
In flagrante delicto

1966

 “‘Girl’… will not appeal to a lot of people. One of the present reviewers summed it up in two 

(derogatory) words, but the other is cautiously enthusiastic about it. No explanations offered: read it 

for yourselves.” 

(Vector #40?, with Eddie Jones cover, June or July 1966, duplicated magazine of the British Science 

Fiction Association. Review of New Worlds #162 containing ‘Girl’ by the reviewing duo Chris Priest 

and Graham M Hall. Fairly typical of the SF world’s regard for the new sf at the time, but a view that 

still holds to this day – see ‘Late’ reviews of New Worlds by Mark Yon, Galactic Journey internet 

platform circa 2020, commenting on ‘Girl’ and ‘The Steel Corkscrew’, my second published piece, for 

another underwhelmed notice. Both ‘Girl’ and ‘The Steel Corkscrew’ are expressionistic. A storyline is 

there, but it is incidental. Their primary meaning for me is the post-nuclear-war landscape, and the 

poetry I am using to express this.) 

1967

“These really show a tremendous talent – I dare say I’ll be only too eager to take lessons from you in a 

few years’ time…”

(JG Ballard in correspondence after reading pieces I had sent him, 21st January 1967. He wanted to 

show me the technique William Burroughs used to ‘sub’ his work. His collaborations with me, 

‘Concentrate 1’ and ‘Concentrate 2’, initially intended for Ambit, eventually appeared in New Worlds.) 

1967

“The ‘Stick’ pieces are marvels of nightmare humour. The standard of writing is very high.”  

(JG Ballard in correspondence after he had finished editing my work, 31st January 1967. He was an 

advocate of English surrealism, viz, Maurice Richardson’s Engelbrecht stories, and saw my work as 

being in this vein; a young writer that I was, he wanted to encourage me. See the full correspondence 

– eighteen letters in his hand – in the Ballard archive at the British Library.

1968

Within the inner circle of the young New Worlds writers Michael Butterworth is one of the most 

admired."

(Judith Merril, England Swings SF, ed Judith Merril, Doubleday & Company, Inc, 1968. Judith 

anthologised my piece ‘The Baked Bean Factory’.)



1969 

“Michael Butterworth… has never written a word of conventional narrative in his life and sprang 

full-grown from the head of Burroughs, whose work first inspired him to write. Burroughs’ influence 

can be seen in ‘Postatomic’, but Butterworth uses and adapts Burroughs’ techniques to suit his own 

particular vision.”

(Michael Moorcock, Preface to The New SF, Ed Langdon Jones, Hutchinson 1969.)

1970

“A lyrical and incredible panorama of images making up a total view of the world coloured by an 

unbounded imagination.”

(Charles Platt, ed New Worlds #197, announcing publication of ‘6B 4C DD1 22’, January 1970.)

1971

“‘Circularisation’… is speculative in nature, not merely the content or even the prose or form, but the 

entire existence of the story as words on paper… There has been a certain amount of talk about ‘non-

linear’ writing of late, but here is a really non-linear work in the most rigorous sense.”

(Norman Spinrad, The New Tomorrows, ed Norman Spinrad, Belmont Tower Books, USA 1971. 

Norman anthologised ‘Circularisation’.)

1976

“A strange novel, on the face of it a science fiction story along the normal lines, yet the underlying 

themes of the battle between the music of Hawkwind and the plastic pop that is the weapon of the 

Dark Forces, as well as the claustrophobic feel of the ever-impending end, single it out… The book is 

redolent with the ‘Ladbroke Grove’ feel of Moorcock’s ‘Jerry Cornelius’ works, the tackiness of the 

flower power that he clings to, yet this is more doom-laden and pessimistic. Certainly, if you read it, 

play early Hawkwind at top volume. It’s the only way to really understand.”

(Steve Pinder, Time Out, review, The Time of the Hawklords, October 22nd-28th 1976.) 

1983

“‘Tired of life I lay down for the night. I looked up at the stars. I was a microscope with an infinite 

resolving power. Something was using me to observe the universe.’ Michael Butterworth’s ‘Girl’ is a 

story designed to turn SF inside out. The principle of looking at the universe through the individual is 

exactly what Ballard was recommending. The phenomenological universe is referred back to its origin 

in the percipient consciousness, which is therefore said to contain it; a microscope, not a telescope, is 

needed to observe the stars. In the pictorial terms of Biscoe’s analogy, the new sf is neither portrait nor 

landscape, but something in between: A Surrealist painting. Butterworth’s style deliberately blurs the 



narrator’s perceptions, so it is difficult to separate literal from metaphorical, outside from in. The 

eponymous Girl does not appear in the story, which relates the encounter between two male 

survivors of some unspecified catastrophe, but her absence is specifically evoked, in a sex scene of the 

most extraordinary casualness. 

“‘We’ll do it here,’ he said softly, slowly and thoughtfully. His eyes grew big as a doll’s. He looked 

exactly like a doll now. ‘Now,’ he said.

“‘I fell in his eyes. “Now,” he muttered (round and round in the swirling flotsam pools of his eyes): 

“Now.”

“‘We did it there on the sand, in homage to the vanquished goddess, Girl.

“‘Right,’ I said. ‘Let’s get this barn done up.’

“The boldness of Butterworth’s venture in this, his first published story, is apparent: to provide for 

the sexuality of the survivors, even though homosexual intercourse is their only option; and to do so 

with both the maximum of pornographic sensation and the maximum of symbolic resonance. 

However, his style is not altogether under control, with the result that the sex of the narrator is never 

actually stated. Ironically, this story, which is a remarkable attack on one aspect of sexual repression in 

sf (the refusal to mention sex at all), works only if the other aspect (the exclusion of female primary 

characters) is taken for granted: sf is about men.”

(Colin Greenland, The Entropy Exhibition: Michael Moorcock and the British ‘New Wave’ in Science Fiction, 

Routledge & Keegan Paul, 1983.)

