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Prologue 

CIRCULAR is an artist-led, self-organizing curatorial methodology that, once it 

gathers momentum, spreads virally to make cultural ecosystems visible across 

geographies and fields of practice. Like forest root systems that sustain through 

mutual exchange, it transforms individual projects into interconnected networks 

where art, science, theory, and practice converge through relationships of 

mutual support. 

At its core lies an invitation chain premised on mutual obligation and trust. It 

begins with an artist, or a group of artists acting as curators, inviting someone 

whose practice symbiotically extends or references their own — a contributor — 

to bring a chapter or section to a joint publication, in the form of images or 

texts that set their practice and work within the expanding network of curating 

contributors. In turn, each invitee reciprocates by extending the same 

invitation, on the same terms, to someone else, and so on. 

To ground their invitation chains conceptually and editorially, CIRCULAR's 

contributors agree to develop together, as part of their contribution, a shared 

understanding of the concepts, methods, and themes that cut across their 

work, and to let that understanding show in what they each make — so that 

through the collaboration a collective, possibly even singular, body of work 

emerges.  
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Rivers do not drink their own water; trees do not eat their 

own fruit; the sun does not shine on itself, and flowers do not 

spread their fragrance for themselves. Living for others is a 

rule of nature. We are all born to help each other. No matter 

how difficult it is — life is good when you are happy, but 

much better when others are happy because of you. 

— Adapted from a Sanskrit proverb ("Paropakārāya phalanti 

vṛkṣāḥ …"), author unknown; widely, but mistakenly, 

attributed to Pope Francis. 
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Introduction 

You are holding this document, and no one has yet invited you. That is where 

CIRCULAR begins — not with the first invitation, but here, with a reader who has 

come upon the Protocol before the Protocol has come upon them. Everything that 

follows describes a network you are not yet part of. But the network has no life apart 

from documents like this one finding readers like you, and so, in reading, you have 

already begun. 

CIRCULAR is a way of making cultural work together, and its shape is borrowed from 

the forest. An artist invites someone whose practice answers their own; that person 

contributes their reading of the forest, in image or in text, and then invites another on 

the same terms; and so a chain grows, link by link, each contribution laid alongside 

those already there. Out of what accumulates, someone in time draws a frame — sees 

a concern worth following to its end — and the work gathered under that frame 

becomes a publication, a book made by many hands that reads as one thing rather 

than an anthology of strangers. Chains branch and cross, publications multiply, and 

the whole spreads outward the way a forest spreads: from below, through exchange, 

with nothing imposed from above. 

Its subject is the forest, and so is its method. The subject is not incidental. Forests, 

and above all the worked and dwindling forests of the north, are in a crisis this 

network takes as the reason for its urgency; to make cultural work about them is part 

of the point. But CIRCULAR does not only speak about forests. It works as one. The 

mutual obligation of the invitation chain, the growth from below, the way meaning 

circulates between practitioners rather than accumulating in any one — these are not 

metaphors laid over the work but the forest's own logic, running through the way the 

work is organized. What CIRCULAR takes as its subject, it also takes as its practice. 

It is meant for anyone whose practice can extend another's — artists, theorists, 

researchers, activists, and those who fit none of these names cleanly. What admits 

you is not a credential but a contribution: the capacity to bring something that makes 

a difference to the work of others. The ground all of this stands on is a simple and 

demanding idea, which the pages ahead unfold — that thought does not belong to the 

thinker, that an idea lives in the exchange between practices rather than in the 

practice that holds it, and that a network of practitioners, like a forest, is a single 

distributed intelligence. CIRCULAR calls this the ecology of thought, and builds 

everything on it. 

One last thing about the document itself, because it is unlike most documents of its 

kind. This is not a rulebook handed down by an authority you must satisfy. CIRCULAR 

has no such authority; it is governed by this telling and by the agreement of those 
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who enter it, and the telling binds everyone it reaches equally — the one who first set 

it down no less than the newest invitee. It is an open protocol, free to be taken up, 

extended, and carried into places its origin will never see. Read it, then, not as terms 

imposed on you but as the account you would point to if ever you needed to say what 

CIRCULAR is, and what it is not. 

1 · The People of a Chain 

CIRCULAR has almost no offices, and this is deliberate. What it has instead are hats — 

things a single person puts on and takes off as the work moves — and it helps, before 

anything else, to see that the several names the Protocol uses for people are mostly 

names for the same people at different moments. 

