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Portrait of William S. Burroughs from the ‘Danger’ series, by Brion Gysin, 1959.
Courtesy of The Barry Miles Archive



Biography

William S. Burroughs was born on February 5, 1914, in St. Louis, Missouri, and became one
of the founding figures of the Beat Movement. An addict for years, he crafted books

like Junky and Naked Lunch, which were harrowing, often grotesque looks at drug culture.
He is cited as a major influence on countercultural figures in the world of music as well and
worked on several recording projects. Burroughs died in Kansas in 1997.

School and Travels

Born on February 5, 1914 in St. Louis, Missouri, William Seward Burroughs was born to
Laura Lee and Mortimer Burroughs. William was named after his famous grandfather, an
inventor who was a pioneer in adding-machine technology.

The younger Burroughs attended prep schools and later studied English literature at
Harvard University, where he graduated in 1936. He travelled to Europe and met and
married Ilse Klapper for the purpose of allowing her entry into the U.S. The two ended the
union upon their entry into the states.

Meeting Fellow Beats Ginsberg and Kerouac

Trying different career paths to no avail, Burroughs eventually traveled to New York and
met writers Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac in the mid-1940s. The three would be
heralded as starting the Beat Movement, an artistic outpouring of nontraditional, free
expression.

During the mid-1940s, Burroughs and Kerouac collaborated on a novel about the murder of
a friend—And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks—that was published decades later
posthumously. Burroughs developed a relationship with Joan Vollmer during this time as
well and they would live together as husband and wife starting in 1945. Burroughs was
also open about his attraction to men, with he and Ginsberg having been lovers.

Burroughs had started to use opiates and descended into heroin addiction. He was also a
gun enthusiast and, while living with his family in Mexico City in 1951, played a drunken
game of target practice with Vollmer and accidentally shot her to death. He did not receive
major prison time, yet would struggle with demons for years to come as a result of the
killing.

Writing 'Junky' and 'Naked Lunch'’
Burroughs published his first novel, Junky, in 1953 under the name William Lee. The work

featured an unflinching, semi-autobiographical look at drug, or "junk," culture. He
continued to travel and eventually ended up in Tangiers, strung out and running out of



financial resources. He realized he would perish if he didn’t change his path and so traveled
to London to receive apomorphine treatments, which he credits as curing his addiction.

With the help of Ginsberg and Kerouac, Burroughs wrote the novel Naked Lunch in Tangier,
which continued to follow the exploits of William Lee in a disturbing drug culture journey.
The book featured nonlinear narrative forms with elements of sadomasochism,
metamorphoses and satire. Published in 1959, the book wouldn’t be released in the U.S.
until the 1960s due to a highly publicized governmental ban over its content, which pushed
Burroughs into the spotlight. He became a figure both acclaimed and spurned.

Around the time of Lunch's release, inspired by artist Brion Gysin, Burroughs began to
experiment with the cut-up technique, where random lines of text were cut from a page
and rearranged to form new sentences, with the intention of freeing reader's minds from
conventional, linear modes of thought. Using this technique with elements of satire and sci-
fi, the '60s saw Burroughs releasing novels like The Soft Machine (1961) and Nova
Express(1964), which indicted consumerism and social repression, and the nonfiction
work The Yage Letters (1963).

Musical Influence

Burroughs played with audio cut-ups as well via tape recordings. He released his first
album in 1965, Call Me Burroughs, which featured his readings of text from Naked

Lunch and The Soft Machine. Burroughs not only made waves in the literary world but
became a huge influence for many musical artists of the day. The acts Soft Machine and
Steely Dan took their names from the writer’s work and Burroughs went on to collaborate
with artists of the avant-garde like Laurie Anderson, Sonic Youth and Genesis P-Orridge.

