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BURROUGHS: I don't know about where fiction ordinarily directs itself, but I am quite deliberately addressing myself to the
whole area of what we call dreams. Precisely what is a dream?
A certain juxtaposition of word and image. I've recently done a
lot of experiments with scrapbooks. I'll read in the newspaper
something that reminds me of or has relation to something I've
written. I'll cut out the picture or article and paste it in a scrapbook beside the words from my book. Or I'll be walking down
the street and I'll suddenly see a scene from my book and I'll
photograph it and put it in a scrapbook. I've found that when
preparing a page, I'll almost invariably dream that night something relating to this juxtaposition of word and image. In other
words, I've been interested in precisely how word and image get
around on very, very complex association lines. I do a lot of
exercises in what I call time travel, in taking coordinates, such as
what I photographed on the train, what I was thinking about
at the time, what I was reading and what I wrote; all of this to
see how completely I can project myself back to that one point in
time.

• Extracted from the 1966 interview by Conrad Knickerbocker in Paris Review;
reprinted in Writers at Work, 3rd Series (New York, 1967).

INTERVIEWER:

In Nova Express you indicate that silence is a

desirable state.
BURROUGHS: The most desirable state. In one sense a special
use of words and pictures can conduce silence. The scrapbooks
and time travel are exercises to expand consciousness, to teach me
to think in association blocks rather than words. I've recently spent
a little time studying hieroglyph systems, both the Egyptian and
the Mayan. A whole block of associations—boonf!—like that!
Words—at least the way we use them—can stand in the way of
what I call nonbody experience. It's time we thought about leaving the body behind.
INTERVIEWER: Marshall McLuhan said that you believed heroin
was needed to turn the human body into an environment that
includes the universe. But from what you've told me, you're not
at all interested in turning the body into an environment.
BURROUGHS: NO, junk narrows consciousness. The only benefit
to me as a writer (aside from putting me into contact with the
whole carny world) came to me after I went off it. What I want
to do is to learn to see more of what's out there, to look outside,
to achieve as far as possible a complete awareness of surroundings. Beckett wants to go inward. First he was in a bottle and
now he is in the mud. I am aimed in the other direction: outward.
INTERVIEWER: Have you been able to think for any length of
time in images, with the inner voice silent?
BURROUGHS : I'm becoming more proficient at it, partly through
my work with scrapbooks and translating the connections between
words and images. Try this: Carefully memorize the meaning of
a passage, then read it; you'll find you can actually read it without the words' making any sound whatever in the mind's ear.
Extraordinary experience, and one that will carry over into
dreams. When you start thinking in images, without words, you're
well on the way.
INTERVIEWER: Why is the wordless state so desirable?
BURROUGHS: I think it's the evolutionary trend. I think that

words are an around-the-world, ox-cart way of doing things,
awkward instruments, and they will be laid aside eventually,
probably sooner than we think. This is something that will happen in the space age. Most serious writers refuse to make themselves available to the things that technology is doing. I've never
been able to understand this sort of fear. Many of them are afraid
of tape recorders and the idea of using any mechanical means
for literary purposes seems to them some sort of a sacrilege. This
is one objection to the cut-ups. There's been a lot of that, a sort
of superstitious reverence for the word. My God, they say, you
can't cut up these words. Why can't I? I find it much easier to
get interest in the cut-ups from people who are not writers—
doctors, lawyers, or engineers, any open-minded, fairly intelligent
person—than from those who are.
INTERVIEWER: HOW did you become interested in the cut-up
technique?
BURROUGHS: A friend, Brion Gysin, an American poet and
painter, who has lived in Europe for thirty years, was, as far as I
know, the first to create cut-ups. His cut-up poem, "Minutes to
Go," was broadcast by the BBC and later published in a pamphlet. I was in Paris in the summer of 1960; this was after the
publication there of Naked Lunch. I became interested in the possibilities of this technique, and I began experimenting myself. Of
course, when you think of it, "The Waste Land" was the first
great cut-up collage, and Tristan Tzara had done a bit along the
same lines. Dos Passos used the same idea in "The Camera Eye"
sequences in U.S.A. I felt I had been working toward the same
goal; thus it was a major revelation to me when I actually saw
it being done.
INTERVIEWER: What do cut-ups offer the reader that conventional narrative doesn't?
BURROUGHS: Any narrative passage or any passage, say, of
poetic images is subject to any number of variations, all of which
may be interesting and valid in their own right. A page of Rim-