1989

“Lord Horror… is recognisably stylistically a mutant product of the Butterworth/Britton synergy, but 

it’s also totally unlike anything they’ve ever produced before. Superficially accessible in its narrative 

form it’s deliberately self-sabotaging in content. Recall The Sunday Times’ The Hitler Diaries? – a none-

too meticulous splicing of faction, a scam, a botched job, whereas there are entire sections of Lord 

Horror where the interface between real and invention is impossible to trace; the Schopenhauer 

Manchester connection, the Nietzsche verses boxing kangaroo cross-over – the joins are near 

seamless. The dialogue on literature and art are brilliant constructions, just as the surreal absurdist 

bits are grotesquely effective, and the bad taste badder than bad. As a piece of sustained imagination, 

it’s the most impressive thing Savoy has yet produced. Individual vignettes, like the tale of Lord 

Horror’s lost tin soldiers, the formulation of wino’s ‘paraffinese’ (a language of grunts and slurs) and 

the fecund entombment of Lord Horror in a shit-shell are hypnotically beautifully delivered.

“The novel’s terrain is mind-bending disgust, an immaculately frightful obscenity, a horrid gut-

churning blackness with a fascination for gore and excreta that extends from Times Square – ‘a red 

hell-rimmed crater , crawling with beetles’ – to the outer rim of the solar system where ‘the huge light 



of the planet went out. A motionless Sargasso of stars suddenly appeared. They seemed so close, the 

gems off the fingers of all the dead girls, and he thought at first they were imprinted on his eyes…’.”

(Andrew Darlington, ‘Lord Horror: The Ultimate Horror Story’, The Small Hours magazine, circa 

1989.)

1992

“‘Circularisation’ was perhaps the most successful form of concrete prose in that it actually worked 

although, typically, it was never popularised in Britain… ‘Circularisation’ takes over where cutups 

and fold-ins leave off; it is time to break the barriers again.” 

(Andy Martin, ed Smile magazine, January 1992. Smile was the ‘The international magazine of 

multiple origins’ launched by Stuart Home in 1984. Someone in the group pirated ‘Circularisation’ for 

Smile. Martin provides a long commentary railing against the conservative elements who did not 

follow through on the technique, and “for whom any art form not firmly rooted in the late 19th 

century idioms is anathema.”)

2013

“A useful example of the transformation in literary style and emphasis under Moorcock can be found 

in Michael Butterworth’s apocalyptic dead astronaut story ‘Concentrate 1’, which explores, in part, a 

failed and traumatic space flight…. ‘Concentrate 1’ is a mere two pages long and is broken up into 

five fragmentary sub-sections, with each containing a separate internalised monologue.

“The deliberate reconsideration of received SF traits in the story exemplifies the New Wave’s 

wilful experimentation with form, whilst concurrently aiming to transcend the traditional 

demarcation between genre fiction and avant-garde literature and art; something that Kingsley Amis 

(1981) would later deride as an unseemly meeting of ‘shock tactics, tricks with typography, one-line 

chapters, strained metaphors, obscurities, obscenities, drugs, oriental religions and left-wing politics’. 

Butterworth’s narrative, while not conforming to all of Amis’s objections, nonetheless makes use of 

interiority and non-linearity as a means of adjusting to the rapidly changing social and artistic climate 

of the late sixties rather than as a way of producing a form of agitprop that Amis crudely associates 

with New Wave SF.

“The first section of the story, ‘Fragments of a Letter found in a dead Astronauts Possessions’, 

inverts the conventions of space opera by representing space travel as the facilitator of disturbing 

dreamscapes. As with Ballard’s ‘condensed novels’ of the same period, Butterworth fuses scientific 

language with dense metaphorical prose: ‘Space is a matrix of avenues, cold planes of continuity. 

Human feature is blurred by the spiralling patterns of space, rendered insignificant by their continual 

cone formation and wave within wave fluctuation. It becomes an inverted reassemblement of its 

actual makeup, a highway of space and its sized, ever-changing globular designs.’



“The journey through space is therefore envisioned as a nightmarish juxtaposition between hi-

technology and the cold darkness of the universe. This is encapsulated in the second section, ‘Deep 

Freeze Unit for Hungry Spacers’, where the lonely traveller, Clalvalar, tries to escape a boiling planet 

for ‘the cold and purple lozenge of his deep freeze unit’. 

“In both fragmentary narratives, the topical late sixties issue of space travel is not perceived as a 

monumental sociological opportunity for colonisation beyond earth, but as the creator of 

psychological trauma. In this way, Butterworth’s story pre-empts the claustrophobic visualisations of 

space travel in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) and Andrei Tarkovsky’s Solaris (1972), 

with Tarkovsky’s work, in particular, exploring the potential unleashing of spectral psychologies 

through long-distance interplanetary travel.

“The final three sections of the story are set on earth as a seeming antidote to this hellish 

visualisation of space. However, once again, we are presented with a solitary character trawling 

through an illusory landscape. The third section, ‘The Catalogue of the Works of Man’, depicts its 

protagonist jumping into a car and noting in fractured prose that ‘I can’t get these straight lines. Ads 

all over the place. Difficult to follow. Maybe if we tried the old library?’. Yet his search for substance is 

futile as he finds ‘no records there’ and is left to wander amongst the ‘leftovers of the white bones of 

the Men’ in an intangible hyper-reality of automobiles and advertisements. The apocalyptic sentiment 

of this section is then emphasised by the final two parts of the story. ‘After Galactic War, From a Road 

on Earth’ outlines the journey along a road at night where above ‘set in the sky were the crystals of 

ships that had broken. Each chip was a silent last fleck of humanity’. While the concluding part, ‘To be 

Read Indifferently’, is a more direct comment on the contemporary, stating, in the final line, that ‘A 

Heinz beancan label, for instance, makes a world of difference to your reasoning power – it virtually 

dulls it out. And those are the mental conditions you / I kind of wanted when we realised the end 

was at hand’. 

