
Warning Concerning Copyright Restrictions 

The Copyright Law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code} governs the making of 

photocopies or other reproductions of copyrighted materials. Under certain conditions specified in the 

law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or other reproduction. One of these 

specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be used for any purpose other than 

private study, scholarship, or research. If electronic transmission of reserve material is used for purposes 

in excess of what constitutes "fair use," that user may be liable for copyright infringement. 



~ NORTON & COMPANY, INC. 
Also Publishes 

NTHOLOGY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay et al. 

)N ANTHOLOGY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE 

edited by Nina Baym et al. 

N ANTHOLOGY OF CHILDREN'S LITERATURE 

edited by Jack Zipes et al. 

N ANTHOLOGY OF CONTEMPORARY FICTION 

'ted by R. V. Cassill and Joyce Carol Oates 

ON ANTHOLOGY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE 

')' M. H. Abrams and Stephen Greenblatt et al. 

IN ANTHOLOGY OF LITERATURE BY WOMEN 

!!d by Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar 

IOLOGY OF MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY POETRY 

,n Ramazani, Richard Ellmann, and Robert O'Clair 

' NORTON ANTHOLOGY OF POETRY 

-garet Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, and Jon Stallworthy 

>RTON ANTHOLOGY OF SHORT FICTION 

ited by R. V. Cassill and Richard Bausch 

1N ANTHOLOGY OF THEORY AND CRITICISM 

edited by Vincent B. Leitch et al. 

roN ANTHOLOGY OF WORLD LITERATURE 

edited by Sarah Lawall et al. 

CSIMILE OF THE FIRST FOLIO OF SHAKESPEARE 

prepared by Charlton Hinman 

IRTON INTRODUCTION TO LITERATURE 

4.lison Booth, J. Paul Hunter, and Kelly]. Mays 

)N INTRODUCTION TO THE SHORT NOVEL 

edited by Jerome Beaty 

THE NORTON READER 

by Linda H. Peterson and John C. Brereton 

THE NORTON SAMPLER 

edited by Thomas Cooley 

fAKESPEARE, BASED ON THE OXFORD EDITION 

edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al. 

I complete list of Norton Critical Editions, visit 

r.wwnorton.com/college/english/nce_home.htm 

A NORTON CRITICAL EDITION 

KAFKXSSELECTED 
STORIES 

~6:: 

NEW TRANSLATIONS 

BACKGROUNDS AND CONTEXTS 

CRITICISM 

Translated and Edited by 

STANLEY CORNGOLD 
P RI NC ETON UNI VE RS ITY 

f>tt 
W. W. NORTON & COMPANY 

New York • London 



THE JUDGMENT 

A Story 

FOR F. 

It was a Sunday morning when spring was at its most beautiful. 
Georg Bendemann, a young businessman, sat in his private room 
on the second floor of one of the low, jerrybuilt houses that 
stretched along the river in a long row, hardly distinguishable from 
one another except for their height and color. He had just finished 
a letter to a boyhood friend who was living abroad, toying with it as 
he slowly put it in the envelope, and then, his elbow propped on 
the desk, looked out the window at the river, the bridge, and the ris
ing ground on the opposite shore covered in a pale green. 

He was thinking about how this friend, dissatisfied with his 
prospects at home, had practically fled to Russia several years be
fore. Now he was running a business in St. Petersburg, which hav
ing gotten off to a very good start, for a long time now seemed to be 
stagnating, as his friend 2 complained during his increasingly less 
frequent visits home. So there he was, uselessly working himself to 
the bone in a foreign country, his foreign-looking full beard imper
fectly concealing the face well known to Georg from childhood, its 
yellow complexion appearing to indicate some incipient illness. As 
he had told Georg, he had no real contact with the colony of his 
countrymen there, but he also had almost no social intercourse 
with local families either, and so was settling into a terminal 
bachelorhood. 

What could one write to such a man, who had obviously become 
stuck and whom one could pity but not help? Should one perhaps 
advise him to come home again, to re-establish himself here, take 
up all the old connections-there was nothing to prevent this-and 

I. Kafka wrote this story on the night of September 22-23, I 9 I 2 (for the diary entry that 
tells the story of its composition, see p. I 97). "F" on the title page alludes to Felice 
Bauer, the woman whom Kafka had met at the house of his friend and eventual editor 
Max Brod on the eve»ing of August I 3, I 9 I 2. Felice made a strong impression on Kafka; 
and although they were thereafter engaged (twice!), they never married. On September 
20, I 9 I 2, Kafka had written the first letter to her in their long correspondence; now, two 
days later, he sat down to write-indeed he exploded into--The Judgment. 

