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My talent for portraying my dream-like 
inner life has relegated everything else to 
the incidental, and it’s becoming dread- 
fully and increasingly stunted. Nothing 
else will ever give me any satisfaction. 

-Franz Kafka 

MR. RONALD HAYMAN’S biography redeems 
Franz Kafka’s work by accounting for the 
missing moral element. We discover that 
Kafka’s morality-conspicuously absent 
from his work-lies in the fact that he was 
able to create at all. Never before or since has 
such a drab outer existence concealed such a 
rich inner life. Kafka’s writing represents the 
triumph of the creative spirit under the kind 
of emotional adversity possible only in our 
century. Kafka was the first major artist to 
mature in the eye of the materialist forces 
which led to the Great War, and the first to 
draw upon childhood trauma with Freudian 
exactitude. Modern critics enforce a polemic 
interpretation of Kafka, yet only accidentally 
and through hindsight does Kafka presage 
the rise of fascism. His controlling impulse, 
as Hayman makes clear, was to assuage the 
frustration engendered by a hopelessly capri- 
cious, unenlightened, and tyrannical father. 

Hermann Kafka might almost stand as the 
subject of Hayman’s biography. Self-made, 
capable of exerting enormous physical and 
material leverage, but grossly inadequate in 
most other respects, Kafka, senior, recalls no 
one so much as the father of Adolf Hitler. 
Both fathers were prototypical nineteenth- 
century domestic ogres, both sons the neu- 
rotic products of environments in which high 
ambition was forcibly thwarted. In Kafka’s 
case, his father’s stupidity condemned him to 
a life of regular office labor and stints at 
managing the Kafka family’s fancy-goods 
business. Kafka wrote for long stretches in 
the evenings and early mornings, almost in 
secret, permitting only one small volume of 

his works to be published in his lifetime. His 
father’s only reaction to Kafka’s attempts at 
literature was vague suspicion combined 
with sporadic attempts to prevent Kafka 
from writing on the grounds that it would 
injure his health. Toward the end of his life, 
Kafka wrote a 10,000-word letter to his 
father. “My writing was all about you,” it 
said. “All I was bewailing in it was what I 
could not weep about on your shoulder.” 

Armchair psychologists need not look far 
to discover the wealth of paternal distur- 
bance only half concealed in the body of 
Kafka’s work. “The Judgment” (1912), 
Kafka’s first mature work, written in one 
marathon stretch of eight hours when the 
author was nearing thirty, concludes with 
the father figure condemning young “Georg 
Bendemann” to death, and Georg hurtling 
himself from a bridge in faithful compliance. 
Kafka’s best-known works, The Trial (1 91 4) 
and The Castle (1919) begin as their pro- 
tagonists, “Joseph K.” and “K.” respec- 
tively, are rudely awakened by strangers. 
These awakenings represent a literary trans- 
formation of Kafka’s earliest childhood 
memory. At the age of four, Kafka’s father 
dragged him from his bed and locked him out 
of the house after he whimsically cried for 
water once too often. 

But the major effect Hermann Kafka had 
on his son was to foster within him an 
ineradicable self-hatred. For by the stan- 
dards which mattered-his father’s-Kafka 
was an unutterable failure. Self-hatred pro- 
vided abundant material for Kafka’s works, 
but made his natural life one of extended, 
suicidal misery. As a grown man, Kafka 
wrote that he belonged in a zoo, that he 
pursued literature in defiance of God, and 
that “I, too, would avoid myself if I could.” 
His self-hatred led to the grotesque morbid- 
ity by which we have come to characterize 
Kafka’s work. Kaka  envisioned hands 
unscrewed from their wrists, men trans- 
formed into apes, mice, and insects, creatures 
huddled within immense, labyrinthine bur- 
rows, and instruments of ghoulish torture. In 
many of Kafka’s works, the protagonists 
wilfully seek their own destruction. Joseph 
K. of The Trial deliberately exacerbates an 
already intolerable situation, conjoining in 
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morbid symbiosis with the institution which 
will destroy him, though its clumsy machina- 
tions are readily avoidable. The officer of In 
The Penal Colony applies the torture device 
to his own body. 

The brutal, arbitrary bureaucracies of 
such works as The Trial and The Castle 
evolved not only from the influence of Kaf- 
ka’s father, but from Kafka’s own experi- 
ences working as a claims adjustor and law 
clerk. Oddly enough, it was the former occu- 
pation which provided Kaka an opportunity 
to develop extreme precision and objectivity 
when describing intolerably gruesome 
events. Hayman quotes one of Kafka’s 
reports to the insurance company concerning 
the possibility of work-related injuries: 

An extremely cautious worker could 
probably take care not to allow any joint of 
his fingers to project over the timber . . . 
but caution is irrelevant to the main dan- 
ger. Even the most careful workman must 
be drawn into the cutter space when it 
slips or when the timber is thrown back, as 
happens quite often. . . . Such accidents 
would seldom occur without the amputa- 
tion of several finger joints or even whole 
fingers. 

Hayman suggests that the detached nature of 
the reports, enforced by the company, may 
have given Kafka “an alibi for something 
that came naturally. Just as the boring job in 
the law courts prepared the ground for The 
Trial and The Castle, the cultivation of 
neutrality would serve him in good stead. In 
the life of a great artist nothing is wholly 
wasted, but like many great artists, Kafka 
never had the satisfaction of knowing himself 
to be one.” 

