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Introduction

Noëlle Cuny and Xavier Kalck

In his prescient 1973 film-essay1 about art forgery, fakery, and the value 
of authorship, Orson Welles recites the following lines from Rudyard 
Kipling’s ballad, first published in 1890, so aptly entitled “The Conun-

drum of the Workshops”:

When the flush of a new-born sun fell first on Eden’s green and gold,
Our father Adam sat under the Tree and scratched with a stick in  

the mould;
And the first rude sketch that the world had seen was joy to his 

mighty heart,
Till the Devil whispered behind the leaves, “It’s pretty, but is it Art ?”2

The devil’s point, treacherous yet truthful, may well seem at odds with 
today’s emphasis on the thorough historicization and contextualization of 
art and literature, often referred to as a turn towards the material aspects 
of culture. One might even wonder if indeed the present-day focus on 
materiality, on things and objects, does not to some extent derive from 
an untold desire to elude the devil’s pressing question. Issues of legiti-
macy, canonization, and value remain however crucial in any discussion 
of the anthropological ins and outs of any new design or stick scratching. 
The fundamental ambivalence of objects has one constantly looking for 
the symbol in the commodity, and finding the commodity behind, or at 
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the root of, the symbol. Goods and gods,3 forever caught in an unending 
paronomastic dance. 

Perhaps the greatest and most paradoxical consequence of the grow-
ingly dual nature of the work of art as at once unique and ordinary, 
sacred and profane, and which for the purposes of this introduction 
we will roughly date back to Walter Benjamin’s famous essay about The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1935), resides in the 
strange reversibility of the terms of the debate. We know how in that essay 
Benjamin expressed concern over the loss or even the destruction of the 
“aura” of the work of art through the example of photography (as well 
as cinematography) as the means of a mechanical reproduction that robs 
the artist of the individual gesture that amounts to a signature, but also 
deprives the beholder—through massification—of the kind of privileged 
access to the work which ensures the proper contemplative experience. 
Lack of authenticity, uniqueness, and originality; disappearance of tradi-
tion, lineage, and a connection with the past; loss of a sense of presence 
and actuality, of aura—Benjamin’s language about the desacralization of 
art has had a remarkable influence, especially because of the thin line that 
separates his critique of technique from a larger critique of capitalism. 

It is worth noting, however, that Benjamin’s terminology, though it 
was developed against the world of things and objects and in praise of a 
soon-to-be lost world of art, becomes quite ambiguous once these two 
worlds collide and can no longer be so easily, or so conservatively, told 
apart. For not only is the vocabulary of nostalgia always translatable into 
the next generation’s backward glance, as it certainly has been when it 
comes to our continued fascination with early modernism, now over a 
century old, but even the divide between the cultural appreciation of art 
and a quasi-religious relationship to it needed to be established in the first 
place so that it could eventually be challenged, then bridged. Moreover, 
much as Benjamin uses photography rhetorically to cast unique pieces 
from the past as absolute originals by contrast, it could be argued that 
artists and critics have in turn called on a supposed loss of aura to establish 
new work as avant-garde because it epitomizes this age of mechanical—
now digital—reproduction. As if an effect of the technicality of the 
photographic process, negatives and positives turn into one another and 
change places. One need only think of the immense success of montage 
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and collage in literature and the visual arts as techniques that perform 
all the ills described by Benjamin with a radically different aim. Perhaps 
one might also consider how the financialization of the art market has 
managed a monetization of “aura” and sought to retain, however distort-
edly, the language of originality and rarity. One wonders at the plasticity 
of such notions as Benjamin’s when attempting to define the modernist 
relationship to objects. Should one then be satisfied simply to reiterate 
the idea according to which the nature of an object lies in its function as 
a social construct rather than in any property of the thing itself, and leave 
it there?

One way of trying to approach this difficulty would be to take into 
account, alongside the role and importance of objects in the modernist 
era, our own interest in them. At the risk of using what many consider a 
cliché, T.S. Eliot’s often referenced “objective correlative” might be a good 
place to start. Not that the idea itself necessarily requires further analysis. 
It need not be applied to Hamlet4 any more but, reflexively and Hamlet-
like, to ourselves. In other words, what if one of the main features in the 
study of modernist objects and perhaps in material culture studies as a 
whole had been the search for our own objective correlatives, in the form 
of those very objects that will, one hopes, correlate one’s approach with “a 
set of objects, a situation, a chain of events,”5 and will base one’s findings in 
fact? The second edition of What Objects Mean. An Introduction to Mate-
rial Culture6 explicitly offers students the opportunity to learn how objects 
can be used to demonstrate concepts, which begs the question: should 
objects be dealt with as means to a higher conceptual end, or considered 
on their own, not merely as pretexts but as fully valid objects of study? 
Starting from a positivist concern for documentary corroboration, objects 
have in this light become the necessary tools that must legitimize a given 
epistemological horizon. Or so it would seem, if the study of objects had 
not promoted a variety of interdisciplinary approaches which in itself has 
laid the basis for a remarkable reshuffling of epistemological horizons 
left and right, and encouraged a general acceptance of how porous disci-
plinary boundaries can and should be. It remains nonetheless that this 
evolution is not devoid of conflict, and rich with quite a few paradoxes. 

