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TEXTE

Giving Life Back to Matter

The traditional take on the theme of the materiality of writing asks
about the meaning of the material that supports human-made signs.
It considers the importance of the dark side of the signifier; of all that
one does not take into account when one sees a sign as a sign. It
might consider the ways in which written words present one with
multiple possible significations, the ways in which the fact of a text’s
having been written haunts readers’ engagements with that text. Tra-
ditional theorists of the materiality of writing might remind us that
this materiality really does have a signification, that paper and pixels
really do convey meaning. This view might aim to argue that tradi-
tional semiotics overlooks the “material” of the signifier, chiding it for
recognizing only the “form.” Critics of this persuasion might reproach
one for failing to confront the “paradox of materiality,” the realization
that the moment when one feels that one has grasped the matter of
the signifier, this turns out to be only another signifier, only another
meaning of that object for that subject. Perhaps it also, proceeding
past this trap, encourages one to reflect on what Bill Brown calls the
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“materiality effect,” the phenomenological reality of that which is
called the material.! But what investigations into the materiality of
writing do not do—at least not traditionally—is challenge one to think
about the material that makes up texts as anything other than passive
inanimate stuff offered up to the autonomous meaning-making activ-
ity of the reading subject.

2 This is no surprise, since the assumption that material things are
mere passive stuff is dominant within the anthropocentric western
tradition, becoming ever more pervasive over the course of the mod-
ern era.? Recent New Materialist thinking, however, has begun to
question the idea that matter is inanimate, devoid of vitality, agency,
and most importantly, expressiveness.3 Drawing on work by philo-
sopher and sociologist of science Bruno Latour, it has shown that
even activities like the natural sciences, which ‘in theory’ have gener-
ally presupposed matter’s lack of agency, have always “in practice” re-
lied on the agency of material objects. Put somewhat more strikingly,
Latour’s extensive studies of science in action have shown that mod-
ern science utterly depends upon the agency and activity of animate
material things while all the while denying this same principle.* What
this means is that all material, whether we want to admit it or not, is
“vibrant” (to take up Jane Bennett's term), that is to say that all things,
from dead rats to plastic bags and melted ice cream cones, can enter
into relations and become actors in collective, even political, dra-

mas. 5

3 Matter is not only capable of agency: it is capable of expression. It is
not us who bestow signification upon inert material objects, but
rather it is the action of materials themselves that makes them mat-
ter to us. As Bruno Latour puts it, it is only because “objects or ma-
terials act” that “we can speak of them as having signification”6 All
objects, then, insofar as they are actors, are also meaning makers. For
Latour, this makes the human beings and scientists that produce dis-
courses about these objects thereby “translators.””’ The geologist Jan
Zalasiewicz offers a lovely example of how the role of scientist as
translator might function in his Planet in a Pebble. This book, which
essentially explores what an analysis of the material composition of a
pebble can tell geologists, reveals that an “ordinary pebble” is “a cap-
sule of stories,” stories “packed tightly,” so tightly, indeed, that the en-
tire history of the planet can be found inside.® Perhaps more inter-
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esting still, at least from the viewpoint of vibrant materialism, is Peter
Wohlleben’s work, The Secret Life of Trees. This book explores not
only what trees can tell us, but far more strikingly, what trees can tell
one another. According to Wohlleben, they mutter to themselves
about much more than we would normally imagine, even going so far
as to express pain and memories. Putting these kinds of insights into
a larger theoretical framework, the ethnologist Eduardo Kohn has
undertaken what he calls an “anthropology of the forest,” demon-
strating the ways in which all of the entities within the rainforest—
from rocks and rivers to humans and jaguars—form an interactive
nature-culture that functions by means of bi-directional symbolic ex-

changes. ?

4 All of this calls for a rethinking of the problematic of the materiality
of the signifier. Recognizing the expressive vitality of matter implies
that we ought to think of the material supports of any form of written
matter or even elements involved in the act of reading—paper, pixels,
inks, chairs, broadband cables and so forth as active, animate, and
signifying, contributing something meaningful to the expression of
the text. It demands that we shift our attention away from the
meaning-bestowing subject and towards a more ecological and inter-
active approach to the notion of reading, for the acknowledgment of
material vitality implies that all meaning making occurs within a mesh
of ecological entanglements. Yet how to go about shifting our ac-
count of reading away from the transcendental reading subject seems
unclear. Anything that focuses on the reading of the sign will auto-
matically tend to occult the actions of the other within the medium
that is the reading subject, thus perpetuating the unthought repres-
sion of the activity of matter that has dogged both the ideologies of
modernity and the majority of approaches to the materiality of writ-
ing up to this point.

