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Introduction

Things had a habit of coming alive like that. Not only large substantial things like furniture but curtains and the patterns of stuff and the fringes of quilts and cushions. … But the strangest part of this coming alive of things was what they did. They listened, they seemed to swell out with some mysterious important content, and when they were full she felt that they smiled. But it was not for her, only, their sly secret smile; they were members of a secret society and they smiled among themselves.1

In this passage from Katherine Mansfield’s long story ‘Prelude’, Linda Burnell’s passivity enables a connection to things that seem more lively than she, full of their own life and secret knowledges. Luminous objects abound in Mansfield’s writing. Part of her colourist aesthetic is her vivid depiction of things and her continual quest to present the life that lies in, through and around them. Here we see tension between the objects’ connection to the narrating subject and their resistance to connection, their inherent alterity and communion among themselves. This is a tension that runs through this book as I explore the spiritual life of things in the work of modernist women writers.

Anthropologists such as Arjun Appadurai and Daniel Miller have investigated the social life of things in their analysis of how assemblages of objects are crucial to identity formation, while Bill Brown’s thing theory, in emphasizing objects’ resistance to interpretation, constitutes a secret life of things.2 My work hovers between these two views. I am interested in the relationship between subjects and objects, that is, where the boundaries between the two erode, where material objects provoke intersubjectivity, and the ethical and aesthetic implications of the meeting, meshing and differences of subjects and objects. Yet I am also concerned with how material things (natural, handcrafted or manufactured) remain irreducibly other, and where this radical alterity may be an instantiation of the sacred.3 This introduction charts the different fields of scholarship that inform this study: the significance of both religion and materiality in modernist studies; the place of materiality in theology and religious studies and new materialist theoretical models. While this diversity represents a complex scholarly map, my work on the spiritual life of things in modernist women’s writing draws them together in dialogue with recent work on (re)enchantment. Finally, I address my choice of authors and give an outline of the book’s five chapters.

Things in process and things in place

The liveliness of things means that they are in process, they move through space and are dynamic as well as ongoing. The differences of the authors under consideration (particularly on the spectrum of belief/unbelief and their individual locations with respect to race, economics, war and domestic relations) lead to different manifestations of spirituality in their literature. It is neither possible nor, I think, desirable to give a singular view for how spirituality inheres within things in the body of work I analyse and the chapters in this book reference a wide range of religious beliefs, practices and traditions. However, across their work there is a sense of both the friendliness of things and the depth of thingly alterity which relates to a sense of a material transcendental – whether religious or otherwise. The various tensions and cohesions of these two modes are part of what give these texts their energy and interest.

As will be evident across this book, I am interested in the movement of things, the networks they constitute and their locations. The relation of things to and in place is a significant concern of this project. In tracing the life of things, we see their movement in and across domestic and public spaces, urban and rural environments. ‘Space’ and ‘place’ are contested terms for geographers, and definitional struggles spill over into related disciplines as the spatial turn across the humanities gathers momentum. Andrew Thacker summarizes the position: ‘To a number of geographical theorists space indicates a sense of movement, of history, of becoming, while place is often thought to imply a static sense of location, of being, or of dwelling.’ However, much modernist writing ‘complicate[s] any sharp and easy division between a conservative sense of place and a revolutionary sense of space’.4 Doreen Massey also urges the departure from ossified opposition between space and place, suggesting that we consider space as ‘the product of interrelations; as constituted through interactions’.5 I rely on Michel de Certeau’s sense of space as ‘practiced place’, while also being mindful of Massey’s warnings about the problems of maintaining sharp distinctions between place and space and the assumptions that go with them (emphasis in original).6 I also draw on bell hooks’ formulation, which privileges the environment itself as generative: ‘Spaces can tell stories and unfold histories.’7

Modernism and religion

Although the association of modernism and secularism has been a commonplace in the majority of Anglophone modernist studies for decades, there is a growing area of modernist studies concerned with reassessing the question of modernism’s relationship to religion and spirituality. Recent interest in religion in modernist studies begins with Leon Surette’s groundbreaking work, The Birth of Modernism (1993), in which he argues that occult figures and tropes form an integral part of their poetry of Pound, Eliot and Yeats. An intriguing aspect of Surette’s study is his defensive tone: he clearly sees his work as pushing boundaries of acceptable academic research. However, academic interest in spiritualism and the occult within literary studies has grown significantly, as evidenced by work from Tatiana Kontou, Timothy Materer, Helen Sword, Pamela Thurschwell, Lara Vetter and Leigh Wilson (among others), while historians like Alex Owen and Leigh Eric Schmidt have explored the cultural significance of spiritualism and the occult in rich detail.8 More recently, John Bramble has continued this trend; Modernism and the Occult (2015) takes deeper cognizance of global influences that came into Western occult forms at the height of European imperialism.9

In Religious Experience and the Modernist Novel (2010), Pericles Lewis argues that spiritual concerns have generally been overlooked in studies of the modernist novel but that despite growing secularism, modernist writers continued to grapple with matters of religious experience. Taking his title from William James, Lewis reads several modernist novels alongside thinkers such as James, Weber and Freud, taking a largely psychological approach which argues for the interiority and privatization of spiritual impulses. Lewis’s work resonates with mine in his analysis of transcendence meaning ‘experiences that originated in the ordinary world … but that opened some sort of insight beyond the realm of the ordinary’, but his privileging of interiority loses sight of the public implications of such private musings, while they also disregard the complex relationships with institutional religion explored by many writers.10

Turning to more thematically focused studies, in her work on angels in modernist literature, Suzanne Hobson argues that ‘in their sheer variety, [angels] register the complex and variegated pattern of belief and disbelief which more accurately characterizes modernism’s “religion” than the old disenchanted version’.11 Alexandra Peat brings the trope of pilgrimage to bear on modernist interest in journeys and location in Travel and Modernist Literature: Sacred and Ethical Journeys (2011) while in Modernism and Christianity (2014), Erik Tonning reads orthodox Christianity as a source of creativity to many modernist writers.12 The significance of religion to the aesthetics of the Harlem Renaissance is explored by scholars such as Houston A. Baker, Judylyn Ryan, Mark A Sanders, Jean E. Snyder and Elizabeth J. West.13 This work considers the influence of both Black Christianity and the legacies of West African traditions on African American writing.

There has also been growing interest in paganism in studies of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century literature. This work charts literary engagement with the spiritual aspects of the Greek revival and the emerging discipline of anthropology’s interest in ancient religions.14 Margot K. Louis traces a strain of Romantic emphasis on the mystery cults as ‘a way to celebrate the sacredness of this life, of sexuality and the life force’ that continued through the Victorian era.15 Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Anglophone literature saw a myriad of heroines aligned with earth goddesses and dryads, while Modernists sought to overcome the pessimistic vision of the Decadents with a renewed emphasis on a ‘celebration of life’.16 In Modernist Mythopoeia: The Twilight of the Gods, Scott Freer argues for close integration of myth and spirituality and suggests that modernist engagement with myth as a form of metaphorical theology acknowledged more room for the unknown.17

Taken together this body of scholarship charts the wide-ranging and creative engagement of modernist writers with numerous forms of religion and spirituality.18 However, women writers are still under-represented in this scholarship: notably, Tonning’s book does not include any women writers, while Pericles Lewis limits his engagement to Virginia Woolf and Scott Freer only includes H.D. The work on the occult and spiritualism tends to have better representation, likely because women were so strongly present in these movements. The
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