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Just as in painting, assemblages are a 
bunch of lines.

— Gilles Deleuze1

In this article I would like to discuss how ma-
terialist philosopher Manuel DeLanda’s “as-
semblage theory” could be of use to what I 
term art studies. I will begin by situating art 
studies in relation to art history and com-
menting on the differences. After a selective 
presentation of DeLanda’s social ontology on 
assemblages, in turn following A Thousand 
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia by 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,2 I will re-
late his theory to the concept of assemblage, 
its origin in the eighteenth century, as well as 
its references as an art term from the 1950s. 
The potential benefit of applying assemblage 

Art History or Art Studies
Art history, almost two centuries old, has 
arguably outgrown itself and become associ-
ated with conservative interests (of history), 
with the record-keeping of great deeds and 
monuments of the past, and with national 
heritage preserved in prestigious museums 
and archives. Simultaneously, it is associated 
with the comprehensive package of courses 
and programs for students and the so-called 
general public interested in the above. The 
label studies in art studies is straightforward, 
empty, and devoid of a temporal bias.3 Stud-
ies in art studies is importantly written in the 
plural, whereas art history is one or even – 
as in the history of art – determined as such. 
The inherent plurality of studies stands for 
a different practice; rather than align each 
work of art to its previous history of art, to 
find its place in a predetermined formation, 
it seeks to compose its successive history of 

KeynoteReassembling the Artwork: The Relevance of 
Assemblage Theory for Art Studies

Dan Karlholm
theory to art history in the guise of art studies 
is that it enables us to pay detailed attention 
to the material (and material-conceptual) 
composite of the work of art as well as to the 
multiple ways in which such works connect, 
assemble, and reassemble with other works, 
agents, and forces throughout its continued 
existence. Theoretical assistance from Mar-
tin Heidegger and Bruno Latour allows me to 
specify how the notion of assemblage could be 
used for art studies focused neither on art nor 
history but on artworks as the first assemblage, 
followed by other assemblages, connecting 
with other works, agents, and institutions, i.e., 
social phenomena literally assembled or com-
posed. I will present five types of assemblages 
hopefully relevant to art studies as a different 
way of doing history, as something ongoing 
and openly unfolding (assisted and assembled 
by us), thus theoretically immune to being “his-
tory” in the sense of over. 
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art, one that keeps unfolding. To use history 
for this kind of futural interconnectedness is 
not a given but a choice. History, however, 
as we art historians construe it, is also only 
one kind of study of art (actually, more than 
one!), although traditionally taken to be the 
only one, or at least the privileged kind. 

A watered-down art history, as the name 
for any and every activity within this disci-
pline, is obscuring what historical analysis 
is about. Removing the word history from 
the all-inclusive label of art history thus par-
adoxically serves to safeguard the interests 
of such an analysis. The kind of conflict al-
luded to here relates to the dual concept of 
history. A core ingredient of the pre-modern 
concept of history was inquiry (closely relat-
ed to study), but with the modern reconcep-
tualization in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century, the concept came to 
ambiguously refer to two phenomena (invis-
ible in English but not in German); either it 
referred to the object or the subject of study, 
either to what historians work with or on 
(Geschichte as the actual developments in 
the world), or to what they end up concoct-
ing (Historie as the historical texts about 
these developments).4 Obviously, a label 

like art studies only refers to the latter part, 
the product of the scholar/historian. It thus 
avoids conflating the construction of history 
with “history itself” (Geschichte selber) or his-
tory out there, i.e., with still lingering sources 
of misunderstanding and pointless strife. 

Studies emphasizes construction rather 
than reception, composition rather than rep-
resentation. But how do we make sure we 
are dealing with actual, real stuff and not 
forgeries or fantasy? How do we ensure the 
links and connections presented are also 
connected to what actually happened?5 Even 
for traditional historians doing so is very dif-
ficult, but the historical profession is there to 
accomplish precisely this and to meaning-
fully quarrel about their interpretations, i.e., 
agreeing to disagree in a spirit of dissensus. 
Historians often enough rely on conjecture, 
educated guesses based on years in librar-
ies and archives. The same will have to be 
required of an art studies person choosing 
this historical route, but there is a difference 
right at the heart of the concept of history. 

