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Introduction

Maia Kotrosits’s The Lives of Objects: Material Culture, Experience, and the Real in the History of
Early Christianity is not a conventional work of ancient history. Rather than offering a reconstruction
of events or beliefs from the ancient Mediterranean world, the book invites readers to think more
carefully about how reality itself is formed, experienced, and interpreted. Drawing on psychoanalytic
theory, postcolonial thought, and material culture studies, Kotrosits approaches early Christian texts
as a lens through which broader questions about power, experience, and historical meaning can be
explored.

Instead of treating history as a collection of stable facts waiting to be recovered, Kotrosits presents
it as an ongoing and often uneasy process of interpretation. In her account, historical understanding
is shaped by emotional investments, attachments, and forms of desire that influence how scholars and
communities decide what counts as real. Early Christian literature, in this sense, does not function
as a closed archive or a self-contained tradition, but as a narrow passage through which much wider
social, political, and theoretical concerns come into focus.

The book positions itself between two influential movements in the humanities. On the one hand, it
challenges approaches that rely heavily on language and abstract theory, which can sometimes distance
scholarship from lived experience. On the other hand, it questions the assumption that material objects
(artifacts, bodies, or ruin) can provide a firm foundation for historical certainty simply by virtue of
their physical presence. Kotrosits argues that the apparent stability of objects is not self-evident, but
produced through sustained psychological and social processes.

To develop this perspective, the book engages deeply with psychoanalytic thinkers such as D.
W. Winnicott, Melanie Klein, and Jessica Benjamin. Through this framework, fantasy is understood
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not as escapism or illusion, but as the work through which individuals and communities organize a
fragmented world into something livable, even when that organization remains fragile or inconsistent.
What resists this process (what cannot be fully absorbed or controlled) marks encounters with the real.
Such moments expose the limits of interpretation and unsettle the scholar’s sense of mastery.

This approach allows Kotrosits to examine how identities, both collective and individual, take shape
through enduring attachments to objects. These objects may be physical, such as ruins and bodies,
or conceptual, such as disciplinary categories and historical narratives. Across its chapters, The Lives
of Objects demonstrates how materiality, experience, and power are inseparable, and how historical
analysis is always entangled with the psychic conditions that make interpretation possible in the first
place.

The Perils of Description and the Pygmalion Com-
plex

In the opening chapter of The Lives of Objects, Kotrosits examines the role of description in historical
scholarship. Conventional historical methods often treat detailed description as a means of approaching
the thing itself. Kotrosits questions this assumption, suggesting that description is not a neutral practice
but one that can contribute to objectification. When historians emphasize objectivity and detachment,
the subject of analysis may be rendered passive, controllable, and stripped of agency.

Kotrosits makes a critical theoretical move by reversing the expected narrative query: ”So what
if the fantasy of Pygmalion was not that his beloved object d’art becomes real? What if the fantasy
was that she was ever an object in the first place?” The ultimate deception is not the statue coming to
life, but the intellectual and political process of rendering someone dead matter, thereby effacing their
subjectivity. This act of objectification renders the subject both more and less material: a dense mass,
a knot of limbs, a piece of castaway debris (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 26).

Kotrosits applies this framework to debates in early Christian studies, including scholarly discus-
sions of the walking, talking cross in the Gospel of Peter. She notes that attempts to emend the text
in order to preserve historical plausibility often reflect an effort to maintain clear distinctions between
animate and inanimate forms. At the same time, scholars frequently accept the animation of Jesus’s
dead body without similar hesitation. In Kotrosits’s analysis, both the crucified body and the cross
function as body-objects whose reality emerges through their disruption of established expectations.
These examples illustrate how judgments about materiality and plausibility are shaped by underlying
assumptions about power, agency, and the boundaries of the real (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 28-29).

