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  WORDS ARE MISERABLE MINERS OF MEANING


  (to Selma K.)


  How many words grace the pages of this book!


  They are supposed to bestir memory. As if words could remember!


  For words are miserable mountain climbers and miserable miners of meaning. They do not retrieve the hidden treasures from the heights or dredge them from the depths!


  But there is a living commemoration that softly strokes everything worthy of remembering with its caress. And when a red-hot little flame leaps forth, poignant and piercing, from such retrospective ash, and you fix your gaze upon it, as if gripped by its magic spell, then…


  But how with a shaky hand and coarse writing instrument can one possibly inscribe oneself in such pure remembrance, other than to stain these white unassuming pages? That is what I did on September 4, 1900.


  Franz Kafka


  LETTER TO ERNST ROWOHLT


  Prague, August 14, 1912


  Dear Mr. Rowohlt,


  Enclosed herewith is the short prose you asked to see; it amounts to enough, I think, for a little book. In the course of making the selection with this end in mind, I sometimes had to choose between appeasing my sense of responsibility and the craving to have a book of mine included in your splendid series. No doubt my selection was not always strictly unbiased. But I would now, of course, be glad if these pieces pleased you perhaps enough to publish them. My literary failings should not, I believe, be immediately apparent to the most astute and discriminating reader. Every writer’s painstakingly propagated individuality consists, after all, in the idiosyncratic way in which he conceals his faults.


  Sincerely yours,


  Dr. Franz Kafka


  Manuscript to follow


  REFLECTIONS


  What an incredible world I have in my head! But how to free myself from it and it from me, without tearing it out? And it would be a thousand times better to tear it than to keep it locked up or buried in me. That is, after all, what I’m here for, of this I am quite convinced.
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  As soon as I say something it immediately and irretrievably loses its significance, when I write it down it also always loses it, but sometimes attains a new significance.


  [image: ]


  What do I have in common with Jews? I hardly have anything in common with myself, and really ought to go stand myself perfectly still in a corner, grateful to be able to breathe.


  CONCERNING PARABLES


  Many complain that the words of the wise are always only presented as parables, useless in daily life, and this is all we have. When the wise man says: “Get thee hence,” he does not mean that we should go to the other side, a task we could in any case easily accomplish were the crossing worthwhile, he rather means for us to hasten to some fabled yonder that we don’t know, a place moreover which he cannot describe any more precisely, and which is perfectly useless to us here and now. What all these parables really mean to say is just that the incomprehensible is incomprehensible, and that much we already knew. But what we wrestle with every day, that’s something else.


  To which a wise one said: “Why do you resist? Were you to follow the wisdom of the parables, you yourselves would become parables, and would thereby be relieved of the burden of everyday toil.”


  Another one said: “I bet that that’s a parable too.”


  Whereupon the first one said: “You win.”


  To which the second said: “But only figuratively speaking.”


  Said the first: “No, in reality; figuratively speaking, you lose.”


  CHILDREN ON THE COUNTRY ROAD


  I heard the wagon rattling past the garden gate, occasionally I also caught a glimpse of it through the gently swaying gaps in the hedge. Oh how the wood of the spokes and carriage shafts cracked in the summer heat! Workers came flocking in from the fields, laughing like there was no tomorrow.


  I sat, relaxing, on our little swing, dangling from the trees in my parents’ garden.


  The commotion never let up outside the gate, children had just that moment passed by on the run; grain carts with men and women seated on the sheaves and others ringed around it darkened the flower beds; toward evening I saw a man with a cane strolling slowly by, and two girls going the other way, arm in arm, greeting him, then stepping aside in the grass.


  Then a flock of birds took flight like a burst of fire, I followed them with my gaze, saw how they soared in a flash, until it felt as if they were no longer soaring, but I was falling, and holding tight to the cord out of fear, I started swinging a little. Soon I swung harder as a cooler breeze wafted by, and the spectacle of fluttering birds gave way to sparkling stars overhead.


  My supper was served by candlelight. Often I had both my arms spread on the serving board and, tired already, bit into my buttered bread. The richly filigreed curtains billowed in the warm wind, and sometimes a passerby who wanted to catch sight of and exchange words with me held them in his hands. The candle that usually flickered and blew out and the gathered gnats still hovered awhile in the black puff of smoke. If someone asked me a question through the open window, I peered back as though at the mountains or at thin air, and he, too, did not really expect an answer.


  If someone leapt through the window frame and announced that the others were already gathered out front, I naturally rose with a sigh.


  “Say, what are you sighing about? What’s the problem? Is it some special misfortune you can’t make good? Will we never be able to get over it? Is it really hopeless?”


  Nothing was hopeless. We ran out in front of the house. “Thank God, you’re all here at last!” – “You always come too late!” – “Why me of all people?” – “You, in particular. Stay home if you don’t feel like coming.” – “Is there no forgiveness?” – “What? No forgiveness? What are you talking about?”


  We butted our heads through the night. There was no difference for us between day- and nighttime. Now our waistcoat buttons rubbed up against each other like teeth, now we ran into the ever-infinite distance, with fire in our throats, like beasts in the tropics. Like cuirassiers in wars of old, tramping and leaping, we chased each other down the short back street and, revved up as our legs were, kept running up the country road. Some dropped into the roadside ditch, and no sooner vanished in the dark embankment than they reappeared elsewhere like strangers looking down the lane.


  “Come on down!” – “No, you come up first!” – “So that you shove us back down, no way, we weren’t born yesterday!” – “You’re too chicken, you mean. Come on, come on already!” – “Oh really? Who’s chicken? So you think you can shove us down? You haven’t got the guts!”


  We attacked, were struck in the chest, and played the willing victims, flinging ourselves down in the grass of the ditch. Warm all over, feeling neither warmth nor cold in the grass, we were engulfed by fatigue. Rolling to the right, a hand under the air, it would have been easy to fall asleep. Still, we wanted to pick ourselves up with a proudly raised chin, only to fall into a deeper ditch. Then bracing ourselves with raised forearm, legs akimbo, we wanted to fling ourselves against the illusory resistance of thin air, and thereafter no doubt to fall into an even deeper ditch. We never wanted it to end.


  We hardly gave a thought to how we would stretch ourselves out for maximum comfort, particularly in the knees, when sleep overtook us in the last ditch, and lie there like invalids on our backs, on the verge of tears. We blinked when a boy with elbows pressed to his sides leapt over us from the embankment to the road.


  The moon already hung at a considerable height above us, a mail coach drove by bathed in its light. A light breeze lifted all around, we even felt it in the ditch, and in the distance the forest began to rustle. Then, still, nobody felt much like being alone.


  “Where are you?” – “Come here!” – “All together!” – “What are you hiding for, stop that nonsense!” – “Don’t you know that the mail coach already passed?” – “No way! Already?” – “Of course it did, it drove by while you were asleep.” – “Me asleep? Not on your life!” – “Shut up, you can see it in your eyes.” – “Gimme a break!” – “Let’s go!”


  We ran more tightly pressed together, some of us holding hands, unable to keep our heads held high because the road ran downhill. One of us let out an Indian war cry, our legs fell into a fast gallop, with every leap our hips were lifted by the wind. Nothing could have held us back; we were so engrossed in running that even when trying to outpace each other, with arms folded behind, we could calmly look around.


  We stopped on the Wildbach Bridge; those who had run ahead came back. The water below struck stones and roots as if it were not already late evening. There was no good reason for not one of those leaning on the railing to have leapt in. A train emerged from behind a distant clump of shrubbery, all the carriages were lit up, the windows surely rolled down. One of us started singing a hit tune, but we all wanted to join in. We sang much more quickly than the train advanced, arms keeping time at our sides, and because one voice was not enough, we got into a delightful melee with our disparate voices. When you mingle your voice with others it’s like being caught on a fishhook.


  So we sang, the woods behind us, the distant travelers in our ears. The grown-ups were still awake in the village, the mothers readied the beds for the night.


  It was time. I embraced the comrade at my side, reached my hands out to three others, and took off on the run, no one called to me. At the first crossroads, as soon as I was out of sight I took a turn and ran over dirt paths back into the forest. I was headed for the city to the south, of which it was said in our village:


  “There are people there, can you imagine, who never sleep!”


  “Why not?”


  “Because they don’t get tired.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because they’re mad.”


  “Don’t madmen get tired?”


  “How can madmen ever get tired!”


  THE SPINNING TOP


  A philosopher always hung around where children were playing. And when he spotted a boy with a top, he lay in wait. As soon as the top started spinning, the philosopher ran forward to grab it. It did not bother him in the least that the children made a fuss and tried to keep him away from their plaything; so long as he had the top and it kept turning, he was happy, but only for a moment, the next moment he flung it to the ground and walked away. For he believed that the understanding of every little thing, a spinning top, for instance, sufficed to fathom the meaning of it all. That is why he didn’t concern himself with the big questions, it seemed to him to be uneconomic. If one could truly understand the most minute of minutiae, then one could understand everything, which was why he only concerned himself with spinning tops. Hope filled him every time they prepared to start spinning a top, he would get it at last, and when the top started spinning, as he breathlessly chased after it, that hope turned into certainty. But when finally he held the dumb wooden thing in his hand he felt sick, and the shouting of the children, to which he had been oblivious until then, now suddenly slammed against his ears and chased him away, and he tumbled like a top whipped about by an unskilled hand.


  THE STREET-SIDE WINDOW


  If you live withdrawn from the world and yet seek every now and then a point of contact with the flux of life, if cognizant of the changing time of day, the weather, working conditions, and the like, you still seek some arm to link to yours – you won’t get by for very long without a street-side window. And even if, a tired man, you were rather inclined to seek nothing at all, but turned to peer out the window just to bat your eyes open and shut between heaven and humanity, reluctantly, and with your head held back a bit, the clip-clop of the horses, the rattle of the carriages, and the hubbub of the street below will nevertheless drag you out of yourself, and so at last compel you to join the human cavalcade.


  AT NIGHT


  Drowned in the dark of night. Just as you sometimes sink your head, rapt in thought, so to be completely submerged in night. People are asleep all around you. It’s a little charade, an innocent self-delusion that they sleep in houses, in solid beds, under sturdy roofs, stretched out or pressed together on mattresses, swathed in sheets, under blankets; in fact, they lie gathered together as they did long ago, and thereafter, in a desolate wasteland, having pitched camp in the open, a vast multitude of people, a horde, a nation, flung down where once they stood on the cold ground, beneath a cold sky, forehead resting on an arm, face pressed against the ground, breathing tranquilly. And you lie awake, a watchman, aware of the next one over from the flickering flames of the brushwood fire. Why are you awake? Custom prescribes that someone must stand watch. Someone must always keep his eyes open.


  UNHAPPINESS


  Once toward evening, in November, when things had gotten altogether out of hand, and I’d been pacing around the rim of the narrow carpet in my room as around a racetrack, frightened at the glow of the illuminated street below, I turned around again, found a new object of interest in the depths of the mirror to the rear of my room, and cried out, just to test the timbre of my scream, a scream that kept soaring without counterweight and sounding in the inner ear even when it fell silent, which nothing could drain of its force, eliciting no reply, when a door suddenly swung open out of the wall with such great urgency, unrest being so rife in the air, that even the carriage nags down below bared their throats and reared like frenzied warhorses in battle.


  A little ghost of a child burst out of the pitch-black corridor, in which the lamp was not yet lit, and remained standing on tiptoe on an inconspicuously seesawing floorboard. Immediately blinded by the light in the room, about to bury its face in its hands, it took unexpected solace in the view from the window, in the crossed slats of which the haze of the streetlights driven upward by the dark had finally settled. With its right elbow resting on the wall before the open door, it held itself upright and let the puff of light from outside play about its ankles, but also its neck and temples.


  I peered at it awhile, then said hello and took my coat off the screen in front of the fireplace where it hung and put it on, as I did not wish to stand there half naked. For a little while I kept my mouth open, so that my upset might drain from my open lips. I tasted a bitter spittle, my eyelashes trembled uncontrollably, there was nothing wrong except for this altogether unexpected visit.


  The red-cheeked child remained standing pressed against the wall at the same spot, and could not seem to get enough of the rough surface of the whitewashed wall, against which it kept rubbing its fingertips. I said: “Did you really mean to visit me? Was it not a mistake? It’s so easy to make a mistake in such a big house. My name is So-and-so, I live on the third floor. Am I indeed the person you intended to visit?”


  “Silence, silence!” the child said over its shoulder. “Everything is as it should be.”


  “Then do step closer into the room, I’d like to shut the door.”


  “I just shut the door myself. Don’t trouble yourself. I’d calm down if I were you.”


  “It’s no trouble. But a lot of people live on this corridor, all, of course, my acquaintances; most are just getting home from work; when they overhear talking in a room, they feel they simply have the right to open their doors and see what’s going on. These people are done with their daily work; they’re not likely to respect propriety in the flash of freedom that evening provides! This you must surely know all too well. Permit me to shut the door!”


  “What is it? What’s bothering you? As far as I’m concerned, the entire house is welcome to come in. And again, as I already said: I did shut the door, do you think only you can do it? I even turned the key.”


  “That’s fine. That’s all I really ask. You wouldn’t have needed to lock it with a key. And now that you’re here, just make yourself comfortable. You’re my guest. You can count on me. Don’t hesitate to make yourself at home. I will neither compel you to stay nor force you to leave. But do I really need to say it? Don’t you know me already?”


  “No. It really wasn’t necessary to say it. In fact, you shouldn’t have said it at all. I’m a child; why make such a big fuss about me?”


  “Please don’t take it badly. Of course you’re a child. But you’re not all that little. You’re pretty grown up, in fact. If you were a girl, it wouldn’t be seemly to lock yourself up in a room with me.”


  “We don’t need to worry about that. I just wanted to say the fact that I know you as well as I do hardly shields me, it just spares you the effort of fabricating lies. Even so, you flatter me with compliments. Stop it, I ask you to stop it. In addition to which, I don’t really know you through and through and under all circumstances, certainly not in the dark. It would be much better if you turned on the light. On second thought, better not. In any case, I will make note of the fact that you already threatened me.”


  “What’s that? You claim that I threatened you? You can’t be serious. I am so very happy that you’ve finally come to visit. I say ‘finally’ because it’s already so late. I cannot fathom why you took so long to get here. It’s perfectly possible that in my joy at welcoming you at last I might have muddled my words and that you took it in that way. I readily admit ten times over that I might have spoken out of hand, that it sounded like I was threatening who-knows-what. – But please, let’s not get into a tizzy, for heaven’s sake! – How could you ever suspect such a thing of me? How could you hurt my feelings? Why do you insist on deliberately spoiling my pleasure at having you here with me for this short while? A perfect stranger would be more accommodating than you.”


  “I bet he would; that’s no revelation. I am by nature already about as close as a stranger can come to you. But you know that as well as I do, why the big fuss? If you intend to put on an act, I’m out of here.”


  “Is that so? You dare say that, too, to me? You’ve got some nerve! You happen, after all, to be standing in my room. You’re rubbing your fingers like crazy on my wall. My room, my wall! And besides, what you’re saying is not only insolent, it’s ridiculous. You say that your nature demands that you speak to me in this way. Really? Your nature demands it? That is really nice of your nature. Your nature is also mine, and if I, by nature, behave in a friendly manner to you, you dare not do otherwise.”


  “You call that friendly?”


  “I was talking about before.”


  “Do you have any idea what I’m going to be like later on?”


  “I don’t know a thing.”


  I approached my night table, on which I lit a candle. Back then I had neither gas nor electric light in my room. Then I sat awhile at my table, until I got tired of it, put on my overcoat, plucked my hat off the canapé, and blew out the candle. On my way out I tripped on the leg of a chair.


  On the landing I ran into a neighbor who lived on the same floor.


  “You’re going out again, you rascal?” he inquired, with his feet firmly planted on two steps.


  “What am I to do?” I said. “I just saw a ghost in my room.”


  “You say that with the same degree of dissatisfaction as if you’d just found a hair in your soup.”


  “You’re joking. But do bear in mind, a ghost is a ghost.”


  “Quite true. But what if one absolutely doesn’t believe in ghosts?”


  “You really think I believe in ghosts? But what good does my disbelief do me?”


  “That’s simple. It permits you to make short shrift of your fear when a ghost really does come calling.”


  “Yes, but such fear can never be dismissed as incidental. The real fear is the fear of the root cause of the visitation. And that fear remains. A virtual fear I have in heaping helpings.” Nervousness impelled me to start rummaging through all my pockets.


  “But since you have no fear of the phenomenon itself, you might very well have considered investigating its root cause!”


  “You’ve clearly never had occasion to speak to any ghosts. You cannot elicit a clear reply from them. It’s a constant back and forth. These apparitions appear to be more in doubt about their existence than we are, which is no wonder given their unsubstantial state.”


  “But I heard that one can teach them.”


  “You’re right about that. One can indeed. But who would do such a thing?”


  “Why not? If it’s a female ghost, for instance,” he said, swinging himself up to the top of the landing.


  “Aha,” I said, “but even then it’s not guaranteed.”


  I had second thoughts about this conversation. My neighbor was already so high up on the stairs that he would have had to bend forward beneath a curve of the staircase to see me. “But still,” he shouted, “if you take my ghost from me, I’ll never talk to you again.


  “Just joking,” he said, and pulled back his head.


  “Then everything’s all right,” I said, and could now very well have gone for a walk. But feeling so forlorn, I decided to head back upstairs and go to bed.


  CLOTHES MAKE THE MAN


  Unlike my need to excel, and the pleasure I took in so doing and in the effect it had on others, not giving the matter sufficient thought, I merely suffered in silence the fact that I always traipsed around in shabby clothes which my parents had made for me by various clients, one after another, and for the longest time by a tailor in Nusle. Of course I was conscious of being particularly badly dressed, a condition I could hardly ignore, and was keenly aware when others dressed well, but for years I simply could not fathom the fact that my clothes might be the cause of my pitiful appearance. Since even then, more attuned to inklings than to actualities, already inclined to self-deprecation, I was convinced that it was only once I’d donned them that the clothes took on that sorry initial look of wooden stiffness, hanging from my frame in haphazard pleats. New clothes were altogether out of the question, since if I had to look ugly, I at least wanted to feel comfortable, and in addition, to spare the world, which had already grown accustomed to the spectacle of my old clothes, from having to endure the eyesore of new ones. This long-standing refusal in the face of my mother’s insistence, who with adult eyes kept finding fault with my old clothes and wanted to have new ones made for me, affected my sense of self, since I was compelled to acknowledge, with my parents’ corroboration, that there was nothing innately amiss in my personal appearance.
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  […] Consequently my posture conceded to shabby clothes, I walked around with my back bent, shoulders stooped, awkwardly dangling arms and hands: feared mirrors since, in my view, they merely revealed my ineluctable ugliness, which, moreover, could not have been reflected all that accurately, for if I really looked like that, I would necessarily have caused a greater stir, while suffering on Sunday strolls my mother’s gentle pokes in the back and her far too abstract admonitions and prophecies, vague reprimands which I could not correlate with my concerns of the moment. I simply lacked the capacity to make the slightest accommodations for the actual future. I held fast in my thinking to the things of the moment and their present condition, not out of perseverance or any hard and fast conviction, but rather, insofar as it did not weaken my thinking, out of sadness and fear, sadness precisely because the present seemed so sad I dared not forsake it before it dissolved into happiness, fear, for the least little step forward frightened me, I deemed myself unworthy in my contemptibly childish demeanor to take serious stock of the great manly future, that future which furthermore seemed for the most part so inconceivable that the least little step forward felt like a falsification and the step after that unthinkable.


  ON THE INABILITY TO WRITE


  Finally, after five months of my life in which I managed to write nothing that might have satisfied me, no force of will could possibly coax it out of me, despite my firm resolve, the impulse once again takes hold to address myself. Which impulse I’ve always answered in the past when I felt compelled to reply, since there is always something more to extract, a needle to find in this haystack of indecision I’ve been for these past five months, and whose dismal fate, it seems, is to be set on fire in summer and burn up more quickly than the blink of an eye. If only such a fate were to befall me! And let its effect be tenfold, since truth to tell I don’t even regret this miserable time. Misery is not my lot, yet neither is happiness, nor indifference, nor weakness, nor fatigue, nor any other feeling I can identify, so what is it then? The fact that I can’t put my finger on it is linked to my inability to write. And I think I know the reason without fathoming its cause. All things I feel inclined to write about don’t strike me from the root, but rather from somewhere in the middle. Just try to grab it, try to embrace a blade of grass growing out from the middle of the stalk. Maybe some can do it, say, for instance, Japanese acrobats balanced on a ladder not resting on firm ground but rather on the uplifted soles of a half-reclining partner, a ladder not propped up against any wall but rather just rising in the air. Me, I can’t do it, quite apart from the fact that my ladder lacks the support of such accommodating soles. This is, of course, not all that’s standing in my way, and the impulse to do so would still not make me write. But every day a single sentence ought at least to be pointed at me, the way they now point telescopes at comets. And if I were then compelled to face that sentence, if I were coaxed out of hiding by the force of that sentence, as I was, for instance, last Christmas, when things had gone so far that I could hardly contain myself, and when I really appeared to be balanced on the last rung of my ladder, which was, however, propped up firmly between floor and wall! But what a wobbly floor it was, and what a wavering wall! And still that ladder did not fall, with my feet I managed to keep it pressed against the floor and propped against the wall.


  Today, for instance, I did three impertinent things, one to a conductor, one to a person to whom I’d been introduced, all right so there were only two, but the memory still hurts like a stomachache. Such unseemly behavior would have been an impertinence for anyone, and definitely for me. So I managed to emerge from my shell, battled it out with myself in the fog, and the worst thing was: no one noticed that it was an impertinence, that I felt compelled to commit an impertinence even to my companions, felt compelled all the while to keep a straight face and bear the responsibility in silence; but the absolute worst thing was when one of my acquaintances did not even take this impertinence as a sign of character but rather as the epitome of character itself, pointed out the impertinence and went so far as to praise me for it. Why the devil don’t I remain huddled inside myself? Now I say to myself: Look, the world allows itself to be insulted by you, the conductor and the person to whom you’ve been introduced hold still as you walk away, the latter even bid me goodbye. But that means nothing. There’s nothing to be gained by remaining locked inside yourself, but not much is happening around you either. To which challenge I reply: I, too, would rather let myself suffer a thorough drubbing in the ring than to slug it out among strangers, but where the devil is this ring? For a time I envisioned it lying on the ground, as if inscribed with chalk, but now it just swirls around me, no, it doesn’t even swirl. […]


  How many days have passed again in silence; today is the twenty-eighth of May. Do I not even have the resolve to pick up this penholder, this piece of wood, every day? I believe I don’t. I go rowing, riding, swimming, lie in the sun. […]


  Sunday, July 19, 1910. Slept, woke up, slept, woke up, what a miserable life.


  I CAN ALSO LAUGH


  I can also laugh, Felice, you bet I can, I am even known as a big laugher, even though in this respect I used to be much more foolhardy than I am now. It even happened that I burst out laughing – and how! – at a solemn meeting with our director – that was two years ago, but the incident has lived on as a legend at the institute. It would be too laborious to try to elaborate on the importance of this man, just believe me when I say that he is indeed very important, that an ordinary employee cannot picture this man standing on level ground but rather hovering up there in the clouds. And since we do not ordinarily have occasion to commune with the Emperor, for the ordinary employee – it’s the same in all big operations – a meeting with this man evokes the aura of a meeting with His Imperial Majesty. Naturally, like every other individual viewed up close whose lofty position is not solely a function of his own accomplishments, he, too, has a ludicrous aspect, but you really have to be off your rocker to let yourself be roused by such a natural phenomenon to allow yourself to laugh in the presence of this great personage. We – two colleagues and I – had just at the time been promoted to a higher rank in the company and had to appear in formal black suits before the director to express our thanks, whereby, I dare not forget to add, I already had a personal reason to be particularly thankful.* The most distinguished of us three – I was the youngest – offered a few words of thanks, short, sweet, and to the point, as befit the situation. The director listened in his usual festively formal fashion, in a manner a bit reminiscent of our Emperor at an official audience, his stance (posed and unavoidably) ridiculous. His legs were lightly crossed, his left hand balled into a fist resting on the rim of the table, his head bowed slightly, so that his white full beard bent against his breast, and moreover, with his not all that large, but nevertheless protruding, belly wobbling a bit. I must at the time have been in a very unmanageable mood, for I knew this directorial stance all too well, and had no reasonable cause to break out, albeit with interruptions, in little bursts of laughter, which, however, I could still handily camouflage as a cough, so long as the director did not look up. The clear voice of my colleague, who while aware of it, kept facing forward, immune to my unseemly comportment, kept me in check. But then, following the conclusion of my colleague’s remarks, the director raised his face, whereupon I was gripped for an instant by a terror unmediated by merriment, since he could now easily notice and confirm from my expression that the laughter that, much to my chagrin, spilled from my lips was definitely not a cough. But when he launched into his reply, again in that customary, all too familiar, imperially schematic, perfectly meaningless manner, accompanied by heavy chest reverberating moans, while my colleague cast sidelong looks, the object of which was to warn me to control myself, though I had already strained to do so, the effect of which was rather to vividly bring back to mind the delight of that earlier laughter, I could not control myself any longer and lost all hope of ever being able to do so. At first I tittered in response to the little witticisms the director judiciously scattered here and there; but whereas custom prescribes that one turns one’s lips into a respectful grin in response to such witticisms, I emitted a full-throated laugh, noticing how my colleagues shrank back, terrified at being infected by my laughter, sympathizing more with them at that moment than with me, and yet I couldn’t help myself, made no attempt to turn away or hold a hand in front of my lips, but rather, my head locked helplessly in place, kept staring the director in the eye, unable to turn away, probably instinctively convinced that things could only get worse, and that it was therefore advisable to avoid any facial alteration. Then, of course, since I was already in the swing of things, I no longer merely laughed at his present witticisms, but also at those that came before and those still to come, and at all of them put together, until nobody knew what the devil I was laughing about; everyone found themselves in a sorry pickle, except for the director, that is, who remained largely oblivious, as a great man accustomed to all variety of vicissitudes, and who, moreover, could not conceive of any irreverence before his august person. Had we slipped away in time, the director might well have cut short his remarks, everything would have run more or less smoothly, my behavior would doubtless have been deemed indecent, but this indecency would not have become the subject of public discussion, and the entire business would have been hushed up and forgotten by the unspoken agreement of the four parties concerned, as so often happens with such seemingly unseemly matters. Unfortunately, the heretofore unmentioned colleague (an almost forty-year-old man with a round, childlike, albeit bearded, face, and a beer drinker to boot) launched into an expected little lip service of his own. At that moment I found it absolutely incomprehensible that, already flustered as he was by my laughter, standing there with puffed-up cheeks, repressing his own laughter, he would start a serious speech. But in his case it made perfect sense. Endowed with such an empty overheated temperament, he is inclined to fervently and at great length support all pronouncements accepted by the majority, and were it not for the ridiculousness and endearing nature of his fervor, the tedium of this talk would have been intolerable. The director proceeded to say something altogether inoffensive which, however, did not sit quite right with said colleague, in addition to which, perhaps swayed by the memory of my aborted laughter, the latter forgot where he was; in short, he thought it was the right moment to espouse his position and to convince the director (himself, of course, perfectly oblivious to the views of others). So when said colleague made some lame remark (a point already scorned by general consensus and in this case particularly foolish sounding), I lost all control of myself, any sense of propriety which I had heretofore born in mind simply dissolved, and I emitted such a loud and reckless burst of laughter, the hearty like of which you can probably only hear among schoolchildren in a classroom. The room went silent, and my laugh and I were finally recognized as the center of everyone’s attention. Whereby my knees trembled with terror, as I kept laughing, and my colleagues had no choice but to laugh along with me, though their levity never managed to reach the degree of impropriety of my long-repressed and perfectly accomplished laughter, and in comparison seemed rather sedate. Striking my breast with my right hand, partially cognizant of my sin (just like on the Day of Atonement), in part to empty my chest of the overflow of merriment, I muttered untold apologies for my laughter, all perhaps quite convincing, which were, however, rendered meaningless, interrupted as they were by renewed bursts of laughter. Now the director himself was disconcerted, and only thanks to the innate sense of equanimity, abetted by practiced dispassion, in individuals in such positions of authority did he find a phrase that managed to encapsulate my howls of laughter in a reasonable explanation, I think in relation to a joke he had told quite some while ago. Whereupon he summarily dismissed us. Undefeated, laughing still, albeit desperately distraught, I was the first to stagger off.


  
    


    * Kafka owed his job at the Worker’s Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia to the intercession of a school chum, Ewald Přibram, who happened to be the son of the director, Dr. Otto Přibram.

  


  THE NEED TO BE ALONE


  I got your two postcards, but didn’t have the strength to reply. My not replying also helps foster the silence around me, and what I really want is to sink into the silence and never reemerge. Oh, how I need my solitude and how disquieting I find every conversation! In the sanatorium, mind you, I never talk, I am seated at table between an old general (who likewise says nothing, but when, on occasion, he does decide to speak, makes sage statements, at least in comparison to all the rest) and a little, Italian-looking Swiss miss with a muffled voice who mean-mouths her neighbors.


  I just realized that, not only am I unable to speak, but am also unable to write, there’s a great deal I’d like to tell you, but the words don’t fit together, or else tug in the wrong direction. For two weeks now I’ve really written nothing, no journal notations, no letters, the emptier my days the better I like it. […]


  I am otherwise following doctor’s orders and am feeling a whole lot better, since Tuesday I’ve been taking baths every day. If only that one thing did not keep plaguing me, if only I did not have to keep constantly thinking of it, if only it did not sometimes pounce on me, mostly early, the moment I wake up, like a balled-up living entity. All’s clear, my last attack over and done with for a good two weeks now. […] But why do I suddenly, for no good reason, just thinking of it, once again feel that heaviness in my heart, as I did in the worst days back in Prague. But I cannot now put into words, for lack of enough letterhead paper, that terrible feeling that keeps a constant grip on me.


  Beside such sentiments nothing has any meaning and I really only move around in these dark pits. You might well imagine that being alone and refraining from speech favors the predominance of this idea. But that’s not it, the need to be alone…


  SO I SAT AT MY STATELY DESK


  I sat at my stately desk. You don’t know it. How should you? It is a fine upstanding bourgeois desk of the sort that’s supposed to discipline the sitter. Two frightful wooden pikes protrude where the writer is ordinarily intended to insert his knees. And now watch out. If you sit yourself down carefully, and with quiet resolve put staid bourgeois sentiments in writing, all’s well. But woe betide the correspondent who gets carried away and allows his body to tremble even a little, then unavoidably, the sharp tips of the pikes dig into the knees, and boy does that ever hurt. I could show you the black and blue marks. And what is one supposed to learn from this? “Never give free rein to your emotions in writing and don’t let your body tremble.”


  So I sat at my handsome desk and drafted a second letter to you. A letter, as you know, is like a bellwether ram, twenty other little lamb letters follow hot on his heels.


  Whoosh, the door flew open. Who stormed in without knocking? Ungracious host that I am. Ah, a guest after my own heart. Your postcard. A funny thing about that first card I received at this desk. I read it countless times, until I knew your entire A-B-C, and once I’d read more into it than you’d written it was time to stop and tear up my first letter. Split splat went the page and it was dead.


  One thing I did indeed read that you’d actually proclaimed on the card: traveling around the country with a damned quibbling critic in your gut is a thing one should never do.


  What you write about the Goethe National Museum, you got it altogether wrong and backward. You went in full of presuppositions and schoolbook wisdom, started right off carping about the name of the place. Okay, so the name “Museum” isn’t bad, and “National” is even better, but by no means as an insipid profanation or the like, as you write, but rather to be taken with the subtlest irony. For what you write about the study of your holiest of holy scribes is nothing more than a delusion and grammar-school babble blended with a little highfalutin scholarly drivel, may it rot in hell.


  It was a piddling trifle to fix up the Master’s old study and then to rearrange it as a “Museum” for the “Nation.” Any carpenter and wallpaper hanger – presuming they found the right handyman to appreciate Goethe’s bootjack – could have done the job, and all power to him.


  But do you know what the holiest of holy is that Goethe left behind to remember him by…the footprints of his lonesome amblings through the land…those are our most precious keepsakes. And here comes a joke, a real good one that would make God in heaven shed bitter tears and Hell split its sides laughing – we can never know the holiest of holy of another, only of ourselves – that’s a good joke, a real humdinger. […] But you neither wept nor laughed, which only goes to show that you’re neither our dear God nor the nasty Devil.


  Only the nasty critic […] lives in you, and that’s a lowly devil you really ought to get rid of. So let me tell you for your edification and moral betterment the strange story, how Franz Kafka got the better of Weyland…, may the Lord protect him.


  He always chased after me, wherever I lay or loitered. When I lounged on the wall overlooking the vineyards, perhaps gazing at or listening to something sweet way off in the mountains, you can be sure that someone would always stand up suddenly, noisily, on the far side of the wall, pooh-pooh my precious reverie with a grave look of disapproval, implying that the lovely landscape really needed a makeover. […]


  You can’t imagine how all this now torments me. I have only regaled you with gallows humor and the great outdoors, and now let me grouse about the glaring light of day that burns my eyes. My uncle from Madrid (the railway director) was here, for his sake I stayed in Prague. Shortly before his arrival I got the wild, alas all too wild, idea to plead with him, no, not to plead, to ask him if he could not help me out of my present muddle, if he could not send me somewhere where I could get a fresh start. All right, so I approached him cautiously at first. There’s no point elaborating. He immediately took on a sententious tone, although he’s ordinarily a very dear man, comforted me, gushing with sympathy. Strewed blotting sand on the wet ink of his concern. I immediately clammed up, without wanting to, and never said another word about it in the two days that I spent in Prague, where I stayed on his account, although I spent the whole time with him. He’s leaving this evening. […] Why are you twisting your face into grimaces? […] Why am I writing all this to you? […] So that you know where I stand in relation to that life that rumbles across the cobblestones outside like the pitiful old mail coach that rattles from Liboch to Dauba. You must have sympathy and patience with me.


  A WRITER’S QUANDARY


  As I kept mulling over everything, passing it back and forth, again and again, through my aching temples in a long sleepless night, a fact I had almost forgotten in this last relatively peaceful period once again became apparent to me: on what a shaky, or rather nonexistent, ground I live my life, hovering over a black abyss, from which a dark force rises, shrugging off my stuttered protestations, willfully wreaking havoc with my life. My writing sustains me, but might it not be more accurate to say that writing sustains this kind of life? By which, of course, I do not mean to suggest that my life is better when I don’t write. Quite the contrary, it’s much worse and altogether unlivable and must surely end in madness. But that, of course, only pertains under the condition that even when I don’t write I remain a writer, which is indeed the case, and a writer who does not write is, admittedly, an aberrant being who courts madness. But what does it really mean to be a writer? Writing is a sweet and wondrous reward, but for what? Last night it became apparent to me with the clarity of a childish realization that writing is the reward for service to the devil. This descent to the dark forces, this unleashing of spirits bound by nature, questionable embraces, and all else that might be going on down below, of which you no longer have even the faintest inkling above when writing stories in the light of day. Perhaps there are also different ways of writing, but I only know this one; at night, when fear keeps me from sleeping, I only know this one. And the devilish link seems very clear to me. It is vanity and a hedonist craving that keeps forever whirring around the self and the other, taking delight, whereby the movement multiplies, metamorphosing into a veritable solar system of vanity. What the naïve soul sometimes longs for: “I wanted to die and see my memory mourned,” the vain writer forever realizes this wish, he dies (or rather, refrains from living), and keeps mourning for himself. The result is a frightful fear of death which does not necessarily express itself as such, but can also manifest itself as fear of change, as a fear of Georgental.* The reasons for this deathly fear can be divided into two key categories. First, said writer has a terrible fear of dying, because he has not yet lived. By which I do not mean to suggest that life requires a wife and child, a field to till, and cattle to raise. The only thing necessary in life is to renounce self-satisfaction; you have to take possession of a house, not just admire it from the outside and decorate it with wreaths. To which one might well object that how we deal is a matter of destiny and not a matter of individual choice. But why then is there regret, and why does our regret never end? To make us prettier and more palatable? That too. But why then is the upshot of such sleepless nights always: I could embrace life, and yet I don’t. The second key thing – though perhaps they are one and the same, for the moment the two remain intertwined in my mind – is the thought: “What I played at will really happen. I did not buy my release with my writing. I’ve been dying all my life, and now I will actually die. My life was sweeter than the lives of others, my death will be all the more terrible. The writer in me will naturally die immediately, since such a fellow has no foundation and no substance, is not even made of dust; is only somewhat conceivable under the maddest life, is nothing but a hedonist construct. That’s what the writer is. But I myself cannot keep on living, since I have never really lived, I remained mud, never managed to make the spark of life in me ignite into a flame, but only managed to use it to shed a little light on my cadaver.” It will make for a funny kind of funeral, in that the writer, that insubstantial something, passes on his old cadaver, a cadaver since day one, to the grave. I am enough of a writer to want – in a state of complete self-abnegation, not wakefulness, self-abnegation is the first prerequisite for being a writer – to enjoy life with all my senses, which is the same as wanting to write, but that, alas, is no longer in the cards for me. But why do I just speak of actual dying? In life it’s all the same. Here I sit in the comfortable pose of a writer, prepared to embrace all that’s beautiful, and must sit idly by – for what else can I do but write – as my actual self, that poor, defenseless entity (the existence of a writer is an argument against the soul, since the soul has clearly forsaken the actual self, managed to become nothing more than a writer, achieved nothing else; should the separation from the self succeed in enfeebling the soul to such an extent?) for some arbitrary reason, a little trip to Georgental […]† I dare not permit myself to be pinched, pummeled, and practically pulverized by the devil. […]


  I wrote to Oskar yesterday, mentioned my fear of travel, but confirmed my arrival; didn’t send the letter yet, night intruded. Maybe I ought to wait another night; if I don’t manage to quell the fear, I’ll just have to decline after all. That would settle things after all, that I no longer dare leave Bohemia,‡ next I’ll be limited to Prague, then to my room, then to my bed, then to a particular sleeping position, then to nothing else. Perhaps I may then willingly be able to forego the pleasure of writing – it’s a matter of willingness and propensity.


  To put a writer’s spin on this entire little story – not I, but the thing itself put the spin – I must add that in my fear of the trip, the very thought that I would be kept from my desk for a couple of days played a role. And this ludicrous concern is, in fact, the only justifiable one, since the existence of a writer is directly dependent on his desk, the writer who wishes to avoid madness must never absent himself from his desk, he must dig in with his teeth.


  Here is my definition of the writer, of the kind of writer I described, and the significance of his impact on the world, if there is any impact at all: he is the scapegoat of mankind, he permits his fellow man to enjoy their sins without the burden of guilt, almost without guilt. […]


  If I do decide to go to Georgental, I’ll be back in Prague in ten days, lying blissfully on your couch, listening to you read aloud. But if I don’t decide to go –


  I just telegraphed Oskar that I wasn’t going, there was nothing else I could do, no other way to cope with the upset.


  
    


    * A town in Germany to which Kafka was invited by a friend to travel, which invitation he refused.


    † Words unintelligible here in the original letter.


    ‡ Kafka makes reference here to the province of the former Czechoslovakia, not to the artistic demimonde.

  


  GIVE IT UP!


  It was very early in the morning, the streets were clean and deserted, I was on my way to the train station. When I compared the time on a clock tower with that on my pocket watch and realized that it was already much later than I thought, I really had to rush, the shock at this discovery made me suddenly uncertain as to the right direction, I didn’t yet know my way all that well in this city. Fortunately, spotting a policeman nearby, I ran up to him and breathlessly asked him the way.


  He smiled and said: “You want me to tell you the way?”


  “Yes,” I said, “since I can’t figure it out for myself.”


  “Give it up, give it up,” he said, and turned away with a great swing of the body like people who want to be alone with their laughter.


  ELEVEN SONS


  I have eleven sons.


  The first is very unattractive to look at, but serious and smart; even so, though I love him the same as all my children, I do not hold him in high esteem. His thinking seems too simple to me. His perspective does not encompass the peripheral right or left, nor the far and wide; in his limited circular thinking he keeps beating around the bush, or rather idly turning.


  The second son is handsome, slender, well-built; it is a pleasure to see him take a fencer’s en garde position. He, too, is smart, and worldly-wise to boot; he has seen much of the world, and therefore has a more intimate rapport with our native clime than the ones who never traveled. But this virtue cannot merely, and perhaps not at all, be ascribed to his having traveled, it is, rather, one of the many peerless qualities of this child, an inimitability recognized by all those who have, for instance, attempted to copy his consummately mastered multiple-flip dive into the water. Courage and an athletic inclination suffice to the end of the diving board, but there, instead of diving, the would-be imitator suddenly sits down and raises his arms in dismay. And despite all these qualities (I should be well pleased with such a child), my rapport with him is not unclouded. His left eye is a little smaller than his right and keeps blinking; it is a tiny flaw, I grant you, that gives his face a more rakish look than it would ordinarily have, and no one else would hold this little blinking eye as a blot on the otherwise perfectly impervious nature of his being. But I, his father, do. It is, of course, not this physical flaw that bothers me, but a certain lopsidedness of spirit somehow linked to this tick, a flaw flowing through his blood, an incapacity clear to my eyes only to round out and realize his full potential. Yet it is this very failing that makes him my true offspring, for this flaw of his is the flaw of our entire family, it just happens to be blatantly obvious in this son.


  The third son is no less handsome than the second, but it is not his good looks that please me. It is his splendor as a singer: the curvature of his mouth, the dreamy eyes, the head that requires a backdrop to favor its effect, the immoderately cambering chest, the hands that fly up and fall all too easily, the legs that tremble because they cannot carry the load. In addition to which, the tone of his voice is not perfectly rounded; it cheats a little with a false flare, makes the connoisseur prick up his ears, loses wind immediately thereafter. But despite the fact that all of his strong suits work in his favor, I prefer to keep him out of sight; for his part, he does not force himself forward, not because of a painful awareness of his flaws, but rather out of innocence. Moreover, he feels like a stranger in our time, as if he did indeed belong to our family, but also to another family forever lost to him, for which reason he is often listless and nothing can cheer him up.


  My fourth son is perhaps the most affable of all. A true child of his time, everyone knows what makes him tick, he and the rest of humanity stand on common ground, and all are inclined to nod at him in passing. This universal recognition may well grant him a certain lightness in the way he carries himself, making his movements freewheeling, his judgments carefree. One is inclined to repeat some of his pronouncements, but only some, since as a whole he tends toward a great shallowness. He is like a bird, alighting with admirable ease, cutting through thin air like a swallow, but then ultimately sadly landing in the dust, reduced to nothing. Such thoughts spoil the sight of this child.


  The fifth son is sweet and kind; he promised much more than he delivered; was so insignificant that one tended to feel literally alone in his presence; but nevertheless he managed to make something of himself. If you asked me how he did it, I would be hard-pressed for a reply. Innocence does indeed sail the lightest through the blustering elements of this world, and he is most definitely innocent. Friendly to everyone he meets. Perhaps all too innocent. I admit, I feel ill at ease to hear him praised in my presence. It’s like they say, life would be a little too easy if you heaped praise on such a praiseworthy fellow as my son.


  My sixth son seems, at least at first sight, the most profound of them all. Swellheaded, he is, in fact, full of hot air. That’s why it’s hard to make head or tail of him. When facing defeat, he evinces an invincible despondency; when gaining the upper hand, he bolsters it with blather. Still, I won’t deny a certain absentminded fervor; in broad daylight he often struggles to formulate a coherent train of thought, as in a dream. Without being ill – quite the contrary, he has a healthy constitution – he sometimes falters, especially at twilight, but needs no helping hand, he never falls. Perhaps his physical development is at fault, he’s much too tall for his age, which makes him ungainly overall, despite some strikingly fetching features, for example, his hands and feet. His forehead, by the way, is unattractive; as are his skin and his somewhat shrunken skeletal structure.


  The seventh son is perhaps more like me than all the others. The world accords him no respect; nobody understands his peculiar sense of humor; I know it is quite negligible; if the world had no other failing than that it failed to respect him, it would nevertheless be flawless. But I would not want to underestimate this son as a member of the family. He brings both disquiet and profound respect to bear on his appreciation of our heritage, and manages, at least in my opinion, to join them in an irrefutable whole. Yet he himself does not rightly know what to make of it all, he will not get the wheel of the future rolling; but this genetic predisposition is so uplifting, so full of hope; would that he had children and that his children had children. Unfortunately, it does not look like this wish will ever be fulfilled. Endowed as he is with a self-esteem which I can well understand, but which is nevertheless regrettable, standing as it does in such blatant contrast to the judgment of others, he mostly keeps to himself, pays no attention to girls, but his good mood never wanes.


  My eighth son is the one who gives me the most grief, though I really can’t say why. He regards me as a stranger, even though I feel a strong paternal bond with him. Time mended broken fences, but in the past a trembling sometimes came over me at the very thought of him. He goes his own way, has severed all ties with me, and will no doubt, given his thick skull, his small athletic torso – only his legs were weak when he was a boy, but that one weak point may well have rectified itself in the meantime – make his way in whatever endeavor he takes to. I have often wanted to call him back, to ask him how things are going, why there was such a great gulf between us, and what in his heart of hearts he really wanted, but now he is so far from me and so much time has passed, better to let things remain as they are. I hear that he is the only one of my sons to wear a full beard, surely not an asset for such a short man.


  My ninth son is very elegant and has an eye for the ladies. He casts so sweet a look, it is liable to fool even me, even though I know full well that all it really takes to wipe this luminous glow from his lips is a wet sponge. The funny thing about this boy, however, is that he is not at all inclined to seduce; he would be perfectly happy to spend his entire life reclining on the canapé and squander his sweet look on the ceiling, or better yet, to keep it under his closed eyelids. Whenever he is stretched out in his favorite place, he loves to speak and doesn’t do a bad job of it; his talk is terse and lively, albeit always strictly limited; should he exceed these limitations, which given the extreme constraints cannot be avoided, his words ring altogether hollow. The listener would be inclined to shrug him off, if he thought those sleep-soaked eyes would even notice.


  My tenth son comes off as a devious character. I cannot wholly deny this character flaw, nor can I absolutely confirm it. What is certain is that whoever sees him approaching from a distance with that air of gravity way beyond his years, striding forward in his ever buttoned-up frock coat, wearing his old but overly brushed black hat, with that immovable expression of his, that somewhat protruding chin, those veiled eyelids, with two fingers sometimes pressed to his mouth – whoever sees him thinks to himself: there goes a consummate phony. But what a difference when he opens his mouth! His words come out wise, thoughtful, to the point, interspersed with wickedly insightful questions, the whole in astounding, self-evident, and cheerful accord with the world around him, an accord that necessarily stiffens the neck and lifts the head to a state of keen attentiveness. Many self-styled excellent judges of character, who for that very reason were initially repelled by his external appearance, later found themselves drawn by his way with words. There are others, however, indifferent to his outward appearance, to whom his words sound insincere. As his father, I do not wish to pass judgment, but I must confess that the latter judges seem to me to be more convincing than the former.


  My eleventh son is delicate of constitution, indeed the frailest of the lot, but deceptive in his frailty; he can at times come off as strong and decisive, although admittedly, even then his force is somehow founded on frailty. But there is nothing shameful about this frailty, a quality that only evokes weakness in contrast to the firmness of the ground upon which he stands. Is not, for instance, a bird’s capacity for flight likewise perceived as a frailty, since it entails wavering and uncertainty and fluttering? This is roughly how my son is perceived. A father is naturally not enchanted by such qualities; they obviously lead to the destruction of the family. Sometimes he looks at me as if he wanted to say: “I will take you with me, Father.” Then I think: “You’d be the last I would deem able.” To which his look seems to reply: “Then let me at least be the last.”


  These are my eleven sons.


