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In 2002, when Imre Kertesz became the first Hungarian to be awarded the Nobel Prize for literature, he was not well-known, particularly in the English-speaking world. The Modern Language Association had difficulty finding an expert to supply information about him, and even now, little about his life or background is available.

He was born on November 9, 1929. “At the time I came into the world, “ he writes, “the Sun was standing in the greatest economic crisis the world had ever known; from the Empire State Building to the Tural-hawk statues on the Franz Josef Bridge in Budapest, people were diving headlong from every prominence on the face of the earth into water chasm, onto paving stone – wherever they could …Every earthly sign (I have no idea about the heavenly ones) attested to the superfluousness – indeed the irrationality – of my birth. On top of which, I arrived as a nuisance to my parents: they were on the point of divorcing. I am the material product of the lovemaking of a couple who did not even love one another, perhaps the fruit of one night’s indulgence…I was the little son in common of  a daddy and mommy who no longer had anything in common…;a pupil at a private institution into whose custody they entrusted me whilst they proceeded with their divorce case; a student for the school, a tiny citizen for the state….I was fenced in on all sides, my consciousness taken into possession: they brought me up. With a loving word here and stern warnings there, they gradually ripened me for the slaughter. I never protested…I languished with torpid goodwill into my well-bred neurosis. I was a modestly diligent, if not always impeccably proficient, accomplice to the unspoken conspiracy against my life…”

Some accounts report Kertesz was born into a lower middle class family and that the reason for his being in segregated classes at the Madach Grammar School is that he was Jewish; he states simply that he was sent to a private institution. Clearly he benefited from a fine education, studying Latin and German and learning some Hebrew (but not Yiddish).

In 1944, after Hitler’s army occupied Hungary, his father disappeared, one of an eventual 600,000 Hungarian Jews turned over to the Germans by the Royal Hungarian Gendarmerie and units of the cooperative Hungarian army. Later in 1944, Kertesz himself was deported at age 14. Packed for several days in a boxcar with eighty others, he was taken directly to Auschwitz, where he lied to the screening authorities, adding two years to his age and claiming to be a factory worker rather than a student in an effort to appear more useful to his captors. Within days he was sent to Buchenwald, where he was forced to labor until he was too sick to continue working. He was set free when the American army liberated the camp in 1945, but not until the official Nazi records had proclaimed him dead.
He returned to Budapest, where he got a job as a reporter on the newspaper Szikra. He also returned to school, completing his secondary education in 1948, whereupon he joined the Communist party and became a contributor to another newspaper, Vilagossag. In 1951, when Vilagossag became more doctrinal in its support of Communist ideology, Kertesz no longer fit in, and he was dismissed. 

He worked at odd jobs and on an assembly line at a factory which led to a job in the press department of the Ministry of Metallurgical and Engineering Industries until 1953. He also spent two years in compulsory military service. By this time, he had resigned from the Communist Party. He was married, and his wife Albina’s salary provided for their one-room flat on Tyorok Street in Budapest. Kertesz refers to the city as “the prison in which I was confined for forty years.”  But he could afford to give up steady work, and he began to write, penning plays and musical comedies he no longer considers part of his oeuvre. They were “absolutely written for the purpose of making a living and I was actually very conscious of making sure they have absolutely no literary value,” he told John Freeman in a 2004 interview. “In Hungary at that time,” he went on, “one had to distance oneself from the whole aura of success, because in that system success was a completely false path.” Secretly, he was working on a serious novel.
He also earned money as a translator, principally of German language writers such as Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Elias Canetti, Joseph Roth and Arthur Schnitzler and philosophers, including Freud, Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein. He was reading Goethe and Dostoevsky. After the uprising in 1956, many books banned in the prior fifteen years became available, and Kertesz was exposed to Kafka, Camus, Sartre, Beckett and Solzhenitsyn. Since no one was involved in business or making money, and TV was not affordable or commonplace for struggling writers, there was ample time for reading, learning, and reflecting. In his words: “…You are not thinking about being successful. You expect to make no impact. It’s hopeless. And if it’s hopeless, you might as well stick to the truth. And you have an awful lot of time to think. I had nothing else to do all day. The isolation and hopelessness of the situation gave you freedom.”
And time for writing. From 1960 to 1973, Kertesz worked on his first novel, Sorstalansag, or Fatelessness. This is the novel singled out by the Nobel committee in 2002 when they honored Kertesz “for writing that upholds the fragile experience of the individual against the barbaric arbitrariness of history.” Fatelessness is a semi-autobiographical work featuring a 14-year old boy who is plucked from a bus on his way to work and shipped to Auschwitz shortly after his father has been summoned to the labor camps. The boy’s narrative depicts his trip to Auschwitz, his misconceptions upon arrival, his experiences at hard labor, and the pain of his open sores in his final months of imprisonment.
The book is neither straight fact nor pure fiction. Novelist Thane Rosenbaum, writing on the occasion of Kertesz’s 2004 lecture at the 92nd Street Y in New York, commented, “One of the qualities that makes Kertesz’s work important is that he deploys the double filter of both testimony and imagination. He provides the literal truth of a witness and the emotional truth of an artist. He’s found a freedom in the genre of fiction that lets him convey – through both firsthand recollection and artistic reinvention – why the Holocaust matters to everyone, in every time.”
Fatelessness was published in 1975, fifteen years after it had been started and two years after its completion. It met little fanfare in Hungary, perhaps because Kertesz was not in the privileged circle of Communist writers and he had avoided associating with any literary clubs or groups. Most of the mail Kertesz received about the book was from Germany. The book was translated into Swedish fairly promptly, but was not translated into English until 1992. That translation, by Christopher C. Wilson and Katharina M. Wilson, is considered second-rate and partially responsible for the failure of English-speaking readers to appreciate Kertesz. A translation by Tim Wilkenson, said to be much better, was released in 2002.
Other works followed: 