Kafka’s self-doubt was his central artistic 
feature. He remains notorious as the only 
great writer to have instructed his friend and 
literary executor, Max Brod, to burn all his 
works. Yet his nihilistic will contains a para- 
dox, for Brod had often asserted that he 
would refuse to destroy Kafka’s works and 
that Kafka should entrust the duty of 
destroying them to another. Kafka did 
destroy countless fragments, and some com- 
pleted works, on his own. The vast bulk of 
his work did not see publication until after 

his death. Kafka seems to have suffered 
obscurity willingly, preferring it to a recogni- 
tion which would have contradicted his abys- 
mal self-image. Yet he experienced occa- 
sional flashes of confidence, even grandeur. 
H e  could not help realizing something of his 
talent: “If I indiscriminately write down a 
sentence, for instance ‘He looked out of the 
window,’ it is perfect.” 

Although much has been made of the 
quarter-million words, most of them elo- 
quently self-lacerating and indecisive, which 
Kafka addressed to Felice Bauer over the 
course of their long, ill-fated and twice- 
broken engagement, Kafka’s instincts were 
essentially those of a bachelor. H e  feared 
Woman as an interloper in his necessary 
creative solitude. Kafka and Felice ex- 
changed letters daily but rarely telephoned or 
visited, though both lived in Prague. In his 
deplorably backward proposal to Felice, 
Kafka determined that they could be together 
for only one hour per day. T o  his horror and 
dismay, she accepted. Luckily-from Kaf- 
ka’s point of view-tuberculosis intervened 
to prevent the marriage. Kafka subsequently 
transmogrified Felice into the “Frieda” of 
both The Trial and The Castle, assigning her 
the role of deceitful temptress. 

Tuberculosis struck Kafka in 1917 and 
finally killed him in 1924 at the age of 
forty-one. At first, the sputum was “strange 
and interesting.” Then it was “no longer 
interesting, just boring.” Kafka personified 
his disease as the result of negotiations 
between his brain and his lungs. H e  saw it as 
fitting punishment, fulfillment of his own 
death wish. By the standards of Kafka’s 
“philosophy of negation,” death, as in Tol- 
stoy’s Death of Zuan Zlych, equalled enlight- 
enment. Ironically, Kafka was at work on In 
The Penal Colony when the first symptoms 
appeared. As Hayman writes, “Zn The Penal 
Colony points forward with an uncanny 
accuracy to the concentration camps, but the 
underlying preoccupation seems to be per- 
sonal and existential, while the image of the 
penal colony appears to derive at least partly 
from Kafka’s racking headaches. The solu- 
tion is death. If God resorted to tuberculosis 
as a delaying tactic, this was crude but 
logical.” 
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Contrary to the flagrant robustness of 
most twentieth-century literary figures, 
Kaka was ascetic to the point of monkish- 
ness. He avoided meat, tobacco, and alcohol, 
he lived a life of inflexible routine. His only 
vices were writing and sleeplessness. His 
overwhelming desire was for solitude. 

. . . So it’s impossible to have enough 
solitude, when writing, or enough 
silence. . . . I’ve often thought that the best 
way of life for me would be to have writing 
materials and a lamp in the innermost 
room of a spacious locked cellar.. . . But 
what I’d write! What depths I’d tear it up 
from. 

Although hampered by an excessive 
reliance on scholarship, and a correspond- 
ingly rigid prose style, Hayman’s work none- 
theless deserves credit for unearthing our 
century’s most difficult literary figure. Hay- 
man’s work is the first full-scale attempt to 
portray Kafka in over forty years. This 
reticence among biographers should surprise 
no one, for never was a biographical subject 
so devoid of glamor and physical presence. In 
his retreat to the inner sanctum, Kafka 
exemplifies twentieth-century man most of 
all. For not until our century does the artist 
become a fugitive, even from his own body. 

Reviewed by LARRY WILLIAMS 

Speaking the Dreadful 

The Human Province, by Elias Canetti; 
translated from the German by Joachim 
Neugroschel, New York: The Seabury 
Press, 1978. vi + 281 pp. $72.75. 

ONE DOESNOT settle back comfortably with a 
volume of Elias Canetti. He is the least 
belletristic of writers, and his style-stark, 
astringent, and direct-repels both the for- 
malist and the connoisseur. We read Mr. 
Canetti with an excruciating sense that both 
we and our civilization are being judged. We 
may not want to hear these things about 
ourselves, about human nature, about the 
present historical hour, but, like Coleridge’s 
wedding guest, we are riveted and mesmer- 
ized by a speaker who compels us to recog- 
nize the terrible authenticity of his vision. 

Implicit in Canetti’s works is the assump- 
tion that, in the latter half of the twentieth 
century, the vocation of the writer no longer 
permits a preoccupation with “words as 
such.” In austere and unambiguous lan- 
guage, Canetti bears witness to a world 
where “light is dethroned,” “the last . . . 
myths destroyed,” and “the atomic bomb has 
become the measure of all things.” Canetti’s 

difficulty is not a consequence of his style 
(though one critic, Phillip Toynbee, protests 
that “blow after blow is directed at the 
reader’s head with the bluntest possible of 
instruments”)’ but rather a result of the 
disquieting nature of his message-a mes- 
sage which we neglect to our own impover- 
ishment and deny at our own peril. As 
Canetti observes: 

The public and private can no longer be 
separated, they overlap in ways that would 
never before have seemed possible. The 
enemies of mankind have rapidly gained 
power, coming very close to a n  ultimate 
goal of destroying the earth. It is impossi- 
ble to ignore them and withdraw to the 
contemplation of only spiritual models 
that still have some meaning for us. These 
models have become rarer; many that may 
have sufficed for earlier times do not con- 
tain enough in themselves, compFise too 
little to still serve us today. Hence, i t  is all 
the more important to speak about those 
who have withstood our monstrous cen- 
tury.’ 

Canetti’s message radiates from a nucleus 
of interrelated themes: the menace of mass 
psychology, the ambiguous nature of surviv- 
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