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14:  Kafka and Italy: A New Perspective on 
the Italian Literary Landscape

Saskia Elizabeth Ziolkowski

EXAMINING MODERN ITALIAN LITERATURE is a Kafkaesque endeavor, 
because it is not always entirely clear if it exists. Critics have tended to 

concentrate on movements or smaller trends, such as frammentismo, deca-
dentismo, ermetismo, crepuscularismo, and futurismo, or on particular fig-
ures, such as Luigi Pirandello, Gabriele D’Annunzio, F. T. Marinetti, Italo 
Svevo, and Carlo Emilio Gadda, or on regional clusters of various authors. 
While these approaches have offered a minute anatomy of Italy’s various 
authors and movements, they have also isolated Italian literature from 
larger comparative studies and necessarily excluded certain authors from 
consideration. The broader term “modernism,” meanwhile, which has 
recently been used to describe some modern Italian works,1 frequently 
mischaracterizes the Italian picture.2 This article is part of a larger project 
that aims to map a distinct but unexamined Kafkan tradition in Italian 
modern literature, a tradition that encompasses a more diverse and repre-
sentative group of authors than headings such as frammentismo allow, 
without assimilating the particularity of the Italian scene to a larger mod-
ernist movement.

Reversing the clever conceit of Jorge Luis Borges’s “Kafka and his 
Precursors,” which finds Kafkan presences in the past, this study examines 
Kafka’s presences in his Italian successors. Instead of studying direct influ-
ence, I use Ludwig Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblances to consider 
the Kafkan qualities these modern Italian authors share. From the use of 
animal imagery and oppressive spaces to representations of crises, aliena-
tion, and repressive bourgeois relations, the disparate themes of Kafka’s 
fiction are reflected throughout modern Italian literature. By engaging the 
immense amount of scholarship on Kafka, the project endeavors to revisit 
and refine the critical understanding of twentieth-century Italian literature. 
A Kafkan view of Italian literature incorporates some less well known 
Italian texts that are currently excluded from maps of modern Italian lit-
erature at the same time as it provides new perspectives on canonical 
authors such as Svevo, Gadda, and Italo Calvino. In this article I first out-
line a distinct but unexamined Kafka tradition in Italian literature, which 
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can reshape the critical understanding of Italian modern literature, and 
then provide a more detailed example of how reading Kafka with Italian 
authors enhances the critical understanding of them.

Although critics have called particular attention to Kafka’s rise in fame 
in France, England, and America after the Second World War, his role in 
Italy has been under-examined, despite the fact that he was a critical pres-
ence there well before the war. One Italian Germanist notes that “the first 
non-German notice” of Kafka came from Italy.3 Kafka’s precocious appear-
ance in the Italian literary landscape was due in part to the Austro-
Hungarian and then Italian city of Trieste. The labors of the Triestine 
Roberto “Bobi” Bazlen, in particular, exemplify the city’s role. Bazlen 
recommended Kafka’s works to Italians who wanted to improve their 
German as strikingly early as 1919,4 and to notable Italian authors, such as 
the poet Eugenio Montale in early 1924,5 when one critic estimates that 
Kafka was so little known in the world that only two articles existed that 
referred to his work, both written by his good friend and constant advo-
cate Max Brod.6 Bazlen’s friends and correspondents read like a who’s who 
list of Italian literature, and several of them name the Prague writer as an 
important literary influence. They include Montale, Svevo, Umberto Saba, 
Natalia Ginzburg, Elsa Morante, Giani Stuparich, Alberto Savinio, Alberto 
Moravia, Sandro Penna, Elio Vittorini, Enrico Pea, Aldo Palazzeschi, Pier 
Paolo Pasolini, Giacomo Debenedetti, Carlo Emilio Gadda, and Carlo 
Levi.

