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Introduction to the English Edition

Ottla (full name Ottilie), sister of Franz Kafka: a young woman, reticent, shy, kind, obliging, friendly, gracious; living in quiet opposition to the bourgeois society and to the petit bourgeois regimen of the family home; not beautiful or in the ordinary sense even attractive; ready to help where help was needed (after finishing primary school she had to help long hours in her father’s notions store); reading books and journals without becoming especially educated.

Before the start of World War I, twenty-two-year-old Ottla met the jurist Josef David (born 1891), a Czech Christian, to whom she was later married. This step was a mark of her independence: her two older sisters, Elli and Valli, were married to men of the elder Kafkas’ choice. During the war she expressed her wish to study agriculture and to work on a farm. At one point she planned to emigrate to the Land of Israel, once the war was over and the Land open to immigrants. Franz supported her plans.

In 1917 she went to Zürau, in northern Bohemia, to take care of a small farming estate belonging to her brother-in-law. Franz, plagued by the noise of the city—and of the parental home—visited Ottla in Zürau several times.

Franz had a special affection for Ottla. Her simplicity, her purity, her ability to listen, her appreciation of her brother’s art, and the obvious pride she took in her big brother (Franz was nine years older)—all this went to make Ottla Franz’s favorite sister.

In July 1920 Ottla and Josef David (nicknamed Pepa) were married against the objections of relatives and friends. It is not known what attracted Ottla to David and David to Ottla. Ottla was reserved, even humble; Josef was outgoing, even boisterous. Ottla had adopted Franz’s vegetarianism; Josef liked to eat well.

In spring 1921 daughter Věra was born, followed, in 1923, by Helena (Helenka). The post—World War I period in Austria was harsh. Food was in short supply, housing conditions poor, inflation rampant. Ottla needed all her energy and time to take care of the household: to tidy the small, uncomfortable apartment, to feed Josef and the girls, to shop, to walk the dog. Franz was ill, but he and Ottla met periodically until his death in 1924.

Politically there was much tension in the land, and especially in Prague. The majority of the population was Czech in cultural traditions and outlook; the socially more prominent part was German-speaking and better educated. Within this minority was the Jewish group, separated from both the lower and the more privileged classes. With the rise of the Nazi movement rose a feeling of increasing threat in the Jewish community. Only slowly came the realization that the threat was being translated into reality.

Now begins the real story of Ottla. We are aware of it only now, since an old friend of Ottla’s, Anna Maria Jokl, published what she knew (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, June 27, 1969). When the Nuremburg laws were introduced to the “protectorate Bohemia—Moravia,” Ottla—the quiet, the innocent—decided to take steps that remind one of a story motif by Kafka. In 1942, in order to offer some protection to her husband and daughters, she suggested a divorce from Josef David. Josef at first declined the generous offer. But Ottla advanced the argument that, after the divorce, their daughters would retain rights to the elder Kafkas’ property. This the lawyer David recognized as a “rational approach,” and the divorce was effected.

Ottla put her apartment in order, packed her rucksack, and prepared herself for the trip. The daughters suddenly noticed with fear and dread what their mother’s intention was. The husband gave Ottla a good shoeshine and applied a coat of grease: “Now they are waterproof.”

Ottla went to the police, registered as a Jewess, and was sent to Theresienstadt. The girls came and begged to be admitted to this concentration camp but were refused, since “the law” did not apply to them.

After some time the girls received a pre-printed “message”: ES GEHT MIR GUT (“I am fine”), with Ottla’s signature. Later it became known that, in October 1943, Ottla volunteered to accompany a transport of children to the death camp at Auschwitz. We can only surmise how much goodness and love she could offer those little ones. To her, this action must have been a final proof of her freedom—of the bonds of convention, of estrangement.

Anna Maria Jokl continues her report. After the war (1947), this old friend of Ottla’s returned to Prague and, of course, phoned the David apartment. “Ottla is no more,” said David and invited her to come and meet the daughters. She came and was informed of some details. But first the young women begged her: “Tell us about our mother. We have forgotten everything; we even forgot what she looked like. Tell us, perhaps we’ll then recall things.”

David died in 1962, seventy-one years old. Ottla’s sisters had been deported by the Nazis and killed.

The children preserved Kafka’s letters to Ottla. For many years, the ruling authorities in Czechoslovakia did not allow the letters to be taken abroad or published locally. When, finally, this permission was granted, Hartmut Binder and Klaus Wagenbach edited them for S. Fischer Verlag, Frankfurt a.M., under the title Briefe an Ottla und die Familie (copyright © 1974 by Schocken Books Inc., New York).

English translations of some of the letters to Ottla have appeared in the volume Letters to Friends, Family, and Editors (New York: Schocken Books, 1977). The present collection includes all of the letters to Ottla that have been preserved. Letters by Ottla to Kafka must be considered lost, although we have many from her to Josef David. Few of Kafka’s letters to his parents survive: the parents had no appreciation for their son’s genius.

Kafka rarely dated his postcards and letters. Sometimes the postmark is a help; often the German editors were guided by the context of the communication or simply used their common sense. Dates not in the original appear in square brackets. The German editors received help from Marianne Steiner of London (daughter of Valli Kafka), who translated into German the letters in Czech addressed to Josef David, and from Kurt Krolop of Halle, who provided special information on the Prague scene.

The notes in the present volume required considerable editorial revision. The editors of the German work sought to provide the fullest possible identification of dates, events, persons, and places. The English volume aims at a full yet concise annotation, sufficient for the interested reader. The Kafka scholar will want to consult the Binder—Wagenbach apparatus.

The chronology intends to give a broad, detailed orientation concerning Kafka; it includes persons, events, and publications not referred to in the letters.

The English translation is the work of Richard and Clara Winston. Alas, due to Richard Winston’s death, this was to be the last completed translation from the pen of this most able interpreter of the written word.

The editorial work was greatly aided by the skill and circumspection of Beverly Colman; her gracious assistance is gratefully acknowledged.

N.N.G.
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1909

[Picture postcard (Riva, on Lake Garda, as seen from the Palast Hotel Lido). Postmark: Riva, September 7, 1909]1

Dearest Ottla, Please work hard in the shop2 so that I can enjoy myself here without worrying, and give my love to the parents.

Yours, Franz
Max Brod

[Picture postcard (mountain view, Tetschen, Bohemian Switzerland). Postmark: September 22, 1909]

Best regards.

Yours, Franz

Arriving Thursday afternoon, probably three o’clock, Staatsbahnhof.

[Picture postcard (Maffersdorf). Maffersdorf, autumn 1909]

Once again I’ll be bringing something back for you.

Franz

[Picture postcard (Jewish Temple, Pilsen). Postmark: Pilsen, December 20, 1909]

My dear young lady, I am spending my Christmas holidays here, but my memories of those blissful hours passed with you at our club’s gatherings remain my only joy. Did you receive my St. Nicholas’ Day present?3 Your doll lies next to my heart.

Your faithful Arpad4




1910

[Picture postcard (Ferris wheel, Paris). Postmark: Paris, October 16, 1910]1

Best regards.

Franz




1911

To Elli and Karl Hermann1

[Picture postcard (Friedland Castle). Postmark: Friedland, February 4, 1911]2

Unfortunately sleighing is out because it is so expensive. And I thought it would be free, since the snow is just lying around.

Warm regards, yours, Franz K.

[Picture postcard (Friedland Castle). Postmark: Friedland (second week of February 1911)]

Dear Ottla, I quite forgot about your being sick. Be careful and wrap yourself up before you take this card with its mountain air into your hands!

Yours, Franz

By the way, I will bring back something for you because you were sick.

[Picture postcard (marketplace, Kratzau). Postmark: (Kratzau,) February 25, 1911]3

It will surely interest you, dear Ottla, that in the Hotel zum Ross on the other side I dined on roast veal with potatoes and bilberries, followed by an omelet, and along with it and after it drank a small bottle of cider. Meanwhile I used all the meat, which as you know I cannot properly chew, partly to feed a cat, partly just to mess up the floor. Then the waitress sat down at my table and we talked about Hero and Leander, to which we had decided to go, each on our own. It is a sad play.4

[Picture postcard (health-food restaurant, Warndorf).5 Postmark: Warndorf, May (2,) 1911]

Dear Ottla, This time I’ll surely bring something back for you because you cried the night before I left.

Franz

[Picture postcard (view of the Bristenstock, Vierwaldstättersee, Axenstrasse). Postmark: Flüelen, August 29, 1911]6

Penned in by mountains in Flüelen. We sit stooped, noses almost in honey.

Franz
Max Brod

To Ottla and Valli Kafka

[Picture postcard (panorama of lake and mountains, Lake Lugano). Lugano, August 30, 1911]

So you are letting Mother write instead of taking this work off her hands. That certainly isn’t very nice. Yesterday we were in the Lake of the Four Forest Cantons,7 today in Lake Lugano, where we are staying for a little while. The address is the same.

Franz
D Brod8

[Picture postcard (Stresa, Lake Maggiore). Postmark: Stresa, September 6, 1911]

Ottla, you ought to write me more exactly. According to Mother’s letter there is news and the details would interest me very much. In return I would send you pretty picture postcards.

Franz K.
Max Brod

[Picture postcard (gardens at Versailles). Postmark: Paris, September 13, 1911]

Dear Ottla, I don’t have to forgive you, but you me, not because of the reproaches I wrote you, for they were mild, but because I inwardly hurled imprecations at you for not keeping your word on so serious a matter. But since you explain your neglect, though unfortunately not precisely, and since after all someone who is conversing with a girl who is working her fingers to the bone should not be angry, it is not out of the question that in spite of these expensive times I may bring something pretty back for you.

Franz

In regard to Max, you were careless; for since you are not angry with him, he will, I fear, not send you a card. On the other hand, he also sends his warm regards.

Very warmly, Max Brod




1912

To Julie, Hermann, Valli, and Ottla Kafka

[Picture postcard (the room in which Goethe died). Postmark: Weimar, June 30, 1912]1

Dear Parents and Sisters, We have arrived safely in Weimar, are staying in a quiet, pretty hotel with a view of a garden (all for 2 marks), and are living and sightseeing happily. I only wish I had some news from all of you.

Yours, Franz

[Picture postcard (Charlotte von Stein’s house). Postmark: Weimar, July 3, 1912]

Dear Ottla, Of course I am writing to you too, and how gladly. And am sending you the beautiful house of Frau von Stein, where last night we sat for a long time on the rim of the well.

Yours, Franz
Best regards, Max Brod

Warm regards to Fräulein Werner.2
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1. Kafka and Ottla, about 1914, in front of Altstädter Ring 6, Prague, where their parents lived after November 1913
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2. Friedland Castle in Bohemia; postcard of the second week of February 1911
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3. Kafka and Ottla in front of their dwelling in Zürau, winter 1917–18
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4. The marketplace in Kratzau, northern Bohemia; postcard of February 25, 1911
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5. Stresa on Lake Maggiore; postcard of September 6, 1911

[image: ]

6. The gardens at Versailles; postcard of September 13, 1911
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7. The harbor of Riva on Lake Garda; postcard of September 28, 1913
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8. Østersøbad Marielyst, Denmark; postcard of July 21, 1914




1913

[Picture postcard (Delia Gill, the screen star). Postmark: Berlin, March 25, 1913]1

Ottla, just at the last minute, warm regards, don’t be angry with me, I did not have time or a moment’s peace.

Franz

[Two consecutive picture postcards (St. Vigilio; Isola Garda and Monte Baldo, Lake Garda). Postmark: Riva, September 24, 1913]2

Don’t be angry with me, Ottla, for having written so little to you up to now. Traveling, I’m distracted,3, you know, and have even less desire to write than ordinarily. But now that I am quiet in the sanatorium I am going to write to you, or rather send only cards, because as always I have little to tell and that little cannot even be written about,4 I’ll explain that to you at some later time in the bathroom.5 Incidentally, you could do me a favor. Would you go to Taussig and get the Book of the Year 1913; it’s a catalogue that is distributed free.6 By the time I come back, all copies of it might be gone, and I would like to have it.

Many regards to all of you, Franz

It’s a long time since I last heard from you.

[Picture postcard (the harbor, with the Aponale Tower, Riva). Riva, September 28, 1913]

Today I was in Malcesine7 where Goethe had the adventure you would know about if you had read the Italian Journey, which you ought to do soon. The castellan showed me the spot where Goethe did his drawing, but this spot did not correspond with the journal8 and so we could not agree about that, any more than we could about Italian.9

Regards to all! Franz

[Picture postcard (Great Council Hall, Doges’ Palace, Venice).10 Postmark: Riva, October 2, 1913]

Dear Ottla, Tell the parents that I thank them heartily for their letters and that I will write them at length tomorrow. God knows how quickly the time passes. Mother informs me that you will be writing. You will not do it, but if you did intend to do it, don’t, it’s so hard.

Franz

Regards to all.




1914

[Prague,] July 10, 19141

Dear Ottla, Just a few words in haste before my attempt to go to sleep, at which I quite failed last night. Your card made an agonizing morning bearable for a few moments. That is the true massage and let us continue with it when occasion offers, if you agree. No, I have no one else in the evening. I will of course write you about Berlin. At the moment, there is nothing definite to say about the question2 or about me. I write differently from what I speak, I speak differently from what I think, I think differently from the way I ought to think, and so it all proceeds into deepest darkness.

Franz

Regards to all. You mustn’t show my letter or let it lie around. You had best tear it up and throw the shreds from the pawlatsche3 to the hens in the courtyard from whom I have no secrets.

[Picture postcard (Marielyst, Denmark).4 Postmark: Vaggerloese, July 21, 1914]

Dear Ottla, Warmest greetings. I am fairly well. Every day the same lovely weather and the same swim on the same lovely beach. But the meals are almost nothing but meat; that is abominable. I’ll tell you all the rest Monday, am coming Sunday. I am writing to the parents today. The letter-carrier is waiting. So long.

F.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka5

[Marielyst, July 1914]

[FRAGMENT] But I am not finished with Berlin in the sense that I think that this whole affair contributes to your and to my welfare (for they are certainly one and the same) by preventing me from going on living the way I have previously done. You see, I probably have not given you cause for any really serious anguish unless this breaking of the engagement is one such; from this distance I cannot judge it to be so. But I also have far less given you cause for any really lasting joy, and believe me when I say that the only reason is that I have not been able to give myself lasting cause for such joy. You in particular, Father, will most easily understand that, although you cannot recognize the real thing that I am aiming at. You often tell about how badly things went for you at the outset. Don’t you think that such stories were a good education to self-respect and contentment? Don’t you think—and incidentally you have more than once told me so to my face—that I have had it too good? Up to now I have grown up wholly in dependency and comfort. Don’t you think that that was not at all good for my nature, dear and kind as it was on the part of all those who saw to it? Certainly there are people who know how to secure their independence everywhere, but I am not among them. Granted, too, that there are also people who never lose their dependency; but it seems to me that it would be worth the effort to find out whether I am not of this group after all. Nor is the objection that I am too old for such an effort really valid. I am younger than I seem. That is the only good effect of dependency, that it keeps people young. Though it acts this way only if it comes to an end.

But as long as I stay in the office, I shall never be able to achieve this improvement. In any case, not in Prague. Here everything is arranged so as to keep me, a person basically craving dependency, in it. Everything is offered me so readily. The office is a great nuisance to me, and often unbearable, but basically easy. In this way, I earn more than I need. What for? For whom? I will continue to climb the salary ladder. For what purpose? This work is not right for me, and if it does not even bring me independence as a reward, why don’t I throw it up? I am risking nothing and have everything to gain if I give notice and leave Prague. I am risking nothing because my life in Prague is leading to nothing good. You sometimes jokingly compare me with Uncle R.6 But actually my course is not leading me all that far from him if I remain in Prague. I will foreseeably have more money, more interests, and less faith than he; I will accordingly be more dissatisfied. But there will scarcely be many more differences between us. Outside Prague I can gain everything, that is, I can become a calm, independent person who is utilizing all his abilities and, as the reward of good and truthful work, is given the feeling of really being alive and of lasting contentment. Such a person will also take a better attitude toward both of you—and that will not be the least of the gains. Although there will be some of his actions you may not approve of, you two will have a son with whom you will be on the whole satisfied, for you will have to tell yourselves: He is doing what he can. You do not have this feeling today, and rightly so.

I conceive of carrying out my plan in the following way: I have five thousand crowns. They will enable me to live somewhere in Germany, in Berlin or Munich, for two years without having to earn money. These two years will permit me to do literary work and to bring out of myself what, in Prague—where I am hampered by inward slackness and outward interference—I could not achieve in such clarity, fullness, and unity. This literary work will make it possible for me to live by my own earnings after these two years, no matter how modestly. But no matter how modest that life is, it will be beyond comparison with the life I am now leading in Prague and the life that awaits me there in the future. You will object that I am deluding myself about my abilities and the possibility of a livelihood that can be shaped out of these abilities. Certainly, that is not out of the question. But an argument against it is that I am thirty-one years old and such delusions at such an age cannot be taken into the reckoning, for otherwise all reckoning would be impossible. A further argument against it is that I have already written several things, though little, which have met with some degree of appreciation. But finally the objection is altogether dismissed by the fact that I am not at all lazy and am quite frugal. Therefore, even if one hope were to fail, I would find another means of livelihood and, at any rate, will not fall back on you, for that would certainly be much worse than the present life in Prague in its effect both upon me and upon you. In fact, it would be altogether unbearable.

Accordingly, my situation seems to me clear enough, and I am eager to hear what you will say about it. For although I am convinced that it is the only right course and that if I fail to carry out this plan I shall have committed a crucial failure—it is still naturally very important to me to know what you two will say about it.

With warmest regards, yours, Franz

[Picture postcard (Voltaire’s Room, Sans Souci Palace, Potsdam).7 Postmark: Charlottenburg, July 26, 1914]

One more greeting, Ottla, from me and from look who!

But look very slowly and turn your thoughts now and again toward Berlin.

Affectionately, Erna




1915

[Army Post Office correspondence card. Prague, February/March 1915]

Of course that was very kind, but yesterday I actually gave no thought to my moving. Having a wardrobe of one’s own may almost be counted among the universal human rights, and I wish you more than those rights. Rather I was not thinking of anything specific and only when I reflect on the matter do a number of things fit together: being thrown out of the store, to which I came for your sake; the constant invitations to look at your room, while you, for instance, have not yet once been in my room; and then, to be sure, the dumping of my dirty old storeroom all over me; and several other matters which you yourself are not precisely aware of. The only answer you can give to all that is that I pay little attention to your things (but that has a special reason) and that you are in the store all day long. I admit that that makes us more or less even.

[Picture postcard (Parliament Building, Budapest). Postmark: Hatvan (April 25, 1915)]1

Many regards. Kiss (old memory)

Franz

I wish we were even farther!

Many regards, Elly

Regards to the children, Irma,2 and the Fräulein.

[Picture postcard (Kaiser Wilhelm Ring, Vienna). Postmark: Vienna, (April) 27 (1915)]

I have just been considering and trying to settle: Should I bring something for her?

F.

To Josef David3

[Picture postcard (Ouvaly). On the picture side, a whimsical drawing by Kafka inscribed, “Ottla’s meager elevenses.” Ouvaly, May 16, 1915]

Cordial regards.

F Kafka

[Picture postcard (Edmundsklamm, Bohemian Switzerland). Postmark: Edmundsklamm, May 24, 1915]

Greetings from Franz

and Felice

Friendly regards, Erna Steinutz4

Friendly greetings from Grete Bloch5




1916

[Picture postcard (Hotel Trautwein, Karlsbad). Postmark: Karlsbad, May 13, 1916]1

Corn-salad2 sends regards.

[Picture postcard (Café Alm restaurant garden, Marienbad). Postmark: Marienbad, May 15, 1916]

Also the gentleman here, though unacquainted.

[Prague, May 28, 1916]

What notions. Why, I haven’t the slightest cause for annoyance. If one were not even halfway free in deciding how to spend a Sunday afternoon, it would be hell pure and simple here, whereas everybody knows this is only limbo. I am not going to Karlstein3 because I don’t know whom you are with there and because my discomfort4 in Prague is just bad enough for me not to want to stir it up again by going somewhere else. Besides, it is raining just at the time you’re somewhere in the woods between Karlstein and St. Johann. For neither of which am I to blame.

[Two consecutive picture postcards (entrance to Hotel Schloss Balmoral & Osborne, Marienbad, and part of gardens; lobby and part of gardens). Postmark: Marienbad, July 12, 1916]5

My dear Ottla: I, too, will write you at greater length later, should it still seem worth while and not prove better to tell each other everything a week from next Tuesday in Chotek Park.6 Only this for today: Things have gone much better for me than I could imagine and perhaps better for F. [Felice] too than she imagined. Well, she is to write that to you herself. I will not be coming to Eisenstein.7 Tomorrow F. is leaving and then I want to see what my head (aching today too) can still produce. That will be more easily possible here where I am habituated and in such pleasant quarters. But next year we’ll travel together into the, by then, I hope, free world.

Yours, Franz

How would it be if you came here for a few days?

Dear Ottla, That would surely be best. For it is glorious here. You can see how well things are going for us and how strong we feel by the fact that tomorrow we are visiting your Mama.8

Warmly, Felice

[Picture postcard (Café Utschig, Marienbad). Postmark: Marienbad, July 23, 1916]

Dear Ottla, I have written little, I know, so all the more will be told verbally.

Many regards, Franz

Best regards, Irma Weltsch9

Regards from old Weltsch, who loves you!

Regards too from your good old teacher,10 F. Weltsch

Paul Weltsch

[Prague, November 24, 1916]

To my landlady11

[Prague, December 1916]

Dear Ottla, Please send the letter in the envelope to Chief Inspector Eugen Pfohl,12 but do so at once if at all possible, for otherwise it will look as though I had overslept and afterward invented the story (whereas I invented it beforehand). You see, it is an alibi, but an acceptable one. I stayed upstairs too long, until about half past two. Nevertheless I’m in a very good state and, if I now remain in bed until ten o’clock, I do so not because that will make me feel any better or because I still hope to sleep, but because then the morning in the office will not be so long and because I (as a liar) have more of a claim on consideration there. While I was upstairs I did not write well or much, but had I known I would be staying home in the morning I would have been so enormously glad to stay there longer. Fear of the next day simply spoils everything for me; but perhaps it also enforces everything; in the darkness there who can distinguish?

So send off the letter with my excuse right away!

Franz

Used up the kerosene to the last drop.




1917

[Prague, January 1, 1917]

First of all: Happy New Year all around. Then, Ottla, please buy the Montagsblatt1 for me and the ticket for Wüllner’s afternoon reading.2 (An office worker’s thought: Subscribers have the guarantee that their seats will be reserved until Tuesday. So isn’t it more advantageous not to buy the ticket until Wednesday?) Don’t go to too much trouble about provisions. Every night I have more than I can eat. Only my mental appetite beforehand is so monstrous.—I celebrated New Year’s Eve by getting to my feet and holding up the floor lamp to welcome the new year. One could not have anything more fiery in his glass.

Franz

[Prague,] April 19 [1917]3

Dear Ottla, For the present everything here is approximately in order, but who can say how long it will stay that way. At any rate, it cannot collapse at once, since you left it so orderly, but perhaps or probably it is already secretly wobbling and I am not even aware of it. When I talk about “everything,” I naturally mean myself. After your departure, there was a great gale in the Hirschgraben,4 perhaps by chance, perhaps deliberately. Yesterday I overslept at the palace.5 By the time I came to the house, the fire had already gone out and it was very cold. Aha, I thought, the first evening without her and already lost.6 But then I took all the newspapers and even some manuscripts and after quite a while got a very nice fire going. When I told Růženka7 about it today, she said my mistake had been not to have cut any slivers of wood, that’s the only way to get a fire going immediately. To that I answered cunningly: “But there isn’t any knife there.” She, innocently: “I always take the knife from the plate.” So that is why it’s always so dirty and nicked, but now I have learned that it’s necessary to make slivers. She had already done a nice job on the floor in the palace, so you didn’t forget to tell her about it. In return, tomorrow I’ll try to find out which is the best book on growing vegetables; though it surely won’t tell how to raise vegetables from snow.

By the way, I have been told that yesterday Father took my part very strongly. Rudl Hermann8 (don’t leave this letter lying around) paid us a friendly visit in the afternoon to say goodbye, since he is going to Bielitz. As a result, there was a regular idiot’s performance at the house, with everybody taking part. There is hardly any close or very close relation whom Father didn’t run down this time. One is a swindler, when the other comes along you have to spit (ugh!), etc. Then Rudl said all this carping didn’t mean anything, Father would even call his own son a scoundrel. Then, so I hear, Father was magnificent. Rushed at him, both arms raised, face red. R. had to leave. On the threshold he wanted to pause, but Mother pushed him right out. So much for the friendly leavetaking. But since both Father and R. are good people, they’ve probably forgotten the whole thing by now, though that won’t keep them from repeating the whole performance on the next occasion. When I came home everything had already quieted down. Father only said, to make up for the excess of kindness he had spent on me: “To je žrádlo. Od 12 ti se to musí vařit.”*

The only other thing I want to tell you is: don’t write too much. If you want to write in general about your work, then write either to the parents or to Irma or to me, and then that can very well do for everybody.

Franz

[Postmark: Prague, April 22, 1917]9

Dearest Ottla, You mustn’t reproach yourself when you don’t write to me at all or write very little. I’d be sorry if it were otherwise. On the other hand, I would prefer it if, for example, you don’t send your report to Karl directly, but instead send the letter first to Prague, as you’ve done this time. Everything you write seems to me sensible, as far as my instinct for agricultural matters goes. The idea of fencing in part of the garden10 comes from me or maybe from Elli and me or is probably everyone’s idea, including yours. By the way, must it be a horse? Cows or oxen don’t suffice? For a while, I think, horses not suitable for military service, for example captured Russian horses, could be bought more cheaply. Isn’t there someone there who would know about this? Much advice from Rženka, but I’ll save that for my next. And head up,11 as they say on our street.

Yours, Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, May 15, 1917]

Dear Ottla, That calls for an immediate answer. I was already feeling abandoned by you and, thinking of an eventual future (always thinking of the future), I told myself: So she will let me go to the dogs after all. But that is completely wrong, even aside from your letter, for with the house up there you’ve ushered in a better period for me,12 which in fact is still going on even though (because of the lovely days and the difficulty sleeping that comes with them) I unfortunately have stopped working up there and when you moreover are away. Of course, there is plenty to complain about, but still it’s incomparably better than the last few years. But that has to be told about, as far as it can be expressed at all coherently. Perhaps I’ll come out Sunday, but, of course, that’s only “very perhaps”; no taking the train to meet me! Felix and his wife are very insistent about joining me, so perhaps I’ll come with them, hardly with Max.

Franz

[Prague, about June 20, 1917]

Dear Ottla, little welfare office,

Postscript on Tetsch:13.

1) The affidavit regarding Sopper’s need for clothes, which Herr Hippmann made out for him, is very good. Let him do the same thing for Tetsch and send it to me.

2) Tetsch, in view of his neediness and on the basis of a new law, is entitled to a stipend of about 48 crowns monthly. But an application has to be made out, on the enclosed form. Let the steward fill it out for Tetsch and address it on the third page to the office of the district captain in Podersam.14

Sopper’s clothing problem will be settled by Sopper’s promptly receiving 300 crowns from here. In addition, a letter will be sent to the Podersam welfare office (Schoolmaster Rössler) instructing it, as is its duty, to pay Sopper from its funds the additional 100 crowns still required for the purchase of clothing (the steward indicated that the price was 400 crowns). Of course, Sopper can also ask Schoolmaster Rössler personally for this sum.

Many regards, Franz

My first meeting with Tetsch in Prague was like this: Sunday evening I am walking with Max and his wife up the Belvedere slope15 and in the distance see a soldier sitting on one of those artificial stone embankments. He is wearing no socks, trousers rolled up, one sleeve empty, a big boil behind his ear. “Is this a soldier?” I say, and avoid looking at him. I didn’t turn around until I had already passed by: it was Tetsch. I was really happy.

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, June 24, 1917]

Dear Ottla, I will see to it, but first I would like to know when you will need the two;16 surely you know the date by now. And is it really all that bad? So much worse than last year,17 when nothing of the sort was necessary, so far as I know.—Of course, Fräulein Kaiser18 will come, gladly, even though you once said, so she claims, that you can’t stand her. She is coming Saturday, is glad you remembered her; now she is going on vacation for a few days in the Bohemian Forest.—With Mother it’s just as you say, of course; but she is suffering a great deal over the rash which the doctor asserts is nothing serious. Father has come back in good condition.19

Warm greetings. Give my regards to the Fräulein.

Franz

[Prague, June 25, 1917]

Dear Ottla, I hope the Fräulein mailed my card to you yesterday. In it I asked you, among other things, to let me know without delay when the men are supposed to be coming out.

Here is another addendum to the Gänsler business. The confirmation from the municipal office is still missing; I enclose it and it has only to be signed by the municipal office. Then please send the confirmation back to me. Sopper has not yet received the money, I know; he will receive it in a few days.

So long, Franz

I think Mother is feeling better.

Don’t forget Tetsch; nothing more needs to be done for him aside from giving the form to the steward.

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, July 28, 1917]

Dearest Ottla, I should have written long ago (did you receive the card from Budapest?20), have seen, heard, a great deal. On the whole, I felt fairly good traveling, but this certainly was not a recuperation and reconciliation trip. Above all I slept enough, as I always do when traveling, and also for a few days in Prague, but now I once more am getting so little sleep that it verges on the impossible. If only it were already autumn and winter (this doesn’t affect you since you’re going to Vienna21) and if only they would be halfway like last year! I am not coming tomorrow, but will come for ten days at the beginning of September, if you think it all right. Or should I go to the Salzkammergut? The farther the better, but it will already be a little late; I cannot leave until September 8. The way you gave notice last time was really admirable.22 How do you manage to hold your own?

Greetings to you and Irma, Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, August 23, 1917]

Dear Ottla, As soon as you are done with the hops harvest, please write me. I’ll then write you at length about my vacation. I don’t want to trouble your mind with other matters right in the middle of the harvest.

Warmly, yours, Franz

[Postmark: Prague, August 29, 1917]

Dear Ottla, I have four possibilities: Wolfgang am See (beautiful and unfamiliar country, but far and poor food), Radešowitz (lovely woods, tolerable food, but still too familiar, too few foreigners, too comfortable), Landskron (altogether unknown, supposedly beautiful, supposedly good food, but dependent on my boss’s connections and in other respects tied in with some official unpleasantness), finally Zürau (not unfamiliar, not really beautiful, but with you and maybe milk). Now it is true that as yet I have no vacation, and don’t want to raise the issue with the director, who made difficulties about my trip to Budapest. But I do have strong grounds for a vacation request. About three weeks ago, I had a hemorrhage from the lungs during the night. It was about four o’clock in the morning; I woke up, wondering at having such a strange amount of spittle in my mouth, spat it out, but then struck a light, strange, it’s a blob of blood. And then it began. Chrlení,23 I don’t know whether that’s the way to spell it, but it is a good expression for this bubbling up in the throat. I thought it would never stop. How was I going to plug it since I hadn’t started it? I got up, walked around the room, went over to the window, looked out, went back—still blood. Finally it stopped and I slept, better than I’d done in a long time. Next day (I was in the office) saw Dr. Mühlstein. Bronchial catarrh. He prescribed a medicine; I was to drink three bottles; return in a month; right away if blood came again. Next night, blood again, but less. Again to the doctor, whom I had not liked, by the way. I’ll pass over the details; it would take too long. The result for me: three possibilities, first, acute cold; when the doctor said that, I contested it. Would I catch cold in August? And when I don’t catch colds at all. Here at least the apartment might be at fault, this cold, stale, ill-smelling place. Secondly, consumption. Which the Dr. denies for the present. Anyhow, we’ll see, all inhabitants of big cities are tubercular; a catarrh of the apex of the lung (that’s the phrase, the way people say piglet when they mean swine) isn’t anything so bad; you inject tuberculin and all’s well. Thirdly: this last possibility I barely hinted to him; naturally he promptly warded it off. And yet it is the only right one and is also quite compatible with the second. Of late, I have again suffered dreadfully from the old delusion; incidentally, last winter was the longest remission so far in this suffering that has gone on for five years. It is the greatest struggle that has been imposed upon me, or rather entrusted to me, and a victory (which, for instance, might present itself in the form of a marriage; perhaps F. is only representative of the presumably good principle in this struggle), I mean a victory with a halfway bearable toll of blood, would in my private world history have had something Napoleonic about it. Now it appears that I am going to lose the struggle this way. And in fact, as if everything had been cancelled, I have been sleeping better since that episode at four o’clock in the morning, although not much better; but above all the headache, which I was beginning to think I could no longer do anything about, has completely stopped. I conceive of my participation in the hemorrhage in somewhat these terms: that the incessant insomnia, headaches, feverish conditions, tensions so weakened me that I became susceptible to something consumptive.24 As chance would have it, since then I have also not had to write to F.; two long letters of mine, one of which had a not very nice, almost ugly passage in it, have not been answered up to today.

