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Abstract


An interdisciplinary field, New Materiality explores the complexity of all entities, both animate and inanimate. Its framework has encouraged profound engagement with the physical world, altering our sensitivity to art and its methods. It has illuminated the limitations of rational judgment when confronted with novel assertions about the vitality and agency of matter, transcending the ordinary and non-human. 

This study delves into the Sublime in New materiality and stipulates that an encounter with matter can redefine wonder by examining preexisting philosophical disciplines and establishing new methodological parameters to apprehend contemporary artworks.
Finding the Sublime in unexpected places is a fascinating quest that can take the form of an ever-expanding, complex net of astonishment through collaborations. 
A pursue reinstating poetry in encounters.   
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Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk165653832]'Truth to materials' is a critical concept in the history and artistic production of Modernism. The Modernism's humanist approach which formalised each artistic form's distinctive relationship with its materials, has influenced the arts, incorporating the materiality of art into textual, linguistic, and discursive aspects. However, according to this outlook, one may wonder if art is solely constructed through language and discourse. Building on some of the Modernist key points about materiality, and furthering the Postmodernist concepts, New Materiality has recently become an interdisciplinary field that encompasses an eclectic array of academic disciplines, including but not limited to biology, chemistry, physics, ethics, and social sciences. This inclusive model nurtures an active and creative engagement in a philosophical discussion that is constantly introspective (given the ongoing debate between the two philosophies rooted in Materialism: Dialectical Materialism and Neovitalism). Academics such as Jane Bennett (2010) support, for instance, that this stance is intended to complement other forms of critique, to argue with the notion of human exceptionalism. She articulates that adopting it could potentially convince even the most resolute climate change skeptics to acknowledge the deep impact of global warming and pollution on human existence, therefore changing our perspective of our place in the ‘grand scheme’.
[bookmark: _Hlk165582618]Although the idea of opposing the dichotomy between humans and non-humans, as well as between nature and society, is not novel, what distinguishes New Materiality is its claim that “Nature” has its own “agency” and cognitive assemblages do exist (De Landa, 2022). The model of New Materiality introduces a fascinating hypothesis that all entities, whether animate or inanimate, are in a permanent state of transformation, a complexity that may surpass human grasp. In current art, the significance of materials and the agency of matter need, therefore, to be investigated using specialised methodological tools. In this pursuit of a deeper understanding of the interconnection of existence, one may come to realise that the status quo has been disrupted, and traditionally accepted dualistic courses of thought may have become irrelevant. New Materiality is a revolutionary conjectural framework that offers advanced vantage points and understanding of artistic actions and encourages a profound engagement with the physical world, thereby altering our sensitivity of art and its methods. 
[image: A close-up of a screen

Description automatically generated]Under the spotlight of New Materiality, which illuminates the limitations of our rational judgement when confronted with diverse experiences, the ordinary and the non-human are transcended, and this ignites a new subject of wonder. The nature of knowledge evolves and liberates itself from its traditional phenomenology. It is a new aesthetic and collaborative journey into the intimacy of surrounding details. This voyage serves as a bond between the finite and the infinite of matter, the known and the unknowable of substance, reconciliating the dichotomies: a new Sublime is born. A Sublime within New Materiality that invites to encounter and marvel at the material space.

Figure 1: Maria Bang Espersen (2015) Breathing. National Glass Centre Permanent Collection
Film, 7min. Glass, light, air.
[bookmark: _Toc50043301]

