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38 Walter H. Sokel

literature, came to designate a deliberate and programmatic rupture with all
preceding art, a revolutionary turn in aesthetics and poetics. ’7

This break with tradition implied two somewhat different yet related
tendencies. One was the inoculation of art with the bacillus of capitalist-
industrial modernity, which serious art had until then tried to ignore. In this
respect, modernism converged, to a significant extent, with the contempo-
rary movement of realism. The two trends united in their thematic empha-
sis on modern urban life, highlighting not only its banality, sordidness, and
hypocrisy but also the enormous broadening of experience and sensation its
technological advances betokened. Furnishings and sceneries of realism and
modernism were often indistinguishable, and the boundaries between the two
movements were extremely porous. An outstanding example of their overlap-
ping are the works of the novelist Gustave Flaubert. A pioneering figure in
the development of consistent realism, he was also, together with Baudelaire,
a fountainhead of modernism. Kafka took Flaubert as his model and, like the
French author, placed his narratives in the locales of contemporary bourgeois
and petty-bourgeois life, especially during his early and middle period, in
works such as “The Judgment,” The Metamorphosis, and The Trial.

In its purpose, however, modernism sharply diverged from realism.
Realism extended the parameters of art toward contemporary life at its most
banal and uninspiring, to record it, to present the “real truth” of life, free from
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In its purpose, however, modernism sharply diverged from realism.
Realism extended the parameters of art toward contemporary life at its most
banal and uninspiring, to record it, to present the “real truth” of life, free from
the idealization inherent in traditional “high” art. Modernism performed the
same movement but aimed to “create the sensation of the new” (Abrams 422).
Tt sought a radical extension of the aesthetic dimension by exploring the pos- I
sibilities of the ugly, the grotesque, the bizarre, to shake art loose from inher-
ited restrictions.

A second tendency characterizing modernism involves the notion of the
autonomy of art, whose roots go much farther back than Poc and Baudelaire.
‘They lic in the cighteenth century: in Rousseau and Diderot, in Herder and
Romanticism, and particularly in the philosophy of Kant. The theory of the
autonomy of art is part of the general emancipatory movement, called the
Enlightenment, that sought to frec humankind from the unquestioned rule
of authority and unreasoning obedience to tradition. Its aim was that self-
government, that autonomy, by which human beings give themselves the laws
according to which they wish to live, rather than uncritically accept what
tradition and authority decree. Autonomous art is the extension into the aes-

thetic realm of the emancipatory idea of the Enlightenment. Kant, in his
Critique of Judgment (1790), was the first to give systematic foundation to its
theory (Sokel, IWriter 9). The Romantics, with profound modifications, con-
tinued the call for an autonomous art, but Baudelaire was the artist who made
it the foundation of the aesthetics that was to inform modernism. Baudelaire
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Kafka and Modernism 39

held that art has no purpose beyond itself (Abrams 130). It is autotelic. It
has no obligation. It should consider itself free from the ancillary relation to
nature and society to which it was consigned by traditional aesthetics, both ’7
in the Aristotelian doctrine of mimesis and the representation of nature and
in the Horatian demand that art be morally useful as well as entertaining. In
protest against both traditions, Baudelaire called teaching, truth, and morality
the “heresies” of poetry (Abrams 130). Stéphane Mallarmé, following Baude-
laire, claimed that only “reportage,” not “literature” proper, aims to “narrate,
instruct, even to describe” (Abrams 134). Literature should rid itself of the
duty to represent reality or to deliver messages—moral, philosophical, or oth-
erwise. It is beyond good and evil, as it is beyond true and false. The ultimate
objective of autotelic art came to be called absolute, nonrepresentational, non-
objective, or abstract art. Flaubert’s wish-dream was to write a book without
content, “a book about nothing” (Bradbury and McFarlane 25).

Autotelic art rarely went to such extremes. Most essential in modernist
aesthetics, as begun by Baudelaire, was the conviction that art is not primarily
a representation but a presentation, not the imitation of the actual world but
the composition of a created world. The work had to obey no logic other than
that imposed by its own expressive process. An artist would use elements of
mimetic referentiality to the actual world not to offer a recognizable portrait
of that world but to play their part in the composition of the work.
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of that world but to play their part in the composition of the work.
‘This idea, of a created rather than a represented world, does not imply

formlessness; rather, form springs entirely from the work. The modernist

critic Herbert Read called this concept “organic form,” which is “self-chosen,

inherent in the work, not imported from outside” (Faulkner 19). Internal

function rather than relation to external factors became the decisive crite- ’7

rion for the clements of the work. Many of them were referential, borrowed

from external reality, which imparted to the work echoes of the natural world.