“Set in landscapes overloaded with adverts and mass-produced goods, the final sections of the 

story clearly nod towards Pop Art, with the Heinz bean can labels conjuring the image of a British 

counterpart to Andy Warhol’s artwork 32 Campbell’s Soup Cans (1962). Yet this playfulness is 

juxtaposed with a broader pessimism as Butterworth laments the creation of a Marcusian ‘Happy 

Consciousness’ (Marcuse [1964] 1986: 85) through the abundance of consumer goods that ‘dulls out’ a 

broader evaluation of the unfolding apocalypse.

“Similarly to George Collyn’s story ‘Wine on an Empty Stomach’ from [New Worlds] issue 177, 

which concerns itself with the attempts to relocate meaning after societal breakdown, Butterworth’s 

narrative depicts a world devoid of the authentic or tangible and instead envisions an atomised 

society, plagued by advertisements and haunted by the prospect of war. Butterworth’s story is 

therefore broadly concerned with a sense of, in Fredric Jameson’s (1991) terms, ‘depthlessness’ in 

which simulacra has usurped any concrete formulation of the real. While Butterworth revels in the 



hallucinatory images this provokes, he ultimately mourns the intangibility of meaning. Indeed, the 

tone of the story reflects a general sentiment expressed within New Worlds in the late sixties, with the 

fiction included in the publication invariably turning away from the space race and towards the social 

and technological transformations within consumer culture. In doing this, Butterworth’s story inverts 

generic codes, killing off the astronaut-hero protagonist and representing space as a static realm 

‘drained of time’. It is the move to earth that facilitates the actual discoveries as the unnamed 

characters uncover the ‘white bones of Men’ amidst a swirl of advertisements, making the narrative 

reminiscent of Ballard’s earlier short story ‘The Subliminal Man’ (1963) where advertising dominates 

a society obsessed with the motorcar.

“The cut-up style of many of the stories within New Worlds indicates the influence, most vividly, of 

William Burroughs, but their collage-like imagery was also influenced, through either osmosis or 

direct engagement, by the visual art contained within the pages of Moorcock’s glossy version of the 

magazine.”

(Christopher Dayley, ‘British Science Fiction and the Cold War, 1945-1969’, thesis for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy, University of Westminster, March 2013.)

2013

“Michael Butterworth was another writer who chose to combine graphics and text. His 

‘Circularisation of Condensed Conventional Straight-Line Word-Image Structures’ (NW192) was a 

self-styled ‘fictional-poetical instruction manual’ concerning a literary method.

“The illustrations, like the texts, are by Butterworth himself and drawn by Charles Platt. They are 

based on schemes Butterworth learned, as a student, about planographic printing (this utilises the 

immiscible properties of water and oil). The project was informed by his observation that ‘image 

saturation’ from advertising and so on seems to accumulate as the individual enters a city, achieving a 

kind of critical mass towards its centre. As a proposal for ‘a new means of communication’, that is 

fashioned on a concept of the subject in the city, ‘Circularisation’ follows the pattern of early 

modernist experimentation such as Moholy-Nagy’s. Butterworth explained, ‘In my initial model, the 

planographic circular frames, with their rotating bars of condensed words, become denser as the city 

centre is reached, until a kind of super-saturation happens inside the individual’s head.’ The theme of 

the text within the graphics was the futility of war as demonstrated during First World War (hence the 

reference to Calais), as well as the inevitability of nuclear war to which the poetic content of the circle 

frames, in this case, led.”

(David Brittain, Eduardo Paolozzi at New Worlds: Science Fiction and Art in the Sixties, Savoy Books 

2013.)



2014

“This is not art to be consumed; it is art to be confronted.”

(Dr Richard Dunston, aka Gareth Jackson, ‘Now that’s what I call fucking ART’, review of Butterworth, 

my solo exhibition at the Anthony Burgess Centre – 15th August–5th September 2014.) 

2015

On the Origin of Exhibits: Monster Birth, paperback booklet, Donald M Hassler, Kent State University 

Libraries, USA, March 4th 2015. Paper read at Kent State University Libraries as part of the 

Butterworth Green Frog Exhibition, Wednesday March 4th 2015.

2016

“What most clearly links all this willfully divergent material is the underlying complaint about the 

conditions of everyday life and a demand for escape that invokes a sort of disjunctive Romantic 

imagination. This is perhaps clearest in the diagonal columns of all-caps text that slide across the 

pages of Butterworth’s ‘A Hurricane in a Nightjar’ in sections titled ‘The 1980s – Part One’ and ‘Part 

Two’.”

(Mark Williams, ‘Underground Assemblages: Savoy Dreams and The Starry Wisdom’, Foundation: The 

International Review of Science Fiction Vol 45.1, No 123, 2016.)

2016

“The book is a minutely detailed account of some precious moments in musical history… In the 

analysis chapter at the end, Butterworth pinpoints the first American gigs played by the band in 

September 1980 when they identified the future electronic direction for their music. Already fans of 

this genre through Kraftwerk, they saw the popularity of it in clubs with a range of clientele and this 

was apparently as inspirational as their visit to the Lesser Free Trade Hall to see the Sex Pistols in 

1976… As Butterworth states, this period is crucial in musical history – he calls it “the cusp of two 

eras (post-punk and dance) but also stresses the spark of creative genius required to ensure success. 

The Blue Monday Diaries is invaluable in helping the reader to trace the genesis of this creation.”

(Dave Jennings, Louder Than War website, February 23rd 2016, reviewing The Blue Monday Diaries.)

2016

“The book could easily fail as a dull ‘I was there’ technology-fest but never does. Bizarrely, 

considering the wall of secrecy around recording today, Butterworth got to the inner sanctum, and 

this admittedly slight and strangely sequenced book is a report from the epicentre of a surprisingly 

single-minded process that led to one of the most seismic singles of all time.”

