Lucy Harding 2204345
Material Culture Studies, Materiality and the New Materialisms – Assemblage Theory

Assemblage Theory
Deleuze and Guattari are largely credited as the originators of this concept, emerging in their writings from 1987. The concept behind assemblages is that nothing exists as an independent whole. Assemblage theory works on the basis that everything exists in a state of interconnection with other things around it – be that people with each other, non-humans with each other, or people and non-humans together. ‘The word assemblage derives from the Greek word “sumbolm”, meaning the act of bringing together.’ (Morgan, 2017, p.1).
The original intent of the term, however, is tied to, and slightly altered from, the original, ‘agencement’ (DeLanda, 2016, p.1). The translation from French, however, comes up somewhat lacking. Agencement encapsulates ‘the action of matching or fitting together a set of components’ (p.1). A prominent figure engaging with assemblage theory, Manuel DeLanda, highlights how ‘the English word used as translation captures only […] the impression that the concept refers to a product not a process’ (DeLanda, 2016, p.1). 
According to Deleuze and Parnet, an assemblage contains and ties together a variety of ‘bodies [which] interpenetrate, mix together, transmit affects to one another’ (Deleuze, Parnet, 1987, p.70). Matter enters an assemblage, and, if it leaves, it and the assemblage leave changed, as they no longer entwine in the same way. So, assemblages are a means of representing the world as being in constant interaction and flux.
DeLanda develops upon the pre-existing theory and suggests terminology variations to help communicate with greater clarity. For instance, he uses ‘assemblages’ rather than Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘bodies’ (DeLanda, 2016, p.7) to describe the contents of an assemblage. Because the structure of an assemblage makes it connect continuously, this choice was a means of enhancing the perspective of assemblages as a kind of unending tunnel through which to interrogate things, down to atoms, and beyond. This therefore ‘yields a view of reality in which assemblages are everywhere, multiplying in every direction’ (DeLanda, 2016, p.7).
The diversity of components is crucial: ‘the assemblage’s only unity is that of a co-functioning: it is a symbiosis, a ‘sympathy’. It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, alloys; these are not successions’ (Deleuze, Parnet, 1987, p.69). Fittingly, we see this in how assemblage theory is in constant interaction – assemblage – with other theories surrounding it. For instance, Muller describes how ‘assemblage thinking and actor-network theory (ANT) have been at the forefront of a paradigm shift that sees space and agency as the result of associating humans and non-humans to form precarious wholes.’ (Muller, 2015. p.27). This ‘paradigm shift’ is therefore dependent on both theories operating in relation to each other, and how assemblage theory serves to ‘[challenge] traditional notions of fixed structures’ (Filimowicz, 2023).
The notion of ‘interiority’ and ‘exteriority’ is a means of categorising how components relate to an assemblage: Interiority occurs when the existence of a component is tied permanently into an assemblage that defines them. For instance, members of a family cannot empirically exist, as they are, outside their genetic ties, or through the specific upbringing they experienced within that particular assemblage of people, which influences beyond genetics. Exteriority, on the other hand, occurs when the assemblages ‘connect them but do not constitute them.’(DeLanda, 2016, p.2), and so, can be entered into, and eventually exited.
DeLanda, in his 2016 book, attempted to produce clarity out of assemblage’s roots, in frustration that ‘the concept is given half a dozen different definitions by its creators, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.’ (DeLanda, 2016, p.1), according to which concept is was being utilised for. However, this could be argued as a perfect representation of the unstoppable motion of assemblage: applying the theory to alliance contracting in work environments, Morgan comments on how assemblages are ‘productive, they produce new behaviours, new actors and new realities’ (Morgan, 2017, p.1). So, as the concept of assemblages entered an assemblage with each of Deleuze and Guattari’s applications, both the application and theory were tied together and shifted towards each other.
Morgan argues the relationship between the term alliances and the concept of assemblages, working on the grounds where ‘assemblage is a mode of ordering heterogeneous entities so that they work together for a certain time’ (Morgan, 2017, p.1). However, Bennett, and other handlers of this theory argue against the idea that an assemblage must contain an intrinsic order, as this could give way again to an anthropocentric hierarchy.
DeLanda describes an early example assemblage, being ‘the warrior–horse–bow ensemble of the nomads’ (2016, p.5) – each horse and warrior were distinct assemblages of body parts, organs, food, hair, protective equipment, in assemblage with one another, in assemblage with a bow, itself an assemblage of components, and craftsmen involved in its construction. These things, and more, comprise the unit (in unity, not hierarchy – neither could function without the others) of an effective warrior on the battlefield. Many of these assemblages, of course, are components of a larger one, in the form of an army, representing a nation, always coming away from the battlefield, having faced opposing assemblages, altered – arrows will have flown, broken and left the assemblage of the warrior unit; horses will have been wounded, and people killed, and so on.
Another key concept within assemblages is that of de/territorialisation. This refers to the construction of ‘forms of organization, whether it is social, cultural, or ecological’, and the deterioration of these, ‘allowing for new connections and possibilities to emerge’ (Filimowicz, 2023). This definition is written from the context of someone using A.I. to construct their own art from compiled, internet-accessible components: images created by other people. Regardless of the ethical implications of this, A.I. images are an undeniable, and potent, form of assemblage, pulling pre-existing creations together into a new image, without the individual actually creating anything new themselves, there is a new creation in front of them, which they, as the human agent who triggered the creation of such an assemblage, then claim as theirs, as it cannot be divided equally into even parts; the contributing artworks are now, inextricably, involuntarily, tethered into an assemblage. The field of A.I., in art, and texts, and media overall, is an area through which the awareness of assemblage theory will surely develop as it encroaches increasingly into everyday life.
This field, too, is interesting when considering criticisms of anthropomorphism and assemblage theory. Assemblages have widely been a means to express the human place in the world, alongside all other things, yet through A.I.’s prompted generations, a human is undeniably the one triggering the assemblage, requesting that those things be grouped together to fit their needs, therefore not allowing the matter to gravitate towards its own assemblages, and perhaps minimising its agency. Jane Bennett, in her book Vibrant Matter, claims that ‘an assemblage owes its agentic capacity to the vitality of the materialities that constitute it’ (Bennett, 2010, p.35). If this is the case, will the nature of assemblages be altered in future, by A.I. facilitating new on-demand assemblages? If so, how?

