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SERIES
Anne Turyn frequently produces series of photographs, represented in this 
exhibition with photographs selected from Dear Pen Pal (1979-80), Flashbulb 
Memories (1985-1986), Illustrated Memories (1983-1995).

When I ask her about working in series, she answers, “It’s kind of a tradition. 
A photographer goes to Alaska and makes a series of photographs of that place. 
Swap Alaska for idea. “

TEXT
Constance DeJong: I wanted to know about the inclusion of text in your 
photography and the origins of that inclusion.
Anne Turyn: It probably started with one photograph from right before I 
graduated undergraduate school. I put my friend against the wall which was 
right next to the photo lab. It said PHOTO on the wall with a big arrow. And 
that was funny. You look at my friend and to the left is the word photo with 
a big arrow. In a couple months, I started doing photos with captions. I was 
exploring the relations. My favorite was using the caption, “There are three 
types of captions: true, false, and inapplicable.”
C: And the image is what?
A: It could be a still life. The thing is, that particular caption could go 
with any picture. A year or so later I did a series of still lifes called Lies 
and Love Letter Lies. The text was just little notes. I made a rubber stamp out 
of letters kids might play with. And under each one I stamped LIE.
	
Relatedly, at a later moment, Turyn said “I was interested in the lowest common 
denominator stuff as subject matter for art.” Her “lowest common denominator” 
appears as a kind of inclusivity, something common to being a human, regardless 
of the identifying factors of being a person. Memory, for example.

MEMORY
A: I took a graduate level psychology course on memory.
C: And what was the interest that got you to enroll in such a course?
A: Well, I was interested for a long time in how the brain works. It took me a 
really long time to realize they don’t really know. They do a model starting 
a hundred years earlier, and then shoot it down and then do that with another 
model. And I remember …. I just wanted to know the answer!

MEMORY (2)
Earnestly transcribing my recorded conversation with Turyn, I catch sound of 
a man being interviewed on the radio brightening his voice to exclaim, “It 

was like a light bulb went off.” Most everyone knows that moment of insight 
expressed metaphorically as “seeing the light.” Experientially, something is 
illuminated. Flashbulb Memories is a conjoining of light and memory and brings 
to mind Turyn’s commitment to the “common denominator.” Already an accessible 
subject, memory is further characterized as those stilled moments when an event 
becomes indelible, each of us vividly imprinted with the precise attributes, 
with the where and what of when … AMELIA EARHART FLIES ATLANTIC, FIRST WOMAN TO 
DO IT; or NAZIS IN NORWAY; or POWER FAILURE SNARLS NORTHEAST; 800,000 ARE CAUGHT 
IN SUBWAYS HERE; CITY GROPES IN DARK (three of twenty-six Flashbulb Memories).
	
One’s particular set of embedded details accompanying events of meaning and 
magnitude, is a form of memory evoked in the caringly composed still lifes of 
Flashbulb Memories. Homely still lifes, Turyn favors domestic interiors arranged 
with everyday objects. Sometimes referred to as setup photographs, this way of 
working with photography found traction in the 80s, variously practiced in a 
lot of Turyn’s output, also, for examples, in the photographs of Cindy Sherman, 
Laurie Simmons. On her website Flashbulb Memories is subtitled: inspired by the 
psychological phenomenon; created without collaging or digital manipulations.

SET UP
At the start of our conversation, I ask about two aspects of Turyn’s work: series and 
the set-up photograph. She immediately notes “all photography, all photographs are 
set-up by framing. Framing creates an illusion of ‘that’s what is there.’ Of course, 
it’s not, it’s not that kind of truth. A set-up photograph is a kind of truth.”
C: Yes, it acknowledges there is nuance to the notion of truth, it disturbs the 
tidy divide of true-false, real-fake. 
(We are talking about photography of the 1980s, early 1990s, an era-specific 
qualifying of real-fake distinct from contemporary digital technology used to 
manipulate an image to become entirely altered in meaning.) 

AGAIN, THE SUBJECT OF TEXT, AND OF IMAGE-TEXT
A: …because of semiotics because that was in the air in the late 70s, I thought 
wait…there’s a field called linguistics? How did I not get to take a class 
in that? I love to talk and talk about talking. So, I made a decision to get 
another master’s degree and I quickly enrolled at the New School in a Master of 
Liberal Studies program, then transferred to CUNY.

