What is assemblage?
The word ‘assemblage’, enjoys multiple definitions, ranging from a strictly mechanical fitting together of components, to a gathering of people, to, importantly, the very act of ‘fitting together’ in itself. The conceptual core of the phrase is thus the bringing-together of distinct parts. 
In materialist parlance, however, it functions as an (imperfect) English-language substitute for the French word ‘agencement’ used by Deleuze and Guattari to describe their shared theory of materialism (principally in A Thousand Plateaus and What is Philosophy?). This etymological difference moves from the unremarkable to the peculiar, however, when it is considered that ‘assemblage’ is derived from the French ‘assemblage’, the meaning of which is wholly distinct from that of ‘agencement’ and its root ‘agencer’. The meaning of the former, in both languages, is ‘to bring together’. The meaning of the latter – in both forms peculiar to French – is ‘to construct, arrange, lay out, to piece together’ (with the form changed to suit the form). This discrepancy is so apparent that Nail argued for the outright rejection of ‘assemblage’ as a term in use in favour of the original ‘agencement’ on that basis that “it will only confuse[...][the understanding of] agencement [as] an arrangement or layout of heterogeneous elements”[footnoteRef:15464]. [15464:  (Nail, 2017)] 

So far, so semantic, one might argue – what is the bearing of these distinctions? The answer is identified by Nail: heterogeneity. Bennett defines assemblages in her Vibrant Matter as “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts [...]living, throbbing confederations that are able to function despite the persistent presence of energies that confound them from within”[footnoteRef:13132]. While this is a rather esoteric description of a materialist conception, it captures the crucial detail. Assemblages are not homogenous, not ‘assembled’ in the English sense of the word: rather, they are essentially modular.  [13132:  (Bennett, 2010)] 

To employ a useful analogy used elsewhere, it would be apt to liken an assemblage to a kind of ‘conceptual LEGO’. Each piece (component) having its own discrete identity and function, yet together comprising a greater whole – with the implicit possibility of dismantling and recombination where suitable. A socio-political (or ‘state’) assemblage – is composed of its citizens, who, while not solely defined by the fact of their nationality, nonetheless in the aggregate and through participation of one kind or another (political or economic) comprise that entity and its ‘character’. An electricity grid (such as the one cited by Bennett) depends on the existence of a variety of units of infrastructure (generators, transmission towers etc.) replicated at scale, and is defined by the collective harmonious operation (or lack thereof in the case of Bennett’s blackout) thereof for its functionality. 
[bookmark: _Int_6PHQJlhl]As Nails noted, “Deleuze and Guattari never formalised it[the theory] per se, but largely used it ad hoc throughout their work”[footnoteRef:32582]. Deleuze himself referred to the concept as the ‘general logic’ underpinning A Thousand Plateaus in a 1980 interview with Catherine Clément, but shied away from its formalisation. Accordingly, Nails’ striving to prove the theory’s self-sufficiency in reaction to DeLanda’s ‘neo-assemblage’ aside, there is necessarily a degree of unsatisfactory fuzziness around the matter of strict definition. One, as DeLanda notes, made significantly harder by both Deleuze and Guattari’s giving the concept “half a dozen different definitions”[footnoteRef:7042]. Tracking the seemingly infinite tangle of differentiation and scholarly disagreement on signifiers and signifieds, thus, is less profitable than tracking the (rather less obvious) areas of quiet concord. To establish what an assemblage is, it is thus decidedly unprofitable to get bogged down in what it isn’t.  [32582:  (Nails, 2017)]  [7042:  (DeLanda, 2016)
[emphasis his]] 

Bennett, while effectively subordinating the doctrine to her concept of ‘vibrant matter’, nonetheless identifies the key upshot of her analysis of Spinoza’s conative or affective bodies (leading into her broader section on assemblages) as “bodies enhanc[ing] their power in or as a heterogenous assembly”[footnoteRef:21845]. Jones, in discussing Neolithic British artefacts and the scholarship surrounding them as assemblages, puts it that “[b]y considering interpretations as assemblages, we are acknowledging that each component of the assemblage has equal weight”[footnoteRef:10934], while at the same time consistently stressing a characterisation of each ‘component’ as “part of an indissoluable whole”[footnoteRef:29619]. Conneller, while making an appeal to the value of typology and the scholarly necessity of a degree of differentiation, specifically characterises “Deleuzian assemblages [as] decidedly heterogeneous arrangements of things, brought together in non-hierarchical relationships ([as in a][...]flat ontology)”[footnoteRef:18361]. [21845:  (Bennett, 2010)
[emphasis hers]]  [10934:  (Jones, 2016)]  [29619:  (Jones, 2016)]  [18361:  (Conneller, 2017)] 

