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Le but de cette thdse est de clarifier 1'affinité littéraire souvent
présumée entre Franz Kafka et Robert Walser. Les relations n'ont eté
décrites jusqu'd présent qu'en termes généraux. Mon essai est basé

principalement sur 1l'analyse comparative d'un roman de chaque auteur

' (Amerika et Jakob von Gunten). Chaque roman et l'appréciation,critique

regardant chaque auteur sont analysés en profondeur dans les chapitres

séparés, aprés quoi une conclusion finale originale est tentée.

Quatre questions fondementales qui s'entrecroisent déterminent la
structure de ce travail. Elles se rapportent d: 1) la structure et
les méthodes narratives, 2) la lutte des héros et le probléme allié de

la conscience, 3) le lien entre le héro et la société, et 4) le langage.

Les conclusions révélent une affinité entre les deux &crivains plus

complexe qu'elle n'avait &té estimée plus t&t. Jakob von Gunten con-

tientt urf caractére subjectif inexistant dans 1l'oeuvre de Kafka; l'en-

chafnement de la narration, la conception de la lutte des héros en re-

lation avec la sociét®, et 1'usage de la langue et de 1'ironie par les

deux auteurs tendent 3 &tre reliés.,
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Iﬂtrdduction

The possibility of a close literary relationship between the Swiss author
Robert Walser and the lawyer-writer of Prague Franz Kafka has' been w1dely
:noted Max Brod, a frlend of Kafka' S, testlfles to Kafka's partiality

for Walser and. hlmself points out llngulstlc similarities in Kafka's "Aqu
der Galerie" and Walser's "Geblrgshallen" L Robert Musil detected paral-
lels in Kafka's and Walser's early published material. He wrote a review

in 1914 for Die Neue Rundschau, critically. appraising Kafka's Betrachtung

‘vas an imitation of Walser's work: " Betraehtung wirkt] wie ein Spezial-
fall des Typus Walser."2 Fritz Mertini observes in his history of German
literature: “Er,wurde ein bevorzugter.Autor F. Kafkas, und er hat ihm
‘manches mitgegeben."3 Klaus Wagenbach‘counts Walser, along with Heinrich
von Kleist, as the most important literary influenee on Kafka in his Kaf*
ka biograﬁhy.u Wilhelm Emrich hints at a Walser influence in his Kafka-
book:

' Ferner beschiftigte er [Kafka] sich mit Marc Aurel, Meister Eckhart
' und den Dichtungen Hamsuns, Hofmannsthals, Thomas Manns, Flauberts
[. .] und--etwa seit 1909--mit Robert Walser, vor allem mit Wal-
sers Jakob von Gunten.®

Herbert and Elisabeth Frenzel note, follow1ng a lead from Walter Holle—
rer's statements in the afterword of a Walser text Prosa

Das Leben im Institut Benjamenta [Jakob von Gunten] als Glelchnls'

der Situation des Menschen. In den Motiven und der zur Chiffre

tendierenden Sprache war Walser Vorliufer Kafkas, der Walsers ‘'Kon-
+ zept [. . .) weiterdachte und weiterdrehte'. (Walter Hdllerer)®

Klaus Ginther Just writes in a literary history:

[. . J bei Walser ist die beschworene Welt eine im vorab immer
auch schon versunkene Welt. Das weist Uber Huch hinaus und er1n~
nert als auktoriales Verfahren an Kafka 7

H. M. Waldson writes in a critical review:

nght lyrical and witty, with an easy, gentle irony, Walser's style
has affinities w1th that of the early stories of Hesse or of Kafka's
- collecled works.

Bernard Rang similarly refers to Jakob von Gunten as a "[. . .] cheer-
fully serious work of an almost Mozartian tenor, of which (for good rea-
sons) Kafka thought very highly."'9 George Avery states in a study of

Walser's novels and short prose:
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" . A comparative textual study of themes, style, forms, and imagery in
Kafka and Walser would, I believe, not only reveal a significant
area of correspondence in their work, but would place Kafka's
achievement in more intimate relatlon to the themes .prevalent in
the first decade of the century than has so far been the case in
studies of his work.l

The first in-depth comparative . studles of Kafka and Walser were published
'in 1966, corresponding to the appearance of a new edition of Walser's
collected works.11 These essays tend to both confirm and question con-

nections between Kafka and Walser.

The problem of the isolated "I" and its broken relationship to the world,

as it appears in some early stories and in the novels Jakob von_Gunten
and Das SchleB, is discussed by Wolf Wondratscheck in "Weder Schrei noch
.Lacheln: Rdbert Walser und Frapz Kafka".12 Wondratscheck also suggests
a correepondence in certain structural elements- The -"irreal" universal,
he argues, constantly. becomes apparent as a'sphere found in and around

. the immediate sensual reality:

Bei Walser wie bei Kafka wird realistisch erzdhlt, doch so, daB dle
gesamte Choreographie tieferer Sinnbeziiglichkeit deutllch wlrd

Mit gelassener Selbstverstdndlichkeit wird die Fiktion der Realitdt
{iberantwortet. [. . .] Universelles, Allgemeines w1nﬁ 1nm1tten purer
Alltiglichkeit offenbar.13 -

- Christof Schmid, on the other hand, claims to make. a basic stYlistic-dié4
tinction between Kafka's and Walser's prosepin his essay "Robert Walsers
'Geschwéitzigkeit'".]"L+ He attributes much of Walser's ambiguity to an in-.
fatuation with language as an'actual purpose and end in itself: o

Nicht eine ausserhalb der Verbalisation existierende Wahrheit oder
- Wirklichkeit widre mit ihrer Hilfe zu fassen, sondern sie selbst wire
die Wahrheit und Wirklichkeit, um die es geht. 15

Schmid contrasts what he considers to be Walser's subjective and often
themeless style with Kafka's search for an "absolute" with the help of
language:

Fiir ihn [Kafka] ist die Sprache in ihrer wesentlichsten und allge-
meinsten Beschaffenheit Medium: Medium der Selbstkldrung und der
Mitteilung. [ . .] 'Zwischen der subjektiven Ich-Welt und der ob-
jektiven Aussenwelt ...' hat sie zu vermitteln.16

The similarities between Walser's puzzling "Institut> Benjamenta" and
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‘Kafka's mysferious town-castle complex (Das SchloB) are mentioned by

Jochen Greven in his essay "Wiederkehr -eines Verschollenen:  Robert Wai%

'sér".l7 Just as‘Schmid,'Grevenvavoias overemphasizing the importance of

any external similarities:

Sicher ist [. . .J, daB Kafka sich in Walsers Ichverkleidungen auch
selbst wiederzuerkennen vermochte, und zwar so sehr, daB daraus - '
Kritik entsprang. [. . .] Kafka wendet sich hier skeptisch gegen
einen exzentrischen Subjektivismus, den er offenbar als seine eigene
so gut wie als Walsers Gefahr ansah.l8

Karl Pestalozzi also hesitates to concede more than a certain superficial

resemblance, as he argues in his study "Nachpriifung einer Vorliebe:

Franz KéfkaszBeziéhung zﬁm Werk Robert Walsers".lgA Though both writers
would have concerned themselves with the problems of the individual in the
médern world and confronted them with art, Kafka would have rejected Wal-
ser's often gay and unruffled dhtLOOk.b Pestalozzi points out that Wal- |
ser's heroes often find a refuge in nature, dreams or "disappearing",
whiie Kafka's fight serious and consequential existential battles. Otto

Best, however,_pdints out a dualistic Jakob-Kraus cqnflict in Jakcb von

Gunten and compares it to K.'s struggle with the castle servants and of fi-"
 cials in Das SchloB.. Best's essay "Zwei Mal Schule der Kdrperbeherr-

schung und drei Schriftsteller"QO illustrates a common juxtaposition of

affirmation of individuality (and confrontation in a manifold world) with
unrefledting surrender to a determinant law or order in the- two novels.
Servants, for example, completely subject to:the.castle laws and servants,
as agents for the 'ideals of the Benjamenta tnstitute, argues Best,'repre-
sent the same transcendental sphere. They would attempt to "lure" the re-
spective central figure into the service of Klamm (Das Schldﬁ) or into

Kraus' "kindlich-gliickliche Daseinsform".21

Connidering the critical literature referred to above, the Kafkd—Walser
question is far from settled. The mentioned essays, whose statements

often conflict, deal briefly and'vaguely with eertain isolated problems

without offering comprehensive conclusive analysis. In this thesis I wish.
to draw a more complete picture delineating the hitherto undefined border-

"areas which link and distinguish the two authors and,concentratiﬁg-on the

fundamental points numbered below. .
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Christof Schmid, not unlike Karl Pestalozzi and chhen'Grevén, considers

Walser's‘highly,pefsonal'aﬁd "geschwdtzige" narrative style to be the de-
cisive factor distinguishing his wdrk,from Kafka's. '

Die Sprache selbst wdre Zweck des Schreibens. Das hdtte erhebliche .
Konsequenzen fiir die Schreibhaltung und fiir den gesamten Werkstil.
Nichts Inhaltliches wdre mehr beabsichtigt. [. . .] Der Abstand
‘zwischen Walsers und Kafkas Werk wird in diesem unterschiedlichen
Sprachverstandnls von seinen unterschiedlichen kiinstlerischen Prd-
missen her verstdndlich, von denen aus ein Verglelch eher als Ab-
- grenzung denn als Annaherung sinnvoll ist [. ..J.22 :

(1) Do the methods of narration really form "opp081tes") which effect- '

ively obscure all other stylistic and thematic similarities?

Pestalozzi and Best maintain conflicting viewpoints concerning the "strug-
gles" of Kafka's and Walser's heroes. The "breakdown of consciousness"23
is a specially determinant and central problem in Kafka's and Walser's
books. (2) What factors ‘determine. the heroes' crises. and what is the

nature of their struggles'>

As Wondratscheck and Pestalozzi have pointed out, the the@e of the "iso-

lated individual" is predominant in each author's'work.‘ (3) Exactly how

. related are Kafka's and Walser's socially-critical positions?

.

Neither Kafka nor Walser has been suécessfully classified an expfession—:
ist, surrealist, naturalist, impressionist or symbolist writer. The two

c5ntémporaries developed unique stylistic techniques, whith are related

-and yet obviously different, describing what they considered to be an ex-

tremely complicated and opaque world with language and imagery that seem
to have lost all conventlonal descriptive capac1ty.< Wondratscheck is
quoted above:

Bei Walser wie bei Kafka wird realistisch erzdhlt, doch so, daf die
. gesamte Choreographie tieferer Sinnbeziliglichkeit deutlich wird.

L. ..J
(4) How is it possible to narrate "realistisch" and at the same time let

"die gesamte Choreographie tieferer Sinnbeziiglichkeit" appear?

In order to answer these necessarily general, overlapping questions and

still to retain preciseness, the surveyed material must be limited. The



study is based on the novels Amerika (Der Verschoilene, 1913-14) and
Jakob von Gunten (1908). In a letter to Director Eisner (1909), Kafka

conflrms hls familiarity with Jakob von Gunten:

[. . .] Walser kennt mich? Ich kenne 1hn nicht,‘Jakob von Gunten
kenne ich, ein gutes Buch. Die anderen-Bﬁqher habe ‘ich nicht ge-
lesen L. J 2N

The novels theme is the confllct between the demands of day to~day sur-

vival and aesthetical-spiritual needs. The central figures, like many pro-
‘tagoriists of the epoch, sense the foundations of their existence outside
of normal consciousness and:experience. What is common to both novals is-
the authors' rejection of reallstlc-psychologlcal cognition and narration.
The books denote distinct turning-points in the 11terary development of
each author and, ‘as early works, represent (in this case) the period of
‘greatest convergence. |
o

Before turning to the novels themselves, however, I want to point out, in
the following chapter, some aspects of Kafka's first story "Beschreibung
- eines‘Kampfes" (first version 1904-05; second version 1307-08). In this
unusual work Kafka is developing certain narrative structures that will be
of interest later ‘in our'study; as well as'defining some basic theﬁes that
" occur in both of the novels under discussion. I am devoting seperate
-chapters»to,eachbnovel (Chapters II and III) before offering comparative
‘results (Chapter IV); in this way I hope to: 1) grant each work its spe-‘
cific and individual characteristics, i;e. avoid the temptation of "dis-
tilling" similarities‘and differences, and 2) to consider as much criti-
cal*opiniep-as'pessibie (a requirement which the previous comparative,

.efforts certainly have not met).


http:compara.ti

- 12.

thes : v : . \ !

1. Max Brod, Streitbares Leben (Munich: Kindier Verlag, 1960), p.>393¢

2. Robert Musil, review of Betrachtuﬂg;.by-FranZ'Kafka_(Leipzig: Ernst

" Rowohlt, 1913), Die Neue Rundschau, 2, (1914), p. 1169. '
3. Fritz Martini, Deutsche Literaturgeschichte, Von den Anfdngen bis zur‘
Gegenwart (Stuttgart: Kroner Verlag, 1968), p. 618.

4. Klaus Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, Eine Biographie seiner Jugend 1883-1912

: (Bern: Francke Verlag, 1958) p. 159.

5. 'Wilhelm Emrich, Franz Kafka (Frankfurt a. M, -and Bonn: . Athendum Ver-.
lag, 1970), p. ui2. .

6. Herbert and Elisabeth Frenzel Daten deutscher chhtunjg. (Cologne and '
Berlin: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1953), p. 516.

7. Klaus Gliinther Just, Von der Griinderzeit bis zur Gegenwart Volume v

o (Bern and Munich: Prancke Verlag, 1973), p. 198.

8. H. M. Waidson, as quoted in: Modern German Literature, A Library of
Literary Criticism, Volume II, compiled and edited by Agnes Domandi
(New York: F. Ungar Publishing Co., 1972), p. 331.

9. Ibid, p. 330. ' '

10. ‘George Avery, Inquiry and Testament (Phlladelphla. Univ. of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 1968), p. 263. .

11. - Robert Walser, Das Gesamtwerk, edited by Jochen Greven (Genf and Ham- -
burg: H. Kossodo Verlag, 1966ff.). ’ ’
Wolf Wondratschek, "Weder Schrei noch Licheln", Text und Kritik, 12
(1966), pp. 17-21. S -

13. 1Ibid, p. 18. _

14. Christof Schmid, "Robert Walsers 'Geschwatzlgkelt'" Schweizer Monats-

+ hefte, 52 (1972), pp. 199-204. '
15. Ibid, p. 200.
16. Ibid, p. 203. |
~'17. Jochen Greven, "Wiederkehr eines Verschollenen: Robert Walser", Li-
teratur und Kritik, 9/10 (1966), pp. 72-75. : :

18. 1Ibid, pp. 72-73. ' »

19. Karl Pestalozzi, "Nachpriifung einer Vorliebe: Franz Kafkas Beziehung.
zum Werk Robert WalserE" Akzente (1966), pp.322-3uh.

20. Otto Best, "Zwei Mal Schule der Kdrperbeherrschung und drei Schrift-
'steller", Modern Language Notes, 85 (1970), pp. 727-741.

'21. 1Ibid, p. 739. ‘
22. Christof Schmid, pp. 201-203. .
23. I will use the definitions of consciousness found in:



Wilhelm Hehlmann, WOrterbuch der Psycholoﬁle (Stuttgart.

Krdner
Verlag, 1965), pp. 60-61.

Hemmch Schmidt and Georgi Schlschkoff Phllosophlsches Worterbuch
(Stuttgart: Krdner Verlag, 1965), p. 61

24, TFranz Kafka, Bmefe, edited by Max Brod (Frankfurt- Fischer Verlag,
1958), p. 76. : : : ’



‘I.” The Problem of Consciousness in Kafka's "Beschreibung eines Kamnfes"l

In this early work Kafka deals with the reiiability of“thbught} He exa;
mines basic relationships between VafiBUS forms of conSCiousneSS and rea-
lity. The predicament of Kafka's narrator, the "I" of the story, is ex-»'
pressed w1th the follow1ng parable:

'Was sollen unsere Lungen: tun', schrle 1ch schrle, 'atmen sie rasch,
ersticken sie an sich, an innern Giften; atmen sie langsam, ersticken
sie an nicht atembarer Luft, an den empdrten Dingen. Wenn sie aber
ihr Tempo suchen wollen, gehen sie schon am Suchen zugrunde.' (I, 1267

The "I", by attempting expansion of perception and consciousness--meta- _
phorically the "quicker breathing'--soon reaches the limitations of the of-
gan itself, its "inner poisons"; Overtaxing'the‘finité'mind he experi-
ences a sense of imbalance. By sustaining normal categorical delineafions
of thought ("slow breathlng") he falsifies his perceptlon of reallty, pro-
ducing the "unbreathable air" apd the choking’ sensatlon. The compromising
possibility of self-regulatlon—-rellance on emotion and 1ntuition~—leads to
the.endless'cycle of refleetion and counter reflection, like holding two '
. mirrors face-to-face. . Yet the lung is a vital organ, whose activities may
never be halted, which may be influenced within a certain radius, but never
really controlled. Breathing is a basically'automatic'and, in this sense,’
an 1rrat10nal nece351ty Thelparadox Kafka herewith formulated dominates
the entire story. Perhaps most strlklng is the implied sense of loss and -
the criticism of traditional emplrlcal associations. The urgency of the
narrator's situation is indicated with the double usage of the verb "schrie".
And the action connoted by this word is problematic, since yelling requires

the use of the lungs in a function not really classified as "breathing".

I.1. Narrator and Acquaintance

At the story's comﬁenCement, the narrator and his acquaintance ("der Be-
kannte') are at some sort of party.or.tavepn——no particﬁlahs are offered.
' The acquaintance is preoccupied with maintaining social contact, his most
apparent characteristic being to reaffirm his own existence by culfiVating

relationships with others. This need is eXpressed'by his attraction to wo-

_ men.

(. . .] ich bin bis jetzt mit meinem Mddchen allein in einem Neben-



-zimmer gesessen. Von halb elf an. Sie Mensch, das war einmal ein
Abend. [. . .] Aber Sie miissen mir--ich bltte-—verzelhen, das Gliick
hdlt es elnfach nicht in mir aus [. .J . Noch vor elnem ‘Weilchen
dort in dem Zimmer waren wir alleln das Annerl mit mir. Und ich
habe sie gekiisst--habe--ich--sie auf ihren Mund, ihre Ohren, ihre
Schultern. Mein Gott und Herr!' [II, 11- 133

The narrator, however, is sitting alone. He av01ds ahy’organization of his
'thoughts his attention being attracted by varlous unrelated ohjects.

Ich sass an einem kleinen Tischchen--es hatt° drei gespannte diinne
Belne-—nlppte gerade an dem dritten Glidschen Benediktiner und {iber-
sah im Trinken zugleich meinen kleinen Vorrat von Backwerk, das ich
selbst ausgesucht und aufgeschichtet hatte, [II, 11]

Uncomfortable in the confined, sociable atmosphere of the evening_gathering,
he lures his acquaintéhce outside into the night. The fragmented descrip~
tion is sﬁcceeded by reflective thought outside on the streets. Every’
statement dealing with conventional awareness and llfestyle is formulated
1ron1cally. ‘

Kaum waren wir ins Freie getreten als ich offenbar in bedeutende
Munterkelt geriet, [II, 15; my underlinings]

Den Tag Uber im Amt, abends in Gesellschaft, in der Nacht auf den Gass-
en und nichts iibers Mass. Fine in ihrer Natiirlichkeit schon grenzen-
lose Lebensweise! [II, 17] . : . .

The narrator seems to be deeply shaken by the capriciousness_of his think-
ing and its questionable relationship to existential functions. '

Tch achtete darauf, wie unsere Schritte klangen und konnte nicht be=
.greifen, dass es mir unmdglich war, mit meinem Bekannten im gleichen
Schritt zu bleiben. Dabei war klare Luft, ich konnte seine Beine
deutlich sehen. Hie und da lehnte auch jemand in einem Fenster und
betrachtete uns. (II, 17]

‘The narrator mistrusts the validity ofxany intercourse between subject :and
object; he representébthe'negétion of every unreflected‘cohelusion'and fi-
nite act of the acquaintance. 'Yet the narrator also seems to need his com-
panion and is attracted by the sense of be1ng at home in the world. Thus
he thinks:

Wer weiss, dieser Mensch, der jetzt neben mir mit in der Kdlte rau-
chendem Mund an Stubenmddchensachen dachte, war vielleicht imstande,
mir vor den Leuten Wert zu geben, ohne dass ich ihn erst erwerben
musste, [II, 21]

But immediately following this statement (characterized by the narrator's

typical "vielleicht"), he senses'danger in emotional infatuation and clings
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to the notlon of an 1nten31f1ed consciousness: ' {

Wenn sie [girls] ihn kiissen, kussen sie mich ja auch ein wenlg, wenn

man will; mit dem Mundwinkel gewigsermassenj wenn sie ihn aber ent-

fihren, dann stehlen sie mir ihn. Und er soll immer bei mir blelben,
: 1mmer wer soll ihn beschiitzen wenn nlcht ‘ich. C11, 23]

Yet now his reasonlng comes full cirtle. At first reassured by the unknow-
able, self- perpetuatlng functions of being, but then apprehenslve that his
.prec1ous "I" could be endangered he flnally realizes hlS dependency on the
‘acqualntance '

Er ist ja so dumm. Im Februar sagt man ihm: Du komm auf den Lauren-
‘ziberg, und er l3uft mit. Und wie wenn er jetzt f&llt, wie, wenn er

sich verkihlt, wie, wenn ein Bifersﬁchtiger aus der Postgasse heraus

ihn uberfallt° Was soll dann mit mir geschehn, soll ich dann aus der
Welt herausgeworfen werden? [II, 23]

These statements would substantlate Walter Sokel's theory that the "charac-
ters" under discussion are actually two modes of the same entlty 2 On the
one hand is the "ich", the first person narrator, the consciousness. "He"f‘
remains between affirmation and denial of given vafiables by avoiding every
sensual—empirical conclusion and fefusing to apply delimiting intellectual -
categories. His irohy corfesponds with the urée to transcend his own li-
mitations by adopting a negatlve (free) position to routlne values and be-
haviour. On the other side is the "du", representing the personlfled self
and ironically termed the "acquaintance'", since the narrator is largely un-
familiar with him, his own sentient being. The acquaintance is pure beiﬁg‘4
- and, as such, embodies the self-evident avowal of circumstanees. Suggest-
ing the ambivalence of consciousness, Kafka describes the fluctuations (i.e}
struggle) of personal identity between self (acquaintance) and conscicusness

of self (narrator).

On page 19, for instance, the narrator expresses the wish to leave the ac-
quaintance, yet reportis a few pages later:

Als ich noch rasch nach einem Mittel suchte, urn wenlgstens ein Well-
chen bei meinem Bekannten bleiben zu diirfen [. . [11, 273 my
~underlining]

Consciousness is an inherently fluctuating process. Its content--opinions,

intentions, desires, etc.--representing the "I" at aﬁy given time, cdan vary
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frem‘moment‘to moment.3 The word amblvalence is approprlate in desqublng
the narrator's attitudes. His "struggle" 51mply runs its course between '
the poles of intensified consciousnessy "1nner p01sons" and limited indivi-
duality/ "unbre athable air".

The apparently-eondoned blurring of ‘conscious borderlines between emetions
and ideas, inner and outer, reality and fantasy, which is heightened as the
’<story progresses, is accompanied by a w1dened split between narrator and
_acqualntance Random assoc1at10ns, not the harmonious interplay between
intellect andvdesires, begin to mark  the marrator's conscious processesi.f
After havdng gone outside away from the social gathering, the narrator 1li-
terally finds himself on "icy" grbuﬁd, but also acquires some measure of
independenee. His quest for adtonomy ends with a quest for "cemplete" con-
‘sciousness. Breaking away down a 31de "alley",'sllpplng on the ice almost
'1mmed1ately, the narrator thlnkS'

' So kannte ich mit einem Male alle die vielen Sterne bei Namen, trotz-
" dem ich es niemals gelernt hatte. Ja, es waren merkwiirdige Namen,
. schwer zu behalten, aber ich wufite sie alle und sehr genau. [1, 38]

This could be considered "fast breathing". But experiencing the sensation
of total consciousness, existence itself becomes impossible: he succumbs
to "inner poisons”. ' ' ' '

Ich kam aber nicht weit mit dem Nennen der Sterne, denn ich muBte
weiterschwimmen, wollte ich nicht zusehr untertauchen. Cr, 38] .

He must keep "swimming" if he wants to live. The image "swimming in air"
suggests an 1ntellectual exercise without rellable reference p01nts which
.could never be brought under control, and durlng which a cessation of move-
ment--of struggle--would mean death The narrator 's drive towards height-
ened consciousness is in the end synonomous with a confrontation with the

chaotic "whole", chaotic in view of his finite conceptlons.4

The concept of "guilt", as various critics have associated it with Kafka,
is applicable in this story. Jérg Thalmann describes it ass ”[.'. J den
urspriinglichen, unaufhebbaren Abstand zur Welt, der den Eindruck hervor-
ruft, man bleibe hinter ihr zuriick, kdnne sie nie erreichen.-"5 “Wilhelm Em?
rich notes: "Die Grenzen uhseres BewuStseins verwandeln jeden Moment un-

seres Daseins in Schuld."6 The narrator, who feels "suffocated" in his li-
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-mited'conceptions, is attracted by the appareht purity of chaos and
equates’ it with a sense of totality and wholeness, which he misses in-hi#
every thought. .

. 'Los mit den Geschichten! Ich will nichts mehr in Brocken hdren. Er-
zdhlen Sie mir alles, von Anfang bis zu Ende. Weniger hdére ich nicht
an, das sage ich Ihnen. Aber auf das Ganze brenne ich.' [II, u41]

BecauSé he finds a struggle necessary, the "bpening—up" of the ﬁarratov's
m1nd can not be understood only psychologlcally as an essentlally negatlve

. decomposition of personallty

Nevertheiess, man's identity is rqoted‘in order and control, in a sense of
self. The cessation of intellectual selection and distincfion is necessa-
rily accompanied by paranoiac sensations, here the conviction that he (the
narrator) is about to be "murdered" (II, 3;).v'Indi§idual idenfity is
threatened. The narrator is helpless without the acquaintance; the acquain-
tance is nothing without the narrator. " And here lies the éentral‘irony‘of‘
the story: the continuous frivolous bickering is between two "Components"v
of being, which are in fact only distinguished through the limitations of

-consciousness.

The movement of the narrator's thinking is antithetical, as can best be seen
after he "wins" the struggle with the acquaintance (the self-inflicted
wound) in the final part of ‘the _story. This latter flgure is finally de-
prived of all inherent value, falls into despalr- -and the " responds with
a conclllatory, positivistic speech!

