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NAKED LUNCH

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.
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Comments about
NAKED LUNCH

William Burroughs says:

“There is only one thing a writer
can write about: what is in front
of his senses at the moment of
writing . . . I am a recording instru-
ment . . . I do not presume to
impose ‘story’ ‘plot’ continuity’...
Insofar as I succeed in Direct re-
cording of certain areas of psychic
process I may have limited func-
tion . . . I am not an entertainer.

“Certain passages in the book that have been called pornographic were
written as a tract against Capital Punishment in the manner of Jonathan Swift’s
Modest Proposal. These sections are intended to reveal capital punishment
as the obscene, barbaric and disgusting anachronism that it is . . ."”

Norman Mailer says:

“Naked Lunch is a book of beauty, great difficulty, and maniacally exquisite
insight. I think that William Burroughs is the only American novelist living
today who may conceivably be possessed by genius.”

Robert Lowell says:

“It’s a completely powerful and serious book, as good as anything in prose or
poetry written by a ‘beat” writer, and one of the most alive books written by any
American for years. I don’t see how it could be considered immoral.”

E. S. Seldon says:

“Burroughs is a superb writer, and Naked Lunch a novel of revolt in the best
late-modern sense . . . If there should be a twenty-first century, this is one of the
few works historians could turn to for a grasp, both imaginative and intelligent,
of the strange historical phase of the human condition we are living through.”

Jack Kerouac says:

“Burroughs is the greatest satirical writer since Jonathan Swift . . . The net
result of Naked Lunch will be to make people shudder at their own lies, will be
to make them open up and be straight with one another. Swift and Rabelais and
Sterne accomplished a step in that direction, and Burroughs another.”
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BOOKS

King of the YADS

Nacto Luncs (255 pp—Williom
Burroughs—Grove ($5),
The Young American Dissthliates

{they uted to be called beats, but nothing
stays simple ) hive not done well. In mat-
ters of fnance this is their intention,
since the supermarket sochety is what they
have disatibiated from. But in literature
it s merely their embarrassment. Here
the best to be said for the YADs is that
among them are Allen Ginsberg (Howd),
Gregory Corso (Fried Shoes) and Jack
Rerouac (On the Roed), And the best 10
be said for these three is that cach might
have done something worth reading if he
had not been lured by the sirens of faucet
composition and second-growth Dads,
That is possible. the honorary beat will
reply, but have you dug Willixm Bur-
roughs? (The honorary beat is gainfully
employed, wally in some branch of the
communications industry, hat makes up
for this solecism by thinking that Norman
Mailer improves with age and by having.
opce, smoked a small quantity of mari-
juana.) The Burroughs gambit was, until
recently, almost unanswerable, because it
was almost impossible to track this author
down. physically or in print, He was the
grevest of grey eminences, 3 wraith who
fhickered into occasional visibility in Mex-
ico, Paris or Tangicr. The few shreds of
information about him have been those of
the YAD catechism: he was the legendary
“Bull Lee™ of On the Rood; he spent 1§
years on junk; he wrote an usprintable
book called Naked Lunch, which no one

GiNssexs
A conspiracy of the spider-eyed.

72

had read but which everyone said hit the
yeins like o jolt of herotn.

The Odds Prevail. Now all this is
changed; Nuked Lawck will now be avail-
able at the friendly neighborhood book-
store, right there beside  Yeoumgblood
Hawke and The New Esglish Bible. The
terrible Mary McCarthy has spoken of
Burcoughs with respect, and the Setwrdey
Revies’s John Ciardi has praised his “pro-
foundly meaningful™ search for "values.”
British Writer Kenncth Allsop called him
“Rimbaud in a rxincoat.” The grey emi-
nence himself has even appeared at that
squarest of social gatherings, a writens'
conference,