(Jake Kennedy, Record Collector #451 March 2016 reviewing The Blue Monday Diaries.)



2016

“The language is smooth and well-paced. The technical language of recording sometimes slows 

things down, but that language is essential to knowing the band as Butterworth sees its individual 

talents. And Butterworth has an excellent eye (and ears). His discretion and ‘soft approach’ are 

admirable, skilled, and obviously the reasons why we have this essential account at all. Absolutely 

first-rate reportage!”

(William Weiss, Associate Professor of English Emeritus, SUNY Adirondack, March 13th 2016, 

Amazon.com., reviewing The Blue Monday Diaries.)

2016

“Having followed the band for three-and-a-half decades, and having read much of what has been 

written, I reckon this is one of the finest books ever published on New Order.”

(The Original Mr Peel, Amazon.uk, 20th April 2016, reviewing The Blue Monday Diaries.)

2016

 “Each fragment of Butterworth is a distinct subject (Rauschenberg).  Constituent meaning.  One of the 

things that happens with collages is the spatial absorption of the temporal.  So, your fragments exist 

simultaneously as subjects all.  And together as one as well.  Space has absorbed time.  Playing with 

placement of fragments becomes visual like the unfurling of paper or cloth.  All subjects exist visually 

before you, but not only linearly.”

(William Weiss, Associate Professor of English Emeritus, SUNY Adirondack, 2016, emailing me about 

my collection Butterworth.)

2019

“I had always enjoyed Michael Butterworth's short writings when they first appeared in various 

magazines. Some of them I still have, although those old publications have seen better days. Others 

had long since slipped away into a void where uncertain memories frolic. When I saw this volume 

had been released, I was both excited and a little apprehensive. Great to have all those pieces in one 

place; but would they be as good as I remembered. I needn't have worried. They simply confirm that 

Michael Butterworth is a writer who is every bit as good as Mike Harrison and Michael Moorcock 

(what is it with that name?).

“Despite being in such illustrious company (along with many others of that period - Ballard, 

Sladek, Platt, etc), Michael Butterworth's voice is distinct and his work is very much his own. Each 

piece in this collection feels as fresh as the day it first appeared and whilst my current response is no 

doubt tempered by decades of experience, I found them just as intriguing and vibrant as the day I 

first read them.



“If you want to know what all the so-called 'new wave' fuss was about, if you have any regard for 

the development of literature, for the way in which that supernova of writing talent tore down and 

rebuilt the very structure of writing as a form of expression of the modern world and the inner space 

of the mind that was coming to terms with modernity, you could do a lot worse than buy this book.

“In fact, buy this book anyway - it's a cracking read irrespective of its history.”

(Graeme Talboys, review of Butterworth, Amazon.uk 11th April 2019.)

2019

“In these days of anodyne pap that is lauded as ‘literary fiction’ by people not old enough to have 

read more than a few hundred books, it is a real joy to find a piece of sustained exploratory fiction.

“I’m not going to tell you what the book is about – read it and decide for yourself. And don’t 

expect the author to spoon feed you either. He treats his readers as intelligent beings who are canny 

enough to negotiate the complex narrative.

“If you want some hint, reading this book is a bit like watching frighteningly prescient old home 

movies, in the dark, with unseen figures making comments. And then realising, at some point, 

someone has laced your mug of tea with acid.

“Even without the acid, and despite the bleak undertone, the movies depict a bright explosion of 

hope, optimism, and a very real attempt to change the world by expanding minds. Not through drugs 

unless, of course, you consider the written word to be a drug.

“I do not, even if the effects of marks on paper can be the same. For me, writing is a true form of 

magic. Not the spotty boy wizard kind of escapism (which is on much the same level as what passes 

for literature these days), but an elemental magic that is both powerful and subtle. It is the source 

code of our modern being, shaping our thought and our actions. And it deserves to be explored far 

beyond the narrow confines of the likes of the redtop press and smart society middle-class literature, 

much as it was in the ‘New Wave’ during the 1960s and 70s, much as it is here in this novel.

“Indeed, it is works like that that are both entertaining and mind bending that shine the brightest 

light into the shadowy core of our being, allowing us to come to know ourselves better, understand 

more clearly how we are made and how we work and through that agency, letting us become wiser 

beings.

“It takes a bit of effort to follow the strands of the narrative, but you are rewarded all the more. 

And if all this sort of thing is new to you, seek out the authors who made and surfed that wave – 

Michael Butterworth included. You will find writing that is as deeply moving and satisfying as the 

best of the modernists, surrealists, absurdists, and magical realists ever produced. Before you do that, 

however, start here. It really is an excellent book.”

(Graeme Talboys, review of My Servant the Wind, Amazon 26th April 2019.)



2019

“This book was an enjoyable read but will be difficult to write about. The tale is told as a series of 

diary entries layered in both the past and the future while at times stepping out of the narrative 

completely. Post-apocalyptic scenarios are taken for granted as if being alone in a desert world were a 

normal state of being, while the mundane is exaggerated and horrifying, drifting like a dream from 

abstract childhood to real life parties. The author acknowledges difficulties along the way and even 

criticizes the writing process through describing earlier perceived failures. Much of the book reads 

like a fever and as a reader I always find this to be a favorable circumstance for suspending disbelief. 

Lately I have been really enjoying the work of the new wave writers and had been unaware of 

Butterworth until a friend brought this book to my attention. This jagged epistolary is a perfect 

example of how not only were typical themes in science fiction attacked but also the nature of writing 

itself. I often ask myself the question of how we eliminate or destroy time in a medium that is linear 

by nature.”

(Jean-Paul L Garnier, review, My Servant the Wind, Space Cowboy Books website, USA 2019.)

