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Prelude: on deconstruction

Deconstructing Harry

▶ Harry Block is a writer “who is too neurotic to
function well in life and can only function in
art”.

▶ Harry deconstructs Harry:
1. The character has a “fragmented, disjointed

existence”;
2. his writing about himself is orderly and calm;
3. deconstructing the character yields a

fragmented yet calm version of himself.

▶ Deconstruction is an existential method
which help finding profound happiness
underneath the apparent sadness!

Woody Allen 1997
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Prelude: on deconstruction

− (Harry to Fay) We go back a long way... We were friends.

− (Larry to Fay) Yeah. We both wanted to be Kafka. (To Harry) You got
slightly closer than I.

− (Harry to Fay) Yeah: I became the insect.

− (Laughs)
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The great beetle debate

The opening line of the Metamorphosis

Kafka’s opening

▶ Here is the opening line of The Metamorphosis:
Als Gregor Samsa eines Morgens aus unruhigen Träumen erwachte,

fand er sich in seinem Bett zu einem ungeheueren Ungeziefer verwandelt.

▶ And Joachim Neugroschel’s translation in (Kafka 1915):
One morning, upon awakening from agitated dreams, Gregor Samsa

found himself, in his bed, transformed into a monstrous vermin.

▶ In (Nabokov 1980), Nabokov asks: what kind of vermin has poor Gregor
turned into?
▶ Everybody agrees that must be some sort of insect.
▶ But: What kind of insect?
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The great beetle debate

Non-starters

Non-starters

▶ Gregor is indeterminate in the fiction.
▶ At best, we should say that he is under-determinate.

▶ Kafka’s intentions do not help:
▶ In a letter to his editor (April 2, 1913) after receiving the proofs of his story

Kafka insisted: “the insect itself cannot be depicted” (das Insekt selbst kann
nicht gezeichnet werden)

▶ (Barker 2021: 205) makes an interesting comment about this letter:

This is a telling comment, especially in an era which delighted in the
detailed representation of biological minutiae (Haeckel’s Welträtsel is typ-
ical). Kafka does not veto a representation of the creature (he would in
that case have written “darf nicht gezeichnet werden”), but stresses rather
how the “insect” of his imagination is incapable of being depicted (“kann
nicht gezeichnet werden”).

▶ So, what has Gregor turned into?
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The great beetle debate

Nabokov’s argument

(Nabokov 1980)’s argument

1. Intuitive reading: Gregor is a giant cockroach.
2. Counter-argument:

▶ Entomological data: Cockroaches are flat on both sides and have long legs.
▶ Fictional data: Gregor is manifestly round, back and belly, and he has short

legs.1

3. Entomological reading: Gregor is a giant beetle.

▶ This argument is termed “the great beetle debate” in (Friend 2011):
▶ Stacie opposes the intuitive reading (Smith’s) and the entomological reading

(Nabokov’s).
▶ In the context of a debate, both are forced to justify their readings.
▶ Note1: In principle, one could think of other readings:

▶ A bedbug (Moncrieff [trans.] 2014); a woodlouse (Barker 2021: 207); ...
▶ Note2: Nabokov was a reknown lepidopterist (hence entomologist).

1Evidence: He has enormous difficulties turing on it’s belly in the opening scene.
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The great beetle debate

Nabokov’s argument

Assessing Nabokov’s argument

▶ Nabokov’s argument, if valid, is enthymematic:
▶ One needs to motivated the extra-premise according to which the

entomological data is relevant and combines smoothly with the fictional data.
▶ One can argue against Nabokov on both grounds:

1. The details of entomology is irrelevant, and Kafka’s reader is not supposed
to know anything special about entomology to appreciate his work.

2. Even if entomology was relevant, there is an upper limit to the scientific
knowledge to bring into the fiction: beyond that limit, inconsistencies
appear when combined with explicit fictional data.
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Against Nabokov

Irrelevant entomology

Irrelevant entomology

▶ What kind of beetle?
▶ “Beetles are by far the largest order of insects: the roughly 400,000

species make up about 40% of all insect species so far described, and
about 25% of all animals.”2

▶ As J.B.S. Haldane put it: “The Creator, if He exists, has a special preference
for beetles.”

▶ Here are a few from (Capinera 2008):

2Wikipedia contributors. (2022, September 3). Beetle. In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia.
Retrieved 13:39, September 19, 2022, from
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Beetle&oldid=1108205421.
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Against Nabokov

Irrelevant entomology

As for cockroaches: more than 4000 species...
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Against Nabokov

Irrelevant entomology

Worse...

Diploptera punctata (the Pacific beetle
cockroach) – mimic of brown beetles

Prosoplecta (cockroaches) – mimic of
ladybird beetles

Some species of cockroaches evolved to mimic beetles
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Against Nabokov

Entomology ad absurdum

Entomology ad absurdum

▶ Even if entomological knowledge was relevant to reading the
Metamorphosis, it does not combine smoothly with the fictional data:
▶ In (Haldane 1926), we learn that “while vertebrates carry the oxygen from

the gills or lungs all over the body in the blood, insects take air directly to
every part of their body by tiny blind tubes called tracheae which open to
the surface at many different points.”

▶ As a consequence of this breathing mechanism, “hardly any insects are
much more than half an inch thick.”

▶ So, entomology tells us that if Gregor was an insect the size of a dog...
▶ ... he would suffocate.
▶ And that is incompatible with what is explicitly true in the fiction.
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Free imagination: a practical problem

Why should we care?
▶ The GBD is a problem about elucidation, following (Friend 2017)’s

tripartite distinction:
▶ Elucidation: “to determine what is going on in the storyworld, what is ‘true

in the story’.”
▶ Explication: “the element of interpretation for which talk of meaning makes

the most sense, as it aims to gloss particular words, phrases, sentences, and
passages in context.”

