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BEFORE THE LAW





BEFORE THE LAW STANDS A DOORKEEPER. A MAN FROM THE country comes to this doorkeeper and asks for entry into the law. But the doorkeeper says that he cannot grant him entry now. The man considers and then asks whether this means that he may be allowed to enter later. “It is possible,” says the doorkeeper, “but not now.” Since the gate to the law stands open, as always, and the doorkeeper has stepped aside, the man bends forward to see inside through the gate. As the doorkeeper notices this, he laughs and says: “If it is so tempting, go ahead and try to enter although I have forbidden it. But remember: I am powerful. And I am only the lowest doorkeeper. From hall to hall stand doorkeepers, each more powerful than the other. The sight alone of the third is even more than I can bear.” Such difficulties were something that the man from the country had not expected; after all, the law is supposed to be accessible to everyone all the time, he thinks, but as he now looks more closely at the doorkeeper in his fur coat, with his large, pointed nose, and long, thin, black Tartar’s beard, he decides that it is better to wait until he has received permission to enter after all. The doorkeeper gives him a stool and allows him to sit down to one side of the door. There he sits for days and years. He makes many attempts to be let in and tires the doorkeeper with his requests. The doorkeeper often carries out little interrogations with him, asks him about his homeland and many other things, but they are apathetic questions such as those asked by great men, and at the end, he always tells the man that he cannot let him in yet. The man, who equipped himself with many things for his journey, uses everything, however valuable it may be, to bribe the doorkeeper, who accepts everything, but says: “I am only accepting this so you don’t believe you have left anything out.” During the many years, the man observes the doorkeeper almost continuously. He forgets the other doorkeepers; this first one seems to him to be the only hindrance to his entry into the law. He curses his bad fortune, recklessly and loudly in the first years, and later, as he becomes old, grumbling to himself. He becomes childish, and because he has been studying the doorkeeper for years and is familiar even with the fleas in the collar of his fur coat, he also asks the fleas to help him and change the doorkeeper’s mind. In the end his eyesight becomes weak and he doesn’t know whether it is truly growing darker, or whether his eyes are merely deceiving him. He does, however, discern a radiance among the darkness as it breaks forth inextinguishably from the door to the law. Now he has not much longer to live. Before his death, everything that he has experienced all this time collects in his head into one question that he had not yet asked the doorkeeper. He beckons him over, for he can no longer raise his stiffening body. The doorkeeper has to bend down low to him, as the difference in their height has changed very much to the man’s disadvantage. “What more do you want to know now?” asked the doorkeeper. “You’re insatiable.” “Everyone strives for the law, do they not?” said the man. “How can it be that in all these many years no one other than myself has requested entry?” The doorkeeper recognizes that the man is already near his end and, in order to manage to reach his fading ear, he shouts at him: “No one else could have been granted entry, for this entrance was intended only for you. I shall now go and close it.”














THE JUDGMENT(For Fräulein Felice B.)







IT WAS ON A SUNDAY MORNING AT THE HEIGHT OF SPRING. Georg Bendemann, a young businessman, was sitting in his private room on the first floor of one of the low, poorly built houses that extended along the river in a long row, discernable almost solely by their height and color. He had just finished a letter to a childhood friend now residing abroad; he lingered blithely as he sealed it, and then, his elbows resting on his desk, he gazed out the window at the river, the bridge, and the hills on the other bank with their fragile green.


He thought about how this friend, dissatisfied with his progress at home, had actually sought refuge in Russia many years ago. Now he ran a business in St. Petersburg, which had gotten off to a very good start, but seemed to have been stagnating for some time, as his friend complained during his increasingly seldom visits. So he was slaving away in his foreign country to no avail, his foreign beard poorly concealing the face that Georg had known since childhood, whose yellow complexion seemed to indicate an emerging illness. As he explained, he had no real ties to the colony of fellow countrymen there, and hardly any social interaction with local families either, and was therefore resigning himself to permanent bachelorhood.


What should you write to such a man, who had apparently taken the wrong track, whom you could pity, but whom you could not help? Should you maybe advise him to come back home, to shift his livelihood back here, to resume all his old friendly relations—for which there was certainly no hindrance—and to rely upon the support of his friends for everything else? This would mean nothing less than telling him simultaneously—the more gently, all the more insultingly—that his previous attempts had failed, that he should finally give them up, that he should return and be forced to let everyone stare with big eyes at one who has returned for good, that only his friends have a clue, and that he is an overgrown child who is to follow his successful friends who stayed home. And was it even certain that there was a reason for the burden that would be placed upon him? Perhaps you would not even succeed in bringing him home at all—he said himself, after all, that he no longer understood the state of affairs at home—and so, in spite of everything, he would stay in his foreign country, embittered by the suggestions, and all the more estranged from his friends. But were he to actually follow your advice and become—not intentionally, of course, but due to the circumstances—dejected, unable to reconcile himself with his friends or find his way without them, suffering from humiliation, truly having no home and no friends any longer, wouldn’t it be much better for him to stay abroad as he was? Would it be possible under such circumstances to think that he would really make progress here?


