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U F which the world Kafka had
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which reflects the latest
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readers in with a nearly cinematic power,
zooming in for extreme close-ups of Kafka’s
personal life, then pulling back for
panoramic shots of a wider world scarred by
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In these years, Kafka was spared military
service at the front, yet his work as a civil
servant brought him into chilling proximity
with its grim realities. He was witness
to unspeakable misery, lost the financial
security he had been counting on to lead
the life of a writer, and remained captive
for years in his hometown of Prague.

The outbreak of tuberculosis and the
collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire
constituted a double shock for Kafka,

and made him agonizingly aware of his
increasing rootlessness. He began to pose
broader existential questions, and his
writing grew terser and more reflective,
from the parable-like Country Doctor
stories and A Hunger Artist to The Castle.

A door seemed to open in the form
of a passionate relationship with the
Czech journalist Milena Jesenska. But
the romance was unfulfilled and Kafka,
an incurably ill German Jew with a Czech
passport, continued to suffer. However,
his predicament only sharpened his
perceptiveness, and the final period of
hislife became the years of insight.
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PROLOGUE

The Ants of Prague

IN THE GEOGRAPHICAL HEART OF THE EUROPEAN CONTINENT LIES
a forested region, far from the oceans and seas, with an unwelcoming
climate and no natural resources to speak of. Repeatedly devastated
by wars and epidemics, and fragmented over the centuries into politi-
cally insignificant parcels of land, it is a poor, empty center.

Rarely, and for only brief periods of time, the force field of power
extended beyond its own borders. Decisions had always been handed
down from elsewhere regarding the resources of the world, as had
new, more efficient forms of economy and political rule. Even so, the
residents of this region were able within a few generations to attain a
level of wealth that was well above average for the scale of the world
economy. At the threshold of the twentieth century, after a phase of
hectic industrialization, the German Reich and Austria-Hungary
were prosperous states with oversized armies, which trumpeted their
newfound self-confidence. It took these parvenus a long time to real-
ize that such a rapid upsurge would upset the global balance and exact
a political price.

Suddenly they were encircled and threatened by covetous and
malevolent neighbors. The leaders in Germany and Austria took too
long to recognize that the older, most established Great Powers were
using their edge in diplomatic skill and had no intention of stand-
ing aside in silence. They had likely already reached an agreement to



occupy and exploit the emergent center together—and the evidence
to justify this suspicion kept mounting. In the East, Russia, a volatile
colossus, prepared to send millions upon millions of slaves into a war
of conquest. In the West, an envious France and British profiteers
extolled the virtues of civilization while looking out for their bottom
lines. And in the South, an opportunistic Italy, an ambitious satellite
state, which despite its repeated promises to form alliances would
clearly side with the majority. The circle was virtually closed; it was a
strangulation that August 1, 1914, finally brought to a halt. That is how
it was reported in the press, anyway. Within days, all those in the cen-
ter wrapped their minds around a new, interesting-sounding notion:
world war.

Dr. Kafka, a thirty-two-year-old unmarried Jewish official at the
Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute in Prague, had yet to set eyes on
the war a year later. A tall, slender, lanky man, who despite his youth-
ful appearance was plagued by nervousness, headaches, and insomnia
but was deemed fit for military service; back in June 1915, his fitness
had been certified after a brief physical. But the insurance institute—
most likely his superiors, Pfohl and Marschner, who werekindly dis-
posed toward him—claimed that he had indispensable legal expertise,
and the military authorities granted their petition. Kafka’s name was
entered onto the muster roll of some auxiliary unit pro forma, but
with a stipulation that the man in question was “excused indefinitely.”

Not long before, when the war was still young, yet the patriotic fer-
vor had already faded, Dr. Kafka took a brief trip to Hungary and the
supply center of the Carpathian front. There were officers in German
uniforms, field chaplains, Red Cross nurses, hospital trains, can-
nons ready for shipment in accordance with regulations, and, above
all, refugees—whole columns of ragged refugees from Poland and
Galicia who had just escaped from the advancing Russians and were
now streaming toward the visitor. He observed the preparations for
events of enormous proportion that loomed ahead, and he saw where
they would lead. But what about the essence, the great battle, the great
liberation? The movies and newsreels tilted their coverage away from
the wretched, mundane details.



Kafka was not alone with his doubts. People back home learned
from newspapers and a limited number of silent and unrevealing
newsreel images about the exciting, adventurous dynamic of the war,
the use of the latest technology, the camaraderie, and the impressive
ability of the troops to hold their ground. In their own everyday lives,
civilians experienced a scarcity of food—and what little could be had
was of poor quality—and a lack of heat in their homes. Therewas also
rampant inflation, censorship, harassment from the authorities, and
militarizationyet neglect of the public space. The press called this area
the “home front,” but the lie of this concept was all too apparent, and
no one took it seriously. Only those on the actual front experienced
anything, while people back home were condemned to passive endur-
ance, the origin and meaning of which they had to infer from over-
blown military progress reports. The yawning abyss between these
reports and the situation at home made for a potentially perilous
discontent.

Presentation was one of the modern and still-unfamiliar pressing
issues facing politicians as the war dragged on: if it could not be won
soon, it would have to be “sold” more effectively. It was thus a wel-
come, if somewhat obvious and propagandistic, idea to give the civil-
ian population a taste of the real war, so as to bring them into close
fellowship with the troops. The idea was to replicate the war at home,
but notin the form of those unspeakable exhibits of weapons and flags
that mummified the battles of the nineteenth century and put histori-
cal showpieces on a par with antiquated natural history collections.
Instead, urban dwellers—even with their dulled senses—would be
offered something they could ponder and tell stories about for a long
time to come.

Justafter the onset of the war, seized weaponswere paraded through
the cities in triumph, and the much-vaunted Leipzig International
Trade Fair for Books and Graphic Arts (which Dr. Kafka, who was
interested in literature, had of course already seen) opened its own
war division featuring a cheap thrill that was gratefully embraced by
the public: four wax enemy soldiers brandishing weapons and staring
down visitors. Back in the fall of 1914, no one had come up with the
idea that people could actually reenact the war instead of remaining
mere spectators from afar. War was pictured as an extensive, explosive,



and expansive movement incapable of replication. It was only when
the war got bogged down that the key role of the trenches—long pre-
dicted by military experts—opened up the possibility of actually play-
ingatwar. Burrowingin the earth could be done anywhere, so why not
at Reichskanzlerplatz in the west end of Berlin? In the summer of 1915,
the inquisitive got a chance to climb into a dry, clean-swept, wood-
paneled “model trench.”

It is difficult to understand todaywhy these archaic-looking, purely
defensive trenches were being put on display as though they were tech-
nical wonders, and why they so quickly became all the rage with the
masses and were soon duplicated in other cities. Hiding under the
earth like moles and spending weeks or even months lying in wait for
the opponent was not the virile, gallant battle that people had painted
in glowing colors, and the promised quick victory certainly could not
be achieved with means like these. But the propaganda and the physi-
cality of the presentation gradually persuaded people that they were
part of a grand scheme. They learned about complex meandering or
zigzagging trench systems that were equipped with inhabitable dug-
outs, listening-post passageways, telephones, wire obstacles, and steps
to repel future assaults. All of that could be experienced up close or
viewed on newsreels. High-society ladies decked out in fashionable
hats and floor-length gowns and escorted by uniformed gentlemen
could be seen climbing down into the trench to gain some impression
of the war.

Naturally people wanted to see something like that in Prague, as
well, and an unused area accessible by public transportation was
quickly identified: the long and narrow Kaiserinsel, which divided the
river for miles in the north of the city and the tip of which was located
across from Stromovka Park, a spacious park noted for its trees and
flowers. In the summer, this was the recreational area for the people
of Prague who could not afford country retreats of their own, and it
was easy to seewhy adding a trench replica to the outdoor cafés, play-
grounds, and sunbathing lawns would offer a most welcome new form
of entertainment.

The project was a spectacular success. Although it began to pour just
after the trench’s opening ceremonies, and the sun did not peek out for
weeks to come, the Number 3 streetcar could barely accommodate the



crush of visitors. On September 28 alone—the Bohemian legal holiday
of St. Wenceslas Day—ten thousand people crowded through the turn-
stiles of the model trench, while beer barrels rolled next door and the
Imperial Infantry Regiment No. 51 Band braved the squalls of rain to
perform for the crowds. This was no longer a supplement to Stro-
movka Park; this was a fairground in its own right. And the nicest part
was that one could enjoy oneself here with a clear conscience; the ad-
mission fee went to benefit “our wounded warriors.” Even the Prague
suffragan bishop donated fifty kronen to support the show.

The Prager Tagblatt assured its readers that “neither wind nor in-
clement weather could cause the least damage to any part of the
grounds,” but this claim did not hold up. Pelting rain made the Vltava
River rise so rapidly that itinundated the island, and with it the trench
that had been so painstakingly constructed. It took weeks to clear
out the mud and debris. But eventually, in early November, came the
proud announcement that the people of Prague would be offered an
improved version: in addition to the newly reinforced trench there
was a covered refreshment area featuring Pilsener beer and sausages,
and military marcheswould be played every Sunday.

Kafka may not have been musically inclined, but he was curious. He
almost missed out on this sensation because he was dog-tired, his tem-
ples were pounding, and he had no desire to stand in line dodging
dripping umbrellas and whining children. A film of the opening cere-
mony had already been shown in Prague, picture postcards were sell-
ing briskly, and every elementary school child was talking about the
trench. There was no need for him to subject himself to all this bother
to keep informed. But maybe now was just the right time to take a
closer look. A good deal was now being said about the war once again,
reports of victory had come to dominate the headlines day after day
following a long silence, and for the first time in months, discussions
atthe office and onthe street began to focus on howthingswould pro-
ceed when it was all over.

Kafka, who in his civil service capacity sidestepped political discus-
sions whenever he could, got caught up in an unaccustomed, almost
disturbing state of excitement. Of course, he had plans. He wanted
to get away from Prague, and longed for the Western urbanity he had
come toknow in Paris and Berlin, which made the old Prague, his home-



town, seem suffocatingly provincial. His parents, sisters, and friends
knew of his longing—although he rarely spoke of it—but no one took
it very seriously. It was a pipe dream that failed to mask the increas-
ingly wretched daily reality and pervasive sense of dread. Kafka had
two brothers-in-law at the front. If they eventually came home alive,
he might be able to think about Berlin.

But it was the state itself that was now highlighting the question of
the future. The Austro-Hungarian monarchy offered its populace a
wager: if you bet on victory and won, you would get 52 percent annual
interest and a subsequent return of principal; if you lost, you would
lose it all. Of course, it would have been unseemly to make explicit
mention of a wager and the possibility of a military defeat; that topic
that was taboo even for the technocrats of the war. The wager took the
form of “war bonds.” The purchaser lent the state money so that the
state could continue the war and make a big haul, and a certain per-
centage of this net profit would be distributed among the millions of
creditors. Everyone would emerge from the war a winner. From this
perspective, the transaction seemed far more appealing. And since
no one could imagine that there might not be a bond issuer left when
the bonds matured, two rounds of donations had already poured in.
The success of the most recent issue, the “3rd Austro-Hungarian war
bond,” wound up surpassing even the most optimistic predictions.
More than five billion kronen were exchanged for scrip adorned with
double eagles, Jugendstil ornaments, official seals, and signatures,
promising the moon and an ironclad guarantee until 1930.

Kafka found the idea of high long-term interest rates enticing as
well, especially when he pondered his plans for Berlin. Hehad no more
doubts about the integrity of the offer than his colleagues at work had;
afterall, even the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute considered it
an act of patriotism to invest a substantial portion of its precious re-
serve funds—sixmillionkronen to date—inwar bonds. Nevertheless,
Kafka hesitated for quite some time, understanding full well the con-
sequences of his decision. In order to make his dream of breaking
away from his profession, his parents, and Prague a reality, he had to
count on the two annual salaries he had now saved up, about six thou-
sand kronen, being available at the crucial moment. Then again, the



interest rate might one day yield the extra income he would need to
feed a family.

Kafka made hisway to the registration office. It was Friday, Novem-
ber 5, 1915; he was running out of time because the next day at noon
the counter would close and his chance to invest would slip away. He
had just read in the Prager Tagblatt,“Everyone should ponder the ques-
tion of what assets have ever achieved such a high yield. Use the final
remaining hours to complete the purchasing formalities.” That
sounded reasonable, but how much should he wager? Kafka stood in
front of the office, turned on his heel and strode home, turned around
again and headed back to the registration office frantically, but he
could not bring himself to enter this time either. Once he was back
home and realized that he had frittered away the afternoon, his only
option was to ask his mother to complete the purchase because he had
to work on Saturday morning and could not run around town. He
instructed her to invest one thousand kronen in his name. No, maybe
that was too cautious—make it two thousand kronen.

On the afternoon of the following day—his savings now in the best
of hands?—Kafka decided he would finally have a look at the trench
on the Kaiserinsel in Prague. Why now? Did he sense a connection?
Did he feel a sense of responsibility because of his financial stake in
the war? His one rather odd remark about this experience provides no
clue: “Sight of the people swarming like ants in front of and inside the trench.”
A hollow in the ground with many living creatures squeezed together
was really all that could be seen.

Kafka joined the swarm, then headed back to the city to visit the
family of Oskar Pollak, a childhood friend with whom he had ex-
changed almost intimate letters more than ten years earlier. Pollak
had been a supporter of the war right from the start and, five months
ago, had become a casualty at the Isonzo while serving as an officer
cadet. The time for Kafka to express his condolences was long past,
and today hewoulddo so, on the way home from the trench, nearly too
late, as always.



CHAPTER ONE

Stepping Outside the Self

Strange what a feeling of solitude there is in failure.

—Karel Capek, Povétrofi

Don’t write like that, Felice. You are wrong. There are misunder-
standings between us which I, at any rate, certainly expect to be
cleared up, although not in letters. I have not changed (unfortu-
nately); the balance—of which I represent the fluctuations—has
remained the same, but only the distribution of weight has been
modified a bit; I believe I know more about both of us, and have a
tentative goal. We will discuss it at Whitsun, if we can. Felice, don’t
think that I don’t consider the inhibiting reflections and worries an
almost unbearable and detestable burden, that I wouldn’t love to
shed everything and prefer a straightforward approach, and that I
wouldn’t rather be happy now and at once in a small natural circle,
and above all give happiness. But this isn’t possible, it is a burden I
am forced to bear, I shiver with dissatisfaction, and even if my fail-
ures should stare me in the face, and not only my failures but also
the loss of all hope, and my need to keep turning over all encum-
brances in my mind—]I most likely couldn’t hold back. Inciden-
tally, Felice, why doyouthink—atleastit seems as though youdo at



times—that life together here in Prague might be possible? After
all, you used to have serious doubts about it. What has erased them?
This is something I still don’t know.!

IN1999, CYNTHIA OZICK PUBLISHED AN ESSAY IN THE NEW YORKER
called “The Impossibility of Being Kafka.”? Her title is both baffling
and enlighteningbecause it invokes the familiar portrait of a neurotic,
hypochondriac, fastidious individual who was complex and sensitive
in every regard, who always circled around himself and who made a
problem out of absolutely everything. It is the image that has long
been engraved so deeply in the cultural foundations of the Western
world that Kafka ultimately became the prototype and paradigm of a
self-devouring introspection out of touch with reality.

He himself had smilingly and unhesitatingly endorsed the claim
that it was impossible to be Kafka. “Impossible” was one of Kafka’s
signature adjectives. He invoked it in a surprising array of contexts
and invariably imbued it with hidden layers of meaning, seemingly
unconcerned that it aroused suspicions of notorious exaggeration and
invariably set friends and family against him. He did not accept the dif-
ficulties of life lying down, which would have been the natural thing to
do according to the logic of his own complaints (assuming that these
ought to be taken at face value). Instead, he consistently accomplished
to everyone’s satisfaction things he had just deemed impossible, at
times even of his own accord and without having to be pressured.
He displayed a pragmatic and sometimes even ironic relationship to
the impossible, and anyone who knew him even slightly could eas-
ily conclude that he was bent on making himself more difficult than
he already was. “[Olne must not prostrate oneself before the minor
impossibilities,” Kafka rationalized this contradiction, “or else the
major impossibilities would never come into view.”? That made sense.
But did he meanit?

Even Max Brod, who had known Kafka from their earliest student
days, was ultimately incapable of understanding him on this point.
Countless times he had proved his mettle in listening patiently to
Kafka’s lamentations and enduring his wavering will and the steady
barrage of misgivings that gnawed at him in making even the most
ordinary decisions. Brod’s patience stemmed from his growing aware-
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ness that all the obstacles his friend amassed were not simply hypo-
chondriac delusions; they arose from an overpowering will to perfec-
tion that could not be toned down. Kafka sought perfection, in matters
large and small, and perfection was impossible. Brod could neither dis-
pute nor dismiss outright his friend’s utopian desire as unrealistic or
antagonistic. But to throw a manuscript into the fire because it is not
perfect? To abandon a profession, a journey, a woman because one is
imperfect? That was indefensible, Brod felt, and unreasonable by strict
moral principles. Kafka’s rigidity would ultimately work against him;
it was self-destructive because it rendered even the easiest things
impossible.

But Kafka did live, so it was quite illogical to reduce his friend’s un-
relenting literary, social, and above all erotic problems simply to his
need for perfection. If that were truly the source of all unhappiness,
Brod argued, why didn’t this will to perfection render everything else
impossible—everyday life, work at the office, even eating? “That is
correct,” Kafka replied dryly. “Although striving for perfection is only
a small part of my big Gordian knot, in this instance every part is the
whole and so what you are saying is correct. But this impossibility ac-
tually does exist, this impossibility of eating, etc.; it is just not as bla-
tantly obvious as the impossibility of marriage.”* Yes, that was Kafka.
There was no getting at him. And perhaps Brod recalled while reading
these placid, unhappy lines that he had scarcely read any text by his
friend in which the impossible did not occur.

Her former fiancé had changed, Felice Bauer concluded in the spring
of 1915. The change in her own situation seems to have made her see
the issue more clearly. She was no longer the “childish lady” that she
had once jauntily presented herself as to Kafka, and her usual opti-
mism had eroded under the pressure of family catastrophes. Her be-
loved (and only) brother, who had fled to America after embezzling
funds, did not get in touch very often. Would she ever see him again?
Her father, who had had a weak character but a consoling presence,
had succumbed to a sudden heart attack at the age of fifty-eight, and
the grief Felice and her sisters experienced certainly ran deeper than
their mother’s. Moreover, Felice had forfeited her executive position



at Lindstrom A.G. in Berlin, of which her fiancé had been as proud as
if it were his own. She had given notice because the wedding was
planned for the fall of 1914, and she wanted to begin a new life in
Prague, a life without an office, in accordance with the conventions of
marriage. Now that all her plans had gone up in smoke, she was lucky
to find employment with a new company called Technical Workshop,
a small supplier of precision machinery. This company had no need
of an elegant woman to represent its products at German trade fairs.
Kafka showed little interest in her new job.

His waning curiosity about what was happening in Felice’s life, the
details of which he had pleaded for and inhaled like a drug as recently
as the previous year, was far from the only striking change that she
glumly noted amidst all her other distress. In January they had met in
the border town of Bodenbach, hoping to come to an understanding
and perhaps evenachieve a reconciliation, but Kafkakept his distance,
avoided any physical contact, and asked probing questions that she
could not answer. Their correspondence dragged on intermittently;
sometimes entire weeks would go by without a letter—a mere trickle
compared to the flood of letters that Kafka had churned out after their
first encounter in the fall of 1912. Even so, he claimed not to have
changed, while nearly every line of his letters bespoke the opposite.

In the past, Felice’s mother and her sister Toni had had no com-
punction about reading bits and pieces of his letters in secret, until
therewas alittle family uproar,and the letters were saf ely tucked away.
But this letter—a meta-lament completely incomprehensible to out-
side observers—could lie open; her inquisitive mother would not be
able to puzzle out even the outward status of this wretched relation-
ship. It was as if Kafka were furnishing just the bare outlines of his
emotional state, scattered traces made up of thousands of sighs, in the
expectation that the recipient would flesh out the details on her own.
He had never steered clear of ambiguity and intimation before, but
this letter was the first to be pieced together, sentence by sentence,
from ciphers and ellipses. Its mental shorthand evoked many of their
recurring discussions without offering the recipient a single clue as to
whether she was on the right track in puzzling it out.

Kaftka wrote “There are misunderstandings between us”—but what
were they? “The distribution of weight has been modified a bit”—what

II
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weight, and modified how? “I believe I know more about both of
us”—what did he know? “[A]nd have a tentative goal”—what was it?
All “inhibiting reflections and worries” are “unbearable” and even
“detestable”—what reflections, what worries? “[I]t is a burden I am
forced to bear”—what burden? “I shiver with dissatisfaction”—
dissatisfaction with what? “{Alnd even if my failures should stare me
in the face ... I most likely couldn’t hold back”—from doing what? If
Kafka had numbered his complaints of the previous years and simply
recorded the numbers here, the letter would be less dry and more
comprehensible.

Kafkaappearsnotto have noticed the latent comicaspect of this “dis-
course,” but he was aware that his own increasing gravitation to ane-
mic, overcautious formulations was casting an eerie light on the cor-
respondence. He knew that he was opening himself up to additional
reproaches, but as usual he was mounting a preemptive defense be-
cause he knew what he was doing, although his reflexive alertness, his
overwhelming, neverending, glaring consciousness of self, did not en-
able him to steer the urges to flee that it registered so meticulously, so
his defense of vagueness had to remainjust as vague as everythingelse:

Look here, Felice, the only thing that has happened is that my let-
ters have become less frequent and different. What was the result of
those more frequent and different letters? You know. We must start
afresh. That “we,” however, does not mean you, for you were and
are in the right where you alone were concerned; that “we” refers
rather to me and to our relationship. But for such a fresh start, let-
ters are no good; and if they are necessary—and they are—then
they must be different from the way they were before.

Different, of course. But he does not say what that difference would
be, and the formulaic abbreviations he chooses are hardly conducive
to presenting Felice with a convincing, let alone enticing model of a
future love correspondence. Although she certainly enjoyed and ad-
mired Kafka’s rhetorical skills, she had always sensed that they were
ultimately a highly sophisticated means for him to maintain his si-
lence, and although he kept vehemently contesting and denying the
existence of unspoken obstacles, he provided new cause for suspicion
in the same breath with his evasions, invented images, and quotations



instead of direct speech. It was as though hisletters werecirclingaround
adark center that concealed something inexpressible.

It is quite likely that Felice Bauer, who had herself failed to reveal
quite a bit about her family, pictured these unspoken obstacles in terms
that were too concrete and external: parental objections, financial
woes, aloveaffairin Prague, an ailment he did not want to mention, or
something of that sort. There were certainly hints to this effect, and
Kafka had once even made such a pressing issue out of his fear of im-
potence—he stopped just short of putting a name to it—that she must
have thought that this one issue might be the key to soothing his tor-
mented conscience, and things would fall into place on their own once
they were living together. She was wrong,.

But she was absolutely right to suspect that despite any protesta-
tions on his part, he was withholding something crucial. Kafka had
changed. And we know the exact date this change occurred: July 12,
1914, the day the engagement was dissolved at the Hotel Askanischer
Hof in Berlin, in the presence of Felice’s sister Erna and her close
friend Grete Bloch—a date that Kafka henceforth considered a catas-
trophe. He had been caught unawares at his most sensitive spots, as-
sailed in the core of his psyche, in front of witnesses, no less. He had
probably not experienced an exposure of this magnitude since child-
hood, and he was horrified by the fact that all his defensive instincts
had let him down. Like being slapped in the face in public, this scene
stung him, and he must have played it out in his mind’s eye countless
times. Back then in the hotel, he had not known how to reply, and he
ultimately fell silent—which was certainly awkward but may have
spared him further humiliation, as he now saw it. Far worse was that
he could not get over this experience, neither by reflection nor by self-
recriminations, which now set in almost as a matter of routine. No, he
could not forgive her. For the first time, Kafka must have felt hatred
for Felice Bauer, without being able to put it into words. He could not
tell her this; not this.

However, he could not prevent this hatred from seeping out and
settling in the pores of his texts. Felice Bauer did not yet know The
Trial, and he had good reason to keep this manuscript away from her.
She would have been horrified to see the cold portrayals of herself and
of Grete Bloch. All she got from him was a series of self-justifications.
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He had heard things in the Askanischer Hof, he wrote to her, “that
ought to have been almost impossible for one person to say to an-
other,” “childishly nasty words,” and nearly two years later, in the
spring of 1916, Kafka could not help reminding Felice one last time of
that disastrous tribunal and relegating it once and for all to the realm
of evil: “Basically, the same primitive accusations are always being lev-
eled against me. The highest representative of this form of accusation,
which comes right from my father, is of course my father.”

She was wellaware that Kafka was bristling, but she could not coax
a satisfactory explanation out of him. His stated mistrust of letters—
which was paradoxical because who has ever relied more heavily on
letters?—was an outgrowth of his profound and fundamental skepti-
cism about the efficacy of language, and this skepticism had been con-
firmed and intensified by the incident in the Askanischer Hof. Kafka
simply no longer believed that something essential or true could be
conveyed or clarified by means of explanatory statements if it was not
seen, felt, or recognized. This applied to his literary texts—which he
consistently refused to elucidate—but even more so to human rela-
tionships, which, according to his now-unshakable conviction, lived
not from words but from gestures. Maybe it would have been best if
Kafka had not bothered to send his ex-fiancée that faded letter wallow-
ing in sober laments and decided instead to tear a page out of his diary
and send it to Berlin. He had probably penned these remarks the same
day, and they revealed the core of his unhappiness in surprisingly sim-
ple language, devoid of any metaphorical extravagance:

Reflection on other people’s relationship to me. Insignificant as I
may be, there is no one here who understands me in my entirety. To
have someone with such understanding, a wife perhaps, would
mean to have support from every side, to have God.

Ottla understands some things,evena great many; Max [Brod],
Felix [Weltsch), some things; others, such as E. [?], understand only
individual details, but with appalling intensity; F. [Felice Bauer]
may understand nothing at all, which, because of our undeniable
inner relationship, places her in avery special position. Sometimes
I thought she understood me without realizing it; for instance, the
time she waited for me at the subway station; I had been longing



forherunbearably, and in my passion to reach her as quicklyas pos-
sible almost ran past her, thinking she would be upstairs, and she
took me quietly by the hand.®

She may not have understood a word. It was so hard for Kafka to
commit this thought to paper that at first he left out the all-important
“nothing” and had to insert it later, as though hesitating to sign a dev-
astating indictment. If he were not altogether mistaken, more than
350 letters had been written to no avail, and the woman who once was
to enter the innermost sphere of human intimacywith himwas in real-
ity no closer than his own family, whose closeness was gradually com-
ing apart while he was still lingering as a rigid observer. That his par-
ents understood nothing—nothing whatsoever—he had confirmed at
least to his mother in so many words; it was so obvious and irrefutable
that he had to express his mortification. Theveryidea of continuing to
hope for understanding from them struck him as so misguided that
he did not even include his parents on his social balance sheet. Yet he
had an “undeniable inner relationship” even with them, despite their
dismaying lack of understanding. Kafka could not help wondering
whether Felice Bauer had a “special position” in his life after all.

It is one of the odd, unfortunate coincidencesthat characterized Kaf-
ka’slife as awhole that the two catastrophes that thwarted any remain-
ing hope of a new beginning, both mentally and materially, befell him
at virtually the same time: the “public” tribunal in the Askanischer
Hof, and—a mere three weeks later—the beginning of World War L.
“Germany declared war on Russia—Swimming in the afternoon,”
Kafka noted. The unintentional humor of this diary entry—which has
resulted in an overabundance of quoting—does seem to indicate that
Kafka was still far too preoccupied with the debacle in Berlin to take
note of the more extensive catastrophe. It has led many readers to con-
clude that Kafka’s constitution was far more powerful than anything
that came at him from without, that his development adhered exclu-
sively to a psychological rhythm deep within him, and that conse-
quently neither his life nor his work would have taken an essentially
different course if he had been spared the suffering of that war.
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This extremely enticing and clearly comforting image of the soul of
thegeniusasarock amidst achaotic and brutalworld is, unfortunately,
a mere fantasy, which Kafka interpreters are all too happy to share
with Kafka readers. The humanities, which tend to disdain biographi-
cal readings, became the arbiters of Kafka’s work and thus the stew-
ards of his fame. Even the most astute methodological humanities
scholar is secretly pleased to establish that the life and work of a classic
European author form an “intellectual unity” subject to autonomous
laws—and “intellectual autonomy” is the loftiest title of nobility that
can be bestowed here. If this author himself indicates that the world
of “hard” facts does not interest him or at least fails to sway him, the
temptation becomes overwhelming to accept this as true and to iden-
tify social, political, and economic circumstances as no more than
background material, as props on the stage of a singular conscious-
ness, particularly when these props go up in flames while the author,
seemingly unaffected, remains rooted to his manuscript pages.

Actual life adheres to a different logic. It forces decisions that can
run counter not only to emotional needs but to an individual’s entire
mental makeup, and Kafka’s situation in July 1914 offers what may well
be one of the most stunning examples of this type of decision making
inliterary history. He had expended all his willpower on not succumb-
ing to depression, and he was even able to derive productive and “au-
tonomous” benefits from the separation from Felice Bauer. Now he
was determined—and never in his life had he been so determined—
not to repair the partly collapsed structure but instead to tear it down
and rebuild it from the ground up: give notice at the Workers’ Acci-
dent Insurance Institute, leave his parents’ apartment, move to Berlin,
write full-time. Every literary fortune and erotic misfortune that
had befallen him virtually required this decision. The plan was finally
crafted, committed to writing, and divulged to his parents in the form
of a long letter. Then came the world war.

We have to keep in mind, and Kafka needed only a few days to real-
ize this himself, that the termination of his engagement and the onset
of war—private and public misfortune—not only coincided chrono-
logically but dug into the same wound. Both were catastrophes that
severed precious human ties and left him solitary in a moment of hope;
these were catastrophes of loneliness. Kafka soon transformed his



desperate longing for intimacy and the touch of a beloved and under-
standing person into the image of an isolated accused man who—
tormented by his trial, in irrepressible lust, “like a thirsty animal”—
kisses the face of a woman who is indifferent to him. This longing
now existed in an empty echo chamber. “Complete solitude,” he
noted. “No longed-for wife to open the door.” And he added a “terrible
saying,” one that Felice Bauer may have thrown in his face at the
Askanischer Hof: “Nowyou’ve got what you wanted.””

That was unfair, and Kafka was quite certain that he had never
wanted emptiness like this. But he dared not hope for a revision of
that judgment, and the path to the court of appeal was blocked for the
foreseeable future. The Great War signaled the triumph of an anony-
mous power of disposition that Kafka had known only as a threat and
that affected him within a matter of hours, as it did everyone else. He
had felt caged up in Prague for years, and now he actually was. He de-
spaired of ever being able to communicate in letters things that truly
mattered—the essentials, himself —and that was now completely im-
possible because all letters abroad, even to the German Reich, were
opened and read by censors. When the weekend approached, he had
often toyed with the idea of jumping on a train to Berlin spontane-
ously and without advance notice, but put off the trip while pondering
the what-ifs; now travel plans were canceled and the borders closed for
men who were deemed “fit for military service.” And there was the
telephone: Kafka had hated this jangling presence, which counted out
conversations by the minute; never was there time to take back an
awkward statement or to clear up a misunderstanding. The telephone
had required painstaking caution—but now that it was his last re-
maining way of achieving sensory closeness, the Austro-Hungarian
war ministry decided that letting its own subjects make phone calls
across national borders was too risky, and this connection was severed
as well.

The war separated face from face, voice from voice, skin from skin.
Although that was problematic, this was an era in which mobility was
far from a basic right, and people were used to waiting stoically and
coping with long separations. But beyondthis sphere of physical close-
ness, thewar severed the fabric of all social connections and in a matter
of days destroyed what Kafka had initiated over the course of months
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and years, groping his way beyond the borders ofhis stamping ground
in Prague. His publisher, Kurt Wolff, went to serve at the Belgian front
as an officer. He could no longer look after his authors, and handed
over the business (for what he thought would be a brief period) to an
obliging and energetic publisher who was not especially sensitive to
literary matters—a nonreader. And Robert Musil, who had indicated
a willingness to pave Kafka’s way to Berlin, now had to pack his own
suitcases; three weeks after the war began he was assigned to Linz,
Austria, as a lieutenant, and his contact with Kafka broke off. Ernst
Weiss—the only friend of Kafka’s outside the incestuous group in
Prague on whom Kafka could lean in literary matters—was in the
same spot as Musil; he too had to leave Berlin and head to Linz. Weiss
was a doctor and thus indispensable for keeping the war machinery
going.

Smarting over these dashed hopes, Kafka shied away from his
friends in Prague. He had caught sight of the longed-for fulfillment
of his desires from afar; now that he could not have it, he no longer
enjoyed his daily routines. He felt defiant and totally out of place in a
situation that made nearly everyone resort to crude self-interest. It
was both understandable and inevitable that in the tumult of a world
war, no one had the patience to listen to the grievances of a rejected
suitor or nonwriting writer.

Max Brod and Felix Weltsch were deemed unfit for military service,
so they could count on being spared the worst. The same was true of
the blind writer Oskar Baum, whose contact with the war had been
limited to a patriotic soundscape and looming financial hardships.
But everyone had family or friends who had to “enlist,” and the sud-
den, overwhelming proximity of a mortal danger narrowed the range
of what people thought and felt. Even Kafka’s own mother wrote,
“Naturally, the situation with Franz has taken a back seat.”® Just a few
days earlier she had been tearing her hair out about the canceled mar-
riage and her unhappy son’s plans to leave Prague—and now all of a
sudden she had to comfort her daughters Elli and Valli, whose hus-
bands were risking their necks somewhere in the east.

Kafka suddenly had to hold back even with Ottla, his youngest sis-
ter and confidante. A rival had come upon the scene. Ottla had had a
boyfriend forquite some time now, and although Kafka’s notes do not



mention the disclosure of this secret, it is not difficult to imagine its
highly ambivalent significance for him. Ottla was the first and only one
of the sisters who—without the knowledge of her parents, of course—
had taken up aneroticrelationship of herownaccord, witha man who
was neither German nor Jewish nor, for that matter, well-to-do. He
was a Czech goy, a bank employee whose only asset was his profes-
sional ambition. Undoubtedly this triple proof of Ottla’s resolute in-
dependence stirred Kafka’s pride. He himself had not missed an op-
portunityto foster herwillto independence,whichstarted as rebellion
and grew increasingly purposeful, and now she was the one furnishing
the proof that a free decision, maybe even a true escape, an escape
from the “the herd at home,” was possible.® Kafka’s respect and awe in
light of this accomplishment surely contributed to his desire to seek
afriendly understanding right away with Ottla’s future husband.

But jealousy must have been an issue as well. The poignant day-
dreams of Gregor Samsa, the hapless hero of “The Metamorphosis,”
give us some indication of the difficulty involved in loosening his ex-
clusive bond with Ottla to embrace a socially open relationship more
in line with his sister’s needs. The more that Gregor, who has been de-
graded to a base animal, is pushed out of his social sphere and thrown
back on his creaturely existence, the better his sister looks to him.
What Gregor longs for from her is not really understanding, any more
than a drowning man seeks understanding, or yearns for God. Gregor
wants his life saved by symbiosis. But his sister refuses to go along
with him and crosses over to the enemy—a threat that always loomed
in Kafka’s mind and was his express incentive for writing “The Meta-
morphosis.”° This threat intensified as Ottla’s sphere of action wid-
ened and she devoted herself to social issues outside the family:

[H)er thoughts are not on the shop, but solely on the institute for
the blind, where for the last few weeks, and especially in the past
two weeks, she has had a few good friends and a very best friend.
Heis ayoungbasket maker; one of his eyes is closed, and the other
is hugely swollen. That is her best friend; he is gentle, understand-
ing,and devoted. She visits him on Sundays and holidays and reads
to him, preferably funny things. I must say that this is a somewhat
perilous and poignant pleasure. The blind use their fingers to ex-
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press what others communicate with their eyes. The blind touch
her dress, take hold of her sleeve, stroke her hands, and this big
strong girl, who unfortunately has been led a bit astray by me,
though it was not my fault, calls this her greatest delight. As she

says, she only knows that she wakes up happy when she remembers
the blind.™

That was in the summer of 1914. The tone is that of a concerned
brother who is not entirely comfortable with bucking conventions; he
is clearly mortified. Now, however, after the unexpected appearance
of a serious suitor, Kafka suddenly understood that he was no longer
the one who defined thisgirl’s “proper path.” She had made a decision
without asking him for advice. She had done the right thing. She was
an adult, of course, and it was just a matter of time until her parents
showed up with the old familiar marriagebroker. And yet,when Kafka
rented his own room in the spring of 1915, why did it take weeks for his
sister to finally visit him there, even though it was just a few minutes
away from their parents’ shop? He found that hard to swallow, and he
informed her curtly, “The only thing you can say in response is that I
pay little attention to your things (but there is a particular reason for
that) and that you are in the shop all day long. I admit that that makes
us somewhat even.”'2 His legalistic tone showed how hurt he was.
Kafka was now grouping his beloved sister with all the others who had
left him and were preoccupiedwith their own problems. But it was not
hard to figureoutthat the “particular reason” was a Czech man named
Josef David, who went by “Pepa.” His name could not, of course, be
mentioned in a family in which everyone read everything.

It took months for Kafka to fully grasp that it was in fact not sym-
biosis or exclusivity that would rescue him but understanding, “un-
derstanding for me as a whole.” And he placed his greatest hopes in
Ottlabecause he began to see that she could give back in human devo-
tion what she had to withdraw from him in whispered, regressive in-
timacy. Besides, the experiences that she now had beyond the old fa-
miliar family bonds were the only substratum that maintained those
bonds. Would Kafka have been able to somehow make his unsuspect-
ing sister understand the erotic unhappiness he had experienced in
Weimar, in Riva, and eventually in Berlin? We do not know whether



he tried to, but it seems out of the question that he could have gotten
more than sympathy. Now, however, in the spring of 1915, the young
Ottla also had some insight into longing and the pain of separation.
The man she loved was in uniform and had boarded one of those un-
scheduled trains with an unknowndestination, crowded into a railroad
car with laughing, chattering soldiers telling dirty jokes and smoking
despondently, knowing full well how the soldiers looked when they
returned in the same railroad cars. Ottla had seen all this, and she too
returned transformed.

It is difficult to determine the extent to which Ottla was able to fill
the new and challenging role her brother ascribed to her. The docu-
mentation is scanty. We know about some excursions they made to
the country, the books they read together, and their growing interest
in Zionism and the fate of the eastern European Jewish refugees who
were stranded in Prague. All these shared times and interests shed
light on the new degree of closeness they had achieved. It is striking
that Ottla’s letters to Josef David lack any ironic language or resent-
ment of her difficult brother. That “evil,” ethnologically distanced eye
that Kafka tended to cast on his own family was not in Ottla’s nature,
and the reservoir of patience that she revealed as an adult woman
seemed boundless. Itis highlydoubtful—although this cannot be veri-
fied, of course—that Kafka would have survived the isolation of the
first years of the war emotionally or physically without this last foot-
hold. But Ottla could not offer him more than a foothold, and she
could not anticipate, understand, or avert the fateful psychological dy-
namic that Kafka now set in motion to spare himself further wounds.
No one could.

I seek out a good hiding place and train my eye on the entrance to
my house—this time from the outside—for days and nights on
end. Even if it might be called foolish, it gives me untold pleasure,
and what is more, it soothes me. At these times I feel as though I
am standing not in front of my house but in front of myself while
I am sleeping, and had the good fortune to sleep deeply and at
the same time to be able to keep a close watch over myself. I am
privileged, in a way, to see the ghosts of the night not only in the
helplessness and blind trust of sleep but also to encounter them in
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realitywith the full power of calm judgment that comes with wake-
fulness. And I find, strangely enough, that I am not in as bad a
shape as I have often thought and as I will probably think again
when I go back down into my house.

One of those linguistically straightforward yet deeply cryptic pas-
sages from Kafka’s story “The Burrow,” compelling in its unparalleled
blend of image and logic. Attentive readers typically feel bound to ex-
pand on the paradoxical implications of this scenario. A badger-like
animal goes to extreme lengths to build himself a subterranean laby-
rinthine fortress, but instead of staying there quietly and enjoying the
security he worked so hard to attain, this unfortunate creature goes
out to guard the entrance from the outside. There is a touch of insanity
here. It is like constructing a magnificent mansion, then camping next
toit.

Still, isn’t an idea that makes perfectly good sense and is even some-
what touching just being brought to its logical extreme? The function-
alityof avilla can be experienced only from the inside, but the material
unity of form and function—in other words, its beauty—is left to
someone observing it from the outside. The animal in its cave experi-
ences “security.” But the delight in one’s own achievement of having
wrested from life a maximum of security, that “untold pleasure,” re-
quires the broader view that comes with distance. It is the pleasure in
reflection, in stocktaking, in fathoming what one has accomplished, a
pleasure that is human to the extent that instant gratification, eventhe
realization of one’s wildest dreams, always comes up short.

It got to the point that at times I was seized by the childish desire
never to go back to the burrowat all but rather to settle in here near
the entrance and spend my life watching the entrance and find my
happiness in realizing all the time how the burrowwould keep me
secure if I were inside it.3

This repeated use of the conditional brings the narrator and readers
back to their senses. The price is too high after all, and it would be lit-
eral insanity to jeopardize one’s own survival for nothing but the lux-
ury of being able to observe this very survival as a performance, as well.
And so the animal finally returns to the burrow and thenceforth can



enjoy its functional beauty imaginatively—such as by telling himself
stories about it.

Kafka wrote this text in late 1923, when he could look back on
nearly a decade of his own intense burrowing. It is the diligent and
neverending work on oneself required of anyone who regards security
as the highest priority; it is, in other words, the joy and sorrow of the
defensive, which Kafka depicts with a perceptiveness and vivid preci-
sion that would be just as compelling if we knew nothing about the
autobiographical crux of the story. But this crux can be pinpointed
intime.

The foundation had been laid ages ago, but Kafka began constructing
the walls on October 15, 1914. On that day he received a letter from
Grete Bloch, who evidently felt compelled to explain once again why
shehad to meddle in the hot-and-cold relationship between Kafka and
Felice Bauer. Her interference had resulted in a confrontation and
temporary separation that gradually threatened to become permanent.
Felice was unhappy about it, but her pride was too wounded to reach
out to him. That Kafka was also unhappy was easy to guess, and easy to
verify indirectly by asking the garrulous Max Brod and his wife, Elsa.
This twofold unhappiness was more than Grete Bloch was prepared
to shoulder the responsibility for, so she decided to blunt the force of
her earlier meddling by meddling yet again. “You must hate me,” she
wroteto Kafka, to give him a little signal that he ought to set her mind
at ease. Although she knew a thing or two about him, she could not
divine the rebuffthat would come her way a few days later.

It is a strange coincidence, Fraulein Grete, that I received your let-
ter just today. I won’t say with what it coincided; that concerns only
me and the thoughts that were in my head tonight when I went to
bed at about three o’clock.

Your letter truly surprises me. It doesn’t surprise me that you
write to me. Why shouldn’t you write to me? You say that I hate you,
but that isn’t true. Even if everyone were to hate you, I don’t hate
you, and not merely because I don’t have the right to. You did sit
in judgment over me at the Askanischer Hof —it was awful for you,

23



24

for me, for everyone—but it only looked that way; in reality I was
sitting in your place and have not left it to this day.

You are completely mistaken about F. I am not saying that to
draw details out of you. I can think of no detail—and my imagina-
tion has so often chased back and forth across this ground that I
can trust it—1I say I can think of no detail that could convince me
that you are not mistaken. What you imply is absolutely impossi-
ble; it makes me unhappy to think that for some inexplicable rea-
son F. might be deceiving herself. But thattoo is impossible.

I have always regarded your interest as genuine and unsparing
of yourself. And it was not easy for you to write this last letter.

Thank you kindly forit.

Franz K4

This letter is a series of defensive gestures. My thoughts with which
your letter has coincided are none of your business. Go ahead and write
to me—no one can stop you. The details of Felice’s life with which you
try to draw me in don’t interest me. You are mistaken about my hatred,
but maybe you are hated in Berlin? You are mistaken about Felice, as
well. And you overestimate your capabilities if you think you can pass
judgment on me. I know that it was hard for you to bring yourself to
write to me, but that is of no help to you.

The acknowledgment of genuine interest was the only part likely
to flatter the recipient; Grete Bloch promptly marked this sentence—
and only this one—in red.

This astonishing belligerence, barely tempered by conventional
politeness, was something new and without parallel in the whole of
Kafka’s correspondence. He made little or no effort to rein in his ag-
gression; indeed, he stepped it up with an undertone of condescen-
sion, even of arrogance. Kafka was capitalizing on his superiority, and
he knew it; it was the moral superiority of someone who no longer
needs judgments from others because he has become his own most
merciless judge.!’ But the central message was “Stay away from me.”

Kafka had his reasons for refusing to tolerate these kinds of inter-
ruptions. Every night for the past two months, he had been experienc-



ing a spurt of swift and excessive yet exceedingly controlled writing,
He spent even the precious vacation days he was still entitled to for
1914 at hisdesk, and even if there was no more hope that the eerie state
of emergency in which Prague, Austria, and the whole planet now
found itself would end any time soon, he still wanted to be prepared to
emerge with a major text and thus try once again to escape the drudg-
ery of life as a civil servant. And this major text, The Trial, was rapidly
taking shape.

Just afewhours before Grete Bloch’s letter arrived, Kafka had once
again pondered the resort of suicide, and he had experimented with
drawing up a list of final instructions he would send to Max Brod if
he went through with it—this was the “strange coincidence” that he
was not able to divulge to the woman from Berlin. But this time it
was not despair that drove him to ideas of this kind. “Two weeks of
mainly good work,” he noted in his diary, “full grasp of my situation.”
High self-praise, by his standards, but above all a sign of how bound
up Kafka’s successful writing was with sweeping and realistic self-
knowledge. Although this realization was bitter, even devastating—
“I know I am intended to remain alone,” he continued—breaking
through to this level of clarity brought him a moment of happiness
that he was utterly incapable of distinguishing from the pleasure in lin-
guistic triumph. He certainlywould not have wanted to die, especially
not on this day when he so clearly envisaged the remaining options for
his life.

But this clearsightedness made him acutely aware of his own needi-
ness, of that longing to put an end to the continuous tension and let
g0, if not toward death, then into the arms of a person: “[I]n spite of
everything,” Katka noted after replying to Grete Bloch’s letter, “in
spite of everything, the unending temptation is setting in again. I
playedwiththeletter throughout the evening, and mywork has stalled.”
After writing this harsh response in his diary from memory, almost
verbatim, he added this cryptic postscript:

What has this accomplished? The letter appears unyielding, but
only because I was ashamed, because I considered it irresponsible,
because I was afraid to be compliant, and not because I didn’t want
to comply. That was actually exactly what I wanted. It would be best
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for all of us if she didn’t reply, but she will reply and I will wait for
her reply.16

Vacillation, ambiguity, dogged maneuvering, and a litany of com-
plaints where decisions were needed. Those were the charges that had
cost him the engagement, and he could not dismiss these “primitive
accusations” out of hand, because they were intended as a flexible sys-
tem of defense with which he had hoped to avoid hurtful confronta-
tions without having to shut down altogether. It had not worked, and
Kafka was now determined not to give cause for accusations of this
sort any more.

Kafka’s letter to Grete Bloch s his earliest extant document thatis a
masquerade from beginning to end, an invented role play that facili-
tates free aggression, even a kind of triumph, yet stands in complete
contrast to the significance of the moment. If Kafka’s own emphatic
concept of truth is applied, this letter is a lie, and signals a radical shift
of strategy. Thus far, Kafka had only been playing with the conven-
tional polite gestures of dissociation and had only hinted at preparing
to do battle—not as a threat, but as a plea not to force him to take
emergency measures. Now, however, he was getting serious. He was
no longer defending his own fluid self, but a position, a place, a burrow.
Kafka began to dig in. And he was aware of the significance of this be-
ginning, because he copied the letter like a hefty corporate charter and
kept it in his own files.

Felice Bauer noticed the change, although Kafka denied it for the
time being and conceded only that from now on, his letters would “dif-
ferent from before.” Different in what way? Could something of that
sort be specified, planned, foreseen? Certainly not. But Kafka now
knew what he no longer wanted, and he let go of the dream of symbio-
sis, of a free, unreserved, downright irresponsible opening of his body
and soul, a universal toleration and all-encompassing forgiveness.
Kafka recalled the almost childlike, plaintive cries he had once sent
Felice when she had forgotten about him for a few days during her
business trip. That would not happen again.

Do you recall the letters I wrote you when you were in Frankfurt
about two years ago, perhaps in this very month? Believe me, I’'m



basically close to the point of writing them again right now. They
are lurking at the tip of my pen. But they will not be written.!”

And he held to that. There would be no more undignified laments,
and those ironic, charming, and sometimes witty self-accusations with
which he once had courted her and she had come to associate with him
came to a halt as well. Kafka gritted his teeth, exercised self-control,
made sure to cover his sensitive spots, and even resorted to officialese
when he was hurt: “Your last letter said that a picture was enclosed. It

was not enclosed. This represents a hardship for me.”®

Kafka probably realized only in retrospect that his new self-prescribed
strategy was not gratis and did not always provide the relief he sought.
Living in the trenches made the world seem like a system of trenches
that he could observe in excruciating detail but no longer truly experi-
ence. And camouflage is strenuous work. Kafka had inflicted censor-
ship on himself—grotesquely at the same time that state censorship
also compelled him to exercise caution—and forced himself to per-
form an act of dissimulation and maintain a deliberate silence, and
this wedge between desire and language, this constant vigilance about
striking a safe tone, drained his psychic energy. It is impossible to de-
termine what demanded the greatest sacrifice: worries about the war,
the escalating pressure at the office, or the manic work on a psycho-
logical bulwark and the resultant isolation. The psychosomatic price
was extremely high. Insomnia, heightened sensitivity to noise, and
headaches becamechronic; Kafka endured bouts of pain and migraines
that went on for days and ate him up inside. Even the earplugs he or-
dered from Berlin did not help in the slightest. He had recurrent chest
pains. Kafka’s notes indicate that the phases of depressive emptiness
he had previously experienced only as threatening episodes now re-
curred regularly and with an intensity that was hard to bear. “Incapa-
ble in every regard—completely™; “feeling of unhappiness that almost
tears me apart”; “hollow as a shell on the beach”; “incapable of living
with people, of speaking”; “complete indifference and apathy”; “bleak-
ness, boredom, no, not boredom, just bleakness, senselessness, weak-
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ness.” During a Sunday excursion with Ottla and the Weltsches, he
even felt “as though on a rack”—feigning interest and making small
talk were still unfamiliar customs.?®

But where was the benefit? Wasn’t the pain of the humiliation
Kafka had suffered in the Askanischer Hof easier to bear than this
apathy, this endless chafing at his own armor? That remained to be
seen. At least on the outside, Kafka seemed more poised, and the dis-
tance boosted his resolve. He suggested to Felice Bauer that they
meet again in Bodenbach; she could bring whomever she liked, but
he would prefer that she come alone. And he even reminded her of
an especially sensitive date, the celebration of their engagement a
year earlier, while skirting the words “I” or “you”—as though he were
talking about mutual friends of theirs and as though his own sensitiv-
itywas anesthetized on this very point: “Do tell me where he intended
to carry her off to; it is inconceivable. He simply loved her and was
insatiable. Today he loves her no less, though he may finally have
come to learn that he cannot win her over so simply and easily, even if
she consents.”2°

We do not know whether she commented on it; evidently Kafka
could no longer faze her with his rhetoric. But after Bodenbach she did
not want to travel alone; this time she would bring two girlfriends
along, she answered after some hesitation, and one of them would be
Grete Bloch. Kafka’s heart was probably pounding when he read this
message. A few months earlier he would have come right back with
some suitable way of avoiding the meeting. But now ... no objection,
no show of emotion, either in his notes or in his extant letters. Kafka
really was up to the challenge of traveling to Bohemian Switzerland at
Whitsun in 1915, spending two and a half days in the company of the
women who would function as his “judges,” and visiting sights recom-
mended in the Baedeker travel guide. He could be relatively certain
that the past would not be dredged up—especially not the tribunal in
Berlin,whichnowlayten months in the past—the presence of Felice’s
other girlfriend, a Fraulein Steinitz, precluded intimacy and (Felice had
tactics up her sleeve as well) was likely invited for precisely that reason.
Instead therewas a superficial reconciliation with Grete Bloch. And in
the evening, back in the hotel, the world had moved on a bit anyway;
the past was even a little further in the past: Italy had just declared war



on Austria-Hungary. Perhaps it was all over anyway; what point was
therein holding a grudge?

The price Kafka paid for retaining his composure remained his
secret for the time being, and the fact that one was tense, exhausted,
overworked, and irritable required no special explanation in a time
of war. But Kafka had learned to use the back exit; he was not present.
Having overstepped the mark between self-observation and dissocia-
tion, he stood beside himself, a position that made him distraught and
down-to-earth at the same time. “If I were another person observing
myself and the course of my life,” he had noted in February, “I would
have to say that everything must end in futility, consumed in never-
ending doubt, creative only in self-torment. But as someone who is
involved, I go on hoping.”? Someone who is involved in his own life?
Thevery notion sealed the split. But Kafka went a crucial step further:
He left the burrow, hid nearby, kept watch on the entrance, embraced
the entire entrenchment including the naked creature hiding inside,
and enjoyed the view from an untouchable distance.

Thisradicalized form of self-observation—stepping outside himself—
now sought expression, and Kafka quickly found a suitable linguistic
form. He began to experiment with third-person discourse when de-
scribing himself. This discourse soon joined the arsenal of his literary
stylistic devices. No sooner was Felice Bauer back from her trip than
shereceived the first samples.

DearFelice,yourecently asked me several fanciful questions about
F’sfiancé. I am nowbetterable toanswerthem, for I observed him
on the way home in the train. It was easy todo, because there was so
much crowding that the two of us were sitting literally on one seat.
Well, in my opinion, he is totally wrapped up in her. You should
have seen how he spent the long journey seeking memories of F.
and of her room among the lilacs (he never takes anything of the
kind with him on his travels at any other time). . .. I believe the per-
son in question has greater faith in me thanin F.

Dear Felice, listen, he says he is frightened. He says that he stayed
there too long. That two days were too much. After one day itis easy
to disengage oneself, but a stay of two days creates ties that are
painful to detach. Sleeping under the same roof, eating at the same
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table, experiencing the same daily routine twice over—this might
almost be said to constitute a ceremony following a dictate.

Literally on one seat. The fiancé in question and I. It almost sounded like
an echo from days gone by, when Kaftka parodied his own sufferings
and used them as a means of flirtation. But a few hours after he sent
these postcards, he crept back into the secure burrow and wrote in
his diary: “A great deal of unhappiness since the last entry. Going to
pieces. To go to pieces so senselessly and unnecessarily.”’?2 He could
not think of anything else to write, and closed the notebook. Two or
three pages were still blank. They still are.

Had Felice Bauer gotten distracted or been misled? For a moment,
perhaps. InJuly, sheagreed to spend two days with Kafka, in Karlsbad,
this time without chaperones. His ploy had worked.

Butitdid not turn out well. On Kafka’s thirty-second birthday, she
sangsongs to him as he trudged along beside her, worn down by in-
somnia. The novels she brought him as presents—The Brothers Karam-
azov, Strindberg’s Inferno—did not help either, nor did the promise
she had jotted down on the end paper of Dostoevsky’s novel: “Perhaps
we’ll read it together very soon.” Finally, on the trip home, when they
traveled in the same train until Aussig, she could no longer contain
herself, and it became a “truly vile journey.”?3

But thistime he brought amemoryback to Prague that would offer
some small solace. Felice Bauer had brought her cameraalong to Karls-
bad, as she always did when traveling, and Kafka was allowed to snap
a few shots. They took pictures of the sights and of each other. Since
Kafka was so eager for photographs and never seemed to be satisfied
with the samples she gave him, she had the good sense to suggest that
he develop the film in Prague and choose the shots he wanted copies
of . But when Kafkawent to get the negatives a few days later,hewas in
for a surprise. Felice, a technical expert and amateur photographer,
had inserted all the rolls of film backwards, the light-sensitive side to
the back, the protective paper to the front. All the pictures were blank.
The his-and-her Karlsbad smiles were lost to eternity.



CHAPTER TWO

No Literary Prize for Kafka

Any sacrifice should be made for art—apart from the sacrifice of art itself.

—XKarl Kraus to Herwarth Walden

Reddish brown oilcloth notebook with light blue flyleaves, con-
taining twenty sheets (not attached to the spine except for the last
one), yellowish-white unlined paper with rounded edges; length
24.85 cm, width 19.8-20.0 cm; intwo quires of 2 and 18 (both orig-
inally 20) sheets originally with sewn bindings (2 tacks); red pat-
tern; watermark type 2 a and 3 a; sheets 19" und 20" blank. Sheets
no longer sewn together.!

IT 1S DOUBTFUL WHETHER KAFKA WOULD HAVE INSTANTLY RECOG-
nized the object being described here in minute detail. Heknew man-
uscripts of other writers either as auratic relics behind glass—such as
the immaculate copy of Goethe’s “Mignon’s Song,” which he had
marveled at in Weimar because he thought it was the original—or as
handwritten pages and notebooks marked up with diagonal lines and
corrections in the margins, the kind that lay around on the desks of
Max Brod and Ernst Weiss (not to mention the scraps of paper in the
pockets of Franz Werfel’s trousers and vests). The former descended
straight from Olympus, the latter was day-to-day business.
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No author at the beginning of the twentieth century—Ileast of all
Kafka himself—could have imagined that his written legacy would
soon be measured, photographed, and described as though it were a
set of papyrus rolls from an Egyptian burial chamber, and abstract
interest in the medium and the materiality of the sign was alien to
that generation. Unlike beautifully printed book pages, notepads and
notebooks were considered expendable items,and in keeping with the
times, Kafka tore out pages to keep personal notes separate from liter-
ary ones, filled his notebooks from front to back and back to front at
the same time, switched back and forth between pen and pencil, inter-
spersed shorthandwithlonghand, and added pensive scribbles between
the lines. Nowadays, laser printers make even rough drafts of literary
texts look like polished works, but back then, drafts bore the marks of
the creative process. Brod has no qualms about entering his own word-
ing in red on his friend’s posthumous pages, although he considered
Kafka a literary genius and a leading figure of a new religiosity. Brod
entrusted some of these irreplaceable pages to the postal service, and
even made gifts of manuscript pages.2 Of course, Brod knew that the
“historical-critical edition,” which archives and annotates every ac-
cessible syllable, is the crowning glory of the classic author, and he
was absolutely certain—although the thought made him uneasy—that
scholarly editing would pin down Kafka’s work in an unalterable form.
But it never would have crossed Brod’s mind to focus on the paper
Kafka used. What for? The ultimate version was what mattered. Brod
went to great lengths to tidy up the scene of the crimebefore the philo-
logical investigators showed up.

Half a century later, Kafka’s notebook pages were held up to the
light, and the paper manufacturer’s watermarks were revealed, along
with four-leaf clovers arranged in specific patterns that varied slightly
according to whether the page was “left” or “right,” thus yielding cru-
cial evidence that enabled scholars to reinsert pages where Kafka had
haphazardly removed them, and thus to date texts. Wasany more proof
needed thatliterally everything was significant? Every single detail was
noted: width, height, color, cut, rounded edges—an exhaustive de-
scription foralleternity. Meanwhile, the original, which is nowknown
to scholars as “K Bod Al 10” (“Bod” stands for the Bodleian Library
in Oxford; “10” indicates that this is Kafka’s tenth diary volume), is
slowly but surely falling apart.



It seems highly unlikely that he was consciously aware of the wa-
termarks his steel nib was gliding across, and he never would have
dreamed that one day someone would actually count the words on each
manuscript page, one by one. He would have been amused, and Brod
would have been dumbfounded. The literary scholar Malcolm Pasley
furnished proof that this odd process can be used to date individual
passages in The Trial—a precious expansion of our knowledge of a
novelthat has been canonized throughout the world—although its au-
thor did not even clearly specify the order of the chapters.3 Of course,
there is no denying the comic aspect of crawling inside the author’s
material legacy, but in the end, we revel in the pleasure of the intrigu-
ing solution, the triumphant complex maneuver that triggers a shock
of joy and recognition. Atany rate, we cannot return to a pre-scholarly
view, and we would only be fooling ourselves if we now sought the oft-
cited “untainted” view of Kafka.

The result was an unmitigated disaster. The Trial and The Man Who Dis-
appeared: incomplete and probably incompletable. “Memories of the
Kalda Railway,” “The Village Schoolmaster,” “The Assistant Prosecu-
tor,” the Blumfeld story, and another two or three short pieces: noth-
ing finished, all fallen apart, bits and pieces, fragments, and ruins every
which way. Only the extremely bloody “In the Penal Colony” could be
salvaged and perhaps published after some patching up. Such was the
output of months of dogged effort, the unripe fruits for which Kafka
had sacrificed his sleep, vacation time, any opportunity for rest and
relaxation he had wrested from the headaches, the noise in the rented
rooms, the mounting pressure at the office as a result of the war. Since
Kafka was averse to saying anything about his works in progress, no
onearound him islikely tohavehad a clue about these struggles, and it
was onlywhen philologists trained theirattention on preserving every
little pencil mark that some indication of the extent of this existential
debacle began to emerge.