I had always understood Turyn got a graduate degree in linguistics. I needed 
clarification on the words ‘semiotics’ and ‘linguistics,’ to which in an email 
she wrote: “My understanding was that semiotics grew, in a sense, out of 
linguistics. So, the term ‘linguistics’ entered my consciousness and sounded 
like some illicit and fantastic topic that I never got to hear about or study. 
So, I needed to do that. Also, the most interesting things to me in the late 
70s were the film Poto and Cabango, and Koko the gorilla. When I went to San 
Francisco and we (AT and Tony Conrad) stayed with Joe (Gibbons) in 79 or 80. 
He asked if there was something we would like to do and hadn’t done in SF 
and I said, ‘meet Koko.’ He couldn’t deliver on that. I also asked my cousin, 
an anthropologist, what field is this called if these are the things I am 
interested in. He said psycholinguistics (which may be wrong) but it confirmed 
the linguistics topic.And then Saussure (!) (where semiotics may have been 
hatched) (in one version) had actually studied a woman who believed she had 
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woken up speaking Sanskrit, a foreign language from India, and it was called 
xenoglossia - which was so cool as to be unbelievable.”

Turyn’s mention of “semiotics in the air in the 70s” harkens the appearance 
of language in art of which there were numerous manifestations — in the work, 
among others, of Barbara Kruger, Jenny Holzer, Lawrence Weiner, Joseph Kosuth; 
in the artist-produced publications Art and Language, The Fox. Turyn’s interest 
seems to me singular for adopting language associated with the vernacular, with 
talk and with colloquial communications known to the senders, the receivers of 
Dear John, Dear Pen Pal.
If memory and text are at work in many Turyn photographs, related to her 
abiding interest in “how the brain works,” then angling language to be funny, 
to be witty, to be uncanny reflects a semiotic penchant for deploying language-
image to perform the difficult operations of humor. At times her humor is a 
critique delivered by the arrow of satire, so evident in the text-image skew 
of Turyn’s Dear Pen Pal series. Example, text: DEAR PEN PAL, WE AMERICANS LOVE 
VARIETY is the text under a row of three glasses filled with three kinds of 
soda. On her website, the series is subtitled: traditional still lifes; created 
with no manipulation of the negative.
When I want to converse about humor, about her sense of image-text wit, she 
only says: “Yeah maybe that’s an absence of imagination.” How wrong she is. 
She adds, “My fellow students didn’t consider me to be a photographer because 
of text in my work. And a curator once told me “get rid of the text, it’s a 
crutch.” How wrong she was. I will maintain my perspective that incisive wit, 
that critique-humor reflects the linguist in Turyn, the skewer of meaning. 

A VERY DIFFERENT IMAGE-TEXT PROJECT
Issue #9 is unique in Top Stories for Kathy Acker and Anne Turyn agreeing to an 
image-text publication.
C: Did your experience with, your appreciation of comic books and narrative 
graphics inform your relationship to the text and what you chose to photograph?  
A: I guess. Because I was already interested in not illustrating – where the 
caption just reiterates what the photo is. Like in your typical newspaper, 
“Firemen Put Out Fire on 14th Street.” Ok, the 14th street part was extra. The 
way I did the Kathy Acker Top Stories is the picture is skewed from/to what the 
text is saying.
C: Was #9 a shared idea, you both had the idea of an image-text book? How did 
that work?
A. Kathy sent the text and wrote, “Here it is.” And she said, “I’d like to have 
a photographer put pictures in.” And, you know, I had worked on other image-
text things and a friend, Linda Neaman, encouraged me to do the photography and 
so I did. Kathy had written me a letter of wanting the photographs to undermine 
the text, some Russian Constructivist idea of undermining. “And let’s make 
it wonderful, Love, Kathy.” Of course, that’s what I would have done anyway, 
undermine the text. That would have been my strategy. I didn’t want one and 
one to add up to two I wanted image and word to be more. That was one thing 
she didn’t have to tell me. I wasn’t about to go to the Mudd Club, to someplace 
mentioned in the text and just depict it.
C: What did you respond to in the text?
A: I was thinking about different things. For instance, the safety pin. There’s 

