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IN THE CATHEDRAL 

An Italian business associate of major importance to the 
bank was visiting the city for the first time, and K. had been 
assigned to show him a few of its artistic treasures. At any 
other time he would have considered the assignment an 
honor, but now that he was expending so much effort defend
ing his prestige at the bank, he accepted it reluctantly. Every 
hour away from the office troubled him; it was true he could 
no longer use his office time as efficiently as before; he spent 
many an hour in only the most 'superficial appearance of 
actual work, but that made him all the more worried when he 
was away from the office. He pictured the vice president, 
who was always lurking about, entering his office from time 
to time, sitting down at his desk, rifling through his papers, 
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receiving customers who over the years had almost become 
K.'s friends, luring them away, yes, perhaps even discovering 
errors, which K. felt threatened by from a thousand direc
tions as he worked, errors he could no longer avoid. So no 
matter how much it honored him, whenever he was given any 
assignment that required a business call or even a short trip
as chance would have it, the number of such assignments had 
mounted recently-the suspicion was never far removed that 
they were trying to get him out of the office for a while to 
check on his work, or at the very least, that they thought they 
could spare him easily at the office. He could have turned 
down most of the assignments with no difficulty, but he 
didn't dare, for if there was any justification at all for his fear, 
refusing the assignment would be taken as an admission of 
his anxiety. For this reason he accepted such assignments 
with apparent equanimity, even concealing a bad cold when 
faced with a strenuous two-day business trip, so that there 
would be no risk of his being held back due to the prevailing 
rainy autumn weather. Returning from the trip with a raging 
headache, he discovered he was supposed to host the Italian 
colleague the following day. The temptation to refuse, at least 
on this occasion, was strong, particularly since what he was 
being asked to do bore no direct relationship to his work at 
the bank; fulfilling this social duty for a business colleague 
was doubtless important in itself, but not to K., who was well 
aware that only success in the office could protect him, and 
that if he couldn't manage that, even proving unexpectedly 
charming to the Italian would be of no value at all; he didn't 
want to be forced away from work even for a day, for the fear 
that he might not be allowed to return was too great, a fear 
that he knew all too well was far-fetched but that nonetheless 
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oppressed him. In this case of course it was almost impossible 
to invent a plausible excuse; K. 's Italian was not particularly 
fluent, but it was adequate; the decisive argument, however, 
was that K. had some knowledge of art history, acquired in 
earlier days; this had become known at the bank and blown 
far out of proportion because for a time, and solely for busi
ness reasons as it happened, K. had belonged to the Society 
for the Preservation of Municipal Works of Art. Since rumor 
had it that the Italian was an art lover, the choice of K. as a 
guide had been obvious. 

It was a very wet and windy morning as K., full of irrita
tion at the day before him, entered his office at seven o'clock 
in hopes of accomplishing at least some work before the visi
tor took him away from everything. He was very tired, hav
ing spent half the night preparing himself somewhat by 
poring over an Italian grammar; the window at which he 
was accustomed to sit all too often in recent days attracted 
him more than his desk, but he resisted and sat down to 
work. Unfortunately his assistant entered:,immediately and 
announced that the president had asked him to$ee if K.. was 
in yet; if he was, would he be so kind as to con.ie.1over to the 
reception room, since the gentleman from Italy had already 
arrived. "I'll be right there," said K., stuck a small dictionary 
in his pocket, tucked an album of city sights he had brought 
for the visitor under his arm, and walked through the vice 
president's office into the head office. He was happy that he'd 
arrived at the office so early and was immediately available, 
which no one could seriously have expected. The vice presi
dent's office was still empty of course, as in the depths of 
night; the assistant had probably been asked to call him to 
the reception room too, but without success. As K. entered 
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the reception room the two men rose from their deep arm
chairs. The president wore a friendly smile and was obviously 
delighted at K.'s arrival; he handled the introductions at 
once, the Italian shook K.'s hand warmly, and laughingly 
called someone an early riser; K. wasn't sure exactly whom 
he meant, for it was an odd expression, and it took K. a 
moment or so to guess its sense. He answered with a few 
smooth sentences that the Italian responded to with another 
laugh, nervously stroking his bushy, gray-blue mustache sev
eral times. This mustache was obviously perfumed, one was 
almost tempted to draw near and sniff it. When they were all 
seated and had launched into a brief preliminary conversa
tion, K. realized with discomfort that he understood only bits 
and pieces of what the Italian was saying. When he spoke 
slowly, he could understand almost everything, but those 
were rare exceptions; for the most part the words literally 
poured from his lips, and he shook his head in seeming plea
sure as they did so. At such times, however, he kept falling 

j! 