Now that creative writing has to compete with harder-hitting and
more rapid media, it is not writing itself but the compulsion to write
that is considered an obsolete passion. Kafka’s fame makes it difficult
for us to empathize with his despair in writing. We know that in the
end he did not fail, and we wonder what else he could have hoped for.
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That “in the end,” however, arises from a retrospective overview of his
life as it unfolded against the backdrop of the era. For Kafka himself,
who may have hoped or expected to have several decades ahead of him,
this achievement could not have been a consolation,evenif he had un-
derstood and accepted his own literary standing.

Togaina better sense of how his everyday life meshed with his post-
humous significance, we need to fathom how close Kafka actually
came to his self-imposed goal and what consequences literary success
would have had. The Trial is relatively easy to assess in this regard be-
cause it is obvious that Kafka conceived of the structure of this novel
as a clearly defined circular form. On the first and last pages, the pro-
tagonist is on his own, but between those points, the social radius of
Josef K. is paced off chapter by chapter: the landlady, the fellow ten-
ant, the colleagues, the bosses, the restaurant companions, the uncle,
the mother, the lawyer, the lover—and, of course, the court itself. We
do not know whether Kafka was planning to bring in additional court-
room scenes or shady advisers from the periphery of the court, but
the social relationships of the accused are almost completely fleshed
out; and although there are only hints about the chapter involving his
mother, its overall scheme can be divined. We do not feel as though
we are left with the vague contours of a fragment, and as inscrutable as
the text is, the remaining gaps that Kafka would have had to fill in to
complete the inherent, compelling logic of this work up to the end are
clearly recognizable.

The extratextual barriers to publication had also fallen away; Max
Brod had seen to that. Kafka never had to bow and scrape; he had an
influential publisher. He had not heard from Kurt Wolff for quite some
time, and Wolff was not in his Leipzig office at allfor the time being,
but he would have accepted a completed novel—including this one—
without hesitation. Since production time was quite brief by today’s
standards, The Trial could have been published in the fall, or by the end
of 1915 at the latest. And even if the immediate quantifiable success
failed to materialize, the public’s need to be entertained duringthe war
was stronger than ever, so Kafka would have been assured of highly
prominent backing by writers including Thomas Mann and Robert
Musil, and there would have been no shortage of readings, tributes,
and new acquaintances or even friendships. The images are enticing:



Kafka in conversation with his translators, at the coffeehouse table of
the influential Karl Kraus, at a reception in Samuel Fischer’s villa in
Grunewald. No doubt, a publication of The Trial would have soon
brought Kafkawell beyond his exceedinglylimited milieu and assured
him a good number of contacts (both pleasant and annoying) that
even Brod would have envied.

“[A]ll this fever, which heats my head day and night, comes from a
lack of freedom,” Kafka concluded the following year,* and it doesn’t
take many “would-haves” and “could-haves” to gauge the agonizing
futility he must have felt as he assessed and reassessed the situation.
The war had prevented him from jumping ship at the last minute, and
his own ebbing energy now pushed any remaining options for free-
dom way into the distance. He still knew that failure was neither in-
evitable nor irreversible. But the disparity between all that had been
within easy reach and the current reality of Prague, which was hope-
lessly dominated by his anxieties about the war and by overly long
hours at the office, was nothing short of horrifying. Kafka began to no-
tice unequivocal symptoms of exhaustion back in early January 1915,
and soon thereafter he set aside the manuscript of The Trial, continued
sporadic work on stories he had already begun, and tried out new
things and rejected old ones. April 9 was the last time his diary men-
tioned “good work,” and in May, Kafka even gave up the diary itself
and refused to read aloud to friends. It was like a long final exhalation
followed by a frightful silence. He could not know that this paralysis
would last more than one and a half years. In September, he managed
to start a new diary, but from the very first sentence, he was convinced
that it was “not as necessary as it once was,” and because he saw no
sense in filling the pages with the repetition of old laments, he made
entries only when special events, meetings, or ideas he got from read-
ing compelled him to do so. Otherwise, there was silence for weeks on
end. Toward the end of 1916, when the physiognomy of his city and the
world around him had become distorted beyond recognition, Kafka
finally undertook yet another attempt to justify life by “work.”

It is no wonder that under these circumstances Kafka showed little
initiative to push for publication of even his completed works. That
had not always been the case. He knew that his years of effort must
have seemed like a flash in the pan to his readers, and that the literary
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world regarded him as a minimalistwho lacked the stamina for larger-
scale projects. He had published only two books to date, and even they
looked quite slight: the prose pieces in Meditation amounted to a mere
ninety-nine pages, and The Stoker was only forty-seven pages long. Ev-
erything else was scattered among newspapers and magazines, and
not even the major ones. Even “The Judgment,” the only one of his
stories Kafka did not find fault with and often enjoyed reading aloud,
had been published in an anthology compiled by Brod that did not sell.

Kafka had certainly tried to improve this situation. He had pro-
posed a volume of stories to Kurt Wolff and received an immediate
acceptance. “The Sons” was the working title of a book project that
would present a compilation of Kafka’s creative phase from 1912—
at least the texts he considered presentable: “The Judgment,” “The
Stoker,” “The Metamorphosis.” But he spent too much time dither-
ing with the manuscript of “The Metamorphosis,” and Wolff neither
prodded him nor made any inquiries, and gave no indication—as
Kafka is sure to have expected—that he had any recollection of his
own “binding declaration” in April 1913. Although Brod never failed
to bring up his friend’s name with Wolff, Kafka received nothing but a
fewreviewsand the publisher’s almanac—a paltry show of interest. In
August 1914, when Kafka heard that both Kurt Wolff and his editor
Franz Werfel had gone off to war, and that an astonishing ten of Wolff’s
twelve staff members were now on the battlefield, he stopped counting
onany kind of support from Leipzig. That was just fine with him. If the
publisher—contrary to his usual habits—had now suddenly inquired
into Kafka’s plans and literary projects, the timing would not have
been opportune, because he would have to explain why the novel was
still not moving ahead. Kafka avoided conversations of that kind to
whatever extent possible. And since he had tried in vain already twice
to place “The Metamorphosis™ at least in a journal—the manuscript
had been lying on the desk of René Schickele, the editor of Die weissen
Bldtter, for half a year—he did not want to talk about publications at
all. He was not about to beg and plead.

But suddenly, in mid-October 1915, Brod handed him a letter from
Kurt Wolff Verlag, along with several copies of Die weissen Bldtter hot
off the presses. Evidently Kafka’s address had been misplaced, and
they had to have Brod forward the package to him. The matter was so



pressing that there was no time to call in the publisher personally.
Instead, someone named Meyer had signed this letter. When Kafka
leafed through the magazine, he could hardly believe his eyes: “The
Metamorphosis” had been printed in full, without his having seen the
galleys.

Georg Heinrich Meyer, forty-seven years old, was a good-natured,
somewhat longwinded, but wily businessman with a pleasant-looking
mustache and an avuncular manner. He was considered incapable of
dissimulation and had no troublewinningover people’s confidence—
although his constant display of optimism seemed a little suspect, in
view of the fact that after training to be a bookseller, he had already
failed with two of his own publishing companies and was up to his ears
in debt, all of which was no secret in the publishing business.

Given these circumstances, it was quite surprising that Kurt Wolff
had selected this man to be his managing director and appointed him
his deputy when the war began, especially in light of the fact that
Meyer was not even able to bring in his own contemporary authors
from his failed enterprises. As meticulously produced as his books had
been, his literary program was rather humdrum, and the regional litera-
ture he favored—he had even published a magazine on this subject—
was a grotesque contrast to the avant-garde literature he now had to
promote on behalf of Wolff. On top of that, Meyer’s ex-authors were
producing predominantly patriotic trash, while Wolff was the only
major German publisher who consistently refused to publish pro-war
literature. Apart from a few bibliophile gems on Meyer’s backlist,
there waslittle to interest Wolff, and thelatter was well-advised to con-
tinue insisting on hisown standardsofliterary quality and to reserve the
right to make decisions about what to include on the list, even though
communication, particularly in sending manuscripts back and forth,
was now extraordinarily difficult and did not allow for quick decisions.
Every now and then, Meyer traveled near the Belgian front to keep
Wolff informed, but once the publisher was posted to the Galician war
zone in April 1915, this option was also cut off,and from then on, Meyer
had to attend to the day-to-day operations of the publishing company,
including the “care and feeding” of the authors, virtually alone.
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We can well imagine the looks Franz Werfel, Kurt Pinthus, and
Walter Hasenclever gave one another when thecasuallydressed Meyer
made his debut, yet Wolff’s odd decision would turn out to be the right
one. Meyer, who had spent several years traveling from bookstore to
bookstore for Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, had enormous experience
on the business side, and countless conversations hadgiven hima pre-
cise idea of what impressed retail booksellers and what actually ap-
pealed to a readership whose habits were increasingly shaped by cul-
tural trends and publicity. Evidently this was the know-how that Wolff
had been seeking. And it is doubtful whether his publishing company,
which offered neither war poetry nor collected letters nor the ever-
popular reports from the front, could have survived the first year of the
war economically intact without Meyer’s sound sales ideas. While he
impressed the readers of daily newspapers with extensive advertising—
advertising not only for the publishing company, mind you, but for
individual new books, which was highly unusual at the time—he en-
ticed booksellers with special discounts, which amounted to a viola-
tion of a sacred economic principle of the book publishing industry
and promptly led to complaints about the “American distribution
methods” of Kurt Wolff Verlag,. If you ordered and paid for thirty cop-
ies of Gustav Meyrink’s best seller The Golem, you were sent forty cop-
ies. Any novice could see that based on the cover price, this made for
an incredible s5 percent discount. And Meyer’s poster campaigns on
advertising pillars gave offense because literature was being packaged
for the first time as a pure media event and put on a par with the sensa-
tionalism of movies. The advertising copy, most of which Meyer wrote
himself, even reinforced this sense of dubiousness, banking on rousing
emotional reactions without the slightest connection to the books in
question. The works of the Nobel Prize laureate Rabindranath Tagore
were advertised as “real Christmas books,” and in advertising Carl
Sternheim’s Napoleon, the analytical tale of a master chef, Meyer con-
cocted the slogan “Reading this novella is like eating at the luxurious
Sacher Hotel,” whereupon the author threatened to shoot him dead.?

Anyone who knew the standard accounting in publishing was sure
to realize that such elaborate promotions far exceeded traditional
book budgeting. Whowouldfill the financial gaps Meyer was creating?



Why, the authors, of course, was Meyer’s delightfully simple answer.
Meyer was the first publishing director who dared to make the authors
contribute to the advertising expenditures for their own books, a posi-
tively astonishing ploy at a time when advertising was not considered
nearly as important to a book’s sales success as it is today, and many
publishers had no advertising budgets at all. Meyer devoted himself
passionately to making this sound appealing to his authors. Evidently,
he followed some irate authors right to the train station to convince
them up to the very last second, with remarkable success. Even the
penny-pinching Max Brod agreed to dedicate a quarter of his standard
royalties to finance a series of advertisements for his novel The Redemp-
tion of Tycho Brabe.

Therewas no discussing literary content with Meyer, the notorious
“sales whiz.” He barely glanced at submitted manuscripts, and he even
kept track of book titles according to how he viewed their marketabil-
ity; years later he was still calling Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” “The
Gangster Colony.” He nagged authors to keep plugging away at their
novels—and promised “sensational success” even to Kafka’s novels, of
which he did not know a line—but letters from authors that required
immediate responses went unanswered by the dozens. Meyer could
barely make heads or tails even of Werfel’s poems, which he consid-
ered “the only meaty part of Kurt Wolff’s skimpy meal” in the crisis-
ridden years of 1914-1915, and said as much to the author, who was
also his colleague.® By contrast, Meyer reacted to media events that
swayed readers and thus sales potential with seismographic flair and
an activism that was both inventive and naively reckless.

He acted the same way in the case of Kafka. The decision process
can no longer be reconstructed today, but the fact that René Schickele,
who felt that Kafka’s “Metamorphosis” was too long for his journal
Die weissen Blatter but decided to print it after all, was almost certainly
reacting to Meyer’s intervention.” And Meyer, in turn, now suggested
that Kafka agree to have the story printed as a stand-alone volume in
the series “Der jiingste Tag,” as well, without delay, the very same month,
followed by a new hardcover edition of Meditation. All this activity
after years of silence on the part of the publisher was somewhat dis-
concerting. But Meyer offered a plausible explanation:
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The Fontane Prize for the best modern writerwill soon be awarded.
Aswe have learned in confidence, Sternheim will receive the prize
for three of his stories: “Buskow,” “Napoleon,” and “Schuhlin.”
Butbecause Sternheim isamillionaire,asyou are surelyaware, and
it would not be appropriate to give a millionaire a monetary prize,
Franz Blei, who is in charge of the Fontane Prize this year, told
Sternheim to give the sum of, I believe, eight hundred marks, to
you, the worthiest recipient. Sternheim has read your works and
is, as you can see from the enclosed card, truly inspired by you.

Even though Kafka was somewhat indignant, he had to admit that
this was not bad news. The idea that Meyer had just “learned in confi-
dence” about such an important event was absurd: The prize money
came from funding provided by Erik Schwabach, who was Wolff’s
chief investor; Sternheim and Kafka were Wolff’s authors, and the
critic Franz Blei, who would be presenting the prestigious prize on
behalf of the Association of German Writers, was closely allied with
the publishing company. During the previous year, Meyer himself was
the editor of Die weissen Bldtter and was also regarded as the “discov-
erer” of Sternheim. The whole thing seemed like a marketing ploy,
perhaps even thought up by Meyer. Kafka had already learned that
Meyer was capable of this kind of thing, while Meyer evidently did not
know with whom he was dealing;

Consequently, you can expect the following for “The Metamor-
phosis™: 1) Payment from Die weissen Blatter (I don’t know what ar-
rangements you had with Schickele about that), 2) Payment for Der
jiingste Tag, which may amount to a lump sum of 350 marks fora
small print run—the highest amount ever paid for Der jiingste Tag—
and also 800 marks for the Fontane Prize. So you are quite a lucky
duck!®

Unfortunately, this type of argument was lost on Kafka. Meyer’s as-
surance that it was not his own fault, but Schickele’s and the current
way of the world, that Kafka had not ever seen page proofs for “The
Metamorphosis” did nothing to obscure the fact that Kafka had been
blindsided, and the situationreflected a blatant disregard for authors’
rights. Meyer had no intention of letting up the pressure in his push to



make Kafka successful. While the inquiry to Kafka was still en route,
he sent off the manuscript for the book edition of The Metamorphosis,
and afewdays later—before the author had any time to think it over—
the galleys were complete. This time, though, Kafka had the opportu-
nity to make numerous minor revisions in the text, which he consid-
ered far more important than the amount of the payment. But the
agreement with Wolff that his next book would contain several stories
was, of course, rendered moot because Meyer had taken the matter
into his own hands.

After pondering the situation briefly—and most likely talking it
over with Brod—Kafka was prepared to live with the new situation.
He himself had stated repeatedly that he was “quite eager” for publica-
tion of “The Metamorphosis.” A full three years after he had written
the story, this wish was finally fulfilled, and no one would have under-
stood Kafka’s refusal. Kafka could not refrain from afewironic barbs
at Meyer’s expense, but he also made suggestions for the book design
and was even uncharacteristically assertive about the cover, on which
he absolutely did not wish to see the hapless Gregor Samsa pictured:
“Not that, please not that! ... The insect itself cannot be drawn. It can-
not even be shown from a distance.”? Luckilythis message did not get
buried in Meyer’s huge piles of papers and was passed on to the illus-
trator (Ottomar Starke, a close friend of Sternheim), who respected
Kafka’s wish.

But what about the peculiar way the Fontane Prize was awarded?
The honor went to the famous Carl Sternheim, but the money to the
unknown writer from Prague? Kafka had trouble accepting this.

According to what you have written, and particularly from what
you wrote to Max Brod, it seems that the prize is going to Stern-
heim, but that he would like to give the money to someone else,
possibly to me. As kind as such a gesture certainly is, it does raise
the question of need, not of needregarding the prize and the money,
but need in regard to the money alone. The way I see it, it would not
matter at all whether the recipient might need the money some-
time in the future, rather the decisivefactor should be onlywhether
he needs it at the moment. As important as the prize or a share in
the prize would be for me, I would not want to accept the money
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alone without a share in the prize. My feeling is that I would have
no right to do so, since I do not have that requisite immediate need
for moneyat all.'!

And that was that. Kafka could just imagine the quizzical looks
on the faces of his colleagues and his boss, who had literary interests
himself. They knew the precise monthly earnings of a civil servant in
the “first salary bracket of the third rank,” and would wonder why he
would be accepting publicly offered monetary gifts.

Notthat Kafka would have begrudged the privileged Sternheim the
prize. Even a wealthy writer was not immune to the tribulations of
the war. Sternheim, who was psychologically unstable as it was, had to
give up his cozy home on the outskirts of Brussels for a period of time
(because of his compatriots, the German occupiers; not because of his
Belgian neighbors), and performances of his plays met with resistance
from the Prussian censors. Once he was associated with the Berlin
Aktion circle, Sternheim became a political object of hatred and was
harassed relentlessly by the militaryauthorities. All thiswaswell known
in Prague. Even so, Kafka was annoyed by the casual manner in which
he was informed about his own, secondary share in the prize. Un-
happy or not, why didn’t the donor himself write a friendly note? Why
not at least Franz Blei, who knew Kafka personally and might have
been able to give reasons for this odd process? Was it really the case
that Sternheim had merely been “told” by Blei?

Kafka got no further information from Meyer, whowas indifferent
in matters of style and tried only to dispel his doubts without paying
serious heed to them. Meyer had never encountered an author who
suddenly has the equivalent of half of a lower-level civil servant’s an-
nual salary fall into his lap, yet has to be talked into accepting it. And
what author—apart from the rare writing millionaire—could afford
eccentricity of that sort? Meyer was surely not a bit surprised that
Kafka ultimately agreed to accept the gift and even to thank Sternheim
in writing. Why wouldn’t he? Kafka welcomed recognition but not a
handout, and ever since the humiliations in Berlin, he was bent on de-
fending his self-respect at almost any cost, so he had trouble bringing
himself to write to Sternheim. “It is not very easy,” he complained to
Meyer, “to write to somebody from whom one has not received any



direct word and to thank him without knowing exactly what for.”*?
Forall we know, his fear that his friends would reproach him may have
ultimately tipped the scales. But when the busy Meyer, who was on the
job almost around the clock in the empty offices of Kurt Wolff Verlag,
broke down under the tremendous work pressure four weeks later,
Kafka told himself that he was not at fault.

There was no known response from Carl Sternheim. Since Kafka
had no immediate use for the eight hundred marks that Sternheim
had given him, he invested them in war bonds. It was the only literary
honor Kafka would ever receive, but he could not know that at the
time.

Perhaps the major indication of howlittle Kafka’s contemporaries un-
derstood him is thatnearlyall attempts to encourage him in his work,
to motivate him, or to “praise” him went astray in some strange way.
Certainly, being extolled as a “lucky duck” by the head of a publishing
company, who ought to have had at least a vague idea about the intel-
lectual status of his author, could be chalked up to the usual cruel irony
that kept flaring up in the friction between life and literature, and
Kafka still had enough of a sense of humor to report this special dis-
tinction to his friends. As far as misjudgments and misunderstandings
were concerned, he had experienced far worse—for example, when
the Viennese writer Otto Stoessl thought the volume Meditation was
brimming with “light, yet heartfelt cheerfulness” and “the humor of a
good solid constitution,”*3 whichwas of course intended as high praise
but was so alien to the intention of the texts that Kafka must have en-
tertained serious doubts about his own ability to express himself.
Max Brod, in turn, reached for superlatives. “He is the greatest
writer of our time,” he noted in his diary after Kafka had read him two
chapters of The Trial in April 1915. He was absolutely overwhelmed,
and his oral tributes were no less subdued.'* But Kafka, who certainly
knew how to enjoy the resonance of his texts, did not take pleasure in
these kinds of attributions, which had nothing to do with his own ex-
perience and hence did not even flatter him. He had drawn occasional
parallels between his own situation and that of authorities such as
Grillparzer, Dostoevsky, Kleist, and Flaubert, and had even referred
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to them as his “true blood relations”!>—but not on account of his lit-
erary output. After all, when in the entire history of literature had
there been such a disparity between effort and yield? What great writer
had not produced any novel, play, or classical verse, or come up witha
single idea worth preserving for months on end? Who needed super-
natural peace of mind to come up with one true sentence? The very
comparison was absurd, and even Brod had to realize by now that it
was not just a matter of character flaws, a lack of energy or discipline,
or the anxious concerns of a neurotic perfectionist. No, the inner ma-
terial, the powers of imagination themselves were what kept eluding
Kafka, and thiswas the reason that Brod’s hymns of praise rang hollow.

But Franz Werfel took the cake. Kafka was quite irritated by the fact
that Werfel had been praising “The Metamorphosis” to the skies for
years although he knew it only by hearsay and had never bothered to
look at the manuscript even as an editor at Kurt Wolff. Now that the
story had appeared in print, he finally caught up on his reading, and
wasstunnedatwhathesaw. Henowknewthathehadunderestimated—
indeed, utterly failed to appreciate—Kafka, this slender shadow be-
hind Max Brod. And he just had to tell him as much to make up for
everything. But how do you praise the creator of a text like this one?
Werfel, who tended to indulge in pathos anyway, pulled out all the
stops, and his reaction must have shaken Kafka to the core. It was
amazing that this eternal youth, basking in his own fame and lacking
any insight into human nature, with everything seeming to come his
way, would manage to craft the most absurd, naive, raw, true letter of
praise Kafka ever received in his life:

I cannot begin to tell you how overwhelmed I am, and my sense of
security has been given a beneficial jolt by you, and I feel (thank
God!) quite small.

Dear Kafka,youare so pure, new, independent, and perfect that
one ought to treat you as if you were already dead and immortal.
One doesn’t typically have these kinds of feelings for people who
are still alive.

What you have achieved in your last works has truly never ex-
isted in any literature, namely taking a well-crafted, concrete story
that is almost real and making it into something all-encompassing



and symbolic that speaks to a tragic dimension of mankind. But
I’m not expressing myself very well.

Everybody around you ought to know that and not treat you like
afellow human being,.

I thank you profoundly for the reverence I am honored to have
for you.”16

Already dead. Not for people who aresstill alive. In any case,nota fellow
human being. Kafka had always suspected and feared as much—now he
had it in writing.
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CHAPTER THREE

“Civilian Kavka”: The Work of War

Things baveto be thought through. Not in advance, of course; otherwise

nothing gets done. But afterward.

—Juan Carlos Onetti, La vida breve

MAJOR VICTORY OVER THE RUSSIANS! IT HAD BEEN QUITE SOME
time—nine months—since the awestruck people of Prague had seen
such huge headlines. Back then, the beginning of the Great War had
transformed the front pages of the German and Czech dailies into
placards. The unaccustomed sight of editorial buildings surrounded
by passersby engrossed in the latest “special editions” right in the mid-
dle of the street, and the constant shouts of the paper boys, signaled
that something of enormous importance had occurred. But after that,
the headlines shrank back to their usual size. The arduous daily rou-
tine of war had set in, accompanied by a flood of monotonous, near-
meaningless reports, in which the word “peace” figured less and less
prominently.

It took some doing to use these reports to figure out what was ac-
tually going on. The bits and pieces of information had to be joined
together like pieces of ajigsaw puzzle. Readers had to take careful note
of what the reports did not say, study the big blank spots left by the war-



time censorship, and learn how to translate the prescribed catch-
phrases of the general staff into ordinary language. Only then did the
contours of a catastrophe take shape. Austria-Hungary was about to
lose a world war. The “punitive campaign” against Serbia had ended
in a debacle, and in rural Galicia, Russian troops had taken over and
driven out Austrian infantry regiments and Jewish refugees.

Readers began to realize that there was no sense watching for a
single auspicious headline. They learned to study the fine print: lists
of “fallen soldiers,” in long alphabetical columns, day after day, next to
the names of the survivors who had been promoted or decorated, and
followed by the missing persons’ bulletins posted by members of scat-
tered refugee families. The business section, which most people had
leafed past before, was now required reading, in particular the list of
which groceries could be bought with emergency banknotes, which
could be had for exorbitant prices, and which were simply not avail-
able. One egg: fourteen hellers. One pound of butter: three kronen.
One kilo of beef: five kronen. Produce such as strawberries, peaches,
and cherries were marked with a dash, which meant that they were
available only at the black market.! This was bad news, but at least it
was reliable; no censor dared to intrude here.

Apart from that, readers learned that somewhere a hill had been
“taken,” a section of the front “straightened out,” guns captured, and
several hundred prisoners “detained.” There had not been any hopeful
news for quite some time, aside from military successes achieved by
Germans fighting deep in France, delivering crushing blows to the
armies of the tsar, and repeatedly sinking British cruisers. But those
were events far beyond people’s own realm of experience, and there
was no indication that they even slowed down the overall social de-
cline. Not even the Germans themselves appeared to have reaped the
benefits of their nonstop victories. Theywere distributing ration cards
just like their Austrian allies, and travelers from Berlin reported that
the city was just as dirty and expensive as Prague, Vienna, and Buda-
pest and that there, too, people were getting used to the sight of artifi-
cial limbs and wheelchairs.

The war had become tedious and gray, so the MAJOR VICTORY OVER
THE RUSSIANS! sounded like a wake-up call from afar for the half-
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numb people of Prague. Was it a dream, a rumor, a mistake? Evidently
not. By the next morning, Prague was bedecked with flags.

On that day, May 3, 1915, as Kafka was poring over the title page of the
Prager Tagblatt, down at the bottom, in the shadow of the news of vic-
tory, he came across a second headline that was far less conspicuous
but sure to grab his attention, as he was part of the groupin question:
“Repeat Medical Examinations for Militia Classes 1878-1894.” The
official explanation read that although men born in these years had al-
readybeen examined at the onset of the war, it had since come to light
that the medical “regulatory commissions” had not employed uniform
criteria, and the resulting inequities now required rectification.

Even the most credulous patriot must have seen through that lie.
Since when had the authorities—especially the military authorities—
cared about equity? The simple truth was that of the more than five
million men in Austria-Hungary alone who had been gathered to-
gether and quartered in barracks since August 1914, one quarter was
already out of commission—killed, captured, missing in action, or
wounded and thus no longer fit for the front lines. The state urgently
needed reinforcements, especially with a new calamity on the horizon
that the government tried in vain to conceal from newspaper readers.
Neutral Italy, an ally on paper, had defected, and had been negotiating
for quite some time with the enemies, who promised them an enor-
mous payoff to enter the war.

The current scenario—a war on three fronts that was sure to devas-
tate the Habsburg Empire—represented the worst possible threat
to the Austro-Hungarian army. Top-ranking officers, including Franz
Conrad von Hétzendorf, head of the general staff and one of the most
aggressive supporters of the war, had declared that it was impossible
to stand up to Russia, Serbia, and Italy all at once, and right from the
start they called for political measures to avert this nightmare. No
price would be too high. The Austrian government attempted almost
desperatelyto stay on good terms with Rome, making off ers that were
so generous and acquiescent that they had to be concealed from their
own population. But the price had gone up. The Italian government
kept raising the stakes, no longer demandingjust the Italian-speaking



South Tyrolbutalso the portcity of Trieste,even casting an eyeon Dal-
matia and Albania. And while Vienna was still deliberating whether
giving in to these demands would amount to capitulation, the coun-
teroffers in Paris, London, and St. Petersburg were steadily rising;
militaryrearcoveron land and at sea, coal shipments, and reparations
in cash. Italy just had to choose, and the enemy would pay.

News of these secret negotiations soon reached Vienna, as well, and
by mid-April it was clear that it no longer made sense to try to keep
Italy out of the war with additional concessions. The kaiser now de-
cided to pass as well. It seemed more honorable to let the Italians in-
vade than to continue haggling and doling out before the eyes of the
world gifts that one would have to retrieve later by force.

Italy’s declaration of war on Austria-Hungary was announced on
the afternoon of May 23, 1915, which was Whitsunday. No one was
surprised at this point; the only startling part was that theking of Italy
went to the effort of signing a document that consisted of absolutely
meaningless statements and did not name a single concrete reason for
war—apart from declaring that the time was right to grab whatever
there was to grab.

A few days later, at 8 a.M., Kafka reported to the Schiitzeninsel in
Prague, whose spacious banquet halls were now frequently used for
military purposes, mainly as a meeting place for prospective new en-
listed men. It was a holiday. Bells were chiming, and very few people
were out on the quays. On this island, which normally served as an en-
tertainment spot, Kafka now found himself amidst an excited babble
of voices, primarily in Czech.

We do not know how many hours he spent here, whether he ran
into people he knew, or if he spent the time chatting or reading the
newspaper. And it certainly seems possible that he thought about how
he once, at this very spot, had awaited a sexual initiation. He had
plenty of time to look around at the unreal scene. Hundreds of men sat
and chatted around him; they were brought together not because they
spoke the same language, observed the same religion, or belonged to
the same social class, as was usual in their leisure time, but rather be-
cause of a single, utterly abstract criterion: their “infantry class,” that
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is, their birth year. All were the same age. Today was the day for thirty-
two-year-olds.

Kafka knew what was in store for him, although his previous en-
counters with the military had taken place more than ten years earlier.
Atthat time, the army decided against bringing him in under the “One
Year Volunteer” designation for enlistees with higher education who
could later serve as officers. This decision did not come easily; three
assessments and long deliberations were required to convince the
examining officials that the thin, lanky student was unfit for physical
stress. The procedure had been relatively peaceful and easygoing back
at the beginning of the new century, when even stronger men than
Kafka were able to escape military service with less effort. No one
could have guessed that one day Austria-Hungary would resort to
bringing in the unfit, the nervous, and the emaciated.

Up against the wall, please, get undressed, 5’11, step forward,
stand up straight, feet together. Any ailments? Family history of dis-
ease? Do you need glasses? Now open your mouth, palate normal,
hearing ditto, take a deep breath, arms forward, out to the side, now
crossed behind your back, make a fist, legs apart and bend forward ...
finally the dreaded grab under the testicles ... and the judgment: fit for
armed infantry service for the duration of the war, category A; next,
dalsi, prosim!

Did the number of men really matter? The politicians said it did, and
the high-ranking officers believed this. They took it for granted that
theyneeded a numeric mass of soldiers, a formation of bodies (as they
had learned back in the cadet academy), and they considered it quite
modern and up-to-date to tally up individual psychological traits as
destructive potential. They particularly enjoyed carrying on about
the “character material” of their subordinates. At the same time, they
coyly skirted the issue of whether the sheer accumulation of weapons,
vehicles, and raw materials was what truly counted, and whether
twentieth-century wars might actually be decided not on front lines
but on assembly lines. That kind of thinking went against the atavistic
images of battle they took such pleasure in. Rudimentary codes of
honor still applied right up to the technocratic top brass of the military



hierarchy, who were often taken in by their own propaganda. Even at
the beginning of the world war, there were generals who could not get
used to the idea of killing the enemy from a great distance, that is,
without seeing him.2 Veteran officers were notoriously averse to experi-
ments with weapons in breach of international law, especially with
poison gas. We are soldiers, not pest exterminators.

Of course, there were good reasons to be wary of this warfare tech-
nology, which was troublesome, unreliable, and vulnerable to changes
in the weather. Machinery did not replace manpower; in fact, it re-
quired intensive maintenance and incessant patching and tinkering,
Four thousand trucks sent the Germans off to the west, but two-thirds
of them broke down before reaching the Marne—an entire crew of
mechanics could not prevent that from happening. “Big Bertha,” a
monster of a howitzer with shells that weighed nearly a ton, could be
transported only on tracks that had to be laid expressly for this pur-
pose, close to the front—dangerous heavy laborthat everyone dreaded.
Then there were the very latest inventions, still in their embryonic
stages, which often occasioned more laughter than fear: sneezing pow-
der shells in Flanders, tear gas at the eastern front, pilots who dropped
pointed steel projectiles (“flechettes”)and aimed down with shotguns,
and finally the first “tanks,” unwieldy, twenty-eight-ton dinosaurs that
were easy to capture and even more easily sank into mud or sinkholes.

Still, there had been impressive displays with some new and clearly
superior machinery that could function largely on its own and reduce
the individual to an impotent disposable entity. The new well-cooled
machine guns that could fire up to ten shots per second proved to be
quite a fiendish invention; in the first weeks of the war, they caused
vast numbers of casualties and required radical shifts in thinking. If a
single machine gun nest could fight off hundreds of attackers, it obvi-
ously made no sense to count up the numbers of soldiers and officers
mobilized throughout Europe to establish “superiority.”

Even so, this hefty machine gun was a static defensive weapon, and
soldiers were safe as long as they remained in a trench and did not
spring into action. This was no longer the case with the advent of the
second technological shock, the introduction of the “barrage” in De-
cember 1914. The barrage removed any last vestige of protection for
the individual. There was no way to find refuge—or even to capitulate.
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Barrage meant days and nights of uninterrupted, precisely planned ar-
tillery fire, literally “with guns blazing,” a physical and psychological
violation of the enemy, who was condemned to complete passivity
and who—without sleep, food, or medical orderlies—could do noth-
ing butawaitdeath. All practical military knowledge was now rendered
obsolete, and people saw that it did not take laboratory-produced
“wonder weapons” to wage a “modern” war. The quantitative superi-
ority of the material waswhat counted, and hence the race for national
industries to produce inconceivable amounts of it. A new concept was
born: mechanized warfare.

Thus, the MAJOR VICTORY OVER THE RUSSIANS in the spring of
I9I§ was not, as the public was told, the outcome of bold fighting; it
resulted instead from the implementation of warfare technology that
the Germans had already tried out on the western front and that the
Austrians—under German guidance, de facto even under German
command—were now directing against the Russians, who had pene-
trated deep into Galicia: covertly stockpile artillery ammunition, as-
sess enemy positions from airplanes, then let loose an extremely ac-
curate barrage that transformed not only the enemy’s front line but
its entire trench system into a death zone, absolutely leveling it. The
Russian troops had no choice but to flee every which way, and thus the
Battle of Gorlice-Tarn6éw, an orgy of technical force previously un-
known on the eastern front, actually formed the prelude to a German
and Austriantriumphal procession that “liberated” Galicia,which had
been occupied for months and which ultimately led as far as Warsaw.
There was much cause for celebration in the summer of 1915.

Felice Bauer could hardly believe her eyes. “Why don’tyou realize,” her
former fiancé wrote from Prague, “that it would be my good fortune. ..
to become a soldier, assuming that my health allows, which I am hop-
ing will be the case.” He went on to say, “You ought to wish for me to
be accepted, the way I want it to work out.” This was the same man
who stuffed his ears with wax so as to escape the noise of life, who was
disgusted by unventilated rooms and messy beds, who insisted on his
own menu and who had even claimed that his “physical condition”—
whatever that meant—prevented him from marrying. She was cer-



tainly used to Kafka’s hyperbole and his penchant for far-fetched op-
tions, especially those involving escape: jumping out of the window,
quitting, emigrating. And now it was time to weigh becoming a sol-
dier. But wasn’t that tasteless, and almost frivolous, considering the
hundreds of thousands who experienced the war as a forcibly imposed
ordeal? That he had been spared this so far—evidently she had con-
gratulated him, only to learn that he had long since integrated the war
into his hypochondriac game.

Kafka was dead serious, and it would soon become apparent that
he was now pursuing this project with a tenacity that no one would
have thought possible after the events of the previous year—in partic-
ular after the engagement, which was more tolerated than celebrated—
least of all the woman who had suffered the most from his dithering.
Perhaps she now realized that he could mobilize his energy when he
was convinced of the existential significance of an issue. But why this
issue? No one understood, and when Kafka returned from the Schiit-
zeninsel to his family’s apartment with the joyful news that he was fit
for service, his family did not sharein his pleasure. Of course they were
patriotic, like so many German Jews, but the idea of having to say
good-bye to their only son—with the unspoken yet unavoidable image
of death and the chance they might never see him again—brought
hours of a secret despair even to his father, who normally loved any
kind of fanfare.

But Kafka was not going anywhere quite yet. New obstacles arose,
and the militaryboots he had rushed out to buy remained in the closet.
The Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute turned out not to be as con-
vinced of the social uselessness of Dr. Kafka, as he himself believed,
and would not consider relinquishing one of its most capable and
hardworking officials to the clutches of the military, which had already
created plenty of gaps in its staff. The war effort’s hunger for men in
their prime had made it impossible for the institute to find qualified
substitutes.

On top of this, the institute needed to amend all membership fees
in 1915, which meant reclassifying the “risk categories” of thousands
of businesses, and the past few months had brought a storm of com-
plaints about and appeals of the latest classification notices (many of
which bore Kafka’s signature). Working through these mountains of
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correspondence as rapidly as possible was in the best interest of the
institute, otherwise the businesses in question would have grounds
to suspend their payments. Hence, once the institute received word
that Kafka had passed his medical examination, it felt perfectly justi-
fied in filing a petition to exempt Kafka, its extremely competent civil
servant, from military service, along with the mathematician who did
the preliminary work for Kafka, on the grounds that the two gentle-
men were “indispensable ... forthis task.”That made sense to the mili-
tary command—to an extent. Alois Giitling, Kafka’s colleague (who
was also an amateur writer), was spared for an additional two months,
but Dr. Kafka, who apparently was more the focus of public attention,
was exempted “for an unspecified period”—that is, until such time as
his case was reconsidered.*

Kafka must have expected this exemption, but he could not make
anyone understand the reasons for his disappointment. Even Felice
Bauer was evidently baffled, although she ought to have known him
better than his parents, who were always worried about possible im-
plications for the family. It is easy to imagine why that last meeting in
Karlsbad, just a few days after the decision about Kafka’s immediate
future had been reached, culminated in ill feelings, probablyevenin a
quarrel. He again broughtup fundamental issues invague terms, while
Felice argued in practical terms, which made Kafka’s most recent at-
tempt to break away by joining the army appear irrational, socially
irresponsible, and perhaps even suicidal. And did she think he could
endure a life in uniform? She surely played this trump card, as well.

The counterstrike was not long in coming. Kafka had finally ar-
ranged with Felice to take the vacation together at the Baltic they
had planned the previous year, before the confrontation in the Hotel
Askanischer Hof: their first trip together, a first trial run at living to-
gether, three whole weeks—assuming, of course, that Kafka remained
a civilian in spite of his fervent desire to become a soldier and was
thus somewhat mobile. This condition was now fulfilled, and Kafka
did leave Prague—but alone. In July 1915, just weeks after the medical
examination, the institute’s claim that Kafka was indispensable, and
the meeting in Karlsbad, Felice Bauer unexpectedly received a post-
card from Rumburg, in the northernmost part of Bohemia. Kafka
wrote that he could no longer stand being in the city and barely cared



where he went. His first idea had been Lake Wolfgang in Austria, but
thatwould have meant seventeen hours in the train, so he was now at
the Frankenstein sanatorium outside of Rumburg for just two weeks,
which, he explained, meant that they could still have a week together
in the fall, “in the worst case.” That was scant consolation, but Felice
Bauer quickly came to terms with the situation and told him she would
send a letter with new, more modest travel plans. Kafka told her not to
bother, because this final week now had to be canceled as well. Officials
who were declared indispensable would not get any vacation time at
all—effective immediately.’

And that was that for them in 1915. Another end, another parting,
A full year would pass before they saw each other again, and it seemed
unlikely that the couple would experience any other marvel.

Kafkawroteverylittle about his stay in Rumburg—calling itavacation
would be euphemistic—and he no longer anticipated a freer life closer
to nature, as he had just three years earlier, when he arrived at the leg-
endary “Jungborn.” All he wanted was to be left alone. He had chosen
the “Frankenstein Sanatorium for Physical and Dietetic Treatments,”
just thirty minutes outside of Rumburg in Frankenstein because he
knew it was the best of the few remaining tolerable institutions in Bo-
hemia and because the war made it difficult to impossible to get to any
conceivable distant goal that was pretty, new to him, and reasonably
comfortable. Rumburg became Kafka’stemporary quarters and a veri-
table symbol of his bureaucratically controlled life because the town
was situated in a part of Bohemia that jutted out toward Germany, and
hence his official papers would not allow him to travel any more than a
few hours to the west, north, or east.

He liked the hilly surroundings and the seemingly endless silent
woods; the landscape was mild, soothing, and almost comforting. Even
so, it took Kafka no more than a few days to realize that his escape had
been too hasty and the destination was not especiallywell chosen. The
administrative district of Rumburg was part of his professional juris-
diction, and when Kafka peered down at the industrial town from one
of the many lookout points, he must have thought of the 303 compa-
nies here that had recently had to be reclassified and written to, or the
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sixty-two warnings and eight charges his department had fired off to
Rumburg in the past year, or the mercifully few (seven) grievance pro-
cedures on his desk. He knew these numbers inside out, and they
brought him right back to reality.®

Moreover, this was the least opportune moment to be at the mercy
of his own body and seek out the regression that attracts people to
sanatoriums. Rest cures, special diets, therapeutic baths, and medical
supervision suddenly struck Kafka as an unreal world full of pseudo-
activity that offered not relaxation but banal repetition, “almost an-
other office, in the service of the body,”” and only people who were
truly ill—that is, ill in the eyes of others—could submit to it. But Kafka
wanted no part of it—not now. He was fit for active duty, so what was
he doing in a sanatorium? He had not given up on his plan to enter the
military, which did not recognize or accept invisible ailments. He
knew after just a few daysthat “I will never go to a sanatorium again.”®
He stuck to his resolution as long as he could.

He first approached his boss, Eugen Pfohl, the head of the business
department, on Christmas Eve, 1915. Katka waswell prepared; in the
previous night he had not only worked out all the ifs, ands, and buts,
but had also sworn to himself to speak frankly and not let himself get
derailed.

Kafka laid out his argument with his typical exactitude, but quite
atypical assertiveness, explaining that the state of his nerves would
leave him only the choice between four options. The first was that ev-
erything remain as is, with insomnia, headaches, and heart palpita-
tions, which would eventually “culminate in brain fever, insanity, or
something of the sort” (this something of the sort was the most powerful
threat). The second option—taking another vacation—would not be a
real solution (Rumburg had proved that) and in wartime would be an
impermissible privilege for a duty-bound official. The third option
would be immediate resignation (by this point, Pfohl has to have real-
ized that Katka was being serious), but for family reasons, that op-
tion was out of the question for the time being. The fourth and final
option was military service, which might prove liberating but would
require the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute to release its top



official, Kafka, by promptly withdrawing its “claim” with the military
command.®

This was strong language. The following day, Kafka was still proud
of having openly used the word “resignation” for the first time and
thus “almost setting off an official shock wave in theinstitute”—which
was no exaggeration, because an official truly was far more likely to
go crazy from overwork or to take his own life than to forgo his pen-
sion voluntarily. Kafka had broken a taboo. But it did not help. No
matter what tactic he tried, his boss stood firm because Pfohl was well
acquainted with Kafka’s nervous complaints and vacillations, and he
knew that applying moral pressure would do the trick. He replied he,
too, was seriously ill and in urgent need of a dreadfully expensive one-
week course of treatment with “hematogen” to build up his blood.
Perhaps they could undergo this treatment together? If Kafka left for
anextended period—or did notreturnto his job at all—the department
would be “deserted” and “collapse,” Pfohl explained. So Kafka was
being offered a stay at a sanatorium together with his boss—and there
was not a word about military service. Kafka declined with thanks.

Several months later, he approached the higher-ups with a second
proposal, which was well-conceived and more thoroughly prepared.
According to official sources, “claimants” were not entitled to a vaca-
tion in 1916 unless there were extenuating circumstances, and even
then a leave was granted for no more than a few days. Kafka took this
bad news, which of course had been expected for quite some time by
all concerned, as an occasion towrite a letter to the director, and again
cited his own frayed nerves, but wisely reduced the number of possible
decisions to two in order to forestall additional excuses. Either, Kafka
reasoned, the war would be over by the fall, in which case he would ask
for a long—very long—unpaid vacation, since his ailment was not
organically manifest and thus not subject to verification by the official
medical personnel, or the war would go on, in which case he wanted to
serve in the militaryand requested that the claim be withdrawn.

Three days later, on May 11, 1916, Director Marschner asked his
employee to come to his office for a talk. Quite a while back, the two
had developed a relationship that was not quite friendship but was
trusting, and fostered by their mutual literary interests as well as by
Kafka’s professional sense of responsibility. It was a tacit assumption
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in both the letter and the conversation that the two of them could dis-
cuss personal matters frankly. Appealing to the institute formally to
release one of its best staff members would have been pointless.

Marschner, like Kafka, relied on this license to intimacy. Although
Kafka was fully aware that nothing short of his life was at stake—as he
noted in his diary—he unexpectedly found himself in a situation that
was objectively funny. Marschner was extremely well prepared. He had
clearly consulted with Pfohl and adopted Pfohl’s successful strategy
of ignoring Kafka’s ludicrous plans and instead appealing to his con-
science. He offered him three weeks of vacation time and tried to per-
suade him to take a break immediately, fully aware that this offer was
against the rules, and that Kafka knew as much. Marschner was thus
willing to assume a personal risk to satisfy Kafka’s need for a vacation,
even though, Marschner argued, his own position, which carried far
greater responsibility, was even more likely to make someone ill than
Kafka’s. Did Kafka everhave to work for eleven hours; did he ever have
to worry about losing his job? Marschner had to prevail against “ene-
mies” determined to cut off his “mainspring oflife.” That’s what makes
youill

Kafka wavered. Didn’t this whole thing bear an awful resemblance
tosituations with his father, who, when confronted with justified com-
plaints, just like Pfohl and now again Marschner, clutched at his weak
heart and stifled any opposition with his own tale of woe? And why not
a word about Kafka’s writing? Was it possible that Marschner, who
knew and appreciated Kafka’s literary achievements, considered the
pain of years of silence irrelevant?

Kafkaheld tight to his last shred of resolve. No, threeweeks of vaca-
tion time were not enough, and not what he had been hoping for. He
wanted to become a soldier. Escape the office, come what may, even
without pay, for a half or a full year, even if the director found the idea
laughable. Yes, dear colleague, let us continue this conversation some
othertime.1©

For the first time I see you rising,

Hearsaid, remote, incredible War God.

How thickly our peaceful cornwas intersown
with terrible action, suddenly grown mature!



Small even yesterday, needing nurture, and now

tall as a man: tomorrow

towering beyond man’s reach. Before we know it, he’s there,

the glowing god himself, tearing his crop out of the nation’s roots,
and harvest begins.!?

Admired, controversial, disparaged verses, composed during the
first hours of the world war, yet mere particles of a vast, suffocating
cloud of verbiage arising from the well-educated classes, pouring into
the offices of newspapers, magazines, publishers, and finally the brains
of readers. Thousands of poems @ day, supplemented with letters,
eyewitness accounts, exhortations to hold out, indignation about the
treacherous enemy. A breathtaking, towering, explosive cloud over
the land.

Rainer Maria Rilke, the author of the “Five Songs,” had no need to
fear that his verses would go unheard in the general cacophony. They
were eagerly awaited. Who better than Rilke to give just therightlofty,
ultimate form to the colossal moment in history? The first war alma-
nac, which was published by Insel Verlag, was a worthy place to cele-
brate this event.

But by the time the almanac came out, the author was filled with
remorse. “I have no ‘war songs’ to offer, by any stretch of the imagina-
tion,” he bluntly informed the Berlin publisher Axel Juncker. Of
course, he had to concede that he had already submitted “a couple of
songs ... but they cannot be regarded as war songs, and I would not
like to contemplate the idea of their being used elsewhere.” That was in
October 1914, not even three months after the rising of the glowing
War God.2

Rilke’s short-lived exaltation and the disillusionment that began
to take hold of him after just a few days can be tracked in his corre-
spondence, which conveys a shocking impression of a paradigm shift
in Rilke’s experience and reactions and makes the mood and pulse of
those days almost physically tangible to us today. His lofty rhetoric,
which plays with hollow myths, strikes us as positively delusional and
is comprehensible only as an expression of his speechlessness when
facing appalling new circumstances that demanded new literary forms
and images that Rilke did not have at his disposal.
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Still, he soon realized that the battle cries were not the real problem
of this modern war, and not—as Freud lamented—an overall legiti-
mation of the natural lust for murder, but a hitherto unknown, hood-
winked, suicidal, and yet coldly calculating and calculated collectivity:
“the disturbing part is not the fact of the war, but rather that it is being
used and exploited in a commercialized world that is nothing but
profane.” Rilke was even blunter in placing the blame: “throughout
this war, rash lies spread by the newspapers came up with one new fact
after another; you get the impression that since there has been this
press coverage carried to an extreme, a war cannot stop once it has
started. Those disgraceful papers are always one step ahead of the ac-
tual events.” In other words, the war was anything but the primeval,
intoxicating event Rilke wanted to accompany with his Five Songs.
“Blessed am I, beholding the possessed . .. ,” he had written there. Now
he realized that it was a mere product of ordinary people.!3

Rilke’s notes provide important testimony, particularly because he
not only endured but also reflected on the process of disillusionment,
without leaving out anything. Rilke came out and said whatothers sup-
pressed or flatly denied—such as Stefan Zweig, who adopted the pro-
paganda from day one—but contended he was “secure [in] my world
citizenship.” He stuck to this claim for decades to come.!* Hugo von
Hofmannsthal derived “great pleasure” from buckling on “a polished
saber,’yetwent togreatlengths to avoid serving at the front, and, after
the successful intervention of influentialfriends, complained about the
“horridly agonizing feeling . .. of not being therewith the others.”

Rilke knew almost from the start that he would not be there, and,
moresignificantly, thattheoutcomedid nothinge on him oranyother
individual. He was openly dismayed when he was suddenly declared fit
for military service in November 1915 and had to report for training
afew weeks later at the First Infantry Regiment in Vienna. But luck
was on his side. The Austro-Hungarian monarchy went easy on him;
in January 1916, Rilke wassent to thewar archives, where he was kept
busy filling out index cards and ruling lines on paper.

Kafka’s insistence on joining the military is one of the most baffling
decisions of his life; psychologically motivated empathy will not get us
very far. We would have an easier time understanding an act of des-
peration or a fleeting indifference to his own fate—and Kafka would



not have been the first to seek refuge in barracks. But that was not the
case. His endeavors to serve in the military were well thought out, pur-
poseful, and spirited, and they were repeated for years on end. He was
determined to makeithappen. Evengentle persuasionbyMarschner—
whom Kafka considered an indisputable authority, and who wanted
to shield his deluded subordinate from injury and death, refused even
to discuss Kafka’s wish, and did not even file Kafka’s written request—
did not dissuade him from his plan.

I will stick to the following: I want to join the army, to giveinto a
wish I've suppressed for two years; for a variety of reasons that have
nothing to do with me personally, I should prefer to have a long
leave. But this is probably impossible for concerns that pertain to
both the office and the military.16

He noted this down just a few hours before that all-important talk.
As on so many other occasions, Kafka made a show of weighing his
boss’s arguments carefully without budging an inch. But the counter-
forces were overpowering, and it did not help that he had won the
battle with his own misgivings and given confident expression to his
will. He would get his long vacation, several vacations, in fact—albeit
for reasons he could not imagine at this time—but he would never get
to wear a uniform. In August 1916, he would be assigned to “Austro-
Hungarian IR No. 28” (the Prague infantry regiment that had been
temporarily disbanded in the previous year because of mass deser-
tions), but on the very same day he was deferred from military service,
evidently on the basis of a new petition by the Workers’ Accident In-
surance Institute. Marschner, the managing director, was unyielding,
and thus the game wasrepeated in the following years: On October 23,
1917, hewas suspended from active duty until January 1, on January 2,
1918, an extension was granted until June 30, and then “Civilian
Kavka” (which is how his name appeared on the recruiting sheet) was
permanently relieved of duty.

He did not regard this outcome as good news, or even as a bit of
freedom that had fallen into his lap. He must have known how sharply
his situation contrasted with that of the Austrian literati, who, regard-
less of their patriotic proclivities, were so bent on working in the war
archives, the war press office, the war welfare office, or on some other
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innocuoustypingjobthat this desire soon became the butt of jokes. Of
course, it is hard to picture Kafka engaging in collective Heldenfrisieren
(hero adornment), embellishing glorious military achievements for
the purpose of exploitation by the press. It would have been quite un-
derstandable for one of those numerous writers and journalists whose
connections got them special treatment and now served their kaiser
as copywriters for war documents to ask to be put back on active duty
when moral revulsion got the better of them.!” But Kafka did not
know anyone who could have rescued him from the line of fire and
transferred him to a desk job far from the front. He had shaken hands
with a few influential politicians and military men but had no ongo-
ing contact with them, and it is unlikely that he would have been able
to talk his way out of several months of “basic training” at a barracks,
followed by “transfer” to the Isonzo front. In all likelihood, he owed
the fact that he reached his thirty-fourth birthday alive to Pfohl and
Marschner. Didn’the knowthat?

Even though his diaries and letters reveal little about the reality of
the war, he must have understood its nature right from the start, and
by 1915 he had detailed knowledge about it. Like Rilke, he experienced
disenchantment when he saw the riled-up masses, and he grasped the
fact that the second raucous patriotic rally on Altstiddter Ring just
under his windows was an organized spectacle.'® Then came the eye-
witness reports, the agitated descriptions from his two brothers-in-law
and institute colleagues. There were also reports from Hugo Bergmann,
Otto Brod, and other Zionists in Prague, many of whom had enlisted;
the horrifying and disillusioning experiences of the Jewish refugees
from Galicia back in the fall of 1914; the experiences of the doctor and
writer Ernst Weiss in military hospitals behind the front lines; and
finally the notebooks kept by Egon Erwin Kisch and Werfel, excerpts
of which were read aloud in semipublic circles. Kafka could also find
out from Musil what to expect at the Italian front, especially in moun-
tain warfare, the gruesomeness of which boggled the mind. Musil was
treated at a hospital in Prague in April 1916, and the two got together
at least once during that time.

Even the onlookers crowded around the “model trench” had trou-
ble believing that they were getting a realistic impression of the war,
and Kafka most certainly knew better. He was aware that the Austrian



armywas not just fighting but also spreading epidemics, hounding the
public, and hanging people from lampposts and trees “as a deterrent
to spies”—on mere suspicion. He knew about hunger, frostbite, sleep
deprivation, overcrowded military hospitals, frontline brothels, and
tear-gas grenades, and even if he had stopped up his ears so as not to
hear more, there were far too many witnesses to this horror. They were
in every café; not even the police informers lurking at the next table
(whom the Czech satirist Jaroslav Hasek so enjoyed tricking) could
stop them from talking. It was simply impossible to hear nothing and
remain ignorant, and by 1915 even the censors gave up the attempt to
keep the sensory reality of the war from newspaper readers.'® Kafka’s
brief trip to the Hungarian base, where for the first and only time he
saw a scene completely dominated by the military, was not terra incog-
nita; just a few weeks earlier he had certainly read up in Die weissen
Blatter on how things looked, in the area from Satoralja-Ujhely to the
Carpathian front.?° In addition, there was now a hellish official chan-
nel to the war for Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute staff members
who had remained behind:

Chemical industry: Peoplewithout an arm or foot can be office work-
ers, gatekeepers, or weighers.

Roofers: Maimed or def ormed legs disqualify.

Dyers: Those missing an arm or forearm are rendered unusable.
(Prosthetic footwithsstilt cannot be used.)

Hairdressers, barbers, and wig makers: People whoare missing a little
finger or an eye can still be used, provided that the second one
is completely healthy. Facial disfigurement and the wearing
of eyeglasses constitute an inability to work, because the sight
of wounded or disfigured hairdressers’ assistants drives away
customers.

Laborers: Can be used if missing a foot, an eye, or jaw.

Cardboard cutters: One eye is sufficient. Missing left foot would need
replacementwith a prostheticleg.

Mechanics: Both arms necessary. Precision mechanics can be one-
armed.

Photographers: Retouchers or copyists can be missing the leftarm or
individual fingers as well as an eye.
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Carpenters: Cannot be used if missing an arm, but they can if only a
hand is missing. Missing aneye or the jaw is not an impediment.

Dental technicians: Must have both hands, but can have prosthetic
legs.?

Up until the fall of 1914, it appears, a military deed was regarded as
a game of life and death. Soldiers who killed others ran the constant
risk of being killed themselves, and the very act of participating in this
game held out the promise of honor and fame. The loser, the “fallen
soldier,” also scored a symbolic win in dying a “hero’s death,” even if
his final maneuver was senseless and suicidal. The “heroes of Lange-
marck” were actually naive high school students who were restylized
as German national heroes and accorded mythic status. A soldier
blown to pieces by a grenade while in the latrine became a hero solely
because he had risked hislife in the service of the common cause and in
doing so made the ultimate sacrifice. Every schoolbook stated this as
fact, and official letters of condolence to despairing wives and mothers
offered heroic status as the only effective consolation, a consolation
of a grateful collective memory. People were still far from embracing
the heroism of predatory self-preservation of the variety later found in
ErnstJiinger’s Storm of Steel.

One of the first lessons of the world war was that there were many
ways to “be killed in action,” but there was also the possibility of sur-
vival, a complication that stripped the term “heroism” of any last ves-
tiges of an aura. Word got around that someone who laid his life on
the line risked winding up with a stomach wound, an arm torn off,
paraplegia, or a lacerated face, and this possibility was as sobering as it
was obvious. Both the combatants and their families were essentially
in agreement to mention these risks as little as possible, and the infan-
tile idea that things of that kind could only happen to others was a
pathologically widespread conviction in the trenches of Europe. And
then there were the administrators and the ideologues of the war, who
vastly preferred the “fallen” to the severely disabled, since the latter
required material support and remained in the public view as living
reminders.

The symbolic overloading of death and the hush-up surrounding
the risks of injury by common consent meant that society was left



dumbfounded by the extent of these consequences of war. People
assumed they were well-equipped, with the medical battalions, field
and military hospitals, ambulance service, and the work of the Red
Cross, which was protected by international law, and the far less popu-
lar “aid to wounded war veterans,” which saw to everything that went
beyond medical issues. But none of these institutions was prepared to
copewitha mass phenomenon, especially not the social consequences,
whichwere acknowledged onlyreluctantly under the massive pressure
of events.

In February 1915, the Austro-Hungarian ministry of the interior
issued a decree that the branches of the Workers’Accident Insurance
Institute add “aid to soldiers returning home” to their range of duties.
This administrative idea was born of necessity—there was no time to
install new social networks, so they fell back on the available ones—
but it also had a subtle social policy logic. The workers’ insurance was
primarily responsible for the victims of modern technology, that is, for
people who had suffered harm from technology in the workplace, in-
cluding “cripples” in uniform who had suffered severe accidents on
the front. The seriously wounded and blinded, the amputees, and the
soldiers and officerswho could not be rendered fit for military service
again by any medical means were “returning” for good.

The task was daunting and required immense administrative effort.
The first step was to establish “public crownland agencies” to coordi-
nate care and handle registrations, therapy, retraining, and job place-
ment for disabled veterans. All these functionswerein turn subdivided
into a series of committees, and, in typical style for Austria-Hungary,
entailed cumbersome bureaucratic procedures and the imposition
of rigid social distinctions. There were “primaryindividual hearings,”
“veteran record cards,” and “disabled veterans taxation registers,” and
there was a sharp distinction between the aides who represented the
state agencies and served in a merely advisory capacity (politicians,
clinical physicians, Red Cross representatives, and military command-
ers) and those who actually carried out the tasks at hand.

The ministry of the interior was certainly pleased thatthis “agenda”
was carried out almost exclusively on the premises of the Workers’ Ac-
cident Insurance Institute, by its in-house staff. This arrangement was
by no means a matter of course, and came about primarily because of
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Director Marschner’s insistence that just as in the case of work-related
injuries, the aid provided by the state should not be an “act of charity™;
instead, “a legal claim should be given to all residents on whom the
modern Erwerbskrieg (war of acquisition) has inflicted damage.”?2 The
ministry of the interior was less happy to hear this, and the terms
“legal claim” and “Erwerbskrieg” are sure to have hit many a sensitive
nerve in Prague, as well. For years to come, disabled veterans’ claims
continued to lacka clearlegal foundation; even help confirmed in writ-
ing from Vienna generally took several months to reach Prague (as the
Galician refugees had already learned), so Marschner had no choice
but to set up an informal relief fund to address urgent cases in Bohe-
mia without delay.

Marschner’s social stance is all the more remarkable because it
stepped up the workload for the institute and for him personally, and
brought them all to the limits of what they could endure. Marschner
served on all crownland agency committees, and he was present at
everyone of their sessions. It was up to him to decide which staff mem-
bers would be delegated the additional tasks; he had to follow up with
numerous contacts to gather donations; he advocated the new mea-
sures inlectures and even in a journal on this topic (Kriegsbeschddigten-
fiirsorge); and, last but not least, he was the chairman of the “allocation
committee,” which decided the fate of more than a hundred men, week
after week. He also had to submit reports on all these matters to Vi-
enna on a regular basis.

Given thesecircumstances, it is understandable that Marschner did
not have the slightest interest in having his highly qualified personnel
leave for militarydutyor a“longunpaid vacation,” and when discussing
the matter with Kafka, hetried to put the latter’s concernsinto perspec-
tive by reminding Kafka of his own professional burden—as naive as
thatmight sound rhetorically. “If he were only not so friendly and sym-
pathetic!” Kafka noted between the lines of his record of the conversa-
tion.23 That was truer than he could have known, because it was noth-
ing short of astonishing that Marschner found the time and patience
to deal with Kafka’s nervous ailments and his escape fantasies, while
Kafka was probably unaware of the true extent of his boss’s workload.

