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3. Interview with Raymond Federman

The.following is based on an interview with Raymond Federman, December 18,
2007, at Federman’s house in the suburbs of San Diego, later revised by both
Federman and Nitta.

Reiko Nitta: First, to start the interview, I would like to ask about your newest
novel, Return to Manure (2004)? How did you decide to write it?

Raymond Federman: I have written by now 15 novels in English. All my books
form a big story. A big book. The story of the farm in Return to Manure is part
of it, but it is a rite of passage. I spent three years on a farm during World War
II when I was a young boy hiding from the Germans. I suffered a lot there from
the hard work. Because I was so lonely I kept telling myself stories, I became a
storyteller. That’s what I described in the novel.

RN: Ah, yes, that really happened.

RF: That’s right. Yes, that’s how I managed to go on in spite of the suffering.
The stories were always about escaping. I locked up within myself. It was a
way of protecting myself. I had no idea where my parents were. No idea what
had happened to my sisters. I was just hoping that someday all this nightmare
would end and that we would be back to Paris and that things would be fine, like
before my parents and sisters were arrested and deported to a concentration
camp. I thought that they would survive.

RN: Have you intended to write this novel for a long time?

RF: In 1963, I was in France with my wife and our four children. We decided to
go to see the farm in Southern France. We found it. The old man and the

woman who are in the novel were dead now. But the two grandsons were there.



In 1963, they were about twenty years old or so. They were working in the field
and when I told them who I was, they said, “Ah, you are the young man who our
grandfather told us worked on this farm.” We went into the kitchen of the farm
house to have something to drink and eat. But this visit did not do anything to
me. I felt nothing, even though it was fun to be there. My children enjoyed it.
Four years ago, my wife Erica and I were going to Cannes by car and along
the way we suddenly decided to go see the farm. It took us a while to find. But
this time when we finally found the farm, all the sad memories came back to me,
. and when I got back home in California, I wrote the book, which is really the
search for the farm as well as the search for the young boy I was in the past.
Two years ago we were back in France. This time my daughter was with
us, and she wanted to see the farm. So we drove south, but when we came in
the region where the farm is located we could not find it this time. Finally we
came to a river, and I knew that the farm was on the other side of that river, but
we could not cross it because the bridge over it had collapsed. My wife said,
“Perfect! You wrote the book. The story of the farm is finished. No need to go
see it again. This collapsed bridge is very symbolic of the end of this story.”
RN: Were you afraid that the farm would be completely lost?
RF: Yes. Basically the novel is the story of a journey by car in search of a place,
but it is also a journey in search of the past. I think it was necessary that I go
there in order to be able to write the book, even though the farm we found was
no longer the same. It was now in terrible shape, dirty, neglected, as if the
people who had bought it didn’t really are about it.
RN:Isee. And you have succeeded in restoring your farm in your novel as well
as retaining the past.

RF: Actually there are many holes in my memory so that I had to invent a lot of



things or reinvent them. In fact, I do not remember so much, rather I
“reconstruct” my souvenirs. For example, in the new novel I just finished I use
a metaphor that explains that this book is constructed with loose sentences just
the way one constructs a house with bricks.

RN: Is that the way you construct what you call “surfiction”?

RF: Yes. In other words, as I have said many times, I make no distinction
between memories and imaginations. That is to say, between what really
happened to me and what I imagine happened to me. So you always have
several different versions of the same story.

RN: Ah, yes, that is repeated in your novels, too. Still I think that each version
is true to you.

RF: At the beginning of my novel, To Whom It May Concern (1990), it says that a
story is made of little lies that accumulate and eventually become a real life.

RN: You said that Return to Manure tells how you became a writer. But it is
also a novel about a young boy’s growing into a man, isn’t it?

RF: Yes, certainly. There is an important sentence in the book that says:
“Everyday I was assailed by death and fornication.” And that’s what made a
man of me. With the farm animals, sex, the farm woman, and the old man
always screaming at me, I was living a different life than the one I had in Paris.
It was in a completely different world. And I had the hard work. When I first
arrived at the farm, I was a very weak shy young city boy from Paris. On the
farm, I became very conscious of my body. And yes, I became strong, physically
and mentally. And it is there also that I discovered my sexuality.

RN: By the way, when you write your novels, you do not look back at your past
chronologically, do you?

RF: No. If I were to put the novels I have written in the chronological order,



that is to say in the logical order of the events of my life, the first one would have
to be The Voice in the Closet (1979); the next one would have to be the story of
the farm, Return to Manure, the next one would have to be Double or Nothing
(1971), the arrival in America; the next one would have to be Take It or Leave It
(1976), the discovery of America and my life in the American army; the next one
would be Smiles on Washington Square (1985), the return to America after three
years in the Far East during the Korean war and in Japan; then The Twofold
Vibration (1982), the story of my first return to France after more than ten years
in America; and so on. But these novels were not written in that order.

RN: Why not?

RF: They were written in a different order because the element of time is always
faulty. Life is not lived chronologically. One does not remember one’s life
chronologically. My latest novel called Chut: The Story of a Childhood, which
has just been published in Paris [I wrote it in French], is really the beginning — it
tells the beginning of my life, my childhood, so that the events related in this
novel precede those of The Voice in the Closet , and yet I think of it as the end of
the big book I have been writing for more than forty years.

RN: Oh? Isitthe end? You are not going to write about Japan?

RF: Well, it’s true. There is still one more book, one more chapter of that big book
that I must write. The story of the three years I spent in Tokyo, from 1951 to
1954 when I was in the American army. Yes, I think I have to write that book.
In fact, I started. I have about fifty pages already written. That book will be
called Out of the Foxhole.

RN: Foxhole?

RF: Yes, it is because I was in a foxhole in Korea, fighting the war when the

captain of my outfit told me that I was going to Tokyo. Why? During the



Korean war there were many soldiers from different countries. Not just
Americans but many of them from French speaking countries. And they
needed a French interpreter. This is why I was sent to Tokyo where I spent two
and half years. What is interesting about this book is that the Tokyo I knew in
the early 1950's is no longer the same today. It was like a huge village that had
been bombed. It was dirty, there was a foul smell all over, there were lots of
prostitutes, lots of people selling and buying thing on the black market, there
were night clubs, corruption, etc. That Tokyo has now disappeared. I went
back to Tokyo several times since, but I do not recognize it. So I have to
reinvent the Tokyo I knew then, my Tokyo.

RN: And there your novel becomes a surfiction once again.

RF: Yes. To write fiction on top of another fiction, because finally the Tokyo I
knew and where I spent almost three years was like a fiction. But this story,
my life in Tokyo, is very important to me, too, because it is in Tokyo that I began
writing. My first poems were written in Tokyo. Why I was seeing in the street
of Tokyo, what I was experiencing there as part of the occupying forces, is what
inspired me to write.