Ruination, Diaspora, and the Visceral Archive

The materialization of psychic life receives its widest historical treatment in Kotrosits’s discussion of
empire, ruination, and colonial belonging in Chapter 2. Rather than framing civilizations through a
familiar narrative of ascent and decline, Kotrosits argues that ruination is not a later consequence of
imperial power but one of its foundational conditions. From this perspective, stability and authority
are sustained through ongoing processes of deterioration, fragmentation, and breakdown (Kotrosits,
2020, p. 45).

Kotrosits develops this argument through her reading of the Revelation of John, which she ap-
proaches not as a straightforward Christian text but as an exaggerated fantasy shaped by the symbolic
vocabulary of Roman imperial power. The imagined destruction of Babylon alongside the elaborate
vision of a New Jerusalem provides a way of expressing the psychological and social damage produced
by colonial forms of belonging. These scenes articulate injury and corrosion rather than resolution,
reflecting the pressures of life under empire.
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The ambiguity over whether Revelation mourns Jerusalem or Rome draws attention to the unstable
position of diasporic identity. Ruins, in their continued presence, become a means through which
difference and attachment are negotiated. Kotrosits connects this dynamic to the writings of Josephus,
whose conflation of Babel and Jerusalem reflects the overlapping and contradictory affiliations produced
by imperial rule. In this account, destruction does not simply erase Judean identity but participates
in its formation. Kotrosits further aligns this logic with postcolonial reflections, such as those found in
the work of Aimé Césaire, where the refusal of restoration becomes a response to colonial demands for
renewal and assimilation.

In Chapter 3, Kotrosits shifts from architectural ruins to what she terms the visceral archive.
Rather than being preserved only in monuments or texts, imperial violence is shown to be recorded in
the body itself. She argues that recurrent attention to the stomach or stomachos in ancient sources
should be understood as an embodied register of social pressure rather than as individual pathology.
These physical symptoms, often dismissed as hypochondria, function as collective expressions of distress
that resist simple psychological resolution. Drawing on discussions of diasporic affect, including Ann
Cvetkovich’s work on Black diasporic sadness, Kotrosits situates bodily pain as a response to historically
specific forms of harm (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 79-81).

Kotrosits concludes this section by turning to the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, whose desire to
become food for animals and grain for Christ is read as a reflection on sacrifice and interdependence.
In this framing, life is sustained through processes that also entail loss and death. Ignatius’s attempt
to impose meaning through martyrdom does not escape these structures but reproduces them, binding
his self-understanding to the same cultural and political systems he confronts. The visceral archive, as
Kotrosits presents it, marks the point at which history’s claims to coherence and sovereignty begin to
unravel.

Captivity to the Juridical Grid: Tertullian and Trans-
lation

The political and psychological dimensions of ancient subjectivity are brought into focus through
Kotrosits’s analysis of what she describes as grids of legibility, a conceptual frameworks that determine
which experiences are recognized as meaningful, credible, or real. These grids shape how bodies, actions,
and identities are rendered intelligible within structures of power, while simultaneously marginalizing
other forms of experience.

In Chapter 4, written in collaboration with Carly Daniel-Hughes, Kotrosits examines the writings
of Tertullian of Carthage as expressions of the imaginative life of power in Roman North Africa. She
situates Tertullian’s repeated attention to torture and legal procedure within the instability of colonial
law, where justice operates unevenly and unpredictably. Against this background, Tertullian’s longing
for a properly functioning juridical order reflects a desire for moral clarity and certainty absent from
colonial conditions. His texts, including the Apologeticum, repeatedly return to scenes of discipline
and judgment, revealing an attachment to the very legal structures that regulate recognition and
punishment. In this reading, Tertullian seeks legibility within the Roman juridical system, aspiring to
be identified as a Christian only through the moment of violent adjudication, when his identity would
finally be fixed by the state.

Chapter 5 extends these concerns to the problem of translation and its relation to colonial power.
Drawing on the work of Rey Chow and Jacques Derrida, Kotrosits treats the act of speaking within a
dominant language as one that carries both psychological and bodily consequences. Derrida’s reflections
on his position as an Algerian Jew illustrate how experiences of estrangement must often be articulated
through the very linguistic systems that have excluded the speaker. Kotrosits describes this tension
as the cultural materiality of speech, emphasizing the embodied costs of linguistic mediation under
conditions of domination.