Consider anthologies such as the highly recommendable The Object 
Reader (2009), which draws from such various fields as “anthropology, 
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art history, classical studies, critical theory, cultural studies, digital media, 
design history, disability studies, feminism, film and television studies, 
history, philosophy, psychoanalysis, social studies of science and tech-
nology, religious studies and visual culture.”7 The list is daunting, and 
appropriate given the book’s purpose to present readers with all the neces-
sary background to find their bearings in a vast research field. Yet within 
such an intensely segmented spectrum, made up of so many distinct crit-
ical perspectives, how does one manage a unified view? Understanding 
how socio-cultural and socio-economic contexts overlap and impinge 
upon objects, designs, modes of exchange, value systems, processes of 
consumption, and the whole array of material culture, how may I articu-
late this new understanding succinctly, let alone synthetically? Some have 
succeeded nonetheless. Sandra Dudley’s introduction, “Museums and 
things,” to The Thing about Museums. Objects, Experience, Representation 
and Contestation,8 which looks at the process through which objects are 
born as entities worthy of preservation and contemplation, is a must read. 

What also seems puzzling when it comes to material culture studies 
lies in the ever-growing popularity of the notion across various periods. 
The specificity of objects in modernist studies does appear quite question-
able when one considers the number of colleagues working on similar 
topics from the early-modern world to the nineteenth century. If one 
looks closely however, connections are numerous and promising. In 
Subject and Object in Renaissance Culture (1996) for instance, Margreta 
de Grazia’s initial chapter on “The ideology of superfluous things: King 
Lear as a period piece” locates Shakespeare’s play within the awakening of 
the subject as an autonomous entity during the Renaissance, and studies 
the subsequent changes to concepts of personhood and property. Along 
potentially parallel lines, Robin Schuldenfrei’s recent study of luxury and 
modern design, and particularity of modern architecture and its interiors 
as aspirational representations, in Luxury and Modernism: Architecture 
and the Object in Germany 1900–1933 (2018), explains how luxury has 
come to mean much more than what the term “superfluous” once evoked. 
In both studies, the vocabulary and concerns, though worlds apart, 
converge towards a definition of objects as catalysts for intersubjective 
relations which subsumes their initial definition as vectors of externality, 
otherness, or alienation. 
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The quiddity of literary objects is one of the more questionable ones. 
Let us take three topical instances when considering the role and place 
of things as essential modernist objects in literature: William Carlos 
Williams’s famous words, often referred to as a modernist dictum, 
“no ideas but in things,”9 George Perec’s novel Les Choses. Une histoire 
des années soixante (1965), and R.M. Rilke’s writings on what he called 
“Kunst-Dinge” or “Art-Things.” Beginning with William Carlos Williams’s 
so-called statement, it appears very quickly that it was never intended 
as such. In the author’s note to Paterson, where Williams introduces the 
phrase, these “things” point, in rather restricted fashion, to the poem in 
hand. Paterson, as a book, is a thing made up of these other things called 
words. As for the few occurrences of said statement, in the early pages of 
the first book, it should be duly noted that they are preceded by an injunc-
tion to “Say it!”10 which, along with the syntactical position of Williams’s 
magic formula in the sequence, reveals that it was meant as a meaningful 
refrain within the prosody, but perhaps not as an explicit philosophical 
position. Williams’s things, which he also refers to as facts in Paterson, 
are much closer to these elements of diction—lexical items, themes, or 
images once deemed too prosaic for poetry—that Williams, after many 
of his contemporaries, and some of his predecessors, sought to include in 
his writing. 

As for Perec’s novel, Things. A Story of the Sixties, it is by no means 
a straightforward quasi-fetishistic history of French society’s consumer 
society at the time, so much as a complex tale of class and ambition through 
which the symbolic value of goods functions as a dangerous chimera for 
the young couple hoping to improve their social status. The fact that in 
French the same word, histoire, means both “story” and “history” plays a 
key part in Perec’s deliberately confusing subtitle, and no less ambiguous 
narration. What remains most striking is how matters of self-image and 
the workings of large-scale media-consumption take up so much of the 
book that Perec’s writing tends towards a relative dematerialization of 
objects as signs, caught in an all-devouring advertising culture, when one 
might have expected palpable things inscribed within a sensory world.