For these reasons, you were not able, if you still wanted to even maintain your contact by letter, to really convey any information at all, such as you would convey to even the most distant acquaintance without hesitation. This friend had not been home for more than three years now and explained quite feebly that this was due to the uncertain state of political affairs in Russia, which would allegedly not permit a small businessman even the briefest period of absence, while hundreds of thousands of Russians were traveling the world as they pleased. During the course of these three years, however, many things had changed, especially for Georg. News of the death of Georg’s mother, which had taken place about two years ago, and since which Georg and his old father had been sharing a common household, had apparently reached his friend, who expressed his condolences in a letter with a dryness that could only be the result of the fact that grief due to such an event becomes entirely unimaginable so far from home. Now since that time, however, Georg had tackled his business, as well as everything else, with greater determination. Perhaps his father had been a hindrance while his mother was still alive, only allowing his own opinion to be accepted and thus preventing his son from truly fulfilling his own function in their business; perhaps his father had become more reserved since the death of his mother, although he still worked in the business; perhaps fortunate coincidences—which was in fact very likely—played a far greater role, but in any case, their business had developed quite unexpectedly in these two years, they had had to double their staff, their revenue had increased fivefold, and further progress was doubtlessly imminent.


But his friend had no inkling of this change. Earlier, for the last time perhaps in that letter of condolence, he had wanted to persuade Georg to emigrate to Russia and had talked at length about the prospects in St. Petersburg for precisely Georg’s line of business. The figures were vanishingly small in comparison to the scope that Georg’s business had now taken on. But Georg had not felt like writing his friend about his business successes, and had he done it now, in retrospect, it would have certainly appeared strange.


So Georg confined himself to writing his friend only of meaningless events, which, when you are lost in thought on a quiet Sunday, pile up in your memory in no particular order. He wanted nothing other than for the image that his friend had no doubt made of his hometown during his long absence, and to which he had resigned himself, to remain intact. So it happened that Georg announced to his friend the engagement of one incidental person to an equally incidental girl three times in letters written at rather large intervals, until indeed, quite contrary to Georg’s intention, his friend then began to become interested in this remarkable event.


Yet Georg would much rather write to him about such things than confess that he himself had become engaged to a Fräulein Frieda Brandenfeld, a girl from a wealthy family. He often spoke to his bride about this friend and the peculiar correspondence relationship he had with him. “So he won’t come to our wedding at all then,” she said, “although I have a right to meet all your friends.” “I don’t want to disturb him,” answered Georg, “You see, he would probably come, at least I think so, but he would feel coerced and resentful, would maybe envy me and surely feel discontented; and, incapable of ever disposing of his discontentment, he would return home alone. Alone—do you know what that is?” “Yes, but couldn’t he also hear of our marriage another way?” “That is indeed something I cannot prevent, but with his lifestyle it is unlikely.” “If you have such friends, Georg, you shouldn’t have gotten engaged at all.” “Yes, we are both at fault; but I wouldn’t have it any different now.” And when she then, breathing quickly under his kisses, managed to say “It actually does upset me after all,” he found it truly innocuous to tell his friend everything. “This is how I am, and this is how he must accept me,” he told himself. “I cannot tailor myself into a person who may be more suited to his friendship than I.”


And he did indeed report his engagement to his friend in the long letter that he wrote that Sunday morning with the following words: “The best news I have saved for last. I have become engaged to a Fräulein Frieda Brandenfeld, a girl from a wealthy family, who didn’t settle here until long after your departure and who could therefore hardly be familiar to you. There will certainly be an opportunity for me to tell you more about my bride, but for today, be content to know that I am quite happy and that our mutual relationship has only changed to the extent that instead of having a very ordinary friend, you will now have in me a happy friend. Furthermore, you will acquire in my bride, who sends her warm greetings and who will be writing you herself soon, a sincere friend, which is not entirely without significance for a bachelor. I know there are many things holding you back from visiting us, but wouldn’t my wedding be just the right occasion to throw all those obstacles aside for once? In any case, act without any sense of obligation and only as you see fit.”


With this letter in his hand, Georg had sat for a long time at his desk, his face turned toward the window. As an acquaintance passed by and greeted him from the street, he had barely replied with an absent smile.


He finally put the letter in his pocket and walked from his room across a small hallway to his father’s room, which he had not been in for months. It was not usually necessary to do so, for he was constantly in contact with his father in their business, they had their lunch in a restaurant at the same time, and although each had his evening meal as he pleased, they usually then sat for a while—unless Georg met with friends, as occurred most frequently, or nowadays visited his bride—each with his own newspaper, in their common living room.


Georg was amazed at how dark his father’s room was, even on this sunny morning. So this was the shadow cast by the high wall that rose on the other side of the small courtyard. His father sat by the window in a corner decorated with various remembrances of his late mother and read the newspaper, which he held sideways before his eyes, in an attempt to compensate for some sort of visual impairment. On the table were the remains of his breakfast, of which not much seemed to have been eaten.


