the catalytic register/

notes toward an arts methodology

electricity

The word catalytic — let us keep, for a moment, its chemical cadence: an agent that enables transformation without itself
being consumed, a presence that enters but is not converted. This family of art making begins here — at the edge of
language — with being human and particularly the human senses.

Each sense carries its own pulse: not merely information, but the world folding. The hand meeting a surface — linen, bark,
stone — and staying. The sound of insects in the grass. A colour relation glimpsed at the edge of attention. The explosion of
a summer memory in the smell of tomato plants. These are surges of human electricity: easy, seismic, or sometimes barely
registering.

The sense-event is the initial logic for the artist who makes use of what one might call the catalytic approach. The maker
tends to this charge, lets it persist, sometimes in combination with other currents, until, in time, it activates into a specific
material encounter. Something is made.

The gathered force is consumed, spent in the making, converted into this particular work — what persists is the attitude that
catalysed it. This orientation has the capacity to be charged and recharged without exhaustion: the created thing follows, the
attitude remains.

What is built in this territory tends toward certain qualities. It is principally non-representational; carries various ethical
stances; operates beyond the personal; holds its reserve; and remains enigmatic. This across media, often in combination:
sculpture, painting, rooms, film, the photograph, textiles, sound, gardens, performance, food, ceramics, drawings, poetry —
this many does not close.

The artwork constructed stands as its own fact, and from that standing, opens. What it offers can be felt by any attentive
viewer: a found and carried increase in the capacity to attend.



coherence

In the space of creating — studio, garden, screen, page, kitchen — the coherence of a catalytic work arrives as the materials
pool. Across the field of composition, pressures accumulate, combine, find each other: a colour replies to a weight; a texture
finds its touch; concentrations from different spheres float near edges unlanguaged/languaged strangely. The contingencies
of the day’s world intrude.

The work, for a long while, may remain provisional — its elements still in negotiation. And then, slowly or sharply, they lock
into a relation that no longer asks anything of the maker. The artist recognises the work as complete.

Coherence marks the moment when the work’s internal relations become self-sustaining — when it ceases to depend on the
one who produced it. It holds to itself. This can fail, and the failure is recognisable: a work that has not yet cohered still leans
on its maker. The coherent work stands after its builder has left the room.

If the work does settle into itself, the artist returns to the studio and, as first viewer, can encounter the work beyond its
construction. The construction comes first, turned toward the material; the encounter with its reserve comes second. What
meets the viewer is a potent surplus.

Still, there are days when none of this holds. The work gives nothing; the keeping reads as refusal; the sky is only grey. This is
not a flaw in the register; it is the register's weather. A practice that promised increase on every meeting would promise too
much.

Yet a reserve that allows space for potentiality is never nothing. More: it is life, they said. This positions the catalytic artwork
in a clearing at zero degree.

non-representation & the neutral

The catalytic artwork is not About something; it Ssomething. A representational work remains tethered — to its referent, to
its interpretant, to the double-reading that always asks: and what does this stand for? The catalytic work, having no referent,
can be met on its own terms. The world is fully present in it — but present as this thing to itself.

What enters the work enters as an arrival — the force of a sense-event, the pressure of colour relations, the smouldering of a
held keeping — and what the work offers back is a density of its own. There is no second term. There 1s no meaning the
viewer is asked to recover. It does not language. It does not symbolise. It does not refer.

This is not indifference; it is closer to what we shall call the neutral — the condition that opens when attention has fallen so
wholly toward the material that the first person no longer operates and something comes into being on its own terms. The
work murmurs, but not on behalf of anyone — rather, toward ‘anyone’. It carries the power that produced it & allows any
viewer to enter into its surprise.

reserve, haecceity, difference & ethics

When coming across a catalytic artwork one is often struck by its silence. It is like looking at the sky. Usually I do not ask the
sky to have meaning, I am just amazed at its presence. It sits beyond the human and, like the catalytic artwork, holds a
reserve that allows the human, me, to breathe.