  PARIS OUTING


  Foreigners are already recognizable by the fact that once having reached the top step of the stairs leading up from the Metro, they no longer know their way, and so do not, like Parisians, dissolve without a stumble in the life of the street. In addition to which, upon their emergence from underground, reality takes awhile to accord with the map in hand, without the aid of which we would never have set foot on or driven up to the square onto which we’ve been delivered. […]


  Automobiles are easier to steer on the asphalt pavement, but also harder to stop. Especially when the one at the wheel is a lone driver, a man of means, indulging in the wide expanse of the street, the lovely day, his light automobile, his driving skills, such as they are, to take care of business, and therefore, at crossings is inclined to wind his way like a pedestrian on the sidewalk. Consequently, right before turning onto a narrow street, such an automobile runs into a tricycle, but stops in style, hardly grazing a passerby, not a scratch, steps on his foot when getting out, but whereas the pedestrian rushes on after being so trod upon, the tricycle stops dead with a twisted front wheel. The baker’s apprentice, who until now rode carefree, teetering, as is the tendency of such a three-wheeled vehicle, the property of his employer, climbs off the saddle, steps forward to meet the motorist, and upbraids the latter, his anger both modulated by the respect due an owner of an automobile and fired up by the fear of his employer. The first matter of business is to explain how the accident came about. With raised palms clapped together the automobile owner mimes the oncoming car, he sees the tricycle coming toward him, the right palm peals itself off the left and warns the tricycle by waving back and forth, his face displays concern, for what automobile can possibly brake at such short notice. Will the tricycle consent and allow the car the right of way? No, it’s too late, now the left hand puts a stop to warning and the two conjoin to mime a collision, the knees give way to indicate observance of the incident. It happened like that and the twisted tricycle now serves as an exhibit for further elaboration. The baker’s apprentice, on the other hand, is at a loss. First of all, the motorist is an educated, animated gentleman, and secondly, he has remained seated till now and rested, can soon climb back into the car and rest again, and thirdly, from his raised perch at the wheel did indeed have a clearer view. A few people have in the meantime gathered about, and are not actually standing in a circle around the motorist, as his exemplary demonstration merits, but rather more in front of him. Traffic, in the meantime, is obliged to circumvent the square, since the crowd of onlookers is growing and shifting back and forth while following the motorist’s deposition. So, for instance, at times everyone shifts toward the tricycle to take a closer look at the damage under discussion. The motorist does not consider the damage serious (and some onlookers engaged in muffled interlocutions side with him), even so, he is not content with mere looking, but rather walks around the twisted wheel, appraising the damage from above and below. One onlooker who feels compelled to raise his voice, since the motorist need not do so, sides with the tricyclist; but another stranger newly arrived on the scene, who, if I am not mistaken, appears to be the motorist’s companion, counters with very convincing and very loud counterarguments. Every now and then a few listeners burst out laughing, but promptly quiet down again with new observations. There is, in fact, no fundamental difference of opinion between the motorist and the baker’s apprentice. The motorist sees himself surrounded by a small, friendly crowd whom he has managed to convince. The baker’s apprentice soon lets up on his monotonous posturing and complaining. The motorist does not, after all, deny the fact that he caused slight damage, nor does he lay the complete blame on the baker’s apprentice. Both are at fault, therefore neither bears the blame, such things happen, etc. In short, the entire business would have soon fizzled out in awkward shrugs, the disputants would have been compelled to heed the voices of the onlookers who already offered their two cents as to the price of the repairs, had all concerned not recalled that a policeman could be called for. The baker’s apprentice, who found himself in a subordinate position to the motorist, is simply sent by the latter to go fetch a cop and entrusts his damaged tricycle to the motorist. In the absence of his adversary, albeit not in bad faith, since he does not need to gather a group of partisans, he continues with his take on the accident. And because smoking facilitates storytelling, he rolls himself a cigarette. He’s got a tobacco pouch in his pocket. New arrivals, all in uniform, though lowly underlings in some service sector, are systematically first led to the car, then to the tricycle, and only thereafter filled in as to the details of the incident. Hearing an objection from someone standing at a distance in the crowd, the motorist stands on tiptoes to respond face-to-face. Seeing as it proves to be too troublesome to keep leading newcomers back and forth between car and tricycle, the car is driven closer to the sidewalk on the side street. An undamaged tricycle stops and the rider takes stock of the situation. A big omnibus breaks down and stops in the middle of the square, as if on cue to illustrate the complexities of driving. The driver gets out to tinker with the motor. The first people to bend down and study the body of the bus are the passengers who have climbed out in sentimental accord with their intimate attachment to the vehicle. The motorist in the meantime has straightened things up a bit at the scene of the accident and shoved the tricycle a bit closer to the sidewalk. The matter loses its public appeal. New arrivals on the scene are obliged to guess what actually happened. The motorist steps back to silently confer with a couple of the original onlookers worth courting as witnesses. But where in the meantime is the poor young apprentice keeping himself? At last he appears in the distance accompanied by a policeman crossing the square. Nobody had gotten impatient, but interest in the matter is suddenly reawakened. Many new onlookers appear on the scene who will take exquisite pleasure on the cheap in following the police interrogation. The motorist takes leave of his group and approaches the policeman, who immediately sets out to grasp the situation with the same studied calm it has taken the concerned parties a good half hour of waiting to attain. Skipping a lengthy investigation, the policeman begins to draft a report. With the rapidity of a construction worker, he pulls from his pad a rumpled and filthy, but perfectly blank, interrogation form, on which he notes the names of the concerned parties, writes down the name of the bakery, and so as to accomplish his task as precisely as possible, circles the tricycle while writing. The bystanders’ collective unconscious hope for a speedy resolution to the entire matter through the policeman’s intercession passes imperceptibly into the pleasure each individual takes in the details of the interrogation. But the interrogation flounders on the details. The policeman has managed to muddle his inquiry, and straining in his attempt to clarify matters, he momentarily stops looking and listening. Unfortunately, he began filling out the form at a place where for some reason he ought not to have begun. But there appears to be no way to correct the error, and he keeps shaking his head at this unfortunate fact. He is obliged to turn the form over and write something on the back to officially register the error. But since in his confusion he left off where he had ill-advisedly begun writing, and continued writing elsewhere on the form, after completing one required section, it appears to be impossible without folding and unfolding and turning the form around several times, to establish what section to fill out next. The entire matter is thereby accorded an incomparably more studied calm than the mood previously attained by the concerned parties.


  THE BRIDGE


  I was stiff and cold, I was a bridge, I lay over an abyss. With the tips of my toes on this side, my fingertips dug in yonder, I clung to the crumbling clay. My coattails dangled at my sides. The icy trout brook thundered below. No tourist ever strayed to this forbidding precipice, the bridge was not yet inscribed on any map. So I lay and waited; I had to wait. Barring collapse, no bridge once built can ever stop being a bridge.


  Once toward evening – was it the first, was it the thousandth time, I don’t know – my thoughts were always muddled, always turning in circles. One summer evening, the brook thundered darker than ever, I heard the sound of a man’s footsteps! Advancing toward me, toward me. Stretch yourself out, bridge, mend your rift, you rafter without rail, hold up the one entrusted to you! The uncertainty of his step levels off out of earshot, but if he falters then make yourself useful, and like a mountain god hurl him safely across.


  He came, with the iron tip of his hiking pole he tested me out, then with it, raised my coattails and arranged them neatly on my torso. He jabbed the tip into my bushy head of hair, and probably peering wildly about, left it dug in. But then – I was just then dreaming of mountains and valleys – he leapt with both feet onto the small of my back. I writhed in excruciating pain, altogether ignorant of the identity of who or what bestrode me. Who was it? A child? A dream? A highwayman? A suicide? A tempter? A wrecker? And I turned myself around to catch a glimpse. Bridge upends itself! I had not yet managed to turn over completely when I tumbled, I tumbled and already I was torn to shreds and pierced by pointed rocks that had always peered so peaceably from the bed of the rushing river.


  THE TREES


  For we are like tree trunks in the snow. They seemingly lie flat, and it looks like with a little prod you ought to be able to displace them. No, you can’t, for they are firmly rooted in the ground. But see, it’s only seemingly so.


  THE TRUTH ABOUT SANCHO PANZA


  By producing a number of novels about chivalry and chicanery in the hours after dark, Sancho Panza, who by the way never made a big to-do about it, managed over the years to ward off the devil, whom he dubbed Don Quixote, and gave him free rein to aimlessly engage in the wildest shenanigans, which, however, for lack of a specific object, which Sancho Panza himself ought to have been, harmed no one. Sancho Panza, a free man, serenely followed Don Quixote around in his crazy escapades, perhaps out of a sense of responsibility for his actions, and therein found a considerable and productive source of amusement till the end of his days.


  THE SILENCE OF THE SIRENS


  Proof that even inadequate, downright childish tactics can save the day:


  To ward off the lure of the sirens, Odysseus stuffed wax in his ears and had himself bound to the mast. All previous passersby, save those already enticed from the distance, could of course have resorted to similar methods, but the ineffectuality of such defensive maneuvers was known the world over. The sirens’ song pierced all resistance and the passionate frenzy of those ensnared by the sound sufficed to break chains and masts. Such concerns did not cross Odysseus’s mind, even though he might well have been forewarned. He entrusted himself entirely to the fistful of wax and the length of chain, and so advanced toward the sirens pleased with his innocent ploy.


  Now the sirens have a still more terrible weapon than their song, namely their silence. And though it never came to pass, it is perhaps conceivable that someone might survive their song, but their silence definitely not. No earthly being could possibly withstand the sense of having single-handedly vanquished them and the consequent all-consuming hubris.


  And when Odysseus came sailing by, the mighty songstresses did indeed refrain from singing, either because they believed that only silence could vanquish such an opponent, or because the sight of Odysseus’s blissful expression, thinking of nothing but wax and chains, so stunned them as to still the song in their throats.


  Yet Odysseus did not, as it were, hear their silence, he believed they were singing and that he alone was spared from listening. With a fleeting glance he took in the twist of their necks, their deep breathing, the tear-filled eyes, the half-opened mouth, but believed this to be a part of the arias that rang out, unheard, around him. But soon, with his gaze fixed on the distance, the spectacle receded and the sirens literally dissolved before his firm resolve, and it is precisely when he came the closest that they no longer crossed his mind.


  But lovelier than ever, they twisted and turned, let their ghoulish locks waft freely in the wind and bared and scratched their claws against the cliffs. They no longer wished to ensnare him with their song, just to glimpse the reflection of Odysseus’s formidable gaze for a little while longer.


  Were the sirens endowed with a consciousness, they would have been done in then and there. Yet they endured and Odysseus just managed to give them the slip.


  Tradition has, moreover, passed on an addendum. Odysseus, it is said, was so cunning, such a sly fox, that even the goddess of fate could not divine his game plan. Perhaps, although human understanding alone would not suffice to explain such a subtle ruse, he did indeed notice that the sirens kept still, and only went through the aforementioned motions, as it were, to pass the wool over their eyes and pull a fast one on them and the gods.


  PROMETHEUS


  Four legends are told concerning Prometheus. According to the first, as punishment for having passed the secret of the gods to man, he was chained fast to a cliff in the Caucasus and the gods sent eagles to feed on his ever-reviving liver.


  According to the second, the pain of the pecking beaks made Prometheus press himself ever deeper into the cliff until he and the rock became one.


  According to the third, in the passing millennia his betrayal was forgotten, the gods, the eagles, and he, too, were forgotten.


  According to the fourth, the world grew weary of a pointless procedure. The gods grew weary, the eagles grew weary, the wounds closed wearily.


  The inexplicable rock formation remained. Legend seeks to explain the inexplicable. Rooted in truth, it inevitably leads back to the explicable.


  POSEIDON


  Poseidon sat at his desk and crunched numbers. The management of all bodies of water was a humongous task. He could have hired as many helpers as he liked, and he already had quite a few, but since he took his job so seriously and double-checked all calculations, all his underlings were of little use. It cannot be said that he took pleasure in the work, he only did it out of a sense of duty; he had, in fact, already applied more than once for a more gratifying task, as he put it, but every time he was presented with various alternatives, it turned out that nothing suited him as much as his present position. It was also very difficult to find something else for him to do. One could not very well assign him the management of a single sea; notwithstanding the fact that here, too, the actuarial task was no more manageable, just more nit-picking, the great Poseidon could after all only be assigned a top-tier management position. Whenever he was offered work outside the aqueous domain, the very prospect made him feel queasy, his godly breath wavered, his mighty chest quavered. Truth to tell, his disgruntlement was not really taken all that seriously; when a mighty one vents his spleen, there is no other recourse but to pretend to humor him, even in the case of such a hopeless matter; no one ever seriously envisioned releasing Poseidon from his post; since time immemorial he was destined to be god of the seas, and that’s the way it would always be.


  What annoyed him the most – indeed the principle source of his displeasure with the job – was the image mankind made of him forever gadding about with his trident in the tides. While all the while he sat there in the watery depths endlessly crunching numbers, a trip every now and then to check in with Jupiter was his only break from the eternal monotony, a journey from which, moreover, he generally returned in a rage. He hardly ever got a chance to enjoy his journey through the seven seas, just sped through them on his way to Olympus, never pausing to look around. He liked to joke that he was waiting for the end of the world, then he’d find a free moment right before the end, after completing his final calculation, to take a quick spin in the sea.


  THE MUNICIPAL COAT OF ARMS


  At the start of the construction of the Tower of Babel everything was quite well planned out, perhaps a bit too well planned out; too much effort was invested in signposts, interpreters, workers’ housing, and lines of communications, as if the work could well go on for centuries. According to the prevailing attitude concerning construction at the time, the slower the better; no need to exaggerate this general tendency, it was even possible to back off a bit in laying the foundation. The argument was namely this: the essential object of the entire undertaking is to build a tower reaching all the way to heaven. Everything else is of secondary concern. Grasped in its entirety, the very notion of such a tower can no longer disappear; as long as there are people to imagine it, there will be the abiding wish to finish building it. In this respect, there is no need to worry about the future, quite the contrary, the sum total of human wisdom keeps advancing exponentially, architecture has made great strides and will keep making great strides, a task it currently takes a year to complete will in a hundred years perhaps take only a half a year, and the end result will, moreover, be better and more durable. So why then work till you drop? That would only have made sense if one could hope to have completed the tower in the span of a generation. But this was by no means to be expected. It was rather presumed that the next generation, with their perfected know-how, would disparage the work of the previous generation and tear it down to start all over again. Such thoughts tended to dampen the efforts of the workforce, and more pains were taken over the construction of the surrounding city of workers’ accommodations than over the building of the tower itself. Every work crew wanted to have the most resplendent quarter, consequently squabbles broke out that escalated into bloody disputes. These fights never let up; they furnished the foremen with fresh arguments, for want of the necessary concentration, to bring construction to a crawl, or better yet, to wait for a total cessation of strife to get to it again. But the work crews did not spend all their time fighting; in the periods of respite between hostilities they engaged in urban-beautification projects, thereby, however, rousing new jealousy which led to new outbreaks of violence. In this way, the first generation of builders lived out their lives, but none of the subsequent generations was any different, only the quality of workmanship kept advancing, and with it the will to fight. In addition to which, the second or third generation of builders recognized the futility of the whole heavenly tower project, but all parties concerned were already far too engaged with one another to ever dream of leaving the city.


  Every single legend and song spawned here is infused with longing for the prophesied day on which the city will be smashed to smithereens by a giant fist in five swift blows. Which is why the city sports a fist in its municipal coat of arms.


  A MESSAGE FROM THE EMPEROR


  The emperor – so they say – has sent you, you alone, his miserable subject, that minuscule shadow holed up in the most distant distance from the burning light of the imperial sun – to you, of all people, the emperor is said to have sent a message from his deathbed. He had the messenger kneel down beside his bed and whispered the message in his ear; the latter put so much store in it, he had the message whispered a second time in his ear. With a nod of the head he confirmed having grasped its import. And in front of all the spectators at his impending demise – the walls of the imperial chambers having been leveled to allow all the highborn of the realm, gathered in a ring on the sweeping stairway, to bear witness – in front of all these nobles His Imperial Majesty dispatched the messenger. The latter, a stouthearted, tireless man, immediately set out, first with one arm, then the other, muscling his way through the crowd; whenever encountering resistance, he points to his chest where he bears the emblem of the imperial sun; he easily advances, like no other. But the crowd is so vast and their habitations stretch for miles on end. If only there were an open field, how swiftly would he glide forward, and soon you would hear the splendid thud of his fists on your door. But instead, the poor man plods along uselessly; he keeps forcing his way through the chambers of the inner palace; never will he emerge; and even if he managed, it would be no use; he would still have to fight his way down the stairs; and even if he managed, it would be no use; he would still have to cover the distance of the courtyards; and after the courtyards, there would still be the second surrounding palace to traverse; and again stairways and courtyards; and again another palace; and so on and so forth, marching through the millennia; and if finally he managed to emerge through the outer gate – but never, never could he do so – the capital city still lies ahead, the hub of the universe heaped high with the sediment of humanity. No one ever breaks through, and most certainly not with the message of a dead man. But you sit there at your window and dream of his arrival when evening comes.


  THE NEXT VILLAGE OVER


  My grandfather used to say: “Life is confoundedly brief.” Now in my memory the import of his words is so compressed that I can hardly fathom how, for instance, a young person can possibly resolve to ride to the next village over without fearing – never mind the possibility of unfortunate happenstance along the way – that the duration of an ordinary happy life span might by no means suffice for such a journey.


  FIRST SORROW


  A trapeze artist – it is common knowledge that this art practiced high up in the cupolas of the variety theaters is one of the most difficult mastered by man – had, at first out of a striving for perfection, later out of tyrannically imposed habit, arranged his life such that, as long as he was working on a particular feat, he remained day and night on the trapeze. All of his, in fact, rather meager needs were provided for by alternating servants who kept watch below and hoisted up and descended the desired items in specially designed containers. This lifestyle put no particular burdens on the artist’s entourage; except that during other acts, his presence above, a fact that could not be concealed, did prove to be a bit disturbing, and that even though at such times he generally kept quiet, every now and then the public’s gaze strayed in his direction. For which he was, however, forgiven by management, on account of the extraordinary, irreplaceable nature of his art. It was naturally recognized that such a lifestyle was not a consequence of wanton will, and that, in fact, only by constant practice could he keep himself at the top of his form.


  But it was otherwise healthy up above, and when in the warmer seasons the side windows around the vaulting were flung open, and along with the fresh air, the sun burst mightily into the twilit space, it was even lovely there. Of course, his human contact was limited, only every now and then did an acrobatic colleague clamber up the rope ladder to visit; then the two sat on the trapeze, leaning to the left and to the right on the tether, and chatted, or else workers repaired the roof and exchanged a few words with him through an open window, or an agent from the fire department inspected the emergency lighting in the highest gallery seating, and shouted out something respectful but hardly comprehensible. Otherwise silence reigned around him; only occasionally did an employee of the establishment who happened to wander in the afternoon into the empty theater glance up into the rafters, practically eclipsed from view, where without knowing that someone was watching, the trapeze artist practiced his art or rested.


  Thus the trapeze artist might have lived undisturbed, were it not for the inevitable travels from place to place which he found altogether onerous. The impresario did take pains to spare the trapeze artist from any unnecessary prolongation of his sufferings: for the drive through cities, racing cars were used, with which, whenever possible, late at night or at the crack of dawn, they whizzed him at breakneck speed through the deserted streets, though naturally still too slow for the trapeze artist’s liking; for train trips, they reserved an entire car in which the trapeze artist spent the whole trip in the luggage netting, a pitiful perch, but still a kind of alternative for his regular lifestyle; at the next stop on his tour, the trapeze was already in place long before his arrival, and all the doors leading to the performance space were wide open, all the aisles left open – but the loveliest moments in the life of the impresario were when the trapeze artist set foot on the rope ladder, and in a flash, was finally hanging back up on his trapeze again.


  As many tours as the impresario had managed to set up and pull off successfully, each new one was agonizing all over again, for all other considerations notwithstanding, the trip proved in any case to be an unnerving disturbance to the trapeze artist.


  Setting off yet again together, the trapeze artist stretched out in the luggage net, dreaming, the impresario leaning back in the window seat facing him, reading a book. And when the trapeze artist addressed him in a quiet voice, the impresario was immediately all ears. Biting his lips, the artist said that instead of the single trapeze strung to date, he would now always need two, two trapezes side by side. The impresario immediately agreed. But as if he wished to indicate that the impresario’s agreement was as meaningless to him as would have been his objection, the artist declared that he would never again under any circumstances perform on a single trapeze. He seemed to shudder at the very thought that it might still perhaps one day happen. Hesitant and watchful, the impresario once again affirmed his complete agreement that two trapezes were better than one, and that this new setup was in any case advantageous, as it made the production more variable. Whereupon the trapeze artist suddenly burst into tears. Aghast, the impresario leapt up and asked what was wrong, and since he received no answer, he climbed up onto the seat and stroked his associate and pressed his face against his, so as to be drenched by the trapeze artist’s tears. But only after being showered with countless questions and endearments, the trapeze artist said between sobs: “With nothing but that single bar in hand – how ever can I go on living!” Now it was easier for the impresario to comfort the trapeze artist; he promised at the very next station to telegraph ahead to the next venue to arrange for two trapezes; he reproached himself for having allowed the trapeze artist to perform for so long on a single trapeze, and thanked him and praised him for finally pointing out the flaw in the arrangement. Little by little, in this way, the impresario succeeded in calming the trapeze artist, whereupon the artist was able to slip back into his corner. But the impresario himself was not reassured; deeply concerned, he cast furtive glances over the edge of his book at the trapeze artist. Once such worries set in, would they ever be completely quelled? Would they not necessarily keep ramping up? Did they not pose an existential threat? And in the seemingly quiet sleep that came in the wake of the tears, the impresario thought he detected the advent of the first furrows of age on the trapeze artist’s smooth youthful forehead.


  THE HUNGER ARTIST


  Interest in hunger artists has waned considerably in recent decades. While it was once well worth it to stage such self-styled performances, it is completely impossible nowadays. Those were other times. The entire city followed the spectacle back then; interest grew from hunger day to hunger day; everyone wanted to witness the hunger artist at least once a day; in time there were avid fans who sat for days on end in front of the wire-framed cage; viewings were also possible at night, the effect of which was heightened by torchlight; on sunny days the cage was carried outdoors, and children were the prime spectators; whereas the hunger artist was often only a gag for grown-ups, the in thing to witness, the children looked on in stunned, openmouthed amazement, holding each other’s hands to console themselves. Spurning even the comfort of a chair, he sat there before them on scattered straw, ribs protruding beneath a tight black tricot, at times nodding politely, responding to questions with a strained smile, even poking his arm through the bars of the cage to permit his little admirers to palpate his haggard state, at other times altogether sunk into himself, unconcerned with everyone, not even taking note of the all-important striking of the clock, the sole piece of furniture in the cage, but rather just peering out with eyes practically shut tight, and every now and then sipping a drop from a tiny glass of water to dampen his parched lips.


  Aside from the ever-changing crowd of spectators, there were on hand watchmen selected by the public, most often butchers strangely enough, always three at a time, whose task it was to keep an eye on the hunger artist day and night, so that he might not sneak a furtive bite of something to eat. But this was merely a formality introduced to reassure the masses, since the connoisseurs knew well that the hunger artist would under no circumstances, even when pressured to do so, have taken the least little bite during the hunger period; his artistic honor forbade it. Of course, not every watchman understood this, there were occasionally night-watch parties lax in their duties who intentionally sat themselves in a distant corner to play cards, clearly intending to permit the hunger artist a little pick-me-up, which they believed he could suck up out of some secret reserve. Nothing was more noisome to him than such watchmen; they made him glum; they made the hungering terribly hard; sometimes he managed to surmount his weakness and sing for the duration of their watch as long as he could, to show such people the injustice of their suspicions. But that hardly helped; it just made them wonder at his underhanded ability to sup while singing. He much preferred the watchmen who crowded up close to the cage, not satisfied with the dim night lighting, who kept him covered with the pocket flashlights provided by the impresario. The bright light did not bother him the least little bit, deep sleep was in any case out of the question, and he could always catch a wink, whatever the lighting or the hour, even in the hubbub of a packed hall. He was more than happy to spend an altogether sleepless night with such watchmen; he liked to joke around with them, to tell them stories of his wanderings, and then listen to their stories, just to keep them awake, to prove again and again that he had nothing edible in the cage and that he could keep hungering like no one else. But he was happiest when morning came and an overly lavish breakfast was brought to them, at his expense, on which they flung themselves with the healthy appetite of men who had suffered a torturously sleepless night. There were even some people who viewed this breakfast as an unseemly attempt to bribe the watchmen, though that was going too far, and when asked if they would be willing to tackle the night-watch without breakfast they promptly scattered, albeit still with their suspicions.


  Such suspicions, however, were part and parcel of the hungering process. No one was prepared to sit out, without interruption, all the days and nights, watching over the performance, consequently no one could confirm from his own experience that the hungering had actually continued for the duration without any lapses; only the hunger artist himself could know that, he alone could simultaneously act as an infallible spectator completely satisfied with the flawlessness of the performance. Then again, for an altogether different reason, he himself was never satisfied; it was perhaps not the hungering itself that made him look so emaciated that some spectators regretfully refrained from attending the performance, as they could not stand the sight of him, it was precisely his dissatisfaction with himself that gave him such an emaciated appearance. For he alone knew what no aficionado could possibly know: how easy it was to keep hungering. It was the easiest thing in the world. Which fact he made no attempt to conceal, but nobody believed him, considering him overly modest at best, more often taking him for a publicity hound or else for an outright swindler, to whom the hungering came easy because he had a knack for it, and who, moreover, had the audacity to half admit it. All such suspicions the artist had to take in stride, he had in fact grown accustomed to them over the years, but this dissatisfaction forever gnawed at him in his heart of hearts, and never, not after a single hunger session – that much the public had to give him – did he willingly leave the cage. The impresario set forty days as the limit, he let no one go on hungering after that, not even in the world capitals, and for a very good reason. Based on past experience, forty days was the maximum period for which, with gradually ever more vivid advertising, he could keep stirring the interest of a city, after that interest lapsed and demand dropped considerably; there were, of course, small differences from city to city and country to country, but as a rule forty days was the outer limit. So then on the fortieth day the gate of the flower-bestrewn cage was opened, an enthusiastic crowd of spectators filled the amphitheater, a military band started playing, two doctors entered the cage to take the necessary measurements and check the hunger artist’s vitals, the results were reported through a megaphone to those in the hall, and then finally two young ladies came forth, delighted that they of all people had been picked to accompany the hunger artist out of the cage and help him take a few steps down, where on a little table a painstakingly selected convalescent meal was served. And at this moment the hunger artist always resisted. He did indeed willingly extend his bony arms toward the proffered hands of the ladies who bent down over him, but did not want to get up. Why stop just now after forty days? He might have held out for infinitely longer, why stop just now, when he is still going strong, not even having reached his hungering best? Why did they want to rob him of the renown and keep him from hungering on, to not only become the greatest hunger artist of all time, which in all likelihood he probably already was, but also to break his own record by such unbelievable stamina, for he saw no limits to his hungering ability? Why did this crowd that purported to admire him as much as they did, in fact evince so little patience; if he had it in him to go on hungering, why did they then not hold on? He was tired too, comfortably seated in the straw, and now he was supposed to stand up straight and tall, and advance toward the food, the very idea of which already made him sick in the stomach, outward manifestations of which he strained to hide out of respect for the ladies. And he peered into the eyes of the seemingly friendly, but in fact so cruel, ladies, and shook his heavy head that wobbled on his weakened neck. But then came to pass what always came to pass. The impresario stepped forward, silently – the music made speaking impossible – raised his arms above his protégé’s head, as though inviting the heavens to admire the achievement here in the straw of the pitiable martyr, which the hunger artist, in fact, was, only in an altogether different sense; he grasped the hunger artist around his wilted waste, whereby with exaggerated caution he sought to demonstrate how frail and breakable a body he had in hand, and passed him on – though not without secretly shaking him a little, so that the hunger artist teetered uncontrollably with his legs and torso – into the arms of the ladies, who turned deathly pale. Now the hunger artist endured all that followed; his head lay on a breast, it was as if it had rolled there and inexplicably held firm; his body was all hollowed out; his legs were pressed together at the knees in an attempt to bear the load of life, but still grazed the ground, as if it were not the real thing, for which they searched in vain; and the entire weight of the body, negligible as it was, rested on one of the young women, who panting and pleading for help – this is not what she imagined her honorary role would entail – first craning her neck as much as possible to at least keep her face from contact with the hunger artist, but then, failing to do so, and seeing as her more fortunate partner did not come to her assistance, but rather, trembling, contented herself with supporting the hand of the hunger artist, that little bony bundle, to the delighted laughter of the spectators, the first girl proceeded to burst into tears and had to be replaced by a stagehand who stood at the ready. Then came the spoon-feeding performed by the impresario while the semicomatose hunger artist lay in half sleep, accompanied by cheerful chatter intended to deflect attention from the hunger artist’s physical state; then a toast, ostensibly whispered by the hunger artist, was communicated to the public; the orchestra heightened the effect with a big fanfare, and the crowd dispersed, no one experiencing disappointment with the performance, no one, that is, except for the hunger artist, always only him.


  So he lived for many years with regular brief respites, apparently in the limelight, adulated by the world, but the glory notwithstanding, mostly in a dark depression that kept growing darker by the day since no one seemed to take it seriously. With what words was one supposed to cheer him up? What could one possibly still wish him? And if every now and then a well-wisher with good intentions expressed his sympathy and sought to explain that his sadness probably came from his hungering, then, particularly in the case of an advanced hunger period, it sometimes happened that the hunger artist would reply with a burst of anger, and to the terror of all, rattle the gate of his cage like a wild animal. But in such cases that impresario had a method of punishment, which he gladly applied. He excused the hunger artist in front of the gathered throng, acknowledged that it was only the irritability brought on by his hungering, a reaction a bit hard to fathom by well-fed folks, that made such outbursts excusable; in connection with which, he added that the hunger artist’s seemingly boastful claim that he could hunger far longer than he did could be excused by this same weakened state; he praised the bold ambition, the strength of will, the formidable self-abnegation, that surely also affected this claim; but then, by holding up photographs simultaneously sold to the public, he proceeded to make short shrift of the claim, since on the fortieth day one could see the hunger artist bedridden, practically done in by his weakened state. Though all too familiar to the hunger artist, this ever-unnerving twisting of the truth was more than he could bear. The purported consequences of the premature cessation of his hungering were here presented as the cause! It was impossible to combat such ignorance, such a world of ignorance. Each time he listened to the impresario in good faith, grasping the bars of his cage, but upon the appearance of the photographs he sank back into the straw with a sigh, and the reassured public could once again step forward to gaze at him. When the witnesses to such scenes thought back upon them a few years later, they themselves were incredulous. Since in the meantime the aforementioned turnaround had set in; it happened almost out of the blue; there may well have been underlying causes, but nobody cared; at any rate, one day the heretofore lavishly indulged hunger artist was abandoned by the pleasure-seeking crowd who now flocked to other spectacles. Once again the impresario chased his protégé around half of Europe to see if here and there the old interest might not be reawakened; all for naught; as if by some conspiratorial agreement, a pronounced repugnance for show-hungering had set in. Naturally such a shift of taste could not have come about so suddenly, and thinking back, amidst the fanfare of past successes certain suppressed harbingers of waning interest went unheeded, but it was now in any case too late to do anything about it. Of course nobody doubted that hungering would once again find its moment of glory, but that was no consolation for the living. What was the hunger artist to do? He who had been adulated by thousands could not very well put himself on display at show booths at small country fairs, and the hunger artist was not only too old, but above all too fanatically attached to his craft, to embrace another profession. So he took leave of the impresario, his comrade in arms in his incomparable calling, and took a job with a big circus; to spare himself any indignities, he did not even bother to consider the terms of the contract.


  A big circus, with its myriad human and animal acts ever counterbalancing and complementing each other, can always add another act, even a hunger artist, particularly given his modest needs, and moreover, in this special case the circus not only banked on the hunger artist himself, but also on his illustrious name; indeed, given the unique nature of this art form, which hardly diminished with advancing age, one could not very well suggest that he was a worn-out artist no longer at the height of his craft, seeking refuge in a quiet circus job; quite the contrary, the hunger artist assured the circus that he was every bit as good at hungering as before, an altogether plausible assumption, and he even went so far as to claim, if given free rein, and this he was freely granted, only now would he spark the justifiable amazement of the public, a claim which, to be sure, considering the current shifting taste in entertainment, a fact the hunger artist in his zeal all too readily forgot, brought a smile to the lips of his interlocutors.


  In fact, the hunger artist never lost touch with reality and took it for granted that he in his cage would not be presented as a top-billed act in the big ring, but rather set somewhere off to the side in a nevertheless easily accessible spot near the animal stalls. Large, colorful signs ringed the cage indicating the nature of the act. When during intermission breaks the public pushed their way to the stalls to see the animals, it was practically inevitable that they pass the hunger artist on the way and pause awhile to watch, some might well have stayed longer if the people shoving behind them onward in the narrow corridor leading to the stalls, who did not understand what was holding things up, made a longer, unruffled viewing impossible. It was for this reason that the hunger artist, who naturally eagerly anticipated these visiting hours as his raison d’être, also dreaded them. In the beginning he could hardly wait for the intermissions; with eager delight he gazed at the crowd that came rushing toward him, until, all too soon – even the most stubborn, practically conscious self-deception soon gave way to the sad deception of experience – it became clear to him that for the most part, and then later without exception, they were headed for the animal stalls. Yet he treasured that distant glimpse of the advancing throng. For as soon as they drew near, he was immediately assaulted with the screams and insults of the little groups that kept forming in front of the cage, those – they soon became the most annoying – that wanted to get a good look at him, not at all out of appreciation for his act, but rather on a whim and to spite those behind them, and the others who initially only wanted to get to the stalls. Once the mob had passed, then came the stragglers, and those whom nobody kept from stopping as long as they liked, who strode by with giant steps, with hardly a sidelong glance, eager to get to see the animals in time. And it was not all that often that a father came by with his children, pointing with his finger at the hunger artist, explaining in detail the nature of the act, telling of times gone by when he had witnessed similar, albeit incomparably splendid, performances, whereupon the children, on account of their insufficient preparation in school and life, still failed to appreciate – What was hungering to them? – yet a certain gleam in their inquiring gaze seemed to portend better, more propitious times to come. Perhaps, the hunger artist sometimes said to himself, things would be a bit better if my cage were not located all that close to the stables. Perhaps the site made it too easy for people to pass him by, not to speak of the odors that emanated from the animal stalls, the disquiet of the animals at night, the spectacle of the distribution of raw meat to the predators, and the racket at feeding time that might have discouraged them from passing that way. But he did not dare to lodge a complaint at the circus director’s office; it was, after all, thanks to the animals that the crowd of visitors came his way, amongst which every now and then there might well be one who actually came to see him, and who knows in what remote corner they might stick his cage were he to remind the management of his existence, and that he was, strictly speaking, only a stumbling block on the way to the stalls.


  A negligible, indeed ever more negligible stumbling block, if truth be told. One became accustomed to the oddity in this day and age of even wanting to claim the limelight for a hunger artist, and with this habituation judgment was spoken. He was so very fond of hungering to the best of his ability, and he kept practicing his craft, but it was no use, the public just walked on by. As for attempts to explain the art of hungering, an appreciation cannot be spoon-fed to those who do not feel it in the gut. The lovely explanatory placards became dirty and illegible, and were removed, and no one thought of replacing them; the tablet with the tally of completed hunger days, once so meticulously kept up to date, remained for the longest time unaltered, since after the first weeks the assigned personnel tired of even this small task; and so even though the hunger artist hungered on to his heart’s content, as he had dreamed of doing in the past, and he effortlessly broke all previous records, true to his previous predictions, no one counted the days, no one, not even the hunger artist himself, fathomed the magnitude of his accomplishment, and so his heart grew heavy. And when from time to time an idler stopped before the cage, made light of the tally and spoke of swindle, it was the dumbest lie that apathy and inborn malice could have dreamed up, for it was not the hunger artist who cheated the world, he did an honest job, but rather the world that cheated the hunger artist of his just due.


  More time elapsed, and that period also came to an end. One day the cage caught the eye of a supervisor, and he asked an attendant why this perfectly serviceable cage strewn with rotten straw stood empty; no one knew, until, reminded by the tablet with the tally, one circus hand remembered the hunger artist. They stoked around with a metal bar in the straw and found the hunger artist lying there.


  “Are you still at it?” the supervisor inquired. “When the blazes will you finally stop hungering?”


  “Forgive me,” whispered the hunger artist; but only the supervisor who had his ear to the cage could decipher his words.


  “Of course,” said the supervisor, with a finger pointing to his forehead to suggest his enfeebled state of mind to the personnel, “we forgive you.”


  “I kept wanting the world to admire my hungering,” said the hunger artist.


  “Of course we admire it,” the supervisor replied.


  “But you shouldn’t,” said the hunger artist.


  “Well then we don’t,” said the supervisor. “Why should we not admire it?”


  “Because I have to keep hungering, I cannot do otherwise,” said the hunger artist.


  “So I see,” said the supervisor, “but why can’t you do otherwise?”


  “Because…,” said the hunger artist, raising his haggard head a little, and whispering with puckered lips, as though preparing for a kiss, directly into the supervisor’s ear, so that he would not miss a word, “because I could not find a dish I liked. Had I found it, believe me, I would not have made a fuss, but would have eaten my fill, the same as you or anyone else.” Those were his last words, but the broken look in his eyes bespoke the firm, albeit chastened, conviction that he was still hungering.


  “Clean up this mess!” said the supervisor, and they buried the hunger artist along with his straw. A young panther took his place in the cage. Even to the dullest minds it was a palpable relief to see a wild animal flinging itself about in that cage that had been lifeless so long. The creature lacked for nothing. It never took the attendants long to fetch him the food he liked; he did not even seem to miss his freedom; that noble body full to bursting seemed to carry freedom around with him; it appeared to lodge somewhere in his jaw; and his lust for life emanated with such force from his pharynx that it was not easy for the spectators to face up to it. But they got ahold of themselves, thronged around the cage, and refused to budge.


  JOSEPHINE, OUR MEISTERSINGER, OR THE MUSIC OF MICE


  Our singer’s name is Josephine. If you’ve never heard her sing, you don’t know the power of song. I know no one who has not been moved by her singing, which is all the more remarkable, given the fact that our kind don’t really like music. Peaceful silence is our favorite lilt; our life is difficult, even once we’ve attempted to dispatch a day’s worth of worries we can no longer motivate ourselves to fathom such lofty matters as music. But you won’t hear us bellyache much about it, it’s just not our way; we consider our greatest virtue to be a certain practically minded slyness, a definite necessity for our survival; with a sly smile we try to console ourselves about our sad lot, even in the highly unlikely eventuality that we would ever have a hankering for the kind of bliss that music perhaps fosters. Josephine is the sole exception; she loves music and knows how to convey her love; she is the only one; were she to die, music would disappear from our lives – who knows for how long.


  I have often wondered what music really means to us. We are, after all, altogether unmusical; how then can we possibly fathom Josephine’s singing, or since Josephine defies our understanding, at least imagine that we do? The simplest answer would be that the splendor of her performance is so great that even the most tone-deaf cannot withstand its power, but this answer falls short. Were this truly the case, one would initially and ever after perceive her singing as something extraordinary, the sense that what emanates from this throat is something that we have never before heard and lack the capacity to hear, something that only Josephine and no one else could possibly enable us to hear. But in my view that is not the case, it’s not what I feel, nor have I observed that response in others. We openly confess to each other in private that there is nothing singular about Josephine’s singing in and of itself.


  Can it even be considered singing? Despite our tin ear, we do have a musical tradition; song was known to us in olden times; legends tell of it, and ancient songs have even survived that no one knows how to sing. So we do have an inkling of what singing is, and Josephine’s art does not really correspond to our preconception. Is it singing at all? Is it not rather perhaps a kind of whistling? All of us are certainly attuned to whistling, it is the artistic craft of our kind, or rather no craft at all but our characteristic mode of expression. We all whistle all the time, but no one would of course think of calling it an art, we whistle without paying it any mind, indeed without knowing that we do so, and there are a good many of us who don’t even know that whistling is typical of our kind. If it were indeed true that Josephine does not sing, but rather whistles, and even, as it sometimes seems to me, is a perfectly run-of-the-mill whistler – her whistling skill may indeed not even be up to par, inferior to the whistle a common excavating mouse emits all day while working – if all this were true, it would discount Josephine’s apparent artistry, but we would still be left to solve the riddle of its profound effect upon us.


  But it is precisely not just a whistling that she produces. If you stand a distance from her and listen up, or better yet, if you keep an open mind, you will notice that Josephine sings a few octaves lower than other voices, and if you set yourself the task of identifying her voice, then you will inevitably discern nothing but an ordinary whistling, ever so slightly striking perhaps for its hint of delicacy or frailty. But if you stand before her, you will fathom that it is by no means just a whistling; to appreciate her art it is imperative not just to hear her, but to see her too. And even if it were only our commonplace whistling, what immediately sets her apart is the simple fact that someone would stand there and make a big to-do of nothing other than performing the perfectly ordinary. It definitely does not take any artistic prowess to crack open a nut, consequently no one would even dream of gathering an audience just to crack nuts before them. If someone did so nevertheless and succeeded in holding the crowd’s attention, then it would surely not simply be a matter of mere nut cracking. Or else it is about nut cracking, and it turns out that we have overlooked the artistry involved, since it is an art perfectly mastered by most, and this new nut cracker is the first to demonstrate its actual intricacies, whereby it may then be a plus for the impact of his performance if he were, in fact, a bit less skilled at nut cracking than the mean.


  The same may well be true of Josephine’s singing; we admire in her what we take for granted in ourselves; in this last regard we are perfectly attuned with her. I was once present when, as she often does, she made mention of the folk-squeaking tradition, a passing mention, but for Josephine it was already too much. Never before have I seen such an impertinent, haughty smile as the one she flashed; she, who on the surface was delicacy incarnate, strikingly delicate, even among a species such as ours so rich in refined female types, at that instant seemed downright common; keenly attuned as she was, she must, moreover, have sensed it, and promptly took hold of herself. In any case, she disavows any connection between her art and whistling. For those not inclined to agree, she feels nothing but contempt and probably unacknowledged hatred. In this she is not motivated by run-of-the-mill vanity, for this opposing camp, to which I, too, half belong, surely admires her no less than do the majority of mice, but Josephine does not wish to be merely esteemed, but rather esteemed in precisely the way she prescribes, esteem in and of itself means nothing to her. And when you’re seated there before her, you get it, it’s only those at a distance who disagree; seated before her, you know: what she whistles is no ordinary whistling.


  Since whistling is just one of the many things we do without thinking, one might well maintain that Josephine’s auditorium is suffused with whistling; her art makes us feel fine and when we feel fine, we whistle; but her auditorium is devoid of whistling, it’s still as a mouse, as if, blessed with the yearned-for peacefulness from which our own restless whistling deprives us, we fall silent. Is it her singing that delights us, or is it not rather the solemn silence that surrounds that feeble little voice? Once during Josephine’s recital, a foolish little thing in its naïveté started whistling. Well, it was the exact same sound we heard emanating from Josephine’s throat; up front on stage, her oft repeated routine notwithstanding, the nevertheless still timid whistling, and back here in the audience the unselfconscious childish whistling; it would have been impossible to tell the difference; and yet we promptly hushed up the little troublemaker, even though it probably wasn’t even necessary, since the poor thing would surely have curled up in a bundle of fear and shame on its own accord, whereas Josephine struck up her triumphant squeaked finale, straining her outstretched arms to the limit and trying to extend her neck beyond what was physically possible.


  This is how she always comports herself in public, taking advantage of the most insignificant trifle, any happenstance, any unruliness, a creak of the parquet, a tooth grinding, a lighting disturbance, to heighten the effect of her singing; for in her view, she is singing to deaf ears; not that there is any lack of rapture and applause, but she has long since resigned herself to a total absence of true appreciation, according to her way of thinking. Thus all disturbances are opportune; stirring light resistance or underlining her absolute equanimity, any external counterirritants to the purity of her singing can, by mere juxtaposition, be subsumed to rouse the crowd, who, lacking any true understanding, can nevertheless be taught premonitory respect.


  If little things serve her well, just imagine what big things do. Our life is very uneasy, every day brings new surprises, upsets, hopes, and fears, all of which the individual could never endure if he could not at all times, day and night, count on the backing of his fellow creatures; but even so, life sometimes gets too hard to bear; sometimes even a thousand shoulders tremble under the sheer burden of a load allotted to only one. This is when Josephine feels like her time has come. In keen anticipation, trembling with alarm, particularly under her breast, it is as if that delicate creature had gathered up all her life force in her recital, forfeiting every ounce of strength, every other mode of living not immediately invested in her singing, as if standing there completely exposed, utterly prone and defenseless, her destiny in the hands of benevolent spirits, living only in her singing, a passing puff of cold air could kill her. But it is precisely at such moments that we, her apparent deprecators, protest: “She can’t even whistle for heaven’s sake; look how much she has to strain just to force herself to emit a run-of-the-mill whistling, never mind to sing – let us not speak of singing.” That’s how it seems to us, but as already mentioned, this is indeed an unavoidable, albeit momentary and rapidly passing, impression. No sooner said than we, too, meld with the mood of the crowd, ears pricked up, listening intently, pressed body to body in warm anticipation.


  And in order to attract a crowd of our kind, a species almost always on the move, scampering back and forth often for reasons that remain a mystery, all Josephine generally has to do is tip back her tiny head, her mouth half open, eyes peering upward, a stance indicating that she is about to sing. She can do so wherever she pleases, it doesn’t necessarily have to be a particularly conspicuous place, any old nook picked at random will do. The news spreads in a flash that she intends to sing, and soon a throng is streaming over. There are occasionally obstacles that get in the way; Josephine tends to favor difficult times for her performances, moments in which all sorts of worries and concerns compel us to scatter every which way, and we cannot possibly assemble as swiftly as Josephine would like, in which case she may be compelled to maintain her stance of readiness for a while without attracting an audience worthy of her effort – in which case she gets all in a huff, stamps her feet, mutters curses unbefitting of a lady, she has been known to bite. But even such behavior does not mar her reputation; instead of curbing her excessive demands, we do our best to please her; messengers are sent out to fetch additional listeners, a fact kept secret from her; sentries are stationed along key conduits in the general vicinity to motion to those on the way to make them quicken their steps; all this until at last a respectable crowd has gathered.


  What makes our kind take such pains for Josephine? It’s a question no easier to answer than the enigma of Josephine’s singing, with which it is clearly connected. We could well drop it and simply meld it with the second question, were we able to maintain for a fact that the species is absolutely devoted to Josephine’s singing. This, however, is precisely not the case; absolute devotion is not a common mouse characteristic; a species such as ours, fond above all else of harmless stealth, muffled childish chatter, an innocent gossip entailing little more than a timid parting of the lips, can most definitely not be absolutely devoted to anything; Josephine senses this too, it is what she combats with the full force of her feeble throat.


  But let us not go too far with such broad generalizations, our kind is indeed devoted to Josephine, just not absolutely. No mouse would, for instance, ever be inclined to laugh at Josephine. Yet who would deny that there is something laughable about her; and laughter as such is never far from our lips; all the trials and tribulations of our life notwithstanding, a certain quiet laughter is always welcome; but nobody laughs at Josephine. I sometimes have the impression that our relationship to Josephine amounts to a certain sense of responsibility: as if this fragile, helpless, somehow exceptional being, whose uniqueness, in her view, is lodged in her voice, were entrusted to our care and we were obliged to watch over her; nobody knows why, but the fact of it appears to be uncontestable. And you simply do not laugh about that which is entrusted to you; to laugh about it would be an abrogation of duty; it is the vilest thing that the most malevolent among us attach to her person when they let slip: “Laughter drains from our throats when we see Josephine.”


  Thus our kind cares for Josephine the way a father cares for a child whose little hands are outstretched toward him – it being unclear if pleading for or demanding help. You might well think from all appearances that our kind lack the capacity to fulfill such fatherly obligations, but in fact, at least in this regard, we bring it off in an exemplary fashion; no single mouse on its own could possibly manage what the whole lot of us acting in unison have it in us to-do. Of course, the difference between the collective force of the group and that of the individual is so considerable that all the dependent protégé need do is draw near and bask in the warmth of the group’s proximity to feel protected. But no one dares speak of such things in regard to Josephine. “I don’t give a hoot for your protection,” she would reply. “Not a hoot, indeed, but perhaps a whistle,” we think to ourselves. And truth to tell, her rebel whistle is no refutation but rather a juvenile way of expressing a child’s gratitude, and it is the father’s way not to make a big to-do about it.