The Writing of Matter

5 The solution to the above problem proposed by this paper involves a
radical refashioning of the question of the materiality of the signifier.
Instead of focusing on the materiality of writing, we will explore the
writing of materials, the ways in which material things come to ex-
pression in works of art, literature, and natural science. Such an



Reading in the Chtuhulucene: Lovecraft, New Materialism and the Materiality of Writing

altered perspective guarantees that we acknowledge the vibrancy of
materials since it takes the agency of objects as one of its basic pre-
suppositions, the exact opposite of what is the case when one begins
by presupposing that reading is an activity carried out by a tran-
scendental subject. Such a rethinking of the question, of course,
would only be interesting if it did allow us some insight into the older
ways of framing the relationship between reading and materiality.
This, as we will see, is the case, though the nature of this contribution
will only become clear later on in our discussion.

6 Shifting our focus from transcendental readers to entanglements of
writing materials implies puncturing the modern myth of textual
genesis. After all, the idea of the alienated genius precisely implies a
separation between the artist and the surrounding world. ' That said,
our choice of dramatizing the compositional role of materials in no
way implies that we see the human writer as a mere transparent con-
duit. Despite the acknowledged importance of non-human material
actors, and despite the rightness of Vicky Kirby’s claim that “nature
does not require human literary skills to write its complexity into
comprehensible format,” all human writing does imply the activity of
a human medium. ! The mediation of the human actor is not without
consequence or relevance for our thinking about reading and writing
since, like any medium, the human medium also has a message, a
specific way in which it attunes any articulation that passes through
it (an attunement that of course itself depends upon the constitution
of that human actor, given that human beings, like all other beings,
are not sovereign entities, but rather are themselves composed of
networks of symbionts and material inter-actions.) As we have noted
above, one might wish to think of this mediation as the enaction of a
translation. Like all translations, the mediation provided by humans
involves suppressions and repressions, unjustified elaborations or
amplifications. Examining these elements by dramatizing the event of
writing can lead us to insights into the kind of material media that
human beings indeed are.

7 What we are proposing, in other words, is to take a look at writing
and materiality from what might be called a weird perspective. The
late great German cultural theorist Friedrich Kittler stunningly
brought to light the ways in which Wittgenstein's typewriter co-
authored his late style, leading him from relying on traditional rhet-
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oric to developing his telegraphic aphorisms.!? As Nietzsche himself
summarized this co-writing: “our writing tools are also working on
our thoughts”!3 But unlike Kittler’s researches, what follows is not
focused on one single technical medium but rather on the interac-
tions between material media. This approach is more ecological, fo-
cusing on the broader and more complex interactions between vari-
ous material actants and a human actor within a particular place and
in a specific text: H. P. Lovecraft and the city of Providence R.I. in
“The Shunned House”

The “Chimney-corner
Whisperer,” Transcorporeality
and the Theory of Horror

8 I have chosen to discuss Lovecraft’s story for a quite specific reason:
its explicit engagement with the voices of material things, both the
ways in which things speak to us—as well as the ways in which they
don'’t. It is this engagement with the incomprehensibility as well as
the volubility of matter that steers me towards a focus on horror fic-
tion and away from what might seem a more evident alternative—
nature writing. After all, nature writing, like science itself, explicitly
presents itself as a product of the dialogue with things. One might
even understand the aim and name of the genre as precisely suggest-
ing that it offers us nature’s writing. Emerson, for example, writes of
becoming a “transparent eyeball” in Nature, with the phrase suggest-
ing perfectly the idea that the nature writer brings the unmediated
voice of nature to the reader. Yet there is a sense in which this op-
timism regarding our ability to translate the voices of things is blind-
ing. It prompts us to forget how rare and even misleading such cases
are, obscuring the fact that nature and objects are intrinsically other,
not just natura naturata and natura naturans, but—to borrow a term
from Frédeéric Neyrat, “denaturing,” capable of resisting our best at-