Even Rilke’s “thing-poems,”11 to use Kurt Oppert’s words, cannot be 
used as unequivocal examples of the poet’s apparently highly orthodox 
modernist virtues of aesthetic autonomy through the self-reliant circularity 



6 Noëlle Cuny and Xavier Kalck

of a perpetual “Roman Fountain,” for Rilke did not limit himself to objects’ 
inner aesthetic mechanisms. Let us not forget that Rilke’s “Kunst-Ding”12 
always belonged to another plane, that of a sort of insular otherworldli-
ness, its distinguishing feature being its very dis-embeddedness within its 
perceived environment. Moreover, Rilke’s delicate dialectic of the inner 
and the outer (inert objects and living things or, as with sculpture, both 
at once, as we know from his essay on Rodin)13 makes little sense outside 
his fascination for the revelatory powers of such subjective confronta-
tions. If one looks at the poem sequence in his Neue Gedichte14 devoted to 
Gothic cathedrals, it becomes especially clear that Rilke’s interest in archi-
tecture manifests itself in poems which break from a sense of mimetic 
elevation and attempt to find a balance between the cathedral’s historic 
nature and its eternal dimension in a way that subsumes the object under 
the structures that shape it. In such poems as “Die Kathedrale,”15 Rilke’s 
multiple perspectives sound like so many questions aimed at recom-
posing our conception of the object the reader is asked to behold. One 
is left wondering how single, concrete, and finite objects may or may not 
articulate a sense of transcendence and the collective, or how a work of 
art originating in a medieval context can find a place in today’s industrial 
landscape.

The materiality of language, the immateriality of signs, and the integrity 
of shapes—these are modernist objects of study, but you can almost hear the 
aforementioned devil whispering behind the page, asking: “But are these 
objects?” Rilke’s passion for Chartres cathedral brings us back to Orson 
Welles and moves us closer to a possible answer to this question. At the 
close of F for Fake, Orson Welles contemplates the same edifice, which he 
views as the absolute antidote to issues of authorship because it is without an 
individual signature. Most relevant, however, is Welles’s conclusion, when 
he declares, “Our works in stone, in paint, in print, are spared, some of them 
for a few decades or a millennium or two, but everything must finally fall in 
war or wear away into the ultimate and universal ash.”16 In the face of this 
promised oblivion, Welles finally protests and states that

it might be just this one anonymous glory of all things, this rich 
stone forest, this epic chant, this gaiety, this grand, choiring shout 
of affirmation, which we choose when all our cities are dust, to 
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stand intact, to mark where we have been, to testify to what we 
had it in us to accomplish.17

There lies the answer we might offer up to the devil. When reading objects 
for what they represent, what we are doing is taking up this selfsame task. 
As any study of material culture will show, the objects around us represent 
all the anthropological nuances of the social world which brought them 
forth. In doing so, we are simply reminded of what we had forgotten—
that they are no strangers to our lives and that they were always meant to 
represent us, to testify to our fleeting existence.

Reciprocally, we, the observers, though we not be here to stay, are here 
to say. This is what Bill Brown takes away from Rilke’s ninth Duino Elegy, 
in echo to which it is tempting to think William’s “say it!” was intended.

… Are we here perhaps just to say:
house, bridge, well, gate, jug, fruit tree, window—
at most, column, tower … but to say, understand this, to say it
as the Things themselves never fervently thought to be.18

Objects may be the necessary mirrors in which our selves are built, they 
still need us to say them into being. This points to a co-dependence we 
may revel in or object to, since co-dependence is most emphatically not 
identity, unlike, say, an infant’s relationship to her environment might be 
one of pre-differentiated identity. As Brown noted, before the creative 
co-dependence is embraced, in Rilke’s Duino Elegies, there are glimpses of 
the profound alterity of the objects around us.19 André Topia once noted 
that this was another useful distinction between object and thing, as he 
pointed to “the divide, or fault line, between the lyrical object and the 
inhuman thing, the object as extension of the self and the thing as chal-
lenge to the self.”20 One ramification of the material turn that is said to 
have originated in paleo-archeology, thence to migrate into anthropology, 
history, sociology, cultural studies, then the arts and philosophy,21 is the 
notion, familiar to anyone curious of Timothy Morton’s and Graham 
Harman’s object-oriented ontology, that objects, too, withdraw from our 
grasp. From new materialism’s earliest origins in post-Marxism to the 
world of “weird entit(ies) withdrawn from access, yet somehow manifest” 
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and “objects playing hide-and-seek” with which Jane Bennett playfully 
engaged as she responded to Morton’s and Harman’s speculative realism, 
Descartes’s fully describable objects have gradually given way to objects 
that are “coy, always leaving hints of a secret other world, alluding to an 
inscrutable reality.”22 