“Ah, Georg!” said his father and came at once to meet him. His heavy dressing gown opened as he walked, the skirts fluttering around him—“My father is still a giant,” Georg said to himself.


“It’s unbearably dark in here,” he then said.


“Yes, it is dark indeed,” answered his father.


“You’ve closed the window as well?”


“I prefer it that way.”


“Well, it’s very warm outside,” said Georg, adding to his previous remark, and sat down.


His father cleared the breakfast dishes and placed them on a chest.


“Actually, I only wanted to tell you,” continued Georg, who followed the old man’s movements quite forlornly, “that I have announced my engagement in St. Petersburg after all.” He pulled the letter out of his pocket a little and let it fall back again.


“In St. Petersburg?” asked his father.


“To my friend there,” said Georg and sought his father’s eyes.—“But at work he is completely different,” he thought, “how he sits here broadly and folds his arms across his chest.”


“Yes. To your friend,” said his father with emphasis.


“But you know, Father, that I wanted to keep my engagement from him at first. Out of consideration, for no other reason. You know yourself that he is a difficult person. I told myself, he could possibly hear of my engagement from someone else, even though this is hardly likely given his solitary lifestyle—I can’t prevent that—but he should not hear about it from me.”


“And now you have had second thoughts?” asked his father, laying the large newspaper on the windowsill, and on the newspaper his glasses, which he covered with his hand.


“Yes, now I have had second thoughts. If he is my good friend, I told myself, then my happy engagement will also bring him happiness. And this is why I no longer hesitated in announcing it to him. But before I drop off the letter, I wanted to tell you.”


“Georg,” said his father, drawing his toothless mouth wide, “listen to me! You have come to me with this matter in order to consult with me. That honors you, no doubt. But it is nothing, worse than nothing, if you now fail to tell me the entire truth. I do not wish to stir up things that do not belong here. Since the death of our dear mother, certain unpleasant things have taken place. Perhaps the time will also come for them and perhaps it will come sooner than we think. Many things escape me at work, perhaps it is not being hidden from me—now I do not wish to assume that it is being hidden from me—I am no longer strong enough, my memory is deteriorating, I no longer have an eye for all the many things. First, that is the course of nature and second, the death of our dear little mother struck me far more than you.—But because we are talking about this issue in particular, about this letter, I beg you, Georg, do not deceive me. Do you really have this friend in St. Petersburg?”


Georg stood up, unsettled. “Let’s forget my friend. A thousand friends cannot replace my father. Do you know what I think? You’re not taking good enough care of yourself. But old age demands its dues. You are indispensable to me at work, this you know very well, but if work is threatening your health, I will close our business for good first thing tomorrow. That won’t do. We will have to change your lifestyle. And fundamentally. You are sitting here in the dark and you would have such nice light in the living room. You nibble at your breakfast instead of strengthening yourself properly. You sit with closed windows and fresh air would do you so much good. No, my father! I’ll fetch the doctor and we will follow his instructions. We will exchange rooms, you will move into the front room, I’ll move in here. It will be no change for you, everything will be carried over with you. But there’s time for all that later. Now lie down in bed for a while, you definitely need to rest. Come, I’ll help you to get undressed, you’ll see, I can do it. Or if you would like to move to the front room right away, you can lie down in my bed for the time being. That would be very sensible, by the way.”


Georg stood right beside his father, who had let his head with its disheveled white hair sink to his chest.


“Georg,” his father said quietly, without moving.


Georg knelt down immediately next to his father, he saw the pupils enlarged in the corner of his father’s tired eyes directed at him.


“You have no friend in St. Petersburg. You’ve always been a clown and haven’t even restrained yourself with me. How could you have a friend there, of all places! I can’t believe that at all.”


“Think back once again, Father,” Georg said. He lifted his father from the armchair, and took off his dressing gown as he stood there rather feebly. “Now it was almost three years ago that my friend came to visit us. I still remember that you didn’t like him particularly well. At least twice, I denied to you that he was my friend, even though he was sitting in my room. I could understand your aversion very well; after all, my friend has his peculiarities. But then again, you also conversed with him very well. I was so proud back then that you had listened to him, nodded, and asked questions. If you think about it, you must remember him. He told unbelievable stories about the Russian Revolution. For example, how on a business trip in Kiev he saw a priest on a balcony during a riot who cut a broad cross in blood into the palm of his hand, raised this hand and called to the crowd. You’ve told this story yourself every now and then.”


Meanwhile, Georg had managed to sit his father back down and carefully take off the knitted pants that he wore over his linen underpants, as well as his socks. He reproached himself for having neglected his father at the sight of his not particularly clean underclothes. It had surely also been his duty to keep watch over his father’s change of underclothes. He had not yet spoken explicitly with his bride about how they wanted to arrange his father’s future, for they had quietly assumed that his father would remain in their old home alone. But now he decided quickly and with complete certainty to bring his father along into his future household. It almost seemed, on closer inspection, that the care that his father was to be provided with there could come too late.


