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PRIMORDIAL FLOW An exchange between Tobias Pils and Richard Shiff

May 4, zo1g
Dear Richard,

I came wp with these thoughts. Do you have a short answer or idea in reply?

Looked at as a whole, these paintings might not make any sense. The Hidle
parts do. They stick to each other They fit organically without questioning,

Like one day gives to the other. There are weeks, theve ave years. A painting
can be a life.

The brush, the paini, the canvas, the paper offer the Wmitations fo vealize {his,
Out of love, dirt, and the willingness fo take the chance of destruction, the
ideas can vanish.

To make space for something primordial.

May 18, 2019
Dear Tobias,

Your suggestive remarks suit the exploratory nature of your wotk, and my reply has become
not short but a bit long. One exploration produces another.

I see that your new images flow laterally, part to part acvoss the surface of the canvas ov
paper— figute fo figure, figure to pattern, patlem fo patiem, patiern fo figure, Alsor a

solid passes dnto a void; a line of division establishes a vhythmic interval. These are local
relationships, “the Hitle paris” Your images ave ke trains of thought with multiple linkages,
or like isolated thoughts that generate diverse implications —images or thoughts that never
teach a determinate end. Il let my own thoughts flow along with your images — laterally.

As Lview these new works, many of the links I percedve arise as intuitions that require

tio logical justification. Am [ sharing your intuitions? — this might be impossible to verify.
Viewing becomes a process of yielding my own sense of logic fo the alien logic— the non-
loglc of your imagery. With each retum fo an individual work, the narmtive configuration
that I struggle to discern, always unstable, changes. The local, somewhat discrete areas of
your large compositions are singular events that displace other events. This happens withous
awy rational order or sequence emerging, as if chance were becoming the defermining factor,

You say that “the lUitle parts .. stick fo each other” [ recall C. 8. Peirce’s fundamenial
understanding of the movement of femporality, which he would identify as the course of an
Yevent™: “What, then, is a veal event? It i an existential junction of ncompossible facts. ...
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context? This is unlikely, since your themes pertaln o your daily cbservations, intevests,
and coricerns. You would not have painted breastfeeding or pool unless you had observed
somme aspect of the scenes that you dnvent for these works, however fanciful they may be. Yet
these observations (as in pocl, for example) seerm fiee-flowing — at least for a viewer like
myself. Though identifiable, they seem untversal vather than tied to a specific context. They
may be the record of “one day gives to the other” both in datly life and, more significantly in
the studio where a sequence of works appears fom under your brush (“the brush, the paint,
the canvas, the paper offer the Umitations,” you say). The sensation of passage —“one day gives
fo the other”—{is untversal. It amounts to a sensation of time that {5 timelessly non-specific,

a flow of time that lacks historical significance. It is the fransience of life, nothing more— the
flow alone, deveid of historical markers,

What, then, is the proper “time” of your paintings! They seem fo course through their
own Hnkages, as microcosms of lived temporality (“the Hitle parts .. fit organically™).
Yet, if the time of your images is primordial— or if you af least offer a glimpse of the
primerdial — your works must bring temporality o a standstill. The time of your Pelrce-can
“events” slips away from any tational understanding In this vespect, I recall one of
Walter Benfamin’s fovmulations: “Thinking {nvolves not only the flow of theughts, but
their arrest as well Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with
tensions, it gives that configuration a shock 2 (Heve, Bewfamin used a word alien fo
traditional German— Chock — perhaps a lnguistic shock in ifself.) An tustance of shock is
a moment of intensified awareness. Yet this consclousness lacks continuity. It connects fo
nie logical, narative frain of petceptual experience. It s consclousness out of time, refurning
to primordial tmelessness. Your paintings bave organdc links but no encompassing pictorial
order of a conventional kind: you create orthogonals but no gnid, planes but no perspective,
space but sio vecession, fonality but no chiaroscuro, The organic lfe-foree evident in your
art—enhanced by your obligue wefevences o confemporary life —re-enters pre-history, This
constitutes a contradiction for Bistory but not for art.

Your “primordial” imagery acts on a viewer tn Hew of explaining a situation or even merely
representing it Representation is too much of 4 secondary condition—too dependent on

a context of understanding —to sutf the state of your imagery, which s primary i ifs
materiality and its graphic insistence, its aggressiveness. Theve are figures marked as female
and as male— for example, in the painting you fitle couple —but they fail fo represent
coherent bodies. The “idea” of a gendeved body seems fo shiff even as the flaures emerge as
“lttle parts [that] stick fogether.” The nominal male figure in couple becomes a crescent
moon, The imprint of the tread of your shoe, left on the canvas as you work, tolates the
integrity of this figure, introducing “dirt.”