Even outside Triestine literary circles, the early instances of Kafka’s 
Italian presence are remarkable. In 1933, the year some of Kafka’s works 
were being burned in Berlin and a couple of years before The Trial (Der 
Process, 1925) came into print in English, Frassinelli brought out an Italian 
translation. In 1947, Alberto Spaini, in the introduction to his translation 
of Amerika: The Missing Person (Der Verschollene, 1927), noted that 
Kafka’s influence was widespread: “For more than ten years we have been 
invaded by kafkaini and by a kafkaismo that critics have not yet identified, 
perhaps because his name would not have meant anything to anyone, but 
which has made Kafka even more popular in Italy than one can imagine.”7 
Spaini’s description of a diffuse “kafkaismo” points to the difficulty of 
uncovering who knew Kafka’s work and when: many of these traces have 
been lost or are impossible to locate in time. Spaini’s comment may refer 
particularly to Dino Buzzati’s vexed relationship with Kafka. When critics 
wrote of Buzzati’s debt to the German-language writer, he responded in 
interviews and in print that he had not known of Kafka’s work until well 
after having written his novels in the early 1940s. These sorts of debates 
often seem to circle around the concern that artistic debt somehow lessens 
the contributions of the later author, automatically making the second 
author secondary. Buzzati’s anxiety that his own work could lose some of 
its originality, its Buzzatiness, if it were revealed to be Kafkaesque may 
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seem misplaced, but it testifies to Kafka’s powerful presence in Italian liter-
ary circles at the time.

The cultural history of Kafka’s reception provides an important back-
ground for the Kafkan reading of modern Italian literature, but questions 
of source and influence are not decisive for the study suggested here. 
Instead of focusing on the positivist question of who read whom and 
when, I wish to emphasize the grounds of the connection and the family 
resemblances between the authors’ works. Rather than replaying the 
debates about whether or not Dino Buzzati was conditioned by Kafka, 
scholars should explore the strong family resemblance between Kafka’s The 
Castle (Das Schloss, 1926) and Buzzati’s Il deserto dei Tartari (The Tartar 
Steppe), a tale of a man who waits in vain for a military invasion; or between 
several of Kafka’s and Buzzati’s short stories, many of which focus on ines-
capable and maddening power structures.

The question of Kafka’s influence on many later writers is less prob-
lematic, since a range of authors, among them Cesare Pavese and Calvino, 
acknowledge Kafka as a particularly fascinating, influential, or beloved 
writer. The richness and variety of Kafka’s presence in Italian literature is 
notable even in just the direct references to him made in Italian works. 
Montale, who, as discussed, was introduced to Kafka early, wrote a 
demanding poem, “Verboten,” which focuses on Kafka.8 Magris’s hard-to-
define Danubio (Danube) (it has been called a novel, a memoir, and a 
travelogue) includes numerous references to Kafka and has a chapter 
“Kierling, Hauptstrasse 187” that moves between the narrator’s experi-
ence in the house in which Kafka died and reflections on Kafka. More 
playful than these two works is Tommaso Landolfi’s short story, “Il babbo 
di Kafka” (“Kafka’s Dad”), published in 1942. The narrator and his friend, 
Kafka, are forced to deal with the appearance of a huge spider that has the 
head of Kafka’s father. These three very different works suggest the various 
ways Italian authors used Kafka in diverse genres and also reveal aspects of 
the Italian literary landscape.

In yet another mode of engagement with Kafka, Primo Levi, the well 
known author of Se questo è un uomo (If This is a Man in England and 
Survival in Auschwitz in America), translated Der Process and begins his 
note to the novel: “So this is it, this is human destiny: we can be persecuted 
and punished for a crime that has not even been committed, which is 
obscure and which will never be revealed to us by the ‘court.’”9 As a 
Holocaust survivor, his reading has striking connotations. Years after 
returning from Auschwitz, Levi enrolled in German courses at Turin’s 
Goethe-Institut and was later asked to translate the novel for an “author 
translating authors” series. He was probably asked to do so partially 
because of the popular idea of Kafka as some sort of prophet of the Shoah. 
A more illuminating reason for Levi’s reaction to the translation project, 
from which he emerged “as from an illness,”10 relates to Ritchie 
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Robertson’s analysis of Kafka’s penetrating portrayals of institutional 
(broadly meant) power, authority, and violence.11 Concentration camps 
are an extreme instance of the way institutions can take over all aspects of 
a private individual’s life, and Kafka’s depiction of oppressive power reso-
nated with Levi.

Kafka’s understanding and literary representations of power as central 
in the family, one’s “first institution,”12 in fact clarifies why a range of Italian 
authors whose works are often set in the home have been described as 
Kafkaesque. Although these three authors have not been considered 
together, the oppressive familial relationships depicted by Elsa Morante in 
Menzogna e sortilegio (House of Liars) can be compared with those depicted 
in Massimo Bontempelli’s Il figlio di due madri (The Son of Two Mothers) and 
in Susanna Tamaro’s “La grande casa bianca” (“The Big White House”). All 
three of these eerie works reveal the intense psychological power that famil-
ial relationships have in that first “institution” of one’s home.