For Baudeclaire, however, the point was to utilize these echoes to create a

“counterworld,” an “antinature,”a composition that would compete with and

constitute a superior alternative to the existing world. For this purpose, the

poctic imagination “decomposes all of [natural] creation; then it gathers and

organizes the parts according to laws springing from the innermost ground

of the soul, and produces with them a new world” (Friedrich 41).! Creation

might more properly be called transformation or recomposition. In the dis-

tortion and deformation of elements of the natural world, Baudelaire saw the

“power” of the creative imagination at work. That power manifested itself by

its refusal to be bound by plausibility and habitual expectation.

‘This transformative operation of the imagination on elements of the
empirical world closely parallels what Freud called “the work of the dream”
(“Traumarbeit”). In dreams, too, the individual elements come from the





image7.png
/L trbos - Outlook eb acce= x { [ Outook (1 - jeninsnen@h: X { ¥ Howto Use Google Scholr: x [ Course: Modernism (CSENG. X & Dowrioads %) [ Frane Kafta - Google Books x \_\NIGHIEHIEEE

€ - C | [ books.google.co.uk/bocks?hl=ena -UMRsLWROC8 01 =fndBpg=PA378da=kafka-+metamorphosisots =p3Xfip_Oruvasig=i1azySHUKIOWKE-TWE @ %

+ Search Images Maps Play YouTube News Gmail Drive Calendar Mor
GOOSIC kafka metamorphosis “ m

Books Q a B

E2 co Add to my library ¥ Write review

Pagedo v & > o -

40 Walter H. Sokel

empirical world but are deformed and transformed according to rules
unknown to the dreamer’s consciousness. Each dream ¢lement, even though
taken from waking reality, functions according not to the rules of that real- "
ity but to the “thought” that the dream seeks to express. Independent of
Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams, the Swedish dramatist August Strindberg,
under the spell of Nietzsche, applied the logic of the dream to the writing of
his plays 7o Damascus (1898) and A Dream Play (1902), followed by others,
and thus founded the line within modernism that came to be called expres-
sionism. Kafka, by the time he wrote “The Judgment” (1912), the work of
his “breakthrough,” had become familiar with Freud’s theory and was also
extremely fond of Strindberg; “I read him not to read him—but to lie on his
breast,” he confided in his diary (Diaries, 1914-1923 126). Indeed, Kafka
saw his “talent” as lying in his ability to portray his “dreamlike inner life”
(Diaries 1914-1923 77). His writing can best be approached in terms of an
oneiric functionalism.

Such an approach is particularly relevant in addressing the notion of
character in Kafka’s fiction. The fullest account of Kafka’s poetics is to be
found in his comments on “The Judgment,” in which he wrote that the fig-
ure of the friend “is hardly a real person; he is perhaps rather that which
the father and Georg have in common. The story is perhaps a walk around
father and son, and the changing figure of the friend is perhaps the change of
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father and son, and the changing figure of the friend is perhaps the change of
perspective in the relationship between father and son” (Letters to Felice 267;
trans, modificd). According to this statement, Kafka conceived of the friend
not as the fictional portrait of an empirically possible person but as the mere
function of a relationship. According to a diary entry (Diaries, 1910-1913
278), the friend must be seen as a counter in the struggle between father ’7
and son, as an indicator of the relative standing of the two combatants at the
various points of their contest,and as a weight on the scale that helps decide

the outcome. In the beginning, Georg, according to Kafka, thinks he has the
friend on his side. As the story develops, however, Georg must learn that it
is the father who really has the friend, while Georg has nothing and conse-
quently suffers defeat. Since the friend is, as Kafka also notes, the connection
between Georg and his father—their “common bond”—he also functions as
a part of each. He is a projection like a figure in a dream. What matters is not
his empirical existence, which the father at one point seems to doubt, but his

signifying role in the battle.

A closer look at the text shows that the father, too, is less a mimetically
conceived person than he is a function in the self-inflicted decomposition of
Georg’s adult self, his regression to a child who obeys parental commands
and, beyond that, to nonbeing. The father functions as a projection of Georg’s
psyche. He accuses Georg of having attempted to displace and suppress him.
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Kafka and Modernism 41

His charges originate, however,in Georg’s own fleeting thoughts. Georg notes
the terrible darkness of his father’s room and the father’s unclean underwear
and reproaches himself for having relegated his old father to the dark back "
of the apartment while having reserved for himself the bright, spacious front
room with its commanding view of the outside world.

