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Letter

FROM
THE

Guest Editors

Why Gentleness? How is it new?
In The Three Ecologies, Félix Guattari
asks to “organize new micropolitical
and microsocial practices, new
solidarities, a new gentleness, together
with new aesthetic and new analytic
practices regarding the formation of the
unconscious." He concludes: "It appears to
me that this is the only possible way to get
social and political practices back on their
feet, working for humanity and not simply
for a permanent reequilibration of the
capitalist semiotic universe."¹
In my last, pre-pandemic exhibition, I
included a diagram-sketch of the sentence
above, emphasizing the short phrase that
had stood out to me: 'a new gentleness'.
Gentleness also resonated with exhibition
visitors and contributors to the related
laboratory, through which we were to
develop a participatory instrument, called
Micro-practices for a New Gentleness.
The appeal of gentleness may reside in
its ambiguity, remarkable also in the
divergent choices made by Guattari’s
translators. "[U]ne nouvelle douceur,"² is
the phrase Guattari uses in the original
French, with associations of sweetness,
smoothness and geniality; translated

into English, of course, as gentleness;
into German as " Feinfühligkeit,"³ which
evokes sensitivity; and as "bienestar"⁴ into
Spanish, where it also means well-being.
Preceded as well by extended remarks on
the many meanings of gentleness by her
English translator, Anne Dufourmantelle
opens her inquiry into the Power of
Gentleness by stating, a "person, a stone,
a thought, a gesture, a color ... can
demonstrate gentleness."⁵ Where is such
gentleness located? Is it performed?
Similarly, gentleness "doesn't offer any
possible foothold on authority."⁶ Instead,
as I understand it, and where the pieces
included in this issue strongly resonate
with gentleness, it affirms specificity,
replacing the cutting of (authoritative)
critique with the attention provided by
regard, for self and other. This is where the
newness of gentleness resides, perhaps to
be characterized as value-in-method, or
more broadly, as ethico-methodological.
On the horizon is a pluri-epistemic⁷ way
of living. The pieces collected in this
issue, by co-editor Daniel Jiménez Quiroz
and me, working across and between
languages with the contributors, model
paths towards such a destination.

Adelheid Mers
May 2021

Daniel Jiménez Quiroz
May 2021

______________

1 Guattari, Félix. Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton, translators. The Three Ecologies. London: The Athlone Press. 1989. p. 51.
2 -- Les Trois Écologies. París: Éditions Galilée. 1989. p. 45.
3 -- Alec A. Schaerer, translator. Die Drei Ökologien. Wien: Passagen Verlag. 1994. p. 48.
4 -- Las Tres Ecologías, José Vásquez Pérez, Umbelina Larraceleta, translators. Valencia, Spain: Pre-Textos. 2nd Edition. 1996. p. 48.
5 Dufourmantelle, Anne. The Power of Gentleness - Meditations on the Risk of Living. Katherine Payne, Vincent Sallé, translators. Fordham University Press. 2018. p. 1.
6 Ibid p. 2.
7 María Iñigo Clavo. Traces, Signs, and Symptoms of the Untranslatable. e-Flux Journal #108. April 2020.
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FERMENTING &
TRANSFORMING
THE PRESENT

by laagencia feat. Juan Pablo Pacheco Bejarano

Courtesy of Ash Kilmartin, participant
at the Escuela de Garaje vol. Fermentos.
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During August 2020 laagencia developed
the escuela de garage vol. fermentation as
a summer lab at Rib in Rotterdam (The
Netherlands), in collaboration with artist
and writer Juan Pablo Pacheco.¹ This escuela
proposed a critical exploration of our
intimate relation with the microcosmos of
bacteria, delving into the transformative
biopolitical relations that emerge from
fermentation processes. Hosted at an open
kitchen and dining table that we set up
inside Rib, the escuela started on the full
moon of August 3rd and it ran as a free
and open program for anyone to join at
any moment. For four weeks we gathered
with different groups of people for cooking,
researching, drifting, and eating together
through a series of fermentation rituals.
Every Tuesday we hosted slow ferment
readings where we read and discussed a
selection of texts as we ingested a variety of
ferments made at the escuela.² On Thursdays
we hosted a day-long open kitchen where
neighbors came in at different times to
share recipes and try them out collectively.
On Fridays we biked to places where other
fermentation processes are being carried out
and to get local ingredients for the recipes