Everyone in CIRCULAR is a contributor. To be in the network at all is to have brought 

something to it: a chapter, a section, a reading of the forest in image or text. There is 

no membership that does not pass through making. And everyone in CIRCULAR is, or 

becomes, a curator, because to accept an invitation is to owe one onward. The 

moment you have been invited in, you hold the same power that reached you — the 

power to see in someone else's practice a thing that would extend the work, and to 

call them into it. Contributor and curator are not two kinds of person. They are one 

person, seen at the moment of making and at the moment of inviting. 

Two hats are worn only at the edges of a circle. The initiator is simply whoever sends 

a chain's first invitation, and a chain begins from an artist, or a group of artists acting 

together — because the work is art before it is anything else, and it is from an artist's 

practice that the first reach outward is made. The initiator holds no rank for having 

begun; they carry, in one respect only, a first responsibility: to set the opening frame 

or make way for whoever sees it more clearly. The finisher is whoever calls a circle 

closed, and takes up, in that act, the obligations closure carries. Neither is an office 

one is appointed to. Any contributor may find themselves the finisher of one circle and 

the initiator of the next, so that across time a single practitioner might be invited in, 

invite others onward, close a circle by framing its whole, and begin a fresh chain from 

their own place — four hats, one head. 

Beyond the practitioners stands the publisher. CIRCULAR's originating publisher is the 

Democracy School, which carries the network's publications into the world and holds, 

over any of them, a single standing right — the first look, described in its place below. 

The publisher is not an office over the network. It is one house among the houses a 

finished work might find, distinguished only by having the first refusal and by having 

set this Protocol down in the first place. And that setting-down is the whole of the 

origin worth naming: Nicodemus is the source of this telling and the one who begins 
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the first chain, and holds, past that, no control over what CIRCULAR becomes. The 

origin of a forest is not its owner. 

2 · What Binds 

If CIRCULAR has few offices, it has a small number of bonds, and these do the work 

that rank and rule do elsewhere. They are stated here once each, plainly, because 

they are the things a member points to when they need to say what the network asks 

of them and what it will not ask. 

The first bond is invitation. One does not join CIRCULAR; one is invited into it. There 

is no application, no self-nomination, no door a person opens for themselves — every 

place in the network was made by someone already inside it reaching out to someone 

not yet in. This is not a barrier but the very substance of the thing, for a network 

grown by invitation is a network of considered relations rather than a crowd, and it is 

this consideration that holds it together. 

The second bond is reciprocity, the answer each invitation asks for. To be invited is to 

owe an invitation onward, and to invite is to owe the invited your help — the inviter 

facilitates the one they brought in, on terms the two settle between them, and the 

invited, in turn, brings their contribution and passes the reach forward. Neither 

obligation is a favour granted from above; they are the exchange that makes a chain 

a living thing rather than a line of recipients, the give-and-take by which the network 

feeds itself as a forest feeds itself, root to root. 

The third bond is consent, and it is a floor that does not move: nothing of yours 

appears without your yes. Your contribution is yours; it enters a publication only 

because you have agreed that it should, and no gathering, however eager, can carry 

your work out under your name against your will. From this floor the whole logic of 

closing a circle follows, but the floor itself is simpler than anything built on it, and it is 

worth holding in mind on its own. 

The fourth bond is equality, rightly understood. CIRCULAR does not pretend that all 

are the same — plainly we are not, and different frames call for different ways of 

working. Its equality is of two exact kinds. It is equality of opportunity, that nothing 

bars a person from what the network offers except the absence of an invitation, never 

their station, their school, or their standing. And it is equality before the Protocol, that 

these words bind all whom they reach in the same way, the one who first told them 

included. Above this floor, a circle arranges its own affairs however its members 

support — one may work through a single organizing hand and read almost as an 

edited book, another may compose itself as a flat chorus of equal voices, and both are 

permitted, because to prescribe the inner shape of a circle would be to govern it from 
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outside, which the Protocol does not do. What CIRCULAR fixes is the floor. What it 

leaves free is the shape. 

And beneath even the floor lies one thing consent cannot reach, the single place 

where CIRCULAR says never. A circle may govern itself as its members choose, but no 

agreement among them, however unanimous, licenses exploitation, extraction, 

oppression, or abuse. These lie wholly outside the remit of consent. A frame that 

houses them has already broken the Protocol, whatever those inside it have agreed, 

and no appeal to self-governance or to the freedom of the circle can make them 

anything other than a breach. Everything else in CIRCULAR is open to the shaping of 

those who take part. This alone is not. 