  There is, however, yet another factor that weighs more heavily on this relationship between the group and Josephine. Josephine is of the opposite opinion, namely that it is she who lends a protective mantle to the group. She apparently believes that it is her singing that shelters us from the dire effects of economic or political vicissitudes, that and nothing else, and if the music does not manage to hold off misfortune, it at least gives us the strength to endure it. She does not say so in so many words, nor does she put it another way, in fact, she never says much, she remains tight-lipped among the whistling chatterboxes, the message sparkles from her eyes and you can read it off her sealed lips – nary a mouse can keep its mouth shut, but she sure can and does. At every bit of bad news – and on some days it comes in heaping helpings, false alarms and half-truths included – she promptly raises herself upright, whereas adverse tidings generally drag her down, and standing tall, craning her neck, she attempts to scan her entire flock, like a shepherd before a thunderstorm. Children do indeed make similar demands, making a big to-do in their own wild, hotheaded way, but Josephine’s worries are not quite so unfounded as those of the excitable little tykes. All right, so her singing does not save us, nor does it fortify our feeble resolve – it is all too easy to set yourself up as a savior of such a species as ours, accustomed as we are to sufferings, to taking it on the chin, quick to react, death being a daily occurrence, only seemingly fearful in the charged atmosphere of perpetual daredevilry in which we live, and moreover, notwithstanding the odds against us, just as productive as we are brave – it is easy, I say, to play yourself up as a savior after the fact of a species that has somehow always managed to save itself, albeit at the cost of heavy losses, concerning which historians fall silent in awestricken horror – though in general we don’t pay much mind to history. And still it is true that when in dire straits, we listen up all the more attentively to Josephine’s voice. The myriad menaces that hang over our heads impose an ever more pressing silence, make us meeker, more yielding to Josephine’s demands; gladly we crowd together, particularly since the object of our assembly lies so far afield of the ever-pressing existential threat; it is as if we drank another hasty toast to peace on the eve of the eternal struggle for survival – hasty indeed, time flies but mice flee, a fact our Josephine all too often forgets. It is not so much a song recital per se as rather a public gathering, a gathering, moreover, in which, aside from the almost inaudible whistling far up front, silence reigns; for the occasion is far too momentous to waste in idle chatter.


  In fact, Josephine could not possibly satisfy such expectations. Despite all the nervous discontent she harbors, given her never clarified situation, there are certain things she simply does not see, blinded as she is by her self-assurance, and can without any undue effort be made to overlook much more, to which end, essentially for the public good, a swarm of flatterers are forever devoted – yet she would surely not deign just to sing on the sidelines, unnoticed, to warm up the crowd at a public gathering, however worthy a role this may be.


  Nor has she ever been compelled to do so, for her art does not go unnoticed. Even though we are for the most part preoccupied with altogether different matters, and silence is not maintained simply for the sake of her song, some not even bothering to look up, their faces forever pressed into the fur of a fellow mouse, and Josephine appears to go to a great effort for naught, there is undeniably something in her whistling that always touches us. This whistling that swells in the air around us, while all others are compelled to keep silent, strikes the ear as a kind of collective prophecy; Josephine’s faint whistle amidst weighty deliberations is almost a metaphor for the miserable existence of our kind in the tumult of a hostile world. It is comforting to consider that with this nothing of a voice, with this nonaccomplishment, Josephine stands her ground and faces the music, so to speak, thereby wending her way to us. In times such as these we would surely not tolerate a veritable vocal artist, were we ever to find one in our midst, and would unanimously disavow the senselessness of such a performance. May Josephine be spared the realization that the fact that we lend an ear proves how little we think of her singing. Surely she suspects as much, why else would she complain so bitterly about the lack of listeners, while singing, or rather whistling, her scorn at the very notion.


  But she may nevertheless take some consolation in the fact that we really do listen to a point, probably just as well as we would listen to a real vocalist, her performance moves us in ways that that of a real singer would only strive for in vain and is precisely linked to her inadequate vocal talents. Our appreciation is primarily linked to our way of life.


  Among our kind there is no concept of youth and only a fleeting notion of childhood. Demands are regularly made that our children be guaranteed a modicum of freedom, a certain degree of protection, that they be assured the right to a little roughhousing, a little senseless messing around, a little child’s play, that this right be recognized and duly enforced; such demands keep cropping up and almost everyone applauds them in principle, there is nothing we would like better, but there is also nothing in reality which our condition makes us less inclined to accept, we sanction the demands, we take small steps in the right direction, but soon everything reverts to the way it was. The contingencies of our life are such that as soon as a child is able to take a step out of the nest and distinguish its surroundings, it is obliged to fend for itself like a grown-up; the territories in which for economic reasons we live scattered about are too vast, our enemies are too numerous, the perils that face us at every turn too unpredictable – we simply cannot spare our children from the fight for survival, were we to do so it would mean their premature demise. In addition to these sad reasons to keep them in check there is also an uplifting factor: the fecundity of our species. A new generation – and each one is large in number – crowds the ones before it, children have no time and leisure to remain children. Whereas children may be painstakingly nurtured in other species, with schools erected to educate the little ones, to which they flock and from which they pour out daily, institutions recognized as essential to the future of the species, always the same children keep emerging day after day. We have no schools, but from our loins, in ever shorter intervals, untold hordes pour forth, cheerfully snuffing or squealing, waddling or by the sheer force of their number flung forward, until they can run, clumsily by sheer force of number tearing everything along with them, while still blind to the world, such is the fate of our children! And not as in those other schools, the same children day after day, no, always new ones, kids without end, an uninterrupted deluge of little ones, no sooner does a child appear on the scene than it is a child no longer, with newborn features spawned hot on its heels, indecipherable from one another, all rosy with joy. How splendid indeed this spectacle may be and how much others may rightfully envy us, we cannot grant our children a true childhood. And that has its consequences. Our kind is imbued with an undying, ineradicable infantile nature; in direct opposition to our best interests, and contrary to the infallible dictates of common sense, we sometimes act altogether foolishly, like foolish children, in a futile, wasteful, lavish, careless manner, and often just for the sake of a little prank. And though the pleasure we take in it cannot naturally compare to the boundless pleasure of a child, some trace of that bygone bliss surely lives on in us. And Josephine has always profited from our childlike nature.


  But we are not only childlike, we are also in a certain sense prematurely old, childhood and age manifest themselves differently in mice than in other species. We know no youth, but immediately become adults, and remain adults too long, thus our otherwise tough and hopeful species is infused with a certain boundless weariness and hopelessness. This is no doubt the cause for our unmusicality; we are too old for music, since its arousal, its uplift, does not suit our heavyheartedness, we wearily wave it aside; so we fall back on whistling; a little whistling here and there, that suits us just fine. Who knows if there are not musical talents among us; but if they existed, the sheer force of our collective character would necessarily stifle them before they develop. Let Josephine whistle or sing, or whatever she wants to call it, to her heart’s content, it doesn’t trouble us, it corresponds to our nature, it is a sound we can endure; if there is the least little trace of musicality in it, it is reduced to next to nothing; a certain musical tradition is preserved but without in the least bit burdening our tin ears.


  But Josephine brings much more to our fine-tuned kind. At her concerts, particularly in tough times, only the very youngest retain an interest in the singer as such, only they gaze in amazement as she curls her lips, puffing the air through her dainty front teeth, in awe of the sounds she herself emits, till her breath gives out, and she utilizes this expiration to bestir herself to ever more incomprehensible arias, but the vast majority of the crowd – that much is clear – take advantage of the moment to withdraw into self-reflection. Here in the tenuous respites from the fight for survival we indulge in dreams, it is as if the limbs of every individual went limp, as if each restless one allowed himself this one occasion to stretch out and relax in the great warm bed of the collective. And Josephine’s plaintive whistle manages every now and then to slip in and sound in the inner sanctum of these dreams; to her they are tripping notes, to us cacophonous clangs; but this in any case is her rightful place, as nowhere else, for music seldom finds its fitting moment. Our reception, such as it is, retains something of our sadly fleeting childhood, something of our lost and never to be recovered joy, but also something of our active daily life, something of its meager, unfathomable, and nevertheless detectable and inextinguishable spunk. And all of this is verily not expressed in thunderous tones, but rather in faint and intimate, sometimes a little hoarse-sounding, whispers. Of course it’s a whistling. What else could it be? Whistling is the language of our kind, only some mice whistle their whole life long and don’t know it, but here whistling is freed from the fetters of daily life and also frees us up for a precious instant. Such performances are simply not to be missed.


  But to go from there to Josephine’s assertion, that she gives us new strength to face tough times, etc., etc., is quite a leap. Ordinary mousefolk, to be sure, not Josephine’s fawning fans, tend to respond with unabashed cheek: “How could it be otherwise? How else could one explain her great popularity, particularly given the imminent danger we face, a popularity which sometimes hampered an adequate and timely response to such danger.” While this last contention is, unfortunately, quite true, it cannot be counted as one of Josephine’s claims to fame, particularly when you consider that if such gatherings were unexpectedly disrupted by the enemy and some of our kind had to lay down their lives, Josephine, who may well bear the blame of perhaps having attracted the enemy with her whistling, always found the safest little nook, and protected by her followers, was the first to swiftly and silently slip away unharmed. But this, too, is common knowledge, and yet the crowds still converge time and again, whenever and wherever Josephine deigns to raise her voice in song. From which one might well conclude that Josephine stands almost outside the law, that she dare do as she pleases, even if it endangers the group, and that all is forgiven. If this were the case, then Josephine’s demands would be perfectly understandable, one could indeed to a certain extent see in this freedom accorded by the collective, in this extraordinary license granted to her and no one else, a license that actually goes against the laws, a confession that, as Josephine maintains, the multitude does not understand her, that they respond to her artistry with mindless adulation while feeling themselves unworthy of her, that they strive to offset this injustice done to her with a desperate idolization, and just as her art eludes their capacity to grasp its meaning, so too ought her person and her needs be considered outside the jurisdiction of the law. But this, precisely, is by no means the case, while perhaps in some instances the group concedes too quickly to Josephine’s demands, it does not unconditionally concede to anyone, and certainly not to her.


  For the longest time, perhaps even since the beginning of her artistic career, Josephine has insisted that out of consideration for her singing, she be relieved of all other work duty; that she be spared the common concern over her daily bread and all else connected with the struggle for survival, and that this burden be unloaded – in all likelihood – on the collective. A hotheaded supporter – of which there were some – might well, considering the extraordinary nature of this demand, find inner justification for its fulfillment in the very frame of mind of a mouse inclined to formulate such a demand. But our kind is not so inclined, and quietly rejects any such demand. Nor do we even make much of an effort to refute the supplicant’s premise. Josephine, for instance, takes pains to point out that the strain of work is detrimental to her voice, that even though the strain of work is negligible compared to the strain of singing, it nevertheless prevents her from resting up enough after a song recital, to fortify herself for another stint, and due to her complete exhaustion, under such circumstances she would not possibly be able to reach her true artistic potential. We listen and shrug off her argument. Our so easily stirred species is sometimes immovable. The rejection is sometimes so curt that even Josephine falters, she appears to comply, labors as called for, sings as best she can, but that only works for a while, whereupon she once again finds the strength, of which she seems to have a bottomless reserve, to plead her case anew.


  By now it should be perfectly clear that Josephine does not really strive for what she says she wants. She is reasonable, she does not shy away from work, indolence is a definite no-no amongst our ilk, she would doubtless live no differently than she did before were her demand approved, work would not in any way stand in the way of her singing, nor for that matter would her singing become any more soulful – what she strives for is simply a unanimous, public, transcendent, more exalted than ever, recognition of her art. Yet whereas almost all other goals seem attainable, this one stubbornly eludes her. Perhaps she should from the very start have steered her efforts in a different direction, she may well recognize her error now but finds herself unable to undo it, backing away from her present position would mean being untrue to herself, she is consequently obliged to stand or fall by that demand.


  If she really had enemies, as she maintains she does, they could, without lifting a finger, make light of her allegedly embattled state. But she has no enemies, and even if there may here and there be a few who raise an occasional objection to her, no one makes light of it. Precisely because in this regard we mice evince a cold, collective sense of justice, as we only very seldom do otherwise. And even if someone were to challenge the collective assessment of Josephine, the very prospect that the group might likewise one day turn against said challenger in like manner takes the wind out of his sails. In the case of her rejection, as with Josephine’s demands, it is not so much a matter of the rejection or the demand per se, but rather of the capacity of the collective to rule in such an inconceivable manner against a fellow creature, and all the more inconceivably so, since the collective otherwise cares for this very individual with a fatherly, indeed more than fatherly, concern.


  If an individual mouse stood here instead of the entire species, one might well suppose that this solitary creature had spent a lifetime conceding to Josephine’s whims, all the while feeling the burning need to put an end to such concession; he had evinced a superhuman, or rather a super–mus musculus, willingness to concede in the firm belief that such concession would find its natural limit; indeed, he conceded far more than necessary just to speed things up, so as to spoil Josephine and spur her on to ever new whims until at last she made her last demand; whereupon, of course, he would, having long looked forward to the moment, abruptly offer his final refusal. This is not the way things happen in real life, the collective has no need of such sly maneuvers, besides which the public’s veneration of Josephine is heartfelt, tried and true, and even though Josephine’s insistence is so great, the most naïve infant could predict how things would turn out for her; even so it may well be that such suspicions also factor into Josephine’s take on the situation, adding a bitter foretaste to the pain of expected rejection.


  But even if she may secretly harbor such suspicions, it by no means impedes the resolve of her struggle for recognition. Of late, in fact, she has redoubled her efforts; if her struggle was heretofore waged solely with words, she has now begun to employ other tactics, which in her view are more effective but in our view incur a far greater personal risk.


  Some believe that Josephine is becoming so assertive because she feels herself growing older, that her voice is showing signs of weakening, and it therefore seems to her to be high time to make the last push for recognition. I don’t agree. Josephine would not be Josephine if that were the case. For her there is no aging and no weakening of her voice. Her demands are not motivated by external circumstances, but rather by internal imperatives. She does not reach for the highest branch because it may happen to momentarily hang a little lower, but precisely because it hangs the highest; were it in her power to do so, she would hang it even higher.


  This disregard for external difficulties does not, however, hinder her from resorting to the most undignified methods of drawing attention to herself. She holds her right to acclaim to be self-evident; what difference then how she goes about achieving this end; particularly since in this world, the way she sees it, the dignified means necessarily flounder. It is perhaps for that very reason that she transposed her struggle from the lofty realm of song to one less dear to her. Her followers have circulated statements ascribed to her, according to which she feels herself to be perfectly capable of singing so as to bring bona fide delight to every segment of society, including to her die-hard detractors, delight not of the common kind, that is, of the kind commonly claimed to be derived from Josephine’s singing, but rather the kind of delight Josephine herself longs for. However, she is quick to add, since she can neither fake the artistry to satisfy such a lofty goal, nor can she placate popular taste, her audience will have to take what it gets. Things are different, however, with her struggle to be dispensed from work duty, which is, of course, also linked to her struggle to gain recognition for her music, but to this end she will not deign to deploy the precious weapon of singing, seeing as any other means will do.


  So, for instance, the rumor was spread that if Josephine’s demands were not met, she would shorten her coloratura trills. I know nothing about coloratura and never noticed any trace of coloratura in her singing. But rumor has it Josephine intends to shorten her coloraturas, for the moment not dispense with them, just shorten them. She has apparently made good on her threat, though I have not noticed any differences between her present and past performances. We all listened as one with our collective ear, as always, without remarking on the coloraturas, nor has there been any change in the response to Josephine’s demands. I have also on occasion, by the way, noted something unmistakably graceful in Josephine’s figure as well as in her thinking. So, for instance, following the aforementioned performance, feeling that her decision to limit the coloraturas might have been too harsh or too sudden for the public to endure, she declared that in the immediate future she intended to sing the complete coloraturas. But after the next concert she changed her mind again, deciding to once and for all put an end to the long coloraturas, and barring any change of heart it is unlikely that they will be reinstated. The public, however, takes all these grand declarations, decisions, and counterdecisions with a grain of salt, listening as an adult does to the idle chatter of a child, essentially well intentioned but oblivious.


  But Josephine refuses to give up. Recently, for instance, she alleged that she incurred a foot injury at work that made it difficult for her to stand while singing; but since she can only sing standing up, she would now be obliged to shorten her recitals. And yet even though she limps and allows herself to be held up by her loyal fans, nobody believes in an actual injury. Even given the vulnerability of her little body, we are after all a work-friendly species, of which Josephine is also a member; if with every scraped knee we were all to start limping, the whole lot of us would be limping forevermore. But even though she may make too much of her lameness, even though she may shamelessly display her alleged infirmity more often than before, we all still listen in grateful rapture to her singing, as we always have, and don’t make much of a fuss about the shortened performances.


  Unable to keep limping all the time, she comes up with something else, feigning fatigue, ill temper, frailty. In addition to the concert she also takes part in a pageant. Behind Josephine on stage we catch a glimpse of her coteries, how they implore and coax her to sing. She would love to, she claims, but she just can’t. They console her, flatter her, practically carry her to the predesignated place on stage where she is supposed to sing. Finally she concedes with inscrutable tears in her eyes, but clearly applying every last ounce of will, preparing to sing not with her arms spread wide, as usual, but hanging lifeless at her side, whereby the spectator has the impression that they are perhaps just a might bit too short – and just as she is about to burst into song, it doesn’t work after all, and with an involuntary toss of the head reveals her incapacity to compel herself to sing, and before our very eyes she sinks to the stage. But then, amazingly enough, she manages to pull herself together and sings, not much differently, I believe, than she ordinarily would, though perhaps those with an ear for the finest nuances may detect an ever so slight flutter of passion, which in any case enhances the effect. And winding up her performance, she seems even less tired than before, and with a steady step, if one can so designate her mousy scamper, she withdraws, refusing the aid of her assistants, and with a cold look surveys the reverential crowd that parts in her path.


  That’s how things were until recently, but the latest word is that at a time and place where she was supposed to sing she never showed up. Not only her coterie is searching for her, many others are also taking part in the search, but to no avail; Josephine has disappeared, she does not want to sing, nor does she even want to be implored to do so, this time she’s really decided to call it quits.


  Strange, how she has miscalculated, the wise one, she’s so off in her thinking that one might well suppose she isn’t thinking at all, but is simply driven forward by her fate, which in our world is bound to end badly. She is even shirking her singing, and so squandering the power she has attained to move minds. How could she possibly have attained such power, since she understands so little about the mouse mind? She’s gone into hiding and refuses to sing, but our quiet kind, an imperious, quiescent species, all appearance to the contrary, constitutionally incapable of receiving gifts, only able to give, just keeps pushing on without any visible signs of discontent.


  But as to Josephine, things are bound to end badly. The time will come soon when she whistles her last whistle and falls silent. Her singing is a minor episode in the history of our kind and we will surely endure the loss. Not that things will be easy; how will we manage future gatherings in absolute silence? But were they not just as silent with Josephine? Was her actual whistling appreciably louder and livelier than our lingering memory of it will be? And even in her heyday, was it anything more than a mere memory? Did we not, rather, in our mouse wisdom, prize Josephine’s singing precisely because in this way it was a value that could not be lost?


  Perhaps then we won’t miss her at all, but released from earthly travail, in her view, nonetheless, one of the chosen ones, Josephine will cheerfully dissolve in the untold ranks of our folk heroes, and soon, since we don’t keep track of history, be forgotten, and therein find lofty salvation like all her fallen brothers.


  INVESTIGATIONS OF A DOG


  (A FRAGMENT)


  How my life has changed, and yet essentially nothing has changed! When I now think back to and recall the times when I still lived in dogdom, took part in everything they did, a dog among dogs, I find, upon closer scrutiny, that something has always been amiss, that there was a break line, that I was struck by an ever so slight discontent during the most dignified occasions, that sometimes even in intimate circles, no, not sometimes, but rather quite often, the mere sight of my dear fellow dogs, the mere sight, somehow as if seen for the first time, troubled and frightened me, made me feel helpless, indeed drove me to despair. I sought to a certain extent to mollify the feeling, friends to whom I confessed helped dissipate my despair, better times followed – times in which such emotional surprises still befell me, but I took them with greater equanimity, more readily integrated them into the rest of my life; I did perhaps find them draining and saddening, but apart from that, such sentiments permitted me to remain a somewhat cold, reserved, calculating creature, but all things considered, a bona fide dog. How without these breathers would I ever have been able to reach the age I have now reached, how would I ever have been able to persevere to the peace of mind with which I now look back on the traumas of youth, and to endure the aches of age, how would I ever have managed to derive helpful lessons from my unhappy, or to put it more diplomatically, my not very happy, disposition, and to live in almost complete accord with these learned precepts? Thus do I live, reclusive, solitary, exclusively engaged in my hopeless, albeit indispensible, little investigations, but without having forfeited a distant awareness of the doings of my kind; news often trickles in, and I, too, from time to time send word. People treat me with respect, understand nothing about my lifestyle, but do not hold it against me, and even young dogs with whom every now and then I happen to hastily cross paths, a new generation whose childhood is a foggy blur to me, never fail to give me the deferential greeting.


  Do bear in mind that despite my evident oddities, which I make no attempt to hide, I remain largely true to type. Come to think of it – and I have plenty of time and inclination and capacity for reflection – dogkind is doing damn well. Aside from my sort, there are many other kinds and breeds around, poor, humble, dumb beings constrained to emit only certain sounds; they study us, give us names, try to help, train, ennoble us, etc. They’re all the same to me, so long as they don’t try to bother me, I can’t tell them apart, peer right past them. But one thing is so obvious I could not fail to notice it, namely how little, in comparison with us dogs, they hold together, with what cool disregard and a certain hostility they pass each other by, how only the most vulgar interest binds them a bit, and how even this interest often engenders hatred and strife. Us dogs on the other hand! One might well say that we all, strictly speaking, live in a single pack, all of us, as disparate as we are because of the countless and profound differences that have arisen over time. All in a pack! It holds us together and nothing can keep us from fulfilling this imperative, all of our laws and institutions, the few that I still know and the innumerable ones I’ve forgotten, hearken back to that longing for the greatest happiness that we have the capacity to feel, the joy of togetherness. But the opposite is true too. No creature, to my knowledge, lives so dispersed as we dogs do, none has so many consequential differences of class, of kind, of occupation. We who want to stick together – and manage to do so, despite all, in exuberant intermittent encounters – we, of all creatures, are obliged to live far from each other, and to engage in curious tasks, often incomprehensible to our fellow dogs, abiding by regulations alien to our canine ways, indeed, rather contrary to our nature. What difficult things they demand of us, things one would better leave be – I fathom their standpoint, fathom it better than my own – and yet these are things to which I’ve completely grown accustomed. Why don’t I do like the others, live peaceably with my kind, and silently accept that which disturbs my peace of mind, disregarding it as a minor failing in the overall scheme of things, and remaining ever attuned to that which blissfully binds us, rather than to those, granted, ever-unavoidable intrusions in our ways that wrench us out of the canine collective!


  I remember an incident from my youth, at the time I was in one of those blessedly inexplicable states in which every child finds himself, I was still a very young dog, I liked everything, I felt connected to everything, I believed that big things were happening around me which I had a hand in fomenting, things to which I had to give voice, things that would remain lying around miserably neglected if I did not leap for them, if I did not bodily invest myself in them, in short, a child’s fantasies that, little by little, evaporated over the years. But things were vivid back then, I was altogether in their grip, and then something extraordinary did indeed happen that appeared to justify my expectations. It was no big deal in and of itself, later in life I witnessed such striking things often enough, but at the time it struck me with that powerful, first, indelible impression that would set the tenor of so many other experiences. The thing is, I encountered a little canine clique, that is to say I did not encounter it, but it came upon me. I had been running for a long time in the dark, in anticipation of great things – an anticipation that naturally often proved delusional, since my ears were pricked up in anticipation of the extraordinary all the time – I had been running through the dark, in this way and that, blind and deaf to my surroundings, guided by nothing but that indefinable longing, when I suddenly stopped, consumed by the feeling that I had come to the right place, looked up and it was broad daylight, just a little misty, the atmosphere surging with a mishmash of bewitching smells, I greeted the morning with crazed barks, since – as if I had conjured them up – out of the darkness, making a deafening din of the kind I’d never heard, seven dogs came bounding toward me. Had I not seen clearly that they were dogs and they themselves brought on this noise, although I could not tell how they produced it – I would immediately have fled, but so I stuck around. Back then I knew almost nothing of the creative musicality unique to the canine species, it had until then naturally eluded my only slowly developing powers of observation, such music had surrounded me since my puppy days as a self-evident, essential element of life, which nothing impelled me to distinguish from the rest of my life, only in allusions geared to my childish understanding did they attempt to make me aware of it, all the more astonishing to me, therefore, I found the sudden appearance of those seven great musical artists positively dumbfounding. They did not speak, they did not sing, they remained resolutely, almost obdurately, silent, but magically conjured up the music out of thin air. All was music, the lift and fall of their paws, the distinctive turns of their heads, their running and resting, the stances they took in relation to each other, the roundelay-like dance positions they took with each other, in which one propped his front paws on the back of another, and they then ordered themselves such that the first dog stood erect, bearing the weight of all the others, or that with their ground-grazing, creeping, intertwined bodies they configured a graceful whole and never made a misstep, not even the last one in line, who, still a bit uncertain, did not always manage to immediately establish a connection with the others, sometimes faltered in holding to the melody, but only seemed uncertain in comparison to the consummate certainty of the others, and even if he were given to a much greater, indeed to a total, uncertainty, it could not have spoiled the overall effect, since the others, great musical masters, kept to the unshakable cadence. But you could hardly see them, you could hardly make out the whole lot of them. They strode forward, you greeted them in your heart, one dog to another, as bewildered as you were by the sound that welled up from their midst. But they were dogs, after all, dogs like you and me, dogs you observe every day, like those you meet along the way; you wanted to approach them, exchange greetings, they were practically within sniffing distance, dogs much older than me and not of my longhaired, woolly kind, but not all that different in size and stature, very familiar, in fact, I knew many like them or similar to them. But while you were engaged in such deliberations, little by little the music prevailed, literally grabbed hold of you, drew you away from the physical presence of these really quite little dogs, and altogether against your will, fighting tooth and nail against it though you were, howling, as if overcome by pain, you could focus on nothing other than this overwhelming, crushing, annihilating, fanfare-blasting music that streamed from all sides, from above, from below, from every which way, grabbing the listener in the gut, so deafening as to already seem distant. And the next instant I was dismissed, too drained, too wiped out, too weak to go on listening, and saw the seven little dogs parade on by, in leaps and strides, badly wanting, as distant as they seemed, to call out to them, to request some clarification, ask them what they were doing here – I was a child and always felt inclined to question everyone I met – but no sooner did I open my mouth, no sooner did I feel that trusted old canine bond with the seven of them, than their music would again overwhelm me, strike me dumb, whirl me around in circles, as were I myself one of the musicians, whereas I was in its thrall, flung hither and thither, much as I begged for mercy, and finally freed myself from its grip only after running into a low thicket of the sort that grows thereabouts which I had never before noticed, and in which I now found myself entangled, my head pressed down, and though the music still thundered in the open, it gave me the chance to catch my breath. In truth, more than the art of the seven dogs – it was unfathomable and altogether outside my capacity to connect – I wondered at their courage at being able to abandon themselves so completely and openly to that which they were able to bring forth, at their fortitude at being able to bear its burden without it breaking their backs. After closer consideration from my hiding place, I now recognized that the secret to their art was not so much a perfect calm but rather the most extreme exertion, that as sure-footed as they seemed, their legs trembled with every step in unceasing fearful spasms, that each regarded the other with stark despair, and their seemingly ever-wagging tongues hung limp after every ululation out of their muzzles. It could not have been concern lest they not succeed that so aroused them; whoever dared attempt such a feat, whoever brought it off, could not possibly still be consumed by fear of failure. Fear of what then? Who drove them to do what they did? And I could no longer refrain from asking, seeing as they now seemed so incomprehensibly helpless, and so I barked out my questions, loud and demanding, through the hubbub. But they – Incomprehensible! Incomprehensible! – they made no reply, pretended not to notice. Dogs that do not deign to answer a canine salute, that is a violation of the established code of conduct for which neither the smallest nor the biggest dog can be pardoned. Might they then not have been dogs? But how could they not have been dogs, did I not just, upon listening more intently, detect the quiet barks of caution with which they egged each other on, pointed out perils, warned against errors, did I not see the last little dog, at whom most of the cautionary barks were directed, squint several times in my direction, as though he were dying to reply but refrained from so doing because it was not permitted. But why was it not permitted, why should the customary salute that our laws unconditionally demand under any circumstances not be in order this time? This so incensed me, I almost forgot about the music. These dogs broke the law. Whatever great wizards they were, they, too, were bound by the law, this I fathomed clearly, child though I was. And from then on I also became aware of something else. They did indeed have cause to keep still, presuming it was on account of a guilty feeling. For just how badly they behaved the music had kept me from noticing till now, altogether shamelessly the miserable pooches engaged in the most ridiculous and the most indecent display, they walked upright on their hind legs. Disgusting! They exposed themselves and garishly displayed their private parts for all the world to see: they were proud of themselves, and when from time to time, following proper etiquette, they lowered their front legs, they literally took fright, as if it were an error, as if nature itself had erred, once again quickly lifted their legs, and the look in their eyes seemed to ask forgiveness for wavering in their sinfulness. Was the world turned on its head? Where was I? What had happened? For my own sanity’s sake I dared not hesitate, but forthwith loosed myself from the thicket, leapt forward in a single bound, and hastened to the dogs; little schoolboy turned teacher, it was up to me to make them fathom what they’d done, to keep them from perpetrating any more abominations. “Hey, old dogs! Hey, old dogs!” I kept barking again and again. But no sooner was I out in the open, a mere three leaps removed from the dogs, than the din once again took hold of me. I might very well in my fervor have been able to overtake the straggler, the one I, after all, already knew, had I not then and there been struck by a clear, stern, constant note, literally reaching out to my ears from a great distance, a terrible, albeit still controvertible, sound which might well have held the melody amidst the clamor, and made me go weak in the knees. Oh what bewitching music did these dogs make! I could go no farther, no longer wished to bring them to their senses; let them spread their legs, commit terrible sins, and thereby beguile others to the silent sin of looking, I was such a little dog, who could have demanded such a formidable feat of me? I made myself even smaller than I was, I whined, and had the dogs thereafter asked for my reaction, I might even have told them they were right. It didn’t last long, the next instant they were gone, all their clamor sucked back into silence, all their light faded back into the darkness out of which they’d emerged.


  As I already said: there was nothing in and of itself extraordinary about this entire incident; in the course of a long lifetime, many an occurrence taken out of context and perceived with the eyes of a child would seem far more amazing. Furthermore, one can very well – as they say – “explain away” the inexplicable, as with everything else, in which case all that happened was that seven musicians got together in the quiet of early morning, that a little dog happened upon them, a meddlesome listener whom they sought in vain to repulse with particularly terrible or sublime music. He annoyed them with his questions, ought they, who were already peeved enough at the mere presence of this pest, yield to the annoyance and augment it by answering his idle inquiry? And even if canine custom prescribes that everyone’s salutation be acknowledged, can such a little Johnny-come-lately even be considered a noteworthy somebody? And perhaps they did not even understand the gist of his questions, his barks were still not all that intelligible. Or perhaps they did indeed understand him and responded with self-restraint, but he, the little pup, tin-eared as he was, could not distinguish the answer from the music. And as for the hind legs, perhaps they just rose upright on a fluke, sin though it was! They were alone, seven friends among friends, in intimate company, in a certain sense behind closed doors, in a certain sense all alone, since friends don’t constitute a public presence, and where there is no public, no inconsequential curious little mutt counts as such. So isn’t it in this instance as if no one noticed? It’s not completely true, but almost, and parents ought to rein in their young and teach them to hold still and respect their elders.


  Okay, so now the entire business is settled, you say. But what’s settled for grown-ups is far from settled for children. I ran around, recounted and inquired, hurled accusations and delved into the details, and wanted to drag everyone along to the place where it all happened, to show them all where I was standing and where the seven were, and where and how they danced and made music, and had someone come along instead of shrugging off my complaints and making a laughingstock of me, I would surely have forfeited my innocence and raised myself upright on my hind legs to demonstrate just what they’d done. A child is made to bear the blame for everything, but also ultimately forgiven for everything. But I have retained this childlike way well into my old age. Back then I never stopped taking apart and chewing over every little thing that happened to me, things indeed that I would make much less of a to-do about today, asking the opinion of all present without regard for my relationship to whomever I happened to be with, forever dwelling on whatever it was that burdened me at the moment, just like everyone else, a dilemma which, however – and herein lies the difference – I hoped thereby, through unending inquiry, to resolve so as to finally free up my mind to focus on the ordinary, quiet happy concerns of everyday life. I do things much the same way today as I did back then, albeit with less childish facility – though the difference is not really all that great – and still find myself forever in a state.


  But it started with that concert. I’m not complaining, mind you, it’s my innate nature that came to the fore, and had the concert not taken place, my nature would have sought some other occasion to manifest itself. I sometimes regretted only that it happened so early in life, it robbed me of a big chunk of my childhood, the rapturous romp of the young pup that some managed to stretch out for years only lasted a few months for me. What’s done is done. There are more important things than childhood. And perhaps now in my old age, a tough life may have earned me the capacity for more childish joy than an actual child has strength enough to endure.


  Back then I began my investigations of the simplest things, there was, alas, no lack of material to consider, it’s the profusion of problems that gave me dark hours of despair. I began to investigate what dogdom feeds on. That is, of course, if you will, no simple question; we’ve been dwelling on it since time immemorial, it is the principle object of our cogitation, untold are the observations and experiments and opinions in the field; it became an area of inquiry so inconceivably vast in scope as to defy not only the grasp of the individual, but also that of all scientists, and can only really be fathomed by the totality of dogdom, and even then only faintly divined with pants of longing, a fathoming frittered away in a bygone wellspring of obsessive inklings that must forever be laboriously replenished, and in any case beyond the limitations and unrealizable preconditions of my humble research. All this I readily acknowledge, I am no better versed in this field than any ordinary dog, and would not dare dabble in pure science, for which I have the greatest respect, but lack the knowledge, diligence, and composure – and not least of all, particularly in recent years – the hunger. I wolf down my food, but I can’t be bothered to chew it over merely for science to prove some piddling presupposed agrarian premise. In this regard I am content to cite that nugget of wisdom, the little rule with which every mother weans her pup from her breast to prepare it for life: “Make wee-wee everywhere.” Doesn’t that really say it all? What more essential wisdom has all the research of our forefathers given us? Details, mere details, uncertainties at that. But this law will endure as long as dogs endure. It’s all that really matters. True, we have other tricks up our paws, so to speak, but when push comes to shove, if the pickings are not too slim, we can live by this credo, there’s food enough on earth, but the earth needs our water, it replenishes the soil, in exchange for which it provides our sustenance, the proliferation of which – a fact not to be forgotten – can be hastened by sayings, songs, and ritual acts. But this is, after all, my humble opinion; from this standpoint there is really nothing more to be said about the matter. In this respect I concur with the dominant view held by the vast majority of dogdom, and strictly oppose any heretical positions. I am really and truly not interested in nit-picking over particulars. No dogmatist at heart, I am glad to agree with my fellow dogs, which in this regard I do. But my own inquiries are directed elsewhere. My observations confirm that if scientifically irrigated and furrowed, the earth yields sustenance, indeed of such quality, in such quantity, of such kind, in such places, at such times as the absolutely or partially proven laws of science demand. I concede with this premise, but my question is: “From whence does the earth derive this sustenance?” A question no one, as far as I know, professes to fathom, and to which the common reply is: “If you don’t have enough to eat, we’ll give you some of ours.” Let us consider this reply. Granted: It is not one of the strong suits of the canine species to share foodstuffs obtained for individual consumption. Life is hard, the earth is often unyielding, science is rich in discoveries but poor enough in practical applications; he who has sustenance keeps it for himself; this is not self-interest, but quite the contrary, a basic canine law with which we all are in unanimous accord as a means of prevailing over self-interest, since the haves are always in the minority. And therefore the answer “If you don’t have enough to eat, we’ll give you some of ours” is a common saying, a bon mot, a tease. I haven’t forgotten that. But it has an all the more poignant meaning for me, in that back then, when I wandered about with my endless string of questions, they refrained from teasing me; they still didn’t give me anything to eat – from whose mouth should it have been taken? – and even if they happened to have it, any consideration for others was, of course, forgotten in the feeding frenzy, but the offer was sincere, and every now and then they did indeed leave me a shred of food, if I was quick enough to grab it for myself. What made them take pains with me, give me preferential treatment? Is it because I was a skinny, feeble pup, ill fed and too little concerned with stuffing my muzzle? But there are plenty of hungry pooches running around, and no one would think twice about snapping the most miserable snippet out of their mouths, and often not out of greed but rather out of principle. No, I was definitely given preferential treatment, I cannot offer any specific examples, I just had the impression. Was it my questions that pleased them, that made me seem particularly precocious? No, nobody gave a damn about my questions, they found them dumb. And yet it could only have been the questions that attracted their attention. It was as if they would rather commit the enormity of stuffing my mouth with food – which they did not actually do, but would have liked to do – than have to endure my question. But in that case they could have just chased me away and so refused to tolerate my questions. No, that’s not what they wanted, indeed they did not want to hear my questions, but for this very reason did not chase me away. It was, in fact, as much as I was ridiculed as a dumb little dog and shoved around, the moment of my greatest acclaim, later in life I was never again treated with such respect, I had access everywhere, nothing was withheld from me, under the pretext that ill treatment would have only flattered my pride. And all this only on account of my questions, of my innocence, of my lust for knowledge. Did they thereby wish to lull me to silence, without force, to almost lovingly lead me from a path the misguided nature of which was, after all, not sufficiently undisputed to merit the application of force? I already suspected something of the sort back then, today I know it for sure, more assuredly, it’s true, than those who did it at the time, they wanted to deflect me from my path of inquiry. It didn’t work, they brought about the opposite, I became all the more inquisitive. I even proved to be the one who sought to inveigle the others into questioning, and to a certain extent succeeded. It was only thanks to dogdom that I began to fathom my own questions. If, for instance, I asked: From whence does the earth derive its sustenance – was I really concerned about the earth, as one might well have supposed, was I concerned for the sake of the earth itself? Not in the least, that was the farthest thing from my mind, as I soon fathomed, all I cared about was the welfare of dogs, nothing else. For what else matters but dogs? On whom else can one depend in this wide world? Dogs possess the sum total of all knowledge, all questions and all answers. If one could only activate this knowledge, bring it into the light of day, if only they did not know infinitely more than they admit, than they admit to themselves. Even the most talkative dog is too tight-lipped to find out the places with the finest foods. You skulk around your fellow dogs, you foam at the mouth, you beat yourself with your own tail, you ask, you plead, you howl, you bite and finally manage to elicit – the same as you would have without all that effort: tender attentiveness, friendly physical contact, respectful sniffing, heartfelt embraces, my and your howling meld into one, everything is geared to beguile, to forget, and to discover, but the one thing that’s missing is what you really wanted to attain, an avowal of knowledge. In answer to your question, whether simply implied or posed out loud, after pressing your fellow dog with entreaties, all you get at best are blank looks, oblique glances, veiled, sad expressions. Things are not much different from the way they were back then when as a young pup I called out to the musician mutts and they made no reply.


  One might well object: “You complain about your fellow dogs, about their silence in regard to the most essential matters; you claim they know more than they let on, more than they wish to let come into play in life’s vicissitudes, and that this deliberate suppression, the secret cause of which they, of course, likewise suppress, poisons life, makes it intolerable to you, so much so that you feel impelled to alter or depart from it; this may well be true, but you are, after all, yourself a dog, you likewise possess a dog’s wisdom, then why not utter it outright, and not only in the form of a question, but also as an answer? If you reveal it, who will stand in your way? The great choir of dogdom will chime in, as if it had only been waiting for deliverance. Then you will have all the truth, clarity, acknowledgment, you’re looking for. The roof of this lowly existence which you so basely slander will open to the heavens, and we will all, dog beside dog, rise up into the lofty sphere of freedom. And should the ultimate not be realized, should things become even worse than they were, should the whole truth be more intolerable than only half, should the silent ones be validated as upholders of life’s essential limitations, should the quiet hope we still have devolve into utter despair, it would still be worth the effort for you, since you do not wish to live within the limited parameters presently prescribed. Well then, why blame the others for their silence and remain silent yourself? Quite simply: Because I am a dog. Essentially tight-lipped, just like the others, likewise reticent to answer my own questions out of profound fear. Do I dare, strictly speaking, at least since coming of age, challenge dogdom so as to elicit a reply? Do I really have such foolish expectations? Do I perceive the fundaments of life, fathom its depths, see the workers engaged in their dark duties and actually expect them to drop everything, risk wrack and ruin just to answer my questions? Definitely not, I no longer harbor such futile expectations. I understand them, am blood of their blood, their poor, ever-rejuvenating, ever-demanding blood. It’s not only blood that we share but knowledge, not only the same store of knowledge, but also the key to unlock it. We possess it in unison, I can’t tap it without their help. Only the collective crunch of all the teeth of all dogs can get at iron bones, infused with the finest marrow. This is, of course, just a metaphor, and exaggerated at that; were all teeth at the ready they would not even have to chomp down, the bones would break open in obeisance and the marrow lie prone in the hollow husk, ready to be seized and scooped up by the feeblest little pup. If I hold to this metaphor, then the object of my questions, indeed of all my research, is most definitely to bring about something immense. I want to muster the collective will of all canines, want with the force of their readiness to make the bones break open at their beck and call, and then to let them loose to live the life so dear to them, every blessed bowwow for itself, let each and every pooch slurp up the marrow in peace. As inconceivable as it may sound, it is almost as if I wished to feed not only on the marrow of a single bone but on the marrow of dogdom itself. But it’s only a metaphor. This metaphoric marrow is not edible, quite the contrary, it’s a poison.


  With my questions I only still torment myself, spurred on by the surrounding silence, my only reply. How much longer will you be able to abide the fact, the truth of which your research has made manifest time and again, that dogdom holds still and will always hold still? How much longer will you abide that sad truth? That, above all else, is the key question I must face, addressed to me alone, a burden to no one else. It is, alas, easier to answer than any other questions: I will presumably abide it until my dying day, for the quiescence of age stands ever more firm in the face of unquiet questions. I will probably die silently, well-nigh peacefully, surrounded by silence, a fate I quietly anticipate. We dogs are granted, as if to spite our silent acquiescence, an admirably strong heart and powerful lungs that last as long as we do, we stand our ground in the face of all challenges, even that of our own existence, bastion of silence that we are.


  I chew over the effluvia of my life ever more of late, searching for the momentous error I might have made, the reason everything went wrong, but cannot find it. But I must surely have erred, for had I not done so, and had I nevertheless, in the course of a long life of honest work, not achieved what I set out to do, my failure would have substantiated the fact that what I sought after was unattainable, the logical consequence of which would be a complete hopelessness. Consider the labor of a lifetime! First the investigations concerning the question: From whence does the earth derive our sustenance? As a young pup, endowed with a natural lust for life, I deprived myself of all pleasures, avoided all indulgences, buried my head between my legs, eschewing all temptations, and kept on working. It was no scholarly pursuit, strictly speaking, since true erudition, methodology, and intent were all lacking. Mistakes no doubt, but by no means decisive. I learned little, since I was separated from my mother at an early age, soon grew accustomed to fending for myself, have lived a freewheeling life, and all too early independence is not conducive to systematic learning. But I have seen a lot, listened and exchanged views with many dogs of the most diverse breeds and occupations, and all the information that I have managed to amass and the individual observations I’ve adroitly tied together have served me as a standby for erudition, besides which, whereas early independence may be a detriment for formal learning, it gives you a leg up, as it were, in the pursuit of your own applied research. This proved in my case to be all the more essential, since I was unable to follow the prescribed scholarly method, i.e., to peruse the works of my predecessors and establish ties with contemporary investigators. I was completely self-reliant, began with the bare beginning and with a consciousness of the impending truth, a comfort to youth but a burden to those advanced in years, on whom the consciousness weighs as an oppressive realization that the random interruption of my investigations will also necessarily be the finale. Was I really so alone in my investigations, now and all along? Yes and no. It is inconceivable that since time immemorial, and still today, solitary dogs here and there did not find themselves in the same situation. I am no maven outside the realm of canine knowledge. Just like me, every dog feels compelled to ask, and like every dog I feel compelled to keep silent. How could my questions possibly otherwise have aroused the slightest upset, the sight of which often filled me with delight, somewhat exaggerated delight, it’s true, and might I not, if things stood differently with me, have been content to have achieved even that? And no additional proof is needed, alas, to substantiate the fact that I simultaneously feel compelled to keep silent. I am fundamentally no different from any other dog; therefore, any differences of opinion or disinclinations notwithstanding, every dog will recognize me, as will I him. Only the mix of traits may vary from dog to dog, a personally decisive, but racially insignificant, difference. Should then the mix of these disparate traits forever extant in the past and present never have turned out the way they did in my case, and were one to consider my mix of character traits regrettable, might things not have turned out even worse? Such a conclusion would counter all previous experience. We dogs are engaged in the most marvelous professions, professions that would be inconceivable if we did not have dependable documentation. The first that comes to mind is the case of luft-dogs. The first time I heard of one I had to burst out laughing, refusing to believe it possible. What’s that? It was said to be a dog of the smallest sort, not much bigger than my head, even at an advanced age, and this feeble dog, by all appearance an artificially stunted, overgroomed runt, incapable of making an honest leap, this dog, so they said, was supposed to move about high in the air, engaging in no visible task but just resting. No way, I thought, to try to convince me of its existence is to take unfair advantage of the gullible nature of a young pup. But shortly thereafter I heard of another luft-dog. Did the world conspire to pull my leg? But it was then that I happened upon the musician dogs, and from that time on I thought everything was possible, no preconception limited my open mind, I followed the most improbable leads as far as I could, for the most improbable seemed to make more sense than the reasonable in this senseless life, and in any case proved more fruitful for my investigations. So, too, with the luft-dogs. I learned a lot about them, and while I never managed to actually set eyes on one to date, I have long since become convinced of their existence, and in my worldview they play an important role. As usual, here too, it’s not their art per se that gives me pause. It’s a wonder, who can deny it, that these dogs are able to hover in thin air, in my admiration I concur with the rest of the canine kingdom. Far more wondrous, in my view, is the senselessness, the mute absurdity of such an existence. I’ve never heard a single dog take pains to justify their stance, they hover in thin air, that’s all there is to it, and life goes on, though every now and then some mention is made of art and artists – so what else is new? But why, good dogdom, why do these dogs just hover? What’s the use? Why can one not elicit a word of explanation from them? Why do they float up there, allowing their legs, the pride of our species, to atrophy from disuse, why do they remain apart from the nurturing earth, neither sowing nor reaping, and are apparently well fed at the expense of their fellow dogs? I can flatter myself that with these questions I may have stirred things up a bit. I’ve heard growls of justification, a kind of sputtered excuse for an explanation, it’s a start, yet I’m afraid that’s as far as it will go. But it’s something. And what it reveals may not be the truth – that would be going too far – but at least a hint of the fluster behind the lie. All the seemingly senseless phenomena of life, particularly the most ludicrous, are never unfounded. It may not be absolutely natural – that’s the devilish twist – but it’s enough to shrug off unwanted questions. To once again take the luft-dogs as a case in point: they are not haughty, as one might well suppose, they are, rather, particularly beholden to their fellow dogs, just try to put yourself in their place and you’ll understand. Even if, true to the canine code of silence, they cannot do so openly, they are, after all, obliged in some way to solicit and obtain a pardon for their lifestyle, or at least to divert attention so as to keep a low profile – they do so, as I am told, by an almost intolerable tongue wagging. They are forever gabbing, first and foremost, imparting their philosophical ruminations, in which, given their total abstention from physical effort, they are forever engaged, and also disseminating observations obtained from their lofty standpoint. And although their intellectual acumen may falter, their philosophy prove to be as worthless as their observations, science may hardly derive any benefit, and can surely not be beholden to such pitiful sources of knowledge – all this a perfectly natural consequence of such a dissolute lifestyle – nevertheless, when you ask what luft-dogs really want, their raison d’être, you are invariably told that they contribute a great deal to our scientific body of knowledge. “That is true,” you reply, “but their contributions are worthless and tiresome.” The common response to which is a shrug of the shoulders, a back turned in one’s face, annoyance or laughter, and a little while later, if you repeat the question, you are once again told that they contribute to our store of scientific knowledge, and finally, a little later, when you are asked the same question, without thinking you give the same reply. And perhaps it’s the best policy not to be too hardheaded about it, to acquiesce, not to recognize the existent luft-dogs’ raison d’être, that would be going too far, but at least to put up with them. To ask any more of a dog’s indulgence would be going too far, and yet they do ask. You are asked to abide the appearance of ever more luft-dogs. No one can say where they come from. Do they multiply by natural means? Do they have the fortitude to do so, comprising as they do not much more than a shiny coat of fur, what is there left to transmit in the common manner? And even if the inconceivable were possible, when would the act take place? You always see them alone, self-reliant, hovering up in the air, and should they ever lower themselves to start running, this only lasts for a little while, a few shaky steps, and always alone and apparently wrapped in thought, a meditative state from which they are unable to tear themselves free, even if they really try, or so they say. But if they don’t manage to multiply by natural means, is it conceivable that there would be dogs inclined to give up their ground-level life, to willingly become luft-dogs, for the sake of commodity and a certain virtuosity, to opt for that empty life up in the clouds? No way, both their natural procreation and the attraction of new recruits is simply inconceivable. The fact remains that there are always new luft-dogs, from which one must conclude that, even though the impediments to such a life seem insurmountable by our way of thinking, a previously extant species of dog, however odd, will simply not die out, at least not easily, at least not without the counterweight of some effective opposing force.