Even carlier in the story, it occurs to Georg that “during his mother’s
lifetime his father’s insistence on having everything his own way in the busi-
ness had hindered him” (CS 78). Together with this acknowledgment of past
frustration by and resentment of his father, Georg’s triumphant satisfaction
at the reversal of their positions since his mother’s death is strongly implied,
although not explicitly stated. The enormous physical strength of his father
still impresses itself on Georg’s mind when he sees his father, after a very

long absence from his room, as “still a giant” (CS 81). This piece of inner
monologue could be a sign of admiration, resignation, fear, or all three in one.
It is an observation that could be made by a combatant evaluating his foe as
well as by an admiring son proud of his father’s undiminished strength. By
entering his father’s room, an unaccustomed act lacking apparent motivation,
Georg literally goes to get his father’s judgment. Georg is about to take a
decisive step into full adulthood by sending off a letter in which he has at last
announced his impending marriage. The recipient of the letter is to be Georg’s
distant friend, who is closely associated with permanent bachelorhood as
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distant friend, who is closely associated with permanent bachelorhood as
well as with childhood and youth. The German word for bachelor, Jungge-

selle—literally meaning “young fellow”—emphasizes this association with a
state preceding full adulthood. For Georg, who had for so long neglected his
father and hardly communicated with him, there was no need to go into the
father’s room to tell him about this letter. Georg’s act is unmotivated. In the "
light of what happens next in his father’s room, however, this act is a literal,
if unconscious, cliciting of his father’s response to and judgment of Georg’s
declaration of adulthood.

In the scene that follows, the father reveals himself to be functioning as
an emanation of, first, the son’s guilt, anxicty, and murderous resentment and,
ultimately, of Georg’s childlike submissiveness. In the voice of his suddenly
demonic father, what had been lurking in Georg’s fleeting thoughts now con-
fronts him from outside, with drastic expli

ness. What happens in this story

is thus the enactment of conflicting forces in the protagonist that never cross
the threshold of consciousness to become reflective articulation. Instead, they
are projected onto a seemingly autonomous antagonist, Georg’s father, who
articulates, in extreme form, the feelings the protagonist hinted at but never
fully admitted.

‘The world presented in this text behaves analogously to the way dreams
function according to Freud. Thoughts and emotions not admitted to the
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42 Walter H. Sokel

dreamer’s conscious awareness appear disguised as external events, apparently
independent of the dreamer’s will but strange, surprising, grotesque, and enig-
matic. In some of Kafka'’s later texts, the parallels to dreams and their implicit, "
indirect wish-fulfilling function is more obvious than in “The Judgment”and
The Metamor phosis. In “In the Penal Colony,” the penal apparatus collapses as
ifin response to the Explorer’s unwillingness to support its continuance. In “A
Country Doctor,” the magic horses that appear from the doctor’s pigsty, car-
rying him to his destination in a second, answer his urgent need to follow the
call to his patient. Their emergence together with the groom, who then rapes
the doctor’s maid, pictorializes, with some obviousness, the division within
the doctor between his calling—literally signified by the “alarm” of the bell
(CS 225)—and his erotic desire, which, allegorizing a fundamental problem
of Kafka’s life, tragically awakens only at the moment when it has to conflict
with his mission.

‘When Herbert Read speaks of the organic form inherent in the mod-
ernist work, “without consideration of the given forms of traditional poetry”
(Faulkner 19), he has in mind above all the emancipation of such art from the
restrictions improved by genre. One crucial effect of genre is satisfaction of
the reader’s expectation of finding the familiar in the new, an expectation that
a text such as “The Judgment” shatters. In this story a violent, wrenching shift
of focus tears the text apart into two radically discordant sections, producing
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a text such as 'Ihe]udgmem shi’ners In this story a violent, w:enchmg shift
of focus tears the text apart into two radically discordant sections, producing
a dissonance that severely upsets the reader’s generic expectations.

The onciric functionalism that I have traced so far is only one aspect of
modernism. In Kafka, it combines with a quite different principle of modern-
ist composition, one that Marjorie Perloff has called “the poctics of indeter- ’7
minacy,” or undecidability, of meaning and that she locates in a tradition of
modernist poetry beginning with Rimbaud. In contrast to symbolism, this
extreme branch of modernism eschews even hidden referential meaning and
restricts itself to the “direct presentation” of the image, to pure description
or evocation that discourages the reader’s hermencutical attempt to “under-
stand” (Perloff 37). The scarch for referentiality, deeply built into habits of
reading, is counteracted by the very luminosity of the images that language
evokes. Nonreferentiality is helped by the withholding of contextuality. The
artist presents images, narrates events, and makes statements outside any dis-
cernible context, such as the context supplied by causality.

‘The poetics of indeterminacy—or undecidability or, in the literal sense,
meaninglessness—is consistent with a general modernist attitude toward
the reader. Indeterminacy completes the alienation of the reader which the
antimimetic, antididactic theory of autonomous art had initiated. The doc-
trine of autotelic art relates to society in two different ways. Seen in the con-
text of the liberal view of history—extolling the progressive emancipation of
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44 Walter H. Sokel

mimetic contract. Samsa’s metamorphosis falls outside even the context of
what one might consider miraculous, if miracles are thought of as linked to I
supernatural agencies and so embedded in an order that, though transcending
sensory and empirical nature, is an order nonctheless. Gregor's metamorpho-
sis does not point to any cause at all, not even a supernatural one. Tzvetan
Todorov ranks it in the genre of the fantastic. In that genre, readers can never
know whether a natural or supernatural explanation applies. According to
that definition, however, the fantastic applies only to the world of the reader.
It does not apply to the world within Kafka’s text. Within the text, no ques-
tion arises as to the cause of Gregor’s fate. Gregor himself seems to view his
transformation as a misfortune that could befall anyone—for instance, the
head clerk of his firm. He treats it as an accident, a sorry contingency, tough
luck. No one within the represented world, including Gregor himself, ever
speculates on possible causes.