In all three cases, there is an essential continuity in regards to the object of discussion. On the implications thereof, not so much – but the point stands. An ‘assemblage’ in materialist paralance (Conneller’s attempt to distinguish between ‘assemblage theory’ and the term more broadly aside), is a heterogenous collective of discrete components that affect outcomes by way of a cumulative agentic capacity, as well as in each component’s own right. The precise quantifier of a ‘component’ is vague, with Bennett listing examples ranging from an electricity grid blackout to the page of her book the text was printed on and Jones encompassing both the artefacts described themselves and the historiography of the same, including the techniques applied (i.e. radio-carbon dating). From a Deleuzean perspective, then, the question of qualification is less important than the dynamic in play. Whether there are human actors involved, non-human actants, or both involved is, in Latourian terms, second to the nature of the type of network.
With this said, in answering the question ‘what is assemblage?’, the common upshot of scholarly discourse appears unanimous across the literature (if somewhat muddled by excessive use of words like ‘throbbing) - ‘modularité, modularité, toujours l’modularité’. ‘Agencement’, not ‘assemblage’ - and, from that, ‘assemblage’.
Archaeological applications of assemblage – the Villa of the Papyri
To ground this rather abstract concept in the material, a useful archaeological case study is the ‘Villa of the Papyri’ (or ‘Villa dei Papyri’). 
[bookmark: _Int_usVu1uIg][bookmark: _Int_bAtuvpBK]A suburban villa first built around the temple district of the city of Herculaneum around 40 BCE, the Villa was buried owing to the eruption of 79 CE. Major archaeological interest in the structure dates back to the early 1750s CE, and, with an admitted lull for a large chunk of the 19th century, has correlated with state patronage through changing administrations from the Bourbon monarchy through to the post-war, post-fascist modern Italian state. The site’s defining characteristic is the titular papyri – a library of around 1800 scrolls that has been the root of both the aforementioned state interest and the extensive history of scientific innovation and application in regards to it (i.e. from Piaggio’s papyrus-unrolling machine to Mocella et al.’s use of X-ray phase contrast tomography). These aside, a bewilderingly extensive sum of surviving statuary, art, and other physical culture (up to and including the Villa itself, and largely under the aegis of the Getty Institute) deepen an already wide scholarly footprint. For the exploration of the practical rather than simply theoretical applications and implications of assemblage theory, then, it may prove profitable to ask the following question:
‘Is the Villa of the Papyri an assemblage?’
The flexibility of definition inherent to the theory aside, an emphatic yes, one operating on axes both temporal and material. 
In its 119-year span as an operational property of the Calpurnii Pisones prior to the eruption in 79 CE, it did so as what amounted to a physical embodiment of a certain stratum of Roman society. Located in the temple district, the Villa was essentially suburban in its placement. That is, neither too close to the din of urban life, nor cut off from access to its attractions. Its location in Campania was downright stereotypical. While the probable Epicureanism of its owners (evidenced by the busts of Epicurus and Hemarchus present at the site, as well as a sculpture of a piglet (idolised by Epicureans as symbolic of the state of simultaneous eudaimonia, ataraxia, and aponia to which they aspired)) was atypical of the average gens, the intellectual uncertainty and dissatisfaction with old answers it stood for was altogether more widespread. The uncertainty – and, simultaneously for this class, the resources to finance appeasing it. Most crucially of all, all these factors are and were materially embodied in the Villa itself. Its location, the materials it was constructed from, the topography surrounding it – none were accidental. It is true that the Pisones chose the area, but they did not do so in a vacuum. The discrete and heterogeneous component of the Villa’s environs made the Epicurean assemblage of the Villa in its operative lifespan, not vice versa. And, in the end, that same topography – at once discrete and vital to the whole Pisonian project - transformed the assembly utterly. What can one call the burial of a city, after all, if not conclusive proof of the capacity to affect change?

After 79 CE, the Villa would not cease being an assemblage for want of human interaction – but its character would be, barring possible participation in the broader assemblage of the ecosystem, static. While not defined solely by the humanity of its occupants, the Villa before the eruption was in consistent and active use by humans, built for their habitation, and, insofar as it was dynamic, relied on human interaction for that dynamism. The significance of the busts of Epicurus and Hemarchus would not be detracted for want of observation – but neither would it be enhanced. As such, at the risk of erring towards anthropocentrism, the history of the Villa as an assemblage after 79 CE is that of an ontological autarky until the 18th century.
So then, what of what followed? 
Perhaps the comparative model that best maps onto the Villa-as-assemblage is Jones’ characterisation of Neolithic British artefacts through the prism of assemblage theory. That is, after the 1750s, it is not just the Villa itself that concerns the scholarly lens – it is the scholarship itself, and its interaction with the site, folded into the assemblage. The Villa-as-assemblage is no longer the operational domicile it was before the 79 CE eruption, nor is it the preserved ontological autarky of the multi-millennial interim. Rather, it is once again an assemblage subject to regular human interaction, but that interaction is (and has been) rooted in the archaeological and historical drive both to understand the Villa as a whole, and above all else to ‘get inside’ the titular papyri.
The importance of the latter objective to the whole character of the assemblage the Villa has become cannot be overstated. The statuary of the Villa has been studied at great length, and indeed exhibited (see: the Getty Institute’s Buried by Vesuvius exhibit); its layout and placement within Herculaneum has been discussed – but for all that, the operative name is telling. In the early 1750s, Paderni sliced open scrolls to decipher their contents; in 1754, Father Piaggio invented a mechanism solely to do so in a less damaging manner; and, in the modern era, talk of the Villa in scholarly circles is all but inextricable from talk of the possibilities of ‘digitally unrolling’ the scrolls. Wallace-Hadrill has made much of the potential of “X-ray spectroscopy to peel off and read these blackened lumps non-invasively"[footnoteRef:25707] - journals have made much of the winning of the Vesuvius prize earlier this year for the translation of “passages from [...] one of the more than 800 scrolls known as the Herculaneum papyri”[footnoteRef:32436]. There is an essential continuity here, and it is this – in much the same way Jones notes that prior scholarship on Neolithic artefacts is not rendered irrelevant by novel additions, the investigation of the assemblage the Villa of the Papyri was has become the foundation of the dynamic assemblage the Villa of the Papyri is. The hetereogenity of this assemblage – the modular ’plug-and-play' of modern scientific techniques and the antiquity of the record they act on and are acted upon by – is the point entire. [25707:  (Wallace-Hadrill, 2020)]  [32436:  (Bassi, 2024)] 

To conclude, then, if the Villa of the Papyri is understood as an assemblage, its antiquity is the foundation of its agency – and the agency of its environs, for which it was selected, the foundation of its preservation in such a state as to make that half-way house viable.
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