something in the text about a guy with a safety pin in his nose. How I got 
my picture, I just don’t know, I love that picture. Somehow, I just got. The 
safety pin is just on someone’s kilt going by, someone walking on the streets 
of Manhattan. It’s blurry and up close, it’s not a safety pin in someone’s nose 
which I could have taken. I just responded more to…for instance, the money 
structures in Manhattan. There’s a photograph of an eagle next to a big building 
by Penn Station. I was walking through the New York Kathy was talking about.
C: So in a way because you’re keen on not depicting, you’ve kind of absorbed 
things from the text that interested you and kept them in your mind. And 
then is finding or seeing what to photograph more like a spontaneous moment, 
collaborating in a spontaneous moment with a piece of text in your mind and the 
City and your way of seeing, framing?
A: Yeah. Right. And, I remember showing Kathy the dummy of the book. I had an 
image of these open legs and of these closed legs. I had it where the open legs 
were at the beginning, the closed legs at the end of the book. One of the only 
things Kathy said was. “No, it should be the other way around. Because a novel 
opens up possibilities, at the end.”
C: Wow. That’s interesting! Did the text encourage you to shoot in black and white?
A: No. At the time, the reality of publishing Top Stories was just having so 
little budget. Color was just prohibitive. For a small press.
C: So you weren’t thinking of the city in a noir-ish way?
A: Not really. In the cover photo a little bit. But really because of the 
financing color was never a possibility.

COVER
On providing Anne with my text for Top Stories #15, I groused to her about 
book covers. How I couldn’t bear the practice of deploying a single image as 
the face of a composition with, in my case, multiple subjects, time periods, 
perspectives and POV’s. Her response was to go out and spray paint my title, 
I.T.I.L.O.E., as part of the graffiti on a Lower East Side building, producing 
an iconic black and white image of the time and brilliantly conflating graffiti 
and title in a single cover image. Yes, of course, Turyn would conspire a 
perfect solution to my refusal of cover image conventions. Also, of course: the 
title sprayed onto the wall of existing graffiti is a kind of “fake,” a very 
Turyn kind, bridging the great fake-real divide. 

SIZE
C: How do you determine the size of a work, of a photograph. What’s at play?
A: Probably all along it was finances. Certainly, at the beginning, it was 
finances. As I got a little more money I could shoot bigger film and make 
bigger prints. And also, in the early 80s, people just weren’t used to big 
photographs. Big was 11 x 14. And then, well there was a show at MoMA in 1981 
called The Big Picture. Artists, photographers with a lot of money could afford 
these big pictures. Which just seemed really dumb to me.  
C: For the photographs in this exhibition, is size an aspect of the work and 
that size would never change?
A: I don’t think of it is part of it. Large size is still expensive. And 
cumbersome. All along I would make 11 x 14 prints, to get the series going.
C: And why would or how would you choose 11 x 14?
A: That’s standard photographic paper size: 8 x 10, 11 x 14, 16 x 20, 20 x 24, 30 x 40.
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C: Do you find those standard predetermined sizes irritating, limiting. Or is 
that not relevant?  
A: I always thought I just was releasing images into the world. You know, before 
digital was invented, there’s a huge burden…certainly in color photography, 
certainly in the 80s that we knew it wasn’t going to last. That it wasn’t stable.
C: What is “it”?
A: The negatives and the paper. So, with the burden of negatives not being 
stable, I stored some in a safety deposit box. And I comforted myself that even 
if the negative is destroyed, I’ve put the image into the world. The image has 
existed. It’s appeared places.

Some days after our conversation I recall Anne had twice narrated discovering 
graphic narratives:
A: Driving upstate with Tony Conrad and Robert Longo, stopping for drinks and 	
snacks, probably fall 1977 or 78, Longo came back to the car with photov 
novellas. 	They landed in my head, a big wow. I stayed with photo novellas all 
that year…studied and thought about them. 

