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Ivan Sanders and Imre Kertész. 
 
 
IK: Fatelessness re ally was prepare d  m uch e arlier than there was any rec eptive attitud e to it. It’s a 
very interesting  question. You know that in 1973 I a ctually sub m itted  it to one of the Hung arian 
pub lishers and  [it was] reje cte d  very harshly, and  I was thinking, “What the hell d o I d o? What 
the hell d o I d o with m y b ook?” And  I was thinking  how could  I sm ug g le it west? And  then later 
on when the b ook d id n’t have to b e sm ug g le d  b ut was a ctually pub lished  in the 1990s in the 
west, I re alize d  that in 1973, the west itself would  not have b e e n rec eptive, ac com m od a tive 
enoug h, for the perspective, the philosophy, the whole atm osphere, the am b ianc e of Fatelessness, 
so it would  have b e e n reje cte d  b a ck then there. 
 
IS: W hat is it in Fatelessness that would  not have b e e n com m e il faut b a c k then?  
 
IK: The very b rutal, the very ra d ic al approa ch. You cannot write a Holoc aust novel b e c ause you 
just sim ply c annot put the Holoc aust into writing, you c annot incorporate it into novel. A re al 
Holoc aust novel should  have b e e n written from  within the g as cham b ers. O f course, it’s only a 
m ere sentenc e, b ut the whole thing  is d ifficult to approa ch ling uistic a lly, sem antic ally.  
 
IS: W hat is it that you a ctually want to write a b out or of the Holoc aust? 
  
IK: I never wanted  to write a b out the Holoc aust. I wante d  to write a b out the fe eling , the sensation 
of fatelessness, the loss of a persona lity, a d estiny that incorporates the Holoc aust, that 
incorporates Germ an conc entration c am ps, b ut also incorporates civilia n everyd ay life b a c k in 
Hung ary; the life, the appreciation, the interpretation of his life is just im possib le and  
una c c epta b le for the society, b e c ause by the tim e he com es b a c k, the society has d eveloped  a 
la ng ua g e  that will help interpret the whole experienc e: victim s, survivors, etc. The whole 
experienc e d oesn’t allow m y chara cter to ac c ept this. 
 
IS: Let m e say that for m e perhaps the larg est b rava d o in your b ook is that there is this novel 
written with very re alistic tools, and  a fourteen-ye ar-old  chara cter who is com pletely convincing , 
the way he explains from  the perspective of a fourte en-ye ar-old . O f course, there is nothing  



surprising  in term s of what happens with him , b e c ause that is it: it’s a fait ac com pli. It happene d  
with m a ny others also. However at the sam e tim e in this novel there is som ething  that re ally is a 
cra d le, a life philosophy; however, this is there, lurking  in the b ook, b ut a cra d le, a life 
philosophy, is not som ething a fourteen ye ar old  c an a ctua lly articulate. You actually only allud e 
to it, as a writer who of course has a  m a ss of experienc e, and  the re a l b rava d o is that there is no 
contra d iction b etwe en the two.  The novel itself is convincing ; as you said , it’s a te ena g er who c an 
a lso re a d  it, who c an a lso und erstand  it, yet all those lurking  b ehind  the faça d e are still there for 
the re a d er to d iscover. What I fe el, and  I would  b e very intereste d  to he ar your opinion, is it there 
in la ng ua g e ? Is it hid d en in the lang ua g e ? Be c ause you said  m any tim es the style of Fatelessness is 
not re ally your style; you a ctually invente d  a style and  a  lang ua g e . 
 
IK: W ell, b a sic ally you’re looking at thre e d ifferent prob lem s when you have to write. It was the 
chara cter, of course…. To what extent is it justifia b le that I use a child ? I never wante d  re a d ers to 
shed  te ars. The second  is b asic a lly the them e, the topic, the a ctivity. You allud e d  to it. It’s 
com pletely norm a l and  everyd ay-like and  I re ally wanted  to m a ke it an everyd ay-like story 
where you are alm ost ob lig e d  to have  c ertain a cts and  events from  the all the d ifferent sources of 
literature we ha d  b a ck then, m em ories and  m em oirs. So I re ally ha d  to b e  sc arc e when it cam e to 
the a ction in the script, and  I re ally wante d  to g o for thing s that have happene d  with everyone 
else all the way to the m om ent the chara cter is save d  and  survives. In term s of la ng ua g e  the re a l 
prob lem  is how d o you d epict totalitarian thing s without a ctually using  the perspective of 
totalitarianism . This chara cter was extrem ely suita b le for this b e c ause he was never b roug ht up to 
b e a Jew. He d id n’t know the relationship b etwe en him self and  Jews. He d id n’t re ally und erstand  
the whole circum stanc e in which he find s him self. However, d espite all this he und erstand s that 
som eone, not God , b ut som e m ortal power, d e fines him  to b e  som eone. He has to experienc e this 
b e ing ; he is forc e d  into a situation, which he has to experienc e and  live as if it were a com pletely 
log ic al series of events, d espite the fa ct that nothing  is log ic a l. So it is re ally this that la ng ua g e 
ha d  to re fle ct. He a ctually has to g o throug h the whole log ic of the conc entration c am ps, he has to 
und erstand  – if you look at the b ook, every sing le m om ent of his life has to b e interpreted  this 
way or that way. Som ething  that is a bsurd  has to b e  interpreted  as b e ing  log ic a l. And  I think that 
is pretty typic al of the interna l thinking  of totalitaria n re g im es: that’s the way people think in a 
totalitarian re g im e, b e c ause this is the only way they c an survive. Be c ause they have to survive. If 
they d on’t und erstand , they perish. If they m ispla c e just one step that they take, they fa ll into the 
ravine. Lang ua g e ha d  to re fle ct this a bsurd ity. 
 
