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By exploring selected, recent works produced by amongst others Zanele Muholi, Nandipha 
Mntambo, Tracey Rose and Leora Farber it is the aim of this essay to trace a possible resurgence 
of the real through the depiction of the corporeal in their work. The artists have been selected 
because their work provide a fecundity of ‘corporeal realness’ or corpo(real)ity. The exploration 
is further layered by inquiring how the resurgence of the real corresponds to the aesthetic 
category of the material sublime. The material sublime dates from the nineteenth century as has 
been regarded as a sub-theory within the broader classical sublime. It is argued that the material 
sublime together with contemporary feminist theorists e.g. Bonnie Mann, Karen Barad, Elizabeth 
Wilson and Vicky Kirby, provide a useful lens for re-thinking the engagement between matter 
and discourse. It is in particular through the resilient flesh represented in Muholi’s, Mntambo’s 
and Farber’s work, that they and their subjects are turned into what can be playfully termed 
‘Material Girls’. 
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material sublime, classical sublime, corporeality, matter, materiality, the real, feminist theory	
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however not a novel idea and has been developed by, amongst others, Barbara Freeman in The feminine sublime: 
gender and excess in women's fiction (1995) and Paula Yaeger Toward a female sublime (1989). Carolyn 
Korsemeyer also describes the feminine sublime in almost the exact terms as Zylinska: ‘The feminine sublime is 
neither a rhetorical mode nor an aesthetic category but a domain of experience that resists categorization, in which 
the subject enters into relation with an otherness � social, aesthetic, political, ethical, erotic � that is excessive and 
unrepresentable. The feminine sublime is not a discursive strategy, technique, or literary style that the female writer 
invents, but rather a crisis in relation to language and representation that a certain subject undergoes’  (2004: 136). 
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15 It should be noted that the Kantian gendered division between form (female) and the formless (male) stands in 
opposition to the historically determined association of femininity with uncontained matter, thus formless, and 
masculinity with containment and form. In this, the Kantian division inverts the traditional  binaries of hard/soft, 
restraint/excess etc.  
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