2. Literally, "the friend." As Ruth Hein observes, "Kafka made a deliberate choice between 
'der Freund' ('the friend') and 'sein Freund' ('his friend'); he had that luxury in German. 
But in American English, 'the friend' seems just not possible. The change to 'his friend' 
or 'Georg's friend' is at odds, in its implication of intimacy, with Kafka's alienating for
mulation; but it reads normally, whereas the reader is startled and distracted by 'the 
friend.' '' At various times, though, when the implication was unmistakable and normal 
English diction allowed it, I have underlined this alienation effect by translating "der 
Freund" (literally, "the friend") as "this friend of his" or "this friend of yours." 

3 
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for the rest rely on the help of his friends? But that meant nothing 
less than telling him at the same time-and the more one spared 
his feelings, the more hurtful it was-that so far his efforts had 
failed, that he should give them up once and for all, that he would 
have to come back and be gaped at by everybody as a man who had 
come back for good, that only his friends knew the score, and he 
was an overgrown baby who would simply have to do as he was told 
by his successful friends who had stayed at home. Besides, was it 
even certain that all the anguish that would ~ave to be inflicted on 
him would serve any purpose? Perhaps it would not even succeed 
in bringing him back-after all, he himself had said that he no 
longer understood how things worked at home-and so, despite 
everything, he would remain abroad, embittered by the suggestions 
and alienated even further from his friends. But if he really did take 
their advice and then became depressed-of course, not from any
one's doing but because of the situation-if he could not make a go 
of it either with his friends or without them, felt disgraced, and 
now no longer had either a real home or friends, would it not be 
much better for him to have stayed abroad, just where he was? Un
der such circumstances, was it possible to believe that he could ac
tually make any headway here? 

For these reasons, if one still wanted to keep up this connection 
by way of correspondence, one could not communicate freely, the 
way one could with even the most casual acquaintances. His friend 
had not been home for over three years now, attributing this, rather 
lamely, to the unstable political situation in Russia, which would 
not permit even the briefest absence of a small businessman while 
a hundred thousand Russians went calmly traveling all over the 
world. In the course of these three years, however, a great many 
things had changed, especially for Georg. News of the death of 
Georg's mother, which had occurred about two years earlier, since 
which time Georg had been sharing a household with his old fa
ther, had obviously reached Georg's friend, and in a letter this 
friend of his had expressed his condolences with a dryness whose 
only cause could be that the grief provoked by such an event was 
simply unimaginable for someone living in a foreign country. Since 
that time, however, Georg had taken hold of his business, as with 
everything else, with greater determination. Perhaps while his 
mother was alive, his father's insistence that only his own opinions 
counted in running the business had kept Georg from taking a truly 
active part in the company. Perhaps, since his mother's death, his 
father, although continuing to work at the office, had become more 
withdrawn; or perhaps-something that was very likely-lucky co
incidences had played a far more important role; in any case, in 
these two years the business had grown in completely unexpected 
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ways. The number of employees had had to bi 
volume grew fivefold, and further growth was n 
the corner. 

Georg's friend, however, had no idea of this , 
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the prospects that St. Petersburg offered to Ge 
of business. The figures were infinitesimal ne 
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memory when one reflects on a quiet Sunday. 
more than to keep intact the picture of his 
friend had probably formed and come to terms 
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fairly far apart, Georg announced to his frienc 
some inconsequential fellow to an equally irn 
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actually began to take an interest in this curi01 

But Georg was much happier writing such 
having to admit that a month before, he had 
gaged to a Miss Frieda Brandenfeld, a young w 
do family. He often spoke to his fiancee abou 
special relationship of correspondence hem 
won't be coming to our wedding," she said; "bv 
to meet all your friends?" "I don't want to 
replied; "don't misunderstand, he would prob: 
think so, but he would feel constrained and at 
haps envious of me and certainly dissatisfied a 
shaking off his dissatisfaction, and then ~ 
Alone-do you know what that means?" "Well, 
about our marriage in some other way?" "I 
course, but it's unlikely, given his way of life.' 
such friends, you should never have become • 
is both our fault; but now I wouldn't want it 
when, breathing rapidly under his kisses, she 
ally, I am hurt," he considered it harmless aft 
friend and tell him everything. "That's the wa, 
way he'll have to accept me," he said to himse 
into the shape of someone who might be bett 
ship with him than I am." 

And in fact, in the long letter that he had , 
day morning, he informed his friend of the t 
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ways. The number of employees had had to be doubled, the sales 
volume grew fivefold, and further growth was no doubt just around 
the corner. 

Georg's friend, however, had no idea of this change. In the past, 
the last time being perhaps in that letter of condolence, he had 
tried to persuade Georg to emigrate to Russia while expounding on 
the prospects that St. Petersburg offered to Georg's particular line 
of business. The figures were infinitesimal next to the volume of 
business that Georg was now doing. But Georg had had no desire 
to write to this friend of his about his business successes, and to do 
so now, after the fact, would have seemed truly odd. 

