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In Kafka's fiction there are many joumneys but few arrivals. A typical example
is the protagonist of “Ein Landarst” riding naked through the blizzard,
insisting, “Niemals komme ich so nach Hause™ (E 205)." The abrupt swiich
lo present lense at this point, which sugpests that the preceding story is past
but the return joumey continues even to the present moment, strengthens the
impression that the journey traly is unending. Yet this is the same ten mile
distance that be had previously travelled in “only a moment” (“nur einen
Augenblick™). He expresses no concern aboat direction, only about the horses’
wagon is advancing homeward, however slowly, it must eventually arrive.

This apparent paradox may be dismissed by saying that the account is 1o
be interpreted symbolically. But this is not quite satisfactory, for it denies the
intense physical realism of Kafka's narrative, If it is symbolic truth that we
are to read here, then we still ought not 1o gloss over the form, which is quite
precise and realistic on the small scale, though contradictory on the large.
While vaguely described fantastic journeys are common in fairy tales and
mystical writings (cf.. Jofen 32-33), Kafka's siorics are exceptional for the
minute care and tenacity with which they explore and flesh owt a fairly
consistent alternative geometry of distance which underlies the faniasy,

It might seem unwarranied to seek motifs of abstract geometry in Kafka's
writings. While “geomeiry” appears in the titles of important critical works
on Kafka (cf., Stoltke; Sussman), it is used only as a general word for logical
precision. Kafka is supposed to have been a poor student of mathematics and
theoretical science, and 1o have suffered “paralyzing incompetence in the

! The following shtwovistions will be used for Kafka's warks: £ = Day erzthierische Werd,
I, T8 = Tagebicher, Bd. | {Tevhandy, B = Brigfe. B = Hockreitrrorbereitamgen auf dem Lands,
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itsedf a path, or a line, Space is linearized by secing points as though they
were ordered, with just a single “degree of freedom™ {to adopt a physicists”
term) defining them, namely their disiance,

This transformation is made mone explicit in o pair of related stories, one
entitled “Der Aufbruch” (E 364), the other untitled (4 94). In the former the
following dialogue is relaied: “Wohin reitest du, Herr?™ “Ich weiB es nichi,
nur weg von hier, nur weg von hier. Immerfort weg von hier, nur so kann ich
mein Ziel emeichen [...] “Weg-von-hier’, das ist mein Ziel.” The latter begins,
“Dna willst fort von mir? [...] Wohin aber willst du? Wo ist das Fort-von-mir?
Auf dem Mond? Nicht einmal dort ist es und so weit kommst de gar nicht.”
The problem is to cover distance. The direction is not merely arbitrary, these
nurratives hint; one may go without going in any direction al all. This is
logically absurd, unless one declines to observe spatial distinctions other than
the single dimension of distance from a fixed stanting point. This is not as
bizarre is it might sound at first. Afier all, for most purposes we suppress the
vertical dimension of our world, We draw two-dimensional maps, and we
follow them, This procedure disturbs hardly anyone, because we are
conditioned to ignore the {usually impossible) potential for motion above or
below the two-dimensional surface of the earth. In most of our movements,
although our world is three-dimensional, we have only two degrees of
freedom: we can walk forward or backward, left or right, or any direction in
between; we walk up or down only as the ground slopes, not as an indepen-
dent direction. {(Architects, on the other hand, often do require three-dimen-
sional maps and dingrams.} In these stories there is & still greater constriction
and bost of freedom: the reduction of space o a single dimension, 1o & line,

Ciranted that this implicit reduction of space 1o & line does occur in Kafka's
stories, the behaviour of these lines, or of the distances they measure, is ofien
bizarre. Spatial position has been reduced 1o a simple question of distance, but
distance tums out to be a genuine problem. Distances should satisfy a few
simple properties: they should be finite numbers such thal the distance
between two points is zero if and only if they are actually the same point,
they should be temporally invariant (e.g., the distance from Mew York to
London is the same this week as last week), and they should be reversible
(e.g., the distance from New York 1o London is the sarme as the distance From
London to Mew York.) In Kafka's storses the distances between places defy
all of these rules. The distances are not only unstable, changing moment by
moment, they even defy the commonsense requirement of finiteness: a span
can shrink almost 1o nothingness, a distance which is passed in 8 moment,
then immedialely afier expand 1o infinite length, a distance that can never
conceivably be crossed, These phenomena are linked: the path that is infinite
at one moment, when traversed in one direction, is often vanishingly short
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ilsell a path, or a line. Space is linearized by seeing points as though they
were ordered, with just a single “degree of freedom”™ (to adopt a physicists”
term) defining them, namely their distance.