Thus we find a remarkable discrepancy between the represented world
and the world of the reader. The reader looks for a causality with which the
characters are not concerned. No causality can be established on the basis of
what the text explicitly communicates. In this way, Gregor’s metamorphosis
behaves according to the poetics of indeterminacy.

Yet Kafka’s story follows this poetics only partw.

A narrative of high
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behaves according to the poetics of indeterminacy.

Yet Kafka’s story follows this poetics only partway. A narrative of high
realism succeeds the initial shock of alienation. The Metamorphosis presents a
causally connected chain of events, a sequence of described thoughts, actions,
and feclings that are made perfectly plausible, or at least empirically possible,
in the milicu and the circumstances described. After the initial event, the plot
stays consistently within the conventions of narrative realism. This singularity I
of the nonmimetic occurrence, which initiates the plot and gives the story its
title, sharply distinguishes Zhe Metamorphosis from a text of indeterminacy,
such as Rimbaud’s /fuminations, and from the tradition of surrealism that
followed it. “A Country Doctor,” comprising as it does a string of “magical”
cevents, comes much closer to surrcalism than does Zhe Metamorphosis. The
latter story has been compared to a fairy tale, and it has also been discussed
as an “anti-fairy tale” (Hesclhaus). The distinction here is a thematic one. That
events for which no causes are given constitute a common structural denomi-
nator of Kafka’s story and fairy tales is not at issue. What does prevent the
generic expectations associated with fairy tales to maintain themselves for the
reader of The Metamorphosis, however, is the radical consistency of the realistic
style of representation following the initial event.

Here we come upon a bipolar tendency as typical of Kafka as it is of
modernism in general. At one of the poles, we find hermetic nonreferentiality,
a frustration of the quest for understanding. At the other pole, we encounter

what Aristotle called mythos—that is, mimetic narrativity, a representation of
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Kafka and Modernism 45

human fate and action that clicits the reader’s empathy with the represented
world. Kafka is a storyteller as well as a modernist.

If we apply the principle of dreamlike functionalism, which we have
L event of The Metamorphosis, we ’7
find that it counteracts indeterminacy and meaninglessness and thus extends

observed in other texts of Kafka, to the ini

the reach of mythos. Gregor’s transformation acquires a definite function
in a plot that is mimetic in psychological and social terms, though not in
physical ones. Near the beginning of the narrative, the text presents Gregor’s
memorics and reflections about the oncrous aspects of his job. The reader is
informed that Gregor has been intensely dissatisfied with the dehumanizing
conditions of his job and would have resigned with a rebellious flourish if his
father’s indebtedness to the firm had not forced him to delay this decision.
His metamorphosis thus functions as a fulfillment of his wish to be rid of his
job without his becoming responsible for deserting his financially dependent
family. An inexplicable event has absolved him of deliberate revolt. It fulfills
his wish while not only relieving him of responsibility but also punishing
him, since it transforms him into a creature that elicits disgust. By presenting
us with Gregor’s reflections and memories, the text offers us the possibil-
ity, and even plausibility, of such a construction. We can deduce a functional
rationale for the incredible happening.

Yet nowhere does the connection between Gregor’s rebellious desire and
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rationale for the incredible happening.
Yet nowhere does the connection between Gregor’s rebellious desire and
his fantastic fate become explic

. Nowhere within the text does it emerge into
consciousness. It remains a construction by the reader. Gregor, who is the sole
registering consciousness in the largest part of the story, does not show any

awareness of such a connection. Neither do the narrator or any of the story’
other characters. This silence makes the text hermetic, since it withholds any ’7
referential, or mimetically understandable, meaning for Gregor’s metamor-
phosis. That hermetic quality stands at what we might call the modernist pole
of the text. At the opposite pole, in its hints of a possible connection between
Gregor’s thoughts and his fate, the text allows the possibility of establishing
a meaning for Gregor’s metamorphosis. It allows the reader to construct a
mimetic representation of a causal link between the narrated facts and thus a
mythos in the Aristotelian sense, a “story.” Such a reading cannot account for
the empirical impossibility of the crucial event, the metamorphosis itself, but
merely by establishing a psychologically motivated link between the charac-
ter’s fate and his preceding intentions, this reading reintroduces a substantial
clement of mimetic representation. The designation “magic realism”would lit-
erally apply. For a realistic representation of human alienation and repression,

in the circumstances of exploitative capitalism and the patriarchal bourgeois
family, is coupled with the magic intrusion of empirical impossibility into the
realistically described milieu. According to Freud’s definition of magic as the
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46 Walter H. Sokel

“omnipotence of thought”™—that is, the projection of inner-psychic constel-

ion

lations onto the external world—we can view Gregor’s self-transforma

as an unacknowledged application of magic, suspending the laws of physical

plausibility (Sokel, “Freud”). (
Kafka’s text presents itself on two levels. The literal or writer’s level—the

level of indeterminacy—withholds referential meaning and causal coherence.

