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Two Short Parables 
By Franz Kafka 

 

 

An Imperial Message   
 

The Emperor—so they say—has sent a message, 

directly from his deathbed, to you alone, his pathetic 

subject, a tiny shadow which has taken refuge at the 

furthest distance from the imperial sun. He ordered the 

herald to kneel down beside his death bed and 

whispered the message to him. He thought it was so 

important that he had the herald repeat it back to him. 

He confirmed the accuracy of the verbal message by 

nodding his head. And in front of the entire crowd of 



those who have come to witness his death—all the 

obstructing walls have been broken down and all the 

great ones of his empire are standing in a circle on the 

broad and high soaring flights of stairs—in front of all 

of them he dispatched his herald. The messenger started 

off at once, a powerful, tireless man. Sticking one arm 

out and then another, he makes his way through the 

crowd. If he runs into resistance, he points to his breast 

where there is a sign of the sun. So he moves forward 

easily, unlike anyone else. But the crowd is so huge; its 

dwelling places are infinite. If there were an open field, 

how he would fly along, and soon you would hear the 

marvelous pounding of his fist on your door. But 

instead of that, how futile are all his efforts. He is still 

forcing his way through the private rooms of the 

innermost palace. He will never win his way through. 

And if he did manage that, nothing would have been 

achieved. He would have to fight his way down the 

steps, and, if he managed to do that, nothing would 

have been achieved. He would have to stride through 

the courtyards, and after the courtyards the second 

palace encircling the first, and, then again, stairs and 

courtyards, and then, once again, a palace, and so on for 

thousands of years. And if he finally did burst through 

the outermost door—but that can never, never 

happen—the royal capital city, the centre of the world, 

is still there in front of him, piled high and full of 

sediment. No one pushes his way through here, 



certainly not with a message from a dead man. But you 

sit at your window and dream to yourself of that 

message when evening comes. 

 

 
 

 

Before the Law   
 

Before the law sits a gatekeeper. To this 

gatekeeper comes a man from the country who asks to 

gain entry into the law. But the gatekeeper says that he 

cannot grant him entry at the moment. The man thinks 

about it and then asks if he will be allowed to come in 

sometime later on. “It is possible,” says the gatekeeper, 



“but not now.” The gate to the law stands open, as 

always, and the gatekeeper walks to the side, so the 

man bends over in order to see through the gate into the 

inside. When the gatekeeper notices that, he laughs and 

says: “If it tempts you so much, try going inside in spite 

of my prohibition. But take note. I am powerful. And I 

am only the lowliest gatekeeper. But from room to 

room stand gatekeepers, each more powerful than the 

last. I cannot endure even one glimpse of the third.” 

The man from the country has not expected such 

difficulties: the law should always be accessible for 

everyone, he thinks, but as he now looks more closely 

at the gatekeeper in his fur coat, at his large pointed 

nose and his long, thin, black Tartar’s beard, he decides 

that it would be better to wait until he gets permission 

to go inside. The gatekeeper gives him a stool and 

allows him to sit down at the side in front of the gate. 

There he sits for days and years. He makes many 

attempts to be let in, and he wears the gatekeeper out 

with his requests. The gatekeeper often interrogates him 

briefly, questioning him about his homeland and many 

other things, but they are indifferent questions, the kind 

great men put, and at the end he always tells him once 

more that he cannot let him inside yet. The man, who 

has equipped himself with many things for his journey, 

spends everything, no matter how valuable, to win over 

the gatekeeper. The latter takes it all but, as he does so, 

says, “I am taking this only so that you do not think you 



have failed to do anything.” During the many years the 

man observes the gatekeeper almost continuously. He 

forgets the other gatekeepers, and this first one seems to 

him the only obstacle for entry into the law. He curses 

the unlucky circumstance, in the first years 

thoughtlessly and out loud; later, as he grows old, he 

only mumbles to himself. He becomes childish and, 

since in the long years studying the gatekeeper he has 

also come to know the fleas in his fur collar, he even 

asks the fleas to help him persuade the gatekeeper. 

Finally his eyesight grows weak, and he does not know 

whether things are really darker around him or whether 

his eyes are merely deceiving him. But he recognizes 

now in the darkness an illumination which breaks 

inextinguishably out of the gateway to the law. Now he 

no longer has much time to live. Before his death he 

gathers up in his head all his experiences of the entire 

time into one question which he has not yet put to the 

gatekeeper. He waves to him, since he can no longer lift 

up his stiffening body. The gatekeeper has to bend way 

down to him, for the difference between them has 

changed considerably to the disadvantage of the man. 

“What do you want to know now?” asks the gatekeeper. 

“You are insatiable.” “Everyone strives after the law,” 

says the man, “so how is it that in these many years no 

one except me has requested entry?” The gatekeeper 

sees that the man is already dying and, in order to reach 

his diminishing sense of hearing, he shouts at him, 



“Here no one else can gain entry, since this entrance 

was assigned only to you. I’m going now to close it.” 

