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Letter to Father

Franz Kafka

At that time, and whenever possible at that time, I could have used some encouragement. I was, after all, already weighed down by
your sheer physical presence. I remember, for example, how we often undressed together in the same changing-room. I was skinny,
weakly, slight; you were strong, tall, broad. Even in the changing-room I felt pitiful, and what’s more, not only in your eyes, but in the
eyes of the entire world, for you were for me the standard by which everything was measured. When we stepped out of the
changing-room in front of everyone – I holding your hand, a small skeleton, insecure, barefoot on the planks, afraid of the water,
incapable of copying your swimming strokes, which you, with good intentions but actually to my profound shame, kept on
demonstrating to me – then at such moments I was full of despair and all my bad experiences in all areas tallied marvelously. I felt
happiest when you sometimes undressed first and I could stay in the changing-room alone and postpone the shame of appearing in
public until you at last came looking for me and drove me out of the changing-room. I was grateful to you that you did not appear to
notice my anguish; I was proud, too, of my father’s body. Incidentally, this difference between us still exists much the same today.

Franz Kafka (1883–1924) is best known for his novels The Trial, The Castle, and the novella Metamorphosis. His Letter to Father was
written in 1919 but never sent and it was published posthumously. This excerpt is from Letter to Father (pp. 15–16), translated by
K. Reppin, published by Vitalis 1999.
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