This tranaformation is made more explicit in a pair of related stories. one
entitled “Der Aufbruch™ (E 364), the other untitled (H 94). In the former the
following dialogue is related: “Wohin reitest du, Herr™" “Ich weill es nicht,
nur weg von hier, nur weg von hier. Immerfon weg von hier, nur so kann ich
mein Ziel erreichen [...] “Weg-von-hier®, das ist mein Ziel." The later begins,
“Du willst fort von mir? [...] Wohin aber willst du? Wo ist das Fort-von-mir?
Aufl dem Mond? Nicht einmal dort ist es und so weil kommst du gar micht."”
The problem is o cover distance. The direction is not merely arbitrary, these
narratives hinl; one may go withowt going in any direction st all, This is
logically absurd, unless one declines to observe spatial distinctions other than
the single dimension of distance from a fixed storting point. This is not as
bizarre is it might sound at first. Afier all, for most purposes we suppress the
vertical dimension of our world. We draw two-dimensional maps, and we
follow them. This procedure disturbs hardly anyone, because we are
conditioned 1o ignore the (usually impossible) potential for motion above or
below the two-dimensional surface of the earth. In most of our movements,
although our world is three-dimensional, we have only two degrees of
freedom: we can walk forward or backward, left or right, or any direction in
between; we walk up or down only as the ground slopes, not as an indepen-
dent direction, {Architects, om the other hand, often do require three-dimen-
sional maps and diagrams.) In these stories there is a still greater constriction
and loss of freedom: the reduction of space 1o a single dimension, 10 a line.

Granded that this implicil reduction of space 1o a8 line does occur in Kafka's
stories, the behaviour of these lines, or of the distances they measure, is ofien
bizarre. Spatial position has been reduced 1o a simple question of distance, but
distance tums out io be a genuine problem, Distances should satsly a few
simple properties: they should be finite numbers such that the distance
between two points is zero if and only if they are actually the same point,
they should be temporally invariant (e.g.. the distance from New York to
London is the same this week as last week), and they should be reversible
(e.g., the distance from New York to London is the same as the distance from
London o Mew York.) In Kafka's stories the distances between places defy
all of these rubes. The distances are not only unstable, changing moment by
moment, they even dely the commonsense requirement of finiteness: a span
can shrink almost 1o nothingness, a distance which is passed in & momend,
then immediately after expand to infinite length, a distance that can never
conceivably be crossed. These phenomena are linked: the path that is infinite
at one moment, when traversed in one direction, is often vanishingly short
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when traversed in the other. Here it is worth distinguishing among three
mnv-ﬁuurmmﬂ,mm“mqmm
distinct varieties of vanishing distance. These types are not meant as mutually
opposed or exclusive, but they are distinct enough in principle to justify the
classification and 1o warrant irying 1o recognize them. The three varieties of
infinite distance will be lermed “Horizon,” “Zeno's Racecourse.” and “the
River.” Their complementary vanishing distances are “the Mousetrap,” “the
Starting Mark,” and “the Bridge.”

The simplest of these pairs, and perhaps the least characteristic of Kafka,
is the Horizon/Mousetrap. The Horizon is a tantalizing and terrifying vista
which we can never reach because it ceaselessly recedes before us as we
advance. The Mousetrap is the condition of confinement and constriction, in
which there are walls blocking the subject from the Horizon, walls which
ultimately are as immobilizing as a mousetrap, in which the victim is clamped
by the neck, unable 1o move even its head. This dichotomy is presented most
purely in the story titled “Kleine Fabel™: “*Ach’, sagte die Maus, “die Welt
wird enger mit jedem Tag. Zuerst war sic so breit, dab ich Angst hatte’” (E
364} The Horizon is present here as a terrifying potential which is warded off
by the comforting constraint of the walls. The young mouse supposes that the
artificial walls will serve her freedom as well as the true Horizon, but
eventually any finite distance must be completed. Her world grows shorter
and shorter, until there is no longer any distance between her and the
mousetrap in the final room. The one-dimensional quality of the mouse's
world is emphasized by the cat’s admonition: “Du mubt nur die Laufrichtung
dndem.” It is precisely this that is impossible, or, perhaps one might better
say, this is impossible for the moase alone; for the cat does change the
mouse’s direction and does keep her from the trap, by devouring her.

Another example of the Horizon/Mousetrap is contained in the chapter
“Belustigungen, oder Beweis dessen, dalbl es unmiglich ist zu leben™ (E 297)
of “Beschreibung cines Kampfes.” In the scgment entitled “Ansprache an die
Landschafi” the “Dicke™ reproaches the mountain: *Berg, ich liebe dich nich,
denn du erinnerst mich an die Wolken, an die Abendrite und an den
steigenden Himmel und das sind Dinge, die mich fast weinen machen, denn
man kann sie niemals emreichen.” (E 304) The mountain here represents (o the
speaker that which Is lerrifying because unreachable, the heavens and the
horizon (which is the domain of “Abendréite™), The narrator, too, had been
comforted by the constraint of his suroundings. “Erfreut iber diesen Anblick
legte ich mich nieder und dachic [._.] hier kiinnte ich zufrieden werden, Denn
hier ist es einsam und schin. Es braucht nicht viel Mut, hier zu leben,” (E
302y he had said. Yet while the “Dicke" fears the infinite, he
longs for it, knowing that the finite domain must inevitably be consumed. (His
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great size implies that he needs enormous space in which 1o live.) The
mnmmdhhﬁﬁmuymﬂﬂmnrunﬂmn

bares in schinem Uberblick.” At last he cries out: “Jetzt aber — ich bitte euch
- Berg. Blume, Gras, Buschwerk und FluB, gebt mir ein wenig Raum, damit
ich atmen kann'" (E 305). These elements of the landscape press upon him,
trap his unnaturally voluminous body. He does, however, have hope of
fording the river: this i the only direction open to him, and it tums oul 10 be
the final trap, for it drags him ineluctably over the waterfall to his death.

