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PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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Dearest Max, my last request: Everything I leave behind me . . . in the way of diaries, manuscripts, letters (my own and others’), sketches, and so on, [is] to be burned unread. . . .

Yours, Franz Kafka





These famous words written to Kafka’s friend Max Brod have puzzled Kafka’s readers ever since they appeared in the postscript to the first edition of The Trial, published in 1925, a year after Kafka’s death. We will never know if Kafka really meant for Brod to do what he asked; Brod believed that it was Kafka’s high artistic standards and merciless self-criticism that lay behind the request, but he also believed that Kafka had deliberately asked the one person he knew would not honor his wishes (because Brod had explicitly told him so). We do know, however, that Brod disregarded his friend’s request and devoted great energy to making sure that all of Kafka’s works—his three unfinished novels, his unpublished stories, diaries, and letters—would appear in print. Brod explained his reasoning thus:



My decision [rests] simply and solely on the fact that Kafka’s unpublished work contains the most wonderful treasures, and, measured against his own work, the best things he has written. In all honesty I must confess that this one fact of the literary and ethical value of what I am publishing would have been enough to make me decide to do so, definitely, finally, and irresistibly, even if I had had no single objection to raise against the validity of Kafka’s last wishes. (From the postscript to the first edition of The Trial)





Schocken Books would like to acknowledge the scholarly assistance given by Professor Mark Anderson and Dr. Anthony David Skinner in the preparation of this note.



In 1925, Max Brod convinced the small avant-garde Berlin publisher Verlag Die Schmiede to publish The Trial, which Brod prepared for publication from Kafka’s unfinished manuscript. Next he persuaded the Munich publisher Kurt Wolff to publish his edited manuscript of The Castle, also left unfinished by Kafka, in 1926, and in 1927 to bring out Kafka’s first novel, which Kafka had meant to entitle Der Verschollene (The Missing Person), but which Brod named Amerika. The first English translation of The Trial, by Edwin and Willa Muir (who had already translated The Castle in 1930), appeared in 1937 simultaneously in England and the United States, the latter edition published by Knopf with illustrations by Georg Salter. Neither the German nor the English-language editions sold well, although they were critically well received. Edwin and Willa Muir’s translation of Amerika was first published in the United States in 1940 by New Directions.

Undeterred, Max Brod enlisted the support of Martin Buber, André Gide, Hermann Hesse, Heinrich Mann, Thomas Mann, and Franz Werfel for a public statement urging the publication of Kafka’s collected works as “a spiritual act of unusual dimensions, especially now, during times of chaos.” Since Kafka’s previous publishers had closed during Germany’s economic depression, he appealed to Gustav Kiepenheuer to undertake the project. Kiepenheuer agreed, but on condition that the first volume be financially successful. But the Nazi rise to power in 1933 forced Kiepenheuer to abandon his plans. Between 1933 and 1938 German Jews were barred from teaching or studying in “German” schools, from publishing or being published in “German” newspapers or publishing houses, or from speaking and performing in front of “German” audiences. Publishers that had been owned or managed by Jews, such as S. Fischer Verlag, were quickly “Aryanized” and ceased to publish books by Jews. Kafka’s works were not well enough known to be banned by the government or burned by nationalist students, but they were “Jewish” enough to be off limits to “Aryan” publishers.

When the Nazis introduced their racial laws they exempted Schocken Verlag, a Jewish publisher, from the ban against publishing Jewish authors on condition that its books would be sold only to Jews. Founded in 1931 by the department store magnate Salman Schocken, this small publishing company had already published the works of Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig as well as those of the Hebrew writer S. Y. Agnon as part of its owner’s interest in fostering a secular Jewish literary culture.

Max Brod offered Schocken the world publishing rights to all of Kafka’s works. This offer was initially rejected by Lambert Schneider, Schocken Verlag’s editor in chief, who regarded Kafka’s works as outside his mandate to publish books that could reacquaint German Jewry with its distinguished heritage. He also doubted its public appeal. His employer also had his doubts about the marketability of six volumes of Kafka’s novels, stories, diaries, and letters, although he recognized their universal literary quality as well as their potential to undermine the official campaign to denigrate German Jewish culture. But he was urged by one of his editors, Moritz Spitzer, to see in Kafka a quintessentially “Jewish” voice that could give meaning to the new reality that had befallen German Jewry and would demonstrate the central role of Jews in German culture. Accordingly, Before the Law, an anthology drawn from Kafka’s diaries and short stories, appeared in 1934 in Schocken Verlag’s Bücherei series, a collection of books aimed to appeal to a popular audience, and was followed a year later—the year of the infamous Nuremberg Laws—by Kafka’s three novels. The Schocken editions were the first to give Kafka widespread distribution in Germany. Martin Buber, in a letter to Brod, praised these volumes as “a great possession” that could “show how one can live marginally with complete integrity and without loss of background” (from The Letters of Martin Buber [New York: Schocken Books, 1991], p. 431).

Inevitably, many of the books Schocken sold ended up in non-Jewish hands, giving German readers—at home and in exile—their only access to one of the century’s greatest writers. Klaus Mann wrote in the exile journal Sammlung that “the collected works of Kafka, offered by the Schocken Verlag in Berlin, are the noblest and most significant publications that have come out of Germany.” Praising Kafka’s books as “the epoch’s purest and most singular works of literature,” he noted with astonishment that “this spiritual event has occurred within a splendid isolation, in a ghetto far from the German cultural ministry.” Quite probably in response to Mann’s article, on 22 July 1935, a functionary of the German cultural ministry wrote to Schocken complaining that the publisher was “still selling the complete works of Franz Kafka, edited by Max Brod,” although the work of both Kafka and Brod had been placed by the Nazis on the “list of harmful and undesirable writings” three months earlier. Schocken moved his production to Prague, where he published Kafka’s diaries and letters. Interestingly, despite the Nazi protest against the collected works, he was able to continue printing and distributing his earlier volume of Kafka’s short stories in Germany itself until the government closed down Schocken Verlag in 1939. The German occupation of Prague that same year put an end to Schocken’s operations in Europe.

