
 

Chapter 13 

The Material World 

Sarah Randles 

 

The study of how human emotions interact with materiality is a relatively new field, despite 

growing out of well-established bodies of research both in material culture and the history of 

emotions.1 This work attempts to carve a theoretical space at the intersection of historical 

emotions and materiality, in which to consider how emotions affect the material world, and 

how materiality defines and changes human emotions. Using material culture as a source and 

focus for the history of emotions, based on an understanding that both emotions and 

materiality are historically and culturally constituted, provides a way of looking beyond the 

textual sources which have previously dominated the field. 

The term ‘material culture’ is usually taken to mean the physical items that a society 

produces and uses for itself, including built environments and the adaptation of naturally 

occurring objects and places. ‘Materiality’ is a broader term, which includes aspects of the 

material world which are experienced and adapted, but not necessarily created by people. 

Humans also interact emotionally with phenomena that have materiality but which are neither 

objects nor places. Fire, for example, is material, but becomes part of material culture only as 

it is used deliberately, or when it impinges on the built environment or other objects. Light, 

similarly, is produced both artificially and naturally, and can be manipulated through building 

orientation and glass windows. Humans also have emotional relationships with the natural 

environment, ascribing it meaning within cultural and religious frameworks and reacting to it 

aesthetically. The study of the material world through the history of emotions is, therefore, 

inherently interdisciplinary, drawing on anthropology, archaeology, art history, religious 

studies, philosophy, museum studies and literary studies among other disciplines.  



 

 

Interacting emotionally with the material world 

 

Humans respond directly to the material world in emotional ways. They may be filled with 

delight or awe when standing in a Gothic cathedral, be overcome with terror at the edge of a 

precipice, or disgust when confronted with the physical manifestations of illness. They also 

modify and manipulate materiality, creating objects and environments in order to express, 

produce and regulate emotion. They exchange love tokens as both private and public 

testaments of affection; build churches, mosques and temples to express religious devotion; 

landscape wilderness into pleasure gardens, and give flowers in celebration or leave them on 

graves. Some objects are not specifically created for emotional purposes but acquire 

emotional meaning as they are used: a child’s shoe becomes a sentimental treasure, or an 

apotropaic talisman; the site of a massacre becomes a shrine; a brick becomes a symbol of 

political anger when hurled through a window in protest. Just as humans respond to 

materiality with emotions, so too are those emotions manifested materially. Sara Ahmed 

labelled this the reciprocity of objects and emotions, maintaining that emotions are ‘about 

objects, which they hence shape, and [which] are also shaped by contact with emotions’.2 

Oliver Harris and Tim Flohr Sørensen described emotions and materiality as existing ‘in a 

continuous, recursive and co-constitutive relationship’.3 

As objects and places are invested with emotional significance, they reflect the social, 

cultural and historical frameworks in which they are encountered, created or adapted, and 

these in turn influence the ways that such things function in the world. These ‘emotional’ 

objects and places provide sources which allow historians to understand not only how people 

in the past felt about their material world, but also how they felt about each other, and the 

events and culture that they experienced.4 



 

 

Embodied emotions 

 

Human emotions may be intangible and sometimes elusive, but they exist within a material 

world which includes the human body. Monique Scheer, drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s 

concept of ‘habitus’ as a system of embodied mental and physical dispositions, posited that 

emotions can be understood as an embodied practice. In Scheer’s theory:  

practices not only generate emotions, but … emotions themselves can be viewed as a 

practical engagement with the world. Conceiving of emotions as practices means 

understanding them as emerging from bodily dispositions conditioned by a social 

context, which always has cultural and historical specificity. Emotion-as-practice is 

bound up with and dependent on ‘emotional practices,’ defined here as practices 

involving the self (as body and mind), language, material artifacts, the environment, 

and other people.5  

Margrit Pernau developed Scheer’s ideas in the context of architectural space, and argued 