So Georg always confined himself to writing his friend about in
significant events in the way they accumulate pell-mell in one's 
memory when one reflects on a quiet Sunday. He wanted nothing 
more than to keep intact the picture of his hometown that his 
friend had probably formed and come to terms with during the long 
interval. And so it happened that three times, in letters written 
fairly far apart, Georg announced to his friend the engagement of 
some inconsequential fellow to an equally inconsequential young 
woman, until his friend, completely contrary to Georg's intentions, 
actually began to take an interest in this curious fact. 

But Georg was much happier writing such things to him than 
having to admit that a month before, he had himself become en
gaged to a Miss Frieda Brandenfeld, a young woman from a well-to
do family. He often spoke to his fiancee about this friend and the 
special relationship of correspondence between them. "So, he 
won't be coming to our wedding," she said; "but don't I have a right 
to meet all your friends?" "I don't want to bother him," Georg 
replied; "don't misunderstand, he would probably come, at least I 
think so, but he would feel constrained and at a disadvantage, per
haps envious of me and certainly dissatisfied and incapable of ever 
shaking off his dissatisfaction, and then he'd go back alone. 
Alone-do you know what that means?" "Well, but can't he find out 
about our marriage in some other way?" "I can't prevent it, of 
course, but it's unlikely, given his way of life." "Georg, if you have 
such friends, you should never have become engaged." "Well, that 
is both our fault; but now I wouldn't want it any other way." And 
when, breathing rapidly under his kisses, she still exclaimed, "Re
ally, I am hurt," he considered it harmless after all to write to the 
friend and tell him everything. "That's the way I am, and that's the 
way he'll have to accept me," he said to himself; "I can't cut myself 
into the shape of someone who might be better suited to a friend
ship with him than I am." 

And in fact, in the long letter that he had written this late Sun
day morning, he informed his friend of the engagement that had 
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taken place, in the following words, "The best news I've saved for 
last. I'm engaged to a Miss Frieda Brandenfeld, a young woman 
from a well-to-do family that did not move here until long after you 
left, so it is hardly likely that you know them. There will certainly 
be opportunities for me to share with you further details about my 
fiancee, but for today just let me say that I am truly happy and that 
our relationship has changed only to the extent that now, instead of 
a perfectly ordinary friend, you will have in me a happy friend. Fur
thermore, you will have in my fiancee, who sends you her warmest 
regards and will soon write to you herself, a true friend of the op
posite sex, something not entirely insignificant for a bachelor. I 
know that there are many things keeping you from paying us a visit, 
but wouldn't my wedding be just the occasion to sweep all obsta
cles aside for once? But be that as it may, act without concern for 
us and do only what you think best." 

With this letter in his hand Georg had sat at his desk for a long 
time, his face turned to the window. He had barely responded with 
an absentminded smile to an acquaintance passing by who had 
greeted him from the street. 

Finally he put the letter in his pocket and went out of his room 
across a small corridor into his father's room, where he had not 
been for months. There hadn't been any particular need, since he 
and his father continually interacted at work. They both had lunch 
at the same time in a restaurant; and although evenings each 
fended for himself as he saw fit, they usually sat for a little while, 
for the most part each with his newspaper, in the shared living 
room, when Georg was not seeing friends as he usually did or, these 
days, visiting his fiancee. 

Georg was amazed at how dark his father's room was, even on 
this sunny morning. So, the high wall that rose up on the far side of 
the narrow courtyard cast so much shadow! His father was sitting 
by the window, in a corner adorned with various mementos of 
Georg's late mother, reading the newspaper, which he held off at an 
angle in front of his eyes so as to compensate for some weakness of 
sight. On the table were the leftovers of breakfast, which seemed 
hardly to have been touched. 

"Ah, Georg," his father said and immediately went toward him. 
His heavy robe fell open as he walked, the sides flapping around 
him- "My father is still a giant," thought Georg to himself. 

"It's unbearably dark in here," he then said. 
"Yes, it certainly is dark," replied his father. 
"You've closed the window, too?" 
"I like it better that way." 
"It's really very warm outside," said Georg, as if in afterthought to 

what he had just said, and sat down. 

THE JUDGMENT 

His father cleared away the breakfast dishes ar 
cabinet. 

"I just wanted to tell you," Georg continu 
mindedly followed the old man's movements, "tha1 
my engagement to St. Petersburg after all." He pti 
from his pocket a little, then let it fall back in. 

"To St. Petersburg?" his father asked. 
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ther's eyes. "At work.he's a totally different person," 
how he sits here all spread out, with his arms cross, 

"Yes. Your friend," said his father, with emphasi 
''You remember, Father, at first I wanted to kee 

a secret from him. Out of consideration for hi: 
other reason. You know yourself that he's a diffic 
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down the big newspaper on the window sill and t 
newspaper, his glasses, which he covered with hi! 