into some dialect or other that didn't really sound like Italian · 
to K., but that the president not only understood but also 
spoke, something K. should have predicted, of course, since 
the Italian came from southern Italy, and the president had 
spent a few years there himself. At any rate K. realized he 
would have little chance of understanding the Italian, for his 
French was hard to follow too, and his mustache hid the 
movement of his lips, the sight of which might otherwise 
have helped him out. K. began to foresee various difficulties; 
for the moment he'd given up trying to follow the Italian_: 
given the presence of the president, who understood him so 
easily, it was an unnecessary strain-and limited himself to 

observing peevishly the way he sat so deeply yet lightly in the 
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!armchair, how he tugged repeatedly at his short, sharply tai
(]ored jacket, and how once, lifting his arms and fluttering his 
1
hands, he tried to describe something K. couldn't quite fol
low, even though he leaned forward and stared at his hands. 
In the end K., who was now simply glancing mechanically 
back and forth during the conversation, began to fall prey to 

;his earlier fatigue and at one point to his horror caught him
self, just in time fortunately, starting to rise absentmindedly, 
turn around, and leave. Finally the Italian glanced at his 
watch and jumped up. After he had taken leave of the presi
dent, he pressed up so near to K. that K. had to shove his 
armchair back in order to move at all. The president, who 
had surely seen in K.'s eyes the difficulty in which he found 
himself with the Italian, intervened in their conversation so 
delicately and cleverly that it seemed as if he were only mak
ing minor suggestions, while in reality he was succinctly 
conveying the sense of everything the Italian, who kept on 
interrupting him, was saying. K. gathered from him that the 
Italian still had a few business errands to attend to, that his 
time was unfortunately limited, that it was certainly not his 
intention to try to rush through every sight, and that he had 

'decided-provided, of course, it met with K.'s approval, the 
,decision was entirely up to him-to visit just the cathedral, 
! but to take a really good look at it. He was looking forward 
Ito visiting it in the company of such a learned and amiable 
, companion-by this he meant K., who was interested in 
; nothing but trying to tune out the Italian and quickly grasp 
the president's words-and if it was convenient, he would 
like to meet him at the cathedral about two hours from now, 

1say around ten. He thought he could surely make it there by 
then. K. responded appropriately, the Italian shook hands, 
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first with the president, then with K., then with the president 
again, and walked to the door accompanied by them both, 
still half turned to them, not quite finished talking even yet. 
K. remained for a short time with the president, who ap
peared to be feeling worse than usual today. He thought he 
owed some sort of apology to K. and said-they were stand
ing in close intimacy-that at first he'd intended to accom
pany the Italian himself, but then-he offered no specific 
reason why-he'd decided to send K. instead. If he didn't 
understand the Italian at first, he mustn't let that bother him, 
he would soon begin to catch on, and even if there was a lot 
he didn't understand, that wouldn't be so terrible, since it 
really didn't matter that much to the Italian whether anyone 
understood him or not. Moreover, K. 's Italian was surpris
ingly good and he was certain everything would go fine. With 
that K. was dismissed. He spent his remaining free time copy
ing down various special terms he would need for the tour of 
the cathedral from the dictionary. It was a terribly tedious 
task; assistants brought in mail, clerks came with various 
inquiries, pausing at the door when they saw K. was busy, but 
refusing to stir until K. had heard them out, the vice president 
missed no opportunity to disturb K., entering several times, 
taking the dictionary from his hand and leafing through it, 
obviously at random; clients even appeared in the semi
darkness of the waiting room when the door opened, bowing 
hesitantly, trying to attract his attention, but unsure whether 
or not they had been seen-all this revolved around K. as if "' 
he were an axis, while he himself listed the words he would 
need, looked them up in the dictionary, copied them down, 
practiced pronouncing them, and finally tried to learn them 
by heart. But his once excellent memory seemed to have 
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abandoned him totally; at times he got so mad at the Italian 
for causing all this trouble that he buried the dictionary 
under stacks of paper with the firm intention of making no 
further preparations; but then he would realize that he 
couldn't just parade past the artworks in the cathedral in 
total silence with the Italian, and he would pull the dictionary 
out again in even greater rage. 

At nine-thirty, just as he was preparing to leave, he 
received a phone call; Leni said good morning and asked 
how he was doing; K. thanked her hurriedly and said he 
couldn't possibly talk now because he had to go to the cathe
dral. "To the cathedral?" asked Leni. "Yes, that's right, to 
the cathedral." "Why the cathedral?" asked Leni. K. started 
to give a brief explanation, but he'd hardly begun when Leni 
suddenly said: "They're hounding you." K. could not stand 
pity that he neither desired nor expected; he broke off 
the conversation with a word or two, but as he replaced 
the receiver he said, partly to himself, partly to the dis
tant young woman he could no longer hear: "Yes, they're 
hounding me." 

By now it was getting late; there was almost a danger he 
might not arrive in time. He went there by cab; at the last 
moment he remembered the album, which he'd found no 
opportunity to hand over earlier, and took it along. He held it 
on his knees and drummed on it restlessly throughout the 
trip. The rain had let up, but it was damp, cool, and dark; it 
would be hard to see much in the cathedral, and K. 's cold 
would surely get worse from his standing so long on the cold 
flagstones. 