But, I think that the farm was more important in terms of my own physical
and imaginative development. I have realized that I tell stories that only
survivors can tell.

RN: I had been thinking that you had not written about your experience in the
farm because it was too hard for you to remember it.

RF: Yes, that is true. Though I think it was also because it had been such a
terrible and traumatic moment in my life.

RN: So, when I learned that you at last picked up this subject, I was very much

interested in how you were going to deal with it. Especially after so many years



have passed.

RF: There is something very important in the process of writing that book.
That was the presence of my wife, Erica, in the novel. When I would suddenly
remember something, she would comment, “Maybe you just made that up.”
Actually many things were made ‘up. I have never forgotten the old man’s
name, Lauzy, but his two grandsons’ names, Gaston and Gustave, I made up.
Similarly a lot of things were imagined on the basis of a very, very vague
memories.

There are also those pages with the book with little boxes which present
Ace’s words. Ace is a very good friend of mine. His name is George Chambers.
We wrote a book together called The Twilight of the Bums, a book about
friendship. The story of two old men who have only six months left to live.
George is a very fine writer. We have known each other since 1974. We write
to each other almost everyday. (Opening one of the cabinets to show me the letter
files) You see all these letters, it’s the letters form George. There are more than
2000 letters here. And George has some 2000 letters of mine. Someday that
correspondence should be published. So I was saying those framed passages in
Return to Manure are really E-mails that I received from George while I was
writing the book. He kept asking questions, telling me to tell more about
certain stories, etc. In other words, like Erica he was another voice in the book,
another interlocutor. I call him Ace. The reason for that is that in one of his
novels there is a character called Horace.  Therefore Ace.

RN: Oh, I see. So you had a clear image of him.
RF: Yes, like Erica. But remember all that is still fictitious. In fact, the book
starts with Ace’s words: “We did wonder Federman since you’re driving to

Cannes if you would stop by the farm on the way.” That was a real E-mail from



George. But many of the other E-mails from Ace were invented. He was sort
of a stimulus to urge the book to go on. And Erica is the one who holds me back
because I am inventing too much.

RN: I have noticed their intended functions. I have also realized that you
created very original sentences scattered with French. Still, in spite of those
literary challenges, isn’t this book constructed in a much simpler style than your
earlier books such as Double or Nothing or Take It or Leave It? Actually it
seems quite strange to me that while you made such graphic pages in your
earlier works on a typewriter, you do not use so many graphics in your pages
now on a computer, though it must be much easier to make them on a
computer.

RF: I am not interested in writing the same way I wrote the other books. I
always try to find a new different form for each book.

RN: No, you are not interested in writing the same way but why did you take
this turn? Could it be because the visual impact was more important in your
earlier works while in later works we are expected to be more attentive to the
tone of the books?

RF: Well, let me put it this way. Some critics have said that after Double or
Nothing or Take It or Leave It, I was less innovative and became more
traditional. I don’t agree because it was doing a new kind of experimentation
with syntax ... and with the shape of the book. For example, Smiles on
Washington Square is very deceptive, deceptive in its simplicity. The whole
novel is written in the present tense. Yet the characters move in time and all
over the place. And yet nothing happens. It is a love story but nothing
happens. Then there is a story within a story. So it is actually more

complicated than the earlier works from the point of view of the narrative



structure.

RN: And I think that one of your new experimentations in Aunt Rachel’s Fur
(2001)is the way you used French.

RF: There was one reason I had to use French in Aunt Rachel’s Fur. In 19581
went back to France for the first time. I had a girlfriend at that time. The
girlfriend I described in Smiles on Washington Square. She was a real
girlfriend when I was at Columbia Univ-ersity. She was arriving from America
and I was going to the airport to pick her up. It was raining badly and I called a
taxi. When I got in the taxi driver said, “Don’t you remember me? We used to
live very close to each other. We went to school together.” He kept talking and
all the way, he used “tu,” the familiar form of address in French. Then, he
asked me, “What do you do?” — “Qu’est-ce que tu fais, t0i?” I told him I lived in
the United States and I was a writer. He was very impressed but could not
believe me. Then at the airport, I decided to have him wait though I did not
have much money. I went into the airport and came back with this beautiful
blond. In the taxi, my girl friend and I spoke in English. Suddenly, the taxi
driver realized that I was really an American and a writer. And wheﬁ he next
addressed me, he did so with “vous,” in the formal form. He realized the
distance that existed between us now.

RN: You used this anecdote in Return to Manure, too.

RF: Yes, to show the shift from “tu” to “vous,” I had to write this scene in French.
It was impossible to write this book in English alone because there were so
many scenes that needed to be written in French.

RN: As French is my second foreign language, I could read the book without any
difficulty. Still I believe that one could enjoy the book without any knowledge of

French.



RF: Yes, of course. If you read the book carefully, you will see how I retell
French sentences in English. Very often, in the next sentence I clarify in
English. Or Ace asks me, “What did you mean by this?” Then I give the
English words for it. So I try to clarify the French for the reader.

RN: And yet, I think that those French words you first use indicate that there
are very strong emotions you cannot convey in English. I also noticed your
sense of humor there. I think Return to Manure is one of your funniest books
though it deals with such a bitter experience.

RF: The French found it very humorous, too. The French version was published
. before the English one in September 2005. It won two prizes in France. Le
Prix Grangousier. Et Le Prix Télérama. It received fantastic reviews.

RN: I am not surprised.

RF: It is incredible. As you know, I write all my novels in two languages,
French and English but France had ignored me for over thirty-five years. Then
suddenly, the last four or five years, seventeen of my books were published in
France. I am being discovered as if I were a young writer. I am leaving for
France in two weeks. A theater company is staging Return to Manure, and
they want me there.

RN: That is wonderful. By the way, I found the title of this book very significant,
too.

RF: Yes, I am happy with it. The book was originally called The Farm. But
when my wife and I had a dinner with my stepson and his family who live in
Paris and I told them that I had just finished the book called The Farm, they
said that there was a terrible popular TV program in France by its name. In
this program, celebrities go work on a farm and make themselves ridiculous. It

was a terrible coincidence. SoI decided to change the title to Return to Manure.



Actually it is a much better title because it is a “return” to a specific place while
“manure” suggests all the craps inside of your head and on the farm.

RN: Aha... you may call them craps but I found them very interesting. Now,
may I ask how your Jewish background affects your writing?