'Du bist so schoén gestellt,-von Freundlichkeiten umgeben, am hellen
Tag kannst du spazieren gehn, wenn viele Menschen sorgfdltig geklei-
det weit und nah zwischen Tischen oder auf Hiigelwegen zu sehen sind.
Denke nur, im Frithjahr, da werden wir in den Baumgarten fahren, nein
nicht wir werden fahren, das ist schon leider wahr aber du mit dem
Annerl wirst fahren in Freude und Trab. O ja, glaube mir, ich bitte
dich, und die Sonne wird euch schénstens allen Leuten zeigen. Oh, da
ist Mquk man hort die Pferde weit, es ist keine Sorge nétig, da ist
Geschrei und Leierkdsten spielen in den Alleen.' [I, 138]

The monologue actually nelther affirms nor negates the sphere of the ac-
quaintance. (No real v1ctory is possible for .either side.) The "I" must '
maintain its negativity or breathe the "unbreathable air" that is the world

of the acquaintance. Yet by doing so, he excludes the possibility of over-
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-coming his own loneliness. The knife stab (I, 136) suggests that the
narrator's self- examinatioﬁ‘and "struggle" is a perversioh aniintrusioh
on the acquaintance's 81mple 1nnocent purity. The safe conceptlon of a -
self-evident and secure. human order, which is expressed in the above quote,-
can only be understood 1ron1cally in respect to the doubt inherent in his.’
own conv1ctlons, yet simultaneously the value of the nin, of consc1ousness,

“is denied: "nicht wir werden fahren, das ist schon leider wahr, sondern

du". . Kafka, in the impressioniétic motto of the story--

-Und die Menschen gehn in Kleidern

schwankend auf dem Kies spazieren
. unter diesem groSen Himmel,

~der von Hiigeln in der Ferne

sich zu fernen Hiigeln breitet.

--distills the resultant polarization of the human and universal spheres.
" The normal conceptual world ("Menschen [. . .] in Kleidern") is isolated
. .t . .. '
from immeasurable horizons ("Hiigeln in der Ferne'"/ "fernen Hiigeln") beneath

an immepee (unknowable?) sky; the mode of existence is "schwankend"}8

I.2. The Predicament of the Consciousness

The‘harratop would seem to have no choice other than to approach-his'pro-e
blem with reflective thought. It seems, in facf,vthat thé less he under-

~ stands the reasons for his intellectual deubt, thelmore he feels compelled
to discever those reasons. The more a solid,'objeCtive reality becomes a

: doﬁbted,function of his own mind, the more desperatevhe'is to find a core
or pivotai identity to fall back on. The fantastic middle part of the sto-
ry deals nearly exclusively ﬁith_the immediate situation of the.mind. e(The
acquaintance is.forgotten on the "road" at the Beginning of the narrator's
metaphysical adventures.) The theme--the problem of a state of conscious-
‘ness which,seeures-a workab le cdnceptien of neither the self nor realityg--
is maintained, but variated from the first and last portions of the sfory.
There .Kafka described the narralov', impulse towards transcendental free-
dom, juxtaposing the apparently secure world of "normal"‘peoplelo with the
disfigured world of the social outsider;.here, in the middle section, he

deals directly with the problem of cognition.
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‘ : The "I", freed from material constrlctlons, is now able to rear'range thlS
surroundlngs accordlng to his fancy.. ' C

Unbesorgt ging ich weiter. Weil ith aber als Fussginger die An-
strengung der bergigen Strasse fiirchtete, liess ich den Weg immer
flacher werden und sich in der Entfernung endlich zu einem Tale
senken. Die Steine verschwanden nach meinem Willen und der Wind
verlor sich: [. . .] Da ich Fichtenwdlder liebe, ging ich durch
solche Wilder und da ich gerne stumm zu den Sternen schaue, so
gingen mir auf dem Himmel die Sterne langsam ‘auf, wie es ihre Art
ist. [II, 47-49) :

_ Yet4follow1ng tbls initial euphoria, it again becomes evidént that_normal
conceptions of self are incompétible with a radically expanded conscious= -

"nesé. The narrator's statements indicate the arbitrary character of his
intellectual struggle. '

Diese so rasch entstandene Weite meiner Au351cht erschreckte mich.
Ich dachte nach, warum ich hergekommen war in dieses Land, dessen
Wege ich nicht kannte. Es schien mir, als hdtte ich im Traumevmich
her verirrt und begriffe dab Schreckliche meiner Lage erst im Er-
wachen. Da hdrte ich zum Gliick einen Vogel im Walde und es kam be-
ruhigend {iber mich, daB ich doch meines Vergniigens halber herge-
gangen ware.

'Dein Leben ‘war einformlg 8o redete 1ch laut, um mich davon zu {iber-
zeugen 'es war wirklich ndtig, daB du anders wohln gefiihrt wurdest.
Du kannst zufrieden sein, es ist lustig hier. Die Sonne scheint.'

L1, s5u4] . _
A landscape and weather éonditions'have more weight than hié'OWn personality.
Altﬁough committed to a struggle while in the reassuring presence of the ac-
quaintance, he clingé when on unfamiliar ground to safe associations, one-
éff.er another. The underlying problem is that th‘é narrator projects sub-
jective categories onto his surroundings. The "ijectivé" world retains no
‘éubsfance of its own. As the narrator beéomes "tired" (I, 503 IT v51),vhe
wants to confirm his existence from out31de but only percelves a depend-
ent,. variable and therefore meanlngless11 world

Ich wollte rasch herunterklettern aber da der Ast so zitterte wie

. meine Hand, so fiel ich erstarrt von der Hdhe. [. . .J ich fiihlte
mich so schwach und ungliicklich, daB ich das Gesicht in den Waldbo-
den legte, da ich die Anstrengung die Dinge der Erde um mich zu sehn,
nicht ertragen konnte. -Ich war {iberzeugt, daB jede Bewegung und je-
der Gedanke erzwungen seien, daB man sich daher vor ihnen hiiten solle.
[T, 54-56] :

Forced to recognize fhe inconsiStency of his perceptions, the subject is

. , isolated from the object, he is (fe-arfuily') made aware of his own loneli-
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-ness, and he feels the subsequently "imposing" demands of the "Dilnge der
Erde”. His very movements and thoughts become unpeliable and_artificial}
The narrator's attempt to confirm his ‘identity in the "objective" WOrld

fails.

" Since consciousness is the medium through which the narrator contemplates;
concelves and interprets the world he must essentially approach his own:
mind in order to understand his 1nsecur1ty.12 He thus meets the fat man
("deriDicke"), Kafka's metaphor for self-reflected consciousness and des-
cribed as “the narrator s own intellect by both Wilhelm Emrich and Walter
Scokel, th}nklng; "[ .J vielleicht konnte ich etwas erfahren uber die
Geféhrlichkéit dieses scheinbar sicheren Lahdes.“ (1, 68) The contrast
between the "I" ("wie eine Stange in baumelnder Bewegung" [1, 223 IT, 23])
and the fat man 1s not only based on the pr1nc1ple of antlthe51s but is
an amblguous yet v1v1d descrlpt{on of the narrator's predlcament. Con-
sciousness may be an unstable and uncertaln phenomenon, but appears heavy
and uncontrollably large upon self-reflection, i.e. takes on more 1mpor—

tance,. becomes self—lndulgent and feeds on the rest of the being..

The fat man,pérsonifies the narrator's leaning towards a transcendental

view: . he is not interested in the diversity of the phenomena found in ‘the
13 ; , ' A
world. ‘ .

. 'Die Landschaft stdrt mich in meinem Denken' sagte er [the fat man]
leise 'sie 148t meine Uberlegungen schwanken, wie Kettenbriicken bei
zorniger Stromung. Sie ist schon und will deshalb betrachtet sein'.
L. . .] 'Wihrend du mir [. .] dieses zeigst, hinterlistiger Berg,

" verdeckst du mir die Fern31cht die mich erheitert, denn 31e zelgt
Erreichbares in schdnem Uberbllck * [1, 60-62]

Yet by reduc1ng the world to purely conceptual, non-objective and non-1li-
" mited categories, he himself expands into non-qualitative chaos--a state
similar to lhat of the narrator des crlbed above (p. 11).

Der Dicke drehte sich langsam in der Richtung des stromenden Wassers
und wurde fluBabw/irts getragen, wie ein Gotterbild aus hellem Holz,
das Uberflissig geworden war und das man daher in den FluB geworfen
hatte. [I, 66] ‘
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The fét man only embodies one aspect of the narrator's intellectual pro-’
.cesses. He replies to thé narrator's queries with a story about the wor;
shipper ("der Beter"), a story naturélly told from_the.viewpoint of the

fat man. These various "functions" of the "I" (acquaintance, fat man, wor-
ﬁshipper) are not.made completely distinct from each other, rather'they'are 
blended, OVerlaﬁped and alternated. ‘The WOrshipﬁéf, unlike the fat man,

desireS’a bind to the concrete, phenomenal world. -

™[ . .] ich sage, daB es der Zweck meines Betens ist von den Leuten
angeschaut zuwerden."' [I, 86]

“Just as the fat man can not gain a transcendental view, the worshipper fails
to dellneate the actual qualltles of the "Dinge" with language,lg 15 and is
forced to rely on his own changing conceptions.

"MGott sei Dank, Mond, du bist nicht mehr Mond, aber vielleicht ist
es nachldssig von mir, daB ich dich Mondbenannter noch immer Mond
‘nenne. Warum bist du nicht mehr so ilibermiitig, wenn ich dich nenne
'vergessene Papierlaterne ih merkwiirdiger Farbe'. Und warum ziehst -
du dich fast zuriick, wenn ich dich 'Mariensdule' nenne und ich er-
kénne deine drohende Haltung nicht mehr Mariensdule, wenn ich dlch
nenne.'Mond, der gelbes Llcht wirft."' [I, 106]

The fat man , critical of the worshlpper although helpless hlmself knows
that his counterpart forms the external world in a characteristic manner
based on the finite syStém of categories which "stifle" thenarratorﬁl6

'Ja, ich ahne schon, ja ich ahnte es schon, seit ich -euch zum ersten-
mal sah, in welchem Zustande ihr seid. Ich habe Erfahrung und es ist
nicht scherzend gemeint, wenn ich sage, daB es eine Seekrankheit: auf
festem Lande ist. Deren Wesen ist so, daB ihr den wahrhaftigen Namen

» der Dinge Vergessen habt und iiber sie jetzt in einer Elle zufalllge
- Namen schiittet.' [I, 88]

As the worshlpper nalvely p01nts out to the fat man, using almost the same
formulation used earlier by the narrator (see p. 14 above), he experlences'

o the social detachment and related uncertainty which typifies the narrator's

existences:

[Version I:] '"Es hat niemals eine Zeit gegeben, in der ich durch

mich selbst von meinem Leben Uberzeugt war. Ich erfasse nimlich. die
Dinge um mich nur in so hinfdlligen Vorstellungen, daB ich immer
glaube, die Dinge hdtten einmal gelebt, jetzt aber seien—sie. versinkend.
Immer, lieber Herr, habe ich eine so qudlende Lust, die Dinge so zu
“sehn, wie sie sich geben mdgen, ehe sie sich mir zeigen. Sie sind

da wohl schén und ruhig. Es muB so sein, denn ich hdre oft Leute

in dieser Weise von ihnen reden.'"' [90]

[Version II:] '"Und ich hoffe von Ihnen zu erfahren, wie es sich mit
den Dingen eigentlich verhdlt, die um mich wie ein Schneefall ver-
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‘—31nkene, wdhrend vor. andern schon ein kleines Schnapsglas auf dem
Tisch fest wie ein Denkmal steht."! [91]

Together the fat man and the worshlpper enact what Kafka 1ron1cally tltles

the "Beweis dessen, daB es unmogl;ch ist zu leben" (I, u4).

I have till now ignored the problem-of the two veréions because the second
version is largely incomplete, Kafka haﬁing apparently revised only porfions
‘of the original. In those passages where two versions are at hand, it is
possible to note the omission ofvexplicit and pragmatic referencesbto the
problem of knowledge.17 In the passage quoted directly abo?e, for example,
the reference to the "Dinge" is shorter and vaguer in the final version,
~ Jjust as the normal conceptions of the "Leute" (simply the "andern'" in the
rewrite) are made increasingly enigmatic through the employment of a cohj
parison~("ein kleines Schnapsglas auf dem Tisch fest wie ein Denkmal steht").-
' . ,
.To conclude: natural cognitive functions--as thinking itself--are denied
the 'illusion of veracity for the "I" of the story. Why does he experience
these sensatlons of mental doubt not just alienated from an 1neffab1e re-
ality, but from himself as well? Peter Heller has perhaps formulated an
appropriate reply: "What happens when tradltlons, 1nst1tutlons,abellefs,
modes of thought and feeling become subject to rapid disihtegration?"ls.'

“"Beschreibung eines Kampfes“'does not, however, pursue the social- themes

found in Amerika and Jakob von Gunten, although the isolation of the narra-
»te}/ woréhipper is a central problem. As Karl Horst would show, the pro-
‘Blem of "lost cultural viability"--the parallel to the shown "disintegra-
tion of harmoay between'Subject and object" (and to self-alienation)-jis

a general one, characteristic:bf the epoch.l,g For our comparison'of Kafka
and Walser this story is vital because it specifically associates the

spllt between "I" and "world" with problems of perception and the crisis

of 1nd1v1dua13ty, employing narrative irony and antithesis for the purpose

of describing the "simultaneity of perceptldn".Qo
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Notes B

1.

10.

1.

T 12,

13.
11;‘

15.
16.

Quotes are from the critical edition: Beschreibung eines Kampfes:

die zwei Fassungen, edited by Max Brod and Ludwig Dietz (Frankfurt a.
M.: TFischer Verlag, 1969). All referencea are indicated in brackets,
e.g., page 51 of version two = (II, 51). :

Walter Sokel, Franz Kafka, Tragik und Ironle (Munich and’ Vlenna' Lang—
en & Miller Verlag, 1964), p. 37.

" See Wilhelm Hehlmann, Woérterbuch der Psychologle, p. 60‘~ "Bewutsein

ist ein selber zeltllch abflieBendes Geschehen [. g

Compare Wilhelm Emrich, Franz Kafka, p. 4l1. See also Wilhelm Hehlmann,
p. 60: . "[. . .] die Anzahl der gleichzeitig deutlich erlebbaren Be-
wuBtseinsinhalte ist begrenzt [. . .] . Bewegungsvollziige kdnnen

durch das BewuBtsein bewirkt, gelenkt und unterstiitzt, aber auch ge-
stért: werden " ,

 Jérg Thalmann, Wege zu Kafka, Eine Interpretation des Amerlkaromans

(Frauenfeld and Stuttgart: Huber Verlag, 1966), p. 115.
Wilhelm erlch, p. 54, ' -

James Rolleston points out che "essential dlsorderllness of the rela-
tion between subjeéct and object", illustrating the unpredlctable_sta—
bility of perception and self, but hesitating to attribute any purpose
or constancy to the narrator's position. Kafka's Narrative Theater '
‘(University Park: The Penn.. State Univ. Press, 1974), p. 7.

See Chrlstoph Bezzel, Natur bei Kafka, Studien' zur Asthetlk des poe-
tischen Zeichens (Nurnberg Verlag Hans Carl, 1964), pp. 7-8.

See Judith Ryan, "Die zwei Fassungen der 'Beschrelbung elhes Kampfes'",
Jahrbuch der deutschen Schlllergesellschaft 14 (1970), p 556.

Ibid, p. 565.

Compare Wilhelm Emrich, p. 88: "Gerade in dieser‘selbstgeschaffénen
Landschaft aber fihlt 31ch der Mensch vdllig einsam in einer 51nnent-
leerten Welt."

See Wilhelm Hehlmann, pp. 60-61: "[. . .J das BewuBtsein £. . .3 um-
faBt den unmittelbar vorfindlichen Gesamtinhalt der Wahrnehmungs- und
Phantasietitigkeit einschlieBlich der Strebungen, Gefiihle, Affekte Stim-
mungen ; sodann die Akte des Meinens, Stellungsnehmens, Wertens, Urtei-
lens, Denkens und Wollens, endlich das Innewerden des Selbstes: Ich-
B., Selbst B., Selbstgefiihl, Selbstwertgefiihl. [. . .] Seine (mikrokos-
mische) Struktur schiebt sich zwischen einwirkenden Relz und darauffol-

_ gonde Renktiion, zwischen Organismus und Umwelt."
‘CompareAJudlth Ryan, pp. 559-60.
See Wilhelm Hehlmann, p. 61: "Inhalte und Vollziige des bewuBten Lebens

werden durch sprachllche Formulierung artlkullert."
See Judith Ryan, pp. 557-58.

See Heinrich Schmidt and Georgi Schischkoff, Philosophisches Wérterbuch,
p. 76: "[. . .] das BewuBtsein besitzt eine aus dem individuellen Mi~

.krokosmos herleitbare Struktur (Bezugssystem), durch die jeder Inhalt

sofort in eigentiimlicher Weise gestaltet und zu den librigen Inhalten in
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Wechselbeziehung gesetzt wird." - ‘ L
See Judith Ryan, p. 556. : - : , _
Peter Heller, "On not Understanding Kafka", German Quartérly,'u7 (May

1974), p. 383.

See Karl August Horst, Anatomy and Trends of 20th Century German Li--
tergture, translated by Elizabeth Thompson (Munich: Nymphenburger

Verlagsanstalt, 1964), especially p. 29:

"It would seem that in periods when the cultural edifice starts to tot-
ter because people have ceased to believe in the former scale of va-
Jdues, man becomes conscious of his originally undefined nature. He
feels himself no more the site on which a multitude of tendencies meet

. and interact. He becomes aware of the foundations of his being sinking

ever more deeply down to the original strata of pre-conscious life,
over which'his controlling experience has no power." :

George Avery, Inquiry and Testament (Phlladelphla' Univ. of Penns&lya-

‘nia Press, 1968), p. 257.
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II.  Amerika (Der Veréchollene)1

The dilemma which lies at the base of fhe’struggle in "Beschreibung eines.
Kampfes" is still occupying Kafka a few yeaﬂs later,’fbr it dominates"
his first novel: . life can not s1multaneously be accepted as a "concrete“_
reality and observed from an ob]ectlve--transcendental—-v1ewp01nt. 'In ,
the early story we find this problem represented in largely abstract form.
-In Amerlka the struggle is illustrated with plot and 1magery chapacterls-
_tic of a novel. The abstract concept of the shorter work is translated
into situations and events, which seem '"real" to fhe hero'Karl RoSsmanh,
if not to the reader.

It is tempting to read the book as a "social novel"--as one would read,

for instance, Dickens' David Copperfield. The young hero is sent to the
United Statés as a steerage pagsenger by his parents because their servant
girl had become pregnant. What follows are eight episodes, beginning as '
" Karl's ship docks in New York harbor and.breaking off after he has jeined.
a theatre company and-is traveling by train through a mountain range on
his way to Oklahoma. While still on board the ship, Karl defends a German
stoker, who claims‘to be_the vietim of a Rumanian's prejudice, in the pre-
_eence of the ship'é officefe. Although'the case is losts Karl's uncle, a
rich senator, appears and takes his nephew home to a promising future.A'
The stoker is not so lucky; Karl regrets forsaking him. The uﬁele's'resi-
.dence proves to be a large business.complex, which is equipped with all
the technical innovations typical of industrial society Worklng condi-
tions at the uncle's business seem to border on the inhumane:

Im Saal der Telephone gingen, wohin man schaute, die Tiiren der Tele-

phonzellen auf und zu und das LAuten war sinnverwirrend. L. .J

Mitten durch den Saal war ein bestdndiger Verkehr von hin- und herge-

jagten Leuten. Keiner grifte, das Grifen war abgeschafft, jeder

schloB sich den Schritten des ihm Vorhergehenden an und sah auf den-

Eoden, auf -dem er méglichst rasch vorwdrtskommen wollte . ...J.
52-53] o

Some time later Karl drives to Pollunder's country-house to spend an eve-
ning with this business acquaintance of his uncle, only to learn that his
uncle has repudiated him. The uncle's and Pollunder's abundant luxury is

a contrast to the poorer quarters of the city:
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Es war eine Raumverschwendung sondergleichen, und Karl dachte an die
" 8stlichen New Yorker Quartiere, die ihm der Onkel zu zeigen ver- -
sprochen hatte, wo angeblich in einem kleinen Zimmer mehrere Fami--
lien wohnten und das Heim einer Familie in einem.Zimmerwinkel be-
stand [. . .J . Und hier standen so viele Zimmer leer und waren nur
dazu da, um hohl zu klingen, wenn man an die Tiir schlug. [76]

Kari‘decides'to leave. He sets out after midnight on foot, meeting two
'vagabonds named Roblnson and Delamarche. These two can not’flnd work in

- New York. Karl accompanies them as far as the "Hotel Occidentél", where
‘he égquires‘a position as.lift—boy. Hevis forced to work twelve hours a
day (24 hours once per week), operating an elevator which runs essentially"
automatically. ' There he makes ffiends with the orphah Therese Berchtold
and leafms.that her_starving mother was the victim of an industrial acci-
dent. Although a devoted worker, Karl is dismissed,from hislposf aftér
leaving the elevator for a few minutes in order té help his old acquain-
tance Robinson. Finding himse}f again an outsider, and following a nar-.
row escape from a policeman, Karl moves into Brunelda's flat with the two
vagabonds ; where he is treated more as a prisoner than guest. Karl-there‘
views a political rally, which.precedeé an election in which the '"better"
candidate would have no chance to be elected:

'Er ist kein unf8higer Mensch und seinen politischen Ansichten und
seiner politischen Vergangenheit nach wire gerade er der passende
Richter fiir den Bezirk. Aber kein Mensch denkt daran, daB er ge-.
wdhlt werden kdénnte, er wird so prachtvoll durchfallen, als man
durchfallen kann, er wird fir die Wahlkampagne seine paar Dollars
: hlnausgeworfen haben das wird alles sein.' [262]

This seventh chapter has no proper ending; Kafka wrote a final chapter,
~howevér——the "happy ending"--wherein all of Karl's problems are finally

resolved.

II.1. Consciousness and Reality (Narrativé:Méthods)

The novel is written in the third-person past tense, but the author never
presumes to know more than his fictional hero. Reality is viewed through

the consciousness of the central figure.2

. The firsf.dgscription‘of the outside world is that of New York and its
harbor. It occurs as Karl gains entry to the administrative offices of

“the ship. As he had prepared to disembark, he had suddenly recalled a
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forgotten umbrella, ran below decks, panicked after losing hlS way,‘and
met the stoker. There follows a dispute between this man ‘and his super;—
or in the captaln's cabin. About to defénd the stoker, whom he believes
to be more helpless than himself, Karl léoks fhrough~thé windows:'

Vor den drei Fenstern des Zimmers sah er die Wellen des Meeres und
bei Betrachtung ihrer fréhlichen Bewegung schlug ihm das Herz, als

~‘hdtte er nicht fiinf lange Tage das Meer ununterbrochen gesehen.
GroBe Schiffe kreuzten gegenseitig ihre Wege und gaben dem Wellen-
schlag nur so weit nach, als es ihre Schwere.erlaubte. [. . .] Die
kleinen Schiffchen und Boote konnte man, wenigstens von der Tiir aus,
nur in der Ferne becbachten, wie sie in Mengen in die Offnungen zwi-
schen den groBen Schiffen einliefen. Hinter alledem aber stand New
York und sah Karl mit hunderttausend Fenstern seiner Wolkenkratzer
an. Ja, in diesem Zimmer wufte man, wo man war. [19-20]

Four pages later the captain is actually present and the stoker's case--
along with Karl's euphoric self-assurance-—ls lost. He sees:

Inzwischen ging vor den Fenstern das Hafenleben weiter, ein flaches.
Lastschiff mit einem Berg'von Fdssern, die wunderbar verstaut sein
muBten, daB sie nicht ins Rollen kamen, zog veriber und erzeugte in
dem Zimmer fast Dunkelheit [. . .] . Eigentiimliche Schwimmkdrper
tauchten hie und da selbstdndig aus dem ruhielosen Wasser, wurden
gleich wieder iliberschwemmt und versanken vor dem erstaunten Blick;
Boote der Ozeandampfer wurden von heiB arbeitenden Matrosen vorwdrts-.
' gerudert und waren voll von Passagieren, die darin, so wie man sie
hineingezwdngt hatte, still und erwartungsvoll saBen, wenn es -auch
manche nicht unterlassen konnten, die Kdpfe nach den wechselnden
Szenerien zu drehen. Eine Bewegung ohne Ende, eine:Unruhe, tbertra-
gen von dem unruhigen Element auf die hllflosen Menschen und ihre
Werke! [24-25] -

Pla01ng these two passages 51de—by -side makes the subjective character of
the narration obvious. In the second quotation a ship appears to be. on
thevverge of losing its load, while before the "grofe" ships sai;éd "igfg
Wege" without being affected by the waves. The "frdhliche Bewegung" of
the water has become "ruhelos" and,"unruhig", what are apparently‘buOYS
seem»isolated and Helpless; passengers have been "forced" into small‘boaté
. which earlier could hardly be observed, and these are sitting "sfill‘uhd
" erwartungsvoll, although some "nicht unterlaésen.konnten", to watch the
- "wechselnden" sceneries. The lucid image of the skyscrapers 'is replacéd
by the darkness of a passihg ?Egg;gchiff". The general progression is
“from large to small, from a sense of control tb helplessness. The tranSf.
formation occurs on all levels; the reference to the self becomes most

eyident in the respective concluding summation of each impression. The



description refers to a world without any reality of its own.3 It is a

questioﬁ of what portions.of reaiity Karl selects (e.g. Manhatten skyline

. or rowboat), not just how he perceives it (e.g. the large boats). Karl's

thoughts and perceptions are determined by numerable Qariables. The nar-_
rative is based on the system of personal values and interestsiwith which

Karl has come to see the world, but also on the prejudices which can never
be completely sublimated, * his mood, his viewpoint (e.g. behind some win-
» dows and therefore sharply limited), and the intensity with whlch an event
or a combination of events is experlenced (For instance, Karl is mainly
preoccupied with the stoker's hearlng and thus can not carefully‘observe -

the harbor traffic.)

Kafka adheres to Karl's perception of reality throughout the novel; there
is nebforeshadowing or retardation of events by the narrator'.8 Although
Karl meets his uncle early in the first chapter, neither Karl nor the rea-
der is aware ef it. On page 32 "Herr Jakob" is designated "der Herr mit
- dem Bambusstdckchen". . After this "hartnéckige Frager" has asked Karl for
his name, and Karl has replled we read: |

'Aber', sagte der mit Jakob Angesprochene und trat zuerst fast un-
gldubig zuriick. . Auch der Kapltan, der Oberkassier, der Schlffsoffl-
zler, ja sogar der Diener zeigten deutlich ein ﬁberméBiges Erstaunen
wegen Karls Namen. Nur die Herren von der Hafenbehdrde und Schubal
verhlelten sich gleichgiiltig. [31] '

The surprlse of the first group of men is actually not "{ibermdBig'", since
they all realize‘("sogarﬂ the servant) that the young man defending the
_stoker is in fact the senator's nephew. Obviously Karl is the reason for
the senator's presence at the ship's offices. Their surprise seems'"ﬁbef-
mdBig" to Karl, who is not aware of the facts; The hafbor officials. and
Schubal do not react to Karl's name, sSince they were absent when fhe.uncle
must have stated that he was looking for "Karl Rossmann". (Karl was fhen
sitting in the stoker's cabin.) After Karl learns who."Herr Jakob" really

is, there follows no summary or clarification of these confusing events.