The reputation of an underground au.
thor is a fragile thing. For example, it had
been assumed for years that Henry Miller
was unprintable but highly readable. Then
Grove Press, merely by publishing his
two Tropics, proved that Miller is un-
readable but highly printable. A reading
of Naked Lunch, the grotesque diary of
Burroughs® years as an addict, suggests
that no such drastic deflation will occur
with him. For what it is worth, Burroughs
will remain grand dragon of the YADs,
by acclamation and by forfeit (he denies,
of course, having anything in common
with his beatnik vasals, bat this is merely
sood form; no oac ever admits to being a
member of a literary movement started
by someone ehie). Although Burroughs
fancies himself a satirist and occasionally
resembles one when the diary’s heroin fog
clears a Nittle, the value of his book i
mostly confessional, mot literary.

Shell & Worm. Chairbound souls, bow-
ever, will put up with a lot from an au-
thor who has been there and back, whether
“there™ is the top of Everest or the depths
of the soul. Burroughs has been there, all
right: he is not only an ex-junkic, but an
ex-con and, by accident, a Killer, In Mex-
ico, baving acquired a wife, be shot her
between the eyes playing Wiliam Tell
with a revolver. (The Mexican authori-
ties decided it was imprudentia crimingle
and dropped the whole matter.) He has
even been in the Army, but not for long:
he reacted to being drafted by cutting
off a finger joint, and was discharged
with the notation “not to be recalled or
reclassified.”

Presenting himself as proof that the
universe is foul, Burroughs achieves the
somewhat irrclevant honesty of hysteria
as he writes of a malevolent world of
users and pushers, of a mad conspiracy of
spider-eyed manipulators who sell each
other “adulterated shark repellent, cut
antibiotics, condemned parachutes, stale
anti-venom, inactive serums and vaccines,
leaking Hfeboats.” All pity is mockery
(“Yes 1 know it all. The finance company
Is repossessing your wife's artificial Kidney.
They are evicting your grandmother from
Ber iron lung™ ). All degradations are cher-
ished: a coroner named Autopsy Ahmed
makes a fortune peddling an Egvptian
worm that “gets into your kidneys and
grows 1o an enormous size. Ultimately the

Witniay Bugrovons
A groy eminence in o lecky lifeboat.

kidney is just 3 thin shell around the
worm. Intrepid gournsels esteem the fHesh
of the worm above all other delicacies,
It s said to be umspeakably toothsome.”
Most sex is homosexual and all of it is
sterile: ome partner murders the other in
the midst of an embrace, 30 he can enjoy
the death spasms,

Such a book might have been an elo-
quent attack on the insect socicty that
civilization sometimes threatens to be-
come. But the author is almost pever in
control for longer than a paragraph or
two. Burroughs canmot sustain his night-
world, as Joyce did in sections of Ulysses,
and as Novelist Ralph Ellison did in
the whole of that remarkable book, /n-
wisible Men.

Fold-In Shokespeore. Supported by a
tiny income whose source is the Burrosighs
adding machine, which his grandfather in-
vented (an irony important to beat hagi-
ogeaphees), the gS-year-old author lives
in the "beat botel'” a flcabag shrine in a
section of Paris where passeraby move
out of the way for rats, There in a worn
grey room the worn grey man has written
thrce other novels, The Soft Mackine, the
immediate sequel to Noked Luwch, re-
peats the rant of its predecessor with far
less coberence; the improvement may be
explained by Burroughs' solemn assurance
that much of his writing is dictation from
Hasan-i-Sabbah, founder of the eleventh
century hashish-eating Tsmaili cult, the
Assassing, The two most recent books
Novia Express and The Ticket That Ex.
HModed, come daringly close 1o utter bab.
ble, according to reports. In these vol-
umes Hasan's dictation i augmented with
A “fold-in" technique: pages of the first
draft (or of a newspaper, Shakespeare, or
whatnot) are taken at random, folded in
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numberdd A-J, % AT -~ | numbered
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a manuscript ¥ it
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