[image: ]	A clear example of assemblage in pop culture, is, beginning in the most literal sense, the body of Frankenstein’s monster. A being comprised of already expired body parts, of previous people – whole entities, whose assemblage they have left - electricity, thread, previous lives, all brought into relation with each other; with the grave robbers, the scientist, the monster’s own character, how it emerges from this assemblage. Beyond the combination of these things, however, ‘his meaning in the novel is defined through his interactions, experiences, and actions’ (Tulk, 2024).Figure 2 Karloff in Bride of Frankenstein, By Universal Studios, NBCUniversal - Dr. Macro, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3558176

In addition to this, though, it is worth considering how the figure has entered the collective consciousness – the infamous abbreviation to ‘Frankenstein’ helps to allude to the figure being placed into assemblage with other media, being used and reused, beyond its original state as a component in the assemblage of Mary Shelley’s novel (1818). From a modern perspective, the assemblage of Halloween, of gothic literature, “movie monsters”, have inextricable ties to Shelley’s creation, now, as he is, having been altered by each interpretation and re-representation. In a sense, can “Frankenstein”, as we picture him (Figure 2), be an example of interiority? He surely could not exist without his physical components, without the scientist; without the paper Shelley used to write; without the assemblage of languages within English, the variant pre-existing writing conventions employed; without Shelley’s famous group of friends, a foggy summer day, a restlessness, a writing competition.

Figure 1(Detail) Book of the Dead Papyrus of Pasherashakhet, 375–275 B.C. The J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California, Gift of Mr and Mrs Klaus, 83.AI.46.2. 
[image: A close-up of a papyrus

Description automatically generated]Assemblage is also demonstrated through the pictured Book of the Dead papyrus (Figure 1). Scalf investigates the occurrences of repeated passages in the papyrus of Pasherashakhet and Iuefankh (Scalf, 2023, p.1). In the case of this papyrus, repetitions present in an order unique from other variations of this text have been called ‘inexplicable’ (Scalf, 2023, p.2). However, to do so is to discount a long history of assemblage and re-assemblage within the Egyptian writing tradition. Unlike modern texts, the goal of these writings was not for ‘original authorship’ (Scalf, 2023, p.13), but to exist within a wider belief system, and to contribute the afterlife of an individual by demonstrating how to keep the dead safe, through the presence of spells. These spells would themselves have been repeated, by priests across many burials, each individual (themselves, in the Ancient Egyptian tradition, an assemblage of components through which they can survive: shadow, name, body, ka, ba, etc.), being brought into assemblage with each other through the use and reuse of such spells.
Assemblage theory, here, helps to give respect to the method of scribes, challenging the idea ‘that remixed texts are essentially derivative texts, a naïve and uncreative form or plagiarism’ (Scalf, 2023, p.12). A skilfully replicated tradition of image (here, the book of the dead, other examples of motifs include ‘The Smiting of the Enemy’) expressed an artfully trained scribe, well-versed in the literary tradition, and was largely desirable as it pulled the deceased into assemblage with the artistic tradition; with the kings and nobles who would also have utilised these in their burials, leading Scalf to argue that ‘ancient scribes often created assemblages’. This papyrus exists in a context: ‘these assemblages developed form earlier versions of these compositions like Coffin Texts spells 199, 203, and 722’(2023, p.13). It exists within a web of spells, transcribed and re-transcribed over miles of land and variant cultures, and hundreds of years, facilitated by the hands of thousands of scribes tied together in education and the privilege of literacy, drawn according to a grid system that predated them by thousands of years, modified and shifted according to the whims of those in power.
In the case of “Frankenstein”, assemblage theory can help to explain how the world is strung together and influencing and reinterpreting human creations, and how even when perceived distortion has occurred over much time, the original form, the original creator, is connected to infinite branches of association. Similarly, variations such as in Figure 1 can be viewed as rich assemblages of work, tools, saturation in a culture, and the reproduction of this, reframing the exact same contents in a variant way, and how this makes the text – the image – the scribe, into active figures beyond their material lives, as they form discussions and curiosities, asserting themselves into assemblage with the modern world.
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