Burroughs continued his literary pursuits as well in the early ‘70s, publishingThe Wild
Boys: A Book of the Dead (1971) and Exterminator! (1973) and penning a screenplay, The
Last Words of Dutch Schulz. By the end of the decade, he worked on a book with Gysin that
delved into their cut-up philosophy—The Third Mind (1978).

Burroughs would face family tragedy yet again as his son Billy Burroughs Jr., also a writer,
succumbed to substance addiction and died from alcohol-related trauma in 1981.

http://www.famousauthors.org/william-s-burroughs
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Useful Links

Images of Burroughs’ work at the International Centre of Graphic Arts in
Ljubljana, Slovenia. This exhibition includes cut-ups, postmodern collages, sound
collages and paintings. It shows the progression of Burroughs’ work that began
with poetry cut-ups and led to his experimentation with other artistic mediums.
http: //www.wallpaper.com/art/cut-ups-cut-ins-cut-outs-the-art-of-william-s.-
burroughs-ljublijana/6377

A collection of video clips, documentary footage, and cut up films created by
Tony Balch in collaboration with/taking inspiration from Burroughs work.
http://www.ubu.com/film /burroughs.html

Description of the cut-up writing technique, along with video:
http://www.languageisavirus.com/articles/articles.php?subaction=showcomments
&id=1099111044&archive&start from&ucat#.VYgjgvlVhHw

Biography of Burroughs’ life, within a book review by Peter Schjeldahl in the New
Yorker http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/02/03 /the-outlaw-2

Historical Comparisons

Dadaism: Avant-garde artistic movement in Europe during the 1920s. This
movement was the beginning of artistic techniques such as cubism, collage, and
extended into music and sound. This Smithsonian article describes the development
and spread of Dadaism throughout Europe. In particular, it mentions Stéphane
Mallarmé, who was a pioneer of the cut-up poetry technique that Burroughs
explored throughout his career as a writer and artist.
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/dada-115169154/?all

Stéphane Mallarmé: This source is a nice, brief summary of Mallarmé’s life and his
work as an artist. It's useful in seeing similarities to Burroughs, who took
inspiration from Mallarmé and other poets during the Dada movement.
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/stephane-mallarme
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How Burroughs Inspired Other Artists

Antony Balch: Article and videos of Tony Balch’s cut up videos that take inspiration
of the cut up format of Burroughs’ poems. Balch’s videos cut between different
scenes, sound scores and effects to disorient the viewer and magnify the work of
Burroughs to expand the experience.
http://dangerousminds.net/comments/william burroughs antony balch cut ups

Old Bull Lee: Burroughs is said to have inspired the fictional character, Old Bull Lee
in Kerouac’s “On the Road.” This source gives an excerpt from the novel that is very
descriptive in the kind of person Old Bull Lee (Burroughs) is, how he carried
himself, and interacted with other artists, etc.

http://oldbulllee.com/whoisobl.htm

Burroughs influenced the music industry. He spent a lot of time with musicians
helping them write songs (Paul McCartney’s “Eleanor Rigby”) and his cut-up
technique inspired similar song-writing techniques in artists like Thom Yorke, David
Bowie, and Kurt Cobain. Additionally, these sources show how Burroughs was seen
as an icon by other artists in varying mediums, from poetry to songwriting, visual
art and film making.
0 http://www.openculture.com/2015/02 /bowie-cut-up-technique.html
O http://dangerousminds.net/comments/the william s. burroughs beatles co
nnection
David Bowie cut-up Sampling: In this video, Bowie explains how he uses
Burroughs process to write lyrics for his songs, like Golden Years, and many others.
During the time of Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust era of his career, it appears that many of
his songs include this cut-up writing technique or have been inspired by the phrases
he creates.
0 Bowie explains his cut up process using Moonage Daydream lyrics:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m1InCrzGIPU
0 Moonage Daydream recording:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HkrGyRupneM
0 For the full lyrics of Daydream and more examples of Bowie’s work, see
“Bowie Song Lyrics” document.
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