that emotions are ‘not only expressed but learned through the body’, linking the human body 

to cultural performance, and understanding it as a ‘site where culture is played out’. She 

argued that ‘bodies are necessarily situated in space, and they bear the imprint of the spaces 

they are moving through and have moved through’.6 This echoes Sara Ahmed, who wrote 

about emotions in terms of ‘impressions’: ‘We need to remember the ‘press’ in an 

impression. It allows us to associate the experience of having an emotion with the very affect 

of one surface with another, an affect that leaves its mark or trace’.7  

If emotions are something that we do, as Scheer claimed, then materiality is 

frequently the means by which we enact them – what we do them with.8 We do emotions in 

cultural, historical, and material-cultural ways. We might show our love with red roses, our 



 

political dissent by burning a flag. These are conventions which are well understood within 

particular cultures. But emotional objects, places and spaces need to be considered as more 

than just props. We need to focus on how they are made, how they are used, what kinds of 

afterlives they have, how their meanings and matter change over time, and what they do, 

materially and emotionally, to the people who interact with them. 

 

Objects with agency 

 

The anthropologist Alfred Gell referred to a particular category of things as ‘art objects’, 

which he understood as things defined, not by their forms, but by their effects. Such things 

could elicit responses, which he described in emotional terms: ‘terror, desire, awe, 

fascination’.9 He did not limit the category of art objects to things valued for their aesthetic 

properties, but stated that they could be, potentially, ‘anything whatsoever’.10 Gell considered 

art objects as being those that had what he called ‘agency’ — the ability to do things and 

effect changes.11 Jane Bennett argued for a similar agency in matter, which she described as 

‘the curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce effects dramatic and 

subtle’.12  

Gell also described an art object as an ‘index’, something which represents or stands 

for one or more ‘prototypes’, and which can produce effects in its ‘recipients’ — those who 

are in a social relationship with the index — a role not limited to that of audience, but one 

which could include agents such as makers or patrons.13 Indices, therefore, could ‘do duty as 

persons’.14 An example of objects operating as indices and doing duty for persons are the 

objects known as ‘convict love tokens’ or ‘leaden hearts’ at the Australian National 

Museum.15 These were created by or for convicts who were to be transported from Britain to 

Australia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as a way of managing the near certainty 



 

that they would never see their loved ones again. The tokens were created by erasing the 

images of the king and Britannia from copper coins (an emotional act in itself) and replacing 

them with incised or punched text and images, often exhorting the recipient to remember the 

departed convict. In this way the tokens could act as substitutes for absent physical bodies, 

transcending distance and providing emotional comfort to both parties.16 

 

Places and atmosphere 

 

Harris and Sørensen drew upon Gell’s theory of agency to develop a theory of materiality and 

emotion in the context of pre-historical archaeology. They proposed, amongst other concepts, 

the term ‘atmosphere’, an aspect of emotionality which occurs ‘at the intersection of people, 

places and things, typically in architectonic settings’, produced by the relationship between 

people’s mood and the physical spaces they experience. It takes into account not just the 

materiality of the space and the things in it, but the nature of particular events and other 

people within it. Harris and Sørensen made the point that ‘very dissimilar atmospheres can 

arise in the same environment, as is evident, for example, in the case of a church, where an 

atmosphere at a wedding can be significantly different from that of a funeral’.17 Similarly, 

people from different cultural backgrounds or at different points in history may experience 

very different atmospheres in same place.18 

 

Cultural and historical contexts 

 

Even when objects or places are naturally occurring, the emotional response to them is 

framed by the cultures in which they are encountered and understood, and the qualities that 

people attribute to them. Kenneth McNamara has shown how naturally occurring fossil 



 

echinoids have been used for ritual and apotropaic purposes from the paleolithic to modern 

times. Their deliberate placement in homes, churches and burials shows that they were used 

to regulate fear, or bring good luck in ways that could be reframed in response to changing 

belief systems.19 Although, as Bennett has demonstrated, there are objects and substances, 

such as germs or pollution, which can directly affect human emotions irrespective of any 

human cognition or awareness, the emotional responses to these effects are still culturally and 

historically inflected.20 An individual’s reaction to disease, for example, will depend on 

whether they understand it as the result of personal sin or of bacteria.  

