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INTRODUCTION
On-Site Migration


“Our grandparents spoke Yiddish, our parents spoke German, and those of us who are left speak Czech.”

That statement by a Prague Jew sums up the linguistic and cultural history of not only the Prague Jews but, by extension, the vast majority of European Jews since the end of the eighteenth century. During this period, the various Jewish communities in Europe and its colonies have passed from Jewish languages to a few simultaneous and/or sequential non-Jewish languages and perhaps ultimately back (or forward) to Hebrew in Israel. Outside Israel, this process has shifted the Jews from an ethnic category with a core religion and multiple Jewish subcultures (Ashkenazi, Sephardic, etc.) to a religious category whose various communities are scattered through many countries, where they are largely assimilating into the local non-Jewish cultures.

Franz Kafka was born in Prague at the end of the nineteenth century, and for most of his lifetime Bohemia and Moravia belonged to Austria-Hungary—until 1919, five years before Kafka’s death in 1924. During that era, the Jews in Prague, like many Jews within the Dual Monarchy and most Jews in the German empire, were discarding Yiddish in favor of German, the language of the dominant culture, while holding on to their own religious practices and identities. Parallel developments were taking place wherever Jews were, in fact, allowed to assimilate into the language and culture—especially throughout Western Europe, but far less so in the tsarist empire.

This process of what I would like to call “reacculturation” began when Napoleon offered French citizenship, nationality, and complete civil rights to the Jews in France: they would thereby become French Jews if they agreed to give up their own Jewish culture and languages, their peoplehood, and maintain only their religious identity. They agreed—under great pressure—thus abandoning some centuries-old Jewish languages and cultures in France: Jehudit (Judeo-Provençal), Western Laaz (Judeo-French), and Alsatian Yiddish. (Western Laaz, incidentally, had helped to provide the substratum of Yiddish during its birth phase in Alsace-Lorraine.)

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, new generations of Central and West-European Jews spoke a Jewish tongue with their parents but a non-Jewish one with each other—and of course with Christians. When Karl Marx or Heinrich Heine wrote to their parents, their letters (still extant) were in Western Yiddish (misnomered Judendeutsch in German). Much later, Bernard Berenson wrote an article about his childhood experiences with Yiddish and its literature—which, however, like many assimilated Jews, he dismissed as irrelevant. Elias Canetti, in his memoirs, The Tongue Set Free, describes his Sephardic family in their native Sofia and the Ladino they spoke—which, however, he eventually replaced with German. And Primo Levi, in his autobiographical collection The Periodic Table, touches on the Judeo-Italian language used by his family and the local Jewish community.

Those are better-known exemplars of the countless Jews whose families passed from Jewish to non-Jewish in language and society, thus becoming, perhaps unwittingly, a transitional minority. Such on-site migration paralleled the mass migrations of Jews, especially from Eastern to Western Europe and then to the New World. Franz Kafka was a member of the on-site migration—while Karl Rossmann in “The Stoker” (Amerika) acts out the geographic migration.

Language in modern Europe became a defining national and then political characteristic—especially with the emergence of the nation-states in the nineteenth century. A “natural,” i.e., biological, rationale was supplied by Darwin, for whom language—and English in particular—was a sign of higher evolution. When describing some aborigines whom he brought back to London (in The Origin of Species), he explains that the ones who managed to pick up some English were obviously the more highly evolved in the group. Such thinking pervades all modern politicizing of language, especially imperialism—not to mention onsite imperialism: by giving up their own language and assimilating to the surrounding languages, Jews became more acceptable to their host nations and to themselves, both socially and civically—and economically.

Internally, however, religious Jews looked forward to the coming of the Messiah and/or a return to Palestine and thus saw their given Jewish language as part of a transitional condition. Then again, many Jews regard(ed) their Jewish language as culturally inferior to either Hebrew or a non-Jewish tongue, especially the national/administrative language of a country. For Jews throughout Central and Eastern Europe, German was the language of enlightenment, civilization, modernity.

For Kafka, language is likewise viewed—sardonically—as the hallmark of being “human.” When Gregor Samsa is turned into an insect, his speech can barely be understood and the family members act as if he cannot understand them; only the (uneducated) housekeeper addresses him directly, though teasing him. The ape in “A Report to an Academy” takes his first step toward becoming a human being by saying, “Hey!”; this makes him virtually the embodiment of the assimilating Jew. Kafka satirized the European attitude toward language yet employed language as his foremost instrument.

