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INTRODUCTION The Metamorphosis: THE MONSTROSITY OF ALIENATION [image: ]


In The Metamorphosis (1915), Franz Kafka created Gregor Samsa, a young, unhappy salesman who overnight is transformed into a monstrous-looking insect. Gregor is barely understood when he speaks, his vision quickly deteriorates, and no one seems to take his feelings into account. Disgusted and burdened by what Gregor has become, his self-absorbed family sentences him to life alone in his room.

Originally written and published in German, The Metamorphosis was read by few people in Kafka’s lifetime. Only after it was translated into English in 1937 and published in the United States in 1946 did the strangely compelling book begin to reach a larger audience. Early critics read The Metamorphosis as Kafka’s autobiography, citing parallels between Kafka’s overbearing father and the coldhearted Samsa patriarch, as well as between the neurotic Franz Kafka and Gregor. Although the Samsas appear to be Catholic, critics have also suggested that Gregor’s alienation mirrored Kafka’s feelings of marginalization as a member of a Jewish minority and as someone who, further, felt like an outsider among Jews.

Critics and readers alike also offer various opinions of the central premise of the story: Gregor’s transformation. Some approach the bug at face value and read The Metamorphosis as a surreal, fantastical tale in which Gregor actually becomes a bug. Others suggest the transformation is merely symbolic, arguing that the metamorphosis is a metaphor for the loathsome nature of modern life, of middle-class life, of a traveling salesman’s life, or of Gregor’s failure as a businessman.

Though The Metamorphosis is set in Kafka’s native Prague in the lead-up to World War I, Gregor’s alienation, despair, frustration, and even hope remain familiar—nearly a century later—to everyone who has ever felt like an outsider, or anyone who has felt that there must be more to life than what they have been offered. Not surprisingly, Gregor Samsa is now one of twentieth-century literature’s best-known characters. Dozens of movies, television shows, songs, comics, and video games—from The Simpsons to The Producers—have mentioned The Metamorphosis and Gregor Samsa. Clearly, there is something of “the bug” in all of us.

The Life and Work of Franz Kafka

Franz Kafka was born on July 3, 1883, to Hermann and Julie Kafka in Prague, today located in the Czech Republic. Julie gave birth to two more sons, Georg and Heinrich, but both died as infants. Kafka also had three sisters, Gabriele, Valerie, and Ottilie, who was his favorite sister.

The Kafkas’ circumstances of being middle-class Jews who spoke German in a Czech-speaking country at a time when anti-Semitism was rampant in Prague made Franz feel like an outcast throughout his life. His family built two successful businesses, first as retailers of luxury goods and accessories, then—like many Jews of the time—as wholesalers for sewing goods such as buttons, ribbons, and zippers. His parents often worked twelve hours a day, leaving governesses and servants to raise him and his sisters.

In 1901, after attending German boys’ primary and secondary schools alongside other middle-class Jews, Kafka entered law school at Charles-Ferdinand University, the German university in Prague. While there, he took a few German literature courses and became part of Prague’s increasingly popular German-language literary scene, attending readings and participating in reading groups. It was during this time that he met Max Brod, who would become his lifelong friend and editor.

Despite receiving his law degree in 1906, Kafka worked in the legal field for only one year, as an intern in Prague’s civil and criminal courts. However, that year appears to have influenced him greatly: Many of his works concern bureaucracy and the legal system.

He considered writing his true profession but worried it would not provide him with sufficient money to live. He sought a reliable job with a steady income and found his niche in the insurance industry, working briefly for a small private company, then for the Workmen’s Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia in Prague. Kafka rose to a position of authority and continued working for the insurance company there until he retired in 1922.

Because his brothers had died as infants and his sisters were born when he was already in school, Kafka had borne the brunt of his overbearing father’s temper and stubbornness. Even as an adult, he remained bitter about his childhood. In a now-famous 1919 letter that he wrote to his father but never sent, he claimed he was a “timid, hesitant, restless person” because he feared his father. Writing, despite his father’s objections, became his one escape, albeit an imperfect one: His relationship with his father found its way into everything he wrote.