'The continuum of events is defined by the plausible borders of the hero's
perspective. This paftly explains the "narrowness" and'ineffability cha-

racteristic of Kafka's prose. The depiction of Pollunder's country-heuse
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is a typical example. Karl arrives at night. He thlnks that the bulldlng
"umfangreicher und hdher war, als es sonst fiir ein Landhaus notig 1st.‘ 
L. . .]vDa nur der untere Teil des Hauses beleuchtet war, konnté man gar
nicht bemesSen, wie weit es in aie‘HShe feichté." (GO)H The house acqui-
 res fantastic dimensions’becauSe Karl's sensééiarelinsufficient to measure
~it. This be comes particularly obvisus after he ﬁas suffered through the
dinner Qith Pollunder's guest ﬁerr Green, has fought with Pollunder's
daughter Klara, and wants to find his wéy'back to that lit portion of the
building which is equipped with electric lighting—-in othéf‘Words, at a
time of emotional stress. | | '

Karl war schon an grofen Strecken der Winde voribergekommen, die
ganzllch ohne Tiiren waren, man konnte sich nicht vorstellen, was -
dahinter war. [75-76 ]

Dunkle Leere wehte ihm entgegen. [. . .J Wozu diente nur dieser grofle,
tiefe Raum? Man stand ja hier oben wie auf der Galerie einer Kirche..
[. . .J Da der Gang kein Fnde nehmen wollte,'nirgends ein Fenster

einen Ausblick gab, weder in der H3he noch in der Tiefe sich etwas

rithrte, dachte Karl schon, er gehe immerfort im glelchen Kreisgang
in der Runde [. . L7737

Descriptions of architecture reoccur throughOut the novel and are relative-
ly easy to trace back to perspective viewpoints. Nevertheless, there is no
possibility for the reader to construct an image that would correspond to

;a genefalvekperience of feality':'As Barbara Beutnerlstafeé, .

Es entsteht keine Welt in ihrer 'natiirlichen’ Komplex1tdt sondern
eine Welt, die aus dem Blickwinkel eines beschrdnkten Individuums
wahrgenommen wird und ihre Charakteristika aus der Seele dleses Ein-
zelnen bezieht.7 -

| This way of description can also be observed.ih_the characterizations.:. No
individual in the novel is endowed with a definite peréonality. All are
'presented in terms of vague, general attributes, always an ambiguéus combi-
| nation of variable subjective impressions and objective "fact". 8 Herr
Green is a typical example. DBecause he interferes with Karl's hopen to
spend an evening alone with the enigmatic Pollunder, all of Green's qua-
lities and actions are interpreted to his disadvéntage.

Herr Gréen [. . .J schob Karl'und Klara vor sich in das Speisezimmer,.
das besonders infolge der Blumen auf dem Tische, die sich aus Strei-
fen frischen Laubes halb _aufrichteten, sehr festlich aussah und dop-
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—pelt die Anwesenheit des stdrenden Herrn Green bedauern lleB..[GSJ
Green simply mentions his surprlse that Karl was granted perm1331on to
visit Pollunder, but Karl reacts strongly

'Nlcht genug, daB er sich hier unndtig elnmlscht f . [633
Green cuts hlS meat with "scharfen Schnltten" and chews it in such a man-'
“ner as to make Karl ill:

[. . .] Herr Green L. . .] fiihrte einen Bissen in deﬁ Mund, wo die
Zunge , wie Karl zufdllig bemerkte, mit einem Schwunge die Speise er-
.griff. TIhm wurde fast {ibel und er stand auf. [65]

The bbrdef-between humour and irony is vague and‘unsﬁfe, although sé?eral
paSSages\seem to contain élearly humourous overtones. Kari's early-mor-
ning meeting with Robinson and Delamarche is a good example. 'Karl's future
" -had been altered by his uncle's letter.. Alone for the first time, beaten
by Klara, lost in the middle of the night, he had been given a room con-
taining no empty beds. bKarl unpacks the suitcase that had just been re-
turned to him and which appears to be symbolic of his return to the unset-
tled circumstances he had orlglnally faced on the ship: |

'Nicht das Geringste fehlte. [. . .] Das einzig Bedauerliche war, da8
die Veroneser Salami, die auch nicht fehlte, allen Sachen ihren Ge-
ruch mitgeteilt hatte. Wenn sich das nicht durch 1rgendein Mittel
beseitigen lieB, hatte Karl die Aussicht, monatelané in diesen Ge-
ruch elngehullt herumzugehen [101]

Suspectlng that the two strangers in his room may be thleves, Karl reacts:

. Unangenehm war bloB, daB der eine Irlander war. Karl wuBte nicht
mehr genau , in welchem Buch er einmal zu Hause gelesen hatte, daB
man-sich in Amerika vor den Irlindern hiiten solle. [. . .] ‘Nun wollte
er wenigstens mit der Kerze [. . .J diesen Irlinder genauer ansehen,
wobei er fand, daB gerade dieser ertrdglicher aussah als der Fran-
'zose. Er hatte sogar noch eine Spur von runden Wangen und lachelte
im Schlaf ganz freundlich. [103; my underlinings]

The humour is based on the inadequacy of Karl's thoughts and actions in
31tuatlons contrived by Kafkaj; it is comedy of situation. What seems iro-
nic is Kafka's narrating as if he did not know that, for example, Kdrl s
-superficial appraisals of the two men were ludicrous. Kafka only promotes
distance with the underlined restrictive words; they make excessive quali-
fieaticns.' Their omission changes the tone of the passage from ironic to

serious. Kafka avoids complicated intellectual rationalizations, espe?
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 -éia1ly:at'those critical and serious moments in Karl's stéry. ‘After the
hefo has been dismissed from his elevator post, we find theAhead-porfeffs
explanations formulated in terms of a general insult, not moral-philo-
sophlcal justifications: '

'Wenn du nicht frech und ungezogen gewesen wdrest, gelogen, gelumpt,
gesoffen ‘und gestohlen hdttest, hitte ich dich v1elle1cht bei so

- einem Fenster anstellen konnen, denn dazu kann ich ausschlleBllch
nur vernagelte Kopfe brauchen.' [[196 ] -

‘These passages are indicative of a narrator who has constructed situa-
tioné in order to illustrate a theme beyond the comprehension of the hero.
" As Hans Reiss suggests--and as the above quotations show--the humour is a
by*product of the hero's excessive serlousness and rationalism. "Es komm—'j-
entiert drastlsch die Verrannthelt der menschllchen Vernunft sowie jedes
rationalen Vorgehens ."g For Karl the world is unequlvo_cal, but for the
‘reader it becomes ambiguous in the broadest sense of the word.

. T :
~The author's.shbrf summation of the hero's past in the opening paragraph
"of the novel also induces the reader to give up fréditional conceptions of
an~6mnipresent narrator.lo The beginning, essentially a parody of 19th
Century novel openings, estranges the reader by summarizing the hero's
past and embarking into the story proper before arriving at the first full
stop: too much is left unsaid. ¢

Als der sechzehnjdhrige Karl RoBmann, der von seinen armen Eltern.
nach Amerika geschickt worden war, weil ihn ein Dienstmddchen ver-

. flihrt und ein Kind von ihm bekommen hatte, in dem schon langsam ge-
wordenen Schiff in den Hafen von New York einfuhr, erblickte er die
schon ldngst beobachtete Statue der Freiheitsgdttin wie in einem
plotzlich stdrker gewordenen Sonnenlicht. [11]

Kafka's: propen81ty for moral and social cllches and stereotypes in Amerika
is striking as well: Karl's "poor" parents, the overworked stoker, the
self-made man (Uncle Jékob), the millionaire playboy Mack, the picaresque
vagabonds on the open road, the tyrannic bosses and the sympathetic immi-
grant at the hotel, etc. The book is composed similar to a classical "Bil-
dungsroman': a naive adolescent in search of an identity and social role
is bounced froﬁ one social milieu to another. Then there is the fairy-tale
solution in the final chapter (see II.5. below), which is so incongruous

with the other elements. This startling juxtaposition of literary models
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from the past with a modern complexity and ambiguity--that are created
stylisticallyf—anticipates the Brechtian application of "Verfremdungs--
effekte". ”

- As the abbvé exaﬁples indicate, the reader is'compelled to interpoiate ,
between Karl’é fﬁoUght procésses and Kafka's fictional reality.ll Karl

: himself‘CQn'only be understood through the methodsAof his thinkiné and.
lperCeption; neither he nor other characters nor objects are represented

- as fixed un-ities.12 Nothing, as Martin Walser states, is "true" in the
psychological sense, "real" in the empirical sense, "human" in the an-
thropological sense, or "natufal" in the biological sense.13 We have al-
ready seen a fragmentation of perspective in "Beschreibung eines Kampfes",
demonstrated by the introduction of a split narrator. There, however,
‘the story is narrated in the flrst person’ w1th ‘the confusing result that
we have what are essentially four dlfferent yet interrelated narrators.
Amerika is told in the third-person past tense, which makes for narrative -
unlty and creates a distance between hero and reader.1u The reader ass-
umes the function of Karl's reflective consc1ousness or "zweites Ich" and
draws his own conclu31ons about the relationship between impression and
world. Removed in time and place, he can gain 1n31ghts into the fluctu-
ating mode of Karl's thinking, although nothing is dlrectly stated about
Karl's inner life. Jbrgen Kobs concludes:

Der unschitzbare Beitrag des Dichters Kafka zur Theorie der mensch-
lichen Erkenntnis liegt darin, daB er die 'empirische Realitdt' des
BewuBtseins transparent macht auf das eine, wahre, unwandelbare Sein.
" Flir den Leser gewinnen die erz3hlten Ereignisse durch das Prinzip

der einsinnigen Darstellung transzendentale Idealitit (wiederum

Kantisch formuliert). Die Sphire der 'Dinge an sich' ist damit frei-
" lich nicht in positiver Bestimmtheit erreicht.l15

Kafka's intricate narrative mode is probably best explained by Heinz Hill-
mann's description of a narrator,

der trotz seiner konsequenicn lleld-Perspektive, also trotz seiner nur

von einem Subjekt aus erzihlenden Einseitigkeit, immer das Ganze im

Auge behdlt und liberschaut. Die Held-Perspektive ist also nur ein

-Teil seines gesamtem Blickwinkels. Er hdlt sie ein, weil er das Ich

des Einzelnen in seinem hoffnungslosen Kampf mit dem Ganzen verfolﬁen
- will, das heiBt, es geht ihm um das Dasein dieses einen Einzelnen.
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' I1.2. The Struggle of the Herc . . ' o

Two basic urges underlay Karl's thinking and behaviour. These are'théy-
need to 1dent1fy with and belong to American 30c1ety and the confllctiné e
desire ‘to retain personal freedom and subjectivity. These two tendenc1e$
provide the narration with a structure and the plot with itS‘fundameﬁtaLA'
impulses; they. can be traced throughoutbtbe first six episodes. To define
- these two conflicting tendencies means to élarify'Karl's struggle and its

development.

The importance which social roles have for Karl is evident alréady‘in the
earliest, portioné of the book. At flrst Karl dlstrusts the stranger he has
met below decks, but as soon as he learns the man s soc1al role, i.e. that
;;he is the Shlp s stoker, he reverses his attltude.

'Kennen Sie sich auf dem $chiff aus' fragte Karl mlﬁtraulsch c. . .J.
'Ich bin doch Schiffsheizer', sagte der Mann. 'Sie sind Schiffshei-.
zer!' rief Karl freudig, als liberstiege das alle Erwartungen, und sah,
den Ellbogen aufgestiitzt, den Mann ndher an. [14]

Karl's memories of the association between his father and his father's em-
. ployees provide Karl with a useful view of the present situation; tradi-
tional social values can now serve as the basis of his conceptions.

[. . .] solche Leute [e.g. the stoker] sind leicht gewonnen, wenn man
ihnen irgendeine Kleinigkeit zusteckt, das wuBte Karl von séinem Va-~
ter her, welcher durch Zigarrenverteilung alle die niedrigen Ange-.
stellten gewann, mit denen er geschdftlich zu tun hatte. [17]

Karl respects the ship's order enough to criticize the stoker's vague and
inarticulate arguments in the ship's offices,.thereby confirming his re-
speét for a certain social discipline as against the priority of indivi-
duals. '

Karl sagte also zum Heizer: 'Sie miissen das einfacher erkliren, kla-
rer, der Herr Kapitdn kann es nicht wiirdigen, so wie Sie es ihm er-
zihlen. Kennt er denn alle Maschinisten und Laufburschen beim Namen
oder gar beim Taufnamen [. . .] ?' [26].

At his uncle's residence Karl is impressed with the need to learn English-
so as tO'permit'communicafion{ He acknowledges the success of his uncle's
New York enterprises: ’

'Du hast es wirklich weit gebracht', sagte Karl einmal auf einem die-
ser Ginge durch den Betrieb, auf dessen Durchsicht man viele Tage
verwenden mufte, selbst wenn man jede Abteilung gerade nur gesehen '
haben wollte. [53] -
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Karl willingly accépts Pollunder's invitation to spend an evening in the
country away from his daily routine, although Uncle Jakocb had granted Him
" permission only reluctantly. Nevertheless, once at the country-house,
Karl regrets his "unfolgsame" and "starrkéﬁfige" (68) disobedience of his
" uncle's will and would go backAto his New dek homgl Karl is, ﬁoreover,;
conscioué‘thaf his social well-being is dependent‘on the rich unéle, re-
~cognizes his responsibility, and knows how to value his situation.

'Solange meine Englischstudien nicht abgeschlossen sind und ich mich
:im praktischen Handel nicht genﬁgend umgesehen habe, bin ich g&nzlich
auf die Glite meines Onkels angewiesen, die ich allerdlngs als Bluts-
verwandter genieBen darf. Sie diirfen nicht glauben, daB ich schon
jetzt 1rgendw1e mein Brot anstdndig--und vor allem anderen soll mich
Gott bewahren--verdienen kénnte. [. . .] Ich erwdhne das alles, um
Ihnen zu zeigen, wie abhdngig ich von meinem Onkel bin und wie ver—»
pflichtet infolgedessen ich ihm gegeniber bin.* [82-83]

" .Once on his own, Karl continues to respect the order he associates with the
‘uncle'si firm. | ' | '

Sie [Robiﬁson and Delamarche] muBten durchaus nicht glauben, daB sie .
zu gut waren, um in die Dienste des Onkels zu treten.»[lOBJ

Karl justifies the exodus to "Butterford" with the reason that

I. . ] es vielleicht besser sei, an einen Ort zu kommen, wo die Mdg-

"lichkeit der Rickkehr in die Heimat keine so leichte sei. GewiB

werde er dort besser arbeiten und vorwdrtskommen, da ihn keine un-
 niitzen Gedanken hindern wiirden. [110]

In general Karl is impressed with the importance of a soéial position_and |
‘therefore grants Robinson's and Delamarche's vagabond existence little va-
lue. This ié formulated very pointedly as Karl first géins entry into the
vHotel Occidental: | |

Die Oberkdchin schien das als eine. angenehme Nachricht aufzufassen.
. 'Dann sind Sie also frei?' fragte sie. 'Ja, frei bin ich', sagte
_ Karl, und nichts schien ihm wertloser. [130]

Immer schwebte ihm [Karl] der Gedanke vor Augen, es kénne'schlléﬁllch
mit ihm, wenn er nlcht fleiBig sel, so weit kommen wie mit Delamarche
und Roblnson [is1]

Therefore Karl's enormous zeal‘to begin work immediately in the ﬁotel. As
a lift boy his elevator is "am besten geputzt" (143): he proves to be an
extremely conscientious wdrker. During the buying trips with Therese

Berchtold in nearby "Ramses", Karl is hardly the shy boy he had been with

most of hlS previous companlons.
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[ . J er rief iiber Menschenmauern sein noch immer etwas {iber-
spitztes, aus hundert Stimmen leicht herauszuhdrendeé Englisch
hin, er ging auf die Leute ohne Z&8gern zu, und mochten sie sich
hochmiitig in die Tiefe der ldngsten Geschdftssdle zurilickgezogen
haben. Er tat es nicht aus Ubermut und wiirdigte jeden ¥iderstand,

.. aber er fiihlte sich in einer sicheren Stellung, die ihm Rechte gab
das Hotel Occidental war eine Kundschaft, deren man nlcht spotten
durfte  [.. . .J . [148-19] :

Karl's transformation is here notably based on the integration of his
' personality with a larger, more important bért of society. The hotel

is the '"Kundschaft", not Karl as an individual.

The key passages above illustrate how important it is for the hero to
feel part.of a social collective and to identify with it. On the other
hand, it is possible to demonstrate that.Karl lives apart from the "law",
.exhibiting subjective tendenciés towards individuélity.
: : R

Thére is firstly Karl's failure in his social role in Europe (the ser-
vant's pregnancy), which leads to his banishment to America--the prover-
bially free country in the mind of Europeans. The scene of Karl's arri-
Val is full of deeper meaning: .Karl gazes ét the Statue of Liberty ins-
tead of digembérking'with the other passengers, and is literally stoved

aside: '

'So hoch!' sagte er sich und wurde, wie er so gar nicht an das Weg-
gehen dachte, von der. immer mehr anschwellenden Menge der Gepick-
trdger, die an ihm voriiberzogen, allmdhlich bis an das Bordgeldn-
der geschoben. {11]

Karl's return to the interior of the ship and his 1nvolvement w1th the sto-
ker. represent a continuation of his conflict with social order, Karl sub-
sequently upsets discipline in the ship's administrative offices by_iﬁsis—
ting that the stoker's case be heard. It ié also obvious that Karl is emo-
tionally attached to the stoker and what he represents. This man's ram-
bling and desorganized complaints, his memoriés,.his general helplessness,
and even his occupation on the depths of the ship delineate a sphere dia-
metricélly opposed .to that of'the éhip's order. . Karl's most striking cha-
racter note in the first chapfer is probably the despondence.hé feels after
hearing that a rich uncle has arrived to take him home. Karl'S'thoughts
revert to memories of Europe and:then to the stoker'é problem, which re-

mains more important to him than all the évents pertaining to his new situ-



31

—étion.17 The first chapter leaves the reader with the impression of
Kafl's_individualistic traits. In the second chapter the‘un¢le seems té

be Kafl's antagonist. This character loves military marches, is a "man

of prinéiples", who opposes sentimental'thinkihg.and impulsive or sponta-
neous' action. He is naturally averse to Karl;s predilection for the amaf'
'zipg desk with “hundert Ficher verschiedenster GrdBe" (u6), for music (HB),’
and standing on the balcony (45-46): '

Er [the uncle] habe Neuankdmmlinge gekannt, die zum Beispiel statt
‘nach diesen guten Grundsdtzen sich zu verhalten, tagelang auf ihrem
Balkon gestanden und wie verlorene Schafe auf die StraBe hinunterge-
sehen hdtten. [45]

Sleep is also considered an unsocial extravagance. Karl's daily schedule
in New York compels him to wake up at 4:30 a.m.; he lies in theishower,
however, with his eyes closed and recalls the prlvacy of his sleep.

Wie in dem noch ein wenig fortlaufenden Genusse des Schlafes lag er .
da und flng besonders gerr’ mit den geschlossenen Augenlidern die
létzten, einzeln fallenden Tropfen auf, die sich dann &ffneten und

. liber das Gesicht hinflossen. [51]

The ?sleep" metaphor is used once again in connection with the pleasufé
Karl derives from his riding lessons.

‘Nach einer halben Stunde solchen wie Schlaf Qergehenden Vergnligens

c. . .2 . 0517
The description of the communications department in his uncle’s'businéss
disclosés not only the strict Qrder maintained, but also Karl's partiality
for emotions as a "human element" in the midst of business transactions..

: ‘ L. . .] oft sah man sogar,-daB er [an employee] vielleicht gegen den
Sprecher etwas einzuwenden hatte, ihn etwas genauer fragen wollte,
aber gewisse Worte, die er hdrte, zwangen ihn, ehe er seine Absicht

ausflihren konnte, die Augen zu senken und zu schreiben. C... .7 Mite-
ten durch den Saal war ein bestandlger Verkehr von hin- und herge]agten
Leuten. Keiner griiBte, das Griilen war abgeschafft [. . .] [53]

Karl immerses himself into events rather than just observing them. He
'searcheé for recognition and fulfillment, not just an understanding of and
~adjustment to the organization of the world. Karl's initial disappointment

at the country-house is that Pollunder must spend the evening diseussing

business with Green; rather than indulge in persbnal talk with Karl. Simi-
larly Karl's urge to surprise his uncle in bed the following morning is -

.based on the need for personal communication rather than on the uncle's do-

‘minant characteristics of organization and achievement.
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1

Dann wollte er anklopfen und auf das fdrmliche 'Herein!' ins Zimmer
laufen und den lieben Onkel, den er bisher immer nur bis hoch hin-
auf angezogen und zugeknopft kannte, aufrecht im Bette sitzend, die
Augen erstaunt zur Tiir gerichtet, 1m Nachthemd uberraschen. [67 -68]

As Karl is about to leave New York with Roblnson and Delamarche, ‘he is in-
stinctively hesitant, since his old identity (home"and past)‘lles in the
opp031te dlrectlon. ‘

Vleles erlnnerte Karl an seine Heimat und er wufite nlcht ob er gut
daran tue, New York zu verlassen und in das Innere des Landes zu
.gehen. In New York war das Meer und zu jeder Zeit die Mdglichkeit
der Riickkehr in die Heimat. Und so blieb er stehen und sagte zu
seinen beiden Begleitern, er habe doch wieder Lust, in New York zu
bleiben. [109-10 ]

Karl's refusal to glve up his past (which makes him an,individual) also
explains his‘profound attachment to his éuitcése’and picture Of‘his-pé-
rents (see especially pp. 127-29). Another instance when Karl fails to
recognize the common order occyrs in the hotel restaurant where Karl re-
fuses to 301n the shoving crowd of customers and therefore does not get
served. Later Karl is disappointed because he has little control over the
operation and nothing to do with the maintenance of his elevator. The im-
portance of his decisioﬁ to aid his old comrade Robinson in the'sixth chap-
ter needs hardly be empha51zed this implicitly personal gesture (karl
»leaves his’ elevator post for a few minutes) results in the hero s "trlal"

and subsequent dismissal from the hotel.

Karl's ideals oscillate between two mutually-exclusive poles: subjectivity
~and objectivity, individual énd society, freedom and organisationa_l8 Kaf-
ka's America, as it is manlfested in the uncle's residence and 1n the ho-
tel, requires resignation to -the pr1n01ples of dlsc1p11ne and common order.
Karl, as we have seen, is prepared to devote all of his concentratlon to
.whafever is required (e.g. English lessons or liff duties), bﬁt does not
maintain a continuous exclusion of private needs. Hé is forced into his
struggle by attempting to fulfiii these (admittedly vague) personal requi-
rements. Ambivalence, defined by Hermann Pongs as a condition of the be-
tween, a fluctuating between Values,19 is the charaéferistic trait of

Karl's existential value'judgements.20
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The movemenf of Karl'svthinking is best described as antithetical. :He is
convinced that the stoker's case is important enough to interrupt the.‘
ship's order, but conversély admonishes the stoker for doing that very
thing. Karl is frightened about disembarking the ship as an outsider in’
a foreign country, but feels remorsefui when ﬁis'fpeedom is lost in favoﬁr
of a well-defiﬁed social position. "He is preoccupied with finding a re-

_ lease from or compensation for the delimitation of his personality at the
uncle' s-—but as soon as Karl encounters a confu31ng 31tuat10n in the coun—
try (Klara the 1abyr1nth1c building, unstructured time), he reallzes the
value of his llfe with the uncle without appreclatlng the casual relation-
shiﬁs he had missed while still in NeﬁvYofk..'With the uncle's rejection
of his nephew and the appearance of Robinson and'Delamarche, Karl is pre-
sented with an opportunity to realize his dream of‘éstablishing a "basi;
‘cally human" relationship without formalistic lies. Yetvhis (initiai) re--
sponse to the two men (whom he'flnds asleep in the early hours of the mor-
ning) is to awaken them with an absurdly lengthy and pedantic 1ntroduct10n
(102). Irpnlcally, Karl thinks that Robinson and Delamarche later intro-
duce themselves with "einer gewissen Férmlichkeit" (105). Although Karl
had hoped for greater intimacy when sharing a meai with the uncle-~

[. . :] vielleicht wiirden sie [Karl and his uncle] infolge dieser
Art Frihstiick C. .] O6fters als wie bisher bloB einmmal wihrend des
- Tages zusammenkommen und dann naturllch auch offener miteinander
reden kénnen. [68] :
-~he can only worry about money as he eats with his two new companions.
Verbittert wurde das Essen fiir Karl auBerdem dadurch, daB es sehr
fraglich war, wie das Essen gezahlt werden sollte. [113 ]

Thus it seems that when Karl encounters "freedom" in a relatively viable
form, he reacts by reconfirming the validity of repfessive norms: he de-
serts his new friends and seeks employment in thé Hotel Occidental. There
he'ié hardly companionable in the dofhitory, being preoccupied with serving
the institution.

Es gab allerdings auch einige Eemployees] die um jeden Preis schlafen
wollten--Karl gehérte meist zu ihnen [ . .J . [. . .] immer wieder
schien es ihm, daB alle anderen in 1hrem Leben einen Vorsprung vor
ihm hatten, den er mit fleiBigerer Arbeit und wenlg Verz1chtlelstung
ausgleichen misse. [1u6- 47]

Karl is naive; he fails to grasp the conflict in hlS thlnklng and behav1our.
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This realization is left entirely to the reader, who must draw the rele-
vant parallels between.véfloqs points in the narrative.21 Karl stfugglés
without really knowing it and, perhaps for this reason, experiences a per-

- sistent feeling of insecurity.

Karl's problem becomes obvibus again in ‘the seventh chapter ("Ein Asyl");
There a student, Brunelda's neighbor, attempts tb unite personal'mattérs
(his,studies) and social demands (&ork), using a purposeful methodology,
whicﬁ‘leaves him no time for sleep. '

'Ja, schlafen!' sagte der Student. 'Schlafen werde ich, wenn ich mit
meinem Studium fertig bin. Vorliufig trinke ich schwarzen Kaffee.'
L. «+ .] 'DaB ich meinen Posten bei Montly bekommen habe, ist der bis-
her grdBte Erfolg meines Lebens gewesen. Wenn ich zwischen dem Stu-
dium und meinem Posten zu wdhlen hitte, wiirde ich natlirlich den Po--
sten wdhlen. Meine Anstrengung geht nur darauf hin, die Notwendig-

keit einer solchen Wahl nlcht eintreten zu lassen.' [260 62 ]

The student's "solution" demonstrates a more consequential appralsal of
the existential question than Karl's. Although the hero,has nowhere to go
if he leaves Brunelda's apartment, he rejectsvDelamarche's offer of employ-
ment as a servant, failing to accept.the necessity of resignation and com-.
.promise. |

lHaben Sie denn eine andere Stellung?' fragte der Student.

'Nein', sagte Karl, 'aber daraniliegt mir nichts, wenn ich nur von
hier fort wire.'