RF: Certainly. You know, To Whom It May Concern is a story about Israel.
The protagonist is going there to see his cousin Sarah, whom he has not seen for
35 years. When I started writing it, I became very conscious that I am a Jewish.
But this does not mean that I consider myself a Jewish writer. I am a writer
first who happened to be Jewish. But in this book I talked about it more openly
than before. Still I have no religious belief. My father was a communist.
And I was raised without any religion. I had never been inside a synagogue
when I was a child. But since my mother was raised in a Jewish orphanage,
she had a few ideas of religion, and Judaism. My father would get very angry
when she talked about religion. “I do not believe in God. There is no such
thing,” he would say. As a result of what had happened to the Jews during
the war, I became more conscious of my being Jewish and I am very proud of it.
But that does not mean I am a Jewish writer. That is what I write about. I
am a writer of what I call the Post-Holocaust. Something happened to me
because of the Holocaust. I am a part of the history of the Jews. I am familiar
with all the great textbooks of the Holocaust. But I have no religion. To me
my Jewishness is purely secular. I am what you call a good Jewish atheist.
And as it is known, the best atheists are Jewish.

RN: That is an excellent and humorous way to identify yourself. Still you have
to deal with Jewishness.

RF: I cannot avoid it in my books. The reason why I was in this farm — I could

almost say that I was deported in that farm — was because I was Jewish. On



the farm I went to church with the farmers on Sundays because they didn’t‘ know
I was Jewish. Do you remember this scene in Return to Manure, where I talked
to God and asked him to help me and said, “Give me a sign. I will count up to 20,
and if at 20 you have not given me a sign, then I will be finished with you, and I
will try to go on by myself” ?

RN: Oh, yes.

RF: Of course, I asked the Jewish God for that sign. So I did not kneel like I did
in the church because Jews do not get down on their knees. So you must notice
that there is a little amount of Jewish tradition in the book. But the major
difference between well-known novels about the Holocaust and mine is the
language. Other books are written in what is called the passive traditional
white language. I am writing about absurdity, about the obscenity of the
Holocaust. SoI am using an obscene language.

RN: Such a new way of writing could be still Jewish? I think Jews are very
radical and inventive.

RF: But I am inventing my own language. You see, the language in The Voice
in the Closet is very difficult. With no capital letters, no punctuation, there is
just a long, long articulation of words, like a scream. Some year ago, when I
read from this book in a conference in Milwaukee, Edmond Jabés was there.
He is an Egyptian Jew who lives in France now. He is a very great writer.
When I finished reading the text — a special version for the conference, he got up
and said, “C’est un grand cri dans le noir! —It's a big cry in the darkness! ”.
That’s what it is. In this book there are no words like Jews, Germans, Nazis etc.
There are only two significant phrases that refer to the Holocaust ~ the yellow
star and the final solution. And yet I think it is a very important text about the

Holocaust. In most critical works, it is never mentioned. But recently — only



recently, out of nowhere -- in Portugal, in Italy, in Denmark, in Russia, in
Rumania, critics and scholars have started to situate me in the Holocaust as you
do in Japan. They now discuss “Federman and the history of the Jews,” or
“Federman and the Holocaust.” I am pleased about that because now my work
cannot be ignored in the future. 1 have been labeled mostly as an experimental
writer, a surfictionist, a postmodern writer, a French writer. But this is the
best. I am not a Jewish writer, either.

RN: Are you concerned about lasting in literary history?

RF: I want to last in relation to history. Actually my work is very much about
history. My novels are historical documents as well as personal documents.
RN: Now, for my last question in this interview, I would like to ask about “the
collaborative work” which I have been told that you were recently engaged in.
How have you been involved in it and what are you actually doing in it?

RF: (Pointing to his computer) It is because of the internet. As a writer in
America, I live alone. I see my writer friends once in a while and we talk on the
phone from time to time, but I wish I could see‘ them everyday. I do not meanI
am lonely but I am isolated. The internet helps me to stay in touch with the
rest of the world. I have completely invaded by the internet. So I do a lot of
writing on the internet with other writers. Collaborative work.

Right now, one of the projects I am involved with is the translation of a
book written by Samuel Beckett. One day a young French writer visited me
and said, “You know Beckett very well. You have read his works well. You have
written several books about him. Would you be interested in working with me
on a new translation of Worstward Ho?” 1 said, “Yes,” and this is what we are
doing. It’s a very beautiful but very difficult Beckett book. So we do that

translation by E-mail. He sends me what he has done, I work with it, send it



back, then he sends it back, and so on. Next time I go to France we are going to
meet and finalize the text.

RN: Ah, we often do that, too. It is very convenient.

RF: Yes, but this is only one project. The more important one is what I am
doing with another friend of mine. He is a very good French novelist. His name
is Frederick Tristan, winner of the Pﬁx Goncourt for one of his novels. I had
lost touch with him for many years. Last year when I was in Paris, he showed
up at a reading I was giving. We had dinner together. Then we realized that
all the years we had been doing similar experiments with the novel. He does
his own kind of experimentation and I do my own. So he invited a critic called
Jean-Luc Moreau to lunch with us. It is he who suggested that we should write
a book together. Now Moreau sends us questions and we answer about them,
ete. The book is expected to tell about how we became writers in the way we are
and to articulate the theories of our fictions.

Then, one more book I did with someone else - this will be published in a
few months in France. The book is called Federman hors Limites. 1 did this
one with a French woman writer, Marie Delvigne. It is like a long dialogue
about my life and my work. There are lots of photos, illustrations, documents
in the book.

So you see, I work with a number of people. Besides, I spend a lot of time
on the computer. I keep my blog and my homepage going all the time.!

These are important to me. For example, (pointing to the top page of his

home page) this young man from Rumania wrote to me and asked some

1 His blog address: http://raymondfederman.blogspot.com/

His homepage address: http://www.myspace.com/raymondfederman



questions about my writing. I answered them. This has become a kind of
manifesto for my writing.

RN: Can anyone — for instance, one of my students — write to you? You do not
mind receiving all those E-mails?

RF: Not at all. I like exchanging E-mail with young people, if they don’t abuse
of my time. They all should visit my blog and write to me.

RN: Well, I will surely advise them to do so. Thank you very much for sparing
so much time for today’s interview.

RF: My pleasure. I hope this interview will be published in Japan, and will
attract some attention. I now have three novels translated into Japanese, but

perhaps it is time that another one should appear.
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3. Interview with Harold Jaffe

The following is based on an interview with Harold Jaffe, December 17, 2007, at
Jaffe’s house in San Diego, later revised by both Jaffe and Nitta.

Reiko Nitta: First I would like to ask you what has interested you recently.
Harold Jaffe: My interest are wide, as I think you know. I am an “innovative”
writer but I am not interested exclusively in innovative writing. I read as much
as I can in a number of areas.

RN: I have realized that the materials of your works are shifting from one to
another?

HJ: My writings are situational. When we are in a particular social milieu
which is oppressive, I tend to respond to it— usually in a resistance mode or in an
alternative way, as I did with AIDS.

Especially in the US, AIDS was not so much the disease as the official
ideology that the disease unleashed. In other words, the official culture in the
United States employed the disease as another weapon to keep people repressed
and in line. They did not make any distinction between ways in which the
disease can pass. The young people were told simply, “No sex, no AIDS.” This
amounted to social manipulation or human management.