In 1939, he reestablished Schocken Books in Palestine, where he had lived intermittently since 1934, and editions of Kafka’s works in the renewed Hebrew language were among its first publications. In 1940, he moved to New York, where five years later he opened Schocken Books with Hannah Arendt and Nahum Glatzer as his chief editors. While continuing to publish Kafka in German, Schocken reissued the existing Muir translations of the novels in 1946 and commissioned translations of the letters and diaries in the 1950s, thus placing Kafka again at the center of his publishing program. Despite a dissenting opinion from Edmund Wilson in The New Yorker (where he nonetheless compared Kafka to Nikolai Gogol and Edgar Allan Poe), a postwar Kafka craze began in the United States; translations of all of Kafka’s works began to appear in many other languages; and in 1951 the German Jewish publisher S. Fischer of Frankfurt (also in exile during the Nazi period) obtained the rights to publish Kafka in Germany. As Hannah Arendt wrote to Salman Schocken, Kafka had come to share Marx’s fate: “Though during his lifetime he could not make a decent living, he will now keep generations of intellectuals both gainfully employed and well-fed” (letter, 9 August 1946, Schocken Books Archive, New York).

Along with the growing international recognition of Franz Kafka as one of the great modern writers, scholars began to raise doubts about the editorial decisions made by Max Brod. Although the manuscript of Der Verschollene (The Missing Person) lacks chapter headings and often even chapter breaks, Kafka did jot down on a sheet of paper headings for the first six chapters (complete with page numbers). He left no such instructions for the remainder of the text. After Kafka’s premature death in 1924 of tuberculosis, Brod did everything he could to achieve for his friend the recognition that had largely eluded him during his lifetime. As a result, in editing the manuscript of this novel for its original German publication in 1927, Brod was, as he explained in his afterword, “primarily concerned with the broad line of the story, not with philological work.” While he followed Kafka’s stated intentions for those first six chapters, he divided the remainder of the text into two additional chapters, for which he devised the headings “A Refuge” and “The Nature Theater of Oklahoma.” In the case of the latter, Brod also rounded off the chapter—and indeed the novel—by adding two final passages that were clearly fragments from a subsequent never-completed chapter. Finally, he relegated to an appendix two passages concerning Karl’s service at Brunelda’s, since they did not, he felt, greatly advance the story.

Salman Schocken was among the most eager for new critical editions of Kafka’s works. “The Schocken editions are bad,” he wrote in an internal memo. “Without any question, new editions that include the incomplete novels would require a completely different approach” (29 September 1940, Schocken Archives, Jerusalem). However, Max Brod’s refusal to give up the Kafka archive in his Tel Aviv apartment or to allow scholars access to it made such new editions impossible until 1956, when the threat of war in the Middle East prompted him to deposit the bulk of the archives, including the manuscript of The Castle, in a Swiss vault. When the young Oxford Germanist Malcolm Pasley learned of the archives’ whereabouts, he received permission from Kafka’s heirs in 1961 to deposit them in Oxford’s Bodleian Library, where they were subsequently made available for scholarly inspection. The manuscript of The Trial, which Kafka had given to Brod in 1920, remained in Brod’s personal possession, passing to his companion and heiress Ilse Ester Hoffe when he died in 1968. It was not until the late 1980s that Ms. Hoffe agreed to sell the manuscript, which was auctioned for a record sum by Sotheby’s in November 1988 to the German national literary archives in Marbach, where it is now kept.

Since 1978 an international team of Kafka experts has been working on German critical editions of all of Kafka’s writings, which are being published by S. Fischer Verlag with financial support from the German government. The first of these editions, Das Schloss (The Castle), edited by Malcolm Pasley, appeared in 1982 in two volumes, the first containing the restored text of the novel drawn from Kafka’s handwritten manuscript, the second containing textual variants and editorial notes. Mark Harman’s translation of the restored text was published by Schocken in 1998. The critical edition of Der Verschollene (The Missing Person), edited by Jost Schillemeit, appeared in 1983, also in two volumes. Harman’s translation is based on the re stored text in the first volume, which corrected numerous transcription errors in the earlier editions and removed Brod’s editorial and stylistic interventions. In the restored text, for example, Schillemeit employs only the chapter headings mentioned by Kafka and inserts chapter or section breaks based on evidence gleaned from the manuscript.

This translation generally follows the example set by the editors of the critical editions, although, as Harman explains in his preface, a few inconsistencies have been silently rectified (for example, Kafka’s erratic spelling of New York as Newyork or New-York and the odd use of capitals in “Hotel occidental”). As in the case of our new translations of The Trial and The Castle, we have not included the variants and deleted passages that appeared in the second volume of the critical editions of these books. The chief objective of these new translations, intended for the general public, is to provide readers with versions that reflect as closely as possible the state in which Kafka left the manuscripts.



TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

______________

There is little doubt that Karl Rossmann, the young hero of The Missing Person, who is banished to America by his parents, was Kafka’s favorite alter ego. On sending his future fiancée, Felice Bauer, the first chapter, he urged her to receive the “little youth kindly, set him down beside you and praise him, as he so longs to be praised.”1 Readers will, I hope, not only come to share Kafka’s affection for Karl, as I did while working on this translation, but also gain a new appreciation for this novel, which has for too long been overshadowed by The Trial and The Castle. If approached afresh, this book could bear out the early claim by Kafka’s friend Max Brod that “precisely this novel . . . will reveal a new way of understanding Kafka.”2

The Missing Person is a poetically coherent work that can be read on a number of levels, as an episodic picaresque tale, a bildungsroman or coming-of-age novel, a story of emigration or exile, a dark vision of urban civilization, a self-reflective modernist novel, and finally an at times dryly humorous send-up of the American dream. In creating his vision of America, Kafka was inspired by sources ranging from newspaper accounts of America, writings by European travelers, silent movies, and possibly the autobiography of Benjamin Franklin—which he pointedly gave to his own father to read3—as well as an established tradition of German-language writing about America, in which the New World was portrayed either as an idyllic refuge or as a dystopia.4

