The Metamorphosis (1915), short story

					The Trial (1925), novel

					The Castle (1926), novel

			

			Undoubtedly one of the major writers of the 20th century, Franz Kafka (1883-1924) is a complex writer: his works have given rise to many comments and interpretations. His texts namely reflect the alienation of the modern man, the mysterious yet implacable forces of society that govern his existence, as well as his futile quest for answers in a baffling world.

			A German-speaking Jew and living in Prague, Kafka had to write at night, as during the day he had to work in an office. His success was posthumous, when his writings grew in popularity after his death from tuberculosis in 1924. Among them, the most famous are The Metamorphosis (1915) and The Trial (1925).

		


		
			The Castle

			The story of a hopeless – yet stubborn – search for meaning 

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Kafka, F., (2009). The Castle. Trans. Bell, A. New York: Oxford University Press.

					First edition: 1926

					Themes: search for meaning, ambiguity, uncertainty, rejection, struggle, fight, vagrancy

			

			Written from January to September 1922 and published in 1926, The Castle is the third and final novel by Kafka. Unfinished, it ends abruptly in the last chapter. It tells the story of the surveyor K. from his arrival in the village in which he wants to settle. K. finds himself in the middle of nowhere, in a snowy region, battling with the inextricable administration set in the unreachable castle.

			The Castle can be read as a metaphor of human life, which is an obstinate yet hopeless quest for meaning. Through its inherent ambiguity, reflecting that of the world it describes, the text resists any attempts at a reductive interpretation.

		


		
			Summary

			Chapters 1-2

			K., who has just arrived at the village, presents himself at an inn and introduces himself as a surveyor hired by the castle owner (the Count West-west). He is met with mistrust. The next day, he walks towards the castle through the snowy village and exhausts himself doing so, as the way is never-ending and the castle does not seem to ever come closer.

			Brought back to the inn by a villager, K. meets his assistants there, Artur and Jeremias. A messenger then gives him a letter of instructions sent by his superior, Klamm. K. studies the letter in depth. He walks for a while with the messenger, Barnabas, but is disappointed to see that the latter does not go back to the castle. Looking for an excuse to leave, he accompanies Olga, Barnabas’ sister, who is going to the nearest inn.

			Chapter 3

			In this new inn (the Castle Inn), reserved for the gentlemen of the castle, K. asks a waitress, Frieda, if she knows Klamm. She shows him a peephole, through which he sees a heavy man sat at a table; then, she tells him that she is Klamm’s mistress. They talk. Frieda shows the customers out and, after the innkeeper has left, she meets with K. under the counter and they make love.

			Chapters 4-7

			After returning to the first inn (the Bridge Inn) with Frieda and his assistants, K. receives a visit from the landlady, Gardena, who wants to make sure that he will treat Frieda well. Annoyed, K. goes to the parish council. He learns from the mayor that he has indeed been hired, but that it was probably a mistake: the castle does not need a surveyor. K. finds these lengthy explanations about investigations, control and exchanges between departments which govern human lives to be funny. He feels rejected from the village, but the mayor reassures him: as long as his situation remains vague, his status is protected.

			Back at the inn, K. has another conversation with Gardena who shows him a picture of the messenger through which Klamm had summoned her for the first time. K. notices how much Klamm has influenced her life. In his room, he finds the teacher who offers him, on the orders of the mayor, a place as a janitor in the school. K. first refuses but then, as Frieda begs him to accept because she has just heard that Gardena is about to kick him out, he finally takes it.

			Chapters 8-9

			Back at the Castle Inn, K. tries to get into Klamm’s place, but he is interrupted by Pepi, Frieda’s replacement. As he has heard that Klamm is about to leave the inn, he runs to the courtyard. He waits a long time, in the cold, next to a sleigh. A man sees him and asks him to follow him, because the man he is waiting for is not going to show up. K. is alarmed, but refuses to budge. The man orders the coachman to unsaddle the horses, then goes away slowly, as if to give K. a second chance.

			K. returns to the inn’s bar, where Gardena, Pepi and the man, who is called Momus and who is a secretary of Klamm, are waiting for him. K. will be able to have an administrative contact with Klamm, if he answers Momus’ questions, but he will certainly not be allowed to meet him (this is completely impossible). Klamm seems too unreachable to K., who entertains no hopes about him anymore. He leaves, thereby surprising everyone.

			Chapters 10-14

			On his way back, K. comes across Barnabas, who brings him a message from Klamm. K., after having read it, says that there must be a mistake, because he is encouraging him to continue his good work. Arriving at the school where he will spend the night, K. break the door of the woodshed to collect wood to have a fire because it is so cold. He talks with Frieda about the assistants, which he would like to send back. The next morning, they are harassed by the two teachers who, enraged, demand to know who broke the door of the woodshed. Hearing that it was K., they fire him on the spot. However, K. refuses to leave without being officially fired by the mayor.

			The teacher has just left when K. fires his assistants for having told on him. He stays alone with Frieda. A pupil, the young Hans Brunswick, comes to see them, offers his help and converses with them at length. K., interested in a relationship with his family, offers to help his sickly mother. Shortly after, Frieda tells him that she believes she saw in him what Gardena had warned her against when he spoke to the young Hans: that he seduced her only to be able to bargain with Klamm. K. reassures her and justifies himself. Later, he goes to visit Barnabas: he is not home, but his sister Amalia invites K. to stay all the same.