2020

“This is an absolutely stellar collection of works spanning from the beginnings of Butterworth’s career 

to more recent pieces. I am impressed by the breadth and diversity of the work and styles employed. 

Many of the stories are aggressive and disorienting, evoking a wide range of emotions in a truly 

dynamic way. The dynamics of many of the pieces are masterfully done, expressing emotions that 

conflict with the narrative styles in a manner that adds to the delightful cognitive dissonance of the 

stories. I have so many favorites in this book that it is difficult to pick out a few pieces to highlight. 

One of the things that sticks out about this book to me is that it has a wide variety of themes explored 

while also retaining an overarching quality that makes it feel like all the pieces in the book express a 

larger mythos unique to Butterworth. It is a favorite quality of mine when an author’s work defines 

its own world and creates a tonality that can only take place in this particular vision of the fabricated 

environment, and Butterworth is a master of this. Highly recommended for fans of the New Wave 

and anyone interested in more literary approaches to science fiction.”

(Jean-Paul L Garnier, review, Butterworth, Space Cowboy Books website USA 2019; also Simultaneous 

Times Newsletter Vol 2, print newsletter, USA, Jun 2020).

2021

“I’m about halfway through Butterworth, and am already vastly impressed, both by the stories new to 

me like the magnificent ‘Das Neue Leben’, and by ones that I read and enjoyed as a teenager, like ‘6B 

4C DD1 22’ – which, I think forgivably, I could never remember the title of and always referred to as 

“the one with Alice the Acid Child” – that I can now savour with greater understanding and 



appreciation. This is a marvellous collection, and one my shelves and teetering heaps have been 

without for far too long. And that eponymous title is a stroke of brilliance: it makes you sound, 

rightly, like an unexplored continent. Also, the introduction struck a lot of chords. You’re five or six 

years older than me, but we have a lot of reference points and personal totems in common – Brian 

Aldiss’s Hothouse was the first proper science fiction novel that I encountered, and it possessed me. 

Then I graduated to Ballard, Bradbury – that Corgi run in the 60s with Bruce Pennington covers 

added greatly to his aura – and of course Mike Moorcock. Through New Worlds, which I’d been 

beneficially traumatised by at the age of fourteen when all I was looking for were more Elric stories, I 

was led by Ballard’s essay on Burroughs to further startle myself with The Soft Machine later that same 

year. The more I talk to people who went through that period, the more I’m convinced that, despite 

our enormous differences, we all arose from precisely the same vivid mulch. I’ve flicked through My 

Servant the Wind and am already intrigued by its structure and processes, so that’s next.”

(Alan Moore, emailing me, 6th January 2021.)

2021

“Another writer [other than Ballard] whose work was intimately bound up with advertising in both 

form and content in this period was Michael Butterworth. A series of works by Butterworth titled 

‘Concentrate’ appeared in New Worlds magazine between 1967 and 1970, characterised by dense 

imagery, prose-poetry, and cosmic satire. These pieces developed from a dialogue with Ballard after 

Butterworth submitted a novelette titled Stick to Ambit while Ballard was its fiction editor. Ballard 

encouraged Butterworth to condense his work in order to cut out ‘the recapitulation of long chains of 

past events’ that characterised traditional narratives. Ballard offered to condense Butterworth’s text 

from twenty or thirty pages down to just six: ‘you could (or rather, I could) sub this whole lot down to 

about six pages—short items, each with a heading—junk the rest.’—and duly did so. The resulting 

texts were eventually published in New Worlds after the editor of Ambit Martin Bax vetoed their 

inclusion in his magazine. This collaboration between Ballard and Butterworth shows the process of 

condensing in practice. The pieces appear as a collection of short texts organised under ambiguous 

titles. The vast majority of linear connections both within and between the sections have been 

eliminated, bringing out the resonances between image–phrases. The series title ‘Concentrate’ holds a 

number of meanings that usefully describe this new form and much of the more radical condensed 

writing that appeared in the magazine. ‘Concentrate’ refers to the necessity of concentration on the 

part of the reader in order for them to fill in the gaps between the contracted images, as well to as the 

contracted form itself. In a 1962 guest editorial in New Worlds Ballard had written that the sort of 

fiction that he proposed—describing ‘inner space’ rather than outer—required that ‘the hard work 

will fall, not on the writer and editor, but on the readers’, demanding that they ‘accept a more oblique 

narrative style.’ Further, the term ‘concentrate’ resonates with a sense of the psychological experience 



of reality and extreme states of being: the ‘inner space’ of Ballard’s proposal. Finally, ‘Concentrate’ 

brought to mind the horrors of the atrocities of the present and recent past through the image of the 

‘concentration camp’. Thomas M. Disch would similarly pun with the idea of psyche and atrocity in 

the title of his novel Camp Concentration, published in New Worlds in 1967. The collision of images of 

contemporary reality are used to gain an understanding of the tragedies of the then-present historical 

moment. 

“From his ‘Concentrate’ pieces Butterworth went on to produce a publication of the same name. 

Dedicated to short condensed works by a number of different writers, including New World staples 

such as John T. Sladek, Charles Platt, and James Sallis, it was distributed first with New Worlds in 1968 

and then later with Ambit. Here, editing and publishing became an extension of Butterworth’s 

writing, with the end result looking very much like a condensed novel by Ballard or Butterworth. 

Short paragraphs of condensed language and imagery are organised under bold titles, much like 

Butterworth’s ‘Concentrate’ pieces, and related to one another through their juxtaposition across the 

page. As Hannah Nussbaum has pointed out, ‘authorship was somewhat fluid’ as ideas, images, and 

language bled across the texts. The end result gives the impression that Concentrate contains a single 

collective work, constructed out of the edited texts of a series of writers. There were plans for the 

publication to be published fortnightly but, unfortunately, printing costs put an end to the project. 