"Yes, now I've changed my mind. If he is a goc 
myself, then my being happily engaged will ma1 
And that's why I haven't hesitated any longer to 
fore I mailed the letter, I wanted to tell you." 

"Georg," his father said, stretching wide his 
"listen to me! You've come to me about this matl 
my advice. That does you credit, no doubt. Bu 
worse than nothing, if you don't tell me the w 
don't want to stir things up that don't pertain. 5 
our dear mother, certain unpleasant things have 
haps the time is coming for them too, and pE 
sooner than we think. At work there's a lot that e 
it's not being hidden from me-I don't want to s 
it's being hidden from me-but I don't have the 
my memory is going. I can no longer keep track 
things. That is, first of all, the course of nature, 
dearest mother's death has taken a lot more out , 
But since we're now on this subject, this letter, 
you, Georg, don't fool me. It's just a trifle, it's no 
tioning, so don't fool me. Do you really have 
Petersburg?" 

Georg stood up, embarrassed. "Let's leave my 
thousand friends cannot replace my father for 
what I think? You're not taking good enough ca 
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His father cleared away the breakfast dishes and put them on a 
cabinet. 

"I just wanted to tell you," Georg continued, who absent
mindedly followed the old man's movements, "that I've sent news of 
my engagement to St. Petersburg after all." He pulled out the letter 
from his pocket a little, then let it fall back in. 

"To St. Petersburg?" his father asked. 
"To my friend, of course," said Georg, attempting to meet his fa

ther's eyes. "At work he's a totally different person," he thought; "look 
how he sits here all spread out, with his arms crossed over his chest." 

"Yes. Your friend," said his father, with emphasis. 
"You remember, Father, at first I wanted to keep my engagement 

a secret from him. Out of consideration for his feelings, for no 
other reason. You know yourself that he's a difficult person. I said 
to myself, true, he might hear about my engagement from some 
other source, even if it's unlikely given his solitary way of life
that's something I can't prevent-but he's definitely not going to 
hear it from me." 

"And now you've changed your mind?" his father asked, putting 
down the big newspaper on the window sill and then, on top of the 
newspaper, his glasses, which he covered with his hand. 

"Yes, now I've changed my mind. If he is a good friend, I said to 
myself, then my being happily engaged will make him happy too. 
And that's why I haven't hesitated any longer to tell him. Still, be
fore I mailed the letter, I wanted to tell you." 

"Georg," his father said, stretching wide his toothless mouth, 
"listen to me! You've come to me about this matter in order to ask 
my advice. That does you credit, no doubt. But it's nothing, it's 
worse than nothing, if you don't tell me the whole truth now. I 
don't want to stir things up that don't pertain. Since the death of 
our dear mother, certain unpleasant things have taken place. Per
haps the time is coming for them too, and perhaps it's coming 
sooner than we think. At work there's a lot that escapes me, maybe 
it's not being hidden from me-I don't want to start assuming that 
it's being hidden from me-but I don't have the strength anymore, 
my memory is going. I can no longer keep track of all the different 
things. That is, first of all, the course of nature, and secondly our 
dearest mother's death has taken a lot more out of me than of you. 
But since we're now on this subject, this letter, I'm pleading with 
you, Georg, don't fool me. It's just a trifle, it's not even worth men
tioning, so don't fool me. Do you really have this friend in St. 
Petersburg?" 

Georg stood up, embarrassed. "Let's leave my friends out of it. A 
thousand friends cannot replace my father for me. Do you know 
what I think? You're not taking good enough care of yourself. But 
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age demands its due. You're indispensable to me in the office, that's 
something you know very well; but if the business is going to jeop
ardize your health, I will shut it down tomorrow, for good. That 
won't do. We are going to have to introduce a whole new way of life 
for you. And I mean from the ground up. You sit here in the dar.k, 
and in the living room you'd have a nice light. You just pick at your 
breakfast instead of properly fortifying yourself. You sit with the 
window closed when fresh air would do you so much good. No, Fa
ther! I will call the doctor, and we will follow his orders. We'll ex
change rooms, you'll move into the front ro~m and I'll move in 
here. It won't be a disruption for you; we'll move all your things 
over with you. But there's time for all that: now just lie down in bed 
for a while, you definitely need rest. Come, I'll help you get un
dressed, you'll see, I can do it. Or do you want to go into the front 
room right away, in which case you can lie down on my bed for the 
time being. That would actually make a lot of sense." 

Georg was standing right next to his father, who had let his head 
of disheveled white hair sink to his chest. 