It went beyond Marschner’s capabilities to spare his desperate em-
ployee further stress. The care of the war disabled had made the war



itself intrude strikingly and shockingly into the previously leisurely
halls of the institute. Bythe time Kafka reached the stairwell of his of -
fice building in the morning, he had encountered dozens of disabled
veterans, some of whom were undoubtedly in horrific shape. It had
proved impossible to channel the onslaught (up to eighty “cripples” a
day) by shunting them off to hurriedly cleared-out waiting rooms, and
people were bound to see the victims, most of whom were amputees,
in that semipublic space during office hours. Of course, things of that
kind could be seen elsewhere, as well, and one of the primary tasks of
the aid program was to get the disabled veterans off the streets, where
they put adamper on the general mood, especially when they displayed
their war decorations while holding out their empty hands. Kafka ad-
mitted near the end of the war that he looked away just like everyone
else.2* But here, right in front of his own office and in the form of an
ever-renewing grotesque assemblage—that was a different, intense,
firsthand experience of the calamity, and documenting the usual in-
juries in the workplace seemed almost idyllic by contrast.

The extent to which Kafka’s work routine was also affected by all
this upheaval, and how much he knew about the underlying reasons,
can be reconstructed only in part. He himself barely touched on the
topic, and were it not for an institute progress report written in
Czech,?’ we would have little notion of the extremely depressing and
somewhat chaotic circumstances that prevailed during the war in the
congested institute offices at Na Porii 7, nor would we know why the
institute did away with the popular limited working hours—Kafka’s
only consolation for years—and as of January 1916, made its officials
report to work a second time every day, afternoons from 4 to 6 p.M.
There was no other way to cope with the additional work, and as
the progress report indicates, hardly anyone—even a typist or other
lower-ranked employee—was able to wriggle out of this second shift.

Kafka’s departmenthad its own share of overwork. Pfohl and Kafka
took over the ongoing activities of the committee in charge of therapy.
The first order of business was to draw up an inventory of who had ex-
perience with prostheses, which sanatoriums in Bohemia were suited
to accommodate disabled soldiers, and which clinics and sanatoriums
could be expanded, reclassified, or even, assuming sufficient funding,
takeover their care. This inventory required dealing with comprehen-
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sive correspondence (most of which fell to Kafka), poring through
professional publications, consulting physicians, and last but not least,
making trips and inspections. Kafka’s letters and diaries made little
mention of these matters, but apparently these new duties took up
several hours of each of his workdays up until the end of the war, and
people soon sought him out privately for information on the subject
of disability pensions.

We would not know much more if Kafka’s boss had not decided to
appoint him a special agent and entrust him with a delicate mission
thatwould shed some light on whathe was experiencing,.

Soon after the outbreak of war, a strange apparition, arousing fear
and pity, appeared in the streets of our cities. He was a soldier re-
turned from the front. He could move onlyon crutches or had to be
pushed along in a wheelchair. His body shook without cease, as if
he were overcome by a mighty chill, or he was standing stock-still
in the middle of the tranquil street, in the thrall of his experiences
atthe front. We see others, too, men who could move ahead only by
taking jerky steps; poor, pale, and gaunt, they leaped as though a
merciless hand held them by the neck, tossing them back and forth
in their tortured movements.

People gazed at them with compassion but more or less thought-
lessly, especially as the number of such apparitions increased and
became almost a part of life on the street. But there was no one to
provide the necessary explanation and to say something like the
following. ...

Words from the pen of Vice Secretary Kafka, the opening sentences
of a fund drive, printed in a local newspaper.2¢ These suggestive words
draw in the reader with a familiar image and a poignant feeling. He
had done this sort of thing before, but in this new territory, he was
stepping onto a minefield of collective emotions, and he needed to in-
form the public about the gravity of the situation.

It had been known for quite some time that injuries and other trau-
matic events could lead to grave and sometimes bizarre “hysterical”
reactions in seeming disproportion to what had triggered them: cry-
ing fits and vomiting, apathy, paralysis, phantom pains, bedwetting,
panic attacks. There had been isolated cases of this kind in the wars of



1866 and 1870-1871. Railway accidents and severe workplace injuries
were also known to leave people physically “healed” (evenwhenampu-
tations were involved) but psychologically disturbed to the point that
they could no longer perform their jobs. Science had not yet come up
with a convincing explanation for cases of this kind. At times they were
labeled “emotional inferiority,” and some people were suspected of
feigning psychological injuries in order to claim an accident pension.

With the beginning of the world war and the avalanche of “war neu-
roses,” this picture changed so drastically that the medical profession
at least officially called a temporary halt to its methodical hunting
down of phonies and “pension neurotics.” The psychological and psy-
chomotor impairments that resulted from high-tech warfare and nerve-
shatteringbarrage fire were too widespread and severe. These included
facial tics, stuttering, muteness, deafness, blindness, and especially
“hysterical tremors” accompanied by violent shivering and uncon-
trolled trembling that could go on for months and years undimin-
ished,which Kafka described in powerful terms. By 1915, these Krieg-
szitterer (shell shock victims), as they were soon dubbed, had become
a “part of street life.” The sight of these victims made the processes of
habituation and dissociation far more difficult than bloody bandages
or empty sleeves. The sufferings of the Kriegszitterer were undisguised,
asthough forcing the public tostare into an open wound, and the state
generally took it out on them by withholding badges honoring their
service.

Where could these people go? As long as they remained in the
clutches of military psychiatry, “traumatic neuroses” were often more
fought off than treated with therapy, and patients were subjected to
severe electric shocks, placebo operations, induced choking fits, and
weeks of total isolation. The public was given only vague and euphe-
mistic (mis)information about these cruel treatments, which in some
cases resulted in death, and even the experts who rejected the ex-
tremely painful “faradization” with alternating currents (the notori-
ous “Kaufmann cure”) had no doubt that these were basically legiti-
mate therapeutic approaches.

It wasleft to the initiative of individual physicians to testand refine
these new methods. One of these physicians was a Dr. Wiener, who
was on staff at a small medical unit in the Rudolfinum in Prague. The
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people of Prague were woefully uninformed about what was taking
place here, just afew minutes away from Kafka’s office, and what mea-
sures were preventing traumatized “soldiers returning home” from
actually returning home (provided that the screams of pain did not
penetrate through the walls), but Kafka, who was now responsible for
therapies, knew a great deal. Although he was spared the ordeal of
witnessing the progress of the psychiatric sciences—that was a matter
for public health officials—he was in close contact with a whole differ-
ent world, in which blood and shiny instruments, physical agony and
quietly whirring machines, antiquated and cutting-edge technology
interlaced. He knew that this world had once been his own imagina-
tive creation, in the fall of 1914, even if he had relocated it to an exotic
“penal colony.” But this—two, three years later—was reality, and it was
torture by today’s standards and by his own. Back from the tropics,
right there in the center of Prague.?’

Thankfully, the huge Garrison Hospital on the Hrad¢any, the chief
institution in Prague that treated these patients, steered clear of this
kind of therapeutic furor. The few staff psychiatrists were dealing with
far too many patients, so the highest priority was given to delegating
and thus disposing of the rapidly mounting problem. It was consid-
ered especially troublesome to treat the injured and the shell-shocked
in the same building because of possible “contagion.” Eventually, the
mentally ill patients were assigned to wooden barracks at the Belve-
dere in Prague. These barracks remained under military supervision,
whichwashappyto leave theexpansionand maintenanceto the Public
Crownland Agency. This was the beginning of the “Prague-Belvedere
Temporary Psychiatric Hospital,” where as many as eight hundred pa-
tients were given electrical massages, steam baths, quartz lamps, dia-
thermy, and hydrotherapy—treatment options in contemporary sana-
toriums that were familiar to quite a few men in the Workers’ Accident
Insurance Institute, who had been patients themselves at one time or
another.

This was no solution for the Kingdom of Bohemia as a whole, and
the paltry subsidies the ministry of the interior was willing to provide
made it impossible to implement on a larger scale. Alexander Margu-
liés, the director of the “temporary psychiatric hospital,” recommended
soliciting donations to acquire and renovate a large sanatorium. But



who would entrust his savings to an anonymous office in these infla-
tionary times, even if the people there were as friendly as those at the
insurance institute? It was like bestowing gifts on a bank. Pfohl and
Kafkaquickly realized that their“Committee on Therapy”had to adopt
a different, less bureaucratic profile to become accepted and thus at-
tractive to donors, with fewer regulations and more philanthropy. It
had to be a charitable organization. Two organizations, one for each
of the two segments of the population, would make it easier to appeal
to group solidarity. Accordingly, a “Bohemian Association for the Es-
tablishment of a Public Sanatorium for Nervous Disorders” was setup
for Czech patients,and a “German Association for the Establishment
and Maintenance of a Veterans’ and Public Psychiatric Institute in
German Bohemia” for returning German soldiers—subtle linguistic
distinctions in which any educated person in Prague was well versed.

Naturally it fell to Kafka to tackle the issue of propaganda. He very
nearly wound up on the “preliminary committee” of the German As-
sociation, where he would have served beside a Reichstag representa-
tive, a captain, a court counselor, and a business tycoon, but he was
able to get out of this assignment in time. Marschner also sat in this
select circle, and once the decision had been made to publish another
impassioned appeal for funding with as many high-profile signatures
as possible, there was little doubt as to who would write it. Yes, we
have an official in the institute, linguistically quite adept, perfectly
suited to write up a report. He also writes literary texts, and he even
won a prize ...

Fellow Countrymen!

The World War, in which all human misery is concentrated, is
also awar of nerves, more so than any previous war. And in this war
of nerves, all too many suffer defeat. Just as the intensive operation
of machinery during the last few decades’ peacetime jeopardized,
far more than ever before, the nervous systems of those so em-
ployed, giving rise to nervous disturbances and disorders, the enor-
mous increase in the mechanical aspect of contemporary warfare
has caused the most serious risks and suffering for the nerves of
our fighting men. And this in a manner that even the well-informed
can hardly have imagined in full. As early as June 1916, there were
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over 4,000 disabled veterans with nervous disorders in German
Bohemia alone, according to conservative statistical data. And
what more is yet to come? How many of these men with nervous
disorders are lying in hospitals outside of Bohemia? How many of
them will return from being prisoners of war? Immense suffering
is crying out for help.2®

That was not especially original. Wilhelm II had prophesied a full
two years before the catastrophe that the next warwould be won by the
nation with nerves of steel. This prophecy now seemed to be coming
true; never before had awar “gotten on the nerves” of the civilian pop-
ulation to thisextent, and the longer it went on, the more popular the
“nerve-fortifying” elixirs whose omnipresent advertising conveyed
the impression that the key battle was actually taking place in the phar-
macy. Kafka’s message did not offer that kind of optimism, but its
rhetoric was just as ingenious. He employed platitudes to depict the
new threat looming on the horizon, the Kriegszitterer, as a somewhat
logical consequence of what everyone knew, or thought they knew:
the draining and collapse of soldiers’ nerves.

Itisdifficultand disconcerting torecognize theauthor Kafka in slo-
gans like these. Of course, a manifesto designed to appeal to a gather-
ing of local dignitaries loyal to the kaiser could not avoid catchphrases,
and it is unlikely that the approximately 130 mayors, physicians, at-
torneys, landowners, bankdirectors, and districtcourt councillors, who
(in addition to Kafka himself) eventually signed the text would have
agreed to dispense with patriotic padding. But Kafka was prepared to
go even further and appeal to newspaper readers to recall “our victori-
ous armies,” “these times, which teach us love of fatherland country,”
and “the many fine proofs of the public’s sense of patriotism.” He
even claimed that the state had already fulfilled its duty to the disabled
veterans, which may be the most unabashed lie he ever committed to
paper. But in the center of all his official appeals is the palpable and
unbefitting suffering of the individual, whose dignity—here Kafka con-
curred with Marschner, a social policy expert—had to be preserved
even when that individual was completely incapacitated, and who was
entitled to aid: “No, this article is not a request to the charitable, it is
anappeal to duty.”?® Kafka was not ashamed of this morally imperious



tone. Evidently no one had to persuade him that the end reallydid jus-
tifythemeans,and his appeal to the German “fellow countrymen”was
one of those very rare samples of his official writing that he chose to
sharewith Felice Bauer.3°

From a propagandistic point of view, it was clever not to focus the
arguments solely on the issues of the war, which could end the very
next month, sowhy donate money? Nervous disorders were also found
among proletarian and petit bourgeois civilians who were unable to
afford convalescence in a sanatorium, not to mention psychiatric
treatment. There was simply no institution to care for patients of this
kind (which could have dire outcomes, as Kafka had once experienced
in the Dvorsky Nursery). That, too, would now change. Once the “sol-
diers returning home” were taken care of and peace had been restored,
the new sanatorium could be opened to the general public, and Ger-
man Bohemia would have an exemplary “public psychiatric hospital.”

Perspectives of this sort were persuasive, and the donations were so
abundant that in a matter of months there was enough capital to buy
a sanatorium. But which sanatorium? Kafka would have been just the
man to come up with the perfect solution, but he wasn’t asked, because
very early on—probably long before the association was founded—a
venue had been agreed on, one that every neurasthenic in Bohemia
was familiar with. And it was no coincidence that the captain serving
on the “preliminary committee” of the association and as a high-
ranking expert for the care of the war disabled in the army was none
other than Herr Direktor Eger from the Rumburg-Frankenstein san-
atorium, where Kafka had spent his brief vacation the previous year.
We do not know whether Eger recognized his former patient during
the negotiations, but Marschner is sure to have pointed out the con-
nection.3!

Once again, as so often inthe past, hisjob stood in the way of mov-
ing ahead with his life. Kafka had had quite enough of the enclosed il-
lusory world of sanatoriums; he was longing for focus, not organized
relaxation, and if there was any need for further evidence that true
recuperation was not a question of amenities, Rumburg provided it.
That was over and done with. And now this obsession with the idea of
a sanatorium was coming back to haunt him through an altogether
different channel, in the form of a mountain of time-consuming cor-
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respondence that conformed to the standard rhythm: Kafka dictated,
Pfohl signed, and Marschner negotiated where six-figure sums of
money required a certification by rank and title.

The well-coordinated trio came through successfully in this effort,
aswell. On May 15, 1917, a mere seven months after the establishment
of the association, a small, semipublic party gathered in Rumburg to
celebrate the transfer of ownership of the sanatorium and commemo-
rate the departure of Eger, the previous director. There were instruc-
tive words to an undoubtedly wary staff now preparing for an entirely
different clientele and being placed under military supervision. In
charge of the proceedings was Dr. Marschner, whose humanitarian
commitment was again bearing fruit. Chief Inspector Pfohl accompa-
nied him. The third man remained in Prague to keep an eye on things
at the central office, and he surely needed no persuasion to stay there.

The key promise withwhich the enormous sum of 600,000 kronen
was eventually collected was kept.32 A few months after the end of the
world war, in February 1919, Rumburg became a German-Bohemian
public psychiatric institute, with sharply reduced costs of treatment
for the needy. The objective had been achieved, and that could have
been the end of the story. But twenty years later, a new renaming fol-
lowed, one that the initiators—Marschner, Pfohl, and Kaftka—would
never have predicted or endorsed: it was retooled as a Nazi “Sudeten
German District Sanatorium Rumburg-Frankenstein.” But none of
them lived to see that day.

“Germany declared war on Russia—Swimming in the afternoon.” The
height of trivia juxtaposed with a worldwide catastrophe, the personal
and the global separated only by a dash. Isn’t that the very essence of
the writer’s alleged naiveté and obliviousness to his surroundings?

It is conceivable for a writer to take the pulse of his era and makeiit
come alive in language and images, yet still be out of his depth when
it comes to palpable engagement with the world, although this con-
stellation is exceedingly rare. Far more often someone who is truly at
home in two worlds is misunderstood as being “out of touch” in the
public, social cosmos, which he shapes and endures in combination
with others, and in an interior psychic space dominated by feelings,



dreams, fantasies, associations, and ideas, which he inhabits alone.
Anyone whose experience inside his head offers as vast and constant
a stream of impressions as the world outside cannot stay focused on
the here and now. But where is he then? In a different realm.

Anindividual who appears to be out of touch withrealityis rarely in
the privileged position of being able to open and close the subtle locks
between inside and outside at will. The vortex pulling him inside his
head is always palpable, but the reality principle demands that he re-
main perpetually alert; people expect him to limit himself to things
that can be communicated. Anyone who starts talking about day-
dreams on the street, in a store, or at the workplace alienates people,
no matter how intense and meaningful those daydreams are. He re-
mainsalien because he understands and acknowledges a second world,
and for the most part, and to his detriment, he remains just as alien in
that interior world for the same reason. He is present, but neither here
nor there.

That condition can culminate in insanity, and Kafka justifiably
feared winding up insane throughout his life. But it has little to do
with the accomplishments society expects of the individual. Someone
who is alienated from the world might function perfectly well as a
craftsman, attorney, teacher, or politician, or as a vice secretary of an
insurance institute, and his struggle to balance himself—poised like
a man with one foot off the ground—can easily remain hidden from
view, without a trace, as it probably has in thousands upon thousands
of brains.

Itappearslikely that Kafka knew moredetails about the actual hor-
rors of the war than the overwhelming majority of authors of his day;
he certainly had no need of a “model trench” to gain a realistic idea of
the situation on the battlefield, especially once the regulation of the
damage done by war had become part of his job. He had seen, spoken
to, and negotiated with the maimed and the shell-shocked, and was
administratively involved in their lives. Itisvirtually certain that Kafka
had to visit the two “schools for the disabled” in Prague, just a few
stops away by streetcar, where instruction was given on how to func-
tion with artificial imbs—and here, too, the “Committee on Therapy”
did not need to have extensive correspondence—and thus he entered
into the zone of silence of the war, which to the population at large,
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including nearly all his friends and relatives, remained on the level of
hearsay.

But the more light that is shed on Kafka’s comprehensive overview,
the more the naive image of a writer out of touch with reality and un-
affected by the war fades away, and the darker it becomes in the psy-
chological labyrinth where knowledge and experience consolidate into
resolutions. Kafka knew what it meant to become a soldier, yet there is
little doubt that he wished to do so anyway. “It would have been half a
lie;” he noted after the last unsuccessful talk with Marschner, “if I had
asked for an immediate lengthy leave and for my dismissal if it were
refused. It would have been the truth if T had given notice. I didn’t dare
to do either, so it was a total lie.”? It was the old dream of leaving
he had been dreaming on a nearly daily basis since his first encounter
with Felice Bauer, and since that night of writing that had produced
“The Judgment.” But while he dreamed, the world outside was chang-
ing. Of course, he should have gone away back then; he had realized
that quite some time ago. In 1912, giving notice would have brought
him to Berlin, to the greatest possible independence of mind, into
anerotic relationship, to the threshold of marriage and family and also
to means of sidestepping the war more easily.3* In 1916, by contrast,
giving notice invariably led to the trenches, then possibly to a military
hospital, captivity, disability, the void.

He knew it, yet he still did not address the subject, even in his pri-
vate notebooks, which were safe from the prying eyes of the censors. It
almost seems as though atthis decisive moment Kafka lost all interest
in strategic forecasting, as though his bureaucratic thirst to calculate
what the future held and thus to withstand the fear of the unimagina-
ble had been slaked. He knew it. He knew full well what was in store
for a man at the front who blanched at the sight of a horse’s bloody
knee even in peacetime.3 But there was a second scale on which the
dead weights of years of a forced standstill were assembled. What was
stopping him? He did not wish to arrive somewhere, as he had in 1912;
he wanted to get away from here,at almost any cost.

Kafka cannot have failed to realize that his behavior seemed down-
right peculiar. A mid-level official insisting that his superiors send him
either to war or on vacation—no wonder even Marschner, who was
well aware of what was at stake here, could not suppress a smile, un-



aware that long ago, Kafka had resolutely added the military profes-
sion to the arsenal of his escape fantasies. Backin the spring of 1915, he
had declared “war or vacation!” to Felice Bauer, as well, and in a some-
what different vein a few months later (in which he spoke of himself
in the third person), he wrote: “At the moment there seem to be only
two possible remedies for him—not remedies in the sense that they
can undo the past, but they might be able to protect him from future
occurrences. One would be F, the other, military service.”*® Felice
Bauer (in contrast to the institute director) cannot have been amused
to see herself placed in the ranks of remedies, and the distancing “he”
made the matter even clearer, and thus worse.

Protect him from future occurrences: That brings to mind the nervous
threats that Kafka made to Marschner. But his thoughts did not ap-
pear to be veering toward suicide; it is unlikely that Kafka could even
summon up the energy to visualize a concrete end to his life by this
point. He found himself careening down an inclined plane whose
slope kept steepening, and everything was tugging him in the same di-
rection. He was cooped up in the office for fifty-hour workweeks, his
desire to write stifled by headaches, insomnia, and increasing isola-
tion. Kafka welcomed any prospect at all of making a fundamental
change and warding off the psychological decline he was experiencing
with the agonizingly intensified sense of time of a drowning man. Va-
cation, marriage, military service ... it made almost no difference
which one. Even the lack of personal responsibility on the part of ordi-
nary soldiers, “men in uniform”who need not struggle to justify what
they were commanded to do, must have seemed like a sweet tempta-
tion to Kafka at this time. “My headaches were no better in Karlsbad
than in Prague,” he wrote after another business trip. “Things would
be better at the front.”¥

So was war a remedy? In the first year of the war, some suggested
that the physical fight for survival was an appropriate cure for neur-
asthenia and hypochondria. It was a simple calculation of trading
imaginary concerns for real ones. Moreover, “daily life in the fresh
air,” which the frontline soldiers enjoyed, was said to work wonders
“for manywho had been considered homebodies,” and even for “chron-
ically ailing pale consumptives.”3 It is unlikely that Kafka was im-
pressed by this sort of nonsense, which even psychiatrists were spread-
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ingwithoutanydirect experience. He knew that “fresh air” was deadly
in many places (namely mixed with diphenylarsenic chloride) and that
the din of battle did not always have the desired bracing effect, as was
clearly evident from the Kriegszitterer.

But Kafka was not immune to the moral pressures, both subliminal
and manifest, experienced by every man deemed “fit for military ser-
vice” who was still at home. This pressure could assume alarming pro-
portions. Carl Sternheim, a supporter of Kafka’s, carefully calculated
when he could and could not show his face in public. At any time, a
critic might wonder in print why this young, seemingly vital man was
proving a success in the theater instead of at the front, and that could
work to his detriment. In the denunciatory atmosphere of Prague,
with finger-pointing every which way and claims that it was the Ger-
mans, or the Czechs, or the Jews who were most skillful at shirking
military duty, one could wind up being cited as a “case study” by the
other side. There goes another one called “indispensable” and granted
an exemption—in Kafka’s case, a Jew, of course.

Once Italy declared war, this pressure was stepped up markedly,
because those who started to doubt that the punitive action against
Serbia had really been worth aworld war could now point out that the
Habsburg monarchy had been deceived and betrayed. Even confirmed
pacifists had to concede that the horrifying war in the high mountain
regions and the senseless killing at the Isonzo indicated an enforced,
defensive war. As a consequence, political and chauvinist reasoning
receded into the background, and morality took center stage.

All arguments now have to stop. Every man who is not an “intel-
lectual” has to report for duty. The time is past for considerations
of indispensability and irreplaceability. Everyone and no one is
indispensable or irreplaceable. Even the most highly gifted artist
or scientist cannot achieve anything higher in his life than to vouch
for the morallaw, which has been trampled upon. 3°

It is unlikely that Kafka would have wholeheartedly endorsed this
appeal to call a halt to thinking, but the shackles of irreplaceability his
bosses used to keep him away from the war had become a source of
shame, and these lines from the Schaubiihne, published in Berlin just
days after Kafka’s military exemption, must have hit a raw nerve (as-



suming that he read them, which is quite probable). But what was the
logical basis of this feeling of shame? If Kafka did know so much more
about the physical reality of the war than everyone who issued appeals
to patriotism, why this vacillation, this nagging conscience? Why the
resolution to act like lemmings in spite of it all? Didn’t he have any
“opinion” about the war?

One of Kafka’s defining characteristics was that his decisions, al-
though carefully deliberated, were rarely determined by overall con-
siderations, convictions, or concepts. He never used deductive reason-
ing for the mere sake of consistency. It seems odd at first that he was
adhering to a “pliant” pattern of behavior that was the norm for inti-
mate personal relationships and morally proper within that domain.
Even if someone’s image of his parents is utterly realistic and free of
illusions, and he sees right through the social and ideological depen-
dencies in which they are ensnared, he will still rarely be guided purely
by penetrating insight in decisions that pertain to his relationship to
his parents. This deviation from logic comes as no surprise; it is an
integral part of being human, and Kafka himself, who saw through his
father, hardly ever used this knowledge as a weapon, nor did it bolster
his own weak position in relation to his father. If people need to get
along, being right is rarely the point.

Still, it was highly unusual, and disconcerting even to his closest
friends, how his logic from the personal sphere spilled over into his
job, politics, and the world as a whole, and thus into areas inwhich it
seemed out of place and out of touchwith reality. Of course, he had an
opinionaboutthe war, justas everyone did: he wasa moderate patriot,
hefeared a military defeat of Austria, and by the third year he regarded
the pointless killing as a derailment of world history, a social perver-
sion. In this respect, Kafka did not stand out intellectually. He had nei-
ther the prescient political perceptiveness of Karl Kraus nor the elitist
mind-set of Thomas Mann or Werner Sombart, both of whom tried
to justify the ongoing carnage by invoking ideological constructs and
notions of historical compensation.

But Kafka stood apart from the great majority of his male peers—
including Max Brod, Felix Weltsch, and other friends in Prague—by
virtue of his oddly “unenlightened” social behavior. Neither his general
knowledge nor his particular views about world affairs had a notice-
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able effect on his behavior. It would not have crossed his mind to“rush
to join the colors” to defend the Habsburg monarchy—or, as Sombart
claimed, the community of “heroes” against a gang of “merchants”—
nor did his insights into the most immediate and cruel consequences
of the war make him steer clear of the war. Kafka seems to have paid
just as little heed to all the political journalism that had swelled to ca-
cophonous proportions under the pressures of events as to the politi-
cal palaver at the office and at home, which has made some commenta-
tors conclude that he was cold and indifferent to the subject.

That view is incorrect. Kafka took the war personally, in the strictest
sense of the word. Even though he remained impervious to abstract
reproofs (“In these trying times, it is imperative ... when our Kaiser
calls upon us ...”), he was receptive to prelinguistic, gestural, sponta-
neous outbursts, to which he had always granted a higher degree of
truth and considered himself defenseless in the face of their moral im-
plications. Arguments left no impression on him, but gazes penetrated
right to his core: the gazes of his father daydreaming about his own
time in the military when the two brothers-in-law told about their
wartime experiences in Galicia; the gazes at the office when postcards
from colleagues on the front, colleagues he was used to seeing in
starched shirts, were passed around (Kafka also received these cards,
one of which said “And whatwill tomorrow bring? Whoeven asks?”)*%
the gazes of young Zionists when the conversation turned to the heroic
deeds and war decorations of Hugo Bergmann,; the gazes of middle-
aged women, the mothers of enlisted sons, to whom it would have
been impossible to explain what right he had to stroll across Altstadter
Ring; and finally, the gazes of the victims on the steps of the Workers’
Accident Insurance Institute, whom Kafka could notavoid because of
the nature of his job.

No, he had not changed. Had the arguments of the eastern Euro-
pean Jews, even of their most eloquent spokesmen, ever had a pro-
found influence on him? There is barely a trace of evidence to that
effect in his diary. Instead, he described their self-confident, skilled
gestures and compared them with the awkward public appearance
of Brod. That was enough. Had he ever asked Felice Bauer what she
thought? He sought her eyes, her hand. “What a marriage requires,”
he explained, “is personal harmony, that is, a harmony that runs deep



beneath any opinions, and thus a harmony that cannot be analyzed but
only felt....”*! He might have added, “That’s how I feel about every-
thing, including the Jews and the war.” He had to cope with the looks
people gave him, and the irrefutable fact that he spent his life, which
had lost its direction, sitting around in the office. This incongruity,
untruth, and lack of harmony ran deep beneath any opinions.

Even his family and Felice Bauer were unlikely to have realized how
uncompromisingly Kafka adhered to this logic of intimacy. Because
he did not always show it, and as desperately as he sought signs in the
gazes and gestures of others that were meant for him, he knew how to
withstand reproofs that were aimed explicitly at him. He had been told
by his father often enough that he had it too good. Now, with the war
and shortages, this silly lament expanded into a constant, palpable
social pressure, into ageneralized indictment that was written all over
everyone’s face and to which Kafka did not want to yield without a
fight:

Don’t laugh, F., don’t look upon my suffering as despicable; of
course, so many people are suffering now, and the cause of their
suffering is something more than whispers in the next room,; at
best, however, they are fighting for their existence, or rather for the
bonds between their existence and that of the community, and so
am I, and so is everyone.*?

Kafka also insisted on his rights. But he made no mention of his
envy of those who were fighting for all the world to see. They were the
ones he wanted to join up with. This is the only place he would find
harmony and truth, and, if luck was on his side, a liberating way out.

To Police Headquarters in Prague:

In the matter of the petitions regarding merit distinctions in
recognition of outstanding service in the area of wounded veter-
ans’ care, we nominate Dr. Franz Kafka, vice secretary of the Work-
ers’ Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia in
Prague, for admission to the ranks of the group that has been so
recognized.

Dr. Franz Kafka’s contributions include overseeing the insti-
tute’s technical division and preparingand carrying out the agenda
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of the Committee on Therapy since 1915. He is in charge of the
correspondence regarding the establishment and management of
the clinics. Especially notable have been his contributions in mat-
ters pertainingto the veterans’ psychiatric hospital in Frankenstein,
run by the Public Crownland Agency.

This distinction for Kafka was proposed by the “Public Crownland
Agency for Returning Veterans” on October 9, 1918. But since when
was the Austro-Hungarian police in charge of awarding decorations?
It always had been; the first thing that needed to be ascertained was
whether complaints had been lodged against the candidate at any
place and time, and to find that out, all Austrian police stations leafed
through the relevant file boxes and communicated the results by tele-
gram. Once this nationwide data comparison had produced a negative
(which is to say, favorable) outcome, the police headquarters in Prague
issued a categorical recommendation on October 20:

Thereis nothing in our files to indicate anything negative in either
the civic or the ethical regard concerning Dr. Franz Kafka, vice sec-
retary of the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute.*3

So he had not been “slandered” by anyone. A first-class acquittal
and a certificate for a commendation from the highest authorities.
Nevertheless, he was denied this prize, as well; just three weeks later,
those highest authorities had quietly left, and the pending decorations
were forgotten.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Marvel of Marienbad

Seeingas we’'d come for pleasure, we had to hurry up and indulge in some.

—Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Voyage au bout dela nuit

“I’VE SEEN A GREAT DEAL RECENTLY;, FEWER HEADACHES.” A La-
conic note in his diary. What was he talking about? The crippled war
veterans? The sights in Prague? The refugees who were leaving? The
movies? “What a series of entanglements with girls in spite of all my
headaches.... [T]here have been at least six since the summer.” Girls?
Where did Kafka have the opportunity to meet six girls? We do not
learn anything on this subject, and biographers have nothing to go on
but scattered hints in the extant documentation. There are contours,
shadows, and mute gestures; the rest is reconstruction.!

Chance occurrences muddle the picture of a past productive life
and even consign entire epochs of this life to oblivion: destroyed man-
uscripts, letters and photographs scattered in exile, ignorant or unap-
proachable heirs, the early death or anonymity of witnesses, and the
greed of collectors. The biographer has little choice but to forge ahead
stoically with what remains after this process of disintegration, dis-
appearance, and disregard, yet unable to shake the nagging suspicion
that the very point at which the documentation breaks off might rep-
resent the most interesting and even crucial episodes.
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The darkness that descended on Kafka’s life in the summer of 1915
was notone of those chance occurrences. Hedid not find his way out of
this self-created and self-sustained darkness for a full year. Kafka was
in a state of suspended animation imposed by the war, and his inter-
mittent (though energetic) attempts to get away did not yield tangible
results. Evidently he was going about it the wrong way.

He was determined to give notice as soon as the war was over, re-
locate to Berlin, take stock of his situation there in some garret, and
gather new strength. He told Felice Bauer about this plan only when
asked directly, as though it were the most natural thing in the world.
Butitis notenoughtoknowwhat wouldbe done,and the self-assurance
that came with Kafka’s determination began to erode under the pres-
sure of a crippling uncertainty. When will the time come? Whatdo I do
until the time comes?

We know very littleaboutwhat he did and experienced in the winter
of 1915 to 1916. This lapse in the documentation stems from his loss
of interest in recording the standstill; his rare and grumpy letters and
scanty notes barely wentbeyond the minimum. “It is not as necessary
as it once was,” he concluded on the very first page of a new notebook,
“I needn’t get upset; I'm upset enough as it is, but to what purpose,
whenwillitcome....”2 In subsequent entries,we hear about the trench
in Prague, the war bonds, the partial literary prize, the somewhat
chance publication of “The Metamorphosis,” the futile battle with
his bosses. There is only a single glimpse into Kafka’s everyday life,
through which he seems to be flitting like a shadow:

Utter uselessness. Sunday. More than the usual insomnia at night.
In bed until a quarter past eleven, with the sun shining. Walk.
Lunch. Read the paper, leafed through old catalogues. Walk, Hy-
bernergasse, City Park, Wenceslas Square, Ferdinandstrasse, then
in the direction of Poddol. Managed to stretch it out to two hours.
Now and then severe headaches, once a positively burning head-
ache. Had supper. Now at home. Who on high could look down
upon all this with open eyes from beginning to end?

Open the diary expressly to lull myself to sleep. But see what
happens to be the last entry and could picture thousands of iden-
tical ones over the past three or four years. I wear myself out to no



purpose, should be happy ifI could write, but don’t write. Can’tget
rid of the headaches anymore.3

Headaches and insomnia were the final remaining constants. Kafka
mentioned them on nearly every page, and tried in vain to play up any
sorts of “interests” to counter his exhaustion and often hazy con-
sciousness. Even his readings now seemed utterly at the mercy of his
moods and state of mind on a givenday. He read memoirs from Napo-
leon’s Russian campaign and even drew up a long list of Napoleon’s
military “errors,” then heleafed through the Bible. There is not a single
reference to contemporary literature. Kafka now seemed to fear even
the pleasant surprises afforded by Flaubert, Dostoevsky, and Strind-
berg. He went to the theater for a Werfel premiere, but evidently
stopped going to the movies altogether.

It is impossible to tell from a distance—and it is perhaps even ob-
jectively unclear—whether Kafka’s increasing isolation, which is quite
evident even in the scanty source material, deepened his depression
orgrewout of it. Of course, thisinsightinto his own social and mental
isolation, which he had formulated back in May 1915, remained as bit-
ter as it was true: “there is no one here who understands me in my en-
tirety.” But Kafka was not giving anyone the chance to do so. He relied
on a small circle of confidants, especially Ottla, who began to take ona
maternal role; Max Brod, who had become more accessible again; and
in all probability Felix Weltsch, as well. But Kafka was less and less vis-
ible beyond this very narrow circle, and on the rare occasions that he
did appear in public—a document indicates that he met with Heinrich
Mann in late December 1915*—he invariably brought friends along
as a safeguard.

Relationships that demanded more from Kafka threatened to dis-
integrate. He no longer deigned to write to his own family—again,
with the exception of Ottla—while the old conflictscontinued to smol-
der, above all the inexorable decline of the Kafkas’ asbestos factory
because of the war, which still made for heated arguments at the din-
ner table. But even when decisions of existential import needed to be
made, Kafka now consistently steered clear of opposition or disputes;
even if he had been able to seek refuge in the trenches, his parents
would surely have been caught unawares. He had always been terribly
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secretive, and Brod had taken him to task for that quite often. But he
knew by now that his friendly scoldings were falling on deaf ears.

Ernst Weiss, who was working as a physician in various military
hospitals but continued to correspond with Kafka on a regular basis,
also became estranged from Kafka. Weiss had little tolerance for neu-
rotic inhibitions and dubious behavior; he regarded Kafka’s bond with
Felice Bauer as pure folly, and he must have thought it delusional of
Kafka to keep dreaming of Berlin through all the breakups and hu-
miliations. Even so, the relationship between the men ripened from
an initial position of respect as fellow writers into a friendship that
even brought them to address each other with the informal D#’—an
uncharacteristic departure from the distance that Kafka otherwise
allowed only with friends with whom he shared deep-rooted and “in-
dissoluble” bonds. The two men had few opportunities to see and
speak to each other—on occasion Weiss visited his mother, who lived
in Prague—but the distance and his friend’s chaotic life made every
get-together a festive occasion. This was an ideal state of affairs for
Kafka, who craved human contact but feared additional, enduring de-
mandsthat hit too close to home.

This balance was upset in the spring of 1916. It is certainly no co-
incidence that their friendship came to an end when Weiss moved to
Prague, apparently hoping to spend longer periods of time there and
perhaps get a comfortable position as a regimental doctor. It seems
likely that Kafka was ambivalent about this move. Unlike Brod, who
had long since learned to respect Kafka’s need for peace and quiet and
his occasional passivity, Weiss could simply not imagine a friendship
that was worthy of the name without ongoing contact. He was one of
theveryfewwho could give Kafka a moral boost, instill new hope, and
bring in new perspectives, but the intensive feedback he expected re-
flected his own needs and prospects, not those of his sensitive friend,
who considered such demandingattention clingy and sometimes even
draining. “He was forever trying to win people over, and was forever
disappointed,” Hans Sahl noted in his recollections of Weiss in his
later years. “He both spoiled and tyrannized his friends.”® It is amaz-
ing how fittingly this characterization also highlights the contrast to
Kafka,who unexpectedly and forcefully shut the door,and soon there-



after, matter-of-factly and without any apparent sadness, reported the
separation to Felice as a fait accompli:

We shall have nothing more to do with each other as long as I am
not feeling better. A very sensible solution.

The rift between us, caused first by me and then by him, and fi-
nally prompted by me, was the right thing, and occurred on the
basis of an absolutely unquestionable decision, which is certainly
not often the case with me.”

What had happened? Kafka left the matter vague; letter censorship
was likely one of the reasons he opted not to depict the concrete cir-
cumstances of the rift. Still, he intimated that Weiss had made “the
same crude accusations”—accusations of dishonesty and irresponsible
maneuvering—that had made the split in the Askanischer Hof inevi-
table. But if any resolve could make Kafka, who was feeling worn out
psychologically, reach an “unquestionable decision,” it was this: he
would tolerate no repetition of the tribunal in Berlin.

Weiss’s more explicit plaintive letters to his lover, Rahel Sanzara,
shed light on what was really going on. Kafka, he explained, had sur-
prised him by refusing to provide a public endorsement of Weiss’s sec-
ond novel, The Battle, which in his eyes made Kafka an “evil hypocrite.”
Hadn’t Kafka always expressed the highest admiration; hadn’t heeven
offered to lend a hand with the final revision of the book? Weiss had
taken these gestures as signs of collegiality and friendship that seemed
to run deep enough to make Kafka more than willing to write up a
little review. But Kafka kept him hanging, gave him false hope, then
turned him down.

It is certainly possible that Kafka gave him an explicit promise back
in the summer of 1914, when the two of them spent a few days at the
Baltic—Dbecause of sincere enthusiasm for The Battle, of which he even
had a copy, and perhaps also out of gratitude for Weiss’s eulogistic re-
view of “The Stoker.” It is even conceivable that Kafka—contrary to
his professed inability to analyze literary texts—would have honored
his promise if the novel had been published just after its completion.
But S. Fischer Verlag dithered for a long time; the catastrophic slump
the book trade had suffered since the outbreak of the war forced pro-
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duction cuts, and The Battle would not appear in print until April 1916,
bywhich point Kafka had changed. He was no longer writing even for
himself, and most certainly not to do someone else a favor.

Weiss was deeply offended. He felt rejected and betrayed, and the
problems Kafka had confided to him concerning supposed inner ob-
stacles, neurasthenia, and overwork now seemed so flimsy that the
affection that had ripened over time now turned abruptly into hatred.
“The longer I am away from Kafka,” he wrote to his girlfriend, “the
more unappealing I find his slimy malice.”® Although in later years
the two men got together on several occasions on peaceful terms, and
Weiss clearly recognized and acknowledged Kafka’s unique literary
status in print, Weiss could never getoverthe fact—right up to his final
years in Paris—that he had misjudged Kafka so completely. He de-
clared to a flabbergasted admirer of Kafka, Soma Morgenstern, that
Kafka had acted “like a scoundrel,” and in an exile journal he even por-
trayed Kafka as a man afflicted with social autism. Weiss wrote that
Kafka had “wonderful friends ... a good family, an enchanting, pure,
and kindhearted woman who wants to belong to him, and whom he
has spent ten yearsfilling with mere hopes and illusions—but nothing
affects him.”® The “enchanting, pure” Felice was a woman whose prim
and proper morality Weiss had alwaysdisdained. But as the hyperbolic
nature of this statement (“ten years”) makes evident, he was actually
talking about himself. Ernst Weiss had the dubious distinction of going
down in the history of literature as Kafka’s only sworn enemy.

There is no doubt that Kafka was peeved and disappointed to find
Weiss among the chorus of the moral accusers (even though he later
placed the blame for their quarrel squarely on himself°). It is there-
fore quite remarkable that he remained unwavering in his evaluations
of his former friend’s literary work, and did not restrict himself to a
purely aesthetic judgment; quite the contrary, even now he suggested
that Felice “keep in mind the man behind the book” in reading this
novel, and he continued to draw a clear distinction between the writ-
ing persona and the sometimes tiresome presence of Dr. Weiss.

The Battle recounts the devastating misfortune of a man who has
trouble getting through life and making decisions, and who goes back
and forth between two women. The weaker of the two eventually dies,
while the stronger one, Franziska, breaks free after years of torment



and finds her calling as a pianist. Felice Bauer found the plot hack-
neyed and the presentation monotonous. Still, the protagonist came
across as genuine, and she was certainly well acquainted with his be-
havior pattern. But that is not why Kafka had recommended the book.
“I also believe that I am one of the characters in this book, but not
more than many others, because I have truly not been singled out.”
Kafkacontended that he just happened to represent the character that
immediately comes to a Western Jewish writer’s mind; all the writer
has to do is close his eyes and figures of this kind pop up. “But I want
you to tell me something about Franziska. That is the point of the
book, after all. Ifyou get that, you’ve really got the author.”!!

As areader, Katka did not dwell on outward similarities ,even when
he himself was the model; personal traits—even gender—seemed be-
side the point to him. This nonchalancewas not feigned. If he had seen
himself portrayed in Weiss’s novel, he would have had ample oppor-
tunity to register objections to it; after all, the manuscript was on his
desk for months in the spring of 1914. He let it go. On the other hand,
Franziska’s path, her resolve, which ran hot and cold as she pried her-
self away from her origins and people close to her, to achieve a goal
that she could not justify or even articulate clearly yet still recognized
as hers—this was what made Kafka’s heart skip a beat. It was a matter
of identity, crafting oneself into what one is—come what may.

Wehave no ideawhether Ernst Weiss agreed with this view, whether
he too regarded the aesthetic desire to break away from all social com-
mitments as the actual core of his novel. But a few years later, when he
decided to go through the novel again, tighten it up, and present the
text in a new version, he used the opportunity to choose a more accu-
rate title: The Battle became Franziska.?

“We shall have nothing more to do with each other aslongas I am
not feeling better.” That sounded very familiar to Felice Bauer, and she
evidently asked him several times what had actually happened, with-
out getting an answer. Kafka promised to fill her in, but never did.

He had been silent for quite a while. There was a timewhen he had
harbored a secret,insane dream of a dedicated telephone lineor, even
better, a tunnel to Berlin, but that time was over, and he had lost any
interest in or ability to temper the monotony of his laments with charm
and self-irony. But this plain repetition was unbecoming. Repetition
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was stagnation, mental decay, hard to tolerate even in the mirror of the
diary and absolutely unacceptable to any other person. And so Kafka
came up with a coping mechanism to avoid all emotional utterances
arising from his current state of mind by sending out general reports
at increasingly long intervals. Because he had already pondered them
over and over, they provided no insight into his own experience.

[T]here are circumstances in which there is little difference between
expressing and keeping mum. My suffering is roughly fourfold:

I cannotlive in Prague. I don’tknow if I can live elsewhere, but
the most definite thing I know is that I cannotlive here.

Furthermore: This is whyI cannot have F. now.

Furthermore: I cannot help (it is even in print) admiring other
people’s children.

Finally: Sometimes I feel I shall be ground up by these torments
on every side. But my moments of suffering are not the worst part.
The worst part is that time passes, that this suffering makes me
more miserable and incapable, and prospects for the future grow
increasingly more dismal.

Isn’t that enough? She has no idea what I have been through
since the next to last time I was together with F. For weeks on end
Pvefeared being4lone in myroom. For weeks onend myonlysleep
is feverish. I go tg a sanatorium, and am convinced of the idiocy of
doing so. What am I doing there? Is it a place where nights don’t
exist? What’s even worse is that the days are the same as the nights
there. I come back and spend the first week in a daze, thinking of
nothing but my—or our—misfortune, and neither at the office nor
in ordinary conversation am I able to take in more than mere su-
perficialities,and eventhen only between the aches and tensions in
my head. A kind of imbecility comes over me. Wasn’t I rather like
that in Karlsbad?!3

Kafka must have been aware that something was amiss here. There
were no people in this inventory of suffering. Felice,who came tolifein
social interactions, was surely baffled by how Kafka could speak of suf-
fering withoutany concrete reference to family, friends, or colleagues,
not to mention the perfectly presentable successes he had experienced
as awriter, which seemed not to have the slightest bearing on his her-



metically sealed unhappiness. She had had to read in the newspaper
that he had been (indirectly) awarded a literary prize—which was a far
less common and hence more significant event back then—and he men-
tioned the surprise publication of “The Metamorphosis” (as a maga-
zine piece and a book) so offhandedly that it was almost insulting.
Well, she had never asked about his writing ...

After Kafka’s treatise on the fourfold root of suffering, there seems
to have been no other letter until December 1915—a full four months
later, by which point the Christmas vacation was approaching and,
with it, the inevitable question from Berlin he had been dreading. Fe-
lice urgently proposed that they meet, because she was “sad” about
him. But Kafka turned her down, stating “You shouldn’t see me like
this,” “even now, I could only bring you disappointment once again.”
Felice nonetheless toyed with the idea of traveling to Prague but even-
tually gave up and spent a fewdays skiing in Garmisch instead. “Very
commendable,” he told her. Then, in January, in response to her al-
most desperate inquiry, came an updated report that his health was
unchanged; he continued to suffer from headaches, insomnia, and in-
ternal ailments. “I can’t think of any solution, and I don’t know where
you could see a solution that hasn’t been tried before. ... Naturally the
living man in me is hopeful, which is not surprising. But the judging
man is not.” ByearlyMarch, his replies had become quite curt: “Aslong
as I am not free, I don’t wish to be seen, and don’t wish to see you.”
Finally, another month after that, a farewell by telegram: “not getting
a passport, fond regards=franz.”'*

x x x

Only in an operetta can the happy man be someone who forgets
what cannot be changed. This kind of viewpoint would be tanta-
mount to suppressing the evidence, or should at least be regarded
as such. In truth, the happy man is someone whose assessment of
his own requirements sets the bar so far below a decree from on
high that the pleasure of a substantial excess salary results.

If Kaftka had been destined to live his life to the age we project now-
adays, he would surely have come across this famous definition of hap-
piness, which an Austrian senior administrative officer declares on the
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closing page of Heimito von Doderer’s novel The Strudlhof Steps (1951).
And he would have been thoroughly amused byit. The comic contrast
of intimacy and studied officialese!’ was one of his own stylistic de-
vices, put to especially brilliant use in The Trial and The Castle. Here, too,
there are passages of a deliberately inadequate, dry, lifeless language,
the subliminal effect of which readers would find hard to ignore: even
before they understand, they hear the sound of a misguided mind ri-
fling through paperwork where ultimately life itself is the decision
maker—a proofex negativo, a demonstration of what does not work.

Form belies content in Doderer, as well. His definition of happi-
ness, obviously inspired by Schopenhauer and the diametrical oppo-
site of the accessible fun of an unbridled achievement-oriented society,
seems convincing at first, but the glib solution is unsettling. If the
measure of happinessreallycan be calculated, is it conceivable that sim-
ple subtraction is all that is required to lead more than two millennia
of metaphysics to its goal?

But thatis not the only question; there are more trapdoors lurking.
The inescapable conclusion from Doderer’s definition is that it is suf-
ficient to take back one’s own hopes and dreams to enhance the like-
lihood of experiencing true happiness—a purely defensive strategy
with limits each of us has to sound out for himself. It is therefore not
the cleverest thing to abandon yourlife dreams altogether—or even to
define them in negative terms, that is, to expect nothing but pain and
unhappiness,whichwould make the absence of pain the signal of hap-
piness. Is thatwhat he meant?

It almost seems as though the marvel of Marienbad—the happi-
ness thatKafka experienced in the summer of 1916 like a“decreefrom
on high”—provided concrete evidence that Doderer’s reflection was
no mere mind game bound to culminate in gloomy quietism. But what
else could be expected? Is it conceivable that what appears to be a
primitive trick of self-restraint is only the reflection of a paradoxical
psychological dynamic: resignation in the name of rescue, wallowing
in unhappiness in order to ward it off? And how ought we to imagine
this wondrous mechanism?

Kafka would have welcomed as happiness any kind of relief back in
thespring,even asingle pain-free, energetic day. Hewas in worse shape
than ever, both emotionally and physically. He was still refusing to



submit to conventional medical treatment, but now he was willing—
probably at his family’s insistence—to get at least a checkup by a neu-
rologist. The diagnosis—“cardiac neurosis”—was perfectly vague and
clarified absolutely nothing.!® But Kafka was suffering, and it was
quite evident to others, which is surely the only reason that his bosses
virtually forced him to take an additional vacation. They must have
been convinced that even the stern resident physician would not re-
fuse his consent.

It would not have occurred to anyone around him that Kafka was
not in bad enough shape yet—an idea that was not so outlandish in view
of the extant documents, as fragmentary as they are. After all, toward
what end was Kafka using whatever residual energy he was able to
wrest from his ever more frequent bouts of exhaustion and pain? Es-
sentially to avoid exposure and humiliations and to retain his compo-
sure, which explains his sudden rift with Ernst Weiss, his refusal to see
his former fiancée, and his uncharacteristically imperious, downright
obstinate scenes in the offices of Pfohl and Marschner. But all these
tacticsweresocially defensive: escape from the critical gaze of the oth-
ers, escape into solitude or anonymity. To keep his composure, Kafka
was prepared to sever his remaining ties and even to risk death in the
trenches. He gained a modicum of self-esteem, but his fleeting mo-
ments of pride came at a high price; he was in the process of destroying
any prospect of a fundamental lasting change, a change that, whatever
shape it might take, had to include the people closest to him—the very
people he was now keeping at bay, whose empathy he was testing in
the extreme and who would at some point turn away from him. An
honorable resolution not to throw himself into anyone’s arms—as
long as there were still arms available to him.

But in May 1916, just in the nick of time, Kafka’s personal facade
fell away. Marschner refused to let his rebellious subordinate go off to
war. Kafka’s prompt refusal to accept special favors was no more than
asymbolic gesture. Just afewdays later, the temptations became over-
whelming; Kafka took a trip to Marienbad for a business meeting, and
despite the windy, rainy weather, he was delighted by the town, clean
and untouched by war, with its many parks and surrounding woods.
It was peaceful here because therewere no guests from abroad, and it
was “inconceivably beautiful.” He had not realized that such places still
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existed within reach, justa fewhoursby train from the “pit” in Prague,
and after his first look around the place, he knew he would come back
soon.’

The tone of his messages changed. Kafka had felt a breath of fresh
air; he was able to stretch his limbs and get down to writing. But set-
tling into his situation was no easy matter; he had nothad much prac-
tice in this. How could he convey that to Marschner without sacrific-
ing hisdignity? He needed to step up the pressure, and anattackof his
body to surmount the final hurdle. From May 237 to the 28, a full five
days and nights, he was tormented by incessant headaches that made
itagonizingto pore overthe files and precluded any kind of relaxation
on the weekend. Now he had reached the crisis stage, the reserves de-
pleted, further retreat impossible. It was do or die. He would accept
the three weeks of vacation he had been offered, with humble grati-
tude, and travel to Marienbad. “Iwanted to stick to mydecision.. . but
I can’t stand it.”®

Now his psychological defenses began to topplelikedominoes. Fe-
lice Bauer, who noticed that something of vital importance was going
on, used the moment to descend on Kafka with a startling suggestion:
what if they were to spend their summer vacation together? It would
be the first time they had seen each other in almost a year and the first
intimate venture away from the pryingeyes of their families. This step
would have unforeseeable consequences. But Kafka was all for it, and
“exceedingly in agreement, of course,” without a trace of misgivings.
He eagerly declared thattheonlypossible destination was Marienbad,
indeed he was already dreaming of harnessing his utterly wasted pro-
ductive energiesright there, in the distracting proximity of a woman,
this woman.!®

Kafka was losing his composure, and enjoying it. He knew that he
was once again putting himself to the test, but he did not want to know
it. He waited patiently for Felice’s signal, and within a few weeks he
was able to work his way through the outrageous mountains of files
and put his office in perfectorder—asthoughforgood. Finally, on Sat-
urday, July 1, the final dictations, handshakes with his colleagues, the
pleasure of parting. Unfortunately his unsuspecting family demanded
its share of him and made him sacrifice half a day of his vacation time
to come to the synagogue to attend the wedding ceremony of a highly



successful relative. Kafka sat through a long litany (“How goodly are
thy tents, O Jacob, and thy tabernacles, O Israel ...”) while staring at
his watch.?° Finally, early on Sunday afternoon, he got away. He sat
in a train compartment—third class, as usual—enveloped in the only
sound that had never disturbed him: the thumping and rumbling
of metal wheels on the tracks. Behind the windows, the city slowly
receded.

He sought and found an image that united near and far, the mysteri-
ous distance of whatappears closest to us and the provocative presence
of the unattainable, yet nearly attainable, off in the distance: a dialecti-
cal image, a thought-image.

Kafka made intensive use of this image, an image of extreme sim-
plicity and supposed innocuousness: it was the door, and its noble de-
rivative, the gate. His works have doors thatare not closed and none-
thelessremain impassable (thegate in “Before the Law” and the door
through the peephole of which the Castle official Klamm can be seen);
doors that open out into impenetrable darkness (Kafka’s vision of the
cover image for “The Metamorphosis™); dilapidated doors that open
by themselves (“A Country Doctor”) or are on the verge of falling apart
(access to the painter Titorelli’s room in The Trial), doors that invite
torture and death just by touching them (“The Knock at the Manor
Gate”); and finally, doors that alter their degree of accessibility from
one moment to the next for no apparent reason. In April 1916, Kafka
invented a door of this last kind as an anticipatory symbol of what he
would experience two months later.?!

Buton his very first day in Marienbad, he came across a new, aes-
thetically sophisticated variant: “with Felice. Door to door, keys on
both sides.”?? Of course, hotel rooms have keys; doors with keys are
too common for him to have made a special point of the fact. But this
double door,which he inspected with hiseyes and ears, was an almost
indiscreet symbol, and today of all days, his thirty-third birthday, he
was a bit more susceptible than usual to these kinds of references.

Evidently Felice’s side of the door was open from the start. She
also had obstacles to overcome: going on vacation with a man as an
unmarried—not even engaged—couple, and with a person who two
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years ago was cursed to hell, was not easy to make plausible to the
family. Atleast in a sanatorium, everyone is systematically focused on
himself ... but Kafka had rejected that idea, and conventional consid-
erations or requirements of public morality now interested him so lit-
tle that he had trouble recalling them. Why didn’t she do it his way?
Saying nothing at all at home was the safest option—at least not say-
ing anything of any consequence.

No sooner was Felice out of her mother’s sight, however, than she
blossomed. At the train station in Marienbad, she greeted an anxious
Kafkain the tender and natural way he had always hoped forinvainin
Berlin. Even the stumbling blocks they had to deal with on their first
days in Marienbad—switching hotels, constant rain, and of course
Kafka’s sensitivities and rigid habits—did nothing to change that.
“Tribulations of living together,” he noted on the third day, and al-
though he was undoubtedly aware that Felice had far more reason to
complain, he twisted the knife a little deeper: “Impossibility of living
with F. Impossibility of living with anyone at all.”

Above all, it was probably his hyperalert consciousness that kept
him in suspense. Kafka knew—and he was unable to push aside this
thought by day or by night—that something had to happen soon. Of
course, the external circumstances were happy as never before, and
he himself had brought them about. But that was exactly why the ren-
dezvous in Marienbad was fraught with the stress resulting from the
expectations of an experiment that would decide everything: If four
years of preparation were not enough to attain something resembling
fulfillment under circumstances like these, any further hope would be
illusory. This would be good-bye forever, a good-bye the meaning and
necessity of which would be proved beyond a doubt. What was actually
driving him to submit to these “tribulations of living together”? Noth-
ing but “strangeness, pity, lust, cowardice, vanity,” he felt, “and only
deep down, perhaps, a thin trickle worthy of being called love, inacces-
siblewhensought out, flashingup once in the momentof amoment.—
Poor Felice.”

A desire for intimacy does not appear on Kafka’s list, although he
knew that this impulse could mushroom into an almost irresistible
craving that would cloud over all his inhibitions and logical counter-
arguments. No one knew that better than he, and he had already come



up with correspondingly oppressive images in The Trial. But he had
forgotten what it meant to savor fulfillment. He considered sexual de-
sire more irksome than ever (prostitutes—even fictitious ones—had
not appeared in his notes for quite some time), and he could not bring
himself to fuse that desire conceptually with the bittersweet infatua-
tion in Weimar, the moment of happiness in Riva, the awkward flirta-
tions in Prague just a few weeks earlier, or his own surprising willing-
ness to seek out Felice’s company. As keenly as he observed himself, he
failed to establish these connections, and the detachment of sex from
tenderness, which had had a long tradition in Kafka’s bourgeois mi-
lieu, certainly played a part in that—even though it was evident in his
case only in internalized form, as a mental filter, a blind spot of self-
perception. His psychological experience seems split apart by funda-
mentally incompatible longings: to escape from the hypervigilant cell
of his own consciousness; to be understood by other people and ac-
cepted in peace; and to be transported by togethernesswithawoman—
skin to skin, mouth to mouth—in a way that would engage every fiber
of his being. Kafka knew all that, yet he refused to accept that they
were manifestations of one and the same desire, a desire deeply rooted
in the somatic and therefore impossible to conceive of or fulfill.

In Marienbad he crossed this threshold, and Felice, who evidently
herselffelt longing for the first time, made it possible. And it was high
time; it was the final chance, the crisis point had been reached. Kafka
could hardly contain himself. “What kind of person am I'”” he lamented
on a hastily written postcard in pencil. “What kind of person am I! I
am torturing her and myself to death.” But just afew hours later, they
enjoyed Marienbad in the full sunshine, “an afternoon wonderfully
mild and lovely.”?* Soon after, the double door opened. They had five
days remaining,.

It really seemed to me that the rat was now in its verylast hole. But
since things could not have become worse, they took a turn for the
better. The ropes with which I was bound together were at least
loosened; I got my bearings somewhat while she, who had always
held out her hands into the utter void to help, helped again, and
with her I arrived ata humanrelationshipof akind that I had never
known before and that came very near in quality to the relationship
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we had achieved at our best periods as one letter writer to another.
Basically I have never been intimate with a woman, apart from two
instances—the one in Zuckmantel (but there she was a woman and
I'was a boy) and the one in Riva (but there she was half a childand
I was totally confused and sick every which way). But now I saw
the look of trust in a woman’s eyes and could not close myself off.
Much has been torn open that I wanted to preserve forever (not in-
dividual things, but on the whole); and I know that through this
tear will come enough unhappiness for more than a lifetime—still,
this unhappiness is not summoned up but rather imposed. I have
no right to fend it off, especially since, if what is happening were
not happening, I would make it happen on my own, simply to have
her turn that look upon me. I did not really know her; aside from
other doubts, I was hampered back then by actual fear of the reality
behind this letter writer; when she came toward me in the big room
to receive the engagement kiss, a shudder came over me; the en-
gagement trip with my parentswas sheer agony for me, every step
of the way; I have never feared anything as much as being alone
with F. before the wedding. Now all that has changed and is good.
Our agreement is in brief: to get married soon after the end of the
war, to rent a two- or three-room apartment in a Berlin suburb,
each to assume economic responsibilities only for himself; F. will
go on working as she has all along, and I—well, as for me, I cannot
yet say. But if I try to paint a picture of the situation, the result
looks like this: two rooms, perhaps in Karlshorst; in one of them,
F.wakes up early, heads off, and falls exhausted into bed at night; in
the other room there is a sofa on which I lie and feed on milk and
honey.?s

Brod must have been shocked by this lengthy and remarkably
orderly report, not only because torment and desire appear so inter-
twined, buteven more because he was learning for the first time about
events whose psychological repercussions Kafka had not revealed for
three whole years. No one had known about the “torture”; Kafka
worked through his feelings privately. And there is no doubt that Brod,
who had at least two erotic relationships besides his marriage, had to
first translate Kafka’s austere language, ricocheting between sharply



contoured images, into his own experience. The sexual connotations
were unequivocal but oddly focused on the female gaze, and hence on
the most immaterial elements. An attempt to be discreet? Perhaps.
But if Brod had been able to leaf through Kafka’s diaries back then, he
would have found this: “thevery gaze from her soothed eyes; the open-
ing up of womanlike gazes,” Kafka wrote in describing Felice.26 Right
to the end of his life, this gaze remained the symbol of everything
good, the assurance that redemption was not only conceivable but fea-
sible, “once in the moment of a moment.” For him, this was the marvel
of Marienbad. And the extant note about Felice’s “fine body” is found
only on a slip of paper, written shortly before his death.?”

