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KAFKA and the kafkaesque


KAFKA and the kafkaesque.



“If one should choose one artist who stood closest
to having the same relation to our time as
Dante and Shakespeare had to theirs, then
Kafka would be the first one should come to
think of.”

( W. H. Auden, 1941. )

”He /Kafka/ does not seem to be writing like
the rest of us does.”

(Zadie Smith , in : The New Republic, Nov 03, 2003.)
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Preface. - Franz Kafka a unique writer without successors.

Franz Kafka lived a life of enormous psychic tension. Partly because of this a strong irony finds its place in his literary works. Kafka´s irony is of a special kind in its structural, literary form: It is based upon a refined structural split, maybe equal to the split in the tension that most probably was the origin. This split, in the works of Kafka and the consequences of the split, is what this book mainly is about.

Kafka´s authorship is very subtle, complex and it is furthermore wholly unique. There is at the same time nothing artificial in it. It is also coherent, and the beauty and truth of these literary works spring from a very rare literary sensibility and from an excellent craftsmanship. On that many agree. And the uniqueness is of such a kind, that Kafka is without actual predecessors1 and there are still no successors either, no ”school”, and there will most probably never materialize any. 2 Kafka also, in this splendid isolation, has, as we all know, grown to become a ”concept”, a concept of his own:

“It was quite a kafka scenario.”; ”Almost Kafkaesque!” ;“ It certainly was a bit kafka.”

The concept of “Kafkaesque” has been created by the Collective Mind, and in some way it has extended our way of perception. I think that the concept is vital for both the being and the understanding of our culture and maybe even a necessary one! My questions regarding this concept, which despite its frequency and importance is rather elusive regarding its actual content, are mainly two: [ 1. ]: what IS the kafkaesque? And [ 2. ]: how did Kafka DO to create this, the ”kafkaesque”? But merely in asking for the meaning of this concept, of the”kafkaesque”, I find myself almost stuck the classic paradox of analysis. Furthermore - since I am not only trying to describe this effect, but also the technique that shaped this effect, I am trying to simultaneously execute two analyses with regard to Kafka´s works, both of great complexity. These analyses are mutually dependent on each other! One should normally beware of explaining the technique by the effect, and vice versa. In trying to elucidate technique by effect, one could not possibly avoid subjectivity, and during a period of more than sixty years positive science has tried to come to grips with Kafka, without delivering any real good answers. The best answers are actually hitherto given by essayists.

Part of my goal is, by trying to determine the meaning of the concept of ”kafkaesque”, of course, to eradicate mystifications. I might be successful in answering the question about the Kafkaesque by trying to answer the question: What is the kafkaic? Id est: questions about the quintessential, the entirely special with respect to Kafka´s style, the aesthetics of Kafka. I don´t think that one can achieve any deeper understanding of the Kafkaesque without a thorough reasoning around the kafkaic technique that brought it to life.

Now let us take a look at an example of the use of the full grown concept, in an actual journalist discussion of it. F.R. Karl is known for his book: Franz Kafka: Representative man. I. Edwards reviews this book and is referring to an interview with the author. Here F.R. Karl emphatically claims that the word ”kafkaesque” is misused:

“SO just what does this adjective “Kafkaesque” mean? And why does Frederick R. Karl, author of an exhaustive critical biography of Franz Kafka, believe that the word is as misused as it is used? Kafka is the only 20th-century literary figure whose name “has entered the language in a way no other writer’s has,” Mr. Karl says. But “what I’m against is someone going to catch a bus and finding that all the buses have stopped running and saying that’s Kafkaesque. That’s not.”; “What’s Kafkaesque,” he said in an interview in his Manhattan apartment, “is when you enter a surreal world in which all your control patterns, all your plans, the whole way in which you have configured your own behavior, begins to fall to pieces, when you find yourself against a force that does not lend itself to the way you perceive the world. “You don’t give up. You don’t lie down and die. What you do is struggle against this with all of your equipment, with whatever you have. But of course you don’t stand a chance. That’s Kafkaesque.”