In Christian mysticism, the equivalent of these outward manifesta-
tions of a deeper reality would be: signatures. It was Stephen Dedalus who 
most memorably pursued this line of questioning on the nature of the real, 
at the risk of losing himself in his own thoughts: “Ineluctable modality 
of the visible: at least that if not more, thought through my eyes,” he says 
to himself at the beginning of “Proteus” in Joyce’s Ulysses. “Signatures of 
all things I am here to read, seaspawn and seawrack, the nearing tide, 
that rusty boot.”23 Objects do not depend on visibility for their existence 
(Stephen Dedalus will fall off the cliff if he walks any further) but they 
are a function of space and of how the mind’s eye organizes space: the 
Nebeneinander, says Stephen, quoting from G.E. Lessing’s Laokoon. As he 
walks about with eyes closed, exploring how the continuum of his sensa-
tions—the Nacheinander—gets broken down and projected as discrete 
objects, he offers this Bergsonian thought for a moment’s idle specula-
tion: human activity is about turning time into visible units or objects, 
that is, turning flux into space. But then, concomitantly, doubt arises. “At 
least that if not more”: immediately, those modalities of the visible open 
up to the invisible, well beyond the mind’s eye. Are the “signatures of all 
things” of Boehmian mysticism the gateway to a higher plane of reality, or 
should we be content with “thought through our eyes,” expedient shadows 
projected onto chaos? Gregory Castle poses “the problem of the real” at 
the outset of the introduction to his 2015 History of the Modernist Novel, 
itself entitled “Matter in Motion in the Modernist Novel.” Encouraged by 
this and other new materialist approaches to art and writing, this book 
places objects, how they emerge or withdraw, what they do to us, what 
status can be assigned to them (as signatures of the invisible, as obstacles 
such as cliffs or Aristotle’s proverbial stone, or expedient screens to keep 
chaos at bay, as well as home-cluttering commodities) at the heart of what 
constitutes modernism.

If this is the heart of modernism, where, then, is its circumference? 
The geographic and cultural capaciousness of the term “modernism” 
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has been celebrated by some of the field’s current figureheads.24 We 
cannot, in the space of a single book, hope to do justice to all instances 
of industrial-era experimentation in art and writing in the world; but 
we do allow “modernism” a broad extension, historically and culturally, 
confident in variety’s healthy conduciveness to interrogating the concept 
itself, from Dada to Le Corbusier, from Woolf ’s novels to Louise Bour-
geois’s melancholy effigies. Which is to say that, while cultural studies, 
literary history, and art history have an equal claim to the field, this book 
privileges aesthetics. For “aesthetics” to be applied to the study of fine 
art does not go without saying, as Anne Fernihough reminded us in her 
D.H. Lawrence: Aesthetics and Ideology.25 In the history of knowledge 
institutions, the connection of aesthetics with beauty is relatively recent. 
Its Greek etymology still firmly anchors aesthetics in perception, that is, 
in the activity of the observer as she delineates objects by filtering and 
transforming the influx of sensory stimuli (along lines, according to the 
Heideggerian perspective put forward by Fernihough, dictated by the 
observer’s agenda). Aesthetics questions the modalities of perception, 
first and foremost: how we fashion the world into objects, how we break 
down the flow of perception into spatial, stable, usable units. Now, when 
the perceiving subject isolates phenomena and marshals them into what 
one feels confident is objective reality, what are the unpredicted effects of 
such operations? What is the part that exceeds one’s object-making abili-
ties? Something always seems to resist the shaping of sensory input into 
objects, or flux into space, and the art-object is merely (but remarkably) a 
special case of this.

Whether it is claritas, one of the intellectual objects that overfill 
Stephen Dedalus’s consciousness, whether it is the “gloire” which H.D. 
discovered with D.H. Lawrence to emanate from certain things,26 or 
Walter Benjamin’s aura, something exceeds the object, and not simply in 
that moment when, the object being broken or obsolete, it loses its func-
tion and becomes a thing.27 The artwork seen in this light is the object 
through which the challenge to perceptual habit and preconceived cate-
gories is given to be felt most acutely; with minimalist sculpture, for 
example, the experience is unsettling and unusually self-reflexive. As in 
the words of Robert Morris quoted by Fried and Mao in the first essay 
of this book: “one’s awareness of oneself existing in the same space as the 
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work is stronger than in previous work.” In this instance, as in many other 
dimensions of our being in the world, what we have is dramatic change in 
subject-object relations, which is still ongoing.

