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Introduction
Deniz and Sofia met in 2017 as students of the MA in
Contemporary Art Theory, Goldsmiths, University of London.
Early on, they became close friends and in 2018, topsoil emerged
−a curatorial collective integrated by Deniz, Sofia and Amelie
Wedel. Through their friendship, they have continued supporting
and learning from each other’s research. Being both interested in
questions about the body −Sofia focusing on theories on gender
and sexuality, and Deniz on posthuman theories and material
feminisms-, this conversation −now a small publication- came
about as another form of learning through friendship. The intention was to revisit some of the ideas Deniz started exploring during her MA, resulting in a thesis titled A Love Letter to My Gut: A
Thesis on Possibilities for Ecological Coexistence, which:
approaches the gut as an hospitable organ that is blurring the
boundaries of an inside and an outside of the body and suggests
that the gut provides a methodology for collective artistic and
curatorial practices. It looks at the thinking of material feminists such as Vicki Kirby, Stacy Alaimo, Elizabeth Grosz, Karen
Barad and Elizabeth Wilson; Donna Haraway’s “situated knowledges”; Luce Irigaray’s “touching upon”; and Daisy Hildyard’s
proposal of “the second body.” It emphasizes the materiality
of human bodies and frames the body as a site of knowledge
production. It raises questions on the notions of subjectivity,
agency and collectivity to imagine alternative ways of being and
living together. (Kirkali, 2018)

Through Deniz’s research which has continued developing
through independent curatorial projects as well as through her
current PhD, I have become curious about discussions regarding
the agency of non-human-others, the multiplicity that is a body,
and the potential of methodologies that zoom-in into the body
to explore multi-species relations and diverse forms of collaborations and community formations. WhatsApp calls, topsoil Zoom
meetings, exchange of readings through text messages have been
the usual context of our learning together. This conversation was
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a new (for us) way of opening those exchanges to others.
The conversation takes great interest in Deniz’s theoretical research, understanding it as a long-term, evolving process; the
questions offer a mapping of her theoretical path, scope of research, and ecology of authors and influential concepts and the
transformations along the research process. We additionally
wanted to bring the ideas discussed about the material body into
conversations with artistic practices from our distinct artistic
contexts.
This publication shows works by Ezgi Tok, Javier Chozas and
Sofía Ureña.These works are not directly referred to in the text,
nor are they representational of the topics, areas, and urgencies
addressed in it. They rather support, multiply and challenge the
ideas the text revolves around conceptually, aesthetically and materially. They create more room to contemplate matter, texture,
form and surface as well as notions of inside, outside, hybrid, fluid, fragility and sensuality.
We are thankful to the artists for lending their work for this publication.
The conversation took place in May 2021 via Zoom.
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Gut Hospitality:

The Others in Our Bodies
SVA I would like to start with some context regarding your general research, perhaps with the main questions you
started your MA dissertation, titled A Love Letter to My Gut: A
Thesis on Possibilities for Ecological Coexistence (2018)?
DK The starting point for my dissertation was a
book titled Gut Feminism (Elizabeth A. Wilson, 2015) which
was read in the Sex, Gender and Species seminar taught by Lynn
Turner (Visual Cultures, Goldsmiths, 2018). I wasn’t in her class
but happened to sit in that day, and I became fascinated by the
book. I wasn’t then really familiar with material feminisms or this
matter-oriented discourse; that was my introduction to the field.
I’ve been very interested in the body for a while now, in theory
and in practice, and these new approaches to the material body
from material feminists such as Elizabeth Grosz, Vicki Kirby, and
Stacy Alaimo felt far from other feminisms that I was more familiar with –focusing on socio-political readings of the female bodyand it felt fresh. Perhaps also as a woman, it was a freedom zone
for me, I felt comfortable in that space. So that’s how it all started.
After being introduced to Gut Feminism, I started reading more
about the gut and became curious about the connection between
the gut and the brain. Around the time I finished the dissertation
in 2018, there was also a lot of research about the microbiome by
people like Giulia Enders and Emeran Mayer. Yet, there was still
so much unknown about it. There still is but it has now become
quite a trendy topic in many fields. Through gaining knowledge
about the microbiome, I have come to learn about the its impact
on mental health issues and our creative capabilities. I wanted to
explore the gut and its connection to how we think, which then
led to reading more posthuman literature and material feminisms, particularly.

8

The framing I had in the dissertation was how
the gut is an organ that is hospitable in itself, that
is creating this welcoming environment towards
what we call an other. This made so much sense
because that shows that we already live with the
other in ourselves as well, even if we are not in a
community, even if we are not collaborating. And
it is also a quite Deleuzian thinking, how a body
is always a crowd. This notion of hospitality was a
relief, emotionally too (laughs).