Heheld fast to thememory of her gaze, and he took it astonishingly
well that the “feminine mystique” was bound to close up once again
at some point. Marienbad was no paradise; their daily routine was as
mundane as anywhere else, even at their elegant hotel, Schloss Bal-
moral (Felice had evidently insisted on the amenities this hotel had to
offer). They took walks, roamed through the woods, visited two tour-
ist cafés—the Egerldnder and the Dianahof—recommended in their
Baedeker travel guide, struck up casual acquaintances with people at
nearby tables, and read the newspapers together (the inferno of the
Somme had just begun, but no one here could or would imagine that).
Late in the evening, they sat facing each other, on Felice’s balcony, at a
little table with an electric lamp. He accepted the fact that she had yet
to forgive him completely for the old suffering; he had nothing against
writing to Anna Bauer and addressing her as “dear mother,” the way a
son-in-law would—after all, they had de facto renewed their engage-
ment, even if Kafka strictly avoided using this word—and he even got
through a visit with Felice to the nearby health resort in Franzensbad
(where Julie Kafka and Valli were staying, and casting searching looks
at him) with a feeling of ease that would have been unimaginable to
him just a few days earlier. He wrote to Brod that it was “extraordi-
nary, so extraordinary that it really terrifies me at the same time.”?®

This state of untouchable and anxiety-free floating on air did not
end when Felice left. To his disappointment, his insomnia and head-
aches still plagued him even though everything was now going well.
Moreover, because of an apparent mixup by the hotel management,
Kafkahad to spend the remaining week in the much noisier room Fe-
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lice had occupied, with guests on both sides, behind (now firmly shut)
double doors. But when he sat on “her” balcony in the evening, in
“her” seat, he could again see hereyes trained on him, which gave him
a sense of peace. Years later, Kafka still considered the six happy days
they spent together and the eight happy days he spent alone the great-
est unsolved mysteries of his life.? Fourteen days—nothing in com-
parison with the hundreds upon hundreds of nights from which they
were wrested, but an astonishing, wonderful, and unique experience
for a nervous self whose time did not fly by but entailed struggle every
step of the way, and the only relaxation he experienced came as com-
plete exhaustion.

We are similarly mystified. What had happened to those seemingly
insurmountable objective hurdles that had beleaguered Kafka for years
and made it impossible for him to move forward with marriage? The
well-founded fear of a life at the office, of the burden of providing for
his family, of a family trap sapping his creative energies, of the end of
writing? Hadn’t Kafka himself declared just a few months earlier, “des-
perately, like a caged rat,” that the ongoing outward “lack of freedom”
was the essence of his unhappiness?3° And hadn’t he stylized the pro-
cess of deciding between marriage and literature as an essential self-
mythologizing?

Max Brod, who not only knew this litany but also chimed in him-
self on occasion, must have been dismayed when he caught on to the
meaning of the happy message. Had Kafka succumbed to a momen-
tary temptation, or had he really forgotten? Not at all. He had burst
out of his chains and found a way out that none of his friends could
have imagined—a solution beyond any conventions. Better still, he
had a woman at his side who supported this solution and, to all ap-
pearances, even wished for it. “{E]ach to assume economic responsi-
bilities only for himself,” was the pivotal sentence in Kafka’s letter. “F.
willgo on working as she has all along. ...”

That was a shocking option, of which Brod and Weltsch, both mar-
ried men, could only dream, realizing it would entail scandal. Felice,
who put off her mother’s questions this time with remarks along the
lines of no, no details, we don’t know yet, we shall see, when the war is over,
was aware of that as well. Of course, Kafka acted much the same way.
Julie and Valli, who visited him on his last day of vacation, were given



only the scanty information that they had reconciled and that there
would likely be a wedding some day.

This casual attitude would have been unthinkable before the war,
not to mention the secret financial arrangements through which
Kafka and his fiancée were essentially turning their backs on their so-
cial background. A man’s ability to provide for his wife and a woman’s
facility in maintaining a domestic haven and supervising the children’s
education in keeping with their station in life were still central ele-
ments of the bourgeois way of life and features that clearly set them
apart from the proletarian milieu. Of course there were respectable
families that lived exclusively off the wife’s inheritance, but even in
those cases the male function of securing the family’s livelihood re-
mained intact as the facade; and of course, bills and checks continued
to be signed by the husband. It was out of the question for a wife and
mother to enter the job market. That would arouse social or even
moral suspicions and taint the man with a hint of pimping. The only
exceptions were in metropolises, liberal academic milieus, artists’
circles,and marginal subcultural networks under the sway of the Leb-
ensreform movement, which promoted a back-to-nature lifestyle. But
therewereno models of that kind in the Prague bourgeoisie; the rights
and duties of the provider still applied as much as they ever had. Even
Max Brod made a point of stating that he was married while he was
involved in royalty negotiations. This provincial gesture would have
been near inconceivable in Vienna.

It must have been especially shocking for the older set to watch
these conventions crumble and grow obsolete so quickly; this was one
of the most immediate, perceptible consequences of the war. Suddenly
women were needed on the labor force, even in areas that were previ-
ously off-limits to them: the countless number of female munitions
workers working day and night were stylized as legendary heroines of
the home front in all the countries at war. But above all, the sudden
public presence of women resulted in social turmoil. Passengers were
flummoxed the first time they took a streetcar conducted by a woman,
not only because they were fearful (and their fear was fueled by physi-
cians and psychologists), but because it was an anomaly, an alarming
and irreversible break with tradition. Even though the conservative
press did its best to assure them of the opposite, everyone understood
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that women who took on these jobs in place of the men on the front
were not just “chipping in.” They would not be vacating these newly
conquered spots, not even after the expected victory that would restore
peace. Things would never be the same.

The surprising public recognition now bestowed on domestic work
also reinforced this suspicion. No one (apart from a few feminists) had
thought of reading the term “housewife” as a job title. Shopping, clean-
ing, cooking, and taking care of the children was how married women
typically spent their days; these were gender-specific services learned
by imitation, even if they were delegated to household staff. By 1916,
however, with theonsetof the economy of scarcity, quite a few of these
skills were classified as essential to the war effort. The entire “women’s
sphere” was abruptly upgraded in public discourse and became a po-
litical and thus serious subject, with predictable consequences. House-
wives now had to read the business section of the daily newspaper to
find out which groceries were being rationed, what market prices the
authorities had set, on which days baking cakes was forbidden, and
what penalties they would face if they spread a “defeatist attitude” in
the longer and longer lines composed almost exclusively of women.
Even the very core of domesticity, the realm of sexuality and reproduc-
tion, came under increasing scrutiny. For the first time, women with
many children enjoyed official tributes; for births, and evenfor breast-
feeding, there were government allowances. If an unwed father was
a soldier, generous state subsidies were paid—while infidelity, which
would weaken a married man’s morale on the battlefront, was decried
on both moral and political grounds.

The fact that the conditions of the war necessitated allowing—and
imposing on—the “weaker sex” a multitude of new, important, and
visible functions gave the emancipation of middle-class women a far
more powerful boost than the organized women’s movement, which
was by and large stuck in traditional values rooted in love of country
and loyaltyto family, would ever have been able to achieve. The histori-
cal sources clearly show that this process was extremely significant in
shaping social history. But the picture blurs once you examine con-
crete effects in everyday life and changing mentalities. How else can it
be explained that a woman like Felice Bauer, who tided over her entire
family from time to time and even before the war held a professionally



responsible and unusually “advanced” position, waited until the war
toeven the scoreinhersocial and moral behavior, that is, to avail her-
self of the latitude to which she had been entitled economically for
quite some time? After all, she had experienceda less formal, laxer, and
somewhat more matter-of-fact interaction between the sexesforyears
in her urban professional milieu.

Most likely, the economic shift alone is not enough to explain such
sweeping changes within a single generation. In fact, it is conceivable
(and in the case of Felice Bauer, even likely) that the “egalitarian” drift
of the job market was regarded not only as liberating, but also as
threatening and deracinating, which would explain a woman’s desire
to cling to tradition at least on a personal level and play the role of the
wife, the daughter, the lady, the fiancée. There had to be another major
trigger to promote this change deep within individuals, namely in the
arena of sexual identities and mentalities, a change that modernized
society had been preparing to accept as a possibility for along time.

This trigger was the war, and its brutal dissolution of ethical con-
straints. Why adhere to laws that might not even apply by tomorrow?
Why remain faithful to a man who might be dead or in captivity? Why
deny yourself a pleasure that will require a ration coupon the following
month, or no longer be available at all? Why save if everything is be-
coming more and more expensive, why economize while others profit
outrageously from the war? And finally, why all the long-drawn-out
courtship rituals in aworld that has fallen apart, in which people, insti-
tutions, and values disappear and where any planning that extends
beyond afew months is built on a shaky foundation?

It won’t make any difference now. This feeling first took root in the pri-
vate sphere and, by 1916, typified a dramatic shift in social mentality
that no counterpropaganda could stop. Questionable liaisons, hasty
marriages, and a markedly increasing percentage of illegitimate births
were only the outward, visible side of a far more wide-ranging social
upheaval. People had become hedonistic, the conservative newspapers
groused, and hedonism was the worst sin of all at a time in which hun-
dreds of thousands were laying their lives on the line. Was this really
hedonism? Surely not. People took whatever was still there, because
they knew it wouldn’t be around for long. And in the proximity of
death and destruction, life becomes livelier. That was the sum of it.3!
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Thewarflungopen the doors tonew perspectives, then slammed them
shut—in big grimy Berlin as well as in idyllic Marienbad, with its
promenades that were swept and sprinkled on a daily basis. In July
1916, KafkaandFelice Bauer strolled arm in arm, caught up in the idea
of things not making a difference now, and they devised a plan that
was conceivable only at a time like this. They had the war to thank. But
afewdays later, the German Reich tightened up its passport laws, and
thedistance between Berlinand Marienbad swelled. Less than a month
after Felice returned home from her happyvacation, she had to take on
additional assignments in her company—the Technical Workshop—
because the men were not there. In return, she was made an autho-
rized officer, but that was nothing new for her.

For a brief moment, Kafka had glimpsed a utopian vision: freedom
from earningaliving,concentration onwriting,and, at the same time,
the peace that only a woman could provide. After her departure, in the
evening, alone on the hotel balcony, he felt this colossal and impos-
sible blending of security and autonomy. He may have opened his
notebook and soughta metaphor, afittingimage for this impossibility,
but he did not find it. But then it slipped in on a postcard,?? in the form
of atinycarelessmistake, of the kind he made so often. He intended to
write Schloss (castle) Balmoral as the sender’s address, but it nearly
came out Schoss (lap). Before completing the o, he quickly amended it.
He should have leftit as is.



CHAPTER FIVE

What Do I Have in Common with Jews?

I admire the momentum, but I wonder: What was that flying through
the air?

—Arthur Schnitzler, Buch der Spriiche und Bedenken

Our Kaiser was here in 1904. It was the greatest of all honors. The
whole town was on its feet, everything was illuminated and be-
deckedwithflags, flowers everywhere, peoplearestilltalkingabout
it today at the Hotel Weimar, and at his table, Edward, king of
England, the same one who returned every summer until shortly
before his death, semi-incognito, and a steady stream of ministers
and princes came inand out....

IF THE REIGNING MAYOR, THE TWO DOZEN SPA DOCTORS, OR EVEN
the conductor of the Municipal Spa Band of Marienbad had been
asked who were the most prominent guests ever to have spent time
in this place, they would probably all have answered: The political
dignitaries—even if they “tarried” no more than a few hours and, like
Franz Joseph I, took no more than a sip of the healing waters before
“betaking themselves” to the competition in nearby Karlsbad. Promi-
nence: The standards were clear, the criteria strict. It was power that
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held everyone in its sway, the ability “to make history” and to move
one’s own vassals around like metal shavings in a magnetic field, the
only exception being the immortal Goethe (from whose visits the
memorable Hotel Weimar derived its name), who was granted this
lofty status despite his lack of retinue. That underwent a fundamental
change much later, after several additional decades of operating the
health resort, and today’s travel guides for the Czech town of Marian-
ské Lazné point out that Chopin, Gogol, Ibsen, Mark Twain, Johann
Strauss, Nietzsche, Dvorak, Mahler, and Freud—all famous but with-
out wielding power—also spent weeks or months living in Marienbad
(“tarrying” had gone out of fashion). And at the end of this long list is
a Jew from Prague, the least powerful of all. But he had a very idiosyn-
cratic concept of prominence. He wrote to Felice, who had just left:

Imagine, we were not even aware of the most distinguished spa
guest in Marienbad, a man in whom so many place their trust: the
rabbi of Belz, now the chief representative of Hasidism. He has
been here three weeks. Last night for the first time I joined him and
some ten of his entourage on his evening walk.!

They had really missed out on something—inexplicably, in light of
the fact that the “Israelite” lodgings and restaurants were just a few
minutes from the center of town. But that small, higgledy-piggledy
grouping of houses was not a sightseeing attraction and it took a writ-
ten request by Brod to get Kafka to visit it.

This was not his first opportunity to see Hasidic authorities and
their followers up close. There were Hasidim in Prague, as well, who
were washed ashore with the waves of war refugees and wound up in
the cheap neighborhoods on the outskirts of the city, but they kept
to themselves, steered clear of social spots, and were never even seen
in the Reform synagogue, which they considered impure. There were
certainly plenty of Jews, especially in the German-speaking historic
city center, who knew about their presence only from newspapers.

Not Kafka. In 1915, the year before Marienbad, an intermediary
named]Jifi (Georg) Langer had offered to provide him and other inter-
ested parties in Zionist circles a glimpse into the lives of the sectari-
ans. Langer was a Western Jewish renegade from Prague, who, to the
horror of his middle-class Czech parents, had become a follower of a



Galician “wonder rabbi” at the young age of nineteen and, soon after,
began to parade around his hometown in a caftan, with side curls and
wide-brimmed fur hat, surrounded by the scent of onions. Langer was
a phenomenon unto himself, albeit a maddening one: fanatical, self-
sacrificing, demonizing of women, a fundamentalist par excellence.
Not even the army could whip him into shape; no threat of punish-
ment made an impression on him, especially not on the Sabbath, and
after a few months he was labeled “mentally bewildered” and dis-
charged. Of course Langer, who had an enviable knack for picking up
Hebrew, had studied Hasidic scriptures and arcane kabbalistic writ-
ings, which surely piqued Kafka’s curiosity, and Brod’s even more, be-
cause those were the heartand soul of aJewish tradition that remained
largely inaccessible even to the cultural Zionists of Prague. The ten-
dentious anthologies of Buber—romanticizing versions of Hasidic
legends, with language Kafka found “unbearable”—stilldominatedthe
cultural Zionists’ image of a specifically Jewish “spirituality.”?

If Buber’s folklore were taken at face value, the reality of eastern
European Jewish life, such as the sight of a small group of followers
rallying around the rabbi of Grodek in a dreary inn in Prague-Zizkov,
could only be disillusioning. Langer, who assumed the role of tourist
guide, steered his somewhat reluctant acquaintance to a circle of men
who were dressed in black, praying loudly, then lowering their voices
into a disconcerting whisper. They came just in time for the “Third
Meal” of the Sabbath, a holy custom that was utterly incomprehensi-
ble to outsiders, in which the table of the tzadik (“righteous one”) and
thefood he passed around took on the mystical quality of altar and sac-
rifice. But Kafka and Brod were nonplussed. Kafka in particular was
much more preoccupied with the peculiar relationship between clean-
liness and dirt thathe observed here than with the rituals, which meant
nothing to him. He was reluctant to help himself to the fish from the
shared dish, inwhich the rabbi had just rummaged around with his bare
fingers, and failed to realize that even this physical contact was not un-
planned, butasacred act. “When it comesrightdowntoit,” he remarked
to Brod on thewayback to town, “when it comes right down toiit, it was
like being among a wild African tribe. Blatant superstition.”?

Kafka’s eyesweretrained on the rabbi himself: whatreally qualified
this person above all others; what were the visible features, the per-
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ceptible characteristics that established his authority? “What makes a
rabbi is a naturethatis as stronglypaternal as possible,” he noted in his
diary. It is unclear whether this was his own view or one of Langer’s
emphatic clarifications.* In either case, it was an idealization, because
Kafka surely knew that in the centers of Hasidism, at least thirty in
Galicia alone, the dynastic principle had applied for generations. Not
only was the office of rabbi and his position of authority inheritable,
but also the status of the miracle-working tzadik, who had direct ac-
cess to the higher spheres. In these provincialyet relatively glamorous
“courts,” many different rulers had been venerated, rulers who were
not always paternal and who also required financial contributions
from their followers.’

Kafka’s detailed report from Marienbad shows that after the dis-
illusioning excursion to Zizkov he maintained a lively interest in the
mystery of authority. The prominent spa guest Shalom Rokeach, the
rabbi of Belz, was one of the most influential figures of Hasidism, and
one of the most uncompromising. It is hardly a coincidence that the
youthful convert Langer chose this man to be his teacher, because the
“court” of Belz, north of Lemberg, near the Russian border, adhered
rigidly to time-honored traditions, and its ritualistic Hasidic daily life
was immune to any innovation (Hasids even rejected the use of silver-
ware). Belz was Jewish territory in its own right, a place in which time
had seemed to stand still for centuries, and attracted a steady stream of
pilgrims even from abroad. But as early as the first weeks of the war,
the village was overrun by Russian troops, the rabbi fled to Hungary,
and his congregation was scattered.

His health was likely the sole reason that brought the rabbi to
Marienbad; the awkward attempts of the Hasidim rushing to fetch
him the healing waters he required takes up a remarkable amount of
space in Kafka’s thirteen-page report to Brod. He would abstain from
anyinterpretation, he warned at the outset, and stick to what he could
see with his own eyes; “but one sees only the tiniest details, which is
certainly significant in my opinion. It speaks for truthfulness even to
the most idiotic. Where there is truth, all that can be seen with the
naked eyes is details.”® That sounded convincing, and Kafka certainly
appreciated the rare opportunity to observe such an exotic figure up
close. Langer smoothed the way for this contact when he suddenly



turned up in Marienbad, and access to the rabbi was also facilitated by
the fact that the rabbi could not shield himself here as he normally did.
Beyond any respect Kafka felt, his delight in the scenic presentation
was also aroused: the sixty-one-year-old rabbi, stout, in a silk caftan,
withawhite flowing beard and a tall fur hat, striding through the woods
in the pouring rain, accompanied by a small group of obsequious gab-
baim who had to walk next to or behind him, one carrying a chair, an-
otheradry cloth, a third a glass, and a fourth a bottle of water ... that
was certainly comic. But where did Kafka seeanytruth here?

He inspects everything, but especially buildings; the most ob-
scure details interesthim. He asks questions, points outall sorts of
things. His whole demeanor is marked by admiration and curios-
ity. All in all, what comes from him are the inconsequential com-
ments and questions of itinerant royalty, perhaps somewhat more
childlike and more joyous; at any rate they unquestioningly reduce
allthinking on the part of his escort to the samelevel. L{anger] tries
to find or thinks he finds a deeper meaning in everything; I think
that the deeper meaning is that there is none and in my opinion this
is quite enough. It is absolutely a case of divine right, without the
absurdity that an inadequate basis would give to it.

Once again, this was Kafka’s characteristic unerring gaze at work,
agaze that he could train on his own father, the high school teacher at
the lectern, the idolized founder of anthroposophy, the eastern Euro-
pean Jewish spokesmen in Prague, or the affable president of the
Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute. Itis the gaze directed at power,
the gaze that captures the essence of the emptiness behind the scenes
withoutsettlinginto a state of smug complacency. Kafka felt deep em-
pathy with the “serene, happy faith” directed so single-mindedly at a
bare center. He was familiar with it, and people in Marienbad who
kept their distance from the Judengasse would have admitted that they
were as well: it was the childlike feeling with which they had paid trib-
ute to their Kaiser and listened spellbound to the jovial catchphrases he
had polished over the decades, while disdaining the subservience of
the Hasidim.

But that was not the kind of information Brod was seeking. Of
course, he valued Kafka’s unerring powers of observation, and when
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he compared the report in the Berliner Tageblatt that came out at the
same time, in which an obviously uninformed correspondent wenton
about the “wonder rabbi’s mysterious eyes,”” he knew whom he could
rely on. Kafka picked up on the fact that the tzadik was squinting: he
was blind in one eye, and that was all there was to the mystery. But
what interested Brod most of all—and what he had hoped to find at
the Zizkov inn, as well—was the vision of an original, unadulterated,
authentic Judaism. Kafka did not address this subject.

Did the Hasidim live at the source of the Jewish spirit, of Jewish
folk culture? That was a point of contention even among cultural Zion-
ists and advocates of a Jewish nation. People marveled at the radicality
and self-assurance with which they turned everyday activities—song,
dance, and prayer—into rituals of worship. An unending Sabbath,
an unending celebration of fusion with God, without the sting of self-
doubt, devoid of any feeling of tragedy, in childlike irresponsibility.
The Hasidim interpreted the Torah and Kabbalah literally; they lived
out what others only handed down. But Hasidism had also suffered
the fate that inevitably corrupts any religious ecstasy that is rendered
everlasting: it developed from a mystical revivalism into a rigid cult
that kept its adherents in a blatant state of dependence and ignorance.
Buber had tried to maintain a distinction between the despotic rule of
the tzadik and an original, socially innocent Hasidism, but this argu-
ment sounded far too much like an honor-saving device and, on closer
inspection, proved historically untenable.

The fact that the Hasidim roundly rejected any form of Zionism
(which was then regarded as an impermissible anticipation of the
work of the Messiah) also unsettled Brod, who clung to idealist think-
ing. The well-intentioned evening discussions at the Jewish People’s
Association, which were designed to mediate between East and West,
had proved to be out-and-out failures, and Brod had to accept the fact
that he was dismissed as a typical Western Jew by the Orthodox im-
migrants, no matter what he said. Even worse was that the Hasidic
leaders began to take an active political role; they opposed Zionist-
minded candidates whenever the opportunity arose. The “wonder
rabbi” of Belz even formed alliances with Catholic government ofh-
cials,which must have amused the liberal Jews of Prague but horrified
the Zionists. Gradually this man became a formidable opponent—



long before he turned up in Marienbad—and Brod was now keen to
see for himself what wentonin his inner circle.?

On two occasions, Kafka joined the rabbi’s evening walk with
Langer (he was the only Jew in short garb), then he had seen quite
enough. What he found here was not some sort of mysterious arche-
typal Judaism, but a spiritual disposition that to his mind ran deeper
than all forms of limited sectarianism, deeper than Judaism itself. Brod
would have been bewildered to learn that in the same week that Kafka
was observing the tzadik and listening to the agitated Langer, he was
reading a book he had chosen expressly to bring to Marienbad from
the university library in Prague, a biography of Countess Erdmuthe
von Zinzendorf, a Christian sectarian and co-founder of the pietistic
community in Herrnhut. Brod regarded that as an utterly different,
distant realm, but in Kafka’s view, it represented the same frame of
mind, the same totality of thinking, feeling, and living, and the same
truthfulness. Ina report to Brod, he had claimed in passing to be using
the key concepts “truth” and “truthfulness” synonymously, and he
meant it. Kafka had been convinced for quite some time that truth
could not be the extract of philosophical or religious judgments but
rather had a fundamentally moral and social dimension. Truth cannot
be taught; it has to be lived. It is a force field whose source remains
hidden, but its radius is the only conceivable place for a life befitting
a human being—irrespective of all the oddities that may ensue in a life
like that. Examples that touched on Kafka’s own realm of experience
included vegetarians, eastern Jewish actors, calisthenics devotees, and
pietists and other mystics. A true life, dans le vrai. Now that Kafka and
Felice Bauer had decided to marry, he tried to persuade his bride-to-be
of this, as well.

Kafka turned preachy, and the small, often self-ironic admonitions
he had interspersed in earlier writings as running gags suddenly took
onatone of urgency. Felice hadknown him long enough to realize that
he loathed ordinary chit-chat, and that when he talked about aspirin,
freshair,and third-class train rides, there was invariably an underlying
issue of totality. Now the issue of totality was becoming explicit, and
the disparity between the plain everyday matters that were so impor-
tant to Kafka and the ponderous arguments why they were important
to him loomed larger than ever. He admitted that he had something
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against needlework. And a life without a proper lunch would not do
either. He wrote her from Marienbad requesting that she stop crunch-
ing lumps of sugar with her teeth, even if that was just the begin-
ning, because “the path to the top is unending.”® He was being dead
serious.

She promised to do better. She accepted the idea that pure sugar
could not be beneficial for a set of teeth that was not in the best shape
anyway (she was constantly running to dentists, although she did not
like to admit it), but Kafka seemed to believe that these kinds of small,
painless acts of self-discipline were merely the first rungs of an endless
ladder that somewhere, up above the clouds, led to the realm of perfec-
tion. Felice Bauer began to get the uneasy feeling that his intentions
were didactic, and her suspicions were quickly borne out. No sooner
was his Marienbad freedom over, no sooner had Kafka returned to
his desk in Prague in late July, than he began to come up with actual
lessons.

He asked her to pay a visit to Friedrich Feigl, a painter in Berlin
whom Kafka had known as a schoolboy and whose work he admired
from afar, and to pick out a picture by Feigl that could serve as “a stan-
dard Jewish wedding gift” for a cousin, and he assured her somewhat
ambiguously that she had “an unerring eye.” It is odd that Kafka put
less emphasis on the painting itself —which would cost a month’s
salary—than on Felice’s visit to the painter’s apartment and his wife,
or rather on the impressions Felice would gather there. She should
just go there, and she would “see a great many valuable things,” he as-
suredher.Whatsorts of things? She wanted to know. The pedantfrom
Prague explained, “In my opinion, what’s worth your while to see is
the exemplary nature of the totality, the design of a household man-
agement based on a great deal of truth, little of which is tangible.”*°

Once again, Kafka was invoking the concept of truth, as he invari-
ably did in connection with bestowing the highest praise, yet he was
quite vague about his criteria for distinguishing the true from the un-
true. He simply introduced the conceptas though it were self-evident.
And he had to admit that he did not even have a clear idea of the exem-
plary “household management” of the Feigls; he knew the wife only in
passing, and the apartment in Berlin not at all. It was simply the form
of life together that he had in mind, the seemingly successful blend of



marriage and artistic work, the concrete utopia, the secret of which he
had wanted to drawout of Feigl more than once.! Buta utopian vision
seeks enactment, and Felice Bauer, who faithfully did what Kafka had
asked, found the painter in a mood that seemed anything but happy.
These were certainly nice people, but she could not for the life of her
discern any sort of “exemplary nature”—and she failed to see any
guideposts for her own future marriage. Once again, as so often in the
past, Kafka’s didactic dodges made no impression on Felice’s sober
judgment. But he had one last trump card to play, and it would prove
to be a true game changer, to their astonishment.

While they were together in Marienbad, he had told her about a
Jewish Home that had been established in May 1916, on Dragoner-
strasse 22 near Alexanderplatz (now called Max-Beer-Strasse), in Ber-
lin’s infamous Scheunenviertel, which had had to absorb an enormous
number of eastern European Jews—both refugees and armaments
workers hired in occupied Poland—since the beginning of the war,
and was especially hard hit by the increasing scarcity of food. Siegfried
Lehmann, a young physician, had become the director of the home,
the main task of which was to take care of eastern European Jewish
children and teenagers, which was an endless task because the com-
prehensive safety nets of the Jewish community had long since been
unable to ameliorate the suffering resulting from the war, and even
orphans could no longer count on finding shelter in a Jewish home,
that is, in the home of any Jew who felt responsible. These children
faced the prospect of utter neglect. The home would fill in by caring for
them, educating them, guiding them in their search for practical work,
and providing them clubs and companionship and mutual support
from children their own age. The success of this project depended on
donations, volunteer work, and the idealism that arose from the con-
cept of a Jewish nation.

Kafka knew from personal experience how dedicated and motivated—
and thus malleable—Eastern European Jewish children could be. More
than once he had looked on as Brod tried to impart a sense of Western
language and culture to a group of Galician girls stranded in Prague,
some without their parents. Kafka even went on group excursions
with the teenagers. The task delighted him, not only because it was so-
cially useful and earned their gratitude—Kafka had experienced that
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in the “war relief effort,” as well—but especially because he felt free
here, and beyond the confines of his father’s conventional world that
allowed for no new ideas. In this lively encounter between western and
eastern European Jews with an unsettled outcome, directions were
mapped out, and the teacher was also the student. It was not some
theoretical principle determining the outcome of the experiment but
life itself, the living example that people were offering each other.

Kafka was heartened by Felice Bauer’s initially positive, if wary,
reaction to this project and hoped she would take an active role. In
Marienbad, their trust and intimacy had blossomed; now they needed
anintellectual bond, a unity of purpose that was deliberate, deep, and
stable and would concretize the symbiosis they sought. He had long
believed that a marriage could not be justified on any other basis, and
so he had no reason to conceal his fervent hope: “on the whole, and
beyond, I can think of absolutely no closer spiritual bond between us
than the one created by this work.”'? This work: He was, of course, no
longer referring to literature. That dream was over.

Kafka provided Felice’s address to the Jewish Home, and no sooner
was Felice back in Berlin than she received an invitation to visit it. He
did not let up; nearly every day he pressed for news, gave her advice,
and not even her repeated promise to write to Lehmann and to look
into the matter “quite actively” was enough for Kafka. Why write? Just
go there!!?

But muchas she sympathized with the cause, there was no way that
this efficient and alert worker could do so without making further in-
quiries. Kafka was so exuberant about the idea of the home that he
failed to realize that he was sending her into a poverty-stricken neigh-
borhood, an area she would normally not set foot in, with countless
peddlers, Polish prayer rooms, kosher poultry stores, and backyard
mikvahs. Unlike Kafka, Felice pondered the practical problems that
lay ahead. Instructing children and discussing pedagogical issues with
other helpers required a certain degree of theoretical education, which
college students were more likely to have. Would she even be taken se-
riously in this circle? Then there wasthe question of Zionism. She had
developed some interest in the Zionist movement years earlier, and
had even seriously considered a trip to Palestine, to the astonishment
and delightof her friends in Prague, but the ideological policy disputes



left her cold. She was not well informed, and since this project in Ber-
lin was squarely aimed at young Zionists—ideologically guided by
Martin Buber and Gustav Landauer—she would face outsider status
in this regard, as well. Last, but by no means least, this was a group of
children raised in religious households, primarily Orthodox, who had
been raised with Jewish prayers and rituals and were conversant with
names and concepts from the Old Testament. These children were
bound to ask her, a Western Jew, questions that might prove embar-
rassing and could not beanswered without an open admission of skep-
ticismand ignorance.

Felice Bauer’s doubts—and presumably her blunt question about
what he thought of Zionism—evidently prompted Kafka to take a
stand. He tried to ease her fears by explaining that it was not a matter
of Zionist conviction at all. “Through the Jewish Home, other forces,
much nearer to my heart, are set in motion and take effect. Zionism,
which is accessible to most Jews today in at least its outer fringes, is
merely an entrance to something far more important.”** With this
nice thought, Kafka was once again conjuring up a bent of mind that
went beyond any concrete convictions. But when Felice (accompanied
by Grete Bloch) finally went to visit the home and to hear a lecture by
Lehmann, she heard the cultural Zionist turns of phrase, all revolving
around the concept of Volk as a source of strength, and had to admit
that she had felt estranged from this type of rhetoric for quite some
time.

Kafka disagreed. This newly discovered solidarity was buoying his
spirits, and he declared that it was purely about humanity and thus
something absolutely fundamental: “You will see people in need of
help there, and opportunities to give help sensibly, and within your-
self the strength to render this help—so help. That is quite simple, yet
more profound than any basic ideas.” And he appended this appeal to
Felice’s social soft spot—she was pliable here, as he knew—by sum-
moning up all his eloquence and continuing with his own lecture, a
lecture in which he pulled out entirely new stops. This was undoubt-
edly the first time that she was seeing this side of Kafka:

As far as I can see, it is positively the only path, or threshold to
it, that can lead to spiritual liberation. The helpers, moreover, will
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attain that goal earlier than those who are being helped. Beware the
arrogance of believing the opposite; this is most important. What
form will the help in the Home take? Since people are sewn into
their skins for life and cannot alter any of the seams, at least not
with their own hands and not directly, one will try to imbue the
young people—at best respecting their individual characters—with
their helpers’ spirit and more indirectly their way of life, that is, to
raise them to the standard of the contemporary educated western
European Jew, of the Berlin variety, which admittedly may be the
best type of this kind. That would not achieve much. If, forinstance,
I had to choose between the Berlin Home and another where the
young people were the Berlin helpers (dearest, even with you
among them, and with me, no doubt, at the head), and the helpers
simple eastern European Jews from Kolomyia or Stanislawow, I
would give unconditional preference to the latter Home—with a
great sigh of relief, and without blinking an eye. But I don’t think
this choice exists; no one has it; the quality corresponding to the
value of the eastern European Jew is something that cannot be im-
parted in a Home; on this point even family education has recently
been failing more and more; these are things that cannot be im-
parted, but perhaps, and this is the hope, they can be acquired,
earned. And the helpers in the Home have, I imagine, a chance to
acquire them. They will accomplish little, for they know little and
are not very much of anything, yet once they grasp the meaning of
it,theywillaccomplishalltheycan with all the power in their souls,
which, then again, is a lot; this alone is a lot. The connection be-
tween all this and Zionism (this applies to me, but doesn’t have to
apply to you, of course) lies in the fact that the work in the Home
derives from Zionism a youthful vigorous method, youthful vigor
generally, that kindles national aspirations where other means
might fail by invoking the ancient prodigious past—admittedly
with the limitations without which Zionism could not exist. How
you come to terms with Zionism is your affair; any coming to terms
with it (indifference is out of the question) will give me pleasure. It
is too soon to discuss it now, but should you one day feel yourself
to be a Zionist (you flirted with it once, but these were mere flirta-
tions, not a coming to terms), and subsequently realizethat I am not



a Zionist—which would probably emerge from an examination—
it wouldn’t worry me, nor need it worry you; Zionismis not some-
thing that separateswell-meaning people.!’

This was powerful and radical, and, if taken literally, would bring
Felice Bauer’s bourgeois existence to the breaking point. Kafka’sinsis-
tencethatthe Zionist helperswould be serving their owninterests was
not a paradoxical exaggeration on Kafka’s part. It was the very attitude
with which the initiators of the Jewish Home set themselves apart
from the organized Zionism of the previous generation. Mere charity
was inadequate, in their view, and it diminished the consciousness of
a common Jewish history and identity. “The Western Jew goes to the
people,” Lehmann wrote in retrospect, “not merely in order to help,
but in order to become one with them by living and learning with
them....”16 That was the language of Buber, spoken from the cultural
Zionist lectern and far above many people’s heads. The apolitical Kafka
deliberately avoided invoking the word Volk and related language,
and there is no known instance of his ever having used this word
affirmatively—not to mention normatively—prior to 1920. Instead,
hechampioned compassion, freedom from prejudice, and basic sincer-
ity. Rhetoric had no place here; onlydevotion to the people mattered.

Of course Kafka’s stance was not as unideologically pure and apo-
litical as he claimed: he idealized the eastern European Jews, and he
would neverwalk awayfromthis Zionistlegacy. Nonetheless, he placed
the responsibility of “spiritual liberation”—when would he ever have
said something like that?>—squarely on the shoulders of the individ-
ual, on his devotion not to a party, a movement, or an ethnicity but to
real live people, and he did not want to focus on anything else. “The
people are the main issue,” he told Felice, “only the people,”'” and he
meant both western and eastern European Jews. Like many others of
his day, Kafka was unable to break free of idealization and typification,
but he always pictured collective concepts of this sort as though they
were set off by quotation marks, without granting them a binding
moral force. Collectives, he felt, were nebulous entities, multilayered
and inconsistent. They rarely offered the homogeneity young Zionists
wereafter, let alone proximity to the Volk—not in the melting pot of an
urban ghetto. Lehmann himself left the Jewish Home in Berlin once

117



118

he had realized this.!® But what remained was the face of the individ-
ual, impossible to ignore.

Kafka’s statements underscore the fundamental difference between
his views and those of Max Brod, and quite a bit of friction must have
resulted. Brod no longer defined himself as a writer or a critic but as a
Zionist; heregarded himself as serving a movement with concrete po-
litical, organizational, and cultural aims, and even when he appealed
to the conscience of the individual, his language was interwoven with
the political phraseology of the day, and sometimes even contami-
nated by an offputting zealous, missionary undertone. Even Buber felt
duty-bound to caution him to exercise restraint. Gustav Landauer
thought he was hearing jarring elements of a Jewish chauvinism from
Prague; Brod actually seemed to be asserting the superiority of the
Jewish over the Christian religion.'® But this was only a sideshow
because for Brod, what mattered was active participation; mere verbal
avowals of Judaism a la Schnitzler, Werfel, Wassermann, and Stefan
Zweig exasperated him, even when these authors were simply stating
their own convictions and feelings.

Kafka reacted quite differently, focusing his attention not on the
avowal of an issue or its practical application but rather on a stance of
absolute authenticity, which lent substance and weight to avowals of
any sort. Authenticity was a seamless accord, free of outside interfer-
ence and catchphrases, an accord of thinking, feeling, and acting;: har-
mony with oneself, and truthfulness. Kafka found examples of this truth-
fulness in the oddest places, irrespective of his own convictions: in the
Old Testament, in Napoleon, Grillparzer, and Dostoevsky, in Gerhart
Hauptmann’s The Fool in Christ: Emanuel Quint, in Rudolf Steiner and
Moriz Schnitzer, in the pietist community in Herrnhut as well as at
the “court” of the rabbi of Belz, in the married life of Feigl, the painter,
and in the national Jewish idealism of a student whose physical exis-
tence Kafka went so far as to declare more valuable than his own. And
Kafkarecommended to Felice Bauer, as a future “teacher” at the Jewish
Home in Berlin, not background reading on Jewish, political, or peda-
gogical subjects (as Brod certainly would have done), but—urgently
and repeatedly—Lily Braun’s Memoirs of a Socialist, which she had tried
to read years earlier but found boring and put aside. He asked her to
have another look at it because “even a trace of the frame of mind” of



this book would be enough for the work that now needed to be done at
the home, while heroundlyrejected the attitude of the Prague Zionists
who crowded into the synagogues in order to make a statement.?°

There is no doubt that this criticism was also aimed at Max Brod,
who after his conversion to Zionism and the Jewish nation also began
gradually to immerse himself in the religious dimensions of Juda-
ism. It appears unlikely that the two friends had explicitarguments on
these issues. “Whatdo I have in common with Jews?” Kafka had noted
in his diary back in 1914—evidently without thinking about how,
strictly speaking, he could have been able to ask this question only as
a meshumad, someone who has left the faith. “What do I have in com-
mon with Jews? I barely have anything in common with myself.”
Brod had surely heard these kinds of adamant disclaimers in the past.
Kafka had acknowledged that in general it was the duty of a Jewish
author to support his own people, yet he steered clear of doing so
himself—apart from donating a couple of kronen to Palestine here
and there. Brod had learned to hold back and avoid confronting Katka
on a factual level. Instead, he tried to draw him in indirectly, for ex-
ample by arranging for publications.

The legend “Before the Law,” the centerpiece of Kafka’s Trial, was
first published in the fall of 1915 in the Zionist Selbstwehr,?? which no
doubt pleased Kafka, even though the range of the paper, which had
been fighting for survival since the beginning of the war, had been
drastically reduced (people like to quip that “selbst wer [even someone
who] has it in hand doesn’t read it”). But did Selbstwehr have to go
ahead and name the new author as a “contributor™? That was a bit pre-
mature, and as it turned out, there were no additional contributions
by this “contributor.”

Buber had much the same experience when in late 1915 he asked a
series of authors whether they would be willing to contribute to Der
Jude, a forthcoming new journal with a self-assured national Jewish
orientation. Since the omnipresent Brod had been with this project
right from the start, Kafka also received a publicity circular, which
contained nothing but the usual slogans; there was no personal mes-
sage. Buber wrote that it was now time “to proclaim, certify, and pre-
sent[Jewish] totality as something alive.” That was a requirement that
Kafka neither could norwould fulfill: “Your friendly invitation comes
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as a great honor to me,” he assured Buber, “but I cannot comply with
it; I am—and with some hope in my mind I am saying ‘for now, of
course—much too dejected and insecure to consider speaking in this
community, even in the most minor role.”? That sounded a bit feeble.
When had a writer ever turned down publicity on the sole basis of in-
security? But Kafka could not conceive of making public avowals, let
alone representing some kind of “totality,” without being absolutely
sure of his ground—that is, considering it part of his own identity.
That was not the case “for now.”

Buber was not surprised that Kafka had turned him down, and he
did not see it as an essential loss for his journal. He probably had no
more than a vague memory of the author in Prague—Kafka’s visit to
Buber’s apartment in Berlin had taken place years earlier—and there
were no pertinent essays, let alone full-fledged works that would fit his
concept. For the time being, the idea that Kafka was in a position to
contribute at all was nothing but an assertion on the part of his ambi-
tious impresario. The latter, however, had ulterior motives for making
his recommendation. In Brod’s view, a journal that pushed for a Jew-
ish nation with its own cultural foundation had to feature examples of
recent Jewish literature, and only the best would do. But what was
“Jewish” literature? Buber pointed out to him that it could only be lit-
erature in the Hebrew language, or at least in Yiddish, whereas Ger-
man writing was not genuinely Jewish and thus had no place in Der
Jude. Brod was dumbfounded. Since when had Buber, of all people,
used these kinds of pedantic criteria? What mattered, he chided, was
not a set of tangential characteristics like language, but the substance,
the “spirit” of the literature, which was why the younger Western Jew-
ish authors such as Werfel, Kafka, and Wolfenstein were not part of
German literature but rather a “special group in Jewish literature.”2*

Brod wanted to supply a convincing example on the spot. He of-
fered Buber afoundational essay called “Our Writers and the Commu-
nity,” which pitted the ethos of social action—in his view the distin-
guishing feature of Jewish literature—against the amoral narcissism
of the Expressionist avant-garde. Brod argued that a crucial marker
of an author’s moral and thus aesthetic reorientation was the extent to
which he broke out of the entanglements of a rootless individualism,
or at leastaspired to. By this yardstick, Brod continued, Kafkawas the



“most Jewish” writer of all, because his yearning for community ran
deepest; indeed, Kafka regarded solitude as a sinand thus came close
to adopting “the loftiest religious concept of Judaism™: redemption of
the world rather than the self. Brod suggested illustrating his idea by
printing it alongside Kafka’s short prose text “A Dream,” which he had
been able to “tear from the grasp” of thereluctantauthor.?s

Jewish, more Jewish, most Jewish: a dubious progression, a hair-
raising hypothesis, and an utterly unsuitable illustrative example. What
was Jewish about the dream—or rather, the vision of a man who climbs
into a grave alive because he is so attracted to the gold inscription on
hisowngravestone? Using Brod’s own benchmark, Kafka’s “A Dream”
was more like an example of the exact opposite, namely a surreal spi-
raling of a narcissism that no community could savefrom blissful self-
destruction. Buber would not be swayed from his resolve to exclude
German-language literature with texts like that and had no choice but
to turn it down, although he tried to blunt the force of this rejection by
adding high praise for Kafka. Brod was undeterred. If Der Jude was out,
he would try Das jiidische Prag, an anthology that was published in late
I916 as a subsidiary of Selbstwehr. A few days later, Kafka’s “A Dream”
was even published in the Prager Tagblatt, where his colleagues, sisters,
and parents would see it.2¢ And this was not the first time: if Brod “tore
something from yourgrasp,” it was sure to appear in the newspaper in
aflash.

Kafka must have noticed that the dogmatic tone with which Brod
drew sharp distinctions between Jewish and non- Jewish literature was
undermined by his striking lack of cogent criteria, and that Brod’s lit-
erary judgments could be swayed by personal relations and penchants.
Brod had displayed this vociferous yet fallible adherence to his prin-
ciples as far back as Kafka could remember. These were nothing but
strategic and prescriptive labels for literature, and it was regrettable
but unavoidable that nearly all Jewish journalists echoed this rhetoric.
Wasn’t the Aryan opposition doing the very same thing?

Max’s essay, “Our Writers and the Community,” mayappear in the
next issue of Der Jude. By the way, won’tyou tell me what I really
am? In the last issue of Die neue Rundschau, “The Metamorphosis”
is mentioned and rejected on sensible grounds, and then it says
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something like “There is something fundamentally German about
K’s art of narration.” Max’s essay, by contrast, claims “K’s stories
are among the most Jewish documents of our time.” A difficult
case. Am I a circus rider on two horses? Unfortunately I am not a
rider; instead, I amlying on the ground.?”

He should have waited a few weeks. By November, an anonymous
reviewer of “The Metamorphosis” declared in the Deutsche Montags-
Zeitung: “The book is Jewish.” This brought the score to 2-1, in favor of
Brod, in favor of the Jewish spirit.28

Attributions and demarcations of this sort seem odd today, and the
heated debates about worldviews and isms of every shade and hue at
the turn of the twentieth century seem insipid in view of the paltry
insights these debates ultimately yielded. In the ranks of the Zionists
(not only in thecultural Zionist faction), impassioned avowals trumped
incisive analysis right from the start, and the appearance of dissenters
was constantly met with outrage, long before the arguments had even
been weighed. The point was not insight but identity, and identity is
not subject to compromise; it must strive to remain immune and divest
itself of anything that does not belong to it.

Kafka was quite familiar with this logic; his notion of truthfulness
was essentially purist and, to the chagrin of those around him, did not
allow for compromises, whether the issue was eating a roast, buying
furniture, or working on a journal. On the other hand, he conceded
everything possible when it came to mere opinions or philosophical
views. He did not proselytize, and he wanted to persuade only people
who were close to him and whose lack of understanding upset him.
Sometimes this attitude could come across as indifference, but au-
thenticity does not work by consensus; you can be truthful and set the
whole world against you, and if Kafka’s social conscience was eating
away at him, it was certainly not because he was unable to share the
views of the majority.

The advocates of “movements” could not afford to take this broad-
minded an attitude to those who held different beliefs. Save the world,
yes, but on our terms. A position like that could be maintained only by
ignoring the prevailing power structures and influences, and focusing
instead on long-term objectives. Zionist spokesmen consistently sup-



pressed the fact that the overwhelming majority of German-speaking
Jews adamantly refused tobe “saved” by any writers, Hebrew teachers,
or Polish refugees, and thateven of the less than 4 percent of Jews who
were Zionists, only a very small fraction actually went to Palestine. “A
Zionist is a Jew,” Leopold Schwarzschild summed up, “who with the
full force of his national conviction works toward resettling another
Jew in Palestine by means of money from a third Jew.”?® The irony also
hit a raw nerve among Prague Zionists: claim and reality were gro-
tesquely at odds, and the result was a lack of truthfulness, but anyone
who tried to address this lack openly instantly bumped up against ide-
ological limitations. One could not declare the behavior of such alarge
majority un-Jewish.

Equally problematic was the degree to which this need to assert
an identity and set boundaries spilled over into literature, an area in
which the unique and inimitable occupies the highest rung and where
no writer could settle for being a mere representative of a movement
or a trend. The sheer amount of paper and effort squandered on the
question of whether an author or an individual work could be classi-
fied as symbolist, expressionist, or activist, as “Jewish,” “quintessen-
tially German,” or some other literature; the sheer number of relation-
ships between colleagues, and even between friends, that fell apart
over questions of this kind becomes comprehensible only as a symp-
tom of a pervasive horror vacui. When nothing is self-evident anymore
and suddenly anything goes, the waving flag of the collective, isms,
and Volk ultimately remain the reliable identifying marks. The dogged
attempts by Kafka’s early reviewers to pigeonhole him typified the era.

Brod’s increasing tendency to take collective labels of this kind more
seriously than intellectual physiognomies could have easily spelled the
end of his friendship with Kafka, as well. He was mistaken in inter-
preting Kafka’s enthusiasm for Jewish cultural activities as a sign that
the latter’s views were steadily approaching those of his friend. The gap
between Kafka’s ethics of truthfulness and Brod’s identity politics had
widened to the point of forcing Brod into a balancing act: in order to
remain on speaking terms with Kafka, he had to drop the role of the
propagandist, which he could do because it was a role, and because Brod
was not only an ambitious Zionist but also a vulnerable and somewhat
mawkish man who was disillusioned by the war and struggling to find
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a direction. Brod needed to relax, come out from behind his shield,
and cultivate friendships by putting aside factionalism. Moreover, Brod
was still highly receptive to literary skill.

“I personally,” Brod wrote to Buber, who remained obstinate about
not wanting German-Jewish literature, “consider Kafka (along with
Gerhart Hauptmann and Hamsun) the greatest living writer! If you
only knew his substantial, though unfortunately incomplete novels,
which he sometimes reads to me at odd hours. What I wouldn’t do to
make him more active!”3° That was true conviction; he had more per-
sonal knowledge of the deep impact of Kafka’s language than anyone.
But as a Zionist, Brod held an altogether different view because there
was a principle at stake: the principle of kinship, the logic of which dic-
tated that it ought not to have been possible for there to be a linguistic
potential of Kafka’s quality, not among German-speaking Jews, because
“the language is only entrusted to us,” Brod asserted, “and hence we
are uncreative in the purely linguistic sphere.”! We, the Jewish au-
thors, are the perpetual residents of foreign cultures. Brod was surely
careful not to fuel Kafka’s self-doubts with arguments like that, but
if Jewish authors were patently uncreative in the German language,
Brod was treading on fairly thin ice when he declared Kafka’s work
essentially Jewish. He risked this step in order to be able to admire it
openly. Once again, apparently, it was a matter not of consistency but
of identity.

Years later, in a long, somewhat baffling letter, Kafka even wrote
about the “appropriation of others’ property,” about a German- Jewish
“gypsy literature that stole the German child out of its cradle.” He did
not name names or include his own texts, but it is striking that Brod,
who ought to have been able to infer a definitive conversion to cultural
Zionism from these polemical statements, did not respond. Had he
grasped the fact that this argument also undermined his own work?32

The eastern European Jewish neighbors looked askance at the Jew-
ish Home in Berlin. What was going on there? When the windows
were open, singing or reading could be heard, and sometimes ham-
mering and sawing, as well. When the children came home, they told
their parents, most of whom were workers and merchants, about the
evils of haggling and the joys of solidarity, with each taking responsi-
bility for the others. It was unfathomable: twelve-year-olds were sit-



ting in judgment of their classmates’ misbehavior, and even weighing
in about their adult teachers. “A.K.,” which stood for anstandiger Kerl
(decent fellow), was their highest honorary title. They memorized
poems and brought home strange books that had nothing to do with
real life. And on the weekends, they hiked through nature for hours on
end, and even spent the night on straw, then regaled their parents with
stories of how fabulous it looks when the sun goes down. This would
give them the necessary survival skills for the menacing metropolis?

It took quite some time for many adult eastern European Jews to
ventureinto the Home to take advantage of the counseling for expect-
ant and new mothers or the legal or medical advice that was offered
there free of charge. But the social and mental barriers between the
counselors and their clients could not be eliminated with goodwill
alone, and Siegfried Lehmann’s stated goal of ensuring that the resi-
dents of the Scheunenviertel regarded “the Home as the centerpiece
of all vital questions of daily life” proved elusive.3* “Jewish Volksarbeit”
(work on behalf of the Jewish people) focused more and more on
children, whose impressionability and gratitude made up for all the
setbacks.

Felice Bauer, who, like Kafka, valued people over principles, was
impressed and even enthusiastic about the atmosphere of the Jewish
Home from the moment she stepped foot inside. She found comfort-
able, sparkling-clean rooms; it was more like an apartment than an
institution. There was a reading room, a bathing area, a little work-
shop, and even a piano. And she met interesting people: a nursery
school teacher from Palestine, a young rabbi, a composer, several
medical students. Well-known personalities, such as Buber and Lan-
dauer, even turned up from time to time. There were also young radi-
cals, among them Zalman Rubashov (who later went by the name
Zalman Shazar; no one would have imagined back then that one day
this man would become president of the state of Israel) and Gerhard
Scholem (who later went by Gershom, and wrote commentary on the
texts of Felice’s fiancé). There was not a trace of academic pretension;
everyone who had been swept up in the prevailing spirit of optimism
was welcome to contribute on a regular basis. The practical problems
dominated, so reliability counted far more than Zionist avowals, which
Felice Bauer neither could nor would furnish. No one appears to have

125



126

held that against her. Even Lehmann (who was able to pitch in for only
afew months before being drafted) was impressed by the energy with
which this working woman took on myriad tasks. Twice a week, she
arrived at the home at about § or 6 p.M. and stayed until late in the eve-
ning. She joined weekend excursions and did a great deal of typing.
She wrote that the Jewish Home tended to absorb all the energy of its
staff; coming from her, that was meant as praise. Kafka became a bit
uneasy at hearing this—yet Felice was apparently still not stretched to
herlimit and went to lectures on Strindberg on other evenings.

Of course, it was not just a matter of getting a few children off the
streetand caring for them. The pedagogical approach focused squarely
on Jewish themes, so the volunteers were expected to take part in
regular group discussions about religious, cultural, and pedagogical
issues and undergo supervised training. Felice Bauer’s group wrote re-
ports on a pedagogical standard work, Foerster’s Lessons for Young Peo-
ple, and discussed it chapter by chapter, which of course was easier for
the students there than for Felice, a technical executive officerwhowas
not used to interpreting texts. Luckily she had a friend who had made
that very thing his profession: In the midst of his office work, Kafka
hastily skimmed the essential sections of the book and typed a report
that Felice needed only to read aloud.3* He also acted as a literary ad-
viser and silent donor—for example, when he sent a dozen copies of
Chamisso’s Peter Schlemibl to give out to the children to read together.

Felice Bauer had feared that religious education would be given top
priority, but this was not the case. The readings were by and large secu-
lar and Western, and in line with her own middle-class education,
which gave her a feeling of security. It also made sense to her that the
experience of beauty—whether in nature orin German prose—was an
important pedagogical and moral medium. Evidently there was gen-
eral agreement that they should show the children as much as possible,
even if it went far beyond their intellectual grasp, and the reading list
was an odd compilation of a conventional curriculum and a sprinkling
of Zionist recommendations. Kafka was dumbfounded by their deci-
sion to impose Lessing’s Minna von Barnhelm on the youngsters. Call a
halt to that right away, he advised. But then he was dismayed to learn
that in the Zionist Girls’ Club, a gathering place for the older girls and
youngwomen, even Brod’s “community” essay was being discussed, a



text that required the knowledge of the latest Expressionist literature.
But Felice assured him that everyone was enthusiastic about it; the
term community had created a true feeling of collective retreat, and
the girlswere about towrite a thank-you card to the author. But, it oc-
curred to her, “have you ever really thought about this yourself? And
what do you think about Max Brod’s community idea?” Odd question.
Did she still not knowwhom she was dealing with? Hewould have had
to hand over his own diaries to her to reply honestly.3

Others criticized the random and scholastic nature of the Jewish
Home readings. Young, ideologically trained Zionists in particular
wondered whetherthe (re)socialization and Western education of east-
ern European Jewish children might not be heading them toward as-
similation. Where did that leave Jewish tradition and the preparation
for Palestine? The eighteen-year-old Scholem chided the head of the
Jewish Home for “spending time on nonsense and literary prattle”
and suggested instead “learning Hebrew and going to the sources.”
Scholem did not hold back on the subject of the counselors either,
whose “fashionably draped skirts” displayed alack of national fighting
spirit. Volksarbeit in the diaspora (he used the Yiddish word golus) was
meaningless, he claimed, a waste of Jewish resources if it did not serve
the actual work that would really begin in Palestine. Buber’s oft-cited
pedagogical maxim, “Become a mensch, in the Jewish spirit,” may have
sounded elegant and touched a chord, but neither in the areas in the
East from which the refugees came nor here in the German Reich
would there ever be a solution to the Jewish question, not even with
the best and most Jewish menschen. Moving to Eretz Israel was the only
solution.3¢

This was surely a sobering thought for the volunteers, who had
trouble countering Scholem’s eloquent and erudite arguments, but
not for Kafka:

The debate you are describing is typical; in spirit I am always in-
clined to favor proposals such as those made by Herr Scholem,
which demand the utmost, and thus nothing. Proposals such as
these, and theirvalue, should not be gauged by the actual effect that
is displayed. I am speaking in general terms here. The fact is that
Scholem’s proposals are not unworkable per se.3”
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But what is the value of unworkable proposals? Their value lies in
their truth, of course, their truthfulness. Scholem was delighted to dis-
cover later in life, when he was seventy, that Kafka’s commentary
about him had been quite positive.

A postcard every day, and sometimes a letter as well on special occa-
sions. Even a presentation. And quite a few questions. Just as long as
their contact was not broken off altogether. And he would keep his
own complaints to a minimum.

The reader senses that the marvel of Marienbad made Kafka not
only more compassionate but also more realistic. He now knew that it
was not enough just torelyon wishful thinking or repeated assurances
to keep them close. The relationship with a woman—especially where
agreat distance was involved—needed an interest in common, a proj-
ect. And he was able to persuade Felice that work in the Jewish Home
could be this project. “I feel quite comfortable among the children,”
she wrote, “and in fact much more at home than I do at the office.”3®
Kafka was happy to read this. Of course, she wasgood at business and
hardworking, and he admired her for that, but she also had the sen-
sible voice of a woman with whom one could talk, and live; that was
whathe wanted tohear,wordfor word, and he could rightly claim that
this happiness was his doing. He had given her the impetus, he had
persevered, he had done everything just right. Mightn’t he deserve
applause? But life is not a homework assignment. Calculations that
are too simple often fail to work out.



CHAPTER SIX

Kafka Encounters His Readers

The only place to eat your fill is at your own table.

—Eastern European Jewish proverb

Dear Sir,

You have made me unhappy.

I bought your “Metamorphosis” as a present for my cousin, but
she doesn’t knowwhat to make of the story.

My cousin gave it to her mother, who doesn’t know what to
make of it either.

Her mother gave the book to my other cousin, and she doesn’t
knowwhatto make of it either.

Now they’ve written to me. They want me to explain the story to
them because I am the one with a doctorate in the family. But I am
baffled.

Sir! I spent months fighting it out with the Russians in the
trencheswithout flinching, but if my reputation among my cousins
went to hell, I would not be able to bear it.
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Only you can help me. You have to, because you arethe onewho
landed me in this situation. So please tell me what my cousin ought
to make of “The Metamorphosis.”

Yours sincerely,
Dr. Siegfried Wolff

THIS WAS ONE OF THE DROLL REACTIONS KAFKA’S TEXTS ELICITED
from his early readers—a harmless harbinger of the enormous dis-
cursive surge that would descend upon his posthumous writings a
generation later. And this Siegfried Wolff really did exist; he lived in
Berlin-Charlottenburg, and his doctoral degree was genuine (in po-
litical science), as was his military service in the trenches (wounded in
1915). He earned his living as a bank manager. It is unlikely that Kafka
passed up the chance to have fun with a pointed little reply.?

His diaries barely broach the subject, but by the time Meditation was
published—the book that turned him from a writer into an author—
Kafka also came to know the strange experience that accompanies the
emergence of readers, and of literary texts that took on lives of their
own and pulled away once and for all from the author’s control and
will to perfection. “Reception history™ is the technical term; from the
perspective of readers, this is the natural reference point of literature
because they generally do not know any other. For the author, by con-
trast, the text is the result of an effort in which events, ideas, associa-
tions, rejected variants, random thoughts, writer’s blocks, and narcis-
sistic flights of fancy fall into place to form an entirely different story.
Even for the most successful author, the beginning of this reception
also signals an end: the product is taken out of the author’s hands, and
unknown peoplehavea go at it. Kafka was not spared this experience.
Itwas astonishing—and at times absurd—what could be read into his
brief texts. But in contrast to Brod, he resisted the temptation to pon-
tificate or to wield the authority of the creator. He kept his own inter-
pretation to himself and left readers to theirs.

It was due in large part to the tradition of reading aloud to his
close friends that Kafka grew accustomed early on to the sight of au-
tonomous readers with autonomous judgments and avoided indulg-



ing in overly private linguistic frippery. He greatly enjoyed reading
aloud, which enabled him to test out his successes and share—and thus
enhance—the pleasure of success. Of course, this was best achieved in
front of a small, handpicked audience to which there was some per-
sonal connection: his own sisters; Brod, Baum, and Weltsch; the Bauer
family; or at least a semipublic group such as the guests of Frau Direk-
tor Marschner, who maintained a “salon.”

Itwas far more difficult toget Kafka toagreeto read before an anon-
ymous crowd, where he was sure to resist any form of self-promotion,
and his pleasure in reading aloud was marred by interference from
his superego, by nagging doubts as to why be, of all people, was here
making himself the center of attention. Kafkawas not afraid of his au-
diences, but he bristledwhentheircuriositywent beyond the texts and
focused on himself, and he felt positively ill when a high school stu-
dent who was an avid reader addressed him as “Your very faithful dis-
ciple.”>On one occasion, he had read to a crowd of strangers in Prague,
his confidence buoyed by the success of his story “The Judgment”—
but that was four years earlier, and since then no occasion had pre-
sented itself, nor had he sought any out. Even in his circle of friends,
Kafka had long restricted himself to the role of listener. What would
he have read aloud? Everyone was waiting for him to finish The Trial
and The Man Who Disappeared, but Katka had had enough of well-
intentioned encouragements; he knew that a novel was out of the ques-
tion as long as this war went on. And thus he had taken to reading
other writers’ texts aloud, to keep his voice in practice, with Ottla as
his only listener, on hot summer Sundays, lying in the grass in a quiet
valley, far outside the city.