So that is the status of this mental disease,25 tuberculosis. Incidentally, I went to see the doctor again yesterday. He found the lung noises (I have been coughing since that time) better, denies even more forcefully that it is consumptive, says I’m too old for that, but since I want some certainty (though even that does not afford complete certainty) will have me X-rayed this week and the sputum examined. I’ve given notice on the apartment in the palace; Michlová26 has given us notice; so I have nothing at all. But better so; perhaps I shouldn’t have been in that damp little house at all. To comfort Irma, who greatly pitied me, I told her about the hemorrhage. Otherwise no one else at home knows anything about it. The Dr. maintains that, for the present, there is not the slightest danger of infection.—So should I come? Perhaps a week from tomorrow, Thursday? For eight to ten days?

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 2, 1917]

Dear Ottla, So, moved.27 Closed the windows in the palace for the last time, locked the door; how much like dying this must be. And today in the new life I have the first traces of headache since that bloody morning. Your bedroom is not a bedroom. I say nothing against the kitchen, nothing against the courtyard; noise comes from there at half past six, but that is to be expected, although today is Sunday. By the way, the cat couldn’t even be heard, only the clock in the kitchen. But above all the bathroom. Three times by my count the light there was turned on and the water released for incomprehensible purposes, and then on top of that the door to the bedroom left open so that I could hear Father coughing. Poor Father, poor Mother, poor Franz. An hour before each turning on the light, I woke up for fear of it, and for two hours afterward I could not sleep for shock; that accounts for the nine night hours. But it was better for the lung. A light blanket with the window open is enough; in the palace two blankets and a featherbed were needed with the window half open and far away. Perhaps, too, I am coughing less. You should come.

Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 3, 1917]

Dear Ottla, Today it was already somewhat better, the bathroom quiet. But I must say, at six o’clock it’s all over; if she opens her eyes next door, the noise wakes me. (The expression Augen aufschlagen** must have been invented by an old German with sensitive hearing.) For the present I’ve just looked at the outside of the house up there on the Belvedere; very good, but it is after all the second story and opposite the Federer & Piesen corset factory.28 Also, as somebody told me today, part of the cart traffic to the marketplace is supposed to pass through there. In that case, I would have moved from one marketplace to the other. How hard it is.
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9. General view of Ouvaly, with drawing by Kafka (“Ottla’s meager elevenses”); postcard of May 16, 1915
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10. Hotel Schloss Balmoral & Osborne in Marienbad; postcard of July 12, 1916
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11. Ottla (left) in Zürau, 1917-18
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12. The Ringplatz in Zürau; Kafka and Ottla lived in the house to the right of the church
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13. Facsimile of the postcard of November 27, 1918
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14. The agricultural school at Friedland, Bohemia, where Ottla studied from November 1918 to March 1919
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15. The Old German Beer Tavern at Ringenheim, near Friedland, where Ottla stayed from December 2, 1918, to January 23, 1919

[image: ]

16. Facsimile of the postcard from Schelesen, beginning of December 1918. The drawing at the lower left depicts Kafka sunbathing on the balcony of the Pension Stüdl in Schelesen; at the far right, he shows himself in conversation with Olga Stüdl. The circled inscription reads, “Views of my life”

But your room is really nice. I’ve already so completely filled it, not with things, but with myself, that when you come back you’ll hardly be able to force your way in. Doesn’t that make you sorry? Today I’m having another talk with the Dr.; then I’ll write you when I’ll be coming. Probably end of the week; in that case, I will telegraph you.

Franz

The address is supposed to read Ottla, not F.

[Two consecutive postcards. Prague, September 4 and 5, 1917]

Dear Ottla, Yesterday I saw him again; he was clearer than usual, but it remains his peculiarity or that of all doctors that out of necessary ignorance, and because the questioner out of equal necessity wants to know everything, they either repeat phrases without substance or contradict themselves on important matters.29 Well then: both apices affected, but here too not the lung proper, which is allegedly untouched, but the bronchia. Caution necessary; actual danger does not exist (because of my age) and in all probability will not develop. Advice: plenty of food, plenty of air; medicine will be avoided because of the sensitivity of my stomach; two compresses over the shoulders at night; come to see him monthly. If there is no improvement in a few months, he will perhaps (nonsense) inject tuberculin “so that I will have taken all measures.” Going south (this in response to my question) would, of course, be very good, but not necessary; likewise going to the country.—Perhaps I will hand in a petition for my retirement on pension; a very good case could be made for it. Day after tomorrow, I’ll talk with my boss30 about it (tomorrow he has an important meeting and can think of nothing else).

By the way, these days I keep recalling that line from The Meistersinger,31 “I would have thought him more refined,” or something like that. By this I mean: There is undoubtedly justice in this illness; it is a just blow, which, incidentally, I do not at all feel as a blow but as something altogether sweet in comparison with the average course of these last years; so it is just, but so coarse, so earthy, so simple, so hammered into the most convenient slot. I really think: There has to be some other way out.

The card was not mailed. Meanwhile everything has changed again. At Max’s urging, I went to see the specialist, Dr. Pick.32 He said the same on the whole, but ordered a stay in the country. Tomorrow I present my request for retirement or three months’ leave. Will you take me in and can you? It isn’t easy.

Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 6, 1917]

Dear Ottla, So today I brought the matter up, of course, not without again playing out a sentimental comedy,33 which for me is indispensable at every parting. Instead of simply holding out for retirement (this, too, would be lying, but at least to a certain extent decent), I began to talk about my not wanting to exploit the Institute, etc. Naturally, the effect is that now they certainly will not approve the retirement on pension (which perhaps they would not have conceded otherwise either). However, I will definitely be given the leave, although I have not yet heard the opinion of the director,34 with whom I cannot talk until Monday. I must say Dr. Pick’s affidavit35 looks (though it does not significantly differ from what he said, but the written word has a different appearance) like a passport to eternity.—I told Mother, and Father as well, that I was requesting leave on account of my nervous condition.36 Since for her part she is boundlessly ready to indulge me with vacations, she has no suspicion.

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 7, 1917]

Dear Ottla, In your card you’re prepared only for my one-week vacation and now I want to take refuge with you, and moreover as soon as Tuesday or Wednesday. Won’t all this mean too great upheavals for you,37 and also for the plans you had for the fall? Today I went to see the director. I think I will finally get out of the place only when the tuberculosis starts to gallop. No retirement. Leave, of course, and what is more, without a petition. I should not take it so hard, it’s only hard for them that such a valuable employee, etc. Whenever I hear that kind of thing and then look at my work from above, the world reels. It’s this way: Once I’ve attached myself anywhere, I stick like something distinctly repellent. Anyhow, that is not of immediate concern. So I am going on leave as an active civil servant. Has Zürau seen an active civil servant for quite a while?

Franz

Please prepare the letter-carrier for letters for me.

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 8, 1917]

Dear Ottla, I have no other card.38 So, in all likelihood I’ll be leaving Wednesday morning. Max is now starting to argue against Zürau, on top of everything else will talk to Dr. Pick. His objections are something like this: One ought to do the best thing right away, hence Switzerland, Meran, or the like. Dr. Pick agreed to Zürau only because he thinks I am very poor, says Max; there’s no doctor there and what do I do if it suddenly gets worse, if I have a hemorrhage, etc. Dr. Pick’s approval, he says, was dependent on my taking the arsenic cure he prescribed and I’m not doing that. What do I do in the rain without arcades for walking and the like? I’ll tell you my answers to these objections when I see you. Odious, incidentally, these possibly necessary considerations of health; they are going to profoundly spoil this long free time for me.

Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, September 9, 1917]

Dear Ottla, Today I am writing only against the highly unlikely case that I might not be in Zürau Wednesday morning (assuming, of course, that you don’t tell me not to come). At Max’s insistence, I am going to see Dr. Pick again, with him, Monday morning. Max wants to present his objections. But however that turns out, for the present I want to come to Zürau. Otherwise, I am feeling quite well; only the excessive eating makes me sad. I will write to Schnitzer,39 who perhaps will advise me to fast. Dismal contrast: from the outside they feed me, but inside the disease chooses its course by higher command.—Today Elli is coming, so I will hear how you feel about the whole matter. Letters have already come from F. [Felice], so firm, reliable, calm, holding no grudge, just the way she is. And I am answering with the blow.

Franz

[Prague,] December 28 [1917]

Dear Ottla, So today the mail brings only this letter:

Actually (with Felix raising a rumpus and Gerti40 silently eying me) I have neither the desire nor the quiet for writing, but not because the limited time—and that is how it will be for me from now on—forbids my saying anything definite. For instance, in these last five days, there have been various times when I thought I had made a crude mistake and was fairly depressed, but later it became apparent that it had after all been right in the best sense and that I had nothing to regret. We will talk about the details.

The days with F.41 were bad (aside from the first day, when we had not yet talked about the main thing), and on the last morning I wept more than in all my years after childhood. But, of course, it would have been much worse, or impossible, if I had had the least shred of doubt as to the rightness of what I was doing. There was nothing of the sort, though alas the rightness of an action is no less right when this action is a wrong and became all the more a wrong by the calmness and especially by the kindness with which she received it.

The afternoon after her departure, I went to see Dr. Pick; he has left and will not be back until Monday or Wednesday. So I will probably have to stay here until then, if only for this reason. In any case, I went straight to Dr. Mühlstein. At the moment he could hear nothing at all, although in his presence I cough and snort more than usual. In spite of this favorable—unfavorable finding (of course, the X-ray picture would still show the disease), he affirmed my moral right to request retirement on pension—perhaps he did so partly out of special friendliness toward me. And when in response to his question I said that I was no longer thinking of marrying, he was full of praise for that; I don’t know whether he was approving my decision as temporary or final and didn’t ask. (The official reason for cancelling the engagement is solely the disease;42 that is how I’ve put it to Father also.)

Today I was at the office. The negotiations are beginning; I still don’t know how it will turn out.43 In this regard, too, I have no doubts.

On the other hand, I do have doubts about Oskar.44 It will be difficult now for me to take him along, difficult to talk with anyone aside from you and Max. Of course, that is only transitional and I know that with absolute certainty, but I want to be in the country and alone. Besides, you, of course, have a guest45 and Oskar cannot speak Czech; that too makes for a difficulty.

Incidentally, I also feel somewhat evicted, or more precisely: I feel it as a gentle transition. It would be quite wrong for you—for myself, the matter is utterly clear—to see this development as having only the saddest consequences for me. It would much more be the other way. As things are and as they seem to be going, it is for the best and enters my life at the right point. You must not waste thought on the subject. (By the way, I am not alone, for I have received a love letter, but I am nevertheless alone since I did not answer it with love.)

So there remains the problem of Oskar. He himself looks bad and needs it urgently. He is all submissiveness and has so set up things that he will be able to travel at an hour’s notice whenever I tell him I am leaving. He is keeping the whole period free until next Friday. Please write me about it. In addition: What should I bring for Herr Hermann,46 Frau Feigl,47 Frau Hermann’s girl? And for anybody else?

Today, by the way, is the first day I have felt the city. Nothing good can come to me among these people, but for them it’s perfectly all right.

Franz

Give my regards to the girl visitor, our Fräulein,48 Toni,49 and Herr Hermann.

[Postmark: Prague, December 30, 1917]

Dear Ottla, Now, on Sunday afternoon in the kitchen, a few words more about Baum:

Not by any means to prevent him from coming; that would no longer be possible without offending him, and the little sacrifice I will be making, and which, of course, is by no means merely sacrifice, is—even if I wanted to reckon it out—so trivial compared with the good that these last days have brought me. So it is not with the idea of preventing his coming that I want to say something more about it, but in order to share, in a brotherly way, an uneasiness with you.

Yesterday there was again a great fuss in the evening, although it didn’t go on for long. The old business (introduced by way of tobogganing Martha,50 mandolin-playing Trude, and Uncle, who has been down for weeks with two miserable legs): Zürau; that crazy girl deserting her poor parents; what kind of work could there be out there now? Fine to be in the country where everything is to be had in abundance; but she ought to go hungry for once and have real troubles, etc. There were also, to be sure, some good things (I was supposed to be jealous) said about you: a girl of iron, and the like. All this was, of course, indirectly aimed at me; here and there this actually came out in the open; they said I had backed up or been to blame for this abnormal behavior, etc. (to which I responded not badly or at least unanswerably that abnormal behavior was not the worst thing because normality was, for instance, the World War). Then this morning Mother came to me (she seems to have some kind of basic worry which, so far as I can judge from her behavior, doesn’t concern me; for the past two weeks she’s been eating little, so the Fräulein tells me; but she doesn’t seem to me to be looking particularly bad) and asked me what work still had to be done out there, why you don’t come home (Robert’s51 father-in-law’s family will be coming to Prague for the next three months), and, if you are staying on why two girls are needed there, whether that doesn’t cost too much, and so forth. I answered as best I could.

As the result of these conversations it now appears to my somewhat freshly opened eyes that you or I are almost completely in the right as against these worries and reproaches, in the right insofar as we have “deserted” our parents, insofar as we are “crazy.” For we have neither deserted them nor are we ungrateful or crazy, rather with sufficiently decent intentions we have done what we considered necessary and what nobody (in order, say, to relieve us of the burden) could have done for us. Father has only one real basis for reproach, namely, that we have everything too easy (no matter whether this is to his credit or his blame). He knows no other test except that of hunger, money worries, and perhaps sickness. He recognizes that we have not yet passed the first of these tests, which without doubt are powerful; and so he is entitled to forbid us every free word. There is some truth to this, and because it is true, some goodness too. As long as we cannot do without his help in keeping hunger and money worries at bay, our conduct toward him remains constrained and we must yield to him in some way, even if we do not do it outwardly. In this realm something more than the father speaks with his voice, more than the merely nonloving father.

Applying this to Oskar’s visit means:

We are inviting Oskar into a strange inn where I, myself, am only a tolerated guest. Father, of course, would never hear of it. Now I outwardly refuse to submit, remain outside, take Oskar with me, pay for myself, also gladly pay the trifle for Oskar, but under the menace of Father, who does not understand the living in the village, the winter work of the village, etc.; this has such a constraining effect on me that, for instance, I will stand there with Oskar very embarrassed when Karl turns up, as he is supposed to, at the beginning of January.

I must overcome that, since for the present I cannot overcome the bigger thing. So that is what I wanted to tell you.

Because of the Institute I’ll have to stay here a few days longer, since I will not be able to speak to the director for the first time until Tuesday.

I would like to have a word from you about this letter; it will probably still reach me in Prague.

Regards to the Fräulein, Toni, Hermann.

Franz

This letter was already in the envelope when I asked Mother about her worries. So it turns out I am the worry after all; Father was so inconsiderate as to tell her everything.52


*“A fine meal! It’s been cooking since twelve o’clock!”

**This is the normal expression for “to open the eyes”; Kafka is alluding to the root meaning of schlagen, to beat or to bang.—Trans.






1918

[Picture postcard (bedroom of Goethe’s garden pavilion, Weimar). Postmark: Prague, January 2, 1918]

Dear Ottla, That is about what I wanted to hear, and it is good. I still do not know when I am coming; the director is making a fuss. Today I am going to Dr. Pick; perhaps I am really too healthy and must pass the severe test of giving notice. If there is no other way, I’ll do it. I may really have to telegraph you about Oskar, but would you then have to spend a night in Prague in secret?1 I will try to avoid it.—My second letter has already cancelled the fantasy of the happy mother in the bathroom.—I often think of my linen. Inasmuch as it was mended, when it is next mended, it will have been torn again in the interval. If I give notice here, I will have to be more careful of my linen than in the past. Incidentally, so far I have withstood this period in Prague pretty well. That gives grounds for hope.

Franz

Regards to Toni and Herr Hermann.

[Postmark: Prague, March 4, 1918]

[FRAGMENT]2 and in fact we do live or I live with you better than with anybody else,3 except for the temporary impossibility of looking at the other, which people—especially when they do not live in perfect conformity—must bear as something degrading but in itself almost inevitable. Probably there is no help for that, but only attenuations such as toothbrush holders, mirrors, and above all good will, which we both have for each other, in fact I for you the very best.

Franz

[Prague, May 5, 1918]4

Dear Ottla, Actually nothing can really be said as yet, since I’m not yet established (in your room, yes, but not yet in the city). My breathing is somewhat worse, but probably because I walk faster here (and it’s already getting better), but the sleeping is very bad; the first few days I was hardly properly awake, but no doubt that is just transition—and as far as everything else goes, I can only say that up to now I don’t regret the moving for what it is, but would like to see you again and bend your ear; I’ve tried it with Elli but it’s not the right thing.

Franz

Give my cordial regards to Fräulein Greschl5 and Fräulein David6 too. Of course, Herr Hermann also. I know nothing new for the garden, only the enclosed advice on fertilizing with liquid manure. Today I happened on the allotment gardens behind the arboretum,7 and since then I am no longer so proud of our garden (not that I like ours any the less as a result).8 Almost everybody can and does do what we have done there. Each of the allotment gardens is about half as big as our garden; most of them have been well looked after, many excellently. Yes, the plan: starting with the unfortunate early carrots (1); 2: carrots, winter-keepers; 3: onions, lettuce; 4: spinach, radishes; 5: plants; 6: plants and young ladies; 7: peas; 8: onions (first row onion sets, two rows of onions from seeds, in between garlic and radishes—no, I can’t go on, it confuses me, but you’ll be able to figure it out.

We are sending you, by Karl, 490 crowns—380 crowns from me and 110 from Mother, in accordance with your enclosed tabulation, with a difference of 3 crowns in your favor.

A request from the chief inspector: in the course of this month he will be passing through Michelob sometime. If he telegraphed in advance, could ten or fifteen dozen eggs be sent to the train for him?

[Postmark: Prague (about May 14/15, 1918]

Dear Ottla, I thought I had already done something toward helping Albin Bartl.9 As soon as I was back in Prague, I wrote him that we have no records on him here, but we will obtain them promptly and then we will help him. Yesterday I had him summoned to Saaz for a medical examination on Saturday, the 18th; one of our officials will be present and certainly something halfway decent could have been done for Bartl. But today my letter to him of the beginning of May came back as undeliverable. So the address “care of the cattle dealer Leopold Glaser in Saaz,” which B. gave me in Zürau, was not sufficient. (But perhaps our official will nevertheless find him there.) That’s a pity. Ask him when he is coming again.—We expected you Sunday. Elli had said you would almost certainly be coming. There is nothing new to tell about myself; it is more difficult to live here than in Zürau, but that surely is no reason not to try it.

With warm regards to you and the Fräulein, Franz

[Prague, end of August 1918]

Dear Ottla, Please send me my official notice of departure from Zürau; I may be going on vacation and will need it for that. Incidentally, I recently went to see Dr. Pick; he found the lung very good. As yet I don’t have any catalogues10 for you; only nursery-gardening things so far, but I’ll get to them. Have you anything yet?

Warm regards, Franz

[Postmark: Prague, September 8, 1918]

Dear Ottla, Thank you for the departure notice. I only meant the telegram to give you a little push; of course, I know there are many things on your mind right now. But that is to be expected when you are leaving Zürau. You must not be worried about the school,11 for the choice is actually very large and perhaps not even all that important. If one wants to learn, one does learn all that is needed anywhere, if necessary with the help of books. I have done a little writing around and asking around and for the present have the following: catalogues of the Eisgrub and Klosterneuburg gardening schools. The latter is, at any rate, superior; one can learn a tremendous lot there and can do so—this is an advantage that probably exists at all these schools—can do so merely by participating as an auditor. In that case, one does not receive a formal diploma; but that isn’t all that necessary; confirmation of attendance and of passing given examinations can be perfectly satisfactory for you. I also have a heap of catalogues from Czech schools of domestic science: these are mostly connected with agricultural schools which, however, one would have to take a look at to see which ones are suitable. In general, it will be best for you to do a bit of traveling around and looking. Among the strictly agricultural schools, I have written only to Budweis, Liebwerda, and Friedland.12 The school of domestic science in Budweis (no matter how much I write about an agricultural course, when girls are involved, they always misunderstand, so it was only the domestic-science school that answered me from Budweis) is not opening at all this winter because of the shortage of food and coal; you have to expect these things too and therefore going to see is necessary. As yet, I have had no reply from Liebwerda-Tetschen and from Friedland. Through an acquaintance I asked the opinion of a professional about these schools and learned that the academy in Liebwerda is very good, but that secondary-school graduates only are admitted. I heard that a girl actually was studying there at present (but perhaps there too they have this auditing arrangement). This professional recommended Friedland even more than Liebwerda. It is a two-year course that can handily be done in a year and would be a recommendation for you everywhere. Incidentally, you would be favored there, not only through this man but also by the chief inspector, who knows the director. So if you do not decide in favor of Vienna, which would also be very good for the time being except for the lack of agriculture,—especially since it would show you entirely new conditions,—it would be best if you went to Friedland (a remarkably beautiful, sad town in my recollection; I spent two weeks there13) and talked with the people there. Perhaps they will write to me in the meantime. You don’t at all have to discuss the costs of the thing with Father; I’ll glady pay for it. Money has less and less value anyhow and so I’ll be investing it in you; it will then be the first mortgage on your future livelihood.

I should be home until Sunday; then I am probably going away, to Turnau.14 If you need me for any of these inspection trips, you can have me. The sooner—since it is already decided on—you can leave Zürau, with full honors, of course, the better, for then you’ll have more time to look around before the new school year.

When you move, don’t forget my newspapers. Perhaps send them by mail.

So long and warm greetings to everybody, Franz

What will the Fräulein do?

Dear Ottla, A postscript: the reply from Friedland has come. I am answering the director in a letter of which I enclose a copy. There are two schools: the winter school (two winter courses running from the beginning of November to the end of March, but which can be completed in half the time by “older farmers with considerable practical experience behind them”). Then they also have the school for domestic science, which, however, this year has become somewhat dubious. If you were to come to Prague first, while I am away, you will find all the catalogues in your—my room15 and can call for all the letters or catalogues that may have come during my absence in the office of Fräulein Kaiser and Herr Klein16 (who also knows Herr Zuleger and Herr Graupner and who might ultimately push matters with the Rural Administration Committee).

I have just received another important request: Rabbits and partridges, as many as you can obtain; send them C.O.D. to the chief inspector! If the prices are not too wild, Herr Lüftner17 will receive from the chief inspector, in addition to money, tobacco goods (cigars, cigarettes, Virginia, whatever he desires).

So long, Franz

Dear Ottla, A second postscript. An answer has come from the Tetschen academy. In a sense the academy is much better than the Friedland winter school, but it has some of the character of a university and its requirements are much stiffer. So it depends on what you think you can handle, though likewise on whether you will be accepted. Not as a regular student, however; I think that is altogether impossible for girls. But also as an irregular one they make a fuss about previous training, needlessly so in your case, in my opinion. Normally, the course in Tetschen-Liebwerda runs three years, but for special auditors the time, of course, can be abbreviated at will, according to diligence and the choice of subjects. In his reply, the director asks me about your previous training; I have answered as you will see from the enclosure, giving as a reference Secretary Fritsch, who happens to report on the academy for the National Committee (it is a national institution) and will be one of those deciding on your admission.

I think you will have the choice chiefly between these two schools, Friedland and Tetschen, and would do best to look at both beforehand.

So long! Franz

[Prague, first half of October 1918]

Dear Ottla, A pity that I missed you. I wanted to ask you to visit Fräulein K. today. Herr K., you see, showed me a letter today which he may write her and in which he takes his leave of her.18

Nevertheless, he seemed tacitly almost to be pleading for you to visit her today. According to his account, he was, of course, supremely in the right, insofar as right exists among uncertain, agitated people. It seems she is much too afraid of any kind of tyranny, sees it everywhere, and even practices tyranny for no other reason than to forestall it. So if you want to go.—–

I don’t think that it has any especially practical value. Besides, according to his stories there have already been a good many scenes like yesterday’s. But a visit would still represent at least the attempt to do her and him a kindness.

F.

[Postmark: Prague, November 11, 1918]

Dear Ottla, I am feeling fairly good,19 am out of bed every morning; have not yet been outside, perhaps today, perhaps tomorrow.

Your situation is not easy, I know. Being hungry,20 without a room of your own, longing for Prague,21 and at the same time having to learn such a vast amount of material—that is a great trial, and weathering it is also great. In the first days you cannot have any kind of overview, but soon you will be able to judge whether you can do the job halfway creditably. If either the studying or your health suffers, of course, you must come home. In that case, though, vegetarianism would have lost a battle, for the “older farmers”22 must surely be eating splendidly in the inn. Anyhow, rescue is still possible, if packages arrive. I would gladly send you flour regularly; it’s said to be available.

Everyone here much perturbed about the looting in Friedland, especially by the way the Prager Tagblatt wrote up the story.23 Since Friedland is ordinarily so peaceful and nothing bad ever happens there, the article promptly called the excesses “terrible.” In any case, it is certainly bad that your sugar and perhaps other things were carried off and that on that day you did not do much studying. The parents have already calmed down.

But, dear Ottla: Learn or come back, stay well or come back. If you go through with it, I will admire you; if you come back, I will comfort you.24

One more thing: Don’t stuff your textbooks with half-written letters. They might tumble out of the pages while you’re sitting on your high seat, be picked up and passed around the class.

So long. Franz

Give my regards to Frau Hub.

[Picture postcard (Hradčany, Prague). Postmark: Prague (November 27, 1918)]

Several friends send you warm greetings:

Franz

I most of all. Irma

Best regards from your mother.

Many regards from your father, Herman Kafka

Ještě někdo Tě srdečně pozdravuje, ale toh Ti ted’ ještě ani nechci prozraditi.*

Mnoho pozdravu zasíla. Marie Wernerová**

[Schelesen, beginning of December 1918]25
[SIX SMALL DRAWINGS OF KAFKA’S ON A POSTCARD, WITH THE LEGEND]

Scenes from my life.

And how are you? Bring notebooks and books at Christmas. I will be giving you tests. Or should I come to Prague? I am just as well off here as in Zürau, only it is somewhat cheaper: 6 francs a day (at the exchange now current in Vienna 1 crown = 10 centimes). I mean to stay four weeks but could very well come to Prague for Christmas.

Many regards, Franz

A card for the chief inspector?

[Schelesen, December 11, 1918]

Dear Ottla, That is bad; if merely a little card disturbs your studying, how much must the other letters have done. Anyhow, the card was chiefly intended for the nervous professor.—Of course, others have given you their accounts of that evening;26 to my feeling it went splendidly, easily, and naturally; no one seemed heavyhearted. This evening, Wednesday, there is to be another grand meeting, according to Mother’s letter. So I’ll come for Christmas; I am feeling very well, although I have become a somewhat feebler breather and heavier heartbeater.—I am delighted with the regards from Fräulein F[leischmann].27 Ever since your description—mingled with the slight fever I had at the time—I have had a high conception of her. Perhaps she would be so kind as to write me a few impartial words about your progress on your next card. What does that mean, “hunting up food”? A pity, there would be a good deal to be found on my table. But instead I make the following:

[image: ]

in order to spoil another study hour for you.

Franz


*Someone else sends you cordial greetings, but I won’t tell you yet who it is.

**Many regards from Marie Werner.






1919

[Postcard. Schelesen, February 1, 1919]

Dear Ottla, Last night, at midnight between January 31 and February 1, I woke at about five and heard you at the door of the room calling “Franz,” softly, but I heard it distinctly. I answered at once but nothing more happened. What did you want?

Yours, Franz

[Postmark: Liboch, February 5, 1919]

Dear Ottla, So it was only that one evening; it will come again, but I am not afraid for you.

I’ll write shortly in regard to your letter; today only in response to your inquiry about the speech assignment1 because that is pressing.

Well then, what I can say at the moment, at random, is this:

First of all, it seems to me the worst possible mental state for the speech assignment if you think you cannot “produce anything useful from my head alone.” That is completely wrong; it is simply that you have not yet done anything of the kind and so you hesitate; but if you venture the jump over your own shadow—all independent thinking is that to some degree—you will get to the other side splendidly, even though it is a demonstrable impossibility.

I see two main possibilities for lecture subjects for you, very personal and very general ones, though, of course, the former can be general also and the latter also personal, and I am making this division only in order to provide you with an initial insight, after which you can quite independently choose what is suitable for you.

The very personal subjects are certainly the most profitable ones because they are the richest and the boldest. They are not the most difficult insofar as they demand little study and only reflection, but they are nevertheless the most difficult because they call for an almost superhuman degree of delicacy, modesty, and objectivity (and probably other qualities which do not occur to me at the moment).

One such subject would be, for example, “Girls Among Boys,” insofar as it refers to the Friedland school. You would have to present your experiences and, as the parting gift of F., hers, with the conclusions you draw from them. You would have to defend or condemn yourself, separate good from bad, consider methods for strengthening the first, repressing the second, etc. The lecture would be timely as the lecture of the first girl in the first year that girls were admitted to the schools, especially since this admission will probably now become permanent and unlimited. Foerster2 could help you with the lecture.

A second subject of this kind, only even more delicate, would be “Students and Teachers,” once again only in regard to your school. It would consist of your experiences as a student and would be celebrating a kind of reconciliation between students and teachers. So it would be a listing of the things from which you—and others as far as you have seen—have had the greatest profit from in the teaching: which methods were excellent, which good, and which not so good, and how the students responded to the excellent, good, and not-so-good methods. Always with as many facts as possible, with as much truthfulness as possible, with as little self-righteousness as possible.3

A third subject, less delicate and even more personal: “My Experiences in Running a Farm Prior to School.” In other words, your experiences in Zürau: why you had to leave the city, what the state of the farm was when you took it over, what mistakes you made, where your lack of schooling showed up, where it did not matter, what you admired and did not admire in the peasants, how you now feel about these admirations, what experiences you had with your subordinates, what things were too easy for you and what too hard, what the condition of the farm was when you left it.

Then there are subjects in between, not very personal, not very general; in my opinion those are the most inadvisable, since in talking about them it’s too easy to fall into generalities and that is what one must fight against. That would be so with the pure Foerster subjects you propose, and likewise the infinite but certainly much less general subject of Jewishness,4 which, however, you will prefer to evade. (“Your sister’s marriage keeps running through my head,” Max writes me today.) But then, for example, another excellent subject: “The Future of the Graduates Who Do Not Become Independent Farmers.” You might talk about employment opportunities, want ads, examinations, farming cooperatives, and so on. Since in any case the student normally confers with the teacher about the lecture, borrows books from him for that purpose, and so on, you would have a good opportunity in the course of these practical conferences to discuss your own future more candidly with these gentlemen, perhaps even with the director (concerning whom, by the way, the remark you made seems quite correct).

Finally, there would be the general topics, which could probably be nothing but reports on books. In that case, I would above all recommend Damaschke’s Soil Reform,5 which is certainly available there.

But, in any case, preparing such a lecture, even if it is to be very short, demands a lot of time. Put it off as long as possible and let me know how it is coming.

All the best, Franz

[Liboch, February 20, 1919]

Dearest Ottla, First of all, I see from the last envelope that your bookkeeping is back in order. The envelope before last, you see, bore the number 17, an obvious mix-up in the accounts. That should not occur.