SVA The idea that I have for our conversation is
to first delve into some specific concepts you propose and work
through as a part of A Love Letter to My Gut, to later bring it back
to art making and the practical aspects of curating.
In your dissertation, you ask the following question:
Rather than thinking bodies as entities or belongings, owned by
a subject who can host and gets to be hospitable, can we perceive
the body as ‘becoming together’ with its environment? Can we
rethink the notion of hospitality without romanticising it and introduce a more ecological notion of the body that is always already
both hosting and being hosted through its “intra-actions” with the
environment the body is a part of?

I wonder how this idea about the 'body as already always hosting
and being hosted' that you put forward has developed or changed
throughout these three years after you first started writing on the
topic of the material body and the gut.

DK I do have some issues with that question right
now. What I probably meant with it was that, for many, a body
is quite concrete and isolated. The dissertation starts with a criticism of a more dualistic approach or a Cartesian thinking that
separates a subjectivity, so a mind that thinks from a body. I read
multiple texts that were discussing whether one has a body or
whether one is a body. And I guess because the mind, as a sphere
of thinking is quite abstract, it is maybe easier to assume it is shift9

ing or changing; however, the body is more thought of as concrete, as a fixed entity, as a tool one simply has.

I was more interested in seeing how the body is
constantly recreating itself, not only in an abstract
or metaphorical way, but literally as the body is
exposed to other materials, bodies, or beings, viruses, bacteria. Right now, I’m much more interested in the notion of collaboration. I approach
the body as a site of collaboration where humans
are having so many interactions with these others
with which they are constantly becoming.
It sounds more abstract than I think it is, but even with touch,
for instance, we leave traces and traces are left within us. So, my
interest was in this constantly changing, transforming, becoming
something else with our interactions and encounters with things
arounds us, with other people, with other beings, with other materials. The idea of entanglements that we, all beings, are part of,
allowed me to move away from a more human centred way of
thinking, and to rather perceive us, humans, as part of this thing
that we call the world and that is constantly transforming or becoming.
The main problem I have with this question is that it sounds very
harmonious which we know is not the case. But I think it is a lot
about negotiation and how, basically, the things that you become
with challenge you sometimes. They may threaten you, like a virus does sometimes, but I think it is a constant process of negotiating how to be together. How to not romanticise these others
and hot to consider moments or situations where negotiation may
seem impossible? Perhaps, we are living through one of those moments right now.
Recently, I looked up the word harmony and apparently it comes
from the Greek -ar root. Art comes from the same root, articulate
as well; it means to join, and the word already involves friction
and tension. I think it is the two sides of a coin kind of thing to
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have functionality and sustainability. There must be something
working. It requires tension, conflict, and perhaps hostility as
well.

I think exclusion is an intrinsic part of any kind of
coexistence. And I think it is more about creating
an ethics of collaboration and exclusion. It is also
a curatorial question; it is not about fully avoiding
exclusion but creating a certain ethics of who and
what you include and what that implicates. Or the
ethics you develop around those decision-making processes.
This is also a good question in terms of thinking of the virus and
the pandemic. We are talking about entanglements and noticing
these other-than-human subjectivities, but when do you stop caring for or allowing a subjectivity to flourish or to exist even? When
it threatens you, you start fighting against it and this is what we
are trying to do. I think we first need to acknowledge this and be
able to talk about it, to have a language or reshape the language
that we already have which is quite exclusive and hostile, anyways,
when we are talking about the self and an other.
I think the way the virus has been treated says so much about
how we work and live with others including other people. We can
learn a lot from how we treat the virus to understand how we treat
each other. I constantly question my own values around this. It is
one thing to think intellectually about these issues but then how
do you live it out in such an urgent and real situation? It is a very
complex question.
This year really brought it back to our own humanness or our own
vulnerability. No matter how much we try to get rid of it, to focus on the mind or our intellect, with AI, theories and dreams of
disembodiment and everything, we are bodies! We are vulnerable
and we are constantly exposed to other beings.
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Javier Chozas, "Slp Slp", 2018

To Become With The Other
Something Else

SVA That brings me to another idea in A Love Letter
to My Gut regarding touch. I really love your description on touch
here and the concept you borrow from Karen Barad, ‘co-constitutive intra-actions’. Just now you were using the concept of ‘entanglement’, but I think this other concept of co-constitutive intra-actions is so much more generative, because entanglement for
me brings an idea of discrete units that have relations, but co-constitutive intra-actions doesn’t allow me to see these discrete units;
it really challenges me to think otherwise.
I’ll read:
Rather, both bodies temporarily expand, become more than they
seem. The skin, which is considered what borders and contains
the body, spills over. So, what is between the two flesh is a space
opening with the touch, a space of possibility. The point is not to
incorporate, assimilate, take in, merge with, or become the other,
but rather to become with the other something else.