3 · The Ecology of Thought 

CIRCULAR begins from a claim that seems strange only until it is said plainly: that 

thought does not belong to the thinker. A forest does not keep its life in any single 

tree. The life is in the exchange — in the mycorrhizal threads that carry sugar from 

the tree in sunlight to the seedling in shade, in the slow traffic of water and mineral 

and warning that passes below the ground from root to root. Cut any one tree loose 

from that traffic and it is not a smaller forest; it is a dying thing. What holds for the 

forest's life holds for thought. An idea kept alone, referred to nothing and answerable 

to no one, is not a smaller contribution to culture; it is an opacity. Meaning is not 

stored in the single practice. It moves in the relations between practices, and it is 

there — in the circuit, not the node — that it can be said to live at all. 

This is what CIRCULAR means by an ecology of thought.i The phrase names the 

ground on which everything that follows stands. It holds that a contribution takes its 

meaning from what it is set beside; that the unit of any cultural work is never the lone 

practitioner but the practitioner together with the field of others their work answers to 

and calls into being; and that a network of practices, like a forest, is a single 

distributed intelligence whose health is read in the richness of its exchange rather 

than the brilliance of its parts. Three ecologies fold into one here. There is the ecology 

of the forest itself, CIRCULAR's abiding subject, whose crisis is the reason the work is 

urgent. There is the ecology of the social — the chain of invitation and obligation 

through which practitioners are bound to one another. And there is the ecology of the 

mind, the movement of thought as each practitioner frames the world through their 

own work. CIRCULAR runs across all three at once. It does not treat them as separate 

territories to be managed in turn but as a single weather, in which a change in how 

one person thinks is already a change in the social bond, and already, if the thought is 

followed, a change in how the forest is used. To work in CIRCULAR is to work across 

all three whether or not one means to. 
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CIRCULAR does not fix what a forest is. There are many forests — boreal and tropical, 

the wooded commons, the urban jungle — and forest may be read as living matter or 

as metaphor. Each is always in generative flux. The CIRCULAR frame holds this 

irreducible diversity and composes it into one body of work without necessarily 

resolving it. 

The growing commons 

Nothing in CIRCULAR is built in advance. There is no plan of the whole, no table of 

parts waiting to be filled, no map against which a contribution is measured and found 

to fit. There is only the slow accumulation of work along the chains — image and text, 

laid down contribution by contribution as each invited practitioner adds their reading 

of the forest to those already there. This accumulation is CIRCULAR's commons: a 

growing body of thought held by no one and open to all who are in the network, as 

the forest floor is a commons of fallen matter that feeds whatever grows next. It has 

no shape of its own. Shape is not given to the commons in advance; it is found in it, 

afterwards, by the act of framing. 

Framing 

A frame is a reading of the commons. It is the moment someone in the network looks 

at what has gathered along the chains and says: here is something — here is a 

concern worth drawing a line around, a thread worth following to its end, a book that 

wants to be made. The frame is set down as a framing statement, a few paragraphs 

and no more, that names what the segment is about and, in naming it, quietly settles 

what it would take for the segment to be complete. To frame is therefore to do two 

things in one gesture, and this is the crux of the whole method: to open a circle and, 

at the same stroke, to describe the far edge at which that circle will close. A frame 

that says clearly what it is about has already said, without needing to add it, what 

would count as enough. 

The first frame is Nicodemus's to set, as the one who begins the first chain, and the 

introduction to the first publication will grow from it. But this is a right of first attempt, 

not of ownership, and it lapses the moment another sees more clearly. If a chain has 

run to twenty members and no framing statement has come, and another practitioner 

reads the accumulated work and frames it better, that framing stands. The frame 

belongs to whoever can see the whole — and seeing, here, is the only authority there 

is. 

A frame need not be one person's sight. It may be set by an individual who sees 

something and says so; by a few who arrive at a reading together; or by a whole 

segment, deliberating until a shared statement emerges. Which of these a circle 
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chooses is not prescribed. A segment may frame itself as an editor frames a book, 

through a single organizing intelligence, or as a chorus frames a song, through many 

voices held in agreement, or at any point between. CIRCULAR asks that there be a 

frame. It does not ask that the frame be composed in any one way, for to ask that 

would be to govern the inside of a circle from outside it, which CIRCULAR does not do. 

Saturation and sufficiency 

A frame is complete when it is full, and the difficulty has always been to say what full 

means. CIRCULAR says it precisely. Consider the researcher who conducts interviews 

until the answers begin to return the same substance — until a further conversation, 

however freely given, tells them nothing the frame has not already heard. At that 

point the concern is saturated: not because every possible thing has been said, but 

because the frame no longer changes under the addition. This is the test, and it is 

exact. A contribution belongs in a circle for as long as it makes a difference to the 

frame. And because a circle spreads and branches, each part of it filling at its own 

pace, a frame is full only when no branch of it still admits a difference — saturation is 

reached across the whole region a frame encloses, never along a single thread alone. 