A: I got interested in comic books…what are they called now, narrative graphics?
C: Graphic novels?
A: Yeah, narrative graphics. I’d been very uninterested until I saw a show 
in the Art Gallery of Ontario probably in 1975. I was living in Toronto. The 
artist’s name was Martin Vaughn-James. They were just calling it “narrative 
graphics” at that time and I thought, well that is really interesting. And the 
artist had a book, The Cage, published by Coach House Press which is in Toronto, 
so I went right over there to buy some things. Being at Coach House was the 
inspiration that publishing was an honorable way to make a living. Once the 
door opened on some kind of narrative in graphics, then I started looking at 
comic books which I never had…and love comics are a big one. Probably initiated 
or opened the door to the Dear John photographs.

Two incidents remembered in the flow of Turyn conjuring a response to a 
particular question. While both of her anecdotes capsule factual details and 
information, I’ve come to recognize there’s also unspoken residue – the long-
term persistent sinuous life of an idea emanating from an incident.

At the start of this section, I purposely used the word “narrated,” so much 
of Turyn’s “I love to talk” consists, in meet ups and phone calls, of past 
incidents recalled in soliloquys of length and of detail abundance. Her granular 
talk-threads do not support interruptions, the back and forth of conversation. 
Any remark will be silently tolerated until the episode can continue on its 
winding and looping course to its known-to-the-teller finish line. I begin to 
wonder if each of her tellings for all its detail harbors an idea or concept, 
an unexpressed meaning that outlives the incident. And, if too, as a viewer 
of Turyn work, I discern or am drawn to experience that enduring resonance – 
meaning larger than capsulation that trembles in a photograph. Perhaps I am 
thinking particularly of Flashbulb Memories when “swap Alaska for idea” sets in 
motion a series of photographs I characterized earlier as “homely,” to suggest 
humble household objects in the dwellings of domestic life. I might well have in 
addition made mention of the swell, the breath of meanings encountered in the 
company of Anne Turyn image-text works, there’s chemistry there. 

Illustrated Memories
A Fictional Autobiography Told in Pictures
1983-1995
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Looking
Searching for Wolves at Yellowstone National Park 2011-2015
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Chris Kraus: The images in New York City in 1979 make a huge difference in how 
the book reads and feels. Then and now, most literary chapbooks are text-only. 
But this is more like a series of magazine spreads. Did all the Top Stories 
pamphlets include pictures?
Anne Turyn: Not all of the issues have image and text, but I was open to it 
and eager for it. This is where my interests as an artist were. Still, I 
conceived of Top Stories as a literary series. I was doing some programming at 
the Buffalo, NY, alternative art space Hallwalls when I published the first 
several issues. Many of the writers were people I’d invited to read or perform 
at Hallwalls. Laurie Anderson, Pati Hill, Constance Dejong, Kathy Acker, Judith 
Doyle and Ursule Molinaro were all invited to Hallwalls in the late ’70s.
I invited Laurie Anderson to publish text, after seeing her performances. I’d 
seen text from her performances published elsewhere. I invited Pati Hill, a 
writer who was also working in Xerox and copier art, to do an issue, based on a 
novella she’d published that included images. Pati chose to submit three short 
stories and a cover image.
My working mode was to give an open invitation to an author, and then I’d print 
anything so long as their submission/piece fit in the 5x8” format, and the back 
covers were consistent. Kathy asked for photos to be included. She described 
how she wanted the images to challenge the text. I shot in black and white in 
New York for the issue, which was not my way of working at the time.
CK: NYC in 1979 came out in 1981, and it’s No 9 in the Top Stories series. How 
many issues did you publish in all? When did you start? Who were some of the 
earlier writers?
AT: There were 29 “issues” of Top Stories (1978-1991) but three were double 
issues, so we made 26 books. The double issues were perfect bound, not stapled.
CK: Top Stories was a huge influence when I moved to New York. Definitely I was 
thinking about Top Stories when I began the Native Agents series for Semiotexte 
in 1990. I’m surprised no one has made the connection! The Top Stories books are 
so intimate. I can still remember lines from some of them, like Gail Vachon. 
“Disco music makes you want to buy …” Acker made a good choice, including the 
photos. Your images amplify the text. They lift it off the page and make the 
story even more readable.
I notice you chose the most “urban” looking images to include in the book. The 
outtakes are surprisingly unsexy, old-fashioned – it felt almost like looking 
at Vivian Maier’s pictures of mid-20th century Chicago. Did you take pictures 
often? Was photography part of your work at the time? What was it like, going 
around NYC, image-grabbing for Kathy?
AT: I certainly saw a connection between Native Agents and Top Stories and there 
are overlaps between the two series. Ann Rower was someone on my “possibilities” 
list for some time.