The cathedral square was totally deserted; K. recalled how 
even as a small child he'd been struck by the fact that the 

! [Ji 
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houses on this narrow square always had most of their 
window curtains lowered. Of course given today's weather 
that made more sense than usual. The cathedral appeared 
deserted as well; naturally no one thought of visiting it 
now. K. walked down both side aisles and saw only an old 
woman, wrapped in a warm shawl, kneeling before a paint
ing of the Virgin Mary and gazing up at it. Then in the dis
tance he saw a limping sexton disappear through a door in 
the wall. K. had arrived punctually; it was striking eleven just 
as he entered, but the Italian wasn't there yet. K. went back to 
the main entrance, stood there a while indecisively, then cir
cled the cathedral in the rain to see if the Italian might be 
waiting at one of the side entrances. He was nowhere to be 
seen. Could the president have misunderstood the time? How 
could anyone understand the man? Be that as it may, K. 
should wait for him at least half an hour. Since he was tired 
he wanted to sit down; he walked back into the cathedral, 
found a small carpetlike remnant on a step, dragged it with 
his toe over to a nearby pew, wrapped his overcoat more 
tightly around him, turned up his collar, and sat down. To 
pass the time he opened the album and leafed through it a 
while, but soon had to stop, for it had grown so dark that 
when he looked up he could scarcely distinguish a single 
detail in the nearby side aisle. 

In the distance a large triangle of candle flames gleamed on 
the high altar; K. couldn't say for certain if he had seen them 
before. Perhaps they had just been lighted. Sextons are 
stealthy by profession, one hardly notices them. K. happened 
to turn around and saw not far behind him a tall, thick can
dle affixed to a column, burning as well. Lovely as it was, it 
was an entirely inadequate illumination for the altarpieces, 
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most of which were hanging in the darkness of the side 
chapels; it actually increased the darkness. The Italian had 
been as right as he was impolite not to come; there would 
have been nothing to see, and they would have had to rest 
content with examining a few paintings inch by inch with 
K. 's pocket flashlight. To try this out, and discover what they 
might expect to see, K. approached a small nearby chapel, 
climbed a few steps to a low marble balustrade and, leaning 
forward over it, illuminated the altarpiece with his flashlight. 
The sanctuary lamp dangled annoyingly in the way. The first 
thing K. saw, and in part surmised, was a tall knight in armor, 
portrayed at the extreme edge of the painting. He was leaning 
on his sword, which he had thrust into the bare earth-only a 
few blades of grass sprang up here and there-before him. He 
seemed to be gazing attentively at a scene taking place 
directly in front of him. It was amazing that he simply stood 
there without moving closer. Perhaps he was meant to stand 
guard. K., who hadn't seen any paintings for a long time, 
regarded the knight at length, in spite of the fact that he had 
to keep squinting, bothered by the green glare of the flash
light. Then, as he passed the light over the remaining portion 
of the painting, he discovered it was a conventional depiction 
of the entombment of Christ, and moreover a fairly recent 

' one. He put his flashlight away and returned to his seat. 
There was probably no point in waiting any longer for the 

Italian, but it must be pouring rain outside, and since it 
wasn't as cold inside as K. had expected, he decided to 
remain for the time being. The main pulpit was nearby; two 
bare golden crosses were placed aslant on its small round 
dome, their tips crossed. The front of the balustrade and its 
juncture with the supporting column were formed of green 
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foliage clutched by little angels, now lively, now serene. K. 
stepped before the pulpit and examined it from all sides; the 
stonework had been carved with extraordinary care, the pro
found darkness between and behind the leaves seemed cap
tured and held fast; K. placed his hand in one such gap and 
carefully felt along the stone; he had never known this pul
pit existed. Then he happened to notice a sexton standing 
behind the nearest row of pews in a long, loosely hanging, 
pleated black robe, holding a snuffbox in his left hand and 
staring at him. "What does the man want?" thought K. "Do I 
seem suspicious to him? Does he want a tip?" When the sex
ton realized K. had noticed him, he pointed with his right 
hand, still holding a pinch of snuff between two fingers, in 
some vague direction. His behavior was almost incompre
hensible; K. waited a while longer, but the sexton kept point
ing at something and nodding emphatically. "What does he 
want?" K. asked under his breath, not daring to call out 
there; but then he pulled out his wallet and squeezed his way 
through the next pew to reach the man. The man, however, 
made an immediate dismissive gesture, shrugged his shoul
ders, and limped away. With just such a hasty limp had 
K. attempted, as a child, to imitate a man riding a horse. "A 
childish old man," thought K., "with just enough wits about 
him to handle the job of a sexton. Look how he pauses when
ever I do, watching to see if I intend to continue." Smiling, K. 
followed the old man along the entire side aisle almost to the 
high altar; the old man kept pointing, but K. refused to turn 
around, the pointing had no other purpose than to throw him 
off the old man's track. At last he relented, however; he didn't 
want to frighten him too greatly, and he didn't want to scare 
away this apparition completely, in case the Italian arrived 
after all. 
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As he stepped into the nave to find the place where he'd left 
the album, he noticed, almost immediately adjoining the 
benches for the choir, a column with a small auxiliary pulpit 
of pale bare stone. It was so small that from the distance it 
appeared to be an empty niche intended for a statue. The 
preacher would not have room to step even one full pace 
back from the balustrade. Moreover the stone vaulting of the 
pulpit began at an unusually low point and rose, bare 
of any decoration it's true, but curved inward so sharply that 
a man of average height could not stand upright there, but 
instead would have to bend forward over the balustrade the 
entire time. The whole arrangement seemed designed to tor
ture the preacher; there was no conceivable reason why this 
pulpit was needed at all, since the other large and finely deco
rated one was available. 