baud cut up and rearranged will give you quite new images.
Rimbaud images—real Rimbaud images—but new ones.
INTERVIEWER: YOU deplore the accumulation of images and at
the same time you seem to be looking for new ones.
BURROUGHS: Yes, it's part of the paradox of anyone who is
working with word and image, and after all, that is what a writer
is still doing. Painter too. Cut-ups establish new connections between images, and one's range of vision consequently expands.
INTERVIEWER: Instead of going to the trouble of working with
scissors and all those pieces of paper, couldn't you obtain the
same effect by simply free-associating at the typewriter?
BURROUGHS: One's mind can't cover it that way. Now, for example, if I wanted to make a cut-up of this [picking up a copy of
the Nation], there are many ways I could do it. I could read crosscolumn; I could say: "Today's men's nerves surround us. Each
technological extension gone outside is electrical involves an act
of collective environment. The human nervous environment system itself can be reprogrammed with all its private and social
values because it is content. He programs logically as readily as
any radio net is swallowed by the new environment. The sensory
order." You find it often makes quite as much sense as the original. You learn to leave out words and to make connections. [Gesturing] Suppose I should cut this down the middle here, and put
this up here. Your mind simply could not manage it. It's like
trying to keep so many chess moves in mind, you just couldn't do
it. The mental mechanisms of repression and selection are also
operating against you.
INTERVIEWER: YOU believe that an audience can be eventually
trained to respond to cut-ups?
BURROUGHS: Of course, because cut-ups make explicit a psychosensory process that is going on all the time anyway. Somebody is reading a newspaper, and his eye follows the column in
the proper Aristotelian manner, one idea and sentence at a time.
But subliminally he is reading the columns on either side and is

aware of the person sitting next to him. That's a cut-up. I was
sitting in a lunchroom in New York having my doughnuts and
coffee. I was thinking that one does feel a little boxed in in New
York, like living in a series of boxes. I looked out the window
and there was a great big Yale truck. That's cut-up—a juxtaposition of what's happening outside and what you're thinking of.
I make this a practice when I walk down the street. I'll say,
When I got to here I saw that sign, I was thinking this, and when
I return to the house I'll type these up. Some of this material I
use and some I don't. I have literally thousands of pages of notes
here, raw, and I keep a diary as well. In a sense it's traveling in
time.
Most people don't see what's going on around them. That's my
principal message to writers: For Godsake, keep your eyes open.
Notice what's going on around you. I mean, I walk down the
street with friends. I ask, "Did you see him, that person who just
walked by?" No, they didn't notice him. I had a very pleasant
time on the train coming out here. I haven't traveled on trains in
years. I found there were no drawing rooms. I got a bedroom so
I could set up my typewriter and look out the window. I was
taking photos, too. I also noticed all the signs and what I was
thinking at the time, you see. And I got some extraordinary juxtapositions. For example, a friend of mine has a loft apartment in
New York. He said, "Every time we go out of the house and
come back, if we leave the bathroom door open, there's a rat in
the house." I look out the window, there's Able Pest Control.
INTERVIEWER: The one flaw in the cut-up argument seems to
lie in the linguistic base on which we operate, the straight declarative sentence. It's going to take a great deal to change that.
BURROUGHS: Yes, it is unfortunately one of the great errors of
Western thought, the whole either-or proposition. You remember
Korzybski and his idea of non-Aristotelian logic. Either-or thinking just is not accurate thinking. That's not the way things occur,
and I feel the Aristotelian construct is one of the great shackles

of Western civilization. Cut-ups are a movement toward breaking this down. I should imagine it would be much easier to find
acceptance of the cut-ups from, possibly, the Chinese, because
you see already there are many ways that they can read any given
ideograph. It's already cut up.
INTERVIEWER: What will happen to the straight plot in fiction?
BURROUGHS: Plot has always had the definite function of stage
direction, of getting the characters from here to there, and that
will continue, but the new techniques, such as cut-up, will involve
much more of the total capacity of the observer. It enriches the
whole aesthetic experience, extends it.
INTERVIEWER: Nova Express is a cut-up of many writers?
BURROUGHS: Joyce is in there. Shakespeare, Rimbaud, some
writers that people haven't heard about, someone named Jack
Stern. There's Kerouac. I don't know, when you start making
these fold-ins and cut-ups you lose track. Genet, of course, is
someone I admire very much. But what he's doing is classical
French prose. He's not a verbal innovator. Also Kafka, Eliot, and
one of my favorites is Joseph Conrad. My story "They Just Fade
Away" is a fold-in (instead of cutting, you fold) from Lord Jim.
In fact, it's almost a retelling of the Lord Jim story. My Stein is
the same Stein as in Lord Jim. Richard Hughes is another favorite of mine. And Graham Greene. For exercise, when I make
a trip, such as from Tangier to Gibraltar, I will record this in
three columns in a notebook I always take with me. One column
will contain simply an account of the trip, what happened: I
arrived at the air terminal, what was said by the clerks, what
I overheard on the plane, what hotel I checked into. The next
column presents my memories: that is, what I was thinking of
at the time, the memories that were activated by my encounters. And the third column, which I call my reading column, gives
quotations from any book that I take with me. I have practically
a whole novel alone on my trips to Gibraltar. Besides Graham
Greene, I've used other books. I used The Wonderful Country by
Tom Lea on one trip. Let's s e e . . . and Eliot's The Cocktail