Born in the multilingual Austro-Hungarian city of Prague, the site of the first German university, Franz Kafka was raised and schooled in German in his assimilating Jewish family, although unlike most Prague Germans—Gentiles or Jews—he was somewhat fluent in Czech. Kafka made wondrous use of Prague German, which itself became a transitional tongue in the Czechoslovakian capital. The Nazi regime, banning Kafka and murdering most of the Jewish speakers of Prague German, ultimately precipitated the expulsion of the Germans from Prague, thereby abolishing a very old and very rich area of German culture. As a result, Kafka’s oeuvre has now become a monument to Prague German, which, like so many dialects and regional variants of German, was liquidated along with the Fascist era.

The language of these Prague Germans differed crucially from what was spoken in the “German lands”: Prague German was never fed by a local German dialect, which, perceptibly or not, infiltrates the speaking and writing of every German, even the most fastidious writer—down to the very forms, genders, syntax, stresses, and inflections. Surrounded by Czech but by no German dialect, Prague German has been described, half derisively, as a “holiday German,” because, for better or worse, it lacks the slang, colloquialisms, and dialectal influences that color High German in most areas. Still, Prague German was lovingly influenced by the forms and phrases, the quirks and cadences of Austrian, especially Viennese, German—that is, a regional standard usage but not a substandard dialect. More colloquial in their speech than they realized, the Prague Germans nevertheless saw their tongue as a “pure” linguistic and stylistic model that they used in their literature—which therefore sounds more colloquial than its authors sensed, just as their spoken language sounded more literary than that of most German speakers. “We write the way we speak,” they said. Indeed they did—and they almost spoke the way they wrote.

Kafka’s prose likewise reveals a careful and lucid Prague German with an Austrian tinge. In his earliest stories, he tested certain expressionist and even surrealist innovations, shredding syntax, short-circuiting imagery, condensing emotions and tableaux into brief, sometimes even tiny shards and prose poems, to evoke a moody and sometimes wistful lyricism that patched these various fragments into a world of jocular mystery. Ultimately, however, especially in his master tales, “The Judgment” and “The Metamorphosis,” he settled into a generally traditional language that paid scant homage to contemporary stylistic upheavals in German and French.

Thus, less than twenty years before Kafka began writing, the interior monologue or stream of consciousness had been invented in French literature by a Belgian novelist, Edouard Dujardin (Les Lauriers sont coupés, 1887) and in German literature by a Viennese Jew, Arthur Schnitzler (in his short story “Lieutenant Gustl,” 1890). Ultimately reaching British literature and thriving in the fiction of James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, this innovation affected Kafka as little as most other modern linguistic experiments. Compared with the far more realistic contents of Joyce, Woolf, and Schnitzler, the world of Kafka’s writings is so bizarre, so alienated, so grotesque that a both humorous and anguished incongruity arises from the juxtaposition of subject and style, absurdity and realism. Kafka’s shock effects (and shock is a major component of modernism) were powerful enough in those times—and by sticking to an everyday, sometimes impartial prose that takes the nightmares for granted, he intensifies their overwhelming impact. Thus, in telling us that Gregor Samsa (whom we are supposed to know) wakes up to find himself turned into a giant bug, the author, commencing in medias res (like Arthur Rimbaud in The Drunken Boat, though not in the first person) reports in a cool, casual, objective tone that displays no surprise at this unnatural antimiracle.

However, the objectivity and matter-of-factness of the narrative voice are breached by a stylistic device that had a long tradition in European, especially Yiddish, literature. While commonly used in English, this device has no name here: we refer to it both by the French term, style indirect libre, and by the German term erlebte Rede. Fusing the author’s objective omniscience (third person, past tense, etc.) with the character’s innermost mental view, this device offers “empathy” in its older (pre-Madison Avenue) sense: a process of total mental and spiritual identification. “Tomorrow was Sunday.” The past tense, was, stakes off the narrator’s viewpoint, the noun tomorrow evokes the character’s viewpoint. Otherwise the use of a past tense with “tomorrow” would be a logical discrepancy. By now, style indirect libre has become so overused in European languages as to be a flagrant symptom of pulp and kitsch. However, by skillfully exploiting this method, Kafka manages to lead us from poker-faced protocol to subjective angst, forming a bond between tragicomical protagonists and desperately smirking readers—only to alienate the characters even more, since the bond is unilateral: the persona can never leave the imaginary world and can therefore never link up with the real author and the real reader. Empathy becomes alienation.