I most identify as a photographer. Most of my creative work has been in 
photography. But at the time, I was mostly shooting color, and studio and /
or set up work, often using text. I was very attuned to literature. I studied 
writing with Walter Abish and Ray Federman, and finished the coursework for a 
Linguistics PhD.
Between the late ‘70s and mid ‘90s I felt disconnected and disinterested in 
street photography. But when Kathy wanted images for NYC in 1979, it made sense 
to go out and shoot.
It was 1981. I shot from 57th Street down to Chelsea and felt like my 
relationship to the city was changed. I was looking at big buildings and 
corporate New York and looking at people differently than I would have 
otherwise. I was thinking of Kathy’s (or Jancy’s) Nana.
I spent most of my life downtown, working in Tribeca and Soho, although I 
also had a job in Times Square at night. Several of the outtakes are taken 
around Port Authority or on 42nd Street. I’m somewhat sorry I didn’t document 
the peepshow storefronts. Although, in some of the outtake photos you can 
see the marquees. On the other hand, I purposely did not want an illustrative 
relationship to the text.
CK: Did Kathy give you the story, or did you select it? She rarely wrote short, 
so it seems as if it was written to be a pamphlet.
AT: Kathy had been a visitor to Hallwalls. At some point in 1980 or 1981 I saw 
Kathy read at the “Poetry Project” and invited her to do an issue. She didn’t 
take me up on it immediately, but she wrote me from San Francisco asking if the 
offer was still good. She sent New York City in 1979. I had been giving open 
invitations, not asking for anything specific. New York City in 1979 had been 
published in the San Diego ‘zine Crawl Out Your Window and had won a Pushcart 
Prize. She asked that photos be added. My first inclination was to ask several 
photographers to submit individual images. Friends encouraged me to do the 
photos myself.
Here’s what Kathy wrote:
What I really like, as far as books go, collaborating with an artist, not just 
using pictures to illustrate (subordinate role) but having another mind (desire) 
to destroy my egotism & multiply the energy. However since you’re the publisher, 
it’s finally your decision. But it is hard for me to say — oh, just a picture 
on the cover, or a picture of this & this — when what I desire is a whole — a 
whole visual language object. How about a sort of Russian constructivist (like) 
object? Do you have any ideas? I know people in NYC who would help and I am 
sure you do too. Why not make it AMAZING as long as we’re making it?

Love,
Kathy

This interview was originally published in Starship No 17, Berlin 2018.

Chris Kraus (born 1955) is an American writer and critic. Her novels include I Love Dick, 
Aliens & Anorexia, Torpor, and Summer of Hate.