'Héren Sie einmal', sagte der Student, 'daran liegt Ihnen nichts?'
. [2593 o '

Nevertheless, the student's sleepless struggle is its own demonstration of

inadequacy. At the end of this chapter Karl once agéin.expresses the naive

conviction that he will be able to find satisfaction by acquiring.a new po-

sition. ‘ ' ' ‘ 4
Wenn aber Karl einmal einen solchen Posten in einem Biiro hdtte, dann
wollte er sich mit nichts anderem beschdftigen als mit seinen Biiro-
arbeiten und nicht die Krdfte zersplittern wie der Student. Wenn es
notig sein sollte, wollte er auch die Nacht filirs Biro verwenden, was
man ja im Beginn bei seiner kaufminnischen Vorbildung sowieso von

ihm verlangen wiirde. Er wollte nur an das Interesse des Geschdftes
denken, dem er zu dienen hitte [ . .] . [264]

Ironically, Karl's "good" intentions are here the product of a tired mind,

‘which, on the verge of sléep>(not in a tangible daytime situation), can
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easily- believe that its personal needs have been met.

Beruhigend flel ihm ein, als er die Augen schloS8, daB er noch jung
war [. ... In solchen Gedanken schlief Karl ein [ .J. [26u]

Karl's struggle evidences saveral paralléls to that of the narrator in
YBeschreibung eines Kampfes". Karl senaes_the saﬁe ineffable "guilt" and -
encounters the same ambivalence, which,'as said, negates the inherent va?
lidity of‘évery self-evident position. A:duality3 which is dealtfwith by
using a split subject in the early story, occurs in Amerika in terms of
clearly discernable private and non-privatekneeds.v Perhaps most stfiking '
is the night-student's logical, but grotesque extension 6f Karl's efforts--
reminiscent of the lung-métaphor used in "Beschreibung'einas Kampfes".’.
(Sée p. 8 above.) Each image expresses both the necessity and the hope-
lessness of the situation. Just as the hero of "Beschreibung éiﬁes Kampf-
“es", Karl experiences an;internab instability. There it could be observed
in ‘the loss of internal unity (the antagonism between narrator and acquain-i
tance); here it becomes especially obvious in Karl's relatipnships with wo-
men and in his'perceptive processes (the»"acduaintance" relates well to

women, Karl not).

. Karl is and remains sexually naive, although he succeeds in making his
parents' servant pregnant. “

'Karl, o du mein Karl!' rief sie, als sahe sie ihn und bestatlge 51ch

. -seinen Be51tz wdhrend er nicht das Gerlngste sah und sich unbehag-

- lich in dem vielen warmen Bettzeug fihlte [. . .]J. Dann legte sie
sich auch zu ihm [. . .], driickte ihren nackten Bauch an seinen Leib,
suchte mit der Hand, so widerlich, daB Karl Kopf und Hals aus den n
Kissen'herausschﬁttelte, zwischen seinen Beinen, stieB dann den Bauch
einige Male gegen ihn,--ihm war, als sei sie ein Teil seiner selbst,
und vielleicht aus diesem Grunde hatte ihn eine entsetzliche Hilfsbe-
dirftigkeit ergriffen. [36]

He views sex in terms of struggle and possessioh' an intrusion on "seiner
Selbat" Pollunder s daughter Klara also seems to be sexually attracted
‘to the hero:

'Lassen Sie mich', fliisterte sie, das erhitzte Gesicht eng an seinem,

‘er muBte sich anstrengen, sie zu sehen, so nahe war sie ihm. 'Lassen -
Sie mich, ich werde Ihnen etwas Schdnes geben.' 'Warum seufzt sie so’',
dachte Karl, 'es kann ihr nicht wehtun, ich driicke sie ja nicht!

d. 0717
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Kérl is equally sober as he meets Theresa in the hotel (in his foom. late
at nlght), regarding natural human relationships in a formallstlc con—‘
22
text
[Karl:J *[. . .] ich denke, ich werde bleiben.'

‘'Das wére ndmlich gut' , sagte sie .und fuhr mit dem Taschentuch uber'
ihr Gesicht, 'ich bin hier ndmlich so allein.'

'Das wundert mich', sagte Karl. 'Die Frau _Oberkdchin ist. doch sehr
freundlich zu Ihnen." [137 my underllnlng‘]

Bruneélda--what we know of her-—remalns a more enigmatic flgure than the
women mentioned above. She would be "ein Stiick troplscher Primitivitdt
inmitten der verderbten Zivilisation eines Vorstadtviertels" with her sex,
baths, perfume and disérder. "Sie folgt ﬂen Vagabunden, weil sie auBerhalb
der Geéellsghaft»étehen C. . .] ."23 Karl finds Brunelda revolting. She
-is a poignant contrast to the sterility of his-étruggle; intellecfually he
wants nothing more than a wellZdefined rble in society. Karl's naiveté
concerning sexual and emotional processes illustrates the split betweén
vmind and organism. Unconscious of the fluctuating goals of his struggle,

Karl remains passive and helpless.

The capricious quality of Karl's conécious'processes can more easily be
observed in the context of perception. Karl would like-<quite 1iterally--
to survey the totality of his world. From his room at the uncle's resi-

dence Karl can see only one street:

Was [. . .J in der Heimatstadt Karls wohl der hdchste Aussichtspunkt
gewesen wire, gestattete hier nicht viel mehr als den Uberblick iber
eine StraBe, die zwischen zwei Reihen férmlich abgehackter Hauser,
gerade, und darum wie fliehend, in die Ferne sich verlief [ R

[us]
But even here Karl notes the borders where his senses reach their limita-
tions. This oceurs again as Karl is riding towards the country at the end

. of Chapter Two:

Durchquerte dann das Automobil, aus dunkleren, dumpf hallenden Gassen
kommend, .eine dieser, ganzen Plitzen gleichenden, groBen StraBen,
dann erschienen nach beiden Seiten hin in Perspektiven, denen niemand
bis zum Ende folgen konnte, die Trottoirs [... .] . [58-59]

As Karl leaves New York in the fourth chapter, he finally has the entire

city in front of him, but it eludes his perception and understanding.
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Alles in beiden Riesenstddten schien leer und nutzlos aufgestellt.
Unter den Hdusern gab es kaum einen Unterschied zwischen den groBen
und den kleinen. In der unsichtbaren Tiefe der StraBen ging wahr-
scheinlich das Leben fort nach seiner Art, aber iiber ihnen war nichts
zu sehen als ein leichter Dunst [. . .J . [110]

Watch;ng.a pollt;cal rally from Brunelda's flat in the seventh chapter,
,Karl is too fab»ébove the street to .hear the actual speeches or read the.
parfy‘slogans.' In other words, the entire spectacle can have only a for-
"mal-intéfest for him. Captivated with the general commotibn,‘he;fails'tq
appréciéte the value of Brunelda's binoculars, which would almost simul-
taneously allow him to view both the particulars and maintain a general
view.‘ Instead he wants to descend to the rally personally (where he could
no longer v1ew 1t in its entirety):

L. . .] voll Lust -auf die StraBe zu gehen und .alles von der Ndhe an- -
zusehen, suchte er sich nun mit aller Kraft vom Druck Bruneldas zu
befreien und sagte: 'Bitte, lassen Sie mich weg.' [2u8]
. .
Because he can not get out of the apartment, the scene below loses all
value for Karl. The duality--specific/ general--inherent in Karl's per-
ceptlon remains in force into the last paragraph of the novel:

Bldulichschwarze Steinmassen gingen in spitzen ‘Keilen bis an den Zug .
heran,/ man beugte sich aus dem Fenster und suchte vergebens ihre
Gipfel,/ dunkle, schmale, zerrissene Tdler dffneten sich,/ man be-
schrieb mit dem Finger die Richtung, in der sie 31ch verloren[ J.

[288] :
Nature is here an inorganic realm, with no redeeming value, merely reflec-
ting the hero's problem.zl+ Karl's cognitive processes are dialectic, but
1ack fhe possibility of progression to a synthesis.25 A general impres-
sion is decéﬁtivé and illusory until the details can be scrutinized; de-
tails are worthless without a comprehensive view.2® Karl's conceptual
world is hopelessly separated from and opposed to the "normal" world—;

there is no balance or stability.

[1.3. The Socially-Critical Tendencies

Karl encounters discontentment and failure in each successive social role:
in Europe, on the ship, in New York, at Pollunder's house, with Robinson
‘and Delamarche, at the hotel, and during his first day at Brunelda's flat.

An outline of the novel (pp. 20-21 above) shows a muititude of socially-
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cfitical motifs. However, on the basis of»what we have observed ebQut
the'narrative methods and strubture, it would seem safe to‘conelude thaﬁ
the source of his problems does not simply lie on. the socio-political
plaﬁe.. Unlike the traditional sociel novel, Amerika deals extensively
with the problem of cognition. Karl is often'sensifive to social ine- '
R qualities, but his problem does not depend on anyisingle aspect- of soci;
_ety. VHe.is equally discontent as a millionaire's nephew and as an ele-

vator boy.

Karl defends the stoker against what both consider to be an mjust ovder.
Is the stoker‘guilty°27 ‘Why is Karl pértial to this man? Conversing with
the stoker, Karl mentions that people are supposed to be pre]udlced
agalnst forelgners in the United States. The stoker responds.

'Haben Sie das auch schon erfahren? Na, dann ist's gut. Dann sind
Sie mein Mann. Sehen Sie! wir sind doch auf einem deutschen Schiff,
es gehdrt der Hamburg-Amerika-Linie, warum sind wir nicht lauter
Deutsche hier? Warum ist der Obermaschinist ein Rumdne? Er heiBt
Schubal. Das ist doch nicht zu glauben. Und dieser Lumpenhund
schindet uns Deutsche auf einem deutschen Schiff!' [15]

The lack of loglc in thls diatribe agalnst hlS boss suggests that the sto—’
ker's 1ntegr1ty may not be entlrely bellevable. Karl had not yet experi-
enced any pre]udlce, in fact the stoker himself (1ron1cally) seems to

be a raving nationalist with his "Germans-on-a-German-ship!" Karl not
only believes what he hears, but seems inspired by his companion's mi-
sery, enough to forget his own p031t10n as a lonely immigrant.

'Das durfen Sie sich nicht gefallen lassen', sagte Karl aufgeregt
Er hatte fast das Gefiihl davon verloren, daB er auf dem unsicheren
Boden eines Schiffes, '‘an der Kiiste eines unbekannten Erdteils war,-
so heimidch war ihm hier auf dem Bett des Heizers zumute. [1§]

Therefore , Karl's motives in approaching the ship's bridge are not purely
altruistic. His social empathy contains obvious selfish hotivations,
mainiy a hope to regainAthe self—assurence he had lost as the ship sailed
into the harbor. Karl remembers how his father handled office subordi-
nates, thlnklng to apply 31m11ar methods with the stoker (compare p. 28
above) and using him as a sort of "stepping stone". Once in the ship's
offices, Karl believes what he wants to believe, ceasing to assimilate

new information. The ship's cashier considers the stoker to be "ein be-
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~kannter QUéru1ant" (23).'vThe étoker can not voice any justification for
his p031t10n, exceptlng personal affronts against the head-machlnlst Schu-

bal. Schubal defends himself clearly and logically, nevertheless Karl's

- peaction to this man is: -

Und da war also der Feind, frei und frisch im Festanzug G . ]' [28]

War es nlcht das SchuldbewuBtseln ‘das ihm [Schubal] den Verstand
schirfte? Und Zeugen hatte er gleich mitgebracht und nannte sie noch
auBerdem unvorelngenommen und unbee1nfluBt° Gaunerei, nichts als
Gaunerei! [30] :

Obv1ously, Karl's powers of judgement are faulfy, he wants to blame the _
world. Another blatant instance is the missing photograph of'his‘parents728 .
Hé accuSéisobinson and Delamarche of its theft (127-29), forgettiﬁg what -
had tran;pired‘the night before. Karl had been looking.af‘this picturef

Das Bild entfiel seinen Hdnden, dann legte er das Gesicht auf das
Bild, dessen Kiihle seiner Wange wohltat, und mit einem angenehmen
Gefuhle schlief er ein. [}05] : :

The following morning a maid had sent him into the hallway as she cleaned’
the room. She had packed Karl's suitcase and forthwith ordered Karl and |
his companions downstairs (106). There is no mention of a photograph.

These examples throw doubt on the validity of Karl's simplistic categori-

‘zation of events and characters as "good" or "bad".

Is Karl's querulous reaction to Amerika justifiable? Kafka's real social
and‘cultural criticism would commence at that point where personal value
and identity are_endangeréd by the demands of society. The-assimilative
capacities of the braim are overloaded and the irreconcilability of inner
and outer‘worlds is intensified. These demands make themselves felt har-
dest through conditioné which curtail individual strength. Karl ié,“for
‘example, constantly deprived of sleep, the one activity that could truly
be considered "private". The routine at the uncle's house commences at
four-thirty iﬁ the morning, at the hotel the length of the wérk shifts
surpasses the capacily f{or human endurance. Karl does nol have one {ull
night's sleep throughout his stay in Americal" His need to establish a
personalized-—and’therefore human--element in daily transactions is "ig-
nored" by the apparently self-generating fbrces of the industrialized

world.



40

The situation of the individual is depicted most clearly in the“Hotela0c-
cidental. Here Kafka sometimes shifts from Karl's psychological-empirical

perspective to a parabolic representation.

Karl is frightened when confronted with an opportunity to enter the'"Porf‘ _
tierloge" (192%201). (The "Portierloge" is Kafka's way of describing the
, border-area between norﬁal cognition and an ineffable, extrasensuous
realm,~if'ﬁe may judge by the ambiguous; irreal quality of the scene.)

'Komm einmal her', sagte er [the head-porter] dann und fuhrte ihn
[Karl] in die groBe Portlerloge, die Karl zwar schon lingst einmal
anzusehen Lust . gehabt hatte, in die er aber jetzt, von dem Portier
geschoben, nur mit MiBtrauen eintrat. [192]

Karl feels relatlvely safe in the room so long as he can be seen by the
_people outside (1ts walls are made of glass).

So elllg es dort drauBen die Leute zu haben schienen, denn mit aus-
gestrecktem Arm und gesenﬁtem Kopf, mit spdhenden Augen, mit hoch-
gehaltenen Gepickstilicken suchten sie ihren Weg, so versiumte doch
kaum einer, einen Blick in die Portierloge zu werfen, denn hinter
deren Scheiben waren immer Ankiindigungen und Nachrichten ausgehdngt,
die sowohl filir die G&ste als flr das Hotelpersonal chhtlgkelt hat-
ten. [192-93]

It can be concluded that the "Ankiindigungen und Nachrlchten" found behind
the glass panes are of major importance for the people out51de who,
though preoccupied with movement, seldom fail to observe. The hero now-
stands apart, he notes their co;lectlve characteristics as fearful and
apprehensive (with "gesenktem'Kbpf" and "spdhenden Augen'), At the same -
time he senses danger for hlmself now that he is separated from this
crowd

Aber bald hatte Karl auch keine Hoffnung mehr, vom Vestibiil aus ‘Hilfe

zu bekommen, denn der Oberportier griff an eine Schnur, und i{iber den

Scheiben der halben Portierloge zogen sich im Fluge bis in die letzte
: Hohe schwarze Vorhinge zusammen, 196 ]

Karl is, at this point, able to view the incomprehensible internal wor-
kings of the hotel.

Da waren zum Belsplel sechs Unterportiers bei sechs Telephonen. Die
Anordung war, wie man gleich bemerkte, so getroffen, daB immer einer
bloB Gesprdche aufnahm, wdhrend sein Nachbar nach den vom ersten

.empfangenen Notizen die Auftrége telephonisch weiterleitete. [197]

Then Karl is physically attacked by the head-porter. In a conversation

with his friend Gustav Janouch, Kafka stated, "'Er [man] will durch die
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.kennt, der wird zur Erkenntnis geschleift undvgeprﬁgelt.,
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duBere Bindung die innere Freiheit erlangen. Das ist der Sinn des Sich-
Unterordnens unter das. Gesetz.'" Janouch responded, "'Wer das Gesetz
aber nicht erkennt, wie gelangt der zur Freiheit?'" Thereupon Kafka:

"'Dem wird das Gesetz durch Schlége bekannt éegeben. Wer es nicht er-
' 29
m

If there is a’law;‘it cannot be effectively communicated, however. Jhe
actual'depiction of the "information exchange" between ‘the "guests" and
the 'hotel staff" suggests that there is no real "givevand"take" to be

found in Kafka's depiction of modern reality. v

[. . .] zwei Auskunftserteiler hatten [. . .] in der Offnung des
Fensters immer zumindest zehn fragende Gesichter vor sich. Unter
diesen zehn Fragern, die immerfort wechselten, war oft ein Durch-
einander von Sprachen, als sei jeder einzelne von einem anderen
Lande abgesandt. Immer fragten einige gleichzeitig, immer redeten
auBerdem einzelne untereinander. [193]

Two "Auskunftserteiler" convey information continuously, "ohne die ge-

ringste Unterbrechung", which could allow the individual to assess and

 apply it according to his needs. The blame for the confusion can neither

be given fully to the questioners nor tebthe "Unterportiers"; it is unex-
plainable.  The compulsion behind the activity is invisiblej; shift chan-
ges are signaled by an omnipresent bell. Communication between porter and
guest is impersonal. The staff- does not recognlze individual’ faces, but
rather just stares blankly forwards, as though into a void.

Epr Eén 1nformat10n -giver] sah weder auf die Tischplatte, wo er fort-
wdhrend Handrelchungen auszufiihren hatte, noch auf das Gesicht die-
ses oder jenes Fragers, sondern ausschlleBllch starr vor sich [. 3

(193]
The description of the shift-chahge for the first time actually deprives
the scene of its realiséic base; protruding into what could be termed Sdr-
realism.go (Kafka is certainly not narrating through Karl's eyes here!)

Das Ganze ging so rasch, daB es oft die Leute drauBen iiberraschte
und sie aus Schrecken iber das so plétzlich vor ihnen auftauchende
neue Gesicht fast zurilickwichen. Die abgeldsten zwei Minner streck-
ten sich und begossen dann {iber zwei bereitstehenden Waschbecken
ihre heiBen Kopfe. [195].

~Karl's viewing of what might be considered the 1nterplay between "I" (con-

sciousness) and the unknowably complex totality of modern existence (in-
ternal and external needs, urges, desires, inhibitions, hopes, problems,

etc.) as Kafka viewed it leaves Karl no possibility of uniting the two



spheres.' Karl's immediate'reactionvto what he has seen is characteristic
of ‘the blend between despair and light-heartedness found in the novel: .

Alles dieses hatte Karl mit der angespanntesten Aufmerksamkéit in
wenigen Augenblicken in sich aufgenommen und mit leichten Kopf-
schmerzen folgte er Stlll dem Oberportler, der ihn weiterfihrte.

[195]

" The importance of social order and officialdom in contrast to private
needs was expounded by the uncle (see p. 31 above); it is 1ater pointed
out by the nlght student (p. 34 above). Here it is stated by ‘the"head-
porter: |

'Natiirlich ist dieses hier [the giving of information] die diimmste
Arbeit im ganzen Hoteljy wenn man eine Stunde zugehSrt hat, kennt-
man' so ziemlich alle Fragen, die gestellt werden, und den Rest
braucht man ja nicht zu beantworten.' [195-96]

»The one truly important servic%:-that of estabiishing communicétion and
‘giving information--is considered the lowest in the hierarchy of the ho-
tel. Unusual questions are not answered; existence has become so fegu-
lated, that not only will no individual "question" be considered, but the

information givers themselves have to be "vernagelte Kdpfe" (196).

Although not actually based'on Karl's point ofvview-as discussed in II.1.
above, Kafka's parabolic descriptions are (usually) plausibly derived

- from and merged with the hero's everyday world. 81 As Benno von Wlese
states, our-secular world is at once delineated according. to a dual prin-
ciple, "dem einer grotesken Verfremdung und zugleich einer parabollsch
giiltigen Wahrheit.” 32 The confusion Karl observes reflects the‘paradqx
of his existential condition, rather than representing a redeeming, infi-
nite realm as aspired to by romantic authoré.33 As Karl views the in-
formation exchange, the activity he sees is really a part of the fictional
reality, although irreconcilable'with it. The mergencé of image and
worid plerces the credibility of a real "transcendental”™ sphere in the.
Kantian sense. Each glimpse that Kafka grants the individual into the
"truth" of his existence‘sihultaneously shatters the "normal conscious-

ness which secures a concrete everyday existence. In other words, the

classacal relationship between truth and experience is seen to be reversed.
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Yet the question remains: is the depicted social order viable or not?
Kafka returns to a subjective perspective in the seventh chapter, showing,

as before, the continuous interplay between the finite consciousness of

a 1l6-year-old and a fictional reality. Lothar Fietz states:

Im auktorial-moralistischen Roman hilt der kommentierende und wer-
tende Erzdhler neben die subjektive Erlebniswertskala der Hauptge- -
stalt stdndig eine objektive Wertskala einer gesellschaftlichen oder
religids gliltigen Weltordnung, um daran das individuelle Erlebnis
- und Verhalten zu relativieren und um es als gut, schlecht, irrig,
~schuldig, usw. zu bestimmen [. . J. [34]

In Amerika, howeVer any evaluative distinction between the hero's sub-
']ectlve view and the social norm 1s left to the reader's frame of refe-
rence., This device is, of course, not unique to Kafka or the early 20th
Century; what is unlque, however, is the real "amblvalence" and neutra-
~lity that the narrator maintains. The labyrinth on the ship; the uncle's
_'houée which is almost entirely'taken up by business concerns; the endless
passageways, empty rooms and darkness at Pollunder's country-house; the
confusion and bustle at the hotel; the streets around Brunelda's flat--
each housing complex is a poetical description of an inextricable modern
world.35 But simultaneously each discloses Karl's o&n “deficient"
thbught processes;-it is to his eyes tﬁey seem so disfurbing.ss As an ex-
‘hausted, jobless, and apathetlc Karl walks through the suburbs of Ramses
with his enemy Delamarche, Karl sees a forsaken, anonymous, and absurd
world.

Auch die Hdfe, durch die sie kamen, waren fast gdnzlich verlassen,
Nur hie und da schob ein Geschdftsdiener einen zweirddrigen Karren
vor sich her, eine Frau filillte an der Pumpe eine Kanne mit Wasser,
ein Brieftrdger durchquerte mit ruhigen Schritten den ganzen Hof,
ein alter Mann mit weiBem Schnauzbart saB mit lbergeschlagenen Bei-
nen vor einer Glastiir und rauchte eine Pfeife, vor einem Speditions-
geschidft wurden Kisten abgeladen, die unbeschi@ftigten Pferde dreh-
ten gleichmiitig die Kopfe, ein Mann in einem Arbeitsmantel {iber-
wachte mit einem Papier in der Hand die ganze Arbeit; in einem Biiro
war das Fenster gedffnet und ein Angestellter, der an seinem Schreib-
‘pult saB, hatte sich von ihm abgewendet und sah nachdenklich hlnaus,
WO gerade Karl und Delamarche voriibergingen. [ 216~ 17]

" This is hardly a neutral description. Although Karl considers the court-
yards to be "fast gédnzlich verlassen", they prove to be bustling with ac=.
tivity! And can horses be "gleichmiitig"? The piece of paper in a man's

hand appears useless only to one too distant to read it. It is unbelieva-
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-ble that the employée seated_by a window is loocking "nachdenklich", (in
despair?) at a piece of ground where Karl and Delamarche "gerade [.. . .j

vorlibergingen'", more likely is that he is simply looking at the two men.

II.4. Ambiouity and Laﬁguage_

Since there is no clearly .established "féalify" in the nafrative, the
'tendéncy'eXists, as Martin Walser puts it, "das Beschriebeﬁe Auédruck 

- werdén’ zu lassen"374—i.e. to evaluate descriptions as parts of a gene-
ral (notbKérl's) ﬁWeltbild". Emrich, for example, does not account for .
the dominating presence of porters in the hdtel'by suggesting that their
importance 'is. exaggerated by Karl (who is'difectly subordinate to them),
but rather grants these figureé symbolic value.

Die scheinbar bedeutungsloseste, niedrigste Figur eines Offent-
lichen Gebdudes, der Portier, wird zur beherrschenden Gestalt, weil
-alles auf Vermittlung eingestellt ist, niemand mehr unmittelbar-
einzutreten und sich frei zu behaupten wagt.38 '

A duplicity of meaning exists in Kafka's prose.' As Albert Camus: stated,

Tout l'art de Kafka est d'obliger le lecteur a relire. Ses dénoue-
ments, ou ses absences de dénouement, suggérent des explications,
mais qui ne sont pas révélées en clair et qui exigent, pour appa-
raitre fondées, que l'histoire soit relue sous un nouvel angle.39

[

Here we want to show which structural techniques make portions of the

‘text .seem equivocal.

Kafka's fictional world lacks individual characteristics. It can hardly
be compared to realistic or naturalistic delineations of reality,.sinée<
he'avoidslany attempt to communicate an integral, lucid image. Thomas
Mann'shfesort hofel in "Der Tod in Venedig" provides'a useful contrast to
Kafka's Hotel Occidental.

Lr [Gustav Aschenbach] betrat das welitliulige [fotel von hinten, von
der Gartenterrasse aus, und begab sich durch die groBfe Halle in die
Vorhalle ins Office. [. . .} Ein Manager, ein kleiner, leiser,
schmeichelnd hdflicher Mann mit schwarzem Schnurrbart und in fran-

- zb6sisch geschnittenem Gehrock, begleitete ihn im Lift zum zweiten.
Stockwerk hinauf und wies ihm sein Zimmer an, einen angenehmen, in
Kirschholz moblierten Raum, den man mit stark duftenden Blumen ge-
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-schmiickt hatte und dessen hohe Fenster die Aussicht aufs ‘offene
Meer gewdhrten .40

The depiction of Mann's building is a product of "normal" empirical as-
sociations. The description is clear and definite; iﬁages are presented
in a logical progression, and these are delimited so as to avoid abstrac—-v'
tion and to promote empathy. Subjective perception and objeetive facts
are easily distinguishable. We‘know where Aschenbach's room is located,
'haQe a conception of its appearance, its quality ("angenehm"); can assume
that ‘it faces eastwards, may guess something aboﬁt the hotel layout, and
_have a firSt_impression of the manager. The Hotel Occidental, on’ the
other hand, has no specific properties in terms of size, colours, smells,
structure , period, furniture, occupants, ;ocation, etc. It is sterile.
Karl finds a "Saal" upon entering, in which there is a buffet, "das sich
-an einer Lingswand ﬁnd‘an den zwei Seitenwdnden hinzog" (116). There is
a clock "am anderen Ende des S4ales" (118). The reader (after two chap-
ters are devoted to Karl's stay ‘in the building!) is left with'justithe
idea of a "hotel", a hotel that hes rooms’, elevatofs, which have walls
and:doors, and guests, porters and waiters,(who use the doors, elevators
and rooms. There are also “main" and "side" walls and dobrs. Everyone
works and_meves quickly. All of this is found in a featureless land-
scape, éomewhere near "Ramses", essentially without any orientation in
time and space. We are offered only a functional sketch, no qualitetive.

description.