The sources of alienation in Kafka and in his characters (they are not necessarily identical with him) have been thoroughly investigated by scholars. His attempts at being universal are taken for granted; after all, literature, since Aristotle, has been seen—often purblindly—as a “universal” category. John Updike even praises Kafka for avoiding “Jewish parochialism” (The New Yorker, 1983). Although well-meaning and certainly sympathetic with Kafka’s predicament as a Jew, Updike expresses the bias of the dominant culture, which takes itself for granted: it subliminally sees itself as universal and axiomatic while viewing external and smaller cultures as parochial and relative. This prejudice likewise extends to the “other,” to colonized and marginalized groups like women and homosexuals, racial and religious minorities. Black writers like Willard Motley or Frank Yerby were not African-American authors: they mainly depicted whites. Female authors have been criticized for writing about women—and then praised or castigated for writing “like a man.” Book reviewers, if no longer boycotting gay novels, will nevertheless chide them (as does The New York Times) for not including more heterosexual characters. (When was the last time they attacked heterosexual fiction for not including more homosexuals, or accused Balzac or Proust of having too many French characters?)

In most countries, Jews have written about Jews when working in Jewish languages and about non-Jews in a non-Jewish language. Canada is a good example: until recently, its English-language Jewish writers (like Leonard Cohen, though unlike Mordecai Richler) have dealt with Gentile themes, its Yiddish writers with Jewish themes. The one country that flouts this rule is the United States: a specifically English-language Jewish literature has evolved here (next to a Yiddish and also a Hebrew literature). Nevertheless, even in its heyday, the American Jewish novel, whatever its worth, was derided as “clannish” by certain Jews and non-Jews. The post-World War II era has produced something of a German-language “Jewish literature” in Germany and Austria, but with only a few thousand German-speaking Jews left, the audience is chiefly Gentile.

Franz Kafka went along with this skewing and masking of cultural subjectivity. Had he written about Jews, his audience would have been vastly reduced; after all, in his day, less than one percent of native German speakers in Germany and Austria-Hungary were Jewish. Like most Jews writing in German (say, Hermann Broch or Elias Canetti or Ernst Toller), Kafka tended to depict explicitly non-Jewish, indeed often Christian characters. Still, we can’t be sure that these aren’t disguises—just as the names of his protagonists sound suspiciously like “Kafka”: e.g., Samsa; and just as Raban, being almost homonymous with German Rabe (raven) is a quasi-translation of Kafka, the Czech word for “raven.” The Jewishness of Kafka’s themes and figures is open to interpretation. “Persona,” from the Latin word for “mask,” can, as in C. G. Jung, refer to the role that a person is playing in life.

Take the filmmaker Josef von Sternberg: when he transformed Heinrich Mann’s novel Professor Unrat into the film The Blue Angel, the director had a hidden agenda in delineating the authoritarian German high school professor. As he explains in his memoirs, Fun in a Chinese Laundry, the film character was partly suggested by a Hebrew teacher under whom von Sternberg had suffered as a boy. Not so dissimilarly: when Kafka wrote “The Judgment” in an all-night session, he composed it, according to his diaries, on the eve of Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, which is also known in Hebrew as Yom ha-Din, the Day of Judgment. It is such secret itineraries, conscious or not, that make art less than universal, more than parochial, leaving it open to multivalent readings that may unearth an intrinsic and perhaps necessary “closetiness.” Still, like the Oscar Wilde heroine who dons a beautiful mask, which then becomes her face, the underlying strata are finally replaced by the surface disguise. Albert Einstein (who spent some time in Prague) left us with a modern metaphor for that phenomenon when he described our physical world as the three-dimensional surface of a four-dimensional universe.

On Translating

No matter how much space can be devoted to a stylistic and linguistic analysis of any writer, at least twice as much would be required for investigating a translation: along with the discussion of the original text and the English text, we would have to delve into the actual migration from one language and culture into another. Let me therefore limit myself to focusing on a couple of facets, which, I hope, will show the confusions and complexities of any translation.