we tried. The living foods that resulted
from the school—such as sourdough bread
starters, ginger beer, kombucha, kimchi,
sauerkraut, mead, banana wine, and mulled
jenever—were shared and distributed at the
closing full moon feast on September 2nd.
This text is an expanded version of some
of the reflections that emerged as we wrote
the recipe book that you can view in this
link as a pdf,³ and which materialized into
100 hand-printed copies. Both the recipe
book and this text are meant to share
our experience thinking and doing with
others, human and non-human, which led
us to understand fermentation as a way to
unearth metaphors and perform culture.
Due to our long-distance collaboration,
to the pandemic, and to the saddening
passing away of Diego’s father, only three
of us were able to be physically present in
Rotterdam. Because of this, a parallel escuela
developed in Bogotá (Colombia) by one
of our (dia)spores. In sum, this text is the
result of a network of affect and of entangled
collaborations—both near and far—
mediated by digital and biological telepathic
networks.

______________
1 laagencia is an extitution located at the limits between artistic and instituting practices, experimenting with
different theories and strategies in order to propose collaborative public programs and platforms, self-publishing
intelligences, and alternative ways of doing with others. laagencia is now composed of five agents, and there is no
hierarchy: we are all directors, producers and participants. One of our public programs is escuela de garage (garage
school); a free and open program that changes in structure with each subject and the context in which it takes place.
The overall research goal is to continually and collectively unlearn.
2 You can access the fermentreaders in this link:
https://www.dropbox.com/home/LAAGENCIA_ROTTERDAM_FERMENTOS/FERMENTREADERS
3 http://laagencia.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SUMMER-FERMENT-ZINE-WEB.pdf
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Human and non-human telepathic
networks
The coronavirus pandemic has increased
the visibility of many of the social and
environmental issues that have broken our
biosphere's balance. It simultaneously renews
a blind trust in western technoscience as
the cure for our damaged present. We are
told that a vaccine cultivated from bacterial
fermentation in privatized laboratories
will cure the World. However, Pasteur’s
experiments with vaccines in the Nineteenth
Century, which enabled the enhancement of
living being’s immune systems, are rooted
in the domestication of bacteria through the
imposition of human will.⁴ The obsession
with the control of the biological and organic
that sits at the core of modern scientific
laboratories also permeated the kitchens
where the food we ingest is made, to the
point to which the sanitization practices in
industrial labs and kitchens have become
indistinguishable.⁵
Under this paradigm, fermented foods
have to be killed and sterilized to be sold at
large scales, abruptly disabling the bacterial
cultures' embodied and the lively nature
that predigests our foods for us. We hoped
to generate vaccines against the material
and spiritual disenchantment at the core of
the modern industrial complex through a
return to collectively homemade fermentation
recipes. In a discussion on the symbiogenetic

origins of life, Donna Haraway observes, “...
truly nothing is sterile; and that reality is a
terrific danger, basic fact of life, and crittermaking opportunity [...] To be animal is
to become-with bacteria (and, no doubt,
viruses and many other sorts of critters; a
basic aspect of sympoiesis is its expandable
set of players).”⁶ Fermentation reminds us of
the elemental and fundamental connection
between organic and non-organic matter
and the messy and muddy interconnection
between all realms of existence. Mercedes
Villaba describes how “fermentation teaches
us [...] the invisible connections between
everything. Bubbling life unleashed on
things hidden in the opacity of matter.”⁷ As
opposed to vaccines cultivated from bacterial
fermentation in privatized laboratories, the
escuela was an invitation to cohabit and intraact with strangers, human and non-human, to
ferment for the joy of shared bubbles and love
for a cooperative living and dying.⁸
The escuela emerged from telematic
discussions over online video conferencing
platforms across six different cities: Cali and
Santa Marta (Colombia), Rotterdam (The
Netherlands), Basel (Switzerland), Valencia
(Spain), and Aalborg (Denmark). Within this
digitally mediated telepathic exercise, we
found profound echoes with the telepathic
biotechnologies of fermentation, which
connect places, stories, materials, and forms
of life through the planetary movement of
food and the microbial world.