Despite his claim that Judaism was alienating and that he had nothing in common with synagogue-going Jews like his father, Kafka developed a keen interest in Jewish culture and spirituality as an adult. Not only did he read a lot of Yiddish literature and enjoy Yiddish theater; he studied Hebrew and dreamed of moving to Palestine in the Land of Israel, which during his lifetime was not an independent nation. However, he almost never mentioned Judaism in his writing.

Kafka suffered from social anxiety and depression and often battled stress-induced ailments like migraines, insomnia, constipation, and boils. He would probably not be considered a fully functional adult by today’s standards. Only in 1915—the year The Metamorphosis was published—did he finally begin to live on his own in Prague. By then, he was thirty-two years old and had already broken off his first engagement to Felice Bauer, a Jewish woman he’d met through Max Brod. The couple became engaged again in 1917, but their relationship fizzled after Kafka was diagnosed with tuberculosis in September of that same year. He had three more serious relationships, including a second engagement to Julie Wohryzek, but he never married.

The year before his death, Kafka moved to Berlin to live with kindergarten teacher Dora Diamant. She burned several of his manuscripts at his request, an order that reflected Kafka’s dissatisfaction with his writing. The Metamorphosis, however, was among the handful of works he considered worthy, though he told friends he was unhappy with the ending.

When Kafka’s tuberculosis made him too sick to care for himself, he moved back to Prague to live with his parents. As his condition deteriorated, Diamant traveled with him to seek treatment at a series of sanatoriums. Unable to eat for days, he died of starvation on June 3, 1924, while seeking treatment near Vienna. Kafka was buried at the New Jewish Cemetery in Prague, just one month shy of his forty-first birthday. The Hunger Artist, which had gone to press one year earlier, was published later that year.

Following Kafka’s death, his friend Max Brod discovered a letter instructing him to burn all of his stories, letters, journals, and sketches. Brod ignored his friend’s wishes, however, and saw to it that The Trial (1925), The Castle (1926), and Amerika (1927)—the first two of which were incomplete—were published. More than a decade after his death, Kafka’s works were first translated and published in English, and they continue to be retranslated, published, and discussed throughout the world today.

Historical and Literary Context of The Metamorphosis


The Rise of Socialism and Workers’ Rights Movements

Gregor Samsa was not the first person to hate his job. Between 1880 and 1914, Prague was undergoing rapid urbanization and industrialization, and workers’ rights movements were gaining ground throughout Europe thanks, in part, to German philosopher Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto (1848), which criticized capitalism for oppressing working-class people. The ideas in The Communist Manifesto spurred the rise of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Germany (1869, later called the Social Democratic Party), which fought for trade unions to support workers’ rights. Similar workers’ rights movements took hold in Britain, Russia, and even Austria-Hungary, which gave workers a day off when the country celebrated its first May Day in 1890. After the Social Democratic Party prevailed in Germany’s 1912 general election, German socialists called for international working-class solidarity.

The Place of Minorities in the Austro-Hungarian Empire

Kafka’s native Prague—presumably the setting of The Metamorphosis—was located in the Kingdom of Bohemia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867–1918), which underwent constant turmoil and expansion throughout the second half of the 1800s until it was dissolved at the end of World War I. Like other empires, Austria-Hungary, which annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908, sought to expand its dominion. But expanded territory came with several problems. Religious and ethnic minorities within newly annexed lands were treated as outsiders in their own homelands. A large, militant group of Czech nationalists was especially resistant to Austro-Hungarian rule. Because they spoke German rather than Czech, the majority language, Prague Jews like the Kafkas were both persecuted and alienated, since they were neither Christian nor “pure” Czech. For several decades, the Czech majority refused to recognize German speakers and, in 1897, passed the Gautsch language decrees, which permitted making Czech the official language in mixed German-Czech communities.

During this time, Prague was experiencing a wave of violent anti-Semitism. Protesters looted Jewish businesses, smashed synagogue windows, and assaulted Jews for three days in 1897. Two years later, a teenage Czech Christian girl was found dead, and a Jewish man was accused and convicted of her murder, re-igniting anti-Semitic sentiments.