He carried his father to bed in his arms. He had a terrible feeling when he realized during the few steps to his bed that his father at his breast was playing with his watch chain. He couldn’t put him in bed right away, so tight was his grip on this watch chain.


But no sooner was he in bed than everything seemed fine. He covered himself up and even drew the bedcover up particularly high over his shoulders. His expression as he looked up to Georg was not unkind.


“You remember him after all, am I right?” Georg asked and nodded to him encouragingly.


“Am I covered up well now?” his father asked, as though he couldn’t look to see if his feet were properly covered.


“So you like it in bed,” Georg said and rearranged the blanket around him.


“Am I covered up well?” his father asked once again and seemed to pay particular attention to the answer.


“Just calm down, you are covered up well.”


“No!” his father shouted, so that the answer thrust against the question, threw the blanket back with such strength that it unfolded completely during its moment of flight, and stood upright in bed. With only one hand he held lightly onto the ceiling. “You wanted to cover me up, this I know, my rascal, but I am not covered up yet. And even if this is the last of my strength, it’s enough for you, too much for you. Of course I know your friend. He would have been a son after my own heart. That is why you have been deceiving him all these years. Why else? Do you think I haven’t wept for him? That is why you lock yourself in your office, not to be disturbed, the boss is busy—just so you can write your deceitful little letters to Russia. But fortunately no one has to teach this father to see through his son. And now, just as you believed that you had gotten him down, so far down that you can sit on him with your backside without him stirring, my most distinguished son has decided to marry!”


Georg looked up to his father’s terrible image. His friend in St. Petersburg, whom his father suddenly knew so well, moved him as never before. He imagined him lost in faraway Russia. He imagined him at the door of his empty, plundered store. He was just managing to stand between the ruins of the shelves, the shredded merchandise, the falling gas fixtures. Why did he have to go so far away!


“But look at me!” shouted his father, and Georg ran, almost absentmindedly, to his bed in order to grasp everything, but balked halfway in his tracks.


“Because she lifted her skirts,” his father began to warble, “because she lifted her skirts like this, the disgusting cow,” and to demonstrate this he lifted his shirt so high that you could see the scar on his thigh from his war years, “because she lifted her skirts like this and this and this, you had a go at her, and in order to satisfy your desires with her without interruption, you have violated our mother’s memory, betrayed your friend, and put your father to bed, so he can’t stir. But he can stir, can’t he?”


And he stood entirely free and flung his legs. He radiated with insight.


Georg stood in a corner, as far as possible from his father. A long time ago he had firmly resolved to observe everything very precisely so that he could not be taken by surprise, indirectly somehow, coming from behind, down from above. Now he recalled his long-forgotten resolve and forgot it again, just as a short thread is pulled through the eye of a needle.


“But your friend has not been betrayed after all!” shouted his father, and his finger was wagged back and forth to reinforce it. “I was his representative here on site.”


“Comedian!” Georg could not help calling out, recognizing the damage immediately and biting, only too late,—his eyes frozen—into his tongue, so that he buckled under the pain.


“Yes, I have indeed been performing a comedy! Comedy! A good word for it! What other consolation does the old widowed father have left? Tell me—and for the moment of your answer, remain my living son—what choice did I have, in my back room, persecuted by unfaithful staff, old to the bones? And my son went through the world in jubilation, closing deals that I had prepared, falling over himself with pleasure, and walked away from his father with the barred face of an honorable man! Do you believe I never loved you, I, from whom you stem?”


“Now he is going to lean forward,” thought Georg, “what if he were to fall and shatter to pieces!” These words hissed through his head. His father leaned forward, but did not fall. Because Georg had not come closer as he had expected, he stood up again.


“Stay where you are, I don’t need you! You think you still have the strength to come over here and only hold yourself back because you want to. You are mistaken! I am still the much stronger one. Alone I may have had to retreat, but as it is, your mother has given me her strength, I have bonded wonderfully with your friend, I have your customers here in my pocket!”


“He even has pockets in his nightshirt!” Georg said to himself and believed that he could embarrass him before the entire world with that remark. He thought this for just a moment, for he was constantly forgetting everything.


“Hook arms with your bride and come my way! I will sweep her from your side, you’ll be amazed how!”


Georg grimaced in disbelief. His father merely nodded, asserting the truth of what he had said, into Georg’s corner.


“How you amused me today when you came and asked whether you should write to your friend about your engagement. He knows all about it, silly boy, he knows all about it! I wrote him, of course, because you forgot to take my writing things away from me. That is why he hasn’t been here for years, he knows everything a hundred times better than you yourself, your letters crumpled up and unread in his left hand, while he holds out my letters to read in his right!”


He swung his arm over his head in his enthusiasm. “He knows everything a thousand times better!” he cried.


“Ten thousand times!” said Georg, to ridicule his father but, still in his mouth, the words took on a deadly serious ring.


“For years now I’ve been waiting for you to come to me with this question! Do you think I worry about anything else? Do you think I read the news? Here!” and he threw Georg a newspaper that must have been carried along into his bed. An old newspaper with a name entirely unfamiliar to Georg.


