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I. MISREMEMBRANCE

The other day, I was idly trying to remem-
ber which of my friends had moved to 
somewhere in the Southwest to farm.

When was she 
even telling me 
this..?

She was like.. she was cutting down trees 
she wasn’t supposed to?

I was kind of surprised she’d 
said it, actually..

She definitely moved back 
already though.

...I think.

With a start, I realized the 
friend I was remember-
ing was the anonymous 
author of a zine I’d read 
the week before.

I didn’t know her name, let alone when she wrote the news-
letter or where she was now, but I’d managed to convince 
myself she was a friend I just hadn’t caught up with in a 
while.

how bizarre, haha



When we imagine history, we envision it as a distinct schism 
between ‘then’ and ‘now.’

Yet, there is something about the zine (and especially the per-
zine) as a medium that collapses this separation.

Both visually and in their contents, modern and vintage zines 
alike often read anachronistically, and a tendency towards an-
onymity and undated issues further scramble any attempts at 
forming easy timelines. As an effect of this chronological blur-
ring, perzines reinforce the kind of “communal memory” which 
the marginalized groups who most utilize the genre are apt to 
experience.

II. MOUTH TO MOUTH
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Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works 
of Nikolai Leskov” provides a compelling framework to under-
stand what distinguishes the (per)zine from other narrative genres, 
specifically through its explanation of what does and does not make 
a story. Most succinctly, he frames storytelling as “the ability to 
exchange experiences” and further claims that the core desire to 
share experiences is being lost. At the time of his writing, he felt 
that World War I and surrounding events had so shaken the moral 
and experiential foundations of the world around him that experi-
ence itself was losing certainty, losing value. The traditional ‘mouth 
to mouth’ communication of experience was being superseded by 
new communications which could stomach the torrent of modern 
change.

The most profound change in communication which Benjamin 
felt was endangering the storyteller was what he termed infor-
mation. His ‘information’ was brief, modern, and desperate 
to justify itself; he felt information was communication which 
demands that its content sound plausible and be fully explained. 
The story, on the other hand, feels no pressure to explain itself; 
“it is left up to [the reader] to interpret things the way he under-
stands them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that 
information lacks.”

What I find most astonishing in his explanation of information 
is his insistence that ‘information’ is only valuable in the exact 
moment in which it is provided. The story, in contrast — “It 
preserves and concentrates its strength and is capable of releas-
ing it even after a long time.” 



In short, Benjamin’s definition of the story, as this exchange of ex-
periences untied from time, is simultaneously a useful definition 
of the perzine. His essay describes that slippery tendency of the 
perzine which makes it feel at once a product of the present and 
the past — the perzine is a story, a kind of inheritor of oral histo-
ry, and thus remains powerful and necessary over time. Whereas 
information is a product of a single moment, and so reinforces 
the distance between ‘then’ and ‘now,’ a story is a kind of com-
munal recordkeeping which is not tied to a specific moment but 
instead coaxes historical experience back into the present.

Many modern narrative accounts — the op-ed, the blog post, 
even the memoir — might more align with information than with 
story.

But a perzine follows in the footsteps of Benja-
min’s storyteller.

Walter Benjamin’s storytelling explains why the content of 
perzines eases the distance between then and now, but it’s the 
formal visual characteristics of zines which prime a reader to 
expect — and accept — this chronological indistinction. Zines 
stylistically embrace visual appropriation from a wide variety of 
sources, often vintage, all of which play with a reader’s expecta-
tions of when a zine might actually be from.

By and large, the majority of the visual quirks which we now 
associate with zines come from two things — typewriters, and 
photocopiers. The thrifty economic production of earlier zines 
heavily influenced even current styles, though evolving technol-
ogy makes some of these early constraints less pressing.

I I I .  * * * * * * *



6. Esther K. Smith, How to Make Books: Fold, Cut, and Stitch your Way to a One-of-a-Kind 
Book, (New York: Potter Craft, 2007), 17.

A vivid green linocut makes up the front and back covers of Art Flux, otherwise printed in 
classic black and white. Aron, Art Flux, Issue 5, (Minneapolis, MN), cover.

G ‘zine: the Bay Area Issue, Issue 1, (Chicago, IL, 1993), 16-17.
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The clearest visual mark of the zine is probably its cut-and-paste 
aesthetic, something still common to find in both analog making 
and digital imitation.

Many zines are still black and white, with the high-contrast format-
ting required by earlier photocopiers. To some extent, this photo-
copy aesthetic came from an early tendency to print on workplace 
photocopiers during company time. The continued embrace of this 
look is equally likely intentional stylizing and necessary cost-cut-
ting, although color printing has declined in cost to the extent that 
it’s now a useful tool to distinguish a more recently printed zine.



Muggwort, You and Everyone You Know is 
Damaged in Innumerable Secret Ways (and Most 
of the Time it Doesn’t Really Matter), (Portland, 
OR), 9-10.

Erin Martinez, Things Dudes Say to me Online, (2015), 3-4.

Alanna, Ammunition, Issue 2, (New Haven, CT, 
1998), 14-15.

Something I find personally charming is that many zines authors 
still choose to cross words out and rewrite them when misspelled, 
a treatment of mistakes reflecting older typewriter zines. Not only 
does this follow in the style of past authors with no ‘backspace’ 
button, it’s also a deeply anachronistic and even countercultural 
decision at a time when autocorrect and glossily overedited photos 
are accepted unquestioningly.

In a similar vein, I’ve noticed ‘*******’ used to delineate different 
sections in a wide variety of zines. This comes from typewriter for-
matting, but is repeated in even in handwritten zines.



Digitally-set type AND an email as contact information, much to my surprise. I made the 
assumption this zine is much older than it is on a first read. J. Trashville, The Ghetto Gar-
den, 2nd ed. (Boone, NC), 5.