The second pair is “Zeno's Racecourse/Starting Mark." The names refer
o the most famous of the paradoxes formulated by the Greek philosopher
Zeno of Elea, by which he intended 1o prove the impossibility of all motion.
This paradox, whimsically formulated n terms of a hypothetical race run by
the heros Achilles (agninst n torisise, scoording o the medieval sources
through which it is best known), might be paraphrased as follows: In order for
Achilles 1o run from one point to another, be must frst run half the distance.
Mexi be musi run holf the rempining distance. Then again hall of what
remains, There are infinitely many steps. infinitely many points that must be
passed, so the end can never be reached. Thus all locomotion is merely an
illusion (Salmon 8). In Kafka's stories “Zeno's Racecourse™ is the distance
that is uncrossable because of the infinite number of points that must be
crossed on the way, With the dispelling of the illusion, the traveler finds he
has pever budged more than infinitesimally from the Stanting Mark (cf., Heller
46-50). This is analogous 1o the characteristic of “contiguité des bureaux”
which Delease and Guattari (92) describe as standing in place of an infinite
hierarchy in Der Prozefl. In this world, they point out, limited and infinite are
linked qualities, opposed to boundless and finite (95, 123).

In the story “Ein alltiglicher Vorfall” (the style of which is reminiscent of
high school geometry text exercises) the character A sets oul for the town H,
a trip which took only ten minutes each way on the previous day. On this
occasion he spends ten hours on the way, and even so one may doubt that he
hns actually arrived, since he does not reach the man B who was his goal. In
fact, B is now at A's house. One might suspect, then, that H and “zu Hause™
are the same place, which is 1o say precisely that A’s movement is purely
imaginary. Certainly the repetition of the gratuitous “H™ in the second
sentence of the story it telling: “Er geht sur Vorsprechung nach H, legt den
Hin- und Herweg in je zehn Mimwten zuriick und rithmt sich zu Hause dieser
besonderen Schnelligheit” (£ 341). We do know definitely that A was
painstakingly aware of all the insignificant desails (“alle Nebenumsiinde™)
along his way. These details which be must pass one by one as if on review



Kafka's Geomelry 339

cormespond to the halfway point, the three-quarters point, and so forth, of
Zeno's paradox: these individually insignificant points in his path, when
heaped together almost block i1, without A even recognizing the fact. The
return voyage i exactly the converse: "Diesmal legt er den Weg, ohne
besonders daraul zu achten, geradezu in einem Augenblick zuriick™ (E 342).
He withholds his attention from the snagging details, and so returns home
almost instandly, if indeed he ever lefi. It is worth noticing here again the
extreme emphasis on the linear natare of the journey between home and H.
When A arrives at H he is informed that B traveled in the opposite direction,
50 they must have encountered one another on the way (“sic sich eigentlich
hiitten treffen milssen™ [E 341]). Indeed, though the trip has been narrated
from A's perspective withoul any meeting, il is logically necessary that they
meet if they travel in opposite directions on o line. That they did meet, &t A's
own front door in fact, is later confirmed, at the expense of the apparently
more dispensable fact of A's self-identity across time.

The story “Beim Bau der chinesischen Mauer™ (E 473-86) is composed
from many different strains of the Zeno's Racecourse principle. In the section
published separately under the title “Eine kaiserliche Botschaft,” (E 482) we
find the Messenger unable to cross the vast distance which separsies ithe
emperor from the subject. There are 100 many obstacles. The completion of
the journey is a logical impessibility, not merely a practical difficulty; we are
told repeatedly that the message is crucial, that the delivery has been
facilitated by every possible means, The Messenger is strong and tireless (“ein
kritftiger, ein unermiidlicher Mann™), he has the emperor’s mark on his breast
which no one will resist; no obstacle can oppose him, No one else could
progress as rapidly as he does (“er kommi auch leicht vorwdins wie kein
anderer” (E 482)), But the obstacles are infinite, like the points on Zeno's
Racecourse: “Dic Menge ist so grof: ihre Wohnstiitien nehmen kein Ende” (E
482). It is stressed repeaiedly that this is not merely a contingent difficulty
imposed by the Messenger's immediate circumstances: “Immer noch rwingt
er sich durch die Gemdcher des innersten Palastes; niemals wird er sie
iiberwinden; und pelinge ihm dies, nichis wire gewonnen™ (E 4821, This
subjunctive “nichis wikre gewonnen,” recurs, jangling with irremediable
hopelessness. All forces, all circumstances, might be tumed to the Messeng-
er’s aid, still nothing would be gained. After the crowds there are courtyards,
steps (2 vivid symbol of the point-by-point stepwise progress which
characterizes Zeno's parndox), palaces, more courtyards, more steps, houses,
crivwils, and so on. Supposing he could reach open fields he might fly 1o his
goal; “aber niemals, niemals kann es geschehen™ (E 482),

A deeper and more complex treatment of the Zeno theme is the account of
the Wall itself, an audacious human endeavor 1o fill space, to constrsct an



