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“The word is now a virus.”
-William S. Burroughs
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Introduction
I chose the cut-up project because I wanted to determine the
author's intentions for cutting up and rearranging texts. I was
curious to find how it varied in procedure and differed itself from,
mathematical poetics. At the time of beginning this project, it was
my goal to strip the term "deconstructionist" from the work of
Burroughs. While Burroughs is usually treated as a pioneer of this
movement, I instead hope to push back against this idea by
providing context to the cut-ups in a way that the public has not
had access to before. By eliminating these obstacles, I believe that
Burroughs' cut-ups open up to new, and possibly more fitting,
interpretations. Considering the cut-ups in this new light allows for
further examination of Burroughs' experiments with perception
through the use of this technique. Extensively using the words of
the author, I sought to contextualize his efforts in the cut-ups to
provide insight into an overlooked authorial intent of re-examining
and unifying signs, not deconstructing them.
Remember that the written word is an image; that the
first writing was pictorial and so painting and writing
were at that time a single operation. Historically, they
do not separate until we have a highly stylized pictorial
writing, as in Egyptian, which of course developed much
faster.”
-William S. Burroughs

Methodology
Initially, the methodology consisted of extensively searching
through the finding aids available at the Rare Books and
Manuscripts Library. Using specific keywords related to the main
topics of my intended essay, I was able to search through the
records to find and mark all of the recurring threads. These finding
aids were then divided into three categories: "Cut-ups,"
"Egyptians/Hieroglyphs," and "Reality/Perception." Upon scanning
the entirety of the finding aids, I was able to traverse quickly and
easily between the collection boxes. While this may seem at first
insignificant, it allowed me to cover a vast amount of material with
relative ease, but even further, it allowed me to track the boxes that
pertained to cut-ups and their effects upon perception. This
included tracking threads of signs, ‘confusion’ words, and
Burrough’s intent to transcend the barrier of language and create a
new system of language that allowed no misinterpretations to be
exploited.

The reading list included:
• Minutes to Go by William S. Burroughs, Gregory
Corso, Brion Gysin, and Sinclair Beiles.
• RealityStudio.org articles by Jed Birmingham
• William S. Burroughs' CCNY lecture transcripts/Naropa Class
transcripts
• The Third Mind by William S. Burroughs and Brion Gysin
• Word Cultures: Radical Theory and Practice in William S.
Burroughs' Fiction by Robin Lydenberg
• Theses papers by Leroi Jones and Todd Tietchen
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Methodology (continued)
Using notes taken during the examination of the pieces combined
with quotes pulled directly from the studies, I was able to create a
flexible body of dialogue that in-turn became the loose formation
of my essay. Once the paper had a free-forming shape, I was able
to begin diving deeper into the materials available in the
collection.

Results

Conclusions

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. […] 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 se- lection are also operating against
you. […] cut-ups make explicit a psych sensory process that is
going on all the time anyway. Some- body 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.

“There is a definite technology for the negative use of words to cause
confusion, to create and aggravate conflicts and to discredit opponents.
This is the opposite of what a writer does. Here, the more abstract words
and meaningless statements, the better. This technology has been
developed in the mass media by Hearst and others, refined in LIFE and
TIME, and carried still further by the CIA in such subsidized periodicals as
Encounter.” (Burroughs)

-from a 1966 interview of William S. Burroughs by Conrad Knickerbocker as
featured in the opening pages of The Third Mind.

“There is another technique: the use of words that the reader will not
understand, even a highly literate reader. When you see a word you don’t
know on a page, it creates an aura of disinterest and distaste for the
context. […] What happens when you see a word on a page and you don’t
recognize it? It makes a hole in your mind, a hole in the page in front of
you, and you don’t want to read any further because you are stuck back
there in that hole. (Burroughs)
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Abstract
“To take away, extract, or remove
(something); to move (a person or
thing) away, with” (abstract, v.)

Finally, I concluded the ten-week library fellowship with a phone
interview with James Grauerholz, Burroughs' editor and estate
holder. This conversation proved to be the most fruitful of all
endeavors taken within the project. Talking with James allowed me
to question him on the positions of Burroughs' beliefs, but more
importantly, it allowed me to gather James' outlook on the
technique. During the interview, I discussed deconstructionism
with James as well as asked him to consider his initial reaction to
the cut-ups. While James was hesitant to put forth any definitive
answers toward questions relating to Burroughs' personal beliefs,
he was more than willing to share his perspective. James' attitude
proved to be a remarkable chance to discover some unknown facts
about the cut-ups, such as finding that it was James' idea for
Burroughs to move away from such heavy use of the cut-ups in his
novelizations. Using this piece of information alongside the rest of
the interview, I created a final, argumentative section to my essay
in attempts to prove that Burroughs did not move away from the
cut-ups for a loss of faith in their practicality, but rather that he
tried to restructure them as an ulterior way of skewing perception.

“Of a word: denoting an idea,
quality, or state rather than a
concrete object” (abstract, adj. and
n.)

An example from The Third Mind of the
scrapbooking technique employed by Burroughs.
This same method was later used to create
“identikits” for characters within his novels.

The cut-ups enabled Burroughs to question someone’s ability to
‘own’ words, and he delved into ways of keeping their previous
sentiment while shifting them significantly enough that they’d
become works of his own conjuring, or perhaps ‘collaborations.’
In the Conrad Knickerbocker interview, Burroughs writes that source
material is inherently subject to variances that others may apply to it,
and that by the processes of applying these differences, the products
themselves remain valid as continuations, not obstructions, of the
original material. These variances validate the continuations.
Collage cut-ups come closer to grasping the imagist quality of
fragmented memories. The mind jumps from one remembrance to
another through the occasion of surface materials and fragmented
moments creates an all-at-once realization, or appreciation of the
remembered time. Burroughs believed the cut-ups, made possible by
their very own collocation, tapped into this immediacy and were able
to induce it within the reader by relaying to them the message in the
same format through which they received it: juxtaposed, random,
and all at once. Not only are they nonlinear, but their ability to place
the reader near the signified allows the passages to move beyond the
word; that is, they become like puzzle pieces of images that enable
the reader to relive the juxtaposed fragments in an ensemble. These
juxtapositions promote the understanding of the signifier to the
signified, but also highlight how a misunderstanding of this
relationship can be exploited by various outlets.
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