This peace was interrupted by an unexpected invitation: The Gal-
erie Neue Kunst Hans Goltz in Munich invited Kafka to organize a
literary evening with his own texts. That was startling. What did he
have to do with this city; who knew about him there? He had once
wanted to study in Munich and had spent two weeks looking around
the city, but all he had to show for it was a dim memory. On the way
back from Riva, in 1913, he had spent a few hours strolling through
Munich—that wasvirtuallyall. He had noknowledge of the lively scene
in Schwabing, apart from the anecdotes he heard from Franz Blei, but
that was long since eclipsed by the beacon-like presence of the literary
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metropolis of Berlin. That is where he would have liked to give a read-
ing. Some of his acquaintances in Prague had made a name for them-
selves in Berlin years earlier. Even Oskar Baum had sponsors there, but
before Kafka’s name had a chance to reach the people in charge, the
world war severed his tenuous connections.

Even so, Kafka’s decision to travel to Munich was made in a matter
of hours. No sooner did he have the invitation in hand than he was dic-
tating his application for the obligatory passport. He quickly realized
that this was no mere local event. Hans Goltz, a bookseller, publisher,
and art dealer, was putting together a momentous series oriented to
the Berlin avant-garde, called “Evenings for New Literature.” Salomo
Friedlinder was first in line, and Else Lasker-Schiiler, Alfred Wolfen-
stein, and Theodor D4ubler had accepted invitations to appear there.
This series looked quite respectable, although Kafka was not comfort-
able with the fact that the organizer used the trendy phrase “German
Expressionists” to advertise the series.

But how had they come upon him? There was no apparent reason—
except perhaps the insightful and admiring essay that had been pub-
lished that summer in the Berliner Tageblatt and named Kafka in the
same breath as Kleist.? Or did they already know that at long last, The
Judgment, a slender volume he had talked his publisher into printing,
was forthcoming as a book? That was not it either. The simple truth was
disheartening. Just as in the previous year, when he was awarded the
Fontane Prize money, he was merely an also-ran. The actual invitation
went to Max Brod, who was far better known, and Brod had suggested
having Kafkaread sometime, as well—togetherwith another author if
the talented writer from Prague was not enough of an attraction on his
own. “My desire to go has diminished accordingly,” Kafka sighed.*
Just a single appearance on stage inall those years, and once again he
owed it to Brod.

Still, he did not want to turn it down. The trip to Munich offered
him the opportunity to meet up with Felice—which was no small mat-
ter in view of newly restrictive passport regulations that made plea-
sure trips to the German Reich next to impossible. A traveler now had
to prove that the trip was necessary; have in hand an Austrian pass-
port, a “border crossing certificate,” and an official stamp from the
German consulate; and register with the German policewhen enter-



ing and leaving the country. Since readings were considered a compo-
nentofawriter’s profession, they were generally recognized as a legiti-
mate reason for a journey upon presentation of an invitation (provided
that the individual in question was “dependable and unobjectionable,”
as canbe read in Kafka’s police file). But a weekend trip to Berlin would
require a recent engagement announcement, and that was now out
of the question.

Feliceimmediately declared herself willing to sacrifice two precious
vacation days, and to spend a Friday and a Sunday in the train, just to
see Kafka againfor a fewhours. She was unhesitating in matters of this
sort, and she even wondered why he did not seize the opportunity to
make an illegal detour via Berlin, where he could have also visited the
much-discussed Jewish Home. But Kafka was not interested in skirt-
ing thelaw, although letter censorship prevented him from saying this
in so many words. Still, he did find out that the trains from Prague and
Berlin combined on their way to Munich and that they would be able
to celebrate their reunion in the dining car around noon. He, too, was
counting the hours.

Therewere moreserious complications, as well. What did Kafka have
to offer an audience in Munich? He would not consider reading from
uncompleted works. Kafka had no desire to feign the self-assurance
of a Thomas Mann, who was at this very same time on a reading tour
with his Felix Krull fragment. On the other hand, he wanted to convey
to his readers an idea of how he had developed since his debut and
where he was at present. The only suitable unpublished text was “In
the Penal Colony.” But this story would put even the most obliging
listeners to a hard test, and he already held the proofin his hands. Kurt
Wolff, who had been discharged from military service a few weeks
earlier and was finally back at his publishing house in Leipzig, had ex-
pressed misgivings about publishing “In the Penal Colony™ as a sepa-
ratevolume. His letter has not been preserved, but Kafka’s reply makes
it evident that this was not a matter of tactical fine points but some-
thing fundamental:

I am very pleased to have your kind words about my manuscript.
Your criticism of the painful element accords completely with my
opinion, but then I feel the same way about almost everything I
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have written so far. Take a look at how few things are free of this
painful element in one form or another! To shed light on this last
story, I need onlyadd that the painfulness is not peculiar to it alone
but rather that our times in general and my own time in particular
have also been and still are painful, and my own for an even longer
time than the times in general. God knows how much farther I
would have gone along this road if I had kept on writing, or even
better, if my circumstances and my condition had permitted me to
write as I longed to, teeth biting lips. But they did not. The way I
feel now,all I can do is wait for quiet, which means that I am repre-
senting myself, at least to all appearances, as a true man of our
times. I also agree entirely that the story should not appear in Der
jiingste Tag.’

Kafka rejected WolfF’s alternative suggestion, which was more po-
lite than enthusiastic, to group the storywith others. And he informed
Wolff defiantly that he would soon be reading “In the Penal Colony™
in public.

Kafka’s standard panoply of self-accusations surely revealed an
undertone of annoyance to his perceptive publisher. The unusual twist
this time around was that Kafka did not justify his work solely on the
basis of inner necessity but as a symptom of the era. Evidently it took
him aback that Lieutenant Wolff could look back on twoyears in com-
bat in France and in the Balkans and still regard the atrocities and
physical crassness in the “Penal Colony” as “painful.” Of course, the
one was monstrous reality and the other mere literature. But what
writer who took his own work seriously could accept this order of pri-
ority? Did he really have to explain to Kurt Wolff that literature, truth-
ful literature, is measured by only how far it can penetrate to the core of
reality? Kafka’s story had originated at a time when an orgy of violence
had been unleashed in the world, a hyperreal violence that seemed to
veer off into the realm of fantasy. It would have been a simple matter
for him to make this connection plain as day to the publisher, but then
the letter censor would have understood it as well.

As alien as thinking in political terms was to Kafka, he was well
aware that “In the Penal Colony,” which ends with the death of a tech-
nocratictormentor, could certainly be read as commentary on current



events and was therefore anything but an appropriate text. Plenty of
reasons could be foundto call a halttothereading. The decision would
be made in the press office of the Munich police headquarters, to
which any public recitation had to be submitted in advance, and it was
difficult to predict what the textual exegesis there would yield, par-
ticularly in view of the fact that the name of Goltz, the art dealer, was
anathema to the Munich police. On several occasions, Goltz, who
promoted the work of Franz Marc and Wassily Kandinsky, had pro-
voked passersby with avant-garde art, and next to the artists’ haunt
Café Luitpold, the police had been called in to disperse an angry crowd
gathered in front of the display windows on Briennerstrasse.

Thus, Kafka’s reunion with his beloved Felice depended upon the
goodwill of an anonymous and inaccessible police officer in Munich.
Even for Kafka,who confronted the power of official certifications on
human lives on a daily basis, this was a remarkable experience. “It is
still making me nervous,” he confessed a few days before his planned
trip, “no matter how harmless it is by its nature, I cannot imagine that
itwill be authorized.”s Harmless? Of course, there was no specific regu-
lation compelling the state and societyto shield the public from Kafka’s
story. But Hans Goltz was given to understand that it would be best
to avoid using the term “penal colony” in the public announcement
because penal colonies were under the purview of the Bavarian War
Ministry, and it would be unwise to provoke that ministry’s censor.
Goltz therefore came up with a group of titles and selected a truly in-
nocuous one: “Franz Kafka: Tropical Fantasy.””

Could things get any worse? They could indeed. Now came the
newsthat Brod was unable to get vacation time and that Kafka would
have to represent Prague “Expressionism” all alone, on his own be-
half, on November 10, 1916. The only eyewitness account appears to
be a cock-and-bull story:

As he spoke his first words, a stale smell of blood seemed to fill the
room, and a strangely stale and pallid taste crept over my lips. His
voice may have sounded apologetic, but his images cut into me like
arazor....

A thud, confusion in the hall, a lady was carried out uncon-
scious. Kafka continued reciting his text. Twice more, his words
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made people swoon. The ranks of the listeners began to thin out.
Some fled at the last moment before the vision of the author over-
whelmed them. Never have I observed an effect of spoken words
like this. I stayed to the very end... .3

We would love to know more. Who were the three unhappy people,
and how had they happened upon a reading by Kafka? And what ex-
actly had knocked them out: those unspeakable poems by Brod (which
included a long “Cosmic Cantata”) that Kafka read as an introduction
and to excuse his friend’s absence, or the “smell of blood” that arose
from the podium, or was it mere boredom that put them to sleep? And
what did they do when they awoke? Did they press charges for bodily
harm? Against the owner of the gallery? Against Kafka?

A marvelous slapstick fantasy, of course, with a writer who keeps
right on reading while his listeners are being carried out or taking to
their heels. Still, it is exasperating that the only detailed description
of Kafka’s reading in Munich, written by the Swiss author Max Pulver,
is itself nothing but a fantasy; literally every detail is invented, and it
draws on the most simple-minded Kafka legends.® Even decades later,
the visionary, amateur astrologer, and future graphologist Pulver had
yet to understand what an opportunity he had let slip by. He had wit-
nessed the only reading Kafka ever gave outside of Prague, and had
evidently also observed Kafka’s only encounter with Rilke—an extra-
ordinary event for Kafka himself, whose life, otherwise low-profile and
seemingly remote from the world of literature, rarely presented an oc-
casion for meetings of this kind. Everything about that night remains
oddly hazy: the well-known local gallery on the second floor of Goltz’s
bookstore,decorated with New Secession artwork; in it, several dozen
audience members, most in overcoats (Munich had also suffered from
alack of coal for quite some time), among them Rilke and several other
authors and critics, and of course Felice Bauer, surely at a place of
honor in the first row. Afterwards, there was the usual little gathering
in the restaurant, unfortunately without Rilke but with a group of
local literarati, including Eugen Mondt, Gottfried Kolwel, and Max
Pulver. “I shouldn’t have read my dirty little story.” That is the only
credible statement we have from this evening.® After a long time, he
had again tried to revel in his own success—to no avail.



The newspapers picked up on this as well. The next day, when Kafka
was still in Munich, the Miinchener Neueste Nachrichten reported that
he had been “quite an inadequate presenter.” On Sunday, when Kafka
was heading home on the train, the Miinchener Zeitung reported that
he was “a lecher of horror.” And on Monday, the Miinchen-Augsburger
Zeitung criticized him for having been “too long, and not captivating
enough.” He stopped trying to get hold of any more reviews. And of
course he agreed with all the criticism, and even corroborated “the
truly huge failure of the whole thing™:

I misused mywriting as a means of getting to Munich, where I have
no other intellectual ties whatever, and after two years of not writ-
ing I had the incredible nerve to read in public, despite the fact that
I hadn’t read aword even to my best friends in Prague for ayear and
a half. Incidentally, I also recalled Rilke’s words once I was back in
Prague. After some extremely kind remarks about “The Stoker,” he
went on to say that neither “The Metamorphosis” nor “In the Penal
Colony” had achieved the same effect. This observation may not be
easy to understand, but it is perceptive.!!

Rilke had evidently read everything—this in itself allowed Kafka to
return to Prague full of determination, despite everything that had
gone wrong. What did he care about a few audience members who
thought the reading had dragged on for too long, or the journalists
who did not regard his subdued manner as the slightest bit Expres-
sionist? It was far more important to him that in this alien milieu, no
one was interested in Kafka’s roles as brother, friend, lover, colleague,
lodger, factory owner, or Zionist. He had been invited and received ex-
clusively as a writer. They talked about his work and asked him about
theliterary scene in Prague; some even asked him to evaluate their po-
etry, as though his critical judgment mattered. He did not consider
this justified, particularly in light of his dismal performance in Mu-
nich, but it was useful as a sober reminder that he was juggling too
many roles in Prague. And that he had a task still to be tackled.

After letting just a few days pass by, he entered a realtor’s office,
stating that he needed an apartment right now. That was the first es-
sential step: alarge, quiet apartment that was his alone.
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Felice Bauer was the first to take in his sudden change. And she
knew the partshe had played in it. Hidden behind Kafka’s hasty deter-
mination was a disappointment that dug deeper than the outward fi-
asco of the reading. They had not been able to maintain the intimacy of
Marienbad in such a narrowly defined situation dictated by strangers
and schedules. What could they do with the few hours they had avail-
able to them? The closeness they longed for failed to materialize, ten-
sions arose, and they wound up quarreling in a café—perhaps about
the Rosh Hashanah greetings that Felice’s strict mother was expecting
and that Kafka had refused to send, or about the flowers he was sup-
posed to give his parents on Felice’s behalf, which he had also refused
to do. When it came to family obligations, he was as stubborn as ever.
She accused him of “selfishness”—just when Kafka, in his view, had
immersed himself in her life to the point of surrounding his own iden-
tity, identified with her work in the Jewish Home,and hammered home
their common interest for weeks and months on end.

She wrote him aletter from Berlin in which she tried to assuage his
fears by assuring him thatitwould not happen again. He replied thatit
certainly would (and he turned out to be right), but that she of all peo-
pleshould knowbetterthan to accuse him of selfishness. This accusa-
tion,heexplained, waswarranted, but—with a suddenly self-confident
tone that was new to Felice—selfishness itself was just as warranted,
when it was directed “less, incomparably less, at the person than at the
thing.” “At the thing” meant “at writing.” And as though he had to
banish the last remaining shadow of the Askanischer Hof (the cold
breath of which he surely felt in the café in Munich), he added, “my
sense of guilt is strong enough as it is; it doesn’t need to be fed from the
outside—but my constitution is not strong enough to choke down this
kind of food very often.” I'm the judge here; no one else. That was the
old strategy in a nutshell.!2

Kafka pulled back. His longing for symbiosis had failed to material-
ize; in the days after Munich, he began to understand that there was
nowayaround it, no hope of fulfillment as long as he insisted on bring-
ing literature into the mix. But Felice had read “The Metamorphosis,”
and in Munich—most likely unaware of its content in advance—she
had endured the shock of “In the Penal Colony.” It was unfathomable
to her that unleashing these kinds of fantasies, toying with terror, even



openly crossing into revolting territory could ever become a founda-
tion upon which two people could build an intimate life together. With
all the goodwill in the world, she could not extend her empathy quite
this far. She made vague reference to a “solution,” some pragmatic ap-
proach that would reconcile literature and marriage after all, but she
did not get any more concrete, and Kafka, in turn, did not believe in
pragmatic approaches of this kind.

The Jewish Home abruptly vanished from their correspondence.
Kafka continued to send books; he provided a list of recommended
literature for adolescents and even had his author’s royalties sent to
Berlin. But he nolongerasked questions or gave advice or upheld their
common interest. Felice, in turn, did not grasp the profoundly imagi-
native nature of his interest. Talking over issues pertaining to eastern
European Jewish children mattered more to him than the children
themselves, and hence their written reports, in which he could pit his
ideasagainstreality, were moresignificant than theirconcrete appear-
ance. The mighty, identity-building utopia of truth and the true life
was the core around which all his imaginings revolved, and the Jewish
Home, he had hoped, was an example that would teach her what these
terms meant to him. But he found her unchanged and unmoved, and
the compass needle that was always pointing to truth was turning, no
longer facing Berlin, but instead to a couple of empty notebooks Kafka
had bought.

“Christmas? I won’t be able to travel.”*3 This time he was not referring
tothe passport regulations. Felice appealed to Katkawith suggestions,
but Kafka pointedly ignored them. He needed the holidays, the few
free days, for himself, more urgently than ever. He would tell her why
later.

The curtain fell in late 1916, and once again, the documentation
dwindled. Only a single letter to Felice Bauer has been preserved from
the firsthalf of 1917, and only a few lines from Kafka’s diary. The two
of them had not seen each other for four, five, or even six months—a
gentle, tacit, and predictable erosion of their bond.}* As soon as Kafka’s
seductive voice fell silent, it became obvious that something crucial
was lacking and that the absence of any caressing gesture or any erotic
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element indicated a blank space that could not be filled for any length
of time, either by working together on the eastern European Jewish
project or by exploring the problems of their western Jewish identity,
or even on the strength of Kafka’s extraordinary empathy. Symbiosis
is possible only in a state of obliviousness that gives free rein to one’s
own longings, such as dreams and delusions. But it is impossible to
bring about symbiosis deliberately and systematically. Efforts to force
the issue, even those that bring short-lasting success, are sure to cul-
minate in disappointment.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Alchemist

I bentmy bead over my sheet of paper and looked at the shadow of my pen.

—S. J. Agnon, The Letter

ALONGSIDE THE NORTHERN ENCLOSING WALL OF THE HRADCANY,
on the interior side, within the confines of the castle, there is one of the
countless relics of Old Prague: Alchimistengasse (Alchemists’Alley),
also known as Goldenes Gisschen (Golden Alley), a unique architec-
tural specimen accessible only from the side because it dead ends in
both directions. A row of tiny houses, consisting of only one or two
rooms, hugs the wall, and the houses are recessed into it. Legend has it
that the alchemists of the crazy Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II lived
here in about 1600. These dwellings are lined up like painted boxes,
their low doors made for people from a bygone era. It is a touching
sight.

In the fall of 1916, one of these houses added a new tenant: twenty-
four-year-old Ottla Kafka. A room with an open hearth in the tiny
basement, grimy and dilapidated, for a mere twenty kronen. Just the
right thing to furnish as a cozy hideaway and to relax a little during her
rare free hours, away from the prying eyes of her father, or to have a
frank chat with Irma, her cousin and best friend. And if Ottla’s lover,
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Josef David—about whom the parents were as ignorant as they were
of theAlchimistengasse—were granted leave from the front, this would
be an ideal retreat so high above the city. They would be relatively safe
from chance encounters.

Ottla had the room painted and bought a couple of wicker chairs.
She hammered coat hooks into the wall, and figured out how to use
the quirky coal stove. A great deal of effort, considering that she and
Irma, who both worked at Hermann Kafka’s fancy goods store, had
no spare time apart from Sundays, other than an occasional extended
lunch break, and thus had to settle for surreptitious pride in their little
hideaway, however briefly it could be used.

Her brother Franzwas not as lucky. He, too, had been thinking for
quite a while that it was high time to find a quiet spot to escape from
the corner room in the building known as Zum goldenen Hecht (The
Golden Pike), where night after night for the past nearly two years he
had been awaiting the end of all the noise, which barely differed from
the way things had been in his parents’apartment. He had taken alook
around the Kleinseite district of Prague, off the beaten track, some-
times on his own and sometimes with Ottla, and always unsuccess-
fully. Now, however, a few days after returning from Munich, an amaz-
ing offer came his way: an apartment in the Schénborn Palace, near
the Kleinseitner Ring, two high-ceilinged rooms decorated in red and
gold, with bath, telephone, electric lighting, and right outside the
window the gently sloping quiet park of the royal residence. A dream
in the middle of the city. But the previous tenant demanded monetary
compensation for his improvements to the apartment in excess of an
entire year’s rent. Kafka backed out—perhaps in part out of stingi-
ness, but mainly because the splendor of the ensemble put him off and
he could not imagine writing under frescoes.

Perhaps it was this very experience that made Kafka’s thoughts turn
to Ottla’s cottage, which lacked the simplest amenities and was the
exact opposite of a Baroque palace. Hewould nothavewanted to spend
even one night in it. But suddenly he was enticed by the idea of sitting
there for a few hours a day in front of his notebooks, playing with his
pen and pencil, in utter seclusion. The neighbor, a friendly gentleman
getting on in years, could barely be heard, despite the thin walls, and
Alchimistengasse was quiet even during the day—noclatter of hooves,



no tram. One of the small windows looked down onto the tree-lined
Hirschgraben, a panoramathat was deemed worthy of mentionevenin
travel guides. The only sound to be heard here was birdsong. But since
it was wartime, and no one came to Prague just for pleasure anymore,
it was highly unlikely that people would happen by and place a gratuity
on the table to enjoy the lovely view, as tourists were urged to do.

This experiment worked out far better than Kafka could have
dreamed. Ottla was not only willing to give him a key to the cottage;
she also made sure it was in usable shape. Coal had to be brought in,
and at midday Ottla rushed over to air out the place, scrape the ashes
out of the stove, and light a fire. When Kafka came to Alchimisten-
strasse at about four in the afternoon, he found the room clean, warm,
and quiet. He spent four or five hours there, then walked down to his
parents’ apartment to have dinner with the family, and finally went on
to his own residence on Lange Gasse. But more and more often he by-
passed this detour, preferring to take some food to Ottla’s cottage and
spend the whole evening there. Around midnight he made his way
home, down past the old castle stairs, sometimes in the snow, some-
times under a clear night sky, a soothing nightly ritual that cooled him
downand prepared him to sleep.

Ottla was happy to see her brother happy, even though she actually
saw him less often than before, now that he was staying away from the
family dinner table. If she had known that after a few short weeks he
was calling this temporary place “myhome,” and even“myhouse,” she
would have been more pleased than annoyed.! Even on the weekends,
she stayed away from time to time in order not to force her brother to
interrupt his writing. She warmed up the room, filled the petroleum
lamp, and went out on walks lasting several hours, regardless of the
weather. She described Sunday, December 3, as follows: “I was on the
way to Stern and on the way back I take a peek to see how things are at
mylittle house. Only from the outside; my brother is inside and I think
he’s doing well there. That’s why it doesn’t bother me to walk in the
streets.”?

But what really went on in there? That remained a secret for the
time being. He was wrestling with “impossibilities”; even Felice could
not get much more out of him. Whatever he created on one day, he
crossed out again on the next.3 So therewas nothingnew on Goldenes
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Gisschen. The purported prior residents, the legendary alchemists,
had been in the same boat three centuries earlier.

That the state, the world, or time gets “out of joint” every now and
then is one of those euphemistic sayings with a dark subtext that is
suddenly and devastatingly revealed after decades of sounding trivial
and clichéd. Of course, that happens rarely, and not every generation
has to experience it. Traditions come to an end, wealth is squandered,
and people laugh about yesterday’s morality: something is always get-
ting thrown out of joint, but the earth continues to revolve and life
goes on.

Theideathat everythinghad been thrown out of joint, and that if life
went on at all, it would be totally different or unimaginable, began to
creep up on people in the Habsburg monarchy in the winter of 1916
1917. They had gotten used to the war and regarded it as a scourge of
fate, the end of which they would have to await patiently. The abrupt
loosening of moral strictures and the shift in social roles necessitated
by the war made young people revel in a feeling of liberation. Those
further along inyears clung to the belief that when the crisis was over,
the women who were working as conductors and in munitions fac-
tories would return to theirroles as housewives. And death? Everyone
knew someone whowasin mourning for someone, and even the most
naive people now understood that after such massive adversity, which
touched every social class, there would be no sudden return to normal-
ity. But could an entire populace stay numb with pain? Everyone knew
from past experience that this was impossible. Any war, even a lost
one, was relegated to memory by some point. People figured that even
this wound would heal.

But now the assault came from an utterly unexpected direction,
and took aim at thevery core of society, namely its food supply. People
began to starve. It was bad enough that for the past two years people
had been counting their needs crumb by crumb: they could have a
daily ration of forty grams of sugar, one-quarter liter of milk, twenty
gramsof fat, and ten grams of coff ee substitute; even bread was weighed
out by the gram, and it took good connections to get more than a loaf
per week. This was a subtle reminder of the allocation of feed rations



for animals, an impression that was only reinforced by harsh remind-
ers to chew the reduced rations longer (which health buffs in the back-
to-nature movement had been advocating for some time). Humilia-
tions of this sort from government officials were now the order of the
day, and the positive side of these precise specifications was the re-
sultant fair distribution. But taking the paternalistic language of the
authorities at face value once again proved unwise because the con-
sumption granted to the individual was not the assured minimum to
which people were entitled. Municipal bakeries and inexpensive soup
kitchens were quickly set up to prevent hunger revolts, but the author-
ities were no longer able to guarantee anything. They were not func-
tional in either the military or the civilian domains. And neither the
newly founded nutrition agency nor the countless state-controlled
centers designed to monitor all redistribution centers during the war
(there was even a center for rags) nor the draconian penalties for “il-
licit trade” and illegal supplies made a dent in this situation.

Exerting moral pressure was an effective means of masking this
unforeseen governmental failure and shifting the responsibility to the
people. Anyone who complained that municipal bread consisted in-
creasingly of potato flour, acorns, and wood shavings, anyone who dis-
liked the taste of nettles or had somethingagainst cigarettes that were
half-filled with beech leaves had to endure strict reminders that “our
men in uniform out in the battlefield” had very different issues on their
minds (which was not even true, to hear the men on leave from the
front describe things). Personalization of the problem was a favorite
stopgap measure to rechannel people’s growing rage: since it could
not be admitted openly that the widespread adversity was in part an
outcome of the enemy naval blockade, and since the newspapers were
equally unable to report about the catastrophic failure of the adminis-
tration,theylaunched a fierce campaign to fightunscrupulous “hoard-
ers” and (preferably Jewish) “middlemen” who created shortages in
order to drive the prices up.

But the more peoplewho were now themselves forced toignore the
law, to get what they needed on the black market, or even to steal field
crops from farmers like thieves in the night, the less anyone cared about
spectacular trial reports or bothered to grouse about the few benefi-
ciaries of thewar. In the long run, hunger won out, and people’s bodies
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were longing for something other than propaganda. The hitherto un-
fathomable reality was now plain as day: a prosperous and powerful
state in the center of Europe, a state with a brilliant history and impe-
rial ambitions, was no longerin a position tofeed its people. Barring a
miracle, itwould have to let them freeze, as well, in the coming winter.
People began to feel like homeless beggars.

The shock and psychological upheaval unleashed by this failure ex-
tended far beyond any direct physical privations. People felt as though
they had been cast into a dog-eat-dog society in which hard work, fru-
gality, and loyalty were no longer rewarded, but instead social shrewd-
ness and brazen self-assertiveness, flexibility, and first-rate connec-
tions prevailed, which signaled the dissolution and even inversion of
the middle-class value system—a moral catastrophe that aroused fear
and despair.

Despite this, or for this very reason, hardlyanyone believed that this
was an irreversible derailment of the system. Instead, there was a great
deal of finger-pointing. People railed against the indolence of petty
bureaucrats, then against the authorities who had failed to make pro-
visions, then against the army leaders who helped themselves to the
dwindling resources without regard for others, and, last but not least,
against the ministerial lineup in Vienna, which was evidently inca-
pable of putting its foot down. The hungry Viennese, in turn, railed
against the eastern European Jews, who crowded into the lines with
their many children; then against the Hungarians, who no longer sup-
plied grain because feeding their cattle and pigs was more important
to them; and finally against the Czechs, who set aside more and more
of the arranged coal shipments for themselves. Increasingly, a lament
was giving voice to the rampant social regression: “If the kaiser only
knew!”

The immediate vicinity of the monarch remained an oasis of tran-
quility amidstthe cacophony of hatred and the aimless despair,a haven
from legal and political wrangling into which anybody could project
what made him happy, where everyone could revel in an utterly illu-
sory feeling of closeness. Everybody knew everything there was to
know about the personal disasters Franz Joseph I had had to cope with
in his infinitely long reign. By contrast, no one had the least idea of
the actual responsibility the kaiser bore for the death, mutilation, and



emaciation of his subjects. Every schoolchild was aware that the duti-
ful ruler set to work at § A.M. each day. Few had any idea of what this
work actually consisted of. Everyone considered him a giving and sta-
bilizing figure: the contents of the daily reports from the palace essen-
tially revolved around whom the kaiser had allowed to appear before
him and whom he had promoted or honored; apart from that, there
were paternal admonitions, expressions of thanks, and exhortations
to hold out. Peoplerarely gleaned what the kaiser actually wanted, the
decrees he was preparing, and what he himself had decided. Even the
people of Prague did not know that he had spared them the prospect
of martial law. In March 1915, he had given orders for all royal gardens
to be turned into vegetable beds. That was what people remembered.

The idea of keeping the peak of the power pyramid under a veil of
fog and presenting the kaiser as an apolitical, nonpartisan figure was
in line with Austrian tradition and part of a clever political, social,
and psychological calculation. But in a state perched at the edge of the
abyss, whose public discourse was dominated almost completely by
struggles over distribution and nationalistic squabbling, there was no
choice but to keep the monarch out of these issues systematically. He
was the Great Mediator, the ultimate common reference point behind
which chaos loomed and whose grandeur no one dared question. In-
conceivable that one of the parties would have been able to attack him,
let alone in the form of a physical assault, as had just happened to Aus-
trian Prime Minister Karl Graf Stiirgkh in October 1916.# But it was
equally unthinkable that this super-patriarch could turn away, that his
dynasty could be extinguished. Even the most aggressive nationalists
would have had trouble imagining a postwar world without the House
of Habsburg.

But this question suddenly shot to the surface. Franz Joseph I died
on November 21, 1916, just one day after the fifth war bond was
launched, one month after the violent death of his prime minister, an
unfathomable sixty-eight years after his coronation as kaiser of Aus-
tria. The well-known witticism that the Habsburg subjects were born
and died under one and the same kaiser portrait was not so far from
the truth: many hadlived in the feeling that the kaiser had always been
present, and it would be difficult to track down anybody with a vivid
memory of the legendary period before Franz Joseph.
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The shock wave that coursed through the populace far surpassed
the mourning that the death of a frail ruler would have occasioned at
other times. This was a symbolic end of the world for every individual,
and an unmistakable sign that after this loss there could no longer be a
returnto the smug world of the turn of the century, which was increas-
ingly idealized in memory, even if this war somehow ended relatively
well (as only the generals believed by this point). Of course, a legitimate
successor was on hand, and in a matter of hours after the terrible news,
the twenty-nine-year-old Archduke Karl, a grandnephew of Franz
Joseph, was designated kaiser. The dynastystayed alive. But the visible
efforts of Karl I to gain authority right away and take forceful mea-
sures to deal with the supply crisis made it clear that the new kaiser had
to prove something and was acting like a politician, entangled in the
pragmatic demands of the day. There was no symbolic representation.
The final anchor had broken loose; no office could now prevent the
world from getting “thrown out of joint” once and for all.

There is no doubt that the fierce social tremors in the final months of
1916 sent shock waves through Kafka, as well. The degree to which he
consciously reflected on them can be gauged only indirectly from the
extant sources, but it is certain that they affected him psychologically.
Even the well-to-do Kafkas suffered shortages, despite the many help-
ful connections they had in the area around Prague as wholesalers. A
letter from Julie Kafka to Felice Bauer—written at the very beginning
of that catastrophic winter—reveals unequivocally that even at this
time, neither money nor connections could make for full stomachs:

We observed the Jewish holidays like proper Jews. We closed up
shop on both days of Rosh Hashanah, and yesterday on Yom Kip-
pur we fasted and prayed diligently. It was not difficult for us to
fast, because we’ve been practicing for that the whole year. Inciden-
tally, here in Prague the hunger problem has not grown too severe
yet, and we would be delighted to have you over very soon.’

The meaning of this message was quite plain, as even the censor
(whom Julie evidently feared less than her son did) must have realized.
The hunger “here in Prague [was] not too severe yet” in comparison



even to Vienna, where there was already looting and disorder, and cer-
tainly not as bad as in Berlin. Although no one could have predicted
then that the following months would go down in German history as
the Koblriibenwinter (turnip winter) and that thousands would die of
malnutrition in the cities, word had gotten around that life in the Ger-
man capital (in contrast to Prague) had begun to assume the contorted
features of an unrelenting fight for survival. It was hard to come by
food there, and even those with an executive salary had to make do
with the “standard-issue sausage” now available (which tasted the way
it sounded) and the authorized 0.7 eggs per week. Julie Kafka could not
understand why her son did not invite his long-time girlfriend to join
the family for dinner in Prague over the Christmasvacation, where she
could have been served something better than cattle feed. And Felice
wasn't offering to visit either. Was this really a reconciliation?®

Kafka, who ateverylittle anyway, had an easier time than most with
the dwindling daily rations. He did not care for meat or cake, and the
now-pathetic menus in restaurants and coffeehouses made no differ-
ence to him. He told his concerned sister Ottla that at Alchimisten-
gasse he had more every evening than he could eat,” and even the
looming absence of coal (heating at night was already forbidden) could
not stop him from staying in his new sanctuary for as long as possible.
When Brodvisited him there and Kafkaread a text to him—there was
now something to read aloud again—Brod was amazed at this “mo-
nastic cell of a real writer,” and had the impression that Katka was suf-
fering less than he from the horrors of the third winter of the war.® He
was probably right. Kafka might have replied that this was the age of
the ascetics. A dark time, an icy time, time to write.

Four unlined octavo volumes, each about eighty pages in length—a
compact size suitable for carrying around town in his breast pocket—
have been preserved from the winter of 1916 to 1917. Two additional
notebooks that Katka must haveused are missing.

These nondescript pads, which are filled with writing down to the
last page (Kafka scholars refer to them as the Octavo Notebooks A
through D), offer a startling and confusing sight: long, short, and very
brief entries, prose and dialogue, a couple oflines of poetry, dated and
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undated texts, normal handwriting randomly alternating with short-
hand, a scattering of headings, entire pages crossed out, word-for-word
repetitions, disjointed statements, fluid transitions and long dividing
lines punctuated by doodles, mysterious names, an address, drafts of
letters, a checklist of errands, torn out and mixed-up pages, a random
slip of paper ... everything looking as though he had spread his papers
out all overthe floor while writing. The disorganized notebooks of the
manuscript for The Trial were the first ordeal Kafka left to his future
editors; this was the second. Max Brod may have failed in this en-
deavor, but his work proved to be instructive for his successors.’

A second look does not make this textual jungle seem any more
familiar. A contemporaneous reader, even someone who had read the
few published works by Kafka, would not have recognized anything
here: no sign of “Kleistian diction,” realistic narration, smatterings
of fantasy, or humorous slapstick and carefully calculated slips that
Kafka had developed with such gusto in the abandoned “Blumfeld”
story. Although Katka retained a carefully controlled presentation, he
allowed his imagination to roam far more freely and radically, and the
result is an unparalleled zigzag between the real world and the world
of language. “I was stiff and cold, I was a bridge” are the first words in
Notebook B; “Every person carries a room within him,” it says a few
pages later. An undead phantasm prophesies: “No one will read what I
am writing here.” “We had set up camp in the oasis. My companions
were asleep,” a traveler reports, and “Yesterday a swoon came to me.
She lives in the house next door....”

The experimental context in Kafka’s notebooks (or in the Kafka
critical edition) will bemuse even readers who are acquainted with
some of these texts: there are countless variants, interruptions, shifts
of perspective, and cross connections. This manuscript is like molten
lava, creating the illusion of potential fluidity even where Kafka him-
self had decided on a definitive version “ready for publication.” A
lengthy passage in Notebook D begins: “We all know Red Peter, just
as half the world does. But when he came to our town for a guest per-
formance, I decided to get to know him better, personally.” Red Peter?
Of course—that is the chimpanzee in “A Report to an Academy” who
recounts the tale of his captivity and how he became a human. Half the
world knows this canonical Kafka text, which has become popular pri-



marilyin solo acts staged by countless actors. In Kafka’s notebook, the
ape first appears in an interview with a journalist; two additional en-
tries follow, both of which veer off into unrelated topics, and only then
does the reader come to the well-known introductory words: “Hon-
ored Members of the Academy! You have done me the honor of invit-
ing me to submit to the Academy a report about my previous life as an
ape.” But in the free monologue that follows, the naive and meddle-
some journalistis not forgotten. Kafka/Red Peterdescribes him gruffly
as one of “the ten thousand writing windbags who give vent to their
views about me in the newspapers.”1°

But these kinds of echoes and reflections are mere spin-offs in
his sweeping presentation of literary forms. It is as though he were
determined to try out everything that narrative traditions have to
offer—parables, fables, fairy tales, reports, lists, monologues and dia-
logues, flashbacks and background stories, first-person and third-
person perspectives—and swirl them together. He blended all that
tradition had yielded and emerged with an extraordinary new synthe-
sis, turning lead into gold.

This should not be mistaken for Expressionism, and most certainly
not for écriture automatique, “automatic writing” that was designed
to outwit censorship from the writer’s own psyche and was launched
by the Surrealists a fewyears later. In Kafka’s writings, everything re-
mains within bounds, and the very multitude of attempts is the stron-
gest evidence that he was still subjecting his ideas to a rigorous selec-
tion process: Anything that was not viable or vivid enough, or lacked
organic coherence, or seemed like a mere “construction” was elimi-
nated. Moreover, Kafka nevergot carried away into manipulating the
foundations of language itself; there were no word coinings, no point-
less alliteration, imitation of oral speech, misuse of grammar, or ac-
cumulations of dashes and exclamation points. Standard German re-
mained the only medium Kafka respected, and he never deliberately
went beyond its limits, and certainly not for mere effect—yet the jour-
ney within this medium took him into uncharted territories.

That was certainly not Kafka’s intention at the beginning of these
productive five months, and his first steps seemed quite innocuous.
It was his third intensive writing phase since the fall of 1912, and he
wanted to trysomething new, somethingthat no one would expect of
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him but would not shock anyone either. His first choice was drama,
which was generally acknowledged to be part and parcel of the writer’s
craft. Prominent authors such as Gerhart Hauptmann and Arthur
Schnitzler went back and forth between prose and drama, according
to the requirements of the material, without being singled out as multi-
faceted talents. Even authors with clear preferences sometimes dab-
bled in different genres—Thomas Mann wrote a play, and Carl Stern-
heim several stories. The poet Rilke published an extraordinary novel,
and Werfel enjoyed box-office success with his Trojan Women. And of
course there was Kafka’s impresario, Max Brod, who covered every
possible genre, from ghost stories to Zionist poetry. So why not write
adrama?

His attempt fell apart. No matter how much Kafka wrestled with
the text—the unparalleled number of corrections and deletions sug-
gests that he spent weeks slaving over it—and as carefully as he kept
separatingthe wheaf from the chaff and piecing his text back together,
“The Warden of the Tomb” remained a fragment, and he considered
only a few scenes developed enough to be recited. Kafka even typed
up a clean copy on his own for potential recitation, but it is unclear
whether anyone actually got to hear the dialogues.!

“TheWarden of the Tomb”is not one of Kafka’s significant achieve-
ments; later readers did not know quite what to make of it, and at-
tempts to revive it on smaller stages have remained episodic. Kafka
too obviously leaned on literary models (Strindberg in particular); the
construction was too awkward, and the work too piecemeal. It opens
with a long-winded report to set up the actual sensation, namely, the
apparitions of royal ancestors. Shakespeare was better able to accom-
plish this in the first act of Hamlet. Kafka was well advised to lay aside
the “impossibilities” with which he had filled most of the first note-
book and to return to the type of writing at which he excelled.

He now cleared the decks for a pyrotechnic display of his imagina-
tion. “A Country Doctor,” “The Bridge,” “Up in the Gallery,” “The
Next Village,” “The Bucket Rider,” and “A Fratricide” were written in
December and January; “Jackals and Arabs” and “The New Attorney™
in February; “An Old Page” and “Eleven Sons” in March; “The Cares of
a Family Man,” “A Visit to a Mine,” “A Crossbreed,” and “A Report to



an Academy” in April. And of course the “Hunter Gracchus” project,
which dated back to Riva, on which Katka worked from January to
April, as well as several other important fragments, including “My
Neighbor,” “The Knock at the Manor Gate,” and “The Great Wall of
China” (including “An Imperial Message™), which were all written
in February or March. This collection of gems might not have been
enough to establish his worldwide fame, but it certainly ensured a
worldwide exegesis of Kafka, a humble approach to his writing, groping
its way with eye and index finger and taking the text as revelation,
snatching it away from the realm of mere mortal criticism once and for
all. In particular, the mystifying texts from Kafka’s octavo notebooks
lured critics, and then general readers, into picking them apart letter
by letter in the quest for meaning—an approach that would eventually
extend to Kafka’s entire oeuvre.

Now that the creative process has been illuminated by scholarly
editing, this tendency toward fetishizing the text strikes readers today
as unenlightened and naive. No admirer of “The Metamorphosis” or
“The Stoker” can doubt that these works, despite their linguistic preci-
sion, elasticity, formal unity, and apparent timelessness, share a ge-
netic connection. These stories themselves have a history and reveal
highly personal experiences, penchants, and obsessions of their cre-
ator. They are the result of a craft learned and practiced over the course
of years. Even Kafka’s claim that he could have done all of this even
better under more favorable conditions cannot be brushed aside, and
no study of the revisions in the manuscripts is required to be able to
take these kinds of self-doubts on the part of the author seriously.

Of course, with the prose pieces in the octavo notebooks—one hes-
itates to call them “stories”—Kafka drew his readers into treating his
workswithunparalleled reverence. The sheer multitude of motifs,im-
ages, and themes convinces us that the author is circling around him-
self. Where variations and affinities are found, they are clearly deliber-
ate, and even the private obsessions and little games testifytoafreedom
that differs from the monochromatic punishment fantasies in the ear-
lier works. These are texts of a sometimes unreal fullness and perfec-
tion, texts that on the surface yield no trace of their genesis. It seems
inconceivable that the two long, flawless sentences that have found
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their place in countless textbooks under the title “Up in the Gallery”
could have been subject to revision orevenhavehad preliminary stages
(although it is impossible to verify in the absence of manuscripts'2).

Anyone who looks at the octavo notebooks themselves, hoping to
find evidence that even these revelations did not just pop into his head
but were the result of hard work, is likely to be let down. The context is
chaotic, of course; the traces of pen and pencil attest to the fact that
here, too, everything was precisely what he had intended from the out-
set. Precisely where the perfection is beyond any doubt, the creator of
these texts seems quite sure of himself. The manuscript of “An Impe-
rial Message,” for example, has next to no substantive corrections—
although Kafka perused it criticallywith an eye to publication. It truly
seems as though everything was in place right from the start. The au-
thor as creatorex nibilo.

Supposing it were possible to show an experienced reader Kafka’s oc-
tavo notebooks as part of a blind study, with place, time, and author
unspecified. In all likelihood, the reader would be quick to classify
these notebooks as a product of literary modernity, and note a pro-
found orientation crisis going well beyond the individual, but would
be hard pressed to pick up on the fact that these texts were written dur-
ing a terrible winter in a wretched cottage, by fingers stiff with cold,
just minutes away from lines of starving people, in adilapidated, freez-
ing,dimlylit city under military rule, by a mid-level civil servant whose
professional concerns included amputations and nervous shocks.

But the reader might figure out that this author had lost an em-
peror, which is the explicit point of “An Imperial Message,” a brief
legend-like story in which even the emphatic order of the dying mon-
arch is not enough to get a message to its recipient. In “An Old Page,”
the emperor stands similarly helpless at the window and watches his
seat of royal power go to ruin, and “The Great Wall of China” states
explicitly: “The empire is immortal, but the individual emperor falls
and plummets.” The brief drama “The Warden of the Tomb” plays
shortly after a changeover of power. The new prince has been in office
for only a year, his authority is shaky, and even his own wife is on the
side of his enemies.’3 And the short prose piece “The New Attorney”



recalls alegendary monarch and conjures up aworld devoid of leader-
ship: “Nowadays—asnoonecan deny—thereisnoone like Alexander
the Great ... no one, no one canlead the way to India . .. no one points
the way.”

One of the primary reasons that Kafka has come to be regarded as
oblivious to reality and politically remote is that he focused less on
great losses themselves—even when they were catastrophic—than
on the larger significance of these losses, and the way they laid bare the
essence of the era as a whole. The decline of a great symbol, the end of
a tradition, the tip of the pyramid chopped off—like most of his con-
temporaries, he experienced these events as signs of an irreversible
dissolution. In everyday life, it was less the privations and increasing
limitations that impressed and preoccupied him—he endured all that
uncomplainingly and with astonishing patience—than the symbolic
nature of these events. Of course, it was bad when Ottla came back
from the coal merchant with an empty bucket.'# That had never hap-
pened before, and it was a threat that even Kafka could not ignore al-
together when the temperatures in February 1917 sank below minus
20 Celsius. Theaters,movietheaters, and schools were closed on occa-
sion, the gas supply was stopped during the day, the streetcars by the
early evening, and during the night, Kafka groped his way through
the frozen and deserted historic town center in complete darkness.
But “The Bucket Rider,” a story Kafka wrote during the worst days, in
which a freezing first-person narrator begs for coal, would not have
been written if Kafka had not regarded this deathly atmosphere as a
symbol of his day. We read right near the beginning: “behind me, the
pitiless stove, before me, the sky, every bit as pitiless,” and this “every
bit as” is unmistakable: the stove is not the only thing that is empty.
The first-person narrator does not go back into his own cold room but
instead disappears into unspecified “regions of the icebergs,” like the
country doctor in the story of that name, the closing sentence of which
supplies the hermeneutic key: “Naked, exposed to the frost of this
most wretched of ages, with an earthly carriage, unearthly horses, I,
oldman that I am, drift about.”

Kafka was painfully aware that these daily nuisances were harbin-
gers of epochal catastrophes to come. At the very time that the state
began leaving its subjects to their own devices and suffered the loss of
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its highest representative, Kafka started reorganizing hislifeand writ-
ing. He tried out new avenues in both arenas. The close chronological
connection is astounding,  the coincidence obvious, mere chance out
of the question. Kafka was reacting productively to a crisis that com-
pelled him to overcome inhibitions, break with old habits, and seek
means of survival. Like many others, Kafka regarded real-life events—
all kinds of shortages, the death of the kaiser (from whom Kafka got
his first name)—as definitive confirmations that life would no longer
be as it once was; the conclusion he drew for himself was that it could
nolonger go on thewayit had been. The loss forced him to muster new
strength; at the same time he unleashed this new strength and, withit,a
stream of images and ideas. Two years earlier, he had gotten past the
debacle in the Askanischer Hof in much the same way. Once again, the
dynamicthat was so extraordinarily characteristic of Kafka, a dynamic
that shaped and energized him, was set in motion. It was the dynamic
of catastrophe. A letter that arrived late or a slight cough in the room
next door made him falter, yet aworld that was falling apart appeared
to offer him boundless new resources.

On November 24, 1916, two days after he learned of the death of
FranzJosef, hetried to make it clear to Felice why having his own apart-
ment was more important to him than ever, even more important than
the prospect of seeing her again: “This apartment might not restore
my inner peace, but it would at least give me a chance to work; the
gates of paradise would not fly open again, but I might find two slits
for my eyes in the wall.”?é Paradise: It was the most powerful image he
could present, a colossal sign of redemption that no one had ever
claimed for literature. But he sensed that it was no longer a wall sepa-
rating him from the imaginative freedom he was yearning for. On the
very same day, he hurried over to Alchimistengasse and opened his first,
still-blank octavo notebook, surrounded by the smell of fresh paint.

He did not knowthat he would be spending half ayear here. And he
could not have realized—or shall we say that he could not have realized
“as far as is humanly possible”—that with virtually the first words he
committed to paper (a stage direction of “The Warden of the Tomb”),
he had already found a staggeringly precise image of his own life and,
at the same time, the motto of his future work: “cramped stage, open
at the top.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Ottla and Felice

We live at the edge of outer space bere. An attempt is being made to live here.

—Hallddr Laxness, Kristnibald undir Jokli

ON ONE OF THE FIRST DAYS THAT OTTLA KAFKA ENTERED HER REN-
ovated cottage on Alchimistengasse, she discovered a slender volume
on the table: The Judgment, published by Kurt Wolff Verlag, twenty-
nine pages in length. She knew about it; after all, she had been there
four years earlier when her brother, keyed up after not getting any
sleep all night, had charged into his sisters’ room with his story, the ink
still wet on the pages. That is how long it had taken for the work to
be published as a book, and now it was there in her house as a gift.
She opened it up. The flyleaf bore the cryptic dedication “For E.”” (of
course—for whom else?), but underneath was a handwritten dedica-
tion by the author: “To my landlady.” She was charmed and flattered,
and hastened towrite to her future husband, Josef David, about it. But
there was a second line, a strange signature that muted her pleasure:
“The Rat of Palais Schonborn.” This would have been difficult to ex-
plain to Josef David, so she kept it to herself.

It was one of his typical jests at his own expense: Kafka put himself
down, and everyone laughed. He truly did feel utterly out of place in



158

that huge apartment advertised for rent in Palais Schonborn; just
looking up at the high ceiling sent a shudder down his spine. But the
property manager told him that there were other, more down-to-earth
accommodations and brought him to a wing up on the third floor,
where Kafka could hardly believe his eyes: “an apartment consisting
of two room without a kitchen, that seems altogether to live up to
my wildest dreams.”™ It was not immediately available, of course, but
mightbe at some point.

Kafka was set on thisapartment and refused to look at any others.
But could he justify the effect that a change from the status quo would
have on his work? Ottla’s cottage on Alchimistengasse, which he was
reluctant to occupy as a short-term arrangement at first, had proved
to be an ideal writing nook, and once Ottla’s girlfriend, a petite girl
named RiiZena, had been hired to clean, heat the cottage, and carry
coal, Kafka could even spend his evenings up at the castle with a clear
conscience. He even toyed with the idea of moving there with all his
meager possessions and thus putting his asceticism to an enormous
new test, whichwould have sealed his position as the family fool, as his
father had been predicting for years.

But the family was spared this further embarrassment because
suddenly—about two months after seeing the simple apartment in
Schonborn—Kafka received the newsthat it was now up forrent, and
thatno more than an oral agreementwas needed. And this time he fol-
lowed his first impulse. He wanted to embrace this dream, even though
he was soon assailed with the usual debilitating doubts, which threat-
ened to derail his firm resolve. He thought of six arguments against
taking the apartment and six for it. He presented every last detail to
Felice Bauer, taut with the stress surrounding this existential decision.
But at this point he was seeking not her encouragement, or her cool
hand on his forehead, but her approval:

[Alfter thewar I want totry to get a year’s leave of absence to start
with; this may not be possible right away, or even at all. Well, if it
worked out, the two of us would have the most wonderful apart-
ment I could imagine in Prague, all ready for you, though onlyfora
comparatively short time, during which you would have to do with-
out a kitchen of your own, and even without a bathroom. Never-



theless, it would be to my liking and you could have a thorough rest
for two or three months.?

There was astonishing information here. No kitchen, no bath? So
thiswasa proletarian apartment, by Berlin standards.? But therewasa
bigger consideration at issue: If Kafka truly wanted to move to Berlin
after thewar,as had so often been discussed and agreed on explicitly in
Marienbad, he could not simply take an extended leave from the In-
surance Institute; he would have to give notice. If, on the other hand,
he seriously believed he could manage to combine writing and office
work over the long term and continue living in Prague as a civil ser-
vant, she was the one who would have to give notice, in which case she
could rest as long as she liked. There was a degree of logic to the circu-
itous, oddly legalistic language Kafka used in his letter regarding the
measures to be taken—their own apartment, yes or no, no or yes—yet
it was oddly hazy on the intention underlying this decision.

This peculiar form of rhetoric, which obscures the situation with
analytical precision, is an essential component of what is now called
Kafkaesque. In Kafka’s letters and diaries, it always appears as a pro-
tective response to a situation crying out for immediate action but
with overly complex and imponderable consequences. Kafka’s style of
argumentation, contaminated by legalese and abruptly turning con-
voluted, was a sure sign that the issue at hand was vital to him, that
the pending decision was highly charged. He described the “saga of my
apartment” as “a vast subject” in the very first sentence, and claimed
that he could convey only a tiny fraction to Felice; as his epistolary
treatise as a whole shows, this was not intended as a joke. But what on
earth was so unnerving about a little relocation within one and the
same city, from one very familiar street corner to the next?

Of course Kafka’s pragmatic doubts could not be brushed aside.
Morebyaccidentthan design, he had found his way to a new, psycho-
logically balanced and extremely productive rhythm, so what would be
the point of jeopardizing it with more experiments? He knew from
experience that time was limited, and that even a prolific winter could
be followed by a new standstill.

But the source of Kafka’s agitation lay elsewhere, and all this talk
of pros and cons could not disguise the fact that a symbolic act was at
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stake. A rented furnished room like the oneon Lange Gasse could still
be regarded as an exclave of the home territory; it was no more real a
residence than a student dorm, even if one was well over the age of
thirty, whereas the key to one’s own apartment was the visible and un-
mistakable symbol of emancipation and striking out onone’sown. He
was well aware that even on Alchimistenstrasse, opening and closing
the door of his “own” house was a new, pleasurable experience, and
Ottla, too, savored the surreptitious delight of the key in her pocket
and the thrill of home ownership, and it gave her deeper satisfaction
than the actual use of the little house, which was limited to a matter
of hours anyway.

The result was a powerful emotional bond between the siblings in
thatdarkandicywinter of 1916 to 1917, a mutual reinforcement of im-
pulses that yearned for independence. It cannot be determined from
the existing documents whether Kafka was a role model or merely an
adviser—either way, Ottla could rely on his support in taking a stand
against their parents, even if he was unable to follow through on his
sister’s emancipatory leap. But she noticed that he, too, now sought to
put an end to the standstill that had gone on for years. He complained
less often, wrote in a more disciplined manner than he had in a long
time, sought an apartment, and even tried to safeguard his plan finan-
ciallyby applying for the position of secretary of the Workers’ Accident
Insurance Institute, which would raise his pay by two salary brackets.*

Kafka musthavebecome aware during his summer outings with his
sister that Ottla’s growing need for independence would not be satis-
fied merely by “peaceful” means; that is, means that would be accept-
able to his whole family. And he understood quite well—seeing as he
felt much the same way—why she initially projected this need onto
nature, in which at least the appearance of freedom was so easilyattain-
able. She was enchanted by paths along the outskirts of Prague that
she had known for ages, even Chotek Park, which she had been going
to since childhood; in the Bohemian Forest, where she spent several
days alone, the warm summer rain sent her into ecstasy, and on Alchi-
mistengasse, she kept urging her brother to look up at the starry night
sky. “There is something very wrong,” she wrote to Josef David, “in
spending life in the city, in the shop. ’m not making any plans now,
but a person can dream. I wouldn’t hesitate for a second to decide to



spend my wholelifein the country, here or elsewhere, and never to see
thecity again....”

Of course she did make plans, and she knew quite well that the bat-
tles thatlayahead would not revolve around her love of nature. In No-
vember 1916, while she was secretly furnishing her little house, she
first told her parents that she no longer wished to work in the family
business and would rather pursue agriculture or horticulture, and she
would find a way to acquire the necessary knowledge. This was a lot
for the family to swallow, a revolt of the kind the family had never seen.
Her father’s harsh and unwavering reaction was to pronounce her
crazy. He regarded the social topography from the center—that is,
from the box seat on Altstidter Ring he had fought so hard for—and
associated flat land with humiliation, helplessness, and lack of educa-
tion. That was where he had come from, and the Kafkas no longer had
any business being there. His wife agreed. Ottla, who was perennially
defiant and clearly derived pleasure from tormenting her parents,
wouldhaveshocked and scandalized her parents just as much as if she
had kept companywith the staff (with whom she had always been on
very good terms). But she was serious about this, and when it turned
out three months later that Ottla had made inquiries into agricultural
schools and vegetable gardening and that Franz—a real “scoundrel,”
as his father called him—even supported her in these efforts, a good
deal of shouting ensued in the family’s living room once again.®

Ottla was now twenty-four years old, and well into marriageable
age. Of course, they had to expect that one day in the not-too-distant
future, they would have to make do without her in the shop—and she
would certainly be missed. Just a few months earlier, her father had
made a point of praising her diligence (to a third party, of course). But
Ottla was not going after a fiancé; instead, she had been captivated by
the Zionist Club of Jewish Women and Girls’ disdain of the world of
business and reverence of sweaty work in the fields as the pinnacle of
human happiness. Yes, the daughter of another wealthy merchant in
Prague had taken the idealistic talk of this “club” at face value and had
gone to Palestine as a farm worker, against the vehement protests of
her family. These were nice role models.

But it was also awarning to her parents. Now that Ottla was taking
her first determined steps and looking for a place in an agricultural
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college in February 1917, one of the Zionist papers published a long
article about “agricultural training for girls” in Palestine’—a power-
ful description that was just the thing to spur on Ottla’s will to self-
sacrifice. If the conflict with her was driven too far and she was forced
into a corner, she would be goneforgood, or if they ever saw her again,
it would be years later, with Ottla as a tanned colonist. A nightmare for
the Kafkas.

The fact that it did not get to that point was not the doing of her
father, whowas always hollering and insisting on maintaining the sta-
tus quo, but owed to the subtle strategies of compromise and integra-
tion, expertly handled by her mother, that were handed down within
Jewish families. If there was a threat of a serious rift, she would need to
cut her daughter some slack, but not more than the radius of theirown
extended family allowed. Anyone who wanted to go and could not be
dissuaded from his or her chosen path either through accusations or
moral pressure was let go—but not granted freedom.

It had been seven years since Karl Hermann, Elli’s fiancé, had been in-
troduced to his future brother-in-law Franz as a paragon of energy and
business sense. Times had certainly changed. After marrying into the
family, Karl had proposed the idea of an asbestos factory. That factory
had long since ceased production; the dreams of a second Kafka eco-
nomic miracle, or even acareeras an entrepreneur for theirson Franz,
faded away in the enormous wave of bankruptcy that came with the
war and the closing of the international markets. The money invested
by Hermann Kafka and the uncle in Madrid was lost, as was the in-
volvement of Franz, who had been exasperatingly indifferent from the
very start and longed for the day when that depressing workshop in
Zizkov would finally close down. And that is precisely what happened
in1917: the last hope of getting the business up and running again was
dashed. At the end of the year, the files were closed and the liquidation
began—at the same moment that asbestos, which was vital to the war
effort, was being subjected to rigid government control. The differ-
ence between fancy goods and industrial raw materials proved to be
yet another painful wartime lesson for the Kafkas.?



To the family’s astonishment, the inventor and (according to the
district court) “sole liquidator” of the asbestos factory, namely Karl
Hermann, had come up with a new ideafor making a profitable invest-
ment of his money (and presumably also his wife’s). In his German-
speaking hometown of Ziirau (Sifem) in northwestern Bohemia, he
had acquired a farm about fifty acres in size that was deep in debt and
had been poorly run by a relative. It is unclear how Karl Hermann pic-
tured this new, high-risk operation, whether he was speculating on his
family’s assistance or the dramatically rising prices for field crops, or
even envisioning a leisurely life as an estate owner. But evidently he
did not find anyone whowanted to take the reins, and as an officer on
active duty, he had scant opportunity to manage it himself. If the war
did not come to an end soon, this project could be written off as well.

Then a clever idea came up at the Kafkas’ dinner table. It was as
astonishing as it was obvious. If Ottla could not be talked out of leav-
ing the city, why not have her run this farm? There was little to lose:
Ottla would do everything in her power to bring her knowledge up to
speed as quickly as possible because she wanted to prove herself. Her
finances would remain under the supervision of the family because she
would have to work out the income, expenditures, and overheads with
the people who had supplied the start-up capital: Karl Hermann if
he was on home leave in Prague, as was now the case, or Elli if he was
not. And if the project was successful, they could even count on Ottla’s
gratitude—gratitude for offering her the physical basis for the very
rural life she had lately been promoting so forcefully as the only life
suitable for human beings. But Karl and Elliowed a moraldebtas well:
after all, it was the Kafkas who were taking their now-worthless prop-
erty off their hands and sparing them yet another financial debacle—
so it was only fair for Elli to take Ottla’s place in their parents’ store for
at least a few hours a day. It was perfect. And no matter how the father
might rail, he had to acknowledge that this plan was more ingenious
than anything he could have thought up himself.

Ottla grabbed at the offer. Ziirau was her chance to get away with-
out breaking off contact with her parents, which she feared far more
than her defiant pronouncements would suggest. The prospect of man-
aging her finances on her own for the first time was also enticing; that
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alone was worth the effort. Once the venture was in full swing—most
likely by the coming winter—she would acquire the theoretical foun-
dations needed to qualify for the vocational school she was hoping to
attend. Until then, all she needed was a basic set of agricultural litera-
ture, which her brother would send her. In mid-April 1917, she bade
farewell to Alchimistengasse, Franz, and herbeloved cousin Irma, and
set off for the country. Did she have any idea what she was getting her-
self into?

Kafka must have regarded his sister’s coup as a miracle. No matter
how involved he was in the practical preparations, and no matter how
clearly he saw through his parents’ gambits, he was still flabbergasted
by her ability to pull it off: a city girl as the leaseholder of a farm, in
unfamiliar surroundings, fending for herself. Ottla was obviously de-
termined to accomplish the impossible. Her very first written report
proved what she was capable of: it was a sensible, pragmatic letter
(which was, like all subsequent reports, pored over in Prague before
being forwarded to the farm owner serving in the military). Even her
father—who surely was privately mourning the loss of his most dili-
gent worker—took the news from the village so calmly that the family
was astonished. Of course, Ottla was homesick. Even more than her
desire to see Josef David, she longed for the familiar streets of Prague.
But she did not write that in this letter, and she wasashamed to admit
iteven to Irma.