 
Translated by Ian Johnston  

 

 

The Secret Sharer 
By Joseph Conrad 

 

 

I 

 

On my right hand there were lines of fishing 

stakes resembling a mysterious system of 

half-submerged bamboo fences, incomprehensible in its 

division of the domain of tropical fishes, and crazy of 

aspect as if abandoned forever by some nomad tribe of 

fishermen now gone to the other end of the ocean; for 

there was no sign of human habitation as far as the eye 

could reach. To the left a group of barren islets, 

suggesting ruins of stone walls, towers, and 

blockhouses, had its foundations set in a blue sea that 

itself looked solid, so still and stable did it lie below my 

feet; even the track of light from the westering sun 

shone smoothly, without that animated glitter which 

tells of an imperceptible ripple. And when I turned my 

head to take a parting glance at the tug which had just 

left us anchored outside the bar, I saw the straight line 



of the flat shore joined to the stable sea, edge to edge, 

with a perfect and unmarked closeness, in one levelled 

floor half brown, half blue under the enormous dome of 

the sky. Corresponding in their insignificance to the 

islets of the sea, two small clumps of trees, one on each 

side of the only fault in the impeccable joint, marked 

the mouth of the river Meinam we had just left on the 

first preparatory stage of our homeward journey; and, 

far back on the inland level, a larger and loftier mass, 

the grove surrounding the great Paknam pagoda, was 

the only thing on which the eye could rest from the vain 

task of exploring the monotonous sweep of the horizon. 

Here and there gleams as of a few scattered pieces of 

silver marked the windings of the great river; and on 

the nearest of them, just within the bar, the tug 

steaming right into the land became lost to my sight, 

hull and funnel and masts, as though the impassive 

earth had swallowed her up without an effort, without a 

tremor. My eye followed the light cloud of her smoke, 

now here, now there, above the plain, according to the 

devious curves of the stream, but always fainter and 

farther away, till I lost it at last behind the mitre-shaped 

hill of the great pagoda. And then I was left alone with 

my ship, anchored at the head of the Gulf of Siam.  

 



 
 

She floated at the starting point of a long journey, 

very still in an immense stillness, the shadows of her 

spars flung far to the eastward by the setting sun. At 

that moment I was alone on her decks. There was not a 

sound in her—and around us nothing moved, nothing 

lived, not a canoe on the water, not a bird in the air, not 

a cloud in the sky. In this breathless pause at the 

threshold of a long passage we seemed to be measuring 

our fitness for a long and arduous enterprise, the 

appointed task of both our existences to be carried out, 

far from all human eyes, with only sky and sea for 

spectators and for judges.  

There must have been some glare in the air to 



interfere with one’s sight, because it was only just 

before the sun left us that my roaming eyes made out 

beyond the highest ridges of the principal islet of the 

group something which did away with the solemnity of 

perfect solitude. The tide of darkness flowed on swiftly; 

and with tropical suddenness a swarm of stars came out 

above the shadowy earth, while I lingered yet, my hand 

resting lightly on my ship’s rail as if on the shoulder of 

a trusted friend. But, with all that multitude of celestial 

bodies staring down at one, the comfort of quiet 

communion with her was gone for good. And there 

were also disturbing sounds by this time—voices, 

footsteps forward; the steward flitted along the 

main-deck, a busily ministering spirit; a hand bell 

tinkled urgently under the poop deck...  

I found my two officers waiting for me near the 

supper table, in the lighted cuddy. We sat down at once, 

and as I helped the chief mate, I said:  

“Are you aware that there is a ship anchored 

inside the islands? I saw her mastheads above the ridge 

as the sun went down.”  

He raised sharply his simple face, overcharged by 

a terrible growth of whisker, and emitted his usual 

ejaculations: “Bless my soul, sir! You don’t say so!”  

My second mate was a round-cheeked, silent 

young man, grave beyond his years, I thought; but as 

our eyes happened to meet I detected a slight quiver on 

his lips. I looked down at once. It was not my part to 



encourage sneering on board my ship. It must be said, 

too, that I knew very little of my officers. In 

consequence of certain events of no particular 

significance, except to myself, I had been appointed to 

the command only a fortnight before. Neither did I 

know much of the hands forward. All these people had 

been together for eighteen months or so, and my 

position was that of the only stranger on board. I 

mention this because it has some bearing on what is to 

follow. But what I felt most was my being a stranger to 

the ship; and if all the truth must be told, I was 

somewhat of a stranger to myself. The youngest man on 

board (barring the second mate), and untried as yet by a 

position of the fullest responsibility, I was willing to 

take the adequacy of the others for granted. They had 

simply to be equal to their tasks; but I wondered how 

far I should turn out faithful to that ideal conception of 

one’s own personality every man sets up for himself 

secretly.  

Meantime the chief mate, with an almost visible 

effect of collaboration on the part of his round eyes and 

frightful whiskers, was trying to evolve a theory of the 

anchored ship. His dominant trait was to take all things 

into earnest consideration. He was of a painstaking turn 

of mind. As he used to say, he “liked to account to 

himself” for practically everything that came in his 

way, down to a miserable scorpion he had found in his 

cabin a week before. The why and the wherefore of that 
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