As his diaries and letters suggest, Kafka’s fascination with America grew out of a sense of imprisonment or inner exile. His native city Prague, which he once famously called a “little mother with claws,” could never be his Heimat (home or homeland). In a diary entry of 20 August 1911 he writes of wanting to spread himself out “in all earthly directions,” as he may be said to have done vicariously in his first novel.5 This desire to break away from Prague, even if only in his imagination, never left him. Toward the end of his life, on seeing a group of refugees packed into the banqueting room of the Jewish Town Hall in Prague, he writes to his lover Milena Jesenská: “If I’d been given the choice to be what I wanted, then I’d have chosen to be a small Eastern Jewish boy in the corner of the room, without a trace of worry, the father in the centre discussing with other men, the mother, heavily wrapped, is rummaging in the traveling bundles . . . and in a few weeks one will be in America.”6

When this novel first appeared in London in 1938 in Edwin and Willa Muir’s beautiful English translation, there was little awareness of what Kafka knew about America, and, since he himself had never set foot on these shores, it was easy to dismiss what he liked to call his “American novel” as sheer fantasy. However, thanks to meticulous scholarly reconstructions of the annihilated world of the German-speaking Prague Jews and of the debates about literature, religion, philosophy, Jewish identity, and Zionism in which Kafka participated, The Missing Person no longer seems quite so ahistorical, nor so apolitical, as it once did.

Although Kafka never crossed the Atlantic, he had specific ideas about the kind of America he wanted to portray. For instance, when, on the suggestion of the poet Franz Werfel, his German publisher Kurt Wolff used an old-fashioned print of a sailing boat approaching New York Harbor as a frontispiece for “The Stoker”—the first chapter of the novel, which was initially published in 1913 as a separate story—Kafka protested on the grounds that he had portrayed “the most modern New York.”7

Together with “The Judgment” and “The Metamorphosis,” “The Stoker” forms a trilogy of what Kafka dubbed his domestic tragedies. All three stories feature sons who are punished by their parents, and the manuscripts attest to the close relationship between these three characters: on several occasions in “Metamorphosis” Kafka wrote “Karl” rather than “Gregor” (the main protagonist in “Metamorphosis”), and similarly five times in the manuscript of “The Stoker” he mistakenly wrote “Georg” (the hero of “The Judgment”) instead of “Karl.”8 Three days after achieving what he considered his literary breakthrough, in writing “The Judgment” during the night of 22–23 September 1912, he began to compose his “American novel.”

Unlike “The Judgment,” The Missing Person had a lengthy gestation—Kafka wrote at least three versions—and its roots extend far back in his imaginative life. We know from a diary entry of 19 January 1911 that as a child or adolescent he wrote a story with a related theme, in which America serves as a refuge. Then, after beginning a draft in winter 1911 (which has not survived), he wrote the first seven chapters of the novel between September 1912 and January 1913. He subsequently turned his attention to other projects, and it was not until October 1914—after he had started work on The Trial—that he wrote the last completed chapter of The Missing Person.

The title Amerika, which emphasizes the setting and by which the novel has become widely known, is not Kafka’s but rather was used by Max Brod in the first German edition in 1927—three years after Kafka’s premature death of tuberculosis at the age of forty-one. Kafka himself clearly entitled the novel Der Verschollene (The Missing Person) in a letter to Felice Bauer in November 1912, thereby underscoring the fate of the young hero.9

In the diary entry of 1911 about the juvenile “American” story Kafka recollects sitting with members of his family (unfortunately he does not specify his age at the time) writing a story featuring two brothers. One brother ends up in a prison in Europe, whereas the other—the “bad” one—escapes to America. An uncle grabbed a page from him, glanced at it, and declared to the rest of the family, dismissively, “The usual stuff.” The twenty-eight-year-old diarist describes how this verdict gave him a “glimpse of the cold space of our world” and made him feel “banished.” Those metaphors anticipate the predicament of the young hero in the opening lines of The Missing Person:



As he entered New York harbor on the now-slow-moving ship, Karl Rossmann, a seventeen-year-old youth who had been sent to America by his poor parents because a servant girl had seduced him and borne a child by him, glimpsed the Statue of Liberty, which he had been observing for some time, as if in a sudden burst of sunlight. The arm with the sword now reached aloft, and about her figure blew the free winds.





Much ink has been spilled over these introductory sentences and, especially, the surreal description of the Statue of Liberty. In famously endowing the statue with a sword rather than a torch, Kafka defied conventional expectations. Although one reviewer noted this seeming slip, on the first appearance of “The Stoker” in May 1913,10 Kafka declined to alter it in a second printing of the story in 1916, in which he made some minor changes. There can be no doubt that the choice of the sword was quite deliberate.

Some critics argue that Kafka transformed the American emblem of freedom into an icon of justice and that the sword is drawn not against “the social injustices bred by America’s capitalism . . . [but] against Karl’s conscience.”11 Others see the sword as a symbol of violence, anticipating the struggles that Karl will face against an inhumane technological civilization. Still others point to traditional representations of Justitia in European paintings. Moreover, the sword in the hand of Kafka’s alienated version of the Statue of Liberty may recall the cherubim and the fiery revolving sword that guard the gates of the Garden of Eden after the expulsion of Adam and Eve, at least in the influential old Greek translation of Genesis.12