The AIDS-generated repression was the 12 or 15-year period when young
people — denied the natural outlets of the sexual body — started using their
bodies in different ways — tattooing them, piercing them ... so that the body itself

became the site of their struggle.



RN: Is that when you wrote Sex for the Millennium (1999), Straight Razor (1995),
and Eros Anti-Eros (1990) in the 1990s?

HJ: Yes. I felt the need to present a counter-theory to the repression. When the
worst of the official repression passed—at least in the United States —I altered
my primary subjects of interest.

RN: And now you are more interested in political situations after 9/11?

HJ: I've written about 9/11 in a number of ways, as fiction, in essay form, and in
“docufiction,” such as Beyond the Techno-Cave: A Guerilla Writer’s Guide to
Post-Millennial Culture in 2007.

It is not just the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that I am addressing, but the
xenophobia, self-righteousness, and excessive American pride that 9/11 in good
part released.

In the process, I am citing and employing extremity of various kinds,
primarily in the United States, but also in Japan and other countries. When a
populace is angry and frustrated and trained to consume, extreme violence, such
as portrayals of serial and mass murderers, Nazis, even animals like sharks,
rattlesnakes and crocodiles, are portrayed everywhere on TV and the Internet
both as entities to condemn but also to consume, since these entities are at once
loathsome and filled with an extraordinarily violent energy which is, in its own
way, appealing. And the vicarious violent identification of the TV or Internet
consumer substitutes for his or her frustrated anger which is fundamentally
directed at the failing economy or cutback in social services—because so much of
the country’s money is going to the wars and to large corporations.

This extreme violence is, then, condemned, but at the same time consumed
both as a substitute gratification and by purchasing the products which

advertise the extreme violence on TV and the Internet.



RN: Referring these recent works, you often use this term, “docufic- tion.” How
is it different from nonfiction?

HJ: I use the supposition, made popular in the Postmodern period, that “truth”
itself is a shifting category that is almost always employed for the benefit of the
entities which employ it. I deliberately meld data which professes to be true,
with fictionalized elements which are “true” in the sense of art.

RN: That is, you pick up your materials for your work in news? And then you
transform —

HJ: Reconstitute. And not just in “news” but in the various data and
“Information” that encompass us.

RN: I see — you then “reconstitute” them into ficition?

HJ: Yes. I did that in three books — False Positive (2002), 15 Serial Killers
(2008), and 7Terror-Dot-Gov (2005). The next book I did was Beyond the
Techno-Cave. Here I combined both the creative nonfiction and the docufiction.
But I was addressing many different things —social activism in art, technology,
and how technology has altered the human species. And I cited a number of
people who are thought to be irresponsible or beyond the pale. Like the
Unabomber, Theodore Kaczynski, who killed people not because he was against
technology, per se; rather because of how technology was being employed against
the welfare of “ordinary” people. Kaczynski spells this out very clearly in his
“Unabomber Manifesto.”

RN: Do you write in a similar style now?

HJ: Currently, I am working on three new volumes. One, Jesus Coyote (2008),
is based on the Charles Manson events of the late Sixties. Jesus Coyote is
actually in production and should be available in March.

And I have just completed a volume called OD, Overdose, where I am



addressing fifteen personages who are all well-’known and who died, either
intentionally or inadvertently, of an overdose. These personages include Marilyn
Monroe, Freud, Jim Morrison and Jimi Hendrix, Walter Benjamin, Billie
Holiday, Aldous Huxley, Poe, and others.

I am also writing a volume called, Death in Texas, where, among other things,
I have inmates sentenced to death speak out without any kind of mediation. So
you see and hear them from the subject position. They are not objectified or
manipulated in the way official culture does. So we can take them seriously.
RN: Aren’t you becoming more and more political?
HJ: “Political” is a bad word for an artist in the United States now. I call my
writing “socially activist.”
RN: I see ... Well, besides those changes, I also recognized that your writing is
becoming shorter and shorter, more and more condensed. Is it intentional?
HJ: Yes. When I wrote Madonna and Other Spectacles in 1988, the text was
very dense because intelligent readers were capable of reading dense material.
Now I have much more space in my writing. The artist is compelled to address
the culture he inhabits. And the present culture does not spend time reading.
People move; their minds move. It is speed, speed, but often without any clear
direction. I feel that I am a good enough craftsman to work in various ways. It
is like changing musical instruments or using an instrument differently. So it
was not actually difficult to insert space into my writing so that the fast-moving
generations who are my principal readers can concentrate a bit.
RN: Right. Besides, I feel that if your materials, subjects, and styles are
changed, your voice is fundamentally the same. For example, the way you
exaggerate a situation for a laugh, for a grin, ejecting humanity in it.

HJ: Actually the exaggeration or caricature in my writing varies. I am doing it



rather less than before. My tone is quieter—still very tense, but quieter. It
does not rise or fall as it did before.

RN: I understand that but what I intended to point out was different. I do not
think that you are one of those writers who are solely interested in dealing with
new styles though your styles are so original that they often draw people’s
attention. In fact, I myself find you interesting because there is always your
serious concern with people and society, that is, your humane attitudes in your
innovative writing. And now when you say that your tone is quieter, your
attitudes towards people and society are changing as well?

HJ: No, I think that I still feel pretty much the same: “a pessimist of the intellect
but an optimist of the will,” as the Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci put it. And I
am still as angry as I was. I am just addressing different things and working
with different tonalities. It is a kind of artistic restlessness. You work with
one tonality or one series of tones and then you try something else.

RN: And when you move around, you also consider the quality of the reader?

HJ: Yes, I try to, because in the United States, literacy is fading fast. Cultural
awareness is very low here. Most young people cannot tell Beethoven from
Schubert, do not know anything about film or art ... but they are also among my
readers. So I have to keep them in mind to some extent. I try to elevate them,
move them and even shock them into a degree of awareness.

RN: When you think that literacy is going down so low, how do you think your
work is accepted in the United States?

HJ: Well, actually I prefer the reviews of my work I read in Japan. Japanese
readers tend to recognize the feeling element which they do not degrade. Here,
feeling, empathy, is still in disrepute. It is rather like Americans complaining

about Iran trying to achieve a nuclear capacity but not acknowledging its own



dreadful responsibility for Hiroshima. It is a kind of American blindness that is
officially validated. So I am more pleased to read Japanese responses to my
work.

In the United States writing is changing radically, with almost everything
transferring to virtuality. Major libraries like Berkeley and the University of
Texas are moving their books — even very precious ancient manuscripts — out of
their main libraries and filling the libraries with computers.