From within the vast panorama of potential Kafkan Italian authors, I 
want to focus on one particular encounter, because it shows how a Kafkan 
lens can illuminate under-studied Italian works and perhaps make them 
part of larger critical conversations. Although Svevo is primarily recog-
nized for his novels, his story “Argo e il suo padrone” (“Argo and His 
Master”) demonstrates connections to Kafka’s “A Report to an Academy” 
(“Ein Bericht für eine Akademie,” 1919). In “A Report” an ape, Rotpeter, 
learns to act like a man and presents a report of his process of becoming 
human. The story has been interpreted in a variety of ways. Rotpeter’s 
process of human assimilation has been read as symbolizing several groups 
who experienced some sort of cultural shift.13 Even when not read alle-
gorically, “A Report” presents  the crisis of human identity. The work con-
tinues to stimulate discussions about animals and their relationship to 
humans, especially in the growing field of animal studies.14 Svevo’s “Argo,” 
on the other hand, has received scant attention, despite its interrogation of 
humans’ perceptions of themselves as “human” and thus separate from 
animals, which could contribute to discussions of species and identity.

In “Argo,” a man attempts to teach Italian to his dog, Argo, after 
reading about an impressively expressive German dog, who, like Rotpeter, 
can “talk like a human being. In fact, rather more intelligently, as they were 
asking its advice. The dog pronounced difficult German words which even 
I would hardly be able to say.”15 The ability of the German dog to learn a 
human language prompts the man to reflect on his own linguistic skills, 
and, in the end, it is he who learns a new tongue. In the first section of 
“Argo” the man relates the process of learning to understand Argo, and 
the remaining sections consist of Argo’s monologues, translated by the 
man. Although in Kafka’s story it is the animal who learns human language 
and in Svevo’s a human who learns to understand his animal, both concen-
trate on the difficulties of communication between species and what this 
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means about knowledge in general, as well as about the essence of being 
human.

Rotpeter’s language acquisition and attempts at being human begin 
with a handshake: “The first thing that I learned was to shake hands; the 
handshake signifies openness. Now, today, at the high point of my career, 
let frank speech be coupled with that first handshake” (KSS, 77).16 Though 
Rotpeter claims that his words exemplify the same openness as his first 
handshake, the reader soon learns that in the beginning Rotpeter did not 
understand the meaning of any of his actions (drinking, smoking); he sim-
ply knew that they might provide an escape. This lack of comprehension 
raises questions about the meaning of the first handshake, whether it was 
merely imitative, or had meaning for the humans but not for Rotpeter, or 
had a different meaning for both Rotpeter and the humans. In addition, it 
can be asked whether the handshake later had meaning for Rotpeter but 
was still viewed as imitative by humans. The same questions about mean-
ing and for whom the act has meaning can be, and have been, asked of 
Rotpeter’s entire report. Does he mean what he says, or is he merely imi-
tating academic discourse? Is his audience sincerely listening to his talk, as 
they would a human’s, or do the audience members consider his words as 
they would any ape’s performance?17 For whom, if anyone, Rotpeter’s 
words have meaning and for whom they are still merely a performance are 
unanswerable questions.

The issue of performativity and the problem of attributing meaning to 
gestures are raised in “Argo” as well. Particularly when contrasted with 
Rotpeter’s handshake, the paw-handshake in “Argo” is revealed as com-
plex and subjective. Argo’s first gesture, once his master decides to teach 
him to speak, is to give him his paw, to “shake hands”: “The stupid animal, 
finding himself assailed by gestures and sounds, mustered his entire wit 
and gave me his paw!” (AM, 166; AP, 98). Argo does what he has been 
trained to do, but now the gesture, instead of being a sign of comprehen-
sion, represents the failure of Argo to understand the master’s efforts: 
“That evening I had my hands full simply ridding him of his bad habit. If 
he were to become human, he would have to forget the gestures of the 
domesticated dog, at which he had stopped as though at the farthest limits 
of his education” (AM, 166; AP, 98). Argo and his master’s means of com-
municating are based on training. Once Argo’s master stops assuming that 
this is the only way they can interact, their relationship begins to change.