______________
4 See Latour, Give Me a Laboratory and I Will Raise the World.
5 See Hey, Fermentation and Kitchen/Laboratory Spaces.
6 Haraway, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, 64-65.
7 Villaba, Manifiesto Ferviente, 16.
8 Intra-action is a concept proposed by Karen Barad, which describes relations as a set of distributed response-abilities where agency emerges from collective
negotiations of difference, rather than from individuation (Barad 2007).
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The connection between biological and
technical telepathic systems led us to consider
the role of colonial systems of extraction,
which are also capable of moving resources
across the world from a distance, enriching
the global North while impoverishing the
South. To what extent do our digital and
colonial technologies emulate ancient forms of
communication practiced by microorganisms?
How are digital, colonial, and biological
conditions of communication connected, yet
also vastly different? During the escuela, these
questions became all the more relevant under
the COVID-19 pandemic, as governments
and tech companies insist on transitioning
society into a virtual world away from the
microcosmic biosphere.
In this sense, the escuela’s platform needed
to be a kitchen open to the people in the
neighborhood of Charlois, in Rotterdam.
This allowed us to provide a public and
social space to practice these questions and
enable the emergence of relationships where
others’ active presence affects one’s senses
and makes a pleasurable difference to the
other, to the embodied experience. To learn
from fermentation is to learn from what is
between us, what interests us. According to
the etymology of ‘interest,’ this word refers
to inter esse, which means to be between or
to concern. That which is an interest to you
is that which links you to something else.
The telepathic exercise reminds us that what
is between us makes a difference to each of
us; it connects us and differentiates us. To
recognize this difference and mattering with

the neighbors that we worked with, was an
exercise involving a pleasurable feeling of
interest for non-human and human body
entanglements.

The elemental forces of
transformation
Feminist critiques of evolutionary and
biological sciences have stressed the
importance of cooperation and amalgamation,
in contrast to competition, as foundational
forces of relation and emergence.⁹ In
a discussion on evolution through the
fermentation of kefir, Lynn Margulis argues
that “like kefir, we, and all other organisms
made of nucleated cells, from amoebae
to whales, are not only individuals, we
are aggregates. Individuality arises from
aggregation, communities whose members
fuse and become bounded by materials of
their own making.”10 The erotic process of
amalgamation and entanglement out of which
all life emerges, becomes tangible through
fermentation processes, which transform the
food matter that we eventually ingest. When
we eat fermented food, our bodies are larger
than ourselves—it is profoundly connected
to the bodies of bacterial cultures, who live
through and with us. The food we eat shapes
who we are, our moods, our skins, and how
we relate to our surroundings, from the places
where our food is grown to the tables where
we share our meals. We are what we eat, and
when we eat live ferments—food that is alive,
bubbling with bacteria—we become bacteria.
We, humans, are precisely a matter of bacteria
flowing through time and space.

______________
9 See Margulis, From Kefir to Death, and Haraway, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene.
10 Margulis, From Kefir to Death, 89.
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Our biological origins are entangled with our
cultural formations—it is not a coincidence
that we refer to bacteria that perform
fermentation as cultures. Oswald de Andrade
was already aware of the connection between
culture and ingestion when he wrote the
Anthropophagist Manifiesto, in 1929, explaining
the processes of colonization and resistance
as a matter of cannibalistic ingestion of the
Other. Fermentation processes face us with
the possibility of transforming damaged
colonial relations through the transmutation
of matter and the ingestion of the stories
carried by the foods we consume. The food
we eat emerges from a thousand-year-old
relationship between seeds and plants with
the earth that holds them. However, the
food we use for several fermentation recipes
today emerges from an Earth damaged by
human monocultural industrial practices.
For instance, sugar derived from sugarcane
plantations was at the core of European
colonial expansion. It still generates pollution,
inequality, and violence in many countries
across the Caribbean and Southeast Asia.11
These monocultures are nonsoels—nonsocial
landscape elements that enable scalability,
growth, control, and standardization.12 We buy
processed foods at a supermarket and carry
with them stories of capitalist cyborgs—a mix
of underpaid and exploited human hands,
overworked machines, and exhausted lands.

