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Some things exist only by staying available — coherent not despite their porosity but because of it.
Consider: Jupiter's red storm. Clouds building before rain. Datacentres. These are what the physicists
call dissipative structures.! They do not settle; they breathe. And there is something wonderful in
watching them, a pleasure that precedes understanding.

Kim Pieters' work emerged from an intuitive engagement with these elemental realities. She found
herself developing a praxis?® (the Greek praxis: not merely practice, but action that carries its own
intelligence) in ways that mirrored these natural rhythms—generative, rhizomatic,® responsive to
immediate conditions rather than to predetermined outcomes.

Her creative production operates at what might be called the threshold of determinacy*—that liminal
zone where matter has not yet resolved into representation, where colour and line exist as pure
difference before they congeal into recognisable form. Her work enacts a profound philosophical
proposition: that art need not represent the world but can instead participate in the very processes
through which worlds continuously unfold. The painting does not picture emergence; it is emergence,
caught and held within.

To understand this practice requires moving between registers. From the materiality of pigment on
board — its softness, its transparency, its clusters and spatiality —to the conceptual architectures of
Deleuze.5 Improvisatory gesture in relation to chaos theory's® mathematical elegance. Silence, and the
generative potential of language held in abeyance. The interest is in the movements themselves.

It was after decades of sustained work and through study of continental philosophy, complex systems,
and post-structuralist thought—that Pieters' discovered a language for what she had already been
enacting.” Vocabulary, once acquired, becomes architecture. This is worth pausing over. The concepts do
not merely name what exists; they provide structures through which the full philosophical
sophistication of the work can be understood and articulated.

Such naming was a relief for Pieters—not because it closed the question but because it legitimated the
openness. The suspension she had been cultivating wasn't vagueness or failure or mystification. It was
fidelity to how things actually are. The work holds its reserve because reality holds its reserve.8

This recognition could also be useful to the viewer, as non-representational painting often produces a
characteristic response: genuine attraction followed by cognitive arrest.® The eye is held; the mind stalls.
"I like it but I don't know why" becomes "I don't know what to think" becomes "this is making me feel
foolish", becomes disappointment, even anger. How many have stood before such surfaces and felt this
small vertigo, this failure of the usual habits of reading?

What is this arrest? Call it the moment when explication meets an object that refuses it. We may come to
an art practice knowing how to read — which is to say, knowing how to find the message, recover the
intention, confirm what we suspected was already there. This is a habit so deep it feels like perception.
But here the machinery finds nothing to grip. No content waits behind the event. No meaning is being
withheld.

And so the viewer stalls — not because the thing is obscure, but because it is asking for something else
entirely: not the comprehension that arrives and settles, but the knowing that begins in the body, in bare
attention, in the willingness to remain with what cannot be concluded. The cognitive arrest, then, is not
a failure. It is the work's opening move — an unlearning, which is also, if one can bear it, an invitation.



The puzzlement is real, but it need not be terminal or unhappy. Ideas that belong to the work can provide
conceptual handholds: not explanations that exhaust the work (nothing exhausts a work; a work is that
which survives its explanations),l© but reasons for the attraction. People are drawn to this sort of
practice because it enacts emergence; because it holds open questions that cannot be answered; because
it maintains the autonomy of things in relation rather than collapsing them into figuration.

Such frameworks do not substitute for looking—they make sustained looking possible. They give a
person something to think with while attending to the image, rather than searching for representational
content that is not there.
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What follows is an attempt to read Pieters' oeuvre through the theoretical frameworks that illuminate its
richness, while recognising that the work's intelligence precedes and grounds these readings. The work
can certainly be encountered without this framework—but here, we proceed otherwise.

Three words return when Pieters speaks of her practice: emergent, nonlinear, adaptive.l! These are not
labels affixed from outside, the way one might tag a specimen. They are the very tissue of the work, its
manner of coming into being.

Let us begin with emergence. In the mathematics of complex systems, the term names something that
ought to be impossible: the appearance of pattern, of form, of behaviour that cannot be deduced from the
parts alone.!? Fog settles into a valley at dusk; no single droplet suspended in air knows the silence it
thickens, and yet the world softens, withdraws, becomes other. The whole exceeds its elements—not
mystically, but actually. This is emergence: the arrival of the genuinely new.