“How long you have taken to grow up! Your mother had to die, she couldn’t live to see the happy day; your friend is perishing in his Russia, three years ago he was already yellow enough to dispose of; and me, you see how things have become for me. You certainly have eyes for that!”


“So you’ve been lying in wait for me!” cried Georg.


His father said compassionately: “You probably wanted to say that earlier. Now it’s out of place.”


And louder: “So now you know what there was other than yourself; until now you only knew about yourself! After all, you were actually an innocent child, but more actually you were a devilish person!—And therefore be aware: I condemn you now to death by drowning!”


Georg felt chased out of the room, he still carried the blow, with which his father fell onto the bed behind him, in his ears. On the stairs, over whose steps he rushed as though they were a slanted surface, he startled his maid, who was on her way upstairs to clean up the room after the night. “Jesus!” she cried and covered her face with her apron, but he was already gone. He leapt through the gate, compelled to cross the road toward the water. He was already clinging to the railing, like a hungry man to his food. He flung himself over, like the excellent gymnast that, to his parents’ pride, he had been in his youth. He still held on with increasingly weak hands, spotted an omnibus between the bars of the railing that would easily cover the sound of his fall, called softly, “Dear Parents, I always did love you,” and let himself fall.


At this moment, a positively endless stream of traffic passed over the bridge.













THE METAMORPHOSIS







I


AS GREGOR SAMSA AWOKE ONE MORNING FROM RESTLESS dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed into a monstrous insect. He lay on his hard, armor-like back and saw, when he lifted his head a little, his curved, brown abdomen, segmented by stiff arches, the height of which was barely covered by his blanket, which was ready to slip down entirely at any moment. His numerous and, in comparison to his girth, pathetically thin legs flickered helplessly before his eyes.


“What has happened to me?” he thought. It was not a dream. His room, a proper human being’s room, only slightly too small, lay calmly between the four familiar walls. Above the table, on which an unpacked collection of textile samples was spread out—Samsa was a traveling salesman—hung the picture that he had recently cut from an illustrated magazine and placed in a pretty, gilded frame. It depicted a lady, who, dressed in a fur hat and fur boa, was sitting upright and raising toward the viewer a heavy fur muff, in which her entire forearm had disappeared.


Gregor’s gaze then turned to the window, and the dreary weather—one could hear raindrops striking the tin windowsill—made him quite melancholy. “What if I were to sleep a little longer and forget all this foolishness,” he thought, but that was entirely unfeasible because he was accustomed to sleeping on his right side, and in his current state he was unable to bring himself into this position. No matter how much force he used to throw himself onto his right side, he always rocked back to lie on his back. He must have tried it a hundred times, closed his eyes so he didn’t have to see his wriggling legs, and only let off when he began to feel a slight, dull pain in his side that he had never felt before.


“Oh God,” he thought, “what a strenuous profession I have chosen! Traveling around day in, day out. The business dealings are much more demanding than those in the actual business at home, and I am additionally burdened with the menace of traveling, worrying about train connections, the irregular and bad meals, a stream of people that is constantly changing, never lasting, never becoming more cordial. Let the devil take it all!” He felt a slight itching high on his abdomen; pushed himself slowly on his back closer to the bedpost in order to raise his head better; found the place that was itching, which was covered with small white spots that he was not able to assess; and wanted to feel the area with one of his legs but pulled it back immediately, for his touch sent a wave of cold shivers through him.


He slid back into his previous position. “Getting up so early,” he thought, “makes one entirely stupid. People must have their sleep. Other traveling salesmen live like harem women. If I return to the guesthouse during the morning, for example, in order to transfer the acquired orders, these men are still sitting at the breakfast table. I should try that with my boss; I would be thrown out on the spot. Who knows, by the way, whether that wouldn’t be quite good for me. If I weren’t holding myself back on account of my parents, I would have quit long ago. I would have stood before the boss and spoken my mind from the bottom of my heart. He would have fallen from his desk! It is a peculiar habit, after all, to sit on the desk and talk down to one’s employees, who are also forced to approach the desk quite closely because the boss is hard of hearing. Well, all hope is not yet lost; once I have the money together to pay off the debt that my parents owe him—it may take five to six more years—I’ll carry it out for sure. Then I’ll make a big cut. For the time being, however, I must get up, for my train leaves at five.”


And he looked over at his alarm clock, which was ticking on the chest. “Heavenly Father!” he thought. It was half past six and the hands were progressing steadily; they had actually passed the half-hour mark already and had almost reached three-quarters. Had the alarm failed to ring? One could see from the bed that it was set correctly at four o’clock; it had certainly also rung. Yes, but was it possible to sleep peacefully through that furniture-rattling noise? Well, his sleep had not been peaceful, after all, but probably all the sounder for it. But what was he to do now? The next train left at seven o’clock; in order to catch it, he would have to hurry around ridiculously, and the collection was not yet packed, and he himself was definitely not feeling particularly fresh and agile. And even if he caught the train, a good scolding was not to be avoided, for the shop’s attendant had waited at the five o’clock train and long since reported his failure to appear. He was the boss’s creature, spineless and stupid. And what if he said that he was ill? That would be extremely embarrassing and suspicious, for Gregor had not been ill even once during his five years of service. The boss would certainly arrive with the health insurance doctor, would reproach his parents for having such a lazy son, and stifle all objections with a reference to the health insurance doctor, for whom there are only completely healthy people, after all, with an aversion to work. And would he be entirely wrong in this case? Aside from a drowsiness that was really unreasonable considering that he had slept so long, Gregor felt quite well, in fact, and was even feeling particularly hungry.