Party; In Hazard by Richard Hughes. For example, I'm reading
The Wonderful Country and the hero is just crossing the frontier
into Mexico. Well, just at this point I come to the Spanish frontier, so I note that down in the margin. Or I'm on a boat or a
train and I'm reading The Quiet American; I look around and
see if there's a quiet American aboard. Sure enough, there's a
quiet sort of young American with a crew cut, drinking a bottle
of beer. It's extraordinary, if you really keep your eyes open. I
was reading Raymond Chandler, and one of his characters was
an albino gunman. My God, if there wasn't an albino in the room.
He wasn't a gunman.
Who else? Wait a minute, I'll just check my coordinate books
to see if there's anyone I've forgotten—Conrad, Richard Hughes,
science fiction, quite a bit of science fiction. Eric Frank Russell
has written some very, very interesting books. Here's one, The
Star Virus; I doubt if you've heard of it. He develops a concept
here of what he calls Deadliners, who have this strange sort of
seedy look. I read this when I was in Gibraltar, and I began to
find Deadliners all over the place. The story of a fish pond in it,
and quite a flower garden. My father was always very interested
in gardening.
INTERVIEWER: In view of all this, what will happen to fiction
in the next twenty-five years?
BURROUGHS : In the first place, I think there's going to be more
and more merging of art and science. Scientists are already studying the creative process, and I think the whole line between art
and science will break down and that scientists, I hope, will become more creative and writers more scientific. And I see no
reason why the artistic world can't absolutely merge with Madison
Avenue. Pop art is a move in that direction. Why can't we have
advertisements with beautiful words and beautiful images? Already some of the very beautiful color photography appears in
whiskey ads, I notice. Science will also discover for us how association blocks actually form.
INTERVIEWER: DO you think this will destroy the magic?

BURROUGHS: Not at all. I would say it would enhance it.
INTERVIEWER: Have you done anything with computers?
BURROUGHS: I've not done anything, but I've seen some of

the
computer poetry. I can take one of those computer poems and
then try to find correlatives of it—that is, pictures to go with it;
it's quite possible.
INTERVIEWER: Does the fact that it comes from a machine
diminish its value to you?
BURROUGHS: I think that any artistic product must stand or
fall on what's there.
INTERVIEWER: Therefore, you're not upset by the fact that a
chimpanzee can do an abstract painting?
BURROUGHS: If he does a good one, no. People say to me, "Oh,
this is all very good, but you got it by cutting up." I say that has
nothing to do with it, how I got it. What is any writing but a
cut-up? Somebody has to program the machine; somebody has to
do the cutting up. Remember that I first made selections. Out of
hundreds of possible sentences that I might have used, I chose
one.

Question: "Inspector Lee, how can one
be sure that you are a nova officer and not
an impostor?"
WILLIAM S. BURROUGHS, Nova Express
1. While the history of painting and the plastic arts shows them
generally to have been a collective affair in their conception and
their realization—even after the notion of the artist-paradigm
came to dominate every other mode of representation—literature
has been a solitary practice, an ascesis, a withdrawal, a prison of
words. Collaborations in this domain were rare. If we except certain accidental associations, the value of which is open to question, we find that few works have been composed as the result of
a joint effort.
Works thank you for your collaboration,
but they can also create themselves on their
own; thus:
Come to free the words
To free the words come
Free the words to come
The words come to free
Words come to free thee!
9

The possible permutations are
5x4x3x2x1=
120 lines.
Therefore a 120-line poem without an author.
Where is the poet Brion Gysin?
BRION GYSIN

