MINUTES 
of the meeting of
the Novel Club of Cleveland 
January 3, 2006

A mild, for January, evening of Jan. 3, 2006 set the climatological scene for the first Novel Club Meeting for 2006. The locale, the beautiful home of Joyce Kessler, her amiable husband and two barking but nonbiting dogs. Delicious nibbles were provided by Mme. Kessler with the able assistance of Trader Joe, purveyor of goodies.

When the meeting was called to order after the last nosher was sated, George Weimer announced dolefully that Anne and Nick Ogan were stranded in Salt Lake City by a snowstorm and that Anne would not be able to deliver the biographical paper. Following a heroic effort and a brief stint at the computer George had found enough material to prepare a mini-bio and the day would be saved. This brave announcement had the flavor of a Dewey beats Truman headline when one of the other members proclaimed that Anne had electronically messaged the missing paper and George’s contribution would be limited to reading it.

And so George did, after the minutes of the previous meeting had been read and accepted. The author was Imre Kertesz, a Hungarian writer who had achieved literary immortality by being the first of his countrymen to be awarded the Nobel Prize. He had been born to parents on the verge of divorce in 1929. His father subsequently disappeared and eventually died at Mathausen. Imre’s view of the world as an hostile and threatening place was soon reinforced when he was picked up and hauled off to Auschwitz. There he had the presence of mind to lie about his age and was spared the gas chambers. Sent to Buchenwald he labored in a factory. Subsequent to the war he worked at a number of jobs including as a reporter for a local paper in Budapest, and as a translator. He described Budapest as a prison, and in recounting his time in the camps, spoke of finding there a sort of “happiness” by which he meant rejecting the role of victim into which he had been placed. It was a way of defining his own fate. He published his first novel, Fateless, at age 45 in1975 and has written several more prior to being awarded the Nobel Prize in 2002. Fateless is being released as a movie for which Kertesz wrote the screenplay. It is being submitted as the Hungarian entry for Best Foreign Film at this year’s Academy Awards. He is married and lives in Budapest and Berlin. 

Art Stupay presented his critical review of the book. The characters played their roles both in the novel and in a play within the novel. Art felt that the author was represented in this semi-autobiographical book by Kingbitter who states, “What happened to me in childhood shouldn’t happen to any child.” The family which had moved several times was finally able to obtain lodging in a house the tenants of which had been ousted and presumably eliminated because they had been Jewish. The book ostensibly is a discussion of the character B or Bee who has committed suicide and has left his manuscript and papers to Kingbitter who searches vainly for them because Judit, his former lover has destroyed the manuscript. She had left B because he didn’t want to have children thinking that Auschwitz had made the idea of wanting anything impossible. When he has driven her to the point of suicide by tormenting her he commits suicide instead. Judit represents Zos and Bee Thanatos, Judit-Florence and Bee-Auschwitz. The author ends his play on a most positive note by repeating the word love four times.

The discussion that followed was spirited as usual. Larry identified Kingbitter as the most interesting and key character while Catherine pointed out the positive attributes of Judit. Bob Targett was disappointed with what he saw as lack of character development while Larry pointed out how cynical the story was. Leon noted that although the Holocaust was the background for much of the story none of the Jewish characters were firmly identified with their Judaism. And finally George Weimer pointed out in Kertesz’ own words, “ But I believe in writing…..the world is composed of disintegrating fragments, an incoherent dark chaos, sustained by writing alone.”

Though the meeting ran over the usual closing time no one seemed unhappy and after another quick visit to the no longer groaning board we wended our way home.

Respectfully submitted,
Arthur J. Newman

