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What should we call this strange and brilliant display of metaphorical power and linguistic artistry? What should we name this 111 page journey through a stunning mix of the mad and the mundane, the magic and the electro-magnetic, the paternal and the perverse?  

Bruno Schulz’s short but captivating work reminds us, re-introduces us to the Kafkaesque, the surreal and the macabre.  The story, such as it is, starts with a brilliantly sunny day and a kind of cornucopia of the farmer’s art  delivered to the family and the reader by Adela, the Francoise of this distinctly un-Proustian family.  

The narrator, to continue the analogy with The Search for Lost Time, is however more a papa’s boy than a mama’s boy and it is through his apparent great love and certainly greater even appreciation of his father as a great poet, thinker, imaginer and conjurer that the story moves from one impossibility or improbability to the next. 

We meet a family early on in the novel; a mother, a father and a brother.  We meet Adela who seems to do everything in the household and begins the story “Like Pamona emerging from the flames of day, spilling from her basket the colorful beauty of the sun.”  Throughout the rest of this work there are references, recallings, summonings of ancient mythology and pre-Socratic philosophy – particularly Heraclitus, he of the famous misquote “You can’t step into the same river twice.” 

On we go into the town, Market Square and its people. Their apartment, a seemingly huge jumble of Dostoeyevskian rooms, “Nobody knew exactly how many rooms we had in our apartment” and an attic full of fantastic and colorful birds from everywhere else in the world – Father’s art in brilliant feathers, later to be put to real flight by the vengeful broom of Adela.  

Everywhere the nameless narrator (In fact the whole family is nameless except for father who is Jacob) takes us is a mixture of the mundane and the magical, the insignificant and the remarkable, the beautiful and the dangerous. Nothing is merely as it seems.  Or, perhaps more accurately the apparent and the ordinary are presented to the reader as scintillating and wholly fascinating as if in each scene we are seeing into the very heart of ontology. 

In this apartment “large cockroaches” pay homage to Franz Kafka as Father comes down to the fabric shop workers ‘ rooms with his candle casting the insects’  huge shadows on the walls. Father later does his own version of K’s Metamorphosis as he moves from one strange state to the next, including being a giant roach – the artist’s journey of learning a nasty, unappreciated  one indeed.  What most would call a descent into madness, his son calls the life of a great poet.  He calls him the Demiurge, the producer, the creator…in the original Greek it meant a craftsman working for the public good.  To Plato and some pre-Socratics and others, the Demiurge is the one who fashions and maintains the physical universe. In one scene, Father is now the Demiurge emptying his chamber pot “with a masterful gesture” out an upstairs window into the darkness below.  Almost funny, almost pathetic, definitely fascinating. 

Perhaps the most memorable chapter of this book is Birds. Father has developed a new hobby and new obsession.  He imports birds’ eggs from all over the world and has local hens sit on them till they hatch.  The attic fills up with an ornithological menagerie; condors, pheasants, peacocks  “fill the rooms with colors, with splashes of crimson, strips of sapphire, verdigris, and silver. “ One day, for spring cleaning, Adela arrives with her broom “like a furious maenad protected by the whirlwind of her thyrsus, she danced the dance of destruction.”  

Father is robbed of throne and kingdom. He is a broken man, says his almost always admiring son. He says his father was “that fencing master of imagination…only now do I understand the lonely hero who alone had waged war against the fathomless, elemental boredom that strangled the city.” He says “he was defending the lost cause of poetry.” 

Father’s great power, as demonstrated in Tailors’ Dummies and Treatise on Tailors’ Dummies, Or The Second Book of Genesis, is such that “in contact with that great man, all things reverted, as it were, to the roots of their existence, rebuilt their outward appearance anew from their metaphysical core, returned to the primary idea…to turn into the Regions of the Great Heresy.” 

Father notes in his lectures, if you will, to the seamstresses, “The Demiurge has had no monopoly of creation, for creation is the privilege of all spirits.”  Then very oddly he says: “Matter has been given infinite fertility, inexhaustible vitality, and, at the same time, a seductive power of temptation which invites us to create as well.”  Later in the same lecture he says “Matter is the most passive and most defenseless essence in the cosmos. Anyone can mold it, shape it; it obeys everybody.” 

These are comments worthy of a Hegel or Fauerbach, not a tailor or a mock-ornithologist.  Father thinks like Parmenides, acts like a fool.  As if he were Nietsche he says: “In one word, we wish to create man a second time – in the shape and semblance of a tailors’ dummy.”  

Adela enters into one of these lectures and sits between the two seamstresses and lifts up here skirt. She stretches out a leg covered in black silk; she stretches it out “like a serpent’s head.” She sits like that throughout the scene.  Father takes a step, drops to his knees, deflated by Adela the dominatrix. What have we here? Kraft-Ebbing? Jung giving Freud a run for his money?  This scene, similar to the cover art by Schulz on the Penguin edition, is one of many that suggest the predatory, the perverse and the voyeuristic in people. Recall the image of the wind taking over the town in the early pages of The Comet. Chimney sweeps fanatasize that the wind might be powerful enough to “open for them for a moment the lids of roofs over the alcoves of young girls and close them again immediately on the great stormy book of the city – providing them with breathtaking reading matter for many days and nights.” 