Nor would K. have even noticed this small pulpit, had not 
a lamp been placed above it, as is the custom shortly before a 
sermon is to begin. Was there going to be a sermon? In the 
empty church? K. peered down at the steps that hugged the 
column and led up to the pulpit; they were so narrow they 
appeared merely decorative, not meant for human use. But at 
the foot of the pulpit, K. smiled with astonishment, a priest 
actually stood, his hand on the railing, ready to ascend, and 
stared at K. Then he nodded slightly, at which K. crossed 
himself and bowed, as he should have done earlier. The priest 
swung forward and ascended to the pulpit with short, quick 
steps. Was a sermon really about to begin? Perhaps the sex
ton was not quite so witless as he seemed and had wished to 
guide K. toward the preacher, which would certainly be nec
essary given the empty church. And there was still an old 
woman somewhere in front of a picture of the Virgin Mary 

'' who should come too. And if it was going to be a sermon, 
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why wasn't it being introduced by the organ? But the organ 
remained silent, gleaming faintly in the gloom of its great 
height. 

K. considered leaving as quickly as possible; if he didn't go 
now there was no chance of doing so during the sermon, he 
would have to remain for as long as it lasted, losing a great 
deal of time at the office, and he was certainly no longer 
obliged to wait for the Italian; he looked at his watch: it was 
eleven. But could there really be a sermon? Could K. alone 
represent the congregation? What if he were merely a 
stranger who wanted to see the church? Basically that's all he 
was. It was senseless to believe there was going to be a ser
mon, now, at eleven o'clock, on a workday, in the dreariest of 
we~ther. The priest-he was clearly a priest, a young man 
with a smooth, dark face-was obviously climbing up simply 
to extinguish the lamp that had been lighted in error. 

But that wasn't the case; in fact the priest inspected the 
lamp and screwed it a bit higher, then turned slowly to the 
balustrade, grasping the angular border at its front with both 
hands. He stood for a while thus and gazed about without 
moving his head. K. had retreated some distance and was 
resting his elbows against the foremost pew. Vaguely, without 
knowing precisely where, he saw the sexton huddling peace
fully, his back bent, as if his task had been accomplished. 
What silence now reigned in the cathedral! But K. was going 
to have to disturb it, for he had no intention of staying; if it 
was the priest's duty to deliver a sermon at a given hour with
out regard to the circumstances, he was free to do so; it could 
take place just as well without K.'s support, just as K.'s pres
ence would in no way intensify the effect. So K. began to 

move off slowly; he tiptoed along the pew, entered the broad 
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central aisle, and proceeded down it undisturbed, except that 
the stone floor rang beneath the softest tread, and the vaulted 
roof echoed the sounds faintly but steadily, continuing to 
multiply them in regular progression. K. felt somewhat for
lorn walking along alone between the empty rows, perhaps 
observed by the priest, and the cathedral's size seemed to bor
der on the limits of human endurance. When he came to his 
earlier seat, he reached out and grabbed the album lying there 
without even slowing down. He had almost left the area of 
the pews and was approaching the open space between them 
and the outer door when he heard the voice of the priest for 
the first time. A powerful, well-trained voice. How it filled 
the waiting cathedral! It was not the congregation that the 
priest addressed, however; it was completely clear, and there 
was no escaping it; he cried out: "Josef K.!" 

K. hesitated and stared at the floor. At the moment he was 
still free; he could walk on and leave through one of the three 
small dark wooden doors not far from him. That would 
mean he hadn't understood or that he had indeed understood 
but couldn't be bothered to respond. But if he turned around 
he was caught, for then he would have confessed that he 
understood quite well, that he really was the person named, 
and that he was prepared to obey. If the priest had called out 
again, K. would surely have walked out, but since all 
remained still, however long K. waited, he finally turned his 
head a bit, for he wanted to see what the priest was doing 
now. He was standing quietly in the pulpit as before, but he 
had clearly noticed K.'s head turn. It would have been a 
childish game of hide-and-seek for K. not to turn around 
completely now. He did so and the priest beckoned him to 
approach. Now that everything could be done openly, he 