Similarly, the emotional responses to larger-scale natural phenomena are also 

culturally and contextually determined. Grace Moore has explored the nuances of reactions to 

fire amongst nineteenth-century European settlers in Australia, from positive associations 

with the warmth and cosiness of the domestic fire to the terror induced by out-of-control 

bushfires.21 Mikkel Bille and Tim Flohr Sørensen demonstrated that light can be understood 

as ‘something that materialises as an aesthetic effect and an emotional impression’ and that it 

‘belongs more closely to an affective and subjective field than to conventional archaeological 

facts and artefacts’. They showed how this understanding and its role in spiritual traditions 

have underpinned the use of light as an emotional phenomenon in Christian church 

architecture.22 

 

Aesthetics 

 

Part of the emotional response to materiality is based on the perception of beauty, with 

people reacting to things or places as ‘objects of desire’ based on their perceived aesthetic 

qualities. While these perceptions are historically and culturally mediated, artists, architects 

and landscapers have exploited this emotional attraction to beauty to create object and places 



 

which draw people to them, sometimes in order to inculcate emotions such as religious 

devotion. The makers of medieval reliquaries, for example, used precious materials to 

enhance the power of the saints’ relics they contained, by producing an intentional slippage 

between the materiality of the reliquary and the body of the saint which they contained.23 

However, even unadorned human remains were also valued as objects of desire, with both 

individuals and religious institutions wanting to see, touch and possess relics as well as 

collect them in ever increasing quantities.24  

Alain de Botton in his book The Architecture of Happiness, discussed the ability of 

buildings to have an effect on human emotions: 

Taking architecture seriously … makes some singular and strenuous demands upon 

us. It requires that we open ourselves to the idea that we are affected by our 

surroundings … It means considering that we are inconveniently vulnerable to the 

colour of our wallpaper and that our sense of purpose may be derailed by an 

unfortunate bedspread.25 

Pernau argued that the senses, along with individual and collective memories, are the media 

through which spaces affect the emotions.26 The deliberate production of emotions through 

aesthetic materiality often relies particularly on sight to inculcate certain emotional states. 

However, Sally Holloway has shown how the highly ritualised exchange of love tokens 

between men and women in Georgian England also exploited smell and touch to reflect and 

produce romantic love, through gifts such as perfume bottles, nosegays and rings.27 

 

Emotional value and affective economies 

 

By being used and contemplated in particular, ritualised ways, objects and places could 

become more than their constituent materiality, acquiring a metaphysical currency within the 



 

belief systems and cultural practices of the people who used them. Ahmed’s concept of 

‘affective economies’ provides a useful explanation of this. She asserts that emotions ‘do 

things’, and considers them as analogous to the Marxian idea of capital, so that ‘affect does 

not reside positively in the sign or commodity, but is produced only as an effect of its 

circulation’.28 Ahmed sees emotions as located not within, but rather between bodies and 

objects, allowing them to ‘align individuals with communities, or bodily space with social 

space – through the very intensity of their attachments’, working by ‘sticking figures together 

(adherence), a sticking that creates the very effect of a collective (coherence)’.29  

In this system, ‘some signs … increase in affective value as an effect of the 

movement between signs: the more they circulate, the more affective they become, and the 

more they appear to “contain” affect’.30 Ahmed called this circulation the ‘affective 

economy’. Some objects can therefore become what she calls ‘sticky signs’ – things to which 

emotions become ‘stuck’.31 One such sticky object is the Stone of Scone, on which the 

medieval kings of Scotland were crowned. Alicia Marchant has detailed its long and varied 

affective history, including its removal from Scotland and subsequent installation in the 