When work begins to arrive that the frame could take or leave without altering — that 

confirms rather than extends, decorates rather than deepens — the circle has reached 

saturation, and to add further would not enrich the work but dilute it. 

Two words are wanted here, close cousins a circle will now and then have to tell apart. 

Saturation is the condition of the frame as a concern: the point at which the thinking 

is worked through, at which further difference has stopped arriving. Sufficiency is the 

condition of the frame as a work: the point at which the publication is whole in the 

way a book is whole, needing nothing more to hold together. The two usually arrive 

together, and no circle should labour over the distinction for its own sake. But where a 

concern is exhausted and yet the book does not sit finished, or a book coheres before 

its concern is spent, it is sufficiency and saturation coming apart, and the circle judges 

which it is answering to. 

It must be said what saturation is not, because a stalled circle and a full one can look 

alike from the outside — both simply stop receiving work. Yet they are opposites. A 

full circle stops because its frame has been satisfied; a stalled one stops because its 

frame was never clear. The remedy for the second is not to call it saturated but to 

remember that saturation is always a matter of framing. Where a frame is drawn 

sharply, the segment it encloses reaches its edge sooner or later, because a sharp 

frame says plainly when it is full. Where contributions wander and never seem to 

arrive, the trouble is not that the concern is bottomless but that no one has yet said 

clearly enough what the concern is. The answer to drift is not patience. It is framing 
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— someone stepping forward to say: I see something here worth publishing, and what 

we already have around it would only dilute that reading. Sharpen the frame and 

saturation comes into view. This is why framing is an act of individual sight before it is 

an act of agreement: someone must see the shape before the others can find they see 

it too. 

Openings and closings 

Every contribution does two things. It helps to fill the frame it was made for, carrying 

that circle nearer its saturation; and it lays into the commons a new thing that some 

later frame, not yet imagined, may one day draw a line around. A contribution is thus 

at once a closing and an opening — it settles one circle a little further toward 

completion while seeding the material of circles that do not yet exist. This is how a 

circle can saturate while the network never does. Each frame has an edge and reaches 

it; the commons has no edge, because every work set down in it is a difference that a 

future framing can make matter again. A segment brought to saturation does not 

exhaust CIRCULAR. It releases into the commons the very contributions from which 

new frames will be cut — as a tree brought to fruit does not end the forest but 

scatters what the next season grows from. 

From this one rule follows, the only accounting CIRCULAR keeps. A particular image or 

a particular text belongs to a single publication — the one whose frame it was found 

to complete — and cannot be spent twice. Where two frames both reach for the same 

work, the choosing is the maker's, as all consent is theirs: a contribution goes to the 

publication its maker judges it completes, and having gone, is spent there. But a 

practitioner is not their single contribution. The same person may be drawn into many 

frames across time, bringing different work to each, appearing in several publications 

without ever repeating themselves. What is used once is the work, not the maker; the 

maker remains in the commons, available to whatever frames come to enclose them. 

4 · Chain and Circle Dynamics 

A chain is what the invitation makes. It begins with an artist's first reach outward and 

grows one link at a time, each person invited becoming, in turn, someone who invites 

— so that the chain lengthens not by recruitment but by reciprocation, each new link 

the answer a member gives to having been brought in. This is the plainest expression 

of the ecology of thought at the level of people: a chain is a lineage of considered 

adjacencies — not a line but a growing thing that branches as it goes — each 

invitation a recognition of something in another's practice that would extend one's 

own. 
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The invitation is never a casting-about. One invites the person whose work 

symbiotically extends or answers one's own, the way a tree and its fungus are bound 

in a partnership neither chose lightly and neither can thrive without. And having 

invited, one owes: the inviter helps the invited find their contribution and their 

footing, on terms the two agree between them, and the invited delivers what they 

have undertaken and passes the reach onward. The bond runs both ways, and it is the 

two-way running of it that distinguishes a CIRCULAR chain from a mailing list. To be 

in a chain is to be held, on one side, by the one who brought you in — and there is 

only ever one of those — and to hold, on the other, each one you yourself bring, be 

that a single reach outward or many. For a member has but a single inviter, yet may 

become the inviter of as many as they can carry; and since to invite is to owe the 

invited your help, the number a member brings is set by nothing but how many they 

can truly help. 

