Review of ‘Body Matters: Exploring the Materiality of the Human Body’

The 2019 publication ‘Body Matters’, edited by Luci Attala and Louise Steel can be characterised as an interdisciplinary convergence of research, presented by scholars across various subjects and material. Luci Attala, one of the principal contributors to the book, is educated in social anthropology, and has expressed a further interest in environmental sustainability – even having earnt the Green Gown award in 2015 for her achievements in furthering sustainability within education.[footnoteRef:1] As such, the theme of environmental consciousness and sustainability is recurrent throughout the book, within the context of a New Materialist approach. ‘Body Matters’ is a part of the greater series, ‘Lampeter Matters’, in which the two scholars explore facets of the material world through an alternate, and non-anthropocentric lens. ‘Body Matters’, then, looks specifically at the materiality of the human body and its interactions with the wider material world, presenting the body as an assemblage of matter foremost. In laying out the book’s objectives throughout the introductory pages, Steel acknowledges the marked difficulty in accepting one’s body in this way, thus removing ourselves from the human exceptionalist thought that pervades Western culture. A principal argument of the book also, is the hyper-sanitation of the human body, wherein the realities of our bloody, fleshy makeup is ignored; this perception of the body causes us a further distance from the rest of materiality. Steel and Attala argue that as a consequence, anthropocentrism is perpetuated, leading the environment toward greater and more disastrous ramifications.  [1:  “Associate Prof Luci Attala Dip RN, BA (Hons), PG Cert, PhD (Exeter).” University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 5 Mar. 2024, www.uwtsd.ac.uk/staff/luci-attala] 

A key motivation for the writing of this book, and of the Lampeter Matters series as a whole, lies in the authors’ acute awareness of the ecological collapses that have become increasingly disturbing to any remaining natural balance or order. Many refer to this present time as the ‘Age of the Anthropocene’, which marks humans as having become the single most dominant species of the planet – carbon dioxide emissions, habitat destruction and natural resource extraction on a devastating scale have all collided to push the planet and its inhabitants into destruction.[footnoteRef:2] With a keen sense of urgency therefore, Body Matters aims to reframe the subject of materiality around a consciousness, and rebuttal, of these human exceptionalist attitudes that prove to be so environmentally damning. It is evident in reading both the preface and introductory pages, that Steel and Attala’s aims lie in fostering this awareness in readers and promoting a collective appreciation of Earth’s natural materiality. [2:  Pavid, Katie. “What Is the Anthropocene and Why Does It Matter?” Nhm.ac.uk, Natural History Museum, 2024] 