Non-linearity is its companion. Here, small causes do not yield small effects. A perturbation cascades; a
deviation amplifies. The scientists speak of 'sensitive dependence on initial conditions'l13—a phrase that
sounds cold until you feel its meaning in your hands. The slightest tremor at the outset, and everything
after is different. This is not epistemic failure (we simply don't know enough). It is ontological fact. The
future is open.

And adaptation completes the triad. An adaptive system does not hold rigid against its environment but
enters into exchange with it, maintaining itself through continuous flux—the way a rainforest persists
not despite its endless cycle of decay and growth but because of it. What Prigogine called 'order through
fluctuations.'4 Stability achieved not against change but through it.

Pieters' method enacts all three. She has described the process:15 "...the whole thing is sensitive to initial
and ongoing conditions. simplifying here, i will say............ i begin. i make a mark, this mark alters the
field. i make another mark in response to the first. this gives me a new arrangement from which i again
mark with what i think is necessary...."

Notice the vocabulary: response, arrangement, field, sensitive. It is the language of dialogue, of praxis in
the Greek sense: action that discovers its ends in the doing. Each mark alters the field; each alteration
calls forth the next. A different pressure of pencil, a shifted hue, and the whole trajectory bends away
into otherness. The painting does not unfold from a plan. It unfolds from itself.

Here we touch something that philosophy has long struggled to articulate: the way that making is also
finding, that the hand thinks. Deleuze gave us a vocabulary for this.!® Being, he proposed, is not
composed of stable substances but of differential processes—intensities, affects, speeds. What we
perceive as form is merely a temporary crystallisation; beneath it runs a current of pure difference.

His term haecceity—from the Latin haec, 'this'-names a mode of individuation that is not thing but
event: a thisness constituted entirely by movements and rests.l” Pieters' painted surfaces produce
something like local haecceity-effects: fields where intensities circulate without settling into
representation.
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Each painting carries a title—often an extended phrase, almost a breath, drawn from philosophy, poetry
or less often other spheres of interest: sciences, the law, politics. Each series bears a name. The works
gather themselves into constellations (one thinks of stars that do not touch but call to one another
across the dark) developing thematic resonances over time. How, then, does this linguistic dimension
relate to the figural force of the images themselves? What passes between word and image?



Pieters will answer with what she calls 'the clearing'l8—that generative space which opens when
autonomous elements are placed in proximity. Not fusion. Not illustration. Something more delicate: a
pause. She speaks of building her work 'around two or more distinct nuclei (image and text, for
instance), using the juxtaposition of these autonomous yet resonant realms to create a disjunction. This
disjunction allows us a rare opportunity as individual viewers the freedom to think and feel something
new for ourselves.'19

The key term here is disjunction—from the Latin disjungere, to unyoke. Text and image do not illustrate
each other. They do not resolve into unified meaning. Each maintains its autonomy while entering into
relation with the other—and it is precisely this maintained distance that produces the clearing, the open
space where thought may wander. The Tao reminds us that thirty spokes may converge upon the hub,
but it is the centre —the emptiness—that makes the wheel turn.?° Pieters offers something analogous: the
fertile void between presences.

Albert Caeiro (A.C.), one of Pieters' most sustained poetic interlocutors, articulates this structure: 'the
languages never illustrate the image but instead sit beside it, often evocative in themselves. They have
their own indicators and histories. The space that is created between the image and the text allows for
extensive lines of flight.'®! And what is a line of flight? It is the trajectory that opens when meaning
refuses to close. The viewer does not arrive at understanding; the viewer departs toward it, endlessly.

In The Infinite Conversation,?? Blanchot elaborates a conception of language that refuses the sovereignty
of meaning—that refuses, indeed, the very idea that language exists to communicate something already
formed, already waiting in the mind to be transmitted. For Blanchot, authentic speech opens onto what
he calls 'the outside'—an exteriority that cannot be appropriated or brought inside. The writer does not
express herself through language; she undergoes an experience of dispossession. A becoming-
anonymous. Blanchot names this the neutral.?3

Pieters invokes Blanchot directly in her 'Letter to X,' quoting from his essay on Heraclitus:?4 'A language
that speaks through enigma, the enigmatic Difference, but without complacency and without appeasing
it: on the contrary, making it speak and, even before it be word, already declaring it as logos, that highly
singular name in which is reserved the nonspeaking origin of that which summons to speech and at its
highest level, there where everything is silence, "neither speaks nor conceals, but gives a sign."