Chains do not stay single threads. Any member may begin a new chain from their own 

place — a fork, a second reach outward on a different line — and because members 

do this, the chains branch and cross rather than running parallel and alone. It is this 

branching that turns a set of chains into a network, a thing with the density and 

redundancy of a root system rather than the fragility of a single strand. And where 

these branching lineages fuse — root grafting to root, one member's frame 

overlapping another's — the many trees cease to stand separate and become a single 

connected weave; which is what a root system truly is, not a stand of individuals but 

one underground fabric through which each thing reaches every other. And because 

chains cross, a member's one position may come to sit within more than one frame at 

once. Where it does, they may bring their work to each frame that comes to enclose 

them, contributing across several circles without leaving the single place their own 

chain gave them. Growth comes by this branching, and only by it. A new member is a 

new shoot, breaking outward from whoever invited them — and a shoot may break at 

any point along the network's length, not at its far ends alone. What can never 

happen is insertion: no one is placed between an inviter and the one they already 

invited, for to splice a newcomer between two settled links would break the continuity 

of sense that makes a chain a chain. Every addition grows outward; none is wedged 

in. What this means when a circle closes, and the one narrow way a member may 

cross into a circle their chain did not carry them to, are told where they belong, in the 

account of completion. 

No one directs any of this. There is no centre from which chains are dispatched, no 

committee that plots the network's growth, no plan it is unfolding toward. It spreads 

as forests spread — virally, from below, through the sheer reciprocity of invitation 

answered by invitation — and its shape at any moment is the sum of ten thousand 
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small recognitions, each a practitioner seeing in another the thing their own work was 

missing. That is the whole engine. The rest is what the engine, running, makes 

possible. 

5 · Completion and Publication 

A circle closes the way it opened: by someone seeing that it is time, and the others 

agreeing. No calendar closes it, no count closes it, no authority above the segment 

closes it. When a frame has reached saturation, when the work is full and further 

contribution would dilute rather than deepen it, any member of that segment may call 

the circle closed. The call is not a decision taken alone. It is a proposal put to 

everyone the circle concerns, and it becomes a closure only when they consent. 

Consent and its edge 

Because a publication binds together the work of everyone in it, no one can be 

published without their agreement, and so a circle can be closed only by consensus 

among those it includes. This is the floor beneath the whole method, and it does not 

move: your contribution is yours, and it appears only if you consent to its appearing. 

But consensus among the included is not the same as unanimity among all who 

happen to be near, and the difference is what keeps a single reluctant voice from 

holding a whole work hostage. Where one member withholds consent, the circle must 

answer a question honestly: is this person's contribution essential to the frame's 

saturation, or not? If it is essential — if the work would be incomplete without it — 

then there is no closure, and the frame is not yet full. But if those who consent agree 

that the withholding member is not essential to what the frame set out to do, then the 

circle may close without them, and the publication proceeds among those who remain 

in agreement. To set a contribution aside in this way takes nothing from its maker: 

their work returns to the commons and their place in the chain is untouched. Nor does 

it disturb whoever they brought in after them, for a member's standing in a frame is 

decided by whether their own work belongs to it, never by whose invitation carried 

them there; a contribution set aside leaves those who branch from its maker exactly 

where they were, each judged by their own fit to the frame. It means only that this 

frame, this time, did not need that one. 

The same logic meets the ordinary friction of any shared work — the contribution 

promised and not delivered, the member who falls silent while the rest are ready. A 

circle may set its own deadlines, and a member who lets them pass again and again 

may be passed over, so that the segment publishes without them, provided everyone 

remaining has made their contribution, consents to the whole, and agrees the frame is 

saturated. None of this is a penalty. It is only the recognition that a work which has 
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reached its edge should be let close, and that one who has stopped walking should not 

be able to halt those still moving. 

What calling closure asks of you 

To call a circle closed is to take something on. Whoever brings the circle to a close 

carries, from that moment, two obligations that are the price of the call. The first is to 

see that the introduction is written — the statement that frames the finished whole, 

gathering what the segment has made and setting it before a reader. As with the 

opening frame, the introduction may come from one hand, from several, or from the 

segment entire; the obligation is not to write it alone but to see that it comes to be. 

The second is to bring the finished work to a publisher: to deliver the segment's 

publication, resolved in its editing and in its principal design, ready to be carried into 

the world. The one who closes the circle is the one who ties it off — and in this the 

circle does come round to where it began, not to a person occupying a final place, but 

to the framing that opened it, now written again in full view of all the segment has 

made. The frame opens the circle; the introduction closes it; and between them lies 

the work. 

The publisher and the right of first refusal 

CIRCULAR's originating publisher is the Democracy School, which holds one standing 

right over any publication the network produces: the right of first refusal. A completed 

segment brings its work to the School first, and the School may take it up or decline 

it, and may decline without giving reasons. This is not a gate the work must pass in 

order to exist. It is only a first door. The School may decline a proposal it judges 

unready or ill-conceived, and it may decline simply because it cannot carry everything 

a growing network sends it — for if CIRCULAR grows as it is meant to, there will in 

time be more publications each year than any single house could see through, and a 

warm judgement will not always be available. Whatever the School declines, the 

segment is free to publish itself, or to carry the work to any other publisher on that 

publisher's own terms. The rights in the work never leave the hands that made it. 