340 DAVID STEINSALTZ

architectural anifact on a geologic scale. (Emphasizing the hubristic scale, the
workers: sahen Wiilder niederlegen, dic zum Mauvergeriist bestimm1 waren,
sahen Berge in Maversieine zerhiimmen™ [E 475]). The Messenger’s inability
to arrive at his destination is suspect, The narrator must insist repeatedly, in
the most overbearing lerms, tha! the Messenger can never complete his
journey, that even millennia are insufficient for this undertaking. The reader
may be skeptical. (Even within the contexi of the siory this section is
described a3 a fable) When, however, it becomes a mafler of spanning
thousands of miles not merely by passing through them, but by filling them
with an elaborate wall, skepticism flips to the opposile side. Zeno's paradox
questions the possibility of locomotion by merely human, hence merely finite,
processes, becanse it entails the passing of infinilcly many points. Ous
physical intuition balks at such a conclusion with respect 1o our everyday
movements. What Kafka has done is 1o increase the scale of Zeno's account:
the shrinking intervals that Achilles flashes by become here the groeling
five-years' construction of segments of the Wall a kilometre long, Common
sense, baffled by this vasiness which exceeds all common experience, must
be silent, allowing us o accept and o expect thai the Wall cannot be
completed, cannot even be imagined in its entirety.
The building procedure is described as follows:

Von Sldosien und Slidwesten wirde der Baa berangefthrt und hier vereinigt,
Dicses Sysiem des Teilbames wurde aisch im Kleinen innerbalb der rwei golen
Arbeisheere, des Ost- und Westheeres, befolgl. Es peschah das 0, dall Gruppen
von eiwa rwanzig Arbeitern gebibdet wurden, welche eine Teilmager von etwa
fnfbundert Metern Linge aufrofithren katten, eine Machbargnoppe bawie ihnen
dann else Maoer von gleicher Linge emgegen. (E 473)

The process is 1o divide and congquer. Troops are progressively divided in
half, with each smaller group responsible for a smaller portion of the Wall,
The problem is that the five-hundred meter long segments that they are
actually able to construct are infinitesimal points in comparison 10 the vast
extent of the Wall. Even the groups of twenty workers who build these

are themselves subdivided into smaller groups of five, one of whom
is a beader “der imstande war, bis in die Tiefe des Herzens mitzufilhlen,
worum es hier ging” (E 474). The question posed by Zeno is whether any
number of points, even an infinite number, can ever fill a continuum. In
Kafka's account the continuum which is 1o be filled by the Wall is lefi
incomplete, with vast gaps and isolated fragments of Wall.

It is acknowledged that the Wall would be more efficiently constructed as
a unit {*zusammenhiingend™) but the workers would then lose all hope of ever
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reaching an end, The distance is unbridgeable by the imagination; one cannot
hope to reach one end from the other because of the infinity of points that
must be filled between the two. The most any individual can accomplish is
to fill a single point, or isolated individual points. The builders try io finesse
the paradox by building everywhere at once, but the effor is doomed to fail
because however large the population of workers which is mobilized, it is siill
finite.

The whole task is infinite, even though on the level of counting individual
bricks it seems stricily finite. Kafka shows us here the true infinity of hurman
experience, which might be defined as “that which is beyond human reckon-
ing.” If the number of segments were not infinite, but menely 2'200000X0X0
50 that the time required even to identily a segment would be longer than a
hundred human lifetimes, what sense could there be to saying the process
“must end.” Even if the number were just ten thousand, who has ever counted
that high? Who could comprehend not just the totality (which is easy) but the
place of each element in the series? Even if we were to imagine an infinite
number of workers, the construction might be doomed to fail. We regalarly
seck to bring order to linear expanses by our familiar method of naming, or
constructing, points on a line segment by infinite decimals. This is a
progressive subdivision into tenths, rather than the halves of Kafka's builders,
but the process is perfectly analogous. At any finite stage the points already
constructed are still infinitely far from completing the continuum. Even at an
infinite stage with infinitely many workers and levels of hicrarchy, completion
i¢ unattainable in the imagination. As the great German mathematician Kur
Giidel, a generation younger than Kafka, pointed out, the real numbers {those
points on a line segment which can be constructed by this process of decimal
subdivision) only “form some kind of scaffold on the line™ (Rucker 82). John
Conway has actually described a method for filling in some of the gaps
between real numbers with “surreal”™ numbers (Conway 4), The gaps in the
Wall, which are the obstructions to all motion in Zeno's account, are thus
found even in the purest abstraction of the problem. They are an essential
deficit of our imagination. The Wall can never be completed; indesd it
construction can hardly be said to have begun, since an incompleie and
permeable wall is no wall at all: “Eine solche Maver kann nicht nur nichi
schiitzen, der Bau selbst ist in fortwithrender Gefahr'" (E 473).