( I. Edwards in the New York Times ) 3

Is F.R. Karl right here? We are noticing that he is talking of the effect of Kafka´s work, and he only describes it by the use of simile, by use of metaphor. He mentions what he comes to think of, and he is trying to press opinion of what is Kafkaesque upon others, using his authority as a “Kafka scholar”. One might look upon the kafkaesque as a literary genre term, despite the fact that it is not at all obvious, that there is a genre at all.

It seems that there is some confusion regarding the concept of kafkaesque, and as if some scientists and other authors by using it refers to the manner in which Kafka wrote, while others by using the concept are referring to the effect of the works of Kafka. By using the word “kafkaesque” some are also referring to a special kind of fictive universe, some sort of ontologically sphere, and it is as if the concept of kafkaesque could be put alongside f. ex. “supernatural”, “surreal”, “Helvetic”, “Paradisiac”. The only literary concept in use comparable in cultural importance must at the moment be “Orwellian”. Concepts referring to experiences of literary works are rarely, if ever at all, concise. The concepts of romanticism, realism, magical realism and surrealism, to take a few, have no precise definitions. We are dealing not only with ideological, cultural and psychological matters, but with tacit knowledge4 as well as with extremely difficult matters concerning the ontology of fiction. Perhaps the concept of “kafka” is an ongoing question in Modernity itself, that will prevail no matter how much I and others are trying to sort out the problem? I want to investigate and explain some features belonging to the very special technique, here labeled “the kafkaic”, of Kafka, and my intent is to discuss the place of his works in the literary tradition and of the Kafkaesque, refuting the not at all uncommon view of Kafka as a “magical realist”, or a “religious mystic”, or for that matter a “writer of Jewish parables”.

Kafka regarded himself as being “literature”. He often actually did not consider himself a human being. We do not exactly know why. Based on what is written in diaries and letters, we are prone to think that Kafka wrote in order to survive. But the survival should also fulfill the needs of his mind. Writing was a “way out”, but not into emptiness, but rather into delight. We will later discuss the relation Kafka - writing – desire/jouissance. The relation The “Kafka code” ( the kafkaic )=> The Kafkaesque, is not at all obvious. In fact it was most probably not even known to Kafka himself. We shall take a slow approach to it, and try to find out a fruitful explanation to the connection between the kafkaic and the kafkaesque, by first take a brief look at the life of Kafka. It is important to include some biographical fact concerning Kafka, since it is highly unlikely that a work like Kafka´s could have been produced by anyone else than Kafka and in another place in another time than just in Prague around the year 1910. There is a strange connection between Kafka and Prague around 1900 that will illuminate the concept of Kafkaesque. I am however presenting but a very small sketch of a biography, but still for my purpose a necessary one.


PART I.
Chapter 1.) A short biography.

The double monarchy of Habsburg was around 1900 still intact and wealthy. It was compounded of about fifteen different nationalities and it was run since 1848 by the emperor Franz Joseph. The capital of Bohemia, Prague, was situated on both sides of the Moldau, almost in the midst of Bohemia, now Czech Republic.

Prague had in 1900 about 40.000 German speaking inhabitants, while the majority was 400.000 Czechs.5 These groups lived almost segregated. Different groups existed side by side “with and against each other”,6 Czechs and Germans, Christian and Jews in the same city. In Prague 9% of the population were Jews in the year of 1900. The Jews were looked upon with mistrust by many of the other citizens of other decent.7 Prague was a more complex city with regard to class than Vienna was at this time. In Vienna, with its 1.7 million inhabitants, where the group of Jews rapidly had grown, anti-Semitism was much more a trouble than it was in Prague. In Prague there were socioeconomic bonds that in general prevented anti-Semitism, except in economically severe times, when the Jews were blamed, like they had been for centuries.8 The class inequalities in Bohemia were enormous, like they were in the empire and in Europe as a whole. Official business, government and institutions were mostly run by German speaking people, while commerce in general was handled by Czechs and in the Czech language. Jews in Bohemia were either German or Czech speaking, but they all spoke Yiddish and many of them in the countryside could actually read Hebrew. The Jewish ghetto of Josephstadt, which was the biggest in Europe, and probably the oldest, had been dissolved in 1848, when Franz Joseph was crowned and the Jews had acquired their full rights to marry, etc..