The transformation processes enacted
through fermentation stand in sharp contrast
to the monocultures. They rely on complex
biodiverse entanglements and context-aware
transformations that change depending on
place and time. These multidimensional
processes also invite us to engage with the
planet’s elemental forces—earth, water, air,
and fire—in more ethical ways. The word
fermentation has etymological roots in the
Latin fervere, which refers to fire, boiling,
burning, and effervesce. Fermentation rituals
invite microbial and human cultures to
create heat and energy as we digest nutrients,
proteins, calories, and stories. Fire is related
to the unpredictable and energetic, and it is
a symbol of passion, energy, and sexuality.
Fermentation also invites us to transform
matter into life through watery entanglements
and to become part of the prebiotic soup
that sits at the core of scientific and spiritual
mythologies on the origin of life. Water
is a formative force that is both soft and
powerful, and it symbolizes fluidity, agility,
feelings, intuition, relationships, and healing.
Where does the water we ferment with come
from? Does it travel from a natural aquifer
to our houses through metal pipes, or is
it chlorinated water that was once murky
wastewater? Fermentation rituals invite us to
engage with water’s multiple and relational
memories as a source of information.

______________
11 See Tsing, “On Nonscalability: The Living World Is Not Amenable to Precision-Nested Scales,” and Mina, Slavery and Freedom at the Valley of the Cauca River.
12 See Tsing, “On Nonscalability: The Living World Is Not Amenable to Precision-Nested Scales”.
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The microbes that participate in
fermentation rituals, such as bacteria and
yeast, are everywhere: inside our stomachs,
in the skin of food we buy, and in the air.
Air can be both a soft breeze or a fierce
whirlwind, representing intangible and
constant movement and symbolizing
action, power, and change. Nowadays, on
top of the multiple molecules that have
maintained the biosphere's stability, the
air is also polluted by human activity. The
winds you use for performing fermentation
rituals will most likely contain debris from
cars, factories, planes, and grazing cows.
There are so many stories of becoming and
relating to each other carried through the
wind. We see in fermentation a practical way
to engage with Stacy Alaimo’s description
of new materialisms, which understand
that “[...]matter is not something outside
us that knowers capture or disclose but
always the stuff that we ourselves are, the
stuff that is lively and often unpredictable.
Transcorporeal subjects find themselves
at the confluence of body, substance, and
place, never distinct from the fluctuating
world they seek to know.”13 We believe
that fermentation allows us to create these
transcorporeal forms of relating to the Earth,
which in most divination and alchemic
traditions represents the foundations
from which life grows, and symbolizes the
grounded, supportive, and fertile.

______________
13 Alaimo, “Elemental Love in the Anthropocene”, 301.
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An open invitation
Microbial cultures animate matter through
fermented performances with humans and
non-humans. Processed foods, polluted city
air, and chlorinated tap water create the basis
for the transformative techno-alchemy of
fermentation rituals that invites us to explore
our relationship to the situated microcosmos
of life, history, and food, as well as to the
macrocosmos of time, space, and flow. When
we ferment, we pick yeast from the air, we use
water brought to us by metal pipes, and we mix
ingredients imported from places distant from
us. We cook and consume the flow of bacteria
and food through intersecting territorial and
historical layers.
The resulting recipe book from the escuela is
an invitation to anoint your hands into stories
of becoming with bacteria. We suggest that
you take the recipes as invitations to perform
rituals of symbiogenetic communion with the
elements described above. Try things out, take
notes, change them according to the space you
inhabit, and the ingredients you have access to.
Fermentation is not a homogeneous, scalable
process. Fermentation also has a special
relationship to the moon and other celestial
bodies, so we encourage you to experiment
with astrology, astronomy, and your horoscope
to perform our own rituals. We also suggest
that you think about the stories of the elements
you use: what is in the air around you? Where
does your water come from? Which territories
and whose bodies are you connected to
through the ingredients you use?
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laagencia is an extitution located
at the limits between artistic and
instituting practices, experimenting
with different theories and strategies
in order to propose collaborative
public programs and platforms,
self-publishing intelligences, and
alternative ways of doing with others.

Juan Pablo Pacheco Bejarano
is a visual artist and writer from
Colombia, and member of laagencia.
Currently living and working across
Europe, his work speculates on the
territorial dimensions of technology,
and multiple ontologies in relation to
the technosphere.