i 
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walked with long, rapid strides toward the pulpit-out of 
curiosity as well, and to cut this business short. He paused by 
the first pews, but that still seemed too great a distance to the 
priest, who stretched out his hand and pointed sharply down
ward toward a spot just in front of the pulpit. K. obeyed this 
gesture as well; from this position he had to lean his head far 
back in order to see the priest. "You're Josef K.," said the 
priest, and lifted one hand from the balustrade in a vague ges
ture. "Yes," said K.; he recalled how openly he had always 
said his name; for some time now it had been a burden, and 
people he met for the first time already knew his name; how 
good it felt to introduce oneself first and only then be known. 
"You stand accused," said the priest in a very low voice. 
"Yes," said K. "I've been notified about it." "Then you're the 
one I'm seeking," said the priest. "I'm the prison chaplain." 
"I see," said K. "I had you brought here," said the priest, "so 
I could speak with you." "I didn't know that," said K. "I 
came here to show the cathedral to an Italian." "Forget such 
irrelevancies," said the priest. "What's that in your hand? Is 
it a prayer book?" "No," replied K., "it's an album of city 
sights." "Put it aside," said the priest. K. threw it down so 
violently that it flew open and skidded some distance across 
the floor, its pages crushed. "Do you realize your trial is going 
badly?" asked the priest. "It seems that way to me too," said 
K. "I've tried as hard as I can, but without any success so far. 
Of course I haven't completed my petition yet." "How do 
you imagine it will end," asked the priest. "At first I thought 
it would surely end well," said K., "now sometimes I even 
have doubts myself. I don't know how it will end. Do you?" 
"No," said the priest, "but I fear it will end badly. They think 
you're guilty. Your trial may never move beyond the lower 
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courts. At least for the moment, your guilt is assumed 
proved." "But I'm not guilty," said K. "It's a mistake. How 
can any person in general be guilty? We're all human after all, 
each and every one of us." "That's right," said the priest, 
"but that's how guilty people always talk." "Are you preju
diced against me too?" asked K. "I'm not prejudiced against 
you," said the priest. "Thank you," said K. "But everyone 
else involved with the proceedings is prejudiced against me. 
And they instill it in those who aren't involved. My position 
is becoming increasingly difficult." "You misunderstand the 
facts of the matter," said the priest. "The judgment isn't sim
ply delivered at some point; the proceedings gradually merge 
into the judgment." "So that's how it is," said K. and bowed 
his head. "What will you do next in your case?" asked the 
priest. "I intend to seek additional help," said K., and raised 
his head to see how the priest judged this. "There are still cer
tain possibilities I haven't taken advantage of." "You seek 
too much outside help," the priest said disapprovingly, "par
ticularly from women. Haven't you noticed that it isn't true 
help." "Sometimes, often even, I'd have to say you're right," 
said K., "but not always. Women have great power. If I could 
get a few of the women I know to join forces and work for 
me, I could surely make it through. Particularly with this 
court, which consists almost entirely of skirt chasers. Show 
the examining magistrate a woman, even at a distance, and 
he'll knock over the courtroom table and the defendant to get 
to her first." The priest lowered his head to the balustrade; 
only now did the pulpit's roof seem to weigh down upon him. 
What sort of a storm could there be outside? It was no longer 
a dull day, it was already deep night. No pane of stained glass 

, within the great window emitted even a shimmer of light to 
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interrupt the wall's darkness. And this was the moment the 
sexton chose to start extinguishing the candles on the main 
altar one by one. "Are you angry with me?" K. asked the 
priest. "Perhaps you don't know the sort of court you serve." 
He received no reply. "Of course that's just my own personal 
experience," said K. Still only silence from above. "I didn't 
mean to insult you," said K. Then the priest screamed down 
at K.: ~'Can't you see two steps in front of you?" It was a cry 
of rage, but at the same time it was the cry of someone who, 
seeing a man falling, shouts out in shock, involuntarily, with
out thinking. 

Now both were silent for a long time. Of course the priest 
could barely distinguish K. in the darkness reigning below, 
while K. could see the priest clearly by the light of the little 
lamp. Why didn't the priest come down? He hadn't delivered 
a sermon, but instead merely told K. a few things that would 
probably harm him more than help if he paid any attention to 
them. Nevertheless, the priest's good intentions seemed clear 
to K.; it was not impossible that they might come to terms if 
he would come down, it was not impossible that he might 
receive some form of decisive and acceptable advice from 
him, something that might show him, for example, not how 

I to influence the trial, but how to break out of it, how to get 
around it, how to live outside the trial. Surely that possibility 
existed; K. had thought about it often in the recent past. If the 
priest knew of such a possibility, he might reveal it if asked, 
even though he himself was part of the court, and even 
though when K. attacked the court, he had suppressed his 
gentle nature and actually shouted at K. 

"Won't you come down now?" asked K. "There's no ser
mon to deliver. Come down to me." "Now I can come," said 
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the priest, perhaps regretting having yelled at him. As he 
removed the lamp from its hook, he said: "I had to speak to 
you first from a distance. Otherwise I'm too easily influenced 
and forget my position." 