Mo filling of continuous space by motion through it is possible in
imagination, according to Zeno, and no filling of continuous space by a wall
is possible in Kafka's story. There will always be gaps in the Wall. At last the
Wall is declared to be compleie despite the paps, and the construction
continues. Eventually even the constnaction docs stop, bui there are still
thought to be gaps: “es soll Licken geben, die iiberhanpt micht verbaut
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worden sind.” No one knows. The only cenlain way 0 tesl the completeness
of the Wall would be for a single person 1o perceive every point of the Wall®s
exient, which is impossible. The gaps are “cine Behauptung, [die] i den
vielen Legenden gehtint, die um den Bau entstanden sind, und die, fiir den
einzelnen Menschen wenigstens, mil eigenen Augen und eigenem Malistab
infolge der Ausdehnung des Baues unnachpriifbar sind” (£ 473). Building in
different places simultaneously was no help for the true problem of spanning
the distance, because it does not allow a single i o participate
at every point. Thus the Wall, which was intended to bring this huge span
under human control, has, (o the extent that it succeeded in filling the space,
escaped comprehension. This is why, despite its being 8 merely human
artifact, a construct of hardheaded science and 1echnical prowess, the Wall is
surrounded by legends.

Another clear exposition of the Zeno theme, one which is quite similar in
many respects 0 “Eine kaiserliche Botschaft,” is found st the beginning of the
gory “Die Abweisung”™ (E 350-5). In describing the distance from his
hometown 1o the border the narrator comments, “Man wird miide, wenn man
sich nur einen Teil des Weges vorstellt, und mehr als einen Teil kann man
sich gar nicht vorstellen™ (E 350). It is impossible even (o imagine crossing
the distance to the border, Notice this important distinction: there is no
difficulty in imagining the border itself, and the direction to the border is not
in doubt. But truly to imagine the way (for it is possible to believe erroncous-
ly that onc has imagined i) is to conceive of physically crossing the
intervening space, and this the namrator miles oul, There are inconceivably
large cities on the way, 5o large that they are unavoidable (again, an
expression of the onc-dimensional nature of the distance problem), and so
complex that one cannot pass through them (just as the imperial Messenger
could not pass through the imperial city): “Verim man sich nicht aul dem
Weg dorthin, so verirt man sich in den Stidten gewiB, und thnen auszu-
weichen ist wegen ihrer OriiBe unmiiglich” (E 350). An interesting gloss on
the Zeno schema is the ensuing comparison beiween the distance to the border
and the distance to the capital city. The nasrator informs us that it is farther
to the capital than io the border, but he is unsure whether his claim makes
sense, though it is factually and logically true. “Es ist so, als wenn man sagte,
ein dreihundertjghriger Mann ist filter als sin zweihundenjghriger” (E 350), he
cautions. This is the classical paradox of comparing infinite quantities. 200
and 300 are numerically finite. but as ages they are practically infinite, just
as the distance spanned by the wall is practically infinite becouse no one can
experience its whole course. There is an essential difference between an age
and a number of years, hence it truly does seem nonsensical 10 compare ages
that are humnanly unatiainable. This simile carries over the sense of infiniude
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and unaniainability powerfully from the span of years 1o the span of miles,
{(Note, though, that Kafka does not simply dash together paradoxes of time
and space.) Infinite spans are incommensurable.

The third pair of infinile/finfinitesimal distances is the River/Bridge. It is,
in & sense, a reduction of Zeno's Racecourse 1o a single step. The characteris-
tic quality of the River is the utter impossibility of making even a single step.
The characteristic quality of the Bridge is crossing the impassable river in a
single step, On Zeno’s Racecourse a character is unable 1o advance because
af the infinity of trivial impediments which obstruct his path. The River
carries this plight to the extreme of Zeno's original argument: the infinity of
impediments is arbitrarily close 10 the starting point, hence it is impossible
even 1o begin to move. Being on a line, there is only one direction in which
10 move, and that way is blocked by a river, The iraveler may attempt o ford
the river, but he will only become mired or swept downstream.

This is precisely the fate of the “Dicke” and his bearers of “Beschreibung
eines Kampfes.” The valley surrounding the river is Zeno's Racecourse, The
“Dricke™ s fears that the mountain “wiirde sturnm schrecklich kahle Winde mir
vorschieben und meine Triger wilrden iiber die kleinen Steinchen am Wege
silpen” (£ 304), These “walls” which block him are not solid walls; they are
the myriad of pebbles over which one stumbles on the way, like the infinity
of points which obstruct Achilles’ advance. But once the “Dicke” enters the
river he is as helplessly immobile as a8 wooden statue. He is described as “ein
Giisnterbild aus hellem Holz, das (berflilssig geworden war und das man daher
in den FluB geworfen hatte™ (E 304). The trap into which the “Dicke™ falls
is nol w simple mousetrap, Rather, it first offers hope of salvation: “An dir
aber FluB habe ich so grosses Gefallen, dab ich mich durch dein biegsames
Wasser werde tragen lassen” (E 305). (One might compare this “Gefallen” to
the bit of cheese offered by the mousetrap to lure the victim. Likewise, the
“Wasserfall” which kills the “Dicke” is comparable to the “Falleisen™ of the
mousetrap. ) But as soon as he is in the water the prospect is immediately seen
as hopeless. His death is inevitahle: the river will not be crossed. “Versuchen
Sie es nicht, mich zu retien. Das ist die Rache des Wassers und des Windes;
nun bin ich verloren™ (E 307). When the victim has been dragged 10 his
death, and the narrator utters his despairing plaint, the world abruptly shrinks,
50 that his body covers the entire countryside. It is nol the riverbank that
contracts: “Dabei dehnien sich die Ufer dieses FluBes ohne MaB." It is the
chouds, the mountaing {“ich bin eine Lawine im Gebirge!™ [E 326]), the river,
the entire landscape which had entrapped the “Dicke,” which now collapse.
He suffers for having bridged the comfortingly unfordable spaces which
insulate him; by his own action, but against a part (at least) of his desire, he
is set free 1o move, which demands far grester courage to live. This plight is
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comparable to that of the protagonist of the story “Die Brilcke,” who is
literally & bridge, spanning a chasm (“Abgrund™), She is prideful a first when
rormeone comes o make use of her, but the reality of the crossing panics her,
causing her to bose her grip and plunge 1o her death in the river below.