Gaston Bachelard inspires the marvel in small things and matter through poetic contemplations, for example, he hails the capacity of a snail’s shell to growth its material, becoming therefore a sublime object of reflection for its contemplator- “les coquillages sont de sublimes sujets de contemplation pour l’esprit ” (Bachelard, 2020,p.186). While his perspective on the intrinsic poetry of matter and the Sublime is valuable, it is equally indispensable to consider Haraway's examination of the Kantian Sublime and its implications within the New Materiality framework.  What does this shift in perceptions means for contemporary artists? 
Haraway’s discourse defies the conventional notion that only human beings possess agency or significance. She posits that the belief of “I” stretches beyond the sovereign human subject, containing both human and non-human elements. This view bridges the physical and social spheres, as well as the material and immaterial dimensions, with these entities also being represented through language and cultural systems. Haraway refers to these entities as “material-semiotic,” as they are hybrids of both nature and culture:
“Entities such as genes, living organisms, disease microbes, cancer cells, or electrons are ineluctably all of these things; they have a real or material presence, which significantly produces agency fi. e. the ability to do things within the complex and heterogeneous systems in which they exist”. (Hubbard, 2009, p.169)
New Materiality expands phenomenological examinations to incorporate the material world and designs a lexicon for an epistemology of practice that oscillates between complexification and simplification, offering a new and intriguing evaluation. Material agency, with its elements of tentativeness, play, and experimentation, culminates in the accomplishment of work in a non-linear and unpredictable way, adding an element of surprise and excitement. As Silvia Gherardi and Manuela Perrotta observe, in line with De Landa’s points, “materials and materiality are active participants, not merely passive interlocutors. Ideas and subjects dynamically interact; while ideas tend to shape the material, the material, in turn, has rules that shape this interaction.” (Gherardi and Perrotta, 2013, pp.227–259) 
[image: A close up of a piece of food

Description automatically generated][image: A close-up of a piece of sugar

Description automatically generated]Artist Alexis Arnold reflects on her creative process and her usage of raw materials. She adopts their unpredictability when considering the potential results of her experimentations. She gains exceptional insights and pushes the boundaries of her art by entertaining this attitude. Arnold’s piece 'To Kill A Mockingbird,' a part of the 'Crystallized Book' series (Fig 2&3) is indeed a striking example of transforming well-known novels into artistic, albeit non-functional, objects. By letting the Matter that she adds to paper, form Borax crystals layers, the work of the Matter gains a Sublime dimension. The alteration process and the evolving transparency of the crystals over time show up the dynamic and active nature of materials. (Andrei, 2015) 

Figure2						Figure 3
Figures 2&3: Alexis Arnold (2021) To Kill a Mockingbird (Ver. 1).  6.5 x 11.5 x 9 inches Pictures available from: https://www.alexisarnold.com/#/crystallized-books/.

Similarly, Blast Studio, has used 3D printing technology with living mycelium (Fig. 3&4) to create architectural pieces with a multisensory experience for their audience in an attempt to deepen connection with the artwork. Made from recycled mushed paper from coffee cups, the enhanced load-bearing structure makes optimal proliferation and growing conditions for edible mushrooms. This is a clear demonstration of the presence of active agents and of the transformative aspects of materials. This piece, illustrating agential realism, challenges the conventional dichotomy of subject-object, underscoring the interconnectedness of all entities.
[image: Close-up of a white wall
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Figure 3: Blast Studio (2022)  Tree Column	Figure 4: The Tree Column (details)   
London's Design Museum - Photos via Blast Studio
The New Materiality framework offered by theorists such as Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Poe, 2011) suggests that each substance holds its sublime potential. It advocates for a comprehensive inquiry of resources and stresses the value of material literacy for artists. Urging creators to survey the distinctive properties of their creative sources leads them to a deeper comprehension and appreciation of their artistic potential and pave the way to discover the Sublime in unexpected places.  
BioLab’s sculptures (Fig.5) are also designed to promote the growth of mycelium. Their designers use computational techniques and fibrous wooden polymers to blur the distinction between natural and artificial. If mycelium is introduced, it consumes the wood-based filament and causes the sculpture to disintegrate, illustrating the concept of Latour’s connection in action. One can witness here that ‘Alien Embrio’ emphasize the creative process as much as the final product. 
The formation of connections is acquired through action. The practical knowledge artists utilise during creative processes is an art of knowing/doing, rooted in bodily knowledge, most of the times indescribable with words. This is what Polanyi’s tacit knowledge and Latour’s connection in action are about. 
The Sublime is, in this occurrence, found not only in the finished artwork but in shaping, manipulating, and exploring materials. 