"Georg," said his father, softly, without stirring. 
Georg immediately kneeled down beside his father; he saw the 

pupils in his father's weary face peering at him from the corners of 
his eyes, larger than life. 

"You have no friend in St. Petersburg. You have always been a 
joker, and you've never drawn the line even at me. How could you 
have a friend there, of all places! I can't believe that for a minute." 

"Just try to remember, Father," said Georg, lifting his father out 
of the armchair and, while he stood very feebly there, taking off his 
robe, "it's been almost three years since my friend visited us here. I 
still recall that you did not especially like him. At least twice I de
nied to you3 that he was in the house when he was actually sitting 
with me in my room. I could certainly understand your dislike of 
him, my friend does have his peculiarities. But then, later on, you 
also enjoyed being with him. I was so proud when you listened to 
him, nodding and asking questions. If you think back, you're bound 
to remember. That was the time he told us incredible stories about 
the Russian Revolution. How, for example, on a business trip in 
Kiev, during a riot he had seen a priest on a balcony cut a broad, 
bloody cross into the palm of his hand, raise this hand, and appeal 
to the crowd. Why, you even repeated this story to others from time 
to time." 

Meanwhile, Georg had managed to get his father to sit back 

3. St. Petersburg (German: Petersburg, "the city of Peter"), while commemorating the 
Russian czar who founded the city, also connotes the biblical Peter, who three times de
nied Christ and who, for his sinful hour, suffered thirty years of remorse arn) thereafter 
a monstrous upside-down crucifixion. Now we read that Georg denied the p'resence of 
his perishing exiled friend "at least twice." 

t 
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down and carefully take off the long stockinet dr: 
his linen underpants, as well as his socks. At the 
pecially clean underwear, he blamed himself fo 
his father. It would certainly have been his duty I 
ther's change of underwear. He had not yet expr, 
fiancee about how they proposed to arrange for 
for they had assumed without further discussi, 
would live by himself in the old apartment. Yet nc 
resolutely made up. his mind to take his father al, 
household. On closer inspection, it looked almm 
father would receive there might come too late. 

He picked up his father and carried him to I 
ghastly feeling on noticing, during the few steps I 
father was playing with the watch chain at Geo11 
not put him in the bed right away because his I 
on to this watch chain so tightly. 

He was no sooner in bed, however, than every1 
in order. He covered himself on his own and t 
blanket especially high over his shoulders. He le 
in a not unfriendly way. 

"You've already begun to remember him, righti 
nodded encouragingly to him. 

"Am I completely covered up now?" his fath 
were unable to see whether his feet were coverec 

"So, you already like being in bed," Georg sa 
blanket in tighter around him. 

"Am I completely covered up?" asked his f 
seeming to pay particular attention to the answe: 

"Don't worry, you're completely covered up." 
"No!" his father shouted, sending his answe1 

question, throwing the blanket off with such I 
minute it completely unfolded while flying thr 
standing upright in the bed. He just held one h 
ceiling. "You wanted to cover me up, I know tha 
I'm not covered up yet. And even if it is my last 
it's enough for you, too much for you. I know yo 
He would have been a son after my own heart. 
been deceiving him all these years. Why else' 
haven't cried over him? Yes, that's why you lock J 
office, do not disturb, the boss is busy-just so J 
lying little letters to Russia. But fortunately no 
your father to see through his son. And now, 1 

you'd got him on his back, so flat on his back th 

4. In German, Friichtchen, literally, "little fruit," which suggest! 
loins" but, negatively and much more commonly, "scoundrel, n 
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lue. You're indispensable to me in the office, that's 
tow very well; but if the business is going to jeop
h, I will shut it down tomorrow, for good. That 
going to have to introduce a whole new way of life 
~an from the ground up. You sit here in the dark, 
room you'd have a nice light. You just pick at your 
of properly fortifying yourself. You sit with the 

1en fresh air would do you so much good. No, Fa
le doctor, and we will follow his orders. We'll ex
>u'll move into the front room and I'll move in 
a disruption for you; we'll move all your things 

t there's time for all that: now just lie down in bed 
definitely need rest. Come, I'll help you get un
~. I can do it. Or do you want to go into the front 
in which case you can lie down on my bed for the 
would actually make a lot of sense." 
rung right next to his father, who had let his head 
te hair sink to his chest. 
is father, softly, without stirring. 
1tely kneeled down beside his father; he saw the 
~r's weary face peering at him from the corners of 
can life. 
nend in St. Petersburg. You have always been a 
never drawn the line even at me. How could you 
'.e, of all places! I can't believe that for a minute." 
iember, Father," said Georg, lifting his father out 
nd, while he stood very feebly there, taking off his 
most three years since my friend visited us here. I 
•u did not especially like him. At least twice I de
he was in the house when he was actually sitting 
>Om. I could certainly understand your dislike of 
>es have his peculiarities. But then, later on, you 
g with him. I was so proud when you listened to 
. asking questions. If you think back, you're bound 
1t was the time he told us incredible stories about 
>lution. How, for example, on a business trip in 
,t he had seen a priest on a balcony cut a broad, 
the palm of his hand, raise this hand, and appeal 
y, you even repeated this story to others from time 