In 1914 Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the throne, and his wife were assassinated by a Serbian nationalist. Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia (the two countries had been at odds for years), and, because of an elaborate system of alliances among the various ruling families of Europe, soon most of the continent was embroiled in World War I; some nations (such as Germany and the Ottoman Empire) sided with Austria-Hungary, and others (such as Great Britain, France, Russia, and later the United States) sided against Austria-Hungary. The empire dissolved at the end of the war in 1918, but the nationalist sentiments persisted among many Czechs, Serbians, and other groups that had formerly been part of the empire.

Existentialism

Because it deals with the theme of estrangement, The Metamorphosis is often categorized as the second great work of existentialism, a nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophical and literary movement that stressed the absurdity of existence and the disorienting effects of modern life. The first work of existentialism was Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground (1864), which tells the story of a man who cannot find his place in society and cannot find happiness in the identities he forges for himself. The existentialist movement was largely informed by the work of German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), generally considered a nihilist (someone who believes that human life has no meaning or purpose). Kafka had certainly read the works of Nietzsche, and there is a certain Nietzschean hopelessness in The Metamorphosis. However, Albert Camus (1913–1960), the French author of the renowned existentialist novels The Stranger (1942) and The Plague (1947), later suggested that Kafka was not a true existentialist, since there was a glimmer of hope in his work.

Influences

At the plot and symbolic level, Kafka’s work can be traced to then-contemporary Germanic literature. Kafka seems to have borrowed the name Gregor Samsa from German-Jewish novelist Jacob Wassermann (1873–1934), who named his protagonist in The Story of Young Renate Fuchs “Gregor Samassa.” Kafka also drew inspiration from Viennese author Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s 1870 novel Venus in Furs, which has a protagonist named Gregor, a character who turns into a dog.

In terms of writing style, Kafka looked to renowned French writer Gustave Flaubert (1821–1880), author of Madame Bovary (1857), as a model of stylistic precision and restraint. Flaubert was famous for his carefully crafted language, insisting always upon finding le mot juste—the “perfect word”—for what he wanted to express. While Kafka’s legal background also encouraged this type of writing, critic and novelist Vladimir Nabokov later suggested that Kafka purposefully modeled his writing after Flaubert’s to create simple, truthful, and one-of-a-kind language.






CHRONOLOGY OF FRANZ KAFKA’S LIFE AND WORK [image: ]



	1883: Born on July 3 in Prague.

	1885–88: Brothers Georg and Heinrich born; both die as infants.

	1889–92: Sisters Gabriele, Valerie, and Ottilie born.

	1901: Enters Charles-Ferdinand University in Prague; studies law.

	1902: Meets lifelong friend and editor Max Brod.

	1906: Graduates and clerks for the civil and criminal courts.

	1907: Begins insurance sales job.

	1908: “Meditation” published in Hyperion.

	1912: Writes The Metamorphosis; Meditation published in book form.

	1913: “The Judgment” published.

	1914: Engaged to Felice Bauer; breaks up one month later.

	1915: The Metamorphosis published. Wins Fontane Literary Prize for “The Stoker.” Reunites with Felice Bauer; lives on his own for the first time in Prague.

	1917: Second engagement to Felice Bauer; ends after Kafka is diagnosed with tuberculosis.

	1919: In the Penal Colony and A Country Doctor published. Writes never-mailed “Letter to My Father.” Engaged to Julie Wohryzek.

	1920: Meets Milena Jesenská; ends engagement to Julie Wohryzek.

	1921: Romantically involved with Milena Jesenská.

	1922: Retires from insurance industry. Lives with sister Ottilie in the Czech provinces.

	1923: Lives with Dora Diamant in Berlin.

	1924: Becomes ill; lives with parents in Prague; seeks treatment near Vienna. Dies on June 3; buried at Prague’s New Jewish Cemetery on June 11. A Hunger Artist published posthumously.

	1925: The Trial published.

	1926: The Castle published.