‘The second level, however, empowers the reader to discern functional roles in

the clements of narration, which combine into a mimetic sequence. On this

level, the text enables the reader to fill in missing links in the representation

of an action that, though empirically impossible, achieves psychological and

sociological plausibility and thus a meaningful connection with the world

outside the text. Without officially consenting to it, the text—unofficially, as

it were—invites the reader to reestablish referentiality. Fredric Jameson points

out that the recommitting to mimesis—the translation of the alienating text

into a mimetically explanatory mythos—is an integral feature of modernist

works. They are “simply canceled realistic ones.” When, as Jameson goes on

to say, one “make[s] sense of " one of Kafka’s texts, one inserts into it “the flux

of realistic narrative” (“‘Beyond the Cave” 129). We must add, however, that at

least in Kafka's case, the text itself suggests and directs the reader’s procedure,

provided the dreamlike functionalist structure is recognized as informing it.
Kafka himself set the example for such a reading of his texts. After

future fiancée.
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provided the dreamlike functionalist structure is recognized as informing it.
Kafka himself set the example for such a reading of his texts. After
he had written “The Judgment,” he asked Felice Bauer, his fature fiancée,

whether she found “some straightforward, coherent meaning that one could
follow” in “The Judgment” (Letters to Felice 265). He himself, he admitted,
found no meaning and could not explain anything in it. Yet immediately
upon this declaration of total indeterminacy, he reversed himselfand began to ’7
interpret the story as an autobiographical allegory. He drew attention to the
close relation of the names of the characters to his own and Felice’s. He found
much that he called “noteworthy”and thus potentially meaningful in the very
story that he, in the preceding sentence, had declared devoid of sense. His
initial impression of meaninglessness thus gave way at once to the attempt
to find meaning, to translate the unknown code of his text into the codes of
real life.

Kafka’s strangely puzzled response to his own writing reflects a fun-
damental change of the traditional view concerning the relation between
writing and reading. It was a change wrought by modernism and its ante-
cedent, the theory of autonomous art. The theory of autonomous art runs
counter to the sharp division between writer and reader that existed in tra-
ditional aesthetics. In particular, it militates against the idea that the rela-
tion between writing and reading is a one-way street on which all traffic

flows from writing to reading, where the reader is the passive recipient of





image19.png
/L trbos - Outlook eb acce= x { [ Outook (1 - jeninsnen@h: X { ¥ Howto Use Google Scholr: x [ Course: Modernism (CSENG. X & Dowrioads %) [l Frane Kefka - Google Books

€ - € | [ books.google.0 .uk/bocks?hi=en&lr =&id=sc-LUMRLWROC&0i =fnd&pg =PA378dq=kafka+ metamorphosis&ots=p3Xfp_Oruv&sig=jilazvSHUKIOWKE-HE @ 5| =

+ Search Images Maps Play YouTube News Gmail Drive Calendar More
GOOSIC kafka metamorphosis “ m

Books Q a B

E2 co Add to my library ¥ Write review

Paged7 v & > o -

Kafka and Modernism 47

the writer’s message. The theory of autonomous art changed that vision in

two ways. First, it depersonalized the author, while functionalizing charac-
ter and event within the work. Second, it made the reader the writer’s col-
laborator in the creative process. "
Since Diderot and Kant, the doctrine of the autonomy of art had held
that the only law to be observed in a work was the law its creator, the genius,
gives to it. Genius, however, came to be understood not as an empirical person
but as the function that makes genius what it is—namely, the creative imagi-
nation. The symbolists increasingly came to sce the creative imagination not
as a personal property or quality of the empirical author but as a productive
process; not as arbitrary personal planning but as the artist’s opening and sur-
render to the powers inherent in the medium of the work. The poet, according
to Mallarmé, disappears “in the poem,”an insight Mallarmé calls “the discov-
ery of our [the modern] time” (Abrams 134). The poet “cedes the initiative”
in creation “to the words” (Abrams 120) and allows language to direct the
production of the work. In one of the most important documents of modern-
ism, Arthur Rimbaud’s “Lettre du voyant” (“Letter of the Seer”), Rimbaud
advocates the breakup of the conscious and deliberate self, the empirical ego,
by a systematic “déréglement de tous les sens” (‘unhinging of all the senses”)
in order to let another, deeper self, a buried unconscious other, take over. The
“I”speaking in his poetry is not the empirical I but “an other.” His famous pro-

grammatic sentence “For I am an other” could serve as the motto of all mod-





image20.png
/L trbos - Outlook eb acce= x { [ Outook (1 - jeninsnen@h: X { ¥ Howto Use Google Scholr: x [ Course: Modernism (CSENG. X & Dowrioads %) [l Frane Kefka - Google Books