  Cannot the same critique applied to such a remote, externally altogether abnormal, nonviable breed like the luft-dog likewise hold true for my kind? Even though there is nothing out of the ordinary about my external appearance, I’m a dog of medium height of a kind very common hereabouts, there’s nothing particularly laudable or contemptible about me; in my youth and still somewhat in my early manhood, so long as I looked after myself and had plenty of exercise, I was, in fact, a very handsome hound. My anterior, in particular, was much praised, the slender legs, the poised positioning of my head, but my gray-white-yellow fur that curled only at the culmination of each hair was also quite attractive; there’s nothing peculiar about my appearance, only my character is different, but this, too, as I dare never forget, is indeed rooted in the common canine character. If even the luft-dog does not prove to be a solitary phenomenon, but there is always one to be found here and there in the vast expanse of the canine kingdom, and these aberrant beings always managed to spawn new offspring seemingly out of nothing, then I, too, can maintain with confidence that I am not a lost soul. These kindred creatures must indeed have a strange destiny, and their existence will never be of any noticeable use to my research for the very reason that I am unlikely to ever recognize one when I see him. We are one of a kind, oppressed by silence, who long out of a craving for air to break into speech; the others appear to accept their silent lot, but it’s only a front, as with the musical dogs who seemed to calmly make music, but were, in fact, all keyed up, but this appearance is steadfast; try as one might to circumvent it, it mocks all our efforts. How then do these kindred spirits help themselves? How can one characterize their attempts to make do? Their manner varies greatly. I tirelessly tried to elicit answers to my questions when I was young. I might well cast in my lot with those who keep asking, then at least I would not be alone. I tried it for a time against my will, against my will, I say, as I am mainly concerned with those inclined to answer; those who keep interrupting me, responding, in turn, with their own questions that I am unable to answer are simply repulsive to me. And yet, who isn’t inclined to ask questions, especially when young, and how am I to sift out the pertinent queries from the deluge of questions? One question sounds just like another, it all depends on the intent of the question, which, however, remains hidden, often even from the questioner. Questioning is, after all, a propensity unique to dogdom, all barking their plaintive queries in a cacophonous jumble, it is as if every trace of a true question were thereby erased. Alas, I feel no kinship with the questioning pups, all the less so with the silent elders, to which I now belong. But what is one to do with all those questions, of which I’ve managed to make neither head nor tail? My fellow dogs are probably much more discriminating than me, and apply altogether different and perfectly good methods of making this life halfway tolerable, methods which, if I may add from my own experience, may very well help them get by, becalm, lull, provide a certain subterfuge, but in general prove just as ineffectual as my own, as from the look of things, no dog really manages to pull it off. I fear that I may rather recognize my kindred kind in everything else but their success. But where in the world are they keeping themselves, my kindred kind? That is my lament, that’s it all right. Where are they? Everywhere and nowhere. Perhaps it’s my neighbor, a hop, skip, and a jump from me; we often call to each other, whereupon he comes leaping over, or I to him. Is he my kindred kind? I don’t know, I don’t sense any common traits, but it may be so. It’s possible, but altogether unlikely. From a distance, with the help of the imagination I can conjure up a dubiously cozy kinship, but when he’s standing there in front of me all my contrivances seem laughable. He’s an old dog, a bit smaller than me, I myself being of medium height, brown, short haired; with a tired hanging head, with shuffling steps, he drags his left hind leg, the consequence of a lingering condition. It’s been a long time since I’ve rubbed shoulders with anyone as closely as I do with him, I’m glad that I can still tolerate his company, and when he lumbers back to his perch I bid a fond farewell with the friendliest sentiments, surely not out of affection but rather annoyed with myself, since leaping after him I really find him altogether repulsive, the way he slinks off dragging his lame hind leg and weighed down by his sagging bottom. It sometimes seems to me, when referring to him as a comrade in arms, as if I meant to mock myself. Nothing, I might add, in our conversations reveals the least little hint of fraternal ties between us, even though he is knowledgeable and quite cultured by local standards, but is it knowledge and culture that I’m after? We generally chat about local issues, and rendered introspective and in this regard somewhat insightful as I am by my solitude, I am always amazed, even for an ordinary dog and even under by and large not altogether unfavorable conditions, how much spunk it takes to carve out a tolerable life and to protect against the great ever-present perils. Scientific study may well afford us the rules of the game; but such rules can only be grasped from a distance and in the most approximate terms, and even if we manage to fathom their gist, the real difficulty comes in applying said rules to the particular circumstances in each locale – no one else can help, since almost every hour presents new challenges, and every new little speck of earth engenders its own dilemmas; no dog, not even I, whose needs diminish from day to day, can say with certainty that he’s set for the foreseeable future, and that life will to a certain extent take care of itself. And this never-ending effort – what’s the point of it all? Just to sink ever deeper into a profound silence from which, all attempts notwithstanding, no canine consciousness can evermore be recovered.


  How often do we extol the universal progress of dogdom over the ages, by which, of course, we primarily mean the progress of scientific research! Science does, indeed, keep advancing, there’s no holding it back, it even advances at an ever-accelerating pace, more and more quickly, but what is so laudable in that? It is as if someone were deemed praiseworthy simply because in his advancing years he grew older, and consequently lunged, lickety-split, ever closer to death. That is a natural and really rather ugly process, in which I find nothing to extol. All I see is a decline, whereby I do not mean to suggest that earlier generations were in essence any better, they were just younger, that was their big advantage, their memory was not so overburdened as ours is today, it was easier to coax them into speech, and even if no one succeeded in so doing, the likelihood was greater, and it is, after all, this greater likelihood in listening to the old ones that fosters such harebrained notions. Every now and then we think we hear the approximation of a word, and would jump for joy if we did not feel the weight of centuries holding us down. No, what I object to in my time, whereas prior generations were surely no better than the present, they were indeed in a certain sense much more wicked and weaker; wonders did not just go strolling down the street way back when, waiting to be roped in at random; but dogs were – I don’t know how else to put it – not yet as dog-eat-dog as they are today; the social fabric of canine culture was still rather loose, the right word might still have been able to intervene, affect the structure of society, alter it, reshape it in whatever desired way, transform it into its opposite; and that word was within reach, was at the very least close at paw, wavering on the tip of the tongue, everyone could practically hear it; but what became of it today, you could dig for it in every dog’s guts and still not find any trace of it. Perhaps our generation is lost, but it is more innocent than those that came before. I can understand the hesitation of my generation, it is not really hesitation, but rather the forgetting of a dream dreamt a thousand nights ago and already forgotten a thousand times. Who can hold a thousandth forgetting against us? But I also believe I understand the hesitation of our ancestors, we would in all likelihood not have done otherwise, I am almost inclined to say: us indeed, that it was not us who had to load the guilt on our own shoulders, but rather that in a world already darkened by our predecessors we are inclined to embrace an almost innocent silence as we hasten toward death. When our forefathers went astray, they hardly envisioned an endless blundering; with the crossroads still literally in sight, it was easy at any moment to turn back, and if they hesitated to do so, it was only because they still wanted to delight awhile in the pleasures of a dog’s life. There was not yet any fixed notion of the ways of canine culture, and so everything seemed perfectly wonderful to them; things would turn out differently later, a little while later, but for the moment at least they kept blundering along. They did not know what we, in our retrospective study of the course of canine history, now suspect, that the soul evolves more quickly than life itself, and that by the time they began to delight in the endless blundering of a dog’s life, they must already have had a seasoned canine soul, and had already wandered much farther afield than they supposed or than their dog’s-eye view of life, grounded as it was in canine merrymaking, made them believe. Who can still speak today of the youth? These ancient canines were the real puppies of the species, but their only ambition, alas, was to become old dogs, a goal they could not very well fail to accomplish, as all subsequent generations have proven, and ours, today’s dogs, the best of all.


  Of all these things I naturally do not speak with my neighbor, but they often come to mind when I sit face-to-face with him, that exemplary old hound, or when I bury my snout in his pelt that already has a whiff of what felled hide smells like at the furrier’s. To speak of such things with him would be senseless, the same as it would be to speak of it with any other dog. I know how the conversation would go. He would raise a few objections here and there, before finally conceding – concession is the canine’s most powerful weapon – and the entire matter would be buried, why then bother digging it up to begin with? And yet, all subterfuge notwithstanding, all there is perhaps is a deeper mode of communion with my neighbor that transcends mere words. I cannot keep from maintaining this, even though I have no proof of it and it may well be a simple self-deception, since he has been for the longest time the only dog I have had anything to do with, and I am therefore obliged to depend on him. “Are you not perhaps my comrade in arms in your own way? Ashamed to admit it since your life has been one big flop? Alone, I bellow about all day, come, you old dog, is it not sweeter to commiserate in tandem!” This I sometimes think to myself with my gaze fixed upon him. He does not turn away from me, though I dare not deduce any meeting of minds, he peers at me in silence, wondering at my own silence and why I’ve abruptly broken off our exchange. But perhaps this crestfallen expression in his face is precisely his way of asking, and I disappoint him in my reticence just as he disappoints me. In my youth, had no other questions sprung to mind as more pressing, and had I not been so completely self-consumed, I might have asked out loud, would have received a languid nod, and so less reticence than today in his silence. But don’t all dogs keep still in much the same way? What keeps me from believing that there is a kinship between us all, that I may not only here and there find a fellow researcher immersed in his inconsequential findings and forgotten, and to whom I can nevermore draw near in the dark and distant past or the ruckus of the present, but rather that there have always been a few fellow strivers, each committed in his own way, each a failure in his own way, the whole lot silent or slyly sputtering in its own way, an inescapable consequence of a lifetime engaged in hopeless research. But if that were so, I would not have had to sequester myself from the crowd, might well have remained in their midst, would not, like an unruly child, have had to edge myself out of the established canine ranks, fled from dogs who seek to escape just like me, confused only by their conviction that no one ever escapes, and of the futility of all efforts to do so.


  Such thoughts are, I admit, clearly sparked by my contact with my neighbor, he perplexes me, makes me melancholy; even though by all appearances he is perfectly chipper, when he’s alone in his domain the perpetual racket of his whooping and singing drives me crazy. It would be good to relinquish this last communion with my kind, not to succumb to the kind of reveries which, hardened as I may pretend to be, every canine contact inevitably arouses in me, and to exclusively apply the little time I have left to my research. The next time he comes slinking over I will crawl off into a corner and pretend to be asleep, and I’ll keep doing this until he gets the picture and stops dropping by.


  My investigations have likewise fallen into a certain disorder, I’ve been slacking off, feeling bushed of late, I only still plod along mechanically, whereas I once whizzed about enthusiastically. I think back to the time when I first began my studies in response to the question: “From whence does the earth derive its nourishment?” Back then, of course, I lived in the thick of things, hastened into the heart of the crowd, sought to make everyone a witness to my work, their response being even more important to me than my premise; and since I still expected my work to have universal import, I was naturally all fired up much of the time, a state which solitude cannot sustain. Back then I was still so sure of myself, I did something outrageous, something that runs contrary to all our principles, something of which every dog that bore witness surely still retains a shocking memory. I found in science, which ordinarily strives toward a limitless specialization, in this one respect a remarkable simplification. For science teaches us that the earth by and large brings forth our food, and only after the fact instructs us as to the methods needed to extract most effectively and in the greatest abundance these diverse edibles from its depths. Now it is indeed true that the earth brings forth our food, there can be no doubt of that, but the matter is not as simple as it is sometimes stated, precluding further investigations. One need only cite the most primitive instances repeated day after day. If we were altogether idle, as I already practically am, and after a perfunctory rummaging around in search of sustenance just rolled ourselves up in a ball and waited for providence, assuming there was still something to be had, we would find it there before us. But that is not, as a rule, the way it is. He who has managed to maintain a modicum of an open mind in regard to science – and such discriminating minds are indeed few in number, since scientific circles attract an ever-greater number of adherents – even if he does not base his position on any specific observations, he will readily recognize that the bulk of food we find lying around falls from above, most of which, depending on our skill and craving, we even manage to pluck off before it falls to the ground. By which I do not in any way mean to denigrate science, such sustenance still comes from the earth. It makes no essential difference if the earth draws one food from its depths or calls down another food from on high, and the science that established that in both cases some form of cultivation is necessary does not need to concern itself with such distinctions – it is true as they say: “When the stomach is full, it is easy to talk of fasting.” And yet it seems to me that science does indeed concern itself at least indirectly and in part with such matters, since its ken encompasses two key methods of procuring sustenance, namely actual land cultivation and the task of supplementing and refining cultivated foodstuffs by means of speech, dance, and song. In this I find a not altogether complete but clear enough distinction that accords with my own analysis. Cultivation serves, in my view, the attainment of both forms of nurturing and remains indispensible, whereas speech, dance, and song are less directly linked to sustenance from below, strictly speaking, but rather principally serve to facilitate the plucking of sustenance from above. Tradition reinforces this interpretation of the facts. In this respect, without knowing it, the common folk appear to set science right, and forestall any scientific attempt to resist. If, as science maintains, such ceremonial brouhaha only serves the earth, by fortifying it, so to speak, to seek sustenance from above, then all such rites would necessarily be directed at the ground, all words would have to be whispered, all dance steps stepped and all songs sung with the earth as audience. To my knowledge, science insists on nothing else. But it is a curious truth that people direct all of their ceremonies upward. This constitutes no violation of science, it does not controvert scientific inquiry, leaves the farmer free to farm as he pleases; its emphasis is on the earth, and if following its precepts, the farmer tends to the soil beneath his feet, the ritualistic intent will have been well served, but in my opinion such reasoning should present a greater challenge.


  I who have never been anointed a bona fide canine scholar cannot conceive how the learned dogs can possibly abide the fact that our kind, as hotheaded as we are, direct our barked incantations on high, that our traditional old ballads should be howled to the heavens, and our prancing dance steps ever rising, as if forgetting the ground beneath our feet, we wished to swing our limbs forever upward. Granting, as I have, these contradictions, when harvest time drew near, true to the exigencies of science, I always turned my nose to the ground, I stamped my feet and twisted my head to maintain a close proximity to the dirt. I pawed a hole to plant my snout, and howled and declaimed my canine lament for the soil’s sake only, so that not a peep would emanate outward or upward.


  My research results were admittedly limited. Sometimes I got no grub and wanted to exalt at my discovery, but then the food was, after all, forthcoming, as if my fellow dogs had initially been bewildered by my curious conduct, but finally fathoming the benefit of my investigations, sought to cut short my howls and leaps. Oftentimes the food I managed to mooch was even more plentiful than before, but then again after that I got nothing. I took pains with a diligence heretofore unknown among younger dogs to display and precisely explain all my experiments, became convinced every now and then that I was on to something that might prove promising, but my findings always led to inconclusive results. My inadequate scientific training doubtless got in the way. How could I be sure, for instance, that the failure of food to materialize before me was not the consequence of a faulty experiment, rather than unscientific cultivation techniques, and if this were the case, would not my conclusions be untenable? Under certain circumstances I might well have been able to pull off a perfectly precise experiment, that is, had I succeeded, on the one hand without any cultivation, in fetching food from on high, solely applying upward directed ceremonial methods, and then again in fostering the absence of food by the exclusive application of earth cultivation. I attempted to do so, but without firm conviction and not under perfect test conditions, since in my unwavering view, at the very least a certain minimal degree of cultivation is always necessary, and even if the heretics who doubted the need were right, my experiment such as it was did confirm this fact, since irrigation from on high occurs regardless of our efforts, and given certain parameters cannot be avoided. Another, admittedly somewhat esoteric, experiment succeeded much better and caused a bit of a sensation. Subsequent to the usual catching of sustenance fallen from on high, I decided to let the food drop and not to retrieve it from where it fell. To this end, when the food came I always made a little leap, but one intended to fall short; mostly then the food fell to the ground with an indifferent thump, and I flung myself upon it, consumed not only by hunger but also by disappointment. Yet in certain rare instances something else happened, something rather extraordinary, the food did not fall, but followed me in the air, food followed the hungry. It didn’t last for long, just for a flash, then it fell or disappeared altogether, or else – and this is the most frequent scenario – my ravenous craving cut the experiment short and I gobbled up the grub. I felt nevertheless contented, my ears surrounded by the murmur of canine amazement: my fellow dogs having suddenly grown restive and attentive, I found them more receptive to my questions; in their eyes I detected the glimmer of a call for help, and even if it were only a reflection of my own inquisitive looks, I asked for nothing else, I was contented. That is, until I learned – and the others learned along with me – that this experiment had long since been described in the annals of canine science, and had proven far more successful than mine, had not however been repeated for quite some time, given the necessary degree of self-restraint, but apparently did not need to be repeated, given its limited scientific significance. It only confirmed what we already know, that the earth does not just fetch food straight downward from above, but also obliquely, and even in hungry spirals. So there I stood, disappointed but not discouraged, I was still too young to accept defeat, quite the contrary, it spurred me on to what perhaps was the greatest accomplishment of my life. I did not believe the scientific invalidation of my experiment, but belief is of no consequence here, all that counts is proof, and that is precisely what I sought to muster, and hoped thereby to shed additional light on this initially somewhat esoteric experiment, and so to reposition it in the mainstream of current research. I sought to prove that when I backed away from the falling food, it was not the ground that drew it at a diagonal, but rather I myself that lured it to follow my lead. Unfortunately, I did not succeed in extending this experiment, it is simply not possible over an extended period to see the grub in front of your eyes and to proceed with scientific restraint. But I wanted to accomplish something else, I wanted to keep fasting for as long as I could, while avoiding the very sight of food and any other comestible temptation. If I managed in this way to withdraw from public life, to remain reclined day and night with my eyes closed, neither concerning myself with retrieving food from the ground nor catching tossed scraps in midair; and as I did not dare declare, but silently hoped, without any recourse to the aforementioned measures, remaining perfectly still, except for the unavoidable irrational aspersion of the ground around me and silent recitation of the traditional canine canticles and sayings (though I decided to refrain from the dog dance, so as not to tire myself out), even if the food were to fall from above, and ignoring the tug of gravity, knock on my teeth to be let in – if this were to happen, then accepted scientific findings would not thereby have been refuted, it’s true, since science is flexible enough to encompass exceptions and isolated instances, but what, I wonder, would be the response of the common dog, a creature unfortunately not so well endowed with an elastic mind? For it would not be considered a historically significant exception to the rule, that, on account of bodily distress or dejection, a dog should decline to prepare, seek out, or take in sustenance, and that the canine collective, all the while muttering curses under their breath, should therefore be inclined to deflect the ordinary course of feeding and siphon off food for the sick one. I, on the other hand, perfectly fit and in good health, my appetite so prodigious that for days on end it has kept me from thinking of anything else, believe it or not, deliberately decided to fast, all the while ready and willing to do my part to fetch food from above without seeking any assistance from my fellow dogs, indeed refusing any such assistance.


  I sought out an optimal locale in a remote clump of bushes where I would hear no talk of food, no lip smacking and bone cracking; I ate my fill and then lay myself down for the duration. I planned, if possible, to keep my eyes shut; so long as no food appeared, it would be eternal night for me, even if my experiment lasted days and weeks. The one hitch, and this proved a great burden, was that I had to sleep as little as possible or, better yet, not at all, since I not only had to swear off eating but also remain attentive so as not to sleep through the food delivery, yet on the other hand sleep was a welcome respite, since I would better be able to fast asleep than awake. For these reasons, I decided to carefully apportion my time, sleeping a lot, but always in short spurts. I managed to pull this off by always in sleep resting my head on a feeble branch that soon snapped and promptly woke me up. In this way I lay for hours on end, asleep or awake, dreaming or singing silently to myself. In the first stage of my experiment nothing much happened, and since the source of sustenance remained somehow unnoticed I braced myself against the common course of things, and let life pass silently. But one thing worried me: that the other dogs would notice my absence, sniff me out, and soon undertake something to undermine me. A second concern was that the mere aspersion of the ground beneath me, as fallow a ground as it might be from a scientific perspective, might nevertheless foster the appearance of accidental sustenance, and that its smell might lead me astray. But initially nothing of the sort happened, and I managed to keep fasting. Consequently, aside from these worries, I succeeded in keeping my calm, as never before. Even though I was here, in fact, engaged in disproving established scientific premises, I was filled with a profound contentment and almost felt the proverbial serenity of the scientific investigator. In my flights of fancy I obtained science’s forgiveness for my trespasses, my investigations were finally recognized, it did my heart good to hear that, however successful my research might prove to be, and in that case in particular, my life’s work would not go unnoticed, that science was kindly disposed to me, and furthermore that the scientific establishment would set out to establish the significance of my findings, and this promise already signified their fulfillment, and that whereas I had until now felt myself in my heart of hearts to be excluded, like a wild dog forever circling the walls of the canine kingdom, I would now be accepted with great honor, surrounded by the longed-for bodily warmth of my fellow dogs, and with a sudden swing, find myself lifted and paraded as a hero on the collective backs of my kind.


  My first hungering had a curious effect. My accomplishment seemed so prodigious to me that, moved as I was, stirred with sympathy for myself, I started weeping then and there in my quiet hideaway in the bushes, a not altogether comprehensible response, I might add, for given the fact that I anticipated my well-earned recompense, why then did I weep? Surely only on account of a sense of cozy comfort. It was always only on those occasions of complete bliss, however infrequent, that I wept. Of course it soon passed. The lovely images dissipated little by little as my hungering grew ever more acute, it didn’t take long, after the rapid disappearance of all imaginings and every last trace of emotion, for me to feel nothing but the physical effect of my dedicated burning hunger.


  “That is hunger,” I repeated to myself countless times, as if I wanted to make myself believe it. Hunger and I remained two separate entities and I felt I could shake it off like a burdensome lover, but in truth, we were excruciatingly united, and when I declared: “That is hunger,” it was really hunger talking and thereby poking fun at me. What a terrible, terrible time! I shudder to think of it, indeed not only on account of the suffering, but rather above all because I did not complete the experiment, knowing that I would have to endure it all again if I wanted to accomplish anything, since I still consider hunger to be the ultimate and most powerful means of my investigations.


  The road to knowledge runs through the gut, the greatest knowledge if at all attainable can only be attained by means of the greatest effort, and this greatest effort for us dogs is voluntary hungering. When I reflect on those times – and I willingly wallow in them – I also contemplate the times ahead. It seems that you first have to let a whole lifetime elapse before recovering from such an experiment, all my adult years stand between me and that hungering, and yet I have not recovered.


  The next time I attempt it I will perhaps apply more determination than before, given the greater experience I have amassed and a clearer sense of the necessity of the experiment, but my fortitude has since diminished, and I am quite sure that the mere anticipation of that familiar gnawing sensation will wear me out. My diminished appetite will do me no good, it will merely diminish somewhat the value of the experiment, and will probably compel me to hunger longer than would have been necessary back then. I believe I now have a clear sense of these and other experimental preconditions, there have after all been ample preliminary starts in the lengthy interim, I have often enough literally taken a stab at hungering, but wasn’t yet steadfast in my resolve, and the free and easy aggressive gusto of youth is naturally gone forever. It already waned back then in the course of my experiment at hungering. Some deliberations tormented me.


  I felt intimidated by our forefathers. Even if I don’t dare declare it in public, I do indeed hold them responsible for everything, they made our dog’s life bear a prodigious burden, I could easily answer their implied threats with counterthreats, but I bow before their knowledge, it came from sources no longer known to us; which is why, as much as I feel inclined to challenge their authority, I would never openly transgress their laws, and would sniff my way around them by means of legal loopholes, for which I appear to have the nose.


  As per the subject of hungering, I refer to the oft cited canine colloquy, in the course of which one of our wise dogs expressed the view that hungering should be forbidden, with which a second learned hound respectfully disagreed, propounding the question: “What dog will ever go hungry?” which argument the former found convincing and so withdrew the prohibition. But the question nevertheless keeps cropping up: “Is hungering not forbidden after all?” Concurring with the second sage hound, the vast majority of the commentators say no, affirming hungering as a given right, and therefore do not fear the dire consequences of an erroneous interpretation of the law. I made sure of this before beginning to engage in my experiment.


  But no sooner did I squirm in hunger’s grip, in my mental confusion seeking succor from my hind legs, licking, chewing, sucking them in vain, all the way up to my anus, than I decided that the common interpretation of that colloquy was definitely wrong, I cursed the commentaries handed down over generations, I cursed myself for having let myself be misled by them, for as any young pup can tell, the colloquy contained more than one prohibition against hungering: what the first wise dog sought to decree had already come to pass, hungering was prohibited; the second not only concurred, but even held hungering to be impossible, thus a second prohibition devolved from the first, the prohibition of the dog’s nature itself; the first recognized this and expressly revoked the first prohibition, which is to say, he dictated that in complete cognizance of the above, dogs deliberately deny themselves the right to hunger. Thus a threefold prohibition, instead of just one, and I had thrice transgressed.


  I could well at least have belatedly obeyed and put a halt to my hungering, but mingled with the hunger pangs I also felt a temptation to keep hungering, a temptation to which I voluptuously acceded, as if answering to the craving of an unknown dog in me. I couldn’t stop, perhaps I was just too weak to stop and seek salvation in inhabited places. I tossed back and forth on the forest floor, unable to sleep hearing noises all around me that had heretofore been muffled by sleep, but appeared to be awakened by my hungering; I was struck by the notion that I would never be able to devour another morsel, since only by eating would I ever manage to silence the world’s awakened cacophony, and I just wasn’t up to it, even though the loudest noise emanated from my stomach, on which I often lay my ear and must have rolled my eyes in horror as I could hardly believe what I heard.


  And when matters got altogether out of hand, the tumult seems to have gripped my canine nature, conjuring up senseless rescue efforts, I began to smell dishes, exquisite dishes I hadn’t tasted in years, choice tidbits of my childhood; I even smelled the scent of my mother’s breast; I forgot my resolve to resist the lure of smell, or rather, I did not forget; heeding it as if it were indeed a resolve to which I was bound, I dragged myself every which way, always just a few steps, and took a sniff, as if I only sought to acknowledge the scent so as then to deny myself the pleasure. The fact that I found nothing to eat did not bother me, the dishes were there, they were just always a few steps out of reach, before which my legs gave way. At the same time I knew full well that there was nothing there, that I only still made those minuscule movements out of fear of my final collapse at a spot from which I would nevermore rise.


  The last hopes vanished, as did the last temptations, I was going to die a miserable death; of what use were all my investigations, childish experiments from a childishly happy time; here and now was the moment of truth, this is when my research might have proven its utility. But where was my scientific resolve now that I needed it most? Here was nothing but a helpless dog snapping at the void, that still, without knowing it, sprinkled the ground in convulsive spurts, but could not manage to roust up from memory a single incantation from the whole store of magic mutterings, not even the little verse newborn puppies babble when suckling at their mother’s tits. It seemed to me as if I were not separated by a short sprint but rather by an insurmountable distance, from my canine brethren, and as if I were not dying due to hungering, but on account of my abandonment by the pack. It was clearly evident that not a dog gave a hoot about me, none below, none above, none scampering on this earth, their indifference said it all: he’s dying, so be it. And did I not agree? Did I not essentially say the same? Had I myself not willed this abandonment? I did indeed, my dear fellow dogs, yet not to end up like this, but rather to cross the great divide from ignorance to truth, to leave behind this world of lies where not a soul speaks the truth, myself included, this canine cohort committed to lying. Perhaps the truth was within reach, and I not as godforsaken as I thought, not forsaken by the others, but only by myself, forsaken by a dying dog.


  But one does not die quite as quickly as an anxious dog imagines. I just passed out, and when I came to and raised my eyes, there was a strange dog standing before me. I felt no hunger, I felt perfectly fit, I was bouncing about in my imagination, even if I made no effort to test out the agitation on my feeble limbs and make them rise upright. I saw standing there before me a handsome but hardly extraordinary dog, a pretty pooch, nothing more, and yet I idealized him in my sorry state. I lay there in a pool of blood, which I initially mistook for food, but soon thereafter realized that it was blood spilled from my own body. I looked away from it and turned my attention to the strange dog. He was slender, long-legged, brown, sprinkled here and there with white spots, and greeted me with a striking, determined, inquiring gaze.


  “What are you doing here?” he said. “You need to get out of here!”


  “I am unable to budge right this moment,” I replied, without offering any further explanation, for how was I to explain everything to him, seeing, moreover, as he appeared to be pressed for time.


  “Please, get up and go,” he said, uneasily lifting one leg after another.


  “Leave me alone,” I said, “don’t bother about me, the others don’t bother about me either.”


  “I beg you, for your own sake,” he said.


  “Beg me for whosoever’s sake you will,” I said, “I cannot go, even if I wanted to.”


  “Willpower does not appear to be lacking,” he said with a smile. “You can go. Weak as you appear to be, I beg you to limp away slowly, hesitate now and you will only have to dash away later.”


  “Let me worry about that,” I said.


  “It’s my worry too,” he said, saddened on account of my doggone thickheadedness, and clearly intended for the moment at least to leave it at that, but to take advantage of the occasion to make loving advances. At another time I would have gladly countenanced the caresses of such a handsome dog, but clueless as I was back then I was simply horrified.


  “Get lost!” I cried out, all the louder, since given my feeble condition, I was unable to resist in any other way.


  “I won’t touch you, don’t worry,” he said, slowly stepping back. “You’re terrific. Don’t you like me?”


  “I’ll like you if you get lost,” I said, only I was no longer so sure I wanted to chase him away. There was something about him I saw or heard with my senses heightened from hungering, it started out as an inkling that grew into a certainty, I knew for sure that this dog had the strength to drive me away; if I didn’t have the strength to respond now, I would nevermore be able to rise from the ground. And I eyed the one who had responded to my coarse rebuff with a gentle shrug with ever greater longing. “Who are you?” I asked.


  “I’m a hunter,” he said.


  “And why don’t you want to leave me here?” I asked.


  “You bother me,” he said. “I can’t hunt as I please with you lying here.”


  “Try it,” I said. “Maybe you’ll still manage to hunt.”


  “No,” he said, “I’m sorry, but you have to leave.”


  “Why not call it a day!” I urged.


  “No,” he said, “I have to hunt.”


  “I have to go, you have to hunt.” I said. “Can you tell me why all these have-to’s are really necessary?”


  “No,” he said, “there’s nothing to understand, it’s self-evident, perfectly natural.”


  “Not the way I see it,” I said. “It pains me that you need to chase me away, and yet you insist on doing so.”


  “That’s just how it is,” he said.


  “So that’s how it is,” I responded sarcastically, “but that’s no answer. Which would it be easier to do without, hunting or driving me away?”


  “To do without hunting,” he replied without hesitation.


  “Well then,” I said, “there’s a contradiction here.”


  “What kind of contradiction?” he said. “My dear little dog, don’t you see the necessity?”


  To which I made no reply, for I was struck – and a new life force rushed through my veins at the realization, a life force fostered by fear – I was struck by the ordinarily intangible changes in his comportment, changes that no one but I would have noticed, that roused deep in his abdomen, the dog was about to burst into song.


  “You’re going to sing,” I said.


  “I am indeed,” he said, his voice taking on a serious tone. “I will sing soon, but not yet.”


  “The song is already practically on the tip of your tongue,” I said.


  “No,” he said, “not yet, but get ready.”


  “I can already hear the first notes, although you deny it,” I said, trembling.


  He held still. And I believe I came to a realization, something that no dog before me had ever fathomed, there is at least not the slightest reference to any such realization in the traditional wisdom handed down to date, and overcome by boundless fear and shame I promptly buried my nose in the pool of blood beneath me.


  What I believe I fathomed, you see, is that the dog was already singing without knowing it, and furthermore, that independent from the mouth from which it issued, the melody wafted through the air with a will of its own, as if the singer himself had no say in the matter, but that song was sung for my ears only. Today I deny any such findings, and ascribe them to my overexcited state at the time, but even if it was a misapprehension, it still has a certain singular significance as the sole even quasi finding I managed to salvage from my experiment in hungering, and demonstrates at the very least how mindful we remain when out of our mind. And I was really completely out of my mind. Weak as I was, under normal circumstances I would not have been able to budge, but I could not withstand the effect of the melody issuing from the dog’s lips that he finally appeared to acknowledge. It grew ever louder: perhaps its volume knew no limit, and already practically burst my eardrums. But the worst thing was that it seemed to be singing for my ears only, this voice before whose sublimity the forest itself fell still, this sound intoned for me alone. Who was I to still dare remain here listening at my ease in a pool of filth and blood? Trembling, I raised myself upright; a miserable specimen such as I won’t find the strength to trot, I thought, but already I was springing along in lovely leaps enlivened by the melody. I revealed nothing to my friends, I might well have told all upon my arrival had I not been too weak to utter a word, and later the whole thing did not even seem communicable. The few allusions that I made no attempt to stifle fell on deaf ears in the course of our conversations. And though I recuperated my physical strength in a matter of hours, the cognitive consequences of my experiment still linger to this day.


  I did, however, enlarge the scope of my investigations to encompass the music of dogs. The scientific tradition has doubtless not been negligent; the study of canine music is, if my sources are to be trusted, perhaps even more extensive than the study of sustenance, and in any case better substantiated. This is why one can work more dispassionately in the latter field than in the former, and that the study of canine tonality exclusively entails observations and systematizations, whereas the study of sustenance is primarily grounded in inferences. Consequently the public’s respect for the study of music surpasses that of the study of sustenance, the former, however, is never as deeply rooted in the collective canine unconscious as the latter.


  Before hearing the voice in the forest, I, too, had as little appreciation as any other dog for the study of music. Though my early experience with the song dogs had alerted me to it, I was then still too young to fathom its import. Nor is it easy to approach the study of hound harmonics, a subject considered particularly complicated and not accessible for the masses. And though their music was a priori the most conspicuous quality of said song dogs, I was more immediately concerned by their silent dog’s soul, for though I found no precedent elsewhere for their terrible music, a phenomenon I was rather inclined at the time to ignore, from the moment I first heard them I became conscious of the innate silence of the dog’s soul in every canine I encountered. But my investigations concerning sustenance seemed to me to be better suited and less inclined to deflect from the thrust of our research into the nature of the dog’s soul. Maybe I was wrong.


  A melding of the two scientific disciplines, I might add, already aroused my suspicion back then. It is the study of song inspired by sustenance. Insofar as this subject is concerned, it is once again a definite deficiency that I have never delved seriously into the study of music, and cannot even count myself a rank amateur of the sort so reviled by scholars. I am always obliged to bear this deficiency in mind. I would, alas, fall flat on my face if put to the simplest test by a true scholar in the field, of this I have ample proof. Aside from my already cited personal circumstances, this must naturally be blamed on my ineptitude as an investigator, limited cognitive capacity, faulty memory, and above all, on my inability to remain focused on my scientific objective.


  All these faults I readily acknowledge, and even confess to a certain pleasure in so doing. Since the underlying reason for my scientific inadequacy seems to me to be an intellectual grounding in instinct, and not a bad instinct at that. If I wanted to boast, I might well maintain that it is precisely on the knot of this instinct that my scientific capacities faltered; for having proven my ability in matters of day-to-day life, not always the easiest to accomplish, and above all, having demonstrated a considerable understanding, if not of scientific investigation per se, then of scientific investigators, to which the results of my experiments can well attest, it would indeed be at the very least surprising that one such as I, disinclined to science from the start, should manage to raise his paws to even the first stage of scientific accomplishment. It was instinct that perhaps for the sake of science, but for another science than the one practiced today, the ultimate science, impelled me to prize freedom above all else. Freedom insofar as it is possible to achieve today is a pitifully stunted growth. But it is still freedom, still something worth striving toward.


  A HYBRID


  I have a curious creature, half cat, half lamb. A bequest from my father’s estate, it only really developed in my care, before it was much more lamb than cat. But now it’s half and half. Head and claws come from the cat, size and stature from the lamb; both bequeathed the glint and wildness in its eyes, the soft and snug coat of fur, the manner of its movements no less leaping than skulking. In sunshine on the windowsill it curls up and purrs, out in the meadow it runs around like crazy and you can hardly catch it. It flees from cats and tries to assault sheep. The roof gutter is its favorite runway in the moonlight. It can’t meow and is terrified of rats. It can lie in wait for hours beside the chicken stall, but never took advantage of an opportunity to pounce.


  I feed it with sweet milk, in which it takes great delight. In long gulps it laps it up over its predatory teeth. Of course it’s a favorite spectacle for the local children. Sunday morning is the visiting time. I have the creature on my lap and all the children in the neighborhood stand around.


  The most amazing questions are posed that no one can answer: Why such a creature exists, why I of all people should have it, if another such animal ever existed and what it will look like when it’s dead, if it feels lonesome, why it bears no young, what its name is, etc.


  I make no attempt to reply, but am content to show off what I have without any further explanations. Sometimes the children bring along cats, once they even brought two lambs. But contrary to their expectations, there were no stirring scenes of recognition. The animals just peered at each other quietly with animal eyes and evidently took their existence as God-given fact.


  In my lap the creature knows neither fear nor the desire for pursuit. It feels best nestled against me. It is attached to the family that raised it. This is not a consequence of any extraordinary fidelity, it is rather the natural instinct of a creature with countless cousins related by marriage but not a single blood relation, and for which the protection it found in our midst is sacrosanct.


  Sometimes I have to laugh when it sniffs around, wriggles its way between my legs, and never wants to be separated from me. Not content to be lamb and cat, it is as if it wanted to be a dog, too. One time, when things were going so badly with my business and related matters that there seemed no other option but to give it all up, a fix in which we all find ourselves at one point or another in life, and I sat at home in the garden swing in such a sorry state with the creature in my lap, I happened to look down and noticed tears falling from its great big bearded eyes. – Were they my tears, were they his? – I did not inherit much from my father, but this living heirloom really is an eyeful.


  It has the unrest of both creatures, that of the cat and that of the lamb, as different as they are. That’s why its skin is so tight. – Sometimes it leaps onto the chair beside me, lifts itself up with its forelegs on my shoulders, and holds its muzzle to my ear. It is as if it were saying something to me, and it does indeed bend forward and look me in the eye, to ascertain the impression its communication made on me. And so as to be obliging, I pretend to have understood something, and nod. – Whereupon it jumps back down on the ground and sidles about.


  Perhaps the butcher’s knife would be a salvation, the gift of which I must, however, withhold. It will therefore have to wait until its breath gives out on its own, even if from time to time it peers at me with knowing human eyes that call for knowing action.


  A REPORT TO AN ACADEMY


  Honored gentlemen of the Academy!


  You have accorded me the honor of inviting me to present a report on my past life as an ape.


  I am regrettably unable to fulfill your precise request. It has been almost five years since I left the realm of apes, a short span of time perhaps on the human calendar, but an infinitely long period to have galloped through as I have done, here and there accompanied by exemplary people, words of advice, approbation, and music to spur me on, but essentially alone, since all of the accompanists held to the spotlight, far from the invisible barrier I had to ford on my own. This accomplishment would have been impossible had I obstinately sought to cling to my roots, my tender memories of childhood. Abandoning all obstinacy was the primary demand I made on myself; a free ape, I willingly embraced this yoke. The same resolve, however, cut off progressively, ever more and more my access to memory. If the option of an about-face was initially still open to me, a return to my apish ways vouchsafed through the great gateway between heaven and earth, with the accord of my human handlers, that option shrank with every step of my mad dash of development; I felt more and more comfortable and confident in my adhesion to humanity; the stormy squall of memory blowing from my past softened into what today is a gentle breeze cooling my heels; and the distant gap through which it blows, and from which I once came, has since become so small that even if my strength and willpower sufficed, an attempt to crawl through would rasp all the fur from my body. If truth be told, as much as I like to speak metaphorically of such matters, your apish origins, gentlemen, cannot be any further removed than mine are from me. All of us here on earth feel a ticklish inkling in the heels: the littlest chimpanzee no less so than the great Achilles.


  In the most limited sense, however, I can perhaps satisfy your request, and do so with considerable pleasure. The first thing I learned was how to shake hands; to shake hands with another is a sign of openness; may the frank and open tone of my talk today, now that I have reached the pinnacle of my career, be received in the spirit of that first handshake. My presentation will not add any essentially new findings to the academy’s body of knowledge and will surely fall far short of what is expected of me and what, to the best of my ability, I cannot possibly deliver – nevertheless, it will reveal the rough trajectory of how a former ape infiltrated and established himself in the human realm. Yet I would not dare deliver even the following trifling report were I not absolutely sure of myself, and were my reputation not firmly established beyond a shadow of a doubt from my frequent appearances on all the great variety stages of the civilized world.


  I come from the Gold Coast. For an account of my capture I am obliged to rely on secondhand reports. A hunting expedition led by Hagenbeck & Co. – with whose director I have, by the way, downed many a bottle of good red wine since then – lay in wait in the bush by the river shore, when I happened by one evening for a sip with a pack of my fellow apes. Shots were fired, I was the only one hit, two bullets.


  I took one in the cheek that did not do much damage but left a big red scar where the fur rubbed off, a scar that earned me the most ill-suited nickname ever given to an ape, Red Peter, as if the only difference between me and the recently deceased tamed monkey, Peter, a creature known in certain circles, were the red mark on my cheek. This as an aside.


  The second shot hit me below the hip. It hit hard, and is why I still limp a little today. I recently read in an article written by one of the ten thousand windbags who regularly spout off about me in newspapers that my apish nature is not yet completely suppressed; the proof, they claim, is that whenever visitors drop by, I delight in dropping my pants to show off the place where the bullet struck. I wish that that fellow had every little finger of his writing hand broken off, one by one. It is my prerogative to pull down my pants in front of anyone I like; the spectator will not find anything there but my well-groomed fur and that telltale scar – let me choose my words carefully, so as not to be misunderstood – a scar that was the consequence of a wanton shot. Everything needs to be openly exposed; nothing should be hidden; when it’s a question of truth, every high-minded soul sheds his highfalutin ways. If said hack were to drop his own pants in the presence of a visitor, it would indeed have a different effect, and I take it as a sign of his good sense that he refrain from so doing. But then let him please not inflict his refined sense of decorum on me!


  I awakened after those two shots – and here begins my gradual retrieval of my own memory – in a cage in the steerage of a Hagenbeck steamer. It was no four-walled cage; but consisted, rather, of three metal-barred cage walls fastened to a crate; thus the crate comprised the fourth wall. The whole thing was too low for me to stand up in and too narrow for me to sit down. As a consequence, I was obliged to crouch with bent and forever trembling knees, and seeing as I most likely wanted to see no one and remain in the dark, with my back turned facing the crate and with the bars cutting into the flesh of my back. Keeping wild animals in such a cage in the beginning is generally thought to be beneficial, and according to my experience, I cannot lie, and must confess that this is indeed the case, from a human standpoint.


  But that is not what I thought back then. For the first time in my life I felt cornered with no way out; no escape route straight ahead, in any case; straight ahead was the crate made of boards nailed together. There was, of course, a gap between the boards, which I greeted with a rapturous bellow of ignorance when I first discovered it, but this gap was not even large enough for me to poke my tail through, and with all my apish might I could not manage to enlarge it.


  As I was later told, I am supposed to have made uncommonly little noise, from which it was deduced that I would either soon expire or else, if I managed to survive the first critical period following my capture, prove to be very tamable. So I survived this initial trial period. Muffled sobbing, painful flea picking, weary licking of a coconut, thumping the wall of the crate with my skull, poking my tongue out at whoever drew near – these were the first preoccupations of my new life. But all my actions were dominated by the one overpowering feeling: that there was no way out. I can, of course, only now approximate the apish emotions I felt back then in human terms, and consequently misrepresent it somewhat, but even if I can no longer retrieve the apish truth, my depiction is founded upon it, of this there can be no doubt.


  So many avenues of escape were open to me in the past, and now not a single one. I had come to the end of my rope; had they nailed me to the crate, my freedom of movement would have been no more reduced. Why, you ask? Scratch yourself bloody between the toes, and you will not find the reason. Press your back against the bars of the cage that contains you until it practically cuts you in two, and you will not find the reason. I had no way out, but had to find one if I wanted to go on living. Pressed against the wall of that crate, I would unquestionably have croaked. But since for Hagenbeck & Co. apes belong pressed hard against a crate – well then, I decided to stop being an ape. It was a crystal clear, impeccably engineered train of thought, which I must somehow have concocted with my gut, for apes think with their guts.


  I fear that my learned listeners may not understand what I mean by “way out”. I employ the term in its most common and deepest sense. I deliberately refrain from saying freedom. I don’t mean that profound feeling of freedom of motion in every conceivable direction. I may perhaps have known it as an ape, and have encountered humans who pine for it. But insofar as I myself am concerned, I did not seek freedom back then and do not seek it now. I have noted, incidentally, that people are all too often deceived by freedom. And just as freedom is held to be one of the most sublime feelings, so, too, is the correlative disappointment among the most sublime. Before starting my act at many a variety show, I have often noticed an acrobatic couple dillydallying on the trapeze up near the rafters. They swung, they pitched and tossed, they leapt and wafted into each other’s waiting arms, one held the other by the hair between clamped teeth. “Oh, that is human freedom,” I thought to myself, “self-serving movement.” That mockery of holy nature! No human connivance would withstand the scornful laughter of apes at such a foolish spectacle.


  No, I did not want freedom, just a way out; to the right, to the left, in whatever direction, I had no other hankering; even if the way out might prove to be a disappointment; the hankering was modest, so the disappointment would not be any greater. Just to keep going, to keep going! Just not to stay stuck with raised arms to the side of a crate.


  Now I can see it clearly: without the greatest inner calm I would never have been able to escape the confines of that cage. I do, in fact, perhaps owe everything that I’ve become to the calm that came over me after the first days of captivity in the hold of that ship. But I owed the calm, I must admit, to the humans on board that boat.


  They were good guys, despite all. To this day I still fondly remember the thud of their heavy steps that reverberated back then in my half sleep. They tended to take their sweet time undertaking all tasks. When one of them wanted to rub his eyes, he’d raise his hand and first let it hang like a pendulum. Their jokes were gruff, but hearty. Their laughter was always spiked with an ominous sounding, but meaningless, cough. They always kept something to spit out in their mouths, and it didn’t matter to them where they spit it. They kept complaining that my fleas leapfrogged over to them; but that didn’t make them seriously mad at me; they knew that fleas flourished in my fur and that fleas leap, a fact with which they reconciled themselves. When they were off duty, a few would seat themselves in a semicircle around me; they hardly spoke, but rather just cooed at each other; reclining on crates, they smoked their pipes, slapped each other on the knee as soon as I made the slightest movement, and every now and then one of them took a stick and tickled me where I liked it. If I were invited today to take a trip on that boat I would surely decline the invitation, but I can say with the same certainty that my lingering memories of my passage in steerage are not all hateful.


  The calm I felt in the company of these old salts kept me above all from attempting an escape. Viewed from hindsight today, it seems to me as if I somehow sensed that I would have to find a way out if I wanted to live, but that escape was not the right way. I cannot now say if escape was a possibility, but I believe it was; escape must always be an option for an ape. With my teeth as they are today I even have to be careful cracking nuts; but back then I must surely have been able to manage over time to bite my way through the lock of my cage. I did not do so. What good would it have done me? No sooner had I poked my head out, they would have captured me again and locked me up in an even more miserable cage; or else I might have managed to sneak over, unnoticed, to the other animals, say to the giant snakes, and expired in their tender embrace; or else I might even have succeeded in sneaking up to the deck and jumping overboard, in which case I would have bobbed a little in the deep and promptly drowned. Desperate measures. I did not reason in a human sense, but under the influence of my surroundings I acted as if I had thought it through.


  I did not think it through, but I did indeed observe my surroundings with absolute calm. I saw the people go up and down, always the same faces, the same movements, it often seemed to me as if it were just one. This person, or these people, passed by unimpeded. It suddenly dawned on me, a lofty goal. No one ever promised me that if I were to become like them, the cage gate would be opened. Promises are never given for seemingly impossible wish fulfillments. But if you manage to cash in those wish fulfillments, then the most elusive promises likewise materialize, albeit in retrospect, precisely where you previously sought them out in vain. There was nothing in particular, I might add, that attracted me to this person. Were I an ardent devotee of the aforementioned notion of freedom, I would surely have preferred a dip in the deep, rather than the escape hatch embodied by that man’s sad expression. In any case, I had been observing things a good long time before thinking them over, it was the copious observations I had amassed that made me do what I did.


  It was so easy to imitate these people. I already mastered spitting in the first few days. So we began to spit each other in the face; the only difference being that I subsequently licked my face clean and they did not. I soon enough smoked a pipe like an old timer; and if, in addition, I pressed my thumb down in the pipe head, all those gathered below deck let out a cheer; though it took me a while to fathom the difference between an empty pipe and one stuffed with tobacco.