I imagined the arrangements for the lecture pretty much as you describe them; however, I had assumed that the lecturer is usually present. I think you have made a good choice among the subjects, but now carry it out. In your letter the resolution to do it floats around in a terribly uncertain manner; the impression is that any moment it will finally drown. And I would be so proud of you if you would go ahead with it. And if you do go ahead, it will succeed; that is sure. However, you would have to spend a great deal of time on it; but most of that could very well be done in the course of walks. Rather than taking the school speech assignments as the model for your lecture, take the lectures at the club,6 which really seems to be an excellent institution. But not so excellent that it also provides employment opportunities. (By the way, this “but” written above the line7 is quite interesting; like the writing with pencil, it is evidently an imitation of your manner, just as, for instance, in the past I would find phrases in your letters which were repeated from letter to letter with striking frequency, so that in spite of their being perfectly good German they sounded unusual and almost precious because of their repetition, did not express what they were intended to say, and yet had a good, sound basis, though it was hard to say what that was. Actually, I did not realize until your next to last letter that these are, of course, translations from the Czech, and moreover correct translations [not like Father’s recently speaking to Herr D.8 about someone with whom he “na přátelské noze stojí”9], but which German refuses to assimilate, at least as far as I, a half-German, can judge.)

The newspaper ad, I grant, is not very nice; in fact, it upsets my whole view of the world. So on the basis of knowledge one is deemed worthy of an assistant’s post, hence absolutely indispensable to the world, but cannot find work anywhere. Corresponding to this, at our Institute there are two officials, so far as I know, who were formerly assistants (Romeo and another excellent man), and both are happy to be holding government jobs, whereas people are much more inclined, if only as a manner of talking, to complain about every change. On the other hand, though, the assistant of our family’s friend was a very cheerful man and has remained an assistant to this day. And a further refutation of that is Soil Reform. (They don’t have the Damaschke book at the school?)

From my balcony I have just overheard an agricultural conversation that would have interested even Father. A peasant is digging chopped rape out of a pit. Someone he knows who is evidently not very talkative passes by on the road. The peasant greets him; the other man, thinking he can pass by undisturbed, answers amiably: “Awua.” But the peasant calls after him that he has some fine sauerkraut here. The man does not quite understand, turns around and asks crossly: “Awua?”10 The peasant repeats his remark. This time the other man understands. “Awua,” he says, and smiles crossly. But he has nothing further to say, gives one additional greeting, “Awua,” and goes on.—A great deal can be heard from the balcony here.

How do you intend to look for the job and why must you talk with Mother first? I don’t fully understand that.11 I could understand that you might discuss the matter with Mother when you were making a trip to Prague for some other reason. But it certainly would not be any significant reason that Father is always in good humor, especially since that is probably only a rumor. I’ll be staying here at least another three weeks, as long as my new leave extends, so I’ll not be in Prague. At any rate, in Prague you could go down the list of the same people whom you went to see about the school. That would be Herr Klein, who might be able to introduce you to Herr Zuleger, and then the chief inspector (Smichow žižkagasse 30), and then your friend from the Agricultural Council.

The book is very tempting, but don’t send it to me here. I wouldn’t receive it for eight to ten days, and in three weeks I’ll probably be in Prague. Besides, I have oddly little time here.12 Besides I cannot expect to get much out of books, much more from a school, but most of all from necessity, assuming I still have the strength where it is necessary to resist necessity. But leave the book for me in Prague, if you can. Is it better than The Plow? And isn’t it rather that all these books are excellent if they are taken in hand by excellent pupils?

It really surprises me that Max’s remark13 should have stuck in your mind for so long. After all, it’s not such an unusual remark, rather quite a natural one, which you, yourself, must have already made a thousand times. You know that you are doing something extraordinary, and that it is good to do the extraordinary, but also extraordinarily difficult. But if you never forget the responsibility of such a difficult action, if you remain aware that you are stepping out of line as confidently as, say, David out of the army, and if in spite of this awareness you keep believing that you have the strength to carry the thing to a good end, then you will have done more than if—to end with a poor joke—if you had married ten Jews.

Franz

[Postmark: Liboch, February 24, 1919]

But Ottla, Why should I have anything against the trip? On the contrary, your being ready to travel at any time and at once is excellent. Only I didn’t like the reason, because it was none. What’s the point of talking with Mother about a job you don’t have, unless the fact that you want to talk with Mother means that you don’t want to look for a job. But you did want to look for a job.14 Or don’t you? That about Father’s good humor was also too odd a reason, especially since the report comes from the Fräulein, to whose face he is always pleasant and behind whose back he thunders when she closes the door or even leaves it open. And finally the fact that life is short is an argument just as much against the journey as for it. Those were the reasons you gave; but if you say you are going because you’re looking forward to seeing everyone again, then, of course, I have nothing against the trip, especially if you can guarantee me that the anticipatory pleasure, the trip, and the depression afterward will not be in the slightest way to blame if you do not manage to do the lecture.

You seem to be observing the director very well, but judging by your conclusions there is really not much to be expected from the conversation.15 Perhaps the best way to get something across to such people, better than in formal conversations, is to mention the real issue only by the bye, but not just once, rather twenty-five times, and at the most unexpected moments. The principal prerequisite for success, however, is his being able to help at all, even assuming he has the will.

Here, too, it is now very warm and lovely; even now, toward evening, I am sitting on the veranda without blankets, and I lunched in the sunshine by an open window. Outside the window Meta and Rolf, the dogs, waited for me to appear up above with the remains of the meal the way the people on the Altstädter Ring wait for the apostles.16

Just recently, I again dreamed indirectly about you. I was pushing a small child around in a baby carriage. The child was fat, white and red (the child of an official at the Institute), and I asked it what its name was. It said: Hlavatá (the name of another official at the Institute). “And what is your first name?” I continued. “Ottla.” “But,” I said in astonishment, “that’s just like my sister’s. Her name is Ottla and she too is hlavatá [pigheaded].” But, of course, I did not mean that nastily, proudly instead.

As far as Max is concerned, I was not thinking of any specific remark, but of them all together and the reason behind them all. He certainly means (apart from the fact that he also sees in it a loss of Jewishness and regrets your losing Jewishness for yourself and the future, but in this regard I do not see clearly enough) that you are doing something extraordinary, something extraordinarily difficult, but in that sense—your heart’s sense—it is very easy for you, so that you overlook the extraordinary aspect of it. But I don’t believe that and therefore have no such reason to regret.

Give everyone in Prague my regards and please say the right things to each of them to make up for whatever I have spoiled by writing insufficiently or not writing at all.

Yours, Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Liboch, February 27, 1919]

Dear Ottla, Sunday between two and three o’clock, Fräulein Olga Stüdl17 will be expecting you in her Prague apartment on Radetzkyplatz. The more punctual you are, the better, the more of a recommendation it will be. She has two possibilities of employment for you, although both are almost completely uncertain—one with her aunt, whose husband died day before yesterday, and who aside from other gigantic things also has a gigantic estate. To give Fräulein Stüdl’s letter a more persuasive ring, I suggested to her that she talk with you herself. So tell her in detail what you are capable of and willing to do.—It isn’t altogether out of the question that Fräulein Stüdl won’t have reached Prague by Sunday; in that case, you would have gone on this little errand to no purpose and Fräulein Stüdl would write without having talked with you. By Monday, you probably will no longer be in Prague; otherwise you could still call on Stüdl Monday. But go Sunday in any case.

Regards to all and handle everything well, Franz

[Postcard. Postmark: Tetschen-Deutschbrod, March 6, 1919]

Dear Ottla, Be so kind as to write me something about things at home.18 In her last letter, of Tuesday, Mother writes with such remarkable honesty about her own agitation and even greater agitation on Father’s part that it is as if a great deal more is being passed over in silence. How was it at home? Also, you do seem to have stayed there a remarkably long time; you didn’t leave until Wednesday.—I suppose you have received the Reformblatt19 I sent you?

Warm regards, yours, Franz

[Schelesen, mid-March 1919]20

Dearest Ottla, You know we are not playing against each other, but we have a common game and are sitting together. Still, just because we are so close we do not always make out what the other wants, whether a push or a pat. And really the one passes over into the other. So, for instance, the remark about the “full mouth” was not really directed against you, but rather in your name against that “indefinite and invisible something.” You, yourself, see from your letter that there is an answer, although only an “indefinite” one in keeping with its nature. At least that is something.

I saw you riding back and forth during the examination period in a somewhat restless frame of mind. You couldn’t quite concentrate on studying, were even rather glad to miss a train—for I have the superstition that you can only miss one when you strongly will it to be so—these are the reasons I asked. My intention was twofold: Should you now, during this exceptional period of examinations, be seeing the outward difficulties21 as exaggeratedly large, I wanted to put them into the proper harmless light by the question I asked. One must not recognize outward difficulties that cause inward damage; in that case, it is better to crack up completely against the difficulties. That, for instance, is how Father means it when he regards a marriage without financial resources as a misfortune; he sees that hard, inner, ultimate damage in the very lack of resources. We take a different view of that, at least now.

That was one of the things I wanted. But in case this was not relevant—neither you nor I know whether it is not in some way relevant—I wanted to show by the question that you are not entitled to restlessness and impatience in this regard, for the “invisible”—which after all is you, yourself—will decide in its good time. As far as my human eyes can see, you hold your fate as masterfully in your own hand, in a strong, healthy, young hand, as anyone can possibly wish.

You are right, “full mouth” is not good, but fortunately there is no such thing, insofar as “full mouth” means finally saying something final. I think Raskolnikov22 once complains about the “full mouth” of the examining magistrate. You know, the examining magistrate almost loves him; for weeks they converse in a friendly way about this and that, but suddenly right in the middle of a joke the examining magistrate flatly accuses Raskolnikov, accuses him just because he only “almost” loves him, for otherwise he probably would only have asked. Now it’s all over, R. thinks; but it’s nothing of the kind. On the contrary, it is just beginning. It is only that the object of the investigation, which both the magistrate and R. share,—namely, the problem of Raskolnikov,—has assumed a freer, more redeeming light for both of them. By the bye, here I am already falsifying the novel.—But we can talk about all this after the examination, and better so. Now just send me a few lines on a card to answer me about smallpox, studying, and attitudes (toward me).

Franz

[Postmark: Liboch, (beginning of) November 1919]23

Dear Ottla, As in many other matters, I leave it to you to decide whether Oskar should come.24 I have a few minor reservations, which, however, concern me personally almost exclusively, and so are rather ignoble, and moreover become trivial if there is any expectation that the three days of vacation will be useful to Oskar, for then I would share the usefulness with him. Still, I’ll tell you the reservations: We would have to live in one room; I could not lie dozing in bed until eleven o’clock; I would have to go for walks more than heretofore; he would work in our shared room; I would have to disturb him frequently; I would not be able to finish the barely begun letter to Father;25 and—finally—he would be bringing me an abominable “report” which Max has already told me something about. But all these reservations might also completely collapse; reality can be much simpler. We might each be staying in our own room; others might go walking with him; he might learn to enjoy bed rest; the letter to Father may be finished nevertheless or may remain unwritten, which is much more likely, even if Oskar were not coming. However, in either case, he would be bringing the report.

So you have enough factors to make a decision. In any case, it would please me if you could call on Oskar, whether to greet him or to invite him. I am feeling tolerably well, since no demands are being made upon me; however, Max was here up to this point.

You haven’t been writing to me.

Franz

Regards to everybody from Father down to Chana.

[Schelesen, about November 10, 1919]

Dear Ottla, With all my reservations about Oskar’s trip, I have forgotten the obvious, that aside from how you decide about Oskar you should come here if the impulse strikes you, if only to judge the letter (which at present exists almost entirely in my head alone). However, it will really be too late for that if you put off coming until Saturday, according to your earlier plans. Well, I might not be able to have the letter mailed until Monday; no great harm if I am already in Prague when it arrives.

Fräulein Stüdl is kind and good; I have not yet spoken with her about the letter. Fräulein Therese causes her much suffering, but she bears it so that one hardly notices. Many new things on the estate.

Two more young men26 are here and a girl, Eisner,27 from Teplitz. Strictly speaking, I don’t care for her at all; she also has all the hysteria of an unhappy youth, but yet she’s wonderful. Evidently all of them are wonderful; be glad you are a girl.

Don’t forget the wedding present;28 you may spend up to 200 crowns, and write some friendly words to go along with it.

Regards to all, F.

[Schelesen, November 13, 1919]

I hope this letter will no longer reach you, that you are already on your way here, either alone or with Oskar, that is, if you can’t leave until Saturday, he can still meet you. We will then go back to Prague together Sunday evening.

I complained about your not writing only because I assumed that in your affairs something essential (since everything is after all essential) had happened and I wanted to participate in it.

When I am alone with myself, I feel tolerably well; when I am together with the others, I am very sad. But you will after all see everything. So come.

A father reading aloud is a great phenomenon; as a child I never had that.

You write nothing about Fräulein W.29

F.

Regards to all, and expressly thank Mother for her sweet card.




1920

[Letterhead: Gasthof Emma, Pragserwildsee, Meran]1 [Postmark: Meran, April 6, 1920]

Dear Ottla, Weary from looking for a place to stay. There are so many places. The basic question is: board and room at a large hotel (for instance, the one where I am now living very well, vegetarianly well, not exactly sharply thought out, but still) or a small private pension. The former has the disadvantage that it is more expensive (though I don’t know how much more it will come to, since I’m not taking board here) and may not have such good opportunities for bed rest as the small pension. Also, in the small pension one is probably treated with more personal interest, which for the vegetarian may be more important than for other people. But the big hotel has one great advantage: the large unencumbered spaces, the room itself, the dining room, the lobby. Even if you know people, you’re free, not hemmed in. The small pension, on the other hand, has something of the atmosphere of a family vault. No, that’s wrong, rather of a mass grave. No matter how well kept the house is (if it isn’t—and I’ve seen some such—you’re inclined to sit down then and there and weep over perishability), it is necessarily confining; the guests sit right up against one another; you’re constantly looking into one another’s eyes. It’s just like at Stüdl’s, except that Meran certainly is incomparably freer, more expansive, more varied, grander, with pure air and stronger sunlight than Schelesen. So that is the question. What, for instance, do you think of the Pension Ottoburg, the sole useful result of the afternoon (my third in Meran and the first that hasn’t been spoiled by rain)? Price, 15 lire, the usual price of a private pension. A clean house, the landlady—the cheerful, fat, and red-cheeked wife of the bookseller Taussig2—immediately recognized my Prague German, is very much interested in my vegetarianism, but displays a total lack of vegetarian imagination. The room is quite good, the balcony allows any degree of nudity. Then she led me into the common dining room. A pretty room, but low-ceilinged. Here everyone sits together; the used napkins in the rings indicate your place. Snow White would hardly have felt cheery here. Well? I will probably have decided before your answer comes; I’ve promised to come tomorrow morning.

The trip was very easy. The South American was only a Milanese but, on the other hand, a charming, considerate, handsome, elegant, physically elegant person. I couldn’t have chosen better; and certainly one can occasionally choose very badly for this at bottom abominable proximity. It was also very cold. I didn’t need the francs; evidently, as soon as travelers have become accustomed to a certain system, new systems are immediately introduced. The additional ticket had to be paid in Austrian crowns; how much does the ticket from the border to Innsbruck cost? Some 1300 crowns; I didn’t have that much. It was very easy to change the lire in Innsbruck.

Enough for the present. I still have to go (on my prescription) for a drink of orangeade. Write me at length about yourself, especially about troubles, also about dreams if you want to; at a distance, even that has a point. Regards to all, including Max or Felix if you happen to see them.

Yours, F.

[Meran,] April 17 [1920]

My dear Ottla, Of course, I didn’t mean what I wrote about troubles all that seriously; a good head has no troubles and a poor one never gets rid of them. But, from far away, we develop a special relationship toward home. We no longer see the details and, therefore, the dangerous aspects, and so we become especially powerful and clear-thinking about the distant scene. I imagine, for example, that if you were to have some trouble, from here I would be able to wipe it away with a single straight stroke. And that is why—not for the sake of your troubles but for the sake of my power—I wanted you to write me all your cares. Good that you have none; in actual fact, my stroke probably would not have been sharp enough. (Now somebody in the gardens outside is calling “hello” in a voice that sounds amazingly like Max’s.)

What stands out very plainly in your letter is the way Father read my card for the second time. This second reading, as when after the game he reaches out so at random for something among the various bits of writing on the table, is certainly much more important than the first reading. If only one would always remain conscious of the responsibility when one wrote. As if, for instance, I would ever verbally ask Father to send sugar; but it gets written without a second thought, and so foolishly. “There you have your fine son. What kind of dive has he crawled off into again, where they don’t even have sugar.” Or something of the sort. Now it would not have occurred to me to write for sugar if Frau Fröhlich had not said the previous evening that she has often had sugar sent from Prague and if, first thing next morning, I had not received that abominable saccharine. So I did not write out of necessity but by chance and out of thoughtlessness. Besides, this was during those first days when I had an insatiable thirst for lemonades and the couple were making these themselves with their own sugar. Since I’m on the subject, let me fill in all the details: There was plenty of sugar in the hotel, but not such good quality, because the hotel buys its sugar in bulk, whereas the pension is strictly rationed and needs the sugar for desserts. Hardly another country in Europe has as much sugar as Bohemia. So that is a long story. But as I said, I also no longer need the sugar. Honey does just as well, and I’ve drunk enough lemonade to do me for weeks.

But otherwise my pension is splendid, and now when I look out from the table through the wide-open balcony door into the garden, absolutely crammed with flowering, huge, treelike shrubs close by the railing, and farther off the rustling of large gardens—exaggerated, it is only the railroad—I cannot recall having seen any similar tableau in the theater (because of the electric light, it has a stagey look now) except when they are trying to represent the home of a prince or, at least, of some very high personage.

And the food is simply much too ample for me. The supper, which I described yesterday to Mother, cost me nearly my whole night’s sleep and other unpleasantnesses, because I overate abominably, although not so anybody else would have noticed. To avert misinterpretations: Today I have again eaten a great deal. Odd that people never believe in another person’s stomach, though they never question the lung, for instance; and yet both organs can be determined objectively in the same way. Nobody says: If you’re the least bit fond of me, stop coughing for my sake. On the other hand, it is a highly sensitive and reliable feeling to sense in vegetarianism (in the eyes of others, that easily acquires professional overtones: one is a professional vegetarian) something isolating, something akin to madness. Only, with frightful superficiality people forget that vegetarianism is a wholly innocent phenomenon, a minor concomitant produced by deeper reasons, so that they should try to deal with these deeper but probably inaccessible reasons.3

I’m chattering on this way because my last letter worried Mother instead of amusing you, and I haven’t said much about how things are going otherwise. Next time. Recently I dreamed I read an article by you in Selbstwehr.4 It was captioned: “A Letter.” Four long columns, very vigorous language. It was a letter addressed to Marta Löwy intended to comfort her about an illness of Max Löwy’s. I did not really understand why it was printed in Selbstwehr, but I was delighted anyhow.

All the best! Franz

Has Felice answered yet? If not, it will probably be necessary to write her once more with the full address.

Let me not forget to say this again: You must really have a great deal to do now, the Fräulein also and especially. No charwoman?

[Meran, about May 1, 1920]

My dearest Ottla, I think that is a confusion. Certainly he will be taken away from you a great deal by his work, by the Sokol,5 by politics; for my part, I would well understand staying away even if it were not so well justified (F. was in Prague6 for the first time; I could easily have had time off, but preferred lazing around in the office, only spent the afternoon with her, and really did not realize the mistake until much later in Berlin when she reproached me for it; but it had not been lack of love, perhaps fear of being together), but on his part I do not fully understand it. But I don’t think all that matters so much. This work and these interests would not be a real staying away if you were able at least partially to see them in relation to yourself. Then they would be being done for you; being away would then be literally justified by being near. I can only adduce still another example in connection with F. She, for instance, would undoubtedly have been able to take the utmost interest, with heart and mind, in the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute, in fact, was probably waiting impatiently for an invitation to do so, for only a casual word; but when it never came, she grew tired; she always wanted to be active, was always looking for a way to be, but there was none. Here, however, it is a different matter. He takes pleasure in his vocation; he lives among his own people, is cheerful and healthy, essentially (the incidentals do not matter) is rightly content with himself, content with his large circle, rightly (there is no other word for it, just the way a tree rightly stands upon its own ground) and in quite specific ways discontented with the others—I don’t know, but in a sense it is almost the “estate” which you have wished for for yourself for so long, the firm ground, the ancient holding, the clear air, freedom. All that, however, on the condition that you want to work for it. The things you so often say about “he doesn’t need me,” “he’s better off without me,” are a joke; it was serious that you hesitated. Now you have given up hesitation, but a remnant of it has remained, and that consists in mourning the time he has spent with strangers—why strangers? It consists in the unnaturalness—why unnaturalness?—of the office lighting seen from the Moldau. Certainly it would be possible for him to get in touch with you between Sunday and Thursday, and I don’t understand why he doesn’t do so. But the other thing is more important, and it is all to the good that he teaches you that by his behavior, though unintentionally.

Is what I am saying too stern? I am not stern with you, Ottla; how could I be stern with you, since I am so softhearted toward myself. Rather, I’m a little nervous today,7 haven’t been sleeping well, naturally that has had a bad effect on my gaining weight, still it’s tolerable: April 6: 57.40 [kilos]; April 14: 58.70; April 16: 58.75; April 24: 59.05; April 28: 59.55. (That last one I helped out by drinking a glass of milk beforehand.) At the same time, I am feeling splendid in all details; things could really not be any better, only my sleep shows that something is wrong; but how ask for it when it doesn’t come. At any rate, meat and sanatorium would be more likely to harm my sleeping than help it. But I went to see the doctor yesterday; he finds my lung excellent, that is, he finds almost nothing at all disturbing there, has no objections to the vegetarian diet. He gave me some advice about eating, valerian tea for the sleeplessness (it isn’t sleeplessness, just that I keep waking up continually); so valerian tea was all I needed.8 Incidentally, a good sympathetic doctor, Dr. Josef Kohn of Prague.

I dreamed about you today; it was the abovementioned subject. We three were sitting together and he made a remark which, as happens in dreams, was extraordinarily to my liking. For he did not say that the woman’s interest in the man’s work and nature is to be taken for granted, or is known by experience, but that it “has been historically demonstrated.” I replied, because my interest in the general aspects of the question distracted me from the specific case: “Likewise the opposite.”

You want to have errands? Here are two for today. First, the swimming school card;9 and secondly, at Taussig’s order for yourself, charged to my account, the Memoirs of a Socialist by Lili Braun, Langen Verlag, two volumes, in boards.10 I’ll write you in my next about a third errand, to the director; you see, I may stay longer than two months if I go on feeling well and the sleeping improves.

I have found out only a little about the elections from Večer,11 which is to be had on the newsstands here. Felix has not been sending me Selbstwehr although I asked him to. Max has gone to Munich, so I have heard from Dr. Kohn, who met him on the way. Is there any news about the family and business?

So long! Yours, Franz

I suppose you have received my letter in the meantime, haven’t you?

To Julie, Hermann, and Ottla Kafka

[Meran, May 4, 1920]

Dear Parents, Many thanks for your news. The weather has been very fine for a few days, very hot, so that I toyed with the idea of going somewhere higher into the mountains, but today it is pouring again and windy, so I am staying here a little while longer; I’m being very well cared for.—I have two months’ sick leave; they would be up at the end of May, but now I can also claim the ordinary five-week vacation which I did not want to use up until the autumn. But now it seems to me better, since I am already here, to use the regular vacation right off, either wholly or, at least, in part. The doctor also thinks it is better; how about you? However, the Institute first has to grant permission; I would like to ask Ottla to obtain it.

[image: ]

Dear Ottla, So you are sick? For the present I’ll take it as Mother writes, namely, that it is a “sore throat,” on April 30 “already much better,” so by today, May 4, it must be already over. But it is odd that you write to me but say nothing about sickness. Well, when we’re away it’s easy for everything to seem odd, but awareness of this doesn’t make it lose any of its oddity. Write me soon. You must surely have received my two letters, haven’t you?

At any rate, I’ll describe the errand to the director12 right now, but, of course, don’t go until you are quite well. Basically it is very simple; the request will surely be granted, only I want to present it in all due form, since once before in a similar case the director was vexed with me about a breach of formality. The matter is as follows. I received two months’ sick leave, and, in addition, the director expressly promised me the normal five-week vacation. But I was not going to take that until the fall, since at the time I was thinking only of Meran, which is supposed to get oppressively hot in June, and not of the mountains. But now I would rather take the whole leave, and that will encounter no opposition from the director. In the first place, he himself, under the strong impression made by the medical affidavit, said to me: “If you are doing well there, write to the Institute and you may stay longer than two months.” That is, the sick leave can be prolonged (without prejudice to the normal vacation). In the second place, I am not even asking for extension of the sick leave, but only for approval of my using my normal vacation directly in conjunction with the sick leave, which the director’s office can grant right off without even asking the executive committee. So I have kept the enclosed petition, which may still be corrected by you,13 very short—first, because I don’t want to blow the matter up and, secondly, because my knowledge of the language, compared with the director’s flawless Czech, is not sufficient for me to blow it up and, thirdly, because you want an errand. If you don’t want to go there, you can send it in and fetch the reply. I imagine it all this way: You go to see tall Herr Fikart. You consult with him as to whether you will not be disturbing the director at the moment, and, depending on the result of the consultation, you either leave the petition with him, or you go to the director and hand him the petition with a deferential curtsy (you know I’ve shown you how to do such curtsies quite a few times) and say that I send him my best regards (I have sent him a letter, but one in German); that so far I have gained 10 dekagrams daily, that the weather has been thoroughly bad so far; that the doctor thinks it will be better if I continue the cure uninterruptedly (the Institute doctor also recommended a three-month cure); that, given the present status of the lira, it is relatively not very expensive here (although I did not buy lire all that advantageously and let the most favorable time for buying pass me by) and, in any case, will be much more expensive in the autumn; that now, at any rate, I have the traveling behind me; and similar points. I have not sent the petition directly to the Institute because I am concerned about receiving an answer quickly (perhaps, in that case, you might telegraph me: “Granted”) so that I can make the necessary arrangements in good time. Thanks, all the best, and warm greetings to the Fräulein.

Franz

Perhaps you can take occasion to give my regards to Herr Treml14 and see whether there is any mail for me at the office.

[Postcard. Postmark: Meran, May 8, 1920]

Dear Ottla, Not well yet? Still no news? What is this all about? Here I have constantly to fend off advice from meat eaters and beer drinkers, and if I can no longer think of anything else I say: “Granted I do not look like an especially strong specimen of vegetarianism (have already gained 3.25 [kilos]), but my sister—etc.” And now you fall ill and nobody writes me anything about it. And besides I constantly need someone for errands; who is going to do them? Today, for instance: Please buy for me, at Borový’s in the Little Quarter, twenty copies of Kmen No. 6;15 one copy costs only 60 h.; later it will no longer be available and it is useful for making cheap presents, for it contains “The Stoker,” translated by Frau Milena.16

[Meran, mid-May 1920]

Dear Ottla, Thank you for the two letters and the telegram. I would have answered you sooner, but the insomnia, which for a while was hardly noticeable, broke out abominably once again some time ago; you can judge how bad it is by the fact that to combat it, although the results were almost opposite, I once drank beer, once drank valerian tea, and today have bromide standing before me. Well, it will pass again (perhaps, incidentally, the Meran air is partly to blame; Baedecker asserts this), but sometimes I become incapable of writing.

When I wrote you the letter with all that lecturing, I naturally hadn’t the slightest notion that the matter might still be a current concern when it arrived; I merely thought there might be some possibility that it could become current again. Anyhow, it wasn’t meant as lecturing but only as questions.

I had a moment of fright about your illness because shortly before your subsequent letter I saw Herr Fröhlich,17 who told me, no doubt with exaggerations, about a smallpox epidemic in Prague. I am convinced that natural living enables one to withstand smallpox, but I don’t want you going out of your way to prove it.

Why should it surprise me that the wedding will be in July? I rather thought it would be end of June.18 You sometimes speak of it as if you were doing me a wrong by getting married, whereas it is just the opposite. We should not both marry, that would be horrid, and since of the two of us you are certainly the one more suited to marriage, you are doing it for us. That is quite simple and everybody knows it. On the other hand, I am remaining single for the two of us.

I’ll probably be coming in June, saving up a bit of my leave, especially if the insomnia interferes with the success of the cure. Just recently I gained 3.50 [kilos]; now I haven’t weighed myself for several days.

You carried out that reassurance very well; I write quite regularly,19 but I suppose there was a gap.

Please thank the parents for their good letter; I’ll write to them soon, and to the addresses given there. When are they leaving for the baths, or are they postponing that because of the wedding? Is Uncle Alfred20 coming?

The weather is very lovely now; the rain that was earlier feared is now wished for and comes regularly at its proper time. I am almost naked most of the day and cannot help the people who sometimes chance to look over in my direction from the two nearby balconies, because it is really very hot. Perhaps I’ll yet move to another place for the few remaining weeks, not because of the heat but because of the insomnia. I’ll be sorry, for I’ll not again find so good a pension and treatment.

However, I also thought that in the Hotel Emma. Father would say: “If they don’t beat him and throw him out, it’s a great pension.” He’s right, but so am I.

Have you been to see Oskar yet? Give him my warm regards and explain to him why I have not yet written.21 Though maybe you have no time right now because of all the preparations. Letter to Felice?

Give my greetings to everyone else, too, and especially the Fräulein. Are we still without a maid?

F.

[Postcard. Postmark: Meran, May 21, 1920]

Dearest Ottla, Today I received two small packages from you, the Selbstwehr (which, incidentally, Felix is also starting to send me) and a batch of Czech newspapers, all of May 16th. Why these? At first I thought there might be articles about insurance in them, or similar subjects, which I would gladly have read, but there was nothing of the sort. In any case, I am saving the newspapers until you write me about them. Finally it occurred to me that you might have misunderstood my last card to that effect. But you surely couldn’t have; I did distinctly ask you to buy at Borový’s in the Little Quarter twenty copies (but even ten would be plenty) of No. 6 of the magazine Kmen (April 22), but not to send them to me, rather to save them.

Warm regards to the parents and everybody, F.

[Meran, end of May 1920]

Dear Ottla, Well then, you did that splendidly, though in your place I would have waited for Herr Fikart’s recovery for the reason that he might possibly take amiss my having gone over his head. However, I am glad to be able to stay here a while longer. Perhaps in June, just for the sake of making the transition, I’ll go somewhere in Bohemia for a few days, but not really because of the heat here.22 Though it is very hot for working; even the newspapers complain about the premature heat. Not even toward dusk (only in the morning) can I stand working in the garden (very light work, of course, hoeing out weeds, mounding potatoes, pruning roses, burying a dead thrush, and the like), but for the rest cure it is on the average cool and fair, no warmer than in Prague. And along the bank of the Passeria, which streams out of the high mountains and carries cold air along with it, there is a diagonal bench where an almost cold breeze strikes you even when the noonday heat is at its most intense.

The fact that the director hardly looked at you is not evidence for displeasure; I should have prepared you for that. It is rather a rhetorical effect, or more exactly his way of forgoing full enjoyment of the effect. The good speaker, or one who thinks he is such, in his self-confidence forgoes reading the effect of his words in the other’s face; or rather he has no need at all to read it, is deeply convinced of the effect, does not need this stimulus. By the way, the director really does speak extraordinarily well; perhaps that does not fully come out on such formal occasions.23

I want also to thank you belatedly for the newspapers. The day they came, I was so tired from not having slept that I could not understand that such a quantity of newspapers could possibly be read without a specific purpose, let alone for sheer entertainment. Later I nevertheless found a good deal that was interesting in them. I am saving the [Neue] Rundschau; I don’t need it here.

From what the director said, one might assume he is very much inclined to retire me on pension. It’s after all foolish to keep an employee whom one regards as so much in need of recuperation that he has to be granted one leave after another. Or is that the sign of further decline of the world? Recently someone told a story about a conversation among former army suppliers. They complained about the number of war loans they had been left with. Only one, and the very one who had supplied the most material, said he had none. His explanation was that he’d said to himself right off that in the long run no government could survive the prices he was selling the stuff for, so he hadn’t subscribed to any of the loans. Couldn’t a good many people say that about the world?