€ - € | [ books.google.0 .uk/bocks?hi=en&lr =&id=sc-LUMRLWROC&0i =fnd&pg =PA378dq=kafka+ metamorphosis&ots=p3Xfp_Oruv&sig=jilazvSHUKIOWKE-HE @ 5| =

+ Search Images Maps Play YouTube News Gmail Drive Calendar More
GOOSIC kafka metamorphosis “ m

Books Q a B

E2 co Add to my library ¥ Write review

Paged7 v & > o -

by a systematic “déréglement de tous les sens” (“unhinging of all the senses”)
in order to let another, deeper self, a buried unconscious other, take over. The
“I”speaking in his poetry is not the empirical I but “an other.” His famous pro-

grammatic sentence “For I am an other” could serve as the motto of all mod-
ernism. Roland Barthes’s structuralist diagnosis of “the death of the author”in
the self-productive and self-perpetuating flow of language that is seen as the
true agent of creation appears adumbrated in the poetics of the symbolists and ’7
even in the statement of their Romantic precursor Victor Hugo that “the word
isa living being more powerful than the one who uses it” (Friedrich 22). At the
same time Rimbaud published his “Lettre du voyant,” Nictzsche proclaimed
in The Birth of Tragedy (1872), “The subject—the striving individual . .. can be
thought of only as an enemy of art, never as its source . . . to the extent that the
subject is an artist he is already delivered from individual will and has become
a medium ..." (41). What Nictzsche, the French symbolists, and the structur-
alist Roland Barthes hold in common is the conviction that it is not the con-
scious, planning, empirical person, the “subject,” that is essential in the writing
process. The process of creation emancipates itself from the personal author.
This strong belief in depersonalization is an integral part of the “dehumaniza-

tion” that the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset saw as the dominant
tendency of modern art and literature, a tendency that lies at the foundation of
modernism. In Rainer Maria Rilke’s avant-garde novel Zhe Notebooks of Malte
Laurids Brigge, Malte, wrestling with the task of becoming a poet, identifies
the moment of his (possible) breakthrough with the passive voice: I shall be
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48 Walter H. Sokel

written” (52). His birth as a poct would be the reduction of his person to point
zero, to a mere medium, a mere instrument.

Such a depersonalizing unification of the empirical self with the creative
process is what, according to a diary entry, Kafka felt he had experienced in
writing “The Judgment”—the only one of his works with which he was and ’7
remained fully satisfied. He had, he confides in his diary, composed the story
in a trancelike state,

at one sitting, during the night of the 22nd-23rd, from ten o'clock
at night to six oclock in the morning. I was hardly able to pull my
legs from out under the desk, they had got so stiff from sitting. The
fearful strain and joy, how the story developed before me, as if I
were advancing in water. (Diaries, 1910-1913 275-76)

And, enlarging his report into a program, a poetics, he adds, “Only in zhis
way can writing be done, only with such coherence, with such complete
opening of the body and the soul” (Diaries, 1910-1913 276). Conscious
planning and intention have nothing to do with such writing. Kafka
reported that he had intended an entirely different plot when he started to
write, “but then the whole thing turned in my hands” (Letters to Felice 265).
The story that emerged was not the result of his intention. Emphasizing his
role in its creation as that of a medium, he compared himself to a mother
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reported that he had intended an entirely different plot when he started to

write, “but then the whole thing turned in my hands” (Letters to Felice 265).

The story that emerged was not the result of his intention. Emphasizing his

role in its creation as that of a medium, he compared himself to a mother

giving birth to her child (Diaries, 1910-1913 278). This absorption of the

self in the writing process remained Kafka’s ideal even though, after the

writing of “The Judgment,” he never again attained it to his satisfaction ’7
(Sokel, “Kafka’s Poetics”).

Kafka’s ideal of depersonalized writing has an important bearing on the
relation of writing to reading. Since writing is not the product of conscious
plan and intention, writers cannot know the “meaning” of their own work. A
writer thus occupies an interpreter’s, a reader’s, position in regard to the work
produced. Using E. D. Hirsch’s equation of meaning with authorial intention,
we can see that there is indeed no meaning in a text written without intention
(46-48). According to the acsthetics of autonomous art, literary language can
have no meaning in the ordinary sense, since it is free of the intent to inform,
which launches mimetic representation and description as well as didactic
instruction. Its only purpose is to stimulate the mind’s or soul’s activity. At the
time this vision was forming, Kant distinguished the language of aesthetic from
that of logical ideas: The former “does not . . . represent what lies in our concepts
... but rather something else—something that gives the imagination an incen-
ve to spread its flight . ..” (Sokel, I#iter 11). Lacking meaning, such language
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Kafka and Modernism 49

engenders a search for significance. Writing provides merely the opportunity
for this search to come into being. It is literally a pre-text for reading.