The vocabulary used to relate Karl's pefception of the hotel is neutral
and non-descriptive. The nouns “Saal", ﬁTﬁr", “Wand", and "Zimmer" occur
in dozens of passages where more expressive-synonyms could replace them.
(In just one paragraph Mann uses "Gartenter rasse", "Halie", "Vorhalle™,
"Office", "Zimmer", and "Raum".) Adjectives are sﬁarce and vague. -ThoSe '
used on page 117 are: "groB" (3), "klein", "viel", "wenig", "frei", "grob",’
"lang", "ﬁlump", and "scherzhaft". Kafka reduces the ekpressive capacity
of language. .As Herbert Kraft puts it:

Die konventionelle Sprache hat Beziehungen zwischen Menschen und
Dingen in Formeln festgehalten und gibt das Gewesene als Noch-Sei-
endes aus; Kafkas Hinwendung zum "neutralen' Ausdruck ist ein Akt
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der Venfremdung; durch den das Gewesene als Nicht-mehr-Seiendes
kenntlich gemacht wird.%1 :

Several other passages, however, reveal opposite,tendencies than those
~of simplification and'neufralizatioh. The following sentence occurs. as
Karl finds lodging at night. ' .

- (a) Er [Karl) wurde, seiner Forderung entsprechend,

(a') vom Wirt mit einem Wink, .

(b) als sel er ein Angestellter, '

(b*) die Treppe hinaufgewiesen,

(c) wo ihn ' 4

(¢') ein zerrauftes, altes Frauenzimmer, argerllch lber den gestorten
Schlaf, empfing und, ,

(d) fast ohne ihn anzuhoren,

(d') mit ununterbrochenen Ermahnungen, leise’ aufzutreten,

(e) 1in ein Zimmer fiihrte,

(e') dessen Tir sie, :

(f) nicht ohne ihn vorher mit einem Pst' angehaucht zu haben,

(f') schloB [99] LA

Here we find an extraordlnary precision, the attempt to note all relevant .
details. In this one sentence a precise alternation between actions rela-
ting to Karl (a, b, etc.)) and all others (a', b', etc.) occurs eleven
times! - Little hés taken place, but syntactic structures are strained to
their limits. The vocabulary referriﬁg‘to the action (although not to the
building) is descriptive. But»thislis no survey made by*é detached narra-
~tor. Subjective and objective narrating seem mixed; Karl perceives a to~
vtality, but in ‘a manner that shuns comprehension.'42 Often Kafka attempts
té define an object or a condition--or qualify a given statement--with ekag-
gerétions (a;.see below), with contradictions‘(b), with inexpressable dis-
. tinctions (é),_and with perspective inferiections (da):

(a) Immer wieder hdrte man an den verschiedensten Stellen Fliiche und
- Fduste, die auf den Tisch schlugen. [116; my underlinings]

[. . .] war im Schlafsaal immerfort die gréfte Bewegung [ . .J .
[145] : ‘ : K

(b) [. . .] cin eitler Junge mit [. . .J glatten, etwas gehShlten
Wangen. [143) ' '

| [. . .] rief er erfreut und streng zugleich [. . .J . [206]
(c) [. . .} erzeugte in dem Zimmer fast Dunkelheit [. ] [?5]
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-[ .J nicht allzuwelt {iber den Kopfen der Fahrenden. [109]
Karl lag fast in seinen Armen [. . .] . [215]

L. .. .] immer wieder setzte sich’ an eine Treppe eine neue.in nur
unmerklich verdnderter Richtung an. Einmal blieb Karl sogar stehen,
nicht eigentlich vor Midigkeit, aber vor Wehr1051gkelzﬁgggenuber/
dieser Treppenlénge. [217]

" Brunelda stand L. . .] in 1hrer ganzen Breite [. ..J. [253]

(a) ,E' . .J nur einmal rollte ein Stein den Abhang herab, vielleicht
durch Zufall, vielleicht in einem verfehlten Wurf. [129]"

" Es muBte wohl eine entlegene- VorstadtstraBe sein [. . .] + [20u]

[ ] so schlen es doch ganz aussichtslos. [220]
The cause. and effect of the above methodologles has been noted by Fritz
Martlnl"

Sein [[Kafka's] Wille zur Genauigkeit [. . .] trifft auf das Ungenaue,
Ungesicherte und macht es so erst in seiner qu&lenden Unausweichbar-

. keit bemerkbar. Indem er, die Grenzen so scharf wie mdglich zieht,
wird das Ungrenzbare sichtbar, "3

Kafka rgverses the normal function of language'from giving ipformation to
creafing confusion. This is accomplished with a combination of extreme '
ambiguity and exfréme precision.uu As shown above, the traditionally more
important:"whole" (e.g. the hotel) remains nebulous, while minor pénts
(e.g. going to a room) are paradoxically described in détail, The funda-
mental principle involved is’that of contrasf (or antithesis). its,effect _
is alienation:- through sentence sfructupe and vocabulary the'matter4is
éreed from evaluation, and the reader from standard linguistical associé-

"tions.

Attempts to describe and consolidate'certain phenoména with langﬁage lead
to what Jorg Thalmann terms "enigmatic comparisons" of Jérgen Kobs terms
"deformed me‘taphors'-’.us .

[ . .] als werde iiber dieser Strafe einé alles bedeckende Glasscheibe
jeden Augenblick immer wieder mit aller Kraft zerschlagen. [45]

L. . .] alle'Augenblicke die Richtung wechselnd, wie in einem Wirbel-
wind der Ldrm jagte, nicht wie von Menschen verursacht, sondern wie
ein fremdes Element [. . .] . [58]

Es schien als miisse unbedingt ein Ungliick geschehen, aber'gleich nahm
der alles umfassende Verkehr auch die Schnurgerade Fahrt dieses Auto-
mobils ruhig in sich auf. [203]
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Thalmann makes the»ihtereéfing.dbservation that the novel's characteristi-
cally irregular language suddenly becomes flowing and protracted whenever
Karl's thoughts are directed at the past or future, in other words when:
the complexity of the immediate situation can be forgotten in favour of
memoriéé, ﬁopes, wishes, or plans.&6 In,theAship{s offices Karl remem-
bers his.Européan home (35-36), at Pollunder's he speculates about seeing
~ the uncle again (67-68), and at Brunelda's he'speculates'abouf acquiring

a position (263-64). These passages seem prosaic and illusionary--just

as Theresa s account of her mother's death (149- 54)—-1n contrast to the

remainder of the novel

Because %hé informative element of every.statement is inherently invali-
dated with the techniques described above (not to mention the use of irony
“aﬁd the limited perspective discussed in II.1. above), éverjthing, all
‘ correspondence between;conscioﬁsness and "world", is neutralized, ques-
tionablé_and therefore inéecure.. The tendency towards neutralization is
termed "Aﬁfhebung"'by_Martin Walser and. Christoph Bezzel, and "Reduktion"
by‘Klaus Ramm. B7 Max Bense writes in this context:

- Kafka notiert letztllch keine Seiendes feststellenden Sdtze. In
diesem Sinne verfolgt seine Prosa eine merkwiirdige Technik der 'Ent-
stellung und 'Verhiillung', wenn man sie an der klassischen Prosa
der 'Feststellung und 'Kldrung' spiegelt. [. . Das Selbstsein
ist [. .] nie das psychologische, emplrlsche Ich.t

Ulrich Fiilleborn concludes. in a variation on Bense's theory:

Die 'geistige Welt' ist bei Kafka [. . .] als die eine, universale
Wirklichkeit zu verstehen, neben der das auf die psychologische
Perspektive reduzierte Ich unwirklich wird. Bietet sie Halt und
Geborgenhelt, vermag sie scheinbar Besitz zu werden, so ist der
Geist in ihr noch nicht. zur Frelhelt gelangt.™9 '

I1.5.° The-Natnre'Theatre of Oklahoma

As was the case at the Hotel Occidental, Karl is, in the 1asf chapter,

cpnfroﬁted with the absolute at a moment of socialvrejeétion and‘depri—
vation.50 He is still jobless and poor. The Oklahoma theaffe's'adver4-
tisement (265) is largely ignored by the public; it ébnfains no mention
of payment. The aesthetic and practical sphéres remain polarized. The

concept "Kiinstler werden" (265) is adorned with the unbelievable language
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of a religious ultimatum.

Das groBe Theater von Oklahoma ruft euch! Es ruft nur heute, sur
einmal! Wer jetzt die Gelegenheit versdumt, versdumt sie fir 1mner
 Wer an seine Zukunft denkt, gehdrt zu uns. [265]

The placard also states that everyone is welcome, "Jeder, also auch Karl "

'(265) He has npthlng to lose.‘

The superficially farcical, perverted quality of the theatre's aesthetic
offepihg‘is.suggested once again as- Karl ascends from the subway station
in ClaYton. ‘
Als er in Clayton ausstieg, hdrte er gleiéh den Lirm vieler'Trpmpe~
ten. . Es war ein wirrer Ldrm, die Trompeten waren nicht gegeneinander
abgestimmt, es wurde riicksichtslos geblasen. [. . .] Vor dem Eingang.
zum Rennplatz war ein langes, niedriges Podium aufgebaut auf den
" Hunderte von Frauen, als Engel gekleidet, in weiBen Tiichern mit

groBen Fliigeln am Rucken, auf langen, goldglidnzenden Trompeten blie-
sen. [266-67] ' ’ ' o '
Every two hours the women are relieved by men dressed as devils, of which’
- one ‘half blows and the other hélf drums. The theatre is ambivalent in |
value. Situated outside of cohventibn, it'demandsfthe‘uncompromising,
complete'attention ofvits members; and, as Gﬁnter WBilner’points out,

there is no longer a basic antagonism between good and bad (heaven and
hell). Both realms are situated on earth and have become confused and in-

terchangable 1

Once behind the theatré‘s fécade, Karl encounters a situation that bears
“little fesémblance to the social reality found in the first seven chap-
~ ters of the novel. As he blows Fanny's horn (268), Karl halts the other
players by making his 6wn music; but finds épproval rather than admonish-
ment. Unlike the hotel employees, the theatre officials_méke every éffort
to indulge individual needs, differences, desires, etc. 'There are over :
two hundpedk"reception booths", all clearly designated to éccomodate spe-
cific capabilities: "engineers"; "people with technical knowledge'", "Euro-
pean secondary-school pupils", etc. These booths are each staffed by two
officials, a director and a clerk, but they are not the selfless doubles
found behind the hotel's information desk. A clerk is able to ignore his

superior's mistrust of Karl's pretended name "Negro" and himself accept
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Karl into the theatre. ("im Konflikt zwischen Kanzleileiter und Schreiber
wird ein echter Konflikt zwischen 'Gewissen' und tleferem seelischen S
Wlssen ausgetragen und zugunsten des tleferen Wissens.entschieden." -—W1l-‘
helm Emrlch ) Karl is welcomed by the theatre's leader, not ]ust by
anonymous , lower-order functionaries. The leeder's questions concern
‘Karl's esSential‘being and situation-- | '

'Wo waren Sie zuletzt angestellt?'bf. . .J'Waren Sie dért zufrieden?’
[. . .J'Zu welchem Posten fiihlen Sie sich geeignet?' [279-80]

--not alleged,psychological justifications and motivations. In this sense
the theatre is a "nature" theatre. Although Karl remains the_caleulating,
helpless‘entity that he had been throughout the novel, the leader sees
thrppgh Karl's fabricated replies ("'DaéAwiséen wir' [ . .] 'Das ist rich-
tig'"), forcing Karl to finally recogniiebhis actual (human) condition.

'"Nein', sagte Karl [. . .J], 'ich weiB nicht, ob ich zum Theaterspie-
len geeignet bin. Ich w1}l mlch aber anstrengen und alle Auftrage
auszufilhren suchen.'

.Der Herr wandte sich dem Leiter zu, beide nlckten Karl schien rlch-'
tig geantwortet zu haben [ . .J . C280]

The ‘theatre's guidelines are not based on a praetical, goal-oriented phi-
‘losophﬁ; which would subjugete-the individual.into a forﬁless mechanism, -
~ whether it be the uncle's dominant role or Robinson's subordinate one. In
reeponse to Karl's statement thet he had always wanted t¢ become an engi-
neer, the leader takes serious what Karl himself considers 1udicrou33
thereby responding to the hero's actual needs. |

_ Aber der Herr nahm es ernst wie er alles ernst. nahm * 'Nun, Inge~
nieur', sagte er, 'kénnen Sie wohl nicht gleich werden, vielleicht
wiirde es Ihnen aber vorliufig entsprechen, 1rgendwelche niedrigere
technische Arbeiten auszufiihren.' [281]

A reversal takes place with the finé}vchapter. ‘The structure of the thea-
tre represents a unification of the poles that delineated Karl's existen-
tial struggle: retionality and emotions, technology and inner being, dis-
cipline and ind.ividua'l:ity.'53 This conception in no way denotes a return
to aAsimple subjective freedom, a sort of "antithesis" to America.  The
utopian character of Kafka's "“solution" is founded directly on this point:
Karl finds "Beruf, Freiheit, Rﬁckhalt"5 because sub]ectlve "free-play"

and organlzatlonal necessity are united as "theatre".
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Tﬁe transformation is_clearly an external one, but‘cén nét be uﬁderstood
in terms of a concrete artistic, religious,; or social program, despite'.
certain indicative elements, the trumpet-blowing angels and devils, or as
Gerhard Loose phrases it, that ’ |

--im Gegensatz zur kapitalistischen Gesellschaft——dle materlelle
Frage nur darin zu bestehen scheint, die einfachen, fundaméntalen
Bediirfnisse zu befriedigen.>5

 Karl becomes a "technical worker", not an actor. The "theatre" is ]ust
as ambiguous as Kafka's other images. Kafka once told Janouch:

'Ich zeichnete keine Menschen. Ich erzahlte eine Geschichte. Das
sind Bilder, nur Bilder. [. . .J Man photographiert Dlnge, um sie
aus dem Sinn zu verscheuchen. Meine Geschichten sind eine Art von
AugenschlleBen 156 ‘ ' : :

Kafka does not attempt a description of the theatre in Oklahoma--the nar-
rative breaks off as Karl's trhin is passing through a mountain range:

[. . .] breite Bergstrdme kamen, als groBe Wellen auf dem hiigeligen.
" Untergrund eilend und in sich tausend kleine Schaumwellen treibend,
sie stiirzten sich unter Briicken, iiber die der Zug fuhr, und sie
waren so nah, daB der Hauch lhrer Kiihle das Gesicht erschauern machte.'
[288]
WOllner s 1nterpretat10n of this passage is con31stent w1th our conclur
sions:

¢

Das Elementare, Bedrohliche des Gebirges, das sie durchfahren, steht
sinnbildlich fiir die mit Gefahren verbundene {berwindung des Emp1~
risch- D1esse1t1gen.57

Kafka does, hOWever, grant Karl a glimpse at a photograph of the Oklahoma
theatre. What Karl sees Surpasses logical cohception. The proportlons
are 1nsurveyable, the quality of the llght is inexpressible.

Beim ersten Anblick konnte man denken, es sei nicht eine Loge, son-
dern die Bilihne, so weit geschwungen ragte die Briistung in den freien
Raum. [. . .] weiBes und doch mildes Licht enthiillte fdrmlich den
‘Vordergrund der Loge, widhrend ihre Tiefe hinter rotem, unter vielen
Ténungen sich faltendem Samt, der an der ganzen Umrandung niederfiel
und durch Schntive pelenkt waede, als eine dunklé) r01]10h“ sch1m~ 1
mernde Leere erschien. [284) ‘ -

Kafka aptly notes, "Man konnte sich in dieser Loge kaum Menschen vor-
Stellen L. L (28u) Karl Rossmann s struggle can have no conclusion,

vjust as the novel has o proper ending.
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III. Jakob von Gunten S : o B

Robert Walser's third and last Berlin no\}ell is composed és:a diary. Its
‘seventy-eight undated entries are made by a ficti{idus Jakob vqn_Gunfen
during his enrolment at the institute Benjamenta, a servants school loca;_
. ted somewhere in a back court of an unspecified large city. The diary is
primafily a vehicle for the formatién and articulation of»the_hero's
-ideas, experiences and fantasies--not for the represéntatibn of a tangi-
ble "objective" fictional reaiity. The (outer) plot is thus easily . '
' sketched.

Jakob arrives at the school-after leaviﬁg his parents' home and is érro-
gantly received by Benjamenta, its aireCtbr. The school seems to dis-
‘tinguish itself through the suppression of thought.and developmenf,.by '
~isolating itself froh the exfeqnalAworld. Jakob is fascinated by some
mysterious inner'chambers, intrigued by the big city and his brother Jo-
hann von Guntenfs_social circle, and impressed by the school's exemplary
pupil Kraus. Jakob progressively withdhaws_into the'confines of the | _
school and becomes preéccupied with his own internal transformations, re- i
cording at the same time the fiﬁal stages of the institute's ‘desintegra-
tion. The school's only teacher, Lisa Benjamenta, dies qhd_the remaining
pupils are supplied jobs. Jakob himself seems to play éﬁ influential
‘ role in the dissolutioh of the school; the friendship. that develops be-
tween Jakob and Herr Benjamenta climaxes with their enigmatic departure
‘from the school (and European culture), marked by Jakob's deciéion to

give up writing.

As Karl Rossmann, Jakob faces a probiem of consciousness; he has to re-
concile his fluctuating and apparently conflicting perceptions of the

" world, the institute, the Benjamentas and Kraus with one another.

I11.1. The Perspective of the Narrator

~ The'diary; as stated, is Jakob's medium for a process of self-clarifica-
tion, a "SelbstvergewisserungsprozeB'", as Dierk Rodewald puts it.2 Wal-

ser is not the "all-knowing" narrator; he introduces an "I".. The per-
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spective of Walser's fictional author is all—pervading ‘ Everythlng\nar-
rated proves to be an expre581on of Jakob’s changing attitudes.

kraus, for example, is anwimporfantffigure, to whom Jakdb devotes more
space than to any other figure. After a fewvda3s in the school, Jakob
corrects his flrst negative 1mpre381on of Kraus:- '

L. .J damals hielt ich ihn einfach Fiir einen Affen wdhrend ich
ihn heute, um des reln personlichen Wesens willen, hoch schdtze.
£339) :

Thereafter:

Von Kraus werde ich viel reden missen. [. . .] Nichts kann mich so
tief aufregen wie der Anblick und der Geruch des Guten und Recht-
.- schaffenen. [353]

Kraus wird spiter im Leben, wohin er auch kommen wird, immer als
brauchbarer, aber als ungebildeter Mensch angesehen werden, fiir ..
mich aber ist gerade er durchaus gebildet, und zwar hauptsdchlich
deshalb, weil er ein feste’ls, gutes Ganzes darstellt. [u07J]

Kraus ist ein Bild rechtlichen, ganz, ganZ»einténigen; einsilbigen
und eindeutigen Wesens. [410] :

The concept of service is one of the novel's most impOrtanf motifs and

it is this pure, unreflective form of existence that Kraus represents.

"Kraus 1st ein echtes Gott-Werk, ein Nichts, ein Diener." (409) He has
no humour no fantasy, no self—respect and consequently mo urge to de-
velop himself. '

Man spilrt es sofort, wenn Menschen Erfolge und Anerkennung aufzuwei-

sen haben, sie werden quasi dick von sdttigender Selbstzufrieden-

heit, und ballonhaft blist sie die Kraft der Eitelkeit auf, zum Nle-
: w1edererkennen [ulO]

Und bllcke ich dann Kraus an, dann erfaﬁt mich ein tlefes murmeln-
des, quellenhaftes, wundervolles Behagen. E413] :

After Kraus has left the school to take a position, Jakob writes:

Kraus ‘ist gegangen. Ein Licht, eine Sonne ist geschwunden. Mir ist
" es, als wenn es von jetzt ab in der Welt nur noch Abend sein kénnte.

[us81] » .
Mit Kraus ist die Iiilite des Lebens gegangen. [483]

Yet whenever Jakob econsiders Kraus' way of life in terms of a real exis-
tentlal p0581b111ty for himself, the entries are full of doubt. The
1deal servant often appears to acquire the narrowness and dullness of an

ascete:
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[. . .]J Kraus lernt auswendig, indem er Lektionen vor sich hinmur-
melt. Eine Grabesstille herrscht iberall. Der Hof liegt verlassen
da wie eine viereckige Ewigkeit, und ich stehe meist aufrecht und
iibe mich, auf einem Bein zu stehen. Oft halte ich zur Abwechslung
den Atem ‘lang an. [399] '

Wie schlecht das ist, Kraus immer dffen tnd drgern zu wollen. Und
doch: wie reizend. Seine Vorwilirfe klingen so lustig. [us15]

During the comparison of Kraus to "Joseph in Egypt", Jakob also revels
.in irény, an indication of increasing distance. ‘

Ja, Kraus kénnte so gut Joseph sein wie nur irgend etwas. Haltung,

. Gestalt, Gesicht, Frisur und Gebdrde passen unvergleichlich.. Sogar
seine leider Gottes immer noch nicht geheilte Hautauszeichnung.:
Pickel sind etwas Biblisches, Orientalisches. Und die Moral, der
Charakter, der feste Besitz keuscher Jungllngstugenden° Wundervoll
paft das. Joseph in Agypten muB auch ein kleiner, sattelfester Pe-
dant gewesen sein, sonst wiirde er der liisternen Prau gehorcht und
seinem Herrn die Treue gebrochen haben. [w07]

’
Jakob also works with a dual standard when analyzing the city. At flrst

his description mirrors the 1ncomprehen51b111ty and chaos of the scene,
all in contrast to the organlc unity of life and environment at his pa-
rents' home. The way society is pprtrayéd as a collective force con—'
demns it as inimical to existence.

Welch ein Geschiebe und Gedrdnge, welch ein Rasseln und Prasseln
Welch ein Geschrei, Gestampf, Gesurr und Gesumme. Und alles so eng
zusammengepfercht. . . .] In die vorhandenen Mengen schieben 31ch
ganz neue, und es geht, kommt, erscheint und verliuft sich in einem
fort. [365-66] : .

Jakob regards the activity as unnatural and absurd.

Die Wagen der elektrischen Trambahn sehen wie figurenvollgepfropfte
Schachteln aus. Die Omnibusse humpeln wie groBe, ungeschlachte
Kifer voriber. [365] : '

L. . .] die Natur fehlt hier. [. . .] Die Biume der Anlage sind ganz
farblos. Die Bldtter hdngen unnatlirlich bleiern herunter. Es ist,
als wenn hier alles aus Blech und diinnen Eisen sei. [349]

Just as nature appears barren and dead to h1m he perceives only parts of
the people around him, who consequently'appear grotesque and unreal.3

Briiste prallen einem entgegen, in Kleidern und Fassonen eingepreSte,
weibliche Briiste. Und dann sind wieder die dummen vielen Zigarren in
den vielen Schlitzen von minnlichen Mundteilen. [366]

Such perceptions of human beings as sex organs, just. as his failure to

find an order or a humane element in the confusion, lead Jakob to consider
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the Question of individual wortﬁz "Was ist man eigentlich in dieseq Flut,
in diesem bunten, nicht endenwoilgnden Strom von Menschen?"'(366) Jakob
judges (with a reference to himself) the quality of life in mass society.
negatively: ‘ ' | '

Dann gehen alle diese Figuren, und ich selber mit, wie Traumfiguren
. rasch unter dem triiben Flor dahin, etwas suchend, und wie es scheint,
- fast nie etwas Schdnes und Rechtes findend. Es sucht hier alles,;
alles sehnt sich nach Reichtiimern und fabelhaften Gliicksglitern. Ha-
stig geht man. Nein, sie beherrschen sich alle, aber die Hast, das
Sehnen, die Qual und die Unruhe glanzen schlmmernd zu den begehrll—
chen Augen heraus. [366-67] ‘ :

Jakob's, second and suddenly positive conceptlon of the: c1ty differs radi-
cally from the former, severely critical - view. The latter entry reads in

‘part:

Die GroBstadt erzieht, sie bildet, und zwar durch Beispiele, nicht
durch trockene, den Biicherh entnommene Lehrsitze. [. . .J Und dann
ist hier noch so vieles, was fdérdert, hdlt und hilft. Man kann es
kaum sagen. Wie schwer ist es, Feinem und Gutem lebendigen Aus-
druck zu geben. Man ist hier dem bescheidenen Leben schon dankbar,
man dankt immer ein wenig, indem es einen treibt, indem man es ei-
lig hat. [. . .] Und dann das Traumhafte, das Malerische und Dich-
‘terische! Menschen eilen und wirken immer an einem vorbei. [. . .]
Ja, das alles erscheint mir gut und groB. Man gewinnt, indem man
mitten im Gestrudel und Gesprudel ist. [374-75]

In this so-called positive draft, Jakob regards the same ‘Scené , expressing
the convictionlthat symptomsvof social dissolution are good, resorting to
the same descriptive language of a pure selfless (volition-critical) state

that he later applies to Kraus.

Jakob's statements would so often appear to be both ironicland'serious be-
cause the significance of certain phenomena--Kraus and the city, for exam-
ple--is ambivalent., Nothlng in the novel possesses constant form or value., .
Jakob's characterlzatlons express more about himself than about the other
peraonu. Jakob seems to tease the reader as he does not take a firm stand
or even draw concrete parallels to himself, but;simply ths‘down entries.
These ére a disordered, although not chaotic, composition of memories,
predictions, character analyses,.self-reflec;ions, associations, dreams ,
fantasies, dialogues, interpretations, etc., some revealing a perceptive

literary intellect and others disclosing the naive intuition of a.child.
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As Felix Strebel states,

[.. . .]J das ironische Wort [expresses] nur eine Mdglichkeit, wie -
man 'es'.sagen kdnnte [and does not intend] das Wort mit dem 'wahren'
Sachverhalt libereinstimmen zu lassen oder mit dem Wort einen 'wahren'

~ Sachverhalt zu symbolisieren. Das ironische Wort verschleiert und -
ﬁberspielt——auch in der verdeutlichenden Drastik--diesen vielmehr,
das heiBt, das prdzise Gemeinte bleibt hinter der maskenhaften Mehr—
deutlgkelt als 'wahres Gesicht' verborgen.4

Jakob'S/"Lebenslauf" (378-80) typifies his ironic reversal of a conven-
tlonal exposition and his hes1tancy to make any concrete statements about
his own person. ' '

Unterzeichneter, Jakob von Gunten, Sohn rechtschaffener Eltern den
und den Tag geboren da und da aufgewachsen, ist als Eleve in das
Institut Benjamenta elngetreten um sich die paar Kenntnisse anzu-
eignen, die ndtig sind, in irgend ]emandes Dlenste zu treten. L. . .]
C378-79]

That Walser chose the diary form for this novel has several interesting

reasons.5 Diaries have certain subjective properties. - They record
events and inner processes, as they are filtered through the writer's con-
sciousness (or pretending to be so), without intending communication.
Spontaneity, inconclusive notations, fragmentary descriptiéns, and person-
al references are general characteristics. There is not a need for sche-

matic or styllstlc unity, nor for a comprehensive or accurate portrayal.