History in History vs. Art History
The historian studying World War II will first 
have to acknowledge that the war is over 

and that whatever it was will have to be re-
constructed by the historian and presented 
in the historical text. Irrevocably determin-
ing the fact that a great war is over, apart 
from proclaiming a winner, is the coinage of 
the term postwar.6 The art historian studying 
Jackson Pollock’s painting There Were Seven 
in Eight from 1945 will first have to acknowl-
edge that the painting is still around (in the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York). What 
it represented at the time of its conception, 
and why and how it came about, will have to 
be reconstructed along similar lines as the 
historian uses to understand the war. In the 
case of the historian, numerous documents, 
photos, and paraphernalia remain, but they 
do not constitute the war. The same kind of 
documentary material may exist for the art 
historian, but it is never enough to explain 
or understand the now 75-year-old painting, 
which still triggers responses as it hangs in 
a transforming world. It is not quite correct to 
say that the painting has remained; rather, it 
is remaining due to it being maintained, as it 
is undergoing subtle changes physically and 
due to its shifting interconnections and con-
stantly changing environment. The war was 
an event but became a historical object of 
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investigation; the painting was made into an 
object of sorts but became a slow, ongoing 
event. Wars begin and end; paintings “be-
gin,” which means that they are finished, but 
they never “end.”

The Art Function and the Being of Art
Art often denotes an object domain, a class 
of artifacts of a certain kind, but it is primar-
ily a function, a task ascribed to a material 
entity. While the tasks differ, it might be justi-
fied to think of artistic production in general, 
and so-called visual arts especially, not as 
so many categories of material objects (art 
forms, genres, or mediums) but as a spe-
cific kind of engagement with material enti-
ties. Art is, in this view, an aspect, a way of 
viewing things. “To see something as art,” 
in Arthur Danto’s phrase, is to spot some-
thing invisible in the object before us. It is 
rather the specification of a visual mode, a 
position to adopt intellectually (and “to see” 
here has the connotation of “to understand,” 
if you see what I mean). Danto’s reflections 
on this subject were famously generated by 
his encounter with the mundane nonart look 
of the Brillo Box in 1964,7 and it is from this 
moment in Western art history, I would ar-

gue, that the still current globalized definition 
of art takes its cue, based, that is, on how 
to account for the fact that certain ordinary 
things or ephemeral happenings are classi-
fied as (high) art. At some point in the twen-
tieth century, art came to be understood as a 
specific kind of attention or attitude to some-
thing. This loose definition used by multiple 
authors is mainly there to explain certain 
tough limit cases of avant-garde production, 
the readymade especially (a precursor of 
the assemblage), but it offers, once in place, 
an improved definition of art also in the old, 
traditional, and ordinary “modern” (post-Re-
naissance) sense of the word. 

What we are used to calling an art world 
could be rephrased as a “community,” the el-
ements of which, according to DeLanda, “are 
composed of heterogenous material bodies” 
like artworks.8 Furthermore, “these material 
bodies are linked by the enforceable social 
commitments created by the enunciation 
of speech acts,”9 e.g., “this is a work of art” 
or “this is a great work of art,” the coding of 
which may exercise performative power in 
Austin’s sense. The art world is a social in-
stitution – not unlike a community or organi-
zation – “a collective assemblage of enunci-

ation, of acts and statements of incorporeal 
transformations attributed to bodies,”10 which 
is close to what Danto theorized as “the tran-
substantiation of the commonplace,” a com-
plete transformation brought about without 
changing the body of the object-turned-work.
History in art history is often (and quite log-
ically if art is seen as an object domain) 
understood as the chronological sequence 
(i.e., chronological as a matter of fact, not as 
a matter of mere arrangement) of artists of 
the past and their artistic artifacts. Howev-
er, history is primarily, or so I will argue, a 
relation between artworks, still present, and 
other agents, mostly past but some present, 
including us. History, to use the parlance of 
Latour, is not a “matter of fact” but a “matter of 
concern” and continuous composition.11 His-
tory in art studies is not so much Geschichte 
as Geschehen (course of events) connected 
to the functional capacity of artworks to be 
and relate to the world that it brings forth or 
projects. 