While some readers might be inclined to approach this novel as a dream narrative, in the manuscript Kafka sought to diminish this possibility and the psychological interpretations that it would invite. In the opening lines of the novel, just after Karl has glimpsed the Statue of Liberty, Kafka first wrote the following sentence and then immediately crossed it out: “He looked up at her and dismissed what he had learned about her.” (Er sah zu ihr auf und verwarf das über sie gelernte.) That crossed-out sentence, which almost sounds postmodern, might imply that the young hero is imposing his preoccupations on the statue—precisely the kind of easy psychological explanation that Kafka sought to exclude.13 Just as it is impossible to dismiss as a nightmare the perception of Gregor Samsa in “Metamorphosis” that his body has been mysteriously transformed overnight into that of a bug (the text states quite unambiguously that “it was no dream”), we cannot simply explain away this surreal Statue of Liberty as a subjective perception of Karl Rossmann. Moreover, the placement of this altered monument at the beginning of the novel may be Kafka’s way of warning us not to take the tale that follows as a realistic account of a young man’s experiences in America.14

There has been much debate about whether Karl Rossmann develops in the course of the novel, as one would expect of the hero of a bildungsroman. Kafka himself acknowledged a debt to one of the great English novels of development, Dickens’s David Copperfield, specifically mentioning motifs shared by the two novels, such as “the story of the trunk, the boy who delights and charms everyone, the menial laborer, his sweetheart in the country house, the dirty houses etc.” However, he was critical of Dickens’s “coarse characterizations” of his figures, which, having learned a great deal about narrative art from Flaubert, Kleist, and, despite often-shoddy productions in Prague, the Yiddish theater, Kafka had been able to avoid. The Missing Person bears only a parodistic resemblance to the classic European bildungsroman, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, and is much closer to Jakob von Gunten, an anti-bildungsroman by the quirky Swiss modernist Robert Walser, about a character who sets out to become a nobody.15

How can we explain the sudden ability of Karl Rossmann, who has few literary or artistic interests aside from a rudimentary ability to play the piano, to suddenly imagine himself changing his American “circumstances” through the sheer power of his playing? Kafka’s diaries can shed some insight here, especially a series of seminal entries in June 1910 in which Kafka (or rather his partly biographical, partly fictional alter ego) explores how his education and upbringing have made it impossible for him to develop naturally and left him instead with a “dead bride”—a metaphorical term for his full potential. Could Karl have a comparable potential locked inside him? Be that as it may, his dreams of artistic success anticipate the last completed chapter of the novel, which features a giant theater and a character named Fanny who tells him that he is indeed an artist.16

The element of social criticism in The Missing Person is more pronounced than it is anywhere else in Kafka’s oeuvre. For instance, at one point Karl Rossmann remarks that America is a country where “one could not hope for pity” and where only those who are fortunate seem to “enjoy their good fortune amid the indifferent faces on all sides.”17 At such moments Kafka’s critical perspective on American society in the robber-baron era can seem remarkably congruent with that of American novelists such as Theodore Dreiser in Sister Carrie (1900) and Edith Wharton in The House of Mirth (1905).18

Far more characteristic of Kafka’s first novel than such explicit social criticism, however, are passages in which he transforms abstract critiques of modern urban civilization into vivid tableaux, thereby anticipating such early movie classics as Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times.19 Take, for instance, the depiction of the busy telegraph room in the enterprise of Karl’s American uncle, where an employee’s right arm lies almost inert, “as if it were a heavy burden,” and “only the fingers twitched away at a rapid and inhumanly uniform pace”; or the scene at the gigantic Occidental Hotel, in which the heads of the information-dispensing underporters become so hot they need to be doused with water.20 Through such unexpected details Kafka suggests analogies between the business world and the factories of America, which he never describes from the inside. Kafka, who as an accident insurance lawyer by day visited factories throughout Bohemia, could easily imagine the working conditions in similar enterprises in America.21 On one occasion he expressed surprise that the workers injured in factory accidents did not come and break down the doors at his insurance company.

In creating his vision of America, Kafka drew on reportage by a Hungarian Jewish socialist called Arthur Holitscher, which he first read in installments in the journal Neue Rundschau. He bought a copy of Holitscher’s subsequent book Amerika Heute und Morgen (America Today and Tomorrow) for his personal library and also attended an illustrated lecture by a Czech Socialist called František Soukup about his travels in America, which then also appeared in book form. Holitscher and Soukup both attribute the cruelly hectic pace of life in America to the predominance of the profit motive: “This murderous tempo, this fearful rush which only ceases at the grave.”22

While Kafka does draw on such material, he reveals himself to be a creative borrower. Take, for instance, the odd depiction of the Statue of Liberty in the opening paragraph of the novel. Although Kafka does not describe Ellis Island, he may be grafting onto his description of the statue an image that Holitscher used in portraying the island: “No Blake could have drawn or sung of the avenging angel who reigns over this island in a cloud of fear, whimpering, torture and blasphemy every single day that we spend in this free country.”23 It would be entirely characteristic of Kafka’s magpielike ways if he had borrowed that Blakean angel from Holitscher, placing her instead on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty and using the word “free,” which Holitscher imbues with heavy sarcasm, in a characteristically wry manner.

Kafka playfully acknowledges his own prior readings about America when he has Karl compare his impressions of an ostensible Irishman called Robinson with a warning he read somewhere that newcomers should be wary of the Irish in America: Holitscher asserts that the Irish produced the most successful type of “political padrone, boss, slave-holder, and vote catcher” and even records a passenger in steerage asking hopefully: “How long do you have to live in America before becoming an Irishman?”