The time-structure represents a related aspect of the anti-intellectual
tendencies in the novel. The diary is not 6nly undated, but Jakob is apa- .
thetic concerning birthdates, seasons, or any measurable relationship to-
the past and future.6 The’narrative techniques of acceleration and fétar-
dation render the present moment precarious}7' As foreshadowing and anti-
cipation are to be classified Jakob;S"constant»speculation about‘the fu-
ture, and the dreams and fantasies about various-possible roles in life.

The retarding elements are mainly the memories, non-commital descriptions,

negations, and irony, which continually have yet to be modified and incor-

porated into a viable form. The focal point of the narrative is pro-
gressively shifted into the future. During the earlier entries Jakob of-

ten maintains a reference to the extant moment by implicitly referring to
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the journal or the rosm he is sitting in. These entries concur‘as-pof-
' mal pauses in the writing of his diary. The latter portions of the no-
vel cbntain'a diminishing amount of reflective-analytic prose, and more‘
summarieés of'dialogues and dreams, whicﬁvhelp:anticipaté the subsequent
conclusion. The concluding remarks of the middle ‘and latter parts al-
~most 1nvar1ably stress the impossibility of a descrlptlve statement or
perspective fixation, thereby emphasizing the conditional nature of Ja-
kobts "present", non-prolific, reflective life.
‘Nette Tféumeréien sind das! [u405] |
" Ich muB8 aufhdren, heuté, mit Schreiben. [v11]
~ Da schweige ich lieber. [u13]
Welsh’ein Geschwitz. [418]
Fort mit den Gedanken. [423]

Jakob appears to progreésively'realize'his dilemma, but refuses to draw
conclusions. As the (fictional) author, he‘is‘never complefély in the
position - to transcend and survey his own intellectpalvdeveiopment. The
‘reader must detect the basic directions and ascertain the fundamental
conflicts in Jakob's thinking, as well as in the structure of the novel.
Being forced to respond critically to cerfain paradoxical elements in the
text;proper and to fhink beyond the consequential prediéamenf'at the di-
. ary's close,.the "educated" reader is removed from the narrative,-éliena*
ted from' the hero's problematlc decisions and mentallty, and placed in a

Judgemental p051t10n.8

II1.2. Jakob's Struggle ‘ ' : _ o

Jakob's shifting attitude towards Kraus and the city is comparable to
the dubious attltude (half-serious, half-ironic) he develops towards the

school and its ideals--as well as to his own self.

The institute, which is the locale of Jakob's experimental-reformation of
self, appears to be secluded from society. It is essentially self-con-
tained and is never even remotely fixated in time and space; thus losing’

any connection to the city (for the reader). The court-garden is over-
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: .—grown and-out-of-bouhdSa;‘In terms of comfort and appearance thé,séhool_
is poor: furnishings'arégsgarce, windows small and the facade hardly ‘
pretentious. The pupilsiafé reared to be small and subordinate. There is
.only~one'cléss, whi ch deals solely with fhe pupils' behaviour (337). The
course consists of two parts, a "theoretical® and a "practical"™ (390).
The former impiies primarily memorization of rules, the iatter specific
‘formula<for conduct. All is based on the ideal of insignificancé,,bf
striving without hope or goal. Thé strict, seemingly stupid preparations
and fbrmalities negate abstract (integrative) thought and reflectidn-in
favour of simple discipline. Fantasy and humour are forbidden (%#31-33).
The atteqtion-deVoted to single body parts--eyes, nose, ears, mouth, hair
(383-85)--in the institutional rules grants aﬁtonomy to the being, which

would ordinarily be united under a cohceptﬁal thoughf or idea.

v
Jakob is intrigued by the school from the beginning of his enrolment in
it. -

Man lernt hier sehr wenig, es fehlt an Lehrkrdften, und wir Knaben
vom Institut Benjamenta.werden es zu nichts bringen, das heiBt, wir
werden alle etwas sehr Kleines und Untergeordnetes im spdteren Leben
sein. Der Unterricht, den wir genieBen, besteht hauptsdchlich darin,"
uns Geduld und Gehorsam einzuprdgen, zwei Eigenschaften, die wenig
oder gar keinen Erfolg versprechen. Innere Erfolge, ja. Doch was
 hat man von solchen? [335] B :

Jakob is here ironically applying a "realistic", conveﬁtional view of the
e@ucational plan ("was hat maﬁ von solchen?"). Jakob's subsequent appeal
to be dismissed from the school (probably more a provocation than conse-
quence of a resolution) obtains the following reply from the headmaster:

'Was deine tdrichte Meinung betrifft, du kénntest hier nichts lermen,
so irrst du dich, denn du kannst lernen.. Lerne vor allen Dingen erst
deine Umgebung kennen. Deine Kameraden sind es wert, daB man wenig-
stens den Versuch macht, sich mit ihnen bekannt zu machen. Sprich
mit ihnen. Ich rate dir, sei ruhig. Hiibsch ruhig.' [347]

Jakob follows Benjamenta's advice and soon obtains a positive valuation
~of the school's pedagogics:

Wenig lernen! Immer wieder dasselbe! Nach und nach fange auch ich
an, zu begreifen, was fiir eine groBe Welt hinter -diesen Worten ver-
borgen ist. Etwas sich in der Tat fest, fest einzuprégen, fiir immer!

[391] ‘
The claim laid by the institute to a total subjugation of the self allows
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Jakob to postulate.a hew aesthetic. The affinity that Jakob has for an
. inner-spiritual sphere is already ev1dent in several early entries and .
may help to explain his attraction to the school.

Das Gute, Reine und Hohe 1rgend, 1rgendwo versteckt in Nebeln zu
wissen und es leise, ganz ganz still zu verehren und anzubeten,

mit gleichsam total kiihler und schattenhafter Inbrunst: daran bin
'1ch gewdhnt. [369]

. The school's absolute 1nternalbreference, as Jakob conceives it, could
pérhaps be . represented by the ineffable "inner garden" referred to in its
textbook (411). Jakob writes in this context:

Vielleicht sind wir heiter und sorgenlos aus Beschr@nktheit. [} . .J
Aber ist deshalb die Heiterkeit und Frische unserer Herzen wenlger
wert? [. . .] UnbewuBt oder bewuBt nehmen wir auf vieles ein wenlg
Bedacht, sind da und dort mit den Geistern, und die Empfindungen
schicken wir nach allen mdglichen Wlndrlchtungen aus, Erfahrungen
und Beobachtungen einsammelnd. L. .J] Wer sich selber schitzt, ist
vor Entmutigungen und Herabwurdlgungen nie sicher, denn stets be-
gegnet ‘dem selbstbewuBten® Menschen etwas BewuBtselnfelndllches.
Und doch sind wir Schiiler durchaus nicht ohne Wirde; aber es ist
elne sehr, sehr bewegungsfahlge kleine, bieg- und schmiegsame Wiir-
. [u20-21] »

The nature of this ideal, of the "Frische" and "Wirde", is diffiéult to
formulate. George Avery aptly states that the "non-intellectual charac-
ter of the school's law makes it impossible for Jakob to-articulate 11:."g
Jochen Greven paraphrases the asplred "garden" as "relnes Sein", "das
Universal- Menschllche",."das unreflektierte, rein physische Dasein', and

"unbedingtes Sein".lo

- Jakob's affirmation of the school is coupled with an impetuous criticism
. of consciousness, whose predicament Jakob again andvagain tries to grasp
'and‘articulate. ‘Increasingly in the latter portions of the book the pro-
blem of consciousness is voiced in the longing for an absolute libefation
from the finite oscillations and dependencies of (volitional) being:

Ein Schlag wird mich eines Tages treffen, so ein recht vernichtender
Schlag, und dann werden alle diese Wirrnisse, diese Sehnsucht, diese
Unkenntnis, dies alles, diese Dank- und Undankbarkeit, diese Liigen -
und Selbstbetruge, dies Wissen-Meinen und dieses Doch-nie-etwas- '
Wissen zu Ende sein. [u25)

Ich respektiere ja mein Ich gar nicht, ich sehe es bloB, und es 148t
mich ganz kalt. O in Wirme kommen! Wie herrlich! Ich werde immer
in Wdrme kommen kdénnen, denn mich wird niemals etwas Persdnliches,
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'Selbstisches am Warmwerden, am Entflammen und am Teilnehmen verhin-
dern. Wie gliicklich ich bin, daB ich in mir nichts Achtens- und
Sehenswertes zu.erblicken vermag! Klein sein und bleiben. [. . .]
Ich kann nur in den unteren Regionen atmen. [472-73]

‘But, although Jakob'is strongly attracted to the school's ideal, he néven'
fhily accepts the school and féils to become like Kraus. As the reflec-
tive author of the diary;khé'maintains a "sense of reality"; hence the
irony. -

Zehntausende von K&épfen arbeiten in der Welt {iberflissig. [. . .] Der
Lebensmut geht den Menschengeschlechtern verloren mit all dem Abhan-~
deln und Erfassen und Wissen. Wenn zum Beispiel ein Zogllng des In-
stitutes Benjamenta nicht weiB, daB er artig ist, dann ist er es.

[u18]

Jakob, first of all, transcends the school's principles by attempting to
vunderétand and Articulate them. He finds the school aesthetically fasci-
nating, thus not in the innocent, truly fixed manner with’which Kraué at |
“the same timevfhinks and is. Jakob also tends to romanticize the insti-
tute--

Was tun sie [i.e. the Benjamentas] da drinnen in der Wohnung immer?
L. . :] Aber vielleicht dringe ich doch noch einmal in diese inneren
Gemdcher. Und was werden dann meine Augen erblicken? .Vielleicht gar
nichts besonderes? O doch, doch. Ich weiB, es gibt hier irgendwo '
wunderbare Dinge. [3u8] '

,~—1nd1cat1ng his longing for a beautiful meaning, if not a more: beautlful
reallty 1 He imagines the Benjamentas as descended royalty and paints
the mysterlous'"inﬁer chamberS", throughout the internal nucleus of the
school in Jakob's eyes, in beautiful colours. Even after Jakob VlSltS the
Benjamentas--in their 1nexpen31vely furnished two-room apartment (460—61)
--he is mainly preoccupled with his fantasy of a spacious castle. After
deciding to confine himself strictly to the institute (ulh), the 1nterpo-
lation of soveral 1cngthy fantasies distinguishes Jakoh's mental life from:
that‘purported by the school's empty formalism. He compensates for his

isolation with imagination.

Secondly, Jakob's urge to know his surroundings severs him from the insti-

tute. On several occasions he explores the city or meets his wealthy bro-
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-ther.' (Whenever he returns from his excur31ons into town, Kraus chks

" him: "'Welt kennen lernen sagt er, wie in tiefe Gedanken versunken.

Und er lichelt verdchtlich." [367]) Jakob's efforts to establlsh a per-

‘sonal rapport w1th the other figures and espe01ally with the institute s

dlrector represent a related aspect of his urge to collect "experlences"

Mein Wunsch, Erfahrungen zu machen, wichst.zu einer herrischen Lei-
denschaft heran, und der Schmerz, den mir der Unwille dieses selt-
samen Mannes verursacht, ist nur klein gegen die bebende Begierde,
ihn zu verleiten, sich ein wenig mir gegeniliber auszusprechen. [373]

" When Ben]amenta for the flrst time falls out of his role while reading

- Jakob's 1ron1c currlculum vitae ("Lebenslauf") Jakob thinks:

£. ...] ich habe meinen Mann scharf beobachtet. Ein wenig gelachelt
hat ‘er [. .J .. Also endlich ein Zeichen. von etwas Menschlichem.
L. ] Es ist ein Vorpostengefecht gewonnen. [379]

- Jakob, as we know, finally leaves the school w1th Benjamenta instead of

entering into service. ’

Thirdly, Jakob refuses to allow his own personalify-to be fixated. His

love of role-playing first becomes apparent during encountefs with a bar-

ber and a prostitute. Jakob refuses to disclose his identity to the for-

mer, while he pretends to be a gentlemanvwi{h the latter.

Ich liebe es, derartige nationalistisch angefirbte Fragen mit eiser-
nem Schweigen zu beantworten, und die Leute, die mich nach melnen'
Vaterlandsgefilhlen fragen, im Unklaren zu lassen. [350]

‘ Es bereitete mir ein Vergnligen ohnegleichen, dem M3dchen gegeniiber
. den freien, obenherabschauenden Herrn zu spielen. [3547

‘ Jakob, in this manner, enjoys provoking Kraus by intentionally mocklng

the institute or referring to its collapse (e.g. 414 and 467), but uSually

acts in total conformity with the 1nst1tut10nal rules (e.g. 421, 423, 433)

as Benjamenta approaches him in friendship! After Benjamenta suggests
the joint deparfure, Jakob .ironically replies:

'Aber der Brotkorb, Herr Vorsteher? Den andern verschaffen Sie Un-
Lerkommen, wnd gerade mir nicht? Das finde ich seltsam. Das ist
nicht recht. Und ich bestehe darauf. Es ist Ihre Pflicht, mir einen
‘ordentlichen Arbeitsposten zu vermitteln. Ich will unbedingt in
Stellung und Amt gehen.' -- Ah, er zuckte zusammen. Er erschrak.

Wie muBte ich innerlich kichern. [489]

As the above observations show, Jakob continually maintains a reference
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to the totality of existential possibilities, either through an ‘active
will to experlence with sub]ect1v1ty as expressed in 1mag1nat10n or
through avoidance of any definitive positions and relat10nsh1ps.12_ Yet.
Jakob never ceases to esteem what Kraus represents. Indeed, in the last
entries of the diary he seems to accept——lntellectually, at least--the
nothingness of his exlstence. As Dagmar Grenz points out, this is the logl-
cal climax of his intellectual development, when his cultural criticism
‘(see III1.3. below) and the Benjamenta education are cons_idered.13

‘Ich bin ja etwas so kleines. Daran, daran halte ich ungebunden fest,
daran, daB ich klein, klein und nichtswiirdig bin. Cu69]

Ich bin [. . .] gewachsen, dlter geworden, aber das Wesen blieb.
L.+ .J Ich entwickle mich nicht. [. . .] Die Arme und Beine werden
mir seltsam erschlaffen, der Geist, der Stolz, der Charakter, alles,
~alles wird brechen und welken, und ich werde tot sein, nicht wirk-
lich tot, nur so auf eine gewisse Art tot, und dann werde ich viel-
leicht sechzig Jahre so dahinleben und -sterben. [ 472]

" Jakob's aesthetic and existent!al needs thus do not correspond, rather
they conflict. An alternation betweeh antithetical poles—?service and
freedom, poverty and wealth, small and large, selflessness and self-—per-
vades the basic structure of Jakob's thinking, indeed of the journal it-
self.

Jakob adheres to the principle of antithesis until he stops writing, as .~
can best be seen in his relationship to the two Benjamentas. Jakob .is
1nnately (not rationally or aesthetlcally) attracted to the brother rathere

than the sister.

Lisa Benjamenta is devoted to the idea of the school; she is its only. tea-
cher. The pupils gather evefy evening to sing her a lullaby.i She appears‘
in a white nightgown looking like an "angel" (362). Her face contains
many of those elements which Jakob associates with aﬁ unworldly, pure
inner sphere. She is "wie ein Geist [. . .J, als wenhn da jemahd,von weit,
weit her kiime." ' » '

- Diese Augen! Sieht man sie einmal, so blickt man in etwas Abgrund-
"Banges und Tiefes hinein. Diese Augen scheinen in ihrer gldnzenden
Schwdrze nichts und zugleich alles Unsagbare zu sagen, so bekannt

und so unbekannt zugleich muten sie an. [400] -

‘She displays prophetlc pOWers as she guldes Jakob through the metaphorlcal
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"Gewblben und Gingen der Armut und Entbehrungen" (u25- 31) ~ She proves
to be both familiar with ‘and removed from the object of her. love. She'i
cries in class Unable to reallze the 1ntang1ble purlty of inner belng
in the world-—she dies. :

'Jakob, ich sterbe, weil ich keine Liebe gefunden habe. [. . .] Ich ~

. gehe am Unverstdndnis derjenigen, die mich hitten sehen und fassen
sollen, am Wahn der Vorsichtigen und Klugen, und an der Lieblosig-
keit des Zauderns und des Nicht-recht-Mdgens zugrunde. [. . .] Etwas
das iliberlegen und unterscheiden kann, ist keim Gefiihl.' [473-74]

Jakob's extfemely sympathetic, but aloof attitude towards Lisa is not sur-
prising.‘ She, like Jakob, is something of an intellectual, who admires
but can not be like Kraus. Jakob, unlike her, confronts the duality of -
being;»Kraus,'in his limited, dumb existence, is a Ehg;g,'but at a price

~ Jakob refuses to pay. -Jakob's confusion and mistrust of consciousness

are related to the equivocal n;ture of his longing. He has no solid foun-
dations.to rest oﬁ.and all phenomena seem impenetrable and undefinable.
While Jakob retains his iﬁdiViduality, Lisa is éntirely reéigned to re- 

gaining the inner unity she sees embodied in Kraus.

Herr Benjamenta personifies the counterpart to his sister: Qithdrawn,
 muscular, callous, a "Herkﬁléé",."simson", "Léwe", and "figér" (3u6, 470,
- 436, 475). Klaus-Peter Philippi observes that Jakob's and Benjamenta's
'rglétionshipIiS‘throughout founded on the concepfion,of roles, i.e. direc-
" tor -and pupii not anythiﬁg truly pérsonal 13 The director remains si—
lent and "reads newspapers" durlng a large portion of the novel. Un-
doubtedly the awakenlng affectlon he expresses towards the hero is based
on his perceptlon of the hero's somewhat perfunctory apprec1atlon_of the
servants. school. Benjamenta is, mainly, alSovskeptical about the insti-
tute's ekisténtial promise: "'Jakob', sagte er zu mir, 'sage mir, fin;
dest du nicht, daB das Leben, das du hier fihrst, karg int; karg? ' (421)
Jakob typically refuses to enter into confidence with Benjamenta ksinde
this would imply determining his own position and ignoring the duality he
accepts) and denies him a reply. Thus the respective roles are upheld,
although Jakob, at least, is happy about--albeit waryvofA-this communica-

. 16 . .
tion. Benjamenta, as Jochen Greven suggests, seems to represent a basic,
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mesculine life-force, which, cempared’to that of~the sisfer, hovers iin

~ suspended animation at the school, "has not yet lived",.ahd-seeks to pé;_'
' ' Y7 wi[. . .] ich will leben
und lebend etwas ﬁﬁlzen, etwas tragen, etwas sbhaffen;?" (u488) Hevtellsf
Jakob, ' ' ' "

'Du muBt wissen, mich packen Wildheiten an, und ehe ich mich ver-
hindern kann, sind alle meine Besinnungen geschwunden.' [434]

netrate into an elementary, dionysian realm.

Later hé‘suddenly éttacks and attempts to strangle his "kleiner Vertfau~
fer"‘(470-71). Jakob is the stimulus which instigates Benjamenta's re-
'.birth: the latter's long monologues18 reveal a quiékening dissolution
of inhibitions and invalid maxims. The school's collapse parallels: the
direetor“‘s rebellvi‘on and Lisa's death. For unexplaine.d‘breasohs, Jakob
and he are inextricably bound to each other, the real impefus, however,
' tomingvfrom'the older man: v ‘

'Und nun frage ich dich, Shelm, der du mich mit so eigenartigen
frdhlichen Ketten fesselst, willst du mit mir gehen, wollen wir zu-
- sammenbleiben, zusammen irgend etwas anfangen, etwas unternehmen,
- wagen, schaffen, wollen wir beide, du der Kleine, ich der GroBe,
. zusammen versuchen, wie wir das Leben bestehen?' [477]

III.3. Jakob's Renunciation of Society

‘The depth and seriousness of Jakob's alienation from traditional values

is indiéated b§ the radical, entirely voluntary abandonment of rich paren-
tage and family tradition, indéed of all conventional invqlVement with
society, in favour of (initially) a servants school and (éubsequentiy)'thé
union with Benjamenta and move to a "desert. ‘Jakob's negative views of
contemporary society are unequivocal. They are mainly expressed in‘con-
nection with the school, but also specifiéally in his mamofies,of life
outside the school, in his descriptions of the city, in the “sleeping tea-
chers" satire, and in his judgements of the people he gets to know through

" his brother.

Jakob's'preliminary goal is to cut all ties with his old self, a vague
plan, that he implements with the intention of beginning from "below".

Jakob recalls his words to Benjamenta during their first encounter:
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'[. .} mein Vater sei Grofrat, und ich sei ihm davongalaufen weil
ich gefurchtet hédtte, von selner Vortrefflichkeit erstlckt Zu wer-
den.' [340] ,

He believes in the necessity of a neﬁ beginﬁing that first requires a re-
moval from the old order. In an early entry he simply notes: ' :
Warum schreibe ich ihr [his mother] nie? Ich kann's nicht fassen,
gar nicht begrelfen und doch ‘kann ich mich nicht entschlieBen zu
schreiben. [. .]J Schade, ich mag lberhaupt nicht gellebt und be-

- gehrt sein., Sle sollen Slch daran gewohnen keinen Sohn mehr zu
haben. [350]

The curriculum vitae, which goeés through several revisions (indicating a

process of realization), deals with incongruence of inner and outer worlds
and for the first time states the unsuitability of his cultural inheri-
tance to the "times":

Die von Gunten sind ein altes Geschlecht. In fritheren Zeiten waren
sie Krieger, aber die Rauflust hat nachgelassen, und heute sind sie

- GroBrdte und Handelsleute, und der Jingste des Hauses, Gegenstand
dieses Berichtes, hat sich entschlossen, gdnzlich von aller hochmi- -
tigen Tradition abzufallen. Er will, daB das Leben ihn erziehe,

" nicht erbliche oder irgend adlige Grundsdtze. Allerdings ist er
'stolz, denn es ist ihm unméglich, die angeborne Natur zu verleugnen,
aber er versteht unter Stolz etwas Neues, gew1ssermaBen der Zeit, in
der er lebt, Entsprechendes. [379] '

Jakob's memories of home aré-—péradoxical;y--extremely pqsi;iye.lg

Felsen und Wilder, Hiigel und Felder waren mit ein paar Schritten zu
erreichen. Stimmen und Difte waren immer da. Und die StraBen der
Stadt glichen Gartenweagn, so weich und reinlich sahen sie aus.

« [3u49]

There are also nostalgic memories of his mother,,the family-servaﬁt and
thé house. (446). Neveftheless, JakoB's social criticism is dlrected
against stagnating intéllectual values and against the lack of substance
and "true" human pdtentiai within his family and social class. It is pre-
cisely the family pride which compeis'him to undertake an anomalous and .
complete break w1th his own past in search of new and viable values And
he believes that the rCJectlon of his heritage must he uncompromLs1ng, for
the first fime explaining these convictions towards the mlddle.of the jour-
nal:

L. .} um mich quasi selbst zu erziehen, oder mich auf eine kiinftige
Selbsterziehung vorzubereiten, deshalb bln ich Zdgling dieses Insti-
tutes Benjamenta geworden, denn hier macht man sich auf irgend etwas-


http:pqsi~iye.19

. 69

Schweres und Diister-Daherkommendes gefaft. .Und deshalb schreihe ich
ja auch nicht nach Hause, denn schon das Berichterstatten allein
wirde mir den Plan, ganz von unten anzufangen, vollkommen verleiden.
Etwas GroBes und Kihnes muB in aller Verschwiegenheit und Stille ge-
schehen, sonst verdirbt und verflaut es, und das Feuer das schon
lebendig: erwachte, stirbt wieder. [397] . ~

Jakbbfs acceptance of a sérQant's school for‘an'appropriate“education‘pro-
'vides the central thrust of Walser's criticism of society. The institute
" and the "world" can not really be divided, since the former prepares for
the mode of existenée in the.wofld' isolation, intellectual bankruptcy,
anonymlty, lack of 1nd1V1dua11ty, absurd procedures and values. It is
well-stated when Dagmar Grenz recognlzes a relationship between the
‘school's educatlonal methods and the hollowness of motivated thought and
psoc1al striving in the modern era: "Cerade ihre [i.e. the methods'] Sinn-
losigkeit ist in der gegenwdrtilgen Zeit das Sinnyolle.“Qo -Jakob is an.
Mindividualist" who realizes the impoSsibility of real individuality in
hisvage. In contrast to his brother's friends' or his parents' efforts
to conform to empty cultural standards and'maintain a sense of self es-
[feem, Jakob (half-ironically) acéepts the consciousness-reductive ideal

- of subservience.  He notes: h

Ich fiihle, wie wenig mich das' angeht, was man Welt nennt und wie mir
grof3 und hlnrelﬁend vorkommt, das, was ich Welt nenne, ganz im
stillen. Mein Bruder hat sich indes Mihe gegeben, mich unter Men-

. schen zu filihren, und es ist Pflicht fir mich, mir viel daraus zu

- machen. [. . .] Ein paar Menschen vollkommen kennen zu lernen, dazu
bediirfte es eines Menschenlebens. Das sind nun wieder Benjamenti-
sche Grundsitze, und wie undhnlich sind Benjamentas dem, was Welt_
bedeutet. [uuy]

Jakob often thinks he could exist as a servant thereby retalnlng inner
freedom because he would be acting according to an unquestioned subjuga-
tion to external laws.21 He can not, of coﬁrse, accept the school as a

real "solution™.

Jakob's satiric fantasy of the."sleeping teachers" (386-87) amounts to
a general statement concerning modern culture's "geistigen Inhalte und
' deren bildenden lebensformenden Wert."?2 The various feachers of his for-

mer school days--of natural history, language, religion, mathematics, etc.
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--are SCatteréd'about an "extra fir die Rﬁhebedﬁbftigeh.eingerichteten"
room at the Benjamenta school. Jakob's playful-ironic description is :
based on his recognition of'the,uselessness‘of traditionalvclassified
bodies of knowledge in the modern world. "Wunderliche'Gefﬁhle ergreifénj
mich, wenn ich an die armen Eingéschlummerten.und Geistesabwesenden

~ denke." (386)- The French teacher's classes "sind immer nur eine Liige

und papierne Méske gewesen." The pastor's hours: '"Religion, sehen Sie,-
taugt heute. nlchts mehr. " Der Schlaf ist religidser als all Thre Religion.
Wenn man schlaft ist man Gott v1elle1cht noch am nichsten." ‘ Histcry '
"Die Welt dreht sich seit einiger Zeit um Geld und mlcht mehr um Geschlch-
" te. All die uralten Heldentugenden, d1e Sie auspacken, splelen ja, wie Sie-
selbst'wissen werderi, lingst keine Rolle‘nehp." (386-87) Jakob does not
‘claim to be sentimental. '

Bin ich verantwortlich fiir.den Geist des Zeitalters? Ich nehme die
Zeit, wie sie ist, und beltalte mir nur vor, im stlllen meine Beo-
bachtungen zZu machen." [398] :

"Im stillen" implies from his retreat at the institute, which rates

' fhoughtlessness as its most sacred goal.