Assemblage Theory and Art
In what he calls assemblage theory, DeLan-
da draws consistently on the work of Deleuze 
and Guattari (henceforth D&G), especially 
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their joint publication A Thousand Plateaus 
(chapters 4, 10, and 13). DeLanda’s interest 
is applying assemblage theory to social con-
structs like organizations, cities, economies, 
or languages. It is not evident how such a 
study could be applied to art history/art stud-
ies, focused on artworks, although some of 
his examples are art/architecture/design or 
symbolic icons.12 According to DeLanda, “all 
assemblages should be considered unique 
historical entities, singular in their individual-
ity, not as particular members of a general 
category.”13 Such a strong form of empiricism 
might seem suitable to established art histo-
ry, but this is not how artworks are treated 
in art history as we know it. Rather than be-
ing approached as singular individuals, art-
works are immediately (often unconsciously) 
subsumed under the general category of art 
(concept/theory, object domain, anthropo-
logical practice) to be just as automatically 
categorized as either painting or embroi-
dery (art form, medium, technique), Finnish 
or Southeast Asian (nationality, region, cul-
ture), early seventeenth century or modern 
(period, epoch, temporality). Before we even 
encounter them for what they are or for what 
they were made to be, we tend to relegate 

artworks to geo-cultural, most often nation-
al, and spatio-temporal compartments. This 
is also how museums and gallery collections 
classify artworks, how the art market deals 
and orders them, and how art history educa-
tion refers to them. The classification is also 
filtered into art schools, although this way of 
dealing with artworks is typically of scant in-
terest to artists.14 

From out of the “simplest” definition of as-
semblage in the work of D&G, DeLanda con-
cludes that “the parts that are fitted together 
are not uniform either in nature or in origin, 
and that the assemblage actively links these 
parts together by establishing relations be-
tween them.”15 Two basic kinds of relations 
are relevant here: interior (or intrinsic) and 
exterior (or extrinsic). This part lends itself 
well to describing artworks and their outward 
connections. “Any assemblage component 
is,” furthermore, “characterised both by its 
properties and by its capacities.”16 Apart from 
internal properties (i.e., the size, format, and 
materiality of a work), artworks could be said 
to have “emergent properties, the proper-
ties of a whole caused by the interactions 
between its parts.” As DeLanda mostly ana-
lyzes larger social wholes, such as commu-

nities or institutions, he might not be comfort-
able thinking of seemingly lifeless objects of 
art as social wholes or as having emergent 
properties, but this is precisely what this the-
ory could help us reveal.17 Emergent proper-
ties of an artwork come close to what DeLan-
da references as capacities; how the work, in 
this case, from out of its internal constituen-
cy, is capable of releasing or eliciting certain 
emotions or effects, certain behaviors or re-
sponses, without which it would cease to be 
or function as a work of art. This also comes 
very close to ascribing agency to the work (a 
term used both to describe a principle capac-
ity and the effectuation or actualization of this 
capacity).18 In fact, the concept of assem-
blage is a translation of agencement, close-
ly related to arrangement, which, according 
to Ian Buchanan, is a preferable translation 
granted that it is understood as “a ‘working 
arrangement’ […] an ongoing process rather 
than a static situation.”19