DK It is a term by Karen Barad who is a physicist.
She gives a very scientific definition that I’m still trying to grasp. I
initially wanted to write more about the touch and I didn’t end up
doing it, particularly because there is a lot of literature on it that
I didn’t get to explore. I was thinking how, for example, there are
these cameras that show the heat coming off from your body. And
when you see the images from those thermometric cameras, the
heat is moving beyond the boundaries of your skin; we contain
much more space than we feel our bodies do! It doesn’t end with
the skin.
There are many spiritual narratives such as some Buddhist or
Hindu beliefs and practices, for instance, that do utilize a very
different notion of the body, so it really depends on which lens
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you’re looking at this. But I think the touch is an act that two bodies do together −of course you can touch yourself but that can be
a different sensation than touching another body- and the touch
between two is tricky in the sense that it assumes two separate
entities. I don’t necessarily believe they are two separate bodies,
because perhaps before you touch, you are already merging into
one another.
Now, with the pandemic, we have a hyper awareness of that,
how much our bodily fluids are traveling while we are speaking
or while we are breathing. Touch was helpful for me in thinking
about that fluidity, particularly through Luce Irigaray’s thinking
which mentions this motion of ‘to’. She has this book called I love
to you (1990), and she describes acts between two bodies as starting from one body and going towards one another, so it’s never
contained within oneself, but is always a shared and directed action. I was thinking a lot about that when I wrote about the touch.

SVA I am interested in which of these explorations
regarding the gut, the touch, the breath, etc. may feel old or you
have left behind, and which ones have been more generative and
why.
DK Some of the texts I initially read I keep revisiting and referring to them. I’ll tell a little bit about my current
PhD research because it feels relevant here. When I finished the
MA dissertation, I felt that the microbiome was a fruitful starting
point but it was never about that. It just helped me think about
these larger and broader issues and I was ready to leave it there. I
didn’t think I was going to work with it again but it followed me.
In my PhD research, I realized the microbiome has
been a very helpful methodology for me, to really
zoom-in into one part of the body. The body is also
quite big and the gut has been a very specific organ for
me. It helped me much more than any other texts or
ideas that I was engaging with.
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SVA And have you zoomed-in into new elements
within or of the body?
DK I’ve been doing a lot of research on the fluid or
the liquid body. Last year I was supposed to do an exhibition on
bodies leaking and then it got postponed so many times that it got
cancelled for good. But I was reading on how the porous boundaries always leak and how we are contagious just by being humans,
not always in a dangerous or threatening way to one another. This
idea of leaking, then, became much more about liquidity and fluidity. I’ve been reading a lot of Astrida Neimanis, who writes on
bodies of water and who coined the term hydrofeminism.
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Sofía Ureña , Bacterial Cellulose, 2019

What Else Is There

Producing Knowledges?
SVA Thinking of the fluid, leaking body brought me
to your narration on your personal relation to faeces as a child,
an attachment to the matter which leaves your body. Thinking
through this attachment brought a psychoanalytical dimension
to your research, in addition to a reflection on the notion of subjectivity. I’m wondering if psychoanalysis has continued playing a
role in your recent research.
DK I was using the concept of subjectivity but I am
not sure subjectivity really expresses what I wanted to say back
then. I’ve been thinking much more about the notions of knowing and relating. There is a strong connection there for me, how
different beings provide different approaches to how one knows
or relates to the world in its becoming. And how I thought of subjectivity back then is in terms of carrying a potential for knowing. And as I said, it can be very different ways of knowing. It
is not necessarily an intellectual or rational thinking phenomena
but it is more about how these other subjectivities –and here I’m
thinking of those that we already live with in our bodies because
it allows me to start from my own body or my own experience of
being in the world- that we are not necessarily acknowledging,
contribute to the ways we, as humans, create knowledges. The
psychology part came in then because I was thinking if what we
consume and how we digest impacts the way we think intellectually or creatively, does that make them actors or agents in the
knowledges we are creating?
Right now, my research is looking much more into the knowledges we create together, be as collaborators, collectives, or people that think together: how can we expand our understanding
of what else is there producing those knowledges with us? This
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is a matter of noticing, not discovering the world all over again.
These communities are there, and we don’t necessarily see them
or notice them, but they are there. How can they change the way
we work as cultural producers? I’m also considering the political
potential there in terms of agency and participation.