K. awaited him at the bottom of the steps. The priest 
stretched out his hand to him while still on the upper steps 
as he descended. "Do you have a little time for me?" asked 
K. "As much time as you need," said the priest, and handed 
the little lamp to K. for him to carry. Even up close, there 
was still a certain aura of solemnity about him. "You're very 

I 

friendly toward me," said K. They walked side by side up and 
down the dark side aisle. "You're an exception among those 
who belong to the court. I trust you more than I do any of 
them I've met so far. I can speak openly with you." "Don't 
deceive yourself," said the, priest. "How am I deceiving 
myself?" asked K. "You're deceiving yourself about the 
court," said the priest, "in the introductory texts to the Law 
it says of this deception: Before the Law stands a doorkeeper. 
A man from the country comes to this doorkeeper and 
requests admittance to the Law. But the doorkeeper says that 
he can't grant him admittance now. The man thinks it over 
and then asks if he'll be allowed to enter later. 'It's possible,' 
says the doorkeeper, 'but not now.' Since the gate to the Law 
stands open as always, and the doorkeeper steps aside, the 
man bends down to look through the gate into the interior. 
When the doorkeeper sees this he laughs and says: 'If you're 
so drawn to it, go ahead and try to ,enter, even though I've 
forbidden it. But bear this in mind: I'm powerful. And I'm 
only the lowest doorkeeper. From hall to hall, however, stand 
doorkeepers each more powerful than the one before. The 
mere sight of the third is more than even I can bear.' The man 

I 
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from the country has not anticipated such difficulties; the 
Law should be accessible to anyone at any time, he thinks, 
but as he now examines the doorkeeper in his fur coat more 
closely, his large, sharply pointed nose, his long, thin, black 
tartar's beard, he decides he would prefer to wait until he 
receives permission to enter. The doorkeeper gives him a 
stool and lets him sit down at the side of the door. He sits 
there for days and years. He asks time and again to be admit
ted and wearies the doorkeeper with his entreaties. The door
keeper often conducts brief interrogations, inquiring about 
his home and many other matters, but he asks such questions 
indifferently, as great men do, and in the end he always tells 
him he still can't admit him. The man, who has equipped 
himself well for his journey, uses everything he has, no matter 
how valuable, to bribe the doorkeeper. And the doorkeeper 
accepts everything, but as he does so he says: 'I'm taking this 
just so you won't think you've neglected something.' Over 
the many years, the man observes the doorkeeper almost 
incessantly. He forgets the other doorkeepers and this first 
one seems to him the only obstacle to his admittance to the 
Law. He curses his unhappy fate, loudly during the first years, 
later, as he grows older, merely grumbling to himself. He 
turns childish, and since he has come to know even the fleas 
in the doorkeeper's collar over his years of study, he asks the 
fleas too to help him change the doorkeeper's mind. Finally 
his eyes grow dim and he no longer knows whether it's really 
getting darker around him or if his eyes are merely deceiving 
him. And yet in the darkness he now sees a radiance that 
streams forth inextinguishably from the door of the Law. He 
doesn't have much longer to live now. Before he dies, every
thing he has experienced over the years coalesces in his mind 
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into a single question he has never asked the doorkeeper. He 
motions to him, since he can no longer straighten his stiffen
ing body. The doorkeeper has to bend down to him, for the 
difference in size between them has altered greatly to the 
man's disadvantage. 'What do you want to know now,' asks 
the doorkeeper, 'you're insatiable.' 'Everyone strives to reach 
the Law,' says the man, 'how does it happen, then, that in all 
these years no one but me has requested admittance.' The 
doorkeeper sees that the man is nearing his end, and in order 
to reach his failing hearing, he roars at him: 'No one else 
could gain admittance here, because this entrance was meant 
solely for you. I'm going to go and shut it now.' " 