~org had managed to get his father to sit back 

man: Petersburg, "the city of Peter"), while commemorating the 
Jnded the city, also connotes the biblical Peter, who three times de
' for his sinful hour, suffered thirty years of remorse and thereafter 
down crucifixion. Now we read that Georg denied the presence of 
ii.end "at least twice." 
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down and carefully take off the long sto<ikinet drawers he wore over 
his linen underpants, as well as his socks. At the sight of the not es
pecially clean underwear, he blamed himself for having neglected 
his father. It would certainly have been his duty to supervise his fa
ther's change of underwear. He had not yet expressly spoken to his 
fiancee about how they proposed to arrange for his father's future, 
for they had assumed without further discussion that his father 
would live by himself in the old apartment. Yet now in an instant he 
resolutely made up his mind to take his father along into his future 
household. On closer inspection, it looked almost as if the care his 
father would receive there might come too late. 

. He picked up his father and carried him to his bed. He had a 
ghastly feeling on noticing, during the few steps to the bed, that his 
father was playing with the watch chain at Georg's chest. He could 
not put him in the bed right away because his father was holding 
on to this watch chain so tightly. 

He was no sooner in bed, however, than everything seemed to be 
in order. He covered himself on his own and then pulled up the 
blanket especially high over his shoulders. He looked up at Georg 
in a not unfriendly way. 

"You've already begun to remember him, right?" asked Georg and 
nodded encouragingly to him. 

"Am I completely covered up now?" his father asked, as if he 
were unable to see whether his feet were covered well enough. 

"So, you already like being in bed," Georg said and tucked the 
blanket in tighter around him. 

"Am I completely covered up?" asked his father once again, 
seeming to pay particular attention to the answer. 

"Don't worry, you're completely covered up." 
"No!" his father shouted, sending his answer banging into the 

question, throwing the blanket off with such force that for one 
minute it completely unfolded while flying through the air, and 
standing upright in the bed. He just held one hand lightly on the 
ceiling. "You wanted to cover me up, I know that, you scamp,4 but 
I'm not covered up yet. And even if it is my last ounce of strength, 
it's enough for you, too much for you. I know your friend all right. 
He would have been a son after my own heart. That's why you've 
been deceiving hfm all these years. Why else? Do you think I 
haven't cried over him? Yes, that's why you lock yourself up in your 
office, do not disturb, the boss is busy-just so you can write your 
lying little letters to Russia. But fortunately no one has to teach 
your father to see through his son. And now, when you thought 
you'd got him on his back, so flat on his back that you could plant 

4. In German, Friichtchen, literally, "little fruit," which suggests, positively, "fruit of my 
loins" but, negatively and much more commonly, "scoundrel, rascal, scapegrace." 

-----------"·-~· ... --~--------------~--~-------· 



-----------------------~ .... -~-~-~~-.,---, . ., 

10 KAFKA'S SELECTED STORIES 

your behind on him and he wouldn't budge, then my lord and mas
ter son decided to up and get married!" 

Georg looked up at this bogeyman of a father. The St. Petersburg 
friend, whom his father suddenly knew so well, gripped his imagi
nation as never before. He saw him lost in far-off Russia. He .saw 
him at the door of his empty, plundered establishment. He was just 
barely able to stand among the wreckage of his shelves, the ran
sacked goods, the collapsing gas brackets. Why had he had to go so 
far away? 

"Look at me, will you!" shouted his father, ·and Georg ran almost 
distractedly to the bed in order to grasp everything but halfway 
there stopped short. 5 

"Because she hiked up her skirts," his father began to warble, 
"because she hiked up her skirts like this, the disgusting ninny," 
and to illustrate, he hiked his nightshirt up so high that the scar 
from his army days could be seen on his upper thigh; "because she 
hiked up her skirts like this and like this and like this, you went af
ter her, and so that you could satisfy your lust with her undis
turbed, you disgraced your mother's memory, betrayed this friend of 
yours, and tucked your father in bed so he couldn't move. But can 
he move or can't he?" 

And he stood up completely unsupported and kicked out his legs. 
He beamed with his insight. 

Georg stood in a corner as far from his father as possible. A long 
time ago he had firmly decided to observe everything very exactly so 
as to avoid being taken by surprise in some devious way, from be
hind or from above. Now he remembered that long-forgotten deci
sion once again and forgot it, the way one draws a short thread 
through the eye of a needle. 