“NATURAL(LY)” AND THE NATURE OF NATURE

Natürlich—both adjective and adverb—is a normal, indeed fairly bland and bromidic word in German. It means: natural(ly), of course, by all means, sure, needless to say, etc. As an interjection, a concession, it goes almost unnoticed. Yet it conceals an intricate reference to cerebral and behavioral manipulation by Western culture and religion.

During the nineteenth century, as traditional absolutes were being replaced by new (usually scientific and technological) absolutes but also by numerous relatives, the concept of “nature” and “natural” changed in meaning and power. Often, the word “divine” was replaced by “natural.”

“Nature,” says Katharine Hepburn in The African Queen, “is something we were put on this earth to rise above.” For Christianity and European civilization, “nature” has always been something to be overcome, conquered, tamed, domesticated—subdued and subjugated for human use. The West draws an artificial line between “nature” and “human” or “man-made”—as if a beaver’s “natural” dam and an engineer’s “technological” dam were not subject to the same physical laws, the same “natural” laws. After all, whether you jump off the Jungfrau or the Eiffel Tower, you are prey to the same law of gravity and you will fall at the same speed. Naturally, this ancient distinction between “natural” and “man-made” gives Homo sapiens a special place in Creation—and the privilege of bending Mother Nature, and her children, to his will.

In an inconsistent yet compatible fashion, the “natural” was also seen as quite the opposite—an ethical imperative: not only in “natural law” (which nevertheless changes from culture to culture and era to era), but in human conduct. While religion and government attacked some forms of behavior as being “natural,” they lauded others—likewise as being “natural”: for instance, men’s domination over women, whites’ domination over blacks, Europe’s domination over the rest of the world, the nuclear family, family values, etc.

To confuse things further, “unnatural” has always been a putdown no matter how good or bad the “natural.”

In the United States, books and movies about the Wild West summed up this process as the subjugation by men of land, nature, and savagery—a process that was then complemented by the arrival of women, who brought Christianity, culture, refinement, breeding—i.e., civilization.

The cataclysmic upshot of this citing of “natural” and “unnatural” as ethical standards was European Fascism, which, in touting nature and natural man (yet deploying the most destructive prenuclear technology in history), set up life-and-death categories. The Nazi government even tried to change Nature’s name, Natur, into the more Germanic (and therefore more “natural”) Allmutter or Werdemutter. Rather than letting Darwinism and evolution take their alleged “natural” course, Fascism (“unnaturally”) lent Mother Nature a helping hand: anything and anyone that a Fascist state declared “unnatural” was segregated and ultimately killed.

In Kafka, the protagonist often has to pay a terrible price when, willingly or not, he goes against “nature”: not only by turning into a bug (Gregor Samsa), but also by, say, abandoning both his child and his parents (Karl Rossmann in “The Stoker”), or betraying his father (Georg Bendemann in “The Judgment”). Ultimately, “nature” takes its (or her) toll, and the punishment is no less severe than the ones meted out by vengeful deities in Greek tragedy. Kafka may assault and expose the nuclear family and its destructive patriarchal basis, yet he longs to restore it, to give the punitive father his “natural” place. Rossmann, orphaning his unborn child and orphaning himself by leaving home, seeks both father and family in the New World. Samsa, by dying, reestablishes the natural order of domestic things. Bendemann, by carrying out his own death sentence, puts his father back in power.

Now as a rule, one might render natürlich not necessarily as “naturally” but as “of course,” or “needless to say.” However, given the tradition that Kafka was working in and against, I’ve translated this adverb as “naturally” throughout. I have no choice: this innocent-looking word encapsulates a crucial pattern in Western and Kafkaesque thinking.

TENSE AND ASPECT

In its verbal structure, English, like the Romance and Slavic languages, divides motion and being into and imperfective aspects. “I go” vs. “I am going”; “I went” vs. “I was going”; etc.

In an English narrative, the action, the bare bones of the plot, are rendered with the perfective tenses, while the background is filled in with imperfective tenses. This development in European languages seems to have begun at the same time as the introduction of spatial and mathematical perspective into European art: verbal tense and artistic perspective divided reality into foreground and background. Thus, a piece of fiction usually begins with an imperfective verb by way of introduction (“I was sleeping”); then, shifting into a perfective verb, the narrative launches into the plot (“I woke”).