tempts to make sense of them. °

9 Horror is, in any case, the dark twin to nature writing. In America,
both horror fiction and nature writing emerge out of the Puritan be-
lief that nature constitutes a regime of signs, a “book of nature” writ-
ten by God and announcing the providential designs for humankind.
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Thus, for example, when William Bradford, in a dark moment, de-
scribed America as “a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild
beasts and wild men,” he was precisely lamenting a reading of the
book of nature that would provide the mood for the proto-horror
genre known as wilderness gothic, a reading in which the voice of
nature was garbled or terrifying, with the path to salvation unclear.
160f course, knowledgeable readers will also see that within his pess-
imism there is a tropological optimism; namely the suggestion that
because he finds himself in the wilderness, then he must narratolo-
gically and allegorically be on his way to the land of milk and honey.
Learning to see the writing of the world in this way—as a field of
“prospects”—would obviously inform Emerson’s and Thoreau’s con-
cepts of nature writing. Yet it also accounts for the strong pastoral
strain in nearly all American horror writing, such that the resolution
of almost all horror fictions (including “The Shunned House”) involves
a return to an Arcadian world in which the voices of things once
again become comprehensible. My point here, however, is not to
show that horror fiction is like nature writing because it is derived
from the same worldview. I want rather to suggest something that
may be surprising to readers who think of horror as mere fiction, and
Lovecraft as a mere spinner of myths—namely the degree to which
horror writing, like nature writing, has historically emerged out of a
practice of interacting with speaking things.

Lovecraft brings this point out clearly in many of his writings on hor-
ror. In his marvelous “Supernatural Horror in Literature,” Lovecraft
claims that the source of all horror fiction is to be found in phenom-
ena like “the chimney-corner whisper” the speech-like but barely ar-
ticulate utterances of ordinary material things.!” Alluding to the vis-
ion of the material as inanimate within the western tradition, he also
suggests that such whispers constitute “rappings from outside,” mo-
ments when the dogma that would resign the material to mute inert-
ness is shattered by its irrepressible reality (he goes on to clarify that
these events are the source of the “oldest and strongest kind of fear,
the “fear of the unknown”).!8 The fact that the voice of the chimney
corner is a whisper ought to be read as implying that a close atten-
tion to things is necessary for writing and appreciating horror, and
elsewhere Lovecraft amply confirms this suggestion. At the beginning
of “The Shunned House,” for example, he reproaches Poe for not pay-



Reading in the Chtuhulucene: Lovecraft, New Materialism and the Materiality of Writing

11

ing enough attention to the world around him, noting that during his
time in Providence his illustrious forebear was many times “obliged to
pass a particular house on the eastern side of the street, but despite
this repeated passage, he did not even “notice” this house that “out-
ranks in horror the wildest phantasy of the genius who so often
passed it unknowingly.” ¥ This point should serve to moderate our re-
ception of the claim, staunchly defended by Houellebecq, that Love-
craft is anything but a realist.?® While it is clearly false to imagine
Lovecraft as a writer interested in describing the mundane details of
the everyday with a Zola-like precision, it is equally false to deny that
Lovecraft the writer was wholly disengaged from real encounters
with, and attention to, the world around him.?! In fact, Lovecraft’s
cosmicism demands a highly attuned attention to the weirdness of
the contours of the real, and he writes in a weird realist style adapted
to this demand.

More than merely listening closely to the voices of things, however, it
seems that the condition of writing horror involves a kind of merging
with the material. As Kenneth Hite has noted, the recognition of the
“thin-ness of boundaries” is one of the central themes “spanning all of
Lovecraft's work” 22 Lovecraft's tombstone, for example, reads: “I am
Providence” On my reading, what Lovecraft is here intimating is that
as a horror writer he dwelt in a state of awareness that being is what
the critical theorist Stacy Alaimo has described as “trans-
corporeality” %3 Trans-corporeality is the notion that all human cor-
porality is “always intermeshed with the more-than-human world”
always “inseparable from the ‘environment. For her this is a way of
recognizing that we are surrounded by an animate world as opposed
to a world of lifeless things, a world full of “interchanges and inter-
connections” as opposed to “inert empty space.” Being open to this
transcorporeal world is horrifying, since it reveals to us the “often
unpredictable and unwanted actions” of bodies upon one another.
Restated, and placing our emphasis not so much on the notion of ac-
tion, but on Latour’s insistence that every action is also an articula-
tion, we can thus acknowledge that the city of Providence is Love-
craft the horror writer because as a writer he engaged in constant
dialogue with this city, but also because he is the city, and the city is
because of him, in the sense that both are co-compositions, co-
articulations.
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Haunted House Ecology