The story “Alexander der Grosse™ (included as number 3%a of Kafka's
book of aphorisms, entitled by Max Brod, “Betrachtungen ilber Siinde, Leid,
Hoffaung. und den Wahren Weg™; # 39-54) presents the River theme more
succinctly, The narrator expresses the belief that Alexander the Great could
have found himsell unable 10 cross the Hellespont to embark on his grand
campaigns of conguest, despite all material support, strength of will, excellent
prospects of success, simply because of “Endenschwere,” Stated otherwise, the
narrator recognizes that all worldly forces, physical strength, determination,
and so forth, are aliogether insufficient in themselves 1o allow a man to take
a single step. Thus, even with all the ingredients of historical inevitability
pushing him forward, it is siill remarkable that Alexander was able to cross
the Hellespont. This is comparable to the situation Kafka imagines for the
hiblical patriarch Abraham:

Ich kiinnte mir cinen anderen Abraham denken [...] der die Fordenung des
Owpfiers sofont, bereitwillig wie ein Kellner, ma erfilllen bereit wiire, der das
Owpfier aber nicht fort kann, er ist unentbehrlich, dic Wirtschaft benlitigt ihn,
immerfort ist noch etwas anzuordnen. das Haus ist nicht fertig, aber obne dafl
sein Haus fertig ist, chne diesen Rilckhalt kann er nicht fort. (B 333)

Like Alexander, Abraham is imagined to be unable 1o 1ake even a single
step; if he could make the first step. he would be free 10 move on, but that
first step is ruled out by the infinity of details that must be arranged
beforchand. This morass of petty tasks is an expanded version of Alexander’s
paralyzing “Erdenschwere,”

The infinitesimal distance of the Bridge is expressed quite clearly in the
journey 1o the patient’s house of “Ein Landasz1.” The joumey is completed in
an “Augenblick™ (E 201). It is suggesied quile specifically that the space itself
has contracted to the length of a single step through the Doctor’s courtyard
gate: “als isffne sich unmittelbar vor meinem Hoflor der Hol meines Kranken,
bin ich schon dort™ (E 201}, The gate is a bridge: it transports him rapidly and
effortlessly across the “Schneewllsie™ (E 205), in which he will later be
trapped, “drowned" one might say, when he attempts to cross unaided. (A
gaie allows efforiless passage through an unscalable wall, just as a bridge
allows efforiless passage acrods an unfordsble stream. Each is a hole in an
otherwise impenetrable barrier.) Striking, too, is the Doctor’s comment that
he is carried along by the horses “wie Holz in der Strimung” (E 201). This
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is the same symbol of impotence which marks the destruction of the “Dicke™,
and here il suggests that even while the Doctor is being brought ncross one
river 1o his destination, he is trapped in another that sweeps him inexorably
to his perdition.

“Das niichste Dor™ (E 218) s still more pointed. To the grandfather, it is
precisely the “next” town which seems unreachable, The word “nichst”
suggests a single leg of a journey, hence a single siep, The messenger of
“Eine Kaiserliche Botschaft” (which, incidentally, immediately follows “Das
ndichste Dorf™ in Kafka's carefully arranged volume of stories published under
the title “Ein Landarn™) struggles with a neverending series of obstacles:
another person 1o be shoved aside, another courtyard 10 cross, another flight
of stairs 1o climb. All that is eliminated from “Das nichste Dorf” It is &
though the messenger's bluff has been called, he has been granted surcease
o the obstacles that he claimed were impeding his progress; he must cross
only a single emply courtyard, yet finds himsell unable o complete the
transit, even in a thousand years. The difficulty arises in the grandfather’s
attempt to apply the rationalizing yardstick of memory 1o the real world.
Memory is a Procrustean bed which compresses (“zusammendriingi”) a
life-span by cutting it to memory's own finite shape, eliminating the inhersm
residue of the infinite. S0 reduced, the life-span cannot possibly suffice 1o
cross even the smallest interval of physical distance, which we see simulta-
neously and infinitely present. This is the “Beweis dessen, dall es unmiiglich
ist zu leben™ (E 297) of “Beschreibung eines Kampfes." That chapter begins
with the narrafor creating a reality 10 surround him by his own will and
imagination. It is this imagined, rationalized landscape, lacking the continuity
of genuine reality, which entraps the “Dicke™ and his beasers and then
collapses upon the narrator himsell. Zeno's paradox codifies this inability of
rationality fully to comprehend the problems of space and motion.

