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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) was 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, he had to work in an office during the day. His success was posthumous, as 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 Metamorphosis

			Imprisoned in the body of an insect 

			
					Genre: short story

					Reference edition: Kafka F. (2008) Die Verwandlung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.1

					First edition: 1915

					Themes: transformation, downfall, incomprehension, shame, rejection, humiliation

			

			Written at the end of 1912 and published in 1915, The Metamorphosis is undoubtedly Kafka’s best-known work. This disturbing short story depicts Gregor Samsa, a mundane employee, who suddenly turns into a giant insect. Becoming the object of his relatives’ fear and disgust, he must stay in his room, where his new life slowly develops.

			No explanation is given for this metamorphosis: only its consequences are discussed, with a wealth of detail and an objectivity which are typical of Kafka. Now useless and a parasite in the eyes of his family, the unfortunate Gregor Samsa undergoes a terrible decline marked by shame, dependence and humiliation. 

			

			
				
					1 All quotes taken from this reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			Part 1

			One morning, Gregor Samsa, a sales representative, finds out that he has morphed into an insect overnight. However, he does not seem to worry too much about this unexplainable transformation, but rather about its consequences on his day of work, which, he thinks, he still has to face (he explains his metamorphosis as a hallucination due to his tiredness) and notices with horror that he is late. He has missed the first train.

			His family comes to enquire about his delay and calls for him through the closed door, as he tries with difficulty (he is not yet used to his new body) to get out of his bed. When someone rings the doorbell, he listens and recognizes the voice of the trustee himself, who has also come to see why Gregor has not come to work. Getting angry at the intrusive and tyrannical processes of the firm that employs him, Gregor finally manages to get out of bed. Refusing to let anybody in, he is lectured through the door by the trustee, who uses this opportunity to reproach him for his less than satisfactory sales figures in front of his parents and threatens to fire him.

			Piqued, Gregor panics, attempts to justify himself in an incomprehensible voice and tries to open the door, while on the other side of it, they believe him to be ill. The whole family is fussing about his health: they send a servant and Grete, Gregor’s sister, to fetch a locksmith and a doctor. Finally managing to open the door, Gregor reveals himself to them and his appearance shocks everybody. His mother collapses and becomes hysterical, the trustee flees and his father confines Gregor to his room.

			Part 2

			Gregor, awakened, notices that he has received food. But the fresh provisions now disgust him and, when his sister notices this, she brings him other things, including rotten leftovers which Gregor happily devours. Grete seems to have taken the decision to care for her brother as if he were an ill man, feeding him and cleaning his room, as long he doesn’t show himself to her.

			Gregor is abandoned, nobody, except for his sister, visits him and nobody talks to him because, as he cannot talk, they wrongly conclude that he cannot understand them either. Yet he tries to find out what is happening by listening through the door and hears with shame that his family, deprived of his financial support, is preparing for hard times. Mr. Samsa, without his son’s knowledge, has kept some savings and investments from the time of the unfruitful creation of his business. However, to survive, they decide that Mr. and Mrs. Samsa and Grete will have to find employment.

			Noticing that Gregor, who leaves a trail of stains, likes to wander on the walls and the ceiling, Grete decides to completely empty his room (except for the couch under which he hides when she comes in the room) to make matters simpler. She asks for her mother’s help, who, during the moving of the furniture, shares the doubts that the now bare walls inspire in her. Yet Grete does not let this sway her. As for Gregor, moved by his mother’s words, he changes his mind and refuses to be dehumanized. He leaps from below the couch and, clinging to his precious portrait of a lady in a fur coat, for the first time confused and aggressive, he feels ready to jump towards his sister’s face if she tries to unhook it.

			When she sees him, his mother falls unconscious. Grete goes to fetch smelling salts, followed by Gregor, who, ashamed, wants to help her. She gets frightened when she notices his presence and flees after locking him up in the dining room. Soon, Mr. Samsa, arrived home from work, starts punishing Gregor by throwing apples at him: one of them seriously wounds him by getting stuck in his abdomen. Gregor has just enough time to see his mother leaping to his father’s side and begging him to spare their son, before losing consciousness.

			Part 3

			The situation of the Samsa family life has largely deteriorated: the servants have been dismissed and replaced by an old cleaning lady, a strong character who does not fear Gregor (whom she calls “a dung beetle”); the father, mother and daughter work hard, are exhausted and desperate. As for Gregor, handicapped by his wound, he is the ashamed witness of the family’s downfall and barely sleeps or eats, is lost in his memories, allows himself be covered in dirt and adopts childish behaviour, for example by taking pleasure in chewing bits of food before spitting them out onto the floor.

			One room in the house is let out to three despotic men obsessed with cleanliness; from then on, all the cumbersome and useless objects are thrown into Gregor’s room, which is quickly turned into a storeroom. One night, after dinner, the three men ask Mr. Samsa if Grete could play something for them on the violin and she does so.

			Gregor, transported by the music, believes that he glimpses a possibility of redemption in the sound and in his sister’s beauty. Seized by confused, almost incestuous thoughts, he crawls out of his room to get closer to Grete. The men see him; Mr Samsa tries to push him back to his room to spare them this vision, but they decide to leave the house without paying and even open a case to obtain compensation. In the meantime, they go back to their room.

			Grete strikes the table and states that she has had enough, that the family has suffered enough and that it is absolutely necessary to get rid of Gregor. Mrs. Samsa has an asthma attack as a result and Mr. Samsa, resigned, agrees. Gregor also agrees with his sister and crawls back to his room where, overcome by the weakness of his lengthy fast, he can no longer move. He quietly lets himself die during the night.

			In the morning, the family briefly mourns in front of his body, and then decides to think about something else. A new life begins for them: they coldly send back the three men, they discuss their intention to also dismiss the cleaning lady and to move out. Finally, the three of them write a letter of excuse to their respective employers, granting themselves a quiet day in the countryside. 

		


		
			Character study

			It is interesting to notice that in this story, we do not so much witness Gregor’s metamorphosis into an insect (it has already happened when the story begins), as we do that of Gregor’s family (especially the father and the sister), which seems to emancipate itself when Gregor is dying.

			Gregor Samsa

			A sales representative whose salary is the family’s only income, he is the stereotypical exemplary son. A bachelor, full of good intentions, but quite stubborn, with a strong sense of hierarchy and authority, he is a very dependent person, both on his work and his family. Stuck between these two institutions, his role in his eyes is both:

			
					A source of pride (being able to offer his family a comfortable life in a nice house);

					A source of frustration, because his work is singularly tiresome, and there are many prejudices against sales representatives.

			

			It is also a role which Gregor strongly idealizes and he regrets that his family did not continue showing him the same gratitude as in the beginning, ultimately taking his position for granted (“They took the money with thanks, and he happily surrendered it, but the special warmth was no longer present”, Part 2). On the other hand, he has also replaced his father as head of the family, in a seemingly natural way, apparently having enough power to impose his decision to send his sister to the music academy, despite his parents’ contrary opinion (and the unjustified costs).

			Displaying a rather unhealthy sort of optimism, his tendency to ignore or minimize his misfortunes (for example, he initially considers the metamorphosis to be a brief spell of unease, which is sure to quickly pass) often leads him to think in

			
			Mr. Samsa

			
			
			
			Grete Samsa

			
			
			
			Mrs. Samsa
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