The idea that humans are entangled in a material dialogue with
things is rendered present to us from the opening descriptions of
“The Shunned House.” Lovecraft carefully mentions the external de-
tails of the house, mixing together architectural observations with
suggestions that the physical objects around the house express
symptoms of a sort of malady: a “mangy lawn,” “rheumy brick walls,” a
“wormy triangular pediment,” “barren, gnarled and terrible old trees,
long, queerly pale grass and nightmarishly misshapen weeds?* He
precisely notes that the birds know how to read these signs, for in
this place “birds never lingered”2° He notes as well that there were
no ghosts and no apparitions that appeared in the house, but rather
effects that seem more material: “people who came into contact with
this place seemed to become ill, displaying various degrees of an-
aemia and consumption’?® He also notes that it was the “dank,
humid cellar” that was most repulsive, for it was there where one
could spot “white fungus growths” which sprang up in “rainy summer
weather,” thereby suggesting that the signs seen elsewhere are the
visible results of interactions with something potentially located
much deeper.?’ One is tempted to classify this sort of description as
ecological, even to read into this text something like haunted house
ecology.?8 But ecological or not, what is clear is that the house is
characterized by a kind of conversation and “intra-action” between
various noxious elements, with a kind of central locus underground in
the cellar, an element that produces signs of abnormality in the ob-
jects that surround it. > Human beings are not omitted from this ma-
terial conversation, though this does not necessarily happen at the
level of their minds, but rather at the level of their bodies, or, in terms
that are once again alien to Lovecraft’s vocabulary, on the level of
their cognitive or biological matter, which in turn becomes possessed
by this, showing up in consciousness as an aftereffect of more prim-
ordial material conversations.

At the midpoint of the text, Lovecraft theorizes this material interac-
tionism more explicitly, using terms that can help us to grasp the
above-described elements as material expressions, weirdly predicting
much later discoveries regarding that most basic of living scripts,
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DNA. Attempting to explain the reasons behind the house’s disorder,
Lovecraft writes:

One might easily imagine an alien nucleus of substance or energy,
formless or otherwise, kept alive by imperceptible or immaterial sub-
tractions from the life-force or bodily tissue and fluids of other and
more palpably living things into which it penetrates and with whose
fabric it sometimes completely merges itself. It might be actively

hostile, or it might be dictated merely by blind motives of self-

preservation. 3¢

As speculative as this kind of writing then was, and as distant from
any methodology aligned with human experience and the conscious
human dialogue of material actants, Lovecraft here almost perfectly
describes how we now know viral DNA to function.

Our DNA, which we know to be a textual code composed of nucle-
otide sequences T (thymine), A (adenine), G (guanine), and C
(cytosine), is essentially read by the organism, telling the organism
what compounds (further DNA scripts) it ought to produce. When a
virus enters our system, it literally interferes with this process of
DNA transcription, causing the viral DNA to be read in combination
with the host DNA, and producing new and affected scripts. The
altered micro-scripts that emerge generate changes in the whole or-
ganism, which we are able to read as the macro symptoms of ill-
ness. 3! Interestingly enough, recent research has shown that the ef-
fects of viruses upon hosts are not to be restricted to purely “phys-
ical” symptoms. 3?Like the uncle in “The Shunned House” who seems
to be possessed by this thing, rabies DNA possesses dogs, producing
dogs that don’t wag their tails and prance with joy upon seeing their
masters, but who seek to bite them instead. This kind of change of
comportment is hardly restricted to animals. According to Nicky
Boulter, an infectious disease researcher at Sydney University of
Technology, people infected with toxoplasmosis are literally pos-
sessed by this disease:

Infected men have lower 1Qs, achieve a lower level of education, and
have shorter attention spans. They are also more likely to break rules
and take risks, be more independent, more antisocial, suspicious,
jealous, and morose, and are deemed less attractive to women. On
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the other hand, infected women tend to be more outgoing, friendly,
more promiscuous, and are considered more attractive to men com-
pared with noninfected controls. 33

All of this comportment serves the purpose, we might note, of pre-
serving the rabies DNA in existence, or passing on the toxoplasmosis
virus to future hosts.

