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The modernist period witnessed attempts to explain religious expe-
rience in non-religious terms. Such novelists as Henry James, Marcel
Proust, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and Franz Kafka found meth-
ods to describe through fiction the sorts of experiences that had
traditionally been the domain of religious mystics and believers. In
Religious Experience and the Modernist Novel, Pericles Lewis considers
the development of modernism in the novel in relation to changing
attitudes to religion. Through comparisons of major novelists with
sociologists and psychologists from the same period, Lewis identifies
the unique ways that literature addressed the changing spiritual
situation of the early twentieth century. He challenges accounts
that assume secularization as the main narrative for understanding
twentieth-century literature. Lewis explores the experiments that
modernists undertook in order to invoke the sacred without directly
naming it, resulting in a compelling study for readers of twentieth-
century modernist literature.

PERICLES LEWTS is Professor of English and Comparative Literature
at Yale University. His past publications explore the development of
modern literary forms in a period of political and social instability and
include Modernism, Nationalism, and the Novel (Cambridge, 2000)
and The Cambridge Introduction to Modernism (Cambridge, 2007).
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I have often thought that, despite their shortcomings, universities provide
something like the sense of belonging to those who inhabit them that the
“gathered churches” may have afforded the New England Puritans. They
lack perhaps the sense of a sustaining purpose provided by a belief in an
almighty power; the trustees do not quite inspire such awe. Nonetheless,
especially in departments of literature, universities provide sacred texts and
offer plenty of opportunity for sectarian strife. Academics tend to imagine
themselves as a saving remnant of what the Puritans called “visible saints” in
the midst of a fallen world. And what is tenure but a modern covenant of the
elect? Along the way, of course, there is frequent occasion for the self-doubt
that plagued the true Calvinist.
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found in the departments of English and Comparative Literature, perhaps
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research and writing that have culminated in this book. Other religions
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