Nor is the evolutionary path clear or linear. The changing subject-
object relations are a complex dialectic, a back-and-forth movement, a 
subtle power game. There is no straightforward way to account for them. 
But one can, provisionally, break down and label some of the changes our 
modernist forefathers—foremothers, actually, in many instances—have 
set in motion, and track them across the twentieth century. Doing so, 
one finds oneself very much enacting Proust’s suspicion, noted by several 
critics including Martin Schauss in part one of this book and by Bill 
Brown, that it is only by applying readymade certainties when perceiving 
the world around us that we make it possible for objects to present them-
selves as discrete units to our perception.28 However, the way we creatures 
of the written word carry out research is by isolating objects and their 
properties, at best hoping to include a sense of becoming in our rendition 
of these objects. In the context of this project, we choose to present these 
relations as processes. Three processes are consistently to be observed in 
modernist object experiments: 1) objecting to realism, 2) fashioning the 
human, and 3) performing the ornamental. Of course, they most often 
present themselves as interconnected phenomena rather than isolated 
trends. Moreover, they are all human-oriented operations, at odds, 
certainly, with the object-oriented ontology that is the brainchild of the 
new millennium. For the purposes of the present study, however, they will 
be expedient in bringing to light some of the aspects of those changing 
object relations, from the anti-realist stance that characterizes, so Gregory 
Castle reminds us in his History, the modernist novel, to the most cutting-
edge (and socially unacceptable) practices of avant-garde ornamentation.

Anti-realism is a productive way of approaching such widely different 
novels as Snooty Baronet and La Nausée, as Douglas Mao shows at the 
outset of part one. For a visual impression of what is meant by “objecting 
to realism,” think of Mina Loy’s “The Pamperers” (The Dial of July 1920): in 
her surrealist vein of satire, secondary characters (and a Pekinese) morph 
in and out of the upholstery,29 exhibiting, puppet-like, their consubstan-
tiality with their bourgeois material surroundings, and (over)performing 
what the bourgeois décor predetermines for them. Objects are seen to 
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take on a life of their own, irremediably and threateningly deepening the 
gap between the self and outer materiality, the better perhaps to take over 
(or so one fears). Because to Wyndham Lewis’s Snooty, and possibly—
though obliquely—to Roquentin in La Nausée, they are, Mao suggests 
in his chapter “Objectionable Objects,” the lowly demos, the parasitical 
stuff of insignificant materiality, when Being (in the Nietzschean sense) 
demands aristocratic control. In this part of our book, realism is taken as 
a foil against which avant-garde satirical projects set themselves. Beckett 
too resented the clutter of bourgeois furniture; but Martin Schauss, in the 
second chapter, shows that Beckett’s response to concrete objects is not 
quite as radical as the utter disgust felt by Snooty and by Roquentin. There 
is comfort in material comforts: furnishings inherited from realism can be 
semiotic crutches, the legacy of which Beckett does not, in fact, systemati-
cally reject. The over-abundant material items/signs which Willa Cather, 
Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, or Beckett, or Djuna Barnes felt could 
stifle the soul could turn out to be remarkably versatile: what about those 
beer mugs and egg beaters, those dolls, chairs, and wooden horses which 
reveal and mobilize a world of domestic semiotics, of affective puppet 
play, of gender politics in Barnes’s fiction and drama? Of course, adver-
tising, a well-accepted feature of The Adelphi, The New Age, The Crisis, 
or The Smart Set contributed to shaping the pantheon of supposedly life-
changing manufactured objects. Having inscribed certain modalities of, 
say, gender in our interiors, we are finding it hard to shake them off. Like-
wise, Pavlina Radia’s chapter starts off from the observation that objects 
mark the very conflict that exists between the characters who are deper-
sonalized by their sense of racial, cultural, class, and gender difference. 
But in Barnes according to Radia, the half-spectral, half-farcical dance 
of repurposed items from advertising functions as a mobilizer of affects. 
The industrial-era commodity fetish always had grotesque, carnivalesque 
potentialities, as Marx, famously, was aware, but Djuna Barnes took those 
potentialities to extremes. Mundane and practical though it was, the 
eggbeater, turned prop but performing a script of its own devising, reveals 
ironies and upends power relations that would otherwise have remained 
horrid fixities. By achieving such a status in Barnes and in other surre-
alists, though, it both revealed and further secured its place in cultural 
history. By causing the ephemerality and vulnerability of consumer goods 
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to transfer to their users, Barnes, in a way, restored those goods to the 
iconic persistence with which advertising sought to endow them. 