IS: What is your opinion a b out the quite frequently aske d  [question that in com parison to the 
hug e literature on the Holoc aust] the Soviet g ula g  has b e e n forg otten. It’s b e e n aske d  of m any 
im portant writers. Justifia b le or not? 
 
IK: W ell, the gula g  is so m uch d ifferent, Auschwitz has b e e n d ocum ented , interpreted , we know 
everything  a b out Auschwitz. There are Auschwitz journa ls: for exam ple, in 1942, the third  of 
M ay, what kind  of transport was d elivere d  there, what happene d  with the prisoners, what they 
d id , how m any people d ie d , who they were and  how m any were exterm inate d . So everything  is 
d ocum ente d . It’s all there on paper, it’s there in the archives, and  it all d epicts the horror of how 
it was at all possib le for this cam p to com e into existenc e, while just b esid e it, civilian life was 
perhaps a  b it ham pere d  b y the war, b ut this fa ctory functioned  for four ye ars, without anyone 
trying  to stop what was happening  there. W e have all the d ocum entation, the papers, the m irror 
that is shown to us, a b out our life, the re a l fa c e of hum anity, colla b oration, a d a ptation of people 
to the a bsurd  id e as that prevaile d , the whole im pa ct that these a bsurd  id e as ha d . It is a very 



d estructive d ocum ent that is there, lurking . W e have to investig a te the gula g . W e have to 
d iscover the gula g . It’s equally as horrib le  b ut perhaps it’s m ore of an Eastern Europe an-Russian 
prob lem … . Despite all our horrors and  everything  we fe el a b out it, still it hasn’t b e e n 
incorporated  into Europe an thinking a nd  the Europe an consensus, as the Holoc aust has b e com e a 
conc eptual id e a. The Holocaust has a very specia l culture, in m usic, in literature, in art. It has a 
politic al sid e to it, of which you c an say that W estern Europe an states have com e to a consensus 
a b out Auschwitz.  
 
IS: […] Let’s g o b a c k to literature. As a literary translator, you also g ot close to the work of such 
cong e nia l writers as Joseph Roth and  Elias Canetti, as well as philosophers. You translate d  
N ietzsche, W ittg e nstein…. I never felt that these writers and  philosophers ha d  a d irect influenc e 
on your writing  b e yond  the fa ct that you also write philosophic al novels in your own rig ht. One 
writer you d id  not translate, b ut who nevertheless playe d  an im portant role in your life, is Polish-
b orn Ta d eusz Borowski, whom  you m entioned  in your N ob e l le cture, m ost prob a b ly b e c ause of 
the a ffinity that you have for him . I’m  sure m y colle a g ues in the Slavic d epartm ent will b e 
interested , what struck you a b out Borowski’s stories, what e ffe ct d id  they have on you?  
 
IK: I’ll tell you very honestly, it ha d  a  d e laye d  im pa ct. He was pub lishe d  in Hung a ry som ewhere 
around  1970. I wasn’t very susceptib le to any im pa ct, b e c ause I was alm ost re a d y with m y novel. 
I was a b out to write a b out m y arrival to Birkenau. There was a soc c er field : I wasn’t sure if it was 
true, if I re ally correctly rem em b ere d  it, and  I went throug h all these b ooks, all these d ocum ents 
a b out the d e ath c am ps, a b out Birkenau. There was this d ocum ent b y two authors—Death 
Factory— and  they d id n’t write a b out the soc c er field . I d id n’t know how relia b le m y m em ories 
were. And  then Ta d eusz Borowski is pub lished , I b uy his b ook, La dies and Gentlem en, To the Gas 
Cham ber This W ay, Please. It started  b y saying, “First of a ll, we  b uilt a soc c er field .” And  that was 
m y m e eting  with the notion of m y m em ories, and  I wrote m y m em ories b a se d  on Borowski.  
 
IS: In term s of the future of Eastern Europe, how optim istic is Im re Kertesz? 
 
IK: What’s the d ifferenc e b e twe en the optim ist and  the pessim ist? The pessim ist is b etter 
inform e d . How optim istic or pessim istic I am … . I re ally try and  work on the b asis of inform ation, 
to have a re a listic picture of life, and  just wait and  se e what happens. 
 
 
 
 