In the second chapter of his “Essai sur les données immédiates de la
conscience” {1888), Henri Bergson argues at great length that overreliance on
spatial concepts leads us inlo gross philosophical errors, He charges that we
apply concepts of simultaneity, homogeneity, and decomposability 1o
characteristics of the world, and of our own thought, 10 which they are
inappropriate. The most egregious misunderstandings arise when we transform
time into a spatial concept. Among these he includes Zeno's paradox, which
he considers 1o be a simple result of the mistaken belief that we should be
able to divide time inlo separate points, as we naturally divide space. That we
do think of time this way is undeniable. We represent time as a line, on which
we stand at & point called “now,” facing toward the future, which rushes up
to meet us, while the past recedes behind us. Bergson writes: “Nous projetons
le temps dans ['espace, nous exprimons la durde en éienduc” (Bergson RS).
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His concern was amply justified by the ensuing fad for the geometrization of
time, spirit, and God. Physicists soon accepted as a guiding principle, and by
their growing influence persuaded most others to accept, the very notion that
Bergson had condemned as a pernicious hidden assumption,

For Kafka, spatialization was nol a solution: it was the crux of the
problem, Not only are questions about, for instance, God, not simplified or
made more tractable when we express them in terms of geometric distance,
we thereby extend the cryptic quality of those questions to this apparently
mundane concept, Working obsessively to draw out the hidden complexities
of his stories and drag them op to the light, an “unermikdliches Rechnen”
{Bom 404), Kafka found that the most familiar concepis of space, distance,
and motion were unresolvable paradoxes incxiricably tied to, even identical
with, the most fundamental human mysteries. Thus e wroie in his diary:
“Wie weil ist der Weg von der innem Not [...] und wie Kurz ist der Rilckweg.
Und da man nun in der Heimat ist, kann man nicht mehr fort™ (T8 914, April
4, 1922), The “unermildliches Rechnen™ carried oul in his own writing was
itself just such a paradox of paralysis. Like the Norse god Thor when he was
tricked into irying to drink out a tankard which was magically filled from the
ocean, Kafka could never come (o an end because his “Rechnen™ has roots
deep in the infinite density of reality, from which it draws. “Chinesische
Mauer” is, from its very beginning, engaged in questioning itself, doubting
itself, analyzing itsell, Themes, motifs, problems, and confusions recur and
are reimagined from story 1o story, as, for instance, when the Tower of Babel
theme from “Chinestsche Mauer™ is revised and deepened in “Der Stadiwap-
pen” (E 346-T).

Grasping at the infinite, the substantial reality thai escapes words and
consciousness, like seawater that flows between the strands of a net, is both
Kafka's subject and his technique, As Laura Quinney writes; “His subject is
of such a “magnitude” that it generales a supra-cognitive excess, inundating
and evading aniculation” (Quinney 223). Where convention would allow the
smug satisfaciion of completion, Kafka is driven onward into an “unablissiges
Durchdenken aller Moglichkeiten,” as Jirgen Bom terms it. “Zu einem
Ergebris aber kinnen sic nicht filhren™ (Bom 408). Reasoning. like all
constructs of words, is a barren skeletal frame, a discrete laitice, thal may
outline and interpenetrate, but is always infinitely far from filling space. like
the grid lines on a sheet of graph paper.

Many of Kafka's stories examine and engage in this seemingly futile quest
for the infinite. The hollow precision of reason chases afier the star of firm
reality, never nearing the end, just ns the construction of the Wall never
comes any closer to completion, but only is declared complete. This is the
usual compromise, 8 concession (ofien unacknowledged) 1o blur the vision



Kafka's Geometry 347

and so declare a problem “undersiood,” even though the reality still lies all
within the cracks in our understanding.

Kafkn was oo clearsighted and 100 self-comscious to allow such a
resolution. He craved to grasp reality itself: living, thick, and blooded, not a
dry skeleton. This unfulfillable longing is not only described repeatedly in the
mnfinite geometry of distance, it is expressed in Kafka's compulsion to spin
out his stories endlessly. A story once begun could never be organically whole
and complete. One story he was moderately satisfied with was “Das Urteil
begun and finished in the heat of a single sleepless night, grown with organic
density in the confines of his mind: solid, dense, alive, unlike any mere
concatenation of words. So he wrote in his diary: “Nur so kann geschrichen
werden, nur in einem solchen Zusammenhang, mit solcher vollstindigen
Offnung des Leibes und der Seele™ (TB 461, September 23, 1912) and “Die
Gieschichte ist wie eine regelrechie Geburt mit Schmutz und Schieim bedeckt
aus mir hersusgekommen” (TH 491, February 11, 1913). On the other hand,
when he was contempluous of himself and his work he wrote, “Alles erscheini
mir als Konstruktion [...] Und sinnlos leer bin ich™ (TH 594, November 19,
1913). We ought to consider this lament in light of David Lachterman's thesis
that the essence of “modernism” is the beliel in the mind as fundamentally an
agent of construction (Lachterman, vil-xii, 1-24), Kafka's stories explore the
impossibility of constructing anything (a story perhaps least of all) by mere