My head running terrible? Well, I’ve had these headaches a long time and my head is feeling better again.

The general24—I’ve written about him already, haven’t I?—today in the beer garden (yes, I twiddled a small beer between my fingers) expressed his firm conviction that I am going to be married, and he also described my future wife. You see, he does not know my age and thinks of me as a young whelp; he likes it that way and I like him, so I don’t tell him my age. Yet he is much the younger of us, and in wisdom I could be his grandfather. He is sixty-three years old, but has a slim, taut, controlled body, so that in the semidarkness of the garden, for instance, wearing a short overcoat, one hand on his hip, the other at the cigarette in his mouth, he looks like a young Viennese lieutenant of old Austrian times.

All the best, Franz

Do one of these days give my special affectionate greetings to Elli and Valli. And then, in a different tone, to the Fräulein, of course. Oskar? Felice? Memoirs of a Socialist? Swimming school?

To Ottla

[Meran,] Friday [June 11, 1920]

Dear Ottla, Silence? It is a little unclear, for it can just as easily be a wonderful as an abominable state. I don’t want to interpret, but await your next letter. Yes, nothing is easy, and even happiness, even true happiness—flash of lightning, beam of light, command from on high—is a terrible burden. But that is nothing for letters, that is for “the bathroom.”

I would be very glad if you were to go to see Oskar. I haven’t written to him at all yet; how is it possible to write to him when every letter is necessarily public. Let him know that, if there is an opportunity. Or maybe better not. But please go and give him my regards, and also his wife and the boy.

You don’t need hats or something of the sort?25 To keep up your courage, I mean. I have done perhaps the worst possible thing to her, and it is probably over. That is the way I play with a living human being.

Herr Fröhlich has died; I heard this by chance day before yesterday; probably you’ve known about it for some time. I will not send condolences; there’s no reason I should know it. I hope this seemingly very happy life came to an end without great pain; I have not heard any of the details.

If the parents are not going to Franzensbad—it seems that way, since on June 6 Father could calmly be playing cards (where was Mother that evening?)—I will travel directly to Prague at the end of June. The weather is very fine; if it were not for the rebellious head, everything would be all right.

Yours, Franz

Special greetings to the Fräulein! What could I bring for her? Letter to Felice? Hanne?26 Swimming school card? Memoirs? Uncle Alfred?

Please order from Taussig the Berlin magazine Die Weltbühne, issue No. 23.27 Editor Jakobsohn.

[Postcard. Postmark: Meran, June 28, 1920]

Dearest Ottla, This quick word before departure, before packing: Thanks for the good news and don’t be too strict about the inspection when I come (end of the week). I look into the wardrobe mirror and find myself still a good likeness. I’m somewhat fearful everybody will say I could have achieved that in Schelesen in two weeks; but after all there were other things and perhaps that is not at all so bad, only I could rightly have expected much more after, the first month and a half. So don’t be too strict. See you soon. Anyhow, you probably have so much to do that you won’t even have time to look at me and, of course, nobody else is at home.

Yours, F.

[Postcard. Postmark: Prague, July 25, 1920]28

Dearest Ottla, You ask about three different matters: about my things, Herr Treml, and my health. The proper order of well-being is: Treml, things, health, which is not to say that my health is not good, no, not that at all, but the well-being of Herr T. is simply beyond compare. And I know very well that I have lost nothing; would you say you’ve lost your ears since the wedding? And since you still have them, may I no longer play with them? Well then. I have highly interesting political news to impart to your husband, but it is not necessary to break off your trip on that account (on the contrary, Mother would sooner have you extend it a little longer on account of getting your new home ready); remarkably enough, it so closely resembles the old news I have occasionally confided to him that it would be hard to tell the difference.

All the best to both of you, yours, F.

Fräulein Skall sends regards.

Many greetings from me and Father to both of you.29

[Picture postcard (Gmünd). Gmünd, August 14 or 15, 1920]

Dear Ottla, I am feeling very well here, not coughing at all, and am coming tomorrow morning and all this has been dictated.

Franz

[POSTSCRIPT BY MILENA JESENSKÁ] He was not able to finish. I send you warmest greetings.30

[Matliary, about December 21, 1920]

Dear Ottla, So here is my report; of course, it’s meant for the parents too, but I prefer to send it to you so that if there happens to be anything offensive in it you can tone it down when you pass it on.

The trip was very easy. In Tatra Lomnitz, however, my trunk wasn’t there, but they credibly explained that it would come along next day, and it did come without fail.

The sleigh awaited me; the ride by moonlight through the wooded and snow-covered forest was very lovely. Then we came to a large, hotellike, brightly illuminated building, but did not stop there. Instead we rode a short distance farther on to a distinctly dark, dubious-looking lodge. I got out. In the cold hallway (where is the central heating?) nobody. The driver had to hunt and call for a long time. At last a maid came and led me to the first floor. Two rooms have been prepared, a balcony room for me and the adjoining room for you. I enter the balcony room and am horrified. What’s this about prepared? The room has been heated, but the stove gives off more stench than heat. And otherwise? An iron bed. On it, with no bedspread, a pillow and a blanket. The wardrobe door is broken; only a single-paned door leads out to the balcony, and even that one isn’t very tight, so that, as it seems to me about the whole place in general, “the wind it howls through all the cracks.” The maid, whom I consider part of the room and therefore find intolerable, tries to comfort me. Asks, for example, what I need a double-paned balcony door for? By day I’ll be lying outside, won’t I, and at night sleeping with the door open? That’s right, I think; it would be better to remove the single door too.—And surely stove heat is much better than central heating, isn’t it? Central heating is available only over there in the main lodge, which is fully occupied at the moment. “But there isn’t even stove heat here,” I object. That’s only the case today because this room had not been heated up to now. So the maid constantly defends herself, needlessly, for I know that she is not able to conjure up for me the solid and warm room from the Villa Stüdl.

But it became even worse, for after all up to this point only the room had disappointed me. I still had the owner’s enticing letter in my pocket. Now she herself came over to greet me: a tall woman (not Jewish) in a long black velvet coat, unpleasant Hungarian-German, saccharine but hard. I was very rude, without fully realizing it, of course; but the room seemed to me too awful. She was excessively friendly, but without any desire or ability to help. Here is your room, stay here. After Christmas, rooms will be available in the main lodge. At this point, I stopped listening to what she was saying. What she had to say about the food was also far from as nice as the letter. I disliked her so much that I greatly regretted having entrusted the baggage receipt to her (she was going to send to the station next day to inquire whether the trunk had come yet). The sole ray of light was that there is supposed to be a doctor in the house; in fact, he was even supposed to be living on the same corridor, just a few doors down, but that seemed to me highly incredible.

At any rate, by the time she had left I had already devised my plan. I would spend the night here somehow with my foot-muff and blanket, telephone to Smokovec31 in the morning (I had to hope that the state of emergency32 would already be over and telephone conversations permitted), and in the afternoon, as soon as the trunk came, pay them as much of a penalty as they demanded, not even bother about the streetcar but hire a sleigh and ride over hill and dale. I constantly had before me the comforting fantasy of how tomorrow evening I would drop with a sigh of relief upon the resilient springs of the sofa in Smokovec.

I think you would likewise have succumbed to this first shock, though perhaps you would have tried to take the sleigh that same evening.

At this point, the maid had an inspiration. Since I so disliked this room, wouldn’t I take a look at the adjoining room (prepared for you). After all, I could lie out on this balcony anyhow and live next door. I went over to see it without the slightest hope, but since I was no longer spoiled, I liked it immensely. It really was much better, larger, better heated, better lighted, a good wooden bedstead, a new wardrobe, the window far from the bed. So I stayed.

And with that the turn for the better began (which I owe partly to you, since, if you had not announced that you were coming, the room would not have been heated, and if it had not been heated, it would hardly have occurred to the girl to take me into it). I then went to the main building for dinner. There, too, I liked it very well. Simple (a large new dining room will be opened tomorrow) but clean, good food, the guests exclusively Hungarian (few Jews) so that one remains nicely in obscurity. And next day everything looked ever so much better. The lodge in which I am staying (it is called Tatra) was suddenly a pretty building; wind and cracks had vanished; the balcony lay squarely in the sun. When I was offered a room in the main lodge for the following week, I no longer had the slightest desire for it, for the Tatra has great advantages compared with the main lodge. Above all, you are obliged to go over there to eat three times a day (or rather, you aren’t obliged; you can also have the meals brought over) and so you don’t become as lazy and immobile as when you live and eat in the same building, as in Schelesen, and never do much more than tramp down from the upper floor to the ground floor and back up again. Then again the main building, others have told me, is very noisy; the bells are constantly ringing; the kitchen makes noise; the restaurant makes noise; the road, which passes close by it; a toboggan run—everything makes noise. In our lodge it is very quiet; I don’t think I have even once heard a bell ringing (undoubtedly it does ring, but I haven’t heard it yet). Then again they have only a single common rest-hall over there and even that doesn’t receive as good sunlight as my balcony. Finally, the stove heating is also much better. The stove is stoked twice, morning and evening, with wood alone, so that I can add fuel as often as I like. Now, in the evening, for instance, it is so warm that I can sit here half naked, without my clothes on. And if you want to regard this one more point as an advantage: The doctor33 actually does live on my corridor, on the left, three doors down.

Frau Forberger, too, was altogether different next day. Along with the velvet coat (or was it fur?), she also laid aside all evil, was gentle, and showed kindly concern. The food is sufficiently inventive so that I cannot recognize the things of which it is composed; in part, special cooking is done for me, even though there are some thirty guests here. The doctor, too, contributes his advice about the food. At first, of course, he wanted to start an arsenic cure; then I placated him with a wholesale contract under which he visits me daily—it costs six crowns. For the time being, I am supposed to drink milk five times a day and cream twice, but only with the greatest effort can I manage two and a half times in regard to the milk and one time in regard to the cream.

At any rate, all the external prerequisites for a successful stay are here; there remains only the enemy inside my head.

Is Father really thinking of coming here? He would surely feel comfortable here only if Mother came along also, and even then only when the days begin to lengthen. You see, there are barely one or two other men who might be considered company for him; otherwise only women, girls, and young men; most of the people can speak German but prefer Hungarian. Even the chamber-kitchenmaid, coachman, etc. So far I think I’ve heard good Slovakian spoken only once—but, of course, I was traveling second class—on the train by two girls; they spoke very warmly and purely until, however, one of them in response to an amazing piece of information from the other exclaimed, “Oǐoǐoǐoī!” So all this would be no place for Father. In other respects, however, Matliary could stand up to his inspection now. The rooms newly opened today (dining, billiard, and music rooms) are actually “extremely elegant.”

And what are you doing? Honey? Gymnastics? Dizziness on arising? Reading the newspapers for me? My warm greetings to you and your husband (to whom I owe the good seat on the train) and everybody else, everyone especially, down to the babe.

Have you gone to see Max?

Yours, Franz

You don’t have to show this letter to the parents; I’m writing them often.




1921

[Matliary, third week of January 1921]

Dearest Ottla, To save time I am writing in the reclining chair. First a request. Not an “errand.” Maybe you are no longer fond of errands. It is a matter of a letter to the director, which I would like to have turned into elegant Czech. I will sketch it out now:

My dear Director:

I have been here now for more than four weeks and by now have a general view of the place. I take the liberty, dear Director, of giving you a brief report on myself. I have good quarters (Tatra Matliary, Villa Tatra); prices are, it is true, somewhat higher than in Meran, but still moderate for this vicinity. On the whole, I can recognize my illness and its improvement only by changes in weight, fever, coughing, and respiration. My appearance and weight have greatly improved; I have gained—kilos—and will probably continue to gain. The fever appears less and less frequently, sometimes not for days, and is very low; on the other hand, I spend most of my time lying down and avoid all exertion. The coughing has scarcely diminished, but it seems somewhat easier; it no longer shakes me up. In regard to respiration, finally, there has been scarcely any improvement. It is simply a very tedious business; the doctor maintains that I will certainly regain my health completely here. Naturally, one must not put too much stock in such assertions.

On the whole, I feel better here than in Meran and hope to return with better results. Incidentally, I may not stay here continuously; toward spring, I am told, it becomes very lively here, and since I need quiet almost more than food and air, I would then probably move to another sanatorium in Nový Smokovec.

Thanking you once again, dear Director, for your kindness in granting me this leave, I remain with cordial regards,

Sincerely yours,

So that is the letter. You must understand it rightly; it is on the whole correct, but still I have deliberately made it somewhat gloomy. For I see that I will have to stay longer if this thing is to be attacked in any really thorough way.1 There is hardly any choice; otherwise I will be coming back to Prague somewhat better than on my return from Meran, but still incapable of taking a single breath like a respectable human being. So for the present the letter is intended gently to prepare the director for that. (As for the fever, this isn’t Prague fever, for here I take my temperature beneath my tongue, with results that are three- and four-tenths higher; by that method I would have had fever continually in Prague, whereas here I no longer have the Prague fever at all.) In regard to Smokovec, too: You see I am not stubborn, but at present it is much better here; various reports have confirmed that for me; the only thing that could drive me away from here would be noise. Finally, the letter, of course, has another purpose, and that is why it is so elaborate. The idea is that Herr Fikart will have something big to insert.

(They’re already ringing for lunch. The day is so short. We measure our temperature seven times and hardly have time to enter the result on the sheet before the day is over.)

I don’t think you will be adequate for the translation. Your husband will have to do me the kindness, at least look over your translation. I forget Czech here.2 Everything depends on its being classical Czech, not at all on literalness (if anything additional occurs to you, you may put it in), solely on classical quality.

You write a lot about me, little about yourself; do it the other way around in your next. Just think, if I stay here longer, I won’t even see the little thing3 waking up. I had in mind to write a few things about that, but it is too late. Next time. Warm regards to your husband, and give my special greetings to Elli and Valli. Also the Fräulein, of course.

Yours, F.

To Josef David

[Matliary, end of January 1921]

Dear Pepa,4

Well done, well done, and I am only putting in a few small mistakes not in order for there to be some mistakes in it but because, forgive me, even in your letter my director would find mistakes, as he would find them in any letter. I only do it so that the letter will contain a suitable quota of mistakes.

Here I am trying to live quietly. A newspaper hardly ever comes my way, I don’t even read the Tribuna5 and have no notion of what the Communists are doing or what the Germans are saying, but only of what the Magyars are saying. This I hear, but I don’t understand. Unfortunately, they talk a good deal and I would be happy if they said less. Why a poem, Pepa; don’t put yourself to such trouble, why a new poem? Horace has already written many beautiful poems and we have read only one and a half of them. Besides, I already have a poem of yours. Near here there is a small military infirmary and all evening there is marching along the road and it’s always the “Panthers” and “turning round and round.”6 The Czech soldiers are not the worst; they go skiing and laugh and shout like children, though children with soldiers’ voices. But there are also a few Hungarian soldiers among them, and one of them has learned five words of the Panther song and apparently has lost his mind to it; wherever he goes, he bellows out the song. And the lovely mountains and forests round about look down on all this so gravely, as if they liked it.

But all this is not bad; it only goes on a little while every day. Much worse in this respect are the devilishly noisy voices inside the house. But that, too, can be endured. I won’t complain. We are in the Tatra Mountains and the Sabine hills are elsewhere and perhaps nowhere.

Please give my regards to your parents and sisters. How has it worked out with the National Theater?

Yours, F.

[Matliary, about February 10, 1921]

Dear Ottla, The first hour on the first fine day belongs to you. I was not feeling very well; of course, it was no more than I have written to the parents (aside from other—in retrospect, much more minor—disturbances), but still and all I had to remain concentrated on the gain in weight. Sometimes I think of myself with my little weight gain cradled in my arm like the father in the “Erlking”;7 perhaps the perils are not so great as they were there, but the arm is also not so firm.

How have things turned out with Aunt Julie?8 Mother has written me nothing about her and I don’t want to ask. Odd how she has remained in my memory; it seems to me that I have never spoken a word to her, which, in fact, may be true, but she is not without importance for me.

You mention that it is hard for me “to win repose.” That is true, but in saying that you remind me of a very good recipe for nervousness. It belongs to Herr Weltsch senior and comes from The Huguenots.9 During the terrible St. Bartholomew’s Night in which all the Protestants of Paris were killed, all the bells rang, armed men everywhere, Raoul (I think; I don’t know the opera) opens the window and sings furiously: “… Is there no repose to be had in Paris?” The high note falls on repose; have Felix sing it aloud for you (I have still not yet written him and am so fond of him; not to Oskar either). So, that is a good recipe. If, for example, the dental technician10 down below starts singing in three parts with his patients—I don’t want to exaggerate, so far that has only happened once. But he himself sings and whistles a great deal; he’s like a bird, no sooner does the sun touch his beak than he begins, but also by moonlight, but also by a sky black as pitch, and always startlingly, suddenly, breaking off abruptly. Though now he no longer does me so much harm. A friend of his, the man from Kaschau,11 who is also very kind to me, has helped me a great deal, but he makes the bitter life of the man in the room next to him, who is gravely ill, even more bitter. So when something like that happens, you lean over the balcony and think: Is there no repose, etc., and at once things are no longer quite so bad.

You ask about friends. At first I wanted to and was able to remain entirely alone, but later that stopped being wholly possible. Following your advice I have completely kept away from the women as such; that is no great trouble for me or grief to them. But otherwise, first the Czechs were here, in an extremely unfortunate mixture: three who did not suit one another at all, a very sick elderly gentleman,12 a very sick old maid, and a probably not very sick girl. As it happens, there was also a fourth Czech, a youngish gentleman, extremely obliging, especially toward women a model of unselfish devotedness and self-sacrifice. He mediated well and made me unnecessary, and since yesterday he has been back here, but he was away for some time and then I felt an unconditional obligation toward these three who are unhappy in such different ways. To be so lost among Hungarians, Germans, and Jews, to hate them all, and, like the old maid, for instance, also to be gravely ill—that is quite a burden. It is true that there are enough Czech army officers here from a nearby barracks hospital and from Lomnitz, but in general they prefer the Hungarian and Jewish women. And how the poor thing dresses herself up for these handsome officers! I don’t want to describe why she cannot possibly be desirable; and it really isn’t all that bad; sometimes they talk to her and she has even received a letter from one of them. But how little that is, compared with what probably happens every day in the Marlitt novel she is reading.
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Then yesterday afternoon was too cold for writing, in the evening I was too sad, and today, today was too lovely, strong sun. I was sad in the evening because I had eaten anchovies. They were well prepared, mayonnaise, pats of butter, mashed potatoes, but still anchovies. For several days I had been lusting for meat; that was a good lesson. I then marched through the forest sad as a hyena (a little coughing was the distinguishing human characteristic); sad as a hyena I spent the night. I imagined the hyena finding a can of sardines lost by a caravan, crushing the little tin coffin and eating out the corpses. And additionally distinguished from human beings in that it does not want to but has to (why else would it be so sad, why else would it keep its eyes always half closed from sadness?), whereas we do not have to but want to. In the morning the doctor comforted me: why be sad? After all, I ate the anchovies, not the anchovies me.
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So then, to go on about the people. Well, the young girl has occupied me a little. For instance, in the evening before supper she sees that there are two army officers sitting in the dining room. At once she runs to her room and decks herself out and does her hair, comes back much too late for supper; meanwhile, those scoundrelly officers have left, and here she is in her finest dress. Is she supposed to go pointlessly to bed? No, at least she wants to be consoled. Then there is also the gravely ill old maid,13 a poor creature whom I greatly wronged the first evening; I was so horrified by this new neighbor—she came about two weeks ago—that in my room that evening I suffered almost physically from the painful memory. I don’t want to relate the details.
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I was delighted only by a remark that she had made, not to me but to that obliging gentleman: Her favorite newspaper was the Venkov, she said, and moreover on account of the editorials. I decided to reserve the revelation (a pity that one can never introduce oneself completely all at once) for a time until she said something that could not possibly be made amends for; then I would be liberated from her. But it turned out that my first impression in regard to all the unmentioned annoying details was exaggerated, that she is a poor, friendly creature, very unhappy (the disease has raged in her family), but still cheerful, did not “exterminate” me after the revelation but was just a little more friendly to me, as for that matter I was to her, after I had heard of her misfortune, and now that she has lain with her constant fever for a whole week in her cold little north room (not everyone ventures into my sunny lodge), I feel very sorry for her.

(This, by the way, is one of the gains of being with other sick people: one takes the disease more seriously. True enough, it is not regarded as hereditary, and for my part I also do not believe in contagion; but the finest belief does not help when confronted with facts, and with this disease in particular to kiss small children or let anyone eat from the same plate is an abominable wrong.) Then there is the elderly gentleman, longing for a little conversation, yet unfortunately not choosy about the direction of his coughing. What’s he going to talk about with these two females? But still he cannot be alone. Well, now that obliging gentleman is back and he handles everything splendidly.

Then I also have two young men, one from Kaschau and one from Budapest; these are really my friends. Just recently, when I spent three days in bed, for instance, the Budapester—he’s a medical student14—came over from the main lodge at nine o’clock in the evening to prepare an (in itself needless) extremely careful Priessnitz compress.15 Whatever I want, they fetch it for me, obtain it for me, arrange it for me, and everything is done precisely and immediately and without the slightest importunity. They are Jews but not Zionists; the young man from Kaschau is a Hungarian socialist with emphasis on the Hungarian, the Budapester is guided by Jesus and Dostoevski. The young man from Budapest is highly literary. I should like to give him pleasure and lend him a few books that are important for him. If you find any of the following books in my bookcase, please send them registered (perhaps two first and later another two, or as you like): Kierkegaard: Fear and Trembling; Plato: The Symposium (translated by Kassner); Hoffmann: biography of Dostoevski (I think it is by Hoffmann; you know the book, of course); Brod: Death to the Dead. For the present, don’t send the [Neue] Rundschau. Thank you for the table of contents. I was already beginning to think: Could you, in the midst of all you have to do these days, have forgotten to send the table of contents? No, you did not forget.

Errands? You want errands? You’re not joking? Then I could use two or three Gilette blades; I suppose they could be enclosed in the letter. If they are not available, Mem blades will do. But there is no hurry at all. You could send the enclosed money order for 56 crowns to the Selbstwehr. You have sent off the card to Ewer,16 haven’t you?

Incidentally, you’re a splendid shopper. That soap you brought me last from Prochaska, which I made faces about, has won me the reputation here that my room smells best of all, and moreover remarkably, inexplicably good. First the housekeeper remarked on it while taking inventory, then the chambermaid; finally everybody was talking about it. In my vanity I would like to have explained it as a result of my not eating meat, but it was really only the soap.

More errands? An errand to the Institute will probably become necessary, but I have not yet made up my mind. Incidentally, have you fetched the money; did you speak to anyone there? A small sum in marks is supposed to have come to the Institute for me, about 125 M.17

And when is the day?18

All my love and good wishes, Franz

And regards to Elli and Valli and the children. Regards to the Fräulein.

Hasn’t a bill come from Taussig?

A single letter has come from Minze.19 She has carried out incredible things, is earning her own livelihood; I am very proud of her.

To Josef David20

[Picture postcard (Mount Krivan, with the Liptau Alps in the background). Postmark: Tatranské-Matliary, March 4, 1921]

Dear Pepa, You warn me rightly, but too late, for I have already participated in the great ski race21 in Polianka—surely you’ve read about it in the Tribuna—and have torn the nail of my right little finger. No matter. After that I returned to Matliary on the skis. I have had myself photographed on Mount Krivan, as you can see on the back of this card. There I am considering [FRAGMENTARY]

[Matliary, March 9, 1921]

Dearest Ottla, Just a few words, since I’m coming soon; actually a letter for you has been lying around for a long while, so long that it became outmoded and I threw it away.

First of all, thanks for everything; you’ve done everything very well—except at Taussig’s! That was very bad, to call the councillor a swindler! As if you were not already a grown-up woman who has time only for important things. Really, how your rank has changed since last year!22

The one picture shows the Czech group; beside me is the eighteen-year-old girl, beside her the sick old maid, down below the obliging gentleman. Why am I standing there so hunched up? I don’t know.

In the other picture, the man standing erect with snowshoes is the man from Kaschau. The Hebrew inscription is by him. It says: “As token of the great honor I have toward you.” It is not entirely comprehensible but certainly very well meant, like everything he does for me. In general, amazing how good people have been to me here.

I enclose another two portraits of me; one is by the eighteen-year-old girl.23 Unfortunately, it is my fault that I do not look like that, so sweet and strong.

The books gave the medical student great pleasure. His initial thanks, when I gave them to him, consisted in his exclaiming, “Herr Doktor!” and running off with the books. He has been much on my mind these past several days.

What you say about the Institute and Palestine is the stuff of dreams.24 To me the Institute is a featherbed, as heavy as it is warm. If I were to crawl out from under it, I would at once risk catching cold; the world is not heated.

Now, shortly before my departure from here, I am becoming uncertain, though that is the way I feel at every parting (only in Meran did I know it was more than high time to be leaving that mountainous oven). These wonderful days, after getting through the winter, tempt me to stay (at times the weather was a torment like nothing I’d ever experienced before). The doctor daily threatens me with all sorts of evils if I depart and promises me all sorts of good if I stay until the fall.25 But I am tired of the asking-for-leave, tired of the thanking-for-leave. I would accept it only if the director were to write to me, for instance: “Dear Colleague, Last night it occurred to me to wonder whether possibly you ought to be staying out there longer. I urgently request you to accept another year of leave. Simply wire me ‘Yes’ and you have the leave; don’t exert yourself writing petitions in Czech and letters of thanks; that would only mean putting your sister and your brother-in-law to trouble. Looking forward hopefully to a favorable reply and wishing you recovery sooner or later, I remain yours gratefully, etc.” Yes, then I would gladly stay a while longer. I would also gladly stay because here consumptives (and other even worse people not very far removed from them) have come to seem to me far more suspect than they did in the past. I continue not to believe in contagion; the kitchenmaids here, for instance, eat the scraps from the plates of patients so sick that I am reluctant to sit opposite them, and they don’t become sick, rather more flourishing than ever. And there is a dear little boy in the kitchen here (his mother works there, his father is unknown) who will certainly not fall ill either, even though he eats such scraps. (Incidentally, the most tattered and merry creature here, also very clever, but I cannot communicate with him; he speaks only Hungarian. When someone saw how close to the toboggan run he was playing, so that he was in danger of being run over—he is barely five years old—the man told him to watch out. But the little boy said: “They’re not allowed to run me over, I’m a child.”) So I don’t believe in infection of the healthy, but in the city nobody is entirely healthy, or at least not so strong as to be able to resist the dangers of infection under all circumstances. I don’t understand this possibility of contagion (the medical explanations, to the extent that I understand them, do not satisfy me), but I believe in this possibility. So for that reason too I am reluctant to return to my place in the domestic nest, where all around the little beaks are opening wide, perhaps to receive the poison that I disseminate.

I am writing as though I were not coming back in a few days. Well, the director has time to write that letter until Sunday.26 In any case, I am already looking forward to seeing you and Elli and Valli.

Thank Fräulein Skall especially nicely for her regards.27 What you write about her is sad. But misfortune was written plain over this relationship (not over her).

You, too, no longer write anything about Aunt Julie. Oh well, I’m coming, after all.

Yours

By the way, I may be leaving here as early as Monday or Tuesday because the Lomnitz—Poprad line does not run from March 15 to May 15, and taking the electric streetcar is too involved.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka

[Matliary, about March 13, 1921]

Dearest Parents, My letters are not marked by unusual consistency; first I want to leave, then I want to stay, then I want to leave again, and finally I stay. But this can partly be explained by the fact that on the whole I like it very well here, especially these wonderful days, but that on the other hand a quarter of a year is a long time, I’ve already settled down to a domestic routine, and the food, too, is becoming monotonous. Well then, since Ottla was so good and has obtained two months for me—I don’t know how, I didn’t send a doctor’s affidavit until afterward, through Max Brod28—I shall stay for the present. Next week I intend to go to Polianka.29 The chief physician of the excellent sanatorium there—though it is almost as expensive as Smokovec—is away just now and will not be back until next week. I intend to have myself examined there, will hear what he has to say in regard to a cure and especially the length of it. And then perhaps if I am accepted—not everyone is accepted, moreover the sanatorium is full up—I’ll move over there (assuming I have the strength to tear myself free from here). I do like Uncle’s30 suggestion—health resort, gardening work—better than any of these sanatoriums, only that it is still somewhat too early for a health resort, and I also do not know where would be right. If you hear of anything of the sort, please write me.

If I am going to be staying here much longer, I’ll gradually need various things, lighter clothing, etc. Actually, I have only one suit here, in which I have been going around and lying around every day for three months. It’s hardly a dressy suit anymore—how will such things be got here? But it isn’t urgent yet. Then there is also the question of what I ought to do with my winter things, which, incidentally, have not been beaten all winter long—that isn’t the custom here.

I have gained a little weight this week after all. I weigh 63.50, a gain of 6.10 kg.

Warm regards to all, yours, Franz

[Matliary, March 16, 1921]

Dearest Ottla, A few days ago an acquaintance asked me whether I wouldn’t prefer to sray here longer. I said yes, I would like to stay and had written to Prague to that effect, but that I had written only in a joking way and at the same time, in order to remove all possibility of seriousness, had set my departure date so firmly that in the interval it would be almost impossible for anything to be undertaken at the Institute. The acquaintance asked what the point of such a letter was. In that connection, a hasidic story31 occurred to me, although I know it only very imperfectly. It goes something like this: A hasidic rabbi relates that he received a great insight from two drunken peasants in a tavern. The peasants were sitting there facing one another; one was downcast and the other tried cheering him up with flattering words, until the downcast peasant cried out: “How can you say that you like me and you don’t even know what is the matter with me.” All this was said in drunkenness; the downcast man did not even know why he was downcast.

I was convinced that you would not do anything, above all because you could not do anything; that is why I wrote to Max two days later, intending to detour around you, but you would not let yourself be detoured around.

It is so difficult to ask for leave, for many reasons, most of which you know, of course. When one stands before him and he is to pronounce the approval of leave, he becomes transformed almost into an angel, and involuntarily one drops one’s eyes. It is as miraculous as it is repugnant; it might be possible to bear, by the most intense concentration and composure, an angel out in the open fields, but in a director’s office? That is a place where by all rights one should only be bawled out in the crudest earthly fashion. As Elli’s brother, I would most of all prefer to survive his “Yes” with plugged ears. I actually feel rather the same way about your written account. The only thing that comforts me a little is the South African plan.32 It is as if he were to say: “I give him leave to go to the lovely land where the bong tree grows.” But all this is silliness; he is incredibly kind; I don’t understand why—the mere consideration that I am, in fact, highly dispensable surely cannot be the sole reason for it.
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I was interrupted, as happens frequently these days. The unfortunate medical student.33 I have not yet seen so diabolical a spectacle from close up. Hard to say whether good or evil powers are operating there; in any case, they are incredibly strong. In the Middle Ages, he would have been regarded as possessed. Yet he is a young man of twenty-one, tall, broad, hearty, red-cheeked—extremely intelligent, truly unselfish, considerate. More on this later, in the bathroom some day, in a quiet moment when the baby is sleeping.

The fairground island34 is, of course, more attractive than up above in those sad streets.35 But above all, it is the poverty that lures you, except that one is not poor when one has money, and one can attain poverty from outside only in extremely lucky and extremely exceptional cases. In general, what one then finds in place of poverty is only misery. That by the bye; but in my thoughts I will watch over the island with all my strength.

If a doctor is only a friend, it may work, but otherwise it is impossible to communicate with them. For instance, I have three doctors, the one here, Dr. Kral,36 and Uncle. It would be scarcely remarkable that they advise different courses; it might even be acceptable that they advise contradictory courses (Dr. Kral is for injections, Uncle against); but that they contradict themselves is incomprehensible. For example, Dr. Kral sent me here because of the ultraviolet radiation of the mountain sunlight; now that the sun is shining he advises me to go to lower-lying Pleš. He strongly agreed with me that Hungarian and Czech sanatoriums cannot possibly come up to the German ones, and still he advises Pleš. I am certainly not stubborn (though I would like to escape the ordeal of eating meat, to which I am now partly exposed); I will go to Pleš since he insists, but I would like to have a place there assured before I leave here, so that I don’t have to squander in Prague several weeks of the leave you so magnificently obtained for me. In a few days, I am going to Smokovec and Polianka and have myself examined there. Has Dr. Kral read the affidavit? I have another copy that I could send him.