That the work refuses to determine is one of its ethical positions; it withholds — not through obscurity or difficulty, but
because what it has become exceeds whatever can be drawn from it in a single encounter, by a single explanation. This is why
the work stays active: its reserve (from reservare, to keep back) is not a lack but the condition of its force. And this force is
dialogic. To keep back is to leave air — to hold open a space in which another can be.

An ongoing conversation is on offer, but the work’s structure keeps a question mark over any one reading. It exceeds what I
can finalise of it, and this excess is not the encounter's failure but another of its ethics: the asymmetry is itself a gift. Were the
work equal to my grasp, it could only return me my own measure, but because it overflows, I am extended. The work hovers,
open to some readings and refusing others — refusing closure above all. It contemplates different attentions, staying exactly
itself.

What this reserve opens onto are relations, intensities, sensibilities, speeds — rather than identity or category. Haecceity/
thisness. A particular afternoon has a haecceity — not the category afternoon but this one, with its slant of light, its warmth, its



unrepeatable momentum. A catalytic work is a haecceity of the same order, possessed of a singular quality irreducible to its
parts. The work does not speak in general; it speaks as this, to whoever stands before it as themselves.

Together reserve and thisness imply an ethics that involves everyone present. Because the work declines to dictate what
should be seen, it calls the viewer's own capacity into being; in the exchange, the viewer's difference is respected — a different
body, time, history of looking, a different set of temperatures.

The catalytic practitioner, by making in this way, creates conditions for emergence rather than determining outcomes. The
value of such an encounter is not comprehension but something closer to what Baruch Spinoza (1632-77) called laetitia: the
felt increase in one's capacity to think, to feel and to act. Not a pleasure taken and used up, but an increase that arrives
through attention and settles — the body registers it before the mind has named it. This is joy in Spinoza's precise sense. The
viewer, and this includes the artist, leaves the experience of the work not informed but expanded.

the commons

To witness: to give specific attention to the detail of life and to fold what you notice inside yourself is a joyful and
strengthening experience. And this is why to make work like this, look at work like this, have artwork like this in your living
activates some of the better brushes with our realities.

The time such work asks of us — slow, attentive, capable all the same of sudden crystallisation — is the same time that
ecological perception and civic deliberation require. Not an analogue: the same. It is also what our conditions too often take
from us. So the encounter is not only a private increase: it holds open time of another quality, a ground the civic and the
ecological already share. The work intends none of this. It is for nothing — which is why it can give.

Amor fati is love of what is, entire: what wounds as well as what delights. The saying-yes from which anything new comes can
be said with grey skies overhead. The affirmative turn — amor mundi. Love of this world, these particulars, these expansions.
All of it — and still...

Joy is a capacity we need in order to attend to our lives and the lives of our environments.

Artwork of the catalytic register and adjacent practices carry the blue of these potentialities. They are gifts. They become
reminders for us to muse the tiny, the large and the everyday. There are times when we can move toward the thriving of our
houses, our communities: regions, countries, the earth. To gather strength from the affirmative forces that surround us allows
us to breathe. We need not make our lives impossible.

There are relations, reasoning and making in every life; there is marvel and ease in difference. To be interested in difference
alone — well, that is a thing by itself. I am in love with the world, they said. Enough to care and to act — each to their own,
through any range: from the smallest of clearings to the largest of transformations.

What we are calling the catalytic mode of art making has often been underestimated and under-thought. Arts writing has
mostly passed it by; its milieu is made for meaning, with little to say to work that appears to offer none. For the practitioner
this absence is felt — it is a void where a discourse could be, and they work beside it for years, manufacturing all sorts of
defences: collaborating with what discourse there is or turning from talk altogether.

When it comes to the practice itself, the lived experience is otherwise for both artist and viewer: given time, sense and
thinking, this art becomes generous despite its lack of language. At the very least it will remind you that you are alive.
Wherever you find it — like light it will cross the room with you and never cease its play of giving.

note: in collaboration.
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