Coronation Chair in Westminster Abbey by Edward I of England, as a potent symbol of 

conquest, and its ongoing association with ideas of Scottish national identity.32 

The mechanism by which some items become emotionally sticky and others do not, 

finds some explanation in the work of philosopher, Guy Fletcher, who considered the way 

that some objects can acquire ‘sentimental value’,  

if and only if the thing is valuable for its own sake in virtue of a subset of its relational 

properties, where the properties include any or all of having belonged to, or been 

given to or by, or having been used by, people or animals, within a relationship of 

family, friendship or romantic love, or having been used or acquired during a 

significant experience.33  



 

Fletcher’s definition implies that such value relies on the act of memory, whether of a 

relationship or event, of a pre-existing emotional attachment. While the term ‘sentimental 

value’ applies only to a narrow range of objects and emotional responses, the concepts of 

memory and relationship are central to the ways that objects and emotions interact.  

This is particularly true for objects that are given as gifts, including religious 

donations.34 Objects may be given as demonstrations of affection, as a way of producing or 

cementing friendship, familial or political relationships.  Gifts  can keep the giver present in 

the memory of the recipient, even when they are bodily absent, including, in the case of 

material legacies, after death.  

  Jo Turney showed how knitted items, made by a woman as gifts for her 

grandchildren, became repositories of memory: 

it wasn’t just the knitting itself, it was the creation of that artefact that I thought was 

really important. It held lots of importance for [the grandma] and the family in general 

… lots of memories would come out of it … she’d tell me lots of stories about her 

mother and all her memories of her mother creating things and there’d be memories 

of her making things for her own children, and that’s now been passed on to my 

children. So I really, really cherish all the little knitted garments she made.35 

Like Ahmed, Gell also emphasised the way that objects can lead what he calls ‘very 

transactional lives’, as they move between their recipients, indexing different things for 

different audiences and under different circumstances.36 This concept of changing emotional 

meaning underpins the concept of ‘emotional value’ proposed by Stephanie Downes, Sally 

Holloway and I.37 Emotional value expands the idea of sentimental value to include both 

negative and positive emotional relationships with objects, and critically allows for changes 

in those relationships over time and across cultures. It recognises that even if an object or 

space does not materially change, its emotional value may alter significantly. As emotional 



 

objects function mnemonically and associatively, the emotional value of objects and places 

reflect changes in the recipients’ relationship with the person or place they recall. As with 

Ahmed’s ‘affective value’, emotional value might increase as a result of continued positive 

emotional interaction, but objects and places might equally lose emotional value, gradually or 

abruptly, as their cultural, geographical or temporal circumstances change. In contemporary 

and earlier ‘consumer societies’, attachment to objects and places is more frequently aesthetic 

and driven by a desire to fashion identities or achieve status within emotional communities 

than reliant on memory or an association of materiality with relationships.  The emotional 

value of comsumer items often depends on both novelty and display, meaning that pleasure 

derived from them is transient and that such things can swiftly lose both economic and 

emotional value.38 

 

Emotional Communities and materiality 

 

Objects and places may have significantly different emotional values for different groups of 

people who interact with them, and Barbara Rosenwein used documentary sources to 

demonstrate that different ‘emotional communities’ have their own ‘emotional valuation and 

expression’.39 Alexandra Walsham detailed the sharp change in the emotional value of relics 

during the emotional regime change of the Reformation, when, for Protestants, the bodies of 

saints, which had been revered and appealed to by Catholics as a source of hope and comfort, 

were emotionally devalued and derided.40 The precious metal reliquaries, however, continued 

to be desired for their economic value, although this often led to their destruction. 