Walking tour? I don’t know. And Bavaria?37 No doctor has yet advised that for me (although one who would could surely be found); besides, they receive foreigners very reluctantly there, and they receive Jews only to kill them.38 That won’t do.

So you have the medical opinion; the petition is enclosed. I am sending it to you because I don’t want to have the opinion copied still another time. Of the Czechs, only the eighteen-year-old is here, and I rather suspect how much she knows, since she admires my Czech. Perhaps I’ll write the letter in German.

But do you still have time and desire for anything but the main thing?39 And is that all right?

Yours

Regards to Elli, Valli. And the Fräulein.

I have enclosed the copy of the medical opinion after all, incidentally more clearly arranged than the original; this copy might eventually do for Dr. Kral or Uncle; naturally the original has to be enclosed with the petition. I am playing with the idea that it might be an opinion on the interior of a precious violin and yet only crackling and snapping and the like can be heard.

[Letterhead: Sanatorium Tatranské-Matliary] [Matliary, April 1921]

Dearest Ottla and Věruška (?Mother spelled the name that way—what sort of name is it? Věra, or is it Vjera, like the name of Frau Kopal’s daughter? What sort of considerations led you to that name?), an errand, please. For her brother the stamp collector, Frau Forberger needs:
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Please take the money from my account; I will be repaid here. These stamps are going to be withdrawn from circulation toward the end of May, so have to be bought immediately and are supposed to be had only in Prague. If the errand is too much for the two of you (I wonder how you would get the baby carriage up into the lobby of the main post office. Do you have a nice baby carriage? Is Frau Weltsch40 a bit envious?), then perhaps Pepa will be so kind. (By the way, isn’t he going to Paris?) You can then offer the enclosed article41 from the Brünn Lidové Noviny to him for his opinion; if he thinks well of it, we must of course speak of it to Dr. Kral, so that he might inquire where passage may be booked on such sanatorium ships and how much it would all cost. But you must not tell him right off that the article unfortunately appeared in the April 1st issue, where it seemed totally on the up-and-up. A poor patient here, his hopes aroused, went with it to the doctor for his opinion; the doctor brought it to me to read, since he doesn’t know Czech, and I was so weakened at the time by the intestinal catarrh that for an hour or two I took it seriously.

These are my pretexts for writing to you. In fact, I have been wanting to write for a long time, but I was too tired or too lazy or only too depressed, it is hard to differentiate. Besides, I’ve always had some little trouble or other, for instance right now a savage abscess with which I’m battling. I am happy the two of you are so spry, but you shouldn’t be too spry. We have a young farm woman42 here, moderately sick, though she is merry and sweet and pretty in her dark peasant costume with its wide swaying ballerina skirt. Her mother-in-law was always heaping too much work on her, even though the doctor there kept warning against it and would say:


A young woman you must spare,

As if she were a golden pear



which to be sure is not very logical but still instructive. For which reason I refrain from thinking up more errands for you.

Nevertheless one errand will be necessary, to the director; it is very disagreeable. My leave runs out on May 20. (Did he really tell you that the leave had been officially approved?) What then? Where I go then or whether I stay here until the end of June is a secondary consideration. (Since the intestinal catarrh, which in my view was caused by eating meat, it has been arranged that one of the kitchen girls spend, I think, a good part of her time thinking up menus for me. At breakfast they make suggestions about lunch, at teatime about supper. Recently the girl was standing dreamily at the window, dreaming, I thought, of her hometown Budapest, when she suddenly said, “I really wonder how you will like the salad vegetables tonight.”)

But now can I ask for my leave to be extended? And where will it end? It is very difficult. Should I ask for a leave at half pay? Is it easier to ask for such a leave? It would be easy to ask for a leave if I could tell myself and others that the office was somehow responsible for the illness or its aggravation. But, in fact, the opposite is true; the office kept the illness in check.43 It is difficult and yet I shall have to ask for the leave. I will of course be able to include a medical report; that part is very simple. Well, what do you think?

But you mustn’t imagine that I am entirely occupied with such thoughts here. Yesterday, for instance, I spent half the afternoon laughing, and not laughing at anyone’s expense, but laughing out of tenderness and deep emotion. Unfortunately the story can only be sketched in, impossible to tell it in all its glory.

We have a General Staff captain here; he is attached to the barracks hospital, but lives down here, as do many other officers, because it is too dirty up there in the barracks. He has his food brought down. As long as there was plenty of snow, he went on tremendous ski trips, almost to the peaks, and often by himself, which is very rash. Now he has only two occupations, one is sketching and doing watercolors, the other is playing the flute. Every day at fixed hours he paints and sketches out of doors, while at other hours he blows away at his flute in his little room. Apparently he prefers to be alone (except when he is sketching, at which times he does not seem to mind being watched). Naturally I respect this preference. So far I have hardly spoken to him five times, only when he calls something out to me from a distance, or when I unexpectedly come upon him somewhere. If I meet him when he is sketching, I offer a few compliments. His drawings are not bad; they are good or even very good amateur work. That’s about all, I see; nothing very special here. As I say, I know quite well there’s no conveying the essence of the thing. Perhaps if I tried to describe how he looks: When he goes for a walk on the road, always holding himself very straight, walking in slow, easy strides, his eyes always raised to the Lomnitz peaks, his coat flying in the wind, he looks like Schiller. When you are close up and see his thin, lined face (partly lined from flute-playing) the pale color of wood, his neck and his whole body also dry and wooden, then he reminds you of the dead rising from their graves in the fresco of Signorelli44 (I think it is in the collection Masterpieces of Art). And then there is a third resemblance he has. He hit on the fantastic idea of having his pictures—–

No, it is too big a subject. I mean inwardly. In brief, he arranged to have a show. The medical student wrote a review in a Hungarian newspaper, I in a German paper,45 all in secret. The captain went to the headwaiter with the Hungarian newspaper and asked him to translate. But it was too complicated for the headwaiter, so in all innocence he brought the captain to the medical student, saying he could do a better job of translating the review.

The medical student happened to be in bed with a slight fever. I was there visiting him; that’s how it began. But enough. Why am I telling the story when I am not telling it right.

But to come back to the original point, you must by no means think that we are laughing all the time, really not.

I am enclosing the bill from Taussig, also a clipping for Elli concerning Felix.46 It might also be of interest for your little one in about ten years. That isn’t very far away; one turns over once from the left side to the right side on the reclining chair, looks at the clock, and ten years have passed. Time seems to go by more slowly only when one is moving about.

Of course I send special regards to Elli and Valli. What are you thinking? That I send regards because that is easy and don’t write because writing is hard? Not at all. I send regards because they are my dear sisters and I don’t write especially to them because I am writing to you. By and by you will say that I only send regards to your daughter because writing is hard. And yet writing is not harder than anything else, rather a bit easier.

All the best to all of you, F.

Please give my regards to the Fräulein.

[Matliary, May 6, 1921]

So it’s true, my poor little sister is so taken up with her big Věra that without a murmur she lets me go ahead and sail out on the high seas on April Fool sanatorium ships. So, after all, I am playing with your ear and did not mean to. I did write, of course, that the feuilleton came from the issue of April 1, but probably when you came to this part of the letter Věra was crying and whetting her little tongue.

The health resort. Certainly, that would be the nicest of all; I didn’t answer at the time only because it seemed to me then, as it seems to me today, not feasible. I feel nauseated when I think of how obnoxiously (it isn’t the foolishness of my conduct that bothers me, but the obnoxiousness, the ghostly obnoxiousness) I behaved in Prague in this respect. Now, if I were careful to avoid all contact with Věra, there would be no real danger for her—the doctor would confirm that—but in my brain there still remains a risk, and not only in mine, also in the brains of the others. For that reason, I think we cannot travel together.
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Mother, so kindly, has again written me about the ships. You are all really very stubborn once you fall for an April Fool joke. I’d counted only on taking in Pepa, but the rest of you don’t want to leave him alone. I keep fearing that together you will be making a joke out of me.
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Don’t worry too much about Věra; consider how hard it is for grown-ups to adjust to new things, even when they cannot present any good arguments in defense of what exists. You mention the curds on the table and express the hope mixed with fear, which I too have all the time. Now Věra has left the heavenly table and looks down from your arm upon the earthly table, and she doesn’t like it, or rather there isn’t any question of liking; she merely has to get used to it, and that must be a terrible labor, inconceivable to us. She has to “eat” so much just to strengthen herself for that task, perhaps also to stupefy herself for a while. “You know the world is unendurable,” she sometimes tells herself, “better hurry up and drink till I’m full.” And then she drinks and then you cry.

I recently had to move only as far as the adjoining room, to a room, moreover, on whose balcony I have been resting for four months, and almost all of my furniture was moved over to it as well, and still I had trouble accustoming myself to the change, until after a few hours it turned out that this room with the big balcony door and with a great deal of air and light was much better than the previous one. Věra will have the same experience. You must also consider that, for Věra, eating is the most natural part of the great world, and the easiest to conquer, and so she utilizes it and you have to put up with it.
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The medical affidavit is enclosed.47 So undertake this difficult errand, and soon, please. I’m in favor of asking right now only for half the salary; I’ll manage even with that, and it will be easier for me to accept it.
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Regards to Elli and Valli, in spite of my irritated remarks recently. That’s just how it is some days. Regards to the Fräulein too.

Yours

Lots of luck for Pepa’s trip.

[Letterhead: Sanatorium Tatranské-Matliary] [Postmark: Tatranské-Matliary, May 21, 1921]

Dearest Ottla, So once again you’ve carried it off; how often do you mean to go on doing it? So often that eventually the gentlest director will cry out: “Enough! Out! Not another word!” That often? But it is really a peculiar situation, peculiar first in that it combines two things which ordinarily are rarely linked: utmost dispensability of the employee and utmost good treatment; and secondly, that I could never have been treated so well if it were not for the fact that I am so extremely dispensable. But, in fact, every one of these leaves, though given in such gentlemanly fashion almost without my asking, is essentially nothing but a form of alms, and it is a disgrace that I accept them. Not that I mean to say this especially hurts me during the leave period; no, it hurts only when I ask and when it is granted. And this time even more was granted than I wanted.48 Unfortunately, I cannot even thank the director in Czech, again only in German, and even that is hard.49
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I cannot really believe that Herr Fikart has grown smaller, but rather that since you are a mother you have grown so much bigger and, therefore, everyone else seems smaller to you. (You know all about the theory of relativity and the ships); only Věra is growing bigger and filling the horizon (and herself). What does she look like and what do you find written on her brow? Naturally, in reading you must not content yourself with the superficial writing; of course, that merely says, “I want to eat.”

The pity is that she prevents you from coming here, but perhaps that will be possible by, say, next spring. I really don’t know how I am going to get away from here if you don’t come to take me away. Lying in the woods in the sun, or on the balcony back at the lodge, walking in the sunny woods in the early morning, laughing or being bored or sad and sometimes even being happy, weeping twice a day over the food (yesterday afternoon at dinner I said with an unconscious lamenting intonation, “Oh God!” and did not realize I had done so until afterward), gaining a little weight too—it is already approaching the 8th kilogram—in short, this is a closed world in which one has become an established citizen. And just as on the universal plane one gets away from the earthly world, once one is established in it, only when an angel comes to take one away, so it is here too. So then, next spring?

If it is not a great deal of trouble for you, could you, before you leave, go to see Treml and Krätzig50? You mustn’t tell him that he has grown smaller as the senior official (consequently demanding more respect). There might happen to be mail there.

And please, next time say a few words about Elli, Valli, and the children.

Yours

Regards to Pepa.

Regards to the Fräulein!!

If the package hasn’t yet been sent, three soft shirts, if there are any good ones, might be included.

To Ottla and Josef David

[Matliary, first half of June 1921]

Dear Ottla,

It’s a long time since I’ve written, for when I am feeling well, in the woods, in the perfect silence, with birds, brook, and wind, an inner quiet comes, and when I am desperate, in the lodge, on the balcony, in the woods when they are racked by noise, I cannot write because the parents also read my letter.51 Unfortunately, the latter state is much more frequent, but the former does occur; it was that way the last two afternoons, for instance; today not altogether so. But that is not to be wondered at. The amount of quiet I need does not exist in the world, from which it follows that no one ought to need so much quiet. But I am very grateful that I can sometimes have it here, and chiefly because of that, along with other reasons, I have so far not stirred from here, even though everything is already overcrowded here and, from the first on, the overcrowding will probably become twice as overcrowded (people then stay in the bath cabins, in every flimsy shack, and I have a beautiful balcony room). Now, for example, it is about seven o’clock in the evening; I am lying in the reclining chair at the margin of a three-walled hut, with two blankets, fur coat, and pillows. Outside the hut is a clearing in the forest, about one-third the size of the Ringplatz in Zürau. This meadow is all yellow, white, violet with familiar and unfamiliar flowers. All around is ancient spruce forest; behind the hut the brook murmurs. I have already been lying here for five hours, today slightly disturbed, yesterday and day before yesterday entirely alone, only with the bottle of milk beside me. One must really be grateful for this, and today I am going to keep silent about things for which one need not be grateful. Anyhow, if every afternoon were like this and the world left me here, I would stay until they had to carry me away on the reclining chair. In the meanwhile, you would come once to visit me, wouldn’t you?

As far as Taus is concerned,52 I have several reservations, to paraphrase the verse: “Reach out to human life in all its fullness, wherever you touch it you’ll find yourself holding ten reservations.”53 The chief inspector had no verse for it, but a juicy phrase. First, the climate is too raw there on the northern slopes of the Bohemian Forest (I have retrogressed to a child, and not such a child as Věra is). Secondly, it is not quiet enough there. I suppose it is in the woods, but they are not so close that they can be reached from the reclining chair. Thirdly, it is too near to the špičák (someone, in order not to be in my vicinity, went to the špičák instead of the Tatra, and am I now to go there too?). Fourthly, I was urgently asked by the management whether I intend to stay here beyond July 1 (for the rooms are assigned only by the month during July and August) and said I was staying, which is also true. And fifthly, if I were to travel through Prague, I would have to go to the Institute, which would be a very painful ceremony, for the Institute is farther from me (except for its money) than the moon, but threatening and reproachful. I myself would have to overcome reservations 4 and 5, and partly 3; but you could not say anything about the first two to me until you have been living there. Therefore, it would be best to wait with renting the room, wouldn’t it?

You say strikingly little about the visits to Treml and Krätzig, even though those were surely significant events. Is it possible the two are very angry with me and said very unpleasant things? There was no mail there? And was there anything else unpleasant?

Good that you are not forming any particularly splendid notions about my appearance. It is true that I have gained eight kilograms (it will not go beyond that, rather down again) and on the whole don’t have any fever, but otherwise—I am almost inclined to say that I was better in Zürau. Before I came here I was better without knowing it, though in the winter I was much, much worse than I am now. I am telling you this only so that I may introduce myself before I arrive and so that, not as was the case the time I returned from Meran, the omelettes will be ready and waiting when I arrive.

And now don’t be angry with me, and go to Věra and before you feed her give her, among your other kisses, one for me.

Yours

[POSTSCRIPT IN CZECH FOR JOSEF DAVID] Dear Pepa, You were good, remembered me, excited me with the picture postcards from Paris. You must tell me about Paris, and about Uncle and Aunt.54 Did you give her all the regards from Father, not omitting a single one? I am looking forward to Věra; she is surely very talented, after all she already speaks Hebrew, as you write. Haam, you see, is Hebrew and means “people.” However, she doesn’t pronounce the word quite correctly; it should be haám, not háam. Please correct her; if she gets habituated to the mistake in youth, it might stick.

Cordial regards to your parents and sisters,55 yours, F.

Ottla, What about that loose tooth? Will you have to lose it?

What is Valli’s address?

To Julie and Hermann Kafka56

[Picture postcard (Kafka in Matliary, in the midst of patients and staff). Matliary, June 1921]

Dear Parents, As you see from the picture, I am already rather fat, at least on the right cheek. I imagine you will recognize Herr Glauber;57 otherwise you know from letters only Frau Galgon58 (hat repair!) in the kerchief; but unfortunately the picture does not give a really good idea of her.

Warmest regards, to Uncle and Aunt also, yours, F.

Haven’t you too had photographs of yourselves taken in Franzensbad?

[Postcard. Postmark: Tatranská-Lomnice, July 28, 1921]

Dear Ottla, Of course, you have already grown accustomed to D; how could it be otherwise. However, it is a city, and in cities a person feels more forlorn than in the village. By the way, you write that you’re familiar with it; you mention a village named Babylon.59—I no longer think of coming. Here, too, it is not quite so noisy as I feared; the noise of children is pleasanter than that of grown-ups. In the first place, it is more necessary and, in the second place, one is rewarded for it by the existence of the children. Perhaps that is the case with Věra also.—But above all, I want to be in Prague on August 20th, the day the leave runs out, not only because I cannot go on begging forever and not only because you, the intercessor, are not in Prague, but also because the doctor considers further improvement improbable. At least he says so sometimes, and it may be so.—At the moment, my shin is burning with the most savage abscess I have had here so far. I had better lie down.

Yours

In Domažlic there are memories of Božena Němcová!60

[Picture postcard (the High Tatra). Postmark: August 8, 1921]

My first outing.

I identified Věra right off, had a little trouble identifying you, though your pride was instantly recognizable. My pride would be even greater, would never fit on this card. She seems to have an open, honest face and I think that there is nothing better in the world than openness, honesty, and reliability.

Yours

Annie Nittmann

Ilena Roth

To Josef David61

[Matliary, August 22 or 23, 1921]

Dear Pepa,62 Pardon, pardon, first the fuss with the trousers and now this again. You know, it was very unpleasant, high fever, coughing through whole nights, and when I began writing the letter to the director in the morning, I was certainly not in the best mood.63 So pardon me. Wasn’t Ottla home, so that you had to take care of this matter? Though you’ve done an excellent job of it. The councillor64 is a very sensitive person; it is very good that you negotiated so earnestly with him. Certainly that is necessary, for I have been dealing with the Institute the way a child would not dare to deal with its parents.

I will not apply for leave; it would make no sense. Either it will be necessary for me to remain under treatment longer, that is, either there is a hope that my health can improve—the doctors will decide—then so short a leave would not help at all, or otherwise I don’t need it. I will simply bring along a medical affidavit stating that I have taken the rest cure for so and so long, and that will suffice.

Many thanks, Pepa, for your offer to come for me. As far as I am concerned, that is certainly not at all necessary, but it would be very nice for you. Now, these almost autumnally cool-warm days and the beautiful strolls—it may well be in many respects better here than in the Alps. It is easy to climb the highest mountains without a guide. Of course, none of that does me much good, but if you were to come, in the morning you would tell me where you are walking and in the evening where you have been. Why are you in Prague if you are still on vacation?

So I will probably be arriving on Friday. So long, Pepa, give my love to Ottla and Věra.

Yours, F.




1923

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, September 26, 1931]1

For the present the intimate letter is not necessary. Nor would it have sounded bad, merely a request for advice and the like; but it was my occupation during the greater part of the trip. I must admit that I was also a little stupefied, because the night before2 had been one of the very worst, divided into about three parts: first an assault by all my many anxieties, and no army in the history of the world is as large as these; then I got up, wakening the poor dear girl (who because of the laying of the streetcar tracks was sleeping in my room, tired out after frightfully complicated packing of trunks) and got myself Foligan, ate it greedily, and dozed for a quarter of an hour; but then it was over and I occupied myself for the remainder of the night with drafting the cancellation telegram to the landlord in Berlin, and with my despair over that. But in the morning (thanks to you and Schelesen) I did not collapse when I got up and went away, comforted by the Fräulein, alarmed by Pepa,3 lovingly quarreled with by Father, looked at sadly by Mother.

How is Fräulein Ella Proch.?4

In Beřkowitz,5 I was offended that you and the children6 and Fini were not at the train.

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, September 26, 1923]

Ottla, A postscript: Butter is available here, as much as anyone would want, only it isn’t edible. If you were to send me a small package of it now and then, labeled “sample, without value,” nebylo by to špatné bylo by to spíše dobré,* for butter is the one thing that fattens me up a little, and I partly lost the fatness of Schelesen7 the night before departure (though I would never have been able to depart if I had not had the fatness to lose). So would you send it? We’ll settle up for it; the whole package costs about 5 crowns; I sent butter here once, as an experiment, and it arrived in good shape. The girl said until then she had thought the butter here very good, not until that package arrived did she learn that such better butter exists at all.

All the best to you, Pepa, the children, Fini, F.

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 2, 1923]

Dearest Ottla, Shortly after receiving your dear letter I have just received a delightful piece of news: The landlady is allegedly satisfied with me.8 But, unfortunately, the room no longer costs 20 crowns, but for September some 70 crowns and for October at least 180 crowns; prices are climbing like the squirrels where you are. Yesterday I became almost a little dizzy from it, and because of that and other things the center of the city has become a horror to me.9 But otherwise, out here, for the present, everything is peaceful and lovely. In the evenings, on these warm evenings, when I step out of the house, a fragrance comes to me from the lush old gardens, a perfume of such delicacy and strength as I think I have never sensed anywhere, not in Schelesen, not in Meran, not in Marienbad. And so far everything else is in keeping with that. Yes, it is a Zürau trip, though, of course, only a week has passed so far, and if you ask about work and schedule, I still do not know what to say. It is hard to describe anything in greater detail; I try to do so in writing to the parents. By the way, wouldn’t you feel like seeing it for yourself? I hope you would not yet find me stretched out on the church steps among the children.—The butter unfortunately has not arrived as of today, Tuesday; I suppose one will have to stop sending it. Anyhow, I am managing to get some that is just bearable, milk also.

What is my dear Pepa up to? How many events10 am I missing? Give my greetings to the children and Fini.

You haven’t written anything about Ella Prochaska.

To Josef David11

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 3, 1923]

Dear Pepa, Be so kind as to write me a few lines if anything special should happen at home. Today is Wednesday evening; I have been here for ten days and have received a total of two communications from home. That would be perfectly satisfactory, only they were not well distributed; the two communications came in quick succession. So you will write me if anything does happen, won’t you? And what will you do now that you have nobody you can make anxious about Berlin? Pepa, to make me anxious about anything is like carrying coals to Newcastle. And it really is frightful here, living in the heart of the city, battling for food supplies, reading newspapers. But I don’t do all that; I wouldn’t be able to stand it for half a day. Out here it is fine, only now and then some news report comes through, some anxiety reaches me, and then I must battle. But is Prague any different? There, how many dangers daily threaten such an anxious soul? And otherwise it is fine here; in keeping with that, the cough and the temperature, for example, are even better than in Schelesen.—I gave the twenty crowns to a children’s shelter;12 I’ll tell you about that in more detail some time.—If you would like a report on Berlin conditions, just write me. However, the Berlin prices! It would be an expensive report. Incidentally, I have just opened the latest Selbstwehr. Professor Vogel again writes against soccer in it; perhaps soccer will stop completely now.
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17. Mount Krivan, with the Liptau Alps; postcard of March 4, 1921
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18. Partial facsimile of the postcard of October 17, 1923
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19. Kafka (seated, at right) with patients and staff at Matliary. Front left: Dr. Glauber, the dental technician; rear, standing: Robert Klopstock; beside him, in dark clothing and wearing a kerchief, Susanne Galgon. Postcard to the parents of June 1921
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20. Matliary; in the foreground is the Villa Tatra, where Kafka occupied one of the balcony rooms on the second floor
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21. Facsimile of the letter of August 22 or 23, 1921

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

22. Partial facsimile of the letter of mid-December 1923, with greetings from Dora Dymant to Ottla
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23. Grunewaldstrasse 13, Kafka’s dwelling in Berlin-Steglitz from November 15, 1923, to January 31, 1924
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24. Partial facsimile of the letter of the first week of January 1924
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25. Ottla, about 1918

Give my greetings to the parents and sisters and Herr Svojsík.13

By the way, a letter has just come from Elli, so everything is all right.

[Berlin-Steglitz, October 8, 1923]

Dear Ottla, Not an “intimate letter,” only a start on one, and after a slightly restless night:

We do not have to discuss whether you would disturb me. If everything in the world were to disturb me—and it has almost reached that point—not you. And aside from the joy of having you here, that would possibly save me traveling.

So much for you. But anyone in addition to you, I must say I am very much afraid of that. It is much too soon for that; I am not yet firmly enough established here; the nights still pitch too badly. You surely understand this: It has nothing to do with being fond of, nothing to do with being welcome—the reason doesn’t lie in the person who is coming, but in the person who receives. This whole Berlin business is such a tender thing, has been snatched with my last strength, and for that reason has probably remained very delicate. You know the tone in which others, obviously under Father’s influence, often speak about my affairs. There is no spitefulness in it, rather sympathy, understanding, pedagogy, and the like; it is nothing spiteful, but it is Prague, the Prague that I not only love but also fear. To see and to hear such judgments, no matter how good-natured, no matter how friendly, would seem to me like Prague’s reaching all the way out here to Berlin for me, would be harmful to me and disturb my nights.14 Please tell me that you understand that precisely and with all its sad subtleties.

I don’t know whether you will be able to come, but I also don’t know whether I ought not to come to Prague for a few days. You decide and advise me.15 I want to stay through the winter in Berlin, if it is at all possible. So perhaps I ought to go to Prague beforehand, now while the weather is still tolerable, see the parents, say proper goodbyes, advise them to rent out my room, and the like. Besides, I would have to fetch various winter things (overcoat, suit, some linens, bathrobe, possibly foot-muff) which would otherwise cause a lot of trouble to send or to bring to me. Finally, I really ought at last to talk with the director, though that is a matter which I would without regret leave to you if you were to insist on it.16 In any case, if I do go, I want to be back here by about the 20th.

So, now I have shifted my cares to you. Perhaps doing so will again make me as free and as beautifully tired as I was yesterday when I got up after seven o’clock, as I do every day, but at nine—out of tiredness, good tiredness, entirely without fever—could not keep going, went to bed, like Helene Fletcherized17 my lunch and dinner half asleep, and toward five o’clock very laboriously got up only because a visitor was supposed to come. In the evening a card from Mother came along with yours; hers indicated that Klopstock,18 the poor dear unhappy (at the moment once again very unhappy) boy, without writing me beforehand, is alarmingly supposed to be arriving here today. Well, perhaps he will not come after all. If only one could help him a little, at least in practical matters; he has no room, his free meal privilege is threatened, he’s injured his hand, he’s facing a difficult examination, he probably has no money either, and all that for him is a reason to travel to Berlin for a visit. Oh well, he probably won’t come. Though it’s true that Prague is also not good for him, but the academic situation in Berlin is even more difficult for him than there. Here, too, you really ought to advise, Great Mother.—So long, regards to Pepa, the children, and Fini. Sayings of Věra? Progress of Helene?

Now, caught up in nothing but difficult things, I have forgotten to thank you for the butter. It came Wednesday, so perhaps it was still the first package after all? Excellent butter.

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 13, 1923]

Dear Ottla, Probably you are already in Prague, but I will try with one more quick card to Schelesen19 and then write to you at greater length to Prague. If I am not mistaken, I have received three packages from you so far, the third containing the Danba butter, which you sent Monday; it arrived surprisingly fast, on Thursday. We must also keep the number in mind because of settling accounts. I don’t want to be eating the butter from Věra’s husband’s [sic] bread (although he will undoubtedly have vast quantities of his own butter). In the meantime, I have also received a package from Mother, so that I am magnificently supplied. No, it is altogether unnecessary to send other things. I’ll write at greater length about your letter concerning the trip; for the present just this: that I wholly agree with you that I should not go and then that I also agree that Pepa is right about his concerns. Out here everything has been profoundly peaceful so far; I think you would also be able to sleep here; but, of course, at any moment something could happen in the city, and railroad conditions make things risky for the mother of babes. But I’ll write later about that. So for the present: František pozdravuje a je zdráv.** Regards to Pepa and the children, Fini.

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 14, 1923]

Dear Ottla, So you are already in Prague? Even before the 15th? Is the tooth to blame? And how is it? There are few things in regard to which I am absolutely confident, and your teeth are among these. Still, it is unusual that you should be in Prague when the weather is still tolerable.—All the packages have arrived, including the one numbered 1 and today (Sunday) the unnumbered one from Prague, and meanwhile the second from Mother; one could not be treated with more solicitude.—Your trip. When I sit just looking out the window: the blue sky, all the greenery, then back into the room: fruit, flowers, butter, kefir,20 then go on thinking: the lovely parks, the botanical garden, the woods of Grunewald, then let myself be carried further: an inordinately expensive theater performance (I haven’t gone to any), window-shopping (our funds would enable us to do no more) at the displays of Kersten’s and Ticteur’s and the like, or nothing of the sort and only two or three days together in a foreign city, I am inclined to advise in favor without more ado; but on the other hand, the danger. I will write more about that; at any rate, by no means leave on your own responsibility alone!! Regards to Pepa, children, Fini.

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 16, 1923]

Dearest Ottla, Please arrange to have money sent to me. I did not have much with me; Mother had none at the time, was unable to give me anything in advance for October. Of course, I also did not know how long I would be staying, but she promised that, from the first of October on, she would send me smaller sums in every letter. Now I have repeatedly asked for them, but nothing comes; today is the 16th and I have received only 70 crowns all told for this month. Is it that the money from the Institute hasn’t come, or has a letter with money possibly gone astray? Or do they aim to teach me in this way about earning money; if so, I should not have been allowed to lose so much time. Yesterday, for instance, movers carried a gigantic grand piano belonging to the former tenant out of my room. If there is a moving men’s school where everybody can be turned into a mover, I would enter it with passionate eagerness. So far I haven’t yet found the school.21—The butter is arriving safely; today the big package arranged by Klopstock also arrived. But other things are needed. I am facing, I fear, a large expenditure, the purchase of a kerosene lamp.22 There is only a gaslight insufficient for me in my room, and a kerosene lamp that is too small.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, October 17, 1923]

Dearest Parents, If I am not mistaken it is ten days since I have heard from you. That is quite long, and in general, the case is that in our correspondence the talk is always about me and I find out nothing at all about the many small oddities (I hope no big ones are happening) which do happen among you every day. That isn’t right, you know. I am continuing well. Since I forget no “oddity” about myself, I’ll supplement the menu communications to this extent, that the first breakfast was enriched by an excellent honey; to be sure, that costs money, and no small amount. The cake created excitement; the landlady has asked for the recipe, but I have told her that the recipe will not help much without the Fräulein’s hands. The package arranged by Klopstock arrived yesterday, Tuesday, in excellent condition. Many thanks.

Warmest greetings to you two and all, F.

Has the money come from the Institute? So far I have received only No. 1 of the letters with money.

[Berlin-Steglitz, fourth week of October 1923]

Dear Ottla, A great pity that this time I will not be in Prague on the 28th.23 I had grand plans, not petty tissue-paper packages and the like, as usual, but something really grand, obviously already under the influence of Berlin taste, something like the present grand revue which is called Europe Is Talking about It. It would have become a replica of the Schelesen bath which so delighted you. I would simply have cleared out my room, placed a large container there, and filled it with sour milk; that would have been the pool. Over the milk, I would have scattered slices of cucumber. According to the number of your years (which I would have had to ask someone to tell me; I cannot remember them; for me you grow no older), I would have set up the bathing huts, built of chocolate bars. (Since Pepa usually participates in receiving the birthday presents, I would also have thereby paid off my old chocolate debt to him, should that still be outstanding and not already repaid several times over.) The bathing huts would have been filled with the best things from Lippert,24 each one with something different. High up on the ceiling of the room, slantwise in one corner, I would have hung up a gigantic rayed sun composed of Olmütz Limburger cheese.25 It would have been ravishing; no one would have been able to endure the sight for long. And how many more inspirations I would have had while setting it up with the Fräulein’s help.

Well, so nothing will come of that; all that magnificence shrinks to a birthday kiss. Let it be all the more emphatic; it is in any case more than was customary at Prague birthdays.