With all its dark, surrealist object interventions, Barnes’s magical 
realism still deals with essentially traditional issues of marital incompat-
ibility, romantic loyalty, family cohesion, legacy, and the rejection thereof. 
The last chapter in this part turns to the fate of these realist topoi in a 
world where age-old marital/family narratives no longer hold. To the long 
list of epoch-changing objects, Rachel Bowlby adds the disturbing “test-
tube baby,” which was appropriated by literature, collective fantasy, social 
research, and science at once. What good is the marital plot à la George 
Eliot or Elizabeth Gaskell, or the Balzacian family legacy plot, when babies, 
like Goethe’s homunculus, can be bred in bottles? What good is realism 
in fiction when real-world science is the stuff of fantasy, and modern man 
can reproduce himself (masculine form intended) en masse without the 
need for spouses? The “bottle” in which you could “breed babies” was 
suspected of bringing about the new man of techno-modernity. Bowlby 
describes the widespread literary anxiety and wonderment caused by the 
invention of human IVF, as well as a particularly telling moment of onto-
logical crisis. This is a good place, perhaps, to remind the reader of the role 
of science education, of education in general and the expansion thereof, 
in our changing relations to the physical world. If Descartes introduced 
the method of testing out hypothesized physical laws to leave as few blind 
spots as possible in the world, it is equally true that the progression of 
universal schooling in the nineteenth century and the great positivist trust 
in human knowledge (and in the knowability of the world) trained greater 
and greater proportions of each generation to treat the world as a system 
of well-circumscribed, well-described objects, quite separate from the 
observing entity.30 Now, even as it epitomized scientific progress, the “test-
tube baby” tested that faith in science, as Bowlby shows, starting from the 
jarring oxymoronic quality of the compound noun itself. 

Indeed, apart from the phases of aloofness of Pound or Eliot or Stein, 
modernist writing was as much about the world they lived in as it was 
about aesthetics. Alongside the reformers of men such as Lawrence, the 
political realists such as Steinbeck or the visionary Harlem Renaissance 
writers, one should mention the magazines that were to be found on 
many more sitting-room tables than the aforementioned novelists and 
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poets individually, but in which many were first published. An instance 
of such convergence of interests between the consumerist everyday and 
demanding, fine writing is The Adelphi, the much-neglected magazine 
created by Murry, another Londoner, with his unequivocal willingness to 
compromise with lived reality: “We believe in life. Just that.”31 But what life 
would be like in the next decades remained anyone’s guess. Magazines and 
novels were all about discussing life, social and biological, and the role of 
things in these new modes of living brought about by technical innovation 
and mass production.

Which objects were most memorably altering the nature of human life? 
To the usual list of airplanes, refrigerators, soap bars, and Remington type-
writers, Sanja Bahun adds: the textile artifacts we surround ourselves with. 
In her chapter of the second part of this book, “Fashioning the human,” 
clothes and the home are shown to be a major site of co-agential mate-
riality. At this point it is necessary to look outside the English-speaking 
world to where planned reform was experimented with on a large scale: 
the Soviet Union. Sanja Bahun looks into ways in which crafted textiles 
were newly perceived as “comrades,” that is, symbiotic, co-evolving 
companions for the new man and woman. This way of fashioning society 
breaks down the subject-object dichotomy in revealing ways. Though 
poles apart in ideology, and quite distant in space, the home according 
to the Stepanova-Popova workshop and the English magazine share one 
common feature: they change themselves as they change their users, in 
a model of dialectical progress. Again, the case of the magazine is worth 
particular attention. A discursive and interactive object, it constantly 
readjusts itself the better to fashion its readership and, hopefully, society 
as a whole. Remember Murry’s “Mr Joiner” and “Rose”? In the first issue 
of The Adelphi (June 1923), a declaration of intent, or a manifest of sorts, 
stages two of its putative readers in the process of elaborating their reading 
habits and opinions, comparing their list of favorite books to that of Wells, 
and no doubt draughting their letters to the editor, in a rather over-real-
istic and sedate domestic atmosphere. The evolution of a magazine is a 
two-way process; one does well as an editor because one is attuned to 
current trends and preoccupations; one does well as an editor because one 
invites and values reader response, as so many signs that one’s opinion- 
and taste-fashioning strategies are working, and are, albeit incrementally, 
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changing (informing) its reader and its market segment. The examples 
given here by Louise Kane are Murry’s Rhythm, the Caribbean magazine 
Kyk-Over-Al and the Japanese Shirakaba. Because of the self-fashioning 
specificity of the periodical form, and relying for the English-language 
part of her survey on the treasure trove that is the Modernist Journals 
Project,32 Kane proposes the following label for magazines: “metaob-
jects.” Like Stepanova’s textiles, magazines co-evolve symbiotically with 
their makers and with the homes in which they reside, leaving perma-
nent changes—epigenetic DNA alterations, as it were. The consequences 
of which can be far-reaching. 