The concept of art in an artwork is an in-
visible “linguistic entity,” and the material 
work-part is filled with “non-linguistic expres-
sive components.” We could also say that 
the concept of art has “the capacity to code 
all the components of a given assemblage.” 
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If it is art, then all of it is coded thus. This 
is not the important aspect of the work’s ca-
pacity, however, which points outward into 
the work’s immanent exteriority. A singular 
artwork can be seen as a whole, all heter-
ogenous parts of which (in their relations of 
interiority) retain their relative autonomy, re-
gardless of how the work enters new rela-
tions of exteriority. The whole does not swal-
low up the parts but is added to the sum of 
them. An artwork as an assemblage would 
thus be a kind of whole that, due to its re-
lations of exteriority, is well described as an 
“emergent whole,” meaning that it does not 
“totalize its parts” or melt them into a unitary 
thing, a seamless entity.20 An artwork is a 
whole with seams, only seemingly indepen-
dent or autonomous. The individuality of the 
parts does not disappear in the whole of the 
assemblage.21 In other words, the identity 
of the parts of an artwork can be seen as 
retained in the work and could theoretically 
(sometimes practically too) be brought into 
another ensemble, another work, another 
assemblage. Such an assemblage is also “ir-
reducible,” which means that it cannot be re-
duced to its ingredients or parts. The exterior 
relations are, furthermore, contingent, not 

essential as they would be “in an aggregate 
in which the components coexist without 
generating a new entity.”22 The latter comes 
close to what Latour distinguishes as sim-
plistic “intermediaries” as opposed to “me-
diators,” which cannot but generate some 
new transformative aspect to the relational 
transfer.23 In terms of scale, parts thus span 
from minuscule components of the work, as-
sembled in/as the work, all the way to how 
the work literally partakes in creating greater 
networks and assemblages, with agents like 
other works, frames, copies, versions, ex-
hibition spaces, various discursive formats 
(addressing, representing, and mediating 
the work), buyers, collectors, worshipers, 
thieves, fetishists, iconoclasts, and so on. 
These factors are typically jumbled togeth-
er as “context” or inessential addenda, but 
they should be seen as a kind of co-creative 
“making with” or symbiogenetic agencies, in 
Donna Haraway’s words, affecting the con-
tinued making of the work as such.24

Drawing on historian Fernand Braudel, 
DeLanda speaks of history in the plural 
sense of “a multiplicity of flows, each with its 
own variable rate of change, its own acceler-
ations and decelerations.”25 The assemblage 

of a seemingly still or inert object of art could 
also be said to be composed or assembled 
of multiple, or at least several, flows, with 
different speeds, which is obvious from the 
material gaze of a microscope or a chemical 
analysis, disclosing different rates of ageing 
in the work. At the form, content, or signifi-
cation level, we can think of different rates 
of change as well, where older paradigms 
clash or combine with newer elements, ref-
erences, or connotations – something which 
has been discussed in terms of anachronic 
features.26 

Two sets of useful parameters drawn di-
rectly from D&G by DeLanda are territorial-
ization and deterritorialization, plus coding 
and decoding. The first terms in these two 
sets are bound up with the determination of 
spatial boundaries and the fixation of identi-
ty, whereas the two latter terms in each set 
signal promoting dispersion and breaking 
free of any fixity. These two sets are thus 
loosely linked to intrinsic properties, on the 
one hand, and extrinsic emergence or ca-
pacity, on the other.

As opposed to a unity exemplified by “a 
Hegelian totality in which the very identity of 
the parts is constituted by their relations in 
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the whole,” an assemblage, with its proper-
ties and capacities, “involves relations of ex-
teriority, that is, relations that respect the rel-
ative autonomy of the parts.” The distinction 
could be phrased as that of the crystalizing 
properties of an assemblage and its defrost-
ing capacities. One property of a technical 
design object like a knife is its sharpness, 
coupled with its capacity to cut. An artwork 
like the above-mentioned Pollock painting 
has properties like shape, proportions, and 
color as well as capacities to stir, trigger, 
affect, or please, for example, but also to 
combine, connect, and associate with oth-
er works or agents in a way that affects the 
work itself in the process.27 The latter makes 
clear that we are dealing with reciprocal re-
lations here, external to the setup or proper-
ties of a work: “…when a capacity [virtual to 
begin with] does become actual it is never 
as an enduring state but as an event,” i.e., 
a moment, hinging on the attention given to 
the phenomenon by some person or agent. 
Such an event “is always double, to cut–to 
be cut, because a capacity to affect must 
always be coupled with a capacity to be af-
fected.”28 If the artwork is able to trigger cer-
tain sensations, we have already counted on 

someone responding to it, affirming the pos-
sibility of such sensations. In fact, the word 
assemblage was first associated with hu-
mans congregating or assembling and only 
later came to refer to complex things.