	1927: Amerika published.

	1937: First English publication of The Metamorphosis in the U.K.; translated by A. L. Lloyd.

	1946: First U.S. publication of The Metamorphosis, translated by Lloyd.








HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF The Metamorphosis [image: ]



	1869: Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Germany founded.

	1880–1914: Prague undergoes rapid urbanization and industrialization.

	1886: German deputies leave Bohemian legislature, protesting Czechs’ refusal to recognize German-speaking areas.

	1890: German deputies return to Bohemian legislature; Austria-Hungary celebrates first May Day (workers’ holiday).

	1895: Vladimir Lenin leads struggle for working-class liberation in Russia; arrested and banished to Siberia.

	1897: Anti-Semitic riots and assaults in Prague. Czech permitted to be official language in mixed German-Czech communities. Theodore Herzl suggests establishing Jewish homeland in Palestine.

	
1899: Christian girl’s murder by Jewish man fuels anti-Semitism in Prague.

	1900–07: Recession in Austria-Hungary.

	1905: First Russian Revolution.

	1907: Austria-Hungary allows universal suffrage; increases influence in the Balkans and begins working closely with Germany.

	1908: Austria-Hungary annexes Bosnia and Herzegovina. German-speaking minority shuts down Bohemia’s regional parliament.

	1912: German Social Democratic Party wins election, asserts international proletarian (working-class) solidarity.

	1914: Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia following assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand d’Este, and his wife. World War I begins.

	1918: U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, in a joint session of Congress, calls for self-determination for Austro-Hungarian minorities in his Fourteen Points. Czechs take action against separatists. World War I ends in November.

	1919: Austro-Hungarian empire collapses; food shortages and demonstrations in Prague.

	1920: Anti-Semitic riots in Prague.

	1937: The Metamorphosis published in English.

	1946: The Metamorphosis published in the United States.








THE METAMORPHOSIS







I [image: ]


ONE MORNING, as Gregor Samsa1 was waking up from anxious dreams,2 he discovered that in bed he had been changed into a monstrous verminous bug.3 He lay on his armor-hard back and saw, as he lifted his head up a little, his brown, arched abdomen divided up into rigid bowlike sections. From this height the blanket, just about ready to slide off completely, could hardly stay in place. His numerous legs, pitifully thin in comparison to the rest of his circumference, flickered helplessly before his eyes.

“What’s happened to me,” he thought. It was no dream. His room, a proper room for a human being, only somewhat too small, lay quietly between the four well-known walls. Above the table, on which an unpacked collection of sample cloth goods was spread out—Samsa was a traveling salesman—hung the picture that he had cut out of an illustrated magazine4 a little while ago and set in a pretty gilt frame.5 It was a picture of a woman with a fur hat and a fur boa.6 She sat erect there, lifting up in the direction of the viewer a solid fur muff into which her entire forearm had disappeared.

Gregor’s glaze then turned to the window. The dreary weather—the raindrops were falling audibly down on the metal window ledge—made him quite melancholy. “Why don’t I keep sleeping for a little while longer and forget all this foolishness,” he thought. But this was entirely impractical, for he was used to sleeping on his right side, and in his present state he couldn’t get himself into this position. No matter how hard he threw himself onto his right side, he always rolled again onto his back. He must have tried it a hundred times, closing his eyes so that he would not have to see the wriggling legs, and gave up only when he began to feel a light, dull pain in his side, which he had never felt before.

“O God,” he thought, “what a demanding job I’ve chosen! Day in, day out, on the road. The stresses of selling are much greater than the work going on at the head office, and, in addition to that, I have to cope with the problems of traveling, the worries about train connections, irregular bad food, temporary and constantly changing human relationships, which never come from the heart. To hell with it all!” He felt a slight itching on the top of his abdomen. He slowly pushed himself on his back closer to the bedpost, so that he could lift his head more easily, and found the itchy part, which was entirely covered with small white spots—he did not know what to make of them and wanted to feel the place with a leg. But he retracted it immediately, for the contact felt like a cold shower all over him.
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