On a different note, consider now the Orphic lyre, omnipresent 
in European culture for millennia. This is Jennifer Kilgore-Karadec’s 
approach to the shaping of poetic affect by two of its traditional vehi-
cles: the harps and lyres of ancient oral literature. This is because harps 
and lyres, rescued from obsolescence by Yeats, H.D., Louis MacNeice, 
or Pound in order to revive again the age-old songs of lament or praise, 
are educators, first and foremost. Not all music, not all poetry are lyrical: 
from Stoicism to Wordsworth to these classically trained modernists, the 
“poetry is music is teaching” axiom endured, to the point that one might 
say that present-day knowledge is still, perhaps, shaped by the harps and 
lyres of our iron-age forefathers. A counter-example to the radical novelty 
of modernism, this persistence of objects deemed sentimentalist and passé 
is remarkable. As is the case at the other end of the twentieth century 
with Louise Bourgeois’s 1950s driftwood sculptures, such objects, even 
though they embody human transience and elegiac sentiment, undeniably 
possess the very endurance that makes them the valuable affect mediators 
that they are. 

Any account of objects in modernism has to include a discussion of 
psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis changed our worldview, and showed us 
how we are fashioned by a dialectic of love and hate with the objects of 
the world around us. In her chapter, Lynn Somers places this relational 
ambivalence at the heart of the processes at work in Louise Bourgeois’s 
series of Personages. Were it not for its “mother as first object” dimen-
sion, this process would closely resemble the evolutive dialectic that 
presided over cloth-making in the Popova-Stepanova workshop, helping 
mankind to transition into a better, more mature version of itself. Somers 



15Introduction

helps us understand why it was that Bourgeois presented her sculptures 
as “objects to be used.” She was not so much repurposing objects into art 
(as in Radia’s Djuna Barnes or Kilgore-Caradec’s classicist modernists) as 
purposing fine art. Her Sleeping Figure was designed to be a replacement 
human, very much as a prosthetic limb would replace a biological one; 
her sculptures came with instructions for use which stressed mobility and 
configurational variety, as if to emulate life, and even cause life to change 
course, in other words induce transition.

This treatment of the viewer as child or adult-in-becoming (not to 
say unlicked cub), a remarkable reversal of the art for art’s sake ideal of 
the late nineteenth century, was made possible by psychoanalysis. Like-
wise, Freud would have had much to say about the proliferation of detail 
in some of the novels, poems, and crafted pieces that are the objects of 
this book. Here, the most futile decorative detail can betray the deepest 
interest in the human. The final part of this book is a response to the 
Weimar Essays by Siegfried Kracauer, published almost a hundred years 
ago in the Frankfurter Zeitung and later gathered as The Mass Ornament. 
The Essays formalized what many suspected, that is, the general exposure 
to cognitive overstimulation in the industrialized city. Kracauer saw orna-
ment in an array of things, including line ballet dancing and the movies: 
the sheer multiplicity of seductive detail was enough to overwhelm the 
viewer’s consciousness. In urban modernity, the ornament, the surface 
detail challenged the self in its deepest reaches. According to Kracauer, by 
distracting the consumer’s attention (Zerstreuung), the ornament as over-
played and kaleidoscopically multiplied in the cityscape for the delight of 
the consumer could eventually defeat its own entertainment purpose and 
bring about the kind of self-awareness through which alienation might be 
overcome. There is an element of this, perhaps, in the third and final part 
of this book, “Performing the ornamental,” where Yasna Bozhkova lets us 
see how the decorative and reifyingly feminine detail can be turned on its 
head and given its full Dionysian expression. Baroness Elsa’s ecstatic and 
fiercely satirical use of body ornament runs as deep as the 1910s house-
wife’s advertising-inflicted dependence on the “beauty toaster.” Not the 
least merit of Bozhkova’s chapter on Baroness von Freytag-Loringhoven 
is to give us particularly savory examples of the avant-garde practice of 
repurposing words. Is it Merz as in Kommerz, or merz as in ausmerzen? Is 
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it “limbs wish” or “limb swish”? The year Baroness Elsa died, and before 
politics took him beyond the pale of anti-humanism, Heidegger put 
forward his own bid for a re-founded perception practice where the world 
is not the product of the ego’s intentionality but a counterpart in a two-way 
relationship; he too, though with no trace of playfulness, had to invent the 
words, fantastical compound nouns, with which to describe the real as he 
proposed to revise our conception of Being. This was the stern, scholarly 
version of the surrealist-inspired game of Kurt Schwitters, of Duchamp, of 
Baroness Elsa. With Baroness Elsa, the strategy involved adorning herself 
with the discarded objects of consumer society, or writing poems to 
“beauty toasters”; in her work, the mass-produced, always already obso-
lescent trinket “beats everything” (as did the egg beater that so inspired 
Barnes), in the sense that in upsetting established subject-object relations 
it induces a very real ontological crisis.

