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Pre{ace

Franz Kafka's novella The Metamorphosis is perfect, cven as it in-
cessantly provokes criticism. Its perfection was noted by the Nobel
Prize-winning author Elias Canetti: “In The Metamorphosis Kafka
reached the height of his mastery: he wrote something which he could
never surpass, because there is nothing which The Metamorphosis could
be surpassed by —onc of the few great, perfect poctic works of this
century.” But what is distinctive about such literary perfection is that it
does not leave the reader’s mind settled, satisfied, at peace with itself.
Its perfection is not acsthetic. Instead, it never stops irritating the reader
to produce a kind of brother or sister work in the mind that will be
simpler, plainer, and altogether better-behaved, intellectually speaking,
than the storv itsclf. For this story, if Kafka is to be trusted, is not only
about a monster; rather, it comes into the world trailing clouds of mon-
strositv. “What is literaturc?” Kafka declared. “Where does it come
from? What use is it? What questionable things! Add to this question-
ableness the further questionableness of what vou say, and what vou
get is a monstrosity.” The monstrous aspect of the story is clear, no
doubt, but where, then, is its perfection? [t must be, first, m the per-
fection of the hopelessness that settles on Gregor Samsa and his family
in the face of a nightmare they have never before seen or heard of.
And it must also lic in the supreme irony with which this hopelessness
is depicted, as if from the standpoint of an unnamed god who has
arranged it all for his amusement.

The Metamorphosis raises such questions, certainly, but it also states
facts as hard, concrete, and undeniable as the armorlike shell in which
Gregor Samsa is born again one rainy morning. This disparity between
the underlying structure of impossibility and the wealth of atrociously
detailed facts makes for the uncanny disturbance at the center of the
story. Evenvthing is in place in the family to deny the arrival of this
monster in its midst. All the explanations are at hand, especially in the
average, evervday awareness of Gregor himself, who thinks at various
times that his metamorphosis is only a fantasy, a bad cold, a hindrance,
or—as his mother puts it—a momentary absence of the real Gregor,
who will surely “come back to us again.” But the vermin refuses to be
any of these things. It is what it materially is and does not let itself be
denied so long as Gregor is alive: it is his wildly waving legs, his snap-
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