SVA In the second part of how it comes to art, I
would like to delve into the practicality of these ideas when comes
to curating. The way I got back to your text was because of an
exhibition. Iwas trying to understand what was happening in this
exhibition of living artists, artists that I know, that to some extent
I consider as my community. One of the interests of the exhibition
was to explore the social relations of an intergenerational community of artists through their artistic production.
Interpretating an ‘us’, through the kind of materialist lens, implies
questioning, as you have mentioned, the divisions between the I,
the them or the others, exploring the multiplicities that are our
bodies. How artistic practices, even if “individual”, even if they
don’t work through materialist concepts deliberately, can be interpreted through this lens? I am thinking here of Timothy Clark
and his criticism of the implicit notion of scale operating in art
or literary criticism, in his essay "Scale" (2012). Similar goes here:
what are the implicit notions of material bodies working through
our curating and criticism of art exhibitions, as well as through
the production of art? What can be the consequences of using
the ideas you have shared as interpretative lenses with works that
don’t acknowledge such discourses?
I think it is different to apply these understanding to some theoretical or abstract or even something that already incorporates
these understanding of subjectivity, agency, participation, in discourse. But there is a challenge on how to think of the other in us
when there is an insistence for various reasons to think of autonomous or un-divisive subjects. I am curious if you have a specific
example of exhibition making; if you have some thoughts on how
the thinking you have developed translates into a specific way of
putting together an exhibition or the interpretation of it.

DK There are reasons for these narratives to become more, I’m not going to say popular, but more common and
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I think that one of the reasons for that is of course the ecological
crisis and now, even with the pandemic, there are certain urgencies. In a world that’s become so individualistic, so self-oriented,
so divided, for instance, with the super nationalistic trends in Europe and other parts of the world, there is a need to figure out the
separation between the self and an other, a me and a you. This is
a political and ethical question for sure and I think this is just one
way of approaching it that I feel is helpful. Because this is such
a complex and contemporary issue that addressing it directly or
talking about it so explicitly in a political language is difficult and
not always so effective. I see this non-anthropocentric, non-individualistic approach as somehow rebellious. I think of it more as
a lens rather than a method.

For the exhibition I curated in Depo, Istanbul, My Dear Friends
in 2019 which brought together works from Bryony Dunne and
Roger Anis, at the beginning, the main lens was a postcolonial
critique. It wasn’t necessarily so much about the posthuman but
then as I kept working on the conceptual framework, I realized
that these two are so ingrained in one another: how you approach
an other that is not human, how you think of your own body, or
touching another person’s body is highly connected to these larger histories of encounters with the “others” in different times and
parts of the world.

It might be questioned that I criticize anthropocentrism but do that by looking at the human
body which places the human at the centre, but I
think it is accessible for me because, I mean, I am
a human (laughs), and I am a body. These are the
tools with which I move around in the world, and
I starting with what I experience and know helps
me think about larger issues that I wouldn’t normally feel comfortable addressing because it has
so many dynamics and complexities that I may
not be aware of or critical enough of.
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SVA But I also think you refer to a specific notion
of body, your starting point is a body which is with others, which
brings us to back the idea of boundaries and the body as a container, particularly elaborated through an understanding of skin.
I was wondering if you could expand a bit more on the idea of the
limits of the body.
DK There is a lot going on with the skin. I am thinking of Sarah Ahmed’s book that she edited Thinking through the
skin (2001). I finished it recently, so I hadn’t read it at the time
I was writing my MA dissertation. It is a compilation of essays.
There is an essay on eating skin and one on tattoos, for instance,
so it presents different ideas of skin such as skin as a barrier, as a
canvas for self-expression, the way it is engrained and what it has
come to mean through skin colour to name some. What I came
to think at the time, apart from the hospitability, which is perhaps rather unique to the gut, you eat something, and the outside
world comes inside and then you shit (laughs) and again goes out
to the world. That process through which you take in something
and then you release something makes it impossible to say it is an
interior organ because it is a passage to the inside and channel to
the outside in a way, but it is within what the skin holds.
The skin is the obvious surface that we address as the ultimate
boundary. But by looking, for instance, at the gut, the skin as
boundary is not enough to separate an inside from an outside.
We must think of the pandemic, it is hard not to mention it here:
what we thought was protected and enclosed can be outside very
easily and quickly.