The Term and Concept of Assemblage 
“Assemblages are always composed of 
heterogeneous components,” according to 
DeLanda, and that is true of the term also 
in its earlier uses.29 Etymologically, assem-
blage can be traced to the early eighteenth 
century, where it first referred to human be-
ings coming together, in the sense of an as-
sembly.30 Interestingly, the human assembly 
links etymologically to the old Nordic word 
ting, which still resonates in thing (or Ger-
man Ding).31 The link between assemblage 
and thing thus seems genetic. In colloquial 
as well as normative definitions of artwork, 
this term is also often seen as “the thing cre-
ated by the artist” or a “fixed thing.”32 From 
the viewpoint of Martin Heidegger, however, 
the work of art is importantly neither a thing 
nor a utensil nor “equipment.” It is a work 
(Werk) that contains elements which could 
be called things: “…the thingly element in 
the work of art…is manifestly the matter of 

which it consists.”33 Heidegger has little to 
say about the artist in relation to the work, 
but the connection is fruitfully explored by 
Michel Foucault. To address the question of 
his well-known text “What is an author?” the 
text immediately introduces “the concept of a 
work” and its implications. The two terms are 
almost intertwined as “the enigmatic links 
between an author and his [sic!] works” are 
the issue.34 Enigmatic or not, the two mutu-
ally define each other to the extent that we 
could think author–work and work–author, 
lest we should forget that an author always 
lurks inside a work and a number of works 
inside an author. In French, l’oeuvre has a 
double referent: to the individual work and 
the sum total of the works (of an author/art-
ist), the latter being the term’s denotation as 
it migrated untranslated into non-French lan-
guages. In the parlance of assemblage theo-
ry, we could say that the individual work is a 
double assemblage between a concept of art 
and a work and between this ensemble and 
an artist/author. The sum of the works (of 
an artist/author) is a singular multiplicity on 
a different level, the oeuvre assembling the 
individual work to all other works with which 
this work is automatically related, in the ge-
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nealogical sense of the word (they have the 
same creative “parent”) – each work a sib-
ling, cousin, second cousin, adopted mem-
ber, etc., of a whole family of works around 
the author/artist. 

The term assemblage was first introduced 
in art criticism in the early 1950s by Jean 
Dubuffet, the French painter accredited with 
also coining the term l’art brut. The con-
text was one of collage – of cut and past-
ed pieces of paper – but quickly expanded 
to include sculptural objects of various of-
ten-cheap or found materials.35 The concept, 
elevated from the term, so to speak, can be 
traced to the 1961 MoMA exhibition The Art 
of Assemblage, curated by William C. Seitz. 
Here assemblage is not so much a thing or 
entity but a “method” or activity, dating back 
to Pablo Picasso’s Cubist practice in 1912. 
The claim hinges on the artist’s bold inser-
tion of nonart objects into an artwork, most 
strikingly his affixation of “a piece of oilcloth, 
printed to simulate chair caning” onto an oth-
erwise paint-covered canvas.36 Apart from 
Cubism, the works included exemplified Fu-
turism, Dada, and Surrealism seamlessly 
linked to “impatient, hypercritical, and anar-
chistic young artists” of today, i.e., the late 

1950s.37 The chronology ends with artists 
like Jim Dine, Claes Oldenburg (on the verge 
of being defined as creators of pop art), or 
Allan Kaprow, more known for inventing art 
as a “happening.” 

At times, Seitz’s rhetoric resembles 
DeLanda’s: “Assemblage is a method with 
disconcertingly centrifugal potentialities. It 
is metaphysical and poetic as well as physi-
cal and realistic.” Further, “[f]ound materials 
are works already in progress: prepared for 
the artist by the outside world, previously 
formed, textured, colored, and even some-
times entirely prefabricated into accidental 
‘works of art.’”38 This sentence interestingly 
highlights the artwork’s internal division or 
hybridity as the artist incorporates items with 
a temporality and identity of their own pre-
served in the work, which is one and not one. 
The capacity of an assemblage is not only to 
release agencies in the present and future 
but also to do so by unlocking potentials of 
its parts and its past. 