Maurizia Boscagli’s chapter on Gray’s recliner chair, in the second 
chapter of this part on “performing the ornamental,” also points to 
the anything but futile program the then Paris-based furniture maker 
inscribes in her crafted object as she gives free play to her ornamental 
skill. In the realm of furniture design too, there is covert subversive power 
in the ornament. Judging by the founding texts of purism—Boscagli gives 
us two: Ornament and Crime (1908), by Austrian architect Adolf Loos, 
and Le Corbusier’s and Amédée Ozenfant’s Purist Manifesto (1920)—but 
also by the subsequent success of Bauhaus across all consumer categories, 
the ornament was suspicious. Luxury and beauty had to be minimalist, 
or else unhealthy and decadent. Boscagli brings to light the risk taken by 
Eileen Gray in re-introducing elements of decorative orientalism in the 
midst of modernist, streamlined aesthetics: but for Le Corbusier’s inordi-
nately aggressive response, such cryptic rebellious moves, which account 
for the agon we now treasure as the heart of living modernism, might 
have remained below the radar of art history. Gray’s obtrusive, playful, 
queer use of ornament was an affront to panoptical patriarchy, dazzling 
the male gaze and resisting the imperative of visibility that made purism 
seem totalitarian in spirit.33

Certain ornaments shine in abstentia. In Woolf ’s, Mansfield’s, 
and Stein’s fiction as read by Nonia Williams, the aesthetics of absence 
is most tellingly mediated by brooches, lost and sought after. How can 
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such a futile decorative object be the focus of so much emotion, of such a 
universal—and demotic, the intentional spelling errors in the title quote 
suggest—attention from top to bottom of the social ladder? We know how 
many words are lavished upon hats in Beckett: torrents, it seems, in other-
wise rather barren settings. Now, in the texts selected by Williams, the 
lost-and-found brooch, always in and out of stories, hints to the persis-
tence of the surface ornament: once gone, it still remains, as a trace always 
on the verge of erasure, yet poised only to reappear again in an ironic 
twist. It is as if these authors can no more shake off the semiotic burden 
of inherited objects than the existentialists, nihilists, and ex-Vorticists 
described as objectors to realism in part one of this book. The “phantom 
detail” (Naomi Schor’s phrase, as used by Williams) runs deep enough to 
connect overt and covert plot or stories between themselves. Goods, if 
also gods (again one thinks of Freud’s pun, brought to the awareness of 
modernism scholars by Douglas Mao), are the malicious deceiver type, 
the evil genius which was the face of chaos in Descartes’s method. The 
losing of a brooch changes its ontological status: its use-value having 
evaporated, even its performative function (the brooch as souvenir), it is 
a thing, in the Heideggerian sense: it arrests the flow of unthinking habit, 
and so, for once, we see it, even though it’s gone.

The becoming-outdated of objects (consumer goods, items of sartorial 
fashion), as in Benjamin, is the objective correlative, it seems, of human 
irrelevance. That is part of the story of Rhys’s Good Morning, Midnight as 
read by Justine Baillie. Just as hats are crucial props in Beckett, in Rhys’s 
experience, they signify loss. Hats bought, worn, passed on, tried on in 
succession are a “hectic repetition that gets precisely nowhere” (Baillie), 
very much like the bowler hat in Schauss’s reading of Beckett. Neither 
“thinking caps” (Waiting for Godot) nor “a collective medicament for the 
ravages of oblivion” (Walter Benjamin on fashion), hats are the symptoms, 
the actors, perhaps, judging by the active verb forms paired with objects in 
Beckett, of man’s ineluctable dissolution in time and space. A suggestive 
analogy for Rhys’s Sasha, the despairing, unmoored wanderer away from 
home, and for Jean Rhys herself, going through traumatic exile. Fashion 
items, perhaps all objects, are our companions on the outer rim of the 
vortex, where force is spent and movement is mere dispersal.34
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