  I had the greatest trouble with the whiskey bottle. The smell made me queasy; I tried as hard as I could; but weeks passed before I managed to overcome my aversion. Curiously enough, people paid this internal turmoil greater mind than anything else about me. I cannot rightly distinguish the identity of those who came to visit me in my memory of captivity, but there was one who came again and again, alone or with his shipmates, sometimes by day, sometimes by night, at altogether different times; he stood there before me with the bottle and demonstrated how to drink. He did not understand me, but he wanted to fathom the riddle of my being. Slowly he uncorked the bottle and eyed me to see if I had gotten the hang of it; I confess that I always peered back with a wild-eyed, rash regard; a human teacher will not find such a human pupil in the whole wide world; once the bottle was uncorked, he raised it to his mouth; keenly attentive, I eyed him from mouth to gullet; he nodded, well pleased, and set the bottle to his lips; delighted at my gradual grasp of the principle, squealing for joy, I scratched myself up and down, and side to side, to my heart’s content; delighted, in turn, he raised the bottle and took a gulp; impatient and desperate to copy him, I slobbered the stuff all over myself, which again gave him great satisfaction; and now grasping the bottle at arm’s length, raising it again with a swing to his lips, leaning back in an exaggeratedly demonstrative fashion, he drank it down in a single gulp. Drained by my own overwhelming desire to emulate him, I could no longer follow, and hung limp against the bars of my cage, while he, having thereby concluded this theoretical instruction, rubbed his belly and grinned.


  So now the practical exercise begins. Am I not already all too exhausted by the theoretical? Indeed I am. But such is my fate. Nevertheless, I grasp as well as I can after the proffered bottle; uncork it with a trembling hand, my success at this task little by little generating a new confidence; so I raise the bottle, hardly still distinguishable from the original in my teacher’s hands; set bottleneck to mouth – and with boundless disgust, repelled by the smell, even though empty, I fling it to the ground. Filled with profound sorrow, sorrow for myself, it hardly dampens either his or my own disappointment at my failure to drink that after flinging down the bottle I do not forget to rub my belly in a right masterful fashion, grinning all the while.


  This is how the teaching went all too often. And to my teacher’s credit, he was not angry with me; he did indeed sometimes hold his burning pipe to my fur, until my skin started to smolder in a place I could only reach with great difficulty, but then he himself soothed the sting with his giant gentle hand; he was not angry with me, he recognized the fact that we were both struggling on the same side against the nature of apes and that my part of the struggle was harder than his.


  What a victory it was, to be sure, for him as well as for me, when one evening in front of a big crowd of spectators – perhaps it was a party, a gramophone was playing, an officer happened to be passing by – while nobody was looking I grabbed a whiskey bottle left within arm’s reach, proceeded to uncork it in the proper way, and to the mounting amazement of my onlookers, raised it to my lips, and without any hesitation, without a grimace, really and truly drank it to the dregs, rolling my eyes and smacking my lips like a seasoned souse; whereupon I tossed it aside, not like a desperate dabbler, but like a master of the art of tippling; and though I forgot to rub my belly, unable to restrain myself, propelled by some inner drive, all my senses aroused, I broke out in a human-sounding “Hello, mates!” and with that salutation promptly leapt into the arms of mankind, sensing the echo of their stunned reply: “Listen up, he’s talking!” like a kiss all over my sweat-soaked body.


  Let me reiterate: it was not per se the desire to imitate people that enticed me; I imitated them because I sought a way out, for no other reason. That victory, moreover, was a small step. My voice failed me immediately thereafter; it took months to make it come back; my disgust of the whiskey bottle grew even greater. But my direction was set once and for all, there was no going back.


  As soon as I was passed on to my first animal tamer in Hamburg, I immediately fathomed my two options: zoo or cabaret. I did not hesitate. I resolved to apply all my strength of will to get into a variety show; that was the way out; a zoo would have meant my enclosure in another cage, once in, there was no way out.


  And I learned, gentlemen. You learn when you have to; you learn when you want to find a way out; you learn ruthlessly. You ride herd on yourself with a whip; you lacerate yourself at the slightest resistance. At rip speed, my apish nature did a double flip and rolled right out of me, so that my first teacher almost turned apelike, had to call it quits and be committed to an asylum. Fortunately, he was soon released.


  But I went through many teachers, several indeed at the same time. Once I became more confident of my skills, the public followed my progress, and my future looked bright, I myself hired teachers, had them stationed in five connecting rooms and took instruction from all at the same time by perpetually leaping from one room to another.


  What great strides I made! The rays of knowledge streamed from all sides into my awakening brain! I will not lie to you: it gave me great delight. But I also admit: I don’t overrate it, not then, and all the less so now. By a singular effort that has never since been repeated, I attained the average educational level of a European. That in itself would perhaps not have been such a big deal, but it was a big deal to me since it got me out of the cage and wangled me this very special way out, this human way out. There is a splendid expression: to escape by the skin of your teeth; that’s just what I did, I escaped by the skin of my teeth. I had no other way out, providing, of course, that freedom was not an option.


  Taking stock of my progress and my original goal, I am neither disappointed nor satisfied. With my hands in my pockets, the wine bottle on the table, I half recline, half sit on the rocking chair, and peer out the window. When visitors come, I receive them in the proper fashion. My impresario sits out in the hall; when I ring for him, he comes in and listens to what I have to say. Evenings I almost always have a performance to give, and I can hardly still ramp up my act. When I get home late from banquets, scientific assemblies, and congenial soirées, a little half-tame female chimpanzee awaits my pleasure, which I take with her in an apish way. I have no desire to see her in broad daylight; her face has the mad expression of the bewildered half-tamed animal; I alone can see it, and it positively repels me.


  All in all, I’ve achieved what I set out to achieve. No one can say it wasn’t worth the effort. As for the rest, I seek no human judgment, I merely wish to disseminate knowledge, I am only reporting, to you, too, learned gentlemen of the Academy, I am only delivering a report.


  


  TRANSFORMED


  I


  Waking one morning from restless dreams, Gregor Samsa found himself transformed in his bed into a monstrous bug. He lay on his hard, shell-like back, and saw, upon raising his head a little, that his vaulted brown belly was bedecked with curved stripes, on the crest of which his blanket, perilously close to falling, could hardly still hold. His many legs, looking pitifully spindly in contrast to his body mass, kicked up a storm before his helpless eyes.


  “What happened to me?” he thought. It was no dream. His bedroom, a bona fide, albeit somewhat cramped, human room, was lodged perfectly peacefully between four familiar walls. Above the table, bestrewn with a spread-out collection of cloth samples – Samsa was a traveling salesman – hung the picture he had cut out of an illustrated magazine and mounted in a handsome gilded frame. The picture showed a lady seated erect, in a fur hat and fur boa, her forearms practically buried in a heavy fur muffler lifted toward the spectator.


  Gregor’s gaze turned next out the window, and the dismal weather – raindrops struck the window frame – made him feel altogether melancholy. “Why don’t I sleep a little longer and forget all this madness,” he thought, but that was absolutely impossible, since he was accustomed to sleeping on his right side and given his present condition could not manage to so position himself. He summoned up all his strength to fling himself onto his right side, but kept rocking back to the same supine position. He tried some hundred times, closed his eyes so as not to have to see his fidgeting little legs, and gave up only when he started feeling a light, dull pain in the side which he had never felt before.


  “Dear God,” he thought to himself, “what an exhausting profession I’ve picked! Day in, day out, always traveling. Professional headaches on the road are much greater than those you have to deal with at the home office, on top of which I have to tackle the hassles of travel, the worries about train connections, the irregular, bad meals, the ever-changing, never lasting, never warm and cozy human contact. To hell with it all!” He felt a slight itch above on his belly; shimmied on his back ever closer to the bedpost so as to be able to raise his head; spotted the itchy spot that was covered with a lot of little white spots of indeterminate origin; and wanted to touch the spot with his leg, but immediately drew his leg back, since touching it made a cold shudder run down his spine.


  He slid back into his former position. “This early waking,” he thought, “makes you completely imbecilic. Man needs his sleep. Other travelers live like harem women. When, for instance, I return to the hotel restaurant late in the morning to transcribe my new orders, those guys are just sitting down to breakfast. I ought to try that with my boss; why, I’d be fired on the spot. Which might, come to think of it, be just what the doctor ordered. If I hadn’t held myself back on account of my parents, I’d have handed in my resignation long ago, I’d have gone up to my boss and let it all spill out from the bottom of my heart. The guy would have fallen off his desk! He does have an insolent way of sitting on his desk and speaking down to an employee, who, moreover, on account of the boss’s being hard of hearing, has to come up close. Well, it’s really not too late, once I’ve put aside the money to pay back my parents’ debt to him – just another five or six years at the most – I’ll definitely go through with it. It’ll be a big step forward. But for the moment, unfortunately, I have to get up, my train leaves at five.”


  He glanced over at the alarm clock ticking away on the wardrobe. “Oh my God!” he thought. It was half past six and the hour and minute hands kept quietly turning forward; in fact, it was already after half past and fast approaching a quarter to. Shouldn’t the alarm have gone off? One could see from his bed that it was properly set for four o’clock; it must have gone off. How, in heaven’s name, would it have been possible to peacefully sleep through that furniture-rattling ring? Well, it wasn’t like he’d slept peacefully, but probably all the more soundly. But what was he to do now? The next train left at seven o’clock; to catch it he’d have had to rush like crazy, and his sample collection wasn’t even packed yet, and he wasn’t feeling all that chipper and nimble. And even if he managed to catch the seven o’clock, he would still not have been spared getting hell from the boss, since the boss’s flunky would have been there waiting for the five o’clock and would have long since passed on word of Gregor’s having missed it. That guy was the boss’s second set of eyes, a spineless, mindless creature. Why not call in sick? But that would be very awkward and suspicious, since Gregor had not once called in sick in his five years on the job. His boss would surely trot on over with the insurance company doctor, reproach his parents for their lazy son, cut off all his excuses with a nod at the doctor, for whom every bellyaching employee is a perfectly healthy shirker. And would he be altogether wrong in this case? Aside from a lingering and perfectly superfluous sleepiness after such a long sleep, Gregor felt fit as a fiddle and mightily hungry to boot.


  As he mulled all this over at breakneck speed without finding the resolve to get out of bed – the alarm clock sounded six forty-five – there came a quiet knock at his door, near the headboard of his bed. “Gregor,” someone called – it was his mother – “it’s six forty-five. Didn’t you want to catch a train?” The soft voice!


  Gregor gave a start at the sound of his own reply, mouthed in his own old, unmistakable tone of voice, into which, however, an unsquelchable pained squeal had seeped from below, the result of which rendered the words clearly recognizable only on first hearing, distorting them to such an extent in the lingering auditory effect that it was impossible to say for sure if the listener had heard right. Gregor wanted to reply at length and explain everything, but under the circumstances confined his reply to the summary: “Yes, yes, thanks, Mom, I’m getting up already.” Filtered as it was by the wooden door, the change in Gregor’s voice must have gone unnoticed on the far side, since his mother appeared to be placated by this reply and shuffled off.


  But as a consequence of the brief conversation, the other family members were made aware that, contrary to expectations, Gregor was still home, and already his father’s light knocking followed suit at the side door, muffled, but applied with a fist all the same. “Gregor, Gregor,” he cried, “what’s the matter?” And a little while later he warned again with a deeper voice: “Gregor! Gregor!”


  At the other side door, meanwhile, his sister quietly fretted: “Gregor? Are you not well? Do you need anything?”


  Gregor directed his reply in both directions: “I won’t be a minute,” taking great pains through the clearest enunciation and by inserting long pauses between each word to eliminate any noticeable distortions.


  His father returned to his breakfast, but his sister whispered: “Gregor, open the door, I implore you!” But Gregor had no intention of opening the door, grateful for the cautious custom he had acquired from his travels of keeping all doors locked even at home.


  For the moment all he wanted was to get up, get dressed quietly and undisturbed, and above all have breakfast, and only thereafter consider what to do next, for he fathomed that just lying around brooding in bed, he would not be inclined to undertake sensible action. He remembered more than once contracting a slight ache, perhaps from having slept in the wrong position, a pinch that proved in the process of getting up to have been a pure figment of his imagination, and he had high hopes that his present illusions would dissolve in like manner. He did not doubt in the least that the change in his voice was the harbinger of a nasty cold, the occupational illness of the traveling salesman.


  It was a simple matter to toss off the blanket; all he had to do was puff himself up a little and it fell by itself. But things got difficult after that, particularly since he was so uncommonly wide. He would have needed arms and hands to raise himself upright; but instead of such serviceable appendages, all he had were those many little legs that kept kicking every which way, the movement of which, moreover, he could not manage to control. When he wanted to fold one, it was sure to be the first to stretch itself out straight; and once he finally managed to make that leg do what he wanted, all the others in the meantime got revved up, as if thereby set free to kick in a painful frenzy. “Better not lie idle in bed,” Gregor chided himself.


  At first he tried to extract himself from the bed with the bottom portion of his body, but that bottom portion, which by the way he had not yet seen and of which he was consequently not able to paint a proper picture in his mind, proved too bulky to budge; it was slow going; and when finally, having summoned up all his strength, he tried willy-nilly to hurl himself forward, he picked the wrong direction and slammed hard against the bottom bedpost, and the stinging pain he now felt apprised him that precisely this bottom portion of his body might well prove to be the most sensitive.


  He, therefore, resolved to try to first lift the upper portion of his body, and carefully turned his head toward the edge of the bed. This proved to be easy, and notwithstanding its width and weight, his unwieldy girth finally gave way and rolled along with his head. But once he managed to hoist his head out of bed and hold it upright, he was panic-stricken at the thought of proceeding in this manner, for if he finally succeeded in making himself fall in this way, it would take a miracle not to bang his head and lose consciousness. And consciousness was precisely something he could under no circumstance now afford to lose; better to remain in bed.


  But when, after having made the same prodigious effort as before, finding himself still lying there with his little legs still battling it out, possibly even more vehemently, giving up all hope of imposing peace and order on this random agitation, he sighed in despair, once again told himself he could not possibly remain lying in bed all day, and that it seemed the most sensible solution to risk it all, even if it meant only the slimmest chance of thereby freeing himself from the bondage of his bed. At the same time, however, he did not forget to remind himself that calm decisions made with quiet resolve were preferable to desperate moves. At such moments of lucidity he fixed his gaze as sharply as he could on the window, but unfortunately the early morning mist that barred even a glimpse of the far side of the narrow street offered little comfort and cheer. “It’s already seven,” he said to himself when the alarm clock sounded again, “already seven, and still such a fog.” And he lay still a little while, hardly breathing, as if he hoped that the total silence would perhaps restore the normal order of things.


  But then he said to himself: “Before the clock strikes a quarter to eight, I must absolutely extract myself from bed. If not, they will definitely send someone from the office to ask after me, since it opens for business before seven.” And he made a concerted effort to simultaneously catapult the entire length of his body out of bed. If he thereby succeeded in making himself fall from bed, his head, which he intended to raise sharply just prior to hitting the floor, would presumably land unharmed. His back appeared to be hard; it would surely land intact on the carpet. He worried the most about the prospect of the unavoidable loud crash, which would surely rouse concern, if not fright, on the far side of the doors. But it was a risk he had to take.


  Once Gregor was already half jutting out of the bed – the new method was really more of a game than an exertion, he only had to keep rocking to the rear – it suddenly occurred to him how easy it would be if someone helped him. Two strong souls – he thought of his father and the maid – would have sufficed; all they would have had to do is slide their arms in under his vaulted back, essentially skim him off the bed, bend down with the weight, and just carefully supervise his successful flip onto the floor, where his little legs would then hopefully move in a purposeful manner. Yet aside from the fact that the doors were all locked, should he really call for help? Despite the urgency of the matter, he could not keep from smiling at the thought of it.


  He had already shimmied himself so far to the edge that with a bit more strenuous rocking it would be hard to maintain his equilibrium and he would very soon have to decide once and for all what to do, for in five minutes it would be seven fifteen – when the apartment doorbell rang. “It’s someone from the office,” he said to himself, and almost froze, while his little legs danced all the more frenziedly. Everything remained silent for a moment. “They aren’t opening the door,” Gregor said to himself, caught in some senseless delusion. But then, of course, the maid advanced with heavy footsteps to the door and opened it. Gregor only had to hear the first word of greeting of the visitor to know who it was – the head clerk himself. Why the devil did Gregor have to work for a company in which the slightest lapse aroused the greatest suspicion? Did the company consider its employees one and all a bunch of menials, couldn’t they indulge a single loyal, devoted soul, who even if he did miss a few morning hours of employment one day, riddled as he already was with guilt, just couldn’t get out of bed? Would it not have sufficed to send a lowly intern to ask after him, if such asking were really necessary – did the head clerk himself have to come knocking, and did it really have to be made clear to the entire innocent family that only the head clerk himself was astute enough to inquire into this suspicious matter? And more as a consequence of the upset aroused by these considerations than pursuant to a real decision, he swung himself with all his might out of bed. There was a loud thud, but it wasn’t a real crash. The noise of his fall was somewhat muffled by the carpet, and his back proved more elastic than he suspected, thus the dull sound was not quite so conspicuous. Only he didn’t take enough precautions lifting his head, and so slammed it against the floor; he turned it and rubbed it against the carpet in anger and pain.


  “Something fell in there,” said the head clerk in the room to the left. Gregor tried to imagine if something similar might not one day occur to the head clerk himself; the possibility could not be ruled out. But as if in brash answer to this question, the head clerk took a few decisive steps forward in the adjacent room to the right, his movement amplified by the creak of his polished boots. From the room to the left his sister informed him in a whisper: “Gregor, the head clerk is here.”


  “I know,” Gregor muttered in reply, but he did not dare raise his voice loud enough that his sister might have heard him.


  “Gregor,” said his father from the adjacent room to the left, “the head clerk has come to inquire why you did not catch the early train. We don’t know what to tell him. He would also like to have a word with you in person. So please open the door. He will have the decency to excuse the disorder in your room.”


  “Good morning, Mr. Samsa,” the head clerk interrupted in a right friendly manner.


  “He’s not well,” Gregor’s mother replied while his father was still talking to him at the door. “Believe me, he’s not well, sir. What else would have made him miss a train! The boy thinks of nothing but his work. I almost get annoyed that he never goes out in the evening; he’s been back in town for the past eight days but has spent every evening at home. He sits quietly at the table reading the newspaper or studying train schedules. It’s already a distraction for him to engage in fretwork. In the last two or three evenings, for instance, he carved a lovely little wooden frame; you’d be amazed how handsome it is; it’s hanging in his room; you’ll see it as soon as Gregor opens the door. Permit me to say how glad I am that you came, kind sir; we alone would not have been able to get Gregor to open the door; he’s so stubborn, and I’m sure he’s not well, even though he denied it this morning.”


  “I’ll be right out,” Gregor said slowly and deliberately, without budging, so as not to miss a word of the conversation.


  “There’s no other possible explanation, dear lady,” said the head clerk. “I hope it’s not serious. Even though I must admit that we businessmen – regretfully or fortunately, as you prefer – are simply obliged to face up to a slight malaise with a stiff upper lip for the sake of the business.


  “Can the head clerk come in already?” his impatient father asked, and once again knocked on the door.


  “No,” said Gregor. A pained silence fell over the room to the left, while in the room to the right his sister started sobbing.


  Why did his sister not join the others? She only just got out of bed and hadn’t even started dressing. And why was she weeping? Because he did not get up to let the head clerk in, because he risked losing his job, and because the boss would once again badger his parents with his old demands? These were, for the moment at least, unnecessary worries. Gregor was still here, after all, it never even occurred to him to leave his family. For the moment he lay there on the carpet, and nobody with an inkling of his present condition would have seriously considered asking him to let the head clerk in. But this slight incivility, for which they could later surely come up with a suitable excuse, was definitely not cause enough to fire him. It seemed to Gregor that it would, under the circumstances, have been far more sensible to let him be, rather than to keep pestering him with tears and insistence. But it was precisely the uncertainty of the situation that pressed on the others and excused their behavior.


  “Mr. Samsa,” cried the head clerk in an agitated tone of voice, “what in heaven’s name is the matter? You barricade yourself in your room, just answer yes or no, you are causing your parents unnecessary concern and – this just as an aside – are shirking your professional duties in a rather outrageous manner. I am speaking here in the name of your parents and your employer, and feel duty bound to press you in a most serious manner for a quick and clear explanation. I am really truly astonished. I considered you to be a quiet, reasonable person, and now, all of a sudden, you appear to parade about with odd caprices. Why, just this morning, the boss alluded to a possible explanation for your having missed the train – your recently assigned responsibility for collecting outstanding payments – but I practically gave him my word of honor that this could not possibly be the reason. Yet now that I am directly confronted with your incredible pigheadedness, I must admit that I have lost the slightest inclination to speak in your defense. And your position is by no means assured. I initially had the intention of telling you so in private, but seeing as you oblige me to waste my precious time waiting, I don’t know why your dear parents should not share the knowledge. Your job performance has of late been quite unsatisfactory; it may not be the time of year to bring in new accounts, we readily admit; but there cannot be any time of year, Mr. Samsa, to slack off altogether.”


  “But, Mr. Head Clerk, sir,” Gregor cried out in a frantic fit, in his upset forgetting all else, “I’ll open the door presently, just a moment. A slight queasiness, a dizzy spell prevented me from getting up. I’m still lying in bed. But I’m perfectly fine now. Just getting out of bed now. I only ask for a moment’s forbearance! I’m not yet quite as fit as I thought. But I’ll be all right. Funny how this sort of thing can take you by surprise! Just yesterday I was perfectly fine, as my parents can well attest, but in fact, yesterday evening I already had an inkling that I was coming down with something. It must have been apparent from looking at me. I don’t know why I didn’t say something at work! But one always tends to think one can tough it out without having to stay home. My dear sir, please spare my parents such distress! There are no grounds for all these unfair reproaches; nobody ever breathed a word about it before. Perhaps you did not get a chance to take note of the last orders I sent in. I will, by the way, catch the eight o’clock train, the few extra hours of rest have done wonders. You don’t need to stick around, sir; I’ll be at the office in a jiffy, please be so kind as to spread the word, and convey my greetings to the boss!”


  And while Gregor spit all this out in a mad rush, hardly aware of what he was saying, he managed, in light of the same movements he’d perfected in bed, to shimmy his way toward the wardrobe, and tried to stand up. He did indeed intend to open the door, to show his face, and have a word with the head clerk; he was eager to discover what the others who so insisted on his making an appearance would say when they saw him. If they flinched, then the onus was no longer on him and he could relax. If, however, they took everything in stride, then he, too, would have no reason to be upset, and could, if he hurried, make it to the station by eight. At first he slid a couple of times down the smooth front of the wardrobe, but he finally managed to give himself a last swing, and propped himself upright; he paid no more mind to the pains in his lower body, as much as it ached. Then he let himself fall against the backrest of a nearby chair, to the rim of which he held firm with his little legs. Thereupon, however, he got ahold of himself, and fell silent upon hearing the words of the head clerk.


  “Did you understand a word of what he said?” the head clerk asked his parents. “He’s not trying to make a fool of us, is he?”


  “For heaven’s sake, no,” his mother burst out, making no attempt to stifle her tears, “maybe he’s really sick and we’re tormenting him. Grete! Grete!” she cried.


  “Mother?” his sister called back from the other room. They communicated across the expanse of Gregor’s room. “You must go fetch the doctor immediately. Gregor is sick. To the doctor at once! Didn’t you hear the sound of Gregor’s voice?”


  “It was an animal’s voice,” said the head clerk, in a strikingly quiet tone of voice, in comparison to his mother’s shrieks.


  “Anna! Anna!” his father called to the maid through the vestibule into the kitchen, and clapped his hands. “Go get a locksmith at once!” And already the two girls were whizzing through the vestibule, their skirts wildly swishing about – how had his sister managed to get dressed so quickly? – and tore open the apartment door. You couldn’t even hear the door slam shut; they had left it wide open, as people do in apartments in which something awful has happened.


  Nevertheless, Gregor grew considerably calmer. Alright, so they could no longer decipher his words, even though they sounded clear enough to him, clearer than before, perhaps his ears had become acclimatized. But the upside was that they acknowledged that something was amiss, and that they were prepared to help. The self-assurance and certainty with which the initial arrangements were made gave him great comfort. He once again felt himself included in the human sphere, and had inordinately high hopes for the intercession of the doctor and the locksmith, though in his present state he could not rightly distinguish between the two. To prime his voice as best he could for the decisive encounters ahead, he coughed a little, albeit taking pains to muffle the effect, lest the tone of it likewise sound different from the human cough, a distinction he no longer trusted his own ears to make. Things had become absolutely still in the adjacent room. Perhaps his parents sat at the table whispering to the head clerk, perhaps they were all leaning and listening in at the door.


  Balancing on the chair, Gregor slowly slid his way toward the door, where he let go of his support, flung himself against the door and held himself upright against it – the lower extremities of his legs oozed a little sticky stuff – and he took advantage of the opportunity to rest a bit from his previous exertions. He then attempted with his mouth to turn the key in the lock. Unfortunately, however, it appeared that he had no actual teeth to speak of – with what else was he to clasp the key? – but his jaw proved to be rather strong; with its aid he actually managed to set the key in motion, with no consideration for the likelihood that he would thereby incur bodily injury, for a brown liquid oozed from his mouth, dripped over the key, and fell in drops on the floor. “Just listen,” said the head clerk, “he’s turning the key in the lock.” This was a great source of solace for Gregor, but they all should have cheered him on, his father and mother too; “Attaboy, Gregor,” they should have cried out, “keep going, just keep turning the key in the lock!” And imagining that everyone was following his efforts with keen interest, he chomped down on the key with all his might. Gnawing in concert with the direction of the key turning in the lock, he only still held himself upright by his mouth, and depending on the desired direction he wished to turn it, he either hung by his mouth on the key or else pressed it downward with the entire weight of his body. The lighter sounding click of the lock that finally snapped open literally made Gregor come to his senses. Breathing a sigh of relief, he said to himself: “I won’t be needing the locksmith,” and lay his head on the door handle to open it completely.


  Seeing as this was the manner in which he had to open the door, it was actually already pretty wide open, and he himself as yet hidden from view. He first had to slowly maneuver himself around the wing of the door, and indeed to do so right carefully to avoid landing flat on his back in the doorway. Still engaged in this painstaking maneuver, with no time to take precautions, he heard the head clerk utter a loud “Oh!” – it sounded like the whoosh of a gust of wind – whereupon Gregor saw the man, who happened to be the closest to the door, press his hand to his open mouth and slowly shrink back, as if he were propelled by the force of a steady pressure. His mother – she stood there, despite the presence of the head clerk, with her hair still undone and puffed up – first gazed at his father, with her hands clapped together, then took two steps in Gregor’s direction, and stumbled forward on the folds of her skirt and underskirt spread out around her, her face buried in her chest. His father balled his fist with a hostile look on his face, as if he wanted to chase Gregor back into his room, then looked uncertainly around the living room, brought his hands to his eyes and wept so hard his mighty chest heaved. Gregor did not even enter the room, but leaned against the inside of the doorpost so that only half his body and his sideways-tilted head with which he peeped over at them were visible. The morning had in the meantime lightened up the living room; the window framed a stark outline of the infinitely large gray-black building across the street – it was a hospital – clearly recognizable with its even rows of windows cut out of the façade; the rain kept falling, but only still with intermittent big, plump drops that exploded one by one on the pavement. An inordinate number of breakfast dishes were arrayed on the table, since for his father breakfast was the most important meal of the day, over which he lingered for hours while perusing various newspapers. On the far wall hung a photograph of Gregor taken during his military service, posing in his lieutenant’s uniform, smiling, carefree, with a casual hand on the hilt of his sword, a picture that commanded respect for his official garb and rank. The door to the vestibule was open, through which one could also see that the apartment door was likewise flung open, revealing a glimpse of the threshold and the top few steps of the staircase leading down.


  “Well,” said Gregor, cognizant of the fact that he appeared to be the only one to have kept his calm, “I will presently get dressed, pack up my sample collection, and hop the train. If you please, will you all permit me to get on with it? Now then, Mr. Head Clerk, sir, as you can see I am not pigheaded, and gladly go to work; the traveling is sometimes arduous, but I could not live without traveling. Where are you off to, Mr. Head Clerk? To the office? Yes? Will you give an accurate report of your visit? A man can on occasion feel unfit to work, but that is precisely the right time to recall his previous accomplishments, and to consider that once he has managed to clear this hurdle in his health, he will surely rally his strength and work all the more diligently. I am, after all, so indebted to the boss, as you well know. On top of which, I need to support my parents and my sister. I’m in a bit of a fix at the moment, but I’ll work my way out of it. But please don’t make things more difficult than they already are. Please speak up for me at work! Traveling salesmen are not prized, I know. His colleagues think he earns a fortune while living the high life. Nobody has any cause to question this preconception. But you, Mr. Head Clerk, sir, have a better overview of the situation than other company personnel, strictly between you and me, a better overview even than the boss himself, who in his capacity as entrepreneur is readily inclined to err in his estimation of an employee. You of all people know all too well that the traveling salesman, who spends practically the entire year outside the office, can so easily fall prey to malicious gossip, random accusations, and unfounded complaints, against which it is altogether impossible for him to defend himself since he seldom even gets wind of this conspiratorial chatter, and only upon his return from his travels in a state of total exhaustion suffers the insidious and incontrovertible consequences of such vicious slander. Mr. Head Clerk, sir, please do not leave without a word confirming that you at the very least appreciate my position!”


  But the head clerk had already turned away upon hearing Gregor’s first words, and only still peered back with an incredulous expression over his shrugging shoulders. And he did not stand still for an instant during Gregor’s discourse, but without taking his eyes off him, drew back little by little toward the door, as though heeding a secret commandment that forbade him from leaving the room. But presently he managed to slip out into the vestibule, and from the sudden movement with which he pulled his foot out of the living room, one could well have thought he’d just burnt his sole. Once in the vestibule, however, he stretched his right hand the entire length of his arm toward the stairway as if an extraterrestrial salvation awaited him there.


  Gregor realized that he could under no circumstances let the head clerk leave with this impression if he did not wish to thereby seriously jeopardize his position at work. His parents did not have such a clear grasp of the situation; they had over the years become convinced that he was set in his job for life and were otherwise so preoccupied with pressing concerns that they cast all caution to the wind. But Gregor remained cautious. The head clerk had to be held back, reassured, convinced, and finally won over; Gregor’s future and that of his family depended on it! If only his sister were here! She knew the score; she had already shed tears when Gregor lay quietly on his back. And she would surely have held sway over the head clerk, a ladies’ man; she would have drawn him back into the vestibule, shut the apartment door, and stilled his upset. But his sister was not there, and so Gregor had to take the initiative. And without considering the fact that he did not as yet master his present motor skills, and also that his speech might possibly – indeed, would very likely – once again be misconstrued, he pushed off from the doorjamb; propelled himself through the doorway; wanted to advance toward the head clerk, who already stood out on the landing, ludicrously gripping the banister with both hands; but immediately after reaching in vain for some support, fell flat on his multitude of little legs with a slight scream. No sooner did this happen than he felt for the first time that morning a sense of bodily well-being; his little legs had solid ground beneath them; they did absolutely what he wanted them to do, as he fathomed with great satisfaction; they even strove to carry him forward in whatever direction he desired; and already he believed that the conclusive recovery from all his sufferings was close at hand. But at the very same moment at which he swayed back and forth with newfound cautious confidence, not at all far from his mother, planted practically right there before her on the floor, she who had seemed so lost in thought suddenly leapt up in the air, with arms spread wide and fingers outstretched, and screamed: “Help, for God’s sake, help me!”; bowed her head as if she wanted to take a closer look at Gregor, but in a totally contradictory fashion pulled herself back; forgot that the table set for breakfast stood directly behind her; upon colliding with it, hastily, as if absentmindedly, sat down on it; and did not appear to notice that the overturned big coffeepot directly beside her was emptying its contents on the carpet.


  “Mother, Mother,” Gregor said quietly, peering up at her. He had for the moment completely forgotten about the head clerk; on the other hand, he could not resist snapping several times with his jaw at the sight of coffee flowing before him. Which made his mother burst out screaming again, flee from the table, and fall into his advancing father’s arms. But Gregor had no time to worry about his parents; the head clerk had already backed up onto the staircase; with his chin resting on the banister, he looked back one last time. Gregor made a mad dash so as to be as sure as possible to overtake him; the head clerk must have suspected his intent, as he leapt down over several steps and disappeared; “Whew!” the man’s lingering cry resounded in the stairwell. Unfortunately, the head clerk’s incipient departure appeared to have completely bewildered his father, who had until then remained relatively calm, for instead of running after this important personage or at least not hindering Gregor in his pursuit, with his right hand grabbed the walking stick, which the head clerk had left along with his hat and topcoat on a chair, with his left hand fetched a big newspaper from the table, and stamping his feet, waving the stick and paper, tried to drive Gregor back into his room. None of Gregor’s urgent entreaties helped, none of his entreaties were understood; however meekly he lowered his head, his father stamped his feet all the more vehemently. His mother had in the meantime, despite the chilly weather, flung a window wide open, and leaning out, pressed her face in the palms of her hands. Between the open window to the street and the open door to the stairway, a powerful draft of wind swept through the room, making the curtains flutter, the newspapers on the table rustle, a few loose pages float across the floor. Relentlessly his father drove him back, hissing like a lunatic. But Gregor, alas, was not practiced in reverse movement, he moved back very slowly indeed. If only he had been allowed to turn around, he would have scampered lickety-split back into his room, but in the time it would have taken him to turn around he feared making his father impatient, and at any moment facing the threat of a deadly blow of the stick to his back or his head. But finally Gregor had no other recourse, since he noticed that in reverse he could not even manage to keep to the right direction; and so he began to turn around as quickly as his little legs would take him, but in fact, rather slowly, all the while casting fearful sidelong looks at his father. Perhaps his father fathomed his good will, for he did not disturb him in the process of turning, but rather offered directions every now and then from a distance with the tip of the walking stick. If only his father would let up on his intolerable hissing! It drove Gregor out of his mind. He had almost managed to turn around completely, forever heeding that infernal hissing, and even erred, turning himself back a little. But once he had finally managed to bring his head to the open door of his room, it turned out that his body was too wide to fit through the gap. And given his father’s present state of mind, it naturally did not occur to him to open the other wing of the double door to facilitate Gregor’s passage. His only thought was that Gregor had to be forced as swiftly as possible back into his room. Never would he have permitted the painstaking preparations that Gregor required to raise himself upright and perhaps in this fashion slip through the door. Making a lot of noise, he rather drove Gregor forward, as if there were no obstruction; it no longer sounded to Gregor as if the voice emanated from the throat of just one father; he was clearly not kidding around, and Gregor pressed himself – come what may – against the open crack. With one side uplifted, his body leaned lopsided in the doorway, with one flank rubbed bloody and ugly spots on the white door, he was stuck fast and would not have been able to budge on his own, his little legs on one side wriggling in the air, those on the other painfully pressed against the floor – whereupon his father gave him from the rear a mighty and, under the circumstances, in effect, liberating jab, and bleeding profusely, he flew far into the middle of his room. With a thud of the stick the door was slammed shut behind him, then everything fell still.


  


  


  

  



  II


  It was already nightfall when Gregor woke from a heavy, practically comatose slumber. He would in any case have stirred not long thereafter without any disturbance, for he had slept his fill and felt himself to be sufficiently rested, but it seemed to him as if he’d been roused by the sound of a hesitant step and a careful closing of the door to the vestibule. The shimmer of the electric streetlights spread in pale stripes on the ceiling and on the upper rims of the furniture, but down below, where Gregor lay, everything was dark. Slowly he nudged himself forward toward the door, ineptly fluttering his feelers, the utility of which he only now fathomed, in an effort to find out what had happened. His entire left side felt like a single, long, unpleasantly smarting scar, and he had to hobble along on his two rows of little legs. One of his legs, moreover, had been badly bruised in the course of the morning’s incidents – it was almost a miracle that he had hurt only one – and he limply dragged it along.


  Only upon reaching the door did he fathom what had, in fact, drawn him in that direction; it was the scent of something edible. For there stood a pan full of sweet milk in which little slices of white bread floated around. He would have almost liked to laugh out loud for joy, for he was even hungrier than he’d been that morning, and he promptly dipped his head almost all the way up to his eyes in the milk. But he soon drew back in disappointment; not only did the shape of the pan present difficulties on account of his sore left side – and he could only eat if his entire panting body cooperated – but on top of that he had lost his taste for milk, which had always been his favorite drink, and which his sister had surely for that reason slipped into the room, and so he turned away from the pan with disgust and crawled back to the middle of the room.


  In the living room, as Gregor observed through a crack in the doorway, the gaslight was turned on, but whereas ordinarily at this time of day his father liked to read aloud in a raised voice to his mother and sister from the afternoon paper, not a sound was to be heard. Well, perhaps this family custom of reading aloud, concerning which his sister always spoke and wrote to him, lapsed of late. But it was quiet everywhere, despite the fact that the apartment was surely not empty. “What a quiet life my family leads,” Gregor said to himself, and felt a great sense of pride, idly scouring the darkness before him, to have facilitated such a fine life in such a lovely apartment for his parents and his sister. But what if all the quiet, all the affluence, all the contentment, were to suddenly come to a terrible end? So as not to dwell on such morbid thoughts, Gregor preferred to move about, crawling back and forth around the room.


  Once in the course of the endless evening, the one side door was opened a tiny crack, once the other, and then quickly closed again; someone must have felt the need to enter, but then thought better of it. Gregor now camped out in front of the door to the living room, having resolved to somehow convince the visitor to enter, come what may, or at least to discover who it was; but nobody opened the door, and so Gregor waited in vain. That morning when the doors were all locked, everyone wanted to barge in, but now that he had opened the one door and the other had likewise clearly been opened, no one came, and the keys were inserted from the outside.


  Only late at night was the light in the living room turned off, from which it was easy to surmise that his parents and his sister must have stayed up that late, for as he could clearly hear, all three now slipped away on tiptoes. Surely no one would try to enter till morning; so Gregor had a good long time to ponder undisturbed how he would reorganize his life. But the wide expanse of the high-ceilinged empty room in which he was now obliged to lie flat on the floor frightened him for some unknown reason, he had, after all, occupied it for the past five years – and with a half-conscious movement and not without a certain degree of shame, he scampered under the canapé, where despite the fact that his back was a bit constricted and he could no longer raise his head, it immediately felt very cozy, and he only regretted that his body was too wide to fit completely.


  He spent the whole night there, part of it in a half-sleep from which a gnawing hunger kept rousing him, part of it fraught with worries and clinging to vague hopes, all of which, however, led him to come to the conclusion that for the moment at least he would have to keep still and try patiently, and with the greatest consideration for his family, to make half bearable the present regrettable situation he had inflicted on them.


  It was already early morning, almost still night, when Gregor had occasion to test the strength of his new resolve, for from the living room side his sister, almost fully dressed, opened the door and peered in with bated breath. She could not immediately establish his whereabouts, but when she spotted him under the canapé – dear God, he must be somewhere, he could not very well have flown away – she took such a fright, that without being able to control herself, she slammed the door shut again from the outside. But as if regretting her rash behavior, she promptly opened the door again and entered on tiptoes, as one would when visiting a sick person or even a complete stranger. Gregor had pushed his head forward almost to the rim of the canapé and watched her. Would she notice that he left the milk untouched, and not at all for lack of hunger, and would she bring in another dish that better suited his taste? If she did not do so on her own accord, he would rather starve to death than make her aware of it, even though he felt a powerful urge to shoot out from under the canapé, fling himself at his sister’s feet, and beg her for something good to eat. But his sister immediately noticed with considerable surprise the still-full pan, out of which only a little milk had been spilled around the rim, promptly picked it up, not with her bare hands, but rather with a rag, and carried it out. Gregor was exceedingly curious what she would bring in its place, and he pictured all sorts of dishes. But never could he have guessed what his sister, in her goodness, actually did. To test his preferences she brought him a wide selection of foods, all spread out on a sheet of newspaper. There were old, half-rotten vegetables, bones left over from dinner, a handful of raisins and almonds, and cheese that Gregor had two days ago declared inedible, a dry crust of bread, a slice of bread spread with butter, and another slice spread with butter and sprinkled with salt. In addition to everything else, she brought him a pan probably henceforth reserved for his use filled with water. And out of tact, since she knew that Gregor would not eat in her presence, she promptly withdrew, and even turned the key in the lock, so as to let Gregor know that he could make himself as comfortable as he pleased. His little legs revved up at the sight of food. His wounds must, moreover, have healed completely, he was amazed to feel no more discomfort, and recalled how he had nicked his finger with a knife a month ago and just yesterday the wound still stung. “Have I become less sensitive?” he thought, already sucking greedily at the cheese, to which he felt most emphatically drawn, more than to all the other foods. In rapid succession and with tears of satisfaction streaming from his eyes, he gobbled up the cheese, the vegetables and the sauce; the freshly made dishes, on the other hand, disgusted him, he could not even stand their smell, and even dragged the things he wanted to eat out of smelling distance. He had long since finished eating and was just lazing about when his sister slowly turned the key in the lock as a sign that he had best pull back. This gave him such a start, despite the fact he had already almost fallen asleep, that he made a mad dash back under the canapé. But it demanded considerable self-restraint to remain under the canapé even for the short time his sister was in the room, for his body had swelled a bit from the rich fare and he could hardly breathe in that tight spot. Amidst brief fits of suffocation he watched with bulging eyes, as broom in hand, his unsuspecting sister not only swept up the leftovers, but also the foods Gregor had not touched, as though they were no longer fit for consumption, and hastily dumped it all into a bucket which she covered with a wooden lid, whereupon she carried everything out. No sooner had she turned to leave than Gregor reemerged from under the canapé, stretching and gasping for air.


  In this way Gregor received his daily nourishment, once in the morning when his parents and the maid were still asleep, a second time after the common midday meal, after which his parents likewise slept for a little while, and the maid was sent off by his sister on some errand. No doubt they, too, did not want Gregor to starve, but it may well be that they could not endure more evidence of his feeding than hearing about it after the fact, it may be that his sister wished to spare them the slightest discomfort at the thought of it, for they had indeed already suffered enough.


  With what excuses the doctor and the locksmith had on that first morning been shepherded back out of the apartment Gregor could not ascertain, since given the fact that he was not understood by the others, no one, not even his sister, thought that he might understand them, and consequently when his sister entered his room he was obliged to make do with hearing her occasional sighs of anguish and appeals to various saints. Only later, once she had grown somewhat accustomed to the situation – complete acclimatization was, of course, out of the question – could Gregor occasionally catch a stray remark made with friendly intent, or so one might suppose. “He liked it today,” she said when Gregor made short shrift of his food, whereas in the opposite case, which soon occurred with ever greater frequency, she was in the habit of saying with a hint of sadness: “He didn’t touch a crumb again.”


  Yet even though Gregor was unable to ascertain any recent news, he did manage to overhear things from the living room, and no sooner did he catch the sound of voices on either side of the room than he ran to the appropriate door and pressed his entire body against it. Especially in the beginning, there was not a single conversation that did not somehow, if but covertly, deal with him. For two days straight at every meal, deliberations at the table revolved around the subject of how to behave under the present circumstances, for two family members were home at all times, since no one wanted to stay home alone, and under no circumstances could the apartment be left completely unattended. The very next day, moreover, the maid had implored his mother to immediately release her from service – though it was not altogether clear exactly what and how much she knew – and taking leave a quarter of an hour later, she gave thanks for the dismissal with tears in her eyes, as if for the greatest kindness, and without having been asked to do so, muttered a terrible oath never to reveal to a soul a word of what had happened.


  So now his sister and mother had to take turns with the cooking, admittedly not a very onerous task, since the family ate almost nothing. Again and again, Gregor heard one of them vainly encourage another to eat, eliciting no other reply than: “Thank you, I’ve had enough,” or something of the sort. They may not have drunk much either. His sister often asked his father if he’d like a beer, graciously offering to go and get it herself, and when the father said nothing, she said, so as to quell any qualms he might have, that she could also ask the concierge to go get it for him, whereupon the father then finally uttered a decisive “No!” and the matter was not mentioned again.


  Already in the course of the first few days following his transformation, his father laid out for his mother and also for his sister the total extent of the family’s present financial circumstances and their prospects for the future. Every now and then he rose from the table and fetched some receipt or account book from the safe he had managed to salvage from the bankruptcy of his business five years ago. Gregor could hear the sounds of the complicated lock being opened, and after retrieval of the desired object, of the heavy door being shut again. His father’s financial accounting was the first halfway heartening communication Gregor had overheard since the start of his captivity. He had been of the opinion, based on what he had previously surmised, that not a dime was left over from the business, his father had never said anything to the contrary, nor had Gregor expressly asked. Gregor’s main concern back then was to do everything in his power to make the family forget as quickly as possible the business misfortune that had made everyone feel utterly hopeless. He had consequently fired up his efforts at work so that he was promoted practically overnight from a lowly clerk to a traveling salesman, who naturally had altogether different financial prospects and whose professional accomplishments immediately translated into hard cash that could be set out on the table to the family’s utter delight. Those were happy days back then, never to be repeated, at least not with such heartfelt joy, even though Gregor later earned so much money that he was prepared to and did indeed assume the entire burden as the family’s sole breadwinner. Everyone, the rest of the family as well as Gregor, grew so accustomed to it, that the money was gladly accepted, and he gladly provided, but there was no longer any warmth in the arrangement. Only his sister remained close to Gregor, and it was his secret plan to send her, who, unlike him, loved music very much and played the violin with a stirring intensity, to the conservatory, without regard for the cost of it, which they would somehow manage to cover. Often in the course of short strolls with his sister in the city she brought up the conservatory, but always only as a pleasant dream, the fulfillment of which remained unimaginable; their parents turned a deaf ear to all her innocent allusions, but Gregor took it very seriously and planned to say so at the table next Christmas Eve.


  Such thoughts, all perfectly futile given his present condition, kept running through his mind while he leaned there upright, glued to the door, listening in. Sometimes the effort made him so tired that he no longer listened, and just let his head drop against the door, but promptly raised it again, for even the faint noise his head made was heard in the room next door and made everyone fall silent. “What the devil is he up to again, I wonder,” his father remarked after a while, clearly turned to the door, and only then did the general conversation pick up again where it had left off.


  Gregor learned from repeated mention – for his father had a habit of repeating himself, in part because his own fiscal acumen had grown a bit rusty, in part because his mother did not always immediately grasp everything at first mention – that despite their financial misfortune, a certain sum, however modest, remained of their past holdings, which had in the meantime accrued a little untouched interest. In addition to which, the money that Gregor had brought in every month – of which he himself kept only a few guldens – had not been entirely spent, and so had grown to a small capital. Behind the door, Gregor nodded enthusiastically, heartened by this unexpected prudence and thrift. With these surplus funds he might actually have further diminished his father’s debt to his boss, and thereby hastened the day on which he could finally have quit his job, but now it was doubtless better to proceed as his father recommended.


  But their savings by no means sufficed for the family to live off the interest; there was enough for the family to live on for two years tops, not a penny more. It was a sum they would, in fact, have done well not to touch, and to leave for a rainy day; the money to pay for day-to-day life would have to be earned. While perfectly healthy, his father was an old man who hadn’t worked for the past five years, and who in any case could not be expected to do much; he had in these past five years, the first real vacation in his arduous yet luckless life, put on a little padding and so had become a bit slow footed. And his old mother, who suffered from asthma, for whom a stroll across the apartment was a strain, and who every second day collapsed, huffing and puffing on the sofa beside the open window? And his sister, still a child of seventeen, whose lifestyle to date consisted of dressing up nicely, sleeping late, helping out in their parents’ store, and indulging in a few modest amusements, mostly playing violin, indulgences one could not very well begrudge her – was she to be expected to earn money? Whenever the subject of the necessity of earning money came up, Gregor always let go of the door and flung himself onto the cool leather-upholstered sofa, as it made him break out in a sweat of shame and grief to think of it.


  Often he lay there all night long, not sleeping a wink, and just kept rubbing for hours against the leather. Or else he did not shy away from shoving a chair up to the window, climbing onto the window ledge, and supported by the chair, leaning out the window, clearly consumed by the memory of that liberating feeling he used to get when looking out. For the fact was, from one day to the next he had an ever blurrier vision of even close-up objects; he could not even make out the hospital across the way, the all too frequent sight of which he had always cursed in the past, and if had he not known that he lived on the quiet, albeit altogether urban, Charlotte Street, he might have supposed, peering out the window, that he lived in a wasteland in which the gray sky and the gray earth were indistinguishably joined together. His observant sister only had to notice the chair at the window twice for her to get it, and always after cleaning the room made sure to shove the chair back up to the window, and from then on even left the inner wing of the window wide open.


