Writing poetically affords a particular kind of thinking. Rather than interpreting a written text as about something, I want to think of writing as something writers think in or think with. My critical perspective is that of a poet with an interest in how poets think with the medium in which they operate. 

Following critics such as Daniel Tiffany, Steven Connor, and Stephen Meyer, my concern is with what kinds of insight poetic experience can provide about the relationship between thinking and matter. What kind of thing is writing? What kind of experience does a writer inhabit? What do such experiences relate to? And what makes us differentiate between human and non-human writing?
One of my, until recently, unfollowed-up literary memories involves the aliens in Roald Dahl’s Charlie and The Great Glass Elevator, known as “Vermicious Knids”.

I want to outline a few reasons why the Vermicious Knids remain a point of interest for me. Firstly, because the Knids are aliens they fit into a particular category of literary thinking, a category of thinking that is geared to conceptualising a new genre of being. Thinking about aliens is also a kind of thinking about what thinking is, thinking touching itself, if you like. Something writer and academic Steven Connor suggests we are doing when we think about certain obscure objects such a bubbles, or likewise what the literary critic Daniel Tiffany recommends when he attempts to conceive of a “lyric substance,” which is synonymous with toys, riddles, and meteoric bodies.

Dahl’s Knids are beings defined by their manifestation as kinds writing. They spell the word SCRAM, which appears in the text as an image. It’s the only word these powerful and destructive creatures know how to spell. Observing from the safety of their glass elevator come spaceship, Charlie, Willy Wonka and his crew witness these amorphous bodies each shape themselves into a letter and compose the word. Against the black infinitude of outer space, the floating, white bodies, each featuring a single eye, are a foreboding presence.

The word SCRAM is efficacious in suggesting a particular feeling, here a warning. As specified in the narrative, SCRAM emphatically means ‘go away.’ It derives from the word scramble, which means to rush hurriedly away, perhaps on all fours, and also to mix up or to jumble. SCRAM is a cartoon word, not only in the sense that we might expect it to appear in cartoon, but the word itself, in the context it appears in Dahl’s book, is energised with figurative and graphic intensity, as well as lexical meaning. It brings the story to the surface of the text by its functioning both as a graphic and as a word. In addition to understanding the Knids’ choreographed calligraphy as part of a narrative, we experience a more difficult to locate graphic intensity that derives from the correlation between medium and message. Dahl is writing about writing, but he is also, like the Kinds, writing in writing.

Perhaps SCRAM is also suggestive of other ‘scr’ words, such as ‘scribble,’ ‘scrape,’ ‘scratch,’ ‘scry,’ ‘scrabble,’ (as in the board game) ‘scrawl,’ and ‘sketch.’ Although these words don’t share a common etymology, they all participate in the idea of marks being made in a surface, a certain, perhaps indecipherable, relationship with meaning, and they all recommend the importance of tactility and noise in the production of marks. We hear the word scrape as we run our finger nails down a wooden surface. We might witness the impressions they leave. These impressions might then be perceived by another who may or may not infer that they were made by a now absent hand. 

The Knids in Dahl’s story are what I would like to call writerly ur-forms, primary forms of writing that blur the distinction between human and non-human forms of writing, between writing as image and writing as lexis. They are vectorial ciphers, in the sense that in addition to containing something, they suggest a direction, or they remind us that suggestion is a direction, suspended in space maybe, without a particular destination, but a direction nonetheless. 

I want to frame my appreciation of the Knids in an interpretive context for which the literary critic Steven Meyer provides a precedent. Meyer, who might be classed either as a Whiteheadian or a Steinian, approaches Stein’s poetry, or what he prefers to call her writing, as an instance of artificial intelligence (2001: 325). Referring to recent efforts in neuroscience to understand the mind-brain relation through positron emission tomography (PET), which provides images of brain activity, Meyer reads Stein’s writing as similarly geared to externalizing the internal operations of consciousness. 