2. In other civilizations—like that of ancient Japan (from antiquity to the dawn of the Meiji restoration, or in other words
about ten centuries)—poetry was one of the most important social
occupations, particularly because it created an imaginary universe
that had deep repercussions on the reality of power.
The oldest example of a "'collective poem''
that Japanese literature affords us is to be
found in the Manyoshu anthology, in which
most of the poems were probably written
between A.D. 600 and 750. Neither by the
number of participants nor by the detailed
precision of rules does this primitive "duo"
of the Nara period prefigure what was to
become the later flowering of the renga.
CLAUDE ROY1

In composing verbal chains subject to extremely strict rules that
provided not only the sophisticated entertainment suitable to an
evening of leisure but above all the expression of the political and
aesthetic formalism of an empire that had invented its very religion, the coauthors of these linked poems (renga) established the
organic and ideological connections on which their privileges were
founded. This kind of scriptural contest was based on a poetic
scheme that alternated pentasyllable and heptasyllabic rhythms.
1. Quoted in Octavio Paz, Jacques Roubaud, Edoardo Sanguineti, and Charles
Tomlinson, Renga (Paris, 1971).

It forced each participant to push his erudition, his sensitivity, and
of course his mastery of the language to their outermost limits.
He was expected to attain a degree of personal perfection and at
the same time to merge in the associative whole. By integrating
himself in it, he disintegrated himself in it. It was thus the dissolution of uniqueness that was the goal, and from this stems the
paradox of the Yamato poiesis: to possess one's own language
within the sphere of language that possesses us so that we can
finally be dispossessed of it—to work toward being to achieve
nonbeing—to offer oneself as a sacrifice to the language of the
sovereign authority.

3. Such experiments were rare in the West and have remained
so. One of the most successful was undoubtedly the collaboration
between Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford when both signed
their names to Romance and The Inheritors at the beginning of
the century. In the same spirit, Christopher Isherwood and W. H.
Auden joined in writing a travel book, Journey to a War, in 1939.
The curious collaboration between Robert Louis Stevenson and
his wife, Fanny Vandergrift Osbourne, should also be mentioned,
It is doubtful, however, that these attempts indicated anything more
than a desire to nourish an endeavor with two subjectivities workIng at the same pitch. In any case, they had little effect on literary
methods.

4. In 1860 Lautreamont wrote: "Poetry should be made by
all, not by one." This sentence, a veritable watchword, was taken
as his own by Tristan Tzara, then reinterpreted by the Surrealists,
who aimed at a collective creation with the "exquisite corpses,"
a party game that led during the 1920s to such publications as
Breton and Eluard's L'immaculee conception and Breton and
Soupault's Les champs magnetiques. But since the "exquisite

corpses" did not depart from the exacting laws they were meant
to escape, they were rapidly abandoned—as was automatic writing—in favor of a literary art that was individual and deliberate.
The ultimate sublimation of subjectivity, the automatism extolled
by Andre Breton in his Manifestos of Surrealism, led to no new
perspective; it did not give form to the principles of the discourse
of the unconscious, which had become known in France through
the translations of Sigmund Freud's books. The analytic model
based on a mystification—the alleged Socratic exchange of the
two elements of the therapeutic relation—led to no literary extension capable of crossing the frontiers of the individualism that
connects the work and its producer.

5. In its beginnings after World War II, the Beat Generation
was no more than a couple of students who gravitated around a
man ten years their senior—William Seward Burroughs, a graduate of Harvard. These "students" were Jack Kerouac and Allen
Ginsberg. Desperately in search of adventure and notoriety, eager
to create a new "lost generation," they agreed to collaborate on
works of fiction that would mark the arrival of a new literary era.
These yearnings were to remain more or less unfulfilled. There is
no trace of And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks, which
Kerouac and Burroughs were to write together in 1945. Nevertheless, much later, as he came more and more under the influence of the Eastern arts, Kerouac collaborated with Albert Saijo
and Lew Welch in 1954 on a collective poem entitled "This Is
What It's Called."2 The literary communism of the Beat writers
was, however, limited to a community of goods and interests; in
the final analysis, it in no way differed from the currents that had
preceded it, whether those of Bloomsbury or of Futurism.