Ottla’s absence also hit Kafka harder than he had anticipated. Dur-
ing the previous summer, it had begun to dawn on him (and he stated
as much to Felice) that he was no longer Ottla’s mentor, that she was
actually the person he wished to have as his mother. This mother image
became part of the siblings’ banter. In the first letter he sent to her in
Ziirau, he claimed that it was only logical that the very day she left, the
room on Alchimistengasse turned ice cold. A storm had blown out the
fire in the stove “perhaps by chance, perhaps intentionally.” And
when she finally brought up the issue of the emotional price of her de-
parture, he replied:

I was already feeling utterly abandoned by you and, thinking of an
eventual future (always thinking of the future), I told myself: So
she willlet me go to rack and ruin, after all. But that is completely



wrong, even aside from your letter, for with the house up there
you’ve ushered in a better time for me, which is still going on now,
even though I unfortunately have stopped working up there (be-
cause of the lovely days and the difficulty sleeping that comes with
them) and what is more, you are away. Of course, there is plenty to
complain about, but it is still incomparably better than the last few
years.!0

Better, on the whole, more or less—but “incomparably better”?
He could scarcely convince Ottla that his work (which he had “unfor-
tunately ... stopped”) depended on the weather in Prague. That was
precisely the kind of explanation typically employed to handle existen-
tial questions within the family. She had left that behind. Her brother
underestimated her.

On Tuesday, July 10, 1917, Kafka was crawling around on all fours in
his sister Valli’s apartment, looking for a small purse, the handbag be-
longingto his fiancée, Felice Bauer, and he was in a state of near panic
because there were nine hundred kronen in this bag. On the day be-
fore, they had been at the Brods’, both embarrassed, Kafka in oddly
formal clothing, with a high stand-up collar, as though making his first
visitas afiancé; then they had gone to the Weltsches, and afterwards. ..
Felice was certain—but not absolutely certain—that she still had the
purse with her. They searched the closets and drawers, and threw the
whole family into a dither. Such a large sum of money. And time was run-
ning out. On Wednesday the couple was supposed to leave for a trip to
Hungary, Felice to see her sister Else in Arad, and Kafka as her escort
atleastas far as Budapest. There was no choice but to go through every
possibility systematically, so Kafka started by hurrying over to the
Weltsches. No, Irma Weltsch informed him rather curtly (without no-
ticing that Kafka was feeling desperate about the looming loss), the
purse was certainly not there; if it had been, they would have let him
know right away.*! So back he went to Valli’s apartment, where Felice
had been staying for the few days of her visit to Prague. Everything had
already been turned upside down, but Kafka began once again to make
a systematic search of the floor, looking under the chairs, closets, and
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beds. Then he grabbed hold of Felice’s suitcase, and underneath it was
the purse.

Felice Bauer’s sudden appearance in Prague—she had not seen the
city for more than three years—seems odd. There is no letter or even a
note by Kafka indicating how this reconciliation had come about after
their correspondence had ground to a halt. But this cannot have been
a spontaneous visit or an attempt to catch him unawares.'? If Kafka
was prepared to accompany Felice on her trip to Hungary, he would
have had to apply for a passport weeks in advance (as he had for his trip
to Hungary with Elli) and overcome Director Marschner’s resistance
to granting time off to his remaining staff, especially to those eligible
for military service, and vacations were restricted to an absolute mini-
mum. Butabove all, Felice’s appearance in Prague meant there would
be the inevitable get-together with Kafka’s parents, with all the cere-
monial trappings. His parentsknew about the engagement in Marien-
bad, and Kafka and Felice needed to get their stories straightwhen fac-
ing an inevitable barrage of indiscreet and intrusive questions (“When
are you finally going to get married?”). A formal celebration of a re-
engagement had no place in the inventory of bourgeois family rituals,
but they could at least celebrate their reunion and the fact that they
had ironed out misunderstandings that had stood in the way of their
marriage for so long, a marriage that had been decided onyearsearlier
and been blessed by their parents. It appears likely that Kafka had re-
sumed more frequent contact with Felice by May 1917 and made elab-
orate preparations for her arrival, and the odd visits he and his fiancée
made to his closest friends also indicate that the couple had in some
way gone ahead with the idea of regarding the agreements they had
made in Marienbad as binding.

Even so, these were not happy days; that flash of relief he felt when
recovering the purse was the only hint of elation. The pressure of con-
vention, the skeptical glances of his parents, the show that Kafka put
on, arm in arm with his fiancée, and that she really could have spared
him, as Brod rightly pointed out,? surely dredged up memories he
would have preferred to keep buried forever, memories of Whitsun in
1914, of that ill-fated “engagement expedition” to Berlin, which had
given his most intimate longing a pragmatic twist and left him with
awful visions foralongtimeto come. Of course, Kafka’s self-confidence



had grown, and when he thought back to the unsuccessful furniture
shopping with which things had ended three years earlier ... he would
know how to avert a situation like that in Prague. But what about that
bundle of cash that Felice had in her purse? Was it for her sister in
Hungary? Or funds to go toward her future life together with Franz?
He did not like people who thought of everything, but she certainly
thought of everything,

Kafka’s practical measures, by contrast, proved utterly unrealistic
yet again. The supposedly “most wonderful apartment I could imag-
ine in Prague,” the apartment in Palais Schonborn, which he had de-
scribed to her so enthusiastically as a future sanctuary for the two of
them, turned out to be a dank, patheticbachelor pad that smelled musty
even in the summer, no matter how much time and effort RizZenka,
who was now taking care of both of Kafka’s homes, devoted to scrub-
bing and heating. Even if Felice, who set great store by a cozy home,
could have brought herself to invest some of her savings to settle in
here for some time in comfort—but still without a bathroom, kitchen,
or (and this was the most incredible part) even a front-door key—this
misguided decision on his part hardly seemed to be a sign of his seri-
ous desire for them to share their lives. And the dark green writing
cottage on Alchimistengasse, built in 1600, which he probably had to
show her as well, only confirmed this impression. It would have been
interesting to watch her poke her head in warily, clutching her hat.

Both of them were surely pleased to get out of Prague at long last,
but they were happy for different reasons, and the few days they spent
together in Budapest did not bode well. Kafka must have been struck
by the stark contrast between the affectionate and relaxed close rela-
tionship he had recently enjoyed with Ottla and his growing estrange-
ment from the woman he still wanted to marry but with whom every
get-together—especially in the presence of family members—became
a strenuous exercise. “I did tolerably well on the trip,” he wrote to
his sister, “but it was certainly not a trip for relaxation and reconcil-
iation.”* Not much more could be revealed on a postcard, but the
couple was at the brink of breaking up for good, and when they fi-
nally boarded their trains in opposite directions, with Kafka heading
to Vienna and Felice Bauer southeast to Arad, it was unclear when
and iftheywouldever see each other again. He wrote her two long let-
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ters after his return, and both went unanswered. Neither has been
located.s

Kafka’s best known and most frequently reproduced portrait shows
him with his fiancée Felice Bauer. It is the only photograph of the
two of them together. This conventional posed photograph had Kafka
standing, and Felice sitting on a chair, which, in order to even out
the difference in their heights is either the height of a bar stool or is
perched on a pedestal. Kafka is wearing a light summer suit with a
handkerchief in the breast pocket, a dark patterned tie over a white
shirt; Felice has on a long skirt and white blouse, with a locket that pre-
sumably contains a picture of Kafka, and a black purse on her lap—
probably the one containing the nine hundred kronen. They are barely
touching; only Kafka’s oddly bent hand is resting on a fold of her skirt.
Both are looking straight at the camera, and two studio lamps are re-
flected in their pupils. Felice, her full lips parted slightly, looks expec-
tantly at the camera, while Kafka’s expression is indeterminate. Is he
smiling? It seems so at first, but something about these facial features
is off, like one of those optical illusions that seem to keep shifting.
This mysterious, almost eerie impression starts to make sense only
whenyou try toread these uneven features one side at a time, at which
point you realize that it is an optical illusion. If you cover up the right
side of Kafka’s face, you see a definite smile around his mouth and
eyes; covering the left half reveals a serious, attentive neutral expres-
sion. The epiphany of a secretive truth, which is often seen on posed
photographs.

But why did they choose to visit a professional photographer in
1917? That did not usually happen unless there was a formal occasion,
and in this case, the occasion has to have been their decision to renew
their engagement. It is an engagement picture, and on Felice’s left
hand we see the engagement ring (presumably the same one that she
had cast offin fury in the fall of 1914 ). There had been no time for a visit
to a photographer’s studio in Prague; the prints would not have been
finished in time for the trip, and no one likes to be photographed while
entertaining panicked thoughts about a lost bundle of cash. But the
sister in Hungary was expecting a picture, and thus the final opportu-



nity presented itself in Budapest. And ittrulywas the final one. Both of
them may have sensed thatitwould be a farewell picture, a photograph
that would record them as still together in principle but devoid of any
erotic connection. A photograph that gave those who looked carefully
enough a glimpse into the future.

Nothingis known about Felice Bauer’stripback to Berlin. Evidently
she did not pass through Prague.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Country Doctor Ventures Out

When I opened u p the book, when I read your name in print, I looked at it

as if  were seeing you.

—Bettina von Arnim, Goethes Briefwechsel mit einem Kinde

My life is just monotonous and proceeds within the prison of my
innate, threefold misfortune, in a manner of speaking. When I can’t
do anything, I am unhappy; when I can do something, there isn’t
enoughtime; andwhen Ilookto the future for hope, the nextthing
Iknowis thatthe fearisthere, the wide-ranging fear,and then I am
even less able to work. An exquisitely calculated hell. Yet—and this
is the main point—it is not without its good moments.*

As KAFKA HAD KNOWN FOR QUITE SOME TIME, THESE WERE MORE
than mere moments. Backin February 1917 he had taken stock for the
first time and wrote a list of eleven titles, full of dashes and question
marks: the usable extract from three octavo notebooks. One month
later, another list, this one more self-confident, with twelve titles in a
well-defined sequence. This was a table of contents, without a doubt,
and unequivocal proof that Kafka was again thinking of the publica-
tion of a book.



His publisher’s expectations were surely not the reason; Kafkahad
not heard any words of encouragement or support from the head of-
fice in Leipzig for a long time. His skepticism about Kurt Wolff had
been reinforced over the past three years. No one seemed to recall the
explicit promise of combining “The Judgment,” “The Stoker,” and
“The Metamorphosis”in a nicely designed edition—Kafka was still in
mourning for this unrealized book that would bear the title The Sons—
and Meyer, the good-natured but perennially flustered managing di-
rector who could rarely be persuaded to read a book but always got a
thrill from churning out good publicity and turning handsome profits,
only warmed up to “propaganda ideas” and big sums of money. In the
end, Wolff had rejected the idea of including “In the Penal Colony” in
his prominent series, Der jiingste Tag, and he had left Kafka uncertain
as towhether he would ever want to publish this story at all.

There are reasons to doubt that he did, and Kafka could no longer
hope for preferential treatment. Over the course of a few short years,
this small, manageable publishing company, in which editorial meet-
ings could be conducted over a bottle of wine, had grown into an en-
terprise that made the established competitors appear outdated, even
though it was not an economic threat at this point. Wolff was expand-
ing, taking series and collected works from other publishing compa-
nies, and he no longer needed to send out publicity circulars. Instead,
he was the one being courted by a growing number of authors, includ-
ing well-established writers. Even “house authors™ at publishers such
as S. Fischer and Cassirer were known to cast envious glances over to
Leipzig, with its highly attractive combination of publishing intuition
and imaginative advertising.

The 1916 catalogue listed more than four hundred titles in print,
and Wolff had to limit the additional influx of new publications. How
could they keep the sheer mass of paper under control? Qualified edi-
tors were no longer available, and as long as the war went on, there
was little hope of being able to delegate the evaluation of manuscripts
and work with authors on a larger scale. Werfel was a soldier, Albert
Ehrenstein had fallen out with Meyer, Johannes R. Becher, who was
addicted to morphine, put in no more than a brief appearance, and
Brod, as an outside consultant, was too far away to take an active role
in the day-to-day operations.

171



172

Moreover, there were hints that the publication list was stretched
too thin, which threatened in time to dilute the publisher’s identity.
Wolff sought to counteract that impression by classifying his books
into series and themes. The first and most successful of these series,
“The New Novel,” did not reinforce Kafka’s faith in his own future
role. While all of Brod’s novels were published in new editions, side
by side with works by Anatole France, Knut Hamsun, and Heinrich
Mann, Kafka realized that his own writing would have no chance in
this series. If his publisher was really planning to offer a platform to
the European novel in the middle of a world war—and there was some
evidence that both his emphasis on novels and the internationaliza-
tion of his publishing list could be understood as political and cultural
gestures—Kafka could not count on preferential treatment with in-
consequential little gems, the “impossibilities” of his octavo note-
books. Sure enough, in late 1916, when Kurt Wolff asked his authors
to send him texts for the new annual almanac, he simply assumed that
they would be excerpts from novels. Any writer would want to be in-
cluded in this high-profile almanac (The New Novel) with a print run
of thirty thousand copies. But Kafka had nothing to submit, and the
shortprose piece “A Murder,” which Brod suggested on his behalf, was
rejected on the spot. There would be no exception for Kafka.

It was cold comfort to see his name in the Prager Tagblatt again for
the first time in years.2 Kafka was able to get a good view of its sub-
scribers gathered together on his evening stroll down from Hrad¢any
Castle. But publishing in periodicals, Brod kept explaining to him,
was not a bad way of keeping himself visible. Small literary forms of-
fered excellent opportunities to achieve a scatter effect to which pub-
lishers and critics would eventually have to react. That made sense to
Kafka, and he now replied to invitations more frequently; even his
strict reservations about the world of publishing gradually began to
dissolve. The relevant bibliographies for 1917 list nine texts of his in
newspapers, magazines, almanacs, and anthologies—most of them
arranged by Brod—and a great deal more was planned. Kafka prom-
ised Die schone Raritdt (The beautiful rarity), an exclusive literary and
art journal, that he would contribute on a regular basis, and he even
managed to elicit a hasty commitment from Josef Korner, a literary
scholar who was condemned by the war archives to edit Donauland, a



patriotic magazine.3 There is no doubt that he would have been de-
lighted to accept an offer from Die neue Rundschau, which was still the
most prestigious literary magazine in the German language. But
since Musil had gone off to war, Kafka no longer had an advocate at
S. Fischer Verlag, and this was not the least of the many consequences
of the widespread catastrophe that had already befallen Kafka.

While enjoying his heightened productivity, Kafka began to change
his attitude not only with regard to magazines but also in his inter-
action with other authors. Although he was still unable to bring him-
self toofferunsolicited texts for publication, he sometimes interceded
on behalf of others. The poet Gottfried Kolwel, for example, who had
attended the reading in the Galerie Goltz in Munich, considered
Kafka influential enough to put in a good word for him with Wolff
(but Brod wound up doing it for him behind the scenes). Rudolf Fuchs,
a Prague writer and translator withwhom Kafka got together on occa-
sion, also asked for his sponsorship—successfully, because Kafka was
able to get Martin Buber interested in some of Fuchs’s poems. Kafka
even played the intermediary on his own accord, for example when he
also showed Buber poems by Ernst Feigl, a Prague poet, without the
latter’s knowledge.*

Anyone who could convey a feeling of unaffected sincerity and a
true personal interest could persuade Kafkato do just about anything,
and he was not thrown by social, cultural, or ideological differences.
He had proved as much in 1911 when he roamed the streets of Prague
with the ragged and peculiar-looking Yitzhak Lowy, to the horror of
his parents and the astonishment of his friends. Moriz Schnitzer, the
artless health fanatic whom Kafka admired while seeing him forwhat
he was, was similarly far from presentable: in the literary coffeehouses
(which he would never have entered), Schnitzer would not even have
been appreciated as an entertaining character, and he was utterly hope-
less as a speaker—which Kafka readily admitted, without considering
it an ad hominem argument.’

But Kafka would even have been willing to form an alliance with
his own antipodes, as he demonstrated in July 1917 in the night train
from Vienna to Prague, where he came across two boisterous men with
whom he had a passing acquaintance: Anton Kuh, the journalist and
elocutionist who spent a good deal of time in Café Arco in Prague, and
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Otto Gross, a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst who was also a writer.
These two made an odd couple. Kuh played the clever fool (and some-
times the homosexual, which guaranteed him even more attention),
and the forty-year-old Gross was a notorious figure, mired in vicious
rumors, who came straight from what the bourgeoisie would define
as hell. Gross was a drug-addicted physician, anarchist, and inmate at
various psychiatric clinics. He was wanted by the police for years as
an alleged murderer. He had also had four children by four different
women; he was the lover of three sisters at the same time; and then, at
the instigation of his own father, the prominent criminal law profes-
sor Hans Gross, he was arrested in Berlin, committed to an institu-
tion, and declared mentally incompetent in a sensational trial. The case
of Gross had been widely publicized in many magazines, including
Aktion in Berlin, and Kafka must have had a pretty good idea of who he
was. Gross was only six years older than Kafka, yet he had alreadylived
out an enormous range of what life has to offer, from intellectual
mountain hikes with Freud, whose favorite student and patient he had
been, to the misery of the delivery rooms and hospitals at the battle-
field, where he attended to the suffering of others. And there was also
the war he waged in public with his own father, which kept the courts
busy even after the latter’s death and which Expressionist circles fol-
lowed with greatinterest,as though Gross, whostrucksparks of social
revolt from psychoanalysis and was thus fighting not just his father but
thewholenotion of patriarchy, had taken on the sufferings of an entire
generation.®

The train was crowded, like every long-distance train during the
war, which left the travelers Kafka, Kuh, Gross, Gross’s girlfriend
Marianne (“Mizzi”) Kuh, and Sophie Kuh,whowaseightmonthsold,
no choice but to ride out the night in the corridor. No one heard a peep
from the baby, while Anton Kuh sang and blathered, the way he often
did onstage, and Gross held forth in a commanding, endless mono-
logue, paying no heed to Kafka, who was nodding mechanically and
wearily with a frozen smile (and Gross probably had no idea that he
was speakingto a former student of his father, Hans Gross). Evidently
Gross was pontificating on one of his latest ideas, a matriarchal inter-
pretation of Genesis, in particular of the Fall. When Kafka described
the scene severalyearslater, he no longerrecalled any details of whathe



had heard, but he retained a vivid visual impression of the encounter—
andthe conviction that there was “something vital” in him.”

But Kafka did not have much of a chance to appreciate this vital
something. Just a few days later, they had their second and final en-
counter. Brod had invited him to a little social gathering that included
Otto Gross, Werfel (who had also traveled in from Vienna), and Brod’s
childhood friend, the musician Adolf Schreiber. We have no informa-
tion about how this distinguished gathering went, apart from the fact
that here, too, Gross’s charismatic manner led to a startling outcome.
Kafka, who had always enjoyed the panoply of magazines more as an
onlooker than as a participant, who now too agonized over even the
most innocuous publishing opportunity before reaching a decision—
this same Kafka wastalked into helping found a magazine,which would
be called Papers on Combating the Will to Power—a provocatively anti-
patriarchal title that would not have occurred to Freud in a million
years but would surely meet withapprovalin Gross’s milieu, the Bohe-
mian circles in Vienna, Berlin, Munich, and Ascona and that moreover
recalled parodistically the Papers on Combating Alcoholism that was pub-
lishedin Vienna.

Brod was not amused, and Werfel was similarlywary; it would cer-
tainly not have been opportune for him, as a prominent conscript, to
be associated with a disabled morphinist and declared enemy of mili-
tarized society. Kafka, by contrast, was raring to go; and although he
was surely told that no matter how brilliant Gross might be, he was
unreliable (no one would entrust him with money, let alone ideas),
Kafka wrote two letters asking what had become of the planned maga-
zine. “If ever a magazine seemed tempting to me over an extended
period of time (theyall seem tempting for brief moments, of course),”
he wrote to Brod, “it was Dr. Gross’s, the reason being that on this
evening at least, it seemed to me that it emanated from the blaze of a
certain personal bond. Can a magazine ever be more than a sign of
people moving toward a greater personal connection?”®

Nothing came of it. Three years later, Gross, who had become in-
creasingly unpredictable and mentally debilitated as a result of his
drugaddiction, came to a wretched end on the streets of Berlin. Nev-
ertheless, there was later a fierce sequel to that evening in Prague;
Franz Werfel would see to that.
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Kafka’s sustained interest in Gross must have felt like a thorn in Max
Brod’s side, and it is no coincidence that he made no mention of it.
“Sign of people movingtoward a greater personal connection” sounded
particularly awkward coming from him, but it was the ideal basis for a
magazine in Brod’s view, as well. But how did Kafka picture establish-
ing a common interest with a man whose vocabulary did not include
the term “Jew,” and for whom all questions regarding the politics of
Jewish identity—including Zionism—were, at best, peripheral to a
far more encompassing cultural crisis? And when Kafka talked about
“tempting” magazines whose stance he supported, why didn’t he focus
on Der Jude, the leading journal of central European Jewry, the way to
which Brod had personally paved for him?

Brod’s insistent inquiries to Buber about why no exemplary German-
language literature was published in Der Jude did eventually have some
effect, even though the basic dissent continued. According to Brod,
the crucial criterion of whether a literary work was or was not part of
the corpus of Jewish writings was “Jewish spirit,” but for Buber it was
language. Buber conceded to Brod “that naturally there are elements
of a specifically Jewish spirit in German literature in an odd synthesis
witha Germanone.” But, heargued,thatdid not make it Jewish litera-
ture: “It goes against what I think and feel for a work to belong to two
literatures; and you would presumably not disconnect Werfel (or your-
self) from German literature.”

But that was precisely what Brod was thinking. And by naming
Werfel, Buber had provided a persuasive example that gave rise to
passing doubts on his own part about not including literature in his
magazine. Werfel was no longer an egotistical “literary figure”; he had
matured during the war, and devoted himself to religious issues, par-
ticularly the question of religious identity. He hesitantly began to look
into his own Jewish roots, while his sympathies grew for the contem-
plative, unworldly introspection of an idealized Christianity (for which
Brod censured him!©). The world, his experience seemed to have
shown him, could be aided only by a miracle, not by ideologically based
activity and certainly not by a blend of literature and party politics as
practiced by some Zionists in Prague, because ultimately—and this
was the very point of Werfel’s agreement with Otto Gross—this led
only to another form of organized power, no matter how honorable



the motives. The Zionists claimed that being radical meant ceasing
idle chatter and getting down towork. It would be truly radical, Werfel
countered, to make the individual the absolute centerpiece. The self,
and even more the writing self, is responsible to itself, and at most re-
sponsible to God, as well, but to no other being,.

This was certainly not Buber’s position, and pure contemplation
was the last thing he wanted to prescribe to “national Judaism,” which
was on the rise throughout the world. But the intensity with which
Werfel struggled to find an approach of his own impressed Buber far
more than Brod’s loyalty to Zionist principles: this almost desperate
earnestness, this struggle for authenticity had to shake up even those
who had believed that the only things that mattered were the proper
ideology and the concrete successes of the “movement.” Buber printed
sixteen new poems by Werfel, with a preface that claimed that this
poet’s innermost aspiration was a Jewish one.!!

That was what Brod had been waiting for: there would be German
literature in Der Jude after all. But if Werfel was featured here, why not
Kafka as well? No sooner had Brod received the April issue than he
sent another request to Buber to look into manuscripts from Kafka,
who had written “many beautiful little prose pieces, legends, and fairy
tales recently.”2 Brod knew, of course, that he was stretching the truth
here, but his pitch was enticing and was sure to have the desired effect
on Buber.

The moment was quite opportune because Kafka, who was still in
his nervous and euphoric phase of production and had just begun to
fill an additional octavo notebook, was eager to go ahead with publica-
tion of the fruits of the previous winter. When he actually received an
invitation from Buber in mid-April 1917, he did not hesitate for a sec-
ond to submit clean copies of virtually all his recent works so that the
editor could choose for himself. Buber was clearly impressed but was
concerned about how he would justify to his readership publishing
texts that offered so many interpretive possibilities. Nothingremotely
like them had ever appeared in Der Jude. He selected two prose pieces
to which a Jewish subject matter could be attributed—*Jackals and
Arabs” and “A Report to an Academy”—and in order to maintain at
least some connection to the ethical and religious slant of his magazine,
he suggested using “Two Parables” as a main heading. Kafka promptly
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rejected that idea, arguing that these were not parables, but merely
“two animal stories,” and readers should not be misled into expecting
more from them.

And that is how it was done. “Jackals and Arabs” was published in
October1917,and “A Report to an Academy” in November. For Kafka,
these publications were cause for both celebration and jitters, his first
appearances in printforan influential Jewish readership. “So I shall be
published in DerJudeafterall,” he wrote to Buber, “and always thought
that impossible.”? Surely no other author has disclosed the intel-
lectual thrill he experienced while reading his own printed work this
starkly:

Always take a deep breath first after outbursts of vanity and smug-
ness. The orgy while reading the story in Der Jude. Like a squirrel
in a cage. Bliss of movement. Desperation about confinement, the
mad persistence, feeling of misery despite the calm exterior out-
side. All this both simultaneously and alternatingly, a sunray of
bliss still lingering in the excrement of the end.”*#

Buber’s insistence that every single published text remain within
the parameters of Judaica—a self-imposed limitation that had come
under criticism!S>—had very problematic consequences in the case of
Kafka’s “Jackals and Arabs,” which featured a group of animals that
had been waiting for its savior from time immemorial and could easily
strike readers as downright anti-Semitic. These animals are pushy and
servile, insisting on their own “purity,” yet they greedily devour the
carrionthrown down before them. They stand in stark contrast to the
ironically superior Arabs, imperious masters who reinforce the natu-
ral hierarchy with a flick of their whips. This was clearly about accul-
turated Jews who were incapable of shaping their own destinies, and
whose occasional rebellions against the hand that fed them were not
to be taken very seriously.

So Kafka had portrayed Jews as jackals (and, to enhance his image,
even maligned actual jackals, which do not just lie in wait for carrion).
That was harsh but did not necessarily fall outside the ideological pa-
rameters of Buber’s magazine.'® And people were used to the many
disparaging animal metaphors (Jewish wolves, swine, goats, snakes,
and spiders) that had coursed through German literature for centu-



ries.!” The highly educated readers of Der Jude were far more likely
to be shocked bythe extremely positive depiction of the Arabs, whom
the Zionists promised participation in the economy, education, and
hygiene “according to European standards” (while they were often re-
garded merely as a reservoir of cheap labor by the Jewish immigrants
in Palestine). Kafka’s text depicts the Arabs as the far superior race, as
the traditional majority that tolerates the presence of jackals, of Jews,
only as garbage pickers and clowns.

Equally possible, though less compelling, was a Jewish interpreta-
tion of the “Report to an Academy,” or, as Kafka’s friends called it, the
“ape story,” the memoirs of an ape driven by force to deny his own na-
ture and to adopt human habits. This story could be read as a parable of
how civilization works or as a searing indictment of the unnaturalness
of middle-class constraints, but also as the history of Jewish assimila-
tion and self-alienation. Buber knew and welcomed the fact that the
readership of Der Jude was sure to peer into this mirror; for Brod, the
Jewish interpretation was the only conceivable one, and in Selbstwehr
he praised Kafka’s story as the “most brilliant satire on assimilation
that has ever been written.” Elsa Brod read the story to the members
of the Club of Jewish Women and Men in Prague—in the auditorium
of the chevra kadisha (burial society).® But if Red Peter, the captured,
trained, and hence psychologically subservient ape really is a meta-
phor for the assimilated Jew, what does the original world of the non-
assimilated Jew look like? Red Peter himself cannot (or chooses not to)
communicate anything about his origins,althoughthe nameless acad-
emy explicitly asks him to do so. The remaining traces of his “previous
life as an ape” suggest that while it was a free, even paradisiacal form
of existence, it was not preferable to “civilized” life in every respect.
Here, too, Kafka had chosen an inferior species with negative connota-
tions as the symbol of the Jewish people, and it is not surprising that
most of his Zionist-minded readersblocked out the logic of this image
to keep the text enjoyable.

For Buber it was an experiment without a sequel; the next few
volumes of Der Jude contained no literary texts. But for Kafka it was a
confirmation of his work, a successful test run, and of the numerous
smaller publications in 1917, those in Der Jude were certainly the most
important and gratifying ones. Even so, Kafka had been aiming at a
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longer form and a far wider literary readership, and his plantocompile
the new prose texts in a volume of their own was so fully developed
even before the correspondence with Buber that he already knew its
title. His next book would be called Responsibility.*

But why didn’t the publisher know any of this; why didn’t he have
this book under contract? Kafka was sure that Wolff had heard about
the new texts and still hadn’t made any overtures. Kafka was not the
only one struck by Kurt Wolff’s increasingly erratic, even mysterious
behavior. When Wolff did write, he was charming, almost affectionate,
but he never did so without a concrete reason. And even if there was
a reason, Wolff was not necessarily the one to write. Kafka was wary,
and as much as he feared rejection, he would have preferred a discus-
sionthatwasmoreconsistentand candid. Brod had little leverage with
this issue; he had even more problems of his own with the publisher’s
negligence.

Still, Brod’s tenacity, which had already made Buber relent, now
had animpactin Leipzig, as well. On July 3, 1917, Kafka’s thirty-fourth
birthday, Wolff gave the long-awaited signal that he was ready to try a
new gambit and asked Kafka to submit the manuscripts from the pre-
vious winter “in a typewritten copy,” now that “to my great delight, I
recently learned in aletter from Max Brod ...” and so forth.2°

Wolff’s enthusiastic response suggests that he must have been quite
impressed by what he saw. Although the prose that Kafka was now
writing, which was without literary precedent, and re-created from
vivid dreams, destroyed any hope for a forthcoming novel in the near
future, and although the new pieces must have reminded him of the
failure of Meditation, Wolff again suggested using abibliophile design,
even for “In the Penal Colony.” Wolff assured Kafka that although he
still considered this storyunsuited for the inexpensive series Der jing-
ste Tag, “it goes without saying that I never thought of forgoing the
publication of this work, which I greatly admire and esteem.”?! This
assurance bore little resemblance to what Wolff had said the previous
year.

Kafka, who was elated by these offers, came to regret not having
had the reserve necessary to hold off a bit; these were promises, and
he knew full well not to take everything that was promised in Leipzig
literally. But in the summer of 1917, Wolff went a big step further and



offered his author a colossal enticement. Kafka, encouraged by Wolff’s
quick assurance, cautiously inquired whether he could now count on
support from his publisher as a full-time writer who would marry,
leave his civil servant post, and move to Berlin. Wolff neither hesitated
nor equivocated: “As far as your plans for the future are concerned, I
wish you all the best, from the bottom of my heart. It is my sincerest
pleasure to assure you that both now and after the war is over you will
receive continuous material support; we will certainly have no trouble
working out the details.”22

He could not have hoped for a more definite affirmation. For the
first time ever, Kafka was getting a message from his publisher that
focused not on a text, a forthcoming book, or a strategic publishing
decision but on his status as an author. This was one of the most sig-
nificant letters he had ever received. And Wolff had to be aware (since
he knew Kafka’s situation far better than he let on) that an offer like
this meant that he was guiding not only Kafka’s writing but also his
existential decisions, that he was assuming responsibility for him. This
was what persuaded Kafka, so much so that he was moved to promise
somethinghe neverwould have agreed to in the past, namelyto step up
his productivity: “If my strength should hold out to some reasonable
degree, you will get better work from me than ‘In the Penal Colony. 23

Things would turn out differently. As though everything essential
had been said, Wolff abruptly stopped corresponding with Kafka, in-
forming him neither when the first proofs would be coming nor that
the war had made it difficult for him to get the quality of paper and go
ahead with the uncommon print design he had promised. The project
went through a seemingly endless, grotesque series of mishaps before
Kafka’s short prose works could finally be published.

These mishaps began on the very first page of the new book. Kafka
had now settled on a more neutral title, and decided that the volume
should not be called Responsibility, but instead A Country Doctor: Short
Narratives. Evidently he was using the same line of reasoning that led
him to reject Buber’s suggestion: both “responsibility” and “parables”
steered the reader’s attention squarely to a layer of meaning behind the
text, and both terms not onlyinvited interpretation but even hinted at
the correct interpretation, or at least suggested that the interpretation
the author hoped for could be found. But—and here lies the origin of
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Kafka’s lifelong refusal to interpret his own works—the literary text
has to accomplish this on its own and effectively banish any notion
that “Jackals and Arabs” is no more than an “animal story” or that the
title story “A Country Doctor” is simply a novella about doctors.

For Kafka, then, the choice of a title had far-reaching implications.
Although it took several reminders to the publisher, he insisted on ex-
amining the title page, as well—and it was a good thing that he did.
When he finally received the proofs, he discovered thatthe book’s sub-
title had been changed, without his authorization, to New Meditations.
This decision was not only inconsiderate to the author but also made
no sense. What did the merciless logic of the “ape story” or the unfath-
omable dreamlike events of “A Country Doctor” have to do with the
fleeting impressions of Meditation, which Kafka had long since con-
signed to his literary past?

And the question of the order in which the prose pieces Kafka had
selected would be printed was handled quite carelessly by the pub-
lisher, although back in August 1917, just after Wolff’s generous offer,
the author had submitted a precise table of contents.2* The galleys,
which Kafka could use to restore the original order, were incomplete.
Their arrival was delayed for months, and they were sent only after
Brod intervened repeatedly. In September 1918—by which point the
manuscripts had been in Kurt Wolff’s hands for more than a year—
Kafka received a confused letter from Meyer, the business manager,
which again misstated the order of the pieces, and Meyer had noteven
noticed that two titles on his list, “A Homicide” and “A Fratricide,”
were in fact one and the same story. No one at this publishing com-
pany seemed to be finding the time for a careful reading. “A Homicide”
was the very text that Wolff did not wish to include in his almanac,
and “A Fratricide” was the improved, authorized version of this story,
which had already been published. Kafka must have been amazed to
discover that Wolff published the first, long-outdated version in a fu-
ture almanac under the old title—without consulting him, and with-
out even sending him an author’s copy.?’

Naturally even established literary publishers were forced to im-
provise as thewar went on. The entire course of production, from edit-
ing to printing, suffered from a lack of qualified staff, and the shortage
of all raw materials, which were no longer freely available but had to



be applied for at central government bureaus, made reliable planning
nearly impossible. Kafka knew the meaning of “war economy” from
his own personal experience, and he was surely not surprised by the
fact that Wolff was reluctant to keep apologizing to his authors or
sendingthem memos full of empty promises. Wolff was finding it dif -
ficult to cope, but he also failed to appreciate the gravity of the situa-
tion. In 1917 he was still planning to relocate the publishing company
to a costly palace in Darmstadt. He founded the Neuer Geist Verlag to
publish nonfiction, and while people feared that the coming winter
would bring the chaos of hunger revolts, he was promising an author
like Kafka, who still lacked widespread name recognition, very costly
deckle-edged paper and half-leather covers produced by the leather
glove manufacturer Rudolf Werfel.26 A year later, just a few weeks be-
fore the end of the war, in the midst of a severe crisis in the book trade,
Wolff was pressing for the publication of “In the Penal Colony” (which
Kafka had deemed deficient) as a bibliophile Drugulin edition, which
had become wildly expensive to produce. The delighted author un-
derstandably hoped it could be accomplished, but the publisher’s opti-
mism was downright reckless.

Wolff appears not to have developed a better sense of how to deal
withhisauthorin Prague evenas the yearswent on. Although hewould
havehad notroublegettinga visa to Bohemia after his militaryservice,
which would have enabled him to meet Kafka in person, he let this rare
opportunity slip by, when Kafka was interested in a long-term close
relationship with a publisher. On top of that, he undermined Kafka’s
budding trust in him by inexplicably running hot and cold, sending
charming letters followed by months and evenyearsof silence. Ashard
as Kafka tried to understand the publisher’s point of view (“you really
have to scream,” he wrote to the editor of Donauland, “to be heard by a
publisher drowning in authors”?”), he could not shake the feeling that
a truly interested publisher would not act like this. And if Kafka had
been able to carry out his plan to relocate to Berlin in 1919, it is un-
likely that he would have prodded Wolff to make good on his promise
of “continuous material support.”

The issue of self-esteem moved to the forefrontin the spring of 1918,
when Kafka was surprised and flattered to receive invitations from two
other German publishers, Erich Reiss and Paul Cassirer, who both
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focused on the literary avant-garde and had published the leading
magazines Pan and Die Schaubiibne. Opportunities like these—and this
time without any intervention from Brod—had never come Kafka’s
way, and since he had the distinct impression that4 Country Doctor was
no longer desired or had been forgotten altogether in Leipzig, he de-
manded an explanation from his publisher. The reply came not in the
form of a personal letter, but as a new batch of proofs with no cover
note. It was exasperating in the extreme. Brod assured him that all
publishers were that way at this time, and he might as well stay with
Wolff. 28

One Wednesday night, Rabbi Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the Ha-
sidic movement,cametoan inn on oneofhisjourneys. “I am a famous
cleric,” he explained to the innkeeper. “I heard that a very wealthy man
is celebrating his wedding in Berlin, and want to get there in time for
the Sabbath; perhaps I will be able to earn some money there.” The
innkeeperreplied, “Whatareyou saying? It is fifty miles from here to
Berlin. How are you going to get there by the beginning of the Sab-
bath?” Rabbi Baal Shem Tov said, “I have a very good horse and will be
in Berlin before the Sabbath begins.” The innkeeper laughed and said,
“That is impossible, unless you fly through the air.” The rabbi was in
no more of a hurry the following day, and delayed his departure until
Thursday night, but in this one night he covered the entire distance.

Another rabbi, whose name was Lejb Sores, was spending some
time in a Russian town near Mogilevat the Dnieper River. One day, he
asked for the horses to be harnessed and for a servant to give him a
ride. “And once they had ridden out of town, the servant suddenly felt
as though they were flying through the air, and he saw cities and vil-
lages down below. They rode for two hours. Finally they came into a
big city,” which was, astonishingly, the metropolis of Vienna, 1,200
kilometers from Mogilevas the crow flies.

The eponymous country doctor in Kafka’s story is summoned in
the midst of an icywinter by a critically ill patient,who lives ten miles
away, but the doctor’s horse died the previous nightand he cannot get
hold of another. Suddenly two powerful horses push their way out of a
ramshackle pigsty, with a groom in tow who harnesses up the carriage



as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and, without waiting
forany orders, claps his hands. “[T]he carriage is swept away like a log
into a current; I still hear the door of my house bursting and splinter-
ing from the groom’s assault, then my eyes and ears fill with a rushing
that steadily penetrates all my senses. But that, too, for only a minute
because, as if my patient’s yard were opening up right in front of my
own courtyard gate, I have already arrived.” Ten miles in the blink of
an eye. The country doctor’s dream horses accomplish what the Ha-
sidic horses failed to do: they break the sound barrier.

Kafka discovered the motif of inexplicably fast, driverless horses
in a collection called Legends of Polish Jews, which he acquired in 1916,
shortly before he began writing on Alchimistengasse.?® He not only
elevated the naively described miracle into an utterly unreal domain
that could not be depicted in images but also posed a question that
surely would have seemed irrelevant to the Hasidic storytellers: What
about the journey back? Welearn nothing about how Rabbi Baal Shem
Tov left Berlin. Rabbi Lejb Sores’s journey home turns out to be a sim-
ple repetition: two hours from Vienna to Mogilev. This is the part that
struck Kafka as implausible, and in a deeper sense untrue, because
going away and coming home are not symmetrical events any more
than descent and ascent. While I am away, something happens back
there, and never again will I find exactly what I left. I am also changed
in the process; the experience of distance is a sobering one. The folk
tradition supplied the image, but Kafka transformed it into a symbol;
for him, there was no doubt that the horses cannot fly back: “[ A]s slowly
as old men we dragged through the desert of snow.... I will never
gethomeat thisrate.... Naked, exposed to the frost of this unhappiest
of ages, with an earthly carriage, unearthly horses, I—an old man—
wander about.”

Kafka wrote the brief stories in 4 Country Doctor in the space of a
few short months, and he sent the typescripts to Kurt Wolff Verlag on
July 7, 1917. Proofreading, production, printing, and distribution of
this slender volume took almost three years, until May 1920—during
which time the world as they knew it had come to an end—for A Coun-
try Doctor to be published at last, ina printrun ofaboutathousand. His
return to Prague was passed over in near silence; it was noted by a sin-
gle reviewer.3°
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CHAPTER TEN

Mycobacterium tuberculosis

The wisest of us breathe involuntarily.

—Herman Melville, Mardi and a Voyage Thither

SATURDAY, AUGUST II, 1917, 4 A.M. KAFKA WAKES UP. HE SENSES
that something is wrong with his throat. Spittle collects in his mouth,
and his attempts to get rid of it do no good. He gets out of bed and
lights alamp. He sees that itis not just spittle, but blood, clotted blood.
That is odd, but not a calamity requiring immediate clarification while
he is half-asleep.

Kafka wants to go back to bed, but he cannot because suddenly he
feels something welling up in his throat. Blood fills his mouth; he
rushes over to the washstand, and it pours, bright red, into the white
bowl; he takes a handkerchief, walks a few steps in the oversized, empty
room, goes up to the window, opens it, sees the Hrad¢any nearby
bathed in the early twilight, he leans forward, looks out aimlessly at
the quiet, deserted street. But more and more blood gushes out of his
mouth over long, helpless minutes. Finally it appears to slow down
and then stop. He splashes water on his bloody hands, then lies down
carefully, neither unhappy nor happy, just a bit relieved, and the sleep
he has been hoping for comes quickly.



Three hours later, the dedicated housekeeper, Riizenka, comes in
to wake Kafka, heat the room, and make some breakfast. The first
thing she sees is the blood-spattered washstand. “Pane doktore,” she
says in Czech, and looks way up to Kafka, who is two heads taller than
she, “s Vami to dlouho nepotrvd” (Doctor, you don’t have long to go).

The most astonishing part of Kafka’s written accounts of the events
of that morning is his uncomplaining acceptance of the surprising
emergence of the deadly threat, and his relief at the way this illness en-
abled him to get agood night’s sleep. The salutary effect of Marienbad
had long since worn off, as had the comforting delight of literary suc-
cess, and for months he had been plagued by anxiety, insomnia, and
headaches the way he was during the worst periods of the engagement
battle, so it was understandable that when the pains suddenly stopped
and his weakened body gave itself over to sleep, he almost took the
danger in stride—defying all logic.

But of course, avisit to the doctor is in order when blood gushes out
of one’s mouth—even if he considers conventional medicine nothing
more than harmless superstition. Kafka knew an internist, a Jew,who
seemed reasonably trustworthy: a corpulent fifty-year-old doctor
named Gustav Miihlstein, whom he had seen a year earlier when he
was suffering from persistent bouts of pain. He liked Doctor Miihl-
stein because he was refreshingly free of the professional posturing
designed to cow the patient, which Kafka had always hated—aboveall,
the standard combination of feigned sympathy and ostensible omni-
science. The amiable Miihlstein, by contrast, had no trouble admitting
that he could not find anything wrong with Kafka apart from pro-
nounced anxiety. And the headaches, the insomnia? The only way to
address those issues was to lead a healthy lifestyle. Kafka should cut
down on smoking and alcohol, eat more vegetables than meat—no
meat in the evenings!—and go swimming every once in a while.

The unintentionally humorous Miihlstein clearly lacked insight
into human nature, but perhaps he was able to make an accurate diag-
nosis. After Kafka had finished his office work for the day with a slight
cough, he wentover to Obstgasse to have his chest examined. The doc-
tor found that he had a severe case of bronchial catarrh, and prescribed
some sort of tonic. Kafka was told to drink three bottles of it and re-
turn foranother examination in a month. But what if the hemorrhage
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should recur tonight? Then don’t wander around in your room; stay in
bed and come again tomorrow.

This was not what Kafka wanted to hear, and the next day, when
he returned to Miihlstein’s office—sure enough, the bleeding had
recurred—he was so sure of his own diagnosis that this doctor’s cir-
cumlocutions made no impression on him. Soon after, he had to re-
port back to Ottla, and he did not mince words:

3 possibilities: first, acute cold, as the doctor contends, and I deny;
would I catch cold in August? Especially in view of the fact that Iam
not prone to colds at all. If anything could have caused it, it would
have to be the apartment, that cold, musty, ill-smelling place. Sec-
ond, consumption. The Dr. rules that out for now. Anyhow, he
claims, we’ll see that everyone in big cities is tubercular; a catarrh
of the apex of the lung (that’s the phrase, the way people say piglet
when they mean swine) isn’t so bad; you inject tuberculin and all’s
well. Third: this last possibility I barely hinted to him; naturally he
promptlyrejectedit. Andyetit is theonlyright oneand is also quite
compatible with the second. Recently I've been suffering dread-
fully from the old delusion again; incidentally, last winter was only
the longest hiatus to date in these five years of suffering. It is the
greatest struggle that has been inflicted on me, or rather entrusted
to me, and a victory (which might be manifested in the form of a
marriage, for example; perhaps F. is only representative of the pre-
sumably good principle in this struggle), I mean, for my personal
world history, a victory with a somewhat bearable loss of blood,
would have had something Napoleonic about it. Now it appears
that I am going to lose the struggle this way. And sure enough, as
if everything had been called off, I have been sleeping better since
thatepisode at four o’clock in the morning, although not much bet-
ter; butaboveall the headache, which I thought couldn’t be treated
back then, has stopped altogether. I picture my participation in the
hemorrhage somewhat as though the incessant insomnia, head-
aches, feverish conditions, tensions so weakened me that I became
susceptible to something consumptive....

So that is the status of this mental disease, tuberculosis. Inci-
dentally, I went to see the doctor again yesterday. He found the



lung noises (I have been coughing since that time) better, rejects
the idea that this is consumption in even stronger terms, says I’m
too old for that, but since I want some certainty (though even that
does not afford complete certainty) he will have me X-rayed this
week and my sputum will be examined.!

Even Kafka, who was partial to naturopathic medicine, had evi-
dently hung on every word of this conventional practitioner, as any
other patient in his situation might have done, and his description of
the doctor’s findings appears to be accurate. The problem was that
Kafka had withheld important, perhaps even crucial, information,
which did not give the doctor a proper chance to evaluate his con-
dition. Weeks before the hemorrhage, he had noticed that his saliva
had a reddish tinge, and although this alarming symptom never quite
disappeared, he had ignored it at first, then it slipped his mind. Had
Miihlstein been aware of this case history, he surely would have taken
the matter more seriously and would not have brought up the option
of a common cold. But Kafka was in no mood for recriminations after
the fact. He was the only one who knew that in all probability it was
tuberculosis, but he did not reveal how he got to this astonishing cer-
tainty, or why he was more inclined to trust the maid’s spontaneous
judgment than the expert’s optimistic view.2

Kafka was not a “cooperative” patient, and most certainly not an
“easy” one—which, however, did not alter the fact that he had come
into the wrong hands. Miihlstein’s soothing words lacked any medical
foundation. Kafka was not too old to contract tuberculosis of the
lungs, and it had been known for some time that the reactivation of an
earlier, latent tuberculosis is possible into old age—particularly under
the conditions of malnutrition, poorly heated apartments, and chron-
ically dirty streets that sent up an incessant cloud of dust during the
war years. The statistics to which Miihlstein could have referred had
been compiled in the prewar years, but after 1915, the picture in the big
cities had changed drastically, and, primarily in the lower classes (in-
cluding hundreds of thousands of refugees), tuberculosis had gradu-
ally assumed the character of a national epidemic, accounting for a
quarter of all deaths. Of course, this was not Kafka’s social milieu; his
living conditions were privileged, but if Miihlstein had taken a careful
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medical history, he would have known that his patient’s office was open
to the public, that he often came in contact with people who were ill,
and that there was a great deal of coughing at his workplace.

There was no cause for alarm, Miihlstein reassured him, because
tuberculin would do the trick. But Miihlstein’s stated faith in this
miracle drug was not necessarily sincere, let alone a sign of medical
competence. Newvariants of tuberculin derived from dead tuberculo-
sis pathogens kept coming onto the market without any successful
clinicaltesting; even the infamous “old tuberculin” with which Robert
Koch had suffered an international disgrace almost three decades
earlier was still being used by internistsand military doctors for active
immunization. But patients were right to fear it because an incorrect
dose could induce severe reactions ranging from high fever to an at-
tack of tuberculosis. There were no reliable guidelines for the “cor-
rect” dosage, whichvaried significantly from one individual to the next.
Even before the war, people were justifiably wary of seeking tubercu-
losis treatment in sanatoriums. Kafka had no intention of exposing
himself to risky treatments; when Miihlstein had to admit that the
“bad cold” hypothesis was wrong and announced he might inject tu-
berculin after all “so that I will have done everything possible,” Kafka
would not hear of it, and thought it preferable to head to a health re-
sort. But he was told that there was no need to leave town; it could be
cured right there in Prague.3

Kafka was far from the layman his doctor considered him, and if
Miihlstein had paid a bit more attention to his patient’s professional
background, he would have learned that Kafka had served on Eugen
Pfohl’s committee overseeing therapeutic treatments for more than
two years, a committee that had become increasingly involved in the
treatment of soldiers suffering from tuberculosis. Kafka did not volun-
teer this information, but he must have been aware that Miihlstein’s at-
tempt to play down the danger—“everyone in big cities is tubercular”—
was downright irresponsible. Anyone who read the newspapers knew
that just about everybody who lived in any city in central Europe had
been infected with tuberculosis; it was equally well known, however,
that in 95 percent of all cases, the immune system isolated the patho-
gens and rendered them harmless, at least in peacetime. Kafka did not
want toknowwhether hewas“tubercular”; he wanted to knowwhether



he had an acute case, and he demanded certainty about whether it had
advanced to “open tuberculosis,” which only an analysis of the sputum
could establish. It is hard to imagine that it required the initiative of
the patient to request this procedure. Evidently the outcome of this
test was negative (otherwise he would have been admitted to a sanato-
rium), but the X-rays showed a bilateral “apical catarrh of the lungs”
and thus confirmed Miihlstein’s diagnosis.

Kafka wanted certainty in large part because he would not be able
to conceal such a serious problem for long, but he also did not want
toworryanyone needlessly. He was determined not to inform his par-
ents. Three weeks went by before he told Ottla about his condition,
and a full month before he filled in Felice. It seems that Felix Weltsch
was the first person Kafka took into his confidence, but Weltsch was
preoccupied with his ongoing marital crisis and with preparations for
an upcoming move. Brod, by contrast, who came home from his vaca-
tion on August 21, ten days after the hemorrhage, was aghast at the
apparent carelessness with which Kafka put himself at the mercy of a
clearly indifferent family doctor. Brod insisted that Kafka see a spe-
cialist, a doctor of the caliber of Professor Gottfried Pick, director of
the Laryngological Institute of the German University, and to make
sure that his frugal friend Kafka did not back out at the last minute, he
accompanied him to the waiting room.

Pick did not need X-rays to determine that the apexes of Kafka’s
lungs were infected. He warned Kafka that this could be the beginning
of tuberculosis, and strongly urged him to spend several months in the
country. This was what Kafka wanted to hear. The only question was
whether a private home in a small village in northwestern Bohemia
would be suitable, far away from any medical supervision and with his
own sister as a caretaker. Of course it would, the professor told him,
but Kafka would have to eat quite a lot, and in order to promote the
formation of blood and weight gain, he would need to take arsenic
compounds and report in regularly. These were the contents of the
medical report Kafka carried homelike a precious gift.

Brod was taken aback. Go to Ziirau to convalesce? In the winter,
to that rainy dump, without any decent doctors in the area? What
would happen if he started hemorrhaging again? Evidently Professor
Pick thought he was destitute, otherwise he would have sent him to
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Merano or to one of the famous Swiss sanatoriums. Brod insisted that
this misunderstanding be cleared up as soon as possible, and on Sep-
tember 10, Brod accompanied his friend to the appointment. But as
always, when it came to existential decisions, Kafka prevailed; he had
had enough of sanatoriums of any kind, and he shuddered at the
thought of an anonymous spa facility full of ailing patients. He could
try the famous “hypercaloric diet”—eating as much as the body could
absorb—anywhere; infact,he had already begun to do so, albeit reluc-
tantly and only to follow doctor’s orders, which ran counter to any
naturopathicadvice. But he wanted to go to Ottla, and he would surely
throw the arsenic away.

Kafka’s friends could not be blamed for being utterly baffled at
his reaction to his illness, and his family felt the same way later. This
was tuberculosis, a matter of life and death. But Kafka seemed unper-
turbed; he was doing what he thought was right, he laughed, and he
made shockingly fatalistic, almost cynical statements. “I think,” he
wrote sheepishly to Brod, “that I must have seemed like a terrible per-
son to you yesterday.”#That was certainly the case. Kafka did apologize
for his flippant behavior, but it remained inexplicable. Even if he ini-
tially shrugged off the issue of physical survival—which was as alien to
him as suddenly finding himself in a trench—he did have to acknowl-
edge that this was a turning point that called all his plans and hopes
into question, including his ability to get married and to write litera-
ture. Just a few short weeks earlier, he had received the letter he had
long awaited from Kurt Wolff, the promise of “continuous material
support” if he embarked on the life of a freelance writer. Didn’t he
grasp the fact that he would have to regain his health for this letter and
offer to retain their inestimable value?

He did. There is no doubt that for all his seeming nonchalance,
Kafka was profoundly affected by the emergence of tuberculosis. The
clearestevidence is the sudden halt to his diaryentries, the remaining
pages of which remained blank. Instead, he started a new octavo note-
book, dedicated exclusively to literary notes. But here, too, the shock
of his illness intruded: “If I should die or become utterly incapable of
living in the near future—the likelihood of which is great, since I have
coughed up a good deal of blood in the past two nights—I may well say
that I was the one to tear myself to shreds.”



Over the following months, Kafka was repeatedly obliged to deal in
writing with complaints and anxious questions about his illness. His
replies were uncharacteristically candid and detailed. Apparently he
was shifting a portion of the now-essential task of reflection from his
diaryto his correspondence. His new situation had forced him out of
isolation and had aroused a desire for communication and understand-
ing. Never before had Kafka’s logic of the imagination, his characteris-
tic mode of thought, come to the surface as clearly as in his tuberculo-
sis letters, beginning with the first report to Ottla, which contained an
obvious contradiction: If he thought he already knew the “only cor-
rect” explanation for his illness, why seek out medical advice?

Atfirst,Kafkadid exactlywhatwould be expected of a person in his
situation: he adopted the standpoint of the medical profession and
pondered causes and possible remedies. He had no doubt that the
damp apartment and the unhealthy cottage on Alchimistengasse were
partly responsiblefor the outbreak of his illness. As chance would have
it, the cottage rental had been terminated recently and was not avail-
able for the following winter of writing anyway. As for the apartment
in Palais Schonborn, which Kafka had once longed for and savored as
amanifestation of his independence, Kafka himself gave up on it with-
out much thought and without even having other lodgings in mind,
which meant that for the time being he had to return to his parents’
warm but noisy apartment. He also thought about whether tubercu-
losis, or the susceptibility to tuberculosis, might be hereditary—a cen-
tral medical topos of his era®—and he was later intrigued to learn that
two of his mother’s relatives suffered from chronic lung disease. Ulti-
mately he showed more initiative than his physician in attempting to
identify the hidden pathogen. He did not believe in either tuberculin
or arsenic, but his refusal to subject his own body to those kinds of
experiments was not irrational and had a solid medical foundation.”
Kafkawas wrong about the bronchial catarrh: as if by accident, he fell
back on an old self-image he had long ago tossed aside. It was untrue
that hewas “not prone to colds,” and there were other indications that
this was no mere cold.

Kafka’s ideas about psychosomatic correlations were also sound.
If the efhiciency of the immune system is crucial in warding off the all-
pervasive Mycobacterium tuberculosis, and if, secondly, the immune sys-
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tem can be weakened not only by malnutrition but also by psychologi-
cal stress (which no doctor would have contested even at that time),
then the more than five years of “incessant insomnia, headaches, fe-
verish conditions, tensions™® really could have prepared the ground
for the tuberculosis. And if he hoped to recover, it was crucial to reduce
this stress, which would mean not succumbing to panic and jumping
at the chance to find specialized medical care in the best possible cli-
mate but rather going to a pleasant environment. And that was cer-
tainly not the factory-like health resort in Davos. David Epstein, a
physician in Kiev, wrote in his well-received guide to tuberculosis,
“Some of my patients elect to stay with relatives in the country over
convalescing in a sanatorium, and return home with very nice out-
comes.”® That would have been a doctor to Kafka’s liking.

Meanwhile, he was not making it easy for his friends and family to
see him as a sensible and responsible patient, and it was no wonder
that Brod thought he had to take Kafka by the hand like a schoolboy.
When anyone spoke to him about tuberculosis, the conversation in-
variably developed along the same lines: Kafka quickly brushed aside
anything stemming from a conventional medical and psychological
perspective, as though it was hardly worth mentioning; by contrast,
he tried doggedly, loquaciously, with sprawling images, as it were in a
different dimension of his mind, to wrest some meaning from his ill-
ness, read it as a sign, and even assign it moral dignity. In writing to
Ottla, he called it a “mental illness,” and in conversations with Brod,
he characterized tuberculosis as a “final defeat” and as “punishment”
for wishing so often during his long struggles with Felice that a vio-
lent solution would liberate him from the pressure to make decisions.
At the same time, the bleeding infection was a “symbol.” This was
his point of departure in beginning his new diary volume in early
September.

But this was territory into which none of his Prague friends was
able to follow him. Brod had no sympathy for a perspective of this
kind, nor was he willing even to try to adopt it. After all this time,
Kafka could still not bring himself to seek a compromise between
marriage and literature, the way every acceptable role model did, and
he regarded this conflict as a “battle” on the stage of his own self, a
battle that had to culminate in a life-threatening illness. Brod wrote



to Kafka that if he were in Kafka’s shoes, he would know what to do.
“When I see Friulein Flelice] and bring to mind the nice things you
always say about her, I cannot understand your resistance.”'®

Felix Weltsch elaborated on Kafka’s illness theory—just as naively—
only to inform him that what mattered was not theories and images
but rather living “as long as possible, as peacefully as possible, and as
well-nourished as possible, in good air™:

Where the path to recovery is so clear and so in line withyour views
and wishes, there is no reason to fear complications, unless your
theory of health and natural reason leads you astray with false
special theories concerning your ailments. I would like to add this
to your overall therapy: Don’t go lookingfor any chochmeb of an an-
thropomorphically distorted nature as the reason for your illness;
it is only the result of a bad apartment, poor nutrition, a hundred
twists of fate, and most likely psychological depression, as well.
However, the latter alone is not sufficient to bring it on, and the best
remedy for thatwould be letting out yourbreath, living in the coun-
try, and changing your lifestyle completely. In myown view, a firm
resolve to get healthy also helps, and will have an effect on your psy-
chological contours.

Of course, it is more difficult to speak this plainly about other
things weighing on your mind. (I repeat: There may be a connec-
tion between what depresses you and your physical condition, but
I categorically deny that the connection is compelling, or even at
all powerful.) ButI guess none of us is in a better situation, neither
Maxnor .1

His annoyanceis palpable. Kafka’s friends founditneither compre-
hensible nor acceptable for him to devote more attention to the proper
explanation for his illness than to “conquering” it. They seemed to be
saying that if his theory were valid, everybody would be ill: Max Brod,
wearing himself out from running back and forth between his wife and
lover, and Felix Weltsch, who endured his wife’s hysterical symptoms
with gritted teeth. Didn’t that prove how futile it was to dwell on hy-
potheses of that kind?

They had a difficult time with Kafka. His statements about the dan-
gerousillness seemoddlyself-assured, sensory, and at times downright
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theatrical, even tomodern readers who have internalized the paradox-
ical forms of expression of literary modernity. But when we look over
the correspondence of thatlittle circle, it seems equally odd that Brod,
Weltsch, and Baum had not developed any real feeling for Kafka’s psy-
chological volatility after more than a decade of close personal con-
tact, or understood his vulnerable, literally exposed life and his sense
of reality, maintained in spite of it all. This sense of reality was what
told him what to do and what not to do for his illness. But it was a far
more basic need, over which he had little control, that compelled him
to derive meaning from what had happened.

Max Brod feared for the life of his friend, and he recorded his fears
in hisdiary. Kafka himself did not fear the end in the slightest, and for
years he was able to suppress the thought that his own death might be
preceded by along, painful, and wretched process of dying. His fears
centered instead on psychological breakdown, disintegration of his
identity, the opening up of his personal boundaries, the proximity of
insanity, and the existence, or at least hint, of an ongoing arbitrary,
senseless chain of events. Felix Weltsch himself had provided the fate-
ful catchphrase with his claim that “a hundred twists of fate” had arole
in this ailment, which was obviously meant as consolation. But for
Kafka, the concept of twists of fate stood for the absolutely unendur-
able, and robbed him of the only psychological weapon he could sum-
mon up—namely, to identify with the misfortune, make it part of his
own identity, and subject it to the logic of his own life. But twists of
fate undermined this integration and made it impossible to come to
terms with it or take cover in the psychological shelter of understand-
ing what was happening. But Kafka had reached the breaking point:
There was no such thing as meaningless twists of fate; there mustn’t be.