			Chapter 15

			Taken aside by Olga, K. learns about the history of Barnabas’ family and about how he had to wait for hours, sometimes days, before he was given a letter. But he had no choice. Three years earlier, Amalia had refused the advances of Sortini, an employee from the castle, and insulted his messenger. Since then, the family fell into ignominy, lost their clientele and their friends. It wasn’t a punishment, however: the people from the castle simply took their distance in order to not to be involved. Barnabas’ father begged the castle for forgiveness, but was met only with incomprehension as, in truth, no procedure had been launched against them.

			Olga took over by befriending the servants in order to find Sortini’s messenger again. Having heard them talking about an unofficial way to become a messenger at the castle (namely going there and waiting for an opportunity), she mentioned it to Barnabas who tried his luck. K. learns that the two letters that were addressed to him are the only letters Barnabas ever had to deliver. He leaves after Amalia chases away one of his assistants who was looking for him at Frieda’s request.

			Chapter 16

			On the street, K. sees his assistant Jeremias. Artur is at the castle and is lodging a complaint against K. because K. was unable to appreciate the antics they had to perform to entertain him. Hearing this, K. replies that he did not ask for anything. He then learns that Jeremias and Frieda have been hired at the Castle Inn. Frieda has left him because he went to Barnabas. Barnabas arrives and tells him that Erlanger, one of Klamm’s first secretaries, has asked to see K. as soon as possible.

			Chapters 17-19

			K. is led through a hall with many doors leading to small rooms for secretaries. Erlanger seems to be sleeping. K. notices Frieda and goes to talk to her. Called by Jeremias, Frieda, although she seems to have been pleased to talk with K., hurries to take care of him (K. ‘s ex-assistant has caught a cold). She forbids K. to see her again.

			Left alone, K. realizes that he is exhausted. He looks for Erlanger’s door, opens one and comes across Bürgel, a talkative secretary who talks in order to fall asleep again and mentions nocturnal audiences and the unimaginable possibility of meeting a secretary there who might have some form of responsibility in the matter, which would be of precious help. K., instead of listening attentively, falls asleep. In doing so, he misses an opportunity. Erlanger calls him from the neighboring room. He orders K. to arrange Frieda’s return to her job as a waitress in order to avoid Klamm being troubled by the change, then leaves.

			The day of the secretaries begins: K. follows two servants who hand out files. The doors of the hall are constantly moving, and the secretaries generate many problems. The landlord and landlady arrive and take K. away from the unbearable racket: he was a foreign, disruptive element, who had to go in order to spare the secretaries. K., still exhausted, justifies his behavior with his tiredness.

			Chapter 20

			Once he has woken up, K. listens to Pepi’s reproaches: because of his naivety and Frieda’s plotting, all Pepi’s hopes and efforts to become a waitress have been for nothing. Nevertheless, she feels close to him, because, in her opinion, they have both been betrayed. She invites him to live with her and her two colleagues, and to be their protector.

		


		
			Character study

			K., the surveyor

			Aged about thirty and dressed in rags, owning nothing but “a tiny rucksack” (p. 7) and a stick, K. pretends to have traveled for a long time, made sacrifices and have left a wife and child behind. He comes to the village with the intention of staying there, despite everything that happens. K. is a stubborn man who seems to be prepared to do anything in order to reach his goal:

			
					Feeling that his facetious assistants slow him down and make him lose control, he treats them very rudely;

					He exposes himself to exploitation and humiliation (he hates to lose his bearings, like when he becomes a janitor, but can get back on his feet again);

					He starts a relationship with Frieda, probably because he feels vaguely superior to her. He considered her as someone worthy of respect when she was Klamm’s mistress, but when she screams to the latter that she is now with the surveyor, he changes his opinion: “What could he expect of Frieda now that all was revealed?” (p. 40). However, she is still precious to him, maybe because once one has been summoned by Klamm, one never loses that rank (dixit Gardena, in Chapter 6). Having found Frieda, he seizes her as if to recover his “possession” (p. 215).

			

			The problem is that K. does not think like the people in the village and in the castle. He is sometimes surprised or mistaken, and seems to fail at what he tries to do most of the time. However, he only admits his weaknesses if he can draw new conclusions from them and not seem thrown off balance. Thus, Frank is at the same time very honest, very manipulative and very naïve (a combination that seems to highly annoy Gardena).

			But K.’s honesty can also be doubted (for example, where he comes from, was he truly married, as he does not hesitate to get engaged to Frieda as soon as he arrives at the village?). Maybe he isn’t entirely honest with himself either because it is as necessary for him to be convinced of the truth of his thoughts as to recognize his failings and to progress. 

			The name chosen by the author to designate this character is also telling. By naming him with a letter, he already undermines his identity, while he is trying to find

			Frieda

			
			
			
					According to Pepi, she is manipulative and wanted to trigger a scandal by getting together with K. then leaving him at the right moment, so that people would remember what it is like to be Klamm’s mistress;

					According to K., she left simply because he neglected her and because he could not change his ways;

					According to Frieda herself, it is mostly because K. meets with Barnabas that she left him;

					In addition to all of this, she certainly felt used by K.

					Pepi describes Frieda as being very secretive, never letting her suffering show in adverse circumstances – maybe because she does not admit this suffering to herself either.

			

			Klamm

			
			
			The assistants

			
			
			Barnabas

			
			
			
					He has not yet received his uniform;

					He does not know whether or not he is truly accepted and if he is, where in the hierarchy he stands;

					He does not know whether the letters he delivers are really from Klamm;

					He does not know whether Klamm works at the castle or in an office.

			

			
			
			Amalia
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