The importance of physical gestures and their shifting meanings in the 
two works reveals how even non-verbal communication can be interro-
gated by the inclusion of an animal’s perspective. Both works demonstrate 
that the human concept of other animals’ understanding is primarily due 
to human perspective. For Rotpeter, communication is hindered by human 
and other animals’ established modes of interaction: “The immediate 
source of [Rotpeter’s] confinement is not physical but epistemological; he 
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is held captive by how humans perceive him.”18 Rotpeter is only human if 
he is believed to be. Similarly, Argo’s master, and not Argo, has to change 
in order for him to understand Argo’s communications. The master learns 
to establish a new relationship with Argo as a unique social subject, rather 
than as a dog to be dominated. He refers to his dog as a person and gets 
down on all fours, like a dog, to relate better to him.

Rotpeter portrays himself as unexcited by his new ability to speak. The 
ape narrator of “A Report” learns the language of another species because 
he sees this new kind of communication as the only possible solution to 
his predicament, his only way out. Rotpeter carefully qualifies this deci-
sion: his “way out” was not taken out of any desire to be like humans or 
interact with them — speaking was merely preferable to death. In Svevo’s 
story, the master, as he is referred to throughout the work, does not set 
out to understand Argo but to teach him to speak. His resulting under-
standing is the only possible solution he could find for his situation: “The 
point was to make ourselves understood, and there were two possibilities: 
Argo had to learn my language or I had to learn his” (AM, 167; AP, 99). 
Like Rotpeter, Argo is unenthusiastic about this new ability: “Argo made 
his communications to me meekly and with resignation” (AM, 167; AP, 
99). Rotpeter and Argo are both resigned to communicating with humans. 
This accomplishment, which in both stories is the subject of public atten-
tion and much human interest, is not valued especially by the animal 
participants.

Animals’ estimation of humans is not as high as humans’ estimation of 
themselves. Much of what Rotpeter and Argo reveal about human behav-
ior is hard to interpret positively. “A Report” and “Argo” represent the 
process of learning to communicate with humans as brutal. Rotpeter, who 
struggles to imitate humans only so that he can leave the cage that cuts 
into his flesh, is burned during his attempts to learn. Argo is repeatedly 
hurt without reason, and the master portrays how he attempts to motivate 
Argo with violence. The works interrogate the divide humans often assume 
between bestial animals and humane humans.

Not only are human experiences made strange by the animal’s perspec-
tive, but attention is also drawn to the similarities between human animals’ 
and other animals’ actions. The human handshake, both an expression of 
politeness and a greeting, is exposed in “Argo” as a basic physical gesture 
similar to ones that other species employ, just as dogs smell one another: 
“Men are much simpler animals than dogs, because they smell more than 
dogs and do so more readily. When one man meets another, they touch 
hands and don’t seem to worry about what lies behind the other man’s 
hand. Argo, on the other hand, when he meets another dog, cautiously 
advances the toothed end of his own body towards the untoothed end of 
the other’s body and sniffs” (AM, 182; AP, 112). Argo contrasts man’s 
seemingly detached shaking of hands with the series of ways in which his 
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own greeting might unfold, an array which could include — (depending 
on the other dog) — the leading to a fight and the smell of its “untoothed” 
parts. All the rituals of social interactions are open to investigation in light 
of the outsider-perspective of an animal.

“Argo” expresses more clearly than “A Report” the similarities 
between humans and other animals, partially since the voice of a dog, 
Argo, is the focus of a large portion of the work, whereas only Rotpeter 
the person, not Rotpeter the ape, communicates with his human audience. 
In both works, though, this communication is compromised and ques-
tioned. “A Report” often highlights the instability of language by drawing 
attention to the language being used and to problems of expression.19 
Although Rotpeter may be mocking the academic language often used in 
talks, his phrasing also emphasizes that meaning is fluid, that words con-
struct a particular reality, and that the reader or listener may not always 
understand what is intended. Rotpeter consistently underscores that lan-
guage merely approximates what he is trying to express. This philosophical 
problem is aggravated by his condition of having been an ape: “Naturally, 
today I can only try to express my apish feelings of the time in human 
words, and so I misstate them” (KSS, 79).20 The ape cannot discuss his 
animal experience, because human language lacks the proper vocabulary. 
As opposed to representing the ape’s thoughts in human language, Kafka’s 
story leaves openly unknowable what humans cannot know, animal life. 
Martin Puchner observes:

Kafka thus does not attempt, through sympathy, to represent the ape 
as ape, supposedly freed from all anthropological machines. As a 
human writing for other humans about apes, that would be impossi-
ble or naive. Instead, his story reveals the animal as a kind of gap, a 
gap between the ape’s mode of appearance, which is necessarily 
anthropomorphic — using human language, modes of address, and 
forms of communication — and the ape’s life, the unrepresentable life 
which Rotpeter is trying to save by all means.21

Svevo constructs a similar “gap” in his story. Although it does repre-
sent an animal’s point of view, these impressions are problematized because 
they are translated by a man, whose grasp of their meaning is imperfect. 
All the common problems of translation — lexical, syntactical, and herme-
neutic — are compounded by the differences in species. Further compli-
cating the transmission of Argo’s thoughts, Argo’s oral communications 
are transcribed into writing. Since Argo dies before the work is finished, 
the master is also translating from a lost language, so there is no way to 
verify his translations. The language is as foreign as a language could pos-
sibly be. Though the master claims that the “general sense” (AM, 167; AP, 
99) was not affected by his misunderstandings, several moments of the 
narrative reveal the difference that a word can make. Although it is unlikely, 
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the reader will never know, for instance, since Argo cannot be asked, if the 
master was perhaps “sniffing” a woman he had encountered: “My master 
had stopped to chat with a woman. [Argo asserts at this point that I 
‘sniffed’ the lady, but this is untrue and I do not hesitate to amend his 
statement. Moreover, the lady was getting on in years]” (AM, 175; AP, 
105–6). The master appears to resist the idea that Argo thought he was 
flirting with the woman. His parenthetical remarks remind the reader that 
the master is not an unbiased translator of Argo’s words. The narrator’s 
comments on his changing of Argo’s wording highlights how differently 
Argo perceives the world, how language reflects these differences, and how 
little a reader can trust a translation of his language.

Svevo’s tale contains impenetrable sentences, and the reader cannot be 
sure if the opacity indicates that Argo’s thinking is difficult for a human to 
understand, Argo’s master has misunderstood, or Argo’s master has mis-
translated Argo’s words. Readers of “Argo” and “A Report” are placed in 
a tenuous interpretive position, not knowing when the words expressed 
accurately represent what has occurred, or even the true feelings of the dog 
or ape speaker. The stories portray something that “defeats our ordinary 
capacity to get our minds around reality, that is, our capacity to capture 
reality in language. That dislodges us from comfortably inhabiting our 
nature as speaking animals, animals who can make sense of things in the 
way the capacity to speak enables us.”22 Both works raise questions about 
what lies beyond human comprehension.

Argo and his master’s communication is based, not on anthropomor-
phizing — in fact it resists anthropomorphism — but on relating to the 
animal. Argo even “caninizes” human behavior. Assuming that his master 
perceives the world in the same way he does, Argo believes that his mas-
ter’s most important sense is smell and, because he smells less attentively 
than Argo, that his master has an even more acute sense of smell: “But my 
master walks in the middle of the road without taking a single step aside 
to enjoy the smells. His senses are more powerful than Argo’s and he 
doesn’t need to go near to enjoy them” (AM, 178; AP, 109). Argo 
believes that all creatures, from humans to birds, perceive as he does. While 
this may be a cause for amusement, this cynocentrism also asks the reader 
to consider anthropocentrism and the distortions of anthropomorphism.

The dog in “Argo” and Rotpeter in “A Report” are certainly not the 
first communicating dog and ape of literature, but these stories of “realisti-
cally” communicating animals and descriptions of how they came to com-
municate set them apart from animal tales of other authors.23 Both stories 
preclude readers from feeling as if they have truly understood an animal’s 
worldview. Unlike most other stories of talking animals, the animals’ trans-
formations are not based on fantastic situations. Nothing unnatural — no 
witchcraft as in Cervantes’s “A Dogs’ Colloquy,” no scientific experiments 
as in Mikail Bulgahov’s Heart of a Dog, no mysterious circumstances as in 
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E. T. A. Hoffmann’s “Report of an Educated Young Man” — cause the 
animals to speak or be understood. Rather, the isolation of Svevo’s narra-
tor and Rotpeter plays an important part in what enables Argo’s owner and 
Rotpeter to master the others’ language. While Rotpeter is taken from his 
home and caged, Argo’s master is banished to a mountain and scorned by 
the small community of people that lives there. Separated from their own 
species, Rotpeter and Argo’s master are more likely to learn to communi-
cate with another species. While the success of the transformation may be 
partially due to the particular characters of those involved, it is not difficult 
to imagine another bored master learning to understand his dog or 
another trapped ape imitating and “becoming” human. This repeatable, or 
ordinary, element of the species’ changes distinguishes both stories from 
most tales of talking animals. The stories are constructed so as to appear as 
plausible as possible. Indeed, “Argo” describes a situation that has been 
the focus of numerous studies in the past few years: human beings attempt-
ing to understand dog language.24