"So the doorkeeper deceived the man," K. said at once, 
strongly attracted by the story. "Don't be too hasty,'' said the 
priest, "don't accept another person's opinion unthinkingly. 
I've told you the story word for word according to the text. It 
says nothing about deception." "But it's clear,'' said K., "and 
your initial interpretation was quite correct. The doorkeeper 
conveyed the crucial information only when it could no 
longer be of use to the man." "He wasn't asked earlier," said 
the priest, "and remember he was only a doorkeeper and as 
such fulfilled his duty." "What makes you think he fulfilled 
his duty?" asked K.; "he didn't fulfill it. It may have been his 
duty to turn away anyone else, but he should have admitted 
this man for whom the entrance was meant." "You don't 
have sufficient respect for the text and are changing the 
story," said the priest. "The story contains two important 
statements by the doorkeeper concerning admittance to the 
Law, one at the beginning and one at the end. The one pas
sage says: 'that he can't grant him admittance now'; and the 
other: 'this entrance was meant solely for you.' If a contradic-
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tion existed between these two statements you would be 
right, and the doorkeeper would have deceived the man. But 
there is no contradiction. On the contrary, the first statement 
even implies t4e second. One could almost argue that the 
doorkeeper exceeded his duty by holding out to the man the 
prospect of a possible future entry. At that time his sole duty 
appears to have been to turn the man away. And indeed, 
many commentators on the text are surprised that the door
keeper intimated it at all, for he appears to love precision and 
the strict fulfillment of his duty. He never leaves his post once 
in the course of all those years, and he waits till the very end 
to close the gate; he's well aware of the importance of his 
office, for he says 'I'm powerful'; he respects his superiors, 
for he says 'I'm only the lowest doorkeeper'; when it comes 
to fulfilling his duty he can neither be moved nor prevailed 
upon, for it says of the man 'he wearies the doorkeeper with 
his entreaties'; he is not garrulous, for in all those years he 
only asks questions 'indifferently'; he can't be bribed, for he 
says of a gift 'I'm taking this just so you won't think you've 
neglected something'; finally even his external appearance 
hints at his pedantic nature, the large, sharply pointed nose 
and the long, thin, black tartar's beard. Can there be a more 
conscientious doorkeeper? But certain other elements enter 
into the basic character of the doorkeeper which are quite 
favorable to the person seeking to enter, and which, in spite 
of everything, help us understand how and why the door
keeper might exceed his duty somewhat by the intimation of 
that future possibility. For it can't be denied that he's some
what simpleminded, and consequently somewhat conceited 
as well. Even if his remarks about his own power and that of 
the other doorkeepers, and about how unbearable their sight 
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is even for him-I say even if all these remarks are correct in 
themselves, the manner in which he brings them forth shows 
that his understanding is clouded by simplemindedness and 
presumption. The commentators tell us: the correct under
standing of a matter and misunderstanding the matter are not 
mutually exclusive. At any rate one must assume that this 
simplemindedness and presumption, trivial as their manifes
tations .,might be, could still weaken his defense of the 
entrance; they are breaches in the doorkeeper's character. To 
this may be added the fact that the doorkeeper seems friendly 
by nature; he's by no means always the official. Within the 
first few minutes he allows himself the jest of inviting the man 
to enter, in spite of the fact that he has strictly forbidden it; 
and he doesn't send him away, but instead, we are told, gives 
him a stool and lets him sit at the side of the door. The 
patience with which he endures the man's entreaties over the 
years, the brief interrogations, the acceptance of the gifts, the 
polite sensitivity with which he permits the man beside him 
to curse aloud the unhappy fate which has placed the door
keeper in his way-all this points toward feelings of compas
sion. Not every doorkeeper would have acted thus. And 
finally he bends down low when the man motions to him, to 
give him the opportunity to ask a final question. Only a slight 
impatience-after all, the doorkeeper knows the end is at 
hand-is expressed in the words 'you're insatiable.' Some go 
so far in such commentaries as to maintain that the words 
'you're insatiable' express a sort of friendly admiration, 
which of course is not entirely free of condescension. At any 
rate the figure of the doorkeeper that emerges is quite differ
ent from your perception of him." "You know the story 
much better than I do, and have known it for a longer time," 
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said K. They fell silent for a while. Then K. said: "So you 
think the man wasn't deceived?" "Don't misunderstand me," 
said the priest, "I'm just pointing out the various opinions 
that exist on the matter. You mustn't pay too much attention 
to opinions. The text is immutable, and the opinions are 
often only an expression of despair over it. In this case there's 
even an opinion according to which the doorkeeper is the one 
deceived." "That's an extreme opinion," said K. "What's it 
based on?" "It's based," answered the priest, "on the simple
mindedness of the doorkeeper. It's said that he doesn't know 
the interior of the Law, but only the path he constantly 
patrols back and forth before it. His ideas about the interior 
are considered childish, and it's assumed that he himself fears 
the very thing with which he tries to frighten the man. Indeed 
he fears it more than the man, for the latter wants nothing 
more than to enter, even after he's been told about the terrify
ing doorkeepers within, while the doorkeeper has no wish to 
enter, or at any rate we hear nothing about it. Others say that 
he must indeed have already been inside, for after all he has 
been taken into the service of the Law, and that could only 
have happened within. To this it may be replied that he might 
well have been named a doorkeeper by a shout from within, 
and at any rate could not have progressed far into the inte
rior, since he is unable to bear the sight of even the third 
doorkeeper. Moreover there is no report of his saying any
thing over the years about the interior, other than the remark 
about the doorkeepers. Perhaps he was forbidden to do so, 
but he never mentions such a prohibition either. From all this 
it is concluded that he knows nothing about the appearance 
and significance of the interior, and is himself deceived about 
it. But he is also in a state of deception about the man from 
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the country, for he is subordinate to him and doesn't know it. 
It's evident in several places that he treats the man as a subor
dinate, as I'm sure you'll recall. But it is equally clear, accord
ing to this opinion, that he is in fact subordinate to him. First 
of all, the free man is superior to the bound man. Now the 
man is in fact free: he can go wherever he wishes, the 
entrance to the Law alone is denied to him, and this only by 
one per~on, the doorkeeper. If he sits on the stool at the side 
of the door and spends the rest of his life there, he does so of 
his own free will; the story mentions no element of force. The 
doorkeeper, on the other hand, is bound to his post by his 
office; he is not permitted to go elsewhere outside, but to all 
appearances he is not permitted to go inside either, even if he 
wishes to. Moreover he is in the service of the Law but serves 
only at this entrance, and thus serves only this man, for 
whom the entrance is solely meant. For this reason as well he 
is subordinate to him. It can be assumed that for many years, 
as long as it takes for a man to mature, his service has been an 
empty formality, for it is said that a man comes, that is, a 
mature man, so that the doorkeeper had to wait a long time 
to fulfill his duty, and in fact had to wait as long as the man 
wished, who after all came of his own free will. But the end of 
his service is also determined by the end of the man's life, and 
he therefore remains subordinate to him until the very end. 
And it is constantly emphasized that the doorkeeper appar
ently realizes none of this. But nothing striking is seen in this, 
for according to this opinion, the doorkeeper exists in an 
even greater st~te of deception with regard to his office. For 
at the very end he speaks of the entrance and says 'I'm going 
to go now and shut it,' but at the beginning it's said that the 
gate to the Law always stands open; if it always stands open, 
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however, that is, independent of how long the man lives for 
whom it is meant, then even the doorkeeper can't shut it. 
Opinions vary as to whether the doorkeeper intends the 
announcement that he is going to shut the gate merely as an 
answer, or to emphasize his devotion to duty, or because he 
wants to arouse remorse and sorrow in the man at the last 
moment. Many agree, however, that he will not be able to 
shut the gate. They even think that, at least at the end, he's 
subordinate to the man in knowledge as well, for the former 
sees the radiance which streams forth from the entrance to 
the Law, while the doorkeeper, by profession, is probably 
standing with his back to the entrance, nor does he show by 
anything he says that he might have noticed a change." 
"That's well reasoned," said K., who had repeated various 
parts of the priest's explanation to himself under his breath. 
"It's well reasoned, and now I too believe that the doorkeeper 
is deceived. But that doesn't change my earlier opinion, for in 
part they coincide. It makes no difference if the doorkeeper 
sees clearly or is deceived. I said the man was deceived. If the 
doorkeeper sees clearly, one might have doubts about that, 
but if the doorkeeper is deceived, the deception must neces
sarily carry over to the man. In that case the doorkeeper is 
indeed no deceiver, but is so simpleminded that he should be 
dismissed immediately from service. You have to realize that 
the state of deception in which the doorkeeper finds himself 
doesn't harm him but harms the man a thousandfold." "You 
run up against a contrary opinion there," said the priest. 