  The agency of particular material items and places can cause emotional communities 

and rituals to form around them. Indeed such things are often constructed with the purpose of 

creating or unifying such communities. Helen Hill examined the production of devotional 



 

space as an architectural response to relics and miracles at San Gennaro in Naples, arguing 

that this space can be seen as ‘an effect of the working of materiality in imbricated 

economies’.41  

However, objects and spaces can also work to delineate different emotional 

communities from one another, excluding one group in order to produce cohesion within 

another. While war memorials work as a focus for community mourning, they exclude those 

whose war-related deaths did not fit within the strict limitations of the memorial, for reasons 

such as timing, nationality, or gender.42 Places of worship stand as visible and tangible ways 

of defining particular religious and emotional communities within broader social structures. 

Items of dress, particularly uniforms and badges, and objects such as banners denote 

belonging to particular ideological groups and therefore emotional communities. Badges or 

specific clothing can also be imposed upon excluded groups, to not only show difference, but 

to inculcate hatred or disdain, and shame in the person so marked. The emotional effects of 

such objects differ markedly depending on whether the recipient is within or outside the 

emotional communities they define. Similarly, the emotional value of such a marker will be 

vastly different depending on whether it is voluntarily chosen or imposed. While the Nazi 

swastika and the imposition of badges on Jews and other groups during the Third Reich are 

amongst the most obvious examples, the use of similar objects as marks of inclusion and 

exclusion has a long history.  

 

Powerful objects 

 

Gell’s idea of agency does not equate to a belief that objects, places or phenomena have 

intent or sentience, or that they possess supernatural power. Nonetheless, from within the 

cosmologies of the people who experienced them, supernatural belief frequently underpinned 



 

the emotional relationships that people had with the material world. In the context of 

medieval Christianity, for example, the orthodox belief was that objects could be conduits for 

the power of God, through which he might allow them to work miracles, but in practice such 

objects, including relics, statues or pilgrimage were often used talismanically, as though they 

had inherent power.43 Such powerful objects also functioned as indices, doing duty as 

persons, albeit personages, such as saints, who were themselves powerful. Religious rituals 

involving such things could serve the purpose of achieving emotional self-regulation. 

Durkheim observed that ‘the feeling of comfort which the worshipper draws from the rite 

performed’ allowed them to ‘enter into the profane life with increased courage and ardour’.44 

Even when belief systems change, powerful objects can retain emotional value, demonstrated 

by the continuation of ritual practices around them, albeit reframed to fit within new belief 

structures. The still common practice of throwing coins in fountains or wishing wells for 

‘good luck’ can be traced to votive offerings to Roman gods, reframed to fit Christian and 

subsequently secular belief systems, and reflecting the coins’ emotional rather than monetary 

value.45  

 

Importance of matter 

 

Central to the understanding of emotions in a material world is the idea that, as Elina 

Gertsman put it, ‘matter matters’.46 The specific physical nature of objects, places and 

phenomena affects and effects the responses of people who encounter it emotionally and 

sensorially.47 Tim Ingold has made a distinction between matter and materiality, noting that 

‘the ever-growing literature in anthropology and archaeology that deals explicitly with the 

subjects of materiality and material culture seems to have hardly anything to say about 

materials’. By materials, Ingold means ‘the stuff things are made of’.48 Such stuff necessarily 



 

affects the emotional uses to which they can be put – whether an object can be kissed, held in 

the hand, carried in procession, whether it has a fragrance or a sound, and how it might 

respond to such actions, perhaps by being able to be moved, wearing away, or warming to the 

touch. In some cases the ‘stuff’ of matter allows it to record and embody its own emotional 

history: the big toe on St Peter’s statue in the Vatican has been worn away by the touch of 

thousands of pilgrims venerating it; the positioning of flowers, candles, stuffed toys and 

written messages in makeshift memorials on the sites of deaths are testament to public rituals 

of grief.49 

The mutability of matter is also crucial to an understanding of its emotional value. 