Maybe the skin is the site of visibility, it makes visible what is hidden and not necessarily exposed
to the other. It is interestingly a kind of mediating zone, not a clear-cut border or boundary, but
a site where some mediations are happening. It
makes certain things that we associate with the inside of the body visible to an outside. And I think
visibility is quite powerful because in posthuman
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conversation, it can be hard to acknowledge the
presence of things we don’t see. The second that it
becomes visible, a conversation begins.

SVA It is interesting that the moments of ingestion
tend to be public moments, we eat together but the moments the
body spills tend to be private. We should not cry in public, we
should not shit in public, we don’t pee in public, we avoid looking
sweaty. It reproduces the idea that, ok, the body is a container, it
can hold things, but it doesn’t allow us to collectively experience
this cycle of in and out, in and out.
The Dispossessed (1974) by Ursula K. Le Guin, begins by narrating the relationship between the world of Anarres, its people,
and a wall that surrounds their world. This wall is quite absurd,
Le Guin mentions that a kid could easily cross it. But this absurd
wall is enough for a people to make sense of themselves, to create a world separate from their "others". This I connect with what
you’re saying of the skin; even though there are so many processes
that quite obviously show us that we are not an enclosed unity, the
skin is enough of a boundary for us to perceive a sense of enclosure and so an inner world comes about.

DK It makes things so much cleaner; it makes definition and categorizations possible. How do you control what you
can’t delineate? The moments of blurring boundaries of any kind
carry a lot of potential. It is interesting that we constantly experience these moments where the skin doesn’t hold, as you said,
when you bleed, you have breakouts, you sweat, or even when
a body touches you, certain things happen at the level of skin,
you get goosebumps or something, it is so responsive so it is kind
of funny to think it has been thought as a durable or protective
shield.
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Ezgi Tok, detail of "Transposed", 2015

Ezgi Tok, "Transposed", 2015

The Breaking Down of
Language

SVA I am thinking of what this challenging of
boundaries does to language. One of the many reasons I really
appreciate the work you did for A Love Letter to My Gut is that
it explores a language that is understandable but complex; to talk
about this intra-subjectivity it really challenges how one speaks, it
breaks down language.
DK Yes, because the language we use around bodies, particularly feminized bodies, for instance, is so heavily coded
that we don’t even realize when we are using it sometimes how it
is historically and culturally loaded and that is something I really
didn’t want to.
I read Butler a lot because I like some of her writing
about vulnerability and precarity, but at the time I felt
that that was exactly the connotations of female bodies that I didn’t want to get into. I didn’t want to write
about how the female body is seen as a reproduction
machine, something to suppress or control, and yes,
it is, but before that, it is also just a body. It has atoms,
molecules, and I find this is a much more productive
approach for me.
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Javier Chozas, "Twisted Wish", 2018

The body as a site and

method of collaboration
SVA To bring it back to the practical level of artistic production and exhibition making, art as a historical category
also comes with specific kind of subjectivities; to deal with art, the
same with intellectual work, is to deal with notions, for instance,
such as authorship, ideas obviously challenged by feminist, Marxist, post-colonial criticism, for instance. How have these theories
and lenses transformed your idea of what is understood as the
figure of the artist or curator, for instance, and what agents are
involved in artistic production.
DK This is my current research, basically. I am
looking more into the idea of collaboration and am trying to challenge the limits of collaboration through suggesting a very promiscuous idea of collaboration. Even with the notion of “artists
producing,” we are still sometimes presented with the idea of the
individual artist, the genius producing in their studio. And what
I am sort of suggesting is that even that is already a collaboration
with so many agents.
So, there is no such a thing as one mind producing all by themselves. Since a body is already in itself a site of collaboration, what
we understand as collaboration needs to be completely redefined.
As people who are interested in collective art practices, I mean,
we have a curatorial collective together called topsoil (with Amelie Wedel), we are sort of looking at how we can rethink our idea
of collaboration in a way that it can also include these communities, agencies, subjectivities that are not always noticed, and how
they impact our practices, the way we produce and interact with
our communities.
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And what we are doing as topsoil with the "Experimental Pedagogies" project is really helping me think how, when we are collaborating, there are so many elements that are at play, we talk about
conflict, trust, intimacy, which are quite integral to our being as
bodies in this world.

I am much more interested in working with
others and if we look at the material body very
closely, we may realize that it’s providing us a very
good methodology for working with others, because we already do that in our bodies. How can
we use its tools to create spaces of collective production, or spaces or events for collective knowledge production?
I think this is what the curatorial is about; more
than the display of objects or conceptualizing exhibitions, it’s about creating these possibilities for
forming new knowledges collectively, any kind of
knowledges.
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