In Kafka’s later work, writing itself, having ceased to be the flow car-
rying the writer, becomes the search for significance that makes it a kind of "
reading. Writing and reading become interchangeable, a circular continuum,
without a break between them. Kafka expressed this relation in his parable
“Prometheus” (January 1918). Here Kafka tells four highly idiosyncratic vari-
ants of the Prometheus myth. Together they describe a development of the
myth, which Kafka’s text calls legend, from its traditional version to a last one
in which all the actors of the original myth have grown weary and bring the
“meaningless affair” (my italics) to an end. “There remained the inexplicable
[shape of] the rocky mountain range,” which had given rise to the original
myth. The “legend”had been the attempt to explain the puzzling shape of the
mountain. It “tried to explain the inexplicable. As it came out of a ground of
truth, it had to return to the inexplicable” (CS 432; trans, modified).

Here the desire to narrate forms a continuum with the need to under-

stand—that is, to read. Representation is inextricably enmeshed with inter-
relation. It is the wish to read meaning into enigmatic givenness that begets
the myth (i.e., narration or “writing,”which are the same prior to the bifurca-
tion of telling and writing). In terms of the parable, “writing” is inseparable
from reading. Together they form the attempt to understand what is simply
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the myth (i.e., narration or “writing,”which are the same prior to the bifurca-

tion of telling and writing). In terms of the parable, “writing” is inseparable
from reading. Together they form the attempt to understand what is simply

there—the strangely shaped mountain range. The telling of tales is presented
as an attempt to produce meaning.

As in The Metamorphosis,we sec a movement from indeterminacy to the
telling of a mythos, here in the literal form of a Greek myth. The puzzling ’7
mountains function not only like the enigmatic event of Gregor’s metamor-
phosis but also like the enigmatic text that Kafka found his “Judgment” to be.
All three stimulate a reading and interpreting process that secks to give birth
to understanding. In “Prometheus,” however, the movement evident in Zhe
Metamorphosis is reversed, or at least made circular. The Metamorphosis begins
with the inexplicable, then supplics hints of an explanation, and finally nar-
rates a mimetic story, a mythos. In the last section, the mythos actually turns
into a kind of myth. It tells the rebirth of hope in the Samsa family after
Gregor’s self-imposed death, by which he liberates his family from himself.
In the light of this ending, Gregor’s metamorphosis takes on the character
of a redeeming self-sacrifice and thus becomes a version of the myth of the
scapegoat-savior that James Frazer's The Golden Bough had made popular in
turn-of-the-century Europe (Trilling 14). Kafka was thoroughly dissatisfied

with this mythic ending of his story. He called it “unreadable ... imperfect
almost to its very marrow” (Diaries, 1914-1923 12).
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50 Walter H. Sokel

In Kafkas legend, the text begins with the mythos, in its original for-
mulation as an actual Greek myth, then moves toward its

cancellation. Here
mythos functions as a temporary detour around the inexplicable “ground of
truth.”Storytelling is a provisional attempt to explain what permanently bears
no explanation. In the end, we must realize that the ground of truth returns ’7
us to the meaningless, the literally unmeaning. The unmeaning gives birth to
the reader and, with the reader, to the writer. Their joined mythmaking search
is a series of displacements in which one version follows another on the road
to exhaustion. In the end, the mythopocic process is wearisome and has to be
given up. However, mimetic mythos, by which we seek to explain the inexpli-
cable, is a need in human beings that forever seeks fulfillment. Literature is
that search. Its road is circular—shades of Nietzsche's “eternal return”>—and
the attempt to read, which is writing, might begin ever anew.

Presenting such relationships, Kafka reveals himself to be the “giant
modernist” he was called in the book review title I began by quoting. He was
linked to modernism mainly for two reasons—first, because modernism was
the response to a fundamental rift between the notion of truth or reality and
the notion of meaning. In late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century philoso-
phy the view became increasingly prominent “that the very object of realism
... objective reality no longer exists” (Jameson, “Beyond the Cave”122) and
that a thing can be considered to exist “only with reference to the act of see-

ing”it (Ryan 11). In accordance with this fundamental skepticism concerning
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the notion of meaning. In late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century philoso-

phy the view became increasingly prominent “that the very object of realism
... objective reality no longer exists” (Jameson, “Beyond the Cave”122) and
that a thing can be considered to exist “only with reference to the act of see-
ing”it (Ryan 11). In accordance with this fundamental skepticism concerning
the very ideas of truth and reality, modernist literature could no longer abide
by the mimetic convention. Where an objective reality cannot be determined, "
it cannot be imitated or represented cither. Modernist art thus adhered to a
radical perspectivism that abolished the omniscient narrator. The “unimental”

perspective, a narrative structure in which the reader does not receive more,
but usually even less, information than is available to the protagonist—a dis-
tinctive element of Kafka's narratives—dovetails perfectly with the epistemo-
logical relativism or perspectivism that typifies modern thought.