Chris Kraus Talks to Anne Turyn  
About Kathy Acker, Top Stories, a Prose 
Periodical, and Street Photography
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New York City in 1979
For Top Stories #9 by Kathy Acker. 1981
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Two of Anne Turyn’s earliest memories relating to photography are indicative of 
her present interests and use of the medium. “I remember seeing pictures of my 
grandmother in about ’55 or ’56, and her brick building in Queens. I remember 
being very distressed … everything looked okay, but the bricks came out green!” 
When Turyn was about ten years old she began making what she then thought was 
art photography. “I tried to take a picture of a bug on a tree with Instamatic, 
which of course, I couldn’t focus on that close. … It was alright, but you 
couldn’t make [out the bug].”1 What these memories reveal is her awareness that 
photography’s aberrations can transform the world in surprising ways, sometimes 
obviously and other times, as she came to realize later, more subtly. Turyn, who 
has studied art and linguistics, has begun to develop a personal photographic 
language using, among other things, the medium’s capacity for distortion. She 
questions how the medium metamorphoses, and even substitutes for, our experience 
of the past and thus reconfigures the present.
In early series such as Dear Pen Pal (1979-1980) and Dear John (1981), which 
did not yet make use of distortion, Turyn specifically examined the relationship 
between words and images. In the former, a one-sentence message addressed “Dear 
Pen Pal” and written on ruled school paper is usually juxtaposed with a few 
simple objects; in the latter, brief notes addressed “Dear John” are placed 
in various settings — on tables, on beds, in people’s hands. The objects and 
letters are juxtaposed for humorous, pathetic, sardonic, and political effect. 
For example, the note “DEAR PEN PAL, WE IN AMERICA KNOW THAT TIME PASSES.” is 
placed beneath a still life of three circa-1940 alarm clocks. Such an image 
has many allusions, among them the ironic fact that the tools with which we 
keep time become outmoded. In her next series, Lessons & Notes (1982), Turyn 
continues to use word/image relationships, but here the written comments 
are not statements — they are either direct questions or at least generate 
interrogatory thinking.
In the Dear Pen Pal and Dear John series Turyn implies the presence of people 
or merely includes parts of the body, particularly hands and feet, as props; 
furthermore, the subjects are never in motion. But in the Lessons & Notes she 
begins to use people — that is, children — more as people than as objects. 
Lessons & Notes consists of staged classroom situations that include a short 
message or question typically written on a blackboard or “magic tablet” and 
one or two children participating in simple activities. In each work, the 
children have been choreographed by the photographer to move during a long 
exposure so that they appear blurred. Turyn arranged this effect not from an 
interest in movement or blur per se but rather to create “generic faces … to 
cut down on their features, so it’s not about this cute kid”— although she 
admits that in some photographs one actually can see the “cute” kid.2 
In Untitled (Misunderstand?), the intent, mad look on the face of the boy 

Anne Turyn 

Adam D. Weinberg
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Dear Pen Pal
1979-1980
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In the late 1970s Turyn founded and edited a series of publications 
collectively entitled Top Stories, in which each issue was devoted 
to the work of a single author or artist such as Kathy Acker, Laurie 
Anderson, Constance DeJong, and Richard Prince. Turyn was herself a 
writer at the time, and her photographs are among the most assured 
combinations of text and image in art of the 1980s. 

For her series entitled Flashbulb Memories, she explored the phe-
nomenon (dubbed a “flashbulb memory” by psychologists) whereby the 
details of where one was or what one was doing upon learning signi-
ficant or fateful news become attached to the memory. Like litera-
ture, photography is a ventriloquist’s medium, allowing the art-ist 
to throw his or her voice into a seemingly infinite number of period 
styles. Turyn displays pinpoint accuracy (or what feels accurate) in 
lighting, props, and surfaces that conjure up a time as it is im-
printed in memory – the “where were you when you learned about …. ?” 
feeling that bridges public event and private, subjective response.

Douglas Eklund is Curator of Photographs at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Flashbulb Memories

Douglas Eklundholding the toy gun sets a charged emotional tone which is crucial to the 
success of the picture.
The movement itself in such pictures is also a critical element. In Lessons & 
Notes, Turyn goes beyond the comparison of words and props; here she contrasts 
movement and blur with stillness and clarity, control with lack of control, 
order with disorder, and people with objects. In Misunderstand?, the intensity 
of expression is equaled by the dynamism of the boy’s quivering body, by the 
profusion of fingers and guns. This kinesis stands in counterpoint to the 
stasis of the simple rectilinear composition and the stark background of the 
blackboard. Contrast of motion and immobility is perhaps nowhere more evident 
than in Untitled (Where Does History Happen?). Here, the blurry figure of a boy 
holds an empty, equally blurry frame which is reminiscent of the camera frame 
itself. The boy’s multiple face-head is framed by the blackboard, while the 
frame he holds makes a picture within a picture, a still life of the globe and 
illustrated history book. Like the questions written on the blackboard, the 
movement in these works is not used to depict accomplished acts but indecisive 
responses.
In 1983 Turyn began Illustrated Memories, a series she considers to be a 
“fictive autobiography,” and on which she continues to work. Here she drops 
written elements altogether. The series comprises informal, snapshotlike images 
of subjects familiar to most middle-class American kids – the view from a 
playground swing or slide, a “mother” making a bed, or a “father” shaving. Using 
a view camera, with its capacity for differential focusing of various parts of 
an image, Turyn sandwiches areas of sharp focus with areas lacking in focus. 
Believing that memories are not crystal clear and that photos often “give too 
much,” she wanted to “obliterate some of the details but not all of them.”3 The 
varying clarity of these photographs deals with the way memories shift and how 
one views the present in terms of the past — both real and “photographed.”
Turyn intended this series to be more emotional than her earlier works. It deals 
not so much with intellectual understanding of complex relationships between 
written and symbolic elements as with unitary, evocative objects that have 
direct mnemonic appeal. The images are not based on her actual memories but on 
stereotypical childhood memories. They are thus “more in the present” because 
they are contrived in the present.4 And, as Turyn photographically proposes, the 
present is not simple; it is a complex of random thoughts and images, visual 
perceptions and mental constructs. The Illustrated Memories have no set order, 
nor is there a set number for presentation. The looseness of this structure 
reflects the disorderly way children view the world — details that have no 
interest to adults may often be the focus of a child’s attention. Focus or lack 
of focus for its own sake is beside the point; important is how attention is 
shaped and directed.