These dynamics are further explored through the Gospel of Mark, which Kotrosits reads as an
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archive of colonial vulnerability. Jesus’s final words on the cross, spoken in Aramaic but preserved
through Greek transliteration are immediately misunderstood by those present (Kotrosits, 2020, p.
111). In this scene, linguistic specificity coincides with extreme exposure under imperial power. Speech
in the native tongue briefly asserts identity but also produces risk, whether through death or loss of
control. Throughout these examples, the production of authenticity is closely tied to bodily suffering
and juridical violence. The practice of extracting truth through physical coercion (basanos) reflects
an underlying assumption that meaning can be forced from the body of another, revealing the violent
foundations of claims to knowledge and legitimacy (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 116).

The Erotics of the Mundane: Friction Beyond Pene-
tration

Kotrosits’s discussion of legibility reaches a methodological turning point in Chapter 6, where she
examines the dominance of the penetration model in the study of ancient sexuality. This model, shaped
by influential scholarship such as that of Foucault and Halperin, organizes sexual and social relations
around a hierarchical opposition between active, penetrating subjects and passive, penetrated objects.
Kotrosits questions the explanatory reach of this framework, arguing that its focus on penetration
narrows the range of experiences that can be recognized as erotic and tends to privilege scenarios
associated with injury or trauma.

In response, Kotrosits draws on her own experience of trauma therapy to argue for a broader
understanding of erotic experience. Rather than centering analysis on penetration and its associated
harms, she introduces friction as an alternative analytical concept. Friction, as she defines it, allows
for multiple configurations of agency and power and does not presume that erotic encounters must be
categorized in advance as either positive or negative (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 136).

Kotrosits develops this alternative model through her reading of the Acts of Paul and Thecla. In
this narrative, Thecla repeatedly avoids sexual violence, confinement, and execution, and her story is
used to explore forms of attachment and pleasure that do not depend on bodily violation. Thecla’s
erotic life emerges through moments of touch, attentiveness to speech, trust in a benevolent cosmic
order, and relationships with both humans and animals. These experiences exemplify what Kotrosits
describes as an erotics of the mundane, composed of ordinary sensations, tensions, and small comforts.
Thecla’s story, in this reading, challenges the assumption that erotic meaning is inseparable from harm
and suggests that resilience and pleasure can coexist with vulnerability rather than being defined solely
by it (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 135-143).

Darkening the Discipline and the Public Intellectual
Fantasy

In the final chapter of The Lives of Objects, Kotrosits turns her attention to the contemporary academic
field itself, examining the fantasies and attachments that shape disciplinary self-understanding. Using
a psychoanalytic framework, she reflects on how areas such as Classics and Biblical Studies negotiate
questions of whiteness, authority, and relevance within current institutional conditions.

As part of this analysis, Kotrosits discusses debates surrounding the polychromy of ancient statues,
often invoked to challenge assumptions about the racialized aesthetics of antiquity. She treats these
discussions as symptomatic of a broader disciplinary desire to intervene politically by reshaping visual
narratives of the past. Rather than rejecting these efforts outright, Kotrosits interrogates the forms
of power that accompany them, asking whether such projects position the presumed white scholar as
the agent who enables recognition for others. In this reading, initiatives aimed at inclusivity can also
reproduce a hierarchical fantasy in which authority remains centered on those who control interpretation
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and representation (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 149).

This concern extends to what Kotrosits describes as the figure of the Public Intellectual. Within
an academic environment marked by increasing precarity, expanded teaching demands, and declining
material security, public visibility offers a form of symbolic compensation. The ideal of the Professor
of the People functions as a means of restoring a sense of purpose and influence that may be lacking
in everyday academic labor. Kotrosits suggests that this figure can sustain a fantasy of efficacy that
masks institutional vulnerability and, in some cases, draws on familiar narratives of moral rescue.