Under these circumstances, reading somewhat complex material is—for
American readers — harder than ever. So I think that here I am considered a
cult writer to some extent. There are a number of people, young or middle-aged,
who respond to my work ardently but I still have to publish my work mostly with
alternative presses.

RN: Still, you are now very highly appreciated in France, though French readers

are always quite understanding toward new trends of writing.

HJ: A very intelligent Japanese (I can’t recall his name) once remarked that

many people think Japan is like the US, but at root Japan is much closer to

France, especially in the realm of esthetics.

RN: Yes, I think there are many good readers who can appreciate your work in

Japan, too.

HJ: Yes, but the situation in France is a little different. The French, though

always welcoming the avant-garde and the offbeat, tend to be more interested in

style, in language, in texture. Not absolutely, of course. There is a long

tradition in France seen, for example, in Camus, Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul

Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, whose interests delve deeper than just style.
Still, much of the avant-garde and the postmodernism in France has to do

with style, language, texture, ornament. So I never know quite what to expect



there. Next spring I am going to talk there again to greet the French translation
of 15 Serial Killers, and I will give some presentations.

RN:Isee. Japanese are drawn to your work for different reasons.

HJ: Yes. In that regard I would feel on firmer footing in Japan. I do not mean
that being in Japan is always easy. Responding to Japanese culture takes care
and one has to be keenly sensitive to it. I refer simply to Japanese responses to
my writing as opposed to the French responses.

RN: As you know, Tateo Imamura was one of the first Japanese scholars who
find your work interesting and translated two of your books in Japan. Though
he reads very widely, his special subject is Hemingway. So I wonder if there is
any connection between your writing and Hemingway’s. Both your and his
writing is quite austere and sometimes shocking though the impressions are
quite different ... Have you ever compared yourself with him?

HJ: I say yes but only because Hemingway is prototypical in the way he used
prose. Every prose writer, particularly every male prose writer, is aware of
him.

A superficial similarity with Hemingway is the precision, tensility and clarity
in the sentences of my last few books. More than before, I use single sentences
separated as paragraphs. That is, every unit is composed of just one sentence.
The reason is it allows me a kind of range. I could follow the narrative,
sentence by sentence and suddenly I could strike out, bringing in some other
element which does not quite follow the narrative but which I want to insert
quickly into the text. Writing sentence-long paragraphs you can wrench, twist,
and zap the reader — particularly the younger reader who often needs to be
shocked into a wider awareness. Although I have been using that

sentence-paragraph form in recent books, few people have actually noticed it.



Happily, my French translator did notice the technique and remarked on it.

RN: I am glad he did. ... Well, now may I ask about your background?

HJ: Yes.

RN: You were born in New York, weren't you? Were you raised as a
non-religious Jew or a religious Jew?

HJ: Non-religious. Both of my parents were born in Europe. My mother came
over from Russia when she was about thirteen. My father came from Lithuania
when he was also a teenager. My father was a physicist, and my mother was a
fashion model. I had only one brother. My brother was eight years older than
I. Herecently died. He was a Jungian psychoanalyst. I was born in New York,
in 1945, T am a first-generation American.

The attitudes toward Judaism in our house were, as I said, very loose. We
did not pay very much attention to it. I was bar-mitzvaed (confirmed) but did
not take it seriously. In fact, when people were in my house celebrating, I
sneaked out to play basketball. You know I was an athlete and had a
scholarship to play basketball in college. My earliest identifications were not so
much with Jews. They were with Black people. The pain of Black Americans
touched me. Actually, I never got along terribly well with Jewish Americans —
with few exceptions. With Black Americans I tended to get along better. In
Beasts (1986), my fourth book, there are a good many texts about Black people.
RN: You don’t, then, recognize any influence of your Jewish background on your
becoming a writer?

HJ: I can put it like this. Whatever Judaic spirits I have are related to the
culture which is long dead. It was a culture of Walter Benjamin, Herbert
Marcuse, Hannah Arendt, who were central to progressive-minded European

Jewry. The Holocaust ended it and people who survived the Holocaust and



came to the United States or Canada or Israel were assimilated in a very
different way. They are a very different kind of people, even as Japanese who
are born in Hiroshima are different from Japanese Americans.

The pre-Holocaust Jews who were involved in arts and thinking, tended not
to be interested in themselves first but in culture at large; but they are largely
gone. That is the culture I identify myself with if I identify myself with any
Jewish culture.

RN: I thought you were basically a city boy. Especially because I was
introduced to you with Straight Razor and Sex for the Millennium. I can easily
identify their materials with New York—

HJ: Ah, I do not think that Straight Razoris New York. It is urban mentality —
metro-sexuality, as it is sometimes called.

RN: Still, it is urban. On the other hand, your earlier work, Dos Indios (1983) is
quite serene and pastoral. It does not seem to me to go with your New York
background.

HJ: I lived in Ecuador and Guatemala.

RN: When did you?

HJ: It is when I left my first teaching position in New York. I thought I could
exist as a writer. I was wrong. I could not make a living from it. But I
traveled widely. I went to India, then to Guatemala, Peru, Ecuador, Columbia.
I lived in Guatemala for two years off and on. Then I lived in Ecuador almost a
year. So I traveled widely in that area.

RN: So Dos Indios is based on more than ordinary textbook-knowledge. Your
own experience is in it.

HJ: Yes. I actually saw those two men in Dos Indios actually walking along the

street in Cuzco, the site of Machu Picchu. One of them was blind while the



other was badly crippled. They were musicians. I had a sweater I purchased
in Ecuador and wanted to give it to them as a gift. I walked and walked and did
not see them. And when I was just about to give up; I saw them and gave them
the sweater. They were the germ of the novel. But even as I was writing
about the Quechua Indian, I was also thinking about Buddhism and Hinduism.
In fact they are similar — Indians, American Indians, Latin American Indians ... .
So, it seemed natural for me to write Dos Indios.

Truthfully, living in San Diego is less natural for me than living somewhere
in Guatemala.

RN: Really? I am discovering something new in you.

When this book was published in 1983, more and more attention was paid to

ethnicity and ecology. As you are very sensitive to your time, I thought that you
decided to use South American Indians as a topical theme and made it up with
your imagination.
HJ: No. I actually composed the book in the late 1970s but got it published in
1983. It was based on my experience. And I was interested in visionaries.
That is another movement some readers have pointed out in my work. In a
recent collection, Death in Texas and to some extent, in OD, I am working with
the visionary. I could call it “spiritual” but “spiritual” is a bad word in
intellectual circles.

I am interested in many aspects of the visionary. In Central and South
America I met shamans and learned from them. I had a spiritual teacher when I
lived in India. I have been interested in Zen Buddhism for a long time. I satin
Zazen many times here in San Diego, as I did it in New York. 1 visited Ryoah-ji
in Kyoto. Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind by Suzuki-roshi is one of the important

books for me. It is a part of my life.