I 
"Namely, there are those who say that the stfjY gives no one 
the right to pass judgment on the doorkeeper.\_No matter how 

I he appears to us, he's still a servant of the Law; he belongs to 
the Law, and thus is beyond human judgment. In that case 
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one can't see the doorkeeper as subordinate to the man. To be 
bound by his office, even if only at the entrance to the Law, is 
incomparably better than to live freely in the world. The man 
has only just arrived at the Law, the doorkeeper is already 
there. He has been appointed to his post by the Law, to doubt 
his dignity is to doubt the Law itself." "I don't agree with 
that opinion," said K., shaking his head, "for if you accept it, 

you have to consider everything the doorkeeper says as true. l~ 
But you've already proved conclusively that that's not possi
ble." "No," said the priest, "you don't have to consider 

everything true, you just have to consider it necessary." "A l' ~ 
depressing opinion," said K. "Lies are made into a universal 
system." 

K. said that with finality, but it was not his final judgment. 
He was too tired to take in all of the consequences of the 
story; they led him into unaccustomed areas of thought, 
toward abstract notions more suited for discussion by the 
officials of the court than by him. The simple tale had be
come shapeless; he wanted to shake off the thought of it, and 
the priest, who now showed great delicacy of feeling, allowed 
him to do so, accepting his remark in silence, although it 
surely was at odds with his own opinion. 

They walked on for a while in silence; K. stayed close to 
the priest, not knowing in the darkness where he was. The 
lamp in his hand had long since gone out. Once, directly 
before him, the silver statue of a saint glimmered briefly, with 
only the gleam of its silver, then fell back at once into the 
darkness. Not wishing to remain entirely dependent on the 
priest, K. asked him: "Are we near the main entrance now?" 
"No," said the priest, "we're a long way from it. Do you 
want to leave already?" Although K. hadn't been thinking of 
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that at the moment, he said at once: "Of course, I have to go. 
I'm the chief financial officer of a bank, and they're expecting: 
me; I only came here to show the cathedral to a colleague:; 
from abroad." "Well," said the priest, holding his hand out. 
to K., "go on then." "But I can't find my way in the dark,! 
alone," said K. "Go left to the wall," said the priest, "then! 
just keep to the wall all the way and you'll find a way out."• 
The priest had moved just a few steps away, but K. called out 
in a loud voice: "Please, wait a moment." "I'm waiting," said: 
the priest. "Do you want anything else from me?" asked K,.,:, 
"No," said the priest. "You were so friendly to me before,\ 
said K., "and explained everything, but now you're leaving as, 
if I meant nothing to you." "But you have to go," said tht'. 
priest. "Yes," said K., "you must see that." "First you must: 
see who I am," said the priest. "You're the prison chaplain,• 
said K. and drew nearer to the priest; his immediate return tQ" 

the bank wasn't so important as he'd thought, he could easil}', , ' 
stay here longer. "Therefore I belong to the court," said tho: 
priest. "Why should I want something from you. The cou 
wants nothing from you. It receives you when you come an 
dismisses you when you go." 

0 n the eve of his thirty• 
,in the evening, when the 
entered K. 's lodgings. In 
hats that seemed immovah · 

were repeated more elabora • 
having been informed of thei 
was sitting in an armchair . 
new gloves that stretched tigh~ 
look of someone expecting gu 
and regarded the gentlemen curi 
me?" he asked. The gentlemen 
the top hat in his hand toward the ~.· . 




