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Workshop frame:

Memory and potentiality as narrative strategies in the work of 

Raymond Federman

“History is bankrupt”, Raymond Federman declares in his novel The Two Fold Vibration, suggesting that history, like money, is a liability in the hands of investors who can lose it, regain it, invest in it, sell it, buy it, conceal it, reveal it, make it available. All these fluctuating and conflicting aspects of history are recurrent in Federman’s fictional work and point to a world of potentiality. As a subject in a historical context, one relates to history’s potential by exhibiting what Federman calls a “sense of historical possibilities”. 

All Federman’s works are saturated with making history, and particularly personal history, an active part of memory which never settles with ‘solid’ or ‘simple’ facts, but rather develops possibilities and potentialities around factual certainties. “I am often asked”, Federman writes, “as a survivor of the Holocaust and as a writer: ‘Federman tell us the story of your survival’. And I can only answer: ‘There is no story. My life is the story. Or rather, the story is my life.’”

Federman’s fictional work is concerned with construing variations on statements such as these, which mark a demand for distinguishing history from story, reality from fiction. Federman’s capacity to think historically is enforced in the idea of remembrance as narrative strategy: one writes in order to remember, and one remembers in order to be able to reveal. “It is necessary to speak”, he furthermore says, “to write, and keep on speaking and writing (lest we forget) about the Jewish Holocaust during the Nazi period even if words cannot express this monstrous event. It is impossible to speak or write about the Holocaust because words cannot express this monstrous event.” For Federman therefore, history is a dialectical bind, which involves a both necessary and impossible transmission of these haunting memories. Federman’s notion of history is not defined by a rejection of it as an ideology but by creating a mode of discourse in which history is open to possibilities.

Bent Sørensen: “Future and Past Memory in Raymond Federman’s The Twofold Vibration”
1. [This] means that the old man was born in 1918, like my father, coincidentally, or for that matter like me, fictitiously speaking, what’s the difference, we are all extensions of one another, the living as well as the dead, we all overlap within the twofold vibration of history (The Twofold Vibration, 11)

2. oh you people didn’t know Namredef and Moinous are Jewish too, well I haven’t mentioned it because I thought it was obvious, and anyway this is not their story, they are incidental here, they have been introduced simply for the convenience of the narrative, to help along, to allow some shifts of point of view and some creative free play (The Twofold Vibration, 153-154)

3. Is it because you’re Jewish, asked Namredef totally out of breath, I’m Jewish too and I don’t get excited like you when I am in the midst of Germans, you can’t blame them all, is it because your entire family was exterminated by the Nazis, so what, mine too was remade into lampshades at Auschwitz, or have you forgotten

And mine too, mine too, intervened Moinous who was holding on to his side as he trotted along splashing in the rain (The Twofold Vibration, 153)

4. The old man shrugged his shoulders, It has nothing to do with that, and besides I’m not worked up, I’m just being philosophical, that’s all, the two of you always confuse ideology with sentiment, yes it’s amazing how you two schnorrers always have to reduce everything to your Jewish sentimentality (The Twofold Vibration, 153)

5. It’s all there, you schmucks, inside the words, teller and told, survivors and victims unified into a single design, if you read the text carefully then you’ll see appear before you on the shattered white space the people drawn by the black words, flattened and disseminated on the surface of the paper inside the black inkblood, that was the challenge, never to speak the reality of the event but to render it concrete into the blackness of the words. (The Twofold Vibration, 225)

6. [U]ndesirables are sent, you know criminals and perverts, madmen or those who are considered physically or mentally abnormal, social derelicts, the useless ones, the good-for-nothings and others too, isn’t it a tremendous idea, old folks and sick people are also sent there, the incurables, that solves the problem of the aged, social security and medicare, and it also wipes out crime and unemployment, not to mention sexual perversion 

artists too are sent there, yes especially experimental artists whose work is found totally unredeemable according to the new idealistic social and aesthetic norms now in vogue (The Twofold Vibration, 13)

7. Take my case for instance. What do you think I would be today if it were not for Hitler? Do you know what I would be today? I mean if nothing had happened. No war, no occupation, no collaboration, no deportation, no extermination – no Holocaust. Yes, do you know what I would be today? A tailor. A little Jewish tailor slaving in a tailor shop on Boulevard des Italiens in Paris. Or else an instituteur in some intellectually retarded school in the province of France. But let me assure you [and here the protagonist and the author merge into one], I would not be a writer (an experimental writer, I am told), dealing with such an important topic as the Holocaust. No, I would not be here, making up my life as I go along. Certainly not. Therefore, funny as it may seem, disturbing and grotesque as it may sound, Hitler in a way was my savior. Yes, I know it’s laughable, preposterous, but it’s true. (“The Necessity and Impossibility of Being a Jewish Writer”)

8. [T]he fact of being a survivor, of living with one’s death behind, in a way makes you free, free and irresponsible toward your own end, of course you feel a little guilty while you’re surviving because there is this thing about your past, your dead past and all that, but you have to get on with things, sustain your excessiveness (The Twofold Vibration, 99-100).