"But now the friend hasn't been betrayed at all," his father 
shouted, and his index finger, waving back and forth, corroborated 
it. "I was his local representative." 

"Play actor!" Georg could not help shouting, immediately saw the 
harm he had done, and bit his tongue so hard, except too late-his 
eyes gaped-that he staggered from the pain. 

"Yes, of course I've been play acting! Play acting! A great word! 
What other consolation was left your old widowed father? Tell 
me-and for the little while it takes you to tell me, may you still be 
my living son-what was left for me in my back room, persecuted 
by disloyal employees, old deep down to my bones! And my son 
went triumphantly through the world, closing deals that I had set 

5. Literally, "in the middle of the way." Compare the first words of Dante's Inferno, the first 
part of The Divine Comedy, which also unfolds from a moment of spiritual crisis: "Mid
way on this way of life we're hard upon/I found myself in a dark wood, where the right 
way was wholly lost and gone." 
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up, turning somersaults for joy, and marching c 
ther with the composure of a man of honor! D 
love you, I, from whom you sprang?" 

"Now he's going to lean forward," thought 
would fall and smash to pieces!" These words v 
his brain. 

His father leaned forward but did not fall. 1 
approach him, as he had expected, he straightf 

"Stay where you are, I don't need you! Ye 
strong enough to come over here, and you're h 
cause you want to. Just don't make any mista 
still much stronger than you. If I were on my < 
retreat, but Mother gave me her strength, I've I 
your friend, and I've got your clientele here in 

"He's got pockets even in his nightshirt,"6 G 
thinking that with this remark he could make h 
lous in front of the whole world. He thought 
because he kept forgetting everything. 

"Just take your fiancee's arm and start cor 
swat her away from you, you have no idea ho\\ 

Georg grimaced to indicate that he wasn't p 
merely nodded toward Georg's corner to confi1 
he had said. 

"Oh, how you amused me today when y, 
whether you ought to write to your friend abo 
He knows everything, you foolish boy, he knc 
thing! I've been writing him, because you forg, 
things away from me. That's why he hasn't co 
knows everything a hundred times better than 
your letters in his left hand without reading th 
he holds up my letters to read!" 

He swung his arm enthusiastically over h 
everything a thousand times better," he shoutE 

"Ten thousand times!" said Georg, to make 
while still in his mouth, the words took on a d 

"For years I've been watching and waiting J 

this question! Do you imagine I care about a1 
think I read newspapers? There!" and he thre1 
newspaper that had somehow been carried in1 
him. An old newspaper, with a name corr 
Georg. 

6. The first part of this sentence reads in German, "Sagar im 
in his shirt he has pockets). A familiar German proverb say, 
Taschen" (The last shirt you wear-i.e., a funeral shroud-
mark produces such extravagant thoughts in him because ! 
proverb and, hence, conjure his father's death. 
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up, turning somersaults for joy, and marching off in front of his fa
ther with the composure of a man of honor! Do you think I didn't 
love you, I, from whom you sprang?" 

"Now he's going to lean forward," thought Georg; "if only he 
would fall and smash to pieces!" These words went hissing through 
his brain. 

His father leaned forward but did not fall. Since Georg did not 
approach him, as he had expected, he straightened up again. 

"Stay where you are, I don't need you! You think you're still 
strong enough to come over here, and you're holding back only be
cause you want to. Just don't make any mistake about that. I am 
still much stronger than you. If I were on my own, I might have to 
retreat, but Mother gave me her strength, I've got a splendid ally in 
your friend, and I've got your clientele here in my pocket!" 

"He's got pockets even in his nightshirt,"6 Georg said to himself, 
thinking that with this remark he could make his father look ridicu
lous in front of the whole world. He thought so for only a second 
because he kept forgetting everything. 

"Just take your fiancee's arm and start coming toward me! I'll 
swat her away from you, you have no idea how!" 

Georg grimaced to indicate that he wasn't persuaded. His father 
merely nodded toward Georg's corner to confirm the truth of what 
he had said. 

"Oh, how you amused me today when you came to ask me 
whether you ought to write to your friend about your engagement. 
He knows everything, you foolish boy, he knows absolutely every
thing! I've been writing him, because you forgot to take my writing 
things away from me. That's why he hasn't come for years now, he 
knows everything a hundred times better than you. He crumples up 
your letters in his left hand without reading them, while in his right 
he holds up my letters to read!" 

He swung his arm enthusiastically over his head. "He knows 
everything a thousand times better," he shouted. 

"Ten thousand times!" said Georg, to make fun of his father, but 
while still in his mouth, the words took on a deadly serious note. 

"For years I've been watching and waiting for you to come with 
this question! Do you imagine I care about anything else? Do you 
think I read newsp'apers? There!" and he threw at Georg a sheet of 
newspaper that had somehow been carried into the bed along with 
him. An old newspaper, with a name completely unknown to 
Georg. 