This passage condenses Blanchot's conception of language as enigma. Not the riddle that awaits solution
(the detective story, the crossword puzzle) but the permanent questioning that exceeds every answer.
The sign that gives itself without giving itself away.

Pieters' practice produces such enigmatic signs. Consider the titles she attaches to works: 'nothing will
have taken place but the place,' 'were it to be numbered,' 'a rock, a false manor'—all from the Mallarmé
suite.?® These phrases do not decode the images. They do not translate them. They multiply their
resonances, opening further dimensions of association and uncertainty. The title sits beside the image
the way a companion sits beside you on a journey: present, speaking occasionally, but not explaining the
landscape through which you pass.

The relationship between Pieters' images and texts thus enacts what Blanchot calls 'plural speech'?6—a,
mode of discourse that maintains difference within relation. Image and text each hold their reserve,
their untranslatable specificity, even as they generate meaning through their conjunction. Neither
dominates. Neither serves. They cohabit.

This is the structure A.C. names with those six suspended terms: 'at once gift and reserve. absence.
refusal. offering. collapse. commitment.'?” The periods fall like small silences, small clearings of their
own—the interval between words that lets meaning arrive not as statement but as event.

What has been described here is already an ethics, though it has not yet been named as one. Not the
ethics of prescription and prohibition, but something more fundamental: a set of dispositions toward
otherness, toward the world's reserve, toward what resists being spoken for. The clearing, the
disjunction between image and title, the enigma that opens without disclosing — these are not merely
aesthetic choices but ethical ones, each enacting a refusal to speak for what must remain its own.
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Ethics, in the Greek ethos,?8 concerns itself not primarily with rules but with dwelling—with the manner
of one's inhabiting the world. And politics, despite its reduction in common speech to the struggle for
power, names the very conditions under which beings appear together, in relation.?® Pieters' work
operates at this juncture: not by representing political content (the flag, the fist, the slogan) but by
enacting a politics of appearing itself.



Her works face us. They do not explain themselves, do not resolve into the comfort of recognition. They
hold their otherness. And in holding it, they make a demand: not the demand of the message (agree with
me, buy this, believe that), but the demand of the enigma—that we remain present to what exceeds our
categories.

This is not quietism. It is not retreat from the political into some protected aesthetic enclave. We live
under conditions that demand our participation in systems of extraction, accumulation, reduction.
Every image that succeeds in its communicative function (selling, convincing, recruiting) reinforces the
grammar of instrumentality. The mark that serves no function, that communicates nothing, that holds
its reserve—this mark performs a small resistance. Not the resistance of opposition (which remains
caught in the logic it opposes) but the resistance of otherwise.

This is the otherwise of encounter—not given but enacted before the one who looks. Pieters' compositions
do not represent. They are there— marks of the world, not signs for it—and this representational refusal
carries weight precisely because it relinquishes mastery over the other. To represent is to speak for, to
make visible on behalf of—and thus to exercise a certain power over what is represented.

The politics of representation haunts all image-making. The history of Western painting is not innocent
here—the female nude displayed for the male gaze, the 'native' rendered as ethnographic specimen, the
landscape emptied of its inhabitants to become available for possession. Sometimes to reappropriate
what has been taken is a powerful counterpoint, but Pieters is not doing this.

Her non-representational work which positions itself as an active zero degree,0 pivots away from this
history. Her practice enters into dialogue with forces both material and cultural that exceed intention.
The resultant field offers up unanswerable questions. Questions that keep the air alive. What is this, if
not a politics enacted at the level of making itself — a redistribution of agency between artist, viewer and
world?

To work in this way—refusing mastery, redistributing agency, attending to what bodies and materials
can do in encounter—is to inhabit an ethics rarely articulated in Western philosophy, though Spinoza
offered its foundations in his ethics of capacity, relation, and immanent life. Where Kant asks 'what
ought I to do?', Spinoza asks 'what can a body do?'st

The question is not moral in the conventional sense but ontological and practical: it concerns the powers
of existence, the ways bodies affect and are affected by other bodies, the compositions that enhance or
diminish our capacity to act. Pieters invokes Spinoza directly in her reflections on practice,3? and his
presence can be felt throughout her work—not as doctrine applied but as orientation embodied.