This position was nonnegotiable,and as it turned out, his penchant
for theorizing, which his friends gently mocked and regarded as bi-
zarre, was vitally important for Kafka and essential to his psychologi-
cal survival. He welcomed any and all psychosomatic interpretations
because they clarified the catastrophe and thus enhanced his psycho-
logical integration. He rejected anything that called the existential sig-
nificance of his illness into question. His manner was friendly, butany
opposition fell on deaf ears, as evidenced in his reply to Weltsch:



Withregard to the causes of my illness, I am not obstinate, but hold
tomy opinion, since I am to some extentin possession of the orig-
inal documents about my “case,” and can even hear the first lung in
question literally rattling its approval.

Of course you're right that the essential thing needed for recov-
ery is the will to recover. I have that, but, to the extent that this can
be said without affectation, I also have the opposite will. This is a
special illness—you might say an illness bestowed upon me—quite
different from the others I have had to deal with previously. Just
as a happy lover might say, “Everything in the past was just an illu-
sion; only nowdo I truly love.”*2

An illness bestowed upon me? Kafka was talking as though he were
standing at an open grave where no one wanted to hear about terrible
twists of fate, no matter how justified by the facts, but rather about
tragedy or destiny or suffering inflicted upon him. The language is of a
distraught piety, which buttresses the unfathomable with grand pro-
nouncements to provide some sort of focus to eyes darting about in
the dark.

But Kafka was not aiming merely at illuminating his misfortune.
He always spoke of his illness in positive images. He did not utter a
single cry of anguish, and when he did complain on one occasion, it
was about the disparity between the uniqueness of his “case” and the
somewhat routine “tackling” of a common national epidemic, rather
than a failure of his tormented heart, which would have been more
consistent metaphorically and therefore made more sense. He wrote
to Ottla, “There is undoubtedly justice in this illness; it is a just blow,
which, incidentally, I do not feel at all as a blow, but as something quite
sweet in comparison with the average course of the past years, so it is
just, but so coarse, so earthly, so simple, so well aimed at the most con-
venient slot. I really think there has got to be some other way out.”'3

Kafka grumbled as though God had punished him with amerehead
cold, but basically he was content. He sounded facetious, but he was
utterly sincere because the new burden of tuberculosis was far easier
to bear than the oppressive moral and social pressure from which it
would have freed him on the spot. If he was really asill as he suspected,
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and the blood that oozed for weeks on end left no doubt about it, no
one—neither his parents nor his fiancée nor his bosses nor his Zionist
friends—could prevent him from focusing on himself from now on.
Indeed, the tuberculosis supplied a justification for social retreat and
thus a secondary benefit from his illness that far exceeded the usual
leeway he sought. Never again would he have to justify not taking
part in any family ventures, or his lack of business sense or interest in
pursuing a bourgeois career. Felice would finally understand that his
physical constitution, to which he had made such repeated and cryptic
reference, really was a crucial impediment to his starting a family. And
the best part was that the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute had to
relax its grip on him and grant him freedom. These may well have been
some of the first thoughts to cross Kafka’s mind when he awoke from
his tranquil sleep the morning after the hemorrhage. He felt a sense of
relaxation, and his mood was brighter than it had been in months. He
was so high-spirited that he even confided to his publisher off in the
distance that his illness, which had been “lurking” for years, had now
finally broken out. “It is almost a relief.”**

The only strange thing was that no one seemed prepared to accept
this. For Brod, the acknowledgment of a conclusive defeat would be
devastating; for Kafka it meant first and foremost that the battle was
over. But if he felt relief and even talked in terms of relief, how could
the tuberculosis be a punishment at the same time—weren’t his co-
lossal pronouncements full of holes? The punishment was the relief
because it meant that his trial was at an end. The only thing remaining
was the shame that he had not achieved this end on his own.

Kafka wrote to his mother on September § that he was nervous, so ner-
vous that he would not be moving to another apartment for the time
being but instead would try to get as long a vacation time as he could
and spend it with Ottla in the country.

Did she realize that anything was amiss? No one who had a clue
about what was going on in Prague administrative offices would fall
for this story. Take a vacation because he felt nervous—in the middle
of a world war? Julie Kafka evidently did not have a clue and believed



her son. She was pleased that he was taking care of his health, and
shared the news with her husband.

Matters turned serious the following day, when Kafka made an of-
ficial statement of his illness at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Insti-
tute. He sat in Eugen Pfohl’s office and placed Professor Pick’s medical
report on the table, his “passport” to a new life. He had resolved to
press forretirement,a permanent exit from his office and “career,” but
he was uneasy about doing so, because if tuberculosis was actually a
mental illness bursting its own banks—and he did not have the slight-
est doubt about this—the office was in no way responsible for it. On
the contrary: the regular hours, the dispassionate paperwork, and the
equally dispassionate conversations with his colleagues offered stabil-
ity and helped blunt the fear of looming insanity. What would have
become of him without the office? As difficult as it was to admit, the
tuberculosis, or another equally consequential catastrophe, might have
befallen him much earlier.! But with qualms of this kind, he was in no
position to be adamant to his kindly boss, who was putting in as many
hours of overtime as everyone else. No, Kafka assured him, of course
he had no intention of exploiting the institute; a vacation would also
be a possible solution.

The crucial exchange with Director Marschner took place a day
later, on September 7. Kafka, who had not given up hope of retiring,
found himself on the defensive yet again, especially once Marschner
tried to console him, telling him not to take the illness too hard, and
that it would be much harder on the insurance institute to have to do
without such a valuable employee. An early retirement (with a corre-
spondingly smaller pension) would of course be out of the question,
Marschner explained, since it could not possibly work to Kafka’s ad-
vantage, but Marschner would be able to approve a three-month vaca-
tion on the basis of the doctor’s note without the need for a formal
application.!¢

This was not a triumph, but it did mean three months in Ziirau,
three months of freedom. Ottla’s consent came as expected, and once
Kafka had left his workplace in exemplary shape, he began to pack.
Hewas in a hurry and could not even get together with his friends one
last time.
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On Wednesday, September 12, 1917, the day of Kafka’s departure,
Max Brod rushed over to the Kafkas’ apartment on Altstidter Ring
from the post office during his lunch hour. He was upset that Kafka
was leaving; it would be their longest separation in many years, and at
this time he was plagued by worries that he could not imagine confid-
ing to anyone else. Kafka had also suffered a blow at the last moment,
when he received an uncharacteristically sad card from Felice,who did
not even know about Kafka’s illness and the toll it was taking on him.
Kafka gave Brod this letter to read, and they discussed it. Kafka said
that he could not get married while stricken with tuberculosis. Then
theysaid goodbye in the hallway; Brod had to getback to the office.

At 2 p.M., the train would head west. Unfortunately, it was a slow
train that took three and a half hours to go less than a hundred kilome-
ters. Since Kafka was unable to carry hisluggage to the train station by
himself (which likely included food for Ottla), twoyoung men from his
father’s fancy goods store used wheelbarrows and the elevator to bring
the luggage down to the ground floor from the apartment. Then Kafka
pointed to a suitcase and said, “Take the coffin.”!”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Zirau’s Ark

A stone is beavy only at the place where it belongs.

—Albanian proverb

Ziirau is as lovely as ever, though it is getting wintry. The goose
pond outside my window is already freezing over from time to
time, the children are skating, and my hat, which the evening gale
blew into the pond, almost had to be pried loose from theice in the
morning. Micehave been appearing in awfully big numbers, which
cannot have escaped your attention. I have driven them off a bit
with the cat I carry home from across the square every evening,
holding her “warm in my arms.” But yesterday a crude bakery rat,
who probably had never been in a bedroom before, broke in here
with an incredible banging and I had to call in the cat from the next
room, where I had confined her, due to my incompetence at teach-
ing her sanitation and my fear of her leaping onto the bed. How
readily the good animal sprang out of a box of unknown contents,
whichwas certainly never meant for sleeping in, and belongs to my
landlady; then all was still. Other news: One of the geese died of
excessive stuffing, the fox has mange, the goats have been to the
buck (who is evidently a particularly handsome fellow; one of the



202

goats, who had already been taken there, had a flash of remem-
brance and ran back to him again all the way from our house), and
soon the pig is going to be butchered just like that.!

GEESE, MICE, RATS, CATS, FOXES, GOATS, PIGS, MOLES, RABBITS,
chickens, dogs, cows, and horses. Kafka found himself on a small,
teeming planet, unfathomablyfarfrom the urban hustle and bustle on
the Wenceslas Square, which housed only a single species, apart from
horses pulling carriages, and just as far from the dimly lit sterile world
of the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute, in which nothing moved
spontaneously. But the village was populated by an extensive family
of all kinds of living creatures that got up at the crack of dawn, each
drowning out the others, the three hundred fifty human residents
among them.2 When the sun went down, it quieted down just as uni-
formly because no one felt like willfully extending the God-given day.
There was no electric light in Ziirau. Anyone who did not want to sleep
needed petroleum for alamp, and petroleum was expensive. Finally, in
thedark,onlythe mice were left as the last heralds of an infinitely pro-
creating life.

Noelectricity, no running water, no paved streets. No coffeehouses,
no movie theater, no bookstore, no newsstand. No post office, no tele-
phone in the village. The Michelob (Mécholupy) railway station could
bereached onlybyhorse cart. And above all: no friends. Whowasthere
for Kafkato talk to? The grumpy old foreman who did not want to take
orders from Ottla but was happy to accept a bottle of rum; Marenka
and Toni, the two maids; the neighbors, all farming families whose
hub was the village green; and occasional peddlers, who were invited
to come in by Ottla and with whom Franz then divided his meal. He
often had difficulty understanding the local German dialect.

Still, he had knownwhat he would find here. He had visited his sis-
ter in Ziirau two or three times during the summer and had described
everything in glowing terms. His parents, by contrast, shook their
heads in dismay; Hermann Kafka could not help but picture Wossek,
thevillage of his childhood, a village marked by poverty and hard labor.
The only contact Max Brod and Felix Weltsch had with nature was
as flaneurs seeking an aesthetic contrast to the city: the panorama, the
river, the silent woods, the mild air. Ziirau had little to offer in that re-



gard. Its landscape was moderately hilly, with farmland, hop gardens,
and small wooded areas, and itlacked a nice country inn. Rugged na-
ture, flat land, a whiff of manure permeated with the reek of three vil-
lage bars in which the seasonal workers swilled watery war beer, and
nearby (much too near for someone with tuberculosis) a dusty clay
pit. Brod did not come here a single time, and Weltsch tried to figure
out whether the food he might be able to bring back from Ziirau justi-
fied the effort involved in makingthe trip. It was inconceivable for any-
one from Kafka’s intellectual milieu to want to share this rural life for
more than a few days—not to mention all the contemporary urbane
figures who today are grouped with Kafka, such as Thomas Mann, Ar-
thur Schnitzler, and Karl Kraus, none of whom would have voluntarily
gone to this wasteland.

On thewholeI am not reading much; life in the village suits me so
well. Onceyougetover the disagreeable feeling of livingin a zoo set
up according to the most modern principles, in which the animals
are given complete freedom, there is no more comfortable and
above all no freer life than life in a village; free in the intellectual
sense, and minimally oppressed by the world around you and be-
fore you. This life cannot be equated with that of a small town,
which is probably frightful. I would always want to live here. .. .”*

Kafkawasill, of course, and specific criteria were important to him.
His friends picked up on the fact that he was idealizing a way of life
that he was forced to lead anyway. He was also in luck with the weather.
Several weeks after his arrival, it was still so warm and clear that he was
not confined to his dark room, which faced north. Nearly every day, in
the late morning, after drinking a glass of milkin bed, Kafka carried an
upholstered chair and two easy chairs out to a little hill and spent the
daylying stripped to the waist, like a tourist in the countryside. When-
ever the mood struck, he took the time for a short walk over the adja-
cent hills or to the neighboring town of Sobéchleby along the footpath.
“[TThe freedom, the freedom aboveall,” he wrote to Brod after the very
first walk, which was understandable because he was away from his of-
fice, writing under the sun of a long late summer.’ Only later did it
dawn on him that this unceasing sun in Ziirau meant there would be
a prolonged dry spell that would culminate in a catastrophically poor
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harvest in 1917, and it would take multiple requests and good connec-
tions to get grain for the coming year. The “lovely weather” brought
Ottla’s farm to the brink of destruction.

Kafka had no choice but to adapt to a profoundly alien social fabric.
He had to forgo conveniences and—what is worse—alter his habits.
It was no longer within his power to be alone at will. Ziirau was not a
sanatorium where you could have your meal brought to your room if
you did not like the person sitting next to you at the table. It would
have been absolutely unthinkable to stride across the Ringplatz to the
house with “the only piano in northwest Bohemia” to complain about
the noise, or about twoinexhaustible “hammerers” pounding on wood
and metal on the dot of six in the morning.® Kafka’s favorite place at
the dinner table was also taken on occasion when the grumpy foreman
brought along some of his buddies, which meant that there would be
no peace and quiet in Ottla’s room either, which was directly adjacent
to the kitchen, separated only by a glass door. When this happened, he
had no choice but to go back to his own room in a different building.
But the mice were waiting there—a nuisance that increased dramati-
cally when the nights turned cold and made Kafka shudder in posi-
tively phobic horror. He had to accept the situation, and therewas no
place to register complaints in Ziirau.

Thanks to Ottla, Kafka was able to unwind and to focus his remain-
ing energy on adjusting to the new situation in spite of all these adver-
sities. Ottla continued to offer her brother a sanctuary and provide
him everything he needed, just as she had on Alchimistengasse, and
although she had her hands full cultivating fiftyacres of land with only
a few helpers, she was able to ease his initial feelings of unfamiliarity
and his fear of being a nuisance to all these hardworking people. “Ottla
is truly bearing me up on her wings through the difficult world,” Kafka
wrote just after he arrived, and just a few days later, this feeling had
grown so much stronger that he ramped up his imagery: “I live with
Ottla in a good little marriage,” he reported to Brod, “marriage not on
the basis of the usual violent high currents but of the straight influx
by way of small coils.”” A utopian condition, it seemed. But Brod had
long since ceased to be surprised by moods of this kind; he knew that
Kafka longed for the “usual” just as much as everyone else, and that



the sight of a baby carriage was enough to swing the pendulum in the
opposite direction.

Kafka had reason to defend and underscore his own desexualized
version of happiness. Far more quickly than he had expected, the day
of reckoning was approaching. Felice Bauer was horrified by the ap-
parent resignation with which Kafka accepted the tuberculosis, and
she was stirred by a combination of sympathy and an uneasy con-
science, and perhaps also the memory of Marienbad. She wanted to
see him, ascertain that he was being well cared for, and find out what
would happen next. She felt that the matter was extremely urgent in
light of the catastrophe that had befallen the two of them. She sent a
telegram announcing that she would be coming to Ziirau, and with-
out waiting to hear back from Kafka, she boarded one of those awful
replacement trains that took a full day and night to get from Berlin
to Prague, unaware that Kafka had the farewell letter complete in his
head and almostdown on paper.

Kafka dreaded this confrontation because it would inevitably put
him in the wrong. The first insight he took away from his days lying in
the lounge chair was that an era of his life was inexorably heading to
an end, an era in which he had pursued the clash between literature
and marriage as an anguished spectator whose only choice was to wait
for the last act of the performance. After all that had happened to him,
he resolved not to let this passivity, this ongoingentanglementin un-
holy compromises, go on anylonger. He had received a sign. The tu-
berculosis bore a clear message that it was time to take stock, focus
on the essentials, and accept his assigned task once and for all, with all
that that implied. Kafka had fewer doubts than ever regarding the na-
ture of the task.

Felice Bauer found him a changed man. She had probably expected
him to be dejected and in need of affection and a little support in fac-
ing up to his illness, and she surely had arrived firmly resolved to avoid
everything that stood between them and to defer to his needs for a
few hours, in accordance with her usual pragmatic way of expressing
her sympathy. But Kafka was not dejected at all, and nothing was fur-
ther from his mind than seeking comfort in discussions of convales-
cent care. It annoyed him to hear her lecture him about boiling milk,
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the unsuitability of his dark room (in which she spent two nights
alone), and the necessity of frequent meals, warm blankets, and medi-
cal supervision—essentially a heightened form of Brod’s common-
sense approach. But Kafka was now interested in fundamental ques-
tions of identity and meaning, life and death. And he felt neither the
inclination nor the capability to build a bridge to his fiancée, to let her
share in the mental radicalization that the hemorrhage a few weeks
earlier had forced on him. He no longer reached out, and he main-
tained his silence. He felt bored with the woman who was once his
lover, and made no attempt to conceal his boredom.

Thesewerebleak and miserable hours, as Felice Bauer had expected,
but in a very different, and far worse, sense. Five years after their first
meeting, all subjects they had in common were exhausted, Kafka’s in-
terest in her work at the Jewish Home appeared to have faded,® and
there were onlyvague pronouncements about his own plans. She had
intended to offer consolation, but she kept running up against a “bar-
rier” (as she called it a fewdayslater), and instead of being emotionally
generous, she had to battlewith a feeling of humiliation. She had soft-
ened since the confrontation in the Askanischer Hof, but it seemed as
though Kafka was once again deliberately forcing her into the role of
the accuser. She had spent thirty hours in the train for this? Eventually
she traveled back to Prague, together with Ottla, who had some er-
rands to run in the city. The two women sat across from each other for
several hours, but it isunlikely that theywere able to talk out their vital
shared concern.

At the end of her stay, Felice Bauer had to pay a couple of farewell
visits, seeing Max and Elsa Brod and Kafka’s parents, who were over-
come with curiosity, but still uninformed about the situation. Julie
Kafka asked whether Franz’s bad mood had lifted in Ziirau. Felice re-
plied that she did not notice any improvement.

As you know, there are two combatants at war within me. During
the pastfewdays I have had fewer doubts than ever that the better
of the two belongs to you. You have been kept informed about the
progress of the war for five years by word and silence, and the two
in combination, and most of that time it has caused you suffering.
If you were to ask if it was always truthful, I can only say that with



no one else have I suppressed deliberate lies as strenuously, or—
tobe more precise—more strenuously than I have with you. There
have been some deceptions, very few lies, assuming that there is
such a thing as “very few” lies. I am a person who lies; for me it is
the only way to maintain an even keel, my boat is quite fragile.
When I examine myself in regard to my ultimate aim, I find that I
do not actually strive to be good, to comply with the highest court,
but rather quite the opposite. I strive to survey the entire human
and animal community, to recognize their fundamental prefer-
ences, desires, and moral ideals, to reduce them to simple rules,
and as quickly as possible to develop in conformity with these rules
so as to be agreeable to everyone, indeed (here comes the leap) to
become so agreeable that in the end I might openly act out my in-
herent baseness before the eyes of the world without forfeiting its
love, as the only sinner not to be roasted. In short, myonlyconcern
is the human tribunal, and Iwouldlike to deceive even this, though
without actual deception.

Apply this to our own case, which is not just an arbitrary one,
but actually the one most truly representative of me. You are my
human tribunal.

These two, who are at war within me, or, more accurately, whose
war I consist of, apart from one small agonized residue—the one is
good, the other evil; from time to time they switch roles, which con-
fuses the confused war even more; but until very recently, however,
I could still believe, despite any setbacks, that the most improbable
would happen (the most probable would be eternal war), which al-
ways seemed like the radiant ultimate goal, and I, grown pathetic,
wretched over the years, would at last be allowed to haveyou.

Suddenly it appears that the loss of blood was too great. The
blood shed by the good one (we will now call him the good one) in
order to win you serves the evil one. Where the evil one of his own
accord would probably or possibly not have found a decisive new
weapon for his defense, the good one offers him one. Secretly I don’t
believe this illness is tuberculosis at all, at least not tuberculosis
right now, butrathera sign of mygeneral bankruptcy. I had thought
itwould go on and it didn’t. The blood is not coming from the lung,
but from a decisive stab delivered by one of the combatants. ...
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And now I am going to tell you a secret that I don’t even believe
myself at the moment (although the darkness that falls about me
in the distance at each attempt to work, or think, might possibly
convince me), but really must be true: I will never be well again pre-
cisely because it is not the kind of tuberculosis that can be laidin a
lounge chair and nursed back to health, but a weapon that contin-
ues to be of supreme necessity as long as I remain alive. And both
cannot remain alive.®

Elias Canetti called this letter the most distressing one Kafka ever
wrote, so distressing that Canetti found it a struggle to quote from it.°
He was put off in particular by the blending of the real and the meta-
phoric blood, which he judged to be “an unworthy myth and a false
one” and saddled with a blatant lie because, Canetti explained, it was
untrue that “the better” of the two combatants belonged to Felice. In
fact, nothing at all belonged to her at this point, since Kafka had long
since decided to break things off with her.

We understand Canetti’santipathy: after hundreds of letters, aftera
desperate courtship, after the fulfilled days in Marienbad, at the end of
a sad—but shared—five-year history, Kafka did not come up with
words of consolation or gratitude. His letter is a self-analysis awash in
sparkling images, aimed at an imaginary audience and paying no heed
to the woman it is addressed to, whose has just as much of a stake in
this matter as he. “When I examine myself in regard to my ultimate
aim...” that is not the intimate language of a letter, it is a confession
that might have spared the accused Josef K. the maximum sentence;
it is literature. Proud of his precise, vivid, and paradoxical summation,
Kafka copied this passage twice, word by word, in his diary and in a
letter to Brod. And Felice Bauer must have shuddered as she read,
“You are my human tribunal,” no matter how tentative, wavering, or
uncomprehending her feelings for Kafka might have been. This as-
toundingly forceful and destructive statement left no room for hope.
You don’t live with, or touch, your ownjudge; you face your judge.

But what did Canetti mean when he declared Kafka’s myth false?
Kafka’s self-portrait and his interpretation of his illness and his rela-
tionship with Felice were disconcerting, even shocking, because they
did not adhere to emotional or factual logic, and skillfully avoided



bringing in statements one might expect in this situation (“We don’t
have anything in common any more,” or “You don’t understand me,”
or “We’re not in love”). Instead, Kafka availed himself of an arsenal
of mythical imagery and loaded but inexplicable terms: battle, blood,
weapon, sin, court, good and evil, darkness, death. Kafka tossed off
even a term like “general bankruptcy” as though that said it all, as
though it were not a metaphor they could use to ponder the practical
meaning together. He did not “communicate” but instead presented a
myth: That is how it was, that is how it is, that is how it will be. But this faith
in the imaginative power of associative fields, this literalness of time-
less images and metaphors is a characteristic of all myths, and in this
sense every myth is false because a myth, unlike psychology, has no
awareness of its own scope. Like a work of art, it aims at intrinsic per-
suasiveness and coherence, and the element of truth it contains is in-
tended as the whole truth.

Kafka was evidently unaware that the complexity of his somatic and
psychological realm of experience could not be explained, let alone
tackled, with such archaic means, no matter how attractive they were
from a literary point of view. His discovery of metaphors that wrested
meaning fromthe absence of happiness boosted his confidence, lifted
his spirits, and even swelled his pride. The price he paid was that he
lagged behind his own level of insight and had to cut off too many
loose threads. He suppressed or withheld anything that was incom-
patiblewith the myth, fully aware of how this was stretching the truth.
Kafkaknew that there were other possible variants, and he had already
confided some of them to his friends or his own diary, but he made
sure to conceal them from Felice.

Whatwould she have said, for instance, about the “good little mar-
riage” her fiancé claimed to have with his own sister? Felice Bauer was
not small-minded on the subject of eroticism. Three years earlier, she
had accepted Kafka’s bittersweet affair in Riva uncomplainingly, and
she had had some experience of her own with incestuous feelings.
Although she had always considered Ottla immature and rather dull,
she could only approve of Ottla’s obvious affectionate closeness with
Franz, to the degree that it benefited him as a patient. But how could
the obvious comfort he was enjoying be reconciled with the status of
the “general bankruptcy” Kafka was claiming? It was not all that gen-
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eral, and it appeared that the great happiness in Marienbad, which
Kafka had tossed aside, had some secret connection to the little happi-
ness in Ziirau: The former was hard-fought, the latter came gratis.
Had he simply opted for the easier path? There was not a word about
this in Kafka’s mythical letter, nor was there aword about Ottla.

There were other, more mysterious ideas that Kafka would hardly
have been able to reconcile with the self-portrait meant for Felice.
“I haven’t yet written down the essential thing,” he noted after two
months in Ziirau, “I am still going in two directions. The work await-
ing me is enormous.”*! This, too, did not sound like defeat and the
end—far from it. Kafka had interpreted tuberculosis and the forced
upheaval of his routines as a cathartic crisis right from the start, as
a chance to dispense with inessentials and to focus his remaining
strength. To mark the occasion, he had opened his new diary volume
in Ziirau with a reminder to himself:

You have the opportunity, as far as this opportunity is at all pos-
sible, to make a new beginning. Don’t throw it away. If you insist
on digging deep, you won’t be able to avoid the muck that will well
up. But don’t wallow in it. If the infection in your lungs is only a
symbol, as you say, a symbol of the infection whose inflammation
is called Felice and whose depth is called justification,; if this is so
then the medical advice (light air sun rest) is also a symbol. Take
hold of this symbol.!2

This, too, is the voice of self-mythologizing, but this myth is un-
equivocally directed at the future, and its view is clear-eyed. Max Brod
quickly realized that Kafka’s letters from Ziirau had far fewer com-
plaints than Brod was used to seeing from him. They were astound-
ingly calm letters, especially when they touched on the essence of his
own unhappiness, and calmest of all when they spoke of his irrevoca-
ble failure. This performative contradiction baffled him all the more
because his own fits of despair—mostly an outgrowth of his conflict
between two women, which was worse than ever in the fall of 1917—
made it impossible for him to think clearly. This calm in Ziirau was not
reassuring at all; it was eerie. Felice Bauer must have felt the same way
about it.

Kafka tried to vindicate himself one last time, in his final docu-
mented letter to his fiancée, written as though from afar, in a voice no



longer meant for her. He wrote that their encounter in Ziirau had tor-
mented him as well, but did not make him unhappy. The difference
was a matter of perspective: To be unhappy, you need to feel the misery
in your own body, but someone who is tormented merely observes it.
Never had Kafka stated so candidly that he was no longer involved,
and the only reason Felice Bauer could continue to hold out hope after
these avowals was Kafka’s earlier pattern of “exaggerations.” She knew
his penchant for extreme fluctuations, and she knew that he could be
soothed and even seduced, although the tuberculosis was now making
everything far more difficult.

Felice Bauer stepped up the pace of her letters to Ziirau, in spite of
her suspicions that their relationship was over. Breaking things off
with someone ill with tuberculosis and in such bad shape went against
the grain of her social disposition. In Berlin, she discussed the matter
with her girlfriend Grete Bloch, who was surely horrified to learn
about Kafka’s apparent indifference. Eventually Grete, who was evi-
dently none the wiser for having interfered some years back to disas-
trous effect, contacted Kafkaand declared that she would be writing a
detailed letter. This threat robbed Kafka of his sleep. Since Felice’s last
visit, a shadow had come over Ziirau. Suddenly he feltincapable of re-
ceiving visitors or enduring even the slightest encroachment. When a
letter from Felice arrived, he would let it lie unopened for hours, and
his fear of more complaints—all of which sounded like indictments to
Kafka’s ears—made him feel so ill that he was unable to eat.

Brod (and, later, Canetti) failed to appreciate the extent to which
Kafka was struggling for psychological survival. Kafka’s dissociations
seemed too serene and self-assured, his interpretations too well
thought out, his descriptions of rural life too literary, and his notori-
ous “mouse letters,” which were passed around in Prague, too humor-
ous. He had shed his ritual laments of earlier years and seemed on his
way to a mature, compelling eloquence. But wouldn’t desperation
take adifferent form? Kafka, wide awake in his lounge chair in Ziirau,
posed this question:

Have never understood how it is possible for nearly everyone who
can write to objectify pain while suffering it; I, for example, in the
midst of my unhappiness, perhaps with my head still burning with
unhappiness, can sit down and write to someone: I am unhappy.
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Yes, I can even go beyond that and with as many flourishes as I have
the talent for, all of which seem to have nothing to do with my un-
happiness, revel simply, or contrapuntally, or with whole orches-
tras of associations. And it is not a lie, and it does not still my pain;
itis simply a merciful surplus of strength at a moment when suffer-
ing has raked me to the bottom of my being and plainly exhausted
all my strength. But then what kind of surplus is it?*3

In describing the writer, Kafka came up with a tautology: We can-
not know whether (nearly) everybody who can write is also capable of
articulating his or her most profound personal unhappiness, because
we have no relevant evidence from those who cannot write. But Kafka
was focusing on an experience that was extraordinarily characteristic
for him, a truth that continued to prove wonderfully unfailing: “You
never know what you have on hand in your own house,” a character in
“A Country Doctor” declares. Hitting rock bottom freed up new re-
serves thatwould protect right him to the end. But this is preciselywhy
he was convinced that from now on, his only security lay within him-
self. Life—in the most emphatic sense of the word—had shut itself off
from him. As much as he feverishly awaited the intensely demanding
“task that lay before him,” it came from a wholly indeterminate, re-
mote darkness.

Was it the “good” or the “bad” combatant tugging at him? Canetti
contended that Kafka’s insistent claim that the woman he once loved
represented the good, or at least the better, principle was a lie, or at
best an act of false chivalry. Hadn’t he decided long ago to go avery dif-
ferent route? Hadn’t Kafka called himself a “person who lies” in the
very same letter? But it was clearly Canetti who could no longer stand
the tension and who—after an exhaustive study of the Trial files—was
pressing for a judgment post festum, a resolute commitment to litera-
ture that would close the case once and for all. For Kafka himself, by
contrast, the ambivalence persisted, even after the decision, as evi-
denced in a poignant postscript to that letter (which Canetti was not
aware of), a single sentence on a separate sheet of paper, a sentence
thatbriefly silenced the din of the rhetorical struggle and allowed him
to grieve over what he had lost:

One more thing I want to say: there were and continue to be mo-
ments when in reality or from my recollection, mostly from my



recollection of your way of looking at me, you are even more to me
thanusual,and,inessence, something higher seemstobreak forth;
but I am, as usual, too feeble to hold on to it or to hold on to myself
infaceofit.!*

Those were the closing words. Felice, of course, insisted on her
right to hear the judgment face to face. She would turn thirty in just
afew weeks and was nolongera girl.

Professor Pick had advised Kafka to come to Prague once every four
weeks for a checkup; and because Brod was with Kafka when he was
given this advice, Brod began put pressure on him a few days before
the month was over. Kafka hesitated. What good would an examina-
tion do? There were no hemorrhages, nor was there fever, and only a
nagging cough and slightly rapid breathing reminded him that he was
not in Ziirau as a vacationer. In only four weeks, he had gained seven
pounds, and from the waist up he was as suntanned as a farmer. Kafka
claimed—although this was an exaggeration—that his mother had
not even recognized him when he picked her up at the train station.
He looked better than he had in years. Wouldn’t the professor run
him out of the place once he saw him? Kafka had received sympathetic
letters from the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute, and there were
inquiries about his health. When he was in Prague he had to endure
looks from his distressed co-workers, who probably considered him a
lucky devil. Kafka felt ashamed.

Brod finally had to come and get his reluctant friend. The occasion
presented itself inlate October, when Brod and his wife were invited to
a literary event organized by Zionists in the northwest Bohemian
town of Chomutov. Kafka boarded the Brods’ train, attended the read-
ing, and spent one night in Chomutov. The next day, they all traveled
to Prague together. There is no doubt that Brod sized up the situation
more clearly than the unsuspecting Julie. Neither Kafka’s suntan nor
his weight gain made any impression on him, and the Prague profes-
sor’s predictably reassuring opinion did nothing to dissuade him from
his conviction that something would happen before the onset of win-
ter. He threatened Kafka, more in earnest than in jest, that he would
go to Kafka’s parents “as a last resort,” if Kafka remained so stubborn
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and did not find a more suitable environment and a milder climate.
Only the south could cure him, Brod maintained, adding with charm-
ing naiveté that even a “generally accepted resource” could turn out to
be the right one. But Kafka was unimpressed by what others thought,
and he reminded Brod that “not even the professor said anything
about the south.”?

Kafka felt healthy enough to suppress most thoughts of any real
danger. He was far more concerned about the image he projected than
about his physical condition itself. Here he was, a civil servant spend-
ing several months lying on a meadow without the least outwardly
visible sign of illness and being fattened up by his sister, in the middle
of awar and surrounded by people whowere working hard. Even if no
one dared to attack “Herr Doktor” outright, they would look at him
disapprovingly and ask unpleasant questions. Kafka was probably pro-
jecting this social pressure for the most part, but that was all it took for
him to ignore the doctor’s orders and throw himself into farm work,
which he was drawn to anyway. He picked rose hips, set up a vegetable
garden, got down on all fours and dug potatoes from the ground, fed
the cattle, drove the horse and cart, and even chopped wood and tried
his hand—rather clumsily—at the plow. All this relaxed him, improved
his sleep, and soothed his sore conscience. No sooner did he return
from his first visit to the doctor in Prague than he confided to his sister
that he wanted to stay on, this time for real. Allhe would need, he told
her, was his own little cottage in town, a garden, and farmland. Kafka
dreamed of becoming a farmer, and no one understood that better
than Ottla: “I myself believe,” she wrote, “that God sent him this ill-
ness; without it he would never havegottenawayfrom Prague.”6

Of course, Kafkawas still far from leaving Prague. Director Marsch-
ner continued to reject an early retirement for him, although he did
hint that the three-month vacation could be extended with an appro-
priate medical certificate. Ottlawas no more successful when she went
to see Marschner in November, although she was presumably more
candid than her defensive brother. Still, Marschner agreed to come to
Ziirau himself for a few hours; perhaps once they were away from the
office, he could make his deputy department head understand what
was and was not in his own interest. And while he was at it, he could
explain the current limits of directorial authority. Needless to say,



Marschner would make every effort to keep Kafka out of military ser-
vice for the coming year, as well.

The negotiations with their own parents, who still exerted moral
pressure on Ottla, proved to be far tougher and more painful. For a
while, they had consoled themselves with the expectation that having
their daughter out in the country would help get good square meals on
their table in Prague, at long last. For quite some time, it had not been
possible to maintain a food supply fit for human beings without the
black market, and the Kafkas, like everyone else who still had cash on
hand, had a trustworthy supplier who came on a regular basis—Kafka
even recommended him to his friends—but who could not guarantee
delivery on time and had already attracted the attention of the police.
It soon turned out that Ottla would not be able to fill the gap, because
the economic and bureaucratic trickery she had to contend with in
Ziirauwas just the same as in Prague. “Horrible price inflation,” the
pastor of Sobéchleby (who had come to the area just a month after
Kafka) noted in dismay. “Major food shortage not only in the cities,
but also here. Profiteering and mean tricks are predominant.”"’

Ottla would have said the same; her farm was far too small and
poorly equipped. Not even the potato supply went according to plan;
the distribution of field crops was strictly regulated, and the two tons
per year her parents hoped to get for the entire extended family re-
mained a pipe dream. Still, Ottla did send a big container of milk or
a couple of eggs to Prague from time to time (although she did not
have any cows or chickens herself), as well as flour, a loaf of bread she
had baked herself, a couple of partridges, and some venison. Kafka at-
tempted to share these precious items with his friends and even with
his bosses, but that was possible only on occasion, and in small quan-
tities, because the “first pick” was always reserved for his family in
Prague, as heregretfullyreported, though itwas onlyrightand proper,
because Ottla was in far greater need of regular support. Soap, beef
tallow, petroleum, and paper were nearly impossible to come by in the
country, and it soon became apparent that even apples and pears, veg-
etables, fruit juices, and nuts were most welcome gifts for the vegetar-
ians in Ziirau. Julie prepared at least one package a month for Kafka
to bring to the train, sometimes throwing in a little chocolate, some
baked goods, and old newspapers.
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Itiseasy to imagine her husband’s reaction to this increasingly lop-
sided exchange of goods. His frame of mind was now at a low point,
anyway, because the sales at the fancy goods store kept decreasing;
the fourth winter of the war was approaching and new hardships lay
ahead. Irma Kafka wrote that the “proprietor” was often right, objec-
tively speaking, but his shouting and scolding at the shop was almost
unbearable, and Julie’s constant warnings (“Don’t get so upset! Think
aboutyour heart!”) had little effect. And this state of affairs was now on
record: one of the employees had recently flown into a rage and sued
Hermann Kafka for slander.!8

It was now difficult toface Hermann Kafka, who must have grasped
instinctively that no matter how intransigent Ottla and Franz ap-
peared to be, they bore the brunt of any disagreements. Ottla in par-
ticular was desperate for a kind word from her father (whose endlessly
repeated stream of complaints about his difficult childhood she now
understood far better), and with a sense of guilt of an ongoing de-
pendence she tried to avoid any further quarreling about her lifestyle
when she came to Prague for visits.!® Hermann, in turn, had qualms
about withdrawing his support from his hard-working daughter,
whose toughness he had underestimated, and any attempt to end her
experiment in Ziirau by cutting her off would have met with vehement
opposition from Julie, so he usually made dowith reminding her that
he had been right once again, and on the rare occasions that he sent a
brief letter to Ottla, he gave the address as “currently Ziirau.”

It proved to be difficult to include her brother in this volatile state
of peace. How Franz could manage to spend weeks and months on a
lounge chair watching Ottla slave away was incomprehensible to his
parents—quite apart from the fact that his hole-in-the-wall in Ziirau
required expenditures for rent and food. He remained vague about
where he would be living after his return, and when Julie or Irma went
to visit an apartment on his behalf, he saw nothing but the faults and
found nothing to his liking. An explanation was needed quite soon.

By now, more than a dozen people knew about Kafka’s tuberculo-
sis: Felice, Ottla, Irma, Riizenka, the Brods, Weltsch, and Baum, as
well as an undetermined number of executives and colleagues at the
Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute. He had impressed on all of



them the importance of keeping the bad news from his parents, but
how long could this facade be maintained? A single leak was enough to
cause a blowup. Max Brod could easily be the source of the leak, since
he had explicitly threatened to tell all and had already spread the news
to others.?°

In mid-November, Kafka decided that the time had come to stop
subjecting his sister to the constant pressure to explain the situation,
and he asked her to let their father—but not their mother—in on the
true reason for his time off from work the next time she visited them.
The result was startling: Hermann was shocked and abashed, and
he kept asking whether Ziirau was the right place for someone with
tuberculosis, whether Franz had everything he needed there, and
whether it was true that he was not in danger. For a moment, the patri-
arch stepped out of character. He was used to leaving all the family’s
emotional issues to Julie and expected that problems, apart from the
financial, were taken care of by the women without involving him. But
now—probably for the first time in decades—be was the one with a
secret, which required him to exercise a degree of diplomacy and even
pretense toward his own wife. The Kafkas’ customary silent treatment,
from which he had reaped the greatest benefit in the past, suddenly
became an oppressive burden, and no one who knew him would have
bet on his ability to endure the unaccustomed self-discipline. Never-
theless, Kafka was angry when he found out that his father had not
held out even three weeks before spilling the truth to a horrified Julie.
Kafka considered that “thoughtless.”?!

Can a tuberculosis patient marry? Even start a family? Kafka had no
medical literature available to him in Ziirau, but he fixated on the
question and noted with great interest that Flaubert’s father, a physi-
cian, was tubercular, yet he still had a genius for a son: “There may
have been a tacit question for afewyears as to whether the child’s lungs
would go down the drain (I suggest this expression for ‘rattle’) or he
would instead become Flaubert.” Examples like these were just what
Brod was after. Brod sought to brighten Kafka’s fatalistic frame of
mind and kept adding new names of people they both knew who had
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recovered from infections of the apexes of the lung none the worse for
wear, and without needing to modify their aims in life: “If you take a
closer look, everyone has already had tuberculosis.”*>

Then again, the mainstream medical view was significantly more
guarded. Single men with acute infections were told by their doctors
not to enter into any close relationships, and female patients were gen-
erally treated even more strictly. “Marriage ought to be restricted to
patients in the so-called 1st stage,” wrote Gustav Weiss, a physician in
Prague, “and if a so-called healed tuberculosis has not reemerged for
at least two years.” Other authors recommended a waiting period of at
least three years,?? and Kafka’s internist, Dr. Miihlstein, was relieved
to hear that his patient had postponed his wedding plans of his own
accord, for an unspecified period.

The fact thateven “closed,” noncontagious tuberculosis was feared
enough to be accepted as grounds for separation came as a consider-
able psychological relief to Kafka because otherwise he would have had
to explain why he no longer wanted to agree to any waiting periods
and why he considered his illness incurable. The scare word “tubercu-
losis” gave his parents a plausible explanation for their son’s bizarre
behavior to offer to their own extended family. Getting engaged twice
to the very same woman without a marriage resulting sounded devi-
ous and dubious, and it touched on the same questions of moral repu-
tation that had been eating away at the stern mother of the bride for
quite some time. But tuberculosis—that was something else again; that
was tragic. Kafka made extensive use of this social rule without having
to exploit his illness as a mere excuse. He did see it less as a medical
obstacle to marriage than as a sign, an imperative to steer clear of mar-
riage. This conviction was so deep-seated that it gave him the strength
to put an end to the loveaffair, which had clearly fallen apart.

When Felice Bauerboarded the passenger trainagain at Christmas-
time of 1917, she must have sensed that a decision was imminent. She
seems to have planned another visit to Ziirau, far away from any in-
terference from and obligations to the family, which is what Kafka
had always had in mind in the past. But the ground had shifted. Ziirau
now represented Kafka’s actual and thus highly vulnerable life, while
Prague was more neutral territory. Kafka needed three days to think
itover, then opted for a final meeting in Prague.2*



December 25. Kaftka and Felice came in the evening. Both unhappy,
neither spoke. December 26. Kafka came at seven-thirty in the
morning, tells me I should give him my morning. Café Paris. Turns
out he doesn’t want me to give him advice; his firmness of purpose
is admirable. Just spend time together.—Yesterday he told Flelice]
everything quite clearly.—We spoke about everything but that.—In
the afternoon, Schipkapass [a pub in Prague-Dejwitz] with Baum,
Weltsch, the 3 women.—Kaftka unhappy. He is not sparing him-
self the pain of inflicting pain on her. I’'m different. He said to me,
“What I have to do, I can do only alone. Become clear about the
ultimate things. The Western Jew is not clear about them, and there-
fore has no right to marry. There are no marriages for them.”

Even Max Brod’s terse diary notes, only excerpts of which have
been preserved, provide ample evidence of the drama springing from
Kafka’s stress, as revealed in his harshly impersonal and judgmental
generalizations of his friends, whose marriages he implicitly declared
nonmarriages. He braced himself for the final act and moved ahead
without any evident hesitation. No sooner was he alone with Felice
than he got down to the decisive conversation, unfazed by the look
of pity on her face. Then he expected her to chat with his friends and
their wives in a clamorous caf é, which was probably the last thing she
wanted to do. Kafka’s conduct was downright cruel.

The following day, December 27, he brought Felice Bauer to the
train station. She had given up and, with great composure and self-
restraint, accepted the decision of the man she had probably come to
love only the previous year. She did not wish to argue with a man who
was ill, and she was evidently even able to come up with words of com-
fort, all thewhileretaininga glimmer of hope once theyagreed to stay
in touch by mail. Kafka, by contrast, was absolutely sure that he would
never again see this anguished woman he was helping into the train
one last time—and he would be right.?S

Kafka was now unable to get together with any member of his fam-
ily. He unexpectedly showed up at Brod’s inhospitable office, although
he knew that it was impossible to have a private conversation within
earshot of one of Brod’s colleagues. Kafka looked pale and severe, and
he claimed that he just wanted to rest fora moment. He sat downona
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small chair positioned nextto Brod’s desk for meetings with bearers of
petitions and other clients, but after a short time Kafka lost his com-
posure and an utterly unexpected, heartrending scene ensued of the
kind Brod had never witnessed: Kafka broke out into sobs, and tears
streamed down his cheeks. All he could say was, “Isn’t it terrible that
such a thing has to happen?”

Kafka would later claim—with a hint of pride—that he had never
cried so hard in all the years since his childhood as he did on that morn-
ing. He now knew that he could still, on occasion, be like everyone
else.26

Kafka’s parents had been hoping for a cozy Christmas, with the family
gathered around the table once again, but this was not to be. Franz was
not the only one trying to steer clear of a pleasant family get-together;
Ottla announced that she would not be there. Even though she had
postponed her plan to use the winter break to further her agricultural
training, she informed her indignant parents that she would be re-
maining in Ziirau anyway. What was there to do on bare fields at this
time of year? What plausible reason was there to spend the holiday
with two (equally idle) farmgirls instead of with her own family—and
to burn precious coal in the process?

Therewas a reason, but it required secrecy: Ottla’s boyfriend Josef
David had a few days’ leave from active duty, and the couple had never
found such an opportune occasion to spend time alone. Of course,
thatwould meanleaving poor Franz in Prague to bear the brunt of the
new round of tirades that soon rose back to their customary volume.
The fact that his son had just gone through the most painful parting
of his life did not make the family patriarch see any need to hold back,
nor did the tuberculosis that Franz had contracted in Palais Schon-
born (willfully, it seemed to Hermann), in an apartment that he had
been told was useless in no uncertain terms.

But the object of Hermann Kafka’s greatest resentment was once
again the absent Ottla, who, he feared, would soon turn into a farmer
and thus be out of the running to be matched up with a respectable
suitor. That girl ought to experience actual hunger, Hermann Kafka
hollered (just after eating fried sausages and a Christmas goose from



Ziirau, while Franz choked down a pig’s tail), then she would know
what real problems were. It was easy, he argued, to walk away from
your poor parents if you then got packages from them. Ottla was un-
grateful, crazy; the whole situation was abnormal, and Franz was com-
plicit in and even to blame for this nonsense.

This was nothing new at the Kafkas, and yet, it seemed, this scene
did not go quite according to plan. Even days later, Hermannwas still
furious about his son’s waywardness. This time, Kafka refused to stay
silent. Aloof and downright condescending, he fired back quick-witted
retorts. This was obviously a conspiracy, and it would not help for Her-
mann to vent his own fury on the store employees, as he usually did. It
was a clear defeat; he had accomplished nothing.?”

Kafka had quickly settled down since Felice’s departure, now that
he was liberated from the decision-making pressure that was obstruct-
ing everything, and he was able to distinguish idle chatter from battles
truly worth picking without being thrown by his father’s booming
voice. “As long as we cannot do without his help in keeping hunger and
money worries at bay,” he explained to Ottla, “our behavior toward
him will continue to be constrained and we will have to yield to him in
some way, even if we do not do it outwardly. Something more than just
our father is coming out of what he says to us, more than our merely
unloving father.” He was almost serene, but not forgiving. He would
not stand for this man calling him ungrateful, crazy, or abnormal any
more. “Abnormal behavior is not the worst thing,” he retorted coldly, rev-
eling in his parents’ stupefaction, “because normality is, for instance, the
World War.”28 That struck a chord.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Meditations

I am always wrong, except, sometimes, where to be wrong is to be right.

—Samuel Beckett to Barney Rosset, 1956

ARMISTICE WITH RUSSIA. IN CAPITAL LETTERS, POUNDED ONTO A
thin paper strip in the little post office in Flohau. Sender: someone
named Max Brod; recipient: that friendly Dr. Kafka in the nearby vil-
lage of Ziirau, the man who received mail nearly every day. It arrived
early in the morning on December 4, 1917, at an hour when Kafka was
typically still in bed. By the time he held the envelope in his hand,
wondering at its contents, the rumor had already spread through the
village.!

Several times over the previous year, people had been startled by
reports that sounded quite unlike the standard announcements of
victory and inconsequential write-ups of people in the news. These re-
ports leaped off the page, hinting at the contours of a changed world
that lay ahead. In March 1917, the Russian tsar had been forced to ab-
dicateby themilitaryand by politicians. This colossalevent spread fear
throughout Europe, above all in Austria, that a precedent might be
established. If the ruler of a world power was so easy to bring down, it
seemed unreasonable to expect that the tottering regime of Kaiser



Karl would fare much better once the numerous internal enemies of
the Austro-Hungarian monarchy took action. People were shocked to
see what an abrupt turn of events could result in November, when the
Bolsheviks came to power by means of a coup and immediately began
to liquidate the old system and banish its beneficiaries—with a brutal-
ity that made even confirmed democrats shudder. But what if this was
the only feasible route to world peace? Lenin announced on the very
day of his victory that he would “immediately sign peace terms to put
anend to thiswar.” Four weeks later, the weapons on the eastern front
fell silent, and he was forgiven for almost everything.

These events were followed with great excitement by the people
Kafka knew in Prague, as well, and there were debates about possible
consequences for the fate of the “Jewish nation.” Jews in Russia were
hopeful that the era of forced displacements and state-tolerated po-
groms was finally over, and that daily life would return to normal, even
if it took years for the directives of the new leadership to get to every
last Siberian village. For the more than 300,000 Jewish refugees who
were driven out of Galicia and Poland by the war and who had been
waiting in hovels and camps since the winter of 1914-1915, there was
also a bright spot on the horizon: if the peace in the East was a lasting
one, they could return to their villages, and those who considered that
too risky might find that when the world war ended, they could make
their wayto America, the paradise many had dreamed of.

On the other hand, the Russian Revolution and the communist
claim to international validity gave fresh momentum to anti-Semitic
conspiracy theories. The term “Jewish Bolshevism” came into fashion,
and people started calculating how many of the men and women
elected to the Council of People’s Commissars in Petrograd were of
Jewish descent. They had shown the will and the ability to seize power,
and the Jews in Germany and Austria were now also thought capable
of this—the more obvious their own political and military failure be-
came, the more people were willing to buy into this notion. The gov-
ernments were now far more tolerant of open anti-Semitism in the
press than at the beginning of the war, and when the ire of the starving
population was aimed at nameless Jewish usurers and war profiteers
instead of its own government, there was little effort to set people
straight. Quite the contrary: at the end of 1916, the government began
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a so-called Judenzdhlung (Jewish census) in the German field forces in
an effort to confirm one of the most persistent anti-Jewish prejudices,
namely that Jews wereunderrepresented in the military and thuslacked
patriotism and shirked their duties. The census did not bear out this
notion, but the Jews regarded the census itself as a humiliating process
and as a revocation of civic equality. “We are used to being counted,”
Buber wrote with a mixture of perplexity and irony, “so the Germans
are the ones who ought to be protesting.”>

Even half a century after their “emancipation,” Jewswere continu-
ally confronted with hatred. Disparaging glances, leering remarks,
and pointed exclusions were everyday occurrences. Through the years,
many had grown accustomed to these incidents and learned not to
take them “personally,” so they rarely made the effort to recall or re-
cord them. Kafka’s and Brod’s notes contain no more than occasional
traces of these kinds of experiences, although they were ubiquitous in
Prague, particularly since the influx of Jewish refugees from the East.
One evening, when Kafka attended the salon of his director’s wife,
Emilie Marschner, another guest acknowledged his presence with this
remark: “So, you've invited a Jew, as well.”? We do not know whether
Kafka heard this comment, but he might have been more amused than
offended by its extreme narrow-mindedness and not have bothered
to record the incident.

Acculturated Jews typically presented a stoic facade to maintain
their self-respect, which was feasible only because they felt safe in
principle. In most cases, Jews were equal before the law, and Jewish
allegiance to the state (whichstrikesus in the post-Nazi era as baffling,
with the wisdom of hindsight) originated in the protection and justice
that was promised by the state while being denied by the social com-
munity. It became truly threatening for the Jews—far more threaten-
ing than for any other comparable group—when the highest authori-
ties themselves reverted to shows of force that were common before
the era of liberalization and made it clear that this protection could be
revoked at any time.

These signals were in evidence in Prague, as well. Eastern Euro-
pean Jews had a hard time of it here: they came in cattle trucks, many
lived in camps, infant mortality was high, and people froze and starved.
At first they were divided as to whether the state itself—the great



guarantor—registered this misery with anti-Semitic malice while ev-
eryone was suffering from the coldheartedness, depravity, and short-
ages that resulted from the war. But in February 1917, the city council
announced that from then on, “Israelite refugees”—and no others—
were barred from using the streetcars in order to contain a typhus epi-
demic. The city had been hit by severe frost, and it was nearly impos-
sible for those living on the outskirts to get to the central markets on
foot. This measure clearly showed that a line had been crossed; this
was no longer a question of benign neglect, but of overtadministrative
exclusion of an entire demographic group. The issue became a scan-
dal, and althoughthe censors went to greatlengths to stifle criticism,*
the situation in Prague was being scrutinized publicly in the Reichstag
in Vienna.

But tests of Jewish identity came from a totally different direction,
aswell, and forced people to reassess theirown role completely. In No-
vember 1917, there was a solemn declaration by the British foreign sec-
retary, Arthur Balfour, to support a “national home” for the Jewish
people in Palestine. It was the first time a world power had ever taken
such an explicit and afhrmative stand on the goals of political Zion-
ism, which consequently moved up from a marginal ideology to a
power factor, as Herzl had dreamed from the very start. A roar swept
through the Jewish press; all publications reprinted the Balfour Decla-
ration for weeks on end, and in Prague, Selbstwebr even put out a spe-
cial supplement.

And yet, no one was jumping for joy about this unexpected break-
through. Although actions were sure to follow from such a concrete
statement issued by the British cabinet, the British were talking as
though they had long since won the war, and announced in a patriar-
chal manner that they would be taking care of the Palestine people asa
whole, without saying a single word about the current rulers of Pales-
tine, the Turks.* This could mean only one thing: the offer to the Jews
was predicated on the tacit assumption that the Central Powers would
suffer a total defeat, and even the most radical Zionists in Germany
and Austria did not look forward to this outcome, let alone the major-
ity of Jews who remained steadfastly loyal to the kaiser.

The Balfour Declaration implicitly posed a question of conscience,
with the fate of millions at stake, namely, the question of identity.
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Anyoneunableto put asideloyalty tohis own state and thelife strategy
of assimilation—and most German and Austrian Jews were unable—
felt obliged to reject the British offer as loudly and unequivocally as
possible. “Germany is our only homeland, and should remain so,” an-
nounced the Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums. But how ought all the
othersto act,thosewho were findingit harder to say “homeland” since
the last census? What was left for those who took the concept of a
Jewish nation seriously? To avoid the decision for the time being, they
could discount the declaration as British propaganda, as did Dr. Bloch’s
Osterreichische Wochenschrift, the official publication of the large Jewish
community in Vienna. They could hope for ongoing good collabora-
tion with the Turks—which Max Brod had recently sought to justify
in Die neue Rundschau—and thus declare the declaration superfluous.®
Or they could tear down the psychological barriers, give up identifica-
tion with the traditional majority, and bank on the military defeat and
downfall of their own state. As painful as that was, for everyone who
no longer believed in assimilation, there was in truth and in the long
run only this path, as political events soon made clear to those who
were still on the fence. On December 7, 1917, the United States de-
clared war on the Habsburg monarchy. Two days later, exactly one
month after publication of the Balfour Declaration, the British en-
tered Jerusalem, and the defeated Turkish troops fled in panic. It was
obvious whose side the Jews would have to take from then on. The AR-
MISTICE WITH RUSSIA, while letting up the pressure, came far too late
and did nothing to change that.

“The doctor is a goodly man / God will forgive him all He can.” A
ditty about Doctor Kafka by a dialect poet in Ziirau. It is unlikely that
he would have mentioned this homage to his friends when he was still
healthy, so why now?’

Even though it took months to dawn on him, the magnetic pole to
which his life was oriented had transformed his situation. This trans-
formation had set in back on Alchimistengasse, imperceptibly at first,
and it led to an unexpected result that he did not appear to become
fully aware of until he was in Ziirau, and certainly by the beginning
of 1918: Kafka no longer felt like and defined himself as a writer. He
wrote, butwritinghad become a means to an end; he had another goal
in mind.



There are indications of this change in the prose pieces of A Coun-
try Doctor and in the notes he wrote parallel to them. These are aus-
teretexts, with prose thatkepttippinginto the analytical sphere, with
Kafka’s pleasure in scenic development peeking throughonlyin spots.
Kafka even considered a title that would have been equally suited to a
work of nonfiction: Responsibility. Of course, the imaginative density
of the texts in A Country Doctor, the wealth of remarkable ideas, and the
oneiric overlapping of present and past were all poetic achievements
that brought Kafka’s writing into a new dimension, but he now laid
claim to a broad validity that extended beyond the realm of literature.
Hewrote in “The New Attorney™

Nowadays—as no one can deny—there is no one like Alexander
the Great. Although manyknow how to commit murder... noone,
no one can lead theway to India. Even in those days[,] India’s gates
were beyond reach, but their direction was indicated by the royal
sword. Today the gates have been brought to another place entirely,
farther and higher; no one points the way; many carry swords but
only to wave them around, and the gaze that tries to follow them
grows confused.

While this is dramatic, it is also tendentious and sounds more like
cultural criticism than literature. After months of waiting for the gal-
ley proofs, when Kafka had long since forgotten the table of contents
he had assembled on his own, he was still sure that this piece, with its
programmatic pronouncements, belonged at the beginning of A Coun-
try Doctor. Of course, he could not foresee that the contemplative mode
etched into almost every page of this thin book and with which Kafka
played hisliterary games® would become the predominant direction of
his writerly life. The hemorrhage saw to that.

“Are you writing something?” Brod could not help but pose this ques-
tion. Just three years earlier, Kafka had been fighting for every free
hour todevoteto literature; evenfor the stories in.A Country Doctor, he
had endured discomfort that demonstrated his utter devotion to his
work. But now? Kafka was in shaky health, yet well provided for in
Ziirau. He had escaped the office for months on end; he was free. Still,
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there was no indication that he intended to use this freedom to pro-
duce literary texts. “I’m not writing,” he replied curtly. “My will is not
aimed squarely at writing either.”® Not squarely.

It was not a good idea to pressure him, and no one back home
seems to have urged him to put the months on a lounge chair to more
effective use. Brod and Weltsch had learned that even Kafka had little
control over the ups and downs of his productivity, and he could cer-
tainly not be prodded by others. When they thought back to how often
he had disregarded the needs of his own body to push ahead with his
writing, they were somewhat relieved to find that now that he was
stricken with tuberculosis, he was not jumping in to tackle a new de-
manding project.

It turned out, however, that Kafka was not nearly as idle as he was
letting on. Shortly after hisarrivalin the village, he had recognized the
rare and wonderful opportunity to “make a beginning,” and his writ-
ing was still part of that plan, though not narrative texts. His friends in
Prague would have been astonished to learn what was happening over
the following months in the blue notebooks (now known as Octavo
Notebooks G and H) that Kafka had stocked up on. There are inter-
mittent echoes of the past winter here, as well, echoes of the dream-
studded prose he had invented on Alchimistengasse—the ironic dis-
mantling of cultural myths, as in his “The Silence of the Sirens” and
“The Truth about Sancho Panza,” would have been particularly well
suited to the Country Doctor volume, as well.1° But even these pieces
are no longer really narrative; they are experimental setups, trains
of thought derived from and shaped into images. And they represent
Kafka’s approach to a task he was formulating in a radical new way. In
conversations with Brod at the end of 1917, he insisted that his task
would no longer be absolutely literary, but instead moral. “What I have
to do, I can do only alone. Become clear about the ultimate things.”
That sounded uncharacteristically melodramatic, but he was dead se-
rious, and it ultimately signaled his departure from literary life. Al-
most in passing, Kafka reminded his friend three months later that
A Country Doctor was likely to be his “last book.”!!

This is not how it turned out. But Kafka’s conviction that the con-
tents of the Ziirau octavo notebooks were purely for his own edification



and unsuited for publication—and certainly not in the self-contained
form of a book—was borne out in an ironic sense. The notebooks
consist mainly of compactly formulated notes that focus on religious
and philosophical questions, on good and evil, truth and falsehood,
and alienation and redemption. Unsurprisingly for an author who
was still suffering from the shock of a bloody awakening, they are ulti-
mately notes that keep reaching to the edge of an abyss, where think-
ing comes up against its own destruction. Much of it remains frag-
mentary: time after time, there are scattered sentences that trail off
into the void, interspersed with aphorisms and penetrating imagery,
punctuated by an array of exploratory comments that Kafka set off
with slashes. Thereare few comparable examples of this form in world
literature: Valéry’s notebooks (a motherlode of this type of writing,
which, however, became accessible only after 1945) and, of course,
Pascal’s Pensées. It is no mere coincidence that in the very days before
Kafka fell ill, he leafed through Pascal’s chaotic notes: Shortly there-
after, following the catastrophic event, he seems to have taken up this
form of writing right away, as a form that was open enough to pene-
trate intovirtuallyuntrodden territory.

I am going astray. The true path is along a rope—not a rope that is
suspended wayon high, but only barely above the ground. It seems
intended more to tripyou up than to let youwalkacross it.

A cagewent off to catch a bird.

His exhaustion is that of the gladiators after the combat; his labor
was the whitewashing of a corner in a civil servant’s office.

The fact that there is nothing but a world of the mind takes away
our hope and gives us certainty.

He runs after the facts like a novice skater who also practices some-
place where it is forbidden.

This feeling: “I am not dropping anchor here” and in no time feel-
ing the swelling, buoyant tide all around.

If we had not been expelled from paradise, paradise would have
had to be destroyed.
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Ready atall times, his house is portable, he lives in his home at all
times.

Lamentation at the deathbed is actually lamentation over the fact
that dying in the true sense did not occur here; we must still con-
tent ourselves with this dying, we are still playing the game.!?

What tide? What house? What game? Hope of what, certainty about
what? And a rope, a handbreadth suspended over the ground ... cer-
tainly a vivid image, but what path is said to lead above the ground,
and how is that the true path?