Kotrosits further develops this critique through her engagement with Eve Sedgwick’s reflections
on pedagogy, fantasy, and scrutiny. She draws attention to the tension between intellectual authority
and exposure, particularly in moments when scholars are evaluated or judged. Figures such as the
“bad student” disrupt pedagogical confidence by revealing the limits of disciplinary transmission, of-
ten prompting renewed attachment to evaluative structures rather than reflection on their failure. In
this context, Kotrosits questions the assumption that historical scholarship can function as an ethical
corrective on its own. She argues instead that ethical claims grounded narrowly in disciplinary prac-
tice risk overstating their effectiveness, and that alternative forms of engagement may require greater
attention to relational dynamics and present conditions.

The Book Itself as an Unwitting Student

A defining feature of The Lives of Objects is Kotrosits’s sustained effort to subject her own schol-
arly position to the same process of reality-testing that structures the book’s theoretical claims. This
commitment is not limited to methodological reflection but extends to the author’s discussion of per-
sonal experiences, including bodily distress and emotional upheaval during the writing process. These
moments are not presented as explanatory keys or confessional disclosures, but as part of the book’s
broader insistence that scholarly knowledge is shaped by vulnerability, attachment, and uncertainty.

Drawing on Winnicott, Kotrosits contrasts this stance with the figure of the “good student,” whose
role is to confirm the authority and coherence of an existing framework. The book resists this posture,
instead positioning itself within forms of disciplinary and psychic instability. In doing so, it challenges
expectations that academic work should culminate in mastery, resolution, or ethical clarity. Rather
than offering closure, The Lives of Objects remains committed to exposing the conditions under which
such expectations emerge.

The book develops this orientation through several recurring gestures. First, Kotrosits integrates
subjective fracture into her analysis, placing personal experiences alongside ancient materials such as
Aelius Aristides’ accounts of bodily distress. This move unsettles the convention of scholarly detach-
ment, but it also raises questions about the limits of experiential disclosure as analytical evidence.
While the inclusion of personal material underscores the book’s critique of objectivity, some readers
may find that it complicates the distinction between illustrative resonance and methodological necessity.

Second, the book applies its process of reality-testing to Christianity itself as an analytical cat-
egory. By questioning whether early Christianity constitutes a stable or coherent object of study,
Kotrosits performs an important act of disciplinary self-examination. At the same time, this move
leaves unresolved how the field might proceed once its central object has been destabilized. The re-
sulting uncertainty is clearly intentional, but it places a significant burden on readers and scholars to
determine what forms of analysis remain viable in the absence of shared categorical ground.

Finally, Kotrosits’s reflections on pedagogy, including the anecdote drawn from Eve Sedgwick’s
writing, extend this critique to academic authority more broadly. Learning is presented not as the
transmission of expertise but as a process shaped by misrecognition, dependency, and relational nego-
tiation. While this perspective offers a compelling challenge to models of rigor grounded in evaluation
and surveillance, the book is more hesitant when it comes to articulating how such insights might
translate into concrete pedagogical or institutional practices.

For these reasons, The Lives of Objects is best understood not as a guide for methodological reform,
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but as a sustained intervention into the assumptions that organize scholarly life. Its contribution lies
less in providing solutions than in clarifying the desires and attachments that structure historical
inquiry. By foregrounding doubt, instability, and the limits of disciplinary authority, Kotrosits offers
a demanding and, at times, unsettling account of what it means to work within the humanities today.
The book’s refusal to resolve the tensions it exposes may frustrate some readers, but it is precisely this
refusal that gives the work its critical force.

References

Kotrosits, M. (2020). The Lives of Objects: Material Culture, Experience, and the Real in the
History of Early Christianity. University of Chicago Press.
https://doi.org/10.7208 /chicago/9780226707617.001.0001

RELIGION OF TANKAR (R&T) — EIT RELIGIONSVITSKAPELEG TIDSSKRIFT




