
The Representative Writer of Modernism: Kafka
---Kafka and Chinese Traditional Culture
I. Introduction
In the late 19th century, the second industrial revolution shattered the centuries-old cultural tradition of humanity.  With the rise of modern industry and urbanization, the relationship between people has become increasingly alienated and indifferent. People feel incredibly lonely because they massacred their kind with the aid of weapons invented by science and technology after experience the two world wars in the early 20th century. The western concepts of freedom, fraternity, and humanitarian ideals were torn to pieces by war. Western civilization was throwing into a deep crisis, and modernism emerged at the historic moment. “The concept of ‘the modern,’ however, as the revolutionary and unprecedented in the arts, long antedates the term modernism”
. In the middle of the 19th century, French Poet Charles Baudelaire who is the most famous modernist poet and the pioneer of symbolic poetry in France, together with Gustave Flaubert who is a very famous French realistic novelist became the fountainhead of modernism. “Kafka took Flaubert as his model and, like the French author, placed his narratives in the locales of contemporary bourgeois and pretty-bourgeois life, especially during his early and middle period, in the works such as the Judgment, the Metamorphosis, and the trail.”
 Modernist literature emphasizes the concentrated expression of self. 
Kafka's works have tortuous and obscure themes, fragmented plots, incoherent thoughts, high leaps, and definite symbolic meaning of language. Most of the characters in his works are the small people who live in the lower class, and they are scared, uneasy, lonely, lost, oppressed and afraid to resist, longing for tomorrow but unable to find a way out of the difficulties. Kafka uses a lot of symbolic techniques in his works, bringing his own personal, melancholy, and lonely emotions into his works, revealing many decadent phenomena in social life by presenting a grotesque and irrational scene. We call Kafka is ‘the Father of Western Modernist Literature,’ this is because “the work confronts readers as a challenge forcing them to participate in and, is a sense, continue the writer’s activity.”
 Kafka’s works have not only interesting aesthetic implications but also the charm of arousing readers to think and feel generally.  His works are imbued with the idea of resistance, obstinately showing that he dare not give up, and at the same time showing the fatalism of all helplessness. His works have formed a "Kafkaesque" specific artistic connotation.
II. The biography of Kafka
Kafka was born in Prague, was the oldest child of a Jewish businessman family in 1883. When he was a child, he was not very powerful even in his intense times, and “wasn’t very naughty, but rather stubborn, useless, sad, bad tempered”
, and he was “an anxious child, and was certainly obstinate too”
. He escaped from the real world, and only some absurd things could draw his attention. Furthermore, he refused to change. He said “I have seldom, very seldom crossed this borderland between loneliness and fellowship, I have even been settled there longer than in loneliness itself, what a fine bustling place was Robinson Crusoe’s island in comparison!”
 And From Kafka’s letter to his father, we can find some clues about why the little boy so stubborn and sensibility. Kafka’s father was a prosperous businessman, and he had the ultimate authority in his family, and he would come almost for no reason at all and take Kafka out of bed in the night and carry him out onto the balcony, where there is nothing but endless darkness. Kafka wanted to escape from his father, but at that time, he was too little to do that.
Kafka entered the German department of Prague University in 1901. He studied chemistry, Germanic language and literature and art history first, then changed to law.  In the summer of 1902, he went to Liebherr for vacation, where he met Blaude for the first time. He began to write the first draft of "Description of a Struggle" from 1903 to 1904. Kafka got the doctor’s degree of Law in 1906. Kafka, who received his doctorate in law, did not become a lawyer and chose to be a writer, but with the legal training, he “remained very much preoccupied with the idea of justice, or rather with the problem of injustice in a world ruled by brute force and an insufferable bureaucracy.”
  In 1907, he entered an insurance institute to be a junior executive, but he did not like his job, “because it prevented him from writing his books,”
 therefore, at the same time, he began to write "Preparation for Rural Marriage" and other early works. Kafka suffered from tuberculosis in 1917, left his job due to illness in 1922, and died of illness in 1924. Kafka was only 41 years old. Kafka was engaged three times in his life, broke off his engagement three times too, remained unmarried and lived alone all his life. Kafka's life seems short and ordinary, but his inner world is full of contradictions and conflicts, pain and suffering, loneliness, and indignation. He said in a letter to his once-beloved girlfriend, Milena, that: ‘the 38 years I have traveled are full of bitterness and frustrations.’
 What did it happened? Why did he say so? We can also find some clues from his letters to Milena, one of his letters in 1920; he wrote ‘I have never lived among German people, German is my mother-tongue and therefore natural to me, but Czech feels to me far more intimate”.
 Kafka was a Jew, he did not belong to the Christian world, and as a Jew, he also disagreed with Jewish teachings. As a German speaker, he was not wholly Czech, as a Czech, he was also a subject of the Austria-Hungary Empire. As a white-collar worker, he did not belong to the bourgeoisie, as the son of a wealthy businessman, he did not belong to the working people, as a staff member, he thought he was a writer, but as a writer, he did not cherish his works, it was full of contradictions in his heart, which determines the contradiction and duality of his character. 
III. Kafka and Chinese Traditional Culture
Kafka likes Chinese traditional culture, and some of his works even take China as the subject or description object directly. Moreover, his works often have prominent Chinese cultural characteristics and rhymes. Besides, Kafka's works have a pervasive and profound influence in contemporary China, and many Chinese readers and writers regard him as their bosom friend.

Kafka's epistolary diary contains many direct references to China, most of which are from his letters to Felice, and there are also two letters to Helena, mainly about Tibet and ghost stories in China. For example: 
To Felice from Marienbad, mid-may 1916

“Just now in fact the beauty is enhanced by the peace and solitude as well as by the eager receptivity of all things animate and inanimate; while it is hardly affected by the overcast and windy weather. I imagine if I were a Chinese and were about to go home ( indeed I am a Chinese and am going home). I would make sure to returning soon, and at any price. How you would love it!”