RN: What do you expect in visionaries? What kind of vision do you want to
experience?

HJ: I think I would like to see the confirmation of my optimism, which I have
willed myself to feel. Very early on, when I was in college, I read Pascal, who
“wagered” that God existed. Pascal said in effect that we do not know if God
exists or not, but he was going to wager that God did exist. Because, as Pascal
put it, if he lost, the only thing he would lose is pride. But if he “won,” he would
gain God through all eternity. I sensed even then that something about Pascal’s
argument, simplistic as it may sound, was essential to me.

RN: Would you explain that “something” a bit further?

HJ: Human “History” is very brief. Anything can happen, things change,
history is ongoing. I have made a distinction — drawn from the Canadian
philosopher Charles Taylor — between “liberation of Nature” and “liberation from
Nature.”

Liberation of Nature proponents would, among other things, embrace the
possibility of effective concerted response on behalf of an issue or even an ideal.
Liberation from Nature proponents would deny that possibility, maintaining, in
Auden’s words (after his disillusioned stint as a committed writer), that “poetry
makes nothing happen.”

The aspiration to the liberation of nature “grounds its confidence on
something in the motivational make-up of human beings which could be the
basis of a more convivial, ecologically responsible, more self-managing society.”
Whereas the opposition towards the institutional appropriation of
consciousness and desire proposed by the liberation from Nature advocates

aspires to what Foucault called an “aesthetics of existence,” and Derrida, “the

joyous affirmation of the free play of the world, without truth [and] without



origin.”

Liberation from Nature signifies the option of existential delectation —
insofar as it is accessible — without the “illusion” of anything beyond it which
might — collectively or otherwise — ameliorate some aspect of the human
dilemma. As I mentioned, the Italian revolutionary Antonio Gramsci, a famous
proponent of the liberation of nature, referred to himself as a “pessimist of the
intellect but optimist of the will.” The liberation from Nature proponent would
alter that to: pessimist of the intellect and pessimist of the will.

RN: So you believe in liberation of Nature.

HJ: Yes.

RN: Well, I have asked all I had in mind for today. Still, do you have something
to add to this interview?

HJ: No. Thank you for your attentiveness to my work.
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3. Interview with David Matlin

The following is based on an interview with David Matlin, December 19, 2007, at
Matlin’s house in San Diego, later revised by both Matlin and Nitta. Besides his
already published books, this interview discusses A HalfMan Dreaming and It
Might Do Well with Strawberries, which he had just finished writing and sent
their manuscripts to me before the interview.

Reiko Nitta: First will you explain your background a little?

David Matlin: Sure. I was born on October 5, 1944, in Upland, California, then a
small fruit growing and ranching community next to the San Gabriel Mountains.
And, yes, my father is Jewish. He was born in the family homestead in Ontario,
California in 1912. His mother and father came from Russia in the late
nineteenth century and first settled in New York. They were political radicals
and my grandfather spent two years in solitary confinement in a Russian prison
before coming to America. On my father's side I would be a second generation
American. On my mother's side (she was born in 1914) that's more complicated.
Her mother's people came to California with Crespi Expedition in 1769. They
were Mexican and Indian people from Mexico and were part of the original
Spanish colonial settlement of California. I am told they intermarried with the
Indians of California who went into the Mission system and often did not survive.
My mother's father was a lumberjack and construction engineer who came to
take the great redwood forests of the Santa Cruz Mountains. His people were
part of the original English settlement and they were related to Roger Williams.
The story is full of adventure and sorrow.

RN: When did you actually start writing poems and novels?



DM: I started writing poems in my teens and the first novel, How the Night Is
Divided (1992), began to evolve in my early forties. I knew with the appearance
of the first phrases of the opening line the piece would be a novel. I could feel its
motions and knew from that point I had to chase it.

RN: As you started your writing career as a poet and first published the
collections of poems such as Fontana’s Mirror (1982), China Beach (1989), and
Dressed in Protective Fashion (1990), I believe that you are quite conscious of
the tone of your writing even when you write your novels.

DM: Yes, it is very important to read mine, and any book which deeply touches
the reader, aloud. The sounded word through that becomes much more of a
restless, living thing. But I am not sure how conscious I am of a tone of writing
as a writing collects its sounds and pitch. Much of my experience of composition
is often a wandering, a stuttering, a waiting as the language itself appears
underhand and offers instruction. I don't mean by that a daemonic visit of
messages; rather the thing of the writing as physical presence coming to the
page and the first seeing, you as the writer are given. That first seeing is always
a bewilderment, a mystery of initial unknowns.

RN: I think that one of the important characteristics of your writing is seamless
sentences. They produce the dreamy continuity of the narrator’s consciousness
as John Clarke calls “Dream-Time continua past the size of dreaming” in the
preface to Dressed in Protective Fashion.

DM: I often think my basic sense of composition comes frofn having watched my

mother knit when I was kid. How she chose her yarns and colors; chose her

* Dressed in Protective Fashion David Matlin. Ann Arbor, Michigan:
Other Wind P, 1990. 6.



knitting needles. She was inventive and courageous and made much of her own
clothing. The formation of knots and weavings fascinated me and still does. 1
think in that of the pre-Columbian khipu in their varieties and forms, the
possible repositories of "dream" and "consciousness" those very great textiles
might hold and the fact that we still know so little about these objects and the
questions they pose. I don't purposefully compose a "dreamy continuity™; I do try
to listen to the language as I experience it and weave the multiple levels of the
material into story and what story might hold.

RN: As the multiple levels of the material, I think you use dreams, myths,
folktales and mix them with the ominous realities to create a large American
epic such as Frank Norris’s Octopus.

DM: When I think of a tradition of "ominous realities" it is more Melville and
Hawthorne, Faulkner and Mary Austin, Mari Sandoz and D.H. Lawrence, Jack
Spicer and Frank O'Hara, Robert Duncan and H.D., Edward Dahlberg and
Fanny Howe, Hardy and Landscape, Gericault and Eakins, Whitman and
Tecumseh, Blake and The Body (there is much more). Human existence seems so
often to be a motion of haunted fragilities.

RN: In your first novel, How the Night Is Divided (1993) as well as in the novel
you have just finished, A HalfMan Dreaming, important social themes such as
World War II and the Atomic bomb, the Jewish refugees, the Vietnam War,
Insecticides, the Nevada test-site and environmental problems are recurrent.
Are they very important topics for you to deal with in relation to human
existence?