Kafka himself had a number of American relatives, such as his uncle Otto Kafka, who may have been a partial model for Karl Rossmann’s American uncle, and a namesake cousin, Franz or Frank Kafka, who left for America at the same age as Karl.24 Like the uncle in the novel, Otto Kafka was a self-made man who, after a series of colorful adventures in South Africa and South America, emigrated to the United States, where he eventually accumulated sufficient wealth to buy a home near the Rockefeller mansion at Tarrytown, New York. Yet we need to approach these tantalizing biographical items warily, since it is difficult to distinguish between biographical sources, Kafka’s readings about America, and his own inventions. And while the tone of a letter from Otto Kafka to the U.S. assistant attorney general (cited by Anthony Northey in his thoroughly researched 1991 study Kafka’s Relatives) is indeed comparable to the voice Kafka attributes to the fictional uncle, there is also something almost generic about such rags-to-riches stories.25

As the great Argentinean writer Jorge Luis Borges suggested26—and as critics such as Robert Alter have specifically shown in the case of The Missing Person27—Kafka wove numerous religious, and in particular Old Testament, motifs into his portrayal of Karl’s American adventures, raising questions for us as readers. To what extent is a metropolis such as New York, with the hundred thousand “eyes” of its many Babel-like skyscrapers, at the mercy of those winds and of the “restlessness” wafting in from the sea? What, for instance, are we to make of the mysterious gales blowing through the vast mansion that Karl visits outside New York, especially near the chapel? How should we read images such as that of “a glass roof stretched over the street . . . being violently smashed into fragments at every moment”?

However dark the plight of his heroes, Kafka himself never loses his sense of humor. In The Missing Person that humor is often hidden between the interstices of his sentences. The discrepancy between Karl’s relentlessly sober perceptions and the often-ludicrous events in which he is caught up make it difficult for us not to chuckle in spite of our increasing empathy with the hapless young hero. Take, for example, his exchanges with the ostensible Irishman Robinson, which are punctuated by precise descriptions of the latter’s messy eating habits, or the description of the bathing rituals of Brunelda, a grotesque character whose Wagnerian-sounding name turns out to be quite apt. Moreover, Karl’s lack of a strong sense of identity gives rise to a number of comic scenes, especially those featuring his dubious companions Delamarche and Robinson. Worth mentioning in passing—since the names of Kafka’s characters can be telling—is the meaning of the surname of the servant who seduces Karl: Brummer (Buzzer), or “noisy fly,” an appropriate, if unsettling, name for her, especially since the Ross in Karl’s surname Rossmann means “steed” or “horse.”28

Readers may well be puzzled by the fascinating but enigmatic last completed chapter. Heightening the enigma is the gap in the novel just before this chapter: after a brief account of Karl’s entrance into a brothel-like institution with an industrial-sounding name, Enterprise Nr. 25, the narrative breaks off, and then without any transition we find ourselves reading a poster in which a mysterious theater advertises its openings. When Kafka finally sat down in 1914 to write this chapter (which Max Brod entitled “The Nature Theater of Oklahoma,” even though it had no title in the manuscript), he may have been attempting to do with The Missing Person what he had already done with The Trial, namely, first write a final chapter and then try to fill in the missing parts. However, as in the case of The Trial, he never did fill in the gaps. So inevitably readers will come away from this chapter, and indeed from the novel as a whole, with divergent interpretations, depending on which level of meaning they choose to emphasize: the social, the meta-physical, the psychological, the apotheosis or parody of the American dream, and so on.29

There are two alternative versions of how Kafka wanted to end this never-completed novel. According to Brod, he intended to conclude it in a conciliatory fashion, and he used to hint smilingly that within “this ‘almost limitless’ theatre his young hero was going to find again a profession, some backing, his freedom, even his old home and his parents, as if by some paradisiacal magic.”30 Perhaps. But on the other hand, in a diary entry of 30 September 1915 Kafka explicitly compared the fates of the heroes in The Missing Person and The Trial: “Rossmann and K., the innocent and the guilty, both executed without distinction in the end, the innocent one with a gentler hand, more pushed aside than struck down.”31 Characteristically ambivalent about the kind of ending he wanted, and having worked on the novel on and off for three years, he may at some point have changed his mind about Karl’s fate.

In the chapter featuring the Theater of Oklahama (Kafka consistently misspelled the name of the state), the “biggest theater in the world” claims that it can take on all who apply. But how credible is the organization? Will it finally allow Karl to reach a degree of fulfillment? Some critics claim that the theater represents a model of religious redemption; others, a social utopia; others still, a surreal version of the American dream. Finally, what are we to make of the decision by Karl, who has lost his identification papers, to identify himself as “Negro,” the nickname he claims was given him in previous positions (which Kafka never got around to describing)?32 The insertion of the word negro into the text was a deliberate act on Kafka’s part, for he had originally written “Leo”—perhaps an allusion to an alter ego, Leopold S., who engages in a transparently autobiographical, if enigmatically fragmentary, dialogue with a character named Felice S. in a diary entry of 15 August 1913—then went back and changed the name nine times to “Negro.”33 Certain signs indicate a turn for the better—for example, Karl has a couple of promising encounters with figures from his past—that might seem to bear out Kafka’s purported plans for a positive ending. However, a grim image in Holitscher’s travelogue—a photograph depicting a lynching with a group of grinning white bystanders, which Holitscher sarcastically entitled “Idyll aus Oklahama” (Idyll from Oklahama), with the same misspelling as in Kafka—might make one lean toward a darker interpretation of this chapter and of Karl’s final journey.



The multilingual Kafka was acutely aware of the challenges facing translators and of the need to negotiate between sometimes conflicting linguistic and literary claims. Though he praised his first Czech translator, Milena Jesenská, for her faithfulness to his German, he also asked “whether Czechs won’t hold its very faithfulness against you.” His comments on her Czech rendering of the first two sentences in the novel are particularly revealing, since this is one of the trickier passages in the book. What, for instance, are we to make of the ambiguous statement that Karl has been sent to America by his “arme Eltern” (poor parents)? Kafka was not happy with Milena’s decision to eliminate the ambiguity of “poor” by inserting the adjectival phrase “financially needy,” suggesting that Karl’s parents are impoverished. He emphasized that arme (poor) “here also has the secondary meaning: pitiable, but without any special emphasis of feeling.”34 Could this reference to Karl’s “poor parents” be an ironic, or even sarcastic, comment by the narrator? Perhaps. But Kafka disclosed another interpretative possibility when he revealed to Milena that the expression mirrors Karl’s feelings toward his parents: “an uncomprehending sympathy that Karl, too, has with his parents.”35

Kafka also commented on the “freie Lüfte” (literally, “free airs”) blowing about the Statue of Liberty. He noted that the German phrase is “a little more grand” than Milena’s Czech rendition as “free air”—like English, Czech cannot easily use the word air in the plural. But then he added, with his characteristic awareness of the inherent limits of translation, that “there’s probably no alternative.” I ended up choosing the phrase “free winds,” which like Milena’s Czech term is less elevated than the original German, partly because I wanted to retain that simple but resonant word free.