As artworks are frequently associated with 
things, (artistic) assemblages are referred to 
as “objects” – as if work was too elevated a 
concept to use.39 Heidegger would clearly ob-
ject to such a usage since “the object-being of 

the works does not constitute their work-be-
ing,” which is analogous to how he would 
treat the term thing.40 It seems in the early 
sixties a thing or piece, or “art object,” re-
ferred in so many colloquial ways to art-
works without evoking their age-old patina 
and pretentions. This is, for instance, the 
term used by Lucy Lippard to theorize the 
new phenomenon of conceptual art.41

While object might have been a hip up-
date in the art world some 60 years ago, 
it has become increasingly useless. The 
main problem is its dichotomous structure, 
where each object immediately brings forth 
its subject (and vice versa). The jaded term 
work, however, has the potential to tran-
scend this dyadic relationship. Heidegger 
again: “…however zealously we inquire 
into the work’s self-sufficiency, we shall still 
fail to find its actuality as long as we do not 
also agree to take the work as something 
worked, effected. To take it thus lies closest 
at hand, for in the word ‘work’ we hear what 
is worked.”42 Indeed we do, but that is not 
enough. The term work captures a threefold 
assemblage, between the work (1) invest-
ed in creating the work, (2) as a real work 
(Werk) of art, and the capacity of this work 
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to work (3) on the minds of its contempo-
rary and future viewers, and to connect or 
assemble with other agencies throughout 
its so-called life. In 1969, Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles created a brilliant new art form called 
“maintenance art,” which constituted work, in 
the broad sense of laboring, such as clean-
ing – a neat assemblage between the two 
hitherto incomparable types of “work.”43

Art is essentially poetic, according to 
Heidegger, in the sense of creative (poie-
sis); it “breaks open an open place, in whose 
openness everything is other than usual.”44 
What happens when an ordinary fragment 
or “usual” object is displaced into an art set-
ting is that it transforms from ordinary to ex-
traordinary, from the “usual” sphere of things 
to the unusual sphere of (individual) works. 
This, I suppose, could be linked to Deleuze’s 
view on art as “a form of resistance” to the 
realm of the ordinary, which has another 
name: death. According to André Malraux, 
cited by Deleuze, art is “the only thing that 
resists death.”45 And it does so by continuing 
to survive us all, living immune to dying. 

Following another definition of assem-
blage by D&G, DeLanda asserts that an 
assemblage equals “every constellation of 

singularities and traits deduced from the 
flow – selected, organized, stratified – in 
such a way as to converge…artificially or 
naturally. An assemblage is, in this sense, 
a veritable invention.”46 This pinpoints the 
condition of possibility for each artwork. Ac-
cording to another (new) materialist, Jane 
Bennett, however, assemblages are re-
ferred to as “groups” or “groupings.”47 But as 
each group can be dissolved, each assem-
bly too, it would be impossible, entropically 
speaking, to dissolve the ingredients of an 
artwork (without destroying it). We can of 
course speak of a literal group of artworks 
as an assemblage. However, the more liter-
ally radical move I wish to put forward is to 
see each single work as a singular multiplic-
ity or assemblage. No matter how “single,” 
unitary, or monolithic the work, if it is an art-
work, it is an assemblage in several senses. 
We could also think of the object domain of 
art, the open empirical territory, grounding 
the scientific field of the discipline of art his-
tory, as an art assemblage, “an assemblage 
of assemblages.”48 But this is, after all, just 
another big group and a predominantly literal 
understanding of the concept. Artworks are, 
in any event, not well described as groupings 

but rather as convergences, constellations, 
compositions, or (small-scale) events. 