What happens when we attempt to accurately describe the way consciousness works? What are the limit cases in the disciplines of poetry, metaphysics and science, with regards to providing an explanation or an example of the way material processes become an imaginative landscape? How does the non-human, or alien, object become the human subject? Key to answering these questions, and I’m sure both Meyer, Dhal and Stein would agree, is the related question: What kind of things write, and, what kind of thing is writing? 

I want to take one more example from Meyer’s scintillating study before I explain how the above interpretation relates to the topic of my thesis, the prose fiction of W. G. Sebald. In a footnote, Meyer refers to E. O. Wilson’s book Consilience, in particular a section this study that likens “the brains iconic language to Chinese calligraphy.” (398, fn. 25) Meyer lifts the following citation from Wilson’s study, which quotes from Simon Leys’ review of Jean Francois Billeter’s The Chinese Art of Writing:

The silk on paper used for calligraphy has an absorbent quality: the lightest touch of the brush, the slightest drop of ink, registers at once—irretrievably and indelibly. The brush acts like seismograph of the mind, answering every pressure, every turn of the wrist. Like painting, Chinese calligraphy addresses the eye and is an art of space; like music it unfolds in time; like dance, it develops in a dynamic sequence of movements pulsating in rhythm. (Leys, cited in Meyer, 398)
How might we read prose fiction, poetry, or writing generally, as informed by the idea that the implement or instruments with which we have acquaintance, not to mention the various genres and countless intertexts, are “seismographs of the mind”? And how can such a reading avoid the pitfalls of reducing writing to nothing more than the evidence of thought, or what we distinguish as outside us, through the senses? How can we approach the question of what it is not merely to think about writing, but to think in writing? And what will this process tell us about the kind of thing thinking is?

For those of you unacquainted with Sebald’s prose fiction I should offer an abridged characterisation of what takes place in his books, of which there are four in total Vertigo, The Emigrants, The Rings of Saturn and Austerlitz. Each book shares strikingly similar formal features. Each is narrated in the first person from the perspective of a character suggestive of Sebald, who was born in provincial Germany in 1944, and moved to England at around the ago of 20 to teach German literature. He found the rigid hierarchies operative in German Universities at the time, and the conspiracy of silence which coincided with the German efforts to forget the atrocities of WWII impossible to bear. All the books feature graphics, ranging from runic scribbles, tickets stubs, and newspaper clippings, to grainy black and white photographs; the narrator tends to suffer from vague psychophysical disturbances, which result in perceptual impairment; each of the books evince a high degree of self-reflexivity, but not the kind with which we might be familiar in most works of postmodern fiction. Sebald’s self reflexivity, I would argue, is to do with positively putting to use necessary abstractions and limitations in the generation of new meaning, rather than inflicting an existential self-critique, or deliberately confusing the reader. Relatedly, Sebald’s focus on the medium in which he operates, on the potentials of the graphic and the letter to elicit new forms of order, seems as much a tendency of modernist as postmodernist writing, a perspective shared by eminent Sebald critic J. J. Long (Long, 2007: 172). Thematically and narratologically Sebald’s books take as their focus questions to do with the efforts of writers in particular to remember, and with memory as something which exists as a determining force in not only the lives of humans, but also in the non-human world, as though things themselves were possessed of an invisible agency, pointed to by their historical survival, and which compels us to speak of them. Also, the historical traumas which characterise the period prior to Sebald’s birth, lead to a conception of memory that doesn’t prioritise the individual at the expense of the collective; cultures too remember and forget through the artefacts they do and don’t create, through transmission of meaning from generation to generation. 

Austerlitz, Sebald’s final and most novelistic work, narrates the life of Jacques Austerlitz, an orphan of WWII who was raised by a Welsh Calvenist preacher and his wife, before being sent to boarding school, and in his later life, occupies the figure of a vagrant, lonesome, and remarkably articulate architectural historian. The book’s narrator and author is the generic “Sebald” figure, but the story is largely composed of Austerlitz’s biography, which is relayed to the narrator over a series of meetings spanning about thirty years. Austerlitz, like many of Sebald’s characters, is cut off from his own past, and as readers, we are situated, with Austerlitz and the narrator, at that point where the consequences of that past are being weighed up in the present. 