2. In Elias Wilentz, ed., The Beat Scene (New York, 1960).

No, I do not agree. They thought they had
come to change the world. And to a great
extent they succeeded. When in 1959 an
English-language edition of Naked Lunch
was published in Paris, neither one of us
thought we would ever see it appear in the
United States of America.
BRION GYSIN

Brion Gysin's chance discovery of the cut-up was to have unforeseen consequences. Though at the very beginning Gysin had
seen in it nothing more than a new method of writing that would
allow literature to catch up with painting, William Burroughs,
who had not played any part in the original invention, immediately understood its importance. Burroughs' first important novel
—Naked Lunch, written in Tangier in 1957—already contained
all the principles of a total and systematic deconstruction of the
novel. Its author, however, still lacked a tool, an efficient tool
capable of dismantling all the mechanisms of fiction. And again,
it was no accident that Brion Gysin immediately informed William
Burroughs of his discovery. Gysin was aware that his friend
(whom he had just run into in Paris after a long time) had just
written one of the most startling works of the century after Joyce's
Ulysses, Wyndham Lewis' The Childermass, Pound's Cantos,
and Gertrude Stein's How to Write—already the ancestors of the
modern era. He also knew that Burroughs was still looking for a
new optic capable of giving form to the accumulation of notes that
were to have figured in Naked Lunch but had finally been abandoned. The cut-up was this "new optic."

7. The cut-up, that mechanical method of shredding texts in a
ruthless machine ("Take a page of text and trace a median line
vertically and horizontally./ You now have four blocks of text:

1, 2, 3, and 4./ Now cut along the lines and put block 4 alongside
block 1, block 3 alongside block 2. Read the rearranged page"), 3
a machine that could upset semantic order—that method has a
history that goes back to Dada. In his Manifestos Tristan Tzara
set down the principle of cutting up the pages of a newspaper,
throwing the words into a hat, and pulling them out at random.
Shortly thereafter, Marcel Duchamp, in his Rendezvous du Dimanche 6 fevrier a 1 h 3/4 apres-midi, placed four apparently unrelated texts in four divisions of a square. Such are the ancestors
of this technique, but they are distant ancestors, exemplary in
their own way, yet they made no attempt to establish a new form
of readability.
8. Initially, cut-ups were used only with short texts taken from
newspapers or letters. In these cut-ups phrases were broken apart,
mixed, and combined; the business of disarranging and redistributing the meaning of the message was left to chance. All possibilities
of this message were explored. Two—or more—messages, once
assembled according to this strategy on the page, revealed another message, which its components were careful not to communicate. The use of this systematic method, uncontrolled by the
intelligence, to relate divergent sources of information demonstrated the close interdependence of these sources. In addition,
the fragment arrived at as a result of this operation automatically
presented itself as a work of fiction. It made no difference if what
was being associated were two essays on mathematics or two
articles of popularized science. The resulting texts always took a
narrative turn, enigmatic at first but ultimately explicit and often
premonitory. The semantic distribution of these basic elements
diverted them from their original meaning, thus revealing their
real significance. Henceforth, every form of writing will consist
3. William S. Burroughs, Les techniques litteraires de Lady Sutton-Smith (Paris,
1967), p. 125.

of an operation of decoding, of contamination, and of sense perversion. All this because all language is essentially mystification,
and everything is fiction.

9. In 1963, noting the general incomprehension that followed
the publication of each of his works, Raymond Roussel wrote a
little treatise—Comment j'ai ecrit certains de mes livres—in which
he succinctly but clearly explained the elementary principles that
ruled the composition of his poems, his stories, and his plays.
There is an absolute rule that a writer must carefully hide the
means by which his effects are achieved. Even Louis-Ferdinand
Celine4 was unable to escape this rule: "The reader is not supposed to see the work involved . . . he, the reader, is a passenger,
right? . .. He's paid for his ticket. . . He's bought his book . . . In
other words, he's paid for his ticket. . . Fine, he's paid for his
ticket... He doesn't worry about what's happening in the engine
room, he doesn't worry about how the ship is run . . . He wants
to enjoy himself . . . There's pleasure to be had . . . Fine . . . He's
got his book and he's supposed to enjoy himself .. . And my duty
is to see to it that he does enjoy himself . . . And I work at it. . ."5
Roussel was one of the first to transgress this rule, though he
separated the books themselves from the explanation of them.
Burroughs, however, includes in the texture of his fiction the key
definitions that rule its production, definitions themselves subjected a priori to the randomness of the cut-up: "A writing machine that shifts one half one text and one half the other through
a page frame or conveyor belts—(the proportion of half one text
and half the other is important, corresponding as it does to the
two halves of the human organism) Shakespeare, Rimbaud, etc.,
4. "A legendary meeting took place in Celine's home when Allen Ginsberg—
without fear and without reproach—led Burroughs to Meudon, where they braved
the ferocious watchdogs of a no less ferocious master."—Brion Gysin
5. Louis-Ferdinand Celine Vous parle (recording).