What the School reserves is the first look, and nothing beyond it. 

Because CIRCULAR is a protocol and not an initiative or organization, it says nothing 

here of terms. Every publisher, the Democracy School among them, brings its own 

contracts and its own arrangements, and these belong to the agreement struck 

between a segment and its publisher, not to this telling. It is enough to know that the 

rights stay with the makers, that no member is ever asked to pay for taking part, and 

that whatever a segment settles beyond this it settles for itself. CIRCULAR governs 
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how the work is made and how a circle is closed. It does not govern, and does not 

claim to govern, what any publisher does with what it is offered. 

After the circle closes 

When a circle closes, no one is released and no one is bound. This wants saying with 

care, because it is easy to imagine that closure returns each member to open water, 

free to swim to whatever circle they choose next. It does not, and the reason lies in 

what a chain is. A chain is not a crowd but an order — a line of invitations, each link a 

considered nearness between the one who invited and the one invited, so that the 

chain carries a continuity of sense from practice to neighbouring practice. Such an 

order grows only outward, never by insertion — a newcomer wedged between two 

already joined would break the very continuity the chain exists to carry. So a 

member's place, once made by the invitation that brought them in, is theirs and stays 

theirs, through a publication and past it. Their published work remains published; 

their standing in the network remains. 

What closure changes is only this: whether, and how, a member contributes again. 

Nothing is automatic and nothing is foreclosed. Because chains branch and cross, a 

single place may come to sit within more than one frame; and where a later frame 

comes to enclose a position a member already holds, they may contribute to it as of 

right, unbidden, for their place is already there. But to take up a new place, or a 

different one, is another matter, and here the network's first principle holds without 

exception: there is no joining oneself. A member does not elect into a circle because 

they were once, elsewhere, invited into CIRCULAR. To move is to be invited again. 

There is, in truth, no closed position in the network. Any member may invite — 

wherever they stand, and whether or not a circle they belong to has closed — and 

each invitation sends out a new shoot: a fork, a fresh line beginning outward from the 

inviter, carrying the ordinary obligation to answer the invitation onward. What never 

happens is insertion. Because every addition branches outward, a segment that has 

closed and settled back into the ongoing network keeps its order whole — a new line 

may spring from any of its members without ever disturbing the work already made. 

There is one exception, and the forest names it. Threads grown apart will sometimes 

fuse, root grafting to root where two networks meet — anastomosis, the mycologist's 

word for it. A circle may do the same. By the same consensus that governs all it does, 

a segment may together reach beyond itself and invite an existing member of the 

network into its frame — most often to bring a not-quite-full circle to saturation, to 

supply the reading the frame still lacks. This is not self-selection; the one invited does 

not choose to join but is chosen, by the segment, together. It is the single way a 
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member crosses into a circle their own chain did not carry them to, and it is governed, 

like all else, by the agreement of those already there. 

When a circle does not close 

Not every circle closes, and CIRCULAR does not count this as failure. A forest is not a 

machine, and its parts do not fail; niches open and close, threads die back and put out 

again elsewhere, and none of it is an error to be corrected. So with circles. A frame 

may be drawn and never fill. A segment may lose its momentum, or its members their 

conviction, and simply come to nothing. When this happens there is no procedure to 

reach for, because a procedure would only pretend to prevent what cannot be 

prevented and need not be. What governs instead is the oldest rule of any living 

gathering: that whoever is neither learning nor giving where they stand carries their 

own feet elsewhere. Those who still see something worth making will reframe what 

they have, or begin a new chain, or accept an invitation into another — and the 

contributions left behind return, as all things do, to the commons, where a later frame 

may yet find them. A circle that dissolves has not broken CIRCULAR. It has only 

breathed out. Movement in and movement on are the one principle seen at its two 

ends, and the network stays alive precisely because nothing in it is held in place by 

force. 

6 · Carrying the Work Beyond the Page 

The page is not the only place a contribution can go, and the invitation that brought a 

practitioner into a chain can, if the two who share it wish, open onto more than a 

book. A curator — the one who invited — may propose to carry the invitee's 

contribution into the world beyond the publication: to host the presentation of the 

work, whatever form it takes, a performance, an exhibition, an installation, a reading; 

or to draw fellow members of the chain into a podium, a conference, a public 

conversation, gathered around the concerns the work has raised. This is where the 

publication ceases to be only a thing made and becomes a thing that appears — 

carried, configured, and set before others. 