2 - Bodies that Co-create: The Residues and Intimacies of Vital Materials
Body Matters begins its content with Eloise Govier’s analysis of material co-creation in the archaeological record of the Neolithic. Govier addresses the fluctuating nature of relationships between body matter and non-body originating matter, focusing specifically on carbon and cinnabar. Govier proposes that in acknowledging the capacities of these substances, it is possible to understand aspects of Neolithic domestic life. As the book aims to reframe the narrative of materiality as a whole, so too does this chapter attempt to reframe the perception of ‘dirt’. The way in which one uses language and terminology has a great effect on the subsequent reception of the thing or object in discussion, and Govier therefore strives to explore what is meant by this term, unpacking its properties, agencies, and forms in order to distance ‘dirty’ substances from their negative and dismissive reception. The author refers to Bennet’s idea of vitalism to present such substances in a most respected light, and as an inextricable part of the human body. Cartesian thought, wherein the body is considered as a whole, bounded entity, is challenged by Govier within the context of ‘dirty’ substances and their material interactions with the body. Through analysis of the prehistoric remains of Catalhoyuk and the carbon residues within them, Govier precedes to combat this Cartesian belief, explaining that the continued interaction with such a substance has cemented a material relationship that leaves body matter tangibly entangled within us. In sum, the author presents relevant, well-rounded information of socioeconomic, cultural, and microbial nature to contextualise her argument that ‘dirt’ is, in fact, co-creative. That is to say, the human body does not simply host or form them, but they have their own respective capacities and agency that work with the human body. As a contribution toward the overarching themes of the book, ‘Bodies that Co-create’ appears to succeed in dethroning anthropocentrism within material studies of prehistory by recognising substance agency, and can be said to have been written quite accessibly, when one considers Govier’s preceding explanations of the surrounding ideology. 
3 - I am Apple: Relationships of the Flesh. Exploring the Corporeal Entanglements of Eating Plants in the Amazon
Attala begins by defining eating as a process, whereby the eater becomes one with the eaten. Under a New Materialisms approach, the act of eating is intrinsically the act of forging a relationship; Cartesian ideas are challenged in this chapter also, in that eating is a proposed blurring of boundaries. Admittedly, understanding consumption in this way is foreign to many, most especially throughout the West, where the exploitation of natural resource goes mostly unchallenged. Driven by this consideration, Attala’s chapter confronts the epistemology of separation within the context of edible materials, focusing on liana Banisteriopsis caapi, found in the Amazon Basin. The liana boasts hallucinogenic properties and as such, has a long history of employment by local Amerindian groups for both medicinal and ritualistic purposes. It is Attala’s objective to reinterpret this plant’s abilities to influencing abilities through the perspective of New Materialism. Attala is particularly attentive to any benefit the plant may receive as a result of its hallucinogenic properties, which recentres the discourse from humans to the plant in question. The author presents a certain narrative which stands out as particularly orthodox and provoking, wherein she uses enabling and agentive language to describe the liana as a communicative entity capable of self-expression. The academic community largely regard this notion as belonging to fiction, and it is with this chapter that Attala does challenge this in her refusal to underestimate the liana’s, and by extension all other plants’, agency. Using the ‘Edibility approach’ that Attala herself coined, the chapter continues on to suggest that being consumed is inferred to be a tragic, life-ending event, when alternatively, it can be understood as a mutualistic strategy developed by any organism seeking to derive evolutionary benefit or shaping. Therefore, ingestion can no longer be imagined as a destructive act – human consumers are not necessarily hostile forces within Attala’s narrative, but can be positive influencers of local plant life through continued interaction, and mutual learning. Additionally, it is suggested B. caapi’s hallucinogenic properties are measurably beneficial to itself also, in that this communicative ‘strategy’ encourages the cultivation of human relationships, and thusly of itself; the provision of a purpose, or significance to humans can therefore be interpreted as a protective measure. This chapter largely perpetuates the book’s themes of environmental conservation, and of repositioning humans within their material relationships so as to abandon anthropocentrism in the fields of social sciences. ‘I am Apple’ contributes a pioneering attitude toward non-human agency, and is sophisticated in its interaction with scholarly sources, and its ability to persuade the reader to reevaluate certain preconceptions. 
The authors of ‘Body Matters’ employed a thoughtful and varied range of methodology to accompany, and bolster their respective arguments – the diversity of subject and discipline are certainly reflected in each methodological approach taken. In Steel’s chapter ‘Embodied Encounters with the Ancestors’, for instance, her archaeological discipline is prevalent throughout her approach. Exploring the deliberate manipulation of human burials together with the argument that such actions can mediate communications between the living and the deceased, Steel’s methodology can be described as largely interactive and unique. Steel hosted an experiential workshop wherein herself and students were provided with a realistic plastic skull, and were tasked with recreating the plastered skulls of the Neolithic to the best of their abilities, and of the materials also. The students attended to the skull using clay for the recreation of facial features and musculature, which was then coated with lime mortar. Steel addresses a limitation of this tactile means of study, whereby the lime mortar, being of significant volatility, requires the use of protective gloves, which ‘[deprives the students] of some possible tactile observations’. As a final measure of historical accuracy, the students placed cowrie shells in the eye sockets, as is seen in the subject of their investigation. According to Steel, this unorthodox means of methodology began as an ‘intellectual exercise’, wherein the potential for a sensory and interactive education, in line with the ideologies of New Materialism, is clear. Discussions throughout revealed the formation of a striking, emotional relationship between the skull and its makers, directly demonstrating how this attentive relationship between the materials of the living and their ancestors can be a powerful mechanism of agency, and entanglement. Including the experience of this workshop into the book allows the reader to develop their understanding of Neolithic mortuary practices in a clever, and innovative way; the reader’s focus and imagination can be markedly extended as they are better able to picture someone performing these actions. 
Body Matters presents many individual arguments within its respective chapters, however the overall aims and arguments that span throughout are plainly outlined in the introduction. One such aim of the book and by extension the series, is to both recognise, and thusly advocate for the non-human agent within the material world – this can be achieved by re-examining material entanglement in historical settings, which in turn permits one to extend that reflection toward their own roles in material interactions. This aim works in conjunction with another principal aim which is the dismissal of anthropocentrism, and that can be observed as an inextricable part of each chapter. Webster’s chapter, ‘The Resuscitation of the Twice-hanged Man’ wherein the agency of materiality is discussed within the context of Medieval Swansea, and more specifically the supposed miracle of William Cragh’s revival. Webster’s analysis of proxy bodies, and how they are intrinsically imbued with agency proves to be a thorough representation of these aims and arguments. These specific medieval and religious healing techniques have not been addressed before in such a manner, therefore Webster’s perspective brings with it a new understanding, and further contextualises New Materialist thought. As well as this, Webster engages with a great many scholars and theologians to navigate the materiality of miracles, and explore Cartesian ideas like the separation of body and mind, or soul. The topic of this chapter, and the author’s approach, is distinctive and important to the study of materiality, as it tackles the eluding nature of material spirituality and religion, and the ideologies that surround it.
In consideration of Body Matters’s multiple authors, some disparity in writing style is to be expected, however there were no considerable jolts to the reading experience, and multiple chapters could be read successively with little feeling of readjustment. In accordance with the writing style however, the reader must have a developed, informed vocabulary, and be of sound intelligence in order to completely grasp the academic discussions of the book. It must be said though, that each chapter attended well to their introductory pages in that they explained relevant information before exploring their respective topic further, requiring no prior knowledge of these concepts. In this regard, the book was relatively accessible, and is useful as a learning tool to those that may be of limited, or no prior knowledge. It should also be acknowledged however, that a non-academic audience would likely feel lost in reading this book, as the concepts are not simplified enough, and the authors write in a manner that could feel elusive to those who do not have a higher education. This is not a substantial downfall of this book though, as an educational book such as ‘Body Matters’ would lose its quality, and impact should it be simplified further. 
A significant strength of the book is in its extensive subject matter. The collaboration of authors spanning many disciplines is a clever means of applying New Materialist interpretation across a wider contextualisation – this allows for a more substantial development of the book and its arguments. Fayers-Kerr’s chapter ‘Becoming a Community of Substance’ for example, explores the materiality of earth within the context of the Mursi, or Mun tribe of Ethiopia, whereas Burton’s chapter[footnoteRef:3] covers medieval Christian relics. The disciplinary range found throughout serves to bolster the overarching arguments, and promotes an awareness of unique cultures, like the Mun, that may be otherwise disregarded in mainstream academic discourse. In consideration of this, the messages and publication of Body Matters cannot be described as unimportant by any means; awareness of the importance of earth’s materiality, and the consequences of dismissing it by way of an anthropocentric lifestyle, is disseminated expertly. [3:  ‘All fingers, no thumbs: the Materiality of a Medieval Relic’] 
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