In general I have sought to keep the interpretative options open and to follow Kafka whenever he chooses to be ambiguous and whenever he flouts conventions. For instance, in describing the mysterious Theater of Oklahama, he avoids straightforward German verbs such as einstellen (to hire), and I have sought to make the English text comparably elusive.36 The same goes for the punctuation, which some readers may find a little unsettling. Kafka employs it rather erratically—for example, some questions are followed by question marks, others not. Here we must keep in mind that, with the exception of the “Stoker” chapter, he never revised the manuscript for publication and that we cannot know precisely what he would have changed had he done so. For stylistic reasons, he preferred to use punctuation sparingly, and I have tried to be comparably thrifty. After all, at least in the original German, the very lightness of the punctuation helped to create prose that is often full of sharply observed detail—as in the first chapter—yet still flows with seemingly miraculous ease.

Max Brod corrected obvious slips, such as a bridge stretching from New York to Boston, a sudden shift in the U.S. currency from dollars to pounds, and conflicting indications as to whether Karl Rossmann is sixteen or seventeen; these editorial corrections were adopted by Edwin and Willa Muir, who used Brod’s edition as the basis for the first English translation (1938). The more recent German-language editors of Kafka’s novels have refrained from making such changes, on the grounds that it is preferable to offer readers as close an approximation as possible of the state in which Kafka left his texts. Although I have usually followed the editors of the German critical edition in retaining idiosyncratic features of the original manuscript, I have silently rectified several minor inconsistencies, such as Kafka’s somewhat erratic spelling of New York (sometimes as one word, sometimes as two, sometimes linked by a hyphen) and Occidental Hotel (in the original the spelling of the former word is generally lowercase), while retaining the names of a tycoon’s son, who is called Mak and subsequently becomes Mack.

The greatest challenge for me as a translator lay in endeavoring to re-create in English a style that would mimic such seemingly disparate traits of Kafka’s prose as its “provocatively ‘classic’ German,”37 its meticulous attention to detail, its “flowing vivacity,”38 and its modernist adherence to the restricted perspective of the main character. Although some critics who are native speakers of German have found Kafka’s style in The Missing Person jarring,39 such criticism fails to acknowledge the startling modernity that is often hidden under its surface conservatism. There certainly is something very modern about the way he tells the story, switching back and forth between indirect interior monologue and an unobtrusive narrator, who occasionally winks to the reader over the hero’s head, thereby alerting us to the irony and humor beyond the awareness of the all-too-earnest young hero.40



Although Brod’s once widely accepted portrayal of Kafka’s works as religious allegories has not aged well, he may not have been too far off in claiming that this novel can yield a new interpretation of Kafka, and also—I would add—a new appreciation of neglected qualities in his writing.



—MARK HARMAN

Elizabethtown College

NOTES

1. Kafka, Letters to Felice (New York, 1973), p. 267. Here, as elsewhere, the cited translations have been modified whenever appropriate. Early versions of this preface were presented at the Kentucky Foreign Language Conference and at Duke University.

Return to text.

2. Brod sought to make the purported salvation of the young hero the centerpiece of his argument that Kafka was a writer with an ultimately positive faith in man and in the possibility of divine grace. Many subsequent readers have rejected Brod’s sunny insistence that the hero’s “misfortune is kept in check by his child-like innocence and touchingly naïve purity.” See Max Brod, “Nachwort” in Kafka, Die Romane (Frankfurt, 1969), p. 254.

Return to text.

3. In a passage in his famous letter to his father (1919), Kafka explains that he gave Franklin’s autobiography to Hermann Kafka partly “because of the relationship between the author and his father” (p. 218), and elsewhere in the same letter he connects his own largely imaginary travels to his need to avoid spaces that his father already occupies: “Sometimes I imagine the map of the world spread out and you stretched diagonally across it. And I feel as if I could consider living in only those regions that either are not covered by you or are not within your reach” (p. 231). The Basic Kafka (New York, 1979). See also John Zilcosky, Kafka’s Travels: Exoticism, Colonialism, and the Traffic of Writing (New York, 2003).

Return to text.

4. See Amerika in der deutschen Literatur, ed. Sigrid Bauschinger et al. (Stuttgart, 1975). The volume includes a characteristically insightful essay by Walter Sokel on The Missing Person. See also Das Amerika der Autoren, ed. Jochen Vogt and Alexander Stephan (Munich, 2005).

Return to text.

5. See Heinz Hillmann, who also examines the relationship between The Missing Person and Holitscher’s book, in “Amerika: Literature as a Problem-solving Game,” in The Kafka Debate, ed. Angel Flores (New York, 1977), pp. 279–97. Mark Harman, “Biography and Autobiography: Necessary Antagonists?” in Journal of the Kafka Society 10, nos. 1–2 (1986), pp. 56–62; and Mark Harman, “Life into Art: Kafka’s Self-Stylization in the Diaries,” in Franz Kafka (1883–1983): His Craft and Thought, ed. R. Struc (Waterloo, Ont., 1986), pp. 101–16.

Return to text.

6. Kafka, Letters to Milena, ed. Willi Haas (New York, 1962), p. 196.

Return to text.

7. Kafka, Letters to Friends, Family, and Editors (New York, 1977), p. 98.

Return to text.

8. See Wolfgang Jahn, “Kafkas Handschrift zum Verschollenen,” in Jahrbuch der deutschen Schillergesellschaft (Stuttgart, 1957), p. 549.

Return to text.