It is best understood not as a right a curator acquires over a contributor but as an 

opportunity the two realize together. The invitation to present is still an invitation, 

offered and freely accepted or declined, never imposed; and when it is taken up, its 

fruits are shared, for the curator who carries an invitee's work outward rises with 

them as it gains in standing. Here the act of inviting reveals its longer reach: to bring 

someone into the network is to acquire an interest in their flourishing, so that the 

inviter becomes, over time, invested in seeing the invitee's work travel and be seen. 

What began as a single reach outward becomes a lasting mutual concern. 
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One arrangement gives this shape, and it is drawn narrowly on purpose. Where a third 

party seeks to present a contribution that has appeared in a CIRCULAR publication, 

the curator and the contributor hold, together, the first opportunity to realize that 

presentation between them. This reaches only the specific contribution — the 

particular text, the particular body of work captured for the book — and never the 

contributor's wider practice, which remains entirely their own, to show, sell, and place 

wherever and however they wish. The distinction is not a technicality but the condition 

of the whole: were the arrangement to reach beyond the single contribution and lay 

any claim on a practitioner's larger work, no one in their right mind would take part, 

and rightly so. Bounded to the one contribution, it is an amplification the contributor 

gains from; unbounded, it would be a lien no one should accept. CIRCULAR intends 

only the former. 

7 · Convening, Making, and Support 

The shared understanding that lets a publication read as one work rather than an 

anthology is not decreed at the outset and imposed on the contributions. It is 

developed by convening — by contributors coming together, in person or online, to 

reflect on their practices in relation to one another and to the concern at hand. A first 

coming-together is generative rather than conclusive. Each contributor begins to 

articulate how they read the forest through the lens of their own work, and the 

gathering does not resolve into fixed positions but sends everyone away with a 

direction to pursue. Between such gatherings, each develops their framing on their 

own — refining the reading, drawing together the images and texts that might 

populate their chapter, and gathering references whose handling of image, text, white 

space, and pacing resonates with their own approach. A later coming-together 

reconvenes to lay these developed positions side by side, and there the contributors 

find the themes that cut across their work and the elements of one another's practice 

that enrich or complicate their own. It is at this point, and not before, that the 

publication takes shape as an interconnected whole, its chapters each led by one 

contributor's framing yet answering to the others. 

Then comes the making itself, the substantive creative phase that everything else 

serves — each contributor developing and gathering the texts and images for their 

chapter. Here there is no fixed format and no premature demand for finish; what 

matters is that the material takes shape, and that questions of scope and emphasis 

are shared as the work develops rather than settled in the abstract beforehand. The 

design that holds the chapters together follows the same principle as the network that 

made them. It imposes no house style. It sustains, instead, a diverse ecosystem of 

visual approaches — a forest of practices — in which each contributor's chapter 
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breathes in its own idiom, while shared spatial motifs, echoed proportions, and 

deliberate inversions run across the chapters as a connective tissue, making the 

relationships between contributions legible without flattening the differences that 

make them worth relating. Image and text carry equal conceptual weight throughout, 

and each is given the room to do so. 

A publication takes a recurring form, loose enough to hold many kinds of work. Its 

chapters are each led by one contributor's conceptual framing; it opens with the 

introduction, written by whoever has closed the circle, and — where the circle wishes 

— it closes with emergent frames. So the book runs the circle in reverse: the 

introduction that closed the circle opens the book, and the frame a circle opens with 

returns at its close, now facing outward. 

An emergent frame is a new opening the work has raised — most often a reading its 

makers carry over from the other worlds they work in, so that a publication reaches 

past its own concern into the neighbouring ones. Each is a framing statement, and so 

an invitation: an opening set before the network, and before those not yet within it, 

from which a circle not yet formed might grow. In this a finished work feeds the next, 

and the network grows not only by reaching outward but by drawing others toward it. 

A publication that raises none is no less whole; not every growth-tip forks. 

Carrying the resolved work into finished form is its own labour, and the Protocol 

distinguishes it from the making without ranking it above. The segment resolves its 

work editorially and in its principal design — this is what it means for a publication to 

arrive ready — and whoever carries it into production transfers it into its finished 

shape, attending to the technical qualities of the images, their colour balance, 

brightness, contrast, and resolution, while preserving each maker's visual and textual 

intentions. A full proof is drawn so that the whole can be seen as one document, and 

each chapter is reviewed with its author, in dialogue, until they are satisfied. Support 

with expressing ideas in language is there for whoever wants it, so that no 

contribution is weakened for want of fluency rather than for want of substance. Where 

a work reaches a publisher, that publisher may make the technical changes needed to 

realize the editorial concept as presented — the concept being the segment's, the 

technical realization the publisher's craft. 

