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The title means exactly what the words say: 
naked lunch—a frozen moment when everyone sees what is on the end of every fork. 

William S. Burroughs, Naked Lunch, 1959 
 

More than sixty-five years after its publication, Naked Lunch continues to exert a peculiar magnetism over 
bibliophiles. Yet their fascination extends far beyond the novel itself. In 1962, stung by a hostile review published in 
Time, Burroughs responded not with a rebuttal but through an act of literary and artistic détournement. His altered 
version of Time lay somewhere between an artist’s book and a political pamphlet: a fractured publication in which 
the logic of the cut-up method became a deconstructive and critical tool in its own right. In an attempt to untangle 
the editorial knots of this snowballing story, Metabooks brings together the documents, ephemera, and editions that 
shaped the mythology surrounding Burroughs’s collectibles. 
 
With a title suggested by Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac, Naked Lunch reached American audiences in 1962, three 
years after its first publication in France. Endorsed by Norman Mailer, Robert Lowell, and Mary McCarthy, the novel 
nevertheless struggled to find its path. The apple of discord, which had steadily grown over the years, erupted shortly 
after Grove Press published the American edition. In an anonymous review, Time dismissed the novel as an 
overblown product of Beat culture, arguing that William S. Burroughs had gained mystique through obscurity and 
scandal rather than literary merit. While acknowledging Burroughs’s raw confessional force in his limbo (the 
Interzone), the reviewer criticized the novel as chaotic, grotesque, self-indulgent, and artistically uncontrolled. The 
article portrayed the Beat movement as culturally hollow and concluded that Burroughs’s experimental techniques 
bordered on meaningless babble rather than serious innovation. 
 
In 1965, fueled by the censorship trials in Boston and Los Angeles, Burroughs responded to this relentless wave of 
criticism with a revised facsimile edition of Time magazine. Printed underground by C Press, the edition was 
illustrated with four drawings by Brion Gysin—an unfolding sequence of hieroglyphics, reminiscent of visual poetry. 
Burroughs literally dismantled the magazine from within by cutting into its language, rearranging its authority, and 
turning the mechanisms of mass media against themselves. The resulting opuscule critically examined the cultural 
and political content of the November 30, 1962, issue of Time—including its cover and its negative review of Naked 
Lunch—through subversive overlays of newly inserted typewritten texts. 
 
The booklet was so radically iconoclastic that in 1972 British artist Roy Pennington issued an unauthorized second 
edition and distributed it at the Bickershaw Festival as an underground artifact and a performative gesture against 
media manipulation. At the time, the United Kingdom was one of the principal transmission points for Burroughs’s 
texts. Pennington’s bootleg reflected the writer’s deep connection to the British underground scene: small presses 
and mimeographed magazines, poets and musicians such as Genesis P-Orridge and David Bowie, and experimental 
cinema, notably his collaborations with Antony Balch on the post-Lettrist films The Cut-Ups and Towers Open Fire. 
 
The small selection of documents, ephemera, and subversive editions of altered Times gathered from the Metabooks 
collection for this virtual exhibition evokes a literary and artistic practice traceable back to Dada through its logic of 
chance, fragmentation, and collage. Brion Gysin and William Burroughs’s cut-up method recalls Tristan Tzara’s 
distrust of conventional narrative. Their Beat experimentation, “discovered” accidentally in 1959 while cutting 
newspapers, evolved into a political act that challenged the use of language as a mechanism of control and exposed 
the manipulations of mass media. As Burroughs famously remarked: “When you cut into the present, the future leaks 
out.” 
 
Naked Lunch is the fourth project in a series of artist’s book-related exhibitions co-curated by Tiane Doan na 
Champassak and Larisa Oancea at Metabooks, the former Studio 454 Venice. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grove Press, Inc. 
William S. Burroughs, Naked Lunch  

Presentation pamphlet. 1962 
New York: Grove Press, Inc. 

Unpaginated [16 pages]; 20 × 14 × 0.1 cm 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
William S. Burroughs 

Naked Lunch. 1962 
New York: Grove Press, Inc. 

255 pages; 20.5 × 14 × 2.8 cm  
[front cover] 
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William S. Burroughs 

Naked Lunch. 1962 
New York: Grove Press, Inc. 

255 pages; 20.5 × 14 × 2.8 cm 
[back cover] 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time 
Vol. LXXX No. 22 

November 30, 1962  
76 pages; 28 × 21 × 0.3 cm 

[featuring a negative review of Naked Lunch] 
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Vol. LXXX No. 22 

November 30, 1962  
76 pages; 28 × 21 × 0.3 cm 

[the anonymous negative review of Naked Lunch] 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William S. Burroughs 
Advertisement for Time. 1965 

New York: C Press. 
1 loose page; 28 × 21.7 cm 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William S. Burroughs 
Time. 1965 

New York: C Press. 
Unpaginated [32 pages]; 28 × 21.7 × 0.3 cm  

Edition of 886 
[cover] 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William S. Burroughs 
Time. 1965 

New York: C Press. 
Unpaginated [32 pages]; 28 × 21.7 × 0.3 cm  

[content] 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roy Pennington 
William Burroughs’s Time [bootleg]. 1972 

Brighton: Urgency Press Rip-Off. 
Unpaginated [32 pages]; 33 × 20.4 × 0.3 cm 

Edition of 5 runs of 99 copies each  
[cover] 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roy Pennington 
William Burroughs’s Time [bootleg]. 1972 

Brighton: Urgency Press Rip-Off. 
Unpaginated [32 pages]; 33 × 20.5 × 0.3 cm 

Edition of 5 runs of 99 copies each  
[content] 
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