9. Until very recently one read novels – especially those written in the first person – as though they were mere autobiographies, and it was assumed that the writer merely wrote what he remembered of his life, of his youth, of his family, of his amorous adventures. Consequently, memory (voluntarily or involuntarily) was considered the sole mechanism that made personal or autobiographical fiction possible […] Contemporary experimental fiction is no longer written as remembered events, but on the basis of invented events which seem to be happening (very much as in the cinema right before the reader’s eyes, in the present (author’s emphasis throughout). (Critifiction, 100-101)

Camelia Elias: “H(a)unting Potentialities: Federman Frenzies”

1. Take my case for instance. What do you think I would be today if it were not for Hitler? Do you know what I would be today? I mean if nothing had happened. No war, no occupation, no collaboration, no deportation, no extermination – no Holocaust. Yes, do you know what I would be today? A tailor. A little Jewish tailor slaving in a tailor shop on Boulevard des Italiens in Paris. Or else an instituteur in some intellectually retarded school in the province of France. But let me assure you [and here the protagonist and the author merge into one], I would not be a writer (an experimental writer, I am told), dealing with such an important topic as the Holocaust. No, I would not be here, making up my life as I go along. Certainly not. Therefore, funny as it may seem, disturbing and grotesque as it may sound, Hitler in a way was my savior. Yes, I know it’s laughable, preposterous, but it’s true. (“The Necessity and Impossibility of Being a Jewish Writer”)
2. [T]he fact of being a survivor, of living with one’s death behind, in a way makes you free, free and irresponsible toward your own end, of course you feel a little guilty while you’re surviving because there is this thing about your past, your dead past and all that, but you have to get on with things, sustain your excessiveness. (The Twofold Vibration, 99-100)

3. Until very recently one read novels – especially those written in the first person – as though they were mere autobiographies, and it was assumed that the writer merely wrote what he remembered of his life, of his youth, of his family, of his amorous adventures. Consequently, memory (voluntarily or involuntarily) was considered the sole mechanism that made personal or autobiographical fiction possible […] Contemporary experimental fiction is no longer written as remembered events, but on the basis of invented events which seem to be happening (very much as in the cinema right before the reader’s eyes, in the present. (Critifiction, 100-102)
4. Let’s get the fuck out of here, the old man suddenly said as he rushed us into the street

I don’t understand why you get so worked up, Namredef told his old friend, I really don’t get it, after all you are the one who wanted to come here, who drove forty-eight hours like a maniac to get us here, the old man was walking in long strides, almost running, Namredef and Moinous trotting along to keep up with him, they are both short and a bit flabby, Is it because you’re Jewish, asked Namredef totally out of breath, I’m Jewish too and I don’t get excited like you when I am in the midst of Germans, you can’t blame them all, is it because your entire family was exterminated by the Nazis, so what, mine too was remade into lampshades at Auschwitz, or have you forgotten

And mine too, mine too, intervened Moinous who was holding on to his side as he trotted along splashing in the rain

The old man shrugged his shoulders, It has nothing to do with that, and besides I’m not worked up, I’m just being philosophical, that’s all, the two of you always confuse ideology with sentiment, yes it’s amazing how you two schnorrers always have to reduce everything to your Jewish sentimentality

oh you people didn’t know Namredef and Moinous are Jewish too, well I haven’t mentioned it because I thought it was obvious, and anyway this is not their story, they are incidental here, they have been introduced simply for the convenience of the narrative, to help along, to allow some shifts of point of view and some creative free play (The Twofold Vibration, 153-154)

5. It’s all there, you schmucks, inside the words, teller and told, survivors and victims unified into a single design, if you read the text carefully then you’ll see appear before you on the shattered white space the people drawn by the black words, flattened and disseminated on the surface of the paper inside the black inkblood, that was the challenge, never to speak the reality of the event but to render it concrete into the blackness of the words. (The Twofold Vibration, 225)
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Jesper Christensen: “Hypothetical Reality – Narrative Strategies in Raymond Federman’s Writing”

1. The reality of imagination is more real than reality without imagination, and besides reality as such has never really interested anyone, it is and has always been a form of disenchantment. What makes reality fascinating is the imaginary catastrophe that hides behind it. (Critifiction, 1) 
2. IMAGINE THAT! that means that you now have 52 dollars (416 less 364 leaves 52) more to work with ….. and therefore we have to start all over again It’s quite obvious: JUST THINK…FOR INSTANCE…IF THE ROOM COSTS ONLY 7 BUCKS A WEEK.. […]Then it does not necessarily have to be  N O O D L E S ! THE END (Double or Nothing, 191)

3. […] of course French Jews don’t speak it [Yiddish] any more A dead tongue for them A least [sic] not the new generation the left over generation the reduced generation Those who didn’t end up as lampshades (I don’t have to go into that but it’s there in the background and will always be there Can’t avoid it even if you want to THE CAMPS & THE LAMPSHADES (Double or Nothing, 39)