German verbs make no such distinctions. (The noun Imperfekt, applied to the simple past, i.e., preterite, is an inaccurate borrowing from Latin and Romance terminology; it is best ignored and replaced with Präteritum, preterite.) In a German narrative, foreground (plot) and background are distinguished by the syntax: the often Ciceronian sentence tends to devote main clauses to the plot and relative clauses to the background (of course, given the multiple, often myriad, and sometimes even contradictory tasks of each grammatical element, this division of labor is never entirely strict). As a result, hypotaxis, or syntactic subordination, has a very different role in German, which clearly marks each subordinate clause not only with commas but also by shifting its verb to the very end, so that we can easily tell which clause is describing foreground and which background. (Once again, this assignment of linguistic tasks is not always rigorous.) Similarly, whenever German offers a quick string of very brief sentences or main clauses, English would tend to subordinate some of them as present participles, which German seldom uses to introduce clauses, limiting participial clauses to extremely lofty, highfalutin diction.

Confronted with the cat’s cradles and Chinese boxes of German clauses, the American translator has to figure out when to use perfective, imperfective, or participial verbs in English: you have to decide if a German clause or sentence (German uses the same word, Satz, for both concepts) is foreground or background, superordinate or subordinate—or somewhere in between. Kafka learned Kleist’s lesson about the anxiety created by intricate hypotaxis and the suspense of waiting for the verb to drop like the headsman’s ax at the end of a long and harrowing sentence. Hard to duplicate in English.

In the first sentence of “The Metamorphosis” (“Die Verwandlung”), the reader slides through the casual tone, confronts the words ungeheuren Ungeziefer (monstrous vermin), and finally crashes into the concluding past participle verwandelt (transformed), which ties the whole sentence together, telling us what has happened to Samsa and explaining what the title means.

“Als Gregor Samsa eines Morgens aus unruhigen Träumen erwachte, fand er sich in seinem Bett zu einem ungeheuren Ungeziefer verwandelt.” (Literally: As Gregor Samsa one morning from agitated dreams awoke, found he himself in his bed into a monstrous vermin transformed.) That final and ineluctable past participle, verwandelt, “transformed,” is horrifyingly relentless. It makes the sentence—and the story.

Incidentally, Ungeziefer means “vermin,” not “insect,” which is either Insekt or Kerbtier in German; and while the adjective ungeheuer means “enormous,” the noun Ungeheuer means “monster.”

Like Kleist, Kafka piles on the prepositional phrases to increase the tension; but in English (as opposed to German or French), a sequence of even two prepositional phrases can sound clumsy—and adverbs tend to be discarded in favor of adjectives. All of which make for syntactical headaches in a literary translation.

One morning, upon awakening from agitated dreams, Gregor Samsa found himself, in his bed, transformed into a monstrous vermin. He lay on his hard, armorlike back, and when lifting his head slightly, he could view his brown, vaulted belly partitioned by arching ridges, while on top of it, the blanket, about to slide off altogether, could barely hold. His many legs, wretchedly thin compared with his overall girth, danced helplessly before his eyes.

The hermeneutics of translation are individual. Each approach is subjective, selective, and no single interpretation, however valid, holds the unique and absolute truth. Equally decent translations may exist side by side. Another translator may reassign the perfectives, imperfectives, and present participles in altogether different patterns, to form a different arrangement of foreground and background, shading the narrative in a different way. While there are many possible mistranslations, there are only a few possible correct translations, each one constituting a variation of the original theme. The trick is to find a cohesive and coherent variation that replaces the original theme for the new reader, who, having no access to the foreign language, must take the translation as a primary text.

While it would be exciting to dig into all the strata involved in translating Kafka, I’d rather let the translation speak for itself.
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THE EARLY
STORIES





CONVERSATION WITH
THE WORSHIPER

There was a time I went to a church day after day because a girl I had fallen in love with would pray there, kneeling for half an hour every evening, when I could watch her in peace and quiet.

Once, when the girl had not come, and I was glaring at the people in prayer, I noticed a young man who had thrown his scrawny figure full length on the floor. From time to time, he would grab his skull with the full force of his body and, moaning, smash it into the palms of his hands, which were resting on the stones.

The only other churchgoers were a few old women, who often turned their kerchiefed heads sideways to peer at the worshiper. This attention seemed to make him happy, for prior to each of his pious outbursts, he would glance about to see whether the onlookers were numerous. Finding his conduct unseemly, I resolved to accost him when he left the church and to question him about why he was praying in this manner. Yes indeed, I was annoyed because my girl had not come.