The components of an assemblage are 
described by D&G as segments or lines, 
“some rigid (with a high degree of territori-
alization), some supple (low degree of terri-
torialization), while still others act as lines of 
flight, marking the directions along which an 
assemblage can become deterritorialised.”49 
This connects to the territory of history, so 
to speak, where “lines” are traditionally as-
sociated with one-directional and irreversible 
progress, whereas D&G’s bundle of lines 
are undetermined and extendible, able to 
go anywhere, nomadically, rhizomatically, 
as they are unanchored by either origin or 
destiny. 

History Removed or Realized? Art 
Studies and “History”
In art history (American) or the history of art 
(Anglo-Saxon), history either refers to the 
interconnections between art(works) of the 
past (whether in the world, in a region or 
nation, or in the case of an individual artist) 
or to the unmarked history of historical cir-
cumstances of production (Marxist history), 
of political or social and cultural conditions, 
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etc., for something like art to emerge and 
have a history of its own. In art studies, both 
of these senses may be relevant, but they 
are supplemented by yet another stretched 
definition of history associated with the one 
Heidegger sets in play in “The Origin of the 
Work of Art,” where it is said that history is 
what originates in each work. Each work has 
its particular history behind or before it (tem-
porally speaking), which may help explain it, 
but it also opens up a history in front of it 
(before, spatially speaking), with no neces-
sary end point in sight. This may sound like 
turning history on its head, reversing it, but it 
conforms to the essential experience, allud-
ed to above, that, in contrast to the historical 
study of a past war, for example, the histori-
cal study of art (through artworks) deals with 
a phenomenon still around, still happening. 
“Art is history in the essential sense that it 
grounds history” and “[w]henever art hap-
pens – that is, whenever there is a beginning 
– a thrust enters history, history either be-
gins or starts over again.”50 Art, then, is hap-
pening. According to Heidegger, the work’s 
“happening of truth,” which does not refer 
to a true or false work, indicates that each 
work is seen as an event (Ereignis). The war 

is past, but the artwork is present; the war 
was and was won or lost, but the artwork is 
(unless actually lost) – carrying its past with 
it, which means that its past is present in 
the work, akin to how we could say that our 
childhood personas are still within us: “…the 
work opens up a world and keeps it abidingly 
in force.”51 All art is thus world-historical in 
this specific sense.

A similar approach to time is evident in 
DeLanda’s “realist ontology,” which needs to 
include “not only the processes that produce 
the identity of a given social whole when it 
is born but also the processes that maintain 
its identity through time.” Furthermore, “[t]he 
historicity and individuality of all assemblag-
es forces us as materialists to confront the 
question of the historical processes which 
produced or brought into being any given as-
semblage. We may refer to these as process-
es of individuation.”52 Thus, to grasp the as-
semblage of an artwork, we have “historical” 
processes to account for in the convention-
al sense of “historical,” meaning leading up 
to, determining, or even causing. Then, we 
have the processes that “maintain its identity 
through time,” which refers to a conventional 
sense of identity, connoting something sta-

ble and non-transforming. What I would add 
to this double processing of the artwork’s as-
semblage is that history is present on both 
sides of it, almost like a “cosmic force” (D&G) 
along with the work’s “individuation.” More-
over, the identity of the work is in a perfor-
mative process of maintenance in the sense 
of enforcement, which constantly – if mostly 
unnoticeably – transforms it through time.53

Assemblages of the Artwork 
While creating a total analytical construct is 
far from my interests, some sorting out seems 
justified to clarify the levels involved. These 
would be the main types of assemblages rel-
evant to art studies:
• The conceptual assemblage (between a 

concept of art, thus an art world, and a ma-
terial entity/container/technical support)

• The maker one assemblage (between the 
artwork and the artworker/artist/ architect/
designer)

• The maker two assemblage (between 
the maker one assemblage and the 
viewer/user)

• The interior assemblage (the artwork’s in-
terior properties, including the territorializ-
ing ones on its border)
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• The exterior assemblage (the artwork’s 
exterior relations extracted from its emer-
gent properties/capacities on the border 
of its further deterritorialization)

There are obvious overlaps here between 
the levels, and one could certainly think of 
further levels, e.g., between the maker one 
assemblage connecting/assembling with 
the artist’s oeuvre and with the previous 
history of art. The interior assemblage is 
also there all along, connecting/assem-
bling with material preconditions, such as 
mineral and fossil resources (oil, coal, etc.) 
and/or technical prefabrications (from tools 
to cultural sources). To directly address 
the question of what relevance these dis-
tinctions could have for art studies as dis-
tinguished from art history, the following 
seems most striking. 