As he contemplated all of this in great haste, without being able to decide to leave his bed—the alarm clock had just struck a quarter to seven—there was a cautious knock at the door behind the head of his bed. “Gregor,” someone called—it was his mother—“it’s a quarter to seven. Weren’t you going to leave town?” That gentle voice! Gregor was startled as he heard his voice responding, for although it was unmistakably his own voice, it had been mixed, as though from below, with an insuppressible, painful chirping sound that allowed his words their formal clarity at first, only to destroy them as they resonated so that one was not sure if they had been heard correctly. Gregor wanted to answer thoroughly and explain everything, but limited himself, given the circumstances, to saying: “Yes, yes, thank you, Mother, I’m getting up.” Due to the wooden door, the change in Gregor’s voice did not seem to be noticeable outside, for his mother was reassured by this explanation and shuffled away. But through this brief conversation, the other family members were now aware that Gregor, contrary to their expectations, was still at home, and soon his father knocked on one side door, weakly, but with his fist. “Gregor, Gregor,” he called, “what’s wrong?” And after a little while, he urged again with a deeper voice: “Gregor! Gregor!” But at the other side door, his sister pleaded softly: “Gregor? Are you not well? Do you need anything?” Toward both sides Gregor answered: “I’m already finished,” and tried, with the most careful pronunciation and by inserting long pauses between the individual words, to remove all conspicuousness from his voice. And his father returned to his breakfast, but his sister whispered: “Gregor, open the door, I beg you.” But Gregor wouldn’t even think of opening the door, and instead commended himself for the precaution to which he had become accustomed from traveling of locking all doors at night, even at home.


First he wanted to get up calmly and, without disturbance, get dressed, and, most importantly, eat breakfast before thinking about the rest, because, as he was well aware, thinking would not come to any sensible conclusion in bed. He remembered having often felt some slight pain in bed, perhaps caused by lying in an awkward position, which then turned out to be purely imaginary when he got up, and he was curious to find out how today’s illusions would gradually dissolve. He did not doubt in the least that the changes in his voice were nothing but the first signs of a bad cold, an occupational illness for traveling salesmen.


Throwing the blanket off was quite simple; he only needed to inflate himself a little and it fell on its own. But beyond that, things became difficult, especially because he was so incredibly wide. He would have needed arms and hands to prop himself upright; but instead of these he had only the many little legs, which were continually moving about in different directions and which he could not control to begin with. If he tried to bend one of them, it was the first one to stretch out; and by the time he finally succeeded in getting one leg to do what he wanted it to, all the other legs would be waving about as though set free at the greatest, most painful, level of excitement. “It’s no good staying in bed unnecessarily,” Gregor said to himself.


He wanted to get out of bed with the bottom part of his body first, but this bottom part, which he had, by the way, not yet seen, and which he could not really picture, proved to be too inflexible; it moved so slowly. When he had finally grown almost wild, gathered his strength, and thrust himself forward without restraint, he had chosen the wrong direction and slammed heavily against the bedpost. The burning pain that he felt instructed him that particularly the bottom part of his body was perhaps the most sensitive at the moment.


He therefore tried to get his upper body out of the bed first, and turned his head carefully toward the edge of the bed. This worked easily, and eventually, despite its width and weight, the bulk of his body slowly followed his turning head. But as he finally held his head freely in the air outside of his bed, he became afraid of moving forward in this fashion, for if he were to ultimately let himself fall in this way, it would take a downright miracle for his head not to be injured. And his consciousness could not be lost now at any cost; he would sooner remain in bed.


However, after repeating the effort only to lie there sighing just as he was before, and seeing his little legs fighting one another again, possibly worse than before, and finding no possibility of bringing peace and order into this arbitrariness, he told himself again that he could not possibly remain in bed, and that it would be the most sensible decision to sacrifice everything, even if there was only the slightest hope of freeing himself of his bed. But at the same time he didn’t forget to remind himself from time to time that calm, the calmest deliberation, was much better than desperate decisions. At such moments he focused his eyes as sharply as possible on the window, but unfortunately the sight of the morning fog, which even enveloped the other side of the narrow street, offered little by way of assurance or cheer. “Already seven o’clock,” he said to himself as the alarm clock struck anew. “Already seven o’clock and still such a fog.” And for a while he lay calmly, breathing shallowly, as though he were expecting the utter stillness to return everything to its real and natural state.