9. The German title, Der Verschollene, presents a challenge for translators, since it is impossible to do justice in English to all nuances of the original. Der Verschollene is both characteristically succinct—consisting solely of a noun derived from the past participle of a verb and the masculine definite article indicating the gender of the missing person—and paradoxical, for it raises a meta-fictional question about the provenance of this story about a youth who has gone missing without trace, especially since the infinitive of the verb in question, namely, verschallen, means “to cease making a sound” or “to fade away.” See Wahrig Deutsches Wörterbuch (Gütersloh, 1972).

Return to text.

10. See Camill Hoffmann’s early review of “The Stoker” in Franz Kafka: Kritik und Rezeption 1912–1924 (Frankfurt, 1979), pp. 47–49.

Return to text.

11. Heinz Politzer, Franz Kafka: Parable and Paradox (Ithaca, N.Y., 1966), p. 123.

Return to text.

12. For a discussion of the critical reception of Der Verschollene, see Kafka-Hardbuch, vol. 2, ed. Hartmut Binder (Stuttgart, 1979), pp. 407–20.

Return to text.

13. See Mark Harman, “Making Everything a ‘little uncanny’: Kafka’s Deletions in the Manuscript of Das Schloß,” in Companion to the Works of Franz Kafka, ed. James Rolleston (Rochester, N.Y., 2002), pp. 325–46.

Return to text.

14. See Mark Anderson, “Kafka and New York: Notes on a Traveling Narrative,” in Modernity and the Text: Revisions of German Modernism, ed. Andreas Huyssen and David Bathrick (New York, 1989), p. 149.

Return to text.

15. Kafka’s pun on the double meaning of the word Laufbahn—“career” or “racetrack”—in a letter about Robert Walser anticipates a comparable conceit in the theater chapter of The Missing Person. See Robert Walser Rediscovered, ed. Mark Harman (Hanover, N.H., 1985), pp. 139–40.

Return to text.

16. The theater chapter at the end of the novel is prefigured by a brief fragment—probably written in early February 1912—in which Karl corrects the words of a servant who has introduced him as an actor by saying that he merely wants to become one. See Der Verschollene: Apparatband (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. 49, 71–73.

Return to text.

17. Karl adds that this negative verdict confirms what he has already read about the United States. If Kafka is referring obliquely here to Holitscher or Soukup, he—or at least his hero Karl—is endorsing stinging critiques of the American system. Some early critics detected a strong element of social criticism in the novel. For instance, the philosopher Adorno argued that Kafka’s insight “into economic tendencies was not so alien . . . as the hermetic method of his narrative techniques would lead us to assume.” See Theodor W. Adorno, Prisms (Boston, 1977), p. 260. One German scholar even asserted that the novel “mercilessly” uncovers “the hidden economic and psychological mechanism of this society and its satanic consequences.” See Wilhelm Emrich, Franz Kafka, trans. S. Z. Buehne (New York, 1968), p. 276. Others rejected the idea that the novel represents a critique of American—or capitalist—society on the grounds that its true theme is “not the reality, present or future, of a civilization far away from Kafka’s Prague, but the growth, both personal and intellectual, of Karl Rossmann.” See Politzer, Parable, p. 124.

Return to text.

18. While The Missing Person challenges notions of realism in a way those two more conventional portrayals of the robber-baron era do not, its dissection of the American dream can be as caustic as those of Dreiser and Wharton. If Karl Rossmann were a first-person narrator and more given to introspection, he might sound like Wharton’s Lily Bart toward the end: “I have tried hard—but life is difficult, and I am a very useless person. I can hardly be said to have an independent existence. I was just a screw or a cog in the great machine I called life, and when I dropped out of it I found I was of no use anywhere else.” Of course, while there is some ambiguity in Wharton’s treatment of Lily Bart’s death, Kafka leaves the ultimate fate of Karl Rossmann entirely unsettled. See Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth, ed. Elizabeth Ammons (New York, 1990), p. 240.

Return to text.

19. For an exploration of Kafka’s interest in film, see Hanns Zischler, Kafka Goes to the Movies, trans. Susan H. Gillespie (Chicago, 2002).

Return to text.

20. Similarly if, as some critics have suggested, the fictional Occidental Hotel owes something to Holitscher’s description of the Atheneum Hotel at Chautauqua, New York, Kafka darkens Holitscher’s uncharacteristically euphoric account of an American grand hotel, where lowly elevator boys converse freely in the lobby with affluent guests. For instance, a graduate of Columbia University and medical student, who was working temporarily as a porter at the Atheneum and was described by Holitscher, may have metamorphosed into the overworked medical student known as “Black Coffee,” from whom Karl Rossmann learns a lesson about the pitfalls of such extreme absorption. Moreover, if there is an echo of Soukup’s caustic description of the ships transporting immigrants across the Atlantic (“a storehouse in which human beings are exported as wares to America”) in the description of the stoker’s quarters in the novel (“a bed, a closet, a chair, and the man were packed together, as if in storage”), Kafka can be said to introduce his own touch—a hint of humor—without thereby eliminating all traces of the social criticism that is far more emphatic in Holitscher and Soukup.

Return to text.

21. Kafka had read about the Taylor system of work measurement in Holitscher’s travelogue. See Holitscher, Amerika Heute und Morgen, 12th ed. (Berlin, 1923), pp. 292ff.

Return to text.

22. Ibid., p. 367.

Return to text.

23. Ibid., p. 338.

Return to text.

24. As we know from his diaries, Kafka also had conversations in Prague with another American cousin, Emil Kafka (1881–1963), and listened attentively to his description of the Chicago mail-order firm Sears, Roebuck and Co., where he worked. Since he had a relative working at Sears, Kafka must have read with interest Holitscher’s description of the “metallic din” emitted by the Sears, Roebuck building, “which hovers above the coal dust and the Illinois fog like some uncanny music of the spheres, desolate and cold like the whole of the modern world and its civilization” (ibid., p. 308). It’s worth juxtaposing a photograph of the vast Sears typing pool in Holitscher’s travelogue with the description of the busy telegraph room in Uncle Jakob’s business in The Missing Person.