This is onc meaning of Walter Benjamin's claim that “Kafkas Figur”
reveals the “Reinheit und [...] eigentiimlicher Schinheit [..] von einem
Gescheilerten.” “Nichis denkwiirdiger ist als die Inbrunst, mit der Kafka sein
Scheitern unterstrichen hat” (Benjamin 201-202). Kafka himself described his
life as a “Wilstenwanderang” (T8 894, January 28, 1922). In an earlier entry
(October 19, 1921) he had explained “Das Wesen des Wiisienwegs” as
follows:

Ein Mensch, der als Volksfilhrer seines Organismus diesen Weg machi, mit

Witterung ftir Kanaan hat er sein Leben lang; daB er das Land ersi vor selmem
Todde sehen wollie, ist unglsubwirdig. Diese betzte Aussicht kann sur den Sinn
haben, darzusicllen, ein wic unvollkommener Augenblick das menschiliche

Leben ist, urvolleommen, well diese A des Lebens endlos dasem kéinnie und
doch wieder nichts ergeben wiinde als ein Augenblick, Nichr weill seim Leben fu
dwry war, bowmt Moses micht nmch Kanaan, soadern weil e efn menschlicher

But Moses was by no means entirely a failure, Though he never reached the
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Promised Land himself, he did glimpse it before his death, and he did lead his
people there. Neither was Kaflea entirely a failure, He recognized the bounds
of his confinement, studied them, suffered because of them, and finally
transcended them.

Kafka's wildemness was the supra-rational domain of parsdox and contra-
diction, manifest in his stories as the almost inobtrusive “wolkige Stelle”
{Benjamin 165) where the world created by literary imagination can touch the
untameable reality. The “cloudy spot,” the coniradiction, the paradox unfolds
like a blossom, growing more compbex and inscrutable with each moment of
contemplation. While not as full and alive as God's creation, it escapes the
flattening comprehension of the merely himan, It is not just any contradiction
or inane mom sequitur that will accomplish this feat. Compare it 1o the
problem of mapping the earth. A flat map of the world is awash in contradic-
tions: a given location may appear both on the extreme lefi and the extreme
right, a single point may be stretched out across the whole top of the map,
and 50 on, Two maps drawn by different projections will disagree in most
paniculars: distances, arcas, cast-west orentation, eic. From all these
contradictions we may infer that the earth is not flat like the map, but has a
higher dimension 10 it. The collection of mutually and intemnally contradictory
ot maps represents the sphere, & no single coberent map could. That India
is reached by sailing east or west from Europe is a geographical paradox, and
by those who were narmowminded it was deemed impossible. But an honest
appraisal of these seermningly contradictory facts leads 1o a higher understand-
ing. As it happens, there is a simple model of the earth, the sphere, which
explains all the contradictions; thus there no longer seems anything mysterious
ghout them. But if we lacked such a model, the flat maps with their
contradictions honestly drawn and accepted would point us toward it. This is
the procedure of modemn geometers as well. A higher-dimensional geometric
space is constructed by defining a collection of Mat, Euclidean sheets which
are said 1o overlap, with contradictions. The contradictions are rigorously
defined so as 1o be logically consistent with one another, There is usually no
picture or model by which to imagine these spaces, but they may be
manipulsed and understood simply as particular sets of spatial contradictions.

Kafka manipulates logical, psychological, verbal, and other contradictions
in a roughly snalogous way, It cannot be known whether he had a clear image
of some higher aspect of the universe in which his paradoxes were resolved
and ceased to be paradoxes, but their coherence and attendant persuasive
power attest (o such a vision, The slories, mere words as they are, canmot
contain the infinite of a living creation, just as a fai sheet of paper cannot
contain a three-dimensional sphere. Rather than Matten reality to fit the logical
structure of words, he projecied it by many contradictory methods, thus
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generating paradoxes and surreal effects. The Mat map s a means of
transmitting information. It is an invitation to reconstruct an implied spherical
surface, using the three-dimensional world available 1o the user, Likewise,
Kanfka's fictions invite us bo reconstruct the world from an otherwdse ankmown
{and indescribable) aspect. Like the mapmaker, Kafka must distort what he
sees o relate it: he must flatten it into words and rational ideas; the
contradictions. however, the “cloudy spats,” invile the reader to reconstruct
the higher reality being described. Kafka's impulse 1o pursue these construc-
tions interminably by logical means i3 the source of many an uncompleted,
uncompleisble story, and many a story with an arbitrary or inconclusive
ending, such as “In der Stralkolonie,” of which Kafka wrote, in a letter o his
publisher (September 4, 1917); “Zwei oder drei Seiten kurz vor ihrem Ende
sind Machwerk, thr Vorhandensein dewtet auf einen ticferen Mangel, es ist da
irgemadwo ein Wurm, der selbst das Volle der Geschichle hohl mache™ {Cited
by Emrich 224). 11 is also the seed of the new world that Kafka imagined, the
source of the new law of life and geometry that he struggled to expound, the
fuel of his fiery imagination in which his “Beweis dessen, dad es unmdglich
ist zu leben™ (E 297) was refined into a proof of life itself, and that “es ein
menschliches Leben war™ (TE B67).
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