This letter shows that Kafka is very familiar with Chinese culture. There is a Chinese proverb called "Falling Leaves Returning to the Root", it means everyone wants to return to their hometown. Kafka said that indeed he is a Chinese in this letter, it doesn’t mean he is a Chinese, here, on the one hand, he expresses his homesickness, actually Kafka wanted to escape from Prague to Berlin so many times, he thought that Berlin is the Jewish People’s home, but at that time, “Berlin was then in the midst of its postwar cultural resurgence, but Kafka was little of it”.
 However, on the other hand, this letter also tells us that he has a keen interest in Chinese culture, he must have spent much time studying Chinese culture, so he was able to express it naturally in the letter. 

Furthermore, besides the Epistolary diary, Chinese elements are directly taken as the subject of his writing in many of Kafka's works,.
IV. The Great Wall of China

Kafka's interests and love for Chinese culture eventually melted into part of his works. There are three novels of Kafka which direct descriptions of China, namely "a battle documentary", "The great wall of China" and "a page of the past", these novels either take China as the theme or take China as the basic framework of the story. "The Great Wall of China" is one of Kafka's most significant works. The magnificent Great Wall is the pride of the Chinese people and the symbol of the spirit and culture of the Chinese nation. Therefore, to describe the construction process of the Great Wall and to explore the reasons and significance of the construction of the Great Wall is not only the important thing that Chinese writers and scholars are willing to do but also the matter of infinite charm and significance for western writers and scholars.
Since Kafka gave up writing The Castle in the first person,  The Great Wall of China has become the longest novel he wrote in the first person, although the narrative angle has also changed somewhat.
 The novel, written in 1917, mainly tells the architectural style and significance of the Great Wall and introduces China's centralized system with the emperor as the supreme ruler at that time.

In fact, Kafka has never been to China and does not know Chinese, but he has a keen interest in Chinese culture, including Chinese poetry, Chinese ghost stories, Chinese history, and Chinese architecture, and so no.  And this novel is based on Kafka's understanding and imagination of China, which is also in line with his absurd creation methods. The Great Wall of China in the novel has no apparent similarities with the real Great Wall of China. At that time, in the eyes of westerners, China had a vast territory, a large population, a long history, a splendid culture, a strict system, a high wall, endless palaces, the supreme emperor and the ordinary people, all these elements can be found in Kafka’s the Great Wall of China, even smoke pots, flutes, braids and embroidered robes are reflected in this novel. For instance:

“I can still remember quite well us standing as small children, scarcely sure on our feet, in our teacher’s garden, and being ordered to build a sort of wall of pebbles; and then the teacher, girding up his robe, ran full tilt against the wall, of course knocking down, and scolded us so terribly for the shoddiness of our work that we ran weeping in all directions to our parents.”

In this sentence, Kafka reappears the image of the Chinese teacher at that time in the minds of western readers through the detailed description of the girding up his robe.

“We – and here I speak in the name of many people – did not really know them ourselves until we have carefully scrutinized the decrees of the high command neither our book learning nor our human understanding would have sufficed for the humble tasks which we performed in the great whole.”

 “So vast is our land that no fable could do justice to its vastness, the heavens can scarcely span it – and Pekin is only a dot in it, and the imperial palace less than a dot.”

 “But how should we know anything about that – thousands of miles away in the south – almost on the borders of the Tibetan High-lands?”

“Just so, as hopelessly and as hopefully, do our people regard the Emperor. They do not know what emperor is reigning, and there exist doubts regarding even the name of the dynasty.”

Although as a Chinese reader, I can know that the process of building the Great Wall of China in Kafka’s work is inconsistent with the facts, but from the description of these sentences, we can see that Kafka knows something about the Chinese culture, Chinese architecture, Chinese imperial power system, and even the geographical scope of China. In other words, although this is a work entirely imagined by Kafka, his imagination is still based on his interest and understanding of China.
In the view of Chinese historians, the Great Wall has three purposes: “firstly，to defend the northern nationalities from disturbance and plunder, and to protect national security and the stability of people's production and life; secondly, developing wasteland and protecting the development of wasteland and remote areas; thirdly, protect the safety of communication and business travel”.
 In Kafka's the Great Wall of China, actually he mentioned the first purpose of China's construction of the Great Wall, that is, to defend the northern ethnic groups, he wrote “ Against whom was the Great Wall to serve as a protection？Against the people of the north”
.
Although Kafka knew something about the Great Wall of China and was interested in relevant records and legends, he obviously would not reproduce the history of the construction of the Great Wall in ancient China through the form of novel creation, nor could he allude to China's real politics through the way of borrowing ancient times and comparing the present. So, why did he create a novel describing the Great Wall of China?
First，the Great Wall is a symbol of China, and China can best embody the flavor and characteristics of the East. Therefore, to the west, once people know the Great Wall of China, people know the East. Kafka took the Great Wall as the breakthrough point to interpret China's national spirit, and thus to explore the possibility and necessity of communication between East and West cultures, which is very sensible and profound.
Second, Kafka created a pure text of the East with words to replace the East that has always existed in reality. However, Kafka is a western writer. Actually, he wants to know as well as confirm the west with the help of something and to describe himself with the help of the image of others, such as describing the construction of the Great Wall of China. Kafka lived in the Austro-Hungarian Empire; his whole life went through the historical process from prosperity to decline and finally to collapse.  Austria-Hungary is a country with a vast territory, a large population, many nationalities living together, and sharp ethnic conflicts, which is very similar to China. Kafka's description in the Great Wall of China is his reflection on his motherland.
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