However, he did not stand up until an hour later, crossing himself very meticulously and trudging unsteadily toward the font. I stationed myself between the font and the door, knowing I would not let him pass without an explanation. I pursed my lips as I always do when I intend to speak firmly. I put my right leg forward and leaned on it, while casually poising my left leg on tiptoe; this too makes me resolute.

Now it was possible that the man eyed me when sprinkling the holy water on his face; or perhaps he had already noticed me earlier, with some anxiety, for now he unexpectedly dashed outside. The glass door slammed shut. And when I promptly went outside, I could no longer see him, for there were several narrow streets, and the area was thronged.

He did not show up again during the next few days, but my girl did come. She was wearing her black dress with the diaphanous lace on the shoulders (the crescent of the chemise neckline showing underneath) and with a nicely cut silk bertha hanging down from the edge of the lace. And since the girl had come, I forgot all about the young man; nor did I concern myself with him even later, when he started coming regularly again and praying in his usual style. However, he always hurried past me, averting his face. Perhaps it was because I could only picture him in motion, so that even when standing still, he appeared to be skulking along.

One evening, I dawdled in my room. But then I went to church after all. I did not find the girl and I was about to go home when I spotted that young man lying there again. The old incident crossed my mind, piquing my curiosity.

I tiptoed over to the doorway, handed a coin to the blind beggar sitting there, and squeezed in next to him behind the open wing of the door; I sat there for an hour, perhaps with a cunning expression. I felt fine and resolved to come here often. During the second hour, I found it absurd to be waiting there for the worshiper. Nevertheless, growing angry, I sat for a third hour, letting the spiders crawl over my clothes, while the last few people, breathing loudly, quit the darkness of the church.

Then he came too. He walked gingerly, his feet cautiously testing the ground before treading.

I stood up, took a large, straight step, and grabbed the young man. “Good evening,” I said, clutching his collar and pushing him down the steps to the illuminated square.

When we reached the bottom, he said to me in a completely unhinged voice, “Good evening, my dear, dear sir, do not be angry with me, your humbly devoted servant.”

“Well,” I said, “I want to ask you some questions, sir. Last time, you escaped; today, you will scarcely succeed.”

“You are a compassionate man, sir, and you will allow me to go home. I am to be pitied, that is the truth.”

“No,” I shouted into the din of a passing trolley, “I won’t allow you. This is the sort of encounter I like. You are a lucky catch. I consider myself fortunate.”

Then he said: “Oh God, your heart is alive, but your head is a block of wood. You say I’m a lucky catch—how lucky you must be! For my poor luck is one that teeters, it teeters on a thin edge, and if anyone touches my poor luck it will fall on the questioner. Good night, sir.”

“Fine,” I said, clutching his right hand, “if you won’t answer me, then I’ll start yelling here in the street. And all the shopgirls who are now coming out of their shops and all their sweethearts who are looking forward to seeing them will come dashing over here, for they’ll think that a cab horse has collapsed or that something similar has happened. Then I’ll make a public display of you.”

He now tearfully kissed my hands, alternating between them. “I’ll tell you what you wish to know, but please, let us go over to that side street.” I nodded, and that was where we went.

However, the darkness of the street with its widely separated yellow streetlights was not dark enough for him; instead, he led me into the low hallway of an old house, under a tiny, dripping lamp that hung in front of the wooden stairs.

There he self-importantly pulled out his handkerchief, and spreading it on a step, he said, “Do sit down, my dear sir; this way, you can ask your questions more easily. I’ll remain standing, so I can answer more easily. But please don’t torment me.”

So I sat down and, squinting up at him, I said: “You are an utter lunatic, that’s what you are! How can you behave like that in church! It is so annoying and so unpleasant for the onlookers! How can people feel devout if they have to look at you.”

He was pressing his body against the wall, only his head was moving freely in the air. “Don’t be annoyed—why should you be annoyed at things that aren’t relevant to you. I’m annoyed at myself when I behave imprudently; but if someone else behaves imprudently, then I’m delighted. So please don’t be annoyed if I tell you that the goal of my life is to be looked at by other people.”