 
Throughout the novel there is a kind of search, an insistence on the mythical, for the enormously significant in the utterly ordinary. Again, Father near the end of the Tailors’ Dummies – Continuation says to his three women audience, Adela, Poldy and Pauline, “Ancient, mythical tribes used to embalm their dead. The walls of their houses were filled with bodies and heads immured in them; a father would stand in the corner of the living room – stuffed , the tanned skin of a deceased wife would serve as a mat under the table. I knew a certain sea captain who had in his cabin a lamp, made by Malayan embalmers from the body of his murdered mistress. On her head she wore enormous antlers.”  A few sentences later we hear of Father’s own brother whose fate is to be turned into a bundle of rubber tubing. “Can there be anything sadder than a human being changed into the rubber tube of an enema?” he asks.  Adela stops this macabre discourse with her finger pointing to Father who retreats again. 

Next chapter and we move about as far away from such musings as possible with the arrival Nimrod, a puppy named after the mighty warrior, the grandson of Noah. The puppy shows “a loving, tender curiosity that was identical with self-revelation.”  Another tale ending with the eternal cockroach intimidating, educating a dog. 

In Cinnamon Shops, which was the original title of the book, the narrator recalls his magic night touring splendid houses and riding in a horse-drawn cab under a stunning night sky with a fabulous moon. He talks to the horse after the ride. The horse talks back. “My dearest, I did it for you,” says the horse.  A few sentences later, the boy says his father has probably forgotten about his missing wallet at the theater and, tellingly, “as for my mother, I did not much care.”  

The Street of Crocodiles chapter itself revolves around an area of the city – which is the entire physical world of the novel as it largely was for Schulz – that might be called Walmart Town.  It’s “pseudo-Americanism, grafted onto the old, crumbling core of the city.” The narrator and seemingly most of the population considers The Street of Crocodiles a place that is at once boring and degraded. One wandering through the area would find the experience “as sterile and pointless as the excitement produced by a close study of pornographic albums.”  The district “was a concession of our city to modernity.”   That would be modernity typified by the end of the Twenties and the depths of the great Depression, since this book came out in 1934.  One wonders what Schulz might say today about us and today’s modernity.

Schulz’s indebtedness to Kafka is clear in much of this work, perhaps most clearly when we read of Father’s nearly complete metamorphosis into the cockroach world.  His son insists, however that the stuffed condor is actually Father.  By then in the novel, one’s reaction might be “Why not?” 

Finally, The Comet comes and Father’s philosophy explains batteries in a unique way while “The moon, that most inventive transmogrifier” lights up the sky.  “It was the age of electricity and mechanics and a whole swarm of inventions was showered on the world by the resourcefulness of human genius.” 

Father’s philosophy enters again with his attempt to add Haraclitus and his “panta rei” to what Faraday and others have wrought.  Everything flows and “ It was not man who had broken into the laboratory of nature, but nature that had drawn him into its machinations.”  Father is a complete and extreme materialist.  

One cannot leave this book without recalling the fate, the electro-apotheosis of Uncle Edward. Father has reduced him to his essence and installed him as a kind of dry cell battery strip in parts of the staircase wall. Push a button and Uncle Edward makes a sound that his wife found so interesting “she could not stop herself from pushing the button quite often.”  Again, a mixture of the macabre, the impossible, the mundane and even the humorous in this most odd event. 

Clearly Schulz was a fan of Kafka. He was also much influenced by Thomas Mann and Sacher-Masoch, author of Venus in Furs. We get the word masochism from this author. The book is a study of female frigidity. He was also quite up on Jung and Freud and psychoanalysis.  And as I noted earlier he was knowledgeable about ancient Greek philosophy as well. 

“Another record card in the immense archives of the sky.”  This last line encapsulates the novel completely.  Schulz seems to be saying that modern civilization itself, whether of the old town or the new, does not recognize, and does not allow the imagination to live let alone grow. Civilization itself has outlawed all manner of mythology, banished all the gods, and reduced us to economics. 
Father refuses to go along. He insists on his right to flirt with what most would call insanity. His wife sees an aging, declining, deranged old man. His whole family ignores him for a while. His son recognizes a genius, a poet, a myth-maker, The Demiurge.  

Main characters? Clearly the narrator/son, his father and the ever-capable Adela. Others come to mind as well. I think however, another main character is neither human nor dummy nor dog nor birds. The other main character is language, The Word.  Words themselves and their amazing ability, when crafted by such an artist, to seek out, find and demonstrate the ever-present potential for the mythical in human life and existence itself. 

Words function as an almost living entity in this novel. They function in ways some would call escapist, others almost irrelevant, still others too difficult. Yet, it is the language itself in this slim masterpiece that presents the time-space continuum of the story and the people and things in it. Schulz’s poetic prose carries us along like a magic carpet and gives our minds a tour not unlike the son’s phantasmagorical journey with the talking horse.  

Schulz’s prose is dazzling, his metaphors colorful and astoundingly imaginative. His writing is a veritable cascade of beautiful terminology.  In so many seemingly insignificant corners, he finds a demand for the poetic, a spawning ground for insights about us and the world.  