[image: A brown object with holes
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Figure 5: BioLab Studio (2022)  Alien Embryo. 

When large installations evoke awe, smaller pieces, such as Lavinia Bo’s jewellery, invite, on the contrary, closer inspection and introspection. In her work 'Impressions in Time,' Lavinia Bo utilises wax to capture the passage of time and decay. (Fig. 6)
A wearable wax piece is shaped into forms when in contact with the wearer’s skin, recording occurrences in real-time. Lavinia then alters the property of the piece while transferring it into a more durable metal via the process of lost wax casting. 
Likewise, Maria Bang Espersen's 'Breathing' (Fig.1), part of a film series, is a tangible manifestation of the New Materiality principles. It involves an expanding gathering of molten glass blown by a machine, where she tests the form to see how it responds to different heat and air applications. The material takes on a life of its own, creating an illusion of liquid soap bubbles. The glass is liquid, the matter is fluid.  

[image: A collection of different shapes and colors
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Fig 6: Lavinia Bo (2022) Impressions in Time.  Cluster London Contemporary Jewellery Fair 

These artworks, with their captivating and lively interactions between the artist, the material, exemplify the principles of New Materiality in action and invite the audience, to explore deeper into their weighty narrative consequence. Whilst referring to Bachelard’s poetic contemplations, one may also observe that these pieces embody Jean-François Lyotard’s notion of “petits récits”. According to critic Madan Sarup (1993), Lyotard’s pertinent argument is that 'metanarratives,' an overarching theory determined to elucidate historical events and social phenomena, have lost their credibility. A point that the observation of contemporary concerns can readily evidence. Lyotard proposes the theory of “petits récits,” which are localised narratives focusing on limited events and personal encounters, thereby acknowledging the diversity of viewpoints as well as rejecting the idea of a singular, unifying truth (Sarup, 1993). This transition means a more intricate, varied, and flexible approach to knowledge and creative process; a shift that resonates with the principles of New Materiality. Artists may select creative resources based on their inherent properties or behaviours, allowing the materials to guide the creative direction and build small narratives. They may employ non-traditional materials in unexpected contexts and, by that, review conventional notions of what constitutes an artistic medium. Acknowledging this and Lyotard’s redefinition of perception and understanding allows us to reframe the Sublime and localise where to find it. 
Another contemporary example that suits the philosophies of small narratives and connection in action is Edmund de Walls’ rhetorical question: “Atmosphere is my style?” as he describes how he would like his practice and installation titled ‘Atmosphere’ (Fig.7) to provoke an encounter: 
“I’ve been contemplating new ways to create pauses, spaces, and silences, where breath is held inside and between each vessel, between the objects and the vitrines, the vitrines, and the room.” (De Walls, 2014)



[image: A person lying on the floor in a large room with large windows
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Figure 7: Edmund de Walls (2014) Atmosphere. 
286 porcelain vessels in 9 aluminium and plexiglass vitrines. 30 × 300 × 25 cm each.