“What are you saying!?” I cried, much too loudly for the low hallway, but then I was afraid my voice would weaken. “Really now, what have you said!? Why, I can sense—indeed, since I first laid eyes on you, I have sensed what sort of condition you are in. I’m a man of experience, and I’m not joking when I say that your condition is a seasickness on dry land. It is such that you have forgotten the real names of things, and in your great haste you now pour random names upon them. Hurry, hurry! But the moment you run off, you forget your names for them. You called the poplar in the fields the ‘Tower of Babel,’ for you did not know or did not want to know that it was a poplar, and now it is swaying again without a name, and you would have to call it ‘When Noah Was Drunk.’ ”

I was a bit stunned when he said, “I’m glad I didn’t understand what you said.”

Annoyed, I quickly said, “The fact that you are glad shows that you did understand.”

“Of course it does, my good sir, but you too spoke in a bizarre way.”

I placed my hands on a higher step, leaned back, and in this almost unassailable position, which is a wrestler’s last resort, I said, “You have a strange way of wriggling out of a predicament—by assuming that other people suffer from your condition.”

These words lent him courage. He folded his hands together in order to make his body compact, then said, a bit reluctantly: “No, I don’t act this way with everyone, for instance you, because I can’t. But I would be glad if I could, for then I wouldn’t need the attention of the people in church. Do you know why I need it?”

This question left me perplexed. I certainly did not know, nor do I believe I wanted to know. After all, I was not the one who wanted to come here, I told myself at this point, this man forced me to listen to him. So all I had to do was shake my head to indicate that I did not know; but I simply could not get my head to move.

The man, standing across from me, smiled. Then he dropped to his knees and talked with a faraway look: “There has never been a time when I could truly convince myself that I was alive. You see, I only have such flimsy notions of the things around me that I always believe they used to be alive but are now fading away. I always, my dear sir, long to see things as they may be before they show themselves to me. In their earlier state, they are probably still beautiful and calm. They must be, for that is how I often hear people describing them.”

Since I held my tongue, and only involuntary twitches in my face showed how uneasy I was, he asked, “You do not believe that people talk like that?”

I felt I ought to nod, but was unable to do so.

“Really? You do not believe it? Oh, but listen. One afternoon when I was a child, I opened my eyes after taking a brief nap, and even though I was still half asleep, I heard my mother on the balcony, asking someone below, in a normal tone of voice: ‘What are you doing, my dear? It’s so hot.‚ A woman answered from the garden: ‘I’m having coffee outdoors.’ They were speaking offhandedly and not all too plainly, as if it were a matter of course.”

I thought I was being asked a question, so I reached into my back trouser pocket as if looking for something. But I was not looking for anything, I simply wanted to change my position in order to show my interest in the conversation. While so doing, I said that that was such a strange incident, and that I simply did not understand it. I added that I did not believe it was true and that it must have been made up for some specific purpose that I could not fathom. Then I shut my eyes for they were aching.

“Oh, but it’s good that you agree with me, and it was unselfish of you to stop me and tell me so. Just why should I feel ashamed—or why should we feel ashamed—that I don’t walk upright and trudge along, that I don’t strike my cane on the pavement or graze the clothes of the people who pass by so noisily. Wouldn’t I actually be justified in complaining defiantly that I have to slink along the houses as a shadow with square shoulders, sometimes vanishing in the panes of the shop windows?

“What awful days I’m going through! Why are all our buildings so poorly built that high structures sometimes collapse and no one can find a cogent reason? At such times, I clamber over the rubble heaps, asking anyone I run into: ‘How could this happen! In our city—a new building—that’s the fifth one today—just imagine!’ And no one can give me an answer.

“Often people collapse on the street and remain lying there dead. Then all the shopkeepers open their doors, which are hung with wares, they step out nimbly, whisk the corpse into a house, then reemerge with smiling lips and eyes, and speak: ‘Good day—the sky is pale—I sell lots of kerchiefs—yes, the war.’ I slink into the house, and after several anxious attempts at raising my hand while crooking my finger, I finally tap on the janitor’s small window.

“ ‘My good fellow,’ I say amiably, ‘a dead man has been brought here. Please take me to him.’

“And when he shakes his head as if undecided, I say firmly, ‘My good fellow. I am from the secret police. Show me the corpse immediately.’

“ ‘A corpse?’ he now asks and is almost offended. ‘No, we have no corpse here. This is a respectable place.’ So I say goodbye and leave.