“In this period Butterworth began actively to engage with advertising in his fiction. In his short 

story ‘The Baked Bean Factory’, published in New Worlds in October 1967, adverts fight each other for 

dominance in a post-apocalyptic setting. Advertising images come to life, ‘assuming the identity of 

weird two-dimensional life forms’, while humanity is increasingly either dead or deadened by the 

continual image-barrage. Butterworth has said that while he ‘celebrated consumerism’ for the exciting 

prospects that it opened up, he was critical of the ‘worst excesses of advertising’. Advertising, for him, 

was a ‘neutral medium’: a powerful tool open to abuse, but also a potential model for the writer 

interested in the manner in which it bypassed the ‘intellect and professed convictions or pretensions’ 

of its audience. 

This interest in advertising and compression led to Butterworth’s most ambitious work of the period, 

‘Circularisation’. The text is split into three parts. The first section contains instructions for the 

production of the ‘circularisation’, a new artistic form consisting of a two-dimensional image 

constructed out of phrases emanating from a central point. The second section is a story made wholly 

out of these circularisations, titled ‘No Truce in White Holocaust- Time (Year of Crossing—1967)’. The 

story is followed by the final section, in the form of a pseudo-scientific paper exploring the 

implications of the circularisation for television. Butterworth’s development of the circularisation 

form was initiated as a way of expressing the ‘image saturation’ by advertising of the urban 

environment. Though Butterworth never completed that first particular circularisation, the text of the 

published version indicates in both form and content the condensing and imagistic form of 



advertising and, in fact, comes close to Ballard’s dream of the ‘three-dimensional geometric model’ 

that would replace the novel. In the first section, Butterworth explicitly shows the process of 

condensing a text, from sequential narrative, to imagistic narrative, to image. The initial instructions 

to ‘Take’ and then ‘Condense’ [in his example] map the reduction of conventional to imagistic 

narrative. The ‘Take’ sections have pronouns, most prepositions, and extraneous information deleted 

to form the ‘Condense’ sections. The remaining words are rearranged and formed into a series of 

comic kennings and juxtapositions, bookended by the two coordinates of the journey, ‘Dover’ and 

‘Calais’. ‘Vietnamese sea’ overlays the sea-crossing of the English Channel with the Vietnam war. The 

conversation is contracted into ‘wartalk’, a phrase often used to dismiss or trivialise military jingoism. 

‘Motortea’, through its transference of tea from people to engines, highlights tea’s function as a social 

lubricant. Finally ‘drink vicar’ humorously suggests the vampiric drinking of the vicar’s blood, or 

perhaps his time. Social realism is here transformed via contraction into social surrealism. The absurd 

juxtapositions show a particular truth hidden by the trappings of conventional narrative detail. 

However, the narrative is still sequential, strung between the two geographical points between which 

the narrator is travelling. The diagram version of the conversation below enacts a further 

defamiliarisation via confusion of the visual and the textual. The instructions ask that the 

circularisations be read outward from the middle point of the circle, beginning at line C. We must 

begin by attending to the three verbal spokes, beginning with the word ‘VIETNAMESE’. As this is the 

prime position of the form, Vietnam is therefore the privileged subject whose meaning the following 

two verbal phrasal spokes serve ambiguously to determine. ‘SEA-WARTALK WITH’ might reference 

the process by which Vietnam is discussed. The final verbal spoke might variously be three separate 

terms divided by a dash; a narrative sequence in which a machine drinks a vicar; or, if taken together 

as one term, it might describe a mechanical tea-drinking priest. ‘DOVER’ and ‘CALAIS’ are no longer 

destinations but the co-ordinates between which word–images take place. The circle itself might 

figure, reminiscent as it is of a cross-section of a skull; a psychological space, filling up and resonating 

with condensed images. The circularisation of the condensed text blurs the line between word and 

image; words become image and the image is formed of text. The reader views words simultaneously 

as image and condensed text to be parsed. The instructions become the first circularisation in the 

story that follows. As the story progresses the circularisations become increasingly dense. The co-

ordinates at A and B shift from the geographical into the poetic, while the frequency of the spokes 

increases, as the vicar and the narrator discuss the relationship between image and reality in Vietnam. 

For the vicar, media distorts reality, whereas the narrator argues that there is increasingly little 

difference between the two. The circularisations reflect the overlay of narrative, atrocity, and images 

of atrocity so that the hierarchy of difference between them that is maintained in sequential narrative 

is undermined. All becomes a series of concentrated images resonating across each other. The vicar’s 



platitudes about human nature and reality are pulled apart and rearranged so as to show their 

absurdity and naivety in a world saturated by images.”

(Tom Dillon, PhD thesis What is the Exact Nature of the Catastrophe?’ A Cultural History of New Worlds 

Magazine, 1964-70, Birkbeck, University of London, June 2021)

2021

“The experimental spirit was taken up by Butterworth, who began his publishing of avant-garde 

magazines with Corridor in Manchester in 1971. The magazine ran for five issues over four years. Two 

further issues were published under the title Wordworks in 1975 and 1976. The first issue of Corridor 

showed its New Worlds allegiance: Butterworth ran a piece by Moorcock purporting to be a 

chronology of the life or lives of Jerry Cornelius from 1900 to 1968, constructed from a collage of 

invented newspaper clippings that included the name Cornelius.741 Though sharing many of the 

same writers as the paperback New Worlds anthology series, including Moorcock, Bailey, Platt, and 

Disch, the editorial tone of the magazine was far harsher, damning ‘the great mess of contemporary 

magazine writing’ as ‘sterile and deluding’.742 The contents as well were far more alienating, 

including a large amount of avant-garde poetry, the politically provocative work of underground 

agitator Heathcote Williams and sexually explicit surreal fantasy artwork by David Britton. As 