Jakob galns access to a portlon of what he terms "world" through his bro-
ther. His general skept1c1sm regarding the viability of extant soc1al
structures is strengthened after meeting his brother's -ciréle. Jakob per-
ceives a conflict between "I" and "world", which is notable mqst poig-
nantly in refined strata of society.
Alle sind einander &hnlich in einer gewissen, rasch dahinéausenden
Liebenswiirdigkeit, und ich glaube, das ist das Bangen, das diese
Leute empfinden. [. . .] Diese Leute sind Kavaliere. Und sie schei-

nen sich nie ganz wohl zu befinden.  Wer kann sich wohl befinden, wer
auf die Achtungsbezeugungen der Welt Wert liegt? [uu3]

Jakdb'expresses the antagonistic relationship between what he often terms
"Lebensmut" and any existential compromise. Jakob-perceives rules for
social conduct as part of a delicate effete system, which simultaneously
conceal and expose the artificiality of social existence.

Sie verachten nlemanden ‘diese guten Leute, und doch, v1ellelcht ver-
achten sie alles, aber das diirfen sie nicht zeigen, und zwar deshalb
nicht, weil sie furchten, plotzlich etwa eine Unvor31cht1gke1t zu be-
- gehen. Sie sind liebenswiirdig aus Weltschmerz und nett aus Bangen. .
Und dann will ja jeder Achtung vor sich selber haben. [. . .] Und
~dann, glaube ich, filhlen diese Menschen, da sie doch einmal Gesell-
‘schafts- und durchaus keine Naturmenschen sind, stets den Nachfolger
“hinter sich. Es herrscht unter diesen Kreisen der fortschrittlichen
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Bildung eine kaum zu libersehende Midigkeit, .. .7 die Mﬁdigkeit
des gesunden-ungesunden .Menschen. [uu3-u4] :

.Jakob again here portrays society and nature as dlametrlcally opposed,.
_and senses a.profound split between manner and true being, that ‘manifests
itself in vague neurotic symptoms ("Bangen", "sich nie ganz wohl befin- |
dén",f"Mﬁdigkeit"); Jakob suggests4thatjhié brother's frieﬁdsﬂ congeni~
ality disguises a deeper fear involving a disrooted personal identity.

As Dagméb Grenz points out, these people feel threatened in their caré—
»fully attained positions, are anxious to confirm their normality, are lo-
ving_dué to the fear of making a "mistake". Jakob decides that EXEEZ

compromise with social norms amounts to a falsification of "life".

The,themé of social alienation lies ‘at the core of the novel. Jakob's
criticism just confirms what he already must have s'uspected at home.
~$ocial estrangement is the expManation given for his prognosis of his.own.
future ("Ich werde eine reizende kugelrunde Null im spiteren Leben sein"

_ 336 ), for his enrolment in the school, and also explicitly the motiva-
tion for his departure at the diary's termination. Jakob recalls a por-
tion of the dream which immediately precedes the novel's close:

L. .] wir waren ganz elgentumllch belebt von einer. kiihlen, ich
mochte sage, groBartlgen Zufriedenheit. Es sah so aus, als wenn wir
beide dem, was man europdische Kultur nennt, fiir immer, oder wenig-
stens flir sehr, sehr lange Zeit entschwunden gewesen seien. [490]

The aloof approach we have observed in regard to various Situations_is‘
a result of Jakob's inner doubt, which is aroused through his radical
social and cultural alienation. He is alienated bécause’he believes his
reference to the inner being Qould be lost, were he to compromise with
the practical—-and-sterile-?values of his age. Greven formulates this
especially clearly: '

“[. . .] der wahre Grund menschlichen Daseins ist durch die Objekti-
vationen [sic] der freien, als gegen die unmittelbare Verwurzelung
im Sein gerichteten Aktivitdt verstellt; er vermag sich also nicht
mehr frei zu ihm zu verhalten und verfdllt einer Verfremdung.2

Jakob is unable, for one, to transcend the resulting conflict (except
with irony) and thus can give neither his surroundings nor abstract con-

ceptions objective form. However he is also unwilling to define either
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his own position or external phenomena, since this would imply conceding
an 1nherently false delimitation of the inner being, which must remaih

free and detached. 24

By his own admission Jakob is "ein Verschollener". He .¢an do little more
‘ than recognlze the duality of his situation. ' '

Ich bleibe vielleicht als 1rgendwo im Leben verlorener und verscholl-
ener Mensch ein echterer, stolzerer Gunten, als wenn ich, auf den
_Stammbaum'pochend, zu Hause verdiirbe, entherzte und verknocherte.

[. . .J In mir lebt eine sonderbare Energie, das Leben von Grund auf
kennen zu lernen [. J . [uy2] ‘

" Gerhard Piniel empha31zes_Jakob's double estrangement, once from the exis-
ting social order and again from the school:

Alle Mitschliler Jakobs finden am Ende eine Stelle, nur er selber
nicht. Er bleibt, der er war, ein Nichts, eine Null, ohne sich zu
entwickeln, ohne sich je einordnen zu konnen. 25

But Jakob, at least, actively eonfronts the duality of belng, while the
other pupiils (and, to a lesser degree, his brother) pa851vely accept a
Aloss of individuality He is not a "Nichts" or a "Null", but rather they.
Jakob Euggoselz leaves home, enters the school and finally chooses the un-
usual union with Benjamenta. It is not hls,brother s friends or his pa-

rents, who-find him unfit. .

~III.4. Jakob's Diary

The diary form is especially well-suited for the developmeetvof'a.style
which expresaes Jakob's intellectual ambivalerice through the suspehsion
of normal language and imagery. Just as.Jakob avoids or is unable to com-
mit himself to consistant relationships, to single positions or ideas; his
writing is a collection of heterogeneous-stYiistic elements. Becauae
Jakob 'is fundamentally anti;infellectﬁal he .grants language andvsymboliém _
little value, although he constantly (necessarlly) seeks to establish and

articulate loglcal connectlons

The most striking techniques are those of negation and contrast. Walter -
Benjamin's informative lead reads: "Alles scheint ihm [Walaer] verloren,

ein Wortschall bricht aus, in dem jeder Satz nur die Aufgabe hat, den vo-
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-rigen vergessen zu machen."26 Either from entry to entry or from sen-

tence to sentence, Jakob's diary continually reveals confradictions and

apparently - unmotivated changes of topic.

27

"The entry on Qp; 4u45-46, approximately between the second and lést third.

of the novel, is a characteristic ékample.f The intensification of Jakob's

- identity crisis, which is depicted in this self-reflective passage, might

be brought about by the rejection of hlS brother s circle, that is justi-

fied in the preceding entry.

(1)
(2)
(3)
(1)
(5)
(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

(11)

Ich vergesse nie, daB ich ein Abkommllng b1n der nun von unten,
von ganz unten anfangt

ohne doch die Eigenschaften, dle not1g sind, emporzugelangen Zu
besitzen. .
Vielleicht ja. Es ist alles mdglich,

aber ich glaube nicht am die eitlen Stunden, in denen ich mir
Gliick , verbunden mit Glanz, vorspiegle. Ich habe gar keine Empor-’
kémmlingstugenden. : " '

Ich bin manchmal frech, aber nur aus Laune.

Der Emporkdmmling aber ist von einer pérmanenten bescheiden-tuenden
Frechheit, oder von einer frechen, fortwdhrend frechen Unbedeutend-

. heitsgebdrde. Und es gibt viele Emporkommllnge und was 51e er-

rungen haben, das halten sie stupide fest,

und das ist ausgezeichnet. Sie k&nnen auch nervds sein, ungehalten,

~verdrieBlich und 'all der Dinge' miide, aber der Uberdru8 dringt
- nicht tief belm wahrhaften Emporkommllng Bmporkémmlinge sind
Herren, )

und solch einem Herrn, einem v1ellelcht etwas protzigen Herrn, werde
ich AbkSmmling, oder was ich sonst bin, dienen, und ehrenhaft die-

nen, treu, verldBlich, fest, ganz gedankenlos, ganz unerpicht auf

persdnliche Vorteile, denn nur so, ndmlich ganz anstandlg, werde
ich iliberhaupt jemandem dienen konnen, :

und jetzt merke ich, daB ich Verwandtes mit Kraus habe, und ich
schime mich beinahe ein wenig. Nie und nimmer erreicht man mit

- Empfindungen, wie die sind, mit denen ich der Welt gegeniiberstehe, .

je GroBes, es sei denn, man pfeife aufs glitzernde GroBe und nenne
das grof, was ganz grau, still, hart und niedrig ist.

Ja, dienen werde ich, und Verpflichtungen, deren Erfiillung nichts
weniger als schimmert, werde ich immer und immer {ibernehmen, immer
wieder, und ich werde kreuzdumm vor Seligkeit errdten, wenn man
mir leichthin Dank sagt.

Dumm ist das, aber durchaus wahr,
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(12) wund ich bin nicht fahlg, Uber diese Wahrnehmung trauig zu seln.
ich muB-es bekennen: ich bin nie trauig [.

In (1) Jakob peconfirms his herltage and general purpose for belng at the
~ school. Tw1ce, however Jakob uses exaggeratlons which deprlve his
Statement of its credibility. Instead of writing, M"Ich will nie vergess-
~en", he emphasizes, "Ich vergesse nie", and having used once such- grada~'
tlon, continues, "von unten, von ganz unten". Jakob 1s unbellevable be-
cause we know that he often holds a dlfferent p031tlon e g. whenever he
1ongs for wealth and freedom. He wants to convince hlmself of hlS pOSl—A

" tion, not portray it. In (2)--still the same sentence—-some confu31on de~
velops. Does he not want to rise up in the world because of the previous
socially-crltlcal conclusions, or is it because he does not posess the ne-
'cessary qualities, 1mply1ng that he might Stlll want to? (3) expreeses
the uncertalnty of his bellefs, but this is a wvague doubt, whlch pertains-
neither directly to (1) nor (2). In (4), however, he embarks on the theme
of (2), thus changing his original approach by attempting a’negative defi-
nition, i.e. of what he is not. He only succeeds in reiterating (2) by
paraphrasing; leading to a contradiction: "Es isf alles méglich"/ "Ich
~habe gar keine Ehnorkommlingstugenden".' (5) reveals’(u);to be conditional,
whereas in (6) he attempts to account for the association made in (5) be- -
tween "Frechheit" and "Emporkomhlingstugenden", thereby forgetting himself
as the (original) subject of‘tne entry. Jakob succeeds in making distinc-
tions between various degrees of "Frechheit",}but'with the redundant repe-
tition of the key attribute. Then he simply adds that there are "viele
Emporkommlinge“, so that the conjunction "Und" appears superfluons; there
.being no relation between the content of the o clauées. In (7) Jakob
executes a reveraal from (6)--"stupide"/ ﬁausgezeichnet"--as he considers
another viewpoint. The neurotic symptoms he detects in "Emporkdmmlinge"
would be of minor importance for the committed and weilfadjusfed man,@wahr~
haften Emporkémmling"), who would not experience Jakob's existential doubt..
Thus it is not until (8) that Jakob returns to the problem dealt with in
(1): his own situation.  The "Sprachverwilderung" and "Geschwdtzigkeit",
which Walter Benjamin considers to be the major distinction‘of Walser's

style, is particularly evident here. No statement has any conclusive me-
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: —rit,'but must be qualified with an appoSition. As the critical motif
-of service occurs, there'follpws a string of adjectives, which he then
attempts to integrate with another cohesivevadjective: "ansténdig".
Theée_techniques, jﬁSt as the modifications of'a single concept in (4)
and fhe "corrective" juxtaposition of unrelafed;dr incongruous eleﬁenfs, :
as in (1) and (2) or (6) and (7), function to negate the qualitative

worth of each statement and suggest the impoésibility of a conclusive sen-
~tence. As we can see by categorizing sentence parts accordlng to content,
these are. "run-on" sentences, which originate from the 1ntent10n to in-
:clude as many dlfferent aspects as possible, not from the principle of
| organization. This also applies to the'entry‘es a whole. And Jakob is
only deallng with a hypothetical future in-(8) ("nur so [. . .] werde ich
[. . .] dienen konnen"), leaving the present moment and his actual condi-
tion unclarified. This’ leads t? another contradiction before ‘the sentence
ends. Dees he want to serve, or to acquire "GroBes"? We see that Jakob
does not attempt to resolve the paradox, but purposely expounde (rembved
in the fhird—person) on a position related to that of (7), thereby match-
ing the series of adjectives found in (8) with complementary oﬁes, which
disclose the antithetical view: '"grau, still, hart und niedrig". In (10) -
he transcends the 1mmed1acy of the conflict with ironic re31gnatlon.

Irony which expresses the relat1v1ty and distance between narrator and -
narration already occurs through the word-play based on the notion of
"Frechheit" in (6) and of "Emporkdmmling" in (8), as well as through the

'qualifications in (8): Meinem Herrn, einem vielleicht etwas protzigen

Herrn"; "Abk&mmling, oder was ich sonst biﬁ". In (10) he expresses the

subjunctive nature28 of each perspective view and subjective conclusion by
playfully-ironically maintaining an arbitrary idea he has already seen
through several times earlier in the journal. Using variations on the
techniques described above (contradiction, negation, exaggeration, quali-
fication, irony, etc.), Jakob discusses a neutral topic in (11) and (12),
“and for the remainder of the entry, thus leaving a figurative qﬁestion‘mark

at its end.

The capacity of the word to explain and clarify_is reduced because of the

choice of vocabulary, as well as through the other forms of negation men-
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. | -~tioned above. Nine versions of "Emporkémmling" (including ﬁmﬁouns re-
' ‘presenting it) appear on half a page; What do simple words like ”dummﬁ,"'
M"unten", "groB", "miide", "anstﬁndig"; "ganz", "frech", etc., mean1after_
they’aré repeated again and again in important passages? Absurd distinc-
tions are achieved Qhen these are paired with moreiexpressive dnes; e.g.
ﬁfréchen Unbedeutendheitsgebdrde”. A similar "destruction" of language
occurs through the direct juxtaposition of the same or a similar word.
nicht dumm, beschrénkt vielleicht [352] - A |
stumpf31nn1g oder nicht stumpf51nn1g sitzen miissen [361]
‘,hangt nicht und hingt doch von solchen Dlngen ab [378]
so bekannt und so unbekannt [400]
Und doch wird' es sein missen. Sein mﬁssen?'[455]
Furthermore the selection of vocabulary,'just as thé content, proceeds
largely on the basis of tonal-rhythmic posSibiiitieng and unmotivated
logical association (not thfouéﬁ the_prinéiple of volition)t "Akammling"/.
"Emporkémmling" (antonym, timbre); "Glick"/ "Glanz" (timbre); "glitzernde"
GrofBe" (timbre); "frechen, fortwdhrend frechen" (alliteration); "Herrn'"/

"Diener' (antonym); "groB"/ "niedrig" (antonym).

The imagery correspondihgly tends to shroud rather than illuminate, often

appearing grotesque or sinister, when man is associated with bollapse of
a viable order in the city or with the institute's laws.80~
_(1) Ich werde eine reizende, kugelrunde Null im spdteren Leben sein.[336]

(2) Das Gute, Reine und Hohe irgend, irgendwo versteckt in Nebeln zu-
wissen [. . .]: daran bin ich gewdhnt./ Ich sah als Kind eines
Tages einen in Blut schwimmenden, von zahlreichen Messerstichen
durchbohrten, walschen Fabrlkarbelter an einer Mauer tot dallegen.

[3691 .
- (3) Der Hof liegt verlassen da wie eine viereckige Ewigkeit. [399]

(v) [. .J da schwamm ich in einem dlckflu581gen, héchst unangenehmen
Strom von Zweifel. [430]

(5) Etwas wie treibende, ,chonunp<lo e Energie/ schligt hier rauochend
die I'liigel zusammen. [455]

() '[. .J in wWiisten oder auf Eisbergen im nordllchen Meere/ zu leben
[ ..J." [u76] |

The darkening effect is accomplished through the péiring of incongruous

‘ ' elements: emotions and abstractions (1) and (4), beauty and death (2),
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finite and infinite (3), inorganic‘and organic (5), nothingﬁessfandalife
(6). In those instances where Jakob fails to distinguish’betwegn reality
and fantasy, the paradoxical, irrational effect is considerably heigh-

tenéd.31

The albofness which we QQVe already'seen to charaéterize Jakob's behaviour
is méintainéd in the»diaiyfby his stylistic and intelléctual ambiguity.

He mgnipulateS'traditionél struCtﬁfal rules in order to express what ap-
pear$ inexpressable, thus leaving as much unsaid as said. Martin-Jﬁrgens
aptly writes: ' -

- DaB die Spannung zwischen Anpassung und Selbstbehauptung fiir den
Kinstler als AuBenseiter die Tendenz hat, sich zur Krise der Dar-
stellbarkeit zu verschirfen, ist’ die Erfahrung, die das Tagebuch
als 'Ichbuch' dokumentiert. [. . .J] Wo die Krise der Darstellbar-
keit unter der Hand selbst zum Thema wird, steht hinter dem Satz,
der die Erwartung des sich seiner Situation bewuBten, &sthetisch
handelnden Subjekts ausdriickt, das Fragezeichen. '

Our .notes concernlng language conflrm the thematic conclu31ons reached
in connectlon with the aspired reduct;on of consciousness through service:
by applying the principles of'céntrast and negation, Jakob's "real” self’

remains unfixated.

I111.5. The Final Dream and Jakob's Departure

The reason why Jakob breaks off‘se?eral of the later entries prefigufes
the final renunciation of thought and writing. '

Ich verbiete mir, mir das erkldren zu wollen Ich wiil hell; leicht
und heiter blelben [u23]

Geb' es gern zu, daB ich schwatze, denn mit etwas missen doch Zellen
ausgefiillt werden. Wie entziickend, wie entziickend sind verbotene
Friichte. [433] ' :

Ach, all diese Gedanken, all dies sonderbare Sehnen, dieses Spchen,
dieses Hinde-Ausstrecken nach einer Bedeutung. .Mag es trdumen, mag
es schlafen. Ich lasse es einfach nun kommen. [469-707]

The theme of these quotations is not the géneral impossibility of expoﬁn-
ding "reality", as Dagmar Grenz argues,33 but the impossibility of giving
concrete ekpression to an absolute which is essentially negafive and with-
out content by definition. Therefore also the thoroughgoing criticism of

consciousness, which, as such, can never cease its "struggle" between
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-these aesthetic principles énd the necessary_finife assertion of self.
Jakob's "negative' absolute can only be granted true ekpressidn ina '
dream, i.e. at that time when the rational-lbgical functions of the mind
are relaxed. He employs the technique of paifing éonceptual and material
forms to create an image that might be found. in the works of . a Novalis:

Mir traumte I. .J, ich befénde mich auf einer Bergmatte. Sie war
mit Blumen w1e,m1t blumenhaft gebildeten und geformten Kiissen be-
stickt und besetzt. Bald erschienen mir die Kiisse wie Sterne, bald
wieder wie Blumen. Es war Natur und doch keine, Bildnis und K3rper
‘zugleich. [u89] ' ' '

Jakob can not translate these images into practital térms,_asghe himself -
states some lines later: ' 'v

"Ahé"'dachte ich unwillkiirlich, und wie mir schien, ziemlich dumm:

'Das war es also, das!' -- Aber was es war, was ich da dachte konnte

ich nicht entridtseln. [490 91]

v

Jakob's-andABenjamenta'S’depérture also "occurs" in this dpeam. The,pre-i
vious roles‘of headmaster and student-are preserved aé knight and.page.
Jakob accepts a subordinate position in."fﬁlfillment" of his earlier con-
victions and intentions. And simultaneously Jakob, a latter-day Peter
Schlemihl34 "realizes" a‘certain impulse towards a comprehensive encoun-'
ter with the world, as he and Benjamenta wander through forelgn conti-
nents, removed, to be sure, from European culture. Jakob's thus de51gna-
fed aesthetic andfexistential needs are reconciled in this fantastlc pro-
jection of an ideal solution. In the words of Jochen Grévén,

L. .J reiner Dienst und totale Welterfahrung [. ], bewuBtlose
Hlngabe und uberbewuBte subjektive Freiheit gehen auf in dem Ent-
wurf eines Daseins im 'Schlaf' 35 :

But all this occurs, as said, in a dréam, i.e. not in reality. Natural
consequences of conflicting ideas are forced with a mathematical impera~
tive to an impossible conclusion: the conscious disavowal of thought.
The novel becomes a game, a piece of fiction:

.Und wenn ich zerschelle und verderbe, was verdirbt dann? FEine Null.
Ich einzelner Mensch bin nur eine Null. Aber weg jetzt mit der Fe-
der. Weg jetzt mit dem Gedankenleben. Ich gehe mit Herrn Benjamen-
ta in die Wiiste. Will doch sehen, ob es sich in der Wildnis nicht
auch leben, atmen, sein, aufrichtig Gutes wollen und tun und nachts
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schlafen und trdumen 1#Bt. Ach was. Jetzt will ich an gar nichts
mehr ‘denken. Auch an Gott nicht? Nein! Gott wird mit mir sein.”
Was brauche ich da an ihn zu denken? Gott geht mit den Gedanken-
losen. Nun denn adieu, Institut Benjamenta..

[u92]

The decision to stop wrltlng 1s the. consequentlal result of hlS prev1ously
~ developed p031t10n and parallels the decision to. "stop thinking". Its
 mean1ng 1s, of course, ambiguous, and this even more so, when the last
entry is viewed as the ironic dissolution of the work itself. As a dlary,
the literary work is easily recognizable as fiction, whose ostensible au-
thor, consciously or unconsciously, conveys the necessity of an adjustmenf
to society, although also, as Martin Jlirgens points out, the necessary |

"Selbstbehauptung des Indivivuums gegeniber ihren Aﬁsprﬁchen{ﬂas

‘The selfléssneSs which Jakob aécepts could be the prerequisité‘for'a new
beginning, whereby he, together with the force represented by Benjamenta,
‘woﬁld leave the solipcistic solution of the institute, retain a basic ten-
’sioﬁ and hope to regain the world. But any such categorization of being,
just as the use of the aésert metaphor to represent an appropriéte spiri-
tual landscépe, is simultaneously an expréssion of extremé isolation,
whose fundamental cause I think Jochen Greven has accurafély ﬁoted;

Dieses ‘rien ne va plus' ist der kritische SchluBpunkt eines Spiels,
-das das Zeitalter des Individualismus mit immer hdheren Einsdtzen.

+  ‘durchspielte, in dem mit den praktischen Lebenszielen auch alle
hoheren Giiter des Geistes zuletzt der Entfremdung anheim fielen--
dem ProzeB, der aus Wissen, Kunst und Religion materlale Mittel zu
Zwecken und zuletzt Waren machte.
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Iv. Amerlka and Jakob von Gunten (with Notes concernlng "Beschrelbung

eines Kampfes")

After having dlscussed Kafka s and Walser s novels seperately, we now pro—
ceed to a comparatlve analy31s, trylng to answer the four basic questions _
raised in the introduction: (1) Do the methods of narratlon really form
| "opposites", which effectiVely obscure all other stylistic and thematic .
similarities? (2) What facfors defermine the hefoes' crisés and what is .
the nature of their struggles? (3) Exactly how related are Kafka's and
‘ WalSér's socially-critical positions? (4) How is it possible to narrate
"rea;istisch" and at the same time let "die gesamte Chofeogréphie tieferer

Sinnbeziiglichkeit" appear?

IV.1. Narration '

In each novel the fictional real&ty is (or is pretended to be) a function

of phe hero's consciousness. Contradiétofy detail thereby signais the sub—‘
jective character of the nafrative We have no reallstlc or naturalistic
representatlons of a flctlonal world, the determlnatlon of all matter and
persons being highly personal. Both authors are prlmarlly concerned with
-dépicting the problem of individuality, not the world. The attitude‘of the
. reader is likely to be critical and dispassionates; . implyiﬁg‘n6n4indehtifi-

cation with the thought processes of the central figure.

‘Since the form or significance'of’no phenomenon can be clearly;distinguiéhed
from'the conscious or ﬁnébnscious‘cbnceétions of the heroes, éll descrip-
tions of characters, landscapes, archltecture, etc tend to acquire flat,
irreal qualities for the reader. . The puzzling and opaque propertiés of
Kafka's and Walser's worlds havevbeen'widely noted. Typical is Bernard
Rang's reference to Walser's " C. . .]vseltsame Mischung rﬁhrénder Einfalt
~und bittersiifer Hintergriindigkeit .. .J», which "[. . | c1no F]PlchﬂlS'
hafte Welt, die an Kafka gemahnen kénnte, [. . .] verbirgt oder enthiillt

L. ..] ."1 Similarly, George Avery's designation of the Benjamenta Insti-
tute as "surreal" and his statement that it "[. . -] shares in and, indeed,
is lafgely the source of the mystery and ambiguity objectified in the nar-

rator of the'novel"2 correspond to the emphasis on the dreamlike and pafa—
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-Bélic aspects>of Kafka's work, which prevéiled in critical literature
into.the 19605. All of these interpretations fail to note that.Kafka and
Walser are deallng with problems of cognition; the mystery and the "sur--
real" qualities are not founded in Walser's school or in'Kafka's bulldlngs,

but in the heroces' perceptlons of them.

Kafka/ Karl and Walser/ Jakob both narrate ironically: they pretend to in-
‘vform fhe“réade? seriously and as accurately as possible, while simultan-
eously hiﬁting at some quite different'point-of view, by making use of
exaggerations, quallflcatlons, or contradictions. Kafka thus underlines
the emplrlcal character of Karl's thought processes, leav1ng the true, com-
plete plcture of "reallty" (and of Karl's situation) undefined. Walser
accomplishes the samej Jakob expresses, however, his own unwllllngnessvto
make a definite statement while harboring a dual set of values. As Kafka;
he leaves the "real" state of affairs undetermined. The narratiVe.exposi-_'
tions of , for instance, the heroes' origins are ironic in méke~upg’becauée'
so little is explained, while traditional forms are (superf1c1ally) ad-

hered to. (Compare p. 26 and p. 59 above.)

These observations reveal a.fundamental similarity in the novels, bﬁt also -
suggest important distinctions. Kafka adopts the viewpqiﬁt)of his main.
<charactef for his narration in order to depict problems of consciousness
and perception. Walser does the same. But Kafka also wants specifically
.to.illustrate the nature of the association between indiVidual conscious-
ness\éﬁd.world. Everything seems fp move too fast for Karl, he misinter-
prets the characters and the intentions of the men,aﬁd women he meets, he
presumes his d&n innocence and, in doing so, makes it a way of self-asser-
tion to find fault with others,_reSpectiveiy, with society. The hero is
conceived as a sixteen-year-old foreigh immigrant in order to make the dis-
cordance between conception and‘rnality obvious 'in a fictional context. v
Karl's naivity causes misconceptions and a real or imagined sense of iso-

lation. Kafka is dealing with the problem of knowledge.

Not so Walser; nowhere in Jakob von Gunten is‘the hero's often extreme

subjectivity judged critically. It is, in fact, an integral element of
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. Jakob's philosOphj, that there is more than one "truth". The problem of
communlcatlon, of a "Du", is hardly of foremost importance, as in Amerlka.
The narrative device of implementing ‘the main character as "author" serves
only to portray his aesthetics, i.e. to depict ‘antipathetic intellectual
‘ structureé. Jakob‘s,problems originéte outside his person; he has no fee-

ling of guilt.