No known virus leads good ol’ Yankees to speak demotic French, but
it would be peculiar to claim that Lovecraft’s materialism amounts to
straight Realism, or that his horror is simply applied science a la the
hard SF of a writer like Gregory Benford. The important thing here is
that all of this gives us a good sense of how we ought to understand
the material semiotics of the alien voice of the chimney corner, as
well as the general vision of material speech in Lovecraft. As we have
seen, Lovecraft thinks that horror is a product of the fear of the un-
known. But the unknown here is not that which is strictly speaking
outside of our knowledge—it is known to us as unknown. A perfect
metaphor for this is the encounter with speakers of a foreign tongue
(and this is perhaps why the possessed uncle begins to speak French,
and certainly one of the reasons that so many commentators have felt
it necessary to acknowledge the deep seated importance of the racial
other for Lovecraft’s thought). 3* We know that the other’s utterances
have a meaning—we just don’t know what it is. We might say that
Lovecraft leads us to recognize that there are meaningful interac-
tions going on at the level of the objects within the house, and that
exploring the house is akin to trying to voyage into a dangerous for-
eign land. This foreign language can be the audible language of ma-
terial interaction, but it might be merely a level of symbolization ex-
isting at another strata of reality, one that has been revealed to us by
science, but one that we could never hope to grasp in conscious ex-
perience. % In any case, it is not insignificant that despite the varying
historical narratives that inform us about the causes of the distem-
pers associated with the house, it is finally via a material interaction—
via the spilling of sulphuric acid into a hole dug in the basement of
the house—that the thing is finally banished.
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The City and the City

In China Miéville’s novel, The City and the City, two towns, Beszel and
Ul Qoma, occupy the same space and time. Materializing a specula-
tion from string theory, Miéville narrates how the occupants on each
side of this doubled time-space overlook the being of their others
even as they occasionally bump up against their uncanny doubles.
Drawing on this image of the city and the city, let us now shift our at-
tention from the one “city” (the Lovecraft that is Providence) the
other “city” (the Providence that is Lovecraft). In so doing we will
deepen our appreciation of the degree to which “The Shunned
House” emerges out of a negotiation with, between and among
things. We will also, and with some difficulty, suggest that even the so
called city is in fact somehow multiple; including a real and deeper
city ignored or unthought beneath the town as it is ordinarily
thought to appear.

What sort of town was Providence at the moment when Lovecraft
wrote this tale? It was—in a way—(at least) two cities. On the one
hand, Providence in the early 20" century was a busy industrial hub.
It was home to highly polluting factories of various sorts, from
foundries and textile works to companies devoted to the highly toxic
process of making jewelry (these included Gorham Manufacturing Co.
—Lovecraft’'s deceased father’s employer.) The textile manufacturers
discharged chemicals associated with the making of dyes, the leather
and metalworking factories discharged heavy metals and toxic com-
pounds used to clean machines and treat materials, and the wood-
working companies dumped varnish, solvents and paints into the
Providence River. This led to frequent fish-kills and to clearly mias-
mic conditions along the banks of the river. The groundwater and
soils around Providence flowed full with chemicals, including heavy
metals such as lead, silver, cadmium and other compounds toxic to
humans and fatal to aquatic animals. As a result, Rhode Island is host
to one of the highest concentrations of superfund sites in the nation.
Air pollution was also a major problem in Providence. Indeed, the
problem was so acute that Providence was on the forefront of cities
looking to control and regulate air pollution. Providence was, in
short, a modern city, and like most modern cities it was obsessed
with zoning, with setting up separations, with hiding the visible evid-
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ence of pollution (early air quality regulations mostly dealt with when
and where, not if, factories were allowed to emit fumes), and with ef-

fectively managing its own modernization. 36

This obsession with zoning, of course, was aimed a protecting the
‘other’ Providence. This Providence was (and is) a verdant traditional
New England town. The East Side of Providence, where Lovecraft was
born and lived almost his entire life, retains a pastoral character. It is
striking to note that in his non-fiction as well as fictional writing
about his hometown Lovecraft almost always writes of Providence as
a kind of pastoral oasis—albeit a threatened one. Of 454 Angell Street,
the house in which he was born, we read: “This spacious house,
raised on a high green terrace, looks down upon grounds which are
almost a park, with winding walks, arbours, trees, & a delightful foun-
tain” 3’ Elsewhere he dwells on the almost miraculous persistence of
Arcadia around certain residences despite the encroaching urbaniza-
tion of the city: “Only three doors away is a little white farmhouse
two centuries old—long overtaken by the growing city and now in-
habited by an artist who still preserves a tiny patch of farmyard..”38
In general, when Lovecraft writes about the domestic spaces in old
Providence he seems to suggest that they are places of pastoral har-
mony, spaces in which humankind can at once dwell among men and

in union with nature.

