SOME REMARKS ON KAFKA’S
FUNNINESS FROM WHICH
PROBABLY NOT ENOUGH

HAS BEEN REMOVED

ONE REASON for my willingness to speak publicly on a subject for
which I am direly underqualified is that it affords me a chance to
declaim for you a short story of Kafka’s that I have given up teaching
in literature classes and miss getting to read aloud. Its English title is
“A Little Fable:

“Alas,” said the mouse, “the world is growing smaller every day. At the
beginning it was so big that I was afraid, I kept running and running,
and I was glad when at last I saw walls far away to the right and left,
but these long walls have narrowed so quickly that I am in the last
chamber already, and there in the corner stands the trap that L must
run into.” “You only need to change your direction,” said the cat, and
ate it up.

For me, a signal frustration in trying to read Kafka with college
students is that it is next to impossible to get them to see that Kafka
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is funny. Nor to appreciate the way funniness i1s bound up with the
power of his stories. Because, of course, great short stories and great
jokes have a lot in common. Both depend on what communications
theorists sometimes call exformation, which is a certain quantity of
vital information removed from but evoked by a communication in
such a way as to cause a kind of explosion of associative connec-
tions within the l"ecipiient.1 This is probably why the effect of both
short stories and jokes often feels sudden and percussive, like the
venting of a long-stuck valve. It’s not for nothing that Kafka spoke
of literature as “a hatchet with which we chop at the frozen seas
inside us.” Nor is it an accident that the technical achievement of
great short stories is often called compression — for both the pres-
sure and the release are already inside the reader. What Kafka
seems able to do better than just about anyone else is to orchestrate
the pressure’s increase in such a way that it becomes intolerable at
the precise instant it is released.

The psychology of jokes helps account for part of the problem
in teaching Kafka. We all know that there is no quicker way to
empty a joke of its peculiar magic than to try to explain it — to
point out, for example, that Lou Costello is mistaking the proper
name Who for the interrogative pronoun who, and so on. And we
all know the weird antipathy such explanations arouse in us, a feel-
ing of not so much boredom as offense, as if something has been
blasphemed. This is a lot like the teacher’s feelings at running a
Kafka story through the gears of your standard undergrad critical
analysis — plot to chart, symbols to decode, themes to exfoliate,
etc. Kafka, of course, would be in a unique position to appreciate
the irony of submitting his short stories to this kind of high-

efficiency critical machine, the literary equivalent of tearing the

! Compare e.g. in this regard the whole “What was the old man in despair about?”-
“Nothing” interchange in the opening pages of Hemingway's “A Clean, Well-Lighted
Place” with water-cooler zingers like “The big difference between a White House intern
and a Cadillac is that not everybody’s been in a Cadillac.” Or consider the single word
“Goodbye” at the end of Vonnegut’s “Report on the Barnhouse Effect” vs. the function of
“The fish!" as a response to “How many surrealists does it take to screw in a lightbulb?”
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