Hannah Nussbaum has noted, the venture was ‘utterly non-commercially viable’. Rather, the 

magazine aimed to estrange the reader from a conformist view of reality, a reality created by a media 

that the editor felt was ‘heavily committed to this unspoken conspiracy to debase and pervert and 

ignore what our true poets tell us is true—to maintaining an illusion of what life is supposed to be 

really like.’ Though the switch of title to Wordworks marked a certain professionalisation of image, 

including a glossy format and a standardised design, the editorials were no less provocative: 

Butterworth [actually Wordworks reviews editor Jay Jeff Jones] announced that it was ‘THE WIRED 

FOR WIERDNESS MAGAZINE’ and that if the readers were unsatisfied with its content ‘the fault is 

with your own insulation... this is one live connection that doesn’t use any.’ After the second 

Wordworks, Butterworth suspended his magazine and poured his energies into running Savoy press in 

partnership with David Britton. The marriage of Butterworth’s avant-garde sensibility and Britton’s 

bizarre imaginary provided a bridge between the British New Wave and the later New Weird 

movement of the 1990s and 2000s.”

(Tom Dillon, PhD thesis What is the Exact Nature of the Catastrophe?’ A Cultural History of New Worlds 

Magazine, 1964-70, Birkbeck, University of London, June 2021.)

2023

“With Butterworth we are in a kind of parallel universe when his writing applies itself to what is 

behind his eyes rather than what is in front of them. The mind turns inwards as well as outwards, and 



either way can make for a voyage of discovery. The constant flow of reactions, whether emanating 

from sights seen or reflection on them, keep the work anchored in the poet’s life and thoughts. It 

doesn’t seem jarring when the writing switches in its intentions. The everyday can quickly slide into 

the strange.”

(Jim Burns, Introduction to Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, Space Cowboy Books. 

February 2023.)

2023

“Michael Butterworth’s poetry is rolling news from a since-outlawed territory of ideas; bulletins filed 

from a redacted country, edited out of cultural continuity. In beautifully clear language, human 

moments are examined as though artefacts dug from the future, or the debris of a missing world. 

Caught in a jeweller’s eyepiece, fugitive impressions from near sixty years of subterranean endeavour 

here condense to lyric crystal, ringing with the poet’s radical and laser-guided voice. This is a 

wonderful collection, mined from times that aren’t supposed to happen. Lose yourself inside it.”

(Alan Moore, jacket blurb for Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, Space Cowboy Books, 

February 2023.)

2023

“This is not only a lifetime’s poetic work but overwhelming evidence of a poetic lifetime. Readers 

should enter carefully through the author’s Preface, a classy, condensed autobiography in itself and 

the perfect warmup for the multi-faceted, often surprisding poems that follow; ranging from sharp, 

haiku-like observations to densely layered dramatic episodes – and always written with 

wordmanship, wit and a constant intelligence.”

(Jay Jeff Jones, jacket blurb for Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, Space Cowboy Books, 

February 2023.)

2023

“It’s quite an achievement to keep writing poems for almost sixty years. Or should I say keep writing 

one poem during that period? Jim Burns, in his introduction to Michael Butterworth’s book, suggests 

that, though the title refers to ‘poems’ in the plural, what exists is essentially a ‘complete work’ in 

which what appears can often have substance when seen outside the framework of the book, but 

gains when seen within it.  I’m inclined to take the same point of view. What Butterworth was doing 

as he recorded his experiences and thoughts and observations was compiling a chronicle of his life… 

It is a very human book… The mood can be frivolous or serious and switch from page to page. The 

reader should ride with it and accept that feelings can change, and happiness and sadness are two 

sides of the same coin.”



(John Dunton, review of Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, Penniless Press, online, 

January 2023.)

2023

“The author has led a life with many challenges, conflicts and losses, but—and maybe curiously—

throughout these many disappointments and setbacks, Butterworth’s poetry sustains a quiet place of 

thoughtfulness, gentle response, and stillness… After exhausting the overtly (that is, visually) 

experimental pieces, I turned to the front of the book and read through the poems that are more 

recognizably “conventional”. I discovered many more conceptual pieces, but also, I was delighted to 

meet Butterworth’s gentle sensibility. Using few words, Butterworth can evoke a strong sense of 

voice, narrative, and the “feel” of emotional observations – which are thoughtful and measured. The 

effect is immersive. The book does what I require most from a book of poetry: it puts me in a ‘quiet 

sanctuary’ where I can sit, feel stillness, think carefully about the ephemeral nature of words and 

emotions… J. G. Ballard (the visionary), Brian Aldiss (the Oxbridge intellectual) and Moorcock 

himself (the tireless tribal chieftain, guitar slinger, and typewriter Fagin) are popularly (and properly) 

the stars of the New Wave, but it was young writers like Butterworth who produced the truly 

exquisite gems of innovation that are the legacy of this characteristically 1960s movement. And how 

forward seeing that movement was!”

(Carter Kaplan, ‘Beyond the New Wave’, review, Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems1965-2020, 

Amazon.com, USA, 22nd March 2023.)

2023

“Many decades ago, when I was beginning to work with literature seriously, I hosted a reading by the 

Beat Gary Snyder, who was and is a brilliant Reed College educated writer able to do whatever he 

wanted with words, read his poem on “being eaten by a bear.”  The verse was open breath, free verse, 

the speaker was enjoying the mastication.  It was Buddhist.  It was Beat. It was open breath 

expression.  I did not like it. Now this Complete Poems by Butterworth does the same thing.  He loves 

publishing.  His love “Sara” is an ordained Buddhist Priest.  He loves the North (Manchester in 

particular and the Pennines) far from London.  He loves his mother, women in general, his family of 

several grandchildren.  All of this “eats him up” continually.  The Manchester Police, the loss of 

homes in the region, the sadness of women… My favorite section is the one on the decade of the 

‘nineties’ that opens with a poem about trees: ‘These strange things called trees… / Inevitably, like the 

rest of Nature/ They will succumb / To a grim determination.’  (p 141) Butterworth’s short poem is so 

different from the famous Victorian tree poem he riffs off of by Joyce Kilmer, who did not survive the 

Great War but who did write that huge statement of straight belief. That fine little verse along with 

the longer ‘The Mad Girl’… with its huge tone of pathos … are worth the price of this book. 