As for your trip, I can imagine that it is a difficult decision in many respects. Why, when I only imagine the headlines in the Prager Tagblatt? If I had not left at the time I did, I certainly would not now. But have I actually left? How I trembled at the headlines and how I still tremble now, almost daily, when I skim the first pages of the papers displayed in the windows of the local branch newspapers on the Town Hall square in Steglitz (as a country resident, I buy the newspaper only on Sunday).26 And everything is literally true in general, but in particular it is not, and that is what matters. May it remain this way; that too can change abruptly, of course, but then where in the wide world would that not be so?

Since Max is bringing my winter things, you can conveniently decide the date for the trip entirely according to other circumstances, if it will be possible at all without disturbance to the family.

I herewith include the list of the things I could use. Please give it to Mother and the Fräulein; I don’t want to send it direct to the parents. Father would not understand it rightly. Here it is, then:

Three soft shirts, two long underdrawers, three ordinary socks, one pair warm socks, one bath towel, two light hand towels, one sheet (a light one will do, like the kind I have with me), two quilt covers, one pillowcase, two nightshirts.

So much for the linens. The clothes:

The heavy overcoat, a suit (perhaps the black one, whose lighter brother I have with me), and any trousers I can wear at home. Then perhaps the bathrobe and with an even bigger “perhaps” the old blue raglan, which I could have made into a housecoat here. (Such a coat has proved to be virtually unpurchasable here, and it is a nuisance always to be wearing the street coat at home.) If later on I am to lie on the sofa with the window open now and then—in all likelihood I won’t be doing it—or on the balcony, which is also available to me here, the foot-muff, the wristlets, and the cap might be considered. But even if it were decided to send them, these things can wait till later on; otherwise this would turn into an altogether monstrous shipment.

Some gloves for daytime might possibly be packed in, and then one hanger for the suit and two hangers for the coats.

Well, that is about all; a great heap; what trunk would it go into?

And now one particularly heavy piece of baggage: the visit to the director. Do you really want to undertake it? I’ll come back to that; maybe you too will have ideas about it. Today I’ll just make a sketch (the money has come from the Institute, hasn’t it? Mother did not answer me about that). It would be necessary to relate that last autumn and winter I was sick with pulmonary fever and stomach and intestinal cramps, spent almost all the time in bed, was very reduced. Toward spring the lung improved but the general condition became much worse; because there then began an almost unbearable insomnia accompanied by the most abominable headaches by day, which made me incapable of anything, especially of a visit to the Institute. I realized that if I wanted to go on living somehow I would have to do something altogether radical and wanted to go to Palestine.27 I would certainly not have been up to it, am also fairly unprepared in Hebrew and other respects; but I had to give myself something to hope for. (In regard to Palestine, you might add that this was also chosen because of the lung and also because of the relatively low expense of living there, since I would have stayed with friends. In general, you can truthfully make frequent references to my desire to keep expenses down.) Then, with my sister’s assistance, Müritz and the prospect of Berlin as an intermediate point offering the opportunity of preparation for Palestine. I tried Berlin (here too mention friends and cost of living) and for the present, it is going tolerably well. Do not praise it excessively! My fear is that if I stay for a considerable time, some deductions from the 1000 crowns will be made; this would then deprive me of the possibility of Berlin (and thus, actually, of every possibility), for the rise in the cost of living here is great, in some respects almost greater than in Prague, and because of my sickness I need more than others might. The goal remains for me to be able some day to do without the pension28 entirely, but for the forseeable future I am entirely dependent on it. (A dangerous subject, incidentally, since it contains the proposition that I will no longer be coming back; to be touched on very delicately, only in passing). For the time being, that seems to me all, except for the natural declarations of gratitude and friendship. Poor Ottla, difficult missions, but perhaps a mother of two children will be able to carry it off. (It might be good to say something about my occupation here; I’ll think over that aspect; you could also say, of course, that you know nothing about that.)

Finally, I would like to have a few little stories about Věra, Helene (it’s easy to write that Věra will not forget me, but who can provide me with a guarantee of that?). Then other news about the family and especially the Fräulein. But of course not, as in your last letter, in the middle of the night. Which is how it has almost come to be with me.

So long! F.

And regards to Pepa!

[Postcard. Postmark: Berlin-Steglitz, November 17, 1923]

Dear Ottla, The first word written in the new apartment belongs to you, if only because you may soon be coming into direct contact with it.29 You will like it, I think. As far as the moving goes, I cannot say that it proved especially strenuous for me. At about half past ten, I left the old apartment, went into the city, was at the Hochschule,30 then wanted to go to eat and afterward ride right back to Steglitz and after all take some small part in the moving, but on Friedrichstrasse someone suddenly called my name. It was Dr. Löwy (Elli and Karl know him); I had not yet seen him in Berlin. He was very kind and friendly, promptly invited me to dine with him at his parents’ home, where he was going. I hesitated at this gift worth billions, and besides I did want to go out to Steglitz, but finally I went anyhow, entered the peace and warmth of a well-to-do family, and before I rang the bell at the garden door in Steglitz it was already six o’clock and the moving completed without one item left behind. I overlooked that there is no room on the card and still have a request. Mother in the sensitivity of her solicitude has just offered to send me eggs, and at the moment there really are none to be had here.

When you come, please bring bed linen, but the kind you can leave here. Your bed here is splendid.

The foot-muff would also be very nice sometimes.

No. 9 arrived safely a few days ago.

To Ottla and Josef David

[Berlin-Steglitz, mid-December 1923]

Dearest Ottla, You see, I too write belatedly and have no such accomplishment behind me as the errand to the director. It was a terrific job; many, many thanks. I can hardly believe that it went quite so smoothly as you describe it. You’re sure you aren’t hiding anything from me? Well, basically it is no more fantastic than the wonderful package you all have sent me, and the announcement of a package weighing no less than fifteen kilograms, which I am almost afraid of. In any case, I no longer dare to send thanks to Father. And I can just as well thank Mother here within your letter. But fifteen kilograms seems to me too much, even viewed in terms of demand. What all can the package possibly contain? And from your household too? In memory I search through your possessions. You really don’t have all that much. Of course in the mornings sometimes, when Father came to visit you, you had all sorts of possessions in the room; but hardly any of that would have been worth sending. Oddly enough, the dishcloths and tablecloths made the greatest impression upon D.; she said she really wanted most of all to cry, and actually she nearly did do something of the sort.

Enclosed I am sending the draft of the letter; will Pepa please be so kind as to translate it. But please read and edit it beforehand; of course, it has to coincide with everything that has been said to the director, and also with the tone in which it was spoken. For instance, you seem to have said nothing about Palestine or about my occupation in Berlin. Of course, I would be most happy if I did not have to go into all these things in the letter. Ought the letter to be addressed to the director personally? Or perhaps to the Institute? In the latter case, that would require a certain subtle nuance. But the letter to the director may really suffice. But in addition to the official letter, should I also write a personal note of thanks31 (which could be in German) to the director himself? Whether that is necessary would depend on your impression of the director.

Why are you feeling so very good this month? Evidently you’ve sold the dolls at a great profit. But on the other hand, Věra is with you and prompts you to write, from which one might deduce that she has eagerly placed her ear on the doll’s stomach and is listening to the way it talks there. In any case, if the doll achieves nothing else, it will decisively influence the notion Věra has formed of Berlin.32—Don’t keep talking about the money you owe. Those few days I lived on you (I almost said, following what I think is a Hebrew idiom: on your fat); the paper I am writing on comes from you, the pen from you, etc.; if someone wants to undertake a trip to Berlin in an exquisitively expensive way, he ought to come as my guest. All the best. And don’t you two ruin yourselves on my account. And don’t worry about Dr. Kaiser. He has his money.

F.

My regards to Klopstock! Has he enough to eat? How is his health?

[DORA DYMANT’S POSTSCRIPT] So I have to squeeze in33 to say a word. Can’t say anything sensible anyhow. I would be very curious to hear something about Věra’s view of Berlin. Many warm regards. Dora.

I’m already looking forward to the letter.

[ENCLOSURE]

My dear Director: I take the liberty of informing you that I should like to stay in Steglitz, near Berlin, for some time. Permit me to explain this briefly. During the past autumn and winter, the condition of my lungs was not good, and was further worsened by painful stomach and intestinal cramps which I had several times, with great intensity, in the course of that half year. The pulmonary fever and these cramps resulted in my hardly leaving my bed for several months. Toward spring these ills improved, but were replaced by extreme insomnia, a trouble I have had for years, as a forerunner and concomitant of the lung disease. But in the past, it had only come at times, was not total, and sprang from specific causes. But this time it came without any specific cause and persisted; sleeping drugs hardly helped. For months this condition remained very nearly unbearable, and in addition made the lungs worse. In the summer, with my sister’s aid—I myself was capable neither of decisions nor enterprises of any kind—I went to Müritz on the Baltic. There my condition did not basically improve, but there the opportunity arose for me to go to Steglitz in the fall, where friends would be able to care for me somewhat. That, given the difficult situation in Berlin at the time, was an absolute prerequisite for my going, since in my state I would not have been able to live alone in the foreign city.

A temporary stay in Steglitz seemed to me hopeful for the following reasons, among others:

1) I thought I could expect a favorable influence upon my neurological condition by a complete change in environment and everything connected with that. I was thinking only secondarily of the lung disease, since it was far more urgent to do something immediately about the neurological complaint.

2) It so happened by chance that the choice of place—as my Prague doctor, who knows Steglitz, had already told me—was also somewhat favorable for the lung complaint. Steglitz is a semirural suburb of Berlin, rather like a garden city. I am living in a small house with a garden and glass veranda. A half-hour walk between gardens takes one to Grunewald. The great botanical garden is ten minutes away. There are other parks in the neighborhood, and every street away from mine leads through gardens.

3) A further factor in my decision, finally, was the hope of being able to get along on my pension more easily in Germany than in Prague. This hope, however, is no longer tenable. During the last two years it would have been possible, but just now, this autumn, the increase in the cost of living here has reached and in many cases exceeded world market prices, so that I can manage only by the most extreme stringency and even then only because friends are advising me and because I have not yet sought out medical treatment.

On the whole, I can report that so far the stay in Steglitz has had a favorable effect upon the state of my health. For that reason, I should very much like to stay here awhile longer, though this is always on the premise that the rising cost of living does not compel me to return prematurely.

I now wish to ask most respectfully, dear sir, for approval by the Institute of my temporary residence here, and additionally request that the remittances of my pension continue to be sent to my parents’ address, as hitherto. I am prompted to make this latter request because any other mode of transmittal would result in financial loss to me, and, given the stringency of my means, any loss would be felt very painfully. Any other form of transmittal would result in loss either because it would be sent in marks (and then I would have exchange fees and deductions for expenses) or in crowns (and then I would have even larger expenses), whereas my parents can always manage to send the money to me with an acquaintance who happens to be traveling to Germany, so that there is no expense, and they can sometimes send me the amount for two months at once. Though the pension would be sent to my parents, I would, of course, be ready to notify the Institute promptly and directly of my continued existence, should that be necessary. If it is, would you please instruct me in regard to the proper form.

With the request that you look with favor upon this entire petition, which is of great importance to me,

I remain,
Respectfully yours,

Pepa,34 please don’t be annoyed at so much work; after all, Hakoah has lost to Slavia again.35 Give my regards to your parents and sisters. And Ottla, please explain to the parents that now I can write only once or twice a week; the stamps are already as expensive as at home. But I am enclosing Czech stamps36 for you two, so that I will also be supporting you a little.


*It would not be bad, rather it would be good

**Franz sends regards and is well.






1924

[Berlin-Steglitz, first week of January 1924]

Dear Ottla, A beautiful picture, Věra, the old innocence and tranquility; by the way, you are right: I felt instantly recognized by her look. Isn’t she a little thinner in the face, or is it the short hair that gives this impression? Wonderful how Helene reports (the German language has no difficulty absorbing odd metaphors) to life. And as for Fini, D.1 took one casual glance and correctly remarked that you are hardly recognizable.—The jam is really yours? Now, there is a compliment that was diverted wide of the mark and nevertheless struck home very well, but still you cannot make Linzertorte. Here, by the way, is a really unselfish question: How did the Reine Claude plums turn out? I ask only because, after all, I more or less helped with the work.—There is another, much sadder question weighing on my heart: How did Fräulein’s Christmas Eve (my handwriting is involuntarily becoming smaller, creeping into hiding) turn out? Last year she pressed half of her present upon me, pleading that I take it back. I took it, and this year nothing more has to be pressed on me. Disgrace?—The Institute’s letter, which I owe to you,2 is very friendly and not at all complicated. Two small translations are needed. This one: “In accordance with the esteemed communication from the worthy Institute dated …, for which I express my humble thanks, I declare that I empower my parents, Hermann and Julie Kafka, to receive the remittances of my pension.” Then another brief letter of thanks: “My dear Director: Permit me, dear sir, to thank you personally with all my heart for the favorable and graciously worded answer to my request, and especially for your friendly reception of my sister and for the kindly understanding which you have shown toward the story of my past year, which may seem outwardly somewhat strange, although inwardly only too true.

Cordially and sincerely yours,”

So much for the two translations. They’re not very long, are they? (On the other hand, the first will probably be fearful work, won’t it? But poor boy—that applies to me as well as Pepa—what am I to do now, since I have already launched into the world the lie about my splendid Czech, a lie that probably no one believes.) And since they are not long, could I have them soon? As a fee I am enclosing a newspaper clipping about “My Finest Goal.”

What is Klopstock up to? I suppose he is badly, badly off. In this cold, to be running around after uncertain earnings—what heroes they are who can do that. Besides, in his need he always has the understandable craving for some fantastic luxury, say to buy Věra a toy or—this time—to take the train to Berlin. Ought I to encourage him? It would not be hard to find him a free place to sleep somewhere for two days, says D. Food would also be easy to obtain, for two days. But ought I to urge him to the enormous expenditure for the trip (even though he can go as far as Bodenbach3 at reduced fare)? No, I probably won’t do it.

My nourishment, about which you ask, continues to be splendid and varied (only this month the miracle of getting along on 1000 crowns probably won’t be repeated, in spite of grand additional support from home). Otherwise, too, there are no obstacles. Cooking is so easy. Around the New Year there was no alcohol;4 nevertheless, I almost scalded myself while eating; the food was warmed on candle stubs.

All the best, F.

[DORA DYMANT’S POSTSCRIPT] Just very, very warm regards. So tired! I’m already asleep. Goodnight.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka5

[Postcard. Kierling,6 end of April 1924]

Dearest Parents, The postal route to here seems to be very long, so the route from here must be too; don’t let that disturb you. The treatment for the present—the fever7 prevents anything else—consists in lovely compresses and in inhalations. I am fending off arsenic injections. Yesterday, I received a much-forwarded card from Uncle, from Venice. But there was nothing in it about daily rains, rather the opposite. You should not imagine the fever as too bad; now, early in the morning, for instance, I have 98.

Warm regards, F.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka8

[Postcard. Kierling, May 5, 1924]

I avail myself of the permit to be lazy about writing; besides, D. has already said everything.

Warm regards, F.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka

[Kierling, about May 19, 1924]9

Dearest Parents, Now about the visits you refer to every so often. I have been considering the matter every day, for it is very important to me. It would be so nice; we have not been together for such a long time. I don’t count my stay with you in Prague;10 that just introduced confusion into the household. Rather, I mean spending a few days together peacefully in a beautiful locality, alone. I don’t remember when the last time was—once for a few hours in Franzensbad. And then “having a good glass of beer together,” as you write,11 from which I see that Father doesn’t think much of this year’s wine, and I’ll agree with him there, as far as the beer is concerned.12 In the past, as I often remember during the heat spells, we used to have beer together quite often, in that far-off time when Father would take me along to the public swimming pool.13

That and many other things argue in favor of the visit, but there is too much that argues against it. First of all, Father probably will not be able to come because of passport difficulties. Naturally that robs the visit of a large part of its meaning. But above all Mother, no matter who else accompanies her, will be concentrating too much on me,14 will be too dependent on me, and I am still not very pretty, not at all a sight worth seeing. You know about the problems of the early period around here and in Vienna; they got me down somewhat; they interfered with a rapid lowering of the fever, and this had the effect of further weakening me. But during the early period the shock of the larynx business was more weakening than it should rightly have been.15

Only now am I beginning to work my way out of all these weakening factors, with the aid of Dora and Robert16—from a distance you cannot possibly imagine what a great help they are (what would I be without them). There are interruptions in my progress even now, such as, for example, an intestinal grippe these last few days that I haven’t yet entirely thrown off. The upshot is that in spite of my wonderful helpers, in spite of good air and food, almost daily sunbathing, I still have not properly recovered, in fact on the whole am not even so well as I was recently in Prague. If you also count in the fact that I am allowed to speak only in whispers and even that not too often, you will gladly postpone the visit. Everything is at the best of beginnings—recently a specialist17 announced that the larynx was significantly improved, and although I [cannot fully believe] this extremely amiable and unselfish man—he comes out here once a week in his own automobile and charges almost nothing—his words were still a great comfort to me. Everything is, as I said, at the best of beginnings, but the best beginnings don’t amount to much. Since I cannot show visitors—and what is more, such visitors as you two would be—major, undeniable progress, measurable even by lay eyes, I think we should rather let it be. So shall we not let it ride for the present, dear parents?

You must not think that you could do anything to improve or amplify my treatment here. The owner of the sanatorium is, I admit, a sick old man who cannot devote much time to my affairs, and my dealings with the highly disagreeable resident physician are more on a social than a medical basis; but aside from occasional visits of specialists, Robert is here; he doesn’t stir from my side, and instead of thinking of his examinations devotes all his energy to thinking of me. Then there is also a young doctor18 in whom I have great confidence (I owe him, as well as the abovementioned specialist, to Ehrmann, the architect); he comes out here three times a week, though not by car but modestly by train and bus.

To Julie and Hermann Kafka19

[Postcard. Postmark: Vienna, May 26, 1924]

Dearest Parents, Just a correction: my craving for water (the way at home it is always placed on the table in large glasses after the beer!) and for fruit is not smaller than for beer, but for the present it only goes slowly.

Warm regards
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1909


  1 The trip to Riva in September 1909 took place during Kafka’s first vacation as an employee of the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia in Prague. He did not in fact stay at the elegant Hotel Lido, but at the smaller Belle Vue on the outskirts.

  2 From at least 1909, Ottla helped out in her parents’ shop, which until 1912 was located at Zeltnergasse 12. Early in 1913, Kafka wrote to Felice Bauer: “Ottla works in our shop; she is there when it opens at 7:45 A.M. (my father doesn’t turn up till 8:30), and stays for lunch which is brought to her there; she doesn’t get home until four or five in the afternoon, and during the season may even stay on till closing time” (Letters to Felice, p. 184).

  3 Small gifts were given to children on this day, December 6.

  4 Hungarian national hero, founder of the Arpad dynasty; died 907. He was noted for his administration of justice.



1910


  1 In October 1910, Kafka went on a vacation trip to Paris with Max and Otto Brod. In Paris, Kafka developed a serious case of boils and was forced to return home.



1911


  1 Elli, Kafka’s eldest sister, had married in December 1910. This card was sent during one of Kafka’s official trips which began on January 30, 1911, and ended about the middle of February.

  2 On the castle in Friedland, Kafka noted in his travel journal: “The different ways there are to view it: from the plain, from a bridge, from the park, through bare trees, from the woods through tall firs” (Diaries II, p. 239).

  3 At the end of February 1911, Kafka undertook an inspection tour of northern Bohemia, in the course of which he again visited Friedland.

  4 Des Meeres und der Liebe Wellen, by Franz Grillparzer. In his diary, Kafka writes concerning this performance of the play: “I had tears in my eyes several times, for instance at the end of the first act when Hero and Leander could not take their eyes away from one another” (Diaries II, p. 243).

  5 On his business trip to Warnsdorf, Kafka met Moriz Schnitzer, the apostle of the nature cure. Apparently as a result of this encounter, Kafka became a vegetarian.

  6 This and the following three postcards are from a vacation trip to Zurich, Lucerne, Lugano, Milan, Stresa, and Paris taken with Max Brod from August 26 to September 13, 1911. Kafka apparently spent an additional week alone in the nature-cure sanatorium at Erlenbach near Zurich.

  7 Kafka noted in his travel diary: “Finest of bathing because one could arrange it oneself” (Tagebücher, p. 606). On the background, cf. Max Brod on the early years of his friendship with Kafka: “At that time, Kafka and I cherished the strange belief that you could not take possession of a landscape until you had established a literally physical connection with it by bathing in the flow of its living waters. Thus we later traversed Switzerland by practicing our swimming skills in every attainable region of lakes.”

  8 Sic, although the handwriting is clearly that of Max Brod.



1912


  1 Kafka and Brod arrived in Weimar on June 29 and stayed until July 7.

  2 Marie Werner, who came to the Kafka family as governess to the children and then stayed on as a general helper in the household. She spoke only Czech, and is usually referred to as “the Fräulein.”



1913


  1 On March 23, 1913, Kafka went to Berlin for the first time to see Felice Bauer (1887–1960), whom he had met in Prague on August 13, 1912. They became engaged twice, in 1914 and 1917. At the time of her relationship with Kafka, she was executive secretary at a firm that manufactured dictating machines in Berlin; in March 1919, fifteen months after her final parting from Kafka, she married a well-to-do Berlin businessman. She and her family moved to Switzerland in 1931 and to the United States in 1936.

  2 On September 6, Kafka accompanied the director of the Institute, Robert Marschner, and his immediate superior, Chief Inspector Eugen Pfohl, to Vienna to attend the Second International Congress for First Aid and Accident Prevention; he took the occasion to attend also the Eleventh Zionist Congress. On September 14, he went by way of Trieste to Venice for a few days, and from there by way of Verona and Desenzano (Lake Garda) to Dr. Christoph von Hartungen’s sanatorium in Riva, where he stayed from September 22 to October 13.

  3 From Venice Kafka wrote to Max Brod: “I am not sufficiently coherent to write anything coherent. I would wish to tear those days in Vienna out of my life, tear them up by the roots. [ … ] [I] felt myself cramped and distracted” (Letters to Friends, p. 100).

  4 An allusion to his meeting with “the Swiss girl,” with whom he fell in love at Riva. He promised never to reveal her name, and referred to her only by initials (W. or G.W.).

  5 Kafka and Ottla held private conversations in the bathroom of their parents’ apartment.

  6 The firm of Taussig & Taussig dealt in secondhand books and publications of art and music. Max Brod testifies that Kafka was fond of poring over publishers’ catalogues and anacs and often used the mere titles of books as the starting point for fantasies. The catalogue in question was an illustrated Christmas issue of 248 pages published by Tempel Verlag; Kafka had studied the previous year’s one also.

  7 Small town near Riva on the eastern shore of Lake Garda.

  8 Since Goethe’s terse note in his journal contains no description of the location, the Italian Journey must be meant (evidently Kafka had the book with him), since this work is so detailed that it is possible to reconstruct from it Goethe’s position while he was sketching.

  9 After entering the Prague branch of the Trieste insurance company Assicurazioni Generali, Kafka began studying Italian in the autumn of 1907.

10 Kafka stayed in Venice from September 15 to, probably, September 19, 1913.



1914


  1 This letter was evidently addressed to Radešovice, where the Kafka family had their summer home during these years.

  2 On July 11, 1914, Kafka went to Berlin to discuss matters with Felice Bauer. Next day the engagement was broken off.

  3 Pavlač, a long balcony running along the inner courtyard of older houses in Bohemia and eastern Austria.

  4 On July 13, Kafka left Berlin for Travemünde, intending to vacation in Gleschendorf on the Pönitzer See (an inland lake). But the following day in Lübeck, he met a friend, the Berlin writer Ernst Weiss, who had strongly advised him against marrying Felice Bauer. That same day, July 14, he accompanied Weiss and his mistress, the actress and writer Rahel Sansara, to the Danish Baltic resort of Marielyst, where he stayed until July 26.

  5 Some of the ideas in this fragmentary letter, and even some of the very phraseology, may be found again in the “Letter to His Father,” written five years later. The plan Kafka proposes was one of many he had for getting away from Prague.

  6 Uncle Rudolf Löwy, the stepbrother of Kafka’s mother, a brewery bookkeeper and convert to Catholicism. He was the oddest and most reserved of Kafka’s uncles, a bachelor who more and more developed into “an indecipherable, too friendly, too modest, solitary, and yet almost loquacious man” (Letters to Friends, p. 309).

  7 On the way back from Marielyst to Prague, Kafka traveled by way of Berlin, where he met Felice Bauer’s sister, Erna, with whom he got on very well.



1915


  1 From a trip to Nagy Mihály with his sister Elli, who was visiting her husband (stationed there as a soldier).

  2 Irma Stein was an orphaned niece of Hermann Kafka who worked in his shop during World War I but did not live with the family. She was Ottla’s best friend.

  3 Written on a card from Ottla to her future husband, whom Kafka must have met by March 1915 at the latest. Kafka’s drawing was obviously suggested by the text of his sister’s card: “I already have a long walk behind me, am now sitting in a restaurant and looking forward to what will be coming. Meanwhile many warm greetings; it is only eleven o’clock in the morning. Ottla.” Since people in Prague did not dine until the afternoon, they took a light meal, the “elevenses,” between ten and eleven o’clock.

  4 Felice’s sister, Erna, was already married.

  5 Felice’s friend, who took a considerable part in the discussion in Berlin which ended in the breaking of the engagement.



1916


  1 This and the next card were sent from an official trip to Karlsbad and Marienbad. On April 9, 1916, Kafka had visited Karlsbad with Ottla.

  2 Allusion to his vegetarian diet.

  3 The castle built by Charles IV 28 kilometers southwest of Prague was a favorite destination for ourings by Kafka and his friends.

  4 On this same day Kafka wrote to Felice: “For the past 5 days my head has been churning worse than it has done for ages” (Letters to Felice, p. 469).

  5 Although in being exempted from military service, Kafka lost his right to a regular summer vacation, his health was so poor rhar in July he tried to recuperate at the Hotel Schloss Balmoral in Marienbad. His sray lasted from July 3 to 24. Felice, with whom he had made up, stayed with him until the 13th. As late as 1922 he nored in his diary rhat he “had had fourteen days of happiness in Marienbad” (Diaries II, p. 216).

  6 The small park, only a few minutes from the Old Town of Prague, was a favorite spot for Ottla and Franz.

  7 A resort in the Bohemian Forest where Ottla spent her vacation during the first half of July.

  8 On July 15, Ottla wrote to David: “Franz and Felice were here from Marienbad to visit Mother and have written me a joint letter. Earlier I received two cards from Franz that seem very calm.” (Julie Kafka had been in Franzensbad for the cure since July 12; Hermann Kafka returned to Prague on that day at the latest.) Kafka too wrote to Max Brod: “The loveliness and ease predominated, even in the presence of my mother, and this is quite extraordinary” (Letters to Friends, p. 118).

  9 Kafka had evidently arranged lodgings for the family of his friend Felix Weltsch. Irma Weltsch: Felix’s wife. Old Weltsch: Felix’s father, with whom the Kafkas were well acquainted. Paul Weltsch: Felix’s brother.

10 Perhaps a reference to courses on literature and philosophy that Felix had given; at one time he lectured to the Jewish Women’s and Girls’ Club, a Prague Zionist organization of which Ottla was a member.

11 On November 24, 1916, Ottla wrote to David: “Franz may get an apartment in Schönborn Palace, but it looks uncertain and for the next few days he wants to have my little house. I’m glad, because it is really a pity that it’s always standing empty. This evening he put a book on the table and wrote into it: ‘To my landlady.’ ”

12 Since March 1915, Kafka had been sleeping in his room on Langengasse, not in his parents’ apartment. For this reason he left a note for Ottla to send his excuse to his superior first thing in the morning (by pneumatic tube mail).



1917


  1 A progressive-liberal newspaper.

  2 This took place on Sunday, January 7, 1917, in Prague’s New Theater; it culminated in a reading from Homer.

  3 This letter was addressed to Zürau in northwestern Bohemia, where Ottla had taken charge of the farm belonging to her brother-in-law Karl Hermann, her sister Elli’s husband, a soldier at the front. Ottla’s decision to stop working in her father’s shop and learn farming had been strongly opposed by her father; she had won her point only after months of disputes, in which Kafka supported her.

  4 The deep moat (where deer were formerly kept) of former fortifications, lying to the north of Hradčany. It was possible to look down into it from the little house on Alchimistengasse.

  5 Since the beginning of March 1917, Kafka had rented a two-room apartment in Schönborn Palace, near Hradčany (cf. Letters to Felice, p. 541).

  6 Previously Ottla had taken care of her brother’s needs: “At noon I come here, open the windows, take the ashes out, and start the fire.… I leave one window open as long as I am here, because the stove does smoke a little. I heat for Franz, because he means to come in the afternoon” (Ottla to David, December 27, 1916).

  7 A small, hunchbacked Czech flower girl whom Ottla had taken under her wing. After Ottla’s departure she took over the service in both of Kafka’s dwellings: “Franz is very comfortable in his apartment and is satisfied with it and with Růženka. He has always had respect for her and gets up immediately when she wakes him. She does everything very well out of friendship toward me and him, and it almost looks as if she were going to forget me on account of Franz” (Ottla to David, March 1, 1917).

  8 Karl Hermann’s brother.

  9 This is a postscript to a letter that Kafka’s oldest sister, Elli, sent to Ottla in Zürau.

10 Elli had written: “It’s a pity that you will not be able to grow the garden as you planned. Would it cost so much to fence in a small part of it?”

11 Allusion to the low doors in the medieval house on Alchimistengasse. Ottla suffered because her conduct grieved her parents. For that reason Elli wrote: “We read your letter aloud to Father, the best proof to you of how he feels, since we were able to venture that. He did not say a single nasty word about it, which, of course, would have been impossible anyhow. He’s exhausted all his quarrelsomeness; he’ll never quarrel again. He’s being very good, too good.”

12 As far as is now known, before November 1916 Kafka had written almost nothing for two years. But the months when he worked in the little house on Alchimistengasse were among the most fruitful literary periods in his life. From December 1916 to April 1917 he wrote many prose pieces and fragments, including almost all the stories published in the volume A Country Doctor (included in the collections The Penal Colony and The Complete Stories).

13 In Kafka’s papers in the Bodleian Library at Oxford are notes for a petition in behalf of this soldier, based on Ottla’s accounts. After a list of the man’s closest relatives there follows: “Not normal, just about good for digging ditches, for this reason was not accepted as fit for military service, would in any case not have been drafted because of age. Without exactly knowing what it was all about, he insisted on becoming a soldier. He cannot write or do sums; independent cattle dealing or vegetable marketing would be out of the question; and for this reason the township cannot assume any such responsibility. But it would be conceivable that he could help his relatives in the purchase of cattle by going for the purchased cattle, driving them, and so on. In the same way, vegetable marketing is conceivable for him; he could wheel the cart, fetch the vegetables, and so on. But any form of independence is out of the question; the relatives have probably recognized this, but then they themselves must assume the responsibility.”

14 District capital for Zürau.

15 The Crown Prince Rudolf Park (today Letenské Sady) stretching to the east of Hradčany.

16 Ottla had asked for helpers with the harvest.

17 In Zürau, Ottla had to contend with serious economic difficulties. In December 1917, in a letter addressed to both Ottla and Franz, their mother asked Ottla to let her know the price of the provisions she was to obtain in Zürau for the members of the family in Prague: “The farm is not so profitable that you can make us presents. Not until, if God wills, you have your own farm, then it will be different, then I’ll accept presents from you.”

18 Kafka’s secretary at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute.

19 From his cure in Franzensbad, where he went on May 27.

20 Early in July 1917, Kafka had become engaged to Felice for the second time. He traveled with her to Arad, by way of Budapest, to visit her sister and returned to Prague alone by way of Vienna.

21 At this time Ottla was probably planning to acquire the specialized knowledge of agricultural matters she still lacked by attending the gardening school in Klosterneuburg.