Yet the modern does penetrate into Lovecraft’s pastoral idyll, and
when it does so it comes (quite literally) with the force of what Leo
Marx has called the “machine in the garden,” the technical object that
in American literature has been used to “suggest tension as opposed

to repose,
particularly clear, for instance, in the following lines drawn from “The

a sense of dislocation, conflict, and anxiety” 39 This is

Street,” a text that has often been derided for its racism, but whose
rewriting of Ovid’s The Four Ages nevertheless offers interesting in-
sights into the ways in which Lovecraft aligned technological mod-
ernization with decline and the corruption of the pastoral condition:

In time there were no more swords, three-cornered hats, or periwigs
in the Street. How strange seemed the inhabitants with their
walking-sticks, tall beavers, and cropped heads! New sounds came
from the distance—first strange puffings and shrieks from the river a
mile away, and then, many years later, strange puffings and shrieks
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and rumblings from other directions. The air was not quite so pure
as before, but the spirit of the place had not changed. The blood and
soul of their ancestors had fashioned the Street. Nor did the spirit

change when they tore open the earth to lay down strange pipes, or

when they set up tall posts bearing weird wires. 4°

Here we are but in the Age of Iron, so all is not awful, but what is
most striking is not only that the technologies are seen negatively,
depicted with the same adjectives typically used to brand the most
horrifying entities (“weird” and “strange”) but that they are also, and
more to the point, represented as animate beings that speak, albeit
incomprehensibly, via fear-inducing “shrieks” and “rumbles.” It is as if
the macro-condition of the pastoral is one in which man can dwell in
communion and happy dialogue with a nature that makes sense to
men, while the entry of the machine unleashes voices that are not
only unharmonious and shrill, but which literally spout forth incom-

prehensible mutterings, the known unknowns that inspire horror. 4!

The Groans and Moans of Tech-
nical Objects

Rather than dwelling upon Lovecraft’s usage of the metaphor of the
machine in the garden, I want to draw our attention towards the
ways in which Lovecraft treats the technological object or machine as
that which speaks—only not to us—and the way in which his engage-
ment with this inarticulate invasive monster plays out in the writing
of “The Shunned House” First, however, it is important to focus our
attention on precisely the uniqueness of Lovecraft’s position, for it
goes against the dominant dogmas within western thinking on tech-
nics. Lewis Mumford, for instance, in his Technics and Civilization,
highlighted the vanquishing of the myth of animate materiality as
crucial to the development of the modern technical world.4? In other
words, we tend to take our ability to technically master materials as
proof that they are inanimate, without will of their own. As Heidegger
has made clear in his celebrated “tool analysis,” most of our interac-
tions with technical objects precisely imply a forgetting of their inde-
pendent presence, and the assumption that they are wholly submit-
ted. Yet as he also points out, technical objects occasionally and hor-
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rifyingly remind us that they have independent being when they get
out of hand—for instance by breaking. 43 At such moments, we recall
that tools precisely do have an independent being, the nature of
which we had been ignoring all along. As several media-studies-
inflected pieces on Lovecraft have noted, one of the author’s fascina-
tions lay in precisely reminding us of this independent being by giv-
ing voice to media like telephones and phonographs.4# This is per-
fectly exemplified, for instance, in the following passage from “The
Thing on the Doorstep™

It began with a telephone call just before midnight. I was the only
one up, and sleepily took down the receiver in the library. No one
seemed to be on the wire, and [ was about to hang up and go to bed
when my ear caught a very faint suspicion of sound at the other end.
Was someone trying under great difficulties to talk? As I listened 1
thought I heard a sort of half-liquid bubbling noise
—“glub...glub...glub”—which had an odd suggestion of inarticulate,
unintelligible word and syllable divisions. I called ‘Who is it?’ But the
only answer was ‘glub...glub...glub-glub. I could only assume that the
noise was mechanical; but fancying that it might be a case of a
broken instrument able to receive but not to send, I added, ‘I can’t
hear you. Better hang up and try Information. Immediately I heard
the receiver go on the hook at the other end. >

All of this makes Lovecraft's depiction of the technical object as in-
comprehensibly rumbling all the more perceptive, since he is sug-
gesting that they speak even before they break, that they are perhaps,
outside of our attention, but at a deeper strata of reality, plotting
their revenge against us.