6. The first part of this sentence reads in German, "Sagar im Hemd hat er Taschen" (Even 
in his shirt he has pockets). A familiar German proverb says: "Das letzte Hemd hat keine 
Taschen" (The last shirt you wear-i.e., a funeral shroud-has no pockets\. Georg's re
mark produces such extravagant thoughts in him because his words resemble the cruel 
proverb and, hence, conjure his father's death. 
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"How long you waited for your time to ripen! Mother had to die, 
she could not live to see this joyous day, this friend of yours is going 
to the dogs in his Russia, three years ago he was already yellowed 
enough to be tossed out, and I, well, you see how I am faring. That 
you have eyes for!" 

"And so you've been lying in ambush. for me!" shouted Georg. 
Pityingly, his father casually said, "You probably meant to say that 

before. Now it doesn't even pertain." 
And louder: "So now you know what else there was in the world 

beside you, until now you knew only about yourself! True, you were 
an innocent child, but truer still, you were a devilish man!-And 
therefore know this: I now sentence you to death by drowning!" 

Georg felt himself driven from the room; the crash with which 
his father collapsed behind him onto the bed went on ringing in his 
ears. On the staircase, down whose steps he raced as if down a 
ramp, he nearly bowled over his cleaning woman, who was just 
coming upstairs to tidy the apartment after the night. "Jesus!" she 
shouted, covering her face with her apron, but he was already gone. 
He leaped out of the gate, across the avenue, driven on toward the 
water. He was already clutching the railing the way a starving man 
clutches food. He swung himself over, like the excellent gymnast he 
had been in his youth, the pride of his parents. Even as his grip 
weakened, he continued holding on, between the bars of the railing 
he caught sight of a bus7 that would easily muffle the sound of his 
fall, and crying out softly, "Dear parents, I really always loved you," 
he let himself drop. 

At that moment, the traffic going over the bridge was nothing 
short of infinite. 

THE STOKER 

A Fragment 

As Karl Rossmann, a sixteen-year-old who had been sent to 
America by his stricken parents because a maid had seduced him 
and had had a child by him, sailed on the now slowing ship into 
New York harbor, he glimpsed the Statue of Liberty, which he had 

7. The German word here translated as "bus" is Autoomnibus, a capacious word if ever 
there was one, for it contains both the Greek root auto, meaning "self-empowered," and 
the Latin root omni, meaning "containing all." Though much qualified by its alliance 
with motor exhaust and traffic (Verkehr)-the latter word also connotes sexual inter· 
course-Autoomnibus continues to suggest divinity, and it is this complex image that 
Georg glimpses now. 
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long been observing, as if in a sudden burst of s 
with the sword towered above as if raised for ti 
around her form the free breezes blew. 

"So high," he said to himself, and since he had 
to leaving the ship, he was gradually pushed to 
continually swelling crowd of porters shoving pasl 

A young man whom he had come to know sligh1 
age said as he passed, "So, aren't you ready to get 
I'm all set now," Karl said, laughing, and from hi1 
strapping young fellow, lifted his trunk onto his s} 
was glancing past his acquaintance, who with a c. 
walking stick was now leaving with the others, l 
consternation that he had forgotten his own un 
quickly asked the fellow, who did not seem partic 
do him a favor and watch his trunk for a minute; 
of his whereabouts to be sure of finding his wa} 
off. Below decks he was disheartened to discovE 
that could have been a shortcut was barred for th 
ably because all the passengers were leaving; and 
his way effortfully through countless little room: 
stairs-one continually following the other-thrm 
kept branching off, and through an empty room w 
writing desk, until, in actual fact, since he had tak 
once or twice before and always in a group, he wa 
In his confusion, meeting no one and continua 
him only the scrabbling of a thousand feet and s, 
tance, like a gasp, the last workings of the stopp 
began to bang impulsively on the first small doo1 
come upon in his wanderings. 

"Hey, it's open," shouted a voice from inside, 
the door with genuine relief. "Why do you bang c 
madman?" asked a huge man, hardly looking at hi1 
sort of hatch or skylight, a dim light, long since w 
decks, fell into the wretched cabin, where, rang 
another, as if stowed there, were a bunk, a locke1 
man. "I'm lost," said Karl, "I never realized it durir 
this is an awfully big ship." "You're right there," s 
some pride, without stopping fiddling with the locl 
and pressing the lid down with both hands so as to 
snapping shut. "But come on in," the man conti 
you standing outside for?" "I'm not disturbing ) 
"How would you be disturbing me?" "Are you Gen 
seeking further reassurance, since he had hearcl 
dangers threatening new arrivals to America, part 
Irish. "That I am, that I am," the man said. Ka 