22 On her relationship with her father at this time, Ottla wrote to David on November 14, 1917: “Father never scolds me anymore, or perhaps it only seems that way to me. Actually I would much prefer the latter; when he doesn’t scold he certainly forgets that I was ever in the shop and forgets me altogether. I would prefer Father to pay more attention to me, no matter in what way. Mother sends us very nice letters; she’s good and kind and deserves a great deal of love.” On August 8, Ottla had written to David: “Father [ … ] took me to task [ … ] for leaving the shop, and started in on the subject the very moment I came to see him. In the evening he talked about all his children, chiefly about my brother and me, with great dissatisfaction.”

23 Chrleni: To spit, spew (Kafka praises the onomatopoeic qualities of the word).

24 “Sometimes it seems to me that my brain and lungs came to an agreement without my knowledge. ‘Things can’t go on this way,’ said the brain, and after five years the lungs said they were ready to help” (Letters to Friends, p. 138).

25 To Felice, Kafka wrote in the same context: “You are my human tribunal. Of the two who are at war within me [ … ] the one is good, the other evil. [ … ] The blood shed by the good one [ … ] in order to win you, serves the evil one. Where the evil one on his own would probably or possibly not have found a decisive new weapon for his defense, the good one offers him just that. For secretly I don’t believe this illness to be tuberculosis, at least not primarily tuberculosis, but rather a sign of my general bankruptcy” (Letters to Felice, p. 545).

26 Františka Sofrová Michlová, owner of the house on Alchimistengasse.

27 Kafka gave up the apartment in the Schönborn Palace and moved back to his parents’ apartment at 6 Altstädter Ring. Since there was no room available for him there, he used his younger sister’s room, which was next to the bathroom. In later years, when he was frequently bedridden, he continued to stay there, since his sister was not in Prague at all during the winter of 1918–19 and had her own apartment after her marriage in July 1920.

28 From a letter of his mother’s, addressed to Zürau in October 1917, it appears that at this time Kafka was still looking for a replacement for the rooms in the Schönborn Palace and the house on Alchimistengasse.

29 Cf. Kafka to Max Brod, September 22, 1917, in which he comments on Dr. Mühlstein’s diagnosis: “At my first examination I was almost entirely well, after the second I was even better, later there was a slight left bronchial catarrh, still later, ‘not to minimize the matter and not to exaggerate,’ there was tuberculosis of both the right and left lungs, which however would clear up fairly soon and in Prague, and now at last I may someday, someday, expect to improve. It is as if he had wanted to shield me with his broad back from the Angel of Death which stood behind him, and now he gradually steps aside. But neither he nor it (alas?) frightens me” (Letters to Friends, p. 144).

30 Whenever Kafka uses this expression, he means Chief Inspector Eugen Pfohl, whom he greatly admired. Kafka was his most important assistant and customarily acted as deputy for him when he was away.

31 Richard Wagner, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (1862–67), Act II, scene 4.

32 Friedl (Gottfried) Pick (1867–1926) was professor of internal medicine and director of the Laryngological Institute of the German University in Prague.

33 Cf. Kafka’s letter to Felice, September 9, 1917: “I wanted to retire, but for my own good they think it would be best not to let me; the somewhat sentimental farewell scenes which, from force of habit, I am unable to deny myself even now, do rather counteract my request, so I remain a regular employee, and am granted leave of absence” (Letters to Felice, p. 543).

34 The reference is to Robert Marschner, whose energy and organizing ability Kafka respected and who often was unexpectedly kind. On September 6 Kafka had spoken only with Eugen Pfohl.

35 Pick had written, inter alia, that Kafka “could expect to improve though the improvement would show up only after a considerable passage of time” (Letters to Friends, p. 144).

36 Kafka wrote to Felice on September 9: “Although of course I am not treating the whole affair as a secret, I am withholding it from my parents. This never occurred to me at first. But when, simply as an experiment, I told my mother casually that I was feeling nervous and was going to ask for a long leave, and she took it all as a matter of course and was not in the least suspicious (for her part she is always perfectly ready at the slightest suggestion to give me a leave for all eternity), I simply left it at that, and this is how it stands for the time being with regard to my father as well” (Letters to Felice, p. 543).

37 On September 12, Ottla wrote to David: “My brother came out on the train to join me this evening and will probably stay here for a considerable time. He received three months’ leave; he will stay in Zürau as long as he likes it here. It already represents a certain success that I can invite people here, and I am happy to have him. Economically, I am much better off; I think I have the hardest period behind me.”

38 Kafka wrote his note to Ottla above the following text: “Dear Oskar, Telephone soon. But he is not offering me anything today; we will have another chance on Saturday: bacon 59, suet 28, butter 42. Do you want anything? Cordially, Franz.” Zürau farmers occasionally traded food for money and other recompense. Kafka tried to supply his friends and the family in Prague with such commodities, sending them along by members of the family or by employees of Hermann Kafka’s shop. Here Kafka is offering to help out the blind writer and musician Oskar Baum.

39 See note 5, 1911. Schnitzer did not answer Kafka’s inquiry; nevertheless, Kafka remained a follower of his doctrines.

40 The children of Elli and Karl Hermann. Hermann Kafka adored his grandson Felix.

41 Kafka spent several days in Prague at the end of December. Felice visited him from December 25 to 27; the outcome was the second and final breaking of the engagement. Max Brod relates: “The next morning Franz came to my office to see me. [ … ] He had just been to the station to see F. off. His face was pale, hard, and severe. But suddenly he began to cry. [ … Kafka had come straight into the room I worked in [ … ] in the middle of all the office work, sat near my desk on a small chair which stood there ready for bearers of petitions, pensioners, and debtors. And in this place he was crying, in this place he said between his sobs: ‘Is it not terrible that such a thing must happen?’ The tears were streaming down his cheeks. I have never except this once seen him so upset, quite without control of himself” (Brod, Biography, pp. 166 f.).

42 To Max Brod, Kafka said at the time: “What I have to do, I can do only alone. Become clear about the ultimate things. The West European Jew is not clear about them, and therefore has no right to marry. There are no marriages for him. Unless he is the kind that is not interested in such things—businessmen for example” (Brod, Biography, p. 166).

43 This time, too, Kafka did not succeed in obtaining retirement, merely prolongation of his leave until the end of April 1918. On November 23, 1917, Ottla had called on Kafka’s superior, Eugen Pfohl, on her brother’s behalf. She wrote to David: “This morning I talked with my brother’s director, but he absolutely will not permit Franz to give notice; he says he should stay a long time in the country, if necessary long enough until something is decided. He is going to come with his wife to see us in Zürau.”

44 Oskar Baum, one of Kafka’s close literary friends, stayed with him in Zürau from about January 6 to January 13, 1918.

45 Josef David’s sister Ella, whom Kafka met in Zürau at the end of April 1918. Ella spoke only Czech.

46 The foreman of the little estate, with whom Ottla frequently had differences. On November 8, 1917, she wrote to David: “It is impossible to change an old person’s habits; I cannot agree with him. It is better than it used to be, but I still cannot get along with him.”

47 A peasant woman of Zürau with seven little girls.

48 The maid Mařenka, a hired girl who helped Ottla with the farm work.

49 Probably another hired girl.

50 Probably Kafka’s pretty, elegant, considerate, and modest cousin.

51 Dr. Robert Kafka, a lawyer in Prague, Kafka’s cousin; he died years before Kafka of a disease of the spleen.

52 On November 22, Kafka’s father was told the true reason for Kafka’s leave; up to then the real nature of the illness had been kept secret. Ottla wrote to David from Prague on November 23, 1917: “Father is so good to me, has adjusted so nicely to everything, that I cannot help fearing I don’t altogether deserve all this. Right after my arrival yesterday, at a moment when Mother was in the kitchen, I told him the reason my brother was given his leave. I thought that Father, knowing the cause, would after a while become annoyed at Franz’s being idle for such a long time. But I had not imagined that this news could make such an impression upon him. He is worried and I constantly have to talk him out of his worries and assure him that my brother has everything he needs in Zürau and that there is no danger to him.”



1918


  1 After January 1, 1918, it was no longer possible to reach the capital by train and return to Zürau the same day. Since it is likely Kafka may be detained in Prague, he asks Ottla to come to Prague secretly and accompany Oskar Baum to Zürau—which she did; she escorted him home again on January 13.

  2 The first part of this letter, written in Prague, has been lost.

  3 Cf. Letters to Friends, p. 141: “I live with Ottla in a good minor marriage,” and Ottla’s letter to David of April 27, 1918: “I am getting on well with my brother again; I am glad that there is nothing wrong between us.”

  4 This is a postscript to a letter from their mother to Ottla (delivered by Karl Hermann). On May 2, Kafka had resumed his duties at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute.

  5 Possibly the daughter of the prosperous peasant described in Letters to Friends, pp. 173 f.

  6 Ottla had meanwhile become friendly with Ella David, her future husband’s sister. On April 27, 1918, she wrote to Josef David: “She is dear to me, not only because she is your sister; I would certainly be fearful of such a love, but as it is, it is a fine thing for me and I can take pleasure in it.”

  7 A parklike area in Prague, along the rail line to Dresden, with more than one hundred varieties of trees, each with its identifying marker.

  8 In Zürau, Kafka had assumed responsibility for the garden and frequently worked in it. As a result of this work, during the summer he helped out with light garden work in Troja, a suburb of Prague.

  9 Cf. note 13, 1917.

10 Since Ottla intended to give up the work in Zürau and attend an agricultural school, Kafka was trying to obtain information on such schools for her.

11 After considering various other plans, Ottla was toying with the idea of attending the nursery-gardening school in Klosterneuburg near Vienna.

12 Ottla was enrolled at the agricultural school at Friedland from November 1918 to March 1919. She completed two semesters’ work in one.

13 Cf. notes 2–3, 1911.

14 Kafka vacationed there during the second half of September.

15 See note 27, 1917.

16 At the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute; see next letter.

17 This Zürau resident neglected his farm but was a passionate hunter.

18 The subject is the relationship between Kafka’s secretary and a colleague at the office, probably Herr Klein. For further details, see Letters to Friends, pp. 162 f.

19 On October 14, Kafka came down with the influenza then raging throughout Europe. Ottla made his excuses in a letter to the office. That same day she wrote to David about her brother: “He is sick, had nearly 103° fever at noon. Mother wept all day; I reassured her as best I could, but I, myself, was not so worried. I am always fearful for someone when I am far away, but when I am with him, I always have a certain confidence that it will turn out well. The doctor came to see my brother, examined him, and reassured Mother.” From November 2 on, Ottla was in Friedland; on November 7 her mother wrote to her: “Franz is feeling fairly good; of course, he is still very weak and often has headaches. Today we aired and washed the bedroom and Franz was on the sofa in the dining room, but afterward gladly went back to bed.”

20 Under her brother’s influence Ottla, too, practiced vegetarianism, although this was particularly difficult because of the food situation in the postwar era.

21 On January 6, 1919, Ottla wrote to David: “Believe me, the thought that I am again in Friedland, that I am separated from you for an indefinite time, that I will see you neither tomorrow nor the day after, weighed so heavily on me that I did not know how I was going to bear it.”

22 See the letter of September 8, 1918.

23 The Prager Tagblatt of November 9, 1918, reported that mobs had looted food products intended for the entire district, as well as money, from stores in Friedland.

24 On November 14, 1918, their mother wrote to Ottla in Friedland: “Franz has also sent you a letter. But you haven’t answered it yet. Write at once, we are anxious. If you aren’t getting enough to eat, drop everything and come back. All of us will be glad to see you. You’ll have your little room back, because we have now changed everything. Father and I sleep in the room beside Nowak and I have given our former bedroom up to Franz, where he is very comfortable and has complete peace.” From another letter of Julie Kafka, dated November 20, it is apparent that Ottla must have responded very angrily to her mother’s advice.

25 Kafka began his stay in Schelesen on November 30. On December 1, 1918, Julie Kafka wrote to Ottla: “But with all the preparations for Franz’s trip, telegraphing, going to his office, running various errands for him besides, I really didn’t have any proper time for such a letter. [ … ] Yesterday I went to Schelesen with Franz. [ … ] He is the only boarder there and pays 60 crowns a day.”

26 The first meeting of Josef David, Ottla’s fiancé, with the Kafka family. Ottla wrote to David on December 2, 1918: “Don’t be angry with me for being nervous [ … ] so that I can neither rejoice nor feel reassured. I did not think it would be so soon and that my parents would invite you, and the only thing I could rejoice in was the thought that perhaps the whole thing looks forced only from a distance and that at home I would not feel so heavyhearted as I did here reading about it. Even today, I am not so calm as I was when I was with you. [ … ] Perhaps it is only the thought that all along I felt so easy when the family knew nothing about it; and now I cannot get used to it all at once.”

27 Fräulein Fleischmann was the only other girl in the agricultural winter school beside Ottla. Early in 1919, when Fräulein Fleischmann was unable to return to Friedland, Ottla wrote to David: “I am glad that I am alone here; I like this freedom. [ … ] F. was as kind and sincere toward me as anyone can possibly be and I always appreciated her attitude toward me. She gave me her whole friendship for a very short time, but in doing so she took away my freedom all the more because I could not feel entirely friendly toward her. If she were to come now, we would arrange our relations differently, and aside from in school I would prefer to be with her perhaps only for an hour. Studying goes better when I am by myself, and for me leisure is only real leisure when I am by myself or with someone who is as close to me and whom I know as well as Irma and my brother” (letter of January 14, 1919).



1919


  1 Ottla to David on February 16, 1919: “In two weeks I am supposed to give a lecture in school, and perhaps I’ll start work on it this afternoon.”

  2 Friedrich Wilhelm Foerster (1869–1966), German pedagogue and pacifist. His Jugendlehre: Ein Buch für Eltern, Lehrer und Geistliche [Youth Guidance: A Book for Parents, Teachers, and Clergy] (Berlin, 1904) was used at the Jewish People’s Home in Berlin (where Felice Bauer did volunteer work), whereupon Kafka became interested in the author, although he by no means agreed with the educational principles advocated by Foerster. The subjects Kafka proposes for the lecture were influenced by this book.

  3 Kafka considered self-righteousness one of his sister’s principal weaknesses.

  4 Ottla’s fiancé, Dr. Josef David, was Christian. Max Brod’s remark also refers to this; Brod tended toward Jewish nationalism.

  5 Adolf Damaschke, Die Bodenreform (Jena, 1902). The book was widely read at the time and had gone into many editions.

  6 The Friedland School held lectures for the farmers of the vicinity. Ottla attended these.

  7 Kafka had inserted a correction.

  8 Josef David’s father.

  9 The Czech phrase means “stands on a friendly footing.” Kafka means that a literal translation of this German idiom into Czech is incorrect because it comes out as a crude Teutonism.

10 The German peasants in Schelesen spoke a dialect that was quite incomprehensible to Kafka, whose German was urban. The statement that his father would have been interested is meant ironically: Hermann Kafka displayed a decided lack of interest in “common people.”

11 On February 16, 1919, Ottla wrote to David: “I am going to Prague; that I have already settled on. Mother wrote back saying I should come just now. The Fräulein writes that Father is always cheerful now, that he will no longer be angry with me. And then I have to talk with Mother before I begin looking for a job. I am also happy that Uncle is interested in our cause; that will certainly make it easier. But I cannot imagine that we will succeed all that quickly; therefore, I think that a job will be necessary for me. In Prague, I also have a great deal to do; I need various things there.” David’s presence in Prague was rather a reason for Ottla not to go. He was preparing for an examination and she was afraid of disturbing him.

12 This and what follows refers to Kafka’s meeting with Julie Wohryzek in Schelesen at the beginning of 1919. She was the daughter of a Prague shoemaker and synagogue attendant. Kafka became engaged to her in the spring or summer of 1919, but the engagement was broken off a year later. Kafka describes her and their relationship in a letter written to her sister on November 24, 1919 (Letters to Friends, pp. 215 ff.; cf. also p. 213).

13 Ottla’s mother made a rather similar remark about David in a letter of December 1, 1918: “He made the best impression upon us, but I cannot deny that he struck us as very alien and we will first have to get used to his company. He is certainly a very goodhearted and intelligent person, but Father has various reservations, first the small salary, then the religion—well, I hope it will all turn out well. All we want, you know, is to see you happy.” In a letter to David of October 14, 1918, Ottla wrote: “The Jews—i.e., perhaps a certain group among them and perhaps the larger group—surely act in a way they should not, but this definitely cannot be said of them all and you surely know that too. But I would not like you to make an exception of me alone; I could not be satisfied with that.”

14 “There is not a single subject that would not be interesting, and from everything I see and hear I can judge that the occupation I have chosen, and which, so I hope, will prove realizable, may be the only one which seems to me good and joyful in every respect. I have some worry about whether I will get a job; but I do not doubt that I will like the work wherever I am” (Ottla to David, January 14, 1919).

15 On January 12, 1919, Ottla reported to David that she intended to speak to the director about a job, but by the 21st of the month she had not yet carried out her intention (“he is overworked, distracted, and I don’t want to bother him with my business”). On March 8, she wrote: “I went to see the director and realized again that it would be a mistake to rely on him. He gladly promises and easily forgets.”

16 Above the calendar and clock face of the astronomical clock on the Town Hall tower in Prague are two small window openings in which the twelve apostles appear at noon.

17 Olga Stüdl ran the pension in Schelesen were Kafka stayed for health reasons at this time and again in November 1919. She has set down her recollections of Kafka in an article written with Dora Gerrit.

18 Kafka is referring chiefly to their parents’ attitude toward Ottla’s upcoming marriage. As early as the end of December 1918, Ottla’s mother had “virtually offered” to buy a farm in the Bohemian Forest for her daughter and her future husband. But in the days that followed there must have been very serious quarrels between the parents and their youngest daughter. On January 9, 1919, Julie Kafka wrote to Ottla in Friedland: “I am glad you realize that this time you have done various things that we did not think right.” Ottla complains to David on January 21 about her parents: “I feel bad on their account because I was not kind enough to them. Of course, maybe it could not have turned out differently, but I would be glad to make up for it, and yet cannot manage to do so. Mother answers every one of my letters. She is certainly not angry with me.” And on the 24th Ottla asked her mother in a letter whether she would “at least approve it a little” if she came to Prague on a visit.

19 Cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 316 f.

20 On the back of this letter was a text in Czech:
Esteemed Sir:
  I have been told that I may be able to obtain milk regularly from your farm. I would need 3 liters daily and would gladly pay 2 crowns per liter. Please inform me whether you would be able to supply me with this quantity daily, and at what price.
  The phrase “would gladly pay 2 crowns” is crossed out, and there is one grammatical correction. Probably Kafka was drafting a letter for Fräulein Stüdl, an appeal to a farmer in Schelesen who knew only Czech.

21 In addition to the upcoming marriage, Ottla’s poor prospects for work: “For the present I do not have a job, nor much hope of one, but that too will turn out all right” (Ottla to David, March 18, 1919).

22 The scene to which Kafka refers is to be found in Chapter 2 of Part VI of Dostoevski’s Crime and Punishment.

23 In November 1919, Kafka was again in Schelesen, at first with Max Brod. Ottla was living with her parents in Prague.

24 It is not known whether Oskar Baum was Kafka’s guest in Schelesen.

25 The “Letter to His Father” was written in Schelesen, but possibly not completed until Kafka was back in Prague during the second half of November.

26 According to Letters to Friends, p. 241, Herr Stransky and Herr Kopidlansky, whom Kafka had met at the Pension Stüdl in Schelesen.

27 Minze Eisner, with whom Kafka corresponded during the following years. He lavished vocational advice on her (cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 221 ff.) and she visited him in Prague in the autumn of 1921 (cf. ibid., pp. 298 f. and 302).

28 This evidently refers to the marriage between Josef David’s sister Anni and Herr Svojsík.

29 Either Julie Wohryzek (see note 12, 1919) or her sister, to whom Kafka wrote a long letter on November 24, 1919 (Letters to Friends, pp. 215 ff.).



1920


  1 Because his lung condition did not improve, Kafka went to Meran for a cure at the beginning of April. He stayed in the Pension Ottoburg until June 28.

  2 This, of course, is meant figuratively.

  3 Robert Klopstock, the medical student who took devoted care of Kafka in Kierling during the last weeks of his life, wrote to the Kafka family in Prague when it became necessary to begin artificial nourishment: “He was in such despair over this measure that I cannot describe it; it is hard on him mentally. But you know, with him it is all one and the same—the body promptly affects the mind and vice versa!”

  4 A Zionist weekly published in Prague. In the autumn of 1919, Kafka’s friend Felix Weltsch became its editor; from 1917 on, Kafka was a subscriber.

  5 A Czech gymnastics club with nationalistic aims. Josef David was a squad leader in this organization.

  6 Felice Bauer visited Kafka May 1–5, 1914.

  7 The cause of Kafka’s nervousness was his recently initiated correspondence with the Czech journalist Milena Jesenská-Polak (1896–1944). Kafka had first met her among her friends at a Prague café late in 1919. She was married to the Prague writer Ernst Polak, but since her father disapproved of the marriage the couple lived in Vienna. Milena was interested in translating some of Kafka’s works. Kafka began a regular correspondence with her in Meran, and the acquaintance developed into love. She died in 1944 in the concentration camp at Ravensbrück. See Letters to Milena (New York, 1953).

  8 Kafka abhorred valerian tea; cf. his letter of mid-May 1920.

  9 At the beginning of the swimming season, Ottla was to obtain the annual card of admission to the municipal swimming school; Kafka had attended it regularly from his boyhood on.

10 Lily Braun’s Memoiren einer Sozialistin was first published by Albert Langen Verlag in Munich (2 vols., 1909–11). Kafka sent a copy of the work to Felice, and wrote to her in 1916: “By the way, I recently gave Max a copy of the Memoirs, and I am about to give one to Ottla; I am giving them away right and left. They are more appropriate for this day and age and more to the point than anything else I know, as well as being the liveliest encouragement” (Letters to Felice, p. 499).

11 Leading daily of the Czech agrarian party. The newspaper was also read by intellectuals because of its literary features.

12 Dr. Bedřich Odstrčil, lecturer on social insurance at the Technical Institute in Prague and Robert Marschner’s successor at the Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute. Kafka wrote to Max Brod about him: “He is a very good, kindly man, has been remarkably good to me in particular, though political motives have played a part, for then he could say to the Germans that he had treated one of theirs with exceptional kindness, even though the man was only a Jew” (Letters to Friends, pp. 265 f.).

13 Because Kafka thought highly of the director’s “creative use of language” and “first learned to admire the vitality of spoken Czech through him” (Letters to Friends, p. 266), he wanted his sister to look over his petition for spelling mistakes, since her Czech was better than his.

14 Dr. Treml shared Kafka’s office at the Institute.

15 František Borový was the proprietor of the publishing house of the same name, founded in 1912; along with a bookshop that dealt in new and secondhand books, it was situated in the Old Town of Prague. There may also have been a branch in the Little Quarter. The magazine Kmen was edited by Stanislav K. Neumann, a Czech Communist writer.

16 “Topič,” by Franz Kafka, in Kmen IV, No. 6 (April 22, 1920).

17 Dr. Ernst Fröhlich, the doctor at Schelesen.

18 Ottla married Josef David on July 15, 1920.

19 To Julie Wohryzek.

20 Alfred Löwy, Kafka’s mother’s brother, lived in Madrid, where he was a director general of the Spanish railroad. He arrived in Prague on July 7.

21 In writing to Max Brod (to whom he could explain his situation only by hints because he feared Brod’s wife might read the letters), he commented, in connection with Oskar, whose wife naturally had to read his letters to him: “Even when nothing prevents me, I find it so hard to write letters that necessarily have to be public” (Letters to Friends, p. 237).

22 Kafka originally intended to meet Julie Wohryzek in Karlsbad, followed by his parents, who were to be in Franzensbad in June; but he soon abandoned this plan and therefore stayed a few days longer in Meran. On June 28, he went to see Milena in Vienna.

23 Kafka commented to Brod about the director’s eloquence: “Since he became director he has almost lost this vigor. Bureaucracy does not let it emerge; he has to talk too much” (Letters to Friends, p. 266).

24 Cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 233 and 236 f.

25 An allusion (as is what follows) to Julie Wohryzek, who had opened a millinery shop.

26 Elli’s third child, recently born.

27 Kafka had heard from his friend Felix Weltsch that this issue contained a review of “In the Penal Colony”; the reviewer was Kurt Tucholsky, writing under the pseudonym of Peter Panter.

28 Addressed to Eisenstein in the Bohemian Forest, where Ottla and Josef David were on their honeymoon.

29 This sentence is in the handwriting of Kafka’s mother.

30 From various indications in Kafka’s letters to Milena, it may be deduced that the two met in Gmünd on August 14 and 15. Milena first signed the postscript, then crossed out her name. But apparently Kafka did not regard this precaution (Milena was married) as sufficient, for he sent the card to Prague in an envelope.

31 The sanatorium of Dr. Miklós von Szontagh was located in Nový Smokovec, about an hour’s walk from Matliary.

32 Because of the political unrest which had led, during the second week of December, to strikes and occupation of factories by workers, especially in Prague.

33 Dr. Leopold Strelinger; Kafka speaks very critically of him in letters to Max Brod (cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 247 and 263 f.).



1921


  1 On January 13, 1921, Kafka wrote to Max Brod: “My plans (behind the back of the Institute) are far more ambitious than you imagine. Until March here, until May Smokovec, over the summer Grimmenstein, over the fall—I don’t know. [ … ] I regret for the sake of my parents, for your sake, and finally for my sake (because in this respect we are one) that I didn’t go to Smokovec right at the beginning. But since I am here, why should I risk a bad exchange and, after barely four weeks, leave here where everybody makes an honest effort to give me all that I need” (Letters to Friends, pp. 251 f.).

  2 The languages spoken in the High Tatra were largely Hungarian, German, and Slovak.

  3 Ottla’s daughter Věra was born on March 27, 1921.

  4 Nickname for Josef David. This letter was written in Czech.

  5 A Czech-Jewish newspaper of liberal and progressive tendencies founded in 1919; it paid special attention to modern German literature. David, the Czech nationalist, had little sympathy for it.

  6 The reference is to a Czech popular song. “Panthers” meant teenagers, also skirt-chasers.

  7 The famous poem by Goethe, many of whose poems Ottla knew by heart.

  8 A sister of Kafka’s father.

  9 Giacomo Meyerbeer’s opera Les Huguenots (1836).

10 Probably Herr Glauber, shown in Kafka’s picture postcard to his parents of June 1921. Cf. Letters to Friends, p. 252.

11 Probably Herr Szinay, mentioned several times in Kafka’s letters to Robert Klopstock; Kafka reports to Max Brod that this man was “as considerate toward me as a mother toward her child” (Letters to Friends, p. 248). In another letter to Brod, Kafka describes him in more detail: “But there is one person here, from Kaschau, twenty-five years old, with miserable teeth, one weak eye mostly kept closed, perpetually upset stomach, nervous, also a Hungarian who has learned German only since coming here, not a word of Slovakian, but a young man to fall in love with, charming in the East European Jewish sense. Full of irony, unrest, moodiness, confidence, but also neediness” (ibid., pp. 247 f.).

12 He threw himself under a train the following April, when his illness grew too severe. Cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 252 ff. and 270 f.

13 A letter to Max Brod provides further details: “A new table mate, an elderly spinster, repulsively powdered and perfumed, probably severely ill, also unhinged by nervousness, talkative in company [ … ]. Today she mentioned (not to me) that her favorite paper was Venkov, especially because of its editorials. [ … ] Perhaps the most cunning method will be to wait until she says something that she cannot possibly retract. About Grimmenstein she remarked: má to žid, ale výtečně to vede [The owner is a Jew but he runs the place remarkably well]. But I suppose that wasn’t sufficient” (Letters to Friends, p. 256). Venkov [The Land] was the newspaper of the Czech agrarian party and known for its anti-Semitic tendencies.

14 Robert Klopstock, who became closely attached to Kafka until his death. To Max Brod, Kafka wrote of Klopstock at the beginning of their friendship: “There’s a twenty-two-year-old medical student here, a Budapest Jew, very ambitious, intelligent, also highly literary; incidentally he greatly resembles Werfel in appearance, though somewhat coarser on the whole. He has a hunger for people, the way a born doctor does. Is anti-Zionist; his guides are Jesus and Dostoevski” (Letters to Friends, p. 259).

15 Cold-water compresses first prescribed by Vinzenz Priessnitz (1799–1851).

16 A Judaica bookshop in Berlin.

17 Royalties from Kurt Wolff Verlag in Leipzig.

18 Of David’s sister’s wedding.

19 Minze Eisner. Cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 260 f.

20 This letter was written in Czech on two postcards; the second has been lost.

21 Kafka is teasing; in those days there were no ski races in that part of the High Tatra. Nor would David have read about such races in the intellectually pretentious Tribuna, which scarcely gave space to sports (cf. note 5, 1921).

22 By her marriage in July 1920.

23 The other drawing was probably done by the Fräulein Irene who is repeatedly mentioned in Kafka’s letters to Robert Klopstock.

24 Evidently Ottla had suggested that Kafka resign from his post and go to Palestine.

25 Ottla evidently underlined this sentence in the manuscript and used it as her opening when she spoke with the director.

26 Kafka had been given a three-month leave of absence which ended on March 19.

27 A line illegible after this sentence.

28 Because of Ottla’s condition, Kafka had hesitated to describe his situation plainly to her or to ask her to talk with the director. But he immediately surmised that she might have undertaken some such step because of his letter of March 9. On March 11 he explicitly asked Max Brod to see the director and orally request a prolongation of his leave, since it was already too close to March 19 to allow time for a formal petition. Because of Ottla’s rapid intervention, it became unnecessary for Brod to go to the office. Kafka needed only to send in the petition and affidavit subsequently, and to thank the director for granting the extension of the leave. This he did in a letter of April 3:

Dear Director:
  I would have written long ago, but I was ill, in bed with high fever; even now the illness is not yet over, and even now it has not yet been determined, at least in my opinion, what it really is, whether a temporary intestinal catarrh or something worse. In any case it has no doubt cost me much of the weight I had gained, but according to the doctor’s examination and assertion just today, the lung has continued to improve of late, undisturbed by this illness.
  My asking again for prolongation of my leave was done out of helplessness in regard to the lung disease, the real importance of which I have come to recognize only here, where I am living among lung patients. This request for leave was made so much easier, indeed made possible for me, by the patience and kindness with which you, dear Director, have received my sister’s and my petition—I do not dare to count up the times I have made one before—and for which I am profoundly grateful to you.
  I remain, with respectful regards,

Yours sincerely,
  Dr. F. Kafka

29 The location of Dr. Guhr’s sanatorium was situated at an altitude of more than 1100 meters. However, Kafka stayed in Matliary until the end of August.

30 Kafka’s favorite uncle, Dr. Siegfried Löwy, the “country doctor” in Triesch, Moravia. Writing to Max Brod, Kafka also expressed the thought that “I would be better off in a village, doing some light work” (Letters to Friends, p. 264).

31 “How the Rabbi of Sasov Learned How to Love.” Rabbi Moshe Leib told this story:
  “How to love men is something I learned from a peasant. He was sitting in an inn along with other peasants, drinking. For a long time he was as silent as all the rest, but when he was moved by the wine, he asked one of the men seated beside him: ‘Tell me, do you love me or don’t you love me?’ The other replied: ‘I love you very much.’ But the first peasant replied: ‘You say you love me, but you do not know what I need. If you really loved me, you would know.’ The other had not a word to say to this, and the peasant who had put the question fell silent again.
  “But I understood. To know the needs of men and to bear the burden of their sorrow—that is the true love of men” (Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: The Later Masters [New York: Schocken Books, 1948], p. 86).

32 Evidently the director had proposed to Ottla that Kafka might move to South Africa (cf. also Letters to Friends, p. 271); at the time a stay in dry southern countries was one of the chief methods used in fighting tuberculosis.

33 Robert Klopstock.

34 An island in the Moldau north of Prague’s New Town.

35 Probably the working-class quarter of žižkov, where Ottla occasionally went for walks, as her correspondence with David indicates.