New Materiality departs from conventional ideas, it disrupts spatial awareness by emphasizing non-human entities' deep influence in shaping it. Humans are repositioned as just one small element in multiple assemblages, entanglements, and ecological networks that collectively model diverse settings. This reveals that, seemingly insignificant spaces can be rich and full of complexities, while others that one might consider significant can be surprisingly devoid of meaning.
Foucault's heterotopia is a peculiar conception. He describes it as cultural, institutional, or discursive spaces that exist as the 'other' as if being localised in a different plane of existence. It is a transformative lens through which to examine our spatial reality. These spaces, whether disruptive, powerful, incompatible, or contradictory, surpass physicality, making worlds within worlds that both mirror and unsettle our external certainty. Heterotopia confronts the notion of empty voids and calls us to search into the complex interplay between outer spaces and our lived experiences. It fits the definition of the Sublime, which beckons us to marvel at the wonders of matter at any given moment. The Sublime and its artistic manifestation surface in unexpected locations, and many artists manipulate this subversion of expectations.
[bookmark: _Hlk165651693]Let’s then consider the works of artists like Andrea Polli and Bill Fontana. They offer an exceptional take on Marc Augé's notion of non-places. Augé defines non-places as transient spaces devoid of communal references, where anonymity prevails (Augé, 1995). Andrea Polli and Bill Fontana use immersive installations and sound art to express their outtake on the sterility of these non-places, their utilitarian nature and endeavour to encapsulate their substance by emphasizing the anonymity and lack of meaningful identity. Their works conjure feelings of dislocation and disorientation. It compels to reevaluate traditional interpretation of place and to navigate the outlines of a rapidly changing world. Andrea Polli's ‘Heat and the Heartbeat of the City’ sonifies climate data, her work translates escalating temperature levels over time into a musical interpretation, thereby exposing the environmental repercussions of urban spaces. Bill Fontana's ‘sound sculptures’ examines the acoustic ecology of urban environments, often involving recordings and transmissions located at sites ranging from museums to bridges. This convergence of New Materiality, spatial theories, and artistic practice offers a fertile ground for studying the interrelationships between materiality, space, and the Sublime.
[bookmark: _Hlk165657243]In the realm of spatial convergence, the theory of the Rhizome is king…as expounded by Deleuze and Guattari (2014). They both advance that the “wisdom of plants” endures even when they have roots, as they always form a rhizome with something external whether it be the wind, an animal, or human beings. They describe this network as “Drunkenness as a triumphant irruption of the plant in us.”. They urge to “Follow the plants, delimit a line of circles around singularities, establish new circles of convergence and extend the line of flight to cover the entire plane of consistency” (Deleuze, Guattari and Massumi, 2014, p.11). Deleuze also introduces the “superfold” or “unlimited finity” which is a fascinating exploration of the miscellaneous manifestations of life that unfold in distinct spaces, relations, and trajectories. This poetic depiction significantly illustrates the potential for awe and wonder. It is of Ian Buchanan’s opinion that this theory, influenced by the intrinsic power of corporeality within matter, is beautifully articulated by Deleuze (Buchanan, 2005, pp.106/107). It also resonates with Bachelard’s notion of “that space which exists within you,” allowing receptivity to unnerving stimulations. “Together, the tree and its dreamer organise and grow. In the dream world, the tree never settles as a finished being”. (Bachelard, 2020, p.279) When looking for an art piece that could exemplify the Sublime generated by spatial awareness, one may refer to Ron Nagle’s tentative approach with ‘Schmear Campaign’ (Fig 8&9). Nagle is an artist from San Francisco, he crafts miniature sculptures that draw inspiration from hot-rod cars, surfboards, and local architecture. His sculptures, with their considered manipulation of vacant spaces, suggest a sense of grandeur that triggers the viewer’s imagination. His fusion of ceramic techniques and industrial, unconventional materials builds a large range of surface textures, his hallmark. His sculptures, displayed in expansive glass vitrines, signal the viewer to share the same [image: A model of a brain