Even without direct human interaction, metals tarnish, wood and wool are eaten by insects, 

the acidity of nineteenth-century paper causes it to become brittle and eventually disintegrate. 

Weeds and trees grow up through buildings, rivers change course, sometimes even the earth 

itself shifts. The emotional relationships that people have with the material world can be 

sharply affected by such changes, as was evidenced by the public emotional responses to the 

burning of the cathedral of Notre-Dame of Paris by fire in April 2019.50  

 

Objects through time – cultural, temporal, geographic and historical change 

 

But materiality is only part of the story. The emotional value of an object or place may 

actually increase as it loses aesthetic and economic value. Stuart Brand observed that the 

most significant factor in determining how buildings are valued is their age.51 Pernau argued 

for ‘temporalization as the central category to link materiality with knowledge and practices’, 

stating that ‘spaces can be endowed with an emotional valence through practices and 

experiences over time’.52 Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall recognised that objects have 

cultural biographies, that ‘as people and objects gather time, movement and change, they are 



 

constantly transformed, and these transformations of person and object are tied up with each 

other’.53 Such differences in cultural history mean that identical objects can vary enormously 

in their emotional value to particular individuals or communities. Since the Industrial 

Revolution, hundreds of thousands of ordinary items have been mass produced. The surfaces 

of some of these have been marked by their experiences over time. But of the ostensibly 

identical objects, the teacup that belonged to a prime minister or to one’s grandmother is the 

one which holds emotional value, even though knowledge of such value might need to be 

gained from documentary, visual, oral or archaeological evidence. 

Emotional value rarely translates well from one cultural context to another. Susan 

Broomhall detailed the failure of the objects offered as gifts by Dutch explorers to indigenous 

peoples in Australasia to produce either emotional value or the expected reciprocal 

friendship.54 Museums around the world collected cultural objects in past centuries which 

were once and, in many cases, still are of enormous emotional value to their original owners, 

but which held and may still hold entirely different historical or aesthetic values for their 

curators and audiences.55  

 

Conclusion: challenges and potential 

 

Since emotional objects can be ‘anything whatsoever’ they may also be found anywhere, 

including in museums, archives and private collections or being used in their original 

contexts, as in institutions or in families.  It is often possible to visit churches or temples, or 

environments with emotional resonance, such as graveyards or the sites of battle.  Yet not all 

objects or places function emotionally, and many may have emotional value at some point in 

their existence and not at others.  Since emotional value is always relative to particular 

viewpoints, it is necessary to know the history of an object or place and the way it has been 



 

used and understood to be able to assess its emotional value over time.  Such history may be 

found in documentary or visual sources, or it may be inscribed into the physical matter of the 

object or place itself.   

 

It is not always easy to find evidence of the emotional value of places and things in historical 

contexts. Objects frequently become unmoored from their original settings. Quotidian items, 

or those with little economic value, may never be documented or depicted visually. Objects 

used for religious or supernatural purposes may be deliberately kept secret. Communities 

move away, change or suffer erasure; information about the places and spaces they valued is 

lost.  

Conversely, historians of emotions may be faced with materiality that has not 

survived but which is known only from the traces it has left in the documentary and visual 

record, or even with objects and places which exist only in literary or artistic depiction, but 

which nonetheless have imagined materiality with emotional resonance. In contrast to 

Ahmed’s concept of emotions sticking to objects, the historian can find both emotions and 

materiality to be slippery concepts, difficult to keep both in mind at once. He or she must 

resist the temptation to prioritise one at the expense of the other. 

However, by adopting an object-centred approach, using interdisciplinary tools, and 

paying attention to physical evidence such as marks of wear, placement, patterns of use, 

alongside documentary and visual sources to interrogate materiality, it can be possible to 

uncover past emotions, including those of people who are absent or under-represented in the 

documentary archive.56 Such methods have the potential to provide an understanding of 

historical emotions as something that people did in a material world.  
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