36 The Kafka family’s doctor in Prague; Kafka occasionally had harsh things to say about him. The medical viewpoint Kafka criticized had been communicated to him in a letter from Max Brod dated March 9: “Dr. Kral told me that Matliary was not at all the right place for you and that he always recommended to you a sanatorium specifically for the lungs. There are some in Vienna, some near Berlin, one in Silesia, and at Pleš in Bohemia. Especially from the last Dr. Kral is acquainted with a few excellent cures. Dr. Kral thinks that only a consistent tuberculin treatment can help you. He knows cases from his own practice in which these injections led to absolute cures.”

37 At the beginning of 1920, Kafka had originally intended to go somewhere in Bavaria for a cure, instead of to Meran, but he could not obtain a visa (cf. Letters to Friends, p. 231).

38 Allusion to the fate of the Munich soviet government. Kafka was well informed, for instance, concerning the assassination of Gustav Landauer on May 2, 1919 (cf. Letters to Friends, p. 237).

39 Five days later Ottla’s daughter Věra was born.

40 Irma Weltsch, the wife of Kafka’s friend Felix Weltsch, who at the time had a ten-month-old daughter.

41 A mock-scientific article suggesting that tuberculosis patients might gain weight by increasing the dimensions of their bodies in accordance with the theory of relativity. By taking a cruise going east (in the direction of the earth’s rotation), the enlargement of their bodies would close the cavities in the lungs. Supposedly, a firm in Prague was actually fitting out hospital ships for that purpose. Subsidies would enable the disadvantaged to participate in these voyages, whereby nature herself would be used to oppose nature’s own hidden assassins.

42 Susanne Galgon, mentioned in Kafka’s postcard to his parents of June 1921.

43 Kafka makes the same statement to Max Brod (Letters to Friends, p. 266).

44 This refers to Luca Signorelli’s The Last Judgment, a fresco in the cathedral of Orvieto.

45 Kafka’s review, “Aus Matlárháza” [“From Matlárháza,” the Hungarian name of Matliary], appeared in the regional German-language weekly Karpathenpost, April 23, 1921.

46 Kafka wanted his nephew Felix, who was barely ten years old, to be sent to a boarding school. See his long letters to his sister Elli on this subject, Letters to Friends, pp. 291 ff.

47 With the medical affidavit, Kafka enclosed a short note in Czech: “Esteemed Administrative Committee: In reference to the enclosed medical affidavit dated May 5 of this year, I humbly request extension of the leave granted me until May 20.” The petition was granted on May 13 and Kafka’s leave extended to August 20.

48 Kakfa was asking for extension of his leave at only half pay; the management of the Institute continued to remit his full salary.

49 The letter, dated May 18, 1921, read:
Dear Director:
  I wish to thank you most warmly, sir, for the grant of still another leave, and for the manner in which this was granted. I must confess that I do not know how I shall ever be able to pay off this debt of gratitude, and that oppresses me.
  In the last two months my condition has probably not improved any more than in the preceding three months. The total gain in weight amounts to about eight kilograms. In general, I have continued to be free of fever. The coughing, the expectoration, the tiredness have diminished, which I would not have thought possible two months ago. To be sure, part of the credit for this, as well as for the improvement in my respiration, must go to the beautiful weather, the lighter, more breathable air, and the lighter clothing.
With my sincere regards,

I remain, dear sir,
  Dr. F. Kafka

50 Kafka was probably referring to Krätzig when he wrote from Zürau to Oskar Baum at the end of 1917: “He is my closest colleague, and as long as I am here I love him” (Letters to Friends, p. 162).

51 Ottla was living in the same building as her parents, but the latter were at this time in Franzensbad for their annual cure.

52 Ottla had proposed to her brother that he join her in Taus at the end of July so that they could spend the summer vacation together.

53 An allusion to the dedicatory poem in Goethe’s Faust:


Just reach out to life in all its fullness!

Everybody lives it, few know much about it,

And wherever you touch it, you’ll find it interesting.



54 Josef Löwy, a brother of Kafka’s mother, was married to a Frenchwoman and lived in Paris.

55 Anni and Ella.

56 Addressed to Franzensbad, where the parents were taking their cure.

57 In his letters to Robert Klopstock, Kafka kept asking after Glauber, who died in August 1923. Kafka calls him one of “the two most cheerful persons who were in Matliary” (Letters to Friends, p. 378). Glauber is presumably the dental technician mentioned in Kafka’s letter of about February 10, 1921.

58 The young farm woman described in Kafka’s letter of April 1921.

59 A village in the vicinity of Taus.

60 The popular Czech poet lived in Taus (Domažlic) from 1845 to 1847. Kafka thought highly of her principal work, Babička [The Little Grandmother].

61 This letter was written in Czech.

62 Kafka actually uses the still more affectionate Czech diminutive Pepíčku; Pepa itself is a pet name derived from Josef.

63 On August 14, 1921, Kafka suddenly had an attack of fever and had to stay in bed. Since there was no telling whether he would be able to resume his duties on August 22, as scheduled, he wrote to his superior on August 16:
Dear Director:
  I am writing this letter in bed. I intended to come to Prague on the 19th of this month, but I am afraid this will not be possible. For several months running, I was almost free of fever, but on Sunday I awoke with fever that has risen to above 100° and is still persisting. Probably that is not the consequence of a cold, but one of those attacks that are usual in lung illnesses and against which there is no defense. The doctor, who examined me and found my lungs in good condition except for a small stubborn remnant in the left apex, regards this acute fever as not very significant. Nevertheless, I must, of course, stay in bed as long as the fever lasts. Perhaps the fever will disappear by Friday; in that case I would still set out; otherwise I would have to stay a few days longer and would then bring the medical certificate with me when I come.
  The fever, as a result of which, incidentally, I have also suffered a considerable loss in weight, is all the more distressing to me in that it makes it impossible for me, after so long a leave, at least to carry out that small obligation of returning to duty on time.
                              Respectfully yours,
Dr. Kafka
  Since on this occasion Kafka wanted to write in Czech and there was not enough time to have David translate the letter, he decided to prepare a Czech version of his own (possibly with the help of Czech-speaking acquaintances) and then have his brother-in-law check it over for spelling mistakes. Ottla was to take the corrected letter to Kafka’s superior, with a few words of explanation. Since she was not at home, David undertook this errand. On August 29, Kafka resumed his duties at the office in Prague.

64 Kafka’s superior Jindčich Valenta, who was in charge of indemnity cases.



1923


  1 Addressed to Schelesen.

  2 On September 24, 1923, Kafka took the train from Schelesen to Berlin, where he wanted to begin a new life with Dora Dymant, an East European girl with a hasidic upbringing. (He had met her in July at the Baltic Sea resort of Müritz, where she was in charge of the kitchen.) Given his view of himself, that seemed to him “a foolhardiness whose parallel you can only find by leafing back through the pages of history, say to Napoleon’s march to Russia” (Letters to Friends, p. 382).

  3 Josef David had returned to Prague after his summer vacation, while Ottla stayed in Schelesen until the middle of October.

  4 Ella Prochaska, mentioned in Kafka’s postcard of October 2, 1923.

  5 A small town about 45 minutes’ walk from Schelesen.

  6 Ottla’s second daughter, Helene, was born May 10, 1923.

  7 Kafka had stayed with Ottla in Schelesen from the middle of August to September 21.

  8 On November 15, Kafka moved from 8 Miquelstrasse to 13 Grunewaldstrasse (cf. his letter of the fourth week of October 1923). He was given notice after all. According to Dora Dymant’s recollections, the difficulties with the landlady left their mark on the conception of “A Little Woman” (cf. Brod, Biography, pp. 197 f.).

  9 On the same day, Kafka wrote to Max Brod: “Out here I am also trying to guard myself from the real agony of the prices; in that regard I receive a great deal of help here, but in the city that help fails. Yesterday, for example, I had a severe fit of numerical obsessions” (Letters to Friends, pp. 383 f.).

10 This word is in English for the Anglophile and soccer fan Josef David.

11 This postcard was written in Czech.

12 A Jewish orphanage. Cf. Letters to Friends, p. 405.

13 The husband of Anni David.

14 To Max Brod, Kafka wrote in mid-October: “What is worse is that in the last few days the phantoms of the night have tracked me down, but that too is no reason for returning. If I’m to fall prey to them, I’d rather it were here than there; but we haven’t reached that point” (Letters to Friends, p. 386).

15 Ottla advised against Kafka’s coming; Kafka changed his mind and decided at most to go to Prague toward the end of the year. His mother also advised against a visit to Prague.

16 Cf. Kafka’s letter of mid–December 1923.

17 A word meaning particularly thorough chewing; it is derived from the name of the American nutritionist Horace Fletcher.

18 Since the summer semester of 1922, Robert Klopstock (cf. note 14, 1921) had been studying medicine in Prague.

19 Ottla did not intend to leave her summer home in Schelesen until October 15.

20 Product made from cow’s milk by alcoholic and lactic acid fermentation.

21 Dora Dymant recalls that Kafka once “followed two furniture movers to the stairs, open-mouthed with astonishment.”

22 The purchase was necessary chiefly because Kafka’s landlady was making difficulties about the high cost of gas. The lamp was also used for cooking (cf. Letters to Friends, p. 395).

23 Ottla’s 31st birthday fell on the 29th, not the 28th. Kafka was sometimes prone to mistakes of this sort.

24 At the time a fine delicatessen on the Graben in Prague.

25 Olmützer Quargeln, a strong-smelling cheese made from sour milk.

26 On October 2, 1923, Kafka had written to Max Brod: “Meanwhile, I have looked through the Steglitzer Anzeiger, which up to now I have been avoiding for days. Bad, bad. But there is a certain justice in being associated with the fate of Germany, like you and me” (Letters to Friends, p. 384).

27 He had planned on going in October. But as early as July he realized: “It would not have been a voyage to Palestine, but in the spiritual sense something like a voyage to America by a cashier who has embezzled a large sum of money. And that the voyage would have been undertaken with you would have greatly increased the spiritual criminality of the case” (Letters to Friends, p. 374). This letter was addressed to the wife of his classmate Hugo Bergmann, who now lived in Palestine and had come to Prague in the spring of 1923 to give lectures. Bergmann, who had a decisive influence upon Kafka’s decision, had offered to have his friend live in his house in Jerusalem.

28 Effective July 1, 1922, Kafka was retired on pension because there was no longer any prospect that his lung disease would be cured.

29 Ottla visited Berlin on November 25.

30 In November and December, Kafka attended events and courses at the Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums (Institute for the Science of Judaism).

31 Kafka wrote it on January 1, 1924 (his staying in Berlin and the payment of the pension to his parents had been approved on December 31, 1923; see also his letter of the first week of January 1924).

32 Kafka had bought a doll for Ottla’s daughter Věra and given it to Ottla at the end of November, when she was about to return to Prague after her Berlin visit.

33 For lack of space, Dora had squeezed her greetings to Ottla into the space between the last two paragraphs of Kafka’s letter.

34 This postscript was written in Czech.

35 David was a fan of the Prague Slavia soccer club, which drew its following chiefly from the middle class.

36 David was a collector.



1924


  1 Dora Dymant.

  2 Cf. Kafka’s enclosed draft of mid–December 1923. In response to Kafka’s letter, the director had sent him a cordial official note.

  3 Border railroad station between Czechoslovakia and Germany.

  4 For the stove.

  5 Written on the address side of a postcard that Dora Dymant sent to Kafka’s parents in Prague (“Franz will grumble because I’ve left him so little room”).

  6 After tuberculosis of the larynx had finally been diagnosed at a Vienna hospital in the middle of April 1924, on April 19 Dora took Kafka, by then gravely ill, to Dr. Hoffmann’s nearby sanatorium in Kierling (cf. Letters to Friends, pp. 412 f.).

  7 In a letter to Elli Hermann (whose husband had evidently visited Kafka in Vienna), Dora was able to describe Kafka’s condition more openly than in letters to the anxious parents: “His throat is not troublesome and outwardly at least gives no cause for alarm. More disturbing is the stubborn fever, 38.6–38.8 [101.5°–102° F.] in the evening. Until noon almost free of fever. The main thing is that since yesterday the fever has made Franz very depressed.”

  8 Kafka’s few words were written on a postcard addressed to Julie Kafka from Dora. Dora wrote in part: “It is a pity that Franz’s recovery is being held up by the weather. As soon as these cold spells are completely over at last, I hope for the best from his stay here. The air is wonderful here, in spite of the boringly bad weather. You can really feel the way you are inhaling health. The food, too, leaves nothing to be desired, especially since it is permissible sometimes to prepare a meal yourself just the way you would like to have it.”

  9 Max Brod, who quotes this letter in his biography, thought Kafka must have written this letter the day before his death (Brod, Biography, p. 209). But since a letter from Dora (cf. note 19, 1924) indicates that Kafka was responding to a letter from his parents which he had probably received on Monday, May 19 (or at most a day or two later), the date of this letter to his parents was probably two weeks earlier, presumably about May 19. Accordingly, the date given in I Am a Memory Come Alive, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer (New York, 1974), p. 248, is to be corrected.

10 Kafka returned to Prague from Berlin on March 17 and stayed in his parents’ apartment for three weeks.

11 Cf. Kafka’s postcard of May 26, 1924.

12 In a letter to Kafka’s relatives in Prague, Robert Klopstock wrote from Kierling: “It is entirely due to Dora that Franz is now eating a great deal, and such nourishing food—she always improves the meals by adding something, eggs, etc.—and keeps at him until he has eaten everything. Now, for instance, he drinks beer with his meals (and wine, too, frequently), into which Dora smuggles Somatose without Franz’s knowledge—of course he notices that the beer is not especially good, but he drinks it anyhow.”

13 Kafka told Dora more details about these occasions: “When I was a little boy, when I couldn’t yet swim, I used to go sometimes with my father, who also can’t swim, to the place reserved for non-swimmers. Then we used to sit together naked at the buffet, each with a sausage and a pint of beer.… Just try and imagine the picture rightly—this enormous man, holding a little, nervous bag of bones by the hand, how we used to undress, for example, in the dark little cabin; how he would then drag me out, because I was ashamed; how he then tried to teach me the little bit of swimming he pretended he knew, and so on. But the beer afterward!” (Brod, Biography, p. 206.)

14 In connection with Dora’s plan to go to Bohemia with Kafka, Klopstock wrote to his own parents: “Of course it would be terrible for Franz if his mother came here (every new person excites him so much, I think, quite aside from the incident with the clinician—for every new person is a greeting from life, outside, where it is spring now), in fact fateful.” Klopstock thought taking him back home would be equally bad: “No pretext would be so opaque that his gaze would not be able to penetrate it.”

15 Kafka to Max Brod: “Once the fact of tuberculosis of the larynx is accepted, my condition is bearable” (Letters to Friends, p. 413).

16 Robert Klopstock came to Kierling at the beginning of May to help with the medical care of Kafka.

17 Max Brod relates: “Dora told me how Franz cried for joy when Professor Tschiassny—when he was already in the last stage—told him things looked a little better with his throat. He embraced her again and again, and said he had never wished for life and health as much as now” (Brod, Biography, p. 209).

18 Klopstock reported to the family: “The new doctor is tremendously important and reassuring; Franz trusts him completely and he sees to everything as a matter of course.”

19 Kafka’s note was written in the margins of a card to Kafka’s parents from Dora Dymant, the first part of which reads: “I want to answer your lovely last card of Sunday, though very belatedly. What an exchange of joys that was! Your card and Franz’s letter. If only it were always that way. The card brought no less joy than the express letter. Franz almost learned it by heart. He is especially proud of the possibility of drinking a glass of beer with his revered and dear father. I would like to stand at a distance and look on. Often I am almost drunk just from the frequent conversations about beer, wine, (water) and other nice things. Franz has become a passionate drinker. Hardly a meal without beer or wine. However not in too great quantities. He drinks a bottle of Tokay a week, or other good gourmet wines. We have three kinds of wine available, so that we can have plenty of variety in proper gourmet fashion.”






Chronology





	1883
	July 3: Born in Prague, son of Hermann (1852–1931) and Julie (née Löwy, 1856–1934) Kafka.





	 
	 



	1889–93
	Elementary school (German Boys’ School).





	 
	 



	1889
	September 22: Birth of sister Elli.





	 
	 



	1890
	September 25: Birth of sister Valli.





	 
	 



	1891
	September 1: Birth of Josef David, future husband of Ottla.





	 
	 



	1892
	October 29: Birth of sister Ottla.





	 
	 



	1893–1901
	Altstädter German Gymnasium.





	 
	 



	1898
	Friendship with Oskar Pollak and Hugo Bergmann.





	 
	 



	1899–1903
	Early writings (destroyed).





	 
	 



	1901–6
	German University, Prague. Studies law, German literature, and humanities.





	 
	 



	1902
	Summer: Vacation in Liboch and Triesch with Dr. Siegfried Löwy (the “country doctor”).

October 23: First meeting with Max Brod.





	 
	 



	1904–5
	Autumn–winter: Writes “Description of a Struggle” (first version).





	 
	 



	1905
	July–August: Vacation in Zuckmantel. First love affair.

Autumn: Beginning of regular meetings with Max Brod, Oskar Baum, Felix Weltsch.





	 
	 



	1906
	April–September: Clerk in the law office of Richard Löwy.

June 18: Doctor of Law degree.

October: Beginning of one-year legal training.





	 
	 



	1907
	Spring: Writes “Wedding Preparations in the Country.”

October: Starts work at insurance company Assicurazioni Generali in Prague.





	 
	 



	1908
	March: Publication of eight short pieces in Hyperion.

July: Begins new job at Workers’ Accident Insurance Institute, Prague.





	 
	 



	1909
	March: Publication of two sections from “Description of a Struggle” in Hyperion.

September: Writes and publishes (in Bohemia) “The Aeroplanes at Brescia.”





	 
	 



	1910
	Begins to keep a diary.

March: Publication of five pieces in Bohemia.

October: Trip to Paris with Max and Otto Brod.

December: Elli marries Karl Hermann. Closer acquaintance with Franz Werfel.





	 
	 



	1911
	January–February: Beginning of travel diaries.

March: Publication of “Hyperion” in Bohemia.

Summer: Vacation (with Max Brod) to Lugano, Stresa, Milan, Paris. Then alone to Sanatorium Erlenbach near Zurich.

Autumn: Works on Richard and Samuel (with Max Brod).

October 4: First visit to a performance of an East European Yiddish troupe (in Prague until beginning of 1912). Friendship with actor Yitzhak Löwy.

Winter: Working on first version of Amerika.





	 
	 



	1912
	February 18: Evening of recitations by Yitzhak Löwy, organized and introduced by Kafka.

May: Publication of “The First Long Train Journey” (Kafka and Brod) in Herder-Blätter.

August 13: Meets Felice Bauer at the home of Max Brod’s parents in Prague.

September 15: Valli engaged to marry Josef Pollak.

September 20: First letter to Felice Bauer.

September 22–23: Writes “The Judgment” overnight.

September–October: Writes “The Stoker” and begins second version of Amerika.

October: Publication of “A Great Noise” in Herder-Blätter.

November 8: Birth of Elli’s daughter Gerti.

November–December: Writes The Metamorphosis.

December: Meditation published by Ernst Rowohlt.





	 
	 



	1913
	January 11: Valli’s wedding.

January 18: Meets Martin Buber.

January 24: Interrupts writing of Amerika.

March 23–24: With Felice in Berlin.

March 25: Meets his publisher Kurt Wolff and Franz Werfel in Leipzig.

May: The Stoker published by Kurt Wolff.

June: “The Judgment” published in Arkadia.

September: Attends Second International Congress for First Aid and Accident Prevention and the Eleventh Zionist Congress in Vienna.

September–October: At Dr. Hartungen’s sanatorium in Riva; relationship with G. W., “the Swiss girl.”

November 1: Acquaintance with Grete Bloch, Felice’s friend.

November 8–9: With Felice in Berlin.





	 
	 



	1914
	February 28–March 1: With Felice in Berlin. Visits Martin Buber.

February (end): Robert Musil invites Kafka to collaborate at the Neue Rundschau.

April 12–13: Unofficial engagement to Felice in Berlin.

May 1: Felice in Prague; search for apartment.

May 30–June 2: Official engagement to Felice.

July 12: In Berlin: engagement broken after a discussion at the hotel Askanischer Hof in the presence of Grete Bloch and Ernst Weiss.

July (end): Josef Pollak and Karl Hermann called to the army.

August: Begins work on The Trial.

October: Works on The Trial; writes a chapter of Amerika and “In the Penal Colony.” Resumes correspondence with Felice.

December: Writes “The Village Schoolmaster” [“The Giant Mole”].





	 
	 



	1915
	January (beginning): Contact with East European Jewish refugees (taught by Max Brod).

January 6: Interrupts work on “The Village Schoolmaster.”

January 17 or 20: Stops work on The Trial.

January 23–24: With Felice in Bodenbach.

February 8: Starts writing “Blumfeld, an Elderly Bachelor.”

February 10: Rents own room at Bilekgasse 10.

March 1: Moves to Langengasse 18.

April 14: Visits a class taught by Max Brod at the school for refugees.

April (end): To Hungary with sister Elli.

May 23–24: With Felice and Grete Bloch in Bohemian Switzerland.

June: With Felice in Karlsbad.

July: At Sanatorium Frankenstein near Rumburg (northern Bohemia).

September 14: With Max Brod, visits a hasidic rabbi.

October: Carl Sternheim awarded Fontane Prize; gives money to Kafka. The Metamorphosis published in Die weissen Blätter.

November: Book publication of The Metamorphosis.





	 
	 



	1916
	April 8–10: With Ottla in Karlsbad.

April 14: Robert Musil visits Kafka in Prague.

June 29: Reading Schopenhauer with Ottla.

July 3: Meeting with Felice in Marienbad.

July 13: With Felice, visits Julie Kafka in Franzensbad; Felice returns to Berlin.

July 17: Ottla returns to Prague to help in father’s business.

July 24: Returns from Marienbad.

October: “The Judgment” published in book form.

November: Ottla discusses with her father her wish to study agriculture.

November 10–12: In Munich, meets Felice and reads “In the Penal Colony” at Gallery Goltz.

November 26: Begins using the little house Ottla rents on Alchimistengasse as a place to write. The stories eventually published in A Country Doctor are completed there.





	 
	 



	1916–17
	Winter: Writes “The Warden of the Tomb.”





	 
	 



	1917
	March: Moves to apartment in Schönborn Palace; continues to write at Ottla’s house on Alchimistengasse.

Mid-April: Ottla goes to Zürau.

Spring: Writes “An Imperial Message” and “The Hunter Gracchus.”

June (beginning): Visits Ottla in Zürau.

Summer: Begins to learn Hebrew. Writes “A Report to an Academy.”

July (beginning): Felice in Prague; second engagement.

July: “An Old Manuscript” and “A Fratricide” published in Marsyas.

August 12–13: Hemorrhage at Schönborn Palace.

August 13–14: Hemorrhage again. Tuberculosis of the lungs diagnosed.

September: Is granted sick leave. Moves into his parents’ apartment, later joins Ottla in Zürau (until April 1918).

September 20–21: Felice in Zürau.

October: “Jackals and Arabs” published in Der Jude.

October 27–ca. November 1: In Prague.

November: “A Report to an Academy” published in Der Jude.

December 25: With Felice, visits Max Brod.

December (last week): Second engagement broken.

December 27: Kafka brings Felice to the train station.

Fall and winter: Writes aphorisms.





	 
	 



	1918
	February (end)—March (beginning): Reads Kierkegaard’s Repetition.

May 2: Resumes work at the Institute.

Summer: Gardening work in Troja.

October: Ottla returns to Prague from Zürau.

October 14: Ill with Spanish influenza.

November 19: Resumes work at the Institute.

November 23: Sick again.

November 30: Julie Kafka brings her son to Schelesen (Pension Stüdl).





	 
	 



	1919
	January: Meets Julie Wohryzek in Schelesen.

March (end): Returns to Prague.

Spring–summer: Frequent meetings with Julie Wohryzek, to whom he becomes engaged.

May: “In the Penal Colony” published in book form.

May 12–15: Illness.

Autumn: Publication of A Country Doctor. Takes Hebrew lessons from Friedrich Thieberger.

October: First letter from Milena Jesenská-Polak.

November: Again in Schelesen, together with Max Brod. Meets Minze Eisner. Writes “Letter to His Father.”

November 21: Returns to Prague and the Institute.





	 
	 



	1919–20
	Winter: Recurrent illness.





	 
	 



	1920
	January 1: Promotion to Secretary at the Institute.

January 6–February 29: Writing He aphorisms.

February 21–24: Unable to work at the Institute (until July).

March: Acquaintance with Gustav Janouch. Supports Ottla’s plan to prepare for farming in Palestine.

April: Correspondence with Milena.

June 29–July 4: Visits Milena in Vienna.

July: Breaks engagement with Julie Wohryzek but continues seeing her. Returns to work. Lives at Elli’s apartment on Nerudagasse.

July 15: Ottla marries Josef David.

August 8: Moves back to his parents’ apartment.

August 14–15: Meets Milena in Gmünd.

August (end): Resumes his literary work after more than three years of inactivity.

December 18: To Matliary in the High Tatra Mountains (until August 1921).





	 
	 



	1921
	January: Attempts to break off with Milena.

February 3: First meeting with Robert Klopstock, medical student.

March (end): Gravely ill (until early April).

March 27: Birth of Ottla’s daughter Věra.

April: “From Matlárháza” published in Karpathenpost.

August 14–19: High fever.

August 26: Returns to Prague; resumes work at the Institute.

September: Meets Ernst Weiss, Gustav Janouch, Minze Eisner.

September–October: Milena in Prague. Kafka gives her his diaries.

October 15: Resumes diary entries.

November: Systematic medical treatment. Several visits by Milena.





	 
	 



	1922
	Mid-January: Nervous breakdown.

January 27: To Spindelmühle for three weeks.

February 1: Promotion to First Secretary at the Institute.

February: Writes “A Hunger Artist.” Begins The Castle.

April–May: Visits by Milena.

June (end): To Ottla in Planá.

July: Pensioned off by the Institute. Writes “Investigations of a Dog.” Two trips to Prague.

August (beginning): A few days in Prague.

August (end): Breakdown. Stops work on The Castle.

September: Leaves Planá and returns to Prague.

October: Publication of “A Hunger Artist” in Die Neue Rundschau.





	 
	 



	1923
	Winter–spring: Mostly bedridden. Hebrew lessons with young Palestinian, Puah Bentovim.

April (end)–May (beginning): Sees Hugo Bergmann; plan to move to Palestine and stay with Bergmann.

May 10: Birth of Ottla’s daughter Helene.

July (beginning)—August 6: With Elli and her children in Müritz on the Baltic. Meets Dora Dymant at a vacation camp of the Berlin Jewish People’s Home.

August 7–8: Berlin.

Mid-August–September 21: With Ottla in Schelesen.

September 22–23: Prague.

September 24: Moving to Berlin, to live with Dora Dymant in Steglitz (Miquelstrasse 8). Studies Hebrew.

October–December: Writes “A Little Woman” and “The Burrow.”

November 15: Moves with Dora to Grunewaldstrasse 13.

November 25: Ottla visits in Berlin.

November–December: Courses at Academy for Jewish Studies.

December (end): Bedridden with fever.





	 
	 



	1924
	February: Moves with Dora to Berlin-Zehlendorf (Heidestrasse 25–26). His health declines rapidly.

March 17: Returns to Prague with Max Brod. Writes “Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk.”

March (end): Dora comes to Prague, takes Kafka to Sanatorium Wiener Wald, Lower Austria.

April: With Dora in Sanatorium Wiener Wald. Tuberculosis of the larynx.

Mid-April: A few days at Dr. M. Hajek’s clinic in Vienna. Dora accompanies him to Dr. Hoffmann’s sanatorium in Kierling. “Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk” published in the Prager Presse.

May: Robert Klopstock joins Dora in nursing Kafka. Reads galley proofs of A Hunger Artist (published in 1924 after his death).

May 12: Visit of Max Brod.

June 3: Death in Kierling.

June 11: Burial in the Jewish cemetery in Prague-Strašnice.





	 
	 



	1931
	Death of Hermann Kafka in Prague.





	 
	 



	1934
	Death of Julie Kafka in Prague.





	 
	 



	1942
	Death of Ottla in Auschwitz; the other two sisters also perished in German concentration camps.





	 
	 



	1944
	Death of Grete Bloch at the hands of a Nazi soldier. Death of Milena in a German concentration camp.





	 
	 



	1952
	Death of Dora Dymant in London.





	 
	 



	1960
	Death of Felice Bauer in the United States.









THE SCHOCKEN KAFKA LIBRARY

AMERIKA
a new translation by Mark Harman, based on the restored text

Kafka’s first and funniest novel tells the story of the young immigrant Karl Rossmann who, “packed off to America” by his parents, finds himself caught up in a whirlwind of dizzying reversals, strange escapades, and picaresque adventures.

“Almost ninety years after his death, Kafka continues to defy simplifications, to force us to consider him anew. That’s the effect of Mark Harman’s new translation.” —Los Angeles Times

THE CASTLE
a new translation by Mark Harman, based on the restored text

This haunting tale of a man known only as K. and his endless struggle against an inscrutable authority to gain admittance to a castle is often cited as Kafka’s most autobiographical work.

“Will be the translation of preference for some time to come.” —J. M. Coetzee, The New York Review of Books

THE COMPLETE STORIES
edited by Nahum N. Glatzer, with a foreword by John Updike

All of Kafka’s stories are collected here in one comprehensive volume; with the exception of the three novels, the whole of his narrative work is included.

“The Complete Stories is an encyclopedia of our insecurities and our brave attempts to oppose them.” —Anatole Broyard

DIARIES, 1910–1923
edited by Max Brod

For the first time in this country, the complete diaries of Franz Kafka are available in one volume. Covering the period from 1910 to 1923, the year before Kafka’s death, they reveal the essential Kafka behind the enigmatic artist.

“It is likely that these journals will be regarded as one of [Kafka’s] major literary works; in these pages, he reveals what he customarily hid from the world.” —The New Yorker

LETTERS TO FRIENDS, FAMILY, AND EDITORS
translated by Richard and Clara Winston

“These letters are like messages from the underground … presenting aspects of Kafka that would have died with his friends. We meet alternately Kafka the artist, friend, son, father figure, marriage counselor, literary critic, insurance official.… A full portrait, and a significant contribution to Kafka scholarship.” —Smithsonian Magazine

LETTERS TO MILENA
translated and with an introduction by Philip Boehm

In no other work does Kafka reveal himself as in this collection of letters to Milena Jesenská, his twenty-three-year-old Czech translator. A business correspondence that developed into a passionate but doomed epistolary love affair with a woman he described as “a living fire, such as I have never seen,” it shows us a Kafka not seen in any of his other writings.

“Kafka’s voice here is more personal, more pure, and more painful than in his fiction: a testimony to human existence, and to our eternal wait for the impossible.” —Jan Kott

THE METAMORPHOSIS AND OTHER STORIES
translated by Willa and Edwin Muir

This powerful collection brings together all the stories Franz Kafka published during his lifetime, including “The Judgment,” “The Metamorphosis,” “In the Penal Colony,” “A Country Doctor,” and “A Hunger Artist.”

“Kafka’s survey of the insectile situation of young Jews in inner Bohemia can hardly be improved upon. There is a sense in which Kafka’s Jewish question has become everybody’s question, Jewish alienation the template for all our doubts. These days we all find our anterior legs flailing before us. We’re all insects, all Ungeziefer, now.” —Zadie Smith

THE SONS
translations revised and updated by Arthur Wensinger, with an introduction by Mark Anderson

Franz Kafka’s three classic stories of filial revolt—“The Metamorphosis,” “The Judgment,” and “The Stoker”—grouped together with his own poignant “Letter to His Father,” take on fresh, compelling meaning.

“Kafka is the author who comes nearest to bearing the same kind of relationship to our age as Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe bore to theirs.” —W. H. Auden

THE TRIAL
a new translation by Breon Mitchell, based on the restored text

The terrifying story of Joseph K., his arrest and trial, is one of the greatest novels of the twentieth century.

“Mitchell’s translation is an accomplishment of the highest order—one that will honor Kafka far into the twenty-first century.” —Walter Abish, author of How German Is It






All of these titles are available in eBook format.
Please visit www.schocken.com for more information on these and other Schocken Books titles.
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