But then he said to himself: “Before it strikes a quarter-past seven, I must absolutely have gotten myself completely out of bed. Besides, someone from the office will have come by then to ask after me, for the office is opened before seven o’clock.” And then he began to rock the entire length of his body steadily out of bed. If he were to let himself fall out of bed in this way, his head, which he intended to lift sharply as he fell, would presumably remain uninjured. His back seemed to be hard; it was unlikely that anything would happen to it as he fell on the carpet. His greatest reservation was his deliberation about the loud crash that would certainly result, and the concern, if not fear, that it was certain to provoke behind all the doors. That would have to be risked however.


As Gregor was already jutting halfway out of bed—the new method was more of a game than a strain, all he needed to do was rock back and forth jerkily—it occurred to him how easy everything would be if someone were to come help him. Two strong people—he thought of his father and the maid—would suffice entirely; they would only have to slide their arms beneath his arched back, extract him in this way from his bed, bend down under his weight, and then simply wait carefully for him to complete his swing over onto the floor, where his legs would hopefully gain some purpose. Now, quite apart from the fact that the doors were locked, should he really call for help? Despite all distress, he could not suppress a smile at this thought.


He had already gotten to the point where he was rocking so strongly that he could barely maintain his balance, and he would have to make a final decision very soon because it was five minutes before a quarter-past seven—when the doorbell rang. “That’s someone from the office,” he said to himself and almost froze, while his little legs only danced all the more urgently. For a moment, everything remained quiet. “They’re not going to open,” Gregor told himself, caught in some sort of senseless hope. But then, of course, the maid walked in firm steps to the door and opened it, as always. Gregor only needed to hear the visitor’s first word of greeting and already knew who it was—the chief clerk himself. Why did Gregor have to be the one condemned to serve in a company that immediately conceived the greatest suspicions at the slightest lapse? Were all the employees, the whole lot, scoundrels with not one faithful, obedient person among them who, if he failed to exploit even a few morning hours for the business, would go mad with remorse and be literally incapable of leaving his bed? Would it really not have sufficed to have an apprentice ask after him—if this asking was even necessary? Did the chief clerk have to come himself, and, in doing so, show his entire, innocent family that the investigation of this suspicious matter could only be entrusted to the chief clerk’s judgment? And more as the result of the agitated state that Gregor had reached through this deliberation than as the result of a proper decision, he swung himself with all his might out of bed. There was a loud thud, but not an actual crash. The fall was alleviated slightly by the carpet, and his back was also more elastic than Gregor thought, producing a not-so-conspicuous dull sound. But he had not managed to hold his head carefully enough and had hit it; he turned it and rubbed it on the carpet in anger and pain.


“Something has fallen in there,” said the chief clerk in the room to the left. Gregor sought to imagine whether something similar to what had happened to him today could also happen to the chief clerk; this possibility really must be acknowledged, after all. But as if in blunt response to this question, the chief clerk then took a few decisive steps in the next room and let his patent leather boots creak. From the room to the right, his sister whispered to inform Gregor: “Gregor, the chief clerk is here.” “I know,” said Gregor under his breath; but he didn’t dare to raise his voice loudly enough for his sister to have been able to hear.


“Gregor,” said his father then from the room to the left, “the chief clerk has come and is inquiring about why you didn’t depart with the early train. We don’t know what we should tell him. For that matter, he would like to speak with you in person. So please open the door. He will be good enough to excuse the disorder in your room.” “Good morning, Herr Samsa,” the chief clerk interjected amiably. “He’s not feeling well,” said his mother to the chief clerk while his father was still speaking at the door, “he’s not feeling well, believe me, sir. How else would Gregor miss his train! The boy has nothing in mind other than business, after all. It almost irritates me that he never goes out in the evenings; now he has been in town for eight days, but has spent every evening at home. He sits there with us at the table and reads the newspaper or studies train schedules. It’s distraction enough for him to busy himself with fretwork. He cut a little frame, for example, over the course of two, three evenings; you’ll be amazed how pretty it is; it is hanging in his room; you’ll see it in just a moment, when Gregor opens the door. I am grateful, by the way, that you are here, sir; we alone would not have been able to convince Gregor to open the door; he’s so stubborn; and most certainly not feeling well, although he denied it this morning.” “I’ll be right there,” said Gregor slowly and deliberately and didn’t stir so as not to miss one word of the conversations. “Nor can I, dear lady, think of any other explanation,” said the chief clerk. “Hopefully it is nothing serious. While I must say, on the other hand, that we businessmen—unfortunately or fortunately, as you will—must very often simply overcome slight illnesses for the sake of business concerns.” “So can the chief clerk come into your room?” asked his impatient father and knocked again on the door. “No,” said Gregor. An awkward silence entered the room to the left; in the room to the right his sister began to sob.