The difference in the fuﬂctions of the narrative modes becomes clear when
we consider the theme of "Beschreibung eines Kampfes", where Kafka also
‘used the first-person tense. The "I"'s dissatisfaction ie directed at the
limitations of consciousness. He is intensely aware of the subjective na-
ture of hlS thought processes and his struggle ensues from this point.-

The problem is dealt with at length in the middle portlon of the story,
where it is'directly associated with‘existential insecurity. Walser's
hero is not, to repeat, responsfbie'to a presumed objective standard. Any.

fear he may experience is not related to "false" perceptions of the world.

It is tempting to conclude, as Karl Pestalozzi and Christof Schmid have
done, that Kafka's "use of language" is M"less subjectlve" 3 Kafka nar-
rates strlctly in the past tense and avoids the use of foreshadow1ng and
retardation. . The narrative flow appears uniform in the novel since Kafka
vretalns Karl's view according to a plausnble forward progression in time.
Sentences are bound by a rigorous logic. Dlalogues are accurately ren-
dered as they occur within the time'scheme. Jakob, on the‘other hand, is ‘
permltted unlimited freedom to sw1tch to past and future tenses in the me-

dium of a d1ary~—as well as to mix his depiction of events and dlalogues

with disordered commentary and analysis. In both novels the extant moment -

is splittered from past and future time--since the.present always remains
undefined. Kéfka,~however, only renders conscious processes as they cor-
respond to the immediate experience (sein), while the focus‘of Walser's

narrative lies in the future (werden). 1In Jakob von Gunten an individual .

is allowed to freely associate, but the omnipresent narrator of Amerika is

bound to a logical program.

The narrative methods found in Walser's book actually resemble those of
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"Béséhreibung eines Kampfes" more than those of Kafka's firsf'nOVel,i In
the former works, the hero-narrators themselves express their’positions; 7
fhereby intentionaily applying theitechniques of antithesis énd negatibn>
to juxtapose conflicting points of view and tQ-sﬁspend,'as George Avery
points out, intellectual presupPOSitions.u Within relatively short nar-
fative units (é,g. single sentences or parégraphs),‘entirely contradic-

. tory views are claimed to be mainfained with all seriousneés (compare .pp.
.9—10, 12‘andbppd 73-75 above). The heroes relate their mistrust of con-
'vsciouéness in a similar way: it is explicitly described in thé texts
(cqmparé quotes pp. 11, 1u415_and PP- 62-63,'65,abo§e). This is an inte-
resting contrast to Amerika, where the narrator (Kafka) avoids anjfcriti-
cal-inteliecfual comment , expressing the hero'S'difficulties‘only in terms

of what he does and how he perceives, or with a parabolic representation

(see pp. 41-42 above). In Jakob von’Gunten»and‘"BeSchréibung eines Kampfes"
we also find that the fantasiés'and'dreams or, respectively, parables, are.
of anomalous character (less so in Kafka's second version), while in Amerika
they are-hafdly distinguishable from the remainder of the novel. Unity of
‘time is also lacking in "Beschreibung eines_Kampfes" (less so in the second
_ vefsion), as becomes obvious by considering.the‘iDVOlved metaphorical play
of the middle section. However obvious these observatibﬁs ﬁéy seem; they
are necessary to show that the similarity between the Kafka of' 1905 and.
1912 is primarily thematic. His mature point of view exposes the empiri¢ai
character of the intellect in a realistic cohtekt, wheréas‘the early work
mefely pointéd it out in theory, placing more emphasis on ‘the subject's own
 problematic states of consciousness. This resembles Walser's procedure in

Jakob von Gunten. Kafka rejected the less astringent form of his own early

work in favour of a more consistent and more removed narrative viewpoint.
This can be seen as implying also a criticism of Walser's continued highly .

subjective narrative style. (Compare Jochen Greven, p. 3 above.)

Thus Christof Schmid's and Karl Pestalozzi's élaims are confirmed, alfhough-
only when we look at the methods of narration as such in the two novels.
They are right‘insofar_as Walser's more "personai" style does not serve to
delineate relationships between consciousness and the."objéctive" external

world (see p. 2 above). But, although .the methods of narration are not



86

identical, the\organizatipn of ‘the parratives in the novels is governed X
by similar rules: the dualistic strugture of a central cbaracter's ideals
and the antithetical movement of his thought processes and behaviour. The
attitude of the reader is siﬁiiar with both authors: ‘he is required to "
. Mactively" apply conceptual or discursive aépects to the heroes' thought

and behaviour. - (In Jakob Von.Gunten_this is fairly obvious, in Amerika

less so, since the realization is left entirely to the reader.) The se-
rious or ironic expression of contradictory values requires a correspondent

aesthetic bearing.-

IV.2. The Heroes' Sfruggles/ The Problem of Coﬁsciousnéss

Antinomy: "Contradiction between inferences ar
principles that seem equally necessary
and reasonable'S

3

The problems of consciousness in the two novels are analogous. Jakob deals
with the same mutuallyfexélusivq aims as Karl_(indi§iduality vs. collective
unity,vfreedom vs. service). Walser's hero, as indicated in IV.l., is per%
mitted totironically "overstate" his predicament. in the diary as in his
lifestyle, as befits his chaﬁacter. The determinant ideas and positions
are'cohceivéd'as radically and imaginatively as possible,'reéulting_in an -
éxtbemely'pOlarized narrative structure. Karl, as stated; acts and ‘thinks
within a mbfe "pealistic" (day—to—day) framework. Some examples make'the

nature of the parallelévclear.

- Amerika ' ' - . Jakob von Gunten

"Karl feels a vague'aftraction fo’the "~ Jakob glorifies Kraus as a demigod
stoker and feels despondence at lo- and later actively mourns his depar-
sing him. ’ S ture. '

Karl hopes to find a job; he dis- - Jakob purposely enrolls in a servants
likes the informal relationships he school. He rejects his brother's .
finds at Pollunder's and considern circle, happily dons the ins@i*utiénf
Robinszon's and Delamarche's vagabond al uniform, and goes so far as to de-
existence to be worthless. . -~ nounce consciousness and his own "I".
Karl .is willihg to sacrifice perso- Jakob immerses himself in such du-

nal interests for his firm. As a ties, which are actually intended to



1lift-boy he carries. out his duties
with great devotion, but never

feels really satisfied.

Karl respects his uncle, but hopes

to please and gain his confidence

after ‘he has already left him.

As an employee of the hotel, Karl
feels at home in the shoving mass-

es of a downtown department store.

’
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subjugate the individuél. ‘Although
his predicament~is never solved, He
knows how to appreciate the sense of
inner unity achieved through an ex-.

treme passivity and selflessness.

Jakob is not just intrigued by Benja-
menta, but acknowledges a super-human

attraction to the man.

As a pupil in the institute, Jakob

romanticizes the same anonymity and

--confusion he had also condemed ear-

lier.

The instances listed above reflect the heroes' desires for collective unity

and to serve; others suggest more a longiﬁg for individuality and freedom.

Karl leaves his'Eﬁropean home due
to outer circumstances; in his
weaker moments he wishes to re-
-turn. He values his parent's
photograbh and the sﬁifCaSe very

much.

Karl reacts’ to the formalistic
relationships at his uncle's by
playing music, remembering old
times, gazing at the traffic,

etc.

Karl entertains vague hopes of
reélizingvthe good life in the
United States, and neither af--
firms nor denies the illusion of

freedom.

Jakob leaves home willingly and in-

sists that the ééparation be com-
plete. He refuses to write his pa- 
rents, although he does coﬁsider‘him;

self an heir of the.family pride.

Jakob responds to the formaiistic re-

lationships at the school by explo-

ring the city, heeting his brotﬁér,

sleepihg with a prostitute, dreaming,

“ete.

Jakobbimagines himself as a millio-
naire,.a general, and as a foot-sol-
dier under Napoleon: he conceives an
ultimate freedom,‘but.strictly in

terms of dreams.
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Kafl preserves a sort of ihner- . Jakob intentionally plays roles and
freedom because he never trusts or pretends to feel the opposite of
confides‘in people; he never says what he really does. He is also

. what he thinks. This has. an isola- alone, but attains his goal (Ben]a-
ting'effect; he is a loner. menta's friendship) through this

very sort of mystlflcatlon.

The concept of antithesis is essential in understanding the ambivalence of |
consciousness. Jakob and Karl can never feel really satisfied with what
they have. What ig missing is obviously'the complement~to-each finite con-
ception or concrete situation, which would unite the dualistic poles of
their struggles. While Karl does not realize that hlS ‘needs exclude each

. other, Jakob resorts to 1rony and furthermore , purposely glorlfles and
attempts to articulate the "neggtive" absolute, that essentlally also
guides Karl in his struggle. (It is "negative" because whatever is defl- '
.nite or tangible is never con31dered satisfactory.) The value of the fact
that Kafka and Walser attempt to pinpoint the elusive sense of loss cha-
racteristic of artistic expression at the beginning of this century with |
similar methods should not be undervalued, although the dlflerences may.

not be overlooked

Obviously we can not engage in a thorough psychoanalytical comparison of
Kafka's ahd Walser's heroes atothis'point _but some important analogies

" should be evident An association between struggle and abnormal personall-
ty .is made most - pointedly in "Beschrelbung eines Kampfes": the "I" can
not interact normally with others and the self is stratified. He is most
helpless when consciousness 1s expanded. In Amerika we find a less appa-
rent link, but similar manifestations. Karl can not relate well with
others and especially with women, he tends to misinterpret events to his

‘disadvantage (paranoia), and all natural perceptive processes are dis- .

rupted (compare pp. 35-37 above). In Jakob von Gunten the conhections are
also somewhat vague. dJakob exhibits childlike fixations. He is not inte-
rested in women; his memories are dominated‘by images of his mother. He -

subordinates his own personality and is overly obsequious. Jakob's "chil-

dish'" personality is, however, a direct function of the ideals he pursues,
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ideals which become more 1mportant to him than conventlonal values. He

is aware of the qualities he embodies. (He often wants to become "small"

and "worthless'".) Kafka, however, endeavors to describe the paradoxical

nature of his heroces' struggles in detail, thereby applying a consequen-
tial psychology to illustrate its negative effects on varicus unrelated _
aspects of day-to-day existence. (Karl does not want to be isolated, have.
no frieﬁds, etc.) Although both desire to become part of a collectlve,
Karl (like his’ predecessor in "Beschrelbung eines Kampfes") hopes to ac-

quire a social position; Jakob not. ' .

" Yet it would be false to claim, as Karl Pestalozzi does, that in Walser's;

work (unlike Kafka's), the existential problem would be ignored or pre-
tended to be solved. \

In der Erkenntnis [. . .] liegt der erste Ansatz zu einer kiinftigen
Uberwindung des Erkannten. Bei Walser steht an der Stelle der Anti-
nomie ein Dualismus. Es gilt flir das Individuum, dadurch zu einem
wahren Allgemeinen zu gelangen, daB es sich den bestehenden falschen
‘Allgemeinheiten entzieht. GSeine Helden verschwinden, die Kafkas
kdmpfen. Bei Walser kann es augenblickliche LOsungen geben, bei
Kafka nur Verstrickungen. Walsers Dichtungen sind der Ort des Ver-
schwindenens und damit, Gelegenheit des Vergniigens, die Kafkas sind
Beschreibungen eines Kampfes, die der Erkenntnis dienen sollen. [. . .]
In seinen Dichtungen muBte Kafka jene Ldsungen in Frage stellen, die
ihn als Leser so entzlickten. In seinem gegenwdrtigen Zustand war

ihm Walser ein Trost, fir die Zukunft der Welt muBte ein anderes
Licht gefunden werden.6

Pestalozzi proposes to distinguish Kafka's ana Walser's work with the op-
posite designations "Erkenntnis" and_"Vergnﬁgeﬁ". In IV.1. we show that
Kafka does indeed deal with a problem ignored by Walser: the relation-
ship between subjective cognition and objective "fact". It-mightlbe said
that while Kafka attempts to find and express the truth, Walser is looking
for Big‘%ruth. This does not, however, make for an overriding distinction,
since both writers still deal, as shown directly above, with the same‘exie-
tential conflicts. Jakob's struggle is as serioué, ambivalent, and incon-

clusive as Karl's. Jakob's irony is as much an expression of despair as

of lightheartedness. The plot of Jakob von Gunten revolves around a cha-
racter, who is trying to grasp and accept those realities which determine

his existential situation. It therefore involves "Erkenntnis". Although

we have still to compare‘the endings of the novels, it should be clear that
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the meaning of Jakob‘s "VerSchninden“ is too ambiguous to be'considered‘
as a "Losung"-*>and not that dlfferent from Karli's dlsappearance 1nto the
"Nature Theatre". Walser's novel is- thus far more than the hlghly ironi-
cized "Ort des'Verschw1ndens" It is dlfflcult to understand why Walser -
would have.been a "Trost" for Kafka when Walser's "solution" occurs in
,Usomethlng as nebulous as a dream; and his hero finds that artlstlc ex—

pression ig itself no longer ténable--he gives up writing.

We can also not concur with Otto Best, who ‘fails to point out that Jakob
is not the personlflcatlon of - a 81ngle principle..

. Kraus_flgurlert [. . .] als komplementire Figur zu Jakob: der Hin-
gabe an das Allgemeine, an das universelle Gesetz, wenn wir es unter
‘Berufung auf Kafka so nennen diirfen, steht der Aufbruch ins Indivi-
duelle gegeniiber. Kraus gegen Jakob, ein Dualismus, der jenem von
Amt und Person entspricht und Franz Kafka, zu dessen Lektlire Jakob
von Gunten gehdrte, besondsrs beriihrt haben mag.’ '

’dAlthough Best's understandlng of Kraus is correct Jakob hlmself does not-
personify "individuality". He desires it, but also accepts (without irony)
the absolution of the self near the end of the book (compare p. 65 above).
After Kraus has departéd from the institute, Jakob is completely serious

in stating that: “Mit_Kfaus war die Hilfte desbLebens gegangen." (u483)
~Jakob's "Aufbruch" with Benjamenta is prefigured in terms of a servamt/
master'relationship (see p. 78 above). Were thé ending d% Walser's novel
as Best assumes it, Jakob's problem would ba,resolved. Both Jakob and

Kapl remain "Verschollene".

IV.3. The Individual and Society

Karl's and Jakob's predicaments have similar roots. They refuse (knowingly
or not) to compromise their ideals with the outstanding social norms.

They become outsiders. They are esaentlally 19th Century individuals, who
can not find substantial, viable .social ro]oa that would corvespond to
their needs and values. Kafka and Walser thereby successfully delineate
their heroes's perceptions of society as something that has become intangi-
ble in form and autonomous in its functlons. They_purposely ‘overlook tra-

ditional socie- political themes.
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Tﬁe novels--as well as the herdesfstrugglee--commeﬁce as these eeﬁtral
figures enter a modern city feb the first time end cease as they are lee-
ving one.<”Theee'cities appear to almost completely permeate fbe spectrum
of events. Nature appears_either dead and inorganic, or is absent.

Jakob and Karl observe little that would normally be viewed as characterié-
tic of their enVirons (well—knoﬁn parks , avenues, buildings; restaurants ,’
 stores, etc.), but rather percelve unstable and inpalpable’ movement. The
_c1t1es resemble domlnant COll°CtheS, which possess no deflnable attri-

A butesvln their eyes. Both being newcomers to the city, they are bound by
the sensation of ha§1ng been left behind in tlme Jakob. expressly equates
the CPlSlS of 1nd1v1dua11ty with the age in whlch he lives, repeatedly
referring to the integral community of his chlldhood. Karl suffers be-
cause he constantly seeks to apply European standards in new siteations,
‘also recalling the old order of home. Both discover that their previous
.educations are useless.. Both gave access to high society (Karl through
hlS uncle, Jakob through his brother), but in each case feel more in their

element as servants.

ThevBenjamenta Insfitute and the Hotel Oecidental.embody the complex and

. enigmatic Cheracter,of the ‘modern condition in their inner and outer forms.
‘Although the institute does not actually repreeen{vthe ";orld“, the posi-
tive function it (half-iroﬁically) bas for Jakob reflects directly.onto

the cultural edifice. »The bureaucratic autonomy‘efv"society" becomes evi- -
dent in the echool's-purposeless laws and in the hotel's mysterious hie-
rachy of walters and’ porters Kraus would be well-suited for place in

the hotel machlnery' 'In each case there is no real governing heed, Ben~
jamenta hav1ng w1thdrewn into his rooms, clocks and bells regulating the

. activify in the hotel. Categorical knowledge is considered worthless at
the hotel's "information desk"; the school's only lesson and textbook
.teach'unreflected subordination. These institetions are sﬁpremely imper*
sonal and anti- 1nd1v1dual in conceptlon their functlons belng monotonous

and unknowable, certalnly absurd in their pevpetuatlon.

It is striking that Karl only gains some sort of insight into the para-

doxical truth depicted in Kafka's parables at those times when he has
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failen far below the éqéial ﬁdrm. (AéﬁKarl loses his job at the hétel,
"he enters the porter'é office; as he is still without employment andiﬁéb4
ders the‘streéts of'Ramses, he discovers the Nature Theatre.).‘Jakob's
entire plan is, of course,.fOunded on his confinement to a school for ser- -
vaﬁts.‘ His "fulfillment" at the end of the‘novél precludes,'as With'Kéri,
va'severénce frdm bourgeois standards. Both authors thus clearly state the
: antipathetic nature of the heroes' aesthetic:and‘existential (social)

: need;.-vThe endings of the novels could only be'considéred "optimistic" if
one ignores the fact that in both cases complete breaks>With'society are
taking place.’ ' '

. This sketch of the socially-critical motifs in the novels (theré are none
in "Beschreibung'eines Kampfes'") reveals many paraliels. Yet more than in.
“almost any other liferary work§; we senée tﬁe’impossibility of a final
distinction between form and content. What is narrated for its own sake -
and what to depict the hérdes',attitudes?' The nature of the relation-
‘ship between individual and society in.fhesé books is, in the end, ek-
tremely equivocal. Kafka suggests again and again that Karl is projecting
emotional states onto his surroundings, that he tends to blame the world
for his own shortcomings. "It never becomes completely c;ear whether the
social order is corrupt, or if Karl himself is just a misfit. vWalSer*def.
finitely seems more straightforward in this respect, but less so when it
comes to clarifying his regard for individualism. Jakob is only being
'Eglf ironic when he avows the school. He makes‘both positive and negative
"appraisals of the modern era in various contexts. Thus both authors are
anything except dogmatic when it comes to judging the centurj fhgy'live
in. We find it impossible to draw a comprehensive picture regarding the
problem of social criticism, bécausefnéither Kafka nor Walser made it

h _their purpose to formulate genefalizatioﬁs or, indeed, any sort of pragma-

tic doctrine in their works.

IV:4. The Problem of Language

The "how" of Kafka's and Walser's writing is as significant as the "what"

of their subject matter,g They both: introduce characters to function ei-~
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" -ther as narrators or as a Mediumifor narration. In deplctlng problema—
tie cognltlve processes, it is not surprlslng that they would mistrust’
the empirical associations conveyed by tradltlonal 1magery and style, by _

- prevailing grammatical-syntactic forms of language.l‘O

" The problem of language is dealt with thematlcally in Jakob von Gunten and

. "Beschreibung eines ‘Kampfes" (see especially pp. 16-17 and pp. 77-78
abOVe) Both "I"s express the sensation that words are mherentlz 1ncapa-
ble of touching the essence of matter or ideas. They also associate con-
sciousness with language, i.e. 1mply a dependency. ‘Jakob's refusal to
write is paralleled by his mistrust of reflective thought the "fat man"'s

neglect of the "Dinge" brlngs about his annlhllatlon

iThe principle of contrast dominates almost all‘grammatical structures in
- -the two novels Overly. comple; and exacting elements are coupled with ex-
tremely amblguous and vague ones, SO that nothing is glven inherent mea- '
‘ning and nothing is really clarlfled except (paradoxically) the limita-

tions of language and knowledge. -

On the one’ hand, both authors tend to exaggerate statements but also to
delimit them to the p01nt of maklng 1ncomprehen31ble dlstlnctlons, so that
adjectlves are sometimes actually confllctlng—-or almost synonomous-ln
 meaning. Absurd qualifications and restrictions hardly explicate,‘as
‘would seem to be intended.:‘They occasionally resort to the parataxis or
to "negative" delineations when a concept seems particularly elusive, or
even let "x" be both "9"'and‘"—y". Metaphoric structures are correspon-
dingly more enigmatic than'enlightening; Incongruent variables'afe paired
again and again to create conceptual_paradoxes (compare p. 47 and pp. 76-
77 ab0ve).‘ Walser and Kafka thereby have a propensity to write lengthy
sentences distinguished by an excess of commas, qualifying appositions,
participial phrases, and felative_dlauses. Subjects, verbs, and objects
are characteristically retersed or,lsolated. Kafkafs use of the hypo-
‘taxis is, to be sure;»far'more extensive and preciise than Walser's; it is
the rule rather than the,exception. That Walser often writes "run-on"

sentences, whose parts are bound more through semi-random association
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than logic, makes a fundamental stylistic contrariety apparent.’

Conversely ; perspective restriction (Kafka) and interjective expression
of doubt (Walser) is'common; Walser inclines towards "non-1literary"
phrasology throughout his novel; Kafka does the same in the dialogues, .

but otherwise favours inexplicit, "heutral"_vocabulary, especially when

. depicting critical scenes or important structures. It is, in fact, Kaf-

ka's_cohtrolled-andAthoroughgaing usage:of key nouns (e.g. porter, ser-
vant; room, door, corridor, telephone, "Weg", etc.), which, by virtue of
repetition, pérmeafes.severél passages with mbre'fhan one level of mea- -
ning. This becomes obvious eithef in éingle sentences or in structures

like the hotel and Nature Theatre. Karl's viewing of the personnel and

their confusing duties seems to model a more general, universal situation

(compare pp. 40-42 and.ug-SOva%ove). Walser's intellectual unpreten-
tiousness remains an experiment with language, a "destruction" of pat-
terned and meaningless syntéx and expression. He uses language to parody'
rather than symbolize. The school, for instance, holds a purely socially-
critical functibn, whiie Kafka's buildings--although obviously modern cre-
ations--can also be viewed. from psychological and cognitive, even reli-
gious and éxistehtial viewpoints. In Ebggg_wayé Kafka a?d Walser_narfate

realistically, '"doch so, daB die gesamte Cﬁofeographie tieferer Sinnbeszii-

-glichkeit deutlich wird." (Wolf Wondratscheck)

IV.5. Conclusion

- Given the complexity of the material under discussion, the question of a

direct:ﬁinfluence" of Walser on Kafka becomes negligible. Walser treated
problems, which-Kafka had himself tried to solve in "Beschreibung eines

Kampfes".

Walser's narrative methods .in his diéfy—novel resemble those Kafka used

in his first story more closely than those he developed in Amerika. Wal-
ser does not consider the problem of cognition--i.e. the relationship be;
tween impression and "fact'"--to be important. But the way they both use 

language and irony to delineate the borders of rational thought, and the
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way these are associated w1th the amblvalent processes of consciousnpess
is unlque. Kafka's characterlstlcally strict and consequential use of
the parataxis and "neutral" vocabulary is, however, not found in any of
Walser's work. He maintains allegiance to a personal truth, while Kafka'-
avows an absolute. Yet both Jakob and Karl'afe herces because they'never
accept a finite determination of being or a definite conception of "reali-
_ty". They want to fulfill individual and social needs, iﬁ.doing so they
avow a "negative" philosophy, and as a result become out51ders. The
structurlng of their struggles is analogous, as are the reasons glven for
| their alienation. Most strlklng is the 1mplementat10n of narrative andv’
\styllstlc amblgulty for thematic ends. But _although Walser is abtruse,
we do not find the truly ambiguous constructlons in his work, that have

confounded Kafka's CPlthS for half a century.

Amerika and Jakob von Gunten display reversals from the optimistic ratio-.

nalism of the classical "Bildungsroman" (e.g. Goethe's Wilhelm Meister).

Education is meaningless‘ in these novels because such would presuppose a
: genérally accepted ideal and choices between good and bad. The imperme-

~ able, paradoxical qualifies given to thé Hotel Occidental and the-Insti-
tute Benjamenta make the impossibility of viable interpléy between cul-
tural values and the individual personality evident. It¥is's%riking that
bothbﬁovels are repetitious in the 'sense that no real development is ﬁos~'
sible forvthe heroes. Karl is shoved aside while looking at the Statue
oé Liberty in Chapter one. This event models all succéssive action. Ja-
kob 1ron1cally states ‘that he will be a "Nlchts" in later life durlng the
first entry. Like Karl, he can only progress in that he realizes and ac-
cepts the seriousness of his condition. No. p051t1ve formatlon of charac-

ter or intellect occurs in either novel.

Karl joins the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma and Jakob departs for a desert,.
In each case we apprehend just a glimmer of hope, a rough draft of a uto-
pian design. But both novels.end before the new'"localesﬁ are reached or
depicted in concrete terms. The utopia is inaccess#ble. The theatre and
the desert do not representban absolute "beyond" or M"ideal" in the roman-

~tic or classical senses, but only make the antipathetic structures of the
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héroes' consciousness manifest. Kérl's photograph and Jakob's dfeah‘
(compare p. 51 and P. 78 abdve)_represent'paradéxical images that are iﬁ-
‘cénsisfent with the laws goVefning human thought; The possibly ludi-
‘crous quality -of the theatre is suggested by ifs advertising methods; the
improbability of Jakob's plans by their expression in a dream. Kafka:and‘
| Walser‘make their problem, not its solution, a subject for fiction. In
vdoiﬁg so, the tranécendentai idea appears to‘be purely illusionary, an es-

cape from metaphysical insecurity and social isolation.
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Compare Emil Staiger's interpretation of Heinrich von Kleist's '"Das
Bettelweib von Locarno" in Interpretationen: Deutsche Erzihlungen
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'and Hamburg: Fischer Blicherei, 1966), espec1ally p. 100.

See Richard Brinkmann, Wirklichkeit und Illus1on (Tibingen: Niemeyer .
Verlag, 1966), pp. 328—31

"Die Dinge entziehen sich der Aussage, die Sprache vermag sie nicht
mehr zu fassen. Sie werden zu 'unrealistischen' und .doch intensiv
wirklichen Wesenheiten mit eigenem Anspruch, dem der Mensch iberhaupt
und im besonderen der Dichter sich nicht mehr gewachsen fiihlt. Eine
eigentliimliche Verlorenheit und Ortslosigkeit in dieser entfremdeten
Welt kennzeichnet seine Lage. [. . .] Die alten, {iberlieferten 'em-
pirischen' Zusammenhdnge und Beziehungen, die in den gewohnten und
allzu vertrauten grammatisch-syntaktischen Formen der Spraché er-
starren, werden als Hindernis empfunden, weil sie als festgefigter,
erstarrter Ausdruck eines vergangenen, nicht mehr vollziehbaren Ver-
hiltnisse®zur Wirklichkeit die neue, unmittelbar erlebte 'Wirklich-
keit' verstellen und ihre Aussage verfilschen."
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