Introduction 
A thirteenth century medieval Christian philosopher and scholastic theologian intended to write an instructional guide for beginners including theology students and lay people. He probably meant to keep it simple, but he ended up producing a large body of work called the Summa Theologiae – a summary of theology, a systematic compendium of all the main teachings of the Christian faith. One of the main focus of this classical master piece of intellectual genius was the subject of creation in which Thomas Aquinas gave a philosophical and theological consideration on what it actually means “to create,” which in a sense has serious consequences and implications for human artistic creativity. According to him, “to create is to make something out of nothing” – a teaching that is encapsulated in the Latin maxim creatio ex nihilo. For Aquinas, this mode of operation by which the universe of all things came into existence out of nothing is a purely divine act and must be clearly distinguished from human artistic creativity which is often designated with the expression creatio ex materia – creation from pre-existent material (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 45, a. 3). By analysing and reconstructing the material art installations of El Anatsui, an essay entitled Art From Nothing: Material Pointers to Creatio ex Nihilo will explore the crucial sphere of relationship between creatio ex nihilo and creatio ex materia and aims to do so in ways that provoke critical reflections on the use of those discarded materials that have been redefined as “nothing” under the influence of a prevailing throwaway culture. 
The thesis of this essay issues from two convictions. Firstly, there is a lexical link between the word creation (creatio ex nihilo) and the word creativity as a human artistic enterprise (creatio ex materia). This is a lexical connection that is implicitly established in the ancient biblical text of Genesis 1:1-28 where it is said that God the Creator after creating the universe ex nihilo – without using any pre-existent materials – bestowed on humanity the gift of inventive skill and creative vision, a gift that sacred Scripture calls dominion, which presupposes lordship, mastery and creative power of superintendence over the created material universe (Genesis 1:26), the gift by which the human artist “mirrors the image God as Creator” (John Paul II, 1999). Secondly, contemporary art practices which explore those discarded materials that have been redefined as “nothing” constitute a visual metaphor and a body of language for speaking in analogical terms of some material arts as semiotic pointers to creatio ex nihilo. By considering the material and  the immaterial dimensions of a few of El Anatsui’s installations and material art practices, two crucial points will be further established to reinforce the thesis of this essay. One, the language used in describing the work of art and particularly the creative process in art has an analogical connection with the biblical Hebrew word bara’ which means “to create”. Two, by establishing the lexical link between creation in biblical language and creation in the language of art, the ontological distinction and the relationship between creatio ex nihilo and creatio ex materia become more evident. 

Materiality and Immateriality: Some Comparative Theoretical Perspectives
The notions of materiality and immateriality may be well traced to the classical Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle and the subsequent generations of proponents of Platonic Idealism and Aristotelian materialism. In the Platonic vision of things, the immaterial world is the basic causality of the material universe. On the contrary, proponents of Aristotelian materialism argue that the material world begets the immaterial world (Ferrari, 2000; Sandra, 2011). The implication of the Platonic and Aristotelian cosmology has been shown in the contemporary clarifications of the notions of materiality and immateriality. Chalaby (2021) speaks of the expressive unity of these notions in a work of art. For him, materiality and immateriality may differ ontologically but they both constitute an integral and unifying element that makes the whole visual work of art. For him, “materiality and immateriality are conceptually and physically bound together” as the body and soul are a composite of the total humanity (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1993). While Chalaby’s conception makes reference to the Aristotelian principle of the unity of matter and form in a single reality, Mills (2009) provides a similar insight in trying to define materiality. For Mills, materiality in art should be understood as “a generic name for all the physical matter and the relevant information related to the work’s physical construct.”
Hart (1998) seems to have a different view in his consideration of the work of art as it relates to the notion of materiality and immateriality. He argued that “the raw stuff of all art is matter.” When taken literarily, Hart’s materialistic perception would seem to have no space for the notion of immateriality or transcendence in the visual work of art. But his argument in the same work suggests otherwise, for he speaks further of “transfiguring matter” including our common humanity to a certain level of transcendence.  This view has been given a profound theological consideration in the Letter to Artists by Pope John Paull II (1999). “Through his ‘artistic creativity’ man appears more than ever ‘in the image of God’, and he accomplishes this task above all in shaping the wondrous ‘material’ of his own humanity and then exercising creative dominion over the universe which surrounds him” (John Paul II, 1999). Interestingly, the notions of materiality and immateriality seem to have found new expressions in contemporary discourse. Grosz (2017) discusses the notion of materiality and immateriality in terms of the relationship between the corporeal and the incorporeal, a relationship in which the obvious limitations of materialism in representational art is apparently suggested. Contrary to Grosz’s view, Coole and Frost (2010) make a strong argument for the primacy of matter as an essential part of our common humanity. Since matter according to Coole and Frost (2010) is something we can related with in every sense of the word, there is evidence in their view to suggest that as humans we cannot feign indifferent to the global tears and wears of a universe that was created ex nihilo but is increasingly diminished and destroyed ex materia through wars and crimes of all kinds. There may be grave consequences to try to shovel this reality underground or fail to rediscover the best ways in which we can collectively and consciously be part of an envisioned transformative process which material art practices like El Anatsui’s exemplify. We are part of a material and immaterial universe that was made ex nihilo; taking care of this matter of which we are uniquely part of is our collective responsibility.