  If only Gregor could have spoken to his sister and managed somehow to thank her for everything she did for him, he would better have been able to abide her help; but as things were, they made him terribly miserable. His sister, of course, sought as best she could to minimize the discomfiture of the entire situation, and the more days elapsed, the more she succeeded in doing just that, but in time Gregor saw through all her best efforts. Her very entry was henceforth a torment to him. No sooner did she set foot in his room than she promptly ran to the window and tore it open with eager fingers, without taking the time to shut the door, a precaution she had always taken before so as to spare everyone else the sight of Gregor’s room, remaining for a short time at the open window, even when the cold weather set in, taking deep breaths of fresh air. With this scuttling and blustering about, she shook up Gregor twice a day; the entire time she was there he trembled in his perch under the canapé, knowing all too well that she would have gladly spared him the ordeal if only she could bear to linger in a room with Gregor in his present state without opening the window.


  One time, it was already a month since Gregor’s transformation and his sister no longer had any reason to be astonished by his appearance, she came a bit earlier than usual and found him motionless, raised fearsomely upright, peering out the window. It would not have startled Gregor had she opted not to enter the room, since his presence at the window prevented her from immediately flinging it open, but not only did she not enter the room, but she fell back and slammed the door shut; a stranger might well have suspected that Gregor lay in wait and wanted to bite her. Gregor naturally crept right back under the canapé, but had to wait until noon for his sister to return, and she seemed to be much more uneasy than usual. From this he surmised that the sight of him was still insufferable to her and would always be so, and that she had to take great pains not to jump back at the sight of even the least little part of his body peeking forth from under the canapé. In order to spare her the spectacle, he one day tore the sheet from off the canapé and arranged it in such a way over his back so as to completely cover himself – it took him a full four hours to achieve this – so that his sister, even when she bent down, would not have to see him. Were this precautionary covering with the sheet not necessary, she could well have removed it, for it must have been perfectly clear that Gregor did not take pleasure in sheathing himself completely, but she left the sheet as it was, and Gregor even thought he spied a grateful look when once with his head he carefully raised the sheet ostensibly to let a little air in, but in fact to check out how his sister took to the new arrangement.


  In the first two weeks, his parents could not bring themselves to enter his room, and he often heard them wholeheartedly acknowledge the tasks his sister had taken upon herself, whereas they had in the past frequently groused about her as a seemingly feckless girl. Of late, however, both his father and mother were often stationed in front of Gregor’s room while his sister cleaned up, and no sooner did she emerge than they asked her to describe in precise detail what it looked like in there, what Gregor ate, how he behaved this time, and if perhaps she noticed a slight improvement in his condition. His mother, incidentally, resolved to visit relatively soon, but his father and sister initially held her back for perfectly plausible reasons, to which he listened intently and with which he wholeheartedly agreed. Later, however, they had to physically hold her back, and when she cried: “Let me go to Gregor, he’s my unfortunate son, is he not! Don’t you understand that I need to go see him?” Gregor figured that it might indeed be a good idea if his mother came in, not every day, of course, but perhaps once a week; she did, after all, have a much better grasp of things than his sister, who, despite her pluck, was really just a child, and if truth be told, had perhaps only out of childish impulsiveness taken on such a difficult task.


  Gregor’s wish to see his mother was soon fulfilled. Out of consideration for his parents, he chose not to show himself at the window, but there was hardly room enough to crawl around on the few square feet of the floor; lying still proved intolerable even at night, eating no longer gave him the least bit of pleasure, consequently to amuse himself he took to crawling helter-skelter all over the walls and ceiling. He particularly liked to hang upside down from the ceiling; it was altogether different from lying on the floor: he could breathe more freely; his body swayed gently; and in the almost blissful distraction with which Gregor lingered above, it happened from time to time that he unwittingly let go and hit the floor. But he now had a far better grasp of his body than before and the fall did not cause him the slightest injury. His sister immediately noticed this new source of amusement Gregor had invented for himself – even when crawling around he left a sticky trace – and so she got it into her head to facilitate Gregor’s crawling in the widest possible periphery, and so resolved to shove aside the bulky furniture, the cabinet and desk, that blocked his way. But she could not, of course, manage alone; she did not dare ask the father; the maid would most certainly not have helped, for though this sixteen-year-old girl held up bravely following the dismissal of the aforementioned maid, she requested the concession of being allowed to remain locked in the kitchen at all times and only to open at the sound of a particular bell; so his sister had no other recourse, in lieu of the father, but to solicit her mother’s help. And the mother immediately came running with exclamations of joy, but suddenly fell silent at Gregor’s door. His sister, of course, first looked in to make sure everything was in order; only then did she allow the mother to enter the room. Gregor had meanwhile hastened to tug the sheet down lower and in deep pleats, so that the effect was really like that of a sheet casually flung over the canapé. This time Gregor refrained from peeking out from under the sheet; relinquishing the pleasure of seeing his mother, it sufficed for him just to know that she was there. “Come on in, he’s out of sight,” said his sister, apparently leading the mother by the hand. Gregor heard the two weak women shove the really rather heavy cabinet aside, with his sister taking the brunt of it on herself, ignoring her mother’s warning that it might be too much for her. It took a long time. After trying for a full fifteen minutes, his mother said they ought to leave the cabinet where it was, first, since it was too heavy to budge without the father’s help, and besides, the cabinet standing in the middle of the room would block Gregor’s movements, and second, it was by no means certain that moving the furniture would be a kindness to Gregor. It seemed to her that the opposite was true; the sight of the bare wall where the cabinet had been depressed her, and why should Gregor not feel the same, since he had long since grown accustomed to the arrangement of the furniture, and would therefore feel forlorn in the empty room. “And if perchance that should not be the case,” she concluded very quietly, almost in a whisper, as if, not knowing Gregor’s capacity to understand, she wished to keep him from even hearing the sound of her voice, convinced as she already was that he could not understand the words, “and if perchance that should not be the case, would we not, by moving the furniture around, show that we had given up all hope of a recovery and were callously leaving him to fend for himself? I believe it would be best to leave the room precisely as it was before, so that once he is back to his old self again, Gregor may find things as they were, and so, might more readily forget the regrettable interim period.


  Upon hearing his mother’s words, Gregor fathomed that the privation from any direct human address combined with the monotony of daily life surrounded by family these past two months must surely have affected his reason, for he could not otherwise explain how in heaven’s name he could seriously have sought to have his room emptied of furniture. Did he really want to have that room, so cozily fitted out with inherited furniture, transformed into a cave in which he could crawl around undisturbed any which way he wanted, while in the process sweeping away every last trace of his human past? He had been on the verge of forgetting his humanity, and only the sound of his mother’s voice, which he hadn’t heard for such a long time, brought him back from the brink. Nothing, he decided, would be moved; everything had to remain as it was; he could not do without the positive impact of the furniture on his state of mind; and if the furniture hindered his senseless crawling around, there was no harm in that, but rather a great advantage.


  His sister, however, was unfortunately of another mind; she had, it’s true, and not unjustifiably so, come to consider herself as something of an expert when discussing all matters related to Gregor with her parents, and consequently her avowed opposition to the mother’s viewpoint now prompted her to insist on the removal, not only of the cabinet and desk, as she had initially urged, but of all the furniture, with the exception of the indispensable canapé. It was not only childish tenacity and the hard-earned self-confidence she had unexpectedly attained in recent months that fortified her demand; she had also observed that Gregor did indeed require a lot of crawling room, and that as far as she could tell, on the other hand, he made absolutely no use of the furniture. But perhaps the quixotic whimsies of a girl of her age likewise came into play in her desire to please, and which now enticed her to want to make Gregor’s condition all the more dire, so as thereafter to be able to render all the more assistance. For no one but Grete would ever dare enter a room in which Gregor had the free run of the bare walls.


  And so she did not allow herself to be stirred from her resolve by her mother, who seemed, moreover, to feel so uneasy in this room that she herself was easily swayed, soon fell silent, and endeavored to help his sister displace the cabinet. All right, if push came to shove, Gregor could do without the cabinet, he decided, but the desk had to stay. And no sooner had the women managed with considerable effort to shove the cabinet out of the room than Gregor poked his head out from under the canapé to see how he could carefully and most delicately intercede. But, unfortunately, it was his mother who first reentered the room, while Grete grasped the cabinet in the room next door, swinging it now this way, now that, without, of course, being able to move it from the spot. Unaccustomed as she was to the sight of him, fearing it might cause her a terrible shock, Gregor, aghast, hastened backward to the far end of the canapé, unable to prevent the sheet from slipping forward a little. That was enough to make his mother take notice. She froze, stood there a moment in silence, and then hurried back to Grete.


  Even though Gregor kept telling himself that nothing out of the ordinary was happening, that only a few pieces of furniture were being moved around, he finally had to admit to himself that the women’s constant pacing back and forth, their little remarks, the sound of the furniture scratching the floor, amounted to a terrible hubbub, an attack from all sides, and much as he tried to draw back his head and legs and press his body hard against the floor, he was obliged to admit that he could not abide all this for long. They emptied his room, removed everything that was dear to him; they had already removed the cabinet containing the jigsaw and other hand tools; had already managed to loosen the desk legs dug into the floor, the desk at which he had completed his assignments as a high school, intermediate, and way back when, as an elementary school student; it was too late to assess the two women’s good intentions, of which he had, moreover, lost sight, since after a while they worked in silence and he could only still hear the heavy tread of their feet.


  And so he burst forth out of hiding – the women were just then leaning against the desk in the room next door, to catch their breath – changed directions four times, he really did not know what to save first, glanced up at the already conspicuously bare wall, spotted as a last vestige of decoration the picture of the woman in furs, crept up lickety-split and pressed himself against the glass that covered it, the coolness of which soothed his hot belly. This picture at least, whose surface now lay buried beneath him, surely nobody would take it away from him. He turned his head toward the door leading to the living room to observe the women upon their return.


  They did not allow themselves much of a rest and were back again in no time; Grete had her arm around her mother and almost carried her along. “So what do we take out next?” said Grete, looking around. Whereupon their glances met, hers and Gregor’s, clinging to the picture on the wall. Clearly only on account of their mother’s presence, his sister kept her cool, lowered her look toward the mother to keep her from looking around, and declared, albeit with a trembling, uncertain voice: “Come, Mother, don’t you want to linger a moment longer in the living room?” Her intention was clear, as Gregor immediately grasped, she wanted to get her mother out safely, and then drive him down off the wall. Well, just let her try! He sat glued to his picture and wouldn’t let go. He would rather jump into Grete’s face.


  But Grete’s words only riled her mother up, she stepped to the side, spotted the big brown splotch on the floral-patterned wallpaper, and before fully fathoming that it was Gregor, shrieked in a raw, bone-tingling tone of voice: “Oh my God! Oh my God!” and promptly collapsed with outstretched arms on the canapé, as if she gave up, and didn’t budge.


  “Hey, Gregor!” his sister cried out with a raised fist and a piercing look. Those were the first words she’d directly addressed to him since his transformation. She ran to the adjoining room to fetch some substance with which to bring her mother back to consciousness; Gregor wanted to help too – there was still time to save the picture – but he remained stuck fast to the glass and had to forcibly pry himself loose; he, too, ran to the adjoining room, as if he could advise her, like in the old days; but had, alas, to linger uselessly behind her; and while rummaging through various bottles, she suddenly turned around and took fright; a bottle fell to the floor and shattered; a glass shard ricocheted into Gregor’s face, some burning liquid flowed around him; then Grete grabbed as many bottles as she could hold and ran with them to her mother, slamming the door shut with her foot. Gregor was consequently cut off from his mother, who might on his account be on the verge of dying; he could not open the door, not wanting to scare away his sister, who had to stay with their mother; he had no other recourse now but to wait; and beset with self-recrimination and worries, he started crawling around, all over the walls, furniture, and ceiling, until the entire room started turning, and finally at his wit’s end, he fell down smack-dab in the middle of the big table.


  A short time passed, Gregor lay dead to the world, it was quiet all around, perhaps that was a good sign. Then the doorbell rang. The maid was, of course, barricaded in the kitchen, and so Grete had to trundle over to open the door. It was their father. “What happened?” were his first words; the look on Grete’s face must have said it all. Grete replied in a muffled voice, she must clearly have pressed her face against their father’s chest. “Mother fainted, but she’s better now, Gregor broke out.”


  “It was to be expected,” said the father. “I kept telling you so, but you women didn’t want to hear it.” It was clear to Gregor that his father took Grete’s terse announcement badly, and assumed that Gregor was guilty of some outrage. Consequently Gregor had somehow to mollify his father’s fury, for he had neither the time nor the occasion to plead his innocence. So he retreated to the door to his room, and pressed against it, so that as soon as he stormed into the living room from the vestibule, his father could see that he had every intention of scurrying back into his room, and that rather than drive him back, all the father had to do was to open the door and he’d disappear in a jiffy.


  But his father was in no mood to appreciate such subtleties. “Ah!” he cried out upon entering the living room in a tone of voice indicating that he was simultaneously angry and glad. Gregor raised his head from the door and turned to face his father. This is not how he had imagined his father responding, although all consumed as Gregor was by his recent crawl around the apartment, he had neglected to pay close attention, as he had in the past, to the goings-on around him, and ought really to have been prepared to respond to the altered circumstances. Nevertheless, nevertheless, was this still his father? The same man who lay in a half slumber, buried under the bedcovers as he had before, when Gregor set out on a business trip; the same man who received him in a dressing gown, reclining in an easy chair in the evening upon his return; who did not even take the trouble to get up, but rather just raised his arms as a sign of greeting; and who, on those rare family strolls on a few Sundays in the year and on high holidays, advanced even more slowly than his son and wife, who already walked slowly enough, the old man bundled up in his old coat, testing the way with his walking stick, and whenever he wanted to say something, almost always stopped to gather his entourage around him? But now he stood perfectly erect, decked out in a close-fitting blue uniform with gold buttons, the kind of getup warn by doormen at the bank; an impressive double chin popped out from under the stiff high collar of his coat; beneath bushy eyebrows his black eyes peered forth with a freshness and attentiveness; his otherwise messy white hair was combed down with a painfully precise, shiny parting down the middle. He flung his cap, affixed with a gold monogram, probably that of the bank, in a wide arch across the length of the room onto the canapé, and advanced toward Gregor with a grim look, with the tails of his long uniform flung back and his hands in his pockets. Without himself knowing quite what he intended to do, he nevertheless raised his feet uncommonly high, and Gregor was stunned at the size of his boot soles. But Gregor didn’t dally for long, knowing full well from the first day of his new condition that his father deemed it advisable to treat him with the greatest severity. And so he scampered in the face of his father’s advance, stopped when his father stopped, and dashed forward as soon as the old man budged. In this way they circled the room several times without anything decisive happening, indeed, given the slow tempo of their interaction, his father did not seem to be after him. Which is why, for the moment, Gregor remained on the floor, fearing, moreover, that his father would deem his flight up the walls and over the ceiling a malicious act. But still, Gregor had to admit to himself that he would not be able to keep up this scampering for long, since for every step his father took, he had to make countless movements. He began to feel a shortness of breath, knowing full well that even in his former state his lungs were not to be trusted. As he staggered forward, trying to preserve the last reserves of his strength for running, hardly still able to keep his eyes open, in his stupor hardly still able to contemplate another option than running, or the fact that the walls presented an alternative, which were, however, cluttered with hand-carved furniture with serrated and pointed edges – something flew by, lightly flung, and rolled forward. It was an apple; a second one followed; terrified, Gregor stopped dead in his tracks; it was senseless to keep scampering about, since his father had resolved to bombard him. He had grabbed and stuffed his pockets from the fruit bowl on the hutch, and kept tossing apple after apple without taking precise aim. These small red apples rolled around on the floor, as if electrically charged, one knocking into another. A lightly flung apple grazed Gregor’s back, but rolled right off without hurting him. But another flung immediately thereafter struck him square in the back; Gregor wanted to drag himself forward, as if changing places would alleviate the unexpected, unbelievable pain; but feeling as if he were nailed to the floor, he stretched himself in an absolute garble of all his senses. With a last fleeting look he noticed the door to his room flung open, his mother rushing out in a nightgown with his screaming sister following hot on her heels, his sister having loosened her clothes to facilitate easy breathing when she’d fainted, how his mother then ran toward his father, her unhooked slips and skirts, one after another, catching and sliding to the floor, and how stumbling over the falling garments, she rushed toward the father, clasped him in her arms, in total union with him – at this point Gregor’s sight gave out – and her hands now on the back of his head, begged him to spare Gregor’s life.


  


  


  

  



  III


  Gregor’s wounds, from which he suffered for more than a month – the apple, which no one dared remove, remaining as a visible memento lodged in his flesh – appeared to have even reminded his father that, despite his present sad and repulsive shape, he was still a family member, not to be treated as a hostile presence, but rather, based on the laws of familial responsibility, repugnance notwithstanding, to at the very least be tolerated, tolerated, nothing more.


  And even if, on account of his wounds, Gregor had forfeited, probably forever, his prior mobility, and for the moment was reduced to traversing his room slowly like an old invalid, taking many minutes to do so – never mind crawling up the walls and ceiling – he was, in his view, more than equitably compensated for this exacerbation of his condition, in that every evening now the door to the living room, on which in eager anticipation he directed a fixed gaze for one to two hours, was opened, so that lying there in the darkness of his room, he could, without himself being seen, behold the entire family gathered around the lit table, and listen in on their conversation, to a certain extent with general approbation, which was in any case a significant improvement on the way things were before.


  They were, of course, not the lively conversations of the kind they used to have that Gregor had always recalled with a certain degree of longing in his tiny hotel room when, tired after a day’s work, it was time to fling himself under the damp sheets. Meals were now generally taken in silence. His father fell asleep in his chair soon after supper; his mother and sister exhorted each other to silence; bent far forward under the overhead beam of light, his mother sewed fine linen garments for a fancy boutique; his sister, who had taken a job as a salesgirl, practiced stenography and French at night so as perhaps to one day find a better job. Sometimes his father woke up and, as if unaware that he’d been sleeping, remarked to the mother: “How long you’ve already been sewing today!” and promptly fell back asleep again, whereupon mother and sister exchanged weary smiles.


  With a kind of stubbornness, his father refused to take off his service uniform at home; and while his dressing gown hung uselessly on the coat hook, he slumbered, fully clothed in his chair, as if he remained forever ready to hop to it, and even here at home awaited the orders of his superior. Consequently, despite the painstaking attention of mother and sister, the uniform, which had already not been new when he got it, was soon soiled; and many an evening Gregor eyed the old man sleeping uncomfortably, but still, in that garment dappled with stains, studded with shimmering golden buttons.


  As soon as the clock struck ten his mother attempted to quietly nudge his father awake, and then to convince him to go to bed, for this was no proper sleep, which he sorely needed seeing as he had to report to work at six in the morning. But in the obstinacy that took hold of him once he’d started his job as a doorman, he always insisted on lingering at the table, despite the fact that he regularly fell back asleep, and could then only be convinced with the greatest effort to exchange his chair for his bed. Then, much as they tried to sway him with small admonitions, for a quarter of an hour he kept shaking his head and would not get up. The mother tugged at his sleeve, whispered words of endearment in his ear, the sister stopped studying to help the mother, but it was all to no avail. The father just sank deeper into his chair. Only when the women grabbed him under his armpits did he open his eyes, peer now at the mother, now at the sister, and exclaim: “Some life! This is the peace of my old age!” And leaning on the two women, he raised himself laboriously, as if he were the greatest burden to himself, let himself be led by the women to the bedroom door, waved them off, and continued on his own steam, while Gregor’s mother flung down her needlework and his sister her pen, to run after him and help him from behind.


  Who in this worn-out and overtired family had time to pay more than the absolute minimum attention to Gregor’s needs? The household budget was squeezed ever more tightly; the maid was finally dismissed; a great big, bony domestic with a fluttering mop of white hair came mornings and evenings to attend to the most strenuous tasks; his mother took care of everything else alongside her copious sewing. It even came to pass that various pieces of jewelry that his mother and sister had delighted in wearing at family gatherings and festivities had to be sold, as Gregor overheard from an evening discussion of the sought-after prices. But the greatest complaint was always that they could not possibly leave this apartment that was far too large and costly for their present circumstances, given the fact that there was no way they could conceive of moving Gregor. But Gregor recognized that it was not merely a regard for his comfort that kept them from moving, since they could have easily transported him in a box punctured with air holes; what really kept the family from moving was rather a sense of complete hopelessness, and the realization that they had been struck by a misfortune far greater than anyone else in their circle of relations or acquaintances. They already fulfilled to the fullest possible extent the demands the world makes on poor people: the father fetched breakfast for the lowly bank employees, the mother sacrificed herself for the lingerie of strangers, the sister ran back and forth behind her desk at the beck and call of customers, but their energies were strained to the limit. And when, having finally managed to shuffle the father off to bed, his mother and sister returned, abandoning their tasks, seated close together, almost cheek to cheek, and pointing to Gregor’s room, the mother said: “Shut the door, Grete,” and Gregor crouched again in the dark while the women’s tears mingled or they stared dry-eyed at the table in the room next door – the wounds on his back started aching again.


  Gregor spent nights and days almost completely without sleeping. Sometimes he contemplated the thought, next time the door opened, of once again taking the family’s affairs entirely in hand; after such a long lapse, his musings once again recalled his boss and the head clerk, the junior clerks and trainees, the dim-witted lackey, three friends employed elsewhere, a chambermaid from a hotel in the provinces, a sweet, fleeting memory, a cute cashier at a hatter’s, whom he had once wooed seriously, albeit too slowly – they all leapt to mind, mingled with the memories of strangers or the already forgotten, but instead of helping him and his family, these traces of the past were all impenetrable, and he was glad when their memories vanished. But then he was no longer inclined to worry about the family, he was consumed with rage at his sorry sustenance, and even though he could not picture any dishes he might have hankered after, he nevertheless schemed how he might raid the pantry, despite the lack of appetite, to fetch the food he felt he deserved. Without giving much thought of late to what dish might particularly appeal to Gregor, his sister hastily slipped some foodstuff or other with her foot into his room before rushing off to work, only to fetch it back out with the sweep of a broom come evening, altogether oblivious to whether it had even been sniffed at, or – as was more often the case – left completely untouched. Tidying up his room, a task always attended to come evening, could not have been over and done with more quickly. The walls were streaked with grime, dust balls and detritus lay scattered about. In the beginning, Gregor positioned himself at particularly telling angles so as thereby to express his disapprobation to his sister. But it was all for naught, he could well have held the same awkward stance for weeks on end without his sister mending her ways; she saw the dirt as well as he did, but she had decided to let it be. At the same time she was gripped by a new determination, shared by the entire family, that the cleaning of Gregor’s room remained her prerogative. One time his mother undertook a massive cleanup, emptying several bucketfuls of water – but the dampness had a detrimental effect on Gregor, who thereafter lay in a motionless and embittered daze on the canapé – his poor mother was upbraided for her rash initiative. For no sooner, come evening, did his sister notice the change in his room, than deeply offended, she went storming into the living room, and ignoring her mother’s hands held high to beg her daughter’s forgiveness, she burst out in a reproachful crying fit, which at first stunned the parents, who looked on helplessly – his father had naturally awakened with a start in his chair – until each of the family members finally responded as best they could; his father first reproaching his mother that she did not leave the cleanup of Gregor’s room to his sister, then turning to his left to forbid the girl from ever again scouring the premises; while the mother attempted to becalm the father, the latter unable to get ahold of himself, and tried to coax the old man back to his room; sobbing uncontrollably, the sister hammered with her little fists on the table; and Gregor hissed with rage that no one had the presence of mind to shut the door and spare him this sorry spectacle.


  But even if, exhausted after a day at a job of which she had grown weary, his sister had cared for him as before, his mother would by no means have had to take her defense, and Gregor would not have had to be neglected. There was now a cleaning woman to attend to it. This old widow who in her long life, thanks to her strong-boned build, must have managed to endure the worst, had no real aversion to Gregor. Without being the least bit curious, she once accidentally opened the door to his room and stood frozen in stunned amazement at the sight of him, hands folded in her lap, whereupon even though hounded by no one, taken by surprise, Gregor started running around helter-skelter. Ever since then she never missed an opportunity, mornings and evenings, to hastily open the door a crack to look in on him. In the beginning she tried to coax him to come closer with words she probably intended to be friendly, like: “Come over here, you dirty old dung beetle!” or “Will you get a load of that old dung beetle!” Gregor did not reply to such forms of address, but just stood there stock-still, as if the door had not been opened. If only, instead of letting her bother him for no good reason, they had ordered this maid to clean his room every day! One time early in the morning – a pounding rain, perhaps already an incipient sign of spring, hammered against the windowpanes – Gregor grew so enraged when the cleaning woman started up again with her empty talk, he started to lunge at her, albeit slowly and in a frail limp. But instead of taking fright, the maid just grabbed and raised a chair she found near the door, and as she stood there with her mouth wide open, her intention was clear, to only shut her trap once that chair went flying from her hands and struck Gregor in the back. “Chickened out, have you?” she teased, as Gregor retreated and she quietly set the chair back in its place in the corner of the room.


  Gregor hardly ate anymore. Only when he happened to brush past a prepared dish did he take a playful nip, hold it in his mouth for hours on end, and then finally spit most of it out again. At first he thought it was his sadness at the state of his room that kept him from eating, but it wasn’t long before he came to terms with the new arrangement. The family had taken to shoving things into his room for which they could not find a place elsewhere, and such things piled up, since they had rented out a room to three male lodgers. These stern gentlemen – all three had full beards, as Gregor once discerned from a peak through a crack in the door – were sticklers for order, not only in their room, but once having gained a foothold, in the entire apartment, particularly in the kitchen. They could not stand useless, worse still, filthy, stuff left lying about. They had, moreover, brought along much of their own furnishings. For this reason many things became superfluous, things with no resalable value, but which the family did not want to dispose of. All these things ended up in Gregor’s room. So, too, the ash pan and the garbage can. Whatever the maid, an impatient person, deemed useless at any given moment, she simply shoved into Gregor’s room; for the most part, fortunately, Gregor only ever caught a fleeting glimpse of the object in question and the hand that held it. The cleaning woman may well have had the intention of retrieving them at some future time, or tossing out the whole lot, but in fact, most of the things remained lying wherever they first landed, that is unless Gregor wended his way through the junk and shoved it aside, initially compelled to do so to give him crawling room, but later with boundless pleasure, even though the effort left him dead tired and sad, and he lay thereafter in a comatose stupor for hours on end.


  Since the lodgers sometimes also took their supper at home in the common dining room, the living room door remained shut on those evenings, but Gregor easily did without the open door, having already, without the family noticing, foregone contact at times at which it was left open, huddling in the darkest corner of his room. But once the maid had unwittingly left the door open a crack, and it stayed open, even when the lodgers came to have their supper and the light was turned on. They sat down at the table, where in former times the father, the mother, and Gregor had sat, unfolded their napkins and raised knife and fork. At which point the mother appeared in the doorway with a platter of meat, and right behind her the sister with a heaping dish of potatoes. The food’s sentient steam filled the room. The lodgers leaned forward over the platters set before them, as though they intended to inspect the food before committing it to their mouths, and indeed the one seated in the middle, whom the other two appeared to recognize as the authority, cut up a piece of meat on the platter to test if it was tender enough and if it ought not be sent back to the kitchen. He was satisfied, whereupon mother and sister, who had waited with bated breath, smiled with a sigh of relief.


  The family itself ate in the kitchen. Even so, before going to the kitchen the father entered the dining room, and bowing, cap in hand, circled the table. The lodgers all rose politely and muttered something in their beards. Once they were alone they ate in almost total silence. It seemed strange to Gregor that, among all the manifold sounds of eating, he was always struck by the clatter and crunch of grinding of teeth, as if to remind him that teeth were needed to eat properly, and that even with the loveliest toothless jaws, he could not accomplish much. “I’m hungry, but not for these dishes,” Gregor said to himself with mounting concern. “The lodgers are stuffing themselves while I’m wasting away.”


  It was on this one particular evening – Gregor could not recall hearing the violin played for the entire time since his transformation – that he heard its strings stroked in the kitchen. The lodgers had already finished their supper, the one in the middle had pulled out a newspaper, handed each of the others a page, and now they leaned back in their chairs, reading and smoking. When the violin started playing they perked up, got up out of their chairs, and went on tiptoes to the vestibule door, before which they stood crowded together. Someone must have heard them in the kitchen, prompting the father to call out: “Is the playing perhaps irksome to the gentlemen? It can be stopped immediately.”


  “Quite the contrary,” the man in the middle said, “would the young lady not like to come out and play here in the living room where the space is much more comfortable and accommodating?”


  “If it pleases you,” the father replied, as if he were the fiddler.


  The gentlemen returned to the living room and waited. Soon the father appeared with the music stand, the mother with the notes, and the sister with her violin. The sister quietly got ready to play; the parents, who had never before rented out rooms, and so overdid the politeness a bit with the lodgers, did not even dare sit down in their own chairs; the father leaned against the door, slipped his right hand in between two buttons of his livery coat; the mother, however, accepted a chair proffered by one of the lodgers and sat down, leaving it where the gentleman happened to set it, off to the side in a corner of the room.


  His sister started playing; father and mother each carefully followed the movement of her fingers from their own particular vantage point. Attracted by the music, Gregor dared advance a little closer, and already had his head poking out into the living room. It surprised him that he had of late begun to take such little consideration for others; consideration had before been a particular point of pride. And now that he had good reason to hide, given the dust that coated every corner of his room that flew around at the slightest motion, he, too, was covered with dust; his back and sides were caked with threads, hairs, and leftover crumbs which he carried around with him; his sense of indifference to everything had grown so great that he no longer rolled over on his back and rubbed himself on the carpet several times a day, as he had before. And despite his frightful state, no sense of shame kept him from poking his head out a little on the immaculate living room floor.


  But nobody took notice. The family was completely engrossed in his sister’s fiddling. The lodgers, on the other hand, who had initially seated themselves with their hands in their pockets much too close to the music stand so that they could all peer directly at the musical score, which as they must surely have noted, disturbed his sister, presently pushed back to the window with heads bent and half-muffled remarks, where, to the father’s chagrin, they remained. From all appearances it really did seem crystal clear that the gentlemen were disappointed by what they supposed would be a pleasant and entertaining musical soirée, were fed up with the performance, and only still stuck it out for politeness’ sake. In particular, the manner in which they all tipped back their heads and blew the cigarette smoke upward through their noses and mouths gave the impression of acute nervousness. And yet his sister played so nicely. Face tilted to the side, she looked sadly and intently at the score. Gregor crept a little farther forward and held his head close to the floor, to meet her gaze as best he could. Moved so profoundly by the music, he wondered whether he was man or animal. It seemed as if he’d found the path to his ardently desired nourishment. He had resolved to press forward, to tug at his sister’s skirt, thereby to indicate that she should come with her instrument into his room, for no one here could possibly appreciate her playing as he did. Never more should she leave his room, at least not as long as he lived; his frightening appearance for once ought to serve him well; he would station himself at all doors at once and hiss at any intruders; yet his sister should not be held captive, but stay of her own free will; she should sit there beside him on the canapé, her ear held down to him, and he would then reveal to her that it was his firm intention to send her to the conservatory, and that, were it not for the unfortunate occurrence, he would have revealed his intention to one and all last Christmas – the holidays had come and gone, had they not? – without broaching any objections. Upon hearing this revelation, his sister would surely burst into tender tears, and Gregor would raise himself upright all the way to her shoulder blade and kiss her on the neck, which ever since starting work she kept uncovered, unadorned by collar or ribbon.


  “Mr. Samsa!” the middle lodger cried out to the father, and without wasting another word, pointed with his index finger at Gregor, who was slowly crawling forward. The violin went silent, the middle lodger first shook his head and smiled at his friends, then peered back at Gregor. The father seemed to deem it more expedient, rather than immediately driving Gregor back, to first reassure the lodgers, even though they were not in the least upset and seemed to be more amused by Gregor than by the violin playing. He rushed toward them and with outstretched arms urged them back into their room, while with his body blocking their view of Gregor. Whereupon they did indeed evince a hint of annoyance, though it was unclear if this was in response to the father’s actions or to the recognition that only now took hold, that without knowing it they had shared the same space with a neighbor like Gregor. They demanded explanations from the father, themselves raised their arms, plucking uneasily at their beards, and only slowly made their way back to their room. In the meantime, the sister, who only now managed to pull herself out of the sense of dismay by which she had been overcome at the sudden disruption of her performance, clasping the instrument and bow in her hands and peering at the notes as if she were still playing, suddenly pulled herself together, lay the instrument in the lap of her mother, who, with lungs pumping heavily, remained seated in her chair, and ran to the adjoining room, toward which the lodgers hastened on the father’s urging. Blankets and pillows were tossed into the air by her practiced hands and promptly fell in place. She was done making their beds and managed to slip out before the gentlemen arrived. The father appeared to be so gripped by his dogged determination that he forgot the respect he did after all owe his lodgers. He just kept urging and urging them back until, already driven back into the doorway of their room, the middle lodger stamped his feet, thereby compelling the father to desist. “I hereby declare,” the lodger raised his voice, lifted his hand, and looked around for the mother and the sister, “that given the revolting conditions that prevail in this apartment and in this family” – whereupon he spit decisively on the floor – “I will immediately vacate my room, and will naturally not pay a pfennig for the days I resided here, but will rather – believe me! – seriously consider whether to bring suit against you for offenses for which there is ample evidence.” Falling silent, he looked dead ahead, as if he anticipated something. And indeed, his two friends promptly responded with the words: “We likewise give immediate notice.” Whereupon the middle lodger grasped the doorknob and slammed the door shut.


  With hands flailing about, his father staggered toward and sank down in his chair; on first appearance it seemed as if he stretched out for his usual little evening snooze, but the determined nod he imposed on his wobbly head testified to the fact that he most definitely was not sleeping. The entire time Gregor lay still on the spot where the lodgers had caught sight of him. His disappointment at the failure of his plan, perhaps also the weakness brought on by his long hungering, made it impossible for him to budge. He feared with near certainty any moment now the storm would break at his expense and waited. He did not even react to the resounding thud of the violin that had been lying under his mother’s trembling fingers and suddenly fell from her lap and hit the floor.


  “My dear parents,” his sister declared, striking the table with her hand by way of introduction, “things can’t go on like this. Even if you refuse to face the truth, I will. I will not grace this monster with my brother’s name, and therefore will lay it on the line: we must try to get rid of it. We have, I firmly believe, tried everything humanly possible to care for it and tolerate it, no one can cast the least little reproach.”


  “She is absolutely right,” his father concurred. His mother, who still could not catch her breath, emitted a dull cough with a hand covering her mouth and a delirious expression in her eyes.


  His sister rushed over to her mother and clasped her forehead. Seemingly set on a certain train of thought by his sister’s words, his father sat up straight, playing with his service cap amidst the plates that had been left lying on the table from the lodgers’ dinner, and cast occasional glances at Gregor.


  “We must find a way to get rid of it,” his sister said, solely directing her words at her father, since her mother’s coughing kept her from hearing anything. “That thing will be the death of you both, I see it coming. Working as hard as we do, we cannot very well on top of it all endure this eternal torment at home. I can’t take it anymore either.” And she burst out crying so intensely, her tears fell on her mother’s face, from which with a mechanical sweep of the hands she wiped them away.


  “But, child,” said the father with a compassionate and deeply understanding tone of voice, “what in heaven’s name are we to do?”


  His sister just shrugged her shoulders, jittery as she now was in the grip of her tears, having temporarily forsaken her prior resolve.


  “What if he understands?” the father said, half questioning; to which, crying still, the sister heftily shook her hand, signaling that this could not possibly be the case.


  “What if he understands?” the father repeated, closing his eyes, thereby betokening that he acknowledged his daughter’s conviction of the utter impossibility of such a conjecture. “In that case, we might come to some arrangement with him. But otherwise –”


  “It’s got to go,” his sister cried out, “that is the only solution, Father. You simply have to try to rid yourself of the thought that it’s Gregor. Our real misfortune is the fact that we believed it for such a long time. But how could it be Gregor? If it were Gregor, he would have recognized long ago that humans cannot possibly cohabit with a creature like that, and he would have willingly gone away. We wouldn’t have a brother, but at least we would be able to go on with our lives and honor his memory. But as things stand, this creature torments us, scares off the lodgers, clearly wants to take over the entire apartment and drive us out to sleep in the street. Look, Father,” she suddenly shrieked, “he’s at it again!” And in a fit of terror unfathomable to Gregor, his sister shoved herself away from the mother, as if she preferred to sacrifice her than remain in Gregor’s presence, and took refuge behind the father, who, bestirred by her behavior, likewise rose to his feet and half raised his arms, as if to protect the sister.


  But Gregor would never have dreamed of frightening anyone, least of all his sister. He had just begun to turn himself around and scurry back to his room, and this involved a conspicuously arduous effort, since given his injured condition he was obliged to assist the momentum of a difficult turn with his head, which he raised repeatedly and slammed against the floor. He paused and looked around. His good intentions appeared to have been recognized, it was only a momentary scare. Now everyone stared at him in silence and sadness. His mother reclined in her chair, her legs outstretched and pressed together, her eyes almost pressed shut in exhaustion; father and sister sat side by side, his sister with her hand around the father’s neck.


  “Now perhaps I may be permitted to turn around,” Gregor thought, and got back to work. He could not suppress the panting the effort compelled and had to pause for a breather every now and then. No one, it’s true, egged him on, he was left to his own devices. Having completed the about-face, he fell back in a straight line. He marveled at the considerable distance that separated him from his room, and could not fathom how in his weakened state he had just a little while ago managed to cover the same distance without giving it a second thought. Ever focusing on keeping up a rapid crawl, he hardly gave a thought to the fact that not a word, not an outcry from his family troubled him. Only once he’d passed the threshold did he turn his head, albeit not completely, as he felt his neck grow stiff, yet he was nevertheless able to confirm that nothing had changed behind him, except that his sister had stood up. His last glance grazed his mother, who had fallen fast asleep.


  No sooner was he entirely inside his room than the door was quickly slammed shut, bolted, and double-locked. Gregor took such a fright at the sudden noise behind him that his little legs buckled beneath him. It was his sister who had hopped to it. Already standing there at the ready, she bided her time, and then suddenly leapt forward; Gregor never even heard her coming. “Finally!” she cried out to her parents, as she turned the key in the lock.


  “What now?” Gregor asked himself, peering around in the darkness. He soon discovered that he could not budge. This did not surprise him a bit, he, rather, found it unnatural that he had until now managed to get around on those spindly little legs. He otherwise felt more or less well. He did, indeed, feel aches in every part of his body, but it seemed to him as if these aches were diminishing little by little, and would finally disappear altogether. He could hardly feel any longer the rotten apple and the surrounding wound in his back, the whole of which was covered with dust. He thought back with fondness and love to his family. His own conviction that he ought to clear out was perhaps even more decisive than that of his sister. So he remained lost in empty and peaceful contemplation until the church bells struck three in the morning. He still glimpsed the crack of dawn. Then without him willing it, his head dropped to the floor and the last feeble breath of life escaped from his nostrils.


  When the cleaning woman came by early that morning – she slammed all the doors shut with such a powerful and impatient thud, even though she had been repeatedly told not to, that from the moment of her arrival it was impossible to go on sleeping soundly – and on first glimpse she found nothing out of the ordinary with Gregor. She thought he was deliberately lying still, pretending to be offended; she credited him with all sorts of understanding. Because she happened to have the long broom in hand, she tried to tickle Gregor from a distance. Failing to elicit a response, she got angry and poked him in the side, and only when she managed to sweep him from where he lay without any resistance did she take notice. Upon recognizing the true state of affairs, she opened her eyes wide, whistled to herself, but didn’t dawdle for long, tearing the parents’ bedroom door open, and crying out with a loud voice in the darkness: “Have a look, will you, it kicked the bucket; it’s lying there dead as a doornail!”


  The Samsas shot up out of bed, taking pains to get over their fright at the servant’s barging in, before fathoming the gist of her announcement. But then Mr. and Mrs. Samsa scrambled out of bed, each on his own side, Mr. Samsa flung the blanket over his shoulders, Mrs. Samsa emerged in her nightgown; and so they entered Gregor’s room. In the meantime, the door to the living room, where Grete slept since the lodgers’ arrival, swung open; she was fully dressed, as if she hadn’t slept a wink, a fact which her pale face appeared to confirm.


  “Dead?” said Mrs. Samsa, with a questioning look at the cleaning woman, even though she was full well able to establish the fact herself, and didn’t need any confirmation of what was perfectly evident.


  “It sure looks like it,” the cleaning woman said, and with the broom shoved Gregor’s cadaver a good bit sideways by way of proof. Mrs. Samsa made a gesture, as if intending to block the broom, but did not do so.


  “So much for that,” said Mr. Samsa, “now we can thank God.” He crossed himself and the three women followed suit.


  Grete, who couldn’t stop looking at the corpse, remarked: “Look how skinny he was! He hadn’t eaten a bite in such a long time. The dishes came back untouched, the same as when they went in.” Gregor’s body was indeed completely flat and dry, a fact they only now fathomed, since it was now no longer supported on his little legs and nothing else kept one from seeing it up close.


  “Come, Grete, come spend a little time with us,” Mrs. Samsa said with a melancholic smile, and Grete followed her parents into their bedroom, but not without first glancing back at the cadaver. The cleaning woman shut the door and flung the window wide open. The early hour notwithstanding, the fresh air was blended with a hint of balminess. It was already the end of March.


  The three lodgers stepped out of their room and looked around expectantly for their breakfast; they had been forgotten at the table. “Where is our breakfast?” the middle lodger gruffly inquired of the cleaning woman. But she raised a finger to her lips and, with a hasty wink, silently motioned for the gentlemen to go into Gregor’s room. Which they did forthwith, filing around Gregor’s cadaver in the already brightly illuminated room with their hands in the pockets of their somewhat tattered jackets.


  Whereupon the bedroom door opened, and Mr. Samsa appeared in his uniform, with his wife on one arm and his daughter on the other. It was clear that all three had been weeping; Grete pressed her face against her father’s arm.


  “Be gone from my apartment!” Mr. Samsa said, and pointed with his finger at the door, without letting go of the women.


  “How do you mean that?” asked the middle lodger, a bit taken aback, flashing a syrupy smile. The other two raised their hands to their backs, and rubbed them together as if in eager expectation of a big blowup, which, however, failed to materialize.


  “I mean it just as I say it,” Mr. Samsa replied, advancing head-on with his two companions toward the middle lodger. The latter at first held his ground and stared at the floor, as if waiting for matters to rearrange themselves in his mind. “Then let us go,” he finally responded, looking up at Mr. Samsa, as if engulfed with a newfound humility, requesting his host’s permission for even this resolve. Mr. Samsa merely nodded several times in rapid succession with big angry eyes. Whereupon said gentleman did indeed advance with long strides out into the vestibule, his two friends, who had been listening along with folded hands, pricked up their ears and leapt to it, running after him, as if in a fright, but Mr. Samsa got there before them, blocking their path to their leader. All three lodgers took their hats from the hat rack, pulled their walking sticks from the walking-stick receptacle, bowed their heads in silence, and left the apartment. With a distrust, which as it turned out was altogether unfounded, Mr. Samsa stepped out with the two women onto the landing; leaning on the banister, they watched the three gentlemen slowly but surely winding their way down the long stairway, disappearing at a particular turn in the stairs at each flight, and a few moments later reemerging; the lower they got, the more the Samsa Family lost interest in them; and when a butcher’s apprentice came bounding up toward the lodgers and leapt past them, proudly bearing a delivery of fresh meat on his head, Mr. Samsa and the ladies all left the landing and returned to their apartment, feeling greatly relieved.


  They decided to devote the day to resting and strolling; they had not only earned the right to this work interruption, they badly needed it. And so they sat themselves down at the table and drafted three letters, Mr. Samsa to the directors of the bank, Mrs. Samsa to her employers, and Grete to her superior. While they were so engaged, the cleaning woman came in to say that she had done her morning duties and was leaving. At first the three letter writers just nodded without looking up, but when the woman lingered, the three looked up annoyed.


  “What is it?” asked Mr. Samsa.


  The woman stood smiling at the door, as if she had felicitous news to report but would only reveal it if pressed to do so. The practically upright feather in her hat that had riled Mr. Samsa for the entire period of her employment swayed back and forth, as if in eager expectation.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Mrs. Samsa, for whom the woman had the greatest respect.


  “Yes, well, you see,” the cleaning woman replied, a jovial laughter curtailing her words until she managed to catch her breath, “you needn’t bother about how to dispose of that nasty business in the other room. It’s already taken care of.”


  Mrs. Samsa and Grete bent back over their letters, as if to go on writing; aware that the woman was about to describe in detail how she went about the process of disposal, Mr. Samsa raised a decisive hand to keep her from continuing. Clearly offended at having been cut short in her account, she suddenly remembered that she was in an awful hurry. “So long,” she blurted out, whirled about, and left the apartment, slamming the door shut behind her.


  “This evening she gets her walking papers,” said Mr. Samsa, eliciting no response from his wife and daughter, as the cleaning woman appeared to have disturbed their newfound peace. They got up, strode to the window, and stayed there, holding each other tight. Mr. Samsa turned in his chair and eyed them for a while in silence. Then he called out: “Come here, will you. Forget about all that. And have some consideration for me.” The women immediately came running, hugged him tenderly, and then finished up their letters.


  Then all three left the apartment together, which they hadn’t done in months, and took the tram to the country just outside the city limits. The carriage in which they sat alone was bathed in warm sunlight. Comfortably reclining in their seats, they discussed their prospects for the future, and as it turned out upon closer consideration, their prospects were not bad at all, since all three had promising positions, a subject they had never discussed with each other, particularly propitious for future advancement. The best and simplest thing they could do in the immediate future to improve their situation was, of course, to change apartments; they wanted to move to a smaller and cheaper, better located, and above all more practical apartment than the present place that Gregor had found for them. It struck Mr. and Mrs. Samsa almost simultaneously, at the sight of their ever more animated daughter, how, despite all the trouble that had drained the color from her cheeks, she had blossomed into a beautiful and voluptuous girl. Growing suddenly still and almost unconsciously exchanging knowing looks, they both thought that it might well be time to search for a suitable husband. And it seemed to them to confirm their newfound dreams and good intentions when, once the tram reached their destination, their daughter was the first to rise and stretch her young body.


  IN THE PENAL COLONY


  “It is a curious piece of equipment,” said the officer to the traveling investigator, and cast a somewhat admiring look at the apparatus, with which he was, after all, well acquainted. The traveler appeared to have accepted only out of politeness the commandant’s invitation to witness the execution of a soldier condemned to die for insubordination and disrespect of a superior officer. Nor was the interest in this execution particularly great in the penal colony. In any case, aside from the officer and the traveler, the only other person present in this isolated sandy little vale surrounded by barren cliffs was the condemned, a dull-witted, big mouthed man with unkempt hair and unshaven face, and a soldier holding the heavy chain to which the former was attached by little chains shackled to his ankles, wrists, and neck, these chains, in turn, attached to each other by connecting chains. The condemned, moreover, looked so docile and doglike that it seemed as though one could let him run around freely on the surrounding slopes and merely had to blow a whistle for him to come running to his execution.


  The traveler had but little appreciation for the apparatus and paced up and down behind the condemned man with barely veiled disinterest, while the officer took great pains to attend to the last preparations, now crawling under the device which was anchored deep in the ground, now climbing a ladder to inspect its upper parts. These were tasks that actually ought to have been delegated to a machinist, but the officer attended to them with great zeal, either because he was an enthusiastic proponent of the device or because, for other unspecified reasons, one could not entrust the work to anyone else. “Everything’s ready now!” he finally called out, and climbed down the ladder. He was inordinately tired out, took deep breaths with an open mouth, and had two dainty women’s kerchiefs stuffed into the collar of his dress coat.


  “These uniforms are much too heavy for the tropics,” the traveler remarked, rather than, as the officer had expected, asking after the apparatus.


  “No doubt,” said the officer, and washed the oil and grease off his hands in a readied bucket of water, “but they remind us of the Fatherland; we dare not lose touch with the Fatherland. But do pay attention to this device,” he promptly added, wiped his hands on a cloth, simultaneously pointing to the apparatus. “Up until recently we had to do it by hand, but now the device works automatically.” The traveler nodded and followed the officer. The latter sought to offset any possible malfunctions and said: “Naturally there are glitches from time to time; I do hope we won’t have to suffer any today, but one has to be prepared. The apparatus must, after all, run for a full twelve hours. But if there are any problems, I can assure you that they’re of little consequence and can be promptly repaired.