Austerlitz, like the narrator, is a writer. He is also a photographer. Towards the middle of the book, Austerlitz describes a breakdown of his literary-cognitive faculties, which is likely to have something to do with his disturbing, inaccessible, yet emotionally active past. As is often the case with Sebald, this pathological and dehabilitating experience is described in a way that is at once sobering and exaggerated. And typically also, it is in the charactertisation of the anomalous that Sebald reveals to us something crucial to his literary enterprise. Austerlitz narrates the experience as follows:

The entire structure of language, the syntactical arrangement of parts of speech, punctuation, conjunctions, and finally even the nouns denoting ordinary objects were all enveloped in an impenetrable fog. I could not even understand what I myself had written in the past—perhaps I could understand that least of all. All I could think was that such a sentence only appears to mean something, but in truth is at best a makeshift expedient, a kind of unhealthy growth issuing from our ignorance, something which we use, in the same way many sea plants use their tentacles, to grope blindly through the darkness enveloping us.

“I could see no connections any more,” continues Austerlitz

the sentences resolved themselves into a series of separate words, the words into random sets of letters, the letters into disjointed signs, and those signs into a blue grey trail gleaming silver here and there, excreted and left behind it by some crawling creature, and the sight of it increasingly filled me with feelings of horror and shame. (175-6)
Sebald often details similar representational crises. The experience he describes is in stark contrast to the flowing, verbose, syntactically pristine prose by which his work is identifiable. What I take to be most crucial in the above example is the idea that the ciphers on the page, and the larger words and sentences they form, are meaningful as forms of liveliness; that we might use a sentence to “grope,” and that letters might also be creaturely forms of expressivity. It is perhaps worth noting that the creature above moves by crawling, which is reminiscent of the scrawl that is also being described.

Like the Knids in Dahl’s narrative, the characterisation of writing here is informed by ideas to do with what is alive but not human. In a standout section of the last chapter of The Emigrants, the book that began Sebald’s success, the narrator wanders through and overgrown Jewish cemetery, and ponders the names, dates and symbols left on the various headstones. Throughout the episode the inscribed quality of the empirical is emphasised. In addition to the headstones, the narrator reads the newspaper and includes an anniversary and obituary list. Inscriptions are incorporated in the narrative both as images, like the like the docket from a ferry trip, and, as in the case of the names and dates from the newspaper, as part of the text. Sebald offers us no criteria by which to distinguish, at least in and exclusive sense, between text and graphic. 

He also invokes non-alphabetic varieties of writing, such as the Jewish custom of leaving a pebble on a grave. This gesture might strike us as a form of writing that is barely distinguishable from natural causation. To what extent is the distinction between human and non-human forms of writing relevant when we read narratives such as Sebald’s? And what are the implications here with regards to the relationship between matter and signification, between experience and representation? 

With these questions in mind, it is also significant that Sebald includes an image of two sets of tagged keys, which are meant to unlock the cemetery gate. Keys are objects defined by being inscribed; they are, like signatures and passwords, uniquely coded events, which are similarly, and paradoxically, structured by their repeatability. Keys make the imitative function of the material world apparent. As Steven Connor recommends in his recent publication Paraphernalia, “Like gramophone records, keys seem as though they should be legible.” (2011: 99) “Keys are at once hardware and software, stuff and sign, matter and idea, sensible and intelligible.” (101) The photographed keys in The Emigrants also feature tags, another kind of marking, which perhaps points further to the elaborate system of indexes and traces that thinking in writing affords. It is as though signification has a kind of attractive causal efficacy, as though signs proliferate and get out of hand. 