“As human beings we inhabit an ineluctably material world. We live our everyday lives surrounded by, immersed in, matter. We are ourselves composed of matter. We experience its restlessness and intransigence even as we reconfigure and consume it. At every turn we encounter physical objects fashioned by human design…. the material artifacts and natural stuff…populate our environment…. In light of this massive materiality, how could we be anything other than materialist? How could we ignore the power of matter and the ways it materializes in our ordinary experiences or fail to acknowledge the primacy of matter in our theories?” (Coole and Frost, 2010)
What is Creation and what does it mean “to Create”?
Two fundamental questions are key to understanding the focus of this essay. First, what is creation? Secondly, what does it mean to create? The English word creation is one word that has commonly been used in many different ways, in many different forms, across various disciplines and under diverse conditions of use and applications. But it would seem that its profound meaning has been lost to the prevailing assumptions of science and the “everyday use.” But a bit of theological clarification based on biblical evidence will reveal that the word creation defines certain relations which have implications for the creative process in art. 
The opening page of the book of Genesis (1:1-26) reveals that the highest gift to humanity as they stand in relation to God and other creatures is the gift of reason, best described in the language of art as inventive skill and creative vision, that God-given power that sacred Scripture calls dominion, which presupposes lordship with creative power of superintendence (Genesis 1:26). This biblical text of Genesis (1:1-26) presents God not only as the sole Creator but also “as a kind of exemplar of everyone who produces a work” (John Paul II, 1999). This  relationship defines in some sense the close link between the divine act of creatio ex nihilo and the human art of creatio ex materia. A theological study of the creation account in the biblical text of Genesis shows that God is the only one who has the power to create something ex nihilo, that is, from no pre-existent materials, while the human artist, on the contrary, is called to share in God’s creative dominion only to the extent that he can make or “create” something ex materia, from some pre-existent. This presuppose that “God therefore called man into existence, committing to him the craftsman's task” (John Paul II, 1999). At the level of artistic creativity, this relationship of the creature to the Creator would seem to suggest that the imago Dei (image of God) in the human artist is nothing less than the image of a creator, at least by analogy. “Through his ‘artistic creativity’ man appears more than ever ‘in the image of God’, and he accomplishes this task above all in shaping the wondrous ‘material’ of his own humanity and then exercising creative dominion over the universe which surrounds him” (John Paul II, 1999). At the level of artistic creativity, this relationship also implies that “the human craftsman mirrors the image of God as Creator” (John Paul II, 1999). Nevertheless, it is believed that God the divine Artist, after creating humanity and calling them to share in his creative power, left “intact the infinite distance between the Creator and the creature” (John Paul II, 1999). 
  In his Letter to Artists, Pope John Paul II (1999) speaks of the relationship between the words Creator and craftsman. At the level of artistic creativity, this relationship presupposes the dependency of the creature on the Creator in which God is presented “as a kind of exemplar of everyone who produces a work” of art. 
This relationship is particularly clear in the Polish language because of the lexical link between the words stwórca (creator) and twórca (craftsman). What is the difference between “creator” and “craftsman”? The one who creates bestows being itself, he brings something out of nothing—ex nihilo sui et subiecti, as the Latin puts it—and this, in the strict sense, is a mode of operation which belongs to the Almighty alone. The craftsman, by contrast, uses something that already exists, to which he gives form and meaning (John Paul II, 1999). 

This consideration brings our minds too to the basic theological distinction between creatio ex nihilo – creation out of nothing and creatio ex materia. creation from some pre-existent material. According to Oswalt (2018), creation “is exclusively divine activity involving no express material, contrasting with the way in which humans make things as a result of which something that has not existed before emerges” (Oswalt, 2018). This is obviously not the way human creativity works. Unlike the divine act by which God created all things ex nihilo, the artist deals with pre-existent materials as the basis for creativity. For the scholastic theologian, following the teaching of Thomas Aquinas, both relationship and the distinction between creation ex nihilo and creation ex materia are very clearly defined. 