1 	Anne Turyn, interview with the author, New York, 19 November 1987.
2 	Ibid.
3 	Ibid.
4 	Ibid.

This text was originally published in the catalogue for the exhibition Vanishing Presence 
at the Walker Arts Center, Minneapolis, and Rizzoli, New York, in 1989. 

Adam D. Weinberg is the Alice Pratt Brown Director of the Whitney Museum of American Art.
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Flashbulb Memories
1985-1986
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Waiting
Standing 
in Line at 
a Federal 
Building, 
Waiting for 
Immigration 
Processing 
1990s
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Messages to the Public
1988
Messages to the Public was a series of projects curated by 
Jane Dickson for Times Square’s Spectacolor board running 
from 1982 to 1990. The work by over 70 artists was featured 
including Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, Vito Acconci, Lynne 
Tillman, the Guerilla Girls, and Anne Turyn.
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Some people call me a custodian. I am witness to obscure rites of passage, first-
time experiences and crawling wasters, I have seen all the boy racers; rolling 
blunts, spliffs, zoots. Smoking bowls, well crafted waterfalls and home-made 
bongs. These boy-men have come in several different guises and they all seek the 
same prolonged end result. A woolly escape. They often drive their tiny shoddy 
cars to the car-park overlooking the bay, they consider this their dominion.
Generally four will sit in a car. One leg inside - new skate trainers on over-
sized feet cushioned against the coarse car-mats, the other foot on the tarmac 
as they listen to whatever was left in the car stereo by the older sibling of 
its current driver. On warmer nights, they will abandon the car, opting to 
listen to sounds through an open boot as they sit on the ledges or stand - 
shuffling. In the summer months they enjoy walking. Their routes protected by 
pitch blackness, away from intrusive street lights, navigating empty sprawling 
fields leading to long vacated beaches. In certain woodland areas they amend 
and maintain the legacy of complex networks of dens and secret structures that 
lay inconspicuously suspended in branches high up in the trees. Their adept 
craftsmanship unknown to their parents. Collectively they explore the limits of 
their collective consciousness.

Hours pass.

In what seems a dissonant universe the girls, often young women are found never 
too far away in their own experimental paradigm. They crowd around benches deep 
into the promenade, rarely rotating the seating arrangements. One or two are 
always left to stand, arms crossed, holding their developing bodies. Sometimes 
there is a girl and I want to talk about one in particular. The teenage 
introvert, awkward and often embarrassingly unaware of the rules of engagement. 
Missing out on the flirtatious masterclasses of many of her friends, she lacked 
the instinctive tools necessary for the difficult transition from girl to woman. 
She wasn’t born ready to live. I have been present at many of her baptisms and 
I have vivid recollection of one in particular.

One evening in March she stands next to the congregation on the bench. She holds 
a glass bottle, handed to her from within a plastic bag. The contents of the 

bottle is an off white, dense opaque liquid, like cloudy lemonade she thinks. 
The bottle has two glossy paper labels, one around the neck and the other on 
the main body. Crowning the top of the bottle is a decorated steel serrated 
cap. As unceremoniously as she was handed the bottle by her friend Carmel, she 
is handed the bottle opener. She envies some of the other girls’ proficiency 
at popping the caps off the bottle tops with the bottoms of lighters. The 
flimsy metallic apparatus shakes in her hand and suddenly the bottle is open. 
She hesitates as it hovers close to her nose. The strangely flowery scent of 
artificial flavouring holding her there for a moment.