Little of this requires apparatus. Contributors keep in touch through whatever 

channels suit them, for the day-to-day of a shared work and for the deeper 

conversations a frame provokes; the network asks only that its members remain 

reachable to one another and honest about where their contributions stand. The 

convening is the substance; the tools are whatever carries it. 
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8 · The Reading of the Protocol 

This Protocol is not enforced from above, because in CIRCULAR there is no above. It 

lives in the chains and is read by them. Its authority is not the authority of an 

institution that stands over the network and hands down judgements, but the 

authority of a shared telling that everyone in the network has entered by their own 

invitation and their own consent — and that binds, for exactly that reason, the one 

who first set it down no less than the newest member. Nicodemus is bound by it; the 

Democracy School is bound by it; the eldest chain and the youngest are bound alike. 

There is no one whom the Protocol governs less. 

Because it is a shared telling and not a code, it is meant to be pointed to. A member 

who believes the Protocol has been breached — in a way that touches their 

contribution, or themselves, in their person or their practice — does not appeal 

upward, for there is nowhere upward to appeal. They raise the matter among those it 

concerns: within the circle, where the matter sits within one, or along the chain that 

runs between them, where the matter falls between people who share no single circle. 

And where the threads have fused, so that more than one path joins two members, 

relation is not a single line to be traced but every route by which the two are bound — 

the concerned are all whom those paths pass through. It is read among those in 

relation to it, by the same consensus that opens a circle and closes it. This is the 

economy of the thing — the mechanism that governs the making governs the judging 

too, and no second apparatus is needed. The Protocol supplies the words a member 

can point to; the chain supplies the reading; the consent of those in relation is the act 

of reading. What a member is armed with is a principle stated clearly enough to be 

quoted and the standing to raise it — not a verdict to be enforced, for an immanent 

order can offer no other kind of appeal, and should not pretend to. 

Where a shared reading cannot be reached, CIRCULAR does not reach for a court, 

because it has none and wants none. It falls back on the principle that governs its 

whole life: movement. No one is bound to remain in relation with another they hold to 

have breached the Protocol. The remedy for the relation that cannot be repaired is not 

a sentence imposed from outside but the parting of ways — a member may withdraw 

from a chain or a circle, carrying their contributions and their standing intact, and the 

threads regrow elsewhere, as threads do. This is not a failure of governance but 

governance in its truest form for a network of this kind, where the freedom to walk is 

the deepest guarantee any member holds and the surest check on any other. To try to 

codify more than this — to write out the failures in advance and the procedures that 

would meet them — would be to trade the living reading of a shared telling for the 

dead letter of a rulebook, and it is exactly that trade CIRCULAR refuses. The Protocol 
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is robust not because it anticipates every breach but because it gives every member a 

clear principle to stand on and two feet to carry them. 

9 · An Open Protocol 

CIRCULAR belongs to no one. Nicodemus set this telling down and the Democracy 

School carries it and the network's publications into the world, but neither owns 

CIRCULAR nor governs it, and neither can. It is an open protocol — a telling others 

are free to take up, to extend, and to carry into places and practices its origin will 

never see. This openness is chosen, and it cuts in the good direction twice over. It lets 

the network grow past any capacity to administer it, virally and from below, as a thing 

that spreads by being useful rather than by being managed. And it means that the 

origin does not answer for what the chains do, precisely because the origin does not 

direct them: the Protocol governs, and no one presides. 

The hope held out in setting it down is that CIRCULAR develops a momentum of its 

own, independent of its beginning — that it becomes, like the forests it takes as both 

subject and practice, a thing that grows from below and sustains itself through 

exchange, needing no hand at its centre because it has no centre, only relations. 

Whether it does so is not something any document can guarantee. It depends on the 

readings that turn into invitations, and on the invitations that turn into work. 

Which returns us to where the Protocol began: to you, the reader no one has yet 

invited. You have now read the account of a network you are not, in this moment, 

part of. What happens next is not something these pages can arrange, for the 

network grows only as such readings ripen into first reaches outward — a chain 

begun, or an invitation awaited. If something here has answered your own practice, 

the next thread may be yours to begin, or yours to wait for. Either way, in reading, 

you have already entered the weather; and the forest, as it has always done, grows at 

its edges. 

 
i The ecology of thought is offered here as CIRCULAR's own term. It descends from two 

sources it does not reproduce: Gregory Bateson's Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972), where 

mind is immanent in the circuit rather than bounded by the skin — his sense of information as 

"a difference that makes a difference" returns below, in the account of saturation — and Félix 
Guattari's three registers of the mental, the social, and the environmental in The Three 

Ecologies (1989). CIRCULAR draws on both freely and follows neither to the letter. 