Spinoza distinguished between joy and pleasure. Pleasure can diminish us—it can be the pleasure of
distraction, numbing, escape. Joy is different. Joy (laetitia)33® names the passage to a greater capacity
for action and thought—a rigorous cartography of affect in which we learn, through experience and
attention, which encounters enlarge us and which diminish us. Pieters' paintings enact this pedagogy
through encounter itself.

The viewer who attends to the image—who allows the colours to resonate, the marks to speak their
silence, the clearing between image and title to open—may find something shifting, expanding: 'a
quickening of my heartbeat, a strange agitation, as if my body has connected to the works to tell me
something,' as Christina Barton describes it.3¢ This is laetitia in its Spinozian sense: not pleasure as
consumption but joy as the felt increase of power to act—an opening outward, a becoming more. The
work does not demand belief or agreement. It offers, simply, the possibility of being affected—and in that
offering, it performs an ethics adequate to life itself.

These ethical orientations do not compete but compose: reserve, the refusal of representation, and
Spinozian affect converge. Each names a different dimension of the same practice: the reserve holds
open the clearing in which encounter becomes possible; the refusal of representation ensures that what
appears in that clearing is not already captured, colonised, made to serve; and the Spinozian attunement
to joy provides the measure by which we know the encounter has succeeded—not through
comprehension but through expansion, through the felt sense that our capacity to think and feel and act
has been enlarged. Together they describe an ethics not of commandment but of cultivation.
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There is a Greek word — charis — that refuses to settle: grace, gift, gratitude, all at once, none prior to
the others.®8 This is not a semantic accident. To give is already to receive; to receive, already to give —
and the moment one tries to fix the direction, the thing itself escapes. A gift that demands return is a
contract; a gift that holds nothing back is an erasure of the self. Between these two failures, something
like generosity becomes possible.36 Pieters' work lives in precisely this interval — not as resolution, but
as a sustained refusal to resolve.



It moves, if we can call it movement, away from spectacle, from the tyranny of the message, from
representation's compulsive need to mean — toward what? This open space. An exposure. The
patience of attention itself. When Pieters writes that "the work gives me this freedom and I am
grateful,"3” something quietly precise is being said. Not that the painting serves her, or confirms her —
but that it opens her world.

Here maker and viewer are both recipients. This is what we might call the ethics of emergence: the
recognition that freedom is not a property of the sovereign self, not something seized or secured, but
something that happens between — in relation, in this openness, in the willingness to attend without
agenda.

The paintings, then, are less objects than propositions. What if this is what the work is actually for — not
to deliver meaning, but to make encounter possible? What if attending to a painting, without trying to
decode it, is itself a kind of practice — something that leaves us slightly more able to attend to everything
else?

Caeiro, who knew better than to explain, offers only this:
"Silence? ...rather the light that will cross a room."38

Not silence at all, but light — energy that cannot be held, something that leaves air. This is what these
paintings can be: the dreaming light that reminds us to keep questions alive and the world — all of it, for
all of us — possible and generous.

by Keegan McGrath
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1 The concept of dissipative structures was developed by Ilya Prigogine. See Ilya Prigogine, *Self-
Organization in Nonequilibrium Systems: From Dissipative Structures to Order through Fluctuations*,
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2 The Greek term praxis (mpda&ig) refers to action or practice that is an end in itself, as distinct from
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3 The term "rhizomatic" derives from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, *A Thousand Plateaus:
Capitalism and Schizophrenia*, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
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4 The notion of a "threshold of determinacy" resonates with Deleuze's concept of the virtual—the field of
differential potentials from which actualised forms emerge. See Gilles Deleuze, *Difference and
Repetition*, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).
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"topologyR025," https://kimpietersstudio.com/.
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"Letter to X," May 2019, http://kimpietersstudio.com/essays-interviews/#letter.
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(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).

37 In "Letter to X," part four ("the encounter"), Pieters describes keeping finished works for extended
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