Prague had by various reasons acquired a unique and dense atmosphere and this early was reflected in its literature. Within Czech literature, which stood very close to the classic German one, was a big genre, marked by mysticism and often called “Ghost literature”, which might be traced back to Rabbi Yehuda Loew 9 who wrote the famous fable of the strange Golem. Loew lived around 1600 and his works were made into pastiche by G. Meyrink, E.E. Kisch, and others. Golem was a small creature made of clay that in this myth came to life when a rabbi, Maharal, put a small piece of paper10 with God´s name on it in the mouth of Golem.11

Prague at this time had a German university with about 17000 students and two German theatres, and Kafka could enjoy August Strindberg´s Miss Juliet, several Ibsen dramas, as well as Shakespeare´s Hamlet, Lessing´s Nathan der Weise, Schiller´s, Goethe´s, Molière´s plays, and those of G. B. Shaw and Arthur Schnitzler. Kafka perhaps attended Verdi´s Rigoberto, listening to Caruso in the main part.

The picture of the town of Prague varies a lot with its descriptors. Max Brod, a true conservative, asserts that the mood of Prague was naïve, and that it was close to disturbing when the Zionist M. Buber started his newspaper, where FK came to be a minor contributor, there, or when Karl Kraus came to town to lecture. Karl Kraus was the founder of Die Fackel in the intellectually vivid city of Vienna. ”Prussia is very generous as far as muzzles concerns.” Kraus pointed out. And:” Austria is the isolation cell, where you are allowed to scream.”. Kraus in Prague spoke in front of a roaring, excited crowd in the student club, ”Die Halle”. The great satirist of both political and cultural matters, not least of newborn psychoanalysis, came to this small cultural club more than fifty times, from 1910 and on. We do not know if Kafka listened to Kraus in person but it is very likely he did so. Kraus had left Judaism, just like f. ex. Wittgenstein did. Kraus later became a forceful opponent to the famous Viennese founder of modern Zionism, Theodor Herzl. Prague did not, like Vienna, have any radiant cultural figures with the stature of Kraus´, persons that fundamentally could stir society and stimulate to social change. The influence of Kraus upon Central Europe was huge, which many important intellectuals, such as Freud, Musil and Arnold Schonberg, later bore witness of. Max Brod, FK´s friend, would later characterize himself, together with Franz, as Prague-Austrians, which tells us a lot both of the two young authors as well as the situation.12 Time was definitely marked by the bourgeoisie and consequently by a moral of double standards. Oswald Spengler, called ”der Untergangster” by Kraus asserted in his Untergang des Abendlandes that every culture was subject to annihilation and that History of Culture, which was his field of study, was physiognomics, and that culture was an organism. Kafka was part of the German bourgeoisie in Prague during this turbulent time. He rapidly came to be a part of Modernism.13 As a citizen he never became a revolutionary activist; his early sympathy for anarchism and various socialist movements was known only to a very limited circle of friends.

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Franz Kafka was born in 1883. Franz [Anschel]14 was the only son to the son of a kosher-butcher from the countryside. Herman Kafka, was of Western Jewish decent and a successful merchant. His wife, Julie, b. Löwy, of Eastern Jewish, was the daughter of a wealthy well known Prager brewer. Herman was a member of the counsel of the Jewish community and a member of the only synagogue in Prague that provided a service in the Czech language, which was the only language Herman ever fully mastered. Franz never got any orthodox Jewish education, since this was not compliant with the always determined Herman´s vision of the future of the Jewish people in Europe. Kafka had three sisters, Valli, Elli and Ottla and they had a French governess, Mademoiselle Bailly, from early years and learnt to read French fluently. The family, who generally had three servants in the house, also had a children´s nurse by the name of Anna Pouzarová, not much older than the children themselves, a nurse/playmate that Franz was very fond of. 15 G. Rieck asserts that the entire authorship is strongly marked by this “forbidden love”. 16 Franz grew up in a bilingual home, but he went to German schools. He never grew completely familiar with the Czech language, and he wasn´t able to write literature in this idiom.