Dogs and apes are perhaps given the fictional power of speech espe-
cially often in literature because of their closeness to mankind, in two 
senses of the word “close” (man’s best friend and man’s precursor, respec-
tively). This increased closeness can break down further barriers between 
the species. As Giorgio Agamben has discussed in detail in The Open: Man 
and Animal, this corrosion creates uncertainty: “When the difference van-
ishes and the two terms (man and animal) collapse upon each other — as 
seems to be happening today — the difference between being and noth-
ing, licit and illicit, divine and demonic also fades away, and in its place 
something appears for which we seem to lack even a name.”25 As with 
many of the current debates on animal perception, Kafka and Svevo’s real-
istic, talking animals create communicative confusion and raise the ques-
tion of what it means to be human. Their works are early twentieth-century 
examples of a modernist crisis that has gained more attention in the late 
twentieth-and early twenty-first century.

Svevo’s wife claimed that Kafka was Svevo’s “last literary love.”26 
Many date his reading of Kafka to 1927, a year before his death, while the 
few scholars who have compared the writers’ work in detail often posit an 
earlier date, partially because Kafka’s “The Judgment” (“Das Urteil”), 
published in 1913, and “The Death of My Father,” a chapter of Svevo’s 
Zeno’s Conscience, contain strikingly similar scenes.27 Although the rela-
tionship between Kafka’s “A Report” and Svevo’s “Argo” is not histori-
cally verifiable,28 the fascinating connections between the stories offer one 
example of the riches to be found in engaging Kafka’s work and criticism 
with readings of Italian works. The problematic historical connections 
between Italian authors and Kafka have discouraged scholars from working 
on the connections between Kafka and early twentieth-century Italian lit-
erature, but an examination of Italian modern literature in a Kafkan key 
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can help draw attention to Italian works, like “Argo,” whose ‘Kafkan’ 
qualities are one of the reasons they should be read and considered.

Whereas several scholars have examined what Kafka took from his 
Italian experiences,29 few have scrutinized what Kafka gave to Italy and its 
literature.30 A Kafkan line of exploration helps to refine and broaden the 
critical understanding of Italian modern literature. The topics of study are 
as varied as what makes Kafka modern, from alienated figures to surreal 
encounters to claustrophobic rooms to crises of identity. Ritchie Robertson’s 
observation in 1992 that “Kafka studies form a good barometer for the 
development of literary studies in general”31 continues to be true, as the 
importance of Kafka in the growing field of animal studies attests. The vast 
international audience and immense body of Kafka criticism stand in great 
contrast to those of most Italian modernist literary works. Italian literary 
criticism is often isolated from, and therefore sometimes lags behind, other 
literary studies. A study of Italian literature that includes Kafka and Kafka 
criticism can help engage Italian literature in larger critical debates, as well 
as add to them.

Comparative studies of modern European literature often relegate 
Italian literature to a brief mention or addendum. When cited, Italian 
authors are regularly compared, generally to their disadvantage, with 
French and English-language ones; and authors like Svevo, Gadda, and 
Luigi Pirandello are frequently omitted from the canon of modern writers, 
in which James Joyce, Marcel Proust, and Kafka generally reside. While 
Kafka has been mobilized and deployed in discourses on minor and world 
literature, this project uses him instead to examine the dimensions of an 
often questioned and ignored literary formation. This investigation of a 
Kafkan tradition, which draws attention to unnoted aspects of well-known 
Italian authors and some lesser-studied ones, suggests one way to con-
struct a possible identity of modern Italian literature.

Notes

1 See, for instance, Robert Dombroski, “The Foundations of Italian Modernism: 
Pirandello, Svevo, Gadda,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Italian Novel, ed. 
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