Description automatically generated]imaginary space, to interact with it, and to appreciate [image: A model of human lungs
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Figure 8							Figure 9	
Figures 8&9: Ron Nagle (2012) Schmear Campaign.  
Ceramic, glaze, epoxy resin and china paint
“Just as the moving molecules that constitute all matter, living entities move and, therefore, necessitate more or less fixed amounts of space. Absolute zero, the nadir of the scale, is attained when individuals are so compressed that movement is no longer feasible. Above this point, the containers in which man finds himself either permit him to move about freely or else cause him to jostle, push, and shove” (Hall, 1966, p.61). 
[bookmark: _Hlk165657512]Echoing Hall’s reflections on the investigation of the infinitesimally small, Manuel DeLanda encapsulates his thoughts on the idea of active matter as follows: “A more nuanced understanding of causality, tied to the structure of a possibility space, provides us with the tools to begin considering matter as possessing its own morphogenetic capabilities” (Heinzelmann, p.11). In his opinion, materials with limited properties, such as bacteria, can serve as catalysts to complex events. With its awe-inspiring potential, New Materiality research field has been advanced by the collective of Dutch designers known as Smogware. They encourage urban residents to gather polluted dust deposited on buildings. The designers then use these deposits to craft new glazes for their tableware. This innovative bridge between aesthetics and science fosters a sense of wonder and recalls Lefebvre’s theoretical framework. In ‘Production of Space’ (1991) he scans the interplay between social and material factors in creating physical works that enrich our social and spatial environment and practices. Artistic projects that include community engagement and relational aesthetics align with his ideas. Tania Bruguera’s ‘10,148,451,’ played at the Turbine Hall in 2018, reimagines, for instance, a multitude of spaces as venues for community engagement and dialogue. Her performance encouraged the audience to participate and feel the matter of the ground, which carefully selected heating sources had warmed up. However, a potential critique of Lefebvre’s conception of produced objects is that he perceived them as achieving perfection when they are “finished” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.217). This idea contradicts the central tenet of New Materiality. Lefebvre’s theory, while insightful, may then not fully capture the dynamic interplay between human and material agency. Because of this interaction- being a crucial element in the construction of space- no object can be deemed entirely finished in a constantly changing and evolving world.
[bookmark: _Hlk165657787]When engaging with materials—be it in art, science, or everyday life—one encounters moments of fascination. For instance, Mexican artist Bosco Sodi (Fig 10) admits that accidents, unpredictability, and the passage of time render a work of art special. He typically devotes a few days to clay or paintings, after which he allows the organic elements to take over. This results in a surprise at the end, even for him. His focus is on the process rather than the outcome. While he decides on colours and shapes, the final result is a collaborative effort between himself and nature. The authorship is his, but he views it as a collaboration between the organic processes of the work and his creative vision. Merleau-Ponty’s “genetic phenomenology” can offer an explanation to Sodi’s conception of interactions: it suggests that our awareness of the world is intimately connected with our existence and is influenced by private experiences, cultural influences, and societal norms. While our perspective is indeed restricted by these temporal and spatial contexts, considerating these limitations can open new pathways of interpretation.
[image: A group of round objects in a room

Description automatically generated]Figure 10: Sodi, Bosco (2021) A view of the Gallery.
Image: Damian Griffiths, Courtesy of Bosco Sodi and König London
[bookmark: _Hlk165661763][bookmark: _Hlk165664056]New Materiality credits the existence of phenomena within complex networks of interconnected systems, side with postmodern thought, and refutes anthropocentrism by acknowledging agency beyond human actors. The multidimensionality of multi-entity artistic embodiments grants a broader context, tracking the interconnectedness of material entities and offering a more comprehensive interpretation of art. A paper presented at the Culture and Computing (HCII 2023) conference studies the value of interactive installation art in contemporary commercial spaces. The paper stresses the importance of interaction, immersion, and entertainment. It discusses the shift in public demand for urban public spaces from beautification to practices that nurture communication and interface. People seek to be in contact with the artwork. Importantly, it stresses how collaborations in the artistic field can serve as catalysts, inspiring movements, and empowering voices. Participative pieces create dynamic, ever-changing artwork. The conception of immersive pieces or simply requesting a physical contact, not only appeal for audience engagement but also gives in return a deeper, more meaningful experience with the artwork. Consider Elliot Walker’s ‘Chair from Half-Life’ (Fif 12) Walker has reshaped glass on the site of the historic glass industry at the Red Cone in Sturbridge into a mundane object. Reimagining this recycled glass as a sculptural and conceptual material, he added chemical components, charged with meaning and birthing fear. As a result, a radiant green colour is activated when the audience shines a light at the chair. Once used in Victorian candlelit households to amplify radiance, uranium is, in this piece,  [image: A yellow glass chair in front of a door

Description automatically generated]used to underscore society’s vulnerability to a potential nuclear disaster. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165579886]


Figure 12: Elliot Walker (2017) ‘Chair from Half-Life’ . Uranium hot sculpted glass 