As a boy Franz came into conflict with his father. The son got locked out on the balcony in the night for a minor offense, and this was probably both a decisive and a traumatic experience. 17 Young Franz never showed any interest in the family business, all the more in art and literature, and hence Herman often used to treat young Franz with sarcastic irony. Julie Kafka is hardly at all mentioned in the diaries, while the father is almost permanently present in these. Franz always sought confirmation from him, but hardly ever got any. He felt physically inferior to his father, and in connection with feelings of inability to live, the father more and more stood out as an example of human beings extremely fit to live.

As far as we know the emotional climate of the Kafka family was neither warm nor cold. There was not much dance and music in the home. Herman liked to play cards in the evening, and when his friends were not available Julie played with him. Herman seemed to have lived for his business and his family. Religion meant nothing to anybody in the Kafka family. One can get a glimpse of what Kafka´s boyhood and the surroundings in Prague where he lived looked like from the prose collection Betrachtung, where the bittersweet and the unattainable can be seen as themes. During high school young Franz took a pronounced negative attitude to romantic verse. But he was on the contrary very moved by the romantic saga, the Kunstmärchen. Kafka was not a prominent scholar, but more of an average student. He got his exam 1901, and he began to study law at the Ferdinand-Karl’s-Universität without any particular interest in the subject. As a lawyer he was later however able to devote himself to writing in his spare time. This was his idea from very early on. Kafka would many, many time during his lifetime stress the huge importance and meaningfulness of the possibility of indulging in writing, and he was from the start totally mesmerized by literature and words. Kafka as a teenager wrote a lot. He seemed to have been born with a very fluent literary style. Emil Utitz, who had been to school with Kafka, later, in a letter to Wagenbach, gave a vivid and memorable description of FK: “If I were to say something characteristic concerning Kafka, it would be, that it wasn´t anything special at all with him.” 18

Kafka was introduced in high school to the philosophy of the very popular philosopher of his time, Franz Brentano19.Kafka appears to have been susceptible to the kind of observations on the problems of perception, often called philosophy of mind, around which Brentano had evolved his psychology, as well as to the ethics and meta-ethics, found in Brentano’s work. It is striking how there are ideas very much alike Brentano´s regarding the mental experience in Kafka´s Description of a struggle (1909) as well as some notes in the diary from 1913. B. Smith and J. Ryan are both finding signs of an impact of Brentano upon Kafka in a passage in Kafka´s early work:

“I continued my wandering. But since I as a pedestrian feared the troubles and strains of climbing the steep path, I made it more and more smooth, and then made it sloop down towards a distant valley. The rocks disappeared according to my will, and the wind ceased to blow... ”20


1 Though there are inspirations as we shall see.

2 Cf. J. Schott, 2010.

3 New York Times, 1991.

4 Cf. Polanyi.

5 In 1900 around 93% of the population in Prague spoke Czechish. ( BraO.p.6.)

6 P. Demetz, in Alt-Prager Geschichten, p.276.

7 Cf. E. Petiska: Der Golem, Jüdische Märchen und Legenden aus dem alten Prag, which gives a lot of information on the Jewish population in Prague and the sentiments and the old traditions among them.

8 On the complicated story of the Jew in Central Europe with special regard to the case of Kafka: Klaus Wagenbach´s Franz Kafka, Rybár´s Jewish Prague, E. Pawel’s The Nightmare of Reason, A life of Franz Kafka, Hans-Gerd Koch’s Chronik zum jungen Kafka im Umkreis des kulturellen Leben von Prag.

9 Hebr.: Low Ben Bezalel.

10 Hebr.:”shem”.

11 Cf. Sadeh, Jüdische Märchen, p. 295.; Rohan, p.22., et al..

12 Salfellner, p.11.

13 Cf. Childs/ Fowler, p. 145..

14 FK´s Jewish name.

15 Cf. GR, Kafka und die Frauen.

16 Ib. p.13f.

17 Ch. “pawlatsche”, cf. Ital. = ”small balcony ”, balcony towards the main street.

18 Wagenbach, 1958, p.268.

19 Cf. Klaus Wagenbach, 1958, p.54.

20 FK, BeK, (”Fassung B.”), p.114f.,/ Cf. Spatziergang, BeK, p.62..
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