Creation does not start from some pre-existent material. Even the very laws of physics, the most fundamental forces, space, time, the very structure of material reality itself – all of this is in some sense something. When we are talking about creation from nothing, we are not designating the emergence of a determinate matter from a background of indeterminate forces or pre-states. Rather to speak of creation ex nihilo – from nothing – is to designate something even more radical. The point is that there is nothing at all whatsoever that is in the background, nothing at all that God acts upon, nothing at all that exists other than God prior to, or as the basis for the divine act of creation. This is very hard for our minds to grasp because we can’t have any clear idea of pure nothingness (‘Creation isn’t what you think, 2022.
Thomas Aquinas definition of creation can be understood from two perspectives, active and passive sides of creation. “Creation is an active divine agency on the part of God, while on the part of the creature creation is a passive reception of the agency” (Aquinas quoted in Tabaczek, 2020). Creation as an active agency refers to the primordial divine act by which God brought the universe into existence ex nihilo, out of nothing, that is without using any pre-existent matter (Tabaczek, 2020). The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo has however been challenged by some scientists. In more recent time, the cosmological assumptions of scientists like Lawrence Krauss and Richard Dawkins come to mind. Sharing a similar view with Dawkins, Lawrence Krauss considers the whole idea of creation ex nihilo as a philosophical and theological failure. Krauss is of the opinion that the doctrine of creation from nothing only reveals the intellectual bankruptcy of much of theology and some of modern philosophy. He rather argues that the notion of "nothing’ is every bit as physical as ‘something" especially if it is to be defined as the "absence of something" (Krauss, 2012). The scientific claims made by Krauss however does not explain the ontological nature of nothing as a non-being. His view of nothing has been applauded within the laws of physics and quantum mechanics. For him, “nothing is not nothing. Nothing is something”, an assumption which contrasts totally with the subject of creation in Thomas Aquinas’ theological treatise, which provides the right conceptual framework for considering examining the works of El Anatsui as material pointers to creation out of nothing. 
Case Study: How El Anatsui’s Material Art Practices Embody the Notion of Creatio ex Nihilo
Thomas Aquinas’s treatise on creation and particularly his classical definition of what it means to create will offer us some insight in considering how Anatsui’s material installations made from discarded bottle tops embody the notion of art made from nothing, an extended analogy for creatio ex nihilo. If what it means to create is “to make something from nothing,” and that this divine act is different from producing a work of art from pre-existent material, then it would make sense to appreciate works made from those discarded materials that the throwaway society conceive as nothing, and to see contemplate them as material pointers to creatio ex nihilo. In describing the material art practices of El Anatsui, Vogel (2020) has made an insightful statement about the artist’s interest in redefining and transforming discarded materials into something of profound meaning and relevance. According to Vogel (2020), Anatsui’s work has ceased to be an art to be read, but has turned inward to become an art to be experienced with the totality of one’s being – an art inspiring wonder and awe. A central tenet of his recent art-making…is a metaphysical transformation of commonplace things onto higher plane…(Vogel. 2020, p. 6).
Anatsui’s complex practice has long been grounded in materiality – in the use of specific materials imbued with meanings – and his work, especially after 2000, must be understood through his intense, fine-graned focus on the material, discarded aluminium bottle tops…. A grasp of his work must start with his relationship to the message-laden material that has both resisted and guided his search for resonant effects (Vogel. 2020, p.6).
In the incredible material art practices of El Anatsui, we see how “the biblical word has become image, music and poetry, evoking the mystery of “the Word made flesh” in the language of art, a convincing argument suggesting how the human artist “mirrors the image of God as Creator” (John Paull II, 1999), especially as he gives visual and material expression to the theological notion of creatio ex nihilo, creation out of nothing. 
Conclusion
By examining the theological doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (creation out of nothing) as postulated in Thomas Aquinas’ creation theology, the purpose of this essay has been to question the traditional notion of creation within the context of the themes of materiality and immateriality. If the medieval Christian creation theology articulated in Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae holds that “to create is to make something out of nothing,” and that creation defines the relationship of the creature on God the Creator, then we can infer that the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo provides the conceptual and theological basis for human artistic creativity. Using El Anatsui as a case study, this essay argues that creatio ex materia (creation from pre-existent matter) is the creative process by which artists transform discarded matter into a visual metaphor for contemplating the primordial divine act by which God create all things ex nihilo, out of nothing.  The relevance of this essay will be appreciated if it challenges our creative practices to see material art practices as a visual metaphor and an instructive model for understanding three astonishing facts about creation of the universe from nothing. El Anatsui’s critical and creative engagement with discarded materials that the throwaway society conceives as “nothing” reveals how art can serve as a visual metaphor for contemplating transcendental notions such as creation ex nihilo. 
How is one to summarize with a few brief references to each of the many different art forms, the creative power of the centuries...? An entire culture, albeit with the inescapable limits of all that is human, had become imbued with the Gospel; and where theology produced the Summa of Saint Thomas,…[material practices in contemporary] art moulded matter in a way which led to adoration of the mystery (John Paul II, 1999).
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