But where do we find technological objects in “The Shunned House™?
They literally lie underneath it, they support it, binding it to the rest
of the city, as we discover in the culminating moment of the text:

All along the hill people tell of the yellow day, when virulent and hor-
rible fumes arose from the factory waste dumped in the Providence
River, but I know how mistaken they are as to the source. They tell,
too, of the hideous roar which at the same time came from some dis-
ordered water-pipe or gas main underground—but again I could cor-
rect them if [ dared. It was unspeakably shocking, and I do not see
how I lived through it. I did faint after emptying the fourth carboy,
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which I had to handle after the fumes had begun to penetrate my

mask; but when I recovered [ saw that the hole was emitting no fresh

vapours. 46

Note that it is not the purportedly monstrous thing but the “dis-
ordered water pipe or gas main underground” that lets out the
“hideous roar” here. Note too that even though this is a feature of fic-
tion, it does correlate with the material realities of the city in which
Lovecraft lived, a city in which the older pastoral city was increas-
ingly connected to a new, modern, city of factories and machines.
Doubtless the “disorder” might stem from the suggestion that this
technical object was actually acting in some way that was unforeseen
and so creating all that happened before, not obediently carrying
waste away underground to be disposed, but perhaps leaking that
waste into the land around the house, perhaps contaminating the en-
virons rather than, as would be supposed, purifying them and render-
ing them inhabitable for human life. Yet the pipe would here be both
disordered and reassuring, since here its voice was brought to the
fore, as voice, as animate thing, and not merely forgotten, or
repressed, beneath the domestic sphere of the house.

These roaring machines that coauthor the text reveal a great deal
about the medium that is Lovecraft. The philosopher Hans Blumen-
berg has theorized that the origins of myth lie in an encounter with
what he calls the “absolutism of reality, a reality that cannot be
grasped conceptually, and so must be held at a distance, seen as it
were through the intentionally distorting lenses of myth.4’ Some-
thing similar is at work here. The voices of technical objects amount
to an encounter with reality in Blumenberg'’s sense precisely because
they speak a language that we do not understand, one that is absolute
in being cut off from us, utterly alien. In doing so they open an abyss
of possible meanings, a sublime multiplicity of horrifying possibilities.
Crucial to their horror is the fact that there is no reason they must
speak to us, no reason that we must have access to their terms. The
tale of Etienne Roulet, like all myths, redeems because it reconfigures
the universe in terms that promise to make sense to us by bringing
its voices back to humankind. It opens to us the possibility of thinking
that there is a moral order underlying the universe, opens the possib-
ility that we can enter into dialogue with that moral order, that we
can make sense of it and master it, and that our actions (pouring acid
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in holes and so forth) can reduce enigmas to transparencies, trans-
forming seemingly malignant places back into paradigms of pastoral
harmony in which animate materials dwell together with humankind.
There is, after all, a fragile version of this fantasy that is expressed at
the end of “The Shunned House™:

The next spring no more pale grass and strange weeds came up in the
shunned house’s terraced garden, and shortly afterward Carrington
Harris rented the place. It is still spectral, but its strangeness fascin-
ates me, and I shall find mixed with my relief a queer regret when it is
torn down to make way for a tawdry shop or vulgar apartment build-
ing. The barren old trees in the yard have begun to bear small, sweet
apples, and last year the birds nested in their gnarled boughs. 48

From the Writing of Matter to the
Materiality of Writing

We have set out to rethink the way in which we talk about the mater-
iality of the text. The aim was to replace dominant conceptions of the
material as inanimate and inexpressive with a conception of material-
ity that would allow us to understand matter as both animate and
signifying. In order to do this, we shifted our approach to thinking
about the materiality of the signifier, thinking not about the reader
reading the sign, but about the role of material actors involved in the
creation of written material. This allowed us to think about material
conversations, both about their transparencies and their points of
breakdown. Now it is time to wend our way back from the alternate
viewpoint that has thus far occupied us towards the more traditional
viewpoint utilized when speaking about the materiality of the signi-
fier.