1977: The Tracer:Two Novels
1988: Fiasco
1990: Kadish for a Child Not Born
1991: The British Flag 

1992: The Galley Diaries
1993: “The Holocaust as Culture: Three Lectures”
1995: The Rejection
1997: The Chronicle of Metamorphosis
1998: A Thoughtful Moment While the Execution Squad Reloads 

2001: The Language of Exile
2001: “Fateless:The Film Script”
2004: Liquidation
Fatelessness, Fiasco, and Kaddish for a Child Not Born form a trilogy based on autobiographical material; Liquidation is closely tied to the three, developing the same themes if not using exactly the same characters. Fiasco has not yet been translated into English.
Although Kertesz remained obscure even in his native Hungary, literary awards began to come his way, starting in 1983 and culminating in the Nobel in 2002. In Hungary he received the Milan Fust Prize (1983), the Forintos Prize (1986), the Artisjus Literary Prize (1988), the Attila Jozsef Prize (1989), the Tibor Dery Prize (1989), the 1990 Best Book of the Year Prize, the Orley Prize (1990), the Soros Foundation’s Prize (1992, 1995), the Sandor Marai Prize (1996) and the Kossuth Prize. In Germany he was awarded the Brandenburg Prize for Literature (1995), the Leipzig Book Fair Prize of European Cooperation (1997), the Friedrich Gundolf Prize (1997), the Jeanette Schoken Prize (1997), the Herder Prize (2000), the literary award of the weekly Die Welt (2000), the Robert Bosch Foundation Prize (2001) and the Hans Sahl Prize (2002).   

Kertesz has said that whenever he thinks about writing, he returns to the theme of Auschwitz. “I am a medium for Auschwitz,” he has said. In an entry dated 1974 in the Galley Diaries (published in 1992), he wrote, “The compulsion to bear witness grows ever stronger within me, all the same, as if I were the last one alive and able to speak, and I were directing my words, so to say, as those who survive the flood acid rain or the Ice Age – biblical times, immense and grave cataclysms, a time of silence. The species steps into man’s place; the creation is swept aside by the collective as by a fleeing herd of panic-stricken wild elephants.”
The passage is echoed in later interviews, where he expands on the concept that Auschwitz and the other Nazi concentration camps were not (alas) unique but rather part of the much bigger picture of totalitarian dictatorship that was manifested in fascism and communism and is now being expressed through terrorism. 
In one interview he states, “The Holocaust is not history’s one-time mistake. It belongs to European history, and with it, the European values of the Enlightenment collapsed.”

And from his acceptance speech for the Noble Prize:  “I have never tried to see the complex of problems referred to as the Holocaust merely as the unsolvable conflict between Germans and Jews. I never believed that it was the latest chapter in the history of Jewish suffering, which followed from their earlier trials and tribulations. I never saw it as a one-time aberration, a large-scale pogrom, a precondition for the creation of Israel. What I discovered in Auschwitz is the human condition, the end point of a great adventure, where the European traveler arrived after his two-thousand-year-old moral and cultural history.”
But placing Kertesz simply in the group of Holocaust writers is really too narrow. He is grappling with the nature of man’s responsibility, the question of liberty, of freedom, of fate – the literary subjects of Camus and Beckett. As Kertesz put it: “To live in a totalitarian regime means to live with absurdity. In socialism there was no reality…everything was false. Everything was madness and lies.”
And above all, the question of suicide. In his 2004 interview with John Freeman, Kertesz said, “You constantly, constantly think about the idea of suicide – especially if you live under a dictatorship. I believe I would have written very different novels had I lived in a democracy. In retrospect, when I look back on these really dark ages between the 1960s and the 1990s…it gave me very fertile ground for my thoughts to develop.”  
Kertesz’s first wife died of cancer in the early 1990’s. Since 2001, he has lived mostly in Berlin. The move was recommended by his second wife, Magda, who believed it would relieve him of the severe depression he was in. Magda loves to travel and has lived in the U.S. She says Kertesz is happier when he is detached, a stranger. An outsider, Kertesz identifies with that “otherness” that Hungarians often feel, that Jews often feel, and that Hungarian Jews may claim to feel particularly strongly.
“My roots reach back into the soil of … post-War existentialism,” he wrote. “Is fresh nourishment still to be drawn from this soil? I suppose I am an untimely figure. That is not to say that I do not understand this world, but at all events that the world does not understand me (and has no desire to).”