This severe restriction of the reader’s traditional cognitive privilege leads
us to the second reason we may call Kafka a true modernist: namely, that the
work confronts readers as a challenge forcing them to participate in and, in
a sense, continue the writer’s activity. Provocation of art’s addressee was, as
we have seen, a fundamental feature of modernist practice. Its antecedents
lay in the very idea of autonomous art. In sharply distinguishing aesthetic
from logical discourse, Kant and his immediate successors saw the aesthetic
effect residing not in orientation and information about either the phenom-
cenal or the moral world but in the stimulation of the imagination, in the
production of the most multifarious and variegated emotional and mental

activity. According to Kant, an “aesthetic attribute” broadens the range of





image27.png
/L trbos - Outlook eb acce= x { [ Outook (1 - jeninsnen@h: X { ¥ Howto Use Google Scholr: x [ Course: Modernism (CSENG. X & Dowrioads %) [l Frane Kefka - Google Books

€ - € | [ books.google.0 .uk/bocks?hi=en&lr =&id=sc-LUMRLWROC&0i =fnd&pg =PA378dq=kafka+ metamorphosis&ots=p3Xfp_Oruv&sig=jilazvSHUKIOWKE-HE @ 5| =

+ Search Images Maps Play YouTube News Gmail Drive Calendar More
GOOSIC kafka metamorphosis “ m

Books Q a B

E2 co Add to my library ¥ Write review

Page51 < > a -
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thoughts and feclings, quickens their flow, accelerates psychic metabolism
(Sokel, IPriter 11-12). In modernist literature, the contact between reading
and writing lies not in “understanding” but in a kind of “magic suggestion”
(Fokkema 19). Respect for the reader’s freedom, independence, and “idiosyn-
cracies ... became a Modernist convention,” dictating “the very organization ’7
of [modernist] texts” (Fokkema 18). The text was not structured to provide
authoritative meanings directing as well as binding the reader. Instead, the
text was to serve merely as a springboard, a possibility for the play of inter-
pretation. That situation did not make reading an casy task, for along with
dependence on an “official” line of understanding, the reader lost the comfort
of authorial guidance and the opportunity of easy identifications. Without
the author’s “author-itarian” steering, reading became a hazardous venture on
which no certainty beckoned as a reward.

“To unsettle ... . that is my role.” André Gide’s definition of the authorial
function, which sums up the modernist attitude toward the reader (Fokkema
24), leads straight to Kafka. “A book,” he said, “must be the axe for the frozen
sea inside us” (Letters to Friends 16). With this programmatic statement, made
in 1904, at the very beginning of his literary life, Kafka showed that, for all his
isolation, he finally belonged in a tradition, stretching back to Diderot and to
Kant—the tradition of autonomous or nonmimetic art, in which art is not a

representation of the world but a tonic for the soul.
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WALTER H. SOKEL

Kafka and Modernism

A review of a recent biography of Kafka carried this title: “He (Kafka)
Found Himself Transformed to a Giant Modernist” (Hafrey)—the latest
proof that critical discussion of literary modernism has generally included
Kafka. He has been ranked among the “high”
(Quifiones 18), though any discussion of his relation to modernism must, of
course, be preceded by the question, What was modernism?

or “classical” modernists

‘The term modernism was first used in Anglo-American criticism in the
late 19205 (Faulkner viii). By 1960, when Harry Levin's impassioned “necro-
logue” on modernism appeared, the use of the term was already well estab-
lished. It denotes the wave of experimentation in the arts in general, and
literature in particular, that agitated the first half of the twentieth century.
With mock precision, Virginia Woolf set the date for its beginning: “[o]n or

bout December 1910 (Bradbury and McFarlane 33
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course, be preceded by the question, What was modernism?

‘The term modernism was first used in Anglo-American criticism in the
late 1920s (Faulkner viii). By 1960, when Harry Levin's impassioned “necro-
logue” on modernism appeared, the use of the term was already well estab-
lished. It denotes the wave of experimentation in the arts in general, and
literature in particular, that agitated the first half of the twentieth century. ’7
With mock precision, Virginia Woolf st the date for its beginning: “[o]n or
about December 1910” (Bradbury and McFarlane 33).

The concept of “the modern,” however, as the revolutionary and unprec-
edented in the arts, long antedates the term modernism. It goes back to the
French poet Charles Baudelaire, who invoked it in the middle of the nine-
teenth century. With Baudelaire, who in turn was decisively influenced by
Edgar Allan Poe in this regard, the term modern acquired a meaning quite
different from the merely modish or contemporary, with which modern
had hitherto been synonymous. Henceforth modern, as applied to art and

From Approaches to Teaching Kafta's Short Fiction, edited by Richard T. Gray, pp. 21-34.
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