This is more easily done than might first appear. Deconstruction has
long recognized that reading is an active process that fully engages
the reader, to the point that Paul De Man has spoken of an “impossib-
ility of reading,” with this suggestion implying that the text is always,
to a certain extent, re-written or recreated as a result of a reader’s
decisions when confronted by the ambiguities of the text.49 As a res-
ult, reading and the act of writing come closer to one another, since
both are creative, and reading itself is always a form of composition,



Reading in the Chtuhulucene: Lovecraft, New Materialism and the Materiality of Writing

31

of actively putting together the meaning of a text via decisions
prompted by its points of unreadability. Deconstruction tends to
think about unreadability in terms of words with multiple levels of
meaning or with regards to points at which interpretative decisions
may radically alter our sense of what is at stake within a text. It is
within the framework of these double binds or points of unreadability
that deconstruction places the phenomenon of the material. But we
might just as well configure these points of unreadability or of en-
counter with the material effect as moments in which encounters
between material actors co-engender the action of “writing” the
reading. Thus we can rethink deconstructionist accounts of the ma-
teriality of the text from an ecological point of view that would leave
way for the actions and expressions of vital material agents. Fully un-
derstanding the materiality of the reading/writing process thus de-
mands that we reflect upon the tendency of material actors to recall
to us J. Alfred Prufrock’s mermaids by “sing[ing] each to each” but un-
fortunately “not to [us.]” Confronted with this buzzing world of both
natural and technological speech, all reading/writing thus also in-
cludes overwriting or repression, the creation of fictional or mythical
explanations that conceal the gaps inevitably confronted within each
act of reading. The double binds of the text are thus evidence that
readers/writers are entangled within the weft and webbing of a dy-
namic and ecological process in which collections of textual matters
and material readers dance a round. To read is, in final reckoning, a
parliamentary proceeding involving multiple agents, and its output is
writing; be that writing configured on paper or just within our neural
networks.

It is worth adumbrating why we do not habitually see reading in this
way. As we have seen, the encounter with the material other that
speaks, but does not speak to us in any clear way, terrifies. This hor-
ror brings about a kind of distance-taking coupled with a poetico-
mythical overwriting. The myth that currently dominates us, the tale
of reading in which the book is purely passive, is thus precisely a re-
sponse to the active but inscrutable voices of our writing materials.
The desire to repress the horrifying expressive materiality of things is
hardly limited to reading—Western Civilization is built upon the same
repression, and this is one of the causes of our broadening environ-
mental crisis. It is for this reason that it is so urgent to rethink our re-
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lationship with the materials and technologies that have rendered
Western Civilization’s flourishing possible. As so many have hinted,
confronting the environmental crisis requires us to open ourselves to
the world around us, acknowledging and entering into political alli-
ances with the material agents that are both within and around us.
Admittedly, opening ourselves to this dappled world is terrifying,
which is why Donna Harraway found it fit to call our current age not
the Anthropocene but rather, and following Lovecraft, the Chthulu-
cene. As she explains, this name calls to our attention the “diverse
earth-wide tentacular powers and forces and collected things with
names like Naga, Gaia, Tangaroa (burst from water-full Papa), Terra,
Haniyasu-hime, Spider Woman, Pachamama, Oya, Gorgo, Raven, A'ak-
uluujjusi, and many many more,” the many monsters with which we
must learn to live by grafting them into our mythic understanding of
ourselves, our worlds, even our engagement in the act of reading.
>Owithout a doubt, this essay has offered us a kind of road map to
reading in the Chthulucene, a way of thinking about reading that
forces us to confront the horrors of the “old ones.” Re-imagining our
world or even the act of reading in this way can hardly be seen as joy-
ous, because it renders everything rather difficult and even over-
whelmingly demanding. Yet as Timothy Morton has recently insisted,
we must learn to accept and not be overwhelmed by the horror of the
Anthropocene.®! We must form a new life, a new way of being within
the web of material actors. Re-thinking reading in terms of the vi-
brant materiality of the material signifier may be only one small step
in this process, but it is also a movement beyond the denial and re-
pression that have up to the present been dominant.
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