Butterworth sums up a life… and a branch of the Beat movement for us that ought to get a lot of 

notice.”

(Donald M Hassler, review, Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, U.P. Book Review, online 

26th March 2023 USA. The Upper Peninsular Publishers & Authors Association, Michigan.) 

2023

“This whopper retrospective contains 187 pages of poetry. As Butterworth comments in the 

introduction, there is a clear autobiographical arc to the work, which is the overriding theme 

throughout the book, punctuated by speculative elements… Butterworth often spins the ordinary, as 

in ‘hoover & writer’, twisting reality a little to the left, generating ‘an awkward blob of silence’ while 

his reader ponders… Many of the early poems address war and the post-atomic age. ‘Sergeant 

Pepper’s Postatomic Skull’ pulls the reader into a tortuous ride, where the poet asks ‘what use are 

words but the niceties of a race best left out of this place…there is no advert to fill the vacuum… there 

is no recollection…’, existential questions that already hint at the Twitter age… While many of the 

earlier poems are not speculative, poems like ‘The Astronaut’ reach for familiar speculative themes 

and images, ‘His suit protects him from the real cold and the real vacuum. But his confused mind 

(accustomed to a keen perception of space/time) flips’, also working as a metaphor for our own 

challenges between physical and mental realities… The section from 1975-1979 marks a distinct shift 

into more speculative realms. The historical and autobiographical aspects of Butterworth’s early 

works form an engaging backdrop, but this is where I found the collection strongest – which may also 

just expose my bias toward the speculative aspects of his work, as in ‘The Chemical Genesis of the 

Known Universe’… The forms of the poems vary from the longer prosey lines to short poems, short 

lines, rhyme, and more experimental use of the page. (Compare the earlier selections with ‘Bus Stop’: 

‘Standing in line / To the call of Time’.) Butterworth’s voice is clear throughout, with a raw energy 

that shouts from the page. Even the later Buddhism-inspired poems pack a punch from their short 

lines full of hard consonants, though they’re softened in tone and content.”

(John Reinhart, review, Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, Science Fiction & Fantasy 

Poetry Association, online, April 2023 USA, also Amazon.com and in truncated form in the Spring 

2023 edition of Star*Line #46.2.)

2023

“One of the most interesting aspects of the collection [is] to see the evolution of Butterworth’s work 

over a radical age of political and literary upheaval… In one of the best poems in the collection, 

‘Premature’, Butterworth laments how the utopian space race has become a vehicle for American 

nationalism, abandoned because of the rising cost of war: ‘To the rest of the world, the astronauts will 

become / ghosts, men who walk on the moon, parts in a cunning / simulation trick performed by 



politicians.’ In the eighties, the poems take on a despondency at society’s apathy to act against an 

unjust society. Butterworth describes this as a period of disillusionment at Thatcher’s ‘attempts to 

destroy all trace of my era’s legacy’. In ‘The 1980s – Part Three’, he describes an apocalyptic world 

where family turns against family in extreme violence. In ‘Space Radio’, the poem takes on the voice 

of a broadcast lamenting how the public has ignored the constant efforts of creatives – ‘artists and free 

men’ – who warn of overpopulation nuclear war, pollution, and urban decay. The poems of this 

period are disturbing and uncomfortable; perhaps the title of the final poem of this decade is most 

telling – ‘I’m clinging to the rock face’… This notion of the poet as harbinger continues into his poems 

of the last decades… Yet the latest poems also arrive at a place of domestic hope, with Butterworth 

finding both Buddhism and his ‘forever partner’, S.”

(‘Memories of the Space Age’, Kat Clay, review Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 1965-2020, 

Interzone Digital, online, June 2023.) 

2023

“The exhibition offered viewers an unusual gallery experience, as the displayed artworks were in fact 

poems, adapted into diagram-like visuals. Alternating between black and white backgrounds, 

seemingly nonsensical lines of poetry were assembled in circular motions, set against the dizzying, 

reflective aluminum panels of the gallery walls. At first glance, the works might have seemed cryptic, 

but when examined long enough, their meanings became visible. Once adjusted to the unusual 

placement of the words, the viewer could then draw correlations between phrases in whichever order 

they chose. Ultimately, these were literary experiments which questioned how we might receive both 

visual and textual information at once: If words became images, might their symbology change?... 

According to Butterworth’s artist statement, ‘Circularisation came about in part from an Aldous 

Huxley-inspired LSD experience during which the word “anarchy” in a front-page newspaper 

headline about strikers in a car plant had the explosive effect of literally enveloping me in an 

explosion of images of chaos—far more than reading a newspaper normally would have done.” 

Butterworth was spurred to break down language from its usual frame of reference and challenge the 

linearity of the written word. His works in this series focus on anti-war sentiments, especially in 

response to the war in Vietnam. Poetic fragments such as “Atom war – A no-truce sequel” and 

“Remarque trench fire darkness” crossed with sensory-specific phrases like “Edged calm warmth” 

added for emotional effect… Additional elements of the exhibit included photographs, magazine 

covers, and other memorabilia given museum-style treatment inside a shiny glass case. For those 

previously unaware of Butterworth, this rare retrospective provided an inkling of the breadth of his 

cultural production over many decades, as well as the unconventional ways in which he reconfigured 

the way a reader interacts with poetry.”



(The Manchester-Joshua Tree Transit: Michael Butterworth’s ‘Circularisations’, Art Queen Gallery, Joshua 

Tree, review of my solo exhibition by Zara Kand, Dispatches Magazine, online, Berkeley, California, 

August 24th 2023. The exhibition was held at the launch of Michael Butterworth: Complete Poems 

1965-2020.)