The penultimate sentence of your commentary invokes conditions that are decidedly
primary, even primordial: “Out of love, dirt and the willingness fo take the chance of
destruction ..." “Love™ addresses the separation of subject from object and reduces the two
elements fo an immersive hybrid: the love velation can exist between any consclousness
and any other entity, organdc or tnorganic. Love can bring a person to ddentify with another
person, but also fo identify with nature, fo be part of nature, “Dirt” is a collective ferm that
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Theugh the fwo inkerences cannct be combined, they can be joined. .. An event always
tnvolves a junction of contradictory tnherences in the subjects existentially the same™?

Within your composifions, similar figures join but do not combine inlo cwherence. Eack
element among the many 15 an event within a context that vemains something less than
a tisme-bound history. I dow’t know whether the figures I perceive are “existentially the
sasme” — subjects that persist tn fime, each with ifs own lfe—or are imagined personages
that assume different identifies as they owcupy their wrious picdorial locations. Your images

play games with identity, with sameness and difference, with space and fime.

Looking at the image that you #itle the lost egg or the one that you fifle the chain,
Limagine a meditation on evolution or perhaps human fetal development, which passes
throwgh bestial stages. I vematn free, nevertheless, fo link the elements of these complexes of
images in virfually any order. You create evolutionary nareatives that lack a timeline —
pseudo-histories that precede the institution of time. In your paintings, evolution can
smove backwards,

Accordingly, your pictorial “order” (this pseudo-onder) follows no obvious structural rules.
In night on earth, your graphic stars vary tn thelr number of points, fiom four (one foo
fetw o be “aorrect”) to seven (one oo many fo be “covrect”). Each of these irregular
star-figures appears as a spontaneous creation, oul of a surrounding void, iiself being
generated by black plgment. Your “stars” follow no cultural or graphic convention.

“Primordial” is your cruclal term, consistent with the timelessness of your imagery. Black
and white as dark and light: this is already an fnstance of primordial differentiation, both
mythical and biblical. What you say —"to make space for something primordial” —causes
me fo wonder Bow we might succeed {n realizing, or becoming consclous of, a prismordial
substance, condition, or sensation. We are already so cultured, so tdeclogical. Culture and
ideology structure us as creatures of habit, far removed from the unformed condition of
anything primordial. Ideclogy les at the far end of whatever range of experience includes
the primetdial at ifs opposite or antithetical end. I ask myself what might support such

a wange of experience (from the primordial to the cultural or {declogical). The obvious
answer &5 the passage of time, for fime equates fo different qualities of expevience. Theve
are different “times” At one extreme, we experience the primordial as if 1 were timeless,
whereas the ideclogical &5 bound fo a configured time, a historical time, a confext. Yet

you claim that “ideas can vanish.” The “ideas” or conceptual context of an ideology are
themselves markers of time. Once an ideology has faken hold, its ideas rematn in place, as
if permanently valid. Such Tntellectual consfructs are the rules people Hve by ideology as
another form of the timeless — as fimeless natural law. Buf a work of art can become the
counlerforce fo established rule, presenting an alternative fo a “natural” order already long
accepted.

The primovdial has ne historical context because 1t pre-exists the historical forces that
would establish a context. When I imagine a time of no context, I alse imagine, in
opposition, 4 time that hardly seems to flow because 1t has become rigidified by behavionl
habit and tdeclogical thought. Through your art, Tobias, do you somehow deny all frace of
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signifies all materiality — the collective substance from which both o subject and an object
emerge, only fo converge in “love” And “the willingness fo take the chance of destruction”
is what we call “risk ™ —an assertion of organdc will in a situation of unknown pofential.

Within history, especially modern history, artists have been designated as cultural visk-
takers. But nature also fakes visks: it {5 a force of entropy and mitation as much as of
“natural law” The artists visk involves more than merely challenging and modifying
plctorial conventions. In your case, with the local “fit” of your quirky “liffle paris,” you risk
a more general coherence — narrative coherence, historical coherence, ideological coberence. It

seems that you do this for the sake of attaining primordial bve from within the primordial
dirt of painting.

1 Charles Sanders Petrce, “The Logic of Mathematics; an atfempt to develop my categories
Srom within: Triads” (c. 1898}, Collected Papers, ed. Charles Harishorse, Paul Welss, and
Arthur W. Buvks, 8 vols. (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1958 —1960), 1:263
(original emphasis).

2z Walter Benfamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” {1940, thesis XVID),
Muminations, ed. Hannal Avendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 196g), 262,



