
Franz Kafka’s “ The Hunger Artist ” is a very symbolic story. Through the 

presence of imagery and symbolism the story takes on a much more meaningful purpose. 

It essentially symbolizes the modern day struggle in society between that of the material word and that of the non-material world. In this case the hunger artist represents the non-material world and his audience represents the material world.


Firstly we can take a look at the artist and his surroundings during the prime of his professional career. He is kept alone in a barred cage, floor lined with straw and only furnished by a clock. A clock in which the story tells us the artist never even recognizes as being present. We can take this to show us that the artist is not interested in such materialistic things such as the clock, or any form of comfort most of society would deem necessary to every day life. The artist does not seem interested in such items, as he is only interested in one thing, his art the art of fasting within which he was in control of his own starvation.


However, gone were the days of the artist’s complete independence. As his fame grew he now required an impresario to manage his shows. Now under orders of the impresario the artists fast were no longer allowed to surpass a forty day limit as through the impresario’s experience had shown after forty days interest in the show would start to fade. This angered the artist, as he did not want to prematurely end his fast and failed to see the reasoning behind it. He was in his greatest fasting form why should he have to end his fast just to please his public. When the artist would boast he could fast for much longer then he was doing he was praised for his ambitions but the impresario would quickly counter his claims by showing the public photographs of the artist on the fortieth day of his fast, near death from exhaustion. At the mere sight of these photos the artist would sink back groaningly into the depths of his cage realizing he was fighting a whole worlds lack of understanding in his art. This also caused the artist to burst out in a fury whenever any onlooker would attempt to console him by telling him that his troubles were likely caused by his fasting. When in reality it was statements such as these that were the real cause of his troubles as his troubles were caused by his new lack of artistic freedom in his fasting brought on by his audiences lack of understanding towards his art. This perversion of the truth of the photos, as the artist sees it quickly shows us how the artists fasts were continuously turning into a show more so for the entertainment of the public than that of a showcase of his art. 


This helps us to understand the alienation of the artist with his audience as he is trying to get people to appreciate his art. The artist seems to see fasting as a form of suffering. This idea is easy to understand when we think of how often art is inspired by suffering. The hunger artist has just translated it into a different form of art not so understood by the traditional society, his audience.


Our understanding of his art is however complicated when the hunger artist states that fasting is easy to do. This helps us to try and understand the artist more complicated relationship with his audience and how each side appreciates his misunderstood art form. As his audience does not believe him when he states that fasting is easy, and believe he is somehow, unknown to known to them, cheating. This further frustrates the artist as with the watchers, as if they understood his art they would know there was no way under any circumstances would he ever cheat, it would undermine his whole purpose. This misunderstanding of his art by the people he is trying to make understand further alienates him from his audience, and from society in general, acknowledging that he may be the only person to ever truly appriciate his fast. Since no one could watch him continuously he was destine to be the only completely satisfied spectator to his fast. 


He did however have for the reassurance of the public relays of watchers selected by the public, which were ironically usually butchers, that were assigned to watch the artist day and night in case he were to have some secret source of nourishment. The artist enjoyed the company of certain groups of these watchers, the ones who typically took great pride in their duties and would always play close attention to make sure there were no eatables within the artist’s cage. Being a near insomniac, he enjoyed the company of these watchers a great deal as they at least seemingly to him appreciated his art in some way. The other groups of watchers however were very lax in carrying out their duties. They would often huddle together in a corner away from his cage to play cards, in an obvious attempt to give the artist the chance of a little refreshment. We see here that these watchers did not understand the artist or his art of fasting. They did not know anything of what it was to fast other than the fact that it was entertaining to some to watch. This annoyed the artist for they knew anything about the art they would know that during a fast an artist would never under any circumstance swallow even the smallest amount of food as the honor of the profession forbade it. Yet nonetheless every morning at his own expense he would have an enormous breakfast brought to them and would pleasantly watch them gorge themselves on the meal. A meal many of the artists spectators saw as an attempt to bribe his watchers into letting him cheat.  


This alienation and misunderstanding of the public however only compels the artist to fast more. Fasting for the artist seems to make him feel superior to his audience as he feels he can do something no other could with his fasting. This is why he can take great joy in watching the watchers gorge on the food he has had brought for them while he continues his fast. 


This is how the artist’s life went on for the time being until almost overnight public interest in the artist’s chosen art form was almost non-existent. The impresario in an attempt to try and spark renewed interest in professional fasting took the artist on a tour all across Europe, but to no avail. Finally the impresario and the artist parted ways and the artist seeking an audience who will understand his art hires himself out to a large circus.    