Why did his sister not join the others? She must have just gotten out of bed and had not even begun to get dressed. And why was she crying? Because he hadn’t gotten up and wouldn’t let the chief clerk in, because he was in danger of losing his position, and because then his boss would pursue their parents with the old demands again? But these were surely unnecessary worries for the time being. Gregor was still here and hadn’t the slightest intention of leaving his family. At the moment, he seemed to be lying on the carpet, and no one who knew of his condition would have seriously demanded of him that he let the chief clerk in. But Gregor could not really be immediately dismissed on account of this little discourtesy, for which a suitable excuse could easily be found later. And it seemed to Gregor that it would be far more sensible for them to leave him in peace now, instead of bothering him with crying and pleading. It was the uncertainty, however, that distressed the others and excused their behavior.


“Herr Samsa,” called the chief clerk now with a raised voice, “what is the matter? You’re barricading yourself in your room, answering only with yes and no, giving your parents grave, unnecessary cause for concern, and neglecting—this mentioned only incidentally—your business obligations in a manner that is actually outrageous. I am speaking here in the name of your parents and your boss and ask you quite seriously for an immediate, clear explanation. I’m astonished, astonished. I thought I knew you to be a quiet, sensible person, and now you seem to want to suddenly start showing off your strange whims. Although the director implied a possible explanation for your absence this morning—it concerned the task of cash collection, with which you have been entrusted as of recently—I almost pledged my word of honor that this explanation could not apply. But now I see your incomprehensible stubbornness here and am losing all desire to advocate for you in the slightest. And your position is certainly not the most stable. I originally had the intention of telling you this in confidence, but as you are letting me waste my time here uselessly, I don’t know why your parents should not hear it as well. So your recent performance has been very unsatisfactory; admittedly, it is not the season for doing particularly good business, this we recognize; but a season for doing no business at all doesn’t exist, Herr Samsa, cannot exist.”


“But sir,” cried Gregor frantically, forgetting everything else in his excitement, “I’ll open the door immediately, this very moment. A slight illness, a bout of dizziness, prevented me from getting up. I am still lying in bed. But now I am feeling quite fresh again. I am now getting out of bed. Just a moment’s patience! It’s not yet going so well as I thought. But I am already feeling quite well again. Incredible, how a person can be overwhelmed by such a thing! Only yesterday evening I was feeling quite fine. My parents know for sure. Or rather, yesterday evening I already had a little premonition. They must have noticed it. Why didn’t I notify the office! But one always thinks that one can overcome the illness without staying home. Sir! Spare my parents! There is no reason for all the accusations that you are now making; no one has mentioned a single word about it to me. Perhaps you haven’t read the last orders that I sent. I’ll be traveling with the eight o’clock train, by the way, the few hours rest have given me strength. Don’t let me keep you, sir; I will be in the office myself soon, and please be good enough to tell them that, and give my regards to our esteemed director!”


And as Gregor emitted all this hastily, hardly knowing what he was saying, he had easily drawn himself closer to the chest, probably due to the practice he had already had in bed, and was now attempting to straighten himself up against it. He truly did want to open the door, truly did want to let himself be seen and to speak to the chief clerk; he was eager to hear what the others, who were demanding him so eagerly, would say at the sight of him. If they were frightened, then Gregor would no longer bear responsibility and could be calm. If they accepted everything calmly, however, then he would also have no reason to fret and could, if he hurried, actually be at the train station at eight o’clock. At first he slid off the smooth chest several times, but finally gave himself one last swing and stood there upright; he no longer paid any attention to the pain in his lower abdomen, however much it burned. Now he let himself fall against the backrest of a nearby chair, the edges of which he held onto with his little legs. In doing so, he had also gained control of himself and fell silent, for now he was able to hear the chief clerk.


“Did you understand a single word?” the chief clerk asked his parents. “He’s not making fools of us, is he?” “For God’s sake,” cried his mother, already in tears, “maybe he is seriously ill, and we are agonizing him. Grete! Grete!” she then screamed. “Mother?” called his sister from the other side. They were communicating through Gregor’s room. “You must go to the doctor this instant. Gregor is ill. Rush for the doctor. Did you hear Gregor speaking just now?” “That was an animal’s voice,” said the chief clerk, in a noticeably quiet voice, compared to his mother’s screaming. “Anna! Anna!” called his father through the hallway into the kitchen, clapping his hands, “Fetch a locksmith at once!” And the two girls were already running with rustling skirts through the hallway—how had his sister gotten dressed so quickly?—and tearing open the apartment door. One didn’t even hear the door slamming shut; they must have left it open, as is customary in apartments in which a great misfortune has taken place.


Gregor had become much calmer, however. So his words were no longer understandable, although they had seemed to be clear enough, clearer than before, maybe as a result of the adaptation of his ears. But after all they now believed that something was not quite right with him and were prepared to help him. The assurance and certainty with which the first arrangements had been made had done him good. He felt included again in the human sphere and hoped for great and surprising achievements from both men, the doctor and the locksmith, without entirely distinguishing among them. In order for his voice to become as clear as possible for the imminent crucial consultations, he cleared his throat a little, making an effort, however, to mute the sound, for it was possible that this sound was also already different from the sound of a human cough, which he no longer trusted himself to decide. In the next room, meanwhile, it had become entirely silent. Perhaps his parents were sitting with the chief clerk at the table and whispering, perhaps they were all leaning against the door and listening.
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