DM: I do not think I chose those topics particularly. They are a part of the world
I perceived. They were certainly not “topics” in the world in which I began my

life. They were a part of my landscape. After the Second World War the Enola



Gay was housed in an obscure rural airport in a little town called Chino,
California. I spent my early childhood in that ranching and farming
community. That is where my life began. We saw the Enola Gay as children.
It is a fixture in my imagination. It is a haunted object because all of our fates
and beginnings are still held in it. And I began A HalfMan Dreaming with the
reference to this object and the relationship to the two boys, Wesley and Lupe,
who is the protagonist of A HalfMan Dreaming. He is, without his knowing,
made strange by this object, carries that in to the Vietnam War, carries that in to
prison, carries that to Detroit, Michigan. He originally goes there to see a
sergeant he knew in Vietnam and who is an Ojibwa Indian. Then he is arrested
there. All of my work, I think, is dealing with a strange material because the
presence of human life, or any life is extraordinary.

RN: Besides the social references, the strong image of roses is also recurrent in
those two books. The narrator of How the Night Is Divided and Lupe’s friend,
Wesley, in A HalfMan Dreaming are both the sons of the rose farm. So were
you, weren’t you? Your parents owned a rose farm, didn’t they?

DM: Yes, they did.

RN: Then it is also a part of your landscape, isn’t it? What is your earliest
memory of the roses? And how about the water, which I think is also an
important image in the books?

DM: My father was a rose farmer when I was a child. Flowers and the Rose are
continually what the hand and nose and heart can hold, or not. They hover. They
are at the margins full of trouble and wonder. And water. I grew up in a desert.
The history of water in Southern California is murder, greed, power. It is central
fact of madness, central issue of waste and danger and mass stupidity. Its

primordial wholeness cannot be, and has not been spoken for thousands of years.



RN: In both novels, the farmer's foreman is a Kiowa Indian, Tom Green, who
appears as a very reliable and respectable man. Especially in the first novel, he
plays one of the main roles. Is he modeled after somebody on your father’s
farm?

DM: When I was a child the presence of the Great Depression was still real.
Many of my classmates in grammar school were the children of "Okies." In the
late 1940s and 1950s these "immigrants” were still, in many ways, a despised
and questionable population in California. Tom Green is an "imagined person"
but still, a "person" who emerges from these early experiences.

RN: Was his native American background essential to How the Night Is Divided
because he introduces Kiowa beliefs and folklores as well as a solid knowledge of
nature in it?

DM: The novel would not exist without "Tom Green."

RN: You said that you deal with strange material because the presence of human
life is extraordinary. I often find that your strange material is also quite violent.
Do you think it is a part of contemporary American life?

DM: America is a very violent place. And a very dangerous place.

RN: But here you live in such a wonderful place with a totally peaceful
atmosphere. I was very much impressed by your front garden when I arrived
as well as the inside decorations. They are not only very artistic but also
soothingly comfortable.

DM: How one deals with violence, how one thinks about the problems or
pressures of America is still unresolved. I have written a book called Prisons
Inside the New America (2005) and focused on the American prison system,
which 1s the most dangerous prison system in the world. And the final sentence

in the book refers to historical degradation of generations of persons and the fact



that American civilization has invented a protective remove to shield itself from
the trouble of these tormenting facts.

RN: Ah, yes, I was next going to ask about that book. It is based on your
teaching experience in the prison, isn’t it?

DM: Yes. For ten years I worked in an experimental educational program in
three prisons in New York State. It was one of the most unusual educational
experiments attempted in America. It seems to me now the three profound
images of my early childhood are roses, the Enola Gay, and prisons. Chino was at
once an agricultural and prison town. I grew up with boys and girls who ended
up in prison. Had I not grown up in a family that had access to money and
education — with the kind of learning disability I had - without this accident of
birth — I do not know what would have happened to me.

RN: Did you have a lot of difficulties in your youth?

DM: I could not read even the simplest preposition until I was ten or eleven years
old. That was very difficult. My mother cared very deeply and spent at least
two years of her life working with me along with a very gifted woman.

RN: Now I remember that you mentioned it in Prisons Inside the New America
and how hard your mother worked on your “word blindness” with another
woman’s help. With such an experience, you could have learned not only that
the education of writing and reading is important for us but also how to teach it.
DM: Many of the prisoners I knew had learning disabilities of one sort or another.
Often I was able to recognize a problem and be of use. Many of these men were
gifted. I suppose, and it is always difficult to articulate, that I learned about the
consequences of racism in America. That we, and any other society burdened
with this mess, would be an entirely different people, if somehow we were able to

release ourselves from this repulsive, deadening burden.



RN: In Prisons Inside the New America, you revealed the predicaments of your
students in the prison but your interest was not limited to the prison system
alone. With various anecdotes, it turns out to be a humane story far deeper
than a social propaganda. And this is more apparent in It Might Do Well with
Strawberries, another book you have just finished and in which you respond to
social issues in 2004 and 2005 including such horrifying prisons as in
Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib, Bangram.

DM: It Might Do Well With Strawberries is a series of commentaries, poems,
fictions, passages and meditations about daily life, art, gardening. Its focus is
the twenty-four month period of 2004/2005. Phenomena surfaced in this
time-frame which no human generations have ever experienced. I wanted to
search for a.language, to see if any language might exist, or if one needs to be
invented before the deepest and most dangerous frustration we all seem to face;
there basically is no language to help us articulate what we are going through.
Words have painfully no Word/Life and what are the bereavements we are forced
to hold or will be left with as common men and women?

RN: You said that the Enola Gay, Jewish refugees, Nuclear Test-sites, Insecticide,
Vietnam War etc., are your landscape. Probably so are the prisons and those
current events in the US society. And what is very impressively peculiar in
your usage of these materials is that each issue is not strongly connected to one
another, hinting at a confused presence of our existence. Are there any writers or
any literary ideas which influence your writing?

DM: William Blake, H.D., Christopher Marlowe, Basho, Whitman, Rimbaud,
Gertrude Stein. The list is too long. It includes visual artists, every day
experience, my home life, my son and his wife, watching Gail make a ceramic

piece.



RN: You received a Ph. D. from the State University of New York at Buffalo,
didn’t you? What was the subject of your Ph. D.?

DM: It was the wide ranging consideration of William Blake and the roots of
Modernism. All its materials focused not only on the industrial and scientific
revolution, but on the patterns of tyranny and enslavement, and visionary
persistence in relationship to how Blake was perceiving the world. I also focused
on the questions of what the artist is, how the artist either loses his or her
imagination before what always seems to be the expertly managed pressures
and adaptations of tyranny or how the artist can begin to imagine new forms of
possibility of being alive before this challenge.

RN: Does Blake’s view of the world affect your own view of the world? And just
as Blake fights with his imagination and art against tyranny in his world, have
you been trying to fight with your writing against American tyranny?