Even the typewriter font itself is appropriated by computer-for-
matted zines to indicate the visual lineage to which they belong; 
at first read, a zine may appear to be typewritten only for a closer 
look to reveal the use of ITC American Typewriter or another 
monospaced digital font. Part of what’s notable about historical 
imitations in modern zines is that they put a kind of veil over a 
reader’s eyes; even when one might have the skills to tell a font 
is a modern facsimile of an older technology, one’s own pre-
conceived notion that the writing must be of a different era can 
cloud judgement of the piece’s actual appearance.

Even as the constraints of technology and economics have changed, 
many zine authors have chosen to keep using certain ‘dated’ stylistic 
hallmarks of zines. Again, this embrace of a visual heritage further 
confuses a reader’s expectation of time period, at once suggesting 
the author is temporally farther away, yet bringing the past closer.
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clashing, and changing views that go along with being a vibrant and living community.
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IV. ANARCHO “ARCHIVE MATERIAL.” YAWN.

Certain groups living on social or political margins have dispropor-
tionately embraced the zine format. For these groups in particular, 
the zine serves to collapse past and present, bringing history into 
their lived everyday consumption. I think this is no mistake; for a 
marginalized group, a strong grasp of collective history is useful 
for both socially cohesion and community safety. The tricky rela-
tionship zines hold with exact time is a reflection of how collective 
memories are ever-present in the psyche of the groups that make 
and read them.

It’s useful for a ruling class to suggest a community or a strug-
gle is ahistorical, while it’s legitimizing to find that a group has 
a long legacy. The clearest American example of this right now 
might be transgender people — it’s common, and false, to hear 
that transgender and gender nonconforming people are a recent 
phenomenon, when there are long legacies of trans people in a 
broad range of societies. Thus, communal memory is also partic-
ularly important to an outsider group when there is no guarantee 
that their histories will be taught otherwise. It might make sense, 
then, that zines are the territory of groups with an incentive to 
self-archive; personal and political zines are saved and archived in 
non-traditional spaces (and increasingly in traditional universities 
and libraries) in order to facilitate remembrance — to canonize 
non-dominant histories.



9. Isy Morgenmuffel, morgenmuffel: a collection from issues 2-10, 2nd ed, (London: Active 
Distribution: 2008), 54.
10. Morgenmuffel, 33.

Isy Morgenmuffel, morgenmuffel: a collection from issues 2-10, 
2nd ed, (London: Active Distribution: 2008), 54.
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This remembrance is intentional. Author Isy Morgenmuffel 
makes a nod to her own archive in morgenmuffel: a collection 
from issues 2-10, when she notes the pile of “more boring an-
archo ‘archive material.’ yawn.” under her bed. The author had 
previously expressed her suspicion of traditional academic 
structures and puts quotes around the term archive, suggest-
ing her own ironic acknowledgment of the complicated hier-
archy of archives, but she still makes the choice to point out 
that she is saving zines and pamphlets in a personal historical 
archive.

Even with the internet’s promise of connection, zines are still a 
real method of introduction to far-away real-life communities. 
In the hottest part of last summer, I found myself weeping in 
front of a table at my local zine festival.

While remembrance is political, it’s also social.

V. THANKS FOR GIVING A SHIT -
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The author in front of me had written a zine about managing 
disability during seasonal heat.

I have chronic fatigue, and it flares up badly during summer heat 
waves. This has felt specific and strangely isolating, as has my entire 
experience with a sudden, invisible disability as a young person, so 
I found myself deeply moved to discover a clear reflection of my 
life in front of me. A problem that has been difficult to understand 
or manage through medicine was instead validated through com-
munity resource sharing. That zine might be a product of today in 
that COVID has created an influx of newly disabled people looking 
for help, but it’s fundamentally an exchange of experiences which 
“preserves and concentrates its strength and is capable of releasing it 
even after a long time.”

In 1936 Walter Benjamin feared the coming end of the storytell-
er, but I think today we’ve got no lack of ‘stories,’ it’s just a matter 
of finding them. What’s challenging, instead, is maintaining these 
stories once they’re discovered. The zine is one necessary medium 
for this, because it cannot be deleted, blackballed, demonetized, or 
easily censored.
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Its manufacture and distribution are both in the hands of the 
storyteller, and its maintenance is in the hands of the listener. As 
Marc Fisher points out in answer to his question, Why Publish 
Under Fascism, “Because historians and archivists aren’t going 
to be able to read all the brilliant stuff you only shared on social 
media platforms that probably won’t exist in twenty years or less,” 
and “Because even the cheapest garbage paper survives a million 
times better than technology that rapidly becomes outmoded on 
purpose by tech assholes.”

Making, reading, and archiving zines are all acts which serve to 
bring a tactile ‘then’ into the now, an act which is political, radical, 
and as necessary as ever. It is a disorientation and a relief to know 
that thirty years ago or yesterday, a writer with no identification but 
a hotmail email address and a wonky self portrait had the same po-
litical fights you do, the same elations and anxieties. The zine exists 
as a reminder that the past is not a foreign country, but the house 
just next door.
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Nearly all the zines cited here were read in person at Hard Pressed in 
West Danville, VT, an amazing and very appreciated 

community resource.

The handwritten letter to the right was found tucked in between a couple 
of their zines. I wish I knew who Matt or Alejandro were, but the note 
is such a lovely encapsulation of the ethos behind zine making and 

sharing I couldn’t help but tuck it into here, too <3
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Hi Matt, thanks for 
writing again. Here’s 
the zine and other fun 
stuff. See the catalog 
for stuff I have. You can 
write the MA address. 
I’ll be there soon.

Thanks for giving a shit 
-

Alejandro
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