▶ Thematic interpretation: to identify the themes and theses of a fiction
considered as a whole.

▶ Distinction:
▶ Substantial elucidation: the result of the elucidation problem feeds into the

other kinds of interpretations.
▶ Trivial elucidation: the result of the elucidation problem is independent

from the other kinds of interpretations.
▶ Note: philosophers generally like cases of trivial elucidation while

literary theorists like cases of substantial elucidation.3
3Nabokov’s master stroke consists in arguing that the GBD is in fact a substantial case of

elucidation, despite appearances to the contrary.
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Free imagination: a practical problem

Taking stock

▶ We have looked at the GBD as a theoretical problem: a problem about the
interpretation of the Metamorphosis
▶ What counts as true in the fiction?
▶ How do we know?
▶ Is there a fact of the matter?

▶ My (non-exhaustive) discussion of Nabokov’s argument is aporetic: we
shall never know the ultimate nature of Gregor’s.
▶ And so maybe this is uninteresting.

▶ Csq: there is some room for the reader’s freedom.
▶ One should freely imagine the details.
▶ That is in line with intuition.

▶ This csq can be seen as an interesting empirical claim, i.e. free
imagination exists.
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Free imagination: a practical problem

The GBD as a practical problem

▶ Instead of looking at Nabokov’s argument in the abstract, one can look at
practical problems which are connected to the elucidation problem.

▶ These come from adaptations of the story. It is useful to distinguish
between 2 very different types of adaptations:

1. Translations;
2. Adaptations to non-linguistic media.

▶ Normative claim: A good adaptation of Kafka’s the Metamorphosis is one
that respects the reader’s freedom that we identified above.
▶ Equivalently, a bad adaptation is one which disrespects the reader’s freedom,
▶ i.e. in which there is a definite answer to the elucidation problem (“What

kind of creature is Gregor?”)
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Outlines of a theory of adaptations applied to Gregor

Translations

Translations

From wikipedia “The Metamorphosis”

▶ In French: “insecte” (Bernard Lortholary); “vermine” (Alexandre
Vialatte); “cancrelat” (Claude David)

▶ (Barker 2021: 198): “It is a reflection both of its enduring appeal and of
its intractability that few short prose narratives have been so often
translated as Franz Kafka’s Die Verwandlung (1915)”
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Outlines of a theory of adaptations applied to Gregor

Translations

As Susan Bernofsky observes4: “the epithet ungeheueres Ungeziefer in
the opening sentence poses one of the greatest challenges to the translator”,
and from the outset they have recognized a choice between two main options .
The first, and probably simpler, was instigated by the Muirs (1948). Al-
though almost certainly unaware that their usage mirrors Kafka’s, they
replace his non-specific “Ungeziefer” with something more definable, an “insect”.

This then became the preferred gambit for most subsequent translators.
The other option, chosen by Lloyd, was to hold true to Kafka’s text, and
translate “Ungeziefer” with “vermin”. This, however, raises a syntactical

problem: because “vermin”, like “Ungeziefer”, is an uncountable noun, Kafka’s
original combination of indefinite article + adjective + noun is not available in
English usage. In order to mirror Kafka’s choice of vocabulary, the syntax has to
be adapted. Lloyd’s solution is to write “a monstrous kind of vermin”. A further
option, and the most radical, is that first adopted by Stanley Corngold in 1972.
He translates “ein ungeheures Ungeziefer” with the literal, but ungrammatical,
“a monstrous vermin”. In so doing, he places his work in a school of thought
which has long held that readers of translated texts should be reminded of the
‘foreignness’ of their source. (Barker 2021: 206)

4In “On Translating Kafka’s ‘The Metamorphosis’” (2014).
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Outlines of a theory of adaptations applied to Gregor

Adaptations to non-linguistic media

Varieties of visual media

▶ The Metamorphosis has been adapted as:
▶ films;
▶ telefilms;
▶ comics;
▶ video games;
▶ operas;
▶ dancing;
▶ ...

▶ Main (trivial) claim: The constraints and possibilities of each medium
are different, so there is no general recipe for adapting “free
imagination”.

▶ I’ll focus on prima facie extreme cases.
▶ Book covers
▶ Ballet
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Adaptations to non-linguistic media
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Adaptations to non-linguistic media
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Adaptations to non-linguistic media
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Adaptations to non-linguistic media
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Outlines of a theory of adaptations applied to Gregor

Adaptations to non-linguistic media

Book covers: no direct representation
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Adaptations to non-linguistic media

Arthur Pita’s ballet (2011)

Photo: Tristram Kenton
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Outlines of a theory of adaptations applied to Gregor

Adaptations to non-linguistic media

Israel Galván (flamenco dancer) describes Gregor:
When I read Kafka, I imagined how

the insect would dance. I considered some
change in dancing techniques, so that I could
reach a new way of moving one’s body. It
came from the fact that I was considered a
“strange animal” (“un bicho raro”) in my
family. On the other hand, as if to play, I
began to see other dancers as insects... I clas-
sified dancers. For instance Mario Maya was
the praying mantis , Farruco the scorpion ,

Enrique el Cojo the beetle , El Guïto and Vi-
cente Escudero other insects... For “La Meta-
morfosis”, I based myself on Mario Maya,
Enrique el Cojo, El Guïto et Farruco.a

aIn “Entretien avec Israel Galván” 2016, par Chantal Maria
Albertini.

Photo: Hugo Gumiel
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