4. (you can’t avoid the facts) But we must forget about that about the Jews the Camps and about the L A M P S H A D E S (never again) (Double or Nothing, 181)
5. I could use my own name It might get confusing though because people will start identifying me with him that’s dangerous must avoid that A Russian name   ? Originally his father came from Russia but you can’t go into that Nothing beyond the boat [from France in 1947] I mean nothing in the past in fact the whole story is a break with the past THE WAR THE CAMPS THE FARM ! THE WAR THE CAMPS THE TRAIN [Cattle transportation train, presumably going to the Auschwitz concentration camp, from which the young Federman escaped] THE FARM Nothing of all that as though he had not even been marked Consciously. Or at least he doesn’t know it obviously. I do of course necessarily. That should come in flashes. Images. (Double or Nothing, 48-49) 

6. It’s not logical . . . fucks up the whole system! Imagine what will happen . . . what the POTENTIALS will say when they hear about this! (Take It or Leave It, 254)

7. He was so to speak in a between-time-stage a financial meantime a virtual present rather than a true or actual present not to mention the emotional in-between therefore he was in suspense between two lives and it in this meanwhile this parenthetical gap this temporal spread this existential displacement (Take It or Leave It, 223)
8. What do you think I would be today if it were not for Hitler? Do you know what I would be? A tailor! Yes a little Jewish tailor Boulevard des Italiens. Or else an instituteur in some retarded school. But let me assure you I would not be on my way to Camp Drum [to obtain the money for his leave] discovering America. I would not be here with such a nice guy like you making up my life as I go along. No! Certainly not. Therefore funny as it may sound Hitler in a way was my Savior! (Take It or Leave It, 263)

9. It is not easy I tell you for someone who lacks experience and imagination to handle this type of twin situation — situation which brings together elements of the past and of the present on the same level (not to mention elements of the future and of the potential). (Take It or Leave It, 296)

10. I waited like that. Hurting all over. For hours. Two. Three Four. I seemed to have lost the notion of time. And in fact I had lost it. And also the notion of space. I was in total nothingness! In complete LESSNESSness my friend Sam would say where nothing is even less than nothing. (Take It or Leave It, 381-2) 

11. For in fact, all experience is both active and passive, the unity of the given and even the construed, and the construction one places on what is given can for that matter be either positive or negative. It is what one desires, or fears, or is prepared to accept, or it is not!  (Take It or Leave It, 210)

12. “All the characters and places in this book are real, they are made of words, therefore any resemblance with anything written (published or unpublished) is purely coincidental”. (Take It or Leave It, Epigraph).   

13. Me, usually, when watching a movie, I wonder how they do it? How they fool me, how they make me believe that the little boy who just got shot by Goeth is really dead and not faking it. After all I heard the sound of the bullet leave the gun and heard it enter the little boy's skull. I saw the crushed skull, and the blood, even though shown in black & white. I heard that, I saw that. Or was it an illusion? (“Notes scribbled in the dark while watching Schindler’s List”)
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Lisbeth R. Pedersen: “Frame-breaking and Concrete Prose in the Works of Raymond Federman”
1. [N]othing before  New York / No past / The Statue of Liberty / Nothing before the boat / All that crap about the War the Farm the Camp the Lampshades excluded / You start just like that on the boat (Double or Nothing, 62).

2. Nothing / beyond / the / boat […] I / mean / nothing / in / the / past        in / fact / the / whole / story / is a / break / with the past / The War    The Camps    The Farm (Double or Nothing, 70).

3. I’m not going to make you weep / o-o / with all the sad stories he told me and yet if I wanted to tell you all the crap he told me (the trains the camps) if I wanted to describe in details and realistically all the misery and suffering he endured (the lampshades the farms the noodles) we would never get out of here / o-o / ah yes his entire family remade into lampshades (father mother sisters ah yes uncles aunts cousins too) you wouldn’t believe it (wiped out)! (Take It or Leave It, 192).

4. Hey listen! Would you mind if I told this part of the story myself? I mean directly. Because you see now we are coming to the climax, I mean the real juicy part, and it would be better, and also much more suspenseful if I were to speak directly – first-hand! 

I don’t mind (I told him, when the time comes). But can you pull it off? Can you handle it by yourself? I mean, remember, I am the one who is supposed to recite this tale second-hand. And besides, it is not legal, you know! What will our listeners say when they discover I’ve handed you the narrative voice?   

Please let me try! Just for a while. For this one part. It really means a lot to me! You’ll see, I’ll do it right! 

Okay! (Take It or Leave It, 385)

5. I lurch forward […] and dive into my story even if that means repeating myself somewhat after all let’s be honest a biography or a guy’s past experiences it’s always something one invents afterwards in fact life is always a kind of fictional discourse a lot of bullshitting! (Take It or Leave It, 260)

6. [F]iction and autobiography are always interchangeable, just as life and fiction, fact and fiction, language and fiction, that is to say history and story are interchangeable. And this because, for me, the STORY always comes first. Or to put it slightly differently: everything is fiction because everything always begins with language, everything is language. The great silence within us must be decoded into words in order to be and to mean (Critifiction, 89).
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