Return to text.

25. In late fall 1911, when Franz Kafka was working on a draft of his American novel, Otto Kafka took his new American wife, Alice Stickney (daughter of a then-prominent American family and a possible model for the fictional Klara Pollunder), to visit his relatives in Kolin, Bohemia. It’s likely that Kafka heard reports of his relatives’ impressions of these two American visitors. Otto Kafka was evidently fond of a saying one could easily imagine on the lips of Karl Rossmann’s American uncle: “One must learn to obey before one commands.” A no-nonsense, self-confident individual, he never allowed himself to be cowed, even by powerful and well-connected opponents; he sued his business partner, General Coleman T. Du Pont (a former postmaster general and member of the well-known Du Pont industrialist family)—a headline in the New York World, 29 January 1918, read: “Kafka Threatens Du Pont with Suit.” Several years later he sued the Mexican foreign minister, Adolfo de la Huerta—“Names de la Huerta in $2,500,000 Suit” ran a headline in the New York Times, 13 June 1922, p. 21. In a letter dated September 1918 to the assistant U.S. attorney general petitioning for his release from prison, where he was held unjustly on suspicion of being an enemy spy, Otto Kafka mentions that he began life in America “as a porter with a corset concern at $5 a week”; although Karl’s American uncle does not mention having worked as a porter, he does take great pride in the fact that he employs a large number of porters. See Anthony Northey, Kafka’s Relatives: Their Lives and His Writing (New Haven, Conn., 1991), pp. 52–56.

Return to text.

26. Borges suggested that Kafka is “closer to the Book of Job than to what has been called ‘modern literature,’ ” and that his work is “based on a religious, and particularly Jewish, consciousness.” See Jorge Luis Borges, Selected Non-Fictions, ed. Eliot Weinberger (New York, 1999), p. 501.

Return to text.

27. See, for instance, Robert Alter, “Franz Kafka: Wrenching Scripture,” New England Review 21, no. 3 (2000), pp. 7–19.

Return to text.

28. Rossmann’s hybrid name links him with a large number of hybrid half-human, half-animal or half-insect creatures in Kafka’s fiction, ranging from the bug-man Gregor Samsa to Bucephalus in “The New Advocate,” a lawyer and steed, who in a previous incarnation was the battle horse of Alexander the Great, and also with the narrator of the sketch “The Wish to Be a Red Indian,” who imagines himself riding on the American prairie on a horse that is gradually vanishing underneath him.

Return to text.

29. As several critics have suggested, that odd theater, with its religious trappings, conjures up Holitscher’s sketch of the charismatic sects in Chicago, where “on Sundays the dear Lord has a different face and a different name at every five paces” (pp. 285–89), and his description of how land is handed out to settlers in Winnipeg, Manitoba (pp. 131–37).

Return to text.

30. Max Brod, “Afterword,” in Amerika (New York, 1954), p. 299.

Return to text.

31. Karl’s American uncle uses a similar image to describe the way Karl’s parents have treated him: in banishing him to America, they pushed him outside like a cat that has made a nuisance of itself.

Return to text.

32. Kafka asserts to Milena Jesenská, a Gentile, in a letter of August 1920, that he and Milena’s Jewish husband “both have the same Negro face.” Kafka, Letters to Milena, trans. Philip Boehm (New York, 1990), p. 136. For a discussion of Kafka’s self-image as a Jew, see Sander L. Gilman, Franz Kafka: The Jewish Patient (New York, 1995).

Return to text.

33. See Der Verschollene: Apparatband, p. 85.

Return to text.

34. Kafka is scarcely implying that Karl’s parents are without means, especially since we subsequently learn that Karl’s father has a business that is sufficiently prosperous to employ a considerable number of people. See Letters to Milena, p. 13.

Return to text.

35. Here Kafka seems to imply that he harbors a comparable feeling toward his own parents; indeed, as Hartmut Binder has pointed out, he used the phrase “poor parents” similarly in a letter to Felice Bauer of 13–14 January 1913, concerning his sister Valli’s marriage: “My parents (here I cannot resist the temptation to call them ‘my poor parents’) were delighted with the festivities.” See Hartmut Binder, Kafka-Kommentar (Munich, 1982), p. 85.

Return to text.

36. Although Karl Rossmann is interviewed at what seems like a hiring fair, Kafka never once uses the word einstellen (to hire). Instead, in the course of this short chapter he uses the word aufnehmen or variants thereof—i.e., “to be admitted or received”—some thirty times.

Return to text.

37. Kafka’s German biographer Reiner Stach adds that Kafka’s prose in The Missing Person “makes both things and people emerge in exaggeratedly sharp contours, as though seen under neon light.” This seems just about right. See Stach, Kafka: The Decisive Years, trans. Shelley Frisch (New York, 2005), pp. 117–18.

Return to text.

38. Nicholas Murray, Kafka: A Biography (New Haven, Conn., 2004), p. 224.

Return to text.

39. For instance, the Prague-born critic Heinz Politzer praised the first sentence in the original German for its controlled and “intricately patterned periods” but censured the second as “artless, not quite coherent, and inconclusive.” Politzer, Parable, p. 123. However, indicting Kafka for being inconclusive surely amounts to condemning Kafka for being Kafka. Besides, modern writers such as Joyce and Beckett have taught us to appreciate the way Kafka can slip into the consciousness of Karl Rossmann without inserting the kind of transitions one would expect in a nineteenth-century novel.

Return to text.

40. To the novelist Robert Musil, who linked Kafka and the Swiss writer Robert Walser in an early review of “The Stoker” and Meditation (Betrachtung), Karl Rossmann evokes a “feeling of excited children’s prayers and something of the uneasy zeal of carefully-done school exercises and much which one can only describe with the phrase moral delicacy.” See Kafka: Kritik und Rezeption, p. 35.

Return to text.
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