Kafka’s Ziirau meditations (it is doubtful that he would have ac-
cepted the term“aphorisms™)are far less familiar to mostreadersthan
the narrative works. The texts are unsettling; their contents and aes-
thetics are difficult to assess, and they seem more like a collection of
enigmas than works of literature. They attest to an act of reflection
that tackles the hardest of tasks, and here and there, Kafka is able to
come up with formulations that appear to operate at the outer limits
of human cognition and several steps beyond, in the clear, rarefied
zone between knowledge and wisdom. And yet he never comes to an
end; every sentence, every image provokes further interpretation, and
in lieu of thetic statements, Kafka’s short critical reflections and para-
doxes are not only ambiguous but also parts of a larger unit. The cage
that catches the bird remains utterly puzzling out of context, although
itis clearly set off in the manuscript. Kafka seems to have been experi-
menting, and to have broken off his experiments at various stages of
their development, at times prematurely. Scholars continued to pon-
der where and how to integrate the Ziirau notes into Kafka’s literary
legacy. Most readers are not inclined to consider them an integral part
of his oeuvre.

But astonishingly, there are strong indications that Kafka himself
saw this quite differently. In February 1918, he began to check over his
notes to see what could be regarded as useful and valid. He took a pile
of stationery (which was a precious item during the final year of the
war), folded and cut the sheets horizontally and vertically, and created
more than a hundred slips of paper; then he began to number the slips
and fill them with selected notes—one “aphorism” per slip of paper,
in order of its date of composition—and make occasional revisions,



which were sometimes quite sweeping. In other words, Kafka took
this seriously; he distilled ideas and short critical reflections, of which
he had the impression that they were developed as far as human in-
sight could go and were formulated precisely enough to be preserved.
We can only surmise why Kafkawent to the effort of making this set of
slips of paper; months later, he was still complaining to Brod about his
supposed “loafing” in Ziirau, and it is therefore highlyunlikely that he
was showing the slips of paper to others,* let alone considering publi-
cation. But it is certain that he would not have made clean copies of
and numbered mere sketches, preliminary stages, or drafts. Also, Kafka
must have gone through the set of papers again at some later date be-
cause two dozen of the selected notes are crossed out in pencil. And
almostthreeyearslater,in thelatter part of 1920, he supplemented his
collection with eight new aphoristic texts. He evidently attempted to
update this repository of knowledge to reflect his own intellectual de-
velopment by means of supplementing and trimming,.

The question of whether this was still literary writing did not weigh
on Kaftka’s mind; it was writing, albeit on a different level. “I can still
have passing satisfaction from works like A Country Doctor, provided I
canstill write such things at all (very improbable). But happiness only if
I can still raise the world into the pure, the true, and the immutable.”’*
One of Kafka’s best known and most pointed commentaries on the
meaning and aim of his literary work. Kafka was outlining the enor-
mous work that he felt was awaiting him after giving up on marriage,
and he indicated that he would certainly try his hand at new narrative
texts to live up to this task. But he was setting himself a colossal chal-
lenge here—evenartistic perfection seemed too little to him. Still more
colossal was the self-confidence he mustered to consider the possibil-
ity that he could actually grasp a transcendent truth, pure and simple.
He nowwanted everything: success, insight, vindication, happiness.

Max Brod published the Ziirau reflections from Kafka’s literary estate
in 1931, and because Kafka himself had made a selection and thus had
already taken what might be considered a first step toward publica-
tion, it seemed justified to disegard the context of the notebooks for
the time being. Of course, Brod figured he would need to enhance the
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collection of notes by giving it an esoteric title: “Meditations on Sin,
Suffering, Hope, and the True Path.”?* Readers unfamiliar with Kaf-
ka’s world—and who was familiar with it, in the early 1930s?—must
have assumed that he was one of the numerous prophets of twentieth-
century weltanschauung holding forth. But what, if any, similarities were
there to the graceful brushstrokes of Meditation, the classically pure
prose of “The Stoker,” or the sadistic fantasies of “In the Penal Col-
ony”? Was this storyteller trying to take his writing in a new direction?
Wias this perhaps one of those (often embarrassing) cases when the
author succumbed to the temptation to extract the ideological content
of hisworks on his own?

Brod was unable to offeraliterary explanation for this notable phe-
nomenon, but he did offer abiographical one, claiming that Kafka was
a Jewish author, as his choice of themes—ostracism, isolation, family
estrangement, longing for a social collective and for redemption—
amply illustrated. And with the Ziirau notes, Brod went on to argue,
Kafka had advanced to an explicit Judaism and thus developed the seeds
that had been sown in his narrative works on a different level. This the-
ory was at least worth considering, in light of the fact that it was pre-
sented with the authority of the lifelong close friend. But Brod largely
gambled away this capital by expanding his Jewish interpretation into
a theological one and finding that Kafka adhered to a positive “belief”
and even a religious “doctrine.”'¢ It must have been abundantly clear
to any reasonably attentive and objective reader that he was wrong.

On the other hand, even a cursory reading reveals that Kafka’s “aph-
orisms” draw liberally on Jewish tradition: biblical texts and themes,
Jewish gnosis, and echoes of kabbalistic myths and Hasidic tales, thus
making the Ziirau meditations the field of choiceforan explicitly Jew-
ish interpretation, even in circles that considered Brod’s remarks mis-
guided. Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem spent years carrying
on an epistolary dispute about Kafka’s relationship to Jewish tradi-
tion; this correspondence offered such a wealth of surprising insights
that it, in turn, became the subject of interpretations and commen-
tary. Critics and literary scholars, by contrast, who were not as well
versed in Jewish tradition, tended to steer clear of the issue, as though
Kafka’s Jewish interest was a labyrinthine sideshow of his work, better
left to scholars of Jewish studies.



The fact that this peculiar division of labor was absolutely inappro-
priate to Kafka’s literary standing became even more evidentashislife
and era were probed. The connections between Judaism, literature,
and modernity are far more extensive, and more political, and they far
exceed the scope of a scholarly search for literary clues. Kafka bore wit-
ness to a series of seismic crises that culminated in dizzying disorien-
tation by the time of the kaiser’s death. The agonizing feeling of hur-
tling toward a dreadful collision was shared by the Jews, and Jewish
writers in particular, no matter what relationship (or lack thereof)
they had with their own tradition. It was not firm ground swaying
under their feet, but a rope. And while the other residents of Austria-
Hungary began to cling to their national identities, Jewish journals
continued to debate the essence of “Jewish identity” and the “Jewish
nation,” and whether there was more to it than a special form of reli-
gious rite.

This need to reposition one’s own precarious position historically,
as well, the subtle pressure to justify oneself, now grew more and more
palpable even to the most assimilated Jews, and extended to the inner-
most sanctum of Kafka’s cocoon. There is no more than fragmentary
evidence of what he read and what he was busy with in the year before
he fell ill, but it is clear that he devoted himself with new interest to
Jewish tradition, with an experienced, mature interest. He probably
would not have gone very far with reigniting that naive, burning en-
thusiasm for eastern European Jewish “folk culture” that had taken
hold of him five years earlier, although in the cultural life of Prague
there were plenty of opportunities to do so.!” Instead, he studied the
Jewish media, turned to the Old Testament, and now believed that
being published in Buber’s magazine Der Jude was as important as his
plan for a new book of his own.

But above all—and this is probably the strongest evidence of a new
Jewish self-awareness—Kafka had begun to learn Modern Hebrew.
The standard textbook by Professor Rath had been republished in
a new and improved edition, and it was being advertised and lauded
everywhere.'® Kafka wanted to seize the opportunity to study it, and
enjoy himself in the process. He was determined to learn Hebrew in
secret, since many of his Zionist acquaintances were more inclined to
speak about Hebrew than to learn the language—even Brod,who had
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stepped up his missionary zeal at thistime. Kafka sometimes came to
him with vocabulary questions, and was the picture of wide-eyed in-
nocence when asking Brod how to pronounce the Hebrew numbers,
so Brod was flabbergasted to learn, shortly before Kafka’s departure
for Ziirau, that Kafka had pushed his way through forty-five lessons
within half a year without letting on to anyone. “This solitary furtive-
ness!” he groused in his diary, only to concede that there was some-
thing “very good” aswell as “bad” about Kafka’s bewildering reserve.
Even Brod must have sensed that for Kafka, the solitary nature of
the decision, the freedom from any need for self-justification, which
the Zionists generated to excess, was “good.” He wanted to learn He-
brew primarily for himself, not for Palestine, and as clearly as he was
aware that without the influence of friends he would not have come
up with this idea at all, it was vital to him to make the decision all on
his own and not as part of a political or cultural program of renewal.
Perhaps Brod now understood for the first time—and his ambivalent
commentary in his diary indicates as much—that the astonishing (and
much-touted) independence of Kafka’s judgments and decisions could
be had only at the cost of well-developed social reserve, an immunity
to well-meant insinuations of all sorts, and that only truly free deci-
sions could help Kafka to shape and stabilize his fragile self-image—
which of course did not stop him from measuring himself against the
less autonomous achievements of others, at times with a sense of sat-
isfaction: the Zionists in Prague, Kafka remarked ironically, were con-
demned to keep going back to the opening lesson in Rath’s textbook
because they used the summer vacation to forget what they learned.*
His own decision to learn Hebrew proved far more lasting; even
after the hemorrhage, Kafka continued his vocabulary practice, and
by the end of 1918 he was able to carry on a simple conversation in
Hebrew. Hetook a course in Prague, and both Friedrich Thieberger (a
high school teacher and former Bar Kokhba activist)and Georg Langer
(who was well-versed, albeit narrow-minded, on the subject of reli-
gion) gave him private instruction. Weltsch and Brod sometimes joined
inas well. Theylearned in a small group, but even during their first ten-
tative efforts at corresponding in Hebrew, Kafka made the most of his
head start, such as in this remark to Brod: “Your Hebrew is not bad;



there are a few flaws at the beginning, but once you get into it, it be-
comes flawless.”?°

Of course, no matter how much energy Kafka invested in the new
project, and despite the great pride with which he later considered it
one of the few positive facets of his life in Prague (as Brod recorded in
his diary), for a long time it remained an experiment, a means of self-
definition that did not require exclusivity and neither restricted his
other interests nor had much discernible influence on them. “We are
all fighting just onebattle,” he noted a few daysafter arriving in Ziirau.
“If I reach out for weapons behind me when attacked by the last ques-
tion, I cannot choose among the weapons, and even if I could choose,
I'would have to grab hold of ‘unknown’ ones because we all have only
one arsenal of weapons.”2! In other words, the way we wind up coping
with a life-threatening crisis is not entirely of our own choosing. He
confirmed this idea impressively with his apparently random selection
of books in Ziirau. Felix Weltsch, who was a librarian, was astonished
to hear that Kafka was requesting not Jewish or literary biographies
and autobiographies, butanykind at all, as long as they were written in
either French or Czech. Magazines were ordered, packaged, and sent
to Ziirau: Die neue Rundschau, Die Aktion, Der Jude, Jiidische Rundschau,
Selbstwehr, Proszenium (a theater journal), les tablettes (a pacifist jour-
nal) ... Kafka devoured them all. He also read Dickens, Herzen, the
diaries of Tolstoy, most likely Schopenhauer, the correspondence of
J.M.R. Lenz, and analyses of current issues by R. M. Holzapfel, Max
Scheler, Hans Bliiher,and Theodor Tagger. It almost seemed as though
Kafka, freed from the responsibility of choosing, wanted a display of
the entire “arsenal of weapons.”

Inview of the wide range of intellectual influences Kafka opted to
consider in the winter of 19171918, a narrowly Jewish interpretation
of his meditations cannot be justified under any circumstances, and
his reading list gives no indication of an explicitly religious interest ei-
ther. The sole exception was the writing of Kierkegaard, which he
started studyingsomewhat more systematically in November. He read
The Moment, Fear and Trembling, and Repetition; he also reread Kierke-
gaard’s diary entries and wrote detailed letters about them to Brod.
Even in these letters it is abundantly clear, however, that Kafka—as
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always—was not especially curious about the finer points of theologi-
cal and intellectual history. The case of Kierkegaard is what caught his
attention, in particular the issue of Kierkegaard’s fraught engagement,
which seemed strikingly similar to his own, and the philosopher’s con-
sistent refusal to take life “as it was,” for which he paid dearly. Kafka
was impressed by Kierkegaard’s existential gravityand his radical priv-
ileging of individual experience. Kierkegaard was able to frame his own
issues as highly abstract philosophical discourse. He acknowledged
and articulated his highly personal conflicts paradigmatically, even at
moments of the profoundest torment, and shone a spotlight on the
question of legitimacy.

Kafka was hearing echoes of his own questions in Kierkegaard.
Can there be any justification for merely observing and describing life
inlieu of living it ourselves? Is there any authority conceivable beyond
social obligations, an authority that may not only permit, but even de-
mandthatwe challenge our own group? These are questions thatgnaw
at the foundations of any social community, that can never be resolved
once and for all, and that perpetually recur in myriad guises. Jurists
and censors know the problem all too well; it affects the degree of ar-
tistic “moral impropriety” that a society can tolerate. For the writer, in
turn, it is a question of survival; he knows that his powers of imagina-
tion are anything but socially acceptable and that they begin to bleed
dry when they succumb to the pressure of outward conformity. And
theologians regard it as the biblical snare par excellence, the divine
test of obedience: the command to Abraham to kill his only son and
thus to violate a fundamental rule of the social community—in favor
of a “higher” rule. In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard picked this very
episode to demonstrate that faith in a higher order (whether it be God,
art, or morality) guaranteed neither well-being nor security, and in fact
goes hand in hand with fear: fear of the leap that cannot be undone,
the absurd, and the void.

Kafka was well acquainted with this fear, and a letter he later wrote
to Robert Klopstock shows that the story of Abraham continued to
weigh on his mind for years and must have captivated him to the point
of total identification. Kafka thought up contemporary variants that
could have come straight from his literary cosmos. There is, for ex-
ample, someone



who would be as ready to carry out the order for the sacrifice on
the spot, like a waiter filling his orders, but who would still never
perform the sacrifice because he cannot get away from home, he is
indispensable, the household needs him, there is always something
that has to be attended to, the house isn’t finished, but until the
house is finished, until he has this security, he cannot get away. The
Bible recognizes this too, for it says: “He put his house in order.”

That is a humorous, subversive, and playful approach to the myth,
but in the background is the spirit of a different Abraham, one who
fails to amuse:

One who certainly wants to carry out the sacrifice properly and in
general correctly senses what the whole thing is about but cannot
believe that he is the one who was meant, he, the repulsive old man,
and his child, the dirty boy. He does not lack the true faith—he has
this faith—he would sacrifice in the proper manner, if he could
onlybelieve he was the one who was meant. He is afraid that he will
ride out as Abraham and his son, but on the way will turn into Don
Quixote.... An Abraham who comes unsummoned! It is as if the
top student were solemnly to receive a prize at the end of the year
and in the expectant silence, the worst student, because he has
misheard, comes forward from his dirty back bench and the whole
class falls apart. And it is perhaps not that he has heard wrong, for
his name was actually spoken, because it is the teacher’s intention
that the reward for the top student is at the same time the punish-
ment of the worst.
Terrible things—enough.??

Terrible, certainly, not because there was an unfathomable theo-
logical or ideological problem being negotiated here but because it
is first and foremost a life experience, an affront that the Abraham
myth calls back painfully into consciousness. For Kafka, questions of
whether one is “meant” (to receive good fortune, talent, a task, an ob-
ligation, ...), how to recognize that one is meant, and whether one
can ever be sure of being meant are not issues of religious conviction,
and even when he brought in religious images, myths, or schools of
thought, it is far from certain that he was speaking about religion.
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Hence, the palpable resistance with which both Kafka’s diaries and
the Ziirau meditations meeteveryattemptto distill a positive religious
content. Never did Kafka establish a direct connection to God.?3 He
thought of God almost exclusively as a protagonist in biblical myths,
especially in the story of paradise lost. But even here, God remains
arole, a conceptualization, and not even a consummate one.?* Kafka
did not take any of these exegetic considerations into account in his
set of slips of papers. But wherever he dropped the literary perspective,
wherever he bypassed imagery and metaphorical language and spoke
directly about the issue of religion, he immediately built up an intel-
lectual distance:

Man cannot live without a steady faith in something indestructible
within him, even if both the indestructible element and the faith
may always remain concealed from him. One of the ways this con-
cealment can be expressed is the belief in a personal god.?’

A wonderfully profound idea, formulated with utter simplicity. But
no one who believes in a personal God would speak this way. And
Kafkalater eliminated even this aphorism (this is one of the few medi-
tations that truly is an aphorism). If we were to regard Kafka’s slips of
paper, in the final version endorsed by the author, as the printer’s copy
of awork, we would be left with a text that never mentions God.

But this is equally true of Kafka’s more prominent works, and
Brod’s claim that the “aphorisms” built on something long in the mak-
ing is notentirely incorrect. The deeper we delve into the Ziirau reflec-
tions, the clearer it becomes that Kafka was not nearly as far removed
from his narrative universe as it might first appear. He used all the rhe-
torical means at his disposal to conjure an all-encompassing transcen-
dence that caught up everything in its spell (the law, truth, the inde-
structible, ...), and in the same breath he shifted this transcendence
into a hopeless distance. It is as though he were compelling all his
readers to stare in the same direction, only to tell them, “the direction
is correct; there it is, but your eyes don’t reach far enough to see it, and
they never will.” A devastating reply, but nothing new. This gesture
into the void already predominated in The Trial.

But it is not a religious gesture. Kafka blocked off every exit and
plugged up every gap. He showed the shadows but never the accompa-



nyinglight. Attimes, arayhappened to shine through and cast warmth
ever so briefly—then he hurried to correct the oversight. He initially
wrote “something indestructible,” but in the final copy in the files, he
altered it to “something indestructible within him.” In Octavo Note-
book H, he wrote that we develop “no less profoundly bound up with
mankind than we are with ourselves—through all the sufferings of
the world until we are all redeemed together.”This, too, sounded like a
religious promise, an absolutely positive expectation amidst all the
uncertainty, and Kafka hastened to rectify this misunderstanding by
crossing out the words “untilwe are all redeemed together” and writ-
ingover them: “together with all our fellow men.” With a stroke of the
pen, he wiped out any hope, brought us back to the history of man-
kind,and severedthe final transcendental connection. All that remained
was the now doubly invoked secular togetherness, and death was elimi-
nated as a medium of redemption. His rationale is stunningly simple:
“Life on earth cannot be followed by a life beyond because life beyond
is eternal and therefore cannot have a temporal connection to life on
earth.” And with that, the very last door slammed shut.2¢

In conversations as well as in his writings, Kafka appears to have
spent years under the spell of these thought patterns, which reveal the
enduring influence of Plato more than of Jewish literature, which dis-
appointed Brod, who had thought that his friend was well on his way
to embracing religiousness. It was, of course, impressive how seri-
ously Kafka took notions of truth, goodness, and permanence; he also
made frequent use of religious or religious-sounding terms to apply
the highest possible tension to the ideas he considered vital. “Writing
as a form of prayer”—that sounded impressive, and at least seemed far
removed from bloodless metaphysics.?”

But when Brod now tried to pin down his friend as to the actual re-
ligious meaning of these terms, he met with resistance. Kafka had no
interest in religious catchphrases, and on the matter of the supposed
guarantors of that spiritual world, which he considered the only real
one, he was capable of downright blasphemous statements. He readily
and repeatedly countered the idea that his tubercular illness could be a
kind of trial by ordeal with a paraphrase from Wagner’s Meistersinger:
“I would have thought him more refined.”?® In a conversation with
Brod, Kafka described people as “nihilistic thoughts that came into
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God’s head,” but he hastened to assure Brod that this did not point to
the existence of an evil creator of the world, as some gnostics claimed,
but merely to “one of his bad moods.” Taken aback, Brod asked him
when there would be any hope outside our world. Kafka replied witha
smile, “Plenty of hope—for God—an infinite amount of hope—only
not for us.”?

It seems strange that at a time when everything was falling to pieces,
when the course of world history had sped up, millions of individuals
were in disarray and at the mercy of mere chance, and history was de-
volving into an unimaginable number of exciting stories, a storyteller
would pull away from telling stories and turn instead to the seemingly
ahistorical, the “last things™ good and evil, truth and lie, life and
death. This was likely Kafka’s way of seeking a foothold under vastly
changed circumstances. At times, he himself no longer knew how to
distinguish between a last insight and a last attempt at rescue. He was
experiencing a universal crisis that went beyond the powers of imagi-
nation: aworld war, the disintegration of a society and its values, and
the demise of hisown state. On top of that, he was observing this crisis
from an exposed vantage point—the Jewish one—which remained
shaky when everyone else felt they were on firm ground. And to add
insult to injury, he had to cope with the invasion of a second, equally
threatening, but utterly personal crisis, an attack on his now-bleeding
body.

Both Kafka’s meditations and his letters from Ziirau reveal that he
was keenly aware of this double impact. He understood that under
conditions like these, it would no longer suffice to vindicate himself
in front of his own internal court, in front of his fiancée or a couple
of well-meaning friends. Even the most powerful and persuasive
metaphors—such as the bellicose wording in his final letters to Felice—
rang hollow when they stayed within the confines of a merely personal
mythology of pure introspection. He found that when he grappled
seriously with the work of reflection, it inevitably carried him beyond
the frame of reference of his individual fate. He needed to entrust him-
self to these centrifugal forces to discover his place in the vortex of
disintegration.



Max Brod was the first to be confronted with this new and surpris-
ing dimension of Kafka’s thought, in the seemingly harmless context
of the odd serenity, even cheerfulness, with which Kafka appeared to
accept his illness, behavior that no one in Prague could make any sense
of. Brod wrote to him in Ziirau, “If I weren’t afraid of upsettingyou, I
would tell you that your letters are evidence of great calm. Well, now
I've said it—which goes to prove that I'm not really afraid that this or
anything else could upset you. You are happy in your unhappiness.”3°

Kafka was not hearing, or inferring, this reprimand for the first
time, and just a few months earlier he might well have replied by rat-
tling off a set of self-incriminations and employing a well-rehearsed
defensive strategy of assuming the stance of the most merciless judge
and meting out self-justice. This time, however, he responded not with
complaints, but with a powerful counterattack:

Dear Max, It has always surprised me that you apply the expres-
sion “happy in unhappiness” to me and to others, and that you
mean it not as an assertion or statement of regret, or possibly as an
admonition, but as a reproach. Don’t you realize what that means?
The mark may have been set upon Cain with the agenda buried in
this phrase, which of course carries with it the implication “un-
happy in happiness” at the same time. When someone is “happy
in unhappiness,” it follows that he has fallen out of step with the
world and, moreover, that everything has fallen apart for him, or is
falling apart, that no voice can reach out to him clearly any longer
and so he cannot follow it straightforwardly. Things are not quite
so bad with me, at least so far. I have met with both happiness and
unhappiness in full measure, although you are quite right as to my
average experience, and you are also largely right about my present
state, but you must say so in a different tone.3!

Brod was too startled to reply. Never before had Kafka undertaken
such a forceful attempt to explain his own behavior as typical of his
era, as symptomatic, and with a serene air of superiority that banished
any thought that he was fishing for excuses. No, he was serious about
this; he now had a real aversion to anything resembling psychological
cunning,3? and since he had long suspected that Felice was laboring
under the same misapprehension, he attempted to clear it up with
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her preemptively. He quoted Brod’s “crude” reproach, asked whether
it was what she might be thinking as well, and provided a detailed
paraphrase of his reply, intensifying its imagery in the process. A per-
son who is happy in unhappiness, he wrote, is someone “who has de-
stroyed the world and, incapable of resurrecting it, is hunted through
its ruins.”33

These were not rash impulses. The laconic tone of Kafka’s notes
dated August 1917, and stemming from the days immediately preced-
ing and following the hemorrhage, mark the exact point at which la-
ments about his own disorientation widen out into a far more ex-
tensive analysis. These notes begin vaguely: “Do you think so? I don’t
know,” then assume a sharper focus: “Whatever I touch falls apart,” and
end witha poetic twist: “The woods and the river—they swam past me
while I swam in the water.”3+

Numerous other fragments in the Ziirau meditations makeitclear
that Kafka was not propelled by an abstract, impersonal will to knowl-
edge. He sought instead to link highly personal events with the larger
societal picture, to situate himself in his era. He hoped to find a place
where it was possible to stay alive intellectually. Kafka acted like an
underdressed man who is loath to cover his nakedness with awkward
movements and decides he would rather take the stage unclothed: that
is, where nakedness no longer carries a stigma but conveys a meaning.
It was the tuberculosis, he explained, that had offered him this “new
way out, which in its completeness had so far seemed impossible.”
This “way out”

wouldentailmy confessing notonly in private, notonlyas an aside,
but openly, by my behavior, that I cannotacquit myself here. To this
end, I need do nothing but follow the lines of my previous life with
full determination. As a result I would hold myself together, not
squander myself in meaninglessness, and keep a clear-eyed view.3’

Kafka was recharting his course. The notion he was not “acquit-
ting” himself was, of course, an old refrain. But now he had to think
through the practical and intellectual consequences of the change he
was contemplating. And it was just a small step to the decision not
to acquit himself at any cost, but instead, as Kierkegaard’s diaries had
recently taught him, to insist on his own standards: “As soon as a man



comes along ... who says: However the world is, I shall stay with my
original nature, which I am not about to change to suit what the world
regards as good. The moment this word is spoken, a metamorphosis
takes place in the whole of existence.”3¢

In Ziirau, Kafka took this step. What had begun as a way outled to
a new, radically altered interpretation of his own life. The resultant
stream of self-confidence was tremendous, and the unexpectedly clear
view gave him the prospect of an autonomy that seemed miraculous
after all the years of neurotic self-imposed captivity. He had opened
awindowand let in air that was ice cold—too cold, perhaps, to endure
itforlong and to live in it, but he was not thinking about that now. It
was the hour of insight.

It is not inertia, ill will, awkwardness ... that cause me to fail or
even get me near failure: family life, friendship, marriage, profes-
sion, literature. It is, rather, the lack of ground, of air, of impera-
tives. It is my task to create these, not in order to catch up with what
I have missed, but instead so that I have not missed anything, for
the task is as good as any other. It is even the most primal task of
all, or at least the pale reflection of that task, just as one may, on
climbing to heights where the air is thin, suddenly step into the
light of the far-distant sun. And this is no exceptional task, either;
it is sure to have been faced often before, although I don’t know
whether to such a degree. I have brought nothing with me of what
life requires, so far as I know, but only the universal human weak-
ness. With this—in this respect it is gigantic strength—I have pow-
erfully absorbed the negative element of the age in which I live, an
age that is, of course, very close to me, which I have no right ever
to fight against, but to an extent a right to represent. The slight
amount of the positive, and also of the extreme negative, which
tips into the positive, is something in which I have had no heredi-
tary share. I have not been guided into life by the deeply sinking
hand of Christianity, as Kierkegaard was, and have not caught the
last corner of the Jewish prayer shawl flyingby, as the Zionists have.
I'am an end ora beginning.”3’
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Spanish Influenza, Czech Revolt, Jewish Angst

I fear that some creator has overreached.

—Hans Henny Jahnn, Fluss obne Ufer

“FRANZ KAFKA, WHO WAS AWARDED THE FONTANE PRIZE FOR HIS
stories “The Stoker’ and “The Metamorphosis, withdrew from the pub-
liceye and bought agardensomewhere in German Bohemia, where he
is seeking a return to nature in his vegetarian diet and interests.” This
statement appeared in the Prager Tagblatt in the summer of 1918.! The
legendaryRadio Yerevan quips about life in eastern Europe came later,
but this type of reporting existed back in Kafka’s day, as well. The gist of
the announcement was correct, although Kafka had not been awarded
the Fontane prize—just the money that came along with it. He had
not bought the garden in which he was working; it was part of his sis-
ter’s property, and even she had not bought the land, but rather leased
it from her brother-in-law. Kafka had not “withdrawn” from the pub-
lic eye—he was attempting to cure his tuberculosis. And he had been
back at his desk at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute for the
past six weeks. All this nonsense had been concocted at Café Arco—
and thereis no doubt that Max Brod contributed his insider’s perspec-
tive. It was highly unlikely that the record would be set straight there.



By early April, Kafka had decided not to request any more leaves of
absence from Director Marschner. The three months that had been
approved at the outset stretched into nearly eight, and at no point did
the institute exert the least bit of pressure on him. That was the best
policy it could have adopted, Kafka noted admiringly: “[T]hey hold
their peace, are patient, pay, and wait. It isn’t easy to hold out.”> On
April 27, he tidied up his vegetable garden for the last time, and three
days later, Ottla brought him to the Michelob train station with a
horse and cart. On the morning of May 2, Kafka showed up at the
office of his immediate superior, Pfohl, with a slight cough but look-
ing healthier and better nourished than he had in years.

Kafka soon realized that the institute’s clever “policy” of leaving
him alone for a good three quarters of a year stemmed not from tacti-
cal or humanitarian considerations but rather from the organizational
chaos that had inevitably ensued with the increasing tensions between
Czechs and Germans. Two days before Kafka’s departure to Ziirau,
the honorary president of the institute, Otto Pribram (who, despite
his name, was of German nationality) had died unexpectedly, and the
Czech members of the board, who were suddenly in the majority, in-
sisted that only a Czech member could succeed him. When the Ger-
mans rejected this and were unable to prevail with paper ballots, they
opted not to attend any future board meetings. As a result, the insur-
ance institute was now essentially operating with no one at the helm,
and fruitless attempts at arbitration dragged on for months until the
newly founded “ministry for social aid” intervened by sending the
board home and appointing a provisional administrator. Still, now
that the administration was preoccupied only with itself, Director
Marschner could (and had to) decide pending vacation requests as he
saw fit—a lucky coincidence for Kafka, and one of the rare opportuni-
tiesin his lifewhenluck and external circumstances worked in his favor.

But what was taking place at Kafka’s office was just a relatively in-
nocuous offshoot of the atmospheric changes that had come over
Prague by this time. Since the city was in no postion to continue to en-
sure provisions for its residents—not even one quarter of the official
bread rations (whichwere meager as it was) could actually be had—the
mentality of ruthless “wangling” had taken over, procuring the essen-
tials without giving any thought to the law or social responsibility. The
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only thing that still functioned reliably was illicit trade, and the few
who could afford it lacked for nothing. But where did all the goods
traded “under the counter” come from, and where did they go—and
who was reaping the benefits of the shockinglyexorbitant prices? These
were questions that took on increasingly partisan casts. One side
claimed that the Czech farmers were the ones lining their pockets; the
other countered that the food was being smuggled to Vienna, or even
into the German Reich. The remainder supposedly disappeared into
the cellars of Jewish black marketeers, and they, in turn, brazenly de-
nounced unwelcome competition, especially Czech, to the authorities
on a regular basis, as any child knew.?

It was only a matter of time before rumors of this kind spilled over
into street politics. Strikes and hunger demonstrations had been ev-
eryday occurrences for quite a while in Bohemia, but in 1917 the num-
ber of incidents mounted. The targets of the attacks were not “the
authorities” or “the wealthy,” but anyone at all who declared allegiance
to a rival nationality. This undercurrent barely made a ripple during
the mass demonstrations in Prague, in which as many as 150,000 peo-
ple took part in January 1918, but a mere two months later, “hunger
riots” that the authorities could barely contain were clearly targeting
Germans and Jews. And it now appeared that it did not take Jewish
refugees from the East to incite more anti-Semitic wrath. Although
their number steadily decreased, and although more and more refugees
were deported to their hometowns in Galicia and Poland by force—
with eager assistance from the Jewish community, which wanted to be
rid of these “pests” once and for all*—anti-Semitic rage was more and
more openly and menacingly manifest. Selbstwebr magazine reported
in August 1918 that the situation in Prague had grown unbearable and
that it was literally impossible to walk through the city on any street
“without encountering this revolting expression of national venom.”’

Underthese circumstances, the Kafkas could not be blamed for se-
curingwhat they had acquired over the course of more than three de-
cades of hard work while there was still time. They kept their anxiety
about their possessions in a perpetual subliminal tension; they would
sooner forgo rest and relaxation, which they desperately needed, than
expose their shop to the danger of mismanagement or embezzlement
foreven a single day. But now that even their own staff was joining the



big strikes® and a growing crowd gathered under their windows on
Altstidter Ring again and again, this state of anxiety reached a new
pitch. Who could possibly guarantee that the looting, which had so far
been restricted to food and coal, would not spill over into other areas?
It was such an obvious expectation that Jewish merchants would be
the first to be hit, as history had shown time and again, thatthere was
no point in spelling out the reasons for their fear.

Hermann and Julie Kafka decided to call a halt to their entrepre-
neurial career, to give up their fancy goods store as soon as possible,
and to invest their accumulated business capital in a more stable and
lessconspicuous manner. InJanuary1918,theypurchased alarge mod-
ernapartment house at Bilekgasse 4, where most of theresidents were
Czech. The purchase price was a half million kronen. The new land-
lords, bursting with pride, spent weeks speaking of nothing else and
devoted themselves zealously to the task of honing an extensive set
of house rules. The building was paid for with the enormous sum of
money they received from selling the business to one of Julie’s rela-
tives, Bedfich Lowy, who evidently believed his Czech first name
would enable him to blend into the crowd and was thus somewhat less
pessimistic. The previous owners had several monthsto close the door
on their life’s work, and on July 15, the responsibility was passed on to

Even though Kafka was well informed about the events in Prague,
he must have been surprised upon his return from Ziirau how pro-
foundly everyday life had already been eroded: daily brawls between
Czech and German high school students, furious demonstrations by
innkeepers who had nothing left to offer their guests, evacuations of
malnourished children, streetcar and passenger train cancellations
lasting for days on end, loud arguments in front of kiosks that handed
out cigarette ration cards; in the outskirts of the city, stones were
sometimes hurled at helpless officials. This was a social travesty of the
Prague he had left eight months earlier. But as long as he remained fit
for work, there was no escaping this predatory society. The only option
appeared to be coming to terms with the situation and stoically await-
ing the end of the war; even the rapid publication of the Country Doctor
story collection, even an unlikely literary success would not have made
adifference. Kafkaalso had to give up his plan to look for a new apart-
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ment and thus to maintain a modicum of independence; the fear of
spending another winter in unheated rooms during the war was too
great—where would he get the coal? And he could not risk being help-
less in the face of another hemorrhage. The only remaining choice was
to return to his parents’ apartment, as difficult as this decision was
after their recent conflicts. Kafka decided to write a letter to his father
to prepare for this move (unfortunately, the letter has not been pre-
served), but bringing things out in the open had always been the worst
strategy for lifting the family’s mood. Once again, the patriarch ranted
and raved in the shop for days on end; not daring to vent his anger on
his son, he took it out on the staff instead.”

Kafka missed the easy closeness with Ottla in Prague, and the way
they could revert to childhood behavior without repercussions. She
had no part in his meditations’analytical astuteness or preoccupation
with death, but he often found that her very presence lifted his spirits
and filled him with boyish cheer; and he teased her and made a point
of intruding on her rare free moments.? He was unable to act this way
even in the company of his closest friends in Prague, where he struck a
verydifferent tone. Max Brod took it hard when Kafka informed him
thatfriendshipswere not part of the indispensable substance of his life
and that he was therefore determined to become even more reclusive
and sever his remaining ties. Brod feared that this new escalation of his
purism was starting to assume hostile dimensions.

Kafka did not ultimately follow through on this decision to wipe
his social slate clean—presumably it would have taken some concrete
hope and an encouraging perspective to justify such a rigid step. So he
stayed with his usual walks, occasional group outings, and swimming
with others in the Moldau River. Still, Kafka was able to keep up a new
“rustic” outlook, which had come to seem more of an expression of
authentic life, for his life in Prague. He began to spend his free after-
noons at the Institute for Pomology, Viniculture, and Horticulture,
which was located in the northern part of Prague, right next to the
baroque Troja Palace, and offered a broad view over the city. Lessons
in horticulture had been introduced here recently. It did seem a baf-
fling form of continuing education for a thirty-five-year-old senior
civil servant, but there was nothing wrong with wanting to apply expert
touches to one’s own garden plot—many who were suffering from



hunger longed to do so—and this pretext had served Kafka well some
years earlier at the Dvorsky Nursery.

Back then, of course, he had regarded garden work as therapeutic.
The label “nervousness” could be used to justify the oddest habits, and
he had been following naturopathic recommendations, which advo-
cated just about any kind of exercise as long as it took place outdoors.
But in the meantime, clearly under the influence of his Zionist read-
ings, physical activity had become a moral aim for him, a question of
existential style. The slow and deliberate attention required for work
with plants was one of the achievements he wanted to keep as pure
as possible, whatever the social consequences. He did not even use the
regular two-week vacation to which he was entitled for the stay at a
health resort he had been urgently advised to take, opting instead for
additional training in gardening. In September 1918, Kafka worked in
the nurseries of alarge market garden in Turnovin northern Bohemia,
and he did not feel as though he lacked for anything.

It is easy to see why this odd decision gave his parents and friends
pause. Still, they must have been relieved that his thoughts had not
turned to Ziirau again. That outpost had become unsustainable, and
when Ottla was in Prague for a few hours—which happened less and
less often—she seemed like the symbol of a hopeless battle to her
family, and noweven to her brother. Ottla was gaunt, overworked, and
disillusioned. Seeds and fodder could no longer be obtained legally,
and the villagers had given up hope of getting administrative assis-
tance once the terrible food crisis in the nearby Bohemian industrial
areas had exhausted the last government reserves. The German Reich
had to be appealed to to head off mass starvation. And the Germans
stepped in to help: flour for military aid was now the motto. But these
supplies did not make it as far as Ziirau, because the people there were
still managing to scrape by.

The Ziirau mission had proved futile, and even Irma, an admiring
sympathizer since Ottla first went there, now advised her to break off
this doomed experiment. There was nothing more to earn there; even
Karl Hermann eventually had to admit this. He visited his farm in Au-
gust and quickly reached an agreement with Ottla to dissolve it alto-
gether within one or two months. The elder Kafkas wererelieved. This
was the decision they had been urging for months, and it provided a
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good opportunity, they figured, to get Ottla’s life back on track, which
for them meant her return to Prague, immediate enrollment in a
school of home economics, and bringing back the marriage broker.
But they were mistaken. What made Ottla give up was neither the la-
boriousness of the farm work nor the insufficient supply of food,
which could not go on indefinitely, but rather the wretched drudgery,
day in and day out, without any hope of a bright future, the impossi-
bility of making headway, learning something, creating professional
opportunities for herself under these circumstances. Still, her path
was not leading her to Prague; she refused even to discuss that option.
The long-planned and repeatedly postponed agricultural training was
now on her agenda, and that would finally get her the professional sta-
tus she had been seeking. This was exactly what her brother envisioned
for her as well, and he immediately began to make inquiries at the in-
surance institute and to send out letters to the directors of agricultural
schools. Budweis was one possibility, or Déin, or the large horticul-
tural school in Klosterneuburg, just north of Vienna. The choice was
not simple, in some instances because high school diplomas or evi-
dence of extensive prior knowledge were required, which Ottla could
not produce, and in others because women were admitted only as au-
ditors and would not be permitted to take the examinations. Finally
Kafka advised her to apply to the Agricultural Winter School in Fried-
land. She would be the first woman ever to study there. To alleviate his
sister’s fear of further financial dependence, he offered to pay her tu-
ition for the time being, which took at least one argument off the table
as far as their parents were concerned. However, the quarreling about
Ottla’s stubbornness and Franz’s irresponsible support continued to
heat up and could have easily resulted in a long-lasting rift if another
event of a very different dimension had not intervened, an event that
united the family, albeit in fear and only on the surface, for several
weeks.

Previously strong, healthy people are suddenly complaining about
crippling headaches, pain throughout the body, stuffed noses, bad
colds, lack of appetite, sensations of heat followed by mild shiver-
ing fits, and, above all, overwhelming fatigue. A feeling of dry-
ness, a scratchy throat with slight difficulty swallowing, and some



degree of hoarseness soon follow; at the same time a debilitating
urge to cough that tires out patients and can thoroughly exhaust
them....°

This was not the common flu. These were the symptoms of an
illness that would develop into a devastating pandemic extending
throughout the world, with a momentum that made the massive infec-
tion attack like a natural disaster and instantly overwhelm social and
hygienic protection systems. The first cases were identified at the end
of September, and within the first week in October, about two hun-
dred peopledied in each of the two metropolises of Vienna and Berlin.
By mid-October, up to two hundred were dying per day. Schools, the-
aters,and movie houses were closed; thebeginning of the fall semester
was postponed at all universities; and the authorities appealed to peo-
ple to avoid crowds. But it was too late. More than 15 percent of the
population had been infected with so-called Spanish influenza,’® and
while the municipal mortuaries were overcrowded, whole departments
in hospitals had to close down because there was no longer a single
healthy doctor or other medical professional available.

But the uncontrollable risk of infection (with an incubation period
of only one to two days) coupled with the breakneck speed with which
the epidemic spread from one part of town to the next, from one re-
gion to another, were not the only horrific aspects of this epidemic—
even more distressing was the swift force with which people were
stricken. The pains in their arms and legs intensified rapidly, their
tongues turned gray, their temperatures often soared within just one
or two hours. And stories were told of people who were in the best of
spirits one evening and by the following noon lay dead in one of the
hastily built cofhns.

Nevertheless, the Spanish flu was not lethal per se. Those who were
able to take to bed at the first sign of symptoms and rest until these
subsided had about a 97 percent chance of survival—assuming there
were no complications such as pneumonia. But no known flu epidemic
had ever resulted in so many and such severe cases of pneumonia,
most of them as early as the third or fourth day of contracting the flu.
The mortality rates that were reported from the individual clinics were
dreadful, with patients bleeding to death and suffocating. And it struck
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those who seemed healthiest and most active. People between the ages
of twenty and forty had to fear the worst.!!

Kafka was stricken with the flu at the height of the epidemic, on
Monday, October 14. The doctorwho was sent for, Dr. Heinrich Kral,
noted that by noon, Kafka’s fever had risen to 105. He listened to
Kafka’s lungs but was unable to discover anything alarming, and be-
cause his patient initially failed to tell himabout his barely cured apical
catarrh of the lungs, this was a doubly fortunate finding. It is quite
conceivable that Kafka was putting the doctor to a little test, but it is
just as possible that he was already beginning to downplay the danger
because the symptoms of tuberculosis—shortness of breath, constant
coughing, and night sweats—had ebbed during the summer, and Pro-
fessor Pick had been speaking in terms of a “very good” state of his
lungs. The garden work in Turnov had been good for him, and he
seemed to have gotten over the worst.

But in view of the acute crisis, this finding did little to reassure
anyone, especially his mother, who was consumed with fear on the
first day and kept bursting into tears. It was a lucky coincidence that
Ottla—who had already left Ziirau—was spending a few weeks in
Prague until her agricultural classes started up. She was evidently the
only one who could keep a cool head and take charge of her brother’s
affairs. During the next few weeks, she kept his office apprised of the
situation, and also his closest friends, since Kafka was not allowed to
have visitors. He soon had to put down his pen, as well. He had written
to Brod shortly after his illness began that he had “some fever” and was
confined to bed, and would have to cancel their next Hebrew lessons
together.'2 This was his last known message for nearly a month.

Now came what everyone feared the most: pneumonia. We have
little information about its course—no one in the family had any cause
or opportunity to put the details of this catastrophe on record—but it
is likely that Kafka, like nearly all patients in his situation, spent weeks
coughing up blood this time. His fever apparently rose to about 106, a
number that must have astonished even a doctor who was racing from
one flu patient to the next.!3 Kafka had entered the zone of delirium,
and at any moment, organ failure could set in. Brod was horrified to
learn that his friend’s doctors were close to the point of considering his
case hopeless. Evidently the crisis had gotten to the point where the



doctor’s calculated optimism in dealing with the family could no lon-
ger be justified.

The medical establishment stood by helplessly while the Spanish
flu wreaked havoc (it took eighty moreyears for the virus— HIN1—to
be identified); it could do virtually nothing for the mass outbreak of
pneumonia either. Patients were given medications to bring their
fever down (aspirin, Pyramidon, and quinine); for shortness of breath,
they were injected with camphor. In addition, every clinic was experi-
menting with its own in-house remedies (adrenaline, electrocollargol,
neosalvarsan, mercurous chloride, etc.) without achieving any signifi-
cant results, so Dr. Kral’s prescriptions cannot have been very helpful
for his patient. But it is clear that the least additional strain—such as
transporting him to a hospital—would have meant certain death for
Kafka and that the only effective way of nursing him back to health
would be intensive care at home. Soon he was moved into his parents’
much more comfortable bedroom. Black marketeers brought the spe-
cial food he required, fearless maids kept the place spotless, and there
was a daily medical update. The family’s comfortable social status ulti-
mately enabled him to escape his brush with death—and Kafka must
have soon realized that his debt to his parents had mushroomed dur-
ing this awful autumn of 1918. The only real consolation was that he
had not infected anyone else. And that was in itself a minor miracle.

The Spanish flu, which resurfaced in a second and far more powerful
wave in the spring of 1919, then died down as suddenly as it had ap-
peared, is now considered an event of global historical significance
because of the enormous number of victims it claimed. More than
twenty million people succumbed to the pandemic. Although Asiaand
Africa were hit the hardest proportionally, the viral infection spiraled
into a social and demographic catastrophe in the United States and
Europe, aswell.

The flu also appeared at a time of major political upheaval, and un-
beknownst to the general public, the flu and politics went hand in hand
in many ways that few could analyze because there was no reliable in-
formation to go on. Today it sounds odd that coverage of the epidemic
that claimed so many lives slipped to the third page of many daily
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newspapers, and incomprehensible that there was no requirement to
report cases of the flu without delay; unfathomable that an Austrian
minister of public health believed that he could reassure the people
by promising three tons of aspirin.'* But what else could he have
said? The flu was terrible, of course, but by the next week everything
might be over and done with. The collapse of the military fronts, the
depletion of economic resources, hunger riots, and the threat of civil
war were incomparably worse because their long-term consequences
were unforeseeable. Moreover, the implementation of comprehen-
sive hygienic measures required an undisputed government monop-
oly of power or at least the intact authority of the administration. But
just when there were finally good reasons to prohibit large gather-
ings, the public space had slipped out of government control. Dem-
onstrations and national rallies had become hot spots where history
was being made—and people were not covering their mouths with
handkerchiefs.

The Spanish flu was perceived as a limited catastrophe against the
backdrop of a far more comprehensive one and was consequently
brushed aside at the first signs of improvement. It became a matter of
course to accept the deaths of others without being able to prevent
or even fully grasp what was happening. Weren’t many more people
dying of hunger than of the flu? Politicians flatly denied it, and censors
suppressed any mention of concrete numbers, but it was the truth.
Andit nolonger mattered whetherthe soldiers’ stamina and willpower
were undermined by hunger or by influenza or by both; people stopped
caring whether the military hospitals were merely full or terribly over-
crowded. The armies of the Central Powers were not just weakened—
they were finished: no more replacements of serviceable weapons, no
vehicles, no fuel, no rations. Starting in April, there were open muti-
nies among returning war prisoners who did not want to go back to
the trenches, and the soldiers on the western front could barely be in-
duced to advance. The German navy refused to carry out orders. Aus-
trian, Hungarian, Czech soldiers, who one year earlier, in the twelfth
and last Battle of the Isonzo, had broken through the Italian front
lines, made their way home on their own.

The juxtaposition of influenza epidemic and political crisis as-
sumed the oddest forms under these circumstances. The flu acted as



the great equalizer, acting to hold up the flow of history and thereby
assuming historic dimensions. Martin Buber, for example, suffered
from pneumonia just as the attention of the entire Zionist movement
was focused on him, because many supporters expected him to tackle
the practical problems of liberated Palestine right after the conclusion
of a peace treaty. Buber, however, followed his doctor’sadvice to take
it easy and to retreat from the public eye for the time being. His long-
time friend Gustav Landauer came down with the flu as well. Lan-
dauer, a pacifist and socialist who had eagerly awaited the end of the
Wilhelmine Empire virtually since the day the war began, was con-
fined to bed in the first, crucial days of the coup, and in Munich, the
strategically pivotal capital of the newly established Bavarian Soviet
Republic. Plagued by pains in his arms and legs, he could barely get
around.

Manywhoyearned to experience the great moment in history were
now condemned to watch the end of a four-year inferno, the downfall
of a regime tainted with blood, and the dawn of a new era from the
sidelines. But in Kafka’s life, this conflict between body and history
escalated to a colossal paradox because in the fall of 1918, right on
Altstadter Ring—this very familiar square, bordered by urban archi-
tecture, in which he knew every paving stone and nearly every face on
the street—became a stage of world politics, and Kafka had a box seat.
Perhaps he was reminded of August 1914, when he had watched the
truculent, demagogically staged rallies with an “angry look.” But this
time, everything was different. There were no roars of triumph, no
blustering speeches. Directly under his window, decisions were being
made.

On the very first morning of Kafka’s influenza, the family was awak-
ened by unusual sounds, the clank of weapons, and shouted orders.
When they opened the curtains, they saw something alarming: entire
platoons were appearing from the dark side streets in full marching
order and beginning systematically to cordon off Altstadter Ring. There
were also unusual numbers of policemen. The view from the windows
that faced toward a dimly lit Niklasstrasse revealed shadowy images of
soldiers entrenched behind machine guns and cases of ammunition.
The muzzles of their weapons were facing outward, toward anyone
approaching the Ring. What had happened?
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It was the fear of revolution that had set the military chain of com-
mand in motion, and this fear was warranted. The Ndrodni vybor, the
national committee in which all Czech parties were united, had de-
cided to organize mass demonstrations throughout Bohemia on Oc-
tober 14 to protest the catastrophic supply situation, the causes of
which were thought to be in Vienna and in the notorious preferential
treatment given toterritorieswith an ethnic German majority. But the
two leftist parties represented in the Ndrodni vybor did not want to stop
at verbal protests; they envisioned a general strike and called upon the
workers on the outskirts of Prague to gather in the center on this day.
A source at military headquarters reported, “According to leaflets we
have found, there is an intent to proclaim an independent Czech state
from the balcony of city hall in Prague and the community centers in
the suburbs.”?* This was high treason. Even if people knew that it was
not (yet!)theofficialline of thenationalcommittee, it wasthe concrete
threat of a coup, and once it got under way, it would sweep along more
moderate middle-class Czechs. Replacement troops were brought in
immediately, and while the red flags were being rolled out expectantly
in the outlying areas, the massive military force effortlessly dispersed
the groups of demonstrators and bystanders who had ventured onto
Wenceslas Square and Altstidter Ring. The situation in the provincial
towns was brought under control just as quickly. Only in Strakonice,
in southern Bohemia, a special officer named Karl Kraus had pro-
claimed the Czech Republic—mistakenly, as he declared in court the
next day.

There is no doubt that on this morning, Kafka followed these devel-
opments on Altstidter Ring intently as long as he could stay on his
feet. He saw that all the shops remained closed, and the familiar
sounds of the streetcars could not be heard. This silence was not like
the quiet of a Sunday morning; it was threatening. People were wait-
ing for shots to be fired, and wild rumors were circulating. But in the
evening, the cordons were suddenly taken down, and behind the with-
drawing soldiers, people laughed in relief. The Czechs knew that these
Austro-Hungarian shows of force would not go on for long, and even
the Prager Tagblatt reported the following day about the “liquidation of
the old state” with an ironic note that it should “proceed in an orderly
and calm manner” without interference from the censors.!¢



A mere two weeks later, the time had come, and now there was
no need for leaflets or political directives. All that was required to set
things off was arhetorical spark. Even a mere misunderstanding could
put an end once and for all to nearly four centuries of Habsburg rule
over Prague and Bohemia. The final attempt by Kaiser Karl to avert
the fall of Austria-Hungary had now failed: his pitiful manifesto of
October 16, which promised “All My Peoples” that he would establish a
federal union with substantial autonomy for all nationalities, sounded
far too much like the belated confession of an accused man in the hope
that extenuating circumstances would save him from a hopeless situa-
tion. Karl’s offer had already been superseded by the political reality,
and U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, the actual addressee of this an-
nouncement, no longer had any interest in entering into discussions
with a regime thatwas clearly doomed. In the meantime, entire Austro-
Hungarian divisions were refusing to obey orders, and even soldiers
stationed in the capital were already declaring their allegiance to their
“own” national states, so Karl had no choice but to offer the Allies un-
conditional negotiations in the matter of an armistice—unconditional
meant regardless of whether the German “brothersinarms”stillwanted
to carry on the war.

On October 28, 1918, at about 10:30 A.M., a rapidly growing cluster of
people formed in front of the editorial offices of the Ndrodni politika
(National politics), Prague’s most important Czech daily newspaper.
The reason was a message board with a single word in big red letters:
Priméri—armistice. Itwasthe word millions were awaiting with bated
breath. Armistice. The nightmare was over. But was the message reli-
able? Passersby gathered here and spent twenty minutes staring at the
poster and excitedly discussing the matter. Then an employee of the
newspaper came out and covered up the handwriting with a longer
text that was read aloud by the people standing up front. It was the of-
ficial notification by the Austrian foreign ministry and the wording of
the “Andrassy Note” that had been sent the previous evening to Presi-
dent Wilson by way of neutral Sweden. Sure enough, it was about an
armistice, and even, in aroundabout way, about the right of the Czechs
to autonomy. That was all people needed to hear. There was an enor-
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mous racket, songs were sung, people came running from every little
street, and red-and-white flags, which had been laid out in readiness
quite some time ago, were finally unfurled from the windows of the
editorial offices. Of course, some of the more level-headed among
them sensed that this enthusiasm was a bit premature and based on a
misunderstanding because the war was still raging, and the subtle dif-
ference between an armistice that had merely been offered and one
that was already signed still marked the difference between death and
life for many who were at the front. But no one in Prague cared about
this subtle distinction anymore. Kde domov mj¢ Where is my home?
That was the question, in a Czech song (which would later become the
national hymn), that would resound countless times on this momen-
tous day. It seemed as though the answer was finally evident.

In the Kafkas’ apartment—where someone was fighting for his life
in a different way—the events of the daywere first announced by some
sort of noise from far away, the crowd now heading to Wenceslas
Square as if on cue. Some groups ran across Altstadter Ring. Calls of
“Long live Masaryk!” “Long live Wilson!” and “Downwith Habsburg”
could be heard, and people could not believe their eyes when they saw
soldiers, and even officers, running along with this rising mass, throw-
ing their combat daggers onto the ground and tearing their military
decorations from their caps. The floodgates had opened up, and the
Czech military was defecting. For German Jews, this could only spell
danger, and it was best to wait out the situation behind locked doors.
At most, the Czech staff could be sent to Wenceslas Square to find out
whether a pogrom was developing, and they reported that everything
was going along almost peacefully. Laughter and song accompanied
the dismantling of double-headed eagles and their replacement with
Czech and American flags. German company signs were torn down or
painted over, reluctant officers were challenged to prove themselves or
theywere simply pulled into the fray, and no one was afraid of the ma-
chine guns that had been hurriedly set up at the Café Rokoko. Within
one or two hours, thousands had gathered on Wenceslas Square, and
they would not be removed by force. There was no one to stand in the
way of the Czech national committee, which, though nearly as sur-
prised by the events as the cheering crowds, quickly proclaimed an
autonomous Czechoslovakian state.



Later that evening, for the first time in months, every gas lantern
was lit, and the city was illuminated the way it had been in peacetime.
Processions of Chineselanterns paraded across the squaresasiit started
to drizzle, and the Kafkas—who surely spent several more hours wait-
ing behind their windows—witnessed the fall of a now-helpless great
power on Altstddter Ring in a kind of historical fast motion. In the
afternoon, there were still-lowered bayonets, military trumpet calls,
and furious people shouting at the Hungarian and Romanian soldiers
who had been summoned but were standing there shrugging their
shoulders. Shortly thereafter came the heavy tripods, the huge reels
of film, and Czech cameramen to capture the images of the day, illus-
trations of a future Czech foundational myth. Finally, there was the
familiar early morning call that had made people wince for four long
years but now promised something altogether different, unimagin-
able: Extra, extra, read all about it!

It was a miracle virtually without historical precedent that the events
of October 28 and the declaration of the Czechoslovakian state un-
folded withoutanybloodshed, and the city of Prague had to give credit
to the leading members of the Czech national committee, or rather to
the members who were there, because the actual architects of the new
state, who had already achieved official recognition for the Czech na-
tion on the stage of global politics, were still in exile—Benes in Swit-
zerland, Masaryk in the United States—and the means of communi-
cation then available were simply not quick enough to consult with
them in drawing up a list of the most urgent administrative steps or
obtaining concrete instructions. Prague lacked a major role model
to take the place of the Kaiser, an authority to urge the victors of the
day to practice restraint and inspire new confidence in all others—
particularly the Germans and Jews.

Of course, the people of Prague were also lucky; a reckless attack
by the energized crowd could have easily resulted in a massacre.}” But
above all it was the effective and extremely speedy measures of the
Czechpoliticians, who were left to theirowndevices, thatresultedina
largely peaceful route to success. Within a few hours, they took over
the police station, post office, telegraph office, and governance, and in
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personal negotiations they succeeded in inducing the commanders
of the Habsburg army to retreat from all public squares (including
Altstddter Ring). To maintain order, members of the national Czech
Sokol were put in place—they could be identified by their red shirts—
and when things really escalated, bands were brought in to play music
to encourage celebration and head off thoughts of revenge. It took a
mere twenty-four hours to put together Czech volunteer troops and
have them swear an oath to the new state, and by the very next day,
the military command on the Kleinseite had nothing left with which
to counter this threat. It was stripped of power, and the last stubborn
generals to maintain their loyalty to their Kaiser were taken into
custody.

Czech politicians were well aware that the severest threat to civil
peace came from within their own ranks. What would happen when
the music stopped? What could they do if the sudden surge of national
sentiment were vented unchecked on the Germans and Jews? They
were asked this question quite bluntly by politically minded Jews, who
in turn did whatever they could to mobilize all available forces. Just six
days before the change of power, they succeeded in establishing their
own “Jewish national council” in keeping with the model of the other
nationalities. Presumably it was the sheer anxiety about a potential
pogrom that ultimately made an alliance between the feuding assimi-
lationist, religious, and Zionist groups possible,'® and the interna-
tional reputation of the Zionist minority, which had grown substan-
tially since the Balfour Declaration, gaveit the leading role—at least in
the public perception. Max Brod was elected co-vice chairman of the
national council, and thus the task fell to him of signing on additional
still-hesitant Jewish organizations in Bohemia to negotiate with the
unreceptive local dignitaries of the Jewish communities and eventually
to speak in front of the most powerful Jewish conventions in Prague
that the city had ever seen. A Jewish memorandum was designed with
requests to the future Republic of Czechoslovakia, and almost simul-
taneously with the beginning of the formation of the republic, the
head of the Jewish national council handed the paper to the new rulers
in person. It asked for the recognition of Jewish nationality, for civil,
administrative, and legal equality, and for cultural autonomy.'® And all
this was not presented in the usual tone of subservience, but rather



with the unequivocal hint that the Czechs were under international
observation. The goodwill Wilson granted the Czechs rested in large
part on the condition that they treated national minorities in their
own country differently from the way the Habsburgers had, and this
pointwould have an important role in the future determination of the
state borders. This was now the only trump card that the Germans and
Jews could play in their politically subordinate position—but it was
an extremely effective one.

Forthe firsttime in his life, Max Brod was dealing not merely with
the innocuous and inconsequential “intellectual battles” he enjoyed
waging in coffeehouses or with journalistic advocacy of various ideolo-
gies, but instead with decisions upon which the welfare of a vast num-
ber of people depended. He had been made into a politician, a repre-
sentative, which presented a logical constancy he could not ignore.
Precisely because of his frequent mediation between the two cultures,
Brod was a figure who commanded respect from the Czechs. He had
promoted Czech authors, he had translated, and initiated transla-
tions,and he had begun to helpa Czech composer, the sixty-four-year-
old Leos Janacek, to achieve international esteem later on—over the
opposition of Czech professional critics.?® All this repeatedly provoked
the annoyance of German chauvinists, while it qualified him in the eyes
of the Czech national council, even among notorious anti-Semites, as
aserious conversational partner.?!

With prominent contacts like these, Brod was of course now much
in demand as a source of information. People could obtain far more
reliable details about the situation of the Jews from him than from any
daily newspaper. Although there is no specific documentation to this
effect, Brod must have provided the Kafkas a relatively unvarnished
image of the situation—and the way things looked, they could con-
sider themselves lucky to have given up the family business in time.
People kept hearing that Jews were being boycotted, that Germans—
and German Jews in particular—were being let go from their jobs
under the flimsiest of pretexts, and there were even cases of Jewish
business owners firing their own Jewish employees as a precautionary
measure so as not to get on the bad side of their Czech customers. The
former fancy goods shopkeeper must have been relieved to have been
spared ordeals of that kind. Owning an apartment building was a
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social bed of roses by comparison; looking at an apartment building
did not tellyouwho owned it.

Kafka, who was quite enervated by his illness, needed time to take in
the changes in Prague, but what he saw from his own window was
enough to convince him that the world he had known had begun to
slip away forever. Contracting a fever as a subject in the Habsburg
monarchy and reemerging from it as a citizen of a Czech democracy
was certainly eerie, though a bit comical, as well. But there were more
immediately pressing, even shocking events, such as the appearance
of Czech demonstrators who, in an excess of revolutionary fervor,
pulled down the centuries-old, more-than-fifty-foot-high Marian col-
umn right in front of his eyes and thus painfully encroached on the
topography of his childhood. Perhaps if he had been healthy, he would
have joined the crowd to find out why this happened. But it took him
another two weeks to regain enough strength to leave the house.

When he was ready to go out, he entered a world that was ending
the war fo