In Sebald’s narrative the keys are in fact the wrong keys and the narrator has to jump the fence. The gates cannot be decoded, the system of signification is structured by a trace indecipherability. This further suggests unreadable inscriptions on some of the gravestones, and connotes the varieties of writing such as cracks, vapor trails, veins, root systems, blotchings, branches and striations that appear frequently in his prose. In such events, and I use the word event due to its appeal to the temporal dimension of things, significance is readable as a form of process. 

Throughout Sebald’s narratives we are confronted with objects that are written and objects that write—indeed, it is the question of agency concerning such attributions that is actively problematised. Paradigmatic among these is the mythical Baldanders who the narrator of Sebald most idiosyncratic work, The Rings of Saturn, encounters, intertextually in Jorge Luis Borges’s Libro de los seres imaginarios, and originally, as we are told, by the character Simplicius Simplicissimus in Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen’s Der Abentheurliche Simplicissimus Teutch. According to Bianca Theisen, Baldanders embodies “the mutability of all worldly concerns” (Theisen, 2006: 564). In Sebald’s narrative his cameo coincides with his changing initially from  “a stone sculpture lying in a forest,” into a scribe, who interactively, it would seem, writes the lines Sebald includes as an image in the narrative, “and then into a mighty oak, a sow, a sausage, a piece of excrement, a field of clover, a white flower, a mulberry tree, and a silk carpet.” (Rings, 23) 

Besides the more explicit references to things that write, there are subtle devices at work in Sebald poetics that draw on writings liveliness. For example, the above use of listing at once suggests the generative and the chaotic, which characterises the natural historical world in Sebald’s prose. The prose often spills over, or fragments into lists, which perform a function similar to that of the images he uses; they slow the plot, suspending the end directedness of the narrative. On the one hand lists slow narrative time. On the other hand they bring a sense of immediacy and excitement to the prose. 

We are compelled to list things when we are emphatic about them. In his book on lists, entitled The List: The Uses and Pleasures of Cataloguing, Robert E. Belknap notes of the list-like lines in the poetry of Walt Whitman, “In their motions, their inclusions, and their exclusions, they seem to be continuously in play, tumbling about but controlled.” (Belknap, 2004: 1) Belknap also comments on the “generative qualities” of listing and that “because it can be considered shapeless it has the capacity to spark endless connections and inclusions in a multiplicity of forms—the list is a device that writers have frequently employed to display the pleasurable infinitude of language.” (1-2). There is a continuity, or indistinguishable zone, between the mutability suggested in the literary device of listing, and in the creature, Baldanders, that the list is used to represent. 
I will finish with a favourite example from Austerlitz. Towards the book’s beginning the narrator visits the fortress of Breendonk, where Jean Amery, among others, was tortured during WWII. Typically Sebald digresses from his reference to Amery to Claude Simon’s Les Jardin des Plantes, which describes Gastone Novelli’s subjection to a horrific form of torture similar to that undergone by Amery (34). Following his liberation from Dachau, Novelli fled to South America, where he 

lived in the jungle with a tribe of small people who had gleaming, coppery skins and had emerged beside him as if out of nowhere one day, without moving so much as a leaf. He adopted their customs, and to the best of his ability compiled a dictionary of their language, consisting almost entirely of vowels, particularly the sound A in countless variations of intonation and emphasis” (35) 

Novelli, upon returning to Germany, painted and drew pictures in which the letter A was “depicted again and again in different forms” (35). Sebald describes the series of letters as “ranks of scarcely legible ciphers crowding closely together and above one another, always the same and yet never repeating themselves, rising and falling in waves like a long-drawn-out-scream.” (36) Included in the narrative, from margin to margin, are three rows of the letter A, which unmistakably seem to carry the force of the scream Sebald describes. There are multiple correlations here between writing, voice, graphic, narrative and drawing. These different varieties of mediation are internally connected with each other, the feedback loops they instance, wiring together different frames of reference, suggest a form of writing that, like the description of Chinese calligraphy mentioned earlier, capture energies of process that inform both creator and creation. 
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