Conventional art history pays little atten-
tion to the conceptual assemblage or the 
concept of art (and/or the art world), which 
is not denied but presumed, and left for 
theoreticians to consider. Normally, art his-
tory is primarily devoted to the maker one 
and maker two levels (the historical origin 
of the work, chiefly connected to the artist 

involved, and the implied as well as actual 
historical viewers). The interior assemblage 
is mainly left to conservation or technical 
art history to worry about as a subdiscipline 
of, or resource for, art history. The exterior 
assemblage is typically disregarded in art 
history, oriented as it is toward describing 
and understanding art historically, mean-
ing what happened, how artists, artworks, 
styles, and periods emerged, and what they 
were about (past tense). The last-mentioned 
assemblage could perhaps be labeled the 
“social” assemblage (art history’s conven-
tional exteriority, aka context, according to 
which connection the artwork is seen as a 
part of a historically produced environment 
in which, and from the limitations of which, it 
must be understood).54 The new emphasis 
of art studies vis-à-vis art history hinges on 
the fifth assemblage, according to which the 
thing/object/piece we have always known is 
seen as a durational being, as an event, in-
terconnected with numerous posterior lines, 
webs, and constellations. Artworks become 
what they are by evoking and connecting 
with other agents through time, older or 
newer, thus transforming ontologically in 
this process.

Conclusion
My chief interest in pulling art history in the 
direction of art studies is history in the broad 
sense of tracing change and connections in 
and through time. This is of course paradox-
ical since why should the empty container 
studies be any better equipped to deal with 
history than a discipline that wears this name 
on its sleeve? Both alternatives harbor all es-
tablished possibilities of the discipline; only 
one has history in its title, as if all these op-
tions were to do with history. Such a diluted 
catch-all history is absent from the label art 
studies, where history is not a default mode 
but a track or theme actively chosen. It all 
boils down to a curiosity about how things 
have been connected, and to what effects, 
and the fascinating fact that what has been 
connected, and capable of producing effects, 
often continues to do so. While conventional 
(art) history is associated with a record of past 
happenings, art studies conceives of history 
as ongoing, a number of events or becomings. 
In art studies, artworks become “historical” as 
they move through the world along a – the-
oretically speaking – never-ending nonlinear 
route of accessions and oblivion, coding and 
decoding, ins and outs. 
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Is the assemblage argument not overused 
here? Its author guilty of seeing assemblag-
es everywhere, even when simpler interpre-
tative concepts would have been sufficient 
or even more precise? Granted that every 
artwork could be seen as assembled, thus 
an assemblage, the term’s chief potential 
is to be operative at a new level for another 
kind of history writing than we are used to 
in this discipline. This history of sorts would 
be stitched together (artworks have seams, 
remember) not with stable entities of a re-
mote past that we recall and imaginatively 
revisit to construct eulogies about, but by 
units that emerge as they are united. An as-
semblage-oriented practice in this eclectic 
experiment is not concerned with being true 
to its theoretical sources. In fact, to practice 
theory along the lines of D&G is to stray from 
their own concepts and trodden paths. To 
be faithful to them is to betray them. I am 
equally irreverent about the father of “as-
semblage theory,” although thankful for the 
inspiration and insights his condensation has 
provided. A final disclaimer: art studies with 
the new formula of assemblage theory is not 
out to reform, restrict, or replace art history 
but to challenge it, certainly, not by critiquing 

it so much as to propose another construc-
tive way of conceiving history in the field of 
knowledge of art, expanding the territory, ex-
tending its lines, securing its perpetual deter-
ritorialization. 
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