[bookmark: _Hlk165662593][bookmark: _Hlk165662762][image: A collection of brown leather samples

Description automatically generated]Likewise, ‘Fossilation’, (Fig 11) is a collective research project that blurs the boundaries between art, design, and science. For this project, exhibited in the Centre George Pompidou in Paris, many students researcher of various these domains associated and tried an innovative approach that sparks curiosity to tackle complex ethical and political issues. Their aim was to invite multidisciplinary inquiries by making a fossilized imprint of our era.  The project features a 60 kg bioplastic membrane measuring 750 cm x 223 cm floating above the ground. It is imprinted with counter-forms depicting obsolete electronic components and also generates patterns of images. To allow it to resonate with vibrancy, cables extend from the membrane towards the ceiling, and through them, sensors transfer the building’s residual flow into electricity. 
[image: A large rectangular object with wires from the ceiling
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Fig 11: Collective, (2021) Fossilation			Figure 12: Fossilation- tests for membrane                                                      ‘’Matières d’images’’ exhibition, Paris  					 
Collaborative projects in the artistic field can be prolific and a terrain for positive innovations, allowing artists to acquire and develop new skills. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165664609]Like ‘Fossilation’ 'hybrid art' often focuses on themes of decay and the passage of time. These artworks, combine traditional and digital mediums, frequently employing digital tools to represent or comment on physical changes. Augmented reality, a technology that overlays digital information onto the real world, is often used to create new layers of interaction and meaning. Jakob Kudsk-Steensen, for instance, uses immersive simulation and augmented architecture to explore the biological world. His exhibition: “The Deep Listener,” employs augmented reality in order to engage viewers with the natural environment of cities. Even if the 'immaterial world ' prioritizes accessibility and immediacy, its 'network' still contributes to a diverse tapestry of human experience. This is being observed through the production of “petits récits”, circulating via posts and stories. 

[bookmark: _Hlk165588642]









					
Conclusion
Twenty-five years after the introduction of the 'cybernetic organism ' combining organic and technological components, theorist Donna Haraway presented her influential “Cyborg Manifesto.” According to her, the cyborg is an entity capable of engendering oppositional politics in a technologically advanced horizon. Drawing from diverse feminist work, Haraway articulated an ontology for the bionic that was neither static, singular, nor systematic but thrived under continuous evolution. The progress of AI raised the question of how practices of knowing should be reconceptualized. Consequently, the radical ontologies about humans necessitated a redefinition as well of what constitutes conscience or purpose-driven entities. It implied a mapping of other existing methodologies, and this was the challenge of New Materiality. However, many objected that this framework could come at the expense of the contemplative and profound. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165666431]When observing how collaborative spaces have evolved since then, one can object that, on the contrary, 'New Materiality' has raised awareness of the vulnerability and uncertainty of human culture dependent on external, natural processes thanks to the formidable creative places and directions this field opened. To truly comprehend The Sublime in it, we must transcend our human senses and explore non-physical entities like waves and frequencies.  Within the artistic context, innovations frequently manifest as physical artifacts imbued with effect, symbolic meanings, and little narratives. Artists introduce differences, disrupt the status quo, and create aesthetic spaces that can be radically innovative. Considering a quest for the Sublime in the framework proposed by New Materiality shatters traditional notions of philosophical discourses and invites us to reconsider the role of technology and science, as well as spatial theories, in shaping our understanding of the world. By establishing a noteworthy creative charter, New Materiality addresses contemporary challenges arising from the invasive authority of visual online content and the repeated scrutiny characteristic of the digital age. 
[bookmark: _Toc50043306]Yes, The Sublime can be found in various spaces: digital, grand landscapes, non-places, and in the most mundane object or smallest entity. A patina on an ancient, exhumed glass cup may well symbolise its experience and transience; it mostly invites us to ponder over its changed matter. This humble cup testifies how the agency of matter can sublime this gradual departure from the cup's original design and pristine condition. The matter is working on its own accord, biting its time, and this realisation is full of wonder.
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