  “Don’t you want to sit down?” he asked at last, pulled a cane chair out of a pile and offered it to the traveler, who could not very well refuse it. Now the traveler sat at the edge of a pit into which he cast a fleeting glance. It was not very deep. On one side the dug-up dirt was heaped in a mound, on the other side stood the apparatus. “I don’t know,” said the officer, “if the commandant already explained to you how it works.” The traveler replied with an uncertain wave of the hand; the officer could have asked for nothing better, for it was now up to him to explain the functioning of the device. “It is,” he said, reaching for and leaning on a connecting rod, “an invention of our former commandant. I myself collaborated on the very first experiments and was involved in all the fine-tuning that led up to its completion. But he alone deserves credit for its invention. Have you heard of our former commandant? No? It is no exaggeration to maintain that the entire installation of the penal colony is his brainchild. We, his friends, were already well aware at the time of his death that the colony’s design was so comprehensive that even if his successor had a thousand new plans in mind, there would be nothing in the original concept he could change for a good many years. Our prognosis has been confirmed; the new commandant had to acknowledge this. It’s a shame you never knew the previous commandant! But be that as it may,” the officer interrupted himself, “I’m blabbering on, and his apparatus stands here before us. It consists, as you can see, of three parts. Over the years somewhat popular appellations have evolved for each part. The bottom is called the bed, the top the inscriber, and the middle section here is called the harrow.”


  “The harrow?” asked the traveler. He had not listened attentively, the sun inflicted all too merciless an assault on this shadowless valley, it was difficult to gather one’s thoughts. All the more praiseworthy did the officer seem to him, zealously elucidating everything, decked out in his tight-fitting dress uniform hung with epaulettes and aiguillettes, assiduously engaged as he spoke, screwdriver in hand, in tightening a loose screw here and there. The soldier seemed to share the traveler’s disinterest. He had the chains of the condemned man attached to both his wrists, rested with one hand on his rifle, let his head hang down and did nothing. The traveler was not surprised at this, since the officer spoke French, in which, no doubt, neither the soldier nor the condemned were conversant. It was, therefore, all the more remarkable that the condemned man, nevertheless, took pains to follow the officer’s explanations. With a sort of sleepy complaisance he invariably turned his gaze in the direction in which the officer pointed, and as the latter was interrupted by a question from the newcomer, he, too, turned his attention to the traveler now, along with the officer.


  “Yes, the harrow,” said the officer, “the name fits. The pins are set in a harrow-like arrangement, and the entire device is handled like a harrow, even if only in one place and with a good deal more artistry. You will, by the way, grasp my meaning in a moment. The condemned is laid here on the bed. I would, if you don’t mind, first like to describe the apparatus and only then to set it in motion. That will permit you to better appreciate its operation. Also, a cogwheel in the inscriber is a bit too worn down; it screeches something awful when in use, so much so that it’s impossible to communicate; spare parts are unfortunately hard to come by here. Now then, here is the bed, as I said. It is completely covered with a cotton wad, the purpose of which you will soon discover. The condemned is laid belly down on this bed, naked of course; here are straps for the hands, here for the feet, here for the neck, to keep him in place. Here at the head of the bed, where, as I said, the man is laid facedown, you can see this little felt wad easily regulated so as to be pressed into the man’s mouth. Its purpose is to prevent the condemned from screaming and biting his tongue. Of course, the man is compelled to accept the wad, since – on account of the throat strap – his neck would otherwise be broken.


  “That’s cotton?” asked the traveler, bending forward.


  “Yes indeed,” the officer replied, “go ahead and touch it.” He grabbed the traveler’s hand and ran it over the bed. “The felt is woven in a very particular way, which is why you can’t recognize it as cotton; I will get to its purpose presently.” Already favorably impressed, shielding his eyes with his hand against the sun, the traveler gazed upward at the device. It was quite a large contraption. The bed and the inscriber were both about the same size and resembled two dark trunks. The inscriber was suspended some two meters above the bed; both were fastened at the edges by four brass bars that almost shimmered in the sunlight. The harrow hung from a steel band between the trunks.


  Hardly noticing the traveler’s initial indifference, the officer now appreciated his budding interest; he paused in his explanations so as to give the traveler the time to quietly take it all in. The condemned man mimicked the traveler; since, shackled as he was, he could not bring his hand to his eyes, he simply squinted.


  “So the man is laid on it,” said the traveler, leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs.


  “Yes,” said the officer, pushed the brim of his cap back a bit and wiped his flushed face with his hand. “Now listen! Both the bed and the inscriber are powered with their own electric batteries; the bed needs them for itself, the inscriber to power the harrow. As soon as the man is firmly fastened, the bed is set in motion. It trembles in tiny, very rapid palpitations, simultaneously to the side and up and down. You will have seen similar devices in sanatoria; only in our bed all the movements are exactly calibrated; they have to accord precisely with the motion of the harrow. It’s up to the harrow, you see, to carry out the actual sentence.”


  “What precisely does the sentence say?” asked the traveler.


  “You don’t know that either?” the officer replied, astonished, and bit his lips. “Forgive me if perhaps my explanations sound muddled; I beg your pardon for this lapse. It was, in fact, the commandant who customarily presented these explanations in the past; the new commandant dispensed with this honorable duty; the fact that he did not even deem it necessary to inform such an important visitor” – the traveler tried with raised hands to demur to such lofty esteem, but the officer insisted – “to inform such an important visitor of the terms of the sentence, that is another innovation which” – he had a curse on his lips, bit his tongue and simply said: “I was not informed of it, the guilt of the condemned is not my affair. That having been said, I am perhaps the best equipped to explain our manner of sentencing, for I have here – he tapped his breast pocket – the pertinent drawings and designs of the former commandant.”


  “Drawings done by the commandant himself?” asked the traveler. “Was he everything in one? Soldier, judge, builder, chemist, and draftsman?”


  “Indeed he was,” said the officer, nodding with a blank, meditative expression. Then he looked somewhat critically at his hands; they did not seem to him quite clean enough to touch the drawings; he walked over to the bucket and washed them again. Whereupon he pulled out a leather etui and said: “Our sentence does not sound severe. The condemned is to have the command he disobeyed inscribed with the harrow on his body. This condemned man, for instance – the officer pointed at the man in chains – will have inscribed on his body: Honor your superiors!”


  The traveler cast a fleeting glance at the condemned man; when the officer pointed at him he held his head down low and seemed to be straining all his powers of hearing to learn something about his fate. But the movement of his tightly pressed puffy lips clearly indicated that he could not understand a thing. The traveler wanted to pose various questions, but at the sight of the man merely asked: “Does he know his sentence?”


  “No,” said the officer, impatient to proceed with his explanations, but the traveler interrupted him:


  “He doesn’t know his own sentence?”


  “No,” the officer repeated, pausing a moment, as if he expected the traveler to justify his question, and then said: “It would be senseless to inform him. He will, after all, experience it in the flesh.” Inclined though he was to fall silent, the traveler sensed the condemned man turning his gaze toward him; the latter appeared to be asking if the procedure just described met with his approval.


  Consequently, the traveler, who had already leaned back in his chair, bent forward again and asked: “But the fact that he was condemned, that he must surely know!”


  “No again,” said the officer, and smiled at the traveler, as if expecting a few more curious declarations.


  “No,” said the traveler, stroking his forehead, “then the man still doesn’t even know the court’s response to his defense?”


  “He had no occasion to defend himself,” the officer said, and looked askance, as though he were talking to himself and wished to spare the traveler the shame of having to have such self-evident matters revealed to him.


  “But he must surely have had the opportunity to plead his defense,” the traveler said, rising from the chair.


  The officer recognized that he ran the risk of being held up for a long time in his explanation of the apparatus, walked up to the traveler, slung his arm in his, pointed at the condemned, who, realizing that all attention was so clearly directed at him, stood up straight – an action likewise abetted by the soldier’s tugging on the chain – and said: “This is how matters stand. I was summoned to this penal colony to serve as executioner. Despite my youth. I also assisted the former commandant in all matters of punishment and know the device better than anyone else. My actions presupposed the certainty of guilt. Other courts cannot follow this principle, as they comprise several judges and also have higher courts to contend with. That is not the case here, or, at least, was not under the former commandant. The new commandant has indeed already expressed the desire to have a say; I have managed for the moment to divert his attention to other matters, and will, I trust, manage to keep doing so. You wished to have this case explained; it’s as simple as all the others. This morning a captain reported that this man assigned to him as his lackey, and who sleeps in front of his door, overslept. He is duty bound at the stroke of each hour to stand up and salute at the door. To be sure, hardly a daunting responsibility, but a necessary one, as the man must remain alert both as guard and servant. The captain last night wanted to confirm that the man was doing his duty. At the stroke of two he opened the door and found him rolled up and fast asleep on the floor. He fetched a riding crop and struck him full in the face. But instead of leaping up and begging forgiveness, the lackey grabbed his master by the legs, shook him, and cried out: ‘Throw the whip away or I’ll eat you.’ These are the facts of the case. The captain reported to me an hour ago, I wrote down his statement, to which I promptly added the judgment. I then had the man put in irons. All this went smoothly. Had I first called him in for interrogation it would only have resulted in confusion. He would have lied, and had I succeeded in refuting these lies, he would have promptly replaced them with fresh lies, and so on and so forth. But I’ve got him and don’t intend to let him go. Is everything quite clear now? But time is passing, the execution was already scheduled to begin, and I’m still not finished explaining how it works.” He urged the traveler back into his chair, once again approached the device, and began: “As you can see, the harrow is shaped to fit the form of the human body; this is the part for the upper body, here is the part for the legs. Only this one small bit is meant for the head. Is everything clear?” With a friendly look he leaned in the traveler’s direction, eager and ready to launch into the most detailed explanations.


  The traveler regarded the harrow with a ruffled brow. The disclosure concerning the legal proceedings did not satisfy him. Nevertheless he was obliged to remind himself that this was a penal colony, that exceptional measures were necessary here, and that it was imperative to proceed in a military manner from beginning to end. He did, however, set some store in the new commandant, who, clearly, albeit gradually, intended to institute a new set of procedures that did not sink into the limited mind of this officer. Following this train of thought, the traveler asked: “Will the commandant attend the execution?”


  “It is not certain,” said the officer, unsettled by the sudden question, his friendly expression twisting into a grimace: “Which is precisely why we have to get a move on. As much as I regret to do so, I will even have to cut my explanations short. But I would be happy to elaborate with more detailed explanations tomorrow, once the apparatus has been cleaned – the fact that it gets so filthy is its only failing. When the man is laid on the bed and it begins to tremble, the harrow sinks down to the body. It automatically adjusts itself such that the spikes just graze the body’s surface; once the adjustment is complete, this steel cable immediately tightens into a bar. And now the game begins. A person not privy to the workings of the device will notice no external difference in the punishment. The harrow appears to have a uniform functioning. Trembling, it sinks its spikes into the body, while the body itself, moreover, trembles along with the bed. In order to permit all present to supervise the dispensation of judgment, the harrow was made of glass. Embedding the needles in the glass did entail some technical difficulties, but we finally pulled it off after numerous attempts. No effort, I may add, was spared in the process. Now everyone can witness through the glass as the sentence is inscribed in the body. Don’t you want to come closer and have a good look at the needles?”


  The traveler rose slowly from his chair, stepped forward, and bent over the harrow. “You see,” said the officer, “there are two kinds of needles in various arrangements. Every long one has a short one next to it. The long needle inscribes, and the short one squirts water to wash away the blood and preserve the clarity of the letters. The bloody water is then directed here to little ducts, from which it flows into the principle pipe, from there draining off into the pit.” The officer pointed out with his finger the precise path of the bloody water. When, to make it as clear as possible, he actually caught up the spout of the drainage pipe in his two hands, the traveler raised his head, and reaching behind him with his hand, wanted to return to his chair. Whereupon he noticed with a start that, like him, the condemned man had also followed the officer’s invitation to take a closer look at the mechanism of the harrow. He had dragged the drowsy soldier a few paces forward by the chain and leaned over the glass. One could see how, with an uncertain gaze, he sought out what the other two men had been looking at, but for want of explanations, failed to find it. He leaned first in this direction, then in that. Again and again his gaze ran over the glass. The traveler wanted to make him stop it, as his actions were probably punishable. But the officer held back the traveler with one hand and with the other reached for a clod of earth from the mound and flung it at the soldier. The latter’s eyes shot open, he saw what the condemned man had dared do and promptly dropped his rifle, and, digging the heels of his shoes into the ground, dragged the condemned back with a jerk so that the man fell down, and the soldier watched as he turned and rattled his chains. “Stand him up!” the officer cried out, having noticed that the traveler was unduly distracted by the sight of the condemned. The traveler even went so far as to turn his back to the harrow, in which he appeared to have lost interest, just to establish what was happening to the condemned. “Take good care of him!” the officer cried out again. Bounding around the apparatus, he himself grabbed the condemned under his armpits, and since the man kept slipping, with the soldier’s aid he propped him upright.


  “So now I know it all,” the traveler remarked, as the officer walked back to him.


  “All except the most important part,” the latter replied, grabbed the traveler by the arm, and pointed upward: “There inside the inscriber is the clockwork that directs the motion of the harrow, and this clockwork is set according to the diagram prescribed by the sentence. I still use the diagrams prepared by the former commandant. Here they are” – he pulled several sheets of paper from the leather etui – “unfortunately I can’t let you touch them, they are my most precious possessions. If you’ll be seated, I’ll show them to you from a distance, then you’ll be able to see everything clearly.” He held up the first sheet. The traveler would have liked to say something appreciative, but all he saw were labyrinthine, repeatedly crisscrossing lines that so densely covered the page that one had to strain one’s eyes to see the white space in between. “Read it,” said the officer. “I can’t,” said the traveler. “But it’s clear enough,” said the officer.


  “It is very artful,” said the traveler evasively, “but I am unable to decipher it.”


  “Indeed,” said the officer, laughed, and returned the etui to his pocket. “It’s no calligraphy for schoolchildren. It takes time to decipher. You, too, would surely recognize it. It cannot, of course, be a simple script; it mustn’t kill immediately, but rather, on the average, after a period of twelve hours or so; the turning point is geared to set in at the sixth hour. The actual script has to be enveloped by countless calligraphic flourishes; the script itself only traces a narrow belt around the waist; the rest of the body is intended for ornamentation. Can you now appreciate the harrow and the complexity of the entire apparatus? Look here!” he clambered up the ladder, turned a wheel, and called down: “Watch out, step to the side!” And everything was set in motion. It would have been a perfect wonder, had the wheel not screeched. As if taken by surprise, the officer threatened the annoying wheel with a raised fist, shrugged, raised his arms apologetically to the traveler, and climbed down to appreciate the functioning of the apparatus from below. But something else was amiss which he alone noticed; he climbed back up the ladder again, reached with both his hands into the inner workings of the inscriber, then, instead of using the ladder, slid down a bar so as to descend more quickly, and yelled with the greatest urgency into the traveler’s ear so as to make his words intelligible above the mechanical racket: “Can you grasp the procedure? The harrow starts writing; once it’s done with the first installment of the sentence on the man’s back, the felt layer turns and slowly rolls the body on its side, so as to provide the harrow with a free surface. In the meantime the raw written parts are dabbed in cotton, infused with a special preparative which immediately stops the bleeding, in anticipation of deeper inscriptions. Here then, as the body keeps turning, the teeth at the rim of the harrow tear the felt from the wounds, toss it into the pit, and the harrow gets back to work. In this way it inscribes the sentence deeper and deeper over the twelve-hour period. For the first six hours the condemned lives almost as before, he only suffers pain. After two hours the wad is removed from the man’s mouth as he is now too weak to scream. Here in this electrically heated porringer at the head side a rice pap is placed, from which, if the man wants, he can partake, snatching it up with his tongue. None of them miss the chance. I can’t recall a single one, and I’ve been at it a long time. It’s only at the sixth hour that he loses the will to eat. At which point I generally kneel down here to observe this manifestation of his state. The man seldom swallows the last gulp, he just turns it around in his mouth and spits it out into the pit. I have to duck or else I get it in the face. But oh how silent he suddenly becomes at that sixth hour! The dumbest of them begin to get it. Understanding first radiates around the eyes. From here it spreads elsewhere. It’s a sight that could seduce one to want to lay oneself down along with him under the harrow. Nothing more happens, the man just begins to decipher the script, he purses his lips as if to listen. You saw for yourself, it is not easy to decipher the script with one’s eyes; but our man deciphers it with his wounds. It does, of course, demand considerable effort; it takes him six hours to fully comprehend the sentence. At which point, however, the harrow pierces him all the way through and drops him into the pit, where he lands in the bloody water and cotton. Justice has now been carried out, and we, the soldier and I, scrape up his remains.”


  The traveler turned an ear toward the officer, and with his hands in his jacket pocket, watched the work of the machine. The condemned man watched it too, but without grasping its purpose. He leaned forward a little and followed the motion of the oscillating needles, when, at a signal from the officer, the soldier, knife in hand, sliced through the condemned man’s shirt and pants from the rear so that they fell from his body; he wanted to grab after the falling stuff to cover his nakedness, but the soldier lifted him in the air and shook off the remaining rags. The officer set the machine, and in the ensuing silence the condemned man was laid under the harrow. The chains unshackled, he was bound with straps instead; for the condemned man it almost seemed at first like a relief. And then the harrow sank a little lower, for he was a slender man. When the points made contact, a shudder spread across his skin; while the soldier was busy with his right hand, he stretched out his left without knowing whereto; it happened to be where the traveler stood. The officer kept a constant eye on the traveler, as if eager to read from his face the impression the execution, which he had at least explained in a summary fashion, made on him.


  The strap intended to immobilize the condemned man’s hands tore open; the soldier had probably fastened it too tightly. The soldier indicated the torn strap to the officer, hoping for his help. The officer did indeed step toward him, with his face turned to the traveler: “The apparatus is quite complicated, something is bound to tear or break here and there; but don’t be fooled by such minor flaws. The leather strap can, by the way, immediately be replaced; I’ll just use a chain; which will, however, diminish the gentleness of the swing for the right arm.” And while attaching the chain, he added: “The means made available for the upkeep of the device are now exceedingly limited. Under the former commandant I had free access to funds expressly committed for this purpose. There was a storehouse here in the colony where you could find every imaginable replacement part. I confess that I was almost extravagant in my upkeep, before I mean, not now, as the new commandant maintains, for whom every critique is just an excuse to do away with old established customs. He now oversees the machine’s budget himself, and if I order a new strap, he demands to see the old torn one as proof, and the new one takes ten days to arrive, is of a poor quality, and doesn’t hold up for long. But nobody gives a damn how, in the meantime, I am supposed to keep the apparatus running without straps.”


  The traveler thought to himself: it is always a ticklish matter to intercede decisively in a foreign context. He was neither a resident of the penal colony nor of the country to which it belonged. If he wished to judge or even thwart this execution, the locals could well reply: You’re a stranger, be still. To which he would have been able to make no ready reply, but merely have added that, in this instance, he did not rightly understand himself, for his only purpose in traveling was to witness, and by no means to alter the conduct of, foreign judicial systems. But things were indeed quite different here, practically begging to be set aright. There was no doubt as to the injustice of the legal proceedings and of the inhumanity of the mode of execution. No one could possibly presume any selfish purpose on the part of the traveler, since the condemned man was a perfect stranger, no countryman of his, and definitely not someone who elicited his pity. The traveler himself had come on the recommendation of high officials, been most courteously received here, and the fact that he had been invited to attend this execution appeared, moreover, to indicate that his judgment was sought concerning the conduct of these proceedings. This was all the more likely since the commandant, as he had just been told in no uncertain terms, was no proponent of the procedure and had an almost hostile rapport with the officer.


  Then the traveler heard the officer cry out in anger. He had just managed, not without difficulty, to shove the felt wad into the condemned man’s mouth, when the latter shut his eyes, and giving way to an overpowering urge to regurgitate, proceeded to retch. The officer rushed to tear his head loose and turn it downward to the pit; but it was too late, the upchuck already spilled all over the machine. “It’s all the commandant’s fault!” the officer screamed and rattled the brass bars in a mindless rage. “My machine will now be soiled like a pigsty.” With trembling hands he pointed it out to the traveler. “Did I not spend hours trying to make the commandant comprehend that no more food was to be given a day before the execution! But the new relaxed regulations are of a different mind. The commandant’s ladies stuff the man’s throat with sweet things before he is led off. His whole life he’s been fed with stinking fish and now he has to eat sweets! But alright, so be it, I would not have objected, but why in heaven’s name can’t they fetch me the new felt wad I’ve been begging for these past three months? How can anyone take this filthy thing into the mouth without gagging, a wad on which more than a hundred men sucked and gnawed while dying?”


  The condemned man lowered his head and looked peaceful, the soldier was busy wiping the machine off with the man’s cast-off shirt. The officer walked over to the traveler, who, sensing something, stepped back, but the officer grasped him by the hand and pulled him to his side. “I would like to have a few words with you in confidence,” he said, “if it’s all right with you.”


  “Of course,” said the traveler, and listened with his eyes turned to the ground.


  “This procedure and this execution, which you now have occasion to witness, is presently no longer favored by any persons in this colony. I am its sole proponent and the last living representative of all that the former commandant left us. I can no longer conceive of any further development of this procedure, all my efforts are devoted to preserving what’s left. In the old commandant’s lifetime the colony was entirely staffed by his followers; I am endowed in part with the commandant’s power of persuasion but am altogether lacking in his authority; consequently these followers have taken a low profile, many are still around but none of them will admit it. If nowadays on an execution day, you ventured into a teahouse and listened around, you might perhaps hear nothing but equivocal remarks. They’re all old followers, but given the newfangled notions of the current commandant, these men are of little use to me. And so I ask you, sir: Should such a life’s work” – he pointed to the machine – “be brought to wrack and ruin all on account of this commandant and the ladies that lead him around by the nose? Can one permit such a thing? Even if, as a stranger, one spends only a few days on our island? But there’s no time to be lost, preparations are in motion to undermine my juridical authority; deliberations are already underway in the commandant’s headquarters in which I am not included; even your visit today seems to me to be characteristic of the entire situation; cowards, they send a lone stranger to bear witness. What were executions like in the old days! I’ll tell you. The day before the execution the entire valley was already teeming with people; everyone came to have a look; in the early morning the commandant appeared with his lady folk; bugles resounded, awakening one and all; I made the announcement that everything was ready; the entire community – not a single official was absent – gathered in rows around the machine; this heap of cane chairs is a miserable leftover of those days. The machine glistened, freshly polished; for almost every execution I replaced faulty components with brand-new spare parts. Before hundreds of admiring eyes – every spectator stood on tiptoes all the way back to yonder cliffs – the condemned man was placed by the commandant himself under the harrow. Back then it was my solemn duty and my distinct honor, as presiding officer of these juridical proceedings, to carry out the preparatory tasks an ordinary enlisted man does without thinking today. And then began the execution itself! Not a discordant note disturbed the smooth functioning of the machine. Some of the spectators stopped watching but just lay there with their eyes shut in the sand; everyone knew: justice is now being carried out. In the silence the only sound you could hear was the moaning of the condemned man muffled by the wad in his mouth. Today the device is no longer able to press a deeper moan from the condemned than the wad can squelch; but back then a caustic fluid dripped from the inscribing needles, a fluid no longer available. Yes, and then came the sixth hour! It was impossible to grant everyone’s request to look on from up close. The commandant, in his wisdom, ordered that special consideration should be taken for the children; I, of course, in my official capacity, always stood by; oftentimes I would be crouching there with two little ones in my right arm and two in my left. Oh how we took in every look of transfiguration from that martyred face, oh how we kept our eyes peeled in anticipation of the appearance of that finally achieved and already fleeting state of justice! Oh what times they were, old chum!” The officer had clearly forgotten who was standing there before him; he embraced the traveler and laid his head on his shoulder.


  Exceedingly ill at ease, the traveler peered past the officer. The soldier had finished cleaning the apparatus and now poured some more rice pap from a tin into the porringer. No sooner did the condemned man, who appeared to have completely recuperated, notice this, than he began lapping at the pap with his tongue. The soldier shoved him away again, since the pap was intended for a later time, but it was in any case an unseemly site to see the soldier dig in with his filthy fingers and filch food out from under from the condemned man’s ravenous tongue.


  The officer quickly got ahold of himself. “I did not mean to actually reach out to you,” he said. “I know, it’s impossible today to make you fathom what those times were like. In any case, the machine still works. It keeps on performing its function even if there’s no one left to appreciate it here in this godforsaken valley. And once it’s done, the corpse still drops in an inconceivably smooth slide down into the ditch, even if, unlike in the past, hundreds are no longer gathered around like flies to watch. Back then we had to install a stout railing around the ditch, but it has long since been torn down.”


  The traveler had to turn his face away from the officer and peered into the void. The officer thought he was taking in the desolation of the valley; so he grabbed hold of the traveler’s hands, turned himself around to fathom the meaning of his looks, and asked: “Do you grasp the scandal of it all?”


  But the traveler remained silent. The officer let him be a little while; with legs spread wide apart and hands on his hips, he stood still and stared at the ground. Then he smiled at the traveler with a hint of encouragement and said: “I happened to be standing near you yesterday when the commandant extended an invitation. I heard the invitation. I know the commandant. I immediately understood his motive. Even though his authority is surely great enough for him to proceed against me, he does not yet dare do so, but he would rather subject me to the judgment of a distinguished stranger, namely yours. His calculation is precisely reasoned; you’ve only been on the island for two days; you did not know the old commandant and his way of thinking; you are enmeshed in European attitudes; perhaps you are a convinced opponent of the death penalty, in general, and of such a mechanized method of execution, in particular; you see, furthermore, how the execution is conducted sadly, without any public participation, and with an already somewhat damaged device. Given all of the above, would it not then be likely to conclude (in the commandant’s view) that you do not approve of these proceedings? And if indeed you do not approve (I’m still presenting the commandant’s supposition), you would certainly not keep this opinion to yourself, since you surely trust your time-tested convictions. You have indeed had occasion to see firsthand and so come to respect many of the peculiarities of many peoples, and you will, therefore, probably not speak quite as vehemently against these proceedings as you might in your native land. But the commandant does not require your absolute condemnation. A fleeting, careless remark will suffice. It does not even need to be what you really think, just as long as it appears to concur with his position. He will slyly sound you out, of that I am quite certain. And his lady folk will sit around pricking up their ears; you will say something like: ‘Trials are run differently in my country,’ or, ‘In my country, the accused is cross-examined before the verdict,’ or, ‘In my country, the condemned man is informed of the verdict,’ or, ‘In my country, there are punishments other than the death penalty,’ or, ‘In my country, torture ended with the Middle Ages.’ All these are observations that are perfectly valid insofar as they appear to you to be self-evident, harmless observations that have no bearing on my business. But how will the commandant interpret them? I can already see him, the good commandant, immediately shoving his chair aside and hastening out onto the balcony; I can see his lady folk rushing after him; I can hear his voice – the ladies call it his thunder voice – so, and he says: ‘A great investigator of the Western World assigned to appraise the legal proceedings in all lands has just declared that our proceedings are outmoded and inhumane. In light of this judgment by such a distinguished person, it is no longer possible for me to tolerate such actions. As of today, I hereby ordain, etc.’ You wish to intercede, the way he put it is not what you said, you did not call my method inhumane; quite the contrary, in your considered opinion you hold it to be the most humane method worthy of a human subject, you also admire the machinery – but it’s too late; you can’t even make it to the balcony, which is already full of womenfolk; you want to call attention to yourself; you want to scream; but a female hand covers your mouth – and the work of the former commandant and I are lost.”


  The traveler had to squelch a smile; the task he’d thought to be so difficult had turned out to be so simple. He replied evasively: “You overestimate my influence; the commandant read my letter of introduction, he knows that I’m no expert in juridical procedures. Were I to express an opinion, it would be that of a private citizen, which would carry no more weight than the views of countless others, and would, in any case, be far more insignificant than the position of the commandant himself, who, so it seems, has very extensive powers in this prison colony. If his view of this procedure is indeed as firmly established as you believe, then, I fear, the end of this procedure is near at hand, without any need of my modest mediation.”


  Did the officer already fathom the way things stood? No, he did not. He emphatically shook his head, cast a quick look back at the condemned man and the soldier, who flinched and stopped eating, whereupon the officer stepped up close to the traveler, looked at him, not in the face, but somewhere on the surface of his coat, and whispered more quietly than before: “You do not know the commandant; you stand before him and before us all – forgive the expression – as a harmless spectator; but your influence, believe me, carries immeasurable weight. I was indeed delighted when I heard that you would attend the execution by yourself. This order by the commandant was supposed to put me in my place, but I prefer to turn it to my advantage. Undistracted by insidious suggestions and disdainful looks – which you would not have been able to avoid had there been more people on hand to witness the execution – you listened to my explanations, saw the machine, and are now in the process of observing the execution. You have undoubtedly already made your assessment; should you still harbor any slight uncertainties, the sight of the execution will clear them. And now I ask you: please help me bolster my position with the commandant!”


  The traveler interrupted. “How in heaven’s name could I do that?” he cried out. “That’s completely impossible. I can no less help you than hamper your cause.”


  “You can,” said the officer. The traveler noticed with some trepidation that the officer balled his fists. “You can indeed,” the officer repeated with all the more urgency. “I have a plan that’s bound to succeed. You think your influence does not suffice. I know that it does. But supposing you’re right, is it not imperative to try everything possible, even the possibly superfluous, to preserve the procedure? Please listen to my plan. Its realization depends above all on your withholding judgment today in conversations in the colony. If not asked directly, you must express no opinion; what you do let slip, however, should be short and vague; it should be apparent that you find it difficult to talk about, that you are sullen, that should you speak openly, you break out in imprecations. I am not asking you to lie; not at all; you should merely keep it short, something to the effect that: ‘Yes, I witnessed the execution,’ or, ‘Yes, I listened to all they had to say.’ Just that, nothing more. It’s enough that they should sense your sullen response, albeit not in the commandant’s favor. He will, of course, completely misconstrue your response in support of his position. That is the basis of my plan. Tomorrow there will be an important meeting of all high-ranking administrative personnel in the commandant’s headquarters under his direction. The commandant naturally managed to turn all such meetings into showcases for his cause. A gallery was built, which is invariably full of spectators. I am compelled to take part, even if seething with disgust. You will undoubtedly be invited to attend; if you comport yourself today true to my plan, the invitation will become an urgent request. But if for some inconceivable reason you should not be invited, you absolutely must request the invitation; there is no doubt that it will then be forthcoming. Then you will be seated tomorrow with the ladies in the loge. He will confirm with frequent upward glances that you are there. After running through several anodyne, ridiculous subjects of discussion solely of interest to those in the gallery – usually relating to harbor improvements, always harbor improvements – he finally comes to the matter of judicial proceedings. If the commandant doesn’t get to it, or takes too long to get to it, I will take it upon myself to do so. I will stand up and report on today’s execution. Very briefly, just for the record. Such reports are not the norm here, but I nevertheless go through the motion. The commandant will thank me, as always, with a cheerful smile, and then, unable to resist, he will seize the moment. ‘We have just heard,’ or with some such words he will begin, ‘the report concerning the execution. I would like to add to this report that the great investigator, by whose visit, as you all know, the colony is so extraordinarily honored, was present at this particular execution. The significance of today’s session is likewise enhanced by his presence. Should we not then ask this great investigator for his assessment of the old-fashioned execution and the legal proceedings that led up to it?’ His words will naturally elicit a burst of applause indicating unanimous agreement, my own being the loudest. The commandant will nod respectfully in your direction and say: ‘Then, on behalf of all of us in the colony, I ask you to respond to the question.’ Whereupon you will step to the balustrade. You will lay your hands on it for all to see, lest the women seize hold of them and play with your fingers. And now at last it is your turn to speak. I don’t know how I will endure the hours of tense anticipation until then. You need not mince your words, just let the truth ring out, lean over the railing, go ahead and holler out your reply, assail the commandant with your opinion, your unflinching position. Or perhaps you’d rather not be so strident, it’s not your way, or not the way things are done in your country in such situations, that’s quite all right, do as you see fit, don’t even get up, just say a few words, mumble them just loud enough so that the officials below you can hear, that’s fine, you don’t even have to touch upon the meager attendance at the execution, the screeching cog, the torn strap, the filthy wad, you can leave all that to me, and believe me, if my words don’t make him leave the room, they will bring him to his knees, compel him to admit: ‘Old commandant, I bow to you.’ That is my plan; will you help me carry it out? But of course you will, indeed you must.” And the officer grabbed the traveler by both arms and, taking deep breaths, looked him in the eye. The last lines he howled so loudly that even the soldier and the condemned man looked up; and even though they could not possibly understand, they stopped eating, and peered, midchew, at the traveler.


  The answer he had to give was clear to the traveler from the start; he had seen too much in his life to waver now; fundamentally honest, he was fearless. Nevertheless he hesitated for a heartbeat at the sight of the soldier and the condemned man. But finally he said what he had to say: “No.” The officer blinked several times but never took his eyes off him. “Would you like an explanation?” the traveler asked. The officer nodded in silence. “I am an opponent of this procedure,” the traveler said. “Even before you took me into your confidence – which, needless to say, I will always respect – I already asked myself if I had the right to oppose the procedure and if my opposition had the slightest chance of succeeding. It was clear to me to whom I had to address myself: to the commandant, of course. You made my course all the clearer to me without, however, affecting my decision; quite the contrary, your honest conviction moved me deeply, though it did not alter my position.”


  Struck dumb, the officer turned to the device, picked up a brass bar, whereupon he peered upward at the inscriber, as if to check that everything was running smoothly. The soldier and the condemned man appeared to have established a bond; as difficult as it was, given his bondage, the condemned signaled the soldier; the soldier bent forward; the condemned whispered something, and the soldier nodded.


  The traveler followed the officer and said: “You don’t yet know my intentions. I will indeed present my position regarding the procedure to the commandant, though not at an official gathering, but rather in private; but I won’t stick around here long enough to have to attend a meeting; I plan to sail off tomorrow morning, or at least book my passage.”


  It did not appear as if the officer had paid attention to his words. “So the procedure did not convince you,” he said, as if to himself, and smiled the way a grown-up smiles at the foolishness of a child, hiding his own thoughts in the shroud of the smile. “Then it’s time,” he said at last, and looked the traveler full in the face with a resolve that precluded any summons to action, any call for response.


  “Time for what?” the traveler asked, somewhat alarmed, but received no answer.


  “You are free,” the officer said to the condemned man in his native tongue. The latter could not at first believe it. “Free you are,” said the officer. For the first time the face of the condemned became truly animated. Could it be true? Or was it just a whim that would pass? Had the foreign traveler arranged for a pardon? What was it? This is what his facial expression seemed to be saying. But not for long. Whatever the case may be, he wanted, if permitted, to be really truly free and he began to twist and turn, as much as the harrow permitted.


  “You’re going to tear my straps,” cried the officer. “Be still! We’ll undo them.” And he and the soldier, whom he signaled, got to it. The condemned man gave off a quiet wordless laugh, first turning his face to the left to smile at the officer, then to the right, grinning at the soldier, nor did he forget the traveler.


  “Pull him out!” the officer ordered the soldier. Certain precautions had to be taken on account of the harrow. In his haste the condemned had already fetched himself a few laceration wounds on his back.


  But from now on the officer hardly paid him any mind. He approached the traveler, once again pulled out the small leather etui, leafed through its contents, finally found the page he was looking for, and held it up for the traveler to see. “Read it,” he said.


  “I can’t,” said the traveler. “I already told you I couldn’t decipher these pages.”


  “Just take a closer look,” said the officer, and stepped alongside the traveler to read along with him. And when that didn’t help, he raised his pinky in the air over the paper, as if the page were too precious to be touched, so as thereby to facilitate the traveler’s reading. Whereupon the traveler took pains to try to read it, at the very least to please the officer, but his efforts proved to no avail. Now the officer began to spell out the title and then read it aloud again in context. “‘Be just!’ it says,” the officer said. “Now you can read it for yourself.” The traveler bent so low over the paper that the officer, fearing he might touch it, pulled it away; to which the traveler said nothing, but it was clear that he was not able to decipher it. “‘Be just!’ it says,” the officer repeated.


  “No doubt,” said the traveler. “I believe you that that’s what it says.”


  “Very well then,” said the officer, at least somewhat satisfied, and with the paper in hand, climbed the ladder; he carefully rested the sheet on the inscriber, and seemed to completely alter the setting; it was a very laborious task, probably involving minuscule cogs, sometimes the officer’s head disappeared altogether inside the inscriber, that’s how closely he had to inspect the clockwork.


  Following his progress from below, the traveler’s neck grew stiff, and his eyes hurt from peering into the sun-drenched sky. The soldier and the condemned man paid them no mind, completely wrapped up in each other as they were. With the tip of a bayonet, the soldier plucked up the condemned man’s shirt and pants from the pit where they lay. The shirt was awfully filthy, and the condemned rinsed it in the water bucket. And when then he pulled on shirt and pants, the soldier had to laugh along with him, as the pieces of clothing were both torn in two. Perhaps the condemned man felt duty bound to amuse the soldier, he spun around before him in his torn clothes, while the latter crouched on the ground, laughing, and slapped his knees. Even so they took pains to comport themselves properly in the presence of the two gentlemen.


  When the officer was finally done up there, smiling, he surveyed the machine with all its parts, shut the cover of the inscriber, which had heretofore been open, climbed down, peered into the pit and then at the condemned man, seemed satisfied that the latter had fished out his clothing, and then went to the water bucket to wash his hands, realized too late how awfully filthy the water was, seemed disappointed at not being able to wash his hands, finally did dip them – this ersatz did not satisfy him, but he had no other recourse – in the sand, then he stood up and began to unbutton the jacket of his uniform. In the process the two ladies’ handkerchiefs that he had pressed behind the collar fell out. “Here, take your handkerchiefs,” he said, and flung them at the condemned man. “Gifts from the ladies,” he explained, addressing the traveler.


  Despite the obvious haste with which he removed his uniform jacket and subsequently stripped himself naked, he nevertheless handled each piece of clothing with great care, going so far as to stroke the silver aiguillette on his tunic to straighten out a tassel. In striking contrast to this painstaking care, as soon as he was done with a particular piece of clothing he immediately flung it with an involuntary shrug into the pit. The last thing left was his short dagger with the sling. He pulled the dagger out of the sheath, broke it in two, then gathered everything together – the dagger halves, the sheath, and the strap – and flung them with such force into the pit that the parts rattled below.


  Then he stood there stark naked. The traveler bit his lips and said nothing. He full well knew what would follow, but he had no right to stand in the officer’s way. If the legal proceedings to which the officer was so attached were indeed so close to being annulled – possibly as a consequence of the traveler’s intercession, for which the latter, in turn, felt responsible – then the officer was now doing precisely what he had to do; the traveler, in his place, would have done no differently.


  The soldier and the condemned initially understood nothing, at first they didn’t even pay attention. The condemned man was delighted to have retrieved the handkerchiefs, but he wasn’t able to enjoy them for long, since the soldier swiped them away with a swift, unforeseeable grab. Whereupon the condemned man attempted to slip them out of the back of the soldier’s belt, where the latter had tucked them, but the soldier was vigilant. So they jostled half in jest. It was only when the officer stood there stark naked that they took notice. The condemned man, in particular, seemed to have been struck by the presentiment of some momentous swing of the pendulum of justice. What happened to him would now happen to the officer. Maybe it would swing all the way. It was probably the foreign traveler who gave the order. So he perceived it as getting even. Without having suffered to the bitter end, he would nevertheless enjoy complete retribution. A broad, silent laugh spread across his face and stayed there.


  But the officer meanwhile turned to the machine. If before it had already been perfectly apparent how well he understood its modus operandi, one was now practically struck dumb by the bond between man and machine, and how blindly it obeyed. He only had to near the harrow with his hand and it already rose and fell several times before arriving at the right height to receive him; he only grazed the rim of the bed and it already began vibrating; the cotton wad swung toward his mouth, one could tell that the officer, in fact, didn’t want it, but his hesitation only lasted a moment before he obeyed and took it into his mouth. All was ready, only the straps still hung open on either side, but they were obviously unnecessary, the officer did not need to be strapped down. The condemned man noticed the hanging straps, in his view the execution could not be complete if the straps were unfastened, he gestured excitedly to the soldier and the two leapt forward to strap the officer in. The latter had already stretched out one foot to hit the handle to set the inscriber in motion; then he saw them coming; so he pulled his foot back and let himself be strapped in. But now he could no longer reach the handle; neither the soldier nor the condemned man would find it, and the traveler resolved not to budge. It was not necessary; no sooner were the straps fastened than the machine kicked in; the bed vibrated, the needles danced over his skin, the harrow swayed back and forth. The traveler had already been watching awhile before he remembered that a cog in the inscriber should have screeched; but everything was silent, not the slightest hum could be heard.


  Its silent operation practically made the device elude notice. The traveler glanced over at the soldier and the condemned man. The latter was the livelier of the two, every aspect of the machine intrigued him, as he alternately bent down and stood on tippy toes, with his index finger all the while outstretched, pointing out something to the soldier. The traveler found it hard to take. He was determined to stay to the bitter end, but the sight of the two carrying on as they did was intolerable. “Go home,” he said. The soldier might well have been inclined to do so, but the condemned man took the order as a kind of punishment. He pleaded with folded hands to be allowed to stay, and when, shaking his head, the traveler still refused, the condemned went down on his knees. Fathoming that orders were of no avail, the traveler wanted to go over and chase them away. Whereupon he heard a strange sound coming from the inscriber and looked up. Was that faulty cog acting up after all? No, it was something else altogether. Slowly the inscriber lid lifted and then opened completely. The teeth of a cogwheel reared up and revealed its metallic intent, soon the entire trundle emerged, and it was as if some powerful force pressed down on the inscriber so that there was no room left for this orphaned wheel that whirled out to the rim of the inscriber, dropped down, and rolled upright in the sand, before falling over. But already another cogwheel flashed its teeth, and others followed, big wheels, small wheels, the one largely indistinguishable from the other, and the same thing happened to each, and time and again, when it seemed as if the inscriber had spit out its last, yet another particularly profuse series of parts reared up, dropped down, rolled and fell flat in the sand. This spectacle made the condemned man completely forget the traveler’s order; so entranced was he that he wanted to touch every expelled part, at the same time egging the soldier on to help, but always pulling back his hand in initial terror when yet another cog came careening after it.


  The traveler, on the other hand, was deeply disturbed; the machine was clearly self-destructing, its smooth functioning being an illusion; it seemed to him as if he had to act on behalf of the officer, as the latter could no longer call the shots. But since the fall of the cogwheels had consumed his entire attention, he had failed to pay attention to the rest of the machine; and now that the inscriber had spit out the last cogwheel and he finally bent over the harrow, the traveler had another, more worrisome surprise. The harrow did not write, but simply pricked, and the bed failed to roll the body, but merely vibrating, lifted it into the path of the needles. The traveler wanted to intercede, if possible to bring the entire mechanism to a halt, this was no instructive torture as the officer conceived it, but plain ordinary murder. He stretched out his hand. But the harrow had already lifted the skewered body to the side, as it was only supposed to do at the twelfth hour. The blood flowed in a hundred streams (undiluted with water, since the water spigots had once again failed to function). And now the last part malfunctioned too: though bleeding profusely, the body would not disengage from the long needles, and just hung over the pit without falling. The harrow sought to return to its original position, but since the mechanism registered that it was not yet relieved of its load, it remained hanging over the pit. “For heaven’s sake, help!” the traveler cried out to the soldier and the condemned man, himself grabbing hold of the officer’s feet. He wanted to tug at the feet, have the two grab the officer’s head on the other side, and so to slowly lift him from the needles. But the two could not get it together to act; the condemned man went so far as to turn his back; the traveler had to go over and nudge them toward the officer’s head. Whereupon, almost against his will, he saw the face of the corpse. It was as it had been in life (with no sign of the promised salvation); what all the others were supposed to have found in the machine the officer did not find; his lips were pressed tightly together, his eyes were open with the expression of life, his look was quiet and determined, the tip of the great iron spike pierced his forehead.


  [image: ]


  When the traveler came to the first houses of the colony, with the soldier and the condemned man walking behind him, the soldier pointed to one structure and said: “Here’s the teahouse.” On the ground floor was a deep, low-ceilinged, cave-like room, its walls and rafters blackened with smoke. Its entire width was open facing the street. Even though the teahouse differed little from the other houses in the colony, all of which, except for the commandant’s complex, were rather run-down, it nevertheless evoked for the traveler a historic aura and he felt the might of former times. He came closer, and with his two companions following behind, stepped between the unoccupied tables that stood outside lining the street, and inhaled the cool, musty air that wafted from within. “The old man’s buried here,” said the soldier, “the priest refused to let him have a plot in the cemetery. They were undecided for a while where to put him, finally they buried him here. I bet the officer didn’t tell you that, it wasn’t exactly something he was proud of. He tried several times at night to dig the old man up, but every time they chased him away.


  “Where is the grave?” asked the traveler, who couldn’t believe his ears.


  Whereupon the two, the soldier and the condemned man, ran forward and pointed to the spot with outstretched hands. They led the traveler to the rear wall, where at several tables customers sat talking. They were probably dockworkers, muscular men with short, shiny, black beards. None wore coats, their shirts were torn, they were poor, humble folk. When the traveler approached a few got up, pressed themselves against the wall and stared. “It’s a stranger,” the word went around in a whisper. “He wants to see the grave.”


  They shoved aside one of the tables, beneath which there really was a tombstone. It was a simple stone, small enough to be hidden under a table. It bore an inscription with such minuscule letters, the traveler had to kneel down to read it. It read: “Here rests the old commandant. His followers, who now have no name, dug the grave and set the stone. There is a prophecy that in a few years’ time the commandant will rise again and from this humble house lead his followers to take back the colony. Believe and wait!” Once the traveler had finished reading this and got up again, he saw the men standing around him and smiling, as though they had read the inscription along with him, found it ridiculous, and pressed him to share their opinion. The traveler pretended not to notice, distributed a few coins, waited till the table was pushed back over the grave, left the teahouse, and went to the harbor.


  The soldier and the condemned man met acquaintances who held them back with idle chatter. But they must soon have said their goodbyes, since the traveler had only reached the middle of the long stairway leading down to the landing boats when he noticed them running after him. They probably wanted to convince him at the last minute to take them along. And while the traveler bargained with a boatman over the price to row him out to the steamer, the two went stumbling down the steps in silence, as they didn’t dare scream. But once they reached the dock the traveler was already seated in the rowboat and the boatman was just shoving off. They could still have leapt in, but the traveler picked up and threatened them with a thick mooring rope, and thereby kept them from jumping.


  from THE BURROW


  I fashioned the burrow and it appears to be well done. From the outside all you can see is a big hole, but the hole, in fact, leads nowhere, just a few steps forward you come up against natural solid rock. I do not wish to pat myself on the back and claim to have intentionally conceived this diversion, it was rather the result of one of my many failed beginnings, but it ultimately seemed to me advantageous to leave this elusive hole unfilled. Some shrewd ploys indeed prove to be so subtle as to sabotage their original intent, this I know better than anyone else, and it is surely a bold admission, based on my experience with the hole, to point out the possibility that this fundamental quandary may well merit additional research. But you would do me an injustice to think me cowardly and misconstrue cowardice as a motivating factor for the construction of my burrow. The actual entrance is situated a good thousand steps from here, covered by a removable layer of moss; it is as protected as anything in this world can be. Of course, someone could well step on the moss or accidentally stumble in, in which case my burrow lies prone, and whosoever pleases can saunter in and destroy everything – although to succeed in so doing would require certain uncommon skills. I am all too well aware of this, and even now at the high point of my life I hardly enjoy an entire hour of peace, that spot under the dark moss is my Achilles’ heel, in my dreams some lascivious snout is forever sniffing about. Some may object that I could well have filled in this point of entry with a thin layer of camouflage on top and below with loose-packed earth, so that it would have demanded a minimal effort to break through and rebuild the exit each time I wished to leave. But this proved impossible, prudence demanded that I retain a point of rapid exit and entry, caution calls for careful appraisal of the risks, alas, as life so often proves. These are all confoundedly complex calculations and the sheer pleasure of thinking it through is sometimes in and of itself the sole reason to keep on going. I must have an immediate exit possibility, for all vigilance notwithstanding, might an attack not come from an unexpected direction? I live in peace in the innermost sanctum of my house, and in the meantime some enemy is slowly and silently digging from God knows where in my direction. I don’t mean to say that he has better-honed instincts than I do; he may well know as little about me as I do about him. But there are dogged intruders who blindly burrow through the earth, and given the vast expanse of my pit, even they may hope to somehow sniff out my trail. Being in it, of course, I do have the advantage of knowing every little nook and cranny from the inside out. A would-be intruder could very well fall victim to my wiles and end up a tender morsel. But I am growing old, there are many who are stronger than me, my enemies are legion, and it could well happen that in fleeing from one I fall into the clutches of another. Anything is possible! I must in any case have the peace of mind of a readily accessible, unblocked point of egress somewhere which I can slip through in a pinch, so that – heaven help me – while desperately digging my way out, be it even through a mound of earth, I not feel the teeth of my pursuer nibbling at my shanks. And it is not only my enemies on the outside that threaten to intrude. There are also those lurking below. I have never yet set eyes on them, but they are the stuff of legend and I firmly believe in their existence. There are beings hidden deep down in the pit of the earth that not even the legends can describe. Even those who fell victim hardly had a chance to glimpse their attackers; they come closer and closer, no sooner do you hear the scratching of their claws in the dirt directly beneath you, the dirt that is their natural element, than you’re a goner. They have no respect for your title to your home, but see it rather as theirs. Not even my precious safety hatch protects me from their incursion, as it no doubt protects me from nothing, but will rather prove my downfall; still it gives me a modicum of hope all the same, and I cannot live without it. Aside from this big wide opening, other perfectly narrow and altogether insignificant channels that siphon in fresh air bind me to the outside world. Dug by field mice, I managed to integrate them into the structure of my burrow. They likewise afford me the possibility of a far-reaching surveillance system and in this way offer added protection. In addition to which, all sorts of little creatures come crawling through them, of which I make short shrift, so that, given my modest needs, I have enough small game to tide me over without my ever having to leave the burrow; that is naturally a distinct advantage.