Time slows down, she raises the bottle to her face with her right hand. As her 
arm moves she hears the swishing of her rain coat - her arm passing against the 
side of her body as her elbow elevates bringing the bulbous glass rim to the 
buffer of her pink glossy bottom lip. Her wrist twists and the cloudy carbonated 
nectar cascades out from within the bottle invigorating her entire mouth. The 
zingy fizz momentarily stings her tongue. She pulls the liquid, preparing to 
swallow, simultaneously breathing in the lemon aroma as it slides from her 
tongue and onto her throat.

By now there is the presence of a sticky film that covers her skin and mixed in 
the cocktail is the salt flavour timidly gathered from the corners of her mouth.

She inhales the sea air through her nose, smacks her lips together, chewing 
on the aromas so as to prolong the experience. The aftertaste prompts her to 
meditate on the sweet chemical zingy notes. She enjoys the inauthentic taste 
- the false flavours of sweets and soft drinks becoming increasingly palatable 
to her as she becomes a teenager. It’s like nothing else. Her limited life 
experience hasn’t enabled her vocabulary the reach to describe the sensations. 
Her excitement is palpable but an aloof social equilibrium must be maintained.

Angharad Williams is an artist and writer that was born and raised in Ynys Môn (Wales).

Breezer 

Angharad Williams
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	 Negative row 1
neg 14:	� Gail Vachon holding Lulu Rubin, Lynne Tillman,  

Donna Wyszomierski, Nancy Peskin, 
neg 15:	 Kathy Acker, Judith Doyle, Nancy Peskin
neg 16:	 Kathy Acker, Judith Doyle
neg 17:	 Gail Vachon, Anne Turyn, Bill Currie
neg 18:	 Donna Wyszomierski, Nancy Peskin, Lynne Tillman

	 Negative row 2
neg 20:	 Constance DeJong, Anne Turyn
neg 21:	 Gail Vachon holding Lulu Rubin, Anne Turyn, Lynne Tillman
neg 22:	 Judith Doyle, Kathy Acker, Bill Currie
neg 23:	 Linda Neaman, Claudia Gould
neg 24:	 Constance De Jong, Jane Dickson, Anne Turyn

Top Stories Archive
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Around the time I conceived of a periodical that would be stand-alone volumes 
(which turned out to be Top Stories), I had been interested in the colloquial 
notion of story. If you were to go to a bar or gathering place anywhere in 
the world and ask the person next to you, tell me a story, what would be the 
similarities or differences in the structures of story, as well as the elements 
necessary to be deemed a story?

This was not necessarily connected to my interests in fiction and prose. I wanted 
the word “stories” in the name of the publication. The word “story” may have been 
a nod toward content, or a false lure, or ironic; referring to a paradigm that it 
was not.

At that time, the rare book room at the university, as well as independent 
bookstores, was where I was spending my time when not at Hallwalls, Media Study, 
Buffalo, and the other cultural institutions of late 1970s Buffalo. I was looking 
for written work that I found compelling. Coach House Books may have been the 
inspiring catalyst. I was familiar with the Black Sparrow pamphlet series that 
sold for fifty cents apiece. I liked that idea of literature for all but wanted 
to put a more substantial cover, heavier paper stock, on the volumes.

I started publishing a series that was prose. An author could have the freedom 
within the covers to do what they wanted. A series was destined for a collection, 
I reasoned. If someone liked an author or two, perhaps the reader would explore 
other volumes.

I thought I was publishing literature. I was interested in language as a plastic 
medium. I was interested in literary forms. What could language do? I discovered 
Impossible Dreams by Pati Hill, a novella coupled, or interspersed, with photo-
copied images by established photographers (with their permissions). I saw text 
from a Laurie Anderson performance printed in an anthology. I heard Constance 
DeJong speak her text. This was all exciting to me. 

Apparently it was, at the time, interesting to other readers, and there is 
current interest as well, and I am pleased. Although I fully intended that the 
series would be seen as a whole at some future time, I was not thinking of the 
archive; I just do not throw out important papers.

On Top Stories 

Anne Turyn
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