DM: I think that is difficult to articulate. America's tyranny is a very skilled and
slippery triumph as I have tried to say in various writings. I am particularly
American — very much American — and the fate of the American "Person" as
Whitman imagines and makes it instantly primordial is a continuous fascination
and source. America is a bewildering, very guilt ridden, fate ridden world, and
how each generation comes upon and discovers that world anew and not be
brought in to the seductive, undermining designs of its fatigues is a major
concern. D.H. Lawrence's call to smash "the vast lie of the world" I find to be
magnificent. I think it is certainly part of my artistic tradition and when I call
upon the tradition, I think of many artists who have spoken directly to me in
their books because I think they are generative examples of how one confronts
the presence of imagination. When I think of Hawthorne, and the greatness of

The Scarlet Letter, I think of the opening passages about prison and how prison



instantly ages, rots, and makes America barren. And I thought about it a great
deal because in my background, not only was my grandfather thrown into
solitary confinement in a 19th century Russian prison, but my mother’s uncle
was locked up in San Quentin in 19th century California. This sense of political
radicalism and conscience I grew up with is not metaphorical at all, but real.
RN: Talking about your background, you used to be in New York —

DM: For twenty-five years.

RN: And you came across many artists there, I believe. Do you think that they
influenced your writing?

DM: I was much more influenced by painters and visual artists in New York than
I was by poets even though St. Marks was just right down the street from where
we lived. Ted Berrigan, Alice Notley, and many others were there. But I found
my resources for the most part were centered upon the visual arts — with
painting, with sculpture, and the fascination with the energies in New York. 1
was much more drawn to that world and its experiment than I was to the actual
literary culture. It was available then. And I do not meanI Was not interested
in literary culture. I am deeply interested but I felt much more given to an
empathy with visual arts during that time and most of my friends socially were
visual artists.

RN: Who are your favorites artists?

DM: I suppose this probably needs further explanation. In the world I grew up
in, the secretary of the rose business was a man named Frank Pollock, who was
Jackson Pollock’s brother. So I was familiar with a number of artists as a very
young boy and I was drawn to them and what they did. My Godfather was
Reuben Kadish who was boyhood friends with Philip Guston, Jackson Pollock,

Herman Cherry. All four have been significant. So the news came right to the



front door. The charm has never lost its intensity.

RN: And your wife is also an artist, isn’t she? What kind of artistic relationship
do you have with her?

DM: We are very close and I have been deeply influenced by not only her courage
and invention but how differently she sees and responds to the world. Our
languages are very different. I have learned how to listen, how to watch, how to
perceive in a way that would have never been available to me otherwise.

RN: Is she your first reader as well?

DM: Yes. And a very difficult reader. (laughing)

RN: Oh, is she very demanding?

DM: Yes. Besides that she is not literary. She says what she thinks.

RN: But it means, if you can please her, you can please any reader.

DM: I do not want to please anybody. I am not looking for her agreement on any
level. You know, I am a difficult writer. But she brings to my work an eye and
ear which is completely different and which I find immediately alert and curious.
And as she is a very acute reader, if my work has the clarity and motion I would
like it to have, then the labor will become clear to her at some point. ButI do
not want to “please” anybody. You know, presenting something new, an actual
experience to somebody whoever it is going to be, is perilous uncertainty and
actionable energizing presence. I do not think of any ideal reader until my
work is finished. If the work is addressed to the reader from the beginning, I do
not think that the work comes alive.

RN: I see. Well, besides those literary and artistic influences, how about your
Jewish and Native American background? Do you think that you have received
any influence from them?

DM: Well, I have a Jewish background, a Native American background, a



Mexican American background ... all of those. In a world like California,
particularly in the world I grew up in, all these materials seem to be a part of the
landscape, even a grab bag of possibilities that I think are fatefully given and
arrive randomly. They are major things. They have certainly the presences
and elemental materials of my childhood. And I perceive that the fact they do
relate to mythologies, and the fact they do relate to all of our fates as a species,
becomes even more a part of the rhythmic element of the narrative.

RN: Are you ever fully aware of using different qualities in your background for a
certain artistic purpose? For example, in How the Night Is Divided, Tom
Green’s native American mind seems to be strongly contrasted to the farmer’s
Jewish way of handling the farm.

DM: In How the Night Is Divided I attempted to mix Tom Green's Kiowa visions,
nightmares, joys, and troubles (both wonderful and disintegrating) with the
Russian Jewish political radicalism, visions, despairs, rages, dreams, and Cold
War fates into at once a delicate/mad story defined by roses and water. I tried to
introduce something peculiar, eccentric, and, yes, new into the fabric. A HalfMan
Dreaming is the second extension and there will be third.

RN: Then you have just a big landscape —

DM: A huge landscape.

RN: With many different contents?

DM: Yes.

RN: So if each content seems to present a different image, it is a paft of a huge
landscape called David Matlin?

DM: The landscape is a very important theme for me as it was for Thomas Hardy,
for instance, who is to me a great master and one of the greatest landscape

painters. His is an invented "landscape” and if I can imagine a life for my own



writing, it might be something similar.

RN: What is your future writing plan. Are there any new literary challenges you
have in your mind?

DM: At this moment I'm almost done with a collection of novellas, long short
stories, and other writings. The work has occupied me for nearly three years. I
find the novella form to have a compelling, startling unease. When this is done
I'll begin a new novel. There are other pieces in sketch including a collaboration
with Gail.

RN: I am looking forward to other new works which will become more pieces of a
huge landscape called David Matlin. Thank you very much for today’s

interview.
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The New Horizon of the Jewish American Literature:

Interviews with Three Postmodern Jewish American Writers

Reiko NITTA

(Graduate School of Letters, Hiroshima University)

This issue includes my interviews with three Postmodern Jewish American
Writers: Raymond Federman, Harold Jaffe and David Matlin. I held these
interviews from December 17 to 19, 2007, as a part of my research project from
2005 to 2008, supported by the Japanese government’s Grant-in-Aid for Scientific
Research under the title: “The New Horizon of Ethnicity: Postmodern Jewish
Characteristics in American Literature.” As part of the same project, I also
interviewed Walter Abish on December 25, 2005.

I translated these four interviews into Japanese and with a short introduction to
each writer, published them in Kenkyusha’s The Rising Generation from May to
August, 2008. They interested many Japanese scholars and some of those scholars
asked me to publish the English version of the interviews. As I have already
published the English version of Abish’s interview in Hiroshima Studies in English
Language and Literature in March, 2007, I collected here the English version of the
remaining interviews, those with Federman, Jaffe and Matlin.

These interviews were first transcribed by myself from my recording. Then
they were carefully revised by the respective writers and myself. As we spent
much time revising them, I believe that the final version of any interview clearly
expresses its writer’s literary intention. On the other hand, I am afraid that the
process of careful revision erased some aspects of their personalities which were
apparent during the interviews. This is why I added a note on my memory of the
writer to each interview. I hope that it will supply personalities missing in the final
versions of the interviews, and that with the summary of the writer’s achievement at
the beginning, it will help the reader understand the content of the interview and the
writer’s activity better than before.
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