  But the nicest thing about my burrow is the silence. True, the silence is deceptive. At any moment it could suddenly be broken, and so much for that. But for the moment it’s mine to enjoy. For hours on end I can creep through my corridors and hear nothing but the occasional rustle of some little creature, which I then instantly silence between my teeth, or the sound of loose earth falling indicating the necessity of a structural improvement; otherwise it’s perfectly silent. The forest air wafts in through the tiny openings, alternately warm and cool. Sometimes I stretch myself out and roll around in sheer pleasure. It’s a lovely prospect for approaching old age to have such a burrow, to know I will have a roof over my head when autumn comes. Every hundred meters I have built out the corridors into spacious rotundas where I can comfortably curl up, warm my bones, and rest. There I sleep the sweet slumber of ease, of satisfied purpose, a job well done, the sleep of a happy homeowner. I don’t know if it’s the force of habit or if the perils of protecting this habitat are great enough to wake me: at regular intervals I awaken with a start, listen to the silence that holds here day and night, smile in relief, and let my relaxed limbs sink into a still deeper sleep. Pity those poor wanderers without house or home, on the high roads, in the forests, at best curled up in a heap of leaves or in a cluster of fellow wanderers, prone to all the perils of heaven and earth! I lie here in a space secured on every side – there are more than fifty such comfy nooks in my burrow – and between those first long yawns and deep untroubled sleep the carefree hours drift by.


  The central court or keep of the burrow is situated just off-center, specifically designed to withstand extreme danger, not exactly an attack, but rather an occupation. Whereas everything else demanded more focused brainpower than muscle to build, this part demanded the most painstaking physical exertion of my entire body from head to toe. More than once about to give up in utter exhaustion, I rolled over on my back and cursed the burrow, dragged myself out and left the structure prone to attack. A laxness I could allow myself since I no longer intended to return, until finally, hours or days later I crawled back, contrite, could have almost jumped for joy to find the burrow untouched, and with heartfelt joy returned to work. The work on the keep became unnecessarily complicated (unnecessary in the sense that the task of digging it out brought no essential benefit to the structure) seeing as, at the spot where according to my original plans it ought to have been situated, the soil being rather loose and sandy there, it had to be literally pounded and hard packed in order to hold the big, beautifully vaulted and rounded rotunda. To do so, however, my noggin was my only tool. With my forehead I ran thousands and thousands of times, day and night, against the dirt wall, glad when I knocked myself bloody, since that was proof that the wall was beginning to harden, and in this way, as you will readily agree, I surely merited my keep.


  In the keep I heap my provisions, anything I manage to hunt down and kill inside the burrow and don’t immediately consume, and what I hunt down outside I also drag in and store here. The space is so big that provisions for a half a year don’t fill it. Consequently I can spread things out, walk around the bodies, play with them, take pleasure in the profusion and in the various smells, and always maintain an overview. I can then always undertake new arrangements, and depending on the time of year, make the necessary advance calculations and hunting plans. There are times when my larder is so well stocked that I become indifferent to food, and hardly touch it, in particular, the small kill left lying around, which may, however, for other reasons, be imprudent of me. Given my ongoing preoccupation with preparations for defense of the burrow, my views regarding structural modification for said purpose keep evolving, albeit on a small scale. It sometimes seems a bit risky to me to base my entire defense plan on the keep, the structural diversity of the burrow offers various other possibilities, and it appears more prudent to spread my provisions and to stow away some in smaller nooks, in which case I could possibly designate every third such nook as a reserve stockpile, or every fourth as a central depot and every second as a backup. Or else perhaps I should scatter some passageways with provisions as a decoy to confuse intruders, or randomly designate a few nooks as the main exits. Unfortunately, every such revision of the plan requires heavy labor, I am obliged to act according to the new calculation and lug my supplies back and forth. Of course I can do so at my leisure, and it’s not really all that onerous a task to carry the little tidbits in between my teeth, take a rest break whenever I feel like it, and snack on the tastiest morsels. It’s far worse when, occasionally, upon suddenly awakening with a start, it strikes me that the current arrangement is altogether wrong, could court great danger, and must immediately be corrected, never mind sleepiness and fatigue; then I hop to it, then I fly around, with no time to think; consumed by a brand-new plan, I indiscriminately grab whatever my teeth clamp on to, haul, heave, sigh, moan, stumble, and the slightest change in the current arrangement, the risks of which seem so painfully apparent, is enough to still my fear. Until gradually, once fully awake, I do a reality check, and hardly able to fathom what all the fuss was about, inhaling the serenity of my home which I myself disrupted, I crawl back to my roost, overwhelmed with newfound fatigue, promptly fall asleep, and upon waking am surprised to find a rat dangling from my teeth as incontrovertible proof of a night’s frenzied labors that now in retrospect seem practically dreamlike. Then there are times when the consolidation of all my provisions in one place seems to be the best option. What good can the provisions stored in small alcoves do me, how much can one possibly put away there, it blocks the way and may well one day rather hinder my fleet-footed defensive maneuvers. Besides which it may sound silly, but it’s true that when you can’t see all your provisions heaped together, and so assess your holdings in a single glance, your self-confidence suffers. And cannot a whole lot be lost in the course of all these repartitions? I can’t keep forever galloping up and down all my corridors to keep stock of my inventory. The basic principle of distribution of provisions is definitely sound, but that is only if you have more storage sites like my keep. More such sites! Indeed! But who can possibly manage this? In retrospect, moreover, I could not possibly include them in the master plan of my burrow. But I readily admit that their absence constitutes a flaw in the overall structure, a flaw of the sort you will always find in anything of which there is only a single instance. And I also admit that in the entire time it took to build the burrow, in the back of my mind, but clearly enough, had I only had the strength of will, I lived with the pressing imperative to build several keeps, but felt myself too feeble to accomplish such a momentous task; too feeble, indeed, to fully fathom the necessity of it, I somehow consoled myself with no less dim divinations that, seeing as providence had outfitted me with a particularly well-formed forehead, my trusty sledgehammer, that which ordinarily would not hold up, would in my case exceptionally, mercifully, probably pass muster. All right, so I have only one keep, but the dark dread that this one will not suffice has since dissolved. However the case may be, I must make do with that one, the small scattered nooks cannot possibly take its place, and so once this realization has sunk in, I start again dragging everything from the small outlying places back to the keep. It is a certain consolation for now to have all the nooks and corridors unencumbered, to see the mass of meat heaped high in the keep, to sense the blend of disparate smells spreading down to the most distant corridors, each smell delighting me in its own way, and each of which I am able to discern from afar. Then particularly peaceful times follow, times during which I slowly, gradually displace my roosts from the outermost reaches of my domain to the interior, my nose dipped ever deeper in the cornucopia of smells until I can’t stand the temptation anymore, and one night storm the keep, make short shrift of my reserves, and stuff myself with the most tender morsels until I can’t tell up from down. Blissful but perilous times; were an enemy canny enough to take advantage of such indulgence, he could easily and at no risk to himself finish me off. Here, too, the absence of a second or third keep may well be a serious liability, it is the notion of a single large heap that gave me a false sense of security. I am trying to make up for this flaw in various ways, the repartition to several small larders is precisely such a compensatory measure, unfortunately as with other safety measures of the sort, the temporary deprivation increases the craving, thereby straining reason, indiscriminately altering my defense plans to satisfy gluttonous lust.


  Following such periods, to get ahold of myself I set out to revise the structure, and after having completed the necessary improvements, I frequently, if only for a brief period of time, leave the burrow. The risk of absenting myself for too long seems too great, but I readily acknowledge the need for sporadic forays. I am always in a certain festive mood when I approach the exit. During the periods of domestic activity I tend to dodge the exit, even going so far as to avoid setting foot in the narrowest neck of the gangway leading to it; it is, in any case, no easy matter to draw near, as I have laid out an entire little zigzagging maze of passageways; that’s where my burrow began, at the time I did not dare imagine that I might ever manage to complete it according to my plans; I started working on it half playfully in this little corner, and so that’s where my first fling of creative rapture swelled into a veritable labyrinth, which at the time seemed to me to be the crowning glory of all burrows, but which I would probably now more accurately assess as a paltry bit of bricolage hardly worthy of the master plan, which may indeed be a masterpiece in theory – here is the entrance to my domain, I announced ironically back then to my invisible enemies, and already envisioned them all suffocating in the labyrinthine vestibule – but in reality it proved to be far too flimsy a trifle which would hardly withstand a first onslaught, let alone the desperate incursion of an enemy fighting for his life. Ought I therefore rebuild this section? I keep delaying this decision and so I suppose it will stay as it is. Aside from the colossal task I would be imposing on myself it would also be the most dangerous undertaking you could possibly imagine. Back then when I began to build the burrow I was able to work in relative calm, the risk was not much greater than it would have been anywhere else; but today it would almost be foolhardy to make the whole world aware of its existence, it’s just not possible anymore to keep it a secret. It almost pleases me to admit this, due in part, I cannot deny, to a certain sentimental attachment to my fledgling labor. And if I were to face a full-scale attack, what newfangled ground plan of the entrance could save me? The entrance could hoodwink, divert, confound, the attacker, so too in a pinch could the present structure. But it goes without saying that a defense against an all-out attack would necessitate modifications in the entire structure and a concerted effort of body and mind. This entrance then may stand as is. The burrow already has so many flaws imposed by nature, it will also endure this added defect wrought by my own hands, recognized after the fact, but acknowledged as such all the same, which, of course, is not to say that this flaw does not cause me occasional, or even constant, worry. When during my regular strolls I deliberately sidestep this section of the burrow, I do so precisely because the sight of it displeases me, because I do not wish to have my nose perennially rubbed in my mistakes, much as I am painfully aware of them. Though the error up there in the entranceway may be irremediable, I prefer to be spared the sad spectacle for as long as possible. If I even happen to stray in the direction of the exit, though still far removed from it by passageways and storage nooks, I nevertheless begin to feel an aura of great danger radiating around it; it sometimes feels as if my fur were fraying, as if I might soon be standing prone in my naked flesh, greeted by the howl of my enemies. No doubt the exit in and of itself, the very thought of the cessation of a safe haven, already stirs such uneasy feelings, but I also agonize over the entrance. Sometimes I dream that I rebuilt it, completely reconfigured it, quickly, having expended prodigious strength in a single night unbeknownst to anyone, and that it were now impregnable; how sweet is the sleep of such dreaming, tears of joy and salvation still cling to my whiskers upon waking.


  So I am compelled to physically maneuver this tortuous labyrinth every time I go out, and it is at the same time exasperating and stirring when I momentarily lose my way in my own creation; and while the task still seems so overwhelming, my mind having long since been made up, it nevertheless affirms the burrow’s raison d’être. But then I linger under the moss covering, sometimes for quite a while, the cover having melded with the rest of the forest bed – not setting foot outside my habitat – knowing all it takes is a toss of the head to be out in the open. I dare not make that little movement, and if it were not for the daunting prospect of maneuvering my way back through the labyrinthine entranceway I would surely hold off leaving forever and beat a speedy retreat. Come again? Your house is well protected, self-contained. You live in peace, are warm, well nourished, you alone are the master of a multitude of passageways and storage nooks, and all of this you presumably do not wish to endanger, yet you disclose the layout, albeit with the certainty of ownership, willingly playing a high stakes, all too risky game? Do you have good reasons to do so? No, there are no good reasons to take such risks. But then I finally do lift the trapdoor and I’m out, carefully let it sink back, and immediately dash away so as not to draw attention to that vulnerable site.


  But I’m not really out in the open, indeed I no longer wend my way through underground corridors, but I go hunting in the wild woods, feel a new strength returning to my body, for which profusion there is in a certain sense no room in the burrow, not even in the keep, even if it were ten times as big. There’s a more varied diet outdoors, the hunting may well be more arduous, it’s true, and the successful kills less frequent, but the result is in every respect more satisfying – all this I do not deny, and truly fathom and appreciate the fact, at least as well as anyone else, and probably all the more so, since I don’t hunt haphazardly like a vagabond just for the hell of it or out of despair, but rather track my prey with a quiet concentration. I am not, moreover, attached to life out in the open, yet know that my time here is limited, that I don’t need to keep hunting forever, but rather that when I feel so inclined and grow weary of this kind of life, someone will invite me to visit and I will not be able to say no. And therefore I can savor every minute and indulge in this time outdoors, or rather I could, and yet cannot quite. The burrow is too much on my mind. I dashed away from the entrance, but come back in a flash. I looked for a good hideout and furtively watched the entrance – this time from the outside – day and night. Call me a fool, but it gives me unspeakable joy and calms me down. Stationed here, it seems to me in my dreams as if I were not planted in front of my house, but rather in front of myself, and so enjoyed the simultaneous satisfaction of sleeping soundly and keeping a sharp watch over myself. I am to a certain extent endowed with the capacity not only to perceive the specters of the night in the helplessness and blind confidence, as it were, of sleep, but also to encounter them and quietly assess their threat in reality with all my waking faculties. And oddly enough, I find that things are not as bad as I often feared and as I will probably fear again once I’ve crawled back in. In this respect, as in others, but especially for this reason, my forays outdoors are definitely indispensable. It is, of course, true that, much as I took pains to situate my entrance as far afield as possible – to sum up a week’s observations, the activity is, nevertheless, quite frequent there, but that is perhaps the case in all inhabited locales, and it is probably far better to risk proximity to heavy traffic, which given its profusion keeps rushing on, rather than to lie prone, in absolute solitude, at the mercy of the first best straggler who happens to come slowly sniffing about. There are many potential enemies lurking nearby, and even more ill-intentioned helper’s helpers, but for the most part they keep busy fighting it out with each other, and engrossed in such tactical maneuvers, bypass the burrow. In the entire time since I started standing watch I did not catch a single creature snooping around the entrance, fortunately for me and for him, as I would have worried myself sick over the burrow and flung myself at his throat. There were, of course, a few beings who happened to be passing by, in whose proximity I dared not remain, and from whom, upon spotting them in the distance, I fled in terror, and so dare not hazard any definitive assertions concerning their conduct in relation to the burrow; but returning soon thereafter, it sufficed to still my angst that I found no one lowering about and that the entrance was perfectly intact. There were happy times when I almost managed to convince myself that the world’s antagonism toward me has perhaps stopped, or abated, or that the defensive strength of the burrow has given me a leg up in the fight for survival. The burrow offers more protection than I ever could have conceived or than I dared imagine in the refuge of its interior. Things went so far that I sometimes had the childish urge not to return to the burrow, but to remain planted here near the entrance, to spend the rest of my life standing guard, and henceforth to take pleasure contemplating how wonderfully well protected I would be, were I ensconced in the burrow. But there is a rude awakening from such childish dreams. What kind of assurance is it to watch over my domain? How can I possibly gauge the danger I face inside the burrow based on my experiences on the outside? How can my enemies sniff me out if I’m not inside? Sure, there’s a faint trace of my scent, but not the full force. And is not a fair estimation of the potency of my scent a prerequisite for gauging the danger I face? So my attempts to assess peril from the outside are only half or one-tenth effective, and while they may allay my fears, it is a false appeasement which, in fact, puts me in the greatest danger. No, I do not watch over my sleep, as I imagined, it is me who is sleeping while the spoiler lurks with wakeful vigilance. Perhaps he is among those who amble past the entrance, seemingly oblivious, and not unlike me, merely wish to confirm that the trapdoor is untouched, waiting for the right moment to spring, and just pass it by, knowing that the landlord is not in, or perhaps because they even sense him innocently lurking in the bushes nearby. And so I leave my guard post fed up with life in the open, it’s like I have nothing more to learn here, not now, not later. And I just feel like taking leave of it all, climbing back down into my burrow, never to return, to let things take their course, and not to delay their occurrence with useless observations. But spoiled by the fact that I have so long spied everything going on above the entranceway, it is now quite a painful prospect to commence the attention-getting process of climbing back in, oblivious to the perils lurking behind my back and those that will surely gather at the entrance once I’ve pulled the trapdoor shut behind me. I make my first exploratory attempts on stormy nights, hastily tossing in my fresh kill, which seem to come off all right, but I will only know for sure once I myself have slipped back in, although the perils will no longer be apparent to me, or maybe I’ll get wind of it, but too late. So I decide against it and don’t climb in after all. Naturally I dig myself a provisional burrow directly opposite the entrance, a burrow no bigger than myself and likewise covered by a bed of moss. I crawl in, pull the cover shut behind me, lie in wait for short and longer periods at various times of day, fling off the moss, and gather my observations. […]


  The best years of my life have elapsed between then and now, but does it not seem like no time at all? I still take extended breaks from my work with an ear pressed to the walls of the burrow; the intruder altered his plans, he reversed himself, having returned from his travels he thinks he left me enough time to prepare to engage him. But on my side things are not like what they were then, the great burrow stands vulnerable to intrusion; I am an apprentice no more but a master builder, though the little strength I still have left fails me when it comes to firm resolve; and yet however old I may be it seems to me that I’d like to be older still, so old I could no longer budge from my roost beneath the moss. For if truth be told I really can’t stand it here; feeling no peace of mind but rather consumed by new worries, l make a mad dash back down into the burrow.


  How did matters stand last I looked? Had the whoosh of the intruder faded? No, it grew louder. I listen to the walls at ten different spots and clearly fathom the illusion, the sound is the same, nothing has changed. No alterations are underway on yonder side, things are quiet, oblivious to time; whereas I, reduced to being an eavesdropper in my own house, am perennially rattled. As I make the long trek back to the keep, everything around me feels alive, as if the walls themselves were looking at me, and then promptly look away so as to allay my suspicion, only to fix their gaze upon me again to divine my strategy. I shake my head, I have no strategy. It’s not as if I’m headed for the keep to carry out some defensive maneuver. I pass the spot where I had intended to initiate the exploratory dig, again I test the walls, it would have been a good spot, the tunnel would have run in the same direction as all the little air vents, which would have greatly facilitated the task; perhaps I wouldn’t have had to dig very far, wouldn’t have had to dig my way to the source of the intrusive sound; perhaps a close listening at the conduits would have sufficed. But no end of such deliberation can bestir me to action. No such tunnel will guarantee my certain safety! At this stage of the game I am beyond the need for certainty. No sooner arrived at the keep I pick out a lovely morsel of flayed red flesh and drag it along with me under a heap of earth, here I will enjoy some peace and quiet insofar as peace and quiet still exist in this place. I lick and nibble at the flesh, and alternately reflect on that unknown creature making its way in the distance and then on the fact that as long as my reserves last I ought to take ample pleasure in them, in all likelihood my only feasible plan. Apart from that I keep trying to puzzle out the plans of the other creature. Is it presently engaged in peregrinations or is it working on its own burrow? If the former, then perhaps we can come to some kind of understanding. If it finally breaks through into my burrow, I’ll offer it some of my reserves and then maybe it’ll push on. Curled up in my cozy mound, I can naturally dream on, even of an understanding between us, even though I full well know that there is no such thing, that at the moment we set eyes on each other, indeed when we so much as sense each other’s presence, we will immediately, without thinking, neither of us taking the lead or lagging for an instant, consumed by a new gnawing hunger, even if perfectly satiated, bare our claws and teeth, and pounce. And as always, here too, with good reason, for who in the course of his wanderings would not, with the burrow in mind, change his travel plans?


  But who knows, perhaps the intruder is building his own burrow, in which case there’s no chance of an understanding between us. Even if it were such an extraordinary creature that it could actually tolerate an abutting presence, I for my part couldn’t tolerate it, there’s no way in the world my burrow could countenance an audible neighbor. The creature does indeed seem to be presently quite far away, if only it would pull back a little farther, the sound of its digging would fade out of earshot, then perhaps things could be the way they were in the good old days, and all this would then prove to be a painful but salutary experience, a lesson to prod me to complete the necessary home improvements; had I the peace of mind and danger were not knocking at my door, I’d be ready and able to undertake the most daunting projects; and perhaps, given its seemingly boundless energy and unlimited building possibilities, the would-be intruder decided against expanding its domain in my direction and is making do on another side of its property. Such an equitable resolution could not, of course, be accomplished by negotiations, but would rely on the creature’s good sense or else would require a threat from my side. In either case, the outcome would depend on what the creature knows about me. The more I think about it, the less likely it seems to me that he has even heard me; it is possible, though hard for me to imagine, that he has learned of my presence from some other source, but he definitely never heard me. As long as I was not aware of him, he could not possibly have heard me, still as I’ve been, no being could be more silent than I in my return to the burrow; afterward, once I was engaged in the exploratory dig he may well have heard me, although my manner of digging hardly makes a sound; but if he had heard me, I would surely have noticed, he would at least have had to stop digging from time to time and listen. – But everything remained unchanged.


  SELECTED APHORISMS


  
    1. The straight and narrow rests on a tightrope spanned not high up in the air but rather just above the ground. It seems to be more inclined to make you stumble than to be trod upon.


    2. Impatience is everyone’s failing, a premature disruption of the methodical, an apparent fencing in of the apparent object.


    3. There are two key cardinal sins from which all others derive: impatience and laxity. Because of impatience humanity was driven out of paradise, because of their laxity they don’t go back. But perhaps there is only one cardinal sin: impatience. Because of their impatience they were driven out, because of their impatience they don’t go back.


    4. All that most shades of the departed do is lick the tidewaters of the dead, because it comes from us and still retains the salty taste of our sea. Whereupon the current bristles with disgust, reverses direction, and sweeps the dead back into the realm of the living. The dead, however, are well pleased, sing hymns of thanksgiving, and caress the revolted.


    5. From a certain point there is no return. This point is reachable.


    6. The decisive moment in human development is everlasting. Therefore, the revolutionary intellectual movements that declare all prior notions null and void are perfectly valid, since nothing happened until then.


    7. One of evil’s most effective inveiglements is the call to arms.


    8. It is like the conflict with women that ends in bed.


    9. A. is a vainglorious fool, believing himself to be greatly advanced on the path of righteousness, since he evidently considers himself to be an ever-tantalizing object of enticement susceptible to a barrage of new temptations from heretofore unanticipated sources.


    10. But the real reason is that a big devil took up residence in his soul, and a host of little devils consequently came running to do the bidding of the big one.


    11. Among the countless attitudes spawned by an apple: the attitude of the little boy who has to stretch his neck out just to catch a glimpse of the apple on the tabletop, and…


    12. The attitude of the host who takes the apple and passes it to his tablemate.


    13. A first sign of the onset of wisdom is the wish to die. This life seems unendurable, another life beyond your reach. You no longer feel ashamed of wanting to die; you merely wish to be transferred from the holding cell you loathe to a new one you will have to learn to loathe. A remnant of faith comes into play here, during your transport from one cell to another the Lord happens to be passing through the corridor, spots the prisoner, and says: “This one is not to be locked up again. Bring him to me.”


    14. If you were walking on a level plane, had the will to go on and yet stepped backward, it would be a hopeless situation; but since you’re climbing a steep slope, as steep as it seemed from the bottom, the backward steps are merely a consequence of the configuration of the ground beneath your feet, and therefore no cause for despair.


    15. Like a pathway in autumn: No sooner has it been swept clean, it is once again covered with dry leaves.


    16. A cage went in search of a bird.


    17. I’ve never been to this place: you breathe differently, more bedazzling than the sun are the rays of a star glimmering beside it.


    18. Had it been possible to build the Tower of Babel without climbing it, it would have been permitted.


    19. Don’t let evil hoodwink you into thinking that you can keep secrets from it.


    20. Leopards broke into the temple and drank up the sacrificial libations; this kept occurring again and again, until it became predictable, and was included as part of the ceremony.


    21. As firmly as the hand grasps the stone. But the hand only grasps it firmly to fling it all the farther. Still, the path leads even unto that distant spot.


    22. You are the assignment. No pupil far and wide to complete it.


    23. A true adversary instills boundless courage.


    24. To fathom your good fortune, that the ground on which you stand cannot surpass in size the two feet that cover it.


    25. How can you take pleasure in the world except by taking refuge in it?


    26. There are countless places of concealment, only one rescue, but then again the possible rescues are as plentiful as hiding places. There is one destination, but no pathway to get there; what we call pathway is procrastination.

  


  SELECTED LAST CONVERSATION SHREDS


  To grasp what galloping consumption is: picture a bevel-edged stone in the middle, a diamond saw to the side, and otherwise nothing but dried sputum.


  [image: ]


  Somewhere in one of today’s newspapers there is a splendid little note about the handling of fresh-cut flowers, how thirsty they are, bring me another paper like that.


  [image: ]


  A little water, the pill fragments are stuck like glass shards in the phlegm.


  [image: ]


  If the noodles hadn’t been so soft, I couldn’t have swallowed a thing, even the beer burns my throat.


  [image: ]


  The belief that I might one day simply dare to down a great big gulp of water.
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  There was a bird in the room.


  [image: ]


  The girl needs to be told about the broken glass, she sometimes comes in barefoot.


  —·—


  I am already so poisoned that my body can hardly fathom fresh fruit.


  [image: ]


  Don’t let the ants eat it up.


  [image: ]


  Enough flowers for the moment. Show me the aglaja,* too bright to be bunched up with others. Pink hawthorn is too hidden, too much in the dark.
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  Where is the eternal spring?


  [image: ]


  Yesterday evening a bee drank up all the nectar in the white lilac.
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  Might I try a little ice cream today?


  [image: ]


  It is not possible for a dying man to drink.


  [image: ]


  Lay your hand on my forehead a moment to give me courage.


  [image: ]


  
    


    * A flowering plant with paper-thin, red, purple, or orange petals.

  


  NOTES


  this page Titled by the translator. According to Max Brod, Kafka’s close friend and amanuensis, this short invocation to a childhood friend, Selma Robitschek (née Kohn), is Kafka’s first recorded text.


  this page A letter to Ernst R. Rowohlt (1887–1960), Kafka’s first publisher, that preceded the manuscript of the author’s first published volume, Betrachtung (Contemplation).


  this page These reflections are selected from among those Kafka jotted down in his journals in the years 1913 and 1914.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, the text, written between 1922 and 1923, is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page From Kafka’s first published book, Betrachtung, Leipzig, Ernst Rowohlt, 1913.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, from the author’s posthumous papers.


  this page From Kafka’s first published book, Betrachtung, op. cit.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page From Kafka’s first published book, Betrachtung, op. cit.


  this page Titled by the translator, this text is excerpted from journal notations 1911–1912.


  this page The title to this diary notation from May 1910 was added by the translator.


  this page From a letter to Felice Bauer, the author’s on again, off again fiancé, dated January 8–9, 1913.


  this page Titled by the translator, excerpted from a letter drafted at the Dr. von Hartungen Sanatorium and Hydropathic Institute, Riva, on Lake Garda, Italy, September 28, 1913, addressed to Max Brod.


  this page Titled by the translator, excerpted from a letter dated August 24, 1902, to Oskar Pollack (1883–1915), a high school chum, for a time a close friend of Kafka’s, who volunteered as a cadet in World War I and fell at the Battleof Isonzo, on the Italian Front, a year later.


  this page Titled by the translator, excerpted from a letter to Max Brod, dated July 5, 1922.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Written in the summer of 1917, included in Kafka’s second published volume of stories, Ein Landarzt, Kleine Erzählungen, Kurt Wolff, München und Leipzig, 1919.


  this page Titled by the translator, this passage is excerpted from a journal notation dated September 1911.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this tale from a journal notation from January/Feburary 1917 was posthumously published.


  this page From Kafka’s first published book, Betrachtung, op cit.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this reflection is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this reflection is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this reflection is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this parable is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, this parable is from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page From Ein Landarzt. Kleine Erzählungen, op. cit.


  this page From Ein Landarzt. Kleine Erzählungen, op. cit.


  this page From Ein Hungerkünstler. Vier Geschichten, Berlin, Verlag die Schmiede, 1924, Kafka’s third published collection.


  this page The title story of Ein Hungerkünstler. Vier Geschichten, Berlin, op. cit.


  this page Kafka’s last completed literary work, written in March 1922, first published in the Prager Presse.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, from Kafka’s posthumous papers.


  this page Titled by Max Brod, from Kafka’s journals of May to June 1917.


  this page The story originally appeared in 1917 in the literary journal Der Jude, edited by Martin Buber, and was subsequently included in Ein Landarzt. Kleine Erzählungen, op. cit.


  this page Previously translated and commonly known to English-language readers under the title “The Metamorphosis,” originally accepted by the then-editor Robert Musil, and thereafter rejected by the publishers, of the literary journal Die Neue Rundschau, the story first ran in 1915 in Die Weißen Blätter. Eine Monatsschrift, a journal edited by René Schickele, it subsequently appeared that same year as a slender freestanding volume in the series Jüngsten Tag, issued by Kurt Wolff Verlag.


  this page Written during a burst of creativity on a two-week vacation in 1914, and subsequently published as a freestanding volume, In der Strafkolonie, Leipzig, Kurt Wolff, 1919.


  this page A narrative written in Berlin from 1923 to 1924, in the last year of Kafka’s life. The ending has been lost.


  this page Jotted down by Kafka in his journal at the sanitarium at Zürau, in what today is the Czech Republic, in the winter of 1917–1918, after having been diagnosed with tuberculosis, these aphorisms were among those later gathered together and published posthumously in 1931 by Max Brod, under the collective title “Observations on Sin, Suffering, Hope and the True Way.”


  this page Kafka spent the final terrible chapter of his life from April 10 to June 3, 1924, the day he died, at the Hoffman Sanatorium, in Klosterneuburg, Austria, slowly and painfully succumbing to the galloping consumption that had spread from his lungs to his larynx. To still the excruciating pain in his throat he was urged not to speak, and so restricted his last communications to scribbled notes addressed to his physician and friend Robert Klopstock and to his lover Dora Diamant. Dr. Klopstock preserved and later published some of these notes.


  IN THE CAVES OF THE UNCONSCIOUS: K IS FOR KAFKA

  (AN AFTERWORD)


  In 1984, the Centre Georges Pompidou, in Paris, presented a memorable exhibition titled “Le Siècle de Kafka” (Kafka’s Century), juxtaposing a loosely linked display of visual enigmas by Alberto Giacometti, Raoul Hausmann, Paul Klee, Alfred Kubin, Henri Michaux, Germaine Richier, Louise Nevelson, Jean Tinguely, et al., with reflections on Kafka’s lasting significance by Georges Bataille, Walter Benjamin, Jorge Luis Borges, André Breton, Albert Camus, Elias Canetti, Jean-Paul Sartre, and other twentieth-century luminaries, along with the unlikely cameo appearance of a forgotten novel by the master propagandist Dr. Joseph Goebbels. (Though Dr. K never lived to encounter Dr. G, The Trial and “In the Penal Colony” offer prescient forewarnings of what a tête-à-tête between the two might have been like.) Depicting a disjointed modernity that has lost its moorings, the exhibition hypothesized how “The name Kafka had imposed itself in less than a century on the literary, artistic, and everyday sensibility to the point of becoming one of the most striking symbols of our time.” The exhibition poster and catalog cover featured a blown-up stick figure from Kafka’s journals superimposed on a greatly enlarged photocopy of his passport with the rubber-stamped red letter K leaping out like a final verdict.


  K, the initial consonant in his surname, still resonates in the twenty-first century, carrying faint echoes of the nineteenth – K&K Monarchy (Hapsburgs) – and a reverberation of the nightmare of the twentieth – KZ (concentration camps). The name itself was consecrated as a proper adjective, Kafkaesque, synonymous with the nightmarish, the ominous, and the bureaucratically bizarre, kindred to that other adjective born of a proper noun: Orwellian. 1984 has come and gone, but The Trial is still in session.
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  Kafka’s stark narratives and furtive fragments continue to strike our contemporary eardrums with the timbre of truth precisely because they are atemporal and take place anywhere and nowhere, which is to say, inside the portable bucket we carry around delicately balanced between our shoulders to put out imaginary fires.


  It would be a fallacy to insist that his fables and parables, or whatever literary label we may apply, are really about anything, i.e., that they correspond to states of reality extant outside the tenuous confines of a solitary psyche, or that they carry a clearly decipherable moral. Aesop and La Fontaine coupled irony and wit with recognizable allusions to the social order of their day. But narratives like “Transformed,” “Josephine, Our Meistersinger, or the Music of Mice,” “A Report to an Academy,” “The Burrow,” and “Investigations of a Dog” are more than mere morality tales dressed up with animal masks. Nor are they bedtime stories intended to lull the restless into a somnolent state. They rather comprise the fragmented anthem of the insomniac, mining a parallel reality at the tenuous divide between waking and sleeping logic.


  In much of his opus there is no plot to speak of. There’s not much in the way of local color, only a flimsy sense of place, and even where, in the case of diary notations, a place is noted, he manages to blur the specificity of the locale. No character studies, no pithy dialogue or easily identifiable dialectic of good and evil. His heroes are hardly heroic, his heroines are not glamourous. The best of his texts are distilled externalizations of interior states, strange hybrids of meditation, daydream, nightmare, and doubt, realistic only insofar as they correspond to a vivid internal landscape, the universal landscape of dreams, and are therefore recognizable to all.


  There are subtexts and winked allusions here, of course.


  It is hardly a stretch of the imagination to fathom in the dancing “Lufthunde” (air dogs) mentioned in “Investigations of a Dog” a tongue-in-cheek allusion to the Jewish “Luftmensch,” the ultimate outsider, which the online Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines as “an impractical contemplative person having no definite business or income.” Perhaps a self-portrait of the author himself as a young dog.


  Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel Maus, in which incarcerated Jews and their Nazi tormenters are depicted in a deadly endgame of cat and mouse, clearly hearkens back to Kafka’s last completed story, “Josephine, Our Meistersinger, or the Music of Mice,” written with a last burst of transcendent wit, according to biographer Reiner Stach, at a time when Kafka’s tubercular larynx was so far gone that speech was impossible and he could only bring forth mouselike squeaks.


  One would be equally hard pressed not to see in Kafka’s ironic “Report to an Academy,” in which an ape recounts his decision to mimic humanity as his sole means of escape from captivity, an allusion to the attempts of assimilated Jews to imitate Aryan ways, so as to pass in a hostile and often perilous society.


  And is there not something in the grudging relationship between the private artist who thrives on physical and psychic self-restraint and his brash impresario in “The Hunger Artist” that might remind of the tight, but sometimes strained, relationship between Kafka and his friend and promoter Max Brod?


  But these are mere asides of incidental interest, hardly essential to an appreciation of the prose.
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  We can likewise dispense with biographical keys to the meaning, though texts like his parable on Poseidon’s bureaucratic gripe might well be interpreted as an allusion to his own impatience with the interminable tasks of an accident insurance lawyer. But the experience he taps is strictly internal. The facts of his short life have been dug up and amply ruminated on by Max Brod (Franz Kafka: A Biography), Ernst Pawel (The Nightmare of Reason), Frederick Karl (Franz Kafka: Representative Man), and most recently in a copiously researched, three-volume biography by Reiner Stach, two volumes of which (Kafka: The Decisive Years and Kafka: The Years of Realization) have appeared in English to date, ably translated by Shelley Frisch, so that we need here reiterate only a few essential details to set the stage.


  Born July 3, 1883, into a German-speaking, middle-class Jewish family, in Prague, Bohemia, then still a provincial capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Franz Kafka (his Hebrew name was Anschel) studied law, spent much of his adult life working for the Worker’s Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia, and died from laryngeal tuberculosis on June 3, 1924. Between birth and death he handled the intertwined demands of family – in particular an overbearing father – a fraught sexuality and often frustrated longing and love life, conflicted ethnic identity, juggled languages (German, Czech, a sprinkle of Yiddish, and fledgling knowledge of Hebrew), and the tense interface between a professional and a private self by funneling and filtering his fears through a volcanic imagination that burst forth in periodic verbal eruptions.
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  Kafka knocks directly at the gate of the unconscious. Like bluesman James Brown, he plays it on the one beat. His first sentence often says it all.


  
    “Waking one morning from restless dreams, Gregor Samsa found himself transformed in his bed into a monstrous bug.” (“Transformed”)


    “Someone must have maligned Joseph K. behind his back, for without having done anything wrong, he was arrested one fine morning.” (The Trial)


    “‘It is a curious piece of equipment,’ said the officer to the traveling investigator, casting a somewhat admiring look at the apparatus, with which he was, after all, well acquainted.” (“In the Penal Colony”)

  


  Structurally harmonious like the tightly woven fiber scaffolding of a spider’s web, his sentences capture the buzzing dissonance, employing a precise, officious language to evoke the ineffable. Herein lies their essential paradox and their essential strength: spun with a studied calm, there is something so unsettling, so Kafkaesque, in the skeletal structure of each sentence that every reader is compelled to invent his own set of criteria to get at the marrow.


  What, for instance, is one to make of this simple pronouncement?


  “I was stiff and cold, I was a bridge, I lay over an abyss.”


  Or this seemingly inconsequential diary reflection on clothing that suddenly sprouts twisted tentacles of existential malaise?


  
    “Consequently my posture conceded to shabby clothes, I walked around with my back bent, shoulders stooped, awkwardly dangling arms and hands: feared mirrors since, in my view, they merely revealed my ineluctable ugliness, which, moreover, could not have been reflected all that accurately, for if I really looked like that, I would necessarily have caused a greater stir, while suffering on Sunday strolls my mother’s gentle pokes in the back and her far too abstract admonitions and prophecies, vague reprimands which I could not correlate with my concerns of the moment.”
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  Reviewing “In the Penal Colony,” Kafka’s terrifying premonition of German penal colonies to come, written in 1914 and first published in 1919, the insightful Berlin-based, German-Jewish journalist and critic Kurt Tucholsky hit the stylistic nail on the head. “It is not true, as people maintain, that dreams are dreamy. So mercilessly hard, so gruesomely objective and crystal clear is this dream of Franz Kafka’s […],” Tucholsky wrote, detecting a kinship with the merciless syntax of Heinrich von Kleist, a bond Kafka himself confirmed in a letter to his sometime fiancée Felice Bauer, in which he referred to the tormented German Romantic writer as one of his “true blood relations.” The torture instrument here described is a writing machine, a proto – word processor – never has the torment of writing been more nakedly portrayed. And though we never get to read it in full, the juridical and syntactical sentence incised in the condemned man’s skin was, we may assume, dictated and transcribed in perfect German.


  But consummately German as it is, Kafka’s writing has another language hidden between the lines: something in the tilt and twist of Kafka’s native tongue that sabotages the tight grid of Teutonic syntax, or to radically shift metaphors, interweaves the confident woof of ineluctable German logic with the wispy warp of eternal Semitic doubt.


  To his last lover, Dora Diamant, a young woman with whom he enjoyed a brief period of domestic bliss toward the end of his life – who herself had fled the tight grip of the Gerrer Rebbe (Yehudah Aryeh Leib), one of the autocratic Eastern European Jewish mystic sages of the sort romanticized by Martin Buber in his Tales of the Hasidim – Kafka was a Wunderrebbe, an ecstatic visionary in the tradition of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, and his great-grandson, Reb Nachman of Breslov, a tormented sage known for his cryptic parables. His narrative forebears surely also include such Biblical models as the Book of Jonah, the ancient Hebrew nightmare account of a petrified prophet swallowed by the physical manifestation of his own cosmic Angst, a text read in temple on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, that would have been familiar even to assimilated Jews like the Kafkas, who seldom otherwise set foot in the synagogue.


  Equal parts German and Jewish, Kafka’s is a hybrid imagination, in which Jonah’s Leviathan couples with the frog prince of the Brothers Grimm to spawn the monstrous bug of “Transformed.”
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  There are so many conflicting claims on Kafka’s posthumous literary legacy that one is sometimes tempted to think of him as a kind of secular saint whose relics (in this case texts and manuscripts) are hotly contested by diverse constituencies.


  Born under the double eagle of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Austrians may claim him as one of their own. Prague, the capital of the Czech Republic, a city Kafka once described with considerable ambivalence as “a dear little mother with sharp claws,” touts him today as an illustrious native son, his memory bracketed neatly by the plaque on his birthplace and the tombstone over his place of eternal restlessness. His work is taught alongside that of Bertolt Brecht, Thomas Mann, Robert Musil (another fellow Austrian), Rainer Maria Rilke (another Prague native), Joseph Roth, and other canonical masters of modern German letters. Some Jewish scholars emphasize his Semitic sensibility, with spiritual roots imbedded in the mystical tradition of the Kabala and its popular reawakening in the Hasidic tradition. The reader need only consider the Diaspora opus: Polish language stories of Bruno Schulz, the early Hebrew tales of S. Y. Agnon, the Russian narratives of Isaac Babel, the surreal Yiddish yarns of the Russian-born Der Nister (aka Pinchus Kahanovich), and the insolite French narratives of Georges Perec to extract the transcendent extralingual Jewish element of a literary foreign legion to which Kafka unquestionably also belongs. Yiddishists laud his fondness for a troop of itinerant Yiddish actors and his feel for their “Heimischkeit” (roughly, Jewish soulfulness) in a culture inimical to overt Jewish ways. Zionists claim him as a fellow traveler, who studied Hebrew toward the end of his life and imagined escaping to Palestine, that is, when he was not dreaming of absconding to Berlin. He was also an avid vegetarian and health food enthusiast, and a devout “Fletcherizer,” a convinced disciple of the American health food enthusiast Horace Fletcher, who insisted on the virtues of mastication, advocating chewing each mouthful up to a hundred times a minute. A man torn by conflicting tendencies, sexual desire, and countervailing repression, often unable to make up his mind, Kafka is justifiably claimed by neurotics the world over as their patron saint, a precursor of the young Woody Allen.


  Ignoring Kafka’s written instructions, in a letter found after his death, to burn all his unpublished work, including diaries, manuscripts, letters, and sketches, his friend, literary executor and self-appointed amanuensis, the Prague-born, German-speaking Jewish writer Max Brod (1884–1968) lugged a suitcase full of his papers along on his escape to Palestine, later judiciously releasing them in small book-length batches to seed, fuel, and nurture a Kafka cult. Brod left the remaining papers after his own death to an assistant, Esther Hoffe, whose heirs subsequently created an international legal conundrum, subdividing and selling off some of the contents – which Brod had bequeathed in their entirety to the National Library of Israel, in Jerusalem – to the Museum of Modern Literature in Marbach, Germany.
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  Collective and individual fear and doubt are surely not the sole province of the Jews, nor is the state of perpetual insecurity rife with neuroses labeled and analyzed by Kafka’s Viennese-Jewish contemporary Sigmund Freud a Jewish monopoly. Seeing himself as a scientist first and foremost, Freud sought to pass the irrational under the microscope of rational scrutiny and thereby tame it. But Kafka, a consummate Dichter in the German sense, part poet, part sage, recognized the irrational as a discrete realm unto itself and made no attempt to ensnare it in the straitjacket of reason. Dark as his musings are, they blow the manhole cover off the unconscious, and so, paradoxically, reduce the pressure of human consciousness.


  This eloquent plaint of a solitary soul from the provincial periphery of a once powerful empire which he lived to see collapse around him, muttered in a linguistic composite of German precision and Jewish longing, would prove prophetic. Ostensibly an escape into the bunker of the unconscious, Kafka’s prose cries out, Cassandra-like, predicting the advent of a time when the sentence would be literally tattooed in the victim’s skin, the language of Goethe and Kant reduced to insipid sayings on the gates of prison camps, and people wake up metamorphosed into vermin fit for extermination.
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  But Kafka was not always the object of universal approbation, the mythic articulator of the unspeakable, as he is recognized today. In his lifetime he remained essentially a writer’s writer, the author of a few slender volumes of enigmatic prose known primarily to a small coterie of German-speaking Jewish intimates in Prague, a reputation that seeped out to a few like-minded souls in Vienna and Berlin, thanks to the reviews of Kurt Tucholsky and the tireless promotion of Max Brod, but stopped short at the cultural and linguistic border crossing.


  Posterity owes a profound debt of gratitude to his Czech translator and sometime lover Milena Jesenská, who took the first steps to get the word out in translations that Kafka, himself fluent enough to read and write love letters in perfect Czech, approved and prized. In a stirring obituary published in the Czech-language newspaper Národní listy, she aptly described him as “a sage afraid of life.” Referring to his physical and spiritual response to his lung disease, she wrote: “It gave him a nearly miraculous finesse and intellectual purity to the point of terrible intransigence.” Keenly attuned to his strengths and weaknesses, she noted: “He had a singular and profound knowledge of the world, he was a singular and profound world unto himself.” Of writings that baffled most of his contemporary readers she insightfully observed: “They are true, naked and sad, and even where his mode of expression is symbolic, are almost naturalistic.” And finally of his astounding opus she concluded: “All of his books depict the horrors of the mysterious incomprehensible, the senseless mistakes that pit man against man; he was a man and an artist of such a fearful awareness that he heard signals of impending peril where others, deaf to the truth, felt safe and secure.”


  Other posthumous praise came from German writers and critics, including Walter Benjamin, Bertolt Brecht, Alfred Döblin, Hermann Hesse, Siegfried Kracauer, Klaus Mann, Thomas Mann, Herbert Marcuse, and Rainer Maria Rilke, who helped spread the word.


  Kafka’s young friend and protégé, Dr. Robert Klopstock, first translated his stories into Hungarian. Bruno Schulz and Jorge Luis Borges transposed the prose into peerless Polish and Spanish, respectively, the latter thereby heralding a generation of Magical Realists half a world away. André Gide read Kafka in the original German, and Alexandre Vialatte transplanted his Judeo-Teutonic prose into Gallic lines, first publishing his version of “Transformed,” the tale heretofore known in English as “The Metamorphosis,” in 1928 in Gide’s prestigious literary journal, La Nouvelle Revue Francaise.


  English language readers have the Orkney Island-born poet, novelist, and translator Edwin Muir and his wife, Willa (née Anderson), recipients of the Johann Heinrich Voss Translation Award, to thank for first transmitting the mysteries of Kafka into our hybrid Anglo-Saxon-Norman tongue. Other respected English translators who have each given it a go include Anthea Bell, Susan Bernofsky, Mark Harman, Breon Mitchell, Joachim Neugroschel, Idris Parry, and Malcolm Pasley. Ross Benjamin is presently in the process of translating the sum total of the extant journals.
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  What then impels yet another Übersetzer to tackle Kafka?


  I once heard the translator likened to a musician or an actor, and think there is some truth to the comparison. Both apply artistry, insight, cunning, and craft, working from a track, a musical score, a script of dialogue, or a string of sentences, jotted down by a sentient being in another time and place, attempting to listen in, as it were, to the whisper and howl of the original, to capture an echo of that voice, and by reformulating rhythm and meaning to tap the heartbeat and reanimate the breath enveloped by the silence of eternity. Beethoven and Bach have been interpreted countless times before, so have Calderón, Shakespeare, and Racine, which does not keep new conductors and instrumentalists, directors, and actors, from taking a crack at it.


  Having tried my pen, and by some accounts succeeding at transmitting the spirit and essence of Chamisso, the Brothers Grimm, Musil, Heine, and Kleist, among other German prose masters, I felt it was time to return to one of the first writers who ever made me gasp.


  Translating Kafka for me is a bit like looking back at a first love, an attachment saved from sentimentality and necrophilia by a corpus of work in need of no face-lifts or taxidermy to entice, still as alive and relevant as any musings of an eloquent insomniac committed to extreme particularity of expression. I give you these precious nuggets of a gold miner in the caves of the unconscious.


  Peter Wortsman

  New York, Paris, 2015


  THE BACK OF WORDS


  (A TRANSLATOR’S POSTSCRIPT)


  To Franz Kafka


  We only ever get to see the back of words, the hardened husk in the rot of talkative entrails, only the dried blood of impact – poor flattened insect – alpine blossom drained of its perfume. We only smell the odor of dead words, of mute mummies, cadaverous hieroglyphs. Even the traces never stop telling.


  P.W.
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