“But then, when I have to cross a large square, I forget everything. I am confused by the difficulty of this undertaking, and I often think to myself: If people build such huge squares out of sheer exuberance, why don’t they also add a stone balustrade leading across the square. Today the wind is blowing from the southwest. The air on the square is stirred up. The spire of the town hall is reeling in small circles. Why don’t they end the commotion? All the windowpanes are banging loudly, and the lampposts are bending like bamboo. The robe of the Virgin Mary on the column is twisting, and the storm wind is tearing away at it. Doesn’t anyone see it? The ladies and gentlemen who are supposed to walk on the stones are gliding. When the wind stops to catch its breath, they halt, exchange a few words, and bow as they take their leave; but if the wind starts blasting again, they are unable to resist it, and they all raise their feet in unison. They do have to clutch their hats tightly, but their eyes twinkle cheerfully as if merely a mild breeze were wafting. I am the only one who is afraid.”

Abused as I felt, I said, “The story you told me earlier about your mother and the woman in the garden does not sound the least bit strange. Not only have I heard and experienced many such stories, I have even taken part in a few. Why, it’s a perfectly normal business. Do you believe I could not have said the same thing if I had been on the balcony, or responded in the same way from the garden? Such an ordinary incident.”

When I said that, he seemed very happy. He said that I was dressed nicely and that he liked my necktie very much. And what a fine complexion I had. And that confessions were the most informative when they were rescinded.




CONVERSATION WITH
THE DRUNK

As I sauntered out the front door, I was ambushed by the sky with its moon and stars and sweeping vault and by the Ring Square with its town hall, its church, and its Virgin Mary on her column.

I calmly stepped from the shade into the moonlight, unbuttoned my overcoat, and warmed up; then, raising my hands, I silenced the soughing of the night and began to ponder:

“What is it you all are doing pretending to be real? Are you trying to make me believe that I am unreal, standing strangely on the green pavement? Yet it’s been so long since you were real, you Sky, and you Ring Square have never been real.

“It is true, you are all still superior to me, but only when I leave you in peace.

“Thank goodness, Moon, you are no longer Moon, but perhaps it’s negligent of me to keep calling you, who are named Moon, ‘Moon.’ Why are you no longer so frolicsome when I call you ‘Forgotten Paper Lantern in a Strange Color’? And why do you almost draw back when I call you ‘Virgin Mary on the Column,’ and I no longer discern your menacing stance, Virgin Mary on the Column, when I call you ‘Moon That Sheds Yellow Light’?

“It really seems to do you no good when someone thinks about you; your courage and your health start waning.

“God, how wholesome it must be when a thinker learns from a drunk!

“Why is everything hushed? I believe the wind is gone. And these cottages, which often roll across the square as if on tiny wheels, are completely pounded down—hush—hush—one can’t see the thin black line that usually divides them from the ground.”

And I broke into a run. I ran around the large square three times unhindered, and since I encountered no drunk, I ran toward Emperor Charles Street without reducing my speed or feeling any strain. My shadow often ran, smaller than I, along the wall as if in a ditch between wall and street.

When I passed the firehouse, I heard noise from the Small Ring, and when I reached it, I saw a drunk standing by the ironwork of the fountain, stretching his arms out level and stamping his feet, in clogs, on the ground.

First I halted until I was breathing more calmly, then I walked over to him, doffed my top hat, and introduced myself:

“Good evening, gentle nobleman, I am twenty-three years old, but I have no name as yet. You, however, most likely come with an astonishing, indeed, a singable name from that great city of Paris. You are redolent with the quite unnatural smell of the dissolute French court.

“With your colored eyes, you must have viewed those great ladies who stand on the high, bright terrace, turning ironically at their narrow waists, while the bedizened trains of their gowns, spreading out on the stairs, trail off on the sand in the garden. Isn’t it true that long poles are set up everywhere, and that footmen in impudently cut gray tailcoats and in white knee breeches climb those poles, wrapping their legs around them, but with their torsos often leaning back and to the side, for they have to pull up ropes to hoist huge gray linen sheets from the ground and span them in the air because the great lady desires a hazy morning.”

When he belched, I said, almost startled: “Is it really true, sir, that you come from our Paris, from that stormy Paris, ah, from that effusive hailstorm?” When he belched again, I said, flustered: “I know I am being shown a great honor.”

And with nimble fingers, I buttoned my overcoat; then I spoke in a fervent but timid voice:
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